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EDITOR’S NOTE

Thanks to Criminal Element’s talented and enthusiastic visitors, our inaugural, crowd-sourced fiction project spun out a glorious kaleidoscope of interpretations upon the theme of GIRL TROUBLE.

This issue is roughly organized from less-to-more “graphic,” but that refers only to the explicitness of language and subject matter, not necessarily to the seriousness of underlying themes or implications. Word choices aside, early entries may be dark-hearted and later ones wickedly funny.

I’d like especially to recognize Laura K. Curtis’s editorial assistance and also to thank Christopher Morgan and Jennifer Proffitt. We are, in turn, grateful to all the site visitors who trusted us with their work and suggestions. We hope readers will be as delighted and provoked by the crime stories in this e-collection as we are proud to be able to share them.
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Follow Us on Facebook and Twitter

by Eric Cline

The woman who fired me has a lovely daughter. Her name is Amber.

Amber is sixteen. She has lots of friends, judging by her Facebook page. I’m one of them.

I might be the only 33-year-old male Friend she has. And she doesn’t even know it; she thinks I’m a teenage girl in Tacoma, Washington named Kirsten Marcus. If she knew who I really was, and that I actually live in Maryland, like her (in Laurel, only an hour’s drive from her and her mom’s home in Columbia), well, I’m afraid she would Unfriend me.

*   *   *

I didn’t start out to be a villain. Hell, who does? I was going to be a titan of industry. I listened to motivational speakers in my car.

I was excited to work for Gretchen Metz. I believed in her product. I believed in the Purse Pistol.

“A 100-pound woman with a gun need not fear a 300-pound man with a knife,” she said in the hiring interview. “But that’s only if he doesn’t grab the gun and shoot her with it.

“And what if she falls down one day while she’s got the gun in her purse? The hammer of a revolver could be jarred just enough to fire a bullet. And what if your child finds it and thinks it’s a toy? Tragedy would strike. My goal is to make a handgun that can be fired by only one person, scanning their fingerprints on the handle.”

“Create an entire new industry!” I said. “As different from a regular pistol as an iPhone is from an old rotary phone! Police departments could use it too.” Sure, I was acting peppy to get the job, but it really did sound like a good product.

She was divorced and had sole custody of Amber. The company’s office and workshop was in an industrial park in Laurel.

No, I didn’t start out to be a villain.

But I’m enjoying the role immensely.

*   *   *

Once, companies told people what was important. Marketers created the habit of mass consumption of cigarettes in the 20th century.

Now, people tell companies what is important; Facebook is the New Lung Cancer. Nobody in business knows what to do with social media, but they know their potential customers use it, so they must desperately follow.

Me, I’m smarter than that. I know exactly what to do with it.

I created “Kirsten Marcus” on Twitter and Facebook by stealing some girl’s photos off a Russian-language Facebook page. The real owner of that apple-cheeked blonde face would never stumble across my creations.

Amber was the weakness in the Metz family’s armor. She had, I discovered, pestered every kid she knew to follow her on Twitter and had, as a result, amassed 824 followers.

“Kirsten Marcus” offered to be the 825th if …

U FOLLOW ME & I’LL FOLLOW U, K? I’D LOVE 2 HAVE TWIT BUDDY ON OTHER SIDE OF USA!!!

Amber had already made that bargain with others and readily agreed.

From there, Amber’s Twitter follower became a Facebook Friend. And soon, Ms. Gretchen Metz got a friend request from her daughter’s Friend, which she accepted, probably without a second thought.

In law enforcement, they’re called “breeder documents.” One good forged document, say a birth certificate, gets you a social security card, which gets you a driver’s license, which gets you a credit card; one good lie breeds a whole new identity for you.

And that’s how a smart villain uses social media! It’s a breeder document on steroids.

*   *   *

Amber taught me so, so much.

Flickr photo of a 10-year-old Amber on the lap of a chubby man dressed in a Santa suit. Caption:

My uncle, Ron Kane, died a year after this pic was taken. He and my mom were super close growing up. Unk, we love U and miss U every day!!!!

Mother’s maiden name: Kane.

Facebook scan of an old Polaroid of Gretchen Metz (Gretchen Kane then, I guess) with Big Hair. Her sweatshirt said Cumberland High:

OMG! My mom in high school! Breakfast Club ha ha! At least good looks run in the family!

Her mother had posted a comment: “Very funny. I was very little when that movie came out!” Yeah, ha ha indeed. Hometown, probably Cumberland, Maryland, and definitely the place she went to high school.

Time for some Google: “kane ‘gretchen metz’ cumberland.” An obituary from five years ago:

Nora Kane, a lifelong resident of Cumberland, survived by daughter Gretchen Metz of Columbia and brothers Mark Mooney and Jay Mooney, both of the District of Columbia.

(Confirmed hometown, Cumberland. Confirmed maiden name, Kane. Mother’s maiden name, Mooney.)

Amber used her Facebook profile to comment on a news story: a fire in some old widow’s house. The lady had been sleeping; her cat had batted her face until she woke up, and they got out alive. Amber had written:

Teers in my eyes! Heart warming. I had a cat named Tiger because he had stripes and I NO he would have saved me. But I started getting asthma & we could never have a cat agan, but if we coud I would LUV 1!!!! Dont listen 2 the haters! Cats R Kool!!

Jesus, thanks for sharing, kid.

Yeah. Thanks for sharing. Childhood pet name: Tiger. It wouldn’t be mom’s childhood pet, but it sounded like the only pet name that would come to her mom’s mind.

*   *   *

I enjoyed working for Gretchen Metz. I only became a villain because she made me one.

I replaced that pathetic brochure she called a web site with an interactive but easy-to-maintain one. I started a blog that I ghost wrote for her. I got her a story in The Wall Street Journal.

I did my job well.

We had lunch together occasionally, but didn’t socialize too much beyond that. She was an engineer, and she had four others working for her, so she spent most of her time with them. She never talked about her ex-husband or her current love life. She went on and on about her daughter, though: Amber was on the honor roll, Amber was on the swim team, that kind of crap.

I would listen politely. I had no interest in her daughter of any kind. Awright? But Big Mama must have thought I did. Because Amber ultimately got me fired.

It happened when I was outside the building on a hot day in the summer. The industrial park was not what you’d call scenic (unless signless buildings with semi containers parked all over are your thing). Half the time I worked from my apartment, half the time I doubled as an office assistant (as I had agreed—it was a startup). But I was taking a breather, sipping a soda outdoors, when I saw a pair of boobs jiggling in a red bikini top. Bikini bottom too. And a body that flattered them both.

“Yowza yowza!” I said, in sincere appreciation of the female form.

Amber giggled. She was flattered. It was her beneath the sunglasses and a floppy hat.

I about choked on my Mountain Dew. She greeted me respectfully by my last name. There was a twinkle in her eye as she went in to see her mother.

I sweated out that afternoon at my desk, half-heartedly doing a media release. What would she say to her mother? What would her mother say to me? I half-expected to be shown the door that day. Maybe if I had, I wouldn’t have resented it as much.

Slowly, as the days went on, I got the feeling Amber had said something to precious Mumsey. Because the boss would give me an occasional blank look, like there were things she wanted to say. And soon she was pestering me about my workload. At the same time, she was telling me to not do certain things! “We’re not ready for people to put in orders,” she would say. “We need to pull it back.” In other words, I was too successful at the publicity!

About three weeks after “yowza yowza,” I was canned.

Gretchen Metz really laid it on thick, trying to “handle” me: “You’ve done a great job. It’s my fault because I brought a PR person on too early. I can’t have you whipping up consumer interest before we have a product to sell.” She was looking so sad, you’d think I was firing her.

I tried, damn it. I tried to be upbeat and positive and helpful.

“Pre-sales!” I said. “Start selling now! You can cure cash flow issues. I can help you with that.”

“No.” Her mask of compassion dropped. Her face was now stone. “Money is not a problem. My angels have given me a good line of credit and they know how far away I am from market.”

See how she’d set me up? When I’d been hired, it had all been, “We’re going to sell the world’s safest gun, we’re going to do this, we’re going to do that.” But then after I dared to glance at a post-adolescent young adult who pranced around half-naked, it was all: “I’m doing this, I’m doing that, I, I, I…” And she had told her venture capital angels before she had told me, her right hand man!

*   *   *

The job market was tough. I thought I had a job with Castle Bastion Arms in Virginia; they called me for an interview on the strength of my time with Purse Pistol LLC.

But once they found out I had done “only PR” (only!) I could see the three of them on the panel lose all interest.

“Now, we would be willing to pay a head hunter fee,” said one. “If you could bring one of her engineers over to us. Someone who has had the experience of solving those problems.” He quickly held up both palms. “Without infringing on the patents she has already taken out, of course.”

Another of them said, mostly to himself: “Don’t know why she won’t let us license her patents. We’re the ones with the manufacturing experience.”

I thought of a certain publicity video she had made with me, and about some information she had let slip.

“Her crew is pretty tight,” I said. “Good luck poaching one of them. But what about prototypes? Schematics?”

I saw a sort of lust in their eyes. But they said the words they had to say:

“Obviously, we’re not asking for material you do not have any sort of title to…”

“But if there were items, say, discarded in the trash, which maybe you had taken as mementos, souvenirs…”

“Drafts of documents for which patents haven’t yet been filed…”

“We would be willing to take a look at such material, obviously on an informal basis…”

“And I do believe that there might be room in Public Relations for an extraordinary talent…“

“A two-year contract, and we could talk salary…”

They were slick. I guess I sort of affectionately blamed them, too, for bringing me over to the dark side.

I had a lot to think about on that drive up the Beltway back to Laurel.

That night, “Kirsten Marcus” was born on Twitter.

*   *   *

I had shot the footage for a planned promotional video that Gretchen scrapped when she decided to supposedly “pull back” on publicity. It was taken on the firing range.

We didn’t wear ear protection. She was dry-firing it for a demonstration.

“Will this look good, with just that little camcorder?” she said. She had the gun, I had the camera.

“It’s the YouTube age,” I said. “People expect shaky. They love grainy. They think it’s more authentic.”

She held the little thumb drive out. “Okay, this is called enrolling. Your fingerprints have to be encoded on this, using a special machine that will be available at licensed gun dealers.”

She pushed the drive all the way into the bottom of the revolver’s butt, next to the lithium battery. Glassy ovals raised up slightly from both sides of the handle. She pointed those out and said, “Unless your thumb or one of your fingers is touching one of these scanners, the cylinder is locked. You have to be gripping it to fire it. Your child cannot discharge it, nor can a burglar.”

Looking at that video after I returned from the interview at Castle Bastion, I wished I could reach through the screen and grab the device from her; she and her team had worked out several different technical challenges, and every one of them was embodied in that prototype.

“It looks pretty damn slick,” I heard myself saying on video. “Seems like you’ve worked out all the bugs. Why not go to manufacture now?”

She laughed, cupping the pistol with both hands as she looked down at it.

“Oh, we’ve worked out every bug except one. This is one of three hand-built prototypes, and each one of them cost about $5,000 each. That’s not retail price, that’s cost.”

“Ouch,” video-me said. “Isn’t a good conventional handgun six, eight hundred bucks?”

“Yeah. People will pay a premium for our unique safety features. But we’ve got to figure out how to sell for under two grand and still make a profit. Because right now, the only person who has one in their home is me.”

Video-me laughed. “So, took advantage of the perks of the office, huh? Took one of them home?”

“Yeah. It’s good to have a model when I’m working at home and one of my team calls to discuss an issue. But, and maybe this would be good for the promo video to talk about this, I do have a teenager at home. She has friends visit her. I usually have it locked in my safe, but God forbid I’m careless, and they find it. That’s what this product is about. It will reduce the risk of a personal tragedy if someone is horsing around.”

“Yeah.”

“Actually, on second thought, don’t put anything like that in. I don’t want to lose my privacy, or my daughter’s. So many tragedies.”

“Yeah,” I said in real life, and stopped the video.

Two prototypes in the office. The locks were redundant, and security cameras were all around. No way I was getting in there.

But some residence in Columbia? With some rinky-dink personal safe? Hell, I could do it.

As I followed the mother and daughter on Facebook and Twitter over the next several days, I imagined myself as the star of a Hollywood movie: one of those thrillers about a gentleman burglar. There I would be in my ski mask and black spandex suit, cutting through glass, hopping over laser beams, listening to tumblers with a stethoscope.

I didn’t even have to drive by to case the house; Google Streetview gave me images of the address (which I had gotten from online county records).

It was a nice but not opulent rancher with a privacy fence. It was on a residential street with neighbors on either side, but they were big lots, and everyone had landscaping—rolling hills, bushes—that gave them plenty of privacy.

That would give me plenty of privacy.

It was Amber who told me they would be going on vacation. First on Twitter:

Ho hum. Going on yearly NY trip this week. Dont like leaving MD when its still warm. Wanna hang wit my crew in OC!

The beaches of Ocean City, Maryland were still nice in September. If I could have gotten away to there, I certainly would have. Why go all the way up to New York … City? Somewhere else in the state?

I Googled the date range and found out that it was Rosh Hashanah. Did they go to New York every year to celebrate? The mother’s Facebook page was silent, but adults are getting savvy about not tipping off burglars. A day later, I noted that Amber’s tweet had been deleted. No surprise there; Mom followed her daughter on Twitter (I guess most parents do these days) and must have had a fit.

When I searched through mom’s online profile for a New York connection, the mystery just got deeper. Her married cousin lived in Buffalo, New York.

Buffalo.

Every year, Mom hauled her daughter up to Buffalo in the early fall instead of spending it on the beach at Ocean City?

I didn’t know that much about New York state, but I was pretty sure it was a “First prize, a week in Buffalo, second prize, two weeks in Buffalo” situation.

They could only be going up there for religious reasons. What other reason could there be for pointlessly sacrificing pleasure?

So, I had the house to myself. Their house. My self.

*   *   *

They were gone.

That morning, at 2 a.m., I broke into Gretchen’s email for the first time. I didn’t want her online when I did my stuff.

There was a dry, electric taste in my mouth. I admit I was nervous. Cyberstalking the mother and daughter on Facebook and Twitter wasn’t even a misdemeanor; they’d put it all out there for the world. But this was real multiple-felony territory.

I pushed the troubling thought away; I imagined myself again as a gentleman jewel thief in a movie.

I was not powerless.

I was not hired and fired at whim by some bitch.

I was a villain.

I was the big antihero of the whole damn show.

*   *   *

Forgot password? YES.

To protect your privacy, please answer one of these security questions. (dropdown menu):

What is your mother’s maiden name? MOONEY.

Thank you!

Would you like your new password texted to your number on record? NO.

Create new password now? YES.

As an additional security precaution, please answer a second security question (second dropdown): What high school did you graduate from? CUMBERLAND.

Thanks, Gretchen! Please enter your new password below.

I was in. Thanks, Gretchen, indeed.

I figured she would discover she had the old, wrong password some time later today (long after I had come and gone from Castle Metz), but wouldn’t assign any importance to it; there are always temporary bugs in the internet, right?

I searched within her mail for “alarm system” and found a couple of old “renewal reminders” from Brexton Alarm Systems, which included the identifying account number; the lady didn’t delete anything.

Next, I visited the Brexton Alarm site, armed with that helpful account number.

Forgot your alarm code? Brexton takes your privacy very seriously. To prove your identity, please answer one of the following questions:

“Your pet’s name!” I roared so loud that I risked waking up people in adjoining apartments.

TIGER. There hadn’t been any since then because little Amber developed allergies.

Thank you. We will email your passcode to you.

It arrived almost instantaneously in her inbox: 061102.

Hah!

*   *   *

I stood inside one of the neatest homes I have ever been in. With a working mom and a spoiled teenager, they had to have a maid taking care of this. Not enough money for a PR guy to grow your business, but plenty for maids, huh? 

My second thought was more practical: Watch for the cleaning service. 

I made a mental note to pass myself off as a relative. I had put on a shower cap and rubber gloves before I walked through the door. If I heard somebody coming in, I’d rip those things off and shove them in my pockets before they saw me. (The skeleton keys I’d used for the conventional lock were already back in my car. No way to explain a ring of those on your belt.) Probably illegals anyway; if I looked like I belonged there, they’d just smile and go about their business.

Smart, see? Thinking. I was an evil genius. I savored my own ability to improvise like that. The electric taste of fear in my mouth was gone, replaced by a satisfying buzz.

I looked around. Where would mama Gretchen’s home office be? I checked the various bedrooms.

I walked into one, realizing I was in the daughter’s bedroom. Pink bed spreads. Three different e-picture frames, scrolling through predictable shots of Amber mugging with all of her friends from high school.

I guess I should have felt some kind of forbidden thrill at being in a 16-year-old girl’s room, but I was surprised by a sudden sense of tiredness. Middle age was beckoning.

Where were the posters? I’d had Pearl Jam, the Spin Doctors, Stone Temple Pilots. Did kids not have posters anymore? Did they do everything onscreen? And I’d had disorganized stacks of CDs, even a few cassette tapes. She’d probably taken every bit of music she owned with her on a one inch square MP3 player. Did teenagers not have sloppy rooms anymore? What had the 21st century done to them?

I pulled open a drawer. I suppose a true villain in the creepy-home-invader horror movie vein would want to mentally violate the girl by looking through her panty drawer, I saw neatly folded panties and rolled socks; there was also a hairbrush, some curlers, and a backup inhaler in with the clothes, and I realized she’d probably folded and put everything away herself. All I could really think was, Gee, she’s a good kid.

An odd thought for a supervillain bent on industrial espionage.

I sighed and walked down the hallway.

Gretchen Metz’s bedroom was a little more cluttered. There was a large desk with paperwork ringed haphazardly around her computer’s printer; she was maybe 10 years older than me, so she still used paper. I smiled in warm recognition when I saw a CD case of a Lenny Kravitz album that I’d also had.

Then I remembered my business and poked around looking for that prototype.

No, this wasn’t where it would be. She had some of her work here as a side business to watching Jimmy Fallon or whoever while she waited to fall asleep. She wasn’t going to keep the prototype here in a shoebox, taking it out and twirling it on her index finger while she lay on the bed.

If this place had a basement, that would be her workshop. But it didn’t, which meant it was probably another bedroom.…

Bingo. Next bedroom down had been stripped of carpet and overlaid with imitation parquet wood. Two long metal work tables, overhead fluorescent lights, precision hand tools put up on their pegboards just so. There was even videoconference equipment—professional, secured stuff, not a cheapee webcam.

A tall safe (it came up to my nose) stood next to the bench. It had to be in there.

Hah! Forget about spinning dials and listening to tumblers with stethoscopes. It had a raised keypad above the handle.

Oddly, I didn’t panic. I didn’t have a moment of doubt. I had mined so much personal data from Gretchen and her daughter that I felt somehow I could guess the combination. The daughter’s birthdate was on her own Facebook page. But first, I tried 061102, the alarm combination.

It worked.

I opened the safe and saw the gun lying in a bed of black felt. There were also printed schematics, thumb drives, and a laptop. Clearly, all the proprietary data that had not yet been patented. Gretchen Metz had been careful to never put this stuff on the open internet; yet my being here was proof that her attention to security was … uneven. Heh, heh, heh. I could take it all to Castle Bastion Arms—

From down the hall, I heard the front door open.

“Gretchen! Amber! Where are you!” A man’s voice.

I grabbed the gun and shoved it deep into my pocket. The gloves and the hairnet followed. I closed the safe as quickly as I could without making a metallic slam. I’m a family friend, who are you? I thought. I’m a family friend who came over to—shit, I should have rehearsed this better! Who was out there in the living room? It didn’t sound like a maid service, although I suppose men could work as house cleaners. But it was someone who addressed them by their first names.

My car was parked out front under those sheltering trees, and no doubt there was another car next to it right now. I wasn’t sneaking out of here; I’d have to bluff my way past whoever was there.

Nearby neighbor come to check on them, maybe?

There was no broken glass, no shattered door listing awkwardly in its frame; this surely didn’t look like any damn burglary. I could make it. Step step step. The person was pacing around rapidly out there.

Pasting a grin on my face, I went down the hallway. “Hello, who’s there?” I said. “Are you the neighbors? I think Gretchen said somebody would be checking in—”

I stopped in the living room. The man glaring at me was in his 40s, with wide blue eyes. His leather jacket and blue jeans had seen better days. His shaggy brown moustache half-hid his gritted teeth.

“Who are you!” He strode rapidly toward me.

I tried to be calm for the both of us. “I’m a friend of the family—”

He grabbed my collar and slammed me against the wall. I felt one of my ribs crack.

“Where’s my wife and daughter!” He slammed me into the wall again.

I put up my hands to defend myself. He landed a haymaker to the side of my head that sent me to the floor.

Before I could say anything else, he started ranting: “Are you screwing her! Are you with my wife, you bastard! Keep away from her! Keep away from my daughter!”

He kicked me. I drew up my legs to protect my groin.

“She’s divorced!” I screamed. “I thought she was divorced!” It was a stupid thing to say, in context.

“We have a family! It’s our anniversary! And I come into our home and find some punk like you—”

He continued kicking and stomping me. A couple of realizations flashed at me:

Amber Metz had sat on her uncle’s lap when he was dressed as Santa Claus. They weren’t a Jewish family.

Today was their wedding anniversary. It was a mere coincidence that this was Rosh Hashanah.

Every year on their wedding anniversary, Mr. Whoever Metz (who was so loathed that there were no mentions or pictures of him on either Facebook account) must come by to pester her, or try to. I could smell the whiskey on him now, like a miasma. How many years running now had Gretchen Metz taken her daughter out of state so she wouldn’t be anywhere near this jealous, violent jerk?

I had given him a generous, unintended present when he came here today and found the front door unlocked and the alarm off.

“Tell me one thing you little bastard! Were you sleeping with her before June, 2002? Were you screwing her when she was legally mine?”

061102. A number she loved. The date of her divorce. Oh God, oh God.

I heard my lower right leg bone crack before I felt the pain.

I pulled the gun out of my pocket and pointed it at him.

I knew now why Gretchen Metz’s entrepreneurial thoughts had run toward keeping a safe, reliable gun at hand.

He gasped, but didn’t look any less enraged.

I pulled the trigger. But it did not give. It didn’t move a hair. My fingerprints were wrong. It wouldn’t unlock.

Metz turned away and grabbed a cast iron figurine of a horseback rider off of an end table. He came closer.

I lay on my back, bearing down on that trigger with both index fingers.

I realized two final things:

One, Gretchen Metz was a hell of an engineer.

And two, I had had no real idea of what being a villain was all about. None at all …
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Mad Women

by Patricia Abbott

“Come along this way, Miss.”

Like Paul Winchell, the ventriloquist on television, the security guard’s lips hardly moved at all. The man had come out of nowhere, schooled in the art of being non-conspicuous perhaps but definitely in charge. Had he spotted her activities on a closed circuit television?

“Don’t want to make a fuss now, do we?” His head swiveled toward the crowd of shoppers threatening to engulf them as they stepped away.

Eve Moran appraised potential avenues of escape and then, head down, went along with him. The man’s grip on her arm bordered on assault. She wondered if the Belgian linen of her pink suit jacket would bear his fingerprints forever.

The uniformed operator in the elevator shot her a sympathetic glance as the machinery delivered them to the top floor. Her capture played out efficiently because the man in control of her arm probably detained shoplifters and miscreants every day: women who couldn’t keep their hands off the merchandise; agile men who picked pockets; scoundrels of both sexes with stolen charge plates; boys who broke things, then ran; teenage girls who sneaked into dressing rooms and came out looking like polar bears, females who ransacked makeup counters, dropping tubes, pencils, and nail polish bottles down their blouse or into their pockets; teams of professional boosters who made a science out of defrauding stores. It was 1962 and theft was becoming more professionalized.

No one spoke or even glanced at Eve as they passed down narrow hallways, walking up a final flight of narrow, uncarpeted steps. He showed her inside a gloomy office, holding the door open without uttering a word. The room was dark and tiny, windowless save for a slit of light. A battered walnut table, two chairs and cheap paneled walls awaited her. It smelled of tobacco, burnt coffee, Dentyne chewing gum, sweat. It was not the sort of room where suburban women were coddled, pitied or forgiven. Not a place where sympathetic gestures were offered; nor where men in off-the-rack suits looked the other way if a pretty face looked back at them.

Eve couldn’t think of how to turn this situation around. Her brief detentions with inexperienced clerks in shops in South Carolina or Texas, back in the days when Hank and she lived on military bases, were no preparation for the security staff at John D. Wanamaker’s Department Store in Philadelphia. She had no leverage to use here, no husband wearing bars or stars on his chest on a base a mile away to offer up excuses, bribes, smiles.

“I think you misunderstood what happened … downstairs,” Eve finally got out. “I fully intended…”

“Not a day goes by when someone doesn’t say those words to me,” he said, motioning to a chair. “Tells me that they were gonna pay for it all—in just a minute. That I misunderstood. That they have relatives in high places.” His eyes fluttered toward heaven and his hand waved dismissively.

“I’m sure I have the necessary receipt somewhere in my bag.” She began to reach for her handbag, but he didn’t hand it over.

This man, this security guard who looked like the M.P.s who dogged her on the bases., had heard or seen it all from the look on his face. She couldn’t think of anything to offer him—anything that would charm him. He looked far too tired and bored with her to trade his amnesia for a grope or a kiss. There was some relief in this information though, in knowing she’d been out-maneuvered and could await her sentence without discussion.

He gestured again toward a wooden chair, and once she was seated, he proceeded to remove the items from her bag, one by one, shaking his head at the variety of store tags: Gimbel’s, Lit Brothers, Strawbridge’s, Wanamaker’s—the four grand dames of Philadelphia shopping—finally saying with a hint of a chuckle,

“You went wild, didn’t you? Had to have yourself a memento from every store. Was it a dare?” She was silent. He tossed her hard-won booty back in the bag. “Half of your haul is junk, Lady. A dish probably selling for $2.99? Crissake, there’s dust in it. It’s a display piece.” He held up his dirty finger, and she felt heat rising on her face. The bracelet from Wanamaker’s still lay on the table. “This is something a twelve-year old girl buys. Not a woman like you.” He fingered the dice charm. “Kind of a sign. You like taking chances, right? Have to have your souvenirs even if they’re worthless.”

He wrote a sentence or two on his pad, then picked up the stolen goods and headed for the door.

“Part of the kick, isn’t it? Seeing if you can get away with it? Guess what?” She looked at him blankly. “You can’t.” He shut the door behind him.

His suggestion that seeing if she could get away with it was part of the kick was ridiculous. She sat for a long time wondering if they’d called the police yet. What the fine or punishment might be. Could she cover it herself?

How would Hank react? She could picture his red face—though it turned purple whenever she crossed swords with him. Maybe he could be kept out of it. How much money did she have with her? She hadn’t planned on needing more than enough for a quick sandwich at a counter—or the automat. She reached for her purse.

Something similar to this—an incident where things had spun out of control—happened when she was fifteen. She’d taken a lipstick from Woolworth’s makeup counter. Well okay, a couple of tubes of lipstick and some eye shadow on the theory “in for a penny in for a pound.”

The clerk caught her, grabbing her wrist as she reached for a third tube. The woman—only a few years older than Eve, which somehow made it more galling—summoned Eve’s father after demanding his phone number in such an authoritative voice that Eve couldn’t refuse, couldn’t help but fumble in her wallet until she found his number on a yellowing piece of paper.

The clerk had then dumped all the purse’s contents on the counter, attracting the attention of a number of shoppers as items crashed on the glass. Cheap, worn-out possessions, which looked ridiculous on display—a comb that needed cleaning, used tissues, bus tokens, and a torn makeup case. The whole incident might’ve been forgotten if her purse’s interior hadn’t branded her as shabby.

Her father came after what seemed like hours. Grim-faced, stoop-shouldered, scuffed-shoed Herman Hobart, hat in hand. Leaving his cubicle as an accounting clerk at the Philadelphia Naval Yard to travel across the city, he paid the dime store clerk with nickels and dimes and quarters for her theft, as though he didn’t have a real bill in his pocket.

“I guess that’ll do,” the clerk said doubtfully, finally scooping Eve’s things up from the counter and, after making a face, returned her pocketbook. Her father hadn’t spoken to her once on the bus ride home. Her mother, who never knew what to do or say to Eve, wouldn’t have mentioned it, so she could never be sure whether he had told her.

Sometimes it seemed like there was nothing but a long line of dour-faced men in her life: fathers, husbands, school principals, security guards, cops. Disapproving doctors her parents had vaguely conferred with after incidents at school—each of them avoiding her eyes, disappointed in her. The episode back in high school hadn’t changed her behavior, but it’d made her more careful. No one who counted had caught her again until today.

And no one ever caught her with a pocketbook full of dross again. Never again would someone dump her pocketbook on a counter and find used tissues, dirty combs, Tampax, worn-down lipsticks and other makeup, half-eaten boxes of Good and Plenty, stuff she’d taken from other girls’ lockers in school, snapshots of movie stars from Hollywood studios autographed by a machine.

There was less than fifteen dollars in her purse today. She counted it twice to be sure, checked the little pockets, unrolled the white hanky, and dug around in her suit jacket pockets. Too little money to pay a fine or bribe the guard—if it came to that.

She’d come downtown today in a fog. Could she tell this to whatever person came into this room? That she hadn’t known any of this would happen today. She hadn’t meant to take those things, hadn’t considered her heart’s desire till it was tucked inside her purse. Would they care she’d set out this morning in her pretty pink suit with nothing but a jaunt into the city in mind—a lunch downtown to break up the tedium of her life? She looked nice in her new outfit. The conductor on the train had smiled at her. So too the ticket seller, the woman across the aisle, the man who gave her a hand stepping down from the train. It had started out so well.

Then suddenly, she had to have one or two of the beautiful things she saw, had wanted for her whole life. She didn’t understand it herself. It was like she was in a dream, did these things as if sleepwalking. There must be a name for it.

She got up, stretched, and looked out the tiny window at the people on the street, people free to walk around, to have lunch, to make a purchase. Only an hour ago, it’d been she walking those streets without a care. Was the window no more than a slit so people like her could not jump out?

Occasionally a secretary or another uniformed guard—apparently Wanamaker’s security staff was enormous—opened the door, never saying a word. Making sure she hadn’t magically stuffed herself in some bag or box or drawer and found her way out of the office, out of the store, much like the stuff she’d tried to take. But there was no escape, only long, sinewy hallways lined with the offices of the people who’d spot her. An hour, perhaps two, passed. It was like waiting in the doctor’s office without the posters on various diseases to examine.

Hank suddenly stood in the doorway, looking more tired than angry. His face was ashen. “Come on,” he said, offering his hand. “Let’s get it over with.”

Although the gesture implied some feeling for her—some pity—his voice was cold. He led her out of the room, and down the hall. No one stood in their way; no one peeked from drawn blinds or through open doors. She was in a fog, absolutely terrified. Get what over with? What had Hank meant? Hadn’t he taken care of it? Wasn’t that what he did? Wasn’t that part of the deal?

Hank led her to a larger and brighter office in the famous Wanamaker’s Department Store, the mother ship of emporiums in Philadelphia. It was too bad she hadn’t been caught at Lit’s, she thought, as she followed him. Lit Brothers didn’t have such an exalted idea of itself. It knew its place. She’d have been able to bluff her way out of the lower-rung stores. Their security wouldn’t have made so much of it—so much out of the paltry stuff in her bag. Eve would’ve been impermeable at Lit Brothers, even Gimbel’s.

The windows shone transparent here, the room carpeted with a richly-colored, thick rug. A slight odor of stale cigars hung in the air while she waited alongside of a too-silent Hank. She wasn’t going to be put in the Eastern State Penitentiary, she realized. People charged with a crime didn’t get ushered into offices like this one. Hank probably gave them a deal on their printing needs for the next fifty years. Men like Hank, the president of his parents’ venerable printing firm, didn’t have wives incarcerated in the Eastern State Penitentiary.

The Chief of Security—if that’s what you called him—came in, Bill Something, a fellow St. Joseph’s Catholic High School graduate, though ten years before her husband. Suddenly loquacious, Hank began a rush of glad-handing, jocular remembrances of St. Joseph’s, memories about which priests were still teaching, talk of cafeteria food, of theatricals with all-male casts; the punishments dispensed by the principal—a man of uncommon strength; a few mutual friends. This perfunctory exchange of reminiscences lasted five minutes, during which she stood like a convicted felon awaiting sentence. The two men eventually ran out of high school remembrances, agreeing quickly once they got to it that Eve would get professional help.

“I’ve something in mind already,” Hank told Bill. “A place for Eve, that is. I’ve heard good things about it. We talked to the administrator there today.”

Eve wondered who “we” was.

“It’s a sickness,” Bill said, nodding his approval. “I think of it as girl trouble. We see it every day—women with too much time on their hands.”

Looking at her abdomen for signs of a possible remedy to this, he pumped himself up, this stellar representative of the great Wanamaker’s Department Store, and looking obliquely at Eve, shook his head. “Men—when they steal things—it’s tools or something they need. Girls—well, they take the pretty stuff—the trifles.” He looked at Eve. “Can’t help herself, you know, Hank. And she’ll keep doing it until she gets some counseling or goes to jail.”

Eve held back the urge to slap him. She could imagine the satisfaction of feeling her hand on his cheek, seeing a blush of crimson replace his dark arrogance. Did he think she was deaf or mentally deficient, speaking to Hank as if she wasn’t in the room? Probably some boys’ school behavior he’d learned at his costly Catholic high school, where girls were looked on as suitable for child bearers, dance partners, hostesses, and not much more. For that matter, why had no one spoken to her for the hours she’d sat in the dark office? Why must her husband be brought here to tend to it? Why must he speak for her, take care of her?

Who was “we?”

If it’d made sense when she was fifteen, it didn’t now. There was a woman in the Senate, for God’s sake. It was the 1960s. Her gynecologist was female.

“Won’t do you any good to smack her around either,” Bill added suddenly, snapping her out of her stupor. “It’s a compulsion she’s got.” A bead of sweat suddenly moustached his lip. Hadn’t he said this only minutes before? “You’ll have to ask the men in white coats what to call it.”

The heat in that office rose as he calculated his power over them. He must live for exchanges like this

Hank must’ve seen the dangerous look in her eyes then, because he began edging her toward the door. “Well, thanks for giving—us—another chance. There won’t be another incident, I can assure you. She’ll stay away from Wanamaker’s in the future. Right, Eve?”

Even now, her husband didn’t look at her. No one looked at her. She nodded anyway.

“Forget about it,” the man said, finally released from the need to dominate the room. “I know you’ll take care of the little lady. Make sure she gets the kind of help she needs.” He looked at Eve directly for the first time. “Our upbringing, you know. The Church made us responsible—men who take care of our women.”

This responsible man with good upbringing and fine schools, who was basically a department store cop once you stripped away the business suit and the big office.

“I’ve expunged the record, Hank. It never happened.”

She still felt something coming off of Bill as he was about to release them—send them off into the world chastened for his minutes with them, for his graciousness and astute observations. If he hadn’t found out that Hank Moran was her husband—hadn’t recognized the name—would he have come alone to visit that dank office and done something to her?

Like her father, ten years earlier, her husband never said a word on the ride home. It was a Buick LeSabre rather than a bus, but that was the only difference. The silence was the same: scorching and horrible. There were always grim-faced men in charge of her, she thought again. Men who guided her around by the elbow, steering her like an unwieldy ship into port. Men who were ashamed of what she’d done—at their association with her. She’d have to turn it around somehow. That’s what she thought as they began the drive home—to the house she’d filled with baubles and merchandise—some stolen, some charged to her husband’s accounts.

“You didn’t mean what you said—that thing about an institution?” she asked him suddenly.

“I did indeed. But it’s more like a country club,” he said, reaching into the glove box and throwing her a pamphlet. “Dad played golf there in the forties, in fact.”

Hot air funneled up her throat, forcing her mouth open. She looked at the slick colored pictures blindly. This was a real place then—Hank hadn’t said it just to put the fellow off.

“I’ll stop doing it. I’ll never…” What could she promise him? What words would derail this idea?

He nodded. “That’s true—you won’t. After you get some help. A ninety-day observation period.” He poked a finger at an early paragraph on the brochure. “That’s the mandatory period.”

“You’re, you’re—what do you call it? What you’re doing to me?”

“Committing you? Yes. Mother and Dad and I talked it over.…”

Her mouth fell open. “It just happened, Hank. We just walked out of that store.”

Hank tipped his head to the side and frowned. “It’s not like your little stunt today was the first time, Eve. Or even the tenth. It’s not like our house isn’t filled with the things you have to have, things you never unwrap half the time.” He pounded the wheel. “Actually Dad suggested sending you to Norristown State Hospital the last time—remember when you took that gold pen from the stationer’s?”

Had she? Had she pinched a pen? She honestly didn’t remember it. “Norristown. That’s a snake pit. You wouldn’t send me there?”

Stories about Norristown had been part of her childhood. Any kid who acted up was threatened with it. It was practically a chant to skip rope to on the sidewalk.

Cinderella
Dressed in brown
Got carted off to Norristown
How many shrinks

Did it take? 1-2-3.…

“That’s why you’re going to Oak Terrace.” He patted her hand soothingly. He’d calmed down considerably. “Look, that guy made some good points. He said you needed help. I’ve been wrong to think it was something either of us could fix.”

“We can talk it over, Hank. I can see somebody, but at their office.”

He shook his head. “You need intensive therapy. They’ll be waiting for you when we get home, Eve. I made the call before I left my office, although I’ve talked to them several times. Mother’s come over to pack an overnight bag. I can bring other things later. This is going to make things better. Give it a chance.”

She’d jump out of the car at the next light. Except there were no lights, just miles of country road, an endless avenue ending with men waiting for her—more men in that endless line. Did she have a choice? Could she support herself? Make her way in the world? If she didn’t go along with it, she’d be returned to Herman Hobart. She’d have no choice but to go back to that tiny row house, to the room with an ironing board next to her bed.

“Why can’t you take me there then? Why these men?”

He swallowed loud enough for her to hear it. “They have their own procedures, Eve. They were very clear about it on the phone.”

They, they, they. They were in control. His voice was shaky for the first time. “Just go along with it. Give it a chance.” He kept saying that—like she had any choice.

The two men were waiting in the driveway, looking eerily like the guards at Wanamaker’s. Her mother-in-law stood at the door, suitcase in hand, trying to squelch the smile slithering up her face. Eve wondered if they’d chase her if she tried to run.

There was nowhere to go though. She would’ve just had lunch downtown and come home if she knew. Been content with window-shopping. She straightened up in her seat and looked at the smiling men head-on.

Eve’s room at Oak Terrace, which wasn’t as bad as she’d feared, had one of the new princess phones on the bedside table. One of the ones with a light for dead-of-night calls. Shaking her head at what Hank’s mother had packed for her, she opened her handbag, so recently the object of endless commotion. Luckily her address book listed phone numbers for all of her favorite stores.

“I’ll be needing a new peignoir,” she was telling Adele at Ballinger’s Lingerie within minutes. “Perhaps two,” she said, looking around the room. “Ecru and wine, I think. Oh, and slippers. Size 7. Oh, of course, you know that. What was I thinking? Can you deliver them today? I have nothing suitable at all. I have a temporary address for the delivery man.”

She slammed the suitcase shut with her foot and shoved it into the closet, which was too small by half. “Yes, and perhaps a bed jacket, Adele.
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The Wentworth Letter

by Jeff Soloway

The new student in the Jane Austen seminar walloped himself into the chair next to the professor. He was overweight, balding, and haphazardly shaved, and he appeared to have only one eye, or one that worked; the other was hidden behind a single darkened eyeglass lens. The tittering of the young women (there were never any young men in the Austen seminar) was like a wind through dry grass. Cheryl, the only human among the leopardesses, got up and took the seat beside him. She smiled warmly at him. He smiled hotly at her.

“This is Alex,” announced Professor Cowen. Fooled by the name, he had expected his new continuing-ed student to be a female book-club regular hoping to ditch cookies and gossip for more sophisticated literary chitchat. Instead he got a guy whose breaths sounded like an idling Harley. “He’s an auditor from our local community.” In compensation for this misfortune, the university waived its fees.

“We’re reading Persuasion,” said Stella, leaning her sleek body over the table toward him. “Do you know it?” She put on her most obviously fake smile, the one designed to strike fear in the hearts of her victims and bloodlust in the hearts of her allies.

“I don’t need Persuasion,” Alex replied, lifting an undulating monobrow. “I’m already persuaded.” He added a seal-the-deal leer that might have nailed down a discount from an East Boston hooker, but was useless before a carelessly beautiful heiress to a carried-interest fortune. There were at least three in the seminar.

“You should shave your pubic hair,” Stella advised. “It’s running all over the back of your neck.” The tittering rose to gale force.

“Don’t listen to her,” said Cheryl, who was impressively outspoken for someone who paid nowhere near full tuition. “She hasn’t read the book. Or any book. Do you like Jane Austen?”

“Honestly? It’s pussy lit. No offense intended,” he added, encompassing all the girls in a one-eyed searchlight sweep.

“You can’t say that,” said Professor Cowen.

“I mean girly lit. Nothing happens.”

Cheryl generously ignored the insult. “It’s not the plot, but the way she describes—”

“Describes what? No sex, no action, no guts. You know how I lost my eye?”

“Someone shot you in the face?” Stella asked sympathetically.

“I wish,” said Alex. “Listen—”

“Setting aside,” said the professor, before the man could continue, “the despicable misogynist slur which must never be repeated, our newest student has a point. I also hate Jane Austen. Does that surprise you? I have hated her since fifth grade, when my mother—the president of the Boston Austen Society, no less—forced me to read her. Her protagonists are quick-witted snobs who want only to marry a sufficiently wealthy gentleman. In the end they do. Nothing else happens. So why do we read her?”

The women could tell he was on a pedagogical roll and had the grace not to interrupt. (At least half had crushes.) Neither did Alex, though his breaths groaned louder.

“The scholars say we read her for her precise irony and perfect prose style, which we will continue to unpack in this class. But you read her—don’t you?—because you love to experience the triumph of heroines like Elizabeth Bennet and Emma Woodhouse. They’re like you, as you think you truly are. I understand that. But here’s the news: this isn’t literature. Literature is, as they say, an adventure in search of a hidden truth. It is the passionate expression of emotions and ideas that demand action. Read Tolstoy and Hemingway, Shakespeare and Melville. They knew life isn’t about marrying for money. I think our newest student knows that too. Am I right?”

The professor looked at Alex. Maybe the guy would say something intelligent. Or maybe he’d just agree. It didn’t matter. The others would get the point. They were quite intelligent—especially Cheryl. She was a transfer student, a few years older than her classmates, and she knew how to expand her mind to accommodate a challenge, not just draw it close to protect her preconceptions.

“What I understand,” Alex said, “is that pussy books are for pussies.”

The professor pointed to the door. “You don’t belong in this class.”

“Yeah I do. I got a letter.”

“Not from me you didn’t.”

“No. I have a letter. A letter written by her.”

“Who?”

“Jane Austen. Maybe you want to see it. Got to be worth millions.”

“Billions,” said Stella.

“Get out,” said the professor.

2.

The professor lived with his mother only because he had a wing of the house to himself. He wasn’t proud of being born wealthy, but he was proud of the job he’d landed and felt that eight years of grad school were enough debasement for anyone. He refused to live in Somerville.

He set aside the latest political screed from Studies in Nineteenth-Century Literature and looked across the bed at his most promising student. An open paperback of Pride and Prejudice lay upon Cheryl’s naked middle like an oak leaf in an old painting. Next week’s reading.

“What did that pirate give you?” he asked.

“What pirate?”

“The one in class. I saw him give you something on the way out.”

“It was a museum brochure. Something about a Jane Austen exhibit.”

“Angling for a date. That explains it. The one thing pussy literature is good for is meeting girls.”

