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Department: EDITOR'S NOTES: TUNE IN NEXT STORY by Linda Landrigan
* * * *

* * * *
The stories in this month's issue are equally divided between series installments and stand-alones. Readers and publishers alike enjoy series characters, but they present writers with particular challenges. Each story must be self-contained and the characters reintroduced for the sake of the first time reader, while series fans want to enjoy some character development as well as the pleasure of seeing a familiar sleuth solve new problems in his or her inimitable way.
Stand-alones are less constrained by a character's predetermined traits (not to mention the need to keep them alive for future stories) and so may offer a greater field for surprise. Our three stand-alones this month—Chris Muessig's “Winter,” Naomi Bell's “Old Dogs,” and Stephen Ross's “Monsieur Alice is Absent"—are united in offering characters who, for good or evil, find an inner strength.
Speaking of series characters, we're delighted to report that Jas. R. Petrin's story “Nothing is Easy” (AHMM, January/February 2009), featuring Leo “Skig” Skorzeny, has been shortlisted for an Arthur Ellis Award, presented by the Crime Writers of Canada. Congratulations to Jim!
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Fiction: THE FARM IN RATCHBURI by Mithran Somasundrum
The middle-aged Thai man came into our office like a bull. He strode into the center of the room with his head down, looking preoccupied: a busy sort of bull with appointments to keep. The sleeves of his white shirt were rolled up above the elbows and there were twin patches of sweat under each armpit. A burgundy tie was knotted under a collar which looked awfully tight. He raised his meaty forearms to form an inverted V: twin karate chops. In Thai he said, “You're a detective."
"And a translator. We do both here."
"Never mind about translating. I'm a busy man.” He peered around the office as though expecting Doi or me to contradict him. When neither of us did, he added, “I need someone who can find things out. What do you think? Are you that kind of person?"
"Sure. That's what we're here for."
"Good. Because I don't waste time.” He took out his wallet and extracted a business card. “Noppaporn Wirarut,” he said as he handed it over. “But you can call me Nop. Freight Forwarding,” he added, pointing to the card. I looked and sure enough, it said “Freight Forwarding” under his name. “You don't waste time in freight forwarding. Time is money."
"Quite,” I said.
"So look. I'm going to come to the point. Business is not good. And that's the point. I want you to investigate my business."
"And do you have any suspicions why it's not good?"
"Yes!” It was a loud snort of a reply. “Should I tell you or should I let you investigate? I don't want to prejudice your results."
"Nop, you should definitely tell us."
"Right. I hired a new sales manager, interviewed him myself. Seemed good. But since he came we've been losing money. I want to know what he gets up to."
"But aren't you in the office with him? I mean, don't you know what he gets up to?"
Nop shook his head. “He's out a lot looking for sales. And I'm a busy man, I have a lot of . . . business interests."
"Okay, well, if you give me his name we can see what he's doing. The charge is two thousand baht a day plus minor expenses and petrol money. We usually ask for the first two days up front—"
"Ha!” said Nop and gave me the twin karate chops again. “I thought you were going to say that. You see, at the moment I have a problem with cash flow. Liquidity."
"We can compromise on the advance. I'd like to get something, but—"
"It's okay, it's okay. I came prepared. I'm a businessman, I know what it's like. Business is all about trust. I want you to trust me.” And with that he turned, relowered his head and charged out of the office. Doi and I looked at each other. She opened her mouth to speak and before the words could come out, Nop had charged back in again. He was carrying a hemispherical bamboo cage in one hand and some newspapers in the other. He spread the newspapers on the floor and dropped the cage on top of them. It came to just below his waist. I began to get a bad feeling. “Okay,” said Nop and went back out. He returned carrying a startled fighting cock that he popped under the bamboo. The bird ruffled its feathers and glared at him. “Here's your guarantee,” he said. “This is Daeng. He's a ten thousand baht-bird. What I mean about trust. I can't give you the money yet, but until you've finished investigating I'm going to let you keep Daeng."
"You know, that's probably not necessary, I—"
"What? You don't think he's a ten thousand baht-bird? Listen, you take him up to Ad Carabao's farm in Chachengsao and I guarantee Ad Carabao's going to tell you that's a ten thousand-baht bird. He'll probably want to buy him.” Nop karate chopped. “But you can't sell Daeng, of course. It's all about trust.” With that he went out again, and then came puffing in with a large sack of raw unhusked rice. “You'll have to feed him three times a day. He needs to keep his weight up. And put some water in a bowl. You see? I trust you to feed Daeng and you trust me for the money."
I couldn't argue with the logic, and so I settled for getting details of Nop's sales manager. The man's name was Sawang Tientong and according to his C.V., recited from memory by Nop, he was thirty-seven years old. Also according to the C.V., he'd had five years experience as a sales assistant in the Heng & Co. freight forwarding company. The general manager there had given him a glowing reference and explained to Nop, over the phone, that while he was perfectly happy with Sawang's output, he couldn't yet promote him—his current manager was perfectly capable. So Sawang had gone off to get his promotion elsewhere.
"Right, I have to be back at the office,” said Nop. He checked his watch. “I'm late already. You need something, you call."
Daeng craned his neck to watch Nop leave. Despite being a ten thousand baht-bird, you could see he'd been in the wars. There was pink angry flesh visible on his chest and on the hinge of both wings. His remaining feathers were mostly black, other than the dark red splash at the tail that had obviously given him his name.
After the door closed, I said to Doi, “Well, this is different.” Hearing me speak, Daeng swiveled his head and stared.
* * * *
As usual, I borrowed Doi's husband's car, a twelve-year-old Peugeot 205; and as usual, Tor handed the keys over without complaint. Which made me feel guiltier than if he'd just moaned about it.
Nop's office was in a four story building on Charoen Nakorn Road, in between a furniture shop—wardrobes and bookshelves out on the pavement—and the wonderfully named “Angel Reinsurance Broker Co. Ltd.” A small soi curled behind these buildings. Following it round, I passed the staff-only car park for Nop's place. A bit further on I turned the car around and waited with the radio down low. Sawang's C.V. was on the seat next to me. Nop had returned to drop it off and feed Daeng a brownish red paste that he squeezed into pellets with his fist. ("We don't want parasites, Vijay.")
The soi was more of an alley than a lane, and there was little to see except high walls and loading bays, and at one point on a wall written in chalk in Thai “If you want amphetamines wait here at eleven p.m."
After an hour a guard opened the wooden gate of the car park to let out a Nissan Teana. It had the license number Nop had written on the C.V. I let Sawang turn left at the end of the soi, and then as soon as he was out of sight, I gunned the Peugeot. I followed him for about thirty minutes, into the bumper-to-bumper traffic of Silom Road. He got halfway down and then stopped outside a handicraft shop called the Tien Chan Gallery. I pulled up a few doors behind, left the engine running, and zoomed my digital compact into the shop's plate-glass window. The LCD screen showed Sawang talking with his hands, smiling and being disarming, and one arm and half a leg of the woman he was talking to. The rest of her was obscured by a large wooden dragon. Eventually he handed over a business card and came back out. Edging the Peugeot back into the traffic, I reflected that at least he was trying.
And he continued to try, stopping at a second handicraft shop (Lai Mai Antiques) on Silom to leave another business card, then heading out in the direction of the port, where he inquired at a furniture warehouse (Siam by Design). Even if his sales patter was lacking, at least he wasn't doing anything dishonest.
As I was thinking this, he took the Teana out onto the expressway in the direction of Dao Khanong. I paid the toll and went after him, knowing I was going to have trouble. Sure enough, he eased into the fast lane and accelerated away. Tor's Peugeot couldn't live with that 2.3 liter engine. Behind me a BMW came up and flashed its lights. I pulled back into the middle lane and chugged along, wondering what to do next. It occurred to me that, according to his C.V., Sawang was heading in the direction of his home. I couldn't think why he'd be going there at two p.m., but I didn't have any other leads, and Nop was paying for the petrol, so what the hell. I came off the expressway, onto the Rama II Road, bumped along past a construction site and then turned into Sawang's moo bann.
This was a grid of sois, entered through a security gate where I had to hand over my ID card. On the other side of the gate were broad tree-shaded pavements and plenty of speed bumps. The houses were all detached and of a comfortable size. You knew that come evening there'd be Toyota Fortuners and Izuzu MU-7s parked in driveways.
I found Sawang's place eventually, and there was the Teana sitting outside. It was still only two thirty p.m., so I parked in the shade of a peepul tree and waited for him to head back out. At around five, schoolchildren began trickling back home in their white-shirted uniforms. By seven the streetlights had come on and it was obvious Sawang wasn't going anywhere. Did he really think these were acceptable hours? How could he when he'd already worked in freight forwarding?
As I drove back to Chinatown I thought of how hard he'd tried in the handicraft shop, how disarming he'd been, chuckling away with heaving shoulders, inviting the woman into his good cheer. And I realized what I should have done after he'd left.
* * * *
The next day I hunted out my Lonely Planet guidebook for Bangkok, put on a pair of good jeans and my one and only silk shirt. I hoped the look said “tourist with money.” To keep up the look I returned the Peugeot to Tor and traveled to Silom by taxi, making sure it stopped directly in front of the Tien Chan Gallery. The woman inside saw me alighting. By the time I'd reached her door she was already holding it open with a bright, professional smile. I nodded and tried to look like a serious shopper. Which wasn't easy, given the shop. I was surrounded by monstrous Chinese carvings. Fierce robed warriors brandishing halberds, dragons with bulging eyes—you felt diminished standing under them. Who bought this stuff? More to the point, what did they do with it? Moving further in I found a knee-high stone lion, which I supposed I could credibly be interested in. “Twenty thousand baht,” said the woman, moving up to my shoulder. I had an unsuccessful try at lifting it. She giggled. “Real granite,” she said. “Hand carved."
"I like it, but I bet the shipping's going to cost."
"You don't worry sir, can arrange everything for you. Have a special rate for this shop."
"Yeah, thing is, I'm actually quite concerned about shipping. It's just that . . .” I realized I'd chosen totally the wrong object. “I'm a bit worried about breakages."
"Sir? It's real granite."
"I know, but that's the thing. A friend of mine had a stone lion shipped from Thailand and when it arrived the nose was missing."
"How can the nose be missing?"
"God knows. That's what the freight company said, you know, it's carved from one piece of stone, how can it be missing? But I've seen the lion and the nose definitely isn't there. My friend thinks it was chiseled off. Some kind of fetish.” The woman was now looking at me weirdly. “Tell you what, can I have the name of your freight company? I'll e-mail my friend and check it's not the same one.” The woman gave me an irritated glance and clicked away on her high heels. She returned from her desk with Sawang's card, which I made a great show of copying into the flyleaf of my guidebook: “Sawang Tientong” and underneath in red embossed letters, “Heng & Co. Freight Forwarding."
So that was half the puzzle completed. Sawang hadn't left his last employer at all. The remaining question was why he'd chosen this particular shop. And I already thought I had the answer to that one. Outside, I flagged down a taxi and asked for Charoen Nakorn Road.
According to the bell push, Nop was on the third floor. When I leaned on the outer door it opened, and so I went up the musty stone stairs without bothering to ring. At the third floor landing there were only two doors—one was locked, while the other opened onto a small cluttered office. On the other side of a wooden counter a young woman was sitting at a computer. Her hair was dyed an incongruous blonde and either she was following the craze of “big-eye” contact lenses, or she'd been staring at her monitor for way too long. Behind her were three metal desks piled with files, and behind them a glass partition with two more desks, one empty, the other occupied by a young guy eating mango slices out of a plastic bag. No one seemed to notice my entrance. I leaned on the counter and asked, “Is Nop around?"
"Nop?” asked the girl, with her huge Sailor Moon irises still on the screen. I leaned over a bit more and saw that she was playing solitaire. “Khun Noppaporn. Your boss.” She clicked her tongue and looked up with a puzzled expression. “Is he expected?” I asked.
Looking at me oddly, she went off to the glass partition. I heard her saying in Thai, “There's a keak here asking for Khun Nop."
The guy came out from the back, licking his fingers. “Yes, hello? Can I help you?"
"Hi, I've been hired to do some work for Khun Nop, and I need to see your client list."
"Khun Nop hired you?” This was apparently weirder than me wanting to know his clients.
"Do you want to phone him and check?"
The guy slouched back to his desk, ate another mango slice, licked his fingers again and finally decided he was willing to call. After a brief conversation he looked up and waved me in.
All Nop's clients were in a single Excel file, listed alphabetically, and so they didn't take long to find: Tien Chan Gallery, Lai Mai Antiques, Siam by Design. Sawang was clocking off at two because he didn't want to bleed Nop dry too quickly. I considered phoning in the news, but then decided to wait. After all, Sawang could just say he'd handed over the wrong card, forgot it was in his wallet, hey what do you know? I needed more proof.
* * * *
As I stepped into our office the ripe, farmyard smell hit me. “God.” Doi shot me a look from her desk. “Think it's bad for you? You're the one who's out driving. I'm sitting all day with this chicken.” As though knowing he was being disparaged, Daeng stuck out his chest, strutted for a couple of steps, then dropped a wet green sludge onto the newspaper. “And he keeps doing that! Vijay, I'm not cleaning after him. I take this job to be a secretary and improve my TOEFL score. You don't say anything about animals."
"I didn't think there'd be any. But look, don't worry, I've just about got this cracked.” I pulled open the top drawer of our battered green filing cabinet and began hunting. “Do you remember Khun Rit? The guy whose wife was having an affair with her gym trainer? If he can do me a favor then we could have this finished.” Doi humpfed and went back to her translating. Finally digging out his number, I phoned Rit. The point being, he worked at Thailand's Company Registry. I suspected the moo bann was far too posh for a lowly sales assistant. Sure enough, when I gave Rit the name “Heng & Co. Freight Forwarding,” it turned out Sawang was on file, listed under directors. Let's see him talk his way out of that one. “And how are you doing, Rit?"
"I'm bench pressing sixty kilos, Vijay."
"That's good, Rit."
I phoned Nop and told him to come and see us. Then I sat back with my hands behind my head. “It all came together in the end."
"You think I give him too much food? He kee so much."
"Possibly. But he's a ten thousand baht-bird, we need to keep his weight up."
This was confirmed by Nop, who arrived carrying another sack of rice in case we'd run out. “And I clean the cage as well.” He waved a handful of newspapers at me.
"That's not necessary, you can take him with you."
"What?” asked Nop.
"Our investigation is over. I know why you were losing money."
His eyes bulged. “You do?"
Feeling pleased with myself, I pushed an invoice across the desk. “Two days work, plus I've added ten liters of petrol money, mostly from driving out to Sawang's place."
I explained what I'd found: Nop looked stunned. “I can't believe it. I ask you to find out if someone's cheating me, and guess what? They're cheating me.” His mouth dropped open. “Ha, ha,” he said with despair. He was staring rigidly ahead. He looked like something from the Tien Chan Gallery.
"There we are then,” I said.
Nop nodded.
"All finished."
"Mmm."
"Nop, is there anything else?"
"Who knows? Who knows what else is going on in my life?” He flung out his arms. “Maybe I'm being murdered by someone.” I couldn't think of any reply to this, so I waited. Finally, he said, “There's something else, Vijay. I think you should follow my wife."
"Your wife, Nop?"
"We've been having . . . problems. I always thought it's because of business, because we're losing money. But now I think maybe she's seeing somebody. I need to know."
"I can do that. You'll have to give me an up-to-date picture of her. And I need to know what her habits are. Does she work?"
"She has a few little deals she does. Just to keep busy. You know how it is, she's bored if she's at home all day. You have a pen?” He wrote down their address—it was an apartment in the center of the city, near the Chidlom BTS station. With a bit of luck I could give Tor his car back and use the monorail.
Nop dug out his wallet, opened it, and looked sadly at the contents. “Vijay, you think it's okay if I pay you just three thousand right now? Have a problem about money coming in. But it's okay, I'm a businessman, I know what it's like. I'm going to let you keep Daeng."
He went out, crumpling up the old newspapers. After the door closed, Doi hissed at me, “Vijay! The chicken's still here."
I shrugged. “He's a businessman, he knows what it's like."
"He knows what what's like?"
I drummed my fingers on the desk and listened to the sound of Chinatown traffic drifting in through the wire mesh windows. “Doi, this isn't helping."
* * * *
Opposite Nop's condo there was a dinky little twenty-four-hour coffee shop—white tables, tomato red seats, chessboard floor tiles. At eight a.m. I bought a cappuccino and settled myself at a stool facing the window. Outside the traffic was inching through morning rush hour. It should have been a sight to wince from, but to me these glimpses of the city were always glamorous. After success finds me, my daily commute will look like this. I'll head very slowly to an office block on Sathorn Road. The kind of place that has a Starbucks on the ground floor and an information desk in the lobby. And no livestock anywhere in the building.
As I was the only customer, I placed my heavy rucksack up on the stool next to me. The weight came from a photo album. When Nop returned with a picture of his wife, I told him one wasn't enough. People often looked different in real life, and so the more pictures I could see the better. I also explained that for this kind of work I liked to look through old albums, it gave me an idea of the subject's personality. As I said to Nop, it's all about personality.
And so now I had one in the rucksack, and another at home on my bed. I leaned the album up against the window, to be able to see over it to the glass-walled lobby of Nop's building. Then I leafed through to the picture I'd been studying earlier. Nop and his wife, Suppaporn. She was roughly his age, fairer than him, and still goodlooking in a haughty sort of way. In the photo they were holding hands, under the shade of a mango tree that had borne fruit, looking proud but self-conscious. You felt the photographer had coaxed them into that pose. When I asked about the picture, Nop said it was from their farm in Ratchburi. Waving his hand, he said airily, “Just somewhere to go on the weekend. Get away from business. You know how it is.” In the picture he was in working-guy clothes—jeans and a denim shirt with his sleeves rolled up, while Suppaporn was dressed the way you'd expect for a middle-class Bangkok woman denied air-con: sun hat, dark glasses, and a long-sleeved blouse—every inch covered so that, pray to God, the sun wouldn't turn her moisturized skin brown. Looking at the two of them, I wondered why I'd spun Nop that whole needing-to-see-his-photos tale in the first place. And now that I had, what had I learnt?
As I was pondering this, Suppaporn came out of her building and waved down a motorcycle taxi. Nop had told me this was how she got to the Chidlom BTS station. I left three twenty-baht notes under my coffee cup, hefted the rucksack, and went out to hail a motorbike for myself. I'd already bought a one-day pass for the Skytrain, so I could follow her wherever she went, and as the day dragged out, there was a lot of following to be done. First down to Tonglor Station, then all the way up to Phaya Thai, then back down to Asoke. Brisk and businesslike in a navy blue skirt and sensible blouse, she was taking young professional types around condominiums. She had one of those combined phone-PDA things, and was always either talking into it or tapping it with a stylo. All of which made her terrifically easy to follow.
One result of the government finally extending the monorail system has been a mini property boom. Everyone wants the convenience of living near one of the stations. Clearly Suppaporn was doing well out of this. In fact, judging from the number of clients, she was doing a lot better than Nop. I couldn't see how anyone could describe her day as “a few little deals.” Perhaps it hurt to admit she'd ended up more successful than he?
I also couldn't see where she was going to find the time for an affair. She barely had time for lunch. It was only around two p.m. that she finally decided on food. (Up to that point all I'd eaten was a sausage in a bun, ripped out of the packet and crammed into my mouth in the 7-11 next to Tonglor Station.) Unfortunately for me she chose Emporium, a high-class shopping complex connected to Phrom Phong BTS, and then decided to eat at the Greyhound Café—one of its priciest eateries. I decided I couldn't in all conscience stick lunch there on Nop, so I went off to Boots for some energy bars.
She was at one of the café's outside tables, looking down on Emporium's marble-floored lobby two levels below. I was behind her, standing by the brass rail, looking down at the lobby also. With Suppaporn's table only set for one, I let my gaze wander away from her and onto the crowd drifting in from the BTS stop—expats needing air-con and the reassurance of all those global brands (Nokia, Jaspal, Guess), middle-class Thais dressed for work, eye candy in high heels and short skirts on the arms of older men, and a guy in a white T-shirt and polyester trousers who came in and grimaced. With an A4 manila envelope tucked under his arm, he made his way down the aisle, scowling at the shops. I found myself thinking of Nop for some reason (because he was dark like Nop? Because he was of a similar age?). Entering the Greyhound Café section of the aisle, he wound his way between the tables until he was in front of Suppaporn. He stopped and waiied. It was the wai you gave a superior—palms up high, level with your forehead, and Suppaporn's was the classic boss's wai—hands lower down, fingers barely touching. So no affair there, then. But just to be thorough I took the compact out of my pocket and zoomed in for a couple of snaps. One as he arrived and another after he'd sat down.
He slid the manila envelope across to her and, while she looked over its contents, began talking. There was lots of shoulder shrugging from him, raising his hands with his palms up, smiling and trying to make eye contact as she examined his documents. If you'd paid me to make a guess, I'd say he was apologizing. Eventually Suppaporn must have said something sobering, as he stopped talking, looked serious, and nodded his head. She leaned into the table and probably, from the respectful look on his face, spoke again. Then she took a call on the PDA, waved over a waitress, and was back on the move.
After she'd left, the man shuffled his documents back into the envelope. He noticed her half-drunk wine, shrugged, and finished it in one gulp. By now the waitress had returned to clear the table, and he raised the empty glass to her in a bitter, ironic toast. Watching it all, I felt as though a ghost had walked over my grave. And then I knew I had to follow the man, not the woman. Which I did, onto two different buses and, with a sinking feeling, back to his shabby office above a laundry. By then it was almost four o'clock. I debated going back to Chinatown to see if Doi wanted any translations proofread, but I decided what I really needed was some quality time with Nop's photographs.
I carried a couple of bottles of Leo beer up the five floors to my one-room flat and (at last, at last, praise God!) got the damn rucksack off my shoulders. After a shower, I sat at my desk shirtless, pulled the fan up close, and with the beer on hand cracked open Nop's second album.
This was from further back in time, and I had to admit, Nop had been goodlooking when he was younger. He was leaner then, and had his hair combed back into a quiff with a thin, David Niven-style mustache. It was the old-fashioned Thai film star look, and I thought he played up to it a bit, cigarette sticking out of the side of his mouth, squinting into the sun. These earlier pictures were from the farm in Ratchburi. In all of them Nop was hamming it up in full working-guy mode—dark blue Thai farmer's shirt, jeans, a pakowma wrapped around his waist. Mostly he'd had himself photographed in the act of planting: Look at me getting my hands dirty. Funnily enough, he and Suppaporn were less tactile in those early shots. They usually stood apart, separated by whatever Nop was putting into the ground. Going between the two albums, you could see how the farm had come on over the years—kapok trees drooping their long brown fingers, chili plants growing wild, towering banana palms, koon trees and their yellow April flowers. From the position of the wire fence and the blue mountains behind, I matched up the present-day photo of Nop and Suppaporn under the mango tree with a picture of its planting, decades before. Nop was kneeling by the sapling, giving the camera his film star squint. Suppaporn stood a few feet away and stared at Nop. There was a look of discovery on her face, as though she had, only now, spotted something that had been under her nose the whole time.
I closed the album and drank some more beer. I thought I understood what the photos had shown me.
* * * *
"I need to sit down,” said Nop and fumbled for a chair. He plunked himself on the other side of my desk. It was nine in the morning, and the bird smell wasn't too bad yet. ("But just wait till midday,” Doi warned me. “See what happens when it gets hot and there's no wind.") Nop put his elbows on the scarred wooden table and placed his head in his hands. “I don't know what to do about you, Vijay. Every time I hire you to find things out—you find things out. I have to stop hiring you."
I couldn't resist asking, “There isn't anything else you want me to investigate?"
He shook his head. “You've investigated my life too much. She's really having an affair?"
"That's my deduction, based on the assignation I observed. I have supporting photographic evidence.” I produced the photo I'd printed off—Suppaporn in the Greyhound Cafe opposite the man in the white shirt. I hoped Nop wouldn't notice there was no place setting in front of him.
"This is the guy?” He gave a hot exhale of air, as though he'd been stabbed. “How can she have an affair with this? He looks just like me."
"Like you how, Nop? You mean he looks like he works for her? Like you used to?"
"I always thought she'd leave me for a businessman. One of those guys with his big deals and his BMW."
"So you became a businessman yourself? Convinced her to put you in charge of the freight forwarding? Though according to my friend Rit, she's still the sole director."
"And look how that turned out,” said Nop glumly. “I didn't think our sales manager was good enough, so I fired him and hired Sawang. And now she's having an affair with this."
I didn't have the heart to keep it going. “Nop, it's not an affair. Jesus. He works for her. Like I just said. And do you know what he does?” Nop shook his head. “He's a private detective."
"Aha,” said Nop, and looked away.
"And why would Suppaporn hire a private detective, do you think?"
He put on a deep frown and began stroking his chin. “Now there's a puzzle, Vijay. There's a real question."
"And I think you know the answer to it. He was hired to investigate you."
Nop held up a finger. “How do we know this guy is a detective? He could be anyone."
"Nop, I know. I followed him back to his office. And don't change the subject. Why would Suppaporn want you investigated?"
He spread out his hands. “Who knows? Who can tell how women think? No offense,” he added to Doi, who'd stopped work and was watching the two of us.
"She suspected you were up to something she didn't approve of. What was it you said to me—it gets boring if you're at home all day? So you went back up to the farm in Ratchburi and found a hobby. Breeding fighting cocks."
"And why not? There's nothing illegal about breeding gai chon. Okay, so betting on them's illegal, but there's nothing against breeding."
"And yet Suppaporn didn't like the idea?"
He waved his hand at me. “Bangkok women, you know what they're like. She was convinced the mafia was going to come round, or some bent cop was going to try and get involved."
"So let me guess, you told her you'd quit and she didn't believe it?"
"One day the farm manager told me there was a guy hanging around the morning market asking questions. At first I thought it was the local mafia, but then he said the car had Bangkok license plates."
"And the fighting cocks?"
"What can I do? If she finds out it's going to make her crazy. I have to get rid. But everyone knows I need to sell. I tell you, getting birds to fight is a cutthroat business. No one gives me a fair price. I'm almost giving them away."
"All except for Daeng."
"Vijay, I can't give away Daeng. He's a ten thousand-baht bird. He's going to be the Kao Sai* of cockfighting."
"So you brought him here to the city, invented a whole story about needing someone investigated, and dumped him on us."
He turned up his palms. “I was driving around Bangkok all day. I didn't know where to go and then I saw your sign. It's so strange, you know? Translations-Detective, I never hear of such a thing. And then I thought, a small place like this, maybe you just..."
"Take the money and don't do anything?"
He sighed. “I suppose I'm not a businessman."
"Maybe Suppaporn doesn't want you to be. But look, can't you just leave him with friends?"
"Bangkok's not like Ratchburi. I asked everyone I know, but they all refused. They complained about the smell. I don't know what the problem is. You don't think he smells bad, do you?"
I waved my hand at Doi. “Not now, later.” Then I said to Nop. “I presume it was those two layabouts in your office who set you against your sales manager? I wouldn't be surprised if they were in with Sawang, though I don't suppose we'll ever prove it. The best thing you could do now is apologize to the previous guy and give him his job back. And, Nop, it's no good just calling yourself a businessman, you've got to, you know, be in the office sometimes."
"But what about Daeng?"
"You could do worse than take him to the apartment. Talk to Suppaporn, tell her he's going to be the next Kao Sai."
He squinted at me. “You think so, Vijay?"
"We're sure,” said Doi. “And don't forget to take the rice with you."
