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Fiction: THE BODY SNATCHERS by Bill Pronzini
* * * *

Art by Jason Eckhardt
* * * *
Fans of MWA Grand Master Bill Pronzini have two new novels by the versatile writer to look forward to in 2010. Shortly after this issue goes to subscribers, the 34th installment in Mr. Pronzini's Nameless Detective series, Betrayers, will be published by Tor/Forge. In November, Walker & Company will release his new non-series suspense novel, The Hidden. He returns to EQMM here with an entry in one of our favorite series, that featuring Victorian-era San Francisco private eye John Quincannon.
* * * *
Agatha Canford said, “No, no, no,” and leaned forward to tap Quincannon smartly on the knee with a bony forefinger. “Infernal devices, telephones. Bad connections, everything gets mixed up. I did not say I wished to hire you because my husband has been kidnapped. I said I wished to hire you because my husband's body has been kidnapped."
"His . . . body?"
"From the family mausoleum, though neither Bertram nor I can imagine how it was done. Quite impossible, and yet there you are. They're demanding seventy-five thousand dollars."
"Who is?"
An impatient frown creased Mrs. Canford's crepelike countenance. “The kidnappers, of course,” she said. “Perhaps it wasn't the telephone after all. Are you hard of hearing, young man?"
"Not to my knowledge."
"Then kindly pay attention."
Agatha Canford was a frail woman in her seventies, pallid and hollow-eyed, but strong-willed, determined, and in full possession of her faculties. She was also quite wealthy, as the size and Victorian grandeur of this Nob Hill estate clearly attested. Quincannon had heard of her husband, Ruben Canford—a financier who, like George Hearst, William Sharon, and Alvinza Hayward, had made a substantial fortune from Nevada's Comstock Lode and who had spent his later years engaged in philanthropic enterprises. But he had never met the man, nor had he known that Canford had gone to meet his Maker; he'd been away in the Central Valley on a lengthy investigation for most of the past month, returning to San Francisco just three days ago.
He said, “Yes, ma'am,” and resisted an urge to loosen his stiff collar. The manse's drawing room was as warm as a bakery, with all the windows closed and a fire blazing on the hearth even though it was a balmy fall afternoon outdoors. It also smelled unpleasantly of potpourri mingled with woodsmoke and fumes from the oversweet violet sachet Agatha Canford favored. The aroma of good Navy plug tobacco might improve the atmosphere, he thought, and produced his pouch and stubby briar.
"I do not permit smoking in this house,” Mrs. Canford said.
He sighed inaudibly and returned pouch and pipe to his pockets.
"Body-snatching for ransom is a heinous crime, to be sure,” he said. “Have you any idea who is responsible?"
"Ghouls, that's who. Monsters preying on the bereaved and grief-stricken."
"Yes. But I meant anyone, by name."
"No one we know could possibly be involved.” This came from the Canfords’ son, Bertram, who was seated on another of the room's ornate and uncomfortable chairs. He was a plump, balding man in his forties, dressed in an expensive broadcloth suit as mourning-black in color as his mother's velveteen dress. “Blackguards from the Barbary Coast, no doubt. The kind that will stop at nothing, including violence against those who deny them."
Mrs. Canford sniffed. “You keep saying that, Bertram. It sounds as though you're well acquainted with the devil's playground."
"Hardly. But I know its evil reputation."
"The Tenderloin gamblers and trollops you consort with are no better."
"Now, Mother, you know that's not true. . . . “
"Do I?” she said. Then, to Quincannon, “My son thinks we ought to pay the ransom."
"Yes, I do. It's the only way to ensure Father's safe return."
"Do you agree, Mr. Quincannon?"
"No. Paying a ransom demand is a poor risk in any case."
"That is my position as well, at least for the present. I'll have no rest until my husband's earthly remains are back where they belong, but I'll have none, either, until the perpetrators of this outrage are exposed and punished. That is why you're here, Mr. Quincannon. I've been told you're a competent detective."
Competent detective? Faugh! He was the finest detective in the western United States, if not the entire nation.
"I assure you you won't be disappointed,” he said judicially. “Now then. When did your husband pass on to his reward?"
"Two weeks ago. Not unexpectedly—he had been ill for some time."
"And when did the theft take place?"
"We don't know exactly,” Bertram said. “Sometime within the past two days."
"Have you informed the police?"
"Certainly not,” Mrs. Canford said. “Ruben considers the police inept and corrupt, and I quite agree.” So did Quincannon, though he didn't interrupt her by saying so. “And their involvement would bring the worst sort of sensational publicity."
"When did you receive the ransom note?” he asked.
"Yesterday afternoon. It was in a package Edmund found on the doorstep."
"Edmund?"
"The houseman. That package, there on the table."
Quincannon had noticed it before; now he looked at it more closely. It consisted of a small cardboard box with a closed lid, in a nest of torn brown wrapping paper and string.
"Go ahead, young man. Open it."
The box contained a large sheet of folded paper, a raggedly cut triangle of white satin, and a large gold ring with a distinctive ruby setting. Quincannon unfolded the paper. Crude, childlike writing covered it on a downward slant. The message was brief and to the point.
We have Canfords body. Safe for now in airtite contayner. $75,000 small bills or youll never see agin. Instrukshuns soon. No coppers or else!
Disguised writing? Faked illiteracy? Perhaps, but he couldn't be absolutely sure one way or another.
He said to Mrs. Canford, “The ring belonged to your late husband?"
"Certainly. I gave it to him many years ago. It was interred with him."
"And the piece of satin—cut from the lining of his casket?"
"Yes."
Bertram said, “As soon as we opened the package and read the note, Mother and Edmund and I went straightaway to the mausoleum. We found the door locked and apparently undisturbed. If it hadn't been for the ring and the piece of casket cloth, we would have considered the whole business a monstrous hoax."
"What did you do then?"
"Bertram and I went downtown to Whitburn Trust to get the mausoleum key,” Mrs. Canford said. “After the funeral I put it in my box in the bank for safekeeping."
"Is that the only key?"
"Yes, the only one."
"And no one has access to the safebox but you and Bertram?"
"No one but me. The box was my husband's and mine. Its contents are of no concern to anyone else, even my son, as long as I am alive."
Bertram cleared his throat. “You can imagine how we felt when we returned and entered the mausoleum and found the casket empty."
"And this piece of satin fit into a hole cut in the lining?"
"Exactly."
"Devil's work,” Mrs. Canford said. “Almost as if entry had been gained and Ruben spirited away by supernatural means."
"Mother believes in spiritualism,” Bertram said.
"Spiritualism, yes. Demonic ghouls, no. I said ‘as if,’ didn't I? No, by heaven, whoever committed this atrocity is human and damnably clever."
"And potentially dangerous to your safety and mine."
Agatha Canford aimed a long-suffering look in Quincannon's direction that told him he wasn't the only one who considered Bertram a weakling and likely a coward. Whereas she herself was strong and feisty, an admirable woman in spite of her prejudices against telephones and tobacco and her “competent detective” remark.
He said, “I'll have a look at the mausoleum now, if Bertram will show me the way."
Mrs. Canford produced a large key from the pocket of her dress, placed it in Quincannon's, not her son's, hand. Bertram's lips tightened; he rose stiffly from his chair. He, too, was aware of what she thought of him.
He led the way through french doors onto a terrace surrounded by an opulent garden dominated by rosebushes and yew trees. Practical to a fault, Quincannon owned little interest in scenic matters, but he had to admit that the sweeping views from the terrace were impressive. The Marin headlands, the bay and the military garrrison on Alcatraz Island, the forest of masts on the sailing ships crowding the piers and warehouses along the Embarcadero—all were visible in the dwindling, late-afternoon sunlight. He wondered briefly what it would be like to live in such lofty surroundings. One day, mayhap, if Carpenter and Quincannon, Professional Detective Services, continued to flourish, perhaps he would find out.
The mausoleum stood at the opposite end of the garden, at the bottom of a short incline—a square, squat, moss-coated stone structure with no external markings. Nearby there was a carriage barn, behind which a carriageway led to a cross street beyond. The Canfords’ nearest neighbor in that direction appeared to be several hundred yards distant. Simple enough, then, for the body snatchers to have driven a wagon in and parked it directly behind the crypt. Done in the dead of night, they would have had little fear of being seen.
The door set into the mausoleum's facing wall was made of filigreed bronze and appeared to be some inches thick. Quincannon examined the lock first, peering at it through the magnifying glass he carried. There were no indications that lock picks or any other tool had been used on it; the only marks were light nicks made by the key as it was inserted into the lock. Nor had the hinges been tampered with in any way.
Could a skeleton key have been used? No, not on a lock of this age and type, unless the original locksmith was involved in the theft. A possibility to be checked, but a highly unlikely prospect.
"This door is the only way in or out?” he asked Bertram.
"Yes. No windows, of course, or any apertures."
Quincannon slid the heavy key into the lock, turned the bolt. The door was as heavy as it looked; it took a bit of effort to swing it open. The hinges creaked, but not loudly enough for the sound to carry even at night. Thick walls, he noted, and well-sealed; the air in the crypt was only slightly dank. He struck a lucifer, waved away the sulphur smell, and held the light aloft as he stepped into the gloomy interior. Bertram chose to wait in the doorway.
Four low stone biers had been built along the walls. Coffins rested on two of them, both with their lids closed. In answer to his question about the smaller of the pair, Bertram said solemnly that it contained the remains of his younger sister, Jenny, who had died of consumption six years earlier.
The other casket was one of the largest and most elaborate Quincannon had ever seen, with knobs, hinges, and handles made of pure silver. A silver plate on the shell's side bore engravings of Ruben Canford's name and the dates of his birth and death. He raised the lid, noting that it had been screwed down and the screws removed without damage. There was a hole in the lid's satin lining where the triangular piece had been neatly cut out. The satin ruffles covering the sides were unmarked, the satin-pillowed bed smooth and unwrinkled.
In the flickering light from a second match he studied the floor around the bier. Nothing caught his eye—there was nothing to be found. He struck a third lucifer for an examination of the walls—all solid—and a fourth for another look at the coffin before he was satisfied that he'd seen all there was to see.
Outside again, he swung the door shut and relocked it. “Tell me, Mr. Canford,” he said then, “was the lid on your father's casket open or closed when you and Edmund first entered the crypt?"
"What possible difference can that make?"
"Open or closed, sir?"
"Closed.” Bertram frowned. “Have you an idea of how the deed was done?"
Quincannon's reply was an enigmatic smile. Any ideas he had at this stage in his investigation he intended to keep strictly to himself.
* * * *
Early the next morning, on his way down Market Street, Quincannon stopped at the building on Third that housed the San Francisco Call. Twenty minutes later, armed with two back issues of the newspaper, he continued briskly to the offices of Carpenter and Quincannon, Professional Detective Services.
Sabina was at her desk, studying what appeared to be a sheaf of stock certificates—part and parcel of her investigation of the Trevelyan fraud case, no doubt. As always, her dark blue eyes, high-cheekboned face, sleek black hair, and comely figure quickened his pulses. A handsome woman, his partner—and a young widow many men considered fair game. Had she permitted any inside her Russian Hill flat? The question haunted him. As did the thought that she might accept a proposal of marriage from a man other than John Quincannon. For she was a careful guardian of her personal life, and steadfastly refused to succumb to his advances. Other than an occasional meal together, their relationship was strictly confined to business. Ah, but he was a stubborn Scot; each refusal only made him more determined to melt her resistence.
"Well, my dear,” he said as he crossed to his desk, “I must say you look particularly lovely this morning."
Her smile bent at the corners. “Soft soap so early, John? Really."
"A genuine compliment, I assure you."
"With the usual underlying motives."
"Can I help it if I find you alluring? I missed you those three weeks I was away—truly."
"So you've told me four times now."
"Truth can't be repeated often enough."
"Nor can eyewash, apparently.” She rustled the stock certificates. “I've work to do, John. If you're not busy, you're welcome to help me."
"But I am busy,” Quincannon said. “We have a new client, and a wealthy one. Agatha Canford."
"Ruben Canford's widow?"
"None other. She telephoned yesterday afternoon while you were out of the office.” He outlined the facts for her.
"Nasty business,” she said. “The work of Barbary Coasters, do you think?"
"If so, Ezra Bluefield will have it on the aerie. But I have my doubts."
"Who else could it be? Scruffs from across the bay?"
"Or opportunists right here in the city."
"It has been two weeks since Canford passed on,” Sabina said. “Opportunists seldom wait so long to take advantage."
"Unless they have good reason."
At his desk, he read the annoucement of Ruben Canford's demise in a twelve-day-old issue of the Call. The only information it supplied that he didn't already know was the family's estimated net worth—ten millions, a figure that put a gleam in his eye—and Bertram Canford's profession, obliquely stated as “promoter."
The issue dated two days later carried a story about the Canford funeral. From this, Quincannon learned the identity of the mortuary where it had taken place—Joshua Trilby's Evergreen Chapel, with an address on lower Van Ness Avenue—and the names of the pallbearers. Three of the names were familiar, all wealthy men in Ruben Canford's class. One of the unfamiliar names, Thomas Brody, was listed as managing director of the Canford Investment Foundation.
A likeness of Ruben Canford might prove useful, but neither of the newspapers carried a photograph or artist's sketch of the man, and Quincannon couldn't recall having seen one anywhere else. He asked Sabina if she had.
"No,” she said, “but I happen to have met him once."
"Did you, now? Under what circumstances?"
"At a reception at the Palace Hotel about a year ago."
"Reception? In conjunction with a case?"
"No."
"As an invited guest? Or in the company of one?"
"That's neither here nor there. Why are you interested in a photograph of Canford?"
Hell and damn! Her passion for privacy could be maddening sometimes. “To know what he looked like, of course. There weren't any photographs in evidence in the Canford mansion."
"Well, I can tell you that much. Five and a half feet tall, slight of build. Iron-gray hair, thinning on top, and gray muttonchop whiskers. Large ears set at an angle to his head. His eyes were brown, if I remember correctly."
"Remarkable powers of observation, as always."
"Another compliment, John? Or are you being sarcastic now?"
Blasted woman. She could read him like the proverbial book and he seemed unable to read her at all.
* * * *
Ezra Bluefield's Scarlet Lady Saloon was a scabrous establishment on Terrific Street, as Pacific Avenue was called, in the black heart of the Barbary Coast. Not so many years before, it had been a crimping joint, where seamen were fed drinks laced with laudanum and chloral hydrate and then shanghaied onto ships in need of crews. Now, through the efforts of the Sailors’ Union of the Pacific, and generous bribes to city officials that permitted Bluefield to remain in business, it was an “honest” deadfall in which percentage girls and rigged games of chance were the methods used to separate seamen and other patrons from their earnings.
Quincannon found Bluefield in his usual place, behind the desk in his office at the rear. An ex-miner in the Western gold fields, Bluefield considered himself a gentleman saloon keeper in spite of the Scarlet Lady's infamous reputation. He had remained aloof from the crimping activities, and did likewise from the current criminal endeavors; and it was a known fact that whenever brawls broke out, as they often did, he stayed in his office behind a locked door and relied on his team of bouncers to restore peace. But he had a blunt finger on the pulse of the Barbary Coast and knew as much about its denizens and their nefarious activities as anyone in the devil's playground.
He greeted his visitor effusively, as always. Quincannon had once prevented a rival saloon owner from ending Bluefield's life with a bullet, and the man had never forgotten it.
"Well, John, my lad, what brings you by to see old Ezra? As if I didn't know. Information, eh?"
"No one in this foul district has a greater storehouse."
Bluefield chuckled and stroked his handlebar moustache, the ends of which jutted out several inches on each side of his mouth and were waxed to rapier points—as resplendent in its way as Quincannon's full beard. “True enough. What's the game this time?"
"Body snatching,” Quincannon said. “For ransom."
"And a wicked game that is. Whose body has been snatched?"
"I'd rather not say, except that it was that of a prominent citizen."
"How much ransom?"
"Seventy-five thousand dollars."
Bluefield whistled. “More than you or I have ever seen in one lump, eh?"
"Or are ever likely to. Have you heard anything of such a plot?"
"Nary a whisper."
"But you would have if Coasters were involved."
"Aye, with that much jack at stake. Are you sure it's a plot hatched here?"
"No. In fact, it doesn't strike me as a mug's job."
"Nor me,” Bluefield said. “I can't think of a single scruff smart enough to plan such a caper. They're all too busy robbing, swindling, shanghaiing, and murdering the living."
"Will you ask around, Ezra, and send word if you find out anything?"
"That I will."
* * * *
The offices of the Canford Investment Foundation were well-placed in the Montgomery Block. One of Quincannon's business cards and a message that he was in the employ of Mrs. Agatha Canford bought him an immediate audience with Thomas Brody in the managing director's private office.
"I can't imagine why Mrs. Canford would need the services of a private investigator,” Brody said. He was a spare, clean-shaven man in his fifties with thin, nervous features and a priggish air.
"A private matter,” Quincannon told him. “If you'd like to telephone Mrs. Canford to confirm her engagement of my services . . . “
"No, no, that won't be necessary. Your reputation precedes you, sir. How can I help you?"
"I understand you were one of the pallbearers at Mr. Canford's funeral."
If Brody found the question odd, he didn't show it. His thin face assumed a dolorous expression. “I had that honor, yes. He was a friend of long-standing as well as my employer."
"Well-attended, was it?"
"The funeral? Oh, yes. Mr. Canford had many friends in the city."
"I'm not familiar with Joshua Trilby's Evergreen Chapel. A first-class establishment, no doubt?"
"Ah, I wouldn't say that, no.” Brody lowered his voice, after the fashion of a man about to reveal a confidence. “Rather small and . . . well, somewhat less suitable than one might have hoped for a man of Mr. Canford's stature."
"How so?"
"Well, for one thing, Mr. Canford didn't look as . . . natural as he might have. Rather a slipshod job, in my opinion. The viewing room was quite small and the floral offerings haphazardly arranged."
"A shame. Was the procession handled properly?"
"More or less, except for the delay."
"Delay?"
"After the service. Some sort of problem with the hearse that kept us all waiting for ten minutes before the casket could be carried out. Poor Mrs. Canford . . . she wept the entire time."
"Unconscionable. Was it she who chose the Trilby mortuary?"
"I suppose it must have been.” Brody seemed to feel that perhaps he'd been too candid in his remarks. He made haste to change the subject. “Such a great loss to us all, especially those who have benefited and will continue to benefit from Mr. Canford's philanthropic endeavors. He was a fine man, generous and caring to a fault."
"His widow seems to be cut from the same cloth."
"Oh, yes. A wonderful woman."
"And his son."
Brody hesitated before he said, “Yes, of course."
"Is Bertram Canford involved in the foundation's work?"
"Ah, no. No, he isn't."
"By his choice? Or his father's?"
Another hesitation, longer this time. Brody's nose and upper lip quivered in a way that made Quincannon think of a disapproving rabbit. “I believe his interests lie elsewhere."
"Bertram is a promoter, I'm told. What does he promote?"
"I have no idea."
"Well, I don't suppose it matters. I expect his father left him well provided for. They did get on well together, didn't they?"
"I really couldn't say, sir. I hardly know the man."
Quincannon asked a few more questions before leaving Brody to puzzle over the purpose of his visit.
* * * *
He spent the rest of the day gathering information and placing requests for more.
After a look at Joshua Trilby's Evergreen Chapel, a small brick establishment as unprepossessing as Brody's depiction, he returned to the Barbary Coast for another brief talk with Ezra Bluefield. From there he made his way to Hoolihan's Saloon on Second Street, his favorite watering hole in the days when he'd worked as a Secret Service operative and been an imbiber of strong spirits.
Hoolihan's was still a place he frequented; it was a short cable-car ride from his rooms on Leavenworth, he was on friendly terms with the barmen, and among the clientele were a number of individuals who could be counted on to share their knowledge of the city and its various strata for a few coins or rounds of free drinks. If this coterie of informants didn't have the necessary answers, they generally knew someone somewhere who did.
He spent three hours in Hoolihan's darkly gaslit interior, drinking clam juice and conversing with the other habitues as they filtered in. When he left shortly before five, he had all the facts he required except for one. That one could easily be guessed at, but full and accurate data was essential in an investigation such as this. Detailed corroboration of the last fact would come sooner or later.
It came sooner, as a matter of fact. From one of Ezra Bluefield's runners, who knocked on his door at eight-thirty that evening. And it was just as he'd expected it would be.
Tomorrow, then, he would see to the safe return of Ruben Canfield's mortal remains—and mark the end of another triumph in the long and illustrious career of John Quincannon.
Or so he believed until he walked into the agency offices at nine o'clock the following morning.
* * * *
"Mrs. Canford telephoned,” Sabina said, “not five minutes ago. She wants to see you."
"And I her. But not just yet."
"She has news. Surprising news."
"Yes?"
"Her husband's body is back in the family crypt."
"What!"
"Brought there and left sometime last night, in the same mysterious manner as its taking."
"Then that means— Hell, damn, and blast!"
"Why are you so upset?"
"The damned scoundrels have stolen my thunder. I should've been the one to see that the body was safely brought home."
"Well, Mrs. Canford did say she wanted you to continue your search for the men responsible."
"At a reduced fee, no doubt."
"Oh, for heaven's sake, John. Is that all you ever think about?"
"Why else are we in business?” Quincannon said grumpily. “In any case, there's no need for a continuing search. I've already found out who is responsible."
"You have?"
"Yes, and how their tricks were worked. A fool's game from start to finish."
"Well? Are you going to tell me?"
"I haven't the time now.” He had shed his coat and derby hat when he entered; he quickly put them on again.
"Did Mrs. Canford say if her son was at home with her?"
"She did and he is. Is that where you're off to?"
"As swiftly as I can get there."
* * * *
Agatha and Bertram Canford were having tea on the terrace overlooking her rose garden. She no longer seemed quite so frail; her relief was evident in the erect set of her body, the color in her cheeks, and the brightness of her eyes. She offered Quincannon a wan smile when Edmund showed him to the table.
"Ah, good, you received my message. Isn't the news splendid?"
Indeed it was, he agreed, and managed to keep tartness out of his voice. He declined a cup of tea, but accepted her invitation to occupy the heavy wrought-iron chair between her and her son. Bertram was smoking an expensive cigar— evidently her prejudice against tobacco didn't extend to the outdoors—and wearing an expression of smug solemnity.
Quincannon said, “Tell me, Mrs. Canford—why did you pay the ransom?"
"Bertram convinced me it had to be done."
"We had no other choice,” her son said. “Another note was delivered yesterday noon. Even more harshly worded and threatening than the first. It said Father's remains would be . . . disposed of if the seventy-five thousand dollars wasn't paid by five p.m. The threat was too great to be ignored."
"You should have notified me."
"I meant to,” Mrs. Canford said, “but it slipped my mind in all the necessary hurry. We had very little time to obtain the money from the bank and for Bertram to deliver it by five o'clock."
"The note demanded that it be left near one of the bandstands in Golden Gate Park,” Bertram said. “I managed to get it there just in time."
"I was afraid the kidnappers would fail to release Ruben once they had the money. But when Bertram went to the mausoleum this morning, there he was —back safe and sound."
"How he was returned is as much a mystery as how he was taken. The door was locked as before and nothing was disturbed."
"Of course you'll continue with your investigation, Mr. Quincannon. The ransom money is of no real consequence to me, but as I told you before, I won't rest until the villains are caught and punished."
"And so they shall be.” Quincannon shifted his gaze to Bertram, who was just finishing his cigar. “I'll have another look at the crypt. You don't mind accompanying me?"
"No, of course not. The key, Mother?"
She took it from the pocket of her dress, handed it to her son. And he and Quincannon set off to where the mausoleum squatted, cool and dark, at the foot of the garden. When the heavy bronze door was unlocked, Bertram stepped back and to one side. “I'll wait here while you have your look inside."
"I have no need for a look inside."
"But you said—"
"A ruse to bring you down here alone.” Quincannon stepped up close and fixed him with an eye as fierce as a gargoyle's. “Now then. Where is the ransom money?"
"Wh . . . what?"
"Have you shared it with your confederates and debtors yet? Or is it all still in your possession?"
"I . . . I have no idea what you're talking about."
"The devil you don't. You no more delivered those greenbacks to Golden Gate Park than I flew upside down in the last windstorm. The plain truth is, you're the lad who planned this body-snatching business. And wrote and ‘delivered’ the ransom demands."
Bertram blinked, sputtered, then made an effort to draw himself up indignantly. “That's a slanderous accusation! How dare you!"
Quincannon moved even closer, crowding him back against the mossy stone wall. “There's no use denying it."
"I do deny it. You know full well that I had no access to the key, no way of getting inside the crypt . . . “
"Bah,” Quincannon said. “All that mystification was designed for the same purpose as the two-week waiting period—to cloud the truth, keep your mother from becoming suspicious, and focus attention elsewhere. There is no mystery about the taking of your father's body or about its return last night."
Bertram shook his head, but not in denial. His eyes had already taken on the shine of a trapped animal's.
"We both know the body was never in the mausoleum, that it was removed from the casket at the mortuary, after the service and before the procession here. The casket is heavy and your father was a slight man—you counted on none of the pallbearers noticing the disparity in weight and none did. Joshua Trilby did the job, under the guise of a faked delay with the hearse. He also cut the piece from the satin lining, removed the ring, and stored the body until last night.
"Its return was even more simply managed. The mausolem key was still in your mother's possession; I expect you had little difficulty appropriating it while she was occupied or asleep. You came down here to meet Trilby at a prearranged time, opened the crypt, helped him with the transfer, locked the door again afterwards, and put the key back where you got it. Then, this morning, you pretended to a miraculous discovery."
"How . . . how could you . . . “
"I began to suspect the truth when I examined the empty casket. If a gang of genuine body-snatchers had been at work, all the heavy silver handles and other valuable silver trim would have been stolen as well. Just as telltale was the casket's pillow bed. If a body had lain there for two weeks, the satin would have retained some impression of it. But there was none; it was completely smooth."
Bertram said desperately, “If Trilby is guilty, he acted alone. I'm a wealthy man, I have no need of a large sum of cash. . . . “
"You're not a wealthy man—your mother controls the family purse strings and she doesn't approve of either gambling or consorting with loose women. You owe ten thousand dollars to Charles Riley at the House of Chance and smaller amounts at a number of other Uptown Tenderloin sporting houses, and you have no means of borrowing enough to pay the markers. Trilby is in the same bind, though he doesn't owe quite as much—a fact I learned last night. Birds of a feather. You met him in one of the gambling dens, I'll wager, and hatched your plan together while your father was still alive."
A sound halfway between a moan and a goat's bleat escaped Bertram's throat. After which he abandoned all pretense of innocence. “I had to do it, I had to. Threats against my life if I didn't pay soon . . . I had to do something!"
Quincannon resisted an urge to knock him down. “The ransom money. Still have it or not?"
"Yes, in my office downtown. I intended pay Trilby and my markers tonight, but now—"
"Now we'll go fetch it and I'll return it to your mother."
"And tell her that I— No, you can't do that! She'll be devastated, she'll disown me!"
"You should have thought of that,” Quincannon said, “before you decided to become a ghoul."
* * * *
"He was right, you know,” Sabina said when Quincannon finished his detailed explanations to her. “You can't tell Mrs. Canford what her son is and what he did."
"And why can't I? He's a nasty piece of work—lower than a gopher's hind end. He deserves whatever punishment comes his way."
"Yes, but she doesn't deserve to suffer any more. She's still grieving over the loss of her husband, and relieved and happy that he's back in his final resting place. The truth about Bertram would make a misery of the rest of her days—you know that as well as I do. Isn't that why you've yet to return the ransom money?"
He made grumbling noises in his beard. “I would have to invent a story to explain how I came by it and who is responsible."
"Well? That shouldn't be difficult, with your lively imagination."
"Bah. It might result in a reduced fee—"
"John,” she said warningly.
"And what if Bertram should try another scheme to dupe money from her?"
"I daresay he won't. Not after you put the fear of God and John Quincannon into him."
"He'll still stand to inherit when she passes on."
"The Tenderloin gamblers may not allow him to live that long,” Sabina said. “But if they do, Agatha Canford is no fool; you said so yourself. She knows about his profligate ways and she may not trust him with a large inheritance. In any event, that is her business. Ours is whether or not you're going to spare her."
"I don't know yet,” he lied.
"Yes, you do. You're no more hard-hearted than I am."
"Ah, but you are hard-hearted where I'm concerned."
"Perhaps not,” she said. “Perhaps my heart is softer for you than you think."
He said with sudden soaring hope, “My dear Sabina, does that mean—?"
"You're not going to tell Mrs. Canford about her son, are you?"
"No. Certainly not. Never."
"A wise decision,” she said. “Now suppose we get back to work?"
He sat bewildered at his desk. Had she meant what she'd said a moment ago about her softening heart, or had she merely been toying with him to elicit his promise? He couldn't decide which. Poor smitten fool that he was, all he knew for certain was that now he pined for her affections more than ever.
Copyright © 2010 Bill Pronzini
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Reviews: BLOG BYTES by Bill Crider
The Stiletto Gang would be a great title for a movie, right? Nobody's used it for a movie, however, or even for a book, but it's the name of a blog (thestilettogang.blogspot.com) hosted by a group of “women writers on a mission to bring mystery, humor, and high heels to the world.” Who are these women? I'm glad you asked. They're Evelyn David, who posts on Mondays, Marilyn Meredith (Tuesdays), Maggie Barbieri, (Wednesdays), Rachel Brady (last Friday of the month), Misa Ramirez (last two Thursdays), and Susan McBride (first and third Fridays). On the first two Thursdays and the second Friday each month, they have guest posters. So you get plenty of variety, and you're sure to find something to enjoy, from personal posts about income taxes to comments about the authors’ current novels. The writers also have their scheduled appearances noted in a sidebar, along with links to their websites.
Mysterious Matters (mysteriousmatters.typepad.com) is a completely different kind of blog. It's “designed to educate and entertain both writers and readers of mystery and suspense novels with tips, comments, and the inside story of the mystery publishing business,” and its author prefers to remain anonymous. He's a man, known to his readers only as “Agatho,” in honor of Agatha Christie, and his blog contains “advice for new writers; the topic of money; reviews; used books; mistakes often made by people in their first books; mystery listservs and mystery on the Internet; and so forth.” Recently he's had posts on character development in genre fiction ("utter nonsense"), a review of the year 2009 as it pertains to mystery fiction, and the role of plot in fiction. His goal is “to be honest and straightforward,” and it's always interesting to see what he has to say.
If you're looking for fine, thoughtful reviews, you should be aware of Lesa's Book Critiques (lesasbookcritiques.blogspot.com), with Lesa Holstine, a librarian in Glendale, Arizona. Lesa's the winner of the 2009 Spine-tingler Award for Best Reviewer, just in case you were wondering if you could trust her taste. She occasionally writes other kinds of posts, including those touting the “hot titles” for some particular month. Or she might write about her library's brown-bag luncheons, quarterly events where she talks to library patrons about her favorite books from the preceding three months. Lesa recently lost her husband, Jim, to cancer, and her personal posts on that occasion are both insightful and moving. They're well worth looking for among the reviews.
Bill Crider's own peculiar blog can be found at billcrider.blogspot.com.
Copyright © 2010 Bill Crider
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Fiction: THE VENGEANCE OF KALI by David Dean
2007 Readers Award winner David Dean, by day the chief of police in a New Jersey resort town, has been writing a lot of stories lately. The pro-tagonist of this latest tale is an eleven- year-old thief whose secret world is observed, from above, by a flock of buzzards. The story's feathered char-acters have a counterpart in the real world. “They dwell,” the author tells us, “less than a mile from my house, on a street very similar to the one described.” We'll have more from this evocative writer later this year.
Kieran sat on his bike at the edge of the wood line and watched the new people transfer their furnishings from the van to the house. He had been doing so for nearly half an hour and not been noticed. This did not surprise him. It was in his character, in fact integral to his lifestyle, that he not be seen or remarked upon. Living in his older brother's long shadow, and dwelling at the lower tier of his neighborhood's age group, had taught him the art of near invisibility. Even his red hair failed to excite notice, so practiced was he at living in the shadows.
The people that he watched from astride his travel-worn, stripped-down bike, however, could expect nothing but scrutiny. The strange reddish hue of their dark skins and the exotic chirping of their outlandish language guaranteed it in Kieran's neighborhood, and he found it difficult to take his eyes from them. In fact, he could not have been more astounded at their manifestation had they been deposited there by a spacecraft, as opposed to the Mercedes SUVs and other expensive cars they had arrived in just minutes before the moving van.
Moments before their remarkable landfall, Kieran had been coursing along on the narrow bike paths that bisected the few remaining woods of his neighborhood, traveling unseen from one street to the next as he studied the backyards of the houses within a several-block radius. It was from these observations that he would sometimes schedule return visits under cover of darkness to select and remove objects that he coveted—his bike being an example, hence its stripped-down conversion to avoid identification.
Other thefts lacked such obvious value, but spoke to some inarticulate need, such as his surprising and difficult appropriation of a backyard soccer net. The actual removal of this unwieldy object had been extremely difficult and fraught with the peril of discovery, yet he had accomplished it in the dark of night and somehow dragged it the two blocks to his home without arousing victim or witnesses.
Sadly, as Kieran had failed to secure a soccer ball and did not know how the game was played in any case, the net was left to collect only leaves and debris as it began its slow decline from neglect in his backyard—a monument, perhaps, to something he could not yet articulate. But on this long Sunday afternoon in early autumn no such thoughts occupied his mind, for he had chanced upon the interlopers just as they began their disembarkation.
With cries like strange birds they greeted one another as their caravan of luxury cars disgorged them onto the newly asphalted drive. The men were all quite thin and small, sporting thick moustaches; their clothing running the gamut from somber suits to brightly colored and zippered warmup togs. The women were even more arresting, with long black hair that glistened in the warm sun, while their bodies, draped in diaphanous materials dyed outlandish pinks, purples, and greens, glimmered beneath the soft September sky.
Each person stopped short of embracing the other, instead bringing their hands together as if in prayer and momentarily bowing their heads. Once this had been accomplished, it appeared they were free to hug, shake hands, or kiss. Kieran watched entranced, thinking of the dragonflies he sometimes observed over the lichen-covered birdbath in his backyard, hovering and circling close to one another before dipping slightly in the humid air and racing off.
