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a NEW Dr. Sam Hawthorne story by

EDWARD D. HOCH

"l heard you was workin’ for the Doc here,” Rex Stapleton said
to May. "Is he a good boss?”

"The best.” May smiled at April and Dr. Sam.

After lunch she excused herselfand Dr. Sam had a few mo-
ments alone with April. "You know she'll never replace you,” he
told her, meaning it.

"I think she’ll work outfine ifyou give her a chance, Sam.”

"Anything | should watch out for?”

"Not with her work, certainly.” April hesitated and then added,
"She’s scared of thunderstorms, but | suppose that's not that un-
usual . .

THE PROBLEM OF THE
THUNDER ROOM

by EDWARD D. HOCH

&&tf—"ome in!” old Dr. Sam Hawthorne said, greeting the afternoon

visitor with his usual warmth. "Here, you just sit down here
while | pour us a small libation. What was | gonna talk about today?
Oh, sure—it was when my nurse April left me to get married in the
winter of'35 ..

April had been my only nurse since | came to Northmont and set
up practice back in 1922. When she met this fella up in Maine and
decided to marry him, it was a real blow to me. But I couldn’t stand
in the way of her happiness. (Dr. Sam poured a little more brandy
into his glass and continued.) That was in late January. April had
agreed to work through February and help train her replacement,

© 1988 by Edward D. Hock.
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4 THE PROBLEM OF THE THUNDER ROOM

but finding someone qualified in a town like Northmont was easier
said than done. Friday, March first, was supposed to be her last day
in the office, but | prevailed on her to stay one more week.

"Sam,” she said with a sigh, "I want to get back up to Maine and
take care of our wedding plans. We're being married right after
Easter.”

"You've got time, April. You'll have the rest ofyour life to be Mrs.
Andre Mulhone.”

"It sounds nice, doesn't it?”

"I've got to say you've seemed happier this past month than I've
ever seen you. Just give me another week and I'll try to come up
with someone.”

Perhaps it was this feeling of a deadline hanging over me that
made me so receptive the following Monday morning when Sheriff
Lens stopped by the office. "You're still lookin’ for a replacement for
April, Doc?”

"l certainly am, Sheriff. Do you know of anyone?”

"Well, a funny thing happened yesterday out on the County Line
Road. One of my deputies came across a young lady in a fancy yellow
Duesenberg car. It had gone off the road on a curve and she was in
a ditch. Anyway, she’s stayin’ at the hotel till the car is fixed and
she asked me this momin’ if I knew of anyplace here she could get
ajob to pay for it.”

"Ladies who drive Duesenbergs can usually afford the upkeep,”
| remarked. "Besides, I'm looking for someone who can last thirteen
years like April did. I don’'t have any temporary jobs available.”

"Said she likes Northmont and might stay if she found the right
job. She worked for a dentist in Stamford. That's pretty much like
working for a doctor, isn't it?”

"There are similarities,” | admitted.

"Then there’'s her name. You know what comes after April. Her
name is May.”

I had to chuckle at that one. "Okay, Sheriff, I'll talk to her,” | said.

By noon that day Sheriff Lens hadn't gotten back to me, and when
I went out for lunch I purposely detoured past Rex’s Garage. I've
loved fancy cars all my life, and if there was a yellow Duesenberg
in town | wanted to see it.

Rex himselfwas working on it when | walked in, hammering the
last of the dents out of the front fenders. "Quite a car, eh, Doc?”

"Sure is.” | walked around it, marveling at the fine workmanship.

Just as | was lifting the hood to inspect the engine, ayoung woman
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walked in from the street. "What are you doing with my car?” she
asked sharply.

"It's all right, Miss,” Rex Stapleton assured her, wiping the grease
from his hands. "This here’s Sam Hawthorne, Northmont’s best doc-
tor. He appreciates fine cars like yours.”

"I'm May Russo,” she said with a ready smile, stepping forward
to shake my hand. "The sheriff told me | should contact you.” She
was fairly short and moved with an energy that set her blonde hair
bouncing. She wore a grey sweater and a matching pleated skirt.
I guessed her to be in her mid-twenties, a good decade younger than
April.

"l was admiring your car. The Duesenberg is a fine machine.”

"Thank you. I only hope Mr. Stapleton here has it running again.”

"Good as new,” Rex assured her, slamming one of the doors to
emphasize the point. "I've got the bill right here. It's not too bad.”

| watched while she paid with a pair of new twenty-dollar bills.
Then I asked, "Do you want to talk about the job?”

"Yes—climb in and I'll give you a ride back to your office.”

I didn't have to be asked twice. We rolled out of the garage and
turned right on Main Street, and | felt like every eye in town was
on us. "What makes you think you might want to stay in Northment,
Miss Russo?”

"I'm escaping.”

"Oh?”

"From Boston and fast cars and a fast life. | thought Stamford was
the answer but it's too close to New York. | want to slow down.”

"Did your parents give you the car?”

She looked away and nodded. "When | started my senior year at
Radcliffe. | graduated five years ago. —Mr. Stapleton says you ap-
preciate fine cars. What kind do you have?”

"A red Mercedes 500 K.”

"Very nice!”

"You'’ll see it at my office.”

"Am | going the right way?”

"Turn left at the next comer. I'm in the office wing at Pilgrim
Memorial Hospital.”

"Are you a surgeon?”

"Nothing so glamorous. Just a lowly general practitioner.”

She made the turn without hesitation, handling the car with skill.
"Is it much farther?”
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"No. It's less than a mile from town. The way you drive | can't
believe you could end up in a ditch.”

"l was distracted,” she answered. "l lost some of my clothes in the
accident. | have shopping to do.”

"Sheriff Lens said you worked for a dentist.”

"That's right. |1 went to Stamford to try life on my own.”

"What happened?”

"The dentist had a jealous wife.” Almost as an afterthought, she
asked, "Are you married?”

| had to laugh. "No, I'm not.”

We turned into the hospital driveway and | pointed out a parking
space next to my Mercedes. "Did you walk into town from here?”
she asked.

"Ofcourse. | walk there and back nearly every day ifthe weather's
good. It's the best exercise | get.”

She was impressed by my new Mercedes and | promised her a ride
in it. Then | took her inside to meet April. "May, this is April—soon
to be April Mulhone.”

"Hello, May.” April gave her a smile and made the obvious jokes
about their names. Then she settled down to describing the office
procedure, hopeful that | had found her replacement. | decided to
hire May Russo.

