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I know what you’ve heard but Pat O’Leary’s
cow didn’t have nothing to do with it. Not like they said in the
papers. The way them reporters put it you’d thought the damn cow
was playing with matches. I mean, sure, it started in the cowshed,
but that cow was long dead by that point, and really it was Pat
himself who lit it. I helped him do it. And that meteor shower some
folks talked about—you see, that happened beforehand. It didn’t
start the fire either, but it sure as hell caused it.

You have to understand what the West Side of
Chicago was like back then. Pat had a nice little place on DeKoven
Street—just enough land to grow some spuds and raise a few
chickens. The cow was a skinny old milker, and she was of that age
where her milk was too sour and her beef would probably be too
tough. Pat O’Leary wanted to sell her to some drovers who were
looking to lay down some jerky for a drive down to Abilene, but the
missus would have none of it.

“Elsie’s like one of the family!” Catherine
protested. “Aunt Sophie gave her to me when she was just a
heifer.”

I knew Pat had to bite his tongue not to ask
if Catherine meant when the cow was a heifer or when Sophie was. By
that point in their marriage Paddy’s tongue was crisscrossed with
healed-over bite marks.

Catherine finished up by saying, “Selling
that cow’d be like selling Aunt Sophie herself off by the
pound.”

Over whiskey that night Paddy confided in me
that if he could find a buyer for Sophie he’d love to sell the old
bitch. “She eats twice as much as the damn cow and don’t smell half
as good.”

I agreed and we drank on it.

Shame the way she went. The cow, I mean. I
wouldn’t wish that on a three-legged dog. As for Sophie…well, I
guess in a way I feel sorry for her, too. And for the rest of them
that died that night, the ones in the fire…and the ones who died
before.

The fire started Sunday night, but the
problem started way sooner, just past midnight on a hot Tuesday
morning. That was a strange autumn. Dryer than it should have been,
and with a steady wind that you’d have thought blew straight in off
a desert. I never saw anything like it except the Santa Ana’s, but
this was Illinois, not California. Father Callahan had a grand ol’
time with it, saying that it was the hot breath of Hell blowing
hard on all us sinners, but we wasn’t sinning any worse that year
than we had the year before and the year before that. Conner
O’Malley was still sneaking into the Widow Daley’s back door every
Saturday night, the Kennedy twins were still stealing hogs, and
Paddyand I were still making cheap whiskey and selling it in
premium bottles to the pubs who sold it to travelers heading west.
No reason Hell should have breathed any harder that year than any
other.

What was different that year was not what we
sinners were doing but what those saints were up to, ’cause we had
shooting stars every night for a week. The good father had
something to say about that, too. It was the flaming sword of St.
Michael and his lot, reminding us of why we were tossed out of
Eden. That man could make a hellfire and brimstone sermon out of a
field full of fuzzy bunnies, I swear to God.

On the first night there was just a handful
of little ones, like Chinese fireworks way out over Lake Michigan.
But the second night there was a big ball of light—Biela’s Comet
the reporter from the Tribune called it—and it just burst
apart up there and balls of fire came a’raining down
everywhere.

Pat and I were up at the still and we were
trying to sort out how to make Mean-Dog Mulligan pay the six
months’ worth of whiskey fees he owed us. Mean-Dog was a man who
earned his nickname and he was bigger than both of us put together,
so when we came asking for our cash and he told us to piss off, we
did. We only said anything out loud about it when we were a good
six blocks from his place.

“We’ve got to sort him out,” I told Paddy,
“or everyone’ll take a cue from him and then where will we be?”

Pat was feeling low. Mean-Dog had smacked him
around a bit, just for show, and my poor lad was in the doldrums.
His wife was pretty but she was a nag; her aunt Sophie was more
terrifying than the red Indians who still haunted some of these
woods, and Mean-Dog Mulligan was turning us into laughingstocks.
Pat wanted to brood, and brooding over a still of fresh whiskey at
least takes some of the sting out. It was after our fourth cup that
we saw the comet.

