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Department: EDITOR'S NOTES: DOUBLE WHAMMY by Linda Landrigan
* * * *

* * * *
Just as we were going to press, we received word that Dan Warthman has won the Robert L. Fish Memorial Award for Best First Short Story by an American author; his winning story, “A Dreadful Day,” appeared in our January/February 2009 issue. What's more, Jim Fusilli's story “Digby, Attorney at Law,” from our May 2009 issue, has been named one of the finalists for the Edgar Award for Best Short Story. Both awards are administrered by the Mystery Writers of America and will be presented at their annual banquet in April. Congratulations to both Dan and Jim!
It was an honor to publisher these stories, and it's a huge thrill to see them recognized in this way.
Each month we strive to bring you the very best in crime fiction, and we think we have a winning issure right here. It's a privilege to welcome Chris Grabenstein to these pages; his story “Ring Toss” features his popular series characters, Jersey Shore police officers John Ceepak and Danny Boyle. We also have a new Mystery Classic this month: Ross Macdonald's “Sleeping Dog,” selected and introduced by Walter Satterthwait.—LINDA LANDRIGA, EDITOR
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Fiction: BLACK HOLE DEVOTION by K. J. Egan
* * * *

Jorge Mascarenhas
* * * *
Bernie slipped the envelope into his sports jacket pocket before tossing his raincoat onto the heap on the bed. The streets already had darkened when he arrived, but up here where his brother Declan lived, light still filtered in from the sky over Jersey. Party sounds surged down the hallway: voices, laughter, the clink of crystal and silverware, the tinny music of an old Mickey Mouse Christmas album, a boyhood memory that his brother had found on the Internet and burned onto a CD. Declan, the sometime sentimentalist.
Bernie moved into the light and, unable to help himself, took out the envelope and the sheet of paper folded inside. “Greetings,” it started, a cruel irony at this season of the year. He read it over for probably the twentieth time since the knock came to the door of his bungalow that morning and a man from the D.A.'s office slapped the envelope into his hand. “Slapping a subpoena” on someone was a cliche; now Bernie knew it was a cliche because it was true.
"Uncle Bernie."
Bernie quickly folded the subpoena and saw his nephew Timmy staring up at him. Timmy was only eleven, but already studious behind round wire-rimmed glasses.
"I want to show you something,” he said.
Timmy led his uncle down the hallway to another bedroom and opened a closet stacked floor to ceiling with wrapped presents.
"It's okay,” Timmy said in answer to Bernie's stuttered protests. “I haven't told Teddy."
Bernie helped his nephew drag down the boxes and set them on the bed. A telescope appeared, already assembled and festooned with a red bow.
"I can't wait to take it on the roof, Uncle Bernie. I'll see the rings of Saturn, the moons of Jupiter, maybe even a black hole."
"Black holes are invisible,” said Bernie. As an uncle, he felt a duty to steer his nephew between boyish enthusiasm and facts that were just plain wrong.
"How do scientists find them?” said Timmy.
"They watch visible objects. A black hole is so strong it affects how nearby stars and galaxies behave.” Bernie waited a beat to make sure his nephew understood. “Come on, let's put these presents back. We don't want your little brother to walk in."
Bernie drifted through the party. He knew most of the guests and recognized many others: judges, lawyers, a few Supreme Court clerks like himself. He had attended his brother's annual Christmas bash many times and never thought twice about the mix of judges and the lawyers who appeared before them. Maybe it was his mood, but this year he saw the coziness of bench and bar as a breach of common sense, if not ethics.
The apartment was huge, Declan in his foresight purchasing the adjoining unit at a distressed price and breaking down the wall between them. More than an hour passed before Bernie cornered his brother at the wet bar. They exchanged their official holiday greetings—a long handshake punctuated by thumping backslaps. Bernie would not have mentioned the subpoena at all, but he was three wines deep, and as if on cue, the bartender took a bathroom break.
"Let me see it,” said Declan.
Other than the same surname and certain similar facial structures when viewed at precise angles, they were unlikely brothers. Declan was a shorter, stockier, more ballsy variation on Bernie's tall, willowy stature and priestly demeanor.
"Do you know what it's about?” asked Declan.
"Not a clue,” said Bernie.
"Then don't worry.” Declan folded the subpoena back into the envelope. “Some ambitious A.D.A. probably wants to make a name for himself."
* * * *
It was more than the subpoena that contributed to Bernie's wintry mood on the bus ride back to City Island. These rare visions of Declan's lifestyle held a mirror up to his own, and Bernie never much liked what he saw. He and his brother, two years younger, had started together as court officers. Declan went to law school at night, quit the job when he passed the bar to become a judge's law clerk, and worked the political levers of the New York City Democratic Party until he became a judge himself. Bernie took a clerk's exam, waited his turn to come off the civil service list, and became a clerk in Motion Part. Declan married a book editor; Bernie stayed single. Declan had two sons, thereby giving Bernie two nephews. But the fact was that Declan's life always had been different. Even as a court officer, he always seemed to live beyond himself while Bernie always struggled. Finally, after years of observation, Bernie had concluded that Declan's life wasn't beyond anything except his own tired imagination.
The bus dropped Bernie off on the boulevard, and he started up the side street to the little bungalow on the back end of the island. It was much colder here than in Manhattan, and the salty air that the wind dragged off the water tasted harsh. Inside, he draped his raincoat over a kitchen chair and took a creased, yellowed paper out of his wallet. Surely he couldn't be the only one to be subpoenaed; surely his fear deserved company. He went down the list, calling the Duffer, Bobby Mac, Murph, Cookie Frank. No one was home. Or maybe no one wanted to answer.
Bernie put his raincoat back on and went down the block and around the corner to Artie's. Foxx sat at the bar, staring defiantly at his own reflection in the mirror while one of the restaurant waitresses fawned on his shoulder and whispered in his ear. He idly ran a hand down her back and over her butt, ending with a firm squeeze. “Later,” Bernie heard him say.
Bernie inserted himself into the space the waitress vacated. Foxx drained the last of his drink and snapped his fingernail against the rim of the glass. The crisp tinkling sound brought the bartender immediately.
"And one for my friend,” said Foxx.
Despite the silver hair and roughened features, Foxx was ten years Bernie's junior. The two had shared Bernie's last year in uniform, and Bernie had taken the young court officer under his wing, showing him the courthouse ropes and imparting the inside dope on the judges.
"What brings you out at this late hour?” said Foxx. He had a stare that could peel paint off wood.
Bernie showed him the subpoena. Foxx handed it right back.
"Anyone who's connected with Motion Part got one,” he said, then ticked off names. Everyone Bernie tried to call, and then some.
"You know what it's about?” said Bernie.
The bartender set the two drinks in front of them. Foxx waited for him to leave before nodding his head.
* * * *
Motion Part was a huge operation in New York County Supreme Court. Each day, junior clerks assembled the motion papers into color-coded file jackets, then arranged the jackets in piles on tables below the ornately carved bench in the stately Motion Part courtroom. Senior clerks, like Bernie, called the daily calendar, running down each case one by one. The lawyers, who jammed the courtroom like cattle on market day, answered for their cases. They could submit the motion for decision on the papers, withdraw the motion as no longer necessary, or argue the motion before the assigned judge. The judge usually appeared in the courtroom only to hear the argued motions, which were reserved for the very end of the calendar call. On any day, there could be one hundred submitted motions piled on the tables. It was an impossible task for a judge and law clerk to read and write decisions on so many motions, so approximately half went to a law pool, where staff attorneys drafted decisions for the judge to sign. Jack Duberstein, the law pool deputy, had the daily job of dividing the motions between the judge and the law pool.
"Couple of weeks ago,” said Foxx, “Internet vice caught a lawyer in a kiddie porn sting. The detectives squeezed him, and he gave up Jack."
They were sitting side by side, looking not at each other but at their own reflections in the mirror. The dinner crowd was mostly gone. A large group had come in and loudly ringed the far end of the bar.
"No way,” said Bernie. Jack Duberstein was a courthouse institution, a gray eminence who could cite cases from the darkest, dustiest corners of the law. He had a gentle manner, a wry sense of humor, and an equanimity real judges often claimed but never quite achieved.
"Not porn,” said Foxx. “Worse. He accused Jack of selling decisions."
Bernie slumped on his stool. “You're kidding."
"I'm not. It was a well-known fact among a certain class of lawyer. If you wanted your motion to come out right, you paid Jack and he took care of the rest. The big question is how. The D.A.'s Office thinks other people are involved, but they don't know who. That's why all the subpoenas. Jack's put him in the ER with chest pains."
Bernie gripped the pad that ran along the front edge of the bar. His insides felt shaky. It wasn't just his natural fear of authority or the risk of answering trick questions from an ambitious A.D.A. It was the simple fact that for the last several years he would call Jack Duberstein on the courtroom phone to tell him the arguments were over and that it was time to come and “work your magic.” That was the exact phrase he used: “work your magic.” And it was true. Jack didn't simply divide the motions by the numbers. He had an uncanny ability to apprehend the complexity of a motion by weighing the papers in his hand, skimming the first page, and riffling the rest with his thumb. “This should go to the pool,” he might say of a particularly complex motion, “and this to the judge.” No one who wasn't intimately connected with motions and the Motion Part would understand. Worse, in the secret atmosphere of a grand jury, Bernie worried that “work your magic” could sound like a code.
* * * *
Christmas break at the courthouse technically was only the four workdays that fell between Christmas and New Year's. But with the two holidays themselves and one weekend thrown in, it lasted eight. For Bernie, those eight days felt like eight decades. Usually, he broke up the time by visiting friends, taking his nephews to the Holiday Train exhibit at the Botanical Garden, and reading the book or two that always seemed to have spent months untouched on his nightstand. This year, he lay in bed till noon, then shuffled around the bungalow in bathrobe and slippers, stopping only to gaze out the porch windows at the gray waters of the Long Island Sound. The winter wind raised a chop, and the sight chilled Bernie's already dismal sense of despair.
But Saturday morning, as usual, he dragged himself out of bed and dressed in his good suit, the one that never saw the inside of the courthouse. He stood on the frigid boulevard and waited for the bus, which took more than an hour to go the fifteen miles to White Plains. The hotel, once a jewel, was now an assisted-living facility. An elderly man doddered down the front steps, carefully placing his huge sneakers on the dry spots between the odd patches of ice. A blast of heated air warmed Bernie as he passed through the automatic doors. In the lobby, three women bundled in sweaters sat around a card table. Bernie waved at the young South Asian woman behind the reception desk. On the elevator, he used his special key to activate the fifth floor button.
His mother was sitting in the small dining hall with an aide who was helping her stir yellow batter in a blue mixing bowl. The aide stood as soon as Bernie appeared, bowing in deference as she swept the bowl off the table. Bernie sat.
"Oh hi,” his mother said. “You're working again today."
"I don't work here, Ma. I'm Bernie. I'm here to visit you."
Her smile immediately brightened. She raised a hand and scratched a yellow nail where her pale, almost translucent skin stretched around her jaw.
"Nice to see you. You look just like someone who works here.” She had lost her ability to recognize Bernie, but not her tricks for explaining away her confusion.
Bernie cycled through his usual topics of conversation: his job at the courthouse, his bungalow on City Island, the day of the month, the time of the year, Timmy and Teddy. He never mentioned Declan anymore, and why the hell should he? Bernie had installed his mother here seven years ago, right after she almost set fire to her apartment. Declan hadn't once visited, didn't know exactly where she was, didn't realize that it was a private pay dementia ward, not some nursing home paid by Medicaid. Yet Bernie, the good son, the loyal son, had spoken dutifully of his brother. But as his mother spiraled deeper into herself, keeping Declan planted in her diminishing consciousness became less of a priority.
"And how old are they now?” his mother said.
"Eleven and eight,” said Bernie.
"Nice. Two boys. Your father and I had two boys. You and that other one. Danny, is it?"
Bernie said nothing.
"How is your lovely wife?"
"She's fine, Ma,” he said. “She's fine."
In the old days, when his mother first came here, her moods could turn on a dime. One moment she would say she liked the place, the next she would carp about going home. Bernie would try to change the subject, but when his mother kept turning back to the same conversational loops he would extricate himself and leave. The mood swings were different now, full of self-reproach.
"I didn't pray enough,” his mother said, suddenly tearful. “I'm here because I didn't pray enough."
Bernie took her hand in his.
"You prayed enough, Ma. You prayed more than enough."
Later, the director found Bernie waiting for the elevator and mentioned the small matter of the arrearage. It was only one month, but quite unlike Bernie, whose payments always arrived early.
"You'll get it,” said Bernie. “I need to sort some things out."
On the elevator, he slumped in the corner and sighed. What if the grand jury found something? What if he were indicted, arrested? Who would keep her here? Who would visit? He couldn't rely on Declan.
* * * *
January 2 arrived, and court reopened. The grand jury was set to convene on January 9, and Bernie dreaded the idea of working a full week with the subpoena hanging over his head. Still, he dragged himself out of bed and headed downtown.
He got off the bus on Broadway and, as he walked toward Foley Square, saw a large crowd gathered at the foot of the courthouse steps. A film shoot, he thought, or a protest. But as he got closer he saw the gurney bumping into the bay of an EMS truck. Closer still, he heard the name Jack Duberstein on everyone's lips. He stopped and asked a court officer what happened.
"Someone found Jack dead at his desk this morning,” said the officer.
Court went on as usual that day. Bernie called the Motion Part calendar, and Jack Duberstein's boss, the law pool chief, arrived in the courtroom to divide the motions. He and Bernie worked in silence, death overwhelming any chitchat. Later, Bernie's own boss assigned him the official job of dividing the submitted motions at the end of each day's calendar. The law pool chief was too busy to do it himself and, with the recent whiff of corruption, did not want anyone from his staff involved in Motion Part operations.
"Someone has to do it,” his boss said. “You've watched Jack for years. You're the logical replacement."
"But . . .” said Bernie.
"Don't worry. You have a reputation beyond reproach."
"So did Jack,” said Bernie.
As Bernie headed out for his lunchtime walk, Foxx intercepted him at the fountain across Foley Square.
"Follow me,” said Foxx.
They walked along the south side of the courthouse, where cars with judicial license plates lined the curb. Toward the back of the building, a white van idled. Foxx opened the back door and ushered Bernie inside. Two men in jeans and sweatshirts sat on low, rolling stools facing a bank of electrical equipment. They pulled off their headphones.
"We understand you have a new job in Motion Part, taking over for the late Jack Duberstein,” said one of the men. “We want you to troll around. See how far up the food chain Duberstein's scam went."
"I thought the investigation was over,” said Bernie.
"Maybe with the D.A., but not with the Inspector General."
Bernie looked at the other man and then at Foxx. They each nodded.
"Long story on my end,” Foxx added.
"We want you to wear a wire,” said the second man. “It's not really a wire anymore. The technology is way advanced. But the idea is the same."
"What if I don't?” said Bernie.
"Someone else will,” said the first man. “Besides, it'll help your case."
"What case?"
"You worked with Duberstein every day for what? Six, seven years?” said the second man. “What's the IG supposed to think?"
Bernie mulled over the threat.
"Find someone else,” he said.
* * * *
The week passed, and Bernie fell into the routine of doing not only his own job but Jack Duberstein's as well. He couldn't divine the complexity of a motion as magically as Jack, but he divided each day's submitted motions to the best of his abilities and heard no complaints.
He was cautious. He avoided people. He watched the other clerks, the court officers, even the lawyers for telltale signs that one might be wearing a wire. But gradually, the threat of the IG investigation receded. Jack's scam was over. Done. Gone. Just like Jack himself. On Friday, after the court officers trucked the submitted motions away on two separate carts, Bernie felt relaxed enough to look ahead. Declan was assigned to the Motion Part calendar on Monday.
* * * *
Bernie was waiting at the entrance to the Botanical Garden when Declan and his two sons got off the Metro North train. Declan had expressed surprise when Bernie called to propose a Saturday outing. He knew his older brother did something on Saturdays, though he never, and in Bernie's mind purposely, asked what. Bernie, for his part, considered the trip on the final weekend of the holiday train exhibit more than just a chance to please his disappointed nephews. Besides, he wanted to avoid the facility director until he could square up the arrearage.
The exhibit was outdoors, in a garden where last night's dusting of snow persisted in the shadows. The holiday trains were O gauge and detailed; the tracks wound through iconic New York City landmarks fabricated from twigs, leaves, and pinecones. Declan hoisted Teddy for a better view. Timmy stuck by Bernie, less interested in the exhibit than in talking.
"I know what you mean now about black holes,” he said. “I saw pictures on the Internet. They showed a black hole twisting a galaxy into a pretzel."
"Gravity,” Bernie said darkly. “It comes from the word gravitas. It means heavy."
Timmy looked horrified. “Are you okay, Uncle Bernie?"
Bernie snapped back, rearranged his face into a smile. “Sure. Fine. Sorry. Just thinking out loud."
Later, in the lobby of the main hall, the boys drifted off with their ice cream cones and left Bernie and Declan alone. Bernie wondered how to begin. A joke? An old story? Maybe a parable? In the end, he just began at the beginning.
"That thing with Jack,” he said.
"Jesus, Bernie, are you still on about that? It's over,” said Declan. “Don't worry."
"You're right. It's over. But that's why I'm worried,” said Bernie. “Jack and I were partners."
"What kind of partners?"
"Partners. C'mon, Declan, you're not naive.” Bernie grabbed his brother by the elbows. “Partners in the scam."
"But you said you didn't know."
"That was partly true. I honestly don't know whether Jack wrote the decisions himself or had someone else do it. I was only the front man. I was the guy the lawyers contacted. After that . . .” He dusted his hands.
"Oh Bernie Bernie Bernie,” said Declan. “Why are you telling me this?"
"Because you need to know, Declan. You need to hear it because you need to know why I did it. I did it for Mom. I did it so she could be someplace safe when all you cared about was your career and your co-op and your wife and your boys. Jack cut me in for a piece, but I don't have a dime of it left. It all went for her."
"Aw Christ, Bernie,” said Declan. He turned away as if to shield himself from what his brother was saying, but Bernie twisted him back.
"She's in an assisted-living facility in White Plains,” he said. “I'm already a month behind, and with Jack gone I'll never catch up. She'll have to go to a nursing home."
"So she goes to a nursing home,” said Declan. “That's not a tragedy, not these days."
"For her it is. She doesn't deserve it."
"Why? Why not?"
Bernie said nothing. The answer, he thought, was self-evident. She was their mother. Wasn't that reason enough?
"So what do you want, Bernie?"
"I want your help."
"You want to rerun the scam with me instead of Jack Duberstein?"
"No. I'm done with scams. That subpoena scared the life out of me."
"Then you're flat-out asking for money. You're asking me to pay something you can't afford."
"I suppose I am."
"For a decision you made.” Declan smirked. It was the same smirk Bernie saw cross his brother's face whenever he knew a lawyer was snowing him. “Look, that decision was your business. How you paid for it, that was your business too. It's over now. Sorry you can't afford your obligation. Neither can I."
Bernie raged for the rest of the weekend. How smug his brother was, how self-centered. These people with children were all alike, living as though the mere fact they had children trumped every other obligation. They never seemed to remember that they had been children once, that they had mothers and fathers who put their obligations to their children before anything else. Ungrateful bastards.
Monday morning, he caught an earlier than usual bus downtown. Anger quickened his steps as he crossed Foley Square to the south side of the courthouse. The white van was nowhere in sight. Inside, he poked into the coffee shop, the jury assembly room, the security posts at the two side entrances. Finally, he found Foxx in an alcove off the rotunda. Foxx snapped his cell phone shut.
"The white van is gone,” said Bernie.
"The investigation's over,” said Foxx.
"Did they find anything?"
"I don't know. I'm just a foot soldier."
Bernie went through the Motion Part office and then down into the courtroom. The junior clerks busily shuffled the file jackets. The double doors leading in from the rotunda thumped as the lawyers massed outside. Bernie paged through the calendar. Several motions already had been withdrawn, others adjourned on consent. Still, it would be a long calendar before Declan made his grand entrance.
At precisely nine fifteen, one of the junior clerks unlocked the doors, and the lawyers stampeded into the courtroom. Many took seats in the gallery while some studied the calendar pages taped to the wall and others buttonholed the junior clerks with questions about procedures. Bernie stood behind the bench, scanning for familiar faces. One lawyer caught Bernie's eye and gestured that he wanted to speak. Bernie came out to the rail and drew the lawyer to the side.
"I have a tough case on today,” said the lawyer. This was the code, not work your magic.
"Sorry. No can do,” said Bernie. “You heard."
"I heard, but . . ."
"I can't write them myself,” said Bernie.
They stood silently for a moment. As the junior clerks called for everyone to take seats, a thought struck Bernie.
"Ask for an adjournment,” he whispered to the lawyer.
"How does an adjournment help me?"
"Something could change.” Bernie pinched his eyes, recalling from the schedule that Declan again sat in eight days. “Next Tuesday."
The lawyer melted into the gallery while Bernie took the microphone to begin the calendar call. An hour ago, he was angry enough to give himself up in order to take his brother down with him. Now he wondered if maybe, possibly, he and Declan could work a deal. Yes, he felt almost giddy with the thought, that's what he would do. He would take Declan to visit their mother, let him see where she lived for the past seven years, let him draw the inescapable inference that damning her to a nursing home would be a tragedy. After all, the gravity that had twisted him for all these years wasn't a miracle; it was a law of nature. And no one, not even a judge, was above the laws of nature.
Bernie was on the third page of the calendar when the courtroom suddenly hushed. The silence didn't register completely, and he called two more cases before realizing that something unusual had happened. He glanced behind him. Declan stood on the bench, already in his robe. The double doors thumped, and the two guys from the white van slipped inside.
Bernie swallowed hard and called the next case. No one in the gallery answered. He called it again, but by now Foxx was at his shoulder with his hand cupped over the microphone.
"Sorry, Bernie, you need to come with me,” he said gently.
Bernie turned around. Up on the bench, reared against the high ceiling of the stately old courtroom, Declan unzipped the front of his robe. Bernie now saw why Declan had turned away from him on Saturday. It hadn't been to shield himself from the truth but to protect his big brother from his own admissions. The transmitter, about the size of a tuxedo stud, poked out above his shirt pocket. Its red light blinked like a heartbeat.
Copyright © 2010 K. J. Egan
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Each letter consistently represents another. The quotation is from a short mystery story. Arranging the answer letters in alphabetical order gives a clue to the title of the story.
WK NQKF SQOI ZWBZ ZWKI WBA TSCHWZ TSX WLP BQA ZWBZ QSF, ZWXSCHW YSPK CQTBZWSPBROK ESAK ST ZWKLX SFQ, WBA ZCXQKA SQ WLP BHBLQ.
—KDBQ WCQZKX
cipher: A [ ] B [ ] C [ ] D [ ] E [ ] F [ ] G [ ] H [ ] I [ ] J [ ] K [ ] L [ ] M [ ] N [ ] N [ ] O [ ] P [ ] Q [ ] R [ ] S [ ] T [ ] U [ ] V [ ] W [ ] X [ ] Y [ ] Z [ ]
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Fiction: KIDNAPPED by Joan Druett
When the body was carried on board, Captain Kemble and his first mate, a small, brisk young fellow who was simply known as C. B., were leaning on the rail watching the war canoes gather. The body was of a young Maori, about eighteen years old, and looked about as dead as last week's mutton, so C. B. was quite surprised when he heard a groan as it hit the deck. The two bountymen rubbed their hands and grinned as they received their blood money for delivering their captive, and then C. B. watched them shamble off toward one of the grogshops that straggled along the beach of Kororareka. The shantytown was the most infamous settlement in the Bay of Islands—in the whole of New Zealand, for that matter—so they would find all the rotgut they wanted, he reckoned.
Then C. B. glanced sideways at Captain Kemble, remarking curiously, “I didn't know we needed an extra hand.” Kemble's ship—a nice little brig, loaded to the gunwales with potatoes for Sydney Town—had been set to sail, yet the old man had waited to take on the lad, who was now trying to lift his head, and was definitely alive.
"We don't,” the old salt replied. Kemble's tone was vague because most of his attention was on the war canoes. There were at least fifty of them gathered on the shimmering waters of the bay, manned by at least two thousand men who were getting themselves all wound up for the voyage to the Bay of Plenty to make war on another tribe in revenge for some ancient insult. The chief, Te Tera, was standing up in the middle thwarts of the biggest canoe, haranguing the crowd, and two thousand bloodthirsty warriors were waving their muskets in a frenzy of impatience to get to the battle and kill or be killed.
Instead of admiring the stirring sight, Captain Kemble was congratulating himself that he had recruited his Maori crew at a whaling station in the far south of the country, where the political affairs of the North Island tribes were as foreign to them as America. Maori lads made fine seamen, in his estimation, but they were awful apt to jump ship if there was a battle in the offing, and if they'd been locals he would have lost the lot. As it was, his crew looked openly envious as they eyed one lot of remote cousins preparing to go to war with another distant set. It was damn lucky, Kemble thought, they were unable to think of a reason to join them.
Reminded that the young fellow who'd been dumped on his deck was native to the Bay of Islands, and related to half of the yelling warriors most probably, he said to C. B., “Better put the new hand down with the spuds until we get clear of this place, or he'll dive overboard to join his friends in them canoes."
Then he watched with approval as C. B. organized a couple of the hands into dumping the new recruit onto the top layer of potatoes. C. B. might be very young—not yet twenty—but he was a rare prize in this year of 1831. Not only was he a competent seaman, but he had also worked out his sentence in the penal settlement of New South Wales, which meant that he could legitimately sail out of Sydney. C. B. had been with Kemble just a few weeks, but the old salt hoped that he'd stay with the ship.
Accordingly, when C. B. rejoined him at the rail, still looking mighty curious, Kemble felt cooperative enough to explain why he'd delayed sailing long enough to take on another hand in this unusual fashion.
"Had him kidnapped as a favor to the family,” he said.
"They wanted him captured and sold?"
"Yup. They asked me to get him out of the Bay as quick as possible, and without no fuss nor ruckus, neither. So I hired them two crimps to do the job on the quiet."
"But why did they want to get rid of him, sir?” C. B. was beginning to look mighty alarmed, visualizing all kinds of strife and commotion once the lad regained consciousness and the brig was out at sea.
"He ain't a troublemaker,” Kemble hastily assured him, then decided to confide some more. “The lad's only half a Maori, being the son of a Salem skipper and a local girl. The American kept up quite an interest in the lad, kept on coming back to check up on him, and when the boy was about twelve he took it into his head he needed an heir, on account of his legal wife hadn't given him one. So he dropped anchor yet again, asked his girlfriend if he could keep him, and when she said yes, he carried him home."
"To America?"
"Aye. Salem in America."
C. B. shook his head in wonder, then abruptly broke into a snigger. “And what do you reckon the skipper's legal wife had to say when he turned up with the poor little brown bastard?"
"Son, the imagination ain't up to it,” the captain solemnly assured him.
