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Francis M. Nevins

Mr. Tutt and Mr. Train

Nowadays when we want a 
story o f law, lawyers, law­
yering, and ju stice, we 
tune in to Law & Order. Seventy 

and eighty years ago, when our 
grandparents wanted a tale with 
those ingredients, they bought the 
latest issue o f The Saturday Eve­
ning Post, for generations Ameri­
ca’s m ost popular w eekly fiction 
magazine, and flipped to the latest 
exploit o f Mr. Tutt.

Ephraim  Tutt starred in more 
than eighty short stories, most o f 
them  first published in the Post 
between 1919 and the end ofW orld 
War II, then assembled into hard­
cover collections and reshuffled at 
intervals into large “Best o f Mr. 
Tutt” volumes. Until the advent o f 
Perry Mason he was America’s pre­
m ier lawyer character and his cre­
ator, Arthur Train (1875-1945), our 
forem ost lawyer storyteller.

Train was bom  into a fam ily o f 
Boston Brahmins, graduated from 
Harvard Law School in 1899, and

spent several years as an assistant 
district attorney in New York, try­
ing hundreds o f murder cases and 
using his o ff hours to write short 
stories, which soon began to sell to 
the Post and other magazines. In 
1908 he resigned and set up his 
own civil practice, but in 1921, two 
years after creating Mr. Tutt, he 
quit lawyering for keeps and was a 
full-time writer from then on.

Train insisted that he didn’t 
write mysteries and knew nothing 
about the genre, and by and large 
he was right. Most o f the early Mr. 
Tutt tales are set in the Manhat­
tan criminal court system; Ephra­
im ’s client is a poor man (usually 
from  one o f the immigrant groups 
that thronged into New York ear­
ly in  the twentieth century) who is 
charged with murder or some oth­
er serious offense. In some o f the 
tales the entire legal system and 
its lackeys, the defendant (who is 
guilty and without moral justifica­
tion) and his ethnic milieu, and
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even Mr. Tutt him self and his col­
leagues are portrayed with a geni­
al, detached contempt worthy o f 
H. L. Mencken. In others Train por­
trays the system  as an obscene 
m onster thirsting for the blood o f 
the oppressed and Mr. Tutt and his 
associates as the righteous rem­
nant, battling law to achieve jus­
tice.

It’s unlikely that Train’s audi­
ence cared much about, or even no­
ticed, these discrepancies. Regard­
less o f the role he plays in a 
particular story— defender of the 
underdog, amoral gun for hire, flim­
flam  artist, m ender o f rom antic 
destinies, amateur detective, or a 
blend o f two or more o f these parts 
—Ephraim ’s philosophy, rhetoric, 
and tactics remain consistent. The 
later stories deal with civil more 
than crim inal law, and most o f 
them fall into a common pattern, 
with a Shylock figure using some 
rule o f law for a nefarious purpose 
until Mr. Tutt comes on the scene 
like Portia in The Merchant of Ven­
ice and trumps the bad guy with a 
kinder and gentler, and of course 
more arcane, rule o f law.

M ost o f the Mr. Tutt stories are 
set in the environments that Train 
knew best—Manhattan, New Eng­
land, and remote fishing villages o f 
Canada and upstate New York. But 
in his later years he took vacation 
trips to distant com ers o f the Unit­
ed States and then offered Ephra­
im a legal adventure in the same 
venue, with lots of local color in case 
the IRS questioned the business 
purpose of his travels. This was the 
origin o f such stories as “The King’s

W hiskers,” w hich takes place on 
the M ontana-Canada border, and 
the story in this issue, set on New 
M exico’s Cocas Pueblo reservation.

The title “A nd Lesser Breeds 
W ithout the Law ” comes from  a 
Kipling poem. The story was writ­
ten around 1940 and collected in 
Mr. Tutt Comes Home (1941). It did 
not appear in  the Post before its 
book publication—and for a curious 
reason. In the 1920’s another mag­
azine owned by the same publish­
er had serialized a Zane Grey nov­
el that was not only sympathetic to 
what were then called Am erican 
Indians but ended with the Nava­
jo  hero m arrying the white woman 
he loved. So m any benighted read­
ers were so outraged that the pub­
lisher adopted a new policy: No pos­
itively portrayed redskins, ever. 
That policy was still in force at the 
Post when Train wrote the story 
you will read in this issue— one o f 
a tiny handful o f whodunits that 
anticipate the treatment o f Native 
Am ericans that we tend to identi­
fy w ith Tony Hiller man.

I f Mr. Tutt and Mr. Train intrigue 
you, please feel free to visit your lo­
cal law library and pull down Legal 
Studies Forum, Vol. XIXNumber 1 
(1995), where you’ll find my essay 
“Mr. Tutt’s Jurisprudential Jour­
ney: The Stories o f Arthur Train.” I 
prom ise not to sue if  you m ake a 
photocopy.

N ote : E dgar winner Francis M. 
Nevins is a professor at St. Louis Uni­
versity School of Law. His most re­
cent book is Night of Silken Snow and 
Other Stories (Five Star).-ED.
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ear Mother,
You’ve got to help me. I 

spent six hours trying to 
reach you and Ellen, but National 
Geographic couldn’t give me a 
num ber and the operators in Bora 
Bora didn’t have a clue. Meanwhile, 
I’m worried maybe Ellen will hear 
about the Naughten case before I 
am  explain, and maybe she’ll take 
it wrong.

I m ean, it’s not like I think I’m a 
big deal, but the story’s all over the 
news here and last night Larry

King did a special and I figure even 
Bora Bora gets CNN. Now, I know 
you’re thinking I should write to 
Ellen directly, but this is delicate. 
It’ll be easier if  I tell you and then 
you tell her. Anyhow, Mother, 
there’s one point you gotta stress: I 
didn’t do anything wrong.

The ironic part is that at first I 
figured this was one case that 
couldn’t possibly go wrong, not pos­
sibly. B olt and I were hanging 
around the station Friday, no press­
ing work to do— and no plans for

Illustration by Linda Weatherly 6 Alfred Hitchcock's Mystery Magazine 2/02



TRUE COLORS 7

the weekend, not with Ellen help­
ing you with the Bora Bora shoot 
and Kevin at Little League camp. 
We both felt at loose ends. (Bolt al­
ways gets droopy when you leave 
town—keep that in mind next time 
he proposes.) Anyway, we’d about 
given up on the movie ads when the 
captain called us into his office.

A  man was perched in a chair 
near the desk. He looked familiar— 
not the face so m uch, but the 
clothes: white jacket, pink shirt, red 
tie, white slacks, pink socks, white 
shoes, white straw hat gripped in 
clammy hands. I knew I’d met him 
before but couldn’t have said 
where. Bolt put it all together im ­
mediately.

“Mr. Thomas,” he said, crossing 
the office to shake the man’s hand. 
“You seem in good health, sir. And 
Mrs. Thomas?”

“Oh, very healthy.” John Thomas 
twitched at the sound o f her name. 
“Always very, very, extremely 
healthy. But not due for a parole 
hearing for another twenty years, 
thank God.” He looked at the cap­
tain. “M ay I go? I’ll cooperate— I’ll 
leave town now, communicate with 
no one until Monday. Will that do?”

“Nicely,” the captain said, and 
John Thomas smacked his hat on 
his head, obviously eager to get the 
hell out o f there. He did pause for a 
moment, though, to grab my hand 
and squeeze it.

“Thank you,” he whispered, and 
got the hell out.

“Nice guy” I observed, sitting in 
the chair Thomas had just vacated. 
“I send his wife to prison, and he’s 
still polite.”

“How typically modest o f you,

lieutenant,” Bolt said, with his ap­
proving little smile. “Mr. Thom as’s 
wife m urdered his mistress and his 
best friend. Had it not been for your 
inspired detective work, Mr. Thom­
as m ight have been next. N o won­
der he’s grateful. Does he still work 
at Creative Chromatics, captain?”

“He ow ns it now,” the captain 
said. “A nd yesterday, M rs. Kelly 
Naughten hired him  to redecorate 
her mansion. You’ve heard o f her 
husband, right? The painter guy? 
Naughten?”

I w as lost already. “Naughten 
who?” I asked.

“Yes, Naughten, Hugh,” Bolt said, 
nodding. “I greatly adm ired Hugh 
Naughten— those black and white 
paintings o f his are dazzling. I was 
sorry to read that he passed away 
last week.”

“The mayor’s sorry, too,” the cap­
tain said sourly. “He w as Hugh 
N aughten’s brother-in-law —the 
brother o f his first wife, not his sec­
ond. A nd the m ayor thinks the 
whole deal’s fishy.”

“Fishy?” I said, puzzled. “How do 
you m ean?”

The captain shrugged. “Oh, the 
same old story— eccentric million­
aire artist holes up in his mansion 
for decades after his first wife dies, 
finally com es out o f seclusion, 
elopes w ith an exotic dancer less 
than h a lf his age, dies in a freak 
hom e accident six m onths later, 
leaves the dancer alm ost every­
thing. Happens all the time. But 
the m ayor’s suspicious.”

Sometimes even I’m surprised at 
how dense I can be. “Suspicious 
about what?” I asked.

The captain shrugged again.
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“About whether it was really an ac­
cident or whether the dancer did 
him  in to get his dough. Me, I'm 
not worried. The coroner says the 
death looked kosher, and she’s 
damn good; if she says it’s an acci­
dent, it is. And Kelly Naughten’s 
the richest woman in tow n now— I 
don’t wanna harass her. But I got­
ta get the mayor off our backs. So I 
suggested an undercover operation, 
and he went for it— as long as 
you’re involved, Walt. H e thinks the 
world o f you—you know that.”

I do know that. The m ayor him ­
self tells me that all the time, and 
it always makes me sw eat. The 
m ayor thinks Fm this brilliant de­
tective—like the captain does, like 
B olt does, like alm ost everybody 
does. But you and I know better, 
Mother. We know if  it weren’t for 
Bolt tagging after me like a puppy 
and hanging on my every word and 
m isinterpreting every dum b thing 
I say and weaving all the m isinter­
pretations into a dead-on solution, 
Fd never have cracked a single case. 
Fd still be walking a beat, and that’s 
probably where I belong. I sure 
don’t belong on an undercover job 
in som e dead artist’s m ansion, try­
ing to worm the truth out o f a be­
reaved exotic dancer. Those exotic 
dancers can be pretty sm art, M oth­
er. They intimidate me.

M y palms were sogging up al­
ready. “W hat kind o f  undercover 
operation you have in m ind, cap­
tain?” I asked.

“It’ll be easy,” he assured me. 
“See, the m ayor found out Mrs. 
Naughten had hired John Thomas. 
But she’s never m et him  face to 
face. And she wants Thom as and

his top decorator to spend the 
weekend at the m ansion, sleep 
over, get a feel for the place. So you 
and Bolt will pose as Thomas and 
this decorator—”

“Hold it,” I cut in. “We pose as in­
terior decorators? Geez, captain. I 
don’t want to. I don’t know flow to.”

“Thomas isn’t exactly a decora­
tor,” he said. “He’s a color consul­
tant. So all you gotta do is say pink 
looks nice with blue, purple goes 
good with green, like that. Bolt will 
pretend to be the decorator— and 
you’ve studied that stuff, haven’t 
you, Bolt?”

“Oh well.” Bolt spread his hands. 
“I’ve dabbled. A  few community col­
lege courses in design, a bit o f leis­
ure reading—and I do hope your 
wife is happy with her sunroorn, 
captain.”

“She’s nuts about it. She still 
raves about how these few remarks 
you made at the Christmas party 
taught her how to turn a dump in­
to a showpiece. So Bolt w ill be the 
decorator, ramble on about eastern 
exposures and taking out w alls. 
Meanwhile, you’ll both ask casual- 
type questions, check out the sauna 
room .”

The sauna part did sound nice. 
I’ve been tense lately—I could use 
a good steam. “Good idea,” I said.

Bolt nodded soberly. “So that’s 
where he died, captain? A  sauna 
room ? Fd wondered how it hap­
pened”

The captain took a stack o f pho­
tos from his desk. “Naughten had a 
sauna built in the basement for his 
second wife—I guess now that she’s 
not a dancer and doesn’t wiggle as 
much she’s gotta find other ways to
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keep fit. But last Friday Hugh 
Naughten was the one who derid­
ed to take a steam after lunch.”

He passed us the photos. It 
looked like a great sauna: cosy 
room , sparkling turquoise tile, 
bench attached to one wall. But I 
didn’t feel like taking a steam any 
more—at least, not there.

A  man lay on the bench—short­
ish, sixtyish, slight. He wore a fleecy 
red robe that went clear to his toes, 
and his shoulder-length blond hair 
was pulled back in a ponytail. It’s 
Naughten, I thought—not just be­
cause long hair seemed right for an 
artist but because this guy was 
dead. That fits Naughten, I in­
ferred. I noticed a red stain on the 
floor and pointed. “Blood?” I asked.

“Pinot noir,” the captain said. “It 
was the Naughtens’ six-month an­
niversary— the housekeeper was 
fixing a turkey dinner. Late after­
noon the gardener goes to the wine 
cellar to get a bottle for dinner. On 
his way back he notices the sauna 
window’s all steamed up and the 
control’s turned too high.”

The captain handed me a photo 
o f the control dial. Yup, too high, 
but just barely—the needle thing 
was j ust past the green “safe” zone, 
just into the red “caution” zone.

“So the gardener opened the 
sauna door?” I asked. “It w asn’t 
locked?”

“Nah, there’s no lock on that 
door—who’d want one? They’ve just 
got big brass handles on the door, 
inside and out—see? The gardener 
speaks to Naughten, gets no re­
sponse, freaks out, drops the pinot 
noir, yells for the housekeeper to 
call 911, tries CPR. No luck. Coro­

ner says Naughten died long be­
fore he was found ”

I nodded wisely. “Cause o f 
death?”

“Heart attack,” the captain said. 
“The coroner figures he fell asleep, 
got dehydrated, died in his sleep. 
He’d had a m inor heart attack last 
year—he was real overweight then. 
That scared him, and he lost sixty 
pounds fast. He generally watched 
his diet real careful, but that day he 
and his w ife went out for a big an­
niversary lunch; both ate and 
drank too much. W hen they got 
home, she felt tipsy and took a nap. 
He evidently decided to steam  off 
some lunch. Poor guy m ust’ve felt 
so eager to look trim  for his bride 
that he pushed the control up too 
high.”

Well, these tilings happen. You 
remember how anxious I got about 
my waistline before my high school 
reunion, how I did so many situps 
one night I almost blacked out, how 
Ellen got mad and said she would­
n’t go to the reunion at all unless I 
wised up and slowed down. Poor 
Naughten— dead before his w ife 
could nag him into being sensible. 
“Why is the mayor suspicious?” I 
asked.

The captain let out a little deep 
in-the-throat, I-think-this-i s-durnb 
growl. “N o good reason. The brace­
let, mostly.”

Bolt and I looked at each other. 
“The bracelet?” I said.

The captain handed us a photo o f 
a knoek-your-eyes-out bracelet—  
six huge rubies connected by squig­
gly gold links— nestled against the 
sauna door. “The wife has an exer­
cise area in the basement— tread-
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solve it. W hat tim e does Mrs. 
Naughten expect us?”

“Five o’clock,” the captain said. 
“You’d better go pack.”

Bolt arched an eyebrow. “We had 
better” he said, “go shop.”

I didn’t know what he meant by 
that until I saw the getup he had on 
when we met back at the station—  
silky yellow  slacks, ruffly white 
shirt w ith puffy sleeves, waist- 
length crim son cape. He wore a 
raspberry beret, and his scarf— it 
was apricot.

Startled, I stum bled forward, 
treading on his deep azure, soft 
leather footwear. “B olt!” I cried. 
“W hat’s got into you?”

He looked hurt. “I am merely at­
tem pting to look the part. People in 
the interior decorating profession 
generally dress with a measure o f 
flamboyance. With that in mind, sir, 
may I respectfully suggest that you 
reconsider your own ensemble?” 

Now I felt hurt. “This is my best 
suit,” I said. “I got it for my high 
school reunion. What’s wrong with 
it?”

“It’s just that you’re so over­
whelmingly beige, sir,” he said, “ex­
cept for the black socks. A color con­
sultant wouldn’t be so—w ell, so 
conservative. Just think o f Mr. 
Thomas—■”

“No,” I cut in. “Pink shirts and—  
no. No way. Let’s go.”

When we got to the Naughten 
place, I wasn’t impressed. I’ve seen 
lots o f mansions—it's funny how 
m any rich people get mixed up in 
murder—and this one didn’t cut it. 
T he house itself was okay— col­
umns, balconies, all the basics. But 
the lawn is shaggy in some spots,

scalped in others, yellow-brown all 
over. My yard looks better than that 
— and w hile we’re on the subject, 
would you tell Ellen I finally got the 
hedge trim m ed and it looks fine?

W e had to  ring the bell three 
tim es before Hugh N aughten’s 
daughter Blanche opened the door. 
No m atter what the papers say, 
she’s ju st okay-looking— nothing 
special, nothing really wrong, ju st a 
little too pale, too thin, too wispy al­
together. H er light brown hair was 
pinned back, and she wore a white 
wool dress and a thick white sweat­
er, even though it was a hot day.

“Are you  the decorators?” she 
asked. “Mr. Thomas and— ”

“Bolt.” H e flipped his cape. Lucky 
guy—he could use his own nam e, I 
had to rem em ber an alias. “Just 
Bolt. M ay we come in?”

She winced. “Yes, o f course. But 
you’ve arrived at an unfortunate 
moment. Nora and Chet—oh good­
ness!” Som ething crashed, she 
shrieked, and we followed as she 
ran to the kitchen. A  big, muscular, 
thirtyish guy was there, dressed in 
denim and scowling; a big, m uscu­
lar, fiftyish woman was there, too, 
dressed in black and heaving pots. 
“N ever touch things in kitchen!” 
she shouted. “How often must I tell 
you ?’

He crossed his arm s— his im ­
pressive arms, which matched the 
rest o f h is expertly sculpted body 
and set o ff his male-model face. “I 
just took the potatoes o ff the stove,” 
he said. “They’re mush already. 
How m uch longer were you plan­
ning to cook them?”

“Till they are done ” she cried. 
D efiantly she lifted a huge, bub­
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bling pot from  the counter and 
plunked it on a burner. “D o not pre­
tend you are helping! You are sabo­
teur, thief! I caught you stealing 
heavy cream! I caught you steal­
ing nutmeg!”

“I borrowed them.” H e seized a 
pepper shaker. “And m aybe now 111 
borrow your pepper. W hat do you 
think o f that?”

‘You would not dare!” the house­
keeper scream ed, hurling herself 
at him . But Blanche N aughten 
stepped into her path.

“Please,” Blanche begged. “Kelly 
might hear. She might— ”

“It’s okay,” a wom an in a long 
green robe said, w alking in. Per­
sonally I think exotic dancers 
should be m ore voluptuous— don’t 
tell Ellen I said that— but K elly 
Naughten had a great figure, slim 
and trim and tight. H er platinum 
hair clung to her neck, her skin 
shimmered, and those eyes! Such a 
deep, pure, magic green, the sort 
that bring out the poet in a guy.” 

She turned to the housekeeper. 
“W hat’s wrong, Nora?”

“He is wrong.” Nora pointed at 
the gardener. “I set potatoes to boil, 
I am preparing to serve tuna au 
jus avec pommes de terre for you 
and these artistic gentlemen, and I 
return to kitchen and find th is— 
this less-than-gardener, this bounc­
er has turned o ff burner, has re­
moved pot, has ruined everything!” 

“Well, you just fire up that burn­
er again,” K elly said soothingly. 
“Boil those potatoes as long as you 
like. Chet, never mind about din­
ner. The decorators are here! They’ll 
turn this house into a place where 
people com e to enjoy good talk and

good food—really good food, Chet. 
Won’t that be w onderful?’

He looked Bolt over in  grudging 
approval, then looked at me and 
recoiled. “That guy’s a decorator? 
Who’s kidding who?”

“Mr. Thomas,” Bolt put in, “is a 
color consultant. When he takes on 
a delicate assignment, he restricts 
him self to beige so the hues o f his 
own clothing—normally wildly but 
tastefully variegated— will not dis­
tract him. Thus, this dismal suit.”

The gardener thought it over, 
then shrugged.

“Makes sense,” he said. “There’s 
no other reason a guy would dress 
like that.”

“There, you see?” K elly said, 
beaming. “Everything’s fine. Now, 
HI show you gentlem en to your 
room and—•”

“No,” Nora said. “I am house­
keeper. I show them to room. Come, 
men. Pick up suitcases. I will lead 
way.” I couldn’t tell i f  she was Ger­
man or Russian or what. She 
sounded sort o f husky and Euro­
pean, but it wasn’t anything I could 
place. Maybe she had an accent or 
maybe she just didn’t like contrac­
tions and possessive pronouns and 
definite articles.

We followed her through a crypt­
like living room , up a dark stair­
case, down a dingy hallway. You 
know I never pay attention to how 
places look, Mother. You remember 
how mad Ellen got when she re­
decorated my den as a birthday 
surprise and I never noticed. But 
this place gave even m e the creeps. 
Lots of black, plenty o f brown, gen­
erous doses o f dirty yellow-white, 
eighty-seven shades o f grey. Wall­
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paper was faded, paint peeled, 
floors creaked, dingy windows re­
belled against the light. Well, I 
thought, once Bolt and I leave, I 
hope they get real decorators.

The housekeeper threw open the 
door to the chilly, musty room Bolt 
and I would share. “Here,” she said. 
“Big room. Two beds. I sewed quilts. 
W indow gives nice view o f back. 
Unpack; ten minutes, come down. I 
serve cocktails, hors d’oeuvres.”

The last bit was a low growl that 
didn’t sound anything like French. 
We unpacked quickly, averting our 
eyes from mud-brown quilts and 
tim e-streaked walls. W ithin nine 
and a half minutes we were down­
stairs seated on the black-grey liv­
ing room couch.

Chet m ixed first-rate cocktails, 
not flinching when I said I like my 
martinis stirred, not shaken. As for 
the hors d’oeuvres, I wolfed down 
three grapeleaf-roll things before 
noticing they were stuffed with 
peanut butter. After that I slowed 
down.

I was on my second martini 
when Kelly Naughten joined us. 
She wore a lime-green silk dress 
with a slit up the side that went 
high enough to be interesting but 
stopped short o f getting embar­
rassing her hair shone; her emer- 
ald-and-squiggly-gold earrings 
matched her bracelet precisely, and 
her eyes sparkled so brightly they’d 
turn St. Patrick green with envy. 
She was sweet —getting Blanche to 
trade her milk for chablis, making 
Chet and Nora sit down, expertly 
m ixing her own daiquiri before 
perching on a moss-colored arm­
chair and sm iling at me.

“It’s good o f  you to spend the 
weekend w ith us, Mr. Thomas,” she 
said. “Or m ay I call you John? I feel 
so guilty about stealing you away 
from your family. Was your wife up­
set?”

“She— no.” I w ished I’d given 
more thought to my cover story. 
Should I tell her about Mrs. Thom ­
as doing twenty-five to life for hom­
icide? M aybe not, since I w as here 
to find out i f  K elly was a murderer, 
too. “We’re separated. Really sepa­
rated.” That was true. The state pen 
is a damn effective separator.

“I’m so sorry you’re getting a di­
vorce,” K elly said. She didn’t look 
sorry, though: her eyes sparkled 
more than ever as she turned to her 
stepdaughter. “Blanche, did I thank 
you for advising Chet about the pe­
tunias? You must come see the pe­
tunias, John. Blanche has a genius 
for flowers— she’s very artistic.” 

T m  sure she is,” I said, and shot 
Blanche a warm smile.

She looked down, hunching her 
shoulders up even tighter and lap­
ping at her chablis. “I didn’t want 
you to have to fuss with petunias, 
Kelly,” she said in a mumbly near­
whisper. ‘Y ou ’re under so much 
stress already, because o f  the—  
the— you know.”

“Yes, she knows,” the housekeep­
er said darkly, taking a slug o f 
anisette. “At least someone in this 
house knows, knows all.”

Chet plunked his beer down. T m  
sick o f these hints you keep drop­
ping, Nora. Come out with it. W hat 
are you saying?”

She stood up majestically. “I am 
saying, is tim e for dinner. Come. Do 
not let potatoes cook too much.”



1 4  B. K. STEVENS

They had cooked too m uch may­
be two hours ago. Then they had 
collapsed, and then they had con­
gealed into indistinguishable goo 
pasting together the undrained 
canned tuna in Nora’s tuna au jus 
avecpommes de terre. I forced down 
a second bite only because you 
raised me so well I know  you have 
to take two bites o f anything a host­
ess serves. The cucum ber souffle 
was worse, and the rutabaga au 
lait— dear God. Blanche and Nora 
ate heartily; the rest o f  us mashed 
things up so they’d look  smaller, 
lifting near-em pty forks to our 
mouths and making insincere yum 
sounds. Mid-dinner, N ora sprang 
up, seized the chablis, and made 
the rounds. I held m y glass out. I 
was already lightheaded, I needed 
solid food and not m ore booze, but 
at that point I’d take calories in any 
form. Bolt covered his glass with 
his hand. “I prefer burgundy,” he 
said. “Would you mind terribly?”

N ora leapt back. “N ot in this 
house!” she declared. “W ith tuna 
au jus avec pommes de terre, with 
any fish, with any poultry, we serve 
w hite wine! W here were you 
raised? In bam ?”

“Chablis is fine,” I said, ashamed 
Bolt had started a fuss, “especially 
when it’s so nice and icy. So, Mrs. 
Naughten—•”

“K elly” she cut in. “'Please, just 
Kelly.”

I nodded, liking her even more. 
“So, Kelly. W hat do you have in 
m ind for the house? For the redec­
orating, I mean.”

She waved a hand, displaying 
lim e-tinted fingernails. “Just make 
it pretty and cheerftd— light, airy,

open. That’s what Hugh wanted. 
He hadn’t entertained since 
Blanche’s m other died, but he 
wanted to start again. He wanted 
to transform the house into a place 
where bright, lively, young people 
would want to come.”

Nora snorted. “He never wanted 
that till you came here. He said 
nothing o f it till night before he 
died, at dinner.”

“No,” Kelly said. “But we’d talked 
it over between the two o f us for 
months, and o f course I’ll honor his 
wishes. As soon as the place is fixed 
up, I’ll throw big parties, fill the 
house with talk and laughter. Does­
n’t that sound like fun, Blanche?”

Blanche’s head ducked in a half 
nod. “I don’t think you’re up to it, 
Kelly. You’re so emotionally fragile 
these days, so—•”

“You’re sweet to worry,” K elly 
said, “but Fm fine. John, at our veiy 
first party, you and B olt w ill be 
guests o f honor.”

I felt shocked. A  brand-new w id­
ow, talking about throwing parties 
and bragging about how good she 
feels! W hether she’d loved Hugh 
Naughten or not, w hether she’d 
killed him or not, she ought to at 
least act bereaved. “I was sorry to 
hear about your husband’s death,” 
I said. “You hadn’t been m arried 
long, right?”

She sighed, “Six m onths— and 
we met just three days before we 
got married, at a Christmas party 
at City Hall. Hugh hadn’t  gone out 
in ages, but he’d been restless and 
when the mayor invited him  to the 
party, it just felt right. W hen Hugh 
and I met, that just felt right, too. I 
was waitressing— dancers don’t
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m ake much, we all m oonlight— 
and Hugh and I got to talking. He 
called me the next m orning, we 
spent the day together, and— ” 

“Kelly, don’t.” Blanche reached 
over to squeeze her hand. “Those 
memories must torture you now.” 

“Well, I miss him,” Kelly said sim­
ply. “And he loved you very much, 
Blanche. He wanted you to finally 
get to live your dreams. Like law 
school. I bet there’s still time—” 

Blanche shook her head deci­
sively. “Not for this fall. I couldn’t 
leave you so soon. He wouldn’t 
want me to.”

Nora snorted again, plunked 
down her glass, and stood up. “All 
this talk about what Hugh Naugh- 
ten wanted! He wanted this, he 
wanted that, he would not want 
other. When he was alive, people 
did not always care so much about 
what he wanted.”

“That’s enough.” It was the gar­
dener. He stood, m atching Nora 
inch for inch if not pound for pound. 
“I f you’re implying—•”

“Let it go,” Kelly said, placing a 
hand on his arm. “Nora’s just upset 
about Hugh’s death. W e all are. 
Please sit down.”

Glaring, he obeyed. Kelly turned 
to us. “Chet’s so used to protecting 
me. He was the bouncer at the club 
where I worked and had to fight o ff 
drunks who—not that you’re like a 
drunk, Nora, not at all. Well, I’m 
stuffed! Don’t fuss with dessert.”

“I have already fussed,” the 
housekeeper said, scowling. “Des­
sert is made. I serve, you eat. It is 
jamblon chocolat.”

I had to work hard to take that 
second bite. The party broke up

right away; w e all w ent to our 
rooms, and I was plenty glad to try 
to sleep off the memory o f that din­
ner. Three hours later m y eyes 
popped open suddenly, and I saw 
Bolt pacing.

He sighed with relief. “Good eve­
ning, sir,” he said. “It is ju st short o f 
midnight. Did you rest well? Are 
you hungry?”

“Starving,” I said. “M aybe we 
could raid the refrigerator.”

“I made bold to survey the re­
frigerator an hour ago,” he con­
fessed. “G enuine edibles are in 
short supply. I did, however, secure 
the number o f a pizza parlor that 
delivers till one, and I located a se­
cluded phone. I f it would not jeop ­
ardize our cover—”

“Damn our cover,” I said fervent­
ly. “Call. M ake mine a double­
cheese with anchovies.”

Bolt executed the mission. “In ten 
minutes,” he said, “I will go down to 
await delivery. Well! W hat did you 
think o f dinner?”

I was about to start com plaining 
but stopped m yself You always tell 
m e it’s useless to carry on about 
stu ff that’s in the past and can’t be 
helped. I shook my head. “No point 
in talking about it,” I said. “It’d be 
nothing but whine, whine, whine.” 

“No point discussing it at all, sir,” 
Bolt agreed. “As you say, it’s just 
wine, wine, wine. Probably I need­
n’t have tested Nora by requesting 
burgundy with tuna. But I wanted 
to be sure she followed the stan­
dard practice o f serving white wine 
with fish or poultry. So the bottle o f 
pinot noir broken in the sauna is in­
deed odd. Why, on the day Mr. 
Naughten died, did Chet fetch red
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w ine from  the cellar, when Nora 
was serving turkey?”

I hadn’t thought pinot noir with 
turkey w as odd. You know me, 
Mother. I always think red wine 
goes good w ith anything—only 
beer goes better. But now it hit me. 
For gourmet-type folks, it wasn’t a 
good combination. “N ot very cool,” 
I agreed.

‘N ot very cool at all,” Bolt said. 
“W hite wine should be refrigerated 
for hours before being served. Why 
did Chet wait so long to fetch it 
from the cellar? An intriguing ques­
tion— to which, I am sure, you will 
find an intriguing answer.”

N ot feeling so sure about that I 
w andered to the window, gazed 
down, saw the petunias Kelly had 
talked about— and also saw Kelly 
sprinting past the petunias to the 
gardener’s cottage.

So. Chet and Kelly—big surprise. 
H e was young and goodlooking, 
he’d been the bouncer at her club, 
and she got her husband to hire 
him  even though, judging from the 
law n, Chet didn’t know diddly 
about gardening. I motioned Bolt to 
the window. “Look,” I said. “Kelly 
sneaking to Chet’s cottage. How 
much you wanna bet there’s some­
thing cooking in there?”

He nodded. “That,” he said, “is 
too safe to call a bet— it is a certain­
ty. It confirms what we witnessed in 
the kitchen.”

It took me less than a minute to 
figure that one out. Oh, sure—Kel­
ly calm ing Chet down by talking 
about the parties she’d throw. She 
wouldn’t talk that way if  he expect­
ed to be a mere bartender at those 
parties. H e knew he’d be a guest—

or the host. That gave them both a 
tidy motive for killing her husband. 
A ll we had to do was figure out 
which one had actually done it.

“Come on, Bolt,” I said. “I wanna 
know what’s going on in that cot­
tage. Maybe we can peek in a win­
dow, listen at a door.”

He hesitated. “We have no war­
rant. Fourth Am endm ent issues 
come to mind. Any evidence we se­
cure could be inadmissible if—” 

“We’re undercover,” I said. “The 
judge’ll cut us some slack. Let’s go.” 

Stealthily we sneaked out o f the 
house, crept past yellowed grass 
and wilted petunias, made it to the 
cottage, crouched low in shrubs un­
der a conveniently open window, 
and listened.

“I defrosted the beefW ellington 
Chet was saying. “We should eat it. 
It’s been a full week. Time to move 
ahead.”

Even with the night winds blow­
ing you could hear Kelly sigh. “I 
suppose,” she said. “But, oh, Chet, I 
never—”

“Time to move ahead with other 
things, too,” Chet persisted. “You 
made me a promise. With the old 
guy gone, why w ait any longer? 
Why can’t I have what I want?”

“I want it, too,” she said. “But so 
soon after his death—it wouldn’t 
look right. It wouldn’t be right.”

“Is it right that I have to keep liv­
ing a lie?” he dem anded. “Six 
months o f pretending to be some­
thing I’m not, o f hiding what I real­
ly feel— how much longer do you 
think I can stand it?”

“Just a little while,” she begged. 
“Will you—for my sake?”

I wanted to hear his answer. And
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we would have if I hadn’t glanced 
down just then and seen the cen­
tipede slither across my hand. But 
I saw it, I yelped, and talk in the 
cottage stopped. Bolt flicked off the 
centipede, grabbed my wrist, and 
led the run back toward the man­
sion. By the time Chet reached the 
cottage door we’d flattened our­
selves against a toolshed. Chet 
shone h is flashlight around, 
shrugged, and went back inside.

“I trust he didn’t see us,” Bolt 
said. “Now, hurry or all will be lost! 
We must intercept the pizza per­
son!”

We caught up with him at the 
end o f the drive and sneaked back 
to the mansion with our treasure. 
But as soon as we started up to our 
room, Nora appeared at the top o f 
the stairs wrapped in a long black 
bathrobe, holding aloft a tarnished 
candelabrum.

“So!” she said. “I hear noises, I 
investigate— and I find you, awake 
when you should be asleep, out 
when you should be in, and carry­
ing—what? What is in boxes?”

“I don’t know.” Don’t ask why she 
terrified m e so much; she just did. 
M y only instinct was to lie. “We 
heard noises, too, so we came down 
and found these on the porch. Are 
they yours?”

M ajestically she came down the 
stairs, flipped open the lid on an 
oh-so-warm -and-fragrant carton, 
and sniffed in disdain. “Pizza! In 
this house! Who had such refuse 
brought here?”

“N ot us,” I said. “That’s for sure. 
Maybe it was delivered by mistake. 
Look, Fll just throw it out in the 
kitchen— ”

She took both cartons from us. “I 
am housekeeper. I throw out. And 
in case delivery was not mistake, 
rem em ber: in this house, three 
proper m eals, every day, served at 
proper tim es. In this house only 
wholesom e food. In this house—no 
snacks!”

W atching her stalk off with the 
pizza about broke our hearts. Hun­
gry and sad, we trudged upstairs to 
m ake w hispered plans for the 
morning. We’d say we wanted to 
wander around, get a feel for the 
place. And we’d find ways to learn 
more about the day Naughten died. 
Glumly we got in  bed, tried to snore 
loud enough to drown out our stom­
ach rum bles, and dreamt o f break­
fast.

Breakfast brought no relief I like 
scram bled eggs and I don’t mind 
stewed plums, unless you mix them 
together and serve them while the 
eggs are still runny and the plums 
still clammy. I chickened out after 
one and a h a lf bites, then gnawed 
on blackened biscuits while telling 
Kelly our plans. She agreed, saying 
she’d be out by the pool— we could 
come see her whenever.

Not w anting to seem obvious, we 
postponed the sauna and climbed 
two flights o f  stairs to Naughten’s 
studio. It takes up the whole third 
floor, and the walls are a regular 
gallery, hung thickly with paint­
ings and photographs. I gazed at a 
painting o f a hazy street scene —  
Paris, m aybe, or Newark.

“W hat gives, Bolt?” I said. “You 
said N aughten painted in black 
and white, but this picture has lots 
o f colors.”

“It’s an early work,” Bolt said. “In
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his twenties Naughten used color 
in conventional ways, having not 
yet discovered his distinctive 
means o f expression. H e traveled 
widely, his first wife always at his 
side. See this photograph?”

It was sim ple but striking—  
young Hugh Naughten at an easel 
set up at a cafe, his w ife just inch­
es from him pointing at som ething 
while she held a baby w ho must be 
Blanche. It made m y throat ache 
with sympathy. “How did she die, 
Bolt?” I asked.

“Cancer” he said. “A  long, cruel 
illness. Blanche m ust have been 
five or six when her m other suc­
cumbed. For several years Hugh 
Naughten painted nothing at all. 
Then he began painting the black 
and white works that brought him 
his true fame.”

We exam ined the paintings on 
the opposite wall. These were still 
lifes and portraits, som e so starkly 
realistic they looked like photo­
graphs, some so abstract I couldn’t 
tell i f  he’d painted a person or a 
pastry’, They weren’t  gloomy, exact­
ly, but an em ptiness hung over 
them—backgrounds left bare, lines 
angular and harsh. “W hy’d he 
switch to black and w hite?’ I asked.

‘T o express his grief, m ost critics 
say,” Bolt replied. “A  reflection o f 
how all color drained from  his life 
when his w ife died. I wonder what 
he was working on ju st prior to his 
demise.”

We walked to the easel near the 
skylight and peered at a full-length 
portrait o f K elly in the robe she’d 
worn yesterday, sitting by a w in­
dow, tilting her head to the side and 
smiling. The lines in this one were

softer than in the others, and de­
spite the lack o f color it had a calm, 
peaceful glow. He’d nearly finished 
it—just a little more work to do on 
the eyes.

I looked at a table near the easel. 
A  fresh palette, a new brush, un­
opened tubes o f paint. I picked the 
tubes up. Blues and yellow s—  
Naughten didn’t use those. Some­
one must’ve messed with his stuff, 
planning to take over his studio af­
ter killing him . “Look,” I said. 
“Something shady going on, would­
n’t you say?’

Bolt looked at the paint and 
sighed. “Very shady. He must have 
wanted to get the shade o f his wife’s 
green eyes just right. Undoubtedly, 
he planned to finish the portrait on 
the night he died, as an anniver­
sary gift. It was to be his first touch 
o f color in decades, to signal the 
end o f his bleak loneliness. And his 
rediscovered joy  was to be reflected 
in his new wife’s eyes— but he did 
not live to paint the last strokes. 
How poignant!”

We headed to the second floor. 
Obviously the master bedroom had 
been redone, and redone by Kelly. 
Everything was shiny and frilly, 
about halfway between classy and 
way too much. We peeked in the 
closets—hers bulging w ith gor­
geous stuff, his containing mostly 
workclothes plus a few new suits 
she’d probably talked him into buy­
ing—and moved on to Blanche’s 
room.

Blanche, wearing a longsleeved 
navy dress and a thick grey 
sweater, sat at a com puter playing 
solitaire. When we knocked on her 
half-open door, she gave a little
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jum p, then pulled the sweater 
around her more closely. She didn’t 
seem enthusiastic when we said 
we’d come to get ideas about how to 
redo her room.

“M y room doesn’t need redoing,” 
she said. “It’s fine.”

“It’s veiy nice,” I agreed, but did­
n’t mean it. A ll the furniture was 
heavy and dark and old fashioned 
—probably older than she was. 
Thick brown curtains were closed 
tight against the sun; a matching 
spread was pulled tight across the 
bed. And it was cluttered: bureaus 
covered with dusty doodads, stacks 
o f old magazines on the desk, cov­
ered baskets stuck in every comer. 
The only bright spots were the trav­
el posters lining the walls.

“Let’s see,” I said, gazing at the 
posters. “Paris, Venice, Istanbul, 
Sydney, Tokyo— wow. You’ve been 
to all these places?”

“Not since Mother died.” Blanche 
gazed at the thick brown carpet. “I 
always dreamed o f going back on 
my own. But Father needed me. He 
was so dependent on me— I could­
n’t leave him.”

Sweet kid. My eyes misting up, I 
noticed an orange and blue pen­
nant on the wall. “You went to 
State, here in town?”

“Yes,” she said. “And I lived at 
home. Father didn’t want me to live 
in a dormitory. That was all right. 
I understood.”

“But things are different now,” I 
said. “I mean, not to be crude, but 
now' that he’s gone, you can travel.” 

“Or go to law school,” she agreed. 
“That’s my other dream—to argue 
a case before the Supreme Court. 
Now I can do both— and I will, but

for now I have to look after Kelly. 
She’s— well, I adore her, but she’s 
not a smart person. She can be so 
reckless, so im pulsive. She needs a 
stable person around to guide her.”

That sounded okay except I was­
n’t sure Blanche was all that stable. 
She extracted a photo album from  
a teetering pile and slowly flipped 
pages. In old fading photos w ith 
both parents, the father was always 
painting, the m other was always 
holding Blanche in her arms. Lat­
er photos looked sadder— H ugh 
waving as Blanche left for kinder­
garten, giving her a tiny cake on 
her tenth birthday, welcom ing her 
when she cam e home from her col­
lege graduation. She’d given up all 
kinds of chances for him, and he’d 
never once broken his isolation for 
her sake— never driven her to 
school or thrown her a real birth­
day party or gone to a graduation. 
Then Kelly com es along, and sud­
denly Hugh’s buying new suits and 
going to restaurants for anniver­
sary lunches.

She m ust’ve felt bitter, like he’d 
adopted a new daughter—a young­
er one— and lavished on her every­
thing she’d missed. Maybe Blanche 
had finally snapped and blocked 
him in the sauna to let him know 
how trapped she’d felt all those 
years. Now, she m ight feel sorry, 
might feel she had to m ake it up to 
him by taking care o f Kelly the way 
she’d always taken care o f her dad.

It gave m e the creeps. “We gotta 
move on, Blanche,” I said. “I f you do 
decide to redo your room, w e have 
creative ideas.”

For the first tim e, she looked at 
me straight. “Like w hat?’
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Damn. I hadn’t thought she’d call 
me on that one. “You’ll see,” I fal­
tered. “W ell tell you real soon—  
right, Bolt?”

He nodded promptly. “We shall 
develop an integrated concept for 
the house—a holistic vision— and 
unveil it all at once.”

“Sm art move, Bolt,” I whispered 
as we w ent downstairs. Now we 
didn’t have to try to sound like dec­
orators. I f anyone asked about our 
plans, we’d say we were holding 
back till this holistic deal was ready. 
“The holding-back part—that was 
really smart.”

“I agree,” Bolt said. “Blanche’s 
implication that her father held her 
back all these years— that was a 
sm art move on her part. Well, sir! 
Are we ready to visit the kitchen?” 

Nora was stooped over the stove, 
sweating, swearing, boiling livers. 
She sm iled at us, lifting lid after 
lid  from  pot after steam ing pot. 
“Here is lunch,” she said. “H ere is 
cow liver, turkey liver, pig liver. I 
boil, I chop together, I add leftover 
eggs and plums, I broil ad ju st so— 
voila! Liver potpourri!”

I fought a gag. “It doesn’t seem 
fair,” I said, “you cooking every 
meal. Couldn’t someone else make 
dinner? Maybe Blanche—■” 

“Blanche! That one!” She 
snatched pimentos from the fridge. 
“That one does not cook. Since she 
was little girl, I try to get her to 
help. No. She is busy, she says—  
busy w ith what? W ith computer, 
magazines, television. All day she is 
busy in room.”

It sounded grim but not as grim 
as hanging out in the kitchen with 
N ora. “I see,” I said. “N ow Kelly

wants to redo the entire house. 
W hat changes do you want in the 
kitchen?”

“None.” Stolidly she tossed more 
cloves into the turkey-liver pot. 
“None changes. For thirty years, 
more, I cook for Mr. Naughten in 
this kitchen, all is fine. Now all o f 
sudden he has hotsy-totsy w ife, 
now is talk o f changes—but now 
he is dead. You see connection? 
Maybe. You are smart, artistic gen­
tlemen. Me, I am simple cook who 
ju st boil livers, chop livers.”

I’m not used to having witnesses 
beg to be interrogated—but she 
didn’t know this was an interroga­
tion. That made my job easy. I could 
get used to this undercover bit. 
“Yeah, it was a shame about Mr. 
Naughten,” I said. “Too bad no one 
spotted him in time. Kelly was nap­
ping all afternoon? Does she take 
naps often?”

