The Events Concerning
a Nude Fold-Out Found
in a Harlequin Romance
Joe R. Lansdale
This story, like “The Job”, is of more recent vintage. It too appeared in an anthology I co-edited. Again, I don’t like the idea of appearing in my own anthologies, but am beginning to realize it’s a bargaining chip. I’m amazed I have anything to bargain, but am, of course, delighted.
This story was inspired by Roman Ranieri. During a phone conversation, he told me that he found a men’s magazine fold-out in a Harlan Ellison book. He thought that was kind of humorous, and wrote Harlan about it. If memory serves me, Harlan thought it was funny too.
But as soon as Roman told me that story, a light went on. I don’t remember if I told him what I had in mind right then, or if it jelled a bit and I called him back. It doesn’t matter. It was one of those wonderful writer moments when the concept for a story is so strong you not only know you ‘re going to write it, but that it’s going to flow like water over the proverbial dam.
It wasn’t my intention for the story to be as long as it is, but I couldn’t stop. And I’m glad. It came out pretty nice, I like to think. It shows my goofier side. The story was influenced not only by Roman’s anecdote, but by the old Dell Map Back mystery books, forties detective movies that mixed hard-boiled detection and comedy, and Hitchcock films. Add a lot of Joe Lansdale to that, and you get this, the final story in the collection, I hope there will be other stories about Plebin, Martha and Jasmine, a novel maybe. I enjoy their company, as I’ve enjoyed your company during our little visit here.
Y’all come again. Hear?
For Roman Ranieri
Looking back on it, I wouldn’t have thought something as strange as all this, full of the real coincidence of life, would have begun with a bad circus, but that’s how it started, at least for me.
My luck had gone from bad to worse, then over the lip of worse, and into whatever lower level it can descend into. My job at the aluminum chair plant had played out and no rich relatives had died and left me any money. Fact was, I don’t think the Cooks, least any that are kin to me, have any money, outside of a few quarters to put in a juke box come Saturday night, maybe a few bucks to waste on something like pretzels and beer.
Me, I didn’t even have money for beer or juke boxes. I was collecting a little money on unemployment, and I was out beating the bushes for a job, but there didn’t seem to be much in the way of work in Mud Creek. I couldn’t even get on at the feed store carrying out bags of fertilizer and seed. All the sixteen-year-olds had that job.
It looked like I was going to have to move out of Mud Creek to find work, and though the idea of that didn’t hurt my feelings any, there was Jasmine, my teenage daughter, and she still had a year of high school to finish before she went off to Nacogdoches to start her degree in anthropology at Stephen F. Austin State University, and I planned to follow her over there and find a place of my own where we could be near, and improve our relationship, which overall was all right to begin with. I just wanted more time with her.
Right then Jasmine lived with her mother, and her mother doesn’t care a damn for me. She wanted to marry a guy that was going to be a high roller, and believe me, I wanted to be a high roller, but what she got was a guy who each time at the mark throws craps. No matter what I do, it turns to shit. Last break I felt I’d had in life was when I was ten and fell down and cracked my ankle. Well, maybe there was one good break after all. One that wasn’t a bone. Jasmine. She’s smart and pretty and ambitious and the love of my life.
But my marital problems and life’s woes are not what this is about. I was saying about the circus.
It was mid-June, and I’d tried a couple places, looking for work, and hadn’t gotten any, and I’d gone over to the employment office to talk to the people there and embarrass myself about not finding any work yet. They told me they didn’t have anything for me either, but they didn’t look embarrassed at all. When it’s you and the employment office, better known as the unemployment office, feeling embarrassed is a one-way street and you’re the one driving on it. They seem almost proud to tell you how many unemployment checks you got left, so it can kind of hang over your head like an anvil or something.
So, I thanked them like I meant it and went home, and believe me, that’s no treat.
Home is a little apartment about the size of a wash room at a Fina Station, only not as nice and without the air-conditioning. The window looks out over Main Street, and when a car drives by the window shakes, which is one of the reasons I leave it open most of the time. That and the fact I can hope for some sort of breeze to stir the dead, hot air around. The place is over a used book store called MARTHA’S BOOKS, and Martha is an all right lady if you like them mean. She’s grumpy, about five hundred years old, weighs two-fifty when she’s at her wrestling weight, wears men’s clothing and has a bad leg and a faint black mustache to match the black wool ski cap she wears summer or winter, on account of her head is as bald as a river stone. I figure the cap is a funny sort of vanity, considering she doesn’t do anything to get rid of that mustache. Still, she always does her nails in pink polish and she smokes those long feminine cigarettes that some women like, maybe thinking if the weeds look elegant enough they won’t give them cancer.
Another thing about Martha, is with that bad leg she has a limp, and she helps that along with a gold putter she uses as a cane, putter side up for a handle. See her coming down the street, which isn’t often, you got to think there’s not much you could add to make her any more gaudy, unless it’s an assful of bright tail feathers and maybe some guys to follow her playing percussion instruments.
I liked to go down to Martha’s from time to time and browse the books, and if I had a little spare change, I’d try to actually buy something now and then, or get something for Jasmine. I was especially fond of detective books, and Jasmine, bless her little heart, liked Harlequin Romances. She’d read them four or five a weekend when she wasn’t dating boys, and since she was dating quite regularly now, she’d cut back mostly to one or two Harlequins a weekend. Stilt, that was too many. I kept hoping she’d outgrow it. The romance novels and the dates. I was scared to death she’d fall in love with some cowboy with a cheek full of snuff and end up ironing Western shirts and wiping baby asses before she was old enough to vote.
Anyway, after I didn’t find any jobs and nobody died and left me any money, I went home and brooded, then went downstairs to Martha’s to look for a book.
Jasmine had made out a list of the titles she was looking to collect, and I took the list with me just in case I came across something she needed. I thought if I did, I might buy it and get her a detective book too, or something like that, give it to her with the romance and maybe she’d read it. I’d done that several times, and so far, to the best of my knowledge, she hadn’t read any of the non-Romance novels. The others might as well have been used to level a vibrating refrigerator, but I kept on trying.
The stairs went down from my place and out into the street, and at the bottom, to the left of them, was Martha’s. The store was in front and she lived in back. During business hours in the summer the door was always open since Martha wouldn’t have put air-conditioning in there if half the store had been a meat locker hung with prize beef. She was too cheap for that. She liked her mustache sweat-beaded, her bald head pink beneath her cap. The place smelled of books and faintly of boiled cabbage, or maybe that was some soured clothing somewhere. The two smells have always seemed a lot alike to me. It’s the only place I know hotter and filthier than my apartment, but it does have the books. Lots of them.
I went in, and there on the wall was a flyer for a circus at three o’clock that day. Martha had this old post board just inside the door, and she’d let people pin up flyers if they wanted, and sometimes she’d leave them there a whole day before she tore them down and wrote out the day’s receipts on the back of them with a stubby, tongue-licked pencil. I think that’s the only reason she had the post board and let people put up flyers, so she’d have scratch paper.
The flyer was for a circus called THE JIM DANDY THREE RING CIRCUS, and that should have clued me, but it didn’t. Truth is, I’ve never liked circuses. They depress me. Something about the animals and the people who work there strike me as desperate as if they’re living on the edge of a cliff and the cliff is about to break off. But I saw this flyer and I thought of Jasmine.
When she was little she loved circuses. Her mother and I used to take her, and I remembered the whole thing rather fondly. Jasmine would laugh so hard at the clowns you had to tell her to shut up, and she’d put her hands over her eyes and peek through her fingers at the wild animal acts.
Back then, things were pretty good, and I think her mother even liked me, and truth to tell, I thought I was a pretty good guy myself. I thought I had the world by the tail. It took me a few years to realize the closest I was to having the world by the tail was being a dingle berry on one of its ass hairs. These days, I felt like the most worthless sonofabitch that had ever squatted to shit over a pair of shoes. I guess it isn’t hip or politically correct, but to me, a man without a job is like a man without balls.
Thinking about my problems also added to me wanting to go to the circus. Not only would I get a chance to be with Jasmine, it would help me get my mind off my troubles.
I got out my wallet and opened it and saw a few sad bills in there, but it looked to me that I had enough for the circus, and maybe I could even spring for dinner afterwards, if Jasmine was in the mood for a hot dog and a soda pop. She wanted anything more than that, she had to buy me dinner, and I’d let her, since the money came from her mother, my darling ex-wife, Connie—may she grow like an onion with her head in the ground.
Mommy Dearest didn’t seem to be shy of the bucks these days on account of she was letting old Gerald the Oil Man drop his drill down her oil shaft on a nightly basis.
Not that Fm bitter about it or anything. Him banging my ex-wife and being built like Tarzan and not losing any of his hair at the age of forty didn’t bother me a bit.
I put my wallet away and turned and saw Martha behind the counter looking at me. She twisted on the stool and said, “Got a job yet?”
I just love a small town. You fart and everyone looks in your direction and starts fanning.
“No, not yet,” I said.
“You looking for some kind of a career?”
“I’m looking for work.”
“Any kind of work?”
“Right now, yes. You got something for me?”
“Naw. Can’t pay my rent as it is.”
“You’re just curious, then?”
“Yeah. You want to go to that circus?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. Is this a trick question too?”
“Guy put up the flyer gave me a couple tickets for letting him have the space on the board there. I’d give them to you for stacking some books. I don’t really want to do it.”
“Stack the books or give me the tickets?”
“Neither one. But you stack them Harlequins for me, I’ll give you the tickets.”
I looked at my wrist where my watch used to be before I pawned it. “You got the time?”
She looked at her watch. “Two o’clock.”
“I like the deal,” I said, “but the circus starts at three and I wanted to take my daughter.”