"So the lad come back to the Bay of Islands?"
"First opportunity, or so it seems,” Kemble agreed. “Shipped on a New Zealand-bound whaler soon as he was old enough, just to get back home. But he might as well have saved his time. His folks here couldn't wait to get rid of him."
Having unburdened himself of the yarn, the old man looked around. The tide was on the turn, and the canoes were paddling in all different directions while Te Tera and the warriors yelled at each other to get into some kind of order preparatory for departure. It was time to make himself scarce, Kemble thought, and ordered C. B. to trip anchor and get underway.
C. B. nodded, but then turned. “What do I call ‘im, when I let ‘im loose?"
"He was named William Coffin, after his father,” said Captain Kemble. According to what he'd heard, however, everyone called him Wiki.
* * * *
By the time the brig dropped anchor in Sydney Cove, Wiki's head had given over aching, and he was almost accustomed to life on board. C. B., whose real name and past crimes were a deadly secret, might be very young, but he certainly knew his job. Captain Kemble was hitting seventy and definitely too old for the seagoing life, but still about the best seaman Wiki had ever encountered—which was saying quite something, for he'd spent the past ten months on a Nantucket whaler, and American whalemen were famous for their seamanship. Wiki had never seen sail carried so hard as Kemble's brig carried on that Tasman Sea passage, but they never lost a stitch of canvas because the old man not only knew how to carry it but knew how to take it off in a hurry when necessary, too.
Wiki had also got used to the fact that Captain Kemble was extremely superstitious. All sailors had their superstitions, in Wiki's experience, but with the old man it was a kind of religion. Every seaman took care not to let the moon fall on his sleeping face, knowing he'd be struck blind if he did, but old Kemble wouldn't turn his back on the moon, either, in case he glimpsed it over his left shoulder, which would guarantee the most dreadful luck possible. No one dared drop a hatch cover upside down because the ship would be sure to go bottom up, and if a bird landed on the foremast they were in for good fortune, while a bird on the main augured bad. By the end of the passage Wiki knew that the old man kept a Bible in his chest for luck, though he never thought of reading it, and that he would have gone berserk if anyone had thrown an animal overboard, even a little mouse. He also knew that the captain had paid more than he could afford for the brig, having to raise money from a lender at extortionate terms, but he'd wanted her as soon as he heard she'd launched as smooth as cream, meaning she was fated to be fortunate.
However, while Wiki had become accustomed to all that, he never got used to the idea that his folks had betrayed him to the crimps—the men who kidnapped sailors and sold them to the captains. Ever since his father had delivered him over to the mercies of his legal, childless, and extremely mortified wife, and then blithely sailed away, Wiki had been determined to work his way back to the Bay of Islands. His stepmother, who had been just as anxious to get rid of him as he had been to leave, had shipped him on her brother's whaleship Paths of Duty, and Wiki had stuck with the scruffy old tub just because the captain had plans to drop anchor in the Bay of Islands. Now, he refused to believe that after all his trouble his people didn't want him. So he was determined to stay with Kemble's brig and sail back to the bay so he could sort it out with his mother and his whole brood of uncles, aunts, half brothers, half sisters, and cousins and find out what had gone wrong.
Captain Kemble was happy about the idea of keeping him on for the return voyage because Wiki Coffin had turned out to be an excellent seaman who'd been taught well, even though by a set of rough Yankee whalemen. He also planned a quick turnaround, as he'd already organized a return freight. He was, however, fated to be foiled. No sooner had the brig dropped anchor off Fort Macquarie, than a constable came in a boat to hand him a subpoena for jury service in a murder trial, starting the very next day, which threw quite a hitch into the works.
This meant that the brig had to hang around in port until the captain was freed from his jury duties, which was a nuisance for Wiki, too, being so anxious to get back to the bay. He really didn't mind the delay, however, because it gave him a chance to look around and get acquainted with Sydney. He liked the enormous estuary and the brilliant colors of the scene—green growth, reddish stone, white beaches, glittering blue water. The grand convict-built buildings were surprisingly impressive, too, as was the elegance of Government House, complete with sentries and a sweeping lawn dotted with great trees. He was surprised, though, that the trial was expected to last more than a day. Sydney was definitely a penal settlement, with convicts in chain gangs trudging through the streets, and a convict colony was the very last place he would have expected a formal trial by jury to be staged. Instead, Wiki pictured quick decisions by harsh magistrates, followed by hasty hangings.
But it was not like that at all. The British custom of trial by jury was well established here, he learned, despite the definite difficulties. As Captain Kemble grumbled, respectable gentlemen who were not ex-felons, and therefore eligible for jury service, were so scarce in these parts that he'd been called up often, and he had no way of getting out of the summons now. Not only that, but it was a sensational business, with a crowd of spectators guaranteed, partly because the victim—a sharp moneylender by the name of Perkins—was generally hated, and the accused—Jim Stone, a young fellow who'd recently worked out his sentence and now had a small cutter with which he went fishing and eeling to support his growing family— was generally liked.
The time taken up by the evidence was very short. A policeman reported that on Saturday, July 14, in this year of the Lord 1831, the drowned body of the moneylender had been found facedown in the marsh at Grasscutter's Bay. And it had been a nasty sight, too, as he went on to complain, on account of the corpse had been trampled into the mud by his killer. Then a reasonably respectable tavernkeeper stepped up to say he'd seen Jim Stone and the moneylender quarreling outside the door of his establishment on Friday afternoon, late. An itinerant tinker then testified he'd seen Jim Stone crossing the fields from the direction of the marsh at eleven that same Friday night. He'd had a great wicker basket on his back, bruises on his face, and his clothes were all wet and smeared with mud.
When crossexamined, Jim Stone openly admitted he'd quarreled with Perkins. The moneylender had unexpectedly raised the interest on the money he'd loaned for the purchase of the cutter, and when they'd met in the street he had threatened to repossess the craft if Stone didn't buckle under and accept the new terms. After that unhappy little encounter, Jim Stone had gone to Grasscutter's Bay to empty out his eel traps. The catch was a bumper one, so that his wicker basket was filled to the gunwales with fine fat eels, and consequently very heavy. While heaving it up onto his back he'd lost his balance and fallen over, which accounted for his bruised and muddied state.
It was such a poor excuse that it should have been an open-and-shut case—or so C. B. reported to Wiki, with whom he'd become quite friendly, after spending his liberty day at the courthouse in Elizabeth Street. The two lawyers certainly thought so, as the fellow charged with Jim Stone's defense muttered something about hopeless cases, and the prosecution made jokes about jellied eel pie, raising quite a laugh in the overcrowded gallery. The judge spoke briefly to the jury, saying he didn't need to sum up the case, as it was so plain and obvious, and all they had to take into consideration was the credibility of the witnesses. Then, after reminding them that the decision had to be unanimous, he sent the twelve men into a jury room.
Everyone had waited, expecting they'd return within minutes. However, three hours went by, and still the men did not emerge. Finally, the judge sent in a note asking what the devil was the holdup, and a note came back saying that one of the jurymen was not satisfied that Stone was guilty, and the arguments of the other eleven were having no effect. Infuriated, the judge sent them across the street to a hotel for supper, first informing them they'd be locked in the jury room all night, and every night after that, until they came to a decision. Or so C. B. reported to Wiki.
It felt odd to be on the anchored brig without the captain on board, but Wiki found he had to get accustomed to that too. Two days went by, then a week, and still one juryman doggedly refused to convict Jim Stone. The hung jury became even more of a cause célebre than the original case had been. Everywhere that Wiki went on his liberty day, he could hear the topic being hotly discussed, with lots of speculation about who the odd man out might be. Then the secret was leaked when the jury foreman tossed a note to a friend as the party crossed the street to the hotel for dinner one day—it was none other than Captain Kemble!
The lawyer for the prosecution demanded that Kemble be banned from the jury, as it had come to light that he owed a lot of money to Perkins, and so it was plain that he held a grudge against the murdered man. In fact, he snapped, suspicion might have fallen on Kemble himself if he hadn't sailed the same day as the murder. The judge looked tempted but then pointed out that just about every boat owner in Sydney owed money to the deceased, and anyway, Kemble should have been challenged before he took his place on the jury, not after.
Other stories leaked out—how the other jury members were trying to browbeat Kemble into changing his mind, first by arguing strenuously, then by casting insults on his intelligence. It was all a waste of time. As C. B. remarked to Wiki, anyone who'd sailed with the old man would know what a stubborn old beggar he was, as if it would bring him bad luck if he changed his mind.
They were leaning on the taffrail, enjoying the sight of gulls circling over the quiet harbor, and listening to the racket of the ever-busy town. “You've been sailing with him for a while?” Wiki asked.
C. B. shook his head. “He recruited us all at Otakau, after delivering a load of provisions to the whaling station there. His hands all left him to join the station, so he had to find a complete new set. I'd tried the whaling life, but hated it, so was glad to find a comfortable berth. But it don't take long to work out what he's like."
It certainly didn't, Wiki thoughtfully agreed, and they both wondered how long they'd be hanging about while old Kemble stuck to his guns. Then all at once it was over. A ship arrived with a man who testified that on that particular Friday night he'd seen the moneylender, Perkins, riding his horse along Maroo Track a good half hour after he'd spied Stone's cutter sailing away from Rushcutter's Bay. So it just wasn't possible that Jim Stone was the murderer. The judge thanked God they'd been spared a miscarriage of justice and dismissed both case and jury.
* * * *
Captain Kemble seemed his usual self when he came back on board, but it was probably not surprising that he should fetch ill and be confined to his berth two days after leaving port. C. B. appointed Wiki second mate, and the two of them managed pretty well, though the devil's own weather brewed up. Then on the fifth day, the sea got up rugged, and the gale came in heavy, and as Wiki was struggling with the helm, Captain Kemble arrived alongside him, looking pale and urgent.
"We gotta wear ship and get her head round to south'ard,” he said. Wiki stared, surprised, because the gale, though strong, was fair.
The old man said, “I know this sea like my own backyard, and I know this wind is goin’ to shift.” Then, without waiting for Wiki to say anything or for C. B. to come hurrying up, he roared like the young man he used to be. "Sta-a-a-tions!” 
After that, he brought his brig round as gently as a mother with a child, and just as she got the wind on her quarter and her mainyard braced sharp, a mighty squall came from the north with a roar like the end of the earth, striking them right aft.
"Steady as you go!” the old man shouted, and no sooner was the squall over than he collapsed in a heap.
Wiki handed over the wheel, gathered up the captain, and carried him down to his berth. The old body felt so light and frail in his arms he was surprised when Kemble stirred as he laid him on the bunk.
"I've done all I can,” the old man whispered. “I've brung her through. Now it's up to you and C. B."
Wiki covered him up and gave him water to sip, but it was plain that he didn't have long, so he said, “Captain, will you tell me something?"
Kemble's eyelids fluttered, and then one eye peered at Wiki with startling shrewdness. “You want to know what you're doin’ on my brig, boy?"
"Aye, sir,” said Wiki, “because I don't believe my people didn't want me."
"They did it to save your life, son. Your ma treasures you a lot, on account of she's uncommon fond of your father. She was scared you'd join Te Tera and be killed in battle, so she asked me the favor of taking you away, to make sure it didn't happen."
"Save my life?” Wiki echoed. When he'd arrived in the bay he'd watched the canoes gather, but the battle they were headed for had no meaning for him. He'd left for America before he'd had a chance to learn about ancient insults.
"I never wanted to be a warrior,” he said, astonished.
"Then you sure is a different kind of Maori.” Kemble tried to laugh, but he coughed instead, and dribbled when Wiki gave him more water. “I brung the ship through,” he muttered. “And I'm headed for home, I reckon. Anythin’ else you want to know before I go?"
Wiki said, “Well . . ."
"Ask away, my boy, while you still got a chance."
"It was you who killed that moneylender, wasn't it? Because he was dunning you for more money, too, and threatened to repossess the brig."
Kemble's eyes jerked open again. “You're right about the money, and his confounded demands,” he exclaimed, “but I swear Perkins fell off his horse by hisself, and knocked hisself senseless.” Then he coughed, and fetched a long sigh. “But I held him facedown in the mud instead of helping him up—so aye, I did kill him, I reckon."
"And you hung onto that not guilty verdict because you didn't want to see Jim Stone take the blame for what you, yourself, had done."
Kemble closed his eyes and nodded. “You're brighter than even I reckoned, boy. But how did you guess?"
"The lawyer got close when he said that if you hadn't sailed the same day as the murder, suspicion could have fallen on you. What he didn't know is that it was impossible for you to have sailed that day."
The body had been discovered on a Saturday, and the murder had happened the day before. A Friday. “No seaman would willingly leave port on a Friday,” Wiki went on. “And certainly never a seaman as superstitious as you. The obvious conclusion was that you didn't sail until Saturday—the day after the murder."
Wiki waited, but received no answer. There was a wry smile on Captain Kemble's face, but the old man's spirit had fled.
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Fiction: RING TOSS: A JOHN CEEPAK MYSTERY by Chris Grabenstein
Some men have a code they live by.
Other men? Not so much.
My partner, John Ceepak, has a very strict, very rigid moral code that guides every single decision he makes, all day, every day.
Me? I'm a little more loosey-goosey. Then again, I'm twenty-five, he's pushing forty.
It's the middle of July. We're on the job with the Sea Haven Police Department, working the late shift in a Jersey shore resort town. This particular Saturday night, we're working a tip on the Sea Haven Boardwalk. We're there to bust the new owner/operator of The Lord Of The Rings Toss booth. Any connection to the wildly popular movie franchise is purely intentional, I'm sure, though not officially licensed or paid for. The old ring toss boss just hired some local sign painter to rip off Bilbo, Gandalf, and that elf with the arrows and then bought a can of gold spray paint to spritz his plastic rings so they'd be the same color as Frodo's.
But copyright infringement isn't why we're here.
Ceepak's adopted stepson, T. J. Lapscynski-Ceepak (yeah, the kid's name sounds like a disease with a telethon), used to work in this same boardwalk arcade a couple summers ago. Now he's getting ready for college: the Naval Academy at Annapolis. His stepdad used to be an Army man before he became a cop—ending his career as an M.P. over in Baghdad during Operation Iraqi Freedom. Although Ceepak never attended the Army Academy at West Point, he went ahead and adopted their cadet honor code as his personal credo: He will not lie, cheat, steal, or tolerate those who do.
Makes it hard for my partner to stroll past the brightly lit boardwalk amusements. Wheel Of Fortune, Basketball Hoops, Frog Bog, The Dog Pounder, Squirt-The-Clown, The Claw Crane. They're all basically legalized cheats; a chance to spend fifty bucks to win your girlfriend a ten-dollar purple gorilla the size of a couch just so you can lug it around for her all night.
Me? I figure everybody knows the games along the boards are basically rip-offs. You play for laughs. Or to impress your date. Or because you hate clowns.
Like I said, my own code is a little less stringent than Ceepak's.
"Six rings for one dollar,” says the scrawny guy working the ring toss booth. He's wearing a head mic so we can all hear how bored he is with his job, maybe his life. “Six rings for a buck, six rings to test your luck."
"Look carefully at the bottles, Danny,” whispers Ceepak. “T. J. has advised me that the new management of this booth is engaging in what the New Jersey Legalized Games of Chance Control Commission would label deceptive, misleading, or fraudulent activity intended to reduce a customer's chance of winning."
Yep, here in the Garden State, we have an agency to regulate boardwalk games. The LGCCC. They also handle bingo and church raffles.
"Show your lady your stuff, win a Shrek filled with fluff.” The ring toss barker keeps droning on, unaware that he's about to be busted. “Step right up, gents. Win a Scooby-Doo for your cutie-poo. Take home a Tweetie for your sweetie."
Behind him, I see glass bottles arranged in a tight square. A few already have golden plastic rings looped around their necks.
"They do that to make it look like someone else has already won,” says Professor Ceepak.
I nod.
They also put the bottles very close to the front of the booth to make it look soooo easy to win. Heck, you feel like you can just reach out and drop the ring right on top of a bottle. But you can't.
And, even if you could, the plastic bracelet might bounce back off.
That's because, according to T. J., the joker running the ring toss enterprise this summer has slipped nearly invisible glass lips over eighty percent of the bottles, making it virtually impossible for the small rings to catch hold of the necks. Yep, young T. J. has been in the Ceepak household long enough to make his stepdad's code his own. The young dude (who cut off all his dreadlocks, by the way, the night before his Annapolis interview) will not tolerate cheating. Or losing. I think he figured out the game was rigged last weekend, when this booth broke his world-record winning streak (the kid can nail the nipple on a squeeze bottle of ketchup with an onion ring).
Ceepak pulls a summons out of the thigh pocket of his cargo shorts. There's a three thousand dollar fine attached to rigging a boardwalk game of chance. I reflexively check my holster to make sure my Glock is still there. Three thousand dollar fines are never easily swallowed by carnies, who by law can only charge one dollar per player per game.
We're all set to step up and slap down our papers on the counter when both our radios start squawking.
"Unit A-12, 10-41. Mussel Beach Motel. See the man. Mr. Sean Ryan. Room 114."
In Sea Haven, 10-41 means “neighbor trouble.” In a motel, it usually means one room is making way too much noise and the “neighbors” are complaining.
Ceepak unclips the mic from his shoulder. “This is A-12. We're on our way."
He jams the summons back into his pants pocket.
A radio call trumps writing up a corrupt ring toss game every time.
* * * *
The Mussel Beach Motel over on Beach Lane is owned and operated by the parents of one of my best friends since forever, Becca Adkinson. This week Becca is running the place by herself: Her parents left our vacation paradise so they could go on a summer vacation of their own. Up to Canada. When you sell fun-in-the-sun, your idea of a break is a fireworks festival in Montreal.
We're not flashing lights or wailing sirens, but we have scooted over to Ocean Avenue so we can zip south a little faster. Along the way, we pass The Ice Cream Scoop Sloop, Cap'n Scrubby's Car Wash, The Bagel Lagoon, and The Treasure Chest Gift Shoppe. What can I say? We're a tourist town on an eighteen-mile-long strip of sand and surf. I think the Chamber of Commerce only recognizes businesses with seminautical names.
The Mussel Beach Motel is a two-story, horseshoe-shaped stucco box with a sign out front advertising a Newly Refurbished Pool.
"They should change that sign,” says Ceepak as we pull into the parking lot.
He's right. Becca's dad fixed the cracks in the swimming pool a couple years ago so the sign is, basically, lying—Ceepak's honor code extends to billboards.
"Officers!"
A bald man with horn-rimmed round glasses comes out of Room 114 windmilling his scrawny arms up over his head.
"Mr. Ryan?” says Ceepak.
"Yes. What took you so long? These people are ruining my vacation."
In the distance, I can hear animated voices.
"Get outta my face!"
"No. You get outta this room!"
"Calm down, Connie."
"Get out. Seriously."
"They're on the second floor,” says Mr. Ryan, his voice shaky. I don't think he's used to dealing with confrontation. At his height (short) and weight (puny), I don't blame him.
"Have you registered a complaint with the management?” asks Ceepak.
"Who? That blonde bimbo in the office?"
Ceepak narrows his eyes. That “bimbo” is our mutual pal Becca who has been known to wear her bathing suit on the job because, well, she looks extremely good in it.
"Ohmigod. Did he call you guys?” It's Becca. She comes out of the motel office wearing the terry cloth wrap she usually puts on after sunset. “Mr. Ryan, I told you I'd take care of it!"
"But you didn't, did you? You should evict them."
"Mr. Ryan?” This from Ceepak.
"Yes, sir?"
"Perhaps it would be best if you went back into your own room."
My partner is a six-two tower of power who could probably bench press two Mr. Ryans with one arm, so when he makes the suggestion, Mr. Ryan quickly agrees and scurries back into his motel mole hole.
"It's the DePinna family,” Becca says with a sigh, leading us over to the outdoor staircase leading up to the second floor. “There's, like, twenty of them. Family reunion. Eight rooms. Checked in this afternoon. I think Mr. Ryan is ticked off because, well, he was supposed to check out today and then decided he wanted to stay, but I couldn't let him keep the room he'd been in because the DePinnas wanted a block all in a row, you know?"
"Sure,” I say. “Makes the family fights easier to organize."
Becca shrugs. “What can I say? They're Italian. They're passionate."
She's probably right. It's why operas are so loud.
"This is also, like, an engagement party,” says Becca.
"Come again?” says Ceepak.
"The youngest daughter, Connie, is getting married in September, so they're all here to show their love and support—"
"Get outta here, Donna!"
"Make me."
"Shut up, tramp."
Oh yeah. You can just feel the love in the air tonight.
We reach the second floor, head up the balcony.
"Connie's always been your freaking favorite!” I hear a woman holler as we pass Room 202.
"I think they're in the parents’ room,” says Becca. “Room 210."
Great. We have to listen to this family feud all the way down to the far end of the second floor balcony.
We pass a couple of pudgy, dark-haired boys sitting in lawn chairs outside their rooms, totally enjoying listening to their mothers scream at each other, shaking Doritos bags over their faces so they don't miss a crumb.
"Donna's right! Connie's your baby so you spoil her! She always gets anything she wants."
"Oh . . . my . . . gawd! I did not ask for it, Jackie. Seriously."
"That's enough!” says an angry older man. “You girls apologize to your mother!"
"For what?"
"Saying those things you just said."
"What, Dad? Oh, you mean telling the truth?"
"Knock it off, Jackie!” shouts a woman who, it seems, has enough clout to get everybody else in the room to shut up. “Sit down Donna! Leave Connie alone. The youngest daughter gets the ring. That's the way it's always been and always will be. I was the youngest. My mother gave it to me when I got married. Connie's my youngest. She's getting married, she gets the ring. When the time comes, she'll pass it on to her youngest daughter."
"But, it's a Tiffany diamond, mom!"
"So?"
And that's when we knock on the door.
It swings open.
"What?” The woman just on the other side puts her hands on her hips and tilts her head sideways to let us know how annoyed she already is with us. She's probably thirtysomething. Bronzed skin and thick raven hair. Her upper arms look like they have their own personal trainers. Her face has that tough wife-of-the-Roman-emperor look. “What?” She says it even more annoyed this time.
"Uh, well,” Becca stammers.
"We received a noise complaint,” says Ceepak.
The Roman empress gives my man the once-over with her dark, angry eyes.
"You're freaking kidding me."
"No, ma'am. We would not be here otherwise. I'm Officer Ceepak. This is my partner, Officer Boyle."
The woman spins around in a huff. “Can you freaking believe this? Someone called the freaking cops."
"For what?” whines the other thirtysomething woman in the room. This one has a vague family resemblance to the woman at the door, except most of her facial features have been professionally smoothed out, her cheeks tightened up into bongo drum heads.
"For making too much noise,” I say.
"Noise?” says a white-haired woman in a white pants suit as she strides across the suite.
"The shouting and stuff."
"Shouting?” Now she puts her hands on her hips, and I figure that's where her daughter, the one who looks like Caesar's wife, learned how to do it. “We were having a family discussion."
"Rather loudly,” says Ceepak. “We heard you down on the first floor."
Now the young girl, the one who's probably my age, gets up from the edge of the bed. Her eyes are a deep rich brown—the color of chocolate chips after they melt. She's wearing a two-piece tomato red bathing suit that hides only what the law requires it to hide, because like Becca, she has the taut, tan body to walk around in drip-dry underwear 24-7. When she flashes me her dazzlingly white smile, I am hit with the same lightning bolt that knocked Michael Corleone for a loop in the original Godfather movie when he first set eyes on Apollonia while hiding out in Sicily.
"Danny?” whispers Becca.
Becca and I have been friends since forever. When I fall in love at first sight—something that happens on a semiregular basis with scantily clad, olive-skinned beach babes—she can usually tell.
"I'm sorry, Officers,” the young girl gushes in a husky voice that fits her even better than the bathing suit. “I guess our celebration went a little overboard. I'm Connie DePinna. I'm getting married!"
She wiggles her right hand. It sparkles.
"My mother like totally surprised us all and gave me the Galuppi family diamond."
I hear Becca gulp.
"Yunh-hunh. Two carats."
"Two point five,” says the mother.
"Um, would you like me to lock that up downstairs in the office safe?” Becca asks.
The bride-to-be giggles. “Of course not. I'm never going to take it off my finger."
* * * *
All the DePinnas promise not to yell so loud the next time they have a family discussion. We send everybody back to their rooms.
The older ladies, Jackie and Donna, go all icy on their baby sister once we're outside their parents’ motel suite.
"What time you guys want to hit the beach tomorrow?” Connie asks.
They don't even answer, just clack away on their stiletto high heels.
"We're still family, you guys!” Connie pouts at their backs.
Both sisters give her an over-the-shoulder, one-digit Jersey salute.
"Oh . . . my . . . gawd. I can't wait to show Billy!” Connie gushes, recovering nicely from being blackballed by her sisters. Abandoned by her seething siblings, Connie is left with Ceepak, Becca, and me. We escort her and “the Galuppi family diamond” all the way down the balcony to room 202. “The diamond is cut into a heart shape because a heart is like the universal symbol of love and junk."
"Are you sure you don't want me to lock that in the safe?” asks Becca.
"Positive. It's too amazingly beautiful to hide, don't you think, Officer Boyle?” She wiggles her hand in front of her chest. I try to stay focused on the sparkly diamond.
"You need to take extra precautions when vacationing with precious jewelry,” says Ceepak, always the overgrown Eagle Boy Scout. “Keep your door locked at all times. If you leave the room, take the ring with you. I'm certain the hotel maids here are honest, however professional jewel thieves familiarize themselves with cleaning crew schedules and procedures and—"
"Don't worry, Officer. I am never taking this freaking thing off my finger."
"Then,” says Ceepak, “be aware that sand and concrete can easily scratch the precious metals in the band. Chlorine in the swimming pool can, likewise, weaken and discolor the gold . . ."
We reach room 202, and Connie opens the door.
"Yo,” says the young guy jiggling air conditioner controls inside the room, over near the thick drapes. “This thing is like still making noises. This hotel sucks.” He's dressed in flip-flops, baggy shorts, and no shirt so he can show off his chiseled chest and gold chain collection. He kicks the through-wall AC unit. Sheet metal shakes. The condenser thrums awake. “Hey, Connie—what was all the hollerin’ about?"
"Mom gave me the freaking diamond! The Galuppi!"
"For real?"
She struts over, jiggles her hand in front of his face.
"Whoa. Awesome."
"Totally."
Now the droopy-eyed dude spies the two cops and one hotel manager clustered in the doorway.
"Wazzup, dudes?"
"Oh,” says Connie. “Somebody called the cops. Said we were making too much noise."
"For real?"
Ceepak steps forward. “Sir?"
"Yo?"
"Are you Miss DePinna's fiancé?"
"Yeah,” says Connie. “This is Billy. He gave me this other ring!"
Now she shows us her left hand.