Nora snorted. “Never. Six months 
she lives here, never takes nap. A l­
ways after lunch she spends hours 
jum ping up and down, pedaling on 
bike that goes nowhere. That one 
day she goes upstairs, does not 
com e down.” Nora’s bushy eye­
brows did a slow, heavy wiggle. “At 
least she says she did not. From 
kitchen I cannot see stairs. I cannot 
see who goes up, who comes down.”

This was getting interesting. 
“Poor Mr. Naughten,” I said, lean­
ing on the stove casual-like. “Dy­
ing so soon after he started really 
living again, after he found a wife 
he loved so much—•”

Scowling, Nora seized a sponge 
and swatted me away from  the 
stove. “W hat did Mr. Naughten 
need with skinny wife who jum p up
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and down all day? For thirty years, 
more, I keep him happy. I cook, run 
house, do everything. I do not need 
help—I take care o f Mr. Naught- 
en—I do it, / .  Not skinny wife, not 
lazy daughter, not stupid gardener 
who does not know seed from stick 
— humph!”

Ah yes—the gardener. Nora was 
right: from the kitchen, she could­
n’t see the stairs. I f she’d been 
stooped over the stove all after­
noon, Chet could’ve sneaked down 
to the basem ent, trapped Hugh, 
waited an hour or so, sauntered to 
the kitchen, and asked, innocent­
like, if he should get the wine. He 
could’ve unjam m ed the door, 
dropped the bottle to make it look 
like he was shocked to find the 
body. It could’ve have happened like 
that.

Frankly, I hoped it had. I didn’t 
want to think Kelly had done it. I 
liked her. Don’t get me wrong. I just 
liked her because she was nice, I 
didn’t like her in a bad way, and 
those stories about what happened 
in her room  Saturday night are 
plain ridiculous. But when it came 
to wanting to suspect her versus 
wanting to suspect Chet—hell. 
He’d been surly, he’d made fun o f 
my best suit, he’s four inches taller 
than me and obviously works out 
more. Who wouldn’t want to sus­
pect him o f murder?

But that was unfair, I realized. I 
made m yself take a hard look at 
my motives for suspecting Chet. I 
sighed. “Jealousy,” I confessed to 
Bolt as we headed for the base­
ment. “It can be real powerful. It 
can lead to big mistakes.”

“Indeed, sir,” he said, nodding,

“and this house is full o f jealousy. 
We’ve just seen fresh evidence o f 
that.”

I had to readjust my thinking 
fast. Well, sure. Nora. All those years 
cooking for Naughten, running his 
house, maybe secretly loving him. 
Then he brings this dancer hom e, 
and Nora has to wait on the wom­
an who took the place she’d always 
wanted. That’d sure lead to jea l­
ousy. Maybe it also led to revenge.

From the kitchen Nora couldn’t 
see what others were doing—that 
meant they couldn’t see what she 
was doing. So Hugh com es back 
from  lunch acting lovey-dovey with 
his wife, turning Nora’s stomach. 
Kelly goes up to nap, Hugh goes 
down to steam, and Nora’s left in 
the kitchen, her jealousy boiling as 
fiercely as her cow livers and tur­
key livers and pig livers. She traps 
Hugh in the sauna, maybe just to 
scare him, but waits too long before 
going back to set him  free. H e’s 
dead. She unjams the door, figures 
she’d better let the sauna cool o ff 
before sending Chet for the wine. 
No wonder she waited until late af­
ternoon.

That made sense— and if there 
was anyone I wanted to suspect 
more than Chet, it was Nora. H e’d 
ju st been rude; she’d cooked the 
worst meals I’d ever eaten. But Kel­
ly still made the best suspect: she’d 
napped after lunch, som ething 
she’d never done before. “A  break in 
pattern,” I rem arked. “That can 
mean a lot.”

“It can, sir” Bolt said readily. “I 
am grateful to the housekeeper for 
m aking us aware o f it. Well! Here 
we are!”
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Kelly’s exercise area was loaded 
with state-of-the-art equipment, all 
bright green— custom -m ade, no 
doubt. Floor-to-ceiling m irrors cov­
ered three walls; smack in the mid­
dle o f the fourth wall was the door 
to the sauna. I strolled over, looked 
through the steam ed-up window, 
and nearly fell over.

It was like the photos the cap­
tain had shown us—a robed figure 
stretched out on the bench. Lord! I 
thought. Naughten’s ghost! But no. 
His ghost wouldn’t be this tall, this 
built— and it wouldn’t wear a robe 
so short it barely covered the es­
sentials.

1 turned to Bolt, em barrassed 
about the ghost bit. “It’s Chet,” I 
said. “No m atter how steamed-up 
the window is, there’s no mistaking 
that body, that robe.”

“Indeed,” Bolt said. “N o mistake 
is possible in this case.”

I knocked politely. Chet turned 
over, scowled, got up and opened 
the door. “W hy are you down here?’ 
he dem anded, pleasant as ever. 
“This floor doesn’t need redecorat- 
mg.

“Oh, probably not,” I agreed. “But 
we’re w orking on this visionary 
whole-type deal, and we gotta inte­
grate our concepts, and— well. We 
gotta see the whole house. Have a 
nice steam ?”

“It was okay.” He toweled his hair. 
“Since her husband died, Kelly has­
n’t used the sauna at all. I might as 
well.”

“You bet,” I said. “And this exer­
cise room  shouldn’t go unused—it’s 
so big. Does it take up the whole 
basem ent?”

“N o, there’s the laundry, the fur­

nace room, and a storeroom.” He 
paused. “And the wine cellar.” 

“That’s right— the wine cellar. 
Maybe we’ll do something concep­
tual and creative with that. Could 
you show us around?”

He looked skeptical but led us 
through a storeroom full o f card­
board boxes to a small room  lined 
with wooden racks. I switched on 
the light, and Bolt peered at bottles.

“Fine vintages,” he said. “Didn’t 
you find Mr. Naughten when fetch­
ing wine for dinner? W hat was the 
selection that evening?”

Chet stared at him . “Cham ­
pagne, not that it’s any o f your bus­
iness. Kelly loves it, and Nora want­
ed white for the turkey.”

So how did a smashed bottle o f 
pinot noir end up on the sauna 
floor? W hat was this gardener up 
to? ‘That must’ve been a shock,” I 
remarked. “Finding Mr. Naught­
en’s body, I mean.”

“Yeah, it was a bummer. He was 
an all-right guy.” Chet yawned. 
“Well, guess I should go fertilize a 
tree or something.”

After Bolt and I searched the 
sauna, I leaned against the tread­
mill and looked around. A  real nice 
room—and Kelly had had it to her­
self every afternoon, with a wine 
cellar right next door. Maybe she 
hadn’t jum ped up and down as 
much as N ora thought. M aybe 
she’d sam pled cham pagne from  
time to time.

I looked at Bolt significantly. 
“This would be a real good place to 
tie one on,” I remarked.

Bolt nodded sharply. “An excel­
lent observation, sir.”

I thought so, too. A fter all, Kelly
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had worked in nightclubs for 
years— heavy drinking practically 
cam e with the job. Maybe she’d 
picked up other bad habits, too—  
like cocaine. M aybe she hid her 
stu ff here and sneaked down to—  
well, you know, sniff it, or snuff it, or 
snorkel it, or whatever that slang 
term is.

“And the storeroom— it’s perfect 
for a stash,” I said, still groping for 
the right word. “You could—well, 
you know, nose around plenty in 
there, and no one the wiser.”

This time, Bolt didn’t nod. He sa­
luted. “I shall carry out your order 
at the earliest opportunity, sir.”

Had I given an order? I must’ve 
m issed that part. The point was, 
B olt thought I was on the right 
track—and that track led to Kelly. 
I f she’d needed drug money, no 
wonder she married a rich old guy 
— and no wonder she killed him 
once he made out his will. I could 
dream up motives for the others, 
but Kelly was the one who inherit­
ed bigtime when he died, the one 
who shed a husband over twice her 
age and moved on to a live-in boy­
friend. I’d been shutting my eyes to 
the truth. I sighed as we walked to 
the pool. Sometimes I don’t see the 
truth because I’m just too stupid; 
this time I hadn’t seen it because I 
just hadn’t wanted to.

‘There’s more than one kind o f 
blindness,” I confessed.

He gasped and stopped short. 
“Indeed, sir! Well! It’s all falling in­
to place, isn’t it? Shall we approach 
Mrs. Naughten?”

Murderer or not, Kelly Naughten 
was a pleasure to approach. She 
sat in a deck chair, her long green

robe loose around her shoulders. 
“H ello!” she said, pointing us to 
chairs on either side o f her. “So, 
you’ve looked around? Do you have 
plans?”

“Lots.” I squinted artistically. 
“We’ll tell you after we integrate 
the vision, like, and conceptualize 
the whole.”

It didn’t sound as sm ooth as 
w hen B olt had said it. But she 
bought it. “Oh, lovely. Hugh would 
be so pleased.” She put on oversized 
sunglasses. “I m iss Hugh. You 
know, I loved him m ore on the day 
he died than I did on the day I mar­
ried him.”

It sounded sweet, but I wasn’t 
going to be blind any more. “Loved 
him  more on the day he died than 
on the day you married him, huh?” 
I said skeptically. “That’s really 
something.”

She shrugged. “N ot really. On the 
day I married him, I didn’t love him 
at a ll”

That one got m e. ‘You didn’t? 
W hyd you marry him , then?”

She took o ff the sunglasses and 
looked at me, her eyes as verdant 
as dewy lawn clippings in a bio­
degradable bag. “Why, for the mon­
ey. Why did you think?” She sighed. 
“Oh, I liked him. He was kind, and 
I enjoyed listening to him— I think 
art’s interesting, don’t you? So 
when he asked me to marry him, I 
said, W ell, Hugh, I’d be a fool not to 
—but I don’t love you.’ ”

I swallowed hard. “And he still 
wanted to marry you?”

“O f course. He didn’t love me, ei­
ther. B ut we got along, and he 
thought I’d liven the place up. So I 
said, ‘Fine. As long as we under­
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stand each other, let’s get married. 
W e’ll have fun, I’ll liven  up the 
house, and I can use the security.’ 
Exotic dancing isn’t m uch o f a life. 
I like this better.”

“W ho wouldn’t?” I said. “And it 
looks like Mr. Naughten was real 
generous. That was som e bracelet 
you had on last night.”

She nodded. “Hugh gave me one 
just like it as a wedding present, on­
ly w ith rubies. But it wasn’t right 
for me. He noticed I didn’t  wear it 
m uch and asked about it, and I ad­
m itted I like em eralds more. He 
rushed right out and got the em er­
ald bracelet. So sweet.” She sighed. 
“A ll I could afford for a wedding 
present was m atching robes— red 
for him , green for me. Christm as 
colors, you know, since w e met at a 
Christm as party.”

It sounded genuine. M aybe she 
hadn’t killed him. “It’s rough,” I 
said. “You’d counted on spending 
your life with him—”

“N ot my whole life,” she cut in. “I 
m ean, he was older, and he had a 
bad heart—it would’ve been dumb 
to count on spending m y whole life 
w ith him. And being a  rich widow 
in ten, fifteen years, w hen I’m still 
young enough to have a whole sec­
ond  life w ith som eone else— I 
could’ve handled that. But after we 
got married and I got to like him  
m ore—well, I wish w e’d had more 
tim e together. You know how hard 
it is to lose a spouse, John.”

“I do,” I said fervently, thinking o f 
Ellen in Bora Bora, o f  how cold this 
Saturday night would be. (That’s 
honestly what I w as thinking, 
M other—be sure to tell Ellen that.) 
“N othing beats being with som e­

one you love. Once you find out how 
good that feels, it’s hard to be alone 
again. It—well, it hurts.”

She gave me a big sm ile. “But 
the hurt doesn’t have to go on for­
ever. Hugh found someone new— I 
bet you and I will, too.”

She left to dress for lunch. How 
improper, I thought—a brand-new 
widow talking about finding some­
one new. And Kelly had already 
found someone new, found him be­
fore her husband died. That wasn’t 
just improper. That was wrong. O f 
course she didn’t realize B olt and I 
knew about Chet, didn’t realize 
that pretty soon everyone would 
know because it’d be in our report. 
“People think they can keep secrets 
forever,” I said to Bolt. “But secrets 
don’t keep that long. Sooner or lat­
er the truth comes out.”

“It does,” he agreed. “And it’s odd 
how people labor to keep secrets 
even from those they love, even 
w hen their secrets aren’t at all 
shameful. Well, sir! Shall we go in 
for lunch?”

I don’t know what shocked me 
more—Bolt’s idea that there’s noth­
ing shameful about adultery or his 
willingness to face that lunch. For 
the first tim e I w ondered i f  he 
might not make such a great hus­
band for you after all.

But this wasn’t the tim e to con­
front him about it. We went in and 
saw Kelly forcing a purse into the 
arm s o f a head-shaking, dow n­
ward-gazing Blanche.

“I had a great idea, John.” Kelly 
beamed at me so brightly I even­
tually remembered I was supposed 
to be John. “You and Blanche can go 
to town and pick up— oh, carpet
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sam ples, paint chips, like that. 
W hile you’re out, you can have 
lunch— I’ll treat. There’s a new 
place called The Lamplight, and I 
hear it’s divine.”

The thick stench o f liver pot­
pourri permeated the room , clung 
to the curtains, deepened the grime 
on the windows. I wasn’t nuts about 
trying to keep up a conversation 
with Blanche for hours. But I’d do 
anything to escape that liver.

“ Terrific idea,” I said, and cast 
one pitying glance at Bolt, con­
demned to liver potpourri while I 
got off easy. But he smiled smugly, 
almost like this were part of some 
plan.

It was a rough afternoon. When 
we went to paint stores and carpet 
stores, Blanche barely glanced at 
stuff, never said m ore than “I 
guess.” I had to decide which sam ­
ples to take, and Fm lousy at that. 
As for 1 undi, The Lamplight is fan­
cy and rom antic, dusky even at 
noon—I can’t wait to take Ellen—  
and the food’s flat-out fantastic. But 
I couldn’t get anything but mum­
bles out o f Blanche; I had to lean 
clear across the table to hear her.

The worst moment came during 
dessert. Mid-mumble, I looked up 
to see Freddy Barnes, the desk ser­
geant, standing not two feet away, 
gaping. He started to come over, 
but I made a frantic go-away ges­
ture— I couldn’t have him calling 
me Walt, blowing my cover. His eye­
brows twitched first, then his 
mouth, then his shoulders, then his 
whole spine. He turned and walked 
away.

Rats, I thought. Freddy Barnes, 
the fastest gossip on the force—

why’d he have to see me having 
what looked like an intimate lunch 
with a woman he knew dam n well 
wasn’t my w ife? W ell, I’d have a lot 
o f counter-gossip to do com e M on­
day.

By the tim e Blanche and I got 
back to the house, the liver fumes 
had cleared. We found K elly and 
Bolt in the living room, him  sketch­
ing and her bouncing.

“Blanche, John, come here!” Kel­
ly cried. “Bolt has am azing ideas! I 
asked what to do about this yucky 
carpet, and he said rip it out—but 
don’t buy a new one. Instead, buy 
thousands o f tiny, shiny tiles. He’s 
going to turn the floor into a huge 
mosaic— giant sunflow ers, enor­
mous butterflies! And the whole 
west wall w ill be a built-in aquari­
um with sweet little fishes, and he’ll 
replace the east wall with hurnon - 
gous picture windows! The room  
will look like an absolute meadow! 
Isn’t that fabulous?”

“It’s okay” I said, a little hurt Bolt 
had conceptualized w ithout me. 
“But we picked out all these carpet 
samples— ”

“Oh, we’ll carpet other room s,” 
she said graciously, looking through 
the samples. I’d picked out lots o f 
pinks, figuring she’s a girl, she’d 
like pink. She put the sam ples 
down. “Or maybe we’ll tile every­
thing. Shall we get dressed for din­
ner?”

“I can report progress, sir” Bolt 
whispered, slipping into lavender 
slacks. “M rs. Naughten swam all 
afternoon, N ora cooked, Chet 
pruned— I had no difficulty carry­
ing out your orders. All was ju st as 
you thought. And with a cam era
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from  Mr. Naughten’s studio, I se­
cured documentary evidence. What 
is our next step?”

How the hell should I know? I 
didn’t have a clue about what steps 
he’d already taken. And I felt miffed 
that he’d practically redesigned the 
house without asking m y opinion 
and that Kelly didn’t like my sam­
ples. “You don’t need me to tell you 
the next step,” I said, pouting. “I 
mean, maybe some people thought 
you’d wait before talking about rip­
ping out the old and bringing in 
the new, but you ju st plunged 
ahead. I bet you could come back 
first thing Monday, do the whole 
job  single-handed. Why not tell Kel­
ly  that? And me— I’ll stand by and 
watch, not say a word.”

I’d laid it on pretty thick; I ex­
pected him  to apologize. He chuck­
led. “That should stir things up. 
And you’ll stand by and watch— 
brilliant. We may well conclude this 
case tonight.” That didn’t make 
sense— and neither, if  you ask me, 
did turning a living room  wall into 
an aquarium. But I just shrugged 
Bolt off, shrugged my beige jacket 
on, and led the way down.

Dinner was a parade o f horrors, 
from  the romaine cm gratia to the 
m ocha pasta flambe to the boeuf 
jerky bourguignon. W hen Nora 
served the escargot a la mode, Bolt 
made his announcement.

“Mr. Thomas and I had a talk.” 
He winked at me, prying charred 
pasta from between his teeth. “He 
says we can begin work Monday 
morning. W ell need room for our 
paints and such— perhaps the 
storeroom  in the basement. May 
we clear that out tom orrow?”

“Perfect,” Kelly agreed. “Chet can 
carry the boxes up. I’ll love the 
chance to sort through them. I’ve 
got crates o f old costumes—perfect 
for Goodwill. Nora and Blanche 
have lots o f junk down there, too— 
won’t it feel good to unload some, 
Nora?”

Nora glared at her. “I own no 
junk. I own only good stuff I unload 
nothing. No one m ust touch my 
boxes!”

“Fine,” Kelly said hastily. “But 
Blanche and I will have fim going 
through our stuff. Well! Time for 
bed?”

As soon as we got upstairs, Bolt 
turned to m e with an eager whis­
per. “Now for the next part o f your 
plan—standing by, watching, not 
saying a word. Do you prefer up or 
down?”

Up or down what? Well, you al­
ways told me to be optimistic. “Up?” 
I guessed.

“Then I shall go down,” he said, 
“and take the camera with me. If I 
may make a suggestion, I noticed a 
large linen closet across from Mrs. 
Naughten’s room . Till we meet 
again, sir!”

He sped off, not dropping even 
one more hint about what I was 
supposed to do. He’d mentioned 
watching, he’d mentioned the clos­
et—should I hide in the closet, wait 
to see what Kelly would do? Hell, 
we knew what she’d do—we saw 
her sneak out to Chet’s cottage last 
night. But i f  Bolt wanted me to see 
it again, fine. I slid into the closet, 
keeping the door open a crack.

Maybe two hours later Kelly’s 
door creaked open. W rapped in her 
long green robe, she paused in the
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doorway, glanced around, then 
headed for the stairs. I counted to 
ten and sneaked after her. Gener­
ally I sneak well; I would’ve done 
fine if  it hadn’t been for the carpet 
bum p on the last step. But the 
bump rammed my big toe, and I 
fell hard, landing facedown.

“Ouch,” I admitted. Kelly, half­
way to the dining room, turned 
around, spotted me, and smiled.

‘1 know what you want,” she said, 
her voice deep and tender. “I want 
it, too. Come, John. W e’ll go to 
Chet’s cottage. I promise you won’t 
be disappointed. Chet does it just 
right.”

I’ve been a cop a long time. I don’t 
shock easy. But that shocked me 
from the top of my spinning head to 
the tip o f my still-stinging big toe. 
I tried to get up, made it to my 
knees, and sagged. How far did this 
undercover bit oblige a cop to go?

Just then Chet appeared at the 
far end o f the living room. “You’re 
late,” he said. “And what’s he doing 
here?”

“I invited him to join us,” Kelly 
said. “A fter all, you’ve got plenty to 
go around. And Fd like to have John 
on our side.”

Before I could faint, the place was 
flooded with light from  above. I 
shifted on my knees and looked up 
to see Nora standing at the top o f 
the stairs, her hand on the light 
switch.

“A t last!” she cried. “For long time 
I suspect, I know, but I have no 
proof. Now, degenerate people, I 
catch you in act!”

T hat’s when Blanche also ap­
peared at the top o f the stairs. 
“W hat’s going on?” she asked, rub­

bing her eyes. “I was sound asleep, 
I heard shouting, and— oh, my! 
W hat is all this?”

Damned if I could tell her. Bolt, 
though—Bolt could always explain 
things. And he was down—h e ’d 
said he was going down. Still on 
my knees I gazed at the floor. “Bolt!” 
I bellowed.

But Bolt wasn’t down. He was 
up, behind Nora and Blanche, look­
ing grim but satisfied. “I have it, 
sir,” he said, holding up the camera. 
“All is just as you suspected. Is it 
tim e to reveal our identities— to 
show our true colors, so to speak?” 

W ell, after he’d said that much, 
there wasn’t any point in being coy. 
I m ade it to  my feet and looked 
straight at Kelly. “We aren’t deco­
rators, M rs. Naughten,” I said. 
“We’re cops. We came in undercov­
er to investigate your husband’s 
death.”

Those gorgeous green eyes 
opened as w ide as sliced kiwis. “But 
it’s already been investigated. It 
was an accident.”

“Evidently not,” Bolt said, flatly. 
“Evidently, it was murder. Would 
you like them  all to gather in Mrs. 
N aughten’s room , lieutenant, so 
you can unveil your deductions?” 

W hat deductions? At such m o­
ments, Fve found, there’s just one 
thing to do. Stall. “Sure,” I said. 
“Let’s go to her room.”

It took som e persuading to get 
them all up there— Kelly perched 
on the edge o f her bed, Blanche half 
hidden behind tall plants in a cor­
ner, Chet standing by the window 
with arm s folded, Nora standing 
by the closet across from him with 
chin stuck out. I glanced at Bolt,
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hoping he’d start things off. He just 
winked.

I cleared m y throat. “W ell, Kelly 
— Mrs. Naughten— w e’re here to 
find out if  someone trapped your 
husband in the sauna— ”

“H ow?” Chet dem anded. “That 
door doesn’t even have a  lock, ju st 
a handle. How could you trap any­
one in there?”

Frankly, I’d never given it any 
hard thought—I’d just more or less 
assum ed it could be done. When 
you got down to how, it did seem 
unlikely. “It’s a stretch,” I admitted.

“A  stretch o f  precisely eight feet, 
four inches,” Bolt supplied. “That’s 
the distance from  the door to the 
treadm ill. As the lieutenant ob­
served while leaning against that 
heavy piece o f equipm ent this 
morning, it is a perfect place to ‘tie 
one on.’Affix one end o f a stout rope 
to the door handle, the other end to 
the treadm ill, stretch it taut, and 
Mr. Naughten could not pull the 
door in to open it. But the rope was 
not tied. It was hooked— even bet­
ter for speedy execution, speedy es­
cape. Look.”

He pointed to Kelly’s chartreuse 
laundry hamper, and I opened the 
ruffled lid. There it was, coiled like 
a m etal-m outhed snake— a long, 
thick rope with heavy, latched chain 
hooks tied to both ends. Slowly I 
lifted the thing up.

K elly gasped. “I’ve never seen 
that rope before! You put it there: 
You’re tiying to frame m e!”

“Better call a lawyer before you 
say more,” I said sadly. “We know 
you sneaked out to Chet’s cottage at 
night. There was som ething going 
on between you two— ”

“Or as the lieutenant so aptly put 
it,” Bolt cut in, “there was ‘some­
thing cooking’ in that cottage. Was 
there not?”

“There was!” Nora said, purpling. 
“Gardener was cooking! Tonight is 
first time I catch them, but for long 
time I know he was cooking. And 
she was sneaking to meet him— for 
snacks!”

Talk about naive, I thought, smil­
ing. If Nora honestly thought that 
was why Kelly went to that cot­
tage—

“It’s true,” Kelly sobbed. “I did it. 
Night after night Chet and I did it 
together. Tonight, when John came 
downstairs, I thought he wanted to 
do it with us. I thought he wanted 
to—to snack with us. I never meant 
to hurt you, Nora, but—”

“But your cooking stinks,” Chet 
said matter-of-factly. “That’s why 
Kelly brought me in.”

Sure that’s why, I thought. “So 
you’re a master cook, huh?” I said 
sarcastically. “I thought you were a 
bouncer.”

“He’s both,” K elly said. “Chet 
cooked at the club whenever the 
chef got beat up— it happened lots. 
The chef was a lousy cook, too; cus­
tomers didn’t like him. Hugh want­
ed to entertain and Chet wanted to 
cook professionally, so I hired Chet 
as gardener, prom ising he’d be our 
cook soon. But Hugh was so loyal to 
Nora that I couldn’t tell him right 
away. Chet had to live a lie.”

Bolt nodded. I staggered. Was he 
actually buying this? “He lived a 
lie, indeed,” Bolt said. “M aking to­
ken gestures at gardening, steal­
ing nutmeg, preparing your mid­
night snacks on the sly. But the
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deception was to end, was it not, on 
the night o f your six-m onth an- 
niversary? Hence the beef Welling­
ton in the cottage freezer, the bro­
ken bottle o f pinot noir in the 
sauna.”

Kelly nodded. “Chet makes beef 
W ellington to die for. And Nora’s 
turkey tartare, her pretzel-and- 
gherkin stuffing—we knew Hugh 
would be hungry. So I planned to 
take him to Chet’s cottage for mid­
night dinner, and we’d get him to 
make Chet his cook. It’s not that I 
don’t like you, Nora. I mean, I don’t, 
but the point is we needed a good 
cook to do what Hugh wanted to do 
— throw big parties, bring lots of 
young people to the house.”

Sure. That’s what all older hus­
bands want to do— bring young 
people into their hom es to make 
passes at their wives. Maybe 
Naughten agreed to parties—Nora 
had said he’d talked about it the 
night before he died— but Kelly 
must’ve bullied him into it. Maybe 
he’d changed his mind later, and 
that’s why she killed him.

“A  change can be hard to take,” I 
said. “You think things will be one 
way, you find out they’ll be another 
way—the thought o f it can make 
you sick.” I imagined how mad Kel­
ly m ust’ve been when Hugh re­
versed his decision. “And if Hugh’s 
resolution— ”

Bolt tapped my shoulder. “I be­
lieve the wording is Thus the na­
tive hue o f resolution/ls sicklied o’er 
with the pale cast o f thought.’ An 
apt allusion to Hamlet. Change is 
hard to take. Thus, as the melan­
choly Dane observes, we ‘rather 
bear those ills we have/Than fly to

others that w e know not of.’ M any 
cling to the life they know— how­
ever empty it m ay be— rather than 
risk change. For them , ta lk  o f 
change creates jealousy—and that, 
as you said this morning, can be 
powerful, can lead to mistakes. No 
wonder Mr. Naugh ten’s ta lk  o f 
making changes led to his death.”

I blinked. I f  Naughten’s talk o f 
changes led to his death, not a lat­
er reversal— wow. But we’d found 
the rope in Kelly’s laundry ham ­
per; that m ade her the killer. I hat­
ed to em barrass Bolt by rem inding 
him. “Hamper,” I whispered. “Im­
portant.”

“Indeed,” he said. “There have 
been im portant attempts to ham ­
per the investigation, from  the 
bracelet planted by the sauna door 
to the rope hidden in the storeroom. 
That room is, as you said, perfect 
for a stash— why risk carrying an 
eight foot rope upstairs, w hen it 
could be stashed in a storage box? 
So, acting on your orders, I nosed 
around, found the rope, photo­
graphed it, then said I’d clear out 
the storeroom  tomorrow. A s you 
foresaw, that made the murderer 
move the rope. And since you de­
cided we’d stand by and watch to­
night, you  can testify that Mrs. 
Naughten stayed innocently in her 
room until she went to meet Chet. 
And I, down by the storeroom , cap­
tured all the murderer’s actions on 
film. Did you want to say a bit more 
about m otive now?”

Good idea except that I didn’t 
know m ore about motive, not a bit. 
W hat had B olt said? Som ething 
about not w anting change even 
when your life is empty, something
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about jealousy. O f course— Nora. 
Her life was plenty empty—no fam­
ily, no house o f her own, cooking 
food nobody wanted to eat—but it 
was all she had. And i f  she figured 
N aughten would want a better 
cook for his parties, she’d feel plen­
ty  jealous. I’ve got it, I thought. 
Sometimes you just know you can’t 
be wrong. I looked at Bolt smugly.

“Som etim es,” I said, “m istakes 
ju st aren’t possible.”

“I remember, sir” he said. “You 
said that when you looked through 
the sauna window and saw Chet— 
“there’s no mistaking that body, that 
robe.’ A t other times, however, m is­
takes are possible. Thus the m ur­
derer looked through the sauna 
window last Friday, m istook Mr. 
Naughten for his wife, and killed 
the wrong person.”

M istake an old man for a volup­
tuous young wom an? How? But 
wait a minute. Kelly wasn’t volup­
tuous. She was slender; Hugh was 
slim . They were about the sam e 
height, they both had shoulder- 
length fair hair—-and Kelly always 
took  a steam  after lunch. H ugh 
never did till that day. Som eone 
who expected to see Kelly in the 
sauna and glanced through a 
steam ed-up window might m ake a 
fatal mistake.

No. W ait another m inute. 
“There’s no m istaking that body, 
that robe”— that’s w hat I’d said. 
M aybe you could m istake Hugh 
N aughten’s body for Kelly’s. But 
m istake his robe for hers? N o way. 
“H is robe was red,” I said. “H ers is 
green. You couldn’t make a mistake 
about that— not unless you were 
blind.”

“Indeed not, sir,” Bolt said, nod­
ding. “And as you remarked this 
morning, there’s more than one 
kind of blindness.”

Yeah, I’d said that; I was talking 
about how I’d tried to blind m yself 
to Kelly’s guilt. Was Bolt being 
blind now? The basic facts were 
simple—old husband, young wife, 
sexy gardener. “This is a pretty 
black and white case,” I told Bolt se­
verely.

He winked. “And red and green. 
Well put. The colorful compositions 
Naughten painted when his first 
wife was alive, the black and white 
pieces after her death, his decision 
to return to color now that he had 
a new wife to guide him—-how clear 
it is! Yet how hard he worked to 
hide his secret though there was 
nothing shameful about it. I think 
o f your remark, sir, about how peo­
ple can’t keep their secrets forever. 
Mr. Naughten couldn’t have kept 
his much longer. He’d already made 
mistakes— such as buying that ru­
by bracelet.”

“I never said the bracelet was a 
mistake,” Kelly said, confused. “It’s 
pretty, but red makes me look 
washed out.”

“With your coloring, o f course it 
does,” Bolt agreed. “Did you never 
ask yourself, Mrs. Naughten, how 
your husband could fail to notice 
your obvious preference for green?”

She had an obvious preference? I 
thought o f the pink carpet samples 
I brought her, o f how quickly she 
pushed them aside. “I guess som e 
people can’t see the obvious,” I said, 
blushing.

“No, they can’t,” Bolt said, sm il­
ing. “Not if  they’re color-blind. “More
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than one kind o f blindness,’ indeed! 
How quickly, how surely, you found 
out Mr. Naughten’s long-kept se­
cret!”

W hat? Hugh Naughten, color­
blind? I felt like gasping.

K elly did gasp. She’s not sup­
posed to be a brilliant detective—  
she can afford to gasp. “Hugh was 
color-blind?” she said. “I don’t be­
lieve it. Why didn’t he ever tell m e?’

“M isplaced pride,” Bolt said. 
“How painful for an artist to admit 
that he rebed on his first wife to ad­
vise him on color, that his turn to 
black and white after her death 
was dictated by necessity, not cre­
ative choice! But he might not have 
been wholly color-blind. He might 
sim ply have been unable to distin­
guish between red and green—the 
m ost common form o f color blind­
ness. His longtim e housekeeper 
should be able to tell us.”

It was a shock to see Nora get so 
shy so suddenly. She stared at her 
large, bunny-slippered feet. “Mr. 
Naughten said nothing o f that to 
me. And it was not m y place to 
question. When he spread mint je l­
ly on peanut butter sandwiches, 
when he ate grape jelly with lamb 
— I do not ask. I just take notes, 
create new recipes.”

So Naughten had been partly to 
blame for Nora’s cooking. But who 
killed him? We were almost out o f 
suspects— but not quite. I looked 
at Blanche, shrinking deeper into 
the comer.

Could she have killed her own 
father? Maybe. Maybe she’d never 
really felt close to anyone except 
her mother, I thought o f the photos 
o f Naughten and his first wife. He’d

always been focused on painting; it 
was the m other who’d always held 
Blanche in her arms. “The m other 
was the carrier” I remarked to Bolt.

“She m ust have been,” B olt 
agreed. “Color blindness is a reces­
sive trait, carried on the X  chrom o­
some, and thus far more common 
am ong boys than among girls. I f a 
boy’s one X  chromosome is defec­
tive, there is no normal gene on his 
poor Y  chromosome to counteract 
it. A  girl cannot be color-blind un­
less both X chromosomes are de­
fective— unless, that is, her father is 
color-blind, and her m other is ei­
ther color-blind or a carrier. But 
your m other was not color-blind, 
was she, Miss Naughten?”

Blanche shook her head. “I don’t 
know what you’re talking about. 
Nobody in our family was— is—col­
or-blind.”

Deliberately Bolt picked up the 
rope and held out one o f the latched 
chain hooks. It bore a bright green 
mark— paint from Kelly’s custom - 
made treadm ill, no doubt. It must 
have scraped o ff w hen Hugh 
Naughten was tugging desperate­
ly on the sauna door.

“W hat could this mark be, Miss 
Naughten?” Bolt asked.

She squinted, panic clear in her 
eyes. “Blood?”

Now I caught on. “Not unless the 
victim  was Mr. Spock,” I said. 
“Blood is red, Blanche— that mark 
is green. You can’t see the differ­
ence— you’re color-blind like your 
father. That’s why you killed him. 
You looked through the sauna win­
dow, you saw a thin figure in a robe, 
you had no way o f knowing the robe 
was red. But when you went to get
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the rope and make it look like an 
accident, you saw your mistake. 
You turned down the controls—” 

“But not far enough,” Bolt cut in, 
“since you couldn’t see the bound­
ary between the green ‘safe’ zone 
and the red ‘caution’ zone. Then, to 
frame your stepmother, you ran to 
her room  and took  w hat you 
thought was her favorite bracelet. 
You can’t distinguish between ru­
bies and emeralds, can you?”

“I can,” Blanche insisted. “And I 
never w ent near the sauna that 
day. I was in the kitchen, helping 
Nora fix dinner.”

Bolt looked at me. “A  break in 
pattern— as you said, that can 
mean a lot. Nora said Blanche nev­
er helped in the kitchen— until the 
day she needed an alibi. Little short 
o f m urder could have pried her 
from her room. She felt safest there, 
with her m agazines and computer 
gam es, her old photos and faded 
posters. No wonder her father’s talk 
o f parties made her panic, made 
her resolve to kill the woman be­
hind the changes he planned.” 

Tears welled up in K elly’s eyes, 
like raindrops oozing out o f limpid 
pools o f  lim e jello. “T he changes 
were for your sake, Blanche. That’s 
the m ain reason Hugh married me 
— to liven the house up for you, get 
you to m eet people. He’d realized 
how his seclusion had hurt you, 
kept you from  realizing your 
dreams—■”

“That’s the im pression she cre­
ated,” Bolt agreed. “As the lieuten­
ant said, it was sm art o f  her to im­
ply her father had held her back. 
But it was your fear o f life that held 
you back, Miss Naughten, your fear

o f men—fear visible whenever your 
stepmother tried to get you to look 
at the lieutenant. As for your 
dreams o f solitary travel, o f arguing 
before the Supreme Court— who 
could imagine you could do such 
things, or want to do them?”

“I could have done them.” Sud­
denly Blanche stepped out o f her 
comer. “But Daddy needed me. He 
didn’t always know it—he’d say, ‘Go 
to college out o f town, Blanche. 
Meet boys’— but I knew he needed 
me. I took care o f him, I sacrificed— 
until she wiggled into his heart, 
and ruined my life, and—oh! I can’t 
stand it!” She bounced twice on the 
emerald-ruffled bed, landed square­
ly on top o f Kelly. I charged after 
her, tripped on a ruffle, hit m y head 
on a canopy post, blacked out, and 
woke to find m yself lying on the bed 
next to Kelly, who’d been half stran­
gled before Bolt pried Blanche’s fin­
gers from her throat.

Bolt had put us both on the bed 
while Nora held Blanche down and 
Chet called 911. That rat from  the 
Tattler learned about the call even 
before the paramedics— he must’ve 
paid off someone on the force— and 
burst in with his camera ju st as 
Kelly started to come to, draped an 
arm around me, and said, “Hugh?” 

So that’s how those pictures o f 
us in bed ended up in the tabloids. 
Kelly was only trying to help when 
she told reporters she wasn’t in love 
with me, she’d just been in bed with 
me that night; in fact, I’d said I was 
separated from my wife, so she was 
trying to m atch me up w ith her 
stepdaughter. And when that idiot 
sergeant, Freddy Barnes, told the 
Tattler about m y lunch w ith
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Blanche, it all escalated. Those 
headlines—Two-timing Detective 
Caught in Real Family Affair, 
Married Cop Goes Deep Under­
cover With Both Killer and Step- 
mom— I can im agine what Ellen 
thinks.

Anyway, Kelly hired a squad o f 
lawyers, but Blanche sent them  
away, saying she’d argue her own 
case, take it to the Supreme Court. 
As for Chet, the cooking channel 
went nuts for the whole culinary 
aspect o f the case, gave him his own 
show. He m ade Nora his co-star, 
calls the show I f  I  Can Teach Her to 
Cook, I  Can Teach You—not con­
cise, but catchy.

I went to rehearsal today, and 
Chet and I had a talk over lunch—  
he does m ake beef Wellington to 
die for. He said he and Kelly are 
ju st pals: she’s a straight arrow, 
never messes around. Besides, he 
said, he prefers a woman who looks 
substantial enough to prove she ap­
preciates h is cooking—and with 
that he cast a lusty glance at Nora. 
There couldn’t be anything be­
tw een those tw o, could there? I 
m ean, it w ouldn’t make sense—  
would it?

So tell Ellen that no matter what 
the papers say, I never had a thing 
for either the killer or the stepmom. 
As far as I’m concerned, E llen’s 
prettier than Kelly, a better cook 
than Chet. O f course I wouldn’t 
m ind if  she caught his show,

learned to m ake beef W ellington—  
you m ight slide that suggestion in 
while you’re assuring Ellen she has 
the undying, undivided devotion o f 

Your loving son, 
Walt

Dear Walt,
We heard the story long ago—  

Bora Bora does get CNN—and the 
only thing that worried Ellen was 
your collision with the canopy post: 
She saw you on TV, thought you 
sounded incoherent, and was afraid 
you’d had a concussion. Once I’d 
convinced her you weren’t any 
m ore incoherent than usual, she 
was fine. She never doubted your 
love—or M rs. Naughten’s love for 
her husband. Ellen says sometimes 
there’s no explaining a wife’s love 
for her husband. Sometimes, she 
says, it doesn’t seem to make sense, 
but when you get down to it, love al­
ways m akes sense. The thing that 
really doesn’t make sense, she says, 
is being too scared or selfish to risk 
love at all. She says not caring 
about anyone but yourself might 
seem  safest— but really, it’s the 
riskiest thing you can do.

Our work here is almost finished. 
We can’t w ait to get home. And 
please, the next tim e you see Ser­
geant Bolt, give him  the kindest re­
gards— the very, very kindest re­
gards— from

Your loving, 
M other
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44' ? .  .7,' alabar Four, are
I W I  you on the east 

X  W  M  end o f the island?”
“Ten four, Dispatch.”
“We have a report o f a man down 

in the back yard at 936 Kudzu 
Lane. Check it out, Collins.”

“Will do.”
All o f that Malabar Island De­

tective Kat Curtci picked up on her 
radio as she drove toward the east 
end’s Sporty Sand Dollar shop. A  
little m orning-off browsing was not 
likely now.

“Curtci also responding,” she said 
into the two-way radio she always 
carried with her—and always had 
on. Couldn’t break the habit even 
on a day off. Thus, two side streets 
later, she swung her five-year-old 
Pontiac onto Kudzu. First on the 
scene, she noted with satisfaction. 
Corporal Carleton Collins—‘Three 
Cees” to everyone on the force—  
was nowhere in sight.

Kat trotted to the rear lawn and 
crouched to take a prelim scan o f 
the supine figure that was indeed 
back here. And alone. Not another 
soul in sight.

Male Caucasian, probably in his 
sixties, stocky build, balding. And 
flat on his back. Khaki slacks, white 
golf shirt, thong sandals, no socks. 
No pulse, either.

She heard a car pull into the 
gravel drive out front. A  long m o­
m ent later, Three Cees pounded 
around the end o f the one story 
ground-level stucco house and 
stood behind her, not even breath­
ing hard.

“Yo, Kat.” Beneath his tailored 
uniform  shirt, his abs rippled. 
“W hat’ve we got'?”

“What you see is what we got. 
Not another soul around. W ho 
called this in?”

“Dispatch says it came from  the 
m edevac ’copter on its w ay to a 
problem on the beach. Happened to 
spot this guy as they flew over.” 

“Heard you chim ing at the front 
door. Nobody home?”

“Nobody answered.” Three Cees 
bent over the body. “Heart attack?” 

“Seems likely. He got a wallet?” 
“Yep.” He lifted the body enough 

to extract a slim fake alligator-hide 
billfold. “Harold W harton,” he read 
from the driver’s license. “This ad­
dress.”

“Any medical emergency card?” 
“Nope. Couple o f credit cards, and 

forty bucks’ cash.”
Kat surveyed the stand o f ferns 

between the lawn and the scarlet 
blaze o f bougainvillea hedge along 
the back lot line and halfway down 
the sides. No w onder no one at 
ground level saw him  back here.

“Weeder.” Three Cees pointed at 
a pronged hand tool just inside the 
ferns. “So here he was, out in the 
Southwest Florida sun, no hat on 
that bald head, and down he went.” 

Three Cees stood beside her, im ­
pressive chest thrust out, shoulders 
in a near-m ilitary brace. As tall as 
he could manage, Kat noticed. But 
he still came up inches shorter than 
her five eleven.

“All that shrubbery.” She peered 
at the body again. “W hat’s that?” 
She hunkered back down to study 
the splayed feet. “Check this, Three 
Cees.” The tw in punctures w ere 
just below the left ankle join t about 
a quarter inch apart.

“Fire ants?’ Three Cees said.
35
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“M ore like a snakebite.”
“I don’t want to hear that.” Three 

Cees scanned the ferns like a man 
besieged. “I hate— yiii!”

R at sprang to her feet. “W hat in 
the world— ”

“Snake! Snake!” Three Cees 
leaped backward from  the ferns, 
thrusting out a shaky finger. “In 
there!”

R at peered into the fronds. Sure 
enough, a snake, a pretty one. 
Banded in red, yellow, and black.

Red on yellow, deadly fellow. And 
the thing had a black nose.

“Coral snake, Three Cees. But it’s 
dead. Looks like its head’s been 
stepped on.”

“So it’s not a heart attack. Poor 
bastard is doing some weeding, the 
snake nails his bare ankle, and 
down he goes.”

“A  possibility.”
“A  possibility? The evidence is 

staring right at you, detective.”
She glanced at Three Cees, who 

wore a little grin. So, okay, he’d said 
that tongue-in-cheek. She was 
touchy about challenges to her sta­
tus and had verbally flattened a 
couple o f the departm ent’s macho- 
mouths.

“Since it could be an accidental 
death instead o f natural causes, the 
medical exam iner gets in on it. Put 
in a call to Doc H ewlett, Three 
Cees, while I do a neighborhood 
check. Then stay with the body.”

A glance along the street told Kat 
that almost all the neighbors were 
winter residents, and this was sum­
mer. The piling house directly 
across the street had its hurricane 
shutters in place as did the ground 
levels on either side o f 936. Diago­

nally across to the right, though, 
the windows were naked, and the 
garage door was up, the rear o f a 
car visible inside. Taking her badge 
and I.D. card out o f her handbag, 
she strode across the hot macadam.

As she crunched into the gravel 
drive, she heard the clang o f a hood 
slamming down. Seconds later a 
middle-aged Charlton Heston type 
em erged in grim y T-shirt and 
khakis, wiping his hands on a yel­
low polka dot rag. He was wonder­
fully ta ll. . .

“Good morning, sir.” Kat held up 
her badge. “Detective Curtci.” 