After Nop had bustled off, she nodded at the Japanese teacup where I kept our petty cash. “I hope there's enough for some air freshener. Vijay—what?"
"Oh . . . nothing."
I found I was thinking of the private eye Suppaporn had hired and the shabby office I'd followed him back to. An office not unlike my own. I thought of what his job had done to him: spying on other people's snatched happiness, watching them live far beyond his own means. Give it ten, fifteen years and it wouldn't sum to much of a life.
Good thing I'm really a translator.
* Famous Thai boxer
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Creegan found a spot under one of the naked sycamores that lined the street. The knobby branches tossed and clashed against the waning light. Beneath them, a Neighborhood Watch sign sang like a saw on its post. He got out of the car anyway, and the wind hit his cheek like a handful of razors. It was not his favorite time of year.
He walked head down into the wind chill along an uneven sidewalk to Number 46, a three-story house painted sunglow from the enclosed porch up to the glassed-in cupola. A big porch light already burned above the front walk, and nearly every window on the lower floor flung out radiance against the descending gloom.
He rang the illuminated doorbell and hunched against the cold, studying the neighborhood. Two other adult homes were on this block, but in the dying day he could not say which ones they were. All the tall houses and diminutive front yards were equally well tended, as they had been for two generations since rising up behind the old hotels and bungalows that surrounded the Lake.
The young man who crossed the porch to let him in was very clean cut and had the build of a middleweight power lifter. He wore khaki pants and a longsleeved denim shirt with goldhaven stitched in red over one pocket. A rich kitchen aroma flowed around the kid and hit Creegan's nostrils on its way to the outer cold. He could hear cranked-up champagne music from an inner room.
"Frank Creegan to see Mrs. Mallory."
"Come on in. She's in the kitchen with the cook, but she'll be out soon."
"Food smells good.” Creegan's nose had taken too much trauma to be very discerning, but whatever was on the stove sent out billows of variety and plenty.
"Yeah, the lady that does the meals used to work at the Bohemia House on the Lake.” The boy patted his washboard abs, and Creegan wished he could still keep up with calories that way.
The porch was unheated, but the house was almost excessively warm. Creegan shed his hat, scarf, and gloves and unbuttoned his overcoat. The young man took the things as they came off and said, “I'll tell my mother you're here."
"You're Mrs. Mallory's son?"
"Yes. Chuck."
"So this is truly a family business."
"Mom, Dad, my uncle, me, and my brother and sister do the main work, and we have good help for the rest."
They stood in a long hall off which several bright doorways opened. A narrow, double-banister stairway with thick and secure carpeting descended into the foyer. A personage or two shuffled from one room to the other, but the inhabitants were mostly heard and not seen: some reedy singers accompanying Joe Feeney, a dialogue amongst raised voices, and one hoarse mantra that he could not make out. Chuck pointed Creegan to a small office on the right.
The workspace looked out onto the porch and had a neat, snug, utilitarian feel. The payables in the in-box were current. Up-to-date regulatory volumes lined a shelf above the oak desk, and nursing certificates, organizational awards, and signed photographs filled the walls. He recognized Robert Moses and Elise McKenna amongst them.
He had just sat when a short, matronly lady with graying blonde hair swept in and shook his hand before he could rise. Mrs. Mallory wore the same casual uniform as her son. She released his hand and slipped in comfortably behind the desk. Creegan figured her to be his own age, with plenty of vigorous years left in her. She yanked the chain on the green-glass desk lamp and got right to the point.
"You're looking for a place for your mother, Mr. Creegan. Is this your first stop?"
"No. I've been scouting for a while. My sister and I looked at a couple more places this past weekend. One was pretty huge, and frankly, I found it too impersonal. The other one was just shabby. But Mrs. Hardy's family referred me here. They're very satisfied, and they heard there was a vacancy."
"How old is your mom?"
"Seventy-four. Still gets around pretty well, but she can't be left alone. We've had her from household to household amongst us kids, but not everyone has an adult at home all day. She . . . has conversations . . . with people who aren't there."
"What about anxiety? Does she get upset with her situation?"
"A little. Will that get worse?"
"Maybe, or it might go the other way—a complete withdrawal. But I can tell you that some of our residents seem to recover themselves when they have constant company in their own age group. Everybody's different. When I take you around, you'll see that most of our people are quite mobile, and there's not much in the way of fretfulness. We're small, so we can be selective. I'd have to interview your mom before any final decisions could be made, of course. How's her vision and hearing?"
"Eyesight's fine, but she's lost hearing on both sides.” Which doesn't prevent her from picking up those persistent voices that no one else can hear.
"What about a hearing aid? The better that people can connect with sights and sounds, the better we can work with them."
"She refused to wear one when she was fit, and that hasn't changed."
"Hmm. All right, let's take you around before we talk about costs and medical concerns.” She rose up and was off.
As they crossed the hall, he noted the sound alarm installed on the exit to the porch, and assumed there was one on every door. Mrs. Mallory led him through an archway into a large, well-lit parlor filled with stuffed chairs, divans, and small, well-stocked bookcases. No TV in this room, but an upright piano occupied a corner. Two card tables—one taken by a male quartet of pinochle players who looked as if they were pondering affairs of state—took up the center of the cheerful but stuffy room.
Creegan observed white- or wispy-haired heads of both sexes leaning toward one another in conversation. A few solitaries studied books under strong lamplight; others seemed to be searching inwardly for something elusive. The curious looked up as they passed through, and he exchanged smiles with some.
All the time, though, he was searching for the bruising, the distressed stares, or the torpor he had seen elsewhere. Nothing so obvious here, although one ancient lady sat nearly bowed in upon herself. A fresh-faced young woman in the Mallory livery sat on the arm of her chair and gently rubbed the withered arm, saying, “Alice, sweetie, it's almost time for dinner. Alice."
The cooking smell intensified as they moved toward the rear of the room and back out into the hall. Lifted noses were sniffing out the composition and progress of the imminent meal. Right across the hall was the dining room where a long table was set with sturdy, bone-colored crockery. The tablecloth and folded napkins were fresh and almost spotless.
"How many residents?” Creegan asked, counting twenty-one settings.
"We can accommodate twenty-two."
French doors led from the dining room into the TV lounge, but they were closed. Creegan crossed to them and looked through.
"As you can see, we recreate and dine on the lower floor, Mr. Creegan. There are two floors of bedrooms. We have a lift installed on the rear stairway for those in need, but most of the residents can still take the main stairs to their rooms."
He put his nose close to the thick, wavy glass. Some of the folks were intent on the big screen, but just as many seemed to be merely listening, as if it were a radio broadcast. Chuck stood post in their midst.
Then Creegan noticed a familiar face.
"Let me say hello to Mrs. Hardy,” he said, putting a hand on the cut-glass knob.
"Oh, I don't think she'll know you. She rarely recognizes her own family when they come."
He looked again at the woman he had called “Aunt” Cordie when relatives and neighbors were often indistinguishable. She had been a strict but sociable person, sharp as a whip, dispensing recipes, household tips, and unabashed scolding for years on end. Now she sat in a wheelchair with a tray board hemming her in. There was still something cantankerous in her outward stare, but the focus was not on the world around her. Her hands grasped the sides of the chair like someone steadying herself against acceleration.
But in his head, Cordie's voice of old said clearly, “You came all the way out to the Lake and you didn't say hello to me, you ungrateful..."
A heavy bundle thudded once, twice, thrice down through enclosed space with a sharp, accompanying thwack of something against paneling. A quavering female voice cried out, “Oh!” and “Oh! Oh! Oh!” like a customized alarm. Creegan pivoted and went back into the hall, glancing automatically at his watch.
An old woman in a loose black-and-white checked dress stood in the foyer at the foot of the stairs with her fists pressed against her withered bosom. The clothing and her gray hair and pale skin gave her a disturbingly de-colorized look. Her body was atremble with something beyond emotion, no longer controllable. At her feet, Chuck and the young woman from the parlor were kneeling over someone. Mrs. Mallory accelerated past Creegan and displaced the youngsters as if she had a force field around her. When Creegan reached them, he saw an old man on his back with his neck sharply askew and his lower limbs still on the bottom steps. The gray woman kept chanting, “Oh! Oh!” as if all other words had deserted her.
Another voice sounded out from up the stairs, male and better controlled. “Who was that that fell?” it asked. “Who was that?"
Creegan looked up to see another old fellow standing just a few steps from the top and to one side of the stairs, both hands grasping the banister as if for dear life. He wore steel gray slacks with a respectable crease and a checked flannel shirt buttoned at cuff and throat. One ear was cocked toward the hubbub, but his eyes were aimed at the wallpaper near his face. He held his position rigidly, apparently awaiting an answer before venturing to move.
Residents were coming out into the hall. Creegan said to the hovering son, “Chuck, why don't you and the young lady keep the hall clear."
"We have to feed these folks soon."
"Fine, but let's keep them away from this end. You and—I'm sorry, what's your name, miss?"
"Jeanine Mallory."
"The way these rooms are interconnected, you and Jeanine should be able to keep this space isolated."
Creegan supposed the staff had had to improvise around medical emergencies before, but maybe they were waiting for the nod from their mother. She, however, was single-mindedly ensuring that there was nothing to be done for the fallen man.
Creegan took out his ID and showed it to the kids with a reassuring nod.
"I wouldn't have taken you for a policeman,” the girl said, but the authority sufficed to activate her and her brother. The hall was emptied quickly of spectators, including the gray lady, though a surge of dialogue rose up from around corners.
"Who was that that fell?” the man called again.
"Wait there a moment, sir,” Creegan called up. “You're okay?"
"I'm fine, but some poor devil took a tumble. How is he?"
"Wait there, sir."
Creegan looked down as Mrs. Mallory knelt back on her haunches. The slight man who had taken the fall was certainly dead, probably from spinal shock. The small balding head was at right angles to narrow shoulders, nuzzling an empty bulge of shapeless, brown sweater. His thin legs were elevated two steps above the floor and his arms were at his sides, as if they had not participated. Roomy trousers had slid up to reveal bare, bony ankles. He had no socks, and one of his beat-up moccasins had come off.
Creegan squatted and checked for a pulse in the cruelly distorted neck.
"You can try your stethoscope, but I think we can agree we won't need the EMTs. You might call the precinct, though."
"Of course, but..."
"I'll get on with them when you get through. Ask for the shift commander and tell them that Lieutenant Creegan is here. What's the dead man's name?"
"Bernard Strozier. I don't understand. He was so spry we had him up on the third floor."
Creegan leaned over Strozier, whose facial muscles had set obstinately in a peevish frown. He signed a tight, small cross above the troubled countenance and spoke quietly, “Rest in peace now, Bernard.” Yet, how souls could move peacefully away from such violent ends was one of the antinomies of Creegan's vocation.
"Did you say Bernard?” called the man on the stairs.
Creegan stepped carefully around the corpse and moved up, counting eleven steps until he was beside the old man with the two-handed clutch on the polished rail.
Creegan put a reassuring hand on his shoulder. The man's face had turned to his presence like a sunflower's, clean shaven, thin hair still holding a hint of its original darkness, the features not so ravaged by the aging that had taken away its sight. Maybe blindness worked like a cosmetic, smoothing away the attrition caused by the constant exchange of signals.
"Are you a police officer?"
"Yes, Lieutenant Frank Creegan. What's your name, sir?"
"Leon. Leon Tesler. How's Bernard down there?"
"He took a very bad fall."
"You told him to . . . RIP. Is he dead?"
"I'm afraid so."
Creegan watched Leon's face, which seemed to drop into a remove beyond blindness. The space on the stairs was narrow, but two people could brush safely by going in either direction. Leon's buff-shined leather loafers were close together on the same step, far enough away from the wall to force him to lean into the rail for balance but not far enough to block or trip up another person.
The upper hall, a long corridor with five doors down the sides and a bathroom at the end, was lit by small, low-watt bulbs in sconces. It had the same smooth carpeting, dark wainscoting, and rose-strewn wallpaper as the stairs.
"I'm going to lead you down, Leon, because of your vision. I don't want you to stumble over Mr. Strozier or his shoe."
Leon immediately let go of one hand and faced forward. Creegan took the outboard arm and said, “We'll go to the front office so I can ask you a few questions in private."
"There's not much to say. I can't see, and I didn't even know who was coming by when he fell."
"I understand, but we have to be thorough."
Two steps above Strozier's exposed ankles, Leon stopped. Creegan shifted him to the other side of the stairs. “Hold the banister and put your other hand on my shoulder."
As they reached the bottom, Jeanine was coming down the hall with a folded sheet.
"Can't I cover Bernie?” she said huskily.
"Okay, but just throw it over him lightly."
"Hello, dear,” Leon said in her direction.
Creegan let Leon steer himself toward the office. He walked confidently after a brief touch to the newel but stopped after a few paces.
"My God,” he said, “it smells like a latrine out here."
There was, indeed, a rival to the dinner smells.
"That's what happens sometimes when people die suddenly."
"I remember. I was in the infantry in World War I.” He tarried a moment longer and then resumed his bullish stride. His legs were not hobbled by age, and Creegan imagined a younger version in a mad footrace through No Man's Land.
Mrs. Mallory was using the phone on her desk. Leon stopped politely in the doorway when he heard her voice. Creegan nudged him gently into the room and to a chair in front of the desk. The woman had just gotten through to Deputy Inspector Mott at the Third. She rose up and extended the phone.
Before exiting, she stopped to put a hand on Leon's shoulder and murmured something that made him smile up in her general direction.
"Hi, Ray,” Creegan said. “Hold on a second."
"Mrs. Mallory, is everyone down from the upper floors?"
"I'll check."
"Use the rear stairs, please, and if anyone still has to come down, they should also."
"Whattaya got there, Frank?"
"An elderly man with a broken neck. Just happened."
"Johnny-on-the spot. What do you need?"
"Oh, a couple of patrol cars, the examiner, Crime Scene, pair of plainclothes."
"That's quite a lineup for an accident. Need anyone from your crew?"
"Ask Lieutenant Stout to shake a man loose, please. Better safe than sorry. Tell your boys to use lights but no sirens, and parking's kind of tight; they'll have to double park or borrow some driveways."
"Good thing you're there, Frank. I feel blessed."
As Creegan replaced the receiver, Leon said, “You have a lot of troops coming."
Creegan tried to read the face again, but it seemed disconnected from the emerging words.
"Tell me exactly what happened, Mr. Tesler."
"Well, I was starting down the stairs for dinner when I sensed someone coming behind me. I squeezed over because they were in a hurry and then the person went rushing by. Must have missed a step. He went down and I hung on to the banister because he put me off balance. The adrenaline got into my hands and I couldn't let go till you came up to get me."
"How do you mean sensed him coming'?"
Leon thought about it. “I heard foot scuffs, fast ones, on the hall rug, a little bump against the wall like somebody was unsteady, the other banister rattling, a squeak like a slipped grip, but all close together."
"Was he running?"
Leon gave a grim little laugh. “No one runs anymore by the time they get to this place, but he was moving pretty quick."
"He didn't say anything on the stairs, like excuse me’ or gang way'?"
"No, sir. He was quiet for a change, and besides he's not famous for politeness. He may have let out a grunt when he fell, like when you get hit in the gut."
Leon was sitting up straight with both feet on the floor, his arms on the leather rests, a picture of composure and recollection.
"I'm glad you couldn't see the result of his fall,” Creegan said.
The old man hesitated, turning slightly as if to locate a new and distant sound. “It was bad, was it?"
"Yes, like a man taken down from the gallows. Mrs. Mallory said he was a sprightly guy but obviously not nimble enough to break his fall and save himself."
The misted eyes ruminated in silence. Then, “I heard a woman down below after he fell. It sounded very much like my friend Patricia. She sounded upset. Did she see him fall? That would be terrible for her if she did."
"I haven't spoken to that woman . . . yet. Thin, with a checked dress?"
"Yes, she's slender. I'm not sure about what she had on."
"How bad exactly is your vision?"
"It's a complete blur in the middle. I have a little peripheral sight, but I can't read or watch TV anymore. But that's all right. There's still the radio. I know this place well enough to get around, and there's plenty of things I can do to help and plenty of good conversation."
"The power of positive thinking."
"Yes! I met that man once at a convention. He shook my hand and said, Leon, whenever life hands you a lemon, use it to make lemonade.’ There's a lot of sense in that attitude.” The memory had automated a fond smile.
Chuck was at the door. “Dinner's ready. Is that okay?"
"Sure. Are you hungry, Mr. Tesler?"
"Oh, nothing puts me off my feed!” A ready line for every situation. Well, maybe over time memory banks had all the deposits they needed.
"Do me a favor, Mr. Tesler. Please let Chuck set a place for you in the kitchen. I need to talk to you a little more, and I don't want you drained by all the questions your friends will be throwing at you. Do you mind?"
"Oh, no, of course not!” Leon said theatrically, after the slightest pause.
* * * *
The residents had a bit of dinner theater that evening, pausing between forkfuls of mashed potatoes and flaky pot roast to observe what they could of the police activity in the hall. Though accustomed to the passing of housemates, they had not seen such a fuss about it in a long while.
A patrolman and his sergeant arrived first and kept the lower and upper hallways clear. The pair of plainclothes showed next. One of them was Maria Vargas, who had been in Creegan's old precinct when they'd both been uniforms. She had been a stick then, but now the years and a more sedentary life were changing that. Yet, the clear olive skin, piled brunette hair, deep brown eyes, and ample bosom still added up to an eye-catcher, especially with that burnt orange nail polish. Maria nodded at him, her eyes wide with apparent pleasure, awakening an old tension. Strange how past attachments can flare to life as if the interval of time has never been.
"What's going on, Frank?” Her words still rolled in the spice of Texas Spanish, she having come to the Peconic force by a roundabout way.
"We have a broken neck fatality that was probably an accident."
"Probably?"
"There's a whiff of intent in the air, I'm afraid."
"Smells more like meat and potatoes to me."
"I guess they'll have leftovers tonight,” said Rick Blair, her partner, a person in even greater need of exercise.
"Maybe they'll set out a plate when they see how emaciated you are,” Maria said.
"Control yourselves,” Creegan said and gave them a rundown. “I'll start with the Mallorys while the old folks are eating. Then I'll talk to the lady named Patricia and after her, Mr. Tesler. I want you two to make table talk with the residents. Maybe someone heard what went on out here. See what you can pick up about personalities, relationships, past incidents, et cetera. You know the drill. But try to keep Patricia—that's her right there—out of it; I've already isolated Tesler."
Creegan took the family one at a time, starting with the daughter. He sat in her mother's place, side lit by the desk lamp, with Jeanine in a visitor's chair, fidgeting in her boyish outfit. She stared at his open notebook.
"You were still in the parlor when Mr. Strozier fell?"
"Yeah, I heard the thump and got out there pretty fast. Didn't matter."
Jeanine was visibly depressed, but stoic. He guessed her to be a year or two older than her brother. There were no rings on the short-nailed fingers, no ornaments at all. Nor did she have any of her mother's buxomness. Her dark hair was short and tightly curled. She was plain, but the sweetness she exhibited was fetching and seemed genuine.
"Had any similar accidents?"
"Not that dramatic. The residents know their limitations. The ones that can make it up and down the stairs are proud of it, but they usually take their time. Bernie was always a little rambunctious, though."
"You mean he went up and down faster than he should have?"
She thought that over. “No, not really. He was vigorous, that's all. He took walks in the neighborhood, sometimes down to the Lake and back. I don't remember him being clumsy, but, heck, we all trip over our own feet once in a while."
There was something so charitable and Catholic school in Jeanine that he had to smile.
"What?"
"I'm just thinking about what good hands these folks are in."
"You were here for something else before Bernie fell."
He could see she was about to launch questions of her own. He said, “How did Leon and Bernard get along?"
She looked slightly startled and gradually the pink in her cheeks got blotchy. “Oh, no,” she said, an eye brimming.
"It's a routine question when we have a fatality."
"No, it's not routine,” she said, a little sullenly, tilting her head back to look at the ceiling fan. She quickly resumed eye contact. Angry?
"Bernie could get under your skin, but you need a noodge or two to keep the pot going. You know what I mean? But Leon . . . Leon would never hurt anybody. I mean, he isn't afraid to tell somebody off, but it's always for a pretty good reason and he does it in the old-fashioned way—just words, very direct but . . . classy."
"Has he ever said anything to Bernard?"
"Oh, once in a while, like If you don't have something positive to say, don't say it,’ or You're not part of this conversation, sir.’ Bernie used to butt in on Leon's stories. Leon's got a lot of tall tales about different parts of his life. Bernie challenged him every chance he could. To embarrass him, I guess."
"Did they have words about anything recently?"
The girl folded her arms, obscuring her tiny bust with a billow of shirt.
"Jeanine?"
"Well, ever since Patricia got here a couple weeks ago, those two have had more to say to each other. But, like always, they would blurt it out and that would be it."
"What did Patricia have to do with it?” The question felt surreal. He'd handled homicides that had evolved from love triangles, but not this far along the timeline.
"Come on, Jeanine."
"It's . . . usually so cute. Every once in a while a couple kind of clicks. It's like a little romantic routine they go through each day. They sit with each other at meals and in the lounge or parlor. Sometimes they'll even get taken to a restaurant together by the families."
"How was it this time?"
When the sought-after words arrived, she covered her face with her hands and spoke from behind the shield. “As soon as he found out her past history, Leon got this notion that he and Patricia knew each other before. A long time ago. The idea wouldn't go away."
"Is it true?"
She dropped her hands into her lap.
"I don't know. Leon's convinced, and Patricia doesn't contradict."
"And was Bernard interested in her too?"
"He made like he was. Watched his language around her and always asked her how she was doing, but..."
"But what?"
Chuck stuck his head in. He had just admitted Joe Vecchio, who was in the hall shedding his expensive topcoat. The two homicide detectives exchanged nods.
"Jeanine, you okay?” Chuck said. As straight a kid as he probably was, he seemed very capable of stepping in protectively.
She turned her tired-looking face to him and nodded without speaking.
"She's fine,” Creegan said. “We're almost finished, and then I'll need to talk to you."
Chuck disappeared with Vecchio's coat. The latter came in, took the seat beside Jeanine, and nodded to her politely.
"Detective Vecchio, this is Jeanine Mallory, one of the family that operates this home."
Like many young women seeing John for the first time, Jeanine seemed expectant, as if she were waiting for his attractiveness to dissolve into something less elegant. But it never did.
"That's two of you I wouldn't take for police,” she said, tucking her fingers between her slacks and the seat.
"Jeanine, finish what you were going to say."
She refocused on Creegan, refreshed by Vecchio's insertion from the cold outdoors. “It wasn't so much Bernie was interested in her as in spoiling things for Leon. I was tempted to say something to him."
"Why didn't you?"
"They are grownups after all. And Bernie was never interested in my opinion.” She looked at Vecchio again, maybe hoping he would have a question.
"Okay, Jeanine, that's it for now. Give me two minutes with the detective here and then ask Chuck to come in."
She stood up, hesitated. Her eyelids were purplish with fatigue. “You probably could care less about what I think, but whatever happened on the stairs . . . it was not intentional."
"I do respect your opinion,” Creegan said. “Believe me. We don't try to create evil that isn't there, but we have to make an effort to reconstruct the facts. We owe it to the dead person and his family, and, in the end, it's to protect others. You understand?"
After she'd gone, Vecchio listened to Creegan's encapsulation.
"This is not going to be one for our scrapbooks, is it?” he said glumly.
* * * *
Chuck's impressions were similar to Jeanine's, though more detached. Vecchio asked him finally if he had ever had to intervene in any physicality at Goldhaven.
"Sure, once in a while. Nowadays, my biggest heavy is Cordelia in the wheelchair. She'll take a poke at anyone, and she doesn't worry about low blows. Bernie was a trash talker but that was it, and Leon I just can't see dealing rough stuff."
"He told me he was in the infantry. Do you know if that's true, or another one of his stories?"
"He's got some ribbons and medals he showed me once. They're really tarnished."
"Okay, Chuck.” Both siblings were convinced Leon was harmless, but Creegan knew how the threshold of violence could close up forever behind someone once they had passed through.
Mrs. Mallory stopped in the doorway when she saw Creegan in her chair. He gestured toward the seat her offspring had occupied, but she folded her arms and leaned into the doorframe. Her face wasn't exactly hostile, but he was certainly no longer welcome.
"Can I add anything to what my children have told you?"
"Do you agree that Strozier and Tesler had had differences, lately centering on Patricia—what's her last name, by the way?"
"Amparo, Mrs. Amparo. Okay, but minor differences. Leon would not shove anyone down the stairs."
"No dementia there, right? He seemed to have all his faculties when I spoke with him."
"If it weren't for his sight loss and not having family in the area, he could still be out on his own. He's very healthy for a man in his mid eighties."
"How old was Mr. Strozier?"
"A little younger."
"And the lady in question?"
"Patricia turned seventy-seven yesterday. The birthday girl."
"How clear is Mrs. Amparo's mind? She seems to be the only possible witness to what happened. Those specs of hers looked a bit thick too."
Mrs. Mallory shrugged into the molding. “She can see fine with the glasses. She's a smidgen muddled, though, so I wouldn't say she's wholly reliable. But who is, for that matter? Jeanine's trying to get her to eat but she's too upset right now."
"I take it you had a little party for her yesterday."
"Of course, that's customary. Cake and soda and she gets her picture taken in a party hat blowing out the numbered candles."
"She didn't mind everyone seeing how old she was?"
"She's a youngster around here. Besides, every birthday for a resident is like an accomplishment."
"How did the two gentlemen behave?"
Her eyes went out of focus as she went after data.
"Patricia's family had left a couple of small presents to open. Leon sat next to her, helping dispose of the wrapping paper, asking her what each thing was."
"And Mr. Strozier?"
"He was across from them, listening to everything. Leon told one and all again how he and Patricia had gone together for a while after he got out of the service."
"And how did Mrs. Amparo handle his attention?"
"Like she was biting her tongue, but then the other residents distracted her."
"All right, would you please ask Jeanine to bring Missus in?"
"You have to speak to her now?"
"Yes, I'd like to get her away from the other folks while events are still fresh. She's not eating anyway, you say."
"Okay, but be gentle, or she'll get weepy.” She waited for his nod before pushing off the woodwork and disappearing.
"Yeah, you look like a real thug, Lieutenant Creegan,” Vecchio said.
"Well, I didn't bring in the best of luck with me tonight."
Creegan took off his glasses and polished them with his tie.
"Those lenses will look like old soda bottle glass if you keep doing that."
The room was a nearsighted blur as Creegan rubbed away, and he tried to imagine having to permanently grope his way through life somewhere down the road. Of course, his mother could spot a pin on the floor but could no longer tell you what day or year it was with any consistency. So many ways to begin leaving this world before breathing one's last, which made you wonder at what point the mind and the soul officially parted ways.
Jeanine came in arm in arm with Patricia. The older woman had a faded, rose-colored sweater on. “I didn't want her to catch the draught in here,” Jeanine said, lingering.
"You can stay, Jeanine."
Vecchio gave up his seat for her. The girl sat down where he'd been, shifting ever so slightly upon the residual warmth, and then reached over and took Patricia's hand in hers.
"Hello, Mrs. Amparo. I am Lieutenant Creegan from the county police. How are you feeling?"
She was looking at him slightly askance. Her head moved with a small but constant tremor.
"Who is that?” she asked, pointing at Vecchio over by the door. “Is that your son?"
Creegan, taken aback, ignored the pang the words caused him. “No, ma'am. That is Detective Vecchio."
"He's a hunk, Jeanine,” she whispered loudly into the girl's ear.
Creegan deliberately clinked a letter opener against a glass paperweight.
