
        
            [image: cover]

    
Dell Magazines 
www.dellmagazines.com 

Copyright ©2010 by Dell Magazines



NOTICE: This work is copyrighted. It is licensed only for use by the original purchaser. Making copies of this work or distributing it to any unauthorized person by any means, including without limit email, floppy disk, file transfer, paper print out, or any other method constitutes a violation of International copyright law and subjects the violator to severe fines or imprisonment. 



Cover ar by Gail Cross


[bookmark: toc]
CONTENTS
Fiction: THE SCENT OF LILACS by Doug Allyn
Passport to Crime: THE DIVERGENT MAN by Marc R. Soto
Fiction: TANGLE BEACH by David Braly
Poetry: LEGEND? by Jane Paynter
Fiction: TONTINE by Peter Turnbull
Reviews: BLOG BYTES by Bill Crider
Fiction: MR. ALIBI by Kristine Kathryn Rusch
Department of First Stories: ADMINISTRATIVE LEAVE by Audrey Webb
Fiction: OPEN AND SHUT CASE by Marilyn Todd
Fiction: THE LAST LAUGH by Bill Pronzini
Reviews: THE JURY BOX by Jon L. Breen
Fiction: TO KILL AN UMP by Brendan DuBois
Fiction: LEON AND SQUEAK by Ronald Levitsky
Black Mask: BEERSHEBA by Joyce Carol Oates
Fiction: SO MUCH IN COMMON by Mary Jane Maffini
Fiction: INCOMPATIBLES by Robert Barnard
Fiction: ARCHIE'S BEEN FRAMED by Dave Zeltserman
* * * *


Janet Hutchings: Editor 
Emily Giglierano: Assistant Editor 
Susan Mangan: Vice President, Design & Production 
Victoria Green: Senior Art Director 
Cindy Tiberi: Production Artist 
Laura Tulley: Senior Production Manager 
Jennifer Cone: Production Associate 
Abigail Browning: Director of Marketing, Brand Licensing & Commerce 
Bruce W. Sherbow: Senior Vice President, Sales & Marketing 
Sandy Marlowe: Circulation Services 

Peter Kanter: Publisher 
Ellery Queen: Editor-in-Chief, 1941-1982 
Eleanor Sullivan: Editor-in-Chief, 1982-1991 

Advertising Representative 
Robin DiMeglio: Advertising Sales Manager 
Phone: (203) 866-6688 x180 
Fax: (203) 854-5962 
printadvertising@dellmagazines.com 
(Display and Classified Advertising)


[bookmark: chap0]
Fiction: THE SCENT OF LILACS by Doug Allyn
* * * *

Art by Allen Davis
* * * *
Doug Allyn began his short story writing career in the mid 1980s, at around the same time another great crime short story writer, Brendan DuBois debuted in EQMM's Department of First Stories. This is Doug Allyn's 100th published story, a number he's reached at almost exactly the same time as Mr. DuBois, who also has a story in this issue. Doug Allyn is, of course, a perennial favorite of this magazine's readers; he's the winner of eight EQMM Readers Awards, the most recent for 2009.
March 11, 1865
Reynolds County, Missouri
The horsemen drifted out of the dawn mist like wolves, strung out loosely across the hillside in a ragged line, their nostrils snorting steam in the morning chill. Two outriders on the flanks, five more in the main body. Polly guessed they'd already placed riflemen along the stone fence beyond her barn, ready to cut down anyone who tried to run.
Her son was sitting on the corner of the porch, whetting the scythe, daydreaming. “Jason,” Polly said quietly. “Riders are coming. Get to the barn. And walk! All the way."
Without a word, the ten-year-old rose and sauntered across the yard as he'd been taught, toting a hay blade longer than he was tall. He disappeared inside. A moment later the loading door in the upper loft inched open a crack.
Picking up a besom broom, Polly casually swept her way across the porch to the front door of the farmhouse. She opened it to sweep off the sill, then left it ajar as she turned to face the riders coming across the stubbled fields to the house.
Federals. Of a sort. Only one rider was in full uniform, a Union cavalry captain—tall, hollow-eyed, and gaunt as a vulture, with a thin moustache and goatee. His men were irregulars, dressed in a mix of work clothes and uniform coats or pants. Farmers and tradesmen, from the look of them. Definitely Union, though. Their mounts were sleek and well fed. She'd heard Forrest's men were slaughtering their horses for food.
The riders sized her up as they filed into the yard. A farm wife, square as a stump in a man's flannel shirt, canvas trousers, and pebble-leg boots. Handsome once, perhaps, but careworn now, her auburn hair wild and awry in the chill March wind, her hands reddened and rough from field work.
Polly scanned their faces, desperately hoping to recognize someone—damn. Aaron Meachum was with them, slouch hat down over his eyes, grizzled cheek distorted by a plug of chaw. Trouble.
Casually, she sidled half a step closer to the doorway.
"Good day to you, ma'am,” their leader said softly. “I am Captain Charles Gilliaume, of the Eighth Missouri. My men and I—"
"These men aren't Eighth Missouri,” Polly said coldly. “They're Redleg militia. Hessians, most likely."
"Hessians?"
"It's what these Rebs call the kraut-heads,” Meachum said. “Like them German mercenaries back in the Revolution? Most of Sigel's troops was Germans from St. Louis when they raided through here in ‘sixty-two."
"I see.” The captain nodded. “You're quite right, ma'am. My men are a militia unit from Jefferson City, and many of them are of German extraction. But they're as American as you or I now. May we step down?"
"Captain, there is a creek on the far side of my garden. You're welcome to water your animals. I have nothing more to offer you. We've been picked clean by both sides. Hospitality in southern Missouri is runnin’ a little thin these days, hard to come by as seed corn."
"She'd find grain quick enough if we were wearin’ butternut brown,” Aaron Meachum said, spitting a stream of tobacco juice onto her porch. “The whole damn McKee family's secesh; everybody ‘round here knows it."
"Is that true, ma'am?” the captain asked. “I see no men about. Are they with the rebels?"
"My husband is in Springfield trying to earn a few dollars. His eldest son is with Bedford Forrest up Tennessee way, his second boy's with the Union blockade at Charleston. The two youngest headed down to Arkansas to find Sterling Price after Yank militia run off our horses in ‘sixty-one."
"Rebels,” Meachum spat.
"Three Confederates,” Polly corrected, “and one Federal. At least they're real soldiers, Captain."
"As we are, ma'am."
"Real soldiers don't ride with trash. This fella, Aaron Meachum, is a Jayhawker who was murdering and burning in Kansas long before the war. He runs easier with coyotes than with men."
"Mr. Meachum isn't actually a member of our unit, ma'am, he was retained as a guide."
"Well, he doubtless knows the trails through these hills. He's used most of them running from the law. If he's your guide, Captain, you're on the road to perdition."
"Armies are like families, ma'am, you can't choose your kin. We're seeking slaves and deserters, Miz McKee. I'm told you have slaves here."
"Who told you that? Meachum? Look around you, Captain, this ain't no plantation. We raise saddle horses and draft animals and we're only three days from the Illinois line. Even if we held with slavery, and we don't, it's tough enough to keep animals from runnin’ off, to say nothin’ of men. Our stock's been stolen, our crops burned. We had no slaves before the war and we've surely no need of them now. There's only me and my boy here, you have my word."
"In that case, a search won't take long,” Gilliaume said. At his nod, the troopers and Meachum began to dismount.
"No!” Polly's voice cracked like a whip, freezing them as she snaked the scattergun from inside the open door, leveling it at Gilliaume, earing back both hammers.
"Madam, be reasonable, you can't possibly prevail against us."
"That won't matter to you, Captain. Or to Meachum. Or to one or two near you. My boy is covering you from the barn with a ten-gauge goose gun loaded with double-ought buckshot. If I fire, so will he."
"And you will surely die, ma'am. As will your son."
"No matter. We only have a little flour and some cornmeal. My boy's legs are bowing from the rickets ‘cause Rebs butchered our milk cow. You soldier boys have taken all but the gleanings of the fields. For God's sake, sir, your animals are better fed than most folks around here. We have nothing for you. Unless Old Sam Curtis is paying bounty money for murdering women and boys."
Gilliaume stared coolly down at Polly, ignoring the shotgun muzzle, taking her measure. She knew that look. Death had shouldered him aside to kill his friends so often that he was weary of waiting for it, impatient for his turn.
But not today. “Gentlemen, the lady says she has no slaves and I believe her. And since there's clearly no forage for us here, we'll move on."
"You're lettin’ her run us off?” Meachum said, outraged. “Our orders say deserters, slaves, and arms. She's armed, ain't she?"
"So she is,” Gilliaume said wryly. “Personally, I interpret our orders to mean military arms, not rusty shotguns in the hands of farm wives, but you have my permission to disarm her if you wish, Mr. Meachum. But kindly give me a moment to back my mount away. This is my best cape and bloodstains are damned bothersome to remove."
Clucking to his gelding, Gilliaume backed his mount off a few steps, touched his hat brim to Polly, then turned away. The rest of the patrol fell in behind him, moving off at a walk. Leaving her to face Meachum alone. She shifted the shotgun, centering it on his chest.
"You got yourself an edge today, Polly McKee,” Meachum spat. “But you ain't seen the last of me. I expect your britches must get mighty cold with your man gone. Maybe I'll swing by another time, get a little fire goin’ in them pants of yours. I'll be back."
"But not by daylight, I'll wager, you Jayhawk son of a bitch! Come ahead on, anytime, I'll give you more fire than you can handle. If you ever so much as set foot on my land again, Aaron Meachum, I swear I will blow you out of your raggedy-ass boots! Now git off my place! Git!" she shouted into the face of his mount, spooking the beast. It shied away, kicking. Meachum sawed at the reins but the brute's manners were no better than its owner's. Bucking and snorting, it sprinted off to rejoin the patrol, with Meachum clinging to the saddle horn, cursing his animal and Polly all the way.
The laughter and catcalls that greeted him echoed off the hills. It wasn't much comfort, but it was something.
She waited on the porch, her old scattergun in the crook of her arm, watching the troop splash through the creek and vanish into the woods beyond. And then she waited a bit longer, until she was dead certain they were gone.
Stepping into the house, she carefully stood the shotgun in its customary place by the door. And then, in the sweet-scented silence of her parlor, she released a long, ragged breath. And hugged herself fiercely, trying to control her trembling.
Gus McKee sensed the danger before he heard it. Huddled over his campfire, warming his hands, he felt a sudden tingle between his shoulder blades, sharp as a nudge from a spike bayonet. Something was moving outside the flickering halo of the firelight, inching closer in the dark.
Nerves, maybe? A ghost walking on his grave?
No. The horses sensed it too, shifting uneasily in their brush corral at the base of the ridge, raising their heads, tasting the wind. Someone was circling his camp. Definitely.
Gus hadn't survived three years in these mountains by ignoring his instincts.
His battered Jenks-Remington carbine was in a rock cleft with his bedroll but the primer tape was so old the gun only fired half the time. If the intruder meant to harm him, he'd probably be dead already. Best to wait him out and—a twig snapped in the shadows.
Gus rose slowly, keeping his hands in plain sight. “Come on in, and welcome,” he said quietly. “I've got no weapon, and nothin’ worth stealin', but I got stew on the fire—"
"Shut your mouth. Are you alone?"
"My son's up in the ridges, hunting. He'll be back in a while, I expect."
"When did he leave?"
"I . . . don't recall, around noon, I guess."
"You're lying, old man. I been watching your camp since morning. Nobody's come or gone.” The youth stepped out of the shadows. Tall and gawky, he hadn't seen twenty yet, but his weapon was man-sized, a Colt horse pistol, the hammer eared back, the muzzle centered on Gus's belly.
His ragged uniform jacket was so faded and grimy Gus couldn't make out its original color. Union artillery blue? Or Arkansas gray? Didn't matter which side the boy was on anyway; he'd obviously been on the dodge awhile. Dirty face, scraggly beard, sunken eyes. His cheeks were hollow from hunger.
"My name's Gus McKee, son. I give you my word you got nothin’ to fear from me. I'm hidin’ in these mountains, waitin’ out the fight, the same as you."
"Are you a soldier?” The boy's eyes flicked around the campsite, jumpy as a cricket on a cook stove.
"I was once,” Gus acknowledged. “Went down to Mexico with Winfield Scott in ‘forty-six. Killed folks I had nothin’ against in places you never heard of. Hell, I never heard of ‘em and I was there. Still carry a musket ball in my hip from those days. One war's enough for any man. I want no part of this one."
"If you ain't a deserter, why are you hidin’ out up here?"
"Me and the wife got a little stock ranch west of Reynolds. Raise mostly draft animals, a few saddlebreds. But southern Missouri's sorry country for breedin’ horses nowadays. Lyon and his Hessians raided my place on their way to Springfield in ‘sixty-one—"
"Hessians?"
"Germans,” Gus explained. “Immigrants fresh off the boat. Strong for the Union. After Lyon got killed at Wilson's Creek, both sides started raidin’ stock, burnin’ our crops. Between the sojer boys and runaway slaves headed north, we're about picked clean. I brung the last of our animals up into these hills so my boys will have somethin’ to come home to when it's over."
"You got boys in the fight? Which side?"
"Both sides.” Gus sighed. “Oldest run away to sea in ‘fifty-seven, stayed with the Union navy when war broke out. Last I heard he was on the Hartford, off Mobile Bay. Second oldest is with Bedford Forrest, two younger boys went off with General Price in ‘sixty-two."
"And which side do you favor, Mr. McKee?"
"I favor livin’ through these troubled times, same as you. Can I put my hands down? Coffee's ‘bout to boil over and it's damn hard to come by in these hills. I'm pleased to share my grub with you, son, but you might as well lower that pistol. You don't want to shoot nobody."
"Want's got nothin’ to do with it, mister. I'll do what I have to, if you give me cause. Understand?” But the boy holstered his horse pistol as Gus knelt to retrieve the steaming pot from the coals. Pouring two cups of scalding brew, Gus passed one to the youth, who nodded his thanks.
"I didn't catch your name, son."
"It's Mitchell. Elias Mitchell. Eli will do. And I apologize for comin’ down hard on you like this. I been on the run."
"You're a Federal. From up north.” It wasn't a question.
Eli nodded, sipping the coffee. “How'd you know?"
"You never heard of Hessians, for one thing. Whereabouts you from?"
"Illinois. My folks farm eighty acres near Cairo. I enlisted for a year but my unit got busted up after Perryville and the new outfit they sent me to was drafted for the duration. I've served nearly four years, and seen more killin’ than . . . Anyways, I got a letter that said my folks are farin’ poorly. I've had enough. I joined up to save the Union and free the slaves but all we're doin’ now is burnin’ out farms and villages, leavin’ poor folks to starve. I couldn't take it no more. Lit out from Vicksburg last month, been workin’ my way home since."
"You're still a ways from Illinois."
"Not as fur as I was. Had a horse for a while but she went lame on me, had to turn her loose."
"Near here?” Gus asked sharply, suddenly wary.
"No, down in Arkansas, two weeks back. Why?"
"These hills may look empty, but they ain't. Union patrols are out, foraging, huntin’ stragglers from both sides. Got a bounty on Union deserters, boy, twenty dollars a head."
"Twenty dollars! Hell, that's more'n we been gettin’ paid!"
"It's worse than that. The bounty's for dead or alive and they ain't fussy about which."
"Man, that's crazy,” Eli said, shaking his head. “You're doin’ the proper thing stayin’ up here, Mr. McKee. There ain't no right side in this fight no more. If there ever was."
"Maybe not. You got any money, boy?"
"Money? No sir. A few Dixie singles for souvenirs, is all. I'm afraid I can't pay you for the coffee. Sorry."
"So am I, especially since I was hopin’ to sell you a horse. Is your word any good?"
"Yes sir, I believe it is,” Eli said, puzzled. “Why?"
"Because I believe I'm going to loan you a horse, young Mitchell. But I want your solemn word I'll get my animal back when this war is over."
"I don't understand."
"Boy, I been shiftin’ my little herd around these hills, dodgin’ Union and Reb patrols, Jayhawkers and outlaws, for damn near three years now. But I know every trail and pass in these mountains. You don't. If you keep on walkin’ home through the Ozarks, you'll be taken sure as God made the green apples. Maybe they'll even track you back to me. The way I see it, the sooner you're long gone from here, the better for both of us. With a horse and a little luck you can be home in a week."
"You're taking a hell of a gamble for somebody you just met, Mr. McKee. To be honest, I staked you out because I planned to steal a horse off'n you. At gunpoint if I had to."
"You're a terrible fella, young Eli, I seen that right off. Care for some more coffee?"
"I'm dead serious."
"I expect you are. But you didn't back-shoot me or try to rustle my stock, and nowadays that'll pass for righteous. Help yourself to some stew, son, before it gets cold. Come moonrise, I'll put you on an old Jayhawk trail. You can cover eight, maybe ten miles yet tonight."
"I—surely do thank you, Mr. McKee. Only it ain't quite that simple."
"Why not?"
"The past few days, I been layin’ up with a wounded Reb at a spring about a mile south of here. I told him I'd fetch him some help."
"A creek with cedars around it, end of a long valley?"
"You know it?"
"I know every waterhole for sixty mile around, boy. But I ain't the only one who knows it. Yank patrols scout that valley regular."
"I didn't see no soldiers."
"Then you was lucky. How long's the Reb been there?"
"I don't know. A week, maybe. He's hurt bad. Gutshot."
"Is he a local boy?” Gus asked, swallowing.
"No sir, I believe he's from Arkansas. He's ravin’ out of his head half the time. Near as I could tell, he was a lieutenant with General Price. He won't last much longer without help."
"Gutshot, he won't last long, period. Your home lies in the other direction, young Mitchell. Goin’ back for that Reb will only bring trouble down on yourself, maybe on him, too."
"But I gave him my promise."
"You can't be held to that! Forgodsake, son, there's a war on. He's probably dead already. Tell you what, I'll try to look in on him in a day or two. Will that satisfy you?"
"I—guess it will have to. Thank you."
"No need for thanks. Bein’ a damned fool comes natural to me. Here, get your ribs around some of this stew.” Dumping a steaming mix of rabbit, wild corn, and slivered yams onto a metal plate, Gus passed it to Eli. “I don't get much news up here. How goes the war?"
"Don't know much myself,” Eli mumbled around a mouthful. “Nobody tells the infantry nothin'. But from what we've been hearin', it might be over come spring."
"I've heard that joke once or twice already."
"This time it might be true. Sherman took Atlanta last fall, then burned it before he moved on to Savannah. They're burnin’ everything in a sixty-mile swath. Richmond's surrounded. General Hood's still in the field, though, maybe headed for Nashville to make a stand."
"And General Sterling Price?"
"He got whipped bad at Westport in the fall, retreated back into Arkansas. I hear his men have fallen on hard times, eatin’ their horses, livin’ on grass . . . Sorry, you said your sons . . . ?"
"Two of my boys are with Price,” Gus spat. “Damned nonsense. I never owned a slave in my life, don't hold with it. But after them Yanks raided our place, there was no keepin’ my boys back. Went off to fight for the Glorious Cause."
"For slavery?"
"Hell no, for independence, by our lights. To live free without Yanks or Hessians runnin’ off our stock. The only slaves I've seen since the Emancipation were runaways, ragged and starvin'. Rootin’ in my fields like animals. Think they're better off than before?"
"Sir, I don't believe this war's made anybody better off, black or white. The slaves we set free had nowhere to go, no food, no land. Like I said, there don't seem to be no right side to it no more. I just want to go home."
"I know the feelin',” Gus agreed. “Know it real well."
Later on, in the final faint sliver of moonlight, Gus saddled his own mare with a serviceable working rig, put Elias Mitchell aboard her, and sent him north along an old Jayhawk trace. Watching the boy move off into the shadows, Gus felt surprisingly content, considering he'd just given away a sweet-natured animal he'd raised from a foal.
But later that night, Gus woke in the darkness, tense and edgy, his hand clamped on the carbine at his side. Listening. To nothing. The keening of the wind. Foxes yapping at the stars.
He'd been in these hills so long he was half wild himself. Jumpy as a mole in an anthill. But he knew something was wrong. Knew it down to his boots. He just couldn't put a name to it.
So he let the fire die out, and settled himself between two boulders away from the glowing embers, keeping his carbine cocked under his threadbare blankets.
He drowsed lightly through the night, at rest, but coming instantly alert at the slightest sound. Then easing back to rest again, all the while staring slit-eyed out into the darkness.
Knowing something was wrong.
At noon the next day, Polly was mucking out the barn when she heard the tlot-tlot of approaching hoofbeats. Meachum? Not likely, not openly. Picking up a pitchfork, she peeked out through a crack in the sagging door.
A single-seat Stanhope buggy was coming up the road from the west, a lone woman at the reins. Turning the rig in at the gate, she guided her animal down the long lane, slowing it to a walk as she approached the farmhouse.
Still holding the fork, Polly stepped out, shading her eyes, waiting. Her visitor was dressed warmly for travel, a fine seal plush cape over a tailored woolen suit, the first new clothes Polly'd seen since . . . she couldn't remember how long.
"Afternoon, ma'am. Can I help you?"
"Pleasse, I'm becomp lost,” the woman replied, her accent harsh. Hessian. Polly's eyes narrowed. “I left Corridon this mornink—"
"Just wheel that buggy around and head out the gate, miss. A mile further on, the road splits. The north fork will take you to Centerville."
"I'm not going to Centerville."
"Look, ma'am, I haven't got all day—"
"Pleasse, I'm seeking the McKee place,” the Hessian woman said desperately. “Is it far from here?"
Polly stepped closer to the buggy, frowning up at the woman. Younger than she thought, her face as pale as buttermilk, with nearly invisible eyelashes. A bruise and some swelling along her jaw. Still, all in all, a handsome girl, Hessian or not.
"What do you want with the McKees? Who are you?"
"My name iss Birgit Randolph. My husband is Tyler Randolph. He iss a cousin to Angus McKee. He—"
"I'm Polly McKee, Gus's wife. I've known Tyler since he was a sprout, but I still don't know who the hell you are. Tyler ain't married."
"We married a few months ago. We met when he was with the state militia in St. Louis. He was very . . . dashing. After the riots he joined General Price. We wrote back and fort’ when he was in Arkansas. This past August he came for me and we were married."
"What do you mean he came for you? Came where?"
"To St. Louis. Tyler iss not a soldier anymore. He was wounded at Pea Ridge. He is discharged now."
"Wounded? How bad?"
"His leg . . . was shot. It is mostly healed now, but he limps. It causes him a lot of pain, I think. He never says. He's very . . . stubborn about it."
"That sounds like Tyler. Where have y'all been stayin'?"
"At his farm near Mountain Grove."
"I'll be damned,” Polly said, shaking her head. It was too much, first Meachum and his Jayhawks, now a half-daft Hessian woman claiming to be kin. The damned war was making the world a madhouse.
"Well, you might as well step in out of the wind, miss—I mean—Mrs. Randolph. I'm afraid we're out of coffee—"
"I haff tea and some sugar,” Birgit said, offering Polly a three-pound sack. “Tyler said the plundering hass been bad here."
"We get hit by both sides,” Polly conceded grimly, leading the way. “Come into the kitchen, I'll make us some tea."
Birgit hesitated just inside the door. Though the walls hadn't seen paint in years, the small farmhouse was immaculate.
"You keep a fine home. Very clean. Even it smells nice."
"What did you expect? A pigpen?"
"No, I—please. I know I don't always say things right but I don't mean to make you angry. I think I've come at a bad time."
"There aren't any good times nowadays. And exactly why have you come, ma'am? What do you want here?"
"Tyler—told me to come to you. He hoped you can drive me to St. Louis then bring the buggy back here. He will send for it later."
"Send for the buggy? But not for you? Why? Is farm life too rough for your taste, missus?"
"No, I grew up on farm in Bavaria. I'm not afraid of work."
"What then? Ah, the lame dirt farmer isn't a dashing rebel lieutenant anymore? So you go runnin’ home to Mama. Sweet Jesus, it serves Tyler right for marryin’ a Hessian in the first place."
"I'm not Hessian."
"Don't lie to me, anybody with ears can tell what you are!"
"But I'm not!” Birgit flared, her throat and cheeks flushing, but not backing off an inch. “My family is German, but we are come from Freystadt in Bavaria! Hessians come from Hesse! I'm not Hessian! And I didn't leaf Tyler, neither. He drove me out!"
"What are you talking about?"
"It's true! I tell him our child is growing in me and he got terrible angry. He says I must go home to my family. And I say I won't. And he says I must obey him. Still I say no. And he . . . struck me!” Her hand strayed to her bruised mouth, her eyes brimming. “And now I am come here, and you are angry with me too—I don't know why—but I don't anymore know what to do. I don't know what to do!"
Polly knew. Wordlessly, she wrapped the younger woman in her massive arms, holding her while she sobbed like a lost child. Which she was, in a way. Good Lord, the girl couldn't be more than seventeen or eighteen. Polly was barely forty, but Birgit's age seemed like a fever dream to her, only dimly remembered now.
The low moan of the blue enameled teapot broke the spell.
"I'm sorry,” Birgit said, pulling away. “This is my own trouble. I shouldn't burden you with it."
"Don't talk foolishness,” Polly said, lifting the kettle off the stove lid, filling two vitreous china mugs. “God help you, girl, we're family now. Sit yourself down at the kitchen table, we'll work something out."
"But how?” Birgit asked numbly, sipping the steaming brew. “Tyler doesn't want me. He doesn't want our child."
"That can't be true. He had to snake through half the damned Union army to marry you. Discharge papers or no, he could have been lynched or thrown in a Yankee prison any step of the way. Tyler's a stubborn boy; all the Randolphs are, and the McKees, too. But there's no quit in any of ‘em. If Tyler was willing to risk dyin’ to marry you in August, he hasn't changed his mind. There must be more to this. How are things between you two? Has he hit you before?"
"No! Never, never. It's been good with us. The best. But this last month, he's . . . his mood is very dark. Far off. He stays up nights, watching. There are fires in the hills near the farm. Deserters, he says. Or Jayhawkers. Then a few days ago, men took our plow horse. Five of them. Came up on Tyler in the field and just took our animal. He doesn't speak to me since. I thought telling him of the baby would cheer him but . . . “ She swallowed, shaking her head.
Polly sipped her tea, mulling it over. “He's afraid,” she said simply.
"Afraid? Tyler?"
"Oh, not of dyin'. After all the fightin’ that boy's seen, death's less troublesome than a drunken uncle. No, it's you he's afraid for. Afraid he can't protect you. Or your child. That's a terrible fear for a man to face, especially a soldier like Tyler. He's seen slaughter, he knows how wrong things can go. And in his heart, he's afraid of failing you, though I doubt he realizes it."
"So he drives me away?"
"Looks like it."
"What should I do?"
"That depends. Maybe he's right, girl. God knows there's trouble in the wind around here."
"But you stay."
"I got no choice, this place is all we have. You'll be safer in St. Louis, Birgit. Maybe you should go home to your family awhile."
"No. Tyler is my family now."
"You sure about that? You seem awful young to me."
"It's true, I am, maybe. But I know. When I met Tyler, St. Louis is full of young soldiers. Thousands. And I am at a cotillion, and Tyler is laughing with his friends when he sees me. And he walks over and we talk a minute. No more. And we danced. Once. But I already know."
"Know what?"
Birgit eyed Polly's wind-weathered face warily, then shrugged. “Laugh if you want, but I look in Tyler's eyes and I see . . . my life. With him. I see our children. I know it sounds crazy, but . . . I saw all this, in that one moment. But maybe you're right, maybe I am just . . . Hessian."
"No. I was wrong about that. And about you. I apologize for taking that tone with you earlier. And Tyler shouldn't have treated you like he done neither, though I can't fault his reasons."
"I don't care about his reasons. He's wrong to push me away. And I was wrong to leaf. I have to go back."
"It's not that simple, girl. These are dangerous times, he's got good cause to fear for you."
"I know that. I am afraid, too. But I'm more afraid to lose him, to lose what we have together."
"Havin’ a stout heart's all well and good, darlin', but it ain't hardly enough. There are men in these hills who'd kill you for your horse or a dollar. Or no reason at all. And the truth is, Tyler can't always be there to protect you. You'll have to protect one another. Do you know about guns?"
"A little. Tyler bought me a pocket pistol. He tried to teach me but I'm no good with it."
"Just like a man,” Polly said drily. “Give the little lady a little gun. Know the trouble with pistols? Men don't believe a woman will shoot. Or hit anything if she does. You have to kill ‘em to prove it. Or die tryin'. Over there, that's a real woman's gun,” she said, indicating a coach shotgun beside the back door. “No skill required, only sand enough to touch it off. You still have to watch out for border trash, but they'd better watch out, too. I can teach all you need to know in twenty minutes. If you'd like."
"Yes, I would. Thank you."
"We'll finish our tea first, and talk a little. I seldom see other women these days. I work like a man, dress like one. Sometimes I think I'm turning into one."
"I think you are very much woman, Mrs. McKee. And your home—now don't be angry with me—it's very clean. It even smells clean. What is that wonderful scent?"
"Eau de lilac. Lilac water. Before the war, with the boys home and their clothes and boots and such, sometimes it'd get to smellin’ like a horse barn in here. Lilac water helps. I'm surprised you can smell it atall, I've watered it down somethin’ fierce tryin’ to make it last. The boys each promised to bring me a fresh bottle when they went off soldierin'."
"You say boys. How many?"
"Angus had the four older boys by his first wife, Sarah. She died of the consumption, quite young. It wasn't like you and Tyler with Gus and me. We didn't meet at no dance. I was orphaned, livin’ with kin and Angus needed a mother for his boys. I was only fifteen when we married. We've got a boy of our own now, Jason. And I lost a girl in childbirth. It ain't been easy for us but we've built ourselves a life here. It was a good place before the war. We'll make it so again."
"But you do . . . care for him? Your husband?"
"Oh, surely. He's a good man, with a good heart, and I'm . . . fond of him, I suppose. But it's not always easy between us. Gus is older than me, set in his ways. When I took to his bed, all I knew about love and . . . such things, was seeing horses or hogs breedin’ in the fields. Angus was gentle with me, and mostly we pull together like a yoked team. But I can't say I've ever had a moment like you talked about, no . . . special feeling like that. We work hard, try to make the best we can of whatever comes. To be honest, Gus has been gone so long I wonder sometimes if things will be the same with us . . . afterward."
"Gone where?"
"To the hills. I tell folks he's in Springfield, but he ain't. After Price's troops got drove down to Arkansas, both sides were raidin’ the border, runnin’ off our stock. So Angus took the last of our horses up into the hills. He's been movin’ around with ‘em since, hidin’ ‘em away so us and the boys can start over when the war ends. If it ever does. When he left we thought it'd be for a few months. But it's been more than two years now. Closer to three. He slips back once a month for a few hours. Seems like it's going to go on like this forever."
"Maybe not much longer. Tyler says it will end soon."
"Darlin', I've been hearin’ that ole sweet song since ‘sixty-one."
"No, it is true. Tyler sees the St. Louis paper almost every month. The Federals have all the Shenandoah Valley now. Price's men are scattered. Hood is retreating from Atlanta and the city is burning."
"Atlanta burning? But why? Who fired it?"
"Union, I think, but . . . “ Birgit shrugged helplessly. Even in faultless English, no words could explain the madness on the land.
"Dear God,” Polly said, slumping back in her chair. “This war may stop someday, but it won't never be finished. Not for a hundred years. No wonder the hills are fillin’ with deserters and the Jayhawkers are back on the prowl. Both sides smell blood. You need to get home, girl, if that's what you mean to do. But first I'm gonna teach you a bit about killin'. In a ladylike fashion, of course."
In a scant half-hour, Polly instructed Birgit in the basics of the short-barreled coach gun. Pointed and fired at close range, the stunted scattergun would erase anything in its path from a poplar stump to three men standing abreast.
The girl took to the gun as a practical matter, learning to deal out death in defense of herself and her own with no more compunction than killing a coyote raiding after chickens. Or a child.
Neither woman derived the pleasure men seem to take from slaughter. It was a chore to be done, perhaps more dangerous than some, but also more necessary.
At the lesson's end Birgit could manage the coach gun competently. And as she seated herself in the buggy to leave, Polly placed the stubby weapon on her lap. “You take this with you; I've got another. And if there's trouble on the road, you don't hesitate. These boys been killin’ each other regular for a long time, they're damned quick about it. Surprise and that gun are all you have."
"I'm not afraid. I'll manage. If nothing else, I think Tyler will hear me out when I explain how things will be with us now."
"I expect he will at that,” Polly grinned. “You can make Corridon before dusk. Stay the night there, move on in the morning. You'll be home before supper tomorrow."
"And in summer, when my time comes for the baby, can I send for you?"
"You surely can, darlin'. I'll come runnin’ and we'll haul that child into this world together. I'll see you in the summer, Mrs. Randolph, maybe sooner if this madness ends and our boys come home. Meantime, you take care, hear?"
* * * *
Ordinarily Gus was up at first light, but his late-night sending off of Eli Mitchell and his restlessness afterward made him wake later than usual, with the darkness still dogging his spirit as the pale sun chased the timber shadows across his camp. After carefully stowing his rifle and blankets in a rock cleft, Gus used his last dab of coffee to brew a single cup, all the while troubled by the nagging sense of something amiss. Some warning sign he'd overlooked.
His supplies were down to nothing but it would be dark of the moon tonight. He could slink out of the hills to his farm. Somehow Polly always managed to scrape together a few necessaries for him; sugar, coffee. Local news and rumors of war. Enough to see him through another month of hiding out in these hills.
But before he could risk a visit home, he'd have to resolve this nettlesome worry, lest the faceless danger follow him home. Huddled in his blanket beside the embers of his campfire, Gus sipped the bitter dregs of his coffee, trying to put a face or a name to the trouble.
Had there been anything suspicious about Eli Mitchell? Something he'd said or done? Didn't seem likely. Gus had given the deserter his mare freely and had no regrets about that decision. What else could he do? Kill the boy? Drive him off?
True, he scarcely knew the lad, but Gus was a lifelong stockman. He could rank a horse at forty paces and he considered himself a fair judge of people as well. Young Eli Mitchell struck him as an honest young man. He'd promised to return the mare later on and Gus believed he would try to do so....
And that was it! That was the burr under his saddle, the itch that was rankling him.
Eli's promise.
He would try to return the mare because he'd given Gus his word of honor and he was an honest lad. But he'd also given his promise to help that wounded Reb lieutenant. And now he had a fresh horse under him and some food to share . . . Damn it to hell!
Cursing his own stupidity, Gus fetched his rifle from the cache and headed down the trail at a trot. The mare's tracks were easy to follow in the morning dew. The boy had ridden north just long enough to get out of Gus's sight, then he'd turned south, working his way back to the spring to help his wounded friend.
But Gus knew these hills far better than young Mitchell. Leaving the trail, he trotted uphill through the aspens at a mile-eating lope. A horse would have difficulty threading through the brush up to the mountain crest, but a man could manage it, and it cut the journey in half. With luck, he'd make the water hole by noon.
But Gus was running low on luck. And Eli Mitchell's was gone altogether.
As Gus crested the ridge overlooking the valley, he heard a shout, then the thunder of hoofbeats. Walking the mare through the trees at the edge of the valley, Eli Mitchell had been spotted by a Union patrol. Though he was clearly trapped, the boy never hesitated. Scrambling into the saddle, Eli wheeled his mount and he raced down the valley toward the mouth, leading them away from the spring. The patrol fanned out to intercept him, cutting him off easily, encircling him before he'd covered half a mile.
Dropping to his belly on the ridge, Gus fumbled in his pouch for the brass-cased Mexican field glass, his only trophy from that long-ago war. Snapping it open, he hastily homed in on the meadow below, bringing it into focus. It was already over. The Union patrol had Eli surrounded. The boy dropped his reins and held both hands high in the air as the troopers closed in, weapons at the ready.
Gus was too far away to make out faces clearly. Didn't recognize the officer in charge. A captain, tall, gaunt, with a Van Dyke goatee, a cape, and a French-style kepi forage cap. Judging from their mismatched uniforms, the troopers were militia. Probably Hessians from St. Lou or Jefferson City. But their civilian scout...
Damn! Gus recognized the slouch hat and stooped shoulders even before he zeroed in on the scout's face. Aaron Meachum, a Jayhawker renegade who'd been raiding and robbing in Kansas years before the war came, camouflaging thievery and murder with a smokescreen of abolitionist bushwa.
As a Hessian sergeant questioned Eli, Meachum casually circled his mount around behind the boy, looking Eli's horse over carefully.
Would he recognize the animal? Gus searched his memory, trying to recall if Meachum had ever seen his mare. Once, maybe, at the Reynolds County fair. Meachum had tried to goad Gus's youngest son into a fight, but backed off when Gus and two of his boys stepped in. Meachum might have seen the horse then, but that was before the war and—
With a casual, fluid motion, Meachum drew his pistol and shot Eli Mitchell in the head! His hands still raised to the sky, the boy collapsed like a broken puppet, toppling from the saddle to the grass of the valley floor.
"No!” Gus leapt to his feet, stunned, staring. But too far away to be heard. The other troopers seemed just as surprised. Red-faced, the sergeant was yelling at Meachum, his voice carrying across the valley. Ignoring him, the Jayhawker scout dismounted and ran his hands over Eli's horse, stepping across the boy's crumpled body without so much as a downward glance.
Satisfied, Meachum unsaddled Eli's borrowed mare. Tossing Gus's battered rig aside, Meachum transferred his own McClellan saddle to the mare's back, kicking the wind out of her belly as he yanked the cinch taut.
The troopers watched in silence as Meachum swung into the saddle, then the sergeant muttered something and two men dismounted. Hoisting Eli's body onto Meachum's rank gelding, they tied him across its back. Meachum said something to them, a joke, apparently, since Gus could read his grin clear across the meadow. None of the others smiled.
Wheeling his horse, the captain led the troop out of the valley by twos with Eli's body bouncing like a saddlebag on the gelding, blood from his fatal wound dripping down its flanks.
Crouched in the brush, Gus watched them vanish into the distance, then waited another half-hour to be certain.
When he was sure they were gone, he began working his way across the ridge crest toward the spring Eli had described, the one he'd led the patrol away from before they rode him down. Keeping its secret with his death.
Gus was hoping the lieutenant would be dead as well. It would be simpler that way. He could get back to his camp to think, clear his head of the vision of Eli, falling with his hands still raised...
He heard a soft click. A pistol hammer being eared back.
"Stop where you are. Raise your . . . “ The voice faded away. Gus stayed put.
"Lieutenant? My name's McKee. Elias Mitchell sent me to you.” No answer, only a muffled cough. Gus could see him now, concealed in a copse of cedars beside the brook that trickled into the basin. An officer all right, cadet-gray tunic, gilt buttons, yellow cavalry stripe on his trousers. And a .36 Patterson Colt in his fist.
But the gun wasn't aimed directly at Gus. Only in his general direction. And even at that distance Gus caught the sour stench of mortification. Of blood festering, turning rank.
Kneeling beside the boy, who was even younger than Eli, Gus gently took the gun from his hand. He doubted the Reb even knew it.
Mitchell had been mistaken, the boy wasn't gutshot. Not that it made much difference. His lung wound was low enough in his chest to let the blood leak out slowly, draining his life away with every heartbeat.
He'd propped himself up against a cedar bole to keep his lungs from filling. Fighting for every breath. But his war was nearly over now. A lost cause. Like the gray he wore. And the medals on his blouse.
The lieutenant's eyes were open, but he was gazing into some impossible distance, his face chalk-white, arterial blood bubbling in the corners of his mouth, coloring his lips a livid crimson, scarlet as a painted lady.
After a time the boy slowly returned to his senses, staring up at Gus, faintly puzzled.
"I'm sorry,” he said, licking his crimsoned lips. “I was talking with my mother . . . Do I know you?"
"No, Lieutenant. My name's Angus McKee. Elias Mitchell sent me."
"Who?"
"Elias Mitchell. A boy who stayed with you a few days back?"
"Mitchell, yes. The Yankee boy. He's well, I hope?"
"He's . . . just fine, Lieutenant. He's gone on home. To be with his people."
"I'm glad. He was very kind to me . . . “ The young soldier swallowed. “I haven't much time, sir. I am Lieutenant James Oliver Neeland, of the First Arkansas. I have family in the White River valley. My father is Phineas Neeland, of Clarendon.” The boy coughed, spewing red froth down his shirt front.
"Lieutenant Neeland, I have two sons serving in Arkansas with Sterling Price. Jared and Levon McKee. Have you heard anything of them . . . ?” But the coughing had sapped the last of Neeland's strength. The boy had drifted off again, his lips moving in soundless conversation.
Gus waited for what seemed an age. And realized Neeland was staring up at him, frowning.
"I'm sorry. I . . . seem to have forgotten your name."
"It's McKee, Lieutenant. Angus McKee."
"Mr. McKee. Of course. And you were asking me about . . . ? Was your son Jared McKee? A sergeant with the Missourians?"
"Yes! He and his brother were both—"
"Sir, Sergeant Jared McKee was among the fallen at Westport, badly wounded. I saw him carried to the surgeons. I doubt he survived. Not many do. I shall ask my mother when I see . . . “ He broke off, coughing again. “I'm very sorry. I knew your son in passing. He seemed a fine soldier. I don't recall hearing about his brother. I hope he is well."
Gus looked away, his eyes stinging. It was too much. Eli's death. And now Jared too. Dear God.
"Mr. McKee, I'm sorry to trouble you at such a time but I find myself in a . . . quandary, sir. I am dying. And in truth, I don't mind so much anymore. The pain's not as bad now. And my mother is . . . very near. May I ask, sir, where your loyalties lie? North or South?"
Gus didn't answer. Couldn't. He saw Eli falling, his hands upraised in surrender . . . and then Jared. Falling.
Gus shook his head to clear it. “I have sons in gray, Lieutenant,” he said hoarsely. “I stand with my sons."
"Good.” Neeland closed his eyes. “There's a letter in my tunic. It is to my father but it contains . . . details of our troubles that might be useful to the Yanks. I would count it a great favor if you could place my medals in the letter and pass it to someone sympathetic to our cause. Would you do that for me, Mr. McKee?"
"Lieutenant—"
"Please!” Neeland grasped Gus's forearm desperately, pulling himself up. “For your sons, sir. For the South!"
"All right, boy, take it easy. I'll see to it."
"Thank you.” Neeland fell back, spent. “The letter is in my vest pocket. Take it, please."
Gently, Gus reached inside the lieutenant's coat, found the envelope, then hesitated. He felt no heartbeat. He glanced at Neeland. His eyes were empty. He was gone. Just like that. Dead and . . . gone.
Rising stiffly, Gus looked over the envelope. It was probably as the lad said, only a letter home. But nowadays, passing along such a note, or even possessing it, would be considered conveying dispatches to the enemy.
Treason.
A hanging offense, or a firing squad. On the spot.
No judge, no jury. No mercy.
Swallowing his distaste, Gus quickly searched the boy's body, but the only thing of use was the dress dagger at Neeland's belt, fifteen inches of Damascus steel, double edged with a needle point. A style some called the Arkansas toothpick.
The knife had bright brass pommels and a carved ivory hilt with silver insets, beautifully engraved. 1st Arkansas on one side, Lt. J.O. Neeland on the other. The hilt and the Damascus steel were darkly stained with the lad's blood. He could soak the blood off later, but he'd broken his camp bowie the week before and Neeland had no more need of the dagger. His war was over.
Gus slid the Arkansas blade into his boot, the Paterson Colt in his belt at the small of his back.
After carefully removing the lieutenant's medals, Gus placed them in the envelope and slipped it under his shirt. Then he buried Lieutenant James Oliver Neeland in a sheltered clearing not far from the creek.
He buried the boy deep, covering him over with rocks at the last, carefully camouflaging the grave afterward so no animal could dig him up. Nor any man. There'd be no blood money paid for this Rebel.
Good Lord. He'd spent the better part of two years hiding like a stray dog, waiting out the madness, and now that it was nearly over, he'd finally been forced into making a choice. Eli Mitchell said there wasn't any right side to this but he was mistaken. His own death proved it. And Jared's. And this poor bastard who'd kept himself alive long enough to pass along a last letter to his people. Gus hoped some part of their damned Cause was worth dying for. And killing for. Because he was done running and hiding. Right or wrong, he'd just volunteered. Again.
Maybe he couldn't cure the outlawry in these Missouri hills, but he could rectify one small portion of it. Aaron Meachum was Jayhawker scum. He'd murdered Eli Mitchell as casually as a field hand stomping a vole. Killed him for his horse and a share of a twenty-dollar bounty. And there would, by God, be a reckoning for that.
After a final look around the clearing, Gus set off at a steady lope, heading back to his camp. To pack up.
Leaving the herd untended would be risky, but the horses had forage enough for a week or so in this blind valley and they were well concealed. A straggler might stumble across them as Eli had done, and steal one, or run off the lot, but there was no helping that. He'd just have to chance it.
He chose his own mount with care, a swaybacked gray plowhorse named Nell. Six years old, she had a canted jaw, broken by a kick when she was a filly. Her crooked mouth kept her gaunt and her disposition was on the surly side of rabies. But most importantly, her injury made her nearly mute. She seldom whickered or whinnied. An admirable trait in a companion of the trail, horse or human.
After rubbing soot between the mare's ribs to accent her bones, Gus smeared small lumps of bloody suet on her legs to simulate open sores. It wasn't perfect, but only an expert would spot it. Most stockmen's tricks were intended to disguise a nag's shortcomings, not make them look worse.
Finished, Gus stepped back to admire his handiwork and nodded.
"Nell, old girl, you are just about the sorriest looking piece of horseflesh I've ever laid eyes on, too swaybacked to work and too scrawny to eat. And definitely not worth stealing."
Nell didn't reply, but her glare was so ferocious Gus couldn't help smiling. The last time he'd gone to war he'd been wearing a proud new uniform with brass buttons. This time, his best hope for survival was to pass for a ragamuffin, pride be damned.
Saddling Nell with his shabbiest work rig, he lashed his worn bedroll to the cantle, tossed a few hardtack biscuits and some jerky in a sack, and climbed aboard. He took a long last look over his camp, making sure he'd erased all traces, campfire buried, gear stowed in the rock cleft. He had a half-dozen hideouts like this one scattered through the mountains, moving from one to the other as the horses cropped down the grass or army patrols got too close.
Hadn't been much of a life these past two years, living like a bandit, seeing his wife and youngest boy one night a month during the dark of the moon when he could slink out of the hills without being spotted.
It was a sorry-ass way to live, but it was his only chance to save what little they had. Now he was risking it all for two dead boys he'd hardly known, boys who'd fought on opposite sides. As his own sons were doing.
Sweet Jesus. It was utter lunacy and he knew it, yet he'd seen murder done, in cold blood, and there was no backing away from that. Not if he was ever going to face himself in a shaving mirror again.
But being swept up in the madness of this fight didn't give him leave to be careless. It meant the exact opposite. He understood the odds he was facing. A stockman going up against a half-dozen seasoned fighters? His chances were slim to none. It would take every shred of skill he owned and all the luck in the world.
And even with that, it likely wouldn't be enough.
* * * *
He had no trouble picking up the trail of the Yank patrol.
Meachum was riding Gus's mare and he could read her prints like a bill of sale. The patrol had headed northeast, angling from the valley into the forested foothills of the Ozarks. Probably still on the prowl, hunting more bounties. More lost, desperate boys like Eli.
Nell's bony back and plodding gait made for a damned uncomfortable ride and since she tended to balk in the face of rough cover, he was often forced to lead her through it on foot, walking much of the way.
And with every step he saw Eli fall again, his hands raised in surrender, or the blood bubbling at the corners of young Neeland's mouth. Or he'd think back to Jared as a boy, a towheaded kid with a gap between his front teeth.
Jared's brothers often joshed him, claiming Jared missed every other row on a corncob. Jared grinning, saying lunch lasted longer that way...
Dead now. Probably thrown into a mass grave with a dozen others and covered over. Slain in the final throes of a lost war, both sides savaging each other, mindless as wolves in a sheep pen, blood-crazed, lost in the red madness of slaughter.
A contagious disease, apparently.
By early afternoon, Gus was fairly sure he was gaining ground on the patrol. Their tracks were cleaner, more sharply defined. Fresher. He guessed they'd likely lay up for a meal soon, rest their animals, make coffee.
He guessed wrong.
He was threading Nell through a tangle of sumac when he spotted the horsemen ahead. Four—no, five troopers, blocking the trail.
Yanks. And his heart sank as he recognized them. Militia. The same bunch who'd murdered Eli, the Hessians, with Aaron Meachum as their scout. No officer with them this time. One of them was leading Meachum's gelding, with Eli's corpse draped over its back.
The others were already angling in toward him. No point in hightailing it. Nell couldn't outrun a three-legged stool. He had only a few seconds to act.
As he passed through the sumac bushes, he let his Jenks carbine slide out of his grasp. Dumped the Colt as well, heard it tumble into the brush, hoped to Christ they landed out of sight. Thought about the Arkansas blade in his boot, but it was too late to toss it. They'd see him reach down for sure. So he left it. As Nell plodded slowly up to the patrol, Gus could feel the sweat trickling down his back—
God! The letter! It was still concealed beneath his shirt!
"Who are you, mister? What you doin’ way out here?” the sergeant asked. His Hessian accent was strong as sauerkraut. Red-faced, stocky. His blue wool uniform coat looked homemade and probably was, but his gray eyes were wary. And dangerous.
"My name's McKee. Got a place over in Reynolds County. I'm headed east to visit a cousin."
"What cousin would that be?” Aaron Meachum asked. “Robert E. Lee?” The Jayhawker sat lazy in his saddle, shoulders slumped, eyeing Gus from beneath the brim of his sagging slouch hat.
"Keith Stewart, at Buckhorn."
"Didn't know the Stewarts were kin to you, McKee."
"You know this man?” the sergeant asked Meachum.
"I know who he is. That farm woman that gave the captain mouth yesterday? This is her man. A Reb sympathizer, got boys in gray. Ain't that right, McKee?"
"Well, he's too old to be a sojer boy so he ain't worth no bounty,” the sergeant said. “Let's move on."
"Not so fast,” Meachum drawled. “He might be carryin’ contraband. Step down, McKee."
Gus hesitated.
"Best do like he says, mister,” the sergeant sighed. “He likes to kill people, this one."
Forcing his fear back, Gus swung down.
"Step away from that nag and raise your hands. Search him, Dutch."
"Come on, Meachum, this bummer ain't got two pennies to rub together. Let's go."
"The captain left me in charge and I say we search him, Dutch. Now do it! Check his horse, then pat him down."
Muttering to himself in German, the sergeant swung down, stalked over to Nell . . . and hesitated. Eyeing the oil spots on the strap that had held the Jenks. He gave Gus a look, then glanced back down the trail. But if he spotted the rifle, he didn't say anything. He cast a critical eye on Nell instead, then nodded.
"You got her lookin’ pretty sorry, mister,” he said quietly in his harsh accent. “Them suet lumps you stuck on her legs? They look worse if you wet ‘em with berry juice. It dries black like blood. Keeps the flies down, too."
"You know horses?” Gus asked.
"I had me a stock ranch outside Jeff City, till the Rebs burnt us out. Now I sell dead men."
"This ain't no Sunday social,” Meachum growled. “Search him, Dutch."
Sighing, the Hessian quickly ran his hands over Gus's torso. And felt the letter! No question, Gus heard the rustle as the German's hands passed over it. Their eyes met for a split second, then the sergeant stepped away.
"Nothing,” the Hessian said. “I told you."
"Looked like a pretty careless search to me, Dutch. We'd best make sure. Take off your clothes, McKee."
"What?"
"You heard me, old man. Strip down. Get them duds off. Let's see what you been givin’ that ole woman of yours that makes her so sassy."
Gus swallowed, hard, wanting to rush at Meachum, drag him from his saddle or die trying. But he couldn't. Meachum would kill him, sure as sunup. He was just itching for an excuse. Gus could see it in his eyes. But if they saw the letter, or the Arkansas blade, he'd probably die anyway. No explanation would satisfy this bunch. He'd be a Rebel under arms, worth a twenty-dollar bounty at St. Lou. And he'd already seen how they transported prisoners.
"No,” he said. “I won't do it."
"No?” Meachum echoed. “Strip him down, Dutch. If he gives you any trouble, kill him. Or I will."
The sergeant turned to Gus, his face a mask. “Don't give me no trouble, mister. He means it."
"Go to hell!” Gus heard a quaver in his voice and hated it. “You want my clothes, Meachum, step down. Come get ‘em yourself."
Grabbing Gus by his collar, the sergeant spun him around, pulling him close, ripping at his shirt. Gus struggled against him but could feel the power in the Hessian's arms, knew he hadn't a chance in hell—then suddenly he was free.
Thrusting him away, the Hessian stalked back to his horse. He said something in German and the troopers roared with laughter.
"What the hell do you think you're doing?” Meachum demanded furiously. “What did you say?"
"I said now we know why women got no use for you, Meachum. You get hard lookin’ at bare-ass old men.” The sergeant reached for his pommel to mount and found himself staring down the muzzle of Meachum's navy Colt.
"I told you to strip him, Dutch."
"And I say there's no bounty on him and no contraband. Look at him, look at his crow-bait horse. You waste our time here.” He said something else in German, but this time there was no laughter. The others were eyeing Meachum warily now.
"What did you tell them?"
"You keep that pistol pointed my way, you'll find out.” Swinging into the saddle, the Hessian wheeled his mount around to face Meachum.
"I don't like you much, Jayhawker,” the sergeant spat. “You're brave, back-shooting a boy, but that farm woman ran you off like a dog. And when this old man says step down, you stay mounted. The captain says you know the land, so in the field, we follow you. But from now on, if you see me in town? You don't talk to me. You cross the street. Verstehen Sie? You-cross-the-gott-dampt street."
Jerking his mount around, the sergeant clucked her to a trot. He glanced down at Gus as he passed, but his face was unreadable. The others fell into line behind him by twos, with Eli's corpse bouncing along on the last horse.
But Meachum didn't move. The Jayhawker scout considered Gus a moment, the cocked pistol still in his fist, death in his eyes, then shook his head.
"You ain't worth my powder today, old man. But we'll have us another day, McKee. Count on that.” Holstering the Colt, he swept off his hat and charged his horse at Nell with a whoop! Driving her off. The old plowhorse took off at a stiff-legged trot, as fast as she could manage, running toward the hills, her empty stirrups flapping as she fled.
Cackling, Meachum swung his mare in a wide circle and galloped off after the troop.
Gus could have lunged at him as he passed. Dragged him off his animal, stomped his brains in for Eli, for Jared—but again, he didn't.
Couldn't.
Even if he won, the Hessians would kill him, and no part of Aaron Meachum was worth dying for. Not if it meant leaving his family to starve. Or so Gus told himself.
Or maybe, it was just plain yellow-dog cowardice. Getting old and slow, losing heart, making excuses. That was the worst of it for Gus. Not knowing the truth of his own courage. Or the lack of it.
Still shaking, Gus McKee waited till Meachum was well out of sight, then he doubled back down his own trail to collect his Jenks carbine and the Colt. No point in trying to catch Nell, she'd be halfway to the horse camp by now. If he had half a brain he'd follow her back to the hills.
But he didn't. Instead he checked his weapons, shoved the Colt in his belt, then set out after the patrol again. On foot this time.
Which made their tracks all the easier to read.
* * * *
After sending Birgit on her way, Polly spent part of the afternoon cleaning the house, absurdly pleased that Birgit noted how well she kept it. In such matters, only women's opinions carry weight. Men wouldn't notice a slaughtered hog on the sofa unless they had to shift its carcass to sit.
With her home immaculate, she had Jason bring in a load of kindling wood, then sent him down the valley to stay over with a cousin, as was customary during the nights of the dark moon. Every time Gus came out of the hills, there was a risk that he'd be followed, or braced by a patrol. If there was trouble, better if the boy was clear of it.
Hauling the copper bathtub into the kitchen, Polly lit the stove, getting it ready to boil water. And for a moment, she glimpsed herself in the hall mirror. And couldn't help thinking how fresh and young Birgit looked. Her own face was growing leathery, weathered by the wind and the work. She wondered if Angus still saw her as a woman at all, and wondered if she'd ever truly feel like one again—
Gunshot! A single blast, echoing down the valley like distant thunder. Polly froze, listening for another. But only silence followed.
Which might be good. Because she was sure she'd recognized the bark of a coach gun. And not many used them. Banking the fire in the kitchen stove, she took up her own gun, checked the primer, then eased out onto the shaded porch. To watch. And wait.
An hour crept by. Half of another. Dusk settled softly over the hills like a dark drape and still she waited, standing in the shadows. The last of the light was fading out through the tree line when she heard the distant drum of racing hoof-beats, growing louder as they came, then the clatter of a wagon as the Stanhope buggy burst over the crest of a hill, hurtling madly down the road toward the farm.
Polly was up and running as the buggy skidded through the gate into the yard. Birgit sawed on the reins, yanking her lathered, gasping animal to a halt. Her face and clothing were mud-smeared and filthy, hair awry, eyes wild.
"What happened?"
"A man came out of the woods, grabbed the horse. I warned him off but he won't let go. I struck him with the buggy whip and he rushed at me, grabbed me, tried to drag me down and—” she swallowed hard—"and I shot him!
"He pulled me from the buggy as he fell and I ran into the woods. Lost. Couldn't find my way. After a while I came out on the road. And I see the buggy. The man is lying by it."
"Dead?"
"I—think so,” Birgit said, gulping down a sob. “I'm pretty sure. His head—oh God. Yes, he's dead. He must be."
"It's all right, girl. You did right. But we're not out of this. Is the body in the road?"
"By the side, yes."
"And the gun? Where is it?"
"I—don't know. I lost it when I fell. I don't know what happened to it."
"All right, now you listen to me,” Polly said, seizing the girl's shoulders. “We have to go back. Right now."
"I can't!"
"You haveto! It don't matter if he was Federal or a Reb, if his friends find him kilt they'll come after us, ‘specially if they find that gun nearby. Too many people know it. I'd go alone, but I might miss him in the dark. Can you find that place again?"
Birgit nodded mutely.
"Good. Then gather yourself together, girl. I'll fetch a shovel."
* * * *
Gus figured the patrol would likely make camp at dusk, and he only knew of one creek within easy riding distance. He knew a shorter route, and considered pushing hard to get there first. Take them by surprise from the high ground.
But the risk was too great. If they didn't know about the waterhole, he could lose them altogether. And if he fired on them from ambush, they'd scatter and take cover. Or just ride him down.
No. Better to trail them, come up on them quiet in the dark after they'd made camp and settled in.
Gus kept thinking of the Hessian sergeant. The man had definitely felt the letter. Probably spotted the carbine in the brush as well. Gus saw it in his eyes. Yet he deliberately misled Meachum about it. All the Germans were strong for the Union, why had he let it pass?
The best Gus could come up with was that the sergeant had seen enough dead men in the road for one day. Amen to that.
The twilight was coming on when Gus spotted the orange glow of a fire ahead in the distance, shadows dancing above it, reflected on the pale bark of the aspens. The patrol had camped at the head of the creek, exactly where he expected them to be.
He felt a surge of energy, fired by his rage. Slowing his pace, he shifted from shadow to shadow like a ghost as he approached the camp. He could see the men clearly now, clustered about the campfire, washing down salt pork and sourdough biscuits with raw chicory coffee.
Relaxed. Easy targets, less than two hundred yards off, most of them starkly outlined against the firelight. But if the patrol was in range, so was Gus. Most of them appeared to be kraut-head farmers or townsmen, but he'd underestimated them once, and barely escaped with his life. If they caught him out here now, they'd run him down like dogs on a possum, and sell his carcass in Springfield or St. Lou for the bounty money. Two dollars and change apiece. The price of a life.
Circling south to put a low rise between himself and the camp, Gus picked up his pace, trotting crouched through purple shadows, feeling the land rising beneath his boots as full dark settled over the hills.
Slowing to a walk short of the summit, he circled the hilltop to avoid being skylined. Then he dropped to his belly, snaking over the ridgeline in the shadow of a rotted poplar log. Edging into a cluster of gorse, he waited a bit for his heart to slow, then gently parted the branches.
The Yank camp was spread out below him like a target range, every man clearly visible in the firelight. A somber camp, none of the joshing and laughter he remembered from the Mexican War. God, that seemed so long ago, before his first wife, before their boys—he swallowed hard, remembering his boys. Remembering Jared, with his gap-toothed grin. And Eli, pitching from the saddle with his hands still raised in surrender...
Settle down, Angus McKee. Get this done. Pulling his Mexican field glasses from his jacket, Gus carefully scanned the camp. The Hessians were already bedding down for the night, weary from a long day in the saddle, rolling up in their blankets near the fire. Gus made a quick count, one, two—
Shit! There were only five men in view. But there'd been eight this afternoon. Slow down. Count again.
He spotted one immediately. A picket was on guard near the horses, sitting with his back against a tree, wrapped in a blanket, his rifle across his knees.
Scanning along the river, Gus stiffened. A second man was bedded down away from the others. Aaron Meachum. His slouch hat down over his eyes, his head resting on the McClellan saddle. Either he was unsociable, or the kraut-heads disliked him as much as his Missouri neighbors.
Still a man short. And as he scanned the camp again, Gus had the uneasy feeling he knew who was missing. The Hessian sergeant. The only seasoned soldier in the lot. And knowing his man, Gus surmised where he'd be found...
There! Halfway up the far hillside, well above the camp, with a clear view of the narrow glen and the approaches to it. A perfect spot for an experienced sharpshooter. And the Hessian had the gun for it. Even at this distance, Gus recognized the odd outlines of the .451 Whitworth with its slender telescopic sight. Deadly out to five hundred yards.
Sweet Jesus. Gus had planned a hit-and-run attack. Pot Meachum, maybe one more, then slink away in the confusion. But the sergeant's position changed all that. He had the high ground, and a long-range gun that gave him the advantage. Resting away from the camp, his eyes wouldn't be dazzled by firelight. Killing Meachum wouldn't disconcert him, it would only bring him to full alert.
And he could shoot farther than Gus could run, even in the dark.
If he potted Meachum from here, the Hessian would kill him sure as Christmas. Hell, he might not get clear of this even if he didn't pot Meachum. Depending on how alert the sergeant was.
He didn't seem to be alert at the moment. Gus couldn't see him clearly at that distance, but he looked relaxed. Probably dozing. So Gus's plan might still work.
But only if he shot the sergeant first.
How far away? Two hundred yards, maybe two-twenty. Gus had taken deer in the hills with his Jenks-Remington at greater distances. The poor light made it tricky, but Gus was fairly sure he could make the shot. Kill the Kraut, or leave him in no shape to return fire.
The problem was, he had no wish to kill the Hessian. The man had probably saved his life. And if he shot the sergeant first, Meachum would scurry to cover before Gus could reload and fire again anyway.
Damn it!
The smart thing would be to back the hell away from this. Survive this night. Try for Meachum another time.
But Gus was weary of waiting. And border-Scot stubborn. He'd come far, and his enemy was in sight. Scanning the camp again, he looked for some other way to—
And there it was.
Maybe.
The horse herd was picketed at the far end of the draw. The campfire was midway along the creek, with men rolled in their blankets near it. Meachum was bedded down alone between the fire and the picket line.
From his hillside perch, the Hessian sergeant could see the approaches to the valley, but the slopes were wooded with poplar and ash. Gus doubted the sergeant could see the horses clearly...
No time to chew on it. The sky was clearing to the west, stars showing through. If he was going to move, it would have to be now. Gus carefully stashed his carbine under the rotted log. If he lived, he'd come back for it later. If not . . . ?
Dropping to his belly, he began snaking down the hillside toward the picket line, using every clump of brush, every woodland skill he'd learned in his years in the hills.
Nearing the creek, he was able to rise a little, moving along in a crouch. The brush grew a bit thicker close to water, and there was a well-worn deer trail along the bank. On the far side, he could see the lone sentry, wrapped in his blanket, his head resting on his arms. Asleep? Maybe. No way to be certain.
The horses heard him coming, of course, but they were as spent as the troopers and accustomed to the sounds and scent of men. Gus posed no threat.
Drawing Neeland's Arkansas toothpick from his boot, he slid along the picket rope, cutting the horses loose, one at a time. Last in line was the mare Meachum had taken from Eli. But as he reached for her, he stumbled over something and went down, landing hard. The horse beside him spooked, shying away with a snort. Gus whispered to her softly, calming her, and she halted, still eyeing him uneasily. Ready to bolt.
Groping around at his feet, Gus brushed against a human arm! He nearly slashed at it with the blade before he realized he'd tripped over a corpse.
Sweet Jesus. It was Eli. They'd dumped the boy's body downwind of the camp, near the herd, to save trouble loading him again in the morning. Leaving him out here in the dark like trash. Like nothing . . . God damn their eyes!
Rising slowly, Gus stroked the neck of the nervous mare, peering over her rump, scanning the camp as he waited for her to settle down. Across the creek, the sentry stirred once in his sleep. No one else was moving.
Except Meachum. Grunting, the Jayhawker rolled over on his side, turning away from the fire. Facing Gus.
But not seeing him. Meachum's eyes were closed, or nearly so. He was either asleep or drowsing . . . And no more than twenty paces away. Gus was already edging around the mare toward the creek before he'd given it conscious thought.
Easing into the water, he waded quietly across, heading directly at the sleeping gunman with Neeland's Arkansas blade in his fist, ready to...
What? As he stepped warily out of the water Gus realized his misjudgment. Jesus, he'd crossed the creek right into the middle of the damned camp. Sleeping Yanks were all around him, a sentry between him and the horses and a sharpshooter on the hillside above. The slightest noise, a sneeze, a bad dream? If anyone woke in the camp, he was a dead man.
And yet, Aaron Meachum was only a few steps away, now. Within easy reach. A thrust to his black heart, a slashed jugular . . . but no.
He couldn't risk it. No man dies silently. Butchering Meachum here would be suicide, pure and simple.
But he was so close . . . he damned well had to do something.
Moving a step closer, he carefully slid the bloodstained Arkansas blade into the ground, an inch from Aaron Meachum's nose. A remembrance. From Lieutenant James Oliver Neeland, of the First Arkansas. And his friend Eli Mitchell. Of Cairo, Illinois.
"Hey.” A trooper near the campfire sat up slowly, blinking, only half awake. “What . . . ?"
But Gus simply waved at the man as he turned away, walking easily along the creek bank as though he belonged in the camp. As he passed the dozing picket sentry, he casually lifted the rifle off his lap, then slammed the butt into his head! Sending him sprawling into the brush!
Then Gus was off! Plunging into the creek, he waded across in three long strides. Vaulting up onto Eli's mare, he fired the sentry's musket in the air and cut loose a shrill Rebel yell, stampeding the horses down the glen away from the camp.
Throwing the empty musket aside, Gus crouched low on the mare's neck, clinging to her mane for dear life. As she ran flat out over the uneven ground it took every ounce of skill and tenacity Gus owned to stay on her back. A few shots rang out in the camp, but he wasn't worried about them. With smoothbore muskets, the patrol couldn't hit a barn at twenty paces. Nor was pursuit a problem; they'd be chasing down their scattered mounts for a week. A minié ball whistled past his head, close enough to feel the hot wind of its passing. The echo of its report came a second later. Damn it, the sharpshooter! No man could hit a horseman running at full gallop, not by starlight at this distance—
But Gus was already counting down the seconds it would take the Hessian to reload, trying to time the next shot. At the last instant, he leaned sharply over the mare's neck, trying to swing her with his weight—too late!
He felt the blow of a heavy slug hammer into his left shoulder, knocking him off the mare, spinning him into the darkness.
He slammed down hard, rolling to break his fall, crashing to a halt against a cluster of brush. He lay there stunned a moment, gasping, his wind driven out. Then he was crawling, scrambling up the hillside on his hands and knees into the cover of the aspens, out of sight, out of range.
He crouched there awhile, panting like a dog, gathering his addled wits. In the distance behind him, he could still see gun flashes, hear the reports as the panicked patrol fired blindly into the dark, blasting away at shadows.
Rising slowly, Gus looked back, trying to gauge the distance to the camp. At least five hundred yards, maybe six. That Kraut bastard was one hell of a shot. Gus gingerly touched his wounded shoulder with his fingertips. It burned like a brand, but there didn't seem to be much blood. A graze, no more. Still, a very near thing. Another inch, he'd be visiting with Eli and Jared.
But so far, he was still breathing. He might make it through this after all.
He'd have nothing to fear from the patrol for a while. They wouldn't venture out after their horses until full daylight, and they'd never recover them all in these hills.
A few lost boys would come upon stray mounts for the ride home. And some of the Hessians would have one hell of a long hike back to Springfield. Meachum too, most likely. Gus doubted the Kraut sergeant would loan him a mount.
Meachum. His only regret for this night's work was not seeing the Jayhawker's face when he woke to find a bloody Reb dagger an inch from his nose.
He was a yellow cur at heart. Knowing how close death had come would keep him sweating until it came for him again. And it would. Somewhere down the line, Gus would make certain sure of that.
Easing out of the trees, he looked to the hills, orienting himself. He was a good five miles from his horse camp, and nearly that far from the farm.
He read the stars, estimating the hours of darkness remaining. Knew he should circle back to the horse camp and his herd. It wouldn't be the first time he'd missed his supply run. Polly and the farm would keep another month—
But he wouldn't. On this night, Gus needed to see his farm, his land, his woman. To be sure they were real, and not part of some blood-crazed fever dream.
He knew he'd crossed a line tonight, risking everything to make a pointless gesture. Only a fool would do that. Or a man losing his grip.
He needed a few moments of peace amidst the madness of this life. Just a few.
So he collected his wits, then set off down the hillside at a brisk pace, marching toward the farm in the dark. Headed home.
* * * *
In that same moonless dark, Polly nearly missed the corpse. Dappled with faint, starlit silhouettes, the road was a slender gray ribbon threading through the shadowed hills. Birgit wasn't sure how far she'd traveled or how long she'd been lost. The women could easily have driven past the corpse without seeing it. But the horse recognized the spot. She snorted, tossing her head, shying away from the crumpled form lying beside the road.
"You wait here,” Polly hissed, stepping down from the buggy, her shotgun leveled at the body. But there was no need. The blast had shredded his upper torso. She could smell the reek of death from ten feet away. Not just the stench of blood and voided bowels, but the sickly sweet odor of gangrene as well.
Couldn't tell if he was Reb or Federal. Linsey-woolsey shirt drenched with blood, canvas pants, broken-down boots.
"Is he . . . ?” Birgit whispered.
"Oh my, yes. He's dead as a beaver hat, girl. He was near to dyin’ anyways. Got a bandaged wound on his thigh and it was mortifyin'. The gangrene would have took him soon. You probably did the poor bastard a favor. Come on, let's get him underground."
Straining and stumbling, the two women tried to drag the reeking body off the road into the trees, but the corpse kept snagging on the underbrush. In the end, Polly put her gun aside and lifted him by the shoulders while Birgit took his legs, and they carried him into the forest.
Spotting a natural trench at the base of a fallen sycamore, Polly widened it with her shovel, then they rolled the corpse in and covered it over with dirt and forest debris.
"The wind will do the rest,” Polly panted, straightening. “A day or two, it'll be like we was never here."
"We should say words for him,” Birgit said.
"You mean pray? For a damned road agent?"
"We can't just leave him like this. It's wrong.” Birgit's voice was shaking, very near to tears.
"All right, girl, all right. Do you know what to say?"
"Not—in English."
"Then say it in Hessian. Or whatever that place is you're from."
"Bavaria. But the language is the same."
"Well, I expect the good Lord understands ‘em all, and this poor devil's beyond caring. You go ahead."
Kneeling silently in the moist forest mold, the two women bowed their heads while Birgit prayed. Polly didn't understand a word of it. Yet somehow she felt a bit better for it as they made their way back to the road.
The girl was right. A proper prayer was a righteous thing to do, even for no-account border trash.
They found the coach gun in the brush beside the road where Birgit had dropped it. After reloading it, Polly handed it up to the girl in the buggy.
"You drive on now. Corridon's less than an hour away and you'll be safer travelin’ this time of night than by daylight. You shouldn't have no more trouble, but if you do, well, God help ‘em. You blast away and don't stop for nothin'."
"But what will you do?"
"I'll walk home. I been in these hills my whole life, starlight's as bright as a lantern. Don't fret none about me. You just take care of yourself and that baby. I'll see you come summer, girl. I promise."
Polly watched until the buggy disappeared, then set off for her farm, a long, weary march. It was well past midnight when she finally trudged up the lane to her home.
She'd hoped Angus might be waiting. But he wasn't here. Or at least, not yet.
Exhausted, Polly relit the kitchen woodstove to warm the water, then stumbled into her bedroom. By the light of a lone candle, she filled the basin from the pitcher on the washstand, then stripped off her shirt, hanging it carefully on the doorknob to avoid getting bloodstains on the bedspread.
But as she plunged her arms in the basin to rinse off the gore, the scent of it came roiling up, suffusing the air, a powerful sweet-sour blend of gangrene and...
Lilacs.
Stunned, Polly stared down at the basin, already reddening with blood from her hands. Leaning down, her face just above the water, she drew a long, ragged breath. Dear God. It was eau de lilac. Full strength, undiluted.
Her throat closed so tightly she could hardly breathe. Still, she forced herself to take her shirt from the doorknob to sniff a bloodstained sleeve. It was drenched with lilac water.
No doubt about it.
The—man—Birgit had killed must have been carrying the bottle in his shirt pocket. The shotgun blast splattered it all over his chest. With a low moan, Polly sank to the floor beside the bed, burying her face in her hands, rocking. No tears came, her agony was soundless and soul-deep, a pain so savage she thought she might die. And wished to God she could.
Which boy had they buried out there? She'd never looked into his face, hadn't wanted to. He was just another lost scarecrow of war, another starving, walking corpse, looking for a place to die.
Or to kill. Why in God's name had he attacked Birgit on the road? Was he too sick to walk any further? Or had the war bled away his soul and his honor? Made him into another Meachum?
She wasn't sure how long she knelt there. Perhaps she fell asleep.
Because suddenly she woke with a start! Someone was moving in the kitchen. And for a wild moment she thought she'd been mistaken, that the boy hadn't been quite dead. That he'd clawed his way out of the earth somehow, to find his way home . . . But no.
In the kitchen Angus was fumbling with a lantern.
"Don't light that,” Polly said quietly, carrying her candle to the rough wooden table. “Cavalry patrol was here yesterday. They might be watching the house."
"Whose cavalry?"
"Federals, out of Jefferson City."
"Oh.” In the flickering shadows, her husband's seamed face was hewn from granite, his beard unkempt, his graying hair wild. She wanted to hold him, to feel his strength. But it wasn't their custom. And she wanted no questions.
"You're late,” she said, her voice quiet, controlled. “It's nearly three."
"I had to walk in. Took longer than I figured."
"You walked? Why?"
He avoided her eyes. “I run into a branch in the dark. Took a fall. Lost my horse."
"Your mare? Why did she run off? She comes to your whistle."
"I don't know, somethin’ spooked her, maybe. She run off, damn it. I wanted to get home so I walked on in. She'll likely find her own way back to the herd. If not, I'll hunt her up tomorrow. Let it be, Pol. What's the news? What do the neighbors say?"
"The war might be over soon, truly. I had a visitor today, Tyler Randolph's new wife. She said the Federals burned Atlanta. Hood's retreating."
"I heard that, too. Met a deserter, a Yankee boy."
"Did he give you trouble?"
"No, I . . . put him on a Jayhawk trail, sent him on his way. I've been seein’ a lot of strays in the hills lately, mostly Rebs but some Union, too. Federal patrols are shootin’ deserters now. Got a bounty on ‘em. Huntin’ them boys down like coyotes. Is that why the cavalry came?"
"For that, and to steal anything that wasn't nailed down. Aaron Meachum was with them. Gave me some mouth, nothing I couldn't handle."
"Meachum,” Angus rasped, his eyes narrowing. “That bloodsuckin’ scum's ridin’ high now. Got the Hessians around him, thinks he's safe. But when this is over and the boys are home, we'll be payin’ a moonlight visit to that Jayhawker sonofabitch—"
Polly slapped him, hard! Snapping his head around! He stared at her in stunned disbelief.
"No! By God, Angus, when this is over, it's truly gonna be over for us. We've given enough, bled enough. Let the dead bury the dead. No more killing, no more burning, not for justice nor revenge nor any other goddamn thing!"
"What the hell's got into you, Pol?"
"I met Tyler Randolph's wife! And she's a Hessian, except she's not, she's from—some other place in Germany. But she's a fine girl! And God willing, she and Tyler will have children. I can midwife for her, and they can come visit of a Sunday, stay a few days over Christmas, maybe.
"But so help me God, Angus, if you ever talk about any more killin’ or use that word Hessian to me again, I'll leave you! I'll take our boy and go! Do you understand me?"
Hot tears were streaming now. She couldn't stop them and she didn't care. Angus stared at her like a stranger, utterly baffled. He touched his lip and his fingertip came away bloody.
"No,” he said slowly, “I don't understand, Pol. But I think it's a damn sight more than we can talk through this night. I'd best go. I need to get back to the hills before sunup anyhow."
"No! Not yet! You came in for some hot food and a bath and you're damned well gonna have ‘em!"
"I came in for a kind word, too. But I guess I'll have to settle for a bath."
"Good! You soak yourself and I'll fry up some eggs. Go on, shuck your duds. You smell like a damned horse camp."
Polly carried the steaming buckets from the woodstove to the tub, filling it with practiced ease as Angus unbuttoned his shirt, eyeing her warily all the while.
"What happened to your arm, Gus?"
"Must've banged it up when I fell."
"Give me that!” Snatching the shirt out of his hands, she examined the tear.
"That's a bullethole, Angus. And you never fell off a horse in your damn life! What really happened up there?"
"Nothing, Pol. Let it go."
"Don't lie to me! What—"
"I said nothin’ happened and that's an end to it! If it needed tellin', I'd say so. It don't. Not tonight, not ever. Let it be, Polly. Just give me some peace! Please. I fell. That's it."
That wasn't it. Gus was lying to her face and she damned well knew it. But he was right about one thing, it was more than they could talk through this night.
When the tub was full, he turned his back and so did she, giving him his privacy, as was their custom.
But not tonight. Instead, Polly turned and watched Gus strip off his frayed shirt and the tattered union suit beneath. Saw his pale, scrawny frame, the bloody gash on his shoulder from his so-called fall. Next to an older scar where a horse had broken his collarbone years ago. He let his drawers drop, revealing his flat butt and skinny legs, the hipbones showing through.
My God. He'd been up in those hills more than two years, living with their animals, living like an animal. Freezing and going hungry. For her. For their boys. With no complaints.
As he turned to climb in the bath, he saw her watching and colored with embarrassment. But he said nothing. He just eased his aching bones down into the steaming water with a muffled groan.
But in that briefest of moments, when their eyes met, she'd seen her life. With him.
And nothing else mattered. Nothing.
Not the hunger, not the war, not even the lost boy in the forest. Somehow they'd get through this. They would.
Ordinarily she left him alone to bathe. Instead she knelt behind the tub, and after a moment's hesitation, she undid her muslin under-blouse and slipped out of it, freeing her breasts.
Wrapping her arms around his gaunt shoulders, she gathered Gus to her bosom, enveloping him in her warmth. Closing his eyes, he leaned back, resting his head against her shoulder. Feeling her heart beating with his own, breathing in her scent.
"I'm sorry,” she said, after a time.
"No, it's my fault. Up in those hills I forget how hard it must be for you down here, toughin’ it out alone. Coming home feels so good to me that . . . well, I forget, that's all. Are you all right?"
"I'm fine, this minute. With you. I'll be better when all this is over."
"Soon, maybe. And you're right, Pol. When it's finished we'll get back to some kind of a life. Make up for these sorry times. All of us. I miss you, Polly, I miss our boys, our home. God, I even miss the way it always smells . . . so clean. So sweet. Like now. What is that scent you favor?"
"Eau de lilac,” she murmured. “Lilac water."
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Passport to Crime: THE DIVERGENT MAN by Marc R. Soto
* * * *