As those first days passed, | quickly learned May’s strengths and
weaknesses. A telephone call to the dentist in Stamford had brought
forth a grudging recommendation and I could see at once that she
was a bright, hard worker with a cheery word for all the patients.
Keeping the records and accounts, scheduling the patients, even
devising the best routes for my house calls all came naturally to
her. She wasn’t a trained nurse as April had been, and there were
times when | wished | could call on her to help with more medical
procedures, but she was willing to learn and that was the important
thing.

Friday was April’'s final day, and | took both of the women to
lunch at a nice little restaurant across the street from Rex Staple-
ton’s garage. Rex ate there regularly and passed our table at one
point. "How's the Duesenberg running?” he asked May.

"Running very well, thanks.”

"l heard you was workin’ for the Doc here. Is he a good boss?”

"The best.” May smiled at April and me.
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After lunch she excused herself and | had a few moments alone
with April, "You know she'll never replace you,” | said, meaning it.

"I think she’ll work out fine if you give her a chance, Sam.”

"Anything | should watch out for?”

"Not with her work, certainly.” April hesitated and then added,
"She’s scared of thunderstorms, but | suppose that’s not that unu-
sual.”

"Thunderstorms?”

"Remember Wednesday afternoon while you were visiting your
hospital patients we had that freak thunderstorm.”

"Freak is right. In March!”

"It lasted only a couple of minutes, but it really terrified her. She
put her head down on the desk. She said they used to have a thunder
room at home and she and her brother would be terribly frightened
when their parents dragged them in there during a storm.”

I'd known some old New England houses to have thunder rooms,
including a few in Northmont. They were inside rooms without win-
dows, where the family could take refuge during severe storms. It
always seemed to me they tended to make people even more afraid
of thunder and lightning, and May’s reaction might bear that out.
"Well, we don’t have too many bad storms around here,” | said.

April reached across the table to take my hand. "I'm going to miss
you, Sam. You've been the best boss a woman could hope for.”

"l hope you'll be very happy. Have you and Andre set the date
yet?”

"l know it'll be soon after Easter. I'm hoping for April twenty-
seventh because Easter is so late this year, but we’ll let you know
for sure. You will come, won't you?”

"Nothing could keep me away.”

The rest of the month was generally quiet and May and | settled
into a daily routine of seeing patients, making house calls, and
sending out statements. Though April had rarely gone on calls with
me, | tried to get May out of the office at least twice a week. For one
thing, I enjoyed her company. More important, | wanted my patients
to know and trust her so she’d be more than just a voice on the
telephone when they called in an emergency.

It was toward the end of March that we visited the old Foster
place on Berry Road. The unseasonably warm weather that had
provoked the early thunderstorm had lingered, off and on, through
the month. This day was a sunny spring jewel, and some farmers
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could be seen already plowing their fields. Hank Poster wasn't
among them because a bad knee injury had laid him up through
much of the winter.

His wife Bruna was a tall humorless woman who'd been known
to do much of the outside work around the place. She greeted me at
the door, nodded briefly to May, and led us into the sitting room.
"l hope you'll have him back on his feet soon, Dr. Hawthorne. Oth-
erwise I'll have to ask our son to drive down from Springfield to help
with the planting.”

| inspected Hank Foster’s knee, flexing it a few times. "How does
that feel?”

"Better than last time, Doc. I've been gettin’ around pretty good.”

"This is a lovely old house,” May commented to Bruna Foster as
| finished my examination.

Mrs. Foster thought about that and suddenly unbent enough to
ask, "Would you like to see the rest of it?”

"I'd love to.”

| remained downstairs with my patient while they inspected the
kitchen and the second floor. | heard them moving above us and
then suddenly there was a heavy thump from up there. "What was
that?” Hank asked, halfout of his chair.

"I'll go see.” At the foot of the stairs | called out, "Everything all
right up there?”

"No,” Bruna called back. "Your new nurse has fainted.”

| found May sprawled on the floor at the doorway of a bleak,
windowless room. To my relief she was already coming around. A
whiff of ammonium carbonate from a bottle in my bag quickly had
her sitting up.

"What happened, May?”

"I don't know. I—I think it was that room.”

"It's a thunder room,” Bruna Foster explained. "Apparently the
former owners were frightened of storms and would go there during
really bad ones. Hank and I occasionally use it ourselves.”

"It reminded me of something from my childhood,” May explained.
"You’'ll have to excuse me.” She got to her feet a bit unsteadily. |
helped her down the stairs.

"A great nurse | make!” she said with a self-deprecating shake of
the head.

"It could happen to anyone,” | assured her.

The following Monday was April Fools’ Day, but it was no joke



THE PROBLEM OF THE THUNDER ROOM 9

to Sheriff Lens. | stopped by the jail as he was doing his monthly
cleaning-out of hobos arrested near the railway tracks. There was
aburly black man, a shortfellow with long blond hair and abeard—a
halfdozen in all.

"This batch has been in for four weeks,” the sheriff told me. "There
are no jobs here for 'em. | can’t hold them any longer, so | just shoo
them out of town, let someone else worry about them. Those birds
in Washington better start doin’ something about this Depression.”

Most of them left quietly, anxious to be free, though the short
blond one demanded a suitcase he'd had when he was arrested.
Sheriff Lens found it in the property room and sent him on his way.
"It seems there should be something for them with all the public-
works projects around,” | said.

"They don’t want to work. They just want to bum around lookin’
for handouts. That big fella looks like he’s got the strength of three
people but you don’t see him using it.” He went back to his desk.
"At least | emptied out the cells for the next batch. Now what can
I do for you, Doc?”

"l was out to the Foster place a few days ago. On the way back
I noticed a couple ofjunked automobiles in a field at the old Bailey
farm. Know anything about it?”

Sheriff Lens pounded the desk with his fist. "Aren’t they outa
there yet? Rex Stapleton leased that field from the estate a few
months back. Maybe they thought he was takin’ up farming, but all
he wanted was space to store some old wrecks from his garage. He
says he might need them for parts, but I told him they’re an eyesore
and to get them outa there fast. | guess the next thing to do is to
give him a summons.”

"l just wanted to let you know about it.”

"l appreciate that, Doe. —How"s the new nurse workin’ out?”

"May’s fine. It's a funny thing, she’ll never replace April, but in
some ways | feel closer to her. She's a bit more friendly than April,
even if she's not as good a nurse.”

"When's April’'s wedding?”

"Three weeks from Saturday. I'll be going up to Maine for it.”

"Give her my best, Doc. | always liked that gal.”