"Missus, you were in the hall when we came out to help Mr. Strozier."
He searched her nodding face for aversion and pushed on gently. “Did you see what caused him to fall?"
Her eyes widened and words tumbled out breathlessly. “No, but Leon tried to stop him from falling. He put his arm across, but Bernard couldn't stop. I had to look away and then he came down so fast I thought I would faint, but I don't know what made him fall. There were no toys on the stairs."
"Toys?” There hadn't even been a tiny bunch in the rug.
"Patricia has seven grandchildren,” Jeanine said.
"Wow, seven. Were the two men talking when this happened, Mrs. Amparo?"
"I was going to the parlor. I wanted to read Redbook," she said. “Bernard said he was telling and then boom!” Her trembling became more agitated.
"Did Leon say anything back?"
For a moment, he couldn't tell whether she was shaking her head deliberately. “No, but maybe they were talking in the hall up there before I came to the bottom of the stairs. I'm not sure. The TV was loud."
She turned to Jeanine and said, “They are both so stupid!"
"Who, sweetie?"
Creegan briefly thought the remark was directed at Vecchio and him.
"Leon the lover and Bernard the bug. My daughter says if I don't tell them I'm tired of their shenanigans, she will!” At that, she began to cry. Creegan wanted to press the issue, but the tears were coming up from a well of anguish that Jeanine's ministrations could not staunch.
When they were alone, Vecchio said, “Where are we going to do this?"
"Here. I could be wrong, and taking him in might be too much of a jolt in this weather. Go get your tape recorder."
Vecchio went out coatless.
Creegan sat back in Mrs. Mallory's leather chair and watched the silent whirl of red and blue light from the patrol cars splashing against the opposite frontage.
The M.E. stuck his equine face into the office and said, “Well, Frank, I'm going to let my boys haul off the goods. I'll wager a clean internal decapitation on this one. I did not see any overt signs of his being helped down the stairs, but I'll be taking a closer look in the morgue. A technician discovered some fabric attached to a broken fingernail."
He waited to see if Creegan was in the mood for a chat and then withdrew.
Maria rapped a knuckle on the doorframe. “No witnesses except your gal. Lot of gossip, but nothing hardcore. You heard there might be some physical evidence."
"Think you can get Leon to shuck his clothes?"
"Want to time me?” she said.
Vecchio came back in. Maria looked up at him as he squeezed by and said, “Hey, hombre.” She watched him with such obvious pleasure as he set up the recording equipment that Creegan felt a semblance of jealousy. He widened his eyes at her, and she went away to secure Leon's shirt and pants.
When Chuck brought Leon back, the old man was wearing darker slacks and a different flannel shirt that shifted more toward the blue. He sat and put his elbows on his knees and clasped his hands, like a man praying before a barrage. He turned at the click of Vecchio's recorder switch and sat up.
Creegan went over Leon's earlier statement, and the man agreed that it was accurate.
"The problem is we have some contradictions."
Leon's face got stony, as if he resented being doubted, or maybe felt his worst expectations were bearing fruit.
"You probably couldn't see Mrs. Amparo at the foot of the stairs. Firstly, she says that Mr. Strozier spoke to you just before he fell, and that you two may have been conversing beforehand. When I got out there, you behaved as if you didn't have any idea who had fallen. Later you told me that he never said a word to you. How do we explain that?"
Leon pondered a moment and said, “If Patricia says that he spoke, it has to be true. Maybe he did mutter something that I took for a grunt."
"She heard distinct words, and I know your hearing is pretty good. You must have recognized his voice. I also believe you see well enough to know who's right on top of you. What was it he was going to tell her?” The last was a shot in the dark.
Leon gave the room a little headshake and a tiny, mirthless laugh.
"Mr. Strozier had no trouble seeing Mrs. Amparo. I'll bet that's what prompted him to say that he was going to tell her something that you didn't want her to hear."
Leon clammed up.
"And that pose I found you in. That's what it was—a pose. You said you moved aside for whoever was coming, but Missus saw you put out an arm. You were trying to block him, weren't you?"
Leon did not offer the excuse that he was trying to break Strozier's fall, as Mrs. Amparo had assumed. He acted as if he were a third-party listening in.
"We all still have that kid stuff at our fingertips and in our heads. No one ever fully grows up, Leon. My kids can get a rise out of me just like I was a ten-year-old. And you're an old soldier, from the days of bayonets and butt strokes, right? The army taught you how to get physical. So you put out your arm to slow him down, not realizing Mrs. Amparo was watching. I'll bet Mr. Strozier got more interested in fighting past you than having his say because all he really had to do was raise his voice and say what he wanted to say."
Silence.
"Leon, do you believe that there's a day of reckoning for everybody?"
After a moment, Leon said almost resentfully, “Yes, in the hereafter. You don't find much justice in this life, if you want to know the real story."
"Maybe not, but it's important to own up to things while we still can. You know that some of the folks here don't know right from wrong anymore. It can happen to any of us, sooner or later. So what happens if we don't face up to our acts while we can? Suppose someone shows up for that reckoning without having admitted to or atoned for his actions down here? Isn't it a little late at that point? Don't we have to square things away in this life while we still know good from evil?"
"Why is it you suspect me of something?"
"It doesn't matter what I suspect. Poor Mrs. Amparo saw everything."
A gust of northern wind thumped the house.
Leon raised his chin like an orator. “The fool grabbed my arm."
"When you put it out to block him?” Vecchio said, his voice catching Leon like a sucker punch.
"Yes. I tried to stop him. He grabbed my arm with both hands so he could push me aside, but he lost his balance.” Creegan imagined the puerile struggle.
"It was his own damn fault! He was hanging on to my arm so that I would go down if he went, but he was a lightweight compared to me. I pushed him off with my foot before he could drag me with him."
"What was it he was going to say to her?” Vecchio asked in the tone used with someone who had grossly overreacted.
"He wanted to scotch things with Patricia."
Creegan said, “Someone told me you knew her back in the day."
A nostalgic smile relieved the bleakness in Leon's expression.
"I dated her when I mustered out. I was her main admirer.” His tone shifted. “Until jealousy got in the way."
"Are you a jealous person, Leon?"
"Certainly when I was younger."
"How old were you when you got out of the army?"
"Twenty."
"Huh! There would have been quite an age gap back then. A twenty-year-old man involved with a girl of eleven or twelve?"
The last trace of Leon's joy flickered out. “I tell you I went with a girl named Patricia Willeford from Newtown in the year 1919. The same maiden name as Patricia. How could it be a coincidence?"
"Mr. Strozier figured it out at her party, didn't he? Two big sevens on the cake. Maybe she went along with your . . . mistaken identity because she was new in the place and unsure of herself, or maybe she thought it was harmless to indulge you, or maybe she wasn't even sure it wasn't true, but Strozier did the math and said he was going to straighten her out once and for all, didn't he? He told you that on the stairs—I'm telling.’ The thing is, her family had already done that, but she just hadn't gotten up the gumption to say anything to you."
Leon's mouth sagged. “I couldn't see those numbers. The candles were just a blur. No one mentioned her age at the party."
"And a gentleman never asks. It's a shame, though, because everybody would have figured it out sooner or later."
Leon looked off-stage. “Perhaps. But it was the way that louse went about it. And then he almost killed both of us on top of it all."
Vecchio was reaching for the recorder switch when Leon added, “I was just trying to undo an old wrong I'd done to . . . someone."
* * * *
While Vecchio radioed HQ, Creegan came around from behind the judicial lamp to sit beside Leon. The old man was speaking under his breath. Prayer? Or a dialogue replayed from decades past?
"Is it true you have no people around here?” Creegan said, wondering how he might remedy this intensified isolation that he had created in the line of duty.
"My daughter's husband took a job out in San Jose. Might as well be the moon."
Leon's negativity discouraged Creegan, who had been hoping to induce contrition and resolve rather than guilty resentment.
"I had a boy too."
The irrepressible storyteller took over. “All the people we knew expected great things from him, but he was killed at Bastogne. The commanding officer wrote us to say the boy gave his life to save his friends. His mother and I went over to see the grave once. He and I fought on the very same ground twenty-five years apart. Isn't that something?"
Creegan might have shared his own recent loss, but it was too raw to speak of safely. The vision of Michael's body being handed down from the ruins in Beirut still muscled its way into his sleep. The Marines were pulling out now—four months too late for his son. Too late, too, for Creegan's mother, whose final grasp on reality had seemed to slip away upon news of her favorite grandchild's death. Somehow, Creegan did not believe the experience could ever distill itself into a story for strangers.
Leon hunched forward, clasped his hands again. “No matter what happens, they won't want me around here anymore."
Vecchio returned, poker faced, which meant there was plenty going on in his head. “The D.A. wants Mr. Tesler to come in so they can go over his statement."
Jeanine was behind him, looking ten years older than when Creegan had first seen her. “Come on, Leon,” she said. “I'll help you get ready. It's very cold out there."
The two detectives stared at each other after she led the old man out.
"He shouldn't have used his foot,” Vecchio said. “It'll probably show up in the autopsy."
"Reflex, if he truly felt himself being dragged down a flight of stairs. Listen, I don't have an official car, and I really don't want Leon stuffed into a cruiser. Can you take him in and I'll follow?"
In the hall, Jeanine was buttoning up Leon's tweed overcoat. He stood patiently, like a child being inserted into a snowsuit. Cordie was by the front door, within arm's length of the alarm lever. Creegan watched as she slowly lifted her hand toward it.
"Cordelia Hardy, I am watching you,” he said in a slightly raised voice. It had been a favorite tactic of hers, the challenge emerging from behind a dark screen door on a summer's day.
Cordie froze. Then she dropped her arm and walked the chair into the lounge without looking at him.
Jeanine thrust gloves over Leon's spotted hands, tugged his scarf tight, and seated his earmuffs. She handed him a gray fedora.
He put it on with both hands, smoothed the brim, and asked her how he looked.
"Spiffy."
Vecchio took his arm, and Leon stepped off with his long-swaying stride. From the parlor they could hear Patricia's voice. “I am not her! He should leave me alone and go find the real one."
Mrs. Mallory came up behind Creegan. “Well, looks like we have three vacancies, for starters."
He looked at her.
She did not relent.
Then he looked for Jeanine, wanting to say good-bye to her, but she was already busy trying to soothe Patricia.
Outside, the rush of winter wind agitated the mottled trees. Creegan stopped and looked up at the night sky, letting the wind have its way. He thought Goldhaven might have been a nice place for his mother. He apologized silently to the person she had once been.
The stars seemed to be rushing away into the darkness.
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Fiction: PANDORA'S CONFESSION by Gilbert M. Stack
"Callaghan!"
Corey Callaghan stepped off the train as the black-frocked Irish priest hurried across the wooden platform toward him. The cold November wind swirled about them threatening to steal the priest's flat-brimmed hat. He mashed it more firmly upon his head even as he reached forward to shake Corey's hand.
"Thank God you've made it!” Father Murphy exclaimed. “My but it's good to be seeing you again."
Corey shook the priest's hand, matching his welcoming smile with a wide grin of his own. “It's good to see you, too, Father, although your invitation to visit surprised us."
"Move along!” the conductor ordered.
"Surprised you?” the priest repeated, ignoring the conductor's orders. “And here I thought we were fast friends after our adventures with the army this summer."
The conductor stepped up beside Corey and the priest and attempted to intimidate them with his glower. He wasn't particularly successful. Corey was a tall man with broad shoulders, a bare-knuckle boxer by profession and not normally susceptible to crude intimidation. Father Mur- phy was a priest and as such accustomed to at least a modest measure of respect even among the heretical Protestants.
A delicate female voice sounded from the entrance to the train behind them. “Of course, you're our friend, Father Murphy, and we are delighted at the chance to see you again."
Corey spun about to offer a helping hand to Miss Pandora Parson as she stepped onto the platform beside him. Miss Parson was a petite redheaded lass with a sprinkling of freckles on the tip of her nose. She quietly thanked Corey as he took her carpetbag from her, then turned her smile fully upon Father Murphy.
"How are you, Father? It seems like years since we saw you at Fort Bridger."
Father Murphy gently clasped Miss Parson's hand between his own. “It's only been a few short months,” he assured her. “You look well."
He stepped back away from the train, permitting Miss Parson to move forward so that the remaining passenger could dismount.
Patrick O'Sullivan was a grizzled old man in his sixties, still wiry and strong after his own long ago years in the ring. He wore a fierce smile on his face as he hurried to greet the priest. “Sure and it does my heart good to be seeing you again, Father. Please tell me you've already arranged a friendly game for us tonight."
Corey suppressed a groan. Not five steps off the train and Patrick was already thinking of poker.
Father Murphy flashed his characteristic smile. “I may have mentioned to a handful of my parishioners that a few of my dear old friends were coming and might be interested in a quiet game of cards."
Patrick rubbed his hands together with glee. “Now that's welcome news, indeed!"
The conductor checked up and down the line to make certain it was clear and then stepped back onto the train. A whistle sounded and a cloud of black smoke belched forth into the clear Idaho air. The engine groaned as it built up steam, momentarily drowning out all conversation. Then the massive steel wheels began to turn, and the long line of cars rolled down the track toward the west, gradually picking up speed.
Corey watched the train pull away until the noise settled to a level which permitted him to hear again. Neither Patrick nor Father Murphy had allowed the noise to interfere in their conversation and the priest turned toward Corey now as if the boxer had been following everything the other two men had said. “So what do you think of that, me lad?” the priest asked. “Are you ready to strike a blow for Irish independence?"
Corey wanted to agree with the priest but he honestly had no idea what the two men were talking about. He looked about hopelessly for a few moments until Miss Parson came to his aid.
"He wants you to fight a man called English Bill,” she explained.
Corey relaxed. “Oh, well that would be fine then."
Patrick laughed and slapped his leg. “He thought you were asking about guns and revolution,” he told the priest.
Father Murphy sighed, not seeing any mirth at all in Patrick's statement. “That's not my line of work anymore,” he told Corey. “Sure but you know that I'm in the business of saving souls now, not taking them."
* * * *
"Oh, that brings back memories, Mrs. O'Leary,” Patrick announced as he forked a final chunk of boiled potato into his mouth and then pushed the barren plate away from him. “We don't see food like this very often now do we, Corey me lad?"
Father Murphy's housekeeper smiled at the praise even as she protested Patrick's statement. “You'll be turning my head, Mr. O'Sullivan, with all of these compliments."
She was a tiny widow from the old country who lived with her son and his wife and cooked and cleaned for the priest to make a little extra money. Not that Father Murphy had a lot of extra money. Being a member of the clergy was not a vocation that generated much wealth—at least not at the parish level. Fortunately, the priest had learned to supplement his meager income by gambling on fights and races and playing cards at the poker table.
"And yet the food really was quite good,” Miss Parson insisted.
"Best I've had in months,” Corey agreed.
Mrs. O'Leary squirmed, caught between her natural humility and her desire to bask in the praise. “Well if you're all quite through risking the Lord's displeasure with these exaggerations, I have some dishes to do before Father Murphy's friends start arriving to play cards with you."
Her eyes tried to catch Miss Parson's for a moment, but Corey's companion affected not to notice the silent invitation to accompany the housekeeper into the kitchen. Mrs. O'Leary gave up trying and walked out of the room.
Patrick put down his fork and rubbed his hands together. “Is there time for a little business before the game starts? You mentioned a boxer..."
Father Murphy supplied the name. “English Bill, he's a foreman for one of the local ranchers who seems to think we're still in the old country."
"The foreman or the rancher believes this?” Miss Parson asked.
Father Murphy blinked. “Why they both do, I guess. Neither one of them has any use for the Irish."
Corey nodded. It was too often the case out here in the west. The Irish didn't have it as bad as the colored folk or the Indians, but neither were they well loved by all of these heathen Protestants.
"So you have a fight for us?” Patrick asked again.
"Aye,” the priest nodded, “that I do. In fact, I'd suggest you'd have a hard time leaving the parish without getting yourself into a tussle. It's the way of things in this part of the country."
"What's troubling you, Father,” Miss Parson asked. “You've been the perfect host, of course, but you're mind isn't totally with us."
Father Murphy frowned. “You always were perceptive, lass. It's why I asked you to come out here. But now that the opportunity is before me, I don't know how to take advantage of it."
"Sometimes, Father, it's best to just come right out and ask,” Miss Parson suggested.
Someone began banging on the front door of the priest's tiny rectory. It wasn't a simple knock, but a forceful, impatient clamor of fist on wood.
Father Murphy sighed, then pushed himself up out of his chair and on to his feet. “If I were a gambling man,” he told them and the twinkle suddenly returned to his eye, “which I am—I'd wager that was one of the men I invited to play cards tonight."
* * * *
A gruff voice started complaining the instant the priest opened the door. “It's about time, Father, I thought I'd freeze to death waiting for you to let me inside."
"Now, now, Tim,” Father Murphy tried to calm him. “It's only November. Surely you won't be in danger of freezing to death until January."
Corey grinned at Patrick and Miss Parson. “You didn't tell me your brother lived in Father Murphy's parish,” he whispered.
"What?” Patrick asked, craning his neck to try and see who the priest was talking to in the doorway. “My brother's still in Ireland. I don't see how it could be him.” As so often happened, Corey's joke walked right past Patrick, but it made Miss Parson smile.
"Are you certain?” Corey asked. “He complains just like you."
"No, I can't believe he'd—hey!” Patrick tried to be stern as he suddenly understood, but he couldn't fully suppress a burst of laughter.
Out in the entrance hall, Patrick's “brother” continued grumbling. “I'm sure that's what you'd like to believe, but it's going to take an awful lot of your friend, Jack, to make these old bones warm again."
Corey's grin broadened. “Are you really certain, Patrick? He seems to like his whiskey as much as you do."
Patrick kicked good-naturedly at Corey's leg beneath the table.
"Freezing isn't what's killing people in Golden Fields this week,” a soft, timorous voice interrupted the conversation in the hallway.
"Oh, Kevin,” the first voice started. “I'm sorry, I didn't notice you there. I should have chosen my words more carefully."
Kevin apparently accepted the first man's apology. “Oh, that's all right, Tim. I know you didn't mean anything by it. Still, it's weighing heavily on my mind. Father, I think it was a mistake for me to accept your invitation tonight. It seems almost blasphemous to try and enjoy myself under these circumstances."
"No, no,” Father Murphy insisted in his best cajoling voice. “You can't go home yet. Why don't you come inside and share a glass of my friend Jack? I want you to meet those friends I told you about."
Kevin's resolved wavered. “I don't know, Father. Megan's over at my house right now crying with Cathy. I shouldn't have left at all but there comes a point when you just can't bear the sound of all that weeping any longer."
"Sure but it's been a very hard month for you all,” Father Murphy agreed. “But it's not a bad thing for you to get out for a little while and fortify yourself for the days ahead. What would Brian want you to do?"
Kevin evidently allowed the priest to convince him because he stepped through the doorway into the dining room. “Well, I guess that no one could hold it against me if I stayed to have a single drink,” he said.
"That's the spirit,” Father Murphy told him. “Let me introduce you to my friends."
Corey and Patrick immediately rose to their feet to shake hands with the newcomers while Father Murphy made the round of introductions. Tim Brady was a solid, square-shouldered scion of the old country with a shock of the sort of jet black hair that Corey's mother had always attributed to survivors of the Spanish Armada. His broken nose and battered cheeks testified to an active rugged life.
Kevin Greene's appearance offered the opposite impression, smaller in stature and far less imposing. Tonight his eyes were moist and solemn. He shook Corey's hand without comment then sat down in the nearest chair and stared blankly at the table until Father Murphy put a drink in his hand.
"You'll have to pardon our friend Kevin,” Tim Brady said by way of explanation. “His family is about to suffer a tragedy and he's really not himself of late."
"I thought,” Father Murphy apologized, “that a night out with some good companionship would help him."
Corey held his tongue because he didn't know what to say. The arrival of Mr. Greene had drained all the levity out of the room.
"Excuse me, Mr. Brady,” Miss Parson ventured, “but a moment ago you said a tragedy is about to happen. Is someone ill? What's wrong?"
Mr. Greene answered the question without moving his eyes from the surface of the table. “They're going to hang my boy,” he whispered, rasping the words out of a throat made suddenly too tight for easy speech. He lifted the drink Father Murphy had given him in visibly shaking hands and swallowed the whiskey.
"But why?” Patrick asked in obvious puzzlement. He was so surprised he appeared to have forgotten about the card game Father Murphy had planned for him.
"They convicted him.” Tim Brady spat the jury's verdict as if the words were unclean. “They convicted him of killing Bert Windsor."
"He didn't do it,” Greene whispered.
Father Murphy placed a comforting hand on Greene's shoulder. “We know that, Kevin,” he assured him. He shot a hot glare at Brady, warning him to choose his words more carefully.
"They might as well kill his mother and me too,” Greene whispered. “And his sweet little Megan, and her with a baby on the way."
"What happened?” Miss Parson asked. Her words were kind and gently spoken.
"Oh, they got in a fight. Windsor's brother-in-law is a big man around here—owns a small mine, and a ranch, and maybe a dozen houses in town."
Greene's voice trailed off and Father Murphy picked up the story. “Windsor and Blake—that's his brother-in-law—think they're back in Ireland with the cursed Penal Laws. They want an awful lot of bowing and scraping, but fortunately there are other big men in town and they don't get along too well with them."
Brady cut into the story. “Greene here owns a small grocery,” he told him, “and that seemed to offend Windsor, who owned nothing Blake didn't give him. He started making trouble for Greene—property damage in the store and telling the men who worked for Blake that if they wanted to keep their jobs they'd buy their merchandise somewhere else."
"We've seen a lot of that across the country,” Patrick told them. “Lots of mine owners force their workers to do their shopping in the company store."
"That's not quite the case here,” Father Murphy explained. “For one thing, Blake and Windsor don't have a store of their own—either they never thought of starting one or figure they aren't big enough to need it. Add to that, that two of the other four big landowner's in these parts are also Irish and like Greene—and, well, you can put the whole thing down to irrational hatred on Blake and Windsor's part."
"So what happened?” Corey asked, earning himself a sharp glance from Miss Parson which he didn't understand.
Father Murphy quietly provided Corey's answer. “Kevin's boy, Brian, got into a fight with Windsor and apparently killed him.” He glanced unhappily at Tim Brady, who picked up the story.
"Windsor fancied himself a prizefighter,” he explained. “To be fair, I guess we have to admit he was pretty good. Not as good as English Bill, mind you, but pretty good just the same. It used to be that if a boxer like yourself passed through town he'd fight Windsor one night and English Bill another. Bill won pretty much all of his fights and Windsor about half of them.
"Anyway, I'd been showing Brian a thing or two about sparring and I guess he learned more than I had realized because he fought with Bert Windsor and evidently beat him to death."
"Timothy!” Father Murphy's voice snapped with his pastoral authority.
Tim Brady ducked his head in deference. “I'm sorry, Father, what I should have said was that that was the way the jury saw things. We know Brian didn't kill Windsor."
Miss Parson opened her mouth to ask a question but Patrick beat her to it. “So, you're a fighting man yourself?” he asked. “I thought I saw the look on you."
Tim Brady couldn't squelch his own prideful smile. He really was a lot like Patrick. “Well, it's been a lot of years since I've seen a ring, but I had my fair share of bouts in the old days. That was one of the things I enjoyed about training Brian: It helped me remember the old glory."
"Ah, yes,” Patrick sighed. He clearly found a similar satisfaction in training Corey.
"So you know what you're talking about when you say Brian couldn't take Windsor?” Corey asked.
"Aye,” Brady agreed. “I said as much in court, but English Bill said the opposite and the jury believed him.” He shrugged. “Maybe they were right. Brian was twenty years old, moving into his prime. Windsor had fifteen years on him. I guess he could have done it!"
"Timothy!” Father Murphy snapped again. The warning in his voice was unmistakable.
Tim Brady sighed. “I know, Father. I know he didn't do it."
Kevin Greene placed the palms of his hands flat on the table and pushed himself to his feet. “I think I'd better be getting back to my family,” he announced. “Honestly, Father Murphy, I know you meant well, but I don't think I can bear much more of this."
Father Murphy and Tim Brady immediately rose to their feet. “I'll see you home, Kevin,” Brady told him.
"Let Cathy and Megan know that you're all in my prayers."
"I'll do that, Father,” Greene said. “Prayers are all that can help my lad now."
The two men escorted Greene to the door and Father Murphy returned alone.
He sat down in his chair, poured himself a tall glass of Jack Daniels, took a deep drink, and sighed. “That man is the first friend I made in this town,” he told him, “and the authorities are going to kill his son at ten o'clock Friday morning."
"It seems an awful shame,” Patrick agreed.
"Is this why you invited us here, Father?” Miss Parson asked.
Patrick snorted. “Of course not! We're here to box and gamble—"
Patrick abruptly stopped speaking when he saw Father Murphy wasn't laughing.
"The trial was a nightmare,” Father Murphy said. “Brian was ready-made for the crime. There wasn't any real effort to investigate. The judge and the prosecutor didn't see a need, I guess."
"The verdict was fixed then?” Miss Pandora asked.
"Oh, I don't think so,” Father Murphy said. “Judge Harley's a good man for a Protestant. He wouldn't put up with that sort of a shenanigan. And the prosecutor, well he's honest enough as these things go. He's also the town barber, if you can believe it. There's not enough business in Golden Fields for a full-time lawyer. No, I think they both thought Brian was guilty and didn't see a need to look further."
"But you don't?” Corey asked.
Father Murphy took another swig of his Jack as he thought about Corey's question. “No,” he finally answered, “I surely don't."
"But you haven't been in Golden Fields all that long, have you? You really don't know the people all that well yet."
Father Murphy looked up from his drink to stare hard at Corey, and the boxer had to work at it not to look away. It wasn't like facing down a prizefighter. The priest wasn't that tough in the physical sense, but he carried with him the weight of his office—eighteen hundred and seventy-four years of church authority. Corey finally looked away, unable to stand against the priest's moral strength.
"Perhaps, Father,” Miss Parson suggested, “you could tell us what actually happened."
Father Murphy's expression softened as he turned to face Miss Parson. “It's a sad story. Bert Windsor apparently stole a handful of soda crackers out of a barrel in Greene's Grocery. Brian was working at his father's store and chased him down to demand payment. He caught up to him near the stables on the outskirts of town.
"The two men fought and Windsor knocked Brian out, but when he woke up again, Windsor was dead. Brian ran for help and told the first person he found to come quick because he thought he had just killed Bert Windsor."
Father Murphy finished his drink before continuing. “Alan Beech ran back behind the stables with Brian and found Windsor dead. He took Brian's words as a confession."
Patrick rubbed his chin, as deep in thought as Corey had ever seen him. “It does sort of sound that way,” he said.
"The lad didn't kill him!” Father Murphy insisted.
"Why did the judge decide to hang young Mr. Greene?” Miss Parson asked. “What you describe sounds like manslaughter at worst and possibly even self-defense."
Father Murphy grimaced. “Sam Nell, our prosecutor, argued that because Brian had run after Bert Windsor, the fight couldn't be seen as self-defense."
"That's awfully weak, wouldn't you say, Father?” Miss Parson asked.
"Yes,” Father Murphy agreed, “and so do most of the townsfolk, and short of any other factors, Brian wouldn't have been convicted."
He poured himself another swallow of whiskey. Silence hung in the air while he drank it, but he put down the glass on the table without picking up the dangled thread of their conversation.
Miss Parson picked it up for him. “What were the other factors, Father?"
He sighed. “Just one, really, while Bert Windsor was beaten with fists as Brian said, the doc doesn't think that's what killed him."