* * * *
In the original Spanish, “The Divergent Man” appeared as the title story in Marc Soto's latest collection of twelve related tales. The book, some of whose stories cross the boundary between mystery and fantasy, was a finalist for the Spanish IV Xatafi-Cyberdark Award of the Critics of Fantastic Literature. It was also a finalist for Spain's Ignotus Award for Best Anthology. A young writer who works by day as a software programmer in Madrid, Mr. Soto has already won several other literary awards.
Translated from the Spanish by Cara Goodman
"Tell me about your . . . um . . . divergences.’ “
"I already told Dr. Cifuentes all about them. Didn't he put it in his notes?"
"His notes are difficult to understand. I just wanted to hear your complete explanation before we begin."
"Pardon me, Doctor. I spent a good amount of time with Dr. Cifuentes, and it's not easy for me to get used to a new psychologist. Many years ago, when our town priest was transferred to another village, his former parishioners would continue to go to him—they'd walk miles in the rain just so that he could confess them. They weren't ready to confess their sins to a stranger. And in the end, what are you psychologists if not the priests of a newly minted order? You may not utter ego te absolve from the dark, but that doesn't change things. People come to you for the same reason they used to kneel in front of their confessors: because they need to unburden their souls, and the only way to do it is to pull up as many bad weeds as possible, and hope that something decent grows in the newly cleared earth.
"Divergences. You want me to tell you about them. The whole story, you say. Okay.
"Divergences...
"Sometimes I see things, okay? It's not that I just see them, I'm part of them. I'm there: I see, I smell, I touch, I feel. . . . For example, this morning, after I got up, I went in the bathroom, took off my clothes, ducked into the hot spray of the shower. While I was soaping up, through an opening in the plastic shower curtain I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror, and all of a sudden, I was no longer in my neighborhood, in my street, in my shower.
"I was kneeling in a marsh, on a stormy night. Strikes of lightning lit up the horizon with the precision of a scalpel. Rain was falling on my face, and it felt warm and good. There was a man standing next to me. I didn't see him, but I knew he was there, just as I knew my wife was sleeping soundly in a house a twenty-minute walk from where we were. A streetlight illuminated no more than just the few meters around us, and sticking out of a small mound of dirt was a shovel. My fingers were sinking in the mud, which was warm, like my forehead, and like the rain that fell without pause.
"I remember that I turned and said to the other man, You did it, Damian. You did it for God.'
"And then I started to laugh.
"I didn't know, and I still don't, who Damian was, or what he did, or what the hell I was doing in that deserted landscape in the middle of a storm. But I was there.
"I began to dig. My hands sank into the mud, warmer with each scoop, and I threw handfuls to both sides. I dug with my bare hands, even though there was a shovel just a few centimeters away. After a few minutes, my fingers felt the head of a man buried in the ground."
"What happened then?"
"Nothing. A strike of lightning caused everything to cast shadows, and all of a sudden, I was again beneath the spray of the shower. The hot water fell on my head, ran down my cheeks, and filled my mouth. The mirror was completely fogged over. I was in my own bathroom, yes, but I could still feel the sensation of the mud between my fingers, and smell the wet earth in my nostrils. That is a divergence."
"And does it happen often?"
"With increasing frequency. I guess I've suffered from them since I was a child, although when my mother and I left town, I stopped having them. I remember lying in my bed the night of my first communion, and all of a sudden I was enclosed in a small and dark place, a barrel, and smelling rotting apples and, more faintly, the scent of ripe wheat even though we lived on the coast. I don't remember all of the details because I was only about nine or ten, but I've never forgotten that smell. I've never been able to eat an apple since. And that voice."
"What voice?"
"Low and roaring. He yelled, Hawkins! I know you're there, Hawkins! Come out and show yourself!’ There was also a murmur of childish laughter and, I think, a woman's voice begging someone to stop, that it was enough already."
"Hawkins? Isn't that a character in Treasure Island?"
"Yes . . . and no. If you're about to suggest that I was dreaming about Treasure Island, you're wrong. It's not like that. I was deathly afraid, trapped in an apple barrel, I really was, and a man was making his voice sound like an old pirate's, but I wasn't imagining a scene from Treasure Island, because I also remember the smell of gasoline, and being conscious of being in a garage, next to a huge wheat field."
"I get it. And the woman—was she your mother?"
"Not mine—the child's. The mother of the child in the divergence."
"Are you sure it wasn't your own mother? Maybe you heard her screams from your bed."
"Listen, Doctor. I'm here to talk about the divergences, not my mother. If you're going to launch into a speech about the Oedipus complex and my subconscious hatred of my father, I'll get up and walk out right now. Dr. Cifuentes never . . . “
"Okay. Fine. Excuse me. You said you had a theory about your divergences."
"That's right."
"Go ahead."
"I think . . . Don't laugh at me, please. I think our universe is just one of infinite possible universes, and that all of their planes of existence rotate on different axes. And sometimes, just sometimes, universes overlap each other in the same place for just one second. And for just that second, their points in common can continue within their normal plane of existence, or, well, they can cross over, or diverge, to another universe. Normally, these divergences last just an instant and then disappear, leaving behind just a faint sensation of déja vu. But sometimes they can produce real tears in the fabric of the universe. And when those tears are big enough, for some reason, I pass from one universe to the other without meaning to."
"So, you think the child trapped in the apple barrel and the man who dug down to the cadaver really exist."
"As much as you and I do."
"Dr. Cifuentes was working on the idea that you were experiencing hallucinations . . . Visions . . . “
"Does the word schizophrenic’ appear in his notes?"
"On more than one occasion, I confess, it does. From what it looks like, before he died, he was considering the possibility of sending you to a psychiatrist."
"And drug me up, right?"
"Today's medications are different from yesterday's. A schizophrenic can lead an almost normal life these days . . . “
"The key word there is almost.’ Too many things fit into that almost.’ “
"Look, Eduardo, I can't help you if you don't want to help yourself."
"Fine. But forget the psychiatrist for now."
"As you wish. Earlier, you mentioned that your . . . divergences . . . were fairly frequent in your childhood, but that you hadn't had them again until recently. When did they come back?"
"About two weeks ago. That's why I decided to come and see Dr. Cifuentes."
"Tell me about it."
"I got home late. The postal service is total chaos during Christmas—and the chaos doesn't end for several weeks after the holidays are over. A few years ago, we all thought it would get better with the Internet—that people would start sending holiday cards and promotions through e-mail instead. But no way. It's gotten worse. There's more every year—it's crazy. Anyway, that night was the first night in ages that I had been able to leave work on time. The trains in Palencia were snowed in and couldn't budge from the top of the mesa, so the mail was pretty light for a few days—although once the railways were cleared, everything arrived all at once. But that evening I was worn out, and my nerves were frayed, and I didn't want to get in another argument with Ines, so I took a walk around the city and ate out. When I got home, I took off my shoes in the entranceway, just like always. I tiptoed forward in the dark, untucking my shirt. And when I got to the living room, I noticed it."
"Noticed what?"
"The smell of tobacco. I don't smoke, and my wife gave it up years ago. I suddenly noticed a table that wasn't ours, furniture that wasn't ours, and signs of a recently put-out fire in the fireplace. The wind was blowing outside the closed windows. There was a candelabra with three candles on the table, and next to it, an ashtray full of cigarette butts. There was another doorway leading out of the living room, even though the only door in our living room is the one that goes out to the balcony, and on the other side of the door, I could hear the muffled moans of a woman. I brought my hand to my mouth and found a cigarette between my fingers. I stubbed it out in the ashtray and went to the door and opened it."
"What was on the other side of the door?"
"A woman on a bed. The wife of the man in the divergence, I assume. And next to some old towels and a washbasin, an old woman was kneeling at the foot of the bed, as still as a statue. Candles flickered everywhere. The woman on the bed writhed and twisted. Her nightgown was pulled up to her waist, and from her insides spilled dozens of spiders, as big as your fist, and they crawled across her skin and up her chest. The sheets were soaked with blood. Horrified, I took a step backwards, closed the door, and then, with my hand still on the doorknob, I came back."
"You were back home."
"In the hall, with my hand on the doorknob to my room. I pulled my hand off the knob and brought it to my nose. It smelled liked tobacco. The smell of tobacco makes me sick. I went to the living room, but there was no sign of the ashtray. I glanced at my watch. I had arrived at home nearly an hour ago. I was startled. At first I thought that . . . but the next day it happened again, and I realized that the divergences had come back, and they were even stronger than they had been when I was a child. So I found the number for the clinic, and contacted Dr. Cifuentes and, well, you know the rest."
"Have you spoken with your wife about it?"
"With Ines? No. We've been going through a rough patch. She wants me to look for another job. About five months ago her father offered me a job at the factory, but I didn't take it. If I change jobs, it'll be on my own terms. I don't like owing favors to anybody—much less my father-in-law. That really upset Ines. She thinks my obsession with my work is tearing apart our marriage. We had a big fight about it three months ago, and ever since, we haven't spoken any more than was absolutely necessary. I guess the only reason she hasn't gone to her parents’ house is that she's still holding out hope that I'll change my mind. But the last two weeks, it seems she's given up the fight. She doesn't even speak to me anymore."
"So more or less ever since the divergences came back, right?"
"Well, yes. But I don't think they align exactly."
"They don't have to. Okay, Eduardo, our time's up for today. Why don't you come back at the same time tomorrow?"
"You still think I'm schizophrenic, right, Doctor?"
"I'll be honest with you. I don't know what you are. Schizophrenic? Could be. But maybe not. You want some homework?"
"A priest would call it doing penance."
"Penance then, if you want to call it that. I want you to think about your childhood. Remember back to being a child, the day of your first communion, when you had the divergence about the apple barrel. Recall it as vividly as you can, and try to compare what was happening then with what's going on now. See if you can find anything the two have in common."
"I've already told you, I don't want to talk about my childhood. Freud's been dead for seventy years."
"I'm not asking you tell me about it, just that you revisit it yourself. Will you try it?"
"I'm not promising anything."
"All I can ask is that you try."
* * * *
2.
In the Starfish Residential Home, a few short steps from the bay, it was hot. A few of the elderly residents strolled in silence through the atrium. Eduardo unzipped his jacket and walked toward the reception desk.
"Good morning, miss. Is Alfredo Ledantes around?” he asked.
The girl flashed a welcoming smile and replied that he could be found on the fourth floor. Eduardo thanked her and headed toward the elevator. The small car of the elevator shook as it climbed to the fourth floor. When the doors opened, the rancid odor of medications hit him in the face.
Several residents walked down the hallways, past the shut doors of the rooms, toward the common area. Eduardo followed them for a few steps before stopping in front of Room 412. He had only recently gotten back in touch with his father, and although he didn't know him very well, he doubted he'd find his father in the common living area playing cards or nodding off in front of the television.
He knocked on the door and went in.
It was cooler in the room. The window was open. Next to the window, in a brown armchair, his father sat reading a newspaper. On the radio, the ghost of Gardel was struggling to revive a moth-eaten old tango.
"Good morning, Father,” he said, setting his umbrella beside the door.
His father raised his head and looked at him. A sad smile spread across his lips. He folded his newspaper and set it down on the bed. As he got up, his joints crackled as though his body were made of paper.
"How are you, son? It's so nice to see you,” he panted.
"Why aren't you in the common area?"
"It's very hot. Hard to breathe."
Eduardo nodded. Too many years of smoking had reduced his father's lungs to nothing more than a couple of tar-sopped sponges.
"How's your mother?"
"Mom died five years ago,” Eduardo replied, uncomfortable.
"Right, right. . . . Well, how are you?"
"Getting by."
"Like me. Getting by."
"More or less."
He took off his jacket and laid it on the bed next to the newspaper.
"Do they treat you well?"
"They do what they can, which isn't much, but it's also not rocket science. Generally speaking, they're nice. Ines didn't come?"
"She couldn't."
"Lately she never can."
"Yeah."
"Why . . . have you come?” asked his father, pausing between words to catch his breath.
"To see you."
"Of course . . . of course. It's good that you want to . . . see your old man."
"And to ask you something."
"I thought so,” replied his father, with another sad smile.
Eduardo walked around the bed and sat on the other side, facing the window. It had started to rain. The cars’ headlights down below seemed to illuminate just a few meters before them before drowning into the asphalt. In Ciriego Cemetery, moss would soon cover his mother's grave and the flowers he and Ines had taken on All Saints’ Day would be brown and withered. Eduardo was thinking that he should go soon and exchange them for new ones when, all of a sudden, a dove alighted on the windowsill in front of him, sat perfectly still for a few moments, and then died.
A shocking chill running down his spine, Eduardo realized he was no longer at the residential home but in a kitchen, gazing at the dead dove on the other side of the glass. He thought, “I have to take a picture, I have to find my camera before it's all over, before it's too late."
"Eduardo, are you okay?"
He blinked. His heart beat loudly in his chest, and in his mouth he noticed a bitter aftertaste of beer. He swallowed, but the taste remained. He remembered why he had come to the residence, and took a deep breath.
"Dad, when you and Mom were still together . . . Did something happen?"
"Happen? What are you talking about?"
"Did you . . . did you hit her? You can tell me, now that she's gone. It's all the same now."
His father set his mouth and his eyes hardened.
"I never laid a hand on her. Never."
Eduardo remembered the voice of the woman yelling at someone to stop, that it was enough already. That had been nothing more than a divergence, right?
"You're positive?"
"Never,” he repeated, emphasizing his point with his fist.
"Then why did she leave you?"
His father remained silent for a few seconds, and then went to the window. His fragile origami frame crackled loudly again when he sat back down in the armchair.
"Because I killed her. Don't look at me like that. There are a lot of ways to kill a woman. . . . “ His breath grew ragged. “Many ways, and not all require the use of force. The way I killed her was worse. Slower. But I'm sure she told you all of this many times."
In truth, his mother had never wanted to talk about it. She had taken him to his grandparents’ house when he was just twelve years old, and they lived there until she found work at the cannery and could support the two of them on her own. He remembered the smell of fish on his mother's hands when she came home after her never-ending, fourteen-hour shifts and still found the strength to tuck him in and kiss him goodnight before cooking food for the next day. Sitting on his bed next to him, she'd talk about lots of things: how important it was to be a good man, how to prepare himself so that he'd find a good job and make a good living without having to spend his days and nights in a cold and stinking hole like she did. She spoke to him about many things, but she'd never wanted to answer any questions about his father.
"I drank too much. And I smoked. When there was work at the shipyards, it wasn't too big of a deal. But later on, the work dried up. The money stopped flowing. I drank more than ever. I came home drunk. But I never hit her. I killed her, yes, but I never laid a hand on her."
"I don't understand why you say you killed her."
"Because that's what I did. Slowly.” His father nodded his head slowly. “I stopped going home at night. I . . . I don't remember it very well, but . . . By the fifteenth day of every month, there was never any money left in our account. They would run me a tab at the bar, and friends would lend me money. Your mother would cry. She was always crying. She said . . . She would beg me to stop. She got down on her knees and begged me. On her knees, Eduardo, your mother. I finally stopped coming home, unless it was in search of money. After a few years, your mother couldn't take it anymore. She left, and took you with her."
"But that doesn't mean you killed her,” said Eduardo.
"Are you sure? I was the love of her life. How did things go for her after she left?"
She had never smiled again, Eduardo recalled. She worked from sunrise to sunset, and spent the weekends sitting in the living room. She said she was resting, but he had known that wasn't it. What she was really doing was waiting. Waiting for Monday to come, and for it all to start all over again. Her days were sad, and now, looking back, he realized he had never again seen her singing in the kitchen. His mother had a beautiful voice. Not exceptional, but beautiful, and before things had gotten so bad with his father, she always sang around the house. But after they left, she never sang again.
There had been other men. Without trying very hard, Eduardo could remember at least half a dozen, but most of them had become, in his memory, names without faces. They didn't usually last long. They'd be around for a week, sometimes two, and then they'd disappear. A certain Fernando went out with her for three months until one Saturday, he, too, stopped calling. His mother went and sat in the living room and waited for Monday to come around. She didn't shed a single tear. Now Eduardo asked himself if perhaps those men left her because she never smiled, never sang. If they left her because she was cold.
Cold like a cadaver.
"There are many ways to kill a woman, son,” his father said again. “And I killed her in the worst way imaginable."
Eduardo contemplated the face of the decrepit old man seated in the armchair before him and spotted a tear trembling on one of his eyelashes, threatening to roll down his cheek at any moment. He felt the urge to strangle him, to wrap his hands around his neck and shatter the window with his skull because he remained alive and able to cry, able to laugh and live, while his mother had been dead for thirty years. She'd been dead thirty years even though she'd only been resting in the cemetery for the past five. But his urge soon faded, and he was left with nothing more than a feeling of profound exhaustion.
"How's Ines?"
"We haven't been doing too well lately."
"Don't let it get to you. It's just a phase."
Eduardo got up and took his coat off the bed.
"You're leaving already?"
"I told her we'd eat together,” he lied.
His father nodded.
"Then you have to go. You two are young. Pay attention to her. Make her feel special."
Eduardo put on his coat and picked up his umbrella.
"Don't make the same mistake I did."
He left the room and closed the door. On his way to the elevator, the words of the psychologist came back to him. Think about it, she'd said. Try to compare your childhood with your life now. He walked to the entrance, opened his umbrella, and stepped out onto the street, all the while thinking about it, trying to find anything in common between the child he barely remembered and the man he had somehow become. He'd started having the divergences when he was young, before going to live with his grandparents, when his father—in his own words—was already killing his mother. Then they'd disappeared almost completely until the argument with Ines had brought them back.
What did it mean, Eduardo asked himself as he walked in the rain. Was he killing his wife, too?
* * * *
3.
He spent the day walking the wet streets. He ordered the daily special soup and steak at a restaurant not far from the residential home, and in the afternoon, stopped in for a coffee at the complete opposite end of town. He'd asked for time off the week before to organize his thoughts. There hadn't been any problem. After the holidays, work always slowed down.
After speaking with his father, he had a different perspective on what had happened. He asked himself if Dr. Fresneda would agree with him. He suspected she would. His divergences had come back with a vengeance because he was letting his marriage fall apart—no, he was leading it by a firm hand towards disaster, and maybe he was even doing it out of a subconscious desire to follow in his father's footsteps. He didn't drink or smoke, but like his father had said, there are a lot of ways to kill someone.
Maybe he should speak with Ines. Tell her what was happening to him, ask forgiveness, and accept the job his father-in-law had offered him even if it meant swallowing his stupid pride and moving to another city. But even the idea of sitting down with her made him break out in cold sweats. He had found that over time, silence could get very heavy. He didn't think he'd be able to lift it up and just toss it far away.
The streetlamps came on and the puddles in the street reflected the yellow lights, making it seem like there were even more. People bustled to and from the downtown, each with his own bundle of problems underneath his own umbrella. He passed by the post office headquarters, asking himself if he wouldn't be better off working—occupying his time with work rather than wasting it on long walks by himself. Maybe it would make the divergences disappear, although he didn't think so.
It was getting colder. He went into a bar and asked for decaf coffee to warm up. The bar's regulars were there, smoking and drinking beer with their backs against the bar, their eyes glued to a Barcelona vs. Madrid match. Flies puttered in circles overhead, dizzy from the smoke.
He decided he would talk to Ines. Sooner or later he'd have to rip the Band-Aid off, and better sooner than later. He would do it, but not tonight. Better to wait until tomorrow. At noon. If he stayed at home to eat lunch with her, it would be the perfect moment to talk through things, clear the air. He downed the rest of his coffee, paid the bill, and left the bar.
Arriving home, he left his umbrella and shoes in the entranceway and tiptoed quietly down the dark hall so he wouldn't wake Ines. It was after 11:30, and she would be in bed, sleeping or pretending to be asleep. He got to the kitchen and groped a moment before finding the doorknob. When he opened it, a strong odor of rotten meat assaulted his nostrils and all of a sudden everything changed.
He was no longer in the kitchen, but seated in a large armchair in a strange room dimly lit only by the glowing coals in the fireplace. He looked down and saw that he was wearing a deep red robe. His fingers were long and slender. A pianist's fingers, he thought to himself. Or maybe a surgeon's. From where he sat, he could see part of the hallway. There was a clock on the wall. The bronze pendulum swung from one side to the other, catching the light. “She'll come back,” he thought, and then asked himself who she was, and where she had to come back from.
A faint smell of rotten meat made his nose twitch. He wanted to leave, leave that place, leave that world, but the clock kept ticking, the flames kept dancing in the fireplace, and he was stuck.
"She'll come back. . . . “
The doorbell rang and his heart leapt inside his chest. He rose from the armchair and walked swiftly past the clock to the door. The rotten smell was stronger now. He reached for the light switch and the two twenty-watt bulbs on either side of the doorway illuminated the hall and entryway.
"My God, make it stop soon,” he thought as he watched his hand reach for the doorknob, turn it, and push the door open only to reveal not the landing and elevator door he was used to, but an overgrown garden and a gravel pathway. And there she was.
She wore a white dress covered with mold, and her face was like blistered dough. Her eyes burned with hunger and with love, and a green-toothed smile sliced across her face. A piece of her cheek was missing.
I thought you wouldn't come back, thought Eduardo, crying. Her response was unintelligible, her voice flat and halted as though her tongue were swollen and spongy, her mouth full of worms.
He couldn't stop her from coming inside, just as he couldn't keep his other self from wrapping her in a long embrace right in the front entrance while the pendulum swung back and forth and tears ran down his face. He couldn't keep it from happening, just as he couldn't help screaming when she clutched him tightly and took a small bite from his neck.
The ceiling lights flickered and the kitchen appeared before him. Eduardo blinked while his teary eyes adjusted to the white light of the bare fluorescent bulbs. He grabbed the countertop to steady himself. He inhaled short, rapid breaths that burned his throat. His neck hurt and he could still detect the rotten stink in the air.
He asked himself when they would stop happening, when he would stop suffering these horrible divergences. Hallucinations, the psychologist had called them. If they had been in her office now, Eduardo would have suggested that she make herself a necklace out of that damn word and would have shoved it down her throat: h-a-l-l-u-c-i-n-a-t-i-o-n-s. One letter after the other.
Slowly, he found himself returning to his own world. The odor was still there, however, and he realized it was that smell that had sent him into the divergence—it was the nexus between the two worlds. Compared with the stench in the divergence, though, this was like a subtle and expensive perfume. But it was there nevertheless. He let go of the countertop and walked toward the fridge. As soon as he opened it, he pulled his hand away from the door and tried unsuccessfully to stifle a gag. The inside of the fridge was empty except for a carton of milk, a few pieces of fruit in one of the drawers, and a pan on one of the shelves. He took a deep breath and clamped his mouth shut. He pulled the pan out and pulled off the lid. As he did, the stench was so intense it made him nauseous even though he was holding his breath. Inside were at least two servings of spaghetti with meat sauce. The meat was covered with mold. He put the lid back on the pan and took it to the bathroom. He dumped the pasta into the toilet and flushed it several times. If it woke up Ines, well, too bad. She deserved it for not having thrown that garbage away at least a week ago.
He returned to the kitchen and put the pan in the sink, running water into it. He closed the refrigerator door and took a deep breath.
How long had that pasta been in the fridge? He searched his memory while he watched the water spill into and back over the edge of the container, taking with it bits of tomato and meat. A week? Two? He couldn't remember. It had been at least twenty days since he had eaten at home. He couldn't remember with any more precision than that.
He would definitely have to talk with Ines in the morning. They couldn't go on like this, working their way around each other. If there was a way out of this, they should search for it together. If not, the sooner they accepted it, the better off they'd both be. This cold war of silences and emptiness didn't do any good, and it was destroying them.
Last weekend's newspaper lay spread across the kitchen table. He remembered having left it there in the morning, open to the crossword puzzle page. He had flipped through the pages without paying attention while drinking his tea when, all of a sudden, one of the clues caught his eye: “4 Across: To be outside of the mainstream.” He remembered that when he had seen that, he had asked himself if they should add the word “paranoid” to the diagnosis of “schizophrenic” in his chart, and had laughed under his breath so he wouldn't wake Ines. He had sat down and written “divergent” in capital letters with the red pen that Ines used to make shopping lists. Naturally, it was just a coincidence. Life is full of them. Just ask Paul Aster.
He picked up the paper and read another clue at random. “8 Across: Revive thought.” He remembered his literature classes, and Manrique's verses rose diligently from his memory:
* * * *
O let the soul her slumbers break,
Let thought be quickened, and awake;
Awake to see
How soon this life is past and gone,
And death comes softly stealing on,
How silently! *
* * * *
Awaken, he thought. He counted the spaces in the crossword. It fit. But the clue doesn't say To revive but rather Revive.
He picked up the pen, which lay next to the newspaper, and wrote, “wake up.” Perfect.
"How easy,” he thought, again leaving the newspaper on top of the table. Crosswords had never really appealed to him. He never would have gotten sucked in if that one clue hadn't caught his eye as he flipped through the pages.
He turned out the kitchen light and walked out. It was completely dark in the bedroom, and he slipped between the sheets. He felt his wife's body next to him, her back to him. He wanted to turn her over and touch her, embrace her, whisper in her ear, ask her forgiveness, but he didn't.
Tomorrow, he thought, and fell asleep.
* * * *
4.
"I'm happy you decided to cooperate. It was very brave of you to speak with your father like you did."
"You were right."
"I hope you'll trust me a little more from now on. I'm referring to your comments yesterday about the small-town priests."
"That doesn't matter to me. All I want is . . . to have it all over with, for once and for all. To be honest with you, I'm afraid of getting trapped in the wrong reality."
"Can that happen? I mean, according to your theory?"
"I don't see why not. They last longer every time. The one I had last night in the kitchen lasted a long while, and I completely lost it. With infinite possible universes, there must be infinite universes identical to ours."
"I understand. Maybe—just maybe—you should start reconsidering this theory of yours about the parallel universes. You should start to come to terms with the possibility that all of this is in your head."
"And we're back to the schizophrenia and hallucinations."
"You see, sometimes our surroundings overwhelm us. Our brain simply can't process it all, and it detaches. Just like what happens every night when we dream. The conscious mind puts up a closed for repairs’ sign and the subconscious takes over. Have you ever thought that maybe your . . . divergences . . . are trying to tell you something, or protect you from something?"
"Yes, I've considered that, especially after speaking with my father. Yesterday it occurred to me that maybe my divergences helped me escape the arguments between my mother and father."
"Aha . . . “
"But there's no yelling now. There's nothing. Ines and I don't even speak. When I go to bed, she's already asleep, and when I get up, she stays there, sleeping. I'm conscious of the fact that I come home late and get up early to avoid confronting her . . . but, in that case, what help are the divergences?"
"I don't know. You're the only one who can know. In any event, you told me that you had decided to speak with her today, to lay the cards on the table. Why haven't you?"
"Because of what happened this morning, before I came here."
* * * *
5.
The alarm clock had gone off at five in the morning, but it only had time to sound once before Eduardo tapped the top of it with the palm of his hand, shutting it off. He had already been awake for ten minutes, lying on his side with his gaze fixed on the electronic digits. Without making a sound, he set the alarm so it would go off again at ten. He would get up with Ines. He would eat breakfast with her, and they would finally talk it over. If need be, he would skip his appointment with Dr. Fresneda.
More relaxed after making the decision, he turned over on the mattress, and, lying on his back, gazed at the dark ceiling.
The hours crept by slowly until around seven, when a weak light began to peek through the slats in the window shade. Eduardo turned again to lie half on his side, looking at the wall. And then it happened, although so gradually that he didn't even realize he was in a divergence until a few minutes had already gone by.
He finally realized because there was no digital alarm clock on the bedside table, just a lamp he didn't recognize. And the window had disappeared from its wall, and the light filtered in from behind, from Ines's side, but it wasn't even Ines's side, it was Sandra's. Sandra, with whom he had lately only had the most ridiculous of arguments, the most recent of which had been just the night before. Sandra, who slept on her side of the bed in a green nightgown, so silently that it seemed she wasn't even breathing, that she had died in her sleep, maybe from a piece of raw fish that had risen in her throat, choking her to death.
The man whose body he occupied convinced himself that she was dead, dead right next to him, and that her feet were as cold as deepwater fish, except that he knew it wasn't true. It was impossible that she was dead. People didn't die in such absurd ways, with pieces of sushi stuck in their throats. Except that she was dead. His mind—and with it, Eduardo's—whirled.
For more than half an hour, while the light grew brighter in the bedroom, he went back and forth, debating whether or not he should touch his wife under the sheet and find out once and for all what state she was in. In any given moment, he thought how ridiculous it all was, that she was of course alive, and then in the next second, he would be completely convinced he was sharing the bed with a cadaver. Eduardo wanted to scream, but he couldn't. He wanted to get up, but it was impossible.
Finally the alarm clock on Sandra's side went off, and at that moment, before finding out if she would turn it off or go on sleeping for infinity in the bedroom, Eduardo returned.
The window was once again in front of him. The alarm clock on the bedside table showed 9:47. He decided he wouldn't wait until 10. He got up, and without turning on the light, left the bedroom carrying his clothes under his arm.
He took a shower, afraid the entire time that the divergence with the man in the muddy swamp would return, but his fears were unfounded. He made tea in the kitchen, which still smelled faintly of rotting meat, looking the whole time at the newspaper: “divergent” and “wake up,” the words spoke to him in red letters. He had no desire to add a single word to that cryptic message.
"I put the cup and saucer in the sink full of water, and I left the house. I walked the streets until our appointment."
"I'm not going to lie to you, Eduardo. I'm concerned. Very concerned. This most recent divergence of yours, along with all the others . . . “
"I am, too."
"So I'm sure you'll understand when I tell you I don't want to continue with you, unless you bring your wife to our next session."
"What?"
"I'm sorry, Eduardo, but I don't want to hear anything else about this until I see your wife."
"But that's absurd! You're treating me, not her."
"I ask you to not put pressure on me."
"You can't do this to me!"
"This is a private clinic. Of course I can."
"Don't think I'm going to pay you for this."
"That's fine. Don't. But please leave."
* * * *
7.
Eduardo left, slamming the door behind him. Dr. Fresneda waited a few minutes until she heard how he slammed the building's front door just as loudly. She then stretched a trembling finger toward the speakerphone.
"Robert, bring me the file on Eduardo Ledantes."
After the secretary had placed the file on her desk, the doctor read through it carefully, drumming her fingers on the desktop. After a few minutes, she picked up the phone, dialed “0” to make an outside call, and then the number listed in the file. The phone rang at least twenty times, and no one picked up.
After a half-dozen equally fruitless attempts, she hung up the phone, picked it up again, and dialed the three digits to report an emergency.
* * * *
8.
Eduardo charged furiously through the streets. What did she believe? What did she think she knew? Dr. Cifuentes had never made any such insinuations. He turned right at the next corner and walked towards his house. He'd speak with Ines and he'd take her down to Dr. Fresneda's office. He'd drag her if he had to.
He arrived at his front door and took the stairs. The elevator hadn't worked for a month.
"Ines!” he yelled from the doorway. There was no response.
He went into the kitchen to get a glass of water. His sweaty shirt clung to his back underneath his coat. The water-filled pan still sat in the sink, with the cup and saucer inside it. It seemed Ines had left without even cleaning the kitchen.
Or maybe she hadn't left, he thought. It was still early, just eleven-thirty. Maybe she was in the shower.
"Ines!” he yelled again, heading towards the bathroom.
Still no response. He opened the bathroom door, but no one was in there. The living room was equally empty.
Either she was still in the bedroom, or she'd left.
He walked down the hallway to the bedroom. The door was still just cracked open, and the shades were still down. It was dark inside the room. He reached for the doorknob, and then it happened.
It was subtle—very subtle—but even still he could tell. Something had changed. He couldn't put his finger on what it was, exactly, because the hand still on the doorknob was the exact same as his own hand, it ended in a wrist just like his, and was covered by a sleeve with the same fabric and color as the shirt he was wearing. But it was different. He could tell it was different.
He cleared his throat. “Hello,” he said, and the voice was his own. But at the same time, it was different. Wasn't it? Subtly different.
He turned his head from side to side. The hallway was the same . . . and it wasn't. The paintings on the walls hadn't changed, but still...
"Ines?” he murmured, gripping the doorknob tightly. So in the divergence, her name is still Ines, he thought to himself.
No one responded. He pushed the door open. Its texture, weight, and turn radius were identical to the real thing. Except that they weren't real.
It was too dark in the room. A cold sweat trickled down his spine. A feeling of déja vu pierced like a melting icicle deep in his brain. He had never been in a divergence like this one. It had never been so complete, so real.
"Ines?"
Nothing.
He reached one hand to the light switch. The hairs on his knuckles were exactly the same—weren't they?—and his wristwatch was the same model and brand.
"Ines, I'm going to turn on the light. If you're there, say something . . . “
Silence.
His heart pounded in his chest as though it wanted to break through his chest cavity and run across the rug. He softly flicked the switch, and with the same click that he remembered, the light turned on.
Ines was there, on her side of the bed, atop the bloody sheets. And it was Ines, and it wasn't her. It was the same dark hair, the same pale complexion—now with a blue tint—the same beige pajamas, the same profile, an identical pout on her lips. But it wasn't Ines, it wasn't his Ines, because his Ines couldn't be dead.
Her pajamas were shredded in many tatters, stuck to her body by the blood-soaked flannel. He could glimpse things moving from time to time within her open mouth, maybe flies, maybe worms. The irises of her eyes were completely white.
Eduardo felt his knees buckle. He clutched the doorway to keep himself standing, and shut his eyes tightly.
"Ines?” he murmured, with his eyes closed.
He opened them, but Ines was still on the blood-drenched bed.
He remembered with every minute detail—his other self remembered—the argument when he'd arrived home from work at twelve o'clock at night two weeks ago. He remembered the yelling, the insults she hurled at him while she lit a cigarette, saying it was his fault she had started up again. He was guilty of all of it, he was ending their marriage, ending her life. He remembered how the blood had rushed to his face and his head, clouding his understanding, how his hands had found the letter opener on the table, how he had stabbed it again and again into his wife's body until she fell on the unmade bed, her blood soaking into the sheets.
He remembered how he had put the covers over her afterwards, how he had turned out the light and closed the bedroom door, and how he had stood in the hallway with his hand on the doorknob before going back in, into the darkness, to sleep.
But it hadn't been him, had it?
You'll wake up, he told himself. You'll return to your world. The divergence will end, and you'll return to your world. Ines will come home, and we'll go together to see Dr. Fresneda.
Are you sure?
I'm sure.
He managed to gather enough strength to leave the room. He left the door open and the light on. This way he would know if the divergence had ended just by stepping into the hallway. If the light was on, he'd know he was still diverging.
Relax. It'll be over soon, he thought to himself.
He went to the kitchen. It was his kitchen: the same kitchen with the same water-filled pan in the bottom of the sink. He wanted to scream. He walked towards the hallway. The bedroom light was still on.
He saw the crossword puzzle on the table. divergent. wake up.
He picked up the paper and, with it in his hand, he stepped again into the hallway. Still on.
From the street wailed the sound of a police siren. Again in the kitchen, he brought the puzzle close to his face. And then he saw it.
The words were still there: “divergent” and “wake up,” written in red capital letters. He again felt the chill that seemed to precede his leaps between reality and reality, and discovered the crossword clues had changed. They were no longer “To be outside of the mainstream” and “Revive thought,” but rather “Invention” and “Leave something behind."
A great wave of relief swept over him. He sighed deeply. He looked at his hands, his legs. He was there. He had returned. He didn't remember killing his wife, because he hadn't killed her. It was absurd.
The sirens grew nearer until they were right below his window. All of a sudden there was banging on the front door and Eduardo left the kitchen to open it, after making sure the bedroom light was off. Two policemen asked to come in, and Eduardo stepped aside with a great smile of satisfaction on his face.
Then, following them down the hallway, he felt the chill again, that subtle internal seasickness. He lowered his gaze to the newspaper and saw, horrified, that the crossword clues had gone back to what they had been, and he knew he had returned, and he didn't need to raise his head to know the bedroom light was on.
He had returned, and the light would never turn off again.
*From 15th-century Spanish poet Jorge Manrique's Stanzas on his father's death, as translated from the Spanish by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow.
©2010 by Marc R. Soto; translation ©2010 by Cara Goodman
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A history graduate of Reed College, David Braly has written many articles and books about the history of Oregon and the Pacific Northwest. In his debut story for EQMM, he makes use of the strange resurfacing of old shipwrecks along the Oregon Coast after the unusual storms of 2008. With the wrecks come their sometimes murderous histories—at least in Mr. Braly's fictional account of one of them! He is the author of many other stories, including several for AHMM.
The three of them walked down from the resort motel onto the beach, and then past the ancient dead trees whose vast tangle of ruin had given the area its name. The boy, fourteen and more venturesome than the girls, eleven and twelve, led.
Steve Gillen acted confident and self-assured, though with the girls he was really no such thing. He had a round face dominated by a sneering smile, and his oiled-down brown hair was combed forward in imitation of Donald Trump or some other idolized male, perhaps his father, because no loss yet dictated this style. The sunny day was perfect for the vacation taken by the boy's parents from their jobs in Portland. The girls, from Seattle, followed him because of his confidence and their own curiosity about the area and the boy. Daughters of an architect, they found the working-class boy unusual. They didn't recognize him as a bully; given time for his true nature to assert itself, they would have.
They edged past a line of boulders that stretched to the ocean, and reached the miles-long beach that few had walked upon even after the motel was built beyond and above it. A tree-lined cliff thirty feet high and five miles long stood majestically above this narrow patch of sand. Boulders bigger than houses sat in the ocean, at varying distances from the beach, barren mini-islands too steep for man or seal to climb.
"This place is spooky,” said twelve-year-old Margaret Worth, a knock-kneed brunette in a soft blue dress who stood an inch taller than Gillen. “Let's go back."
Her sister Ann, a bolder spirit confined in a shorter though plumper body, would normally have disagreed, but could find no reason to.
"It's not spooky,” insisted Gillen, adding scorn to his tone to hide his own distaste for the place. “Just empty."
"So there's no reason to be here,” said Margaret.
"Sure there is. Something might've washed up that nobody's found."
"Like what?"
"I don't know what. Maybe a bottle with a note in it."
"I've been to beaches about a hundred times and never once seen a bottle with a note in it."
Gillen had never been to a beach before, but he wasn't about to admit it to these classy girls. “Have you been to this particular beach?” he asked.
"No."
"Well, then."
He marched forward, confident that they would follow. Ann did immediately. Margaret hesitated, but finally she did also.
They walked the shoreline, at first briskly. The sand pulled at their feet. They gradually slowed to a trudge. After twenty minutes even Gillen recognized the journey's futility. There were no bottles, only driftwood and floaters. The chilly air stank of fish. Gulls strolled on the waterline hundreds of feet ahead of them and flew above, their calls the only sounds there other than the snapping of waves on the gray sand.
Atop a slight mound, he stopped. Three huge boulders stood in the ocean, all in a row next to each other, 150 feet out in the water. These barriers interfered with the natural movement of the water, making the waves here especially large and violent. The girls joined him on the mound.
"This is boring,” complained Margaret.
"I guess.” He wanted to disagree, but the lie would be obvious. “We'll go back."
The girls stepped off the mound.
"Just a minute,” he ordered. “I've got sand in my shoe."
He bent down to remove his right shoe—
—and dropped straight down into the sand.
An instant of silence followed: No sound came from the mound or the hole within it or the horrified girls. Even the gulls were quiet.
The girls, frozen in fear, each wondered whether to investigate or run for help.
And then Steve Gillen screamed.
He screamed like nobody either girl had ever heard before. Screamed piercingly, in abject terror, like a woman in a monster movie.
He continued screaming in the hole as the girls ran like cheetahs back toward the motel, the sounds of his terror behind them propelling their legs to greater speed and endurance.
A half-hour later, two dune buggies roared across Tangle Beach. Ann, not Margaret, sat beside the motel manager in the lead vehicle. Margaret had refused to go back, but Ann was anxious to show them. Her father accompanied the maintenance man in the second buggy.
"There!” she said. “The three rocks in a row! The little mound's right across from them."
The manager jumped out of the buggy the instant it stopped. A tall, weathered, khaki-clad man in his late thirties, he'd feared a tragedy when the frightened girls ran into the lobby screaming that a boy had been swallowed by sand. Their horror told him it was no prank. And now he saw no boy, but did see the mound.
He ran to it, and saw, yes, there was a hole. But not the hole he'd expected, with sand sides going smoothly down below. He could see a line of wood, with sand atop and darkness below.
"Boy!” he called. “Are you down there?"
"Help!” And then a piteous, “Please!"
He hurried to the hole, but stepped back from the edge when he felt the ground—or maybe wood below the ground—start to give way. He leaned forward, and looked down. He could see the boy's ashen face in the darkness.
And then, with a shock, he realized it wasn't a boy's face.
It was a skull.
* * * *
Sheriff Chuck Chamberlain stopped the dune buggy a dozen feet from the yellow police tape that blocked off the crime scene. Deputy Stan Hennessey, the guard, did not stir from his beach chair beneath a wide yellow-and-blue umbrella. Beside Chamberlain, forensic archaeologist Ruby Shapiro smiled. Perhaps, thought Chamberlain, amused at the deputy's stereotypical languor. But what did she expect? Hennessey to jump up and salute? Or march like a sentry under the sun?
They climbed out of the buggy. An attractive, outdoor-looking woman in her twenties, Ruby Shapiro wore a blue shirt, bluejeans, and Nikes, and carried her notebook, cell phone, and other possessions in a green backpack.
"Did the waves uncover all that?” she asked.
"No. The waves didn't break through the sand. The boy did that. We removed enough to expose the cab and top of the hull."
They walked to the tape, lifted it to duck under, and stepped over to the wreck.
Hennessey stood and came over to join them.
"Looks like it's being buried again,” said the sheriff. “There's more sand on the sea side of the hull than yesterday."
"Yep. And I had to run off more than a hundred people this morning."
"Were they from the motel or did they drive down from Oldport?"
"A little of both.” Hennessey, a husky-going-to-fat bullnecked man in his forties, glanced appreciatively at the shapely visitor. “Mostly folks from Oldport."
Chamberlain explained to Hennessey that Shapiro had driven over from Salem to confirm the boat's identity.
"Confirm it?” Hennessey asked her. “You already got some idea what it might be?"
"We think so."
Hennessey waited, but Ruby Shapiro said no more.
"She won't say word one,” Chamberlain told him, smiling.
"I understand your curiosity, but we really must be sure,” she said. “Confirmation means confirmation, not guesswork. There are a lot of old wrecks on the Oregon coast."
"True,” agreed the deputy. “And ever since late two thousand seven they've been popping right out of the sand."
"It does seem that way. It happens whenever the ocean waves are unusually high and violent."
The “popping up” had started shortly after Thanksgiving 2007 with waves shifting away the sands that had long covered a 223-foot-long steam schooner launched in 1917, the George I. Olson, which ran aground with a cargo of lumber on Coos Bay's North Jetty in 1944. After that, as though jealous of all the attention the old ship received from the news media and the hundreds of curiosity-seekers who had traveled to Coos Bay for a look, other wrecks began climbing out of Oregon's sands.
February 2008 was the most active month for the old shipwrecks. A wooden one appeared near where Cut Creek entered the Pacific, just north of Bandon. Another appeared, briefly, and then disappeared again, where the Siuslaw River entered the ocean near Florence. Two cannons from the U.S.S. Shark, a Navy schooner that ran aground on the Columbia Bar in 1846, were found by a father and daughter at Arch Cape. The cannons were retrieved, though each weighed half a ton. Many plans were devised for their public display before the federal government notified the state that even though the ship had gone down 162 years earlier, the cannons remained Navy property. An old mail truck appeared next. And then a “ghost forest” of ancient stumps from trees sunk centuries earlier during an earthquake.
The two men watched while Shapiro examined the ruin. She crawled over everything with her tape measure, and jotted many notations in her small notebook.
"How's the boy doing?” Hennessey asked Chamberlain while they watched. “He still in the hospital?"
"No, back with his parents. They're returning to Portland this afternoon, cutting their vacation short. The kid still has the trembles."
"Can't blame him. More than a half-hour with those two skeletons and unable to climb out. Remarkable he didn't go insane."
"I suspect he'll have nightmares for a while."
"Yeah, like for the rest of his life. Especially about the skull with the bullet hole in its forehead."
Shapiro called: “I'll need to go inside."
"We took out everything that could be removed,” said Chamberlain, walking toward her. “Belt buckles, ring, earrings, shoe parts, buttons, pen, cigarette lighter, spent rounds, the works."
"I need to measure the inside."
Gingerly they climbed onto the old boat's rotting wood and he helped her inside. After she'd finished, he helped her out again.
She studied her notebook, comparing her notes to earlier notes she'd made from registers in Salem. The men waited.
Finally she looked up and said, “This was a cabin cruiser with an overall length of eighteen and a half feet, a hull depth of four feet, a cockpit size of five feet nine inches by six feet six, with a vee-bottom hull covered with plywood planking. It had a hundred and thirty-five horsepower motor. The head was enclosed, and the galley area had a sink and stove. I believe, Sheriff, that we have a match."
"A match to what?"
"A cabin cruiser named the Fayina." She spelled it for him. “It's one of the boats that went missing out of Adams County. It sailed out of Oldport just before an unexpected gale hit the coast. Two people aboard. Never seen again. Naturally everybody assumed that the storm was responsible. I'll call Salem for the names of the two people so that you can discover if these are their skeletons. That far back, probably your best bet is dental records."
"How far back? When did this boat sail?"
"The Fayina set out from Oldport in March of nineteen sixty-nine."
* * * *
"It's incredible,” was all Norman Fenwick could say. “Just incredible."
The sixty-three-year-old man was seated in an armchair, facing Sheriff Chamberlain, who sat on the sofa across the small living room. They were in Fenwick's little house a block off Foster Road in Southeast Portland. Fenwick, of medium height and weight, had a slender face with a wide mouth. He wore a sport shirt with bluejeans and moccasins.
"And murdered,” added Fenwick, staring down at the rug. “Not just reappearing after all these years, but reappearing murdered."
"The identification from dental records came in late yesterday,” said Chamberlain. “I drove up here this morning to tell you. I found this house, but nobody could tell me where you worked, so I waited."
"I manage a video store on Burnside. I'd heard on the radio about a boat found on Tangle Beach, but I never dreamed it was the Fayina. We'd all assumed it sank in the ocean."
"When was the last time you saw your wife?"
"The morning that the Fayina sailed. About half-past eight, standard time, on the seventh of March, nineteen sixty-nine. She was going out with Archie Randall, supposedly for whale watching, and we had words. But she went anyway. I never saw her again. I just assumed—we all assumed—that the gale that hit the coast later that day sank the Fayina, and with it Archie and Melissa. The Coast Guard searched for a couple of days but of course they were looking out at sea. No logical reason existed to look at Tangle Beach."
Chamberlain remembered that before the resort motel had been built in 1997 the beach had been a deserted, isolated stretch, rarely visited by anyone. The rocks offshore kept ships and boats away, and helped hide the beach, whose sands tended to become soft when wet, almost like quicksand. A boat, grounded there, would lie unseen, and in a storm would be quickly sucked into the wet sand.
"Was there no investigation?” asked Chamberlain.
"The Adams County sheriff used to be a young fellow named Hank Axtell. He asked some questions, but it was just a formality. Everybody knew what'd happened. Or thought they did. Everybody was wrong, I guess."
Chamberlain had a hard time thinking of Hank Axtell as “a young fellow."
"There was also an insurance-company investigator named Pendergraft,” continued Fenwick. “I don't remember his first name. But his investigation was even more superficial than Axtell's."
"How much was the boat insured for?"
"The insurance was on Archie, not the boat. All of us in the partnership carried a one-hundred-grand life insurance policy on each other. We were young and thought the idea absurd, but the bank insisted on it as a condition of our start-up loan. They had insurance on each of us, too. We used most of the money buying out Archie's parents and siblings after he was declared legally dead a year later. The Randall heirs had inherited his share. As for the boat, I don't know if insurance companies write policies on kit boats."
"Kit boats?"
Fenwick nodded. “Archie built it himself using blueprints he bought from a company in California. It was a real beauty, too. Archie took it out several times without problems, but for years I've thought it was flawed because it sank in the storm. Now. . . . Well, I guess the flaw was that it had a third person on board."
"Any idea who it could've been?"
"None."
"Was Mrs. Fenwick insured?"
"No."
"Where were you that day?"
"Home until five till eleven, and at work from eleven until five."
"Wasn't eleven late to start work?” asked Chamberlain.
"I was the only partner to work at all that day. Only two of our three employees did. Business was slow. That's why Archie could go out on a weekday. It was a Friday and the economy was entering the Nixon recession. Our business was already in trouble."
Chamberlain asked about the business. Fenwick explained that the partners had formed FRLS Video in 1967 to import and distribute Japanese videotape recorders at the dawn of the video era. Fenwick, Randall, Curtis Larson, and Martin Snively had all been twenty-two-year-old alumni of the Oregon Institute of Technology, where they'd met and become friends. Only Fenwick had been married, and only for a short period.
"I married Melissa on the rebound after she'd had a fight with her boyfriend, Curtis,” said Fenwick. “She began having second thoughts almost immediately."
"How did the company do after one of the partners disappeared?"
"It was tough at first, especially during the recession. But we got through it, and eventually prospered. We rode out other recessions, but the ‘ninety-one recession caught us overextended. We decided to sell the company. We each got a million bucks. Curtis and Martin ran up their shares into fortunes. I moved to Portland, bought a video store on Division Street, and barely eked by until the next recession. I closed the doors in two thousand one. I had to sell all my other property to avoid bankruptcy, but paid off my debts, bought this little house, and I've just now paid off the mortgage."
"How did you get along with Archibald Randall?"
"We got along okay for most of the time we knew each other.” Fenwick explained how they'd met at the Institute, how Randall had been the group's video expert and movie enthusiast, but had an inflated view of his own importance in the enterprise. He'd been “coming on to” Melissa. “Our friendship was souring."
"Was anybody else souring on Randall?"
"I think we all were to some degree. He was too cocky. And he'd blown up at Wilford Harris the day before they sailed."
"Who's Wilford Harris?"
"An employee. The one who wasn't at work that day. A Vietnam vet with a great hand for mechanics but a better hand for dipping into the till. Of course, we didn't know that at the time. Curtis found out a few weeks after the Fayina's disappearance and fired him. He wanted to send him to prison, but the bank would've learned we'd had a thief on the payroll and were even weaker in business skills than it believed."
"Where does Harris live now?"
Fenwick shrugged. “No idea."
"And your ex-partners?"
"Larson lives here in Portland, up in the West Hills. Snively lives in Port Townsend, Washington. I can give you their addresses and phone numbers. But I saw them both the next day."
"Did you see Harris that day?"
Fenwick thought about the question, then shook his head. “But,” he added, “no employees worked on Saturdays."
* * * *
Chamberlain decided to interview Curtis Larson while in Portland and then Martin Snively in Port Townsend.
Larson's abode was luxurious even in the upscale West Hills neighborhood: a rambling two-story olive-colored house of at least 5,000 square feet. A 2009 silver Cadillac stood in the loop driveway. The front door was answered by only the third uniformed maid Chamberlain had encountered in his life. She showed him into a room furnished with Art Deco chairs, sofa, and coffee table, where a huge window gave a magnificent view of the city. Two minutes later, Larson came in.
"Well, this is a surprise.” Larson had a deep voice. “I rarely got a visit from the Adams County sheriff when I lived in Adams County. Sit down and tell me how I can help you."
They sat down.
Larson was five-ten, stocky, with puffy blue eyes in a dark, round face, framed by unruly brown hair. He had a hearing aid, and an eyeglasses case in his pocket.
"A boat has surfaced on Tangle Beach,” said Chamberlain. “It's been positively identified as Archibald Randall's cabin cruiser, the Fayina."
Larson paled.
"The . . . “ he began. “After . . . Are you . . . The Fayina?"
Larson appeared even more astonished than Fenwick.
Chamberlain told him about the skeletons, their discovery and identification. Afterward, Larson sat in silence for a minute.
Finally he managed: “After all these years, this is just . . . just unbelievable."
"I'm told you dated Melissa Fenwick before her marriage."
"Yes. We were engaged. Then we argued about something insignificant, said some stupid things, and the first thing I knew she'd married Norm. Not very happily, though. She grew tired of him fast."
"Any idea why?"
"She told me he was more boring than a dead sheep."
"Ouch."
"Anyway, soon she was making passes at me and at Archie. She was a real beauty: blond, blue-eyed, endowed with curves shaped to stop a man's heart. Archie responded a bit, even though it put him on a collision course with Norm."
"And you?” asked Chamberlain. “Did you respond?"
"No way. I wasn't going to irritate Norm, maybe break up the partnership. Not for Melissa Palmer. I'd written her off when she'd gotten married. Besides, I had a new romantic interest, Karen Taylor. In fact, I believe I'd already proposed to Karen before the Fayina disappeared."
"She accepted?"
Larson nodded. “Married for twenty-two years before we divorced,” he said. “My second marriage only lasted two."
"Where were you the day the Fayina disappeared?"
"Home. Business was slow, so we agreed that only Norm and a couple employees would work that Friday. I spent most of the day reading a book about investing in rural real estate. I was the entrepreneur of the bunch, Norm and Archie the film experts. Archie, of course, went out on the boat, and Marv also stayed home."
"Any witnesses to your being home?"
Larson shook his head.
"I believe you received some insurance money?"
"We each did. It came at a bad time."
"A bad time?” said Chamberlain. “When business was so slow? It sounds like a windfall."
"Nothing of the sort. It was a valuable infusion of cash, yes, but we had to use most of it to buy out Archie's family, who inherited his share. We didn't want a bunch of people in the firm we didn't know and who wouldn't be working there. Believe me, Sheriff, we would've rather had Archie than the money."
"Do you remember an employee named Wilford Harris?"
"Harris! You bet I remember that freckle-faced thief. Embezzling from us at a time we needed every cent. . . . Wait a minute. Did Harris have something to do with what happened to Archie and Melissa?"
"I don't know, Mr. Larson. I asked about him only because Mr. Fenwick mentioned that you had three employees, but only Harris had that day off."
Larson settled back in the chair and rubbed his chin thoughtfully.
"I have a good memory for that Friday and the following Saturday,” he said at last. “You can imagine why: the continual review of those events, both in my own mind and to answer questions posed by the Coast Guard and sheriff and later an insurance investigator. Oddly, no memory for the next day, Sunday, or the following week. But those two days. . . . However, I don't remember whether Harris was at work that Friday. The payroll records would be long gone by now. If Norm says Harris wasn't at work that day, then I'd bet Harris wasn't. I just don't remember myself."
This reinforced Chamberlain's desire to speak with Axtell and to discover where Harris was living now, assuming he was still living at all.
"I'll tell you one thing I do remember,” added Larson. “There was an argument between Archie and Harris the day before Archie went out in the boat. But I don't know what it was about."
"Any idea where Harris is today?"
Larson smiled sardonically. “This all happened forty years ago, sheriff. No, I've no idea."
"What was his job?"
"Fixing videotape recorders. In those days, they broke down continually. You'd sell one in January and it'd be in for repairs in February. Wilford Harris—he was about twenty—was the son of a Salem auto mechanic. His father taught him how to fix things. He'd been in the army—Vietnam—and they'd had him fixing mechanical and electrical stuff, so that added to his knowledge. He was good at it. But you couldn't trust the sonofabitch as far as you could throw him."
* * * *
"After all these years?” said Martin Snively. A stocky man, he had a narrow, hawklike face, and a long slender nose that hung over a perpetually frowning mouth. He wore a cardigan sweater with slacks and moccasins. “Why wasn't it found forty years ago?"
"Apparently nobody looked where they needed to look,” said Chamberlain. “And then it sank into the sand. Tangle Beach is treacherous."
"That's true. Like quicksand when wet, like the Sahara when dry. I've been off Tangle but never approached it. I have a twenty-two-foot cabin cruiser myself, although of course not back then. No area on the Oregon coast is as dangerous when the waves are heavy."
They were sitting in the big living room of Snively's ultra-modern, 4,000-square-foot bungalow mansion overlooking the Strait of Juan de Fuca. Chamberlain had noticed Snively's 2009 Lexus next to his wife's red 2007 Nissan. Like Larson, Snively had prospered, investing his money from the sale of FRLS Video into real estate.
"But why are you notifying me?” asked Snively. “I had no blood relationship to either of them. Archie was my friend and business partner, but I hardly knew Melissa."
"I'm not only notifying you; I'm here to question you. Randall's skull had a bullet hole in it, and Melissa Fenwick appears to have been shot in the chest and stomach. There were spent rounds amid her bones and chips on the breastplate."
Snively's mouth had dropped open, his face paled.
"But how?” he asked. “Who could've murdered them? They went out alone, just the two of them. Was it a murder-suicide?"
"No. We found no gun. Whoever killed them took it with him when he left or tossed it overboard. A third person had to have been aboard. Did you see the Fayina leave Oldport?"
"No. I stayed home all day, drinking beer and watching TV. I'd taken that Friday off. Norm and a couple of employees were the only people at the office. As I remember—and I have a good memory about it because of what happened—they did about ten dollars’ worth of business that day."
"Can anybody confirm that you were home?"
"Forty years ago? No way. In fact, I think Sheriff Axtell asked all of us about our routines that day. I think that's why I remember so well what I was doing. I don't remember if he asked me about an alibi. We weren't thinking murder. We thought the boat went down in a storm."
Chamberlain asked him about his relations with the victims. He said that he'd gotten along well with Randall, though the man was “full of himself,” and had no relations with Melissa at any time. She'd been Larson's girlfriend, had split up with him, and married Fenwick on the rebound. But then she'd become dissatisfied and had gone after Randall while Larson began making plays for her.
"Wait a minute,” said Chamberlain. “Curtis Larson was pursuing Melissa, not the other way around?"
"I think she was flirting with both of them. I know they were both interested in her. She was a pretty girl, a beautiful girl. But that was stupid of them, messing around with the wife of a partner. I wouldn't of done it, if she'd tried to flirt with me. She never did. Archie and Curtis were the good-lookers in our group, not me or Norm."
"Wasn't Larson engaged to his future wife about that time?” Larson had told him so.
Snively shook his head. “They got married soon afterward, but they weren't engaged yet. I think Melissa's death sort of paved the way for Karen. I think Curtis was holding back from marrying her, keeping his options open, hoping to win back Melissa if she divorced Norm. But after Melissa disappeared, he decided to settle for Karen Taylor. I don't think he ever loved her the way he'd loved Melissa. That—what?—that spark, wasn't there. I never saw him look at her the same adoring way. Of course, they had a couple of kids together and didn't divorce until about a decade ago. Curtis, Junior, is now a Seattle lawyer, and Larissa married a Willamette Valley vintner."
"How long before he remarried?"
"That was why he divorced Karen: to marry Anna Udall, who was about thirty. Married her immediately. Of course, his third wife, Tiffany, was a couple years younger than her, and he married her several years later."
Snively continued to talk, almost in a gossipy tone, about the later wives and how the sixty-three-year-old Larson now had a five-year-old son.
"Do you remember,” asked Chamberlain, “who worked for your company in March nineteen sixty-nine?"
"Vaguely. We had a couple of young guys and a middle-aged fellow. Vance Ramsey was just out of high school, a really bright kid. Willard Harris was a Vietnam vet. The middle-aged guy was Paul Kauffman. He was with us for years."
"Willard or Wilford Harris?"
"I think Willard. . . . Well, no, I think you're right: Wilford. Curtis would know for sure. He fired him for stealing."
"Do you know of an argument between Harris and Randall the day before the Fayina sailed?"
"Yeah, I remember Norm mentioning it. He didn't know what it'd been about and later wondered if Randall had discovered about Harris stealing from us."
"Do you know where Harris is living today?"
Snively laughed. “I couldn't have told you where he was living a week after we got rid of him, Sheriff. Last I heard, though, Kauffman still lived in Oldport. Vance Ramsey, I don't have a clue about. He was just a kid. He might've ended up anywhere during forty years of growing older."
Chamberlain rose to leave. Snively escorted him out to the driveway. They talked as they walked about how the wrecked boat looked, but Chamberlain's mind focused on the darkness outside. A lit-up cargo ship was going down the strait, and he could see lights on boats farther away.
"May I level with you in confidence?” asked Snively as they reached Chamberlain's Pontiac.
"Of course,” said Chamberlain, knowing that this pledge would be a lie if Snively's confidential information affected the investigation.
"I'm having some difficulty right now because of the economy. I made a lot of money in real estate and housing during the last decade, but after the market went south . . . Well, my plane and my boat and my condo at Aspen are all for sale. I don't expect any quick takers."
"I understand,” said Chamberlain, wondering what it had to do with the case.
"Do you think the insurance company is gonna want back the money they paid us for Randall's death? I don't remember if it had an exemption for murder in the policy. It wouldn't be a problem for Curtis. He's still flush. But for Norm and me . . . Well, I sure hope they don't want that hundred grand back."
Chamberlain checked into a Port Townsend motel for the night. He phoned home to tell Chloe he wouldn't be back until the next morning, then the office to tell the night dispatcher.
"Did Bill hold the news conference?” he asked her, referring to his undersheriff.
"Yes. The local newspaper and a correspondent from the Astoria paper showed up."
"Nobody else?"
"Nary a one. Bill was powerfully disappointed that no TV reporters came. Said he'd combed his hair."
"All that work for nothing, huh? . . . Say, when Bill comes in tomorrow morning, have him get started locating some people.” He read from his notebook: “Paul Kauffman, Vance Ramsey, and Wilford Harris. He might have to go through NCIC or Google them."
The small media turnout delighted Chamberlain. It meant more time to investigate without public scrutiny. And he'd played fair with the press, notifying all news media that covered Adams County that there'd be an announcement about a criminal investigation.
That night, after a fast-food dinner, he sat in a chair facing the room's big window, watching the ship lights reflected on the water while thinking about the investigation. He wanted fiercely to solve this case. Someone getting away with two murders for forty years angered him. Whatever those kids Melissa Fenwick and Randall had been doing, they didn't deserve to be murdered.
But who was the third person aboard? The boat had been too small for anyone to have hidden from the other two. It must have been a last-minute presence, or they would have mentioned it to someone. Indeed, having it known would have been to their advantage because it would appear that they weren't doing anything improper.
He fell asleep in the chair, and dreamed about skeletons taking a rotted old cabin cruiser out onto the Pacific to look at whales.
* * * *
Chamberlain left early the next morning, drove down U.S. 101 to Oldport, and reached his office before noon. Listening to the radio all the way down, he knew that the story still hadn't broken. It probably wouldn't until either the Daily Astorian or the Adams County Examiner put it on a Web site.
As soon as Chamberlain sat behind his desk, Undersheriff Bill Wheatland walked into his office. Wheatland, a lanky middle-aged man with a ready smile, carried his notebook with him, opened.
"You made good time,” he said.
"I wanted to get here before paparazzi surrounded the place."
"The biggest Adams County story in years does seem to have fallen kinda flat, doesn't it? Anyway, about those names. Paul Kauffman is retired, lives in Coos Bay, and I got his phone number and street address. Vance Ramsey I tracked down through his mother, who's still alive and well and still living here. Vance, however, lives in Liberty, Missouri. I got his phone number. Now that fellow Harris was interesting."
"I'll bet you tracked him through NCIC,” guessed Chamberlain.
"Partly. He was arrested for burglary in Los Angeles in nineteen seventy-four, got out of San Quentin in nineteen seventy-six, got arrested in Los Angeles again in nineteen seventy-eight but wasn't prosecuted for lack of evidence. Since then, just traffic infractions. I found him through Google; he's listed on a Web site for Gary's Auto Body Shop in San Diego. Then I consulted the phone company for his phone number and street address."
Chamberlain mulled over the information.
"First,” he said, “I want to talk to Hank Axtell. Then I'll question Kauffman and Ramsey by phone. After that, I'll fly down to San Diego to talk face-to-face with Harris."
"Fly down? You must be pretty sure he's your man."
"I don't know that. But he quarreled with Randall the day before someone killed Randall, and from what I've heard so far he's got no alibi for the time of the murder. I want to see his face while I'm questioning him."
As soon as Wheatland left the office, Chamberlain tried to phone Axtell. He didn't reach the former sheriff, only his house-sitting grandson, who said Axtell was fishing somewhere in the Wallowas until Monday.
Next he called Kauffman.
"I can't tell you anything more than I told Axtell forty years ago,” said the former KRLS employee. “I was at home with my wife until about ten before eleven that day, and then spent the rest of the day at work. Sheriff Axtell confirmed it with my wife and a neighbor."
Ramsey, reached by phone at his house in Missouri, also had an alibi. He'd been having breakfast with others in the boarding house where he lived in 1969.
Neither of them could tell Chamberlain anything he didn't already know.
* * * *
TV news shows broadcast the story before Chamberlain left Oldport. A few used it as the sign-off story, but most gave it greater prominence. Chamberlain discovered in San Diego that every cop there already knew about the gruesome discovery. By the time Officer Monica Royce took him to the house of Wilford Harris, Harris too probably had heard, and Chamberlain lost the element of surprise.
The man opening the door at their knock just before dinnertime had wary-looking olive eyes and gray-streaked red hair. Some teeth were missing. His abnormally long arms were muscular and tattooed. He wore only a T-shirt with his faded bluejeans and sports shoes. Harris's jaw fell when Chamberlain introduced himself as the sheriff of Adams County and it took a half-minute before he recovered enough to invite them inside.
They sat in the cramped living room, TV on mute and Mrs. Harris leaning against the kitchen doorjamb with her arms folded while she listened. Wilford Harris offered them a beer, and then a cigarette, both declined, before he shook out a cigarette for himself and lit it.
"Never in my wildest dreams did I think anybody would come down here to talk to me about it,” he said. “I told Laura when we heard it on the Today show that I knew about that boat, that I'd been working for that guy when he and his partner's wife disappeared, all of us thinking they'd gone down in a storm. I told her. At first she didn't believe me, did you, Laura?"
"Nope."
"But I never thought anybody would come down to talk to me. I mean, I just worked for them. Had nothing to do with the boat. He built it himself using blueprints he bought from someone."
"Where were you that day?” asked Chamberlain.
"Beaches near Oldport, but not as far away as Tangle Beach. I had the day off. I went shell hunting."
"Shell hunting?"
"I used to hunt for seashells and driftwood. I know, I know, but I wasn't a strict observer of the law, and a young fellow could supplement his salary a bit by selling them to gift shops in Portland."
"Can anybody verify what you were doing?"
Harris smiled, the missing teeth apparent. “It wasn't something I sought witnesses to, Sheriff. No, nobody can verify it. I had no alibi. But I certainly didn't have anything to do with those murders, if that's what you're thinking. I didn't even know they'd been murdered until the Today show."
"I have a reason for wondering."
"My criminal record.” Harris noticed Chamberlain glance at his wife. “It's okay, she knows. Two years in San Quentin. There were also some things that probably don't appear on my record, such as an employer who fired me because he believed I'd been embezzling money, right after I arrived in L.A. But I did a burglary in nineteen eighty-three, and almost got caught. I mean, I came really, really close to going back to Q. It scared me straight. I've never done another real crime since then."
Chamberlain wondered what Harris didn't include under the definition of “real crime,” but that was San Diego's problem, not his.
"In any case,” Harris was saying, “I never committed a crime of violence. Whoever killed those two people certainly did that. I felt real sorry for Melissa Fenwick when she was lost . . . or when we all thought she'd been lost at sea. She was a nice girl, very pretty. A flirt, and her husband hated that, but she was young and had her whole future ahead of her. I feel even worse about it now that I know she was murdered."
"Actually, Mr. Harris, my reason for wondering is that witnesses remember you had an argument with Randall the day before he and Mrs. Fenwick went out."
Harris looked puzzled for a moment, then recognition spread over his face.
"Right, I remember,” he said. “He chewed me out for messing up the repair of a video camera. I talked back when I shouldn't have—he was right: I'd messed it up—because he was such a pompous jerk about it. He could've pointed it out, even rebuked me, without throwing a temper tantrum and acting like I'd done it as a deliberate act of sabotage. But we never got along."
"Did he know you were stealing from the company?"
Harris surprised Chamberlain by smiling broadly. “Are you kidding?” he said. “If he'd known that, he wouldn't have just fired me like Larson; he'd have gone to the cops to have me arrested."
"Sounds like a motive to me."
"I would never have killed him, let alone Melissa Fenwick. No, Sheriff, he didn't know I was stealing. None of them knew until Larson found out, and the only reason he did was because they ran an inventory after Randall's disappearance. Their bank insisted. Randall was a technical guy, mostly; Larson was the money guy. Besides, that boat was too small for somebody to hide on it."
"You mean Randall wouldn't have sailed with you on board?"
Harris laughed. “No way, José."
Chamberlain wished now that he'd phoned Harris rather than flown down. Not worth the trip.
"Who do you think was the third person on board?” he asked Harris.
"Darned if I know. I've been wondering about that myself ever since this morning. Who would Archie Randall have let aboard with him and Melissa? And who would then shoot them both dead? It just about had to have been her husband, but I wouldn't rule out either of those partners, either. Especially Larson. You may think I got it in for him because he fired me, but that was forty years ago and I was stealing, so I don't blame him for it. I've always wondered why he didn't call the cops on me. So I'm kinda grateful to him because he didn't. But I tell you true, he had a temper and he's the only one I could picture killing somebody. I'd have a hard time thinking it of Norm Fenwick or even Marvin Snively."
* * * *
Chamberlain arrived in Oldport late Saturday to find himself a much sought-after man. Reporters from most of the news media in the western third of the state, and more than two dozen from outside Oregon, were in town because of the Tangle Beach discovery, every single one of them waiting for his return.
For almost two hours he answered questions—often the same questions, recast in different words, that had been asked two, three, or four times before—and tried to sound forthcoming without actually revealing anything. His duplicity fooled nobody, and the facts he gave them they'd already acquired from Deputy Hennessey and the motel manager while they waited for his return from San Diego. And why had he been in San Diego? they asked. “Sheriffing business,” was all he would say.
"Are you investigating the murders at all?” asked one.
"We are. But it's as cold a case as you're likely to find anywhere. The crime scene—that is, the boat—has been washed over and has rotted beneath the sand for forty years, which doesn't leave a whole lot of physical evidence. Everybody I've talked to thought that the two victims were on that boat alone, yet obviously somebody else came aboard. We don't have the gun. Any tracks were washed away decades ago. Almost nobody went near that isolated place before nineteen ninety-seven, but if anyone did and noticed anything odd, they didn't report it at the time and by now have probably either forgotten it or died. Yes, we're investigating, but if you plan to remain here until we solve this case, I suggest you file a change of address form with the post office."
Most reporters left before Monday morning.
* * * *
Chamberlain drove out to see Hank Axtell on Monday afternoon.
Axtell lived a mile east of town in a house on a large parcel that also held his woodworking shop. It was close to the forest, and had the dark green, cool, misty appearance that seems ubiquitous among rural houses along the central Oregon coast. Chamberlain parked in the dirt driveway in front of the shop, next to Axtell's blue Dodge Ram. The “young fellow” who'd been sheriff when the Fayina disappeared lumbered out of the shop, smiling as he gave Chamberlain a quick wave, a fat man with a wide, ruddy, moustachioed face and thick eyeglasses beneath what remained of his gray hair.
"I can't tell you more than what you've already learned,” Axtell said after they'd finished the preliminaries, leaning against the Ram. “I didn't conduct much of an investigation."
"Because you assumed the storm had sunk it."
"Everybody did, including the Coast Guard and Norm Fenwick and Randall's family. Some of the family came up from L.A."
"I'd assumed Randall was an Oregonian."
Axtell shook his head. “The others were, but Archie Randall was a product of Hollywood. His daddy had been a movie technician. That's what led Randall to his interest in video machines. That was really early for videotaping, y'know."
"And nobody suspected anything?"
"Right. I just went through the motions, Chuck. Asked people the why and when of the trip, asked about the seaworthiness of the boat—not that I myself understood that sort of thing—and why those two had gone out and nobody else."
"And so far as you knew, nobody else had gone out."
"As far as I knew. A fellow down at the marina talked with Randall just before he got aboard the boat. Clay Berg, the marina manager, but he's been dead for . . . oh, ten, twelve years, maybe longer. Anyway, as I recall, he talked with Randall until Melissa Fenwick showed up. She climbed on board, then Randall said goodbye to Clay and climbed aboard. Clay went into his shed—I forget how long now, five or ten minutes, maybe—and when he came out the Fayina was gone. It'd been empty before Melissa Fenwick climbed aboard, so obviously whoever else got aboard did it during that short period of time while Clay was in the shed."
Chamberlain thought about it. “So at some point,” he said, “the man or woman who climbed aboard argued with the others, and killed them. Maybe with a gun he or she brought aboard, or maybe Randall had one aboard to shoot sharks or gulls or something. And then the killer piloted the boat to Tangle Beach and grounded it. The storm came in, turned the sand to quicksand, and it began the process of sinking down into the beach. And the killer . . . What? Had a vehicle waiting? Could he have planned this in such detail?"
"I doubt it,” said Axtell. “Tangle Beach is half a mile from a trail, which leads to a road, which in three miles joins the highway. But the beach is just eighteen miles from Oldport. A man or woman could hike that distance overnight, easy. Especially a healthy young man like Norm Fenwick."
"You think it was Fenwick?"
Axtell shrugged his rounded shoulders. “Who else? A man took his wife—his wife of less than a year—out on a boat to quote watch whales unquote. Who had a better motive?"
"But he was at work that day."
"Yeah, I remember. But who says the boat didn't come back and he wasn't waiting at the marina for them, alone. He could've killed them at that time, piloted the boat up to Tangle Beach, and then come back to Oldport, nobody the wiser."
Chamberlain had assumed that the killer left on the boat Friday morning with his victims, not that the boat had returned and gone out again. Axtell was good. But that didn't make him right. His scenario was too complicated. And the killer would still have to walk back to town.
"Besides,” continued Axtell, “the only other people who didn't have alibis for that morning were Marvin Snively and one of the workers. Neither of them had a motive like Fenwick's."
"What about Curtis Larson? He also had no alibi."
"Yeah, he did. His girlfriend told me she talked with him on the phone that afternoon. He was at his house. No cell phones back then, even for tech-savvy entrepreneurs like Curtis Larson."
"Well, now, that's not what he told me,” said Chamberlain. “Larson claimed that he had no alibi."
Axtell stared at him silently for a long time before he said, “Maybe he didn't want you bothering her for some reason. After all, forty years, he doesn't really need an alibi."
"How much bother to her would I have been?"
Axtell thought for a moment, then nodded. “You're right,” he said. “It's suspicious."
* * * *
Chamberlain found Karen Taylor's house Tuesday in the West Hills of Portland, not far from her ex-husband's and only a tiny bit smaller, with a Porsche in the driveway and a gray cat on the front porch.
"I suppose this is about the Fayina," she said after Chamberlain had introduced himself at the door. A tall, blue-eyed blonde who looked younger than her sixty years, she was dressed in expensive, stylish clothes. “Come inside, Sheriff."
They entered her large living room, which appeared to have been professionally decorated according to some theme that involved an emphasis on terra cotta pots. She motioned him to a chair and seated herself on a sleek sofa behind a glass coffee table. An almost floor-to-ceiling window looked out from the living room upon conifers swaying slightly in the breeze while bushy-tailed squirrels played on the limbs.
"I heard about the discovery on my way back from France,” she said. “I'd been skiing at Morzine. It was reported in the London papers, you know. I couldn't believe it. After forty years. And murder!"
"How much do you remember of that day?"
"Not much. I didn't know Archie or Melissa well. Only Curtis. I worked as an accountant's secretary where Curtis was a client. That's how we met. I remember only that I'd been at work that day and tried to phone Curtis several times at his house and business. I forget why I needed to talk to him. And he wasn't at the little house he rented when I drove by after work. But I saw him the next day."
"Hank Axtell told me that you gave Larson an alibi."
"Hank Axtell! I haven't heard that name in years. . . . And yes, I did claim that I'd spoken to him on the phone."
"Why the lie?” asked Chamberlain.
"My employer knew I'd tried to phone him and failed. If I didn't say that I'd reached him later, Curtis's partners might wonder why he wasn't home when he claimed to be. He told me that he'd met secretly in Portland with a recruiter from an electronics company. Said he'd been thinking about quitting FRLS Video. But the fellow hadn't offered him as much as Curtis had expected, so he turned it down. He didn't want the others to know that he'd been thinking about leaving. Of course, it was all baloney."
"You sound sure."
"He told me later. Years later, when he was divorcing me. He'd been in Portland, all right, but with a prostitute. Why he felt the need to tell me that, I'll never know."
Chamberlain was beginning to suspect why.
"How did Larson appear to you the day after the Fayina disappeared?” he asked. “Did you see him before he supposedly learned about it?"
"Supposedly learned . . . ? Well, yes. I went to the house again the next morning and he was there. As for how he appeared, it's odd you mention it. He appeared all done in. And he was having trouble with his feet."
"What sort of trouble?"
"Like they were sore."
Would a walk from Tangle Beach make a young man's feet sore? Chamberlain doubted it. The distance—eighteen miles—wasn't that long . . . unless he wore inappropriate shoes, such as dress shoes or cowboy boots.
"What sort of shoes or boots did Mr. Larson wear in those days?"
"Shoes?” She laughed at the question. “Just regular shoes."
Suddenly her smile disappeared. She almost said something, but caught herself, and didn't.
"You think Curtis did it, don't you?” she asked. “You think he killed Norm and Melissa."
"What did you remember about the shoes?"
"N-n-nothing."
"If he did kill them, he involved you when he asked you to tell Hank that you talked with him at his house when in fact he wasn't there. It made you an accessory after the fact to two counts of murder. There's no statute of limitations, Ms. Taylor, and we will eventually get him—and anyone who helped him."
"I have two adult children, Sheriff. He's their father. One's an attorney."
"Archie and Melissa haven't had a chance to live the sort of lives you and your ex have led. No empire-building. No generous alimony. No children. And remember: He involved you."
She stood and walked to the window. For a minute she stared out. Chamberlain waited, saying nothing, doing nothing. She would now tell him everything or shut up completely.
"We were married for twenty-two years,” she said at last, still looking out the window. “I knew that he had affairs. Even in the beginning he didn't seem . . . well, deeply in love with me. It was strange, because he's an emotional man. . . . Then, in nineteen ninety, he started carrying on openly with Anna Udall. We had fights. And then he took a trip, and he came back looking very, very relieved—more relaxed and confident than I'd ever seen him before—and the next day he told me he planned to file for divorce. He took the greatest pleasure in telling me, had the biggest, ugliest smile on his face. Not until that moment did I ever hate anyone."
He waited.
She turned to face him, took a deep breath, and said, “He'd gone to Tangle Beach.” A smile appeared at the corner of her mouth. “I'd never understood it before. Now I do. He'd married me so that I couldn't be forced to testify against him when the boat was found. He'd never gone back, you see. Tangle Beach, before that big motel, was almost inaccessible. So he must've believed the boat was there, on the beach, and maybe that anyone who saw it just dismissed it as an old wreck the authorities already knew about. But when he went back, for the first time since nineteen sixty-nine, he realized that it'd disappeared completely. He probably thought that the ocean waves had swept it back out to sea and sunk it."
Chamberlain stood. Interesting, he thought, but it didn't help him. It wasn't evidence against Larson.
"On one of the news reports that I heard,” she continued, “it said that Tangle Beach is like quicksand when it's wet."
"That's right."
"Soon after the Fayina disappeared, Curtis bought new deck shoes. I wondered why because he already had deck shoes. But after we married, I think I would've remembered if I'd ever seen that first pair. I don't. Now I realize why. Now I realize what happened to the first pair. They were blue, and his shoe size was eleven."
* * * *
The unmarked police car splashed over the wet Portland streets in late morning, a fifty-something-year-old plainclothes detective behind the wheel and Chamberlain beside him. The detective appeared to know the Portland streets as well as Chamberlain did the streets of Oldport, piloting the car with that easy confidence that only natural drivers possessed, as though man and car were seamless parts of the same entity. They tried to keep the silver Cadillac in view, but neither of them worried that it had gone so far ahead. Its destination had become obvious: PDX. So obvious, in fact, that the detective had asked someone back in his squad room to telephone ahead to discover if Curtis Larson had filed a flight plan for his private plane.
They were at the gates into the airport before the detective's cell phone tinkled and he spoke into it for a minute and then looked over at Chamberlain with a grin of satisfaction on his red Irish face.
"Mexico,” he said. “Probably the first leg of a trip to Brazil or someplace else where he can fight extradition."
"Good,” said Chamberlain. “The flight plan itself becomes evidence of a sort."
"You'd think someone smart enough to build a multimillion-dollar business would be smart enough to sit tight and let his lawyers handle things."
"You'd think. But he must've been living with the fear of the boat being discovered for all those years before nineteen ninety, when he finally returned to Tangle Beach to see for himself what became of it. And in nineteen ninety he didn't see it. No boat. Probably no mound; I think the little mound over the boat appeared as a result of the erosion caused by the winter waves of two thousand seven and two thousand eight. His first wife probably guessed right: He believed the ocean had pulled the boat back out to sea and sunk it."
"He shoulda sunk it himself the day he killed those two."
"Even on a calm day if he'd had a life jacket and been an excellent swimmer, it would've been difficult because the rocks cause such violence in the waves at Tangle Beach. And that day a storm was battering the coast. No chance of survival even for the best swimmer."
The detective stopped the car, looked around, and then picked up his cell again. He told someone to ask PDX for the location of the hangar housing Larson's plane.
While they waited, Chamberlain continued: “After living with that stress every day for two decades, he was suddenly freed of it. He felt the unbounded joy of the reprieved. He divorced the wife he'd never loved and married a woman he wanted. He probably held all sorts of little personal celebrations. He's been living free of the haunting all these years. And suddenly, thanks to three kids strolling on the beach, his nightmare has come back. Worse for his having believed he was free of it. He's in a panic."
Chamberlain remembered Larson's reaction to the news, how he'd been no more shocked about the double murder than about the boat having been found.
The station phoned back the hangar's location, and the detective asked for backup. They waited seven minutes until a patrol car with two uniformed officers arrived. They then drove to the hangar.
Larson was inside, two suitcases on its concrete floor and the side door of the Cessna open, when Chamberlain and the three Portland cops said hello.
His dark complexion turned ashen, and he braced himself against the side of the plane. For a moment Chamberlain thought Larson would faint.
"I suppose you saw the news on TV this morning,” said Chamberlain, walking up to him. “The media paid less attention to the discovery of the boat than they did to the discovery of that shoe."
Larson didn't say anything.
So Chamberlain continued: “It was well preserved. Even the dye. You could see it'd been blue. Of course, nothing unusual about a blue deck shoe. But a size eleven is a bit less common."
Still, nothing. Larson just stared at him.
"We have a witness,” continued Chamberlain, “that you had a blue, size-eleven deck shoe before the boat vanished and not afterward."
"Karen,” said Larson matter-of-factly.
"I'm guessing that when you landed on Tangle Beach, the wet ground was like quicksand. You jumped out of the boat to run toward the tall bank or down toward the boulders. But the wet sand sucked off one of your shoes. And you couldn't retrieve it. Pitch dark, wind-driven rain, slippery and sucking sand. A nightmare. So you walked back to Oldport with one shoe or maybe none. Nobody associated your appearance the next day with the boat because nobody knew the boat was grounded on the beach. But now we know. And a careful search of the beach by my deputies and Adams County reserve officers has turned up—what do you know?—a size-eleven blue deck shoe."
Larson said nothing.
Chamberlain tried to maintain an appearance and sound of confidence that he didn't feel. Larson had to break, or they had no case. A good lawyer could explain the attempted flight to Mexico. A good lawyer could explain everything. And during discovery, the D.A. would have to tell the good lawyer that the shoe they'd found had been put in the sand the previous day by Deputy Stan Hennessey on Chamberlain's orders after the sheriff had bought it in an Oldport clothing store and roughed it up himself.
"What I don't understand,” continued Chamberlain, “is how you hid on board that boat. It wasn't big enough."
"I didn't hide,” said Larson. “I joined them as they were preparing to leave."
And right then Chamberlain knew that the bluff had worked. They had him.
"They didn't want me joining them,” continued Larson. “But I didn't care. I wanted Melissa back. It was obvious to everyone that she wasn't gonna stay with Norm."
"So what happened?"
"For a long time everything was fine. Archie behaved civilly. Melissa flirted with us both. But then, after we'd been out for several hours, she said some things to me that she shouldn't have. And then Archie said some things. I went into the galley where Archie kept the pistol and got it. I shot him dead."
"And then Melissa to cover it up,” guessed Chamberlain.
"No. I would never do that."
"Then how did she get shot?"
Larson looked surprised at the question. “For the same reason I shot Archie: I was mad at her. I used to have quite a temper. I used to be impulsive."
Chamberlain told him that he was under arrest for two counts of murder.
"I'm not anymore,” said Larson as Chamberlain was putting on the handcuffs.
"Not what?"
"Impulsive."
Copyright © 2010 David Braly
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Poetry: LEGEND? by Jane Paynter
* * * *