“You’re here about the swimming 
pool track— ” He peered at the cars 
in the driveway at 936; her red Pon­
tiac and Three Cees’ patrol unit. 
“W hat’s the problem over there?” 

“I’m afraid Mr. Wharton’s had an 
accident. No one answers the door. 
I wondered if you might—” 

“Harry? W hat happened to Har­
ry? Can I help?”

“I’m afraid not, M r.. . . ”
“Palmer. Ed Palmer.”
“Mr. W harton is dead, sir. In his 

backyard.”
“Dead?” Palmer was visibly 

stunned. “W hat the hell hap­
pened?”

“It might have been his heart. 
He lived with his wife?”

“Yes. Thelma. She and Essie— 
that’s my wife—are out shopping. 
Left a couple o f hours ago. They 
should be— Lord, now what!”

Siren screeching, an orange and 
white EMS ambulance rocked into 
Rudzu Lane and scruffed to a stop 
at 936.

“I’d better get over there, Mr. 
Palmer. H ere’s my card. Please
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have Mrs. Wharton call me as soon 
as she and your wife get back.” 
Halfway down the drive she turned 
back. “W hat was that about a 
swim m ing pool truck?”

“Oh, a pool maintenance truck 
was parked for a while at the 
Kirshners’, right across the street. 
Around seven. I thought that was 
rather odd, so I called the police.” 

“Well, I do see a pool enclosure 
behind the house.”

“There was a pool there, but last 
year Si Kirs finer filled it in after 
their daughter nearly drowned in 
it. Now it’s a jumbo-sized planter. 
Anyway, the guy left just after I 
called you people.”

“Apparently that call got lost in 
the excitem ent. Thanks for your 
help, and make sure M is. Wharton 
calls me.”

She loped over to 936, thumbed 
back a stray lock o f raven hair, and 
tore into Three Cees.

“You w'ere supposed to call the 
M.E., not the paramedics. They’ve 
got more to do than check out bod­
ies. That’s a job for—”

“He didn’t call us, ma’am,” said a 
youthful voice behind her. “The 
medevac pilot did. Might as well 
take a look while we’re here.” 

“Don’t you disturb anything,” Kat 
warned.

The young paramedic—were 
they taking them right out of high 
school now?—eyed her badge. 

“Wouldn’t think o f it, ma’am.” 
“Detective Curtci.”
“Oh, sure. Heard you solved that 

so-called suicide a couple o f months 
ago. Good show.”

W ell, maybe he wasn’t such a 
green kid.

“You on the case here?” he asked. 
“I’m not sure it is a case— ” she 

peered at his nam etag"— Richard. 
You’ll have to excuse me. I’ve still 
got some checking to do.”

The other nearby neighbors still 
in residence— the Syzmanskis, two 
doors down from  the Palmers, and 
the Markesons, two houses up on 
the W hartons’ side— had heard or 
seen nothing at all.

“Oh, except,” said iron-haired and 
pillowy Anna M arkeson,“I heard a 
car or truck go by just after I woke 
up. Around seven. On this dead­
end street this tim e o f year there’s 
never any traffic that early.”

That by itself was no lead at all, 
but there was the m atter o f the 
truck at num ber 938. Dispatch 
might’ve forgotten it but she hadn’t. 
She strode back across the street.

“Sorry to bother you again, Mr. 
Palmer, but could you describe that 
pool m aintenance truck?”

Ed Palm er, having once more 
emerged from  his garage mopping 
his greasy hands with his polka dot 
rag, squinted down his Hestonlike 
nose at her. He had to be six four at 
least. Som e wom en have all the 
luck.

“Consider this the response to 
your truck call, Mr. Palmer. Can 
you describe it?” She realized she 
was here m aybe sixty percent be­
cause o f the truck and forty per­
cent because . . .  because Charlton 
Palmer here had really blue eyes? 
God, how unprofessional!

“It was white, more like an SUV 
than a truck now that I think about 
it. Had the nam e o f a pool mainte­
nance com pany on the door.” 

“License num ber?”
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“Sorry. Probably Florida or I 
might have noticed.”

“And it was there in the driveway 
for how long?”

“I don’t know. Essie and I were 
having breakfast. I ju st happened 
to look out when I heard the door 
slam.”

“Did you see anybody walking 
around over there?”

Palmer flicked his rag at a curi­
ous yellow jacket. “N ot when I was 
watching. It ju st pulled out and 
left.”

“Did you see the driver?”
“A  man.”
“That’s it? ’
“I’m afraid so, detective. Now 

that I’ve been questioned, I realize 
how dumb it was to report it. Or try 
to. A  new pool man lost and just us­
ing the drive to turn around. Or 
one given the wrong address.”

No reasonable way to linger with 
the com pelling Mr. Palmer-Heston. 
“I f  you think o f anything m ore, 
please give m e a call,” she said in 
resignation. And she left, chiding 
herself for conduct unbecom ing a 
detective. A  really tall one who was 
dateless a lot m ore than dated. Oh, 
get a grip, Curtci. T he man was 
m arried. Probably loved his 
damned car more than Essie.

“Don’t you have something better 
to do?” Sergeant Ellis “Moby” Duck­
worth twitted her when she walked 
into the squad room . He hunched 
forward in his squeaky swivel chair, 
plunked his elbows on his desk, and 
rested his chin on tented fingers. 
“This is supposed to be your day off” 

“Tell me about coral snakes, Mo­
by.”

“You taking up nature study?” 
Closing in on retirement, Moby 

had given up on his waistline. He 
had slowed down to m ostly desk- 
work—which he detested. Rode as 
a partner with Kat when he could 
get away from paper-pushing, but 
he let her take the wheel and the 
initiative. She could never quite de­
cide whether he had lost his edge or 
was slyly helping her develop here. 
What he did constantly hone was 
an encyclopedic knowledge o f Mal­
abar Island.

‘Tm taking up coral snakes short­
term. Found one near this morn­
ing’s body, which had what looked 
like a fang wound on the left ankle.” 

“Well now.” M oby sank back in 
his chair. “Prettiest snake there is, 
with those red, black, and yellow 
bands. Confused a lot with the scar­
let king snake and the Florida scar­
let. But your coral has a black nose 
and ‘red on yellow—’ ”

“ ‘—deadly fellow.’ ”
“Yep. He’s in the cobra family. 

Same kind o f venom. Not much o f 
it, though. Your corals usually 
aren’t more’n two, two and a half 
feet long. Odd thing is, they don’t 
seem to know the punch they’ve 
got. Usually come out at night, and 
without much o f a temper. I 
watched a guy over at the Snake- 
torium pick one up and play with it 
for ten minutes, no gloves, no prob­
lem. Your guy m ust have really ag­
itated the one that got him .” 

“Could have. He was w orking 
with a weeder.”

“Maybe dug the coral out o f a 
sound sleep.”

“How long does it take for the 
venom to act?”
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“It’s not right away. Can take up 
to an hour.”

She pondered. “Som ething’s 
wrong. W hy didn’t he go for help?” 

“Maybe he didn’t know he was 
snakebit. Fangs aren’t more’n pin­
pricks. Could’ve thought it was a 
fire ant and shrugged it off.”

“But the snake was dead. Its 
head was crushed.”

M oby shrugged. “Stepped on it 
after it got him ?”

“Then he stayed there, knowing 
he’d been bitten? Come on, Mobe.” 

“Stepped on it by mistake?” 
“Huh!”
‘You’re trying too hard, lady.” 
“Don’t call me that. I hate it!” 
Moby grinned. ‘You’re trying to 

make a case against a dead snake, 
Kat. Let it lie.”

Kat’s response was cut o ff by her 
phone. Thelma Wharton.

“Ed Palmer told me to call you. 
Oh God, this is just awful! Terrible! 
I can’t believe it!” She choked back 
a sob. ‘T o  get home to find poor 
Harry gone. Ed told me it was a 
heart attack. Nobody called 911? 
W hy didn’t somebody call—•”

“Mrs. Wharton—
“W hy didn’t anybody—■”
“Mrs. Wharton, listen to me. No 

one could see him back there—not 
until the medevac helicopter flew 
over. They did what they could. No­
tified us, called the EMS people. 
We all got there as soon as we 
could. But I’m afraid he was al­
ready gone.”

A  long sigh at the other end. 
“Well, I guess it was going to hap­
pen sooner or later.”

“Is there someone there to, uh, be 
with you, Mrs. W harton?”

“There’s Essie Palmer and Ed, o f 
course. They’re here now. The m ed­
ical exam iner took him. Does that 
mean an . . .  an autopsy?”

“W hat m ight have been an acci­
dental death requires an autopsy, 
Mrs. W harton. We found a coral 
snake nearby, a dead one. And what 
looked like fan g m arks on your 
husband’s ankle.”

“Oh my stars! I knew there were 
snakes in our ferns, but I never 
dreamed there might be poisonous 
snakes back there. How dreadful!” 

“It could have been a heart at­
tack, Mrs. W harton.” As if  that 
would make the poor woman feel 
better about it. “We’re ju st being 
thorough.”

‘W ell, I hate to think o f poor H ar­
ry a l l . . .  I ju st hate to think o f it. 
H arry w anted to be crem ated. 
W ien  might I be able to— ”

“That’s up to the m edical exam ­
iner. I f you don ’t hear from  him  
soon, I can follow  up for you.” 

“That’s very considerate o f you, 
detective. Thank you.”

Kat hung up and turned to M o­
by. “In three m inutes Thelm a 
Wharton w ent from near hysteria 
to calm courtesy, Mobe.”

“Quit looking for an answ er 
when we already have one. Four 
little words.”

“Four little words?”
“The snake did it.”

The next m orning before she had 
a chance to stir her squad room cof­
fee, Doc H ewlett called. T oss-up ,” 
he told her. “Could have been the 
venom, but it’s kind o f unusual for 
a coral snake to drop an adult on 
the spot.”
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“I f he knew he was bitten,”
“A  coral snake attack isn’t like a 

rattlesnake jab , Kat, Your coral 
hangs on and chomps for a while.” 

“W ell, he certainly would have 
felt that.”

“Yeah, except that he’d had a 
pretty stiff dose o f barbiturate. 
Enough, I estimate, to discourage 
weeding in the hot sun.” 

“Barbiturate?” H er brain shifted 
into high. “Enough to knock him 
down?”

“I’d say so.”
“How long was he dead before 

we found him ?”
Hewlett snorted. “Body tem p is 

no help in ninety degree sunlight. 
But the pooling o f his blood—the li- 
vidity—makes four, five hours a fair 
guess.”

That would put Harry Wharton 
down around seven or so.

“The lividity was consistent with 
the position we found him in?”

“On his back, yes. And that wraps 
up my prelim. I ll he in touch if  any­
thing else— oh, almost forgot. Quite 
a coincidence. A  coral snake nailed 
your guy yesterday, and yesterday 
m orning another guy shows up at 
H ealthcenter with a coral-snake 
bite. They’re pretty rare, but there 
were two o f them the same day.” 

She heard a clatter in the back­
ground. “Oops, there’s an incom ­
ing,” Hewlett said. “Gotta go. See 
you soon.”

Oh, I hope not, she m uttered to 
herself Two coral-snake bites yes­
terday morning?

“Moby, I’m off across the cause­
way to Healthcenter.”

‘You sick?”
“I think I’ve got fang fever.”

“Take an aspirin,” he muttered 
without looking up. T m  telling you, 
the snake did it.”

“Ronald Gilroy was kept over­
night for observation, then dis­
charged this morning.” The vastly 
overweight E.R. receptionist looked 
up from her computer. “It was a 
snakebite on the wrist, but appar­
ently he didn’t get much venom.”

“Did Gilroy say how he happened 
to be bitten?’ Kat asked.

“No record in the computer.”
“Address?”
“Four forty-one East Ibis. That’s 

here in Fort Bristol.”
It was indeed, in a little residen­

tial development a block east o f U.S. 
41, wedged between a used car 
dealer’s vast, balloon-festooned lot 
and a cramped industrial park. The 
houses w ere identical one story 
stucco ranches with single-car ga­
rages. Today was Saturday, but 
number 441 looked closed up tight. 
Kat pulled into the short concrete 
driveway, radioed M alabar D is­
patch where she was, and crunched 
along the gravel walk to the door. 
The plastic doorbell button had yel­
lowed with age. Its chime was stan­
dard ding-dong.

Footsteps. Then the door creaked 
open on an irritated man in his fif­
ties built heavy with short-cropped 
dark hair. He wore rumpled olive 
slacks and a sweatstained green 
tank top.

“Ronald Gilroy?”
Yeah.” His little eyes squinted 

against the sun’s glare. “W ho’re 
you?”

“D etective Curtci, M alabar Is­
land Police.” She offered her badge.
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If that shook him, she couldn’t 
see any change behind his leathery 
tan.

“Kinda out o f your jurisdiction, 
aren’t you?”

“I’m investigating an incident 
that took place on the island.”

“An incident?”
‘You live alone here?”
“Just me and my problems.” 
“W hat happened to your wrist, 

Mr. G ilroy?” She nodded at the 
Band-Aid.

“Little gardening accident.”
“A  snakebite.”
H is mouth tightened in disap­

proval. ‘You been checking up on 
m e?”

“A  coral snake, Fm told. How did 
that happen?”

“I don’t have to talk to you, de­
tective.”

“That’s correct, Mr. Gilroy, espe­
cially if you have a reason not to.” 

H e stood eye-to-eye with her, un­
blinking. Then he muttered, “In the 
garden out back. I was doing some 
weeding, and zap, he got me. I drove 
straight to Healthcenter.”

“Did you save the snake?”
“Save it?”
‘T o  help the doctors determine 

the proper antivenin.”
“Hell, lady, I knew it was a coral 

snake. Anyway, it got away. Look, I 
got things to do. Saturday’s my day 
to keep this place glued together.” 

“W hat kind o f work do you do, 
Mr. Gilroy?”

Solidly entrenched in the door­
way, he thrust a hefty arm against 
the door jam b. A  reflex, she 
thought, signaling how much he 
resented this intrusion.

“I work for a fencing company.

County Fencers up in North Fort 
Bristol.”

‘Y et you were weeding your gar­
den yesterday. On Friday?”

“Before I went to work, but I did­
n’t get to work. Had to call in from  
the hospital. You can check on that.” 

“W hat I’d like to check is your 
garage, i f  you don’t mind.”

“Jeez, lady, you got a real bug up 
your—" He shrugged. “Well, okay. 
Wait here. I’ll open it from inside.” 

She walked over to the garage 
and waited for long seconds. Had a 
vision o f him  loping away across 
the back lot. Then the door creaked 
slowly upward. Her eyes adjusted 
to the gloom  in there. An SUV.

Gilroy appeared through a con­
necting door. “Look, lady, I need to 
get into town. You got any more 
questions?”

“N ot at the moment.”
“Then I’ll see ya.” He stepped in­

to the SUV, and it flapped into life. 
Dark blue. Damn.
Behind her a man’s voice said, 

“Sounds smooth enough to— ” His 
words were lost in the snorting o f 
the vehicle as G ilroy gunned it, 
then backed out.

The man behind her, sm iling, 
trim , in his brush-cut blond forties, 
jerked his thumb over his shoul­
der. “Live across the street. N am e’s 
Arnold. Am ie, to everybody but the 
tax man. W ho might you be?”

A  man on the make. She could 
tell from  the toothy smile.

“Detective Curtci, M alabar P o­
lice, Am ie.” She watched him  with­
er.

“Uh-huh. Well, I just came over to 
say hello to Ron. Nice m eeting you.” 

She drove back to 41 in gnawing
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frustration. She could hear Moby 
now: ‘T old you, Kat. You’re letting 
yourself get snakebit over a freak 
accident.”

But two coral-snake bites in the 
sam e m orning w hen there nor­
mally wasn’t even one a year in all 
o f Southwest Florida?

She and Officer Three Cees had 
found Harry W harton not four feet 
from the dead snake. Doc Hewlett 
told her coral-snake venom  has a 
delayed reaction. But barbiturates 
don’t. No other record o f a coral- 
snake bite on Malabar. Ever. She’d 
checked.

Instead o f turning south on 41 to­
ward the island, Kat turned north.

The blindingly white limestone 
Snaketorium  hulked behind its 
macadam parking area am ong the 
as-yet-undeveloped fields six miles 
north o f Fort Bristol.

The front door w ith its brass co­
bra handle opened into the chilly, 
air-conditioned gift shop and ticket 
counter— the tickets to adm it 
gawkers into the open-air snake- 
pits and wire cages out back. Kat 
had been here several tim es, en­
tertaining her m other from  Balti­
more, then her uncle and his wife 
from  Scranton.

“Hi,” Kat said to the gum-smack­
ing teenage clerk behind the count­
er, w ondering how the girl man­
aged that with a silver ball thing 
piercing her tongue. “Cal around?”

“You wanna see Cal, he’s up­
stairs.”

Kat climbed the metal staircase 
in the com er and em erged in a 
short hallway. She knocked at a 
door with a hand-lettered file card

taped at eye level: C. Talbott, 
Fangmeister.

“Yo! Come on in!”
Behind a worktable littered with 

papers, Priority Mail cartons, and a 
rack of test tubes, a scrawny old 
man in a stained labcoat peered 
over his half-glasses.

“Well, i f  it isn’t Malabar’s finest. 
How are you, Kat? And your de­
lightful mother and her, well, not so 
effusive brother?”

“I’m fine, Mom’s fine, and I apol­
ogize for Uncle Fritz. He just plain 
hates snakes, but Aunt Karen 
couldn’t wait to get here.”

“Sorry for the mess.” He waved 
an arm at the table. T oday is ven­
om shipping day to the medical lab 
in Miami. So, what can I do for 
you?”

“I’m here on a case, Cal. Well, 
maybe a case.”

“Ah, the coral-snake bite on Mal­
abar. Heard about that.”

“Did you also hear about the one 
in Fort Bristol?”

“When was that?”
‘Yesterday. Same morning. That 

victim was a fence worker. Told me 
he was bitten in his back yard, 
drove him self to the E.R. It wasn’t 
much o f a bite, apparently. I just 
talked to him back at his house.” 

“Corals can be tricky. Deliver a 
lethal dose, or maybe not. A  lot o f 
factors involved.”

“Can anybody buy one?”
Cal placed both hands flat on the 

table and leaned toward her. 
“What, dear girl, are you thinking? 
Yes, you can buy one. You just have 
to know where. Certain hobbyists 
love the idea o f owning something 
that can kill them.”
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“You can buy one locally?” 
“About ten miles east on Route 

80. Little place called the SerPent- 
house. Tell M ort Mortenson I sent 
you.” He grimaced. “That sounded 
like a used snake dealer’s pitch.”

“Sweet,” Kat said. She tore her 
eyes from the bright yellow sign 
above the tiered cages behind him: 
If you don’t love me, then kiss my 
asp. “You are Mr. Mortenson?”

The froglike m an behind the 
counter nodded, agitating several 
chins. “M orton Mortenson. Call me 
Mort. W hat can I do for you?”

“Fm told you sell coral snakes.” 
“Coral snakes? I don’t deal in 

venomous— ”
“Cal Talbott said you might. And 

I’ve got this.” She smiled and 
showed her badge. “I’m after infor­
mation only, Mort.”

“Oh, sh— lithering serpents.” All 
three hundred pounds o f him un­
dulated in what she interpreted as 
distress. Then he leaned on the 
counter and peeked up at her like 
a schoolboy trying to turn on the 
charm. “W hy coral snakes, dear la­
d y?’

“Oh, come on, Mort. You read the 
paper this morning, or saw it on 
TV.” The stringer who haunted po­
lice HQ had salivated over this one.

“Jeez, detective, all I did was sell 
a snake. W hat happened after that 
isn’t my problem. And how do you 
know it was my snake that was in­
volved?”

“I don’t think we’ve got a sudden 
invasion, Mort. I’d like you to de­
scribe your customer.”

“Am I in trouble?”
“Only if you want to be.”

“Gotcha. Heavyset. Dark hair cut 
short. Squinty eyes.

“Name?”
‘Paid cash. I didn’t need a name.” 
“Well, that would have tied it up 

neatly, but I know who he is.”
“ ‘He’? She was a woman.”

Kat left M ort’s SerPenthouse in 
a state o f fuddle— until ju st a mile 
westward she realized that she had 
never actually seen Thelm a W har­
ton. So it was possible that heavy, 
shorthaired Ron G ilroy’s coral- 
snake encounter was a coincidence.

Back on the island forty-five min­
utes later she rang the Whartons’— 
well, now the W harton, singular— 
doorbell. “Thelm a W harton?” she 
asked the blonde, wavy-haired, no­
ticeably slight wom an who an­
swered. Hope not, hope not. Maybe 
the cleaning woman?

“Yes. And you are?”
“I’m D etective Curtci,” Kat man­

aged. “Just passing by to see how 
you’re doing.”

“Why, how considerate.” Thelma’s 
blue eyes sparkled. “I’m doing just 
fine, thank you.”

“By the way, what medications 
was your husband taking?” 

“M edications? Only Hytrin for 
his blood pressure, and he had 
headaches. He took phenobarb for 
those.”

“Every day?”
“W henever he had a headache. 

Like yesterday morning.” 
Innocent, or a coverup?
“I f there’s anything else you can 

think of, Mrs. W harton, please give 
me a call.”

Thelma frowned. “W hat do you 
m ean?’
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“It’s just that a coral-snake bite 
isn’t an everyday occurrence.” 

“Certainly not for m e, either.” 
That with a bit o f snap.

“I’m convinced I have m ost o f the 
pieces,” she told Moby back at HQ, 
“but some don’t fit and some are 
still missing.”

M oby shook his head. “Tried to 
tell you, Kat, you can’t make a case. 
There’s has to foe a case.”

“There is a case here, Mobe. I feel 
it.”

“Uh-oh, that’s the w orst case.” 
“Listen to me, Mobe. We’ve got a 

bite from one o f the w orld’s most 
placid snakes.”

“A  placid venomous snake.”
‘T he victim giddy or supine with 

phenobarbital. Another coral bite, 
but that vie had the wrong SUV. 
And whoever bought a coral snake 
was neither the second bitee nor 
the w ife o f the first. M aybe too 
many pieces, Mobe.”

Duckworth heaved his bulk back 
from his desk and stood up surpris­
ingly fast for such an overweight 
sergeant. Kat thought he was going 
to walk out in exasperation.

But he said, “Know what I think? 
I think it’s time to visit Corporal 
McCase.”

In his own little cubicle W illard 
McCase the com puter ace looked 
not like a cyberspace nerd but like 
Hulk Hogan without hair. McCase 
had two interests in life: pum ping 
iron in weekly tonnages and para­
doxically clicking com puter keys 
with a near-magic touch.

In rem arkably few minutes he 
had unearthed tw o pertinent fi­
nancial facts. “One, Harry W har­

ton had only an unexciting twenty- 
five thousand dollar life insurance 
policy with Great American.” 

“Damn,” Kat muttered.
“And two, Thelma Wharton had 

no policies on Harry, but she does 
have her own trust fund set up by 
her father, Jonas Gilroy o f Athens, 
Ohio.”

“Nothing there, Kat,” M oby said 
grumpily. “Kat?”

She was already out the door. 
Maiden name: Gilroy!

On East Ibis she turned not into 
Ronald Gilroy’s drive but into the 
driveway across the street. On Sun­
day chances were good that he was 
home. And he was. The door chime 
was answered by the same man 
she had so blithely neglected to con­
sider yesterday. Full treatment to­
day. Badge, smile, extended hand.

“Detective Katherine Curtci 
again, Mr.—”

“M ajeski. Arnie M ajeski.” A ll, 
that toothy grin. Majeski was back 
in form today. “What can I do for 
you, sweetheart?”

Gripes. Worse than “lady.”
“You said something yesterday 

about Mr. Gilroy’s SUV sounding 
fine. What was that about?’

“He’d had some engine trouble 
Friday. Had something to deliver 
and asked to borrow mine.”

“May I look in your garage?”
“I don’t get the point, but sure.” 
Majeski’s SUV was white. She 

walked in, checked the dusty front 
doors. T hank  you very m uch, Mr. 
Majeski.”

“What’s going on?”
“Routine investigation.” Lull, 

don’t intimidate.
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Back at her desk she went to 
work on yellow pages listings for 
makers o f magnetic signs. Scored a 
pool service sign hit on the third 
call.

One last loose end. And a hunch, 
Moby, no matter what you think o f 
hunches.

Essie Palmer answered the door, 
a big woman— with cropped blue- 
black hair, squinty little eyes. Time, 
Detective Curtci, for some serious 
grilling.

“It didn’t take long,” Kat told Mo­
by after the warrants had been 
served. “The two women hated 
Harry. Thelma, because he had be­
come a brutal husband, adept at 
whacking her where it didn’t show. 
Essie, because he had attempted 
to rape her. Both o f them were ter­
rorized, afraid to tell anyone at all 
about Harry.”

“Nice retired old geezer. But you 
lost me back there in all those 
snake coils.”

“One more time. Essie bought the 
snake, gave it to Ronald Gilroy.”

“Thelma’s brother.”
“Right. His motive, in addition to 

relieving his sister o f an onerous 
husband, was to be the twenty-five 
thou from Harry’s life insurance. 
Afraid his SUV might be noticed, 
Gilroy borrowed M ajeski’s—the 
white SUV indeed spotted by Ed 
Palmer, who had nothing to do with 
any o f this.”

“Except for giving you that hot 
lead.”

“Well, true. So Gilroy arrives ear­
ly Friday w ith the snake, in the 
borrowed SUV with m agnetic pool 
service signs on its doors. Harry's 
already down, from the phenobarb 
Thelm a put in his coffee. G ilroy 
puts on gloves, takes the snake 
from  its box, and applies it to Har­
ry’s ankle. W hen he finally pulls it 
loose, it’s in a foul hum or and gives 
him a shot just above the glove. Not 
m uch venom left, though. Gilroy 
mashes the snake as planned, then 
panics and heads for the E.R.”

“So now Essie Palmer comes over 
as planned, and the two lethal la­
dies go on a shopping trip while 
stupefied H arry dies out o f sight in 
his back yard,” M oby chim ed in. 
‘W oulda worked if it w eren’t for 
that autopsy they didn’t figure on—  
and that second snakebite.”

“I don’t think it w ould have, 
Mobe. Too com plicated, too many 
people involved.”

“And one other thing,” D uck­
worth said impishly. “A tall, persis­
tent lady named Curtci.”

“Mobe, you know I hate that.” 
“Tall?”
“No, I mean that‘lady business.” 
“Right. You’re no lady. You’re a 

cop.”
“That’s more like it.” 
“Absolutely.” He grinned. “ . . . 

Sweetheart.”
“Moby, for Pete’s sake— ”
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t t T  he diesel, yes, it cost 
you less. Is nice Fox­'ll trot-class submarine, 

but does not have long range,” 
Georgi Porgie told the Vietnamese. 
“You have to buy oiler, too, then sur­
face somewhere in Pacific to fill ’er 
up. Nyet, I say. Not good.”

Mr. Nguyen asked, “You have ac­
cess to the nuclear?”

They were standing on a breezy 
downtown Seattle pier, huddled in 
jackets. A  couple o f duffers were 
fishing off the end. By mutual con­
sent they’d chosen the pier for the 
wind and w ater noise, and the pri­
vacy. It would be hard to listen in, 
and you could see anybody coming. 
Despite those conditions, Mr. Nguy­
en could smell the man’s cologne.

The man who called him self 
Georgi Porgie grinned. “I do. This is 
nice Yankee I class. Twenty-seven 
knots, stay submerged forever. Nice 
irony, yes, this NATO designation, 
to couple o f old comrades like our­
selves?”

‘You are selling?” asked an un­
amused Mr. Nguyen.

“I sell you the diesel, yes. Out­
right. Give you pink slip, as it were. 
The nuke, nyet. It is—how you say? 
— a lease situation. They keep clos­
er track o f nuclear boats. There are 
no weapons, but the reactor is is­
sue.”

“Twice as much money,” Mr. 
Nguyen reminded him.

‘T o pay ten times as many people 
to look other way.” He raised his 
hands in a flourish. “Hundreds, 
maybe.”

“Thirty m illion dollars,” Mr. 
Nguyen said, leaving the figure 
hanging.

Georgi Porgie stared sincerely in­
to the Golden Triangle druglord’s 
eyes. “The boat is in Pacific Fleet, 
rotting in Vladivostok diydock. Not 
in m int condition, okay, but cost 
millions and m illions new. We tune 
up, pay crew, and for you, sir, it is—  
how you say?— turnkey. They come 
to you, maybe little island in South 
China Sea. Top-notch customer ser­
vice, it is expensive.”

“Mr. Porgie, how do I know you 
can deliver?”

“Not por-gee. It is por-jee. Yor-ghee 
por-jee. Am connected from Bright­
on Beach to St. Petersburg. All the 
way up ladder. They call ps Russian 
Mafia. No like that word, but there 
it is. I know m y Motherland, and I 
know who to buy.”

Mr. Nguyen said nothing.
Inscrutable little guy, Georgi 

thought. W hoever he was. He was 
aware that Nguyen was as com ­
mon as Jones or Smith to Vietnam­
ese.

‘Yankee I is big big boat. Maybe 
whole year’s supply o f your product 
can go in one load,” he said, pushing 
to close. ‘Park offshore out o f terri­
torial limit. Custom ers come to you 
like boutique. By the time DEA and 
Coast Guard catch on, everybody 
on merry way.”

“I will consult m y people and be 
back in touch,” Mr. Nguyen said.

Georgi Porgie gave him his cell 
phone num ber and took his hand. 
‘Y ou do that. One small matter. 
M ust have operating capital up 
front. As they say in America, seed 
money.”

“How m uch?”
“Only ten percent,” Georgi said, 

shaking Nguyen’s hand vigorously.
47
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“Hardly anything in great scheme 
o f things.”

Lom a Cobb had never seen the 
private detective take a drink, but 
he always smelled like a distillery. 
She was in his dingy office now. Her 
report was ready, and judging by 
his bleak expression, it wasn’t going 
to be good news.

“His real name isn’t Bud Smith,” 
Brick Bates said. “I suppose you 
guessed that.”

Lorn a sat on the other side o f 
Bricklin Bates’s scarred w ooden 
desk, on the edge o f her chair. “I 
did. Yes.”

Bates was sad because she was 
sad, such a nice sad lady. His clients 
did not seek his services because o f 
a happy incident, but Lom a’s sad­
ness seemed im printed.The subject 
was a total scumbag. He’d hurt her 
with a capital H. “I won’t  pull any 
punches,” he said softly. “You’re pay­
ing me for information, regardless.”

Lom a Cobb nodded.
“Your Bud Sm ith is Jim m y 

Pogue Senior. Mr. Pogue’s longest 
period o f legitim ate em ploym ent 
that I could verify was six weeks, 
selling encyclopedias door to door. 
He’s forty-nine yeans old and has 
lived by his w its m ost o f his life, 
mostly con gam es, every one you 
can think o f and som e you can’t.”

Bates paused. He couldn’t bear to 
add that Pogue specialized in fe­
male victims, vulnerable women, 
some o f whom rem ained too sm it­
ten to testify. “Pogue knows what 
the inside o f a ja il cell looks like, but 
he’s never done any hard time. H is 
longest stretch was a month in the 
county lockup for check kiting.”

Loma Cobb was a  thirty-three- 
year-old data-entry supervisor. Her 
Bud Smith had said he was forty- 
one and looked not a day older. 
W hite teeth, thick hair, gorgeous 
tan. “Jimmy Pogue Senior? He has 
a family?”

“He’s the absent patriarch o f sev­
eral dysfunctional ex-families. His 
ex-wives and ex-kids would be 
twice as messed up i f  he’d had more 
o f an influence on them. His last 
trip to jail was several months ago, 
for a back child-support beef. He 
was in three or four days, then 
signed promissory papers he never 
followed through on. There’s an out­
standing warrant on him, and his 
whereabouts are unknown.”

Loma assumed there was a Jim­
my Pogue Junior. She wondered 
about the wives, too. W hat were 
they like? How many o f them were 
there, for goodness sake? She re­
sisted asking.

“Loma, you never quite specified 
why you were trying to locate him,” 
Bates continued. “Other than that 
he owed you a great deal o f money.” 

“Bud-—this Pogue individual—  
claimed to be a day trader. He made 
large profits on his own holdings 
and offered to do the sam e with 
mine. I don’t have much. I lived 
with my mother, and she passed 
away recently. She left me a small 
inheritance. I invested that and 
some o f my own savings. The last 
time I saw him was the day I gave 
him the check.”

Brick Bates scribbled notes. “Did 
he work at a day trading house? 
They have those setups where you 
rent space and a computer.”

“Well, I’m not sure.”
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“At home?”
Lom a blushed fiercely. “I don’t 

recall seeing a computer.”
Brick Bates dropped that line o f 

questioning like the cliched over­
heated potato and put his pencil 
down. “Lom a, I don’t know how 
long I can keep the m eter running 
and be fair to you. I’m at a dead 
end.”

Bud Smith had deflowered Lor- 
na Cobb. This is how she thought o f 
it. That word. Deflower. The few 
people who knew o f her nonexist­
ent love life looked at her as i f  she 
were an exotic plant, rare i f  not ex­
tinct. Not that she wasn’t ready. 
Overdue to be swept o ff her feet. 
But why did he have to say he loved 
her? She could alm ost forgive ev­
erything else he had stolen from  
her.

Lom a’s eyes glazed. Brick 
thought she was attractive w ith­
out being flashy, a helluva lot bet­
ter than a piece o f guano like Rogue 
deserved. She was in obvious dis­
tress, and this angered him further.

“Lom a, excuse me, do you want 
me to continue?”

“I’m sorry. W hat?”
“Continue looking for Pogue. It’s 

getting expensive.”
“Do you think he’s still in town?” 
Brick Bates shrugged. “He has a 

history o f drifting, usually within 
this general area.”

Lom a wanted him to bring her 
Bud Smith close, although not too 
close. “Oh, that’s all right. I think 
you’ve done what you can, and mon­
ey is a consideration.”

Brick handed her his full written 
report. “I wish you’d report this to 
the cops.”

“Could they get my money back?”
“Probably not. I have to ask you 

this. I f you do find him , you’re not 
going to—”

“Goodness, no. I f I do, I’ll notify 
the police. I want to see the look on 
his face w hen they arrest him . I 
want him to see me at that exact 
moment.”

Sw eet revenge, thought B rick 
Bates. He could think o f worse sce­
narios. “Promise?”

“The ending paragraph, Brick,” 
she asked, turning through the re­
port. “I don’t quite understand.”

“I don’t either” Bates said. “Did 
he ever m ention an interest in Rus­
sia?”

“No.”
“Under h is real name, Pogue en­

rolled in a Russian 101 night class 
at the com m unity college. He at­
tended classes for a couple o f weeks 
and dropped out. That’s the final 
blip on my screen.”

Mr. Nguyen’s name was Nguy­
en. While he was no druglord, he 
had com mitted crim es on behalf o f 
both sides during what Vietnam  
referred to as the Am erican War. It 
was during the war that he had 
made tenuous Golden Triangle con­
nections.

On the first pay telephone he 
spotted after leaving the pier, he 
renewed an old relationship. Only 
a landline w ould do. The topic was 
too sensitive for a cellular phone, 
spewing words into midair, free to 
be plucked.

“This m an is who he says he is?”
The voice was scratchy, in  an 

echo chamber. Originating in Vien­
tiane? Chiang M ai?
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Nguyen said, “I am in the process 
o f substantiating his credentials. I 
am inclined to believe yes.”

“A  fascinating proposition. Po­
tentially efficient and expensive 
and hazardous.”

“A  single crossing,” Nguyen re­
m inded him . “As opposed to the 
hundreds o f expenses and risks do­
ing it the standard way, piecemeal.” 

“A  single opportunity to lose a 
year’s work. To lose everything be­
cause o f a mistake or bad luck.” 

N guyen knew this man to be 
trusted by Song Le him self Careful 
now. “The uncle whose um brella I 
am presently under, his eyes are 
not all-seeing. Instances o f good 
luck occur oftener than bad.”

“For that we are thankful. Your 
individual, he is genuine?”

The second time he had asked, a 
prom ising sign. “I shall make every 
effort to validate him.”

“He can deliver?”
‘Yes, he is confident he can— if 

the financial arrangements can be 
m et.”

“It is a large investment to base 
prim arily on faith.”

“N othing ventured, as they say.” 
“I cannot make the decision.” 
“O f course not.”
“Contact me the same tim e to­

morrow.”
The line went dead. Nguyen re­

placed the receiver with a trem ­
bling, perspiring hand.

Before Nguyen left Vietnam— he 
was hopelessly unsuited to life in a 
socialist paradise— he had known 
m any Russians. There was an un- 
affectionate Vietnamese term  for 
them  that translated into Am eri­
cans W ithout Dollars.

Georgi Porgie was no Russian. 
Even if  he had not researched Jim­
my Pogue Senior, m odestly suc­
cessful gigolo and swindler, the 
false ethnicity was apparent in an 
instant. Song Le and his people had 
no known contact with Russians. 
Nguyen might be able to sell this 
Porgie and his bogus accent.

Mr. Nguyen got into his car, hop­
ing for the best, hoping for luck, 
too. He was fifty-nine years old. He 
had lived by his wits, straddling 
fences, for sale to the highest bid­
der, and lately to any bidder.

He drove away, twenty-four 
hours o f pins and needles ahead o f 
him . He was getting too old for 
these games. He desperately craved 
retirement, and Mr. Georgi Porgie 
was his annuity.

A  minor traffic violation, doing 
fifty in a twenty-five zone, started 
the whole shebang. The cop took 
Jimmy Pogue Senior’s driver’s li­
cense to his cruiser. Jimmy actual­
ly heard him say “bingo.”

Headed to the station, Jim m y 
tried to explain. The last check he 
wrote Trixi went into her chest, for 
im plants. The kids didn’t see a 
dime. Well, asked the cop, how long 
ago did you write that check? The 
question left Jimmy Pogue Senior 
in an unusual state o f speechless­
ness.

They locked him  in an over­
crowded holding tank. Among the 
customary assortment o f drunks 
and shoplifters were a couple o f 
Ripugnante wise guys. The Ripug- 
nante family had a grubby paw in 
every illegal pie in three states.

The two goons hogged the only
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bunks, and nobody objected. They 
were boozy and scuffed up a bit. 
Jimmy figured they’d been in a bar­
room scuffle. They were loud, too, 
and Jim m y sidled to within ear­
shot.

The Ripugnante soldiers were 
com plaining about com petition. 
They bitched about the Latinos and 
Asians, although they had different 
words for them. If the racial slurs 
offended the Latinos and Asians in 
the tank, they did not protest.

The louder o f the two had the 
biggest feet and lowest hairline o f 
anything Jimmy had seen outside 
a zoo. He suggested that the Asians 
were m oving so much smack they 
oughtta go and buy a submarine, 
they had so much to ship. His bud­
dy laughed and agreed: yeah, buy 
an atom ic sub off them  Russkis, 
they got a ton o f them tied up at the 
dock on account o f they ain’t got no 
money to put gas in ’em.

Jim m y recognized Loudmouth 
now. Jimmy (Feet) Brutto. He was 
the Ripugnante underboss, a very 
influential guy on the street.

Jim m y Pogue Senior went 
through life acting on impulses. At 
that instant he became Georgi Por- 
gie, a name that popped into his 
skull. He interrupted their conver­
sation, babbling in a goofy accent 
he’d gleaned from movies that he 
was Russian Mafia and could sell 
them a sub. Helicopters, too, rocket 
launchers, anything they wanted. 
He had pull all the way to the top.

His raving and boasting initially 
am used them . They soon grew 
bored, short attention spans that 
they had. They told him  to shut his 
bleeping mouth and get his bleep­

ing bleep the bleep outa here. The 
new G eorgi Porgie skulked off, 
knowing they’d repeat their funny 
jailhouse stray.

For his part, Georgi Porgie bar- 
hopped, obnoxiously boasting, 
spreading the word at the right pla­
ces. Georgi, the crazy Russki, had 
no genuine Russian m ob to chal­
lenge his authenticity. The Eastern 
Bloc crim inals thereabouts con ­
tented themselves by running chop 
shops and flim flam m ing their own 
kind. G eorgi relied on his best 
friend, greed, and that brought Mr. 
Nguyen to him .

Georgi Porgie shakily raised a 
shot o f bourbon to his lips in a bar 
at which he was unknow n. He 
knew that dealing w ith drug ban­
dits was like playing with prover­
bial fire. Georgi didn’t feel he had 
an alternative. His last score from  
that mousy little gal whose m other 
had croaked was nearly tapped out. 
Too bad. She wouldn’t’ve been bad 
looking i f  she’d done som ething 
with her hair and worn clothes that 
showed what she had.

A  gal once told Jim m y Pogue Se­
nior he looked like a M arlboro man 
who dressed sharp. That was way 
back when. Gravity was taking its 
toll. On his gut, his chin. He would­
n’t be able to skate on charm  and 
great looks much longer.

He had done his hom ework on 
this venture. He had taken night 
school Russian ju st long enough to 
get the hang o f the accent. He’d 
picked a class with a genuine Rus­
sian teacher, a big uppity chick who 
wouldn’t give him  the time o f day, 
her loss. Probably a frigid com mie 
anyhow.
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He had gone to the library and 
researched submarines, tearing out 
pages from Jane’s and other refer­
ence books. For once, he’d dived in­
to som ething with m ore than a su­
perficial commitment.

Georgi Porgie downed the shot, 
chased it with beer, and shuddered.

He hoped he was toasting him ­
self in celebration. H e’d know in 
twenty-four hours w hether he was 
having a party or holding a wake.

Lorna Cobb waited outside the 
classroom until the break. Students 
filed out for a drink o f  water or a 
smoke. When the instructor, Irina 
Larionov, was alone, Lom a went in 
and said, “Can you help? I’m trying 
to locate someone. Jim m y Pogue, 
who was taking this course.”

“Yes, Jim Pogue. I rem ember Jim. 
He came to three or four classes. We 
have dropped him from  the rolls.”

Irina Larionov was a handsome, 
buxom  w om an som ew hat taller 
than Lom a. She wondered if  Irina 
was more his type. She said, “It’s 
very important that I reach him , 
and I don’t have a current address.”

“I am sorry. The school is not al­
lowed to give out that information.”

“I’m his sister” Lom a said.
Irina smiled. “No, you are not. I 

see how your face lights up and 
your eyes do not. You love him , you 
hate him. I im agine he was gor­
geous when he was younger, don’t 
you think?”

Lom a Cobb didn’t reply.
“Oh, come on.”
Irina led Lom a along the corridor 

and downstairs. She asked her to 
wait outside the registrar’s office. 
She returned and handed Lom a a

folded slip o f paper. “You must not 
say where you got this.”

“No, no I won’t. Thank you so 
much.”

Irina glanced at her watch. “That 
man, Jim, the final class he at­
tended, he took m e out for a drink 
afterward on the pretext o f learning 
about Russia. We had more than 
one drink. He thought my accent 
was cute. He said other things, too. 
He made a pass at me and tried to 
borrow money.” Irina Larionov held 
a thumb and forefinger a fraction of 
an inch apart. “I was this close to 
saying yes to both. You be careful o f 
that man.”

“I will,” Lom a Cobb said. “I will.”

After Mr. Nguyen completed his 
telephone call the next day, he 
called Georgi Porgie and told the 
Russian to meet him  at the airport 
in ninety minutes. Georgi buret out 
o f his apartment with a change of 
skivvies and a binder he had put to­
gether.

They flew first-class to Honolulu 
on a stolen credit card that had 
come into Mr. Nguyen’s possession. 
Georgi hit on the young, blonde 
stew and thought he was making 
progress. He told Mr. Nguyen that 
he was going to ask her on a night 
on the town and did he want her to 
fix him up, too.

Mr. Nguyen replied no thank 
you, we have business, in such a 
manner that the cabin tem pera­
ture fell ten degrees. Okay, fine, 
thought Georgi Porgie. Maybe the 
stew was reacting favorably to him 
strictly on the basis o f his riding 
up front.

A  chunk o f the bread coming in,
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he’d have some maintenance done 
— eyelids, chin, love handles. Be 
more diligent, too, in the tanning 
parlor. Lay o ff the sauce.

N ot that he’d need to, being re­
tired. Nice to be able to keep scor­
ing the young dollies, though, while 
he had the time and the bucks to 
enjoy. The prospect o f dating older 
gals, in their forties and fifties, for 
other than their money, made his 
skin crawl.

Mr. Nguyen was a man who 
economized his words. All he’d di­
vulged was that they were meeting 
the direct link to the mother lode. 
He slept m ost o f the trip. W hen 
Georgi wasn’t concentrating on the 
sw eet young thing refilling his 
champagne glass, he fidgeted and 
worried.