Unsurprisingly, Patrick proved to have less patience than Corey and Miss Parson. “So what killed him then?"
Father Murphy blessed himself. “Someone hit Bert Windsor in the face with a rather large rock. There was a lot of damage."
"Oh,” Miss Parson whispered, “that does rather make it sound like murder, doesn't it?"
"I don't really know what I think you can do now,” Father Murphy acknowledged, “but in the weeks since this happened my mind keeps going back to that dashing young lieutenant at Fort Bridger. You saved that man's career, and I thought, maybe you could save young Brian's life as well."
"Oh Father Murphy,” Miss Parson said. The look on her face could only be described as horror. “Do you know what you're saying? I'm just a gambler, not a Pinkerton detective. Mr. Callaghan and Mr. O'Sullivan are boxers, nothing more. We have no standing in a court of law. Why would the judge or the prosecutor even listen to us?"
"Judge Harley is a fair man,” Father Murphy insisted. “If you could show him reasonable evidence that Brian Greene didn't kill Windsor, then I think at the very least he'd delay the execution—maybe even commute the sentence. You're the only chance that lad has left."
The horror in Miss Parson's expression turned to simple anguish.
"You're a very intelligent young woman,” Father Murphy told her. “What can it hurt for you to try and help him?"
"But—"
Corey reached out and touched Miss Parson's hand where it set on the table. “He's right, you know. You're the smartest person I know. Maybe you'll see something other people missed."
Miss Parson stared down into her lap. “You're putting an awful burden upon me, Father. It's unconscionable."
"I'm sorry,” the priest admitted with what Corey deemed to be genuine contrition, “but I have no one else to turn to."
"We don't even know if he's really innocent,” Miss Parson complained.
"Yes, we do!” Father Murphy insisted.
"How?” Miss Parson asked with equal force.
Father Murphy closed his eyes for three or four seconds and then opened them again. “I've been a priest more than twenty years,” he told them. “In that time I have heard the confessions of seventeen condemned men. Brian Greene isn't like those men. He didn't say the things that a man says when he knows only a few short days separate him from divine judgment. He looked me in the eye and told me he was innocent—and I believe him!"
"That isn't evidence!” Miss Parson complained.
Father Murphy said nothing.
Patrick couldn't stay silent. “I hate to stand against you on this, Father, but Miss Parson is right."
"No, it isn't evidence,” Father Murphy admitted, “and even if it were, I couldn't go before the judge and tell the story. I've bent the seal of the confessional enough just by telling you what he said. He didn't confess the sin, and I say that's because he didn't commit it."
"I have no place to start,” Miss Parson worried. The pitch of her voice rose with each word.
"Will you try, lass?” Father asked. “There's no one else who might be able to help him."
Miss Parson's fingers began to tremble, so she pulled her hands down beneath the table and into her lap. Her voice shook when she answered the priest. “I'll think about it tonight, Father, and pray on it. Because honestly, Father, it isn't that I don't want to help, it's that I don't see anything I can do."
* * * *
The air was quite cold when Corey stepped out of the rectory for his morning run. The eastern sky glowed with the approaching sun shedding a golden hue on the fields, which Corey imagined inspired the town's name. It was a beautiful place, if a touch desolate as so many western towns seemed to be.
Corey started off down the town's one major street in the direction of the stables and the train station. There were signs of life beginning to appear around him, but he assumed that most of the town's men and women were still fast asleep in their homes. A rooster crowed, immediately throwing doubt upon that supposition, but it made little difference in the end.
Corey ran out of town and down the train tracks toward the rising sun for half an hour, then he turned around and started back again. Golden Fields looked livelier as he approached from the west. People began to emerge from the deep shadows extending from the buildings into the street. Corey nodded cordially to those who met his eye and pretty much ignored those who failed to acknowledge him.
Father Murphy's little church looked more like a small barn than a house of God, save for the large cross hanging beneath the roof where a hayloft entrance would normally be. The little rectory stood to one side, almost in the shadow of the building. Leaning against the wall of the smaller building, in view of the street but out of sight of the door, was a large man with broad shoulders and a rather square chin.
He straightened as Corey approached him and stepped out of the shadows into the morning light. “You must be the boxer I've heard is passing through."
Corey stopped about three paces away from the man. He was breathing hard and his sweat felt cold in the early November air. The man in front of him was perhaps an inch shorter than Corey, with broad shoulders and a touch too much stomach. “You must be English Bill,” Corey speculated. The man didn't have an accent, but it was the only thing that made sense to Corey.
The man grinned. “Heard of me, have you?"
Corey made a jab in the dark. “You're the local champ now that Bert Windsor is dead."
English Bill's grin disappeared. “I'm twice the fighter Bert Windsor ever was. I've always been the champ around here—not him."
Corey shrugged and made no effort to squelch the amusement English Bill's protests inspired in him. “If you say so,” he agreed amicably enough.
"I do say so!” English Bill insisted.
"All right,” Corey agreed.
English Bill took a menacing step toward him. “You don't believe me?"
Corey shrugged. English Bill was certainly big enough to be tough and there was clearly muscle in his arms, but Corey had been playing this game far too long to let a small-town bully like this ever believe he could impress a professional like Rock Quarry Callaghan. “I don't see that it matters much. You're both small-town heroes. I make my living showing your neighbors I'm the better man."
English Bill took another step closer to Corey. His hands clenched into fists. “I'll show you who's better!"
"That's the spirit!” Corey encouraged him.
English Bill cocked his fist.
"Now don't get carried away,” Corey told him. “This is my profession. I'm not going to fight you until there's a crowd paying for the privilege."
"Why you no good Irish—"
"That's right! Get good and angry!” Corey goaded him. He'd have done it anyway to ensure the match, but English Bill made it easy not to like him. “Then go talk to Patrick, my manager, and we'll see about setting up the fight."
"I'm going to—"
"Good!” Corey cut him off. “I hope you know some locals who might sponsor the match. It's always sweeter if the town puts up a little prize money for me."
English Bill's face flushed deep red. “You're not going to win any money!” he insisted. “I am! No good-for-nothing Irish rat is going to beat me in the ring!"
"You keep thinking that,” Corey encouraged him. Truth to tell, he was surprised at how easy he found it to get under English Bill's skin. “Locals like to put their money on the hometown boy."
"I'm not a boy!” He stepped in and swung at Corey. English Bill had both talent and training, and despite the evidence of his growing stomach there was substantial power in the swing.
Corey dodged the blow and held up his hands. “Whoa, whoa, slow down fellow!"
English Bill swung at him again. “Come on and fight! I can take ten of you no-good Micks!"
Corey dodged again, his hands still up in the air in a peaceable fashion. The commotion was noticed by a gentleman in the street, and he came running toward them hollering. “Whoa, stop there, fellows! There's no cause to fight!"
Other people in the little town popped their heads up and watched English Bill take three more swings at Corey Callaghan. Corey dodged them all, backing away slowly while all the time keeping a wide grin firmly on his face.
English Bill stopped swinging and stood panting, his face bright red with fury.
"What's going on here?” the first gentleman to notice them asked.
"Judge, this no-good Irishman is trying to pick a fight with me,” English Bill told him.
"Now that's not precisely true,” Corey noted. He kept his hands in the air in a non-offensive manner. “What I'm trying to do is get you to schedule a fight with me."
The door to the rectory opened, and Father Murphy came hurrying out, followed quickly by Miss Parson. Patrick presumably was still in bed.
"What seems to be the problem, Judge?” Father Murphy asked.
"You know this man, Father?” the judge asked.
"Of course,” the priest confirmed, “he's Rock Quarry Callaghan, the boxer I told you about meeting down at Fort Bridger."
The judge nodded. “I figured as much. It looks like he and English Bill are trying to get their fight started a bit earlier than we expected."
Father Murphy turned to Corey. “Is this true, Callaghan?"
Corey lowered his hand. “English Bill here does seem to be in a great hurry to get himself whipped."
English Bill growled and lunged for Corey but by this time enough men had arrived that he couldn't break through the crowd to swing at him again. His efforts inspired a general round of laughter, which further irritated the local champion.
Judge Harley seemed to find the conflict amusing as well. “Looks like we're going to have a fight on our hands,” he said. “When do you plan to hold it?"
Father Murphy shrugged. “I'm not this man's manager, but I would guess that he'd be amenable to holding a match on the weekend. What do you say, Callaghan?"
"I'm not waiting until the weekend to beat this man!” English Bill shouted.
The judge lost his sense of humor. “We can't very well do it before then, English. Did you forget what's happening tomorrow morning?"
The levity drained out of most of the crowd, but English Bill appeared pleased by the judge's words. “I guess I can wait after all,” he said. “Just think,” he pounded his right fist into his left hand, “I'm going to get to see two Irishmen laid out in two days."
The judge frowned and an unpleasant murmur rolled through the small crowd. “I don't like that kind of talk, English,” the judge told him. “A hanging isn't cause for celebration."
Patrick chose that moment to come out of the rectory, the loops of his suspenders not yet fastened over his shoulders. “Did I hear correctly, are we setting up a match?” he asked.
Father Murphy nodded grimly. “We're talking about Saturday. Does that work for you?"
Patrick rubbed his hands together at the thought, then remembered to look less enthusiastic. “Well I suppose that could work for me,” he said. “Of course, my fighter needs a little incentive if he's going to put on a show for you all. Perhaps some of the town's leading citizens would like to contribute to a purse?"
Father Murphy laughed. “Let me introduce you to Judge Harley, Patrick. The man we hope will referee your fight."
"I'm honored, Judge,” Patrick said as he offered the man his hand. “Now about that purse..."
The judge barely smiled. It was a very thin twisting of the lips that gave the distinct impression that he felt smiling was against his dignity. “I suppose I could speak to some of our more prominent citizens and see if we can come up with an enticement for your man."
"And me!” English Bill added.
"Yes, of course, English,” the judge amended his statement, “and an enticement for you as well. The Lord knows that this town will need a little enlivenment after the solemn events that face us tomorrow."
* * * *
Corey followed Patrick, Miss Parson, and Father Murphy back into the rectory and seated himself at the dining room table to await breakfast. Mrs. O'Leary already had a pot of coffee brewing, and the sound of flapjacks frying on the griddle accompanied the strong scent.
"I didn't expect the morning to start out with such excitement,” Father Murphy admitted, “but I guess that some good has come of it."
Patrick made no effort to hide his enthusiasm. “This one's going to be easy, Corey me lad. What did you say to English that got him so hot under the collar?"
Corey shrugged. “Nothing much. It was just ordinary banter."
"English Bill has a reputation for being more than a bit hot tempered,” Father Murphy noted.
"That won't help him in the ring,” Patrick chortled. “Hot-tempered men get frustrated when a fight doesn't go their way, and frustrated men get careless. A fighter like Corey makes mincemeat out of careless men."
"Well I'm happy you're pleased by it,” Father Murphy said.
"Why do they call him English Bill?” Corey asked. “He didn't sound English."
"His name is really Bill English,” Father Murphy explained. “When he started boxing people changed it around, sort of like your Rock Quarry Callaghan."
"Giving him the English?” Patrick mused. “I like it! It has a certain ring to it."
Father Murphy turned to his female guest. “And what about you, Miss Parson? You were very unhappy when you retired last evening. Has a night's sleep altered your disposition?"
Miss Parson frowned. “Not really, Father. Oh, I'd like to tell you differently, but I still don't see how we can hope to help this young man. Essentially we need someone who has been quiet since the murder to come forward and say, Oh, by the way, don't know why I haven't mentioned it before, but I saw John Smith smash a big rock into Bert Windsor's face.’ Even if it happened no one would believe it."
The four of them sat silently around the table thinking about what Miss Parson had suggested. Father Murphy finally broke the silence. “I guess when you say it like that it does all sound rather hopeless,” he admitted. “It's just that—"
Mrs. O'Leary entered the room from the kitchen, interrupting him. She had the coffee pot in her hands and four cups looped through her fingers. She set the cups down on the table with the dexterity of a circus acrobat, then filled them with steaming coffee. “I'll have your breakfast served in a few minutes, Father,” she announced before staring pointedly at Miss Parson. “I'd have it even sooner if someone here would help me."
Miss Parson ignored the older woman's suggestion. “I suppose it wouldn't hurt,” she said, “to speak with young Mr. Greene and this gentleman he spoke with after discovering the crime. What was his name again?"
Hope blossomed in Father Murphy's eyes. “Alan Beech,” he said.
"And perhaps we could learn if there was anyone else at the stables at that time and whether a train had either recently passed or was expected shortly."
"That's me lass,” Father Murphy encouraged her. “What else can we do?"
"That's enough to start,” Miss Parson decided. “Perhaps we'll get lucky and learn enough to guess what questions we should be asking."
* * * *
"It doesn't seem proper,” Marshal Tucker complained, “letting this woman down by the cells. She ain't the prisoner's wife, or his sister, or anything."
"She won't be alone with him,” Father Murphy reminded the lawman. “The three of us will be with her, and unless I miss my guess, you'll be within easy hearing distance as well."
"It still doesn't seem proper,” the marshal grumbled, but he got up from his chair and led them back to see the condemned man.
"How are you this morning, Brian?” Father Murphy asked as they came into sight of the cell.
At six foot, Brian Greene was substantially taller than his father, with good shoulders and the beginnings of well-muscled arms. Lingering on his face was an expression of perpetual shock, as if he couldn't quite believe everything that had happened to him of late. That unconscious expression immediately reinforced Father Murphy's assertion that the young man was innocent. He looked too puzzled by his circumstance to be guilty.
The younger Mr. Greene approached the bars of his cell to greet the priest and his friends. Hope briefly battled with the confusion on his face, but he was evidently smart enough to realize that Father Murphy would look a lot happier if he was bringing truly good news. “Hello, Father, what brings you around here this morning?"
"I brought some old friends by to talk to you,” the priest answered.
The puzzlement in Brian Green's expression intensified, but he did not contradict the priest. Marshal Tucker interrupted, pointing toward a single chair set out of reach of the cell. “Only got the one chair for visitors."
Father Murphy's answering smile hinted at his irritation with the man's continued presence. “That's quite all right, Marshal. We men can stand."
Miss Parson took the priest's hint and claimed the chair. Marshal Tucker lingered a few moments longer and then returned to the front of the jail. Brian Greene watched the interaction silently, obviously wondering why Father Murphy had brought three strangers to meet him.
Father Murphy began immediately to clear up the young man's confusion. “Brian, these are my good friends Pandora Parson, Patrick O'Sullivan, and Corey Callaghan."
"Pleased to meet you,” Brian said from long-ingrained habit. Then his eyes widened in recognition. “You're those boxers that Father Murphy is always talking about and you must be that pretty lady gambler."
Miss Parson's eyes twinkled as she turned her attention to the priest.
Father Murphy colored slightly. “Well, you are awfully pretty,” he said by way of defending himself.
"Why thank you, Father,” Miss Parson said. “It's very kind of you to say so."
Father Murphy cleared his throat and turned back to the prisoner. “Brian, I don't know how to ask you this without raising your hopes, but I'm wondering if you wouldn't mind discussing what happened between you and Bert Windsor with my friends here. It's most likely nothing will come of it, but you know I don't believe you're guilty, and frankly, I don't see how talking to them could hurt."
Brian nervously licked his lips. “Of course I'll do it if you want me to,” he told the priest. “What do you want to know?"
Miss Parson took the lead. “Would you begin by describing what precisely happened to precipitate your fight with Mr. Windsor?"
Brian's look of puzzlement grew stronger.
"She means, lad,” Father Murphy explained, “that she'd like to hear about the argument in the store that led to your fight."
Sudden understanding flashed in Brian's eyes. “Oh, I wasn't there for the beginning,” he said. “I was out back of the store chopping firewood. Mom was inside with Meg—she's my wife—and Pop was upstairs working on the books. I didn't know there was any trouble at all until I heard Mom start shouting that you can't eat those crackers without paying for them.
"So I dropped the ax and ran inside. Mr. Windsor had just left the store and Mom was standing in the entrance shouting after him. So I stopped to find out what had happened and then ran after him. He was always doing something like this—breaking something or stealing something and the marshal wouldn't ever do anything about it."
"So you were going to stop him?” Patrick asked. The simple approval in his expression reinforced the young man's confidence even as the interruption irritated Miss Parson.
"Well, yes,” Brian said. “What he was doing is wrong! And Mr. Brady has been training me to fight with my fists like a professional so I could stand up to him."
He faltered in his storytelling for a moment as if Patrick's brief interruption had caused him to forget what he had been doing.
"So you pursued him,” Miss Parson prompted.
"What? Oh, yes, I ran out of the store and looked around, but I didn't see him immediately, so I ran up the street, and when I finally caught up to him, he was filling his pipe over by the stables."
The young man paused again.
"It's all right, Brian,” Father Murphy encouraged him. “We're all friends here."
Brian Greene looked at the priest a moment longer and then began to talk, his words coming out faster and faster with each passing sentence. “Well, I told him he couldn't just take things without paying for them, and he asked me who was going to stop him. I told him I would do it, and he said, You and what army?’ So I put up my fists and told him I didn't need an army. Mr. Brady had been training me to fight. And that was when I got really mad because he just started laughing at me and Mr. Brady. He said, Didn't I know that he was the one who drove Mr. Brady out of the ring?"
He stopped speaking, his chest heaving as if he'd just been in another fight. Then he mustered his resolve and said. “So I hit him! I had to stop him laughing, and so I threw a punch just like Mr. Brady taught me and landed it square upon his English nose. It sprayed lots of blood and knocked him on his backside, and I thought the fight was over."
"It wasn't over,” Corey observed. No fighter worth his salt would let a broken nose—however painful—put him out of a fight.
"No,” the young man agreed. “It wasn't over. Mr. Windsor got up, and after the first couple of punches I really couldn't even see his fists coming anymore. I tried to hit him back. I may even have done so a couple of times, but Mr. Windsor was so mad that nothing I did came close to mattering. I don't remember much after that, until I came to my senses and found him laying near me with his face all caved in."
The young man's voice trailed off and everyone stayed quiet for a minute, thinking about what he had said. Finally Miss Parson turned to the priest. “What was the prosecutor's theory of the case?” she asked.
Father Murphy's fingers fidgeted as if he wanted to get the flask from his pocket and take a stiff drink. “He suggested that what really happened was that Brian knocked Windsor down and then picked up the rock, and hit him with it before he could get back to his feet."
Miss Parson nodded. “I see, but it brings up the question of the charge of murder versus manslaughter again. I guess that matter is irrelevant now."
She turned back to the prisoner. “Can you explain to me why you told Mr. Beech that you had killed Mr. Windsor?"
The young man looked flustered. “Well, no, I can't rightly do that. I mean, I don't really remember running into Mr. Beech at all."
His answer seemed to intrigue Miss Parson. “Really?"
"Yes, I mean, it's all a blur. Mr. Windsor was all bloody and he needed help, and the next thing I know the marshal was leading me to jail."
Miss Parson turned back to Father Murphy. “And did this come out in the trial?"
The priest shook his head. “No, it didn't. As I recall, when Brian took the stand and the prosecutor asked him if he said something like Come quick, Mr. Beech, I just killed Bert Windsor,’ Brian said: I guess so.’”
Miss Parson shook her head. “Who was Mr. Greene's attorney?"
"He didn't have a lawyer. Sam Nell, the prosecutor, is the only one in town."
"And the judge?” Miss Parson asked.
"He's got a college education and everyone respects him,” Father Murphy explained, “but that's all."
"Then who defended the lad here?” Patrick asked.
"I volunteered to stand up for Brian,” Father Murphy said, “but I'm new in town and the family decided to have Tim Brady do it instead. Everyone knows Tim and he's pretty well liked."
Miss Parson kept shaking her head in disbelief. “They sentenced a man to death without even a lawyer to give him counsel?"
"Small towns,” Father Murphy reminded her, “often like to believe that justice is a matter of common sense."
Miss Parson's eyes flashed with anger and she rounded on the priest. “I can't believe you asked me to do this!” She leapt to her feet and started away. “Are you coming, Mr. Callaghan?"
"Of course,” Corey agreed, but Patrick put a hand on his arm and held him up.
"Wait a minute you two, I've got a question that needs to be asked."
Miss Parson glared at Patrick, angry tears wet in her eyes. “What is it?"
Corey turned to the prisoner. “Brian, lad, would you mind showing me some of the moves that Mr. Brady has been teaching you?"
The young man got to his feet. “You mean box the air a few times?"
Patrick nodded.
The prisoner struck a pose, hands high in the air, and snapped a few punches in the direction of the cell door. Corey felt appalled by what he saw. The young man's balance was terrible, his footwork nonexistent, and the striking motion amateurish at best. He'd had practically no training at all.
Patrick exchanged a glance with Corey.
"Thank you, Mr. Greene,” Corey said.
He turned back to Miss Parson, who had taken the few moments to get better control of herself. Anger still flashed in her eyes, but the moisture was gone.
The marshal appeared beside her. “Have you learned everything you came for?” he asked.
Miss Parson turned toward him, her voice showing none of the emotion that her eyes displayed. “I think we have, Marshal, thank you ever so much for your hospitality."
The marshal touched his nonexistent hat. “My pleasure, Miss.” He turned to lead them away from the cell as Father Murphy said quiet farewells to the prisoner. “Can I do anything else for you?"
Miss Parson slipped her arm into the marshal's and let him lead her back toward the front door. “Just one thing, Marshal: Is Mr. Greene correct when he says that Mr. Windsor was involved in petty theft and vandalism at the grocery?"
The marshal nodded. “I'm certain he was. I'd talked to him several times about it, but his sister is married to a big man around here and that gave Bert some extra room to throw his weight around. I couldn't really do anything until things got bigger."
Corey thought that he detected a note of resentment in the marshal's voice. “Did anyone actually like Mr. Windsor?” he asked. He kept his voice lighthearted, as if he were making a jest.
The marshal's voice tightened. “I don't like to speak ill of the dead,” he said, “but I think it's fair to say that the only person genuinely fond of him was his older sister, Mrs. Blake."
* * * *
English Bill was loitering outside the marshal's office when Corey, Miss Parson, Patrick, and Father Murphy exited to the street. He stood straight when Corey appeared. “Callaghan!” he called out. “I want a word with you!"
"That's already seven words,” Miss Parson whispered. The appearance of English Bill seemed to place her in better spirits.
"What seems to be your problem, Mr. Bill?” Corey asked.
The question caused one of a handful of youths playing in the street to laugh. “That ain't his proper name,” the boy called out.
English Bill turned and glared at the boy, then thrust a finger toward Corey's chest. “What are you doing talking to Brian Greene?"
The question surprised Corey. He couldn't see any reason for English Bill's interest.
"Was Mr. Windsor a friend of yours?” Miss Parson asked. Her quiet voice pulled everyone's attention toward her. “If so, you have our sympathies, it is a terrible way for a boxer to die."
Miss Parson's interruption off-footed English Bill so that he started to pull the cap off his head. He thought better of the action and said somewhat angrily, “No he wasn't my friend! We both work for Mr. Blake. And I want to know why this man—” He jerked his thumb in Corey's direction. “—was talking to him."
"What possible difference could it make to you?” Father Murphy asked.
"I want to know!” English Bill insisted. “Mrs. Blake is still very upset about what happened to her brother, and I don't want anyone disturbing her again."
"How could our visit to Mr. Greene upset Mrs. Blake?” Miss Parson asked. Her face expressed only confusion, but Corey knew her better than that. “I mean to say, that the jury has convicted him of murder. He's due to be hanged tomorrow morning. How could our visit affect any of that?"
English Bill began to get flustered. “It's not going to change anything!” He turned and began to stomp away without completing his confrontation with Corey. “You hear that!” he shouted. “It's not going to change anything!"
"How peculiar,” Miss Parson said in a voice somewhat louder than it needed to be to reach her companions’ ears. She turned back to face Marshal Tucker. “Was he telling the truth?” she asked. “Was he really not Mr. Windsor's friend?"
The marshal looked uncomfortable about being asked such a question in public. “Well now, I don't know if it's proper of me to answer,” he said.
"What are you talking about?” one of the bystanders asked. “Everyone knows Windsor and English Bill hated each other. Windsor hated English for beating him in the ring three times, and English hated Windsor for being Mr. Blake's brother-in-law."
Miss Parson turned to address the speaker. “I'm sorry Mr. . . . I'm sorry, but we haven't been properly introduced."
The man looked suddenly self-conscious, “Carl Nichols, Miss."
Miss Parson began to radiate charm and goodwill. “It's nice to meet you, Mr. Nichols. Would you be so kind as to explain why Mr. Bill would have resented Mr. Windsor for being Mrs. Blake's brother?"
"Why because Bert Windsor was in English's way,” the man said. “English Bill wanted to be Mr. Blake's number one man, but Bert Windsor had that position even though he wasn't much good at anything. English Bill was always having to fix up Windsor's messes. I'm surprised he didn't cheer in public when he learned old Bert Windsor was dead."
"Can you confirm this?” Miss Parson asked Father Murphy.
The priest looked a trifle uncomfortable at her question. “I've heard similar comments,” he admitted, “but I'm not really familiar enough with either man to confirm the particulars."
"It's true enough, Father,” another bystander called out. “English Bill and Bert Windsor hated each other!"
"Can't blame English for that!” someone else shouted. “Who didn't hate Bert Windsor?"
"Interesting,” Miss Parson said. “I think I'd like to talk to Mr. Beech now."
* * * *
A small crowd followed the three to the stables and Alan Beech. The extra people made Corey nervous. Their numbers seemed to lessen the chance that Mr. Beech would tell them anything useful, but then again, maybe the moral weight of these neighbors would have the opposite effect on the businessman.
The commercial stables were large, as was often the case even in a small town. Western men depended on their horses for their livelihood and often their very lives. Most were willing to spend money on their steeds that they would never spend on themselves. And positioned as it was near the rail station, Alan Beech would also be able to rent animals to any travelers needing to get out into the countryside.
Beech saw the crowd coming and came out to meet them. “What's going on?” he asked. “Is someone throwing a party and forgot to tell me?"
"We've got some questions for you, Alan,” someone yelled out, “about the day Bert Windsor got killed."
The idea clearly took Alan Beech by surprise but he didn't appear hostile to the subject. Instead, he shook his head from side to side, and said, “What a shame! I always thought Brian Greene was a nice boy. Who'd have thought he'd end up hanged?"
"Well he hasn't been hanged yet!” Patrick announced. “And if you answer a few questions, maybe he won't have to be!"
Now Beech began to look concerned, as if Patrick were suggesting he'd hidden something at trial. “Answer a few questions?” he sputtered.
Miss Parson shook her head. “Please, Mr. Callaghan,” she whispered. “Stop Mr. O'Sullivan from saying anything else!"
Corey put his hand on Patrick's shoulder just as the old man began to turn grandly toward Miss Parson. “What? What's wrong?"
"Mr. Beech,” Miss Parson said, “I think that Mr. O'Sullivan got a little bit ahead of himself. We don't think you've hidden anything. We also don't know that Mr. Greene didn't commit the crime he was convicted of. We're just confused as to what actually happened. We were speaking with Mr. Greene this morning and it seems that everything happened right here at the stables, and you are the one man who can help us understand the truth."
Beech looked slightly placated but still mostly on edge. “Well I don't know what I can say here that I didn't tell the judge,” he said.
"Come on, Alan,” Carl Nichols called out. “What's it going to hurt to go through it all again?"
Beech looked over his gathered neighbors. Corey took the moment to examine them as well. This was not an angry crowd, or even a suspicious one. They were excited, looking for a little entertainment in their morning, and hoping that he, Patrick, and Miss Parson could provide it.