“You’re as sexist as he is. Why do you teach Jane Austen if you hate her so much?”

“You don’t have to be sexist to hate girly books.” He tried to take her hand, but she swatted his fingers away. It suddenly seemed crucial to persuade her that she too was on the side of the lustful, the vigorous, the great writers. “The female writers I love are the ‘problem women’ of their time, too passionate for polite society, like the Brontës, Flannery O’Connor, Patricia Highsmith, Toni Morrison. They never confuse wit for intellectual courage. Their characters scheme, cry out in fury, and sometimes even think about sex. You’re more like them than Elizabeth Bennet. So was Jane Austen, if she was honest.”

“So why do you teach her?”

“Because the class is popular, I’m a first-year prof, and I value my job.”

“If you value your job, what am I doing here?”

“What else could we do? You don’t choose love; it takes you.”

She leaned across the bed but instead of delivering the deserved kiss to his cheek, she whispered, “Is that your mom?”

He heard clomping down the hallway. They tumbled off the bed and scrambled for clothes. His mother’s seagull voice careened into the room. “Charles!” The door began to open. He was tenure-track at one of the city’s top five (or so) universities, but neither his wing nor his bedroom had a lock.

His mother stared at him and Cheryl. He had at least managed to pull on jeans and a t-shirt. He tried to toe his boxers under the bed.

“So the rumors are true,” she said. “Here’s your mail.” She tossed a few envelopes on the dresser. Charles snatched up one from his department chair and stuffed it in his pocket.

“We’re discussing Pride and Prejudice,” he said. “She’s in my seminar.”

His mother looked at Cheryl, then at the cotton dress she’d just whipped on, then at the tag sticking out the back. “I’m sure a disadvantaged girl like yourself finds much encouragement in that book.” She had turned to direct her words to the room’s centerpiece painting , which she always swore was a Poussin, though its dodgy provenance meant she couldn’t display it in a more public place. His mother was well known for her accommodating tastes in art dealers. “I suppose your father is something virtuous, like a policeman or a tennis instructor?”

“You’d have to ask him,” said Cheryl. “First you’d have to find him. My mother’s a bank teller.”

“And you’re an English major. I’m sure she hopes you go to law school.”

“All she wants for me is a job where I don’t have to make change.”

“Consider taking credit cards, dear. Charles, when you’re done disgracing your profession, please make an appearance downstairs, where the Boston Austen will assemble at eight this evening. I promised them the benefits of your wisdom on Fanny Price and her disgusting family. Good-bye.”

“The Boston Austen Society!” Cheryl’s hastily assembled expression of awe was dynamic enough to impress, if not fool, Charles’s mother, who always accepted flattery. “Mrs. Cowen, maybe you can help me. If somebody found a letter written by Jane Austen, how much would it be worth?”

Mrs. Cowen could never resist being taken seriously on her favorite subject. “Nothing. A few thousand at best. Our Jane wrote countless letters, and hundreds survive. Unless, of course, it were something like the Wentworth letter she wrote to her sister Cassandra. Why do you ask? Rounding out your collection of Georgian correspondence?”

Charles was used to suppressing rage at his mother’s snobbishness, but Cheryl’s willingness to be mocked was almost as infuriating. Her imperviousness to embarrassment was one of the traits he least loved and most admired in her. He thought of the letter in his pocket.

“Is this Wentworth letter important?” Cheryl asked.

“I think so. You might disagree; you might be an idiot,” his mother answered. “It contains, to my mind, the most passionate expression of love in English literature. In the letter, Jane tells her sister that a mysterious Mr. C. wrote to her—I quote from memory—‘You pierce my soul. I am half agony, half hope. Tell me not that I am too late, that such precious feelings are gone for ever.’”

“But I just read that in Persuasion!”

“Exactly,” said Charles. “To portray genuine passion, Austen plagiarized her boyfriend.”

“Incorporated his words,” his mother corrected, “in her typically magnificent manner. Yes, these lines become Captain Wentworth’s famous declaration of love in Persuasion. How appropriate to abandon her own style for that of her paramour! If only this Mr. C. hadn’t lost his courage, Jane might have lived.” Mrs. Cowen sighed grandly. “The letter’s discovery three years ago upended Austen studies and inspired the first emergency meeting in the history of the Boston Austen. I would have called another in July, when it was stolen, but for that taxing scandal at the Fornicultural Society, as we call it.”

“The letter was stolen?” Cheryl edged closer to Mrs. Cowen, her tag wagging behind her. Charles was ashamed by his urge to tuck it out of sight, as he had tucked away the poisonous letter from his department chair.

“Stolen along with a Gutenberg Bible and the manuscript of A Christmas Carol. They never caught the thief. The loss is incalculable. I personally would give up everything in this house for the letter: every painting, vase, or underachieving son, just to hold it to my heart for a quiet moment. I’d give quite a bit more to show it off to my friends.” She promenaded out the door, calling, “Come down in 15 minutes, Charles. Without concubine.”

Charles began rummaging in his closet for the tweed jacket he kept solely to impress elderly women with intellectual pretentions. “I’m afraid you’ll have to be leaving,” he said to Cheryl, because for some reason, she wasn’t.

“The brochure,” she said. “The one pirate Alex gave me. It was from the Morgan Library. That guy has the letter. That’s why he came to your class. He wanted to find what it was worth and who he could sell it to.”

“Our friend doesn’t strike me as that crafty. Anyway, if he has the letter he can keep it.”

“What if we tried to get it back?”

“Why would we do that?”

“People like me don’t have time for adventures in search of a hidden truth. Even now I’m thinking about getting to my job at the dining hall. When I have a free moment, I’m just like Jane Austen’s characters—fretting about money and trying not to obsess about sex. Maybe you’re not like that, but I am. I tell myself I’ve never had enough leisure, or money, or genius to devote myself to one of those ideas that demand action. Instead, all I seem to do is worry about being with the man I love. But now here’s my chance to do something—well, not something brilliant, but at least daring. I don’t care what you say: Jane Austen was important, and saving her letter is worth taking a risk.”

Charles wanted to leap up and rescue her from some ravening danger. And then he had an idea of his own. “You’re absolutely right. But I only have his name. It’s probably fake. We’ll have to see if he shows up for the next class.”

“Maybe not.” Cheryl held up a brochure for the Morgan Library. Attached was a post-it note with phone number and the cheery command: “Call me, Gorgeus!”

3.

The next day, after two guarded phone calls to Somerville and one highly illuminating mother-son conference, Charles ushered Alex into the foyer. He wore a Red Sox hat and a Dustin Pedroia shirt and probably Red Sox underwear. He immediately produced the document, which he held between his palms, safe from his considerable fingertip grease. “Don’t touch.” He swept his hands apart and let it drift to the table. Charles was wearing gloves, but he still didn’t touch.

Only a specialist could have deciphered the cramped writing, but the paper looked authentic.

As he sat back, Alex ogled the surrounding paintings.

“My mother doesn’t really want to, ah, be introduced,” Charles said. “She’s in the next room. I’ll just show it to her.”

Alex pulled out a revolver. “No you won’t.”

Charles steeled himself not to glance back at Cheryl. His gloved hands had instinctively drifted up in the air and now hung there like bats. “You don’t need that here. I just want to show my mother the letter. She’s the one with the money. You can watch us if you want. I’ll leave the door open a crack.”

The gun muzzle, to the professor’s great relief, slid off Charles’s body. But when it stopped, it was aimed at Cheryl.

“You’ll leave the door open a lot. And you’ll leave the lady here.”

Cheryl shook her head. “I can’t.” Charles could barely hear her.

“We need a moment.”

Alex glowered but nodded with both head and gun.

Charles stood carefully, his knees creaking with the unnaturally slow movement, and drew Cheryl out of her chair and to the far corner of the room, making sure her back was to Alex.

“You can’t leave me with him,” Cheryl whispered. “I don’t want the letter that much. I don’t want anything that much.” She tried to smile. “I guess I’m a Jane Austen girl after all.”

“We’re not after the letter. We’re after the money. Cheryl, they found out about us. The dean wants to see me Thursday. He’s going to fire me.”

“I’ll testify, I’ll lie for you, I don’t care.”

“I won’t do that to you.” He knew it wouldn’t help. They wouldn’t send a letter unless they had hard evidence. Someone was standing up against him, either one of the jealous young girls or one of the jealous old professors. “I’ll quit first. But I need money. We need money. Our cut would be enough for me to chuck off my job and my mother and everything else but you. I’ll take all the risks. You just have to sit here.”

“With him.”

“I’m sorry. It’s not enough anymore just to be passionate and brilliant. It’s not enough to be Jane Austen. You have to take action.”

“Time’s up,” called Alex.

Cheryl slouched back to her chair. From behind, Charles watched her shoulders quiver for a moment, then settle. Or freeze. “Go.”

In the drawing room, his mother seized the letter.

“It’s Jane’s writing.” She had her iPad open to the Morgan Library website. “That’s an image from the exhibition catalog. Expand the view. The script matches perfectly. Oh!”

“What?”

“It’s so beautiful.”

“So do you want it?”

“Of course I do. Try for one hundred thousand, offer six hundred, settle for a million. Not a penny more. The ladies will be so jealous! I can only trust a few, but then, they’re the most important.”

One million dollars. And he planned to get most of it. Everything I’ve ever done, Charles thought, my grades, my essay prize, my PhD., landing the best job of anyone in my program: all bullshit. Now I can admit it. The thing about action, he now understood, is you only have to take it once—as long as you make it stick. “Good. When can you get the money?”

“As soon as Professor Timothy confirms its authenticity.”

“What?”

“He’s one of our favorite archival experts, a great respecter of confidentiality, and thankfully, not an Austenian. He’ll have no idea what he’s looking at, but he can date the paper and the ink as well as anyone. The Fogg uses him. My friends have also relied on him for less regular requests.”

“Mom, we don’t have time.”

“Don’t be a sucker, Charles.” Her eyes shifted and narrowed. Charles turned.

Cheryl, hunched and pale, was entering the room, smiling unnaturally. A gnarled claw lay upon her shoulder. Alex’s head loomed above.

“Unhand the slut,” said Mrs. Cowen, pivoting to speak to the painting of her grandfather, who, according to family legend, should often have taken the same advice. “Or better, take her with you when you go. I don’t know you and don’t wish to.”

“She’ll buy it,” said Charles.

“One million,” said Alex. He had obviously heard them.

“One million,” Charles agreed. “We just need to have it tested. Don’t worry. We know a guy.” Mrs. Cowen snorted at him. “He’ll just date the ink and paper; he won’t read the thing. He’s very discreet.”

Alex grimaced and Cheryl gasped. “Let her go,” Charles said, loudly but too late for his own piece of mind. Cheryl was risking and suffering far more than he was.

“No deal,” said Alex.

Mrs. Cowen deigned to look at him for the first time. She seemed to approve of what she found. “I can hardly write a check for—”

“I don’t take checks.”

“American Express?” Mrs. Cowen giggled. “No, it’ll be cash, of course. I’m not as innocent as I look. But I won’t be taken. Do you know my friend Estelle Hockhauser? Do any of your colleagues deal in African bronzes? I’m babbling. You’ll have the cash, but we need time for expert verification. I’m sure you understand. Perhaps you’ve heard of Professor Nelson Timothy?”

It seemed unlikely, but perhaps Alex had. “I’ll give you 24 hours.”

“He’s never that quick,” said Mrs. Cowen.

“Then no deal.”

“Wait.” Cheryl stepped forward, away from the man and the gun at her back. “I’ll ask Professor Timothy. He flirts with his students. Everyone knows it. He’ll do it quickly for me.”

Alex let the gun droop. “You ask him,” he said. “But talk to any cops and we come for you. I know where you live. I know where you’re from.” He named an address in Ohio. “So do my friends. So don’t try anything smart.”

“We promise,” Charles said.

4.

Nelson Timothy, Stoughton Library Professor and Curator of Manuscripts, clumsily swapped reading for regular glasses to identify the intruders in his office. He grinned at Charles and then gawked at Cheryl. He wasn’t flirting. He knew. Everyone knew. Charles could only pretend not to notice. Alex was waiting outside.

“This crackerjack student of mine,” Charles said, pumping each word full of purely avuncular fondness, “with some help from my mother, has uncovered a fascinating letter in a local archive. It supposedly came from Somerset in England. We think it dates from around 1805. Would you mind examining the paper and ink to test our guess? My mother, by the way, is considering engaging you for another round of lectures for the Society. She always speaks highly of your acumen and, of course, discretion.”

“You know I’d do anything for you and your dear mother, Charles.” His glasses almost skidded off his nose as he accepted the manila envelope.

“We need the results by tomorrow afternoon at two. You can just drop them off at my office.”

“Tomorrow. Impossible!” He grinned gratefully, as if Charles had intentionally provided a way out.

“Professor Timothy.” Cheryl loomed closer, her tanned and delicate hand not alighting on his arm but hovering just within its aura. “I have to submit results tomorrow for publication. This could save my scholarship.” The brown butterfly floated up to her cheek in unconscious desperation.

Whether it was Cheryl’s poetic wretchedness or Charles’s implied bribery that convinced him, Timothy agreed.

“Was that intellectual courage?” Cheryl murmured as they left.

“Elizabeth Bennet couldn’t have done it.”

“She wouldn’t have trafficked in stolen goods either. I’m glad we’re saving the letter from that gangster, but I hope our cut is a big one.”

“Bigger than you think.”

Alex lifted his dripping face from the drinking fountain in the hallway and escorted them to their car.

5.

The only clock in Charles’s office was on his computer. A few pixels blinked, and another minute was gone. Cheryl dandled her backpack on her knees like a baby. Alex steadied her with a twitch of his gun.

A knock on the door. “It’s Nelson!”

Cheryl sprang to the door. Alex pocketed the gun and rocked to his feet.

“My dear—” Timothy began.

“Thank you so much! This is the report?” Cheryl snatched an envelope from him.

Alex got in his face. “We’re real busy. Prof gave me a bullshit grade.”

“Oh! Dear.” Timothy stepped back in confusion. “I’ll just—”

“He’ll call you.” Alex shut and locked the door behind him.

Charles stood and started to reach for the envelope. Suddenly, the world spun and before he could even gasp, his face was mashed against his wall calendar, his right arm pinned up against his back, and Alex’s breath in his ear. It was all done with frighteningly little pain.

“You don’t move unless I say.” Alex pulled upward on his arm. Now that was pain. “Sit down.”

Charles turned and slid back into his chair with as little movement as possible. Cheryl, pale, was once again clutching her backpack for comfort.

“Open the envelope.”

Cheryl did. She pulled out a simple printed page.

“Lay it on the desk.”

They all read it together:

Dear Charles and Student, 

The watermarks on the manuscript’s paper indicate an origin in the west of England (perhaps Somerset) between 1805 and 1815, certainly no earlier than 1800. Visual analysis of the ink suggests a date in the late eighteenth or early nineteenth century and a composition of tannin, iron sulfate, gum arabic, and water. When first applied to paper, this type of ink appears pale-gray; as it is exposed to air, it darkens to a rich blue-black tone, as here. Your hypothesis of an 1805 date appears to be reasonable.

“So we’ve got the date and place,” said Charles. “My mom already verified the content and the handwriting. That’ll do for her.”

“Then where’s my money?”

“It’s ready now.” Charles glanced at Cheryl. He wished he could have told her what was coming.

6.

On the way home, Charles drove alone in the front, flicking glances at the mismatched couple in the back like a prurient chauffeur. To do all this for money seemed absurd, but to do it for Cheryl seemed reasonable. As a teaching assistant, he used to laugh at the besotted girls in class, but why did he belittle their obsessions, even their lusts? They were just aspects of human love, the only goal worth scheming for. Yes, if only Jane Austen had married her mysterious lover, as his mother had wished! Physical love might have inspired her as risk was inspiring him. What novels would she have written afterwards? What books would he go on to write?

He had stashed two suitcases in the back of the walk-in coat closet. His mother, of course, was in a distant room for the sake of plausible deniability. Charles pulled one suitcase out. “Here’s your money. Where’s the letter?”

Alex placed it in on the table, still within his reach, and opened the case. “That’s not a million.” He grabbed a fist full of the back of Cheryl’s shirt.

“No. It’s $10,000. That’s what the letter’s worth.”

Cheryl gasped. “Charles?”

He had to ignore her. “My mother was ready to pay a million for the real thing. This, however, is a fake. It’s a very good fake, so it’s worth something as a curiosity. It may even fool her friends. Ten thousand is what we’ll pay.”

“You lying prick.” Alex shoved Cheryl forward, her body billowing like a sail. She collapsed over a side table and grabbed on to a china lamp like a saving piece of flotsam. Alex pulled out his gun. But he was holding it, not aiming it.

Charles felt like he was floating above the hardwood, watching himself perform his role perfectly. He had practiced before a mirror. “We know the letter—the real letter—contains lines Austen borrowed for Persuasion, so the letter has to predate the novel. But Persuasion was published in 1798, and the paper and ink from this document, according to Professor Timothy, date from after 1800. That means the letter came after the novel. But that doesn’t make sense. It must be a fake. Somebody took some genuine old ink and old paper and forged a Jane Austen letter. It’s not your fault. The science has improved immensely in recent years. Maybe the Morgan had a fake. Maybe the guys who sold it to you faked it themselves. I don’t care. But I’m not paying full price.”

Cheryl studied Alex’s face. Charles tried to catch her eye.

“$10,000 is better than nothing,” Charles said.

“I’ll take the letter and sell it to someone else.”

“You won’t do any better. Any decent Austen scholar will figure this out immediately.”

Alex picked up the letter. This was not in Charles’s plan.

“I told you,” said Charles. “It won’t do you any good. It’s a fake. The publication date—”

Alex laughed. “You thought you could rip me off.”

As he raised the gun, Charles stood frozen in astonishment—how unlucky that his adversary was so stupid, so ignorant, so unimaginative, that he couldn’t even be properly fooled. Charles supposed he should be leaping for the man’s throat, hoping to get winged and not killed and to fight back with remaining limbs. But he was overwhelmed by the unfairness of the situation.

Cheryl lunged forward and brought the china lamp down on Alex’s wrist. The gun clattered to the floor, following by the hunk of porcelain. Charles, liberated, sprang for the gun, while Alex whirled in confusion.

Charles lifted the gun and aimed at Alex’s sloping belly until he quieted. “The offer still stands. Take the $10,000 for the letter. I’m not ripping anyone off.”

“Do it,” advised Cheryl, and offered him the suitcase. “You heard him. It’s not real anyway. Any buyer is going to check the same way we did.”

Alex glanced at Cheryl, then at Charles, then at the gun. He took the briefcase. Charles waited for a hard-bitten declaration of vengeance, but instead Alex slunk silently through the front door. Charles locked the door behind him and unloaded the gun over the side table.

Cheryl watched a bullet roll circles on the mahogany. “When was Persuasion published?”

“Weren’t you listening in class? 1817.”

“I thought so. You were lying. The letter is real?”

“We know the content of the letter matches the one stolen from the Morgan. And Timothy’s analysis confirms that the paper and ink came from Austen’s home county and date from what we know—even if Alex doesn’t—is the right time period, during her life but before she published Persuasion. Timothy’s lab doesn’t make mistakes. This is the stolen letter.”

“So what about your mother’s million? Do we still get our cut?”

“We keep the whole thing. My mother’s getting what she paid for. We’re getting a bonus for our boldness and ingenuity. The only one who’s ripped off is Alex. If he knew more about Jane Austen he wouldn’t have screwed himself.” He pulled out of the closet the other, hidden suitcase and showed Cheryl what $990,000 looked like.

“Won’t he find out the truth?”

“I don’t care. I’m quitting as of now. Where do you want to go first?” He hammered down his grin. “You know, you earned half the money. More than half. You can take it. You don’t have to come with me.”

“You know I will. What would have happened if I hadn’t knocked away his gun?”

“He would have gotten the letter and the $10,000. He might have gotten me, too. My little trick didn’t work as well as I thought it would. I guess I was too smart for my own good. You saved me. I’m the one who keeps going on about the glory of action, but I was helpless when you needed me. All I can hope is that it doesn’t matter to you.”

“It doesn’t. Hemingway and Tolstoy can go to hell. We’re not horse cavalry or bullfighters. After this I plan to spend the rest of my life in a Jane Austen novel.”

“I hope not. You’d be wasted there. I think we’ve got a much weirder future, and I’m looking forward to it. But we can start by uniting our fortunes in marriage, if you want.” He shut the suitcase.

“Of course that’s what I want. Why do you think I did all of this? Is that your mom?”

“You’d better leave.”

Charles opened the closet door and fought his way though winter coats of yesterday to hide the gun. When he returned, Cheryl was already gone. So was the suitcase. Good, he thought. She’ll keep the money safer than I can.

His mother burst into the room. “Nelson Timothy just called to express regret for my disappointment," she announced. “I want my money back. Now!”

7.

“That was complicated,” said Alex, whose real name was William and whose eyes both worked fine. “I thought we’d just make the sale and leave. Guy rips off his own mother! You think he’ll figure out you passed him a fake report? I was afraid he’d turn around and see you when I had him shoved up against the wall.” He handed her a cigarette lighter.

Cheryl, whose name was also quite different, pulled out Professor Timothy’s real report, the one that she had switched for a fake while Charles was getting arm-barred in his office. She read from it: “The paper and ink of this supposedly 200-year-old letter are clearly modern. The forgery is clever but amateurish.” She lit Timothy’s report on fire and dropped it in the ice bucket. “The expert called our Austen letter amateurish.”

“I thought it was okay.”

“The truth will come out next time Timothy talks to them. Then Charles will realize the report we read in his office was actually written by someone else. Me.” She unzipped her own suitcase—not the one with the million dollars, which was under the bed—and began hunting through it.

“Will they look for us?”

“Not here. And not where we’re going.”

“Poor guy.”

“Poor guy! He slept with his undergrad student. Or so he thought.” She found her book.

“I hate that,” he said. “I still hate that.”

“He’ll suffer enough for it. His career is over. My letter last week told the dean everything.” She kissed Alex, first on the check and then on his swollen wrist. “Besides, you’re the one I’m going to marry—now that we have money.”

“You sure? He’s smarter than I’ll ever be.”

“Smarter than me, too.”

“You don’t believe that.”

“I guess not. For a lit professor, he had no taste in books.”

She sat back and got started on Emma.
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The Barnacle

by Hilary Davidson

Jess was washing bloodstains out of her husband’s shirt when the police came knocking at her door. She cleaned her hands at the pitted porcelain sink while they beat an aggressive tattoo. Not again, she thought, avoiding her own eyes in the scratched cabinet mirror. Twenty-seven and pregnant by a man who couldn’t hold down a straight job, that was the truth of her life.

“Bobby Torres?” called out one of the cops. Jess went to the door and unlocked it.

“Good afternoon, officers. Can I help you?” In her words she heard the echo of her grandmother’s voice, the lady-of-the-manor routine that was dusted off whenever the Belfast police came looking for Jess’s father.

“Jessamine Murphy? Detective Hayden. My partner, Detective Roop. Can we come in?” the taller one asked. His craggy face was stretched funhouse-long. The squat man beside him could have escaped from the same circus, with a square head atop a round torso. His rubbery lips twisted from a sneer to a leer as he noticed Jess’s cleavage. She pulled her silky robe closed.

“This isn’t a good time,” she said, her voice hinting at an Irish accent. Her roots always showed when she got nervous. “Bobby isn’t here.”

“When did you last see him?”

Jess paused before answering. It was never a good idea to give the police a straight answer; who knew how that might screw up an alibi later?

“Just a little while ago,” Jess said. “But why would you be asking that?”

“What does ‘a little while’ mean?” the cop prodded.

“Really, officer, I think it’s time you explained what you’re doing at my door.”

Roop chimed in. “Bobby Torres’s car was found early this morning under the Williamsburg Bridge and the FDR. Someone set it on fire.”

“Someone … what?” Jess was stunned and she didn’t try to hide it.

“It’s worse than that. There was a body inside.” Hayden paused for that to register. “Male. Shot in the head.”

Jess’s mouth fell open. Please, God, don’t let it be Bobby, she prayed. “Do you know who…?”

“He’s missing his face as well as his fingers and teeth, so we’re having trouble ID’ing him.” Hayden’s voice was taut.

Jess’s knees went wobbly at that. “What a terrible thing,” she said. With her accent, it came out Whut uh terrbel ting.

“You can see why we need to know when you last saw your boyfriend. If it was this morning, we can rule out the possibility that the body is his.”

“Husband,” Jess corrected him.

Hayden’s beady eyes blinked. “When did you last see him?”

I’m not sure,” she hedged. “Bobby came home last night, but he was gone before I woke this morning.”

“We’d like to come in, wait for your common-law husband,” Roop said, larding the last few words with sarcasm. “Given Bobby Torres’s history, I doubt that he was the man we found. More like the guy who’d chop off the fingers and…”

“That’s enough,” Hayden interrupted his partner, but the damage was done. Roop’s implication couldn’t be more clear. Bobby had once been arrested for murder, but the case had never made it to court.

“You’re welcome to wait in the hallway,” Jess answered. She shut the door and turned all three locks before running back to the bathroom and throwing up. Bobby Torres’s car was found early this morning.… But Bobby had been in the apartment early that morning. Jess had been sleeping heavily with the pregnancy, but she was certain he’d tiptoed around the place and locked the door behind him a little before six a.m. But what did early mean to the cops? She cursed herself for not asking. Six? Seven? An hour could make all the difference in the world.

Pulling herself together, Jess brushed her teeth and splashed water on her face. It’s not Bobby, she repeated to herself, and she decided that she was going to believe that. She picked up the shirt and noted that the border of the bloodstain was still visible. Damn it, blood was hard to get out. She went to the window that overlooked First Avenue. Four stories down was a parked police car with two uniformed cops standing on the pavement. They were talking with the taller detective. There was no doubt they believed Bobby had killed that man. The police believed he was alive, too. That was bad, yet reassuring at the same time to Jess.

Jess went back into the bathroom, untied her belt and hung the robe up on the back of the door. She was wearing a lacy black bra and panties and she pulled the shirt over her. It fit in the arms but billowed around her narrow waist. She was three months along and her body had yet to make visible accommodations for the baby, though her breasts were already swelling. At this point, she could land a stripper job at Scores, she thought. She wrapped the damp shirt around her shivering body. In the main room she sat on the unmade bed to pull on a pair of black tights before stepping into Bobby’s trousers. He was five-ten, a couple of inches taller than Jess, and from a fashion perspective it was horrible. But from a get-the-evidence-out-of-the-apartment perspective, it wasn’t bad at all. She sat down to put on her wedge-heeled black boots, then pulled a black wrap dress over the ensemble and tied it at the waist. The dress-over-trousers look was something she’d seen on a makeover show on television, and maybe it worked for stick figures. On Jess’s hourglass shape, it looked ridiculous. A bag of rags, her grandmother would have scolded. Still, under her winter coat, no one would be able to tell the difference.

The hardest thing to get rid of would be the gun. She was certain she’d find one. The handguns Bobby kept in cereal boxes and the hamper were gone, as was the sheaf of old photos he hoarded in his dresser drawer. That was a little odd, she thought, wondering what else was missing. When she opened up the toilet tank, she found a revolver taped under the cover. She pushed away an image of a charred, mutilated husk of a man in Bobby’s car as she got her dishwashing gloves from the kitchen sink and a clear plastic bag from the cupboard and went back to the gun. She freed it from the tape and slid it into the bag. The she grabbed her handbag, dumped it on the bed, and lifted its false bottom. This bag was her companion on shoplifting trips, but Jess hadn’t used it to smuggle anything out of the apartment before. In went the gun and the balled-up wad of grey tape. She didn’t think that the cops would be able to keep her from walking out of the apartment with the bag. Just try to take a woman’s purse away from her, coppers.

She called Bobby’s cell and got his voice mail. “Darling, the police are here at the apartment, they want to talk to you about a shooting, a man who was found in your car. I love you.”

She went through the apartment quickly, intending to collect her small cache of real jewelry, keys to safety deposit boxes, a modest roll of cash, and a collection of ready-to-be-issued counterfeit passports. That was all she had for a life, she thought, a few trinkets to be dropped into a bag; everything else had been left behind years ago. But those things were already gone. Bobby must’ve taken them when he’d gone out; it could only have been him. What was going on? A chill ran through her as she considered the possibility of a debt she hadn’t been told about, or a job that had gone sideways somehow. It wasn’t impossible that the body found in the car was.…

No. She couldn’t let herself think that, not for a second. She had to survive, and the only way to do that was to keep swimming forward, away from the cops and other predators who would try to bring her and Bobby down. From under the sink she grabbed several bottles of extra-strength drain cleanser. She poured one down the kitchen drain, then equal measures down the shower and the cracked sink.

As she pulled on her black wool coat, she had a thought. She got a blue shirt of Bobby’s out of the hamper and put it in a plastic shopping bag. Pleased with herself, she opened the door to the hallway and locked it behind her. She took the stairs down, because the rickety elevator rarely worked, and even when it did Jess was terrified of getting stuck in it. She went out the back way, and there was Detective Roop, waiting for her, the sneaky thick bastard.

“Going somewhere, Miss Murphy?” he sneered.

“Doctor’s appointment.”

“What’s in the bag?”

“Just a shirt for the dry cleaner’s.”

“Let me see,” he said. Jess made a show of reluctance, and then handed it over. He looked inside and cocked his head. “Was this what your husband was wearing last night?”

“No,” said Jess. “It’s been in the laundry bin for ages.”

He looked at her, and she knew he’d swallowed the bait. With every bit of dignity she could muster, she turned and walked down the alleyway, shivering as the chill January wind hit her face.

She circled the Goodwill on East Twenty-Third Street a couple of times to make sure no one was following her. Then, in a curtained cubicle, she discreetly shed Bobby’s shirt and pants onto hangers, which she tucked onto the appropriate racks. The bloodstain on the shirt was so muted now, it could have been a coffee spill. The pants didn’t show a mark at all. No other man would look as fine in those clothes as Bobby did, she was sure. Her husband was thirty-five and strikingly handsome, a wall of muscle sharply defined by long hours in gyms both in and out of prison.

After abandoning Bobby’s clothes, Jess got a little dizzy as she went out to the street again. She hadn’t had a bout of morning sickness until this very morning, and she put this new complication down to nerves. She was vulnerable in new ways since she’d become pregnant. Sounds were louder, tastes sharper, and smells were overwhelming. She knew exactly when the people who lived down the hall lit up a joint, or what all the neighbors were having for dinner on any given night. Walking on a crowded street was starting to get difficult for her. She caught the scent of souring perfumes and exhaled smoke, mingled with notes of urine. She was fervently glad it was winter, and she didn’t know how she would survive spring in this state.

It was a bitterly cold day, and at Union Square, Jess went into the big bookstore at the north end and headed up the escalator and into the children’s section. She ran her hands over the shiny, colorful books, the impulse to pop a couple into her bag almost irresistible.

A counselor at the group home Jess had lived in when she was sixteen had told her that she took things to get back at the world, that it was a form of revenge. Jess had always thought that particularly stupid. What were things to her? She’d had to up and leave everything she owned behind more times than she could count. No, that wasn’t true, she probably could count them. The first time was when her grandmother tossed her over the Atlantic, sending her into the care of a cousin in Rochester. She’d run away from that hellhole four times before she’d been put into a group home. That place was almost as bad as the cousin’s, and she’d run away again. That was when she’d met Bobby, and when things had started looking up.

And soon baby would make three, Jess thought. While she waited for Bobby to call she picked through some pregnancy books, which thrilled and terrified her. There were so many things to be wary of, things she’d never dreamed would hurt a baby. Fresh vegetables, for instance. Who would have thought of them as anything but healthy? But no, a bit of contaminated spinach or lettuce could kill the child. Jess had made Bobby swear to clean up his act when she found out she was pregnant. No more cigarettes, booze, and Chinese takeout. No shouting, not even at the television, not even if the Rangers were down in the third period. He hadn’t liked it, not one bit, and he’d made a terrible joke about her getting rid of the baby that had upset Jess for a week before he finally convinced her he hadn’t meant it, not really. “Stupid baby barnacle,” he’d muttered, but he’d smiled when he’d said it.

But she hadn’t said a word to him about his questionable business activities. Money had to come from somewhere, after all. But now she was getting frantic. Where was he, and why hadn’t he called? Surely he wouldn’t have been foolish enough to go home, not when she’d warned him about the police? In the back of her mind was the ugly, nagging suspicion that maybe that body in the car could be.… No! Don’t think like that. Believe in Bobby. He’s fine. He has to be.

She wandered by the café on the third floor. Look at that, she thought, seeing a man get up, leaving his cell phone on the table. By the time he came back a moment later, it was gone. Jess didn’t want to tie up her own phone and run down the battery in case Bobby called, but she needed to talk to the people he knew. Up on the quiet fourth floor of the store, she made call after call. Nobody knew where he was, or so they claimed. Finally she ran out of numbers. She deleted the calls she’d made from the phone’s log, then took the escalator down. “Someone must have dropped this,” she told the clerk at the customer service desk, handing over the phone.

She left the store, facing the cold wind cutting across Union Square and found a health-food store on its eastern edge. She bought a protein bar and circled the park as she ate it, passing Gandhi’s statue twice as she thought of whether she was supposed to dump the gun. She walked west, through the comparatively empty cross-streets of Chelsea. Here, she thought, she could take a chance and slip it into a concrete planter. Someone would find the gun and take it home, wouldn’t they?

In desperation, Jess walked further west to the Hudson River. Bobby knew a lot of people who worked over there, shifty-eyed fences and swift-handed grifters, but no one she talked to had seen him. She could have wept with frustration. She was cold, she was hungry, and she needed to go to the bathroom for the tenth time that day. How much longer was she going to have to wander around the city? A fine thing this was to do to the mother of your unborn child, she wanted to tell Bobby. Make her run around like a rat in a maze until she dropped. Anger was better than fear, which had started to take hold of her mind. Where the hell was he? Tears squeezed out of the corners of her eyes but she told herself that it was because of the bitter wind.

The temperature had dropped several degrees, and the night chill hurried her along the streets. It was a Monday, and she wasn’t sure if it was the cold that kept people in, or if it was just too early in the evening for much to be going on. She walked along Delancey Street to the mouth of the Williamsburg Bridge, looking for a burned-up car or chalked-up pavement, but the police must have carted the crime scene away. Where else was there to look? Bobby liked to hang out on the Lower East Side, but she doubted she’d find him wandering its streets that night. He was in hiding, he had to be, that much was clear to her now. Still, she paced block after block, taking in the old synagogue and the new glass hotel and everything in between. At Suffolk Street she stopped dead. Gates of Hell read a scarlet neon sign a couple of blocks down.

Jess had never been to the club, but she knew about it. Bernardo Diaz, an old pal of Bobby’s, owned it. But Bobby didn’t like Jess going to clubs with him—he got jealous when other men eyed her—so she’d never been inside, even though Bernardo called her every week, asking her to come in. Now, she was drawn to it, as if by a magnet. She walked along Suffolk until she was standing under the neon sign. There were gargoyles peering down at her, eyes bulging and tongues lolling. They weren’t any harder on the eyes than Detective Roop had been, she decided, reaching for the handle on the door. It didn’t budge. She rapped at the opaque glass and stepped back. There was a rattle behind the door and it opened slightly.

“We’re not opening tonight,” said a beautiful, wide-eyed blonde girl with a haughty expression. She was wearing a red headband with sequin-studded horns.

“I’m Jess. Is Bernardo here? Or, by any chance, has Bobby Torres stopped by?”

“Oh, are you one of Bobby’s cousins?” asked the horned girl. The mention of Bobby’s name made the girl smile and she opened the door wider. Jess could see that she was wearing a strapless red bodysuit, black fishnet stockings, and vertigo-inducing stilettos. It was almost like a Playboy bunny outfit except for the color and the wiry, barbed tail. “Come on in,” the woman said. “It’s so cold today.”

Inside there were spotlights shining on murals of people roasting in cauldrons. The red velvet settees and gilded columns could have come from a Victorian brothel, and an undulating black bar snaked along one wall. “It was Bernardo’s idea, making the club look like hell—literally, I mean.” The blonde kept talking but all that stuck in Jess’s mind was Cousin? Bobby had a lot of cousins, but none with her name.

“Why did you think I’m Bobby’s cousin?” she asked, unfastening her coat. She was too hot all of a sudden.

“He has so many,” the blonde answered. “I’ve only met a few of them. But I remember him mentioning that his cousin Jess was staying with him a few weeks ago. You don’t look anything like him, you know.”

Jess was speechless. Before she could find her tongue, a deep rasp of voice filled the room. “Jessamine.”

Jess turned. The man standing there was Bobby’s height but older, with a swollen stomach spilling over his belt and a cigarette dangling from his lip. He was wearing a dark suit and a white shirt without a tie. His cologne was expensive, but it smelled to Jess as if he had spilled it on himself. She hoped the fresh wave of nausea would pass quickly.

“Hello, Bernardo,” Jess answered. “How are you?”

“Better, now that I get to see you, babe.” He moved toward her, pulling her into and hug and kissing her on each cheek. “Beautiful, just beautiful, as always.” Jess wasn’t certain what she found more sickening: the smell of him or the way he rubbed up against her every time she saw him. Fortunately, those occasions were rare.

“You have my money, boss?” the blonde interrupted.

“Don’t show up here looking for an extra shift again, Lita,” he answered, handing the woman some crumpled bills.

The woman’s horns seemed to droop. “But Bobby said…”

“Screw Bobby. You’re not going to be seeing him around here anymore. You do what I tell you.”

“Sorry,” Lita said meekly.

“Now get out,” said Bernardo.

Lita walked behind the bar and grabbed a silvery coat. She put it on and tied the belt. The barb of her tail drooped just below the hem. “Okay,” said Lita. She glanced at Jess. “Sorry, I meant to get you a drink. We do a really great cocktail we call the Hellfire…”

It was on the tip of Jess’s lip to say that she was pregnant, but Bernardo spoke first. “You need me to tell you twice?”

“Thanks anyway,” said Jess.

Lita nodded at her, walked to the front door, and let it slam behind her.

Bernardo moved towards her. His nose was thick with scar tissue, like a boxer’s. His cheeks were pitted with acne scars and his eyes were hooded. “I’m kind of surprised to see you here tonight, Jessamine,” he said, drawing out each syllable of her name as if he were tasting it. It was just one of the many reasons he made her flesh crawl. “What with everything going on.”

“What, the dead body and the car?” Jess demanded. “I have a few questions for you about that.”

Bernardo dropped his cigarette on the floor and crushed it, immediately pulling a gold case and lighter out of his pocket and lighting up again. His flabby jaw was tense. “Bobby’s left us in a tight spot.”

“What are you talking about?”

Bernardo’s eyes flicked up at hers, then back down to her breasts. The wraparound dress gaped wide over the valley of her cleavage. “How about that drink?” he said suddenly, licking his lips. He went behind the bar and pulled out a bottle and two glasses. “You like scotch?” He poured some scotch into the glass and knocked it back like a shot.

“Not so much,” said Jess. “Do you have any orange juice?” She shuddered at what the wafting smoke would do to her unborn child, but she forced herself to step closer to Bernardo and plant herself on a cushioned red barstool so that her chest was right under his nose. Bernardo got a carton of orange juice from a fridge beneath the bar and poured it for her. He smiled as he put the glass in front of her. His teeth were movie-star white and even. On a plain man, they would have enhanced his appearance, Jess thought, but on someone as troll-like as Bernardo, they highlighted his hideousness.

“You always look so good, Jessamine,” he said while she took a sip.

“Thanks,” she muttered, thinking Yuck.

“The fact you showed up here.…” Bernardo was studying her face instead of her cleavage for once.

“What is it?”

“I told Bobby a while back you should come work at the club. Not work the floor like the other girls, but in the office with me, maybe. You like the place?”

Jess looked around, taking in every tawdry detail. It was clear that Bernardo had poured plenty of time, money, and effort into it, and painfully obvious that the man had no taste.

“It’s like nothing else on Earth.”

“Pure class,” said Bernardo, removing the cigarette from his mouth only long enough to take another belt of scotch, then dragging hard again. “You should come work for me. You’d fit in here perfect.”

“I don’t think so.” Work for a leering Bernardo? She was ready to throw up again.

“Well, you’re going to need some kind of job now,” he said.

Jess stared at him.

“With Bobby being gone, I mean.”

Gone. The word hit Jess like a punch in the stomach. She fought to keep herself steady.

“Gone where?” she hissed.

Bernardo’s eyes narrowed. “Down to Mexico.”

You lying piece of trash, Jess wanted to say. But her mouth was dry. Bernardo’s soulless black eyes were staring into hers now.

“Mexico’s what he said, but who knows? He wanted to make a fresh start. Said he had too many problems. Told me I had to take care of you for him. Said he figured I’d been angling for that job for a while.”

He picked up her hand and she recoiled. There’s a gun in my purse, she reminded herself. I can use that if I need to. 

“Keep your hands off me.”

“You’re gonna change your tune real soon.” There was triumph in Bernardo’s eyes, satisfaction and something greedy staring back at her. “I like your accent. That whole Irish thing is so sexy.” She hadn’t even noticed her voice betraying her. He looked her over as if he were assigning a price on her. “Can I ask you something? You’re Catholic, right? Bobby told me he was the only guy you’ve ever been with. That true?”

“Yes,” she said. “To both questions.” She’d told Bobby that a long time ago. It wasn’t as if she’d chosen anyone else before him. Her older cousin, the group home, well, that was just survival,

Bernardo smiled. “You’re the old-fashioned type, aren’t you? Most girls these days don’t have much in the way of morals.” He took another belt of scotch and lit another cigarette. “But I think you’re also a smart girl. Sometimes it’s time to move on.”

“Move on?” said Jess, in a crackling whisper. She swallowed hard. “Could I use your bathroom?”

“You’re not thinking about walking outta here, are you? We got a few things to get straight, now that Bobby’s out of the picture.” Bernardo’s voice was hard.

She couldn’t say a word as she stood. Her legs were shaky as she stepped across the floor, unsure where she was going

“It’s that way,” Bernardo called. In a mirror, she saw him pointing to a dark corridor.

Jess pushed the door open with her shoulder. The bathroom was lit with a red light, giving it an otherworldly glow. She looked at herself in the mirror over the sink.

She knew without hearing the words that Bobby was dead and that Bernardo had killed him. This story he’d cooked up about Bobby needing to get away from New York was a pathetic lie. Bernardo had drooled over her every time she encountered him. He’d even sent her flowers. He killed Bobby because of me, Jess thought suddenly. Bernardo is so evil, he thought he’d get rid of Bobby and that I’d fall into his lap. The thought of sleeping with a sweaty, shifty Bernardo at any time repulsed her, but now that she realized what he’d done to Bobby, she was filled with rage.

Then she remembered the gun.

She opened up her black bag and—not worrying about gloves this time—took the gun out from under the false bottom. It was loaded. She cocked it and visualized shooting Bernardo’s brains out of his skull. He deserved a slow, torturous death that would take days, but swift justice was all she’d be able to obtain for Bobby now. A wave of nausea hit her and she pressed her head against the cold tile of the wall.

What will happen to the baby? she wondered. Could she get away and make some kind of new life for them both? She felt a terrible sorrow for the child in her womb, knowing it would grow up now without a father. Jess started to sob. She’d lost her parents early on; at least she’d had her grandmother, for a time, but when Nana had gotten sick and shipped her over the Atlantic, Jess had been cast adrift. She had no family to hold to, except for a cousin who’d wanted to use and abuse her. If she went to jail, her child would be taken away from her and would grow up in foster care. She stood there, gasping, trying to weigh the options. Run away and keep her child safe? Or exact justice for Bobby? She’d just made up her mind when she heard a shot.