Now, I’ve seen comets before. I seen them out
at sea before I lost my leg, and I seen ’em out over the plains
when I was running with the Scobie gang. I know what they look
like, but this one was just a bit different. It was green, for one
thing. Comets don’t burn green, not any I’ve seen or heard about.
This one was a sickly green, too, the color of bad liver, and it
scorched a path through the air. Most of it burned up in the sky,
and that’s a good thing, but one piece of it came down hard by the
edge of the lake, right smack down next to Aunt Sophie’s
cottage.

Pat and I were sitting out in our lean-to in
a stand of pines, drinking toasts in honor of Mean-Dog developing a
wasting sickness when the green thing came burning down out of the
sky and smacked into the ground not fifty feet from Sophie’s place.
There was a sound like fifty cannons firing all at once and the
shock rolled up the hill to where we sat. Knocked both of us off
our stools and tipped over the still.

“Pegleg!” Pat yelled as he landed on his ass.
“The brew!”

I lunged for the barrel and caught it before
it tilted too far, but a gallon of it splashed me in the face and
half-drowned me. That’s just a comment, not a complaint. I steadied
the pot as I stood up. My clothes were soaked with whiskey but I
was too shocked to even suck my shirttails. I stood staring down
the slope. Sophie’s cottage still stood, but it was surrounded by
towering flames. Green flames, and that wasn’t the whiskey talking.
There were real green flames licking at the night, catching the
grass, burning the trees that edged her property line.

“That’s Sophie’s place,” I said.

He wiped his face and squinted through the
smoke. “Yeah, sure is.”

“She’s about to catch fire.”

He belched. “If I’m lucky.”

I grinned at him. It was easy to see his
point. Except for Catherine there was nobody alive who could stand
Aunt Sophie. She was fat and foul, and you couldn’t please her if
you handed her a deed to a gold mine. Not even Father Callahan
liked her and he was sort of required to by license.

We stood there and watched as the green fire
crept along the garden path toward her door. “Suppose we should go
down there and kind of rescue her, like,” I suggested.

He bent and picked up a tin cup, dipped it in
the barrel, drank a slug and handed it to me. “I suppose.”

“Catherine will be mighty upset if we let her
burn.”

“I expect.”

We could hear her screaming now as she
finally realized that Father Callahan’s hellfire had come
a’knocking. Considering her evil ways, she probably thought that’s
just what it was, and had it been, not even she could have found
fault with the reasoning.

“Come on,” Pat finally said, tugging on my
sleeve, “I guess we’d better haul her fat ass outta there or I’ll
never hear the end of it.”

“Be the Christian thing to do,” I agreed,
though truth to tell we didn’t so much as hustle down the slope to
her place as saunter.

That’s what saved our lives in the end,
’cause we were still only halfway down when the second piece of the
comet hit. This time it hit her cottage fair and square.

It was like the fist of God—if His fist was
ever green, mind—punching down from Heaven and smashing right
through her roof. The whole house just flew apart, the roof blew
off, the windows turned to glittery dust, and the log walls
splintered into matchwood. The force of it was so strong that it
just plain sucked the air out of the fire, like blowing out a
candle.

Patrick started running about then, and since
he has two legs and I got this peg I followed along as best I
could. Took us maybe ten minutes to get all the way down there.

By that time Sophie Kilpatrick was deader’n a
doornail.

We stopped outside the jagged edge of what
had been her north wall and stared at her just lying there amid the
wreckage. Her bed was smashed flat, the legs broke; the dresser and
rocker were in pieces, all the crockery in fragments. In the midst
of it, still wearing her white nightgown and bonnet, was Sophie,
her arms and legs spread like a starfish, her mouth open like a
bass, her goggle eyes staring straight up at Heaven in the most
accusing sort of way.

We exchanged a look and crept inside.

“She looks dead,” he said.

“Of course she’s dead, Pat, a comet done just
fell on her.”

The fire was out but there was still a bit of
green glow coming off her and we crept closer still.

“What in tarnation is that?”