Beech shrugged. “I guess it wouldn't hurt for me to talk about it again. It didn't actually happen here,” he reminded them, “but way around in the back."
Alan Beech led the gathering around back beside a large corral. Half a dozen horses stood within the fences basically ignoring the humans, while one or two others approached to look them over.
"It happened back here,” Beech explained as he indicated the area around them. They were only a couple of hundred feet from the rear of the stables.
Miss Parson looked around, judging the distances and the relationship of the space to the rest of the town. “I'm surprised the murder didn't happen farther away,” she said. “You would think that someone would have heard the two men fighting back here."
Beech scratched his head just above the hairline. “It was a busy day,” he said, “and I was in my office at the front of the stables when Brian came and found me. I have two boys working for me, but they were brushing down horses in the stall. There's a lot of noise during the day. It's not so strange that we didn't hear anything back here."
"And the animals in the corral didn't raise a ruckus?” Father Murphy asked.
Beech scratched his head again. “Well they were agitated when I came back with Brian and had gathered mostly on the far side of the fence—horses don't like death—but no, I don't recall them making unexpected noises or raising a ruckus."
The growing crowd watched the conversation with baited breath as if they expected something truly exciting to happen.
"And you came back with Mr. Greene and what did you see?” Miss Parson asked.
Beech swallowed hard. “There was a lot of blood,” he said. “This wasn't the first time I've seen death, but it was hard to look at. There was a big rock, like that one over there, and it looked to me as if it had just bounced off Bert Windsor's face and driven him back into the ground. That's why he was bleeding from both sides."
"Both sides?” Miss Parson asked.
"Yes, Miss,” Beech confirmed. “Bert Windsor had both a cracked skull and his face smashed in. The doc said he figured that the force of the blow had caused Windsor to break the back of his head against the hard ground."
"Either that or he cracked it when Brian Greene knocked him over,” an elderly voice added.
The small crowd of people opened up to let an elderly bespectacled man through their midst. Father Murphy stepped forward and offered him his hand. “Doc,” he said, “it's good to see you. These are my friends Corey Callaghan, Patrick O'Sullivan, and Miss Pandora Parson. We were talking about the murder last night and decided to ask Brian a couple of questions that were troubling us. That led us here and to all of this."
The doctor looked disgusted at what he saw around him. He squinted up at Corey. “And you don't think Brian Greene did it?"
Corey shrugged. “Brian Greene was not a boxer. My understanding is that Bert Windsor was pretty good. I don't see how Brian Greene ever got Bert Windsor into a position where he could murder him."
"Perhaps you could help us,” Miss Parson suggested. “I assume you treated Mr. Greene for his injuries?"
The doctor appraised Miss Parson carefully through his glasses and Corey could see that he had just figured out which of the town's visitors actually had the most intelligence. “Yes, I did,” the doctor said. “His face had been extensively battered. I would say that Bert Windsor had defended himself very well."
"Were the injuries sufficient to knock Mr. Greene unconscious?"
The doc shrugged. “I don't see how he could have been unconscious and killed Bert, but if you're asking if I would have been surprised to find him unconscious with those injuries the answer is no."
"So they really were very bad?” Miss Parson asked. “This is part of what troubles me. The Constitution of our great land requires that there be no reasonable doubt when convicting a man of a crime. Mr. Greene says he was knocked unconscious by Mr. Windsor. You say his injuries could have caused unconsciousness. Why on earth did that not make the jury believe there was reasonable doubt?"
"Because he confessed, Miss,” a strong, low voice explained.
Corey turned to find a short squat man pushing to the front of the crowd. He had forearms the size of many people's thighs and a completely bald head unadorned by any hat. “This is Roy Taylor, our blacksmith,” Father Murphy said. “Roy, this is—"
The man waved him off. “I've heard, Father, no need to introduce them again.” He faced Miss Parson squarely, wasting no time with Corey. “I was on the jury,” he told her. “I admit I'm not happy with the sentence. I find it hard to believe that Brian Greene would smash a rock into any man's face. But that's what Alan Beech said the man said, and when Brian was on the stand, he didn't deny it."
The crowd all turned to look at Alan Beech. “Is that really what he said, Mr. Beech?” Miss Parson asked. “Please think hard about this. Words are so important. What were the exact words Mr. Greene said when he came running into your stables?"
Alan Beech's face screwed up with anxiety. “It's been a long time,” he said. “It's hard to remember precisely. I mean, I know he said he killed him but—"
"Please try, Alan,” Father Murphy pleaded. “The boy's going to hang tomorrow morning."
Alan Beech closed his eyes. His brows furrowed in concentration. “I was working on my books,” he recalled. “A lot of people had been in and out of the stables that morning, and I wanted to make certain my records were in order. Brian came running inside calling for help. Mr. Beech, Mr. Beech,’ he said. You have to come quick. I've been fighting with Bert Windsor and he's been killed.’”
Beech opened his eyes. “You see,” he told the crowd. “He confessed."
The blacksmith stepped up next to Beech and grabbed his upper arm in his large strong hand. “That's not how I heard what you just said."
"What do you mean?” Beech asked. “They'd been fighting and Windsor had been killed. Brian killed him."
"But he didn't say I killed him," the blacksmith said. “If you'd told your story like that in court, I'd have voted not guilty."
"It means the same thing, Roy,” Beech protested. Corey thought he honestly couldn't see the point the blacksmith was making.
"What is wrong with all of you people?” English Bill called out as he shoved his way through to the front of the crowd. “You!” he shouted, pointing one finger at Corey, “What gives you the right to come into my town and make so much trouble?"
Beside him, Corey saw Miss Parson quickly suppress a smile before she stepped back into the shelter of Corey's shadow. “Why do our questions make you so nervous, Mr. Bill?” she asked.
"Nervous?” English Bill repeated. “You don't make me nervous. I want you to stop causing trouble."
Corey knew that he was slower with his mind than he was with his fists, but he finally caught on to what Miss Parson suspected had happened. He stepped forward to confront the local tough man. Behind English Bill, still buried in the crowd, he could see Judge Harley and Marshal Tucker approaching. “What trouble is that?” he asked. “You've been trying to ride me since we got to town—outside the rectory and outside the jail. What are you so afraid we'll discover?"
"Mr. Beech, was Mr. Bill one of your customers the day of the murder?” Miss Parson asked.
Beech looked like he didn't appreciate being thrust back into the center of attention, but he answered boldly enough. “Yes, he was,” he confirmed. “He left his horse with me just a few minutes before Brian came running to tell me about Bert Windsor."
"That has nothing to do with anything!” Bill shouted, but unless Corey had completely lost his ability to read a crowd, the good people of Golden Fields disagreed with him.
Corey decided to push the man. “What really happened?” he asked. “Did you find young Brian Greene passed out and Bert Windsor standing over him? Did you see a chance to get yourself promoted by getting rid of the competition?"
Cold fury took control of English Bill's facial muscles and he scowled furiously at Corey. “Why you—"
"Did it take two hits with the rock?” Corey interrupted, “one in the back of the head and the final one in front?"
English Bill hit him. Even though he was expecting the blow, Corey was taken by surprise. He had been concentrating too much on his accusation and not enough on the opponent in front of him. The blow knocked him back three steps and threatened to take his feet out from under him.
"I don't need a rock to kill a man!” English Bill shouted. He leapt toward Corey with both fists swinging.
Corey tried to step back out of the way but he hadn't quite recovered from the surprise of that first punch. English Bill landed a left-right-left combination and kept coming. Corey dodged left, directly into another blow and finally got his hands up solidly in front of him so that he could begin to defend himself.
The growing crowd screamed as if this were a professional match and not a mindless brawl. Corey jabbed with his left to force English Bill to fight honestly and was rewarded with a square chin against his knuckles.
English Bill didn't seem to mind. He hit Corey again, always moving forward, shouting as he came. “I've killed plenty of men with my bare hands!"
Footwork was critical to the success of any boxer, and Corey couldn't quite get his own feet set beneath him. He jabbed again, trying to set English Bill back for a moment, then came in hard with his right fist. The blow glanced off his opponent's shoulder, unsettling both of them. Corey smothered the desire to take a wild swing and pressed in low so he could drive a punch hard into English Bill's stomach.
He felt a wild haymaker pass close over his head, then he hit English Bill again. He straightened up and struck the man's jaw with a thundering left hook, then pressed his momentary advantage, charging up his rhythm, landing blows from left and right on English Bill's head.
The town's self-proclaimed champion was still shouting about all the men he'd killed. Corey figured he should back off and let him confess more details but he wasn't going to do it. He wanted the man down on the ground and unable to hit him any longer. He hammered him with his strong right fist and moved again to set him back up with the left.
"That's enough!” a firm authoritative voice broke through the din. “Break those two men apart!"
After a few seconds to get organized, half a dozen men pressed into the fight. English Bill began swinging at all of them, but Corey dropped his hands and pulled back out of the fight. Father Murphy and Miss Parson had moved to stand beside the judge, who was busy directing the citizens of his town. “That's right! Hold him! No, don't hit him any more. I want the fighting stopped!"
Father Murphy whispered furiously in the judge's ear. “Yes, yes, I heard that, too, but it doesn't mean he killed Bert Windsor,” the judge retorted.
"But, Judge,” Father Murphy protested, “you're surely not going to hang the lad with all of these questions unanswered."
"No,” Judge Harley agreed, “I'm not. What I am going to do is sit down with our prosecutor, our mayor, and some of our fine neighbors and see what the hell we have to do to find some justice in Golden Fields!"
* * * *
"Thank you,” Father Murphy told Miss Parson. “I know you didn't want to get involved in this, but I am very grateful that you did so."
They had gathered again around Father Murphy's dinner table waiting for Mrs. O'Leary to serve the meal.
"What's going to happen, Father?” Patrick asked.
"Well, I don't think anyone rightly knows yet. At the very least, I think there will be a new trial. Malcolm Blake is arguing against it, but I don't think anyone in town really believes Brian Greene murdered Bert Windsor now."
"And to think that English Bill was the guilty one,” Patrick mused. “Well it just goes to show that you can't trust an Englishman."
Miss Parson frowned and Father Murphy grimaced.
"I doubt that they will convict English Bill of murder,” the priest said, “even if they decide to try him for it. He's well known for running off his mouth, and there really isn't any evidence tying him to the crime."
"It would be quite the moral dilemma for you if they do, Father,” Miss Parson noted.
Father Murphy stared uncomfortably at the table, while Patrick looked incredulously at Miss Parson. “You're not suggesting that Father Murphy killed the man, are you?"
"No, of course not,” Miss Parson said. “But Father Murphy knows English Bill isn't the murderer, don't you?"
Father Murphy said nothing.
"In fact,” Miss Parson said, “I would go so far as to suggest that you've always known the identity of the killer. Would I be wrong, Father? Perhaps we should hear your confession."
Father Murphy did not respond to Miss Parson's accusation. The warm feeling of accomplishment that Corey had enjoyed since fighting English Bill began to turn cold in the pit of his stomach. “Are you saying that Brian Greene really did kill Windsor?” he asked.
"No,” Miss Parson assured him. “I'm saying that Father Murphy knows the identity of the real killer. Follow the logic with me. Nothing we uncovered today was particularly well hidden. Father Murphy could have easily raised these questions himself. He didn't need to send letters begging us to hurry and come visit."
Father Murphy looked up from the table's surface and met Miss Parson's eyes.
"Father Murphy told us,” Miss Parson continued, “that Brian Greene didn't say the sorts of things during confession that a guilty man would say, and I think that was the truth. But you didn't tell us the whole story, did you, Father?"
"I may not have,” Father Murphy told her. “There are restrictions on a priest when a man confesses his sins."
"That's what I thought,” Miss Parson said. “The real murderer came to you for confession. Did you absolve him?"
"That would be between the killer, God, and me,” Father Murphy reminded them. “But if you were correct in your theory, it would put me in quite a bind. Knowing what I'd learned in confession, it would be difficult for me to investigate the crime without breaking the seal of the sacrament."
Miss Parson nodded.
"And so you asked me to investigate for you hoping I would solve the crime without you. What would you have done if I failed?"
"I don't know,” the priest whispered. “By all that's holy, I just don't know."
"So wait a minute,” Patrick said. “If Greene didn't kill him, and English didn't do it, who did?"
"Tim Brady,” Miss Parson said. “He had motive—Bert Windsor ended his boxing career—and opportunity—he was the last person to pass through the stables before the crime was committed. My guess is that he saw Bert Windsor knock Mr. Greene unconscious, snuck up behind him, and hit him over the back of the head with a rock. Then he decided to finish the job."
"It would be more charitable to suggest that the rock slipped and fell upon Mr. Windsor,” Father Murphy suggested.
Miss Parson's frown demonstrated her disagreement, but she didn't contradict the priest. “In any event, Mr. Brady left Brian Greene to take the blame and even arranged to do a poor job defending him in front of the jury."
Patrick rounded upon the priest. “And you were going to let him get away with that?"
Father Murphy smiled. It was the first genuine look of happiness on his face that Corey had seen since Miss Parson began this conversation. “But he hasn't gotten away with it, Patrick, now has he? Thanks to Miss Parson here, a real inquiry will be made. Who knows what will come of it?"
Patrick didn't look convinced and the priest's smile faded. “Whatever the result,” he reminded them, “at least we can be certain that Brian Greene won't hang."
The four friends sat in silence for a few moments before Father Murphy spoke again. “It isn't easy, you know, being a priest and hearing men's confessions. I'm like a telegraph operator tapping out a message from the sinner to God. It's a sacred trust that's weighed heavily on me of late. I thought I was going to have to break faith and share the message. Thanks to the three of you, that won't be necessary."
Copyright © 2010 Gilbert M. Stack
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Department: BOOKED & PRINTED by Robert C. Hahn
Dogs abound in mystery fiction, and play roles from heroic to menacing, from comic to villainous partners in crime. This month's column features a little of each in three very different settings.
* * * *

* * * *
David Rosenfelt's eccentric New Jersey lawyer Andy Carpenter is a dog lover who takes his canine activism to new heights in his eighth adventure, dog tags (Grand Central, $24.99).
Andy is fortunate enough to pick and choose his battles, and to put his money where his heart is—the Tara Foundation, a dog rescue operation named for his own dog and run by Willie Miller whom Andy pulled from death row in Open and Shut (2002).
The type of rescue Andy performs in Dog Tags is not typical. Milo is a German shepherd who was trained by the police to disarm suspects. Billy Zimmerman, a former cop and Iraq war veteran who lost a leg, and his police career, in a suicide bombing, was Milo's partner. When Milo reached age seven (K-9 retirement age), Billy asked for him and became his owner.
Billy, who has turned to theft as a means of financial support and has turned Milo's disarmament skills to a more lucrative kind of snatching, inadvertently ends up involved in a murder scene accused of the crime. And Milo, who successfully snatches an envelope from the victim, hides it, and ends up in a shelter under guard for reasons that are murky at best.
Rosenfelt has a couple of strong suits that he plays in this consistently amusing series: a cast of zany characters that surround, protect, and occasionally frustrate Andy and some of the best courtroom scenes to be found in mystery fiction. It scarcely matters that the simple murder that results in both Billy and Milo being incarcerated morphs into a much larger affair involving hit men, corruption, and possibly national security. No, what matters is that Andy gets to defend Milo in court complete with expert witnesses. And with Milo freed to his custody, he fights a delaying game at Billy's trial that allows him to demonstrate his considerable courtroom skills while searching for Milo's hidden envelope and the keys to the murder.
The verdict is in and it's unanimous: Rosenfelt just keeps getting better and better.
Craig Johnson's Walt Longmire is a Wyoming sheriff and his constant companion Dog proves his mettle again in junkyard dogs (Viking, $25.95), the sixth entry in this entertaining series. Longmire tries to keep the peace in Absaroka County, but he has to contend with more than his share of colorful characters, some of whom work for him. But the laconic sheriff is a good match for both the wild country he protects and the vagaries of crime he encounters.
When old Geo Stewart is dragged two and a quarter miles over ice behind the wheels of a ‘68 Toronado driven by his grandson Duane's wife, Gina, it is merely another bizarre incident to befall the bizarre family who operates the dump (officially the Municipal Solid Waste Facility). Though crusty old Geo isn't badly hurt, during the medical exam following the accident he reveals that a “body part"—actually a finger—has been found at the dump.
There will be more incidents with Geo and Duane and Gina, but Walt also has to contend with his Basquo deputy Santiago Saizarbitoria, who has given his two-weeks notice following a nasty incident involving a serrated kitchen knife; his undersheriff, Victoria Moretti, who is both colleague and sometime love interest; and an ongoing dispute between Ozzie Dobbs's Redhills Arroyo Ranch development and Stewart's dump site.
The “junkyard dogs” of the title are Stewart's two wolf dogs, Butch and Sundance, who “had killed a cougar, a few coyotes, and run at least a couple of black bears off their turf.” Luckily for Walt he has his own dog, “Dog,” who can match their size and help even the odds if necessary.
Between finding the owner of the missing digit, finding a murderer when a victim is discovered, and uncovering just what is going on at the dump site, Walt also has to find a way to appease his deputy and undersheriff or lose both of them. Johnson's rough humor and savvy affinity for the rugged land and the rugged people who live there make a winning combination.
A Berkeley, California, dog park with a fairly normal collection of dogs and a highly unusual cast of dog owners and walkers is the setting for Cynthia Robinson's oddball debut the dog park club (Minotaur, $24.99).
Claudia Fantini is a sometime hysteric. Her frantic overseas phone calls to touring opera singer Max Bravo keep him apprised of her latest crisis (husband Larry has walked out on her) until he can return to his San Francisco home. Claudia is an emotional and physical wreck by the time Max returns and takes charge. Along with neglecting herself, Claudia has neglected her dog Asta. Max takes charge of Asta as well and the eager pup leads Max to the dog park where he meets the odd assemblage of regulars: Jordi Almirall, a Catalan who owns Cecilia, a Rhodesian ridgeback; jobless “Gator” who walks a pair of affenpinschers; Ed, a “wizened old hippie” who lives in a van with a big yellow dog named Colonel; the very pregnant Amy and her little pug, Dixie; and lesbian couple Kim and Marcy and their golden retriever, Bill.
Like Claudia, the sophisticated Max can also be a drama queen, and the dog park crew is eager to embrace the rumors fueled by the idea that Claudia's estranged husband is now stalking her and then by the unexplained disappearance of Amy and the suspicious behavior of her husband, Steve.
When the remaining members of the gang decide to help the police with their investigation by conducting their own surveillance of Steve things get really interesting and then really hairy for Max and Claudia both.
The Dog Park Club offers glimmers of promise along with some stumbles. Robinson has a nice knack for comic characterization, and while her plot tends to wander, that doesn't diminish the enjoyment of this strong debut.
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Fiction: OLD DOGS by Naomi Bell
Every night before bed Ellen Roundal stood at her kitchen counter and laid out four pieces of white bread in a square and covered them with a slice of cheese and a slice of beef and a slice of tomato and then folded and wrapped them for Bert.
She'd been making Bert's lunch for twenty-eight years, as long as they'd been married. She made Bert's lunch and dinner (meat and two veg) and bought his clothes and cleaned the bathrooms and when finally Bert said that he wanted more out of life she thought only, What more?
She signed where Bert told her. He backed a truck into the driveway and took the couch and the big television from the den. He called a real estate agent. Ellen stood in the kitchen opening and closing her mouth while happy couples trooped through her living room with measuring tapes.
Her daughter Lizzie came home from college and told Ellen to stand up for herself. Ellen tried to explain, but how could she when words didn't mean what they used to mean? Lizzie and her girlfriends rented a cube-van, packed up what Bert had left, and moved Ellen into an apartment. She flittered from room to room while Lizzie's friends crammed the shelves with the odds and ends of her life with Bert.
The apartment had three rooms and pipes that creaked, but it was on the ground floor with a glass patio door. That first night after Lizzie had left Ellen lay in bed listening to feet walking about on the ceiling.
Lizzie graduated and went to study climate change at a research station in Nunavut. She told Ellen the station's name but its consonants were all wrong—all g's and q's—and Ellen couldn't keep it straight. She knew only that it was a tiny flyspeck far up at the top of the map where North America petered out into islands.
One night while flipping through the channels she found a nature show with polar ice and seals and penguins. She watched it so that when Lizzie phoned she would have something to talk about.
She worked for a distributer that imported houseware and shuttled it to retailers. She shared the office with three other girls who chattered and texted and swapped ringtones and not one of them noticed that Ellen never said a word. Mr. Simmons waded through their chatter with a smile and asked, Ellen can you fix the printer, Ellen can you send this fax, Ellen...
She wanted to say something, anything. She wanted to, but she didn't.
Old Lenny from the warehouse reached his retirement date, and the girls in the office spent four full days planning his party. As Ellen held a slice of cake and sang along she felt something give way inside her, deep down, as if she'd fallen into a crevasse, out of sight of everyone on the surface. With every breath she slipped and sank lower, the walls grinding her into sand. She put the cake down, pushed through the crowd, and asked Mr. Simmons for Lenny's job.
So she worked nights, from eight until four, in the warehouse preparing the boxes for the drivers to deliver the next day. She had Jonesy to help, who called her Helen and wore black T-shirts with skulls on them. She tried to be friendly, or at least get him to wear a sweater against the chill warehouse air, but Jonesy paid more attention to his earpiece. Every night after he'd punched in he walked through the warehouse to the lock-cage. He'd sit behind the chain-link walls surrounded by boxes and crates, tapping away on his cell phone.
Ellen drove the forklift and shuffled skids into neat piles she organized for each driver by the bay doors. She set the traveling papers on top of the boxes so that when the driver came in he would see exactly what he had to do that day. After that she swept the warehouse and after that she looked for any notes left by Mr. Simmons (Ellen fix the printer), and after that she tidied the breakroom, and after that she sat at the chipped white table.
She went to work and went home again. In the black hours of the morning she watched game shows on the tiny television that used to be in Lizzie's room. She couldn't bear the late late movie with its false characters, but she could follow game shows, joining letters into blocks into words that meant nothing. She watched television until the space outside started to shift and bang with noise: alarm clocks buzzing, feet slapping on bathroom tiles, voices murmuring. Then she'd switch the television to the weather station and sleep and sleep until it was time to ride the bus through dark streets to work.
She recycled paper and plastic and put kitchen waste out in a green-bin. She rode the bus to work and carried her groceries home in cloth bags, and sometimes she thought that if she tried hard enough she wouldn't exist at all.
One day she went to the grocery store and bought flour and eggs and chocolate chips. That night, after she'd prepared the boxes and swept the warehouse, she cleaned the old stove in the breakroom and baked muffins. She ate one and wrapped another in a napkin and took it out to the lock-cage.
Jonesy sat in a deck chair, talking, “I'm telling you, Mr. Burke should see this stuff."
When he saw her Jonesy snapped to his feet and crossed to the cage door. Through the chain-link he asked, “What?"
Ellen held out the muffin. “I thought you'd like..."
He hesitated a moment, then unlatched the door long enough to snake out a hand. He turned away. “Okay, so listen..."
She shifted a half step back, wanting something. Jonesy glanced back, saw her, his narrow face creasing. “Hang on."
To her, he said, “Did you need something?"
She cast about, patching words, asked, “What is all this stuff?” although she knew, she'd been doing the paperwork for years.
He said impatiently, “Shipments in storage. We hold the freight for customers until they have room in their own warehouse."
She said, “Oh,” but Jonesy had already drifted his gaze away. “You don't want to pass this on, that's up to you. But it's the real deal, and Mr. Burke might not be too happy if you let it slip away . . . it's your call . . . other fish in sea, man."
Ellen pulled her cardigan tighter, and walked back to the breakroom. She set the other muffins on a tray with a note for the drivers.
The next night she found the tray still on the chipped white table, covered with crumbs and a yellow sticky-note reading more! and a happy face.
Later, after she'd sorted out the deliveries, she took out the leftover flour and eggs and chocolate chips, set them on the white table, and looked at them.
Always more.
She made French toast instead, and ate every single crumb.
The next day was Saturday and the newspaper ran an ad from the local animal shelter for the Rescue of the Week: a fluffy puppy, all button eyes and perky ears. Ellen cut out the puppy's picture and put it on the fridge. For the next week she came home every morning to the fridge-puppy and wondered what the landlord would say. On Saturday she caught the bus to the animal shelter.
The shelter lady walked her along rows and rows of dogs in cages. Not the fridge-puppy (long since adopted), but other dogs, wagging their tails and jumping up at the cage doors. The bursting barking energy overwhelmed Ellen a little, and the shelter lady gently suggested perhaps a cat instead? But at the end of the row Ellen saw a black dog with a gray muzzle curled up in the corner of the cage. The black dog didn't bark, or even get up, but when Ellen put her fingers through the wire the dog lifted its head and looked at her. Ellen held her breath as the dog climbed to its feet and hobbled over. As the dog sniffed her fingers Ellen said to the shelter lady, “This one."
She named the dog Ernie. He was knee high, with shaky legs and a whip tail. When she got home from work he would follow her from room to room until she put her coat back on and took him for a walk. When she slept Ernie curled up in the crook of her knee, and if she half woke during the day she'd shift a little, to find him.
One morning as she walked home from the bus stop she found her street swept by blue and white light. A police cruiser sat in the parking lot of her building. She half ran, counting apartment doors from the corner, not believing it. Her front door stood wide open, pouring light onto the street. She could see right through to the back patio, as if the space had been gutted.
A police officer stood in the doorway, talking to a man with sticking-up hair and bare feet. The police officer put out a hand to stop her, but Ellen ran past him, looking, looking.
Her living room looked as if a mad child had erupted into fury. Cushions ripped apart, stuffing spilling out. On the floor, ornaments in white splinters, splattered with instant coffee, peanut butter, milk. Blanks where the television, radio should be.
Another police officer came out of her bathroom. “Ma'am, is this your apartment?"
"Yes, yes."
He asked some question, but she cut him off: “My dog, where is he?"
The police officer shrugged. “When we got here the patio door was open."
He kept talking, but Ellen ran to the patio door. Light bled out, spilled onto the narrow strip of grass. Ellen ran outside, calling, “Ernie!"
Nothing moved. The police officer had followed her, still talking. She wished he would go away, shut up. She shrank into herself, silently begging to hear the tags on Ernie's collar jingle.
She ran back into the apartment, grasping for his leash, shoving aside torn-open cereal boxes for his cookies, and half heard a voice call, “Ma'am?"
She glanced, saw a black man in jeans and sweatshirt on his knees at the end of the couch. He smiled, light eyed, and waved her over.
She crouched, looked where he pointed: in the tunnel between the sloping back of the couch and the wall, a shadowy outline and frightened eyes.
"Oh, oh, Ernie!"
The man eased back, made room. “He's been in there since we got here."
"Is he okay?” She reached in, felt Ernie nuzzle her fingers.
"I'm sure he is. I'm Eric, by the way. I live above you with Dan.” He pointed to the tousled-haired man talking to the police officer. “Dan got up to pee and glanced out the window in time to see a guy hotfooting across the lawn with your TV set."
"Oh . . . You called the police?"
Eric nodded. He held up a bright yellow bag with a cat on it, and shook out a handful of fishy-smelling treats. “Let's try these."
By the time the landlord arrived, Ellen was sitting on the couch with Ernie draped over her lap. Eric had made tea and she held the mug in both hands, the heat burning through the porcelain. She shivered, cold racing over her scalp. Eric sat beside her, touching casually at hip and shoulder. She sat close so that she leaned into him, while trying to pretend not to.