For a split second, she thought it had come from her own gun, but the revolver rested quietly in her hand while a man screamed out. She cracked the door open and heard a voice. Bobby? It didn’t seem possible. Jess opened the door and crept along the dark hallway.

“I know you’ve got money stashed somewhere, and unless you tell me where it is, you’re going to look like a piece of Swiss cheese.”

That was Bobby. Her heart pounded in disbelief.

“You bastard,” Bernardo said. “I paid you everything I owed you. You told me you were leaving town. Then you killed Eduardo and left him in your car. Why?”

Jess shivered. The stained clothes she’d smuggled out of the apartment and abandoned at Goodwill had Eduardo’s blood on them? What had that boy done to Bobby?

“There’s no other way the police would believe I’m dead,” Bobby said. “But, you know what? A new life—and a new identity—costs money. Even in Mexico. And when I started counting up what I got, I saw it wasn’t enough. So I need your rainy-day fund now, buddy. Tell me where it is, or your other leg gets a bullet, too.”

“Drop dead,” Bernardo said. “I can’t believe I was so stupid. You telling me you were done with Jess, how you even hated the sound of her voice now. How you wanted me to have her ‘cause I’d take good care of her. I never should’ve believed you. Bastard, you know I been in love with her since I first laid eyes on her. I’m so stupid, I believed she came here tonight ‘cause she was looking for you. I should’ve known you sent her in here to distract me.”

“What the hell? The Barnacle was here? When?” Bobby sounded rattled.

“Like you don’t know.”

“I’m right here, Bobby!” Jess called, her voice trilling with excitement as she rounded the corner. Bobby was as handsome as ever, but his eyes were round with shock. He was standing over Bernardo, .38 in hand, while Bernardo sat on the ground, holding one leg, grimacing in pain.

“Jess.” Bobby’s voice was flat. His mouth moved again but nothing came out.

“I was so worried about you, Bobby! I’d started to think you were dead.” She stepped towards him and his hand went up, leveling the gun at her chest.

“Get out!” he snapped.

“Bobby?” she said, stepping closer.

“I don’t want to shoot you, Jess, but if that’s what I have to do to get rid of you, I will. You’re like some kind of sea monster that clings to its prey until it dies.”

“But we’re having a baby together,” Jess whispered. “I love you and you love me.”

“See, that’s the thing. I’m tired of playing house,” Bobby said. “It was never really my thing. But having a kid? Definitely not my thing. Remember me telling you to get rid of it?”

“That was just nerves talking. You’ll love the baby when you meet him—or her. I know it.”

“That’s your insane fantasy talking, Jess. I’m walking out of here and going to Mexico, and you are sure as hell not coming along for the ride.”

“But … I love you. You can’t leave me.” Without thinking about it, she raised the gun. Bobby hadn’t seen it because the billowing sleeve of her coat hid it.

“Put that down, Jess.”

“Take me with you.”

“Don’t make me shoot you,” he said. “I don’t want to, but if it’s the only way I can get rid of you, I will.”

“You can’t abandon me,” Jess whispered. “I won’t let you walk out of here without me.”

Bobby turned the gun on her, but she got the first shot off.

There was an explosion of red on his white shirt, with streaks of blood blooming like the petals of a carnation. He fired a fraction of a second after Bernardo grabbed his arm, grounding the shot in the floor in front of Jess’s boot. Bernardo pulled him to the ground and the gun out of his hand. Bobby touched the wound and stared at his hand.

“All I wanted was to get away,” he murmured. “Just … away.”

His eyelids fluttered and her slumped to the ground.

“Did I … did I kill him?” Jess asked.

“No, Jessamine. It’s okay. Gimme the gun.”

Without thinking, she handed it over to Bernardo. “He never wanted the baby. I tried to pretend that everything would be all right but…” She trailed off, staring at Bobby.

Bernardo pulled out his cell phone, dialed, and told someone to come over to take care of a deadbeat, that he needed a doctor for his leg, and he needed a driver to take his girlfriend back to his house. Girlfriend? “Don’t worry. He’s already off on a dirt nap,” he added before he hung up.

“Is Bobby dead?” Jess asked him. From where she stood, Bobby didn’t seem to be breathing. “I couldn’t live with myself if I…”

“He’s fine,” said Bernardo. “This is gonna blow over, okay? Trust me.”

The guilt crushing her chest started to lift. “Okay.” If Bernardo said Bobby was fine, who was she to doubt him? She knelt down on the floor next to him. He was clearly in a lot of pain, but he asked, “You okay? You didn’t get hurt, did you?”

“I’m fine.” There was something oddly touching about his concern. Bernardo looked different to her now. Not ugly, but tough. Not fat, but solid. It was as if he were shifting before her eyes, taking on a different shape.

“My friend will be here in a few minutes, and he’s gonna help me clean all this up. Just leave everything to me, will you?”

“Okay.” She rested her head on his shoulder. It felt natural, somehow, as if she’d finally found the place she was supposed to be.
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My Brother’s Keeper

by Charles Drees

I sat at my desk, sipping my morning coffee, and scanned the paper. The headline blared: “Sputnik Falls to Earth.” Then my office door opened, and the woman who strolled in made me forget all about outer space. I tossed the paper on my desk.

“Can I help you?”

She ignored me the way you ignore a potted plant and glanced around my cramped office. She didn’t seem impressed. No surprise; the place was a dump.

She, on the other hand, made a good first impression. Waves of silky, black hair framed a face that belonged in the pages of a fashion magazine. She didn’t look a day over thirty, but I was never good at guessing women’s ages and never guessed out loud. Her cashmere topcoat and pearl necklace screamed money.

All of which made me wonder what she was doing here. Rich dames never crossed my door. When they needed a private eye, they hired one who worked for a big law firm downtown. So either she was lost or the big boys didn’t want her business. If it was the latter, the smart thing to do would be to send her packing.

She settled in the chair in front of my desk, and crossed her legs. The rustle of her nylons made my skin twitch like I’d passed through a swarm of bees. She peeled fawn-colored gloves from her hands and laid them in her lap.

“Are you discreet, Mr. Hunter?”

Okay, so she wasn’t lost. “Discreet’s my middle name.”

She arched an eyebrow. “How droll. Your dazzling wit must pay for your lavish décor.”

My cheeks burned. “I know how to keep my mouth shut.”

She nodded, then opened her purse and pulled out a silver cigarette case. She tugged out a cigarette and tapped the filter on the lid. She stared at me, waiting. I grabbed the book of matches off my desk and climbed out of my swivel chair. She watched me limp around the desk.

“Something wrong with your leg?”

I struck the match. “A souvenir from Korea.”

She placed the cigarette between her full, red lips and cupped my hand until the flame scorched the tobacco, never taking her eyes off mine. She blew out the match and settled back in her chair. “I hope that won’t be a problem.”

I handed her the ashtray from my desk and hobbled back to my chair. “How about we start over? What’s your name?”

She puffed on her cigarette; plumes of smoke jetted from her nostrils. “Nora Danby.”

Alarm bells pealed inside my head. No wonder I thought she belonged in a fashion magazine. The society pages regularly posted pictures of her and her husband, Grant Danby, making the rounds. They were the closest thing our little burg on the California coast had to royalty.

Danby was the son of Howard Danby, timber baron turned real estate developer. Grant was a two-term state senator, and rumor had it that Daddy was grooming him to run for the U.S. Senate in 1960. After that, who knew? What wasn’t a rumor was you didn’t cross the old man. No wonder the other PIs had steered clear.

“What can I do for you?”

“Do you know who I am?”

“Grant Danby’s wife.”

She inhaled some smoke. “Then you can understand my need for discretion.”

“Sure, but you still haven’t told me why.”

She stubbed her cigarette out in the ashtray. Her lipstick left a ruby-colored stain on the filter—like blood on pale flesh. “Around Thanksgiving, my husband started spending more time in Sacramento,” she said. “Christmas and New Year were awful.” She stared out my window. “He preferred being there with his new mistress to being home with me.”

“He’s a fool.” The words popped out of my mouth before I could stop them.

She offered me a sad smile. “That’s kind of you, but it seems I’m the fool. He’s made it clear he no longer loves me.”

“Let me guess. You need pictures of him and his mistress for the divorce.”

She shook her head. “It wouldn’t matter. Grant refuses to divorce me. It would damage him politically.” Her eyes glistened. “He promised to destroy me if I filed. He threatened to have people testify that I’m a drunk, an unfit mother. He said he’d make sure I never saw our children again.”

I pulled a box of tissues from my bottom desk drawer and passed them to her. She plucked one from the box and dabbed her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“No need to apologize. Your husband sounds like a jerk. Surely you have friends who can vouch for you.”

“They’ve stopped calling—or make excuses when I call them. I’m sure Grant has pressured them to stay away.” She dabbed her eyes again. “That’s how I got into this mess. I was lonely and just wanted someone to talk to.”

“You had an affair,” I said, more statement than question.

She avoided my eyes. “Yes. It was stupid and reckless, but I was desperate. My husband no longer loved me, and I just wanted someone who wanted me. Paul seemed like he did.”

“Paul who?”

“Taylor,” she said. “Paul Taylor. He’s why I’m here.”

“Is he blackmailing you?”

Her laugh sounded bitter. “I wish I knew.”

“I don’t understand.”

She placed the ashtray on my desk and started pacing. “Paul stole a diamond necklace Grant had given me. It belonged to his grandmother. Life magazine is coming next Tuesday to do a story on Grant. They’re taking photos, and Grant told me to wear it.”

I shook a cigarette out of the pack on my desk and lit it. A column of smoke spiraled toward the ceiling. “How’d Taylor get his hands on it?”

She wandered over to the window. “Last Monday, I planned to take it to the jeweler’s to have the clasp tightened. Grant left for Sacramento, so I called Paul. We met at the Bellmore.” She turned and met my gaze. “I wore it while we made love. Afterward, I put it back in its case and took a shower. When I opened it at the jeweler’s, the necklace was missing.”

Images of a naked Nora Danby filled my head, and my mouth turned bone-ash dry. “Did you call Taylor?”

She nodded. “As soon I got home, but there was no answer. Now, his number’s been disconnected. I need you to find him and bring back my necklace.”

“Look, Mrs. Danby, I’ve got to be honest with you. If Taylor tries to blackmail you, you’d be better off talking to the police.”

She shook her head. “No police. I don’t want Grant to find out. And what if this isn’t about blackmail?”

“It is,” I said. “Trust me. But even if I’m wrong, the disconnected number means he’s skipped town. Looking for him would be like looking for a needle in a haystack.”

“Please,” she begged. “I’ve talked to three other detectives. No one will help. You’re my only hope.” She pulled a photograph from her purse and handed it to me. In it, two young girls, their arms circling Nora’s waist, looked at the photographer. Smiles lit up their faces. Grant Danby stood to the side, looking bored.

“I’ll pay you five thousand dollars,” Nora said. “I don’t want to lose my children.”

It’d be nice to think I reconsidered because of her kids, but I had five thousand more compelling reasons. “Okay, I’ll do it.”

She let out her breath. “Thank you.” She pulled a thick envelope from her purse. “There’s three thousand in here. You’ll get the rest when you bring me the necklace.”

I stuck the envelope in my desk drawer without counting it. “Do you have any leads on Taylor? A favorite bar or restaurant? Where he buys his clothes?”

She reached into her purse. “Here’s a photo of Paul. It’s from one of those booths where you get four for a quarter. You can’t see his face very well. He told me to destroy the pictures so Grant wouldn’t find them. I burned all of them except this one.”

She handed me the small black-and-white photo. It showed her beaming at the camera. Her smile reminded me of her daughters. The left side of Taylor’s head peeked out from behind her. She was right: you couldn’t see much of his face. The part I saw showed a young man in his late-twenties, with dark hair and a slightly cleft-chin.

What you couldn’t see was the small, crescent-shaped scar beneath his right eye, a souvenir from a childhood tussle with a neighborhood bully.

How did I know?

Because the person Nora Danby knew as Paul Taylor, I knew as Michael Hunter, my younger brother.

*   *   *

Michael hated me.

He had his reasons. He was four years younger, so he’d lived in my shadow growing up. In school, I was a good student, a member of the debate team, and an All-State shortstop. Michael struggled to make Cs. He tried to escape my shadow, but he was always David Hunter’s little brother.

The shrinks had a term for it: sibling rivalry.

It got worse after I returned from the war. The paper called me a hero, and I had the medals to prove it. Mom and Dad threw a welcome-home party for me. Michael stayed away. As time passed, we had fewer and fewer reasons to stay in touch.

Then, boom, Mom died from an aneurysm. Dad passed away six months later. The official cause was a heart attack, but a broken heart was more accurate. At least Michael attended both funerals.

Before the war, I’d wanted to be a cop; my wounds changed my plans. The police department didn’t have any openings for gimp-legged, ex-GIs, so I used my share of our inheritance to go into business for myself. I wasn’t getting rich, but I was making ends meet.

Michael chose a different path. Allergic to work, he spent his time hanging out with grifters and running cons. He burned through his inheritance in less than a year and hit me up for some cash. I turned him down. We hadn’t spoken in years.

But out of some deep-seated family loyalty, I’d kept tabs on him. After Nora Danby left, I got in my car and went looking for him. Now that I knew what needle to look for, I knew the general vicinity of the haystack. Like most people, my brother was a creature of habit. He liked to sleep in and then eat a late breakfast at a diner on Madison. I checked my watch. If he was still in town, that’s where he’d be.

I stopped by the bank and deposited my advance before heading to the diner. Traffic was light, and I swung into the diner’s parking lot before ten. Steam clouded the front windows. Inside, savory aromas engulfed me, and my stomach growled. I spied him sitting in a corner booth, wolfing down some eggs while reading the paper. He’d filled out a little since the last time I’d seen him, but he still had his matinee-idol looks. He didn’t glance up until I slid onto the bench across from him. His eyes narrowed, and he laid the paper on the table.

“Well, well, if it isn’t the war hero. You lost?”

I pulled the menu from its metal holder. “I heard the food’s good.”

Michael sucked a morsel from between his teeth. “Too bad I can’t say the same about the clientele.”

The waitress arrived, stifling my reply. She filled my coffee mug, and I ordered blueberry pancakes with a side of bacon. Michael watched her walk away, then looked at me.

“What do you want?”

“Who says I want anything? Maybe I just want to say hi to my little brother.”

“Okay, hi. Now say goodbye.”

“Aren’t you a little out of your league this time?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

I stared into his eyes. “Nora Danby.”

He paused a second too long. “Who’s she?”

I pulled the photo Nora had given me from my coat pocket and laid it face up on the table. Michael stared at it for several seconds, then shook his head and sighed.

“I told her to get rid of that.”

“It’s not your best picture.”

He looked up. “How is she?”

I tucked the photo back inside my pocket. “Scared, desperate. She liked you.”

Michael started to reply, then stopped and waited while the waitress deposited my food. After she left, he nodded at my plate. “Eat up. I’m not going anywhere.”

I dug in. The pancakes were light and fluffy; the bacon, crisp. While I ate, Michael lit a cigarette and stared out the window. Something bothered me, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. I didn’t push it. If it was important, it would surface. I finished and shoved my plate aside.

“I’m surprised you’re still in town.”

Michael blew a smoke ring and watched it dissolve. “Danby told me to stick around until he got in touch.”

“What? You’re working for Grant Danby?”

Michael glanced around the diner. “Keep it down, willya?”

“Are you crazy?”

“What do you care?”

I gripped the edge of the table to keep from smacking him. “You’re my brother. Believe it or not, I don’t want anything to happen to you. Now, talk to me. What the hell’s going on?”

Michael touched the scar below his right eye. “A few months ago, I was in Sacramento working a scam. I got friendly with a gal. Turned out she was Danby’s mistress. He found out and sent a couple of his boys to pick me up. I thought I was a goner, but instead he made me an offer: seduce his wife or he’d break my legs.”

“You’re kidding.”

Michael flicked cigarette ash into the ashtray. “Nope. He said he needed something to hold over her head. I took the deal; I like my legs the way they are.” His face turned red. “Sorry, I—”

“Forget it. Tell me about the necklace.”

Michael shrugged. “Not much to tell. Last Monday, I got a phone call from Danby telling me to make sure I met with Nora … Mrs. Danby. He said she’d have a necklace with her. He told me to take it and wait for further instructions.”

“How’d he get in touch? Mrs. Danby said your phone’s been disconnected.”

“Danby moved me to an apartment over on Fremont. He has the number.”

I rubbed my forehead. “Something doesn’t add up.”

“What’s the problem?” Michael asked. “I’ll give the necklace to Danby as soon as he calls. He gets what he wants, and I’m off the hook. Everybody’s happy.”

“Everybody but his wife,” I said. “And do you really think Danby’s gonna forget you slept with her? Even if you swear you’ll never talk, he’ll never trust you.”

Michael’s face paled. “What am I gonna do?”

“I’d tell you to run, but he’d just hunt you down. Let me think about it.” I pulled a notepad and pen from my coat pocket. “Give me your address and phone number.”

Michael rattled off the numbers. “What if Danby calls?”

“Stall him.”

The waitress breezed by and left our checks. I dropped some of Nora Danby’s money on the table. “My treat.”

We walked outside, and Michael grabbed my arm. “I know we’ve had our differences, but I really appreciate you helping me.”

*   *   *

Back at my office, I found a man sitting behind my desk. He wore his hair slicked back off his forehead, and a pencil-thin moustache decorated his upper lip. I’d never seen him before. For that matter, I didn’t recognize the thick-necked goon standing behind my office door, either. But I was familiar with the feel of a gun pressed against my back. The man behind the desk motioned me forward.

“Have a seat, Mr. Hunter.”

“That’s okay,” I said. “I’ve been sitting all morning.”

Moustache looked past my shoulder and nodded. His partner spun me around and slammed his fist into my gut. I dropped to my knees. My eyes watered, and I tried not to throw up. Muscles grabbed the back of my coat and hoisted me off the floor like I was a bag of dirty laundry. He dumped me into the chair Nora Danby had used.

Moustache stood and walked around my desk. “I’m only gonna say this once. Give Mrs. Danby her money back. Tell her you’ve changed your mind.”

I squinted at him. “Who?”

Moustache sighed. Muscles punched me, and I spilled out of the chair onto the floor. Black spots danced in front of my eyes. Moustache squatted beside me. “Stay away from Mrs. Danby. Understand?” I grunted, and he took that for a yes. “Good. Don’t bother getting up. We’ll see ourselves out.”

The door closed. I sprawled on the floor and let the minutes tick by. The right side of my head felt numb. It hurt to breathe, and my jaw clicked when I opened my mouth. Finally, I climbed to my feet and staggered to my desk. I pulled out the bottle of whiskey I kept in the bottom desk drawer and took a swig. The booze lit up my mouth like a Fourth of July firework. Being a good patriot, I took another pull.

I should’ve seen this coming. Nora Danby warned me that none of the other PIs she’d contacted had taken her case. No doubt they’d received the same warning I had.

Grant Danby expected to scare me off. But after facing down hundreds of battle-hardened Chinese during the war, I didn’t frighten that easily. It’d take more than a couple of thugs to intimidate me. I sealed the whiskey bottle and dialed Michael’s number. He answered on the third ring.

“How friendly did you get with Danby’s mistress?” I asked.

I heard him smile. “A gentleman doesn’t kiss and tell.”

“Just tell me if she’d be happy to hear from you.”

A note of caution crept into his voice. “Probably, but I’m not sure that’d be a good idea.”

“Trust me, little brother; I’ve got a plan.”

*   *   *

An hour later, I was on the road to Sacramento with Nora Danby’s necklace in my pocket and my camera equipment stowed in the trunk. Michael had called Eve Sheridan, Grant Danby’s mistress, and she’d agreed to meet me for late-afternoon drinks. She’d provided the directions to a quiet bar, and I found her sipping a martini in a booth in the back. It was easy to see why Grant Danby fell for her: she resembled Nora Danby down to the same dark hair and killer curves.

“What happened to your face?”

“I had an accident.”

“You should be more careful.”

The waitress brought my drink, and I pitched Sheridan my plan. I’d rehearsed it on the way dawn and it had sounded convincing to me at the time. But as I tried to sell it, it sounded like a pipe-dream.

After I finished, Sheridan sipped her martini. “Why should I help you?”

“I want to keep my brother in one piece.”

“Your brother isn’t very bright,” Sheridan said. “But he’s got that lost-puppy kind of charm. It makes women want to mother him.” She drummed her fingers on the table. “All you want are some pictures, right?”

“You won’t even know I’m there.”

“What’s in it for me?”

From the start, I’d realized that Sheridan would expect something for her efforts. I’d come up with half a dozen options, but now that I’d met her, I picked the most pragmatic one. “I’ll pay you a thousand bucks.”

“Grant gives me that much each month to spend on whatever I want.”

My chest tightened. Unless I convinced her to betray Danby, Moustache and Muscles would pay me a return visit. “Okay, two thousand.”

She laughed. “You should see the look on your face. Relax. I’ll do it for free.”

I didn’t trust her; I wasn’t that good a salesman. “Why?”

“Danby’s a creep. He’s boring, narcissistic, and lousy in the sack. Plus, he’s never going to leave his wife. I’ve seen the end of this movie and I prefer not to be a cliché.”

“If Danby finds out you helped me, it could get ugly.”

Sheridan arched an eyebrow. “I can take care of myself. Besides, I’ve had my eye on one of the finance committee members. He sniffs around whenever Grant’s out of town. Last week, he told me he knew several Hollywood producers.” She patted my hand. “I’ll be fine.”

I was home by one the next day. After returning the necklace to Michael, I filled him in, then drove to my office. In my job, I took a lot of pictures so I’d purchased some used equipment and converted the attached bathroom into a serviceable darkroom. I spent the next few hours souping and printing the film I’d shot in Sacramento. Finally, I hung up the last print and decided to splurge on a late supper. Before I could leave, my phone rang.

“Hunter Investigations.”

“Danby just called,” Michael said. “He told me to bring the necklace to his house tomorrow night at eight.”

I glanced toward my darkroom. “Better not be late.”

*   *   *

Sleep wouldn’t come. As I tossed and turned, my mind refused to shut off. At first, I blamed it on nerves. After all, if things went as planned, I would make enemies of two very powerful men. Not the smartest thing in the world.

But it was more than that. Something had bothered me ever since my conversation with Michael in the diner. Now, it was back, nagging me like a sore tooth. I closed my eyes and as I replayed our meeting one more time, it hit me.

I turned on the bedside lamp and made a few phone calls. Despite being cursed for the late hour, I got the information I needed. I hung up and slept like a baby.

In the morning, after breakfast, I drove to the office, typed a letter, and stuffed it into a manila envelope along with four of the photos I’d printed the day before. I shuffled downstairs and crossed the street to the office of a lawyer who sent some business my way. After I explained what I wanted, he looked at me through a swirl of cigar smoke.

“You expecting trouble?”

I handed him the envelope. “Always.”

Back in my building, I caught a trace of Nora Danby’s perfume on my way upstairs. It was as surprising as a breath of fresh air in a morgue. I stepped into my office, and she turned away from the window.

“I’ve been trying to get hold of you. Where have you been?”

“Out doing my job.”

She marched across the room, her high heels clicking on the linoleum. She winced when she saw my face. “Are you all right?”

“Never better.”

“Did you find Paul? Did he have my necklace?”

“Yes to both.”

“Thank God,” she said. “Well, where is it?”

“He still has it.”

“What? You were supposed to return it to me.”

“He’s bringing it to your house, tonight.”

Her eyes widened. “Oh, no. Grant’s back from Sacramento. His father’s coming over tonight to talk politics. You’ve got to tell Paul to stay away.”

“Don’t worry; he’ll be fine.”

She moved close enough for me to see the fine lines around her eyes. “Do you want more money? Is that it?”

“Don’t insult me. You asked me to find Paul Taylor and I did. You wanted your necklace back, and you’ll get it back.”

Her dark brown eyes glistened with tears. “But not like this. If Paul shows up with the necklace, Grant will know I had an affair. I’ll never be able to leave him.”

I cupped her chin and it took every ounce of self-control I had to not kiss her full red lips. Instead, I thumbed away the tears that spilled onto her cheeks. “Trust me. After tonight, you’ll have your necklace and your freedom, too.”

She stepped back. “But Grant will—”

I touched her lips, silencing her. “Trust me.”

She sighed. “I don’t have much choice.” I helped her on with her coat, and she chastely kissed my cheek. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

That made two of us.

*   *   *

I arrived at Michael’s apartment at twenty after seven. He had on a robe, and his hair was wet as though he’d just taken a shower. His breath smelled of bourbon.

“Why aren’t you ready?” I asked. “We don’t want to be late.”

“I can’t,” he replied. “I don’t want to see the look on her face when she finds out.”

“You should’ve thought about that a long time ago.”

Michael massaged his forehead. “I know, but I’m not as brave as you.”

“Danby’s expecting you. He doesn’t know me from Adam.”

“Tell him you have the necklace. He’ll talk to you.”

“What about our plan?” I asked.

He wiped the sweat from his upper lip. “You don’t need me for that. You’ve got the photos.”

Michael was right; I didn’t need him to confront Danby. But deep down, I’d hoped he’d take responsibility for his actions and face the music. But it wasn’t the first time my brother had disappointed me.

“Give me the necklace.”

Michael pulled a black, velvet-covered case from the pocket of his robe. I opened it, and the diamonds sparkled in the muted light.

“You’d better stay at my place, tonight,” I said. “In case Danby’s a sore loser.”

Michael nodded. “Thanks. I knew I could count on you.”

I handed him a house key. “Don’t get too comfortable; it’s just for one night.”

*   *   *

Moustache answered Danby’s front door. He didn’t look happy to see me. The feeling was mutual. “What’re you doing here?”

“I’m here to see your boss. Tell him it’s about the necklace.”

Those were the magic words. Moustache escorted me to a wood-paneled den. A leather sofa and matching chairs huddled in front of the fire blazing in the fireplace. Leather-bound books lined the bookcases on either side. A pair of crossed cavalry sabers hung above the fireplace. All-in-all, the perfect room for cutting deals and plotting political futures.

Five minutes later, two men entered the room. I recognized Grant Danby from his pictures. Howard Danby was thirty pounds heavier and his hair held more gray, but there was no doubt of the lineage. Both men had the same broad forehead, dark eyes, and squared chin, and both men carried an air of privilege about them. Fitzgerald was right: the rich are different.

Grant Danby cut to the chase. “Where’s Taylor?”

“Forget him,” I said. “You’re dealing with me, now.”

Howard Danby frowned. “And just who are you?”

“David Hunter. I’m a private investigator.” I pulled the jewelry case from my inside coat pocket. “Your son’s wife hired me to return this to her.”

The elder Danby looked at his son. “What’s going on?”

“It’s simple,” I said. “Your daughter-in-law wanted a divorce, but that could wreck your son’s political future.”

Howard Danby puffed out his chest. “My son has a vision for this country. He can offer—”

“Save it.” I said. “Your son threatened to take the kids away to keep her in line. But in case that didn’t work, he hired Paul Taylor to seduce her.” I held up the jewelry case. “Taylor stole this necklace to prove the affair. He was supposed to bring it here, tonight, and confess. After that, Nora would be forced to stay.”

Grant Danby clapped—three loud smacks. “That’s quite a story, Mr. Hunter. Have you thought of working in Hollywood?”

I opened the case and set it on an end table. “This necklace isn’t fiction. I found Taylor, and he’ll back me up.”

“And you believe the word of a thief?” Grant Danby asked.

“More than yours,” I said.

Howard Danby peered down his nose at me. “And why is that?”

“He’s my brother.”

The father and son exchanged glances. The ticking of the clock on the mantle filled the silence. Finally, Grant Danby looked at me. “What do you want?”

“Divorce your wife. She gets the kids, and you make sure they have a good life.”

“You don’t ask for much, do you? Anything else?”

“Stay away from my brother.”

A thin smile creased Grant Danby’s face. He stepped over to the end table and picked up the jewelry case. “Why should I? Now that I have this, you’ve lost your bargaining chip.”

I pulled an envelope from my inside coat pocket and handed it to him. “Don’t bet on it.”

He opened the envelope and shuffled through the photographs. “Where’d you get these?”

“I took them the night before last in Sacramento. Recognize the necklace?”

The color drained from Grant Danby’s face. “That’s impossible. I didn’t have the necklace.”

I pointed to the nightstand beside Eve Sheridan’s bed, the bed she was laying in with Grant Danby. “The camera doesn’t lie.”

Howard Danby grabbed the photos. His jaw muscles bulged as he studied them. When he finished, he shoved the pictures in his son’s face. “Who is she?”

“Nobody. Just someone I met a few months ago.”

The elder Danby slapped his son. “You idiot. You’re sleeping with some slut, and this guy’s got the pictures to prove it. What the hell were you thinking?”

He didn’t wait for an answer. He threw the pictures into the fire. The flames licked their edges, curling the photos before they disappeared into charred ash.

“I still have the negatives,” I said. “I can always print more.”

Howard Danby glared at me. “A divorce will ruin my son’s career.”

“People get divorced all the time. The election’s two years away. If he does it now, quietly, there’s plenty of time for the good citizens of California to forget all about it.”

Howard Danby stared at the fire for a few moments. “How do I know I can trust you?”

“You don’t,” I said. “I could’ve taken these to the press, but I didn’t. I told you what I want. Your son does that and we’re square.” I paused. “But if Mrs. Danby doesn’t get her divorce—or if something happens to my brother—the deal’s off and the press gets the photos.”

“You’ve got to be joking,” Grant Danby said. “There’s no—”

“Shut up,” Howard Danby said. He looked at me. “Okay, you’ve got a deal.”

I nodded. “A pleasure doing business with you.”

I turned to leave, but Grant Danby stepped in front of me. “Why’re you doing this?”

“Because your wife deserves to be happy.”

“What about your brother?” he sneered. “He’s nothing but a thief and a two-bit gigolo.”

“Maybe, but he’s the only brother I have.”

*   *   *

The weeks passed and winter gave way to spring. I didn’t read anything in the papers about the Danbys’s divorce, but I heard through the grapevine that it happened. Every day, I checked my mail, but it became apparent that Nora Danby had stiffed me on the remaining two grand she’d promised. I thought about sending Grant Danby a bill but decided not to push my luck. I didn’t know what bothered me more: the loss of the cash or wanting to see her again.

Michael had stayed with me the night I confronted the Danbys and then he dropped out of sight. He’d even stopped eating at the diner. I started to worry the Danbys had reneged on their promise, but last week, I received a postcard from Puerto Vallarta. “Wish you were here,” was all he wrote.

Today, after lunch, I sat at my desk, listening to the radio. A cool breeze slipped in through the open window along with muffled sounds from the street below. The office door opened, and there she was. The sleeveless, cream-colored dress she wore contrasted nicely with her tanned arms. She peeled off her sunglasses.

“Hello, David.”

“Hello, Nora. You’re looking good.”

She smiled, crossed the room, and sat in the same chair she’d occupied months before. “Being single agrees with me. And I have you to thank for that.”

“Just doing my job.”

“And speaking of which,” she said. “Here’s the money I owe you.” She pulled an envelope from her purse and placed it on my desk. I didn’t pick it up. The seconds ticked by, and her smile deepened. “Go ahead; take it. You earned it.”

Her eyes sparkled as she watched me step from behind my desk. I let my gaze roam over her. I wanted to always remember this moment and not what I had to do.

“Was it my brother’s idea to hire me?”

She blinked, and the smile faded from her lips. “What do you mean? I found your name in the phone book after none of the other investigators would help me.”

I shook my head. “I made some calls. None of the other PIs heard from you. I figure my brother must’ve told you about me.”

Her eyes flashed. “Why would Michael do that? He had the necklace. He wouldn’t want to get caught.”

My chest hollowed out as if my heart vanished. I’d hoped there was a chance I was wrong. “Nora, you told me your lover’s name was Paul … not Michael.”

She swallowed. “You … you must have mentioned him.’

“We both know that’s not true.”

Her mouth opened but no words came out. I filled the silence. “The photo of Michael tipped me off. You couldn’t see much of his face. But I recognized him anyway and I think the two of you counted on that.”

She hugged herself as if chilled. “Michael said you were smart. He said if anyone could figure a way out for us, it was you.” She fixed me with her eyes. “He was right.”

I didn’t feel smart. I’d fallen for a woman—no, I’d fallen for what I fantasized this woman represented: a wife, two cute kids, a future. The American Dream. I’d listened to her sob story, then donned my shining armor and tilted with real giants, not windmills. It could’ve had a happy ending, except that she loved someone else.

I stood and helped Nora to her feet. “Go enjoy your life.”

Like our last meeting, her eyes shimmered with tears. She hugged me, her breath warm against my neck. “I won’t forget you.”

I shooed her out the door and then stood at my window, watching until she climbed inside a taxi and sped away. I slumped into my chair and toyed with the idea of getting drunk. But instead of reaching for the bottle in my drawer, I grabbed Michael’s postcard. I studied the sandy beach and palm trees pictured on its front and smiled.
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The Third Echo

by Sam Wiebe

And

  then

    the

      drop.

Touch down in Glasgow, after ten hours of rom-coms and pasta salads and old people jostling my shoulder on their way to the john. Ten hours without a cigarette. I rush through the terminal and almost miss the woman standing by the baggage claim, holding a sign with my name on it.

I head to her. The other passengers shoot me resentful glances. Forget that I shared the same cramped Airbus they did. Forget that the woman’s uniform isn’t a chauffeur’s, that she’s not carrying my bag for me, and that the only place she’ll be driving me is the Glasgow City Morgue. I’m a stranger in a suit getting preferential treatment. To the locals, I might as well be English.

Sergeant Maddie Douglas introduces herself with a handshake that could speed coal on its way to the jeweler’s. She’s taller than me, thickset, with russet hair running out beneath her cap. Her accent is heavy but negotiable.

“Ye’d be Larissa Kim’s attorney?”

I affirm. “Dave Feldman. I’m handling receipt and transportation of the body.”

“After ye identify it. How well did ye know her sister?”

“I wouldn’t’ve come if I couldn’t identify Echo.”

Douglas’s wan smile tells me there’s not much left to identify.

*   *   *

Glasgow seems of two minds about modernization. A ferris wheel lies hemmed in by grey-brown slabs of architecture. The Georgian and the pre-fab commingle. Smoking pedestrians scowl at us as the patrol car slides through the afternoon traffic.

“How badly was Echo’s body burned?” I ask.

Douglas tells me. My stomach lurches but I keep it down. Douglas looks amused.

“Kind of law dae ye practice, Mr. Feldman?”

“Entertainment,” I say.

“In Canada?” She laughs, as if the very combination of “Canada” and “entertainment” is risible. An inhabitant of the country famous for golf finds my homeland dull.

We stop by the mortuary in Jocelyn Square. I’m dying for that cigarette.

*   *   *

In a grey room with a curtained window, Douglas and the coroner tell me about the tenement fire. The ignition point is still undetermined, but the corridor outside flat 602B was soaked with accelerant. “Butane,” the coroner clarifies.

The bodies recovered carry the ID of James Lester Barkley, 27, of Partick, and Echo NMI Kim, 29, of Vancouver. Both overdosed prior to immolation.

“Who would burn two addicts?” I ask. For all her faults and bad habits, Echo was easy to get along with. Friendly, passionate. Full of life. A strange thing to say about a corpse.

“Schemies are hard tae fathom,” Douglas says. “Drug debt’s likely.”

The coroner heads next door to prep the body. I ask for a smoke, but Douglas is two-years-eight-months quit and the coroner’s assistant is asthmatic.

Douglas slides open the curtain. The coroner’s voice crackles over the intercom. “All right, Mr. Feldman.” In the adjacent room the coroner uncovers the remains.

The burns are significant, the face unrecognizable. But I know Echo Kim’s body. She’d once sued the RCMP for bruises incurred in custody. A frivolous lawsuit, but Larissa Kim is my firm’s top client. Anything for Larissa, which meant anything for Echo.

For the lawsuit, I’d documented Echo’s torso. I’d seen the scars and lesions, birthmarks and moles.

I know Echo Kim. The body on the gurney isn’t Echo’s.

“Yer sure?” Douglas asks.

I nod and point through the glass. “See the forearm? Echo has an abscess there. She‘s self-conscious about it.”

Douglas opens an evidence bag and takes out a small red faux leather purse. “This isnae hers?”

The wallet holds photos of Echo and Larissa’s grandfather, Echo’s Care Card, an expired Visa. “Someone go through it already?”

“What’s missin’?”

“Her passport, for starters.” I rummage through the bag again. “There’s a polaroid missing, too.”

“Of?”

“Echo and Larissa as kids. She’d never leave it.”

Douglas leans against the wall, gazing from the handbag to the corpse. “I had half a mind it wasnae her, even though that—“ she points to a covered slab of dead flesh in the corner—“is certainly Jimmy Barkley. With her hands an’ face bein’ burnt, teeth removed, passport missin’, and now this business wi’ the photo—it’s a’ a wee bit convenient.”

“I wouldn’t call a ten-hour flight convenient,” I say. “Sorry I couldn’t help.”

Douglas smiles. “Help comes i’ many forms. Could ye stand a pint?”

*   *   *

We sit in a pub off Sauchiehall Street that faces an alley. A sign propped in the window reads GOOD FOOD, AVERAGE SERVICE. Douglas orders a pint of Belhaven for herself, tea and Tunnoch’s cakes for me.

I tell her about Larissa Kim’s television career. Co-lead on a popular American legal drama.

“Set in Vancouver?” Douglas asks.

I explain to her how, when the exchange rates favor the Americans, cities like Vancouver and Toronto stand in for Seattle, Chicago, New York. “Like X-Files,” I say. “Or Highlander.”

She grimaces. “Not a fan,” she says. “Now Due South I like.”

“Not sure where that was filmed,” I say. “Stachura’s Law is in its third season. Larissa plays a prosecutor trying to balance her love life and career while raising a child with cerebral palsy. She’s a two-time Emmy nominee.”

“And is Echo an actor too?”

“No,” I say, thinking yes, and better than Larissa when she wants to be. Echo only acts for judges and police officers, people she needs to outwit and control. No one can make her do what she doesn’t want to.

“I’ll tell ye something,” Douglas says. “That Asian Jane Doe back i’ the morgue didnae get ‘ose burns from carelessness. Somebody wanted her unrecognizable.”

“Is Echo a suspect?”

“Right now she’s a person of interest.” Douglas quaffs her beer and stands up. “There’s a comfy hotel nearby. I’ll drop ye, if ye dinnae mind a wee stop along the way.”

*   *   *

I recognize King Tut’s Wah-Wah Hut from the tour itinerary of a punk band my firm handles. The bar is small, the venue mid-sized and up a flight of steps. Both are packed. Douglas and I part a mob of chain-smoking youths out front.

Douglas corrals the bartender. He has a glazed expression and a disappearing-reappearing smirk.

“Huffin’ the gas, Davey?” Douglas asks him. “Tire sealant? Fridge linin’?”

“I dinnae dae that anymaur.”

“Just coke, crystal, X, and reefer,” Douglas says.

Davey smirks. “This a lecture, Ma?”

“Tell me about Echo Kim that lives in the scheme across from yer mum and dad’s.”

“Stepdad’s,” Davey says. “She the Chinese burd?”

“Korean-Canadian,” I say.

Davey looks at me. “Anywan ask ye?”

“Who’d she pal around wi’, Davey?” Douglas puts five pounds on the bar.

“A few quid’s gonnae make me a grass? I dinnae think so.”

“‘Think’ isnae a word ye should be usin’, Davey.” Douglas’s tone is imperious and cool. “Tell us.”

Davey taps the other barkeep and says he’s going for a smoke. The three of us walk up St. Vincent Street, away from the sound of young voices. The rain comes on like a dimmer switch. Soon even the insides of my eyelids feel damp.

Davey tells us about Jimmy Barkley. A product of numerous housing schemes, a trafficker in coke and amphetamines, and a walking hair-trigger temper. Barkley was also something of a white supremacist.

“He had those wee Hitler flags wi’ the windmills on ‘em. Copies of Mine Camp. I seen his ma clean that junk out his room the night before she moved. ‘Magine that—she says he’s 26, too old tae be livin’ at home, and he says fine, ye get out.”

“Echo and Jimmy weren’t an item?” Douglas asks.

“They jes’ used each other. I hung with them a few times. Jimmy teld us he was givin’ her free tastes, win her over so she’d help him wi’ a big-time deal.”

“Kind of deal?”

“Skag. Echo teld him she had a Triad hookup. Asian mafia. Total shite, but Barkley fell fur it, the div.”

“Who else associated with them? Any other Asian women?”

“I dinnae grass on the livin’,” Davey says, pocketing Douglas’s cash. “Line’s got to be drawn somewhere, uh?”

*   *   *

I sleep that night in a hotel bed like all others, with the same three sheets I’ve found everywhere—paper-thin bedsheet, threadbare comforter, beige blanket the texture of burlap. Tonight they’re a great flat weight crushing my stomach.

I dream that Larissa’s assistant meets me at YVR and drives me back through Vancouver to the set of Stachura’s Law to give the bad news to Larissa. Only, when I get there, it’s not Larissa playing the part of intrepid DA Rita Chen, it’s Echo. “No one can tell us apart anyway,” Echo says, breaking into howling, distorted laughter.

I wake up to the polite screech of the hotel phone.

“Sgt. Douglas of the police is here,” the receptionist says.

In the lobby Douglas is pawing through tourist brochures. She pockets one for HISTORIC GLAMIS CASTLE. “Never been,” she says. “Toil and trouble and a’ that.”

She has takeaway coffee and more Tunnoch’s, which we devour on the drive out to the housing schemes.

“It was Barkley’s apartment that burned,” she says. “Technically his ma’s. Echo crashed here and there.”

“Sounds like her,” I say.

“I went back to Davey. Turns out he’s no problem grassin’ on the livin’ for the right price. He made some calls and got me Echo’s last address.”

“So why am I along?”

“Figured ye could chat up her old roommates, Flora Lee and Joyce Nunn. They might trust ye, workin’ for the sister and a’. Schemies arnae too sociable with the polis.”

“This isn’t dangerous, is it?”

“I’ll be downstairs.”

Douglas lets me off in front of a twelve-story concrete honeycomb. No working elevator. My tobacco-addled lungs take a beating on the long climb to the ninth floor. By the time I’m up there, my chest is heaving like the ribs of an accordion.

The door to 907 has holes where the numbers used to be. Knock knock.

Instead of the women, the door is opened by a gorilla in a wife-beater and knockoff Adidas track pants. Mossy black hair grows on his shoulders and throat. I state my business. He snorts and turns back into the flat, not closing the door, not inviting me in.

Anything for Larissa. I follow.

I tell him I’m looking for Flora or Joyce. He asks why. To ask them about another girl. What girl? I’m not an expert on interview technique, but I’m pretty sure the interviewee doesn’t ask the questions.

“Do you know Flora or Joyce?” I ask.

“Mebbe.” I watch him sluggishly prowl the apartment, which is dirty and filled with burn-pocked MDF furniture.

“There’s a cash reward,” I say. Interest gleams in his small eyes. I tell him I work for a movie star—well, TV star—who will spare no expense to get her sister back.

He sits in a forlorn-looking chair that gasps as it takes his bulk. “Joyce’ll be back soon.” He waves me toward the couch. I find a few centimeters that aren’t covered with stains.

“Dave Feldman.” I extend my hand.

“Byron,” he says. He shuffles a cigarette out of a pack and lights it. I notice there are no smoke detectors in the apartment, just cords dangling from holes in the ceiling.

“I’d love one of those,” I say.

“Bet ye wid.” Byron pockets the pack. “Tell us aboot this hoor yer lookin’ fur.”

“Echo? Well, she struggles with addiction. Her sister loves her. Wants her found.”

“An’ yer job’s findin’ people, eh?”