Geez-o, man. Looks like Billy needs to land a better job. Experts on these things say you should drop two months’ salary when purchasing your beloved's engagement ring. Judging by the tiny chip of glass on Connie's ring finger, Billy clears maybe a buck fifty every four weeks.
"Perhaps,” Ceepak continues, “you can convince Miss DePinna to safeguard her valuables downstairs in the hotel safe."
Connie giggles. “I already told you, Officer—"
Billy wraps his arm around Connie, clutches her at the hip. “Don't worry. I won't let the DePinna family jewels out of my sight."
"It's the Galuppi diamond,” says Connie. “From my mother's mother."
Billy shrugs. “Whatever."
"Will you be staying in this room with Miss DePinna?” asks Ceepak.
Billy laughs. “I wish."
"My parents are soooo Catholic,” says Connie, lowering her eyes, hoping none of us are nuns. “They don't believe in, you know, premarital relationships."
"So they stuck me all the way down in Room 211. Right next to their freaking room!"
"I can look after my own valuables,” says Connie. “I don't need Billy or the Sea Haven Police Department or the motel safe. I'm not a baby."
"No,” says Billy, “but you're my baby, baby.” He tugs her closer. She giggles again. I'm ready to hurl.
"Very well,” says Ceepak, checking his wristwatch. “Come on, Danny. We have a summons to serve."
"Roger that,” I say. It's what Ceepak always says, so I decide I might as well say it too.
Ceepak gives Miss DePinna a two-finger salute off the brim of his cap. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Miss DePinna. However, I hope we are not called back to meet you or your family again."
"Don't worry, officer. My sisters are just upset. They'll get over it. Blood is thicker than water. At the end of the day, we're family."
Ceepak just nods.
Then he, Becca, and I head for the staircase.
"Thanks you guys,” says Becca.
"If there is a further disturbance—"
"There won't be. I promise. I told my parents I could handle running the motel on my own and I can! Oh, is, uh, Jim working tonight?"
"Officer James Riggs?” says Ceepak.
"Yeah."
Big Jim Riggs is the resident bodybuilder on the Sea Haven police force. I don't think he does steroids, but he sure has the kind of muscles you usually only see popping up on the cop stripper at a bachelorette party, the guy who does the lewd limbo with his nightstick. Becca and Big Jim have been “dating” on and off for a couple months.
"He, uh, stopped by for coffee this morning."
Right. Coffee.
"And he, you know, forgot his baseball hat."
Ceepak nods. “We'll be happy to run it by the house as Officer Riggs will need the, uh, regulation cap to maintain his professional appearance and to be in full compliance with Chief Baines's all-officer dress code."
"Right,” Becca mumbles. “It's in the office."
"Roger that."
We clomp down the metal steps, squeeze past a few bumpers in the parking lot, and step into the motel office. The walls are decorated with a stuffed fish, a couple paint-by-number oil paintings of lighthouses, and a window air conditioner jammed through the wall because Mr. Adkinson didn't want to buy a three-prong extension cord and put it in a window.
"Are they leaving?” This from Mr. Sean Ryan, who is standing in front of the swirled-blue fake marble counter. Apparently, he didn't stay in his room like Ceepak suggested. “Did you evict them?"
"No, sir,” says Ceepak.
"I told you, Mr. Ryan,” says Becca, “the DePinnas booked my whole second floor for a full two weeks. It's why I needed your room."
"Rest assured, however,” says Ceepak, “that we have asked the DePinna family to keep any future family discussions down to a dull roar."
"But . . .” Ryan sputters. “I read the rules!"
Ceepak cocks an eyebrow. “Come again?"
"In the frame on the back of the door. It says loud and abusive noises are prohibited. Boisterous activities too! It's right there with public urination—"
"Look, Mr. Ryan,” says Becca, “we cut all our guests a little slack in the summer. Everybody's here on vacation, right? Didn't I accommodate you, even though you didn't have a reservation? You were a walk-in."
Ryan exhales loudly. “Fine. But, if those people . . ."
"If they cause another public disturbance,” says Ceepak, “we will be back."
Ryan nods. Shoves his hands into the pockets of his khaki pants. “Okay. Thanks.” And he shuffles out the door.
Becca hands me Big Jim Riggs's cop cap (totally avoiding making eye contact on the pass-off).
"Thanks, Danny boy,” she mumbles.
"No problem,” I mutter back.
Then Ceepak and I head back to our Crown Vic cruiser.
We need to go ruin the ring toss boss's night.
* * * *
The week clicks by like normal.
We write up people doing forty-five in a twenty. That's shorthand for speeding like a maniac through a residential street clogged with kids lining up behind the Skipper Dipper ice cream truck, the one with the annoying dinky-donka-ding-ding music.
We clean up a few fender benders and issue a ticket for defiant trespass (without laughing) to this guy at the Schooner's Landing shopping complex who was wearing inappropriate attire: a woman's bikini top, a pair of extremely short jogging shorts, and a very snazzy feathered pillbox hat. Kids were pointing. Grannies were having heart attacks.
At roll call on Wednesday, Chief Baines passes out an FBI JAG (Jewelry and Gem) bulletin about a YACS (Yugoslavia, Albania, Croatia, and Serbia) gang that's been running “smash and grab” operations in the Philadelphia area, smashing out jewelry store windows, grabbing thousands of dollars worth of gold and gemstones.
Half our visitors every summer hail from Philly, so it's conceivable a herd of YACS could head down the shore. Conceivable but not very likely. Which is good news for Connie DePinna: A couple YACS see that Galuppi family rock, they might haul her home in a sack to Sarajevo (I only memorize the names of foreign cities where they've had Olympics).
Thursday, we have a day off. But that doesn't stop Ceepak from ticketing a car he sees parked in front of a fire hydrant on his walk home from the gym.
I call Becca to see if she wants to grab a burger over at the Rusty Scupper.
"I can't,” she says. “These DePinnas are driving me crazy, Danny!"
"You want me to come over? I could wear my cop cap."
"No. I want them to quit complaining."
"About what?"
"Let's see: the towels, the pool, the breakfast buffet, the beach badges they lost, the ice machines, which, by the way, they empty every night so they can fill up their coolers even though my dad has signs up asking people not to do that! They say they're going to write a letter to the Better Business Bureau and trash the motel online. Tell the world the Mussel Beach Motel is a dump. Worst motel on the Jersey Shore."
"I'm sure your mom and dad are gonna love that."
"They'll never let me run my own place."
"What?"
"That's the plan. My dad wants to expand. Buy another motel, put me in charge."
I hear noise in the background.
"Hey! Stop that! Talk to you later, Danny Boy. One of the DePinna kids is trying to tip over my candy bar machine."
So I spend the day with some other buds on the beach. Twenty-five is not too old to boogie board.
On Friday, Ceepak and I are back on days. There are no FBI bulletins to deal with, which is a good thing, because we get another 911 call from the Mussel Beach Motel.
This time it's Connie DePinna.
Somebody stole her ring.
* * * *
"It was Donna. Or that witch Jackie. Maybe they're in it together. Seriously."
Ceepak, Becca, and I are in Room 202 with Connie DePinna and her mother. They're both sitting on the edge of the bed. Becca is pacing behind us, back and forth in front of that clattering air conditioner. I can see a small dent where Billy kicked it last weekend.
Becca looks horrible. Like she hasn't had time to wash her hair, sleep, or eat. She's not even wearing a swimsuit. She's in baggy sweats.
"I swear! It was Donna and Jackie! Or their husbands!"
"You don't know that, Connie,” says mom. Her pants suit is pink today.
"I do too! They've been trying to break in and steal the ring all week!"
"How's that?” asks Ceepak.
"There have been some . . . incidents,” says Becca. “I didn't want to bother you guys again."
Connie (who is dressed in a sensible black tank suit in mourning for her lost ring) flaps her hand toward the door. “Every night this week, ever since mom gave me the freaking diamond, somebody has been trying to break down that cheap, freaking door. I'd fall asleep, and boom—two or three in the morning, someone would be banging on it. One time, I swear, I heard this guy grunting and stuff, trying to jimmy up the window. That was probably Tony, Donna's new husband. She probably put him up to it."
I grin a little because I suspect it was actually, young Mr. Bill, her fiancé, who had slipped past Mr. and Mrs. DePinna's door in the wee hours of the morning, eager for a “premarital relationship."
"Last night,” says Connie, nearly hyperventilating, “I swear, I heard a crowbar."
"And what does a crowbar sound like?” Ceepak asks without busting a gut like I would have.
"You know.” She does a quick vocal impersonation of a metal rod ripping into a metal doorframe. It involves a lot of “skreek-skreeks."
"There was damage,” says Becca. “Claw marks up near the lock. Like somebody went at it with a hammer or, like she says, a crowbar."
"We're not paying for that!” says Mrs. DePinna. “You have no proof it was somebody in our party."
"Did I ask you to pay for it?"
"No, but I heard how you just said what you said."
Becca curls her lower lip and blows out a quick blast of air, enough to send her limp blonde bangs flying up over her eyebrows. She is completely wiped out. The puffy bags under her eyes are the size of marshmallows. “I should charge you people. I haven't had any sleep all week, what with this one ringing the front desk every night at two, three, four a.m.!"
"Oh, I'm sorry if I inconvenienced you,” says Connie sarcastically. “But that's when my sisters or their husbands chose to try to break down my door."
"It's not your sisters,” screams her mother. “They didn't take the ring!"
"Then who did?"
Now the mom is pointing at Becca. “One of her maids. They're all Hispanics."
That totally burns Becca's bacon. “What?"
"Don't pretend you don't know you're hiring illegal immigrants, young lady.” The mom gets all patriotically snitty—like that nutjob on Fox. “I'm surprised your Mexican employees haven't stolen everything out of all our rooms!"
"They're hardworking, decent people,” says Becca practically shouting. I think the DePinnas have officially worked her last nerve, as my mother used to say whenever I, you know, worked her last nerve. “They're better than you and your family, that's for sure!"
Mrs. DePinna doesn't like that. “The Better Business Bureau is going to hear about this! Today! I'm mailing that letter!"
"Fine!” snaps Becca. “I'll give you the freaking stamp!"
"Don't think I won't!"
Ceepak stands.
"Enough,” he says. “Becca, please wait for us downstairs in the office. Mrs. DePinna, kindly return to your room and call your other daughters. Ms. DePinna, contact your fiancé. Please advise everyone that my partner and I will be coming around to ask them a few questions."
"What?” says Connie. “When?"
"Now."
"I have a manicure appointment."
"Cancel it."
The way Ceepak says that, I know we're not leaving the Mussel Beach Motel until the ring is found or somebody confesses to stealing it.
* * * *
Our interrogations begin with the bride-to-be.
"When did you notice your ring was missing?” says Ceepak.
"Like an hour ago."
"Had you taken it off your finger?"
"Well, duh. My sisters are vicious old hags but I don't think they'd chop my finger off to get at the diamond."
"Of course. But, last Saturday, you told us you never intended to take the ring off."
"Well, I didn't mean never never. Rings can make your skin kind of skanky underneath, especially if you spend a ton of time in the pool, which I have to do. For my tan. I want to look good in my wedding dress. It's white. You need a tan to wear white, especially a backless."
"Where did you store the ring?"
She flicks her naked hand with the ring tan line toward the bedside table. “Usually in there. Next to the Bible."
"Was anything else missing?"
"From the drawer? Nope. The Bible's still there. The Yellow Pages. Billy's condoms."
She freezes.
Then, she tries to make us think she's a cute Kewpie doll by crossing her legs, putting two fingers to her lips, and saying, “Oops."
Ceepak is not susceptible to cute.
"Has your fiancé been a frequent visitor to your room during your time here at the motel?"
"Maybe. You won't tell my parents, will you?"
"No. Unless they specifically ask me about it."
Then he'll tell them the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth because, so help him, God, Ceepak is a lot like George Washington with an axe in one hand and a slice of cherry pie in the other.
"Billy's been down here a couple times."
"Last night?"
"Yeah. After the thing with the crowbar. I was scared. I called the girl in the office and she came up with flashlight and all but couldn't catch my sisters or their husbands in the act. This was like three a.m."
"Go on."
"Well, after she left, I still couldn't sleep, so I texted Billy. He was down here in like ten seconds flat."
"Were you wearing the diamond during your intimate encounter last night?"
"What?"
Ceepak sort of blushes. So I jump in. “Did you keep the ring on when, you know, you took everything else off?"
"That's none of your freaking business."
"Yes, ma'am, it is,” says Ceepak. “We need to establish when your ring might have been off your finger in order to pinpoint when it might have been stolen.
Connie looks down at the floor. “It pulled out Billy's hair."
"Come again?"
"The Galuppi. When I ran my hands through Billy's hair when, you know, we were kissing and stuff, it got snagged. When I yanked it out, it ripped out a huge clump of hair."
"So you took it off?"
"Yeah. Billy told me to."
"Did you store it in the drawer?"
"I can't remember. I was kind of caught up in the moment, you know?"
"Yes, ma'am."
"I might've just tossed it on the top of the table. Yes. I remember, later, when, you know, Billy was . . . when we were . . . it was kind of taking forever . . ."
Ceepak nods to let her know he doesn't need the graphic details on that part of the show.
"I guess I got a little bored and looked over to admire the ring cause it was right there on top of the table, sitting in front of the lamp, which has all those pretty seashells in the glass bottom there, and the moonlight was streaming through the crack in the curtains, I swear it was like I was looking at a jewelry ad in Modern Bride magazine."
"And then Billy left?"
"I'm not sure. I fell asleep first."
"But he had to head back to his room,” I toss in. “Before your parents woke up."
"I guess. Yeah. He was gone when I woke up."
Ceepak strokes his chin. Thinks. “Did you put the ring back on first thing this morning?"
"Gosh,” says Connie. “Wow. I can't remember. Guess I was still kind of sleepy. I put on my bathing suit, went down to the pool, did a couple laps. Went to the office for some coffee and one of those powdered doughnut holes they put out. A box from the grocery store. Very cheap buffet. They really shouldn't call it a breakfast bar."
"What happened next?"
"After the doughnut hole, I went back to the pool. Let one of the nieces paint my toenails. Read my bride magazine some more."
"When did you notice the ring wasn't on your finger?"
"When my sister Jackie came out to the pool with her kids. The boys were eating Doritos for breakfast, can you believe it? Doritos and Fanta Orange because it's sort of like orange juice. Anyway, Jackie says, ‘So where are the Galuppi family jewels this morning?’ I look at my finger, see nothing but a white circle, nearly have a heart attack. I look up at the second floor. I see a maid pushing her cart right past my room and Donna's husband Tommy lugging an ice chest down the staircase. The blonde girl from the office is carrying towels and junk up on the balcony. I see Billy come out of his room, yawning and stuff. Everybody is going about their totally normal business, which makes me freak out! I say, ‘Oh my gawd, oh my gawd,’ kick away the niece working on my nails, almost slip on the stairs running up them in my bare feet, run to my room and—” Her eyes widen. “—my door was ajar. It was open!"
"Had you locked it when you left?"
"I don't know! I can't remember. I had to go downstairs to get coffee because this hotel is so chintzy there's no coffeemakers in the room and Billy had brought a couple beers with him when he dropped by at four a.m. so I was kind of muzzy headed this morning, you know what I mean?"
I can relate. One time, after a night of highly competitive beer pong, I left my apartment wearing one sneaker, one sandal, and one sock.
"I looked everywhere for the ring. I swear. The bedside table, the drawer, the dresser, on top of the TV. I even crawled under the bed!"
"And this was what time?” asks Ceepak.
"About an hour ago. I ran outside and started screaming, ‘Call 911, call 911.’”
Which, obviously, somebody did.
"So,” says Ceepak, “the ring went missing sometime between four a.m., when your fiancé requested that you remove it, and eleven a.m., when you realized it was missing. A seven-hour window. Tell me, does Billy have a key to your room?"
Connie nods. “They gave me two when I checked in. Don't tell my parents. Please?"
"I will not volunteer any unsolicited information. Danny?"
"Yeah?"
"We need to talk to Billy."
We sure do. Billy may not have enjoyed being upstaged by his mother-in-law-to-be in the diamond department. Maybe he took the Galuppi family diamond with him when he made his early morning escape so the engagement ring he gave his future wife wouldn't look so ridiculously tiny for the rest of their married life. Either that, or he needed to finance his upcoming honeymoon.
* * * *
There's a small bar out back of the Mussel Beach Motel. It's actually a blue wedding tent attached to a shed where Becca's dad keeps the booze—and where Becca and I snuck in one winter when we were fourteen and played piña colada with the blenders.
It's noon and the cranky bartender (Becca's cousin Bernie) is serving beer to his only customer. Billy. He's sitting in an aluminum patio chair with blue and white vinyl straps.
"Sir?” says Ceepak.
"Yeah?"
"We need to ask you a few questions."
Billy gestures to the empty chairs circling his table. “It's a free country, dudes."
Ceepak and I sit.
"You guys need a drink?” asks bartender Bernie from inside the serving hut, which is like a double-wide garden shed.
"No thank you,” says Ceepak.
"Danny?"
"I'm good.” Hey, even my code says you don't drink when you're on the job, especially if the job includes carrying a loaded sidearm.
"Billy,” says Ceepak, “we know you were with Ms. DePinna last night."
"Really?” He gets this cocky look on his face. “Which one?"
"Connie,” I say. “Your fiancée."
Now he winks at me. “We ain't married yet, bro."
"Meaning what?” asks Ceepak.
"Meaning I may be engaged but I'm not dead!” He wheezes up a laugh. “Her sisters are pretty hot too. So's that chick at the front desk. Becky."
"Becca,” I say.
"Friend of yours?"
"Yes,” says Ceepak.
"You should tell her to, you know, put some cucumbers on her eyes or something. Dude—she looks like she hasn't slept in a week."
Probably because she hasn't.
Ceepak cuts to the chase. “When you snuck out of Ms. DePinna's bedroom this morning at four a.m., did you take her diamond ring with you?"
"What? No way. I gave it to her."
"We mean the other one,” I say.
"Oh. Right. Nah. I don't wear much jewelry. Just the one earring."
"You are aware, of course, of the diamond's value?” says Ceepak.
"Sure I am. I bought it."
I jump in again: “The other one!"
He shrugs. “Couple hundred bucks, I guess. Maybe a thousand."
"Guess again,” says Ceepak.
"Really?"
Ceepak nods. “A similar heart-shaped diamond weighing two carats and of comparable color and clarity has a list price of twenty-eight thousand three hundred dollars on the Tiffany Web site."
Ceepak. The man does his homework.
"Dude!” is all Billy says. Then he says it again. “Dude!"
Ceepak looks at me. “Danny?” He head-bobs left, indicating we should leave.
Because Billy is obviously way too dumb to realize that he snagged his hair on close to thirty thousand dollars last night.
Billy attacks the keys of his cell phone with blazing thumbs, no doubt texting all his dudes and bros to let them know that, as soon as he's married, he's going to hock his wife's heirloom ring and buy a new truck.
It's time for Ceepak and me to talk to the sisters.
* * * *
Donna and Jackie DePinna are parked poolside with their kids, about six of them, even though it seems like more because the dark-haired terrors are midget-sized maniacs who enjoy screaming, splashing all the water out of Becca's pool, and bopping each other on the butt with tubular flotation devices.
"Knock it off, Little Tony,” says Jackie.
"Is Tony your son?” asks Donna.
"Fine. You tell him."
"He's a boy. He needs to burn off energy."
"Like your husband?"
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"Nothing. But I saw how he was looking at that waitress last night."
"What waitress?"
"At Pinky's Shrimp. The one with the big bazoombas."
Donna straightens up in her chair. “He doesn't have to leave home if we wants to look at that."
"He does if he wants to see real ones."
A girl screams. Somebody chokes.
"Hey, little Tony! Cut that out. Don't drown your cousin. Come over here and drown your aunt."
Ceepak clears his throat. “Ladies?"
Jackie slides her sunglasses down her nose, squints at us over the top of the frames. “What?"
"We need to ask you both a few questions."
Donna coyly pulls her knees up to her chest. “Are you two trying to find our baby sister's ring?"
"Yes, ma'am,” says Ceepak.
Jackie shakes her thick black hair. “Connie is so immature. She always loses everything."
Ceepak turns to Donna. “Your sister mentioned that she saw your husband, Thomas—"
"Tommy. No one calls him Thomas, only his mother and only when she's mad at him."
"Like when he's leering at eighteen-year-old waitresses,” snipes Jackie.
Donna twirls in her recliner. “Your husband's no saint. He was staring at her rib bumpers too!"
"Prove it."
"What? You think I snapped pictures of him drooling in his shrimp basket?"
"Ladies?” Ceepak sounds like the referee at the Roller Derby. “Your sister Connie tells us she saw Tommy on the second floor terrace right before she discovered that her ring had gone missing. He was carrying an ice chest."
"Because the ice machine upstairs was out of ice so he had to come down here and that machine was out of ice, too."
"Our husbands both went fishing with our father,” says Jackie. “Like always, the men abandoned us. Went off to have their fun, left us here to deal with the mess.” She flicks her hands toward the assorted children. “So when exactly do we get our vacation, huh?"
"Mommy?” a girl screams from the pool.
"What?” Donna screams back.
"I think Joey pooped his pants."
"So sniff his diaper."
"Gross."
"I didn't poop,” hollers a boy in SpongeBob water wings. “I just peed."
Now Donna waves her hand dismissively. “He just peed."
I'm wondering how much chlorine Becca has to dump into her swimming pool on a daily basis to stop it from turning into a crystal blue community cesspool.
"Ladies?” says Ceepak, trying to regain their attention.
But then a girl with a headless baby doll starts screaming while this boy runs around the pool holding the hairy little plastic head in his hand.
"No running!” shouts Ceepak.
"Are you telling my children what to do?” snaps Jackie.
"The tile is wet. He could slip."
Right on cue, the boy slips. Bangs his head on the concrete.
Now he's bawling too.
Ceepak snaps open a cargo pocket on his pants leg, whips out a miniature first-aid kit. He rushes to the howling boy.
"Minor abrasion,” he announces, patting the wound with gauze. “Nothing serious."
"Ooowww!” the boy bellows anyhow, turning on the waterworks.
I'm kneeling beside Ceepak. The girl with the headless doll is wailing up a storm and then the other girl, the one splashing like a paddle wheel in the pool, makes an announcement: “It is too poop! Joey pooped his pants!"
"Man,” I mumble. “It's a good thing Mr. Ryan isn't out here—he'd be calling in another complaint."
Ceepak looks up from the kid's minor cut. “Come again?"
"Ryan. The guy who called us out here the first time."
Ceepak leans back. Sits on his heels. “Of course."
He has this look in his eye. My mindless mumbling has, apparently, helped his big brain make some brilliant deduction. It's why we make a good team. I mumble. He cracks the case.
But first he examines the boy's head wound one last time. “The bleeding has been staunched. You should not require stitches. Have your mother affix this Band-Aid and stay out of the pool for the remainder of the day."
"Okay,” the kid says. “Can I swim in the ocean?"
"Negative. Come on, Danny. We need to talk to Becca."
"About the ring?"
He shakes his head. “Mr. Ryan."
* * * *
Becca hands Ceepak a sheet of paper.
"That's a copy of his driver's license. My dad makes me Xerox the license of whoever is charging the room to their credit card."
"Might I borrow your fax machine?” says Ceepak.
"Sure. Where do you want to send it?"
Ceepak jots down a phone number on a Mussel Beach message pad. “Denise Diego. SHPD."
Diego is the Sea Haven Police Department's resident computer geek. She can search a database like nobody's business.
"Kindly include this message,” Ceepak says as he rips off the top sheet with the number on it and starts writing out a note full of instructions. “I'm asking her to run Mr. Ryan's driver's license through LEADS—the Law Enforcement Automated Data System—to ascertain if Sean Ryan is a known alias for any individual with a criminal record."
"Alias?” I say. “Who do you think Ryan really is?"
"Someone else,” is all Ceepak offers. He hands Becca the note. She tapes it to the photocopy of the driver's license, feeds the sheet into her fax machine, and punches in the number for the SHPD machine.
"When did Mr. Ryan check out?” Ceepak asks as the fax makes that Darth Vader static noise to signal that the connection has been made.
"First thing Sunday morning. I guess he was mad that we didn't evict the DePinnas on Saturday night, like he wanted us to."
"And when did he check in?"
"Last Friday,” says Becca. “Around one or two in the afternoon."
"When we were with you last Saturday, you called Mr. Ryan a ‘walk-in.’”
"That's right. He didn't have a reservation, just showed up in the office. Fortunately, I had a vacancy. The people in 202 had to go home early. Their daughter back in Brooklyn was having a baby. Early."
"Ryan was in Connie's room!” I say. “202!"
"Precisely,” says Ceepak.
"Jim was with me when I asked Mr. Ryan to change rooms,” says Becca.
"Come again?"
"Jim. Officer Riggs."
"He'd come by for coffee,” I add, wiggling my eyebrows up and down to let Becca know that I know what was really on the menu first thing Saturday morning.
She, of course, ignores my eyebrow waggles.
"Jim was in his police uniform,” she says, “because, well, later he had to go to work. With you guys. On the night shift."
"Roger that,” says Ceepak.
"But, it was only like eleven in the morning, so he had a ton of time to kill. He hung out with me while I made my rounds."
"Eleven o'clock is checkout time,” I say.
"Jim and I went up to 202 because Mr. Ryan hadn't come down to the office. When he checked in, he originally told me he only needed the room for one night."
Ceepak nods. “Then he apparently changed his mind."
"Right. Said he had to meet some friends who had been delayed. So I offered him the room downstairs."
"And when you made this request, you, more or less, had a police escort."
"Yeah. Jim was right there. Looking big and tough in his uniform."
Scary is probably a better adjective. The Gigantor bodybuilder usually wears these wrap around sunglasses that hug the sides of his shaved scalp.
"Maybe that's why Mr. Ryan didn't give me any guff,” says Becca. “He just grabbed his bag and followed me down to the first floor."
"One bag?"
"Yeah. A small one too. Like a gym bag, you know?"
"Curious,” says Ceepak.
"Yeah. Usually, I have to help people lug all sorts of suitcases and ice chests up and down those steps."
"Suggesting that Mr. Ryan was not here for the purposes of vacationing."
"Guess not. Oh, this is weird: When he was checking out, he told me he needed to go back up to Room 202 to look for his electric razor which he forgot to pack when Jim and I ‘gave him the bum's rush.’”
"Did you let him?"
"Of course not. The DePinna girl was in that room Sunday morning. I told him if the maids found his razor when they were cleaning, we'd work out a way to ship it to him. We always do that. You'd be surprised what people leave behind in motels. One time, I was cleaning rooms, found somebody's dentures in a plastic party cup."
"We need to talk to Connie DePinna again,” says Ceepak.
"What's up?” I ask.
"We need her permission to search her room."
"You think we can find her ring?"
"Perhaps. That or whatever Mr. Ryan left behind."
"We're looking for his electric shaver?"