W hat if  Nguyen’s druglord con­
tact spoke to Georgi in Russian, to 
test him? What the hell would he 
do then? He’d be up guano creek 
without a paddle. The only possi­
bility that came to mind was to 
plead laryngitis, but that was lame.

Georgi Porgie managed to cat­
nap. He awakened as the plane de­
scended over Pearl Harbor. If you 
w ere into omens, that wasn’t a 
dandy one. If he made the teensiest 
misstep, he’d be fish food.

Insanity, he thought. No way 
could this crackpot scheme work! 
Nguyen wasn’t stupid. Georgi was 
out o f his comfort zone of lovesick 
spinsters and widows. His old pal, 
greed, forestalled utter panic. Es­
pecially his clients’ and how much 
m oola they’d m ake shipping a 
mountain o f skag in one fell swoop. 
W hen you had your sights on a for­
tune, it was as if  a bag had been

thrown over your head, smothering 
your vital senses.

Tire w heels and flaps cam e 
down. G eorgi Porgie was far, far 
past the point o f no return.

Mr. N guyen directed a taxi to 
Chinatown. When they got out, the 
Vietnamese seemed to know where 
they were going. The streets were 
narrow, the open markets sm elled 
bad to Georgi, and the Lord only 
knew som e o f the languages they 
were jabbering at each other in.

They stopped in front o f a build­
ing that in  spite o f the pagodalike 
tile roof was fairly crummy looking, 
some com bination o f offices, shops, 
and apartments.

“The gentlem an’s nam e is Mr. 
Trung. H e cam e a long way on 
short notice, much farther than we 
did,” N guyen said crisply. “He de­
serves respect. I will speak for us. 
He may ask you questions through 
me. You respond in English, and I 
shall translate.”

Well, la-di-da. Georgi was both re­
lieved and insulted. Respect. The 
word rem inded him o f the Ripu- 
gnante apes in the holding tank. It 
was amazing what people demanded.

N guyen knocked on a door. A  
withered old Chinese woman gave 
him a key. They walked up creaking 
stairs to the third floor, w here 
N guyen used the key to enter a 
room. It was bare except for a wood­
en table and chairs and didn’t smell 
any nicer to Georgi than the rest o f 
the building. They sat and waited, 
Nguyen like a statue.

“I can tell you’re still breathing 
when you look at your w atch,” 
Georgi said. “Are we early, or is he 
late?”
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it, m a’am, You need to squeeze off a 
box o f rounds, develop a feel for the 
piece.”

“I hope I’ll never have to fire it.” 
He laughed. “All the freaks out 

there, don’t count on it.”
Calling the kettle black, Lom a 

thought. She said, “HI pay the three 
hundred i f  you supply the number 
o f bullets that go inside the thingie 
that goes into the gun.”

“A  clip,” Orville Logan said, winc­
ing. “It’s called a clip.”

A s far as instruction went, how 
m uch expertise did you need to fire 
one shot point-blank? “I’ll arrange 
m y own lessons.”

H e sm iled. ‘You got a deal, lady. 
F ill out the perm it paperwork, and 
I’ll ram rod it through. Com e back 
at the end o f the day for the weap­
on, I f  you m eet a creep in  a dark al­
ley, you should be as tough and 
hardnosed as you are w ith me. He 
w on’t stand a  chance.”

Bricklin Bates, slouched behind 
the w heel, shilled his num b poste­
rior and his aching back. His eyes 
did not waver from  Daniel Cofflin’s 
back yard. The church parking lot 
cattycom er on the alley afforded a 
perfect view point. The chainlink 
fence was likewise ideal.

He hefted the plum p claims file 
on the seat beside him . Daniel Cof- 
flin was a worker’s com pensation 
scofflaw  drawing m onthly stipends 
because he’d injured his back too 
bad ly to  return to w ork. Brick 
B ates resituated h im self for the 
um pteenth tim e. H e could tell Cof- 
flin  sore back stories.

Coffin had a quarter-acre yard 
overdue for mowing. H e had a tool-

shed and driveway gridlocked with 
ju n ker cars and pickup trucks. 
From this angle Brick could see the 
nose o f an old Camaro up on blocks. 
Mr. C offlin definitely had a full 
plate o f projects.

Four afternoons and evenings of 
the past five, armed with a video 
cam era and a long lens, Brick had 
waited for Cofflin to get cracking. 
Forcing a mower through an an­
kle-high tangle o f grass and weeds. 
Lifting a manifold from beneath a 
rusting hood. Just one good tape of 
him  grunting and pushing and 
hefting with that crippled back, 
there’d be a bonus on top o f his 
hourly rate.

But zilch. Nada. N othing hap­
pening at the Cofflin castle except 
the flickering glow o f the boob tube 
in curtains. Evidently Daniel was a 
man o f good intentions and no ac­
tion. Brick opened his thermos and 
enjoyed the slightest taste o f Jack 
Daniel’s on the rocks.

Last night he had gone to the 
com m unity college. The Russian 
101 teacher sm irked and asked 
him  i f  he were Jim  Pogue’s brother. 
Brick asked her why she thought 
he was. She said his sister had al­
so been hunting for him . Brick 
asked her to describe the sister. She 
refused, saying she’d already bro­
ken rules that could cost her job.

On a hunch, Brick described Lor- 
na. The teacher, a Miss Larionov, 
asked who he was to her. Brick said 
he wished to prevent Jimmy Pogue 
Senior from causing her additional 
pain. Larionov hesitated, then said, 
“Oh, come on.”

Bricklin Bates had memorized 
the address on the slip o f paper Iri-
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pling up to the light to check for 
polym er strips. He wouldn’t put it 
past a drug kingpin to foist funny 
money on him. You couldn’t trust 
anybody these days.

The b ills were genuine. There 
just weren’t enough o f them. Geor- 
gi could take the ten grand and 
skip. Or he could figure how to en­
tice more cash out o f them. Three 
million was out of the question, but 
ten thou was a humongous let­
down, considering the potential.

Georgi Porgie felt like a game- 
show contestant. He’d won a few 
bucks in the first round. He could 
either walk or chance everything at 
the next level. He slumped on the 
toilet and sighed.

M eanwhile Mr. Nguyen gazed 
distractedly at airplanes taking off 
and landing. Georgi Porgie’s per­
formance pleased him. Trung was 
not easily deceived, and his life de­
pended on exercising care with 
Song Le’s capital. The confidence 
artist had impressed him enough to 
invest thirty thousand dollars. 
Song Le was greedy, Nguyen knew. 
No fortune could satisfy him, and 
he’d risk small change for the po­
tential o f eliminating middlemen 
from the profits.

O f course, nobody was going to 
Vladivostok, f f  Georgi were smart 
he’d disappear with his ten thou­
sand. I f he were greedier than he 
was intelligent, he might devise a 
prolonging scheme that would net 
them a subsequent payment.

Mr. Nguyen would wait and see, 
though not indefinitely. If the er­
satz Russian disappeared, so would 
he, reluctantly, twenty thousand 
dollars richer.

Lom a Cobb killed the rabbit 
th e sam e m orning she 
bought the gun. She se­
lected Orville Logan Guns, 

a shop on the old highway in a 
neighborhood o f pawnshops, mas­
sage parlors, and gas stations. The 
windows w ere barred, and the man 
behind the counter was intimidat­
ing. The am biance was right for a 
gun purchase.

“I got som ething perfect for your 
needs and budget,” he said, reach­
ing into the glass case.

O rville Logan, the proprietor, 
Lom a assumed. He had a ponytail, 
a beer gut, and a collection o f tat­
toos obscured by arm hair. The gun 
fit entirely inside his beefy palm. It 
was silver and pearl-handled, cute, 
bordering on precious. “Twenty-five 
caliber B row ning autom atic,” he 
said. “Carry it around in your purse 
for protection. Since it’s secondhand 
and you’re a nice little lady, I’ll let 
it go for three fifty.”

Above Mr. Logan on the wall was 
a framed needlepoint copy o f the 
Second Am endm ent, flanked by 
photographs o f two actors, Charl­
ton H eston and Ronald Reagan. 
She believed philosophically in gun 
control.

Lom a had set a three hundred 
dollar limit. She said, “Well, I didn’t 
want to spend that much.”

T e ll ya what, I’ll throw in a box 
o f shells and give you a coupon 
that’ll get you a discount on les­
sons.”

“Can you show me the basics o f 
how to load and fire the gun?” 

“Have you ever shot?”
“No.”
T h en  a briefing ain’t gonna cut
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closer exam ination o f  the living 
room , kitchen, bath, and bedroom, 
she altered that view. There was a 
television and am ple furniture. 
There were no gaps where proper­
ty had been carted off.

She recognized the clothes. She 
didn’t recognize the furniture. Bud 
Smith/Jimmy Pogue Senior/G. Por- 
gie probably rented everything he 
didn’t wear, man on the m ove that 
he was.

Lorna deduced that the mess 
was the product o f a hasty depar­
ture. He was in such a rush he 
hadn’t bothered to lock the door.

She cleared a spot on the sofa 
and sat down. I f som ebody were in 
hot pursuit, chances w ere he’d 
never return. In which case, lock­
ing the door was irrelevant. She’d 
w ait awhile anyway. Just sit and 
think. She stood and turned o ff the 
light. She thought better in the 
dark.

The news at the clinic still hadn’t 
sunk in. It shouldn’t’ve been a 
shock. The nights she had spent at 
his place, the nights he had spent at 
hers. They’d lain in bed talking o f 
the future, their future together. 
He’d told her he’d had a vasectomy, 
and she’d not given precautions an­
other thought.

His return was not an impossi­
bility, Lorna knew. He’d come for 
his clothes. He was always a smart 
dresser.

They could talk. She’d tell him 
her news. It m ight be the jo lt he 
needed to finally grow  up. He’d 
com e to his senses and beg her for­
giveness. H e’d do the right thing.

This assum ing he was immature 
rather than evil. Then she recalled

Brick Bates’s rem ark about Jim ­
my Pogue’s discarded families.

Lorna Cobb moved her puree on­
to her lap. It felt solid, and the lit­
tle gun didn’t even make a bulge.

Upon further rum ination, Mr. 
Nguyen decided that twenty thou­
sand dollars was an unsatisfactory 
consolation prize. In his car, parked 
at the apartm ent com plex, Mr. 
Nguy en mulled the disadvantages 
o f trusting no one. Extreme pru­
dence compelled him to assemble 
fragments o f information.

This much was indisputable fact: 
Georgi Porgie did not fly to Vladi­
vostok yesterday. He had, however, 
vanished. He hadn’t returned home 
and his car had not been moved 
from the airport garage. Therefore, 
Jimmy Pogue Senior had demate- 
rialized somewhere in the airport 
terminal.

A  sociopathic man-child possess­
ing a sudden windfall. Mr. Nguyen 
speculated about the likely desti­
nations. He narrowed the choices to 
sun and pleasure, and dispensed 
bribes. As yet, no results.

As if prompted by Mr. Nguyen’s 
w ill, his cell phone rang. He lis­
tened and thanked the caller, say­
ing that he could expect a premium 
for his good work.

Las Vegas, Nevada, was no sur­
prise. If fact, Vegas was Mr. Nguy­
en’s preference. Unless the nigh im­
possible occurred and la d y  Luck 
transformed a lifelong loser into a 
winner, Georgi Porgie would be re­
quired to continue the charade.

Mr. Nguyen gauged one week as 
the ideal interim before recontact­
ing Porgie. Playing stupid, he would



GEORGIPORGIE 5 7

na Larionov provided him after a 
visit to the college office. He was 
not getting any younger, and he 
wondered who was lonelier, Lom a 
Cobb or himself.

His m otives confused him. Was 
he being protective, or did his emo­
tions not stop there? Whichever, 
he’d continue working for her o ff 
the clock. He’d love to pack it in 
here and pursue Pogue, the lousy 
sonofabitch. B rick Bates was a 
pretty fair bloodhound.

Unfortunately he had expenses, 
bills, needs. Paying the rent wasn’t 
necessarily a sure thing. This insur­
er was his best account. So he wait­
ed.

Not ten minutes later an argu­
m ent spilled out o f the Cofflin 
household. Daniel emerged, hands 
covering his ears. A  stout woman in 
a housecoat followed at his heels. 
Brick heard her loud and clear.

The dispute concerned garbage. 
Daniel Cofflin, unemployable shut- 
in, lugged one Santa Claus-sized 
plastic bag o f trash after another to 
the back fence and tossed them  
over for pickup. Brick Bates 
zoomed in and taped the scene.

He couldn’t believe his luck. He 
started the car deciding it must be 
an omen, a call to mount his white 
horse and serve Lom a Cobb.

Georgi Porgie awoke dead. At 
least that’s how he’d felt. He hadn’t 
im m ediately gone to Vladivostok 
as he’d promised Nguyen, he’d gone 
to Las Vegas.

Georgi sat up in bed. jAy, caram- 
ba! H is body throbbed and his 
m outh tasted like an arm y was 
bivouacked in it. He could smell

him self Everything since the air­
plane and the com plim entary 
booze in first class was blank. That 
wad o f cash burning a hole in his 
pocket, it m ust’ve seemed the thing 
to do. Painfully, he focused on his 
watch. N ine o’clock. M orning or 
night? H e cracked the drapes. 
Dark.

N ext question, w hich day? In 
greater pain  he squinted at the 
watch’s date feature. It was tom or­
row. He’d been in Vegas for a day 
and a half. There w ere bills and 
coins and slot machine slugs in ev­
ery pocket. He counted. The tally: 
six hundred ninety-four dollars and 
twenty-five cents.

Georgi Porgie groaned. Seven 
hundred rem aining o f ten grand. 
He hoped he’d had a good time.

The apartm ent complex resem­
bled Bud Sm ith’s— multiple build­
ings, m oderately priced. According 
to the college records, Jimmy Pogue 
lived in Building H , Unit 103. Lor- 
na Cobb stopped at the m ailbox 
kiosk to check the address and 
found that G. Porgie occupied H- 
103.

How strange. Georgie Porgie? A 
new alias? “Georgie Porgie, pud­
ding and pie, kissed the girls and 
made them  cry.”

She knew’ one girl he’d made cry.
Lom a knocked. I f the address 

were erroneous, she could apolo­
gize. No answer. She looked around 
and tw isted the knob. The door 
opened, and she slipped inside.

She turned on a light and stared 
at a tornado aftermath o f clothing 
and TV  dinner cartons. Her initial 
im pression was burglary. Upon
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closer exam ination o f  the living 
room , kitchen, bath, and bedroom , 
she altered that view. There was a 
television and am ple furniture. 
There were no gaps w here proper­
ty had been carted off.

She recognized the clothes. She 
didn’t recognize the furniture. Bud 
Smith/Jimmy Pogue Senior/G. Por- 
gie probably rented everything he 
didn’t wear, man on the move that 
he was.

Lorn a deduced that the m ess 
was the product o f a hasty depar­
ture. He was in such a rush he 
hadn’t bothered to lock the door.

She cleared a spot on the sofa 
and sat down. I f som ebody were in 
hot pursuit, chances w ere he’d 
never return. In which case, lock­
ing the door was irrelevant. She’d 
w ait awhile anyway. Just sit and 
think. She stood and turned o ff the 
light. She thought better in the 
dark.

The news at the clinic still hadn’t 
sunk in. It shouldn’t ’ve  been a 
shock. The nights she had spent at 
his place, the nights he had spent at 
hers. They’d lain in bed talking o f 
the future, their future together. 
He’d told her he’d had a vasectomy, 
and she’d not given precautions an­
other thought.

His return was not an im possi­
bility, Lom a knew. H e’d com e for 
his clothes. He was always a smart 
dresser.

They could talk. She’d tell him 
her news. It might be the jo lt he 
needed to finally grow  up. He’d 
com e to his senses and beg her for­
giveness. He’d do the right thing.

This assuming he was immature 
rather than evil. Then she recalled

Brick Bates’s remark about Jim ­
my Pogue’s discarded families.

Lom a Cobb moved her purse on­
to her lap. It felt solid, and the lit­
tle gun didn’t even make a bulge.

U pon further rum ination, Mr. 
Nguyen decided that twenty thou­
sand dollars was an unsatisfactory 
consolation prize. In his car, parked 
at the apartment com plex, Mr. 
Nguyen mulled the disadvantages 
o f trusting no one. Extreme pru­
dence compelled him to assemble 
fragments o f information.

This much was indisputable fact: 
Georgi Porgie did not fly to Vladi­
vostok yesterday. He had, however, 
vanished. He hadn’t returned home 
and his car had not been moved 
from the airport garage. Therefore, 
Jim m y Pogue Senior had demate 
rialized somewhere in the airport 
terminal.

A  sociopathic man-child possess­
ing a sudden windfall. Mr. Nguyen 
speculated about the likely desti­
nations. He narrowed the choices to 
sun and pleasure, and dispensed 
bribes. As yet, no results.

A s if  prompted by Mr. Nguyen’s 
w ill, his cell phone rang. He lis­
tened and thanked the caller, say­
ing that he could expect a premium 
for his good work.

Las Vegas, Nevada, was no sur­
prise. I f fact, Vegas was Mr. Nguy­
en’s preference. Unless the nigh im­
possible occurred and Lady Luck 
transformed a lifelong loser into a 
winner, Georgi Porgie would be re­
quired to continue the charade.

Mr. Nguyen gauged one week as 
the ideal interim before recontact­
ing Porgie. Playing stupid, he would
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attentively listen to Porgie’s Vladi­
vostok lies and, if  they were not 
convincing, refine them for Trung’s 
consumption.

The woman he observed entering 
Porgie’s apartment evidently had a 
key. A  female mystery player com­
pounded his headache. A  visit to 
Nguyen earlier today from two 
thugs added unwanted complexity. 
One, who possessed the largest feet 
he had ever seen, announced that if 
the “submarine stuff was legit, you 
got yourself a partner.”

Mr. Nguyen wondered how loud­
ly and how often Georgi Porgie had 
trum peted h is subm arine m ad­
ness.

By the tim e he reached McCar- 
ran International Airport, Georgi 
Porgie felt alm ost human again. 
He’d had several belts out o f the 
room’s minibar and skipped on his 
hotel bill.

Luckily, he’d bought a round-trip 
ticket. The airline clerk changed it 
from next week to tonight. Georgi 
hadn’t realized how short his visit 
was destined to be.

He’d passed a duty-free shop ear­
lier and had an idea. He’d give it, 
say, a week, then get in touch with 
the Vietnamese. In the meantime 
he’d load up on the m ost expensive 
caviar and vodka money could by. 
He’d say Vladivostok went incred­
ibly w ell, so well his Russian 
cronies had showered him with 
gifts for him self and his partners.

There was the usual glitch—cash 
on the barrelhead. The seven hun­
dred in his pocket plus what he had 
in the bank barely covered living 
expenses. He was a month behind

in his rent, and the building m an­
ager was behaving like a jerk  about 
the situation.

The little gal Lora or Loretta, no, 
Lom a, she m ight com e through i f  
he played his cards right. He’d fall­
en o ff the face o f her map, so she 
was bound to be pissed. He’d cook 
up a story that his m other had got­
ten sick and needed her only son 
right away. There’d be autom atic 
simpatico.

Taking care o f Mom, he’d com ­
pletely lost track o f tim e. N ot to 
m ention a younger sister w ho’d 
gone to pieces. Hours turning into 
days and so forth. And, oh yeah, he 
didn’t want to burden her after her 
own tragic loss.

He’d dean up and phone her, say­
ing the funeral had been this af­
ternoon. He’d turn on the w ater­
works, too, i f  he had to. He could do 
that, dem onstrating how sensitive 
he was. Once he set his mind to it, 
Georgi Porgie was capable o f m elt­
ing the bitterest broad in the world 
into a pile o f putty.

I f she w ent o ff on a tangent re­
garding her nest egg, he’d assure 
her that her balances showed zip 
because he’d transferred her m on­
ey into a stabler perform er within 
an hour o f the call from his dying 
mom, a fund that didn’t require his 
expertise and constant hands on. 
Blah blah blah.

W hile she wasn’t stupid, Georgi 
felt, she’d flipped for him  harder 
than m ost. Maybe love didn’t con­
quer all, but it usually lined his 
pockets.

Brick Bates saw a quivering ob­
ject before he could make out what
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it was. H is eyes gradually adjusted 
to the darkness and to Lom a Cobb 
unsteadily aim ing a tiny pistol at 
him.

She lowered it. “Brick?”
“Lom a, is that loaded?”
“Yes. I inserted a full, um—•” 
“Clip.”
“Yes”
Brick sat beside her on the couch 

and held out his hand. “M ay I?” 
She nodded and placed the gun 

in it. “The safety’s on,” he said, re­
m oving the dip. Then he jacked the 
slide. “N o round in the chamber. If 
you were gonna blow him away, not 
that I blam e you, it wouldn’t  have 
worked out.”

“I don’t know what I intended to 
do. M y craziest idea was to shoot 
him  and myself. I couldn’t take an 
innocent life.”

Innocent life? Then it struck him. 
“Oh Jesus.”

B rick looked at her stream ing 
tears. He held her, and she held 
him . H e held her tighter, rocking 
slightly.

Lom a sniffled and said, “Sorry. I 
have to blow my nose.”

“W hy don’t you take care o f that 
while I have a look around.”

He switched on lights and made 
a quick search. Aside from expen­
sive duds and more cologne bottles 
than he’d seen outside a drugstore, 
Jim m y Pogue Senior owned little o f 
value.

He told her that and said, “The 
jackpot’d be fake I.D.’s and various 
and sundry incrim inating docu­
m ents we could give the cops. On 
the other hand, if you want to be 
technical, we’re burglars.”

L om a managed a sm ile. “That

makes two o f us who aren’t think­
ing clearly.”

“We should vam oose, and we 
should talk, Lom a. Buy you a 
drink, cup o f coffee?”

“I can’t afford you, Brick. My new 
responsibility—”

Her voice trailed off He said,‘Yeah, 
you can. Fm on the case—whats that 
lawyer word?—pro bono.”

“I won’t take charity.”
“It isn’t charity. You’re satisfying 

my curiosity. We’ll talk. Guns, Rus­
sian language studies, whatever 
pops into the conversation.”

She agreed and said she’d make 
coffee at her place. He followed her 
home to a compact and tidy apart­
m ent. He would’ve preferred a 
drink to java but was just happy to 
be with her. Lom a filled the cof­
feepot, noticed the blinking tele­
phone light, and replayed a mes­
sage.

A  blubbering, barely understand­
able Bud Smith poured out a del­
uge o f excuses and misery about a 
terminally ill mother, a sister’s ner­
vous breakdown, and profound 
apologies. He was at his most co­
herent when he said her money 
was safe, merely moved to a solid- 
er investment base during his ab­
sence.

Brick put his arms around her 
and said, “Be strong.”

“I will. I owe him—no, not him—  
I owe m yself a return call.”

“W hat i f  Bud Smith who isn ’t 
Bud Smith wants to see you?’

“Do I have any chance o f recov­
ering my money?”

“No.”
“Did you locate his m other in 

your investigation, Brick?”
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“She tends bar in Sheboygan and 
disowned him eons ago. Are you go­
ing to tell him you’re pregnant?”

“I think he has a right to know. I 
can’t decide. I’ll decide when and if.”

“Here?”
“No. In a public place.”
“Good.” Brick Bates laid the tiny 

pistol on a table. “We can leave this 
little guy at home.”

Mr. Nguyen could not inject log­
ic into the procession. An unknown 
woman arriving. An unknown man 
arriving. Departing together. A  di­
sheveled Georgi Porgie arriving. 
Georgi Porgie departing, dressed 
like a magazine advertisem ent, 
suitcase in hand.

This was not a Las Vegas junket 
repetition. The counterfeit Russian 
was fleeing. Nguyen started his car. 
I f he lost sight o f his taillights, he 
could track the scent o f his cologne.

Georgi was paranoid, and that 
wasn’t just his hangover whisper­
ing schizoid nothings in his ear. 
Yeah, he vaguely rem embered 
zoom ing out the door through his 
usual mess. He came home to 
worse. He’d been tossed, trashed. 
Som ebody had been looking for 
something.

Nguyen and his wacko Oriental 
dope buddies. Were they setting 
him  up? Then again, any number of 
skeletons could’ve tumbled out o f 
his closet. Jimmy Pogue Senior did 
not suffer the delusion that he 
lacked enemies.

The little cookie, though, that 
m ight work out. Lom a, bless her 
love-starved heart, he’d weaseled 
back into her good graces although

she wouldn’t invite him  over. I f she 
hadn’t been a little wary, he’d ’ve 
suspected an ambush. Bummer, 
though. I f he did say so himself, he 
was still a m iracle man in the sack.

It was working out for the best, 
he thought, pulling onto the free­
way. She’d suggested a neutral site 
and didn’t argue about his choice o f 
the airport. W hen they rendez­
voused, he’d have his face buried in 
a hankie. Just after her call, word 
had com e from  the family. M om  
had gone to Heaven. And him  not 
at her bedside.

There’d be funeral expenses on top 
o f Sis, who really came offher spool 
and would have to be looked after. 
And him with his assets tied up in 
the market, none o f them liquid.

The airport was a twofer, Georgi 
Porgie thought. A  permanent exit 
out o f town. And thev had plenty o f 
ATM’s.

Lorn a Cobb and Bud Sm ith sat 
in molded plastic chairs in the main 
term inal. They’d hugged, L om a 
had given him a facial tissue and 
said, please, no apologies necessary,

“You could have called sooner, 
Bud.”

“I should’ve. I can be inconsider­
ate. No excuses.”

“I could’ve gone to you.”
“I guess my subconscious was 

telling me, don’t call Lorna or, lov­
ing unselfish person that she is, 
shell com e arunning and sacrifice 
job  and vacation time and so forth.”

Lom a pursed her lips, ashamed 
that she would have. W ould have 
done anything for this man. Any­
thing.

“The airport, Lom a, you and me,
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now, it’s a mixed blessing situation. 
I m ean, not five minutes after you 
called me— ” He paused and ex­
pelled a heavy sigh. “She’s gone.”

“I feared that when I saw your 
suitcase. I am so sorry, Bud.” 

Georgi Porgie sniffled. He had to 
rem ind him self he was Bud Smith 
and not to let the Russian accent in­
trude. “Unde Stan says Sis is a bas­
ket case. We have to take her in for 
observation. I’m praying that she 
doesn’t have to be institutionalized 
long term.”

“Oh dear.”
Bud Smith stared at the ticket 

counters and shook his head. “Fu­
neral homes and loony bins, they’re 
sharks. I f you don’t have insurance, 
you ’re screwed. They’ll skin you 
alive, but hey, what can you do?” 

“You don’t have insurance?”
“No. M oney isn’t an issue. Access 

to it is.” Bud Smith threw up his 
hands. “Sharks. They demand cash 
up front.”

“H ow much cash?”
“Probably a m inim um  of five, a 

maximum o f ten grand.”
“Could I help?”
Bud Sm ith squeezed her hand 

and pecked her cheek. “I guess 
that’s why I love you so much, kid- 
do. W e haven’t tim e to raise this 
kind o f m oola.”

“I have m y bank card.”
“M ight work,” Bud said as if it 

had ju st dawned on him . “You’ll 
have to scoot. There’s a plane I can 
get out on in an hour.”

L om a Cobb got up, aware o f 
w hat she had to do. She returned 
w ith a gift basket. “Perhaps this 
w ill cheer your sister up. There’s 
som ething inside for you.”

Georgi Porgie smiled broadly to 
disguise his distaste for the jam s 
and jellies and crap inside the stu­
pid tiling. “A  wonderful choice, dar­
ling. Sis will learn to love you as 
much as I do.”

Mr. Nguyen observed Georgi 
Porgie and the woman separate af­
ter a kiss neither seem ed to par­
ticularly relish. So as not to be spot- 
fed by Porgie, he was situated at a 
distance, behind a m achine that 
vended flight death insurance. The 
lady walked around the com er and 
retrieved the man from  a cocktail 
bar.

The man, Nguyen discerned in 
the harsh lighting, was a weary, 
homely, sad individual, not unlike 
several species o f dog. The woman 
clung to his arm as they walked to 
the parking garage. H er words 
seemed to illuminate him, and he 
nearly smiled. This man cared for 
the woman exponentially more 
than Porgie did.

Porgie stood until she left and 
went in the opposite direction, as if 
her path had determined his. He 
impatiently bought a ticket. At ran­
dom, Nguyen sensed.

He trailed Porgie to the security 
point and the concourse beyond. 
The submarine scam was dissolv­
ing into futility and unacceptable 
risk. He planned to find out where 
Porgie was bound in the improba­
ble event the operation could be 
salvaged.

Mr. Nguyen witnessed a bizarre 
skirmish. Georgi Porgie passed in­
side the metal detector, and his be­
longings traveled along the con­
veyor. Uniform ed officials took a
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frenzied interest in the gift basket 
and its owner.

Porgie resisted. Additional offi­
cials swarmed. Porgie, panicking, 
scream ed obscenities in  perfect 
English as they wrestled him to 
the floor and plucked from  the bas­
ket a shiny miniature pistol. From 
a distance it appeared to be either 
a child’s toy or a woman’s fashion 
accessory.

Nguyen walked toward the ter­
minal exit, certain that it was nei­
ther, His patience was exhausted, 
and so was he. Jimmy Pogue Senior 
would be unable to finagle a Vladi­
vostok submarine from  an Ameri­
can federal prison. Factoring in the 
m astodon with the outsized feet 
and Song Le s long tentacles, Nguy­
en concluded that the time was cor­
rect to seek a new home.

There would be another day, an­
other gam e. A nother submarine 
perhaps.

L om a Cobb and Brick Bates 
watched the thwarted skyjacking 
on the late news. They were at her 
apartm ent, having their coffee. 
Lom a had been kind enough to

sweeten h is w ith a taste o f  Jim  
Beam.

They view ed the suspect being 
stuffed into the rear o f a U.S. Mar­
shal’s O ffice sedan. Lom a asked, 
“That is him , isn’t it?”

Brick sipped and smiled. “Yep.” 
“The reporter said he had five 

different driver’s licenses on him.” 
“They'll sort it out,” Brick said. 

“Did you tell him ?”
“I was going to until he sweet- 

talked m e for money. M y child is 
not going to know that a man like 
that is his or her father.” 

“Skyjacking, huh? Jim m y doesn’t 
seem the type. I wonder what he 
was really up to. W hether that Rus­
sian 101 class was part o f his latest 
scam ”

“You never really know a person,” 
Lom a said. “Til vouch for that.” 

“How does that old saying go?” 
Brick said. “Beware o f data-entry 
supervisors bearing gifts?”

She leaned against his shoulder, 
and he put an arm around her. 
“Should I report it m issing?” 

“W ell report it stolen.”
“W hen?’
“L ater” Brick Bates said.

Important Notice to Subscribers: Please direct all change o f  address or other 
subscription inquiries to P.0. Box 54011, Boulder, CO 80322-4011. For change o f  
address, please advise six to eight weeks before moving. Please send us your cur­
rent mailing label and new address.



The Affair 
of the Assistants

Alfred H itchcock's M ystery M agazine 2/02
Illustration by M eredith Lightbuun



ttT oday I had the fright o f my life,” the Combmaker said to Aoi.
Behind a hanging curtain Aoi smiled. More dramatics.

A ,  She would humor him. It was a hot and stifling day, yet this 
open space at the end o f the house drew some coolness from the garden 
just beyond the verandah, and she had very few duties these days. The 
princess whom she served as lady-in-waiting had gone with her husband 
to his mountain villa in a rare attempt at bringing their spirits into some 
sort o f agreement. Because such an attempt would surely cause scenes 
o f fire and temperament, Aoi had been asked to remain in the city. Moun­
tain cedars and mountain servants would hear the cries and sobs o f a 
proud and neglected wife. Mountain insects would blend nighttim e sighs 
o f pleasure and murmurs o f sweet talking into their woven m at o f sound.

It was not often that Aoi had a chance to live alone for even a few weeks. 
She had thought she craved such solitude, that her essential being would 
expand as binding obligation relaxed, that she would recover some truth 
o f her character that had been blurred in coping with the princess and 
her anxieties. Instead she had drawn tight, nervous and adrift with so 
much freedom. The princess’s steward visited each morning and settled 
the day’s requirements, which he knew better than she but he was a man 
o f habit and he asked as a matter o f form . The kitchen functioned on its 
own; O -hana managed Aoi’s personal service as she always had; the floors 
were polished and every item o f decoration was wiped clean, every blind 
brushed as the day began. Though ordinarily she considered her life too 
busy to allow satisfying time to be spent with all the m edical scrolls and 
books o f poems she loved, now she put them aside after only a few glan­
ces, feeling that she should be engaging her m ind with m ore practical 
matters. The only way Aoi could think o f to involve herself in the running 
o f the house was to tell the gardener to pull some garlic while it was still 
green so the chopped stalks could be added to her early m orning noodles 
that swam in iced water. In a very short time Aoi was bored.

And so she had agreed to see the Combmaker, who was looking into 
the disappearance ofTaira no Kunimori. The request had come from Aoi’s 
friend the Minister o f the Right, who was also the princess’s father.

“Since my daughter has gone o ff on this almost secret meeting with her 
husband, you will be feeling lonely,” he had said. “W hy don’t you come here 
and we can discuss this puzzling problem together?”

Aoi had said no to the invitation. She was afraid o f letting herself be­
come used to his presence, afraid she would not be able to leave when the 
time came. Affection between Aoi and the princess’s father was o f long 
standing, yet few knew of it and Aoi guarded the secret, m ore for his sake 
than for any personal concern. He was the m ost powerful figure in the 
government; though by custom the M inister o f the Left was the one ev­
eryone looked to, the present man in that position was vain and neglectful 
o f his duties, spending his tim e dressing up for one ceremony or dedica­
tion after another. Powerful m en usually have powerful enemies. Aoi
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knew that there were some who resented or feared his ascendancy, as 
some resented and feared her knowledge o f medicines and healing, and 
she was careful to avoid putting herself forward in any way lest she be 
used somehow against him.

In this case she had agreed to do her best to find out, with the help o f 
the Combmaker, what had happened to one o f the Taira family’s best- 
known men. The Combm aker, enem y o f priests, drunkard, mimic, 
changeling soul, was a poor man whose wife and child had been killed 
during a fight between the rowdy acolytes of rival temples. Since then, 
he said, he had not been able to muster the precision and steady hand 
needed for carving wooden combs. No one knew how he lived, but he was 
often called on to help w ith delicate problems of the aristocracy, and there 
was always concrete gratitude afterwards.

He had entered groveling. Today’s performance had been as usual: slid­
ing along the gleam ing floorboards on his knees, knocking his head in ex­
aggerated humility, allowing one wandering eye to look off at an extreme 
angle, lisping grossly servile greetings.

“Thith worthleth m an of the threeths— suh-threeths— she reeths— 
market-ths cannot raithe hith eyeth to regard even your curtain, lady.” 

Aoi, who had arranged a slight gap in the panels o f silk so she could 
watch him , saw the usual flow o f filthy rags with which he changed his 
figure when he wanted invisibility; she smelled the dust and cooking oil 
and fish and sweat that wafted from them; she marveled as always at 
his controlled and lim ber sprawling; she waited until his posture drew 
together, as she knew it would, into a very proper bow, eyes focused, knees 
together, hands spread along his thighs, neck angled respectfully to al­
low a sideways glance. The voice became that o f a man o f the court, mel­
low and cultured; the rem ark was outrageously familiar:

“I don’t know why you are concealing yourself, lady. Have you forgot­
ten how I brought you here as a pregnant fishwife that tim e we escaped 
from the ship?”

Aoi smiled but did not disturb the curtain. “There are certain propri­
eties,” she said. “But have you found him ?”

It was then that the Combmaker said that he had been frightened. 
“First we went to his house,” he said, meaning that he had sent some 

o f his helpers to hang around the kitchen door o f Kunimori’s mansion, 
offering to run errands or to fetch supplies from the market and gossip­
ing with the servants. M ost o f the people he used were orphaned children 
or cripples unable to work, and going to the markets for a rich household 
was a favor they liked bem use it was always possible to hide a few cab­
bage leaves or small onions or shavings o f dried fish in their clothes as 
they returned. “They all report the same thing. All but one. A  little girl 
didn’t come back, and w e are searching for her.”

“A  child is missing?”
“Yes. I know what you are thinking, that small girls should not be used
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because o f the danger o f evil men. But this one— she makes a parent o f 
every person she meets. It is some sort o f magic; w e don’t know how she 
does it, but they all want to take her in. She talks, you see, and she trusts.” 

“But now you have lost her?”
“It has happened before. We are looking.”
“And what did the others find ou t?’
“That they are upset, there at the house o f Taira no Kunimori. They 

say there is no music now. Well, that is perfectly obvious, the man is gone, 
isn’t h e?’

Aoi’s silence behind her curtain suppressed his attem pt at humor, and 
after a few wheezing laughs and coughs he went on.

“Ah, please excuse me. This is not a m atter for levity. But it’s what they 
notice, the servants—the place is too quiet, and they can never forget.” 

Taira no Kunimori held a position in the governm ent like all men o f 
his rank. He was, in fact, an important man because o f his post as M in­
ister o f the Bureau o f Records, the agency that checked the accounts o f 
the provincial governments. But his fame was as a particularly subtle 
player o f the long bamboo flute. All his life, since he first left his clan 
school, he had been known for this art. The very long flute he favored 
sounded in a low register. It was ancient, a gift from  the old emperor, and 
was called Crane’s Brother. In the quiet nights o f summer the slow, 
bending tones carried over the walls o f his hom e and into all the sur­
rounding gardens. People sighed, talking fell away after someone said, 
“Listen, Kunimori is playing.”

“Lately,” continued the Combmaker, ‘lie  has secluded himself. He did 
not go to his office, he missed the council meetings. All day he played his 
flute. He began, they said, in his closed room, behind the reed blinds. Then 
he had them raise the blinds, and he moved to the very farthest veran­
da. But he was not satisfied, and they made a com fortable place for him 
in the garden. Then he must be on the garden pond, even taking his meals 
floating there in the boat. The man who rowed him  complained, and he 
agreed at once to go in. But there were team on his face, and the man took 
up the oars again. He liked the splashing, the m an said, and it was such 
a simple pleasure, how could he be denied? A ll this tim e, in the garden, 
sitting on cushions in the bow o f the little boat, he m ade music with his 
flute. It was sad, slow’, dying away and rising, and the whole house be­
came troubled.”

“Ah,” Aoi said, “something distressing was on his mind.” W hat she 
meant was “in his heart,” but she was wary o f any such emotional phras­
ing. “His wife died young, before there were any children. But that was 
in the winter, that time long ago when so m any coughed out their lives 
in the cold. So it could not be that he is rem inded by the season o f her 
death. W hat has happened now, did his people know?”

“They say only that he changed. Always so kind, always careful not to 
give trouble, he began to ask for special dishes to be made. He unlocked
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the storeroom and had them  bring out incense his mother had mixed, so 
rare and wonderful that it had not been used since the reign o f the last 
regent. He would taste the new dish and ask for it again and again. Then 
for days he would eat only rice. H e would sit by the burning fragrance o f 
the incense and smile and play his music. Then he would have the censer 
taken away; he would explain that it masked the earth smell o f the gar­
den. He liked rain, and he would sit just under the eaves. His clothes would 
become damp, but he protected his flute as never before, closing it into his 
robes at night. He was always smiling, but they knew he was sad.”

“And then?”
“And then one day w hen they went to dress him, the bedclothes were 

thrown aside, nothing was missing from his toilet chest, all his robes ex­
cept the old ones he slept in were properly folded and stored, but he was 
not there. They are very upset, there at the house. They blame them ­
selves.”

“Whyever should they?”
‘W ell, he was such a good man, never any complaining, generous and 

pleasant. They feel that they have betrayed him in some way, not pay­
ing attention, not helping—  but what was the trouble? No one could know 
that. The wom en are weeping, the men violently attack their work.” 

“Ah yes,” said Aoi, “to prove that after all they have been diligent, do­
ing what is required. And how could they know what new requirement 
had presented itself i f  no one explained it to them? This all seems per­
fectly normal.”

“So he was not seen leaving. But,” said the Combmaker, “wherever he 
went, he would blow his sad melodies. And so we started looking, asking 
about music, and there w e found a trail. He played, and someone gave 
him  food. He played, and someone let him sleep in the garden shed. They 
all thought he was a beggar.”

‘W hat reason had they to come to that conclusion?”
“Only, I suppose, that there are so many musicians who beg. True, they 

don’t usually have to beg, that old lute player and his songs, he lives well, 
keeps his instrum ent in a brocade bag, 1 have seen it m yself”

“But what frightened you?”
“Oh, the road, lady, the road.”
“Unh?”
“Yes, I am afraid o f a road. A  long single road from a tiny village out to 

a temple on a spit in the sea. That is where he went, to that temple.” 
‘You are exercising your considerable capacity to be exasperating,” said 

Aoi. “I f you have found him , why didn’t you tell me at once?”
“Thith th-th-thick-headed—”
“So now you would stam mer as well as lisp! Stop that and explain your­

self.”
“He went there, yes, that is certain. But I cannot go there.”
“W hy not?”
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He sighed.
“I boast, at times, when I am im pressed with m yself, that I can go any­

where in the city and not be noticed. A  needy m an shuffling along in his 
dirty clothes, keeping out o f the way, pitiful even to himself—  no one sees 
such a man. But in a little village? On a long straight road through sand 
and blowing grass?’

“I see. It is true, everyone would know you had passed, they would all 
see a stranger and go in their houses, send their children to warn their 
relatives and to fetch the estate warden.”

“I avoid wardens,” said the Combmaker with a wise nod.
“Ah,” said Aoi, exclaim ing purely because a rush o f gladness filled her. 

To leave, to make a journey, to have pressing reasons for visiting a remote 
and unknown place, to see the ocean in hot weather— she breathed in, 
and the world lifted away and its colore lightened. “I find,” she said, “that 
I must go m yself to this temple.”

O-hana packed, a message was sent to the princess’s father, and men 
brought the princess’s second-best carriage, a light wicker one that would 
rock easily on rough roads. She would take two guards on horseback. The 
Combmaker was given suitable clothes—which O-hana would not let him 
wear until she had driven him  into the bathhouse and personally 
scrubbed him all over— and they explained to the guards that he was to 
join them for the next few days. Aoi saw the looks o f derision, the rough­
ness with which the other two tossed him into his saddle, his panicked 
slide o ff the other side, and their grim insistence that he m ust ride, for 
who ever heard o f a guard on foot, did he want to disgrace the princess, 
people would recognize this carriage, an d .. .  Aoi let her helper solve this 
dilemma on his own, and since he was to lead the way, she watched 
through the transparent front curtain o f the carriage as his steadiness 
on the horse increased. Before they had entered open country, he was play­
ing to perfection the part of overbearing guard.

The temple was only a day’s journey away. They arrived w ith no no­
tice, yet the monks, all ancient men and untrained boys, received them  
with grave courtesy. “Lately,” they said, “we have grown quite accustomed 
to visitors.”

This gave Aoi the opening she needed for her questions, but the eve­
ning was darkening and she retired with O-hana into a hastily cur­
tained-off space, ate the simple beans and rice they brought, loosened her 
clothing to let the breath o f ocean reach her skin, and slept deeply. A ll 
night gently slapping waves seemed to slide just at the edge o f her pal­
let, a natural sound and one that filled the whole world.

“Ah, the flute player,” they said in the morning. “He left.”
‘Tell me,” said Aoi.
“He must have felt he was imposing on us, with such a large other par­

ty here.”
“There were others?’
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“Yes. It was rather odd. Because they did not seem religious. The old 
one, though— ”

“Old?” Kunimori was, as far as Aoi knew, a man in the fullness o f ma­
turity.

They hesitated. “Well, he was not tidy. And he did not walk very sure­
ly ”

“U m A o i was thoughtful.
“But he made such music, out there on the beach. He wasn’t the kind 

o f man to disturb others.”
“W ho were these others?’
“We never knew. They left rather poor gifts, they stayed only one 

night.”
“And did he leave w ith them ?’
“No. He was at his usual place out there. It was stormy that day, and 

we worried about him.”
“He sat there all alone,” said one o f the boys. ‘“The wind blew so hard 

that his m usic was almost lost.”
Taira no Kunimori was not a person Aoi knew well, but she had gath­

ered a sure sense o f his character from the Combmaker’s report and it 
seem ed that, troubled as he was, he m ight well want to sit on a lonely 
beach and blend music with wild nature.

But what had so upset him? Aoi thought that she was beginning to un­
derstand. “Could you describe your other visitors?”

M en, they answered, rich clothes, horses, guards. But their sparse 
store o f descriptive words could not convey to Aoi enough particulars for 
her to identify them.

“Could you show me their gifts?”
And then she knew. Two brocade boxes held only one bolt each o f silk, 

not enough for one set o f vestments; one box had a family crest woven 
into the cloth o f the cover, the other had a crest painted in ink on the top, 
two nam es that together meant only one thing: bribery.