Suddenly, one of the older men pointed in Kieran's direction and without any unnecessary movement the boy withdrew several feet further into the shadows beneath the canopy of dry, coloring leaves. It was as if he had simply faded out of the picture—a minute, but possibly distracting figure in the landscape removed with cloth and turpentine.
Yet he needn't have feared, for the gaze of all rose to the treetops and halted, the faces of the men closing in consternation, even as the women's pursed in distaste and their large, dark eyes widened in barely suppressed horror. There followed a silence that was, in turn, replaced by a hubbub in the foreign tongue of the newcomers. Several more of them began pointing at the treetops and exclaiming in alarmed tones.
Kieran had no need of a translator to divine the cause of their clamor; he was very familiar with the troop of undertakers that roosted opposite their home site and even now flapped their ragged wings and sidled uneasily on their branches under the hostile gaze of their newest neighbors. Kieran could not recall a time when they had not dwelt there.
As a small boy, he could remember lying on his back in the adjoining field, now long given over to lots for upscale homes, and watching the great birds rustle and flap amongst the branches of the largest trees. On such mornings, clear and dappled with sun, they emerged from the arboreal gloom as dark, shapeless shadows perched singly or in discontented, peevish clusters, shoving and pecking their fellow tribe members.
As the sun's rays began to pierce their enclave, wings would be thrown wide to absorb the warmth and dry the damp from their feathers; these violent, inconsiderate actions often dislodging a fellow vulture and forcing him to flap wildly as he sought to obtain the next available perch and avoid crashing into the earth.
After a period of this, at what always appeared to be an agreed-upon moment, though Kieran had never heard the carrion eaters utter a single sound, first one, followed by another, then another, would fall forth from the limbs they had been so unwilling to leave but moments before, throw wide their great wings, and begin their ungainly climb into the morning sky.
At these moments, Kieran thought there could not be a clumsier, less flight-worthy bird; yet once they clambered onto that first thermal that would raise them into the heavens on its column of superheated air, they attained the grace of angels. They were no longer the clown princes of the bird world, but an aerial ballet troupe silently wheeling across the heavens in follow-the-leader acrobatics. It seemed to Kieran that they could glide for hours without a single beat of the wing, without the least effort at staying aloft. It was only when they returned to their roost each evening that he was reminded again of what ugly creatures they really were, with their ragged cloaks of dusty wings and their raw, blood-dipped heads—their forlornly comic return heralded by the crash of branches, the scattering of leaves, and a rain of sad, dirty feathers.
Kieran watched as the oldest of the men, the same one who had first noticed the turkey vultures, hurried over to the rear door of one of the Mercedes. Even from across the street, Kieran could recognize the body language of deference, as the man opened the door, made the obligatory prayer gesture, and offered his arm to whoever was within.
Kieran stared in wonder as the tiny figure, wrapped in gold-and-white cloth, was deposited onto the smooth, oily-looking drive and the entire company went silent, brought their hands together as one, and bowed. The ancient woman, who appeared no larger than a child to the eleven-year-old Kieran, returned the gesture, then spoke; her tiny voice carried away in the light breeze. The newcomers smiled without showing their teeth, their heads still slightly inclined. Kieran sensed that they were uncomfortable about something—that they were awaiting the old woman's judgment.
The older gentleman who stood clutching her elbow (Kieran couldn't help but think of him as a gentleman due to his age and the fact that he wore a suit) spoke then, and pointed again to the trees, though this time it appeared to be for the old woman's benefit. His gesture was at once reluctant and dismissive. Then he and the rest returned once more to silence.
Kieran had already guessed that this ancient woman was the matriarch of the clan and the rest, her children, grandchildren, and possibly great-grandchildren. He awaited her judgment with interest—if she disapproved of the vultures, would they simply return to their cars and leave?
She stood within the circle of her large family and tilted her head up to the treetops, shading her eyes with one hand as she steadied herself on her eldest son's arm with the other. Her hair, uncovered like the younger women's, fell down her back as a great rope of grey, bound by gold ribbon.
All eyes, including Kieran's, followed her gaze to settle on the unattractive birds, who shuffled uneasily on their whitened limbs. Several, apparently unable to bear the tension, launched themselves in muffled explosions of discomfort to cant awkwardly this way and that between the trees as they sought the anonymity of the deeper forest. The old woman continued to study them.
Kieran's interest returned to her and there he found her eldest regarding her with concern and it suddenly dawned on the boy that this gentleman had failed to notice the birds prior to this day, and that this failure might have actual consequences—it was up to the old lady to pronounce judgment.
Suddenly, she brought her palms together and held them aloft as if greeting the vultures and smiled. She spoke several words to the assembled family and laughed merrily; then pointed quite openly to the great birds and spoke once more. Now everyone joined in on the joke, if that was what it was, and Kieran could see, even at a distance, relief flood the features of the eldest son; the lines of consternation smoothed out by hilarity and laughter. This time when they smiled, the entire family revealed brilliant teeth and uplifted faces. They would stay—and with that, the eldest escorted her toward the front door and possession, as the older sons and all the women followed in train, leaving only the younger men to resume the job of unpacking the van.
As the front door closed behind the procession, Kieran was left in the shadow of the wood, his curiosity replaced by a strange longing that felt like a fragile egg within his bony chest. And after several long moments of watching for something more, though he could not say what, he lifted the bike between his legs and walked it in a semicircle to face the way he had come, suddenly aware of the cheap quality of his stolen prize and the dull, faded colors of his jeans and black T-shirt gone nearly grey with washings. Then, like his feathered companions, the boy flew back into the woods, bumping and careening his way into the greater darkness.
* * * *
When Kieran arrived home, his mother stood at the kitchen sink, still wrapped in her housecoat, coffee in one hand and first cigarette of the day in the other, watching the sun sink beneath the western treeline. Her mass of springy red hair floated about her shoulders in an unkempt nimbus highlighted by the fading light from the window. Though she looked tired and dark beneath the eyes, her smile upon seeing him lent her face a plucky, good-natured attractiveness that might be confused with beauty in a younger woman. Kieran sometimes thought that she was beautiful.
She reached out expertly with the hand holding her smoke, and without so much as spilling her ash, caught his long hair as he tried to slip by, leant over, and planted a large, moist kiss on his reluctant cheek. In that brief instant, Kieran was treated to an unwanted glimpse of her ample cleavage, barely contained within the loose confines of her gown.
As she straightened up and caught the focus of his gaze, she popped the cigarette back into her mouth and ran a finger down his short, straight nose. “Boys,” she said wistfully and smiled, “always grow up to be men and men can never get over . . . “ She caught herself and stopped. “All girls have these, you know.” She arched an eyebrow at her son. “They're no big deal, believe me."
"I know that,” Kieran mumbled as he tried to slip by once more.
"I've got to work tonight . . . you know thattoo, right,” she continued, turning to place her cup in the sink, still smiling.
"Yessss,” he hissed in exasperation and embarrassment. Kieran's mom worked rotating twelve-hour shifts as a dispatcher at the police department, and he was well acquainted with her schedule—it was while she was on night shifts that he was able to do his best work. Kevin, his sixteen-year-old brother, was supposed to watch him during these absences, but seldom actually did and made little pretense of the matter.
"You smell like pine,” his mom said thoughtfully. “Where've you been?"
"Nowhere,” he replied automatically. “Did you know some foreigners are moving in on Palomino Drive?"
"Foreigners,” she repeated. “What makes you say that?"
"You should see them,” he answered.
"There are some barbequed ribs from that takeout you like in the fridge,” she pronounced, suddenly aware of the time; then stubbed out her smoke and sailed down the short corridor to the bathroom and her shower. “I also got that cole slaw and potato salad you love so much,” she called back to him as she was closing the door, “and don't wait for your brother . . . believe it or not, he called and said he'd be a little late."
"Good,” Kieran replied, snatching up the remotes for the television and the video games. “I hope he never comes home."
"What's that?” His mother's muffled voice reached him through the door and over the running water.
"Nothing,” Kieran assured her. “I said okay."
* * * *
It was after one o'clock in the morning when Kevin finally arrived home for his babysitting duties. He awoke Kieran as he stumbled down the hallway searching for his own bedroom, then suddenly retraced his steps back to his little brother's room and threw open the door. There was a pause as he hung silhouetted in the door frame, reeking of booze and an odd, chemical odor. Kieran tried to pretend he was still asleep by keeping his breathing steady; then, Kevin switched the light on.
"Just wanted to make sure the boogeyman hadn't gotten you,” he slurred, his long, dark hair framing a lean face that might someday be handsome. His heavy-lidded blue eyes slid over Kieran with amusement.
"There's no such thing,” Kieran responded automatically, the barbeque sauce now sour in his stomach.
"You better hope not, as much time as Mom leaves you alone."
"You're supposed to watch me,” Kieran blazed hotly in defense of their mother and much against his own best judgment.
"Is that right?” Kevin asked. “Wouldn't that be the job of your daddy?"
Kieran winced at the allusion to their separate fathers.
"I'm not your daddy,” his brother concluded flatly. “But at least I look in on you to make sure you're alive. Who else would?"
This was a question that Kieran had no wish to dwell on and it hurt his pride that he was, in fact, very glad to see his brother. “Get out of my room, Kevin, I'm trying to sleep,” was all he could think to say.
Kevin chuckled tolerantly and said, “You're such a tool,” then turned and began to close the door. Halfway out he stopped and asked, “Hey, what's for supper, little man?"
"Ribs,” Kieran answered, turning his face to the wall. “They're in the fridge."
Kevin closed the door without turning off the light.
"Turn off the light,” Kieran shouted.
"Switch is on the wall,” his brother shouted happily back as he made his uncertain way to the kitchen.
* * * *
The following morning being a Monday, Kieran dressed himself in his usual jeans and T-shirt, ate a bowl of cereal heavily glazed with sugar and drowned in milk, and left for school in plenty of time to allow for wandering. His mother, having arrived home just after six a.m., was sleeping the first of what she called her “shifts,” having long ago discovered what most night workers learn—that it is almost impossible to sleep through the daylight hours, no matter how dark the room or silent the house. It's just unnatural to the human condition. Therefore, she would arise sometime in the early afternoon, putter about the house, then return to her bed once more as the day wore on. In any event, Kieran typically made his own way on such mornings.
As to Kevin, he remained behind the closed door of his bedroom, snoring, snorting, and occasionally shouting incoherently while in the grips of his alcohol and drug-induced unconsciousness. The hour of the day was of no matter to him, and that it was a school day of even less import. Kieran knew that his brother would deal with the consequences of his actions in his typical laconic, amused fashion, because he had, as he confided to Kieran, “an ace up his sleeve"—he did not care if he was thrown out of school. Surprisingly to Kieran, who never brought attention to himself and asked for nothing, the administration went out of their way to keep his brother in school, offering accommodations such as specialized schedules and classes that the average student could only dream of in stupefied envy.
Kieran made a point of kicking Kevin's door on the way out but was rewarded with only silence for his effort.
Kieran's ride to school would not normally have taken him through the woods, but this day he bumped along the narrow path, veined with exposed roots, until he popped out at his vantage point of the previous day and braked to a dusty halt. The two-story, yellow-and-green house appeared just as anonymous as its neighbors—only two of the cars from the previous day remained, and all the blinds were drawn. There was nothing whatsoever to distinguish it from its bland, modern counterparts and Kieran felt a pang of disappointment.
He allowed himself to roll down the slight incline and into the street, turning as he reached it to pedal slowly past the front of the house. He had almost completed this pass when he glimpsed something in the shadows between the front door and the wall of the garage. Almost hidden amongst the fronds of a voluminous green plant with long, slender leaves, pointed and sharp-edged, a carved figure peeked out at him, and even at a distance, Kieran's young eyes easily took in the unmistakable curves and voluptuous proportions of a tiny naked woman. He looked away and then back again in astonishment—did they have a naked dancing woman on their front porch? And did she have four arms?—his front tire scrubbed the curb and wobbled dangerously before he was able to regain control of his bike.
At the nearby bus stop, an overweight, pimply kid, two years his senior, laughed and shouted something obscene at him, but Kieran paid no mind, so enthralled was he at his extraordinary discovery. Turning for another pass, he saw a slat in one of the blinds near the statue lift to reveal a triangle of darkness, then fall once more into place, and sensing a trap, he reversed himself—further reconnaissance would have to wait, though he knew it could not wait long, for the desire to possess was hard upon him.
* * * *
Kieran's school day was interminable and his distraction so great that he was twice called to account for it. Worse still, his English teacher caught him in the midst of a feverish attempt to recreate with pencil and paper what he had only glimpsed that morning. Her sudden intake of breath at the generous proportions he had endowed his sketch with had been his only warning, and as this was a young teacher, whom he found especially attractive and nice, he was particularly mortified. Though clearly shocked at his depiction, she had nonetheless simply ripped the page from his notebook, wadded it up, and without word or comment consigned it to the trash basket. Even so, her gasp and his own blazing face told his classmates all they needed to know, and for the rest of the day he was treated to the nickname “Perv."
But with the ringing of the final bell, all of these trials were forgotten and left behind, as he rocketed out of the schoolyard ahead of the rush. So great was his hurry that he stood on his pedals, pumping madly down the streets until he made the turn onto Palomino Drive, and even then he drove on, desire replacing reason and stealth with boldness and inspiration.
Still riding at breakneck speed, Kieran aimed at the curb he had collided with earlier in the day; then, at the last possible moment, jerked the bike into the air and leaped the barrier to resume his juggernaut across the soft green of the strangers’ new lawn. The facade of the house remained unchanged, its windows still blinded to the outside world. The figurine that had danced in his mind all day hove into view as he turned to parallel the veranda, and her naked exuberance instantly burned away his earlier imaginings. She was like nothing he had ever seen before!
She did, indeed, have four arms and was as black as the space between the stars of a winter's night. One of the arms wielded a scimitar, its blade curved and cruel as a shark's mouth, while another brandished the head of someone, or something; Kieran had not drawn close enough yet to determine which. The remaining arms appeared to have been captured in graceful motion, in keeping with the thick, shapely leg seemingly raised in the act of a merry pirouette. Kieran applied the brakes just short of the porch and twisted the handlebars to execute a sudden, sliding stop, intending to launch himself onto the veranda and test the weight of the prize he must surely possess, and if it were possible, make away with it at that very moment. That was when his front tire flew off.
His collision with the soft, new fill of the lawn drove the wind from his lungs, but saved him from breaking any bones, and he rolled once before coming to a stop, splayed out on his back with his head at the feet of the sword-wielding goddess. From this vantage he could see that her enormous, blood-red tongue protruded at him in derision and that she sported a necklace of grinning skulls; whilst round her waist was strung a belt of human hands. Perhaps more ominously, she did not dance, but stood atop the body of a prostrate male. As his vision grew dark with the lack of oxygen, her form appeared to loom ever larger over him in triumph and he could see now that her allurements included a third eye on her forehead.
Suddenly, his lungs inflated, and his sight cleared like the passing of a squall line. He leapt to his feet, all action and resolve once more, and clambered onto the porch to seize his prize. He did not recognize himself in this newfound boldness and hurried to complete his task before his current incarnation abandoned him.
Even as he took hold of the slick, cold stone of the statue, he could sense its solidity. Whatever it had been carved from was incredibly dense and heavy, and it only took one attempt at lifting it to convince him that he would require assistance for this task. The old woman appeared at his elbow as if for just that purpose.
Kieran cried out, he was so surprised at her appearance. How had he not seen her? The front door stood wide open; she had obviously made no attempt at stealth. He stood slack-jawed in her presence, both due to her extraordinary appearance and the fact that he had never, in all his thieving, been caught in the act before now. He simply did not know what to do. Would her sons rush out, seize him, and call the police?
She shuffled toward Kieran, her hands raised in what was now a familiar gesture, even as he began to back away towards the edge of the porch. She was once again garbed in vibrant colors, though this time of gold and green. Up close, Kieran could see that her arms, face, and exposed midriff were networked in wrinkles; her dark countenance sunken and dried-looking; any resemblance to the abundant and curvaceous statue long since sloughed off with great age. She continued to advance on Kieran, gently shaking her pressed hands as if in supplication and speaking all the while in her lilting birdsong language. Kieran stumbled backwards off the veranda and only just managed to keep his footing. He glanced nervously at the open door. The old woman stopped at the edge of the porch and pointed to the statue of the goddess. “Kali,” she whispered happily; “Kali."
Kieran looked to the statue as well. “Kali,” he repeated.
The old woman smiled broadly, revealing surprisingly good and numerous teeth, then laughed. “Chop-chop,” she said, “chop-chop."
* * * *
Kieran sat in the blue glow of the computer screen in the silent house and read the words he had conjured up from the ether. “Kali, the Dark Mother, is the fierce and fearful form of the mother goddess and is adorned with awesome symbols,” it began. “She was born from the brow of the Goddess Durga during a great battle with evil forces and became so enraged that she began to kill not just the enemies of Durga, but all things. In order to stop her, Shiva threw himself under her feet. So shocked was she at this, that she stuck out her tongue in astonishment and ceased her homicidal rampage."
"Shiva,” Kieran said softly, trying the word on for size. He made a note to look him up as well, then read the article through. It explained that Kali's black complexion symbolized her transcendental nature, whatever that meant, and her nudity showed that she was beyond false consciousness, while the garland of human heads stood for the letters in the Sanskrit alphabet and symbolized infinite knowledge; the severed hands represented liberation from karma, her sword the destroyer of the eight bonds that bind man, her three eyes, the past, present, and future—the sum total of which meant very little to Kieran other than to endow the object that he desired with yet greater power and allure. Hadn't his bike been knocked to pieces by merely approaching?
He turned away from the screen and looked across the dim, empty living room. From somewhere in the walls, a pipe knocked several times as the water within it cooled; then all went silent once more. His mother was still on night shift and he could count on Kevin to be either absent or disinterested in his whereabouts. Slipping on a black vinyl jacket with a ripped seam at the cuff, he searched through Kevin's room until he located his woolen navy watch cap and pulled it down to his eyebrows. Then he took several towels from the bathroom closet and went out to the aluminum shed in the backyard.
The shed leaned drunkenly against the chain-link fencing and it took him several attempts to force the warped door and locate the beach wagon he had stolen the summer before from the Richardsons. Several minutes of frantic effort followed, as he struggled to free it from the towering accumulation of eclectic, rusting property he had appropriated over the past several years. When he was finished, he didn't bother to try and restore the items he had strewn onto the patchy lawn, but left them as they lay, exposed and newly worthless.
He lined the bottom of the wagon with the towels and as soon as he felt it was dark enough, began to tow it toward the street, passing his crippled bicycle as he did so. His “new” bike stood propped against the back wall of the house, out of sight of the neighbors. The chubby kid at the bus stop who had laughed at his near mishap the day before was the unwitting “donor,” as this had seemed just. Kieran entered the woods before moonrise and made his certain way to Palomino Drive.
Though it was not yet ten o'clock, the neighborhood appeared empty and lifeless; the workaday world had locked itself in for the night and the street belonged to the stealthy and feral. Kieran crossed the silent street pulling his fat-wheeled wagon behind him. He did not hesitate or think any more on what he was doing, as it was only through calm focus and deliberate action that he achieved the cloak of invisibility he required. This was a skill he had taught himself long before, and it had been his mistake to have abandoned this the day before in his excitement—this was how he had been caught by the old woman. He quietly pulled the wagon onto the lawn and made directly for the darkened corner of the porch where Kali dwelt.
As he neared the alcove, the moon began to peek over the treetops and its first pale light glistened on the statue's black skin, revealing her raging, three-eyed face and sword-wielding upraised arm. Kieran paused, his concentration momentarily derailed by the vision; then he brought his hands together in front of his face and bowed his head—he hoped that this might placate any resistance over her transference to his keeping. After several moments, he stepped up onto the porch, seized the statue, and began to walk it, by ever so carefully rocking it on its base, to the edge of the porch. Other than his breathing, it was accomplished in remarkable silence. Leaving her at the edge, he stepped down to the lawn and centered the wagon beneath her—this was the dicey part.
Kieran took hold of her two upraised arms and tipped her forward; gravity did the rest. With an audible thump, she landed amongst the towels and then the night was still. Yet, all had not gone well. The tiny hand clasping the grisly head remained clutched within his own, even as the dispossessed statue glared at Kieran in frozen rage from the bottom of the wagon, the scimitar still within her possession and poised to strike. He shivered and stuck the broken hand into his jacket pocket. “Superglue,” he whispered nervously.
Even with this setback, no lights had come on in the house, and it only remained for him to make away with his prize. He began to tow the wagon to the street and the safety of the woods beyond and did not see the boy waiting at the head of the path that was to be his escape route.
The punch to his chest knocked Kieran to the ground, and for the second time in as many days, he suffered the sensation of having the air driven from his lungs. The half moon, which had now climbed well above the trees, threw his assailant's face into shadow as he leaned over his victim, yet Kieran recognized him—it was the boy from the bus stop.
"You little loser,” he chortled. “Did you honestly think I wouldn't know it was you who stole my bike? Everybody in town knows you're the biggest thief there is. You must be retarded to think I wouldn't—you sure look it."
Kieran gasped a lungful of air at last.
"And sound it,” the boy added. He reached down and placed all his weight on Kieran's narrow shoulders and breathed a stench of meat and gravy into his face. “Does your mom do retards, too? She does everybody else, my dad says."
Kieran struggled to rise, but it was useless. “Screw you, fatty,” he hissed.
The fat boy abruptly sat on his victim, then calmly and lightly punched Kieran in the right eye; just enough to cause sparks of pain to dance in his occluded vision. “You shut up. I'm gonna take this statue . . . thing,” he waved his hand carelessly at the wagon, “and you're gonna bring my bike back first thing in the morning—get it? And it better be in one piece, moron. Do . . . you . . . understand . . . me?” he asked brightly. “I sure hope so . . . for your sake.” He stood up and took the handle of the wagon in his pudgy hand and began to saunter down the moonlit street with Kieran's prize in tow. “If my bike's okay, I might . . just might, I said, give this statue of your mother back to you.” He never bothered to look back.
Kieran hauled himself painfully up from the dewy weeds and dirt, tears of shame, more than hurt, running over his sallow cheeks. “Chop-chop,” he sobbed at his assailant's broad back, “chop-chop."
* * * *
The sirens wailing through the neighborhood awoke Kieran even earlier than usual, and he hastened to the window—a dark, oily column of smoke rose in the near distance. It was not yet fully light outside, and so he knew his mother wouldn't be home yet. In fact, it was probably she who had dispatched the police and fire departments to the scene, he thought with some pride, even as he gingerly probed the swollen, abraded flesh around his right eye.
He didn't dare take the bike and so had to run the three blocks to the scene of the fire. He arrived panting and out of breath, and felt his knees go wobbly and his vision swim as he recognized what was left of the fat boy's house.
Only the lower floor remained, its blue vinyl siding drooping as sadly as melted icing on a cake; the windows now gaping, scorched eyes sporting schizophrenic mascara. Charred and broken timbers commemorated the second-floor bedrooms, while the odor of liquefied plastic almost masked the greasy, sweet tang of what could only be—must be—burned pork.
Kieran glanced about in near panic at all the neighbors that had gathered at the awful spectacle, sick with an unreasonable feeling of complicity, and fearful that others might sense it as well.
A fireman whom Kieran thought his mother might have dated at some time, spotted him and called out, “Get back from there, kid . . . don't make me tell you again!"
Kieran did as he was told and scurried off to the far end of the property line and nearer the separate garage. There, he came upon two young men in blue jumpsuits, almost hidden behind a screen of ambulances, struggling with someone, or something, on the ground and cursing between gasps of held breath. As Kieran shifted closer, without leaving the sharply edged shadows of early morning, the scene revealed itself in unwelcome clarity—they were struggling to sheath the charred and uncooperatively contorted figures of what must once have been people into black, zippered bags. One of the corpses awaiting their ministrations was not much larger than Kieran and he felt the blood drain from his face and wondered if he were about to faint, then forced himself to look away. It was then that he spotted his wagon next to the back door of the garage, a tiny scimitar raised in triumph from its depths.
Without thinking, he walked directly to it, took it by the handle, turned, and began to haul it behind him down the street. In spite of his fears, no one took any notice of him, and he walked slowly home without challenge.
* * * *
"Where in the hell did you get that thing?” Kevin asked breathlessly. “It's wicked!"
Kieran had been so engrossed in gluing on the broken hand that he had failed to hear his brother approach. He jumped to his feet, placing himself protectively between the statue of Kali and Kevin, all his plans to keep her hidden amongst the clutter of their tottering, one-car garage instantly dashed by his brother's unexpected appearance.
"She's mine!” was all he could think to say.
"Easy, my little psycho . . . who said any differently, huh?” He advanced on Kieran's prize, unable to take his eyes from it. “Oh yeah, my man, you have scored big with this. She's Hindu, right? Goddess of something, right?"
Kieran held his ground, suddenly uneasy. Kevin did not sound right—the rapid-fire speech and questions were unlike him. If he didn't know something, he would usually act as if it were unimportant or trivial; it was out of character for him to show enthusiasm or undue interest.
"Don't touch her,” Kieran warned.
Kevin was standing over both boy and carving now, scrutinizing the amazing figure, his face a rapacious mask, his eyes all dark pupil. “What does somebody pay for something like this?” he asked aloud. “That's what I'd love to know. A few thousand wouldn't surprise me . . . maybe more."
Not once did he actually address his little brother. Kieran felt as if Kevin did not see him at all, and he didn't like the odor that seemed to pulse from his brother's sweat-sheened skin. It reminded him of hospitals and industrial disinfectant. He took a step back involuntarily and collided with the statue of Kali. Even as he spun about he could hear it totter on the loose wooden planks of the garage floor, and only just caught it in time. The newly reattached appendage flew off with his clumsy embrace and skittered beneath a bench.
He turned and shouted into his brother's face, “Get out of here, Kevin! And don't touch her, you stupid crankhead, she's mine."
Kevin took a surprised step back, his face pale and blank. “No one said different . . . I hear you. Whoa . . . what has gotten into little brother? You gone all schizoid or something? Just came in to check on you—Mom's a little worried, that's all . . . what with the black eye and all, and you being more of a psycho than usual, that kind of thing. I could give a rat's ass myself."
He took another step back and his face grew crafty and bold. “But if I did want . . . that,” he pointed at the voluptuous warrior, “I'd take it . . . hear me?” He stuck his tongue out in unconscious imitation of the object of their dispute, then withdrew it again.
"No, you won't,” Kieran blazed back.
"You've got to sleep sometime,” Kevin teased. “Not me, though. I can stay awake for days.” The next step back took him out the door and Kieran was left with only the medical stench that trailed his brother like a following ghost.
For the next three nights, Kieran slept on a pallet in the garage at the foot of Kali.
* * * *
The morning of the third night, Kieran was unexpectedly greeted by his mother when he came into the kitchen from the garage. He knew instantly that something was wrong; she stood between him and the cereal boxes in the cabinet, still in her housecoat and smoking nervously.
"I need to know what's going on,” she began, “why you are sleeping in the garage, for God's sake, and where is your brother?” Her words were rapid and urgent, and her anxiety frightened Kieran.
"It's stuffy in my room because that window still sticks. . . . “
"Stop that,” she demanded. “I don't have time to listen to that nonsense just now. Where is Kevin? Did you know he hasn't been here—or at school—for three days? When is the last time you saw your brother?"
Kieran was stunned into silence by his mother's vehemence, even as he struggled to understand the situation—Kevin was missing? Her fear entered him like the wet, charred smell that still hung over the neighborhood. Tears stood in her eyes.
"I don't know . . . “ Kieran began weakly; fearing that somehow he might be held responsible, that somehow he might be responsible, though for what, he wasn't certain. “Three nights ago,” he whispered. “I'm pretty sure."
"Three nights ago,” his mother repeated in a near wail. “Oh God,” she cried. “Then it's true, he has been gone that long! When the school called, I thought he had just been playing hooky; it never occurred to me that he wasn't coming home at night. I just thought I was missing him ‘cause of the shift work.
"Why didn't you tell me, Kieran? And why are you sleeping in the garage? What's been happening around here . . . can you please tell me?"
Her pleas cracked that fragile thing that he carried about in his chest, and tears began to leak from his eyes. “I didn't notice he wasn't here,” he confessed, feeling suddenly very ashamed. “I'm sorry, Mom, I'm sorry. We had an argument and . . . “ He trailed off, uncertain how to proceed without revealing his secrets.
"An argument about what?” she asked, sensing a clue, a thread that might lead her to her eldest son. “Tell me."
"Over something of mine,” he hedged. “Something he wanted, but I said no, that's all. I don't think I should have to . . . “
Suddenly, he recalled his bike flying apart on his first attempt at possession of Kali and the words of the old woman, followed by his pummeling at the hands of the fat boy on the night of the actual theft and the inferno that followed, and lastly, he remembered Kevin approaching his hard-won prize, greed and avarice etched into his features, and it was suddenly clear to Kieran what must happen next.
His mother's words finally pierced his thoughts and he looked up to find her crying openly. “I want you to go out, right now, and talk to everybody you know and find out if they've seen Kevin. Are you listening, Kieran? I mean everybody.” She clearly gave little weight to his story of the argument and this relieved him of having to lie about its object.
"Yes, ma'am . . . okay,” he agreed, already turning for the door.
"I'm gonna get on the phone to the department,” she continued, sniffling. “I know Kevin's been a handful and maybe some people think he's delinquent or something, but he's my boy and I'm gonna . . . “
"Wait,” Kieran demanded, alarmed at the thought of the police entering into the matter. Once they arrived, his freedom of movement would be severely curtailed. “Just let me try and find out something,” he pleaded. “Once the cops get involved, no one will say anything."
His mother said nothing, but studied him warily.
* * * *
Now that his mind was made up, Kieran could not return the ominous black carving quickly enough, though he did exercise caution upon lowering her once more into the wagon. His repair of the broken hand was barely visible and it was his desire to return the Dark Mother without further damage.
Kieran didn't bother to wait until night, as he felt certain the old woman knew quite well who had stolen her property in any case. He paused only at the foot of her driveway in order to gather his courage for the last leg of his penitent journey. The house awaited him with the same blank countenance as on his previous visits.
As he hauled the heavy wagon up the smooth drive, the front door silently opened and the old woman, dressed today in scarlet, and accompanied by her eldest son in his grey suit, stepped out onto the porch. Kieran thought they appeared to be expecting him.
Swallowing the knot of fear that threatened to choke him, he completed the final few steps and brought the wagon to a halt at their feet; stopped, brought his hands together, and bowed. They responded in kind. Then the old woman laughed delightedly and pointed with some excitement at the contents of the wagon; even as her son stepped down and carefully lifted the statue of Kali from within and returned it to the spot from which Kieran had taken it. They appeared well pleased altogether.
The son extracted several bills of large denomination from his wallet and offered them to Kieran, who stared at them in bafflement. He backed away, dragging his now-empty wagon with him. “Thank you,” the man said in heavily accented English. “Thank you very much."
"I just want my brother back,” Kieran said softly, still backing away.
The man appeared puzzled, as if he were having trouble interpreting Kieran's words. “Your brother?” he repeated. “Yes, I hope so. Good luck with that, my young friend."
"We need him back,” Kieran said once more, as the vultures across the street began to launch themselves into the air in their clumsy morning ritual, and the old woman placed newly picked flowers at the feet of Kali.
* * * *
When Kieran returned home, the police had already arrived—his mother had not been able to wait. Kevin was still missing and there was no light he could shed on his brother's disappearance. His mother did not go in to work that day and allowed Kieran to remain at home as well, and after the officers had departed, they spent the entire day together watching old movies on TV wrapped in a comforter on the couch. The phone never rang.
That evening Kieran heated up canned soup and prepared tuna fish sandwiches for their supper, but his mother barely tasted hers, and at some point he must have fallen asleep. The sound of his doorknob rattling brought him instantly to wakefulness and he sat up in bed, puzzled as to how he had gotten there, and switched on his bedside lamp.
Kevin, looking drawn, haggard, and years older than he should, peered at him through fingers raised to shield his tender eyes against the light. “Hey, loser,” he said, his voice sounding dry and unused, “why's Mom asleep on the couch? I miss somethin’ around here?"
Kieran vaulted out of his bed and threw his arms around his bewildered brother, causing him to stagger. “Kevin,” he said hoarsely into the folds of his jacket. “Kevin."
Kevin pushed him away to arm's length and stared blearily at his younger sibling. “I must have,” he rasped, “I must have missed something all right, for all . . . this.” He grinned at Kieran. “Hugging me and all."
"Where have you been? Mom's worried sick about you. Where have you been?” Kieran whispered urgently.
"Been?” Kevin repeated, as if really trying to remember. “Out,” he concluded.
"For three days?” Kieran asked.
"Three days,” he stupidly repeated Kieran's words. “You sure it's been three days, Lil’ Bro'?” He could see from Kieran's expression that he was. “Oh, huh. How ‘bout that? Do you know I have no earthly idea?"
"I thought she had you,” Kieran suddenly sobbed.
"She . . . who?” Kevin asked, puzzled and alarmed at his little brother's unusual display of emotion. But Kieran remained silent.
Kevin knelt down and took his hands. “No, K-man, there's no ‘she’ . . . not that I remember, anyway,” he joshed. “But I'll tell you something, freaky boy, wherever I was, it wasn't good, that much I do know, and I'm not ever gonna go back there again. I mean that, little brother . . . I'm turned inside out."
"Me too,” Kieran agreed, dragging a sleeve across his running nose.
From the darkness of the living room they could hear their mother stir and call out in rising tones, “Kev, is that you, Kevin, honey?"
"Is she gonna rip me a new one?” Kevin asked with a lopsided grin.
"Oh yeah,” Kieran assured him. “She loves you, Kevin . . . me too,” he added quietly.
"I know that,” his brother replied, then turned to face their mother as she thundered down upon them, screaming his name.