I smile. “Far from it. I’m an entertainment lawyer. From Canada.”

“Kind of entertainment comes oot o’ Canada? Northern Exposures an’ shite?”

I start to answer but he cuts me off. “Whit’s this hoor’s name?”

“Echo. Kim.”

“Chizzit?”

“Kim is her surname.”

“Chinese, uh.”

I don’t dispute him.

Byron stands and moves toward the door. I start to follow. I don’t know where we’re going. Byron throws the deadbolt on the door and I realize just where I am.

And I smell butane.

He’s got me by the throat, throttling me. Lets me go long enough to wind up. A haymaker blasts the air from my gut. For the second time that morning I’m choking for breath.

David Chaim Feldman’s athletic prowess ends with the Put-Put Golf in the student union arcade of his alma mater. But I’m not going out without a fight. I wrap my arms around his leg and push, trying to topple him. A fire hydrant might be easier to shift. Fight or no, I am going out.

Going—

Gone.

*   *   *

When I wake, I’m on the carpet by the couch. I hear him punching numbers into the phone. He clears his throat and spits. The gob lands near my face.

“Aye, it’s Byron,” he says into the phone. “Ah got summit. Some lawyer lookin’ fur Echo Kim. Nah, he’ll nae be goin’ onywhaur. Ah’ll check.” His foot jabs my ribcage. “Ye still alive?”

“No,” I manage to say.

“He’s drawin’ breath.” Another jab. He holds the receiver near my face. “Yer name?”

“Feldman.”

“Ye get ‘at? Sorry bastard. Looks a ned tae me. Mebbe ah should—if yer sure he’ll nae spill. Fine. Ah won’t hurt ‘im. Nae a scratch. Unnerstood.”

I manage to flop over onto my back. I see Byron looking down at me.

“Ye bleed easy,” he says.

He sits, reaches under the couch and unearths a syringe.

“Ah’m sposed tae let ye go,” he says, “but we both know that isnae happenin’, is it? Ah’ll gie ye the same choice ah gave that yob Barkley an’ ma sister’s Chinese friend. Ye can huv the needle—lethal injection like—or ah can carve ye up masel’.”

“No third option?” I manage to say.

“Sure. Ah kin burn ye while yer still alive.”

There’s a tap-tap on the door. Byron steps over me on his way to answer it. He pockets the phone. “Nae messin’ aboot,” he says.

I look at the sliding door and the small balcony beyond it. If it’s Douglas knocking, I could call out to her. But I’d be inviting her to join me. If it’s whoever Byron called, I’ll take my chances on a nine-floor plunge.

Light footsteps. I quarter-turn and look up to see a blonde harridan smoking and looking down at me thoughtfully. Behind her Byron says, “Get it goin’, Joyce.”

“Ah jest need tae change—”

“Ah said oot.”

She drops her cigarette on the floor, spins and leaves. Byron chains the door behind her. He’s wrapped the syringe in a dishcloth. Now he shakes it out into his hand. I think absurd thoughts about sterility and cleanliness.

More knocking. Byron tosses the needle on the couch and mutters “Chrissakes.”

I hear Douglas’s voice.

I watch them from the floor, sideways in my vision. He lets her past him. She enters, shrugging off her coat and whinging about the weather. She spies me.

With her hands wrapped in her sleeves and her back to him, he seizes her.

As he does she spins toward him. Her hand comes out of the jacket carrying a nasty-looking sap. Her arm arcs around, bringing it down on his collarbone. I hear a snap and a scream from Byron as his arm goes slack. The second shot catches him on the temple. His legs seem to forget their purpose and he collapses.

Douglas helps me up. “If yer asked, say I was aimin’ for his shoulder both times and the bugger flinched.”

*   *   *

I bleed easy, but that’s all I’m doing. Some lacerations and a smorgasbord of bruises. I feel like I’ve been through a tumble dryer with a load of bricks.

I don’t see Byron Nunn again. He’s been out of prison for three weeks and already there’s an all-ports warning out on him for larceny and assault.

I allow Sgt. Douglas to book me a flight home. Economy with two stopovers. It’s the gesture that counts, I tell myself, as I check to see if the ticket’s upgradeable.

Douglas drives me to the airport. Along the way she stops at a tobacconists’ and buys cigars to smoke on the drive.

I’m looking for something to make sense of what I’ve been through. Something I can take back to Larissa. I ask Douglas if the dead girl is Flora Lee and she says it’s likely.

Echo. Barkley. Flora. Joyce. Byron. I can’t see the connection. And then there it is.

All this time I’ve been wondering if Echo’s a villain or a damsel in distress. It’d be just like Echo to play both roles.

I ask Douglas what number Byron dialed.

“He sortae landed on his mobile when I cracked him.”

“Five gets you ten it was Echo,” I say. “I think Byron started the fire on Echo’s instructions.”

“There was butane at the flat,” Douglas says. “Isnae hard evidence, but it links Byron tae the blaze. But how’d Echo give us the slip, when we’re watchin’ her passport?”

“You’re not watching Flora’s,” I say. “Echo needed Byron to take care of Jimmy Barkley, once Barkley found out that her stories about having dope connections were false. She had Byron find someone that looked enough like her to fool the police and Jimmy’s associates. A mental slug like Byron probably grabbed the first halfway-Asian person he saw. Even so, with the burns and her teeth removed, Flora’s body gives Echo a headstart.”

“What’s Byron get out o’ it?”

“Echo offers him the same thing she offered Barkley. Get rid of Barkley and I’ll make you Dope King of Glasgow. People die for drug money all the time. Only Echo could inspire two killings with drug money that never existed.”

“So it’s—”

“Echo who Byron phones, yeah. She knows me. She would’ve asked Byron to spare me.”

“Hard tae reckon,” Douglas says.

“Echo is an inveterate liar. She lies to Barkley to get free drugs. Lies to Byron to get rid of Barkley once Barkley catches on to her. Even if Byron talks, she’ll be out of the country and Byron can’t follow.”

“But where’s Echo now?”

“That I don’t know. Where do most criminals go to hide?”’

“My experience?” Douglas says, expelling a cloud of rich cigar smoke. “A great many of ‘em tend tae go home.”

*   *   *

It’s possible Larissa Kim knew nothing of her sister’s crimes. It’s possible she hid Echo in her three-bedroom penthouse without knowing what Echo had done. There are other possibilities. As Larissa’s attorney I believe what Larissa tells me.

What’s not possible is that, now that Echo’s in custody, Larissa will face aiding and abetting charges. That can’t happen. To addicts, yes, but not to celebrities.

But if it did, three things would result:

First, Larissa would walk. The law firm of Broughton, Feldman, and McKechney isn’t in the business of seeing their top-earning client face prison time. Since Echo’s ‘adventure,’ we’ve started practicing criminal law. Although if you ask Douglas, all lawyers practice criminal law.

Second, we’d find a way to minimize the scandal so that Larissa came across as a victim, a beleaguered sister torn between sororal love and the law. By the end of our shine job, the public would love her even more.

And third?

The new season of Stachura’s Law would have one hell of a buzz.
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Magda

by Cathi Stoler

“You don’t get what you don’t ask for,” Marti always said, “but sometimes you get more than you wanted.” It was good advice from a mother who didn’t have much else to give, and I carried it with me as I moved through life. Although, right now, I wish I had understood it better.

I shift slightly, to ease the cramping in my arm from holding the gun out in front of me for so many hours, and rest it on my lap. I see my eyes reflected in the wavy pane of glass I’m looking through, and a stranger’s eyes stare back from the blackness beyond. Dark and wary and filled with fierceness I didn’t know I possessed.

It won’t be long now; I’m not exactly a wilderness kind of girl, and coming up here to Devlin’s cabin in the Catskills was a mistake. He’ll find me soon enough. He’s probably out there already, waiting and watching. I bring the gun back up and aim it at the window. And I wait.

My story may sound familiar, like the creak of a floorboard you know to avoid when sneaking in late at night, or a tune running around in your head you just can’t get rid of. Familiar? Maybe. But it’d be better to think of it as a cautionary tale.

We lived in The City, as Manhattan is known in the rest of the boroughs. Not the fancy, high-rent part, but in a tenement apartment on Sixty-fifth and First Avenue. Marti had grown up there and kept it after my grandparents died. Most of the time, it was just the two of us making our way day to day. If we’d lived in the Hamptons, we would have been the townies. But Manhattan is different. All kinds of people live side-by-side and the class lines tend to blur a bit, especially if you work at fitting in.

Marti waitressed in the Blue Bird Bar ‘N Grill downstairs and I went to school at St. Vincent’s across the street, where the nuns still used rulers on your knuckles when you misbehaved.

Marti had gone there, too, but it didn’t stick. Her problem was men. First my dad, whom I never knew. Next it was Frank, then Tony taking over and running things. She flowed into each one like butter melting into warm toast, hoping for the best and getting chewed up instead, until the cancer ate away at her for good.

Me? I tried every way I knew not to be like her. Went to school and did well enough to earn a scholarship to college and a degree in restaurant management. Then I came home to the old neighborhood and opened my own bar and grill, Magda’s, in the space where Marti had worked and in the building where I’d always lived. It wasn’t big, but it was mine. No Frank or Tony to tell me what do and how to do it.

I worked the stick behind the bar and made friends with the locals, Generous drinks and a sympathetic ear kept them coming back. Little Alain from down the block who stopped by for a Cabernet or two after a day at the Consulate. The two Bobs, best friends who always wanted to cut me in on one of their get rich quick schemes, for a healthy dose of capital, of course. Marlene, thirty-five, single and husband-hunting. You get the idea. Leroy, my southern cook by way of Harlem, helped put the place on the map. He whipped up Cajun specialties that attracted the attention of a few well-placed critics. Foodies from around the city followed and filled the dining room most nights.

Life was good. But that in itself should have put me on warning; I wasn’t Marti’s daughter for nothing. Experience taught me that good doesn’t usually last.

If you can believe the irony, me sitting here smiling with a gun in my hand: the devil made me do it. Not the devil with horns and a pitchfork whose fiery hell the nuns at St. Vincent’s were always warning us about, but a real devil nonetheless.

He came into my place and sat at my bar, all flashy white teeth, slicked back hair and eyes so blue the ocean would have roiled in envy to see them.

“I’ll have a double Bourbon,” he said and slipped a fifty onto the bar. “Keep the change.”

I should have known then, as my heart hitched up into my throat and my voice escaped me. Keep Away. Stay Back. Trouble. The signs were flashing in front of me like brightest neon on Broadway.

It was already too late. ‘You don’t get what you don’t ask for.’ Marti’s words tickled the back of my mind. It didn’t matter that I pretended to myself I wasn’t going down that road, every cell in my body was asking for him.

We started talking and it didn’t take long for it to move on from there. He was fast, my Devlin. It was his way. Got right to it, no matter what. I was flattered he fancied me. Sure, I was pretty and I thought I was smart. But he was much prettier and much smarter. Although I didn’t see it then.

He came from the Bronx, near Parkchester, and his family still lived there, his parents and a kid sister. When we met, he was in a studio on the west side, a place he referred to as the pit.

After a few weeks, he moved in with me and we fell into a routine. I’d go down to the bar about four in the afternoon. He’d get home about six and join me after work. Devlin was a foreman with one of the big construction companies in Brooklyn. He went from site to site, supervising the guys, checking the equipment was working, that kind of thing. He didn’t have to get his hands dirty, just make sure the job got done.

Devlin would sit at the end of my long brass bar rail, and I’d pour Bourbon and slide it down to him. One of the wait staff would let Leroy know ‘the man was in the house,’ and five minutes later, a plate of gumbo or Louisiana short ribs or fried oysters with pepper-jelly sauce would appear in front of him.

He’d watch me work the bar, pulling beers from the tap and mixing cocktails for the customers, and wink as I slipped the tips they left into the cup on the back bar. On a good night, if the foodies hung around for drinks after dinner, my take could be four hundred or more. Like I said, life was good.

After I closed, if I wasn’t too tired, we’d go to an after-hours club for a nightcap and conversation with other people in the business. A few of the clubs had illegal gambling in a back room or an upstairs apartment. New York is filled with people who love to gamble, and these clubs were closer than the casinos in AC or Foxwoods and more than willing to extend credit for a hefty price.

As often as Devlin asked if I wanted to give it a try, I’d say no. I’d seen the results first hand with some of my customers. Most of the players were too drunk or too desperate to realize the games were rigged. The guys running the clubs made a fortune, the people playing lost their shirts and sometimes more. I worked too hard for my money to throw it away and, in fact, was saving it for an expansion scheme I’d started thinking about when I heard the commercial space next to mine might become available.

Devlin was all for expanding, but not into a bigger restaurant. He wanted to open his own after-hours bar and casino in a nearly vacant apartment building across the street.

“Mag, we’ll make a bundle, and I’ll keep it on the up and up. I swear.” He took me in his arms and aimed his baby blues at me. “We can retire to the country. Fix up my cabin.” He kissed me. “Maybe have a few kids.”

“Where would we get the money?” I asked, pulling myself up from the depths of those deep blue pools and ignoring his promises of future bliss. “You need capital. More than I have. You think we can go to a bank for a loan for an after-hours joint? What about the cops?”

I had a million reasons why this was a bad idea. He had an answer for every one and it was always the same, “Let me worry about that.”

He wore me down, Devlin did, and for a moment Marti’s shrugging submission to the men in her life crossed my mind. Not me, I told myself. It’s not the same.

Dev took me to look at the building. It was older than mine and pretty rundown. I knew the landlord from when I was a kid. There’d been a fire a few years ago, and most of the tenants were gone. He was warehousing the empty apartments in hopes that some big developer would come along, tear down the whole block, and buy him out. Only two senior citizens remained, occupying apartments on the first floor, not anyone who would hear what was going on up on the fifth. We lied to the landlord and said we wanted it for storage for the restaurant and agreed to his very-inflated monthly rent. I was sure he knew what we were planning and would come sniffing around once the club got going, wanting a cut of the action.

Devlin was happier than I’d ever seen him. He poured his energy into making it happen, hiring a contractor and painter to fix the place up, installing a bar and lighting, buying couches and chairs. His energy and my money.

“I’m tapped out.” I waved my bankcard in front of his face. I’d used my personal savings, but had refused to dip into the restaurant’s account. I was sticking by my decision on that at least. “What are we going to do now?”

“Let me worry about that,” he said. A few days later he came home with a brown paper bag filled with cash, something I’d only seen in the movies.

My eyes probably looked as big as saucers when I peeked into the bag. “Jesus, Dev,” I began, “where did you get…”

He put up his hand to stop me. “Don’t ask questions, Mag. I’ve got it covered.”

So he spent some more. On blackjack, craps and poker tables. On playing cards, dice and chips. On booze for the customers and people to run the games and watch the door.

Devlin spread the word, and opening night, the place was packed when I dropped in after my shift. “We’re off to a good start,” he whispered in my ear, then turned back to greet a new arrival.

Life as I knew it was over. I slept when he worked and vice versa. I kept away from the club and concentrated on the restaurant. When my customers asked about the club, I smiled and said they’d have to talk to Dev.

Any time I questioned how things were going, I got the same answer. “Good. Really great. No worries.”

We tried to keep the time we had together, mostly Sundays, our day off, separate from business. Movies, a concert, or dinner somewhere nice where they didn’t know us. Or, we’d hop in my beat-up old Ford and ride up to his cabin and stay overnight. It worked for a while until it didn’t.

That’s when Joe dropped by the bar, although I didn’t know his name then. Dapper is how Marti would have described him and she would have been right. Tall and good-looking with dark brown eyes and dark wavy hair. Navy blue pin-stripe suit, white shirt, and grey tie. Conservative yet fashionable. He could have been a lawyer or a broker, but somehow, I didn’t think so. Not the way he carried himself.

A nod and a terse, “Macallan 18, straight up, water back.” was the sum of my conversation with him. Not many of my customers ordered Scotch, let alone the most expensive one on the shelf. They were more the Pomegranate Caipirinha and Bellini crowd. I served him and walked away to wait on a couple at the other end of the bar. Busy as I was, I could feel him watching me, although every time I looked his way, he was staring into his drink. The next time I glanced over, he was gone, a hundred on the bar to pay for his drink. Relief flooded over me, and I worked until closing time then went home to wait for Devlin.

The next night Mr. Suave was back in the same seat with the same drink. “I’ll have to order another bottle,” I joked as I poured out the smoky liquid.

“Might be a good idea, Magda,” he said and took a long sip. “I like it here.”

I raised my eyebrow at his use of my name. “We know each other?”

“Not yet.” He smiled one of those smiles that didn’t reach his eyes, and a chill ran down my spine. “But we will.”

He came in every night for a week before I asked him his name. “Call me Joe.”

As opposed to Phil or Al, I thought but didn’t say. Just nodded. “Sure.”

The next week was a repeat of the first. Joe stopped in, had his Scotch, watched me work and left. It was creeping me out, but not for the reason you think. I knew in my bones it had nothing to do with me and everything to do with Devlin.

“So Joe, what do you do?” I asked polishing the bar in front of him as he slid onto the stool.

“I fix things.” His eyes locked onto mine, and what I saw in them made me stop breathing.

“Like cars or air conditioners?” I finally squeaked out after what seemed like an eternity.

The corner of his lip curled up at that. “Things of a more personal nature. Like when one party has a problem with another and can’t seem to work it out. I step in.” He nodded. “You understand?”

I did. I got his message loud and clear, and though it should have been a surprise to me, it wasn’t. He was talking about Devlin and using me to get to him.

Well, it worked. That night I waited up until Dev got home. I told him about Joe and my gut feeling his presence had to do with the club. Dev’s face went white when I described him but he toughed it out.

“It’s nothing. I can handle it, Mag.” He moved closer, arms open to take me in.

I put up a hand to stop him. “You know this guy? Who the hell is he?” My instincts had been right all along.

“Nobody important. He works for the guys I borrowed the money from.” Devlin stared down at the floor. “I’m a little behind on my payments and…”

“What?” I shouted. “I thought the club was doing great. Making a boat-load of money.” I could feel my face turning red from anger. “Instead, the people you owe sent this guy to harass me. How could you let this happen?” My hands were balled into fists, ready to punch him.

“The club is … fine … just a lot of people seem to be winning right now and it’s affecting the cash flow. The expenses are more than I expected.” His voice grew defiant. “I’ll take care of it.”

He looked at me with those beautiful eyes of his, but this time it didn’t work. I grabbed my stuff and left the apartment. I’d sleep on the couch in my office at the restaurant and think about what to do.

At first, I thought it was Devlin who was getting scammed. I wondered how many other paper bags filled with cash he brought home and hid from me. He’d taken money from the wrong people, maybe the real owners of the construction company he’d worked for. The kind of people who only cared about their profits. The club was a perfect front for laundering their dirty money. They probably told Dev who to hire to work the tables and sent in players who would win and move the cash. Only something had gone wrong—I didn’t know what—and now they were after Dev.

I was right about some of it. The next night, Joe came in and told me where my thinking had gone astray.

“Who are you?” I asked as I slid a coaster in front of him and poured his Scotch.

“I think you already know,” he replied evenly. “Where’s Devlin? I need to find him.”

“I don’t know.” It was true. He was gone when I went back to the apartment in the morning, his drawers and closet empty except for a few hangers swaying in the breeze. “We had a fight. He left.”

“He stole a lot of money from my employers,” he said, “and you’re his collateral.”

“Me?” It was so absurd, I laughed out loud. “You mean my restaurant? Dev has nothing to do with it. It isn’t his to promise.”

He shook his head. “My employers are not interested in owning a restaurant, Magda. When I said you, I meant you.” He leaned in close over the bar and his warm breath tickling my cheek as he spoke. “I need the money Devlin took, or I’ll have to kill you. We explained to him it would be this way if he didn’t pay up.” He pulled away and stared at me. “I’d hate for that to happen. You should find him. It would be to your advantage. I’ll be in touch.”

I stood there stunned as Joe left, my mouth open, unable to move or utter a sound. I felt like I might throw up all over the bar. Devlin had betrayed me, probably right from the start, using my restaurant as his fallback. But, as Joe told me, a restaurant wasn’t on the mob’s menu. All they had a taste for was money. Devlin knew these people wouldn’t blink an eye at having me killed if he didn’t return their money, and instead of giving it back, he disappeared. All he cared about was the money. He’d have that, and I would be dead. How could I have been so stupid?

One of the waiters called my name and brought me back to reality. I signaled to my manager that I needed her behind the bar and told her I was ill. I had to get away from there as fast as I could.

I ran up to the apartment and finally broke down, sliding to the floor crying and thinking about the last six months with Devlin. He was gone now and my soul with him. Probably holed up somewhere until he could leave the city, or even the country with the cash.

I dried my eyes and thought long and hard about where he would go. Not to his parents in the Bronx, they weren’t that close and they were sure to ask too many questions.

Then it hit me, there was one place Dev would feel safe. He and the money were at his cabin in the mountains. I grabbed a few things and headed for my car. I’d find him and make him do the right thing.

I drove like a crazy woman, speeding up the Thruway with one thing on my mind: finding Devlin before it was too late. If he was gone, I was screwed. Joe was counting on my survival instincts to do his job, but I had no illusions. He’d kill me if I didn’t come through. If only as an example to the next schmuck who wanted to do business with his employers.

It was very late by the time I got to the cabin. I shut the car’s lights and cut the engine as I made the last turn into the driveway. I wanted surprise on my side. The shades were down but I could see a light behind the bedroom window. I got out of the car as quietly as possible and walked up the porch steps, then eased open the front door. Dev must have felt safe enough to leave it unlocked. Music was coming from the bedroom in back and I walked that way.

He was sitting on the bed, surrounded by stacks of cash, a hunting rifle at his side. His eyes gave away his surprise before he could mask it, but he recovered quickly.

“Mag, thank God you knew to come up here.” An easy smile played across his mouth. “I was going to call you and tell what happened. It’s crazy.” His words came fast and smooth like an old-time snake oil salesman. He lifted himself off the bed, taking the rifle with him, talking all the time. “I’m so glad you’re here. I love you so much. I was just trying to figure out where we could go and be safe. You know that, don’t you?” He moved closer to me, watching me to see how I’d react. “Look,” he said and turned toward the bed, “I’ve got tickets for Brazil.” Instead of tickets he shifted his grip on the rifle and spun back around, bringing it up and pointing it my way.

“I don’t think so,” I said as I fired my gun through my jacket pocket and into his heart.

Those beautiful blue eyes stared up at me one last time. Only now they were lifeless and dull.

Dev never knew I had a gun. I’d bought it when I opened the restaurant to stash behind the bar in case of trouble. It made me too nervous to have around, so I brought it to the apartment and hid it on the top shelf of my closet behind some old boxes of photos,

I took it with me to the cabin thinking of Joe, but I never imagined I’d use it on Dev.

I packed the money back in the bag Devlin had used to carry it. Then I took my gun and went to wait by the window.

Marti was right after all. I had gotten more than I wanted and I couldn’t give it back. Not the pain or the emptiness in the space where my heart should be.

Chances are Joe followed me. He might have even heard the shot that killed Dev. Am I going to let him take the money? I’m not sure. I’ll just have to wait and see how things play out when he gets here.
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Crow’s Lesson

by Robert Lopresti

It was my fifth day on stake-out. I was sitting in my tired old Ford Escort, parked across the street from the target. All the tools of the trade—clipboard, binoculars, coffee thermos—were close at hand.

By my client’s arrangement, the suspect had been delayed in the target building for ten minutes, long enough for the end-of-the-day crowd to thin out. I had no trouble spotting him when he left.

A colleague of his came out at the same time. They appeared to be having a disagreement—I was too far away to hear its subject—and my suspect kicked him in the shins. Twice.

The colleague fell down, screaming, and my suspect ran off. Half a block away he stopped, seeing a group of females who had left the building earlier and were chatting together on the sidewalk.

The suspect began digging in the front yard of a nearby house. He pulled up a bunch of onion grass and started to chase them, waving the stinking vegetation over his head. The girls ran off screaming.

Jimmy Pankhurst was a little swine, even for a seven-year-old.

That wasn’t why I was following him, though. I started my car and prepared to follow him away from the school.

Proverbial hell broke loose.

Two very large guns appeared outside my windshield, both pointed at my astonished face. “Police! Freeze!”

I did a passable imitation of an iceberg. My hands were already on the steering wheel and I kept them there, wondering what in the world was happening.

Someone opened my car door. “Step out slowly. Hands in the air.”

I did just that and found myself facing a tall black man in a blue suit. He looked less like a cop than a college professor.

From the look of it, he was ready to flunk me, permanently.

“Turn around. Hands on the roof of the car.”

I assumed the position. While he frisked me I stood facing his partner; a short, pock-marked white man in a loud, checked sports jacket. I would have taken him for a used car salesman, the kind you walk past quickly, clutching your wallet.

“What’s the problem, officers?” I said. Probably croaked, actually.

“You tell us, pal.”

“Pardon?”

“This is the third day you’ve been spotted following a little kid home from school. So what’s your problem? Can’t find one you like?”

I hadn’t thought about how that; about how bad it would look if I was seen. No wonder they were ticked off.

“I can explain,” I said hopefully.

The professor finished frisking me and stepped back. “He’s clean. In a manner of speaking.”

The salesman’s gun stayed pointed at my adenoids. “You got I.D., pal?”

My hands remained on the car roof. I wasn’t going to offer them the smallest excuse for a misunderstanding.

“Front left pants pocket.”

The professor reached around me and pulled out my wallet. “Marty Crow,” he recited. “Private investigator.”

“You’re a P.I.?” said the salesman. “That’s why you were shadowing the kids? One of them getting a divorce, maybe?”

“I can explain,” I said again.

“He’s from Atlantic City,” the professor told his partner. “What are you doing way over here, Mr. Crow?”

“Look in my breast pocket,” I told him. “Left side.”

He did and pulled out an envelope. “It’s a letter. Someone hiring him to do something. Who’s Dr. Malcom Daylee?”

“Superintendent of schools right here in West Tuckahoe,” I replied. “He hired me to follow a different school kid home every day.”

“Yeah?” said the salesman. He still held his pistol but no longer seemed to be looking for an excuse to use it. “So what’s the superintendent’s problem?”

“I can explain,” I said, wondering where I’d heard that before.

The professor sighed. “Which pocket?”

“Jacket. Inner right.”

He reached in and found a folded page.

“The man’s got more pockets than a herd of kangaroos,” said the salesman. He was putting away his pistol, which made me very happy.

“Not herds,” said his partner, absentmindedly. “A group of kangaroos is called a mob.”

The salesman rolled his eyes. “My partner, the police force’s token intellectual.”

“Can I put my hands down?” I asked.

“Oh, sure. So what have you got, George?”

George, the professor, was frowning. “It’s a clipping from the New York Times.”

“From a few months ago,” I agreed. “A suburban town in New York state is worried about children from the neighboring city sneaking into their schools without paying taxes. They hired a private eye to follow the students. That’s what gave Dr. Daylee the idea.”

The salesman’s eyes were popping. “That’s it? You’re following kids to make sure they aren’t wetbacks slipping in from Tuckahoe City?”

I shrugged. “That’s it.”

“That’s stupid.”

“Theft of services,” said the professor. “Not unreasonable. Our schools are much better than the city’s, and do you know how much tax money we pay per student?”

“I don’t care if we pay your whole salary,” said his partner. “It’s dumb. And we can’t have Atlantic City private clowns following little kids and scaring them half to death.” He looked at me. “You understand that, Mr. Crow?”

I nodded, the earnest and cooperative citizen. “I do. And I don’t want any trouble, so if you say stop, I will. But I don’t want you guys to get in any trouble either.”

“Us?” That got their attention. “How could we get in trouble?”

“I’ll have to tell Dr. Daylee why I’m stopping. And I don’t know how much clout he has.”

From their faces, they didn’t know either. Finally the professor spoke up: “I think we’ll have our lieutenant speak to your superintendent. Until then, you can continue, I guess.”

“I’m done for today,” I replied. “The little cherub I was tailing is long gone. Probably off strangling cats or something.”

Dr. Daylee called me the next morning. He was a relentlessly cheerful man, his voice full of morale-boosting enthusiasm that depressed the hell out of me.

“Mr. Crow! I hear you had a little run-in with the local authorities.”

“That’s right, sir. Apparently they don’t want me following children. I’ll send you a

bill—”

“Nonsense! The lieutenant and I got it all straightened out. You have their complete permission to continue your mission.”

I felt oddly disappointed. “So far I haven’t found anyone who lived outside of the school district.”

“That just brings us closer to finding the ones who do, Mr. Crow. I’ll send you another list of pupils with suspicious addresses. Keep up the good work!”

*   *   *

Four days later, I came to work with a tremendous headache. Not a hangover, because I don’t drink, but I had been out way too late, or too early, losing my rent money at an all-night poker party.

The student I was to follow that day—the alleged thief of educational services—was a ten-year-old named Mabel Wilson. She had been absent the day of the class picture, so all I had was a description.

When Mabel stepped out of Grover Cleveland School, she made me think of some child movie star from the silent movies. Not that she was particularly pretty, but her navy blue dress and long curly blonde hair seemed terribly old-fashioned.

She looked left and right and then hurried to the street. An old green pick-up truck was parked at the curb.

This pick-up truck suited me fine. It was easier to follow a vehicle than a walking child. Trucks generally stick to streets.

The files gave Mabel’s home address as 17 Atlantic Street. This number didn’t appear in the street directory, which is what made Dr. Daylee, or the clerk he assigned to the job, pull the record and send it to me.

I was hoping that Mabel’s Mom or Dad, whoever was driving the truck, would head straight to Atlantic Street and prove the directory was out of date. Then I could go home and take a nap before stopping at the casinos to try to make up for my losses the night before.

But this was not my lucky day. The truck drove past Atlantic Street. Well, maybe they were going shopping or something.

The truck passed West Tuckahoe’s small but trendy downtown and kept going. My God, I thought. Daylee is right for once. They really do live out of town.

They finally turned onto a tiny dead end named Claypool Road. I coasted past Claypool and parked. That’s when things got complicated.

The relationship between the township of West Tuckahoe and the surrounding communities is one of those nightmares that keep New Jersey lawyers buying Porsches. As Dr. Daylee explained it to me, the school district borders are similar to, but not identical to, the borders of the township. He had provided me with a school district map and I had to open it up to find where Claypool Street fit in the puzzle.

Map-reading is not one of my outstanding skills. In Boy Scouts I flunked orienteering twice. After five minutes of struggle, I determined that Claypool was in the district. Mabel Wilson’s parents had given the school the wrong address, but the little blonde was within her rights to attend Grover Cleveland School.

I began folding my map, and then it was déjà vu all over again.

“Police, freeze! Hands where I can see them!”

More cops. I dropped the map and put my hands on the steering wheel. The passenger door opened and a blonde man with a gun stuck his head inside.

There’s a rumor going around that the human brain works in a logical fashion. It makes observations; then it reasons through to a conclusion.

Garbage.

As soon as my eyes recorded the gunman’s blonde hair, my brain rushed to the end of the story: he’s going to kill you. Only later did I figure out why I knew what I knew.

My brain’s acrobatics must have gone something like this: The gunman’s hair is the same shade of blonde as Mabel Wilson’s. Therefore, he’s not a cop; he’s her father.

And this: The reason you thought Mabel looked like an old-fashioned child movie star is because the blonde hair looks phony. It’s dyed.

So why would father and daughter both dye their hair? To change their appearance.

Why? Because they are on the run.

Conclusion: he’s going to kill you.

Not that knowing that helped me much, of course.

“Get out on this side,” said the phony blonde. “Hands in the air.”

I keep a gun bolted under my dashboard. It might as well have been buried in the Watchung Mountains for all the good it could do me.

I slid out. If the blonde man—let’s call him Wilson, although I was sure that wasn’t his real name—had stayed close to my car, I would have tried a kick. But he backed away, too paranoid to trust even a harmless guy like me.

“Hands on your head,” said Wilson.

For the first time I realized how empty this area was. Two houses on this block.

Nobody to see, nobody to hear.

It was a long walk to Wilson’s red bungalow, but not long enough for me.

The little girl, supposedly named Mabel Wilson, was standing in the doorway, wide-eyed. “Daddy?”

“Go to your room, May. Start packing.”

“Oh no, Daddy. Not again.”

“He’s one of the spies, honey. We have to leave.”

The girl turned and ran down the hall.

I stopped in the doorway and looked behind me. I was wondering if I would ever see daylight again.

“Move it,” said Wilson. “To your left.”

And then we were in a small kitchen. It had been painted bright yellow, quite a few years ago. A covered pot on the stove gave off a whiff of corned beef and cabbage.

“Lie down on the floor,” Wilson told me. “Face down.”

“There’s no reason to kill me.”

He frowned; it was the first time I had spoken. “What?”

“There’s no reason to kill me,” I repeated. “Just tie me up and get out of here. I’ll say I never found you.”

“Shut up.” He was fumbling in a drawer with the hand that didn’t hold the gun. After a moment, he pulled out a large carving knife. Suddenly I felt a bit like a corned beef myself. “Lie face down, I said.”

I did so, slowly and reluctantly. “On the other hand, three people know where I was going today. If I disappear, they’ll start looking. You’ll have no head start at all.”

“I said shut up.” I heard him open the back door, but from my face-down position on the cold linoleum I couldn’t see what he was doing in the doorway. Something vigorous and noisy with the carving knife.

He stepped back in and I saw clothesline dragging at his feet. Well, that wasn’t so bad. You don’t rope a dead man.

He tied me up, or rather down, as if he’d done it before. My hands were behind my back. The rope around my legs turned through the central post of the kitchen table, so even if I stood up I would have had to take the table with me to go anywhere.

Wilson put a kitchen chair down in front of me and sat, gun pointed casually at the wall. “How did you find me?”

This was the tricky part. If I told him the truth—about Dr. Daylee’s quest for border-crossers—he would never believe it. Could you blame him? I didn’t want to think about what he would do to force the “truth” out of me.

I wish the cops had given me back the letter from Dr. Daylee.

So, it had to be a lie. The problem was, I didn’t know enough about him to offer a convincing lie. I didn’t know why he was on the run, or from where, or even what his name was.

“Come on,” he said impatiently. “How did you find me?”

Pleading ignorance was the only possibility. God knows, I ought to be able to make that convincing.

“My boss gave me a list of addresses to check. That’s all. How he found out about you, I have no idea.”

“Who’s your boss?”

Wilson had already pulled my wallet and seen my business cards: Marty Crow of Crow Investigations. “He’s my big brother. James Crow.”

“Who hired you?” It was hard to read his face, lying prone. I tried to roll over and he stopped me with a foot on my back. “Lie still. Was it my wife who hired you?”

“Daddy?” The little girl was in the doorway.

Wilson stood up and stepped in front of me, as if that could block the girl’s view of a man lying on the floor. “Finish packing, honey.”

“Can I take my bicycle?”

“We can’t fit it in the car, May. I’ll buy you one when we get to our new town.”

“Where will that be?”

“It’s a surprise. Go pack your clothes.”

He turned back to me. “I have to pack, too. I’m going to have to gag you.”

“Double-detached deviated septum.”

He frowned. “What?”

“I have a double-detached deviated septum,” I lied. “Can’t breathe through my nose. You cover my mouth up, and the next time your daughter comes down, she’ll see a bright blue corpse with his eyes bulging out.”

Wilson thought it over. “This is a dead end street. You yell and no one will hear you.”

“I won’t yell.”

“But I’ll hear you. Then I’ll have to take a chance on gagging you.”

“I’ll be quiet.”

He nodded and headed for the stairs.

I spoke fast. “My brother knows where I am. If I don’t come back, he’ll come looking this evening. You’ll have no lead time at all. But if you tie me up, I promise I won’t tell anyone I found you.”

He looked down at me, not buying it. “And pass up the reward?”

“I wouldn’t get the reward anyway. My stinking brother would. The guy who sent me out here with no gun.” I was getting quite angry at Brother Jim Crow, which was a good trick since he didn’t exist.

“Okay,” said Wilson. He was facing the hallway again. “You behave yourself, and I’ll leave you tied up in the cellar. Take you a couple of hours to untie yourself. That seem fair?”

“Sure.” I wished he would look me in the eye when he said that. “How long have you been running?”

“Man,” he said. “Didn’t they tell you anything?”

“They never do,” I said, bitterly.

“It’ll be two years in June. That was when my ex-wife’s new husband got a job offer five states away. They wanted to take my daughter. Said she could fly out once a year to see me, for God’s sake.”

“So you took off.”

“Not at first. I told them I was going to a judge to keep them from taking May away. The next thing I know I was arrested for sexually assaulting my daughter. Pure lies. When I made bail, I grabbed May and ran.”

I didn’t know how much of that to believe, but I was in no position to argue. “That’s a tough break.”

“Damned right. Now, I have to go pack.”

After he walked out, I turned over on my back, which twisted my legs into a knot. I stared at the cracked white ceiling and wondered where the door to the cellar was. I hadn’t seen one outside and I hadn’t spotted one in the hallway.

“Why are you making faces like that?”

I looked at the doorway. It was Mabel, alias May. “I was just wondering if this house has a cellar.”

“Nope. Our last house did. That was in Huntingdon, Pennsylvania. But this one doesn’t.”

“How many houses have you lived in with your dad, May?”

She sat down in a kitchen chair, swinging her legs and watching me. “Daddy says not to talk about where we lived before, or the spies will find us. Are you a spy?”

“Spy?”

“They come from the bad countries. Mama’s new husband works for them. He sent spies after us. That’s why I can’t tell anyone who I really am. Are you a spy?”

“Me? No.” I shifted around, trying to take the weight off my roped hands. “I’m just a poor guy stuck in the wrong place.”

This little girl was my ticket out. She had to be. I figured I had only one chance with her. If I picked the wrong approach, she would run off and tell her daddy and that would be the end of that.

And the end of me.

So what to do? Tell her to run to a neighbor’s house and call the cops? Why would she?

I could tell her I had come to rescue her and take her back to her mom. But for all I knew, her father treated her like a saint and her mother used to beat her black and blue.

I had a glimmer of an idea. Whether she loved him or feared him, maybe she could plead my case; convince dear old Dad to let me live. If I could scare her with the idea that her father was going to kill me, she might beg him not to.

“I hope you like your new home,” I told her.

She shook her blonde curls. “I’m tired of moving. I hate going to new schools all the time.”

“Would you rather live with your mother?”

“My mother is a drunken tramp.” There was no emotion in her voice. This was just a phrase she had heard often. What does your father do? He’s a salesman. What does your mother do? She’s a drunken tramp.

“Do you know what’s going to happen to me?” I asked May.

She stopped swinging her legs. “No. What?”

“Your father says he’s going to leave me in the cellar.”

She frowned. “I told you, we don’t have a cellar.”

“I know. What’s really going to happen is, your father is going to murder me.”

Her eyes went wide. “Really?”

“He’ll probably shoot me. Once everything’s packed up, he’ll send you out to the car. You’ll hear a noise like a big balloon popping. That’ll mean he just shot me in the head.”

She made a face. “That’s yucky.”

“It sure is. I hope you don’t have to see it. Of course, maybe if you tell your dad you don’t want him to kill me—”

“May, what are you doing down here?” Wilson was standing in the doorway.

She spun around, startled. “I finished packing, Daddy.”

“Good. Take your things out to the car.”

She hurried out, and for the first time, I thought that maybe she was scared of him. God knows I was.

“What were you saying to my daughter?” He was standing directly over me, his hard-toed workboots inches from my head.

How to keep him calm? “Just asked her how she’s doing.”

“Oh.” Wilson’s shoulders seemed to relax a bit. “She’s fine.”

“Yes, indeed.” Anything to please. “She seems pretty well-adjusted for a kidnap victim.”

“Kidnapping?”

Uh oh. Mistake. He was white with rage. “Kidnapping? I didn’t kidnap her. I’m her father, for Pete’s sake. May is a victim of her mother, and that slut’s new husband, and their sleazy lawyer. That’s why we had to run.”

“Sorry. I was using the term loosely. I can see that you wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

“Mmm. Yeah.” He was looking away, toward the hallway where May had disappeared. “Don’t talk to her anymore. You got that?”

“Yes, sir.”

For the next hour, I had no one chance to talk to anyone. I just lay there, with my face toward the door, trying to maintain some feeling in my legs, and struggling to free my hands. No luck.

In the hall, I could hear father and daughter carrying down suitcases and other heavy objects and marching out to their truck. From the speed of it all, I suspected they had been living half-packed, always ready to be gone in a few minutes. A hell of a way to live, I thought.

Of course, any way of living was preferable to a bullet in the head, so who was I to criticize?

Wilson was back. He stepped over me silently, like I was a bump in the floor, and turned off the corned beef on the stove. Next he opened the refrigerator. I watched his back as he loaded food into a canvas grocery sack. A recycler, how nice. If you’re going to be murdered, you want it to be by someone who is ecologically aware. I could see the pistol wedged in his waistband, under the sweater.

“All set to go?” I asked.

“What?” He seemed startled to hear me speak, as if he’d forgotten I was still alive.

“Your daughter knows you’re going to kill me.”

He straightened up and spun around to look at me. “What? What are you talking about?”

“I told her you were going to murder me as soon she was out of the house. If you won’t let her come back in, she’ll know you killed me.”

Wilson put down the bag. He was red in the face and his arms were trembling. “You bastard! You had no right to do that!”

The ropes were cutting into my wrists. “I’m not sure etiquette is relevant,” I said. “I’m fighting for my life here.”

“You have no right to come between a man and his daughter like that!” He kicked me in the ribs, hard enough to take my breath. “You have no right to say her father is a murderer!”

“Even if it’s true?” I gasped. “I know there’s no cellar, so what else can I think?”

Wilson stood, staring down at me, thinking through his options. He pulled the gun out of his waistband, clicked off the safety.

Hell.

“She’ll know. Even if you muffle the sound, May will know you killed me. If you won’t let her back into the kitchen, she’ll know you scattered my brains on the walls in here.”

Wilson put the gun down on the counter. He walked back to the table and sat down hard, like his legs wouldn’t hold him. Two years of running had just about emptied his tank. “Tell me again,” he said.

“What?”

“Tell me what you’ll do if I don’t … don’t.…” He couldn’t say it out loud, couldn’t admit that he had been prepared to kill me. I felt a surge of optimism.

“Untie my legs,” I told him. “Lock me in a closet. You can let May see that I’m still alive. It’ll take me a few hours to break out of the closet, so you’re guaranteed that much time. But I promise you, I won’t tell anyone I saw you at all. Why should I? You’re doing me a favor, which is more than my lousy brother ever did for me.”

Wilson was nodding, half-convinced. “There’s a closet upstairs I can lock you in. You can kick your way out if I tie your legs up loose.”

“Sounds perfect.”

He bent under the table and started to untie my legs. I took a deep breath for what seemed like the first time in hours.

“Daddy, no!”

Neither of us had heard her come in. Little blonde May, standing next to the counter with the big black gun in her hand.

Wilson tsk-tsked as if she had spilled her milk. “May, put that down.”

“You can’t let him go, Daddy.” She was going to shoot—couldn’t he see it in her eyes? “He’ll tell on us!”

She raised the heavy pistol with both hands, aiming at my head with unblinking eyes.

I stared back, and raised my head and shoulders as far from the floor as I could.

“May, honey—”

I dropped my head. She fired.

I swear I saw the bullet leaving the barrel. It burned past me and tore into the sink cabinet behind my head.

May screamed as the recoil nearly broke her wrists. Wilson ran forward and pulled the gun away. Then he knelt down and hugged her. There were tears in his eyes. “Oh baby, it’s never right to kill anybody. Not anybody.”

*   *   *

Dr. Daylee smiled as he closed my report. “Very satisfactory. Do you think this man—James Hecker?—was guilty of assaulting his daughter?”