Martha shook out one of her delicate little cigarettes and lit it, studied me. It made me feel funny. Like I was a shit smear on a laboratory slide. Most I’d ever talked to her before was when I asked where the new detective novels were and she grumped around and finally told me, as if it was a secret she’d rather have kept.
“Tell you what,” Martha said, “I’ll give you the tickets now, and you come back tomorrow morning and put up the books for me.”
“That’s nice of you,” I said.
“Not really. I know where you live, and you don’t come put up my romance novels tomorrow, I’ll hunt you down and kill you.”
I looked for a smile, but I didn’t see any.
“That’s one way to do business,” I said.
“The only way. Here.” She opened a drawer and pulled out the tickets and I went over and took them. ”By the way, what’s your name, boy? See you in here all the time, but don’t know your name.”
Boy? Was she talking to me?
“Plebin Cook,” I said. “And I’ve always assumed you’re Martha.”
“Martha ain’t much of a name, but it beats Plebin. Plebin’s awful, f was named that I’d get it changed. Call yourself most anything and it’d be better than Plebin.”
“I’ll tell my poor, old, grey-haired mother what you said.”
“You must have been an accident and that’s why she named you that. You got an older brother or sister?”
“A brother.”
“How much older?”
Earning these tickets was getting to be painful. “Sixteen years.”
“What’s his name?”
“Jim.”
“There you are. You were an accident. Jim’s a normal name. Her naming you Plebin is unconscious revenge. I read about stuff like that in one of those psychology books came in. Called KNOW WHY THINGS HAPPEN TO YOU. You ought to read it. Thing it’d tell you is to get your named changed to something normal. Right name will give you a whole nuther outlook about yourself.”
I had a vision of shoving those circus tickets down her throat, but I restrained myself for Jasmine’s sake. “No joke? Well, I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Eight o’clock sharp. Go stacking ‘em after nine, gets so hot in here you’ll faint. A Yankee visiting some relatives came in here and did just that. Found him about closing time over there by the historicals and the Gothic Romances. Had to call an ambulance to come get him. Got out of here with one of my Gothics clutched in his hand. Didn’t pay me a cent for it.”
“And people think a job like this is pretty easy.”
“They just don’t know,” Martha said.
I said thanks and good-bye and started to turn away.
“Hey,” Martha said. “You decide to get your name changed, they’ll do stuff like that for you over at the court house.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.
………………………………..
I didn’t want any more of Martha, so I went over to the drug store and used the pay phone there and called Jasmine. Her mother answered.
“Hi, Connie,” I said.
“Get a job yet?”
“No,” I said. “But I’m closing in on some prospects.”
“Bet you are. What do you want?”
“Jasmine in?”
“You want to talk to her?”
No, I thought. Just ask for the hell of it. But I said, “If I may.” The phone clattered on something hard, a little more violently than necessary, I thought. A moment later Jasmine came on the line. “Daddy.”
“Hi, Baby Darling. Want to go to the circus?”
“The circus?”
“The Jim Dandy Circus is in town, and I’ve got tickets.”
“Yeah. Really.” She sounded as if I’d asked her if she wanted to have her teeth cleaned.
“You used to like the circuses.”
“When I was ten.”
“That was just seven years ago.”
“That’s a long time.”
“Only when you’re seventeen. Want to go or not? I’ll even spring for a hot dog.”
“You know what they make hot dogs out of?”
“I try not to think about it. I figure I get some chili on it, whatever’s in the dog dies.”
“Guess you want me to come by and get you?”
“That would be nice. Circus starts at three. That’s less than an hour away.”
“All right, but Daddy?”
“Yeah.”
“Don’t call me Baby Darling in public. Someone could hear.”
“We can’t have that.”
“Really, Daddy. I’m getting to be a woman now. It’s … I don’t know …kind of …”
“Hokey?”
“That’s it.”
“Gottcha.”
………………………
The circus was not under the big top, but was inside the Mud Creek Exhibition center, which Mud Creek needs about as much as I need a second dick. I don’t use the first one as it is. Oh, I pee out of it, but you know what I mean.
The circus was weak from the start, but Jasmine seemed to have a pretty good time, even if the performing bears were so goddamned old I thought we were going to have to go down there and help them out of their cages. The tiger act was scary, because it looked as if the tigers were definitely in control, but the overweight Ringmaster got out alive, and the elephants came on, so old and wrinkled they looked like drunks in baggy pants. That was the best of it. After that, the dog act, conducted by Waldo the Great, got out of hand, and his performing poodles went X-rated, and the real doo-doo hit the fan.
Idiot trainer had apparently put one of the bitches to work while she was in heat, and in response, the male dogs jumped her and started poking, the biggest male finally winning the honors and the other five running about as if their brains had rolled out of their ears.
Waldo the Great went a little nuts and started kicking the fornicating dogs, but they wouldn’t let up. The male dog kept his goober in the slot even when Waldo’s kicks made his hind legs leave the ground. He didn’t even yip.
I heard a kid behind us say, “Mommy, what are the puppies doing?”
And the Mommy, not missing a beat, said, “They’re doing a trick, dear.”
Children were screaming. Waldo began kicking the remaining dogs indiscriminately, and they darted for cover. Members of the circus rushed Waldo the Great. There were disappointed and injured dogs hunching and yipping all over the place. Waldo went back to the horny male and tried once more to discourage him. He really put the boot to him, but the ole boy really hung in there. I was kind of proud of him. One of the other dogs, innocent, except for confusion, and a gyrating ass and a dick like a rolled-back lipstick tube, made an error in geography and humped air past Waldo and got a kick in the ass for it.
He sailed way up and into the bleachers, went so high his fleas should have served cocktails and dinner on him. Came down like a bomb, hit between a crack in the bleachers with a yip. I didn’t see him come out from under there. He didn’t yip again.
The little boy behind me said, “Is that a trick too?” “Yes,” Mommy said. “It doesn’t hurt him. He knows how to land.”
I certainly hoped so.
Not everyone took it as casually as Mommy. Some dog lovers came out of the bleachers and there was a fight. Couple of cowboys started trying to do to Waldo what he had done to the poodles.
Meanwhile, back at the ranch, so to speak, the two amorous mutts were still at it, the male laying pipe like there was no tomorrow.
Yes sir, a pleasant afternoon trip to the circus with my daughter. Another debacle. It was merely typical of the luck I had been experiencing. Even a free ticket to the circus could turn to shit.
Jasmine and I left while a cowboy down from the bleachers was using Waldo the Great as a punching bag. One of the ungrateful poodles was biting the cowboy on the boot.
……………………………
Me and Jasmine didn’t have hot dogs. We ended up at a Mexican place, and Jasmine paid for it. Halfway through the meal Jasmine looked up at me and frowned.
“Daddy, I can always count on you for a good time.”
“Hey,” I said, “what were you expecting for free tickets? Goddamn Ringling Brothers?”
“Really, Daddy. I enjoyed it. Weirdness follows you around. At Mom’s there isn’t anything to do but watch television, and Mom and Gerald always go to bed about nine o’clock, so they’re no fun.”
“I guess not,” I said, thinking nine o’clock was awful early to be sleepy. I hoped the sonofabitch gave her the clap.
After dinner. Jasmine dropped me off and next morning I went down to Martha’s and she grunted at me and showed me the Harlequins and where they needed to go, in alphabetical order, so I started placing them. After about an hour of that, it got hot and I had to stop and talk Martha into letting me go over to the drug store and buy a Coke.
When I came back with it, there was a guy in there with a box of Harlequin romances. He was tall and lean and not bad looking, except that he had one of those little pencil mustaches that look as if he’d missed a spot shaving or had a stain line from sipping chocolate milk. Except for a black eye, his face was oddly unlined, as if little that happened to him in life found representation there. I thought he looked familiar. A moment later, it came to me. He was the guy at the circus with the performing dogs. I hadn’t recognized him without his gold lame tights. I could picture him clearly now, his foot up in the air, a poodle being launched from it. Waldo the Great.
He had a box of books on the desk in front of Martha. All Harlequin Romances. He reached out and ran his fingers over the spines. “I really hate to get rid of these,” he was saying to Martha, and his voice was as sweet as a cooing turtle dove. “Really hate it, but see, I’m currently unemployed and extra finances, even of a small nature, are needed, and considering all the books I read, well, they’re outgrowing my trailer. I tell you, it hurts me to dispense with these. Just seeing them on my shelves cheers me … Oh, I take these books so to heart. If life could be like these, oh what a life that would be. But somebody always messes it up.” He touched the books. “True love. Romance. Happy endings. Oh, it should be that way, you know. We live such a miserable existence. We—”
“Hey,” Martha said. “Actually, I don’t give a shit why you want to get rid of them. And if life was like a Harlequin Romance, I’d put a gun in my mouth. You want to sell this crap, or not?”
Martha always tries to endear herself to her customers. I reckon she’s got a trust fund somewhere and her mission on earth is to make as many people miserable as possible. Still, that seemed blunt even for her.
“Well, now,” Waldo said. “I was merely expressing a heartfelt opinion. Nothing more. I could take my trade elsewhere.”
“No skin off my rose red ass,” Martha said. “You want, that man over there will help you carry this shit back out to the car.”
He looked at me. I blushed, nodded, drank more of my Coke.
He looked back at Martha. “Very well. I’ll sell them to you, but only because I’m pressed to rid myself of them.
Otherwise, I wouldn’t take twice what you want to give for them.”
“For you, Mister Asshole,” Martha said, “just for you, I’ll give you half of what I normally offer. Take it or leave it.”
Waldo, Mr. Asshole, paused for a moment, studying Martha. I could see the side of his face, and just below his blackened eye there was a twitch, just once, then his face was smooth again.
“All right, let’s conduct our business and get it over with,” he said.
Martha counted the books, opened the cash register and gave Waldo a handful of bills. “Against my better judgment, there’s the whole price.”