"No, Danny. I suspect it was something much more valuable."
We march out of the motel office.
Connie and Mrs. DePinna have joined the other females of their family poolside.
"Miss DePinna?"
"Yes?” says Connie.
"We'd like your permission to search your room."
"Go ahead. I already tore the place apart."
"Do you have the passkey, Becca?"
"Yeah.” She reaches into her pocket. Hands us the key card.
Then she gasps.
"What. Is. That?” She's pointing at the pool and what looks like a bloated jellyfish made out of bright blue plastic decorated with cute yellow fish, red seashells, and green dolphins.
It's floating on the surface of the water.
"Looks like little Joey's swimming diaper,” says Mrs. DePinna, very nonchalantly. “You should probably get it out of the pool, Ms. Adkinson."
Donna agrees. “It's not very sanitary. Do you have a net or something?"
"It's disgusting,” adds Jackie.
I can tell: Becca so wants the DePinnas to leave. But, she doesn't say anything. She simply sighs and stomps off to retrieve the aluminum pole-and-net deal from the tool shed.
"We're sending a letter,” says Mrs. DePinna. “To the BBB. This motel is repulsive."
"The rooms smell,” adds Jackie.
"They were all out of chocolate-covered doughnuts in the lobby at ten.” This from Donna.
"And,” says Connie, “they really shouldn't hire Mexican maids who steal diamond rings out of people's rooms. I mean it."
Mercifully, that's when Ceepak's cell phone rings.
"This is Ceepak. Go."
He nods a few times. “Roger that. Thank you, Officer Diego.” He snaps his clamshell shut. Turns to Connie, who is slathering her skin with some kind of cocoa butter.
"Miss DePinna? We're going upstairs to search your room now."
"Whatever.” She's too busy rubbing oil on her thighs to care.
We bound up the steps.
"What did Denise dig up?” I ask.
"Sean Ryan is a known alias for one John ‘The Jeweler’ Reynolds. He has major underworld connections and is often called in to verify the value of stolen gems prior to their resale."
"He stole Connie's ring?"
"Doubtful, as he checked out several days ago and the ring only went missing this morning."
"Oh. So what are we looking for?"
"Whatever else Mr. Reynolds left behind."
We use the key card Becca gave us and enter room 202.
"I'll check the dresser and closet,” says Ceepak.
"I'll check the air ducts,” I say. In the movies, that's where the bad guys always hide stuff.
"Danny? There are no air ducts in this room. All the HVAC functions are supplied by that single unit under the window."
The rattling air conditioner.
Ceepak and I both stare at it for a second.
"Well done, Danny!"
We rush over to it. Lift off the front panel.
There's a small Nike duffel jammed in under the fan motor.
Ceepak pulls it out, works open the top.
The black bag is filled with jewelry. Diamonds, emeralds, necklaces, rings, watches, brooches, bracelets—an entire display window full of sparkly stuff.
"That's who was banging on the door at night,” says Ceepak. “Other members of Mr. Ryan's crime ring. He told them he had to abandon the stash they had hired him to evaluate. They came here attempting to retrieve it. Most likely, this is from that string of robberies the FBI is investigating in Philadelphia."
"The YACS?"
"Roger that."
Geeze-o. “They could've busted in and killed Connie!"
Ceepak nods. “Or Becca. When she came up with her flashlight and scared them off. Our friend was extremely lucky."
"But who stole Connie's ring? You think one of the thugs casing the motel saw her flashing it around the pool, decided to steal it instead of picking up the drop bag?"
"It's a possibility, Danny. We need to ask the DePinna women a few more questions. Try to determine if they noticed an unknown individual or individuals lurking around the motel this week."
We head out the door.
That's when Becca gets lucky again.
"I found it!” she shouts. She's kneeling near the edge of the pool, her arm in the water, burrowing into one of the overflow drains. “I found it!"
Mrs. DePinna and her three daughters are up out of their lounge chairs. The kids swarm over too.
When Becca's hand comes out of the water, Ceepak and I are nearly blinded by a laser-like glint, even though we're still up on the second floor, leaning against the railing.
"This is the missing ring, right?” we hear Becca say to Mrs. DePinna.
"Yes!"
Connie grabs it. Slides it onto her finger.
"It must've slipped off this morning when I went swimming!"
Possible. The girl slathers on a lot of suntan oil.
"Thank you, thank you, thank you."
Connie hugs Becca.
"You're welcome."
"I suppose I owe you an apology,” says Mrs. DePinna.
"That's okay. The ring has tremendous sentimental value. Everybody got emotional. I understand."
"I'm tearing up that letter to the BBB!"
"Really?"
"Of course! This motel is marvelous. You're marvelous. Who is your manager? I'd like to write a letter of commendation."
"You don't have to do that—"
"I insist!” says Mrs. DePinna, who now sounds like she wants to adopt Becca. “And, if there is every anything you need . . . ?"
"Well,” says Becca, “since you mentioned it . . ."
"What?"
"No. It's not your problem."
"What?"
"Well, somebody goofed and double booked your rooms. The O'Malley family is on their way, coming down from Metuchen."
"But we're here for another week!"
"I know. Like I said, it's my problem. However, I could get you guys rooms over at the Sea Breeze."
"Really?” says Donna, sounding very impressed. “The Sea Breeze is a four-diamond resort."
"I know. But my friend Eric is the manager, and he owes me a favor and says he has all the rooms you guys need. He'll even match the rate you're paying here."
"For a four-diamond resort?” says Mrs. DePinna.
"Yes, ma'am."
"Well, seeing how you helped us out . . ."
"Great!” Becca gushes. “The O'Malleys will be here in, like, three hours. I'll help you guys with your bags."
"Does the Sea Breeze have a safe?” asks Connie.
Becca nods. “A huge one. Right behind the front desk."
"Awesome!"
The DePinnas scurry away from the pool.
When they do, I can see the bright blue wad of a swimming diaper nestled in the net of Becca's pool cleaning pole. She wants everybody to think she found the ring when she went diaper fishing.
I, however, have a different theory.
* * * *
Ceepak takes the sack of jewelry back to headquarters. The FBI will probably give us both a medal.
With Ceepak's permission, I hang at the motel. Make sure the DePinna Family Reunion packs up and takes its show over to the Sea Breeze, which is huge and has security guards who know how to handle unruly conventioneers who've had one too many umbrella drinks. They can probably handle the DePinnas too.
When they're all gone, and Becca's looking semihuman again, I bop down Beach Lane to this veggie place to pick up a couple fruit smoothies and a freshly sliced organic cucumber.
"Thanks, Danny boy,” Becca says, lying back on a poolside recliner, putting two cucumber slices over her eyes. Her whole body relaxes. “They're gone. They're really, really gone."
She sips her smoothie through a straw.
"So,” I ask, “where are the O'Malleys? Stuck in traffic?"
"Oh. I forgot. They called while you were gone. Cancelled."
"Uh-huh,” I say. “Too bad."
"Yeah."
"I'm glad you gave it back."
Becca peels a cucumber slice off one eye.
"What?"
"The Galuppi diamond. You tossed the ring into the pool so you could be a hero. Ask the DePinnas to leave."
"Says who?"
"Me. You snatched the ring off Connie's bedside table this morning when you were hauling around the fresh linens. You used your passkey. Went in. Found the ring."
"Prove it."
I shrug. “I don't have to. I figure people lose things in motels all the time. When you find them, you return them. Right?"
"Always."
"It's like the motel proprietor's code or something."
"Yeah.” Becca sits up. “Are you going to tell Ceepak? You know he won't lie or steal or tolerate people who do."
I smile. “That's his code. I've got my own."
"Really?"
"It's a little more loosey-goosey. And includes this one clause that overrides all the others."
"What?"
"Friends are family."
Becca grins. “Does that mean we have to start screaming at each other?"
"Nah. We'll leave that to the DePinnas."
Like I said, some guys have very rigid codes they live by.
Other guys are more like trees. They know when to bend a little.
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Fiction: MADAME SELINA by Janice Law
* * * *

Edward Kinsella III
* * * *
After Pa died, the farm sold up, and the debts paid, there was just enough left to send me by train to the orphan farm, where I lived on thin soup and old bread until Madame Selina arrived. Naturally, she wasn't Madame Selina that day, but Mrs. Hiram Bickerstaff, and she wanted, as I heard her tell Old Farquhar, the overseer, “a likely, capable boy less than five feet tall.” She was very explicit on that last point and the first thing she did when I was brought into the chilly visitors’ reception room was to pull out a measuring tape and check my height.
"A very healthy boy,” wheezed Old Farquhar. “Very healthy” was his description of all but the terminally consumptive.
Mrs. Bickerstaff gave me a close look, and I returned the favor because she wasn't the usual harried wife looking for a cheap farmhand or a sturdy girl of all work. She had a wide black hat with a plume big enough for an undertaker's horse and a fur-trimmed black cape like a war widow's, but her skirt was a deep maroon, and her blouse, shiny as ice, was the color of thick cream.
She asked if I could read and write, which Old Farquhar answered in the affirmative, and then to see my hands, which I produced for myself.
"Yes,” she said, “I think he'll do."
Before I knew rightly what was what, I was sitting in a carriage opposite Mrs. Bickerstaff with my Sunday clothes and my extra shirt done up in a bundle with the last of Pa's books, and the orphan farm buildings were flying backwards into the distance. I was frightened and excited, the more so when I realized that we were headed into the city, although not my wildest imaginings could have prepared me for the job Mrs. Bickerstaff had in mind. Which only goes to show that I lacked the outsized imagination of my new patron.
Imagination was not required from me in any case, for Mrs. Bickerstaff, whom I must now call Madame Selina, had enough for the whole household, which included Hilda the cook, Maddie the chambermaid, two tortoiseshell cats, and a large, savage green parrot. More important than all of us, although I did not meet him immediately for the very good reason that he'd been dead nearly seventeen hundred years, was Aurelius, short for Marcus Aurelius, who'd lived in Rome, Italy, and been an emperor and written a book—all of which seemed almost equally wonderful to me.
But Aurelius was for down the road. As soon as I joined the household, I was put to work learning the peculiar arts Madame needed. I must fit myself into a big upright cupboard that backed up against one wall of what she called her salon—that's salon, not saloon, which, thanks to Pa, I was more than familiar with. My entry was not as you'd imagine through the door but via an opening cut in the wall from a small closet.
For reasons unclear to me, I had to get from hall to closet to cupboard soundlessly and in pitch darkness. Whenever I was set to practice, Madame, the cats, and the parrot listened in the room beyond for the slightest little bump or rustle. One of the felines was particularly keen, and had Madame not been kind and the food good, I would have made sure something befell Sir Benjamin Cat.
This was not all. No sooner had I mastered the cupboard than I had to acquire other strange skills: the manipulation of certain fine strings and cords that ran who knows where and were attached to who knows what. There was even a little bellows which had to be filled with smoke from the balky kitchen fire, carried in complete darkness to the cupboard, and discharged through a small hole in one of the doors.
Once I met Aurelius, all became clear. Madame was a medium and “spiritual advisor,” who, with Aurelius, gave counsel on everything from matters of the heart to stocks on the Street. Her clientele was rich and ambitious, the brokers and traders, or wealthy and grieving, the war widows; between the two, Madame made a very nice living.
Not that we didn't work for it. Besides my gymnastic efforts—kept up to snuff with daily practice—Madame spent mornings with the news-papers and stock reports and afternoons, when not conducting her séances and advising her clients, doing research of one sort or another.
When I turned out to be “a likely boy,” I was enlisted to run errands to the papers, the town hall, her broker's, or even to various cemeteries where I was instructed to find stones and dates and such useful details as confirmed Madame Selina's special powers.
One day I asked why she didn't just ask Aurelius about some detail or other.
Madame was indignant. “What would Aurelius know about railroad stocks? He's never even seen a train. No, no, we can't overburden him. And you know,” dropping her voice as if the late emperor might be listening in, “he's a bit lazy. He can't always be relied on."
Had I thought about it, I would have figured out that running psychic errands for even a lady of Madame Selina's talents was a comedown for the Emperor of the Romans, but I was more troubled by another possibility. “But isn't he real?” I asked. It was important that he be real, that Madame, whom I'd come to like, be genuine.
"Certainly! He's as real as you and me, boy, but like us he has his days."
Not being acquainted with the finer points of the afterlife, I put aside my doubts. Madame was a cheerful woman who made her clients happy—or, at least, happier—and as her unimaginative apprentice, I was a lot better off than I'd been at the orphanage, or even, if I was honest, on the farm. I only became uneasy again with the arrival of Lydia Fuller, our favorite client. My favorite, anyway, and perhaps Madame's, too, because she worked hard on the case.
Mrs. Fuller arrived one dreary afternoon, rain streaming off her black umbrella and spotting her black cloak and her rustling black skirt, for she was in deepest mourning for her husband, a young lieutenant missing since Gettysburg. I was used to widows; we had at least two a week and usually more, but rarely were they as lovely as Mrs. Fuller. She was tall and very pale and blonde with clean, even features, large gray eyes, and a finely shaped mouth. She looked like one of Madame's marble statues come to life, or almost to life, because her expression was unchanging, her perfect oval face a blank with all its thoughts and secrets hidden. Just the same I loved her from the instant she handed me her umbrella in Madame's ornate foyer.
Most of our ladies only came for the session or two needed for Aurelius to make contact with the spirits of those who'd passed. A few returned occasionally—or even more than occasionally—seeking advice or solace from the ghostly remains of their loved ones. I found that peculiar; I hardly remembered Ma, and I was not sure what I would have asked Pa. I don't think anything in his experience could have helped me in my new employment, though, of course, translated as he was—Madame always referred to the departed as “translated"—it was conceivable that he was already on speaking terms with Aurelius.
Mrs. Fuller, however, had another, more worldly, request: She wanted Aurelius to find her husband's body. This was after Madame and I had exerted ourselves to the utmost to make contact with the lieutenant. I'd nearly been choked with smoke creating the “ectoplasm” that drifted eerily in the faint candlelight, and Madame had collapsed and gone into a full trance. Aurelius spoke in his hollow baritone, then very soft and far away, Timothy Fuller called, “Lyddie, Lyddie is that you?"
Mrs. Fuller fainted dead away and toppled off the sofa; Maddie hustled in with smelling salts, and I squirmed out of the cabinet and ran to get water.
No one could say we hadn't done our best, but contact with the departed via a bona fide Roman emperor was not enough; Lydia Fuller wanted the lieutenant's body returned. The family had a mausoleum in the best cemetery in Brooklyn, and Mrs. Fuller said that she'd never rest until he was laid there.
"Difficulties, you know, my dear,” said Madame. This was on a subsequent visit, for Madame was incapable of speaking immediately after a full trance and was usually served supper in bed. “And, of course, after this considerable time.” She didn't need to say more; we didn't need Aurelius to tell us the state of ill-buried—or unburied—corpses after a year or so in the fields at Gettysburg.
Lydia Fuller's expression did not change. One of her brothers had been in a big army hospital in Washington, and she had gone down to nurse him. She had seen the worst, I suppose, but it didn't change her mind.
Madame asked if she had checked with the Sanitary Commission and with Quartermaster Whitman, who was doing such good work locating the Union dead.
"Quartermaster Whitman says the battlefield was complete chaos; some of the fallen were buried by their companions, and few of those graves are marked. Knowing now that Timothy really is dead—” She put emphasis on that with a nod toward Madame. “—I've come to you, Madame Selina, because all other attempts to find him have failed."
"Very well,” said Madame, but after Mrs. Fuller left, I could see that she was not happy, and this raised my sleeping doubts, as well as my anxiety for Lydia Fuller.
"Aurelius can find it,” I said, not because I really believed this, but because, besotted with Mrs. Fuller and again doubtful of our enterprise, I wanted to put Madame on the spot.
To my regret, I soon discovered that this was a case where Aurelius would need, as Madame put it, “terrestrial assistance.” Madame had a network of valuable men with invaluable contacts. But though I was sent hither and yon with messages, after a week we were no closer to the lieutenant's bones.
Then, quite by accident, I turned our work in a different direction altogether. I was returning from an address near Washington Square, when I saw Mrs. Fuller arm in arm with a top-hatted gent. He had a fine set of whiskers and an upright, almost military air, enhanced by his stiff right leg, but there was something about him I did not like. I especially didn't care for the way he leaned toward Mrs. Fuller, nor the confidential way he patted the hand that was linked through his arm.
I couldn't see her face, so I did not know if her impassive features had changed, but as the presence of such a man was exactly the sort of information Madame cherished, I fell in behind them on their stroll up Broadway.
When I returned home, Madame made me repeat his description half a dozen times until she was sure I had forgotten no detail.
"And his name,” asked Madame. “Did you hear his name?"
"She called him Colonel Parsons,” I said.
"A colonel, no less! We should be able to find him."
Madame dispatched me to visit a florid-faced reporter named Jim Kaynes. I sat on the edge of his desk in the smoky, chaotic, ink-stained newsroom, while he finished scribbling his latest story, cursing everything from the town hall to a missing semicolon. Then he pulled a flask out of his desk, took a long drink, and asked what “the Old Girl” wanted this time.
"She wants a Colonel Parsons,” I said, and I gave my by now oft repeated description.
"What did he sound like? Is he a New York City man?"
I thought a moment. “Not city,” I said.
"One of those who talks through his nose, eh, like a Dutchman in a windstorm?” and he mimicked my own Northern twang.
I nodded, too timid to add more. Kaynes made a face and pursed his leathery cheeks, which were embroidered with an astonishing network of purple veins. “Maybe something in this, maybe not,” he said. “Tell the old girl to hold her horses, and I'll see what I can do."
While we awaited his intelligence, Mrs. Fuller arrived for a séance. Madame once again went into a full trance—"An exhausting business,” she remarked to me later—but Aurelius was not on form. All we got from him was that he saw the Lieutenant struck down. "His arm is bleeding, oh, his poor arm is bleeding," the emperor intoned before disappearing into the ether and my cloud of smoke.
I'd figured a Roman Emperor would be less flustered by blood, but a wounded arm did not sound lethal. Which only meant, I supposed, that poor Fuller had bled to death on the way to the field hospital or been ruined there by dysentery or infection.
Shortly after this inconclusive session, Mrs. Fuller sent a note thanking Madame and informing us that she had good hopes of recovering the lieutenant elsewhere.
This did not sit well with Madame Selina, who prided herself that she rarely lost a customer, and certainly never after two full trance sessions. “That rascal Parsons has turned her head."
"Maybe he was at Gettysburg,” I said. “Maybe they served together."
"Never. He was never a colonel, either,” said Madame, whose contacts had evidently been busy. “He bought his way out. But he'll find her a body, you see if I'm not right, and he'll pass it off as Timothy Fuller."
"Why ever would he do that?"
Madame raised an eyebrow as if my lack of imagination continued to amaze her. “Because Lydia Fuller is very rich—or will be—once it is certain that her husband is dead."
"He fell at Gettysburg!” I exclaimed. “How can it be in doubt? And Aurelius spoke with . . ."
"The soul can wander before death as well as after,” said Madame Selina, making me think with a shudder of the poor cripples and drunkards and laudanum addicts who wandered the Bowery. Half of them were still wearing the rags of their old uniforms, a battle blouse, cracked cavalry boots, a forage cap.
"Can't Aurelius tell?” I asked. A ghost, and an emperor's ghost at that, should manage to tell the dead from the living.
"Like as not he can,” she said. “I don't know whether he will enlighten us, but as for Parsons, I'm guessing that he means to marry Lydia Fuller and make himself rich."
"We must save her,” I cried. “She must come and you must tell her! Maybe Aurelius will find the grave. He can, can't he?"
"I think Fuller's grave will be far from Gettysburg,” Madame Selina said mysteriously, before setting me to watch a certain doss-house in the Bowery. I was to tell her immediately if I saw “Colonel” Parsons arrive, and I spent most of a rainy week crouched behind a rain barrel in the alley or sharing a pipe with one of the street boys. At last, when Madame Selina had begun to doubt my alertness and to despair of success, I saw the colonel appear in the doorway, talking to the evil looking manager.
I took this news home to Madame, who immediately dispatched me to her newspaper friend, who, in turn, grabbed his hat and his stick and set off at surprising speed for the police station. I was desperate to go with him, but he insisted I return to Madame. She ordered me into the dark clothes I wore during her consultations and bustled around preparing the salon. Finally, a knock at the door; a boy handed in a note. Madame read it, nodded, and sent me off with a message to Lydia Fuller.
My fantasies come to life! I had often dreamed of running an errand to Mrs. Fuller's, and now I tore along the street to the horse cars with one of Madame's big stiff envelopes clutched in my hand. I rode in style down Broadway then walked to Mrs. Fuller's town house off Washington Square.
There was a tiny garden in front and an entry with gleaming brass fittings. A pert, beribboned maid, wearing a pretty ruffled apron over her dove gray dress, took the letter and disappeared. I waited in the hall that was tiled like Madame Selina's in a complex pattern of blue, brown, and white, and craned my neck to catch a glimpse of Mrs. Fuller.
Voices in one of the rooms beyond. “What does this mean?” A low response—"Something, something . . . very soon.” Male? My heart jumped. Surely not, surely not! Surely nothing more than the butler. A minute more, then Lydia Fuller herself stepped out into the hall. “Is she certain?” she asked me without preliminary. “Is Madame Selina certain?"
Madame Selina had not confided in me, but I said confidently that I was sure she was.
Mrs. Fuller bit her lip and seemed as close to vexed as her placid features would allow.
"What am I to tell Madame Selina?” I asked.
"We will be there,” said Lydia Fuller.
You can be sure that I puzzled that “we” all the way back and arrived in an uneasy mood.
Madame Selina declined to enlighten me; instead she gave me strict instructions and sent me to the back of the house, where I found Mr. Jim Kaynes, a copper nearly as red faced as the reporter, and, most extraordinarily, a thin, gray-faced man of indeterminate age reclining on a chaise under a thick wool blanket. As we waited, he periodically asked for some “medicine.” Depending on his mood, Kaynes either denied him with the admonition that he must “keep his wits about him” or poured him a small ration of opium and whiskey. Beyond his dosage, the man, who was trembling with cold even in the warm parlor, seemed quite indifferent to anything but his blankets, which he kept plucking up under his chin.
After what seemed a long time, there was a bustle in the hall: arriving clients. I cracked open the door and waited until they were all settled in the salon, then as directed, I crept away—not to my usual hiding place in the cupboard—but to a position near the door where I could hear what was going on.
After few minutes of whispering, I heard Madame give the curious little groan that signaled a trance. For not so serious cases, she went into a half trance, where she was lucid but remote, as if dreaming with her eyes open; but for Mrs. Fuller's case, which I had begun to realize was more complex than I had imagined, only the full trance would do. There was a sort of soft thump: that was Madame collapsing back against her deep arm chair. Then a silence. Normally this would be the time for my “ectoplasm,” but I understood that we had other helps for Aurelius this time, and sure enough, he appeared.
"Are you there?” Madame asked, her voice was weak and strange.
"I am.” A full octave lower, maybe two.
"We have one here seeking knowledge.” This was Madame's standard opening.
"I am on a different errand,” said Aurelius. “There is one here in danger."
I could feel the hair rising on my neck. When I was in the special cupboard, I was too busy working the effects and too frightened of making any noise to pay attention. Standing in the hallway with the lamp turned low and the curtains twitching in the draft was another thing altogether.
"Who is in danger?” Madame's voice, though no louder than a breath, carried out into the hall.
"He is near,” said Aurelius. “He is a prisoner, near home but a prisoner."
I waved my hand to signal Kaynes as I had been instructed.
"This is rubbish,” said a man's voice. Parsons, I was sure.
"His grave is ready for him,” said Aurelius. “His death is awaited. His murderers are before me."
Mrs. Fuller gave a cry, then there was a shout and the sound of a chair toppling.
"Do you deny it?” asked Aurelius, his voice hollow yet loud.
I opened the door, holding the candle aloft as Madame had instructed me, and Kaynes half pushed the sick man through it. “Do you deny it now?” the emperor asked.
A scream and the colonel shouted, “Lights! Bring us lights!” He leapt to his feet and found the gas lamp, filling the salon with dazzling light.
Madame was slumped, her eyes rolled up in her head. Lydia Fuller was clutching the arms of her chair and screaming, her perfect features distorted—with fear, with surprise, with rage?
"It's all up, Colonel," said the copper, stepping into the room. Parsons made a lunge. Despite his game leg, he was a big, strong fellow, surprisingly quick. He got past the officer, and as neither me nor Kaynes was about to stop him, he had a clear shot at the door until the sick man stumbled into his path and, overbalanced, they both fell to the floor. The copper took the opportunity to lay his nightstick against the “colonel's” head. For a moment there was only the sound of Madame gasping and of Mrs. Fuller's sobbing, before a police whistle shrilled, summoning heavy boots to the foyer.
Madame's trance had been dangerously interrupted. I brought her some water, while Maddie saw to Mrs. Fuller. Then Kaynes and I helped the sick man to a seat by the fire. He looked older than Mrs. Fuller by many years and terribly feeble, but after Kaynes applied another dose of his “medicine” he was able to speak. “Don't you know me, Lyddie?"
Lydia Fuller had regained control of herself by this time. She knelt down beside him and took his hand. “We believed you died at Gettysburg."
"Left a piece of me there,” he said, gesturing with the six inches or so that remained of his left arm.
"You did not come back; you did not write. What were we to think?” There was a sharp note in her voice that I had not heard before.
"A bad time, Lyddie. I was having a bad time when Parsons found me.” His large, feverish eyes were immense in his wasted face. “Don't trust him, Lyddie."
"He has been most kind,” she murmured, and something in her voice made me uneasy.
"He kept me a prisoner,” Timothy Fuller said, “of my weaknesses, Lyddie.” He closed his eyes and fell back into a drugged sleep.
"What am I to do?” cried Mrs. Fuller.
"Take him home, my dear, and see he gets well. You have had a narrow escape. Parsons is notorious for preying on widows, as Mr. Kaynes here can tell you."
Mrs. Fuller shook her head frantically and looked with horror at the wreckage of her husband. She seemed incapable of action, and in the end, Madame, shaky as she was, had to call for her carriage and send Maddie home with them.
"We saved his life and her money,” said Madame later, “though neither seems very happy."
I thought of Mrs. Fuller's white face and staring eyes. We had saved her and found her husband, yet she'd looked as if she wanted to die.
Madame had me open all the windows and burn lavender and rosemary in the fireplaces and carry the sick man's blankets immediately to the laundress and bathe even though it wasn't bath night. Perhaps that saved us, for though Maddie was quite ill for a time, the rest of us were spared.
Not so the Fullers. Sick as he was, Timothy Fuller strangely recovered, but beautiful, perfect Lydia succumbed to fever. Madame sent a wreath for her burial, and I saw her laid in the earth.