“Dunno,” I said. There were bits and pieces
of green rock scattered around her, and it glowed like it had a
light inside. Kind of pulsed in a way, like a slow heartbeat.
Sophie was dusted with glowing green powder. It was on her gown and
her hands and her face. A little piece of the rock pulsed inside
her mouth, like she’d gasped it in as it all happened.

“What’s that green stuff?”

“Must be that comet they been talking about
in the papers. Biela’s Comet they been calling it.”

“Why’d it fall on Sophie?”

“Well, Pat, I don’t think it meant
to.”

He grunted as he stared down at her. The
green pulsing of the rock made it seem like she was breathing and a
couple of times he bent close to make sure.

“Damn,” he said after he checked the third
time, “I didn’t think she’d ever die. Didn’t think she could!”

“God kills everything,” I said, quoting one
of Father Callahan’s cheerier observations. “Shame it didn’t fall
on Mean-Dog Mulligan.”

“Yeah, but I thought Sophie was too damn
ornery to die. Besides, I always figured the Devil’d do anything he
could to keep her alive.”

I looked at him. “Why’s that?”

“He wouldn’t want the competition. You know
she ain’t going to Heaven and down in Hell…well, she’ll be bossing
around old Scratch and his demons before her body is even cold in
the grave. Ain’t nobody could be as persistently disagreeable as
Aunt Sophie.”

“Amen to that,” I said and sucked some
whiskey out of my sleeve. Pat noticed what I was doing and asked
for a taste. I held my arm out to him. “So…what you think we should
do?”

Pat looked around. The fire was out, but the
house was a ruin. “We can’t leave her out here.”

“We can call the constable,” I suggested.
“Except that we both smell like whiskey.”

“I think we should take her up to the house,
Peg.”

I stared at him. “To the house? She weighs
nigh on half a ton.”

“She can’t be more than three hundred-weight.
Catherine will kill me if I leave her out here to get gnawed on by
every creature in the woods. She always says I was too hard on
Sophie, too mean to her. She sees me bringing Sophie’s body home,
sees how I cared enough to do that for her only living aunt, then
she’ll think better of me.”

“Oh, man….” I complained, but Pat was
adamant. Besides, when he was in his cups Pat complained that
Catherine was not being very “wifely” lately. I think he was hoping
that this would somehow charm him back onto Catherine’s side of the
bed. Mind you, Pat was as drunk as a lord, so this made sense to
him, and I was damn near pickled, so it more or less made sense to
me, too. Father Callahan could have gotten a month’s worth of
hellfire sermons on the dangers of hard liquor out of the way Pat
and I handled this affair. Of course, Father Callahan’s dead now,
so there’s that.

Anyway, we wound up doing as Pat said and we
near busted our guts picking up Sophie and slumping her onto a
wheelbarrow. We dusted off the green stuff as best we could, but we
forgot about the piece in her mouth and the action of dumping her
on the ’barrow must have made that glowing green chunk slide right
down her gullet. If we’d been a lot less drunk we’d have wondered
about that, because on some level I was pretty sure I heard her
swallow that chunk, but since she was dead and we were grunting and
cursing trying to lift her, and it couldn’t be real anyway,
I didn’t comment on it. All I did once she was loaded was peer at
her for a second to see if that great big bosom of hers was rising
and falling—which it wasn’t—and then I took another suck on my
sleeve.

It took near two hours to haul her fat ass up
the hill and through the streets and down to Pat’s little place on
DeKoven Street. All the time I found myself looking queer at
Sophie. I hadn’t liked that sound, that gulping sound, even if I
wasn’t sober or ballsy enough to say anything to Pat. It made me
wonder, though, about that glowing green piece of comet. What the
hell was that stuff, and where’d it come from? It weren’t nothing
normal, that’s for sure.

We stood out in the street for a bit with Pat
just staring at his own front door, mopping sweat from his face,
careful of the bruises from Mean-Dog. “I can’t bring her in like
this,” he said, “it wouldn’t be right.”