“What in the world did I ever do to you?” Waldo the Great, alias, Mr. Asshole, said. He almost looked really hurt. It was hard to tell. I’d never seen a face like that. So smooth. So expressionless. It was disconcerting.
“You breathe,” Martha said, “that’s enough of an offense.” With that, Waldo, Mr. Asshole, went out of the store, head up, back straight.
“Friend of yours?” I asked.
“Yeah,” Martha said. “Me and him are fuckin’.”
“I thought the two of you were pretty warm.”
“I don’t know. I really can’t believe it happened like that.”
“You weren’t as sweet as usual.”
“Can’t explain it. One of those things. Ever had that happen? Meet someone right off, and you just don’t like them, and you don’t know why.”
“I always just shoot them. Saves a lot of breath.”
She ignored me. “Like it’s chemistry or something. That guy came in here, it was like someone drove by and tossed a rattlesnake through the door. I didn’t like him on sight. Sometimes I think that there’s certain people that are predators, and the rest of us, we pick up on it, even if it isn’t obvious through their actions, and we react to it. And maybe I’m an asshole.”
“That’s a possibility,” I said. “You being an asshole, I mean. But I got to tell you, I don’t like him much either. Kind of makes my skin crawl, that unlined face and all.”
I told her about the circus and the dogs.
“That doesn’t surprise me any,” Martha said. “I mean, anyone can lose their cool. I’ve kicked a dog in my time—
“I find that hard to believe.”
“—but I tell you, that guy hasn’t got all the corn on his cob. I can sense it. Here, put these up. Earn your goddamn circus tickets.”
I finished off the Coke, got the box of Harlequins Waldo had brought in, took them over to the romance section and put them on the floor.
I pulled one out to look at the author’s name, and something fell out of the book. It was a folded piece of paper. I picked it up and unfolded it. It was a magazine fold-out of a naked woman, sort you see in the cheaper tits and ass magazines. She had breasts just a little smaller than watermelons and she was grabbing her ankles, holding her legs in a spread eagle position, as if waiting for some unsuspecting traveler to fall in. There were thick black paint lines slashed at the neck, torso, elbows, wrist, waist, knees, and ankles. The eyes had been blackened with a marker so that they looked like nothing more than enormous skull sockets. A circle had been drawn around her vagina and there was a big black dot dead center of it, like a bull’s-eye. I turned it over. On the back over the printing there was writing in black with a firm hand: Nothing really hooks together. Life lacks romance.
Looking at the photograph and those lines made me feel peculiar. I refolded the fold-out and started to replace it inside the book, then I thought maybe I’d throw it in the trash, but finally decided to keep it out of curiosity.
I shoved it into my back pocket and finished putting up the books, then got ready to leave. As I was going, Martha said, “You want a job here putting up books I’ll take you on half a day five days a week. Monday through Friday. Saves some wear on my bad leg. I can pay you a little. Won’t be much, but I don’t figure you’re worth much to me.”
“That’s a sweet offer, Martha, but I don’t know.”
“You say you want work.”
“I do, but half a day isn’t enough.”
“More than you’re working now, and I’ll pay in cash. No taxes, no bullshit with the employment office.”
“All right,” I said. “You got a deal.”
“Start tomorrow.”
……………………….
I was lying naked on the bed with just the night light on reading a hard-boiled mystery novel. The window was open as always and there was actually a pretty nice breeze blowing in. I felt like I used to when I was twelve and staying up late and reading with a flashlight under the covers and a cool spring wind was blowing in through the window screen, and Mom and Dad were in the next room and I was loved and protected and was going to live forever. Pleasant.
There was a knock at the door.
That figured.
I got up and pulled on my pajama bottoms and put on a robe and went to the door. It was Jasmine. She had her long, dark hair tied back in a pony tail and she was wearing jeans and a shirt buttoned up wrong. She had a suitcase in her hand.
“Connie again?”
“Her and that man,” Jasmine said as she came inside. “I hate them.”
“You don’t hate your mother. She’s an asshole, but you don’t hate her.”
“You hate her.”
“That’s different.”
“Can I stay here for awhile?”
“Sure. There’s almost enough room for me, so I’m sure you’ll find it cozy.”
“You’re not glad to see me?”
“I’m glad to see you. I’m always glad to see you. But this won’t work out. Look how small this place is. Besides, you’ve done this before. Couple times. You come here, eat all my cereal, start missing your comforts, and then you go home.”
“Not this time.”
“All right. Not this time. Hungry?”
“I really don’t want any cereal.”
“I actually have some lunch meat this time. It’s not quite green.”
“Sounds yummy.”
I made a couple of sandwiches and poured us some slightly tainted milk and we talked a moment, then Jasmine saw the fold-out on the dresser and picked it up. I had pulled it from my pocket when I got home and tossed it there.
She opened it up and looked at it, then smiled at me. It was the same smile her mother used when she was turning on the charm, or was about to make me feel small enough to wear doll clothes.
“Daddy, dear!”
“I found it.”
“Say you did?”
“Cut it out. It was in one of the books I was putting up today. I thought it was weird and I stuck it in my back pocket. I should have thrown it away.”
Jasmine smiled at me, examined the fold-out closely. “Daddy, do men like women like this? That big, I mean?”
“Some do. Yes.”
“Do you?”
“Of course not.”
“What are these lines?”
“I don’t know exactly, but that’s what I thought was weird. It got my mind working overtime.”
“You mean like the ‘What If game?”
The “What IF’ game was something Jasmine and I had made up when she was little, and had never really quit playing, though our opportunities to play it had decreased sharply over the last couple of years. It grew out of my thinking I was going to be a writer. I’d see something and I’d extrapolate. An example was an old car I saw once where someone had finger-written in the dust on the trunk lid: THERE’S A BODY IN THE TRUNK.
Well, I thought about that and tried to make a story of it. Say there was a body in the trunk. How did it get there? Is the woman driving the car aware it’s there? Did she commit the murder? That sort of thing. Then I’d try to write a story. After fifty or so stories, and three times that many rejects, I gave up writing them, and Jasmine and ( started kicking ideas like that back and forth, for fun. That way I could still feed my imagination, but I could quit kidding myself that I could write. Also, Jasmine got a kick out of it.
“Let’s play. Daddy?”
“All right. I’ll start. I saw those slashes on that fold-out, and I got to thinking, why are these lines drawn?”
“Because they look like cuts,” Jasmine said. “You know, like a chart for how to butcher meat.”
“That’s what I thought. Then I thought, it’s just a picture, and it could have been marked up without any real motive. Absentminded doodling. Or it could have been done by someone who didn’t like women, and this was sort of an imaginary revenge. Turning women into meat in his mind. Dehumanizing them.”
“Or it could be representative of what he’s actually done or plans to do. Wow! Maybe we’ve got a real mystery here.”
“My last real mystery was what finished your mom and I off.”
That was the body in the trunk business. I didn’t tell it all before, I got so into that scenario I called a friend of mine, Sam, down at the cop shop and got him geared up about there being a body in the trunk of a car. I told it good, with details I’d made up and didn’t even know I’d made up. I really get into this stuff. The real and the unreal get a little hard for me to tell apart. Or it used to be that way. Not anymore.
Bottom line is Sam pursued the matter, and the only thing in the trunk was a spare tire. Sam was a little unhappy with me. The cop shop was a little unhappy with him. My wife, finally tired of my make-believe, kicked me out and went for the oil man. He didn’t make up stories. He made money and had all his hair and was probably hung like a water buffalo.
“But say we knew the guy who marked this picture, Daddy. And say we started watching him, just to see—’
“We do know him. Kind of.”
I told her about Waldo the Great and his books and Martha’s reaction.
“That’s even weirder,” Jasmine said. “This bookstore lady—”
“Martha.”
“—does she seem like a good judge of character?”
“She hates just about everybody, I think.”
“Well, for ‘What If s’ sake, say she is a good judge of character. And this guy really is nuts. And he’s done this kind of thing to a fold-out because … say … say …”
“He wants life to be like a Harlequin Romance. Only it isn’t. Women don’t always fit his image of what they should be—like the women in the books he reads.”
“Oh, that’s good, Daddy. Really. He’s gone nuts, not because of violent films and movies, but because of a misguided view about romance. I love it.”
“Makes as much sense as a guy saying he axed a family because he saw a horror movie or read a horror novel. There’s got to be more to it than that, of course. Rotten childhood, genetic makeup. Most people who see or read horror novels, romance novels, whatever, get their thrills vicariously. It’s a catharsis. But in the same way a horror movie or book might set someone off who’s already messed up, someone wound up and ready to spring, the Harlequins do it for our man. He has so little idea what real life is like, he expects it to be like the Harlequins, or desperately wants it to be that way, and when it isn’t, his frustrations build, and—”
“He kills women, cuts them up, disposes of their bodies. It’s delicious. Really delicious.”
“It’s silly. There’s a sleeping bag in the closet. Get it out when you get sleepy. Me, I’m going to go to bed. I got a part-time job downstairs at Martha’s, and I start tomorrow.”
“That’s great, Daddy. Mom said you’d never find a job.”
On that note, I went to bed.
………………………..
Next morning I went down to Martha’s and started to work. She had a storeroom full of books. Some of them were stuck together with age, and some were full of worms. Being a fanatic book lover, it hurt me, but I got rid of the bad ones in the dumpster out back, then loaded some boxes of good condition books on a hand truck and wheeled them out and began putting them up in alphabetical order in their proper sections.
About nine that morning, Jasmine came down and I heard her say something to Martha, then she came around the corner of the detective section and smiled at me. She looked so much like her mother it hurt me. She had her hair pulled back and tied at her neck and she was starting to sweat. She wore white shorts, cut a little too short if you ask me, and a loose red T-shirt and sandals. She was carrying a yellow pad with a pencil.