Her landlord barreled in, knocking aside police officers. He stopped in the center of the living room, casting about at the mess, and latched onto Ernie. He rattled loose a string of rapid-fire sounds in a language not English, and the only part that made sense was “No pets!"
Eric winked and tucked the cat treats behind his back. Ellen let the landlord's words stamp her deeper into the crevasse, to where dust filled her throat and closed over her.
Ernie whined and nudged her elbow. She stroked his coat, and with every motion felt the frayed threads of her catch and take anchor. She looked up at the landlord, and shook her head.
The landlord hardly paused. A tall willowy woman had arrived with the landlord. She drifted about the room, fingering the shattered ornaments, and picked up a broken frame. Fragments of many photographs fluttered free: Bert, Ellen, Lizzie, a collage of their past. Their first house, Lizzie in her prom dress, Bert's big car, and his fishing boat.
The tall woman set the fragments in her palm, piecing them together, but they slipped and slid apart. The woman carefully wrapped the pieces in a tissue. She spoke to the landlord in the same language, her voice tripping his. He blinked, stopped. The woman kept talking, words like water running over pebbles. The landlord rumbled, grumbled, then harrumphed and stamped off to yell at the police officers.
The tall woman leaned forward and folded Ellen's hand about the wrapped photographs. She rubbed Ernie's ears. “Dog stay."
Dan left the police officers to the landlord. He fetched a kitchen chair for the woman and righted the coffee table for himself, and the four of them sat drinking tea and talking about nothing.
The police officer asked Ellen who else had keys to her apartment. The front door, he said, had been unlocked, not forced. Only Lizzie, she said, in Nunavut.
Dan explained how he'd run down the stairs armed with a camera-phone, but had gotten outside in time to see taillights peeling away. The police officer asked Dan to describe the robber he'd seen from the window: “Hoodie."
The second police officer came in from outside carrying a bundle of cloth. He showed Ellen: a pillowcase, flecked with bright porcelain shards. The police officer asked, “Is this yours?"
She shook her head. Eric murmured to Dan, “That's why we didn't hear anything."
The police officer nodded. “Muffled the sound. We found this too—” He held up a hammer. “—out on the grass."
Ellen shivered, deep down, and hugged Ernie tighter. Eric squeezed her hand. “Hey."
The landlord said strongly, “I get new lock. Dead bolt."
"Yeah,” said Dan, “and maybe it's time for a security camera."
The landlord waffled. Ellen broke in, “Why, I mean, why did he do—” She gestured at the wreck of her livingbroom. “—all this?"
The police officer shrugged with ancient weariness. “He needed to prove he'd won."
The police officers closed their notebooks and said that they'd do their best, but that she should call her insurance agent. Dan left to go to work, but Eric stayed to tidy up and help Ellen make a list of what was missing or broken. She was rhyming off the ornaments on the TV cabinet, left to right, when she realized that the Russian lacquered jewelry case was gone. It had held her wedding and engagement rings. Eric was upset about the rings, but with a ripple of surprise she realized that she wasn't.
As Eric was leaving, she said awkwardly, “Thanks. For helping me, I mean."
"Oh, don't be silly.” He cracked a warm smile. “That's what people do."
For the first time, a swell of emotion stung her eyes. She wanted to say, But they don't, not really. Instead she ducked her head, hiding.
"Hey, now.” Eric pulled her into a hug. He patted her back. “Come on. You're safe, Ernie is safe. Everything else is just stuff."
By the time the insurance agent had been and gone, and the landlord had installed new locks, it was early afternoon. She phoned in sick to work, took Ernie for a lap around the block, and went to bed. She awoke in the half light of dusk and wandered out into the living room in bare feet. Emptied of familiar objects but clear of debris, the room felt as if the robber had punched holes in her past. Now, emerging into a blank landscape, she felt not angry or afraid, but stripped.
* * * *
That night as Ellen pushed the broom, Jonesy came to the lock-cage door and called her name.
She stopped, leaned on the broom, too tired to walk over.
He called again, “Come here."
She sighed, let the broom slap to the floor, trudged to him. He said, “I had to do your work last night."
She said, “Oh,” and couldn't think of anything to add.
"Where were you?"
She fumbled, untangling meaning. “I had a break-in."
Now Jonesy said, “Oh.” Then, “What did they take?"
How could words fill the blanks? “The TV. The microwave.” She stopped, blocked by the knot of memory.
Jonesy peered at her face. “That it?"
She backed up a step, wanting to go, back into the shadow of routine. But Jonesy said, “You got off light, then."
She barked, swallowed, couldn't help herself: “They did . . . damage."
"Huh."
She waited, tears prickling her eyes, for him to say, poor you, or they had no right. Wanting him to make it real.
He stared, eyes flat. His mouth opened, lips pulled back. He asked softly, “How did it feel?"
"How do you think it felt!"
She blinked, surprised. Felt her throat fill with a froth of amends, to smooth, to soften, to lessen. But she couldn't, and what's more, she didn't want to.
She left Jonesy slack jawed, left the broom where it lay, and stamped back to the breakroom.
* * * *
As she unlocked her front door Ernie cannonballed into her legs, panting, whining. Struck by his fear, she stroked his head, hushing him so she could listen. As she tiptoed through the apartment he sprang from foot to foot, never taking his eyes off her.
The apartment was still and quiet, the blanks already edging on familiar. Ellen knelt, hugged Ernie, and said, “Poor you, it must have been awful, I won't leave you alone."
The next night she took Ernie with her on the bus. At the warehouse she made him a bed of shipping blankets and he lay quietly on the blue serge, watching while she drove the forklift. If anyone should notice dog hair on the blankets, she didn't care.
As she walked through the aisles Ernie trotted along at her side. She found herself talking to him, explaining how this crate had to go out with the Listowel driver, this one to Kitchener. Ernie snuffled and wagged his tail, and the hours seemed to roll by a little quicker.
Later, Jonesy came to the breakroom. He hovered in the doorway, keeping an eye on Ernie. “You can't bring that dog in here."
Ellen said, “Really?” and turned back to the newspaper.
Jonesy shifted from foot to foot. When she didn't look up at him, he said, “Look, about what happened . . . Did you have insurance?"
Ernie got up from his blanket and crept, tail tucked, under Ellen's chair. She reached down to him. To Jonesy, “What? Yes."
"That's okay, then. You can make it right."
She bit back a sharp bubble of laughter, but then thought that yes, in time she would.
Jonesy continued, picking up steam. “I know you don't have a car. If you need to replace something large, I will drive you."
"Oh.” She hesitated. Saw the half hidden eagerness in his face and wondered if this might be his way of making amends. And if it was, could she rebuff him? “Thank you."
He nodded, stepping back through the door. “Don't forget."
Bert phoned. Bert, with brisk, take-charge efficiency: “I heard about your little problem."
"Oh,” she said pointlessly. “I'm fine."
"Good, good. What about the insurance? You'll need to contact the agent."
"How did you hear?"
He waffled a moment. “Lizzie told me."
Of course. Lizzie had dispensed advice from half a continent away ("You need to . . ."). How like Lizzie to call her father to make sure Ellen followed the plan.
Bert kept nattering about insurance. She broke in, “They took the Russian case."
Blank silence. She could hear him thinking, What Russian case? She added, “The one your mother gave us."
"Damn it, Ellen, that was valuable."
"I'm sorry.” She bit down.
"Well, we can deal with that later. You can't stay in that apartment now. We need to get you somewhere more suitable."
"Don't..."
"I'm only telling you what you need to hear."
As he'd always told her. He'd bound her with his expectations and towed her behind him, bouncing and bobbing.
She wanted to shout, to be heard. “I don't . . . want your help."
"Well, you obviously can't manage on your own.” His tone changed, became offhand. “My place has room, if you wanted to, you know, move back."
She went cold and still. Felt herself form around a single word, What?
"Not like before,” Bert cautioned. “Just . . . you know."
Not as a marriage. Just to clean his house and buy his clothes and every night lay out four pieces of white bread with a slice of cheese and a slice of beef.
She heard herself say, “Single life not what you expected?"
He huffed. “I'm thinking of you."
Now she did laugh, high and ragged.
Bert, little-boy sullen: “There's no need to be like that."
"Get out of my life."
She felt herself crack along her spine, her outer layer splitting like a carapace. She pushed the old shell apart, clambered out big and awkward and angry.
Bert said nastily, “You need me."
"No."
"I thought this would show you."
She slammed down the phone. Walked from room to room, yelling at him.
The day the check from the insurance come through, Ellen went out into the warehouse to find Jonesy. She rattled the lock-cage door and called his name, half-expecting him to pop up from behind the towers of freight.
The deck chair, crushed pop cans, cigarette butts, but no Jonesy. Crates and boxes stacked floor to ceiling, except for a single empty space.
From behind, a rolling rattle. Ernie started, raised his hackles. As Ellen reached for his collar, a man she'd never seen before trudged out from the aisles, pushing a dolly. He edged past her without making eye contact, unlocked the cage door, and nudged the dolly up to a stack of loose boxes. He piled the boxes onto the dolly, backed out, locked the door and trundled away into the shadows.
Ellen followed. She felt the cold night breeze first, then saw the bright yard lights. At the back of the warehouse, the loading door stood open. The man with the dolly eased his load down the metal ramp and up onto a second ramp to a pickup truck. He grunted and swore, boots scrabbling for purchase. Another man came from the front of the truck to help, and the two of them strained, leaning almost horizontally.
Jonesy stood on the edge of the loading dock, calling to the men, “You tell Mr. Burke anything he needs, just say the word."
The men heaved the boxes onto the pickup and pushed them behind another stack. As the men pulled a tarp over the load, one glanced back, saw Ellen. He jerked his chin at Jonesy.
Jonesy glanced, and turned around fast. “What do you want?"
Ellen hesitated. The men fastened the tarp, slipped into the truck, and started the engine. As the truck drove out of the reach of the yard light, Ellen asked, “What was that?"
"I told you not to bring that dog in here."
Ellen glanced down at Ernie, glued to her leg. Jonesy pulled down the loading door and kicked the lock shut. He stared at Ellen with hard eyes.
She tried again, “Who were those guys?"
"Customers. Collecting their freight."
At midnight? And where was the paperwork, the signed proof of delivery? She opened her mouth to ask, but Jonesy pushed past her, headed back into the warehouse.
She trailed a few feet behind. At the lock-cage he unlocked the door and stood with one foot braced across the doorway. “Did you need something?"
She faltered. “I got the money, for the insurance."
"I don't have time for this."
She felt a fool. Turned away, cheeks burning.
"Wait a sec . . . What were you going to get? A television?"
She nodded.
Jonesy grinned, features moving together like cylinders sliding into place. “Yeah, all right. I'll show you what to buy."
On Saturday Ellen left Ernie with Eric (and Eric's cat) and waited outside her apartment. She half expected Jonesy to stand her up, and half wanted him to, but he came, barreling into the parking lot in a big black pickup truck.
He slowed to walking pace, leaning over to push open the passenger door. She scrambled onto the running-board and up into the cab. “Thanks."
He pulled out onto the street, reaching to crank up the stereo to a window-thumping level. They drove across town to an electronics retailer and he led her to where televisions crusted the wall like shimmering jewels.
Ellen looked at the price tags and thought, I couldn't possibly.
Jonesy parked her in front of a television that was bigger than her kitchen table. She backed up a step. “Oh, no, I don't need . . . I thought, something smaller..."
"Why not?” Jonesy looked as if she were mad. “The insurance is paying."
The insurance from the rings, the theft, the damage, all of it one swoop. A wedding ring for a flat-screen television: not a bad trade.
Jonesy added, “If there was ever a time in your life to spend money on yourself, this is it."
She shivered all over, suddenly giddy, spring-lamb silly.
A sales rep in a suit slid up to her elbow and started on about pixels and digital compression. She cut him off. “I'll take it."
The sales rep blinked. “Okay."
She laughed. Glanced at Jonesy, saw his face alight, and knew that he understood.
The sales rep's eyes fairly lit with dollar signs. Smoothly, he segued into the service package: For an extra two hundred dollars the retailer would guarantee the television for three years. If it broke, they'd replace it, no questions asked.
She nodded along. Bert had been a big believer in service packages. But before she could agree, Jonesy cut in, “Hold it."
The sales rep fixed his gaze on Ellen. “Your call. But if you don't get the service package and the TV breaks down, we can't help you. You'd have to send it back to the manufacturer, wait while they ship it to Japan . . . I wouldn't want to see you without a TV for three months."
Jonesy grinned. As the sales rep sprouted a pen, Jonesy said sweetly, “I think we can do better."
The sales rep strode into his spiel, but at each point Jonesy stuck out a verbal foot. The sales rep tripped, backtracked, charged forward, only to tangle in Jonesy's snares. When it was done Jonesy had the service package rolled into the price of the television, while the sales rep blinked and looked like he didn't know what he'd agreed to.
Ellen signed and paid and the two of them scuttled out of the store like bandits. In the truck, Ellen gave in to hiccuping giggles. “Oh, thank you."
Jonesy flapped a hand. “Those things are a ripoff anyway."
"What are?"
"Service packages. They only sell them because they know the TV won't break down. It's free money for them."
"Oh."
Jonesy swung into the next lane, cutting off a sedan. He glanced over at Ellen. “He was trying to rob us. I couldn't let him get away with that."
"But we didn't need to get the service package. I mean, now it'll come out of his commission."
Jonesy shrugged. “Serves him right. He started it."
* * * *
Ellen spent the weekend watching game shows in the glory of high definition. For variety, she switched to the weather forecast. She came to work Monday night seeing stars, and wanting to repay Jonesy.
After she'd sorted the deliveries she took Ernie into the office and went from desk to desk scooping out in-boxes. She dumped the paper mishmash on her old desk and sat down to sort. She sifted out shortage claims (not settled), proofs of delivery (not invoiced), invoices (not mailed), and dog-eared storage bills. No wonder the lock-cage was bursting at the seams.
She typed, photocopied, stapled, enveloped, stamped. Wrote up a set of instructions for the office girls and taped a copy to each of their desks. Then she drew up a list of what should be in the lock-cage and went out to compare notes with Jonesy.
He wasn't in the lock-cage. On the loading dock she opened the man-door to the parking lot, but his big pickup truck was gone.
She shrugged and went back inside to make tea. To pass the time, she started work on the unsettled claims. Damages (box versus forklift) and shortages (a box too few and a finger pointed at the warehouse). Ellen sorted and reviewed, and stopped when she came to a shipment of dog dishes that had passed through the warehouse last week.
She remembered the dog dishes. Bright porcelain bowls with painted-on bones. She remembered counting the skids, and the number had been right. She checked the notes: The customer had signed for the delivery, then phoned two days later to complain that the piece count had been short. The customer, loud and large, protested.
Another shipment from that customer sat on the dock. Leaving the claim on Mr. Simmon's desk with a note, Ellen went out to the warehouse to check. She found the shipment where she'd left it: three skids, silvery shrink-wrapped cubes. She ran a hand down the side of each cube, counting. On the skid's top layer seven boxes interlocked like bricks. Four on the outside, three in the middle. Seven boxes to a layer, six layers, forty-two boxes to a skid. One hundred and twenty-six boxes, just as the bill of lading said, just like the last shipment.
Ernie sniffed the cube and wagged his tail. Ellen blew on her hands and knew—knew—she'd sent out the last shipment with the right number of boxes.
She fetched a utility knife, and broke all the warehouse rules by slicing open the shrink-wrap. One by one she took down the boxes on the top layer. Under the middle three boxes she found a thin sheet of cardboard. Under the cardboard, nothing.
Boxes flew out of her hands, slip, slap, down to the bottom layer. The cube was hollow, the middle four layers an empty shell.
The shipper had packed the skid wrong. She believed it. Wanted to. But still, she went to Mr. Simmon's office and rummaged through his desk for his keys.
"We're just looking,” she told Ernie as she unlocked the lock-cage door. “No harm in looking."
Crates and boxes, stacked double high. She checked each skid against her list, and when they matched she told herself she felt relieved.
The skids sat snug beside each other, so tight against the cage's sides that the corners bulged into the chain-link. Ernie trotted along the skids, nose to the ground, turned a corner and disappeared.
"Ernie?” She went where he'd gone, and found a gap, dog wide. “Come out of there."
Ernie popped out, wagging. Ellen ruffled his ears, and wondered. The skids to the right sat a foot back from those on the left, leaving a narrow space. Too small, surely.
"If I get stuck, you go for help."
Ernie gazed solemnly. Ellen pressed her back into the skid and squeezed into the gap. She turned sharp right, felt along, eased right again, and slipped out into a space within a space.
Boxes upon boxes of dog dishes. Other boxes she hadn't realized where missing. At the center of the stack, a small shiny black case.
She touched the black case, seeing, not seeing. On its lid, three horses pulling a troika. The Russian jewelry case.
She touched the case, matching its size and shape to her memory map. Lifted the lid, traced the fat wad of hundred dollar bills.
She snapped the lid shut. Hugged the case to her chest. Squeezed out, pushing Ernie in front of her. She half ran through the warehouse on wooden-stilt legs. In the breakroom she pulled on her coat, shoved the Russian case into her purse, dug for her keys.
She felt her wallet, lipstick, the inside seams. She tipped her purse out on the table. No keys.
Her front door unlocked, not forced. Her purse in the breakroom while she worked in the warehouse. Jonesy had eaten the muffin and driven her to the electronics store and smiled and all the time he had—he'd—
She couldn't get her breath. She folded to the cold dirty floor. Ernie pushed onto her lap, whining. She wrapped her arms about him, anchoring to him while bits of her broke off and flaked away.
From outside, headlights raked across the windows. A vehicle rattled past, heading for the back of the warehouse.
They had no right. Jonesy and Bert and Lizzie, all of them. With a jolt she got up, shouldered through the door, resolving that this time, this time she would say something.
At the loading door, the yard light washed over Jonesy's black pickup truck and a dark van. Two men in jeans lifted a flat cardboard case out of Jonesy's truck and carefully eased it over the sides. Jonesy hovered beside a man in a leather jacket, flitting his gaze from the case to the man's face.
The two men tilted the case right-side up, holding it so that the leather jacketed man could see. His voice stretched high, Jonesy said, “Forty-eight inch, high definition, I picked you out the best, Mr. Burke."
Mr. Burke shrugged. “It'll do for the kid's room."
"That's mine!"
The men at the truck jumped, nearly dropped the television. Ellen ran down the steps, across the gravel. Words burst in her chest, firecracker hot. “Put it back!"
Mr. Burke looked to Jonesy. “Who is this?"
"No one.” Jonesy's face showed not shock at being caught out, or even embarrassment, but gloating triumph. He licked his lips, stared hard until he knew that she'd seen. “Ignore her."
She fairly hopped from foot to foot. “Wait, you can't!"
"Watch me."
Ellen gaped. Didn't know what to say.
Jonesy turned his back. His bulk blocked her from the other men. Ellen wanted to pound her fists on his shoulders. Instead she blurted, faster than thought: “You can't.” And again, louder, “That's mine!"
Mr. Burke looked bug-eyed. “You're giving me your mom's TV?"
"She's not—” Jonesy waved his arms. “Don't listen to her."
The two deputies set the television in the van and looked to their boss. Ellen elbowed past Jonesy, yelling at Mr. Burke, “He took that from my house!"
Mr. Burke recoiled a step. “Now, ma'am, I didn't know..."
"Shut up, shut up!” Jonesy pushed between her and the men, his face scrunched red. When she tried to sidestep, he snatched at her. “Go away, you're wrecking everything!"
Ernie barked. A yip first, then a full-throated yammer, springing on his front paws. Jonesy lunged, kicked at him.
Ernie dodged, kept barking. One of the deputies moved, fast. He grasped Jonesy's collar and yanked him back into the side of the pickup truck so hard it rocked. The deputy held Jonesy there and said mildly, “Don't do that."
Tears sprang to Jonesy's eyes. He gulped. “She's nobody. Don't listen to her."
Mr. Burke sighed. “Boy, you could have been useful. But there are things we don't do."
He jerked his head at his two pals. The deputy gave Jonesy an ungentle pat on the cheek and released him. With his pal the deputy lifted the television out of the van and set it carefully on the loading dock. He patted the case and said, “Sorry, Mom."
Jonesy opened and closed his mouth. “But, I..."
The deputies climbed into the van. Mr. Burke opened the front passenger door, glanced back and said, “Stay out of my way."
As the van pulled away, Jonesy turned on Ellen. “I spent weeks setting that up!"
"You stole my TV! You broke into my apartment, you scared my dog!"
Both of them shouted now, but she found she could shout louder.
He faltered. Dribbled out, “You can't prove anything."
"That's my TV!"
"Yeah? What's the serial number?"
Now she blinked. From his pocket he pulled out her keys, and bounced them in his hand. “Thanks for getting the dog out of the way."
What could she say?
Jonesy looked out to where the van had been. “I don't need them. I still got contacts."
"Give me my keys."
He dangled the keys in front of her face. When she reached out, he flicked the keys into the shadows. As she scrambled after them, he headed back toward the lock-cage.
She scooped up her keys, trailed after him. “You can't, you can't get away with this."
At the cage door he stopped, arms across his chest. “No? Who's going to stop me?"
"All that freight, all those short shipments. The customers will make claims."
He snorted. “I told them it was you."
"What?"
"Lenny retired, you took over in the warehouse and suddenly claims skyrocketed.” He laughed, glittering hard. “I told Mr. Simmons it was you, and he believed me."
She believed him. The weight of his certainty bore down on her. She choked on the dust-dry husks of the unsaid.
Jonesy pulled the cage door shut.
She said softly, “I'll tell them."
Jonesy turned away, not listening.
"I'll tell everyone.” She heard herself. Pushed out words, tattered and worn. “I'll tell Mr. Simmons, I'll tell the police."
"No one cares what you think."
"I'll make them listen.” She pulled the Russian case from her purse. “I'll show them."
Jonesy stared at the case. “That proves nothing."
"I found all of it."
He looked sharply at the mountain of freight behind him, then realized what he'd done and tried to pretend he hadn't. He yanked open the cage door, towered over her. “What do you think you could say?"
He crowded her, pushing her out of place. Ernie got between them, head low, growling. Ellen said grimly, “I'll tell them."
His eyes flicked to the forklift. “By the time Simmons gets here all the freight will be back where it belongs."
He strode to the forklift, climbed behind the wheel. “No one will ever believe you again."
He reached down to the ignition. “Damn. Where's the key?"
The ignition key was in Ellen's pocket. Jonesy jumped down from the forklift, ran to the office. She waited as he rattled through the rooms.
Jonesy burst out, bellowed, “Where is it?"
She didn't answer. He cursed, ran to the dolly, trundled it into the cage and up to the nearest skid. Jonesy bore down with all his weight, his face straining, but the handle slipped from his grip and he lurched forward, banging into the crossbar.
He grabbed his chest, spluttering. Looked up, fixed on the Russian case. “Give me that!"
Ellen clasped the case in both hands. Jonesy waved his arms and shouted, and she let his noise break around her like so much hot air.
When it was done he sort of sagged. She said, “Just go. Leave your keys, and go."
Without making eye contact: “Will you tell them?"
"Of course I'll tell them. Your only chance is to quit and hope Mr. Simmons is satisfied with that."
He muttered, “You can't prove anything."
He fired out a few more sharp explosions, but they both knew he was saving face. In jerky motions he pulled a key from his key chain and chucked it on the floor. His face twisted ugly, he said, “Satisfied?"
"And the lock-cage key."
He stamped his feet. Let loose a string of curses that Ellen had never even heard before. But she waited while he tugged the lock-cage key free. He pitched it at her. It zinged over her shoulder and clattered against the skids,
She followed him while he stomped, still swearing, through the back of the warehouse. She stood at the man-door while he jerked his truck into reverse. He rolled down the window and yelled, “What does it take to shut you up?"
* * * *
She phoned Eric. He nosed into the yard in a battered hatchback, leaning forward to peer about. She stood on the loading dock and waved.
He swung toward her, parked. “What's happened? Are you all right?"
She told him. Everything, jumbled, tumbled, as if she'd turned upside down and tipped out all the words she'd ever wanted to say. When she was finished Eric blinked and said faintly, “Wow."
They loaded the television into the hatchback and settled Ernie on the floor in front. She ran through office to lock up, stopping to pick up a brown envelope.
In the car, Eric asked, “So this guy just gets away with it?"
"Not quite.” She opened the Russian case, showed him.
Eric boggled. “What are you going do?"
Ernie rested his chin on her knee. Ellen stroked his head, and answered Eric. He laughed, “Oh, I do like you."
In the gray dawn they pulled into the parking lot of the animal shelter. Grinning like conspirators, they stuffed the envelope with Jonesy's cash through the mail slot.
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Fiction: DEATH WITHOUT PAROLE by Loren D. Estleman
Canal said, “Friday,” and sat back as if he'd predicted the day Hitler would surrender. A jet of smoke shot diagonally from the corner of his mouth opposite the one where he'd parked his cigar.
"Sucker bet,” Lieutenant Zagreb said. “He doesn't get out till tomorrow—that's Thursday—and that's confidential to the squad. You've got to allow time for shock to set in. Action comes later."
"Not if one of us does it.” Burke spat on his iron. It sizzled and released a cloud of steam into the general exhaust in the room.
Zagreb shook his head, waggling a finger. “That's cheating. Monday, at the earliest. Who wants to work the weekend?"
"I feel like I came in in the middle of the feature,” McReary said. “I got no idea what you fellas are talking about."
"Office pool. That thing's too hot, Burksie,” Zagreb told the man with the iron. “You need the cotton setting."
"Shows how much you know for a lieutenant. It's rayon.” Burke snatched his shirt off the ironing board and showed him the label. He was the hairiest man on the squad. In his BVD undershirt he looked like a grizzly wearing a white vest.
"Even worse. You'll set it on fire and burn down the hotel."
"That'd fall under the heading of civic improvement."
The California Hotel, deep in the heart of Detroit's Negro district, had opened soon after The Birth of a Nation to capitalize on the public's sudden fascination with Hollywood. The potted palm in the lobby had been dead for nine years and the flies in the ceiling fixtures a few months longer. The city Racket Squad used Room 1102 for discussions of sensitive material, unofficial interrogations, and in Detective Burke's case, assignations with women not his wife. He was preparing for one at pres- ent, which explained the operation involving the shirt.
"A fin still says Friday. I'm a cockeyed optimist.” Canal relit his cigar, which promptly went out again. The brand he smoked was made by Jackson Prison inmates who mixed tobacco with steel shavings from the machine shop.
McReary, the youngest and lowest-ranking member of the squad, nudged his hat to the back of his head, exposing his prematurely bald scalp. “What pool? The Series don't start for a week."
"Screw the Series. Bunch of Four-F shirking bums.” Burke pressed the iron to the collar of the rayon shirt, scorching it. Zagreb snickered.
Canal said, “We're betting on what day a cop knocks off Eddie Karpalov."
"Who's Eddie Karpalov?"
"Before your time, rook.” Zagreb slid a mug card out of his suitcoat hanging on a chair and handed it to him.
McReary looked at Edward Ilyich Karpalov in front and profile, swarthy and hollow cheeked, with no more expression than a bucket of sand. “Says here he killed a cop. What's he doing out?"
"Judge at his second trial said the cop wasn't a cop because he failed to identify himself as a cop,” Zagreb said. “So when Eddie charged out of that savings and loan with the alarm clanging and shot the first guy came at him with a gun it was self-defense."
"I may take a crack at him myself.” McReary gave back the card.
"Better step on it. He goes back to Russia soon as they process him out of County.” Burke shrugged into the shirt and turned up the collar, hiding the burn mark. “Whaddya think?"