“Let a jury figure that one out,” I told him. “But I do know he left a few details out in what he told me.”

“Such as?”

“Such as breaking his wife’s jaw while they were still married. Such as threatening the life of her new husband.”

“Oh.” The school superintendent seemed disappointed that all the loose ends wouldn’t be neatly tied up. “Well, you did an excellent job, Mr. Crow. I’ll send you another list of students next week and you—what’s this?”

I had handed him a fat envelope. “My final exam. I summarize all the work I’ve done for you, and conclude, based on the sample, that there’s no need to continue.”

Daylee scowled. “That’s not for you to say. Besides, it isn’t true. We found this man Hecker.”

“But he was living within the school district,” I pointed out. “His daughter had every right to go to that school. I’ve mailed copies of the report to your school board. I don’t think they’ll want to spend more money on private eyes once they read it.”

He glared at me, looking like he wished corporal punishment was legal. “You had no right to do that.”

“Funny, Hecker said that too.” I stood up. “Goodbye, Dr. Daylee. I’ve learned my lesson.”

He was still scowling. “What lesson is that?”

I admit I had my speech prepared. “That everybody thinks they’re the star of the movie, but they disagree as to what kind of movie they’re in.”

“What the devil are you talking about?”

“Take Hecker. He thought he was the hero in some Hitchcock film about a man running from the cops. His daughter thought she was the disguised princess in some fairy tale. And you—”

“Me?”

“I thought you saw yourself as the client in a private eye flick, but that’s not it, is it? This is supposed to be a western and I’m the gunfighter you hired to clean up the town.”

Daylee looked half-amused. “Assuming there’s any validity to your theory, cleaning up a town is not such a bad ambition.”

“Maybe not. But it isn’t for me. You see, all the time I was watching the kids, I felt like the truant officer in some Little Rascals movie. And I don’t like being the bad guy.”

I headed for the door.

“Mr. Crow?” Daylee was leafing through my report. “Where will you be if I have any questions?”

I grinned. “Playin’ hookey.”
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Her Haunted House

by Brendan DuBois

I was early so I parked my rental car in front of the haunted house and tried to get some work done before my real estate agent showed up. This small neighborhood in Mullen, New Hampshire, was both foreign and familiar to me, like seeing your best friend from high school twenty years later: you see shadows and features that are familiar, overlaid by new life, new experiences. Here, I recognized two houses on either side of the haunted house—though they now bore different paint schemes—and I saw the narrow street to the left that I had played on many years ago. The pine and oak trees were larger, there was new shrubbery here and there, but the place was not foreign to me.

Yet the old large farmhouse and barn that had belonged to my grandparents down the narrow street was gone. In its place, and covering the pasturelands where grandpa had raised a few milk cows and some horses, were plain two-story homes in dull pastel colors, looking like they had been designed by an architect who learned his craft from a mail-order school.

The haunted house, though, pretty much looked like it did when I had last seen it, nearly forty years ago. It was an old Victorian, with peeling yellow paint, lots of impressive scrollwork and woodcarvings along the roof and beams, and a wide porch that was reached by a set of stone steps. The stone steps were uneven and crooked. I remembered them well. I still didn’t like them. On either end of the severely pitched roof were brick chimneys. A sign from a local realtor was plugged into the sloping lawn, at an angle, like it didn’t want to be there. I didn’t blame it, though it was odd, I know, to have traveled so far and so long to see this place up close.

From the passenger’s seat I took up the loose unbound galleys of my next novel, and on the third page in was the title of the book, The Forgotten Horror, and underneath it, my name, Holly Morant. Even after scores of published short stories and this, my tenth novel, I still find it strange to see my name listed as an author. It’s like either I’m fooling the world, or there’s another Holly Morant out there, pretending to me. I still haven’t figured out which is which.

I started going through the pages, black ink pen in hand, and after ten minutes of going over page one about a dozen times, I gave up and put the printed pages aside. I looked out again at the streets, now well-paved and with the nearby lawns and shrubbery well-groomed. I tried to look at the place through the mind of a nine-year-old, and remembered those long summer days and nights that seemed to drag on forever. Back then, of course, no cell phones, no MP3 players, no video games, no home computers, no texting, no chatting … hell, Grandma and Grandpa still made do with a black and white Zenith television set, and I was their remote control. It was always, “Holly, go to channel four now, will you?” and I’d scamper over and turn the knob. And sometimes I’d get to jiggle with the rabbit ears to pull in a better reception.

After breakfast, unless I wanted to help Grandma with the chores, I was tossed outside, where I’d play with the neighborhood kids until it was lunchtime, and then I was tossed out again. Back then, kids were trusted to be kids, and no one worried about kidnappers or criminals or strangers. Bad people, in the village of Mullen? Please. So it was just me and the local kids.

I’m sure at one time I remembered their last names, but now I just remember Greg and Tony and Sam, and Sam’s younger sister Penny.… we weren’t a gang or anything like that, just a group that hung out together. Greg was the oldest, eleven that summer when I was nine. And I guess he was the leader, always setting the plan for the day, but it wasn’t organized. It was just loose, lots of fun, and filled with days of play and adventure. No soccer league, or Little League, or field hockey, or day camp, or anything like that. Just running in the fields, looking in the local sandpit for fossils, collecting tadpoles in the shallow water of nearby streams, playing kickball or building a tree fort, or biking a mile to the local Dairy Queen, and … kid stuff. That’s all. At nighttime, we’d watch the stars, play hide and go seek, try to capture fireflies, or play flashlight tag.

I remembered. And I wished I had brought along some water, for now I was terribly thirsty.

I looked over at the haunted house. Sometimes, we’d sneak up on the haunted house, and torment the old man who lived there, who claimed he was a warlock and put spells on naughty children.

A honk of a horn startled me. I looked up at my rearview mirror.

Behind me a white Subaru had pulled up, and a woman with a too-wide smile was waving at me. I got out of the car and went further back in time.

*   *   *

I remembered the road in front of Grandpa and Grandma’s being dirt that had been sprayed down with a mix of oil and asphalt, meaning it got sticky during the days of July and August. It was always hot, it seemed, and I had a bedroom upstairs that was small and just stifling. Oh yes, the days before air conditioning, you know, though I had a whirring fan to keep me company at night, the fan moving back and forth, not doing much more than just stir the air around some. But if I was deprived, I sure as hell didn’t know it. All I knew that it was so much fun to spend the summer with my grandparents, far away from the Boston suburb where I was growing up.

Of course, I learned there were dangerous things out here as well. Snakes whispering their way through the tall grass, fisher cats at night that would howl and screech, and make you curl up in your bed in a little ball, hoping they wouldn’t tear through the front porch door screen. Ghosts, of course, and flying saucers with aliens ready to grab you. The cows were usually dumb and slow moving, but the previous summer, Greg had gotten too close to one and his left foot got stepped on, broke a few bones. And one day Grandpa came from one of the far pastures, cursing loudly, holding his left arm up, blood streaming down his wrist, after getting his hand sliced trying to cut a new fence post.

But nothing was as scary as the haunted house up by the T-shaped intersection and the warlock that lived there. His name was Henry Lee Atkins, and all summer long, he wore baggy green chino trousers or khaki shorts and sleeveless white T-shirts stained on the front. He smoked cigarettes all the time, and had white bushy eyebrows and little patches of hair that grew out of his ears. He never smiled, not once that I remembered, and another thing I remembered is that he liked to mow his lawn all the time, at least once or twice a week. After mowing it, he’d spend hours watering it. And God, did he hate having us running over his lawn, which we did a lot, because he owned a good chunk of pine forest at the rear that was a great place to explore.

We’d race by his house sometimes, while he was sitting on the porch, and Henry Lee would call out, “You kids slow down ‘fore you break your necks!” Greg, the bravest of us, of course, would yell back, “You stay away from us, you warlock!”

Another thing about Henry Lee was that he was missing his right foot. He had a prosthetic leg that he never bothered to cover with a sneaker or sock, and a couple of times, when he was hauling out trash to the side of the road—no sidewalks in this small town—he would pause and point at his leg and say, “That’s what I got for fighting the slant-eyes back in Korea. I was in the First Marine Division, nearly froze to death, and lost my foot at the Frozen Chosin. You’d think I’d’ve gotten a medal or something but no, the Marines and the government screwed me over good…”

One time I told Grandma and Grandpa about that story. It was late at night and we were watching Laugh-In on the Zenith, and Grandpa—working on his third Narragansett beer of the night—snorted and said, “That’s a hell of a story, and that’s all it is, a story. Lance Jenkins, down at the American Legion, he told me what really happened … old Henry Lee was in Korea but he lost his foot when he went on leave to Tokyo and met up with a couple of whores. He wouldn’t pay them and their pimp got payment by going after Henry Lee with a sword … sliced his foot … and Henry Lee was too stupid to get it looked at by a doc or a corpsman, so it got infected and they had to cut it off…”

Grandma, knitting, looked up and said quietly, “Roger.”

Grandpa took another swallow of his beer. “Damn it, Millie, that’s the truth. You know it. Don’t be bothering Henry Lee none, okay? Something about him … just ain’t right.”

Oh, I remember.

*   *   *

The real estate agent tumbled out of her Subaru, eager to be alive, very eager to see me, and very, very eager to seal the deal. I got out as well, my oversized black leather purse hanging from one arm. This was the first time I had met her face to face—our previous dealings having been done over the phone and e-mail—and after giving my outstretched hand a severe shaking, she said, “Clara Woodson, Holly, and I’m so glad to meet you.”

“Thanks for coming to see me here,” I said, getting my hand back and giving her a smile in return that was about eighty watts less than hers in intensity. She was plump, about ten years younger than me, her brown hair styled nicely with highlights. Above her black slacks, she wore an ugly yellow jacket, which bore an oversize name tag that had her name and the name of her real estate firm. I have many things to be thankful for, I know, and one is that at my age, I don’t have to wear a nametag.

Clasped to her chest by her thick hands was a leather binder, and she said, “Before we start, Holly … I have to say, what a thrill it is to have you up here. Now, I can’t say that I’ve read any of your books, but my daughter has, and I’m hoping you don’t mind autographing your latest for her when we’re done.”

“That’d be fine,” I said, waiting for the next inevitable question, and I was certainly not disappointed, for Clara said, “Your books … I know they’re bestsellers and all, but they’re really scary, aren’t they. With blood and horror and monsters and all that.” She giggled self-consciously. “I mean, you look so … chic. So nice. Hard to believe a pretty woman like you writes such dark tales.”

From inside my purse I took out a lighter and a pack of Marlboro’s. “Like we say in my world, you can’t judge a book by its cover.”

We went up the flagstone path to the steps, and Clara started talking about the house and its history and when it was built. I just lit a cigarette, took a deep, satisfying drag, and then dropped the cigarette down on the stone and squished it out, like the foul bug it was.

That brought another giggle from my real estate agent. “Didn’t taste right?”

“Tasted fine,” I said. “But I’m trying to quit, by cutting back.”

Clara said, “Oh, I hear that’s so tough.”

“Oh, no,” I said. “Quitting’s easy. I must have done it about a hundred times. Look, before we go into the house, I want to take a quick walk around the yard, all right?”

“Whatever you say, Holly,” she replied. “You’re the client.”

I walked up the slight slope of the lawn, to the right of the house, where the stone foundation was revealed, and something in my chest went thump-lump as I saw the two small and narrow windows built in the foundation. They were covered with wire mesh, and as I looked at the windows, thinking of what they kept in and what they kept out, I reached in my purse for another cigarette.

*   *   *

One cool dusk, I was out on the pasture to the rear of Grandpa’s house. Four Morgan horses were still at play at the far pasture, and the milk cows had been brought back to the barn. Grandpa didn’t feel like milking them anymore, so a young boy about a half-mile away came every morning and afternoon to milk them, and three times a week, the local dairy spun by to pick up the milk.

On this night, Greg and me and Tony and Sam and Penny were just racing around, playing tag, pushing and shoving, and Greg stopped and said, “Let’s go see what the warlock is up to.”

I remember laughing, saying, “He ain’t no real warlock.”

Tony and Sam both piped up, “Oh, yes he is, he really is, he’s a man witch,” and Penny rubbed a fist against her mouth and said plainly, “I don’t wanna go to the warlock’s house.”

Funny, I don’t remember much what the kids looked like. Greg was tall with blond hair, and Tony and Sam were shorter, more dark-skinned, and Penny had red hair and plenty of freckles. Penny’s hair was always in a braid, and the boys wore standard flat-top crew cuts. We all wore the summer uniform of T-shirts and shorts, or if it was cool, T-shirts and jeans.

So even though I was a bit scared—maybe Henry Lee really was a warlock—I said, “Okay, let’s go see what the warlock’s doing.”

We ran up the pasture and out to the road—about every twenty minutes or so, a car or truck would come by, so we really could play in the road without being worried—and went up to Henry Lee’s house. There were a couple of small lights on upstairs, but the cellar was lit up so that it looked like little searchlights were coming out of the basement windows. Greg led the way, and we scampered up the lawn and to the right, where Greg flattened himself down on his belly. We all did the same, except for Penny, who was standing back on the road, not daring to join us crazy older kids.

Greg moved on the grass, digging in his elbows—he claimed he had learned that from his oldest brother, before he was shipped off to Vietnam—and I went to his side, doing the same. My heart was racing along and the grass felt cool against my legs, but I also remember being excited that we were doing something scary.

It was hard to see inside the mesh screen. The lights inside were bright and I saw wooden shelves, and beams, and piping, and that was about it. I whispered to Greg, “So what do you think he’s doing down there?” and Sam answered for his friend, saying, “Potions and spells. That’s what I think. Potions and spells.”

Then all of the lights in the cellar suddenly went off, and I almost ran away, and then I really, really wanted to run away, when a deep, ghostly voice called up from the dark cellar, “Who dares come to my home uninvited?”

Greg called back, “You know who we are … what are you doing down there anyway?”

A cackling laugh came out that made me whimper—though later, as a teenager, I heard the laugh again and knew Henry Lee was doing a lousy imitation of Bela Lugosi—and he said, “My spells, my magic, to do terrible things to snoopy kids.”

I wanted to leave and even Sam and Tony were slowly sliding back on the grass, but Greg bravely—or stupidly—called out, “We don’t believe you, old man! You ain’t no warlock!”

“Come closer,” he murmured near the basement window, “and I’ll show you what kind of warlock I am!”

I don’t know if Greg was being stupid again, or was trying to show off to us younger kids, but he crawled up and said, “Here I am, old man!”

One more cackle, a voice: “Here’s magic acid to burn your face!” and something liquid sprayed out, and Greg grabbed at his face, screamed, and we all got up and ran out of there, yelling and shouting, Greg still screaming, both hands on his face, young and smart Penny leading the way back to Grandpa’s farm.

*   *   *

I stubbed out the cigarette again after two more puffs, and then put my lighter back into my large purse. The yard looked pretty good, all things considering, especially since Henry Lee Atkins had been dead for a number of years. Way I learned it, he got older and frailer with each passing year, and then a wound opened up in his amputated leg, and then he had to move into the state veteran’s hospital, where he lingered for a while before dying. Then the house and property was tied up in probate for another number of years, as various second cousins and other relatives fought over who got to have what, since Henry Lee didn’t have a will.

I stopped underneath an old clothesline stand, built like a wooden crucifix, with droopy clotheslines hanging low, and it was like my real estate agent knew what I was thinking about, when she said, “If I can ask, Holly, why are you so interested in this house, anyway? I mean, well, I know about you and your success … I wouldn’t think you’d be interested in having a residence here, so far away from everything.”

Success. A polite way of saying that for some reason, the sun, planets, stars and distant galaxies aligned themselves such that my first novel became an unexpected bestseller, and all of my subsequent books hit the New York Times list, and that because of my book sales, my foreign sales, audio rights, and the HBO mini-series in production, I could buy the entire town of Mullen and have enough money to maintain my homes in western Massachusetts, Idaho, and the British Virgin Islands without breaking a sweat.

I said, “I have a lot of memories, growing up here … and I was too late to buy my grandparents’ place, so I thought I’d do the next best thing, and buy this property instead.”

She nodded. “I see what you mean. Good memories and all that.”

I turned so she couldn’t see my face. When in God’s name did I say the memories were good ones?

*   *   *

By the time we got halfway to Grandpa and Grandma’s house that night, Greg had stopped on the bumpy road and made all of us stop running as well, and he said, “Shut up, you sissies. It was water. That’s all. The old bastard just splashed me with some water.”

I was breathing so hard I thought my chest would seize right up, and Penny was sniffling and Sam and Tony giggled, like they knew all along that it was just water that got sprayed on Greg, and Greg made us promise never to tell anyone what had just happened, and that’s what we did.

But I remember other things, too, bits and pieces that didn’t make sense at the time, but were important enough that the nine-year-old me would file it away, to be examined later as she got older.

Another night, up in my bedroom just over the living room, I woke up hearing something screaming out there in the darkness. It lasted only a few seconds—just long enough to know I wasn’t dreaming—and I wondered if it was a fisher cat out there, killing for its dinner, or maybe it was something else.

I was going to roll over and go back to sleep, when I heard the murmur of voices. Grandpa and Grandma were still awake, and I snuck out of bed and went to my open bedroom door. I could just make out a few words of what they were saying downstairs, and it was something like this:

“…you heard it too, Roger, don’t lie to me…”

“…an animal, that’s all…”

“…like hell…” which really scared me, because I had never heard Grandma curse before, and she went on, saying, “…you know that scream came from Henry Lee’s place…”

“…maybe he was having a bad dream … television too loud…”

“…you might think so, but tonight, the doors get locked…”

“…Millie…”

“.…don’t Millie me.… the doors get locked…”

Then the voices were lowered, and I didn’t want to hear anymore, and I went back to bed.

*   *   *

So we went around the front of the house, and up the stone steps, and I was craving another cigarette but managed to push it aside. From Clara’s jacket pocket, she took out a huge key and worked it into the front door, which had an ornate handle that looked about a hundred years old and several glass panes covered by a curtain from the other side. The lock made a heavy chunk sound as it was undone, and the door creaked as she pushed it open.

“Here we are,” she said, like she was announcing the opening of a long forgotten Egyptian tomb, and being chicken, I know, I let her go in first. She went in and I followed, and she made to close the door behind us and I said quickly, “No, I’d rather have it open, please.”

“Whatever you say, Holly.”

What I wanted to say was let’s turn around and get the hell out, but I bit the proverbial tongue and walked in another couple of steps, memories roaring through my mind like a Cat Five hurricane. The kitchen was before me, the old and cracked linoleum still in place. There was a refrigerator in some ghastly green avocado color that was popular at a time when the nation’s sense of taste obviously went numb for a number of years, and there was still an old black stove, once a coal burner, that had been converted to natural gas.

Wallpaper on the walls had started peeling away in long, weeping strips. Clara started talking about the wonderful features, the hardwood floor that was underneath the linoleum, and how her brother-in-law could remove that wallpaper at hardly any cost at all. She went on with her selling points—and I was too polite to tell her that the sale had been made about a month ago, when I had first learned that the house was on the market—and I tried to calm down the memories that were coming at me. Over there had been a round kitchen table, I remembered that. To the right, the living room, where at night one could see the blue glow coming through the windows as Henry Lee watched his programs by himself. The living room was bare, save for a sickly yellow-looking shag rug that looked like a herd of baboons had urinated on it, and an old brick fireplace that had been swept clean, if years earlier.

Clara paused. “Would you like to go upstairs?”

Hell, no, is what I thought. “Why not?” is what I said.

*   *   *

About a week after the water-spraying incident, I remembered our little gang were sitting in a circle on a rise of land in Grandpa’s rear pasture, and Greg said, “Let’s go back to the warlock’s house.”

Penny started whimpering and said, “I’m going home now. No way I’m going back there.”

Even Sam and Tony didn’t seem too thrilled with the idea, but Greg being Greg said, “Anyone who doesn’t come is a chicken. C’mon.”

I remembered looking at Sam and Tony and standing up to say, “I ain’t no chicken,” then Sam and Tony suddenly recalled that they had to get home to help their dad with moving some firewood, so it was just me and Greg.

He trotted along the oil-covered dirt road until we came to the intersection where Henry Lee’s house was. It was early evening, right after dinner, and Greg said, “Look. He’s got the lights on again in his basement.”

Greg scampered across the street and I followed him, and like before, we crawled along the finely-mown grass until we reached the stone foundation. Greg whispered to me, “I’ll take the far window, you take the nearest one. We’ll spy for a while, okay?”

“Sure,” I whispered back, and I crawled closer and closer to the screen of the open window, knowing no matter what I saw, I sure as hell wouldn’t yell at Henry Lee. That had been dumb.

I got closer and closer and peered in, feeling my heartbeat bouncing off the ground that I was lying on. The light was strong and I blinked a few times, and then I had to bite my lower lip not to whimper. I looked down into the basement and could only see part of it, but I saw a long wooden worktable, with lots of brown bottles and small metal dishes. And tools. And old rags. Then Henry Lee limped into view, and he was naked. I saw his white skin and flab and scars, and his prosthetic leg, and I squirmed some, afraid I was going to pee myself. He was muttering something and he turned, and there were brown stains on his face and hairy chest.

Then he looked right up at me.

Right at me.

Stared. His lips curled back some, like an angry dog, but he didn’t say a word.

Just stared.

I knew I shouldn’t move, or do anything, but I couldn’t help myself. I slowly slid back until mercifully, Henry Lee and the inside of his basement went out of view. Greg slid over to me and said, “See anything?”

“No,” I lied. “I wanna go home.”

So we got off the lawn and trotted back, and then I remembered Greg saying, “Man, that’s strange. The warlock must be burnin’ something.”

I turned and from one of the chimneys, sparks and smoke were rising up into the night sky.

*   *   *

Upstairs wasn’t that upsetting, which pleased me. The rooms were empty and again, there was the peeling wallpaper, and more cracked linoleum on the floor. I remembered similar linoleum back at my grandparents, where they would put throw rugs down on the floor to make it easier to walk on in the winter, though in the summer, having cool linoleum on your feet felt so fine. Anyway, I was glad that whatever beds and other furniture had been up here had been taken away.

Despite Clara’s invitation, I refused to check out the upstairs bathroom.

And one more surprise. I looked to my eager real estate agent and said with a surprisingly strong voice, “Let’s go to the basement, all right?”

*   *   *

The summer dragged on, with that special delight that only happens when you’re young and out of school, with no real responsibilities or obligations. It was during one of the last weeks of August when it all fell apart, like one of those games you play with a deck of cards, trying to make a tower. You can make the tower, but it always falls down. That’s a given. Everything will eventually fall down.

It started out one dusk, as we were all sitting around in a circle again, except for Penny, who was out at some 4-H meeting. I don’t know how the talk started, but Sam was feeling frisky or something and started teasing me about being from Massachusetts. He said that his brothers all thought people from Massachusetts were soft, were losers, were real wimps who didn’t know how to drive, and who drank too much, and were sissies. Tony and even Greg chimed in, and I made the big mistake of saying something like, “Yeah, and who was the sissy who screamed like a girl when he got water splashed on him?”

So Tony and Sam and Greg started raising their voices, calling me names, calling me out, and I got mad, too, and Greg said, “You wanna prove you’re no sissy?”

“You bet,” I said. “I can do it.”

Greg looked pleased with himself, like he had caught me in something. “Then right now. You go up to the warlock’s house, to the porch, and you ring his doorbell. You do that, and then we’ll know you’re no sissy.”

I felt small and outnumbered and trapped, and I looked over at the lights of Grandpa’s farmhouse, where it was so very safe. I could walk back to that house right now and ignore it all, but the rest of the summer … I would be a sissy. That’s all. How could I come back next summer, with that insult stuck to me?

So sounding braver than I was, I said, “Sure, I’ll do that. And you can watch.”

Trying to get it done before I lost my nerve, I remembered I started running out of the pasture, up the dirt road to the warlock’s house, thinking all it would take would be to run up the porch, ring the bell, and then run back across the street, dive into some lilac bushes. That’s all. Then I wouldn’t be a sissy.

There. The house was right there. Lights were on upstairs, meaning that’s where Henry Lee—warlock or no warlock—was, so it would be simple to pull it off.

I looked back. The three boys were huddled together, watching. Greg stuck his hands in his ears, wiggled them, and with that, I trotted up the stone steps to the wide porch. The doorbell was right there, but I remembered feeling put off, to be shoved into doing something like this. So I turned around and wiggled my hands in my ears and stuck out my tongue at Greg and Sam and Tony, and when I turned to ring the doorbell and then safely run away, something grabbed my left shoulder.

*   *   *

The air coming up from the basement was cool and damp. Chickening out again, I let my enthusiastic real estate agent go ahead of me. The stairs were wooden and old, and creaked with every descending step. I followed her down, with each step the pressure on my chest increasing, like I was in some sort of submarine, going hundreds of feet down below the ocean. I had to duck my head at one point, and then I got to the bottom of the stairs, my legs actually trembling, and—

Nothing.

I looked around.

Well, not nothing, but there wasn’t much. The long wooden table I remembered from almost forty years ago was still there, but it was bare. No bottles, no tools. There were some old cans of paint on the cracked cement floor, but that was about it. Under the wooden stairs was a collection of firewood for the upstairs fireplace and a bag of kindling. There was a large pegboard on the other wall with rusty tools hanging from it. In one corner, there was an oil furnace and an oil tank. The posts that held up the floor, I found, were made from tree trunks.

It was an old, old house. I touched one of the posts. It didn’t look haunted, down here, not a bit.

Clara was talking some more, and I was tuning her out as I bit my lip and looked around the basement that had haunted me for so many, many years. There were the rough stones of the foundation, the two screened windows that I now found myself looking out of—instead of looking in—and not much else.

“So,” Clara finally said. “Anything else you’d like to see?”

“Not really,” I said. “Why don’t we go upstairs and sign the papers? Make this a done deal.”

If she played for the other team, I’m sure Clara would have kissed me full on the lips, that’s how happy she was, but she just grinned, and we went upstairs. I took one more look at the basement, empty and sad-looking, and felt almost a bit disappointed.

Outside, the sun felt good and we stood on the porch. I wrote Clara a check and we did some paper passing, and when the formal paperwork was over, I was given the heavy key. She looked a bit sheepish and handed over my latest published novel, Blood On the Floor, which I signed for her daughter: “To Mona, all best wishes, Holly Morant.”

Standing there, I felt the craving for a cigarette pass through me and go away, and I thought that was a pretty good sign. I saw a couple of kids, listlessly pedaling their bicycles back and forth, back and forth on the pavement, and I said to Clara, “When I was younger and came here, the roads were dirt and covered with oil, but you know what? We could play in the fields and the woods and have lots of fun. Now, it’s all developments and such. Where else could those kids go?”

Clara zippered up her leather bag with practiced ease. “Nowhere else, that’s for sure.” She looked over to me. “What do you plan to do with your house now?”

“Take some time to let it sink in. Then call you again. Maybe your brother-in-law could start working on the interior.”

Oh, that cheered her up some, and when it came time for me to leave, she shyly asked, “Can I ask you one more question?”

Even though I knew the question that was coming, I decided to be polite. “Go ahead.”

“Where on earth do you get your ideas?” she asked. “I mean … from what I know … all your books are full of nasty things, and blood, and terror, and death…”

The craving for a cigarette roared right back at me, and I snapped off an answer. “Oh, I subscribe to an idea service out of Poughkeepsie, New York. For five dollars a week, they send me a postcard with an idea for a novel. It works really well.”

When I was done with those words, I regretted it, for I could tell by the color in Clara’s face and the pursing of her lips, I had hurt her feelings. I briefly touched her wrist and said, “That was a wise-ass answer. I’m sorry. Look, tell me the most expensive restaurant in Mullen, and I’ll buy you lunch. As thanks for putting this deal together.”

Her mood quickly changed, like snapping from the History Channel to the Lifetime Channel. We both walked down the stone steps, and when I got to the bottom, I just had to do it. I turned and looked back up at the door.

*   *   *

I remembered screaming when the hand grabbed my shoulder, and I tried to pull away and run free, but it didn’t work. Henry Lee Atkins dragged me off the porch and into his kitchen. I twisted around, his hand firm on my T-shirt, and he bellowed, “What the hell do you think you’re doing, sneaking up on my porch!”

I couldn’t catch my breath, I was so scared. I was in his kitchen and he had on stained khaki shorts, no shirt, and his flab was old and leathery and furrowed with scars. Up close, his prosthetic leg looked scary, like some metal and plastic insect had grabbed hold of his leg and was chewing him up. His face had gray stubble on his cheeks and chin, and I tried to pull free again, but his hand was too strong, wrapped up in my T-shirt.

He shook his hand, making me tremble. “Who the hell are you? Are you one of the local kids, or are you from away? Hunh? Tell me right now!”

I managed to take a deep breath by then, and stammered out, “I’m from away … I’m not local … I didn’t mean to come up on your porch…” and I started crying, and said, “Please … let me go … I’ll go away … please let me go…”

My tears and pleas seemed to make him happy, for he grinned and said, “You’re from away? Really? Then no one’s gonna miss you, will they…”

He pulled hard on the T-shirt, started dragging me across the linoleum floor. One of my Keds sneakers popped free from my right foot. I was screaming, twisting, crying, and with his free hand, he opened the door to his basement. “Nope,” he said, “no one ‘round here’s gonna miss you…”

I saw the open door and it looked so dark and scary down in the basement. Then I remembered feeling paralyzed and ashamed and suddenly warm and wet, as my terrified bladder let go and I peed all over his kitchen floor.

Another bellow. “You stupid little bitch, what the hell did you just do?”

Right then, his hand loosened, like he was disgusted at what I had just done. I pulled hard one more time, and the T-shirt tore. I broke free and raced out of the kitchen, throwing the door open, and still screaming, and with a torn shirt, one sneaker and soiled shorts, I made it out of Henry Lee’s yard and out into the darkness, where I wrongly thought I would finally be safe.

*   *   *

By our parked vehicles, I lit up a cigarette, and inhaled it, and didn’t toss it down. Clara paused and I said to her, “I apologize for what I said back there, about ideas. That was a rude thing of me to say. What I should have said is … ideas come from everywhere. They really do. A half-remembered conversation. A newspaper clipping from a year ago. Old memories, sometimes ones you don’t want even to think about. But those old memories, they hang out and make trouble, and sometimes, the only way you can tame them is to write about them.”

Clara still stood there, like I was suddenly speaking in Vulgate Latin, and I said, “Do you know what I mean?”

She seemed embarrassed. “No, not really.”

I took another satisfying drag from my cigarette. “That’s fine. Let’s go have lunch.”

*   *   *

Twelve hours later, here I was, back at my haunted house after spending some time at my motel room. I had pulled my rental car some into an open space among some nearby trees, so it wouldn’t be spotted, for I didn’t want anybody in the neighborhood to know I had come back. I walked quickly along the back yards and now I was on the porch, heavy key in my hand. I waited, the craving for a cigarette slumbering inside of me.

“Okay,” I whispered. “Let’s do it.”

I unlocked the door and went inside. The kitchen flickered there before me, the now of a dusty room, lightly illuminated by a streetlight, and the then of a terrified nine-year-old girl, certain she was being dragged to the cellar, never to be seen again.

I took a deep breath. From inside my purse, I took out a small flashlight, switched it on. I went to the cellar door, opened it up, and went down a few steps, before I sat down on one of the wooden stairs. I slowly moved the small light around. Here is where it all began, I thought, where it all started. From the ghostly voices coming up here, to the time Greg thought he had been splashed by acid, to the night I saw a naked Henry Lee ambling about his basement, to that horrifying dusk when I had been captured, violated, almost dragged in here …

Damn. My knees were quivering. And for what? I’m no psychologist or psychiatrist, but from this house and this basement, I knew how it all came about. My two failed marriages, where I found it so hard to trust somebody, found it hard to enjoy the touch of another. To a life of being single, of being the kind daughter and the slightly nutty and spoiling aunt. To a writing career full of terrors that no doubt made my college instructors shudder at what they helped bring into the world, but which brought me financial security and fame.

I brought my legs up, hugged my knees, rocked back and forth.

And for what? Because of a brave little girl who had the bad luck to cross path with an old, cranky and one-legged vet, who probably just wanted to be left alone, and have a life of peace … and who was tormented and teased by the local kids. That’s all. No warlock. No evil. No badness.

Just an old guy who wanted to be left alone.

I looked around the basement again. It was now mine. Whatever my plans, whatever my desires to exorcise whatever ghosts or demons existed here by taking the place over and making it my own … it was beyond silly. It was now pathetic. I had a house I neither wanted nor desired, all to come back and face a demon that had never existed.

It was like being brought to the scariest place on earth, after years of wanting to face your deepest, darkest fears, and learning it had been entirely built and operated by the Walt Disney Corporation.

I wiped at my eyes. Felt sorry for the nine-year-old girl who had made a choice that had echoed over the years, that had ended up with this solitary woman, nearly ready to start her fifth decade alone.

I got up and went upstairs, looked to the kitchen and to the empty living room and its fireplace, and I started to walk out and—

Stopped.

Something was wrong.

Something wasn’t right.

Something didn’t make sense.

I turned again. One fireplace in the living room. Built right over the oil furnace in the basement.

But the house.… it had two chimneys.

Two.

I went back into the basement.

Breathing hard, hands shaking, I finally had to put the small flashlight in my mouth to keep the beam of light secure. I went to the other side of the basement, to the large pegboard. It took time, two broken fingernails, and a lot of cursing, but the pegboard finally swung open on hidden hinges. I flashed the light again to the interior, to the open woodstove, to a damp brick wall, to the—

Scarred and stained wooden table. Leather restraints. Chains. Handcuffs. Knives. Surgical instruments. At the base of the open woodstove, charred bones.

I stood there for what seemed to be forever.

And a voice from four decades ago, ringing in my ears: “You’re from away? Really? Then no one’s gonna miss you, will they…”

*   *   *

Twelve hours later, I was back at the address again, though this time, I had a hard time finding a parking spot. Before me were police cruisers, pickup trucks with flashing red lights in their grills, and pumper trucks from the Mullen Volunteer Fire Department, as well as from two other local towns.

I stepped over the rigid fire hoses and puddles, and looked up at the smoking rubble. It didn’t look like a house anymore. Just a heap of charred wood, shingles, and billowing clouds of smoke. My real estate agent found me and started talking. About how the fire had been going on for a while before anyone saw it. How strange it burned down just after we had visited it. And that her brother-in-law thought the old electrical wiring might have shorted out due to the lights we had switched on and off. And … and …

I looked at Clara and smiled. “Act of God. Don’t worry about it, Clara. I won’t back out on the deal. We negotiated in good faith. Something like this just happens, right?”

Clara nodded, looking suddenly relieved. She wiped at her brow and said, “What are you going to do now? Rebuild?”

Oh, how happy I was, looking at the rubble, the flames shooting up, thinking of how purifying fire can be when it’s used right. I looked across the street, to where a group of the neighborhood kids had gathered. I said, “Your brother-in-law. Does he know landscaping?”

“Some,” Clara said.

“How does a park sound, for the local kids? Get the debris razed, put in a playground or something. Someplace fun.”

I unzipped my purse, took out my lighter and cigarettes. “And safe. Whatever’s built here, has to be safe.”

Clara nodded. “I understand. Oh, Holly, I’m so sorry…” She looked over at the fire crews, wetting down the charred timbers. “Do you think they’ll ever find the cause?”

I took out my lighter, flicked it open and saw the tiny flame shoot up. “I doubt it.”

Then I lit my cigarette, and for the first time in a long time, let it fall to the ground, unsmoked.
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Girl of Great Price

by Milo James Fowler

It was a wet, awful night in the city, but the thundering rain against my windowpane had some serious competition in the tears streaming down the woman’s face before me.

“Why would they take her?” She begged for an answer, like there was one hanging in midair I could pluck down to satisfy her. “She’s just an innocent little girl!”

Her husband, a burly retired jarhead who’d served two tours and kept the bad haircut, put his arm around her, seated beside him.

“Will you help us, Mr. Madison?” His eyes were intense, as clean and blue as the sky our city hadn’t seen in weeks. The acid rains had a way of making our natives restless, wearing them down along with the pocked buildings and curbs along every street. But this guy had spirit. He had hope.

I leaned back in my leather desk chair until it squeaked. The streetlight outside pierced the slats of my Venetian blinds, painting the earnest couple in horizontal streaks of amber that gleamed against the string of pearls around the woman’s throat.

“No contact from her abductors?” Only the real deal shone like that; these pearls were genuine, and they hadn’t come cheap. “No ransom demands?”

The man scowled. “Nothing.”

His crew cut brought to mind an unwelcome flash of memory I’d be willing to trade my left kidney to lose: the front lines of old Mother Russia where my gunner squad had unexpectedly come upon a platoon of Eastern Conglomerate mandroids, two of my foot soldiers instantly decapitated by the sweep of a massive bayonet, their heads—both sporting the same close-cropped haircut—landing at my feet. In some of my worst nightmares, they roll to stare up at me and gasp, Why, Sarge? I still wonder what it was all for. The current cold war was nothing more than a stalemate between the EC and United World, each side expecting its own people to pay the damages for all those fruitless years of carnage.

I cleared my throat. It’s one thing to be a haunted man; it’s something else if you allow it to interfere with your work. “And you haven’t gone to the police.” Just one of my perfunctory queries.

“We—“ The woman glanced at her husband. “We were afraid they might do something to her.” She hadn’t left the verge of tears.

“Can you remember anything about the thugs who took her?”

The man blew out a sigh. “It all happened so fast. One second, she was right there beside us, and the next thing we knew, that delivery truck pulled up to the curb and—”

“Snatched her away.” I nodded. It was all too common in the city these days. Ransoms paid rent, after all. “You wouldn’t happen to have a photo?”

The woman blinked at me. “Of course.” She started fishing through her purse, a big one made from genuine leather—not that synthetic nubuck crap. The lack of light didn’t help in the search, but I wasn’t about to flip the switch. I had to keep the electric bills low.

“I can start nosing around.” I stood and fixed the man with a direct look. If he’d been able to afford those pearls and her the purse, my retainer and rates would be chump change. “Two hundred up front and a hundred a day from here on out, plus expenses.”

He reached into his fine pressed suit. “You come highly recommended, Mr. Madison.”

I smirked. Even the best man on the job can only go as far as his contacts will allow. I had a few who knew better than to hang me out to dry. They owed me. “You haven’t given me a whole lot to go on.” I took the bills he counted into my hand—just the two hundred to start.

“Perhaps this will help.” The woman handed me a black-and-white photo of a small Asian girl grinning up into the camera. It was retro-chic in some circles to avoid lifelike color. I was never one for fads.

“Maybe.” I gave them each a cursory once-over. Happily married couple, by the looks of them—cozy with each other. Nice to have someone by your side through thick and thin, the good times worth the bad. Love and me, we’d never hit it off. “But I doubt she’s related to you.”

For the first time since their arrival, the jarhead looked uncomfortable in his own skin. Glancing at his wife, he cleared his throat. “My second tour against the Eastern Conglomerate, I … uh … suffered a lapse in judgment, I’m afraid. The girl’s mother, she … died in a Nagasaki firestorm. When my unit … when we pulled out…” His own flashes of memory seemed to fluster him.

“He couldn’t very well leave her there, Mr. Madison. So he brought her back with him, stateside. She was only two years old at the time, but I welcomed her into our home with open arms.” She demonstrated the gesture with tears shining in her eyes. “She may not be my blood, but she’s my daughter, and I want her back!”

I had more than enough reason to turn down this case; nothing about it seemed totally on the level. But I had their money in my pocket, and boy did I need it. Rent was due on this office in a big way—two months past. My reputation was solid enough, but Ivan the Terrible had tightened his grip as of late, and folks were afraid to cross the Russian crime boss by seeking my kind of help. Going to the cops had been out of the question for years; too many of them had their own idea of law and order, and justice seldom entered the equation. But now, even private investigators were experiencing the backlash: folks were willing to live with the status quo, such as it was.

But not these two. They’d lost a daughter, and by all appearances, they were willing to risk Ivan’s wrath to get her back. Even though most Anglo women, from my experience, would show an Asian girl in their household no more love than they would a scullery maid. Ignorance ran deep in some folks, and it didn’t matter to them that the Japanese had been on our side during the war.

“You’ll hear from me.” I extended my arm toward the frosted glass of the office door where slats of light shone across the backwards lettering: CHARLIE MADISON, DETECTIVE.

“Thank you, Mr. Madison.” The jarhead nodded, rising. “If anyone can find her—”

“No promises.” I had to make that clear up front. “But I’ll do what I can.”

Mrs. Jarhead bobbed like a pigeon, those pearls of hers like stars puncturing the dead of night. “We’ll pray that you find her soon. We need her back!”

She left as weepy as she’d arrived, and as my office door swung shut behind them, the rain slashed at my window and bubbled with its own share of grief. I fingered the photograph, turning it over to read the black lettering all in caps: MAO.

My first stop would be Mr. Newspaper after locking up my empty office. I’d finally had to let Wanda—my secretary—go the week prior, due to begrudging budgetary cuts, and the place seemed so dead now without her. It wasn’t just her contagious laugh or feverish pounding on the Underwood, or those shapely legs that wouldn’t quit. What I missed was the life she brought into this place. Without her, it was just a drab, overpriced office space for me and my internal monologue.

Mr. and Mrs. Jarhead would have to be my sole benefactors as long as I could string them along. Not that I didn’t plan on finding their kid. I’ve always had a thing against child abusers—I’d sooner shoot one between the eyes as ask him for a light. But the problem was how long the Jarheads had waited before coming to me. I knew I’d do my damnedest to find little Mao; but I also had a pretty strong idea that there wouldn’t be much left of her when I did. Those were the odds when kids got snatched off the streets. If the Jarheads were lucky, I might find their little girl still in one piece, but she’d be cold and grey as the moon.

Shoe soles applauding my herculean efforts, I descended the eight flights of indoor stairs and threw my weight against the crash bar on the exterior door, meeting a blast of cold, wet air and the sounds of my city at rest—traffic, radios, horns and insults blaring anytime one driver moved a little too slowly for the guy at his six. There was plenty of two-legged traffic, too, despite the bad weather, with dames strutting their stuff and playing coy under their escorts’s umbrellas. I couldn’t help wondering how many of the darlings were getting paid for their coquettish efforts. It was getting so I had a hard time telling the working girls from the ones next door; they all seemed to dress the same—not that I minded it any. I wasn’t one to judge. In this economy, you took whatever work you could get. Too many years fighting a war against a more technologically advanced enemy had left the United World in sorry economic shape. We needed time to recover, lick our wounds. Make a few advancements of our own. And hope the EC would leave us alone while they did the same.

“Charlie, how’s it hanging?” Mr. Newspaper shouted his customary greeting with a gap-toothed grin.

“Low and lazy. Until now.” I gave him a wink.

He guffawed, puffing on his signature pipe and reclining on a tied stack of newspapers. From the looks of the bundles, they’d just been dropped off, but he was in no hurry to get them sorted and ready for his thirteen-year-old minions. For one thing, they were nowhere in sight; and for another, his stand already had plenty of other reading material to choose from. And it was doing a bang-up job shielding him from the storm.

“How are things in the world?” I tipped my hat back from my brow and stuffed both hands into the pockets of my trench coat, glad I’d remembered to wear it—the sort of thing Wanda always used to nag me about. I was doing all right without her, but that didn’t mean I had to like it. With a steady income from the Jarheads, hiring her back on was a real possibility—after the rent was all paid up.

“Nothing but wars and rumors of wars, Charlie,” said the old man. “And plenty of shiny photos to take our minds off it all.” He gestured at one of the magazine racks where Russian mafia and Yakuza royalty vied for space. One prominent couple too beautiful for their own good was calling it quits, according to the boldface type and redundant exclamation points.

“No news then.”

“You got that right.”