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Poetry: MYSTERY by Anna Marie Smith
Streetlights:
Trying, in vain, to show the path
Yet, darkness prevails
Mystery rules, holds fast
—and beckons:
Come, apprentice of Agatha,
I will lead you into nether-lands
of swirling brume, and avaricious
hands of mist
—
Where, even the voice of the owl, I have muted
I have stilled the voice that was tonight's
I have erased the page that was today's
Come into the world of rune characters
Where you must write your own verse
Come hither
into my silent world
where nothing is shared
—
Where no other soul is there
to reach for
No landmark to guide your stumbling footstep
This page, which I give you, is blank
You must craft your own poetry
for tonight there is only you
—and me
—
I shall lead you where
no footstep of man has fallen
I will take you into a cryptic expanse of
conundrum and aberration
I'll swirl around you,
obliterating your world
I will pillage from your eyes their sight
I shall hold you in lonely isolation
I am fog

—by Anna Marie Smith
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap4]
Fiction: THE YOU-GOTTA-BE-KIDDING KIDNAPPING by William Link
* * * *

Art by Ron Bucalo
* * * *
EQMM's July issue will be distributed, this year, to attendees of the 2010 Malice Domestic Convention in Arlington, Virginia. Receiving the Poirot Award for Outstanding Contributions to the Mystery at the event is William Link, creator and producer, along with Richard Levinson, of some of the best-known TV mysteries of all time, including The Adventures of Ellery Queen and Columbo. EQMM salutes this outstanding writer, whose first work of fiction appeared in EQMM in 1954.
* * * *
Salvatore (Sally) met with the godfather, Franco Calderella, in the study of his Staten Island mansion. The bookshelves were filled mostly with Mario Puzo first editions, some with “autographs,” as Calderella proudly called them.
Sally tried to avoid these meetings, his usual dyspeptic stomach already on acid-alert. Franco's assignments were, well, sometimes wacko, to say the least. Sally was most comfortable with a no-nonsense, old-fashioned hit job, take down a scumbag going into his favorite steakhouse or while he was enjoying a rubdown. He had an idea that even the victim preferred getting it that way—a no-frills kill, the delicious thought of a big juicy chunk of sirloin in his thoughts just before he bought it—the bullet, that is. But Calderella had different ideas.
"This is a kidnapping, Sally. Now hold on!—I know that's not your job specialty but even though you're getting on in the years, you can adapt."
Christ, Sally thought, I'm only fifty-five and Franco's pushing hard at seventy-five. But he merely nodded, sipping the scotch on the rocks that Monroe, the butler, had brought him. “Who do I snatch?"
"Internal Revenue agent. Name of Steve Swales."
His acid stomach was suddenly reporting for duty. “That would be a Federal thing,” Sally said, gulping the Cutty now. “The Feds could come after us big-time."
"No way.” Franco smiled, petting one of his Puzo first editions lying conspicuously on the desk. “I did some checking. The Swales family is so rich they'd cough up the ransom in a New York second."
Now it got quicker than a minute?! “Why?"
"A rich family like them, they make campaign contributions, grease the biggest palms, they got clout. But they wouldn't call in the Feds in a situation like this."
Sally restrained a burp. “Why not?"
"Because we're going to ask for only four hundred and fifty-three dollars and nineteen cents for the ransom.” He sat back in triumph, opened the humidor on the desk, and selected two fat coronas. “Try this new Dominican,” he said, handing one to Sally.
What Sally really wanted was another scotch. “I grab the son, they don't blow a whistle even though they got pols in their pocket?"
"Nah. Why bother? Besides, they'll figure out I'm the guy they're dealing with. You think they'd wanna screw with the mob on a sum so stupid as this?"
Now Sally wanted desperately to leave the beautiful walnut-paneled room with all the tall shelves of Puzo looming over him. He foresaw a nightmare: someday Calderella putting a hit out on his advancing craziness, what do they call it these days, Alzheimer's?
"You still troubled?” Franco asked, extending a lighter for Sally's cigar. “Sally, you look troubled. You are really showing your age these days."
He silently counted—one . . . two . . . three—then: “What's with this el-cheapo ransom?"
Now Franco's face darkened. “My last income-tax report, you know, on my plumbing storefront in the Bronx? These stupid bastards want four hundred fifty-three nineteen. Can you believe it?"
"But Franco, why do a snatch for a stupid bag of peanuts like that? For Chris'sake, pay the I.R.S."
A fist hit Puzo. “No! It's the principle. We don't have principles anymore, what the hell's this country coming to? Let me tell you something, Sally. My father said in the Old Country the Finanza—the tax guys?—they go to a little village in Calabria to collect? They get mowed down! You're not gonna shoot this Steve Swales. I mean, only if you have to."
World War II acid attack. “But Franco, this ain't Calabria!” he pleaded.
"I get whining now? I just got finished telling you you're not gonna kill this twerp. You're not gonna touch a hair on his head, even though I hear he's bald. No, we get the family to cough up the four hundred fifty-three nineteen and I pay that to the I.R.S. like the solid citizen I am.” A thunderous laugh. “Your sense of humor's up where the sun just set. Getting old, Sally."
Sally wearily shook his head. At least this crazy guy always paid him. “You think we could get Monroe back with that bottle of scotch?"
"Snatch Swales, Sally-boy, and I'll send you a case."
* * * *
He made it a fairly simple operation: He got another of Calderella's men, the Hamster, a squat, mute, self-effacing guy with curly hair growing from odd corners of his nose and some kind of annoying, sinus-sniffing problem. But he was a real pro, competent, a great backup, even though it was like you had some kind of hairy, sniffing animal in your scam. They grabbed the Swales kid after he had left his taxi at Grand Central on his way home. They had followed him from the Fed building downtown. Sally pulled to the curb and the Hamster forced Swales into the back of the van, got him nicely chloroformed and gagged, a hood over his bald head, handcuffs on his wrists. The kid got a flash of the Hamster, Sally knew, but not him at the wheel. A few people had noticed what happened, but went merrily on their New York way, probably thinking it was one of those TV crime shows on location.
He headed for the Triborough, getting sudden darting pains in his gut. And the Hamster was sniffing up a storm. Maybe Franco was right—he was getting too old for these kinda gigs. But goddammit, he wasn't a kidnapper! It wasn't his M.O.
They wound up at Franco's recently deceased aunt's house in the Bronx, a brick row that the don called a “safe” house, like he was CIA or something.
They got an amazingly docile Swales into the house and parked him on a sagging sofa in the living room. God, the place, the curtains, stank of garlic like the dead old lady was still cooking up a paisano feast in the kitchen. Now Sally was hungry, ravenously hungry. He had had only a greasy cheeseburger for lunch, no fries—his stripped-down action diet when he was going out on a hit. Maybe it was the hunger that was giving him the stomach pains.
Swales luxuriously stretched out his feet from the sofa. “Gentlemen,” he said in a muffled voice from behind the hood. “May I ask one of you to remove this hideous black pillowcase from my head?"
Sally didn't answer.
"What about these handcuffs? How do you expect me to enjoy the fine cuisine you'll be serving me tonight if I'm forced to use two hands every time I lift a fork?"
We got a standup comedian here, Sally thought, amending that to a sitdown comedian in a hood. He noticed the Hamster was staring at Swales as if he were a statue that had suddenly learned to talk. Sally gestured him over to the door.
"I gotta call the boss,” Sally told him. “Don't take your eyes off this guy. And don't talk to him.” Stupid advice; he doubted the Hamster had talked to anybody in years, including Mrs. Hamster, the wife.
The Hamster nodded, not too happy about this.
As Sally went out, he stopped, listening to Swales saying, “I'd like some sushi tonight, but hold the sake. I can't abide sake. But actually, I'll settle for a kobe steak. With all the ransom money you'll be getting I'm sure you gents can afford a kobe."
Sally went around the side of the house. There was another, almost identical house alongside, half painted. He took out a stolen cell phone and punched in a weird overseas number that Franco had given him with the phone.
It was awhile before Franco answered, “Yeah?"
"Me."
"Okay Me, you got the parcel?"
"Yeah. Everything copacetic—so far."
A pause while Franco drank something. “Okay, follow instructions tonight, Sally. I want this short and sweet. The parents give you a song and dance, call me. Call me anyway."
"You got it. Anything else?"
"The parcel give you any trouble?"
"No trouble. Talks like a college professor."
Franco laughed. “You want some guy talks like us?! Ciao, Sally."
Sally pocketed the cell phone. He had a suspicion Franco was out of the country, probably in Italy with his cousins, drinking the local vino, screwing the local putana, but mostly establishing an alibi just in case the kidnapping went south. $453.19! Chump change, for Cris'sake. Ma aproprio pazzo, lui! Maybe Franco needed a whaddayacallit, a brain scan.
In the living room the prisoner was talking nonstop to the Hamster, who looked like he desperately wanted some fresh air or a stiff drink.
"How come you stay and you haven't said a word?” Swales suddenly asked him. “You still breathing?"
"Because you can't shut up,” Sally replied.
"Ah. The big man is back. I can tell you're big because of your voice. It resonates. You bring any food? Like that sushi I ordered?"
Sally winced. “You'll be lucky to get some chink takeout.” What was it with these new kidnap victims—they get a choice now of what the hell they want from column A or column B? Or was this guy so scared he was putting on a couldn't-care-less act?
Sally rummaged around in the old lady's fridge. Pretty empty, and the few things left were spoiled, maggots living it up in a big beautiful tube of imported Italian salami. Eat your heart out, Sally, chink takeout it's gotta be.
While he was ordering on the cell phone, the Hamster suddenly broke his silence. “Eighty-six the mushi pork,” he said in a half-whisper. “Gives me gas."
"Christ, I got another gourmet here.” Sally was disgusted. He finished the call, stamped outside, steeled himself, and punched in the crucial number.
Some kind of servant answered and Sally asked to speak to the elder Mr. Swales.
"Who shall I say is calling, sir?"
"Friend of Steve's."
The voice that finally answered sounded old, not one-foot-in-the-grave old, but old. “Steve hasn't come home yet,” he said. “May I ask who is calling?"
"I got your son,” Sally said, as ominous as he could make his voice, trying to light his cigar. “If you want him back you gotta pay—” God, he was drawing a blank on the amount, fumbled for the slip in his pocket. “Ah—four hundred and, ah, fifty-three smackers and nineteen cents."
"What is this?” the old man roared. “Some new kind of phone solicitation?” Slam!
Oh jeez, Sally thought, still trying to light the cigar. I call back, he's not gonna take the call. What do I do then, send him a telegram, if Western Union still exists? If he called Franco, the crazy would probably spit out his Chianti right into the receiver, curse a blue streak, and then order him to get the father's money at gunpoint.
Ah, the cigar was lit and his mind was beginning to clear like new water in his fish's fishbowl. He called the number again, puffing furiously, girding himself. This time the servant said Mr. Swales was “indisposed” and Sally knew he wasn't in the bathroom.
He was about to go back in the house as a spic delivery kid arrived with the takeout. Sally paid him and took the smelly bag inside.
"I smell vittles!” the captive cried out.
"Well, you don't get any,” Sally said, “till we get a problem solved."
He told Swales about his recalcitrant father and the fact that he had no way now of setting up a ransom drop.
If Swales wanted his freedom and his life, he better think of a way of convincing his old man to pay the money.
"I'll talk to him. That's a promise. But can't a starving man eat first?"
"No. I'll get him on the phone."
"Well, if I talk, you'll have to take this silly hood off."
"No way.” He punched in the number, waited till the servant guy answered, and handed the cell to Swales.
"Charles, get my dad, will you?” A wait, then: “Dad? Yeah, it's me. I know, ‘cause they got this thing on me muffles my mouth. I'm fine, fine. Reason I'm calling, pay them the money.” He stopped, listening, obviously getting an earful. “But Dad, you ever want to see me again? I mean, I'm your only child. How much are they asking?” He listened and then turned in Sally's direction. “That amount seems very familiar.” Then to phone: “So they're not asking for a million. For God's sake, Dad, what's a ridiculous paltry sum like that?” Another look in Sally's direction before he said to his father: “You want to give the finger to organized crime, probably the Mafia? You think that's smart?” He listened again, then his vast sigh almost blew a small air bubble in the hood. “Okay, okay. You're wrong as usual, but this time I hope you know it's your son's life."
Sally's cigar had gone out—like his hopes that the kid's call would be successful. There was an expanding emptiness in his stomach, but his appetite had fled.
"He thinks the whole thing's a joke,” Swales said. “If you had asked for a million or something, he'd figure it was legit and probably fork it over. What can I tell you?"
Sally put his cigar to rest in one of the old lady's spotless ashtrays. There was no way he could call Franco, because he knew what the response would be: Get the goddamn money! It's the principle of the thing!
He was suddenly aware of the Hamster, who had been standing silently (what else?) in the kitchen doorway. He came hesitantly into the room. “You got time now for my problem?” he asked Swales in a surprisingly authoritative voice. Sally couldn't believe it; this guy hadn't talked this much in a decade.
"Oh yeah—your problem,” Swales said, distracted.
"What problem?” Sally asked the Hamster. “We got a much bigger problem staring us in the face, or didn't you hear?"
There was a laugh from behind the hood. “Your friend needs some help; like how he can write off his gun collection big-time without us guys red-flagging his return. I mean, he claims to be a stamp collector-dealer on his tax return."
Sally almost lost it. “Hamster, this guy's our goddamn kidnap victim not your friendly neighborhood H and R Block.” He turned in frustration to the Hamster's new tax consultant. “So your father doesn't care if we ice you?"
"Apparently not. I think he always wanted a girl. And then when I refused to go into the family business—industrial-waste textiles—well, I guess he wrote me off. Hell, would you go into industrial-waste textiles? I'd much prefer a life of crime like yours."
"Maybe we should have kidnapped him," Sally said, his mood as sour as his stomach. “Call him back."
"What good would it do?"
"I'm at the end of my rope. Call him back.” He punched in the number, handed the cell to him.
"Charles, get my father, please.” Long wait. “Your son again. Have you thought it over? You have?! I'll bet you talked to Mom. What's the address? Uh-huh. Okay, thanks, Dad. Maybe I will go into the business."
He hung up and handed Sally the phone back. “The old man came through. He's going to wire me the money to Western Union. He gave me the address."
"You sure you can trust him?"
Disgruntled: “Yeah, I know, who the hell can trust their father?"
* * * *
Sally drove them back into town. It was ten in the morning and nobody had slept the night before. Sally had a bristly gray stubble, but the Hamster looked the same, except now his nose hair was almost kissing his lips. Swales slept the whole way in, his snores filling the spaces between the Hamster's nasal eruptions. These guys should make a rap album, Sally thought. Top Ten.
At the Western Union office on upper Broadway, he let the Hamster and Swales out of the van, Swales unshackled and unhooded. He wasn't a bad-looking guy, with a shoehorn of black hair framing his bald head and a growth of black stubble. He got a good look at Sally on his way to the office, but what the hell could he do? He knew the Hamster was carrying, so he was crazy if he tried any funny business when he picked up the money. Besides, the amount was a joke.
It wasn't a long wait, but Sally's eyes were roaming both sides of the street and what he could see in the rearview mirror. The old man might have called the cops, who had the office staked out, just waiting for them. Trying to batten down his nerves, he managed to light the dead butt of his cigar and take a few exploratory puffs before his two guys suddenly came out of the office and got back in the van.
"No dice,” Swales said bleakly, kneading his facial muscles with the palms of his hands. “He didn't send it. Guess he really wants my cousin to take over the business."
Sally sat for a bleak, blank moment, hands on the wheel, thinking. All this for a friggin $453.19. Why did he even take this lousy stupid job? He must be getting as pazzo as Franco.
Then the obvious swam into his consciousness like his pet fish. He turned in the seat. “Hamster, how much money you got on you?"
Sniff, sniff. “Dunno."
He waited while the Hamster crabbed fingers through pockets. “Twenty-three bucks, Sally."
"How ‘bout you, Steve?"
"Ah, let me see, ah—two bills and change."
"How much change?"
"Aha,” Steve said, smiling. “I see where you're going with this. Looks like—forty-four dollars."
Sally did some cumbrous addition. “Well, that adds up to about, let's see, two hundred sixty-seven. Not enough."
Steve's smile looked permanent. “Why don't you make up the rest? You can afford it, can't you?"
Sally turned on the engine, suddenly and gloriously at peace with himself and the situation. “Where can we drop you off?"
"Try Grand Central. That's where you picked me up, remember?"
* * * *
Sally was with a tanned and rested Franco in his study, both smoking celebratory cigars and drinking brandy. “Good job,” Franco announced. “Everybody's happy. I love it—the old father came through with the money in a New York minute."
Back to a minute, Sally thought, sipping his scotch. Funny how things always return to normal.
"Everybody's been taught a lesson,” Franco continued, patting his pet Puzo. “You hear what happened?"
Wary: “No. What happened?"
"Steve Swales left the I.R.S. He's with a terrific accounting firm, save you a fortune on your taxes. I'm thinking maybe he should handle my stuff."
"You kidding?” Crazy, still crazy.
"Hell no. In fact, he should be here in a few minutes. I got some more tax problems."
Sally got up abruptly, cigar in mouth, drink unfinished.
"Where you going?” Franco asked. “You told me the kid saw you, so what's the big deal? Maybe he can handle some of your tax stuff, too."
"Nah, gotta see my bookie. Owes me some money.” He paused, not trying to be dramatic. “As does you."
Franco took the cigar from his mouth. “Sally, what the hell you talking about?"
"One hundred and eighty-six nineteen. Expenses I incurred on the job."
Franco stared at him—not quite as long as a New York minute—and would have probably been open-mouthed except his lips had to clutch the cigar.
Then Sally played his big ace, and he couldn't stop himself from grinning. “It's what you keep telling me, Franco . . . Isn't it the principle of the thing?"
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Fiction: OFF DUTY by Zoe Sharp
"Anyone who thinks contemporary crime fiction is a genre driven by testosterone-crazed protagonists—and writers for that matter—obviously hasn't read Zoe Sharp or her novels featuring former British Army SpecialForces soldier turned bodyguard Char-lotte ‘Charlie’ Fox. Ill-tempered, aggressive and borderline psychotic, Fox is also compassionate, introspective and highly principled: arguably one of the most enigmatic—and coolest—heroines in ... genre fiction.” (The Chicago Tribune) And here she is!
The guy who'd just tried to kill me didn't look like much. From the fleeting glimpse I'd caught of him behind the wheel of his brand-new soft-top Cadillac, he was short, with less hair than he'd like on his head and more than anyone could possibly want on his chest and forearms.
That was as much as I could tell before I was throwing myself sideways. The front wheel of the Buell skittered on the loose gravel shoulder of the road, sending a vicious shimmy up through the headstock into my arms. I nearly dropped the damn bike there and then, and that was what pissed me off the most.
The Buell was less than a month old at that point, a Firebolt still with the shiny feel to it, and I'd been hoping it would take longer to acquire its first battle scar. The first cut is always the one you remember.
Although I was wearing full leathers, officially I was still signed off sick from the Kerse job and undergoing the tortures of regular physiotherapy. Adding motorcycle-accident injuries, however minor, was not going to look good to anyone, least of all me.
But the bike didn't tuck under and spit me into the weeds, as I half expected. Instead it righted itself, almost stately, and allowed me to slither to a messy stop maybe seventy meters further on. I put my feet down and tipped up my visor, aware of my heart punching behind my ribs, the adrenaline shake in my hands, the burst of anger that follows on closely after having had the shit scared out of you.
I turned to find the guy in the Cadillac had completed his half-arsed maneuver, pulling out of a side road and turning left across my path. He'd slowed, though, twisting round to stare back at me with his neck extended like a meerkat. Even at this distance I could see the petulant scowl. Hell, perhaps I'd made him drop the cell phone he'd been yabbering into instead of paying attention to his driving. . . .
Just for a second our eyes met, and I considered making an issue out of it. The guy must have sensed that. He plunked back down in his seat and rammed the car into drive, gunning it away with enough gusto to chirrup the tires on the bone dry surface.
I rolled my shoulders, thought that was the last I'd ever see of him.
I was wrong.
* * * *
Spending a few days away in the Catskill Mountains was a spur-of-the-moment decision, taken in a mood of self-pity.
Sean was in L.A., heading up a high-profile protection detail for some East Coast actress who'd hit it big and was getting windy about her latest stalker. He'd just come back from the Middle East, tired but focused, buzzing, loving every minute of it and doing his best not to rub it in.
After he'd left for California, the apartment seemed too quiet without him. Feeling the sudden urge to escape New York, and my enforced sabbatical, I'd looked at the maps and headed for the hills, ending up at a small resort and health spa just north of the prettily named Sundown in Ulster County. The last time I'd been in Ulster the local accent had been Northern Irish, and it had not ended well.
The hotel was set back in thick trees, the accommodation provided in a series of chalets overlooking a small lake. My physio had recommended the range of massage services they offered, and I'd booked a whole raft of treatments. By the time I brought the bike to a halt, nose-in outside my designated chalet, I was about ready for my daily pummeling.
It was with no more than mild annoyance, therefore, that I recognized the soft-top Cadillac two spaces down. For a moment my hand stilled, then I shrugged, hit the engine kill-switch, and went stiffly inside to change out of my leathers.
* * * *
Fifteen minutes later, fresh from the shower, I was sitting alone in the waiting area of the spa, listening to the purposefully soothing music. The resort was quiet, not yet in season. Another reason why I'd chosen it.
"Tanya will be with you directly,” the woman at the desk told me, gracious in white, depositing a jug of iced water by my elbow before melting away again.
The only other person in the waiting area was a big blond guy who worked maintenance. He was making too much out of replacing a faulty door catch, but unless you have the practice it's hard to loiter unobtrusively. From habit, I watched his hands, his eyes, wondered idly what he was about.
The sound of raised voices from one of the treatment rooms produced a sudden jarring note. From my current position I could see along the line of doors, watched one burst open and the masseuse, Tanya, come storming out. Her face was scarlet with anger and embarrassment. She whirled.
"You slimy little bastard!"
I wasn't overly surprised to see Cadillac Man hurry out after her, shrugging into his robe. I'd been right about the extent of that body hair.
"Aw, come on, honey!” he protested. “I thought it was all, y'know, part of the service."
The blond maintenance man dropped his tools and lunged for the corridor, meaty hands outstretched. The woman behind the reception desk jumped to her feet, rapped out, “Dwayne!” in a thunderous voice that made him falter in conditioned response.
I swung my legs off my lounger but didn't rise. The woman on the desk looked like she could handle it, and she did, sending Dwayne skulking off, placating Tanya, giving Cadillac man an excruciatingly polite dressing down that flayed the skin off him nevertheless. He left a tip that must have doubled the cost of the massage he'd so nearly had.
"Ms. Fox?” Tanya said a few moments later, flustered but trying for calm. “I'm real sorry about that. Would you follow me, please?"
"Are you okay, or do you need a minute?” I asked, wary of letting someone dig in with ill-tempered fingers, however skilled.
"I'm good, thanks.” She led me into the dimly lit treatment room, flashed a quick smile over her shoulder as she laid out fresh hot towels.
"Matey-boy tried it on, did he?"
She shook her head, rueful, slicked her hands with warmed oil. “Some guys hear the word masseuse but by the time it's gotten down to their brain, it's turned into hooker," she said, her back to me while I slipped out of my robe and levered myself, facedown, flat onto the table. Easier than it had been, not as easy as it used to be.
"So, what's Dwayne's story?” I asked, feeling the first long glide of her palms up either side of my spine, the slight reactive tremor when I mentioned his name.
"He and I stepped out for a while,” she said, casual yet prim. “It wasn't working, so we broke it off."
I thought of his pretended busyness, his lingering gaze, his rage.
No, I thought. You broke it off.
* * * *
Later that evening, unwilling to suit up again to ride into the nearest town, I ate in the hotel restaurant at a table laid for one. Other diners were scarce. Cadillac Man was alone on the far side of the dining room, just visible round the edges of the silent grand piano. I could almost see the miasma of his aftershave.
He called the waitress “honey,” too, stared blatantly down her cleavage when she brought his food. Anticipating the summer crowds, the management packed the tables in close, so she had to lean across to refill his coffee cup. I heard her surprised, hurt squeak as he took advantage, and waited to see if she'd “accidentally” tip the contents of the pot into his lap, just to dampen his ardor. To my disappointment, she did not.
He chuckled as she scurried away, caught me watching and mistook my glance for admiration. He raised his cup in my direction with a meaningful little wiggle of his eyebrows. I stared him out for a moment, then looked away.
Just another oxygen thief.
* * * *
As soon as I'd finished eating I took my own coffee through to the bar. The flat-screen TV above the mirrored back wall was tuned to one of the sports channels, showing highlights of the latest AMA Superbike Championship. The only other occupant was the blond maintenance man, Dwayne, sitting hunched at the far end, pouring himself into his beer.
I took a stool where I had a good view not just of the screen but the rest of the room as well and shook my head when the barman asked what he could get me.
"I'll stick to coffee,” I said, indicating my cup. The painkillers I was taking made my approach to alcohol still cautious.
In the mirror, I saw Cadillac Man saunter in and take up a station further along the bar. As he passed, he glanced at my back a couple of times as if sizing me up, with all the finesse of a hard-bitten hill farmer checking out a promising young ewe. I kept my attention firmly on the motorcycle racing.
After a minute or so of waiting for me to look over so he could launch into seductive dialogue, he signaled the barman. I ignored their muttered conversation until a snifter of brandy was put down in front of me with a solemn flourish.
I did look over then, received a smug salute from Cadillac Man's own glass. I smiled—at the barman. “I'm sorry,” I said to him. “But I'm teetotal at the moment."
"Yes, ma'am,” the barman said with a twinkle, and whisked the offending glass away again.
"Hey, that's my kind of girl,” Cadillac Man called over, when the barman relayed the message. Surprise made me glance at him and he took that as invitation to slide three stools closer, so only one separated us. His hot little piggy eyes fingered their way over my body. “Beautiful and cheap to keep, huh?"
"Good coffee's thirty bucks a pound,” I said, voice as neutral as I could manage.
His gaze cast about for another subject. “You not bored with this?” he asked, jerking his head at the TV. “I could get him to switch channels."
I allowed a tight smile that didn't reach my eyes. “Neil Hodgson's just lapped Daytona in under one minute thirty-eight,” I said. “How could I be bored?"
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Dwayne's head lift and turn as the sound of Cadillac Man's voice finally penetrated. It was like watching a slow-waking bear.
"So, honey, if I can't buy you a drink,” Cadillac Man said with his most sophisticated leer, “can I buy you breakfast?"
I flicked my eyes towards the barman in the universal distress signal. By the promptness of his arrival, he'd been expecting my call.
"Is this guy bothering you?” he asked, flexing his muscles.
"Yes,” I said cheerfully. “He is."
"Sir, I'm afraid I'm gonna have to ask you to leave."
Cadillac Man gaped between us for a moment, then flounced out, muttering what sounded like “frigid bitch” under his breath.
After very little delay, Dwayne staggered to his feet and went determinedly after him.
Without haste, I finished my coffee. The racing reached an ad break. I checked my watch, left a tip, and headed back out into the mild evening air towards my chalet. My left leg ached equally from the day's activity and the evening's rest.
I heard the raised voices before I saw them in the gathering gloom, caught the familiar echoing smack of bone on muscle.
Dwayne had run his quarry to ground in the space between the soft-top Cadillac and my Buell, and was venting his alcohol-fueled anger in traditional style, with his fists. Judging by the state of him, Cadillac Man was only lethal behind the wheel of a car.
On his knees, one eye already closing, he caught sight of me and yelled, “Help, for Chrissake!"
I unlocked the door to my chalet, crossed to the phone by the bed.
"Your maintenance man is beating seven bells out of one of your guests down here,” I said sedately, when the front desk answered. “You might want to send someone."
Outside again, Cadillac Man was going down for the third time, nose streaming blood. I noted with alarm that he'd dropped seriously close to my sparkling new Buell.
I started forwards, just as Dwayne loosed a mighty roundhouse that glanced off Cadillac Man's cheekbone and deflected into the Buell's left-hand mirror. The bike swayed perilously on its stand and I heard the musical note of splintered glass dropping.
"Hey!” I shouted.
Dwayne glanced up, instantly dismissed me as a threat, and moved in for the kill.
Okay. Now I'm pissed off.
Heedless of my bad leg, I reached them in three fast strides and stamped down onto the outside of Dwayne's right knee, hearing the cartilage and the anterior cruciate ligament pop as the joint dislocated. Regardless of how much muscle you're carrying, the knee is always vulnerable.
Dwayne crashed, bellowing, but was too drunk or too stupid to know it was all over. He swung for me. I reached under my jacket and took the SIG 9mm off my hip and pointed it at him so the muzzle loomed large near the bridge of his nose.
"Don't,” I murmured.
And that was how, a few moments later, we were found by Tanya, and the woman from reception, and the barman.
* * * *
"You a cop?” Cadillac Man asked, voice thick because of the stuffed nose.
"No,” I said. “I work in close protection. I'm a bodyguard."
He absorbed that in puzzled silence. We were back in the bar until the police arrived. Out in the lobby I could hear Dwayne still shouting at the pain, and Tanya shouting at what she thought of his stupid jealous temper. He was having a thoroughly bad night.
"A bodyguard,” Cadillac Man mumbled blankly. “So why the hell did you let him beat the crap out of me back there?"
"Because you deserved it,” I said, rubbing my leg and wishing I'd gone for my Vicodin before I'd broken up the fight. “I thought it would be a valuable life lesson—thou shalt not be a total dickhead."
"Jesus, honey! And all the time, you had a gun? I can't believe you just let him—"
I sighed. “What do you do?"
"Do?"
"Yeah. For a living."
He shrugged gingerly, as much as the cracked ribs would let him. “I sell Cadillacs,” he said. “The finest automobile money can buy."
"Spare me,” I said. “So, if you saw a guy broken down by the side of the road, you'd just stop and give him a car, would you?"
"Well,” Cadillac Man said, frowning, “I guess, if he was a pal—"
"What if he was a complete stranger who'd behaved like a prat from the moment you set eyes on him?” I queried. He didn't answer. I stood, flipped my jacket to make sure it covered the gun. “I don't expect you to work for free. Don't expect me to, either."
His glance was sickly cynical. “Some bodyguard, huh?"
"Yeah, well,” I tossed back, thinking of the Buell with its smashed mirror and wondering who was in for seven years of bad luck, “I'm off duty."
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Fiction: FETE WORSE THAN DEATH by Judith Cutler
* * * *

Art by Laurie Harden
* * * *
Judith Cutler taught full-time for many years at an inner-city further education college while she wrote short stories for BBC Radio and magazines such as Bella. In 1995, her first novel, Dying Fall, was pub-lished. That book became a series and she has since created four more popular series, the two best known featuring, respectively, amateur sleuth Sophie Rivers and Detective Sergeant Kate Powers. Almost all of the books are set in Birmingham, England, where the author was born and raised.
* * * *
How could I, Josie Welford, licensee of the White Hart, waste a whole day worrying about putting right a perfectly innocent mistake? In fact, it wasn't until I was on my way back from my Weight Watchers meeting in Taunton that it dawned on me. There was only one thing to do, irritating though it was. Stopping the car, I placed my new mobile phone carefully under the nearside front wheel. There was a satisfying crunch as I drove over it.
That weekend, Duncombe Court had looked its best, no doubt about that. The old bricks glowed in the afternoon sun, the borders looked as if no weed had ever dared to set root in them, and you could have played billiards on the manicured lawn. The front door was glossy with fresh paint and the brass knocker gleamed. Someone had even polished the shoe scraper. The Court might only a couple of years ago have come into the possession of Mr. and Mrs. Trent Harpledon-Dean—for some reason no one seemed to be on first-name terms with them—but it had been transformed into an archetypal stately home. Not bad for a half-ruin that had come onto the market at well under a million pounds.
Never had the village fete been set against a more glorious backdrop. And clearly all the stall holders had risen to the challenge. On the produce stall, the jars of homemade jam—plum, strawberry, damson, and raspberry, each wearing a little checked mobcap over a more prosaic lid—might have been jewels. Though I wouldn't eat any—after all those years on a diet I wasn't about to let any of my six, nearly seven, stone come back for a return match—I had already reserved three dozen assorted jars for my King's Duncombe gastropub, the White Hart, with a promise to buy anything left over. What better draw for afternoon teas in the pub garden than homemade scones with both clotted cream and homemade jam bought locally?
I couldn't offend my regular suppliers by buying the brownest eggs I'd ever seen (mine apart), or the glossy vegetables. But I made sure I slipped a donation into each cash box. After all, the fete was raising money for two excellent causes, the repairs to the village hall and the ongoing maintenance of the communal gardens here at the Court.
Yes, Mr. and Mrs. Harpledon-Dean had always truthfully said that had it not been for the efforts of the villagers, their home would never have been anything but a crumbling shell. The villagers’ reward was open access to the Victorian parterres and shrubbery, provided that they joined the Friends of Duncombe Court at twenty pounds a throw. Apart from the days when the Court was open to the public, of course, or when there was a big family celebration. Since the Harpledon-Dean family was—to say the least—extended, it seemed there was a wedding or a reception every other week. And now that tourists were welcomed with open arms, and there was a lucrative shop and a mini garden centre, there might have been grumbles from folk who'd given freely of time and plants when they couldn't wander round what they'd come to regard as their territory. To do them justice, I heard none.
The villagers had also responded wonderfully to any entertainment the Harpledon-Deans had offered. Antiques fairs, craft fairs, small touring theatre groups, even a pocket-sized opera company—all came to Duncombe Court. Villagers who would never have dreamed of switching on even Classic FM found themselves bemusedly tapping in time to gems of Gilbert and Sullivan, or puzzling as three actors applied themselves, ill-advisedly, to solving The Mystery of Edwin Drood. The amount of cutting of lines and doubling of parts meant Dickens himself would have been mystified, but it did not matter. Every five-pound admission fee for a fair, every ten or twenty pounds for a concert or play, meant we were closer to preserving the lovely old house.
I had to admit that I was amazed at the villagers’ selflessness, but, as an incomer of ambivalent reputation, I didn't risk saying anything. I presumed ancient powers of fealty were in operation, the same duty that bound yeomen to accompany their lords of yesteryear on crusades and other foolish wars hardwired into their rural souls. I personally volunteered neither time nor effort, since I did, after all, have a job that occupied all my working hours—I might employ chefs and reception staff, waiters and washers-up, but I could and did take the place of any one of them at a moment's notice. However, if I was asked to do anything, such as provide a raffle prize, I always responded positively and usually unobtrusively. No one would know who had furnished the tombola stall, or provided the book-token prizes for all the children's competitions, from the sack race to the bran tub.
I'm sure Hardy—Shakespeare, even—would have recognised some of the sideshows. Gurning, for instance, for which I certainly did not volunteer: It involved putting your head through a hole in a board and pulling the worst face you could. Or bowling for a pig. Or throwing wooden rings over a variety of bottles. Or even shoving a penny. There was even a pillory set up to pinion some brave soul's head and hands: In Shakespeare's time the victim, a law-breaker, would have been pelted with rotten fruit and worse—sometimes a great deal worse!—but today's volunteer would get nothing worse than sodden sponges hurled at his face.