The monks were watching Aoi’s deepening seriousness and they be­
came uneasy. “When they didn’t come in from the beach, we sent a boy 
to search for them,” they said.

“Them ?”
“Yes. There was a girl with him, his daughter.”
“Ah,” said Aoi.
“He searched the whole beach, but it was already dark and the flute 

player was not anywhere.”
“This was just yesterday?”
‘Yes. Late, late. The boy missed the evening service.”
“Ah. Old, he seemed to you. Did he also seem blind?”
They were puzzled, they talked to each other, huddled away from such 

a serious mistake, to m eet a blind man and not know it. But, Y es,” they 
said, “yes, that must have been it.”



THE AFFAIR OF THE ASSISTANTS 7 1

“It sometimes happens,” said Aoi, speaking also to the Combmaker, who 
sat in a comer, “that one’s sight fails instantly, som ething in the eyes falls 
apart when the yin is too strong and makes the blood thin, so that it 
surges into a place where it does not belong. This has long been report­
ed to be true. I think that is what happened to this man. He was m od­
est, not one to cause distress to others. But he seem ed to be trying to sink 
him self into nature—  sitting in the garden, listening to rain, the splash 
o f oars. It must have seemed to him that the closest he could get to the 
world he had lost was to go to the sea. And his sad music was—”

“You didn’t see him,” said a boy. “He was not sad. He played like— ” But 
the boy had no words for such music. He stopped, thinking hard. “It was 
like birds,” he said.

“A  fluttering?” asked Aoi. “High soaring?”
“Quiet. Like birds in their nest.”
“Yes.” Aoi regarded the boy with affection. He had expressed it perfectly 

after all, the way a long flute could im itate the serenity o f cranes. “I fear 
that we may find something awful,” she said.

The princess’s guards came in then from  the beach. He was not there, 
they said. No one at all was on the beach except som e fishermen who had 
just come in with their catch.

The Combmaker listened, then stood up from his place against the wall 
and left the building without speaking. Aoi, having dreaded discovery o f 
a body, tried to think what else they could do. O-hana came with a mix 
o f raw vegetables, vinegar, and white bean paste. On the tray was a cup 
o f tea, that rare herb from India.

“The monks had this,” O-hana said. “They use it to keep awake for their 
meditation. I promised we would send them m ore, and they gave me a 
few leaves.”

The tea was hot and weak and did not bring any new ideas.
Continuing their routine, the monks gathered on a shaded verandah 

to hold morning class for the boys. Low drones o f recitation, added to the 
steady crash o f waves and whine o f wind under the eaves, gave Aoi a sense 
o f impatience with herself, that she had come all this way, thinking in her 
pride that she could find a troubled man and restore him—  to what? To 
his family? To his duty? To society? No, she thought wearily, to him self 
Discontented, frustrated, she was alm ost dozing when she heard sounds 
at the shuttered door that protected her privacy.

“Thith thupid one!” said a voice, “to dreth like a guard meanth that you 
think like a guard.” The door rattled open, and he came sliding tipsily in, 
one gleaming eye cocked away from the other, until he arrived with a fi­
nal bump and a smile before Aoi.

“May I prethent— ” he turned back and another ragged figure entered 
and knelt, followed by a tiny child.

“I am Taira no Kunimori, and I am helpless to repay the trouble you 
have taken to find me. And this is— well, she doesn’t have a nam e, she
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says, but I call her Yuri because like a lily she closes up if  you breathe on 
her. She has adopted me.”

After all the fuss o f astonishm ent and welcome, after the Combmak- 
er had explained that the guards were too used to proper behavior and 
reasoning to recogni ze a disheveled government official among boatmen; 
after food and wine and som e discreet grooming by O-hana, Kunimori 
sat down with Aoi and the Combrnaker—who would not give up the worn 
clothes he had exchanged for his guard uniform in order to resume his 
accustomed character— and began his explanation.

“Yes, I  have been m ost unhappy. When my sight darkened so sudden­
ly, I was in despair. Even though I have always met the world most close­
ly through sound, how could I bear not to see it? It was too much to lose, 
I thought, and I tried to learn to see through hearing. But in my music 
I was finding scenes grander and more intense than any sounds that ex­
ist in the city. And so I left to look for a place where I could match those 
scenes m ade o f m usic in  the nature around me.”

“Ah. A  seashore was the perfect place,” said Aoi, “full o f sound.”
“This little girl came along, I don’t know why. She talks a lot, but she 

has led m e through these rough country roads and finally I have stopped 
bruising myself. She doesn’t like it here, the ocean frightens her, there is 
too m uch noise, too m uch open space. And since our mistreatment and 
then our tim e on the boat that took us away to safety, she has become al­
together silent, a m ost unnatural state, and I am worried.”

“D o  tell us what happened.”
“They broke m y flute— ” All those listening drew in breath.
“W ho?”
“The guards who cam e with the other visitors. I heard the crack o f it 

on som eone’s knee. And then it was only a rattling m ass o f splinters, and 
they shook the rem ains o f  it in my face and threatened to do the same 
to both m y arms i f  I told anyone who I had seen at the temple. This child 
attacked them— she can be quite fierce.”

“She has been living on the streets; the children become rather wild,” 
said the Combrnaker.

“You know her?”
“She was sent to find you.”
“Ah. W ell, she bit. The m an was furious, and he struck her. I can only 

tell you what I heard. H e cried out that his wrist was bleeding with tooth- 
marks, there was a sound like a stone thrown against a wall, the other 
man said to com e away, was he afraid o f such a tiny girl? They must have 
left, but I heard no footsteps because o f the sand. I fell down and swept 
my arm s about until I found her. She breathed, I thought, but she would 
not speak. I forgot my flute, the threat o f broken arms, and in my rage I 
must have shouted as I rose up. The fishermen had just come to then- 
boat—som e sort o f night catch, I know nothing o f that skill— and they 
chased away those who had attacked us. Before we knew it, we were at
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sea, the girl and I, rocking about in a tiny cabin and sick the whole night 
long. She revived, but she is so quiet that I fear—”

“It will not last,” said the Combmaker with a w ry smile.
“I see.” After some thought to retrieve the thread o f his tale, Kunim ori 

went on. “I had thought to remain here and live a life o f peaceful seclu­
sion, but then those rich visitors came to the tem ple. I knew them , their 
voices, I have had dealings with them both— and that was a revelation 
that I did not need to see with my eyes. I knew what they were doing in 
their secret meeting though I would have preferred not to know. Oh well, 
I thought, let the former assistant to the Governor o f Awa bribe the as­
sistant to the M inister o f Ceremonial to raise him  a few grades in rank. 
He is a crim inal who has burned the records o f at least two retiring gov­
ernors so that his thievery could not be discovered. Because the gover­
nors these days take office, accept their handsom e rem ittances and per­
sonal staff, and then rem ain in the capital without ever being present in 
their provinces, the provincial assistants can divert tax goods to their own 
storehouses with no one to know. You are aware, I am  sure, o f many for­
tunes that have been created in just that way. Then, when it is tim e for 
the governor’s retirement and my office is to com e into it to check the 
records, there is an accidental fire, and the records cease to exist. The next 
thing is high rank, which can be simply bought nowadays and is no long­
er purely hereditary, and soon the former low official is seen at court, he 
acquires an influential position, his favor is sought, and he becom es 
richer than ever. But I was leaving the world, I thought, and I would not 
trouble m yself to report them.”

He stopped speaking. H is face tightened, but w hen he resum ed, it was 
in the light, pleasant voice of someone who reports the return o f the sun 
on a cloudy day. “But they had smashed my flute and struck this child.”

All those listening became still. The sea tum bled and dragged on  the 
sand outside, the wind made a sifting noise. Kunimori seemed to be think­
ing over the import o f what he had just said, absorbing purpose, open­
ing his mouth and stopping, as if  to speak more would be to weep or to 
rage and he could not tell which would happen. O-hana passed him  a cup 
o f rice wine.

“It was then,” he said at last, “that I discovered m y life, an existence as 
a moral and responsible man that I was not w illing to give up. This—•” 
he indicated the weathered wooden building, the beach, the endless 
march o f waves onto the shore “—-is all very w ell i f  you fit into it some­
where, if you are a part o f it. But I find that I cannot idly observe, I must 
meet my duties.”

“Ah, but your flute!” Aoi said, pain and outrage in her voice.
“There are other flutes. I will not be threatened. They thought I had 

seen them, would recognize their faces, and even though they didn’t rec­
ognize mine and considered me a person not really worth bothering 
with, they sent their guards to follow m e to the beach and frighten me.



7 4 ANN WOODWARD

The flute, the little girl— it was pure careless evil, violence as affirmation 
o f  their own strength. The child could have died. I find m yself angry; I 
have awakened to m y own power as Minister o f the Bureau o f Records. 
I mean,” he said, “to do them harm.”

“You will remove them ?”
“No. Oh no. I will advance them. I will see that they both become gov­

ernors o f remote provinces. I w ill insist that they reside there, an implied 
exile and they will know the reason for it. I will give them honest men 
as assistants and local men as deputies and field managers. They are 
quite strong for their rights in some o f these outlands, they are warlike 
in solving their problems. These men will never have seen such warriors 
as are taking over in the east. They will not last long after their confis­
cating ways are discovered.”

Aoi thought o f the princess’s father, how he would enjoy this tale o f a 
dutiful minister.

The Combmaker spoke, “This girl who helped you, this strangely silent 
one here, she has no fam ily and perhaps .. .”

‘Yes,” said Kunim ori, “I adm it now that I cannot see except darkly at 
the edges. I will need som eone to lead me. And as a return I w ill teach 
her to play the long flute.”

“Oh,” said the girl, rushing to him from her comer, all knobby bones and 
flying hair. “You will not m ake me live in a house, will you? You will not 
let them scrub my face like she just did? You will not—”

“First,” said Kunim ori, “you should see the house and then you can de­
cide.”

“But,” she said, and putting her nose close to his chin, holding his face 
with both hands to m ake him  listen, she continued her objections, be­
ginning each one w ith ‘You won’t make me—”

‘N o. No. O f course not,” he replied, over and over.
The Combmaker turned to Aoi. “I think I have just lost one o f my best 

helpers,” he said. “B y tomorrow she will have him completely tamed.”
“Yes. Though she starts with total refusal, she will, for the rest o f his 

life, be persuaded to accept civilizing comforts one after the other.”



THE
MYSTERIOUS PHOTOGRAPH

Hulton Archives

To get here, you go north by south. W e will give a prize o f $25 to the per­
son who invents the best mystery story (in 250 words or less, and be 
sure to include a crime) based on the above photograph. The story will 
be printed in a future issue. Reply to A H M M , Dell Magazines, 475 Park 
Avenue South, New York, New York 10016. Please label your entry 
“February Contest,” and be sure your name and address are written on 

the story you submit. If possible, please also include your Social 
Security number.

The winning entry for the September Mysterious Photograph 
contest will be found on page 143.

75



FICTION

• 1: • . v l • , \ \ i iU/v/1 
'/j’hiV i, I.1'
*.v« l, <• . ‘ !.U’ ! I • \ ,* A 1*1i !vrT?T'V.^ :r« «  
* # i ? V
b ; ;

i1*

.  r , ,  '
fa
'lVt-
t'h
:V.l\
l!i' Got Out, The 
Ducks Got In, And 

The Dog Died
David K. Harford

KfelllSPlISI
o • iV f.v.AU ■»■ -.h Mi I ’K ' i i f f j
h ■1 ik din hDiLiAOlA iPiLi

-------------- rnmn-T . i

|||

JV V  i

never dreamed I’d be living up 
here.

I’d only been out o f that god­
awful prison a few months when 
Lew and me moved into this camp 
up Mountain View Hollow.

It was an art heist gone haywire 
that got me two and a half years in 
that federal prison up near Brad­
ford, but it was overcrowding and 
good behavior that got me out on 
parole early.

The old weatherbeaten clap­
board hunting camp belonged to 
m y deceased father’s brother out 
in Ohio somewhere. I hardly even 
knew him, but because he was get­
ting on in age and rarely humped 
these steep northwestern Pennsyl­
vania mountains hunting any 
more, and knew Lew and me need­
ed someplace to squat, he let us 
move in free. All I had to pay was 
the electric bill. ’Course, everything
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in the place is electric except the 
heat, which is a wood stove. No TV 
or phone either. So, it’s been rugged 
living, especially for Lew.

But there’s a real sense o f peace­
fulness and freedom  living up this 
hollow, in these mountains; a free­
dom and peace I never knew in the 
federal stir I was in, confined with 
the likes o f that disgusting Ollie 
West, m y cellm ate for a while until 
they threw him  into solitary, and 
having to put up with nasty guards 
like John “Mr. Big” Bigley and all 
the others who tormented and bul­
lied me. So I liked the freedom o f 
Mountain View Hollow a lot right 
off. And I learned to like it more 
and more as tim e went on.

Besides me and Lew (Lew’s my 
younger brother who can’t hear, 
reads lips, and talks only by sign­
ing), the only other permanent res­
idents up this hollow are old Ma 
“The Sarge” Duncan on her sprawl­
ing farm  at the top o f the hill, 
which, 1 suppose, is where the hol­
low got its name— she’s got one hell 
o f a sweeping view across the entire 
Allegheny mountain range from up 
there— and, o f course, there’s Bob, 
who lives a h a lf mile farther up the 
hollow, past me on the right.

Bob’s retired out o f Pittsburgh, 
where most o f his family still lives. 
It was while we were staying at his 
place taking care o f his animals 
that all that shooting and killing 
and everything else went on, which 
is what I’m setting out to tell you 
about.

The four o f us (me, Lew, Ma Dun­
can, and Bob) are like a family iso­
lated in the shady folds of these 
mountains. We take care o f each

other, especially in the winter when 
we get snowed in, separated from 
the outside world. It’s good to have 
family.

The rest o f the buildings along 
the dirt road, w hich splits the 
m ountains like a peach pit, are 
hunting camps— about a dozen o f 
them  sitting em pty m ost o f the 
year. A  couple o f them camps don’t 
have nobody com e to them  ever.

It’s all right with me that they 
stand empty though ’cause that’s 
how I make m y money, and with 
that money and Lew’s SSI check, it 
gives us enough to stay alive.

W atching over m ost o f them 
camps is what I get paid for. It’s m y 
job (to be let out on parole I had to 
have a paying job ) to make sure 
they don’t get busted into while 
their owners are gone, don’t get 
burnt to the ground, don’t have no 
porcupines gnawing away at the 
back porches o f the camps, collaps­
ing them. Sometimes I take my old 
unregistered pickup out into the 
woods and get them  flatlanders’ 
firewood I cut from standing dead 
trees; som etim es I do light labor 
around their camps: mow the lawn, 
keep the weeds cut back, patch a 
roof, things like that.

Lew helps, too. He m ight not be 
the brightest squirrel in the forest, 
but he’s got a strong back and an 
even stronger heart and he can 
split a load o f firewood with a maul 
faster than I can chunk it with a 
chain saw. W e make a good team, 
Lew and me, and I’m  glad I went 
and got him out o f that home the 
minute I got out o f prison.

I think Lew ’s glad I com e got 
him , too.
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But anyway, to get to this shoot­
ing and killing thing, one day Bob 
stopped by m y place and asked if  Fd 
be willing to take care o f his trail­
er and pets for a week while he was 
down in Pittsburgh at a fam ily 
gathering. I could live right there in 
the comfort o f  his place for the en­
tire week, he said. W atch TV, even.

I’d been to his trailer quite a few 
times, naturally, so I knew that by 
pets he meant his big bourbon-col­
ored cat named Whiskey, a sick, ail­
ing dog named Dog, w ho just loved 
Lew by the way, and about fifteen 
ducks Bob was raising in a pond he 
had dug out when he first moved 
into his place.

Bob pulled in a nice new seven­
ty foot mobile home, a deluxe dou­
ble-wide model with two extra bed­
room s, large living room , sm all 
kitchen—plenty o f space for a guy 
Jiving alone w ith his sick dog and 
his cat. The ducks waddle about 
the property around the trailer.

Every day Bob goes out and 
scrounges through the brush hunt­
ing down fresh duck eggs and takes 
them up to M a Duncan, who uses 
them for cooking things like hom e­
made sourdough bread.

She always drops Bob o ff a cou­
ple o f warm loaves whenever she 
drives by his place in that old beat- 
up Ford wagon o f hers, and farther 
down the road she usually drops 
me and Lew o ff some bread. In the 
fall she brings us fresh garden- 
grown vegetables. She does great 
homemade berry pies, too, the aro­
ma so warm, sweet, and thick ris­
ing o ff them pies you can almost 
chew the smell.

In exchange for her generosity

and kindness, Lew and me often 
walk up the dusty road to the top of 
the mountain to do light chores 
(and sometimes heavy chores) for 
her. Ma Duncan is getting up in 
age and is limited a bit on what 
she can manage around her farm 
now. But Em always glad to help 
her any time I can— we’re family, 
like I told you.

But here I am, wandering again 
in my thoughts.

So I go down to see Bob and get 
my instructions about taking care 
o f his pets for that week.

“Morning,” Bob said, laying down 
the daily paper he was reading at 
his kitchen table.

You could tell he was a retired ac­
countant or something like that be­
cause his place was always as neat 
as a row o f numbers in a ledger 
book, everything in its proper place.

‘You know this guy?” he asked, 
sliding the Bradford paper across 
the table to me.

Lew come with me, and he was 
over by Dog, who lay sick and dying 
from old age in the com er o f the liv­
ing room where Bob had set up the 
dog’s blanket-bed. Lew was hold­
ing that big chocolate Lab’s head on 
his lap, stroking it behind the ears, 
and that dog was m aking soft 
sounds, like if he were a cat, he’d’ve 
been purring. Anim als always 
seemed to take to Lew. It’s a gift he 
has.

Whiskey the cat jum ped up on 
my lap as I looked at the front page 
o f the paper.

I couldn’t believe what I saw and 
was reading.

Inmate Escapes From Federal
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Prison is what the headline said. 
But it was the photo I was looking 
at that set something sour stirring 
in me. There on the front page, 
dressed in his best prison duds, was 
a grim-faced Ollie West.

The article went on to say that 
Ollie West had only recently been 
transferred from the main prison to 
the minimum security camp built 
within the prison complex, where 
they kept the less dangerous and 
less troublesome prisoners. An in­
mate could ju st walk out o f that 
camp—walk-aways, prison officials 
called them— and that’s exactly 
what O llie W est did. The paper 
called it an escape, though.

“You know him ?” Bob asked 
again.

“Sure, sure, I know him,” I said, 
still reading the article and star­
ing at Ollie’s beady, untrusting eyes 
in that photo. “He was my cellmate 
for a while. Funny that they’d stick 
him in that camp. He was nothing 
but trouble for the guards and for 
everyone else.”

Ollie West was in the slammer 
on a bargained-down manslaugh­
ter rap—woman slaughter actual­
ly. Before long, O llie got religion 
bad, and that’s what made him so 
miserable to cell with.

Always preaching he was, about 
the evils o f drugs and alcohol m ost­
ly. Plenty o f drugs were smuggled 
in there: pills, grass, cocaine, you 
name it. No one ever said how they 
got there; it was like they would 
just suddenly materialize one day 
and then everybody had some or 
was trading something for some.

But the “Reverend” Ollie had 
other things he preached about, too,

like the sins o f the world resting on 
Jesus’s shoulders and how we all 
had better repent our dark, evil 
ways and help lighten Jesus’s load. 
’Course, he never once said nothing 
about the black, w eighty evils o f 
killing people, women.

And sometimes late at night he’d 
try to slide into my bunk with me, 
like he thought Jesus didn’t mind 
him  doing that, and I’d have to 
shove him hard to get him out.

So now he’d escaped.
“Imagine that,” I told Bob.
“Watch out,” Bob said. I wasn’t 

sure if Bob was kidding or not, but 
he didn’t sound it. “He m ay be 
prowling around this area.”

“Oh, I doubt it,” I told him . Even 
though we was only a few moun­
tains and fifty miles south o f that 
prison, we were in the wrong di­
rection O llie W est w ould have 
headed. “He’s from out in Kansas 
somewhere,” I said. “H e’s heading 
that way, west. And he better be 
hoofing it. The fam ilies o f som e o f 
those w om en he k illed  w ill be 
watching to make sure he gets sent 
back to prison. N ot only that, those 
federal marshals who’ll be chasing 
O llie better hope som e o f them  
fam ily m em bers don’t find him  
first.”

But I still wondered how it came 
about that O llie got to be in the 
minimum security cam p. Som e­
one’s head was going to roll. War­
den Brown or even Dawson, his as­
sistant, who’s usually as mild and 
gentle as a lamb—Dawson even of­
fered me a job  the day I was re­
leased—would see to it. An escape 
can be awful em barrassing to pris­
on officials, and not even calling it
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a walk-away can rem ove that em ­
barrassm ent.

Bob’s suitcase w as already 
packed for his trip to Pittsburgh, 
h is light green sw eater draped 
neatly across it.

He said to me, “Now, whatever 
you do, don’t let the cat out. He 
doesn’t com e back for days i f  he 
gets out. I’ve got the duck food 
here—•” he pointed to a new plastic 
garbage can next to his fridge “—  
because i f  I keep the food in the 
shed, the field m ice gnaw holes 
right through the can and get into 
it. Feed the ducks daily on the lawn 
near the door. Old D og won’t cause 
you any problems. I f you wake up 
one m orning and he’s dead, bury 
him  for me, would you? He hasn’t 
got many days left.”

I felt a little shot o f sorrow stab 
me, and I was glad Lew ’s back was 
turned.

“You know how to turn the satel­
lite dish, so i f  your brother wants to 
watch TV, he can.”

“He will,” I said. Lew loves the 
cartoons. We stepped outside.

Bob drew in a healthy lungful o f 
air. “God, I love this place! It took 
every cent I had to buy it, but I love 
it. All those years working for Mc- 
Crom bie and W eatherton in hot, 
sw eltering Pittsburgh I dream ed 
o f retiring up here in the cool o f 
these mountains. I worked for that 
dream, and now I’m living it.” He 
rubbed his hand along the wall o f 
the trailer, and I thought for a mo­
m ent he was going to kiss it good­
bye. Instead, he walked to his car, 
suitcase in hand.

“There’s food in the fridge,” he 
said. “H elp yourself. Some o f  Ma

Duncan’s bread is there yet. Don’t 
forget to gather eggs, if you can find 
them, and take them up to her. 
They’ll rot in the heat or else the 
coons will get them if you don’t. 
Call if any problems come up. 
Phone number’s on the kitchen ta­
ble. But you shouldn’t have any 
trouble. We’ll square up the money 
when I get back. Take good care o f 
my buddies and my little dream 
house,” he said.

With that, he started his car and 
pulled out o f the driveway.

This was going to be a fast, easy, 
luxurious way to make a few big 
bucks, 1 could see that, and I smiled 
at Bob’s worry about trouble. What 
possible trouble could come up? 
There was too much peace in the 
hollow for any trouble.

At least that’s what I thought 
then as Bob’s taillights disappeared 
behind a large clump o f blackberry 
bushes loaded w ith inch-long 
berries.

But a few hours later, a little bit 
after I got the TV adjusted for Lew, 
trouble first began stirring in the 
form o f a black sedan with dark- 
tinted windows all around that 
pulled into one o f those long-emp­
ty camps directly across the road 
from Bob’s trailer.

I
 never had no soft light o f a 
dream to guide me like Bob 
did, dream ing o f buying his 
property, following that light, 

and then finally doing it, putting up 
his trailer and moving in. I never 
had a dream any more than I ever 
had a real family—except for Lew, 
and now Bob and Ma Duncan as an 
extended family.
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My life was more like a lonely 
walk across a broken, heaved side­
w alk in the dark— one cautious 
step at a time. The only thing guid­
ing me was my next blind, stum­
bling, unsure footstep.

I was thinking about that while 
adm iring Bob’s property from 
where I was crouched in the un­
derbrush, hunting duck eggs 
around the pond behind his trailer. 
All the ducks were swimming in 
the pond or lounging on the banks 
enjoying the August afternoon.

I had to envy old Bob for getting 
what he wanted, for making his 
dream house come true.

Lew w as inside sitting on the 
floor w atching Toon-TV, which I 
found for him  on the television. He 
had old Dog’s head resting on his 
lap, and he was stroking his silky 
ears when I left, grinning a wide 
grin at the toons. O f course, the vol­
ume on the TV was shut off.

Suddenly there was this big 
cloud o f dust rising and lingering in 
the still, late summer air, and I 
snapped my head around when I 
heard the crunching o f gravel from 
that black car pulling into the camp 
across the road. I don’t know why, 
but I ju st kind o f instinctively 
ducked lower in the brush till I was 
out o f sight.

From the front passenger seat a 
guy got out. He had a cell phone to 
his ear and was talking to someone 
as he stepped out o f the car. He 
stretched his back, loosened his tie, 
put the phone in his pocket, and 
strolled down the driveway to 
where it met the road. He looked 
left and right, up and down the hol­
low road, then he stared long and

hard in my direction , at Bob’s trail­
er, inspecting it. From where he 
was, Bob’s trailer was the only 
building up the hollow road he 
could see.

He couldn’t see me, o f course.
I was sure Bob’s trailer looked 

empty, like m any o f the camps were 
at that tim e o f year: no sounds com­
ing from  it, no car in the driveway, 
no movem ent outside the place or 
inside it, the lawn needing mow­
ing on account o f our recent rains.

A pparently satisfied, the guy 
made a sudden hand movement, 
and the driver, a real tall dude, got 
out. He wasn’t wearing no tie, but 
because o f the distance, that’s about 
all I could actually see o f either o f 
them.

W ith no wasted moves, the big 
driver opened the back door o f the 
car as the first guy unlocked the 
camp’s front door. The driver pulled 
a third man out o f the back seat.

With the third guy slumped over 
and needing propping up, the big 
driver h a lf walked and half drug 
his friend quickly across the drive­
way and into the camp.

“Drunk,” she whispered.
H er voice scared me a second, 

but when I jerked my head around, 
I come face to face with old Ma “The 
Sarge” D uncan, who’d snuck up 
from behind and was crouched in 
the brush next to me. She bit the 
end off one o f her small stogies, spat 
it out, and, parting some o f the sun- 
dried goldenrods, scrutinized the 
camp across the road.

“Another drunk flatlander,” she 
said. As usual, she was w earing 
army cam o fatigues.

“W ho owns that camp?” I whis­
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pered. “I’ve never seen no one in 
there before.”

“Some say the syndicate out o f 
New Jersey” she said, m aking syn­
dicate rhym e with indicate. “But I 
doubt that. Too m uch o f a ram ­
shackle cam p for rich, powerful 
syndicate boys.” She tipped her 
army slop hat back from  her fore­
head. “T hey don’t even have a 
phone or electric run in there. In 
the courthouse it’s listed as being 
owned by a guy nam ed Randall 
from Trenton. He’s got five or six 
acres stretching up the hill behind 
the cam p that I’d like to own.”

I felt m y throat swell up, wanting 
to choke me. Syndicate? It was two 
feuding mob fam ilies in the Philly 
area who got me tangled up in that 
screwy art heist.

Ma Duncan had a plastic pail at­
tached to  her army web belt; it was 
half full o f fresh blackberries. And, 
o f course, over her left shoulder she 
had “Annie K ” slung.

Annie K  was the nam e M a Dun­
can gave her AK47. She also owned 
a twelve gauge shotgun cut o ff at 
the barrel and stock so it looked 
like a long pistol capable o f firing 
buckshot as fast as M a Duncan 
could pum p rounds into the cham­
ber. She kept the loaded shotgun 
under the seat o f her Ford wagon. 
Ma Demean loved her gems and 
loved firing them.

She m ight have been a bit too 
trigger happy, though, I thought. 
Like the time last year when the 
tim ber rattler alm ost bit Lew on 
the face. W hat happened was— it 
was about the sam e tim e in Au­
gust— the three o f us were walking 
up the hollow road to M a Duncan’s

place to help her push her old Ford 
wagon out o f where she’d gotten it 
bogged down in one o f her fields.

We had a lot less rain last year, 
nearly a drought, and with no rain 
the small anim als— m ice, chip­
munks, small birds—they all come 
down off the higher ground ’cause 
there’s no water up there and look 
for water in the lower areas and 
valleys. The rattlesnakes follow 
their food down.

There’s a spot along the road 
where one bank is cut kind o f high 
and steep and is always loaded 
with blackberry bushes.

I’d stopped to tie m y shoe. Ma 
Duncan, with Annie K. slung over 
her shoulder, and Lew w ere up 
ahead o f me just a ways. Lew sud­
denly turned to scamper up that 
steep bank to get him self a handful 
o f fresh blackberries.

Ma Duncan heard the rattler 
first, lying in among those black­
berry bushes where it was cool and 
comfortable for the snake. I heard 
its tail buzzing angrily a few sec­
onds later.

Lew can’t hear, like I told you, 
and no tim ber rattler is going to 
bother learning to sign.

Now, a tim ber rattler bite can kill 
a man, but usually all it does is 
make him wish to God he’d never 
been bit; m ake him  painful sick 
and sony him  and that snake ever 
crossed paths. And w hen they 
strike, they strike quick i f  they’re 
surprised, but given a choice, they’d 
just as soon avoid you.

The snake in the blackberry 
bushes was surprised by Lew sud­
denly clambering up the bank, and 
he had nowhere to go.
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At the first buzz o f the tail Ma 
Duncan yelled, “Rattler! Grab your 
brother and hit the dirt!” At the 
same tim e, faster than the snake 
could strike, she was unslinging 
Annie K , flipping off the safety, and 
swinging around towards Lew, who 
still hadn’t seen it.

I was up in an instant and made 
one flying leap just as Ma Duncan 
opened up with a full burst of au­
tom atic gunfire. I could hear the 
bullets zipping inches above my 
head the moment I high-tackled 
Lew o ff the bank and fell on top o f 
him to protect him.

A  couple o f moments later I felt 
the weight o f not one but two thick 
black rattlers fall down o ff the bank 
and drop across my back, deader 
than a fencepost both o f them.

I suppose I should have been 
grateful to Ma Duncan for saving 
Lew from the sure rattlesnake bite, 
but my first reaction was to think 
how fast and how carelessly Ma 
Duncan had fired that rifle. I mean, 
a split second too late and me or 
Lew would have taken the burst.

But I never got a chance to say 
nothing to Ma Duncan about it be­
cause just then she kicked them 
rattlers o ff my back and stuck her 
face right into mine, yelling, “The 
next tim e I tell you to hit the dirt, 
you h it the dirt. Don’t ask why; 
don’t even think why. Just hit it. 
You damn near got your brother 
killed being so slow-moving, sol­
dier.”

I thought I’d moved pretty quick, 
and I wasn’t no soldier.

But Ma “The Sarge” Duncan was 
standing stiff as a board, her face 
beet red, the rifle at parade rest,

and she was barking in m y face 
like an army drill instructor, which 
is what she was for a while back in 
W orld War II, training W ACs. I 
think a lot o f that is still in her, too 
much maybe. She never got into no 
war zone, she told me once, never 
once had a chance to kill a Kraut or 
a Jap. Women weren’t allowed in 
war zones where the fighting was, 
she said. And she always seemed 
kind o f disappointed about that, 
like it was som e kind o f deep hole 
in her needing filling.

W ith them  rattlers dead and 
their rattles cut off, she continued 
on up the road, rubbing the stock o f 
her rifle, m uttering, “God knows I 
love it.”

Fam ily or not, that’s w hen I 
learned to be cautious around Ma 
Duncan when she was toting Annie 
K

She shifted the rifle on her shoul­
der as we both watched the cam p 
with the black car out front.

The two m en em erged from the 
camp and clim bed into the car, ap­
parently leaving their buddy inside 
to sleep it o ff

“Going to get more beer, I reck­
on,” Ma Duncan said. She tapped 
me on the shoulder. “Later, when 
they get back, why not go over there 
and strike a deal with them  about 
caring for their place. Looks like it 
could use your handiw ork. And 
maybe then you can find out for 
me if they ever intend to sell it.” 
Then she asked, “Find any eggs?’

I handed her the three duck eggs 
I’d found that weren’t being sat on 
by a m other duck, and she put 
them in her pail atop the berries 
and snapped the lid shut.
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I studied the camp again. Anoth­
er cam p on my list wouldn’t hurt 
the old wallet. Turning back to Ma 
Duncan to thank her for the sug­
gestion, I saw she was gone, as qui­
etly and unnoticed as when she’d 
first appeared beside me. I could 
hear her soft crawling in  the brush 
fifty yards off.

I f  them two other m en had gone 
after beer in nearby Em porium , 
they were in some bar drinking 
m ost o f it.

A  couple o f hours passed, and 
there was no stirring in  the camp 
across the road. The black car nev­
er com e back. At least, not then.

I was inside Bob’s trailer peering 
through the small part in Bob’s 
window curtains. Lew had fallen 
asleep on the floor with Dog resting 
his head on Lew’s lap. It was kind 
o f nice knowing Dog was getting 
som e attention and love in the final 
days o f his life.

I decided I should venture over to 
the camp and introduce m yself to 
the guy left in there (m aybe he was 
Randall), hoping he w as sober and 
awake enough so I could make my 
offer. I checked one last tim e to 
m ake sure Lew was all right and 
then sauntered across the dirt road 
and up the driveway.

The camp was in worse shape 
than I’d imagined. The rusted gut­
ters were drooping, and several 
pine saplings were grow ing in 
them . The dirt and rotted leaves 
that had accum ulated in them  
through the years m ade fertile 
ground for seeds that blew o ff the 
stand o f white pines growing along 
the bank directly behind the camp.

The walkway to the porch was 
rotted, foundation blocks were 
heaved from the frost and water 
under the camp, and the entire 
place was badly in need o f paint. All 
this made me feel good ’cause I 
could see they needed me or their 
neglected place was going to fall 
down in a year or so.

I knocked on the door, waited, 
but heard nothing, no one stirring 
inside. I tried the handle, but the 
door was locked, surprisingly firm ­
ly locked for such a ram shackle 
place.

I went around to the side win­
dow, where I had to brush a thick 
layer o f road dust and grime from 
the pane. I half expected to see a 
groggy guy with an illustrious 
hangover and shaky hands stooped 
over a cup o f black coffee trying to 
sober up.

But what I saw was the guy lying 
across an old mattress on a metal 
bed with no bedding on it.

I tapped lightly on the window.
He stirred in the bed and rolled 

towards me but his eyes were all 
glazed over and puffy, and when he 
squinted through the slits o f his 
eyelids in my direction, I knew he 
couldn’t see no farther than the tip 
o f his nose.

He turned completely over now 
and faced me, his cheekbones 
marked with dark purple bruises. 
He mouthed something but quick­
ly passed out again, his head droop­
ing down off the mattress.

Living with Lew, who can lipread 
real well i f  you talk slowly, I’d more 
or less taught m yself a bit o f lip- 
reading, too, so I had no problem 
figuring out what the guy had just
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said. “Help me,” he’d said through 
swollen lips. “God, help me.”

It was then that I realized two 
things that stunned me so hard 
they damn near knocked me off the 
wobbly piece o f unsplit, rotted fire­
wood I needed to stand on to get to 
the window.

The guy in the bed was tied—no, 
handcuffed or chained, it was hard 
to tell—to the bedposts. Only one 
leg was free. The other leg was at­
tached to the footpost, and both his 
hands were seemed to the head- 
posts.

But what was more horrifying 
as I stared into that busted up, un­
shaven, pale face, into those closed 
eyes, was that I knew when they 
opened they’d be beady, untrusting 
eyes. I was looking right into the 
face o f escaped prisoner Ollie West 
— the “Reverend” O llie West, my 
form er cellmate, lying there shack­
led to that bed.

W earing the living 
room  rug thin by 
nervously pacing 
back and forth in 
Bob’s trailer across the road from 

Ollie West’s new prison and his new 
solitary confinement, I thought and 
thought and debated and argued 
with m yself over who I should call, 
or if I should call anyone at all.

It seemed like old Ollie West was 
following me around like a bad ru­
mor, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to 
get involved with him  and his 
preaching again. If I just stayed out 
o f it, stayed out o f sight, maybe they 
would leave, taking Ollie w ith 
them.

But, in my mind, it was raining

questions: W hat was Ollie doing 
down in m y area instead o f heading 
for Kansas? W hy was he shackled 
to that bed? And who were those 
other m en? Brothers, fathers, or 
husbands o f Ollie’s victims, families 
o f the women Ollie killed? M any o f 
them  always swore publicly they’d 
kill Ollie W est if he were ever re­
leased or paroled. None o f them  
liked the plea bargain deal Ollie 
got offered. M ost o f them read the 
papers, too, I imagined, so they’d 
know he’d escaped.

I had no idea where the local 
Pennsylvania state police barracks 
w ere, had no phone num ber for 
them, and knew o f no other law en­
forcem ent men to call.

Just stay out o f it.
But then I thought, what i f  there 

were a reward for finding an es­
caped prisoner?

Stay out o f i t . . .
R ew ard. . .
It’s not your problem . . .
R ew ard . . .
Ollie W est is nothing but trouble

R ew ard. . .
You don’t want nothing to do 

with th em . . .  with any o f them  . . .
R ew ard. . .
O llie’s getting what he deserves 

from  fam ilies taking care o f their 
ow n . . .

Pace, pace, pace.
Reward won the argument final­

ly, and I picked up the phone to call 
the prison. It was the only place I 
could think o f to call, and at least I 
knew there’d be someone there I 
could talk to, someone I knew. In 
the m eantim e I planned to stay 
well hidden inside the trailer.
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A t first I was going to go for the 
top and ask for Warden Brown, but 
then I decided I could better talk to 
D aw son, W arden B row n’s assis­
tant. Dawson had always treated 
m e square while I was his guest in 
that prison, and like I say, he even 
m ade mention o f a driving job he 
knew o f and said if  I needed work 
w hen I got out he could line it up. 
But by that time I’d already made 
arrangements with m y uncle about 
the camp, and, o f course, if  I were on 
the road driving, I’d have to take 
Lew  w ith m e and I didn’t think 
Lew could sit in no truck for long 
periods o f tim e w ithout restless­
ness setting in.

So I said no to Dawson, but I al­
ways thought more o f him for mak­
ing me the offer.

I had the phone in  my hand; 
through that sm all chink in the 
drapes I peered at the camp across 
the road. Just as I was about to dial 
Dawson and tell him  where Ollie 
W est was (and ask him  about a re­
ward), that black car come back up 
the hollow road again.

I put the phone down and 
watched through the curtains.

The two men got out, went to the 
trunk o f the car, and lifted out a 
cardboard box with som ething ly­
ing atop it. The tall dude carried it 
into the camp. The other guy kept 
his eyes fixed on Bob’s trailer for 
awhile before he w ent in.

B ehind m e Lew was stirring 
awake, w iping the sleep from his 
eyes and stroking D og’s head. Dog 
had been awake for some time, ly­
ing there w ith his head on Lew’s 
m idsection like he was guarding 
and protecting him while he slept.

Whiskey the cat began rubbing 
against my leg. He jum ped up on 
the kitchen table, pacing worse 
than me. Seem ed like W hiskey 
wanted to be fed . . .

I jerked my head around when I 
heard a loud bang like a gunshot 
coming from the camp, but it could 
have been that someone dropped 
something heavy. The wind up the 
hollow plays tricks with sounds, 
swirling and distorting them.

Just then I noticed all fifteen o f 
them ducks suddenly come wad­
dling in a line from the pond out 
back and around to the front o f 
Bob’s trailer.

Now, ducks like to be fed, too, 
and they like to be fed on time, 
and they know where to go when 
it’s feeding time. And there they 
were; I had male and fem ale mal­
lards, som e w hite ducks, some 
young ducks w ith yellow  pin­
feathers still, a couple o f brown 
ducks— big and sm all ducks all 
m illing around in the yard right 
smack in front o f the door quack­
ing loudly and sn iffing the tall 
dam p grass for bugs. But they 
clearly wanted to be fed their nor­
mal duck food, which was in the 
garbage can beside the fridge.

No way was I going to go out and 
feed them ducks; no way was I go­
ing to show myself. Not after what 
I’d seen o f Ollie West.

The camp door opened, and the 
tall dude, who’d removed his shirt 
and was down to a T-shirt, stepped 
outside, holding something in his 
hand. The ducks immediately got 
his attention, and he called into the 
camp to the other guy.

It was then I could see what that
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guy had in his hand, what it was 
that had been lying on top of the 
cardboard box. It was an army en­
trenching tool, the kind soldiers use 
to dig foxholes when they’re in bat­
tle. The entrenching tool was un­
folded and ready to use.

When the other guy come out o f 
the camp, the tall one pointed at the 
trailer and the ducks milling about 
in the yard. The shorter guy glared 
in my direction and said something 
to the tall dude, and they both 
headed across the road towards me. 
They both had pistols drawn, and 
both were jacking rounds into the 
chambers.

Quickly I signed to Lew: Pick up 
Dog and take him back to the back 
bedroom. Set him on the bed. You 
stay there with him. Don’t make a 
sound. Don’t let Dog make a sound. 
Hurry. Hurry.

O f course, that was kind of non­
sense to tell Lew not to let Dog 
make a sound—Lew wouldn’t hear 
it anyway. But that’s how antsy I 
was getting and not thinking 
straight.

The two men w ere getting clos­
er and were splitting up, one go­
ing to the front door, the other to 
the locked back door o f the trail­
er. I flipped the inside lock on the 
front door, so it locked, too, and 
then sneaked into the bedroom 
w ith Lew and Dog. The curtains 
were closed, so there was no way 
ei ther o f them  m en could see us 
short o f  bu stin g through the 
trailer doors.

Through the drawn curtains I 
watched the silhouette of the tall 
dude moving along outside the bed­
room  windows. Soon I heard the

back door handle being turned sev­
eral times as he tried to get in.

The front door handle was being 
jiggled, too.

Me, Lew, and D og sat quietly on 
the bed while the two m en circled 
the trailer, checking it out, trying to 
get in. I kept signing to Lew: Don’t 
make a noise. We’re in trouble.

They m et outside the bedroom 
window, and I heard them  talking.

“This ain’t a camp. It’s someone’s 
home. But it seem s no one’s here,” 
the tall one said.

‘Yeah, too m any pets for a camp. 
There’s a cat in  there on the kitch­
en table,” the other replied.

“They could be away. Cats can 
take care o f them selves. M y sister 
had a cat. She used to leave it in the 
house for a coupla days at a time.”

“W here’d all them  ducks com e 
from?”

“There’s a pond out back,” the tall 
one said.

“Let’s go finish it and get out o f 
here before whoever lives here gets 
back. We don’t need this thing get­
ting any m ore complicated than it’s 
already gotten.”

The two silhouettes began m ov­
ing away from  the trailer.

“Ah, God,” the one guy swore. “I 
ju st stepped in a big pile o f duck 
droppings.”

“I took care o f that cat, you know” 
the big guy was saying.

Y ou  mean, you fed it and cleaned 
the litterbox and all that? That 
don’t sound like you.”

“No, I m ean I took care o f it. I 
hate cats, so I drowned it in my sis­
ter’s rain barrel.”

“That’s w hat I like about you 
best,” the other said just as they
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were getting out o f hearing range. 
“You’ve got no heart.”

Cautiously I parted the curtains 
a tad. The two men w ere back over 
by their camp.

Who were these guys? W ho were 
they, and how’d they end up with 
Ollie West? Did they help him es­
cape, meet him along the highway 
in that black car after O llie walked 
out o f the prison cam p? Were they 
family o f Ollie’s victim s and chased 
him  down? And w hat did they in­
tend to do with Ollie now that they 
had him secured to that bed?

I got a few answers a few min­
utes later.

The two men, one holding Ollie 
under the armpits, the other by his 
feet, carried Ollie W est out o f the 
camp and laid him  down on the 
ground outside. Ollie’s face, which a 
short while ago was only bruised 
and swollen, was now all bloodied 
from the bullet hole in his temple.

That was one question that got 
answered—the loud noise had been 
a gunshot.

And as I watched the big dude 
pick up the entrenching tool, throw 
Ollie over his shoulder, and head up 
the bank among them  w hite pines, 
another question got answered: 
what were they going to do with 
the “Reverend” O llie W est? They 
were about to bury Ollie up behind 
the camp, that’s what.

After three rings, two secretaries, 
and ten minutes on hold, I finally got 
through to Dawson at the prison. 
Lew and Dog were hunkered in the 
com er o f the living room  out o f sight 
from  the windows. I was back to 
peering out the living room  drapes.

Dawson at first didn’t seem to 
know who I was, but he remem­
bered right after I reminded him o f 
the job offer.

“Oh, yeah, yeah,” he said. “How’s 
it going? What can I do for you? 
Want that job?”