"I wish we'd never helped Aurelius,” I said, as we walked away from the Fuller mausoleum, a dark granite cube with columns at the front in what Madame told me was the “Egyptian manner.” The other mourners were dispersing slowly; Lieutenant Fuller wrapped in a thick shawl over his black suit and attended by his sister, a dark-haired girl who shared his lean features. “I wish he'd stayed wherever he stays."
"You wouldn't eat half so well if he did,” said Madame. “And you were keen to save her from the colonel. She didn't ask to be saved; it's a mistake, I've found, to go beyond the client's wishes."
I nodded my head.
Seeing my misery, Madame added, “But Colonel Parsons is a bad party, a very bad party, indeed. She was not the first, you know. Mr. Kaynes knew of him, but the colonel was clever; he'd covered his tracks very well."
"She'd be alive if we'd never found the lieutenant nor investigated the colonel."
"But her poor husband would be dead. And who knows what would have happened to her once Parsons had run through her money."
"He might have taken the fever instead; anything might have happened."
"You know, she suspected from the first that her husband was alive,” Madame said after a moment.
"Did Aurelius tell you that?” I had a lot against Aurelius, whom I blamed for meddling in things he might well have left alone.
"Indirectly,” said Madame. “When Aurelius made contact and the lieutenant spoke, Mrs. Fuller fainted."
"From the shock,” I suggested.
"From the shock, indeed. Most of my clients come hoping to hear from their loved one. She came hoping to find his grave. After that, I didn't need Aurelius to tell me that something was afoot."
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Fiction: HARD AS A ROCK by Marianne Wilski Strong
I suppose I wouldn't have gotten so involved in Mrs. Forelli's disappearance if my mother hadn't had to go into a nursing home five months ago. She had a stroke and needed considerable medical care. The doctors insisted that I couldn't take care of her properly at home, and I knew they were right. But that knowledge didn't prevent me from feeling guilty every time I saw an old woman who looked as if she needed help. And Mrs. Forelli sure needed somebody's help.
I first saw Mrs. Forelli two months after I had returned to Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, to stay in my mother's house. I was working half-heartedly on a series of articles for the Philadelphia Inquirer about inns and family restaurants of northeastern Pennsylvania. So, on days when my mother had lunch with the therapist, Jeanne, who was teaching her how to swallow again, I roamed around eastern Pennsylvania taking pictures of restaurants I thought were candidates for the articles. I had made a few choices already and settled down one afternoon to write. After a few hours, I decided to switch directions and get a little physical. So I did some yoga lunges, but after a while my knees rebelled. I took stock in the mirror, decided that my thighs and butt would never really get smooth and rock hard again, and so dragged out the list of restaurants I still had to explore.
The third one on the list was Forelli's Restaurant. I'd actually eaten there a few times with my mother and father when I was a teenager. I decided that it might be fun to see how much I remembered about the place. I grabbed my camera and set out.
Forelli's was a fifteen minute walk. As I approached, I was pleased to see the facade hadn't changed much. It had an almost European ambiance created by the dark wood of the door and the gauzy effect of long white curtains on the floor-to-ceiling windows that flanked the door.
The sun was setting just across the Susquehanna River. The rays gave a golden sheen to the wood and curtains. I lifted my camera and adjusted the lens. A curtain on the second floor fluttered, then moved to the side. An old woman, in a dress whose pattern was too indistinct to decipher, stood at the window. She was thin. Her face was framed with wisps of gray hair, making her look gaunt and forlorn.
I moved my camera upward and snapped.
The woman jerked back, and the curtain dropped back into place.
I wondered if this woman were the Mrs. Forelli I had seen years ago. She'd been middle aged then, full bodied and jolly. This old woman had seemed furtive, frightened, as if she were hiding from someone or something. But then, perhaps, this was nothing more than my imagination at work, or worse, a replay in my mind of the look I had seen on my mother's face when she first entered the nursing home.
I wasn't sure, but something about the old woman drew me in. So I decided to come back for supper.
At home, I developed my pictures, tucked the one of the putative Mrs. Forelli into my purse, and dressed. I wasn't that slim, pretty, honey-blonde teenager I once was when I dined at Forelli's with my parents, but I still had a nice head of medium-length curly hair, somewhat darker than it used to be, and a figure whose bulges here and there were pretty easily disguised with a flowing dress.
Inside, Forelli's was pretty standard for an Italian restaurant: tables with checkered tablecloths, candles, vases of artificial flowers, and, on the walls, pictures of Rome, Sorrento, and Venice. The one distinguishing feature was the framed needlepoint canvases: one of a child holding a loaf of bread, one of peach-colored houses strung along the coast of a blue sea, one of a gothic cathedral, one of St. Joseph at a carpenter's workbench, and one of a man whom I think was meant to be Vince Lombardi.
The waitress, a woman of about forty, attractive except for her stiffly permed orange hair, waved me over to the left side of the restaurant to take my choice of tables beneath St. Joseph or Vince Lombardi. I choose Vince. He'd make a less austere dinner companion. Only one other table was taken. An elderly couple had ordered already and were sitting silently, apparently having little need to chitchat. Perhaps they'd been married so long that each pretty well knew what the other thought about things. That looked good to me; I never knew what James, my ex, thought about anything, including the young and lovely daughter of the Mercedes dealer, where my ex was an accountant. Of course, I knew what he thought of the alimony I'd demanded. His lawyer told me.
The waitress came over and I gave her my order. Shortly, she brought me my salad. It was damned good. I decided to put Forelli's on my list of restaurants for the series. While I speared dandelion leaves, tomatoes, peppers, and lettuce from their their Italian dressing, I tried to think of how to approach my waitress for some information about the restaurant and the old woman I'd seen at the window. I already thought of her as a prisoner. It was a matter of giving my mind something to concentrate on in lieu of my mother's situation. Forelli's not being a modern restaurant, my waitress hadn't announced her name and told me that she would be my server for the evening. She seemed to take it for granted that I knew that. So I decided on the direct approach.
"Can I ask you a few questions about this restaurant?” I said when she came over with my Bud Light.
She shrugged and lifted a hand as if to indicate that she couldn't imagine why I'd want to know anything about Forelli's. I took the shrug and gesture as a “yes."
"The owner, I understand, is a Mr. Donald Forelli."
She nodded.
I began to wonder if she were a former cloistered nun who still maintained the vow of silence.
"He's been the owner for about twenty-five years, hasn't he?"
She shrugged again, and I began to despair. Then she spoke. “Looks as if you know more about the place than I do,” she said.
"Well, I used to live here in Wilkes-Barre.” I explained about my series. “Could you ask Mr. Forelli if he'd talk with me?"
She frowned and started to look a little nervous. “I don't know. He's, well, he's not too talkative. Not anymore."
"Not anymore?” I repeated. “Why not? What happened to him?"
She shook her head. “I don't really know. I haven't been here that long. Less than a year. But Mary . . .” She paused and looked at her watch. “Mary, she's the other waitress. She's due in in about half an hour. She's been here longer, at least two years.” She glanced around and then leaned over toward me. “Mary says Mr. Forelli used to be really nice. You know, joking, taking an interest in his waitresses.” She straightened up and held up her hand like a cop directing traffic to stop me from protesting. “Don't get the wrong idea. I mean he took an interest in a nice way. You know, helpful, and all. Asking about families and all."
"Does Mary know what happened?"
"All I know is that she says she thinks it had something to do with old Mrs. Forelli, Mr. Forelli's mother-in-law, going away not long after Mr. Forelli's first wife died."
I hadn't expected the second subject of my interest to pop up so fast. “Going away?” I asked. “Where?"
She shrugged. “I haven't the foggiest."
"But she is here now, right?"
"Oh yes. She came back. She lives here with Mr. Forelli and his second wife."
"Wait a minute,” I said. “I'm confused. You said that old Mrs. Forelli was Mr. Forelli's mother-in-law. His mother-in-law has the same name? Did he marry his sister or something?"
The waitress's eyes widened like two blue balloons. “Good grief, no. You see, well, it is confusing. But Mr. Forelli is Mr. Cinella."
"Huh . . .” I said. But the couple on the other side of the restaurant had worked up enough nerve to call the waitress.
"Sorry,” she said. “I'd better go over."
I pushed around an olive and considered the wisdom of leaving immediately. This sounded like the kind of messy family situation you're better off not knowing about. But I was hooked. I had to find out how Mr. Forelli was Mr. Cinella.
I gestured for the waitress to return to me after she'd put bowls of spaghetti in front of the couple. The couple threw me dark looks. I felt kind of bad, but then maybe I'd given them something to talk about. They could ask each other questions like “Who does that brazen hussy think she is?” or “Why doesn't the younger generation have any manners at all?"
The waitress returned. “So tell me, please,” I said, “uh . . . I'm sorry. My name's Carolyn. I don't know your name."
"Dorothy."
"I'm dying of curiosity. What's the mystery about Forelli-Cinella?"
"No mystery, really. When Mr. Cinella married his first wife, he came to help run the restaurant for his wife's father. When the father died, Mr. Cinella took over. But he never changed the restaurant's name, so everybody just started calling him Mr. Forelli. He didn't mind much, I guess. Anyway, Mary says that it's very modern of him to use his wife's name."
"Yes, it is,” I said with genuine admiration. My ex, who objected to my using my patronym, Drisak, wouldn't have given up his name to marry a Windsor of England. “Okay, so then Mr. Cinella-Forelli's first wife died. And you mentioned that he married again, right?"
"Yes, he sure did.” Dorothy looked at the kitchen door which had just opened. “Oh, there's Mary,” she said, looking relieved. “She can tell you. When you write about this restaurant, you'll say good things, I hope. I need this job."
"Good, yes. Absolutely. Of course, I will have to come back a few times.” I was perfectly willing to bestow a little more praise than warranted to find out about this family tangle. Otherwise, I wouldn't get a decent night's sleep for a year.
After a few minutes, Mary came over and delivered eggplant parmesan to me. “Be right back,” she said conspiratorially, and went over to seat a foursome who had just come in.
I sized up Mary. About fifty-five, taking pretty good care of herself except for a bit too much pasta, but then which of us didn't have that problem. She had clear, bright brown eyes and shiny brown hair cut short for ease of care. She looked strong, motherly, and likely to enjoy a beer and a good gossip now and then.
When she returned, she slipped into the chair beside me. “Dorothy said you might do a review of the restaurant. That's good. We're doing pretty well, but more business is always welcome. I've got to put Jenny, that's my granddaughter, through college. So I'll be happy to talk for a nice tip. I'd be happy to talk anyway, but the tip will make me really happy."
I understood Mary completely. I never objected to a little minor bribery for a good story. “Okay,” I said, opting again for directness. I figured Mary to be too clever for any oily approach. “I'm doing a series on family restaurants, not reviews exactly. I certainly intend to include Forelli's in my series, but to tell you the truth, I've become interested in Mrs. Forelli. The mother-in-law. I took a picture of the restaurant earlier and caught her looking out the window of the second floor.” I pulled out the photo and handed it to Mary.
She took it, studied it, and frowned. “She's even thinner."
"Than what?"
"Than she was. I mean before she went away. I guess she was ill. She lost some weight and was looking a little pasty. I didn't see her after her return."
"Her return? Oh, yes, Dorothy mentioned that she'd gone somewhere."
"Well,” Mary said, glancing toward the kitchen. Seeing no signal that the foursome's food was ready, she sat down opposite me. “I guess I shouldn't gossip, but it's all kind of strange. And since you are interested in Mrs. Forelli, just maybe you can make something of the story. About two years ago, Mrs. Forelli . . . strike that. About two years ago, Mrs. Cinella died. The first Mrs. Cinella. She'd been sick for some time. Then, about a year ago, Mr. Cinella remarried. Now shortly after the second marriage, Mrs. Forelli, old Mrs. Forelli that is, went to England to visit her youngest daughter. You follow so far?"
I nodded.
"When she returned,” Mary continued, “she . . . well, she withdrew. She used to come into the restaurant and talk to customers. Everybody liked her. So did I. I didn't know her well, mind you, because I'd been here only a short while before she went away. But she'd make me feel like family. Then, when she came back, she just didn't bother with anybody anymore. It's like she just hid herself away. Like I said, she'd been losing weight, so maybe she was ill.” Mary picked up the picture and examined it again. “Funny,” she said. “She looks kind of frightened. Not that you can see her well, but . . ."
"I know,” I said. “I thought the same thing. But Dorothy said that Mr. Cinella was the one who changed."
"Oh, he did, too. They both did. Mr. Cinella is still real nice, but he's kind of morose."
"Have you any idea at all of what might have happened?"
Mary leaned toward me. “Well, he did break his leg, but so do a lot of people. They don't go morose. My guess is that the second wife has browbeaten him and his mother-in-law. The current Mrs. Cinella is pretty nasty. She doesn't come down to the restaurant that much, but when she does, usually on Mondays to check out orders for the week, she lets us know that she thinks we don't work hard enough. She eats a meal, devouring every morsel, then tells the cook it was not up to her standards. Dorothy and I spend the next day looking at the want ads."
"Why doesn't Mrs. Forelli go live with her daughter in England?"
"I don't know."
I thought furiously and came up with an idea. “Maybe, old Mrs. Forelli wanted to sell the restaurant and get some money for her old age. And maybe her son-in-law and his new wife didn't want her to do that. So here she sits. It depends on who owns the restaurant now. Mrs. Forelli or Mr. Cinella."
Mary shook her head. “Funny, I never asked. I'm not sure. I guess I assumed that Mr. Cinella owned it."
Three more couples came in.
Mary stood up. “Listen, I've got to get to work. It'll get pretty busy now."
I nodded. “Thanks, Mary.” I slipped her a fiver.
She looked at it and slid it into a pocket. “Thank you. You didn't really have to, but I do appreciate it. Look, I don't know who owns this place, but you've got to win over Mrs. Cinella if you want to do some kind of article. You're good looking and generous, but your looks won't cut any ice with her. Good luck.” She turned toward the couples who had entered, then turned back. “If you can dig up some information on what might be wrong with Mrs. Forelli, that would be great. Maybe she's just ill, but I have a hunch that something more is wrong here."
I nodded and dug into my eggplant parmesan, rather cold now, but I didn't want to bother Mary anymore. I also decided to forget using Forelli's in the series. I'd had a mother-in-law rather like Mrs. Cinella and five years of a petty tyrant was quite enough for me. As for Mrs. Forelli, Mary was likely right: She was ill. There was little I could do about that. I had an ill mother to look after.
I left Forelli's and went out into the brisk October air.
I don't know why I turned round to take a look at Forelli's from my car, but I did. Mrs. Forelli, that same thin woman with the wispy hair round her face, sat by an upstairs window, looking down on the street. She had her head resting on the arm she had propped up on a windowsill. She could have been a woman in an Edward Hopper painting entitled “Longing,” or “Loneliness.” Forelli's was on the series list again. I just had to come back.
* * * *
That Monday, Mary looked surprised that I'd returned. “Okay,” she said to my request that she ask Mrs. Cinella to talk to me. “Your funeral."
Before Mrs. Cinella came out, Forelli's Restaurant went in and out of my series list about eight times. I'd decided on “out” when Mrs. Cinella appeared and identified herself to me. She was quite an attractive woman of around fifty or so. She had short but full hair swept neatly down around a nicely pointed chin. She had two bad features: her puffy cheeks and her hard, small eyes. She looked like a cute chipmunk with attitude.
I explained who I was and what I wanted, enticing her with the prospect of possibly increasing the restaurant's business.
Her hard black eyes glinted.
"Is Mrs. Forelli the current owner?” I asked, partially for information for the series and partially because I thought I could get Mrs. Cinella to part with some information about the old woman. When I'm wrong, I'm really wrong.
"Yes,” she said.
"Would I be able to talk with her?"
Mrs. Cinella's cheeks puffed out even more. I thought she was going to spit some chewed-up nuts at me, if that's what chipmunks eat. “No."
"Oh,” I said brazenly. “Why not? Is she ill?"
"Yes. She's bedridden."
"She is? But I saw her a few days ago, sitting at the window."
"Maybe you did. She feels all right some days, but not most. And she doesn't like to see anybody."
"I wouldn't talk to her much,” I persisted, out of pure spite. “I'd just like to get a little history of the place, maybe a picture of her."
"That's not possible. And I don't think I want you doing any article.” She looked as if she were contemplating rolling me into a ball and stuffing me down some dark chipmunk hole.
We stared at each other for about thirty seconds. I blinked. Mrs. Cinella turned and marched back into the kitchen.
Mary came over. “Could you use a glass of wine?"
"I could use a bottle,” I said. “Wow. She is one buzz saw."
"I warned you,” Mary said, and went to get my wine.
I didn't stay long in Forelli's after that. I was scared Mrs. Cinella would come back out of the kitchen with her carving knife. But that night, I got to thinking. Why had she gotten so defensive when I'd asked to see Mrs. Forelli? She'd been curt even when I asked if Mrs. Forelli were the owner of the restaurant. Something was wrong. I decided to go down to the courthouse on Tuesday. A guy I'd dated back in high school worked there.
On Tuesday, I really dolled up. Big hair, curling just above my shoulders, lashes thick as male mink fur with tons of mascara, just a touch of blush, and a touch of blue shadow over and under my eyes, making them look even bluer.
I got some stares from two men I passed on the way into the courthouse, but they looked too much like my ex to spark any return interest in me. I don't need any more business types; I'm looking for a mountain climber or a scuba diver.
Paul, my old high school flame, still looked pretty good himself. He sputtered with flattering comments when he saw me. I might have gotten interested, but when he stood up, he looked as if he'd been doing a lot more beer drinking than mountain climbing. So I smiled and reminisced about our dates just enough to soften him up. When I hit him with my request to check on the ownership of Forelli's, he was too far into dreamy high school days to refuse. He trotted off and came back with confirmation I'd sought. Mrs. Forelli was sole owner of the restaurant and had been so since her husband died. It had never passed out of her possession.
Paul wondered what my interest in Forelli's was. I told him.
"Writing articles about small town restaurants?” He pulled back a little, as if he just found out the mink coat he was going to buy was actually rabbit. “I thought you were a reporter in New York or Paris or somewhere like that."
"There isn't anyplace like New York or Paris,” I snapped, then calmed down. After all, he'd done what I'd asked. “My mother's in a nursing home now, so I came back home for a while."
"Yeah,” he said, looking down at his protruding stomach, thereby dragging us both out of high school and plunging us back into middle age. “I guess we're all getting old. Even Forelli. Or Cinella. Or whatever his name is."
"Oh? Do you know him?” I asked, ready to let a lock of hair droop seductively over an eye if I had to. I didn't have to.
"He belongs to the same church I do. Didn't you talk to him? He runs the restaurant. He and his second wife."
"No. I haven't talked to him yet."
"He's got a bit of a limp. Used to be quite a hiker. Even got on the local news once. He always hiked in Hickory Run. You remember, the state park about fifteen miles east.” Paul drooled a bit.
"Of course,” I snapped. I had enough old-fashioned modesty left to blush. Paul and I went swimming in that park in our senior year. Nude. My introduction to sex. To this day, my mother knows nothing about that episode. “So how did he make the news?"
"He used to take Boy Scouts hiking in the park. I mean Boy Scouts came from all over the country and he'd lead groups up there to see Boulder Field. Knew it like the back of his hand, they said."
Boulder Field, I recalled, was the area's claim to fame. It's a national landmark, an area over a football field in width and six football fields in length, full of Ice Age rocks. Nothing but rocks: no grass, no trees, just rocks, ranging from little ones of about four inches to big boulders of twenty or more feet. Not a soft spot to be had. If you fell in Boulder Field, you'd break something, or die.
"So something happened to his leg in Boulder Field?"
"Sure did. Happened about a year ago."
"A year ago,” I repeated. About the time Mrs. Forelli went to England and about the time Mr. Cinella turned morose. Maybe having to stay home with his new wife did it.
"It was in the local papers,” Paul said. “I think Cinella had to be rescued. He couldn't get out of the park or something."
"It was in the paper?"
"Yeah.” Paul looked at me as if he suddenly didn't recognize me. “What's the big deal anyway. You interested in Cinella?"
"No. His mother. Thanks, Paul. Maybe we can have lunch sometime."
"Yeah, sure. Sure."
I could feel his eyes on my back as I left.
I wanted to go straight to the Osterhout Library, but I knew my mother was waiting for me. I stopped to pick up some magazines for her and headed for the nursing home.
Fortunately, the Osterhout was open that evening so I didn't have to lose another night's sleep. After leafing through several months’ copies of The Citizen's Voice, I found the article on Cinella. Cinella had been hiking in the park on a cold day in November, had slipped on one of the many snow covered boulders, fallen, and broken his leg. He'd had to crawl out to the parking lot and drag himself into his car, where he passed out. A park ranger found him a few hours later and transported him out of the car and to a hospital. The ranger didn't retrieve Cinella's car for a week, as an ice storm, following two days after the snowstorm of a few inches, made the park's unpaved road impassable.
I wondered what the hell Cinella was doing out in Boulder Field right after a snowstorm? Okay, it was only a few inches, but even a light snow makes Boulder Field a pretty dangerous place to hike. I forgot about old Mrs. Forelli and began to wonder how and when the first Mrs. Cinella had died and where she was buried.
I found myself getting antsy to see Boulder Field and to find out if the first Mrs. Cinella had had a standard death, with a death certificate, open casket, wake—the whole ritual. So I put in a call to Stan Rychek. He's the sheriff for the district and quite an outdoorsman himself. I'd dated him too. Fact is, I'd have married him. He's a great guy, but he fell in love with the Atlantic Ocean instead of me and joined the navy. How the hell can you compete with an ocean?
I was in luck. Stan said he'd hook me up with a geologist who was doing some research on Boulder Field. Even luckier, the geologist, whom Stan called Raymond the Rockman, was planning to make a helicopter pass over the landmark in a few days, and Stan figured Raymond would take me along if I was having a good hair day when I asked. That suited me just fine. Even though you can drive right up to the edge of Boulder Field, you have to drive over several miles of unpaved roads through forests of pines and thickets of mountain laurel and rhododendrons. It's beautiful, but I get nervous when I'm too far away from restaurants and paved roads. Maybe I should look for a race car driver instead of a mountain climber.
On Wednesday, I met Raymond the Rockman at a local airport at one in the afternoon. I wasn't in a good mood. My mother didn't have ther-apy that afternoon so she'd miss me. Moreover, I would miss her. We'd had a good time the day before going over all my old boyfriends. Mom agreed that I'd missed out when Stan got away.
Raymond would have met with Mom's approval. He was pretty good looking, taught at a community college, did research on his own. Not exactly high power jobs, but steady enough for Mom and me. I didn't care that much about a fat bankbook anymore. If I did I would have stayed with my ex. I wondered if I could learn to love rocks as much as this guy did. I doubted it.
Raymond gave me a running commentary as we flew over Boulder Field, informing me that the boulders actually ran twelve feet deep. Boulders on boulders.
You could hide a hundred bodies in there.
After fifteen minutes of flying over boulders, my eyes started to glaze over. I couldn't imagine what I'd hoped to see.
"The field was formed twenty thousand years ago at the end of the last ice age,” Raymond the Rockman droned on.
"Twenty thousand,” I repeated.
"Yes, but not by the glacier itself."
"Not by the glacier."
"By the changes in temperature. Repeated cycles of freezing and thawing broke up the hard bedrock and brought the boulders to the surface. This is the largest field of its kind in the eastern United States."
"What's that?” I said, peering down out of the helicopter's window.
"I said it's the largest—"
"No, I mean what's that back there on that big boulder? Can you turn this thing around?"
Raymond looked a little wary. “What do you think you saw?"
"Something painted on one of the rocks."
"A lot of the rocks have something painted on them. The Kilroys of the world feel the need to let us all know where they've been."
"This rock didn't have writing on it. Can you turn this thing around?"
"Of course, but I doubt we can find the exact boulder you want to see. Do you know how many boulders there are down there?"
"No. Can you turn this thing around?"
"Nobody knows how many boulders. That's the point."
I let a lock of my hair fall seductively forward. “Could we try to find the one I saw? I'm telling you, it had something strange on it."
"Oh, okay,” Raymond said. I was pretty sure than he was more interested in the possibility of something strange rather than my lock of hair, but I didn't much care as long as he turned around.
It took three passes, the last one accompanied by a good deal of mumbling from Raymond, until I spotted again what I'd seen. About halfway into the field from the road was a large boulder, maybe fifteen feet long, with a lot of small boulders nestled up against it. On one end of the large boulder, someone had painted a cross, a white cross about two feet long. Hard to spot, but clear once you saw it. I was willing to bet that I'd found the first Mrs. Cinella.
I decided not to reveal my finding until I'd checked out some data. So I said nothing when Raymond contemptuously dismissed the cross as just graffiti from a religious nut. I thanked him for the ride, left him mumbling about a waste of fuel, and called a friend, a female friend. I like female friends. The only bribe they require is a drink or a lunch, and most of the time not even that. And it doesn't matter how your hair looks. Shirley had lived near Forelli's Restaurant until she moved to a four bedroom, three bathroom house in our local lake community. I figured she might have kept in touch with the gossip about the old neighborhood. But Shirley wasn't available for a few days. She was recovering from laryngitis and, after ten minutes of conversation, she sounded like a whistling teakettle whose whistle was going on the blink.
So I stewed for about two days and then gave in to a nasty idea. I decided to locate Mrs. Forelli's daughter in England. I called Mary to see if she knew the woman's last name, hoping against hope it wasn't Thomas or some other name possessed by half the population of Britain. Fortunately, it wasn't. The name was Merryman and she lived in Croydon. According to Mary, letters for Mrs. Forelli arrived at the restaurant on a regular basis so I could be pretty sure the daughter hadn't moved.
After some discussion with an overseas operator, I secured a number and dialed. I have to admit that I felt like some CIA spook or the star reporter for a tabloid. But I convinced myself that I was just acting like lovable Miss Jane Marple.
When I connected with Mrs. Merryman, I told a whopper of a lie. I said that I worked at the courthouse in Wilkes-Barre and that we were trying to replace some records that had been lost. Fortunately, Mrs. Merryman didn't ask how we'd been so careless as to lose records.
"I'm sorry,” I said, “if I'm intruding or bringing back a sorrowful time, but I wondered if you could confirm for us when your sister, Mrs. Cinella, died."
Mrs. Merryman was very cooperative. She gave me the date and said that her sister had died after a long bout with multiple sclerosis.
I wanted to ‘fess up then and there and go find some nails to walk on or maybe go read the dictionary to calm down my obviously overblown imagination.
I thanked Mrs. Merryman, who observed that I needn't have wasted a call to England since her sister's husband or her mother could have answered the question.
I sank into even deeper mud, telling her that I hadn't been able to reach Mr. Cinella and certainly hadn't wanted to bother Mrs. Forelli since she was obviously up in age. “Is she in good health?” I asked.
"Yes, so she says. To tell you the truth, I am rather worried about her. She sounds funny, and she doesn't call or write as often as she did. When she does write, her letters are, well, short and flat, if you know what I mean. I'm afraid I haven't seen her since my sister's funeral. I wanted her to come live with me then, but she didn't want to leave the States."