We all strolled round under glorious sun, listening to a brass band organised by someone's cousin and, apart from me, feeding our faces with wonderful cakes produced by the Women's Institute.
I took photos, with my phone, of one happy, smiling face after another. Later on, I'd download everything and print them off. Okay, it was a displacement activity. I was supposed to be learning all the functions and transferring numbers from my old model. But at my age I preferred to learn one skill at a time. It stopped my brain cells from squeaking almost audibly in protest.
At one point I retired to the beer tent, only to have a complete silence fall as I stepped in. What was wrong? My antennae vibrated wildly. Was there something wrong with the beer? Or was there too much lemonade and not enough fruit in the Pimm's?
Heart in mouth, I checked with the bar staff, lads I'd personally trained at the White Hart.
"Everything's fine, Mrs. Welford,” one lad assured me, pulling a half of bitter for me.
Although I'd provided it, I insisted on paying—there was to be no talk of my expecting freebies when every penny of profit was going to such good causes. The same for a glass of Pimm's—a sip confirmed that it was suitably alcoholic. And no one seemed reluctant to talk to me, as I exchanged pleasantries with the new vet and our local antiques dealer. I was just aware of something in the air.
But I couldn't stand about theorising. It was time for me to make my way back to the White Hart to make sure everything was in train for the evening. Not that it ever wasn't, not with my wonderful staff. I just liked to make sure.
A wave and a last smile to everyone and a few last photos—though I couldn't help noticing a distinct turning of backs and averting of faces—and I was on my way.
* * * *
You don't shed the number of pounds that I've lost just by eating less. You have to work each one off. Gyms bore me out of my mind, and who needs a treadmill when one can walk up and down the wonderful hills on the Devon-Somerset border? The sweetest air on God's earth fills one's lungs, the eyes have plenty to feast on, and every pace keeps elasticated waistbands at bay for one more week. So first thing on Sunday morning, after eight o'clock communion, I changed my church shoes for my walking boots and strode off to enjoy a mile or two before I had to help prepare Sunday lunch, now so popular it was booked up five weeks ahead.
The weather continued perfect. There was hardly a breath of wind, and I'll swear you could hear not just the bleating of sheep and lowing of cattle, but the soft tinkle of the stream all competing with every imaginable bird. And from the direction of Duncombe Court there was also something else. Something that made me quicken my pace.
Someone was calling for help.
If I bothered with the gates and the path it'd add an extra five minutes. I took to the stile and cut through the woods, riddled with rabbit holes though they were.
I reckon I'm too old to run these days, but I certainly covered the ground quickly. The screams were getting more and more hysterical.
At last I was within yards of the lawn where yesterday's fete had been held. And I stopped dead. It was as if a whirlwind had destroyed everything in its path.
All the stalls, tents, and sideshows were long gone, of course. All except the pillory. And the pillory was occupied—by none other than Mr. Harpledon-Dean. Someone had found some stocks for his wife, who was trapped a few yards away.
Neither had been pelted with sponges. If they had, the sponges had been filled with something less wholesome than water.
Apart from two eyes so black they were three-quarters closed, his face was cut and bruised. He was surrounded by vegetables, some soft and rotting, others hard as stones. And yes, there were stones too. Only small ones. Whoever had thrown the missiles had meant to hurt, not kill.
As for her, at least having her feet not her hands trapped, she'd been able to cover her face. But someone had kindly rubbed eggs into her expensively cut and coiffed hair (we shared a hairdresser so I knew to a penny how much she paid), and tipped an unlovely mixture of mustard and tomato ketchup all over her top.
"Call the police!” she screeched. “And an ambulance for Trent!"
I spread my hands—I never took my mobile into church, and rarely on my walks. It was nice to be unobtainable occasionally.
"And for God's sake unlock us! What's got into you, you stupid bitch?"
Shock, I suppose. Not just seeing them and their punishment but looking at what was left of the garden, too. Someone had taken a rotivator to the lawn. In the Victorian parterres, not a rose tree remained. The little box hedges had been scythed to the ground. The lovingly restored fountain, said to rival a famous one at Chatsworth, ran red.
"I'll go up to the house and phone from there,” I said. “I'll call the fire service too—they should be able to free you."
The house—unlocked—was in a similar state. Someone had taken paint stripper to the once immaculate doors and skirting boards. The wallpaper had been sprayed with aerosols. It wasn't graffiti: There was no sign of a pattern or a logo. It was just mindless vandalism. Except that nothing had been broken. And nothing, as far as I could see, had been stolen.
Even as I phoned the emergency services, I was trying to puzzle it out.
* * * *
I saw them off in an ambulance, having locked the house and returned the key to Mrs. Harpledon-Dean. She took it with no thanks and a sniff, as if the whole thing were somehow my fault. And when I said I'd organise a patrol of the villagers to protect the Court, she sneered quite openly.
Sneering seemed somewhat in evidence at the village shop, too, thinly masked by a total silence, the sort army folk describe as dumb insolence. I had no idea what was going on, and no time to question the shopkeepers. I had mouths to feed, old customers and new, and no one was going to be disappointed. Even when a group from the local TV station turned up an hour late with twice the number they'd booked for, and stayed till I practically threw them out late that evening.
* * * *
Because we didn't serve hot meals on Mondays, I sometimes treated myself to a day off in Taunton or even Exeter. I'd round it off with a session at Weigh Watchers, though I knew to an ounce how much I had lost or gained. One day I'd sign off for good; meanwhile it seemed to me that I owed it to the organisation to inject a little of my will power into others.
This particular Monday started as usual, with a trip to the village shop to pick up my paper. Of course I could have had it delivered, but I still reckoned on taking every single available pace. And the walk gave me a chance to nod and smile at my neighbours and catch up on the local news.
Today you'd have thought that there would be two topics of conversation, the undoubted success of the fete and the subsequent fate of Duncombe Court. In whichever order. But it seemed the only thought in people's heads was the result of a far-distant football match televised at a time when I was up to my elbows in Saturday-night diners. Words like profit and vandalism might not have entered their vocabularies.
I smelt a very large furry rodent, one with a scaly pink tail.
The other strange thing was that as I was reaching for a pint of milk, my mobile rang. My old one, as it happens. No, I still hadn't got round to transferring my number from the one so old it might as well have been steam driven, with the most basic of ring tones. The moment I answered, the call was cut.
So why were people looking at me so oddly? I stood staring at it, aware that other people were too.
"Something wrong with your new toy?” Sally, the girl on the till asked. Was it she who'd called? Just testing, as it were?
"Don't talk to me about that! I can't even switch it on."
"What about all those photos?"
"Of the fete, you mean? Rubbish, I'm afraid. Absolute rubbish. I must have got some setting wrong. No one could recognise anyone.” That should be round the village in five minutes. “It's a good job the reporter from the local rag did his bit.” And what about the other proud photographers I'd have expected, taking snaps of their efforts? Now I came to think of it, I hadn't seen one.
"They said the reporter dropped his camera,” Sally said limpidly. “Lost everything."
"What a pity!” Did I allow a trace of irony in my voice? No, surely not. “So no one got any pictures of Saturday at all?"
"Seems that way."
"No record of—anything?” I added meaningfully.
"Nothing at all.” Her mouth snapped shut.
I knew better than to open mine.
So the villagers had had a hand in the destruction and, of course, the punishment of the Harpledon-Deans. And, presumably, they wanted to make sure there was no evidence—no mugshots, you might say. I'd known the villagers to close ranks before, once against me, so it was interesting to see they'd more or less included me in the plot. Well, at least they hadn't laid in wait for me and bashed me over the head so they could take the mobile from my bag.
So if they were responsible, why? What had two very hard-working people done to offend them? For the Harpledon-Deans had not only got their hands dirty alongside the villagers who now spurned them, they'd also got the same hands on every grant going, to pay for everything from the roof to the wiring. Even the garden had had support from some august horticultural body.
Apart from the village shopkeeper, who would know everything? I'd bet my licence no one in the village would talk. So how about someone not in the village, who might still know all the Harpledon-Deans’ secrets? The Exeter hairdresser Mrs. H-D and I shared?
Karen was surprised when I wanted an appointment at such short notice, but was happy to fit me in. While she pulled tufts of hair through a ghastly plastic cap so she could apply lowlights, she chattered happily away about her new car, her ailing auntie, and her search for a new apprentice. I let her rabbit on—I didn't want too obviously to introduce any questions. But at last I said that I thought that beside Mrs. Harpledon-Dean's cut mine looked dowdy: Could she make me look snappier, more chic? I didn't mention the fate that Mrs. H-D's had endured.
"Mrs. Harpledon-Dean? Well, you won't have to worry about her much longer, will you? She's moving, worst luck. A good client, too—here every week, rain or shine. Except when she's in the West Indies, of course. Or her villa in Tuscany—though she lets that out most of the time. And there's her penthouse—"
I had to bite my lip not to ask all the questions demanding answers. I permitted myself one. “So she's got a lot of properties?"
"Not all that many,” Karen said reflectively, as if owning three or four expensive pads was normal. “And she's selling the Tuscany farmhouse soon—all those Brits wanting to buy."
"Lower the tone, do they?” I asked sarcastically enough to make Karen blink.
"It's the way they're pushing up prices, Mrs. Welford. She did tell me how much more she could sell it for than she'd paid, but you know me, I don't like to gossip."
"Of course not.” I settled back for a bit more excruciating tugging with the crochet hook. At last I said idly, “So you'll be losing Mrs. Harpledon-Dean. Any idea where she's moving to?"
"A manor house in the Cotswolds, I think she was saying.” She listed a clutch of celebrities who'd be their neighbours.
I did the maths.
* * * *
A chic hairdo like this demanded a new outfit, and I took myself off to my favourite boutique, rather off the main drag but none the worse for that. My route took me past a row of estate agents, some specialising in new estate houses, others at the opposite end of the market. Which was where I dawdled. But I wouldn't go in. Not till I was wearing whatever I fancied at Michelle's. Then I would look the part. In fact, my investments meant I could have bought for cash any place in the area, but I preferred to perpetuate the myth that my late husband—at one time Britain's most wanted criminal—had left me in genteel poverty. Otherwise people might have had the White Hart down as a money-laundering front, not simply the best restaurant for miles.
At last I swanned into the most exclusive estate agency and asked for details of some of the properties on the coast. But flightily I changed my mind—what about something more secluded, in the heart of the country? What sort of guide price was I looking at?
The estate agent, just as trustworthy as the rest of his clan, eventually confided in me that a house just like the one I might want—only five minutes’ walk from the best restaurant in Devon—had just sold for six million pounds.
Six million—a cool profit of five million! But I raised not a hair of my newly shaped eyebrows. “For a hotel?” At least that might benefit the villagers.
"No, as a private home. An Irish recluse."
Drat and botheration. Not someone who'd be opening his grounds to the villagers and supporting their good causes by hosting their fete. On the plus side, there'd be less interminable Gilbert and Sullivan, but that was about all.
How had they found out? I sometimes think the villagers hacked not into computers but into folks’ brains—and that they'd had a lot of practice over the years.
* * * *
I was on my way to Taunton when my old mobile rang. Although I had a hands-free setup, I let it take a message. My car had cost more than a week's pocket money, and I preferred it in the shape it was. In any case, I was too cross to be polite to my caller. Any caller. Five million pounds’ profit on the back of all the villagers’ efforts! Their generously donated raffle prizes. Their patience with antiques dealers selling pricey rubbish. Their bums sore with all that cheaply staged drama. They did it all because they believed that they were rescuing a lovely building that they could assimilate into village life. And all the time they were simply raising cash to make Duncombe Court more attractive to potential buyers.
As I parked for the Weight Watchers weigh-in, I thought I'd better check the message. It was from my receptionist.
"Seems someone told the police you took a lot of photos at the fete, Mrs. W. And they'd like to take a look."
I bet they would. And that was the last thing I wanted. Hadn't I virtually promised Sally that I would destroy any evidence? Simply wiping the damned photos, always assuming I could work out how to do it, was no good. IT bods—and the police would have a few knocking around somewhere—would be able to retrieve anything I'd deleted. It would have to be nothing less than total destruction.
There was only one thing to do, irritating though it was. Stopping the car, I placed my new mobile phone carefully under the nearside front wheel. There was a satisfying crunch as I drove over it.
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Fiction: TRADITION by Ed Gorman
In addition to the short-story collec-tion reviewed in this month's Jury Box, The End of It All andOther Stories, Ed Gorman has recently produced a new novel. Starring Sam McCain, a character who first appeared in print in EQMM, the book, entitled Ticket to Ride (Pegasus), received this praise from Booklist: “An insightful portrait of small-town dynamics and plenty of deadpan humor.” Mr. Gorman's new story for EQMM is equally insightful, but in a more serious vein....
At least the caller had the good grace to wait until Amy and I had finished making love. What with a kid and both of us working, the old days of spontaneous and frequent lovemaking were long gone. Now we made appointments, and to-night we'd penciled in a frolic in our bedroom. I can't say it was a frolic as such, but it was one of those times when lust and tenderness reminded me of how much I loved my wife of nine years and how nice it was afterward to lie with her sleeping on my chest.
We'd been a little late getting started because she'd gotten a call from Paula Crane, a fellow high- school teacher. She'd wanted to know all about the English teacher who joined the faculty recently. Since Amy also taught English, Paula assumed that she'd have lots of gossip about the man. Several of the female teachers had been at the house a few weeks back and all they'd talked about was this Bruce Peters. Apparently the women couldn't stop flirting with the handsome bachelor. As Amy hung up, she'd laughed and said, “Sorry, honey. If I didn't know better I'd swear Paula wasn't married. She talks like she's still single."
The clock radio said 11:24 as I reached to pick up the receiver. I had to roll to my right to reach it. I tried to do this without waking Amy up but my acrobatic skills failed. Her blond head snapped up and she looked at me with the fuzzy confused gaze of a child. “What's wrong, honey?"
"The phone."
"Oh.” Then, brushing hair from her face, alert now: “Oh, God."
I suppose that is a phrase common to many women married to law-enforcement officers when their phone rings late at night. A mixture of irritation and vague fear.
She sat up and began running a slender hand across her face.
By now I could see Caller ID. My father.
"Just got a call that David Neely is dead."
"Dead? How?"
"All I know is that he's lying on the river road straight down from the cliff behind his A-frame. Dink Hopkins was out on his motorcycle and found him about five minutes ago. Didn't call the shop. Phoned me at home."
"I'll meet you there in about ten minutes."
"Tell Amy I'm sorry about the late call."
Amy was up and hurrying out the bedroom door to check on our daughter. Even though Cindy is six, she still checks on her three or four times a night, the way she did when she was smaller.
I grabbed socks, my L. L. Bean Bison Chukkas, black sweater, jeans, and the plastic loop that carries my official ID, dressing quickly in the Halloween shadows from the naked tree limbs on this cold October night. The last two items were my fedora—and I'm well aware of the vanity involved with wearing it—and the .38 I holster on my belt.
Amy was back in a rush, sliding her arms around me, holding me tight, letting me smell the good clean scent of her hair and recently showered skin. “Did somebody die?"
"David Neely. Dink Hopkins found him on the river road a few minutes ago. That's all I know."
She leaned back. “Oh, God. I wonder if he was murdered—I wonder if it was one of his married women.” Then: “Oh, listen to me.” Her hands dropped from my sides. In the wan streetlight she looked like a sensual college girl. “Can you be any more of a bitch, Amy? I shouldn't have said that. The poor man's dead. It's just that he was—"
"An asshole."
"Yes. An asshole. He ruined my best friend's marriage."
"Well, Donna had a little something to do with it, too. He didn't exactly force her into that affair.” I leaned in and kissed her. “I need to get going. I'll call you on your cell in a while so it won't wake Cindy."
"Love you."
"Love you, too."
* * * *
Alveron, population 4,680, is in Northern Illinois, fifty-three miles from Lake Michigan. At this time of night everything except a few taverns and convenience stores is closed and the houses, which tend to be small except for a handful of McMansions on the eastern edge of town, are hunkered down in dreams and darkness. There was no reason to use a siren. My father, the county sheriff, would already have dispatched an ambulance as well as the county medical examiner, a capable middle-aged black doctor who had yet to find complete acceptance in the mostly white community. I liked him. Our previous M.E. had been something of a showboat. Our new man had come here to get his kids out of the city. We had the lowest murder rate in the state. Our badge of honor.
I couldn't drive these streets without being at the mercy of memories good and bad. Being the son of the sheriff in a small town means you'll have lots of friends, whether you want them or not. You enjoy something like celebrity. My folks are good and decent people. My father believes that physical force is always the last resort and he has fired more than a few men over the years who have taken their problems out on their prisoners. Last year he hired a young woman as his newest deputy. She and Dr. Thomas face about the same amount of resistance. A black doctor? A female officer? What the hell is going on here? That's Chicago foolishness and not at all for Alveron.
I was the detective in the five-man sheriff's department, meaning that I had gone through the police academy in Chicago and taken four night-school courses in criminology. At that, I was lucky to be anything in the way of law enforcement. I had been the law-breaking son of the town cop. Drugs, reckless driving, more than a few fights, and ten nights spent in one of my father's cells over a two-year period. Amy had been my salvation. We'd been high-school lovers until she could no longer deal with my drinking. Four years after graduation, when my father had a serious cancer scare, he made me promise that I would give up drinking. Even though I promised, it shouldn't have worked. Liquor trumps loyalty. But between giving my word and meeting Amy again after she'd worked in Chicago for a few years, I've managed to stay dry since the day I told the old man I would.
The river was on my right. Pale full moon riding the far piney bend in the river; the silver-limned water cold and forbidding; and several cars lined behind the blue-flashing box of ambulance.
I could see my father talking to one of the paramedics. Like most of us males who bear the name Winters, Con (for Conor) Winters is a tall man who gives the impression, and a true impression it is, of rangy prairie-boy power. He has the red hair, now going to gray, and thoughtful, somewhat melancholy face of our tribe. His pride is that he is not a hayseed lawman. He is, like his own father who preceded him as county sheriff, a reader and a thinker and a man who weighs his words.
The limestone cliff loomed in the lights. I parked and started walking toward the ambulance. Behind me I could hear cars pulling up, parking. The vampires. No matter how late at night, no matter what the weather conditions, they come out. To stare at death. Maybe they think it will buy them some extra time of their own. Voodoo.
The paramedic saw me before my father did. “Here's Cam now,” he said, watching me approach.
The night was cold enough for breath to run silver. Mike Sullivan was the paramedic's name. We played softball on the same team in the hot months.
My father said, “Neely's on the gurney over there."
If we'd been alone I would have pointed out that procedure was to leave the body for the detective and the medical examiner before moving it. But I didn't want to criticize my father in front of Sullivan.
"Looks like he won't be bed-hopping much anymore,” Sullivan said.
"Not anymore he won't.” My father had disliked Neely from the first day the man had moved here six years ago. I remembered sitting in Millie's Cafe and my father saying, “He'll be trouble, you wait and see.” Neely had been here all of two days then. His feelings had never changed. Even the mention of Neely had always brought a harshness into my father's blue gaze.
"Head caved on the left side from the fall,” Sullivan said. His lean face brightened into a smirk. “I'm sure even Dr. Thomas'll be able to figure this one out.” Sullivan was one of those who found it hard it believe that a black man could be a competent doctor.
"You think you and your crew will ever give him a break, Mike?” It came out harsh, the way I intended.
"You think you two could hold off the bullshit till we figure out what happened here?” my father said.
The children had been chastised.
I walked over to the gurney and pulled back the sheet. In the beam of my flashlight the left side of Neely's head was a stew of blood and bone and brain. His carefully kept dark beard gleamed with soaked red highlights. Neely had been a commercial artist working from the A-frame he rented. But his real work had been in posing as a serious painter. He lectured at the local library frequently, spending most of his time talking about Van Gogh and hinting that his own work, which even I could see wasn't very good, might someday be compared to the man he called “his mentor.” If he hadn't been a swaggerer and a pretty-boy none of the married women he'd slept with would have paid any attention to him.
Sullivan came over and stood next to me. “I piss you off?"
"Yeah."
"I'm sorry I shot my mouth off."
"Dr. Thomas is a good man. I'm sick of you and everybody else in this town cutting him down."
"I'll watch it.” He nodded to the body. “You can see bone sticking out of that arm."
"Yeah."
"Your dad found three of his imported beer bottles near the cliff. He must have been drunk off his ass. He drank all the time anyway. I saw him half in the bag plenty of times in the afternoon. I was surprised he could service so many women when he was like that.” Neely had indeed had a problem with alcohol. Two DUIs and a pair of drunk-and-disorderlies.
Sullivan smiled. “I have a few too many and my little man goes right to sleep."
My father stood beside us now. “Dr. Thomas just pulled up, Sullivan. You heard what Cam here said."
"I hear you, Sheriff. I already apologized to Cam."
"You want to get to work, Cam? I'm assuming this is an accident, but I won't settle on that until you tell me that that's what it is."
* * * *
In the academy I learned all about such modern crime scene techniques and tools as blood spatter and flight interpretation, electrostatic dust print lifters, portable lasers, and alternate light sources. The problem our little shop has is that these are way too expensive for our budget. On a homicide, we have to get the state boys and girls involved.
One other thing I learned in the academy is that most detectives approach crime scenes pretty much in their own way. They develop their own approach over the years. The two rules are to gather evidence scrupulously and to document everything to help the county attorney make the case when the time comes.
Josh Cummings, our night deputy, arrived at the scene after helping the highway patrol with a two-car accident on the asphalt strip north of the town limits. Teenagers drag racing. Bad pileup, nobody killed. I tried to sound as angry about it as Josh did, but since I'd done a lot of drag racing in my teenage years I suspect my words sounded hollow.
We spent an hour inside the A-frame. At one point, Josh came out grinning. He held a super-size box of super-size condoms. “No wonder the ladies liked him.” That was the highlight of our search. No evidence of any foul play. Three dozen or more bad paintings lay against the wall of Neely's large office. No sign of any of the advertisements or brochures he produced. He apparently wanted to keep them secret even from himself.
When we got back outside, my father was working the backyard with a flashlight big as a trapped sun. He had his pipe going, too. The cancer scare had had to do with throat cancer. My mother and I had badgered him into quitting for a few months, but he started smoking again down at the shop and gradually eased back into it at home. My mother told me that she lights a special votive candle once a week for him. But she'd quit arguing with him about it. My father reasoned, quite unreasonably, that all the bike riding he did kept him healthy. A bright, ordinarily realistic man kidding himself into an early grave.
Josh and I used our smaller flashlights to join in the search. The brown autumn grass gleamed with frost. I walked toward the pine trees that formed a windbreak on the far side of the A-frame, the scent of them sweet on the cold night. A narrow trail ran down the center of them. Long before the A-frame had been built, kids my age had ridden their bikes up here much against their parents’ will. The cliff, of course, dangerous to play near. And, in fact, since both my grandfather's time as sheriff, there had been three deaths of children who'd fallen from it, smashed on the road below. I'd walked right on the edge of it many times; one time, on a dare, blindfolded.
When the light found something red flashing in the grass I stopped and bent down to see what it was. A large reflector used on the rear fender of a bicycle. With a jagged crack down the middle.
"You find something?” Josh said as he walked toward me.
"Nah,” I said, slipping the reflector into my pocket. “I dropped my keys and was just picking them up. You find anything?"
"Just a few beer cans. He sure liked his booze."
We drifted back to the A-frame, where my father stood talking to Dr. Thomas. The doctor is a quiet, slender man who, at forty-five, is starting to lose his hair. His clothes of choice run to button-down long-sleeved shirts, dark neckties, and dark slacks. He carries both a beeper and a BlackBerry. In addition to being the county M.E. he also oversees our little clinic, which he's improved considerably with the meager funds the county has been able to give him.
"Evening, Stephen."
"Evening, Cam."
"I was just telling your father that I should have something for him around breakfast time."
"That makes for a long night. What's the rush?"
My father put his hand on Stephen's shoulder and said, “Cam doesn't understand how us old-timers like to get things done right away."
I smiled at Stephen. “Dad's sixty-three, in case you didn't know."
"Oh, that's all right. My kids think I'm an old-timer, too. I'm used to it. And I don't mind pulling an all-nighter. Have to earn my keep.” He nodded to the A-frame. “Well, he didn't die the way I thought he would."
"Oh?” my father said.
"He's been a patient of mine for the last year. The alcohol was starting to do serious damage to his liver. I suggested him trying AA or even going to a rehab center somewhere. He wouldn't hear of it.” He zipped up his blue windbreaker and said, “I'd better get going. Night, everybody."
We said goodnight and watched him walk to his gray Saab.
"Good man,” my father said. Then: “I guess that's about it for tonight. Thanks, Cam. Sorry I had to drag you out of bed.” He pointed to Josh. “You may as well start making your rounds for the night."
"Right,” Josh said. “See you two later."
As we were walking back to our cars, my father said, “You all right?"
"Tired, I guess."
"You never could kid me, Cam. You seem tense. Everything all right at home?"
"Why wouldn't everything be all right at home?"
He stopped and looked at me. Studied me, actually. “You're wound pretty tight, Cam. I just asked a question. A harmless one. And you climbed on my ass. Now I'm asking you, is everything all right at home?"
He was wrong. I'd kidded him all my life and gotten away with it. I kidded him now. “You're right, Dad. We just had a little argument tonight about that outboard motor I want to buy. You know how Amy is about staying on a budget.” There'd been no argument, of course. But in the chill and shadow and weariness of the moment it sounded true.
"I knew it,” my father said. “I knew something was wrong. And I'm the same way Amy is about budgets. About staying on them. You've always been like your mother. Budgets are just something you write down and then throw away. I'd give that new outboard some more thought before you buy it. The one you've got now is fine."
"Good idea, Dad."
Then we said good night and got into our cars.
* * * *
In the morning I drove over to the county seat. I had to testify in a trial in which a drunken driver I'd arrested had caused considerable damage to a house he'd rammed his car into. When I got back to the shop just before lunchtime I stopped where my father's bike was padlocked to a steel pole. He rode the ten-speed back and forth to work. I saw what I was afraid I would find.
Millie's was crowded. Tuesday lunches are meat loaf and mashed potatoes. They're as good as the Wednesday spaghetti lunches are bad. There should be a federal investigation into what Millie can do to spaghetti.
My father was in the last booth with his newspaper. It was town etiquette that you did not bother the high sheriff when he was reading his newspaper. Sons were the exception to this rule.
"How'd it go in court?"
"No problem. Open and shut."
He yawned. “Late nights remind me that my retirement's coming up in another year or so."
"I'll believe it when I see it."
"Oh, you'll be seeing it all right. Even if I didn't want to turn in my badge, your mother would force me to. She watches those damned travel channels on cable all the time. She thinks we should spend the rest of our lives being tourists."
"Here you are, Cam."
Millie had gotten her hair tinted red again. The color clashed with her pink waitress uniform. Her dentures gleamed in one of her soft smiles. “Now tomorrow, young man, I want you to tell me how good my spaghetti is."
I'd been coming in here since I was fourteen. I would always be “young man.” “As long as I don't have to swear it on a Bible."
"I think you should arrest this boy of yours, Sheriff."
We laughed as we always laughed. It was a ritual, the dialogue, the smiles, the laughs.
I cleaned half my plate before I said anything. “I saw the autopsy on your desk."
"Accidental death, just the way we figured."
"Drunk and walked too close to the edge."
"Forty-five-foot drop. That'd kill anybody. Plus, he landed on his head."
"Still."
He had his coffee cup halfway to his mouth when I said it. He looked at me straight and hard. And set his cup back down. “Still? Still what, Cam?"
"It's possible—just possible—that somebody gave him a little help falling off that cliff."
"You read the autopsy report."
"Nothing wrong with the autopsy. But an autopsy doesn't give us any sense of whether he fell off or was pushed off."
The blue of the eyes was that special simmering color of my teens and twenties, the eyes that assessed me with anger and disappointment. “I'm halfway through finishing up my report. I'm listing it as an accidental death. Nobody who knew him would have any doubts about that.” He made a show of smiling. “Except my son the detective."
I took it from my shirt pocket and laid it in the center of the formica-covered table.
"What's that?"
"Bike reflector."
"I can see that. But what's it supposed to tell me?” But the voice was tighter now and the gaze nervous.
"Nothing special about the reflector. Round, red. One of those that ignites in the dark when light strikes it. There's just one thing wrong with it. Notice the crack down the center."
"I've got eyes, Cam."
"Same as your bike reflector. Cracked in shipping. You took it because it was the last one they had."
He sat back in the booth. “All right. And this is amounting to what?"
"It's amounting to nothing, Dad. I found it near the pine trees at Neely's last night. Right about where the trail was. All I'm wondering is why you didn't tell me you were up there recently."
"I ride my bike all over this town. Up on Indian Cliff included. Not that it's any of your particular damn business. I lost that reflector several days ago—though I don't know why the hell I owe you an explanation about it."
"Look at the condition of it, Dad. That reflector hadn't been there very long. The adhesive on the back still works if you press it against something hard enough. It rained yesterday morning and there was frost last night. The adhesive would have been ruined by either one of those if it had been there for more than a few hours. . . . And you had the body on the gurney before I could look at it."
He was out of the booth before I could say anything else. Out of the booth and out of Millie's front door.
* * * *
Halloween came and went with the usual damage to a few gravestones and dirty words spray-painted on the high school. In a town this size, it was easy to find the culprits and put them to work undoing their damage. Cindy insisted on wearing her Halloween Cinderella costume every night before bedtime. We had a light snow one night but it melted by noon. And the few downtown stores that had survived the outlet malls a few miles to the west started putting up Christmas decorations. Or Xmas decorations, as a few of them insisted on calling them.
I never mentioned the bicycle reflector again to my father. I'd even begun to wonder if he'd been telling the truth after all. Maybe the reflector really had been in the grass for several days. The first few days after our talk at Millie's had been strained, but one night he and my mother were sitting at our dinner table talking to a delighted Cindy. She much preferred them to Amy and me. They never gave her orders or scolded her. And they gave her a king's ransom in gifts. Finally, Cindy, as she often did, climbed up on my father's lap and gave him a kiss. Seeing them together I realized how much I loved him and how I needed to let it go with Neely. I wasn't sure what had happened. And now I didn't want to be sure. I wanted to will it all out of existence.
After the meal we were father and son again. With icy rain coming down every other day, we were busy with traffic accidents large and small. And it was because of one of the accidents that I found the photographs.
I was alone in the office, working late, on the computer. Even with a Mac, reporting on traffic accidents is tedious work. My father was bowling that night and I told him I'd file his work, too. I was grabbing his reports when I realized that I needed a requisition form for more supplies. The town council takes its work too seriously. We always joked that one day they'd make us requisition permission to take a piss. The requisition forms were in my father's middle drawer. There was a pile of them. I skimmed three off and was about to close the drawer when I saw the edge of a photograph sticking out from under the stack I'd dislodged.
Who can resist looking at a photograph? I tugged it free and held it up. A minute later I'd pulled four more photographs from under the requisition forms. I took them back to my desk and sat down and stared at them for a long time. They were the kind of thing a private detective takes for a client worried that his or her mate is cheating. They'd been taken with the digital camera my mother had bought my father for his last birthday.
I spent five minutes with them. Given that they showed David Neely and two different women from town entering one of those old-fashioned garden motels, they didn't need to be pornographic to tell their story. In some ways they were worse than pornographic. The prurient mind, and I certainly have one, could paint any picture it wanted to.
The clock stood at nine. My father would still be bowling.
* * * *
I had two beers while I sat in the cafe section of the bowling alley. I'd never taken to the game. I had too much cool-kid arrogance left over from my youth to ever wear one of those shirts, for one thing. And for another, there was something suffocating about watching adults take it all so seriously, a certain desperation, I guess. Amy always said that I was a snob and in many ways I suppose she was right.
My father came up a couple of times but I didn't mention the photographs. I wanted to be alone with him. The second time he stopped by I caught a look of concern in the blue eyes. He stared at me a bit too long but didn't say anything.
Outside in the parking lot, after all the interminable beery good nights among the two teams, my father started toward his car but I grabbed his arm. “I need to talk to you, Dad."
"Everything all right at home?"
"Fine."
He seemed confused. He had his pipe going. “Then it couldn't have waited till later?"
"I found the photographs, Dad. I was looking for a requisition form in your desk and I came across them."
"I don't know what the hell you're talking about."
"Sure you do."
He not only knew what I was talking about, he gaped nervously around to make sure that we were the only ones in this section of the parking lot.
"Maybe it's not what you think."
"Then again, maybe it is."
He nodded to his car. “Get in. I don't want to talk out here."
He started the engine and turned on the heater. We sat next to each other but didn't talk for some time. His pipe smelled good. The wind was strong enough to rock the car. The lane shut off its lights. There was a prairie loneliness to the way it looked now, a pastel green icon alone on the fields.
"You followed him and then you killed him."
He angled himself so that he could face me. His yellow bowling shirt was gaudy inside his open brown suede jacket. “I'm going to tell you something and after I'm done you can decide what to do about it."
"I'm listening.” Then: “I don't enjoy this, Dad. I'm pretty sure you killed him. Murdered him. This isn't easy for me."
"I know it's not, Cam. But at least listen to me."
I listened.
"When your grandfather was sheriff he had three murders in the first few years after he took office. One of them was a tavern fight and two of them were husbands killing wives for being unfaithful. The women had both slept with the same man, a car salesman named Blount. Your grandfather didn't like that at all. Here were two women dead and two men in prison—one of them eventually got executed—and two entire families destroyed. And here was Blount still strutting around town looking for more women to land on. And he seemed to prefer married women, I suppose because there couldn't be any permanent attachments. Well, one day your grandfather saw this Blount coming on to the wife of your grandfather's best friend. The marriage was having some problems so he was afraid the woman might be vulnerable. He told me that after that day he wondered what life would be like here without Blount causing so much pain. But he didn't do anything about it until a woman who worked at the courthouse got into a shouting match with her husband over at Millie's. The story was that Blount had been sniffing around the lady and the husband was jealous. A couple of days later, Blount drowned. It was all accidental, of course."
"Grandfather killed him."