* * * *
Legend says the knurled pine,
matriarch of this Maine cliff,
morphs into a vengeful hag
at the whip of fearsome storms,
snuffs the sturdy lighthouse beam,
beckons with her meteor eyes
and prances, caterwauling lays
that spell ships to rocky death.
She scorns the crews’ wild shrieks for help,
Saves mates and captain for her slaves.
—
Logic ridicules the tale—
squalls can blank the lighthouse glow,
storm winds wail come-hitherly,
lightning jags explain those orbs.
—
Logic wins; yet, storm dawn finds
witch footmarks on the strand.
—
Copyright © 2010 Jane Paynter
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Fiction: TONTINE by Peter Turnbull
This month we present a new story from a series Booklist has recommended to fans of John Harvey and Ian Rankin. Peter Turnbull's cops Hennessey and Yellich take on another case in the city of York. If, when you've finished this one, you crave more of Mr. Turnbull's distinctive style and appealing characters, check out the new novel in the series: Deliver Us From Evil (Severn House, June 2010).
MONDAY
The body first; always the body first. George Hennessey pondered the corpse which in life had been a well-set middle-aged man, round of facial features, silver haired, dressed casually, in gardening clothes as befitting the place of his death, just outside the potting shed in his garden. A flower pot lay broken beside his head as though death had come whilst he was potting a bulb. And when it had come, it had come violently, the matted blood at the side of his head said so, and the spade at his feet was clearly the murder weapon, the blood on the stout steel blade said that as well. Hennessey pondered the wider scene, the blue-and-white police tape about the corpse, the slender figure of Dr. Louise D'Acre kneeling over the corpse, examining the wound; the line of white-shirted police officers walking slowly side by side across the expanse of lawn, which lay behind the house, under a fierce, early September sun. Behind him Sergeant Yellich spoke to a tearful cleaning lady, too far away for him to overhear their conversation. She sat on a bench beside the large bay window of the house, clutching a handkerchief to her nose and eyes, as Yellich, in a lightweight summer jacket, stood a short distance from her, not crowding her, but close enough to enable him to speak to her without raising his voice.
"The blow on the head, I'd say.” Louise D'Acre stood and mopped her brow with her forearm. “I'll have to get him to York City, but I'd say that there had been more than one blow to the head. He would have gone down with the first blow, the others were just to make sure. There's no other obvious cause of death, that I can make out, no defensive wounds, no sign of a struggle. But that's really your department.” D'Acre remained expressionless, totally focused on her work. She was a woman in her forties, short-cropped hair, dark but going grey. She was, in Hennessey's eyes, ageing gracefully. “I'll do the p.m. as soon as,” she continued. “As soon as you can release the body."
"Finished?” Hennessey asked the scene-of-crime officer who stood close by holding a camera with flash attachment.
"All finished, sir."
"Looks like you can have the body now.” Hennessey returned his attention to Dr. D'Acre.
"Good.” D'Acre peeled off her latex gloves. “I'll get back over to York City and await him.” She stooped to pick up her black bag and walked away from the crime scene. Hennessey watched her go, admiringly. He then walked away from the corpse to where two constables stood holding a body bag and clearly awaiting instructions. “You can take him away now,” he said to the constables. “Take him to York City Hospital, Department of Pathology."
"Very good, sir."
Hennessey approached Yellich and the cleaning lady.
"Mrs. Outram, sir,” Yellich explained. “It was she who found the body."
"I see.” Hennessey smiled at Yellich. “Thanks. Quite a shock for you, Mrs. Outram."
"Oh . . . a shock. You know, I'm fifty-three years of age and this is the first corpse I've seen. I was hoping to get away with it. Not seeing a corpse, I mean."
"Ah . . . I see. So when did you find the body?"
"When I came to work, as I have just told this young man. I do’ for Mr. Street three days a week, Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays . . . arrive about eleven a.m. to do his lunch and then clean for an hour or two in the afternoon."
"Anybody else in the house?"
"No. Mr. Street never married."
"Not a poor man, though.” Hennessey surveyed the house, late Victorian, he thought, covered in Virginia creeper, at that time of the year glowing a pleasing deep crimson against the brown brick of the house.
"No, he's a rich man. Was a rich man. Business, you see . . . he was a businessman."
"And you found him close to eleven this morning?"
"Nearer twelve. Came in, just started to prepare his lunch, had it ready, just a salad, that's what he likes in the summer. Hadn't seen him so I went looking. Wasn't in the house, so I went looking for him in the garden. He loved his garden, just look at it, not a blade of grass out of place, not a weed to be seen, and he won't employ a gardener. His garden is his pride and joy, he loved it. . . . It was the family he never had; he had a need to care and protect something . . . no family so he cared for his garden. Found him . . . phoned the police."
"Doesn't sound like a man anyone would want to batter to death?"
"Well, he always seemed to be a fair man. He must have been hard-headed, he wouldn't have survived as a businessman without a hard head, but I always found him to be fair and reasonable."
"You worked for him for a long time, then?"
"Ten years. Long enough to get to know someone."
"Did he have visitors?"
"A few. He worked from the house. I don't know the nature of his business, he didn't have a factory or anything, did a lot of telephone work, got a lot of mail . . . mostly business stuff . . . brown envelopes, never saw any letters which looked personal."
"A bit socially isolated, would you say?"
"A bit. Never saw any indication of him having had friends round for the evening, if that's what you're asking. His only contact seemed to be his business friends."
"Anyone in particular?"
"Alf Noble."
"Alf Noble?” Hennessey repeated as out of the corner of his eye he saw Yellich scribble in his notepad.
"Yes. Don't know who he was, but Mr. Street always spoke warmly of him, and when he mentioned his name his eyes seemed to light up. He really had a lot of time for him. I may have seen him. Occasionally men called at the house, driving their Rolls Royces and laughing loudly, dare say life's all right for some folks, me, I rent a little house and cycle to my work. But Alf Noble might have been one of the visitors. I really can't say."
"So you've no idea of an address?"
"No, but Mr. Street's study, he's bound to have an address book."
Hennessey and Yellich smiled at each other.
* * * *
Alf Noble revealed himself to be a short, neatly dressed man, who received Hennessey and Yellich in the office of his factory at the York Business Park. Behind his desk was a framed aerial shot of York Minster, whilst the real Minster was a solid square on the skyline about a mile from Noble's office window. He sat, paled, clearly shocked by the reason for the police officers’ visit. “Murdered,” he said, twice, three times, four times. “Who . . .?"
"That's what we hoped you'd be able to help us with, Mr. Noble."
"Well . . . Tom had his enemies, what businessman doesn't? It goes with the territory. But to murder him. . . . Can I ask how?"
"Battered to death. In his garden."
"Doing what he loved. Tom and his garden . . . people visited Tom, he was probably chanced on by an opportunist thief."
"The house didn't look as though it had been burgled, Mr. Noble, and there was no indication of a struggle. In fact, Mr. Street seemed to have been holding a plant pot when he died,” Hennessey said matter-of-factly. “We infer from that, that he knew his attacker and was not in fear of him."
The phone on Noble's desk rang. He excused himself, picked it up, listened, and then said, “I'll call him back directly. . . . I'm tied up at the moment.” He replaced the phone and glanced across his desk at Hennessey and Yellich, who had sat, as invited, in the chairs in front of his desk. “Dare say that would narrow it down . . . oh dear . . . oh my . . . “
"Mr. Noble?” Hennesey sat forwards. “Something has occurred to you?"
"Yes, yes it has. Phil Arrowsmith died last month, about three weeks ago, a hit-and-run, but there was a witness who said the vehicle stopped and reversed over the body, as if making sure."
"I remember that incident,” Yellich said. “I was on duty that evening. As you say, Mr. Noble, a witness was waiting in a doorway for his lady friend and saw everything. A large car drove at the pedestrian, Mr. Arrowsmith, impacted without slowing down, then stopped, reversed over the body, then drove over it a second time before speeding off. A black Mercedes Benz."
"Not many of those in York, but the police were unable to trace it.” Alf Noble offered. “But the point is that Phil Arrowsmith was a friend and business partner of Tom Street's."
"He was?"
"He was. Phil made a fortune in retailing stationery. You've seen the shops, Office and Study, in every major town."
"I have."
"That's Phil's baby. It was his. All belongs to his wife now. She's distraught, poor woman. Me, I've jumped on the electronics bandwagon, we make chips for the computer industry. Tom, well, Tom was a venture capitalist. Put money into new firms, bought a fifty-percent stake when the shares were a penny each, sold them when they were worth a pound . . . that's an exaggeration, but you get the idea. There were four of us, Phil Arrowsmith, Tom Street, myself, and Bernie Moss. We were having a drink at the golf club, I can't tell you the business deals that have been put together in the golf clubhouse bar."
"I can well imagine,” Hennessey smiled.
"Well, Tom had information about a new company with a winning sure-fire product. He was putting money in and invited us to do the same. He was putting in one hundred thousand pounds and reckoned on a full return within five years, plus twenty-five percent being the interest rate charged."
"Nice."
"Not without risk, though, but Tom said it was reasonably safe, and in fact we all thought it was a good venture, young man, good product. The only reservation was raised by Bernie Moss, who pointed out that all of us, all four of us, are in our mid sixties, high-stress occupations, we all drink like fishes and I mean whisky, vodka . . . two of us smoke cigars, we are all in the High Sierras of heart-attack country. Bernie's a realist, that's why he's a successful man. He was pointing out that there's no guarantee that we'll live to collect the debt. It was a straight loan, you see, we were not buying shares that we could bequeath to any descendants. If we die, the loan dies with us. The person to whom we loaned the money is responsible for repaying the debt to me, and me alone. He's not obliged to pay it to my next of kin. As is normal and lawful."
"But you did loan the money?"
"Yes. We each loaned one hundred thousand pounds at twenty-five percent."
"Steep."
"He needed the money, nobody else was prepared to advance it. Had him over a barrel. That's business. But once Bernie pointed out that because we'll all be in our seventies before we collect, and those years up to our seventies will be high-risk years, healthwise, we ought to protect ourselves in some way, so he suggested we form a tontine."
"A what?"
"Tontine. Pronounced tonteen but spelled with an i'. I'd never heard of it either, but apparently it's a system of debt recovery that was developed in Italy in the seventeenth century, the aim of which was to ensure that a debtor paid his debt in full and that one or two individuals became very rich: possibly. It worked like this. A group of people would form themselves into a consortium and each make a loan to a second party, either an individual or an organisation. Now, should any member of the consortium die before the loan was repaid, then his share of the debt was paid to the surviving members of the consortium. That form of arrangement of loaning money is known as tontine. Bernie told us that a lot of European banks were started by tontines in the seventeenth century. The gamble was that you'd be one of the last one or two people left alive out of the original consortium when the time came to repay the debt. You got your money back with interest, and also you got the money plus interest owed to the deceased members of the consortium. It had its attraction when death was much more commonplace than it is today."
"Interesting. So you formed a tontine?"
"Tontine is the method or agreement in respect of repayment, you can't form a tontine. We four formed a consortium and the method of repayment was by tontine."
"I see."
"Confused our solicitor, he'd never drawn up an agreement like it, but he did it, and it was acceptable to Henry Collum, the young businessman. He said he agreed to repay four hundred thousand pounds within five years, so it didn't make much difference to him so long as he cleared his debt."
"So where does that leave you?"
"Well, it leaves me and Bernie set to come into the money that should have been repaid to Tom Street and Phil Arrowsmith. I'm not sure I like it now. It seemed like a good idea at the time, but now it's tainted money. I think Bernie will feel the same."
"Powerful motivation, though.” Hennessey floated the notion. Alf Noble's eyes narrowed. His face hardened. “Tom Street was a friend of mine. So was Phil Arrowsmith. I was here in my office all morning, my secretary will vouch for that. I don't know where I was when Phil was killed, but I'll be able to find out. I keep a personal journal. And I don't need the money. If you want a man with a motive, go and talk to Henry Collum. If he bumps off the right four people, he'll not have to repay four hundred thousand pounds plus twenty-five percent. He'll get to keep half a million pounds. Now you ponder how much motivation you can buy with half a million quid, especially if you're just starting out in life. You'll find him at Longmarsh Business Park, just this side of Selby."
* * * *
Hennessey and Yellich returned to Micklegate Bar Police Station. In Hennessey's pigeonhole was a handwritten note. Dr. D'Acre had phoned from York City Hospital: “The deceased, believed to be Tom Street, died, as first thought, because of massive head injuries. There was no indication of poisoning or any other substance in his bloodstream. A full report will be faxed shortly."
Hennessey handed the note to Yellich and asked that he file it in the case file. He then signed out and drove home to Easingwold, to his detached house on the Thirsk Road, to the tail-wagging welcome from Oscar and to a meal cooked and eaten in solitary silence. He took tea on the rear patio and enjoyed the last few moments of the heat of the day, at that point that day dissolves into evening. He placed the mug on the concrete and stepped onto the lawn and walked across the grass to the privet hedge which ran from side to side of the garden, to the gate set in the privet, and walked into the orchard. He picked an apple from one of the trees and began to eat it. The garden had been designed by his wife, who had never lived to see it. She had succumbed suddenly to natural causes just three months after the birth of their son. He had scattered her ashes in her garden, “Jennifer's garden,” and each day he walked in the garden, rain or shine, and talked to her, told her what he was doing, did what he could to sound interesting and confident, never telling her about difficult times. “Interesting day,” he said, eating the apple. “Found out what a tontine’ is, after a quiet start, quiet for a Monday, not much to pick up from the weekend, then a fella gets his head battered in with a spade. Possibly linked to a murderous hit-and-run a few weeks ago . . . pick it up tomorrow."
He tossed the core of the apple into the area of waste ground at the bottom of the garden, where he had dug a pond for amphibia, keeping strictly to Jennifer's design, and was pleased when he saw the pond was supporting a thriving colony of frogs and newts. He turned and walked back to the house, took Oscar for his walk, then read an account of the Battle of Waterloo from the perspective of an ordinary soldier. Then he walked into Easingwold for a pint of stout at The Bluebird Inn. A pleasant way to finish the day and really enjoying the walk more than the beer.
Yellich too returned home, less of a drive home for him, living as he did in the York suburb of Huntingdon. Sarah greeted him warmly, as did Jeremy, slobbering a kiss on his face and delighted that he could now tell the time. That evening Yellich spent time with his son, because his son needed the attention and because Sarah needed the space. Jeremy was twelve years old and the Yellichs had been told that with love, stimulation, and encouragement, their son might achieve a mental age of eleven or twelve when he was in his early twenties and could live semi-independently in a supervised hostel. So Yellich settled down for an hour or two with his beloved son, and expressed delight when he was able to move the hands on the imitation clock face to the requested times, and could point confidently to the different letters of the alphabet.
* * * *
TUESDAY
"Well it was a dark night, late at night, I was keeping well out of sight. My lady friend, she's a married woman and she thinks her husband suspects something. He's a cunning guy, won't say anything but he'll hire a private detective to watch and get a photograph or two, then hit her with a divorce petition with him as the wronged party. The point is that because I was concealing myself, I also didn't see much."
"So what did you see?” asked Yellich patiently.
The man shifted in his chair. He was a tall, well-built man and his build served to make his small council house look even more cramped.
"I can't think of anything that I didn't tell the police at the time. The man was walking across the road, the other car started up, it was parked, drove at the guy, headlights full on, knocked him over, reversed over him then drove over him again and sped off. I ran to the guy, he was groaning, oldish bloke, there was nobody about, it was a quiet street, offices and business premises. That's why Jane and I meet there, you can't really tell if someone is spying on you in a crowded pub, but you can always tell if someone is watching you in a remote location."
"Yes, yes . . . “
"Well, I didn't want to leave him in the road, but I knew I had to call for help. I know you're not supposed to move injured people, but you've also got to know when it's appropriate to break the rules.” Sid Penge shrugged.
"I'd go along with that."
"So I dragged him to the side of the road. He was still alive, but I thought, one more car coming along will finish the job. He was a bit of weight, but I work out and I managed it, got him into the gutter, then I ran to find a phone box. Met Jane coming the other way, told her what had happened. She ran to the injured guy. I ran to a pub and used the pay phone, ran back. Jane said that she thought he'd just died. She said he groaned and shuddered, then was still and quiet. When the ambulance arrived, the paramedics said they thought he was dead but they rushed him off anyway, blue lights flashing."
"The car was a Mercedes Benz, I believe?"
"Yes. I've dreamed about owning a Merc since I was at school, some hope. I'm not even working at the moment. It's why Jane is so good . . . her husband's a wealthy man. He's a monster, treats her like dirt, but the house they live in..."
"Yes . . . can we keep to the point, Mr. Penge, a black Mercedes?"
"Yes. I couldn't tell which type."
"Well, was it one of the large ones, the limousines, or a more compact type? Or one of their sports cars?"
"Wasn't a sports car. I'd say it was a compact type, not one of the really huge ones."
"Right, that narrows it down a mite. Anything about the car that was distinctive?"
"I think, I only think, that it had a spoiler on the boot, a thing like a wing that ran from side to side across the rear of the car. But I'm not positive. I see plenty of Mercs, about half have spoilers, so I could be getting confused."
"The manner of the hit-and-run sounds deliberate."
"It looked deliberate to me, like the driver wanted the pedestrian cold. Like I said, he was really making sure. But whether there was bad blood between the driver and the pedestrian or whether the motorist just wanted a victim and any pedestrian would do, and that guy was in the wrong place at the wrong tlme . . . But that's really your area of work."
"As you say. Did you see where the man, the pedestrian, came from?"
"I didn't see, but I did hear a door open and the sound of a lock being locked, a jingle of keys, like there were two locks. A lot of business premises about, a man working late, I assumed. Then there was the headlights and the sound of a racing engine . . . really high-pitched. Then thud."
"Did you see how many people were in the car?"
"Again . . . I'm sorry, looked like just the one, but I only glimpsed the car as it was driving away. I wish I could be of more help."
"Thanks anyway.” Yellich stood as he closed his notepad. Sid Penge also stood and escorted Yellich to the front door of the house.
* * * *
"I still have difficulty believing it.” Grace Arrowsmith was a pale, tawny woman who sat in a large high-backed chair in a vast sitting room, the French windows of which were open and looked out onto an expansive and closely cut lawn. “He had phoned me to say he was leaving. He'd been working late, he often did. I'd complain, but he'd say if I wanted to continue living in this house I had to accept his working late. I heard a car on the gravel at the front of the house, I thought it was him, but instead of the door being unlocked, the doorbell was rung. . . . It wasn't Philip, it was the police. They said he'd been involved in an accident . . . that he was dead."
"I'm sorry, Mrs. Arrowsmith.” Hennessey sat opposite her, hands held together between his knees. “I don't want to put you through this, but we believe your husband was murdered."
"Well, of course he was murdered, that's been plain all along."
"No, I mean he wasn't a victim of a hit-and-run, even a deliberate but motiveless hit-and-run. We have reason to believe his murder was linked to the murder of Tom Street. You may have read about it . . . ?"
"I heard it on the television news. Tom Street . . . it's not a name I know, but my husband didn't tell me much about his business dealings."
"Alf Noble, Bernie Moss, do those names mean anything?"
"They don't ring any bells at all."
"Henry Collum?"
"No. Never heard that name, either. I'm so sorry."
"No matter,” Hennessey pressed gently. “Who would know that your husband was working late?"
"Whoever he chose to tell. Me, I knew he was working late, opening a new shop in Huddersfield, there's a new university there and he wanted to capture a slice of the student market, he had some paperwork to do in readiness for the shop opening. But who else knew . . . ?"
"Any enemies that you know of?"
"Not that I know of. He had business rivals, but actual enemies . . . I genuinely believe that he was blessedly free of enemies. He never showed fear of anyone."
* * * *
"A Mercedes Benz.” Yellich glanced out of Bernie Moss's office window at the car parked beneath it. “Yours?"
"Yes.” Moss had revealed himself to be a bald-headed man who wore a serious expression. Yellich sensed the man's hostility towards him. He returned his attention from the car to the man. “I understand you know Alf Noble, and knew Phil Arrowsmith and Tom Street?"
"Yes,” Moss nodded. “I heard about the deaths of Phil and Tom. Bad news."
"You were part of a tontine, I understand?"
"Yes . . . my idea . . . security for old age. It was Tom who proposed lending the money to Collum, my idea was to create a tontine so that the money would be repaid in full. We are at an age where the hereafter beckons, Sergeant . . . sorry, Yellich, did you say?"
"Yes, sir, Yellich."
"Didn't think it would beckon two of us so soon, and so close together. And not naturally."
"It means that you and Alf Noble will receive the money that should have been repaid to Tom Street and Phil Arrowsmith."
"Yes. Yes, it does at the moment, but it seems that our Mr. Collum has a way of avoiding his debts. It means Alf Noble and I are not safe."
"Why?"
"Well, it's obvious, isn't it? Collum bumping off his creditors. Borrows a hundred thousand at twenty-five percent from each of us and then murders us, one by one, as a means of avoiding his debt. No wonder he was keen to sign the agreement. He had no intention of even trying to pay if off."
"That's what you believe?"
"Well, it seems obvious, like I said."
"We'll certainly be speaking to Mr. Collum, but could you tell me where you were yesterday morning?"
"Why? Am I under suspicion?"
"Yes."
Moss's face hardened. A look of anger flashed across his eyes. Yellich saw a dangerous man. “I am?"
"Yes. You are because everybody is under suspicion."
Moss visibly relaxed. “That's all right."
"So where were you yesterday, forenoon?"
"At home."
"Not here, a working day?"
"At home. I came here in the afternoon. I work at home sometimes."
"Anybody with you? Anybody who can alibi you?"
"I was home alone. I live alone, divorced, you see."
"Ah . . . so no one can substantiate your alibi?"
"No,” Moss shrugged. “No one can."
* * * *
Hennessey drove to Selby, to Longmarsh Business Park. Henry Collum, he found, was the antithesis of what he had been expecting. He was young, but not the clean-shaven, well-manicured, smartly dressed young businessman he anticipated meeting, but a jovial, long-haired, bearded, bespectacled, jeans-and- T-shirt-wearing man who smiled at Hennessey and said, “Wotcha, man."
"Mr. Collum?” Hennessey was nonplussed.
"The one and only. How can I help the police?"
He sat in his office, which looked out onto the shop floor of his electronics factory. Below were scores of white-coated workers operating machines. On the wall of his office were photographs of Collum holding two infants; of Collum with his arm round a young woman; of the same woman holding the same two infants. Hennessey felt that he was not in the presence of a personality who was capable of murder.
"We are investigating the deaths, the murders, of two of your creditors."
"Phil Arrowsmith and Tom Street? Yes, I read of their murders. Am I a suspect?"
"Yes."
"Weak motive, don't you think? You see, they've wrapped me up in something called a tontine. It means that whatever happens, I still have to pay half a million quid back, even if only one of them is alive. I could murder all four, but the chances of getting away with it are slim to zero. I'm still young, I don't want to spend the rest of my life in jail, not when I have a beautiful young family and I'm also confident of paying back the loan.” He glanced out of the window. “Busy, as you see. Micro-engineering. Computer chips so small that an ant can pick them up in its jaws, yet containing thousands of bits of information. It's the future, Mr. Hennessey, and I've got a share of it, with the massive capital injection that the loan meant, I have expanded and am able to meet orders. I'll be able to pay back the loan. If somebody is murdering my creditors . . . well, it may be connected to the tontine, it may be incidental. Either way, it still leaves me with a half-million-pound debt."
"Where were you yesterday morning?"
"Here. From eight-thirty onwards."
"Any witnesses?"
Collum smiled and pointed to the factory floor. “About forty-five."
* * * *
"Of the ones I have met in the course of this inquiry, I'd say he was the least pleasant.” Yellich swilled his coffee round in his mug. “What was Collum like?"
"Eccentric.” Hennessey turned and looked out of his office window as a group of excited-looking Japanese tourists walked the ancient walls of the city at Micklegate Bar, where the head of Harry Hotspur had once been impaled and left for three years as a warning to any other who would betray the king.
"Very eccentric. Not a murderer, me thinks."
"Moss has a Mercedes Benz."
Hennessey raised his eyebrows. “Why didn't you tell me that earlier?"
"Wrong colour. His is yellow."
"Oh . . . there's no mistaking yellow for black, even on a dark night, so fair enough."
A pause.
Yellich leaned back in his chair. “You know, Skipper, I don't think it is fair enough. It's just occurred to me..."
"What has?"
"You don't see yellow Mercs."
A second pause.
"You don't, do you, Yellich?” He reached for the yellow pages and turned to Car Dealerships. He found a number for a Mercedes Benz agent. He phoned the number, identified himself. After a few minutes of conversation, he thanked the person to whom he had been speaking and said, “Only the SLK model is offered in yellow. That's a sporty two-seater. The witness to the Arrowsmith hit-and-run was adamant that it was a saloon which ran him down. Possibly with a spoiler on the boot."
"Moss's car has a spoiler."
"It was Moss's idea to form the tontine. With the others dead, the loan would be repaid to him."
"Loan a hundred thousand, get half a million in return. That's what I call interest."
"That's what I call motivation.” Hennessey picked up the phone again and redialled the Mercedes Benz dealership. “Sorry to bother you again, police here. Tell me, where would a wealthy businessman go in the York area to have his Mercedes Benz resprayed?” Hennessey paused and Yellich watched as he wrote a number on his notepad. “Thanks again,” he said and replaced the phone.
"Only one place in the Famous and Fayre Citie of Yorke that can do resprays up to Mercedes Benz specification,” he said, as he dialled the number that had been given to him. Yellich, listening, caught the gist of the ensuing conversation but Hennessey edified him anyway. “Mr. Moss had his black Mercedes painted yellow two weeks ago; he also had dents to his front mud guard and bonnet, which he explained away as vandalism, attended to."
"He's got some explaining to do."
"Hasn't he just."
The phone on Hennessey's desk rang. Hennessey picked it up and listened, then said, “Thanks, we'll be there directly,” and to Yellich he said, “That's the front desk, Mrs. Outram . . . “
"Tom Street's home help?"
"The very same. She's at the front desk. She's remembered something else from yesterday."
* * * *
"He nearly knocked me off my bike, driving like that. Didn't actually see him leave Mr. Street's driveway, otherwise I would have said so, but he wasdriving away from the direction of his house, going too fast, big yellow car, bald head. Seen him before at Mr. Street's, one of his friends, I thought."
* * * *
Later, Moss arrested, cautioned, charged, and full of “no comment,” Hennessey returned home, fed and exercised Oscar, and then packed an overnight bag. He drove to the prosperous village of Skelton, with its tenth-century church, to a half-timbered house. He walked up the drive and rang the doorbell. It was opened by a smiling, slender woman who invited him into her house.
"Quiet.” Hennessey said.
"The children are exhausted,” said Louise D'Acre. “They went to bed and went out like lights. We can go straight up."
Copyright © 2010 Peter Turnbull
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Reviews: BLOG BYTES by Bill Crider
* * * *