I returned to my office and found that the usual rash of early-
spring illnesses were upon us. May had calls from two people with
the flu and one woman whose child had broken out in spots. It was
probably chicken pox since he’'d already had measles, but | promised
to take a run out there.
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"Someday doctors will stay in their offices and everyone will come
to them,” May remarked as | prepared to leave.

"That would be a sad day for the medical profession,” | said. "Some
of these people can’t even afford cars. How would they get here?”

The thunderstorm came on Thursday of that week, as surprising
as the one a month earlier. It was my first opportunity to see the
effect it had on May Russo. She’'d been unusually edgy all week long,
almost as if she somehow sensed the oncoming storm. With the first
clap of thunder, she buried her head in her hands. We were alone
in the office.

"Come on, May,” | said to her. "I'm here with you. Nothing’s going
to happen.”

There was a flash of lightning and then another crash, closer this
time. "You don’t know,” she moaned.

"Don’'t know what?”

But she didn’'t answer me. It was almost as if she'd gone into a
trance. "Go in here and lie down,” | suggested, helping her to her
feet and guiding her to the examining table in my inner office. She
stretched out there and | left her alone for a while.

By three o’clock, some fifteen minutes later, the storm had passed.
What thunder there was could be heard far in the distance, moving
away. | found May sitting on the edge of the table. "I'm sorry, Dr.
Sam. | always think I'm getting better, but then the thunder comes
and it’s like a fog settling over my brain.”

"Did you go to sleep?”

"l think I did, for a few minutes. | had a dream. It was a terrible
thing—about a hammer and people being killed.”

"You're all right now,” I assured her.

"l hope so.” She slid off the table and returned to the outer office.
In that moment she seemed more like a frightened child than a
confident young woman who drove an expensive yellow Duesenberg.

"Have you ever considered seeing a specialist?” | suggested. "I'm
not a believer in Freudian psychology myself, but some doctors can
do wonders these days.”

"Do you think I'm crazy?” she asked quietly, wanting to know.

"Of course not. Whatever your trouble is, we’ll get to the bottom
of it,” | told her.

My three o’clock patient arrived then, a few minutes late because
of the storm. | asked May if she wanted to take the rest of the
afternoon off, but she insisted on staying at her desk.
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It was more than an hour later when Sheriff Lens arrived at the
office. His face was dead serious and | knew something was wrong.
May must have seen it, too. "There’s been a killing, Doe,” he said
without preliminaries.

"What? Who?”

"Hank Foster. It happened out at his house about an hour ago.
An intruder came in during the thunderstorm and killed him with
a hammer.”

"My God!” I looked at May, remembering her dream. "What about
Bruna? Is she all right?”

"She was hit on the shoulder. Nothing more than a bad bruise.
Doc Quinn is with her.”

"Doc Quinn? Bruna’'s my patient.”

"Under the circumstances, Doc, | thought it was better to call in
someone else.”

"What circumstances are those?”

Painfully, he glanced from my face to May'’s. "Bruna swears that
the person who entered their house and murdered her husband was
May here.”

Oddly, my first reaction was one of relief. It was so impossible, so
easy to disprove, that | felt no apprehension for May at all. "That's
quite fantastic,” | assured him. "May was here in the office with me
during the entire storm.”

"Bruna says she’s sure, Doc. She was only inches away from Hank
when he was Killed.”

May'’s face had gone white, drained of blood. "Where did it hap-
pen?” she managed to ask. "In the thunder room?”

"That's right.” Sheriff Lens eyed her carefully. "Do you remember
what happened now?”

"No, of course not. | wasn't there. | had nothing to do with it.”

"Then how'd you know it happened in the thunder room?”

"You said it was during the storm, and | saw the room when |
was there. | supposed they’'d have been in it to keep away from the
thunder and lightning.”

"May is very frightened of thunderstorms,” | explained. | told the
sheriffeverything that had happened during the storm, pointing out
that it would have been impossible for May to have left the office
long enough to have committed the crime.

"But she was outa your sight for fifteen minutes, Doc. You just
told me so yourself”
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"Fifteen minutes at most, just before three o’clock. What time did
the killing take place?”

"Just then, at the height of the storm.”

"All right. May was resting in the,examining room for fifteen
minutes or less. Are you trying to say that in such a short period
she could have climbed out the window, driven her car out to the
Foster house, killed Hank Foster, driven back, and climbed back in
the window? In that storm it would have taken her at least fifteen
minutes to drive just one way. And what about her clothing? You
can see it's perfectly dry.”

"Could she have been there for maybe twenty or twenty-five min-
utes, Doc?”

"Not a chance! We had a three o’clock patient who arrived just a
few minutes later. May was back at her desk by that time.”

Sheriff Lens fidgeted. "Well, | never really believed Bruna Foster,
but you know | have to check these things out.”

"I'd like to speak with her if I could. I'm just as anxious as you
to get to the bottom of this.”

"She’s pretty much in shock right now. Doc Quinn thought—"

"I'm her doctor, Sheriff.”

I could see him torn between duty and friendship, perhaps re-
gretting now that he hadn’'t called me at once. "All right, come
along,” he said.

As | was leaving, | turned to May. "Don’'t worry,” | reassured her.
"No one thinks you were involved.”

"Thank you, Doctor Sam.”

It developed that Doc Quinn had brought Bruna into Pilgrim
Memorial to have her shoulder X-rayed. We found her in the treat-
ment room not a hundred yards from my office. She was huddled in
a blanket while Quinn examined the X-ray. "Hello, Sam,” he said.
"l didn't mean to intrude on your patient like this, but the sheriff
phoned me and said—"

"It's all right, 1 understand.” | turned to Bruna. "I'm terribly sorry
about Hank.”

"It was her—your nurse, May Russo! She killed Hank!”

"Try to calm down.” I glanced over Quinn’s shoulder at the X-ray.
"Anything broken?”

"No. As | suspected, it'sjust a bad bruise. She tried to protect her
husband and got hit with the hammer.”

"May was trying to Kill me, too,” the woman insisted.
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I sat down next to her. "Tell me everything that happened, Bruna.”

Her face hardened at the memory of it. "The storm started around
twenty minutes to three. What time is it now?”

"Nearly five.”

"Only two hours! It seems like a day.”

When she didn’t continue, | prompted, "The storm—"

"Yes. It came up bad, out of the west. Hank and | weren't really
afraid, but we went to the thunder room as we often do during
storms. There are no windows and with the door closed we can barely
hear the thunder. After a few minutes, there was a noise down-
stairs—Hank said it sounded like the front door slamming.”

"Was it locked?”

"Heavens, no! Who locks their doors around here in the daytime?”