"You haven't seen her since the funeral?"
"Well, it's my son, you see. He has asthma and I can't leave him. I just can't."
"Your mother hasn't been to visit you since the funeral?"
"No. You see, she just won't fly, and I can't leave my son or bring him. I just can't."
Mrs. Merryman sounded more guilty than even I felt.
I tried to make amends. “I can check up on your mother and let you know how she's doing, if you would like."
"Would you do that? My brother-in-law isn't very communicative."
"Of course I'll do that."
I rang off. “What the hell is going on?” I muttered, guilt swept away by curiosity, puzzlement, and even anger. Someone had frightened Mrs. Forelli into withdrawal from the world, even from her remaining daughter. Moreover, unless Mary had simply made a mistake, someone had lied about her flying to England after Cinella had remarried.
I called Shirley and told her I'd be over tomorrow, carrying some nice chicken soup that would do wonders for her throat. I didn't give her time to protest.
* * * *
The next day, Shirley really did seem grateful for the soup. I filled her in on the latest pomposities from my ex who calls me now and then with tales of job promotions and European jaunts to let me know exactly what I'm missing. Then I told her about my restaurant series and asked about the Cinella family.
"I really can't tell you much,” Shirley squeaked. “I haven't really kept up. I hear his leg never healed properly and that he limps a little. Did you know that he broke his leg?"
"Yes,” I said. “Paul told me."
Shirley's eyebrows shot up.
"No, we haven't renewed our passionate senior-year affair. Neither of us are quite up to passion. But apparently Cinella is, or was. He remarried pretty fast after his wife's death."
Shirley nodded. “Roberta had been sick for a long time. She wasted away. Donald Cinella took care of her well enough, even heroically. But he was worn out emotionally. I think he desperately needed someone to lean on, and his second wife fit the bill. She was a practical nurse, you know. Helped take care of Roberta. And probably old Mrs. Forelli too."
"Good grief,” I said. “A nurse. I would have guessed she was a construction machine operator or a demolition expert."
"Ah,” Shirley said. “You've met her."
"And lived to tell about it. I had dinner at Forelli's a week or so ago."
"What's the old place look like?"
"I'll show you.” I pulled out the picture with Mrs. Forelli in it and handed it to Shirley.
"The restaurant hasn't changed any,” she said. “Who's the woman?"
"Mrs. Forelli,” I said.
Shirley looked up at me and cleared her throat. “No, it isn't."
I stared at her. “But of course it is. It has to be."
"Well, it isn't her. Why do you say it has to be?"
"Everyone at the restaurant says so. Anyway, who else could it be?"
Shirley tilted her head and peered at me. “I don't know, but I know it isn't Mrs. Forelli. Mrs. Forelli was bigger boned than this woman. Besides, her face was round, really round, like a smiley face.” Shirley handed me the picture. “This is not Mrs. Forelli."
"Well, she's been ill, I understand."
Shirley shook her head. “Maybe so. But I knew Mrs. Forelli well. I'm telling you this is not her."
"So who is it then?"
Shirley shrugged. “I don't know. A relative of Mrs. Cinella's?"
"But Mrs. Cinella said it was Mrs. Forelli or, at least, she didn't contradict me about it. And the waitresses say it's Mrs. Forelli.” I paused. “At least, they think it is."
"Why would anybody pretend to be Mrs. Forelli?"
"Why indeed?"
"And anyway,” Shirley croaked, her voice starting to give out, “where is the real Mrs. Forelli?"
"Another good question. I can make a guess.” I got up to leave.
Shirley started to protest but managed only a few squeaks.
"Don't worry,” I assured her. “I'll be back as soon as I get some answers."
* * * *
Stan Rychek was skeptical. He absolutely refused to barge into Forelli's and demand to question the old woman living there. Something about search warrants and probable legal cause and all that. But he did agree to collect Raymond and go up to Boulder Field on what he called “a wild body chase."
With coordinates from Raymond, we clambered over the rocks to the boulder with the white cross. Stan and Raymond pulled away the small rocks. When I heard Raymond gasp, I looked. But I never really saw what was left of the body. I got only a glimpse and retreated to find a place to throw up. Animals are, well, animals. They don't let much go to waste. Water doesn't have much respect for human flesh either. But because it was winter when Mrs. Forelli was, uh, laid to rest, she wasn't entirely gone. In cold weather, maggots— You don't want to hear the rest.
Stan later identified the woman as Mrs. Forelli all right, under that rock with the white cross. She'd been buried with a rosary, her wedding ring, and a beautiful medal of the Virgin and Child. It was sterling silver and had Mrs. Forelli's name engraved on it, a gift from A. Forelli, her husband, according to Stan.
* * * *
Stan let me go with him to Forelli's, on condition that I keep my mouth shut. I crossed my fingers and agreed.
Mr. Cinella broke down when Stan showed him the medal. Mrs. Cinella glared at him while he sobbed.
"She died of a heart attack,” Mrs. Cinella declared. “Plain and simple. We just didn't have the money for a funeral. You can't arrest us because we didn't hold some expensive ceremony."
Stan barely looked at her. “Donald,” he said. “Did she die of natural causes? If not, we'll know soon enough anyway. The coroner is working now."
"She died of a heart attack,” Mr. Cinella whispered. “That much is true.” His skin was stretched tight about his mouth, his eyes were dead, and he sounded worse than Shirley.
"Why did you try to hide her body, Donald?” Stan's voice was soft, almost hypnotic. He was good at his job.
"We don't have to say anything,” Mrs. Cinella growled at us. “I want my lawyer."
"Beatrice,” Mr. Cinella said, shaking his head slowly, “we can't—"
"I want my lawyer,” Mrs. Cinella said, ignoring her husband.
"Go ahead and call him,” Stan said.
Mrs. Cinella looked at her husband. “Just keep quiet. Don't say anything."
He didn't answer.
She punched him in the shoulder. “You keep quiet.” She got up and went into the kitchen, accompanied by Stan's deputy.
"So it was a heart attack that killed your mother-in-law?” Stan asked again. “But you carried her body into rough terrain. That means she must have lost a lot of weight. Yet I can't find a doctor in town, including the one who treated her for a year, who saw her before she died."
Mr. Cinella put his head into his hands.
"I can't prove it,” Stan said softly, “but I'm guessing she wasn't very well cared for. Food? Medication? Is that why you hid the body?"
Mr. Cinella nodded. “We didn't kill her, but we neglected her. Then we realized that she left the restaurant to her other daughter, though I was to remain the manager.” Cinella said. “Beatrice said we couldn't just give the restaurant up after I'd worked so hard for so long. She said she'd bring her mother to live with us and everybody would think it was Mom.” His voice broke. “I mean my mother-in-law, Mrs. Forelli. I tried to argue with her, but . . .” He lifted his shoulders and let them drop. “I gave up. I just gave up. I shouldn't have agreed. It was my fault."
I had to admire the man for not making excuses. I felt sorry for him, too. He had been eaten up by guilt.
Mr. Cinella spoke slowly. “I couldn't bury her in a church graveyard or anyplace like that. So I carried her into Boulder Field. I took a can of paint and a brush. I had to give her a cross. At least that."
"You knew someone might spot it someday, didn't you?” Stan said.
Mr. Cinella nodded.
"Didn't that worry you?"
Mrs. Cinella came back out and stopped short, her eyes shooting from Stan to her husband. She looked astounded that her husband had not obeyed her.
"No,” Cinella said. “I just wanted her to have something. I couldn't just throw her away."
"You fool,” Mrs. Cinella shouted. “I told you to keep quiet.” She advanced on her husband.
He didn't move.
"You fool,” she yelled. “You weak fool. She was dead. What did it matter?"
* * * *
The next day, I went to tell Shirley all about the deception. I told her that Stan said the Cinellas would be fined, but probably wouldn't get a jail sentence. They hadn't murdered anyone.
Shirley and I worried about Mrs. Cinella's mother, an innocent victim in the deception, kept confined upstairs in the restaurant so as not to give away the game. I decided to talk to the nuns at my mother's nursing home. They'd take her in, I felt sure. I doubted that her daughter would object. She didn't strike me as a loving caregiver.
"Boulder Field,” Shirley said. “Imagine, lying there through a cold, cold winter because a son-in-law's wife doesn't want to give up a nice business. Just lying there among all those hard, hard rocks."
I remembered a line from one of Shakespeare's plays. “Is there any cause in nature for these hard hearts?"
Copyright © 2010 Marianne Wilski Strong
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Department: BOOKED & PRINTED by Robert C. Hahn
In this month's column, we delve into three debut novels making their marks in the mystery world. Two authors use old events to build new stories: Ellen Horan takes on a real-life murder that seized Manhattan's attention in the ninteenth century, and Carol McCleary bases her fictionalized sleuth on Nellie Bly, the late nineteenth-century journalist famous for her exposés. David Gordon takes on a familiar process—writing—and gives it a witty spin with a hack scribe reluctantly taking on a challenging mystery. All first-time books make for satisfying reads.
* * * *
Carol McCleary was inspired when a friend introduced her to nineteenth-century reporter, author, and adventurer Nellie Bly—so much so that she gave Bly a new voice in the alchemy of murder (Forge, $24.99). Elizabeth Jane Cochran, better known by her pen name, Nellie Bly (1864-1922), was a fascinating historical character, and her life and accomplishments gave McCleary a solid foundation on which to launch Bly's sleuthing adventures. McCleary makes excellent use of both Bly's pioneering journalistic career and her penchant for headline-grabbing stunts. The novel begins with the well-worn but effective device of the discovery of a previously unknown Bly manuscript, which allows her to tell her own story while the “editors” provide elucidation of obscure passages.
Bly's journal begins when she is twenty-five years old, already established as a reporter for Joseph Pulitzer's New York World, and in Paris, where she is on the trail of a serial killer she refers to as “the German Doctor.” Bly first encountered the killer in 1885 during her famous, real-life exposé of the Blackwell's Island insane asylum for women, when she had herself committed to the asylum to get an insider's view of the barbaric conditions there.
Bly follows the killer to London in 1888, where a series of brutal murders of prostitutes in Whitechapel earns him the sobriquet “Jack the Ripper.” She comes close to him there before admitting failure. Then she learns of similar killings in Paris, and without Pulitzer's support she decides to coninue her pursuit of the killer.
It is in Paris that McCleary's story really takes wing. Paris is a thriving city of progress exemplified by the ongoing World's Fair and its astonishing new edifice, the Eiffel Tower. It is a city fermenting with radicals and anarchists intent on ridding the world of governments by any means, including assassinations. And it is a city where riches and privilege exist side by side with appalling poverty and desperation. Finally, it is a city in the grip of a plague-like disease many believe to be emanating from the antiquated sewer system.
Bly receives help—reluctant help at first—from a crusty Jules Verne. (The real-life Bly was later to undertake a journey round the world in emulation of Verne's fantasy Around the World in Eighty Days). She also receives aid from an aging Louis Pasteur who is trying feverishly to identify the bacterium responsible for the plague killing scores of Parisians.
Many other famous contemporaries make appearances here, often accompanied by amusing or informative asides. Pasteur, for instance, despite his already impressive life-saving discoveries, was held in low esteem by the medical establishment because he was a mere chemist. Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec supplies a useful tidbit of information, but his paintings earn this snide comment from Bly: “Someone should tell him that he'll never achieve artistic acclaim painting prostitutes and dancing girls."
McCleary's debut does homage to the real Nellie Bly's determined accomplishments, evoking the electric air of Paris in the 1890s in garish colors that would have delighted Toulouse-Lautrec as Bly pursues a mad killer into the dingiest, most dangerous recesses of the blighted city.
* * * *

* * * *
For Ellen Horan inspiration came in the form of an etching of a Manhattan town house on an 1857 newspaper page and the story of a murder at that address. Her considerable research created 31 bond street (Harper, $25.99).
Horan painstakingly reconstructs the Manhattan murder case that saw Emma Cunningham go on trial for the murder of Dr. Harvey Burdell. The result is a novel that paints a vivid picture of a bustling port city awash with the currents of commerce and politics that presaged the Civil War, and of a society that hobbled women almost as much as it did black Americans, free or not.
It is easy to understand why the trial was a sensation at the time. Burdell, a dentist, with a successful practice and various other ventures on the side, is found on the floor of his bedroom, nearly decapitated. Emma and her two young daughters were in the home as were a few servants. No signs of a break-in, no murder weapon, and plenty of rumors about the relationship of the widowed Emma and Burdell.
Add the ambitious District Attorney Abraham Oakey Hall as the prosecutor and shrewd defense attorney Henry Clinton as Emma's defender, and you have a trial that rivets the attention of New Yorkers for weeks. Horan packs so many fascinating aspects of how the courts, police, and judges worked at that time that readers can get caught up wondering at the strangeness of the nascent American justice system. For instance, Emma and her daughters were put under detention in their home while the home itself was taken over by the coroner, the prosecutor, and their minions. An inquest was held on the spot with newspaper reporters serving simultaneously as court reporters and stenographers.
Horan works backward and forward, filling in the story of a widowed Emma husbanding her resources and looking for a match that would allow her to launch her daughters into society properly, while Burdell emerges as a man with grandiose plans who is unscrupulous about how to achieve them. Horan's account draws heavily on contemporary accounts of the crime and the trial, which makes readers appreciate the ending Author's Note that reveals the fate of the major characters following the conclusion of the trial. The fully realized story makes for enthralling fiction.
* * * *

* * * *
David Gordon's amusing debut, the serialist (Simon & Schuster, $15), features Harry Bloch, a hack writer who uses various pseudonyms to author modestly successful genre fiction that earns almost enough to support him. As the “Slut Whisperer,” he authored an advice column for Raunchy magazine—the titles tell you all you need to know about that job. As T.R.L. Pangstrom, Harry created the Zorg sci-fi novels that combined soft-core porn and fantasy. As J. Duke Johnson, he is the author of the Mordechai Jones series about an unofficial private eye, a black Jew of Ethiopian and Native American descent. And his vampire novels by Sibylline Lorindo-Gold comprise his latest and most successful series.
Harry's life changes when a letter addressed to one of his Raunchy pseudonyms reaches him from Sing Sing inmate Darian Clay, a notorious New York serial killer who photographed the women he tortured, killed, and decapitated. Clay is now on death row awaiting execution and has a proposition for him. His exclusive and valuable story will be granted in exchange for Harry visiting some of Clay's pen-pal lady friends (yes, Clay has groupies) and writing about what Clay would do with them or to them were he free to visit himself.
It is a Faustian bargain that leads the easily overmatched Harry into contact with bizarre characters, and evolves into a nightmare when the women Harry has visited start turning up dead in crimes that mimic Clay's. And Harry, of course, becomes the prime suspect.
Aided by precocious teenager Claire Nash (fourteen going on thirty), who seems to know much more than Harry, who was hired to tutor her, and by Dani Giancarlo, twin sister of one of Clay's victims, Harry reluctantly turns detective.
Gordon is a very witty writer who uses excerpts from Harry's pseudonymous writings to poke fun at various genres but who also makes trenchant observations such as this characterization of genre fans: “They still read like children, foolish and grave, or like teenagers, desperate and courageous. They read because they need to."
I'm looking forward to seeing what kind of a career Harry Bloch will manage to carve out for himself, but I'm betting that Gordon's career will be better than his creation's.
Copyright © 2010 Robert C. Hahn
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Fiction: HAMMER AND DISH by Robert Lopresti
Lorrimer didn't realize he was in a fight until the little man kicked him.
He had plodded out of the office building, carrying his bulky steel sample case—which felt especially heavy on a day like this, when he hadn't sold so much as a boiler bolt—when he felt a whack on his backside. Well, really on his upper thigh, because the little man hadn't reached his target.
Lorrimer was six four and weighed two hundred and forty pounds. Starting in junior high school and continuing right through college he had broken the hearts of a dozen coaches who had begged him to try out for a team, any team. He had never been interested, but even now at age thirty, his weight was more muscle than fat.
Except for the occasional drunk in a bar, no one had ever tried to pick a fight with Lorrimer, and that was fine with him. One reason he had stayed away from athletics was a distaste for physical collisions.
Try telling that to the guy who kicked him.
Lorrimer turned around, slowed by the steel case dangling from one hand.
The little man had made no attempt to run away. He was perhaps four foot ten and weighed half as much as the salesman. He wore a gray suit a few shades darker than Lorrimer's. His eyes were wide with rage and his mouth was working as if he were saying things he alone could hear.
"Hey, watch it,” said Lorrimer, backing away.
"You big lump!” shouted the little man, and tried to punch him on the nose. He had to jump to reach that high, and Lorrimer had plenty of time to step back.
"Just stop that,” he said, holding out a big palm like a traffic cop.
The little man swatted Lorrimer's hand, as if it were a pesky fly. Then he tried to punch him in the stomach.
Like many big men Lorrimer had a dread of looking ridiculous. He couldn't help picturing how this scene must appear. He wondered if anyone out there in the dusky city street was observing them, perhaps getting out a cell phone to call 911.
If so, he was sure most of the callers would be reporting that a big man was beating up a small one. Because who expects a dish to try to break a hammer?
The little man landed a punch on Lorrimer's left bicep, hard enough to sting. Lorrimer made a fist, but then thought better of it. The way his luck was going, if he landed a punch the little man would crack his skull on the sidewalk. And who would believe he had only been defending himself?
Lorrimer decided to go back into the building. He grabbed the door handle and yanked.
Locked. Blast Wragg for keeping him waiting so long after business hours. At this time of night you needed a pass card to get in.
Damn. The little madman had kicked him again.
Lorrimer turned round in a fury, his heavy case swinging out at a forty-five degree angle. If it had made contact with his opponent he would definitely have broken some ribs.
"What's wrong with you?” he demanded.
For an answer the little man threw another punch. Lorrimer tried to grab him but his opponent danced away, still waving both arms and cursing.
What were his choices? Walk away? He had no desire to be kidney punched.
Run away? He couldn't go very fast, carrying the sample case. Besides, it offended his dignity to flee from the tiny fool.
Not that there was much dignity in dodging kicks to the shins, either.
Shout for help? Again, it seemed ridiculous.
And everyone else seemed to have left for home hours ago on this office block. Obviously no calls had been made to 911, and no cops were rushing to the rescue.
Ouch. The little man had stomped on his foot. Like most salesman, even in the age of cars, Lorrimer had sensitive feet.
Enough is enough. The next time the maniac moved in close Lorrimer grabbed a big handful of the attacker's shirt with his free hand and slammed him against the wall. The little man stared at him, pop eyed.
"Just stop it,” he said, more calmly then he felt.
He felt the other body knot up and then go limp. “Sorry,” the little man said. It was almost a whisper. “I'm sorry."
"What the hell was that all about?” asked Lorrimer.
"I've had a bad day. Hey, let go of me, why don't you?"
"Are you done with the kicking?"
"Oh, jeez.” The little man hung his head. “I'm sorry about that. No more kicking; I give you my word."
Cautiously, Lorrimer let go.
The other man slumped forward, all rage gone. He rubbed his chest where Lorrimer's hand had pressed. “I am so sorry. I shouldn't have taken it out on you. My name's Stan Shanley, by the way."
"Max Lorrimer.” They shook hands, awkwardly. “So, what's your problem, exactly?"
"It's like this, see. My company is downsizing."
"They're letting you go."
"Hah. Not this round anyway.” Shanley shook his head. “No. Today I was told I have to decide which of two people in my department to lay off. My two best friends."
Lorrimer winced. “That's tough."
"And then, I got my final divorce papers, delivered at work, yet.” Shanley rolled his eyes. “My wife left me for a basketball player."
"Man, I'm sorry."
"Not a pro, I admit. But he's taller than you and he played in college. How do you think that makes me feel?"
"Pretty bad, I'll bet."
"Pretty bad doesn't begin to cover it.” Shanley sighed. “On my way out of the building the elevator stuck. I spent half an hour in there, with the alarm ringing the whole time."
"Oh, brother."
"The repairmen finally gave up on trying to get the door open. Instead they dropped a ladder down to me. A rope ladder. The bottom only reached to my shoulders. You ever try to climb one of those things when you can't get a foot on them?"
"Man,” said Lorrimer, “I can see why you were mad."
"Yeah. And then I turn the corner and see a big guy, looking like he could take on the world—well, I just lost it. You were the scapegoat."
"Scapegoat?"
"You know. Put all the blame on the goat and kill it. Not that I wanted to kill you,” he hastened to add.
"I get it."
Shanley shook his head. “I know it sounds stupid. Heck, it was stupid. But while I was hitting you—or trying to—it really felt better. Like I was attacking all my problems at once."
"Well, it didn't feel that good to me."
"No.” Shanley sighed. “I'm ashamed of myself."
"No harm done,” Lorrimer decided. “The fact is, I had a bad day too."
"Yeah?” Shanley looked up at him. “Stuck in an elevator?"
"Nope. Look, I'm a salesman.” He patted the sample case. “Mostly gaskets and valves for industry. Sophisticated, high-market stuff."
"Gotcha."
"Well, there's a company in this building that's been one of our regular customers. The vice president and head of purchasing, a clown named Wragg, kept me waiting around this city for days on the promise of a big order."
"Well, that sounds great."
"It did.” Lorrimer sighed. “He could have put me over my quota for the whole quarter. I rearranged my week around him, dropped appointments so I'd be ready when he could fit me in."
"And he never did?"
"Oh, he finally did. He told me to get over here first thing after lunch. Then he left me waiting until after six."
Shanley was wide eyed. “And?"
"And it turned out he had a complaint about our last shipment, something he could have taken care of in five minutes on the phone. He made me go through all that just so he could chew me out and tell me he wasn't going to buy from us anymore."
"Wow,” said Shanley. “What a creep. Was it your fault the order was wrong?"
"No, and he knew that. But I was the part of the company he could hurt, so he did."
"That stinks. I'll bet you understand what I meant about wanting to strike out at the world."
"I suppose I do. But it sure isn't fair to pick on an innocent victim."
"Absolutely not. I feel rotten about that."
"Forget it. No bones broken.” Lorrimer thought. “You got any plans for dinner, Stan? Thanks to Wragg I have to spend another night in this town."
"Why not? I've got nothing waiting at home. My wife ran off with the Detroit Pistons, right? Hey, what is it, Max? You look like you saw a ghost."
A man had stepped out of the door at the far end of the office building. He turned away in the fading light, talking into a phone and not appearing to notice that anyone else existed.
Lorrimer pointed. “That's him. Wragg."
Shanley studied the man walking briskly away. “Just look at the jerk. That suit would cost me a month's pay."
"At least."
"And that haircut. How much you figure he paid for that?"
"Too much."
"And the attaché case, and that cell phone he's prattling into . . . I'll bet on the hoof he's worth more than my car."
They could both hear Wragg's end of the cell phone conversation. He was using a loud voice to tell someone that the kids had better be ready for bed before he got home. It sounded less like a request than a threat.
"What a jerk,” said Shanley.
"Trust me,” said Lorrimer. “You're seeing his good side."
Shanley scratched his chin thoughtfully. “I'll bet you feel that if you could just take a swing at him, all your problems would go away."
"Maybe so. I—” Lorrimer's eyes widened. “What are you saying?"
"You know what I'm saying.” The little man pounded a fist into his open palm. “I'll bet the petty cash in his wallet would buy us both a steak dinner. We won't be able to use his credit cards but at least he'll have the hassle of replacing them. What do you say?"
Lorrimer blinked. “We can't do that. He'd know it was me."
"You saw the way he ignored us. Besides, it's dark, and we'll hit him from behind. By the time he recovers his senses we'll be blocks away."
He looked down the street. Wragg was the only person in sight. The vice president slapped his cell phone shut with a flourish. What an arrogant jerk.
"Make up your mind,” Shanley urged. “He'll be out of sight in a minute."
"Oh, hell,” said Lorrimer. He put his sample case down in a doorway and shook out his muscles. “Why not?"
"All right!” Shanley grinned. “You go high. I'll go low."
Copyright © 2010 Robert Lopresti
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Department: SOLUTION TO THE MYSTERIOUS CIPHER
He knew only that they had fought for him and that now, through some unfathomable code of their own, had turned on him again.—Evan Hunter
From “To Break the Wall” (Discovery Magazine, 1953)
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Fiction: POINTS by David Braly
* * * *

Robyn Hyzy
* * * *
"You didn't disturb anything?” asked the sheriff.
"Nothing,” said Howard Larson. “I almost touched him, you know, to see if he was hurt or whatever, but then I saw he had to be dead. So I didn't touch him, and called you."
The body was of a dark-complected man in his mid or late thirties, medium height and build, brown hair, clean shaven, with unremarkable facial features. He wore casual outdoor clothes: a lightweight olive green jacket over a green chamois shirt, tan chinos, and a good pair of hiking boots. The front and sides of the jacket were soaked in dried blood.
They were on the rutted dirt road that ran from Larson's house through his ranch to the state highway between Mitchell and Sawyerville in the forested foothills of the Metolius Mountains. The ranch, nestled between the national forest and the rural subdivision on Scissors Prairie, bordered the state highway for three miles, with most of the land along the highway covered with second-growth pine and hemlock. The body was four feet off the private road, about three hundred feet from the highway junction. A few cows grazed amid the nearby trees.
"Do you know him?” asked the sheriff.
"Archaeologist for the Forest Service. Came to the house a few days ago to warn me he'd be poking around in the area between the dry creek and Scissors Prairie."
"For what reason?"
"The developer of the Scissors Prairie subdivision wants to expand it in this direction. We're in talks now. But his development plan will have to pass muster with all the federal and state agencies. Because it'll have an impact on the adjoining national forest, and because he'll be buying or trading for Forest Service land that's intermixed with mine, the plan has to first be approved by the Forest Service. They've no concern about the second-growth trees, but they want assurance that the federal land has no archaeological significance."
"Why would Steve Calloway want to expand his development during this economy?"
"He's buying land, not building houses on it. The houses might not be built for many years. But he's preparing for better times. And I need to sell some of my ranch or lose it all to the bank. This is his chance to buy cheap."
"You haven't seen this archaeologist since he came to your house?"
"No. And I can't figure out why he's over this far from the area Calloway intends to buy. And where's his vehicle? As I recall, he drove a Jeep Cherokee. But it ain't here. It makes no sense."
"What was his name?"
"He told me,” said Larson, “but I don't remember."
Even from the road Sheriff Vernon Rands saw what appeared to be a bullet hole in the chest of the archaeologist's jacket. He turned to look at the three deputies who'd followed him out from Sawyerville. Juan Garcia, his stocky undersheriff, was one.
"Juan,” he said, “you take charge here. Secure the area, take all the necessary photos, and so forth. I'll call the crime lab in Bend and have them send over some forensics people to assist us."
"Are you leaving?"
"I'm going to the Forest Service office. They'll know why this man was here. Also his name. I don't want to go through his pockets until the forensics people finish."