Canal said, “You look just like Cary Grant after a bad accident."
"This ain't worth it. I might as well go home to Shirley."
"Not tonight. I'm taking her out dancing."
McReary said, “Card says Karpalov ran with the Purple Gang. I didn't know those boys messed with banks."
Zagreb yawned; he hadn't slept eight hours at a stretch since Pearl Harbor. “They didn't, until Prohibition was repealed. The demand for bathtub gin and guns for hire dropped off sharp. What was he going to do, go straight?"
Sergeant Canal got off the bed to throw the dead stogie out the window. He and Detective Burke were the biggest men on a force that didn't employ officers much below six feet; or didn't until the draft came along and cut the department in half. But Burke didn't look big when Canal stood up. Zagreb kidded the sergeant that the only reason he made plainclothes was they couldn't find a uniform his size. “State Department's shipping him home as an undesirable. I know a shorter word means the same thing."
"Since when do we deport people in wartime?"
"Since we hooked up with Uncle Joe,” said the lieutenant. “Maybe he'll slap a helmet on him and send him to the Western Front."
"Where I'll personally pin the Iron Cross on the kraut that nails him.” Burke fastened the spoiled collar and put on a necktie with a cannibal painted on it. Canal blew him a kiss. He glowered back.
McReary said, “When they start a pool on the judge, count me in."
"They did, down at the Tenth,” Canal said. “I got Sunday."
The young detective stripped the foil off a piece of gum, read the little comic strip that came with it, and chewed. He was the only one of the famous Four Horsemen ("famous” in the News; “notorious” in the Free Press; the Times was on the fence) who didn't smoke. “So much for the Feds. What's our end?"
"We get to put him on the train,” Zagreb said. “That's how come we're sitting around the presidential suite, waiting to hear time of release. The marshals will meet us at Michigan Central and see the undesirable putz off on the boat in New York."
"That wasn't the word I had in mind,” said Canal.
"I know, but there's a child present."
"You crumbs.” McReary blew a bubble.
The phone rang, an old-fashioned candlestick. The lieutenant picked it up, put the receiver to his ear, and dangled the standard by its hook from the same hand. “Racket Squad, Zagreb. Yeah. Ants in his pants, hey? Okey-doke.” He hung up and held it in his lap. “Twelve-oh-one a.m. Chief turnkey wants him gone pronto. Sorry about your evening, Burksie."
"I can do what I need to by ten.” Burke leered.
"Provided you start by nine fifty-eight.” Canal grinned.
Zagreb thrust the telephone at Burke. “Give her a rain check. We may need that nervous energy later."
"Okay, L.T., but you and the boys don't listen in. It tears me up when a dame starts crying.” He took the instrument and got the switchboard downstairs.
Canal, who never wore a watch, took hold of McReary's wrist and read his Timex. “So what do we do for six hours?"
The lieutenant took a deck of cards out of the drawer in the nightstand and shuffled. “Maybe Burke'll get lucky and win a new shirt."
* * * *
"Looks just like his picture, don't he?” McReary said.
Burke nodded. “Them shutterbugs in Records are the best in the business. I never laid eyes on Rita Hayworth, but I bet she looks less Rita Hayworthy in the flesh than on the wall in Canal's toilet."
"Shows how much you know, smart guy. Toilet's down the hall. I share it with the whole third floor."
The chipped Bakelite radio in Admissions—bound with Air Corps-issue duct tape and stenciled property of wayne county jail—was playing Arthur Godfrey, a repeat broadcast; most of the talent was in the USO with Jolson. They watched Zagreb swap manacles with a sheriff's deputy, officially assuming custody of Edward Ilyich Karpalov, a k a Eddie the Karp and a host of other names: former bootlegger, ex-bankrobber, and cop-killer for all time.
"What do we call this guy?” McReary asked. “He's got more aliases than—"
"—Clara Bow's got crabs,” finished Canal.
"Who's Clara Bow?"
"Before your time, rook.” Burke and Canal spoke together. “Movie star, I bet. Don't you guys ever go to a ballgame?"
Burke scowled. “Bunch of Four-F shirking—"
"So what do we call him?"
"How about DOA?” Canal unholstered his .38, spun the cylinder, and put it back.
* * * *
McReary was right. The man in the two-hundred-dollar suit—wrinkled from long storage—was as cadaverous and swarthy under his prison pallor as he looked in his picture. It took a photographer of uncommon skill to capture his absolute absence of expression without erasing his features altogether.
If only his vocabulary were as bland as his face.
"What's with the bracelets? I'm an innocent man, judge said.” He had a thin voice with a cellblock rasp.
"Wear ‘em while you can, Eddie,” Zagreb said. “I still owe two payments."
"I hope you birds got me a lower berth. Riding in trains makes me puke."
Zagreb said, “We took up a collection and bought you a first-class compartment. Otherwise the marshals won't know where the puke left off and you started."
"Go ahead, crack wise. I'm gonna get me the best lawyer in Rooshia and sue all you flatfeet for false imprisonment, clear up to J. Edgar. Come back home on the Queen Mary."
"Drop us a card before you board. We'll tell the U-boats you're on the way. There must be one commander with a brother walking a beat in Berlin.” Zagreb, cuffed to him by the wrists, nearly jerked his arm out of its socket heading for the exit.
When they were all in the Chrysler, Karpalov sandwiched in the backseat between McReary and the lieutenant, Canal riding shotgun, Burke stomped on the starter and threw in the clutch, stripping the gears. He was a better driver than that, but he hated the car. “I had a Russian lawyer once. My first wife got the house and the dog and I got half a carton of cigarettes."
"Chesterfields, I hope.” Zagreb lit one one-handed.
"No dice. One of them Injun reservation brands, they don't charge tax. But I got no beef. That damn dog ate a good pair of Florsheims."
"How would I know how things are over there?” Karpalov said. “I was in diapers when I left."
"Shoot a cop in Moscow, you'll be in diapers when you get out.” Canal blew cigar smoke over the back of the seat, gassing McReary also. He opened a window.
Burke said, “Wrong. They walk you down a hall in Lubyanka, only you don't get to the end of the hall. Say what you like about the Commies, they don't have the storage problem we have here."
"Wiseacres. I imagine they got a black market there too. I'll make a killing."
"Poor choice of words.” Zagreb jerked up his arm, splitting the prisoner's lip with the edge of his own handcuff.
"Cripes!” He threw a free hand to his mouth, smearing blood. “You're supposed to deliver me in one piece."
Zagreb took out a document printed on heavy stock and passed it across him to McReary. “Read me the part where it says we got to."
McReary handed it back without unfolding it, grazing Karpalov's mouth on the way; he sucked in breath sharply through his teeth. “Doesn't say."
They had their choice of parking spaces by the great gaunt brick barn of the Michigan Central Depot, another structure predating Women's Suffrage. “Sure the trains run this late?” Karpalov kept touching his lower lip, which was puffing up like a handful of boiled rice.
Zagreb said, “Only the specials. You're riding with boxcars of bullets from the Chrysler plant."
"Jeez, hope you don't hit a bump.” Canal patted back a yawn.
A diesel sat on the tracks, looking sleek as a destroyer, with a passenger coach behind it and then a chain of freight cars stretching into an infinity of darkness where the station lights failed. As the four men approached flanking the man in their charge, two men in blue business suits, one tall and thin and sallow, the other shorter and broad and deeply tanned, came toward them across the platform, each holding a leather folder open showing star-shaped badges. They wore their hats at opposite angles, making a V for victory. “Zagreb? I'm Deputy Marshal Rudnicki. This is Deputy Marshal Cash. We're here for Karpalov.” The short broad one spoke in clipped government tones.
"Are you? I thought you were here for the tulip festival."
Burke glanced around. “Where're your horses?"
"That gets funnier every time. Take the cuffs off, please.” Rudnicki produced a pair of his own.
"Not till you sign this. I don't want him coming back stamped Return to Sender.'” Zagreb held out the document.
Rudnicki hesitated, peering at Karpalov. “He looks used."
"Accident. People drive like maniacs since the war. Too many women behind the wheel."
"My sister flies cargo planes for the Navy.” Cash, the thin one, had a honking New York accent.
"We need more of her on the ground."
Rudnicki juggled the handcuffs and the paper in one hand and took out a fat fountain pen. A gust of wind rattled the sheet just as he got the cap off. Zagreb said, “Use Cash. He looks sturdy."
Cash turned and bent with his hands on his knees while his partner spread the document on his back. He started to write.
"Hold on!"
This was a new voice, belonging to a fat man with 1930's lapels waddling their way from the direction of the station. He was clutching a battered hat to his head with one hand and waving an envelope with the other. When six handguns pointed his way he braked to a halt, nearly falling on his face from the momentum.
"Don't shoot! I'm Winston Sweet, with the legal firm of Roylston, Ryker, and Reed. I have a court order enjoining you from remanding Edward Ilyich Karpalov into U.S. custody pending investigation of his immigration status."
"Roylston, Ryker, and Reed.” Zagreb kept his revolver trained on the newcomer. “Never heard of ‘em."
"Must've met in the same homeroom,” Canal said.
"It's all very legal. We have evidence Mr. Karpalov was born a U.S. citizen, in Cleveland."
Burke said, “That's no improvement over Moscow."
"Take a look, Mac. You studied law."
McReary put away his weapon, took the envelope, and opened it, turning the paper toward the light. “Three weeks of night school says it's the McCoy. Signed by Judge Springer."
"Spring ‘em Springer.” The 1ieutenant rammed his .38 back under his arm. “The mook that acquitted him. This your lawyer, Eddie?"
Karpalov grinned, starting his lip bleeding again. “I don't know him from Baby Snooks. But if it means I get to stay, he gets all my business from now on."
"Who's paying the bill?” Zagreb asked Sweet.
"That's privileged."
"Well, he's government property now. Take it up with Cashnicki and Rudd."
"That's Rudnicki and Cash.” The short broad marshal smiled. “No dice, Lieutenant. I didn't finish signing the receipt.” He gave it back. “Guess we'll take in those tulips after all."
"Joke's on you. They're out of season."
Canal snatched a look at McReary's watch. “Nuts. Day's fifteen minutes old and already it's shot to hell."
* * * *
Judge Vernon Springer had been a prosecutor under Mayor “Wide Open” Bowles, racking up an impressive number of convictions for public intoxication and none at all involving the bootleggers who'd supplied the fuel. He'd resigned under threat of a grand jury investigation, gone into private practice for a few years, and won the bench after the reform ticket wore out its welcome after one term. He entertained the Four Horsemen in his chambers in the Wayne County Building, a riot of carved scrolls and statuary and decorative holes in the concrete through which a couple of million taxpayer dollars had drained away.
"Lawyer Sweet dug up a Karpalov cousin who signed an affidavit claiming he was born in his parents’ house two blocks from Lake Huron,” Springer said, pulling a tuft of hair from his long, fleshy nose that was immediately replaced by another, like paper towels in the men's room. “It looks genuine, but a hearing will determine that. Meanwhile I'm ordering your men to see he makes it there upright and not feet first."
Zagreb squinted against the sun as if it had no business in the same room with his hangover. “I kind of wish you'd told us that seven hours ago. With that start Eddie could make Denver."
"It was a stay of deportation, not a release. Can't you read?"
"If I knew there was a literacy test I'd've joined the merchant marines."
"Don't give up the dream,” Springer said.
"My fault, Judge.” McReary was bright eyed, no poisons in his blood. On days like that the others drew straws to see who got to give him a hotfoot. “I looked at the paper, Zag didn't."
"And who is Zag?"
"Lieutenant Zagreb."
"Well, tell Zag that if Karpalov doesn't show up in court Monday—breathing, it seems I must add—he'd better brush up on his sea chanteys."
"Tell him yourself. He's right in front of you.” Burke was still partly drunk, and even less fun than usual.
Springer fixed him with his pea-shooter eyes. “Which one are you?"
Burke stared back. “Sergeant Starvo Canal."
"That'll cost you twenty-five dollars for contempt, Sergeant."
Canal glared at Burke. He'd drunk his hair-of-the-dog for breakfast and peppermint schnapps didn't sit well on an empty stomach.
"I know your commissioner,” Springer said. “He'd love to hove a reason to throw you all off the force into the draft."
"Speaking of reasons, why give Karpalov life without parole, then cut him loose just because the cop was too busy doing his job to show his buzzer?"
"That was part of his job, Lieutenant. Had I presided at the first trial, I'd have directed the jury to acquit and saved this community the expense of a second."
"Thrifty, that's you,” Burke said.
"That will be another twenty-five dollars."
Canal swore under his breath. Springer swung his head his way. “What's the matter, Detective? He owe you money?"
"He does now."
The judge's telephone rang. “Pay the clerk, Sergeant. Don't make me jug you. Three Horsemen is just plain silly."
In the marble hallway, Canal stopped Burke with a big hand on his shoulder. “Fork it over, Jack Benny. Fifty smackers."
"Take it out of the sixty you owe me for the Louis fight."
"You characters cut the comedy.” Zagreb stuck a cigarette in his mouth and patted his pockets. McReary, who always carried matches to confirm his value to the squad, lit it for him. “Where'd Eddie hang his hat when he had a hat to hang?"
"Tip-Top Club on Twelfth,” Canal said. “The OPA pushed it in last year on a rationing beef."
"The beef being they was charging eighteen points a girl, same as canned peaches.” Burke grinned.
"Not a help. Someplace where they ain't rolling bandages for the Red Cross."
"Oh, detectives!” Springer practically sang the words.
They turned as a body to see his head sticking out the open door of his chambers. “Get your sea legs ready,” he said. “That call was from Homicide. They scraped your responsibility out of a phone booth on West Lafayette half an hour ago. Two slugs in the chest, one in the head, right through the glass."
* * * *
On West Lafayette, a busy street in a busy town, sawhorses cordoned off a Rexall Drugs roughly halfway between the News and Free Press buildings. Most of the local reporters stopped there for hamburgers and Cokes sweetened from hip flasks. They stood outside looking hungry and disgruntled, frozen out of a scoop right on their doorstep.
Burke kicked the shrouded body on the linoleum. “Deader'n Ragtime. Hey, Ox, every time I see one of these it's already got a sheet over it. You run around with ‘em in your pocket or what?"
"Give me the rank, Detective. Or go on report.” Lieutenant Osprey, Homicide, swigged from the pint of Ten High he carried to balance out his handcuffs and sidearm. “'Lo, Zag. Remind me not to ask you and your boys to look after my dog when I'm in Florida. He might get shot by a cat."
"Long time no see, Oswald. I thought it was goodbye for real after the McHenry investigation."
"Didn't you hear? I got washed in the blood of the lamb after the last lottery. A little grifting don't look so bad with all them desks standing empty downtown.” He swung his head. “Lay off that, you big ape! You'll spoil it for Ballistics."
Canal drew a thick forefinger from one of the jagged holes in the booth. The floor was a litter of shattered glass and wood splinters. “I don't need calipers. These're too small for my .45-caliber fingers."
"Not to mention feet like torpedoes. And they call me Ox."
"They're not talking about your size,” Zagreb said. “What about the mouthpiece, see anything?"
"He says not. He's over by the soda fountain, drying out his drawers."
The medical examiner arrived, a fat, white-haired retiree returned to active duty, who uncovered the bloody corpse and opened his case, whistling “I'm Popeye the Sailor Man.” McReary put the comic book he'd been reading back in the rack. “What makes you guys so happy all the time?"
"Patients don't gripe about the bill."
Passing the counter, Zagreb glanced at the soda jerk, wearing a white coat and a paper hat and fingering a lump of acne under his chin. Osprey said, “In the stockroom when the ball started, he says. The shyster was sitting at the counter getting his coffee juuust right, like Goldilocks. You can see the razor display blocks the view of the entrance.” He pointed to a cardboard cutout of a smiling Robert Taylor holding up a Gillette.
"Calling a lawyer a shyster is actionable.” Winston Sweet sat at an ice cream parlor table in the corner, looking deflated inside his out-of-date suit. His voice sounded like an air-raid siren grinding down.
"Sue my bookie,” Osprey said. “That's where I keep my dough. These missed the first reel, so let's take it from the opening titles. What was Karpalov doing here?"
"He said he wanted to call a woman."
"What woman?” Zagreb barked.
"Some dame,’ that's how he put it. He said any dame would do after a deuce in the joint. Understand, I'm using his own language. The king's English is colorful enough for me."
"You here for a dame too?"
"Certainly not. I'm a happily married man. I came along to see he didn't wander off. My client insisted I keep an eye on him."
"You did a swell job. Who's your client?"
"That's privileged."
"Nuts,” Zagreb said. “Murder's got its own set of rules, and clamming up ain't in it."
"I'd argue that in court and win."
"Where'd you and Eddie go after you left the station?"
"An awful place called the Ruby Lounge. I think the trumpets were hooked up to air horns."
"On Hastings?"
"I have no idea. I'm from Cleveland."
Burke gripped the edges of the table and leaned in close to Sweet's face. “You can do better than that, Counselor. We padlocked the Ruby six weeks ago for operating after curfew."
Canal said, “It's open again."
"Since when?"
"Since five weeks ago. I guess it took ‘em a week to sweep up the pieces."
"You might've told a guy."
"You wouldn't've liked it. Sweet's right about the trumpets."
"After that,” Sweet said, “we went to an even worse place in a basement, where the music came from a jukebox and I think they made their own whiskey. I poured most of mine into a fire bucket. Then we went to an apartment where a friend of his lived, only after a few drinks he wasn't very friendly and they got into a fight."
"What friend?” Zagreb said.
"Frankie Somebody. Karpalov tried to pull this Frankie's woman onto his lap and Frankie told him to lay off and Karpalov threw a punch at him, but he ducked under his arm and twisted it behind him and threw him out into the hall. I went out right behind him. By then the sun was up and we came here so he could make that call. He wasn't in the booth ten seconds when I heard shooting. A bullet smacked into that wall and I fell off the stool and stayed on the floor until I heard sirens."
Zagreb looked at the hole in the lath. “What was the name of this Frankie's girl?"
"An exotic sort of name.” Sweet massaged his temples. A vein throbbed in one. “Nola."
"Nola Van Allen,” Canal said. “Blonde in the chorus at the Broadway Capitol. Dances like a duck with a wooden leg, but it don't matter because of who runs the stagehands’ union."
"Frankie Orr.” Zagreb found his Zippo and lit up before McReary could act. “Whenever the wife and kid hang on him like a cheap suit, he scrams that crypt in Grosse Pointe and makes a beeline to that apartment. He was twisting arms for Joey Machine at the same time Eddie tailgunned for him along the river. How about it, Sweet, was Frankie sore enough to follow him here?"
"This is a farce.” The lawyer looked at Osprey. “Lieutenant, I want to swear out a complaint against this man and the three thugs who work for him."
"What's the squeal, no regard for the king's English?"
"I believe they murdered my client."
* * * *
"It's still Thursday,” Canal said. “Who had it in the pool?"
"Nobody, that's who.” Burke stroked his wire-brush stubble.
"Let's roll it over on what day we all draw I-A."
"Thursday.” Zagreb, Burke, and McReary spoke together.
"No sweat,” Burke added. “They'll have to bust us out of stir to get us into basic."
"Eddie bit the linoleum about seven,” Zagreb said. “We all met in Springer's chambers at seven thirty. Who was where when?"
"After we finished tying one on at Sportree's, I caught up with my dame and left her place at seven,” Burke said, “but I'd sure hate to see her have to say it for the record."
"On account of your wife?” McReary said.
"On account of her husband."
Canal bit the end off a cigar and spat it into a cuspidor at the end of the oaken bench. They were waiting outside the commissioner's office. “Hell, Burksie, you don't need to worry about prison. Somebody'll shoot you long before then."
"Canal?” Zagreb looked at him.
"When I can't sleep I go to the Pussycat Theater on Telegraph. Grindhouse: stag films twenty-four hours a day."
McReary shook his head. “I'm serious. You and Burke have got to go to the circus once in a while."
"Ringling don't give free passes to cops,” Canal said.
Zagreb asked him what was playing.
"Search me. I was out like the Lindy Hop as soon as the lights came down. I told you I go there when I can't sleep."
"Mac?"
"I went straight home."
"Anybody see you?"
"My mother."
"An unimpeachable witness, I don't think. Well, I'm no better off. I went back to my place and nodded off counting roaches."
The commissioner's secretary called them in. John Witherspoon was a small man in a big job, with Harold Lloyd spectacles and the kind of face that made lemons pucker. He asked the squad the same questions Zagreb had asked, but didn't appear to hear the answers. He had a file open on a desk the size of a Murphy bed.
"In his complaint, Winston Sweet said Karpalov told him you men made statements of a threatening nature."
"Balls,” Burke said.
"Eloquent, Detective, but hardly satisfying.” He pursed his lips at Zagreb. “Did you tell your prisoner that if he tried to come back on the Queen Mary you'd give that information to the Germans?"
"That was a rib. My butcher's the only German I know, and he's a Jew."
"Beside the point. I'm not accusing you of high treason.” His face registered regret for that omission. “Detective Burke. Did you tell the prisoner he should be marched down a hall and shot in the back?"
"That's what the Russkies do, I said. It was a joke, Commish."
"Sergeant Canal. Did you brandish your revolver and make a remark about DOA within the prisoner's hearing?"
"Jeez. Who knew the little snake had such big ears?"
"I'll take that as an affirmative."
"I was just kidding around."
"You men were on an assignment, not the Colgate Comedy Hour. What about you, Detective Third Grade?"
McReary sat up straight. “I never said a word to the prisoner."
"Why not? Everyone else had a turn. Were you afraid your words might come back to incriminate you?"
Zagreb scraped back his chair. “If that's all you got, can we get back on the job? Letting killers run loose is sloppy police work, even when it's Eddie the Karp on the slab."
"Keep your seat, Lieutenant. I didn't say that's all I've got.” Witherspoon turned the page. “All the slugs fired in the drugstore were .38s. Ballistics tested your guns, all .38s. The results were inconclusive."
"Zero for four's low,” Zagreb said. “They better not try moonlighting at Briggs Stadium."
"The bullet they dug out of the wall was misshapen. The three the medical examiner got from the corpse were in fragments. Comparing the striations was impossible."
Canal said, “Durn-dums. Frankie Orr's practically got the patent."
"Lieutenant Osprey's bringing him in for questioning. Three of your weapons have been eliminated; dust had accumulated in the barrels since their last cleaning. The fourth was in bandbox condition. Ordinarily I commend taking care of one's revolver. In your case, McReary, this morning's session with the rag could mean a life sentence in Jackson."
McReary paled. “I clean and oil it regular."
"That's no baloney. The kid takes care of his piece like it was a dame.” Burke was bristling.
The commissioner slapped shut the folder. “All your alibis stink. The squad's suspended until all the facts are in. With pay, it pains me to add. Karpalov belongs to Homicide."
"Sweeter words were never spoken,” Zagreb said. “What about our guns?"
"Impounded, and give me your shields. That should keep you heroes off the streets until the police clean up your mess."
The four rose and flipped the leather wallets containing their gold badges onto the desk. Witherspoon opened the belly drawer, scooped them inside like a poker player gathering in his winnings, and slammed the drawer shut.
Down on the street, Canal stopped chewing his cigar and set fire to it. “Well, we ain't in combat boots."
"Stripes neither,” Zagreb said. “Just a bunch of guys on a busman's holiday."
McReary's eyes went round. “You mean we're investigating?"
"Ox can't find his fly, much less a triggerman. Jackson's no place for us. We're the reason the warden made quota."
"I don't know, L.T.,” Burke said. “I'm naked without my piece."
"No one wants to see that.” Zagreb put his hand in the side pocket of Burke's coat, got his keys, and popped the trunk of the Chrysler parked at the curb. Inside were two pump shotguns, a Thompson submachine gun with three drum magazines, a box of smoke bombs, and assorted blackjacks and brass knuckles. “Careless of Witherspoon to overlook these,” he said. “He was a better bean counter before he came down with a bad case of politics."
Canal grinned around his stogie and bent to scoop up the Thompson. The lieutenant slapped his hand. “Let's try it a cappella for now. That heroes’ crack upstairs got my goat."
"So he got your goat.” Canal rubbed his hand. “You want Frankie to get the rest?"
"Let's give him a couple of hours with Osprey. Even a cheap hood needs a laugh now and then. It won't take more than a breadstick to bend a twig like Winston Sweet."
They didn't have access to the file, but out-of-town lawyers weren't hard to find in Detroit. Sooner or later they got wind of the attorney-friendly staff in the bar of the Book-Cadillac Hotel, where the Recorders Court crowd flocked to drop their briefs after a hard day of litigating. At sight of the Four Horsemen entering the cool dim interior shoulder-to-shoulder, half a dozen bailbondsmen drained their glasses and left by the side door. The counselor from Cleveland shared a leatherette booth with a public defender Burke knew well enough to remove by his collar and propel toward the exit with a boot from behind. Zagreb shoved himself in beside Sweet and the others crammed themselves in opposite.
"What is the meaning of this?” The fat little man righted his glass, tall and misty with a gardenia floating in it.
Burke waggled his fingers at Canal. “He said it. Pay up."
Canal got a five-spot out of a fat wallet shaped like a banana and slapped it into Burke's palm. “I had him down for I beg your pardon.’”
"Naw. That's doctors. With lawyers it's always questions."
The lieutenant stuck two fingers in Sweet's drink and tasted them. “Gimlet.” He wiped his fingers off on the man's wide lapel. “Too late in the season. Who's your client?"
"Bartender! These men are annoying me."
The short, athletic-looking man in the green suede vest gathering empty glasses off tables nodded to Zagreb and glanced at Sweet. “It's what they do, mister. None better."
"Thanks, Sully. Schlitz all around.” Zagreb smiled at the lawyer. “Sully goalied for the Red Wings, the only Mick on a team full of Canucks and Russkies. He's got more gold in his mouth than the Black Hills."
"I don't follow football."
The smile vanished. “You got us suspended. Me, I can use the sleep. Burke's got his dames, Mac's got his dear old white-haired mom."
"Redhead. She bought a five-year supply of henna the day after Pearl."
"His dear old flame-haired mom. It's Canal I'm worried about. Lonely bachelor walking up and down his crummy cold-water flat, listening to The Guiding Light. You know what it's like when a guy his size cracks down the middle?"
Canal cracked his knuckles, creating a sound effect. Sweet jumped again, sloshing more of his drink. The top of the table was getting wet and sticky.
"I don't know either,'” Zagreb went on, “and I don't want to. Who's your client?"
"What you're asking could get me disbarred."
"You think we're going to broadcast where we got the information? There isn't a cop in the world who don't sit on his own personal snitch."
"I detest that word."
"That's more like it. We're sharing our likes and dislikes."
Conversation flagged while the bartender set out their beers. When he left, the lawyer glanced around the table, then leaned over and whispered in Zagreb's ear.
"That's a reasonable request. You boys take your beers over to the bar."
They obeyed. McReary worried at the label on his bottle with a thumbnail. “You guys ever ashamed you're a cop?"
Before anyone could answer, the lieutenant threw two dollars on the table and joined them. “A. E. Smallwood, Cleveland Heights."
Canal said, “Never heard of him. What's his racket?"
"I didn't ask."
"You?" Burke's mouth hung open.
"He's just a fat little guy in a Salvation Army suit. Probably the first job he ever had where he didn't have to worry about smacking into the back of an ambulance. I got a heart."
Burke said, “Me too, but there's no room in it for lawyers."
"That's swell, Zag.” McReary sounded like Christmas morning.
"Hell with him. If that Karpalov cousin he dug up is the real deal, I'm Billy Sunday."