* * * *
At some point in the writing of this column today, I'll have written about more than one hundred blogs and webpages since I took over for Ed Gorman. I hope you've taken a look at each one of them, and I hope you'll be sure to check on the ones I'm writing about this time.
One of the most entertaining continuing features in blogdom these days is the discussion of planners and pantsers going on at Timothy Hallinan's Blog Cabin (www.timothyhallinan.com/blog). A planner, as if you didn't know, is a writer who outlines a book before writing it. Some writers have long outlines, going so far as to outline not only the book itself but the individual chapters. The pantsers are a different breed. They're seat-of-the-pants types who might have a vague idea of where a book is going when they begin it. Or not. Sometimes all they have is an opening line or a main character. If you'd like to see who's doing what, Hallinan has had posts from a diverse group, including Jeremy Duns, Gar Anthony Haywood, Helen Simonson, Jamie Freveletti, and lots of others. Even me. The writing process is always interesting, and if you've ever wondered about it, you shouldn't miss these posts.
Acme Authors Link (acmeauthorslink.blogspot.com) is a group blog that offers “writing, networking, and everyday tips from the Masters.” It's conducted by these masters: Debra St. John, June Sproat, Terri Stone, Morgan Mandel, DL Larson, Rob Walker, Margot Justes, Austin S. Camacho, and Tony Burton. In recent posts, Rob Walker speculates about “the relationship between psychology and writing the novel, and being a novelist.” DL Larson writes about creating point of view in a story, and Morgan Mandel presents a writing exercise on the five senses in fiction. There's lots more where that comes from, and it's always fun.
If you're more interested in reading than writing, look up Joe Barone's Blog (joebaronesblog.blogspot.com). Barone is a mystery writer, but his blog is about his reading. He says that “all the books I review are books I've either bought or borrowed from a library.” Since he's not looking for new books all the time, some of his reviews are of older novels. Barone reads all kinds of mysteries, and he writes about them in a way that makes me want to read them, too. Some writers he's reviewed in the last few weeks include M. C. Beaton, Robert B. Parker, and Walter Mosley. On Sundays, he doesn't review a book but gives a quote of the week. Take a look.
Copyright © 2010 Bill Crider
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Fiction: MR. ALIBI by Kristine Kathryn Rusch
Last year Kristine Kathryn Rusch's EQMM story “The Secret Lives of Cats” received an Anthony Award nomination for Best Short Story. The author is also a past EQMM Readers Award winner. But mystery isn't the first literary field in which she showed her talents. A former editor of TheMagazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, she is a celebrated science fiction writer and this past spring she won the readers award of one of our sister publications, Asimov's Science Fiction, for her novella “Broken Windchimes."
Will you be my alibi?” asked the man at the end of the bar.
He wasn't an attractive man and this wasn't the kind of seedy bar where you'd expect to find someone trolling for an alibi. In the eighties, we would've called this a fern bar, by which we meant a yuppie bar, something all woodsy brown and forest green with fake Tiffany lamps over each booth and actual windows which let in actual sunlight.
The guy was exactly the kind of guy you expected to find in a fern bar, a no-neck former high-school jock with too much fat around the middle and a face that had settled in on itself. He looked like the guy central casting would've put into the fern bar as wallpaper, and honestly, until he spoke to me, the wallpaper thing worked. I had seen him, but only as the stock character at the end of the bar.
He moved a seat closer to me, leaned across the bar—which was polished so heavily that its surface could act as a mirror—and said, “Miss?” in that tone which meant Excuse me, but I asked you a question and I really really really need an answer.
Still, I glanced over my shoulder to see which miss he was referring to. I'm not the kind of woman people would call miss, not even when I was young. Back then, I had one of those faces that I had to “grow into,” and then, everyone promised me, I'd be considered “handsome."
Like a girl wants to be told that she's going to be handsome, which is a boy word and code for Jesus, she's ugly now, but maybe she'll gain a little character as time goes on.
Time went on, and I gained character, but not enough to keep my face from resembling decades-old shoe leather. Don't suppose I helped it any by living in Southern California and going without sunscreen for my entire life.
"Yes, miss, I meant you,” the guy said, interrupting my train of thought. He smiled to take the edge off his words, because the edge had taken him from Excuse me, but I asked a question to Hey, stupid, I'm talkin’ to you.
"What do you want?” I asked, and instantly regretted it. I had a rule: Don't engage in bars. Generally, the rule only applied near last call, when the guys got so drunk they'd sleep with anything that walked.
The anything-that-walked category included me. It was damn near the only sexual category that included me. I was the woman all your hard-drinking friends referred to as the roadkill they had to chew their arm off to escape from on the morning after.
"I was wondering if you would be my alibi,” the guy said. He probably thought it was a cute pickup line, and he probably thought he'd try it on the ugly broad first. That way, if she poured her drink all over him, he wouldn't be out anything and he was free to try another lame-ass question with a slightly prettier woman.
"What the hell do you need an alibi for?” I asked, expecting him to answer Tonight, with a bit of a twinkle in those too-sharp brown eyes.
Instead, he said, “Yesterday afternoon,” and moved one seat closer.
* * * *
Yesterday afternoon, I was on a dirty side street in a dilapidated neighborhood, trying to take down a tweaker who'd accidentally kidnapped the wrong little girl. That little girl was in my car, crouched against the floor mats, covered in a blanket despite the heat.
I told her she could sit on the seat and wait for me, but she was too scared to sit, and frankly I didn't blame her. I was a little scared myself.
The tweaker was one of those scrawny, pus-faced bastards with rotating pinwheels for eyes. His brain had become as mushy as five-week-old bananas, and his hands shook as he trained a gun on me.
The gun looked rusted. It looked old. But there was no way I was going to let him pull the trigger. I had no idea if the damn thing was loaded. I also had no idea if the damn thing would explode if he rattled it too much.
He was shouting at me to Back off, bitch, back off, and I was backing. I wanted to get the kid the hell out of there, but I also didn't want to attract this dude's zombie tweaker buddies.
They had all cooked up this scheme together, the scheme to kidnap the mayor's daughter, after they had sold all the scrap metal they could find, including (but not limited to) the manhole covers from nearby streets, statues from one of the nearby parks, and copper wire from every air-conditioning unit in the county.
Only they hadn't kidnapped the mayor's daughter, they'd kidnapped the mayor's daughter's best friend, a little girl with the unlikely name of Karma Maggerty. Once I got her home to the idiots who named her, I was going to tell them to start calling her Kammie before I used my own gun on someone's kneecap.
But that was all in my future—if I had one.
And you always had to doubt that you had a future when a pie-eyed tweaker shook a gun at you from less than fifty feet.
"I'm just going to leave,” I said, backing up. I had already called 911, begging them to come and arrest these assholes. Of course, the minute I gave the address, the 911 dispatch hung up on me.
She didn't really hang up, of course. She just went to another line—"Oops,” she said in that fake-competent voice they require from 911 operators, “looks like we have another emergency."
And they were going to have another emergency when I got through with them. If I got out of here. If the mayor's daughter's best friend survived.
I had to hang up and call again, becoming that other emergency myself, and this time, I told them that I knew where Karma Maggerty was and they'd better get their asses over here before she got killed.
This time, the dispatch stayed on the line with me. She was nattering at me from my back pocket, where I had stashed the phone after the tweaker demanded that I put the damn thing down.
I wasn't about to get rid of my only lifeline, so I pretended to set it down as I tucked it into my back pocket. The tweaker pretended to be satisfied, or maybe he didn't notice.
If he'd been by himself, I would trust that he didn't notice the thing, but from inside the house, three other pus-faced tweakers with pinwheels for eyes watched me like I was Triple-X pay-per-view. I didn't know if any of them had shotguns or semiautomatic weapons or even a simple old-fashioned pistol of the rusted variety now facing me.
"You can't leave!” the original pus-faced tweaker shouted at me.
"And why not?” I asked in my most reasonable voice (prompting all kinds of alarmed noises from the phone in my pocket).
"Why not?” the pus-faced tweaker asked. “Why not?"
Any reasonable person would then have added the very adult line, Because I said you couldn't, that's why. But he didn't. He actually tried to think about it, with that banana-mush brain of his.
As I knew he would.
I backed away, one step at a time.
"I said you can't leave!” he screamed at me.
I stopped backing.
"Why not?” I asked. Note I did not tell him I'd already asked that question. I'd dealt with enough tweakers to know that their memory was as porous as their skin.
"Why not?” he asked. “Why not?"
Only this time, he turned toward the house, as if he were going to consult with the other pus-faced tweakers, and I chose that moment to get the hell out of there.
I sprinted to the car, pulled open the driver's door, said, “You there?” to the poorly named kid in the backseat, and as she managed a shaky yes, I turned the keys in the ignition, thanked Almighty God that the engine roared to life, and floored the damn accelerator, pulling out like Starsky and Hutch in the only stupid scene anyone ever aired of that television show anymore.
The car's tires squealed as we zoomed down the block, and behind me, I heard an explosion. Either the rusted gun had gone off, or the barrel had blown out, or the united brainpower from the pus-faced tweakers ignited their at-home meth lab.
I wasn't going to turn around to find out.
Besides, I had to swerve some more to avoid the phalanx of cop cars streaming onto the street.
I went up on the grass of a nearby house, the cop cars all stopped around me, and their occupants got out, keeping the doors open and aiming their goddamn not-rusted guns at me.
I had to get out, hands over my head, saying, “I'm the one who called! I'm the one who called!"
It took awhile to convince them, but convince them I did. I never did find out what happened to the tweakers—I had to go to the nearest precinct, give my statement, endure the heartfelt gratitude of my clients, a.k.a. Karma's idiot parents (whom I forgot to advise on changing their child's name), and then I went back to my lovely apartment in beautiful downtown Burbank and passed out from exhaustion.
Just a day in the life of Belinda Sweet, down-on-her-luck private eye (whose parents were not at fault for her name, Belinda being a perfectly acceptable moniker in the early 1960s, and Sweet being the name of the idiot she had the misfortune to marry and the good sense to divorce).
A day in the life—and, oh yeah, also yesterday afternoon.
* * * *
"Yesterday afternoon,” I said to the guy at the bar, “I was entertaining ten cops, four tweakers, and a little girl. So sorry, I can't alibi you."
"Damn,” he said, and moved back to his original seat at the end of the bar.
He didn't seem fazed by my oh-so-eloquent rejection, but the bartender raised his eyebrows at me. Dunno if that was a reaction to my description of my yesterday or if it was just a silent query about the state of my beverage, which was, by the way, one appletini. Not because I happen to like appletinis—I don't. I don't like any kind of tini except a martini, and even that's stretching things a bit—but because the appletini with the three green apple slices decorating the slightly apple-green martini glass was my signal to the potential client who suggested this place that, yes indeed, the ugly broad at the bar was the person he was supposed to meet.
I'd been here exactly one hour, had exactly one sip to see if the damn drink was as disgusting as it sounded (Nope. More disgusting), and no client had shown up. Unless the client was Mr. Alibi.
I wasn't about to ask him, though. If he wanted my services for yesterday afternoon, he should have hired me yesterday morning.
As if he knew I was thinking about him, he looked over at me. “Do you know anyone who can give me an alibi for yesterday afternoon?"
He was sounding desperate.
"No.” I said.
And then, because I couldn't resist, I asked, “What do you need an alibi for, anyway?"
"Oh,” he said, with a shrug of his left shoulder. “Nothing really. Except that I kinda sorta killed my wife."
* * * *
This was what they called, in the trade, a confession. I kinda sorta shoulda called the cops right then and there, but I was in a bar, and I had an appletini and the guy didn't look exactly sober, and he was asking me for an alibi, and he probably still wasn't all that serious.
Or maybe he was. The bartender thought he was. The bartender said, “How do you kinda sorta kill your wife?"
"With a shotgun,” the man said, and this time I wasn't the one who called 911, it was the bartender, who wasn't even really discreet about it.
The cops showed up and hauled the guy away, even though we had no real proof he shot his wife or that the woman was even dead. All we did have proof of—or at least all I had proof of—was that this bar was in a better neighborhood than the tweaker house, because the police response time to a hint of an emergency in this part of town was twenty times shorter than their response time to an actual emergency in the tweaker neighborhood.
Me, I waited another half an hour for my client, who never showed, stiffing me for my time and the stupid appletini. And as I sat there, watching the apple slices dissolve into whitish goo, I had the horrible, awful feeling that Mr. Alibi really had been my client, and that I had handled the encounter poorly. Maybe the poor bastard hadn't shot his wife. Or maybe he hadn't killed her. Or maybe he blamed himself for leaving her alone that afternoon when the boogeyman broke into their upscale apartment and shot her while she was waiting in her negligee for Mr. Alibi.
Yeah. And I was going to win the Miss California pageant next year.
Still, I couldn't get him off my mind, which was why I was Belinda Sweet, down-on-her-luck private eye, instead of Belinda Sweet, rich-and-famous private eye.
I got obsessed with the strangest, most non-lucrative things. Like Mr. Alibi and his mysteriously shotgunned, possibly dead wife.
* * * *
First, I tried to fight the obsession. I'd had these things before, and they're not just bad for me, they're bad for business, especially after all the great press coverage I was getting from the Karma Maggerty case.
If I really wanted to, I could've stayed in my office for the next week and answered the phone. Fifteen reporters called to each possible client, but that meant there were possible clients, which didn't always happen to me.
Of course, the fifteen reporters weren't real reporters. They were either tabloid reporters or some junior hack from the local affiliates. A few were from those goofy celeb shows like Extra and Entertainment Tonight, which had to have been hurting for real celebrity news. But this story did have, as one “reporter” explained to me, a connection to the mayor of the nation's most important city, a kidnapped child, and a gravelly voiced P.I. right out of central casting.
Nancy Grace, he'd informed me, had gotten famous on a lot less than that.
In a valiant attempt to shake off the obsession, I called back every single potential client, realized that a large percentage of them were loons with decades-old cases that other people had tried to solve, and half of the remaining group had the deadly dull I-think-my-spouse-is-cheating-on-me cases that made my work so darn fun.
I sent most of those cases to my better-equipped colleagues (one of whom is a multimillionaire because [hello!] this is Los Angeles and everyone is cheating on everyone else) and kept the three new insurance companies who wanted another fraud investigator as well as one of the missing-child organizations that wanted me on permanent retainer.
The company clients all wanted an actual meeting along with a rates card, which I did draw up. The meetings were all scheduled for the following week, which left this week with nothing for me to do except preen in front of every single camera in Hollywood—which I certainly would not do.
So I obsessed. And when I couldn't take it anymore, I trudged back to the fern bar.
Well, actually, I drove. It only felt like trudging because driving in L.A. traffic always feels like trudging.
The same bartender was on duty. At least, I hoped it was the same bartender. He too looked like a guy out of central casting, and the uniform didn't help. It wasn't a uniform, per se, just a white shirt with the bar's name in green over his right breast, but he wore the shirt with the pair of black pants that the owner of the fern bar had clearly mandated.
"You remember me?” I asked the bartender.
"Appletini, right?"
I grimaced. “Not normally."
"Duh,” he said and grinned. “Whiskey, right?"
"Not today,” I said, a little startled he'd guessed accurately. “Gimme whatever you got that's on tap."
He poured me a nice piss-colored name-brand American beer which both of us knew I wasn't going to drink as I climbed into my place at the bar.
It worried me that I had a place at the bar. At this bar, anyway. In my neighborhood bar, which was properly dim and scarred up, with no windows at all and certainly no plants, I had a regular seat and a standing order, not to mention a running tab.
But not at this bar. With luck, I wouldn't come into this bar again.
"That alibi guy we called the cops on yesterday,” I said, “you ever see him before?"
"No,” the bartender said.
"Did he, by chance, pay for his drinks before the cops came?"
"Handed me a credit card when he ordered the first drink,” the bartender said. “I closed out his tab as the cop car was pulling away."
The bartender grinned at me. I looked at the bar's name on his shirt and realized he didn't have the standard fern-bar metal name badge. Maybe this place had a bit more (less?) class than I expected.
"Ted,” the bartender said.
"Hmm?” I asked.
"You were looking for my name. It's Ted."
I grinned. “Belinda."
He held out one of those sun-wrinkled hands. I took it. It was cold-damp, like he'd just had it in a bucket of ice, which was entirely possible.
"So why are you asking about the tab for a guy who wanted to use you as an alibi, and why were you drinking an appletini yesterday when you so clearly find them disgusting?"
I was thinking that he would make a better private investigator than I was. Which made me flush just a bit.
I took a deep breath and said, “I work as—"
"A private investigator. I know.” He inclined his head toward one of the three televisions angled over the bar. “Your face has been all over the news."
My flush grew deeper. I wasn't used to being recognized, and I didn't much like it. Which decided me then and there. No interviews, not for the Karma case, not for any case. Once some other big thing happened in L.A.—and it would only be a matter of days (or hours)—my mug would be off the big screen, and people would eventually forget.
"Yesterday, I was waiting for a client who never showed,” I said. “Then I got to thinking that maybe Mr. Alibi was my client, only he didn't approach me in quite the right way."
"You want to work for a guy who killed his wife?"
"No,” I said. Which wasn't exactly true. I didn't want to work for him, but I did want to find out about him. “I mean, I'm not going to give him an alibi, but I do want to know what he really needed."
"Someone to take the shotgun away before he turned it on his wife,” the bartender said.
"What he needed yesterday,” I clarified.
"I think we gave him what he needed,” the bartender said, picking up a bar rag and wiping the already highly polished bar with it.
"I do too,” I said, “but still . . . “
"You're feeling guilty?"
"No."
"Angry?"
"No."
"Then what's the problem?” he asked.
"I just want to know what the hell he really did."
There. I'd said it. I wanted to know how nutty Mr. Alibi really was and if he'd shot his wife in a jealous rage or if he'd just cold-bloodedly hauled out the 12-gauge and pointed it after she served him a tough steak.
Because even if he had shot her at point-blank range, it wouldn't have made the news. Or it wouldn't have on the kind of news day that yesterday was (and the day before), with Karma's dramatic interview (That lady, she saved me) and the mayor promising to rid the city of tweakers so no family would ever have to suffer like that again, and the dramatic audio of my second 911 call. (Gee, y'think they lost the first one?)
"You want to know what he really did?” the bartender asked, as if I were nuts. “You're one of those chicks who gets off on blood and brains all over the wall?"
"Noo,” I said, losing a bit of patience. “I'm one of those chicks’ who sometimes discovers a question that needs an answer before she moves on to something else."
The corners of his mouth twitched. He was holding back a smile.
Damn if Ted the bartender hadn't been toying with me.
"You're asking about credit-card receipts,” he said. “That means you want me to either give you his name or his phone number or both."
"You took his phone number?"
"No,” Ted said, “although I'm supposed to. Especially now, when people's credit cards are being denied left and right."
"But you don't,” I said.
"Because most people think I'm hitting on them when I ask.” He shrugged one broad shoulder. “It's too much of a hassle. I just put a fifty-dollar hold on the card, and that does the trick ever so much better."
I frowned. The hands told me he'd been bartending forever. The brains told me he should be doing something else.
"This your bar?” I asked.
"You think I'd be wearing this stupid shirt if it was?” he countered.
I acknowledged that logic with a simple move of my head.
"That was your not-so-subtle way of asking what a smart boy like me is doing in a place like this?"
"Yes,” I said.
"Pissing off my mother,” he said, and walked away from me.
For a minute, I thought he wasn't coming back, but he did. He just went to the back and came out with a slip of paper that had obviously come from a credit-card machine.
"Stanley Donen,” he said.
"What?” I said.
"Stanley Donen.” Then he spelled the name just so I'd get it right.
I must've had an odd look on my face, because when he looked up at me, he said, “What?"
"You might be smart, bartender boy,” I said, “but you don't know your Hollywood history. Stanley Donen is a director from the nineteen fifties. He directed Singin’ in the Rain."
"I thought that was Gene Kelly."
"Him too,” I said.
"You don't think this guy is Donen's son or something,” Ted said.
"Could be,” I said. “Donen's last film was in nineteen eighty-four. But Mr. Alibi doesn't seem like Hollywood royalty, does he?"
Ted looked at me oddly. “You think you can spot Hollywood royalty?"
"There's generally an air of entitlement."
"I dunno,” Ted said. “Asking to be alibied seems rather entitling."
I shrugged. It didn't seem that way to me, but I wasn't going to argue it.
"It can't be a fake name, you know,” Ted said. “He had identification."
"You asked to see his ID?” I asked, knowing how old Mr. Alibi looked. No one in his right mind thought that man was under twenty-one.
Ted made a face at me. “Not exactly."
"What does that mean?” I asked.
"I mean you need ID to get a credit card."
"You do,” I said. “You just don't need your own."
* * * *
Mr. Alibi had given the same fake name at the police station, along with a home address where, the arresting officer told me with some irritation, a lovely middle-aged woman (emphasis on lovely) had flashed a rock the size of Rhode Island with a matching wedding band on her left hand and claimed to be his wife.
His living wife.
She also claimed her husband had a flair for the dramatic and liked to spend his afternoons shocking people.
So the police had investigated no further, warned him that he was out of line and to never do anything like that again, mentally added the phrase in our jurisdiction because they had a hunch he would do something like that again if he had enough drinks in him, and sent him on his merry little way.
So off I went on my merry little way, trudging to the address the cops gave me, which happened to be a not-so-small house in Beverly Hills, which was probably another reason why the cop hadn't investigated much further, since whoever bought the house could've paid for a dozen cops just like him (and probably had).
The house was on one of those quiet cul de sacs that had been all the rage back when Beverly Hills starred as the wealthiest neighborhood in Los Angeles, back when the idea of hillbillies with money was funny and outré and kinda ironic, instead of the unintended result of a reality TV show.
I had a moment of doubt as I pulled up in front of the long curving driveway. The house was a remodeled 1960s mansion that wanted to be a suburban ranch house, but looked like it had swelled out of control. It was painted forest green and white, and because it was in Beverly Hills, the forest green looked appropriate and lovely when compared to the green of the plants and the spectacular green of the lush lawn.
No water crisis in this part of the city, or maybe someone was ignoring the limit on water usage that had been in effect—gosh, since I moved here as a toddler, way back in the dark ages.
Maybe, I said to myself (well, not “said,” exactly; “doubted” is more like it), maybe he actually is Stanley Donen's kid, and he inherited the house, and he's the kind of crazy that ninety-nine percent of all Hollywood offspring are, and his lovely middle-aged wife (emphasis on lovely) tolerated it because it included the money to support her in the style that only a failed actress/model could aspire to in middle age.
Then I came to my senses, remembered that even though I was a down-on-my-luck private eye, I was still a private eye, with all kinds of modern tools at my disposal, which meant that I had an iPhone that I didn't entirely understand, and I leaned back in the driver's seat, logged onto the Internet Movie Database, and looked up Stanley Donen.
He was still alive, although imdb didn't tell me where he lived. He had three kids, all boys, two in the Biz, as folks say around here. Not a one of them was named Stanley, although all were about the same age as my fake Stanley. So if he had been Stanley Donen's kid, he would've been listed in IMDb. They had plenty of time to scope him out. He was too old to be a grandkid, so he was a fake.
My heart leapt, which is an actual feeling that some down-on-their-luck private eyes have when things go their way. (The first time it happened, I thought it might be a cardiac arrhythmia that was heading toward a heart attack—which tells you just how rare that leapy feeling is.)
Then I went to the L.A. County Web site and looked for the deed registration page, only to discover that some bastard had taken it down in a fit of civic pride (more likely fear of a lawsuit because of all the personal information stashed on that site). I'd used that registry more times than I wanted to think about, and I felt momentarily irritated that the information wasn't available to me and then I realized that if I were a true hacker, I could find the information anyway, but I wasn't a true hacker, not that kind, anyway, and besides, it would be easier to drive to the county offices and just ask to see the deed because it was, after all, public information.
But first, I had to act like the good old-fashioned private eye that I was.
I had to boldly go where no private eye had gone before.
I parked the car and walked up the driveway, determined to knock on the house's beautiful oak door.
* * * *
The woman who answered the front door was indeed lovely and just barely middle-aged (damn that cop) and not at all willing to admit that one Stanley Donen lived in the house—at least, not until I mentioned the cop, and the fact that I would be happy to call him to the house right now to verify that this was the address on Stanley D's arrest record and that he had, in fact, talked to her.
She didn't look dumb. She knew that lying to the cop in the middle of an investigation was a very bad thing.
"Okay,” she said with a sigh. “I know him. But his name isn't Stanley and this isn't his house."
I could've guessed the “his name isn't Stanley part,” but I hadn't been so sure about the house. I had a dozen follow-up questions, but she still had her manicured hand on the door ready to slam it, so I decided to ease into the toughest question.
"Whose house is it?” I asked.
"Mine,” she said.
"Just yours?” I asked.
She raised her eyebrows in mock surprise.
"Yes,” she said with some irritation.
I nodded, not wanting to upset her too much. “And you are?"
"Not willing to suffer an interrogation,” she said and tried to slam the door.
But I'd been prepared for that move, and I caught the door with my hand. I was stronger than she was. She had gym muscles, which looked good. I had real muscles, which didn't improve my appearance at all.
"I can find out at the county,” I said. “Then I'll just come back with my trusty cop friend, and we'll both find out what you know."
She narrowed her eyes, shook her head slightly, and sighed. “Roxanne Winterbury."
That name rang a bell, but I wasn't sure which bell it rang. Could've been any bell, really. I wasn't willing to ask her. Not yet.
"And how, Roxanne, do you know our friend Not-Stanley?"
"We go to the same gym,” she said.
Okay. That surprised me. I'd expected to hear that she'd met him in a bar.
"What gym is that?"
She named an upscale place in one of the upscale strip malls not too far from here. The kind of place that cost you fifty dollars just to walk through the door and ask a question.
"And what's Not-Stanley's real name?"
Her lips thinned. She clearly wasn't supposed to tell me this. “Doug Sirk."
"Doug . . . Sirk?” Then I spelled the last name.
"Yes,” she said.
"As in Douglas Sirk?"
"I suppose. Why? Do you know him?"
I knew of him. Douglas Sirk was another director, not as well known as Stanley Donen. Sirk's career, in movies, anyway, only lasted through the 1950s. I didn't know of anything he'd done after 1959—and I wasn't sure why. Death, moved to television, retired—I had no idea. I was a movie buff, not a movie obsessive.
"No, I don't know him,” I said. “Not personally, anyway. But I do need to talk to him about what happened yesterday."
"Oh,” she said. “It was just one of his pranks. It backfired because some bartender called the police."
I blinked at her, a little too stunned to say much more. Actually, confessing to a crime when you actually hadn't committed a crime was a misdemeanor, which was only enforced when you actually cost the city some money, which he had.
Only he hadn't really cost it enough to make things terrible for him—not yet, anyway.
"Prank?” I asked.
She laughed a little nervously, then bit her upper lip and shrugged. “He likes to say outrageous things to upset people. Usually he gets a good story out of it."
"But yesterday, he got arrested."
"Well, who would believe that a man like that shot his wife?"
I would, I almost said, but didn't. Clearly Miss Roxanne Winterbury wouldn't. Proving, of course, which one of us was gullible and which one was cynical beyond belief.
(And making me wonder why the gullible one had the manicure, the rock the size of Rhode Island, and the mansion in Beverly Hills.)
"The bartender clearly believed him,” I said.
She sighed. “I know. I'll have to talk to Doug about it the next time I see him."
So he hadn't talked to her since she lied for him. I found that fact fascinating all by itself.
"What made you lie for him?"
"It was part of the prank.” She waved that manicured hand, letting go of the door as she did, and nearly knocking me off balance.
"He set it up ahead of time?"
"He does that,” she said. “He goes around asking pretty women to be his alibi, and when they accept, he figures out something for them to alibi him for. It's his way of picking up girls."
Then she giggled in a wholly inappropriate way for a woman of recent middle age.
I could dispute the pretty part and I felt slightly vindicated about the pickup line part, but I still didn't understand exactly what was going on here. “When did he ask you to alibi him?"
"Oh,” she said and frowned. “Maybe a week ago? At the gym's juice bar. You know."
"No,” I said. “I don't know."
I almost added that no respectable place calling itself a gym had a juice bar. But again, much as I wanted to alienate this woman, I didn't dare.
She must have sensed my judgment, because she didn't say anything. So I did.
"Did he give you his phone number?"
"Oh no,” she said. “We see each other every day. We're both there from nine until ten. By then the early morning crowd has cleared out and the staff has had time to clean off the machines."
I shuddered a little. “Did you see him this morning?"
"No,” she said.
"Was that unusual?"
"I was running late. Sometimes he finishes early.” She said that with a bit of a blush, which made me wonder if that last sentence was a double entendre.
So she kept track of him, but he didn't wait for her.
"How do you know it was a week ago that he asked about the alibi?"
Her blush grew just a bit more. “We decided to share a post-workout smoothie. We hadn't done that before. I nearly missed a standing lunch date."
"What exactly did he ask?"
"He asked me if I would be his alibi.” She smiled at the memory. She really was a pretty woman. Damn her. “And of course, I said yes."
Of course. Because that was what any sane woman would do.
"So he told me that if anyone showed up asking for Stanley Donen, I should tell them I'm Stanley's wife and that he wasn't home at the moment, but that he had been home for the hours they were asking about."
"Even if they were cops?” I asked.
"He said he knew people on the force. He said it would be harmless fun."
I nodded, as if I understood. I guess I did understand. This Stanley Donen/Doug Sirk was a nutball.
And so was this woman.
"You didn't ask why he needed an alibi?” I said.
She laughed. “Of course I did. He told me he was playing pranks on friends. He'd tell them something outrageous and if they were silly enough to check, my response would confuse them more."
"Did it?"
"Oh yes,” she said and giggled again. That giggle would really be annoying from a two-year-old. On a woman in her late thirties, it was obnoxious as hell. “Those police officers frowned at me, looked a little angry, and then apologized. I think it was worthwhile just to have a member of the LAPD apologize, don't you?"
I had a good relationship with the LAPD, despite its press.
"They may not see it that way, ma'am,” I said, sounding a bit like an LAPD officer myself.
The smile fled her face, and she suddenly looked frightened. Maybe she wasn't as smart as I had originally given her credit for.
"Did I do something wrong?"
"You lied to the police in an ongoing investigation, ma'am,” I said. “They might consider that terribly wrong."
Then I turned on one foot and marched back to my car, feeling a little less confused and a lot more satisfied. I didn't hear the door close behind me until I'd reached the street.
So Roxanne Winterbury had watched me leave. Which meant she was thinking.
I wondered if that meant she had lied about her friend Douglas Sirk's phone number. Wondered if she was reassessing the relationship or wondering how to warn him.
Then I decided it didn't matter.
Warn him about what? That an ugly private eye was looking for him? That would frighten him how?
I wasn't sure what I'd do when I found him. Except tell him to stop besmirching the names of beloved directors (even if that was stretching it in the case of Douglas Sirk).
Still, this whole case was getting curiouser and curiouser, to quote Alice in Wonderland. And I really did want to find out what was down that rabbit hole.
* * * *
The gym felt like it was its own personal rabbit hole.
First of all, it wasn't a “gym,” but a personal health and fitness club. And it nearly did cost me fifty dollars to get in the door.
No one got inside without paying some kind of deposit, preferably with a valid Black American Express card.
I got in because I had a valid private-eye license, not one of those fakey things they sell on late-night TV. To the bouncer's credit (and yes, the place had a bouncer—although they probably called him a security guard), he actually knew the difference between a fake private-detective license and the real thing.
He not only let me in with great reluctance, but he shadowed me with even greater distaste. If I hadn't showered that morning and if I wasn't wearing the cleanest of clean clothes, I would have thought that my body-odor quotient was high—even for a personal health and fitness club.
The front desk put the reception desks at most five-star hotels to shame. It covered half a wall, had more computers than a bank, and a staff that looked so buff the soft lighting reflected off their perfect muscles. Unlike the folks who usually man the desk at a personal health and fitness center, these folks looked like they actually had an IQ as well.
I introduced myself while I held my wallet open, showing the license. One of the buffettes looked at me, then looked at another buffette who apparently was nonverbally dispatched to find the head buffette. Who came out of the back wearing the gym-rat equivalent of a suit—khaki pants, a designer golf shirt, and a watch that cost five times the price of my iPhone. He smiled, and I half expected to see that little starlike glimmer on his perfectly even, frighteningly white teeth.
"Ah, Miss Sweet,” he said in that unctuous tone used only by maitre d's at upscale restaurants, “let me help you with your quest."
I so badly wanted to correct him. I was Ms. Sweet, not Miss Sweet, and private investigators did not have quests. We had clients.
Only I really didn't have a client here, now did I? I had a hunch. A hunch that was slowly turning sour.
We went around the lovely desk, past the banks of computers, and off in the distance, I could see high-end treadmills and ellipticals, filled with high-end (and somewhat desperate) people, all of whom looked extremely serious about their treadmilling and ellipticaling.
We slipped into an office twice the size of mine. The head buffette gestured toward one of the chairs in front of his expensive desk, and I sat down, discovering that the damn thing was as comfortable as my couch. I tried not to relax in it.
"Mrs. Wimberly Winterbury called,” he said, and I was so startled that I missed the rest of his sentence.
That's why Roxanne's name was familiar. Wimberly Winterbury had died less than a month ago, leaving her his 1.2 billion-dollar estate, but his children (all twelve of them, with his six previous wives) were contesting the will. She was living on her generous allowance in the home he had bought for her before they married.
I knew all of this because, in L.A., you can't avoid the high-end gossip, particularly if it involves gold diggers, more than a billion dollars, and angry relatives.
"Miss Sweet?” the head buffette was saying in that unctuous tone. Apparently I had missed something after all, probably some crap about confidentiality, blah, blah, blah.
So I went on the offensive.
"I'm a bit disturbed here, Mr. . . . ?"
"Nevins,” he said.
"Mr. Nevins,” I said in my friendliest tone. “I'm investigating some disturbing reports concerning Mr. Sirk. It turns out he's been using a fake name. Douglas Sirk isn't his real name at all."
"Nonsense,” he said. “His identification checked out perfectly."
Meaning his credit card worked.
"What identification do you require?” I asked.
Nevins pulled up a file on the flatscreen computer next to his desk, discreetly turning it away from me so that I couldn't see the information as it showed up.
Wimberly Winterbury died, and his widow became involved with a con man who needed an alibi shortly thereafter. I was on the news and the next day, the same con man was talking to me.
Was that the link between us? Our trashy TV news coverage? Because it certainly wasn't the fact that we were both middle-aged, pretty, and rich. I was middle-aged, but pretty and rich seemed to have passed me by.
"He showed us his driver's license, of course, and his credit card,” Nevins said.
Both of which were easy to get, even if they weren't yours. “How long has he been a member?"
"Six months,” Nevins said.
"And have you been deducting the fees every month?” I asked.
"Heavens, no,” Nevins said, and he made that phrase actually sound convincing. “We charge annually."
"One big lump payment,” I said.
"Along with an initiation fee in the first year,” he said. Then he looked at me blandly. “It does separate the wheat from the chaff."
And I was clearly chaff.
"Would you do me a favor?” I asked. “Would you run a small charge on the credit card?"
"We can't do that, Miss Sweet,” he said in his most disapproving tone. “We don't give other people money from someone's credit card."
"It's not for me,” I said, and resisted the urge to add, you dumbass. “I want to see if the card is still working. If it is, then you can reverse the charge and apologize if he sees his bill. If it isn't, then I'd like it if you talked to me about Doug-las Sirk and let me know what's in his file."
"I'm sure it's legitimate."
"You do know that he was arrested yesterday, right?"
Nevins looked at me with alarm.
"For shooting his wife,” I said.
Nevins's alarm grew. I'd never seen a man's eyes get that big.
"Roxanne Winterbury alibied him without even knowing why,” I said. “And he didn't use the name Sirk. He used the name Stanley Donen."
"The director?” Score one for Nevins.
"And if you go to the Internet Movie Database, you'll realize that Douglas Sirk is the name of a movie director as well."
That seemed to convince Nevins more than the credit-card idea. Still, he punched several numbers into the computer, paused, and said to me, “Do you think twenty dollars will suffice?"
"I think it'll tell us what we need to know,” I said.
He finished punching in the numbers, then stopped and stared at the screen. Then he punched in more numbers, and more numbers, seeming more frantic with each punch.
"Good Lord,” he said as that unctuous mask dropped away. “I'll tell you what I can, Ms. Sweet, but I really don't have much here."
Damn if he didn't suddenly become a human being. One who might have helped in a very large theft. But I didn't tell him that. I figured he was smart enough to figure that one out on his own.
"I'll take what you have,” I said, unable to resist sounding just a little unctuous myself.
* * * *
What he had were two bogus credit-card numbers, one stolen driver's-license number, an address, and a cell phone number. Nevins wanted to call the cell, but I persuaded him not to. I also persuaded him to wait until I was done with my investigation before he called the police.
"We don't want to tip off Mr. Sirk, now, do we?” I asked.
Nevins agreed. Besides, he probably needed some time with his lords and masters to figure out how they handled account fees paid with a credit card issued to a man with fake identification.
That the ID was fake was pretty easy to prove. The California Department of Motor Vehicles couldn't tell you who a license belonged to, but they could tell you who it didn't belong to. And a call to the DMV with the license number came back with the information that that particular number and that particular name did not go together.
Which was more than enough for Mr. Nevins, but not quite enough for me.
As I left, I called a buddy at the LAPD to see if he could (quietly) let me know who the number did belong to.
It belonged to one Fred Zinnemann, yet another director, whose last film came out in 1982. But the heyday of his career was—you guessed it—in the 1950s (if you ignore my two favorites, Day of the Jackal and Julia). He was the guy who directed High Noon and I was tempted to whistle the theme song as I trudged through the streets of L.A., because I was beginning to feel like Gary Cooper, all alone in my quest for justice.
Donen / Sirk / Zinnemann had to have used more fake information to get that driver's license. The fact that he existed in the DMV's database meant that he had actually gone through them to get the Zinnemann license. Which meant that the birth certificate he presented had to look real to them. What I couldn't get my LAPD friend to find out was how long Zinnemann had had the license. Cops weren't supposed to dig in DMV records either (weird California laws) and so he didn't want to go back to his source.
So I had three fake names, two bogus credit cards, a real driver's-license number, a cell phone number, and two addresses.
And then, I realized, if the driver's license was real, then the address on that license had to be real, too.
And that's how I found myself driving to Encino at sunset, when I really should have been driving home.
* * * *
Encino, California, where Michael Jackson died. Encino, California, home of some really bad movie jokes (including a movie-long joke called Encino Man). Encino, California, which had waaaaaay too many houses for my taste.
Encino has these lovely big, expensive houses where the stars and their support systems live (although why they'd live in this part of the Valley, I'll never know). It also has some smaller houses, the kind where real people live—or people as real as people can get living in Los Angeles.
Zinnemann's house was in one of the real neighborhoods. Each house was maybe 3,000 square feet max, and some were much smaller, maybe 1,500 square feet. Not every house had a second story, but all had lovely landscaping, much of it turning brown.
This was a neighborhood where the people followed the water-rationing rules, where they did their best, even though it was never enough, to compare to the fancy houses just a few blocks away.
This house had actual trees in front, although what kind I had no idea. I'm a people detective, not a tree detective. A deliberately crooked brick walk led to a nice front door with its own little roof—a 1920s style that belonged in the Midwest, not in Encino.
The house was old enough that it might have been considered upscale in its day. Now it was a bit dowdy, in need of paint, a good pressure-washing, and some de-cobwebbing.
Oh, yeah, and someone needed to remove the police tape from the front door.
The tape looked relatively new. It was still bright yellow and it didn't have the dirt that coated the rest of the house. The yard bore lots of evidence of a police presence: tire tracks on the brown dirt where flowers had died long ago, crushed brown grass that still showed the marks of footprints, and one plastic folded number, the kind that crime-scene techs use. They must have been irritated that they forgot it—wondering just where they left it.
The number reassured me. It meant they had already photographed the scene. If I didn't disturb the police tape, then I wasn't truly messing with a crime scene.
I stepped off the brick walk and stepped over the tire tracks, heading to the picture window on the east side of the front door. I looked behind me to check if anyone could see me from the street. They couldn't; those willowy trees were in the way. I stood on my tiptoes and peered inside the house, cupping my hands around my face.
The living room was a shambles. The couch had been moved, a coffee table was overturned, and something large and glass had shattered on the floor.
But that wasn't the worst of it. The worst of it was the floor and the built-in bookshelf. The floor was hardwood. It had once been covered with a rug.
I knew that because there was a stain around the floor in a rug-shape. In the center of the non-stain area (where the rug had been) was a brown stain, this one thick and oblong. Ish. Oblong-ish. Something had gone through the rug all the way to the floor.
Judging by the spatter at the edges of the rugless area, that something was blood.
The crap on the bookshelf wasn't just blood. It was blood and brain matter and bone fragments.
Someone had been shot and that stuff was blowback.
I tried to remember if I had heard about a shooting in Encino recently, but nothing came to mind. That didn't mean anything. Millions of people lived in the L.A. Basin, and some of those people belonged to gangs, while others were thieves and murderers—probably at the same proportion that any other community had thieves and murderers.
What I wanted to know was who this house belonged to, who was investigating the shooting, and who the hell died.
I figured that information wouldn't be too hard to find, and I was right.
* * * *
Once I returned to my car, I pulled out my trusty iPhone with its wonderful Internet connectivity. I used to do my job without an Internet connection at my fingertips, but damn if I remember how I did it.
I plugged in the street name, the word “murder” (figuring the cops wouldn't do this much work for a simple shooting; not that anyone could have survived that much bone, brain, and blood loss), and came up with some relatively minor news reports.
Interestingly, most of the reports were on the various evening news shows—the ones that had sent their junior hack reporters to interview me. Those shows loved blood-and-guts news stories, especially those with video footage, just like they loved car chases, because those also had lovely video footage.
This crime was basic evening-news fodder. A single woman, murdered in her home in a quiet Encino neighborhood. The news ate this thing up, particularly when it had aerial footage of a coroner's van parked outside the house, and the crime techs at work in the yard.
And it was one of those scary-headline crimes—single woman murdered, no apparent motive. She lived alone and had died alone. The only reason anyone even knew she was shot was that a neighbor peeked through the window and saw the body.
The neighbor was a short-term suspect, particularly when it turned out he had an arrest record a mile long. He was the neighborhood Peeping Tom—with a conscience, apparently. He didn't have to call the police, but he did.
The woman, Katalin Voight, had moved to Los Angeles two years before. She was forty, not interested in any Hollywood work at all, and self-employed. She was a freelance bookkeeper who found work on Craigslist.
The Craigslist connection kept LAPD detectives busy for a long time, particularly since the 2009 Craigslist Killer case back East made everyone think of murder in connection to the site. But her records showed no murderous connection to Craigslist, nor did they show any murderous connection to anyone. Her family lived in the Midwest, and all they would say (sadly, of course) was that she'd wanted a new life.
Her neighbors knew nothing about her, her clients knew very little, and she hadn't made many friends here, although she had a wide and varying social network on the Internet.
A quiet woman in a quiet house in a quiet neighborhood, loudly shotgunned to death even though no one heard, found by her Peeping Tom neighbor days after the event.
The news played it up for nearly a week before the coverage faded. That was almost two months ago. The fact that the tire tracks and footprints remained showed just how dry it had been in L.A lately. I hadn't realized how long it had been since we last got rain.
I set the iPhone down and looked at the house. A woman had died here. She had become more famous in death than she'd been in life—a curiously L.A. phenomenon. And even that fame was fleeting.
Roxanne Winterbury had become famous for marrying and being widowed by a very wealthy man. Her fame rose a few weeks ago as the court cases involving her inheritance began.
I'd become famous a few days ago for rescuing a child. My fame would pass within the week, but it did exist.
And while it was happening, I met a man who claimed to be a director. He almost voluntarily went off to jail, but not before orchestrating his own alibi. Which he tipped off when he was talking to me.
I frowned. A man who claimed to be three different directors. He didn't orchestrate that alibi. He directed it.
I needed to get to a computer with a bigger screen and a lot more firepower.
I headed for my crummy apartment, which had my incredible high-speed Internet access, my up-to-the-minute computer, and my extremely empty refrigerator.
I stopped for pizza on the way there.
Amazing how much of the world is at your fingertips nowadays. Amazing how little the police know about taking advantage of that.
It took me less than an hour to call up Katalin Voight's records from Rapid City, South Dakota. She had been a full-fledged CPA there, with actual big-time clients—or as big-time as clients got in Rapid City.
She was Katalin Voight to her clients, but in her personal life, she was Katalin Johnson, wife of Kenneth Johnson, who owned one of those movie palaces that had once been a vaudeville theater.
The arrival of multiplexes, easy DVD rentals, and affordable big-screen TVs closed the movie palace. The papers soon carried a divorce notice for Katalin and Kenneth Johnson. Then the papers carried a one-paragraph mention of a restraining order. Then they carried an announcement that Katalin Voight's business was closing its doors after fifteen profitable years while Ms. Voight was going into retirement.
It didn't say she was retiring in Los Angeles, but she did.
And Kenneth tracked her there.
How do I know that?
Because those same papers ran a photograph of Kenneth when they announced the closing of the movie palace that he had owned and loved. The movie palace that closed despite his best efforts. The movie palace that had lost money for nearly a decade, despite his efforts. The movie palace that may have lost money because—he said—of the mismanagement of his CPA, one Katalin Johnson.
That photograph looked just like Stanley Donen/Douglas Sirk/Fred Zinnemann. The man who had briefly enjoyed the limelight as a movie-palace owner. Who limelighted again (although somewhat privately) as the L.A. press discussed his wife's mysterious murder. Who sought others in the limelight so that they'd help him regain that limelight.
He directed Roxanne Winterbury to give him a bad alibi that any cop should have been able to see through, and he directed me to look into the same bad alibi.
Which I did.
And that led me to his ex-wife's house, and the detective on his ex-wife's murder, who was somewhat annoyed at me for finding the ex-husband, whom he had no idea existed.
Kenneth Johnson was staying at one of those anonymous by-the-month business hotels that dotted all of L.A. County. He'd been there for a month before his ex-wife's murder, and he stayed there throughout the publicity.
It wasn't hard to find him, if you only knew where to look.
* * * *
Kenneth Johnson got his fifteen minutes of fame. In tried-and-true L.A. tradition, he gave interviews to the press against his attorney's advice, appeared on all the talk shows, and proclaimed his innocence. That went on too long for my taste, but how long I have no idea, since I stopped watching after the first two days.
The problem was, he extended my fifteen minutes of fame to nearly six months. I became the most famous detective in Los Angeles. Someone even ran a special about me on Court TV, although they didn't interview me or my friends or most of my clients, and used only stock footage.
I tried to see this as a good thing. New clients, a better office, and enough money to afford a really good secretary who could screen my calls, turn away unwanted visitors, and tell the press to go to hell.
But I gotta say, I resented Kenneth Johnson. I felt like some flat-faced extra who had somehow become an unlikely star of a blockbuster film. I didn't want the fame he'd directed me into, and I couldn't seem to get out of it.
But it's my new reality. Well-known detective Belinda Sweet, the go-to girl for the biggest of the big cases. Those cases do pay well, and I'm smart enough to solve them.
But getting used to this new persona is a bit rough.
I keep reminding myself: New personas and new realities are an L.A. thing. They're exactly what Katalin Voight wanted when she moved to the city. A chance to start over. A chance to remake herself.
A chance to be someone else.
I am someone else, and I'd rather be me.
But that's the L.A. curse and the L.A. blessing. At least no one will ask me to alibi them anymore—at least, not after the fact.
Although some director's been chasing me for weeks now, wanting me to host a cable show on alibis.
Which, of course, I will never ever do.
Copyright © 2010 kristine Kathryn Rusch
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Like most cops, I keep my life as routine as possible. During the first ten minutes of every shift, I head to the same apartment complex, one of the city's trouble spots, a place where crime practically oozes from the cracks in the walls. If there are going to be any surprises, I leave it to the criminals to think them up.
Today, a few blocks before I reach my destination, there's a kid, probably about twelve years old, on the sidewalk. Beside him, leaning against a massive snow bank, there's a BMX racer with a retro banana seat, definitely on the frosty side of cool, and a nasty way to be getting around at this time of year. I give the kid major props for having the balls to do it.
On the wall behind him, in Krylon orange, there's a half-finished obscenity. Well, either it's an obscenity or he was just about to liven up the hood with the word “F-U-N.” It's ten below, just cold enough that the spray paint freezes instantly, keeping his work free of dribble marks. He's trying to act nonchalant, but he's guilty of being the artist. I can read it on his face. I've been a cop only three years, hardly a veteran, but already I've seen that look far too often, a mixture of fear, defiance, and testosterone. Our eyes connect as I slow my cruiser to a crawl. He doesn't know what to make of me looking right at him. If he had some buddies with him, there'd be a display of bravado, perhaps a few taunts, but he's alone and doesn't know how he should behave.
From inside my cruiser, I can't prove he did anything. I didn't see him doing it, but I'd bet a month's pay there's a can of spray paint in his baggy pants. He's black, and I don't want to have to test my suspicion. White cops get a bad rap in the community for arresting black kids. I choose not to be a social statistic. Personally, I think we'd arrest fewer juveniles period if their pants fit better. Running with his pants around his knees really slows a young thug down. I'm just saying....
* * * *
I let this one go. I give the kid a chance to vent whatever is bottling up inside him. For all I know, his father is dispensing something other than Christmas cheer, or his mother is working two jobs to keep the family afloat. In either case, an arrest isn't going to make anyone's season jollier.
As I pull away, I check the rearview mirror. He's giving me the finger. Tomorrow, he'll have a story to share with his pals. He'll revise the ending, no doubt, and neglect the minor detail that he'd flipped me off only after I'd already driven away.
The gates to the apartment complex where I'm headed are open when I arrive. I've never seen them closed. Perhaps the gates were originally intended to protect residents from the outside world, but anyone intent on doing harm would find his way onto the grounds whether the gates were open or closed. Most of the problems come from inside the complex anyhow. Keeping the gates closed might actually prevent someone from getting out of harm's way.
Most nights, I flash my high beams as I pull up the driveway, for the little old lady on the second floor who always opens her curtains a crack just to take a peek at me. My signal is like a wink to her, just to let her know I'm here. I like to think it makes her feel a bit safer. She always acknowledges my signal with a thumbs-up. But tonight, I forget to give her my sign. I'm distracted by a grey Mercedes in the parking lot to the right, and my skin begins to tingle. A car that draws so much attention, especially in this neighborhood, is usually driven by someone who's trouble.
The Mercedes is parked against a frost fence, where a few weeds still poke out from beneath the snow. From behind the car, I can't see anyone in it, but as I step closer, I know that someone has been in there recently. The smell of dope hangs thick in the air.
I take out my flashlight and approach the driver's side of the vehicle. When I'm about four feet away, I see someone lying down, his head toward the passenger door. I shine the flashlight in his face. He twitches, rubs his eyes, sits up. I don't move any closer. He sees me, and instantly puts his hands in the air. Either he's been through this routine before or he's seen enough movies to know what happens next.
I reach forward to open the car door for him. “Keep your hands where I can see them, and step out of the vehicle for me, sir.” He cooperates fully, and I'm thankful that he's playing his role without any embellishments.
"What's your name?” I ask.
"Mario,” he replies. He walks toward the rear of the vehicle, spreads his legs, and puts his hands on the trunk, just an absolute pro.
I remove the handcuffs from my belt. I don't know why. I haven't found any reason to arrest him yet. But he puts both hands behind his back, which is enough of a confession for me, and I snap the cuffs into place. We move together like it's a ballet.
I press the button on my radio and speak into my shoulder. “Ten ninety-five.” I had one man in custody, fifteen minutes into my shift.
"Is it okay with you if I check the vehicle, Mario?"
He shrugs. For him, the dance is over.
"Anything in the car I should know about?” I ask.
"Just my friend in the backseat,” he says.
I kick myself for not having noticed, for still making rookie mistakes after three years on the force. I put Mario in the back of my cruiser and return to the Mercedes. Lying down on the backseat, the kid looks like a pile of dark laundry. A long jacket, those baggy pants, a Chicago Bulls hat pulled down over his face. Must be some powerful weed to make them both conk out like that. It never had that effect on me back in the day.
I tap on the window and shine the flashlight on the kid's hands, thinking I'd make it a gentle wake-up call. Maybe I rapped harder than I thought. The kid in the backseat sits up like he's just been poked with a sharp stick. In one move, he swings his legs off the seat, turns to the left, sees me through the tinted glass, and reaches for the gun that had been underneath him. I drop my flashlight, draw my weapon, and fire one blast through the rolled-up window, aiming from memory. The window opens in a hundred dark pieces, and he falls against the far side of the vehicle, his hand still resting on his weapon, mine still warm in my hand.
Within seconds, the parking lot is full. Sleepy people, jolted back to life by the sound of the gunshot, rush out of their apartments, and the area around my cruiser is as packed as a bargain-basement mall. I get into my cruiser, lock the doors, and radio for backup. Mario, still in cuffs, kicks at the side window with his feet, the glass between us covered with his spit.
A young guy in boxer shorts, a wrinkled T-shirt, and construction boots pulls the dead kid out of the car. The young guy's chest is now covered with the dead kid's blood, and he approaches the cruiser, the kid's gun in his hand. He jumps onto the hood of my car and presses his face against the windshield. “Take off your goddamn vest, cracker!” I don't look at his face, just train my eyes on that pistol, waiting for it to be pointed at my head. He could have ended it for me right there, just as I could have done for him. Having the gun in his hand, uttering threats—justifiable cause for use of deadly force. But my arms are far too heavy for me to lift my weapon and take aim. I hadn't wanted to shoot the first time. Twice in one night would be more than I could handle.
Sirens scream from behind me and the lot swims in flashes of blue and red. Behind me, a cop yells for the young guy to drop the gun, and he does. Throws it, actually, just before one of his neighbors drags him off the hood by his waist, out of harm's way. “Be cool, be cool,” the neighbor says, his actions contradicting the look of hatred in his eyes.
A cruiser pulls up right beside mine, and an officer—I don't remember who—opens its passenger door first before opening my door, creating a barrier between me and the crowd. “Get in,” he tells me over his right shoulder, both his hands on his gun, never letting his eyes off the crowd. “Move it!” he urges. I hustle out of my cruiser and into the one beside me. “Take him downtown,” he tells the officer, like he was giving instructions to a cabbie. My driver pulls forward slightly, and I see the dead kid, his head on the lap of a woman who is kneeling on a mound of pink snow. We don't go too far into the crowd, just far enough to manage a U-turn. I look up and see the old lady in the second-floor apartment, her curtains pulled open just a sliver, and her eyes burn into mine. No thumbs-up this time.
* * * *
It's 2:18 a.m. when I finally get home. The lights in my neighborhood are all off, and our house is just as quiet and still as everyone else's. I want to run inside the house and flick on every switch, turn on the radio and the TV at once, open up every faucet and run them until they're dry. Instead, I tiptoe so as not to wake up Lorraine.
I walk up the stairs to our bedroom. There's a soft glow seeping from underneath the door. She's sitting up in bed, a box of Kleenex on top of the quilt, one tissue balled up in her hand. The white tissue stands out against her black skin. I don't say a word, which I realize now might have been a mistake. I once read somewhere that a conversation is harder to resume after there's been a silence established. In hindsight, I should have rushed into the house and let it all out, told her everything I could remember about it, but I didn't. Somehow, I felt that if I didn't give the story legs of its own, it might just slither away. She's obviously heard something, however, and so I know that she has at least some understanding of how my night has gone. That's enough for me at the moment. We'll have the rest of our lives to comb through the details.
I sit on the edge of the bed, my back to Lorraine, remove my shoes, and then, still in my uniform, curl up beside her, my knees tight against my chest, and fall into an exhausted sleep.
* * * *
When I wake up, Lorraine is already gone. I turn on the television, and find people speaking for me. I am a man without a voice, a ventriloquist without a dummy. There's a picture of the young man, transformed by the bullet from a standard street thug into a model citizen. His face fills the screen. A young man with his father's arm around him, both smiling broadly. A young man on the basketball court, slam-dunking one for his high-school team. These are not the pictures I had seen back at headquarters. These are not mug shots. These are not the pictures of the man described by the victims he had beaten and robbed the day before I met him. The pictures being shown on the screen have been carefully selected by his family, images to show that this person was loved, this person was special, this person was destined for something far greater than what he got.
I remain motionless in front of the television, and it is there that Lorraine finds me when she comes in.
I don't know how to respond. I'm never home when she comes in. We've been married for two years, and this situation—all of it—is brand-new to us both. I feel like I've broken into her house, a thief caught in his pajamas and bathrobe.
She doesn't know where to begin either, so she engages in the ordinary. She knocks the grey slush off her salt-stained boots onto a plastic mat we keep just inside the door. She brushes the thick white snowflakes out of her dark curly hair before they melt. She puts her mittens on a stand near the floor vent, so that in the morning, they'll be warm when she puts them on. She walks towards me, cautiously, like I'm a stray dog who may respond badly.
She stops beside the couch and rests the long, polished fingernails of her left hand on my shoulder. She stares forward at the television screen and watches with me.
A commercial break, and the noise level in the room seems to jump twelve decibels. I hit the mute button, and silence takes hold. Lorraine pours herself a glass of wine from the fridge.
"Is this what you normally do when you come home?” I ask. I am studying the culture and customs of my wife. I see my wife differently today, intrigued by the way she moves.
"Today isn't normal,” she says. No argument from me. I look for the nonverbal clues, hoping to find a hint of what has happened to her in the world outside our home. I watch her in profile as she sips from the glass, her lips barely touching the rim of the goblet.
"Did they ask you anything about it?” I nudge forth the question softly.
"They? Who do you mean by they'?” she asks.
"They. The people you work with.” The question had seemed clear to me.
"With, or for?"
I now see the distinction she's trying to make as clearly as if she'd drawn it for me. There's a color difference between the people she works with and the people she works for. Lorraine is a social worker. She connects homeless people with access to services they need: food, shelter, employment. Lorraine works a block away from the station, and I used to see her out on the street every day with her clients. I watched her for months before I found the courage to get out of my cruiser and say hello. She was suspicious of me at first, not just because I am a cop, but more specifically because I am a white cop, and her spine stiffened when I first approached her. It took awhile for her to accept me.
"Any of them. I don't care, just any of them,” I say.
She takes a larger sip of her drink and tucks her feet up underneath her thighs. Her skirt strains around her knees.
"Yeah, sure. Everyone has questions,” she says.
"What did you tell them?"
"Nothing,” she says. “I don't know anything more than they do."
I absorb her response, and make two false starts to my sentence before I finally manage to say, “Is there anything you want to ask me?"
She closes her eyes and leans her head back against the arm of the couch. “It all seems pretty self-explanatory, doesn't it?"
I reach underneath her and hold one of her feet, her big toe poking out of her pantyhose, a run now snaking toward her knee, and I stretch her legs across my lap. Her toes are damp and cold, and images of my past twenty-four hours continue to flash on the screen, the volume still on mute.
* * * *
Hard white pellets blast against the window, fingers of ice forced by the wind. Eskimos don't have hundreds of names for snow. That's an urban myth. They have only about twelve. Loosely translated, their name for this type of snow is “Shit, that stings!” I can tell by the crunch of the tires on the road that it's at least thirty below. The rubber sticks and freezes almost instantly. The neighbors’ cars don't move forward easily as they drive past our house. She shouldn't have to go outside in this, but she is dressed.
She is standing by the window, both hands curled around a coffee mug. I watch her from the far end of the hallway. The business suit she has on, teal with black roses on the edge of the skirt, looks much sexier on her than it does hanging in the closet, the only place I've seen any of her work clothes for the past two years. “Good morning,” I offer, and my words set her in motion. She moves differently in a suit, more staccato than I'm accustomed to seeing.
"Hey,” she replies, and in between shoving two slices of bread in the toaster and putting the butter in the microwave just long enough to make it spreadable, I sneak a kiss onto her cheek. I can't blame her for not turning her head so I can kiss her on the mouth. The dry winter air always makes my lips cracked and chapped.
She seems to forget I'm here, and goes about her choreographed patterns despite me. I am not part of her morning routine. We used to dream about how wonderful it would be if I could be put on day shift, how much better everything would be if we could wake up together, come home together, go to bed together. But I'm low on the totem pole. There are plenty of cops with more seniority who have the same dreams for their families. The first two days of administrative leave haven't given us the ideal world we'd imagined.
I lift the coffeepot from the machine, expecting it to be heavier than it really is. The lid flies up into the filter basket. The carafe slips from my hand and shatters on the tile: dark grounds spray across the counter, dark brown coffee flowing on the cold floor.
She bends to wipe it up with a plaid tea towel.
"It's okay, Lorraine,” I say. “I'll get it.” There's a large brown stain on her skirt. “God, I'm sorry, honey.” I reach for a roll of paper towels.
She stands up to wring out the tea towel into the sink. “Shit.” I can't think of the last time I heard her swear. She usually substitutes something cute for her cuss words: “Cheez Whiz crust” or “Cock-a-doodle-doo.” She kneels to the floor again.
"Lorraine, I made the mess. I'll clean it up.” I touch her on the arm. “Go upstairs, change your clothes. You'll be late otherwise.” The toast pops and she jumps. She takes the warm toast and reaches in the cupboard for a plate.
"There are footprints in the snow,” she says. “Just outside the living-room window."
"I was out there yesterday.” Surprised at how quickly the lie comes to me. “There were some icicles hanging from the gutter. I knocked them down."
"It snowed last night,” she says. “The footprints are fresher than that.” Being a cop's wife has sharpened her powers of observation.
I mop up the last of the coffee from the floor and find a brown paper bag in the cupboard. The coffeepot is in shards.
"Nobody knows where I live, honey. A cop's address isn't easy to find."
"You're not the only one who lives here,” she snaps, and downs the rest of her coffee. “People know I'm your wife. And if they want to find out where you live, they will learn what they need to know. They're black, not stupid.” She pours jam onto her toast.
"I never said the kid was stupid, Lorraine. He just did a stupid thing.” I put two daggers of glass in the bag.
"Most people don't think there's much difference between the two,” she says. She takes a huge bite, and a blob of strawberry jam falls onto her sleeve.
"What should I have done, Lorraine? The kid reached for a gun. I had two seconds to do what I needed to do."
Lorraine takes two more hurried bites of her toast, and throws the uneaten remains in the garbage can under the sink. “I've replayed the scene a thousand times, Lorraine, and no matter what mistakes I may have made in going up to that car, I don't know what I could have done to have it end any differently. He forced my hand, and only one of us was going to make it home that night."
She hugs me, a brief tight squeeze, then goes upstairs. Moments later, in a different suit, she's at the coat closet. She wraps a long scarf twice around her neck, grabs her down-filled jacket, and heads for the car. She warms it up for five minutes, and I watch her through the frosty window until she drives out of sight.
I return to the living room and look at the ground outside the window. No use going outside to investigate now. Snow isn't a cop's friend, and too much of the white stuff has already filled in the footprints. Nothing to do but pull all the curtains closed and go back upstairs to bed.
* * * *
Christmas Day. No tree this year, so the gifts are piled on the kitchen table. They're just boxes in bright paper to me. I can't for the life of me remember what is inside the ones I wrapped. I try not to be surprised when Lorraine opens them, and she tries hard not to be disappointed. She's smaller than I think she is, clearly, and she drowns in the sweater that she gamely tries on.
The next day, she braves the cold to take back what I'd gotten her. “You don't mind, do you?” I just hand her a thick envelope of the gift receipts, and she drives off, happy for a reason to get out of the house.
At about one in the afternoon, he's there, in our backyard, a black man knee-deep in snow. Even looking down from our bedroom window, I can see he's tall. I've never seen him before, don't recognize him as one of my arrests. He seems to know me, recognizes my face and is happy to see it, but not in a good way.
His hands are in his pockets, either to keep them warm or to reach for something cold. I can't say if he's the same man who left footprints in my yard the day after the shooting, but I freeze. I look intently into his eyes and try to decipher what's there. I want to know more about this man than just his height and color. What did he do this morning? Who did he talk to? Who knows that his holiday plans include coming here?
He pulls a cell phone from his left pocket. His right hand stays hidden. He punches the keys with his thumb, never taking his eyes off me. The phone by Lorraine's side of the bed rings. My head snaps instinctively at the sound. I turn back to the man and he smiles. He knows he's got the right number.
The answering machine picks up. The threats that spit out behind me are a split second out of synch with his mouth, like a badly dubbed movie.
He puts the phone back into his pocket. He looks unsure about what to do with his anger now. If he's intent on killing me, there's not much I can do about it now. He'd be long gone before the cops could ever get to my door. If he came for revenge, it's his to take, but I intend to make it as unsatisfying for him as possible. Not even a thug gets full props for shooting an unarmed man in the back. I turn in place, away from the window, and face into the bedroom.
Five minutes drag by. Nothing. I turn to face the yard again in time to see him leave. He's retraced his steps precisely, putting his feet into the same holes they made coming in. He knows the path to my house well by now.
I look out to the forest behind our yard. It's a mass of wood, one tree indistinguishable from the other. I actually prefer trees without their leaves. Elm, maple, and oak, they all look the same when you strip them down to nothing. Still, I long for spring, want nothing more than for the snow to disappear. At least then there won't be any footprints.
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Fiction: OPEN AND SHUT CASE by Marilyn Todd
"When I wrote the first Great Rivorsky story (EQMM 8/01),” says Marilyn Todd, “it was intended to be a one-off. The second story was simply inspired by the first . . . but this is what happens with magicians. The rabbit keeps on popping up in different places, and when I saw how the slicing-the-lady-in-three trick was done, I just knew that adding a contortionist would give it a twist (I know, I know).” Still Waters, the author's latest novel, was published in July 2010.
Official paperwork or not, sir, I am the Great Rivorsky, and that is how I wish my name to be recorded. That's R-i-v—but I see you're already familiar with the spelling from the posters. How rewarding. Though perhaps you'd be kind enough to cross out the words no fixed abode in the address line. The phrase smacks of gypsies, tramps, and circus performers, whereas my show is a reputable spectacular that just happens to tour Europe on a con-tinual basis. An extravanganza of mystery, magic, and illusion that has performed in all the major cities, and in front of royalty on more occasions than I care to count.
Indeed, our last such performance was before Archduke Ferdinand and his charming wife, Sophie, last year in Vienna, and take it from me, Inspector, His Grace's proposals to grant ethnic minorities independence will guarantee him a long and glittering future. Unlike your own King Edward. How is His Majesty's health, by the way? Still shaky? We played for him in Biarritz not long after his mother died, and he was chesty even then. Indeed, half the audience thought the smoke from his cigars was part of the act, and it certainly made Pepé disappear. Sick as a dog behind the stage door, he was, but then Pepé is a dwarf. Working the wires from the ceiling, he was subjected to the full force of the royal smoke as it rose. And though there is only half as much of him as the rest of us, he seems to be doubly absorbant when it comes to toxic pollution.
So you see, no fixed abode gives quite the wrong impression, and while we're about it, I wish to make clear that it is not customary for us to sleep in caravans and operate out of a marquee. Dear me, no. The Great Rivorsky? Working out of a TENT? But after that unfortunate incident during rehearsals in Amsterdam—you did not hear?
It all came about when the fire-eater coughed at an inopportune moment, causing the curtains of the backdrop to catch light. The props immediately fell victim to flames, and of course our boxes are wood and we can't have our contortionist squeezing herself into unseasoned timber, can we? To cut a long story short, Inspector, the theatre became an inferno before you could blink, and what else could an impresario do? With a troupe to pay and suddenly no income to cover the disbursement, my only option was to hop across the Channel and stage a series of impromptu shows.
What? Sack the fire-eater? Certainly not. It was hardly his fault Zorba the Freak chose that moment to drop his trousers and show Mimi his enormous—Which is why I'm not worried about the insurance claim. The company have agreed to settle, but these things take time, though Mimi has not been the same since. Such a sensitive soul. Not at all the type of girl to whom a man should expose his enormous—Oh, I was as shocked as you, sir. Absolutely. So when Mimi shrieked, it was quite understandable that the fire-eater jumped, causing him to cough on the kerosene. Terrible. A perfectly good spring season ruined, all thanks to one fist-sized navel.
Ooh. Tea. How very kind. But if I may be so bold as to correct your report while you stir in the sugar?
When I mentioned the contortionist a moment ago—that's right, Jeannette Ridoux, though you've missed off the “x” at the end of her name. Not that she'd take offence. In fact, she'd bend over backwards to accommodate anyone, but my point is, you've written loveaffair in the margin and I feel I must take issue with that. Affair, certainly, but love? Perish the thought, though when you meet her—and I see from your notes that you haven't yet—you will understand the attraction. Not to put too fine a point on it, Inspector, the combination of raven black hair, blue eyes, and the ability to wrap her left ankle around her neck is quite powerful, though your observation was correct. All the ladies in the troupe are stunning, but then that is a requisite of the magician's trade. Their beauty is necessary to distract the eye, where even the slightest movement will suffice. She moves her hands in a natural gesture, and see? The ten of diamonds was the card you picked out earlier, was it not? Yes, yes, put it back anywhere you like, and oops, there it is again. Ten of diamonds. No, sir, not in the deck. Underneath your notes. Which, unfortunately, bring us back to my dalliance with the lovely Jeannette Ridoux, and the dispute it caused with Madame Rivorsky.
You say you have twenty-three witnesses who heard Carla screaming at me two days ago, and the only surprise is that the number is that low, Carla being theatrically trained. Then again, what virtuous woman wouldn't raise her voice when she walks in to find her husband playing “Find the Lady” with his contortionist in her own marital bed?
Very well, if you wish to split hairs, my arrangement with Carla did not actually constitute a legal contract of marriage. But I am a gentleman, sir, and honour bound to protect a lady's reputation, even though, technically speaking, I am still married to the first Madame Rivorsky. And perhaps a couple of others, I can't be sure, though that ceremony in Rome was declared unlawful a year afterwards, and I still have my doubts about Lisbon.
But dear me, you have not brought me all the way to your police station to charge me with bigamy.
You have arrested me for Carla's murder.
* * * *
Carla Bonetti had it all. Blond hair, flawless skin, perfect memory, sleight of hand. Everything, in fact, that made her a first-rate mind-reading act.
The first time I saw her was in Prague. Our schedule took us there two years ago, during that particularly vicious hot August. I had wandered into St. Nicholas church to cool down, passing a pleasant hour or two imagining the magnificent baroque paintings that used to adorn the interior, until the late Emperor Josef ordered them to be removed. Silly fool. Anyway, walking back into the square was like stepping into a furnace, in which the entire population seemed to be melting. Except one.
She'd set up a table in the shade of the town hall, well aware that each day, hundreds of people flock to see the famous astronomical clock. If you haven't seen this gigantic masterpiece of engineering and entertainment, allow me to enlighten you. Every hour, on the hour, larger-than-life-size figures of Christ and the apostles march past the upper window, turning to look out over the square as they pass, while the skeleton of death tolls the bell. It is a spectacle admired by princes and peasants alike and the crowds are ferociously large. But what attracted me to Carla, Inspector, wasn't that while her audience were mopping their foreheads and fanning themselves, she remained cool as the proverbial cucumber, in her virgin white dress and blond hair swept up, as she slid koruna after koruna into her tin. It was that she'd chosen to work the Mystical Card trick right under the great circle of the zodiac that is mounted directly beneath the clock.
Let me clarify. You see these? They are the very pieces she was using that day, and as you can see, they are leather. They could just as easily have been parchment or wood, the material's irrelevant, but you see how she's painted mystical symbols round the edge of each of these five little sheets? Then inscribed four numbers across and four down in a square in the middle? Once the ink was dry, she'd have scrubbed the leather to make the pieces appear ancient, reinforcing her claim that these little treasures came from a pharaoh's tomb, an Indian mystic, an Aztec princess, whatever.
I shall dispense with the hocus-pocus for now. The power of the symbols . . . The channelling of energy . . . The transference of your thoughts to mine . . . I shall simply point out what you will have already noticed, namely that the numbers range from one to thirty-one, and now ask you to tap each of the pages on which your birthday appears. Aha. Twenty-eighth April. A most pleasant time of the year to be celebrating, though I see even you, an experienced police officer, are surprised. Of course, you are right. The numbers are not written randomly at all, and I confess, the date is not mind-reading, but basic arithmetic. Guessing the month, though? Sadly, I am not at liberty to disclose how that's done. The Magic Circle would have my head in a noose—
Hmm. A rather unfortunate expression, given the circumstances, so I shall quickly skip on.
From the moment I saw how Carla had positioned her pitch, not only catching those who flocked to the clock, but that she'd primed their minds with the zodiac signs, I realized that here was a highly polished performer, who deserved a wider, and more lucrative, audience.
She jumped at the chance to tour with us, and from the moment I watched her opening act, in which she invited spectators to draw a picture on the blackboard, then opened a pre-sealed envelope to reveal that same drawing, I knew my instincts were right. Without resorting to stooges or trickery, she would manipulate the audience with her “psychic” abilities, and have them eating out of her hand. With her dazzling white dress and soft-spoken voice, who would suspect such a fragile creature of being an actress? Even Archduke Ferdinand was enchanted by Carla Bonetti. When she called for volunteers during our tour in Vienna, I clearly remember him jumping up and shouting,
"I'll give it a shot!"
Inspector, you should have seen the look on his face, when she gave all three members of the royal party a bundle of baggage labels bearing the name of a different city, asked them to memorize any one that took their fancy, then lifted the sheet on a blackboard on which she'd already written the names of the cities they'd chosen.
I was spellbound. Full of admiration for making fragility part of her act when, in fact, that soft-spoken voice carried to the back of the theatre. But at the same time, sir, Cupid never strays far from a theatrical troupe. In no time, I had lost my heart to this beautiful, talented, but above all professional lady, and within three months of that meeting beneath the clock tower, Carla Bonetti was my wife.
That is to say, we went through the motions of a civil ceremony, for I know false papers when I see them. And whatever other characteristics the Italians might have, fair skin and blond hair are rarely among them. Especially when accompanied by a Scandinavian accent.
Who cared? None of us is perfect, sir, none. The point is, her fame increased, her popularity grew, and within six months she was almost as famous as The Great Rivorsky himself, and I begrudged her none of the limelight. Quite the contrary, in fact. We were a team. We were in love. We had such a brilliant future ahead of us! She talked of expansion. Of America. New York, San Francisco, Boston, Chicago, dear me, she almost had the itinerary booked! But what I had forgotten—the quickness of the hand deceiving the eye and all that—is that, at heart, Carla Bonetti was a con artist.
Fate may have brought us together that hot August day, but from that moment on, she had been feeding me the way she fed her audience. Were I not so besotted, I would have realized. Good Lord, I'd even remarked on the speed with which she'd pocketed those korunas, attributing this to a fear of thieves and pickpockets in Prague's crowded main square. With hindsight, though, it was obvious. Carla, Inspector, was motivated by one thing, and one thing only. Money.
She had no friends, no relatives (at least none with whom she kept in touch), and no desire to mix with the rest of the company. She led me to believe she was a lonely, damaged individual, and maybe that part was true. But in her eyes, I was nothing more than a stepping stone to bettering herself, and she threw herself into honing her act.
When I proposed marriage, she saw an even faster route to financial success. Half my takings, half my savings, possibly even more, had I coughed up for that ill-fated American Dream, for I feel sure she had no intention of remaining with me. I hand her the money for the transatlantic crossing, bearing in mind the number of berths this troupe needs—and pff! Carla Bonetti disappears in the night, while Madame d'Orcale turns up in New York, an angelic psychic to whom you'd entrust your life.
And the silly thing is, she'd have got away with it, had greed not got the better of her.
Pardon me leaning closer, but what I am about to tell you is a delicate matter, and I would beg you to think carefully before you commit such confidences to paper. You see . . . how can I put this? What with one city after another, the packing, the unpacking, the rehearsals, the hiring, the firing, that lawsuit with the Siamese twins (and despite what they claim, I am certain Pepé was not the father of the dark-haired one's baby; Zorba is not known as The Freak for nothing). But my point is, these activities take time and, ahem . . . energy. For several months, the Rivorsky marital bed saw little activity other than sleeping, and when I finally had vigour enough to rekindle the spark, Carla made it clear she was no longer interested.
I worship you as a husband, a leader, a father-figure to myself and the group, she told me, and dear me, there were even tears in her eyes. The pedestal I have put you on is so high that I need time to adjust and put a proper perspective on our marriage. She kissed my cheek. I will be a wife to you again, darling, I promise. Just give me time.
The brush-off didn't bother me, Inspector. I already had the measure of Carla by then, and it was around this point that Jeannette joined our company. You have seen my “Slicing the Lady in Three” trick? Oh, you should, sir, you should. Bring your wife, she'll be amazed. Far superior to “Sawing the Lady in Half,” which has become somewhat overworked of late, and also requires two female assistants to be successful, whereas this relies on just the one. Let me explain how it works.
We start with a tall, upright box whose door has a large oval hole at the top for her head, two small round ones for her hands, and two more at the bottom to accommodate her feet. My beautiful assistant steps into the box. I close the door. She places her head, hands, and feet through the openings, and I invite the audience to pass her any small object of their own for her to hold. Sometimes it is a comb, sometimes a pocket watch, sometimes an embroidered hankie or necklace, but whatever they choose, it is important that the items belong to members of the public and they can see there is no sleight of hand.
I now bring out my blades and show people that these are not trick pieces that collapse or disappear into the handle, and that by heaven, the edges are sharp. Fashioned from the finest steel, these are truly the deadliest of weapons, which is why we always keep them under lock and key. And also why my assistant and I need to practice, practice, practice, sir. One false move could be fatal.
But of course it was not Jeannette Ridoux who was murdered.
Nor one of those blades that killed the lovely Carla...
To continue. Having locked Jeannette in the box, where she is merrily waving the audience's personal effects, I brandish the first blade, then proceed to push it across the full width of the box at roughly the level of her armpits. She twists her lip a bit, and frowns, but eventually it goes right the way in. I then repeat the process at a point about mid thigh—which, incidentally, is a very shapely one—and, as you would expect of a knife sawing off your legs, she winces even harder. But my assistant is no cry-baby, sir. She continues to wave the pocket watch, hankie, or whatever, her smile broader than ever.
Now for the moment of truth! I push on the side of the box. Heave, heave, heave, and hey presto! To a rumble of drums, the middle section, the part between the two blades, slides to the left, leaving Jeannette—ta da!—in three separate pieces.
The top part is still in its original and upright position. You can see her smiling, and waving whatever the audience gave her to hold in her left hand. The bottom part hasn't moved either. You can still see her wriggling her pretty little toes through the cut-outs. But with the middle section pushed completely to one side, there is nothing now but a gaping hole where Jeannette's torso used to be, and yet, look! Her right hand, now stuck out way to the side, is still waggling the object she'd been given!
To prove there are no mirrors involved, I plunge my arm through the gap, then throw a ball through the space, backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards, to prove there is nothing there except air. I walk behind it, bending down, making faces, pushing my hand through, then invite the owners of the items to come forward and verify that these are indeed their possessions. The middle section is then slid back into place, out come the blades, click, click, and when I open the door again, out steps Jeannette, all in one piece!
The applause is rapturous, as you can imagine. But because the trick is new and, I repeat, extremely dangerous, timing is everything. My new assistant and I spent many hours together, perfecting the act, and I suppose it was inevitable that contortion and illusion would eventually join in collusion.
Which is why I wanted to make clear just now that it was purely a physical attraction, one in which love played no part. Jeannette is supple and sultry, and whilst one could argue that one good turn deserves another—especially in her case—Cupid had already hit me with one misguided dart. I was in no hurry to lose my heart again, and besides, I needed to dislodge that first mischievous arrow, and here was a conundrum, if ever there was one. Do I fire Carla and lose the best mind-reading act I'd ever had? Or put up with the situation, no matter how difficult, and try to make the most of it?
A tricky predicament, as you'll agree. One that, unfortunately, pales in comparison to the one I find myself in now, though I do see the logic behind the arrest.
You find me covered in blood . . . beside the body of my bigamous wife . . . in the marital bed . . . with a bread knife sticking out of her heart . . . and the caravan locked from the inside.
Might I have another cup of tea, do you suppose?
* * * *
Motive, means, and opportunity. The Great Rivorsky has all three, and in terms of a police investigation, I fully understand why you see this as an open-and- shut case. So do I. Carla was looking to bleed me dry, and money is a magnificent incentive to murder. Knives are commonplace in a theatrical troupe, especially with Chief Red Sky's knife-throwing act, though how many Cherokee Indians you see in Glasgow is dubious. Or red skies, come to that. And finally, of course, who else had the opportunity to kill Carla, since all the bolts on the caravan doors were in place when you broke in, and with a wound like that, it was clearly not suicide.
It doesn't look good for me, does it?
On the other hand, you have to take into acount that I am an illusionist, sir. A master of deception, disguise, and dexterity, who makes his living from things that are not what they seem.
For instance, look how you found me. Dressed in my stage suit, with its hidden pockets, false buttons, even this lovely white rabbit. Incidentally, you wouldn't have a lettuce leaf on the premises, would you? It's well past this little chap's breakfast. Thank you, thank you. Most kind.
Anyway, Inspector, as I was saying. Did you not think it odd that the police broke in this morning to find me fast asleep and still in the clothes in which I had been performing? The prosecution could argue that I had fallen into a drunken stupor, and there's no denying I enjoy a port and brandy or two after the show. But if I had been so hammered as to fall asleep fully clothed, would I have had the presence of mind to lock the caravan doors—four bolts, don't forget—and then drive a knife into a sleeping Carla?
Or hadn't you noticed that she was killed as she slept?
No rumpled bedsheets. No arcing spurts of blood. No tangled nightdress or hair that had been messed up in a struggle.
And I know you will already have established from witnesses that she was alive when I entered the caravan, and this, I feel sure, is the reason you've charged me. Half the company would have seen us through the open doors, possibly overheard us dissecting the night's performance and debating how it could be improved on. For if there was one thing to be said in favour of that disastrous relationship, it was a sense of professionalism.
I was still drinking port and brandies when the church bell tolled midnight, and shortly afterwards I locked up. I remember waving to Pepé and blowing a kiss on my fingers to Mimi, or at least that's what I had intended to do, it just came out the wrong way round. No matter. The important thing is that Carla took herself off to her side of the bed, I bolted all four sections of the small stable doors, and that's the last thing I remember until your flat-footed sergeant hauled me off the bed and into a pair of handcuffs. I gave them back to him several times, but he insisted on replacing them.
I have them in my pocket, by the way, if you'd care to return them.
* * * *
The caravan is delightful. Round, like a barrel, with sailmaker's canvas stretched over the frame; the oak from which it is made is intricately carved and even more exquisitely painted. The cold is banished by a cast iron “Queenie” stove, and the interior is so sumptuous, it rivals the most opulent hotel. Lavishly painted and comfortably furnished, it boasts a small bow window with lattice panes at the back, under which the bed frame has been built. Meaning one is not then obliged to draw the rich, velvet curtains that hang over the window, but is at liberty to lie in bed and gaze up at the stars. With its mahogany panelling and gold leaf on the mouldings, the caravan provides luxury and comfort, and combined with the gentle rock of the horse drawing it along, offers a lifestyle which has much to recommend it.
Except, it appears, when it comes to privacy.
You tell me the police were called after Colonel Tom Thumb peered through the latticework, saw carnage on the bed, and promptly raised the alarm. My first comment here is that you should go gently when interviewing him. Far from the Peeping Tom you take him to be, he is, in fact, a normal, lively six-year-old boy who just happens to have an unnaturally deep voice and has been coached to walk, talk, and behave as a man, even to smoking cigars, drinking whisky, and yes, I admit it, even cussing. The latter being a family trait—dear me, the mouth on his mother!
On the other hand, there's no need to tread softly when interviewing the bearded lady. She is none other than Samson O'Reilly, blessed, as luck would have it, with delicate, sculpted features not usually found in a family of dockers, and a minuscule Adam's apple that is easily disguised by a sparkling ruby necklace. As always with illusion, sir, it is a question of distracting the eye. Rather like our “Southseas Mermaid,” I suppose. A testimony to the skill of the taxidermist, the creature is half fish, half monkey to which blond human hair has been glued, but all this is beside the point.
Namely, was the discovery of Carla's body down to a young boy's natural curiosity, or a bit of prompting from a third party?
A question that hadn't occurred to you, I can see, but ask yourself this. What circumstances would make a man drive a bread knife into his sleeping wife's heart, knowing he'd get blood all over his precious stage suit, then fall into so heavy a stupor that he doesn't wake up even when the alarm has been raised, and is still sleeping when the police break down the door?
Wait, wait, wait. That was a rhetorical question, not a challenge, Inspector, though I do see your dilemma.
If I didn't kill Carla, then who did? Professional to the core as she was, and exceedingly pleasant to the eye, she wasn't popular with the troupe. Not at all. And I doubt you will find anyone who'll admit to liking her, not even Pepé, and usually he looks up to everyone. Which makes it a doubly difficult situation for me, given that a woman who makes no friends makes no enemies, either. Indeed, I defy you to find anyone who hated her for that matter, and a luke-warm dislike is hardly a motive for murder!
So then. We've ruled out love, hate, jealousy, greed, even revenge can be crossed off the list, since she was not a person who aroused high emotions in others, having no passion herself—
Oh, no, that screaming match when she caught me in flagrante was pure theatrics, I assure you. Granted, Inspector, it was ungentlemanly conduct on my part to seduce my assistant in the marital bed. But Jeannette dropped by unexpectedly to discuss the act, and somehow it just happened. One moment I was minding my own business, waxing my moustache in front of the mirror. The next I had a contortionist coiled round me like an anaconda, dislocating her joints in every direction.
Carla did not usually return before noon, and hand on my heart, I never intended to hurt or humiliate her. I was in the wrong, I admitted it, and took great pains to apologize for my behaviour. On the other hand, the manner of her outburst was completely unjustified, a cheap theatrical ploy designed to publicize my shabby conduct, thus adding to the list of reasons why I should not assault her icy virtue. I am not ashamed to say that, once Jeannette left, I threw the whole lot back at her, albeit in the form of a tired old joke.
About how I'd picked up this poor, bedraggled waif, who told me she hadn't eaten for three days.
"In my compassion, Carla, I brought her home and warmed up the shepherd's pie I cooked for you last night, the meal you wouldn't eat because it was too fattening."
Not the first dinner I had prepared for her that had been passed to the dogs.
"And since the orphan's clothes were so ragged, I gave her that blue dress I bought you on our honeymoon, which you never wore because you said it's too tight. Along with the straw bonnet I bought as an anniversary present, but which has never come out of the box, because you feel the flowers on the brim aren't dignified enough."
Again, all true.
I pressed on. “I donated the velvet choker Mimi gave you for Christmas that you don't use simply to annoy her, along with those expensive button boots you never wear because Chief Red Sky's wife has an identical pair, as well as the jade brooch you've never put on, because you say I have no taste."
Carla was taken aback by my bitterness, Inspector, but I wasn't done.
"In fact, the waif was so grateful for my sympathy and support,” I continued, “that as I walked her to the door, the poor girl turned to me with tears in her eyes and said, Please, sir. Do you have anything else your wife doesn't use?"
The joke was intended to soften the effect, though too late I remembered Carla had no sense of humour. But if motive is a sticking point in her murder, so, too, is opportunity. Knowing as we do that all four parts of the twin stable doors were bolted from the inside, how could anyone get in? And it has already been established that the lattice window is too small for even my contortionist to squeeze through, which means, and apologies if I appear to be doing your job, the solution lies in the character.
Take you, for example, Inspector. From what I've seen, you obviously pride yourself on being objective, and do not readily accept theories without proof. Neither do you suffer fools gladly. But what of the qualities that are not quite as apparent? Let me see...
Yes, I'm starting to sense that much of the time you are unruffled and in control, yet when you are alone with your thoughts, there are times when you are prone to worry. About your family, at a guess. Your wife and your children, and also over your finances. Feelings are also coming to me that you are self-critical, constantly strive to do well and earn the respect that you deserve, especially from your superior officers, and that you also read books to broaden your mind. In addition, I'd say you thrive on a certain amount of challenge and change—not too much, though—but become deeply frustrated when your efforts are hampered by pettiness, bureaucracy, and shortage of time. I will even go out on a limb and suggest there have been times in your life, Inspector, and more than one, when you have had serious doubts about whether you've made the right decision. Am I right? Of course I am, but my skills are nothing compared to Carla's.
Now I don't wish to disillusion you, sir. Not at all. But that character reading applies to one hundred percent of the population in one way or another, being so vague and ambiguous that the assessment cannot help but fit. A few frown lines indicate a tendency to worry, your frayed cuffs point to money problems, and the library card on your desk is well used. Carla, though, was far better at manipulating her public, relying on them reading a lot more into her words than there was substance. After all, sceptics don't pay to visit psychics and mind-readers. Only those who already believe.
What, to the “psychic,” is a vague but nonetheless suggestive assertion is simply bait for the sitter to take. If there is no response, or the assessment falls wide of the mark, the “psychic” will quickly change tack and fish for alternative clues, constantly reading the sitter's response and taking their lead from that. Like illusionists, they bank on people seeing what they want to see. Never underestimate the human desire to make sense out of the most incongruous rubbish!
So there we are, Inspector. Now we know how Carla was killed, and by whom. It will soon lead us to why.
Ooh, more tea. How lovely. When it comes to hospitality, you English just cannot be beaten.
* * * *
If no one got in and no one got out, ipso facto the killer must be in the caravan. Yet your men found only Carla and me, which brings us, Inspector, to the open- and-shut case.
Earlier I mentioned my “Slicing the Lady in Three” trick. Providing you give me your oath not to tell anyone else, I shall enlighten you as to how it is done. The knives are real, so are the hands, the feet, and the face that smiles through dismemberment. Yet there is a gaping hole in the middle where my assistant's torso should be, and a compartment at the side where it actually is.
Or where it appears to be, I should say.
Once my assistant steps into the box, she puts her face through the window, and also her hands, and her feet through the holes at the bottom. She wiggles them all to prove it is real, and the audience pass her their personal items to hold. But once they have returned to their seats, she kicks off her left shoe and twists her body flat to the side of the box. Using her right foot, she manoeuvres the shoe to make it look like it's moving, alternating with the foot that is actually poking through the hole. Her hands remain in position.
The dangerous part comes when I push in the blades. If you look closely, you will see that the blades are not quite as wide as the box, the operative words there being “not quite.” The contortionist has to really flatten herself against the wall, while still keeping her face pointing forward. This, sir, is no mean feat. The trick will not work without the most accomplished contortionist.
And of course the other thing is, such is the optical illusion of the wavy lines painted on the woodwork, that the box appears to be the same thickness on both sides. In reality, the left side is a good few inches wider, which, when coupled with the slightly narrower blades, allows just enough space for my assistant's body turned sideways. After that, it is simply a question of her stretching her arm in the part I slide sideways, and hey presto, the illusion is complete.
There is nothing in the middle except air!
And unfortunately it is air that lies at the heart of this mystery. While I drink my tea and read your excellent Times newspaper, I suggest you return to the caravan, Inspector, and examine the suitcase on top of the wardrobe. I'm betting it has holes bored in the back. Curled up inside, you see, Mademoiselle Ridoux would have needed to breathe.
I suspect you will also find traces of blood on the inside. Carla's blood, obviously, for one cannot drive knives into people without certain consequences. And at the same time, I suggest you have men search Jeannette's caravan, where you will surely find the bloodstained leotard that she hasn't yet had time to wash. Why not? Oh, for the same reason you haven't interviewed her. She was still coiled inside the suitcase when the police broke in this morning, and with your men tramping in and out, undertakers and so on, she'd have been obliged to remain there until the coast was clear.
Let me tell you what I believe happened last night.
After Carla finished her mind-reading act, she returned to the wagon, where she stowed her dazzling white gown in the suitcase, as she did after every performance, to protect it. Clad in an ordinary frock, she then attended the regular post-performance party—a short celebration, but an important one. The troupe need to know they are appreciated, even those who work behind the scenes. Jeannette would have used the diversion to slip into the Rivorsky wagon, remove Carla's gown, and at the same time take the opportunity to drug the port or the brandy with bromide, possibly both.
When you search her quarters, I daresay you will also find the white, sequined dress, and I suggest you ignore any assertion that Carla asked her to look after it for her, because, dear me, this of all items? The gown she wore every night on the stage? Carla Bonetti would never entrust such a precious gown to anyone, much less the woman she'd found in her own bed with her husband!
Yes, as to that unfortunate incident—As a man of the world, Inspector, I am well aware when a woman has no deep emotional feelings for me. But a lonely heart will take comfort where it is offered, though once again, I failed to see that the affair was set up. A smokescreen to cover Jeannette's plan to kill Carla, then frame me for the murder.
What I suspect happened is this.
Jeannette asked Carla for a reading, little realizing it was nothing more than a cheap display of manipulation, suggestion, and flattery. Like illusion, where people see what they are expecting to see, when it comes to mind-reading, fortune telling, and psychics, sittters are predisposed to hear what they expect to hear, and invariably remember the successes over the failures.
I don't know what secret Jeannette was hiding, but for a sceptic to resort to consulting someone like Carla, she must have been very afraid. She'll probably tell you she was running away from a violent husband, and was terrified he'd track her down. I suggest a more likely scenario involves the police, and since Carla's murder was so meticulously planned, I doubt it was beginner's luck.
Naturally, I don't know what Carla told Jeannette, either. Indeed, I doubt she'd even remembered herself. To her, this would have been just another routine exercise, picking up clues then feeling her way as she went along. Whatever she'd told her, it would have been exceedingly nebulous, yet that scam, sir, cost Carla her life.
Jeannette would have seen things from a different angle entirely. In her eyes, Carla knew her every dark secret and, for that reason, had to be silenced. So she seduces the Great Rivorsky in his own bed, no doubt planting something of Carla's in the caravan knowing my poor wife would be needing it during rehearsals. The steaming row would have been the icing on the cake.
I'll bet the bitch even sharpened my own bread knife while she was at it.
* * * *
Ah, there you are, Inspector. And me not halfway through this excellent paper. You found the holes in the empty suitcase? Blood on the inside? Carla's stage dress under Jeannette's bunk. Good. Well, not good. For all her faults, poor Carla is dead, and this is not how I would have wished the marriage to end.
And you have also unmasked Jeannette Ridoux? Amazing detective work, sir, I compliment you. Janet Reed from Basingstoke, eh? Wanted for poisoning three elderly gentlemen for their life savings, and no doubt planning to spend it, once she was free of your English borders. Probably why she chose this particular troupe. In a matter of days, we'll be gone again, won't we? Budapest, my hometown, as it happens.
I must say, I feel partway responsible for Carla's death. If I hadn't succumbed to Jeannette's entwining charms, she could not have put her plan into action.
Or yes. Maybe, Inspector, you have hit the nail on the head. Maybe she would have found someone else to frame for the murder. A man who would not have been able to prove his innocence, and been hanged for a crime he didn't commit...
But I, of course, am the Great Rivorsky. I can get out of any tight spot.
Contortionists, on the other hand, twist their joints and their bodies, just as in Jeannette's case they twist the truth.
Though I fear that, this time, the hangman's noose is one thing Janet Reed won't wriggle out of.
Copyright © 2010 Marilyn Todd
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Fiction: THE LAST LAUGH by Bill Pronzini
A Grand Master of the Mystery Writers of America and author of one of the longest-running detective series (Betrayers, the thirty-fifth book in his Nameless series was published last month by Forge), Bill Pronzini is also one of the most versatile short story writers we know. His stories for us are often historical, but this one's based on elements from several actual recent cases involving petty crooks. The Hidden, Mr. Pronzini's new stand-alone novel, will be published by Walker and Company in November.
* * * *