"Goon.”

"After a minute or two there was a terrible crash of thunder. We
could hear it right through the door. Hank thought lightning might
have hit the bam and he opened the door to go look. And May Russo
was standing just outside the door with a hammer in her hand and
a wild look in her eyes! Her hair was straight and wet from the rain
and her clothes were drenched. She never said a word.”

"What was she wearing?”

"A green dress with a black belt. She had a black jacket over it,
but it didn’t protect her from the rain.”

| turned to Sheriff Lens. "Satisfied, Sheriff? May’'s wearing a blue
sweater and black skirt today. I've never seen her in a green dress.
And you saw—her clothes were perfectly dry.”

"It was her!” Bruna Foster insisted. "She hit Hank twice on the
head with that hammer. When | tried to grab it from her, she hit
me. | ducked and she caught my shoulder. It was her!”

"Could it have been someone disguised as May, wearing a wig?”

She thought about it and then shook her head. "As she hit me, I
yanked at her hair. It was no wig.”

"What happened then?”

"l fell to the floor and I thought she was going to swing at me
again—Kkill me as she had Hank. But the storm was letting up by
then and she seemed to just change her mind. She ran out of the
room and down the stairs. | heard the front door slam and then |
dragged myself to the phone and called the sheriff.”

"Did you hear a car?”

"No.”

While Doc Quinn continued his examination, | took Sheriff Lens
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aside, "What do you think?” he asked. "She certainly sounds like
she’s telling the truth.”

"But she can't be, Sheriff! Either she’'s mistaken or she’s delib-
erately lying. There's no third possibility.”

"How do we find out?”

I considered that for a moment. "We need a sort of lineup, like
the city police use. Bruna only met May that one time at her house.
She might have her mixed up with someone else. I'll find a couple
of blonde mjrses and put May in a white coat so they look pretty
much alike. Then I'll walk them past this door and see if she rec-
ognizes May.”

"Sounds okay to me,” Sheriff Lens agreed.

I was certain it would put a quick end to the entire business. The
nurses were eager to cooperate and donned identical lab coats over
the uniforms. Then | got May and told her about it. | walked the
nurses past first, one at a time, while Bruna Foster watched. Then
| walked May by the door.

"That's her!” Bruna gasped, pointing a shaky finger. "She’s the
one who killed my Hank!”

That evening, | followed May in my car to the apartment she'd
rented over Main Drugs and went up to chat with her for a while.
"The woman’s lying,” | said. "It's as simple as that.”

"It's not as simple as that! Why would she invent such a story in
the first place? If she Kkilled her husband, she could have said the
intruder was some unknown prowler. Why say it was me?”

"l don’'t know,” | admitted.

"l really black out for a few minutes when | get these spells. Dr.
Sam. Maybe | did go there and kill that poor man without knowing
it.”

"You think you changed your clothes twice, drove both ways, and
even dried your hair in those fifteen minutes?”

"l don't know, maybe | flew over there! —I told you about my
dream of the hammer.”

"Yes.” I'd been trying to put that out of my mind. I didn't believe
in the supernatural, and | didn't believe in people flying through
space without an airplane.

"If she’s telling the truth, what other explanation is there?”

"l don’t know. Do you have a twin sister?”

"No.” She gave a faint smile. "l can’t imagine two of us, can you?”

She urged me to stay for dinner and | did. She was a good cook,
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fixing pork chops to simmer while we both relaxed with cocktails.
It wasn't the sort of treatment I'd come to expect in Northmont.

We'd just finished dinner when Sheriff Lens arrived. He seemed
distressed to find me there. "Gosh, Doc, I'm real sorry.”

| saw the frightened look on May’s face.

"About what?” | asked.

"I'm goin’ to have to arrest you, May. We've got a confirming
witness.”

"Whatr

"Rex Stapleton was out in that field near the Foster place moving
those junked cars when the storm hit. He says he saw you come
runnin’ out of the F.oster house just before three o'clock, as the storm
was lettin’ up. He says you were carryin’ a hammer, May.”

Her face contorted and she turned her back to us, bracing herself
on a table. "It's not true,” she said. "I didn’t kill him. I didn’t.”

"Of course you didn't,” | told her. "Sheriff—"

"I'm sorry, Doc. You give her a strong alibi, but I've got two other
people who swear she was out there. I'll have to hold her, at least
overnight.”

"I'm going to see Stapleton,” | decided.

| found him at the garage, working late. He glanced up from the
motor of a late-model Oldsmobile and said, "How are you, Doc? Be
with you in a minute.”

"Rex, why did you lie about seeing May Russo out at the Foster
place today?”

"Huh? It wasn't a lie. She was there.” He straightened. "I'm damn
sorry about it, Doc, but as soon as | heard what happened | went
right to the sheriff.”

"She was with me at the time of the killing, she couldn’t have
been out there. Nobody can be in two places at once.”

"l don’t know about that, Doc. All | know is what | saw. | heard
the door slam and I looked over toward the house and seen her come
running off the porch. She had something in her hand. | could see
it was a hammer.”

"Which way did she go?”

"Back across the field toward the creek. She disappeared into the
trees. | thought it was pretty strange at the time, but | didn't hear
about the killing till I got back to town.”

"You couldn’t have been mistaken?”

"Hell, it was her, Doc ...”
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| slept restlessly that night, confronted by the impossibility of it.
Every possible theory ran through my mind. Toward morning I'd
even conjured up a love affair between Rex Stapleton and Bruna,
in which he killed her husband and they'd both lied about it. But
if that was the case | was faced with the same dilemma—why were
they trying to pin the crime on May, a most unlikely killer?

| arrived at the office early and puttered around until nine o’clock.
| found myselfwaiting for May'’s arrival, then remembered she was
injail.

What if Bruna and Rex weren't lying?

What if May hadn’t told me everything?

| put in a call to the registrar’s office at Radcliffe College up in
Cambridge. When | had the woman on the phone | told her who |
was and asked about May Russo. "She would have graduated in
1930,” | said.

"Yes, Doctor, | remember May. A charming young woman.”

"Did she have a twin sister?”

"No, I'm quite sure she didn’'t. But she was the only member of
her family to attend Radcliffe. Her grades were outstanding.”

"Do you have a home address where | might reach her parents?
It's very important.”

"Her parents? Didn’t you know? Her parents were both murdered
while she was a senior here.”

"What?” | caught the edge of the desk, trying to keep the room
from spinning. "What did you say?”

"Her parents were murdered. Someone got into their house and
killed them with a hammer. They never found out who did it.”

| took a deep breath and asked, "Was there any suspicion of May?”