The Metolius National Forest main office was just off the highway one mile east of Sawyerville in a long, windowy, unpainted wooden building. Rands drove onto the large blacktop parking lot that fronted it fifteen minutes before noon, hoping that forest supervisor Larry Hughes hadn't yet left for lunch. He knew him only slightly, their departments cooperating in cases of trespass, vandalism, poaching, animal abuse, theft, and marijuana cultivation, but Rands didn't know him well enough to have an opinion of him. He always suspected that people with advanced university degrees and posh federal or state jobs looked down on him. He was a rural county sheriff with only two years of community college who had won his job in a close election. Little surprise that when the frowning sheriff did form an opinion of such men, it was usually negative.
Supervisor Hughes was still in.
Lean and fortysomething like Rands, in other respects Hughes was his opposite. He was light complected while the sheriff was dark, bald while the sheriff still had a full head of moderately long black hair, clear eyed while the sheriff wore orange-tinted aviator-style glasses over his ever-suspicious eyes, and loud-voiced while Rands habitually spoke in a quiet, gravelly tone that carried his rural accent into a listener's ear with all the audio pleasure of a fingernail being drawn across a blackboard. Even Hughes's office—sunny, open, with windows where there weren't maps—contrasted with the sheriff's dark, cramped office.
"Dead!” said Hughes when Rands told him. They were seated facing each other across Hughes's desk. “How'd it happen?"
"We're not sure yet. I've phoned the state police substation crime lab in Bend for a forensics team. They're hurrying over by helicopter and then a deputy will drive them out to the Larson ranch. I think he may've been shot."
"But you're not sure?"
"No. I didn't wanna touch the body before the experts examine it. But it did look like he had a bullet hole in him. Can't be certain. Might be a preexisting hole in his jacket that got covered with his blood, making it look like a bullet hole when it isn't. . . . Who is he? We don't even know his name."
"Phil Otis.” Hughes shook his head. “He's only been here a few months. He came over from Portland to replace our previous archaeologist, who was promoted to a job in Colorado. Phil wasn't the best archaeologist in the world—I think he barely got through the university—but he was energetic. So far as I know, he had no enemies."
"Why he would be on Larson's road?"
"No idea. He should have been examining the land between the dry creek and the prairie. That's a good mile from there."
"Know where his vehicle is?"
"It should be with him."
"Precisely where in that area was he supposed to be working today?"
"Phil knew what he needed to do and how to do it, so I just let him do his own thing in his own way. He did the work on time, so I had no reason to oversee him too tightly. All I can tell you, Vern, is that he should have been between the dry creek and the prairie, which is an area that covers several square miles. I can't tell you where between. Some quarter sections belong to Larson, some to us."
A few more minutes of conversation drew from Hughes the address of Otis and the information that he was divorced, with no family living in Paiute County.
Rands took a deputy with him to secure the Otis house, located in a modest neighborhood a couple of blocks from downtown. It was a yellow house with a metal roof, a large picture window overlooking a small yard and a quiet street. No vehicle was parked in the attached garage.
Using a skeleton key, Rands went inside. Everything looked normal, nothing tossed or busted like in a burglary or fight, and most everything looked unremarkable. The oddities were in the linen closet: two large cardboard boxes filled with Indian relics, which, except for three dozen black arrowheads and a couple of black spearheads, were individually wrapped in old pages from the weekday Portland Oregonian. If the relics were imitation or reproduction, they were legal. If they were genuine and removed from government land, they were illegal, prohibited from private ownership by the Federal Archaeological Resources Protection Act of 1979. Rands was no expert, but they looked genuine to him, and he knew that the government's own archaeologists were among the worst violators of that particular law. He removed the boxes.
"What do you think?” he asked the deputy, Clyde Hendrickson. “Genuine or fake?"
Hendrickson closely examined a tomahawk, a bone knife, and a small drum, its stretched leather hard and cracked.
"Looks authentic to me,” he said. “Either that or a remarkable imitation. And I don't know why anyone would bother to make a cracked and ruined imitation."
"Let's put these boxes in our evidence room until we can find an expert to examine this stuff. I've got a suspicion that the late Mr. Otis may've been looting protected relics."
An hour later Rands drove the seventeen miles back to Larson's road. There he found the forensics team already finishing its work. The local coroner's van stood by, waiting to remove the body to the crime lab in Bend. Rands parked his Bronco at the edge of the road a hundred feet from the activity and then walked.
Garcia, seeing him coming, walked out to meet him.
"Nadia just found the archaeologist's vehicle,” he reported. “It's parked near a deer trail that runs along the boundary between the ranch and the subdivision."
"Let's go have a look.” Rands turned back toward his Bronco. “What did the forensics people discover?"
"Shot in the chest. Probably early or mid morning. Appears to be a pistol round, but they'll need to examine it with their equipment to be sure. No blood found on the ground, so they think he was killed elsewhere and dumped here. They found his wallet cards and some money still on him, so robbery doesn't appear to be the motive."
"This would be a long way to come out to mug somebody."
"They made an unusual discovery while going through his pockets. Three points."
"Points?"
"Arrowheads. Removing points from where he found them would be legal if they were on private property and he'd received Larson's permission. But I asked Larson. He said he didn't know anything about them and to the best of his knowledge there are very few on his ranch."
While they were climbing into the Bronco and getting it turned around Rands told him about the Indian relics they'd discovered in the Otis house.
"Do you suspect that Howard Larson killed this guy to keep it quiet about Indian relics on his ranch?” asked Garcia. “That Larson feared it would stop his deal with Calloway because the Forest Service would block it?"
"No. The relics we found were wrapped in old pages from the weekday Oregonian. Since that newspaper is no longer delivered outside the immediate Portland area, clearly he'd found or bought them earlier, while living on the wet side of the state. And even if he found the pocketed arrowheads on this ranch, it wouldn't stop the sale. Arrowheads by themselves aren't significant. You find them everywhere. It would take something big, maybe the ruins of a prehistoric settlement, or something odd that would change the archaeological or cultural map, to stop a real estate development."
Otis's Cherokee was parked in a glade just off the deer trail in the shade of tall pines. Deputy Nadia Wilcox had parked her Bronco on the trail beside it to wait for them, touching nothing.
Rands, too, touched nothing. He did examine the Cherokee visually, noting a lack of blood inside it or churned up ground around it. He doubted that the murder had happened inside the vehicle, also doubted that it had been used to transport the body. A thick layer of brown pine needles and other debris covered the trail, preventing footprint impressions. The Cherokee was invisible from the trail; whoever parked it had to turn off onto the glade that was parallel to the trail. Possibly the killer drove it there to hide it. Or perhaps Otis had parked it there to be in the shade of the trees while he worked.
"I'll have the forensics people look at the vehicle,” said Rands, “but I don't think this was the crime scene."
Rands and Garcia drove back to where Otis had been found. The body already had been loaded into the coroner's van for the trip to Bend. Rands took the three arrowheads from the forensics officer in charge, who surrendered the evidence reluctantly even after the sheriff told him he needed it for the immediate investigation. Rands asked him to examine the Cherokee.
Rands held the plastic bag of arrowheads out to Garcia, and asked: “Something look a bit strange about these?"
Garcia took them, turned the bag over and over in his hands, studying the points closely.
"Pretty well made,” he said at last. “I've never seen a white point or brown points before."
"Maybe that's what seemed odd to me. I've only seen black arrowheads. But I guess they come in all colors.” Rands took back the bag and stuffed it into his jacket pocket. “Let's see if we can find where Otis was working,” he said.
During the next hour Rands and his deputies searched the area. They began where the body was found and slowly spread out, looking for disturbed ground or evidence of digging. They found nothing.
The Cherokee also yielded no clues. The forensics team found no evidence of blood or forced entry. The area near it showed no sign of disturbance or digging. They found fresh tire tracks, but they were too faint to reveal tread marks or other useful information. In a couple of spots where the road had a soft surface, tracks appeared to have been brushed out.
"Sorta like in old western movies,” observed Garcia. “Where somebody uses a piece of sagebrush or tree limb to brush out their trail."
"The only person who would have a reason,” said Rands, “would be the killer."
"But why move the body and leave the vehicle? It makes no sense. We're not going to be fooled by the body being found at one place when the vehicle's still at the other."
Rands returned to Sawyerville for another chat with Larry Hughes before Hughes left for home. It was almost five o'clock.
"These were in his pocket?” Hughes asked when shown the plastic bag with the three arrowheads. “Why would he have points in his pocket?"
"I'm wondering the same thing. If he found them elsewhere, why carry them around with him? If he found them on the federal land, he should've left them there. If he found them on Larson's ranch, he should've notified Larson before he took them."
"So you're saying he was a either a looter of federally protected relics or a thief?"
Rands shook his head. “He may've been carrying them with him, so I can't say that. But it looks suspicious."
"It sure does. But how would any of that get him shot?"
"I don't know that any of it would. It's just that the single oddity we've found so far is Indian relics in his possession, probably illegally. Unlawful acts tend to lead to other unlawful acts. . . . Tell me, Larry, if you discovered your archaeologist looting relics from the Metolius National Forest, what would you do?"
"Report him so that he could be arrested. But, Vern, I don't think it's about points. Nobody kills over points, even to avoid arrest, let alone to stop somebody from picking them up off the ground. Not even Indians seeking to protect their heritage or crazy environmentalists. How about the possibility that there's a marijuana patch out there somewhere? We stumbled on a patch near there a couple of years ago."
"I remember it,” Rands said, but we've found no evidence of that thus far."
* * * *
That evening at home, while he ate dinner and later while he watched TV, Rands continued to think about the arrowheads. An adult man wouldn't carry arrowheads around with him, Rands reasoned, so Otis had found them that day. It didn't mean they had led to his murder. But if Rands could discover where Otis had found them, he might get a better idea of where he'd died. He needed to talk to an arrowhead collector.
Next morning, he dropped in at the Paiute County Historical Museum, where five days a week out-of-town visitors strolled through the old brick two-story building, formerly a bank, to view yellowing photographs and knickknacks from the nineteenth century. The museum manager, Charlie Adams, was just the man to know who in the county collected arrowheads. He mentioned Pete Garrison.
Garrison was a tall, lean, white-haired retired logger who lived in a small house at the west edge of town. He appeared reluctant to talk until the sheriff assured him that he wasn't hunting for relic looters, only the killer of Otis. Then, sitting in the small living room with. Garrison and his wife looking on, he displayed the plastic bag of three arrowheads.
A smile crossed Garrison's face. “I can tell you one thing right off the bat,” he said. “These points ain't from around here."
"You're sure?"
"Sure I'm sure. Look at them. One's creamy white, the other two are colored sorta milky brown. All are in perfect condition. Points in central Oregon are black, made of obsidian. Also, they're rarely in perfect condition. Almost always you find them broken."
"Why broken?"
"Because—like I said—they're made of obsidian. That's just brittle volcanic glass, easy to chip or break. Indians made few perfect ones—they tended to break so easily that they threw away more than they made—and when they shot the arrows from their bows, the points usually broke when they hit rocks or bone or trees or just the hard ground. These points are from somewhere else. They mightn't have even been made by Indians. Many people make their own, either for target shooting or to sell."
Garrison told him about people who made Indian-style points as a hobby. Many in central Oregon used obsidian, but in other parts of the country other materials. The hobbyists used stones to knock pieces of obsidian into the desired shape, like the Indians had done, but some of the people selling for profit used more refined tools, including machines.
"You might wanna talk to Keith Fredericks,” Garrison said. “He used to be a big collector of points. And he also used to be a friend of Carl Randolph, who owned the Larson ranch before Larson. I'm sure, him being both an enthusiastic collector and a friend of Randolph's, he searched for points on that ranch."
"Is it a good place to find arrowheads?"
Garrison smiled. “Points aren't naturally occurring, sheriff. You find them wherever the Indians left them."
Outside, Rands thumbed through the small Dex telephone directory he kept in his Bronco until he found Fredericks's address, which turned out to be only three blocks from Rands's own office.
"I never thought a sheriff would question me in a murder investigation,” said Fredericks, sounding pleased. He was a small man, gray haired, with a weathered face and George Will glasses. “Even if it isn't about any direct involvement."
"I'm not sure it was murder.” Rands sat across the kitchen table from Fredericks in the the widower's small house. Fredericks had been doing the Bend Bulletin's crossword puzzle when Rands arrived. “It may've been an accident, though it seems unlikely."
"Well, Pete told you the true gen. Carl gave Stan Williams and me permission to search for points on that ranch when he owned it. This was back before Larson bought it from Bowers, who bought it from Carl. We searched the most likely spots, but never found anything. This would've been back forty or more years ago."
"The most likely spots? Mr. Garrison told me that arrowheads are found only where the Indians left them. He said they weren't ‘naturally occurring.’”
Fredericks chuckled. “Well, yes, that's true, but some spots are more likely than others. You look at the topography, try to imagine where Indians might've camped or hunted. That's where you'd most likely find them."
"Such as along a deer trail."
"Exactly.” Suddenly he laughed. “You know, it's funny you mentioning a deer trail. I'd forgotten all about it, but that scoundrel tried to hoax us."
"Carl Randolph?"
"Yep. Told me about it a few years after he'd sold the ranch. Said he'd salted an area along a deer trail for us."
"Salted? I don't quite understand. You mean he spread salt on—?"
"No, no, no. I mean salted! You know, like you salt a mine. Put pieces of gold in it so somebody will think it's a good mine when it isn't. Carl did the same thing, basically. He dropped a whole bunch of points along a deer trail, thinking we'd find them and get all excited and start bragging all over the place. Then he'd tell what he'd done. Only trouble was, he planted them in the wrong place. But in any case, that would have nothing to do with the dead archaeologist."
"Probably not. But on the other hand, he had arrowheads in his possession and you say you and your friend never found any. Tell me the details."
Fredericks thought it over for a moment, searching his memory. Finally he said: “Carl told me that he'd ordered several dozen points from a mail order outfit in one of those western historical magazines you used to see on the newsstands all the time. You remember, magazines like True West, Old West, Real West, and so forth. They used to carry ads for points and other Indian relics in a classified ad section in their back pages. The points supposedly were ‘collected along the banks of the Rio Grande,’ or some such thing. Maybe so. Or maybe some fellow cut them on a lapidary machine, tossed them on the ground by the river, then picked them up again a minute later. I don't know. But you could buy them, always in mint condition, for very little money. Maybe ten cents apiece or something. I've seen them because some friends used to buy them. They weren't like our points around here."
"Because they were in perfect condition,” guessed Rands. “And made of material other than obsidian."
Fredericks looked surprised. “That's right. Different colors and none broken or misshaped. Top quality if Indians really did make them."
"And what did Mr. Randolph do with them?"
"Spread the whole bunch of them along a very wide deer trail on his ranch just north of Scissors Prairie, where we'd be sure to find them. What he didn't know was that we'd already searched that trail by the time he went out there to spread the points around. That'd been the first place we searched. We never went back. Poor Carl was out about thirty dollars for those points. I don't know what that'd be in modern money. He told me all about it a few years later. He was too embarrassed by the failure to tell me earlier. I guess the points are still out there."
"Do you remember which trail it was?"
"Sure. The wide one. You could drive a car on it. Only one wide one like that up there. Carl wasn't gonna do any hiking to pull his joke! Laziest rancher you ever saw."
"Still alive?"
"Died years ago."
Rands hurried to his office and called in every available deputy, six in all. He also phoned the Sawyerville City Police chief and asked to borrow his canine officer and police dog.
"We're going to the deer trail near where Otis's Cherokee was found,” he told them. “I believe Otis was killed on that trail, either accidentally or on purpose, and then his body moved. We need to find the exact spot. The killer may have swept over the ground with a bush, but it's impossible that he covered up every footprint or blood splatter. We're going to find something."
What they found, after three and a half hours of searching in the summer heat, was a yellow pencil. Marcia, the canine officer, found it while the police dog was sniffing around unproductively. She called Rands over, and he noticed at once the smooth condition of the soil and the odd arrangement of dead pine needles and other debris. Obviously the ground had been swept. He also noticed that the pencil was in excellent condition, showing no signs of age or weathering. It had been dropped recently.
"I think,” he said, “we've found the crime scene."
He had all the deputies search the area. They found no other clues, but they did find two dozen arrowheads, none obsidian, none broken.
Rands went to his Bronco and pulled out the big detailed map of the county that he and every deputy kept in their jockey-box. He unfolded it on the ground, knelt down, and studied the area above Scissors Prairie. He found their location, and noted the property lines. They were, he realized, on the Larson ranch, four hundred feet north of the Scissors Prairie subdivision. They were, in short, on part of the land Larson needed to sell in order to save his ranch.
Early the following morning Rands, Garcia, and three other deputies, along with the city's canine officer and police dog, arrived at the big two-story nineteenth-century house where Howard Larson lived. It sat behind a row of cottonwoods, next to an earthen parking area for Larson's car, pickup, and flatbed truck. A red barn was visible behind the house, and forest beyond that.
When the rancher came out onto his porch, Rands told him, “Mr. Larson, I've a search warrant for this ranch and every building and vehicle on it."
"Looking for what?"
"The pistol you used to murder Phil Otis and any other evidence of the crime."
Larson swallowed. “Why on earth would you suspect me? If I'd killed somebody, I wouldn't have left the body on my own road."
"You would've left it there if moving it from the trail where he was killed was safer than the risk of being seen carrying him over the highway. And since you probably couldn't quickly find Otis's vehicle parked in the glade, I'm guessing you used whatever vehicle you were driving on the deer trail when you stumbled across him and he mentioned those arrowheads he'd found."
"That's your guess, huh?"
"It is."
"You're welcome to search, sheriff. But you're not gonna find anything."
A confidence had entered Larson's voice. It bothered Rands. Perhaps the rancher had destroyed all the evidence. Of course, he couldn't destroy the pistol, but he owned hundreds of acres of land where he could've buried it. Never could they search the whole ranch. The best they could hope for about the pistol was to find fresh-turned dirt where it'd been buried. But it was the discovery of one of two other items Rands was counting on.
One was whatever Larson had used to wrap the body in. He'd used something. He would never have placed the bleeding corpse on the bed of his pickup or truck or inside his car.
The other item was arrowheads. Even non-collectors couldn't toss away what they believed to be a genuine Indian arrowhead. Rands thought Otis may have shown Larson the arrowheads before Larson killed him. They, indeed, were likely the motive. Arrowheads other than those in Otis's pocket, and, Rands suspected, Larson would have removed those, too, had he known of their presence. Otis probably had been stealing those three arrowheads and so had said nothing about them, but instead had shown Larson some others that he'd found.
The search yielded two pistols, but both were .22 caliber, and the crime lab had notified Rands that the round which killed Otis had been fired from a .38-caliber gun. The search yielded no bloodstained blankets, trash bags, or other body-wrapping material. They did discover blood stains in the back of the pickup truck, but Larson appeared unfazed.
"Do your blood tests,” Larson said confidently. “You'll see it's from deer and ducks. And, I'll add, shot in season."
But then they found an old Mason jar half full of arrowheads. Most were broken and black. But five on top of the pile were other colors and in perfect shape.
Larson waited out the search at his kitchen table. Rands walked in with the jar, opened it, and, in front of him, used tweezers to carefully pull out the five arrowheads—and only those five—that were not made of obsidian.
"Did he show these to you?” asked Rands. “Or did you pick them up off the nearby ground after you killed him?"
"I don't know what you're talking about.” But clearly Larson was bothered that Rands knew exactly which arrowheads to select. “Those are just some old points I've found on this place over the years and a few I picked up elsewhere when I was a kid."
"These colored ones aren't. They came from the deer trail where Phil Otis died. Nowhere else. And we found another couple dozen of them yesterday at the same place."
"Did you?” And then Larson realized what Rands had told him. “You've discovered where he died?"
"Yes. You brushed away the footprints and your vehicle tracks, but we found a pencil there. Probably his, maybe yours, but either way it pinpointed the location. All the arrowheads we found there confirmed it was the location we were looking for."
Larson appeared to be about to voice another denial, but he didn't. Instead, after a moment, he seemed to shrink in upon himself, become smaller, deflate. Then he nodded.
"It was an impulse,” he said. “I had a pistol with me and when that cocky young bastard told me he was gonna prevent approval of the Forest Service permit, I just got so angry I shot him. I was stunned when I realized what I'd done. But, of course, there was nothing I could do after I'd done it. Well, nothing except try to cover up the killing."
"So you moved him away from the trail so nobody else would find the arrowheads and try to stop your sale?"
Larson nodded. “You got everything right, sheriff. I used an old tent stored in the back of my pickup to wrap him up, and later burned it. Drove the body to the road because I didn't dare go out onto the highway and risk being seen. Brushed over the trail. Should've gotten rid of the points, but . . . well, I didn't think about them being specific to that one little area. I should've guessed it from what he told me."
"What'd he tell you?"
"That he'd never seen points like those before, so they must have cultural and historical significance. That's how he'd stop the development."
Rands remembered Hughes's comment about Otis not being the world's best archaeologist. He wondered how long it would've been before Otis realized that the arrowheads had been planted. Perhaps he would never have realized it, perhaps some other archaeologist would've had to tell him later.
He read Larson his Miranda rights, then asked, “Have you ever heard the phrase ‘salting the mine'?"
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Mystery Classic: SLEEPING DOG: SELECTED AND INTRODUCED BY WALTER SATTERTHWAIT by Ross Macdonald
Ross Macdonald
"I counted the number of rooms I had lived in during my first sixteen years,” he once wrote, “and got a total of fifty."
As a son, he was born in California in 1915 but lived most of his childhood in Canada. He was abandoned by his father, John Macdonald Millar, at the age of three, and raised partly by his sickly Christian Scientist mother, Annie, and partly by other relatives, including his Mennonite grandparents. In high school he drank and fought, smoked and stole and gambled until he straightened himself out and went to work for a year on a ranch. When his father died in 1932, the insurance policy, still made out to his wife, provided her with enough money to buy an annuity that paid for their son's college. Three years later, when he was twenty, she died of a brain tumor. He spent the next year traveling throughout Europe, bicycling by himself across Nazi Germany. At the University of Michigan, he studied under W.H. Auden and wrote his doctoral dissertation on Samuel Coleridge.
As a husband, he often argued with his wife, Margaret. Sometimes they merely screamed and shouted; sometimes they threw things at one another. Over the years, occasionally, they could not live together, but they could never live apart. By shaping and editing her work, he helped her become a published mystery writer before he became one himself. With the money from a movie sale, she bought their first California house in Santa Barbara, the town in which they remained for most of their adult life. Collectively, in forty-five years together, editing and helping each other, they wrote fifty-three books.
As a father, he had one child, a daughter. When she was sixteen years old, she went to trial for killing a young boy with the car he had given her. Afterward he and she both underwent psychotherapy. He maintained throughout his career that the therapy had probably saved his life. His daughter, however, was still troubled, and a few years later, while she was attending UC Davis, she simply disappeared from her room. His frantic cross-country search for her became front-page news. After she was found in Reno, Nevada, she went back into therapy, and he went into the hospital with a damaged heart. She died of a brain hemorrhage in 1970, sixteen years before he died of Alzheimer's. She was only thirty-one.
Over the course of his life, he went by a number of names: Kenny, Ken, Kenneth, Mr. Millar. For his first few books, he was “Kenneth Millar.” For the next one, perhaps to prevent any confusing of his books with those of his wife, he used his father's name, “John Macdonald.” Then, to distinguish himself from fellow writer John D. MacDonald, he was “John Ross Macdonald.” Finally he was just “Ross Macdonald,” the name under which he became internationally famous.
Given all that, it is perhaps no surprise that what he wrote about most often, what seemed to obsess him, was identity. Where other mystery novelists concerned themselves with who done it, Mr. Macdonald wondered why it had happened—how had individual men or women become who they were, how had they reached a point at which murder, the theft of a human life, appeared not only necessary but somehow inevitable?
His early detective novels were smart, solid, Raymond Chandler clones. His detective, Lew Archer, was a slightly gentler version of Philip Marlowe; a tad more thoughtful, perhaps, but still quick with a quip or a fist. His cases offered all the standard hard-boiled furniture—corrupt officials, crooked cops, quack doctors, arrogant rich, noble poor, gats and shivs and molls. Starting with The Doomsters in 1958, however, and continuing on through The Blue Hammer in 1976, the books become crowded with outcast and runaway children, with boys and girls, young men and young women, who have been wounded, abused, kidnapped, or, like Mr. Macdonald himself, abandoned.
Over the length of the series, Archer becomes less a sleuth and (as readers and critics have frequently pointed out) more a kind of therapist. Again and again, rooting back through the years, he discovers what it was that had stunted, blunted, twisted the lives of the people he meets, villains and victims alike. The truth, when finally revealed, may not actually set these people free; indeed in some cases, much like the Monopoly card, it sends them to directly to jail. But without it, they have no hope of freedom whatever. None of us do, Archer knows.
Mr. Macdonald wrote a spare, intelligent, unadorned prose that was always capable of a heartbreaking, seemingly offhand beauty. Often colored, like Archer himself, by melancholy and foreboding, his descriptions of the California countryside can be haunting. He gives it all to us: the cramped cottages, the elaborate private estates, the canyons and the hills, the forest fires, the oil slicks, the bowl of blue sky arching over the flat hammered blue of a Pacific Ocean that both Archer and Macdonald loved.
And the man could plot like a demon. The books are driven not only by Archer's deepening sympathy, but also by his growing sense of urgency. Almost always, someone is missing, or someone is threatened, time is slipping away, doom is gathering around the next corner or beyond the next mountain. We watch as Archer desperately tries to prevent it from swooping down and consuming us all.
Like most Macdonald fans, I think that all the later Archer novels are terrific. But if I were slammed up against a wall, slapped around, and forced to pick a favorite, I would probably pick The Chill. "The surprise with which a detective novel concludes,” he once wrote, “should set up tragic vibrations which run backward through the entire structure.” The surprise at the end of The Chill does exactly that, and then some. 
The short story published here, “Sleeping Dog,” was written in the mid sixties, after he had found his voice and his purpose. It's one of the last short stories he finished; after writing it, he was basically too busy writing novels and becoming famous to deal with short stories. As good as the stories are, and some of them are excellent, I believe that he showed more of his real strengths in his novels.
Back then, everyone seemed to know about the books. Two of them were reviewed on the front page of TheNew York Times Book Review, one by William Goldman, the other by Eudora Welty. He was on the cover of Newsweek. Throughout the seventies, he was probably the best known American mystery writer in the world. That he is pretty much unknown today, only thirty years later, is fairly depressing.
A few critics have maintained that Mr. Macdonald kept writing the same book. Well, maybe so. But I think that, in a sense, all writers keep writing the same book. It's just that some of them start with a great book, and keep getting better at it.
* * * *
SLEEPING DOG by Ross Macdonald
From The Archer Files (Crippen & Landru, Publishers). Copyright 1965 by Ross Macdonald.