I tipped the brim of my hat forward so he’d know it was time for business. “How about kids?”

“How do you mean?” His grin remained half-intact as he held the smoldering pipe.

“Kidnapping.” I nudged the stack of papers beneath him with my shoe. “Stuff that never shows up in there.”

“Well, I don’t know.” He shifted on the pile and avoided eye contact. “News is news. And most of it’s bad these days. There ain’t no law in this city anymore, none than counts anyways. The United World’s too busy with international matters to be concerned with the municipal variety. Bad things tend to happen. Law of entropy or something, that’s all this town knows.”

“A little girl. Taken three nights ago, snatched off the sidewalk from her folks.”

Mr. Newspaper held up a gnarled hand to stop me there. “Can’t help you, Charlie. You know how things are.”

I nodded. “Ivan.”

He blew out a sigh. “They’d shut me down if he knew I was helping you out. He’s got eyes and ears all over town.”

“So do you. Why do you think I hit you up first whenever I’m working a case?”

He nodded. “You haven’t had many of those lately.”

No, I hadn’t—thanks to Ivan. He’d made me the last of a dying breed, due to a strictly enforced lack of demand.

“Can’t you just point me in the right direction? C’mon, for old time’s sakes.” It’s as close as I’d ever come to begging. Besides, he owed me. I might have saved his frozen ass once in the war, back when we were stationed in St. Petersburg during the dead of winter. He was my commanding officer in those days, a time we’d both worked hard to put far behind us. Unlike Mr. Jarhead, we’d grown out our crew cuts as fast as we could once we returned stateside, and we never reminisced about the glory days. In my experience, war is hell. When you’re drafted to fight, you do your job and you do it good. But the only reliving you do is in the middle of the night, when all the blood and the ear-splitting explosions won’t let you sleep. That’s more than enough, trust me.

Mr. Newspaper sighed, the creases in his face sagging with dead weight. “Why do you stick around, Charlie? Can’t you see this city’s a lost cause? It’s got no soul to save, and the kicker is, it has no clue it’s already dead!”

The man sure had a way with words. But I’d always had a thing for the underdog. “Just call me a champion of lost causes.”

“Like I always do.” His watery eyes met mine. “And a fool. You should get out while the gettin’s good, Charlie. You don’t want to end your life here.”

“Is that a warning?” This town was ugly, sure, but I wasn’t ready to give up on her. Not as long as I had friends here—as well as folks who needed somebody like me to fill the gap left by those cops on Ivan’s payroll.

“Take it or leave it.” He popped his pipe between his teeth and grinned again as a couple strolled by arm in arm. “You know, I don’t hear too good these days.” He dug a sausage-sized finger into his bristled ear to prove the point. “What do they call it? Cauliflower or something?”

That was enough for me. I grabbed a copy of a shiny gossip rag and handed him twice the cover price. “Try to stay dry out here.” I stuffed the magazine under my coat and forged out into the rain.

“You too, Charlie,” Mr. Newspaper called after me. “But it might just be a lost cause!”

*   *   *

The old man had given me just the lead I needed, and so I found myself standing in a partially dry doorway on one side of an alley, shivering as I kept an eye on an unmarked, dimly lit door across the way. That dump was both the residence and business office of one Cauliflower Carl—a heavyweight champ once upon a time, but after a few too many KO’s and not enough in the way of endorsements, he’d turned to an honest living as a bookie. Word was he’d also been dabbling in girls on the side as a way to make ends meet. Times were tough; nobody had to tell me that. But a guy like Carl who capitalized on human weakness was the lowest of the low in my book.

The sultry sound of clopping high-heels entered the alley from the street. A shadowy form came to the unmarked door, and the dingy lamp glowed down on a drenched dame with a bedraggled stole across her shoulders. Even from twenty yards, I could see she was shivering worse than me.

She reached up a ghostly hand to knock twice, pause, then rap three times more. A few seconds passed in silence, broken only by the rain flooding the gutters and splattering across the pavement. She doubled over with a thick cough. Then two bolts slid back, and a flicker of blue television light came into view before Carl’s frame blocked the doorway. He cursed at the sight of her and shook his head in obvious disapproval.

I strained to hear, but the storm picked up at just that moment. Yeah, real considerate. But I could tell by the body language what their animated discussion was all about. It hadn’t been a good night, and the girl had come to explain things, maybe dry off a bit, grab a bite or a fix. Nothing doing. Carl pointed at the street and told her to get back to work. He wasn’t running no charity—that ‘s what he bellowed before slamming the door in her face.

The girl stood there looking as though she’d never move from that spot, trembling like a dead leaf about to drop. Then with her shoulders slumped, she trudged back to the street, those high heels working their magic around puddles so deep you couldn’t see bottom.

I stepped out from my poor excuse for shelter and cleared my throat. The girl half-turned to look back at me. Then she stopped—not something most women would do in a dark alley when a strange man makes a surprise appearance.

“You scared me, Mister,” she said all breathless and coy, sauntering over. But she didn’t look scared. She looked like a drowned mime with the black eye paint streaking her cheeks. “Y-you lonely?” she stammered, shivering.

I showed her the magazine cover, and her eyes lit up like a kid’s on Christmas. What do you give the girl who has nothing? Pictures of girls who have everything. “You want this?” I hoped it would do the trick.

“Instead of cash you mean?” Her expression darkened at the prospect.

“In exchange for some information.” I nodded toward Carl’s door. “Is he alone?”

“What?”

I tucked the rag back into my coat and turned away.

“No, wait.” She had her frail hand on my arm—a girl’s hand. She couldn’t have been more than sixteen, young enough to still have hope for a better life. “I answer your questions, you’ll give me that magazine?”

I nodded.

She sniffed. “All right. Yeah, he’s by himself. Won’t spare a bite, hogs it all to himself.”

“Any new girls?”

“What?”

“New recruits. Little ones?”

She looked like she’d tasted something foul and stepped back from me. “You into that?”

The magazine made a reappearance. “Hey, I’m just asking.”

She blinked in the rain. “I don’t know. It’s not like he lets us all hang out together or anything. But if you’re looking for little girls, Carl’s not your guy.”

“Then who is?”

“Hell if I know. You ask a lot of questions, you know that? My time’s money.”

I handed over the magazine. “Beat it.” I didn’t want her around for what came next.

She didn’t have to be told twice. Cursing me like a sailor, she staggered back to the street. I waited until she was out of sight, then came alongside the door and knocked twice, paused, then rapped three more times, reaching for my shoulder holster and snub-nosed revolver. I used it as soon as the bolts slid back and the door swung open.

Cauliflower Carl let out a disrespectful oath as the butt end of my gun cracked him between the eyes, and he staggered back flailing, arms out to the sides and crossed-eyed—kind of how he’d always looked right after a KO, just before he ate the mat.

“Stay on your feet.” I kept the gun muzzle level with his gut as I shut and locked the door behind me. He released another belligerent oath. “And quit using the Lord’s name in vain. He doesn’t like it, and neither do I.”

He slumped into a well-worn armchair facing the cabinet TV and turned toward me with his good ear. The other one was a swollen, shriveled mess. You’d think he’d wear something to cover it, but he shaved himself bald, skin white as a maggot’s, and never wore hats. Dark-eyed and broad-jawed, he had the look of a Scandinavian Neanderthal about him, the world’s first documented missing link. “Screw you, Madison!”

“No thanks.” I glanced at the screen where two men were duking it out. “Who’s carrying your stake tonight?”

He smirked up at me, and it was the ugliest thing I’d seen all day. His own mother must have near had a heart attack when she’d seen that mug pop out between her thighs.

“What the hell do you want?” He dabbed at his forehead gingerly. There’d be a goose egg come morning, maybe sooner. Already I could see the swelling, and it would be getting a helluva lot worse without ice.

“Met your girl out there. She’s a real peach.”

Carl grumbled something unintelligible.

“How’s that? I don’t hear so good,” I mimicked his catchphrase.

He lapsed into a string of curses, ending with, “You’ve got no right coming in here like this, throwing your weight around. Ivan hears about this, he’ll—”

“So you’re working for him now?”

“I work for nobody but myself. Nobody! You hear me?”

“I’m sure there are worse nobodies to work for,” I muttered.

“How’s that?”

“You’re a real self-made man,” I spoke up so he could hear.

“Yeah!” He glanced at the fight, broadcasting live from Ivan’s massive casino, The Coliseum.

“Nobody bosses you around,” I added.

“Damned straight.”

“You want to pimp out little girls on the side, earn a little extra moolah, then you do it. Make them stand out in the pouring rain—”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He glared at the TV.

“And if they die from pneumonia, you go and snatch a pretty little one from her parents, fresh meat, ripe for the picking.” A mixed metaphor, but regardless, I flicked the photo of young Mao at him and he grappled with it, flustered by the unexpected assault. Despite the punchy reflexes, his reaction time was fast enough when his eyes managed to focus on the picture.

“It’s a damn kid!”

“What do you call that girl outside?”

“A nuisance,” he spat. “Listen, Madison, I don’t know what you’re trying to get at here, but I run a legitimate business. You don’t like it, you can take it up with Ivan.”

“Maybe I will.” If I knew how to get to the bastard. His security was tighter than the Prime Minister’s.

“You can bet your ass I’ll be telling him about this.” His eyes flicked toward my gun. “Busting in here, playing cowboy. You’re on thin ice. You hear me?”

“I’m not the one missing an ear.”

“Thin ice!” he roared, rising to his feet.

“Stay put, Carl. I’m not through with you.”

“Yeah? Well I’m through with you.” He took a step forward, flinging Mao’s photo back at me. “You come in here making accusations, insulting my dignity. You get the hell out!”

I held up the photo, one last-ditch attempt. “You’re telling me this isn’t one of your girls.”

“You’re a sick man, Madison, even to suggest it.” More curses from the former heavyweight.

“My mistake.” I slipped the photo into my breast pocket. Keeping my gun trained on him, I unlocked the door and prepared to enter the onslaught outside. I could hear the downpour intensify as if in anticipation, eager to soak me to the bone—after eating through my coat. A few more weeks of this lousy weather, and I’d need another one. Nubuck crap never lasted long under the acid, even with that pricey polymer sealant available now. “You said you’d speak to Ivan.”

Carl clenched and released his fists with every breath. He was doing well at containing himself for an old punching bag. “Start saying your goodbyes to this town, Madison. The last thing we need is some Lone Ranger playing hero around here.”

“I’ve got a living to make, same as you.” I had the door open, but I paused. A chilled gust of wind flapped the coat around my knees. “Feel free to tell him about this kid.” I tapped the photo, located over my heart now. “I’m just trying to get her back to her folks. That’s all.”

Carl didn’t say anything, and he didn’t advance on the door as I shut it, holstering my revolver and flipping my collar up against the cold. Blowing out a short sigh at this dead end, I stepped through sheets of rain and forged ahead. That’s when a clatter arose from the door, and I turned back, reaching for my gun out of reflex. The bruiser leaned outside, squinting at me. The egg I’d given him looked more pronounced in the lamp light.

“Madison, you’ll never find that girl. Don’t waste your time,” he shouted.

Ironic advice, considering the time I’d already wasted here. “Give me something, Carl. You said it yourself, she’s just a kid.”

He blinked at me, weighing his words in that thick, Cro-Magnon skull. Then he blurted, “She’s the golden goose!”

As much as I wanted him to clarify whatever the hell that meant, he’d already slammed the door and bolted it up tight. I’d worn out my welcome.

*   *   *

Unfortunately, Cauliflower Carl wasn’t the only schmuck in town working out of his living quarters, and vice versa. For yours truly, my office was also home sweet home and had been ever since the rent on both had become too much to bear. When I’d had to let Wanda go, the angel was kind enough to offer me the couch at her place.

“You gotta sleep somewhere, Charlie,” she’d said, smacking that signature wad of gum as she packed up her office—a potted lily, a framed photo of her mother from before she’d passed, a book of poetry by Dickinson. “Whatcha gonna do, spend the nights here?”

Wanda the Prophetess.

“I’ll be okay,” she’d continued. “I got the apartment Ma left me. Rent-controlled. Don’t you go worrying about me none.”

We’d talked by phone a couple times since. She had a desk job in the mayor’s office now, located Stage Left in Ivan the Terrible’s political puppet show. You know what they say about crime thriving when good men do nothing? The same’s true when there are no good men left around, period. The United World had taken most of them, ground them up in a war machine and spit out the bones, all in the name of protecting democracy. Well, this was what democracy looked like when the government couldn’t afford anything besides maintaining its war efforts: all manner of scum rose to the surface in the cities to fill in the void.

“How’s the pay?” I’d asked her. I had to know.

“I can eat. You might want to apply yourself.”

Maybe I would—if I could ever stomach the thought of not being my own boss. And the prospect of playing a part in Ivan’s machine, no matter how loosely affiliated, made me sick. There were very few actual civil servants in local politics anymore; most were just monkeys on the Russian mobster’s payroll. I didn’t like the idea of her working there, and the sooner I could hire Wanda back on full-time, the better. But she was her own woman. I’d never been the boss of her, except in title.

I slipped the key into my office door and shook the rain from my coat. But it didn’t take more than a split-second for me to tell that the place wasn’t locked the way I’d left it.

I went for my holster just a fraction of a second too late. The door had already whipped open, tugged from the inside, and I stood face to chest with a goon crammed into the biggest suit I’d ever seen. He smirked down at me, my hand frozen inside my coat like a kid’s in the cookie jar.

“Charlie Madison?” he rumbled, a jolly enough giant, but there was nothing friendly about the eyes under his black fedora. “You Charlie Madison?”

“I don’t think so,” I said.

He frowned. “Huh?” Knuckles on fists the size of Easter hams crackled at his sides.

“According to the name on the door, you must be Charlie Madison,” I said, slipping my fingers around the grip of my revolver. “Isn’t this your office?”

“No.”

“Then what are you doing here?”

I pulled out my gun and squeezed the trigger, but the shot went wild, exploding in the narrow hallway with a round that punctured my doorframe, splintering the molding. The goon’s physical reflexes were ten times faster than the cold molasses between his ears, and when one ham-hand had knocked my shooting arm aside, his other came up under my chin and tightened, lifting me off the floor.

“This is your office,” he rumbled.

“We have a winner,” I wheezed, face flooding with hot blood. “Ivan send you?” Fast work, as I’d come straight from Carl’s place.

Without a word, the goon carried me into what had been Wanda’s front office and locked the door, tugging the revolver from my grasp and pocketing it. “There’s somebody here to meet you.”

“Great,” I managed, little more than a ventriloquist’s dummy in his grip.

We entered my office where the streetlight filtered through the blinds, casting the three men at my desk in featureless silhouettes. The two standing were obviously hired muscle, almost as big as my ventriloquist friend. A broad-shouldered, colossus of a man sat in my chair, which squeaked under his sheer volume. The goon shoved me forward, releasing his choke hold, and I staggered a few steps to regain my footing and some of my composure, coughing and rubbing at my neck.

“Good evening, Mr. Madison,” greeted the man in my chair with a thick Russian-coated accent. “I hope you do not mind our intrusion into your very busy evening.”

“Not at all.” I couldn’t tell if it was Ivan or not with the room so dark, but even if I’d been able to see his face, I wouldn’t have recognized it. Nobody knew what Ivan the Terrible looked like, and he worked hard to keep it that way. “I’d say to make yourself at home, but you appear to be quite comfortable already. At my desk.”

“Ah yes. This is a nice chair you have.” He shifted his weight and it squealed in agonized throes. I couldn’t help wincing; the thing had cost me a pretty penny. “My mandroid likes it very much.”

So Ivan wasn’t here in the flesh. Leave it to him to get something like this machine off the black market: Eastern Conglomerate army surplus. How he’d managed to sneak it into the States was beyond me; for years, the UW had wanted to get their hands on a mandroid for reverse engineering purposes, to create their own platoons of mechanical soldiers. But this one’s only purpose was to serve the agoraphobic needs of a paranoid mobster.

“What’s the special occasion? I’m at a loss here.”

“A man who is straight and to the point,” the Russian chuckled. “This I like.”

“If I’d known you were coming over, I would have cleaned up the place. Well, maybe not so much, but I would’ve at least gotten you something. Like an oil can, maybe.”

“And funny, too? I had no idea.”

“Wait till I get started.”

“Mikhel, he likes jokes. He knows many good ones.” The mandroid gestured to the goon behind me. “Tell Mr. Madison a joke now, Mikhel.”

Mikhel rumbled deep in his chest, prematurely anticipating the punch line. Then one of his ham-fists caved in my left kidney and I crumpled to the floor, landing on my knees with a tight grimace.

“Funny, no?” The Russian’s tone had dropped thirty degrees. “Now you see I have a sense of humor myself.”

“What’s this about?” I managed.

“Hmmm.” The mandroid’s fingertips met as he leaned onto my desk, creaking beneath him. “I think you know. You have been a very social man this evening. You entertained some guests, you visited the old newspaper man, you spent some time with a prostitute. Then you roughed up one of our community’s most upstanding citizens—a local hero, no less. A champion. Do I paint a clear enough picture for you?”

“You’ve been watching me.” Or he had one of his henchmen tail me. But I’m usually keen on noticing that sort of thing, and I hadn’t seen a soul.

“My eyes and ears, they are everywhere, Mr. Madison.”

I nodded. “Then you’re the man I need to see.” I reached for the photo of little Mao, and you would have thought I’d gone for a hand grenade the way the goons whipped out their hardware and leveled the business ends at me. “Easy. It’s just a picture.”

“You are full of surprises,” said the Russian as I held up the black and white photo between two fingers. “And who would this be?” He motioned for Happy Ham Fists to bring it to the desk.

“She was abducted from her parents three nights ago.”

“Hmmm.” The mandroid slid the photo closer for inspection. “A case you are working on, yes?” He looked up at me, but I still couldn’t make out his artificial face in the dark. “Your last, is it not?”

“I wouldn’t plan on it.”

He nodded. “Yes, I seem to remember this child. She was taken from her parents—but not three nights ago.”

I released a low curse. “Her parents were here—”

“I am well aware who came to see you, Mr. Madison. But they were not this child’s parents.”

I should have been more specific. “Adopted, then. But he’s her father—”

“No.” A thick finger tapped the photo. “This child went missing from Little Tokyo years ago. She was taken due to her rare … gift.” He nodded once. “An Anglo couple—the husband claimed she was his daughter, and you know how the authorities tend to side with war veterans on such matters.” He made it sound like common knowledge. “Harrison is their name, I believe.”

“There was never anything about it in the news,” I murmured.

“Why would I want such a thing made known to the public? When I myself planned to find this girl?”

I blinked at that. “You?” Ivan the Terrible wasn’t known for his philanthropy.

He chuckled, but it lacked any real mirth. “What is more surprising—that I would wish to find the child, or that I have been unable to do so, as of yet?”

“Both.”

“You are an honest man, Mr. Madison, and I find you amusing. I believe we can do business together.” He rose from my desk, giving it his full weight as he pushed down with shoulders squared, hauling his mechanical bulk upward. “From now on, you will work for me.”

How to decline such a gracious offer? “No thanks.”

“If you are concerned about the retainer in your pocket, consider it a bonus. That couple—the Harrisons—are no longer paying for your services. They are … where are they now, Mikhel?” The mandroid snapped his fingers as if suffering from a sudden memory lapse.

“They swim with the fishes,” Mikhel rumbled with a whole lot of mirth.

“Ah, yes. As much as two corpses are able to swim, that is. Mr. Harrison, he was a crafty devil, devious, with all manner of military contacts to keep me in the dark. If there is one thing I cannot abide, it is the military! Give me weak-willed local politicians any day.” He sighed, shaking his head. “But I digress. Mr. Madison, find me this girl, and you will be allowed to continue doing business in this city—provided you do not get in my way, of course.”

For the moment, I had to put it out of my mind that my only paying clients were now dead. But I couldn’t help feeling cut adrift. “And if I refuse?”

“You don’t want to do a thing like that,” cautioned the goon, warming up one ham-fist in the palm of the other. “People don’t say no to Mr. Ivan … and live.”

The Russian cleared a gob of phlegm from his throat—he hadn’t covered his microphone, wherever he was broadcasting from. “Find me this girl, Mr. Madison. Show me what a fine detective you are. I will watch your progress with keen interest.”

He nodded to Mikhel, and what came next was a whole lot of nothing, so much black I could dive right in and fall forever—

*   *   *

When I came to, drooling onto the carpet with daylight streaming in the window, I was instantly aware of two things. One: the left side of my face felt like it had gained an extra pound overnight. Two: I wasn’t alone.

“Good morning, Mr. Madison,” said the slight, well-dressed man of fifty-something as he handed me an ice pack from my mini fridge—a must for any self-respecting bachelor living out of his office. “This should help with the swelling.”

“Thanks.” I applied it to where I’d been clobbered. “And who are you, exactly?”

“I am your driver, Mr. Madison.”

“I don’t have a driver,” I mumbled. “I don’t even own a car.”

“Well, that may be so, but Mr. Ivan has seen to it that—”

I cursed under my breath.

“He believes you may wish to take a drive outside the city limits today. To Little Tokyo, perhaps?”

If this was Ivan’s way of pointing me in the right direction, it was a bit heavy-handed. It only made sense that I would need to brave Yakuza syndicate territory to learn about Mao’s backstory. I didn’t need a driver on Ivan’s payroll to take me there. Plenty of cab companies had no problems carting citizens outside the city, as long as they got paid plenty. But if Ivan was covering the fare this morning, there’d be no need for me to dip into that two hundred I’d gotten from the late Mr. and Mrs. Jarhead. I patted my breast pocket. The wad was still there.

“Mr. Madison?” The chauffeur watched me closely.

“What’s your name, James?”

“Uh … my name is James, sir.”

“You don’t say?” I allowed half a grin and checked my shoulder holster. The revolver had returned. But was it still loaded?

“Sir?” James looked a little wide-eyed as I drew the weapon and flipped out the barrel to check its chambers. All six rounds were right where they belonged.

“Got a phone in your car?” I holstered the gun and tossed my ice pack into the fridge.

“Yes, of course,” James said.

“Then let’s go.”

Outside, sunshine gleamed from the wet streets and steam quivered in the morning light, but plenty of charcoal-colored clouds waited thick and heavy in the wings. At the curb waited a shiny new Olds with a phone mounted between the front seats on a rear-facing partition. Modern technology at its best.

My first call went straight to police headquarters where one of the last honest cops in town, Sergeant Archibald Douglass, answered after the third ring. James the Chauffeur glanced up at me in the rearview mirror with a question mark wrinkled on his forehead, and I told him just to drive for now. It didn’t matter where.

“Charlie lad, how goes it?” Douglass greeted me in his thick Scottish brogue. “A wee early in the day, isn’t it?”

“No rest for the wicked.” I listened to him chuckle but didn’t wait for it to die down. Douglass knew the city was going into the crapper and there was little he or anybody else could do about it, but that never seemed to dampen his spirits. “I’ve got a tip for you. A double homicide.”

Douglass cleared his throat and spoke low into the receiver. “Is that so?”

I glanced up at the rearview, but James’ eyes remained on the road. “Check the river.” Ivan’s usual dumping ground—where the city’s acid runoff collected to flow unhindered. Made it tough to identify bodies after a day or so in the corrosive water. With most of the city’s cops on his payroll, he had no reason to alter his modus operandi.

“And I know better than to ask how you came by this information.”

He had that right. “You might want to check on Cauliflower Carl as well.” I frowned as the thought came to me: “And Mr. Newspaper.” Nobody was safe—not if they’d been seen with me in the past twenty-four hours.

“You got it, Charlie.” He paused. “You in a tight spot? Need some backup?”

It was the thought that counted. I knew better than to think anybody else would ever have my back in this town. “I’ll talk to you soon. Call me—“ I spoke up to James: “What’s the number here?” He rattled it off, and I relayed it to Sergeant Douglass.

“I’ll get back to you soon as I can, Charlie,” Douglass signed off.

I returned the phone to its cradle. James glanced back at me. He’d heard the whole thing, obviously—and so had Ivan. More likely than not, the Russian had this line tapped.

“To Little Tokyo, Mr. Madison?”

I gave him a nod.

Ever since the Great Diaspora, when the Eastern Conglomerate started expanding their borders, encroaching into what once had been the sovereign nations of Japan and Mother Russia, there had been a steady stream of immigrants flowing into the Unified States. Most came down through the Alaskan oil fields and were put to work there. Of course the government welcomed them with open arms, always in favor of increasing the population; when you were up against China and her allies in a global conflict, numbers sure as hell mattered. Not all of the new citizens liked the idea of being assigned backbreaking work in order to fuel their mighty protector’s war machine, so many filtered south. But due to prevailing anti-Asian sentiments, the Japanese were not welcomed in the same way as the Russians. They were forced to create their own townships—slums really, just outside the major cities. Most of the time, they minded their own business, and the rest of the city left them alone. A working arrangement of sorts.

But Little Tokyo was avoided by most citizens who valued their lives.

I knew it would buy me some time, driving all the way out of the city through morning traffic, and I had some major thinking to do. Things were coming to a head; I could feel it. Soon I’d have to make a major play. but for now, I slid back my sleeve and set my watch—a special gift from an old acquaintance who happened to make his home in Little Tokyo.

Moving at a snail’s pace along the congested streets, I eventually heard back from Sergeant Douglass. He verified all that I’d already surmised to be the case—and the news wasn’t good. I tapped James on the shoulder as I hung up on the honest cop.

“Turn us around.” I felt like I’d been punched in the gut, but I kept my face from showing it. It was time to make my move.

“Mr. Madison?” The driver glanced over his shoulder at me in confusion. We were just minutes away from the Little Tokyo border.

“Take me to The Coliseum instead.”

The man did as he was told—even though he obviously had his reservations about it, and we headed back the way we’d come through traffic oozing in the opposite direction.

*   *   *

I should have known better than to think I’d walk right in the front door of the massive casino, modeled after an ancient Roman edifice where Christians and other undesirables were torn apart for the enjoyment of the masses. The two thugs out front looked like actual gladiators stuffed into their monkey suits, and by all appearances, they could have been Mikhel’s twin brothers.

“We ain’t open, Mister,” one of them said.

“Tell Ivan that Charlie Madison is here, and he’s found the girl.”

The goons frowned at each other and muttered something into each other’s ear, taking turns like girls at a party. Then the one who’d already spoken scoffed, “Yeah? And who the hell is Charlie Madison?”

Maybe they weren’t related to Mikhel after all, because their reflexes were nothing at all like his. I’d already drawn my revolver, shot the mouthy one in the leg and aimed it at the quieter one before they even seemed to realize what was going down.

“Give Ivan my message,” I said. James the chauffeur had frozen with both hands over his mouth, but I didn’t buy it. A fellow doesn’t drive for Ivan the Terrible without seeing more than his share of crazy mayhem on a regular basis. “Go!” When the quiet goon had disappeared inside, leaving the thick set of doors to swing shut behind him, I trained my gun on the mouthy one. “Don’t try anything cute, pal.”

He had his meaty hands on his thigh, applying pressure as blood spurted up through his fingers. “I’m gonna bleed to death here!”

“What’s my name?”

He blinked at me. “Charlie … Madison?”

“Don’t you forget it.” I winked at his bewildered expression, and I’m sure I didn’t look the greatest with the swelling I had going on.

“I’m bleeding out!”

James stepped forward to lend a hand and a handkerchief, but I held him back. “It was a clean shot, straight through.”

“You hit bone, jackass!” the goon groaned.

“Sorry.” I released James to do whatever he could to help. There was a time when my aim had been a whole lot better.

An intercom speaker above the doors clicked on, and the deep voice of the Russian I’d met last night via his mandroid came through loud and clear: “Mr. Madison, why are you shooting my men? Trying to play the cowboy again?” A thick chuckle.

James turned to face me just as the double doors swung open and I was greeted by a half dozen thugs wielding shiny new Tommy guns. Even James the Chauffeur was armed now, pointing a dainty Derringer at my gut.

“Drop your weapon please, Mr. Madison,” he said coolly.

What choice did I have? My revolver clattered to the pavement.

Another chuckle came from the speaker as if Ivan, wherever he was, could see everything going on outside his establishment. “You want to know something, Mr. Madison?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “I could have my men gun you down right where you stand, and the police could do nothing to touch me, I am the law in this city. It is time you learned this.” The intercom switched off.

The goon squad checked their Thompson submachine guns. So, this was it. I was going out with only two C’s to my name.

“Hey, didn’t you give him my message?” I shot the quiet goon a dirty look.

“Of course he did,” said James. “We are going to see Mr. Ivan now.” He led the way inside, but half-turned to repeat my own words: “Don’t try anything cute, pal.”

I’d visited plenty of casinos back in the days when I had money to burn, but none of them could ever have held a candle to what I witnessed inside The Coliseum—an expanse of plush, red-carpeted, gold-inlaid opulence filled with folks from every walk of life huddled around games of dice, cards, and chips, while half-naked dames sauntered about selling cigarettes from trays slung below their gilded bosoms. A full stage showcased the big band that provided a musical backdrop loud enough to keep anybody from thinking straight about their personal finances. Bad economy these days? Sure as hell not here. This is where the rich got richer off each other, the last bastion of excess in a crumbling city. In the old days, these people would party all night and sleep away the mornings. Not anymore. This was the only place they could pretend times hadn’t changed.

“Keep moving,” grunted one of the Tommy gun-toting thugs with a nudge.

A hundred yards later, up a few wide flights of stairs with gleaming brass banisters, we came to a hallway with over a dozen elevators lining the walls. We passed them all by, heading straight for the one marked PRIVATE at the end.

James inserted a key and the mirrored elevator doors slid open without a single shudder. We all managed to cram ourselves inside and moments later were rushing upward in the hotel wing of the casino, rising to the penthouse on the 50th floor. When the doors slid open, I was greeted by another small army of well-dressed, well-built henchmen who looked like they’d all played for the same high school football team. They glared at me like they’d sooner fill me full of hot lead than share a single word. Except for the one behind me. He was all kinds of talkative.

“Move.” Another jab with the muzzle.

“Don’t rush me,” I said. “I’m planning my escape.”

“You see them?” He meant the armed goons lining the wide hallway. “They know you plugged one of our own downstairs.”

“It was a clean shot!”

“That’s not what I heard.”

James led us to the door at the end where he pressed a button on the wall-mounted intercom. “We are here, sir. Would you like us to wait outside?”

Ivan’s throat-clearing nearly burst the speaker. “No. Bring him in.”

There came a click as an automatic locking mechanism disengaged, and the door swung open of its own accord, slowly, as if there was to be some great unveiling, a climactic moment everything had been building toward from the start.

But it was just a fancy penthouse suite with mirrored walls that multiplied my escorts as well as anything you’d hope to find in such a swanky set of digs: full bar, pool tables, hot tub, movie theater, bowling alley—

“Come in, Mr. Madison,” the Russian’s voice emanated from ceiling speakers inside. “I hope you did not expect to meet me face to face. As you know, I value my privacy. But please, do sit down. We have much to discuss.”

The thug behind me clamped a meaty hand on my shoulder as we approached a black leather sofa sectional, and he shoved me into compliance. I found myself enveloped in a cloud of cushy, genuine cowhide. Nubuck could never smell even close. I had to shut my eyes for a second and just take it in.

“Might James fix you a drink?” asked the omnipotent voice from above.

“James can go to take a flying leap,” I said, and the chauffeur glared at me.

“Oh? Did you two not hit it off?”

I glanced up at the speakers. “Sure we did. Until it became clear that he was just part of an elaborate waterfowl hunt. I guess we could have driven straight into Little Tokyo—Yakuza territory—and asked around, shown little Mao’s photo to a few hundred people, had some run-ins with katana-wielding gangsters who bear no love for anything Anglo. I’m sure it would have been plenty exciting for whoever you’d sent to watch me chase my tail in circles. But I’ve been at this game long enough to spot a diversion when I see it, even if it’s a mile away.” I cleared my throat and focused on James the Chauffeur. “You wanted me out of the way while you moved the girl. You’d already knocked off the Harrisons, and ol’ Cauliflower Carl. He’d let it slip that there was a ‘golden goose’, and you couldn’t let him live after that, now could you?”

“Nobody likes a man with loose lips,” Ivan said. “It would have been bad business to let him live. But tell me, how did you find out about Carl?”

“Not every cop on the force is in your pocket. Some of them actually want to take their city back.”

“And you would like to join in this cause?”

I raised my hands in mock surrender. “Hey, I’m no hero.”

“You could have fooled me. The way you stick your neck out for this little girl. Who is she to you? Why risk your life like this? You don’t know if she is dead or alive.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Ivan.” I let the silence run on. “I know she’s right here.”

“Is that so?”

“Why else would we be having this conversation?”

The Russian replied with his own pregnant pause. “I don’t know whether to respect you or pity you.”

I’d been living on borrowed time ever since the moment I found him in my office. Ivan the Terrible decided who lived and died in this town; everybody knew that. Even Mr. Newspaper, God rest his soul. Sergeant Douglass had found the old man with a bullet in his brainpan behind the newspaper stand. More collateral damage. “What’s so special about this kid, Ivan? Why’d the Jarheads want her, and why have you killed to hang onto her?”

“Is that what you think?”

“Enlighten me. My last wish.” I hoped to God it wouldn’t be. Champion of lost causes my ass.

A loud sigh rained down from the speakers. “The Harrisons, they painted a quaint picture for you, did they not? Out for an evening stroll, when up comes a van from nowhere, and masked men snatch away the child?”

“Something like that.”

“In fact, that sweet Anglo couple had this little girl shackled in their basement, clothed and well-fed, of course, but chained up while they poured just a bit of sand into her eyes every night. Does this shock you? This they did, and by morning of the next day, there would always be two perfect pearls waiting for them. It sounds like a fairy tale, does it not? A magical fantasy?”

Why was he giving me this crazy talk?

“That delightful couple kept her in chains for nine years. Think of all the pearls they accumulated in that time from her incredible little oyster-eyes!”

Despite the insanity of it all, I couldn’t help remembering Mrs. Jarhead’s necklace, that string of the most dazzling pearls I’d ever seen in my life. But what Ivan suggested wasn’t possible. For them to have come from a child’s eyes?

“They made a mistake when they exchanged the pearls for cash at one of my jewelry shops,” Ivan continued. “They had grown careless over the years, not checking the shops as dutifully as they should have. It was their downfall.”

“Your men followed them, broke out the girl—”

“Yes, while the Harrisons were out enjoying dinner and a movie like the happy couple.”

“But why’d you let them live?” The mobster didn’t make a habit of sparing lives—as he’d demonstrated today in spades.

“To make a point, Mr. Madison. To show that even members of the exalted United World military, be they retired or active duty, they should see me as a force to be reckoned with.”

“They didn’t know that already?” Nothing like a little ego stroke to extend one’s life span—even if only by a few minutes.

“Mr. Harrison used his military contacts over the years to keep himself, his wife, and their slave girl hidden. Not an easy feat, to make my own eyes blind and my ears deaf in this city, as you well know.”

That was an understatement. “So why bump them off last night, after they came to see me? You already had the girl.”

“I do not like loose ends. Which brings us now to you, Mr. Madison. The last of your kind, and a thorn in my side. Can you believe that I have wanted to meet you for quite some time?”

“My door’s always been open.” Even after I’d locked it, apparently.

“Yes, and perhaps in another life, we could have done business together.”

“You’re firing me?” I feigned disbelief. “You hired me to find the girl, and I have! You want me to start breaking mirrors in here, I’ll do it. You’ve got her stashed somewhere nearby. You made it a little too obvious, killing off everyone related to this case and saving me for last. Did you hope I’d die at the hands of the Yakuza in Little Tokyo? Maybe. But you would have wanted to keep the girl close to you until I was out of the way, regardless.

“But tell me, even if I were to believe what you say about her ‘oyster eyes’—and I don’t, by the way, it’s insane—what’s the richest, most powerful man in town need with her? Why go through all this trouble, and why steer me in the wrong direction? I’m just one man—”

“You asked me two questions. First: I took the girl because she is a priceless commodity, and I collect such things. And I may be able to use her against the Yakuza when I decide to incorporate Little Tokyo into my holdings. Second: I have given you so much undivided attention because you fascinate me, Mr. Madison. You are indeed a ‘champion of the lost cause,’ as your late friend the newspaper man liked to say.”

I clenched my jaw, knowing if Ivan were here in this room, I’d do my damndest to wring his throat after what he’d done to the old man. “I’ve got rent to pay, same as anybody else. Any chance you could lower it, by the way? I’m pretty sure one of your companies owns my building.”

A softer chuckle this time. “I’m afraid that will no longer be your concern.”

The goons closed in with their Tommy guns staring me down. I nodded. “So this is it.

Well, before I go out in a blaze of gun smoke, I’d sure like to see if what you say about her is true. The whole bit with her eyes. Sounds like a real-life miracle.”

“She truly is.” A short pause. “Very well, Mr. Madison. But only because I like you so very much.”

The mirrored wall behind one of the pool tables clicked, then slid open to reveal a room designed for a princess: lacey, frilly, hot pink. Standing between two armed men was the girl from the black-and-white photo, wearing a flowery kimono and hanging her head, eyes focused on the floor.

“Say hello, Mao,” Ivan’s voice encouraged her.

She looked up then, past the goons and straight at me—the lone oddity in the room, disheveled and swollen-faced. But nothing could compare to what had been done to her eyes. Blossoming crimson, they stared out at me through sockets so raw and chafed, her eyelids sagged like lumpy pillows.

“Hello,” she said quietly.

“Hey there.” Were they torturing her? “Is what they say true?”

She nodded once and returned her gaze to the floor.

Ivan chuckled. “You would like a demonstration, perhaps?”

One of the goons retrieved what looked like a salt shaker from his pocket as the other one grabbed hold of Mao by both arms. She didn’t struggle.

“No!” My outburst froze both thugs in their tracks.

Ivan sighed, disappointed. “Never mind,” he told his men.

I swallowed the dry lump in my throat. “Would you like to leave this place, Mao?”

Again she nodded, swollen eyes trained on the carpet.

“Your last words, Mr. Madison? Filling a child with false hope?” Ivan clucked his tongue in disapproval. Then to Mao: “This man is not here to rescue you, child. He is here to die. Would you like to watch?”

She shook her head and took a step back.

“Not so fast.” I held up my wristwatch. Now there was a red light blinking on the display. “Did you mention something about the Yakuza having no clue you had this girl?”

“What is that?” James the Chauffeur strode forward and seized my wrist.

“Destroy it!” Ivan boomed from above.

James snatched the watch from my wrist and smashed it underfoot. The little guy was stronger than he looked. Silence held the room.

“Too late,” I said.

A frantic voice came over the intercom, an alarm that started with something about an attack and ended with a wild shriek.

“They’re already here,” I said. “Gotta love Japanese technology.”

Little Mao looked up at me, her swollen eyes twinkling with unguarded hope.

*   *   *

It pays to have friends in high places—or low ones, if you happen to be an upstanding citizen who looks down on well-organized crime. Regardless, the wristwatch with the built-in audio transmitter had been a gift from the House of the Emerald Tiger. Once upon a time, I’d done a certain favor for a member of the Asada family, Yakuza blue bloods, and the wristwatch had been their gift to me in case I ever needed their help. And by the green tiger, I sure as hell needed it there in Ivan’s mirrored lair. Receiving my entire conversation by radio, the Yakuza showed up en masse to rescue one of their own from the Russian Devil—their term of endearment for Ivan. Little Mao was saved, and I escaped with only two wounds to show for it—both clean shots, by the way, one through my shoulder and another through my thigh.

“So the kid’s gone back to be with her folks?” Wanda asked me around a fresh wad of gum. She was a pro when it came to slings and bandages, and she had this bag of frozen peas for my face. It was working better than any of my flabby old ice packs.

“That’s what they tell me.” I winced as she tightened the sling to take pressure off my shoulder. “She’s some kind of national treasure now, with an all-expense-paid trip to New Japan for her whole family. Guests of the emperor and all that. Ivan and his goons will never see her again.”

“And she—I mean, she really can—“ She gestured at her own eyes, brilliant sapphires with just a little too much makeup around them.

“If seeing is believing, then I’m at a loss. But Mao was a hot commodity around town for some reason, and it sure wasn’t her stage presence.”

Do I honestly believe what Ivan said? I don’t know. Did Mrs. Jarhead’s necklace of pearls really come from Little Mao, chained down in their basement? If so, I wouldn’t know where to begin to explain such a thing. I’m no scientist, so I have no idea what impact the war’s early years might have had on the people of Japan—all that nuclear and biochemical crap before the United World and Eastern Conglomerate decided to duke it out the old-fashioned way. They were able to agree on one thing: they wanted a planet worth living on after all was said and done; so the nukes and bioweapons had to go. Where, exactly? That’s a great question. All I know is the world hasn’t seen them since.

But I have to wonder: Are there others like Mao out there? And if so, how are they being exploited? Or have they somehow found their own New Japan—76 out of the 6,852 islands currently under United World protection?

I glanced around Wanda’s apartment, nice place, but not nearly big enough for the both of us. “Listen, I’ve got a standing invite to open an office in Little Tokyo. You won’t have to put up with me here for long.”

She shook her head. “Still can’t believe Ivan burned down your office. You can stay here as long as you want, Charlie. I won’t let nobody get at you. You’ll be safe with me.”

“My own personal bodyguard.” I gave her a peck on the cheek and she blushed clear to the tips of both ears. “I’ve missed you, kid.”

I didn’t tell her about the parked car of Yakuza muscle watching the place downstairs, making sure that Ivan kept his distance. I was pretty sure the Russian had his hands full right now anyway, planning his revenge on House Emerald from his secret lair. The Yakuza would never try to assassinate him directly; they’d suffer the heat of the city police in an instant. But there were always power plays between the Russians and Japanese mob. The Yakuza had scored a major victory in stealing away Ivan’s golden goose, and he would make them pay. At any rate, I could count on being off his radar for a few days.

“Missed you too, Charlie.” She gave my sling one last adjustment before she was satisfied it would do the trick. “So, can you say it now?”

I raised an eyebrow. “It?”

She gave me one of her gorgeous smiles, the kind that almost fooled me into believing everything might turn out okay around here. Maybe it would. I sure as hell couldn’t see the future.

So despite the itchy feeling in my gut from the knowledge that plenty remained up in the air, I winked and told her what she wanted to hear:

“You know it, sweetheart. This case is closed.”
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Benign

by Caroline J. Orvis

I started stalking my breast surgeon almost by accident. I was sitting in my car weeping, again, after the latest useless appointment.

I saw him walking carelessly down the aisle of Jaguars and BMWs in the hospital parking lot. The surgeon clicked on his keyfob, and a shiny new Mercedes winked its headlights at him. Fumbling with the Tylenol bottle shoved into my ashtray, I shook out two pills, quickly calculating that I could take four more that day.

“You’ve got to stop taking so much Tylenol.”

“What am I supposed to do instead?”

I dropped a third pill into my palm and swallowed all three with a drink from the water bottle I left in the car for just that purpose. Hey, a girl can dream, right? You never know, maybe three will do the trick.

The good old doc was talking on his cell phone as he maneuvered his blood-red car out of its preferred parking space. Tsk, tsk. Didn’t he know that was illegal?

I started my engine and followed him out of the parking lot. He was oblivious to me. But that wasn’t surprising.

We stopped at a traffic light. For just a second, with my gearshift in neutral, I tapped the accelerator, imagining stomping it to the floor and forcing him out into the path of the truck barreling down the cross-street. I’d push the gearshift forward into first, the tires would screech on the pavement, and with a jerk, my front grill would make contact. Startled, the surgeon would lose his footing on the brake and his Mercedes would slalom forward, and then—crumpled metal, maybe even a fire, the good doc screaming, hurting. God, it was like porn in my head.