"Oh, no. She was here in her dorm when it happened.”

| thanked the woman for the information and hung up. The next
thing was to have Sheriff Lens check on the previous crime and
learn the exact circumstances. | didn't really need that, though. 1
was sure he’d find that May’s mother and father had been killed in
the thunder room at their house, during a storm.

How could such a thing happen twice in one life? Did May possess
some sort of split personality that enabled her to be in two places
at once? Whatever the answer, | knew | had to see her. I'd confront
her with this new information and force the truth from her.

I drove to the jail and hurried into the sheriffs office. "l have to
see May,” | told him.

"You're too late, Doc. A lawyer showed up from somewhere first
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thing this morning and got her released. | had no choice. She’s free
till the case goes before a county grandjury.”

"A lawyer? Where did she go?”

"Back to her apartment, | suppose. Didn’t she call you?”

"Come on, Sheriff. We have to find her.”

"What's goin’ on?”

"I'll tell you on the way. We'll take my car.”

As | drove the Mercedes down Main Street and told the sheriff of
my phone call to Radcliffe, I had the feeling of events closing in on
me. It wasn't just the glowering sky, which might be hinting at
another thunderstorm later in the day, but a terrible urgency that
1sensed but couldn’t explain. Then, as we came in sight of May’s
apartment over the drugstore, | saw the familiar yellow Duesenberg
round the comer like an animal breaking from cover. May was at
the wheel. She gave a startled backward glance at us and floored
the accelerator.

"Hang on, Sheriff!” | shouted.

"Where’s she goin'?”

"We'll find out.”

The Duesenberg streaked down Main Street, gathering speed as
it went. | stayed close behind, gradually narrowing the gap between
us. Once we hit the county road outside oftown | saw my opportunity
to pull alongside her, but as | did she turned her head toward me,
a wild look in her eyes, and swerved violently to the left.

"She’s mad!” Sheriff Lens shouted. "She’s trying to ram us!”

She was, and a sudden jolt and scrape of metal told me she'd
succeeded. My Mercedes shuddered and almost left the road. I picked
up speed, passing her and trying to cut her off. That was a mistake.
She slammed the Duesenberg into me broadside, almost tipping us
over. With steam coming from the radiator, Sheriff Lens and |
jumped out. May backed up about fifty feet and | thought she was
going to drive around us. It was the sheriff who first realized her
true intent. "Doc, she’s tryin’ to kill us!”

The Duesenberg came straight at me, picking up speed. | tried to
run, but the stalled Mercedes had me penned in, | saw the face of
a madwoman bearing down on me and thought it would be the last
thing I ever saw.

Then Sheriff Lens fired his revolver and the Duesenberg’'s wind-
shield shattered under the impact of the bullet.

| heard a terrible scream as the car went out of control, barely
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missing me, clipping the rear fender of the Mercedes and smashing
head-on into a tree.

Then we were both running toward the car. The sheriff still had
his gun out, but it was clear he wouldn’t need it. There was blood
everywhere, and when | listened for a heartbeat | knew it was al-
ready too late.

"There’s your murderer, Sheriff,” | told him. "But there won't be
any trial now.”

"It was May Russo, after all! But why, Doc? And how did she
manage to do it?”

"Not May Russo,” | corrected him. "This is her twin brother, and
you had him locked up for the past month without knowing it.”

We found May back at her apartment, tied to the bed and gagged.
As soon as she was free she asked me, "Where’s Martin?”

"Is that your brother?”

She nodded. "I should have told you about him.”

We told her what had happened and she cried a little, but not
much.

"He killed your parents, didn't he?”

She nodded, wiping her eyes. "I didn't know for sure until Hank
Foster was killed. The crimes were too similar to be a coincidence.
That's why | was so upset. When he got out of jail, he came to see
me and | happened to mention fainting when | saw the Fosters’
thunder room because it reminded me of our parents’ murder. He
went out there during the storm and it was the first crime all over
again. That's when | knew.”

"He was dressed in your clothes.”

"l can’t explain it,” she said, shaking her head. "I know now that
he was terribly sick.”

"What's all this about him bein’ in my jail?” Sheriff Lens de-
manded.

May sighed. "l was driving through here with Martin a month
ago when we had our accident. He was acting crazy that day, trying
to grab the wheel from me, when | went into the ditch—"

"You said you were distracted,” | pointed out, "but you never
explained it further. You also said you lost some of your clothes in
the accident. | wondered how that was possible. There was no fire
and little damage to the car. How would you lose clothes under those
circumstances unless they were stolen?”

She nodded. "After we went into the ditch, he grabbed one of my
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suitcases and ran off into the woods. He had a couple of shirts in
there, but they were mostly my things. | suppose he ran away be-
cause he thought I'd be angry about the accident. And | was—it was
all his fault.”

| interrupted to take up the story. "May denied having a twin
sister but she never mentioned a brother. I knew she had one because
she'd told April about him. During the chase this morning, when |
saw how May was handling the car she loved so much, slamming
it into mine, | was certain of one thing—this wasn’t the May | knew.
Either it was a different personality or an entirely different person.
A split personality didn't explain how she could be in two places at
once, but two different persons explained everything. Both May and
the woman | phoned in Cambridge assured me she had no twin
sister, but what about that brother? Could he be a twin?

"l thought about the month between her arrival and Hank Foster’s
murder and tried to remember if I'd seen anyone resembling her.
He had to be short, of course, with long blonde hair—because Bruna
Foster told us she’'d yanked at the hair and it wasn't a wig.”

Sheriff Lens snapped his fingers. "That hobo | released the day
you were at my office!”

"Exactly. He also had a beard at the time, so I didn't realize he
looked like May. You probably arrested him in the first place because
of his long hair and beard.”

"He looked like a bum to me. He sure didn’t belong around here.”

"He had a suitcase with him that you had to return when you let
him go after four weeks. | don't know too many hobos that lug
suitcases around with them.”

"He came to see me when you let him go,” May said. "I thought
he’'d been gone for weeks. | asked about the suitcase but he said he'd
lost it. You probably noticed how edgy | was all week after seeing
him, Dr. Sam. Then when | heard about the Foster Killing, it was
all clear to me—he’d murdered our parents and now he’'d acted out
the crime again. But I just couldn’t say anything.”

"Everything fit,” | told her. "Without the beard, he looked like
you, and Bruna said the killer never spoke. She wasn't lying—she
really thought he was you.”