“What you doing?” I asked.
“Figuring out what Waldo the Great’s up to. I been working on it ever since I got up. I got lots of notes here.”
“What’d you have for breakfast?”
“Same as you, I bet. A Coke.”
“Right. It’s important we pay attention to nutrition, Baby Darling.”
“You want to hear about Waldo or not?”
“Yeah, tell me, what’s he up to?”
“He’s looking for a job.”
“Because he got fired for the dog kicking business?”
“Yeah. So, he’s staying in the trailer park here, and he’s looking for a job. Or maybe he’s got some savings and he’s just hanging out for a while before he moves on. Let’s just say all that for ‘What If’s‘ sake.”
“All right, now what?”
”Just for fun, to play the game all the way, let’s go out to the trailer park and see if he’s living there. If he is, we ought to be able to find him. He’s got all these dogs, so there should be some signs of them, don’t you think?”
“Wait a minute. You’re not planning on checking?”
“Just for the ‘What If game.”
“Like I said, he could have moved on.”
“That’s what we’ll find out. Later, we can go over to the trailer park and look around, play detective.”
“That’s carrying it too far.”
“Why? It’s just a game. We don’t have to bother him.”
“I don’t know. I don’t think so.”
“Why not?” It was Martha. She came around the corner of the bookshelves leaning on her golf putter. “It’s just a game.”
“Aren’t you supposed to be counting your money, or something?” I said to Martha. “Kill some of those roaches in your storeroom. That club would be just the tool for it.”
“I couldn’t help but overhear you because I was leaning against the other side of the bookshelf listening,” Martha said.
“That’ll do it,” I said, and shelved a Mickey Spillane.
“We’ve spoke, but I don’t think we’ve actually met,” Jasmine said to Martha. “I’m his daughter.”
“Tough to admit, I’m sure,” Martha said.
Jasmine and Martha smiled at each other and shook hands.
“Why don’t we go over there tonight?” Martha said. “I need something to do.”
“To the trailer park?” I asked.
“Of course,” Martha said.
“Not likely,” I said. “I’ve had it with the detective business, imaginary or otherwise. It’ll be a cold day in hell when I have anything else to do with it, in any manner, shape or form. And you can take that to the bank.”
………………………..
That night, presumably an example of a cold day in hell, around nine thirty, we drove over to the only trailer park in Mud Creek and looked around.
Waldo hadn’t moved on. Being astute detectives, we found his trailer right away. It was bright blue and there was red lettering on the side that read: WALDO THE GREAT AND HIS MAGNIFICENT CANINES. The trailer was next to a big pickup with a trailer hitch and there were lights on in the trailer.
We were in Martha’s old Dodge van, and we drove by Waldo’s and around the loop in the park and out of there. Martha went a short distance, turned down a hard clay road that wound along the side of the creek and through a patch of woods and ended up at the rear of the trailer park, about even with Waldo’s trailer. It was a bit of distance away, but you could see his trailer through the branches of the trees that surrounded the park. Martha parked on the side of the road and spoke to Jasmine. “Honey, hand me them binoculars out of the glove box.”
Jasmine did just that.
“These suckers are infra-red,” Martha said. “You can see a mole on a gnat’s ass with one of these dead of night during a blizzard.”
“And why in the world would you have a pair?” I asked.
“I used to do a little surveillance for a private investigation agency in Houston. I sort of borrowed these when I left. You know, boss I had hadn’t been such a dick, I’d have stayed with that job. I was born to it.”
“Sounds exciting,” Jasmine said.
“It beats smelling book dust, I’ll tell you that.” Martha rolled down her window and put the glasses on her face and pointed them at Waldo’s trailer.
“He’s at the window,” she said.
“This has gone far enough,” I said. “We’re not supposed to be doing this. It’s an invasion of privacy.”
“Settle down. He ain’t got his pecker out or nothing,” Martha said. “Wish he did, though. He’s an asshole, but he ain’t bad looking. I wonder what kind of rod he’s got on him?”
I looked at Jasmine. She looked a little stunned. “Listen here,” I said. “My daughter’s here.”
“No shit,” Martha said. “Listen, you stuffy old fart. She’s grown up enough to know a man’s got a hooter on him and what it looks like.”
Jasmine’s face was split by a weak smile. “Well, I know what they are, of course.”
“All right, we’re all versed in biology,” I said. “Let’s go. I’ve got a good book waiting at home.”
“Hold the goddamn phone,” Martha said. “He’s coming out of the trailer.”
I looked, and I could see Waldo’s shape framed in the trailer’s doorway. One of the poodles ran up behind him and he back-kicked it inside without even looking, went down the metal steps and closed and locked the trailer, got in his pickup and drove away.
“He’s off,” Martha said.
“Yeah. Probably to a fried chicken place,” I said.
Martha lowered the binoculars and looked over her seat at me. “Would you quit fucking up the game? ‘What If is going on here.”
“Yeah, Daddy,” Jasmine said. “We’re playing ‘What If.”
Martha cranked the van and followed the clay road as it curved around the park and out into the street. She went right. A moment later, we saw the back of Waldo’s pickup. He had an arm hanging out the window and a cigarette was between his fingers and sparks were flaring off of it and flickering into the night.
“Smokey Bear’d come down on his ass like a ton of bricks, he seen that,” Martha said.
We followed him to the end of the street and out onto the main drag, such as it is in Mud Creek. He pulled into a fried chicken joint.
“See,” I said.
“Even murderers have to eat,” Martha said, and she drove on by.
…………………….
My plan was to end the business there, but it didn’t work that way. I pulled out of it and let them stay with it. All that week Martha and Jasmine played “What If. They pinned up the foldout in my apartment and they wrote out scenarios for who Waldo was and what he’d done, and so on. They drove out to his place at night and discovered he kept weird hours, went out at all times of the night. They discovered he let the poodles out for bathroom breaks twice a night and that there was one less than there had been during the circus act. I guess Mommy had been wrong when she told her kid the poodle knew how to land.
It was kind of odd seeing Jasmine and Martha become friends like that. Martha had struck me as having all the imagination of a fence post, but under that rough exterior and that loud mouth was a rough exterior and a loud mouth with an imagination.
I also suspicioned that she had lied about not being able to pay her rent. The store didn’t make that much, but she always seemed to have money. As far as the store went, it got so I was running it by myself, full-time, not only putting up books, but waiting on customers and closing up at night. Martha paid me well enough for it, however, so I didn’t complain, but when she and Jasmine would come down from my place talking about their “killer”, etc., I felt a little jealous. Jasmine had moved in with me, and now that I had my daughter back, she spent all her time with a bald-headed, mustached lady who was her father’s boss.
Worse, Connie had been on my case about Jasmine and how my only daughter was living in a shit hole and being exposed to bad elements. The worst being me, of course. She came by the apartment a couple of times to tell me about it and to try and get Jasmine to go home.
I told her Jasmine was free to go home anytime she chose, and Jasmine explained that she had no intention of going home. She liked her sleeping bag and Daddy let her have Coke for breakfast. I sort of wish she hadn’t mentioned the Coke part. She’d only had that for breakfast one morning, but she knew it’d get her mother’s goat, and it had. Only thing was, now Connie could hang another sword over my head. Failure to provide proper nutrition for my only child.
Anyway, I was working in the store one day—well, working on reading a detective novel—when Martha and Jasmine came in.
“Get your goddamn feet off my desk,” Martha said.
“Glad to see you,” I said, lowering my feet and putting a marker in the book.
“Get off my stool,” Martha said. “Quit reading that damn book and put some up.”
I got off the stool. “You two have a pleasant day, Massah Martha?”
“Eat shit, Plebin,” Martha said, leaning her golf club against the counter and mounting her stool.
“Daddy, Martha and I have been snooping. Listen what we got. Martha had this idea to go over to the newspaper office in LaBorde and look at back issues—”
“LaBorde?” I said.
“Bigger town. Bigger paper,” Martha said, sticking one of her dainty cigarettes into her mouth and lighting it.
“We went through some older papers,” Jasmine said, “and since LaBorde covers a lot of the small towns around here, we found ads for the Jim Dandy Circus in several of them, and we were able to pinpoint on a map the route of the circus up to Mud Creek, and the latest paper showed Marvel Creek to be the next stop, and—
“Slow down,” I said. “What’s the circus got to do with your so-called investigation?”
“You look at the papers and read about the towns where the circus showed up,” Martha said, “and there’s in every one of them something about a missing woman, or young girl. In a couple cases, bodies have been found. Sometimes they were found a week or so after the circus came to town, but most of the news articles indicate the missing women disappeared at the time of the circus.”
“Of course, we determined this, not the papers,” Jasmine said. “We made the connection between the circus and the bodies.”
“In the case of the bodies, both were found after the circus passed through,” Martha said, “but from the estimated times of death the papers gave, we’ve been able to figure they were killed about the time the circus was in town. And my guess is those missing women are dead too, and by the same hand.”
“Waldo’s?” I said.
“That’s right,” Martha said.
I considered all that.
Jasmine said, “Pretty coincidental, don’t you think?”
“Well, yeah,” I said, “but that doesn’t mean—”
“And the two bodies had been mutilated,” Martha said. She leaned against the counter and reached into her shirt pocket and pulled out the fold-out I had found. She smoothed it out on the counter top. “Body parts were missing. And I bet they were cut up, just like this fold-out is marked. As for the missing body parts, eyes and pussies, I figure. Those are the parts he has circled and blacked out.”
“Watch your language,” I said to Martha.
No one seemed to take much note of me.
“The bodies were found in the town’s local dump,” Jasmine said.
“It’s curious,” I admitted, “but still, to accuse a man of murder on the basis of circumstantial evidence.”