"Who's—? Aw, skip it. You guys and your washed-up movie stars."
When they left, Sweet was drinking from the glass Zagreb had filled for him, his highball abandoned.
* * * *
On East Jefferson, Burke coasted the Chrysler to a stop behind a black Packard with nickel wheels and set the brake. There were two men in the front seat. “He's home. Guess his mouthpiece followed him downtown."
McReary said, “Could be he's still there. The commish said he was being brought in."
"That's Rocco Marconi next to his driver,” Zagreb said. “You couldn't pry a city block between Frankie and his nursemaid."
Canal looked up at the rundown building. “What's a big cheese like Orr doing keeping his broad in a dump like this?"
Burke said, “He owns the dump. Wait'll you see the crib."
"Yeah? When were you there ever?"
"I seen it in Good Housekeeping."
The man on the passenger's side of the Packard saw them and opened the door. Canal kicked it shut, just missing his hand. “Stay put, Rocco. “This is a social call."
The window cranked down. “Big talk, you carny freak. I hear you boys got kicked off the force.” The bodyguard had cauliflower ears and a nose like a twist of rope. Canal took hold of it and twisted it back the other way. He howled. The big sergeant looked at the driver for more, but he merely folded over his Racing Form and resumed reading.
On their way upstairs, Burke said, “You really think he knows this bird Smallwood?"
"If he's a rackets guy,” Zagreb said. “They're clubby as hell."
A sharp-faced blonde in green lounging pajamas answered the apartment door. She was barefoot and all her nails matched the pajamas. “Uh-oh. Somebody left a cage open at the zoo."
Canal grinned. “That's no way to greet an old friend, Nola. I know you since you checked hats at the Oriole Ballroom."
"Pants too,” Burke said.
She started to slam the door. Zagreb stopped it with his shoulder. “We want five minutes with Frankie. Here or at the California, only there it'd be more like an hour."
"And seem like a week,” McReary said.
Burke raised his brows at the young detective. “Hey, you're coming along."
Nola Van Allen walked away from the door. The living room was done all in black and white and chromium. An albino zebra skin lay on the floor. As they entered, Frankie Orr came in from another room drying his jet black hair with a towel. He wore a silk dressing gown embroidered with silver thread and slippers with heraldic crests on the toes. “Aw, c'mon, fellas,” he said. “I just scrubbed off the last of the Osprey."
"Ox just looks like he stinks,” Zagreb said. “Simmer down, Frankie. You only kill when dough's involved. Who's A. E. Smallwood?"
Orr got rid of the towel, palmed back his hair, and took a silver-tipped cigarette from a doohickey on a bar with rubber wheels. He lit it with a platinum lighter and blew smoke at the ceiling, showing a tanned throat. “Smallwood. Sounds like a rotten name for a stag-movie actor."
"You're hiring better writers. Coming up in the world.” Zagreb waited.
"Seems to me I had a drink once with an Abner Smallwood. I forget just where."
"Try Cleveland Heights. After the city of the same name."
"You try it. I lost a good man there once. He went swimming across Lake Huron with a Hupmobile tied to his back."
"This Smallwood paid to get Eddie Karpalov out of hock."
"That so? I got a bone to pick with him then. Eddie insulted Nola."
"You call practically being raped insulted?” She was sitting on the black leather sofa holding a jade cigarette holder with nothing in it. “Your friends can go boil their heads."
"He wasn't a friend. He thought he was and tried to put the arm on me for a getaway stake. Then he got fresh with my girl. But I wouldn't sell out an enemy to the cops, dead or alive. The way I hear it, you're not even cops no more."
"Your boy Rocco heard the same thing. The way news travels in this town, it's a wonder anyone bothers to tune in Walter Winchell. So tell us about Smallwood. We're all civilians here."
"Go swipe an apple."
Zagreb took a step and hit him on the point of his chin. Orr fell back against the bar, which rolled two feet and dumped half its cargo in an explosion of liquor and crystal. He caught his balance, but his hair was in his face and his eyes lacked focus.
"Sorry about that, Frankie.” Burke ground out Orr's cigarette on the floor. “The commish took away our guns."
"Yeah? Maybe telling me wasn't so smart."
Zagreb sucked his knuckles. “Put your pants on. Threatening us buys you ninety days in County."
"You said you weren't cops."
"I stretched it a little. Witherspoon just sent us off to summer camp. He thought we looked tired."
Orr spat blood on the zebra skin. He'd bitten his tongue.
Nola leapt to her feet. “You cheap gangster! That won't wash out."
"Shut up and go in the bedroom. Turn on the radio. Loud."
She threw her cigarette holder at him and ran into the next room. The door slammed. In a little while noise came out. It sounded like a pair of wrestlers falling down the service stairs.
"Had to be Drum Boogie.'” Canal shook his head. “Couldn't be Fred Waring."
Orr browsed the containers left on the bar, found leaded glasses in the cabinet underneath, poured. “You boys never had stuff like this. You never even been in the same room with it."
"Thanks. For a thief you got a generous heart.” Zagreb jerked his down, as did Canal and Burke. McReary sipped.
Orr winced when his touched his tongue. “You can't make that threatening charge stick."
"If you're so sure, why send Nola to her room?"
"I'm a busy man, and I already lost half my day, so here's a crumb. Abner Elias Smallwood. He's out of my league. If I fix things between a mug and the mayor, he fixes ‘em between a company president and Washington. Can't get a defense contract? Talk to Smallwood. In a month you're cranking out hatch hinges for the Navy."
"What's his end?” Zagreb asked.
"Half a percent."
Canal snorted. “You built him up like he was big time."
"You got any idea what Henry Ford cleared last year at the Willow Run plant?"
Zagreb helped himself to another drink. “What's a minnow like Winston Sweet doing swimming with a whale like Smallwood?"
"My guess is this Roylston, Ryker, and Reed outfit sails close to shore. No legit firm would touch the case."
"Why Eddie the Karp?” Zagreb drained his glass again.
"I said Smallwood talks to the big fish for the little fish. That don't mean it can't work the other way. Somebody big wanted him out on the street bad enough to meet Smallwood's price."
Zagreb said, “Out in the open, you mean."
"We're just talking, understand. You can get to a man in the joint, but it leaves a trail. On the street it's anybody's game."
* * * *
Zagreb locked the call box on the corner and got back into the Chrysler next to Burke in the driver's seat. “Smallwood's out of town, meeting with Cordell Hull."
Burke said, “The attorney general?"
"I think he's secretary of state."
"Wonder who he wants rubbed out?” Canal asked.
The lieutenant swigged from a pint he'd swiped from Orr's bar and passed it over the seat to Canal in back. “What's the name of that cop Eddie smoked?"
"Jim Hooper.” Canal took a pull and gave it to McReary. “He went in the front door when we busted up the Oakland Sugar House Gang in ‘39. I was a harness bull then, same as him."
"Married, wasn't he?"
"Sure. I heard she moved in with her mother in Hamtramck."
Burke got the bottle from McReary, drank, capped it, and slid it into his coat pocket. “Hamtramck it is. I know a market there sells kielbasa under the counter, no stamps.” He started the car.
McReary said, “Don't that put money in Frankie's pocket?"
"It's a screwy war,” Zagreb said. “We'll get all the bugs worked out in time for the next."
They found Bernice Hooper packing a lunchpail in the kitchen of a small house on Joseph Campau. She was a thick-waisted woman with gray in her hair who said she was working the swing shift at Dodge Main.
"I'm sick of having coppers in my house,” she said. “I had ‘em in every house I ever lived in. My father and uncle were cops, I married a cop, I got a brother who's a cop. I'm glad now I never had a kid. I'd be pinning his diapers on with a shield."
"Tough break.” Canal sounded sincere.
McReary had his hat off, baring his bald head. “We're sorry for your loss."
"Every copper says that. It must be in the department manual."
Zagreb said, “Eddie Karpalov's dead, if it helps."
"Gee, let me check. Jim!” she called over her shoulder. She waited, shrugged, threw a box of raisins in the pail. “Nope. Still in the ground."
"Can you tell us where you were at seven this morning?” Zagreb asked.
"Welding tanks, midnight till eight."
"You pulled a double shift?"
"I don't have a husband to come back to, mister. My mother talks about Jesus all the time, so I don't figure I'm missing much in the way of conversation."
Burke said, “We'll check with your foreman."
"Check or not, I don't care. I'm glad he's dead, but my life's the same either way."
Zagreb paused in the midst of lighting a cigarette. “Mind telling us your maiden name?"
* * * *
That night they reconvened in Room 1102 of the California and wolfed down kielbasa sausage and cabbage cooked by Canal on the hot plate, chasing it with beer. The big sergeant was a lifelong bachelor and the only one of the Horsemen who could apply heat to a meal without needing a fire extinguisher or a stomach pump. They were sitting around burping when the candlestick phone rang. Zagreb said “Okay” three times and pegged the receiver.
"Washington P.D. picked up Deputy Marshal Cash an hour ago,” he said. “He rolled over on his partner, but he says all he did was drive the getaway car, a rental. He never heard of anybody named Smallwood. Deputy Marshal Rudnicki lives on the Virginia side. They're rounding up the locals to help snag him. We'll know in a little."
"Bernice Rudnicki.” McReary shook his head. “How'd you guess, Zag?"
"I didn't. When she said she has a brother who's a cop, I got a hunch, but I didn't figure Rudnicki. The Justice Department checked with his bank. He cashed in all his war bonds last month. That's how he paid Smallwood to arrange to spring Karpalov."
"Burke picked his teeth with a thumbnail. “It don't make sense. They could've taken a crack at him on the train all the time he was in their custody."
"And explain it how?” Zagreb said. “Rudnicki called in some markers to get the assignment. The shooting team would start with that, and when it came out he was Hooper's brother-in-law, he'd be hotter than Canal's hot plate. This way he had a legitimate reason for being in town and a hundred other guys to take the fall, including us and everybody who ever knew Eddie."
"Even so, I hope he gets the same break in court Eddie got.” Canal fired up a cigar.
Zagreb got up and opened a window to let out the stench. “Not till he rolls over on Smallwood. Otherwise we can't tie Smallwood to that phony affidavit that kept Eddie in the country. Winston Sweet's dumb enough or scared enough to take that ride alone, and the law can't make him give up his client under oath."
McReary said, “What makes you think Rudnicki will?"
"Just the difference between time off for good behavior and life without parole. If he don't make a fight of it tonight. Those capital cops cut their teeth on spies and saboteurs. He makes a fight of it, all we got's another dead cop and a live fixer who makes Frankie Orr's operation look like the Lollipop Guild."
The telephone rang again. Zagreb answered, listened, said, “Thanks,” hung up. He dug a Chesterfield out of his pack. “He made a fight of it."
After a little while McReary took out the deck of cards.
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Fiction: MONSIEUR ALICE IS ABSENT by Stephen Ross
* * * *

Art By Ron Chironna
* * * *
I had my first drink at age seven, a mouthful of Cabernet Sauvignon from my father's glass. I liked it. Not a day now passes without a mouthful of red. In vino veritas, as my father used to say. In wine is truth, if you don't know Latin.
This is the picture in my head of my father: He sits in his big chair in his room full of books on the top floor of our house in Paris, a glass in his hand, one of those stinky cigarettes in the corner of his mouth, and ever ready with a quote in Latin, or German, or in English. He spoke and read all three.
My father was an author, celebrated, feted. Le grand Parisian. I am a primary school teacher, and I am hardly that. I am a student completing my training and I live 280 kilometers from the magnificent City of Light. Smell the irony on my breath.
When I was seven, I wanted to be like my father: ebullient, creative, full of ideas and argument. But I am not my father and I have consigned myself to being commonplace. I am twenty-one and I am a member of the Everyone Else class. La classe stupide, as my father used to describe them. Us. Me.
I rent a room in Metz—a town in the northeast of the country. My room is unheated, and I share the latrine at the end of the hall with the four other rooms on my floor. My electricity is to be disconnected tomorrow, and I will not be able to pay again until two weeks. I am of ordinary appearance and intellect. I cannot sing and I cannot dance.
* * * *
It is morning and raining. I am walking to the école de Bouchard, a primary school on the edge of town. An aspect of my teacher training requires me to observe and analyze the work of experienced teachers. I sit in their classes and make notes. I hope to become a good teacher, so I appreciate the opportunity to learn from those who are.
Today I will be observing Monsieur Alice. I have never met Monsieur Alice and I know nothing about him. I have been told he has been employed at Bouchard for sixteen years.
"Mademoiselle Laugier?” the stern woman asks. The stern woman has horn-rimmed glasses. She stands behind the counter in the school office and drinks from a cup of coffee with her little finger pointing.
"Yes,” I answer.
"There is no class for you. Monsieur Alice is absent from school today."
The stern woman slides the school daybook across the counter toward me and turns it about. Dated today, and written in red ink, it reads:
MONSIEUR ALICE IS ABSENT
The stern woman arranges for me to sit in class tomorrow, assuming Monsieur Alice's return. She then scolds me for wearing blue denim jeans.
"I know it is now 1970 and it has become fashionable for young women teachers of Paris to wear long pants, but in this school, women wear skirts. When you return tomorrow, you will be attired in such fashion, or you will not proceed beyond this office."
I break an egg on a plate, and I swirl the yoke and the white with a fork. I drop a piece of bread facedown into the egg mix and let it soak. I cut pieces of cheese and slice a small tomato.
I turn on the radio. It fades into life and I hear an American band. There are jangling guitars and a woman singing. I don't understand English, but I like her melody. It is mournful.
I wonder what I will do when my electricity is disconnected?
I slide the bread and egg mix from the plate and into the frying pan. As the egg starts to fry, I drop the pieces of cheese onto the bread. I watch them melt. I then drop the tomato pieces onto the top, adding a finger squeeze of pepper.
The song stops. The radio announcer apologizes for his interruption. He tells me about a murder in Paris. A man's body was found in Saint-Cloud today. According to bystanders who observed the body as it was taken away, the dead man was another victim of the Duchamp Killer. The jangling guitars return.
I turn off the radio.
* * * *
I sit in the hot water of my bathtub, and I eat my dinner with a fork. A glass of wine stands next to the soap in the soap rack on the wall.
I wonder if Monsieur Alice was in Paris today? I wonder at the odds that in all the millions who live in that city, that Monsieur Alice should have been in Saint-Cloud, and that he should have been murdered by the Duchamp Killer?
Marcel Duchamp had been a famous artist. Years ago, he drew a mustache and goatee onto a print of the Mona Lisa. The Duchamp Killer draws that same mustache and goatee onto the faces of his victims, and then cuts their throats.
I wake up in my bed with a dry mouth and heavy pulse. It is four in the morning. I have just dreamt of a man who had no face. His head was that of a large egg. He had no eyes or nose or mouth.
He had a pen. He drew a mustache above my lip and a goatee on my chin. The nib of his pen hurt. It scratched. He then sliced open my neck with his knife.
* * * *
This morning I wear a skirt. The stern woman in the school office scolds me for my lateness. She confirms Monsieur Alice is present today, and I am instructed to knock on the door of classroom H on the second floor.
I climb the staircase. Bouchard is an old school. It is a building of wooden floors and creaky doors. The interiors had last been painted during the war—the Germans used the building as a hospital.
I knock at the door of classroom H. Monsieur Alice opens it.
Monsieur Alice is a slight man of forty or fifty years, clean shaven with wire-rim spectacles. He wears a plain brown suit and tangerine tie. He bids me to enter and directs me to a chair at the rear.
The classroom has one window. It looks out to the country and sunlight pours through it. There are twenty children in the class, six or seven years of age, sitting in rows. One side of the room are boys, the other side are girls.
Monsieur Alice instructs the class to read the story that begins on page twenty-seven, and there is a flourish of page turning. Monsieur Alice, who has remained on his feet since I entered, walks unhurriedly about the desks, ensuring each child has turned to the correct page of their reader.
Monsieur Alice seems indifferent. When he speaks to a child he doesn't look at the child, and he speaks with a slow, quiet, uninterested voice. He tells a slouching boy to sit up straight. The boy complies.
I write in my journal:
—Students quiet and behaved
—Teacher in authority
—Students read silently
—Teacher sits at his desk at front
—Teacher stares out of window
Monsieur Alice smells of soap. When he opened the door for me to enter, I had smelt the kind of soap you buy for your clothes.
Monsieur Alice sits at his desk and rests his head in his hand. His fingernails are neatly clipped. His skin is smooth. I wonder what he is thinking as he stares outside. I wonder if he is thinking of anything.
"Who is Marcel Duchamp?” It is a girl in the front row of desks. Her dark hair is tied in two crooked tails.
Monsieur Alice glances at her. “Have you been reading your father's newspaper?"
She nods.
"Marcel Duchamp was an artist."
"Did he paint pictures?"
"He painted and he created sculptures, but the most important thing he did was to ask a very big question."
All of the children are now looking up and listening.
"Duchamp asked, What is art?"
Monsieur Alice sees the nature of the question is beyond the children's grasp. He shakes his head. “You are very small and young. You should not concern yourselves with what you see in your fathers’ newspapers."
He returns his gaze to the window. “Continue reading."
* * * *
At the end of the lesson, Monsieur Alice walks me back to the school office. It is lunchtime and children crowd us on the stairs.
"You are from Paris, yes?” Monsieur Alice asks.
"Yes.” My accent will forever stain me.
"I was born in Montmartre,” Monsieur Alice explains. “I dislike Paris, but sometimes I have need to return to it. My mother remains there. She is eighty-seven and lives in a hospital. Yesterday, she asked her doctor to summon me, and I went."
"Is she dying?"
"No, she is old and I am all she has left."
We arrive at the school office. The stern woman makes a note in the school daybook.
Monsieur Alice removes his glasses. He wipes them with a clean white handkerchief he takes from his pocket. “Your name is Denise Laugier, yes?"
I nod.
"Are you a relation of the writer J. G. Laugier?"
"He was my father."
Monsieur Alice nods. He seems impressed. “You hail from a distinguished family.” He puts his glasses back on and for the first time looks at me directly. He has pale blue eyes. “Why do you want to be a teacher, Mademoiselle Laugier?"
"I think I can be a very good teacher,” I answer.
He nods, then bids me good day.
* * * *
I sit on a bench by the river. I eat an egg and work on my assignment: an essay on lesson planning, two thousand words. I write sentences and I complete paragraphs, but I only think of Monsieur Alice and his smell of soap.
My father used to reek of cigarettes. My father was loud and kinetic; he was a body always in motion. Monsieur Alice does not smoke. He is quite unlike my father. He is quietness personified.
I have read of Buddhist monks in the East and how they meditate. They remain perfectly still and seek mental solitude, a type of nothingness. There is an observable nothingness about Monsieur Alice.
* * * *
I buy a newspaper, and I take a seat and table in front of the café near the Cathedral. I order coffee. It is the late afternoon and the sun is leaving. I open the paper, and I read about the Duchamp Killer.
The dead man found yesterday in Saint-Cloud had been thirty-seven. He had been a cinema projectionist. He was the sixteenth victim of the Duchamp Killer, and the first since the January 31 murder of last year, where a woman's body had been found under a bridge.
Sixteen Duchamp Killer murders over nine years, always in Paris, always the black ink from a fountain pen, and always the cut of a knife to the throat.
Marcel Duchamp gave me an apple once, when I was a child. It was a shiny red apple, and when I had tried to bite into it, he and my father had burst into laughter. The apple was made of rubber and painted to look real.
Were he still alive, I imagine Monsieur Duchamp would have hated the way the Paris press had taken his name and his art and associated it with a murderer.
"May I join you?” It is Monsieur Alice. He hugs a parcel of groceries with one arm. He takes off his hat.
"Yes.” I fold up the newspaper.
Monsieur Alice sits opposite. He stands his parcel on the chair next to him. He calls for a glass of water and one is brought.
"If you want to be a good teacher,” Monsieur Alice instructs me, “let them be who they are. Stop them if they do wrong, but let them be when they do not."
I nod appreciatively.
"And always remember the three P's."
"Present, practice, and produce?"
Monsieur Alice nods. “It is the method of all good teachers.” He drinks from his glass of water. He spies the headline of my newspaper. “Murder fascinates people, yes?"
"Yes,” I answer him. “And I am proof. I make no habit of buying newspapers."
Monsieur Alice smiles at me. It is the first time I have seen emotion in him. His eyes stare into me. I wish I knew what to say. I want to say something to Monsieur Alice.
"What is art, Mademoiselle Laugier?"
I don't know how to answer. I have no words. I am like a child in his classroom.
Monsieur Alice knows that. He finishes his water. “Good evening.” He rises and puts his hat back on. He takes his parcel and leaves.
* * * *
It is three in the morning. I have woken. I am wet from perspiring. I have again dreamt of the egg man. He violated me. He then again drew a mustache above my lip and a goatee on my chin, and then he killed me. He smelt of soap.
* * * *
The stern woman lights a cigarette. Holding a folder of papers under her arm, she leaves the school office. She walks with military precision down the hall and then climbs the stairs. I hear her heels ascend.
It is eleven in the morning and classes are in progress. I have come back to Bouchard. I have remained out of sight. There is now no one in, or about, the school office. I have come to resolve a conflict between my intuition and my belief.
The school daybook lies open on the counter. I slide it across to me. I turn back the pages from today, turning back until I find January 31 of last year. It was a Friday and the date of the previous Duchamp Killer murder.
Next to the date, among other notes of the day's activities in the school, I read in red:
MONSIEUR ALICE IS ABSENT
I have stolen the school daybook. It lies unopened at my feet. I am sitting at a carrel in the newspaper room in the public library and my fingers are stained black with ink. I have turned the pages of countless newspapers and my arms ache.
I have ventured back nine years and have found newspaper reports for every one of Duchamp Killer murders. In my journal, I have written down the date of every death.
I have become an authority.
The killer has murdered both men and women, both young and old. Scientific tests have determined that the knife used is always the same, and that the fountain pen and brand of ink are also always the same.
All sixteen murders have taken place outdoors, always in secluded locations, and the killer has left no clue nor been observed by any witness.
The killer has three times sent communiqués to the Préfecture de Police. He has sent postcards of the Mona Lisa, and writing on the back of these, he has stated he would never be caught. And on the last, he has stated he would never be caught because it is impossible to imprison the imagination. There had since been lengthy public debate as to what the killer had meant by that.
* * * *
I have drunk into the night. I am sitting in my chair in my room, and I am in darkness. My electricity has been disconnected.
I finally decide to look.
I climb out of the chair, and I fumble for candles. I find them, and I light two. I stand them on the bare wood of the floor. By their light, I lay the school daybook and my journal on the floor between them.
Kneeling, I open the school daybook and I find the entry of three days previous.
MONSIEUR ALICE IS ABSENT
I turn back the pages of the daybook until I again find January 31 of last year.
MONSIEUR ALICE IS ABSENT
I open my journal. I turn to the pages where I have written down the dates of the other Duchamp Killer murders.
I turn back the pages of the school daybook until I find the corresponding date of the preceding Duchamp Killer murder—it is three months earlier than January 31 of last year.
I read the daybook entry:
MONSIEUR ALICE IS ABSENT
I turn back the pages of the daybook until I find the next preceding date of a murder.
MONSIEUR ALICE IS ABSENT
I turn back through nine years and find more of the dates.
MONSIEUR ALICE IS ABSENT
MONSIEUR ALICE IS ABSENT
MONSIEUR ALICE IS ABSENT
MONSIEUR ALICE IS ABSENT
I tally my findings.
Five of the Duchamp Killer murders were committed on weekends, or not in academic terms, and there are no school daybook entries for these dates. On the dates of all other eleven of the sixteen killings, Monsieur Alice had been absent from Bouchard.
* * * *
I wait. Gradually, children enter the room and take up their seats. They glance at me, offer smiles, and then concern themselves with other interests.
When the classroom is full, Monsieur Alice enters and closes the door. He sees me and gives me a curious stare. He probably wonders why I am again seated at the rear of his class. He says nothing. He looks about the room and quietly counts the children. The children prepare their papers and pencils.
I take my pen from my bag.
Monsieur Alice takes a piece of chalk and writes on the blackboard. He writes la lune. He explains to the children that the moon is smaller than the earth we live on, which is why it is held in the earth's pull of gravity. He draws a circle, and then a smaller circle next to it. The moon cannot float away, not even if it would want to.
A child asks if people live on the moon. Monsieur Alice explains that the moon is a wasteland of rock and dust and that there is no air to breathe and no water to drink. He explains that explorers from the United States of America are visiting the moon, and that they have to wear special clothes when they are there.
One of the children giggles. A second joins the first, and then another. Monsieur Alice does not understand why the children are starting to laugh, until he looks at me.
I have used my pen, and I have drawn a mustache and goatee onto my face.
Monsieur Alice stares at me.
For a moment, he is frozen in place, and the children's giggling is replaced in my ears by the sound of my deep breaths.
Monsieur Alice suddenly lunges across the room.
"Get out."
He grabs me by my arm and drags me up out of the chair. I feel strength in his grip. His hand clamps to me like a vice. He drags me trippingly to the door. At the door, he pushes me out into the hallway. He gives me a look of absolute anger, and he slams the door.
* * * *
I walk the streets back to my room. People stare as they pass by. My face is still disfigured with ink.
I cross over the Pont des Morts, and I stare down into the river. I have stared at its waters many times. It has soothed me on bitter days. For the first time in my life, my worthless life, I consider jumping into it.
* * * *
There is a knock on my door.
I am drunk. I lie on the floor of my room with a candle near my head. It is dark. I have no notion of the time.
There is another knock, and I hear the door handle turn. The door opens—I hadn't locked it.
Looking up, I see Monsieur Alice. He enters and closes the door. He stares down at me. I see the candlelight reflect in the lenses of his glasses. He removes his hat. His stillness of earlier has returned.
"I want to become art,” I announce.
Monsieur Alice walks out of my sight. I hear his shoes on the floor. I feel the vibration of his footsteps. I hear other noises, which I cannot reconcile.
"Make me into art.” My voice is broken from my intoxication.
I cannot now hear Monsieur Alice, and I question the reality of his having entered my room. Maybe I am dreaming, and I will soon wake in my bed.
Monsieur Alice kneels alongside me. I hear the sound of an object being placed on the floor to the side of my head.
I close my eyes. I am ready to die.
I hear dripping.
A sponge smothers my face. It is filled with warm water, and I feel the water run down about my head and to the floor.
Monsieur Alice is wiping my face. He is cleaning me with soap and water. He is gently wiping away the ink of my mustache and goatee.
He leans down to me and speaks in a whisper. “How does a trainee teacher, no more than a child, learn what many minds have sought to know?"
"The school daybook."
I look up into his eyes.
He hadn't thought of the school daybook. It was, until this moment, an insignificant object, of no more meaning than a piece of chalk. I can see it now troubles him deeply.
"Don't worry.” I reach up and take hold of his arm. “I've burnt it, and I've dropped the ashes into the river."
Monsieur Alice dries my face with a cloth.
"I will tell no one."
He takes my hand and holds it for a moment. He places it to my chest. He kisses my forehead. He blows out the candle, and I fall asleep.
* * * *
I walk to Bouchard. It is the afternoon and I am ill. I must speak to him. I must see him. He has entered my blood, and I want to tell him this.
Monsieur Alice is absent.
The stern woman in the school office is pale and stricken. Her hand shakes as she holds her cigarette. She tells me Monsieur Alice was found dead this morning in Montmartre. He had been called away in the night to visit his mother, but had never arrived. His body was discovered in the Seine at daybreak. A mustache and goatee had been inked onto his face and his throat had been slit.
I am cold.
I walk back to my room. I no longer want to drink.
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