“I’m not calling about the job,” I 
said. “I’m calling about Ollie West. 
I read in the newspaper about him 
escaping. I know where he is.”

That perked Dawson right up. 
“You do? W here’s that s.o.b. at? 
Where are you at?”

‘Tm in a trailer up a hollow called 
Mountain View Hollow in Cameron 
County, fifty miles south o f you.”

“Okay.”
“And a couple o f dudes brought 

O llie to a camp across the road 
from me. They tied him  to a bed 
and just a bit ago they killed him, 
and now they’re burying him .”

“You recognize any o f them  
men?” Dawson asked.

“No. There’s two o f them. A  real 
tall guy and another guy, but I 
haven’t got a good look at either 
one of them. They’ve always been 
too far away.”

Dawson cursed. “You stay right 
there.” He spoke in a hurried voice. 
“I’ll get someone down there. I’ll be 
down myself. Mountain View Hol­
low, you say?”

“Right. I’ll tell you how to get 
here—”

‘Til find it. I’ll find it. You stay 
there, and stay out o f sight. Don’t 
spook them guys.”

The phone went dead.
No way was I going to spook 

them guys.
It was comfort knowing help was 

on its way. But I wasn’t sure how
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Dawson was going to find the place. 
I mean, /  had trouble finding it 
when I first moved here. The hollow 
road is pretty well hidden from the 
main highway, and there’s no sign 
announcing you’re about to drive 
up Mountain View Hollow. There 
must be hundreds o f hollows in the 
county because o f all the moun­
tains. But, I remembered, the local 
state police would surely know 
where it was, and that was proba­
bly who Dawson was going to con­
tact.

That made me feel a bit more at 
ease, im agining a horde o f state 
troopers and federal marshals 
swooping down on us, guns drawn, 
a SWAT team , the whole nine 
yards. All Lew and me had to do 
was stay out o f sight until everyone 
arrived.

Just after I hung up the phone, I 
realized Fd forgotten to ask Dawson 
about a reward.

Ducks aren’t dumb.
They knew where the duck food 

was because Bob always come out 
the front door o f the trailer with 
food at feeding time. The hungrier 
those ducks got, the more they 
gathered around the front door and 
the noisier they were. I almost ex­
pected them to start kicking at the 
trailer door with their webbed feet 
trying to bust it down.

So there was an increase in com ­
motion out in front o f Bob’s trailer 
at a time when I wished everything 
were back to being quiet.

About ten minutes after I talked 
with Dawson, the shorter dude 
come out o f the camp and looked 
quickly across the road at where

Lew, me, Dog, and W hiskey were 
hiding inside the trailer, with them 
ducks quacking louder and louder 
and kicking up a storm near the 
door.

He called up into the pines be­
hind the camp at the taller dude, 
who come down the hill right away. 
He wasn’t carrying the entrenching 
tool, though, so I figured he wasn’t 
done burying Ollie yet.

After a quick discussion both men 
drew their pistols and at a near run 
headed across the road to us.

There was no time to move D og 
or Lew. But given the way those 
two were moving, I had a feeling 
they weren’t ju st going to test the 
trailer doors this time. And sure 
enough, alm ost before I could sign 
to Lew that we were in trouble, 
there come an awful crash at the 
back door ju st as the flim sy front 
door come flying open on account o f 
the smaller guy putting his foot to 
it hard.

And there me and Lew w ere, 
caught in the middle o f the living 
room  with no escape.

The sm aller man, his gun point­
ed right at m e, was sweating bad, 
but not as bad as I started to sweat 
when I looked eyeball to eyeball at 
the tall dude who by that tim e had 
busted open the back door and was 
on the other side o f the living room  
blocking our escape, his pistol stuck 
in Lew’s ear.

You ever notice how clothes can 
change a m an’s looks? Som eone 
you know in  one kind o f clothes— a 
priest, for instance— m ight be 
som ebody you don’t recognize at 
first i f  you see him in civvies. Ever 
notice that?
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W ell, that’s what happened with 
the tall dude pointing the pistol at 
Lew’s head. Because he wasn’t in 
his uniform, I didn’t recognize him 
outside. But once he was in the 
trailer and I was looking square in­
to his scarred, evil face, I knew right 
away we w ere in deeper trouble 
than I’d ever imagined.

He was wearing civvies like that 
priest I mentioned, but John “Mr. 
B ig” Bigley, the w orst, m eanest 
guard in the entire federal prison 
system, was no priest. Mr. Big was 
m ore like that rattlesnake I told 
you about earlier.

And there he stood, in a T-shirt 
splotched with Ollie West’s blood. 
Mr. Big, grinning an evil grin, press­
ing that pistol hard against Lew’s 
temple.

ou?” he said.
“You know 

him ?” the other 
asked with genu­

ine surprise in his voice.
I’d never seen the other guy in 

m y life.
Mr. Big laughed a mean little 

chuckle. “Yeah, I know  him.” He 
m oved closer to Lew, gripping Lew 
by the shoulder. At the same tim e 
Mr. Big tried to muscle Dog out o f 
the way w ith his foot.

Dog didn’t like being kicked, and 
he let out a little growl from where 
he was lying on his blanket-bed.

“You know what w e got to do 
with them , Randall.” Mr. Big stat­
ed.

“I don’t know,” Randall said. “This 
thing has gotten way out o f whack.”

“We gotta do them, too.” Mr. Big 
spoke a little too matter-of-factly to

suit me. “He’s seen too much; 
knows too much.” He nodded in my 
direction. His stormy eyes swept 
across me slowly, but then he let his 
gaze travel until he was staring be­
yond me into the kitchen.

I heard W hiskey the cat meow 
once, coming out from behind the 
fridge where he’d scooted to get 
away from the ruckus o f everyone 
busting into the place. He jumped 
back on the table, and I guessed it 
was Whiskey that Mr. Big was glar­
ing at over my shoulder.

A t the sight o f the cat Mr. Big’s 
eyes narrowed with a dangerous 
mixture o f hate and glee.

Given the talk about killing us, I 
knew I’d better start buying us 
som e tim e, hoping against hope 
Dawson and his posse could get to 
us. I saw no indication these guys 
were anything but serious. Imag­
ining Ollie West being buried up 
among those pines convinced me 
even more that they were serious— 
dead serious. Besides, seeing Mr. 
Big queered m y thoughts, and sud­
denly my mind opened up with a 
torrential downpour o f questions I 
couldn’t stop.

“Don’t we have a right to know?” 
I asked Mr. Big, the first thought I 
could grab hold o f among all the 
thoughts rum bling and rolling 
through my mind.

He flashed a lightning hot look at 
me and skewed his face up quizzi­
cally. “A  right to know what?”

“A right to know what this is all 
about. A  right to know why you 
killed and buried Ollie West. He 
was a little troublesome, a little too 
preachy, sure, but to kill him? His 
sermons weren’t that bad. A  right
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to know  w hy w e m ight be lying 
right next to O llie in a few min­
utes.”

Mr. Big laughed a hearty but 
fake laugh. “Rights?” he growled. 
“K id, you’re a dud, a klutz. You got 
two left feet and nooooooo rights. 
W hat do we have here?” He cast a 
long scrutinizing look at Lew. 
“Dumb and dum ber?’The thick red 
scar above Mr. Big’s eye wiggled 
and jiggled  up and down as he 
spoke, like there was something 
alive embedded under that scar tis­
sue. “In a few minutes you can ask 
Ollie West him self what this is all 
about.”

Mr. Big was no one to trifle with. 
He got that scar busting heads in 
the slammer. The four other guys 
looked w orse, someone told me. 
And when I was in the place, I no­
ticed that whenever Mr, Big walked 
the halls o f the prison, even the 
toughest inm ates autom atically 
stepped back deeper into their cells, 
not wanting to do nothing to an­
tagonize him and risk getting a few 
scars o f their own.

“Been too much killing,” Randall 
com plained. “That was never part 
o f the deal.”

“The Man isn’t going to see it that 
way,” Mr. B ig hissed. “The Man is 
going to want us to keep this thing 
cleaned up.”

‘Yeah, well, it just keeps getting 
messier.”

“W ell, w e’ll just have to keep 
cleaning, now won’t we? What’s two 
more graves? I’m the one doing the 
digging. Maybe HI just do one large 
grave— maybe big enough for four.”

He cocked his pistol and jam m ed 
it deeper into Lew’s ear.

Lew tried to wrestle free o f Mr. 
Big’s tight grip, but Mr. Big wore a 
look o f sheer determ ination and 
power and strength. I mean, he was 
dead set on killing us, no question 
about that, and probably was look­
ing forward to it.

“I called the prison. I talked to 
the warden.” I blurted out the lie.

A  soft chuckle oozed out o f Mr. 
Big. “Did you now?” he said to me. 
“You talked to the warden?”

Even Randall was smiling.
“How could you have?” Mr. Big 

asked. “The warden’s in Washing­
ton, and right about now he’s prob­
ably trying to explain to his boss 
how he let O llie W est escape.”

‘You snitched him out o f the min­
imum security camp.”

“Hey,” Mr. B ig said to Randall, 
“the kid’s got smarts.”

“And everyone else thinks he just 
walked away.”

“Is that a brain I see growing be­
tween your ears?”

“But w hy—”
Like he wasn’t listening to me no 

more (or if  he was, it didn’t matter), 
Mr. Big’s interest suddenly re­
turned to W hiskey on the table be­
hind me.

“I hate cats,” he snarled, and he 
swung the pistol around, pointing 
the 9 m m  at a spot right over my 
shoulder aim ing for W hiskey—  
aiming to kill the cat right there on 
the kitchen table.

Now, Lew loves cats, too, and he 
loved Whiskey, and Lew didn’t need 
to hear him  to realize what Mr. Big 
was about to do, so Lew lashed out, 
shoving Mr. Big’s gun arm upwards 
ju st as he got o ff a round that, 
thanks to Lew, put a large, jagged
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hole right through the ceiling light. 
Everything that happened next 
happened in a split-second, and 
was tim ed so perfectly you’d have 
thought Nature put it together. And 
maybe Nature did.

Mr. Big, who outweighed Lew by 
a hundred pounds, slammed him 
hard against the living room  wall. 
That awoke primal canine instincts 
in D og---“Protect! Protect!” those 
instincts probably called out, how­
ever weakly—and Dog, with almost 
his last breath, obeyed that call, 
raising his head and em itting a 
long, rum bling grow l com ing up 
from deep in his throat.

W ith a sudden lunge and a 
chomp, that big chocolate lab 
clam ped his large and powerful 
jaw s around Mr. B ig’s ankle, 
crunching down on it, crushing the 
footbone like it was nothing more 
than a large beef knuckle Dog used 
to chew on when he was stronger 
and healthier.

That was Dog’s last act. He left 
this world fulfilling his dog duty— 
protect, protect. He died right then 
and there clam ped tight onto Mr. 
Big’s ankle, his jaw  working back 
and forth in spasms so that he died 
clam ping tighter and tighter on 
that ankle, crushing it between ca­
nine molars.

Mr. B ig scream ed in pain.
That was too m uch noise for 

Whiskey, who leapt for the open 
door, bouncing o ff the top o f the gar­
bage can o f duck food and tipping 
it over on the kitchen floor as he 
beat feet to outside and freedom.

And that, o f  course, is what 
brought them  hungry ducks in—  
their favorite duck food spilled all

over the kitchen floor and the door 
suddenly standing wide open.

Randall didn’t know what to 
watch first: Dog clamping down on 
Mr. Big’s ankle; Lew wrestling the 
gun out o f Mr. Big’s hand; Mr. Big 
reaching down one-handed, trying 
to get the dog off his ankle and still 
screaming in pain; the cat bound­
ing out o f the kitchen; or all them 
ducks coming in. So it was easy for 
me to reach right over and snatch 
the gun from Randall’s hand.

In Lew’s struggle over Mr. Big’s 
gun, the pistol went off again twice, 
one bullet shattering the big living 
room window, the second smash­
ing a table lam p as it passed 
through the wall. The noise o f the 
shots scattered the ducks, sending 
some of them flying into the living 
room, so to add to all the com mo­
tion, we now had a half dozen ducks 
flying around inside the trailer, 
quacking wildly, beating everyone 
with flapping wings, and raining 
down feathers on all o f us wres­
tling for possession o f pistols.

When the dust and feathers set­
tled, Lew and me ended up with the 
armaments. And just like that, we 
had them and not the other way 
around. “ “Dumb and dumber?’ ” I 
mocked Mr. Big, waving Randall’s 
cocked pistol right in his face and 
feeling a little proud and a whole lot 
brave. Lew was standing back hold­
ing Mr. Big’s pistol. Dog was still 
tightly clamped to Mr. Big’s ankle. 
The ducks were landing again, set­
tling down near the food. W hiskey 
was probably halfway out o f the 
county by that time.

I made them  both kneel w ith
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their hands in their pockets on the 
living room  floor, I held the pistol 
against Mr. Big’s forehead while 
Lew pried open D og’s jaw s from  
around Mr. Big’s ankle, thereby 
freeing him from M ountain View 
Hollow’s version o f a ball and chain.

Dumb and dumber. That really 
irritated me.

I glanced out the broken front 
window, looking for Dawson and 
the boys. Thus far they were no- 
shows.

I sure hoped Bob had insurance 
to cover the dam age his dream  
house had suffered. But then I 
thought, well, it was only two bul­
let holes through his trailer, a bro­
ken lamp, a broken ceiling light, 
and a broken window. It could have 
been worse. The carpet could have 
been stained with blood— mine and 
Lew’s.

Randall looked a little lost and a 
whole lot dejected, frowning at the 
spot where his knees touched the 
floor. “I should never have gotten in­
volved with you guys, John,” he 
said. “This thing hasn’t had a right 
moment since we started.”

“Shut up,” Mr. Big told him. “Quit 
your whining. You had no problems 
spending the money.” H e craned 
his thick neck and scarred face up 
towards me, scowling. “You better 
be careful who you’re screw ing 
with, kid,” he said to me. His scar 
pulsated and throbbed, like what­
ever was crawling around under 
the scar tissue was just itching to 
come busting out.

I thought his tough talk was a lit­
tle bold considering the position he 
was in.

I turned back to R andall. “So

what exactly is this thing you’re in ­
volved in?” I asked, w aving the pis­
tol under his nose to encourage him  
to start talking.

The voice that answ ered m e 
come from  behind and scared m e so 
bad that when I jerked m y head 
around I sprained m y neck.

‘T hey’re up to no good, you can 
count on that,” Dawson answ ered 
flatly.

Dawson stood in the doorw ay, 
frowning down at, and then trying 
to step over, the bunch o f ducks still 
feeding on the kitchen floor. H e had 
a pistol drawn and was w earing a 
tie and coat, although the tie was 
loosened.

I have to adm it I had hazy, un­
easy feelings right away; m y m ind 
swirling in  a m ixture o f re lie f and 
bewilderment. I m ean, I w as really 
glad to see Dawson, really glad that 
help had arrived— I even low ered 
my pistol a bit— but when I glanced 
outside, I didn’t see no line o f  state 
troopers, no SW AT team , no feder­
al marshals, not even a single state 
police car. The only thing I saw  out 
there was Dawson’s car parked in 
Bob’s driveway like D aw son w as 
paying a v isit to Bob and d id n ’t 
have a care in the world about no 
escaped prisoner, let alone th e k ill­
ing o f one.

“Are you alone?” I asked D aw ­
son, relaxing only a little.

“Others are on their way,” D aw ­
son said. He sm iled at Mr. B ig and 
Randall kneeling on the floor. “You 
did good to nail them ,” D aw son  
said.

‘You don’t seem  too su rprised . 
About Mr. B ig here— ”

“No. I’m n ot at all su rp rised .
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We’ve had our eye on him  for some 
time.”

“How’d you find us?”
“W asn’t hard. B etter give me 

those pistols.” He reached out for 
them. “W ell need them for ballistic 
tests to find out which o f these guys 
shot O llie West. Besides, you’re on 
parole and it’s a violation to be in 
possession o f a weapon. We don’t 
want you to get into trouble, now do 
we?”

After what Fd just been through 
and what Fd done, his talk o f a pa­
role violation didn’t sit quite right. 
I mean, I was expecting a reward; 
maybe even being taken o ff parole, 
if  that could be done. But I handed 
him  my pistol anyway, butt first, 
because Dawson was in charge now 
and Dawson had his own pistol.

Just as I turned to chase the 
ducks out o f the kitchen, I noticed 
Mr. B ig begin to unfold his large 
fram e and rise with a m enacing 
grin.

“You’re The Man,” Mr. B ig said to 
Dawson as Dawson handed Mr. Big 
his pistol back. Randall got his 
back, too.

I felt m yself go all marshmallowy 
inside. Dawson was The Man. And 
I was—

Dumb and dumber.
Oh yeah. Big time.

Lew  and I got slam m ed up 
against the wall, our faces mashed 
into the paneling.

Randall, Mr. Big, and Dawson 
stood in a little group right behind 
us, each with his pistol still drawn. 
Mr. B ig went over and kicked Dog’s 
body hard.

It suddenly dawned on me how

Mr. Big and Randall knew to come 
busting into the trailer without any 
hesitation the second time. After I 
spoke with Dawson at the prison, 
Dawson must have im m ediately 
called Randall on the cell phone 
Randall carried in his coat pocket.

“We won’t bother you,” I man­
aged to m utter— my lips were 
pressed hard against the living 
room  wall. “We don’t care what 
you’re up to. We just want to be left 
alone. Just like you do. You go your 
way and we’ll go ours. We can—■”

“Rill them,” Dawson said to Mr. 
Big so coldly I could feel the chill of 
the command running right up my 
spine. “Kill them both. Right here. 
Right now.” He spoke very much 
like a man in charge.

“Gladly,” Mr. Big said and he 
spun me around hard, jamming the 
pistol barrel into my mouth.

I could feel the front sights scrap­
ing the roof o f my mouth; the bar­
rel pressing against my throat 
nearly gagged me. I could taste the 
gun oil on the warm steel, and I 
smelled the fresh gunpowder from 
the gun’s being fired a few m o­
ments before.

The scar above Mr. Big’s eye 
danced in jubilation.

“Waste him.” Dawson’s voice rose 
with urgency.

Now, they say at the point o f 
near-death people begin to see and 
hear inexplicable things. Some 
have reported having out-of-body 
experiences, where they see them­
selves rise out o f a hospital bed, for 
instance, and are able to watch 
loved ones m ourn their passing. 
Some have reported seeing angels 
or Christ or God, or bright, warm
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lights; others have heard voices of 
long dead relatives and friends.

A t the precise moment Mr. Big 
began pulling back on the trigger o f 
the cocked pistol jam m ed in my 
mouth, aiming to blow the back o f 
my throat out, I heard a voice that, 
at that instant, could only be de­
scribed as angelic.

Angels have soft, sweet voices, 
I’ve been told, but the one I heard 
wasn’t exactly soft and sweet. The 
sound o f it was coarse and scratchy 
com ing from a throat clogged by 
too many stogies. But it sure was a 
heavenly voice.

“Grab your brother and hit the 
dirt!” Ma “The Sarge” Duncan 
yelled from out in the yard, where 
she was standing dressed in full 
battle gear. And once again every­
thing that happened happened in a 
split-second.

At that moment Mr. Big pulled 
the pistol out o f my mouth and 
whirled around in a crouch towards 
the broken window and Ma Dun­
can’s voice; Dawson and Randall 
spun around, too, one o f them say­
ing, “Hey, what the—”

I caught a glimpse o f Ma Duncan 
through the window as I grabbed 
Lew and pushed him to the floor o f 
the hallway.

Good training had already 
taught me what was coming next, 
so I needed me and Lew to be as 
flat to the floor as a throw rug.

But on the way down, where I 
eventually wound up lying on top o f 
Lew, I caught a glimpse o f Ma Dim- 
can standing in front of her old Ford 
wagon out front, a flak jacket and 
some bandoliers o f bullets draped 
crisscross across her chest. She

even had a canteen at her waist. 
The butt end o f a half-sm oked sto­
gie dangled from her lips.

She already had the business 
end o f Annie K. looking right at us 
with two long banana clips o f am­
mo taped together so that all she 
had to do to reload was to flip them 
over when one clip got used up. The 
sawed-off twelve gauge was hang­
ing at her side from her belt.

Ma Duncan waved her hand for­
ward. “Come on, girls,” she called 
out to an imaginary army ofW ACs. 
“Follow me. Let’s take that German 
pillbox—”

I didn’t hear much more because 
right about then she let loose with 
long bursts o f autom atic gunfire, 
spraying the sides o f Bob’s dream 
house from one end to the other 
and from top to bottom.

lo w  and I managed to scurry be­
neath the flying lead to a spot 
where we could hunker behind the 
furnace and the sm all hot-water 
tank built in a hallw ay closet so 
that the steel o f those two things 
gave us the protection we needed.

“Corporal O’Harrigan,” Ma Dun­
can called out, still com m anding 
her dream army as she continued 
to lay down a heavy barrage o f 
small arms fire, “take a squad and 
circle around to the back. W e’ll 
catch them Krauts in a crossfire.”

I heard the ducks squawking and 
scattering, flying out the open door 
and out the windows, most o f which 
soon had no glass in them.

Bullets were zipping in and 
through the thin walls o f the trail­
er, sm ashing lights, furniture, the 
TV, a clock, pictures on the wall, 
sm all appliances on the kitchen
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counter. The wall phone got hit four 
times.

Randall, Dawson, and Mr. Big 
grunted and groaned and cursed, 
but none o f them  ever had a chance 
to return fire. I heard someone—  
Dawson, I think—finally, after thir­
ty seconds o f intense gunfire, cry 
out, “We give up. We give up. Cease 
fire, you crazy old w om an.” And 
then I heard him  tell the others, 
“Toss your guns out. Toss them out. 
Now!”

A nd ju st like that, the half­
m inute war was over.

Then Ma Duncan was standing 
in the kitchen doorway. The door it­
self was hanging by only one hinge, 
so shot up it was. She m otioned for 
the three m en to lie flat on the liv­
ing room  floor. “Mach Schnell, 
Mach Schnell!” She ordered them 
in Germ an to hurry up.

“Are m y kids all right'?” she asked 
me and Lew, spitting out the end o f 
a fresh stogie and casting only ca­
sual glances at B ob’s shot-up 
dream  house. She rubbed the stock 
o f her AK47 and breathed out a 
long, contented sigh o f  ecstasy. 
“That was great," she said. “God 
knows I love it.”

“Powdered sugar,” M a Duncan 
said once we had the three men ly­
ing spread-eagled on the ground 
outside in the grass. “W hen I looked 
in there, about the only thing inside 
their camp besides regular camp 
furniture was a cardboard box on 
the table full o f small green cello­
phane packets o f powdered sugar, it 
looks like.”

“Cocaine,” I told her. And I fig­
ured right away that’s what I would

have been hauling driving for Daw­
son. He needed a mule to transport 
the drugs—probably from New Jer­
sey to the prison or at least to some­
where in this area o f Pennsylva­
nia. I rem em bered seeing those 
same green packets sometimes in 
the trashcans at the prison. I nev­
er paid m uch attention to them, 
though. Never cared.

“Oh boy” M a Duncan groaned. 
“Look what I’ve done to Bob’s trail­
er.” She shook her head sadly.

She’d done a number on it, that 
was for sure. Bob’s dream house 
looked kind o f like a tin can in the 
yard o f a young kid who’d gotten a 
.22 and ten boxes o f shells for his 
birthday.

“I guess I lost control.”
No doubt there. It’s what hap­

pens when two people’s dreams col­
lide. In this case Bob’s dream house 
stood in the way o f Ma Duncan’s 
dream war.

But then a small smile crept over 
her aged, cracked lips. “Ahhh, but it 
was great,” she said, and her face 
glowed.

“How’d you know we were in 
trouble?” I asked her. She seemed 
back to her old self again, back to 
reality.

“Oh, that?” She waved it o ff with 
her hand. “That was simple.” In the 
distance I heard police sirens 
screaming up the hollow road.

“I was walking my property line 
back behind their place, seeing 
where their boundary lines run, and 
I saw some guy lying dead among 
them  pines, lying next, to a hole 
someone had dug like they were go­
ing to fertilize them  pines with 
him.” She relit her stogie. “So I crept
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down and looked into the camp, but 
no one was there. Then I saw move­
ment over at Bob’s, namely all them 
ducks in your kitchen. I knew that 
wasn’t right, so I went back to my 
place and, well—” She rubbed An­
nie K.’s stock fondly, lovingly. “We 
prepared for battle. I called the state 
police, too. Just in case.”

The police cars were nearing.
I straddled Randall and leaned 

down and hissed in his ear. “Why 
was Ollie killed to begin with?” It 
was som ething I had to know.

W hen Randall didn’t answer 
right away, I hissed again, “You 
want me to have her ask you?”

He blurted out quickly, “O llie 
found out we were the ones dealing 
drugs in the prison.”

“Shut up, Randall,” Mr. Big said 
next to Randall.

But Randall continued. “He was 
going to go to the warden or even 
higher. I had nothing to do with 
killing him, though. Tell the police 
that, John killed Ollie West.” 

“You’re dead meat whenever we 
get to where we’re going,” Mr. Big 
growled.

Several police cars cam e sliding 
to a stop on the dirt road, their 
lights flashing crazily.

While M a Duncan went down to 
talk with the officer in charge, I 
ventured back into the debris o f 
Bob’s trailer. Pushing broken glass 
and pieces o f dishes out o f the way 
on the kitchen table, I wrote him  a

note that later m ade him  break 
down in tears:

Bob,
I didn’t do so good.
The cat got out, the ducks 
got in, and the dog died.
And your trailer don’t look so 
great either. Sorry about that.
I had a spot o f trouble, but I 
couldn’t call. The phone’s shot up. 
I’ll be at m y place. I think we 
should talk about this.
No charge. Remember, 
we’re family.

For a few moments I stood there 
amid the ruins o f Bob’s trailer, his 
dream house.

I thought about my having no 
dream.

Maybe I was lucky, I thought. 
Maybe it’s a good thing, having no 
dreams. Dream s are all right when 
you’re ju st dream ing them . They 
can carry you a long ways. But once 
they becom e real, they’re ju st like 
anything else. They can make you 
do crazy things like Ma Duncan’s 
dream did; they can be destroyed 
like Bob’s dream  house got d e­
stroyed.

Maybe having nothing som e­
times is something.

Or was I ju st being dum b and 
dumber?

I reached back to close the trail­
er door as I was leaving, and the 
door fell entirely o ff its last hinge.



Unsolved at present, that is, but can you work it out?

The answer will appear in the March issue.

It was evening in  the library o f the old m ansion. A  charcoal fire 
glowed cheerfully in the ornate grate. Three persons stood with their at­
tention focused on the open wall safe. The mechanism o f its door had 
been neatly and precisely drilled. It was empty.

Lady W orthington m aintained her regal composure, but there was a 
slight quaver in her voice as she said, “Oh, I—-I wish I had never start­
ed rem odeling this house. Now the jew els that have been passed down 
in my fam ily for generations are— are gone. Gone forever . . . ”

“Perhaps we may yet recover them, m a’am,” declared Detective Max­
well. He wasn’t at all confident—this had all the earmarks o f a profes­
sional job. “W ho had access to the safe?” he asked.

“I had engaged six workmen,” stated the elderly lady. “Let me think.” 
She began ticking them  o ff on her delicate, ringed fingers. “An electri­
cian to im prove the lighting in the hallway, a carpenter to fix the stairs 
(they were getting a bit rickety), a man to finish the floor in the living 
room , a paperhanger to redo the dining room, a painter for the foyer (it 
was a trifle dingy), and a plumber to install new fixtures in the baths. 
There, that makes the six.”

“W hen were they inside, ma’am?” Maxwell inquired.
“M y butler can tell you precisely. I had him check each o f them in and 

out. Actually, I trust no one except m y very close acquaintances.” She 
turned to the short, stoop-shouldered old man who had been standing 
respectfully at one side. “Tell the detective, Sylvester.”

“Yes, milady,” murm ured the butler. He took a small black notebook 
from  the pocket o f his perfectly tailored coat and opened it. “The work­
men, s ir” he reported, “arrived at 8:15, 8:45, 9:05,9:13, 9:32, and 9:40 
this m orning. Two departed together at 2:03, another two at 3:30, and 
the others at 2:33 and 3:17.”

“That m ay help,” said Detective M axwell. “Even w ith the best bits 
available, drilling that safe took at least six hours. W hat else can you 
tell m e?”

Sylvester cleared his throat. “Sir, I can swear to the accuracy o f the 
following.”

(1) The first nam es o f the workmen are Andy, Burt, Carl, Dave, Earl,
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and Fred; their surnam es are Garrels, Hawkins, Indura, Jackson, King- 
man, and Landau. Mr. Garrels arrived ju st after A ndy and ju st before 
the painter. Andy and the electrician did not leave at the sam e time.

(2) Carl and the painter departed together, as did Mr. H awkins and 
the m an who arrived at 9:40.

(3) The plum ber spent exactly one hour longer inside the m ansion 
than did Mr. Jackson.

(4) Mr. Kingm an arrived ju st after the carpenter and ju st before 
Dave. Mi-. Kingman left just before Dave; neither is the electrician (who 
was not the first workman to arrive).

(5) N either Earl nor the floor finisher was the first to arrive or the 
first to leave.

(6) Mr. Landau and the paperhanger spent exactly the sam e amount 
o f tim e inside the mansion.

(7) The workman w ho came at 9:13 was not Burt, Mr. Indura, or the 
carpenter.

(8) Neither Fred nor Mr. Indura was the first workm an to arrive.

The detective had been carefully writing down all this inform ation. 
A fter spending several minutes w ith his pocket calculator, he an­
nounced, “Let us hope, Lady W orthington, that the safecracker has not 
yet fenced your jew els. I know who he is.”

Detective Maxwell, had figured out which workman drilled the safe 
and. absconded with its contents. Can you?

See page 124 for the solution to the January puzzle.
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Mr. Dickenson had nodded. “Yes. They looked. But they’re not going to 
put much effort, into trying to find a missing bum who probably took a 
wrong turn one night and sim ply didn’t come back.”

A t that point I had taken m y walk through The Alley, and now, as I 
headed back to The Sisters’ Shelter, Frank and Mr. Dickenson were still 
deep in conversation. Frank had asked, “How many, Mr. Dickenson? Be­
sides Bony.”

The reply was prompt. “Three, I think. Four with Bony. Over a period 
o f som e five years. I’m sorry to be so vague, but Bony’s the only one I’m 
sure of.”

“Any similarities?”
Dickenson thought and started to shake his head, then recalled som e­

thing. “As I told you before, Bony was ancient, nearly at the end of his life. 
I think that one other was also quite old. The other two Fm not really sure 
about; it’s been a long time.”

“Is there any way you can find out?”
“I keep journals,” he said. “I probably should have looked at them be­

fore talking to you, but I don’t really see any need. We’re looking for Bony, 
you know.”

“Yes,” said Frank. “Perhaps you could check your journals and let Nick 
know.”They shook hands, and Frank came down the steps to where I was 
standing. *We have a case, Nick, and I have a feeling you’re not going to 
like it.”

He was smiling when he said it, but something about his eyes suggested 
he was right: I was not going to like it. I waited.

“You’re going to go undercover.”
“Undercover.” I cleared my throat. “Undercover could mean panhan­

dling, dum pster diving, and carrying m y stuff in a shopping bag.”
“Undercover means exactly that.”
“How in hell am I going to pass as a bum ?’
“I have faith, Nick. I think you have it in you.”

I worked m y way through the streets, walking slowly past anyone who 
looked as though they would attem pt to touch me for cash. W hitefork’s 
laws, thanks in part to the Weisers, prevented aggressive behavior, so I 
had to push at times to get someone to accost me. Everyone had a different 
style; I was looking for one I could use.

“Spare change?” He was layered with old military clothing. “Spare 
change?’ he repeated, hand surreptitiously poking toward me, palm up, 
waiting for silver. “Vietnam vet,” he said. “Need some food. And a bottle 
o f w ine to wash it down.” I had to laugh. I gave him a buck.

A  mumbler shuffled gracelessly down the street looking at no one, 
“Change, spare change. Got a buck?’ Over and over without stopping. An­
other simply stood at curbside and stared at his reflection in a shop win­
dow, a cap held by the bill at his chest. An old woman coming out o f an
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ice cream store quickly shifted her strawberry cone to  her left hand and 
just as quickly poked her right at me in wordless request.

I went through a full day of this, and by evening I was about as de­
pressed as I could be. I treated m yself to dinner at a  restaurant in The 
Alley, and midway through the meal it occurred to m e that I was only a 
hundred yards from where I’d been working all day. It also occurred to 
me that I was eating alone, washing things down w ith a glass o f wine. 
The ability to pay for quality made the difference between sitting here 
and sitting next to the dumpster behind the restaurant.

The meal did not lift my spirits.

It was some comfort, at least, that Mr. Dickenson did not recognize me 
in disguise. I had to seek him out, which wasn’t difficult, since people had 
access to his office at any time o f the day. Frank had already contacted 
him , and it was established that I’d been most recently in Portland. Mr. 
Dickenson had then mentioned it to a man called Whisper, “our resident 
liar, snoop, and gossip. The word will be on the street before the day is 
over.” It seemed my new life was waiting.

I decided on a shuffle for locomotion and an extended hat for collection. 
That allowed me to avoid actually accosting the well-dressed as they 
moved quickly from store to store, and it also allowed me to keep m ov­
ing. I shuffled, I mumbled. Once in a while I got into conversation with 
people called Red Dog or Pimple. I spoke to Jeremy, to Ronron, and to one 
strange, nameless man who rode an ancient bicycle around the block loud­
ly announcing, “You know! You know!” No one had any serious knowledge 
about Bony.

By the end o f the third day I started to acclim ate. It was cold, but my 
raggedy layers kept me from serious chill and there was the shelter for 
warmth at night. No one knew where I was. I was out o f touch. No TV, 
no cell phone, no pressure. I was assured o f an evening meal, though the 
price I paid was a night’s sleep constantly broken by the toss and wheeze 
o f some thirty men. Were it not for that, I could alm ost appreciate hav­
ing dropped out o f the world.

I had found a bench overlooking the green park a t the entrance to The 
Alley. It became my favorite spot, and if  it were occupied by shopper or 
shopkeeper, I would quickly be alone a few m inutes after sitting down. 
I sat, and the sun came out, and the day grew m arginally warmer. I could 
nap in the sun right here. I put m y hat on my knees and closed my eyes.

I woke an hour later, stiff and sore from sitting on the hard bench. I had 
a dollar in my hat. I put the hat on top o f my w atch cap, dollar bill safe­
ly inside, and shuffled across the park. Some unwritten rule kept bum s 
out o f The Alley, but there seemed to be no restriction against sim ply 
standing at the entrance. I kept my head down, watching my feet, but 
even so I could see people around me looking at places I wasn’t.

Two elderly women made their way through the crowd at the far end
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o f The Alley. They w ere dressed identically in black dresses, starched 
w hite circles at their throats, wide-brimmed white hats on their heads. 
The crowd parted respectfully for them. They looked like wealthy and el­
egant nuns, did the Sisters Weiser.

I woke. Something had been heaped at the foot o f my bed. A streetlight 
offered a faint glow through the window, and I could see a pile o f rags.

“You’re a cop,” the heap murmured. I sat up to get a better look. Rags 
were layered in a wrap that obviously never came off. They made my own 
layers pale by com parison. They were the Mozart o f rags. “I’m not a cop,” 
I whispered.

He moved closer and knelt by the bed so he could talk confidentially. 
“I worked with the cops,” he said. “They come looking to spy out Bony and 
wanted a man on the scene, that’s what they said. Me, Old Tack, and 
Louie. You ain’t w orkin’. You gotta work to stay at the Sisters’. You ain’t 
workin’, but you get a meal and a flop. Maybe you’re spyin’, too. I could 
help. I ain’t expensive. Just ask.” He pushed him self up and headed up 
the hallway to the door. Halfway there he turned, and in a normal voice 
said, “Ask for Geo. Like the car, short for George. I’m easy to find.” In the 
beds around me bodies stirred cautiously. I eased down into the mildewed 
covers trying to be invisible.

Geo was indeed easy to find. He sat in the park that fronted The Alley 
w ith his hat beneath his feet, which did not touch the ground. I ap­
proached and sat beside him. “Hello, Geo,” I said.

He didn’t lift his gaze from the hat. There were a couple o f coins there, 
and I thought perhaps he was attempting to conjure more. Out o f the side 
o f his mouth, still keeping things confidential, he muttered, “M om in’, cop­
per.”

“Tell me about Bony,” I said.
Geo checked out the surroundings, making sure we were alone. Finally 

satisfied, he said, “Old Tack ran the gig. Me and Louie go along in case 
o f any rough stuff.” I wondered how the diminutive Geo would handle 
rough stuff. “Tack had the brain, see. So we’re looking for Bony, Old Tack 
asking questions, m e and Louie hangin’ back, watching for trouble.” 
H e’d forgotten that he was attempting to conceal his conversation and 
turned his carved-apple face to me, speaking normally.

I stared out across the green grass o f the park, surprised at this trio’s 
involvem ent in a police activity. I couldn’t quite see a bum, no m atter his 
credentials, being recruited for an undercover operation.

Geo had stopped talking and simply sat, looking expectantly at me. 
“And Bony?” I asked. “Did you find him?”

“Nothin’. Old Tack cashed in, checked out.” Geo pulled his wraps clos­
er around his body. He leaned forward, groaning, to pick up the hat, re­
m oving the few coins and stashing them in one o f the many pockets in
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his costume. He got to his feet and started to walk away. He was either 
a bom  storyteller or had a short attention span. “Geo,” I said, and when 
he stopped, I asked what he meant by “checked out.”

“Died. Old Tack. Jeez, me and Louie was hanging loose, after. Old 
Tack kept our eyes on the ball, he did.” He turned away from  m e again 
and started up the street. I let him go. I didn’t want to go rushing after 
him to get the rest o f the story. After all, he would be around.

I was at Dickenson’s office that afternoon to ask about Geo’s “police 
work.” “It was my clumsy attempt to determine whether or not there was 
anything to my suspicions,” he said. “At the very least, I was hoping for 
some information about Bony. I didn’t want him  slowly rotting away be­
hind some dumpster.”

“W hen was this?”
“Maybe four months ago. It was stupid, o f course, but the police were 

no help. There was no real evidence that anything unusual was going on. 
So I recruited Old Tack. Geo and Louie were part o f the package. I even 
paid them.”

“Geo thinks they were working for the police.”
Dickenson smiled. “Yes. You’ve met Geo. Very gullible. Old Tack and I 

decided to keep Louie and Geo quiet by telling them  it was a police op­
eration. I f they talked, the police would com e and take the m oney back 
and put them in jail.”

“W hy pick Old Tack?”
“He was very intelligent. I suspected an academ ic background. That 

got him the ‘Old Tack’ nickname. You know, ‘sharp as a tack.’ I don’t know 
what brought him here, but he’d been around for about a year. H is mind 
was still good, but it’s possible he was slipping into Alzheim er’s. I thought, 
as one o f the community, he could just ask around.

“Geo said he died.”
“Yes. He did. It was a hit and run. Terrible, ju st terrible.” Dickenson’s 

pale, thin hands trembled slightly. “I blame myself.”
“The police investigated?”
“Oh yes. I think the file is still open . . .  they never did find the car, and 

there were no witnesses. I ... didn’t think it necessary to tell them ofTack’s 
extracurricular activity.”

“N or Santucci Investigations?”
“Pardon?”
“You didn’t tell us that another man died who could have been con­

nected to Bony and the others.”
“Ah.” He thought for a moment, looking out the window at the distant 

mountains o f the Cascade Range. The day had been cleansed by the 
night’s rain, and I thought longingly o f the forest sm ells o f fresh air, the 
deep silence o f the woods at night. I lived w ith the smells o f urine and 
garbage. I stank, and vermin crawled in my clothes. A t night I was con-
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stantly waked by coughs and w heezing outcries from the dream ers 
around me.

Dickenson continued, still observing the distant view, “It didn’t occur 
to me. You see, Mr. Anderson, he didn’t disappear. Old Tack died in an ac­
cident. He was old and weak and could have easily stumbled into the path 
o f the car. The driver panicked, took off Reprehensible behavior, but it hap­
pens. I would hate to think there was a sinister conspiracy linking Bony 
and Old Tack.”

I sat contem plating Mr. Dickenson. Neat and clean, the aging skin o f 
his face carefully shaved, the color o f his tie precisely matching his three- 
piece suit, clear eyes gazing without judgm ent on the world around him. 
For a man who dealt daily with the bottom of humanity’s barrel, he was 
surprisingly innocent.

Frank sat at some distance from me on the bench. I filled him  in, with 
an emphasis on my own discomfort. H e ignored that. “Ask Dickenson 
what happened to O ld Tack’s body.” He fiddled with his tie, opened his 
briefcase: a businessman on a park bench, ignoring a bum. “A t any rate 
we know that two out o f the four were old men. Add Old Tack and that’s 
three out o f five, and his death is suspicious.” He closed the briefcase. 
“W hat do you suppose old bums might have that would make death nec­
essary? A  common tu story?”

I stood and Frank, continuing to sit, told me to be careful about contact­
ing Geo. I nodded and walked o ff to another night o f communal sleep, ac­
companied by the chilling idea that Geo might become a target.

Old Tack’s body had been turned over to the Weiser M ortuary when 
the police were finished w ith it. “The sisters always make sure the street 
people get a nice funeral,” Mr. Dickenson said. He was still researching 
his journals; there was so far no further information on the men who con­
cerned him.

I went looking for Geo, hoping it would seem accidental when I found 
him  sitting on my park bench. “You wanna see the scene o f the crime?” 
he asked, easily continuing yesterday’s conversation.

“I do.”
He stood, put a finger to his lips and beckoned me to follow. H e led me 

to a short street not far from  The Alley that even in broad daylight was 
heavily shadowed. “R ight here,” he said. “Just before dark. Kind o f shad­
owy, you know? I seen him  wobbling, Old Tack wobbled something fierce, 
and whambam! Right here.” He pointed to a spot on the asphalt. “Smacka- 
roony! Old Tack raised his hand like stopping a taxi, and then he stum­
bled right into the car.”

“You saw it? You saw the car?”
“I seen the car, but I ain’t got the peepers. Pretended so’s I could get in­

to the gig, but I seen a black shape, that’s all.”
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“Nothing else?”
“Nothin’ else to see. I went over to him  and held his head in my lap. 

He was still alive, and he looked up at m e and said, ‘God help me,’ and 
then he was gone. I took off, left him  lying there. D idn’t want cops think­
ing I was an eyewitness. They might not have paid me if they knew I don’t 
see so well.”

“You’re sure the car was black?”
“I seen a black shape. So what? Lots o f  black cars in the world.” Too 

many questions. Geo seemed to be rem embering I might be a cop. “Me 
and Louie got a few bucks. We spent the money. Fm flat, got pocket-moth, 
and Louie’s ditto. You’re here to get the money back, ain’t you.”

I shook my head and leaned com fortably into the back o f the bench. 
Fd lost Geo for now. That was all right, I would ju st take a little nap in 
the sunlight. Geo would be around.

I sat with Prank on the bench while the prosperous young flowed back 
and forth on the sidewalk. “Get back to Dickenson, look into those jou r­
nals,” he said. “I want to know the age o f the other men. Push him. He’s 
taking too long.”

“At least two were very old,” I said. “Maybe it was just a natural death. 
Old bum out in the cold and the ticker stops. Four or five over a five year 
period is not that unusual.”

“Old Tack is unusual. That upraised arm might have been to ward o ff 
an attack.” He looked idly about, then said, “Mary. W hat com es to m ind?”

I thought for a second. “Had a little lamb.”
He shook his head. “Nope. Mary, Mary, quite contrary. Try another but 

a little faster this time. Today is the fir s t . . . ”
I said without thinking, “Today is the first day o f the rest o f your life.”
He shook his head. “No. Today is the first o f M arch.”
“What’s the point o f this?”
“Nothing, really.” He leaned back on the bench and looked across the 

park at the opulence o f The Alley. One could almost believe there was no 
substratum o f society here at all, just nice, well-fed people idly looking 
into smart and trendy shop windows. He turned back to me. “Sometimes 
the brain has to create a connection, right or wrong.” He looked around, 
making sure we were unobserved, and then pushed something into my 
pocket before standing and walking away.

I sat for a good ten minutes, basking in  the warm sun before reaching 
into that pocket. It was a cell phone. I was electronically reconnected. 
Things were heating up, it would seem, though I didn’t see how.

Dickenson pulled down a couple o f the journals from the shelf behind 
his desk. “These should cover the years we’re looking for” he said, leaf­
ing through neatly written pages.