“One more thing,” Martha said. “Both bodies had traces of black paint on them. Like it had been used to mark the areas the killer wanted to cut, and I presume, did cut. That’s certainly a lot of goddamn circumstantial evidence, isn’t it?”
“Enough that we’re going to keep an eye on Waldo,” Jasmine said.
***
I must admit right now that I didn’t think even then, after what I had been told, there was anything to this Waldo the Great as murderer. It struck me that murders and disappearances happen all the time, and that if one were to look through the LaBorde paper carefully, it would be possible to discover there had been many of both, especially disappearances, before and after the arrival of the circus. I mean that paper covered a lot of small towns and communities, and LaBorde was a fairly large town itself. A small city actually. Most of the disappearances would turn out to be nothing more than someone leaving on a trip for a few days without telling anyone, and most of the murders would be committed by a friend or relative of the victim and would have nothing to do with the circus or marked up fold-outs.
Of course, the fact that the two discovered bodies had been mutilated gave me pause, but not enough to go to the law about it. Thai was just the sort of half-baked idea that had gotten my ass in a crack earlier.
Still, that night, I went with Martha and Jasmine out to the trailer park.
It was cloudy that night and jags of lightning made occasional cuts through the cloud cover and thunder rumbled and light drops of rain fell on the windshield of Martha’s van.
We drove out to the road behind the park about dark, peeked out the windows and through the gaps in the trees. The handful of pole lights in the park were gauzy in the wet night and sad as dying fireflies. Their poor, damp rays fell against some of the trees—their branches waving in the wind like the fluttering hands of distressed lunatics—and forced the beads of rain on the branches to give up tiny rainbows. The rainbows rose up, misted outward a small distance, then once beyond the small circumference of light, their beauty was consumed by the night.
Martha got out her binoculars and Jasmine sat on the front passenger side with a note pad and pen, ready to record anything Martha told her to. They felt that the more documentation they had, the easier it would be to convince the police that Waldo was a murderer.
I was in the seat behind theirs, my legs stretched out and my back against the van, looking away from the trailer most of the time, wondering how I had let myself in on this. About midnight I began to feel both sleepy and silly. I unwrapped a candy bar and ate it.
“Would you quit that goddamn smacking back there,” Martha said. “It makes me nervous.”
“Pardon me all to hell,” I said, and wadded up the wrapper noisily and tossed it on the floorboard.
“Daddy, would you quit?” Jasmine said.
“Now we got something,” Martha said.
I sat up and turned around. There were no lights on in the trailers in the park except for Waldo’s trailer; a dirty, orange glow shone behind one of his windows, like a fresh slice of smoked cheese. Other than that, there was only the pole lights, and they didn’t offer much. Just those little rainbows made of bad light and rain. Without the binoculars there was little to observe in detail, because it was a pretty good distance from where we were to Waldo’s trailer, but I could see him coming out of the door, holding it open, the whole pack of poodles following after.
Waldo bent down by the trailer and pulled a small shovel out from beneath it. The poodles wandered around and started doing their bathroom business. Waldo cupped his hands over a cigarette and lit it with a lighter and smoked while he noted the dogs’ delivery spots. After a while he went about scooping up their messes with his shovel and making several trips to the dumpster to get rid of it.
Finished, he pushed the shovel beneath the trailer and smoked another cigarette and ground it hard beneath his heel and opened the door and called to the dogs. They bounded up the steps and into the trailer like it was one of their circus tricks. No poodle tried to fuck another poodle. Waldo didn’t kick anybody. He went inside, and a moment later came out again, this time minus the poodles. He was carrying something. A box. He looked about carefully, then placed the box in the back of his pickup. He went back inside the trailer.
“Goddamn,” Martha said. “There’s a woman’s leg in that box.”
“Let me see,” I said.
“You can’t see it now,” she said. “It’s down in the bed of the truck.”
She gave me the binoculars anyway, and I looked. She was right. I couldn’t see what was in the bed of the truck. “He wouldn’t just put a woman’s leg in the back of his pickup,” I said.
“Well, he did,” Martha said.
‘‘Oh God,” Jasmine said, and she flicked on her pen light and glanced at her watch and started writing on her note pad, talking aloud as she did. “Twelve-o-five, Waldo put woman’s leg in the bed of his truck. Oh, shit, who do you think it could be?”
“One could hope it’s that goddamn bitch down at the county clerk’s office,” Martha said. “I been waiting for something to happen to her.”
“Martha!” Jasmine said.
“Just kidding,” Martha said. “Kinda.”
I had the binoculars tight against my face as the trailer door opened again. I could see very well with the infra-red business. Waldo came out with another box. As he came down the steps, the box tilted slightly. It was open at the top and I could see very clearly what was in it.
“A woman’s head,” I said. My voice sounded small and childish.
“Jesus Christ,” Martha said. “I didn’t really, really, believe he was a murderer.”
Waldo was back inside the trailer. A moment later he reappeared. Smaller boxes under each arm.
“Let me see,” Jasmine said.
“No,” I said. “You don’t need to.”
“But …” Jasmine began.
“Listen to your father,” Martha said.
I handed the binoculars back to Martha. She didn’t look through them. We didn’t need to try and see what was in the other boxes. We knew. The rest of Waldo’s victim.
Waldo unfolded a tarp in the back of his pickup and stretched it across the truck bed and fastened it at all corners, then got inside the cab and cranked the engine.
“Do we go to the police now?” Jasmine said.
“After we find out where he’s taking the body,” Martha said.
“You’re right,” I said. “Otherwise, if he’s disposed of all the evidence, we’ve got nothing.” I was thinking too of my record at the police station. Meaning, of course, more than my word would be needed to start an investigation.
Martha cranked the van and put on the park lights and began to ease along, giving Waldo the time he needed to get out of the trailer park and ahead of us.
“I’ve got a pretty good idea where he’s going,” Martha said. “Bet he scoped the piace out first day he got to town.”
“The dump,” Jasmine said. “Place they found those other bodies.”
We got to the street and saw Waldo was headed in the direction of the dump. Martha turned on the van’s headlights after the pickup was down the road a bit, then eased out in pursuit. We laid back and let him get way ahead, and when we got out of town and he took the turnoff to the dump, we passed on by and turned down a farm-to-market road and parked as close as we could to a barbed wire fence.
We got out and climbed the fence and crossed a pasture and came to a rise and went up that and poked our heads over carefully and looked down on the dump.
There was smoke rising up in spots, where pounds of burning refuse had been covered at some point, and it filled the air with stink. The dump had been like that forever. As a little boy, my father would bring me out to the dump to toss our family garbage, and even in broad daylight, I thought the place spooky, a sort of poor boy, blue collar hell. My dad said there were fires out here that had never been put out, not by the weight of garbage and dirt, or by winter ice or spring’s rain storms. Said no matter what was done to those fires, they still burned. Methane maybe. All the stuff in the dump heating up like compost, creating some kind of combustible chemical reaction.
Within the dump, bordered off by a wide layer of scraped earth, were two great oil derricks. They were working derricks too, and the great rocking horse pumps dipped down and rose up constantly, night or day, and it always struck me that this was a foolish place for a dump full of never dying fires to exist, next to two working oil wells. But the dump still stood and the derricks still worked oil. The city council had tried to have the old dump shut down, moved, but so far nothing had happened. They couldn’t get those fires out completely, for one thing. I felt time was against the dump and the wells. Eventually, the piper, or in this case, the pipeline, had to be paid. Some day the fires in the dump would get out of hand and set the oil wells on fire and the explosion that would occur would send Mud Creek and its surrounding rivers and woodlands to some place north of Pluto.
At night, the place was even more eerie. Flames licking out from under the debris like tongues, the rain seeping to its source, making it hiss white smoke like dragon breath. The two old derricks stood tall against the night and lightning wove a flickering crown of light around one of them and went away. In that instant, the electrified top of the derrick looked like Martian machinery. Inside the derricks, the still working well pumps throbbed and kerchunked and dipped their dark metal hammer heads, then lifted them again. Down and up. Down and up. Taking with them on the drop and the rise, rain-wet shadows and flickers of garbage fire.
Waldo’s truck was parked beside the road, next to a mound of garbage the height of a first-story roof. He had peeled off the tarp and put it away and was unloading his boxes from the truck, carrying them to a spot near one of the oil derricks, arranging them neatly, as if he were being graded on his work. When the boxes were all out, Waldo stood with his back to us and watched one of the derrick’s pumps nod for a long time, as if the action of it amazed or offended him.
After a time, he turned suddenly and kicked at one of the boxes. The head in it popped up like a Mexican jumping bean and fell back down inside. Waldo took a deep breath, as if he were preparing to run a race, then got in his truck, turned it around, and drove away.
“He didn’t even bother to bury the pieces,” Jasmine said, and even in the bad light, I could see she was as white as Frosty the Snowman.
“Probably wants it to be found,” Martha said. “We know where the corpse is now. We have evidence, and we saw him dispose of the body ourselves. I think we can go to the law now.”
We drove back to town and called Sam from Martha’s book store. He answered the phone on the fifth ring. He sounded like he had a sock in his mouth.
“What?”
“Plebin, Sam. I need your help.”
“You in a ditch? Call a wrecker, man. I’m bushed.”
“Not exactly. It’s about murder.”
“Ah, shit, Plebin. You some kind of fool, or what? We been through this. Call some nuthouse doctor or something. I need sleep. Day I put in today was bad enough, but I don’t need you now and some story about murder. Lack of sleep gives me domestic problems.”
“This one’s different. I’ve got two witnesses. A body out at the dump. We saw it disposed of. A woman cut up in pieces, I kid you not. Guy named Waldo did it. He used to be with the circus. Directed a dog act.”
“The circus?”
“That’s right.”
“And he has a dog act.”