“Let’s put her in the cowshed,” I suggested.
“Lay her out on the straw and then we can fetch the doctor. Let him
pronounce her dead all legal like.”

For some reason that sounded sensible to both
of us, so that’s what we did. Neither of us could bear to try and
lift her again so we tipped over the barrow and let her tumble
out.

“Ooof!” she said.

“Excuse me,” Pat said, and then we both
froze.

He looked at me, and I looked at him, and we
both looked at Aunt Sophie. My throat was suddenly as dry as an
empty shot glass.

Pat’s face looked like he’d seen a ghost and
we were both wondering if that’s what we’d just seen in fact. We
crouched over her, me still holding the arms of the barrow, him
holding one of Sophie’s wrists.

“Tell me if you feel a pulse, Paddy my lad,”
I whispered.

“Not a single thump,” he said.

“Then did you hear her say ‘ooof’ or some
suchlike?”

“I’d be lying if I said I didn’t.”

“Lying’s not always a sin,” I observed.

He dropped her wrist, then looked at the pale
green dust on his hands—the glow had faded—and wiped his palms on
his coveralls.

“Is she dead or isn’t she?” I asked.

He bent and with great reluctance pressed his
ear to her chest. He listened for a long time. “There’s no ghost of
a heartbeat,” he said.

“Be using a different word now, will ya?”

Pat nodded. “There’s no heartbeat. No breath,
nothing.”

“Then she’s dead?”

“Aye.”

“But she made a sound.”

Pat straightened, then snapped his fingers.
“It’s the death rattle,” he said. “Sure and that’s it. The dead
exhaling a last breath.”

“She’s been dead these two hours and more.
What’s she been waiting for?”

He thought about that. “It was the stone. The
green stone—it lodged in her throat and blocked the air. We must
have dislodged it when we dumped her out and that last breath came
out. Just late is all.”

I was beginning to sober up and that didn’t
have the ring of logic it would have had an hour ago.

We stood over her for another five minutes,
but Aunt Sophie just lay there, dead as can be.

“I got to go tell Catherine,” Pat said
eventually. “She’s going to be in a state. You’d better scram.
She’ll know what we’ve been about.”

“She’ll know anyway. You smell as bad as I
do.”

“But Sophie smells worse,” he said, and that
was the truth of it.

So I scampered and he went in to break his
wife’s heart. I wasn’t halfway down the street before I heard her
scream.

 


* * *

 


I didn’t come back until Thursday and as I
came up the street, smoking my pipe, Pat came rushing around the
side of the house. I swear he was wearing the same overalls and
looked like he hadn’t washed or anything. The bruises had faded to
the color of a rotten eggplant but his lip was less swollen. He
grabbed me by the wrist and fair wrenched my arm out dragging me
back to the shed; but before he opened the door he stopped and
looked me square in the eye.

“You got to promise me to keep a secret,
Pegleg.”

“I always keep your secrets,” I lied, and he
knew I was lying.

“No, you have to really keep this one. Swear
by the baby Jesus.”

Pat was borderline religious, so asking me to
swear by anything holy was a big thing for him. The only other time
he’d done it was right before he showed me the whiskey still.

“Okay, Paddy, I swear by the baby Jesus and
His Holy Mother, too.”

He stared at me for a moment before nodding;
then he turned and looked up and down the alley as if all the world
was leaning out to hear whatever Patrick O’Leary had to say. All I
saw was a cat sitting on a stack of building bricks distractedly
licking his bollocks. In a big whisper Pat said, “Something’s
happened to Sophie.”

I blinked at him a few times. “Of course
something happened to her, you daft bugger, a comet fell on her
head and killed her.”

He was shaking his head before I was even
finished. “No... since then.”

That’s not a great way to ease into a
conversation about the dead. “What?”

He fished a key out of his pocket, which is
when I noticed the shiny new chain and padlock on the cowshed door.
It must have cost Pat a week’s worth of whiskey sales to buy that
thing.

“Did Mean-Dog pay us now?”

Pat snorted. “He’d as soon kick me as pay us
a penny of what he owes.”