Art by Mark Evan Walker
* * * *
All my life people been telling me I'm not very smart. “You need a diagram to tie your shoes,” Ma said to me once. And about six other times she said, “You got two brain cells, Bernie, and one of them's asleep half the time. That's why you keep getting yourself in trouble.” My own mother.
I been in trouble a little, sure, but it was all minor stuff. Couple of car-theft raps, couple for shoplifting, a B&E. Three convictions and some jail time that wasn't too bad, except they worked my tail off on the honor farm. But it ain't because I'm stupid that I kept getting caught. Stupid's not the reason I can't seem to hang onto the jobs Ma and my probation officer get for me, neither. It's bad luck. I mean, I'm just about the unluckiest guy you'll ever meet.
Like for instance, when I was working for the A&P as a stock clerk, one of the best jobs I ever had, and the manager caught me sacked out on a pallet of fifty-pound sacks of dog food and fired me on the spot. It was plain lousy luck I happened to fall asleep right there in the open part of the warehouse instead of in the little storage closet behind the freezer where I usually hid out to catch some z's.
Or the night I busted into a brand-new Cadillac and stole a fur coat and some other stuff that was lying on the backseat, on account of I was broke and out of work and didn't have nothing else to do. Wouldn't you know a cop'd be driving by just as I was heading off with the bundle in my arms. I told him I found the coat and the other stuff in a trash bin, but he didn't believe it, probably because there wasn't no trash bin around there. Neither did the judge that sent me to the slam for a year and a half, my longest stretch.
Another cop that busted me, the time I broke into Klausmeyer's Novelty Store and set off a burglar alarm I didn't even know they had, he said I was a typical dumb criminal. I heard that from some other people, too, including Ma. Always made me mad, and hurt me, too, on account of it's not true. A dumb criminal is one like this guy I heard about swiped some jewelery from a store down in L.A., and he's on his way home when the cops pick him up and they find the stuff in his pants pockets. What do you think he says to the cops? “I didn't know it was in there,” he says. “These ain't even my pants."
Now that's real stupid. I'm a lot smarter than that guy.
If I had any luck, I'd sure be better off than I am. I'd have a place of my own, maybe a nice apartment over by Greenbriar Park, instead of having to keep on living in my old room in Ma's house where she can nag at me all the time. I'd have cash for the flicks and the chicks, and for drinks at Fogarty's Saloon and eight-ball matches at the House of Billiards and all the other good things in life.
But the most cash I ever had all at once was a hundred and twenty dollars, the time I sold the iPod I boosted from Dennison's Department Store to a guy I met at Fogarty's. But I didn't have it long, on account of the guy turned out to be an undercover cop and he busted me for selling stolen property. That's another example of how bad my luck is.
I kept thinking how good things'd be if I could make one big score. A pile of cash to spend on a new car and some decent threads and a couple of girls I liked but who wouldn't have nothing to do with a dude who was broke all the time. But how was I gonna get it?
That was when I come up with the plan to rob Ma's bank.
I mean the bank where Ma has her checking account. She don't have a bank of her own, she's only a clerk at Klausmeyer's Novelty Store. But not the branch she uses, downtown—heisting that one wouldn't've been smart at all. The one over in the Eagle Ridge Shopping Center, in the other direction.
Robbing a bank was a pretty big step up from shoplifting and boosting a car now and then, but where else was I gonna get some real money? That's where you find all the real money, right? In a bank? Besides, my plan was a good one, if I say it myself. It even had a ace in the hole in case I got caught. I worked on it three weeks before I had it foolproof.
First thing I did then was write the note I was gonna give the teller. I didn't have no paper in my room so I waited until Ma went off to work at Klausmeyer's and then found some in her desk. It had printing on one side, but I didn't care about that. I was only gonna use the blank side.
I worked on that note awhile, getting it just right. When I had it all printed in big black letters, it said: DONT SAY NOTHING. GUN IN MY POCKET. PUT ALL BIG BILLS IN BAG. Short and sweet.
The next day I went downtown to this costume place and boosted one of them fake beards that look like real ones. I tried it on after I got back home and it sure changed how I looked. And when I put on one of my old sweatshirts that had a hood on it and tied the hood tight around my head and under my chin, I didn't look like myself at all. It was a real good disguise.
Next day after that, I was ready to go. After Ma left, I put on my disguise and took one of the big grocery bags she keeps under the sink and stuffed it inside my sweatshirt. Then I went out to the garage and got my old bicycle.
The bike was the beauty part of the plan, along with my ace in the hole. Almost every guy that robs a bank, he makes his getaway in a car or maybe on a motorcycle. Nobody was gonna expect a getaway on a kid's bike, right? Besides, I didn't have no car—the last old piece of junk I had got repossessed.
So I hopped on the bike and rode over to the Eagle Ridge Shopping Center. It was about ten-thirty when I got there. There was a walkway along one side of the bank and that was where I left the bike, propped up against the bank wall right around the corner where I could grab it quick afterward.
Two tellers’ windows was open and only one customer when I went in. I didn't see no point in waiting around for the customer to leave, so I went right up to the open window and handed the woman teller the note. Her mouth dropped open when she read it. When she looked at me again I put on a mean look to show her I meant business.
Well, it went off without a hitch. Or it did until I come outside and around the corner with the bagful of money in my hand, and seen that some damn crook had stole my bike.
I didn't have no choice then, I had to make my getaway on foot. You can do that all right but you got to be lucky, and for a change I had some luck on my side. I started running, fast, straight on out of the Eagle Ridge Shopping Center. People looked at me but none of ‘em tried to get in my way and wasn't nobody chasing me when I come out on 49th Street. I ducked into a alley and yanked off the fake beard and my sweatshirt and pitched them into a trash barrel. Then I went over a block to Mission, where I would've got on a bus back to my neighborhood except that I didn't have no change and only a dumb criminal would open up the bag and start hauling out some of the bank money in broad daylight on a crowded bus.
By the time I got home I was tired from the long walk and still a little shaky, but the shakiness went away soon as I dumped the money out on my bed. All that beautiful green. I figured there must be ten, fifteen grand there, easy, but I was wrong. It was more, a lot more.
$26,000 and change.
Man, oh man!
After I counted it again—it was even more that time, $27K—I put it back into the bag and hid the bag in my sock drawer. Ma never looks in my sock drawer. Then I went to the kitchen and cracked a brew to celebrate. I was feeling good, the best I'd felt since the time Chuck Potter and me went joyriding in a ‘65 Mustang we boosted at Greenbriar Park and then picked up two girls who liked to party.
I was on my third beer, just kicking back and thinking about all that cash and what I was gonna do with it, when the doorbell rang. I thought it was probably some salesman, or maybe one of the neighbors. But it wasn't.
It was the cops.
City heat, a whole bunch of ‘em in and out of uniform. Couple of FBI agents, too—I never seen a FBI badge before and man, it's really something, big and shiny, not like them cheap badges the city cops carry. They had a search warrant, so there wasn't nothing I could do but let ‘em in and let ‘em search and they found the $27K right away in my sock drawer. I could've told them I never seen it before, like that mook down south who said his pants wasn't his, but I got more smarts and more pride than that. I didn't say nothing, except for one question I just had to ask.
"How'd you find me so quick? Somebody see me running away from the bank?"
One of the FBI guys said it was the note I give the teller.
"The note? What about it?"
"Don't you know what you wrote it on?"
"Just a piece of paper I found . . . wasn't it?"
"Not just any piece of paper,” he said. “One of your mother's bank statements with her name and address on it."
Well, I should've looked closer at the printing on the other side of that paper, but I'd been too busy trying to get the words in the note down just right. You can't think of everything.
See what I mean about lousy luck?
So they read me my rights and hustled me down to police headquarters and stuck me in one of them interrogation rooms. I was scared, but not too scared. I mean, I knew I wasn't gonna get off with no slap on the wrist this time, but it wasn't as bad as it could've been. I still had my ace in the hole.
Two city detectives and one of the FBI agents come in and asked me did I want a lawyer present during questioning, and I said no on account of I never did like lawyers much. None of the public defenders I had ever made no real effort to keep me out of jail. Then they asked me to tell about my plan to rob the bank, then they told me to write it all down and that took awhile. When I got done I asked the FBI slick how long I was gonna have to spend in prison.
"Depends on the judge,” he said. “Ten to fifteen years, with time off for good behavior."
"Well, that's not too bad,” I said. “It'll be worth it."
"Why do you say that?"
So then I showed my ace. “On account of the money when I get out."
"What money?"
"From the bank,” I said. “It's mine now, right? I sure as hell earned it."
The FBI slick and the two detectives all of a sudden bust out laughing. They laughed so hard one of the cops had tears in his eyes. I didn't see what was so funny, but I didn't care. When I get out of the slam and start spending that $27K, it'll be me that has the last laugh.
Copyright © 2010 Bill Pronzini
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Reviews: THE JURY BOX by Jon L. Breen
* * * *