“Had. He cut up a woman and took her to the dump.”
“Plebin?”
“Yes.”
“I go out there, and there’s no dead body, I could change that, supply one, mood I’m in. Understand?”
“Just meet us at the dump.”
“Who’s us?”
I told him, gave him some background on Waldo, explained what Martha and Jasmine found in the LaBorde newspapers, hung up, and me and my fellow sleuths drove back to the dump.
………………………..
We waited outside the dump in Martha’s van until Sam showed in his blue Ford. We waved at him and started the van and led him into the dump. We drove up to the spot near the derrick and got out. None of us went over to the boxes for a look. We didn’t speak. We listened to the pumps doing their work inside the derricks. Kerchunk, kerchunk, kerchunk.
Sam pulled up behind us and got out. He was wearing blue jeans and tennis shoes and his pajama top. He looked at me and Jasmine and Martha. Fact is, he looked at Martha quite a while.
“You want maybe I should send you a picture, or something?” Martha said.
Sam didn’t say anything. He looked away from Martha and said to me, “All right. Where’s the body?”
“It’s kind of here and there,” I said, and pointed. “In those boxes. Start with the little one, there. There’s her head.”
Sam looked in the box, and I saw him jump a little. Then he went still, bent forward and pulled the woman’s head out by the hair, held it up in front of him and looked at it. He spun and tossed it to me. Reflexively, I caught it, then dropped it. By the time it hit the ground I felt like a number one horse’s ass.
It wasn’t a human head. It was a mannequin head with a black paint mark covering the stump of the neck, which had been neatly sawed in two.
“Here, Jasmine,” Sam said. “You take a leg,” and he hoisted a mannequin leg out of another box and tossed it at her. She shrieked and dodged and it landed on the ground.
“And you that’s gonna send me a picture. You take an arm.” He pulled a mannequin arm out of another box and tossed it at Martha, who swatted it out of the air with her putter cane.
He turned and kicked another of the boxes and sent a leg and an arm sailing into a heap of brush and old paint cans.
“Goddamn it, Plebin,” he said. “You’ve done it again.” He came over and stood in front of me. “Man, you’re nuts. Absolutely nuts.”
“Wasn’t just Plebin,” Martha said. “We all thought it. The guy brought this stuff out here is a weirdo. We’ve been watching him.”
“You have?” Sam said. “Playing detective, huh? That’s sweet. That’s real sweet. Plebin, come here, will you?”
I went over and stood by him. He put an arm around my shoulders and walked me off from Jasmine and Martha. He whispered to me.
“Plebin. You’re not learning, man. Not a bit. Not only are you fucking up your life, you’re fucking up mine. Listen here. Me and the old lady, we’re not doing so good, see.”
“I’m sorry to hear it. Toni has always been so great.”
“Yeah, well, you see, she’s jealous. You know that.”
“Oh yeah. Always has been.”
“There you are. She’s gotten worse too. And you see, I spend a lot of time away from the home. Out of the bed. Bad hours. You getting what I’m saying here?”
“Yeah.”
He pulled me closer and patted my chest with his other hand. “Good. Not only is that bad, me spending those hours away from home and out of the bed at bedtime, but hey, I’m so bushed these days, I get ready to lay a little pipe, well, I got no lead in the pencil. Like a goddamn spaghetti, that’s how it is. Know what I’m saying?”
“Least when you do get it hard, you get to lay pipe,” I said.
“But I’m not laying it enough. It’s because I don’t get rest. But Toni, you know what she thinks? She thinks it’s because I’m having a little extra-curricular activity. You know what I mean? Thinks I’m out banging hole like there’s no tomorrow.”
“Hey, I’m sorry, Sam, but …”
“So now I’ve got the rest problem again. I’m tired right now. I don’t recover like I used to. I don’t get eight hours of sack time, hey, I can’t get it up. I have a bad day, which I do when I’m tired, I can’t get it up. My shit comes out different, I can’t get it up. I’ve gotten sensitive in my old age. Everything goes straight to my dick. Toni, she gets ready for me to do my duty, guess what?”
“You’re too tired. You can’t get it up.”
“Bingo. The ole Johnson is like an empty sock. And when I can’t get it up, what does Toni think?”
“You’re fucking around?”
“That’s right. And it’s not bad enough I gotta be tired for legitimate reasons, but now I got to be tired because you and your daughter and Ma Frankenstein over there are seeing heads in boxes. Trailing some innocent bystander and trying to tie him in with murder when there’s nobody been murdered. Know what I’m saying?”
“Sam, the guy looks the pan. Acts it. There’s been murders everywhere the circus goes…”
“Plebin, ole buddy. Hush your mouth, okay? Listen up tight. I’m going home now. I’m going back to bed. You wake me up again, I’ll run over you with a truck. I don’t have a truck, but I’ll borrow one for the purpose. Got me?”
“Yeah.”
“All right. Good night.” He took his arm off my shoulder, walked back to his car and opened the door. He started to get inside, then straightened. He looked over the roof at me. “Come by and have dinner next week. Toni still makes a good chicken fried steak. Been a while since she’s seen you.”
“I’ll keep it in mind. Give her my love.”
“Yeah. And Plebin, don’t call with any more murders, all right? You got a good imagination, but as a detective, you’re the worst.” He looked at Jasmine. “Jasmine, you stick with your mother.” He got in his car, backed around and drove away.
I went over and stood with my fellow sleuths and looked down at the mannequin head. I picked it up by the hair and looked at it. “I think I’ll have this mounted,” I said. “Just to remind me what a jackass I am.”
……………………
Back at the apartment I sat on the bed with the window open, the mannequin head on the pillow beside me. Jasmine sat in the dresser chair and Martha had one of my rickety kitchen chairs turned around backwards and she sat with her arms crossed on the back of it, sweat running out from under her wool cap, collecting in her mustache.
“I still think something funny is going on there,” Jasmine said.
“Oh, shut up,” I said.
“We know something funny is going on,” Martha said.
“We means you two,” I said. “Don’t include me. I don’t know anything except I’ve made a fool out of myself and Sam is having trouble with his sex life, or maybe what he told me was some kind of parable.”
“Sex life,” Jasmine said. “What did he tell you?”
“Forget,” I said.
“That Sam is some sorry cop,” Martha said. “He should have at least investigated Waldo. Guy who paints and cuts up mannequins isn’t your everyday fella, I’d think. I bet he’s painting and sawing them up because he hasn’t picked a victim yet. It’s his way of appeasing himself until he’s chosen someone. Akin to masturbation instead of real sex.”
“If we could see inside his trailer,” Jasmine said, “I bet we’d find evidence of something more than mannequins. Evidence of past crimes maybe.”
“I’ve had enough,” I said. “And Jasmine, so have you. And Martha, if you’re smart, so have you.”
Martha got out one of her little cigarettes.
“Don’t light that in here,” I said.
She got out a small box of kitchen matches.
“I can’t stand smoke,” I said.
She pulled a match from the box and struck it on her pants leg and lit up, puffed, studied the ceiling.
“Put it out, Martha. This is my place.”
She blew smoke at the ceiling. “I think Jasmine’s right,” she said. “If we could divert him. Get him out of the trailer so we could have a look inside, find some evidence, then maybe that small town idiot cop friend of yours would even be convinced.”
“Waldo’s not going to keep a human head in there,” I said.
“He might,” Martha said. “It’s been known to happen. Or maybe something a victim owned. Guys like that keep souvenirs of their murders. That way they can fantasize, relive it all.”
“We could watch his place tomorrow,” Jasmine said, “then if he goes out, we could slip in and look around. We find something incriminating, something definite, there’s a way to cue the police in on it, even one as stubborn and stupid as Sam.”
“I’m sure Waldo locks his doors,” I said.
“That’s no trouble,” Martha said. “I can pick the lock on Heaven’s door.”
“You’re just a basket of fine skills,” I said.
“I used to work for a repo company, years back,” Martha said. “I learned to use lock jocks and keys and picks on car doors and garage doors. You name it, I can get in it, and in a matter of moments.”
“Listen, you two,” I said, “leave it be. We don’t know this guy’s done anything, and if he is a murderer, you damn sure don’t need to be snooping around there, or you may end up on the victim list. Let’s get on with our lives.”
“Such as yours and mine is,” Martha said. “What have I got to look forward to? Selling a few books? Meeting the right man? Me, a gargoyle with a golf club?”
“Martha, don’t say that,” Jasmine said.
“No, let’s call a spade a spade here,” Martha said. She snatched off her wool cap and showed us her bald head. I had seen a glimpse of it a time or two before I went to work there, when she was taking off and adjusting her cap or scratching her head, but this was the first time I’d seen it in all its sweaty, pink glory for more than a few moments.
“What’s gonna pull a mate in for me? My glorious head of hair. I started losing it when I was in my twenties. No man would look twice at me. Besides that, I’m ugly and have a mustache.”
“A mate isn’t everything,” I said.
“It’s something,” Martha said. “And I think about it. I won’t kid you. But I know it isn’t possible. I’ve been around, seen some things, had some interesting jobs. But I haven’t really made any life for myself. Not so it feels like one. And you know what? After all these years, Jasmine and you are my only real friends, and in your case, Plebin, I don’t know that amounts to much.”
“Thanks,” I said.
“You could get a wig,” Jasmine said.
“I could have these whiskers removed,” Martha said. “But I’d still be a blimp with a bum leg. No. There’s nothing for me in the looks department. Not unless I could change bodies with some blond bimbo. Since that isn’t going to happen, all I got is what I make out of life. Like this mystery. A real mystery, I think. And if Waldo is a murderer, do we let him go on to the next town and find a victim? Or for that matter, a victim here, before he leaves?