She nodded and waited until she could find her voice again. "He
called a lawyer to get me released this morning and he was waiting
at my apartment. He was wearing one of my dresses. It was insane.
When | tried to reason with him, to tell him he needed medical help,
he tied me up and took the car.”
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"It’'s a wonder he didn’t kill you, too,” Sheriff Lens said.
"l don’t think so,” May told him, the tears spilling over. "It would
have been like killing himself.”

"l hoped that May’s nightmares about her parents’ deaths were
over for good,” Dr. Sam concluded, "but she decided to return to
Boston for psychiatric help, anyway. | was sorry to see her go.

"The following Christmas, she wrote me she was feeling well and
had met a nice young man. Her Duesenberg was beyond repair, but
Rex fixed my Mercedes up as good as new. That still left me without
a nurse, but | found another and her name wasn't June. Next time
I'll tell you how she helped solve a mystery that really had me
stumped.”

DETECTIVERSE

OUR FAVORITE PHYSICIAN
by RICK LOVECCHIO

Dr. Sam once prescribed medication,
Though these days it's "a little libation"—
He's really quite handy

At pouring the brandy,

Yet his tales never lead to sedation.

6 1988 by Rick Lovecchio.
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a NEW short story by

ROBERT TWOHY

Two months ago the girl had jumped into Dorrity’s head and
thoughts of the railroad tracks went away. Why did she suddenly
get special? Timing, maybe. His gears started slipping, his mind
reached out for something to grab, and there she was, lightly
bouncing along. All he knew or cared was that he saw her and,
zing, went the strings, like the old song said, and click.

A new story from the popular Robert Twohy that is unusual,
as all his stories are, and sensitive, as all his stories are, and
devastating . . .

SNAPSHOTS

by ROBERT TWOHY

oping along up Howell, Dorrity spots her across the street—frilly
pink shirt, worn jeans, sandals. He squeezes his eyes tight for
a split second. Click—

She’s level with him, past. He doesn't turn, keeps moping along.
She or nobody else would guess he’s just snapped her.

The pic, printed and sized up to 3x 5", drops on the stack in his
head, various distances and lighting, various Goodwill-type outfits,
on various streets around town. When alone on his back porch, he
gets them out and goes through them.

Which means he’s probably slipping some gears. Which he'll ac-
cept as it ties in with another probable—that if not for his pictures,
he'd be long gone by now.

A couple of months ago, the idea he kept going over was how one
night soon he’'d put on dark clothes and walk up to the SP tracks,
sit facing south, and wait for the 10:22 southbound freight, which
after one horrible moment would put him through reality and out

€, 1988 by Robert Twohy.
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the other side, into wherever or nowhere—he thought it was time
he found Out.

Two months ago, she jumped into his head and thoughts of the
tracks went away.

If he saw her before two months ago, she was just one of a lot of
street girls around town he’d glance at and in two seconds forget.
She’s pretty, but a lot of them are. She’s got round cheeks, wide-
apart blue eyes, walks with a little bounce—others are bouncier.

Why'd she get suddenly special? Timing, maybe. His gears started
slipping, his mind reached out for something to grab, and there she
was, lightly bouncing along.

All he knows or cares is that he sees her and, zing, go the strings,
like the old song says, and click.

Later that afternoon he’s in the camp chair on the deck behind
his cruddy little apartment, starting his fourth beer, which after
two hits he sets down, knowing he’sjust where he should be.

Stretching out on the canvas mat with his head on the hunk of
sponge rubber, he folds his hands on his stomach and starts sifting
pictures, looking for the Special for today.

One day it's one, another another. Some days it's none. He never
knows till he gets to it, or doesn't.

He looks at five, six, lays them aside. Now he’s holding a rear
shot, her in dark slacks and a blue-striped man’s shirt, up by the
barbershop on Lofton-—and comes the tingle he’s waiting for.

Her off foot's a little up. It comes down, left leg swings through,
she’s on the move—turns her head, smiles, puts out her hand. He
comes to her and they’re not on Lofton, but standing, him holding
her, in a black place whirly with stars and bright whippy
streaks—whirling slows, settling to deep blue, then light blue,
lighter—

Across sloping fields are grazing sheep, cattle. Sun through elm
leaves puts shadow patterns on her near cheek. Blue eye up close
has flicks of green, brown. She smiles and they talk, and don’t talk
because there’s nothing to say that their eyes and clasped hands
aren’t saying. Words won't add anything.

After a while they stop, gaze around. The light breeze lifts her
clean brown hair. They listen to country sounds, birds, tiny things
scratching in the grass at their feet. A cow softly complains about
horseflies. Dorrity turns and puts his arms around the girl and his
face to hers—
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And that's it. He'll risk no more and wants no more of her than
that.

Sex was never his game. Like baseball wasn't.

His father wanted him to try out for the high-school team. That
was in Montana. His father had had a short whirl in the minors and
hoped his son had the bug in his genes.

A few times in practice Dorrity got a hit, or made a half decent
throw. Mostly, he waved at or took three, or popped up, and a high
fly coming at him was 50-50.

Coach Brunk said, "You're a good kid, but you got no natural
talent and you don't get any better.”

A little later came young men’s urges, but just when a situation
seemed to be working into something, it would peter out, or go sour.
He'd hear the coach’s comment inside his head, or sometimes said
out loud, in about the same words, by a girl.

He got older. Nothing changed particularly. He'd follow the urges
to the usual windup. Now and then he'd get a fluke hit, but mostly
not.

Booze was no help—the opposite—but he stuck with it as it was
the quick way out of reality.

Sex became a game that he'd rather shoot 8-Ball, which he got
fairly good at, learning to set up and stroke through, not worrying
or getting confused or scared, because he knew what he was doing.
And after a game, win or lose, came no mean cracks or sneery
laughter.

—Which he’ll never hear from his love, as hand in hand they walk
the lane, the light breeze riffling her fine brown hair.

Some days his mood’s low, or he’s put down too much beer or too
fast, or some bad memory pushes in. The tingle doesn’t come and
he doesn’t leave the porch.

But even those days he can hope that next day will be just right
for travel. Some next days aren't, but once in a while one is, and
he’s in the whirly black place holding her, and then they’re walking
the lane.

Thoughts of the SP tracks stay away. He can bring them back if
he has to, but right now, in his fifty-first summer, he's about as
content with his life as he's been since baseball failed him, and he
it—and his father.