* * * *
As Erle Stanley Gardner proved again and again, trial scenes are among the most reliably dramatic elements in the mystery writer's arsenal. Consider the latest from six courtroom specialists, beginning with the all-time master of the legal thriller, continuing with two solid practitioners, and finishing with three who have a lot to offer but some drawbacks as well.
**** Scott Turow: Innocent, Grand Central, $27.99. In a sequel to the author's classic Presumed Innocent (1987), Kindle County's Rusty Sabich, now an appellate judge, is once again on trial for murder, this time of his wife Barbara. Beautifully written and rich in complex characters as all of Turow's fiction, it is also a fine pure whodunit. It's not necessary to have read the earlier book to enjoy this one, but they are best read in tandem—and in either order, for amazingly Turow does not give away the solution of Presumed Innocent.
*** Scott Pratt: Injustice for All, Obsidian, $7.99. In the third case for Tennessee defender-turned-prosecutor Joe Dillard, all the trial action comes early in the courtroom of the incredibly evil Judge Green, most extensively the case of a church deacon accused of possessing child pornography. After Dillard's friend Ray Miller commits suicide in Green's court, the judge himself becomes a murder victim and Miller's son the prime suspect. Pratt has the narrative gift that makes successful writers of popular fiction, and the complicated plot is neatly worked out.
*** William Bernhardt: CapitolBetrayal, Ballantine, $26. With the U.S. under imminent threat of attack by a Middle Eastern dictator, the President and some of his advisors, including lawyer Ben Kincaid and an unidentified traitorous mole, have been removed to a bunker under the White House. The Vice President, claiming the President's intermittently eccentric behavior proves him incompetent, attempts to seize power under the 25th Amendment. In a makeshift trial with a very tight deadline and members of the Cabinet serving as jury, Ben takes on the President's defense. Along with the legal gymnastics and over-the-top thriller action, Bernhardt provides a generously clued whodunit. You may not believe all the wildly unlikely goings on, but this fast-reading and involving tale is the best addition to the Kincaid series in quite a while.
** David Rosenfelt: Dog Tags, Grand Central, $24.99. Like his creator, New Jersey lawyer Andy Carpenter operates a dog-rescue operation. In his latest canine-related case, he defends Billy Zimmerman, an ex-cop and disabled Iraq veteran turned thief, on the charge of murdering Major Jack Erskine. How is the crime connected to the suicide bombing in which Zimmerman lost his leg? The best courtroom action comes when Carpenter tries to get bail for Milo, Zimmerman's German Shepherd accomplice. As usual, the lawyering details are good, the dog characters well observed, and some of Carpenter's smartass dialogue and narrative funny, but the thriller stuff, with excessive cross-cutting and changes of viewpoint, isn't too engaging.
** Robert Dugoni: Bodily Harm, Touchstone, $25. In a novel more bloated than Rosenfelt's and without the saving grace of humor, Seattle attorney David Sloane brings a product liability action against a toymaker who may be responsible for the deaths of two children. Expert trial action and strong basic plot suggest what an interesting legal novel this could have been without soap operatics and over-familiar suspense situations.
** Barbara Levenson: Justice in June, Oceanview, $24.95. Miami attorney Mary Magruder Katz takes on a variety of clients. In the main event, a federal habeas corpus hearing, she attempts to save a young Argentine national, arrested on a flight from his country and suspected of terrorist activities, from being sent to Guantanamo without due process. This second entry in a promising series has some of the same problems as Fatal February (2009): repetitiousness, excessive trivial detail, and a courtroom climax that comes off as too easy, since Mary's opponent has no case whatsoever.
**** Richard A. Lupoff: Killer's Dozen, Wildside, $14.95. Thirteen widely varied stories, most previously uncollected, constitute the versatile and original author's best all-mystery collection. Two first appeared in EQMM, most of the rest in other magazines or original anthologies. Styles range from classical detection to hardboiled, locales from a 1940s summer camp to the set of a made-for-TV boxing movie. A teenage Sherlock Holmes appears on trans-Atlantic shipboard in “Inga Sigerson Weds,” from the recent anthology Sherlock Holmes: The American Years (Minotaur, $25.99), edited by Michael Kurland. A 1976 story, “The Square Root of Dead,” written with Kurland, belongs in the dying-message hall of fame.
*** Rupert Penny: She Had to Have Gas, Ramble House, $17.99. First published in Britain in 1939, this case for Scotland Yard's Inspector Beale and his journalist friend Tony Purdon is the kind of book Golden Age nostalgics treasure: smoothly written with sly wit and character touches, fairly clued (including even a Queenian challenge to the reader before the final chapter), rich in misdirection and inexplicable events. A young lodger's body is discovered by her landlady, an apparent suicide by gas, but when the police come, the body is gone. Subsequently, a young female corpse is found with hands, feet, and head all missing. Is it the same woman? The plot is super-complicated, and the events are somewhat racier than typical of British mysteries of the period. The publisher offers Penny's other seven novels, all new to U.S. publication. I plan to seek them all out.
*** Michael Innes: Appleby Talks About Crime, edited by John Cooper, Crippen & Landru, $28 hardcover, $18 trade paper. These 18 stories about Scotland Yard's John Appleby, sometimes slight in plot and mostly very short, demonstrate the author's trademark witty style and learned charm. Innes was the pseudonym of Oxford don and mainstream novelist J(ohn) I(nnes) M(acintosh) Stewart (1906-1994). Most of the stories appeared in the 1950s and ‘60s in London's Evening Standard newspaper; apart from one reprint and one original from EQMM, two reprints from The Saint Magazine, and one story written for the 1979 anthology Verdict of 13, the stories are new to U.S. publication. Valuable features are a critical introduction by editor Cooper, a complete listing of the Appleby short stories, and a biographical afterword by the author's daughter Margaret Mackintosh Harrison.
** Frank McAuliffe: Shoot the President, Are You Mad?, The Outfit, $16.95. Per the afterword by Liz (McAuliffe) Gollen, her father wrote this follow-up to his three novella collections about professional killer Augustus Mandrell in 1975, but it was rejected because the publishers (understandably) considered it too soon after the Kennedy assassination for a comic novel about a plot to kill a U.S. President. There are laughs to be had here and a few interesting plot twists at the finish, but the ornate, facetious first-person style and over-the-top farce will not suit every taste. In a book that depends so much on elaborate language, lapses in editing and proofreading are especially unfortunate.
Copyright © 2010 Jon L. Breen
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Fiction: TO KILL AN UMP by Brendan DuBois
Brendan DuBois tells EQMM that he's just completed the seventh novel in his Lewis Cole detective series, Barren Cove, and has started work on his fourteenth novel, a new stand-alone thriller. Last year, he sold his one hundredth short story, quite an accomplishment, but, as he ruefully notes, “nowhere near the record of the master himself, the late Ed Hoch.” Mr. DuBois lives in Exeter, New Hampshire, and often makes use of his state's history and rural settings in his stories. This one's no exception.
To get to his old hometown, Randy Jarvis could have taken a flight to the regional airport in Manchester, rented a car, and gotten there in less than two hours. But for a variety of reasons, he had decided to take the bus. The bus took about six hours, the air conditioning was weak, and the view of the New York, Vermont, and New Hampshire landscape through the dirty window was as dull as he remembered it, but for his seventy-one-year-old bones, the seat was comfortable enough. Plus, bus travel in this increasingly paranoid land meant a lack of secuirty, no IDs necessary, and a thin paper trail, which was a plus when one wanted to travel anonymously.
Which fit him to a T. For he didn't want anyone to know he was heading back to Palmer, New Hampshire, a place where he had grown up and lived for twenty-one years, before moving on to other things. For fifty years he had stayed away from Palmer, until a little voice, a little urge, made him decide that it was time to come back and settle things.
He folded his hands across his little potbelly, sighed. At his feet was an old leather athletic bag, the fabric cracked and stained, and in that leather case was an old baseball uniform, an old baseball glove, and, resting above the faded cotton cloth and creased leather, something else that made him take the bus home.
A .38 revolver.
Something that would have barred him from any airline, but—lucky or unlucky, depending on one's point of view—metal detectors had yet to be set up at bus terminals, and the excuse he had for carrying a deadly weapon wouldn't have carried much weight with the police or the FBI.
For now, a half-century later, Randy was returning home to set things right.
He looked out the dirty window, sighed again, and remembered.
* * * *
Randy Jarvis woke that Saturday morning in September, 1958, tingling with anticipation. This was it, this was the day that was going to make everything right, that was finally going to be his payoff after twenty-one long years in this gritty, smelly mill town of Palmer. He got out of bed, quickly got dressed, and washed his face in a tiny sink in the corner of his room. He had lived for the past couple of years on the second floor of Grace Willoughby's boarding house ("Rooms, weekly or monthly, two meals provided per day") and if all went right today, he wouldn't be here that much longer.
He brushed his teeth, looking at himself in the smeared mirror, looking as well at his surroundings. One room, one bed, one radio, one chair, and the sink. That was it. A shared bathroom down the hallway, a small black-and-white television set in Mrs. Willoughby's living room downstairs, and that was his entire life.
Save for one thing or two.
He stepped back from the mirror, looked at what he was wearing. A simple white cotton baseball uniform, frayed around the collar and wrists. On the back was his number—9—and his team name—Palmer Mills—but in his mind's eye, in a year or two, that name would be replaced by another. New York. Chicago. Boston. Anywhere but here, in little old Palmer.
He went to the sole bookshelf against the wall, next to the faded pink wallpaper. Past the piles of Sports Illustrated magazines was his pitcher's glove; he picked it up, felt it slide onto his hand like a second skin, and grinned. More than just a baseball glove, it was his ticket out of here, his ticket to a better and greater life.
Out the door. The game would begin in an hour, and that game, that game would start him on his way.
* * * *
Randy Jarvis blinked his eyes, startled. He must have slept. The droning of the bus engine had helped him doze off. He rubbed at his eyes. The bus was pulling into a town in Vermont, and the driver called out, “Ten-minute stop, folks! Time enough to stretch your legs."
He eagerly climbed out of his seat, past his old athletic bag on the floor. For the last several miles his bladder had been screaming for release, but the foul-smelling toilet in the rear of the bus had kept him away. But the driver had pulled in front of a small news shop and coffee stand, and he had hopes the bathroom would be better.
It was.
He lucked out, ducking into a men's room before anybody else, and did his business. And damn, he couldn't help it, but he remembered how it had been, years ago, when he was so young and everything seemed possible. When your body was tough and rugged, when you didn't have to pee every other hour or so, and when you were certain that your strong left arm was going to give you everything you dreamed of...
He flushed the toilet, washed his hands in the sink, remembered his arrogance, his cockiness, that everything would work out all right, that he would never grow old, but of course, if he did grow old, he'd have a wealth of memories and a thick bank account to go with it. He dried his hands with some brown paper towel and slowly walked back to the bus, its diesel engine grumbling.
Yup, he had lots of dreams and fantasies back then, back in 1958, and none of those fantasies included taking a bus to his old hometown, on a mission of revenge.
He got back on the bus, started down the aisle, and froze.
Someone was kneeling on his seat, looking down at his athletic bag, reaching for it...
And that someone was wearing a uniform.
So in September, 1958, Randy bounded down the steps, into Mrs. Willoughby's kitchen, and at the long boardinghouse dining table, his fellow tenants looked up from their oatmeal and toast and coffee, smiling at his baseball uniform, for they knew who he was, what he had done, and where he was going. Except for the occasional traveling salesman, most of the men—no rooms were ever rented to women—worked at the mill. Some were old, some were young, but all had something in common: They didn't make much money, and none would ever leave Palmer.
Mrs. Willoughby, wearing her cat-eye black glasses, floral dress, and a white lace apron, turned from the old electric range and said, “Breakfast, Randy?"
He shook his head. “Nope. I pitch better on an empty stomach. Makes me more hungry."
Some of the guys laughed and Mrs. Willoughby smiled and out of the kitchen he went, into the strong September sunshine that offered so much promise.
* * * *
He coughed. “Excuse me?"
The man got up from the seat, looked to him, smiled. “Sorry, is this your seat?"
"Yes,” Randy said, his heart thumping, seeing the guy wasn't police, but a work uniform. Yeah, the guy worked for one of those package delivery companies that promise overnight deliveries, no matter the time or temperature. He looked to be in his early thirties, short black hair, prominent ears, and he got up from the seat, looking embarrassed.
"Sorry again,” he said. “The bus driver said there weren't many seats left, and these two looked empty, and then I saw your bag . . . “
"Sure,” Randy said, getting into his seat, as the man sat next to him. The man held out a hand. “Steve Daly."
"Nice to meet you, Steve,” he said, giving his hand a quick shake. “Randy Jarvis."
He settled in. Not a cop. Thank God, he wasn't a cop, and then he almost missed what the man said next.
"Hell of a thing,” Steve said. “My truck broke down and you'd think the company would bail me out . . . but since my deliveries were done, it's, Steve ol’ boy, leave the truck there and find your own way back to Palmer, thank you very much."
"You live in Palmer?"
"Sure. The company has a distribution center outside of Manchester, so I can get to work early in the morning and back to nice little Palmer by late afternoon."
Randy almost burst out laughing. He had never thought of Palmer as a nice little anything.
Steve looked down at Randy's feet and quietly said, “Your bag . . . “
"What about it?"
"Can I look at it?"
His heart started thumping again. “Um . . . why?"
Steve said, “I saw something painted on the side. I mean, it's faded, but it looked like the logo of the Granite League. Am I right?"
Randy felt the tightness in his chest increase. The dark brown leather was worn, but sure enough, there was enough of the old paint remaining. It showed the natural stone formation in the White Mountains that had collapsed a few years back—the Old Man of the Mountain, the official symbol of New Hampshire—and the words Granite League written in some old-fashioned English script.
"Yeah, you're right,” he said. “The Granite League."
Steve grinned. “That's cool. Were you on a team in the League back then?"
Randy hesitated, looked at the friendly and inquiring face. He swallowed, looked back out the window as the driver boarded the bus to take them all where they belonged.
"No, no, I wasn't,” he said.
* * * *
Randy Jarvis went behind the boardinghouse to a sagging wood structure that was once a barn, and retrieved his old black Schwinn bicycle. He backed the bike out and started riding along the side of the road, heading off to the town fields. A nice, clear, hot summer day, no chance of rain in the forecast, his pitcher's glove in the front wire basket. He rode hard, knowing he looked silly, a guy his age riding a bicycle. But ever since he had started out playing pickup games, joining the Little League, and then playing for the American Legion league, and the Palmer Mills team, he knew he had something special. He was a pretty fair hitter, but it was pitching that really counted for him, and so instead of spending money on a nice apartment or some used Ford or Buick, he saved his money for other things. Sports magazine subscriptions. Good gear like top-of-the-line gloves and spikes. And books on pitching and hitting.
He rode through the familiar streets of Palmer, catching a whiff of the tannery plant, on the polluted Palmer river. The plant tanned cattle hides that eventually became shoes, purses, or automobile seats, and it was the biggest employer in town. You couldn't get away from the smell or the way the mill had its hands in everything—his sole job upon graduating from the regional high school was as a clerk in the shipping department—but he planned on getting away, and his left arm and glove were going to do it.
For this was the last game of the summer for Palmer and the Granite League, and in the stands this fine Saturday morning was going to be a major league baseball scout, and if all went well—and why shouldn't it?—he would be plucked out of Palmer, sent off to a farm team for one of the major league clubs, and he would get the smell and the taste of Palmer forever out of him.
He pedaled his bike faster.
* * * *
His fellow passenger wouldn't let it go. “Excuse me, I don't mean to pry . . . but it's been awhile since I've seen that logo. You see, I've always enjoyed reading about the minor-league teams that were in New England back then. Like the Granite League, the Sunset League."
Randy didn't take his gaze away from the window. “Granite League wasn't minor league."
"Excuse me?"
Despite all of it, Randy had to smile. This day, of all days, heading back to Palmer, he had to share a bus ride with a baseball nut, and not just any kind of baseball nut. A guy who thought he knew something about the Granite League and old-time baseball.
Randy said, “Minor league . . . sort of means triple-A or double-A ball, a farm team connected with a major-league club. That wasn't the Granite League. It was just an amateur league. Baseball clubs rustled up from the American Legion, Veterans of Foreign Wars, small businesses and companies. That's all. Sometimes the companies kicked in the cost of uniforms and such—it was good advertising, back then—but mostly it was just guys who got together because they loved playing baseball. They didn't like the idea that if they were a certain age, they had to put away their bats and gloves. So that's what the Granite League was. Just a bunch of guys who loved playing baseball."
His bus companion nodded. “Sure. There was an exhibit in the library a couple of years back about the Palmer Mill. There was a photo of one of the baseball teams, from the late nineteen forties. When did the mill stop fronting a team? Do you remember?"
Randy shook his head. “No, I'm afraid I don't know anything about that."
Then, as if a little light bulb had flashed over that young head with the big ears, the man said, “Hey . . . you must be from Palmer, am I right?"
Hard to deny it, since he was planning to get off there and the nosy son-of-a-gun had spotted his bag, so he said, “Yeah, you're right."
Steve said, “Going to see family? Friends?"
Not for a moment, he thought. Not for a moment. “No, not really,” he said. “Just going back for a visit, that's all."
Steve nodded. “Like a homecoming. Right?"
Randy felt a little smile appear. “Sure. Like a homecoming."
* * * *
So on that Saturday in 1958, he rode his bicycle to the town playing field, situated near a stretch of the Palmer River. This part of the river was the cleanest in the state; it was only after it went through the mill that it became one of the dirtiest. He leaned his Schwinn up against an oak tree, ambled out to the field, trying to keep cool, trying to pretend it was just like any other day. His teammates were out there now, shagging flies and tossing the ball about, and he was pleasant enough to them, but in the deep dark secret part of him that he hated to visit, he knew that they were here for only one reason: to make him look good. He had talent with a capital T—he had yet to lose a game in the three years he had pitched for the mill team—and his teammates, while not particularly liking him, respected what he could do with that left arm of his. The same with the manager, a retired guy named Poulin, who thought he knew something about baseball but was mostly ignored by the players.
One of the new guys—Johnson? Johansen? It was easy to forget—started warming him up, out in the lumpy, grassy outfield, tossing back and forth, back and forth, that thumping sound of the ball striking leather that he never quite got tired of, and the new guy said, “Big day today, eh?"
"Maybe so,” Randy said. “Maybe so."
The kid was about seventeen or eighteen, bright red hair and freckles, and he said shyly, “My mom and pop are in the stands. Told ‘em it was going to be a good day. Your folks here?"
And Randy just curtly nodded and said, “Nope. C'mon, cut down on the chatter, okay? Gotta keep my mind on the game."
Sure, he thought, as his chastened teammate kept up with the ball tossing. No folks. Dad had been a tailgunner on a B-17 that got blown out of the sky over Frankfurt in ‘44, and Mom, after Dad's death, had fallen in love with the bottle. He had been eight years old when the telegram had been delivered from the local cab company telling them Dad was gone, and he had been sixteen when Mom, soused something awful with Narragansett beer, had gotten into a Packard with some even more drunken lout at the annual mill picnic, and both of them had ended up in the Palmer River.
That had been that, and Palmer . . . well, he knew he was going to leave this place, and leave it because of his left arm. And since Mom's death, he never let himself ever get drunk. Never. Drunks were sloppy and his whole life, leading up to this moment, was due to his never being sloppy.
He turned for a moment, looked up to the stands. Where? . . . There. There she was. Sandy Grissom. Dressed in blue jeans and a sleeveless white blouse, long blond hair tied back in a ponytail, and she waved and he waved back. He had been dating her for about eight months now, she being the daughter of a mill manager named Frank Grissom, and a couple of nights ago, he had made a few promises to her, frenching out in the backseat of her dad's Oldsmobile.
And one of those promises had been to take her with him when his time came.
He waved at her, and then stopped waving, as an old man appeared in the stands, an old man who was a stranger to the town, an old man who suddenly had so much damn power over him.
* * * *
His young seatmate would just not shut up, and with every passing mile, Randy wondered if it was because of all those lonely hours driving a delivery truck; he had nobody to talk to and was making up for lost time.
"Always loved baseball, as a kid and in high school, even college,” Sam said. “Wasn't much of a player in college, but you know . . . some of my best memories are from on the diamond. I keep track of the Red Sox and Yankees and Dodgers, but you know what I really like? I like working with the kids. That's what. Little League and Babe Ruth league. That's the best."
And despite himself, Randy asked, “Why's that?"
It was almost like his companion was embarrassed. “Well . . . it's the game. It's like the kids really get into it because it's a game. They're more innocent. Not cynical. Even with the Internet and iPods and video games, when they're on the field . . . it's like a time machine, you know? The kids are playing a game that's over a hundred years old, and still playing almost like it was played back then."
Randy had to smile. “It's a game, all right. But I'm not sure how innocent it is. Or was."
"Sure, I know, the steroids and all that—"
"Oh, more than steroids. There's been cheating, there's been double-dealing . . . even guys like Ty Cobb, who sharpened his spikes to gouge the other ballplayers’ legs, that's all part of the history of baseball."
"Sure, yeah, but I mean, back when the Granite League was playing, you know, that must have been a simpler time. Just a bunch of guys, wanting to get together for the love of the game. Real simple stuff. Right?"
Randy kept his voice even. “You'd think so, wouldn't you."
* * * *
So the old man took his place in the stands—just three long planks of painted green wood on a metal frame, under some trees—and he had a small black notebook in his hands. He had on dusty black slacks, a white long-sleeved shirt rolled up to his elbows, and a faded blue porkpie hat. His face was red and he had a big nose, and he looked like any other old man, out here today to catch a game between Palmer Mill and American Legion Hall #42; but no, this old man was special.
He was a scout, working freelance for the major leagues, checking out players with talent out there beyond the fringes of minor-league play. Name of Flaherty. Two weeks ago, he had stopped by Mrs. Willoughby's boarding house, not even bothering to come in. His visit had been short and to the point. The scout was on a swing through New England, looking at possible prospects to be signed for one of the farm teams—he wouldn't say which one—and he had spotted a write-up about one of Palmer Mill's games, where Randy had struck out eight and had allowed only one hit. He was planning on coming to a Palmer Mill game in two weeks. Randy was not to bother him in the stands. But if the scout saw something he liked, he'd come down and chat, and then, well, we'll see.
So there.
Randy knew he shouldn't stare, but he couldn't help it. That old man, up in the stands, had it all in that little notebook. He wondered for a moment what it must be like to travel all these small roads connecting small towns, looking for bits of talent, like a prospector working through piles of mud and gravel, looking for that tiny bit of gold. Long hours of driving, bad food, nights in tiny motels with lumpy beds and thin walls. What a life. Must really like baseball to do that . . . but the payoff of discovering that new talent, that piece of gold, must make it all worthwhile.
He rubbed at his baseball glove.
He planned on being that piece of gold.
A male voice, calling out to him from home plate, “Hey, Randy! Let's get ready to play some ball!"
He turned, saw the umpire down at home plate. Tom Grissom, older brother of his girlfriend and a manager at the mill, was waving him over to the mound. Randy waved back and made the walk to the mound, feeling so light and happy that he might have gotten there in one jump.
It was game time.
* * * *
His bus mate looked at him and said, “C'mon, tell me . . . you were in the Granite League, weren't you?"
Randy kept silent.
"Why else would you be carrying that bag? Or know about the league? You were there, weren't you?"
Damn it, he thought, why had he carried the bag anyway? Might as well put a neon sign on his back, saying who he was, where he was going. What had been the point of that?
But he knew the answer. The point was to . . . well, hell, to make a point.
That's all it had been. Which was why the .38 revolver was nestled in there, right above his glove and uniform.
"Yeah,” he finally admitted. “I was in the Granite League."
He could sense the man's smile. “There, I knew it. Must have been something back then."
Another pause, the droning of the bus's diesel engine seemingly settling right into the base of his skull. “Yeah, it was certainly something back then."
* * * *
Not a bad crowd for a Saturday morning, with millworkers from Palmer and American Legion guys sharing the bleachers, such as they were. The bleachers were shaded by a grove of oaks, and back among the trunks were coolers of beer and the faint burning smell of charcoal. It was a pretty low-key place, like most of the fields that were played in the Granite League, but the exception, of course, was that guy Flaherty, out there sitting by himself, notebook in his skinny lap.
Randy looked away from the stands. The first American Legion hitter was coming to bat. He toed the dirt on the pitcher's mound, looked to his catcher—a chubby old guy named Fournier, who'd been catcher here for at least five years—and let his first pitch go.
Beautiful!
Nice windup, great release, that satisfying thump in the glove, and—
"Ball!” came the shout of Tom Grissom, the umpire.
Randy stared at home plate in disbelief. A ball?
He snagged the return throw from Fournier, took the ball, and got into his windup again and—
Smack! In the catcher's glove. Even better than before and—
"Ball!"
Damn it to hell, what's going on? he thought, as the ball sailed back. He had pitched in front of Tom Grissom a dozen or so times before, knew how he worked, knew where the strike zone was, and maybe it took an inning or two to get things settled down so he could work the zone like magic, sending those pitches in like darts of white fire, but damn it to hell...
Three more pitches.
A swing and a miss.
Strike.
And then two more balls.
The first hitter walked, to scattered applause from the American Legion members in the stands.
He wiped at the sweat suddenly forming on his brow.
He had never walked a batter in the first inning. Never.
The second batter came up, and his fist was clenching the baseball so tight, it seemed like the stitches would burst.
* * * *
"Let me guess,” the man called Steve said. “Were you on the Palmer Mill team?"
"Yeah, I was, but not for long,” he lied. “You see, working in the mill back then meant a lot of long hours. Didn't have much time for practice and games."
"I'm sure you're right,” Steve said. “You know, it's kind of a pity, if you think about it, how times have changed. Sure guys back then were busy, but they made time, for the love of the game. Now we've got all these organized sports for kids, dads have second jobs or weekend places or they'd rather play computer games with their kids, and most of the leagues just broke up. A pity."
It had been so many years since he'd been to Palmer, but he was sure that he just had a few more minutes before the bus would arrive in town, and then he could get out of this man's clutches.
"Maybe so,” Randy finally said. “Who the hell knows?"
"What do you mean?"
"Maybe it's not a pity,” Randy said, surprised at how strong his voice became. “Maybe times just move on, maybe the whole idea of grownups playing a kids’ game, when they have no chance of getting onto a good minor-league team or the majors, maybe putting that idea away was a good thing. Who the hell knows?"
That put Steve silent for a few moments, and Randy again looked out, saw that the bus was descending into a small wooded valley, and his heart quickened. That's right, the Palmer River was just down there, and in just a very few minutes, he'd be back home....
"You know,” Steve said slowly, like he was trying to recall something very important. “You said something about grownups and playing a kids’ game, no chance of getting into the majors . . . my granddad, he said once that one of the Palmer Mill players . . . once he was seen by a major-league scout. A major- league scout coming into Palmer. Can you believe that?"
He thought of this bus trip, his bag at his feet, the .38 revolver right there, and the chances that brought this . . . this . . . this damn baseball know-it-all to his side.
"Days like today, I can believe in almost anything."
So he got out of the first inning, and his stomach ached. Two hits, two walks, and not a single strikeout. Only some good fielding by his team prevented a run from scoring, and he had never allowed a run to be scored in the first inning. Not ever!
He came in off the field, went up to Tom Grissom, standing there with his used gear and facemask, staring at him through the wire protection.
"Tom . . . what the hell are you doing?"
Through the mask, he looked like some sort of monster-movie character. “Calling the game. What are you doing?"
"Tom . . . shit, you know what I throw, what I can do. Those aren't balls you're calling out there! Those are strikes!"
One of his teammates started approaching the batter's box, bat in hand. Tom settled himself down behind the American Legion's catcher. “I'm the goddamn ump, Randy, and right now, we're in the bottom of the first inning. Get your ass back to your bench."
He strode off, mouth dry, heart thumping, holding his glove tight to his chest.
* * * *
Now, as they entered the town of Palmer, the bus was slowing and he tried to take it all in. He was stunned at how crowded the streets were. Oh, hell, they weren't crowded compared to what he had seen in Chicago and Seattle and L.A., but when his memory was of hot summer days when you could ride your bicycle down the center of Main Street without worrying about being struck by a car, seeing the parked cars and shops and new homes . . . it was stunning.
And he was so busy taking in what had happened to his hometown that he missed part of what Steve was saying about baseball scouts. He just caught the end, when Steve said something like, “. . . sure was different back then for the scouts."
"Yes, it was,” Randy said, his face almost pressed to the glass. “The scouts back then, they weren't connected like they are today. They didn't get all the information, have the e-mail, the Web sites, the ability to check out some remote newspaper through the Internet, to see who was making a mark where. And no radar guns for the pitchers! It was like a hunter, on opening day . . . looking for signs . . . looking for just the hint that out there in some remote ballpark, some forgotten town, was the next Mickey Mantle, the next Ted Williams, the next Roger Maris. And the players . . . just one chance to make an impression. The scout was there and you just had once chance. So you had better be on your game that day."
Steve said something in reply and he didn't quite hear him.
All Randy heard was the voice inside his head.
Just one chance.
* * * *
Another disastrous inning. He knew his pitching was first-rate, that he was sailing in with all his pitches, kissing the inside of the strike zone, but Tom was calling crap. Just the occasional strike and only through more luck did he get through the second inning without a run scoring. Not a solitary strikeout: two singles, one walk, and thank God for three back-to-back fly balls that finally ended the inning. But he felt his arm getting shaky with the last batter, knew that his confidence was melting away, like an ice cube on the sidewalk, and he stormed off to his bench, sitting by himself, knowing the manager, old Poulin, wouldn't say or do anything. And before he knew it, he was up in the batter's box, bat in hand.
He blinked his eyes from the sweat oozing down his forehead. Stood there, steaming, knowing Tom was just a few feet behind him. Tom was ruining his day, and he blinked his eyes again and the American Legion pitcher tossed one at him, a bloop pitch that was practically going to hit the dirt and he let it slide and Tom called out—
"Strike!"
Randy started to turn and Tom said in his low voice, “Keep your place, boy. Keep your place or I'll toss you out on your ass."
He squeezed the handle of the bat, waiting.
Another pitch and, Jesus, this one was going to be worse than the last one and—
"Strike!"
It was like he had been punched in the gut. Tom chuckled and said, “Your day going well, Randy? Hunh? Think I don't know about that scout watching you, hunh?"
Randy stared up at the mound, licked his dry lips, and said, “Tom . . . please . . . “
He could hear Tom shifting his weight back there, feet crunching on the gravel. “And another thing . . . you don't think I know about you and my sister? Know what you said to her? That you were going into the majors and were going to marry her? Christ, boy, you think me and my dad are going to let you take my sister out of Palmer? Do you?"
Up on the mound, the American Legion pitcher took his stance. Tom leaned over a bit, lowered his voice, and said, “You think we'd let some white trash like you, son of a drunk whore, marry my sister and take her away from her family? Do you? When I'm lined up to run the whole business one of these days?"
Take a breath, he thought, calm down, take a breath, and—
The American Legion pitcher let loose.
Ball flying in.
He took a swing, wasn't going to watch this one fly by, took a heavy swing and—
Air.
All he caught was air.
"Strike three!"
He turned, tears in his eyes, hands on his bat, and through the wire of the mask, he could make out Tom's chilly smile. “You're done, Randy. Out of the batter's box."
Randy went back to the bench, dropping the bat, and when he looked up to the stands, the scout was gone.
* * * *
Now the bus finally stopped, in front of a place that in Randy's mind was still the Palmer Grill & Cafe, but which was now a Dunkin’ Donuts franchise. He reached down and grabbed his bag, and Steve got out into the aisle of the bus and held out his hand.
"Well, this is where we get off,” Steve said. “Thanks for letting me chat with you. Sure made the time go by."
He gave the man's hand a quick squeeze. “Thanks,” he said. “Hope you get home all right."
Steve smiled. “Sure. I'll be just in time for my boy's Little League practice. Their team's struggling this year but still . . . they keep at it."
Randy, bag in hand, started going down the aisle, and although a young woman with a child was now between them, Steve leaned over and said, “Hey! One more question . . . just thought of it."
God, Randy thought, will this ever end?
"Yes? What is it?"
"The player . . . the Palmer Mill player who was scouted. Whatever happened to him?"
The woman with the child was glaring at him, so Randy used that as an excuse to make it quick. “Heard he left town, right after the scout checked him out. Never picked up a baseball, ever again."
And then he was out the door, free, bag in hand, heading out to make things right.
And so on that Saturday night in 1958, in Palmer, New Hampshire, Randy sat alone in his room, a warm six-pack of Schaefer at his feet, working his way through number five, refusing to think, refusing to plan, refusing to do anything except get drunk.
Just like Mom. Get drunk and end up dead somewhere—dead life, dead career, just dead.
Just get drunk, now. Don't think. Don't remember. Just hold that beer can.
But every time he tipped the beer back, he heard those sharp words of Tom Grissom, words he would never forget.
* * * *
Now his feet hurt, and he was happy that there was a park bench to sit on, right across from Tom Grissom's home. His legs were trembling some, as if he had hiked six miles instead of six blocks to get here.
And what had prompted him to come here, years into retirement? Why now?
Well . . . there had been a news broadcast, that's all. A little piece on ESPN, late at night, a retrospective of a pitcher who made it during the early sixties, had a good career, made it into Cooperstown, had a nice follow-up career in Florida real estate and was living the good life. And just a throwaway line, that's all, that this particular pitcher had been discovered as a kid, pitching in some little town in Pennsylvania, back in 1958.
Back in 1958.
And that little voice had started up, that this was wrong, that the man on the ESPN show should have been him, that he should have had the game of his life that day, a game that would have shown the scout what he could do, a game that would have made him rich and famous and, yes, living with Sandy Grissom, and having a family together, and—
Yes, that should have been his life.
Instead of...
Instead of...
What had happened. Took a bus out of Palmer that summer of 1958, never to return, leaving his dreams behind, going to New York state, one job after another, eventually getting a degree in accounting, working in small manufacturing companies in and around Troy, New York, married for fifteen dull years to a woman who produced plenty of headaches, sleepless nights, but no children, and then those long later years, widowed, things just slipping away, sometimes hearing bits of news from Palmer—Sandy had married and moved to California; Tom ran the mill and was mayor for a while, got a good payout when the mill finally closed—and then, in a small apartment that wasn't much bigger than the room at Mrs. Willoughby's boarding house, he just snapped. Seeing that ghost of himself, on ESPN.
He thought of Tom Grissom, fat and happy and content, successful in his little town, with his little life and little mind.
Then he knew it was time to go back to Palmer, and make it right.
He picked up his bag, walked across the street, and went up to Tom Grissom's house.
* * * *
A month earlier, after watching that ESPN program, he had planned, he had plotted, he had oiled and cleaned his old .38 revolver—bought years ago when he was responsible for getting the payroll for a tool-and-die company—and finally decided that he was going to see what was what.
He went to one of the few working payphones in his town, next to the laundromat. He unfolded a slip of paper, saw the number he had written down after searching on the Internet. A phone number for Tom Grissom in Palmer, New Hampshire.
Picked up the phone, tossed in a bunch of quarters, and dialed the number. Just wanted to hear his voice, know where he lived, and then—
Then he would hang up the phone and get his bus ticket.
The phone rang. It was picked up. And—
A woman's voice. “Hello?"
Randy cleared his throat. “Oh, hello. Is . . . is Tom Grissom there?"
"Yes, he is,” she said. “But he can't come to the phone right now. Is there a message?"
Sure, he thought. Here's a message. Years ago, you stole what was rightfully mine. Made criminal calls as an ump. Oh sure, umps make bad calls all the time, part of the game, part of the process. But you made calls that destroyed my life, before it could really begin, shattered my dreams and kept me away from baseball, all because you wanted to protect your sister, you fool. You ruined my life because you wanted to—
He took a breath. “No, no message. Thanks."
And he hung up the phone.
* * * *
Now he was on the porch, looked around. A very nice house, in a very nice neighborhood. Oak trees in the corner of the yard, lawn well-maintained and mowed. With the mill closed, the air smelled fine. Looked like Tom had done all right for himself, after the mill was closed and after the buyout. The leather bag was in his hand, and considering what was in there, it should feel heavy, like it was stuffed with bricks. But no, it felt light, as if filled with feathers. He stood still, imagining the kind of life Tom must have had, all these years. Made lots of money, stayed in the town his family had always been in, ruling the roost, family and friends nearby.
He wondered if Tom ever thought back to 1958, back to that one Saturday, that one Saturday where he had the power in his motions and voice to choose what kind of life Randy would have.
Some power.
He switched the bag with the faded Granite League logo from one hand to the next, and then pressed the doorbell.
Randy waited. Ran through in his mind what he would do. He would have a brief and polite chat with Tom. Maybe Tom would recognize him at first, maybe not. No matter. They would go to the living room. Tom would be sitting and Randy would be across from him, and Randy would have his old league bag in his lap. Randy would start talking and talk some more, and show Tom his old uniform, his old glove, tell him about how much he loved that game, loved it more than anything else, and how Tom had taken it away from him, taken it all—even to the point where it had been fifty years since he had held a baseball in his hand—and by then he hoped Tom would be nervous, scared, for at that point, when he saw the fear in his eyes, that's when Randy planned to take the revolver out and blow his head off.
He rang the doorbell again.
Footsteps.
Finally!
* * * *
There was a shape behind the door's curtain, movement of someone there, and now his heart was thumping so hard he was sure the noise would crack the glass. The door was unlocked, the door was moving, the door was opening, and—
A woman was there.
Damn.
Not part of the plan.
She was in her early sixties, it looked like, short gray hair, inviting smile, wearing a black turtleneck and gray slacks. “Yes?” she said.
"I . . . I . . . “ he stammered, and part of him thought, no, go, and another, stronger part, said no, stay, we stay and we finish it. We finish it now.
"Yes?” came the voice again, still friendly, still open.
"I . . . I'm sorry, I was wondering if Tom was home,” he said. “Tom Grissom."
She nodded. “Yes, of course. Would you like to see him?"
He paused, as his heart continued to race, as sweat started forming on the hand holding the leather case. Not part of the plan, but he would adjust. Would have to...
"Yes, I would,” Randy said. “Very much."
She opened the door wider. “Then please come in. My name's Evelyn, I'm Tom's wife."
He nodded. “Nice to meet you, Evelyn. My name . . . “
Well, there you go. How would he play it?
Damn it . . . he was an old man. He had come a long way.
He would play it straight.
"Randy,” he said. “Randy Jarvis."
"Nice to meet you, Randy,” she said, and he followed her into the cool house.
The living room was large, with two leather couches, a late-model television set hanging from the wall, bookcases full of books and assorted knickknacks, and as he sank into the couch, a thought came to him, that this room was a lot bigger than the one he had lived in all those years ago in the boarding house. The thought brought his mood back to where it should be, as he balanced the leather bag on his thin knees. The plan had changed, but it still remained pretty much the same. Tom would come in, handshakes all around, and then he'd ask to talk to him privately, Evelyn would leave, he would start up like he wanted, and then...
Boom.
And then he'd leave...
And maybe he'd escape...
But probably he'd be caught.
But it would still be worth it.
To kill the ump who had destroyed his life.
Evelyn's voice, coming closer, “Tom, there's someone here to see you . . . a man named Randy Jarvis."
And he looked up, and there was Tom Grissom.
Right in front of him.
All these years later.
Finally!
Tom Grissom, just feet away...
And in a wheelchair.
He tightened his hands on the bag's handles.
* * * *
Tom's head was at an angle, loose, like the ligaments and muscle had softened some time ago. An oxygen system was draped about his ears, the little plugs going into his nostrils, and his face had three or four days’ worth of gray and white whiskers on the saggy skin. He had slippers on his feet, loose black slacks, and a buttoned red flannel shirt. A tube ran out of his side and into a urine bag at the side of the wheelchair.
Evelyn managed a smile and said, “It's nice of you to come by. Tom doesn't get too many visitors, ever since the accident."
"I'm . . . I'm sorry, what accident would that be?"
Evelyn kept her hands on the wheelchair handles. “About twenty years ago. A drunk driver ran into him, outside of Manchester. He's been in and out of rehab ever since . . . slowly . . . well, slowly getting worse. Nowadays—” and it seemed she was forcing the words out—"nowadays, I'm not sure how conscious he is . . . but still, I'd like to think he knows what's going on. Even though he can't talk, I'm sure he can hear us."
He couldn't think of what to say.
Her voice grew a bit chipper. “Tell you what, I'll make some fresh iced tea, and you go ahead, talk to him. He . . . I think he'll like a fresh voice. I know he will."
And then she left him alone, alone with the ump.
* * * *
There was a whistling sound, from the oxygen system. He looked at the sagging body, at that face, at that collection of muscles and memories that had hurt him so much, back there in 1958.
So long ago.
And now...
Now Randy sat, seventy-one years old, but still...
He could get around.
Could think for himself.
Could . . . be a living, breathing, thinking man.
And before him was his enemy, of such a long time ago.
"Hello, Tom,” he finally said.
The man's eyes blinked.
"Remember me? Randy Jarvis. Back on the Palmer Mill team. Back in ‘fifty-eight, you . . . you called a bad game against me. Destroyed any chance I had of playing for the majors. Just a few minutes and a couple of innings . . . and you did it, because I wanted to leave Palmer, and leave Palmer with your sister."
The eyes blinked again.
He opened the bag, reached down, pulled out his glove. Held it up. Put it back into the bag, and then did the same with his uniform.
"Remember now, Tom? Palmer Mill? That game against the American Legion? You . . . you destroyed it all. Took away my dreams. It was all in your hands and you took it away."
He put his hand back in the bag, rested it against the revolver. Heart thumping again. Waiting. He said, “Took that away, and with it my love for baseball. Do you understand what you did? You took that love of baseball away from me . . . and I can't forgive that. Not ever. Not ever, Tom."
Hand still on the revolver.
Looking at that sagging, blank face. The thin arms and legs. The urine collection bag. The smell of age, of sickness, the smell of all your dreams crumbling away.
Randy sighed.
Took his hand out of the bag and snapped it shut.
Evelyn came in, carrying two glasses of iced tea. “Ready for some refreshments?"
"Yes,” Randy said. “Quite ready."
* * * *
An hour later, he had wandered away from the quiet home, walking near the Palmer River—where he had dumped the useless revolver into the water—until he was near a park, kids playing in the distance, just sitting on a park bench, athletic bag at his feet. His head was throbbing and his hands shook every now and then, as if he had just missed being involved in a terrible traffic accident. So close, so very close, and in the end . . . fate had gotten here before him, two decades ago. As for what he had planned...
Stupid, stupid, stupid.
He rubbed at his face. Years and years of thinking of revenge, and he finally gets here . . . and the object of his revenge turns out to be an object of pity. That's all. Someone to be pitied, not hated.
He pulled his hand away. All right then, now what? Catch a bus back to New York? End the rest of his days still brooding, still dreaming, day after long day until—
"Hey! Randy Jarvis!"
He looked up and saw someone standing by the edge of the field, someone who threw something at him. Automatically he raised his left hand and winced as something struck, but he held on, held on tight, until he brought his hand down and looked to see what he had caught.
A baseball.
That's all.
A baseball.
Randy looked up. Steve Daly approached him, grinning. “What a character you are . . . I mean, really, pretending you didn't know much about the Granite League."
He looked down at the baseball in his hand. “It's been a long time."
"I'm sure it has,” Steve said, sitting down next to him. “But I trotted over to the library, looked through some of the old records. Randy Jarvis. Best pitcher ever in the Granite League. Hell, some sportswriters did a survey a couple of years back, named you one of the all-time best pitchers the state ever produced in amateur-league ball. Did you know that?"
He felt his face flush, as if he'd turned up ten years late for a birthday party thrown in his honor. “I . . . I didn't know that."
Steve held out his hand and he shook it, automatically. “I guess it's just an honor to meet you, Randy. I mean, meet you for real. It's like . . . well, like shaking the hand of a living legend, you know?"
For some reason his eyes had teared up, but it didn't seem that Steve noticed. The young man went on, “I'd love a chance to talk to you some more, Randy, really I would, but I have . . . well, I have an odd request for you. And if you say no, I completely understand. Okay?"
Randy cleared his throat, still holding the ball in his hand. “Go . . . go ahead."
"I mean . . . well, it's like this. I told you about my Little League team. . . . They're struggling this year.” He motioned to the fields nearby. “They're having practice right now and where we really need help is in the pitching. Any . . . any chance you could come over and give my guys some pitching tips?"
His voice was hoarse. “It's . . . it's been a very long time."
"Sure, but you know what? The game remains the same, right? No matter what, the game remains the same."
He examined the ball, felt the leather, felt the stitching, finally realizing how damn good it felt having it in his hand, after all those lost years.
"Yes, the game remains the same,” he said, not quite believing what was happening.
Steve asked, his voice bright, “So you'll do it?"
He suddenly stood up, ball in one hand, Granite League bag in the other, and said, his voice strong, “Yes, I'd love to."
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Fiction: LEON AND SQUEAK by Ronald Levitsky
Ronald Levitsky is a teacher as well as a writer. In 1989, he received a Kohl International Teaching Award and has taught in both the Chicago area, where he currently lives, and in the Dominican Republic. The author of four mystery novels, Mr. Levitsky has recently been concentrating on short stories, one of which was anthologized in 2007's Chicago Blues (Bleak House). His latest EQMM tale is, he says, “a modern take, in mysterious fashion, on an old Aesop's fable."
Love sure is a sweet poison. Whether eaten quick like candy or drunk slow like a smooth shot of whiskey, it's so good you don't even know it's killing you. And sometimes it gets so bad, you don't even care. I saw it happen that way once, but not the way you think. Not the way nobody thinks.
It started the way most evenings started at Mickey's, the neighborhood bar where we hung out between jobs. Leon, Eddie, and me. We'd been together since we was kids pitching pennies against a wall in the alley, playing football in the street, and, later, rolling drunks when they come out from the bar late at night so bad-off they didn't know where they was going. It was always the three of us and sometimes Kevin, Mickey's son, who stopped hanging around with us when he was old enough to work the bar for his old man.
About that time we started working for Sweet Phil, who ran all the bookmaking in the ward. Phil would talk real nice to some deadbeat, then send us over to do his dirty work. Usually we didn't have to do no rough stuff; the guy always seemed able to come up with the money. But once in a while—well, you gotta do what you gotta do. We did most of our work during the day, which gave us our nights off. It was a nice little business while it lasted.
So, like I was saying, it was your usual Friday night at Mickey's. It had been a drippy, dark October day, and it felt especially good and warm to be inside. Kevin was serving drinks behind the bar, under a bunch of flickering beer signs. The jukebox, full of songs by Elvis, hadn't worked since the King was sucking on jelly donuts. Dark wood paneling, chipped and scratched, held together by all the cigarette smoke it'd absorbed over the past fifty years. No, the bar wasn't much of anything, but it was more home than anywhere else. If bombs started dropping all over the city, that would've been okay with us as long as Mickey's was left alone.
I was playing poker with a couple of neighborhood guys. Leon and Eddie were shooting pool at one of the two tables in back. Eddie was tall and skinny, and his body jackknifed over the table so that his cowboy boots showed from under his frayed jeans. His lips were so thin, they looked like a cut that wouldn't heal, and he never stopped talking. He might've been a bubble gumball machine filled with words spilling out and clattering all over the floor. Like they was now as he chattered about why this was the year the Bears would be back in the playoffs.
Leon stood watching, holding the pool cue easy in his hands. He always wore nice clothes, like the green Polo shirt, khakis, and loafers he had on. He was short but good-looking, with his wavy blond hair combed straight back. His broad forehead and high cheekbones made his eyes intense. Like blue ice they stared at you, until you started to melt. The way Leon was looking at the pool table, if it'd been a dog, it would've slunk away.
He was slim but strong, as if nothing was wasted on his body. He didn't go for letting his feelings out, either. When we was twelve, he had this wind-up top that he'd turn and turn until you thought he stripped the spring, then he'd press the button and the top would spin crazy, out of control. One day Eddie and me was at his house, the three of us standing over his mom's glass-top table in the living room. Leon pressed the button, and the top spun right onto the tabletop, cracking it into a million pieces. When his folks came into the room and saw what had happened, his old man took off his belt, as me and Eddie backed against a wall. Leon just stood there and let his old man start in on him. He beat him real bad, even with Leon's mom begging him to stop. Leon didn't cry or try to twist away, but I could see his eyes get cold and hard.
Finally, his old man stopped and turned away to put his belt back on. Leon took a lamp with a marble base and hit his old man over the head—busted him up real bad. His old man never touched him or his mom again. Leon was just like that top—always wound up tight. You never wanted to push that button.
Charlene, Leon's girl, was sitting at the bar with a couple of other women. She was a curvy blond wrapped in a red dress like a Christmas present about to bust out of its box. She was sipping a drink with a little umbrella, in between doing her nails. She was crazy about Leon even though he didn't much take her anywhere. So long as he was in eyeshot, she seemed happy.
About ten-thirty this broad comes running into the bar. She was a small, skinny number, but classy—with a black leather jacket over a pink turtleneck, designer jeans, and high-heeled boots. Her dark hair curled around her face, which was made up real pretty. Long eyelashes over green eyes and full pink lips, like a little doll. Her eyes went big when she saw where she was, and she swayed back and forth like she was standing on a cliff.
Then Charlene said, “It's all right, honey. Nobody here's gonna bite you."
Swallowing hard, the woman tried to smile, but it got all washed out by the tears that started sliding down her face.
"What is it, honey?"
Before the woman could answer, three guys walked into the bar. College age, big football-player types wearing letterman jackets. One ahead of the others. When she saw them, the woman skittered along the bar, stopping beside Charlene, who put an arm around her shoulder.
"There,” the first guy said to his friends as he nodded toward her. He balled his hands into fists. “I get first dibs."
"Hold on,” Kevin said from behind the bar. “I don't want no trouble."
The guy's face twisted into a smile. “Oh, you're all gonna enjoy this as much as we will."
The woman started crying louder. Charlene got off her stool and stood in front of her. “Get the hell outta here!"
"Outta my way, lady."
I was about to say something, when Leon, followed by Eddie, walked in front of the offensive line. Leon held the pool cue in his hands. He just stood there, staring up at them. I could tell they was getting jittery, but the first one smirked and said, “Out of the way, Shorty."
"Oh, jeez,” Kevin said.
But Leon just stood there, winding up tighter and tighter, and said softly—the way he always talked, “You boys better leave."
Maybe they were thrown by Leon being so polite, but the big college boy put his hand on Leon to push him aside.
It was over so fast the other two guys looked at each other for some kind of explanation. Their friend lay on the floor moaning, blood spilling from his nose. Leon stood over him with a busted pool cue. They was all like that for what seemed a long time—like a painting. Finally, Leon nodded, and the two big boys lifted their buddy, half walking, half dragging him toward the door.
Just as they got there, he shook himself loose and, one hand pressed against his nose, shouted, “That's a guy! That . . . thing over by the bar who looks like a woman . . . that's a guy! Came on to me on the street and when I felt her up, I . . . “ He swallowed hard then spit on the floor. “But maybe you bunch of fags like that! Go on, it's all yours! Fags!"
He was about to say more, but his buddies pulled him out the door. Once again, everything got real quiet. We was all watching Leon, who was watching the woman—if that's what she was—curled up all shaking next to Charlene. Leon's eyes narrowed, and he kept staring the way you look at a bug that's crawled on your table and you're wondering if it's worth drowning it with a spill of beer foam from the bottle. He was still holding the broken pool cue; a little blood dripped down the handle.
"Gee, honey,” Charlene said, “you're scaring her to death. Tell her it's okay."
Eddie said, “You heard the punk. That's not a woman. It's some kind of he-she."
Charlene wagged a finger at him. “Well, ain't we all got something wrong with us? Besides, she's got awful nice clothes. C'mon, Leon, tell her it's okay."
Leon kept staring, trying to figure it all out, while the woman, or whatever, kept shaking but not taking her eyes off Leon. Then Kevin slapped a beer bottle on the counter, and the he-she jumped and squeaked like a mouse torn into by a cat.
That got us all laughing. Even Leon cracked a smile. Then he said: “Bring me the beer, Squeak."
Glancing at Charlene, who nodded, Squeak took the bottle from the counter and, holding it with both hands like some kind of offering, slowly walked over to Leon. As he took the beer, they looked at each other. Squeak's eyes fluttered, and with a sad kind of smile, she stared down at the floor and walked back to Charlene.
Leon took a long swallow, then said to Eddie, “Let's finish the game."
So that's how Squeak—that's what everybody in the bar called her—got to hanging around most nights. Even now I ain't sure why that happened. It's not like we blamed those college punks for trying to beat her up. (I say “her,” because after a while we all got used to thinking about Squeak that way.) If some he-she had tried picking up one of us, we'd have chased down and beaten the hell out of the phony just like those college guys had wanted to. Maybe we let Squeak hang out because those punks had come into our place and tried telling us what to do. Maybe because Charlene felt so bad about the whole thing or because Squeak never got outta line—trying to come on to any of the guys. But I think mostly because, for some reason, it was okay with Leon, and maybe we wanted to see what would happen when it stopped being okay with him.
Squeak usually sat on a stool next to Charlene, with the other women. They'd do their nails and talk about clothes. They'd huddle together all night long looking at some fashion magazine, like dogs chewing on a meaty bone. Every once in a while I'd catch Squeak stealing a glance at Leon, but she'd look away quick and, like I said, never made no move. She probably knew that Leon would break her like he done that pool cue.
She never said nothing to any of the guys, so we didn't know much about her, only what Charlene told us. Squeak had a real tough life. Her parents kicked her out of the house in the middle of high school, and she had to take care of herself. Had lots of jobs, got kicked around, but she didn't squawk any, just did what she had to do to survive, like the rest of us. That made even Eddie feel a little different toward her. Like Charlene said, everybody's got problems. Whatever job Squeak was working during the day—she wouldn't tell anybody where—she put most of the money away to save up for some operation that was real expensive. The kind that can turn a guy into a woman. Charlene said Squeak still had to dress like a guy at work, because if they found out, they'd probably fire her, and that she'd just begun taking some kind of pills to get ready for the operation. Charlene had more to say about it, but I wasn't really interested. For some reason, it made me think of the bearded lady in this circus book I read as a kid.
Things went on like that for a couple of months. You might not think it was much of a life, but we liked it fine. Then the mayor appointed a new police commissioner who promised to crack down on crime, just like they always promise when they first take office. But some of the watch commanders got transferred, Sweet Phil lost the juice he had in the department, and a lot of bookies was getting picked up—cutting into our boss's business real bad. That meant it was cutting into our business too, and after a while we wasn't getting much work.
That did something to us—me, Leon, and Eddie. Not so much not having the money as not having the work. Not having something to do during the day. I worked a little for my brother in his painting business, but we got to fighting as usual and that ended quick. I saw a couple women, but without any money they wasn't going to give me much time. So I got to sleeping late and not bothering to wear no watch or shave every day. Hanging around Mickey's not just during the nights but the days too—so much that, unless you looked outside, you wouldn't know which was which. Sometimes I'd even have Kevin pop a frozen pizza into the oven for breakfast.
Inside the cool twilight of the bar, with the sticky cards, sweating drinks, and the clickety-click of the pool balls, like they was links in a chain you was wearing, everybody got edgy. Charlene started drinking too much and yammering to Squeak, but loud enough so's all of us could hear, about Leon being too cheap to take her anywhere. Eddie got into a fight with some truck driver over a pool game and busted the guy up pretty bad. I couldn't get happy even when I won at cards and started thinking seriously about moving to L.A. and going to work in my uncle's burger joint. We all ate the same poisonous weed, but each of us was going crazy in his own way.
Leon—he didn't say nothing. Just went to the gym during the day and shot pool at night. Or sat in a chair alone at a table, while Squeak would bring him a beer, holding it in both hands, just like that first time. She'd stare at him for a few seconds, flutter her eyes while flashing that quiet smile, then hurry back to the bar. Leon wouldn't never notice. Leaning back in his chair, he'd take a long swallow and look at the door like them cold blue eyes was burning a hole through it. And getting wound up tighter and tighter.
One Tuesday night Leon got even quieter than usual. He didn't want to shoot pool or play cards, didn't want Charlene to join him at the table in the corner. He just stared at the door for most of the evening. Squeak would bring him a beer every so often, but it was like she wasn't there, neither.
Then, when midnight rolled around and Kevin started to close up, Leon called me and Eddie over to the table. We sat down and watched everybody else leave. Kevin locked the door, emptied the cash register, and went in back to count what he'd made.
After ten seconds, Eddie couldn't stand the quiet and started chattering about how we should leave Sweet Phil and drum up some kind of action on our own. When I asked him what kind of action, he shrugged his shoulders and said we knew lots of other smart guys who could use some muscle.
Then Leon said, “It's time for us to be the smart guys."
"Whaddya mean?” Eddie asked.
"Ain't you tired of depending on somebody else for a living? Somebody who gets all the folding paper and throws us some change? I sure the hell am."
"Me too, Leon. I've been telling you that for years. A guy like Sweet Phil needs us a lot more than we need him. I bet there are lots of guys who need the kind of muscle—"
"You're not hearing me, Eddie. I said it's time we became our own bosses."
Eddie leaned close, nodding his head like one of them trick horses counting to ten. “Sure, Leon. I know what you mean."
I said, “Maybe you better explain it to me. I'm a little slow."
Leon looked around the room to make sure Kevin was still in back. Then he said, “Couple months back, for her birthday, I took Charlene to lunch over at the Glass Slipper. You know—that restaurant off Division by the old bathhouse. Got those big fancy shutters so the likes of us don't scare the customers sitting inside."
I nodded.
"Not my kind of place. Little plates and big prices and a bunch of swirly paintings on the wall. A beer costs more than a six-pack."
I nodded again, imagining Charlene bug-eyed over the place, while Leon's eyes burned holes in the menu.
He said, “I got to thinking. It's mostly women who come in there for lunch. Women with money and lots of jewelry, not to mention the cash in the register and at the bar."
"You're talking about armed robbery."
"I'm talking about more money for ten minutes’ work than we ever seen all the years we been working for Sweet Phil. I already talked to Joey Steffani, who says he'll fence whatever we can grab."
"For how much?"
"He says twenty-five percent of what it's worth, but when he sees the stuff, he'll go higher."
I was about to shake my head, when Eddie started jiggling in his chair. “I'm in, Leon. Anything's better than sitting in this dive waiting for Phil to finally get off his ass and give us a call. When do we do it?"
"Wait a minute,” I said. “You're talking a robbery, you're talking guns. And if we get caught, that means a lot of hard time. What's the plan?"
Leon squinted like the sun had suddenly come out, but it was just him thinking things through before letting us in on everything. “We do it Friday about one—that's the time in the week when the place is busiest."
"How do you know? You seen it on a Friday?"
"Take my word for it, I know. We take my wagon—plenty of room in the back for the stuff we grab. We park on the side street, Marshfield, that's opposite the alley leading behind the restaurant—there's an entrance to the kitchen where deliveries are made."
"You sure the door to the kitchen will be open then?"
He nodded. “It stays open during the day. Besides deliveries, the busboys drag the garbage out to the dumpsters in the alley."
"How do you know we can get a parking spot right exactly where you want it? You know how bad parking is over by Division, especially around lunchtime."
"Don't worry. I got that covered. So we get out of the car, put on some masks—"
"What do you mean, masks? Like Halloween masks?"
"No, ski masks. Black ski masks. I already picked them up at a Target on the South Side. The cops ain't gonna be checking down there, if they bother checking at all."
"Jeez, Leon, that's good thinking,” Eddie said. “Can we keep the masks after the job's done?"
"No, everything gets dumped when we're finished. Don't wear anything that makes you stand out—just jeans and an old jacket. And Eddie, no cowboy boots. An old pair of sneakers. You understand?"
Eddie nodded.
"Go on,” I said to Leon. “What do we do once we get inside?"
"Eddie covers the kitchen staff and makes sure nobody who comes into the kitchen gets back out. Then you and me go through the kitchen doors straight into the restaurant. We're each carrying a duffel bag for the loot. You stop, while I go to the entrance and stand between the door and the bar where the cash register is. I'll put all the waiters behind the bar. We don't got to worry about people in the street seeing anything—not with those big shutters."
"That's good,” Eddie said.
I shook my head. “Only two of us in the restaurant. Not enough to watch all them people."
Leon said, “The place ain't that big. Besides, I'm gonna be watching all the time. You'll be moving up toward me, throwing jewelry and cash into your bag as you go along. When it's full, I'll throw you mine to finish up. Then I take the cash from the register. We go out through the kitchen, pick up Eddie, go into the alley, pull off our masks and put them into the duffel bags, get into the car, and we're gone."
"That's good,” Eddie said again. Of course, as a kid Eddie used to grab onto the bumpers of moving cars while he was on his roller skates.
I said, “Still seems like a big job for only three guys. Especially just you and me in the restaurant, and me grabbing all the jewelry. Suppose some of them women put up a squawk?"
Leon said, “They'll be too afraid to do anything except pee in their panties. If one does give you trouble, slap her around. That'll teach the rest a lesson."
Eddie said, “I'll switch jobs. Put me in with you, Leon."
"No, I don't want you to get in a conversation with some bimbo over what's the best kind of watch to buy.” He turned back to me. “We'll give ourselves ten minutes, then wherever you are we'll call it quits and get out. The cops don't drive by much during the day, and if they do, ain't nothing to see from the outside. Once we go through the kitchen door into the alley, we'll be out of the neighborhood in two minutes."