“We catch this guy. Prove he’s responsible for murders, then we’ve actually done something important with our lives. There’s more to my life than the book store. More to yours Plebin than a bad name and unemployment checks. And …well, in your case Jasmine, there is more to your life. You’re beautiful, smart, and you’re going places. But for all of us, wouldn’t it be worthwhile to catch a killer?”
“If he is a killer,” I said. “Maybe he just hates mannequins because they look better in their clothes than he does.”
“Women’s clothes?” Jasmine said.
“Maybe it’s women’s clothes he likes to wear,” I said.
“Thing is, we could end up making fools of ourselves, spend some time in jail, even.”
“I’ll chance it,” Jasmine said.
“No you won’t,” I said. “It’s over for you, Jasmine. Martha can do what she wants. But you and me, we’re out of it.”
Martha left.
Jasmine got out her sleeping bag and unrolled it, went to the bathroom to brush her teeth. I tried to stay awake and await my turn in there, but couldn’t. Too tired. I lay down on the bed, noted vaguely that rain had stopped pounding on the apartment roof, and I fell immediately asleep.
…………………..
I awoke later that night, early morning really, to the smell of more on-coming rain, and when I rolled over I could see flashes of lightning in the west.
The west. The direction of the dump. It was as if a storm was originating there, moving toward the town.
Melodrama. I loved it.
I rolled over and turned my head to the end-table beside the bed, and when the lightning flashed I could see the mannequin head setting there, its face turned toward me, its strange, false eyes alight with the fire of the western lightning. The paint around the mannequin’s neck appeared very damp in that light, like blood.
I threw my legs from beneath the covers and took hold of the head. The paint on its neck was wet in my hands. The humidity had caused it to run. I sat the head on the floor where I wouldn’t have to look at it, got up to go to the bathroom and wash my hands.
Jasmine’s sleeping bag was on the floor, but Jasmine wasn’t in it. I went on to the bathroom, but she wasn’t in there either. I turned on the light and washed my hands and felt a little weak. There was no place else to be in the apartment. I looked to see if she had taken her stuff and gone home, but she hadn’t. The door that led out to the stairway was closed, but unlocked.
No question now. She had gone out.
I had no idea where, and the thought of it gave me a chill. I got dressed and went downstairs and beat on the book store, pressed my face against the windows, but there was no light or movement. I went around to the rear of the building to beat on the back door, to try and wake Martha up in her living quarters, but when I got there I didn’t bother. I saw that Martha’s van was gone from the carport and Jasmine’s car was still in place.
I went back to my apartment and found Jasmine’s car keys on the dresser and thought about calling the police, then thought better of it. Their memory of my body-in-the-trunk stunt was a long one, and they might delay. Blow off the whole thing, in fact, mark it up to another aggravation from the boy who cried wolf, If I called Sam it wouldn’t be any better. Twice in one night he’d be more likely to kill me than to help me. He was more worried about his pecker than a would-be killer, and he might not do anything at all.
Then I reminded myself it was a game of “What If and that there wasn’t anything to do, nothing to fear. I told myself the worst that could happen would be that Jasmine and Martha would annoy Waldo and make fools of themselves, and then it would all be over for good.
But those thoughts didn’t help much, no matter how hard I tried to be convinced. I realized then that it hadn’t been just the rain and the humidity that had awakened me. I had been thinking about what Martha said. About Waldo picking a victim later on if we didn’t stop him. About the mannequins being a sort of warm-up for what he really wanted to do and would do.
It wasn’t just a game anymore. Though I had no real evidence for it, I believed then what Jasmine and Martha believed.
Waldo the Great was a murderer.
…………………..
I drove Jasmine’s car out to the trailer park and pulled around where we had parked before, and sure enough, there was Martha’s van. I pulled in behind it and parked.
I got out, mad as hell, went over to the van and pulled the driver’s door open. There wasn’t anyone inside. I turned then and looked through the bushes toward the trailer park. Lightning moved to the west and nicked and flared as if it were fireworks on a vibrating string. It lit up the trailer park, made what was obvious momentarily bright and harsh.
Waldo’s truck and trailer were gone. There was nothing in its spot but tire tracks.
I tore through the bushes, fought back some blackberry vines, and made the long run over to the spot where Waldo’s trailer had been.
I walked around in circles like an idiot. I tried to think, tried to figure what had happened.
I made up a possible scenario: Martha and Jasmine had come out here to spy on Waldo, and maybe Waldo, who kept weird hours, had gone out, and Jasmine and Martha had seen their chance and gone in.
Perhaps Waldo turned around and came back suddenly. Realized he’d forgotten his cigarettes, his money, something like that, and he found Jasmine and Martha snooping.
And if he was a murderer, and he found them, and they had discovered incriminating evidence…
Then what?
What would he have done with them?
It struck me then.
The dump. To dispose of the bodies.
God, the bodies.
My stomach soured and my knees shook. I raced back through the tangled growth, back to Jasmine’s car. I pulled around the van and made the circle and whipped onto the road in front of the trailer park and headed for the dump at high speed. If a cop saw me, good. Let him chase me, on out to the dump.
Drops of rain had begun to fall as I turned on the road to the dump. Lightning was crisscrossing more rapidly and more heatedly than before. Thunder rumbled.
I killed the lights and eased into the dump, using the lightning flashes as my guide, and there, stretched across the dump road, blocking passage, was Waldo’s trailer. The truck the trailer was fastened to was off the road and slightly turned in my direction, ready to leave the dump. I didn’t see any movement. The only sounds were from the throbbing thunder and the hissing lightning. Raindrops were falling faster.
I jerked the car into park in front of the trailer and got out and ran over there, then hesitated. I looked around and spotted a hunk of wood lying in some garbage. I yanked it out and ran back to the trailer and jerked open the door. The smell of dogs was thick in the air.
Lightning flashed in the open doorway and through the thin curtains at the windows. I saw Martha lying on the floor, face down, a meat cleaver in the small of her back. I saw that the bookshelves on the wall were filled with Harlequin romances, and below them nailed onto the shelves, were strange hunks of what in the lightning flashes looked like hairy leather.
Darkness.
A beat.
Lightning flashed.
I looked around, didn’t see Waldo hiding in the shadows with another meat cleaver.
Darkness again.
I went over to Martha and knelt beside her, touched her shoulder. She raised her head, tried to jerk around and grab me, but was too weak. “Sonofabitch,” she said.
“It’s me,” I said.
“Plebin,” she said. “Waldo …nailed me a few times …Thinks I’m dead …He’s got Jasmine. Tried to stop him …Couldn’t …You got to. They’re out … there.”
I took hold of the cleaver and jerked it out of her back and tossed it on the floor.
“Goddamn,” Martha said, and almost did a pushup, but lay back down. “Could have gone all day without that …Jasmine. The nut’s got her. Go on!”
Martha closed her eyes and lay still. I touched her neck. Still a pulse. But I couldn’t do anything now. I had to find Jasmine. Had to hope the bastard hadn’t done his work.
I went out of the trailer, around to the other side, looked out over the dump. The light wasn’t good, but it was good enough that I could see them immediately. Jasmine, her back to me, upside down, nude, was tied to the inside of the nearest derrick, hung up like a goat for the slaughter. Waldo stood at an angle, facing her, holding something in his hand.
Lightning strobed, thunder rumbled. The poodles were running about, barking and leaping. Two of the dogs were fucking out next to the derrick, flopping tongues. The great black hammer head of the oil pump rose up and went down. Fires glowed from beneath debris and reflected on the metal bars of the derrick and the well pump, and when the rain hit the fires beneath the garbage they gave up white smoke and the smoke rolled in the wind like great balls of cotton, tumbled over Jasmine and Waldo and away.
Waldo swung what he had in his hand at Jasmine. Caught her across the neck with it. Her body twitched. I let out a yell that was absorbed by a sudden peal of thunder and a slash of lightning.
I started running, yelling as I went.
Waldo slashed at Jasmine again, and then he heard me yelling. He stepped to the side and stared at me, surprised. I ran up the little rise that led to the derrick before he could get it together, and as I ducked under a bar on the derrick, he dropped what he was holding.
A long paint brush.
It fell next to a can of dark paint. Rain plopped in the paint and black balls of paint flew up in response and fell down again. One of the dogs jumped the can of paint for no reason I could determine and ran off into the rain.
Jasmine made a noise like a smothered cough. Out of the corner of my eye I could see a strip of thick grey tape across her mouth, and where Waldo had slashed her neck with the brush was a band of paint, dissolving in the rain, running down her neck, over her cheeks and into her eyes and finally her hair, like blood in a black and white movie.
Waldo reached behind his back and came back with a knife. The edge of the blade caught a flash of lightning and gave a wicked wink. Waldo’s face was full of expression this time, as if he had saved all his passion for this moment.
“Come on, asshole,” I said. “Come on. Cut me.”
He leapt forward, very fast. The knife went out and caught me across the chest as I jumped back and hit my head on a metal runner of the derrick. I felt something warm on my chest. Shit. I hadn’t really wanted him to cut me. He was a fast little bastard.
I didn’t invite him to do that again.
I cocked my piece of wood and let him get as close as I could allow without fear taking over, then I ducked under the metal runner and he ducked under it after me, poking straight out with the knife.
I swung at him, and the wood, rotten, possibly termite ridden, came apart close to my hand and went sailing and crumbling across the dump.
Waldo and I watched the chunk of wood until it hit the dirt by the derrick and exploded into a half dozen fragments.
Waldo turned his attention to me again, smiled, and came fast. I jumped backwards and my feet went out from under me and dogs yelped.
The lover mutts. I had backed over them while they were screwing. I looked up between my knees and saw the dogs turned butt to butt, hung up, and then I looked higher, and there was Waldo and his knife. I rolled and came up and grabbed a wet cardboard box of something and threw it. It struck Waldo in the chest and what was in the box flew out and spun along the wet ground. It was half a mannequin torso.