"Then another tomcat showed up a few years down the line. He was even worse than Blount. He was a rock musician. Nobody famous, mostly played little jobs up and down the lake here. But he flaunted it. He wanted people to know he was a lady-killer. Your grandfather watched him ruin the lives of three different families and then he just couldn't put up with it anymore. This Boehner kid electrocuted himself with his guitar equipment one night."
"Grandfather again."
"There was a woman once, too. Came back here when her Chicago sugar daddy dumped her because she'd had the gall to turn thirty-five. Sarah McBain was her name. Damned good-looking woman. And she cut a wide swath. Caused three divorces the first year she was here. Died in a tragic fire."
"And now you're carrying on the tradition. That was what Neely was all about."
"You have any idea how much pain that man caused the people in this town? You ever see the faces of the little kids when their folks are going through a divorce? And here was some drunken so-called artist not giving a damn about any of it. I was pretty damned patient. I even warned him. I was careful not to make it a threat—not anything he could sue the town for—but he got the message and all he did was laugh at me. Said I was just jealous. I would've been mad but I figured that was just par for the course with somebody like him."
"You committed first-degree murder."
He looked straight at me. “Yes, I did. And I don't regret it."
"You've just confessed a capital crime to me, Dad."
"Who the hell do you think you're talking to, Cam? I was sheriff while you were still riding a tricycle. I know damned good and well that I just confessed to a capital crime. But I'm not going to turn myself in for it. I'm going to leave that up to you."
He angled back so that he faced the steering wheel. “Now I need my sleep, Cam. I'm not as young as you, in case you hadn't noticed. I'll see you in the morning."
He put the car in gear and waited for me to get out. He didn't have to wait long.
* * * *
"Hey, you didn't eat any of that macho-man breakfast I fixed you."
Soy bacon. Egg Beaters and wheat toast with soy margarine. I guessed that was what passed for breakfast macho these days when I was trying to keep weight off and avoid a heart attack before fifty.
"It's good, Dad,” Cindy said. She pointed her fork at her empty plate. “I ate every bite."
The smile and the blue, blue family eyes made me reach across the table and take her small hand. “I'll do my best."
"Unfortunately, Cindy, you've got to get ready,” Amy said. “The bus'll be here in less than ten minutes. Scoot now. I'll help you with your backpack."
Leaving me alone with a breakfast I had to force myself to eat.
Cindy always went out the front door. She ducked into the kitchen, gave me a tiny wet kiss on the cheek, and then charged through the house, Amy right behind her.
I managed to eat one piece of bacon and half the toast by the time Amy reappeared.
"If I had time I'd find out what's bothering you, honey. But that's always a long, involved process so I'll have to wait until tonight. I counted you getting up three times in the middle of the night and you were sitting down here staring into space when I came down for breakfast. I worry about you. But you know that."
This kiss was on my mouth. And it lingered. But as I was kissing her I had a thought that made me hate myself. Neely had certainly gotten around with married women. . . . Amy had her nights out. I'd always taken her word that she was out with her female friends, usually shopping at the outlet malls and then getting a pizza afterward.
I brought her to me. Kissed her tenderly, ashamed of what I'd been thinking. Then, like Cindy, she was gone.
All the way to the shop I prepared myself for an awkward morning. I wondered if I'd even be able to look at my father. He murdered a man. And basically he was daring me to turn him in.
This morning was his turn to put in a court appearance, so he didn't come through the front door until after eleven o'clock. I was at my desk on the phone, enduring my monthly call from an auxiliary deputy who had a library full of ideas on how to turn our sheriff's department into the same kind of brave and fearless crime-fighting he saw on cop shows every night.
My father remained in the doorway, watching me as I watched him. After I hung up, he said, “Mason want us to start carrying grenades?"
"Ground-to-air missiles."
"Sounds good to me."
He came in and poured himself some coffee and went over and sat down at his desk. His in front of mine. He swiveled his chair around. “It wasn't easy to tell you what I did last night."
"It wasn't easy for me to hear it."
We didn't have to worry about being overheard. Daytime we had two officers in the field—three when I had the time—and so we were left alone frequently. The dispatcher and the jail cells were in a small adjoining building.
Long, lean fingers drew his pipe from his suit-jacket pocket. “You ever think Amy might step out on you?"
The terrible thought I'd had at the breakfast table came back to me. “That's a hell of a thing to ask."
"Think of what would happen to little Cindy if you and Amy split up. If she'd stepped out."
"Well, she hasn't stepped out and she won't step out. Any more than I'd ever step out on her. We're not programmed that way."
"That's what your grandfather used to think. And I used to think it, too. But there's always somebody who comes to this town—usually a man but sometimes a woman—and they destroy people. I'm not naive. They don't force people to sleep with them. Unfortunately, the people want it. Want excitement, want something strange and new. But if that person hadn't come to town, hadn't offered them the opportunity—"
"You murdered a man."
"I'd murder him again. He was going to cause at least two families to come apart. Good people, by and large. Friends of mine. People who belong in a town like this, where they don't have Neelys prowling around like some rabid animal."
"You murdered a man."
He stuck the pipe in his mouth. “Then turn me in, Cam. Pick up that phone and turn me in."
He swiveled back to his desk and went to work.
* * * *
I enjoyed a hearty meal at the Quick-Pick's microwave. Nothing more refreshing than standing in a convenience store that smells of disinfectant and gulping down a hamburger of questionable origin. But I didn't want to face my father at Millie's.
The manilla folder was on my desk when I got back. I sat down at my desk and opened it up. Inside were copies of three divorce notices from the local weekly. I knew two of the families very well. I'd gone to high school with the man and woman from one divorce and with the woman from the second divorce. The third couple were younger than me.
My father came in just as I was closing the folder. “They missed you at Millie's."
"And the point of this is?” I said, jabbing my finger at the folder.
"The point of it is that when you count up all the children involved, the number comes to nine. One of the fathers is now a useless drunk. One of the women is living on food stamps and can't get much medical care for her kids. And one of the kids who was a very bright student has now turned into a monster who may get kicked out of ninth grade. And Neely was involved in all of it."
"And you murdered him."
"And I murdered him because this is my town and I care about the people here, and because I owe it to them to help them through life as well as I can. And given all the things you did when you were younger—and given the way the town forgave you—I'd say you owe it to them, too. And another thing—” The blue eyes blazed; the voice was furious. “You're so damned smug about this. Like I said last night, you're lucky Amy's never been unfaithful. I half wished I could have told you that she was one of Neely's conquests. She wasn't, but I know damned well how you would have reacted. So don't be so quick about judging me. Now give me that folder back and get it over with."
I was so caught up in his rage that I wasn't quite sure what he meant.
He cleared it up by reaching over to my phone and picking up the receiver. “You know the number of the county attorney. Tell him what I told you. Tell him that he knows where he can find me and that I won't be any trouble at all."
He shoved the receiver at me and then went to his desk and sat down, facing the door.
I don't how long I sat there with it in my hand. Long enough for the dial tone to change into a beeping sound. I wasn't even aware of hanging it up or going to the back near the four empty cells. In the bathroom I washed my face and stared into the mirror. He'd murdered a man. And my grandfather had murdered even more. And now he wanted me to carry on the tradition if I started to see the same pattern happening again.
He was gone when I came up front. I spent the afternoon working on several things, enjoying the luxury of temporary amnesia. He came back later. The temperature had dropped to the low thirties, so his gaunt cheeks were red and the green woolen scarf he wore looked almost festive.
He stood at my desk once again. “You need to turn me in, Cam. For your own sake. I had no right to drag you into this thing, and I don't have any right to ask you to act the way your grandfather and I did. Just give me a little advance notice before you make the call. I'll need to prepare your mother.” Then came the real surprise. He leaned over and put his hand on my shoulder and said: “I love you, son. You've turned into a hell of a good man. A lot better man than I've ever been."
My father never played on my sympathies. He was straightforward. Nobody had ever called him a coward, and he wasn't being a coward now.
"I told your mother I'd pick up a pot roast for her over at Shop-Rite. I should be home in half an hour if you want to talk to me.” He nodded goodbye and left.
* * * *
Given all that had happened I'd almost forgotten about picking up Amy at school.
Alveron High came into existence ten years ago when three different small high schools consolidated into one. Better for the budget and for attracting more qualified teachers and expanding the curriculum. Amy had been there six years. She'd spent Cindy's first year at home, but given my salary she had to go back to teaching.
The building was two stories and red brick. The windows were on fire with the dying sun. I pulled up out front. Twisted brown leaves scraped across the grounds, collecting around the silver flagpole. The students were long gone. Teachers began drifting out in twos and threes, talking and laughing. Not that I paid much attention. I was thinking about my father and the copies of the divorce proceedings he'd shown me. And what he'd said about me being so smug. I hadn't suffered any of it, but now as I thought about it, I remembered some of the domestic disturbances I'd covered. The rage and the pain. There is no equivalent to a domestic, seeing people at their rawest. The children are the heartbreakers, crouched in the corner, sobbing and pleading with their parents, or so stunned and afraid that they are frozen in the moment, scalded in their misery, lucky even to have a heartbeat. And the Neelys of the world—some of them married, some not—are often at the center of it all.
And what my father had done was try to relieve some of his people of some of their pain. I saw that now even though I still could not forget that in protecting his town—and I had no doubt he thought that was exactly what he was doing—he'd had to take a life.
And then Amy was coming out of the front door. Sight of her comforted me. I wanted to be home, sitting with Amy and Cindy on the couch. Being goofy the way we got so much of the time. A good dinner finished and a lazy night of watching some good TV shows.
Then he came out right behind her. He put a hand on her shoulder to slow her down. He was laughing and she was smiling. I had no doubt who I was seeing. The new English teacher. The one even Amy's married friend had a crush on.
He was tall and tanned, with dark curly hair. In his white shirt and blue V-neck sweater and chinos he had a young preppy look about him. He was very handsome.
Amy stopped and he came up to her and slipped a piece of paper from one of his books and handed it to her. It was the way she stood hugging her books and staring up at him. A familiar sight from our own high-school days. Except instead of him, it had been me.
Then she said something and started walking toward my car.
I thought of my father and how he said I'd been spared the pain that had ripped apart so many other families.
I was going to have to keep a very close eye on Mr. Bruce Peters. And not only for myself, but for all the good true people of our little town.
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Fiction: INTENT by Phil Lovesey
Stories written entirely in dialogue are extremely rare in our genre, and it takes a writer with a keen ear to pull it off. Phil Lovesey's one such writer and this is one such story. The British author is a frequent contributor to EQMM. He has several highly acclaimed books in print (all dark psychological novels), but seems to particularly enjoy the short form. In his short stories, he can often be found in a lighter mood! 
"It's me!"
"I'm in the lounge."
"Good day?"
"Very. Exceptionally good. Brilliantly good. Yours?"
"Same as every other weekday. A morning spent on the phone punting for business leads; an afternoon chasing invoices from last month. I think I may have finally got a sniff of something more promising, though. But it's such hard work."
"Your choice to quit a well-paid job and start up your own business, Steve."
"Our choice, Zoe. Not just mine. You wanted this as much as me."
"True. But I think at the time I was a little naive about the full financial implications of a respected lawyer chucking it all in to start selling Japanese camping equipment."
"We'll get there, Zoe. It's just going to take time, that's all. Give it another year, eighteen months. We'll pull through. And it's not camping equipment. It's the material they make their tents with, really light and weather resistant. Honest, Zoe, I'm close to cracking a good deal for this stuff."
"You'd better be. You want a drink? You look bushed."
"Beer'd be good."
"We're out of bottles. Just cheap cans now."
"Anything, Zoe. Doesn't matter."
"Sit down. Put your feet up. May as well use the sofa while we can. We're already three months behind on the payments. They'll be knocking on the door to repossess it any day now."
"I just love Friday nights with you, Zoe. It's all fun, fun, fun, isn't it? And just to think, I've got a whole weekend of your financial pessimism to look forward to before I go back to selling tent fabric on Monday."
"Or not selling it."
''I'm selling it, Zoe. It's just . . . “
"You're not getting the money?"
"It'll come."
"Just as long as we don't end up in one of your bloody Japanese tents, Steve."
"No way."
"Here's your beer."
"Thanks."
"So—you going to ask me?"
"About what?"
"My day. My exceptional and brilliantly good day?"
"Let's see now. I walk in, and for once you greet me brightly. You ask about my day, then offer me a beer from the fridge. Even more confusing—you're smiling, appear happy for once. All I can conclude, judging by previous instances such as this, is that you've been spending money again."
"Objection! Merely circumstantial evidence at this point, Your Honour. It could just be that I'm pleased to see you."
"And you're wearing new shoes."
"Correction, Your Honour—new designer, vintage shoes."
"Oh Christ!"
"And, for the benefit of the jury, would you mind estimating how much I paid for these shoes?"
"Zoe, please. Can we stop the lawyer game? I'm not a barrister anymore."
"More's the pity. You were good."
"I lost too many cases, Zoe, you know that."
"You just got unlucky, that's all. It could have turned around. One juicy case would have turned it around. You just gave up."
"Zoe, it's old ground now. Can we move on?"
"You should have stayed another couple of years, that's all."
"Zoe—Rourke asked me to leave. If I hadn't, he'd have fired me. At least by resigning I got the settlement."
"And promptly spent in on tents."
"Japanese tents, Zoe. State-of-the-art tents."
"Which you can't sell."
"Which I'm currently negotiating retail outlets for."
"You shouldn't have taken Rourke's offer. He's a slime-ball."
"Can we move on? Perhaps to the shoes?"
"You like?"
''I'm kind of more concerned about the price, to be honest."
"Wouldn't be, if you'd stood your ground with Rourke."
"Zoe, how many times have I said it? We can't spend money like we used to. Just can't. It's . . . insane to be buying stuff like that."
"Exhibit A, Your Honour . . . “
"Zoe, please—like I said—drop the lawyer stuff . . . “
"One pair of genuine vintage Prada shoes. Condition—immaculate, barely used. Worth close on four hundred pounds."
"Oh good God. Tell me you bought them from a charity shop for twenty quid. Please."
"Twenty pounds for Prada? Not even close, Tent-boy. Not even close."
"Zoe, this really isn't funny . . . “
"Ninety-nine p, Your Honour. Ninety-nine p."
"What?"
"Exceptionally brilliant, I'd say."
"Ninety-nine p?"
"The wonders of eBay, Steve. The joy of surfing for a bargain, then finding out no one's bidding for it, there's no reserve, and you can close the deal as sole bidder for a pittance. In this case, ninety-nine p."
"You bought designer shoes from the Internet—for less than a pound?"
"Kind of. I mean, there was a delivery charge of fifteen quid, but that was for the whole box."
"Whole box?"
"Sure. The seller just put it on as a box of vintage designer stuff. No photos or clues. Like one of those mystery goody-bags you get as a kid. Just pay your money and take your chances. So I thought I would. Bid for it—won it. Won the whole thing for ninety-nine p. Today, it came. And it wasn't just shoes in there, but other stuff, too. And Steve, wait till you see the other stuff."
"Slow down, love. You're telling me you bid on a box of stuff? Without knowing what was in it?"
"Neat, isn't it?"
"But you must have had some idea?"
"Sure. The guy who placed the ad said his wife had recently died and he was getting rid of some of her designer stuff."
"On eBay?"
"Steve, it's a crazy world. People do crazy things. And this is a gift horse that I'm not going to look in the mouth."
"You're wearing a dead woman's shoes?"
"I'm recycling a dead woman's shoes, Steve. Oh, what—you're going to have some sort of moral stand on this now, are you? Listen, the guy wanted to get rid of his wife's stuff. Maybe he pitched the whole ad wrong. Maybe he was expecting to get a fortune for it, I don't know. All I do know is that when I found it, I put the minimum bid on—and won."
"I just think it's weird, that's all. Why not take the stuff down to a charity shop? Why stick it on eBay? Where does he live, this guy, anyway?"
"The package was postmarked somewhere in London. Anyway, what does it matter? I've managed to get lucky, get myself some designer bits and pieces that we can't afford anymore, and you're sitting there with a scowl on your face. Steve, I'm saving us money. Heaps of it."
"But it's dead people's stuff."
"Right. And you think the charity shops are full of clothes people simply decide to chuck out? Breaking news for you, Steve—most of it comes from dead people when relatives clear the houses."
"I feel awkward even looking at it."
"Why? It's not even yours. It's mine. I bid on it, I won it. You don't come into it. You want to see the rest of the stuff?"
"I feel certain you're going to show me."
"I'll be right back."
"Zoe? This eBay thing—I mean, it's not going to get out of hand, is it?"
"Can't hear you."
"I know it's a bit of fun, and millions of people do it; I just don't want you buying heaps of stuff we can't afford. You know these things can turn into an addiction, Zoe. I was reading about some old dear who spent hours on the site, filled her whole house up with . . . wow!"
"What do you think?"
''I'm thinking that looks amazing. You look amazing in it. Like a movie star going to the Oscars."
"And you know the best bit?"
"The body inside?"
"Calm yourself, Tent-boy. It's the label. Yves Saint Laurent, Steve. It's an original YSL dress. It's got to be worth thousands."
"Bloody hell!"
"There's a couple of red-wine stains and a small tear at the back, but apart from that, it's fine. It'll dry clean, and I can have the tear repaired."
"Red-wine stain—on the back? Don't you normally spill wine down the front of your dress?"
"I don't know. Maybe she was at some sort of function and someone bumped into the back of her, spilt their drink."
"Odd, really odd."
"What is?"
"Nothing . . . just . . . “
"What's odd about it, Steve?"
"To be doing this—speculating about how a stain got onto the back of a dead woman's dress."
"Well, let's not, then. Let's move on. What do you make of this?"
"It's a bag."
"A Louis Vuitton bag, klutz. Seven hundred pounds worth, minimum."
"Seven hundred pounds? For a handbag?"
"An exclusive, designer, to-die-for handbag, Steve."
''I'm in the wrong business."
"And maybe I've wandered into the right business. The handbag doesn't interest me, really. Too showy. But I bet if I took some photos of it, put it back on eBay, it'd pull in a couple of hundred at least. It's a hell of a profit margin on ninety-nine p, isn't it?"
"This Lewis Veeton guy—he doesn't make tents by any chance, does he?"
"It's Louis Vuitton. And no, they're not big into camping. It's all overpriced branded accessories for the very rich."
"Pass it here."
"Please?"
"Please."
"Careful with it. I haven't even opened it yet."
"Well . . . maybe you should have, Zoe."
"Why?"
"There's stuff still inside."
"What?"
"Here—in the little zip-up side pocket thing."
"Show me, Steve."
"Oh Christ!"
"What is it?"
"A bloody mobile phone."
"You're joking . . . “
"No way, Zoe. Here, look. A mobile. Her mobile. The dead woman's mobile."
"Jesus."
"There's more, Zoe. Some lipsticks, some makeup stuff . . . and what's this . . . ?"
"Well? Steve? Don't just sit there. What is it?"
"Money, Zoe. An envelope full of fifty-pound notes."
"Where?"
"Here. Well, say something, Zoe."
"How much?"
"What?"
"How much money is there?"
"Zoe—don't you get it? Doesn't matter how much there is, it isn't ours. It's hers. Her money."
"Count it."
"No."
''I'll do it, then. Give it here."
"Zoe—it's not ours."
"Steve—you're the lawyer. I bought the stuff in a legal transaction. Sold as seen, one box of vintage designer clothing."
"Right—and nothing about envelopes full of cash. It's obviously a mistake. We've got to give it back to the guy. Hey, I could ring him on the mobile. It's virtually the same model as mine. Hang on, the battery's dead. It's not turning on."
"She might not have used it for months. Hell, I don't even know when the woman died. What are you doing?"
"What does it look like? Counting it."
"I don't think you should, Zoe."
"You don't think about lots of things, Steve. Which is maybe part of your problem."
"My ‘problem'? What if it's counterfeit?"
"What if it isn't?"
"I've got an idea. The mobile. It's almost the same model as mine. My charger will most likely fit it. We can plug it in, turn it on, find his number, ring him, tell him about the money. She was his wife, she's bound to have his number in there somewhere."
"Four thousand, eight hundred."
"What?"
"That's how much there is."
"Oh God."
"Look at it, Steve. Close on five grand. Think how much we need it. Think how many bills it'd pay. Repayments. Five grand, Steve."
"Zoe, please, listen to me. You got yourself a bargain box of goodies, fine. And sticking it back on eBay to make a few quid—sure. But this money, this is . . . “
"Is what?"
"Wrong, Zoe. Very wrong. I mean, what kind of person carries that sort of cash around in her handbag, for Christ's sake?"
"What the hell does it matter? Maybe she was married to a millionaire, and never left the mansion without five grand."
"Tucked away into a side portion?"
"Safer there, isn't it?"
"There's no way that guy would have sold this bag if he knew it had all that cash in it."
"So he missed it while he was emptying it. So what? Chances are he's loaded anyway. I mean, if his wife was dripping designer labels, he's hardly likely to be some sorry little tent salesman, is he?"
"Below the belt, Zoe."
"I'm sorry, Steve. Didn't mean it like that. I just want you to see this for what it is. A bloody great chunk of good luck for us. It's not like we've robbed it. Think about it this way: If you hadn't thoroughly checked it, and I'd gone and sold the bag on eBay, then someone else would have the money. And how many people do you think would turn down five thousand pounds if it dropped into their laps?"
"I still think we should check the mobile, see if we can call the guy up. You never know, if he's as rich as you think he is, he might let us keep the money. It'd feel more honest that way."
"Steve, how many people worry about being ‘honest'? Those people who owe your business money, they're not exactly ‘honest', are they? You're having to chase them up every day. They don't care because you're just a small-time supplier. This is our chance to get ourselves level again, and you're about to throw it right back because it doesn't feel ‘honest'?"
''I'm going to try the phone, Zoe.
"And say what? Sorry, but we've found five grand's worth of your wife's cash in her Louis Vuitton bag?"
"Sounds pretty good to me. Pretty honest."
"Steve—don't. Please."
''I'm going to try, and that's the end of it."
"I don't believe this! The first bit of fortune we've had in months, and you . . . what's happening?"
"It works, the bloody cable works. The mobile's powering up. Jesus, there's about a hundred unread messages loading on it. It can't have been used for weeks."
"Read one."
"What?"
"It might tell us more about who she was."
"Zoe—I'm not about to read a dead woman's texts!"
"I would. Where's the harm in it? Might be from her husband. Could give you his number, if you're so keen to go and ring him."
"Fine—you do it. Find the number, so I can call him."
"In a minute, Steve."
"Now, Zoe."
"Hang on. Aren't you at least a little intrigued? People keep all sorts on their mobiles these days. Pictures, videos. This little gadget could tell you all about the woman."
"And why the hell would I want to know that?"
"Why wouldn't you want to know? Just to have a peek?"
"Because she's dead!"
"Right. And nothing's going to change that, is it? What the hell do you think's going to happen? I press a button and the woman comes straight from hell to haunt us?"
"It's wrong, Zoe."
"Just a quick peek . . . “
"What are you doing?"
"Accessing the picture menu."
"Zoe! No."
"Oh . . . God."
"What?"
"Well . . . it appears our dead friend . . . led a fairly fun and active social life."
"What do you mean?"
"Have a look yourself."
"Christ . . . !"
"There's loads of them, by the look of it. Shots of her with various men."
"Take it back, Zoe. I don't want to see any more. It's disgusting."
"I reckon . . . I reckon she was some sort of high-class call girl. I mean it'd explain the money in the bag, wouldn't it? All that makeup she's wearing?"
"And the clothes she's not. I was expecting someone older. She just looks so young. Twenties, maybe."
"And maybe, Steve . . . maybe she used the photos to blackmail these poor saps."
"Throw it away, Zoe. Just throw the lot away."
"Wait a second . . . have a look at this one . . . “
"No!"
"I think you might recognise someone."
"Who?"
"Take a look."
"My God!"
"It is him, isn't it?"
"Rourke? Yeah—I think so."
"Try the other pictures, Steve."
"What for?"
"God's sake! To see if you recognise anyone else! Don't you see, if this woman was a call girl, think how much we could make from these pictures? I know for a fact that Rourke would pay through the nose to keep this lot from his wife."
"Blackmail?"
"Business opportunity, Steve. Remember how he treated you, just because you lost a few cases?"
"It's obscene."
"Steve, he's obscene, can't you see that? This is a chance to get even. Go on, check the other shots."
"I can't think that you're even vaguely considering this!"
"Well, I am. Give me back that phone, now. If you won't do it, I damn well will."
"Zoe—are you even aware of what you're doing? God's sake, this . . . woman was probably involved in all sorts. With all sorts of people."
"I would have thought that was obvious, Rourke being just one of them. Wait a minute . . . look at this! Isn't that the bloke who presents that news programme on the telly?"
"Zoe . . . “
"Have a look. It's him, isn't it?"
"Might be. It's hard to tell . . . “
"It's him! I know it is. Jesus, Steve, we've wandered into a gold mine, here. There must be dozens of men on this thing. The address book is crammed with numbers. And I bet most of them will be high-profile types who'll want to keep it very quiet. We're made, Steve. Finally. And all for ninety-nine p."
"What are you doing?"
"Accessing the video menu."
"Jesus Christ, Zoe—you're going through a dead call girl's phone!"
"I am."
"You know how these people die, Zoe. You know what happens? It's not like they gently pass over in their sleep, for God's sake! They're linked to gangs, underworld people . . . “
"Stop being so bloody dramatic. You watch a few episodes of Prime Suspect and suddenly, you're an expert on vice crime. It's ridiculous!"
"Zoe—this woman's dead. A young girl's dead. Look at that dress. The rip in the back? The ‘red-wine’ stain? It could be blood, Zoe. Blood from a stab wound that killed the woman. This ‘husband’ chap who put the stuff on eBay, he could be the murderer."
"Sure—and you're going to kill someone, then calmly eBay their bloodstained clothes?"
"It's a way of getting rid of them, isn't it? And maybe making some money out of them, too. Think about it, Zoe—you'd have had the dress dry-cleaned, then repaired the tear."
"And this ‘murderer’ of yours risks all that for a lousy ninety-nine p?"
"Only because no one bid against you, Zoe. It could have gone for a fortune if others had been bidding too."
"You're talking utter rubbish, Steve. However we got this stuff doesn't matter. The point is we can make heaps from it. How quickly do you think Rourke will let you have the job back, once you let him know about this woman and him?"
"I don't want the lousy job back, Zoe. I'm happy . . . “
"Selling Japanese tents? Well, fine for you, Steve. But maybe not for me. I can't live like this for much longer."
"Things pick up."
"Oh, do change the record, Steve. They won't ‘pick up’ for a long time, and you know it. You're being trod on by everyone, taken advantage of, just like before. You're a fall guy, Steve, and worse—they know it. But this money, this phone—it's a way out of it."
"Zoe—give me that phone. I'm destroying it."
"Do that—and you destroy us. Oh my God . . . “
"What?"
"There's a video. It's her. She's talking to the camera."
"What's she saying?"
"I don't know. I can't find the volume switch."
"Give it here."
"Turn it up, Steve! I want to know what she's saying."
''I'm trying, for God's sake."
"She looks terrible."
"Terribly bloody frightened, Zoe. Christ, she's wearing the same dress. And look, on the table—it's the bag."
"Where is she?"
"I don't know. Looks like some sort of hotel room, maybe."
"Turn it up!"
"I'm trying . . . there—speaker menu. That's it. ". . . anyway, at least he gave me the five grand. Had to, really, didn't he? What would he have done if I'd gone to the papers with the photos? He'd have been ruined, and his precious law firm, too. And Rourke deserved it. One night he told me about some young lawyer he had working for him . . ."
"Steve—turn it off. Now!"
"Zoe—it's Rourke. She talking about Rourke. You were right, love. She was seeing him. And blackmailing the creep, too, by the looks of it."
"Just turn it off. Please."
"No way. I'm listening on. ". . . and when the guy's wife wanted to end the affair, Rourke had him fired. Just like that, a promising young lawyer, and Rourke goes and kills his career, just because his wife wouldn't sleep with him anymore. And the bit Rourke really loves?—this guy's trying to sell camping equipment or something, working these long hours, and sometimes he pops round there to . . ."
"Turn it off!"
"No way! Zoe—this is me, isn't it? This ‘guy’ is me! And the wife's you! And the reason I got fired was . . . hey, no! Give it back, Zoe! Give that mobile back right now!"
"It's not us. Not me, not you. I'm getting rid of it."
"Liar! You've been seeing Rourke. Rourke, of all people!"
"No!"
"Oh, for God's sake, Zoe! How many other people got fired from his firm, then started selling tents? Give me the mobile back . . . What the hell have you done?"
"Smashed it. We don't need it, Steve. We don't need any of it. I'm sending it back. It's cursed, or something . . . “
"Cursed? Are you mad? You heard the woman. She was in deep with Rourke. And so were you! How long, Zoe? How long has this been going on?"
"Nothing's been going on . . . It's just some sort of mix-up, that's all."
"The only ‘mix-up’ there's been is you mixing it up with Rourke! I'm going over there now—going to have it out with him!"
"Steve, don't."
"Just you try and stop me, Zoe. I'll deal with you when I get back."
* * * *
"Rourke? . . . Yeah, it's me, Zoe. He's just gone. . . . Yeah, it worked a treat, just like I said it would. . . . Wherever you got the girl, you did well, very convincing. She's a natural, we can use her again. I've never seen Steve so mad, and he's on his way over to you now. Just do what I said and everything will be fine. Let him in, provoke him a bit more, then kill him. Reasonable force, you know the law. I'll phone the police and act the terrified wife, tell them my husband's on his way over to settle a score with his old boss. Hopefully, you'll have done the deed before they arrive. A night in the police station to explain things and you'll be released in the morning, and we'll be scot-free, my love. You merely defended yourself when a ranting ex-employee broke in. Then we simply have to deal with your wife . . . “
"Hi, Zoe."
"Oh my God . . . Steve, I thought you were . . . “
"I know. I parked at the end of the street, doubled back, let myself in, and have had an interesting time listening to you on the phone. Quite the devious wife, aren't we? Or, I suppose, now you're going to tell me I've got it all wrong again, have I?"
"Steve . . . “
"Save your breath, Zoe. It was all lies, wasn't it? The whole thing a set-up, just to rile me enough to go round to Rourke's and confront him. There never was an eBay parcel, was there? You just cooked this thing up to get me out of the way, that's all. And like a sucker, I nearly fell for it. But then I got to thinking about the dress. More specifically, the last time I saw it. A law-society function, and I was stood close behind it. Someone bumped into me, and I spilled my wine over the back of Rourke's wife."
"You?"
"Yeah, me, Zoe. All very embarrassing at the time. Perhaps the nail in the coffin as far as my law career went. She was understandably furious. It got worse. I tried to mop it up. The zip got caught and the bloody thing tore. That tear right there. It's Rourke's wife dress, Zoe. And she definitely isn't dead—yet."
"Steve, please, listen to me. It's all just a bit of a joke that got out of hand, that's all . . . “
"And you know the weirdest thing, Zoe? The moment I ruined Rourke's wife's dress—that was the moment I knew there was a career to be made from a new line of designer clothing that wouldn't absorb spills or stains. And that's what I've been doing, developing prototype dresses from the same material used in my Japanese tents. Amazing, it is. You could have someone throw a shovelful of wet mud at you, and it won't leave a mark. I got my first real interest today. Got a feeling it's going to go big."
"But I thought you were . . . “
"I know. Guess you had your secrets—I had mine."
"But this is really good news, isn't it?"
"For me, Zoe. Not for you. I suggest you get out of here while you can. Perhaps go and see Rourke. Or maybe take one of the tents—go camping. It's over. You're free. I won't tell the police about your little scheme if you simply disappear. Or maybe I will—I haven't decided yet. Either way, it's time you left."
"Steve . . . “
"Bye, Zoe. Sometimes mud really does stick, doesn't it?"
Copyright © 2010 Phil Lovesey
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Fiction: WITHOUT A BODY by Lawrence Block
Lawrence Block's latest book-length release is a triple volume of three erotic novels he teamed up with Donald E. Westlake to write some years ago. The two MWA Grand Masters alternated chapters, proceeded, as he says, “without an outline and without ever discussing plot or characters. . . . And,” he adds, “I don't think I've ever had more fun writing.” See Hellcats and Honey Girls from Subterranean Press. His new story for us is based on a real-life case most readers will recognize.
What's going on?
I'm in my own house minding my own business, and he motions me over. That Manny, whatever his name is, but one thing I'm sure of is, it's not Manny. And that Eva of his, her name's not Eva.
Is she even his mother? She's old enough to be his mother, but the way they act, the way they look at each other, you'd think they were something else. Let me put it this way, it's not something I want to say.
He calls me over, this Manny, like you'd signal for a waitress. In here, he says. Something you should see, he says. Stand here, he says. And there's this plastic sheet spread on the carpet, like the painters put down.
I ask him what's this, what's it doing here. Just wait a minute, he says, and he takes this thing out of his pocket, and I'm starting to ask him what it is, and he's saying something, who knows what, and he reaches out with the thing and before I can move he touches my neck with it, and the next thing I know I'm up in the air.
Will somebody please tell me what is going on?
I am up in the air. I am floating. One minute I've got both feet on the floor and the next minute I'm up at the ceiling, and . . .
Oh.
I'm both places. I'm up here, but I'm down there, too. Lying down, on this plastic sheet on the floor. That's my body down there, but up here is—what?
Me. Me, myself. Irene Silverman, the same person, no different, but without a body. It's down there. I'm up here.
It. I.
What am I, dead?
I must be dead. I don't know what he touched me with, but it was like sticking your finger in a light socket. It gave me such a shock that it shocked me right out of my body. Like being struck by lightning, and I'm dead, and there's my body down there.
No, wait a minute. I'm not dead. I'm out of my body, I'm here and it's there, but it's still alive. I could go back into my body and sit up and walk and talk.
When I'm ready.
"What are you waiting for?"
It's her, the mother.
"Go ahead, honey. Finish what you started."
He kneels down next to me.
"The gloves, honey."
He puts on a pair of clear plastic gloves. Everybody wears them lately. Nurses, doctors. The girl who cleans your teeth. The clerk in the food market. In the market it's a sanitary thing, but the others are afraid of AIDS.
So what's with the gloves? I'm an eighty-two-year-old woman, does he think I've got AIDS?
Oh.
His hands are on my throat.
* * * *
It looks so small, my body.
I was always short, but a person shrinks. You get used to being short, and then you get shorter.