"And if the cops do come, and they block the alley?"
Leon leaned back and took a long swig from his beer bottle. Rolling it between his hands, he said, “Don't worry. We'll be okay."
"What do you mean?"
"We'll be okay. I worked it all out."
That was Tuesday night. We still had two days until the robbery. In a way, it made things easier, knowing there'd soon be an end to all this sitting around doing nothing. On the other hand, the minutes dripped even slower, and we got to watching each other, especially Eddie. It was sort of understood that I'd stay close to him during the day and Leon would shoot pool with him during the evening. Not that we ever thought Eddie would yellow-out or go to the cops, but he just couldn't help shooting off his mouth, even worse than Charlene. So we kept him talking about football and old times and how bad he'd beaten that trucker. And we didn't let him drink too much.
On Thursday Charlene took off the afternoon, and Leon went to help move her old lady into a nursing home. They had dinner, then got to Mickey's around six. Leon went to shoot pool with Eddie. Too early for my usual card buddies, so Charlene came over and sat down.
She said, “You and me don't get to talk much, especially lately."
I shrugged. “I haven't been in a talking mood. Besides, you seem pretty busy with Squeak."
Charlene glanced at her watch. “Yeah, guess that's true. She should be getting here pretty soon. It's nice you boys don't hassle her any about . . . well, about the way she is."
"It don't bother you?"
"No. I don't think women see it the same as men do. Men got this homophobia thing. I read an article in Vogue magazine, and Oprah had a show about it. In fact, Marlene—did you know that's what Squeak calls herself—she and I talk about it a lot. It's got something to do with men going through this fear of being gay when they were kids and about how maybe we all got a little gay-ness."
When I raised my eyebrows, she laughed. “What about all that ass-slapping men do to each other in sports? I bet talking about Squeak makes you uncomfortable."
"Yeah well what about you?"
"Me? What do you mean?"
Maybe I shouldn't have said nothing, but I didn't like the way Charlene was acting like a know-it-all.
"What about the way Squeak keeps looking at Leon?"
"What are you talking about?"
"C'mon, don't pretend you don't know. The way she gets all goo-goo when she brings him a beer. The way she keeps looking his way while he's shooting pool with Eddie. I think she really has a thing for him."
Charlene shrugged, acting real bored, so I knew it was getting to her. Still I kept on. “Now don't tell me you ain't a little jealous."
She leaned close, her face getting hard. “Quit riding me, or I'll tell Leon what you're saying. That he's a fag who might fall for something like . . . like that Squeak. You want me to tell him that?"
Now I was getting riled. “You tell him anything you damn please. We was just making conversation. Just kidding around a little. If you can't take it, go ahead and tell Leon."
She could see how mad I was getting and didn't want to start no trouble between me and Leon, so she says, “I know you were just kidding. Me too. Hell, if I don't get jealous over any of the bimbos who come in here and try to hang all over my Leon, why should I be jealous of somebody who doesn't even have all the right parts?"
"Yet?"
Charlene stared at me, and we both burst out laughing.
"Yeah, that's funny, all right,” she said, a laugh squirting through her teeth. Then she folded her hands on the table. “Me and Leon—we're good as gold. He's my forever man, and we both know it. I'd do anything for him. One day you may get lucky with some woman and find the kind of good that we both got."
"Okay, Charlene. Okay."
We both looked at Leon, and I could see Charlene's eyes getting big and the tip of her tongue running across her lips. Just then Squeak walked in. Charlene didn't notice, but Squeak went to her usual barstool without even looking at it. Her eyes kept staring at Leon too. I glanced from one woman to the next and didn't know why but began feeling sad. The whole night I couldn't shake that feeling.
Next day, a little after twelve, Eddie and me met up with Leon at his place in a nearby apartment building. We all had guns in our belts under our jackets. Leon went over the plan real slow, looking at Eddie all the time, who kept nodding.
As he was finishing, his cell phone rang. “Okay, we'll be right down.” He said to us, “Let's go."
I put a hand on his shoulder. “Someone else in on this?"
"No, just Charlene's driving us over to the restaurant. I parked my car there early this morning. That's how I was sure we'd have the parking spot."
"But bringing in Charlene—"
"Charlene don't know nothing about what we're doing. I just said I needed her to drop us off someplace during her lunch hour. It's okay."
I thought about the way she'd looked at him last night and what she said. I shrugged, then added, “You sure about the getaway?"
"Don't worry. I got it all figured out. We'll have the cops running around like cockroaches when the lights come on quick."
He almost smiled. I didn't like it, but he seemed so sure, and it was good enough for Eddie.
We walked downstairs and got into Charlene's car, Eddie and me in the back. Unlike her usual self, she didn't say nothing. Maybe Leon had told her not to talk, or maybe she guessed what we was gonna do and didn't want no part in it. Either way, she was playing it smart.
Division Street was crowded, as usual, and, being lunchtime, especially the restaurants and cafes. Lots of people was hurrying along, turning up their collars against a cold wind. We was driving west, and Charlene turned right onto Marshfield. Just across the street was the Glass Slipper. Like he'd said, Leon's car was parked opposite the alley behind the restaurant. Charlene dropped us off, Leon and me each slinging a bag over a shoulder. She didn't say nothing, but before Leon could get out, she pulled him close and kissed him hard. Then she drove away without looking back.
We walked across the street and into the alley, put on our ski masks, took out our guns, and continued past a heavy iron door into the kitchen. It smelled of smoke and grease—long aluminum sinks along the wall and three rows of aluminum tables running perpendicular. About a half-dozen Mexicans were chopping and cooking with two white guys telling them what to do. At first they didn't notice us, but Leon stuck his gun in one of the white guys’ face, who kind of froze up until Leon pushed him against the corner, knocking over a bunch of pots and pans.
That got everybody's attention. Eddie and me herded the rest of the crew to the same corner, with Eddie telling them to just stay still and shut up. That wouldn't be no problem. It wasn't their money we was after. Then Leon and me walked through a swinging door, past some stairs leading to the second floor, and into the restaurant.
He moved ahead quick toward the cashier, a tall, good-looking blonde who stood at the corner of the bar next to the door. After putting my gun in my belt, I started in at the table nearest the kitchen door, where three old ladies sat having tea and cookies. They didn't even notice me at first, then one of them must've thought I was the waiter, because when I pulled the watch from her hand, she got real mad, until she saw the mask I was wearing. Then her hand went all limp and her face went grayish-white like a rib bone picked clean. The other two didn't give me no trouble neither, as I heard a woman scream toward the front of the restaurant. She must've seen Leon's mask and his gun. Everybody got real quiet, like the teacher just walked into the room.
Then Leon said soft, the way he always talked, so that you had to lean to hear, “Everybody put your cash and jewelry and watches on the table. Just stay where you are, shut up, and don't do nothing stupid, so nobody gets hurt. Don't nobody try to run. We got more men in the kitchen and outside both front and back. You four.” He pointed to two young waiters and two waitresses—all skinny and dressed in white shirts, black vests and pants, “You get over here behind the counter with the cashier."
They did as they were told.
I didn't see nothing except for each of the tables I went to, like a little mail boat chug-chugging to a series of islands, only I was making all pickups and no deliveries. When a guy tried to say something, maybe to show off in front of his girlfriend, I hit him hard in the jaw, sending him back over his chair. Nobody gave me no trouble after that.
I'd gone more than halfway through and filled my bag. Leon tossed me his, then I saw his eyes get hard and he took a few quick steps before pulling a cell phone from a heavy-set guy in a dark suit. The man had been whispering something but looked down at his plate and shut up. Pulling out my gun, I backed against the door to cover Leon. He kept looking down at the big man, who started shaking. Then Leon hit him hard across the skull with the butt end of his gun. Blood spilled over the plate like a loose bottle of ketchup. Women started screaming.
"He called the cops,” I said. “We got enough. Let's go."
But Leon was working on the guy—pulling off his gold watch, a diamond- studded ring, ripping the inside pocket of his coat to grab his wallet. Then he dropped the stuff into the full bag, left it there, and backed up to the bar, while I returned to where I'd been. Leon's eyes were still hard. I knew he didn't want to let that guy spoil his plans.
"C'mon,” I said, grabbing the bag filled with loot and taking a step back toward the kitchen. “I'm going."
He turned the gun on me, and we stared at each other. It got so quiet I could hear my own breathing. I knew Leon would rather die where he stood than let anybody tell him what to do. But I also knew if I waited and let him think about what was happening, he'd come around.
The police siren made it all pointless.
I looked through the shutters. A squad car pulled up to the curb opposite the door, then a second, coming the other way, parked in the middle of the street.
As I backed away toward the kitchen, Leon stared at the five employees behind the bar. “I'm gonna need somebody—"
Before he could finish, one of the waiters, a dark-haired kid, pushed past the others and started back with Leon. I guess the waiter either was more scared than the others or maybe wanted to be some kind of hero. Either way, we had a hostage.
I covered Leon until he and the kid got past me, then all three of us backed away toward the kitchen. Before we could get out, the cops came pouring through the door. Customers started ducking under the tables. I knew we was finished, so I started to drop my gun, when I heard a shot and felt my right side on fire as I hit the wall and slunk to the floor. I would've fallen over except for the duffel bag full of loot that propped me up.
But Leon wasn't done yet. He pushed the waiter in front of him, holding his gun to the kid's head.
"Hold your fire,” one of the cops said. Then to Leon, “There's no place you can go. We've got men coming through the alley."
There was shouting from the kitchen.
Leon looked at me, and I sensed that, behind his mask, he was smiling. Then he shot up at the ceiling. When everybody ducked, including the cops, he pushed the waiter away and turned toward the steps. Just as one of the cops took aim, the waiter moved back toward Leon, directly in the line of fire. The cop shot, and the kid went down hard a few feet from me. Without looking back, Leon ran up the stairs.
"Where the hell's he going!” one of the cops yelled.
There was more shouting, but I wasn't paying it no mind. I wasn't even worrying about the blood running down my side. I was smiling at how at least Leon had gotten away. I looked over at the kid, who was smiling too. A soft smile with that real gentle look in his eyes as he lowered his lashes.
"Squeak,” I whispered.
He didn't hear me. He didn't hear nothing no more.
Eddie gave up without a fight—he got smart for once in his life. They fixed me up all right in the prison hospital. We pled guilty to attempted armed robbery and got ten-to-twenty in the same prison.
As for Leon—well, the rest of it we heard from Kevin and our lawyer. Leon got away like he'd said, driving the cops crazy. He ran upstairs, through a window, and up the fire escape to the roof. He jumped a narrow alley to another roof, climbed down its fire escape to Milwaukee Avenue, where he walked into the “L” station and caught a train downtown. Then he disappeared for a couple of weeks. Me and Eddie wouldn't rat him out, but the cops knew where he hung out. Besides, a witness had seen Charlene dropping us off across from the restaurant. They squeezed her hard, and she popped like a zit.
Two weeks after the robbery, Leon called her—he needed money to go south until the heat was off. They arranged to meet early one morning in a coffee shop not far from Mickey's. She was waiting in a booth by the window. The other half-dozen customers and the waitress behind the counter were all cops. Leon walked up to the door, smelled a trap, and started moving away before two cops dressed as cabbies got out of their taxis and told him to stop. Nobody told Leon nothing. He drew his gun, and they cut him down dead.
After that, Charlene stopped coming around Mickey's. Then she quit her job and left town. Maybe she was afraid of what Eddie and me would do to her once we got out, but there was no need to worry. Guess you can't blame somebody for looking after number one. That we could understand.
What we couldn't understand—and Eddie and me talked a lot about this while walking around the exercise yard—was what Squeak had done. We figured she'd given Leon the idea of robbing the place where she worked—given him the layout, best time for the heist, and the escape route. She was probably getting a cut to use for that operation she needed.
I remember Eddie asking, “Why did she jump in front of Leon? Did she get mixed up, or did she think the cops wouldn't shoot?"
I think we both knew the answer, but neither of us was man enough to say it.
The papers made Squeak out to be a “hero hostage.” I suppose her parents could've sued the cops about shooting her, but they didn't make no stink. It probably would've come out that Squeak was a he-she, and that would've embarrassed the hell out of them. Better she died a hero. Better they got to bury her in a nice new suit.
Eddie said, “I never thought much of Squeak, but she turned out to be a stand-up guy."
Remembering her soft smile and the way her eyes fluttered shut that last time, I said, “Yeah, she sure was."
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Just injected the shot—the insulin—when the phone rang—as if whoever was calling was being courteous, or mock-courteous, and had waited until he'd retracted the needle—and he'd answered grunting “Yeh? Who's it?"—he wasn't expecting any calls, this time of evening. And the voice on the line was a female voice—a woman, or a girl—familiar—but hushed, breathless—"Brad Shifke?—is that you?"
"Sure is. Who's this?"
A moment's hesitation—as if whoever it was had to consider this question seriously—then the voice turned coy, playful—"Guess!"
"Guess? I can't."
"Hey, Brad c'mon—you're not even trying, man."
His heart gave a little kick. So quickly the voice had lurched into a teasing sort of reproach—sounding more familiar now—someone he'd known well? Someone—intimate?
Whoever it was wasn't from any recent time in his life, Brad was sure. Not one of the women he'd known these past five, six years—the women still speaking to him—would be addressing him like this.
Those years in his younger life—mid twenties to thirty-eight, -nine—there'd been women who'd addressed Brad in such a tone. He'd married young, and separated; divorced, and married again; and in the interstices of domestic life in Florida and upstate New York, for which he'd been no more suited than a wild animal—raccoon, chimp—that can't be tamed, he'd seen women in secret. Over all, he'd had a good time. He'd taken for granted that women liked him, and liked what he did with them, and probably it could be said he'd had the whip-hand in any relationship. First he'd been stationed at the Pensacola naval base, where it was discovered he was good with computers, then after his discharge moved north to Carthage, New York, which was close by his hometown, but not too close he had to see his family often. But girls he'd known from high school and after—plenty of these. And this woman—girl—definitely, he knew her. The teasing way she was speaking like ghost fingers stroking his hair, the nape of his neck which no woman had touched in a long time.
"C'mon try to guess, Brad—there was a time you'd know me right off."
"You going to give me some hint? Like—how long ago?"
"How long ago'—you tell me."
"Or—you don't live around here, you're back visiting? That's it?"
"What about you, Brad?"
"Me? What's there about me?—you're the subject."
"Nooo Brad, c'mon, man—you're the subject. That's why I called you, man."
What all this was about, Brad couldn't guess. All he knew, he was becoming excited, aroused. The woman—or girl—had to be a mature woman, he supposed—but sounded like a girl, breathy and giggly—was saying she'd called him hoping he'd remember her name at least and she'd been thinking if so, if Brad remembered her name, that would be a sign she should see him, and she'd been wanting to see him for a long time: She'd come to Carthage to look him up, or—maybe not entirely just for him—but she'd made a long drive and was staying at a motel out on Route 11 and for sure, Brad Shifke was a primary reason she'd come but now—well, now she didn't know what to think—"Seems like you don't have a clue who I am, Brad."
"Well—your voice is familiar. It's a voice—I know."
"But not my name, huh?"
"Well—almost. I can almost—"
"Your voice is a voice I know, Brad. Your voice is a voice in my dreams, I would not likely forget."
This stilted manner of speech was familiar, too—made him uneasy, recalling—not a recent memory but one that stirred him. He was wondering—was this woman taunting him? Some woman who'd had a disagreement with him, or a misunderstanding he'd forgotten? He'd been accused of careless behavior, from women. Not mean or malicious—he'd never lay hands on any woman, no matter how provoked—but more like thoughtless, hurried in his manner—pushy, bossy—but good-hearted, protective—he'd had a drinking problem since high school—that was under control. Until he'd put on weight in his forties he'd been what you'd call fit—chiseled chest, biceps, and upper arms—wore his faded carrot-color hair in a crewcut—good posture from his Navy days and not bad-looking when he took time to shower and shave and wear clean clothes, which, being chief computer techie at the community college, and pretty much his own boss, he could skip sometimes.
"How're you doing, Brad?” the woman was asking and Brad said, “Good. I'm doing good,” and the woman said, “Really—I want to know, Brad. I heard some things,” and with a quick laugh Brad said, “Heard some things from—who? Somebody stalking me?"
This annoyed him. Any thought of people discussing him. Worse yet feeling sorry for him.
Brad was on his feet now. He'd heaved himself up from the sofa sculpted to his heavy body, clicked the TV on mute. It was his cordless phone he had where the caller ID revealed Wireless caller NY—not much help. He was beginning to feel edgy, anxious—what had this woman been hearing about him?—couldn't be the drinking, that was five-six years back—the DWI and the other, a bullshit charge of second-degree assault—later dropped—had to be the diabetes—that was what the woman meant. He felt a flamey sensation of shame, fury—what right did she have, whoever it was, a stranger to him—alluding to that? Brad didn't discuss his goddamn health with anyone, even his family, friends. Zero interest he had in that.
Early last year, he'd been diagnosed—after he'd blacked out more than once, and the last time while driving his SUV on the thruway—what the doctor told him felt like the dull edge of an ax slammed against his head when he hadn't been prepared for such a blow, but insulin injections kept it under control, insulin lispro was what the doctor prescribed for him, the fast-acting insulin so you don't have to plan too much about when you're eating. Hated injecting himself like some strung-out junkie but he'd learned to prepare the shot, sink the syringe needle into his midriff, fatty-flaccid flesh straining against his belt—even with shedding thirty pounds, he was still overweight—and after eighteen months still his fingers were clumsy as hell, it was easy to screw up, drop the needle into his crotch or onto the floor cursing Jesus! This is not me. So ashamed, embarrassed he'd never told his closest friends or any woman about the diabetes but at his mother's house he didn't hesitate to lift his T-shirt and inject the needle in the living room watching TV or even at the dinner table with people looking on—"Uncle Brad that's gross.” He'd just laugh, what the hell—it was a vague simmering resentment of his, he'd inherited the condition from his mother's side of the family where all the years he'd been growing up he'd hear of older relatives—uncles, aunts—with some weird infirmity called sugar diabetes.
Now came a surprise. Just when he'd been worried the woman was going to hang up on him suddenly her voice dropped, drawled—"Well Brad my man—why I'm calling—how'd you like to get together tonight? Or—you tied up tonight?"
"Sure. I mean—no."
"There's nobody there?"
"No. There's nobody here."
"Heard you got married—more than once, was it?"
"That was awhile back."
"No kids?"
"No."
"You sure?"
"Jesus yes—I'm sure."
"No kids you know of, you're saying."
Brad came to a full stop. Gripping the phone against his ear. Was this some kind of joke? Some girl calling him claiming she's his daughter?
"Hey Brad—you still there?"
"Sure . . . “
"Didn't mean to scare you, man. I'm not any kid of yours or anything nor am I aware of any kid of Brad Shifke. I'm just, like—y'know—making inquiries. What you know."
"What I know? About—what?"
"About whatever subject this is, Brad, we're talking about."
"You said—you wanted to get together?"
"Yes! That's what I said."
* * * *
The plan was to meet at the Star Lake Inn, which was about five miles from Brad's place in Carthage and a place where people tended to know Brad Shifke, or had known him when he'd gone out drinking more, and Star Lake was one of his weekend stops. In the bar he didn't see her—a solitary woman—figured she'd be a good-looking woman but all of these he saw were with guys or other people and out back on the veranda which was where you could sit with drinks if you bought them inside there was a woman smiling at him—hands on her hips as in a pose, backs of her hands resting against her hips which were fleshy, solid—and her head tilted to one side, where a thick glossy braid fell over her shoulders. “Brad Shifke—that's you? Hi!” Before Brad could register any reaction except a startled smile the woman stepped forward and thrust out her hand to be shaken, her fingers were solid and strong, handshake firm as a man's and the way she presented herself before him, bemused and open-faced, feet apart, looking him in the eye, reminded him of a man. He thought, Is this someone I know? It is not. Trying not to show the disappointment he was feeling the woman wasn't very attractive—not like what her voice had hinted—though she was young, in her twenties—a large-boned girl with a head that looked small, hair pulled back tight into the coarse braid, plain darkish-tan face like an Indian-girl face, broad mouth and heavy eyebrows, ironic eyes and skin roughened at the hairline as if with a rash or the remnants of acne. As they shook hands—exchanged bantering greetings—Brad saw that the girl had unusually large breasts—watermelon-breasts—straining at the fabric of an ice-blue satin T-shirt with a man's face on it—Hispanic-looking, with a moustache—some kind of guerilla cap, uniform—a T-shirt face or tattoo-face familiar as Elvis but Brad couldn't place it—and the girl's jeans were designer jeans with brass studs. She had broad hips, thighs. On her large splayed bare feet were leather sandals durable enough for hiking but her toenails were painted frosted-green—meant to be playful, Brad supposed. Her ears were intricately pierced, there was a curved glinting pin in her left eyebrow and another in her upper lip. Some kind of New Age hippie, the kind Brad and his friends sneered at, seeing on TV. In person you rarely saw them in this part of the Adirondacks.
"Still don't recognize me, Brad?—now I'm kind of hurt."
Brad stared at the girl. Those eyes—did he know them? Hazel-brown with thick lashes. She was laughing, her face was mottled with heat. It did seem to be so, Brad's confusion about who she was seemed to hurt her, unless she was pretending. Warmly Brad said, “Let me get us drinks, okay? Beers? You're not underage—are you?"
"Underage? Hell, no. I'm a big girl all growed up, Daddy."
At this—Daddy—Brad stopped dead in his tracks. Took a second look at the girl and saw—Jesus, was this Stacy Lynn? The daughter of Linda Gutshalk, who'd been Brad's second wife? Now it made some kind of sense—the mysterious girl resembled Linda, to a degree. It was coming back to Brad now—Linda had died in a car wreck, he'd been out of her life by that time. Stacy Lynn was just a little girl then. Linda's parents had taken her and had custody of her—she'd been theirs, and not Brad's. Brad had only been step-Daddy. And Brad hadn't been a very devoted step-Daddy during the four or five years he'd been married to Linda—the role had not come easily to him, no more than the husband role had.
The girl was laughing, breathless. Wiping tears from her cheeks with both hands. Brad saw that her body wasn't fat so much as solid-packed like hard rubber. Sure she had to be someone worked out in a gym—he'd watched girls like this, half-repelled, fascinated by the way they inhabited bodies that, if a man woke up in, Jesus he'd blow off his head with a shotgun.
"Oh hey, Brad. You didn't remember Stacy Lynn'—did you?"
"Hell yes. I did—I do. Just, you took me by surprise . . . “
Brad covered his embarrassment by hugging the girl. Her body was just as hard-rubbery as he'd thought but the big breasts were soft, like milk-filled sacs. Coming so close to her was disconcerting. Awkward. True that Brad hadn't remembered her—not exactly. But he'd been remembering her mother, hearing the girl's voice on the phone. Why he'd been feeling both excitement and anxious. Sexual excitement yet wariness, apprehension. Linda Gutshalk! Linda was one of the women he didn't care to think about, especially when he was in a down mood like tonight. Like lots of nights recently. Most he had to do—most important thing—was to remember to take his insulin at the right time, which was an indication of how things stood with Brad Shifke these days, he didn't care to think about. Linda Gutshalk was the most beautiful girl he'd ever seen in actual life when he'd first met her, he had to concede that. Both of them drunk they'd gotten married in Niagara Falls one weekend shortly after he'd been discharged from the Navy and moved back north—it hadn't exactly sunk in on him, Linda had been married before and had a little girl—some sort of learning-disabled little girl. Still less had Brad grasped that Linda was difficult to live with, to put it mildly—she hadn't liked being touched in any way she considered “over-familiar"—a problem in a marriage. And in the close quarters in which they'd had to live in Chautauqua Falls, in a mobile home.
Brad was taller than Stacy Lynn by only two or three inches. She'd grown considerably taller and larger than her mother—like some different species of female—but had her mother's tawny-brown hair he'd used to think was fawn-colored letting it ripple over his hand. Sobering to realize, Linda's shy little daughter was now a mature woman. She had none of her mother's delicate facial features and soft-seeming feminine manner but maybe this was a good thing.
The weight of those years was sweeping over him like a wave, a succession of waves where you couldn't get your breath, dark brackish water. Could be he was looking dazed, sick. In a throaty-flirty voice the girl was saying, cajoling—"Brad, my man—you look like you need a drink. And moi aussey."
Had no idea what the hell she was talking about. Her hand on his forearm—large stubby fingers, nails chipped frosted-green—went through him like an electric current.
Together they got beers at the bar inside—Brad had to insist, he was paying—returned to the veranda where they'd thought there was a table, but all the tables were taken—the kind of situation that made Brad self-conscious, irritable—goddamned people looking at him, guys he knew and him with the big-boned Indian-looking girl with the piercings in her face. Smiling like a man who's been kicked in the stomach and determined not to show it. On his way to Star Lake he'd been thinking that the woman who'd called him out of nowhere wanted to see him for some romantic purpose but no, turns out it's a step-daughter of his he hadn't seen in possibly fifteen years and had not given a thought to in those years. His first beer went swiftly to his head—since the diabetes, he didn't drink like he'd used to. Stacy Lynn kept pushing close to him saying, “Oh Brad—Daddy-Brad—this is amazing isn't it? Never thought I would see Daddy-Brad again, my heart was broke when you and Mom split. Hey—I got my car here—let's go for a drive out to Star Lake. Lots to catch up on. Too many people here."
Bold like some girl on TV Stacy Lynn grabbed his shoulders and aimed a kiss at his mouth—her hard-rubbery lips were wet, unexpectedly cool—her sizable arms around his neck—then she went slump-shouldered, as if weak, forehead pressed against his chest in an attitude of submission, female abnegation. Standing back from him smiling Stacy Lynn was looking better to Brad now, younger and more vulnerable.
Brad wanted to drive but Stacy Lynn insisted on driving. So adamant, Brad had to give in. Weird to be in a car—in a passenger seat—with a female driving—like he'd become some kind of disabled person and this strapping young woman with shining eyes and Indian braid halfway down her back like a horse's braided mane was in charge of him.
Star Lake was one of the larger lakes in the southern Adirondacks—twenty-seven miles north to south and six miles wide—only a small fraction of its shoreline was developed. The woods were dense pines, firs and junipers with clumps of ghost-white birches glimmering here and there like patches of cloud. When he'd been a kid and in his twenties Brad had come out here a few times a year fishing, backpacking, and, in deer season, hunting with his buddies but no longer. Couldn't even say where some of those guys were, these days. Now the landmarks returned to him like slivers of dream elusive to memory. Through high vaporous clouds a three-quarter moon shone with unnatural brightness like phosphorescence. Stacy Lynn was drinking as she drove and talking nonstop, and some of this Brad was hearing, but mostly not, his thoughts scattered and the beer-buzz in his head like a hum of bees. “Like my car? Pretty cool, eh?"—some kind of upscale Toyota, Brad doubted belonged to her. His own vehicle was a Grand Cherokee, secondhand, or maybe third-hand, he wished he had insisted upon driving.
Stacy Lynn turned off the lakeshore road and onto a gravel road—no houses or cottages out here—though Brad believed he'd been in this part of the lake, fishing—years ago—weird how bright the moon was, and the sky, and how inky-black the woods. “C'mon! Let's walk to the lake"—Stacy Lynn had a flashlight in hand, shining onto a faint path through the underbrush. Brad had finished his second can of beer—unless it was his third—and he was feeling a stir of—not sure what—some kind of arousal, yearning—not sexual exactly but the anticipation of sex—or of surprise—the kind of feeling that can turn on you, and plummet, like a kite struck down by the wind. The girl was humming loudly, whistling between her teeth—drinking from a can of beer also—wielding the flashlight in her hand like a wand. "Vite-vite—c'mon Brad mon ami"—some foreign words, or mock-foreign words, teasing as you'd tease a clumsy child, fondly—for Brad was stumbling in the underbrush, cursing as brambles tore at his clothes and nicked his fingers. At the lake shore—not a beach but rock-strewn, littered with storm debris and a faint stench of dead fish—Stacy Lynn surprised Brad by gripping the flashlight between her knees, grunting as she pulled off her satin T-shirt in a flourish, and beneath it she was wearing what looked like a sports bra in the same kind of shiny satin fabric except polka dots. Was she going to wade out into the water? How cold would the water be, in Star Lake? Her midriff spilled gently about the snug waistband of the designer jeans, soft female flesh Brad would've liked to squeeze, knead. His mouth had gone dry. Hairs stirred at the nape of his neck. The kiss aimed at his mouth was still damp and felt like a scar or a scab in his flesh. “See? Clair de lune'—light of the moon—just for us, Brad."
Her voice quavered. She'd been joking, or trying to joke—but her voice quavered and for an awkward moment Brad thought that she might start to cry.
Not that! Women's tears made him edgy, resentful. What did tears mean?
Star Lake—so named for its irregular star-shape, seen from the air—was both very dark and shimmering with broken moonlight. The air had turned chilly but there was no wind, waves were flattened, only faintly agitated in areas of the lake as if stirred from beneath by mysterious and unnameable lake-creatures. Abruptly—playfully—Stacy Lynn turned to shine the flashlight in Brad's face—just for a moment, startling and blinding him—annoying him—then turned in another direction—"Brad! This way.” Again her manner was girlish, provocative. No question of wading into the lake which was a damned good thing, Brad wasn't in a mood to follow her. Would've liked to bring this outing, or whatever it was, to an end—but had no choice except to trudge after the big-boned girl humming and whistling leading him—where?—the earth was both rocky and marshy—they were climbing an incline, away from the lake—"Wait, Stacy Lynn! Christ sake"—Brad pretended exhaustion, exasperation—in fact he was badly winded—there was a smell here of something rotted, an animal carcass—a quarter-mile from the lake still they were climbing uphill, Stacy Lynn in the lead, Brad hot-faced and panting behind—suddenly they were in what appeared to be a cemetery—a ravaged-looking old cemetery—behind an abandoned church. Once, there'd been a settlement here, oddly named—
Beersheba—this had been the Beersheba Lutheran Church—some name out of the Bible, Brad supposed. The stone markers were mostly fallen, crumbled—covered with lichen—choked with vines and weeds—their inscriptions faint, flattened, unreadable by moonlight. Brad saw that some of the markers dated to 1790—so long ago, it was hard to believe anyone had ever lived here, in such a remote corner of Beechum County. The girl was saying in a breathy voice like a girl in a TV movie, “Brad-Daddy—I mean step-Daddy—this is a secret place I used to come. When Mom stayed with some relatives at Star Lake, I'd bicycle out here. Haven't been here for—Jesus, how long?—ten years maybe. Mom isn't buried here but I came here, by myself. I have some good memories of this place."
"Mom isn't buried here'—why'd you say that? Nobody's been buried here for a hundred years."
"That's all you know, Brad my man."
This was the sort of pointless banter meant to arouse and excite or possibly tease, taunt; Brad wanted to think the girl was just in a party mood, joking, on the edge of being drunk. She was sitting—trying to sit—on one of the toppled-over grave markers—but her large haunches kept slipping off. She giggled, heaving herself into a more secure position, even as the flashlight slipped from her fingers into a patch of weeds. “Hey Brad, c'mon sit by me. See, it's romantic here"—as Brad stumbled toward her, not sure if he wanted to sit so close to Stacy Lynn, but aroused, excited by the prospect; somehow it happened that, as Brad approached her, the girl stooped, as if to snatch up the flashlight, but instead tugged Brad's pant leg upward—roughly, his left pant leg—so swiftly this bizarre action took place, Brad was too astonished to react, still less to shove the girl away or defend himself—even as something razor-sharp was being drawn—swiped, sawed—against the exposed skin of his left leg, above the ankle—there came a bolt of pain beyond measure—Brad screamed, lost all strength in his wounded leg and fell heavily into the rubble-strewn grass.
The girl leapt away from the stricken man. She was hooting with excitement, childish glee. What had she done?—what had she done to him? In her left hand she'd snatched up the flashlight and in her right hand she held something that gleamed in the moonlight—a knife-blade? Her eyes glowered. On her feet she was unexpectedly agile, like a young steer. “Know what, Brad?—that's your Achilles tendon that's been severed."
Helpless, Brad had fallen to the ground. Such pain, he could not bear. He was screaming, writhing and squirming like a hooked fish. Elated and exuberant the girl circled him stamping her feet and taunting. “Killed my mother you sorry prick, you goddamned wicked man—evil son of a bitch now you will pay. How d'you like it? That's your Achilles tendon’ that's been severed, asshole. You can crawl like a worm, make your way home like a worm."
"Help me"—Brad was begging. He was delirious with pain, trying to drag himself—where, he couldn't have said—dragging his leg, that throbbed with pain as blood poured from the wound—as Stacy Lynn circled him gloating and furious. “You killed my mother! You treated my mother like shit! She was so hurt by you—so miserable—depressed—she'd drive her car half-drunk like nothing mattered to her—late at night she'd drive on the Interstate—almost she took me with her that last time then changed her mind left me home watching TV—If Mommy is late coming back, call Grandma.’ You caused her death sure as if you'd shot her—stabbed her in the heart—didn't even come to her funeral! What're you going to do now, asshole? Big Daddy-Brad asshole? How's it feel, you're the one in pain? You're the one made to crawl like a worm?” Stacy Lynn paused, breathing harshly. Her young solid-packed face glowed with an oily film of sweat and her eyes, that were nothing like her mother's eyes now, shone. “Know what, asshole?—I'm going to leave you here. This is a sacred place you don't deserve to die in."
Brad was clutching at his bleeding leg as if trying to stanch the bleeding with his fingers. He was having difficulty comprehending what had happened—what had happened to him. Trying to reason with the girl—begging her not to leave him but to help him. With a part of his brain thinking, calculating—if his assailant understood how she'd hurt him already, if she understood the terrible pain he was feeling, how utterly broken he was, and no threat to her, she would have mercy on him—maybe—and not leave him. The old Lutheran cemetery was just a few miles from Star Lake but so remote a place, no one would discover him even if he shouted for help. Not for weeks, or months. The gravel road leading to the ruined church was a derelict road no longer maintained by the county.
The girl confronted him jeering—"Shit, that don't hurt like you're acting it does—you trying to manip'late me? Here, asshole. You're not gonna bleed to death."
In a gesture of disdain she tossed him something—a soiled rag. Desperately Brad pressed the rag against his bleeding leg.
The wound—a deep wound—was just above Brad's ankle, at the back of his leg. So far as he knew it was so—it was his Achilles tendon Stacy Lynn had slashed and sawed at—"severed.” With unerring precision and astonishing boldness she'd yanked up his pant leg—the leg of his khakis—swiped and sawed at his flesh with what appeared to be a hunting knife—razor-sharp, less than eight inches long—a powerful stainless-steel blade with a bluish cast—so quickly and with such skill she'd acted, the blade had pierced Brad's cotton sock and his skin—his flesh—in a matter of seconds.
Disdainful of his agony Stacy Lynn jeered: “Make yourself a tourn'quit, asshole! Ain't you some hot-shit Navy officer? Must be, you know how to take care of yourself. You're not gonna bleed to death if you make some goddamn effort."
Brad was pressing the rag against his wounded leg. Brad was pleading: “I didn't kill your mother, Stacy—I loved your mother. Please believe me, I loved your mother . . . “
"Like hell you loved my mother! That's a joke! Son of a bitch you never loved anyone."
Brad protested he did—he had—"I married your mother because I wanted to be her husband and I wanted to be a—father—to you. That was my hope, to be a good husband and a father . . . “
"This is such bullshit! You treated Mom like shit and you caused her to die—you wanted her to die, to get rid of her. So you wouldn't have to pay alimony, or give a shit about her. That was how it was."
"No—it wasn't that way."
"It wasn't? It wasn't that way? What other damn way was it, then?"
"I loved your mother—I loved you—"
Furious—laughing—the girl kicked at him. Brad shielded his face with his arms.
"Any damn desperate thing you'd say now, to save your miserable life. Not even you're lying, man, you don't know what the fucking truth is."
"Stacy—no. I loved your mother. I loved you . . . “
"Hell you did. Why'd you never even see me, then? Never once."
"Your grandparents wouldn't allow it . . . “
"This is such bullshit!"
More than the pain, and the bleeding, Brad was terrified that the girl would leave him here. He was shivering convulsively with cold, in terror of dying. The earth was icy-cold, he would expire of hypothermia. This prematurely balmy April day had turned cold when the sun set. In the southern Adirondacks, so near to Star Lake, the earth had rapidly darkened and the earth had rapidly cooled. Cold rose from the earth like departing spirits. The old cemetery was a place of broken stones, you'd think were the parts of human skeletons. Slabs of cracked granite, broken crockery like skulls, thick-snarled vines like pythons. The Beersheba Lutheran Church had been boarded up for at least ten years. The shingled roof had rotted through, the paint on the clapboards had mostly peeled off. At the front, saplings and wild rose grew in profusion, obscuring what remained of the church. From the road—should someone in a vehicle drive along the road—you could not see into the cemetery even by day. Frantically Brad was dragging himself toward the taunting girl—who kept a cautious distance between them—she'd drained her final can of beer and tossed it at him. She was laughing loudly, wiping at her mouth. She was drunk, or high on a drug, or intoxicated with her own adrenaline. Where tears had glistened on her fattish cheeks now beer glistened. In a voice of supreme disgust she said: “Also you did things to me, asshole. Like I had to beg for Cheez-Its, pizza—if Mommy was sleeping and I was hungry you'd make me beg—that turned you on, didn't it?—don't even remember, do you? Got drunk and had me unzip your disgusting trousers. Had me scratch’ you—ugh!"
Brad protested—he had not. He had not done such a thing.
Despite the pain in his leg and his terror of death he was genuinely shocked. He'd never done anything like that to Stacy Lynn—never...
"You did! You did! Not once but many times! I was just a little girl—nine, or eight—when it started. And Mommy knew—I know she did. I hated her—she pretended she didn't know but she did."
"Stacy, that isn't true. I swear—before God I swear—"
"With God as my witness'—that's how you have to swear."
"With God as my witness'—I did not harm you, and I did not harm your mother. If she claimed this—"
"She did not claim anything! She was a mentally ill woman, you pushed over the edge. She was not a woman who wanted to die but when you were done with her, that is what she was, and that is what she did. And you walked away—you left us."
"Linda wasn't—mentally ill. She was sensitive, she was under stress—"
But it seemed to Brad that this was exactly true. His young wife had been mentally ill. No one in the Gutshalk family had acknowledged this, even hinted this. And Brad hadn't realized. Too young, naive and stupid. Because Linda had been such a beautiful woman, he hadn't seemed to understand that she could be sick.
"Say you're sorry! Confess, murderer."
"But I—I didn't hurt her—"
"Say you're sorry, asshole—or I will cut your throat like the pig you are."
Knife in hand the girl lunged at Brad, feinted at him with whoops of glee and derision. Her manner was drunken, both playful and deadly serious. Her eyes shone with tears of indignation, cruelty. The sharp knife-tip caught him in the shoulder. He cried out like a rabbit stricken by an owl. Laughing she said: “Big baby! Asshole big baby! Crawl on your belly, you are wicked as Satan. Crawl—this way."
Blindly Brad obeyed. At a distance of several feet Stacy Lynn whooped at him, kicked and feinted with the knife to drive him forward as you might drive a confused animal. Here the smell of organic rot, mold, and stone was overpowering. Surely it had to be, these were human bones, and broken fragments of bones, over which he was being made to crawl in abnegation like one before an idol-God. At the edge of the cemetery there was a sudden drop-off—a ravine—Stacy Lynn stood behind Brad and with her foot kicked, shoved, pushed him—forcing him over the edge—he fell, whimpering—the ravine was no more than twelve feet deep—a place of rocks, sharp stones, rubble, and underbrush through which a shallow stream ran, icy water in glittering rivulets. In the clumsy fall Brad struck his head against a rock. Stunned he lay at the bottom of the ravine, his lips had gone numb with cold and he could hardly move, like the stump of a person, as the triumphant girl crouched above him. “You will be scourged of God—that's why you have been called to this place where there is nowhere to hide."
Brad pleaded he was a diabetic. He was a sick man, he had to have his insulin shot soon or he would go into a diabetic coma and die. At this the girl laughed cruelly. The girl laughed derisively. “You! Diabetic'! That's a joke. Crude pigs like you don't get sick—you make other, innocent people sick.” She paused. She was panting, ecstatic in her triumph, peering down at him. “I've been sick. Since my mother died I've been plenty sick. They never let me see her again after the crash. I was not allowed to go to the funeral. I've been in rehab. More than once, in rehab. In different states. I moved away from here. I've been taught to come to terms. I let my mother down—I was eleven when she died. That is not a little child—eleven. I was the same person I am now, at eleven. In my heart I have not changed. In my soul. My mother was sick unto death’ because of you—moving out the way you did, not even saying goodbye—she was wanting to die she was so unhappy and laying in bed all day like she was too weak to get up and dressed and I screamed at her I hated her—I said to her—you love him better than you love me, that nasty pig, go live with him. You love him go live with him. Here—"
Stacy Lynn had been rummaging in her pockets. In the pockets of her jeans. She tossed down to Brad a notepad. And a pen. The pad—at first Brad had thought it was a pack of cigarettes—was a small spiral notebook with lined pages. By moonlight Brad could just discern this. In the rubble he was fumbling for the pen. He understood now—the girl was insane—he had no choice but to cooperate with her or he would die.
"Take this dictation, man! C'mon, man! Say—I, Bradford Shifke, resident of'—you can fill that in later, man—also the date—am the cause of Linda Gutshalk's death in June nineteen eighty-five. I was a molester of her daughter Stacy Lynn when Stacy Lynn was a little girl between the ages of five and eleven. I molested that pathetic little girl. I made her beg for food like her mother had to beg for love.'"
Like a figure in a silent film—contorted by pain, despair—yet the provocation of hilarity, in the observer—bizarrely Brad was trying to write, as the girl crouched above him dictating in a high-pitched urgent voice. His stiffened fingers could barely grasp the plastic ballpoint pen. He didn't know what he was writing—trying to write—yet he persevered, as if his life depended upon it. High overhead rubble-shaped clouds shuttered the moon briefly. Then, there came patches of moonlight like muffled cries. How long Brad wrote in the little notepad—how long, his legs twisted beneath him, he tried to write—he could not have said; yet though he persevered, suddenly his tormentor said, as if this were the punch line of a joke: “Hey asshole—desist! You'll retract any confession you make—think I don't know that? It's worthless. It's shit. Anything you touch is shit. You believed me, did you—you pathetic old man. You're old now, you'd believe anything to save your worthless life."
"Stacy—I won't retract it—I promise."
"My name is Stacy Lynn not Stacy! Like you have any right to utter my name or my mother's name—you're trash. Your soul is trash. Even Christ would spit upon you, you poison everyone you touch."
"No, please. I've never hurt anyone—not on purpose. I promise—"
"Bullshit! Tell it to some other female you betrayed and caused to die. I'm going now. I'm leaving you in just the right place. You can crawl back to Star Lake like a worm or you can die here like a worm, nobody will miss you. I'm not returning to Star Lake. I'm not returning to Carthage. At the motel I gave them a false name. It was my birthday last Friday—I am twenty-five years old. I had a health scare a few months ago, I had a biopsy at the county medical clinic and it turned out negative. I drove three thousand miles for this. For this moment, I drove three thousand miles and I lived three thousand years—ninety days in rehab. No one knows where I am. No one knows where you are. You are being punished, Brad-Daddy. You're shit, see? You don't even have a soul. My soul is stunted and deformed like a plant that has been growing beneath a rock or in a crack but my soul can prosper, if there's sun. If there's nourishment, and sun. But not you. Not you. A man like you.” Stacy Lynn paused. Brad could hear her harsh, heavy breath. She laughed, striking the palms of her hands together in childish glee. “But know what?—I will let you live. God says forgive the worst enemies. Christ says forgive so I am letting you live, Brad."
He was alone. The girl had gone. The girl had heaved herself to her feet and departed. Half-conscious Brad could hear her making her way through the underbrush. Frantically he called after her to help him—not to leave him alone in this terrible place but to help him—but of course he was alone, his tormenter had left him alone in the ruins of the Beersheba cemetery. In his fall into the ravine he'd struck his head, and his forehead—he was bleeding from a cut above his eye. He thought I am not blinded. My eye has been spared. His wounded leg was beginning to turn numb, as if it were the leg of another man. At a distance there was terrible pain but here Brad felt his body shake loose, float. He was very tired but the rocks were lifting him. The icy-glittering stream was related in some way to the coursing of his blood through his arteries and veins. His heart pounded like a fist against a locked door, he was breathing in shallow spurts like an old dog made to run by a cruel master. Yet she'd let him live. She'd had mercy on him, she'd given him back his life and he meant to take the gift of that life. When his strength returned he would crawl out of the ravine. When he was in the cemetery he would begin to call for help. He would drag himself to the road, he would call for help. His cries would be heard, eventually. He would not give up—he was not a crushed worm, to give up. Had the bleeding in his leg stopped? He thought possibly the bleeding had stopped. He thought If the bleeding is stopped that is a good sign.
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Fiction: SO MUCH IN COMMON by Mary Jane Maffini
* * * *
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* * * *
Canadian Mary Jane Maffini writes three mystery series at novel-length. The first of them, featuring Camilla MacPhee, who runs an advocacy agency for victims of violent crime, has been optioned for television by the Toronto-based Thump Entertainment. Ms. Maffini's most recent book, Closet Confidential, belongs to a series set in New York's Hudson Valley, starring a professional organizer. Released in May 2010 by Berkley, it's the fourth in a series The Sherbrooke Record describes as full of the author's “characteristically dark humor."
Luck was with her that day or Willa Bennington might never have encountered Cliff and Leann Capshaw at the Towne Center Gourmet. How fortuitous they rounded the corner into Personal Grooming Products just as Willa collapsed with a sharp intake of breath. Their large, handsome faces creased with concern as Willa bit her lower lip and gripped the metal-edged shelf. The well-dressed man offered his arm in support while his stylish wife gathered up Willa's spilled purchases. Following introductions, Willa said, “It's my worn-out hip. I feel like such a dithery old fool."
That was true enough. Usually Willa was the one who rushed to assist people in need. But Cliff's fine wool suit and the large opal-and-diamond ring gracing Leann's finger confirmed that they had everything they needed.
"You must put your feet up,” Leann said, guiding Willa to the front of the store.
Willa grimaced. “It will take more than that. I'm waiting for a hip replacement."
Cliff said. “Too darn hot in this supermarket for such a heavy coat. No wonder you tumbled, little lady."
Willa appreciated that explanation. The cashmere topper was a bit much, even for the frozen-foods section. “I must say, I mind the winters."
Willa's hands trembled as she paid for her boneless chicken, orange juice, and frozen peas. When Arnold and Molly were alive, she'd often bought Brome Lake ducks to serve Shanghai style. That remained her favourite image, fresh and crisp as if those dinners had been yesterday: the three of them at Willa's table, elbows on the damask cloth, guzzling rosé, howling with laughter, to hell with Emily Post. They'd have to wash their sticky hands before moving on to the Armagnac. So much in common, such good friends. But it had been seven hundred and twenty-two days since Arnold's funeral and six hundred and eighty since Molly's. Now Willa ate grilled chicken for one with never a whiff of rosé.
The cashier was all smiles. No doubt it was the warm, concerned brown of Leann's eyes and Cliff's broad expanse of teeth. Such attractive people: Cliff's sandy hair shot with silver and Leann's dark fashionably angled bob so right for her statuesque figure. Willa had been coming to the Towne Center Gourmet for years, yet that wretched girl had never once smiled at her.
Cliff and Leann wouldn't hear of her driving herself home. What were neighbours for? Not that they were actual neighbours, living on the far side of the river in a new gated community. Willa appreciated the pretence.
Cliff said, “Close enough."
Leann said, “Is there anyone to look after you?"
"I'll be fine.” Willa resolved to control the tremor in her voice.
"A neighbor?” Leann said.
"No one I care to deal with.” She managed to produce a small, brave smile.
"We'll take care of you, hon.” Cliff promised to get Willa's ancient Audi home safely, while Leann ferried Willa in their obviously new Cadillac.
Willa had always appreciated Caddies, especially glossy black ones. Of course, she'd driven them as a young woman. She'd loved the way they handled, smooth, responsive, and the looks she got swooping around town. After all, Daddy had owned the dealership. Those had been the good old days.
Leann took Willa's tiny hands with her large, splendidly manicured ones. “We will make things better."
Willa brightened. “Oh, I believe it."
* * * *
Detective Sergeant Joe Kelly glowered across the desk at his long-time partner. “Just a matter of time until these creeps victimize someone else."
Bill Jameson said. “Twelve frigging days until your pension kicks in, you gotta let it go. The Carsons are ancient history."
"I can't just stand by and let them do it again."
"You assigned to the Carson case?"
"There's no case. You know that. Just a tip they're operating in the area again."
"Here's another tip: Finish off your paperwork and head for the golf course."
Kelly didn't give a rat's ass about golf. Or paperwork. His wife, Tildy, had planned bird-watching adventures for their retirement, before the aneurysm ambushed her. He didn't mention the bird-watching to Jameson. Life was too short for that.
Jameson was always the practical one. “Forget the Carsons. How many times we been down that road?"
Kelly wasn't likely to forget the Carsons, especially the day they were acquitted. Tildy had been an avid vocabulary builder. She might have called the Carsons’ expressions jubilant amusement. Or subtly malevolent glee. Possibly gloating challenge.
Kelly knew by the cocky way they held their heads that they'd resurface to clean out another pensioner. Kelly had seen the impact on the victims as trials dragged on. He'd witnessed folks who'd expected a comfortable retirement and instead found shock, betrayal, and financial ruin. First hoodwinked by the criminals and then abandoned by the system. Kelly watched the juries get sucked in. The final victims he'd worked with hadn't lasted long after the trial. Massive coronary for him, dead before he hit the floor. Six weeks later a vial of sleeping pills and a bottle of Armagnac for her. Now those bastard Carsons were working his town again. Trouble was, what the hell could he do about it?
* * * *
Willa was tickled to accept a dinner invitation from Cliff and Leann. Dinner had been very sophisticated: sushi, marinated salmon, baby bok choy.
"The chocolate soufflé was to die for,” she said with a soft sigh of pleasure
Leann beamed. “We were lucky to find this caterer. I love to eat, as you can probably tell by looking at me, but I hate to cook."
Willa changed the subject politely. “Such a lovely home.” She marvelled at the magazine-quality kitchen. Admired the acres of dusky granite.
Leann raised a small crystal snifter. “The place is way too big for us, being away so much, but we enjoy the space."
Cliff said, “Can't take it with you, hon."
"True enough. And you should definitely enjoy life while you can,” Willa agreed.
"Damn straight.” Cliff topped up the Cointreau.
Cliff and Leann usually wintered in Antigua, although this year they were stuck home because of crucial business developments. Leann missed the sunsets but it would be worth it. “There'll always be another sunset."
These developments were huge but extremely hush-hush. Afterwards, it would be Antigua every winter, and then Provence for spring. Leann and Cliff planned to keep their place in Nantucket for the summers, naturally. Willa would be invited to spend a month with them, just pick the location.
"I do love to cook. When things are settled, I'll prepare a celebration dinner for you,” Willa said.
"You aren't to wait on us! Give that hip a rest. It must be agony for you, bone on bone,” Leann shivered. “Imagine needing a complete hip replacement."
"Let the little lady cook if she wants to, hon,” Cliff said. “But she may have to do it in Provence."
"Oh you,” Leann said.
They drove her home in the Cadillac, treated like minor royalty.
"You sure you're all right for groceries, Willa?"
"Careful on those stairs, hon."
Not since Molly and Arnold had she had so much fond attention.
Willa hadn't expected to encounter that tall, thin policeman again. She'd been so touched to see him in his damp and rumpled raincoat at Arnold's funeral more than two years ago. Then again at Molly's a few months later, another appropriately dreary day. It had startled Willa to observe someone else so filled with pain. Sometimes, she'd thought she was the only one.
"Of course, I remember you, Detective Kelly."
"You do? You look more rested since the trial. I wouldn't have even recognized you."
Willa smiled. “Well, those were dark days. I've gained back a bit of weight. I've been working on getting better after . . . “ her voice trailed off. It was still hard to say “after Molly and Arnold.” And who wanted to hear about hip replacements?
Detective Kelly, on the other hand, hadn't changed a bit. He still looked damp, although it wasn't raining. His suit was decent quality, although needing a press. He'd missed a trip to the barber. The cowlicks were taking over his salt- and-pepper crewcut. His hands were too big for his body and tortoiseshell bifocals magnified the bags under his eyes. Even so, he just missed being good-looking, in a sad hound-dog way. He was a man who needed looking after.
"Taking retirement, Miss Bennington,” he said as Willa poured steaming Darjeeling into Wedgwood cups. “Mandatory."
He was probably close to sixty, a few years younger than Willa. Every now and then he fingered his worn gold wedding band. At Molly's funeral he'd mentioned his wife had died awhile back.
Willa sat at the edge of the camelback sofa and leaned forward. “Mandatory retirement? I think that will be a loss to the police."
"Almost had them, you know, the Carsons."
"At the time, you said it was practically impossible to get a conviction in fraud cases."
"They're clever, these bastards, pardon my language. They build trust, exploit greed. Works in court, too. Juries."
"You almost have to admire them, exploiting greed."
He clanked his cup in the saucer. “No, ma'am. You don't."
"You're right. Molly and Arnold weren't greedy. Trusting, though. The betrayal did Arnold in. Then Molly, well . . . “
"Yes."
"Surely if these Carsons are so clever, they could make a living honestly."
"Indeed they could. But it's a game to them, winning over the victim. A vicious bit of play-acting."
"They certainly won Molly and Arnold. In my heart of hearts, I know that's why they died. Not just their money, but their lives stolen from them."
He said. “The courts manage the odd conviction, on the light side. Sometimes suspended. That kind of white-collar criminal usually gets community service. Nonviolent."
Willa pursed her lips. “Seems to me there are different kinds of violence."
"You don't have to convince me. Some do time, usually in minimum-security. They charm the prison officials, get parole. Out in no time."
"But surely people are very gullible."
His eye flicked from the marquetry tables to the silky Persian carpet, past the Georgian silver candlesticks, before sliding back to her face. He drew her attention to the photos he'd brought to refresh her memory of the Carsons. The woman, tall, flamboyantly elegant, deep red hair in a French twist, and sharp blue eyes, cunning, but only in retrospect. The man, shiny bald with dark-rimmed glasses and a substantial moustache.
"Don't worry. I could never forget the people who took Arnold and Molly from me,” Willa said.
"They're back. If you see them, get in touch.” He handed Willa his card. “In the next twelve days."
"It's going through!” Leann wrapped Willa in a huge hug and almost lifted her off the ground.
"What is?” Willa swayed with shared excitement.
"The deal. The merger. Our shares will vest the second we sign,” Leann squealed.
"Wonderful!” Willa's heart fluttered at the news.
"I wish we could have let you invest, but a friend lost a considerable amount of money and we've made it a policy not to do business with friends."
Willa's hand shot to her mouth, “I certainly wasn't hinting. Please don't think that for a minute."
"And you're already very well-off."
"Well, I'm all right, I guess. I have a fair-sized trust from my parents, what was left over after Daddy lost the business, and my teacher's pension, of course."
"We knew you'd understand,” Leann said.
Willa said, “I more than understand. I insist it's time for that celebration dinner."
"Oh, you're something,” Leann said. “Isn't she, Cliff?"
"Celebration dinner? Pretty hard to turn down."
"I know my way around the kitchen,” Willa said, modestly.
"We'll bring the wine. And the flowers,” Leann said.
"Don't argue with this little lady,” Cliff said.
"Oh you,” Leann chortled.
* * * *
Kelly ran into Miss Bennington in the wine section of the liquor store. Her hair was different and she wore a bright coral scarf and gloves. She was glowing. Or maybe she was just hot in that woolly coat.
She said. “I'm picking up a special rosé for a celebration. I hope this one will do."
Trudy would have had a word or two for this new hair colour, Kelly thought. Champagne, perhaps, or silver wheat, or possibly pale amber. How many men would even know such things? As usual he felt grateful for the way Trudy had broadened his horizons.
He blurted out, “Don't be offended, but you'd be a first-rate target for them."
He'd never heard her laugh before. It was a good laugh, full and confident. “Don't worry about me, Detective Kelly. I'm a very good judge of character."
He wished he shared her confidence. But of course, he knew better. “These days, you have to be careful."
She sighed. “You know, I'm afraid that job of yours has stolen every bit of joy from your life."
Kelly could scarcely imagine the words joy and life together in a sentence. “Yeah, well. For sure, it can get a person down."
"Then enjoy retirement."
She reached forward and patted his hand, just the whisper of a touch.
He said a bit louder than he intended, “Promise you'll call me if . . . “
He watched her hurry off. He stood alone for fifteen minutes, concentrating on that touch, before he lumbered over to Casey's Bar for a solitary beer.
* * * *
The dinner party was not to be. Willa found herself tearful and fighting for breath. The truth was she couldn't bear anyone but Molly and Arnold at her table, not even Leann and Cliff and her grand plan. She left a blurted apology on their answering machine.
Two days later, she did her best to convey regret and embarrassment in a handwritten note. She explained about the chronic pain from her hip, and how it could overwhelm and depress her. She'd felt too humiliated to face them after their amazing generosity. Although she was unused to being furtive, Willa deposited the note in their mailbox and limped back to her car.
* * * *
Some guys retired and headed straight for Florida, but Kelly could never leave the river behind. His childhood memories featured skinny-dipping in the summers, pickup hockey in the winter, and later, stretching out with Tildy on the shaded bank when they were going steady.
Kelly loved the spring thaw best. The crack of the ice slabs, the wild rush of water, the spray in the air, the smell of promises. Florida was only Florida.
Two days to go before retirement. Kelly staked out a riverside bench just across the pedestrian bridge from Main Street and the coffee shop he and Jameson and the guys had frequented for thirty-five years. He'd already noticed a couple of birds in the Manitoba maples by the shore.
* * * *
Leann was knocking, ringing, shouting, “Are you all right? Please, Willa."
Leann was persistent. Willa knew that from the messages on her answering machine. Later, she found a return note in her mailbox.
—
Darling Willa,
Don't worry about the dinner party! We will find many ways to spend time together. Once your hip gets fixed, you'll be like new again! Let us help.
Please do not blame yourself.
This has been a very difficult time.
Much love, Leann and Cliff.
—
The next morning, Willa picked up the phone. Leann and Cliff were joyous and forgiving. Nothing would do but dinner at Figueroa's. Their treat and don't argue, little lady.
"I'll meet you there,” Willa said.
* * * *
Kelly purchased a pair of Bushnell binoculars and The Vest Pocket Guide to Birds of The Northeast. He selected waterproof boots and a hooded Gore-Tex jacket from the outfitters. He stationed himself on the bench by the river. Tildy had pictured the two of them rising before dawn to creep through misty woods in search of rare birds but Kelly couldn't see the point of the woods without Tildy's company. Since he knew maybe a dozen birds, it would be awhile before he'd run out of local specimens. Already he'd spotted some starlings, a crow, and several flocks of bossy little sparrows. His first day of retirement was passing passably.
That evening Willa arrived at Figueroa's wearing black silk and six strands of her grandmother's pearls. She dropped her beaded bag in surprise when she saw Leann and Cliff. Leann's deep brown eyes were rimmed in red, her mascara smudged, and her blush streaked with tear tracks. Cliff, wan and shocked, forgot to stand when Willa arrived.
Luckily, they were tucked into one of Figueroa's high-backed, curved, and upholstered banquettes, famous places for striking deals. Leann repaired her makeup discreetly. Cliff beckoned to the waiter to top up their Shiraz, although it did not appear that this would turn out to be a night of celebration after all.
"Disaster.” Leann ran her hand over her exhausted face when the waiter stepped away.
Willa asked, “What happened?"
Cliff said, “We have a small problem with our liquidity, and a hostile bid from another party to take over the project."
"For the sake of five days,” Leann moaned. Willa thought she would dissolve into tears again.
"Gotta get a grip, hon.” Cliff said, “Remember, easy come, easy go."
"I am not up on high finance so I don't understand how that's possible.” This time, Willa didn't worry about the tremor in her voice.
Cliff said, “Well, hon, our bridge funding's threatened because the CEO of the company we're dealing with had a heart attack and his people are insisting on time for due diligence. No one is taking chances in this economy. If we can't get everything settled before Monday, the competition can squeeze in our place."
Leann whispered, “It's like being robbed at gunpoint."
"We've cashed out everything we can.” Cliff patted his suitcase. He flipped it open and Willa's eyes widened at the stack of bills. “But it's not enough. We don't have time to sell any of the properties."
"Bastards,” Willa spat.
Leann's square jaw dropped.
Willa said, “It's true! I've heard about such people."
Cliff said, “The thing is, unless Santa Claus brings us five hundred thousand dollars before Friday, we're toast. We'll lose the two million we have invested."
"There is no Santa.” Leann tipped the tail end of the Shiraz into Willa's glass.
"Five hundred thousand dollars. Goodness,” Willa said, taking a bigger gulp of wine than she was used to. “That's almost as much as I have to keep me going for the rest of my life. Not counting the house, of course."
"The crazy thing is we have the money, tied up in the other company. Just can't get at it in time.” Cliff hung his head.
Leann reached over and squeezed both his hands.
Willa said, “Does it have to be cash?"
"Afraid so,” Cliff smiled sadly.
Leann's eyes were swimming again. “We still have each other, our health."
Willa said, “Oh yes, and we must never forget the value of love and friendship."
Cliff hoisted his glass, “To friends."
"Let me help you,” Willa said.
Leann protested, “No, no, Willa, we're not looking for help. We're only crying on your sweet shoulder."
Willa raised her hand firmly. “I can get my hands on some. Not five hundred thousand, but maybe three."
Leann hesitated. “Cliff, if we take a second mortage on the house, combined with Willa's money, could we manage?"
"No go, hon. Too risky for Willa."
Willa said, “You put everything you have into it. Surely, you wouldn't do that if you believed you were risking your future."
Leann said, “We'd never forgive ourselves if . . . “
"What are the chances?” Willa raised her small pointed chin.
"Infinitesimal but . . . “ Leann wavered.
Cliff interrupted. “Sorry, Willa, but we gotta say no."
"I insist. In my heart of hearts, I know it's right. And you are not to feel guilty. I will charge you one hell of an interest rate for the four days."
It took the longest time to wear them down, especially Cliff. Willa tried various appeals over soup, a very good pear and squash with ginger, and the mahi-mahi with a fragrant, mysterious sauce. They finally agreed during the chocolate pié with creme anglaise and raspberries. Willa decided to toast with Veuve Clicquot, her treat, a bit late in the proceedings but Willa wouldn't take no for an answer on that either.
When the cork popped and the flutes were filled, she raised her glass. “Here's to the best of friends and the right outcome in the end."
* * * *
His first post-retirement trip to the coffee shop would be his last, Kelly decided. Sure the guys slapped him on the back as though they hadn't seen him two days earlier at his retirement party. Kelly wasn't sure what the back slapping was about, but a little went a long way. Like the jovial kidding and the sideways glances. Tildy would have called those glances furtive and cowardly, or passive aggressive, or even subtly undermining. Jameson shrugged and said, “Things change when you leave the force.” Tildy would have told Kelly he could do better for companionship. He patted his Gore-Tex jacket pocket, just in case he had forgotten the binoculars.