May becomes June. Sometimes he doesn’t see her for a few days,
or a week—then he does. And, zing—and if he has a good angle,
click ., .
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He's in Lucky, on Chaplin, and she’s next ahead in the checkout
line. This is the longest by far he’s stood this close. He keeps cool,
gazes around his usual half-mast way, in passing getting quick views
of light-brown hair on her neck. Today she wears a green T-shirt,
ragged grey cutoffs, yellow rubber shoes. Stepping ahead, she turns
at the counter and there’s not a lot of her up front butjust right for
her.

His eyes slide up to round cheeks with a few freckles he’s not seen
close before, tilty nose with same, blue eyes with flicks of other
colors, no makeup as always, soft-firm lips, round chin, a flat silver
earring with a round dot of green glass—click.

He looks down at the counter guy’s hands putting her stuff into
a plastic sack, which her small hands grab and heft as she turns
her trim rear and swings out beyond the counter, moving to a nar-
row-faced young guy with a skinny dark beard at the magazine rack
flipping through a sex magazine. She hands him the sack and they
go out together, as the counter guy checks off Dorrity’'s two six-
packs, bread, coffee, smokes, and canned swill.

She’s a street girl and maybe in real life shacks with the thin lad,
which so what to Dorrity? Not a damn thing. Real life for her is like
for him—the place she’s glad to step out of, to walk the elmy lane.

He knows that that notion is part of the fantasy, a necessary part,
as all its parts are, all working together. If one part goes, it all
collapses. Fantasies are fragile. Reality wipes them out when it can.

A week after Lucky, he's at the SP depot waiting for Breedwood
and his dim cousin or son or whoever he is. Breedwood is Breedwood’s
Janitorial Service in stupid droopy white letters on the side of his
black van. From 9:00 p.m. till dawn or so, they clean up slop and
garbage at various offices, bars, and restaurants around town.

Gazing across State Street, Dorrity sees a battered yellow Pinto
wagon slide into a space near The Ostrich. From the door his side,
she jumps, jeans, yellow sweater, and green bandana. The slim kid
lopes around the car and they go into the O.

Dorrity went in there once out of curiosity, but saw they weren't
hot for shabby little guys way past thirty—unless dealers, probably.
He was never into dope except from a bottle. He drinks at the work-
ing-men’s dumps with pool tables, though hardly at all the past two
months, preferring his drinks on the back deck alone, then stretching
out on the mat.

Probably in the O she does dope like the rest there—sometimes
getting loud and ugly maybe, which he wants no view of, as one
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really disgusting shot could wipe out his whole collection. He'd go
through it and overlaying each pic would be the one lousy shot.

He'll never go in the O. Even if not seeing her for a while and
longing for a look, he won't look in the O. He might find her like
he doesn’'t want her. Fantasies are fragile.

A week later he'sjammed against the van door, Breedwood's and
the kid'’s fat butts giving him about six inches of seat.

Breedwood shortcuts through Grace Street near the freeway and
Dorrity sees the beat-up yellow Pinto in the drive of a shabby house
like others on the block. Rent's high for any house in the north
Peninsula, so the slim dude must have a good job, electrician or like
that. Or maybe another couple shares the house with him and the
girl.

What's it to Dorrity? Nothing, as long as he never gets a bad shot
of her in her real life.

The house makes him think of a house near the lane, trim and
neat, warm old furniture, she coming from the kitchen with two
mugs of coffee or hot brandy or chocolate, and they’re on the couch
with rain lashing the windows, fire in the roughstone fireplace crack-
ling and shooting sparks into the screen—

"Hey, numbnut, come to!”

He springs from the couch and isjammed in the van with Breed-
wood'’s hog face leering around the moron. They’re pulled up behind
the bowling alley, which is next stop on tonight’s round.

Breedwood sneers how Dorrity doped off twice last night, and he
don’t give a rat’s foot how soused he gets on his own time but when
it lops into his time that's another story, with maybe an unhappy
ending—does Dorrity get his drift? The moron giggles.

June gets older. He spots the girl here and there, sometimes alone
or with a freak either sex, or combinations—but mostly with the
slim lad with the beard, in the Pinto or walking. When she’s alone
and looking good and he has a clear shot, he snaps her.

She steps from a photo and he takes her hand, and sometimes it’s
sunlight in the lane, but more often now it's night and storming and
they’re on the couch in the firelight.

The snug little house he made from a memory or an old picture
or imagination, stocking it with good old furniture from the same
source or sources. Overhead beams gleam in the glow from the rug-
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ged stone fireplace, with old brass fixings also gleaming as the
flames dance and the wind sighs and rain slashes the windows.

They sip their hot drinks and she leans against him and he holds
her and kisses her occasionally and that’s all. Words aren’t needed
and no more of her than he has does he want.

In an angled space at the Bestbuy Drug lot up Howell is a long,
silver-blue Buick with on the passenger side a woman with black
wavy hair. The window is down on the warm night. She has silver
eyelids and thick black lashes and her skin glows waxy gold in the
neon from the building. Her lips are a purple slash and the tinsely
greenish blouse is cut low. Slightly showing through curls is a flat
silver earring with a dot of green.

She turns to glance at the small seedy guy coming up the walk
fronting the line of parked cars, and seeing nothing worth seeing
drifts her glance on. The little guy poops past and into Bestbuy.

Just inside, he stops still and grabs his forehead because it’s like
a chisel suddenly split down behind his eyes.

After a few seconds, the shock passes and he’s woozy but not going
to go down. He stands rubbing his forehead and realizes he’s blinking
and watering. A nice-looking woman looking at him says softly,
"Are you all right?”

Muttering something, on legs not too steady he moves from her
into the liquor comer of the store, where he stands squeezing his
nose bridge and blinking around.

A few customers are pondering bottles on shelves or pulling bottles
or six-packs from the coolers. A short fat man in a blue-checked
jacket and pink-checked slacks is studying the Scotch layout. He's
got orange hair and a good layer of tan paint on his face, though his
ears stick out white and foolish—he'd forgot them. He’s Dorrity’s
age or more, and wrong if he thinks orange rinse and tan paint will
hide that, though maybe that's not the point he’s trying to make.
Maybe it's that he’s still a player in the game of sex, with the money
to play.

He's a fat sport in a clown suit who drives a long, silver-blue
Buick, in which lolls a sleek young whore, awaiting his pleasure.

Maybe tonight she had a row with the slim guy, him stamping
out and piling into the Pinto and off and away. And, muttering that
she’d show him, she broke out the makeup and the Liz Taylor wig
and the low-cut blouse and a tight skirt to go with, and called a cab
to one of the bars where girls go single for aging sex-game players
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to buy them drinks and make clear they have the money and the
yen. And shortly she tripped out and climbed into the Buick, which
pulled into Bestbuy for Scotch to oil their action at one of the sleeker
motels.