I nodded at the chain. “You afraid someone’s
going to steal her body?”

He gave me the funniest look. “I’m not afraid
of anybody breaking in.”

Which is another of those things that don’t
sound good when someone says it before entering a room with a dead
body in it.

He unlocked the lock, then he reached down to
where his shillelagh leaned against the frame. It was made from a
whopping great piece of oak root, all twisted and polished, the
handle wrapped with leather.

“What’s going on now, Paddy?” I asked,
starting to back away, and remembering a dozen other things that
needed doing. Like running and hiding and getting drunk.

“I think it was that green stuff from the
comet,” Paddy whispered as he slowly pushed open the door. “It did
something to her. Something unnatural.”

“Everything about Sophie was unnatural,” I
reminded him.

The door swung inward with a creak and the
light of day shone into the cowshed. It was ten feet wide by twenty
feet deep, with a wooden rail, a manger, stalls for two cows—though
Paddy only owned just the one. The scrawny milk cow Catherine doted
on was lying on her side in the middle of the floor.

I mean to say what was left of her was
lying on the floor. I tried to scream but all that came out of my
whiskey-raw throat was a crooked little screech.

The cow had been torn to pieces. Blood and
gobs of meat littered the floor, and there were more splashes of
blood on the wall. And right there in the middle of all that muck,
sitting like the queen of all Damnation was Aunt Sophie. Her fat
face and throat were covered with blood. Her cotton gown was torn
and streaked with cow shit and gore. Flies buzzed around her and
crawled on her face.

Aunt Sophie was gnawing on what looked like
half a cow liver and when the sunlight fell across her from the
open door she raised her head and looked right at us. Her skin was
as grey-pale as the maggots that wriggled through little rips in
her skin; but it was her eyes that took all the starch out of my
knees. They were dry and milky but the pupils glowed an unnatural
green, just like the piece of comet that had slid down her
gullet.

“Oh... lordy-lordy-save a sinner!” I heard
someone say in an old woman’s voice, and then realized that it was
me speaking.

Aunt Sophie lunged at us. All of sudden she
went from sitting there like a fat dead slob eating Paddy’s cow and
then she was coming at us like a charging bull. I shrieked. I’m not
proud; I’ll admit it.

If it hadn’t been for the length of chain
Paddy had wound around her waist she’d have had me, too, ’cause I
could no more move from where I was frozen than I could make
leprechauns fly out of my bottom. Sophie’s lunge was jerked to a
stop with her yellow teeth not a foot from my throat.

Paddy stepped past me and raised the club. If
Sophie saw it, or cared, she didn’t show it.

“Get back, you fat sow!” he yelled and took
to thumping her about the face and shoulders, which did no
noticeable good.

“Paddy, my dear,” I croaked, “I think I’ve
soiled myself.”

Paddy stepped back, his face running sweat.
“No, that’s her you smell. It’s too hot in this shed. She’s coming
up ripe.” He pulled me further back and we watched as Sophie
snapped the air in our direction for a whole minute, then she lost
interest and went back to gnawing on the cow.

“What’s happened to her?”

“She’s dead,” he said.

“She can’t be. I’ve seen dead folks before,
lad, and she’s a bit too spry.”

He shook his head. “I checked and I checked.
I even stuck her with the pitchfork. Just experimental like, and I
got them tines all the way in but she didn’t bleed.”

“But... but...”

“Catherine came out here, too. Before Sophie
woke back up, I mean. She took it hard and didn’t want to hear
about comets or nothing like that. She thinks we poisoned her with
our whiskey.”

“It’s strong, I’ll admit, but it’s more
likely to kill a person than make the dead wake back up again.”

“I told her that and she commenced to hit me,
and she hits as hard as Mean-Dog. She had a good handful of my hair
and was swatting me a goodun’ when Sophie just woke up.”

“How’d Catherine take that?”