Some system. What genius thought it up?
I guess I'm dead now. I feel the same way, floating up above everything, as I did before he strangled me. But my body was alive then, and he choked me, and the life went out of me like a cork coming out of a bottle. But not Champagne, it didn't pop. It just came out.
So where's the white light? Where's the long tunnel with the white light at the end of it? Isn't that what's supposed to happen?
You die and there's this tunnel and this white light, and every dead person who ever loved you is waiting to welcome you. And so on. People come back and tell about it. It was beautiful, they say, and I wanted to stay, they say, but it wasn't my time.
Very nice, I used to think, but personally I'd rather go to Paris.
But did somebody just make that up? If I'm dead, what happened to the tunnel? Where the hell is the light?
Maybe that only happens if you die and come back. Maybe when you die for keeps, that's it. Lights out, end of story.
So what am I doing here?
* * * *
All wrapped up.
They wrap me in the plastic sheet, stuff me in garbage bags, seal me in with duct tape. What am I, meat for the freezer?
"No body,” she's saying. “No DNA, nothing. No trace evidence. She'll disappear and they'll never even know what happened to her. And if they suspect, so what?"
I'm watching while they put me in a big duffel bag and carry me out to their car. There's another sheet of clear plastic lining the trunk, and they lay the duffel bag on top of it. The trunk lid's electric, you don't have to slam it. You close it gently and it shuts itself the rest of the way automatically.
They get in the car, and it pulls away, and I'm floating in the air watching them drive off with my body. And the next thing I know they're getting out of the car at the edge of a field. The trunk's open and he's carrying the duffel bag.
There's a hole in the earth. They dug the grave ahead of time. I was walking around, having my breakfast, reading the paper, and all along there was a hole in the earth, waiting for me.
The duffel bag goes in the hole. And the plastic sheet from the trunk of the car. And the gloves he wore.
The grave's filled in now. “She's gone forever,” she says. “They'll never find her."
They never do.
* * * *
Time is different when you're dead. You're someplace and then you're not.
I'm around when they get arrested. And then I'm all over the place. People are talking about me—my friends, people from the neighborhood—and I'm there.
But I don't really care what they say. I stop listening, and I'm somewhere else.
I'm at the trial. Powerful circumstantial evidence, the prosecutor says. He reads her notebook, and it's all there. Everything they did, so they could steal my house.
Who kills a person so they can steal her house?
Nothing but circumstantial evidence, the defense says. How can you convict without a body? How can you know for certain that a crime has been committed?
But I have a body. Listen to me. If I could talk to you I could tell you where to look. If I could take your hand I could lead you there.
* * * *
Guilty, the verdict comes, guilty of everything. Oh, she can't believe it. How could they convict her? There's no body, there's no DNA, so how on earth could they convict her?
Over a hundred years for each of them. I'm here, floating, seeing, hearing, and the sentence comes and the gavel comes down and they take them away in handcuffs.
It feels like I've been holding my breath all this time. That's ridiculous, I don't have lungs to hold a breath with, but that's how it feels. And now I let it out, this breath that I haven't been holding.
And now? They're done, they'll be in prison as long as they live, but what about me? Am I stuck with these two forever?
Oh.
Oh, there's the tunnel. It's like a whirlpool, an eddy, but not down. Through, it goes through. And there's the white light they all talked about, and it's so bright. I never saw anything so bright. It should hurt your eyes, but it doesn't.
It's beautiful. And, oh my God, look who's here . . .
I have to say, it was worth the wait.
Copyright © 2010 Lawrence Block
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Fiction: DANCING IN MOZAMBIQUE by Dixon Hill
With ten years’ service in the U.S. Army behind him, first as a military intelligence analyst, then as a Special Forces engineer sergeant (a Green Beret explosives expert), Dixon Hill is clearly writing of what he knows in this story of conflict and murder on and off the field of battle. A native Arizonan, Mr. Hill has a degree in journalism and contributes to various publications, but his main occupation these days, aside from stay-at-home dad, is writing fiction. He debuted in our Department of First Stories in 2008.
The Hotel Mozambique. Aptly named.
It was a dingy, stained little five-story walk-up in a part of Chicago most residents tried to forget, wished they didn't have to read about in the morning paper. But crime reporters re-minded them with sensational headlines nearly every day.
Of course, this was where I'd find Jai—where he'd go to ground. A man with a boy's name: Jai, Tarzan's son in the movies. Jai, the man who had never been a boy, except that he was bright-eyed, always laughing. And damn tricky.
A little too tricky—he'd outsmarted himself this time.
I knew a man could do that, could outsmart himself and live long enough to regret it. I'd seen it happen to other men, the first time thirty-odd years ago. I'd been a teenager then, nearing the cusp of twenty. Now I was graying up top, as if my weathered hair were storm clouds gathering over my brow. The African sun had burned my face to leather. My knees popped on cold mornings, but I tried to pretend they didn't.
Gary Chandler had outsmarted himself and I'd seen it, when I was in the Rangers. That was back when I fought honorably in a war called dishonorable. I fought for my nation then; not cash. Or perhaps I fought for something else.
I said it was to keep the dominoes from falling, so that South Vietnam might breathe free. But I'm a selfish man. In retrospect, I'm sure I was really fighting for myself—even then—to test my mettle, explore what I was made of. To discover who I was by walking the edge of that sharp, slippery ridgeline overlooking the Valley of the Shadow.
Maybe I fought for selfish reasons all along. The difference was: I fought in that war—all the long months of three tours—with patriotism burning hot in my breast, while circumstance and people conspired to extinguish the flame.
Gary Chandler outsmarting himself, that was a big bucket of cold water dumped on the spirit. Took me awhile to get over that one. Maybe I never did.
Our Ranger company was posted to a firebase in the hinterland. We drew supplies from Saigon every two weeks—drove a small convoy of deuce-and-a-halfs down the hill, spent a night on the town, then drove the loaded trucks back out to the fire base. A three-day operation. And always, in Saigon, there were the half-castes, the street urchins fathered by G.I.s.
Everywhere, they scampered about, always underfoot and with a hand outstretched. Yet, you could not deny them, these little girls and boys—all under ten, though most looked five or six—you couldn't turn your back on their ragged, soiled clothing, without feeling the phantom kick of guilt in the hollow pit of your stomach. To see them, so young, outcast, scrabbling on the streets because no one wanted them. To know they would not be there, if we were not there.
I could not turn my back on them, but I couldn't face them, either. I gave them chocolate and coins—threw handfuls in the air, so I could run off, escape while they scurried in search as if it were gold.
We called them Street Monkeys.
The Street Monkeys were the ones who told us what was happening to our supplies. Every two weeks, our convoys returned to the firebase missing supplies. Not much, just enough to be a nuisance. A few boxes of foodstuff or equipment. Boxes that started out on trucks in Saigon, but disappeared during the trip. The Street Monkeys explained that they were being stolen by Cong—our enemy, the Viet Cong guerillas—at a spot just outside town where a sharp bend in the road made it necessary to slow the convoy to walking pace. There, Cong ran out from the jungle, grabbed boxes off the back of the rear truck.
Gary Chandler, our squad leader, formulated a special plan for dealing with the Cong. The next time we left Saigon, he rode in the back of the deuce-and-a-half I was driving. He had gotten the biggest meat cleaver in their inventory from the cooks, before we left the firebase. He held it ready in one hand, a .45 in the other.
The convoy left Saigon with our truck in the rear; I let a large gap open between our vehicle and the one in front of us. The gap opened to a quarter mile by the time we left the city. As I slowed for the turn, I rechecked that my M-16 was charged and off safe, that my co-driver had his ready in his hands. I geared down and let the truck creep around the corner, chugging in granny low. We made it nearly all the way through the turn. I had begun to straighten out my wheels, was getting ready to up-shift. And then we heard the scream. And Gary screaming, too.
I changed up gears, punched the accelerator, took us out of there. The truck bounced and rattled, raising billowing clouds of dust as I raced down the road for two minutes—branches and vines snapping against the windshield, whipping the canopy. Then I slammed on the brakes, grabbed my M-16, and ran back to join my co-driver at the tailgate—our weapons raised for action.
There was bright blood on the tailgate—a great wet splash—like fire-engine red paint splattered over the olive drab, across the rusted patches where the truck's paint had long worn through.
Above the tailgate, Gary stared down at us. Tears pouring from his eyes fell to the metal tailgate where they mixed and ran with the blood. “I didn't know!” he screamed. “Oh, God! I didn't know!” He was holding up a hand. A little, tiny brown hand.
Cong hadn't been stealing our supplies; it had been the Street Monkeys.
In less than twenty-four hours, Gary was dead; he ate his pistol.
I survived.
* * * *
I thought of that—thought of my survival—as I made my way back to our own temporary quarters in Chicago.
I followed mean streets to meaner streets, thinking that hiding in the thickest, thorniest underbrush was the safest way to sleep on a long-range patrol behind enemy lines, and that we had followed this practice—even here. Within the dense concrete foliage of the city, Rick and I had hidden ourselves among its thorniest inhabitants, in a tenement rooming house where the two of us slept on surplus cots, cooked our food on scorpion stoves we'd used in the field, slept on bedrolls we'd brought with us.
My eyes took in all this when I shut the door to our room, turned to look at Rick. He was bent over picking up a canteen cup from a scorpion stove. He held it out to me. “You want some coffee, Claw?” It was springtime in Chicago—not warm at all to us. Our blood had been thinned on the savanna's savage heat; Chicago winds cut through our guts like cold steel.
I shook my head, sat on my bunk, looked at the city map we'd tacked up to one wall. My eyes slid over to the two duffel bags standing upright in one corner, the olive drab canvas bulging and misshapen over the weapons and ammo inside. “What did you do, Rick?” I nodded at the duffel bags; they had been moved since I'd left.
He took a sip of coffee, careful not to burn his lips on the hot steel of the canteen cup. “Cleaned my weapons.” He tossed lank blond hair out of his face with a careless shake of his head. “Nothing else to do while you were gone.” He looked at me. “Did you see him?"
"No. He's lying low. Looks like he sends out for chow. Even sends out for his girls, from what I heard."
Rick slipped his skinny body onto the bunk across from me. In the closet-sized room, our knees nearly met. “How are we gonna get to him, Claw? I mean, if he's holed up like that. He must have the money up there with him. Don't you think?"
I scooted back on my bunk, my horsehide A2C leather jacket creaking as I leaned back against a plywood wall worn smooth by the oil of a thousand backs. I'd found that jacket in a downed DC-3 outside Luanda. Some crazy post-war pilot, who thought he could make a living flying around the unmarked skyways of Africa, had discovered the pitfalls of navigating without reliable radio transponders below.
He wound up nose-down, his payload stripped years before I stumbled across it, body mummified by the baking heat. But his jacket lay over the back of his seat. The looters had missed it, or maybe it was too dried and cracked to interest them. But I took it, nursed it back to life with saddle soap, constantly rubbing until it was soft and supple again, got a shanty-town seamstress to put in a new lining. Jai ribbed me about it, said if I'd done the same thing to the pilot's mummified corpse, maybe I could have brought him back to life too.
I kept my voice low as I leaned against the plywood wall, didn't want anyone to hear me but Rick. “I don't know. The money might be in a bank, but I don't think so. Knowing Jai, he's keeping it right there in his room, where he can keep tabs on it."
Rick leaned over his coffee, let the rising steam heat his face, looked up. “He has to come out to make phone calls, doesn't he? Or does he have a phone in his room?"
"I think he's got a mobile phone."
"How'd he get that?"
"This is the nineties, Rick. We're not in Africa anymore. We're in the States, the land of opportunity and enterprise. Mobile phones are all over the place—even construction contractors have them here; I've seen them."
He nodded, his eyes like runny eggs. He looked down at his right arm, unwound the bandage there, inspected the burn that was healing, where he'd brushed up against a steam fitting in the freighter.
That freighter had followed Jai's freighter across the dark unknowable depths of the Atlantic. It was the only way we could travel—the only way he could travel—because we sure as hell couldn't take all that hardware on a plane. We had to make the crossing by ship, work our way across by rusted-out freighter. Work our way home.
And homecoming—that homecoming—made me think of the last time I'd come home, the first time I'd come home.
I had returned from Vietnam with the fire in my heart smothered to nothing more than a smoldering coal—but still hot to the touch.
I returned home, having fought as honorably as I could for my country, in a war far from its shores. Only to find ragged, meandering files of young people screaming at me, hurling insults into my face, telling me that I had acted dishonorably. In a dishonorable war.
I wondered how they could say those things when their boots had never touched that foreign soil, when they hadn't slogged through even one rice paddy, had never cleaned the mess that had once been Gary Chandler out of their bunker—his blood and brain matter dyeing dark the wood supports, soaking iron-brown into the earthen floor.
The coal of warmth in my breast grew cold.
It wasn't a big step from there to realizing that I no longer fit in within my own homeland, and then to making that fateful move to do the one thing I did understand, to go to the one place where I knew I fit in. Looking at the Army, however, I could see that it was winding down, getting rid of people, preparing to wage peace. Television footage of the fall of Saigon, of Huey helicopters being pushed off a carrier, was like a final punctuation to the thought.
So I looked for the military life elsewhere. I found it on the plains of Africa, in the bush and, sometimes, in the heat of an African jungle so very different from the jungles of Vietnam. Yet, so similar in hot lead, in agony writ large on the faces of the dying, in the fierce stab of revenge as I beat the kill-zone with red-hot rounds during an ambush.
I found it in Angola, the Congo, Mozambique—a hundred nameless places, hundreds of pain-filled marching miles, thousands of miles flown or ridden across, hundreds of thousands of rounds expended. Thousands of dollars flowed into my pockets—and out the other side. Paid out in shanty-town bars, high-end restaurants in well-heeled cities, on a Rolex Submariner I picked up in Cape Town, and in the everlasting pursuit of women. Women to whom I made love, without love; perhaps in unsuccessful search.
Somewhere along the way, I met Jai. He was cadre at a training compound—when I joined 6 Commando, I think, somewhere in Zaire, or maybe Cabinda. I can't be sure anymore; they all run together.
I hated Jai at first, for that smirk he always wore, a smirk that shouted how tricky he was. He shouldn't have advertised, I thought, should have kept it hidden—like a long sharp blade up one sleeve. Instead, he flashed it, banked on it, used it to gain the confidence of his superiors. And this just made me hate him more.
Then, one night in a firebase in the bush, at a place where we were acting as advisors—acting unit leaders for our African employer's indigenous troops—things changed.
Some very bad guys started out by laying down a heavy mortar barrage. I don't remember who they were; things changed so fast back then, all those acronyms and initials jumble into a meaningless paste within my mind these days. They softened us up for five minutes with those mortars, and continued laying it on pretty thick as they came running with torches, firing on the run, from the south—looked like thousands of them.
But when we checked the bodies next morning, we found every man with at least four torches strapped to him. The torch-lit army on the south side was fake, a feint attack; they broke in through the north wall—swept in quick and silent, so that no one knew they were there until their Bangalore torpedoes breached our wire and mines.
They took over our .50-caliber machine gun in the northwest corner, tried to turn it against us as their comrades poured in through our breached defenses. I saw the men on the north wall trying to stand, to climb out of their trenches to meet the invaders on even ground, only to be cut down, overwhelmed.
Lying beside me, in the south wall defenses, Sergeant Savimbi, my platoon leader counterpart, looked up at me. He tried to speak, but his voice was caught inside his bulging eyes, sweat glistening in the fire light reflecting off his blue-black skin, face muscles sketched in fear.
I stood and grabbed him by the collar, yanked him to his feet. “Get up! If we lay here and they overrun us, they'll kill us all. Get everybody up!” He ran down the line in one direction, pulling soldiers to their timid feet, as I did the same in the other direction. We formed a hasty skirmish line, facing in, aiming our weapons into our own camp, against the invaders pouring through the north wall. We worked to make the men move out.
Getting terrified men into motion is an exercise in overcoming inertia. There is a lethargy which men develop when they believe the end is near. It is a sort of giving up, of giving in to what must come, of hoping to hurry their passing, get it over with. They just want to get terror out of their beating hearts, even if it pumps itself out through bullet holes or knife wounds. It's a desire to make their passing as painless as possible, as peaceful as they can achieve, to make quick the jump from this frightening place into one of rest and no more fear forever. Getting men moving, forging them into an attacking unit, means breaking thislethargy, overcoming the inertia that roots them in place, stock-still.
Sergeant Savimbi and I did it at knife point, jabbing men in the buttocks to key them forward. They began to move.
Once moving, the terror shifts, the inertia works for the attack instead of against it; once moving, men never want to stop. They want to run forever—run out of this place of death and keep running—to run for life. If left unchecked, however, this inertia will break them, will cause them to run willy-nilly to their deaths, because they will meet the enemy as individuals, instead of as a collective force grouped into active teams. So, as they moved, Savimbi and I threw them together into fire teams, issued orders they could wrap their minds around, pin their hopes to. We constructed organization from the chaos.
Then we ran into the tide of men receding from the north wall defenses. Broken men, running in terror and confusion. Blind men, mindless in their route. They crested against us, as a wave crests against a beach. My platoon faltered.
I grabbed one of the fleeing men who still had his AK-47. I slapped his face to wake him up, spun him around and pushed him forward. When he tried to turn around, I reached my arms round him and grabbed his AK, brought it to his shoulder and fired a burst into the enemy twenty yards away—one went down. I felt the shift in his body then, released him and watched him run back into the fight. My platoon had seen me, and my men now followed suit. Soon we were one large force moving in counter-attack. Our pace was not a run, but was more than just a quick-time. We hustled toward the enemy.
As I moved, I spotted a figure on the ground, a ragged bloody crater where his chest had been. He had an M-60 machine gun strapped across his shoulders. I yanked it loose. Something snapped under his back, where the strap ran across it. Or maybe it snapped inside his back; his eyes came open and he looked at me. No voice could be created by those shredded lungs, and yet I heard a mewling sound. He looked at me as a baby might look at a man who broke its arm—as if asking why I had done this to him. I scooped the M-60 into my arms and moved out, the salt tang of tears biting my tongue, the weapon slick with blood. The man beside me grabbed the spare ammo box.
I fired the M-60 as I moved. The heavy thud of the weapon kicked reassuringly back against me as I fired. Its deep-throated voice—whop-bop-bop-bop-bop—comforted me. And then Jai appeared on my right.
It was like a magic act: he wasn't there; then he appeared. He wore that tricky smile, carried a Swedish automatic rifle. His weapon had a faster rate of fire than my M-60. I heard him empty a magazine—Riiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiip! Then I opened the deep voice of the M-60—whop-bop-bop-bop-bop! The twin sounds made my heart sing. It was the same beat, the same tune played by the lawn sprinklers of my childhood in Arizona—only louder and in a lower key. I recognized it and, in the midst of battle, I laughed. Tears ran down my face as I raced forward. Jai and I alternated fires, until the enemy was routed.
Friendship was forged; hatred turned to admiration, perhaps a type of love.
* * * *
Rick dumped the dregs from his canteen cup out the window into the narrow alley. “Is the door to his room as weak as the one on ours, do you think? If so, I can crack it with just one shell.” He was talking about his shotgun, about jamming it between the doorknob and jamb, blowing the bolt off the door with one shot.
I peeled off the false beard I had been wearing, worked at the spirit gum with my fingernails. “The room I rented there had deadbolts.” I looked up at him as he walked back from the window, set his canteen cup upside down on a bunk post to dry. He was thinking two shots would crack it. Two quick shots from his pump shotgun, then we'd be in, be on him.
I shook my head. “They also have dressers in those rooms. Heavy dressers. Wide, but not too tall. I think he'll have one across the door.” I saw Rick nod. “I think we need to blow a hole through the top half of his door. Maybe use the det cord to blow out a hole we can get in through. I've seen that done a couple times. It works. Maybe one of us outside, providing cover fire, while the other one goes in through the hole, makes sure with a head shot—maybe Mozambique him. Then we take the money and run."
Rick sat on his bunk. “We'll need wheels."
I nodded. Rick could do that; he'd been sent away for joy riding to begin with. That's how he wound up in the Air Force. Then he got out, went to work running guns.
Rick had turned up, not long ago, in Angola. We were hanging out—Jai and I—acting in an advisory capacity at a dog-and-pony-show UNITA headquarters, which claimed to control the Angolan equivalent of a state. There were about thirty mercenaries on post, with Jai in command, plus several hundred UNITA soldiers who thought the fighting was over and dreamed of going home.
A lot of agreements had been signed between UNITA and the government, and a cease-fire had set in. The first round of elections had just been held in Angola, but no one had gotten enough votes to secure victory; a second round was being set up. Rick had come in-country on one of the Santa Lucia Airways planes flying arms and ammo to UNITA awhile back. Since then, he'd bummed around Africa, until he'd finally decided on merc work and wound up being dropped off the back of a truck on our doorstep.
Rick showed up when UNITA and the Angolan government had started bumping heads over who had to leave the country and who could stay; discussions about the upcoming elections were growing heated. For the last few weeks there had been a lot of saber rattling, and when I looked at the slack crew around the headquarters I worried. If those sabers came out, we'd be right in the middle of a zone the government would want to control. And they had men—Angolans, as well as twelve thousand Cuban troops—to take us out. The home-looking soldiers around post had become soft, wouldn't stand a chance if we got hit by angry men who knew what they were doing; Jai and I didn't want to get killed with them.
We made a plan and took Rick into our confidence, gave him impromptu training when we tried to train the UNITA soldiers we were stationed with. The UNITA guys blew us off. Didn't we know the war was over? Rick listened to us, did what we told him, didn't have to be told twice. He was a smart kid, but young. Two weeks after he arrived, the payroll came in. UNITA flew it in on a twin-engine Cessna—a huge sum, meant to pay off all the back wages owed to every UNITA supporter in the state.
The day after it arrived, all hell broke loose. The government had started killing people in Luanda. They attacked a UNITA post there, then the police force armed civilians and led them house to house killing anyone associated with UNITA. They brought them in from outside the city limits, too, trucked them into Camama Cemetery where they gunned them down and plowed them under in mass graves.
The slackers at our post wandered around in shock.
That was when we started taking mortar fire. The mercenaries bailed out of the barracks and tried to rally the UNITA guys. I'd worked a lot with UNITA, and most of the field men were very good, extremely tough, dependable. But these guys were toast, and they knew it. When Cuban trucks rolled up out front, with two BRDM armored scout cars, the UNITA guys started running the other way. They threw down their weapons, tore off their uniforms as they ran. The Cubans and their Angolan counterparts cut them down like stalks of grain in summer sunshine.
It was bedlam. I ran to the building Jai, Rick, and I had designated as our “Go to Hell Point"—the place we'd meet up if everything went to pieces. When I got there, Rick had hot-wired one of those old Land Rovers UNITA used as jeeps. I stepped on the gas and we flew past UNITA guys running in their underwear, blood mingling with the sweat on their backs. I dodged the Land Rover among groups of men running in terror, screaming to each other, seeking help from others who could provide none and were seeking help themselves. I drove through them, headed straight for the airport, because Jai knew how to fly a plane. Rick had only been a load master; but having spent some cockpit time, he was the designated copilot.
The airport was worse than the base. A logjam of UNITA soldiers was trying to squeeze through the gate in the chain-link fence, while others tried to hold them out. I hit the horn, but in all that confusion nobody noticed. Government soldiers and Cubans came around a far corner—a flanking maneuver. They poured tracer rounds into the crowd up ahead. Behind us, armored scout cars and trucks were coming on fast, mowing down the mob of UNITA men we'd just passed.
I spun the wheel and floored it, ran the Land Rover right through the old fence. It was shabbily constructed to begin with, and had years of rust. It split open like an egg, and we were running over the tarmac. For a moment we dragged a length of chain-link with us, but then it dropped off.
Ahead, I spotted the twin-engine prop job they'd brought the payroll on. There was a truck up there. Looked like a mercenary contingent was trying to simultaneously secure the area and load up a heavy cargo. The UNITA bigwig who'd come with the cash stood on the small plane's wing, urging them on with his hands.
I headed for that plane. Its engines were already turning over; the time saved might mean our lives. I hit the brakes just short of the plane and we piled out. Our fellow mercenaries smiled, glad to see us. Glad to see Jai, their commander.
* * * *
Rick and I carried our duffel bags into the Hotel Mozambique. The desk clerk looked up for a second, nodded from behind the glass; I'd checked in two days before. He didn't offer to carry our duffel bags, didn't ask what we had in them.
Past the desk, we circumnavigated the foot of the stairwell where it came down onto the bottom floor. It was a giant wooden monstrosity, poorly lit, with moldy wood darkened Tahitian pearl green-black by the oils of a thousand hands, thousands of dirty shoes and bare feet, maybe blood. It looked like a haunted staircase from some old black-and-white spook-house film with Vincent Price. We walked around winos sitting on the bottom step sharing a bottle with others whom we stepped over in the hallway, as we made our way to my ground-floor room. Inside the room, we slid our weapons from the duffel bags. I pulled out the det cord—all set and primed to blow the hole.
"You sure the car's okay out there?” Rick worked the action on his Remington as he asked this.
I strapped on my .45, pulled my combat vest over my shoulders and snapped it in place. “I watched this place for two days. No cops went near that rear parking lot. Besides, you swapped the plates. Right?"
Rick nodded, snapped up his own vest, tightened the strap around a loose-hanging grenade. “Yeah. I did. It's not the cops I'm worried about."
"Relax. We'll be done in fifteen minutes—one way or the other.” I smacked a magazine into my CAR-15, gave it a double up-tap to be sure it was firmly seated, then pulled back the charging handle and released the bolt to lock and load. The fake beard made my face itch. The wig kept sliding around on top of my head. I was sweating. It hadn't been so bad when I was here before, running my recon. But I hadn't been about to hit Jai then.
"How much you think he's got in there, Claw? You really think it might be more than a million?"
I nodded. “Told you: They were going to pay off all the UNITA supporters. All the back wages. Gotta be a couple million, easy."
"I can go back home. I can go see Stacy Miller, walk up and knock on her door. When her dad opens it, I'll say, ‘Hi, Mr. Miller! It's me, Rick Hanley, the guy you told your daughter would never amount to anything. Well, that's my limo out there by the curb, and I've come to take Stacy for a ride. A long ride.’ “ He laughed.
"Keep it down, Rick. We're not out of this thing yet. Don't jinx it by counting chickens."
He nodded, his eyes looking down. “Sorry."
"Don't be sorry. Just stay frosty. Keep your eyes peeled.” I opened the door and stepped out into the hallway—scanned left to right, the CAR-15 stock tight to my shoulder and cheek, sweeping the barrel along with my eyes.
The hallway was empty.
I knew then that we should cut our losses, run. But I also knew it didn't make much difference; once we'd started this thing with Jai, we had to finish it. Or he would finish it some time later, when we weren't expecting it.
Five minutes before, a dozen winos had lined the hallway sharing a bottle. Now they were gone. Someone among them had been his eyes and ears, G2 gathered for the price of a bottle.
Jai knew we were coming.
I motioned for Rick and he stepped into the hallway, hugging the opposite wall. “He knows we're here, Rick.” I started moving, hustled for the ancient wooden staircase. Rick's eyes wore a wild, hunted look. I'd seen that look before—the day Jai screwed us. The day Jai was a little too tricky, outsmarted himself.
* * * *
I braked the Land Rover to a halt between the plane and the cargo truck. Jai hopped out and climbed onto the Cessna's low wing, stood beside the UNITA bigwig. Jai looked huge standing on top of that wing, yet he looked tiny standing beside the giant UNITA guy. That guy was a four-hundred-pounder, easy—at least six feet tall, fat and round as some giant jet-black medicine ball. Rick and I had followed Jai. We stood on the ground, just behind the wing. I wondered if the wing could take that guy's weight, it looked like the plane was tilting to that side.
Jai spoke from on high. “How far has the loading progressed?"
A mercenary shouted from inside the truck, “Cargo's all on the plane. We were getting ready to draw straws, see who's going along."
"Sounds good.” Jai pulled out his 9mm, shot the UNITA guy in the head. Blood and brains exploded everywhere and the guy dropped like a chopped ox. As the giant fell, Jai gave his body a flip with his arm and wrist. The UNITA guy's body bounced straight off the wing to land on top of me, where it floored me, knocked me into the dust and gravel on the tarmac so that I cracked my head, chipped a couple of teeth, ate dirt. I couldn't move, but I heard an Uzi open up on full auto—Jai's Uzi—men screaming, feet scrambling, bullets striking bodies, ricocheting off the metal truck. I felt the thump of increased weight on top of me; someone else had fallen there.
Then, in the silence that followed, I heard the sound of gunfire from the airfield perimeter, the tin-can pop of someone walking across the wing, the closing of the Cessna's door, the revving of both engines as they blew sand and gravel over us, the Cessna taxiing away.
I was still stuck beneath the giant UNITA guy and whoever had fallen on top of us. A second later, I felt the weight shift. Someone had gotten up. I scrabbled with arms and legs, but made little progress. Then the heavy body above was lifted a little, the crushing weight reduced, and I crawled out from underneath him.
Rick stood there, still trying to heft the UNITA guy by one arm, that wild, hunted look in his eyes, blood all over his tunic. Someone else's blood; it had saved his life.
There were only a few mercenaries left alive, and most of them were wounded, some very badly. Looking up, I saw government troops running on foot, almost on us now. They switched from AKs to machetes as they came, planning to hack us up, a blood bath of ancient tribal fury.
I pushed Rick into the Land Rover, clambered behind the wheel, and hit the starter. The engine roared to life and I pulled out, floored the gas pedal, speed-shifting as the Rover raced across the tarmac. Behind us, the mercenaries’ cargo truck pulled out, but it was facing the wrong direction. They lost time turning it around in a wide arc that took them too close to the enemy. In the rearview mirror, I saw them jumping up on the running board, hacking at the driver, dragging him out. The truck rolled to a stop, was overwhelmed, hundreds of arms lifting high their machetes, whipping them down with brutal force—again and again—decimating the men in the truck. Machetes coming up red, showering drops of blood through the air when they hit the tops of their arcs, whacking down and coming up more wet with blood, until blood seemed to overwhelm the entire scene.
A rapid-fire line of 20mm rounds exploding just to my left shifted my attention back onto the BRDM armored scout cars. They had driven around the scene of the massacre, were giving chase, firing at us. I began to turn the wheel back and forth in my hands, sending the Rover into a dangerous, tilting, serpentine movement to dodge the cannon fire. A moment later, we hit the fence at the far end of the airfield.
The Land Rover flew for a moment, clearing the drop between the tarmac and the bush land. Then we hit the ground and I floored it again, running as fast as I could, the slower, heavier scout cars disappearing into the distance, with the airfield.
We kept the Land Rover as long as we could, running flat-out cross-country in daylight, still running but moving slower so that we didn't use our lights at night. We stole fuel in the early-morning hours, in small villages that couldn't afford to lose it. But we had no choice; we were white men trying to hide out and escape in a black man's country. I knew that was why Jai had left me alive; he didn't think I'd make it out. But he wasn't merciful enough to put a bullet between my eyes, wanted me to check out the hard way. A tricky way to kill, without pulling the trigger.
The Land Rover died when I estimated we were still a good twenty miles shy of the border. Between the constant strain and sucking up all that dust, the engine seized up. We ditched it, hid it as well as we could to cover our trail, then moved at night, holed up in the daytime. The only water we had was in a steel five-gallon can. I pulled the fan belt from the Rover, used it to strap the water to my back. We kept our weapons with us, and what little food we had—stolen from villages over the past few days. Rick carried the food in a duffel bag. In the other, he carried explosives, some extra ammo.
It took us five days to cover that short twenty miles, dodging patrols, working around villages so the dogs wouldn't give us away, the sun beating down on us in the day, the freezing nights making us shiver. Rick started going down just shy of the halfway mark.
He began begging me to leave him behind, let him just lie there to die in the heat, freeze to death in the night. I couldn't do that. “I'm gonna need you when I run into Jai again,” I told him.
Sometimes I slapped his face; other times I simply talked to him, cajoled him into forging on. “He left us to die, Rick. Left us to get hacked to pieces by dull, rusty machetes—like those guys in the truck. He killed them, murdered them as surely as the guys who cut them down. We gotta keep it together, gotta make it through this, make Jai pay for those guys we heard screaming as they got chopped up alive. You gonna let him get away with that? You gonna lay down and die here, out here, after we've come so far, lay down and let him win! You gonna quit? Hell no, you're not gonna quit. Now get up and walk.” Sometimes he walked on his own. Sometimes I dragged him, or pushed him along in front of me. I couldn't leave him out there; I needed him too much.
Nor did I point out that if our go-to-hell plan had panned out, he and I would have flown off in the plane with Jai—and those guys would have been left behind to meet the same fate anyway. If they lived that long. Since they were already drawing straws, it's a good bet they wouldn't have just stood aside and watched us fly away; we'd have had to fight them. In fact, if Jai hadn't tossed the giant UNITA guy on top of me, I'd probably have turned around and added my lead to the fight, helped him cut down the opposition so we could un-ass the A.O. Jai had different ideas, however, and that was what pissed me off, drove me on, to hunt him down. To make him pay.
Screwing over a bunch of mercenaries you don't really know is one thing. But it's something completely different when you leave your buddy to die out in the bush after you've picked his brain to create your escape plan. When that friendship stretches back over years, like mine and Jai's, over battles and blood that raged and boiled for so long, it really ups the ante.
I wasn't about to say any of this to Rick, of course. It wouldn't have served my purpose.
I knew, though.
That was enough.
Finally, we made it over the border into South Africa, hitched a series of rides that took us to Cape Town. There, on the docks, we heard about a thin white man with a sly smile who'd lugged three heavy duffel bags up the gangplank when he shipped out on a freighter the week before. Another week and we shipped out on a freighter, too, following behind him. As hot on his trail as we could get.
Now, on the ground floor of the Hotel Mozambique, I kept my CAR-15 covering the bottom flight of that spook-house staircase. We couldn't really see the second-floor landing; the staircase made an L-turn at a small landing about halfway up, so that the rest of the steps ran parallel to the hallway. The steps and banister ran up to disappear where my field of vision was cut off by the second floor, effectively concealing anyone waiting at the top of the steps until we made the turn at that small landing.
The section of stairs I could see was clear, so I adjusted my aim point to where the banister railing began to appear as it came down from the second floor. From there, I scanned through the CAR-15 sights for any sign of shoes or pants, feet or legs. When I saw none, I motioned for Rick to join me.