But I’m a coward, so I let up on the accelerator and grabbed another instant ice pack from the box on the floor. Squeezed it until it popped. The chemicals mixed and reacted, and I tucked it into my bra. Cool relief on my mangled boob, short-lived but necessary.

Fuck. The guy in the car next to me was leering—I guess he thought I was doing something sexual over here. I flipped him off, and he wagged his tongue at me. Double-fuck.

The light changed and I followed my doctor down the road, steering with my right hand of course. (It’s always a real pain in the ass when I have to shift—I mean pain in the breast, I guess—whenever I have to coax my left pectoralis major into activity.)

Thank goodness for all the TV detective shows I’ve watched over the years. I let a car get between us and changed lanes a couple times just like they always did. Christ, Starsky’d be proud of me. I hummed the theme song under my breath as I drove. The doc got on the highway, and following him got even easier.

He never seemed to consider that a patient might be a little upset with him.

After a few miles, he exited the highway and made a few turns, ending up on a residential road lined with overarching maples and evenly spaced crabapples. I hesitated for a moment. I decided that I hadn’t actually done anything wrong and continued to follow him.

The surgeon turned into one of the driveways, flanked by lush velvety lawns, country club style, and I coasted past, making a note of the house number. At the end of the cul-de-sac, I turned around and drove past again on my way out of the development.

I drove around a little more and discovered that my caring medical professional’s house backed up on a wooded park. By then it was dark out, and I decided that my instant ice pack wasn’t cutting it anymore, so I got the hell out of there.

Back home, I took some Aleve, washed them down with vodka, and slapped on another ice pack. Awesome! This is the life, let me tell you.

Just for yucks, I counted the Percocets that I’d liberated from my mother’s medicine cabinet after she died. Eighty-four left, no, eighty-three. I considered whether tonight was bad enough to bring that total down to eighty-two and decided no.

Flipping on the computer, I checked Monster.com. No openings in my field, of course. Then again, I’d pretty much decided a career change was in order, since you’ve got to be able to smile to work in customer service.

I rifled through the bills scattered on my desk. This one had to be paid. This one—I’d wait and see if they sent it to collections. Lookie here, another bill from my favorite surgeon. Thanks for using an out-of-network lab, dude.

I poured another vodka. Two drinks isn’t bad, right? I used to always call myself a social drinker on those forms the doctors make you fill out—you know, the ones they never read? Now, I checked “never drinks” What’s another lie?

“Why won’t you do the surgery if there’s a chance it could help me?”

“There’s also a real chance it could make you worse. Your best bet is to accept that this is going to continue hurting.”

“I can’t live this way.”

“Yes, you can. See you in six months.”

*   *   *

The jangling burn of my botched biopsy scar woke me up before the alarm again. From the pillow beside me, the cat stared at me like I was a stranger. Of course, he still hadn’t forgiven me for banishing him from sleeping on my chest. I had explained very patiently about the nature and unremitting quality of my suffering, and the cat had stalked off and taken a dump on the floor.

At least he was still there. My boyfriend had finally lost patience and hope that he’d ever be able to play with my boobies again and had taken off for good. Classy.

I got up and took my Tylenol and Aleve and all the bullshit supplements that never did anything besides max out my debit card. Fed the cat. And then my usual egg-white omelet, because it’s important to stay healthy, right?

I dressed carefully for the day.

Back at the park behind the surgeon’s house, I parked my car and walked through the woods until I had an eyeball on the back of the doc’s property. I could see him and a woman, who I assumed was his wife, eating breakfast in the kitchen, newspapers propped up in front of their faces and coffee swirled in stoneware mugs to prepare for the difficult day ahead.

With a dutiful kiss and a few words, the surgeon disappeared from the kitchen; then the red Mercedes paraded down the cul-de-sac as the wife carefully placed the dishes in the sink. In a few minutes, her matching Mercedes, midnight blue, followed.

Settling in on a convenient tree stump, I watched the neighborhood for an hour. People had things to do, places to be, and most of them were in a hurry to get there. Finally I lurched back to my car, holding my left side as still as possible to keep my pain bearable, and wondered what I always wonder.

Why did the surgeon have to go that bit too deep? Why did he take so much tissue? Why did he have to nick that artery that sent me to the ER with a gushing blood clot? Why did he have to permanently damage the nerve?

All around me, women were getting biopsies. They were all okay. Even the ones who had cancer could be okay.

But not me. Why not me?

Two years and I couldn’t stop obsessing, because I couldn’t stop hurting. Why did I let them do this to me? Why didn’t I overrule them when they pressured me to do a biopsy? I had had my doubts; why didn’t I listen to them? Why did I believe them when they lied and said a biopsy was low risk? Why didn’t I research more? Why wasn’t I strong enough to take on the docs?

Everywhere I looked: pink ribbons, give money, support research, we’ve got to do more screening, more biopsies, more education, more 5K runs to raise even more money. Movie stars proclaimed their successful breast cancer surgeries on Oprah and Letterman. I had to quit Facebook, when I couldn’t stand the ads for breast cancer awareness anymore. I switched brands when yogurt containers proclaimed their support—collect our lids! Magnetic bumper stickers for the cure mocked me from every car.

I drove my car around to the front of the doc’s house. A final check: no signs for a security system, no neighbors watching through rustling curtains. My navy blue slacks and matching button-down shirt hopefully appeared professional, like some anonymous utility company worker. I carried a clipboard and a small toolbag, and I’d looped a company ID around my neck. Hopefully no one would ever need to look at it.

In front of the doc’s house, nestled in the pachysandra, I spotted a garden gnome that looked familiar from a home improvements catalog. Stooping down, I swiveled the head and extracted a key.

Seriously, some people are too stupid to live.

I relaxed in the doc’s reclining chair in his den, flipping the channels of his wall-sized flatscreen TV. The pillowy leather seat cradled my ass like a lover. No basic cable for my surgeon. This was the premium sports package, with all the HD channels, all the movie channels, Tivo, a premium sound system, and a fancy programmable remote control.

I imagined coming home to this after a hard day of slicing open women’s chests and then delivering the bad news that the cancer had spread.

“You know, I have a very hard job. Sometimes I have to recommend biopsies that will hurt women.”

I stood up and roamed around the doc’s house, thinking about all the misery that had brought me here.

It had been two years, three months, and five days since the biopsy. And not a day in there when putting on a bra wasn’t intolerable.

When I realized that my surgeon didn’t intend to help me, I’d gotten a second opinion, and then a third.

*   *   *

The second surgeon I consulted wore an expensive, tailored suit. He had a beautiful tan and a haughty attitude for my wasting his time on something as trivial as pain. He told me it was probably hormonal and offered to yank my ovaries. He said women came to him all the time in agony, begging him for help, but he never operated because of breast pain.

The third surgeon was a woman, and she stressed that she was afraid that any surgery would make me worse. When I asked her what I should do, she shrugged and refused to answer. As I left her office, I heard her murmur something to her nurse about not getting involved.

The only thing that all three surgeons agreed on was that the biopsy had absolutely been necessary, and that I was an ungrateful patient not to be glad I was benign.

Then I went to see a personal injury lawyer. He looked at my scans and records and then asked his secretary to come in while he took a look at my boob. The attorney seemed very disappointed that my exterior scar was ugly but small, and most of the damage was internal.

Without a doctor to testify that something had gone wrong in the surgery, and with most of the damage being invisible, he told me a successful lawsuit was incredibly unlikely. I argued that the scans showed that something had gone wrong, but he shook his head. Chronic pain after surgery is not necessarily an unexpected or preventable complication, and the biopsy had been required to rule out cancer.

There was no way the lawyer would take the case on contingency, and even if I had the money to pay a retainer, he said he wouldn’t take the case. He wished me luck as he hustled me out the door. In an almost lustful voice, the lawyer mentioned that failure to diagnose cancer would be an excellent cause of action, but unfortunately, I was benign.

Benign, my ass. My pain was a cancer that had metastasized into my soul.

I left the attorney’s office, realizing for the first time that I really was going to be like this for the rest of my life. I’d never have a pain-free day again.

*   *   *

Sure, it felt good to wander around the doc’s home, getting off on the illicitness of it, maybe moving things out of place to try to freak him out, but was that what I really wanted to do?

I wanted to hurt him, like he had hurt me. And then tell him: See you in six months.

I walked around the house again, looking at his life. A diploma from a name-brand school, summa cum laude, for my surgeon; a certificate from the bar association for the wife. There were pictures everywhere of the happy couple: on their wedding day, in Hawaii, in Paris. Even the background picture on their computer was …

I clicked on Firefox, pulled up Preferences and went to the Security tab. No way! The doctor hadn’t set up a master password. I clicked on “Saved Passwords” and “Show passwords” and, there on the screen—access to all of the doc’s life, including his Facebook, his Gmail … and what looked like remote access to the hospital records.

I tried printing the window, but the computer beeped at me. Taking a screen shot of the passwords, I emailed the jpeg to myself and erased it from the sent mailbox and the documents folder. I was no hacker, but this was like taking candy from a baby.

As I left the house, carefully locking the door the way I had found it, I realized that for a few minutes there I had forgotten how much my breast was hurting.

I guessed I needed a project.

If I hadn’t been angry with him before, after looking at the notes in my file, I’d have been furious.

My medical chart was peppered with references to “exaggerated claims of pain,” “phantom pain,” “depression,” and “somatization disorder.” I couldn’t understand the amateur psychoanalysis: if they truly believed I was creating my pain in my head, why weren’t they sending me to a shrink for evaluation and treatment? If I could point to the spot that hurt and it showed up as abnormal on a scan, and we even had a presumed cause for the pain, how could that be “phantom pain” or “depression?”

Yes, I was depressed. It’s not like I ever denied it. You live in pain for two years and tell me how much fun it is. Spend your life arguing with doctors, researching on the internet, and bankrupting yourself trying alternative treatments, and see how many friends you have left.

I spent the next week thinking and plotting. I read all the doc’s emails. Boring as hell, of course. But monitoring my surgeon’s Facebook page, something seemed odd.

Every few days, he would post an update mentioning a “challenging” surgery. But when I checked his hospital records for those days, it didn’t look like the surgeon had even been scheduled for surgery. The next time he wrote about a “challenging” procedure, I decided to follow him again.

I sat in my car parked on the street just outside the hospital parking lot, surveilling just like Rockford or Magnum had on those old TV shows.

It was a good day. My breast was a slow simmer of aching, not the hot, incapacitating fire of my worst days. But even on my best days, I iced preventively and took my full complement of pain relievers: it had taken a long time to accept that these good days were an anomaly. Each one gave me hope, and then I crashed harder each time when I realized it was just a solitary respite. I tried keeping a pain journal, but the fucking randomness of it all made it so much worse. To have absolutely no control over my well-being was slowly destroying me, and I knew it.

The red Mercedes stopped at the security gate. My surgeon’s skilled fingers inserted a plastic card into the machine, and the car proceeded out of the hospital parking lot. I tailed him to a hotel downtown: the Palace Suites, la-di-dah. He pulled into the lot and waved at the attendant, who seemed to recognize the doctor and nodded back. I parked and followed him into the lobby.

He registered at the desk, casually, confidently. Pushing the registration papers over to the clerk, he glanced around the lobby. My surgeon looked right at me, and right through me. Guess he didn’t recognize me without the shorty paper gown—you know, the one that makes you feel more naked than if you were completely nude? The doc turned back and accepted a keycard from the clerk.

I didn’t push my luck and sat down in the lobby, my profile to the doc, while watching covertly. He checked his watch and looked around again. I kept my face forward and watched from the corner of my eye as a woman joined him. As she kissed him on the cheek, I took a photo with my phone and then pretended to make a call, muttering nonsense into the receiver. “How you doin’… yeah, know what you mean … uh-huh … okay, later then.”

As the couple disappeared into the elevator, I got the hell out of there.

That afternoon, dressed in a corporate skirt and blouse, with sensible heels and pantyhose, I dropped an interoffice memo envelope on the desk of my doc’s wife’s secretary at her law offices. My handy internet research, you see. Come on, what would Charlie’s Angel Jill Munroe one of Charlie’s Angels do? Hang on, Bosley, I’m almost out of here.

I glimpsed the surgeon’s wife, seated behind her desk, her phone cradled by her shoulder as she worked hard on some legal case or another, and I felt a little twinge of guilt. She hadn’t hurt me, but she was going to suffer just like my surgeon.

You know what? Fuck her.

Dinnertime on the cul-de-sac. I was seated on my stump in the woods again, watching as the happy couple returned home. It played out like a movie in front of me, the light of the room showcasing their angry gesticulations through the blackness of the evening. The surgeon grabbed something from his wife’s hands, and I realized he was tearing up my photo.

Like that’ll do any good.

The doc tried to hug his wife and she pushed him away, leaving the room with him following. I strained my eyes, trying to see what the hell was happening, and then a light went on in an upstairs room. I could see her pass back and forth in front of the window. Packing, I supposed.

The surgeon joined her. It looked like he was begging her not to go. I really wished I could hear him, imagining the pain in his voice as he tried to explain himself.

I could hear the front door slam all the way out in the woods. The blue Mercedes sped out of the cul-de-sac, tires screeching a little. Guess she couldn’t wait to get away from him.

It felt good. I had caused this misery. I had fucked up their lives the way he had fucked up mine.

The surgeon wandered into the kitchen. As the night became darker, he was cast into sharp relief, tipping a bottle and clinking it against a heavy leaded glass. Two fingers of solace. I knew how that went.

But it wasn’t enough.

I wanted him to know that I had done this to him.

*   *   *

I rang the doorbell, humming a little under my breath. The sight of him guzzling whiskey had been delightful. The surgeon threw the door open, expecting … maybe the wife, regretting her haste?

Nope, just me. Just that annoying patient who won’t go away.

“Something wrong, Doc? You seem upset.”

“Wait … what are you doing here?” He tried to block my way, but I pushed past him, walking into the house. “Excuse me, you’re going to have to leave. It’s not appropriate for you to be here.”

“Appropriate?” I laughed. “Is this a bad time? Did something happen?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Feeling a little out of control, Doc? Maybe things are just not working out the way you pictured them?”

“You did this? You sent her the picture?”

“It blows, huh? Oh, by the way, I’ll see you in six months. We’ll reassess how you’re doing at that time.”

“I didn’t hurt you on purpose!”

“But you’re certainly not trying to help me now.”

“God damn it, you are just not grateful enough that you’re benign. There are plenty of women dying from breast cancer who’d be thrilled to have your pain.”

“Cancer isn’t everything! I want my fucking life back!”

He snarled at me, “Listen, I’ll deny it till the day I die, but the reason I won’t do your surgery is because I won’t give you cause to sue me. No surgeon will fix your breast, because they don’t want to get involved in a malpractice suit. We won’t admit that anything went wrong with that surgery, ever.” He turned around and grabbed his drink, dismissing me. “It’s a little pain. Deal with it.”

I rushed at him. For all the times I’d pounded on my steering wheel in frustration, thrown a glass at the wall, screamed at the top of my lungs until the cat ran in fear.… I knocked him down with the full force of my body, gouging at his eyes with my fingers.

With the heel of my hand, I shoved his chin and forced his head back onto the stone floor with a satisfying thump. He tried to push me off and rolled the two of us over. My elbow smashed onto the floor and my ankle twisted unnaturally. I tried to knee him in the crotch. But the doctor anticipated me and struggled out of my grasp, lurching to a small table in the entranceway.

Panting and trembling, he yanked open a drawer and pulled out a gun.

He shot me, almost without aiming.

The bullet gouged out a huge chunk of flesh. With a surgeon’s precision, he’d transected my areola and carved out my biopsy site. And as I bled onto his exquisite granite floor, I realized my breast didn’t hurt at all.
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Them Old Blues

by Ken Leonard

The truth is I started feeling for her pretty fast. Lying there in my swaybacked bed that first time, her man Tom out of town for a couple days, it was more than just comfortable. It had a special feeling to it. She was pretty, in kind of a tired way. A real sweet woman with a good disposition. One who deserved better than she got. But beyond that, there was just this vibe. A good energy. Like we fit together in some way we hadn’t yet uncovered.

She was lying in the crook of my arm, running her fingers through the small patch of hair on my chest. “What are you thinking?” she asked.

I mulled it for a moment. I figured we were close enough now that I could say what was on my mind. “I was wondering why you don’t leave him.”

Her hand stopped moving. “Oh, Frank. It’s a little early for that, don’t you think?”

I smiled. “I didn’t mean because of this. I meant just in general. I mean, you’re a good woman. What do you wanna be with a guy who … who doesn’t treat you right for?”

Her nail was tracing small figures on my chest. She wasn’t looking at me. “Oh, I don’t know…” she sighed. “I—well, I was gonna say he wasn’t always this way, but really I guess he was. In the beginning, when he chased other men away … well, I guess it made me feel safe. Feeling like he cared so much about me. And then when I’d go to visit with my girlfriends, he started asking me a lot of questions about where was I going and who was gonna be there. He started getting angry if I was on the phone too much. By that time, we were married, had some kind of life together. And by the time I figured out how bad he really was … I guess I felt ashamed. I didn’t want anybody to know what kind of man I’d married. So I just kept to myself. It was easier.” She laid her cheek on my chest. I stroked her slender, white back while she spoke. I couldn’t see her face, just the long, honey-and-hay tangle of her hair. “And when I woke up one day and realized just how unhappy I was, I thought about leaving. I wanted to. But … I guess I was afraid.”

“Afraid of what? Him?”

“Well, that, yeah. But it wasn’t just that. I was afraid of being alone, I think. On my own. I don’t really have anybody but him now. He made sure of that. And, you know, the evil you know is better than the evil you don’t and all that.”

I waited until I was sure she wasn’t going to say anything else. “Jesus, Katie, being alone is better than being with somebody who—” My eyes shot to the big, yellowing bruises on her side. “Who treats you bad. Tells you you’re no good. Couldn’t do any better.”

Somewhere outside my little rented room, a car rumbled past, one of its passengers screaming with laughter. It cut an odd counterpoint and made everything seem more serious somehow.

When she spoke, her voice was very quiet. “I just don’t know if I could take it.”

“Being alone? Hell, being alone is easy.” I shrugged. “You get used to it.

She shifted and looked at me, propping her head up on one elbow.

“Are you alone, Frank?”

“Me? Well, not now. Not right now, I mean. I mean.…” She was looking into my eyes, the soft openness in her sky-blue eyes, in her fine, slim face, encouraging me. I exhaled deeply. “After my ex-wife left, I was alone for a long time. A while. It was rough. Yeah. Maybe the loneliest I’ve ever been, I guess.” I shrugged. “But, you get used to it. It passes. And then one day you meet other people. Better people.”

“I don’t know, Frank. I don’t know if you ever get used to loneliness. People aren’t meant to be alone. What do they punish a man with in prison, when he’s causing trouble? What’s the worst punishment they can give him? Solitary confinement. They force him to be alone.” She shook her head. “I don’t think it ever passes. I think maybe you just live with that terrible, lonely feeling for so long you just don’t always realize it’s still there, eating away at you.”

*   *   *

We continued to see each other over the next few weeks, seizing our opportunities when we could get them. Sometimes I’d be onstage in the middle of playing a song, something kind of tender, and a good, warm feeling would spread out through my body. And I’d look up toward the bar where Katie was picking up a round of drinks and our eyes would meet, and I felt like I could see that same warm feeling spreading out through her, like we were right there in the same place, the same moment, alone despite all the other people around, sharing something secret, the music wrapping just the two of us up in a warm little bubble. And as much as I wanted those moments to last, I was careful never to let them linger long enough to arouse suspicion. I never let my eyes cut directly toward the door where Tom sat when he wasn’t busting heads.

And then one night, Katie didn’t show up for work. She was always there by the time I came in—running drinks when it was busy, standing by the bar when it wasn’t—sometimes studiously ignoring me, sometimes favoring me with a fugitive little smile. But as I finished my first set I could still see the other waitress running ragged trying to handle a Saturday night by herself.

Duane, all teeth and shaggy brown hair, was behind the bar and gave me a grin as I sidled up and ordered a Johnny Red. “You see the action earlier?” he asked me.

“Afraid I must have missed it.”

“Old boy got drunk up in here, wanted to start some trouble with a fella. Tom got in to break it up and the drunk punched him.”

“Oh, Lord.…” I said. I’d seen Tom fight one time and it had shaken me deeply. He was brutal. Merciless. Women had cried, one of them screaming for him to stop. He fought like he wanted to kill somebody. Just thinking about it made me feel itchy and restless, like I had somewhere else to be.

“I bet there’s still blood out there on the floor if you look close,” Duane said, setting my whiskey on the rocks in front of me. “Old boy’s own mom probably wouldn’t recognize him.”

“Jesus,” I shook my head. My nerves were jangling. I tried to make sure I held the glass steady as I raised it and took a sip. “Was he just born surly, or did they have to beat it into him?”

“Tom?” He shrugged. “Hell, I don’t know. They say he’s been a mean one all his life. Daddy was the same way. I just try not to get on his bad side.” Duane smiled.

“Yeah.…” I caught myself spinning my glass of whiskey around on the bar top and made myself stop. I dug my cigarettes out of my pocket and lit one up, snapping my Zippo open like the old timers do. I set the pack on the bar with the lighter on top.

Duane picked it up, and ran a finger over the custom scrollwork, read the engraving aloud, “Them Old Blues.”

I exhaled smoke and nodded. “Ex-wife gave it to me.”

He grinned, setting it back down. “The lighter or the blues?”

“Both.” I turned my head left and right, like I was looking around the bar, like something had just occurred to me. “Hey, Duane, where’s Katie tonight?”

It was Duane’s turn to fidget. He cleared his throat, looked down, picked up a glass and a rag and started wiping. “Said she’s out sick.” He didn’t look at me.

The vibe was off. It wasn’t right. I had a bad feeling. “Seemed pretty chipper last night. She get sick often?”

Duane shot a glance toward Tom before meeting my eyes, serious. “Bout once a month. Six weeks.” His voice was low, tight, almost grim.

My guts were rioting. There was an anger blooming inside me that felt like it wanted to turn into rage. All it needed was evidence.

“You know, Duane.…” my voice felt like it was coming from a long way off, “Katie’s a nice girl. I’d like to take her some chicken soup. Any idea where she lives?”

He screwed his mouth up, considering what to say. He put his elbows on the bar and leaned in close. “Somewhere near 3rd and Lincoln. You didn’t hear this from me, but … I don’t think she’ll work tomorrow, and Tom’ll be here early doing the bottle count with me. From around two o’clock.” I got up and started back to the stage to play my next set. I’d taken about two steps when I heard him say, “Just don’t leave the bowl where he can find it, huh?”

*   *   *

I hardly slept at all that night. Too keyed up, imagination dragging me from calm to worry to rage and then back through them again. I realized then just how much she’d come to mean to me. Seeing her felt like coming in out of the rain.

The morning passed in a haze of nicotine and nerves. I had the TV on, but nothing registered. It was just noise. Finally about quarter to two, I got in my old car and drove.

It was a lower class neighborhood aspiring to be more and not quite making it. For every concrete box with a fresh coat of paint and a little garden out front, there was another, dingy and faded, with a car up on blocks out front and children’s toys on the lawn. I guess it wasn’t the lowest class, the toys hadn’t been stolen.

I drove down the street until I found the house with Katie’s little tan car out front. I went past it without slowing and turned around four blocks past. I came back slowly, looking down side streets and in front of neighboring houses for any sign of Tom’s black truck. Not that you could miss it. A man buys a truck that big, he’s trying real hard to tell the world something. I left my car a couple of houses down on the other side of the street and walked across to Katie’s place.

Freshly painted in blue, no garden, no toys. I tripped over a sprinkler in the lawn and nearly fell before catching myself. One of those big, triangular things, attached to a hose. I barked up the ragged rind of a laugh. I hadn’t seen it. I should have seen it. I approached the front door and raised my hand to knock. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught movement in the front window nearest the door. A gun, pointed right at me. I jumped two feet straight out of my skin before I realized it was just a sticker, a fist wrapped around the butt of a gun. In large block letters, it said, “Nothing in this house is worth dying for.” I laughed a little too hard.

I knocked. I waited. I watched the peephole, saw the pinhole of light darken. Someone was looking at me. The dot of light appeared again. No sound. No one answered. No one shouted or discharged a firearm. I knocked again.

Two minutes later, I knocked again.

And again.

Finally I heard Katie’s voice on the other side of the door. “Frank, go away.” She sounded tired.

“C’mon, Katie, open up. Let me see you.”

“Go away, Frank. We’ll talk later.”

“I’m not going away till I see you.”

I guess I was speaking too loudly, the sleepless night and restless morning getting to me. Katie said, “Keep your voice down, Frank! If the neighbors hear you … do you have any idea…?”

“You want me to go away,” I said, my voice low, but firm, “open this door.”

I was aware in that moment of the silence, the stillness, the oppressive heat of the day. Somewhere far away a lawn mower purred, but it seemed as if absolutely nothing else was moving between there and here. Katie’s voice, when it came, was quiet, tired. “You’re just gonna make things worse.” A second or two later, I heard the tumblers in the lock turning, the deadbolt sliding back.

She opened the door about three inches. Enough to see half her face. She left the chain on. She looked mad. “There. Will you go away now?”

I looked her over. She looked fine—what I could see of her. She didn’t look or sound sick, either. What had he done to her that she couldn’t work? “C’mon, Katie, what is this? Let’s just talk for a minute.”

“Frank, you shouldn’t be here. You can’t go coming around my house. If Tom saw you here, he’d … we’d both be in a world of shit.”

“Yeah, I know that, Katie. But when you didn’t come to work last night—”

“So I didn’t come to work one night, Frank, so what? It’s an emergency?” Her voice was angry. “I’m a child who can’t take care of herself? There’s nothing wrong here. I’m just … I’m not feeling well.” She sighed. “I like you, Frank. But you can’t come around here. You need to leave. Right now.”

I felt chastened. I felt slapped. She was talking to me like I was some kid who didn’t understand the big adult world, who’d gotten out of his place. I looked away, took a shaky breath, then another. Rubbed my face with both hands. Got myself under control. Got some perspective back. “Katie, listen. I was worried about you. I’ve got every right to be worried about you. Maybe I shouldn’t have come here, but I’m here now. So you and me are gonna sit down and talk for five or ten minutes, and when I’m satisfied that—” Katie was already shaking her head, eyes closed. She must have forgotten herself. When her right eye crossed into that space between the edge of the door and the frame, I broke off mid-sentence.

“Oh, my God! Katie.…”

Her eyes snapped open. She looked scared.

“Jesus Christ! That sonofabitch!”

“Frank, no—listen—”

“He gave you a fucking black eye!”

*   *   *

It didn’t take long to get through to her. It was hard for her to defend him with her eye nearly swollen shut. Sitting on the worn red couch in her living room, surrounded by their things, their pictures, the air they argued and made love in, I told her she had to leave him.

“Frank, I just can’t.” Looking at her hands in her lap.

“Damn it, Katie, you know this is just gonna get worse. What’s it gonna be next time? A broken arm? It’s time. You’ve gotta get away before something really bad happens.”

“He won’t—”

“He won’t what? What wouldn’t he do?”

The silence was long and heavy. Finally she looked at me. “Where would I go? What would I do? I don’t have people here. Tom ran all my friends off years ago. We work together.”

“You can get another job and you can stay with me.”

“Frank—”

“I’m not talking about forever, Katie, just as long as you want or need to. I understand you might not be ready to commit yourself to anything, but … you need somebody, I’m here. You need help, and I’m offering it, and you need to take it.”

She looked at the ceiling, trying to blink back tears. “He’d come after me. He’d come find me. It doesn’t matter where I sleep or where I work, he’d find me. He doesn’t quit. He’s jealous and possessive and he’s violent and he just doesn’t quit.” Now the tears were really coming.

I wanted to ask her if she didn’t think I could protect her, but I knew that’s not the way she meant it. And more than that, the truth of it was I knew I couldn’t take Tom in a fair fight. No way. I’d have to fight dirty or use a weapon—and even then it might be iffy. It hurt my pride as a man to have to admit it, but there it was. I slid over and put my arm around her shoulders and let her cry it out while I thought.

When she’d recovered enough that she was just sniffling and wiping the tears off her cheeks—oh, how it hurt me to see her working gingerly around that big purple eye—I told her, “Katie. I’ve got a friend in Vegas. Owns a little bar with some slot machines. I got a standing gig with him any time I want. All I have to do is just show up. I’ve kind of been making my way out there slowly anyway. You ever been to Vegas?”

She looked at me without speaking, her cheeks still slick, her eyes unreadable.

“I know he’d give you a job, and anyway, waitress jobs are easy to come by in Vegas. Pay a lot of money out there, too. Wouldn’t be no time till you were up on your feet, could get your own place … if that’s what you wanted.”

There was a light in her eyes, a wondering look, a smile teasing at the corners of her mouth. “Frank—” Her eyes searched mine. “Well, I just—I don’t know if could.”

“Of course you could,” I said. “We could leave as soon as you like. My little room rent’s due in a week anyhow. I don’t have much stuff to pack. My little crop duster’ll get us out there. We could leave tomorrow if you’re worried. Hell, we could leave tonight.”

She looked so close to happy, even with that big, angry shiner on her pretty face. She looked so full of hope. “We could do that?” She thought about it and nodded to herself. “We could.” She looked down at her hands, and I noticed how tightly she was squeezing them together. I laid my big hand over top of them both. Her skin was smooth and cool. “Oh, I’m just so worried,” she said.

“What about?”

“That he won’t stop,” she said. “That he won’t stop until I’m dead.”

*   *   *

We packed her most important things in two suitcases. She fretted and clucked every so often about something she would have to leave behind, and I reminded her that she’d be able to find stuff that was so much nicer in Vegas and she’d accumulate new stories and memories to go along with them. I wanted to keep her momentum up, didn’t want her to give in to inertia. As we pulled away from her house, she looked pained and happy in equal measure. And when I turned right at the end of her street, she seemed to let go of it—or most of it. She looked a little worried, a little relieved, and she put her hand on top of mine and squeezed.

I dropped her and her suitcases at my little room. I had to go by the bar and get my guitars and amplifier. They were too dear to me to leave behind. At dawn we would hit the road. Katie was terrified Tom would find us out if we waited any longer. She was even worried about me going to the bar to get my stuff. It frustrated me.

I didn’t like the feeling of sneaking around. I offered to talk to Tom, sit down, man to man, and explain things to him. Because that’s what a man does, in my view. I offered, even though the idea scared the hell out of me. I was pretty sure that kind of sit-down would leave me unable to make it out of the parking lot, let alone to Las Vegas. And that frustrated me too, that distance between my idealistic side and my practical side. But Katie was vehemently against it. Got terrified at the mention of it. So I agreed not to—to my relief and increasing frustration.

I agreed not to talk to Tom about her and me. Just slip in while he and Duane were doing the inventory and split. That’s what I intended to do.

Why I tucked my little pistol into the back of my jeans and covered it with my shirttail before I left, I don’t know.

*   *   *

I was feeling really good on the way over. It wasn’t just a warm, sunny day, it was like the movie version of a warm, sunny day—one of those that makes you feel just an inch more alive than you feel the rest of the year. I was happy to be leaving this little town, to be heading to Vegas, and happy to be taking Katie with me.

I pulled into the parking lot, noting how different the bar looked in the daylight. At night it affected a certain rough glamour. In the daytime, it just looked rundown. Tom’s black truck was there, so big it seemed to impose itself without apology on the rest of the world. I thought maybe Duane’s car would be beside it, but when I pulled around and parked I saw the lot was empty but for my vehicle and Tom’s. I felt my nerves go on alert. I took a deep breath. “Calm down,” I told myself. “You’re just here to grab your shit and go.” I got out and leaned on the car. I lit a cigarette with my old Zippo. Took two drags. Started walking for the door. I pitched the butt before I opened it.

The bar was all lit up inside, the bright lights not doing the old wood paneling any favors. Tom was behind the bar counting bottles. He turned his head and looked at me. I looked back, though I found I could hardly stand the sight of him. All of a sudden his face congealed into a real hard, nasty look. “What the fuck do you want?” he asked.

I realized my face probably wasn’t hiding too well what I thought of him. I made myself turn away toward the low stage in the corner. “Nothing,” I said as I walked. My voice sounded loud and hard to my ears, even though in my chest it felt like I was talking low, holding back. “Just came to get my stuff.” I heard him grunt. I started unplugging things, wrapping up cables. After a few minutes, I chanced a look. He’d gone back to counting bottles, his bulky muscles swelling and dimpling under his shirt as he shifted things around. “Duane not here?” It hurt to ask him the question. I didn’t want to ask him anything. I could feel my hatred burning into his back.

He answered without looking at me. “Went for pizza.” It was like a low growl roughly hewn into words.

I closed the locks on my two guitar cases and started walking them out. Tom looked over his shoulder at me as I drew alongside the bar. The fall of the overhead lights left his eyes in shadow under his pale brow, making him look even more inhuman. “Aren’t you supposed to play tonight?”

I should have lied, told him I was coming back. It would have been easier. But I wasn’t feeling the lie. “No. I’m leaving town.” He just looked at me. It was like the air between us was heating up, throbbing, pressing down on me like a living thing. “Something’s come up,” I added, hating the words before they were fully out of my mouth. I felt like I was sneaking. Goddamn, I hated sneaking.

Tom’s face pinched. “Just like that? No notice? Nothing?”

I shrugged.

“I always knew you were a piece of shit.” He turned back to the bottles, like I was below his notice.

My temper got away from me. I felt a hot ball of fire pushing its way up through my chest. I heard myself say, “Piece of shit? A man who beats his woman is a piece of shit.”

His whole posture changed, like a ripple running through him. He turned his body to face me, and I felt his stare, his furious intent, pierce me. One side of his mouth curled upward, not quite making a smirk.

The air between us was hot now, stinging. “You’re done,” I said. “You hear that? It’s over. She’s with me now, and I’m getting her the hell away from here. Away from you.”

And for an instant, Tom’s face softened, opened up, and he looked lost. Sad. Like a little kid. It might have lasted a second, a fraction, but it was enough to throw me off balance. I felt an unexpected twinge of pity. And of kinship. Like I wanted to buy him a beer. I didn’t want to feel it, but it was like some kind of recognition, involuntary.

And then suddenly Tom’s face hardened into the fury I was no longer prepared for, and he was vaulting over the bar. I opened my hands, dropping the guitar cases, and when he hit me, I swear, I don’t think they’d touched the ground yet.

I was on my back and hurting like a sonofabitch. And not just my face—which felt like I’d been hit by a bowling ball—but my lower back, too. Something digging into me. And then, in that quick, wordless, instinctual way, I remembered what it was.

Tom was stepping to me, his face a cloud of murderous rage. I was panicked. I knew if he got his hands on me, it was all over. Me and Katie. Las Vegas. Maybe even my life.

I dug my hand up under my back.

Tom reached down for me.

I yanked at the butt of the gun, but it wouldn’t come. It was hung up on something.

Tom curled his fingers in my hair and yanked my head up off the floor.

I tugged at the gun, my grip slippery.

Tom drew back one huge fist. It looked like a furrowed wall of bone and flesh.

And the gun came free. I thrust it out in front of me.

I shot him point blank in the forehead.

I don’t know how long I lay there, listening to the sound of my own breathing, feeling like the whole world had just slid over on its axis, but eventually, I pulled myself to my knees. And then to my feet.

Tom had fallen on his side, his eyes staring up past the ceiling at something in the space beyond, a ragged, red little hole just off center above the bridge of his nose.

I stared at him. I reached in my shirt pocket for a cigarette and found the pack and the lighter gone. I scanned the floor. They were about three feet away. Must have fallen out when he hit me. I picked them up, sat on the edge of one of the barstools, and lit one, hands shaking, breathing heavily, looking at Tom’s dead body.

It was a while before my mind came back to me. I realized Duane should be back any minute. In a daze, I loaded the stuff in my car—paranoid that each car that passed on the street was slowing down to pull in.

*   *   *

I’d like to tell you she left a note. That she’d spelled out her motivations and tried to ease me into it. That she’d decided she couldn’t go away with me because she didn’t really love me, or that she needed some time on her own, to learn to be by herself before being with anybody else. Or even that she’d realized she didn’t really want to leave him after all. I’d like to tell you that, just so you wouldn’t have to wonder. But there was no note. She was gone and she’d taken her suitcases with her.

Standing there in that dingy little room in that moment, I was overcome with just about the loneliest goddamn feeling you can imagine. I felt like she hadn’t even been real. Just an illusion. A dream that dissolves into smoke when you wake, empty hands clutched tight around nothing, trying to drag a piece of heaven out with you into the day.

And I felt like I’d lost myself in the waking. I’d killed a man. In self-defense, yes. But who can unravel what terrible emotions passed through my heart in the moment before I pulled the trigger? All I know is, standing there in that empty room, I felt like I’d lost my soul, and I was pretty sure it had happened in that one dark instant. So I had lost two people—me and her—and I felt like maybe I didn’t really have either to begin with. I lost the idea that I’d ever known either one of us.

I felt my legs wanting to give out, so I staggered over to the old high-backed chair in the corner and let myself fall into it. There was a voice in my head whispering that I had to get out, had to leave, and I knew it to be so, but I just couldn’t manage to feel the urgency in it. The world seemed unreal, like a fever dream—though maybe that’s backwards. Maybe everything up to this moment had been one long, fevered dream that had finally blown away and left me washed up here among the ruins of what that dream had cost me.

I reached in my shirt pocket for a cigarette. My pocket was empty. I patted my pants. Keys, a few bills, some change. My cigarettes and my lighter were gone. And then I knew right where I had left them. And a dark dread lighted on my heart like an enormous, ancient black crow.

I’d left them sitting on the bar next to Tom’s dead body. My cigarettes, my brand. And the lighter that Duane had commented on just yesterday. An ugly sound escaped my throat, a doomed laugh that sounded like a gasping cough. The thing is, it felt right. It felt fair.

I heard a car pull up quickly on the street outside, tires screeching as it braked. Then another car less than a minute later. Men’s voices, thick with imperative.

I pulled the little pistol out of my waistband and put it under my chin. I sorely wished I had a cigarette, one last, choking taste of this world before I left it. All was ash now, anyway. I took a breath and held it, closed my eyes.

I took the gun from beneath my face and let my hands fall between my knees. I blew out the big breath I’d been holding. Goddamn it!

I heard the men’s footsteps thundering up the stairs.

I looked at the gun.

They were knocking at the door now, telling me to open up.

I looked at the gun. Ran a finger down its barrel.

And I thought about what a terrible goddamn thing it is to be alone in this world. And what a body will do just to try to avoid it.
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Incident on the 405

by Travis Richardson

Jessica Tan eased the Rolls Royce onto the 405 onramp from Santa Monica Boulevard and instantly regretted it. Her smart phone had showed yellow, medium traffic, but what she encountered was a barely crawling red. How smart was that?

She looked at the time: 4:42 p.m. She needed to have this polished British export up to Clive Winterborne’s mansion on Mulholland by five, or he’d blow up … again. That horndog was either making creepy advances at her or was pissed off and screaming. It wasn’t like it was her fault that Julio, the only person Clive designated to touch his prize possession at Tidal Wave Car Wash, was on lunch break when she arrived in the Silver Ghost. And now, this gridlock.

Jessica hoped to be the first assistant in years to last more than six months. If she could do that, she could easily find a better job with a reputation as the assistant who managed the devil himself, and perhaps cut a path to being a producer. But with only two months to go, she was beginning to doubt if she would last that long.

*   *   *

Sadie Bitterman bit her lip hard to keep tears out of her eyes. She could taste the blood. Was this the lowest low? The depths kept sinking deeper. Even now, after straightening out her life, it all flew back in her face. Splat. She wasn’t a criminal. Not anymore. She was doing her best to keep a job, but this fucking traffic, she’d be late again. And what would she tell Walter, the teenage shift manager? Sorry Walt, I had to go to court today in Torrance.… Child custody.… No, I didn’t win. Thanks for asking. She’d have a lot to talk about at her Narcotics Anonymous meeting on Monday.

She fingered a plastic bag on the passenger seat. Gifts ungiven. A Hulk shirt for Tyler and a pocketknife for Edgar. Security hadn’t let her bring the bag inside the court because of the knife. It was small, a two-inch blade at best. How much damage could anybody do with that? She knew the answer was a lot. She’d seen fellow prisoners sliced with shards of glass or shivs made from broken plastic bottles. But a ten-year-old boy wouldn’t know, and didn’t they all carry knives? Her brother had. What was the big deal?

Sweat ran down her face; the Oldsmobile’s A/C was busted. She was feeling it, the buzz. An urge to pull off this eight-lane parking lot and find Parker. He’d lived in Venice the last time she’d bought from him. The man had the magic powder that made things better; things that methadone could not cure. She inhaled and exhaled. Just make it up to the Valley. NA’s motto was “one day at a time,” but right now she was taking it one minute at a time.

*   *   *

“Yes, sir … I know. I’m driving as fast the traffic will let me.… It’s not my fault.” Jessica heard her voice crack and hated herself. Clive hung up on her. How could anybody endure this asshole? She hadn’t gone to Berkeley for this. Fuck him and his antique show car. It was so ridiculous to drive in America with the steering wheel on the right side. She saw a gap opening to her left and steered the Rolls into it.

*   *   *

Sadie was chanting a sobriety mantra when she saw traffic had moved a little. She had just hit the accelerator when a fancy ancient car pulled in front of her. She slammed on the brakes and laid into the horn. Fuck this rich guy. Who did he think he was? Men with their penis extensions, compensating for their inadequacies. Men who prey on the weak, taking advantage of the innocent. She was surprised when a lady’s arm reached out of the passenger side window with a middle finger pointed straight into the air.

Uh-uh. This was not the day for anybody to fuck with her. She’d already been screwed once today. Some know-it-all judge who probably collected useless cars, too. He didn’t even listen to her when she pleaded for her kids back. She was off the H. She had a job and was looking for an apartment. She eased the Olds as close to the Rolls as she could. Just flip me off again, bitch, she thought.

*   *   *

Jessica looked in her rearview mirror. Some crazy white trash bitch in a clunker was riding her ass. Just what she needed.

It was 4:50. No way she’d make it in time. He’d sent her on a fool’s errand. Clive needed a reason to rant and rave. A screamer, they’d warned her. But the production company he ran had had a string of hits until this year: a couple of hundred-million-dollar flops and this latest film, premiering tonight, based on the board game Yahtzee, was a genuine stinker. He’d definitely take this failure out on her.

Her phone rang. It was Clive again. As she tapped the talk button on her Bluetooth, the car ahead of her stopped suddenly. Jessica stomped on the brakes and then heard a crash behind her as the Rolls lurched forward.

“Shit!” Jessica screamed.

“What happened?” Clive shouted over the phone.

“I don’t know. Somebody rear-ended me.”

“What the … that is a priceless antique. You … you’re fired.”

“I didn’t hit anybody.”

“If you had been here earlier … I’ll make you pay for—”

Jessica hung up. Great, now she didn’t have a job, all because of some idiot.

*   *   *

Sadie shoved the knife in her back pocket and was out of her car, fists clenched. She ignored the honking cars behind her and focused on the expensive car. She saw the passenger, a small Asian chick, aka the bird flipper, get out and check the rear of it. Where was the driver? Then she saw the steering wheel on the right side. What the hell?

*   *   *

The steel bumper was dented, but the paint on the body was untouched. Jessica sighed. If she hadn’t left her own car at Clive’s house, she’d just leave the Rolls in the middle of the 405 and walk home. Or maybe catch a bus if she could figure out how that worked. Her phone rang, but she ignored it. Fuck Clive.

The loser woman strode to the front of her piece of crap car, hands balled like the bell had rung in a tough man contest. The Oldsmobile’s plastic grill was smashed in and cracked.

“You’re going to pay for this,” she said to Jessica, hands on her hips, trying to stare her down. She was tall, almost a foot taller than Jessica’s five-two.