“Well, she took it poorly, the lass. At first
she tried to comfort Sophie, but when the old bitch tried to bite
her Catherine seemed to cool a bit toward her aunt. It wasn’t until
after Sophie tore the throat out of the cow that Catherine seemed
to question whether Sophie was really her aunt or more of an old
acquaintance of the family.”

“What’d she say?”

“It’s not what she said so much as it was her
hitting Sophie in the back of the head with a shovel.”

“That’ll do ’er.”

“It dropped Sophie for a while and I hustled
out and bought some chain and locks. By the time I came back
Catherine was in a complete state. Sophie kept waking up, you see,
and she had to clout her a fair few times to keep her
tractable.”

“So where’s the missus now?”

“Abed. Seems she’s discovered the medicinal
qualities of our whiskey.”

“I’ve been saying it for years.”

He nodded and we stood there, watching Sophie
eat the cow.

“So, Paddy me old mate,” I said softly, “what
do you think we should do?”



“With Sophie?”

“Aye.”

Paddy’s bruised faced took on the one
expression I would have thought impossible under the circumstances.
He smiled. A great big smile that was every bit as hungry and nasty
as Aunt Sophie.

 


* * *

 


It took three days of sweet talk and charm,
of sweat-soaked promises and cajoling but we finally got him to
come to Paddy’s cowshed. And then there he was, the Mean-Dog
himself, all six-and-a-half feet of him, flanked by Killer Muldoon
and Razor Riley, the three of them standing in Paddy’s yard late on
Sunday afternoon.

My head was ringing from a courtesy smacking
Mean-Dog had given me when I’d come to his office; and Pat lips
were puffed out again—but Pat was still smiling.

“So, lads,” Mean-Dog said quietly, “tell me
again why I’m here in a yard that smells of pigshit instead of at
home drinking a beer.”

“Cow shit,” Pat corrected him, and got a
clout for it.

“We have a new business partner, Mr.
Mulligan,” I said. “And she told us that we can’t provide no more
whiskey until you and she settle accounts.”

“She? You’re working with a woman?” His voice
was filled with contempt. “Who’s this woman, then? Sounds like she
has more mouth than she can use.”

“You might be saying that,” Pat agreed
softly. “It’s my Aunt Sophie.”

I have to admit, that did give even Mean-Dog
a moment’s pause. There are Cherokee war parties that would go
twenty miles out to their way not to cross Sophie. And that was
before the comet.

“Sophie Kilpatrick, eh?” He looked at his two
bruisers. Neither of them knew her and they weren’t impressed.
“Where is she?”

“In the cowshed,” Pat said. “She said she
wanted to meet somewhere quiet.”

“Shrewd,” Mean-Dog agreed, but he was still
uncertain. “Lads, go in and ask Miss Sophie to come out.”

The two goons shrugged and went into the shed
as I inched my way toward the side alley. Pat held his ground and I
don’t know whether it was all the clouting ’round the head he’d
been getting, or the latest batch of whiskey, or maybe he’d just
reached the bottom of his own cup and couldn’t take no more from
anyone, but Pat O’Leary stood there grinning at Mean-Dog as the two
big men opened the shed door and went in.

Pat hadn’t left a light on in there and it
was a cloudy day. The goons had to feel their way in the dark. When
they commenced screaming I figured they’d found their way to
Sophie. This was Sunday by now and the cow was long gone. Sophie
was feeling a might peckish.

Mean-Dog jumped back from the doorway and
dragged out his pistol with one hand and took a handful of Pat’s
shirt with the other. “What the hell’s happening? Who’s in
there?”

“Just Aunt Sophie,” Pat said and actually
held his hand to God as he said it.

Mean-Dog shoved him aside and kicked open the
door. That was his first mistake because Razor Riley’s head smacked
him right in the face. Mean-Dog staggered back and then stood there
in dumb shock as his leg-breaker’s head bounced to the ground right
at his feet. Riley’s face wore an expression of profound shock.

“What?” Mean-Dog asked, as if anything Pat or
I could say would be an adequate answer to that.

The second mistake Mean-Dog made was to get
mad and go charging into the shed. We watched him enter and we both
jumped as he fired two quick shots, then another, and another.