"We're clear down here,” I whispered. “You go across to the other side of the stairs. Try to look up the stairs to the second-floor landing. Let me know if it's clear."
He nodded.
"And Rick. Watch out. He knows this is a blind spot. He's probably up on that landing waiting for us. Keep your eyes peeled as you go across, and keep your weapon trained on the top of the stairs. If you see him, don't forget that he's also able to see you. Shoot first. Don't stop to ask questions. Believe me, he won't. He'll gun you down the instant he sees you."
My idea was that Rick wasn't as experienced in urban warfare. If he got hit going across, I could fire through the floorboards at the spot where I thought Jai might be. My hope, however, was that Rick would make it across unharmed. That would put him in a good position to support me, while I mounted the stairs and climbed to that first small landing. From there, I'd be in a better position to assess the threat at the top of the stairs.
I heard Rick scurry across the open area. I didn't see him, because my eyes were focused on the highest part of the stairs in my field of vision. A moment later, I heard Rick tap the wall on the far side. I dropped my eyes and turned to nod at him, confirming that I knew he'd made it across. I tapped my head then, to tell him to cover me, quietly stepped out to make my way to the base of the stairs.
That's when the pineapple came flying down from upstairs—fast and hard. Jai must have been in the dead zone, hidden by the intersection of stairs and second floor; he couldn't throw it directly at us, so he used a bank shot. The grenade rebounded off the wall at the small landing and bounced down the steps of that spook-house staircase. I'd seen him do it before, the tricky SOB.
Rick and I dove right and left, hugged the hallway walls—about as effective as hiding behind a sheet of paper. The grenade bounced off the bottom step, rolled up to Rick's feet, but didn't go off.
Rick looked down wide-eyed, shouted, “Dud!” He scrambled up the stairs, hoping to catch Jai off-balance, feet pounding on the hollow, rotted wood as he ran. I spotted the pin, still in the grenade—the double-trick. The setup.
I tried to shout a warning. It died stillborn in my lungs, executed by a heavy-caliber double-tap fired overhead. The slugs kicked Rick's body backwards, so that he wound up in a heap spilling blood from his mouth at the foot of the stairs. In the end, Rick didn't look like a man at all, just a pile of blood-soaked laundry.
A haze of blue smoke curled down from the top of the stairs, began to slither lower along the staircase. A step groaned somewhere above my head.
I leaned out around the wall, saw a jeans-covered leg with a boot beneath it between rail and ceiling. The other leg and foot came down, settled on the next step. The feet stopped moving. The jeans began to rise; Jai was bending over, getting ready to aim through the gap between the steps and the ceiling. I fired.
My first shot took out his leg just above the ankle. I saw it snap sideways from the impact of the round, saw his leg get kicked out from under him by the force. As his upper body dropped into view, I fired twice more—but they were snap shots made while he was dropping out of my sights. Jai hit the steps and bounced, his body tumbling forward, his weapon bumping down the steps. I vaulted Rick's body, jumped onto the stairs, raced up. When I rounded the small landing, I saw Jai lying there on his back. He still wore that tricky smile; he was trying to pull his backup piece. My two snap-shots had missed. The only blood came from his ankle wound, and a cut on his forehead. That blow to the head must have slowed him down, probably saved my life.
Barely bothering to aim, at point-blank range, I pumped two rounds into Jai's torso—center mass—as he tried to bring his backup pistol to bear. The double impact of my high-powered 5.56 rounds knocked it out of his hands, sent it flying. My third shot drilled his head. Poetic justice I thought.
I heard sirens closing in on the streets outside. At the top of the steps, I spotted a green duffel bag. I ran up and grabbed it, could feel and hear the crisp rustle of bills inside. I threw it over my back and ran downstairs, double-checked to see if Rick might somehow still be alive, but he was already starting to cool off.
The sirens were getting louder. I turned and walked away, leaving the two bodies behind me in the stairwell. Jai and Rick; both friends. One had trained me, the other I had trained. I walked away, recalling that long-ago cadence, a training mantra learned in Africa, when I first met Jai, the one he taught us about shooting to kill:
Twice in the body, once in the head;
That's the way you know he's dead—
When you dance in Mozambique!
The refrain kept running through my mind; the sirens seemed to take up the chant. Upstairs, I knew, at least one other duffel bag bulged with money. I didn't need it; whatever I had, I'd make do.
I ran into the abandoned parking lot, climbed into the car, started the engine, pulled out and made a left out of the alley, cops pulling up out front, behind me. I smiled.
I drove for miles, pulled over near a park. My heartbeat began to slow, coming down from combat mode. I took a deep breath, leaned over to open the duffel bag. He'd packed it tight; the catch was hard to loosen. All at once it popped open.
A grenade flew out, spring-loaded from inside, pin already pulled, spoon flying off as it whizzed past my head, pop of the three-second fuse igniting.
Three seconds: I stiff-armed it—automatic reaction—up and out the window.
Two seconds: I turned to drive, saw the group of children playing in the park beside the car, saw them catch a glimpse of it—must have looked like a ball bouncing out.
One second: They ran toward it, the car rolling as I reached out, willing it back into my grasp, screaming, “NOOOOOO!"
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Translated from the French by Peter Schulman
He didn't even lift his head when she put the cup down in front of him. A piece of slightly burnt toast leapt from the toaster, and she felt his disapproval.
"Want some jam?” she said.
He answered with a shrug as she pushed the jar towards him.
She looked out and saw a skylark land on the windowsill. The deserted, dark street made her heart tighten with anxiety. The naked branches formed a blurry screen, the night's torrential rain still dripping from them and trickling down the pavement.
The first-floor lights were on in the Roberts's house, but she didn't mention it to Jack, as she already knew how he'd respond.
"You'd love to have all the lights on in the middle of the day too, wouldn't you? No surprise, the way you waste money!"
"Did you remember to leave me a check for the gas?” she said.
He groaned and made a face without lifting his eyes from the cup. “How much was it?"
"A hundred and sixty-six dollars."
"What?"
"Two months,” she explained with a sigh.
He looked at her with disdain, but all she could see was that his face was becoming rounder and rounder, to the point where it looked like a ball of Silly Putty with two eyes and a mouth.
She told herself that she should give greater thought to what she cooked, but quickly rejected that idea. He was the one who insisted on helping himself to several servings of each dish, and he loved sweets. She would have been happy with half of what she prepared, but he had always been a big eater.
"A hundred and seventy dollars in two months! What's the bill going to be this winter?!"
She was about to tell him it wasn't as if she was sucking all the gas from the pipes—and that he seemed content to come home to a comfortable house every night—but she'd gotten out of the habit of answering him back.
"I'll leave the check on the dresser,” he said, flinging his napkin onto the table as he got up.
"I have to drop by the supermarket,” she added.
"So, you don't have any money?"
"I had to pay the insurance bill."
He heaved a long sigh.
"Do you think I earn the bucks by bending over?” he grumbled.
He left the kitchen and she got up to put the cups in the sink. A second skylark joined the first and the two birds began rubbing their beaks together. She looked at them with hatred.
Her husband came back downstairs and his shadow seemed to steal all the light from the doorway.
"I left your check up there,” he said. “Did you get my hunting shoes back from the repair place?"
"No."
"Well? What were you waiting for?"
"I'll go today."
"Good. And don't wait up for me tonight, a guy at work's having a going-away party."
She heard the door close behind him and then his car starting to pull away. As soon as she heard the car turn the corner, she stopped doing the dishes and slumped into her chair. She felt completely drained and wondered whether she wasn't coming down with something. Lately, every little thing required a Herculean effort. Just getting up in the morning seemed like climbing a mountain only to face another bleak and empty day.
She and Jack had met late in life. He'd just gotten divorced and she was still living with her mother. At forty, she couldn't imagine meeting a man she could love. But her mother died the month they met and Jack knew just how to appear thoughtful and efficient.
They got married right away and he insisted she quit her job as an archivist at the local library.
"Your salary will make me jump tax brackets,” he explained. “At the end of the day, we'd only be able to take home about a third of it. I'd be happier if you stayed at home, it would be better for both of us."
She resisted at first, terrified of the sudden vacuity she foresaw in being without work, but she was flattered, in the end, to think that a man actually wanted to take care of her.
She was kept busy during the first months of their marriage getting her mother's house in order, and she'd regularly go back to see her old colleagues at work, who never wasted an opportunity to congratulate her on her great luck. But before long she found they no longer had much to say to each other. What could she talk about with them anyway? Her weekly forays to the supermarket? How her neighbor's cancer was developing? Could she talk about Jack, who'd already resumed going away with his buddies every weekend during hunting season?
As for Jack, he was hardly the same person. The thoughtful man she'd married had turned grouchy and demanding. Nothing was good enough for him anymore. He came home from work and locked himself in the room he'd transformed into an office, where he had his computer. She never knew what he did on that machine.
When he came to the table to eat, his eyes were glued to the television. If she tried to initiate a conversation, he would tell her to be quiet so that he could watch a game show or a sporting event—almost anything could grab his attention more effectively than she could. And so she got into the habit of not speaking at all, and her evenings became as morose as her days.
She was afraid the first time they made love. Her only previous sexual encounter had occurred when she was in her twenties, and that had been something else entirely. It happened in the car of a boy who was employed in the accountant's office where she worked. There was some heavy petting and kissing but when he wanted to go further, she refused, terrified of what might happen. Her mother's warnings had put her on high alert, even if she hadn't ever bothered to explain exactly how to avoid getting pregnant from a would-be lothario.
Those were her terms back then.
With Jack, there was nothing to discuss. He'd been married for nine years before his wife left him, and he was used to being with a woman. Despite his experience, once it was over, leaving her sad and in pain, she couldn't understand why people made such a big fuss about it. If that was what the great physical love everyone talked about felt like, she had no regrets about having abstained from it for so long.
As luck would have it, Jack didn't seem much more interested in sex than she was, and intercourse between them became more and more infrequent.
She looked at the phone on the wall, hoping with all her might that it would ring. But who would call now that her mother was gone, now that she no longer hung out with her colleagues? Her only family—her mother's sister—lived 3,000 miles away, on the other side of the country.
She coughed up some bile, the acid it left in her throat making her nauseous. This had happened before, and she was suddenly afraid she might have something serious, cancer of the esophagus, perhaps, like her neighbor Mrs. Clarys. She decided right then and there to go see a doctor. She didn't know of any, though; she'd have to ask Mrs. Clarys for a recommendation.
After she put all the dishes away, she gave her a call. But as soon as she heard her neighbor's voice, she realized she wasn't doing well and she didn't have the nerve to ask her anymore.
"If you need anything at all, let me know, Mrs. Clarys . . . Shall I make you a good old-fashioned soup?"
"You're very sweet, my dear girl, but I can't swallow anything today."
She hung up feeling even more depressed. How could she complain when that poor Mrs. Clarys was suffering so much?
She showered and got dressed without feeling any better for it. There was a tight knot in her stomach that was making it hard to breathe. She absolutely had to get checked out. She looked through the Yellow Pages and picked the first name listed under “Oncologists."
She called and, to her surprise, was able to make an appointment for that very day. There had to be something wrong with a doctor who had time for you right away, she thought. But she made the appointment anyway; she could always get another opinion if she felt she couldn't trust this one. Jack had great insurance from the company he worked for and wouldn't be able to accuse her of wasting his money.
She had some lunch and left early for her appointment. Her car was at the garage, being serviced, and she was concerned about the unpredictability of public transit.
She felt reassured when she saw that there were other people in the waiting room. Finally the nurse called her in and she sat down in front of the specialist.
He was too young and nervous to inspire her with much confidence. After she described what was bothering her, he made her undress so that he could examine her.
"I don't see anything worrisome, “ he concluded as he escorted her back to his office. “Probably gastritis, nothing serious."
"But it burns here,” she said, rubbing her sternum.
"Do you burp after you eat?"
"Yes, it burns and stings."
"That's it, then. It's the acidity. . . . Are you working?"
"Not anymore."
"Do you suffer from anxiety? Nervousness?"
"Not particularly."
"What do you do all day? Do you have any children?"
"Uh . . . no, no kids . . . but my days are really full, you know. Cooking and shopping, keeping up the house, it all takes a lot of time."
He looked at her and seemed to be thinking about something.
"Do you feel like crying from time to time?"
What did that have to do with cancer? she thought angrily.
"No . . . I mean, on occasion . . . but not often . . . you know how it is . . . men hate to see women cry."
He didn't reply and started to write her a prescription.
"You're going to take two of these before each meal. Do you sleep well at night?"
"That depends . . . yes, for the most part."
"Good, then just follow this treatment and you should feel better soon.” He handed her the prescription.
"Don't worry,” he said as he walked her to the door. “It's really nothing serious."
"Are you sure . . . that it's not a . . . ?"
"A what?” he asked with a mischievous grin.
"I don't know . . . something serious . . ."
"You mean cancer? Just because I'm an oncologist doesn't mean I have to find a cancer."
Once outside, she realized that she was both relieved and disappointed. So what did she have? She stopped in a drugstore to have her prescription filled and walked past the supermarket without going in. She could manage this evening. She would deal with the shopping tomorrow.
She was getting off the bus when the storm that had been threatening all day suddenly erupted, and sheets of rain came pouring down, flooding everything in sight. The downpour darkened the landscape ominously, making it feel like it was six o'clock in the evening rather than four in the afternoon.
She ran home, dried herself off vigorously, and took the pills out of their bottle. She didn't know anything about them, but just from the lack of warning labels she knew they weren't very heavy-duty. Why didn't the doctor believe her?
At that moment, she belched violently and an awful burning sensation racked her stomach. She hunched over and rushed to spit the brackish bile into the bathroom sink. She turned cold and started to shiver. Exhausted, she sat on the edge of the bathtub, terrified that she might see her ravaged face in the mirror.
It wasn't gastritis. That doctor was an ass. Feeling weak, she got up and went into the living room. She turned on a light near the couch but its yellowish hue was nearly drowned out by the rest of the room's semidarkness.
After her mother's death, she'd wanted to modernize the house. But Jack put a stop to it, since the house remained solely in her name.
"But you'd inherit it,” she protested.
"If we split up, I would wind up on the street,” he retorted. “After paying for everything."
"Why would we split up at our age?"
He shrugged.
"Age has got nothing to do with it,” he snickered.
And in fact, she soon realized that the life he'd led right after his divorce had changed little once he got remarried. He still went out with his buddies all the time, telling her, as a feeble excuse, that he was attending work-related events; he never took her out anywhere, or, if he did, it would only be to a Chinese restaurant downtown.
She looked out the window. The rain was falling with an oppressive regularity that drowned out the light from the streetlamps. She felt a wave of loneliness and abandonment such as she had never experienced before. With her mother, she'd often felt bored but never abandoned, and she certainly hadn't had that horrible feeling of worthlessness that dogged her now.
She scolded herself. She had Jack, she was a married woman, after all. She no longer had to suffer those endless comments about still being single at her age. Thanks to Jack, she was now considered a normal member of society.
She got up; her stomach pain had gone away. She felt like she needed to do something and thought that it was the perfect time to check what she had in the cellar before going off to the supermarket tomorrow.
She went down the stairs and almost tripped on the third step. A crate was in her way. Where had that come from? It was very dangerous, especially since the electrician who had installed the wiring years ago had idiotically placed the light switch at the bottom of the staircase. She had asked Jack at least a dozen times to pull the wire all the way to the top, but he never did. She pushed the crate away and cautiously went down the stairs. The food she kept for emergencies was lined up on two shelves and she took a quick look at the cans and the staples. The cellar was dank and she thought that one day they really ought to insulate it. You couldn't keep anything down here for long. As she moved back, her foot brushed against a small container, which she picked up. It was made of an opaque gray plastic with a child-proof cap. She read the warning label beneath a skull and crossbones:
Danger. Rat poison. Wear gloves when using this product. Wash hands thoroughly after use. Keep in a dry and well-ventilated area. Keep out of the reach of children and pets.
She raised her eyebrows. Since when did they have rats in the house? She shrugged, and gave up trying to figure it out. She'd ask Jack. She stored it along with the other garden products and went back upstairs.
Six o'clock rolled by, then seven. Jack had told her that he would come home late but hadn't mentioned anything about eating out. Should she wait for him? It didn't really matter, because she wasn't hungry anymore. She felt the burning come back and drank a glass of water. The pain eased off a bit. She turned the television on and looked at, without really watching, a silly game show where everybody seemed to be having lots of fun. She turned it off. Seven- twenty. He's not cominghome for dinner. Should she heat up the turkey anyway?
As she stood in front of the sink, she took a look at the street. The lights were out at Mrs. Clarys's, but the lights were on in the Roberts's kitchen, as well as in their dining room.
She saw Mr. Roberts moving about the house as his wife was busy in the kitchen. They were just a normal couple who seemed to get along well. Clara Roberts had a part-time job in a clothing store downtown and her husband was an employee at Central Hardware; they had a daughter who lived in Seattle, whom they saw twice a year. They had been living there for quite a while, but she had never really hobnobbed with them. With anyone, for that matter.
When Jack moved in, he said that the people who lived on their street were all snobs. They were uppity even though they had nothing in their pockets.
Jack was in charge of sales at Gentry's, a company that sold supplies to hairdressing salons. He made a good living because in addition to his own salary he got a percentage of the commissions of his sales reps.
He really tried hard in the beginning; he should get credit for that at least. He'd made overtures to their neighbors, but, without a trace of hostility, they had all let him know that they had absolutely no intention of altering their routines for his sake. He quickly gave up on them.
"A bunch of hicks,” he declared.
She took out the turkey carcass. Turkey wasn't a bad meat, but it got dry too quickly, she thought. If she wanted Jack to have more of it, she needed to make some sort of sauce. She took out the oil but remembered that she wasn't sure he was coming home. It was very annoying. She tolerated his going out without her as long as she told her what he was doing. Now she had to stand there like an idiot not knowing what to do.
She picked at some small chunks of white meat, but spat them out. She couldn't swallow a thing. Her stomach seemed filled with compacted pap.
She turned on all the lights, which made her feel a bit more reassured. Jack would criticize her for that, but she would hear his car roll in.
Christmas was next week. A happy holiday that brought people together. But not for them. Jack would leave her alone for part of Christmas Day so that he could attend a gathering hosted by one of the salesmen from his company. When she'd asked him if she could come along he told her that she would only be bored, since she didn't know any of his colleagues.
"But if you never introduce me to them, how will I ever get to know them?"
As was now his custom, he answered with a mere groan. Sometimes she wondered if he had married her just to have a woman to take care of him. She had once heard him mumble that a housekeeper would cost him less than a wife and would be less annoying.
She turned the TV back on. The news was focused on the massive flooding that had already ravaged the northern part of the state and was threatening the remaining areas. The reporter urged people to be extremely cautious and to listen carefully to all public announcements.
She looked outside. The rain kept on coming. It had been raining almost non-stop for two whole weeks. She knew that the river that went through the city was being monitored continuously, but were a significant flood to occur, their house would not be spared.
The head of a local environmental organization had been called to the mayor's office because certain neighborhoods had been built on loose ground and were at high risk of being washed away by clay landslides if the river overflowed—particularly those neighborhoods near the city's large quarries, which had destabilized the slopes beside the river.
She had spoken to Jack about it last weekend, before he went off on his hunting trip. She despised hunting and had shared her disapproval with him. He had sent her packing with an intensity that left her feeling shaken all day. He hated it when people disapproved of him. She thought it was because his job demanded that he lead a team of “lame excuses,” as he called his sales reps.
As for the possible flooding, he dismissed it, saying that the environmental activist was just a pothead looking for an opportunity to get ahead, but, as far as good old Jack was concerned, he couldn't care less since he knew how to swim anyway.
* * * *
The lights went off all of a sudden and the house shook from an enormous gust of wind. She quickly got up and raced towards the window in a panic.
The neighborhood had been plunged into darkness, but she could see the trees twisting along the avenue as though they wanted to free themselves from the mud. The rain intensified again and started to bang against the windowpanes with such force that she thought they might shatter.
The lights went on again and the television, which she'd had on, started up without any problem. On the TV screen, she could see a map of their area that highlighted all the flood zones as a voice off-screen announced that the low-lying areas were already being affected by a precipitous rise in the river's water level within the last hour.
They lived just above the lowest-lying areas.
She rushed to the phone to call Jack. When he finally answered, on his cell phone, she could hear from the thickness of his voice that he was drunk.
"What'sa matter?"
"Listen, they've just said on the news that the river's overflowing and that there's some major flash flooding in certain neighborhoods. I'm worried that we'll be next."
"What are you talking about?"
"You know very well what I'm talking about. Those quarries near us could shift at any minute. There could be a landslide and the river will wash it all down our way."
"Did that jackass environmentalist fill your head with that nonsense? Come on, nothing's going to happen. Just go to bed."
"Jack, I'd rather you were here in case something does happen. . . . “
She could hear him swearing.
"Why don't you stop being such a pain in the ass? I'm right in the middle of a party for one of the reps. You want me to tell them that my wife is afraid of getting her feet wet and that I have to leave them so I can go console her?"
"Jack, if the river rises a bit more, it could carry big chunks of rock or clay from the quarry along with it. It's not just the environmentalist who's saying it, but everybody."
"Oh yeah? Then don't listen to everybody. I'll come home as soon as I'm done here."
"Jack, really, I'd rather you came home now."
"Stop bugging me, I'll come home when it's time to,” he shouted as he hung up on her.
She stood there with the receiver in her hand. The wind was blowing even harder and she heard what she thought was roof shingles loosening, but didn't know if they were hers or her neighbors. She hung up and felt a violent spasm rip through her stomach. She belched and doubled up in pain. What a time to get sick.
She made it to the kitchen and got some candles out in case the power went off again. The pain would not let up and she had to sit down. She thought of Mrs. Clarys all alone in her house and how she must be trembling with fear. She told herself that she really ought to give her a call, but what kind of help could she be to her in her present state? She knew that Mrs. Clarys slept in a tiny room at the back of her house. She never fully understood why.
The reporter came on, replacing the stationary image of the map.
"City officials have just issued an evacuation order for the lower northern sections of the city. Anyone living in those districts [he read off a list of neighborhoods] should evacuate their homes, as there is already severe flooding in several areas. All those in the affected areas are urged to go to the nearest shelter while the roads are still functioning and to shut all their doors and windows with care. People should bring only warm clothes and essential items such as important documents or light valuables. Everything else will be provided for at the shelters.
"The fire and police departments will help guide cars along the roads and the National Guard will be sent to the evacuated areas as a precaution against vandalism or looting. Districts near the Norwich quarries are particularly threatened. . . . The need for immediate evacuation is especially urgent in those neighborhoods."
She just stood there. Stunned. That was them! She started to shake uncontrollably. My goodness, she had to evacuate her home! And Jack wasn't there! What should she bring with her? Documents and valuables? What were their valuables? She was on the verge of fainting. She would drown and be swept away by the torrents of mud that she had already seen in action on television. Her house destroyed, her possessions gone, a whole life blown away without her being able to do anything about it! And Jack wasn't even there!
She saw the Robertses moving around their house. Clara was going up and down the stairs while her husband went out to take care of the car.
The car! Hers was at the mechanic's, and, of course, Jack had the other one!
A stream of bile rushed up to her mouth, practically choking her. But what would happen to her? She had never been so sick in her life! Impossible . . . she must have been poisoned! Yet, she ate the same food as her husband and he seemed in great shape.
She tried to catch her breath. She would ask the Robertses to take her with them. They couldn't turn her down. She thought of calling Jack. But of course he knew what was happening. And he didn't care.
She saw that the Robertses weren't ready yet. She had time to collect a few of their things. She remembered that he'd put important documents in some file folders on one of the shelves in the closet. She'd better take the right ones, she thought.
She dragged herself up to the second floor, doubled over by an intolerable pain in the pit of her stomach. She could hear the sound of her other neighbors’ cars starting just as a deafening boom erupted from the basement. What could it be? The phone was ringing downstairs. Jack.
She went back down, hugging the rail as the roar became louder and louder, as though a dozen trucks were rumbling through together. The phone stopped ringing just as the power went off. She felt suddenly stuck in the thick, asphalt-like darkness.
She forced herself to go back upstairs and pushed herself all the way to the window by the landing. Her eyes were wide with horror. Streams of mud tore down the street. For the moment, they stayed within the boundaries of the road, but they would soon be all over the place.
Petrified, she realized that the Robertses had already left. She looked up and down the road. Not a soul. The street was completely empty. The rain became twice as violent as the clayey earth began to swell and run between the houses.
She was all alone, everyone had abandoned her. Nobody had even bothered to check up on her to see if anyone was still at home. As she stared out the window, she saw an uninterrupted line of red dots. People had taken off like rabbits.
She let herself drop to the floor, along the wall. Her hand tried to contain the pain that was eating her up as though crabs were ripping through her skin. Crabs? Cancer. A wave of despair engulfed her. She was going to die in any case. Death from cancer or death by drowning. The doctor had told her she didn't have cancer. Could he have made such a big mistake? Not likely, she had seen a specialist after all! His walls were covered with diplomas. So, if it wasn't cancer, what was it?
She had an idea that she had been trying to stifle for some time now. From the moment she had accidentally stumbled on that container . . . Why had there been rat poison in the basement? Wouldn't Jack have told her if he had found the filthy things in the house? More than once, he would have! So what was that poison doing there?
Dull thuds were making the walls rattle. The night was so black that she could barely see the houses on the other side of the street. She had to get ahold of herself.
But what was the point? If Jack had only made an effort to look for her . . . but what's the point of living if nobody loves you? Maybe she could solve a few problems just by dying. When her mother was alive, she would never have thought such things, her mother had needed her. Who needed her now? No one. Quite the opposite.
Jack had asked her many times why they couldn't just go over to their lawyer's office and put the house in both of their names. For no particular reason, she decided not to. She regretted it now. If she had gone with him, maybe she wouldn't have been in the midst of such a slow but steady death.
And wasn't it true that rat poison, with its arsenic, left no traces whatsoever? Besides, who would even think of performing an autopsy on her?
Everyone would think that she had died of some sort of undetected illness.
She leaned against the wall, faint with the dread of it all. She hadn't done a thing with her life.
At school, she had been everybody's punching bag, then, when she was old enough to raise a family, it was as though she'd been a slave to her mother. At work, she was the one assigned all the busy work that no one wanted to do, or who would be used as an alibi for colleagues when they needed one. The good girl.
And then, the late marriage. What an idiot! How could she have believed that a man could love her for who she was? Her mother had often told her that being by her side saved her from being miserable with a man. How right she was.
"Men look for pretty little faces, good cooks, or women who have a lot of money. You don't fit into any of those categories, my dear,” she would sigh.
She looked out the window again. The mud, as she had predicted, was already smothering the gardens. The river water would soon be added to the mix. And so the trap would close in on her. Jack must have known what would happen. The others must have told him. Everyone in the city was talking about the flooding.
He would inherit the house and, with the insurance money, would be able to put it back into shape. He had been homeless after his divorce, and she knew what a shock that had been for him. Years on the road had given him the urge to stay put. That must have been why he married her. Otherwise, what would have attracted him to her?
Her pain had subsided a bit, but not enough for her to take action. In the medicine cabinet, there were some sleeping pills that she had taken when she could no longer stand listening to Jack's snoring all night.
She could hear some honking in the distance, a whole cacophony of noises. She thought about all the traffic jams out there. It couldn't be any worse than being left alone in the middle of all that water.
Suddenly, she was overwhelmed by a deafening humming. She put her hands over her ears. What now? Was the street paving coming apart? She cowered by the wall, waiting to be hurled into the raging waters at any moment, when she realized that the infernal sound was coming from a helicopter.
Just as a brush of light was beginning to swash across the fronts of the houses, she jumped up and ran towards the window, screaming and waving her arms in the air, but the helicopter, after a brief moment of inaction, flew off towards the highway. She froze, numbed by her own stupidity, realizing that she had just blown her last chance at survival. She couldn't even muster an iota of resistance. This last blunder epitomized her whole life.
Jack didn't have to worry about anyone being even the least bit suspicious. She was going to die all alone and finish the job for him.
She went back down to the living room and groped her way to the sofa. Perhaps it would be less painful to die by drowning than by poisoning. She would down the sleeping pills as soon as the rising waters reached a level of no escape. She would fall asleep and float away until the waters receded and someone eventually found her. By then, her body would be so damaged that no one would know who she was.
Jack would report her missing and everyone would assume she had drowned. That was fine with her. If cancer or the rat poison hadn't killed her, she would have died from grief and boredom anyway.
She leaned back on a pillow and remained with her eyes wide open in the darkness as she listened to her heart beat. This was almost a romantic death. In any case, it was the most romantic moment of her life.
She wondered whether she hated Jack now. He had to be somewhere safe, calmly waiting for the storm to end. Openly lamenting his situation and confiding in anyone who would listen to him. The headquarters of his company was in no danger of being submerged, if that was where the going-away party was being held. Like most of the companies in the city, it was located on top of the hills towards the south.
She sat up all of a sudden. Mrs. Clarys. That poor lady! Who had thought to take care of her? She threw herself onto the phone and found that the dial tone had come back.
"Yes . . . ?” answered a trembling voice.
"Mrs. Clarys, do you know what's going on?"
"What? No . . . “
"Did you fall asleep?"
"All day. My doctor gave me some tranquilizers that put me in a stupor. But what on earth is going on, my dear?"
She froze. The old lady would also drown. Since she couldn't move on her own, she would watch the water slowly rise and would be totally submerged.
"Mrs. Clarys . . . Listen up . . . “
What on earth could she do? The street that separated her house from the old lady's was already carrying along massive quantities of water and mud. How could anyone cross it? And if she made it across, what would they be able to do together, as one was almost as sick as the other?
"What's happening?” her neighbor asked more firmly. She was no doubt more awake now and she could surely hear the furious sound of the water and the cacophonous din of the honking horns in the distance.
"We have a problem, Mrs. Clarys. The river has overflowed and we're flooded in. We have to get out of here."
"That's unbelievable! And what are our neighbors doing?"
"Our neighbors . . . ?” Could she tell her that they had fled like the cowards they were? Could one tell an elderly lady on the verge of death that nobody considered her important enough to help? But what about herself? She was just like them. She too had almost forgotten all about Mrs. Clarys.
"Uh . . . Mrs. Clarys, can you get up?"
"Get up? Sure, of course, why not?"
"I'm coming to get you."
"Did you get your car back? You told me you brought it to the mechanic's yesterday."
The old lady had all her faculties. Cancer hadn't reached her brain apparently.
"I . . . uh . . . get ready,” she said evasively. “Is your front door open?"
"Yes, I always leave it unlocked. Are you sure we have to leave?"
"Certain."
"Then I'll wait for you. Did the Mitchells already leave?"
"Uh . . . I think so. Mrs. Clarys, get some warm and waterproof clothes ready. Take your medicines and any documents that might be of importance to you."
"I'll take care of that, my dear. When you get here, I'll be waiting for you like a good little girl. Honk, that'll save you some time. . . . “
There was an awkward silence on the other end of the line.
"Ah? And how do you expect to leave? Hang on, I'm going to see what's going on."
Before she could answer, the old lady had put the phone down. She came back a few minutes later.
"I have a good flashlight, and I saw giant blocks of clay hurtling down the street. You can't cross."
"But you can't stay there, you live in a one-story house!"
"Don't worry about me, I'm old and sick, but you, what are you still doing at home? Where's your husband?"
She didn't know what to say to her. Could she tell her that her husband, sensing the oncoming catastrophe, had managed to leave her all alone?
"I . . . I hadn't realized how serious the situation was. Mrs. Clarys, surely you must have some sort of an attic in your house?"
"Indeed, but not high enough to do much good. It's there just to allow access to the roof."
At that very moment, a violent jolt shook Mrs. Clarys's house, making a noise loud enough to be heard through the phone.
"Mrs. Clarys, what's happening?!"
"I don't know, my dear, I think a piece of rock or something just took a chunk of my wall. I'm going to hang up now, no need to keep you. We're going to be cut off in any case."
As though it had waited just for that moment, the phone went dead.
"Mrs. Clarys, Mrs. Clarys!” she yelled frantically as she shook the phone. But she couldn't hear anything. She raced towards the window. Indeed, a chunk of wall had been torn from under Mrs. Clarys's window. Soon, the water would take hold of her living room and she would drown like a rat!
She watched as tangled garden furniture, tires, bicycles paraded under her window. The water was sweeping through all the garages and sheds. Another violent bang made her house shake. It was time to get going!
She ran back upstairs, grabbed a particularly comfortable raincoat that Jack hated because he said it made her look fat, some rubber boots that she had just bought, and a flashlight, and quickly ran back down.
She opened the living room window. Outside, the water had reached a third of the way up the low fence. It wasn't the depth of the water that worried her, however, but its force, and the clay that mixed with it.
The stream was thick and had the same color as the mustard poultice her mother used to recommend for stomachaches. As she formulated this thought, she realized that she was no longer in pain. On the contrary, she was full of energy.
She hauled herself up onto the window and let herself drop into the garden. The water practically came up to the top of her boots. Grabbing on to anything she could find that was still attached, she climbed over the fence. Staggering from the strength of the stream, she let go with one hand and attempted to move forward.
She almost fell from a violent blow to her calf. Dazed, she saw, speeding towards her, a dresser that seemed to be flying over the water. She flattened herself against the fence as the thing raced in front of her, contorting itself as though it wanted to avoid sinking.
She looked in Mrs. Clarys's direction. It wasn't that far. If she could take advantage of a lull in the waltz between the blocks of clay and the tree trunks, she should be able to make it across. But she knew that, because of all that clay, the ground would be extremely slippery. The rain had started to come down in full force again and she was now completely soaked from head to toe. If she hesitated again, she wouldn't be able to do a thing.
She pivoted to her right where the torrent was surging ahead, aimed her flashlight, and saw that, for the time being, it wasn't carrying anything dangerous along with it. She thrust herself forward, slid, got back up, skated across by lifting her arm in the air in order to regain some sort of balance. Blinded by the rain beating onto her, she swirled around and sank into mud, from which she extracted herself by a sudden burst of will that she never thought she had in her. Furiously, she straightened herself out, her hair plastered together by the clay that was cascading down her face but which she ferociously wiped off.
For one of the first times in her life, she swore out loud, striking the mud before leaning into it as a type of support until she finally wound up on the other side of the street and was able to advance by holding on to the trees or anything else she could grab on to. At last, she got to Mrs. Clarys's doorstep, where she pushed open the door and sprang up in front of the old lady, who looked at her with a smile on her face.