Willa telephoned Leann and Cliff. “I've liquidated some investments and I'm borrowing the rest through my bank. I'm using the house as collateral. The manager was quite inquisitive but everything will be ready by Friday."
"Long as you didn't let the cat out of the bag. This deal's confidential,” Cliff said.
"Don't worry. I told him I was buying a condo in Naples, a deal too good to pass up, and he'd better be quick or I'd switch my business. So now, I want you to come here first for lunch on Friday."
Leann said. “Please don't stress yourself, Willa."
"Indulge me,” Willa said. “Nothing but clam chowder, fresh rolls, and a blueberry pie. And ice cream, naturally. I am so excited, I'll enjoy every minute."
Cliff said. “We'll bring the wine. And drink it too."
"Oh you.” That was the signal that Leann gave in.
* * * *
Kelly decided to skip the coffee shop with the guys. His mind was on red-winged blackbirds. They might be common as dirt, but Kelly liked the flash of scarlet against their dark wings as they worked on their nests near the riverbank. Tildy had not cared much about trees, so Kelly didn't even know which type of tree. On the way back to the river, he stopped into Callahan's Used Books and bought A Beginner's Guide to Trees of North America.
As he passed a sparkling black Cadillac parked in front of the flower shop, he was astonished to see an unexpected female in the passenger seat. Kelly retreated behind a large tree and pulled out the Bushnells. She may have gained forty pounds and dyed her hair deep brown, but you couldn't miss the arrogant tilt of that Carson head. She lifted a large hand to tuck her hair behind her ear and Kelly spotted the distinctive ring she'd worn leaving the courthouse. As the male half approached and slid into the car, Kelly figured the sandy hair for a toupee. Or had the previous baldness been deliberate? Either way, it was amazing what the wrong people could do with a pack of Miss Clairol and a good rug.
Jameson wasn't friendly when he picked up the phone to hear that the Carsons had been spotted. “We don't have a case. We don't have a complaint against them. They were acquitted the last time you tried. Now you're friggin’ retired, Kelly. Suck it up."
* * * *
Willa spent twenty minutes fussing over the table settings in the dining room. In part it was an excuse to speak to the silver-framed photo of Arnold and Molly. “We were the best of friends and I will never forget you.” Shortly before Leann and Cliff were due, Willa gently tucked Molly and Arnold into the top drawer of the mahogany sideboard. She straightened her spine and wiped her eyes. She finally had something to celebrate.
Willa made lunch, humming away.
* * * *
Kelly hoped to catch sight of the pileated woodpecker near the stand of what he now knew to be old hemlocks. He'd staked out the small bench at the end of Main Street overlooking the river. He sat in the middle, bird book on one side, tree book on the other. It was meant to discourage any talkers who might try to join him. Although, with the icy late-March wind blowing off the water, Kelly had the riverbank and the birds to himself. His battered Civic sat alone in the parking lot. He had added a notebook and pen to his equipment and was already up to six sightings that morning. He'd made notes about each. Sparrows, you could always count on them. He was starting to identify individual birds by the subtle differences in their brown markings. He spotted a pair of red-winged blackbirds, the female so much paler, a cluster of starlings with wing feathers like gas in a puddle, the regular crow, and a splendid seagull sailing along like a sea captain on a chunk of ice. The woodpecker would make six, if it showed itself.
* * * *
"Don't think I'm rude asking you to stay here,” Willa said for the third time. “But the less that nosy manager knows about my business the better."
Leann said, “We're stuffed from that wonderful lunch you made. We couldn't move even if we wanted to."
Cliff chuckled, “Just because you're paranoid doesn't mean they're not out to get you."
"As long as you don't mind waiting a bit. He's as pokey as he is snoopy."
Leann laughed. “You'll be the one trotting along that freezing river walk while we sit in luxury, sipping coffee. Thank you for that, too. It's delicious."
"Vanilla hazelnut,” Willa said modestly.
Cliff took a sip. “These stainless travel cups are dandy. You have to stop getting us gifts, little lady."
Willa said. “My pleasure. What an adventure. I can't believe I'm about to match your suitcase full of cash and be part of a hush-hush deal. It's like a movie."
"If you're having second thoughts, we'd survive, wouldn't we, Cliff?"
"We sure would, hon."
Willa's eyes sparkled. “Not a chance I'll miss this opportunity."
"Oh you,” Leann said.
* * * *
Kelly had been late getting off to Sam's Diner for lunch and it was well into afternoon before he settled back into place on the bench, slipped his warm leather gloves on, and focused his Bushnells. He was seeking a shy little singer he took to be a chickadee, when he realized with a spark of annoyance that his view was blocked by the glossy Cadillac idling at the edge of the swollen river. Kelly considered alerting Jameson again when he was stunned to see Miss Bennington emerge from the backseat. She was unmistakable with her bright coral scarf and gloves and soft woolly coat. She carried a small black briefcase. Even from where he was sitting, she looked excited. Perhaps even overheated.
She glanced over her shoulder and limped up the hill toward the bridge to Main Street. Where was she going with that briefcase? It couldn't be easy. Her limp was worse than before. He hated to be the one to spoil her excitement, but what if she was headed to the bank? He ducked past the Cadillac and slouched down so the Carsons wouldn't spot him. He hurried up the path and across the bridge after her. At Main Street, Kelly stared around. The guys were right. Things change. Less than a week into retirement and he'd lost his touch. Miss Bennington was nowhere to be seen. He strode along to the bank, pushed open the bank door, headed for the office, and instructed the goggle-eyed manager to stall if any client wanted to withdraw an unusually large amount. Kelly muttered about attempted fraud and innocent parties. He neglected to mention his retirement. Better that way. The manager assured Kelly he would be happy to comply.
Still no sign of Miss Bennington.
Kelly was out of breath when he returned to the Cadillac. Those bastard Carsons were sleeping, heads back, mouths open, polluting the air while they were at it. The car was unlocked, the windows down. Kelly yanked open the driver's door and reached in. He'd wake them up all right. He had nothing to lose by telling them to leave Willa Bennington the hell alone. He might save her from heartbreak and financial ruin, but what about the many others he would never know about? How could these people sleep with what they'd done, with people's deaths on their consciences?
It was as though he was watching someone else's actions as his hand slipped forward and nudged the shift into Drive. If the Carsons had opened their eyes, they would not have been any more astonished than Kelly himself.
* * * *
For someone wearing bright coral gloves and scarf, Miss Bennington was remarkably hard to spot. Kelly was back on Main Street for the second time, when he finally located her leaving the jewelry store, swinging her briefcase, not a care in the world, heading back toward the river to meet the Carsons. When Kelly caught up with her on the bridge, it was too late.
She pointed to the river, wordlessly.
The Cadillac bobbed in the river, swept along by the rough spring current. Kelly hadn't anticipated needing a cell phone for his bird watching. Miss Bennington didn't have one either. She managed to keep pace with him as he hurried back toward the coffee shop to call 911, although there wasn't a hope in hell for the Carsons. When Kelly and Miss Bennington returned to the river, they spotted the glint of chrome from the rear. Then that too vanished beneath the choppy waves.
Kelly attempted to speak to the emergency personnel at the site. Miss Bennington waited. No one paid attention to either of them, a has-been like him, a sweet little old lady like her.
"Can you step away from the scene, sir?” a fresh-faced uniform said. “You too, ma'am."
Kelly wanted to comfort her, tell her it was all for the best, but some things are truly best unsaid.
* * * *
Weeks later, Kelly left his Gore-Tex jacket and waterproof boots in Willa's front foyer. He made himself as comfortable as he could in the armchair across from her in the living room and accepted the Wedgwood cup with the steaming Darjeeling. He found he'd been hoping for that.
Willa sat on the camelback sofa, crossed her ankles, and listened intently. “Double suicide? How astonishing. I must say neither Cliff nor Leann seemed in the least depressed."
Kelly stared at his faded navy socks. “You can't always tell. That was the coroner's conclusion."
"Do you think they suffered? Drowning must be a terrible way to go."
"It appears they lost consciousness first. According to my contacts, they'd ingested a massive dose of oxycodone. I don't know if you're aware that's a powerful prescription widely used for chronic pain. They took more than enough to kill them each twice over."
Willa's brow furrowed. “But if they were unconscious, how did the car get in the river?"
Kelly found himself looking over to the silver-framed photo of Molly and Arnold. “Does it matter?” he said.
"I just don't understand how it could happen."
"Maybe it was part of their plan."
"So strange, that's all. They were sleeping, you said, and then the car just rolled into the river?"
Kelly met her eyes. “They were parked at the end, by the riverbank, they'd picked a spot with no guardrail, perhaps that's what they intended. We'll never know. They left a note, in her handwriting."
"Really? What did it say?"
Kelly said, “Something like: Please do not blame yourself. This has been a very difficult time for us. It is all too much. Much love, Leann and Cliff."
Kelly glanced over at her. “Perhaps the note was intended for you?"
Willa shrugged. “How sad. But why wasn't the note carried off by the water?"
"It was in the glove compartment, in a plastic bag. They obviously wanted it to be found."
"They were facing terrible business problems, but I never thought things were that serious. Where would they get this drug?"
Kelly said. “The Carsons were criminals. Oxycodone is a pain killer, but it has become a popular street drug. They'd have no trouble finding it."
Her eyes met his again. “You kept warning me, but I never imagined Leann and Cliff could . . . They didn't look anything like the Carsons."
"I could tell as soon as I saw them. But they were talented."
"But isn't it unusual for con artists to kill themselves?"
"Maybe some police force was closing in, other crooks breathing down their necks. They were scum, but maybe one of them was really depressed."
"I suppose."
"You weren't planning to lend them money? Bridge funding? An investment of any kind?"
"I didn't plan to help them.” Willa pushed back a lock of champagne-coloured hair. A splendid opal flanked with diamonds winked on her finger.
Detective Kelly found himself fascinated by it.
Willa stretched out her hand. “Lovely, isn't it? Did you know this was my friend Molly's engagement ring? I inherited her things, but this ring had been missing since before Arnold died. Luckily for me, it finally turned up. It was much too big for me. I had to have it resized."
"It suits you."
"Thank you for finding out what happened to Cliff and Leann and letting me know. I guess I should say the Carsons. The other policemen seemed to think it was none of my business and I shouldn't stick my nose in."
"I'm retired. Nothing to do but bird-watch and stick my nose where it's not wanted."
"It was certainly wanted here."
"You're a very nice person.” Kelly flushed as he spoke. He'd always been a bit hopeless.
"We have both been through a lot,” Willa said.
"Bird-watching helps me. Perhaps you'd like to join me sometime?"
Willa smiled. “I would like that very much. Since my hip replacement last year, I am ready to embrace life. And after all, it appears we already have so much in common."
Kelly stared. “I suppose we do."
"More than you think. Speaking of birds, you must join me for dinner. I do a lovely Brome Lake duck, Shanghai style, such a wonderful meal to share with only the best of friends."
Kelly raised his cup of Darjeeling, awkwardly. “In that case, here's to the best of friends."
Willa leaned forward and clinked her Wedgwood cup against his. “And to the best possible outcome."
Copyright © 2010 Mary Jane Maffini
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Fiction: INCOMPATIBLES by Robert Barnard
Robert Barnard's latest book, AStranger in the Family, called by PW “an intriguing suspense novel” whose pages “readers will keep turning,” was published by Scribner in June 2010. Mr. Barnard is as adept at writing dark suspense as he is at producing the witty classical mysteries for which he is perhaps even better known. He tells EQMM he is not a reader of short stories, but as his many short story awards and nominations attest, he writes some of the best.
"My dad loved fairgrounds,” I wrote on a day in 1978, my pen pausing, trembling, before nearly every word. I have never believed in modern inventions that allow you to write faster, to erase your mistakes or first attempts, so that they are lost forever, whereas mine can be pored over by scholars and language students forever in Boston University's manuscript library of crime fiction, for which I was writing a short account of my life. “When the first signs of a fairground being set up appeared on the village green of Ormondskirk, Dad's nose would start to twitch, and he would begin to chart what rides there were, and how he and I would prioritise which were the best, which were new, which of the competitive stalls—pigeon-shooting, coconut-shying, or whatever—would most likely be winnable and whether the prizes they offered (cut-glass ashtray, novelty china bust of Marilyn Monroe) were worth the cost of competing.
"I don't know why you bother,” said my mother, lengthening her vowels to a drawl which she had found fascinating in a long-ago English film. “It's only for children—and only quite young children could be excited by a ride on the dodgems. Philip is well past the fairground stage."
"I'm not, Mum."
"'Course he's not, you silly b—"
Dad stopped there. He was always courteous to women, even as he mentally consigned them to an inferior level in his personal hell. “Fairgrounds are for the eternally young—people who can keep within them the magic and mystery of childhood. And people who can dare—can risk the unknown, the dangerous."
"I always said you should have been a preacher,” said my mother. “You'd have had them rolling in the aisles, those that were still awake."
"Silly bitch,” said Dad, thinking we couldn't hear him as he pottered out to the kitchen. “Does she think I go along with the garbage the ministers churn out every Sunday? Stuff to give us false hopes and dreams, stuff to keep us in our places?"
"I don't know where he gets all those ideas,” said my mother, who probably thought Karl Marx was an American slapstick comedian. “His people were all Methodists. Of course, my family were all C of E to a man, or woman, and they tried to persuade me it was never going to work, marriage to him."
"Well, whatever it is that's gone wrong,” I said, “it isn't because Dad is a Methodist."
"It's because he's an idiot, living in the past,” said my mother bitterly.
And she had a point. I was already quite well-read, through my habit of digging deep into the school library and the nearest town's one, and early on I suspected that my father was a creature of the turn of the century, or even earlier. He admired many American writers because he believed that the U. S. was a more democratic and egalitarian country than his own. He would declaim Walt Whitman to me while my mother was out, and he reread all his holdings of Jack London every second year. Of the British writers he liked Arnold Bennett and H. G. Wells. I had progressed to Aldous Huxley and Christopher Isherwood, and felt vastly superior to him in sophistication. At the same time, my love for him burgeoned.
Politically, my father invariably voted Communist. The Nottingham Oakwood constituency in which we lived managed to field a Communist candidate every election, who generally got about forty-five votes, except at one election when a candidate called George Windsor was standing, and he got about 250 votes from people who thought they were voting for a member of the royal family. My dad had been a Stalinist in the thirties, fell out of love with his hero at the time of the Nazi-Soviet pact, then continued to vote Communist into the age of Khrushchev, always protesting it was “they” who had lost faith, not him. He and I had lots of sharp debates on this topic, and I came to the conclusion that his ideal society was closer akin to The Wind in the Willows than to anything in Das Kapital. The two of us nearly came to a breach when I declared myself a Christian, but we came through it.
"At least you've become a Baptist,” my dad said, “not one of these Tory party at prayer’ lot, or someone who believes in the nonsense of infant baptism."
"You enrolled me in the Communist Party the day after I was born,” I said mischievously.
"That's quite different,” said my dad, “and you know it."
My memories of my parents revolved around their high days and holidays. In retrospect, I wondered that we could have functioned as a family, but probably at the time, the fifties, there were thousands of collapsed marriages, mostly ones which as a rule put up a show of unity, such was the pressure to conform. Our family was different, in that we put up no show.
One of the high days I remember was the occasion of my Grandma Dixon's funeral.
"Left!” shouted my mother when the steering wheel of the family Hillman Minx showed signs of turning right. “You should have gone left for the Ring Road, you fool,” she spat out. “We'll be late."
"Just what I wanted,” replied my dad. “Everybody should be late for funerals. Modern society has gone mad on them. You'd think life was so wonderful in the West that the afterlife is bound to be an anticlimax. We're going to take the country road and arrive agreeably late, pleading a traffic jam."
"You'd never hear the last of this if my mother was still alive."
"Agreed. But the whole point of the journey is that she's not. And you're as pleased as I am that the old bitch is gone."
This was attested in my memory by so many vitriolic characterisations of the dead woman by her daughter that there was no denial from the passenger seat.
"At least you're wearing a black tie,” said my mother, grudgingly.
"Ah, so I am. Bought it for old Ken Bradley, CP stalwart, yet lover of all the old habits and traditions. When he went, I knew the moment I heard that he would expect a black tie. . . . Good to have a bit more wear out of it, and on a happier occasion."
"Hmmm. You call yourself a Communist but you're really as conservative as the Archbishop of Canterbury."
And she had a point there, too. Christmas was a good example. Christmas always meant a roast chicken for Christmas dinner, (eaten at two) though as the sixties approached it was supplanted by a smallish turkey, which my dad said was “the same thing.” Cards were sent to neighbours and friends, people they saw nearly every day, and my dad's presents to me were kept a closely guarded secret, but one of them was always a book: Isherwood was still publishing then, and a new hardback was a real luxury, though more often it would be an H. G. Wells because his productivity rendered his output inexhaustible. I thought my father was the last man on earth to find Kipps and Mr. Polly funny.
For the rest, it was crackers, white wine, and port afterwards, the Queen's broadcast at three o'clock, then a snooze, and then a row about whether my father should do the washing up (he clung to traditional behaviour patterns for the sexes, but usually gave in and, with me, did the gigantic mound of plates and utensils in a gathering atmosphere of grease, grievance, and rebellion).
Perhaps surprisingly, Billy Holdsworth was popular in Ormondskirk. He was “different,” people said. Then again, he knew everyone, and not just their names, but their histories, their tastes and preferences, their emotional lives. Going through the village was for him the passage from friend to friend, and everyone got their bit of his time.
"Look at him,” said my mother one day, registering his progress from our large bay window. “You wouldn't think no one can get a word out of him in this house, would you?"
"We both get plenty of words out of him in this house,” I said.
"When he's in that sort of mood,” said Mother, not averse to having it both ways.
As our house became for me little more than a base camp, and as university loomed, the situation between my parents changed slightly. The pair that would be left behind (as I had every intention of leaving them behind) constituted themselves as government and opposition, permanently at odds. What was said had to be contradicted and mulled over in debate. The late fifties were the declining years of the Age of Macmillan, with the old charlatan arousing contrary instincts in Billy and Doreen, as I had started to call them. One day the prime minister was a fine gentleman of the old school for one of them, and a posturer and a liar for the other. The next day the positions would probably be reversed, with my dad's communist convictions making not an iota of difference to his stance on anything. “Granted that the whole setup is a tawdry sham that will soon be swept away,” he would say, before launching into a paean of praise for Macmillan's landownerly ties with the working man. Doreen liked what she called “a clean bill emotionally,” which meant she didn't like politicians who played around casually, or were popularly reputed to. “He's a man of principle,” she would say, and fall into a silent fantasy in which she was a glamourous political hostess and he was a young political hopeful. She used that phrase the day the Profumo affair broke. Unfortunately she used it of Mr. Profumo himself. “He's a man of principle,” she said. “And look at his beautiful wife. I used to love her when she was in films. Blanche Fury, Kind Hearts and Coronets. You could see her in a coronet. Always the perfect lady. . . . “
"Toothy upper-class nag,” said my father. “No wonder her poor hubby felt the need to play around a bit."
By this time I was about to go up to Edinburgh University for a preliminary interview. “It's nice and far away,” I said to my friends, “without being the other side of the earth, like Aberdeen.” My intention was to get a holiday job every vacation so I could cut my stays at home to two or three days three times a year during vacations. My resolution was strengthened by the increasingly deranged arguments at home. Granted that every family in Britain was chewing over the facts and fictions of the Profumo affair, my own family's chews were particularly trying, since there was no intention of getting to the facts of the matter, merely the emotional need to score points off the other.
"There's more in this than meets the eye,” my dad would say. “I expect Macmillan himself is caught up in it."
"Macmillan himself!” Doreen shrilled. “You're up the wall. He's a man of tremendous integrity."
"He's got about as much integrity as a used-car salesman. And then look at his wife, if you can bear to. She's been having it off for years with a Tory MP. Well-known fact."
Dad had got that fact from a regular at the Lion and Unicorn, an elderly man who took Private Eye solely to find out who was sleeping with whom.
"Go on! A woman as ugly as that? You're off your rocker."
"That's probably what drives Mac to bosomy dolly-birds."
I banged the door on my way out. I had had more than enough of them—eighteen years of it. I was on my way to an interview at the history department of Edinburgh University, but my parents were too preoccupied with their idiocies to wish me luck.
It was the same when, at summer's end, I left the house to go to Edinburgh, to the poky room in a cold stone house that seemed to me like heaven and the start of a new life. I was, as I passed through the kitchen and out through the back door, privy to a fragment of their current cause of disagreement.
"It was Newcastle-upon-Tyne,” my father was saying. “It started with a penny stall in the market there."
"You're off your head,” my mother said. “It was a stall, but it was in Nottingham."
"You're confusing it with Boots, you silly—"
As always, my father pulled himself up when the general nature of the word he was about to utter was obvious to all his listeners. I, as always, banged the door. It was the only way to make them aware of my existence. I walked to the bus stop, my mind full of the journey to Edinburgh, and a whole three months (at the least) away from my irritating (when they were not boring) father and mother. Heaven!
It didn't work out like that. I was no sooner arranging my little store of “things” in that paradisal Edinburgh room next morning when there was a banging on the front door, and a reluctant unchaining and unlocking of it by my landlady. As I was setting down to my task, conscious of knowing nobody in Auld Reekie, I heard my name. When the two policemen came into the room I said the only thing that occurred to me.
"It's my mum and dad, isn't it?"
And that was my first encounter with murder, which I've built my life around and made my living from. It was horrible, but I was conscious all the time that I was excited as well. And there was, hanging over it, as it hung over all my parents’ sayings and doings, the ridiculous.
The neighbour caught it well. He'd come in with some late tomatoes from his market garden.
"Cooee!” he shouted. “It's only me."
He heard from the living room the voice of my father.
"You'd think, wouldn't you, with the whole country in a state of uproar and confusion, all politics stood on its head, that we could occupy our time better than arguing about where Marks and Spencer's had their beginnings."
"If you weren't such a daft idjit,” came my mother's voice, “you'd know what every household in Britain knows: that it was Nottingham."
There was silence. Then suddenly a loud, sickening thud.
"I knew they never got on,” the neighbour said. “Everyone knew that. But I never expected it to come to this. And I'd always admired that big copper preserving pan hanging near the fireplace."
The business took three days, but it was police bureaucracy rather than any fancy detection that held things up. What had happened in the house called home was all clear enough. I got leave from my new university for a week, and they even helped me to find a new and better room when I returned. The landlady wasn't going to have anything to do with someone involved in a murder.
I often wished I could have had the same cut-out option myself. Every time my name or one of my books comes up in a paper, local or national, there has to be something about the murder in our family. Even as I write this, in 1978, seventeen years after the crime, the word murder hangs around me, puts his scaly fingers on everything I'm involved in. It was a murder that sprang out of triviality, and I seem to have inherited the family's gift for it. As I finish my account of the episode I shall look at my watch, stand up, then rummage in my wardrobe to find something suitable for my next appointment. My uncertainty would have been just the same if the killer had been the killed, and the killed the killer. What does the well-dressed crime writer wear to visit a parent in an institution for the criminally insane?
Copyright © 2010 Robert Barnard
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Fiction: ARCHIE'S BEEN FRAMED by Dave Zeltserman
Dave Zeltserman's 2008 novel SmallCrimes was chosen by NPR as one of the top five novels of the year and both Small Crimes and 2009's Pariah made the Washington Post's list of year's best books. He's been compared by the Washington Post to James M. Cain and the Boston Globe recently speculated that with Robert B. Parker gone, Mr. Zeltserman may well be “the new face of Boston crime fiction.” His latest novel is The Caretaker of Lorne Field, a venture into supernatural suspense.
By itself, solving the PanzerCo corporate espionage case had left Julius flush with cash, but after following that up with a few very good weeks at the track and an even more exceptional night at a high-stakes poker game, Julius currently had over six months in reserves in his bank account. There was little chance I would be able to talk him into taking another case until his reserves reached a more anemic level, so unless he bought Lily Rosten the antique pearl and sapphire necklace he'd been eyeing or was successful in his bid for a case of 1945 Chateau Pétrus or hit a rough patch with his gambling, it was doubtful that I would have another chance to refine the deductive-reasoning module for my neuron network for at least another four months.
Let me explain. While Julius refers to me as Archie, and I act as his private secretary, research assistant, unofficial biographer, and all-around man Friday, I am in actuality a four-inch rectangular piece of advanced technology that Julius wears as a tie clip. When I say that I'm made up of advanced technology, I'm not kidding. Any laboratory outside of the one that created me would be amazed at what they discovered if they were allowed to open me up. Not only would they find computer technology that they wouldn't think possible for at least another twenty years but also a fully functional self-adapting neuron network that simulates intelligence and consciousness, as well as many all-too-human emotions. I don't think the emotion element was expected, but it's what has happened, and one of the emotions that I find myself more and more experiencing is desire, specifically the desire to beat my boss, the great detective Julius Katz, at solving a case. So far it hasn't happened; in fact, I haven't come close yet, but I know if I can keep refining my neuron network, eventually I'll accomplish this.
So that's my dilemma. Julius being as lazy as he is means he won't take a case until he absolutely has to in order to replace dwindling funds, and that would only be so that he can continue engaging in the activities that he enjoys so much: collecting and drinking fine wine, dining at gourmet restaurants, gambling, and entertaining Lily Rosten. Until recently, womanizing would've been high on his list, but since meeting Ms. Rosten he has quit that activity. So given Julius's recent financial successes, it would be months before I'd be able to nag him into taking another case, and as a consequence, months before I'd be able to refine my neuron network, at least by observing Julius's genius at work.
That morning we both fell into our recent patterns. Lily Rosten had left a week ago to visit her parents in upstate New York and wouldn't be returning for another week, and this had sent Julius into a bit of a funk. Since her departure he'd been spending his days performing his usual calisthenics and martial-arts routines, then puttering around his Beacon Hill townhouse until four in the afternoon, when he'd open a bottle of wine and sample it along with a platter of cheeses and smoked meats outdoors on his private patio. Later, he would forgo dining out and prepare his own meal. The nights he didn't go to the track or have a poker game waiting for him, he'd spend quietly reading. As much as ever, prospective clients were calling to try to arrange appointments, but Julius barely bothered listening to me as I reported on them, so I'd stopped relaying even these to him unless I thought there was a chance that the details would annoy him. But even from these I was getting little reaction. I suspected that until Lily returned, Julius was determined to stay mired in his funk.
At that moment, Julius sat scowling at a novel that a local Boston author had pestered him to read. He made a face that was nearly identical to one he had made months earlier when he found a bottle of Domaine de Chatenoy pinot noir had turned to vinegar. Wrinkling his nose in disdain, he tossed the book into his wastebasket, the impact making a loud thud.
"That painful, huh?” I asked.
"Excruciatingly so,” Julius admitted. “Pedestrian writing at best.” His nose wrinkled even further with disgust. “The author has his hero performing a self-defense technique that in real life would accomplish little more than getting his dunce of a hero shot."
"You gave up on it pretty quickly,” I noted.
"Usually, Archie, all you need is one bite to know a piece of fruit is bad.” Julius sighed. “It was my fault for letting myself be bullied into reading it."
Of course, the idea of Julius being bullied into doing anything was laughable. He'd had his ulterior motive for agreeing to read the book. By cross-referencing obvious attributes of this author with characters I found in a number of crime novels used to build my personality, I was able to figure it out. Julius viewed this author as a world-class pigeon waiting to be plucked, and he badly wanted to invite him to a high-stakes poker game so that he could do the plucking. This author had three qualities that Julius found appealing for an invitation to his poker game: He was very wealthy, about as equally smugly arrogant, and not nearly as bright as he believed himself to be. So there it was. Julius accepted the book simply to appease the author's ego, and he picked it up to read so he could further size up the author. It must have taken Julius only twenty or so pages to do this and he saw no reason to waste any more of his time than was necessary.
I was about to inform Julius about this piece of detective work of mine and then ask whether he wished me to send the author an invitation to his next private poker game. It would have been a perfect setup, since Julius would first deny having any such mercenary objective, and then he'd have to sheepishly admit that he would like an invitation sent. But as I was about to do this, a news item came across one of the local news Web sites that I monitor, and this story had me instead muttering, “Uh-oh."
Julius raised an eyebrow at that. “What is it, Archie?"
"A Denise Penny, age twenty-seven, was found murdered in her Cambridge apartment."
"Of course, it is tragic when any person is murdered, especially one as young as this woman. But why are you telling me this? Do I know her?"
"No, you don't know her, but I do."
Julius showed a thin smile that reflected his scepticism. “Please explain, Archie."
"Sure. I've been dating Denise. I was actually supposed to see her at eleven o'clock this morning, which was near the time she was murdered. I feel kind of strange now about standing her up, given what has happened. Sort of like my battery power is being drained out of me."
Julius's eyelids lowered an eighth of an inch as he leaned further back into his chair. “Enough of this nonsense,” he said.
"No, it's true. Denise and I have been dating for three weeks now."
"And how did all this start?"
Julius didn't believe me. From his tone I could tell he was trying to decipher my reason for fabricating this story. If I had shoulders I would've shrugged them, but I didn't, so I simply told him how it happened.
"Denise called the office three weeks ago hoping to hire you. I knew there was no chance of that given the large bonus you received from the PanzerCo case. I also knew that it would be months before I'd have another chance to refine my neuron network, at least by my usual methods. When Denise started flirting with me, I saw a way to expand my experience base, so I flirted back. That was the beginning of a beautiful and ultimately bittersweet relationship. If I had a throat I'm sure I'd be feeling a lump forming right now."
Julius's eyes glazed. He still didn't believe what I was saying, and in a humoring tone, he remarked, “I'm sure you would, Archie. And how did the two of you date?"
"The usual methods. Phone conversations. E-mails. Online chatting. Swapping photos."
"You swapped photos with her?"
"Well, not of me as a piece of technology, but as how I imagine myself."
"Can I see these photos?"
"Sure."
I e-mailed Julius the photos that I had sent Denise as well as the ones she had sent me. He looked at her photos first and murmured, “A very pretty girl, Archie."
"Yeah, I found her very attractive,” I said. “She rated well when I compared her features to Hollywood actresses who are considered beautiful. Maybe not as well as Lily Rosten rates, but Denise did rate highly. My heart's breaking now."
Julius grunted at that but didn't comment further. When he looked at my photos, or at least the photos of my imaginary self, he did so without any change of expression, even when he came across a copy of my Massachusetts driver's license.
"Is this real?” he asked.
"Yes, sir. I hacked into the Registry of Motor Vehicles computer system and added my license."
"I see that you picked the last name Smith. Why was that?"
"I thought it would be advisable to have a more anonymous last name. Something that wouldn't call undue attention to myself. And since Smith is the most common surname in the United States I decided to use it."
"A sound decision, Archie. This photo that you used, is it from an actual person or did you generate it?"
"I generated it. It wasn't too difficult."
Julius made a hmmm sound. “According to your driver's license you're thirty-five, five foot seven, and a hundred and ninety pounds. The same as Dashiell Hammett's Continental Op. The photo is also how I'd imagine him. Stocky, thinning brown hair, tough bulldog countenance. Is this how you picture yourself?"
"Mostly,” I admitted. “Although I picture myself shorter. No more than five foot tall. But after estimating Denise's height from her photos at five feet and two inches, and performing additional research, I thought I'd better make myself five foot seven inches to give our relationship a better chance of succeeding."
"Why do you picture yourself only five feet tall?"
"Probably because you wear me as a tie clip."
Julius nodded, thinking about that. “I didn't realize I was having such a detrimental effect on your self-esteem. Perhaps I should start wearing a hat so that you can be worn in a hatband. Archie, why did you send this woman a copy of your driver's license?"
"A playful jest,” I said.
Julius didn't appear convinced, which was reasonable since that wasn't the reason I'd sent it. At the time I was experiencing a sensation that made it seem almost as if I were skipping processing cycles, and it was this sensation that made me send Denise a copy of my license. I didn't understand what this sensation was then, and it was only later, after analyzing dozens of literary novels involving romances, that I realized it was insecurity. That was why I had sent Denise my license. I was afraid she wouldn't believe I was real otherwise.
Julius sat examining the other photos I had created of myself when I again involuntarily murmured, “Uh-oh.” This time Julius didn't bother inquiring about my interruption, but I thought I should tell him. “A warrant is being issued for my arrest,” I said.
"Is that so?"
"Oh, yes. But it only makes sense. I was Denise's boyfriend, after all, and I was supposed to meet her at her apartment near the time she was murdered. It's reasonable for the police to be focusing their attention on me. I thought I should tell you, since as you can see from the copy of my driver's license that I had listed your townhouse as my residence, and the police will be here shortly."
"And how do you know this?"
"I thought it would be prudent, given the situation, to hack into the District Court's computer system and see if a warrant had been issued for my arrest, and one was just issued."
"I see.” A thin smile crept onto Julius's lips. “Very good, Archie. A clever and elaborate prank. You had me going there for a few minutes. I guess I should've expected this development, especially given your recent idleness, but Archie, I'd like you to reprogram your neuron network so that you do not perform any further pranks."
I told him this was done, although no additional reprogramming was necessary. Satisfied, Julius picked up the latest issue of Wine Spectator from his desk and was browsing it when I involuntarily muttered again, “Uh-oh."
At first Julius was going to ignore me, but a slow-building annoyance tightened the muscles along his mouth. Finally he put his magazine down and asked if I had anything additional to report.
"I've been monitoring police radio channels. Two minutes ago I picked up a broadcast that the police are heading to this address to arrest me. I'm afraid I'm going to have to go on the lam or risk being thrown into the hoosegow."
"Or more likely have me turn you off."
Julius didn't threaten lightly. The fingers on his right hand drummed impatiently against the surface of his antique walnut desk, which was a clear sign that he had about reached his limit. In a poker game Julius had no tell to indicate whether he was bluffing or holding winning cards, and he was similarly inscrutable with his clients, but when it came to just the two of us he didn't bother disguising his feelings. Still, even given as close as I was to being powered off, I couldn't keep from murmuring another involuntary “uh-oh.” The flash of annoyance in Julius's eyes caused me to quickly explain that the outdoor webcams were showing that the police were about to descend upon his doorstep.
"Detective Mark Cramer is one of the members of the mob,” I added. “If you would like, I'll identify the three other police officers with him. It shouldn't be too hard once I break into the Cambridge Police Department's computer system. Give me a couple of minutes."
Julius took a deep breath and held it before shaking his head. “That you're continuing this prank is very distressing, Archie. If you're malfunctioning and unable to reprogram your neuron network as I requested—"
A pounding on Julius's front door stopped him. His office was soundproof, but the office door had been left open and because of that Detective Cramer's voice could be heard as he shouted for Julius to open the door, that he had a warrant for Archie Smith's arrest and that Julius's tactics would not be tolerated this time.
Julius grew very still for as much as twenty seconds, his features marble hard. I guess he was realizing that none of this was a prank after all. Then he was back to his normal self, with his poker face firmly intact as he first locked his computer screen, then got up to answer the front door. On the way, I gave him the names and brief work histories of the other police officers waiting with Cramer, but Julius didn't seem interested. When he opened the door to let Cramer in, the police detective shoved an arrest warrant inches from Julius's face while he and the other officers bulled their way into Julius's townhouse. Julius stepped aside and didn't put up any resistance, but I knew that he wasn't happy about this intrusion into his home even if he gave no evidence of it from his demeanor, which appeared only subdued and compliant.
"Where is he?” Cramer demanded, red-faced. His hair had become more sparse since the last time we'd seen him and looked in the same sort of disarray as if he had just come out of a windstorm. “Your assistant, Archie Smith! Katz, I have a warrant for his arrest for the murder of Denise Penny, and I'm not about to put up with any of your games!"
Julius was in a quandary. He could clear all this up by demonstrating to Cramer how I was an inanimate object incapable of committing murder, at least physically. Theoretically, I could murder by hiring a killer and transferring large sums of money to that killer's account, but I knew that wasn't what Cramer was accusing me of, since I had seen the arrest warrant that had been filed, and besides, the programming of my neuron network prevented me from performing any such criminal act, even if I was inclined to act in that sort of sociopathic manner, which I wasn't. The problem was, if Julius did explain what I was to Cramer, the consequences would not be pleasant. I don't know where Julius acquired me from, but so far my existence has been kept quiet. If word got out about me, both government and private organizations would be after me for study and for other activities. Also, it would be an embarrassment to Julius. While Julius has always provided the real genius in solving his cases, with me doing little more than mundane grunt work and information gathering, there would be people in the media who would take delight in using me to discredit Julius and his accomplishments. I found myself experiencing what would have to be a similar sensation to anxiousness as I waited to see how Julius would answer Cramer, realizing how much I didn't want the true nature of my existence disclosed. It only took Julius a few seconds to respond to Cramer, but I felt every processing cycle tick by as if they were an eternity.
"I can assure you, Detective, that you will not find Archie within these premises, just as I can assure you he had nothing to do with Ms. Denise Penny's murder."
Cramer damn near spit nails as he glared at Julius. “If you're hiding him, so help me I'll have you arrested as an accessory after the fact! Where's his bedroom?"
"Archie doesn't reside here,” Julius said straight-faced, which of course was a lie since Julius each night placed me on top of his dresser. In the past, before he had started dating Lily Rosten, he'd also put me away in his sock drawer whenever he'd have a woman guest staying overnight. Julius's response only made Cramer's face redder, and the detective pushed past Julius without bothering to comment. The other police officers followed Cramer in his search. While these men banged closet doors and stomped along the polished hardwood floors on both the first and second levels of the townhouse, Julius left them alone to make a pot of coffee in his kitchen. The coffee was still brewing when Cramer entered to demand that Julius unlock the door to his cellar.
"You won't find Archie there,” Julius said with a sigh. “But if you insist, I'll accompany you."
"Yeah, I think I'll insist."
Julius unlocked the cellar door and followed Cramer down into his wine cellar. It was quite an impressive collection, one that Julius had spent years building, although it wasn't anything that Cramer seemed to be in the mood to appreciate. After stubbornly checking to make sure there were no hidden passages that I could be hiding in, at least if I were an actual person, he scowled petulantly and under his breath muttered how he preferred beer.
Julius ignored that remark and instead offered the police detective to join him in the kitchen for a cup of coffee. “If you fill me in on what you have, perhaps I can offer some insights."
"You can stick your insights, Katz. We've got your assistant dead to rights."
"I sincerely doubt that. What precisely do you think you have that connects Archie to this murder?"
"What do we have? Other than that he was dating the victim? Or that he arranged to meet her at eleven o'clock and she's murdered inside her apartment at twenty minutes past eleven? How about that we got an eyewitness, is all that good enough for you?"
I gave Julius the name of this eyewitness, since it was in the request that was filed for the arrest warrant. I also told him how they knew that I was supposed to meet Denise at eleven since that was also in the same paperwork. They got that from her appointment book.
Julius showed no indication that I had given him this information. I communicate to Julius through an earpiece he wears that is often mistaken for a small hearing aid, so Cramer was no wiser to this. “Very well, Detective,” Julius said. “I will leave my invitation open in case you later change your mind."
Cramer didn't bother responding to this. Julius followed him out of the wine cellar and to the front door, where the other police officers had gathered. Before leaving, Cramer turned to warn Julius that if he interfered with his investigation he would see Julius behind bars. He stabbed a thick stubby finger towards Julius's chest, stopping less than an inch away. This was a gesture Julius detested and I knew it must've taken a great deal of restraint on his part not to swat Cramer's finger away.
"If you know what's good for you, Katz, you better have Smith turn himself in. And don't think you've fooled me for a second with your act! You know damn well where he's hiding!"
With that Cramer stormed away with the other police officers following. Once they were gone, Julius closed the door and turned the deadbolt, then headed back to the kitchen to pour himself a cup of coffee. One of my many functions is being able to emit frequencies so that I can sweep an area for bugs. When the cops were searching the house I followed them using the many hidden webcams to make sure they weren't planting bugs or otherwise engaged in nefarious activities, but there were times when their hands were hidden from the webcams, and as we passed through each room I checked that it was free of any hidden bugs that might've been left behind, and did the same when Julius brought his coffee into his office. I waited until he was seated and had a few sips of his special blended Italian roast before commenting on Cramer's belligerence.
"The man's a fool,” Julius stated. “He is so worried that I'm going to pull something on him that he rejects my offer out of hand."
"Yeah, not a smart move on his part. But give him credit for being perceptive. He knows you're harboring me, which is a felony, I believe."
"Not now, Archie. Please."
Julius picked up from his desk a book detailing the life of Archimedes and after settling back into his chair quickly became absorbed in it as if the last half-hour hadn't happened. I waited ten minutes before letting him know that the outdoor webcams had picked up police officers stationed by the front entrance of his townhouse and the alleyway that led to his fenced-in private patio. Julius grunted at the news, which was clearly not a surprise to him. After another ten minutes, in which he appeared to be engrossed in his reading about the ancient Greek mathematician and inventor, I asked him when he was going to start looking for Denise's real killer. Without bothering to put his book down, he told me he wasn't going to.
"That's the police department's job,” he said. “I'm sure they'll soon realize their eyewitness is lying. Besides, my offer to help was already scoffed at."
"Yeah, I know, your feelings are hurt. But what if they don't ever realize that about their witness? In that case, if they catch up to me I could be locked away for life! They might even fry me!"
He didn't bother responding.
"While I'm a wanted man you're going to have to answer the phone yourself and make your own appointments and purchases. This will be quite an imposition for you.” Still no response. “Of course,” I added, “Archie Smith could always disappear, to be replaced by Stella.” I reprogrammed my voice synthesizer so that my voice would be that of a sultry Southern belle. “Would you like me to answer your phone from now on, darlin'?"
Julius closed his eyes and made a face. “Archie, please, program your voice back.” Still with his eyes closed, he grimaced painfully as he tried to avoid the inevitable, which was that he was going to have to solve a murder without being paid for it. He knew that he had no choice in the matter. The inconvenience of having his home watched by the police and having to answer and make his own phone calls was bad enough, as was knowing that a murderer could go free because of the police being too busy chasing after a glorified iPhone, but worse was the thought of Lily Rosten coming home to this mess. Julius finally opened his eyes and complained how he had been planning to spend a quiet afternoon at the Belvedere Club sampling cognacs.
"I'm sorry to interfere with your tasting of fine cognacs,” I said, “but it wasn't as if I was planning to be framed for murder."
Julius's lips compressed into a look of grim resolve. “Archie, let me see a full transcript of your conversations with the victim,” he said with a reluctant sigh. “Maybe I'll be able to wrap this up quickly."
I did as he asked and e-mailed him the transcript, which he gave at most a cursory read, his heart still not in it.
"She certainly seemed insistent on you meeting her at her apartment today,” he said. “But still, why did you agree to do so?"
"I'm not sure,” I said, which was mostly true, although I felt my processing unit warming up almost as if I were blushing.
"You must have been afraid she'd break off your relationship if you didn't. The same reason you resisted calling her to explain why you didn't show up as promised. Archie, now that you've also had a chance to reexamine this transcript in its entirety, I'm sure you also understand her motive for calling this office in the first place."
"Yeah, Denise never had any intention of hiring you,” I said. “She called here to get to me."
"And for what purpose?"
"To use me,” I said. “She wanted Julius Katz's assistant at her apartment for whatever scheme she had in the works. But it backfired on her and got her killed."
Julius nodded solemnly. “I'm sorry, Archie. The romantically naive are often vulnerable to this sort of treachery. And what do you make of the motives of this eyewitness?"
The eyewitness was one Rosalind Henke, who lived in the apartment next-door to Denise's. According to the arrest warrant, Henke claimed that she heard a struggle from inside Denise's apartment at twenty past eleven, and when she later looked out of her door's peephole, she saw me fleeing from Denise's apartment.
"Most likely she's lying,” I said. “It's possible that she saw a man who resembled me, at least closely enough where she'd pick my photo out of a lineup, but that's doubtful.” I hacked into the Massachusetts RMV database and performed a comparison of the photo, weight, and height that I'd used for my license with all other male driver's licenses within the system, and gave Julius the probability of the killer being a registered Massachusetts driver who could've reasonably been mistaken for me, which was less than 0.03 percent.
"Why would she be lying?"
"Either she murdered Denise or she's protecting the person who did."
"Very good, Archie, although there are other possibilities, one in particular which seems most likely."
Julius didn't bother to explain this other likely possibility. Instead he breathed in slowly and deeply before letting out a pained sigh. The reason for this sigh became apparent when he asked me to call Tom Durkin. Tom is a local private investigator who occasionally does freelance work for Julius, so this meant Julius was planning to incur expenses for an investigation that he wasn't receiving any payment for. I dialed Tom's number and patched him in to Julius as soon as Tom answered, without me uttering a word. It turned out that Tom was available for the assignment Julius had for him. After that, Julius waited for Tom to call him back, and then had me call Rosalind Henke. I did as I was asked and patched him through as the phone was still ringing. A woman's voice answered with a dull, “Hello."
"Ms. Henke?"
There was a long pause before she said, “Yeah, okay. Who's this?"
"Julius Katz. Archie Smith's boss."
"Yeah, I know about you."
"Good. This will save time, then. It is three o'clock now. I would strongly suggest that you be at my office at five o'clock this afternoon. Good day."
Without another word he disconnected the call and picked up his book on Archimedes. I didn't bother arguing with him that maybe he should've tried questioning her when he had her on the phone, or at least waited to see whether she'd agree to meet with him before hanging up on her. At four o'clock he put his book down and ventured into his wine cellar, where he picked out a nice Riesling that the Wine Advocate had recommended due to its subtle pear and tart-apple overtones. Instead of bringing the bottle outdoors, he sat at his desk and leisurely drank two glasses. As relaxed as he appeared, a hardness that settled over his eyes told me he was deep in thought. I asked him whether the wine lived up to its reputation. He nodded but didn't say anything further. When his doorbell rang at ten minutes to five, he put the wine away and waited until five o'clock to answer the door. It surprised me that Julius kept Henke outside his door until five o'clock, and further, didn't have hors d'oeuvres and wine waiting for her in his office. Usually he was quite chivalrous with women. I guess he decided not to extend this courtesy to a potential murderess.
Rosalind Henke was blond, and had a square-shaped face and a thick jaw. According to her RMV records, she was thirty-eight, five foot seven inches tall, and a hundred and thirty-four pounds, although she looked older and heavier to me. While not beautiful, at least not by the standards I had to measure her by, she probably would've been considered attractive if it weren't for her pinched expression and the smallness of her eyes. According to her last tax return, she worked as a bartender, and I was guessing this was either her day off or she worked a late shift. I studied her hands. They appeared strong; more than strong enough to have bludgeoned Denise Penny with a piece of iron pipe, as had been done.
Julius gestured for her to follow him and then to take a seat across from his desk. They sat engaged for a minute in a silent staring contest before Julius told her that she was lying to the police.
"You got a lot of nerve saying that to me,” she said in the same dull voice she had used over the phone. “I told them only what I saw."
"Please,” Julius said, “don't waste my time with such sophistry. I know you did not see Archie Smith as you claim."
"Then how was I able to pick him out of a photo lineup?"
"You stated to the police that you entered Ms. Penny's apartment to check on her after first hearing suspicious noises next-door and then seeing a man flee. I would guess that when you entered Ms. Penny's apartment you used the opportunity to look through her e-mail. You found out that she was planning to meet Archie, as well as finding pictures of him."
"That's a lie."
This was said in the same dull monotone as everything else she had said, but when she said it I was able to figure out her “tell,” and I was sure Julius picked it up also since he was far better at spotting a person's “tell” than I was. With Henke, it wasn't her eyes, but the way her mouth tightened for a split second. That's what gave her away.
"Ms. Henke, we both know what's really going on here. You're engaged in a very dangerous game right now, and I would strongly advise you to tell me the truth."
She sat silent for another minute, her eyes shrinking to little more than black dots. Finally she said in that same monotone that she wasn't afraid of Julius.
"That's a pity,” Julius said.
"I'm done here,” she told him, and with that she got out of her chair and left his office. Julius didn't bother escorting her to his front door, but I followed her using the hidden indoor webcams to make sure she didn't steal anything or cause any other mischief. That wasn't an issue. She made a beeline out of the townhouse, as if she couldn't get out of there fast enough. Once the front door closed behind her, I told Julius that he had accomplished a lot.
"Very good,” I remarked. “Not much different from your phone conversation with her, the way you chased her out of here without asking her any pertinent questions."
"I accomplished exactly what I wanted to, Archie."
I didn't believe that for a second, but there was no use arguing with him unless I wanted to find myself being turned off. This whole business of having his home invaded and searched by the police, and then having to not only solve a crime for free but incur expenses while doing so had left him in a surly mood, and that clearly affected his behavior with Rosalind Henke. I didn't say another word to Julius, not then, and not while he pounded chicken breasts so he could prepare his version of chicken cordon bleu, which had him using pancetta instead of ham, nor later when he spent the rest of the evening reading. Instead I tried to research Rosalind Henke and build computer simulations that could explain her murdering Denise Penny, but nothing I came up with seemed plausible.
The next morning, it was business as usual with Julius sticking to his regular routines, even with the newspapers declaring on their front pages that I was a wanted murderer. Lily Rosten called at ten o'clock after seeing a New York station run the story. She was the only person other than Julius who knew what I was, and he assured her he'd have the real murderer identified by the end of the day. At ten-thirty, Tom Durkin called to tell Julius that his target had given him the slip.
"I'm sorry, Julius,” he said. “I don't think she made me, but that didn't stop her from taking a quick illegal left on Mass Ave. When I tried following, Cambridge's finest pulled me over for a ticket. By the time they were done with me, she was gone."
"Did the target use a pay phone while you were watching her?"
"Yeah, twice. Once last night, again early this morning. Again, sorry about losing her."
"Tom, she has an innate craftiness about her. It couldn't have been helped. I need you to be available for the rest of the day."
Tom told him he would, and after the call ended Julius sat quiet for several minutes, his features hardening as if he were made of marble. When he broke out of his trance, he asked me to compile a list of everyone Denise Penny had called over the last three weeks. After some hacking into her telephone provider's database, I had a list of names and phone numbers for Julius. He looked them over quickly, crossing out some and circling others, then he put the list aside to pick up his Archimedes book. While he read, I did some hacking and built profiles for each of the names that Julius had circled.
It was a few minutes past one o'clock when Cramer called. The detective's voice was strained as he said to Julius, “We know Rosalind Henke came to your townhouse yesterday. What the hell did you two talk about?"
"I believe that's between Ms. Henke and myself."
"Not anymore it isn't. She was found murdered. Shot four times. Katz, God help you if I find out you were involved in any way! And you're going to tell me what I want to know right now or I'll have you arrested and dragged to the station as a material witness!"
Cramer's belligerence had a forced, almost tired quality to it, as if he knew he was wasting his time with his threats. Julius ignored them.
"Detective,” he said, “normally I would stonewall you simply on the principle that I do not like to reward bullying behavior, but we both want to see the same thing. Namely, for you to arrest the murderer of Denise Penny and Rosalind Henke. I can guarantee it's the same person, and if you arrange to have the following five people brought to my office by three o'clock, I will hand you the murderer."
Julius gave him the five names that he had circled. Cramer was silent on the other end before asking Julius whether he knew for a fact that I wasn't responsible for either murder.
"Yes, of course. I told you yesterday that Archie was not responsible for Ms. Penny's murder, and I can assure you he had nothing to do with Rosalind Henke's, either."
There was another long pause before Cramer told Julius that he would see what he could do, and then hung up.
"That was easy,” I commented. “I thought you'd get more of a fight from him. At the very least, have him accusing you of being in league with me in murdering both women, instead of only hinting at it."
"He's probably been suspecting all along that Henke's eyewitness account was a fabrication,” Julius said. “Maybe he even discovered her fingerprints on Denise Penny's computer."
If Julius said the murderer was one of those five people, I wasn't about to doubt him, nor was I going to ask him how he was going to pinpoint which of the five it was. It would be a waste of time on my part. Instead I mentioned the three o'clock time that he had given Cramer. “Interesting that you chose then,” I said. “Quite a coincidence, actually, since this would allow you to visit the Belvedere Club for their four o'clock cognac sampling, if you can really wrap this up as quickly as you think you can. Interesting."
"No such thing as coincidence, Archie."
With that Julius picked up his book. He seemed to have no interest in researching any of the names he had circled, and when I asked him whether he wanted my profiles for them, he told me it wouldn't be necessary. Fine. While he read more about Archimedes, I worked on my own simulations, this time involving the five people Julius was having brought to his office. One of them came up with a reasonably high probability of being the murderer. I thought of giving this to Julius but decided to keep it to myself.
Cramer came a little before three with a small mob of four other police officers and all five of Julius's suspects in tow. I guess he decided he didn't want to be outnumbered.
Denise Penny had worked for a collection agency, and her boss, Walter Dietrich, was one of the five. A squat, powerful-looking man in his fifties. There was also Sam McGowen, who had been Denise's ex-boyfriend. He was thirty-one. Medium height, thin, sallow complexion, with dark hair. As he was led into the room he had a hard time making eye contact with Julius, and he was the one my simulations pointed to as the likely murderer. Also in the group was a coworker of Denise's, Paul Cronin. A tough-looking guy with a scarred face and a bent nose that showed it had been broken a few times. Rounding out the group was an ex-roommate of Denise's, Laura Panza, a slight girl of no more than ninety pounds and at most four feet and eleven inches in height even though her driver's license had her at five foot and one inch, and Mark Hanson, a socialite, who often held well-publicized charity events for the underprivileged, which was a cause Denise believed in strongly. It was at one of these events that the two of them met. Denise even had her picture in the Boston Globe with him at the last one she attended.
After the five of them were seated and Cramer and the other police officers took their positions behind them, Julius addressed the room and thanked the five for agreeing to meet with him. While he did this, Denise's ex-boyfriend's eyes grew even shiftier. I'm sure Julius noticed this, but he chose not to mention it just then.
Julius continued his speech to them, saying, “Usually I would make a bigger production out of this, but since I have no client to impress and have a prior engagement, I'll instead be wrapping this up quickly.
"I could talk about how my assistant, Archie Smith, suspected from the beginning that Denise Penny was trying to manipulate him to help her extort money from a target. I could also talk about how Archie was unable to go to her apartment as scheduled, as much as he wanted to, so that he could discover what she was up to, since at the last minute I had to place him undercover inside a highly sensitive investigation that I am engaged in."
Cramer made a noise as if he'd nearly swallowed his tongue. His eyes flashed murder at Julius but whatever curses he wanted to unleash were held back. Julius watched him for a moment to make sure there would be no outburst from him before continuing.
"There's no reason for me to mention any of that,” Julius said matter-of-factly. “When Rosalind Henke claimed she saw Archie leaving Ms. Penny's apartment, it was obvious given what I already knew what her motives were. Clearly, the person whom Henke saw was someone she recognized, and more importantly, someone she was planning to blackmail, just as Denise Penny had tried. Knowing this made finding Penny's murderer simple, and I was motivated to do so not only because having Archie accused of murder put my other investigation at risk, but to protect his good name, although I had little doubt that the real murderer would be exposed eventually without my help. Since I knew Henke would be contacting this person for the purpose of blackmail, I hired a private investigator, Mr. Tom Durkin, to follow her, knowing that she would soon lead us to Penny's murderer. Unfortunately, Henke was able to lose Mr. Durkin in traffic, at least long enough so that he was unable to save her life. But he did witness her being shot four times and is able to identify her murderer. He'll be calling here at precisely three-fifteen. Presently, I have him busy trying to link Henke's murderer to Denise Penny."
Julius had kept his right hand under his desk and out of view from the rest of the room. He used his index finger on that hand to point out to me who the killer was, although it wasn't necessary. Given the way this person reacted to Julius's news it was pretty obvious which one it was. Julius signed with his right hand what he wanted me to tell Tom Durkin, and I called Tom to relay the message. He sounded surprised to hear my voice, but didn't say anything about it.
Julius still had three minutes before Tom would be calling. He turned to Cramer and asked, “If Mr. Durkin hasn't been successful yet in linking Henke's murderer to Penny, I'm assuming you'll still drop all charges against Archie Smith and charge this person with both murders."
Cramer nodded. His gaze, as well as everyone else's in the room, was fixed on the real murderer. They'd have to be, with the way this person was perspiring and uncomfortably squirming. At precisely three-fifteen Tom called as I had directed him. Julius put him on speakerphone.
"Mr. Durkin, is it true that you witnessed Rosalind Henke being shot?"
"Yes, sir,” Tom lied.
"Were you able to get a good look at her murderer?"
"Yes, sir,” Tom lied again.
"Can you identify this person?"
Before Tom could lie for a third time, the socialite, Mark Hanson, bolted from his chair and tried to fight his way past the cops. He didn't get very far before being tackled to the floor and having his hands cuffed behind his back.
* * * *
Later that evening, Hanson confessed to the police. It turned out that Denise Penny had witnessed Hanson, while drunk, striking an elderly man with his car and driving away from the scene in a panic. She had recognized him from his many photos in the newspaper, and had gone to his last charity event to make contact with him, and not because she had any interest in helping the underprivileged. She was a ruthless, cold-hearted woman who had completely fooled me, and as Julius guessed, Hanson killed her because she was attempting to blackmail him, the same reason he later killed Henke.
I digested all of this for twenty hours as I tried to readjust my neuron network so I could have made the same deductions that Julius had. Finally, I told Julius that he had only been bluffing. He put down his latest book, a crime-noir novel set in Vermont that seemed to absorb him, and he raised an eyebrow for me to continue.
"You didn't actually solve Denise Penny's murder,” I said. “You were only bluffing them, expecting to be able to read their tells to figure out who the murderer was. If the murderer had been a good enough poker player, you would've struck out."
"Perhaps you're correct, Archie, but I liked my chances,” Julius said with a thin smile. “Both murders had a rushed and panicky feel, and I doubted the murderer would be able to sit here and not give himself away. I also suspected Hanson from the beginning."
"Why?"
"Blackmail seemed the likely motive for both murders, and Hanson was the only name on the list that was easily identifiable. I doubt Henke would've recognized any of the other people on the list, or would've suspected they were wealthy enough to be worth blackmailing. Also, Archie, Denise Penny appeared more opportunistic than altruistic. I was working under the assumption that she attended the event where she was photographed two weeks ago so that she could make contact with Hanson at a public place and let him know she had something damaging on him. Her plan must've been to wait until she had you agreeing to go to her apartment before arranging for Hanson to pay her her blackmail."
"I feel deeply insulted that she thought I'd be such a dupe as to witness her blackmailing Hanson and keep quiet about it,” I said.
"I doubt that was the case,” Julius said with a sympathetic smile. “She probably only wanted Hanson to see you with her to convince him that you were in on the scheme, but I suspect that she would have sent you out of her apartment on a ruse of some sort so that payment could've been made outside of your view."
"It must've been a shock to her when I didn't show up,” I said.
"I suppose it was."
"I still can't believe how badly she fooled me,” I said. “I keep trying to adjust my neuron network so that I could've spotted her treachery, but I can't quite get there. I guess I'm just a sap who's ripe for the conning."
Julius put down his book, his eyes thoughtful. “I don't think that's it, Archie,” he said. “I think it's that you've reached a point now where you're all too human. Blame it on that. No more dating, okay?"
"Deal,” I agreed. Murders were tough enough, forget dating. This was a deal I was only too happy to make.
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