He found something. “Okay. Here’s Tex. Fiftyish. Went m issing in the
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fall o f ’97.” He read for a bit to himself. “Nothing there. Just a note to in­
dicate that he didn’t seem to be around any more.” He flipped back 
through the pages. “Maybe I said something earlier.” Again, he read 
silently, then, “Here! Emphysema. H eavy smoker when he could afford 
it. Refused treatm ent. Fm sorry to be so slow; other responsibilities, you 
know.”

I used the phone on Dickenson’s desk and called Frank to tell him about 
Tex. “It’s our connection,” Frank said. “The common history: old age or dis­
ease. Let me talk to Dickenson. Ill tell him to put out the word through 
the m ysterious Whisper.”

“W hat w ord?’
“You’re dying. Not long to live but not contagious. I’ll let Dickenson de­

cide.”
I carried my m ysterious disease through the next week while I talked 

to Bookman and Everett and Geo’s friend Louie. The You Know Man cir­
cled the block, and I schmoozed with Big Bert and Sis. I didn’t ask about 
Bony; I talked about how bad I felt. I was in a holding pattern, waiting 
for events.

I itched and I sm elled and so many people did not see me that I began 
to feel I was invisible. Those who did look at me did so with contempt or 
disgust, and in those cases 1 felt contemptible and disgusting. Frank’s 
faith in my ability to become a street person was well placed.

A  huddled shape crouched next to me was whispering in my ear. “You 
ain’t shelter type.” I thought perhaps Geo was paying another visit, but 
the sm ell was different and the voice had a thicker, phlegmy sound. “You 
want out, just let me know.”The shape rose, outlined against the window, 
scuttled to the door, and disappeared. I rolled over and went back to sleep, 
sure that I’d been dreaming.

N ext m orning I left the shelter and shuffled down First Avenue. An 
hour later found me on m y bench. Someone sat down and spoke without 
looking at me. “Sleep good?”

The voice was that o f my night visitor. Someone huddling beside my 
bed, whispering into m y ear. “I’m Whisper,” he said, his voice a low rasp.

“We m et last night.”
He snorted and grinned yellow at me. “You think about what I said? 

About cutting loose from  the sisters’ charity?”
“I like it at the shelter.”
He shrugged, “So it goes. “But I figured, w ell. . . ”
“Figured what?”
“You’d be tougher. You know. A  survivor. A  loner. But maybe you ain’t 

got the skills, like maybe you need some advice. I ju st want to help.” He 
sat quietly beside me, dirty hands restless in his lap, not looking at me 
at all. H e was larger than Geo but still a small man with a tiny face hold­
ing two close-set eyes over a thin, pointed nose. He shrugged and stood,
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swaying from  one foot to the other. “I seen you. I seen you tryin’ to sleep 
at night.” He shuffled away.

I sat, thinking about what Whisper had said. He was wrong. I did have 
the skills. liv in g  on the streets had a lot o f living in the backcountry in 
it. The need to find good shelter, water, forage for food. The three absolute 
basics. 1 had those skills, I just needed advice.

I watched him walking away and then heaved m yself from  the bench 
and walked after him. Whisper's appearance on the scene followed too 
close on the rumor o f my pending death.

He showed me a packing carton folded flat, hidden behind a dumpster. 
“Make sure you know the dumpster schedule,” he said. "This un’s emp­
tied Wednesdays, so the carton comes out. I carry it with m e on Wednes­
days.”

W hisper opened the carton and motioned me to sit on the ground. He 
lowered it over me, and I was suddenly in the dark. I could barely hear 
his m uffled voice. T m  gonna pass you a candle.” A  sm all square o f card­
board was pushed back from the top o f the carton, and a candle was low­
ered. By its light I found myself in a cosy environment decorated with pic­
tures cut from magazines and newspapers. I leaned against the wall that 
supported the back o f the carton and looked at W hisper’s gallery. This is 
a tent, I thought. A  place to go to at night. A  quiet place. It was warm now 
from the candle.

The carton was suddenly lifted from me, and I blinked in the painful 
light o f day. Whisper folded it and put it carefully behind the dumpster. 
Then he came back to where I was sitting and snuffed the candle. “Can­
dles suck air” he said. “Gotta watch it, keep that lid open.” He put the can­
dle in his pocket. “Whatcher think?’

“W here do you find these cartons?” I asked.

I kept it simple. Whisper’s shelter was too elaborate for m y taste. I want­
ed spare, austere. A  place where I could escape the stink and noise.

My packing crate changed my day’s routine. N ow I actively sought 
“spare change,” for I needed to buy duct tape to seal the corners o f my shel­
ter. “Spare change,” Fd say. “Spare change for duct tape.” It got a laugh 
and a fair amo unt o f cash as well.

I didn’t share this with Frank. Somehow I didn’t think he’d approve. 
He m ight consider that my efforts to upgrade m y packing carton were 
taking away from my work as an investigator. But although I was rak­
ing in the dough, I was still looking and listening, and thinking hard about 
Whisper. I decided to make a foray right into The Alley. I wanted to get 
a look at the utility shops behind the glitter.

I shuffled and mumbled my way up as far as Alan Weiser’s funeral 
home. Mr. Weiser’s business seemed to be doing well: there was a beau­
tifully kept red Mercedes in the drive, and the funeral hom e itself had a 
decorous air o f wealth about it.
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I detoured through a narrow path that led me to the shops behind the 
shops. I passed a drugstore, an auto shop, a dry cleaner’s, a stationer's, 
and got as far as the hardware store before a hard hand clam ped down 
on my shoulder and a  minion o f the law escorted me, shuffling and 
mumbling, back to F irst Avenue and the familiar surroundings desig­
nated as an easy environm ent for the likes o f me.

That night I lay on m y cot and thought about the four worlds in this 
section ofW hitefork. A long First Street was the “real” world o f shops and 
offices, their em ployees and customers mixing indifferently, from long as­
sociation, w ith the street people.

The Alley cam e next, and then the world behind the alley that catered 
to the office worker, supplying all the services needed by those people. A  
complete world lacking only a maternity hospital to bring one into it in 
the first place.

The fourth was the one in which I lived. lim ited, circumscribed. We who 
lived there would not be going home at night, for we were already there, 
and we were unaware o f  life in the other worlds. . .  in all this time, apart 
from the glim pse I’d had two weeks ago, I’d seen nothing o f the Weisers. 
I’d not seen Alan at all. At m y level they did not exist.

As I began to drift, W hisper came to mind, crabbing his way along the 
floor o f the shelter, his portable home beneath his arm. I woke and 
looked about me. No sinister shape approached my bed. I lay there for a 
minute judging the quality o f the silence in the room. It seemed that ev­
eryone was asleep. N o tim e like the present, I thought, carefully creep­
ing out from under the covers.

I sat in my tent, hidden in the deeps o f a blind alley. On my way in I 
had caught sight o f m y reflection in a dark shop window, carton folded 
under my arm , and felt for a strange moment that I should look about 
and find the person reflected there.

I lit my candle and felt the warmth penetrate my cave. A  rustling out­
side, a small sound repeated once more. A  rat. Wildlife. I was safe, m y tent 
was secure: no place for wildlife to enter.

The walls were bare. Perhaps W hisper had the better idea. Something 
to look at. Som ething to occupy the mind before extinguishing the can­
dle and dropping o ff to sleep. I leaned my head back and saw that the flap 
had closed. I thought about opening it, but I was too com fortable to 
move. Better to leave it closed so there would be no tiny gleam o f light to 
bring the curious down this dark alley to investigate. Fd know when I 
reached a point o f danger.

I looked back at the candle. We men, I thought, dying from disease or 
age. We needed a shelter to keep us safe. Shelter from the storm. W here 
had I heard that?

Something to read. W hat’s black and white and read all over? Red. Geo 
had seen a dark shape, black. I had read a little mystery novel where a
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man in a black cloak had been seen leaving the tw ilit scene o f the crim e. 
But the killer had a red cloak.

Alan W eiser had a red car.
Whisper. Taught me to shelter myself. Good old W hisper, popping up 

in m y time o f need. Helpful Whisper. I hummed for a bit, “M ary had a lit­
tle lamb, little lamb, little lamb.” I tried “God helps those who help them ­
selves,” but I didn’t have a tune.

Old Tack had gone to his final rest in the W eiser Mortuary, an easy in­
troduction into infinity; courtesy o f the sisters. One could hope that Bony 
had the same kind o f sendoff. And Tex. No, they disappeared. I fum bled 
through my rags, located the cell phone, and pushed the redial. Frank’s 
answering machine came on. “It’s Nick,” I said and then waited, trying 
to rem em ber my reason for the call. “Red car, not black,” seem ed a good 
one. M y left leg kicked out and struck the candle, plunging m e into dark­
ness even as the carton tipped over. “God helps,” I said, and the phone clat­
tered to the pavement.

A  shuddering gust o f what passed for fresh air filled my lungs, and in 
the same moment I heard the little rat steps again and, against the light 
at the end o f the alley, I saw a scuttling shape m aking good its escape. 
“W hisper” I said, struggling to m y feet. I gave the carton a feeble kick and 
shouted at the cell phone somewhere in the darkness, “It’s W hisper!,” but 
I could have saved my breath: Dickenson had come to see me after m ak­
ing a discovery in his journals, and when he found m y bed empty, he called 
Frank with the news that there was yet another com mon denominator. 
“Whisper,” he’d said. “It’s in my journals. W hisper befriended all these 
men.” By the time I reached the shelter, Frank had caught up w ith 
Whisper.

A  full week had gone by, and the turmoil in The Alley was just begin­
ning to subside from the startling announcement that Alan W eiser had 
“collected” dying street people and used them to supplem ent his incom e 
when things got a little tight. He bilked his own sisters by padding the 
bill for the funeral, then pocketing the considerable difference. “God 
helps those who help themselves,” die sisters, in their innocence, m ight 
have said.

W hisper was Alan’s Igor, sliding through shadows to pinpoint a can­
didate whose physical condition usually precluded a  struggle. W hen the 
tim e was right, W hisper would move in gently, gently, with a pillow, and 
an old man would die o f a heart attack. In those rare cases where W his­
per figured wrong, the resulting struggle would result in som e bruising, 
and in that case the individual would simply disappear into the crem a­
torium. Better to lose money than to bring in the suspicious police.

Whisper, it turned out, was also Alan’s Boswell, eagerly chronicling their 
activities in the hopes o f a favorable reaction from  the police. And so w e 
discovered that Old Tack’s death occurred in a m oment o f panic. Alan had
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learned that Old Tack was looking into the disappearance o f Bony, one 
o f the pillow jobs W hisper had botched. It was a spur o f the moment thing, 
seeing Old Tack in the street, an easy target. He could simply vanish like 
the others, but Geo com plicated that decision: Alan did not know until 
too late that there was a witness too young to die o f “natural causes,” 
which saved Geo’s life and made it impossible for Old Tack’s body to “van­
ish.”

When enough time passed with no hue and cry, Alan, the entrepreneur, 
breathed a sigh o f relief and had the minimal damage to his car repaired 
in his own auto body shop. A ll’s well that ends well.

Still tired and disoriented, I sat with Frank in Mr. Dickenson’s office 
while he read the file. “Red car?” he asked, looking up.

Frank answered. “Something Nick read a long time ago. Red appears 
as black in low light. The police took Geo to look at Weiser’s red car. He 
got the shape right.”

Mr. Dickenson, back in the file, shook his head. “ ‘God helps.’ Old Tack 
trying to identify one o f the W eisers?”

“Yes,” Frank said. “The brain finishes a familiar phrase, and Geo picked 
the wrong ending. Old Tack said “helps,’ not “help,’ you see.”

“W hy did they decide to set N ick up with a packing carton? Why not 
the usual pillow over the face?”

“I think because Nick seem ed stronger than most. Whisper didn’t 
want to risk being Weiser’s next customer. Suffocation would at least 
weaken him  enough for W hisper to safely apply his version o f the last 
rites. The candle in the carton would provide a handy cause o f death.”

Mr. Dickenson, clean and neat, sat at his desk, reading. Beside me, the 
im peccable Frank. They talked to each other as though I were still in­
visible, still living in the world that held Geo, Big Bert, Pimple, and the 
wheeling You Know Man. But not, I thought, Alan Weiser or Whisper.

I settled deeper into m y chair, still invisible, and listened to their voic­
es while I contemplated my return to the world that held Mr. Dickenson 
and Frank Santucci.
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My sister Bitsy called the 
other m orning and 
asked me over for a cup 
o f tea and a piece o f strudel. Home­

made strudel, hot from the oven. If 
I’d held the receiver out, you could 
have smelled the apple and cinna­
mon and m outhwatering, flaky 
pastry over the phone. It was a nice 
invitation, very warm and sisterly. 
So tem pting. W hich ju st goes to 
show what a sad sack I am because 
it only made me suspicious. I can’t 
help it. It’s m y nature. As our late 
m other used to say, it takes two to 
tangle, and the two she had in mind 
were Bitsy and me.

Not that we always tangle. Our 
relationship can’t be characterized 
that simply. It’s more like we’re in­
volved in some lifelong dance. We 
glide along nicely for awhile, and 
then we hit a dip and pose dra­
m atically at opposite ends o f our 
sibling bond, often exchanging 
words not generally associated 
with dancing. But we always get 
swept up by the m usic again and 
renew the uneasy grace in our lives. 
If that sounds something like the 
tango, well, that also takes two. And 
it doesn’t look as though either one 
o f us is bowing out anytime soon.

Bitsy's latest passion, that which 
had me feeling leery o f  her tempt­
ing invitation, has had her grub­
bing around the fam ily roots. The 
genealogy bug bit her, and she’s 
been working at spreading the in­
fection. She’s been sifting through 
papers and records and writing let­
ters and e-m ailing far and wide. 
W hat she’s ended up with is an in­
flated vision o f our family and the 
dream o f someday publishing a lit­

tle book detailing our illustrious 
lineage. W hich she will expect me 
to sell in m y bookstore. I dread the 
day. Not that we haven’t had our 
flashier m om ents and som e re­
spectable accom plishm ents. But 
ancestor hunting has never thrilled 
me. And books like that tend to pet­
rify on m y shelves.

So I was tentative on the phone, 
wondering what m ight lie behind 
this overture.

“M argaret,” she fin a lly  said, 
sounding exasperated. “W hy are 
you m aking such a production out 
o f this? It’s tea. It’s strudel. Just 
come over and have some.”

I hung up, adm iring her unusu­
al succinctness. Was this a new leaf 
she’d turned over w hilst investi­
gating the fam ily tree? The only 
way to find out, I decided, was to 
trot around to her house, som e­
thing m y tastebuds and tummy 
had been begging m e to do all 
along. I could always gallop back 
home again i f  it turned out she had 
a hidden agenda.

“Now, this is cosy, Margaret,” she 
said h alf an hour later as we sat at 
her kitchen table. “We should do 
this more often. We so rarely spend 
time like this together, ju st the two 
o f us.”

“You forgot our friend the stru­
del,” I said, helping m yself to an­
other slice. “That makes three o f 
us. Mmm. You really are a great 
cook.” See, I can be swell, too. Bitsy 
managed to roll her eyes and preen 
at the same time, som ething only a 
professional like her should try.

W hile she poured m ore tea into 
teacups that actually matched the
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saucers and the teapot, I looked 
around her kitchen, m arveling. 
Imagine not only taking the time to 
bake fresh strudel, but ending up 
w ith a spotless kitchen to boot, and 
nerves steady enough to calm ly 
serve tea. I leaned back and let her 
happy prattle waft over me with 
the arom atic steam  from  my 
teacup.

" . . .  so I joined the H istorical So­
ciety.”

I shook m yself from m y strudel 
stupor. “The H istorical Society? 
W hat, are you the youngest living 
m em ber?’

“Margaret.” She looked pained. 
“They are a lovely group o f people.”

“Sorry, Bitsy, I know they are. 
Som e o f my very best custom ers 
are members o f the H istorical So­
ciety. It’s j  ust that I’d hate to see you 
dying your hair blue prematurely. 
So what’s new at the H istorical So­
ciety?”

“W ell, this is som ething that 
m ight interest you.” Uh-oh. “Have 
you ever seen their little  library 
and archives?”

“No,” I said cautiously.
“They have some fascinating 

things. For instance, there is this 
one book, very rare I understand, 
The Thrilling Adventures o f Greno­
ble Grundy, Union Spy.”

‘Tve read it.” Bitsy raised her eye­
brows. Point for my team . “I found 
a copy o f it for Good O ld M elva 
about eight years ago, and she let 
m e read it before she bought it.” 
One eyebrow was now low er than 
the other, and she was giving me 
the fisheye. “It was defin itely 
thrilling,” I offered. H er m outh got 
tiny. I shrugged. “It’s w hat I do, Bit­

sy. I find ways for books and the 
people who love them  to get to­
gether. Kind o f like a dating ser­
vice.”

“I’m aware o f what you do, Mar­
garet. What surprises me is the ca­
sual way you refer to Miss Melva 
Jenkins.”

“Good Old Melva? She and I are 
pals from way back. I only know 
her through the store, but we’ve 
done each other a lot o f good over 
the years. Why, is she a revered 
goddess o f the Historical Society?”

“She’s dead.”
“What?”
“I guess you’re not the good 

friends you thought you were if you 
didn’t know that, Margaret. She 
died two months ago.”

There was suddenly a small rent 
in my universe. I sat back in my 
chair and didn’t care that my 
m outh was hanging open unbe­
comingly. Melva had slipped away 
without my noticing.

“Oh, Bitsy, that’s so sad. I really 
liked her.”

‘D on ’t you read the obituaries?”
“No.” '
“And you accuse me o f hiding 

from reality.”
“There’s a difference between be­

ing realistic and running after the 
morbid details.”

We exchanged looks through 
narrow slits, but I wavered first, 
not having the heart just now for a 
good tangle. Instead I sighed.

“Well, I’m sony she’s gone, too, 
Margaret. But I’m glad you knew 
her and liked her. Now I don’t feel 
so bad asking you what I was going 
to.”

Here it came. I knew the tea and
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strudel had to be spiked with an ul­
terior motive. What an absolutely 
ripping day this was turning out 
to be. “What?”

“Don’t sound so negative, Mar­
garet. Miss Melva Jenkins left her 
collection o f local history books and 
various papers to the Historical So­
ciety, and I volunteered to invento­
ry them. We’d like an appraisal o f 
the books for our records as well, 
and I thought you might be inter­
ested in donating your two t’s to 
the project.

“My what?”
“Your time and talent. What do 

you think?”
Despite Bitsy’s two c’s (cloying 

cuteness), the idea was actually ap­
pealing. Good Old M elva had 
bought some great old books from 
me, and I’d always hoped she’d in­
vite me over to drool through her 
private library someday. Now she 
was gone and I’d gotten my wish. 
Thanks to Bitsy. Who’d’ve figured? 
So I thanked her for the tea and the 
strudel, and I thanked her for put­
ting me in touch with Melva one 
more time, and the two o f us made 
arrangements to meet at the H is­
torical Society Sunday afternoon to 
start going through boxes o f books.

Bitsy’s car was already parked 
out front when I arrived at the 
house the Historical Society calls 
home. It’s a nice example o f a 
Craftsman-style bungalow on the 
opposite end o f Main Street from 
my bookstore. The porch and foun­
dation are made o f local river rocks. 
Around the turn o f the century 
there was a guy who made his liv­
ing using smoothed and rounded

knobs in everything he built. His 
legacy is visible around town and 
here and there out in the county. 
These days people either hate the 
som ewhat eccentric buildings or 
love them. I love them and was glad 
the Historical Society did, too.

“Hello!” I called, stepping in the 
front door. I heard Bitsy’s answer­
ing trill com ing from som ewhere 
upstairs. Everything else was quiet. 
On the wall as I headed up the 
stairs was a series o f photographs 
o f members o f the Historical Soci­
ety over the years. I looked at each 
as I climbed and saw the members 
growing older before my eyes. Good 
Old Melva first appeared in a l964  
photo, looking about fifty. I did a 
fast-forward through her life the 
rest of the way up.

“It’s nice to know som e things 
never change,” I said to Bitsy. She 
was standing at the top o f the stairs 
with her hands on her hips.

“Like your being late?”
“You m ight call it late, Bitsy. I 

like to think o f it as being reliable. 
I’m reliably behind schedule. No, I 
was talking about Good Old M elva 
in these pictures. I thought dress­
ing like Queen Elizabeth was just 
a costume she’d adopted for her role 
as a little old lady.”

“Margaret!”
“But it turns out she’d always 

dressed like that. She looked like 
Julia Child and dressed like Queen 
Elizabeth. W hat a great com bina­
tion. Did you ever m eet her?”

“No. I wish I had.”
“You would’ve liked her. She was 

one o f the good ones. I think I’d be 
happy if I knew I’d grow up to be 
Good Old Melva.”
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“I f you ever grow up.”
“W here are the books?”
“In here.” She led the way into a 

back bedroom now being used as 
the library and archives. The walls 
were lined with shelves, and an old 
library table took up the middle o f 
the room . A  dozen or so sturdy 
liquor boxes were stacked in a cor­
ner, H istorical Society Books 
scrawled across each in black Mag­
ic Marker. A fam iliar tingle danced 
down my spine when I saw them, 
and I couldn’t help grinning. It’s 
like Christmas morning every time. 
The promise o f wonderful books lay 
before me. I think m y fingers were 
wriggling in anticipation. Let me 
at them.

“W hat’s your plan o f action, Bit- 
sy?”

“Don’t you have one?”
“O f course I do. A  bookseller is al­

ways prepared.” I opened one o f the 
boxes and took a whiff. Oh, thank 
you , M elva, for not letting your 
books get musty. “Okay, how about 
we take them out o f the boxes and 
roughly arrange them according to 
category. Paperbacks in one place, 
magazines and journals in another, 
anything that looks like family pa­
pers in another, and the hardbacks 
in another yet. We can refine the 
categories as we go if  we need to.” 

“W hy are your cheeks all pink?” 
“Don’t you feel it? Don’t you hear 

them  calling? It’s the books, Bitsy 
They want me.”

“Oh brother. Okay, let’s get start­
ed.”

We spent the next couple o f hours 
sorting things into their respective 
piles. We could have m oved faster, 
bu t at tim es like this and with

books the quality o f Melva’s, it’s im­
possible not to stop and ogle a bit at 
each one. And Good Old Melva had 
some real treasures. She actually 
had a first edition o f Godsey’s An­
nals, incredibly hard to come by 
and very much sought-after. I sat 
and stroked its cover until Bitsy 
began to look uncomfortable. Mel­
va also had som ething I’d never 
even heard a whisper of. It was a 
limited edition, small press issue 
o f an epic poem written for the 
state’s centennial celebration in 
1896, bound in green silk. I was 
completely charmed.

“Wow,” Bitsy said when the last 
box was finally empty. She wiped 
the back o f her hand across her 
forehead and pushed the hair out of 
her eyes. “There is some amazing 
stu ff here!”

“Yeah, Melva was a marvel.” 
“She must have been.” She was 

sitting next to the last box she’d 
emptied, and now she shoved it out 
o f the way and leaned against the 
wall. “Teli me about her.”

“Well, I told you I only knew her 
through the store, but it’s amazing 
what you can learn about a person 
through their books.”

“Like what?”
“She had class, Bitsy, real class. 

From her Julia Child stature to her 
Queen Elizabeth clothes to her 
voice, which always made me think 
o f Eudora Welty for some reason. 
But a thread o f irreverence ran 
through everything she said and 
did, and I don’t quite picture Eudo­
ra Welty using some o f Melva’s vo­
cabulary.”

“What do you mean?”
“She swore like a sailor.”
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“Oh, com e on!”
“It’s not only the truth, it’s the 

goddamned truth.”
“M argaret!”
“That’s a direct quote from Miss 

M elva Jenkins. She was very fun­
ny, Bitsy.”

“W ell, I can see why you liked 
her,” she said with a sniff.

“She was Good Old Melva, Bitsy. 
One o f the best.” I stopped and 
looked around at the piles.

“W hat’s the matter? Disappoint­
ed there isn’t more?”

“Hmm? Oh no, I was just won­
dering.” Something was bothering 
me, but I didn’t know quite what. 
O f course I would have loved it if 
there’d been a dozen more boxes 
like these to go through. I would 
have felt as though I’d died and 
gone to heaven along with Good 
Old Melva. But it was something 
about more books. And then I knew. 
“Bitsy, did M elva give all her local 
history stu ff to the society? Did she 
leave any o f it to her niece or 
nephew?”

“As far as I know, everything 
came to us. W hy?”

“A couple o f things are missing.” 
“W hat do you mean? How can 

you possibly know that?’
“One is the copy o f Grenoble 

Grundy that I sold her. It’s not here. 
And the other is something I nev­
er saw but that she told me about. 
It was a diary. I think it was her fa­
ther’s.”

“W ell, there’s the copy o f The 
Thrilling Adventures o f Grenoble 
Grundy that’s already here. Maybe 
that was hers. Maybe she gave it 
before she died.”

“W here is it?”

She m ade a face but got up and 
scanned the shelves.

“Here. Happy?”
I took it from  her and looked it 

over, leafing through the pages and 
checking the spine and endpapers. 
“Not M elva’s.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake. How do 
you know? You said you got it for 
her years ago.”

I raised m y eyebrow s at her. 
“Eight years ago in February. Her 
copy didn’t have any foxing, and, al­
though it could have gained some 
foxing in that time, none o f her oth­
er books has suffered in that way. 
And her copy had an inscription on 
the title page.” She looked skeptical. 
‘T rust me, Bitsy, this is the kind o f 
information I clutter my brain with 
so that I don’t have room for other 
things like what size bag my vacu­
um cleaner takes.”

“That’s very im pressive, M ar­
garet.” Somehow I didn’t think she 
really thought so. “She probably 
just gave the Grundy and the diary 
to her niece or somebody.”

“Or m aybe som ebody bum ped 
her o ff for them .”

“Oh, right.”
“Maybe som eone stalked Good 

Old Melva and tipped her down the 
staircase. Do you know how she 
died? Did anyone test for arsenic?”

“I think you are being extremely 
tasteless.” We both jumped. An el­
derly wom an stood in the doorway. 
I didn’t recognize her, but by the 
way Bitsy sort o f cringed, I figured 
she did.

“Mrs. M artin,” Bitsy said, stand­
ing up straighter and using her 
dazzling sm ile to good effect. “We 
didn’t hear you com e in. We’ve just
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been going through flood  Old, I 
mean Miss Jenkins’ books— ”

“So I heard. I don’t believe I know 
you.” She directed this at me. Bitsy 
was kind enough, or cowed enough, 
to make the introductions.

“This is m y sister, M argaret 
W elch. She’s going to do the ap­
praisal for us. Margaret, this is Mrs. 
Alice Martin, the president of the 
Historical Society.”

“It’s nice to m eet you, Mrs. Mar­
tin. Your library here is very im­
pressive, and M elva’s books are a 
wonderful addition.”

I thought I sounded nice, but all 
Mrs. Martin said was “Hm ph.” I’ve 
been hmphed at by little old ladies 
before, but none o f them was able to 
give it quite the spin that Mrs. Mar­
tin did. Then she turned on her 
heel, and we heard her hu ff her 
way down the stairs.

Bitsy and I looked at each other, 
Bitsy looking properly chagrined. I 
wondered how long M rs. M artin 
had been standing there before say­
ing something. Hadn’t her m other 
ever told her it was im polite to lis­
ten in on other people’s conversa­
tions?

“Well, I’ll tell you one thing, B it­
sy,” I said, hoping to cheer her up, 
“Good Old Melva was never one to 
say hmph at anyone.”

“Oh, stop with the Good Old Mel­
va! I am mortified! I’ll probably be 
the only person ever throw n out o f 
the Historical Society.”

I couldn’t imagine w hy anyone 
would toss her out o f the Hysterical 
Society just because I’d been mak­
ing uncalled-for jokes about M el­
va’s death. But Bitsy often thinks 
she’s the only person ever involved

in the daily crises that make up 
our lives. And who knows, maybe 
the members would rise up as one 
to banish her. I didn’t really think 
they’d have the energy to spare for 
that kind o f thing, though. They 
tend to expend w hatever spunk 
they can muster on squabbling over 
tilings like which historic paint chip 
palette to use for repainting the old 
inn.

It was getting late, and the whole 
job o f inventorying the books and 
giving any kind o f ballpark esti­
mate of their value was going to 
take a few more sessions. B itsy 
half-heartedly picked up her legal 
pad to get started and then put it 
down again. It was her idea that we 
should come back later in the week 
when maybe St. Alice wouldn’t be 
lurking. She said she’d call me some 
evening when the coast was clear. 
So we adjourned to her house for 
leftover strudel. That was my idea.

A funny thing about Bitsy is that 
she really does care w hat people 
think of her. She was genuinely 
worried, for instance, about Alice 
Martin’s opinion. And although Bit­
sy is sometimes a little heavy-hand­
ed when it comes to laying blame, 
if  she wanted to consider the inci­
dent in the library as being all my 
fault, I decided I couldn’t be any­
thing other than gracious in ac­
cepting it. It w'asn’t she, after all, 
who had run on and on about miss­
ing books and the m urderous ways 
they might have disappeared.

So, as well as being uncharacter­
istically gracious, I thought I’d be 
generous, too. I decided to do some­
thing for Bitsy and the Historical
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Society to make up for joking about 
one o f their dearly departed own. 
M elva’s niece, Christy Orebank, 
had been a few years ahead of us in 
school. I vaguely remembered her 
but not enough to remember either 
liking or disliking her. After a little 
telephone work, I tracked her down 
in Knoxville.

“M argaret Welch? Are you the 
one whose nose got so sunburned 
every summer that we called you 
Rudolph?”

“Oh yeah, right. Thanks for re­
minding me.”

“Kids are awful, aren’t they?”
“And then they grow up and be­

come loan officers and surgeons.” I 
explained to her how I knew her 
aunt and why I was calling now.

“Wow, all that old stuff? No, I’ve 
never been interested in any o f it, 
and I doubt Bill ever was, either. 
Aunt Melva would’ve known better 
than to leave any o f it to us. No, she 
was pretty good to us in her will, 
but it was always understood that 
the books and family papers and 
everything would go to the H istor­
ical Society. But I remember the di­
ary.” She laughed, sounding a little 
like a younger version o f Good Old 
Melva.

“There was some story about 
that diary that always made my 
mother turn red and Aunt M elva 
giggle. I don’t know what it was. 
They always said they’d tell us 
about it when we were old enough. 
I guess by the tim e we got old 
enough we’d lost interest.”

We said a few things along the 
lines o f how isn’t that the way 
things always go. Then I thanked 
her and she asked after my nose

again and I managed to say good­
bye without sounding too peeved.

She called back about tw enty 
minutes later.

“Rudy?” I alm ost hung up. “I got 
to thinking about that diary, and I 
rem embered that one o f m y kids 
borrowed it for a history project.”

“So you do have it?” I asked.
“No, A unt M elva only let her 

have it on pain o f death i f  she did­
n’t return it.”

“Well, rats.” So w hyd she bother 
to call me back?

“But she transcribed it. Do you 
think the Historical Society w ould 
like a copy o f the transcription?”

“To quote your aunt, not only yes, 
but hell yes.”

“That was Aunt Melva, all right,” 
she laughed. ‘T il put it in the m ail 
for you tomorrow.”

I thanked her again and th is 
time didn’t have any trouble sound­
ing sincere.

The transcription arrived a few  
days later. Bitsy hadn’t called m e in 
the m eantim e to schedule any 
furtive book appraising. M aybe I 
was already too late and she’d been 
booted out o f the society. She m ight 
be in seclusion, keeping her sham e 
hidden behind drawn shades. I did­
n’t really think that was the case, 
though, because I would have been 
the first to hear about it. Loudly 
and at great length.

I thought about calling her and 
telling her the good news about the 
copy o f the diary. But it was a slow 
afternoon in the bookstore, and 
even though I tried burying it un­
der some bills, I finally couldn’t re­
sist that thick brown envelope. I
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retrieved it without disturbing the 
bills and settled m yself comfortably 
on the stool behind the counter to 
read.

M elva’s father m ust have had 
the dom inant genes in that family. 
It was pretty obvious where her 
charm, irreverence, vocabulary, and 
nam e had com e from . Good Old 
M elvin Jenkins, Jr., was a charac­
ter even as a teenager. His father 
had given him  the diary for his fif­
teenth birthday in 1899, and he’d 
written in it o ff and on until he’d 
gone o ff to college somewhere in 
the Midwest.

I w ished I could hold the real 
thing in my hands. I wished M el­
va’s great-niece had been a better 
typist. But I enjoyed my afternoon 
w ith M elvin, age fifteen through 
eighteen. Especially age seventeen 
through eighteen. He developed an 
interest in astronomy about then, 
and his father gave him a telescope 
for his seventeenth birthday. Most 
o f his diary entries after that de­
scribed the moon and the stars and 
the other heavenly bodies he spent 
hours gazing upon. He apparently 
spent hours and hours gazing. And 
the descriptions were pretty de­
tailed. No wonder Melva had gig­
gled and Christy’s mother turned 
red.

M y elderly cousin Leona stopped 
in while I was in the middle o f a 
particularly colorful passage.

“Leering doesn’t becom e you, 
Margaret,” she said by way o f greet­
ing.

I com posed m yself and asked 
how she was feeling. She’s not quite 
as old as M elva was, but she is get­
ting frail. She said she was feeling

fine, which would have been her 
answer even if I’d caught her tak­
ing her last breath. Then I thought 
o f something else to ask her.

“Cousin Leona, do you know any­
one named Agnes Mae Pritchard?”

“Agnes Pritchard K elley that 
would be. She married the banker, 
Arthur Kelley. She was quite a fa­
mous beauty in her day, or so my 
mother used to say. I haven’t heard 
her name in years. W hy?”

“I’ve been reading an old diary. 
Melvin Jenkins’.”

“Melva Jenkins’ father? Good 
heavens, I remember him.” I don’t 
recall ever seeing Cousin Leona 
blush before. Obviously Melvin’s 
eye for the ladies hadn’t dimmed in 
middle age.

Leona didn’t stay for her usual 
cup o f tea.

Bitsy called as I was closing up 
shop for the day. “Is the coast dear?’ 
I whispered.

“Yes, Margaret. And try to control 
yourself this time.”

“Sorry, Bitsy. I’ll see you there. 
Oh, and I have something for you.”

“What?”
“Don’t sound so suspidous. You’ll 

like it. Trust me.”
‘Yeah, right.”
Now why was she being like 

that?

We met that evening to perform 
our clandestine inventory and end­
ed up not getting a lot o f work done 
after all. For one thing, Bitsy was 
delighted with the transcription, 
and I spent m ost o f our time enter­
taining her by reading aloud some 
o f the better bits. We had quite a lot 
o f fun, and I began to see this doing-
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things-together idea o f hers in a 
better light.

“What a hoot!” she said when I fi­
nally put the diary aside. “And 
speaking o f hoots, wouldn’t you just 
give anything to know who Agnes 
Mae Pritchard was?”

“According to Leona, she married 
A rthur Kelley. She was Agnes 
Pritchard Kelley.” Bitsy’s jaw  
dropped. “What?” I asked.

“Oh my god. Margaret, I know 
where the diary is.”

“W here? Did the ghost o f Agnes 
Mae bump off Good Old Melva so 
she could get her hands on it?” 

“You are tiresomely tasteless,” 
came a voice from the doorway. 

“My two t’s,” I said.
“Margaret!” Bitsy hissed, turn­

ing toward the door.
And there was the other reason 

we didn’t end up getting much 
work done that night.

“Mrs. Martin, how nice to see you 
again. Why don’t you come in and 
sit down.” Bitsy has a knack for is­
suing that kind o f invitation. They 
don’t come with question marks, 
and, even though she’s short and 
not very prepossessing, the mes­
sage gets through. It might have 
som ething to do with the steely 
look she gets in her eye. I know it 
makes me jumpy. It had that effect 
on Mrs. Martin, too.

“And just where did you get a 
copy o f that, that—” She tried to 
bluster, but Bitsy held her ground. 

“The diary, Mrs. Martin?”
“Filth is more like it.”
Bitsy quelled any further com­

ment by moving her left eyebrow a 
fraction o f an inch.

“Bitsy,” I said quietly, not wanting

to distract her but hoping for a lit­
tle enlightenm ent, “what’s going 
on?”

“M argaret, let me introduce you 
to Alice K elley Martin.”

I m anaged to keep my jaw  from 
dropping but couldn’t do anything 
about the smile playing around my 
lips. “Oh,” I said. “Very good, Bitsy.” 
And then I let the smile get com ­
pletely aw ay from me. “Mrs. Mar­
tin, I think we’d like to hear about 
your two a’s.”

“My w hat?’
“And your two p’s. Your action­

able appropriation and petty pil­
fering. W hy did you do it?” 

“Because o f the scandal!”
‘T he scandal o f a beautiful girl 

Ireing described in execrable poetiy 
by a randy seventeen-year-old?” 

“I’ll be a laughing-stock i f  this 
gets out!”

“I think there’s more scandal in 
stealing the diary,” Bitsy said.

‘You w ere laughing.”
“But not at you, Mrs. Martin. Not 

at Agnes Mae.”
“At what, then?”
We looked at each other, won­

dering. “At the seventeen-year-old 
in all o f  us,” I finally said. “It’s a 
ridiculous age but not a scandalous 
one. Don’t you think, Mrs. M artin, 
that if M iss Melva Jenkins were 
com fortable sharing her father’s di­
ary with the Historical Society you 
should honor her wish?”

“M elva Jenkins was an old bat!” 
Alice M artin said and stormed out.

“Those two never got along,” Bit­
sy said shaking her head.

“So she had the Grenoble Grun­
dy, too. M m , mm, mm. What a piece
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o f work is Mrs. Alice M artin.” Bitsy 
and I w ere sitting at the library ta­
ble in the Historical Society sever­
al evenings later, surrounded by 
Good Old Melva’s newly invento­
ried books. I was holding Melvin’s 
diary and petting it as though it 
were a cat. It’s an odd com pulsion, 
but som e books just affect me that 
way. I stopped when I realized Bit­
sy was looking at me.

“She’s an odd duck, all right,” she 
said, and I wasn’t entirely sure she 
was talking about A lice M artin. 
“She had a few other books that 
were duplicates from our collection. 
She returned those, too.”

“How uncommonly good o f her. 
So I guess there’ll be a new presi­
dent soon?”

“Oh no.”
“No? W hy not?”
“Because o f the scandal, M ar­

garet. Can you imagine if  word got 
out that the president o f the society

was helping herself to whatever 
took her fancy?”

“And what i f  som ething else 
catches her eye?”

“I told her I’d have my eye on 
her.” Well that would certainly keep 
her in line if anything could. “So, 
Margaret,” Bitsy said, turning that 
eye on me, “now that we’ve finished 
this project, why don’t we start 
something else?”

I was feeling pretty mellow and 
magnanimous. We’d had some fun 
together.

“What did you have in mind, Bit­
sy?” I asked.

“The fam ily history. W hy don’t 
we write it together? It would be 
such fun, and with the two o f us 
working on it we could . . . ”

But I was already on my way out 
the door. I saluted Good Old Melva 
as I flew down the stairs, Bitsy’s 
single echoing “m” in my ears.

“Margaret!”

SOLUTION TO THE JANUARY “UNSOLVED” :

Judy M cCord shot her husband Carl. The poor fellow had gone on 
the safari to view  elephants.

DAY HUSBAND WIFE ANIMAL

M onday B ill O ’D ell Inez leopards
Tuesday Carl M cCord Judy elephants
W ednesday Fred N ew m an Helen zebras
Thursday Adam  Quim by Lola antelope
Friday Dave Rogers Greta w ildebeest
Saturday Evan Parker Kathy lions
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64T om-tom, tom -tom -tom !” went the drums.
The tw o lines o f Indian maidens and young men in their 

cerem onial costum es o f em broidered doeskin, turquoise 
necklaces, and eagles’ feathers, wavered forward and back, hesitated 
and glided sidew ays, like tasseled  cornstalks swaying in the wind. 
Each girl carried beneath her serape a newly made ornamental basket 
— token o f fertility. I f Slatsina were pleased, there would be rain and a 
full harvest; if not, drought and famine. Hence, they danced solemnly 
and with reverence, invoking the favor and cooperation o f the Cloud 
Beings— since com  was their life. Leading the maidens was a slender 
girl who despite the w eight o f her basket and her many chains o f tur­
quoises carried h erself proudly erect. The flush on her bronzed skin 
was like the purple bloom  o f the wild plum.

“Who is that lovely creature?” asked Ephraim Tutt o f his friend Sher­
i f f  B rady as they sat in  the la tter’s m otorcar am ong the crow d o f 
tourists, cowboys, and Spanish-Am ericans assembled on the dusty pi­
azza o f the Cocas Pueblo for the annual Basket Dance.

“That’s Tam o-yoa-pow i— ‘Dawn Flower,’ ” replied S h eriff Brady. 
“She’d make some o’ them  Hollywood babies look like pikers! She was 
down to the Indian Boarding School for four years, but she didn’t like 
the ‘white way.’ She’s pure Cocas, and a high-stepper. Her dad Agoyot- 
sire was a big cacique when he was alive, but Tasikuma her mama is a 
tough old bitch!”

“And that young Indian opposite her?”
“That’s Okuwahpee— ‘Cloud Prayer Feather’— assistant to Oyike 

Sendo— the one they call ‘Ice Hard Old Man.’ Some day he’ll be Oyike 
Sendo him self—if he lives. H e’s a good boy!”

He looked it, this lithe youth with grave aquiline features and eagle’s 
feather dangling from  his coiled black locks. In one hand he held a 
prayer stick, in the other he rattled a gourd in time to the tom -tom  of 
the drums. Lining each side o f the square in front o f the stepped-back 
adobe pueblos were tw o or three hundred Cocas Indians in fiesta cos­
tum e, the elders grouped about the two drummers. W hites as well as 
Indians all stood m otionless, enthralled by the beauty and sincerity o f 
the dance. Although after six o’clock, it was still hot, the sky without a 
cloud, the air dry and brittle. Across the sagebrush-dotted salmon-pink 
valley o f the Rio G rande sm oldered the snowcapped Jemez ridge, its 
canyons veiled in translucent and ever deepening lavenders, blues, and 
purples. The shadows o f the dancers were moving fingers on the white 
parchment o f the piazza, writing their appeal to the Cloud Beings. For­
ward and back, sideways, forward and back. The girl kept her eyes upon 
the ground. Not once did she glance at the young cacique, nor he at her.

The sh eriff poked Mr. T utt in the ribs. “See that fat buck dow n

From Mr. T utt Com es H om e by Arthur Train; copyright 1941, renewed by the Estate o f  Arthur C. Train.
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there?” he whispered, indicating a squat Indian with pigtails protrud­
ing from beneath his large felt hat. “That’s old Spotted Dog, the richest 
man in the pueblo but a bad hom bre. I’ve arrested him  h a lf a dozen 
times for drunkenness, and he’s always in trouble over women. Looks 
as if he’s got Dawn Flower marked down, all right.”

“You mean she’d m arry that old ruffian?”
The sheriff ju st m issed scoring a liquid bull’s-eye on an incautious 

lizard.
“It would be a sham e, o f course, but these Cocan girls don’t have 

much say about that sort o f thing. Spotted D og’s been m arried five 
times. His last wife disappeared over six months ago and no one knows 
where she is. So now he’s lookin’ for another. He’s a big catch for an In­
dian, even if  he is a lousy, lyin’, lecherous half-breed. I f  he wants her, 
he’ll get her! Look at the old bastard!”

Mr. Tutt looked, and his aged heart rose in revolt. Spotted Dog’s ob­
sidian eyes were follow ing every m ovem ent o f  Dawn Flow er’s figure 
with sensual gratification. From tim e to tim e he m oistened his lips. 
The Old Man hated to think o f what would be the girl’s fate if  she fell 
into the half-breed’s clutches.

Perhaps it was because Mr. Tutt’s disgust showed so clearly on his 
face or perhaps merely because Spotted Dog didn’t like the sheriff; but 
conscious o f being the object o f their attention, he rem oved his com - 
husk cigarette and w ith m alevolent deliberation squirted a yellow  
stream in their direction.

At that instant the sun dropped below the burning crests in a saffron 
glow; to the east the snowy range o f the Sangre de Christos changed to 
lavender, to mauve, to purplish blue. The drummers accelerated their 
tempo to a frenzied roll. The clim ax o f the dance was at hand. Dawn 
Flower sprang in front o f her companions, threw open her serape, and 
tossed her basket high in the air. The young braves w ith shrill cries 
rushed forward in a body to capture it, but Cloud Prayer Feather, leap­
ing up am id the whoops and yells o f the onlookers, caught it above 
their heads. For an instant he stood there looking at Dawn Flower, but 
although their eyes m et, their faces rem ained w ithout expression. 
Then the drums stopped, and the dancers scattered.