Mrs. Clarys had put on one of those rubber caps that sailors used to wear way back when. There she was standing calmly with her old-fashioned headgear, her feet firmly ensconced in some solid boots, her cane in hand.
"You're a stubborn one, my dear, you crossed over anyway,” she said sweetly.
She smiled back.
"I couldn't very well leave you here all alone."
"Indeed . . . and what are we going to do now? I have a feeling we've been abandoned."
"Yes,” she admitted simply. “Is there any way to gain access to your roof?"
The old lady looked at her.
"Do you want to hoist me up onto the roof?"
"Yes, if the water gets too high to huddle in the attic. If you'll give me a hand."
The old lady seemed deep in thought.
"I imagine that if I answered no to you, you still wouldn't leave me here, would you?"
"You've got that right."
"All right then, let's go,” she said. “Get the stepladder from the kitchen, put it there, in the hall.” She pointed with her flashlight. “That's where the trap is. Be careful, you won't be able to see much. I'll hold the flashlight for you."
She went to get the stepladder without even thinking about the violent blasts that were shaking the house at regular intervals, nor about how she intended to hoist Mrs. Clarys, who was practically paralyzed, up a ladder, then through the trapdoor that led to a tiny attic, and finally, if it came to that, get her onto a slanted roof covered with slippery shingles. It didn't seem possible, if they ended up on the roof, that she'd be able to maintain balance despite the cantankerous, insistent blasts of wind and rain that were lashing out in every possible direction.
She had neither the time nor the inclination to worry about all that.
She found the trapdoor and ordered the old lady to climb up the rickety stepladder . . . this little old lady who winced in pain and moaned throughout the inhuman effort but managed, nonetheless, to gain access to the attic, encouraged perhaps by the first muddy wave that had begun to inundate her dining room.
She supported and pushed her, and then climbed up into the attic herself. Hours later, when the water rose further, she succeeded in pulling and lifting the old lady all the way to the roof, where they both let themselves land. Exhausted, in pain, and thoroughly drenched, they hung on to each other like two shipwrecked passengers—grabbing each other when one of their feet started to slip or when the wind pushed them around in a rage at being thwarted by these two feeble creatures who, instead of losing all their strength and hope, infused each other with energy and determination as they connived against both the violence of the elements and the indifference of man.
* * * *
The man handed her a steaming cup.
"Drink this, it will warm you up."
She took it, her hand still trembling, but not from the cold. Mrs. Clarys was lying not too far from her, with a smile on her face. A man with a white coat was giving her an I.V.
"You were amazingly courageous, but you were really very lucky,” the man said.
She looked at him.
"Your husband thought you were dead,” he continued. “He was very worried when he didn't see you at the shelter. Some reporters would like to interview you. People want to know how you could have survived all night on top of that roof with a sick, elderly woman."
"I didn't do anything particularly extraordinary,” she said.
He grinned.
"Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Harvey Weintrop. I'm an environmentalist assigned to the mayor's office."
"Nice to meet you."
"No, I'm the one who's glad to meet you. I've been warning about the risks associated with that quarry, and your adventure proved I was right. Without your powerful will to live, we would have had two more deaths to mourn."
"There were deaths?"
"Sadly. People like you who were caught off guard by the sudden flooding, but who, unlike you, didn't try to climb to safety quickly enough."
"It was all thanks to Mrs. Clarys."
"Mrs. Clarys?"
"If she hadn't been there, I might not have acted."
"Well, it was all for the best, then. I'll let your husband know that you're safe and sound."
"Is he all right?"
"Yes, he wisely waited out the storm at his office before venturing back out."
The man got up and held out his hand.
"I'm sure you would rather see him before meeting with the reporters—"
"Mr. Weintrop, do me a favor, will you? Don't tell him you found me, he'll hear about it soon enough when my lawyer hands him the divorce papers."
"But, Mrs.—"
"When I was up there on the roof hanging on to Mrs. Clarys, I could see, from across the street, my family house being destroyed, and I decided not to rebuild it. At the same time, I thought about my life—so mediocre . . . so dull—and I decided to make a change."
"But your husband . . . ?"
"He's the worst part of all that mediocrity and dullness—and dangerous, too! What would you do if you were in my shoes, Mr. Weintrop?"
Copyright © 2010 by Maud Tabachnik; translation © 2010 by Peter Schulman
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Reviews: THE JURY BOX by Jon L. Breen
* * * *

* * * *
Though there are fewer single-author collections to consider for our annual short-story round-up, what's here is choice: a retrospective by a name from the past, plus volumes by several present-day masters.
**** Vera Caspary: The Murder in the Stork Club and Other Mysteries, Crippen & Landru, $19 trade paper, $29 hardcover. The author of Laura was one of the best slick-magazine mystery writers, as shown in four novellas, three from the wartime 1940s and one from 1968. A continuing theme is the exploitation and general mistreatment of women by the men they love. The title story makes excellent use of 1940s Manhattan's cafe society—celebrity name- dropping rampant—and the gathering-of-the-suspects finale is fun. “Stranger in the House,” about a woman unknowingly married to a Nazi spy, recalls such Hitchcock films as Sabotage and Notorious, while “Sugar and Spice” vividly depicts the Broadway theatrical scene. “Ruth” is an interesting variant on Francis Iles's Before the Fact, one of Caspary's favorite novels per editor A. B. Emrys’ excellent introduction.
**** S.J. Rozan: A Tale About a Tiger and Other Mysterious Events, Crippen & Landru, $17 trade paper, $42 limited hardcover. One of the best collections in recent memory uses a traditional private eye format in fresh and original ways. Lydia Chin and Bill Smith turn up in six of nine stories, twice together and twice each solo, while a seventh tale stars a Chinese-American sleuth specializing in art theft and forgery. The gambling tale “Passline” is an especially impressive piece of writing. The frequently anthologized “Hoops” first appeared in EQMM, the rest in original anthologies.
**** Joyce Carol Oates: Dear Husband, Ecco, $24.95. Family relationships are the unifying theme of fourteen stories from anthologies and literary magazines, reconfirming Oates's ability to capture characters who vary widely in age, gender, intellect, and social position, and to hold the reader's attention even through multi-page paragraphs, as in the title story, which fictionalizes Andrea Yates's murder of her children. Usually about crime in some way, some classifiable as mysteries, often recalling the dark visions of Poe, all the stories are compelling reading, none cheery or upbeat. “Mistrial” is an unusual account of jury duty, with a neat finishing twist, though librarians may cringe at the main character.
*** John Grisham: Ford County: Stories, Doubleday, $24. Seven longish shorts, all apparently new to print, are remarkably varied in mood and subject matter apart from their common Mississippi locale. All involve lawyers at least tangentially, all but one crime as usually understood. Tone ranges from pure farce and slapstick (the lead-off story “Blood Drive") to dark tragedy ("Fetching Raymond,” about the lead-up to an execution), backgrounds from an Indian casino to a nursing home. Grisham is highly variable—his novels range from entertaining schlock (The Client, The Runaway Jury) to substantial works (A Time to Kill, The Chamber)—but this gathering consolidates his position as a formidable popular storyteller. Of greatest interest purely as a crime story is “Fish Files,” about a small-time lawyer's plot to escape his mundane life.
*** Peter Robinson: The Price of Love and Other Stories, Morrow, $25.99. Two novellas about Yorkshire cop Alan Banks bookend this collection, “Going Back” new to American readers (first published in the British edition of his previous collection Not Safe After Dark) and “Like a Virgin” written for the present volume. They are extremely leisurely like Robinson's recent novels and overdo the musical references, but series fans won't complain. The ten short stories, two also concerning Banks, drawn mostly from original anthologies, are varied in style and approach and generally more impressive than the novellas. Particularly interesting is “Walking the Dog,” a subtle parody written for Toronto Noir.
*** John C. Boland: 30 Years in the Pulps: Stories of Mystery and Suspense, Perfect Crime / Outskirts, $14.95. Twenty-three stories (nine from EQMM, twelve from AHMM, two from Mike Shayne Mystery Magazine) range in date from 1976 to 2009. Boland is a consistent and versatile performer, always worth reading. Reviewing his first novel Easy Money in January 1992, I compared him to Dick Francis for his ability to capture specialized backgrounds, including in this book, art, theatre, post-Cold War espionage, veterinary medicine, and Wall Street, where the author is well known as a journalist and hedge-fund manager. (One quibble: EQMM and AHMM aren't pulp magazines.)
*** Charlaine Harris: A Touch of Dead, Ace, $23.95. Sookie Stackhouse, a telepathic Louisiana waitress whose gift complicates her romantic life, is drawn to vampires because she cannot read their minds. Five stories, all from original anthologies, provide an enticing introduction to her world, much like our own (with numerous historical and brand-name references) apart from its inclusion and acceptance of werewolves, fairies, and other supernatural beings. Harris's crossing of mystery, romance, and fantasy genres, with a strong strain of humor, has won her an immense following in novels and an HBO television series. (Harris fans should also watch for a highly effective variation on a standard fantasy pre-mise, “Crossroads Bargain,” in the star-studded original anthology Delta Blues [Tyrus, $27.95 hardcover, $17.95 trade paper], edited by Carolyn Haines with a foreword by Morgan Freeman.)
** Ron Goulart: Playing Detective, Gryphon, $10. This 56-page chapbook introduces a divorced couple, Jack Branner and Connie Bowen, who play a husband-and-wife detecting team in movies and radio and find solving real-life murders a swell source of publicity. Set in World War II-era Hollywood, the two stories offer light-hearted fun in the mode of the author's Groucho Marx series. The title story, with a nice Queenian dying message, is the stronger one.
Ed Gorman has chosen 23 of his best stories (i.e., some of the best of recent decades by anybody) for The End of It All and Other Stories (Ramble House, $35 hardcover, $20 trade paper), most from the two volumes of The Collected Ed Gorman published in Britain in 2007, with three previously uncollected.
Two mixed collections are of criminous interest. Lewis Shiner's Collected Stories (Subterranean, $40) includes “Perfidia,” an excellent 2004 tale concerned in part with the World War II disappearance of bandleader Glenn mIller, and three solid cases from the 1980s for Austin private eye Dan Sloane. Richard A. Lupoff's fantasy and horror compilation Visions (Mythos, $40) leads off with four previously unpublished stories, three about Abraham ben Zaccheus, an early-20th-century San Francisco psychic detective based (per Peter S. Beagle's introduction) on the great short-story writer Avram Davidson, the fourth featuring Abraham's contemporary S.F. cop granddaughter Rebekkah. Though supernatural detection is not my usual cup of tea, Lupoff's style wins the day, particularly in the marvelous voice of Irish Watson character John O'Leary.
Among the original fishing mysteries in Hook, Line & Sinister (Countryman, $23.95) edited by T. Jefferson Parker, are “The Nymph,” a strong James M. Cain-ish tale set in 1954 by EQMM favorite Melodie Johnson Howe and Michael Connelly's “Blue on Black,” a typically neat puzzle for L.A. cop Harry Bosch.
It's That Time Again, Volume IV (BearManor, $19.95), edited by Jim Harmon, sets mystery short stories in the worlds of old radio shows. Editor Harmon takes Sherlock Holmes out West to collaborate with Tom Mix, and the presumably pseudonymous Dash-iell X. Doyle fashions a tale about the robbing of Jack Benny's vault. While some entries can be enjoyed without knowledge of the programs, I can't imagine what someone unfamiliar with Mr. Keen, Tracer of Lost Persons, would make of Stephen A. Kallis, Jr.'s deadpan parody, which I found screamingly funny.
Copyright © 2010 Jon L. Breen
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Fiction: DAY FOR A PICNIC by Edward D. Hoch
When the Malice Domestic Convention convenes this year, they'll be honoring, in memoriam, Edward D. Hoch. The Malice convention is dedicated to furthering the traditional mystery, and no one created more mysteries in the classical vein, at short-story length, than Ed Hoch. Hewas the undisputed master of the fairlyclued whodunit, the “impossible crime” story, the “locked room” mystery. Many of his nearly 1,000 stories were series tales, but he wrote a large number of stand-alones, too. Here's a very early one....
I suppose I remember it better than the other, countless other, picnics of my childhood, and I suppose the reason for that is the murder. But perhaps this day in mid July would have stood out in my mind without the violence of sudden death. Perhaps it would have stood out simply because it was the first time I'd ever been out alone, without the ever-watchful eyes of my mother and father to protect me. True, my grandfather was watching over me that month while my parents vacationed in Europe, but he was more like a friend than a parent—a great old man with white hair and tobacco-stained teeth who never ceased the relating of fascinating tales of his own youth out West. There were stories of Indians and warfare, tales of violence in the youthful days of our nation, and at that tender age I was fully content in believing that my grandfather was old enough to have fought in all those wars, as he so claimed.
It was not the custom in the thirties, as it is today, for parents to take their children along when making their first tour of Europe, and so, as I've said, I was left behind in Grandfather's care. It was really a month of fun for me, because the life of a rural New York town is far different from the bustle of the city, even for a boy of nine or ten, and I was to spend endless days running barefoot along dusty roads in the company of boys who never—or hardly ever—viewed me strangely because of my city background. The days were sunny, with warmth, because it had been a warm summer even here on the shores of a cooling lake. Almost from the beginning of the month my grandfather had spoken with obvious relish of the approach of the annual picnic, and by mid month I was looking forward to it also, thinking that here would be a new opportunity for exploring the byways of the town and meeting other boys as wild and free as I myself felt. Then too, I never seemed to mind, at that time, the company of adults. They were good people, for the most part, and I viewed them with a proper amount of childish wonder.
There were no sidewalks in the town then, and nothing that you'd really call a street. The big touring cars and occasional late-model roadsters raised endless clouds of dust as they roared (seemingly, to a boy of ten) through the town at fantastic speeds unheard of in the city. This day especially, I remember the cars churning up the dust. I remember Grandfather getting ready for the picnic, preparing himself with great care because this was to be a political picnic and Grandfather was an important political figure in the little town.
I remember standing in the doorway of his bedroom (leaning, really, because boys of ten never stood when they could lean), watching him knot the black string tie that made him look so much like that man in the funny movies. For a long time I watched in silence, seeing him scoop up coins for his pockets and the solid gold watch I never tired of seeing, and the little bottle he said was cough medicine even in summer, and, of course, his important speech.
"You're goin’ to speak, Gramps?"
"Sure am, boy. Every year I speak. Give the party's humanitarian award. It's voted on by secret ballot of all the party members in town."
"Who won it?"
"That's something no one knows but me, boy. And I don't tell till afternoon."
"Are you like the mayor here, Gramps?"
"Sort of, boy,” he said with a chuckle. “I'm what you call a selectman, and since I'm the oldest of them here, I guess I have quite a lot to say about the town."
"Are you in charge of the picnic?"
"I'm in charge of the awards."
"Can we get free Coke and hot dogs?"
He chuckled at that. “We'll see, boy. We'll see."
Grandfather didn't drive, and as a result, we were picked up for the picnic by Miss Pinkney and Miss Hazel, two old schoolteachers who drove a white Cord with a certain misplaced pride. Since they were already in front, the two of us piled in back, a bit crowded but happy. On the way to the picnic grounds we passed others going on foot, and Grandfather waved like a prince might wave.
"What a day for a picnic!” Miss Hazel exclaimed. “Remember how it rained last year?"
The sun was indeed bright and the weather warm, but with the contrariness of the very young I remember wishing that I'd been at the rainy picnic instead. I'd never been at a rainy picnic for the very simple reason that my parents always called them off if it rained.
"It's a good day,” my grandfather said. “It'll bring out the voters. They hold elections in the summertime, and we'd win by a landslide every time."
The Fourth of July was not yet two weeks past, and as we neared the old picnic grounds we could hear the belated occasional crackling of leftover fireworks being set off by the other kids. I was more than ever anxious to join them, though I did wonder vaguely what kind of kids ever have firecrackers unexploded and left over after the big day.
We traveled down a long and dusty road to the picnic property, winding down a hillside to a sort of cove by the water where sandy bluffs rose on three sides. There was room here for some hundred people, which is the number that might be attracted by perfect weather, and already a few cars were parked in the makeshift parking area, disgorging their loads of children and adults. Miss Pinkney and Miss Hazel parked next to the big touring car that belonged to Dr. Stout, and my grandfather immediately cornered the doctor on some political subject. They stood talking for some minutes about—as I remember—the forthcoming primary election, and all the while I shifted from one foot to the other watching the other kids at play down by the water, watching the waves of the lake whitened by a brisk warming breeze that fanned through the trees and tall uncut grass of the bluffs.
Finally, with a nod of permission from my grandfather, I took off on the run, searching out a few of the boys I'd come to know best in these weeks of my visit. I found them finally, playing in a sort of cave on the hillside. Looking back now, I realized it was probably no more than a lovers’ trysting place, but at the time it held for us all the excitement and mystery of a smuggler's den. I played there with the others for nearly an hour, until I heard my grandfather calling me from down near the speakers’ platform.
Already as I ran back down the hill I saw that the campaign posters and patriotic bunting were in place. The picnic crowd was gradually drifting down to the platform, clutching hot dogs and bottles of soda pop and foaming mugs of beer. Over near the cars I could see the men tapping another keg of beer, and I watched as a sudden miscalculation on the part of the men sent the liquid shooting up into a fizzing fountain. “It's raining beer,” shouted one of the men, standing beneath the descending stream with his mouth open. “This must be heaven!"
Frank Coons, the town's handyman and occasional black sheep, had cornered my grandfather and was asking him something. “Come on, how about some of your gin cough medicine? I been waitin’ all afternoon for it!"
But my grandfather was having none of it. “None today, Frank."
"Why not? Just a drop."
"Have some beer instead. It's just as good.” He moved off, away from Frank, and I followed him. There were hands to be shaken, words to be spoken, and in all of it Grandfather was a past master.
"When's your speech, Gramps?” I asked him.
"Soon now, boy. Want a soda pop?"
"Sure!"
He picked a bottle of cherry-colored liquid from the red-and-white cooler and opened it for me. It tasted good after my running and playing in the hot sun of the hillside. Now Grandfather saw someone else he knew, a tall handsome man named Jim Tweller, whom I'd seen at the house on occasion. He had business dealings with my grandfather, and I understood that he owned much of the property in the town.
"Stay close to the platform, Jim,” Grandfather was saying.
"Don't tell me I won that foolish award!"
"Can't say yet, Jim. Just stay close."
I saw Miss Pinkney and Miss Hazel pass by, casting admiring glances at Jim Tweller. “Doesn't he have such a mannish smell about him!” Miss Pinkney whispered loudly. Tweller, I gathered even at that tender age, was much admired by the women of the town.
"Come, boy,” Grandfather was saying. “Bring your soda and I'll find you a seat right up in front. You can listen to my speech."
I saw that the mayor, a Mr. Myerton, was already on the platform, flanked by two men and a woman I didn't know. In the very center was a big microphone hooked up to an overhead loudspeaker system borrowed from the sole local radio station. Empty beer mugs stood in front of each place. My grandfather's chair was over on the end, but right now he strode to the speaker's position, between Mayor Myerton and the woman.
"Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, speaking in his best political voice. “And children, too, of course. I see a lot of you little ones here today, and that always makes me happy. It makes me aware of the fact that another generation is on the rise, a generation that will carry on the fine principles of our party in the decades to come. As many of you know, I have devoted the years since the death of my wife almost exclusively to party activities. The party has been my life-blood, as I hope it will be the lifeblood of other, future generations. But enough of that for the moment. Mayor Myerton and Mrs. Finch of the school board will speak to you in due time about the battle that lies ahead of us this November. Right now, it's my always pleasant duty to announce the annual winner of the party's great humanitarian award, given to the man who has done the most for this community and its people. I should say the man or woman, because we've had a number of charming lady winners past years. But this year it's a man, a man who has perhaps done more than any other to develop the real estate of our town to its full potential, a man who during this past year donated—yes, I said donated—the land for our new hospital building. You all know who I mean, the winner by popular vote of this year's humanitarian award—Mr. Jim Tweller!"
Tweller had stayed near the speakers’ stand and now he hopped up, waving to a crowd that was cheering him with some visible restraint. Young as I was, I wondered about this, wondered even as I watched Grandfather yield the honored speaker's position to Tweller and take his chair at the end of the platform. Tweller waited until the scattered cheers had played themselves out in the afternoon breeze and then fully cleared his throat. I noticed Frank Coons standing near the platform and saw Grandfather call him over. “Get a pitcher of beer for us, Frank,” he said. “Speeches make us thirsty."
While Frank went off on his mission, Jim Tweller adjusted the wobbly microphone and began his speech of thanks and acceptance. I was just then more interested in two boys wrestling along the water's edge, tussling, kicking sand at each other. But Tweller's speech was not altogether lost on me. I remember scattered words and phrases, and even then, to me they seemed the words and phrases of a political candidate rather than simply an award winner. “. . . thank you from the bottom of my heart for this great honor . . . I realize, I think, more than anyone else the fact that our party needs a rebirth with new blood if it is to win again in November . . . loyal old horses turned out to pasture while the political colts run the race . . . “ I saw Mayor Myerton, a man in his sixties, flinch at these words, and I realized that the simple acceptance speech was taking a most unexpected turn.
But now my attention was caught by the sight of Frank Coons returning with the foaming pitcher of beer. He'd been gone some minutes and I figured he'd stopped long enough to have one himself, or perhaps he'd found someone else who carried gin in a cough-medicine bottle. Anyway, he passed the pitcher up to a man at the end of the platform, the opposite end from my grandfather. I wondered if this was his revengefor being refused that drink earlier. The man on the end filled his glass with beer and then passed it on to the mayor, who did likewise. Jim Tweller interrupted his speech a moment to accept the pitcher and fill his glass, then pass it to Mrs. Finch of the school board, who was on his right. She shook her head with a temperant vigorand let it go on to the man I didn't know, sitting next to Grandfather at the end of the platform.
Tweller had taken a drink of his beer and shook his head violently as if it were castor oil. “Got a bad barrel here,” he told the people with a laugh. “I'm going to stick to the hard stuff after this. Or else drink milk. Anyway, before I finish I want to tell you about my plans for our community. I want to tell you a little about how . . . “ He paused for another drink of the beer. “. . . about how we can push back the final remains of the Depression and surge ahead into the forties with a new prosperity, a new ve . . . agh . . . “
Something was wrong. Tweller had suddenly stopped speaking and was gripping the microphone before him. Mayor Myerton put down his own beer and started to get up. “What's wrong, man?” he whispered too near the microphone. “Are you sick?"
"I . . . gnugh . . . can't breathe . . . help me . . . “ Then he toppled backward, dragging the microphone with him, upsetting his glass of beer as he fell screaming and gasping to the ground.
Somewhere behind me a woman's voicetook up the scream, and I thought it might havebeen Miss Hazel. Already Dr. Stout had appeared at the platform and was hurrying around to comfort the stricken man. As I ran forward myself I caught a funny odor in the air near the platform, near where the beer had spilled from Jim Tweller's overturned glass. It was a new smell to me, one I couldn't identify.
Behind the platform, Dr. Stout was loosening the collar of the convulsed man as Grandfather and the mayor tried to assist him. But after a moment, the thrashing of arms and legs ceased, and the doctor straightened up. The overhead sun caught his glasses as he did so, reflecting, for an instant, a glare of brilliance. “There's nothing I can do,” he said quietly, almost sadly. “The man is dead."
* * * *
Suddenly I was bundled off with the other children to play where we would, while the adults moved in to form a solid ring of curiosity about the platform. The children were curious too, of course, but after a few minutes of playing many of the younger ones had forgotten the events with wonder at their newfound freedom. They ran and romped along the water's edge, setting off what few firecrackers still remained, wrestling and chasing each other up the brilliant brown dunes to some imagined summit. But all at once I was too old for their games and longed to be back with the adults, back around the body of this man whom I hadn't even known a few weeks earlier.
Finally I did break away, and hurried back to the edges thinning now as women pulled their husbands away. I crept under the wooden crossbeams of the platform, became momentarily entangled in the wires of the loudspeaker system, and finally freed myself to creep even closer to the center of the excitement. A big man wearing a pistol on his belt, like a cowboy, had joined them now, and he appeared to be the sheriff.
"Just tell me what happened,” he was saying. “One at a time, not all at once."
Mayor Myerton grunted. “If you'd been at the picnic, Gene, instead of chasing around town, you'd know what happened."
"Do you pay me to be the sheriff or to drink beer and listen to speeches?” He turned to one of the other men. “What happened, Sam?"
Sam was the man who'd been on the end of the platform, the opposite end from Grandfather. “Hell, Gene, you know as much about it as I do. He was talkin’ and all of a sudden he just toppled over and died."
At this point Dr. Stout interrupted. “There's no doubt in my mind that the man was poisoned. The odor of bitter almonds was very strong by the body."
"Bitter almonds?” This from Mayor Myerton. He was wiping the sweat from his forehead, though it didn't seem that hot to me.
Dr. Stout nodded. “I think someone put prussic acid in Tweller's beer. Prussic acid solution or maybe bitter almond water."
"That's impossible,” the mayor insisted. “I was sitting right next to him."
Grandfather joined in the discussion now, and I ducked low to the ground so he wouldn't see me. “Maybe the whole pitcher was poisoned. I didn't get around to drinking mine."
But the mayor had drunk some of his without ill effects, as had the man on the end named Sam. Someone went for the pitcher of beer, now almost empty, and Dr. Stout sniffed it suspiciously. “Nothing here. But the odor was on the body, and up there where his glass spilled."
"Maybe he killed himself,” Frank Coons suggested, and they seemed to notice him for the first time. Frank seemed to be a sort of town character, lacking the stature of the others, and an outsider within the party.
And—I knew they were thinking it—after all, he was the one who went for the pitcher of beer in the first place.
"Frank,” the sheriff said a little too kindly, “did you have any reason to dislike Jim Tweller?"
"Who, me?"
"Don't I remember hearing something a few years back about a house he sold you? A bum deal on a house he sold you?"
Frank Coons waved his hands airily. “That was nothing, a misunderstanding. I've always liked Jim. You don't think I could have killed him, do you?"
The sheriff named Gene said, “I think we'd all better go down to my office. Maybe I can get to the bottom of things there."
Some of them moved off then, and I saw that the undertaker's ambulance had come for Jim Tweller's body. The undertaker discussed the details of the autopsy with the sheriff, and the two of them proceeded to lift the body onto a stretcher. At that time and that place, no one worried about taking pictures of the death scene or measuring critical distances.
But I noticed that the woman from the school board, Mrs. Finch, pulled Grandfather back from the rest of the group. They paused just above me, and she said, “You know what he was trying to do as well as I do. He was using the acceptance of the award to launch a political campaign of his own. All this talk about rebirth and new blood meant just one thing—he was getting to the point where he was going to run against Mayor Myerton."
"Perhaps,” my grandfather said.
"Do you think it's possible that the mayor slipped the poison into his beer?"
"Let me answer that with another question, Mrs. Finch. Do you think the mayor would be carrying a fatal dose of prussic acid in his pocket for such an occasion?"
"I don't know. He was sitting next to Tweller, that's all I know."
"So were you, though, Mrs. Finch,” my grandfather reminded her. They moved off with that, and separated, and I crawled back out to mingle with the children once more. Over by the beer barrel, the man named Sam was helping himself to a drink, and I saw a couple of others still eating their lunch. But for the most part the picnic had ended with Tweller's death. Even the weather seemed suddenly to have turned coolish, and the breeze blowing off the water had an uncomfortable chill to it. Families were folding up their chairs and loading picnic baskets into the cars, and one group of boys was helpfully ripping down the big colored banners and campaign posters. Nobody stopped them, because it was no longer a very good day for a picnic.
* * * *
The two remaining weeks of my visit were a blur of comings and goings and frequent phone calls at my grandfather's house. I remember the first few days after the killing, when the excitement of the thing was still on everybody's lips, when one hardly noticed the children of the town and we ran free as birds for hours on end. Frank Coons was jailed by the sheriff when they learned for certain that the beer had been poisoned, but after a few days of questioning they were forced to release him. No one could demonstrate just how he would have been able to poison only the beer poured into Jim Tweller's glass while leaving the mayor and the others unharmed.
I knew that Mrs. Finch still harbored her suspicion of the mayor, and it was very possible that he suspected her as well. All of them came to Grandfather's house, and the conversations went on by the hour. The fact that no one much regretted the death of Tweller did little to pacify things in those first two weeks. The man still had his supporters outside of the political high command, all the little people of the town who'd known him not as a rising politician but only as the donor of land for a hospital. These were the people who'd voted him his humanitarian award, and these were the people who publicly mourned him now, while the top-level conferences at Grandfather's house continued long into the night.
At the end of two weeks I departed, and Grandfather took me down to the railroad station with what seemed a genuine sadness at my going. I stood in the back of the train waving at him as we pulled out of the station, and he seemed at that moment, as always, to be a man of untried greatness. His white hair caught the afternoon sunlight as he waved, and I felt a tear of genuine feeling trickle down my cheek.
If this had been a detective novel instead of a simple memoir of youth, I would have provided a neat and simple solution to the poisoning of Jim Tweller. But no such solution was ever forthcoming. I heard from my mother and father that the excitement died down within a few weeks and the life of the town went on as it had before. That November, the mayor and my grandfather and the other town officials were reelected.
I saw my grandfather only briefly after that, at annual family reunions and his occasional visits to our home. When I was sixteen, he died quietly in his sleep, and we went up to the town once more. It hadn't changed much, really, and the people seemed much the same as I remembered them. In the cemetery, I stood between father and Mrs. Finch, who commented on how much I'd grown. The mayor was there, of course, and Dr. Stout, and even Miss Pinkney and Miss Hazel. I understood from the talk that Frank Coons no longer lived in town. He'd moved south shortly after the murder investigation.
So I said goodbye to my grandfather and his town forever, and went back to the city to grow into manhood.
* * * *
I said a moment ago that this was a memoir and not a mystery and as such would offer no solution to the death of Jim Tweller, And yet—I would not be honest either as a writer or a man if I failed to set down here some thoughts that came to me one evening not long ago, as I sat sipping a cocktail in the company of a particularly boring group of friends.
I suppose it was the sight of cocktails being poured from an icy pitcher that made me remember that other occasion, when the beer had passed down the line of speakers. And remembering it, as the conversation about me droned on, I went over the details of that day once more. I remembered especially the pitcher of beer, and the pouring of Tweller's drink from it. I remembered how he drank from the glass almost immediately, and commented on the bad taste. Certainly no poison was dropped into the glass after the beer had been poured. And yet it was just as impossible to believe that the poison had gone into the glass with the beer, when others had drunk unharmed from the same pitcher. No, there was only one possibility—the poison had been in the glass before the beer was poured in.
I imagined a liquid, colorless as water, lying in the bottom of the glass. Just a few drops, perhaps, or half an ounce at most. The chances were that Jim Tweller never noticed it, or if he did, he imagined it to be only water left from washing out the glass. He would pour the beer over the waiting poison, in all likelihood, or at worst empty the glass onto the grass first. In any event, there was no danger for the poisoner, and the odds for success were in his favor.
And I remembered then who had occupied the speaker's position immediately before Tweller. I remembered Grandfather with the empty glass before him, the empty beer mug with its thickness of glass to hide the few drops of liquid. I remembered Grandfather with his little bottle of cough medicine, dear cough medicine that usually was gin. Remembered his reluctance that day to give Frank Coons a drink from it. Remembered that I hadn't seen the bottle again later. Remembered most of all Grandfather's devotion to the party, and his friendship with Tweller, which must have warned him earlier than most of the man's political ambitions. Remembered, finally, that of all the people at the picnic, only Grandfather had known that Tweller was the winner of the award, that Tweller would be on the speaker's platform that day. Grandfather, who called out to Coons for the pitcher of beer. Grandfather, the only person with the motive and the knowledge and the opportunity. And the weapon, in a bottle that might have been cough medicine or gin—or prussic acid.
But that was a long time ago, a generation ago. And I remember him best standing at the station, waving goodbye. . . .
©1963 by Edward D. Hoch. First published in The Saint Mystery Magazine, November 1963
* * * *
ELLERY QUEEN'S MYSTERY MAGAZINE. Vol. 136, No. 1, Whole No. 827, July 2010. ISSN 0013-6328, USPS 523-610. Dell GST# R123054108. Published monthly except for combined March/April and September/October double issues by Dell Magazines, a division of Crosstown Publications. 1-year subscription $55.90 in U.S. and possessions, in all other countries $65.90 (GST included in Canada), payable in advance in U.S. funds. Subscription orders and mail regarding subscriptions should be sent to Ellery Queen, 6 Prowitt St., Norwalk, CT 06855, or call 800-220-7443. Editorial Offices, 267 Broadway, 4th Fl. New York, NY 10007-2352. Executive Office, 6 Prowitt St., Norwalk, CT 06855-1220. Periodical postage paid at Norwalk, CT and additional mailing offices. Canadian postage paid at Montreal, Quebec, Canada Post International Publications Mail, Product Sales Agreement No. 40012460. ©2010 Dell Magazines, a division of Crosstown Publications, all rights reserved. Dell is a trademark registered in the U.S. Patent Office. Protection secured under the Universal Copyright Convention and the Pan American Copyright convention. ELLERY QUEEN'S MYSTERY MAGAZINE(R) is the registered trademark of Ellery Queen. POSTMASTER: Send address changes to Ellery Queen's Mystery Magazine, 6 Prowitt St., Norwalk, CT 06855. In Canada return to World Color St. Jean, 800 Blvd. Industrial, St. Jean, Quebec J3B 8G4. Printed in Canada.



Visit www.dellmagazines.com for information on additional titles by this and other authors. content/resources/1007EQMM-PassportTitle_4.jpg
stS?()RT TO (
@





content/resources/1007EQMM-bodysnatchers_1.jpg





content/resources/_cover_.jpg
The World’s Leading Mystery Magazine

MYS'I'ERY MAGAZINE






content/resources/1007EQMM-kidnapping_2.jpg





content/resources/1007EQMM-300_0.jpg
The Worlds Leading Myscery Magazine

MYSTERY MAGAZIN





content/resources/1007EQMM-Gavel_5.jpg





content/resources/1007EQMM-fete_3.jpg