* * * *
The day after her dog disappeared, Fay Hooper called me early. Her normal voice was like waltzing violins, but this morning the violins were out of tune. She sounded as though she'd been crying.
"Otto's gone.” Otto was her one-year-old German shepherd. “He jumped the fence yesterday afternoon and ran away. Or else he was kidnapped—dognapped, I suppose is the right word to use."
"What makes you think that?"
"You know Otto, Mr. Archer—how loyal he was. He wouldn't deliberately stay away from me overnight, not under his own power. There must be thieves involved.” She caught her breath. “I realize searching for stolen dogs isn't your métier. But you are a detective, and I thought, since we knew each other . . .” She allowed her voice to suggest, ever so chastely, that we might get to know each other better.
I liked the woman, I liked the dog, I liked the breed. I was taking my own German shepherd pup to obedience school, which is where I met Fay Hooper. Otto and she were the handsomest and most expensive members of the class.
"How do I get to your place?"
She lived in the hills north of Malibu, she said, on the far side of the county line. If she wasn't home when I got there, her husband would be.
On my way out, I stopped at the dog school in Pacific Palisades to talk to the man who ran it, Fernando Rambeau. The kennels behind the house burst into clamor when I knocked on the front door. Rambeau boarded dogs as well as trained them.
A dark-haired girl looked out and informed me that her husband was feeding the animals. “Maybe I can help,” she added doubtfully, and then she let me into a small living room.
I told her about the missing dog. “It would help if you called the vets and animal shelters and gave them a description,” I said.
"We've already been doing that. Mrs. Hooper was on the phone to Fernando last night.” She sounded vaguely resentful. “I'll get him."
Setting her face against the continuing noise, she went out the back door. Rambeau came in with her, wiping his hands on a rag. He was a square-shouldered Canadian with a curly black beard that failed to conceal his youth. Over the beard, his intense, dark eyes peered at me warily, like an animal's sensing trouble.
Rambeau handled dogs as if he loved them. He wasn't quite so patient with human beings. His current class was only in its third week, but he was already having dropouts. The man was loaded with explosive feeling, and it was close to the surface now.
"I'm sorry about Mrs. Hooper and her dog. They were my best pupils. He was, anyway. But I can't drop everything and spend the next week looking for him."
"Nobody expects that. I take it you've had no luck with your contacts."
"I don't have such good contacts. Marie and I, we just moved down here last year, from British Columbia."
"That was a mistake,” his wife said from the doorway.
Rambeau pretended not to hear her. “Anyway, I know nothing about dog thieves.” With both hands, he pushed the possibility away from him. “If I hear any word of the dog, I'll let you know, naturally. I've got nothing against Mrs. Hooper."
His wife gave him a quick look. It was one of those revealing looks that said, among other things, that she loved him but didn't know if he loved her, and she was worried about him. She caught me watching her and lowered her eyes. Then she burst out, “Do you think somebody killed the dog?"
"I have no reason to think so."
"Some people shoot dogs, don't they?"
"Not around here,” Rambeau said. “Maybe back in the bush someplace.” He turned to me with a sweeping explanatory gesture. “These things make her nervous and she gets wild ideas. You know Marie is a country girl—"
"I am not. I was born in Chilliwack.” Flinging a bitter look at him, she left the room.
''Was Otto shot?” I asked Rambeau.
"Not that I know of. Listen, Mr. Archer, you're a good customer, but I can't stand here talking all day. I've got twenty dogs to feed."
They were still barking when I drove up the coast highway out of hearing. It was nearly forty miles to the Hoopers’ mailbox, and another mile up a blacktop lane that climbed the side of a canyon to the gate. On both sides of the heavy wire gate, which had a new combination padlock on it, a hurricane fence, eight feet high and topped with barbed wire, extended out of sight. Otto would have to be quite a jumper to clear it. So would I.
The house beyond the gate was low and massive, made of fieldstone and steel and glass. I honked at it and waited. A man in blue bathing trunks came out of the house with a shotgun. The sun glinted on its twin barrels and on the man's bald head and round brown, burnished belly. He walked quite slowly, a short, heavy man in his sixties, scuffing along in huaraches. The flabby brown shell of fat on him jiggled lugubriously.
When he approached the gate, I could see the stiff gray pallor under his tan, like stone showing under varnish. He was sick or afraid, or both. His mouth was profoundly discouraged.
"What do you want?” he said over the shotgun.
"Mrs. Hooper asked me to help find her dog. My name is Lew Archer."
He was not impressed. “My wife isn't here, and I'm busy. I happen to be following soybean futures rather closely."
"Look here, I've come quite a distance to lend a hand. I met Mrs. Hooper at dog school and—"
Hooper uttered a short, savage laugh. “That hardly constitutes an introduction to either of us. You'd better be on your way right now."
"I think I'll wait for your wife."
"I think you won't.” He raised the shotgun and let me look into its close-set, hollow round eyes. “This is my property all the way down to the road, and you're trespassing. That means I can shoot you if I have to."
"What sense would that make? I came out here to help you."
"You can't help me.” He looked at me through the wire gate with a kind of pathetic arrogance, like a lion that had grown old in captivity. “Go away."
I drove back down to the road and waited for Fay Hooper. The sun slid up the sky. The inside of my car turned oven-hot. I went for a walk down the canyon. The brown September grass crunched under my feet. Away up on the far side of the canyon, an earthmover that looked like a crazy red insect was cutting the ridge to pieces.
A very fast black car came up the canyon and stopped abruptly beside me. A gaunt man in a wrinkled brown suit climbed out, with his hand on his holster, told me that he was Sheriff Carlson, and asked me what I was doing there. I told him.
He pushed back his wide cream-colored hat and scratched at his hairline. The pale eyes in his sun-fired face were like clouded glass inserts in a brick wall.
"I'm surprised Mr. Hooper takes that attitude. Mrs. Hooper just came to see me in the courthouse. But I can't take you up there with me if Mr. Hooper says no."
"Why not?"
"He owns most of the county and holds the mortgage on the rest of it. Besides,” he added with careful logic, “Mr. Hooper is a friend of mine."
"Then you better get him a keeper."
The sheriff glanced around uneasily, as if the Hoopers’ mailbox might be bugged. “I'm surprised he has a gun, let alone threatening you with it. He must be upset about the dog."
"He didn't seem to care about the dog."
"He does, though. She cares, so he cares,” Carlson said.
"What did she have to tell you?"
"She can talk to you herself. She should be along any minute. She told me that she was going to follow me out of town."
He drove his black car up the lane. A few minutes later, Fay Hooper stopped her Mercedes at the mailbox. She must have seen the impatience on my face. She got out and came toward me in a little run, making noises of dismayed regret.
Fay was in her late thirties and fading slightly, as if a light frost had touched her pale gold head, but she was still a beautiful woman. She turned the gentle force of her charm on me.
"I'm dreadfully sorry,” she said. “Have I kept you waiting long?"
"Your husband did. He ran me off with a shotgun."
Her gloved hand lighted on my arm, and stayed. She had an electric touch, even through layers of cloth.
"That's terrible. I had no idea that Allan still had a gun."
Her mouth was blue behind her lipstick, as if the information had chilled her to the marrow. She took me up the hill in the Mercedes. The gate was standing open, but she didn't drive in right away.
"I might as well be perfectly frank,” she said without looking at me. “Ever since Otto disappeared yesterday, there's been a nagging question in my mind. What you've just told me raises the question again. I was in town all day yesterday so that Otto was alone here with Allan when—when it happened.” The values her voice gave to the two names made it sound as if Allan were the dog and Otto the husband.
"When what happened, Mrs. Hooper?” I wanted to know.
Her voice sank lower. “I can't help suspecting that Allan shot him. He's never liked any of my dogs. The only dogs he appreciates are hunting dogs—and he was particularly jealous of Otto. Besides, when I got back from town, Allan was getting the ground ready to plant some roses. He's never enjoyed gardening, particularly in the heat. We have professionals to do our work. And this really isn't the time of year to put in a bed of roses."
"You think your husband was planting a dog?” I asked.
"If he was, I have to know.” She turned toward me, and the leather seat squeaked softly under her movement. “Find out for me, Mr. Archer. If Allan killed my beautiful big old boy, I couldn't stay with him."
"Something you said implied that Allan used to have a gun or guns, but gave them up. Is that right?"
"He had a small arsenal when I married him. He was an infantry officer in the war and a big-game hunter in peacetime. But he swore off hunting years ago."
"Why?"
"I don't really know. We came home from a hunting trip in British Columbia one fall and Allan sold all his guns. He never said a word about it to me, but it was the fall after the war ended, and I always thought that it must have had something to do with the war."
"Have you been married so long?"
"Thank you for that question.” She produced a rueful smile. “I met Allan during the war, the year I came out, and I knew I'd met my fate. He was a very powerful person."
"And a very wealthy one."
She gave me a flashing, haughty look and stepped so hard on the accelerator that she almost ran into the sheriff's car parked in front of the house. We walked around to the back, past a free-form swimming pool that looked inviting, into a walled garden. A few Greek statues stood around in elegant disrepair. Bees murmured like distant bombers among the flowers.
The bed where Allan Hooper had been digging was about five feet long and three feet wide, and it reminded me of graves.
"Get me a spade,” I said.
"Are you going to dig him up?"
"You're pretty sure he's in there, aren't you, Mrs. Hooper?"
"I guess I am."
From a lath house at the end of the garden, she fetched a square-edged spade. I asked her to stick around.
I took off my jacket and hung it on a marble torso where it didn't look too bad. It was easy digging in the newly worked soil. In a few minutes, I was two feet below the surface, and the ground was still soft and penetrable.
The edge of my spade struck something soft but not so penetrable. Fay Hooper heard the peculiar dull sound it made. She made a dull sound of her own. I scooped away more earth. Dog fur sprouted like stiff black grass at the bottom of the grave.
Fay got down on her knees and began to dig with her lacquered fingernails. Once she cried out in a loud harsh voice, “Dirty murderer!"
Her husband must have heard her. He came out of the house and looked over the stone wall. His head seemed poised on top of the wall, hairless and bodiless, like Humpty Dumpty. He had that look on his face, of not being able to be put together again.
"I didn't kill your dog, Fay. Honest to God, I didn't."
She didn't hear him. She was talking to Otto. “Poor boy, poor boy,” she said. “Poor, beautiful boy."
Sheriff Carlson came into the garden. He reached down into the grave and freed the dog's head from the earth. His large hands moved gently on the great wedge of the skull.
Fay knelt beside him in torn and dirty stockings. “What are you doing?"
Carlson held up a red-tipped finger. “Your dog was shot through the head, Mrs. Hooper, but it's no shotgun wound. Looks to me more like a deer rifle."
"I don't even own a rifle,” Hooper said over the wall. “I haven't owned one for nearly twenty years. Anyway, 1 wouldn't shoot your dog."
Fay scrambled to her feet. She looked ready to climb the wall. “Then why did you bury him?"
His mouth opened and closed.
"Why did you buy a shotgun without telling me?"
"For protection."
"Against my dog?"
Hooper shook his head. He edged along the wall and came in tentatively through the gate. He had on slacks and a short-sleeved yellow jersey that somehow emphasized his shortness and his fatness and his age.
"Mr. Hooper had some threatening calls,” the sheriff said. “Somebody got hold of his unlisted number. He was just telling me about it now."
"Why didn't you tell me, Allan?"
"I didn't want to alarm you. You weren't the one they were after, anyway. I bought a shotgun and kept it in my study."
"Do you know who they are?"
"No. I make enemies in the course of business, especially the farming operations. Some crackpot shot your dog, gunning for me. I heard a shot and found him dead in the driveway."
"But how could you bury him without telling me?"
Hooper spread his hands in front of him. “I wasn't thinking too well. I felt guilty, I suppose, because whoever got him was after me. And I didn't want you to see him dead. I guess I wanted to break it to you gently."
"This is gently?"
"It's not the way I planned it. I thought if I had a chance to get you another pup—"
"No one will ever take Otto's place."
Allan Hooper stood and looked at her wistfully across the open grave, as if he would have liked to take Otto's place. After a while, the two of them went into the house.
Carlson and I finished digging Otto up and carried him out to the sheriff's car. His inert blackness filled the trunk from side to side.
"What are you going to do with him, Sheriff?” I asked.
"Get a vet I know to recover the slug in him. Then if we nab the sniper, we can use ballistics to convict him."
"You're taking this just as seriously as a real murder, aren't you?” I observed.
"They want me to,” he said with a respectful look toward the house.
Mrs. Hooper came out carrying a white leather suitcase, which she deposited in the back seat of her Mercedes.
"Are you going someplace?” I asked her.
"Yes. I am.” She didn't say where.
Her husband, who was watching her from the doorway, didn't speak. The Mercedes went away. He closed the door. Both of them had looked sick.
"She doesn't seem to believe he didn't do it. Do you, Sheriff?"
Carlson jabbed me with his forefinger. “Mr. Hooper is no liar. If you want to get along with me, get that through your head. I've known Mr. Hooper for over twenty years—served under him in the war—and I never heard him twist the truth."
"I'll have to take your word for it. What about those threatening phone calls? Did he report them to you before today?"
"No."
"What was said on the phone?"
"He didn't tell me."
"Does Hooper have any idea who shot the dog?"
"Well, he did say he saw a man slinking around outside the fence. He didn't get close enough to the guy to give me a good description, but he did make out that he had a black beard."
"There's a dog trainer in Pacific Palisades named Rambeau who fits the description. Mrs. Hooper has been taking Otto to his school."
"Rambeau?” Carlson said with interest.
"Fernando Rambeau. He seemed pretty upset when I talked to him this morning."
"What did he say?"
"A good deal less than he knows, I think. I'll talk to him again."
Rambeau was not at home. My repeated knocking was answered only by the barking of the dogs. I retreated up the highway to a drive-in, where I ate a torpedo sandwich. When I was on my second cup of coffee, Marie Rambeau drove by in a pickup truck. I followed her home.
"Where's Fernando?” I asked.
"I don't know. I've been out looking for him."
"Is he in a bad way?"
"I don't know how you mean."
"Emotionally upset."
"He has been ever since that woman came into the class."
"Mrs. Hooper?"
Her head bobbed slightly.
"Are they having an affair?"
"They better not be.” Her small red mouth looked quite implacable. “He was out with her night before last. I heard him make the date. He was gone all night, and when he came home, he was on one of his black drunks and he wouldn't go to bed. He sat in the kitchen and drank himself glassy-eyed.” She got out of the pickup facing me. “Is shooting a dog a very serious crime?"
"It is to me, but not to the law. It's not like shooting a human being."
"It would be to Fernando. He loves dogs the way other people love human beings. That included Otto."
"But he shot him."
Her head drooped. I could see the straight white part dividing her black hair. “I'm afraid he did. He's got a crazy streak, and it comes out in him when he drinks. You should have heard him in the kitchen yesterday morning. He was moaning and groaning about his brother."
"His brother?"
"Fernando had an older brother, George, who died back in Canada after the war. Fernando was just a kid when it happened and it was a big loss to him. His parents were dead, too, and they put him in a foster home in Chilliwack. He still has nightmares about it."
"What did his brother die of?"
"He never told me exactly, but I think he was shot in some kind of hunting accident. George was a guide and packer in the Fraser River Valley below Mount Robson. That's where Fernando comes from, the Mount Robson country. He won't go back on account of what happened to his brother."
"What did he say about his brother yesterday?” I asked.
"That he was going to get his revenge for George. I got so scared I couldn't listen to him. I went out and fed the dogs. When I came back in, Fernando was loading his deer rifle. I asked him what he was planning to do, but he walked right out and drove away."
"May I see the rifle?"
"It isn't in the house. I looked for it after he left today. He must have taken it with him again. I'm so afraid that he'll kill somebody."
"What's he driving?"
"Our car. It's an old blue Meteor sedan."
Keeping an eye out for it, I drove up the highway to the Hoopers’ canyon. Everything there was very peaceful. Too peaceful. Just inside the locked gate, Allan Hooper was lying facedown on his shotgun. I could see small ants in single file trekking across the crown of his bald head.
I got a hammer out of the trunk of my car and used it to break the padlock. I lifted his head. His skin was hot in the sun, as if death had fallen on him like a fever. But he had been shot neatly between the eyes. There was no exit wound; the bullet was still in his head. Now the ants were crawling on my hands.
I found my way into the Hoopers’ study, turned off the stuttering teletype, and sat down under an elk head to telephone the courthouse. Carlson was in his office.
"I have bad news, Sheriff. Allan Hooper's been shot."
I heard him draw in his breath quickly, “Is he dead?"
"Extremely dead. You better put out a general alarm for Rambeau."
Carlson said with gloomy satisfaction, “I already have him."
"You have him?"
"That's correct. I picked him up in the Hoopers’ canyon and brought him in just a few minutes ago.” Carlson's voice sank to a mournful mumble. “I picked him up a little too late, I guess."
"Did Rambeau do any talking?"
"He hasn't had a chance to yet. When I stopped his car, he piled out and threatened me with a rifle. I clobbered him one good."
I went outside to wait for Carlson and his men. A very pale afternoon moon hung like a ghost in the sky. For some reason, it made me think of Fay. She ought to be here. It occurred to me that possibly she had been.
I went and looked at Hooper's body again. He had nothing to tell me. He lay as if he had fallen from a height, perhaps all the way from the moon.
They came in a black county wagon and took him away. I followed them inland to the county seat, which rose like a dusty island in a dark green lake of orange groves. We parked in the courthouse parking lot, and the sheriff and I went inside.
Rambeau was under guard in a second-floor room with barred windows. Carlson said it was used for interrogation. There was nothing in the room but an old deal table and some wooden chairs. Rambeau sat hunched forward on one of them, his hands hanging limp between his knees. Part of his head had been shaved and plastered with bandages.
"I had to cool him with my gun butt,” Carlson said. “You're lucky I didn't shoot you—you know that, Fernando?"
Rambeau made no response. His black eyes were set and dull.
"Had his rifle been fired?"
"Yeah. Chet Scott is working on it now. Chet's my identification lieutenant and he's a bear on ballistics.” The sheriff turned back to Rambeau. “You might as well give us a full confession, boy. If you shot Mr. Hooper and his dog, we can link the bullets to your gun. You know that."
Rambeau didn't speak or move.
"What did you have against Mr. Hooper?” Carlson said.
No answer. Rambeau's mouth was set like a trap in the thicket of his head.
"Your older brother,” I said to him, “was killed in a hunting accident in British Columbia. Was Hooper at the other end of the gun that killed George?"
Rambeau didn't answer me, but Carlson's head came up. “Where did you get that, Archer?"
"From a couple of things I was told. According to Rambeau's wife, he was talking yesterday about revenge for his brother's death. According to Fay Hooper, her husband swore off guns when he came back from a certain hunting trip after the war. Would you know if that trip was to British Columbia?"
"Yeah. Mr. Hooper took me and the wife with him."
"Whose wife?"
"Both our wives."
"To the Mount Robson area?"
"That's correct. We went up after elk."
"And did he shoot somebody accidentally?” I wanted to know.
"Not that I know of. I wasn't with him all the time, understand. He often went out alone, or with Mrs. Hooper,” Carlson replied.
"Did he use a packer named George Rambeau?"
"I wouldn't know. Ask Fernando here."
I asked Fernando. He didn't speak or move. Only his eyes had changed. They were wet and glistening-black, visible parts of a grief that filled his head like a dark underground river.
The questioning went on and produced nothing. It was night when I went outside. The moon was slipping down behind the dark hills. I took a room in a hotel and checked in with my answering service in Hollywood. About an hour before, Fay Hooper had called me from a Las Vegas hotel. When I tried to return the call, she wasn't in her room and didn't respond to paging. I left a message for her to come home, that her husband was dead.
Next, I called R.C.M.P. headquarters in Vancouver to ask some questions about George Rambeau. The answers came over the line in clipped Canadian tones. George and his dog had disappeared from his cabin below Red Pass in the fall of 1945. Their bodies hadn't been recovered until the following May, and by that time they consisted of parts of the two skeletons. These included George Rambeau's skull, which had been pierced in the right front and left rear quadrants by a heavy-caliber bullet. The bullet had not been recovered. Who fired it, or when or why, had never been determined. The dog, a husky, had also been shot through the head.
I walked over to the courthouse to pass the word to Carlson. He was in the basement shooting gallery with Lieutenant Scott, who was firing test rounds from Fernando Rambeau's .30/30 repeater.
I gave them the official account of the accident. “But since George Rambeau's dog was shot, too, it probably wasn't an accident,” I said.
"I see what you mean,” Carlson said. “It's going to be rough, spreading all this stuff out in court about Mr. Hooper. We have to nail it down, though."
I went back to my hotel and to bed, but the process of nailing down the case against Rambeau continued through the night. By morning, Lieutenant Scott had detailed comparisons set up between the test-fired slugs and the ones dug out of Hooper and the dog. I looked at his evidence through a comparison microscope. It left no doubt in my mind that the slugs that killed Allan Hooper and the dog Otto had come from Rambeau's gun.
But Rambeau still wouldn't talk, even to phone his wife or ask for a lawyer.
"We'll take you out to the scene of the crime,” Carlson said. “I've cracked tougher nuts than you, boy."
We rode in the back seat of his car with Fernando handcuffed between us. Lieutenant Scott did the driving, Rambeau groaned and pulled against his handcuffs. He was very close to the breaking point, I thought.
It came a few minutes later when the car turned up the lane past the Hoopers’ mailbox. He burst into sudden fierce tears as if a pressure gauge in his head had broken. It was strange to see a bearded man crying like a boy, and whimpering, “I don't want to go up there."
"Because you shot him?” Carlson said.
"I shot the dog. I confess I shot the dog,” Rambeau said.
"And the man?"
"No!” he cried. “I never killed a man. Mr. Hooper was the one who did. He followed my brother out in the woods and shot him."
"If you knew that,” I said, “why didn't you tell the Mounties years ago?"
"I didn't know it then. I was seven years old. How would I understand? When Mrs. Hooper came to our cabin to be with my brother, how would I know it was a serious thing? Or when Mr. Hooper asked me if she had been there? I didn't know he was her husband. I thought he was her father checking up. I knew I shouldn't have told him—I could see it in his face the minute after—but I didn't understand the situation until the other night, when I talked to Mrs. Hooper."
"Did she know that her husband had shot George?"
"She didn't even know George had been killed. They never went back to the Fraser River after 1945. But when we put our facts together, we agreed he must have done it. I came out here next morning to get even. The dog came out to the gate. It wasn't real to me—I was drinking most of the night—it wasn't real to me until the dog went down. I shot him. Mr. Hooper shot my dog. But when he came out of the house himself, I couldn't pull the trigger. I yelled at him and ran away."
"What did you yell?"
"The same thing I told him on the telephone: ‘Remember Mount Robson.’”
A yellow cab, which looked out of place in the canyon, came over the ridge above us. Lieutenant Scott waved it to a stop. The driver said he'd just brought Mrs. Hooper home from the airport and wanted to know if that constituted a felony. Scott waved him on.
"I wonder what she was doing at the airport,” Carlson said.
"Coming home from Vegas. She tried to call me from there last night. I forgot to tell you."
"You don't forget important things like that,” Carlson said.
"I suppose I wanted her to come home under her own power."
"In case she shot her husband?"
"More or less."
"She didn't. Fernando shot him, didn't you, boy?"
"I shot the dog. I am innocent of the man.” He turned to me: “Tell her that. Tell her I am sorry about the dog. I came out here to surrender the gun and tell her yesterday. I don't trust myself with guns."
"With darn good reason,” Carlson said. “We know you shot Mr. Hooper. Ballistic evidence doesn't lie."
Rambeau screeched in his ear, “You're a liar! You're all liars!"
Carlson swung his open hand against the side of Rambeau's face. “Don't call me names, little man."
Lieutenant Scott spoke without taking his eyes from the road. “I wouldn't hit him, Chief. You wouldn't want to damage our case."
Carlson subsided, and we drove on up to the house. Carlson went in without knocking. The guard at the door discouraged me from following him.
I could hear Fay's voice on the other side of the door, too low to be understood. Carlson said something to her.
"Get out! Get out of my house, you killer!” Fay cried out sharply.
Carlson didn't come out. I went in instead. One of his arms was wrapped around her body; the other hand was covering her mouth. I got his Adam's apple in the crook of my left arm, pulled him away from her, and threw him over my left hip. He went down clanking and got up holding his revolver.
He should have shot me right away. But he gave Fay Hooper time to save my life.
She stepped in front of me. “Shoot me. Mr. Carlson. You might as well. You shot the one man I ever cared for."
"Your husband shot George Rambeau, if that's who you mean. I ought to know. I was there.” Carlson scowled down at his gun, and replaced it in his holster.
Lieutenant Scott was watching him from the doorway.
"You were there?” I said to Carlson. “Yesterday you told me Hooper was alone when he shot Rambeau."
"He was. When I said I was there, I meant in the general neighborhood."
"Don't believe him,” Fay said. “He fired the gun that killed George, and it was no accident. The two of them hunted George down in the woods. My husband planned to shoot him himself, but George's dog came at him and he had to dispose of it. By that time, George had drawn a bead on Allan. Mr. Carlson shot him. It was hardly a coincidence that the next spring Allan financed his campaign for sheriff."
"She's making it up,” Carlson said. “She wasn't within ten miles of the place."
"But you were, Mr. Carlson, and so was Allan. He told me the whole story yesterday, after we found Otto. Once that happened, he knew that everything was bound to come out. I already suspected him, of course, after I talked to Fernando. Allan filled in the details himself. He thought, since he hadn't killed George personally, I would be able to forgive him. But I couldn't. I left him and flew to Nevada, intending to divorce him. I've been intending to for twenty years."
Carlson said: “Are you sure you didn't shoot him before you left?"
"How could she have?” I said. “Ballistics don't lie, and the ballistic evidence says he was shot with Fernando's rifle. Nobody had access to it but Fernando and you. You stopped him on the road and knocked him out, took his rifle and used it to kill Hooper. You killed him for the same reason that Hooper buried the dog—to keep the past buried. You thought Hooper was the only witness to the murder of George Rambeau. But by that time, Mrs. Hooper knew about it, too."
"It wasn't murder. It was self-defense, just like in the war. Anyway, you'll never hang it on me."
"We don't have to. We'll hang Hooper on you. How about it, Lieutenant?"
Scott nodded grimly, not looking at his chief. I relieved Carlson of his gun. He winced, as if I were amputating part of his body. He offered no resistance when Scott took him out to the car.
I stayed behind for a final word with Fay. “Fernando asked me to tell you he's sorry for shooting your dog."
"We're both sorry.” She stood with her eyes down, as if the past was swirling visibly around her feet. ‘'I'll talk to Fernando later. Much later."
"There's one coincidence that bothers me. How did you happen to take your dog to his school?"
"I happened to see his sign, and Fernando Rambeau isn't a common name. I couldn't resist going there. I had to know what had happened to George. I think perhaps Fernando came to California for the same reason."
"Now you both know,” I said.
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