Night, as always on the desert, fell swiftly. A  breeze sprang up and 
sent a tum blew eed bouncing across the fast-em ptying piazza. The 
m ountains becam e m asses o f vague gray. T he stars cam e out as i f  
thrown on by a switch. They seemed startlingly near. Through the open 
doorways o f the pueblos drifted the sweet sm oke o f pinon wood fires, 
dimly illum inating whitewashed interiors.

The sheriff started the car across the square, past M cCann’s Trading 
Post and Hotel, through the scattered houses o f the town o f Cocas, and 
out onto the starlit desert aromatic with the odor o f sage, o f pine, o f ju -
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niper, and o f chimosa. But Mr. Tutt was oblivious to its beauty. He was 
thinking o f a young and graceful Indian girl doomed to union with a 
half-breed satyr.

“I can’t—I won’t believe it!” he repeated indignantly.
“You don’t know the half o f it!” retorted the sheriff. “Indians is differ­

ent from white folks. A  pure Navajo or Cocas regards us Anglos as in­
feriors. You see, they’ve been here thousands o f years, long before the 
days o f  the conquistadors, when Coronado came up from Old Mexico in 
1540 lookin’ fer the Seven Cities o f Cibola. He didn’t find no gold, but 
he did find thousands o f  Pueblo Indians living in the sides o f cliffs or in 
big rookeries piled up on the mesas, and so he started in to Christian­
ize ’em. They was a peaceful, goodnatured bunch, and because they did­
n’t want no trouble, they accepted the King o f Spain as their boss and 
let the padres baptize ’em, just like Coronado told ’em to do. But the 
Spaniards treated ’em plenty tough, and when the Indians got a chance, 
they revolted, massacred the padres, and went back to their old reli­
gion. O f course they got licked in the end. It’s quite a story.”

“Yes, quite a story!” agreed the Old Man, who knew the legends of 
Fra Marcos, o f the black slave Estevan, o f the false Turcos, and o f Coro­
nado’s blistering trek in search o f the Grand Quivira— the fabulous 
jew eled city. For an instant he seemed to see vague shapes in armor 
straggling across the starlit desert.

“ ‘Know ye the trail that the Salt bands go?
Close by the Rock where they carved their names?
Know ye the hills of the Navajo?
And the barren sands that the Hopi claims?
Dim in the canons of the dead,
Where the towns are dust and the last scalps dried,
Their swords are rust, and the desert crow 
Scarce can tell where the Spaniards died,’ ” 

he murmured. “The Indians are all Christians now, aren’t they?” 
“Sure, on the surface. It’s a queer setup—nuthin’ like it, so fer as I 

know, anywhere’s else. They go to Mass, keep the saints’ days, and re­
spect ‘the Sunday Jesus’ as they call him, but they go right on worship­
ping their old gods, too, and, between you and me, think a hell o f a lot 
more o f ’em than of the new ones. Everything an Indian does is tied up 
with their old religion and has its own particular ceremony— like this 
Basket Dance, fer instance. They have their own tribal caciques and of­
ficials, and what goes on in the kiva no one knows but themselves. Ev­
erything is decided in secret by their Council o f  Elders according to the 
old traditions.”

“Do you mean they’re allowed to run their own affairs?”
“Practically. The Treaty gives ’em entire jurisdiction over their com­

munal property, domestic relations, and minor criminal offenses inside
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the pueblo, with their own government, consisting o f a toyo— or gover­
nor, who with his police assistants is supposed to keep order and ad­
minister justice. We call ’em “the Spanish set,’ but they’re only a screen 
for the real authority exercised by the council. The big boss who really 
runs the whole show is Oyike Sendo, Ice Hard Old Man. Outside the 
reservation, o f course, they’re subject to the state laws o f New Mexico 
same as anybody, and so is any property they happen to own there in­
dividually.”

As a lawyer Mr. Tutt was interested in this dual authority, one ap­
parent, the other genuine.

“Suppose an Indian goes really bad? Commits a murder in the pueblo 
or some other serious crime?”

“In that case the Federal government steps in, and we try to do some­
thing about it. Otherwise the council takes care o f ’most everything 
and punishes the offenders in its own way.”

“How about matrimonial affairs? Take this girl Dawn Flower. Sup­
pose Spotted Dog wants to marry her, how will he go about it?”

“Each pueblo has its own customs. Here in Cocas he goes to see her 
mother. She decides. If she’s in favor o f it, they’re married according to 
the Indian ritual—which consists merely of a feast and a prayer by a 
cacique. I f  they’re particular, they can go outside the pueblo and be 
married like ordinary white folks in church or before a justice o f the 
peace.”

“And if  the girl refuses?”
“Then it’s just too bad. Her mother probably kicks her out.”
“So a Cocas girl hasn’t got much chance to follow the dictates o f her 

own heart?” demanded Mr. Tutt.
‘Til say she hasn’t!” replied Mr. Brady. “She does what her old woman 

tells her—or else!”

When Dawn Flower entered her mother’s house after climbing the 
two ladders o f  the pueblo, her heart was beating less from exertion 
than from the fact that in the instant her eyes had met those o f Oku- 
wahpee she knew that he was her “eagle-feather man” and that she 
longed to be his wife. Her mother Tasikuma, who was bending over the 
fire, did not look around.

“You tossed the basket so that Okuwahpee could get it,” croaked the 
old woman. “It was not seemly. Slatsina will be  displeased, and the 
dance will go for nothing or worse!”

The deeply religious Dawn Flower was shocked at the thought o f  
such sacrilege. “I had no wish that Okuwahpee would get it. He had 
never so much as looked at me!”

“So much the better,” replied Tasikuma. “I have arranged a fine mar­
riage for you.”
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Dawn Flower’s heart sank.
“So soon!— when I have been back from school less than a month!” 
“Why not? The meat should be eaten while it is fresh.”
“Whom— whom do you wish me to many?”
“The richest man in Cocas— Spotted Dog ”
Dawn Flower sat dow n weakly on the bed rug. The mere thought 

made her sick. “That horrible old man! He smells always o f whisky! 
Besides, he has already been married five times!”

“You will do as I say!” retorted her mother angrily. “We have no one to 
support us— no uncles or cousins. We have nothing to eat but borrowed 
scrapings o f  com . Spotted Dog will buy you a fine house with a garden 
outside the pueblo in the town. He is an old man and will die before 
long. Then you will inherit a lot o f land, my old age will be provided for, 
and you can marry whom  you like.”

“I am Indian!” cried Dawn Flower. “Spotted Dog is part white. I don’t 
want to marry a bohana or to live the white way.”

“If you wish to follow the Indian tradition, stubborn girl, then marry 
as I direct,” threatened Tasikuma. “This marriage will revive our clan, 
which is now almost extinct. It will bring us money, and safeguard my 
dying years. It will be an act o f  piety on your part. A  disobedient daugh­
ter is an offense to the gods. You must do this for me.”

Dawn Flower went out and stood disconsolately on the pueblo roof 
It was true that for the mother to choose was the Cocas way, and after 
her four years at the school, she was fiercely resolved to be Indian in all 
things. It was also true that they were wretchedly poor. Cloud Prayer 
Feather had never looked at her until that afternoon; she had no rea­
son to suppose that he would think o f  asking her to marry him. Be­
sides, he was a cacique and his mind doubtless dwelt not on marrying 
but on more spiritual things. For an hour she struggled with herself, 
then went inside. “Very well,” she said tonelessly. “I will do as you say.” 

“Good!” exclaimed Tasikuma. “You shall marry him as soon as he has 
bought the house and the land.”

“But I don’t want to live outside the pueblo!” protested Dawn Flower. 
“I want to live with m y own people.”

“All right. But first let him buy the land so that you can inherit it. I 
will speak to Father Angelico tomorrow.”

“I don’t want to be married by a priest. I want an Indian marriage!” 
“Tush!” said the old woman. “Unless you are married the white way, 

who knows what will happen when Spotted Dog dies?”
“In that case I shall w ant an Indian wedding also!” insisted her 

daughter.
“Have as many weddings as you like!” grunted Tasikuma.

Cloud Prayer Feather walked back to his house crooning a love song:
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“ ‘Can it be that my young maiden fair 
Sits awaiting all alone tonight?
Is she waiting for me only?’ ”

“Why do you sing, Okuwahpee?” asked his father.
“I caught the basket,” replied the youth. “It will bring me good luck.” 
“But your song is not about a basket!”
Cloud Prayer Feather hung his head.
“Until last month I had not thought o f marrying. But now I am a 

grown man, a cacique o f  the Hunting Society and assistant to Oyike 
Sendo. I should like Tamo-yoa-powi for my wife.”

“She is pure Indian and a good girl,” nodded his father. “If you wish, I 
will speak to her mother tomorrow!”

“I do wish!” exclaimed Okuwahpee. Then, having put away his pray­
er stick and basket, he went out upon the terrace o f the pueblo whence 
on the other side o f  the piazza he could distinguish the glow from 
Dawn Flower’s fire. Some one was standing there in the starlight.

He raised his voice hoping that she might hear:
“ ‘O what happiness! How delightful,
When together we heath one blanket walk,
When we together walk beneath one blanket!’ ”

Tasikuma let no juniper grow under her flat feet but, having secured 
Dawn Flower’s acquiescence in the marriage, hastened from the pueblo 
next morning to the office of Mr. Jose Lopez, a real estate dealer and 
notary public who advised the Indians regarding their business affairs 
and acted as a go-between among them and the Spanish Americans. 
He was small, yellow, and crafty and, although he had notably failed 
elsewhere to make a living, occupied a position o f  considerable influ­
ence among the Cocas owing to the fact that he was Mr. M cCann’s 
brother-in-law.

Primarily interested in protecting the interests o f the wealthy Spot­
ted Dog, he realized at the same time that Tasikuma was a determined 
woman and that he must needs be adroit to outwit her. The old girl 
wasn’t taking any chances, and insisted that Spotted Dog execute a 
deed o f the land to Dawn Flower at once. It so happened that Spotted 
Dog had for a long time owned a strip o f an old Spanish grant running 
“from river to mountain” and supposedly valueless except for grazing. 
This— owing to Dawn Flower’s refusal to live outside the pueblo—  
Lopez induced Tasikuma to accept in lieu o f  the original house and 
land, but on the question of delivery she was adamant and the best he 
could do was to persuade her to agree that the deed to Dawn Flower 
should be held by McCann in escrow to take effect when and if  the 
marriage should actually take place.

These details having been satisfactorily arranged, and Tasikuma
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having seen Spotted D og execute the deed and deliver it to McCann, 
the m arriage ceremony was duly performed by Father Angelico, in 
w hose eyes the groom was a bachelor, his former marriages having 
been solemnized—if at all— only after the Indian fashion. Indeed, the 
good priest expressed much gratification that this pagan recalcitrant 
who had so long lived in sin should at last desire the rites o f the Holy 
Church.

Since Dawn Flower continued to insist upon an Indian marriage also, 
this was set for the next day but one in the house of Spotted Dog, and 
pending it, she returned to her mother’s house. Now, a wedding among 
the Cocas Pueblos is not so much a religious rite as a public announce­
ment o f the contract followed by a feast consecrated by prayer. By the 
irony o f fate, to Cloud Prayer Feather, already stunned by the news o f 
the ceremony before Father Angelico, had been delegated the duty o f 
invoking the blessing o f  the Cloud Beings upon the newly married pair,

For forty-eight hours in the semidarkness o f the kiva the young ca­
cique had fasted and prayed in order that, purified and exalted, he 
m ight be fit to perform his sacred office. Now having reverently re­
ceived from the hands o f Oyike Sendo the sacred dried ear of blue com  
and the prayer stick with eagle feathers, he walked weakly across the 
piazza to the house o f Spotted Dog, where upon the earthen floor the 
more important guests were already squatting in their fiesta clothes. 
As a cacique he could not evade his priestly duty no matter how per­
sonally repugnant it might be to him, and the thought o f so doing did 
not enter his mind; but he was in a highly emotional state induced by 
lack o f  food and sleep.

The Indians arose as he entered the room and formed a circle against 
the walls. Spotted Dog, w ho was smoking a com husk cigarette, re­
mained seated, a complacent grin on his creased, leathery face. Beside 
him sat Dawn Flower dressed as at the Basket Dance, save that her 
hair had been done in heavy glossy coils to resemble squash blossoms, 
her hands folded in her lap. In her eyes was a look o f blank despair.

Cloud Prayer Feather took a position in the center o f the room facing 
the bride and groom. A lthough the ritual required him to turn his 
glance toward the Six World Quarters, he could not take them from 
Dawn Flower’s face. Lowering the prayer stick towards the floor he 
bent forward, still fixedly gazing at her.

“I give prayer sticks to you, O Earth Mother!” he chanted, then stood 
up and elevated his arms: “I give prayer sticks to you, O Sun Father!”

As he was about to begin his invocation to the Cloud Beings, he felt a 
sudden upsurge o f the spirit as i f  his chest would burst, the air turned 
icy cold, and a great light filled the room while above his head, about 
the smoke hole, appeared the Cloud Being of the North, his namesake.

“Go no further, Okuwahpee!” commanded the vision. “Ask not my
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blessing upon this marriage, for it is accurst. This woman is o f  pure In­
dian blood while he who seeks to wed her is not. Such a union would 
symbolize the engulfinent and absorption o f the Indian race. It must not 
go on!”

Then in a clap o f thunder the spirit vanished through the sm oke 
hole, and Cloud Prayer Feather found himself covered with sweat upon 
the floor. Shaking as with an ague, he raised him self with the sacred 
fetishes in his hands and stared about him.

“You heard what the Cloud Spirit o f the North said!” he gasped. “The 
Indian race must retain its purity. This wedding must not go on for it is 
displeasing to the Cloud Beings. In the name o f the gods I forbid it.”

The crowd o f  Cocas were frozen with astonishment and awe. Spotted 
Dog scrambled to his feet, his face distorted with rage.

“You lie, priest!” he shouted. “There was no Cloud Spirit here. No one 
heard anything. It is just a trick to break up my wedding.”

“But Okuwahpee is one of our priests,” replied one of the Indians. “He 
heard the Cloud Spirit o f the North forbid your marriage to Tamo-yoa- 
powi!”

“Bah!” screamed Spotted Dog. “Tamo-yoa-powi and I have been al­
ready married by Father Angelico. See, I have the marriage paper! I do 
not need anything more to make Dawn Flower my wife!”

An excited hubbub arose, and those outside tried to crowd in to learn 
what had happened. Nothing o f  the sort had ever occurred at the pueb­
lo—not even in a thousand years. Everyone began taking sides. H alf 
the Indians were satisfied that Cloud Prayer Feather had really seen 
and spoken with Slatsina, but some o f  them  were in doubt, others 
frankly skeptical. That Okuwahpee should have deliberately taken ad­
vantage o f his priestly office to upset Spotted Dog's wedding was o f 
course unthinkable, but in his exalted state he might honestly have 
mistaken the smoke from the fire that hung against the ceiling for the 
Cloud Being o f the North and imagined that he had heard Slatsina’s 
voice. But were Spotted Dog and Dawn Flower married or not? Was an 
unconsummated marriage by a priest a lawful Indian marriage inside 
the pueblo— if the cacique forbade it? Would not the Cloud Beings 
wreak vengeance upon all o f them if  they were defied?

Cloud Prayer Feather turned towards the door o f the pueblo.
“Wait! Wait!” cried Dawn Feather, forcing her way after him through 

the crowd. “Take me with you, Okuwahpee!”
That night as Cloud Prayer Feather was riding his horse back to the 

corral a rifle bullet pierced his chest, missing his heart by half an inch, 
and next day, hovering between life and death, he was taken in an am­
bulance to the hospital at Santa Fe.

There might be better fishing in the Southwest than on Harry Chan-
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tiler’s two hundred eighty thousand acre “Dermejo Park ” but i f  so, Mr, 
Tutt did not know where. It is reached by rail most readily from Trin­
idad, but the Old Man had never seen the Indian country and on re­
turning from  the Saui Francisco Fair had decided to leave the east- 
bound train at Albuquerque and motor up the valley o f the Rio Grande 
v ia  Santa Fe, Taos, and Raton. For over a m onth now, amid virgin 
forests ten thousand feet above sea level, he had taken his daily limit of 
tw o and three pound rainbow, Eastern brook, and salmon trout in a 
fisherman’s paradise.

Yet each evening as he had sat smoking his stogy in front o f the 
ranch house, watching the daylight fade on the snowy peaks o f the Cos- 
tillos, his mind had inevitably reverted to the Basket Dance at the 
pueblo. What had happened to Dawn Flower, he wondered. Had Spot­
ted Dog got her as the sheriff had foretold? As his vacation drew to an 
end, he had become more and more desirous o f finding out. So he had 
started back by motor over the same trail by which he had come, to 
pause once again at Cocas.

The landscape was quite different now, for the pale greens o f the cot­
tonwoods and box elders along the bottoms, the aspens upon the sides 
o f  the Sangre de Christos, had turned to gold and in the fields the Indi­
ans were harvesting their com , leaving the green and yellow melons 
exposed to ripen. Slatsina had been good to them— apparently the 
Cloud Beings had been pleased.

“I’m sure glad to see you back!” the sheriff greeted him at the door o f 
M cCann’s Trading Post where Mr. Tutt planned to spend the night. 
“No, nuthin’ much hez happened around here since you left. There was 
a  little excitement over Dawn Flower’s marriage to Spotted Dog and 
some skunk shot Cloud Prayer Feather and nearly killed him, but the 
boy’s cornin’ along all right now and everything’s quieted down again.”

“So Dawn Flower actually did marry Spotted Dog?” inquired the Old 
M an incredulously.

“Yep, they were married all right before Father Angelico, but the In­
dian ceremony went haywire and damn if  any one knows now whether 
they were married or not. It was certainly a mixup. I told you Spotted 
D og would get her—and I was right—up to a point. He got her and yet 
he didn’t get her. He bought the mother all right, which I knew was the 
main thing, and the old girl saw to it that he gave her a big tract o f land 
and had a proper marriage paper from the padre. But Dawn Flower in­
sisted on having an Indian wedding besides, and right in the middle of 
it the cacique threw a fit and called the whole thing o ff”

“Who was the cacique?”
“Cloud Prayer Feather, the young chap that led the boys in the Bas­

ket Dance the day you was here. O f course there was a hell o f  a row, and 
Spotted Dog swore it was a frameup. But Dawn Feather didn’t take it
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that way. She claimed that to go on with the wedding would be to defy 
the gods and that that was the end o f Spotted D og as far as she was 
concerned. So she walked out on him then and there— left him flat.” 

“And as a result Spotted Dog tried to kill Cloud Prayer Feather?” 
“Mebbe. But we can’t prove it.”
“Is there no evidence at all?”
“Just a single brass cartridge shell behind a pifton tree. McCann’s ri­

fle was stolen that night. They’re the same caliber— .303. I’ve got the 
shell in my pocket—with the hammer marks on it.”

“H’m! What next!”
“Well, Spotted Dog was furious, for McCann had delivered the deed 

to Dawn Flower as soon as Father Angelico married them and Lopez 
had sent it down to Santa Fe to be recorded, and now that the girl re­
fused to live with him, naturally Spotted Dog right away wanted his 
land back fer himself. Dawn Flower was willin’ and allowed that was 
okay by her, but Tasikuma said oh no!, that her daughter being his le­
gal wife ought to have an interest in the land no matter what hap­
pened. As you see, there was a good deal to be said on both sides, and 
Spotted Dog and Tasikuma quarreled over it for days.

“Finally Lopez suggested a compromise and put one over on the old 
lady. ‘Well,’ he says, ‘if she don’t want to give back all the land let her 
deed it over as community property between her and Spotted Dog so 
they’ll own it fifty-fifty.’ You see, under the old Spanish law down here 
in New Mexico we have such an arrangement whereby a husband and 
wife can own land in common.

“That looked all right to Tasikuma, but as soon as Dawn Flower had 
deeded over the land, Old Spotted Dog started a divorce against her in 
the district court on the ground o f  desertion. O f course she was as anx­
ious to be rid o f him as he was o f  her, and Judge Prescott granted it 
right o ff  the bat. Once the decree was entered, Lopez claimed that 
Dawn Flower had no right in the land because under the Spanish law 
if  a woman is divorced she loses all her interest in community property.

“Pretty slick, wasn’t it? So Spotted Dog has got his land again and, 
what’s more, a couple o f weeks after the divorce when he was walking 
up the canyon he stumbled on a turquoise deposit worth ten thousand 
dollars. He’s been offered that for it already! Som e Indians have luck!” 

“W hat has become o f Dawn Flower?” asked Mr. Tutt thoughtfully. 
“Tasikuma won’t take the girl back into her house. There aren’t any 

relatives for Dawn Flower to go to, so she’s had to leave the pueblo and 
take a job  over here at the trading post.”

“You mean that girl— the daughter o f a chief—is working here as a 
servant?”

“That’s correct. She washes dishes and waits on table.”
Mr. Tutt’s face grew stem.
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“Has Dawn Flower got a lawyer?”
“Only Lopez— he kind o f represents all o f ’em.”
“Who’s the big medicine man now over in the pueblo?”
“Oyike Sendo— Ice Hard Old Man.”
“Well, take me over and introduce me to him, will you? We three 

ought to have a little chat together. I’m going to be an ice hard old man 
myself!—Do you think he’d smoke one o f my stogies?”

“You bet he would!” Mr. Brady assured him. “But first I hope you 
don’t mind m y giving you a little pointer on Indian etiquette? Fust you 
light up your stogy, then move it— ”

Ice Hard Old Man was squatting by his fireplace apparently deep in 
contemplation when the sheriff entered accompanied by Mr. Tutt. He 
looked up and waved them to be seated.

Mr. Tutt took a stogy from his pocket, lit it, moved it ceremoniously 
from east to north and from west to south, and blew a puff o f smoke in 
each o f  the Six World Quarters. Then, having duly propitiated the 
Trues, he gravely handed the stogy to his venerable host.

“Oyike Sendo,” he said impressively, “I give you to smoke.”
It was dark before the Old Man returned to the trading post. All his 

stogies might be gone— to the Six World Quarters—but anyhow he’d 
started something! Entering the cafe by the side door he nearly collid­
ed with Spotted Dog and a redheaded Mexican woman both hurling in­
sults at Dawn Flower, who cowered helplessly before them  holding a 
tray. In place o f  the ceremonial costume in which Mr. Tutt had last seen 
her, she had on a gingham flowered dress draped across one shoulder 
and held at the waist by a wide belt o f woven cloth, while her hair was 
drawn together in chango coiffure tied behind with red tassels.

At that moment, his vocabulary o f  abuse apparently exhausted, 
Spotted Dog reeled forward, dashed the tray from her hands, and 
would have struck her had not Mr. Tutt grabbed his arm and, seizing 
him by the shoulders, bundled him through the swinging doors. Mean­
w hile the M exican w om an had flung herself upon D aw n Flower, 
scratching, biting, and tearing at her hair. McCann, who had heard the 
crash, dashed in from the store, pinioned her arms, and hurled her af­
ter Spotted Dog. Then he shouted for Sheriff Brady, who hustled them 
both to the calabozo. The excitement over, Mr. Tutt turned to Dawn 
Flower. “Sit down, my dear!” he said. “Those two won’t trouble you fur­
ther.— I am your friend. I want to help you!”

Dawn Flower, trembling, sat down.
“How you help me?” she asked stolidly in the high-pitched Cocas tim­

bre, occasionally dropping the article, which most Indians regard as su­
perfluous. “What your people ever do for us?”

“N ot much, I admit!” he answered. “But that has been more from ig­
norance than from evil intent.”
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Dawn Flower shook her head.
“Since Spaniards come long time ago, we have been treated as inferi­

or race. Then we had own culture, own religion. We was free. A fter­
wards you come with your soldiers and rob us o f  our land and try to 
take away our religion. But you cannot do it, for our gods protect us 
that way. All you really do is exterminate us! We die o f white diseases. 
Famine come and we starve. Your traders steal our rations and our 
goods! We— we— are only slaves!”

“Doesn’t the government give the Indians schools and hospitals?” 
“W hat sort schools? What kind hospitals? A ll miles away. For four 

years I—Tamo-yoa-powi— Indian girl brought up in pueblo— go to gov­
ernment boardin’ school, way off. What I learn? Readin’, writin’, history, 
dates, how use washin’ machine, how set table, on what side o f plate go 
fish forks, how fold napkins. No Indian language or culture— nothin’ 
like that! Nothin’ o f use when I go back to m y people. Why? Because 
United States Government doan’ want us go back! They wan’ us stop 
bein’ Indians. They wan’ absorb us! So they teach us only ‘domestic ser­
vice’— how be servants. How work for them in their houses, not in our 
own houses. Why not let us work for ourselves our own way? Indian 
will never be servant. Look at me? I forget how use matate, our m eal­
ing stone. I forget how make pottery. I ’most forget how speak Cocas. 
They teach me how Hannibal cross Alps in B.c. 218, how make icecake 
in electric refrigerator! Lot good that in pueblo!”

Dawn Flower spoke with a fierce sadness. Mr. Tutt’s heart beat in 
sympathy.

“There’s a great deal in what you say” he agreed. “But as a practical 
matter, what would you do i f  you had plenty o f  money?”

Dawn Flower did not hesitate.
“I build hospital right in Cocas and have local doctor” she answered 

eagerly. “Train Indian girl for nurse so she go round every day and see 
what kids are sick. Then I have school where they learn make mats 
and pottery—our culture. I kick out Mr. McCann and his pawnshop 
and give Indians own store where they sell nice stuff direct, maybe ship 
to East. And I get nice bohana lawyer-attorney to represent us and keep 
Indians from being cheated.” She looked at him seriously. “You good nice 
man. Maybe you like be Indian attorney?’

“I’ll think it over,” chuckled Mr. Tutt. “Anyhow I’ll be glad to be your 
lawyer, Dawn Flower! Would you like to have a lot o f money?”

“Not for myself” she answered. “But for my people— yes!”

District Judge Cyrus Prescott, who now spent most o f his time in Co­
cas, had come when a young man to the Southwest for his health and 
had remained there ever since. An excellent lawyer, he was interested 
in the Indians and enjoyed open air life, but he missed the companion­
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ship o f his own kind and he loathed and distrusted Senor Jose Lopez, 
who managed to wangle himself into almost every case that came be­
fore him . Hence he was not only surprised but pleased when next 
m orning he was visited in his chambers by a gaunt old gentleman 
whose face for some reason seemed familiar to him.

“My name is Tutt—Ephraim Tutt,” said the stranger. “I am a mem­
ber o f the New York bar, but not that o f  New Mexico. I have come to ask 
the favor o f being allowed to argue a case before you.”

The judge extended his hand.
“Glad to meet you!” he replied. “Do sit down! I heard you were up at 

Harry Chandler’s. O f course it will be an honor to see you in my court. 
W hat can I do for you?”

“Well,” confessed the Old Man, “the fact is I’ve formed a high regard 
for a young Indian girl named Tamo-yoa-powi. I believe it is through 
Indians like her that their problem is to be solved. I want to help her.”

“The girl old Spotted Dog divorced six weeks ago?”
“That’s the one. I want you to let me reopen the case and apply for 

additional relief. Is there any legal objection?”
“My court is practically always in session,” answered Judge Prescott. 

“And I’m always inclined to reopen that kind o f a case. Who represents 
Spotted Dog?”

“A  Mexican gentleman named Mr. Jose Lopez.”
“In that case,” remarked His Honor with finality, “there is no legal ob­

jection whatsoever!”

The District Court House at Cocas is a one-storied brown adobe 
building with whitewashed walls and ceiling o f  rough-hewn yellow 
pine. A  deal table on a slightly raised platform serves for the judge’s 
dais, and behind it hangs a crayon portrait o f  the famous Governor 
Otermin, savior o f  New Mexico. In the body o f the room are settees for 
about a hundred people. The proceedings are indifferently conducted 
through an interpreter in English, Spanish, or Cocas as may be most 
expedient. When Judge Prescott ascended the bench three mornings 
later, the entire room was crowded with Indians, who filled the bench­
es and lined the walls. Mr. Tutt sat inside the rail with Dawn Flower 
beside him, opposite Senor Lopez and Spotted Dog, who looked consid­
erably the worse for wear. On the front bench where he could see Dawn 
Blower was Cloud Prayer Feather, his crutches resting beside him.

Mr. Tutt arose:
“I f  the Court please, this is an application to reopen a divorce case 

and to amend the judgment so as to allocate the property rights as be­
tween the parties. There is no dispute upon the facts. No evidence was 
taken at the trial in regard to community or other rights, and there 
was no finding as to alimony.”
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Mr. Lopez twirled his mustache.
“This lady” he announced, “deliberately abandoned her husband and 

refused to live with him. This court divorced her on that ground. She 
cannot possibly claim alimony.”

“I am not asking for alimony” replied Mr. Tutt. “I am inquiring as to 
the ownership o f a valuable piece o f  real property o f which the plain­
t iff  Spotted Dog, claims to be in lawful possession.”

“To what property do you refer, Mr. Tutt?” asked His Honor.
“To a tract of land— part of an ancient Spanish grant—deeded by the 

plaintiff to my client, which transfer became effective on her marriage 
to him. You concede, do you not, Sehor Lopez, that she got a good title?” 

“Sure!” retorted Lopez. “She got a good title. But later, after she had 
refused to go on with the Indian marriage, she deeded it over to herself 
as community property, and when her husband divorced her for deser­
tion, under Spanish law—which is the law o f  this state— she lost all 
her rights in it.”

Mr. Tutt smiled benignly at him.
“Mr. Lopez is apparently unaware that the law o f New Mexico, while 

still recognizing community property between husband and wife, no 
longer penalizes a divorced woman by depriving her o f her share in it. 
That was settled by Beale versus Ayers, in 25 New Mexico, 459.”

Judge Prescott nodded.
“That is correct, Mr. Tutt. I see that even you Yankees are familiar 

with that famous controversy out here.”
Senor Lopez was dancing up and down in outraged excitement.
“No! No!” he protested. “I except! This land ceased to be community 

property the minute the divorce decree was entered.”
“On the contrary” countered the Old Man, “this land never became 

community property at all—it belongs to her alone.”
“How is that, Mr. Tutt?” inquired His Honor curiously.
“The matter is simple enough,” quietly replied the lawyer. “It has 

been complicated only by Mr. Lopez’ abortive attempt— due to his own 
ignorance o f the New Mexican laws— to deceive his client Tasikuma. I 
am  informed, and if  necessary can prove, that Lopez advised Dawn 
Flower’s mother—for whom he was then acting—that if  the girl deeded 
the land back as ‘community property5 between her husband and her­
self she would retain a half interest in it. He gave her this advice well 
knowing that Spotted Dog intended to apply for a divorce, but under 
the mistaken apprehension that i f  a d ivorce were granted Dawn 
Flower would forfeit all her rights in it under the ancient law o f Spain. 
Not only is the law in this respect contrary to what Mr. Lopez supposed 
it to be, but—” and he turned triumphantly to the bewildered Mexican 
“— under the statutes o f this state, ‘community property5 is defined as 
property acquired during the marriage by either or both spouses oth­
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erwise than by gift, descent, or devise. Dawn Flower’s deed o f this land 
to herself and Spotted D og as ‘community property,’ being without con­
sideration, was a gift, and hence the attempted conveyance thereof was 
void. Title to the property remained in her. If you have any doubt as to 
the law, I refer you to McDonald versus Lambert, 43 New Mexico, 27. 
H ad her deed been effective under the law to make this ‘community 
property,’ she would in any event be entitled to half o f it— as it is, she 
owns the whole o f it!”

The old lawyer offered a volume o f reports to Judge Prescott, who 
waved it aside.

“Mr. Tutt is right,” he said. “The point in question had not occurred to 
me. I have no hesitation in holding that Tamo-yoa-powi, otherwise 
known as Dawn Flower, is the sole owner of the tract in question.”

Senor Lopez was too stunned to speak, but Spotted Dog, sensing that 
the case must have gone sour, jumped to his feet.

“Dawn Flower she gimme back that land!” he shouted. “You no can 
take away, judge! No damn law goin’ rob Indian like that!”

His paroxysm was interrupted by a disturbance at the back o f the 
courtroom as Sheriff Brady entered, accompanied by Oyike Sendo in 
his ceremonial costume, followed by the toyo and two Indian policemen. 
One o f them was carrying a rifle.

“Excuse me, Your H onor” said Brady amid a profound silence. “This 
ain’t got anything to do with this here case—that is, not directly. But I 
felt I ought to tell you that while Spotted Dog has been in the calabozo, 
the guv’nor and I dug up the floor o f his sittin’ room and found Buck 
McCann’s gun. I tested the hammer and the marks are the same as on 
the cartridge shell used to shoot Cloud Prayer Feather here.”

H e paused, as a guttural murmur ran along the walls.
“But that weren’t all we found,” dryly continued Mr. Brady, whisking 

out a pair o f  nickel-plated handcuffs. “No, sirree, it weren’t!— A  few 
inches further down we excavated the fifth Mrs. Spotted Dog.”
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Popular cosy author Ellen Hart mixes murder with meatloaf in 
her latest Sophie and Bram Greenway adventure, D ial M  fo r  
M eat L o a f (Fawcett, $6.99). An act of kindness finds Sophie of­
fering to drive Bernice Washburn, a colleague from their newspaper, to 

the small-town hospital in Minnesota where Bernice’s father is recov­
ering from a stroke. Once there, both a blizzard and a flashback from 
her girlhood pull this snoopy sleuth into Bernice’s family potboiler. And 
quite a stew it is, too, with a batch o f purloined letters penned from a jail 
cell, evidence of bigamy and multiple wife-murder, a gangster lurking 
in the shrubbery who’s stalking Bernice, a man who chats with a cow—  
and that’s not even mentioning the heated competition for the winning 
m eatloaf recipe! This is a hearty, satisfying m eal o f a mystery, with 
chunks o f good characters and more than a dash o f  wit. And for the rec­
ord, I made Pinwheel Meat Loaf (recipe included in the back o f the 
book), and it was a huge hit.

Here’s a period mystery that offers a fascinating peek into the past. 
Brent M onahan’s T h e  Jeky l Is la n d  C lu b  (St. Martin’s Minotaur, 
$13.95) takes readers back to 1899 when the swankiest, most elite club 
in the nation was nestled on its own island o ff the Georgia coast. Sev­
eral o f the mansions remain and can be toured today, but in 1899 the 
club was at its peak in popularity and prestige. Thus, when a member 
is fatally shot, the apparent victim o f a shooting accident, the club’s 
founders fully expect the town authorities to do little more than sign off 
on the death. What they have not reckoned on is Sheriff John Le Brun, 
longtime area resident, sharp as a tack, and impervious to intimidation. 
Poke around with Le Brun as he matches wits with J. P. Morgan, Jo­
seph Pulitzer, and their ilk to unmask a coldblooded murderer. A  spir­
ited hero, a clever killer, and rich period detail all add to the entertain­
ment. Look for it i f  you like historical mysteries.

Author Deborah Morgan and her protagonist, antiques expert Jeff 
Talbot, make their debut in the engaging D eath  Is  a  C abaret (Berkley
Illustration by June Levine 141



1 4 2 BOOKED & PRINTED

Prime Crime, $5.99). Talbot has an intriguing past (a stint with the FBI 
antiques squad) and an even more interesting present life in Seattle 
that includes a young British butler who loves American musical the­
ater, a beautiful wife w ho suffers from severe agoraphobia, and an in­
herited five story Victorian mansion filled with family heirlooms. In this 
tale, however, Jeff is off" to Lake Michigan’s upper peninsula and an op­
ulent Old World resort on Mackinac Island, where he plans to attend a 
weekend antiques show and auction. The first surprise (not a pleasant 
one) is to find that a rival Seattle antiques “picker” like him self is also 
attending. The second surprise is to find a dead body in the hotel’s court­
yard fountain. Morgan has filled her mystery with lively characters, 
beautiful locales, some colorful historical background, and a whiff o f the 
passion and glamour surrounding the world of antiques and those who 
collect them. Mystery readers love to go places where they wouldn’t oth­
erwise be invito! and to learn things they don’t know. I’d say Morgan’s 
book delivers both to readers o f cosies.

Craving a m ore m asculine adventure? Pick up Carsten Stroud’s 
B la ck  W ater T ran sit , and you’ve put the pedal to the metal (Dela- 
corte, $24.95). The setting is the New York City waterfront, where for­
mer Vietnam marine Jack Vermillion has labored for year’s to build his 
small shipping business into a multimillion dollar company. That’s all 
well and good until Jack is approached by a retired army colonel who 
wants to arrange for an illegal shipment of guns—weapons that com­
pose his personal collection, he alleges, some of them in his family for 
generations. Jack knows that this guy is serious: serious trouble, seri­
ously dangerous, and deadly serious about this shipment. Add to the 
mix Jack’s wastrel son, who’s going to be sent to a hardcore prison term 
unless Dad can come up with something to offer the authorities. Jack 
has already been approached in the hope that he will give up his boy­
hood pal, a highly placed mafioso. Now bring in an ambitious, amoral, 
and arguably sociopathic female federal prosecutor who wants to add 
Jack’s company to her belt: the government’s coffers of seized goods. Get 
the picture? In the blink o f an eye Jack is in the middle o f what soon ap­
pears to be a hopelessly tightening net. Watch how this veteran puts his 
own survival skills to the test, and enjoy the ride.

Alfred Hitchcock's Mystery Magazine is published monthly except for a combined 
double issue by Dell Magazines, a division o f  Crosstown Publications, 475 Park 
Avenue South, New York, N Y  10016; shareholders owning 7% or more are Penny 
Press, Inc., Selma, 'William, John, James, and Peter Kanter, 6 Proivitt St., Norwalk, 
CT 06855-1220. There are no mortgagees or other security holders. Total average 
copies printed: 62,997; 52,823 total paid circulation.



STORY THAT W O N
The Septem ber 
M ysterious Photo­
graph contest w as 
won by Pam  Kress- 
man of New Haven,
Connecticut. Hon­
orable mentions go to Edw ard T. Eden of 
Houston, M isso u ri; G len A . H unter of 
F lag staff, A rizo n a ; Ron M ayer of S t. 
Thom as, O n tario , Canada; Hugh M ac­
Kinnon of New W estm inster, B ritish  Co­

lum b ia , Canada; 
Fran ces Low e o f 
O rland o , F lo rid a ; 
A . E . M atheson o f 
Saskatoon, S a s­
katchew an , C an a­

da; Charles Schaeffer o f Bethesda, M ary­
land ; Robert K e slin g  of Ann Arbor, 
M ichigan; P a tric ia  G erm an o f Fed eral 
Way, W ashington; and H eather F. M arks 
of Geneva, New York.

PAYTE’S WAIT by Pam Kressm an

Payte hated to wait. She had to make bail for her nephew Nate. Nate 
had always been a good boy, studied hard in school, and had a good job 
at the gun factory when he exhibited the family trait. He had worked an 
extra shift and left the factory late. He saw two guns leaning against the 
back gate.

He thought, They must have fallen out o f their crate. I’ll take them 
along with me so that I’m not late for my date.

He hurried home, and taking a shortcut through the Manvilles’ back 
yard, he waved at their daughter Kate. He heard a man’s voice call his 
name and had started to jog  when he tripped on a piece o f slate.

The company guard looked down at him and said, “I guess getting 
caught is your fate.”

Nate replied angrily, “Fate had nothing to do with it; you left those 
guns out there as bait.”

The guard laughed. “As excuses go, that one ain’t great.”

“And so here I am,” Payte fumed, “waiting to bail out a relative who 
can’t go straight.”

“I’m here, too,” Kate said as she sidled up to Payte. “Nate never did 
show up for our date. M y dad says he’s not cut out to be a great mate.”

“Your dad’s right, Kate,” said Payte. “My nephew’s problem is innate. 
Find another man, who’s first-rate.”
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AUDI0/VIDE0

Solve It-Yourself 
DVD Mystery Game

Presented by Murder To Go 
The Inventors of the 
Interactive Mystery)

There's a body in room 101 and everyone has an alibi. 
6 suspects 1 victim You are the detective!

Examine the crime scene! Visit the coroner! 
Interrogate the suspects!

CAN YOU SOLVE THE MYSTERY?
DVD interactivity, navigation menus, and multiple clues.

$20 plus $5 s&h To Order call: (888) 301-2583 
or visit our website www.murdertogo.com.

BOOKS AND PERIODICALS

BOOKS AND PERIODICALS
M Y S T E R Y  H O U S E  B O O K  S H O P P E .
Used Books. O n-line  cata log . 
h ttp ://w w w .m ysteryhousebooks.com
R.E. HOWARD PULPS, PAPERBACKS, BOOKS, 
WEIRD TALES, ETC. DOC SAVAGE, SHADOW, ETC. 
PULPS AND PAPERBACKS, LIST SASE, ROGOFKSY, 
BOX 107-D, GLEN OAKS, NEW YORK 11004.

______________ MISCELLANEOUS_______________
Dynamic character development needed of 
ghostwriter-movie marketer for mystery 10% com­
pleted. Reply by note, telephone is alright to: J.D. 
Welty, P.0. Box 8 2 157, Columbus, Ohio 43202.
Come on by. There's lots of lovely things at 
a t o m i c w o m a n . 4 e v e r . c c  
Email: bob@distefano.net

FREE CATALOG. Used paper and hardcover mys­
teries. Books West, POB 417760, Sacramento, CA 
95841 -7760. Visa/MC/Amex/Discover.
FREE LISTS. Quality used mystery paperbacks. 
Collections purchased. Steve Lewis, 62 Chestnut, 
Newington, C l 0 6 1 11.
Garrison Flint's Raymond Masters Mystery 
Novels at bookclub prices, wvwv.familypress.com

_______________ TRAVEL/TOURS_______________
MURDER MYSTERY CRUISE, 14th annual 
MURDER MYSTERY CRUISE, April 15, 2002. Ten 
day Panama Canal cruise aboard Princess 
Cruises' Sun Princess. Guest writer John Lutz. 
Call CruiseWorks 1-800-876-6664.

WORK AT HOME
MYSTERY ADDICTS! Free catalog! New and 
recycled detective fiction. Grave Matters, 
Box 32192-C , Cincinnati, OH 45232 , 
www.gravematters.com

ATTENTION: WORK FROM HOME. Potential: 
i 2000 TO $5000 PER MONTH. Must be 18 
years of age or older. 1 -800-896-7164 code 623

fRfifcm OFFER VAPOUR MYSTERY COMBO
P l a c e  a  c l a s s if ie d  a d

IN OUR NEXT TWO ISSUES AND RECEIVE A THIRD AD FREE!
Yo u r ad  w ii! reach  a c o m b in e d  au d ien ce  o f 2 0 0 ,0 0 0  readers 

in  o u r o u tstand ing  p u b lic a t io n s - E lle ry  Queen and Alfred H itc h c o c k  
m yste ry  m agazines.

C a ll to d a y  fo r a  n e w  rate  card .
DELL MAGAZINES CLASSIFIED DEPARTMENT 

475 Park Avenue South, 11th Floor, NY, NY 10016 
Call: (212) 686-7188 •  Fax: (212) 686-7414
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http://www.murdertogo.com
http://www.mysteryhousebooks.com
mailto:bob@distefano.net
http://www.gravematters.com


6 Issues, Just $9.97

m y s t r r y  » » « ! " !  5 ^  ^

I' . , .

Subscribe today to Ellery Q u e e n 's  
M y ste ry  M a g a z in e  and you'll get 
every intriguing issue delivered 
directly to your door.

Ellery Queen's Mystery Magazine
leads the genre in critical acclaim 
with more than 50 major awards and 
nominations just since 1990! With 
suspenseful stories from the honor roll 
of mystery and crime fiction's great 
writers PLUS mystery limericks, poems 
and cartoons, book reviews, and 
an occasional mystery crossword!

SAV[40%!
To order by charge card, call toll-free:

I - 8 0 0 - 3 3 3 - 3 3 I I
Outside the U.S.A.: 1-850-682-7644

Ellery Queen, P.O. Box 54052, 
Boulder CO, 80322-4052

Please allow 4 to 6 weeks for delivery of your first issue. Outside U .S .A .: Add $4 per year for shipping and 
handling. All orders must be paid in U.S. funds. ‘ We publish a double issue once a year which counts as 
two issues toward your subscription. 5E10



TheMysteryPlace.com
Your web source for 
mystery fiction.

Visit www.TheMysteryPlace.com, home of the leading 
short-fiction mystery magazines. Log on and you’ll enjoy:

t

• Full stories on-line • Award lists
• Trivia contests • Book reviews
• Readers’ Forum • Mystery puzzles

And more!

MYSTERY MAGAZINE
Visit us at www.themysteryplace.com

http://www.TheMysteryPlace.com
http://www.themysteryplace.com