I don’t know, even to this day, whether one
of those shots clipped her chain or whether Sophie was even
stronger than we thought she was, but a second later Mean-Dog came
barreling out of the cowshed, running at full tilt, with Sophie
Kilpatrick howling after him trailing six feet of chain. She was
covered in blood and the sound she made would have made a banshee
take a vow of silence. They were gone down the alley in a heartbeat
and Pat and I stood there in shock for a moment, then we peered
around the edge of the door into the shed.

The lower half of Razor Riley lay just about
where the cow had been. Killer Muldoon was all in one piece, but
there were pieces missing from him, if you follow. Sophie had her
way with him and he lay dead as a mullet, his throat torn out and
his blood pooled around him.

“Oh, lordy,” I said. “This is bad for us,
Pat. This is jail and skinny fellows like you and me have to wear
petticoats in prison.”

But there was a strange light in his eyes.
Not a glowing green light, which was a comfort, but not a nice
light either. He looked down at the bodies and then over his
shoulder in the direction where Sophie and Mean-Dog had vanished.
He licked his bruised lips and said, “You know, Pegleg…there are
other sonsabitches who owe us money.”

“Those are bad thoughts you’re having, Paddy
my dear.”

“I’m not saying we feed them to Sophie. But
if we let it get known, so to speak. Maybe show them what’s left of
these lads…”

“Patrick O’Leary you listen to me—we are not
about being criminal masterminds here. I’m not half as smart as a
fencepost and you’re not half as smart as me, so let’s not be
planning anything extravagant.”

Which is when Mean-Dog Mulligan came
screaming back into Pat’s yard. God only knows what twisted
puzzle-path he took through the neighborhood but there he was
running back toward us, his arms bleeding from a couple of bites
and his big legs pumping to keep him just ahead of Sophie.

“Oh dear,” Pat said in a voice that made it
clear that the reality that his plan still had a few bugs to be
sorted out.

“Shovel!” I said and lunged for the one
Catherine had used on her aunt. Pat grabbed a pickaxe and we swung
at the same time.

I hit Sophie fair and square in the face and
the shock of it rang all the way up my arms and shivered the tool
right out of my hands; but the force of the blow had its way with
her and her green eyes were instantly blank. She stopped dead in
her tracks and then pitched backward to measure her length on the
ground.

Pat’s swing had a different effect. The big
spike of the pickaxe caught Mean-Dog square in the center of the
chest and though everyone said the man had no heart, Pat and his
pickaxe begged to differ. The gangster’s last word was “Urk!” and
he fell backward, as dead as Riley and Muldoon.

“Quick!” I said and we fetched the broken
length of chain from the shed and wound it about Sophie, pinning
her arms to her body and then snugging it all with the padlock.
While Pat was checking the lock I fetched the wheelbarrow, and we
grunted and cursed some more as we got her onto it.

“We have to hide the bodies,” I said, and
Pat, too stunned to speak, just nodded. He grabbed Mean-Dog’s heels
and dragged him into the shed while I played a quick game of
football with Razor Riley’s head. Soon the three toughs were hidden
in the shed. Pat closed it and we locked the door.

That left Sophie sprawled on the barrow, and
she was already starting to show signs of waking up.

“Sweet suffering Jesus!” I yelled. “Let’s get
her into the hills. We can chain her to a tree by the still until
we figure out what to do.”

“What about them?” Pat said, jerking a thumb
at the shed.

“They’re not going anywhere.”

We took the safest route that we could manage
quickly and if anyone did see us hauling a fat, blood-covered,
struggling dead woman in chains out of town in a wheelbarrow it
never made it into an official report. We chained her to a stout
oak and then hurried back. It was already dark and we were scared
and exhausted and I wanted a drink so badly I could cry.

“I had a jug in the shed,” Pat whispered as
we crept back into his yard.

“Then consider me on the wagon, lad.”

“Don’t be daft. There’s nothing in there that
can hurt us now. And we have to decide what to do with those
lads.”