Jessica noticed small blue tattoos on her hands, and then, the coldness of her green eyes. Hard and desperate. Was she a crackhead?

“I hope you have insurance, because you just hit Clive Winterborne’s extremely rare and priceless 1924 Silver Ghost, lady,” Jessica said.

*   *   *

Sadie shook. She was so screwed. Of course she didn’t have insurance. How could she afford it with her minimum wage job? She was still saving up to get first and last month’s rent for an apartment. If anything, she should have home insurance, since she slept in the car. She felt her hand slide to her back pocket, towards the knife, but stopped herself from pulling it out. Don’t give in to impulses. Sally, her sponsor, would be proud.

“You won’t believe this,” the Asian chick said. “I got rear ended by an uninsured crazy bitch.”

It took Sadie a second to realize that she wasn’t talking to her, but into that annoying earpiece that a-holes wore in the grocery store, looking as if they were having conversations with their multiple personalities. That Asian chick thought she was crazy. Ha, she’d show that bitch what crazy was.

*   *   *

“It’s not my fault,” Jessica pleaded into the earpiece as she endured a tirade of profanities in her right ear. “What the hell?” she said as she watched the undoubtedly high woman smash the brake light of the Rolls with the heel of her sandal. “Hey, cun—”

*   *   *

“What happened?!” Clive screamed into the phone, but all he heard was a loud grunt. “Jessica, Jessica! What happened? Answer me, you idiot!” Not his Silver Ghost. Why did he trust her or anybody else to drive it? That frigid bitch was so fired.

*   *   *

It took Jessica almost a full minute to answer Clive after she crumpled to her knees, watching the Rolls head up the 405 through the gap their stopped cars had created. She was out of breath, because the wind had been knocked out of her when that piece of white trash sucker-punched her and jumped in Clive’s car. But looking down, it was worse. She was bleeding. “Clive…” she said, with tears welling. She heard static. The phone was in the car, and the Bluetooth signal was getting fainter. “I’ve been stabbed.”

*   *   *

Clive stood fuming in his tuxedo. He looked at his Ulysse Nardin watch. He had hoped to fire that little Chinese twat in person when she finally got her skinny ass up here, but God knew when she’d finally make it now. Even if she had sex with him on his desk, it was too late. You can make some mistakes and get by, but you don’t mess with the Silver Ghost.

He didn’t need this. Not tonight. But he had prepared for such a disaster and already had a limo waiting. He’d ordered it days earlier without telling Jessica. If she were worth her salary, she would have found a way to get the Ghost to him without a scratch.

He tapped a number on his phone. “This is Clive Winterborne. Have my car here in ten minutes. I’ll leave the gate open.”

*   *   *

Sadie drove the Rolls, steering the oversized boat and mashing gears with its weird clutch through traffic towards to the nearest exit. At least her uncle, may he rot in hell, had taught her to drive stick. She couldn’t believe what she’d done. But when that little woman, thinking she was all-superior, called her a crazy bitch, something snapped. She went reptilian, pure instinct. The blade was between her knuckles, the hilt in her palm. Just like a shivved spoon in prison. It happened so quickly that she couldn’t stop herself. She was destined for the slammer again.

Maybe that was where she belonged. Her kids might graduate from high school before she got out now. She felt the buzz inside, the urge to get high, but she swallowed the thought. Stay away from Parker. Stay sober.

With a bloody hand on the wheel, she reached for the glove box with her left. One thing was certain, she couldn’t run for long in this weird old car. Insane rich people putting steering wheels wherever they want. She knew she needed to ditch it, but then what? Hitchhike? Nobody picked up hitchhikers anymore. She found a garage remote and registration in the glove box. Perhaps she could drive to that bitch’s house and take another car. A more modern one. Maybe swipe some jewelry too.

A jolt of panic hit Sadie when she realized that the Highway Patrol would find out who she was in a matter of minutes. Even though her own car wasn’t registered to her—she had bought it for $300 cash, no questions asked—there was that legal paperwork forbidding her to visit her sons. It sat wadded in the Oldsmobile’s front seat next to the Hulk shirt. Tyler’s gift.

“Shit!” she yelled hitting the steering wheel.

She couldn’t do anything right for her boys. But if she were ever going to see them again, she had to get away. Her mind flew, calculating. She needed a different car, some cash, and enough time to make it to Venice, her former stomping grounds. That was old Sadie, the one who had served three years for robbery, because her addiction compelled her to get money by any means. She had vowed to stay away from there, from Parker, from her old friends and old nasty habits.

But that was before today, before five minutes ago. Smack users from her past might take her in and hide her for a while. Maybe she could eventually escape to Mexico and take her kids with her—after she found out where the foster program hid them. She squeezed her eyes shut knowing this was an addict’s hope. Unbelievable, unrealistic. But she had to believe she’d make it out of this mess. She must.

*   *   *

Jessica didn’t know how or why, but she was behind the wheel of this filthy, smelly Oldsmobile. Of course she was making it even more gunky with her sticky blood on the steering wheel and seat. She knew she should have stayed on the freeway and waved for help or turned the car towards the UCLA Medical Center. But she was pissed.

The sharp, uninterrupted pain from the stab wound pushed her forward. If an intestine were perforated, toxic fluid might poison her body, but it seemed the blade was not long, probably a pocketknife, and her Pilates-tough ab muscles had taken brunt of the metal. If the knife was as clean as this car.… She tried to remember when she had her last tetanus shot. She compressed a child-sized Incredible Hulk shirt against the wound. Why do only idiots breed?

She could have made a decent doctor, but one year of med school and too many asshole classmates had made her decide to move to Hollywood instead. Of course she had jumped from the pot into the fire. And it hadn’t been popular with the family, but she had wanted to do things her way. Now, defying logic again, Jessica followed that silver speck of a half-million-dollar automobile in the distance, puttering in traffic at five miles an hour. She would find the woman and bring her to justice.

She watched in surprise as the Rolls took the Skirball exit. Where was this crazy bitch going?

*   *   *

Sadie took the exit up Skirball Center Drive towards Mulholland Drive. The registration address was on Mulholland, but she had to make a decision: left or right? As a girl growing up in the San Fernando Valley, she had dreamed of owning a mansion on the famous drive that, to her, gave a total view of the world. Now she had the garage door opener to one of these palaces. She would finally be in one, if only for a moment. Just long enough to grab keys and snatch some valuables. She made a right, heading east. That’s where she would want her house to be.

*   *   *

Clive was shocked to see the Silver Ghost pull into his circular driveway and head to the garage. Didn’t Jessica fill out a report with the Highway Patrol? There had to be an official report so he could file insurance for the damage. He stormed out the front door, eying the back of his beloved car. A yelp escaped his lips in spite of himself. It wasn’t bad, not as bad as he had envisioned, but still the tail lamp was broken and the metal bumper dented. He was going to give Jessica all holy hell. He ran over to the driver’s door and flung it open. He stepped back in shock as a tall, thin woman he had never seen before shot out of the seat and shoved a bloody pocketknife to his throat.

“Make one stupid move, and I’ll slice your neck open.”

*   *   *

It almost made Sadie laugh. A grown man in a tuxedo pissing himself, literally. He mumbled words like take anything you want, please, I don’t want to die, and all that pathetic sentimental shit. He wasn’t going to … oh, yes, he was crying. Tears streamed down as fast as his urine. She had only had a few seconds to take in this amazing Mediterranean-style mansion with landscaped gardens before the crybaby millionaire had opened the car door. It looked like heaven as best a man could build it.

She guessed this whimpering fool was the little Asian woman’s man. He was considerably older, short, and pasty. He probably worked at home, making bank in fraudulent investment schemes on the internet. He probably made more in an hour than she would make in a year.

“Let’s go inside,” she said through gritted teeth. Hopefully there would be some rope to tie up this blubbering fool. Then she could find another less pretentious car and split.

They started to shuffle up the walkway when she heard another car. She turned to see a stretch limo easing down the drive. She pressed the knife to his stomach.

“Who is that?”

“It’s … it’s my ride.”

“Send them…” Sadie started to say and then hesitated. “Where is it taking you?”

“Graumann’s Chinese Theatre for … my premiere.”

Sadie calculated as fast as she could. A movie guy, of course. The car came to a stop, and the driver jumped out, running to the passenger door. Another witness. But she had never been inside a limo … and she had never been to a movie premiere. Just life living in crappy apartments, crack houses, and prison. She knew she needed to escape Los Angeles, wait for this fucked up situation to blow over, and then come back and get her boys back. But a voice, that internal demon that seemed to guide her life more than sane logic, asked when had anything nice ever happen to her. Her entire life had been shitty. If anything, she could ride in luxury with pissypants to Hollywood and then jack another car there.

“Can you get me into the premiere?”

“Sssure,” the movie man said. The lie was transparent, but Sadie was willing to swallow it for the moment.

“Tell the driver to get back in the car. We can close our own door.”

*   *   *

As Jessica drove to Clive’s house, the pain in her belly grew. She saw a limo leaving from his gated drive. Maybe the psycho bitch didn’t go to his place. Anyhow, it looked like her boss was going to make it to the premiere on time. She felt a moment of relief, but then confusion. How did he get a limo so quickly? It wasn’t like there were fleets with drivers ready to go on a moments notice on a Thursday.

She put in the code to the gate and was surprised to see the Rolls Royce in the drive. That didn’t make any sense at all. Hopefully her phone was still in it.

As she parked, she noticed a crumpled piece of paper on the passenger seat with her blood on it. She opened it. So the psycho wasn’t allowed to see her kids. That was a good thing. Jessica was going to take Sadie Bitterman down.

She pushed herself out of the wretched, reeking Olds. Standing felt like fifty knives stabbed her stomach. She walked over to the British import, the door was open. Looking on the seat, she saw her purse turned over, wallet open and stripped of cash. Her phone was on the floor. Jessica reached for it, feeling burning pain. She dialed nine-one, but her finger hovered over the last digit.

She needed medical attention. The yellow Hulk T-shirt had turned red. But things weren’t making sense. The limo leaving, the Rolls in the driveway. Was Clive in the house? She wanted to go inside and find out what was happening. She could treat the wound in there. Besides, Clive would hate to have an ambulance drive up to his house with all his neighbors watching. It would be a display of weakness. Although Jessica was short, she was not weak. She would rather die than give her a-hole boss the satisfaction of believing that lie. She pocketed her phone and staggered into the house.

“Hello,” she shouted. Deathly silence.

She shuffled over to Clive’s office adjacent to the marble-floored living room that was larger that her apartment. He had a restroom in the office and hopefully some hydrogen peroxide. She did not want to go into the creep’s bedroom if she could help it.

As she passed his desk towards the bathroom, she noticed an envelope with her name on it and hesitated. She needed to clean up. She needed to call the police and an ambulance. But what had he left for her?

She opened it and her eyes began to water. It all made sense now. She had been set up to fail. She wouldn’t have sex with him so he needed an excuse. That lowdown, ungrateful, son of a …

*   *   *

“I can have the best lawyers in the world work with you to get you out of this mess. Plus, I can give you all the money you’d ever want if you just let me go.”

He was shaking and sweating, lying his ass off faster than a speed freak. Sadie wished she had a larger knife so that she could cut out his tongue. She felt the buzz again and swallowed the urge to shoot up. She needed to stay focused. They were stuck in traffic inching down Laurel Canyon.

She held the knife under his jacket and pushed it into his flab as they sat in the rear seat of the limo, Sadie next to the door. The damned thing wouldn’t penetrate anything but blubber, it was so small, but that idiot didn’t know better. He stank of pee, and she wanted to pour some of the liquor from the wet bar on his lap just to take the edge off. She still hadn’t figured a way out yet, and this motormouth was wrecking her concentration.

“Hold it. So you’re saying you’d give me a million dollars right now if I let you go,” she said.

“Easily.”

“You’re full of shit.”

Before Clive could protest, his phone rang. The ring tone was familiar. Bum-bum-bum. Bum-bum-bum. What was it? Three blind mice, three blind mice. That was it. He started to reach for it, but then looked at his captor for guidance.

“Who is it?” she asked.

“Jessica. My assistant. She was my assistant. It’s her ring tone.”

“Is she Asian?”

He nodded.

“Give me that phone.”

He handed it to her, and she thought about throwing it out the window, but answered it instead. “Are you the bitch that got me into this mess?” she shouted.

There was a gasp over the line and a moment of silence. “Are you the bitch who stabbed me on the effin’ four-oh-five?” Jessica responded.

“Hey, you got off easy. I could have twisted and slashed or stabbed you a dozen times like they do in the pen.”

“Uh-huh,” Jessica said over the line. “So do you have my low-life asshole boss with you, or did you steal his phone like you stole my money?”

“He’s here with me. What would you like me to do with him?” Sadie said, sensing that the Asian bitch had no love for this man.

“Stab him the way you stabbed me, but do it a hundred times.”

Sadie laughed. Did she have an ally? He must be a major fuckhead if the woman she stabbed wanted her to do worse to her boss. Clive looked over angrily, and Sadie pushed the knife into him a fraction of an inch, causing him to yelp.

“There’s one of the hundred.”

“Great. Let me talk to him. If he yells at me, give him another stab.”

“Absolutely.”

She handed the phone to Clive. Shaking, he put the phone to his ear.

“So you fired me, jackass,” Jessica’s voice came over the line loud enough for Sadie to hear.

“You were late,” Clive said.

“I might’ve been there on time if I wasn’t stabbed on the dammed freeway. But you never intended for me to make it to your house on time in the first place. You sent me on a fool’s errand, knowing I would fail, so you could fire me because I wouldn’t have sex with you. Isn’t that true?”

“For God’s sake, call the cops, Jessica. I’m being kidnapped! Ouch!”

Sadie drew blood on the second stab. One hundred times. Sadie thought about it. Powerful men and their abusive ways. Did they ever get the punishment they deserved, ever? No. And because of that they kept abusing, debasing, and destroying. Looking at Clive’s clammy, ashen face, she saw her uncle with his large, rough hands, those boyfriends who had beaten and humiliated her, the dealers who whored her out in trade for their smack, the cops tasing her after she was handcuffed, and today, that asshole judge taking her children away from her.

She wanted revenge. She wanted to slice that dickhead’s throat and watch him bleed out. But then he’d only die and she’d be guilty of murder. No, that wouldn’t do. He needed to live, but bear the scars of shame like she bore. What could she do to humiliate this bastard? A warm feeling rose inside of her. She should do it not only for herself, but for that angry Asian chick and all the other women in future who he would undoubtedly try to screw over. A good turn, pay it forward, and all that hippie crap the helps the soul. But what? Then inspiration struck as she remembered a scene from a novel she read in prison.

*   *   *

In the house, Jessica shook, feeling faint. She really needed a doctor. Like ten minutes ago.

“Let me talk to her,” she said. She heard the phone rustle for a second.

“Hello,” Sadie said.

“I have to call the paramedics before I bleed out. Do you have a plan?”

“None at all.”

“Are you guys still heading to the Graumann’s Chinese?”

There was a pause before Sadie said: “For the moment.”

Jessica flattened out the crumpled paper she had found in the Oldsmobile.

“Listen to me. I have your paperwork, Sadie Bitterman. The judgment about your children.” There was a moment of silence. Jessica decided to continue. “I can identify you, but…”

“But what? They’ll find out who I am eventually.”

“But I’ll give you time to run. Maybe find your children. There’s a Metro station at Hollywood and Highland. When the limo lines up for the red carpet, it will take half an hour at least. Jump out and run for it. You’re on your own from there. But promise me one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Promise me that somehow Clive Winterborne won’t be able walk the red carpet tonight.”

*   *   *

Sadie looked at Clive, pale and shaking. What kind of monster was he?

“I’m not one who usually questions a favor, but what did that son of a bitch do?” she asked over the phone.

“He’s sleaze. He’s been hitting on me and throwing tantrums. Since I haven’t had sex with him, he’s firing me. Of course, if I had, he would have fired me anyway. He uses people and throws them away. He’s awful.”

Sadie felt a lump in her throat. That was her life. Getting screwed and used by slime like him. It started with Uncle Carl when she was five and then the unending line of predators who followed. She knew what to do to him. “Consider it done.”

She hung up the phone and reached towards the wet bar. Anger spread inside her like fire on gasoline. That reptilian part of her brain was activated again.

“Now listen here—” Clive started to say, but was cut off when the champagne bottle Sadie had grabbed connected to his temple. He was out cold.

*   *   *

Jessica called 911 and then crawled into the bathroom where she hid her dismissal letter and Sadie’s court papers, wedging them behind the toilet. There was no peroxide or first aid kit in the bathroom either. She crawled back to the office when a wave of blackness overtook her and she shut her eyes, floating into the dark.

*   *   *

When Clive’s limo pulled up to the red carpet, only half of the photographers fixed their lenses on the door. It was only a producer, not a star. Those lucky ones got the shots of Clive Winterborne, unconscious and naked, hogtied with his own belt and propped up on his knees with the words “I ABUSE WOMEN” written in red lipstick across his chest. The driver, recovering from his shock, shut the door a couple of seconds later. Within minutes, pictures of Clive circulated throughout the internet.

Jessica opened her eyes slowly. Everything hurt. Florescent light stung her eyes. She turned to see the needles connected to tubes in her arm and a police officer standing over her. He was tall, kind of cute. Then she noticed she was wearing a paper smock under blankets in a hospital bed. Oh God, she thought, I must look horrible.

“Ms. Tan?” the man asked.

“Yes,” she croaked. Her throat was desert dry.

“Do you know the woman who stabbed you?”

Jessica blinked, and then shook her head. She needed to only remember the things that happened on the 405. “Never saw her before. Did you catch her?”

The officer shook his head. “But don’t worry. We will.” He pulled a small notebook from his pocket. “Can you tell me what happened yesterday?”

She gave him all the details until she stumbled into Sadie’s car and started driving. He looked at her with an open expression like he wanted more. “I don’t remember anything after that. At least so far.”

The officer nodded thoughtfully and handed her his card. “If you remember anything else, give me a call.”

She held his card. Officer Dan Trumble with his phone number and LAPD badge number. He nodded and left. Would he find out Clive fired her? That she consorted with the woman who stabbed her?

The door opened, and Debbie from the production office walked in, her heels clacking on the tile.

“Oh my gawd, darling. How are you doing?”

“I hurt, all over.”

“Oh honey, I’m so happy you’re alive. Did the officer tell you about Clive?”

Jessica sat up. Her stomach screamed. “No, what happened?”

Debbie told her how Clive’s notorious entrance marred the premiere. “The driver said he ignored all the noises he heard because Clive has a reputation for doing weird things in the back of limos. He’s always been a pervy creep, but now a bunch of women are talking to the media about how he screwed them over. Corporate canned his ass this morning, thank God.”

“He’s gone?”

“Nobody wants to touch him. You stay away from him. He’s toxic.”

Jessica nodded, her thoughts swimming slowly. She was probably pumped full of Demerol. He had it coming. He deserved this humiliation, right?

“Hey,” Debbie said touching Jessica’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. We’re keeping you, and you’ve been promoted to associate producer. There is always a silver lining, right?”

Jessica heard the word “Really?” escape her lips.

*   *   *

“Mommy, when are we getting ice cream?”

“After we pick up your brother, Tyler.”

“Marcus?”

“No, your real brother, baby doll. Edgar. Not that fake family. Now just hush for a moment.”

Sadie looked at her watch and then stared at the school doors waiting for them to open any minute. They sat in a Toyota Corolla, which she had jacked from a Ralph’s in Studio City that morning before exchanging the license plates with another Corolla beside a beauty parlor in Van Nuys. She hoped it would buy her a day or two. The tricks you learn in prison.

She had picked up Tyler from kindergarten at noon, grabbing him at recess before the teachers could react. Now she watched while several parents, mostly rich bitches, stood by their expensive cars, chatting at each other like idiots.

A bell from inside rang, and the front doors flew open a few seconds later with children rushing out like water from a faucet. Sadie strained to find her son among the sea of kids wearing the same blue knit shirts. Then she spotted Edgar walking with another boy. He had a backpack slung over his back on one shoulder. Sadie felt her heart tug, her baby was becoming a man.

“Edgar!” she shouted.

He did a double take, looking at her and squinting. He then looked over to a woman standing by a Mercedes with a couple of other women. That lady had her eyes fixed on Sadie with her jaw hanging open.

“Come on, son,” Sadie yelled. “Hurry.”

Edgar took a hesitant step towards the foster mom and then turned, sprinting toward the Corolla. He hopped in the front seat and Sadie gave him a bear hug, before tearing down the road towards the 110. She hoped that by tomorrow her family would cross over into Mexico.

That was the dream Sadie chased. So vivid, so real, so perfect. She achieved it the only way she could, on Parker’s couch. Her arm was still tied off and the needle lay beside her, the plunger already pushed through, its contents coursing through her veins and her mind.
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Birds of Paradise

by Chuck Wendig

Five women walk into a dildo shop.

Sounds like a joke. It isn’t.

Because only four of them are going to walk out alive.

*   *   *

Big Dan’s Adult Emporium. More like “porn closet.” About what you’d expect from an exact-epicenter-of-North-Carolina-nowhere sex shop, Miriam figures.

The women and the girl come in from the storm. Bad storm. Angry storm. Rain hammers the roof. Rain like marbles on a drum. Rain so hard it’s like God trying to drown the sins of man like they’re cats in a bathtub.

Once in a while the door bangs like someone’s trying to force his way in, but it’s just the wind howling and thrashing like it’s caught in the white-knuckle grip of a methamphetamine detox.

Inside the store, three other women, one girl, and one dude. Miriam thinks of them as: Haggard Rag, Yellow Slicker, Gold Earrings, the Waif—and the dude she thinks of as Lugnuts. Because, well. She figures that’s not only what’s in his ears, but rattling around between ‘em, too.

*   *   *

It’s Gold Earrings that’s going to die.

And she’s going to die in an hour.

And the way Miriam figures it, one of these others is gonna kill her.

*   *   *

Miriam comes in through the door looking like a bilge rat coming off a sinking ship, all parts of her soaked through not just to the bone, nor to the marrow, but all the way to the fraying thread that is Miriam’s very soul. And when she comes in she decides to not just break the ice but drop a bank safe through it by saying:

“Is this like one of those Tupperware sex toy parties? We all try out the clit-ticklers and double-dongs, see what we want to take home to throw a little seasoning salt on the gone-gamy-past-the-date meats of our store-bought marriages?” She clears her throat. “Not that I’m married.”

They all look at her like she’s got gills.

“Whatever,” she says, and walks past them.

Guess we’re not gonna be BFFs.

She lights a cigarette.

*   *   *

Here’s how Gold Earrings dies, and Miriam knows this because this is Miriam’s gift-slash-curse, the ability to touch a person and see how and when the Reaper decides to cut them down with the swoop of his scythe—

Darkness. Ground trembling with thunder’s gall. That acid stink of Clorox—a taste in the mouth, a burning in the nose. But above it, another smell, too, the greasy stench of expended gunpowder in the air—someone’s crying, another someone is screaming, and then a heavy weight falls against the woman’s head. Once, twice, then a third time. Thud, thud, thud. And that’s it—her head cracks hard against bleachy linoleum and there’s a burst of starlight behind the eyes and it’s lights out for real.

*   *   *

The porn store is not well-visited. Dust and cobwebs. Cracked linoleum and walls painted the color of a fading bruise.

The inner shelves stand stuffed—heh, stuffed, Miriam thinks—with porno DVDs: dicks and pussies and dudes plow girls and girls ride dudes and girls on girls and all the configurations you could imagine.

Around the edges of the shop hang the sex toys, mostly on pegboards. Big dicks, little dicks, double dicks, strap-on dicks, butt plugs, clit-stimulators, fake vaginas that look like flashlights or rubbery ice cream cones. There’s even something called a ‘Drill-do,’ which looks like a power drill dong attachment, which is a thing Miriam imagines nobody ever wants to see used, except for dumb fucking dudes who don’t know or care how to press a woman’s pleasure buttons.

It takes her a second to realize ‘Drill-do’ is supposed to rhyme with ‘dildo.’

The place stinks of Clorox.

*   *   *

Haggard Rag: Woman with crow’s feet around her eyes, smoke lines above her lip. She’s an old beater car, a fast food cup bobbing down a dirty gutter, a woman who’s given nowhere near as hard as she’s gotten.

Yellow Slicker: Mousy housewife with gleaming doe eyes like she’s trying not to cry, and she’s got a picture of two kids in her hand that she keeps not looking at and massaging with her thumbs—gentle circles, gentle circles. And she won’t take that fucking yellow rain slicker off no matter what. All she says when you ask is, “Storm will be over soon,” even though that seems about a hundred miles from true.

Gold Earrings: There’s gold in them thar hills. And the ears. And on the fingers. And around the neck. She’s pretty. No. Miriam supposes the word is “beautiful.” Even soggy, the ringlets of dark hair plastered to the porcelain stretch of forehead do little to diminish her elegance. She’s older than Miriam, but not by much. Late 20’s.

She’s the one to die. Here, if that bleach smell is any indication.

With the lights out.

Shit.

*   *   *

Here’s how Miriam finds out. She’s standing there smoking, looking at a series of buttplugs, each increasing in size to the point where she wonders exactly who wants something the size of a traffic cone crammed into the hollow of one’s bowels, and—

A back door marked EMPLOYEES ONLY pops open, preceded by a half-second of raised voices. A pot-bellied bald dude in a gray t-shirt and with lugnut spacers in his pierced ears comes out, waving his hands like he’s trying to chase away bees.

“I toldja,” he’s saying to the young girl following behind, a waifish teen with a ratty blonde braid bouncing at her back, “you can’t use the bathroom because you’re not even supposed to be here.”

The girl is pleading. “Have a heart, I gotta pee.”

“No,” he says. “It’s employees only. I said that already, didn’t I?”

Miriam stands on her tippy-toes, peers over the racks. Snaps her fingers at him.

“Hey, just let her piss.”

Lugnuts crosses his arms like a defiant child. “Only if you buy something.”

“Right. Because I always go dildo shopping during hurricanes.”

“It’s a tropical storm,” Yellow Slicker peeps from the floor, and Miriam shoots her a withering look.

“Damn moochers,” Lugnuts says. “I should call the cops. Fuckin’ loitering and shit, Jeez-Louise.”

Miriam starts to head toward the back to give him a piece of her mind (and maybe the tip of her boot)—she has to jostle past a rack of flavored lubes and off-brand condoms, and in the process has to sidle alongside Gold Earrings.

Her elbow juts out—

Brushes past the woman’s hand—

And that’s when she sees. The vision hits her like an icepick jammed between the two hemispheres of her brain. The darkness. The gunpowder. The bleach.

Gold Earrings gives her a look.

All Miriam can say is: “You’ve got … cold hands.”

Then she keeps moving.

*   *   *

This isn’t new. Miriam’s had this since she was a teen. Since someone hit her with a shovel and broke something very precious and very alive inside of her. Everywhere she goes she sees death sitting on everyone’s shoulder like a fat-bellied crow.

She’s been the ghost visiting the scene of countless car crashes, endless heart attacks, organ failures. She’s been the crow on the shoulder as folks die from cancer or a bad fall or a noose. And murders. She’s seen those, too.

Too many of those by now.

And those never get any easier.

She goes back to the rack of buttplugs as the Waif gets to head to the bathroom and she stands there and trembles, trying to find her center—no easy task, since Miriam’s center is about as far flung as Abu Dhabi, but she does her best and draws a breath through her nose and out through her mouth and tries, if only for a second, to ignore the fact that death haunts her steps like a hungry shadow.

*   *   *

To the hammer, every problem looks like a nail.

Hammer has no choice. Can’t do much else.

Miriam’s like that. She’s got her thing. Whether you call it a gift or a curse, it is what it is, and to her, every problem starts with one solution.

The touch.

*   *   *

She introduces herself to Ragged Hag. Or Haggard Rag or whatever the fuck her not-name is. Miriam struts up, hand out. “I’m Miriam.”

The woman makes a curious little grunt. Stands up from her sit-down on the linoleum, starts to put out her hand and say in a raw-and-raspy five-pack-a-day voice, “Hey, my name’s—”

Six years hence: her mouth tastes of wine, bad wine, wine that’s almost all sugar and vinegar and came out of a box or a big jug and she comes out of the bar, patting her pockets for a packet of Marlboros and her heel comes down on hard gravel and she grunts as the heel twists in the scree and the shoe pops off and she almost loses it face-first into the parking lot—but that’s not what she cares about nor is it what makes her mad because at the same time she realizes all she’s got left is a crumple pack with a few little tobacco bits at the bottom and not a single fucking cigarette. Good news is, across the highway is a little brick convenience store and she knows for a fact they sell what she wants and so she leaves the shoe behind and does this hitching up-down-heel-to-flat-foot jog across the highway—she crosses the center line just as the other shoe pops and she curses under her breath and that’s when the truck hits her and smears her across the—

“—Junice.”

“Janice?”

“Naw. Junice.”

“Can I call you June?”

“I like the whole name bein’ spoke, honestly.”

“Junice.” Miriam says the name like it’s a venereal disease.

“Yep. You come in off the road?”

“Mmhuh. Yeah. Was walking when the storm hit.”

“I saw how wet y’all were.”

Miriam bites back the opportunity for a joke.

Instead she asks: “You driving somewhere?”

“Hitchhiking.”

“I do that sometimes.”

“It’s safer than they say. Long as you offer up a little something.” Junice thrusts her tongue into the pocket of her cheek so it bulges. Then she laughs. “You know.”

“You’re saying you blow them.”

“Mostly I get handsy. But if they’re nice and they take me a good long way.…” Junice sniffs. “You ever need someone to travel with, lemme know.”

“Yeah.” Uh. No. Miriam coughs to clear her throat. “I’m kind of … ronin-ninja-without-clan.”

“Oh. Okay.” Then Junice asks: “You got an extra cigarette?”

“Sure.” She doesn’t want to part with a cancer stick, figures it’s time to play nice: “You like wine, don’t you, Junice?”

“I do.” Junice smiles big and shows off teeth almost as yellow as Yellow Slicker’s slicker. She exhales smoke as she says, “Why, you got some?”

“I don’t. Wish I did, but I don’t.”

“Oh.”

“Seeya, Junice.”

“Thanks for the butt.”

Onward, then.

*   *   *

Yellow Slicker’s still got that picture out. The two kids. Not very attractive little fuckers, either. Both got the puffy, moony face of their mother. Miriam already knows the story even before she asks—mother’s on her way home, gets caught in the rain, wants to be with her kids because that’s all she is as a person, a mother, all other identities lost beneath that single crushing, crashing wave—so that when she’s separate from her kids she feels like they’ve been cut out of her like with a cold knife.

Or beaten out with a shovel, says a little voice in Miriam’s head.

She thinks she hears the flutter of wings but then it’s gone.

The housewife looks up, asks, “Is the storm over?”

Above their heads, the clear sound of hammering rain continues.

“No,” Miriam says. Afraid to say anything else. This one seems fragile. A teetering stack of teacups. Bone China.

“Oh.”

“Are you okay?”

“I’m okay.” She says in a way that makes it clear she’s not.

“Nice-looking kids,” Miriam lies.

“That’s sweet. Thank you.” The woman suddenly turns the picture over in her hands so that only the back is facing. Miriam glimpses a date on the back in blue pen: 11-12-2010. Date the photo was taken, she assumes.

The woman bows her head low. Almost as if in prayer.

Miriam knows she needs to touch the woman—needs to, not wants to, like it’s an itch tickling her palms, ants biting at her fingertips—and so she goes for the clumsy move, just brushing past her, letting the back of her hand breeze past the housewife’s exposed neck—

The housewife sits on moist earth between two graves, the graves of Skip Horsley and Tanner Horsley. She’s in her yellow slicker and the sun is just coming up over the horizon as she gently twists the cap off a small orange bottle of prescription pills, and carefully and one by one she puts them all in her mouth—delicately, slowly, like someone methodically feeding a parking meter—before then taking a gentle drink from a bottle of Lipton raspberry iced tea. The sun rises up through broken clouds. Birds fly. The pills take hold. The woman eases back against a grave and the world runs like watercolors—

Miriam pulls her hand away as if the woman’s neck is a hot stove.

It’s then she sees: the bottle of unopened raspberry iced tea next to her purse.

This woman dies tomorrow. By her own hand.

Miriam staggers away.

*   *   *

It’s her. Has to be her. Suicide is painless, but all the moments leading up are no such thing—it’s pain that takes you to that point and past. Miriam knows. Knows because once, that was her. Planning on going out. Controlling her descent. Owning how it all goes south. She knows the pain of walking that road.

Knows how it’ll fuck you up. Like a wire with the insulation stripped off. Popping and snapping and sparking on the floor.

Make you do stupid things. Bad things. Crazy things.

Like killing a rich woman in a sex shop.

But why. Why. That’s the question.

Miriam walks up to Gold Earrings. The woman mills about near the front door. Acting cold even though it’s getting hot in here ever since Lugnuts started blasting the heater. Miriam doesn’t know what to do or what to say, only that time is ticking down and she’s got, what, a half-hour now? So she cuts right to the bone, asks:

“What’s your damage?”

It’s a fair question. Miriam senses something familiar there in the way the woman moves: a defensiveness, an uncertainty, an ill-caged fear. She’s damaged goods, this one.

Miriam can smell it on her. Like the opposite of new car smell.

Birds of a feather. Like recognizes like.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“You do. Something’s wrong. Something’s tweaking you, like a mouse crawling around inside your heart.”

“I don’t like storms.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

The woman pulls back. “I … lost someone recently but I don’t know how you’d know that—”

“I didn’t. But you’re broadcasting something.” Miriam leans in. “Husband?”

“Boyfriend.”

“How’d he bite it?”

The woman reacts like Miriam slapped her. “That’s a horrible question.”

“It’s a horrible world. To rephrase: how did he slip gently off this mortal coil?”

Blink, blink. She keeps looking toward the back of the store. Looking for an exit? Maybe. “Car accident.”

“Anybody else die? In that accident?”

“I don’t—I don’t know. I don’t want to talk to you anymore.”

Miriam’s mind works like it’s a squirrel gnawing on a hard-to-crack nut. Tries drawing an invisible line between Gold Earrings and Yellow Slicker: a line formed in shattered windshield glass and twisted metal.

It’s tied together. It has to be.

Car accident. Those two dead kids, Skip, Tanner.

Husband—no, boyfriend—died. Maybe took out those kids in the crash. Yellow Slicker is trauma-bombed. So is Gold Earrings in her way. That trauma, bang. Brings them together. A crash harder than the accident. Thrown together by a storm? Is fate that fucked up? Miriam already knows the answer to it, and it’s a big booming thunderclap YES. But what to do about it? That’s the rub, isn’t it?

Miriam is the pivot point. It’s on her that fate hangs. Fulcrum.

She can decide to do something: there’s a way to sway the Reaper’s hand, and only one. To turn him away, he needs blood for blood, bird for bird—

Like for like.

The Reaper won’t leave the table without a meal and that means to save Gold Earrings, she’ll have to take out Yellow Slicker.

Is that the right move?

Shit. Shit.

She needs a drink.

*   *   *

To Lugnuts, then: “You got booze back there?”

He sneers. “This is a dry county.”

“Doesn’t mean this is a dry store.”

His ape nostrils flare. Lugnuts hanging low in his ears sway as he shakes his head.

“Why would I give you a drink of what I got?”

“Because if you don’t, I’ll kick your ass so hard, the next time you’re on the toilet you’ll have to shit past your dick.”

By his face, Miriam sees he’s trying to imagine it. “That’s a convincing argument.”

“I thought so.”

He reaches under the counter, pulls up a bottle of Four Roses bourbon.

“Got a glass?” she asks.

“Why, you fancy?”

“You better not have mouth herpes,” she says, then grabs for the bottle—

Her finger touches his as the bottle passes—

He dies on the toilet, an old man so obese his flabby grub-white asscheeks almost swallow the porcelain throne—he strains, sweats, teeth cracking against teeth, then something from inside one of his veins comes loose like a bolt popping off a rickety truck and that little piece of plaque or corn or horseshit or whatever it is goes punching through his heart and into his brain and it’s all red behind his eyelids and then dead behind his eyelids—

Miriam pulls the bottle away. “Mine now.”

“I want a taste.”

She hisses at him. Bares her teeth.

Turns around walks a couple steps, almost runs into the teen Waif as she comes up out of the bathroom looking ashen.

“Can I have a taste of that?” the girl asks.

“How old are you?”

“21.”

“If you’re 21, I’m 42.”

“You’re not 42.”

“That’s my point, dum-dum.”

“Oh.” The girl pulls back. Holds her messenger bag close. “Sorry.”

“Where’re you coming from?”

“Up north a ways.”

“Me too. How’s the bathroom in there, by the way? I figure the bathroom of a porn store has to be one of the most repulsive places on earth. Like, jizz-caked light bulbs and some sort of … syphilitic fungus on all the faucets. And maybe a dead clown face down in the toilet.”

The girl blanches. “It was fine.”

“You seem nervous.”

“I just don’t like storms.”

“I’ve heard that one before.”

“Well.” She blinks. “It’s true. Does anybody like storms?”

“I do.” She doesn’t say: It’s what I feel like inside, most of the time. Instead she explains, “Sunny days are boring. Storms are primal. Eventful. Boom and crash, hail, winds, heavy rain. Sometimes the world needs things to shake shit up.”

The girl’s jaw tightens. “Maybe you’re right.”

“You ever wanna shake shit up—I’m sorry, what’s your name?”

“Jessica.”

“Jess—“

“Jessica.”

“Jessie, you ever feel like that? Like you just want to do something crazy?”

The girl’s hand hovers near her bag.

Miriam darts her own hand out—grabs the girl’s wrist and—

Darkness. Clorox. Thunder boom. Rain hammer. The girl cries out. Something in her hand—something cold, heavy, full of consequence. A hard shove. Someone cries out—wait, it’s her, it’s Jessica, she calls out for her father, “Daddy!” and then the thing in her hand is taken, and for a moment she feels lighter, like a weight’s been lifted, a weight far heavier than anything in her hand, far deeper than what exists on the surface of the skin, and then the darkness lights up and the girl catches a round in the chin that splits her skull and like a bolt cutter severs the spine behind and then—

Miriam gasps.

Lets go.

Steps back.

Tries to suss it out. Tease out truth. It darts, ducks, evades—a firefly fleeing a chasing child with jar in hand. Fuck. Fuck.

“Do you know that woman?” Miriam asks, jerking a thumb over her shoulder toward Gold Earrings. “Do you know any of these women?”

The girl says nothing. Hugs the bag closer. Tries to be stealthy and go for the zipper but Miriam points her own finger-gun at the girl and for some fucking reason, the girl stops, pinched fingers frozen.

“Answer the question.”

“I know the rich bitch.”

The rich bitch.

“How do you know her?”

“She killed my Dad.”

“What?”

“It’s her … thing.” The girl blinks back tears. “Black widow. I think that’s what they call them. She hooks up with men. Poisons them. Robs them. Hits the road.”

Now the girl’s fingers are unfrozen. Zipper back.

Miriam knows what’s coming out.

A gun.

Except it’s not. It’s a manila file folder. The girl thrusts it into Miriam’s hand.

Miriam opens it. Photos of Little Miss Gold Earrings. Scans of her driver’s license—Layla Kenney. Not the name of a rich woman. But maybe the name of a Black Widow. Behind all that, cut-out clips of newspaper obituaries. All men. All middle-aged. All dead from—Miriam finds the phrase fast, heart attacks.

Shit.

Miriam looks over her shoulder.

Gold Earrings—Layla—is looking this way.

And now, coming this way.

Miriam turns back to Jessica.

The teen has a gun. For real, this time. Nickel-shine .38 with a pig-nose barrel.

As if on cue—

Boom.

Thunder gut-punches the sky above.

The sex shop shakes.

The wind keens.

The lights go out.

It’s then that Miriam figures out how Layla Kenney dies.

*   *   *

One gunshot. Then two. In the bright flash, Miriam sees Jessica’s face frozen in a strobe-moment, eyes wide in fear, mouth twisted in anger, gun up, bang, bang.

But nobody’s there to receive those two hollow-pointed lead presents.

A shriek that rises with the wind but stays even as the wind dies back rises up next to Miriam—

Someone barrels into her. Knocking her to the side. Has to be Layla Kenney.

It’s happening. Happening like in the visions.

Miriam’s head twists around it like a wet towel choking a tight throat—is this fate? Is she playing into it? On which side does she stand?

Movement. Two shadows. One calls out a name—

“Daddy!”

Jessica.

Shit.

Now. Has to be now.

Miriam staggers back to standing.

Fumbles out—hand against the wall—

Finds something. Something heavy and unruly. Like a baseball bat made of loose rubber.

Sees a shadow. There’s the tiniest glint—

A sliver of light on metal.

On shiny nickel.

Miriam swings what she’s got. The weight shifts. Her shoulders wrench.

Her hit connects. Then again. Third time’s a charm.

And then, it really all does become a joke. A cruel joke played by a callous and callow god—

The lights come back on.

Fzzt.

Layla Kenney is dead on the floor. Head at a wrong angle. Gun still in her hand.

Earrings gleaming gold.

Jessica stumbles backward. Face in hands. Suddenly weeping—great gulps of grief. The other two women stand toward the front of the store, just staring, bewildered.

Lugnuts mumbles: “Holy shit.”

Miriam looks down at her hands.

She’s holding a black double-ended dildo.

It falls from her hands with a dead python thud.

*   *   *

The storm is gone by morning.

Nobody says much until then. Jessica manages to eventually walk over to Miriam—who sits on the corner, understanding now how you can be cold despite it being hot—and to whisper “thank you” in her ear.

Eventually, they all file out into the light of dawn. The orange fingers of the sun reaching up for rheumy bands of black clouds.

Miriam asks Lugnuts, “And you’re sure there’s no cameras in the store?”

“I’m sure as shit.”

“You can tell them what happened. The police. But keep everyone else out of it.”

He stares her up and down.

“I don’t … I don’t know…”

“I beat someone to death with a display-model two-headed dildo.”

“Yeah.” He swallows a hard knot. “Yeah.”

“So, you’re gonna do like I said.”

He nods.

Miriam sees Yellow Slicker heading toward the parking lot. Feet splashing through deep puddles, water the color of chocolate milk. The woman shuffles along. Miriam knows where she’s going. She catches up. Steps in front of the woman.

“I can’t stop you,” Miriam says.

“Oh. Okay.”

“I know what you’re going to do.”

The woman stiffens.

“Your sons are dead. I don’t know how. And you want to end it. Thing is, what you’re going to do, it’s already carved into the rock. Nothing I can say will change your mind. Slashing your tires won’t work. Breaking your kneecaps won’t work. Somehow, fate finds a way. It goes down like it goes down unless I can—“ Here she stops. It’s no use explaining it. No value in telling this woman that to stop her suicide, she’d have to kill someone—someone responsible for the suicide in some way. She suddenly asks: “Do you have them, yet? The pills?”

Almost imperceptibly, the woman shakes her head.

There, then. That’s how she could do it. Could find the someone who sells Mrs. Horsley those pills. Could kill him. Or her. It might save her. For a day. For three.

Maybe longer. Maybe not.

“Do you really want this?” Miriam asks.

“I do.” Two words. Each a hard whisper.

“I don’t know what’s on the other side. But if there’s too much pain here, I guess we can hope there’s less there.” She doesn’t tell her that she understands. That she almost did this herself, once. And that it’s cowardly and shitty just the same.

Instead, she just steps aside.

Mrs. Horsley nods. Heads to the car. A family minivan.

She pulls away. Tires shooshing. Spraying water.

Miriam sees the Haggard Ragged Rag-Hag—Junice—heading toward the road, smoking like the stack of a steamboat.

Miriam runs to catch up.
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