“You’re ruining everything,” Waldo said.
I glanced down and saw one of the mannequin legs Sam had pulled from a box and tossed. I grabbed the leg and cocked it on my shoulder like a baseball bat.
“Come on, asshole,” I said. “Come on. Let’s see if I can put one over the fence with you.”
He went nuts then, dove for me. The knife jabbed out, fast and blurry.
I swatted. My swing hit his arm and his knife hand went wide and opened up and the knife flew into a pile of garbage and out of sight.
Waldo and I both looked at where it had disappeared.
We looked at one another. It was my turn to smile.
He staggered back and I followed, rotating the leg, trying to pick up my shot.
He darted to his right, dipped, came up clutching one of the mannequin’s arms. He held it by the wrist and smiled. He rotated it the way I had the bat.
We came together, leg and arm swinging. He swung at my head. I blocked with the leg and swung at his knees. He jumped the swing, kicked beautifully while airborne, hit me in the chin and knocked my head back, but I didn’t go down.
Four of the poodles came out of nowhere, bouncing and barking beside us, and one of them got hold of my pants leg and started tugging. I hit at him. He yelped. Waldo hit me with the arm across the shoulder. I hit him back with the leg and kicked out and shook the poodle free.
Waldo laughed.
Another of the poodles got hold of his pants legs.
Waldo quit laughing. “Not me, you dumb ingrate!”
Waldo whacked the poodle hard with the arm. It let go, ran off a distance, whirled, took a defiant stance and barked.
I hit Waldo then. It was a good shot, clean and clear and sweet with the sound of the wind, but he got his shoulder up and blocked the blow and he only lost a bit of shirt sleeve, which popped open like a flower blossoming.
“Man, I just bought this shirt,” he said.
I swung high to his head and let my body go completely around with the swing, twisting on the balls of my feet, and as I came back around, I lowered the blow and hit him in the ribs. He bellowed and tripped over something, went down and dropped his mannequin arm. Three poodles leapt on his chest and one grabbed his ankle. Behind him, the other two were still hung up, tongues dangling happily. They were waiting for the seasons to change. The next ice age. It didn’t matter. They were in no hurry.
I went after Waldo, closing for the kill. He wiped the poodles off his chest with a sweep of his arm and grabbed the mannequin arm beside him, took it by the thick end and stuck it at me as I was about to lower the boom on him. The tips of the mannequin’s fingers caught me in the family jewels and a moment later a pain went through me that wasn’t quite as bad as being hit by a truck. But it didn’t keep me from whacking him over the head with everything I had. The mannequin leg fragmented in my hands and Waldo screamed and rolled and came up and charged me, his forehead streaked with blood, a poodle dangling from one pants leg by the teeth. The poodle stayed with him as he leaped and grabbed my legs at the knees and drove his head into my abdomen and knocked me back into a heap of smoking garbage. The smoke rose up around us and closed over us like a pod and with it came a stink that brought bile to my throat and I felt heat on my back and something sharp like glass and I yelled and rolled with Waldo and the growling poodle and out of the comer of my eye, in mid-roll, I saw another of the poodles had caught on fire in the garbage and was running about like a low-flying comet. We tumbled over some more junk, and over again. Next thing I knew Waldo had rolled away and was up and over me, had hold of six feet of two-by-four with a couple of nails hanging out of the end.
“Goodnight,” Waldo said.
The board came around and the tips of the nails caught some light from the garbage fires, made them shine like animal eyes in the dark. The same light made Waldo look like the devil. Then the side of my neck exploded. The pain and shock were like things that had burrowed inside me to live. They owned me. I lay where I was, unable to move, the board hung up in my neck. Waldo tugged, but the board wouldn’t come free. He put a foot on my chest and worked the board back and forth. The nails in my neck made a noise like someone trying to whistle through gapped teeth. I tried to lift a hand and grab at the board, but I was too weak. My hands fluttered at my sides as if I were petting the ground. My head wobbled back and forth with Waldo’s efforts. I could see him through a blur. His teeth were clenched and spittle was foaming across his lips.
I found my eyes drifting to the top of the oil derrick, perhaps in search of a heavenly choir. Lightning flashed rose-red and sweat-stain yellow in the distance. My eyes fell back to Waldo. I watched him work. My body started trembling as if electrically charged.
Eventually Waldo worked the nails out of my neck. He stood back and took a breath. Getting that board loose was hard work. I noted in an absent kind of way that the poodle had Finally let go of his ankle and had wandered off. I felt blood gushing out of my neck, maybe as much as the oil well was pumping. I thought sadly of what was going to happen to Jasmine.
My eyelids were heavy and I could hardly keep them open. A poodle came up and sniffed my face. Waldo finally got his breath. He straddled me and cocked the board and positioned his features for the strike; his face showed plenty of expression now. I wanted to kick up between his legs and hit him in the balls, but T might as well have wanted to be in Las Vegas.
“You’re dog food,” Waldo said, and just before he swung, my eyes started going out of focus like a movie camera on the fade, but I caught fuzzy movement behind him and there was a silver snake leaping through the air and the snake bit Waldo in the side of the head and he went away from me as if jerked aside by ropes.
My eyes focused again, slowly, and there was Martha, wobbling, holding the golf club properly, end of the swing position. She might have been posing for a photo. The striking end of the club was framed beautifully against the dark sky. I hadn’t realized just how pretty her mustache was, all beaded up there in the firelight and the occasional bright throb of the storm.
Martha lowered the club and leaned on it. All of us were pretty tuckered out tonight.
Martha looked at Waldo, who lay face down in the trash, not moving, his hand slowly letting loose of the two-by-four, like a dying octopus relaxing its grip on a sunken ship timber.
“Fore, motherfucker,” she said, then she slid down the golf club to her knees. Blood ran out from beneath her wool cap. Things went fuzzy for me again. I closed my eyes as a red glow bloomed to my left, where Waldo’s trailer was. It began to rain harder. A poodle licked my bleeding neck.
…………………………..
When I awoke in the hospital I felt very stiff, and I could feel that my shoulders were slightly burned. No flesh missing back there, though, just a feeling akin to mild sunburn. I weakly raised an arm to the bandage on my neck and put it down again. That nearly wore me out.
Jasmine and Martha and Sam came in shortly thereafter. Martha was on crutches and minus her wool cap. Her head was bandaged. Her mustache was clean and well groomed, as if with a toothbrush.
“How’s the boy?” Sam said.
“You’d listened, could have been a lot better.” I said.
“Yeah, well, the boy that cried wolf and all that,” Sam said.
“Jasmine, baby,” I said, “how are you?”
“I’m all right. No traumatic scars. Martha got us both out of there.”
“I had to rest awhile,” Martha said, “but all’s well that ends well. You did nearly bleed to death.”
“What about you?” I said. “You look pretty good after all that.”
“Hey,” Martha said, “I’ve got enough fat and muscle on me to take a few meat cleaver blows. He’d have done better to drive a truck over me. When he caught us sneaking around his trailer, he came up behind me and clubbed me in the head with a meat cleaver before I knew he was there, or I’d have kicked his ass into next Tuesday. After he hit me in the head he worked on me some more when I went down. He should have stuck to my head instead of pounding me in the back. That just tired me out for a while.”
“Daddy, there were all kinds of horrid things in his trailer. Photographs, and…there were some pictures of women.”
“Pussies,” Martha said. “He’d tanned them. Had one on a belt. I figure he put on and wore it now and then. One of those pervert types.”
“What about old Waldo?” I asked.’
“I made a hole in one on that sonofabitch,” Martha said, “but looks like he’ll recover. And though the trailer burned down, enough evidence survived to hang him. If we’re lucky they’ll give his ass the hot needle. Right, Sam?”
“That’s right,” Sam said.
“Whoa,” I said. “How’d the trailer burn down?”
“One of the poodles caught on fire in the garbage,” Jasmine said. “Poor thing. It ran back to the trailer and the door was open and it ran inside and jumped up in the bed, burned that end of the trailer up.”
“Ruined a bunch of Harlequin Romances,” Martha said. “Wish the little fuck had traded those in too. Might have made us a few dollars. Thing is, most of the photographs and the leather pussies survived, so we got the little shit by the balls.”
I looked at Jasmine and smiled.
She smiled back, reached out and patted my shoulder. ”Oh, yeah,” she said, and opened her purse and took out an envelope. “This is for you. From Mama.”
“Open it,” I said.
Jasmine opened it and handed it to me. I took it. It was a get well card that had been sent to Connie at some time by one of her friends. She had blatantly marked out her name, and the sender’s name, had written under the canned sentiment printed there, “Get well, SLOWLY.”
“I’m beginning to think me and your mom aren’t going to patch things up,” I said.
“Afraid not,” Jasmine said.
“Good reason to move then,” Martha said. “I’m getting out of this one-dog town. I’ll level with you. I got a little inheritance I live off of. An uncle left it to me. Said in the will, since I was the ugliest one in the family, I’d need it.”
“That’s awful,” Jasmine said. “Don’t you believe that.”
“The hell it’s awful,” Martha said. “I didn’t have that money put back to live on, me and those damn books would be on the street. Ugly has its compensations. I’ve decided to start a book store in LaBorde, and I’m gonna open me a private investigations agency with it. Nice combo, huh? Read a little. Snoop a little. And you two, you want, can be my operatives. You full time, Plebin, and Jasmine, you can work part time while you go to college. What do you think?”
“Do we get a discount on paperbacks?” I asked.
Martha considered that. “I don’t think so,” she said.
”Air-conditioning?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Let me consider it,” I said.
Suddenly, I couldn’t keep my eyes open.
Jasmine gently placed her hand on my arm. “Rest now,” she said.
And I did.