“God…this is the sort of thing that could
make the mother of Jesus eat meat on Friday.”

He unlocked the door and we went inside,
careful not to step in blood, careful not to look at the bodies. I
lit his small lantern and we closed the door so we could drink for
a bit and sort things out.

After we’d both had a few pulls on the bottle
I said, “Pat, now be honest, my lad…you didn’t think this through
now did you?”

“It worked out differently in my head.” He
took a drink.

“How’s that?”

“Mean-Dog got scared of us and paid us, and
then everyone else heard about Sophie and got scared of us,
too.”

“Even though she was chained up in a
cowshed?”

“Well, she got out, didn’t she?”

“Was that part of the plan?”

“Not as such.”

“So, in the plan we just scared people with a
dead fat woman in a shed.”

“It sounds better when it’s only a
thought.”

“Most things do.” We toasted on that.

Mean-Dog Mulligan said, “Ooof.”

“Oh dear,” I said, the jug halfway to my
mouth.

We both turned and there he was, Mean-Dog
himself with a pickaxe in his chest and no blood left in him,
struggling to sit up. Next to him Killer Muldoon was starting to
twitch. Mean-Dog looked at us and his eyes were already glowing
green.

“Was this part of the plan, then?” I
whispered.

Pat said “Eeep!” which was all he could
manage.

That’s how the whole lantern thing started,
you see. It was never the cow, ’cause the cow was long dead by
then. It was Patrick who grabbed the lantern and threw it,
screaming all the while, right at Mean-Dog Mulligan.

I grabbed Pat by the shoulder and dragged him
out of the shed and we slammed the door and leaned on it while
Patrick fumbled the lock and chain into place.

It was another plan we hadn’t thought all the
way through. The shed didn’t have a cow anymore, but it had plenty
of straw. It fair burst into flame. We staggered back from it and
then stood in his yard, feeling the hot wind blow past us, watching
as the breeze blew the fire across the alley. Oddly, Pat’s house
never burned down, and Catherine slept through the whole thing.

It was about 9 p.m. when it started and by
midnight the fire had spread all the way across the south branch of
the river. We watched the business district burn—and with it all of
the bars that bought our whiskey.

Maybe God was tired of our shenanigans, or
maybe he had a little pity left for poor fools, but sometime after
midnight it started to rain. They said later that if it hadn’t
rained then all of Chicago would have burned. As it was, it was
only half the town. The church burned down, though, and Father
Callahan was roasted like a Christmas goose. Sure and the Lord had
His mysterious ways.

Two other things burned up that night. Our
still and Aunt Sophie. All we ever found was her skeleton and the
chains wrapped around the burned stump of the oak. On the ground
between her charred feet was a small lump of green rock. Neither
one of us dared touch it. We just dug a hole and swatted it in with
the shovel, covered it over and fled. As far as I know it’s still
up there to this day.

When I think of what would have happened if
we’d followed through with Pat’s plan…or if Mean-Dog and Muldoon
had gotten out and bitten someone else. Who knows how fast it could
have spread, or how far? It also tends to make my knees knock when
I think of how many other pieces of that green comet must have
fallen…and where those stones are. Just thinking about it’s enough
to make a man want to take a drink

I would like to say that Patrick and I
changed our ways after that night, that we never rebuilt the still
and never took nor sold another drop of whiskey. But that would be
lying, and as we both know I never like to tell a lie.

 


 


THE END

 


 


HISTORICAL NOTE: There are several
popular theories on how the Great Fire of Chicago got started. It
is widely believed that it started in a cowshed behind the house of
Patrick and Catherine O’Leary. Historian Richard Bales asserts that
Daniel “Pegleg” Sullivan started it while trying to steal some
milk. Other theories blame a fallen lantern or a discarded cigar.
One major theory, first floated in 1882 and which has gained a lot
of ground lately, is that Biela’s Comet rained down fragments as it
broke up over the Midwest.

About the only thing experts and historians
can agree on is that the cow had nothing to do with it.
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