Or maybe she and the boy hadn’t fought—maybe this was her
regular routine to help meet the steep rent, him aiding and abetting.

Which doesn't matter. What matters is what tonight’s view of her,
wigged and whored up, will do to his photo collection.

The chisel hits him again, harder. He goes back against the wall.

The slamming shock tones down. He's able to blow a sigh and
know he’s still on his feet, leaning on the wall and squeezing his
head.

He sees a bony-looking, naked white chimney sticking out of a
soggy grey heap of rubble, cold rain pounding. Tracks run near. A
small shape crouches facing south. From north of the ruined house
sounds a far-off whistle.

He can sit with his back to the horrible moment or jump and run
to it and take it in his face right now, and find out what's on the
other side.

Jumping up, he runs down the tracks toward the whistle, rain
pounding.

To his left, a sign says kitchenware and he spots something
which he rips from its plastic card and has in his fist.

Tracks turn right and he runs to a gate that opens only toward
him—but he runs into it and it gives, and the track runs clear to
glass doors. A man’s coming his way, but he raises his fist and the
man jumps to the side and he’s at a glass door, which flies open and
he’s through it and out.

Sauntering beside the track is an orange-haired man who’s noth-
ing to Dorrity, who runs by him. The tracks curve around the nose
of a blue car to an open window and he knows the moment is here
and now.

The woman doesn’'t move. Maybe she freezes—maybe her quick
glimpse of the little man running at her got tangled in the thick
lashes, didn't get beyond. She sits unmoving as his fist swings in,
aimed just under the whore’s mask, which is a view not yet printed
or sized—not yet in with his collection.

He’s cool like in 8-Ball—focus on his target and stroke through.

Red—thick, warm red. The moment is red, as should be.

Bottom of his fist lies against red throat. He slides it hard to the
side.
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Reality falls off the knife, and the mask lies up to him on the
seatback. Putting the point on the top right comer, he pulls down
and across, then from top left comer down and across.

Shouts sound behind and around him. He puts the point at the
far edge of the mask and pulls straight across. Moving up an inch,
he strokes back across.

Red is the color, red is the moment. It's over. He's through it and
on the other side.

Stepping away, he turns and sees faces twisted and bunched as
people shout and cry out. The mood seems to be a mix of rage and
fright. Hands make grabbing motions, but nobody runs at him—they
stay back, twisting their faces at him and making their sounds.

His legs give out. He's sitting on the cement, looking around with
a puzzled smile—small man with a bloody knife, blood all over him.

He's in a white room. A man’s on a white chair, Dorrity’s in a cot
with a white table by it.

The man asks, "Why? You didn't even know her, it seems. And
why after cutting her throat did you slash her face?”

It's so obvious he has to smile. The man wants words, a string of
them, by which slowly and carefully he can pull Dorrity back.

Dorrity smiles and gives him no words.

After a while, he’'s alone. He lies back, stretches out, folds his
hands, and goes through his photos, coming to the one of her at the
checkout stand at Lucky on Chaplin, in profile, closeup shot—scatter
of freckles, no makeup as always, silver earring with round dot of
green. Comes the tingle.

She turns to him, smiles, steps out beyond the counter, turns and
waits, a hand out to him.

A slim young guy with a thin beard has started toward her but
stops as Dorrity takes her hand. They walk from the market into
the whirling black place with stars and streaks and flashes, steady-
ing and softening to dark blue, turning lighter.

They're on the couch, sipping from their mugs. They don't talk
because there’'s no point when they have all they want together
without words.

Somewhere way off sounds a whistle—but no track runs near. So
it's a sound from the past, where if he gives them no words they
can't pull him back.

The faint sound cuts off. All he hears now is the sigh of the wind
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and the beat of rain as she leans to him. He holds her and they
watch the flames dance, now and then a spark darting into the
screen.

Tomorrow will be clear and sparkly as they walk the lane.

DETECTIVERSE

DEATH IMITATES ART
by ANDREW J. BURTON

When writing a verse for Ellery Queen
On how to kill your spouse,

| wasn’t ready for the scene

It raised around my house.

And so although my little poem

Was written quite in jest,

| found, when all was said and done,
Its method was the best—

And though | quarreled with my wife,
She really did her part,

For in the end she gave her life

To validate my art.

O 1988 by Andrew J. Burton.



A TERRIFYING

Clouded Insecrecy oPWprotected from
land, sea, and air, Project Vulcan would
tap the life-energy ot the Earth's core. The
doomsday bomb carefully placed at the
weakest edge of an underwater volcano
off the Hawaiian coast would cover the
Earth In a dust cloud that would bring
food production to a grinding halt.

Now Vulcan has fallen into the hands
of terrorists. And the world watches as
they grip the detonator—and make
theirdemands.

"A daring writer.Pohl has always
been willing to trysomething new
In his fiction"

—A Reader's Guide to Science Fiction

BERKLEY SCIENCE FICTION  $2.95

JASTERWORKBY



After reading "Roadhouse Doll,” which begins on the opposite
page, we wrote the author to ask if the story qualified for our
Department of First Stories (that is, would it represent his first
professionally published fiction1) and also if he would object to
our deleting the geographical reference in paragraph 2 (we didn't
want to put down the Ozarks). To which we received such a
delightful reply, we want to share it with you.

"Unless | misunderstand your Department of Firsts, I'm
twenty-four years too late to qualify. In May 1963, a long-since-
defunct men’s magazine called Topper published my first short
story, 'My Shower Runneth Over.’

"Over theyears I've had fiction in a variety of men’s magazines,
as well as in such small magazines as Phoebe, Cimarron Review,
San Jose Studies, and Maelstrom. About a dozen years ago, An-
alogpurchased as.f. crime story from me— The Perfect Cop.” And
I am one of countless American writers who once wrote a Nick
Carter. In my case, it was The Z Document, published in the mid-
Seventies as #101 in the series when Award still had the titles.

"In real life, which occurs before the cocktail hour and my study
or between weekends and my study, I'm Associate Dean ofHu-
manistic Studies for Harford Community College in Maryland.
This is a fancy way of saying | head up a conglomerate of dis-
ciplines and was once a teacher. During my full-time teaching
days, | invented and taught a special course in crime and detective
fiction. Now | occasionally teach creative writing and write cre-
ative memos in search of a bigger budget.

"1don’t mind the change on page 1 thatyou propose, but I must
rush to say that | never meant to put down the Ozarks. 1 was born
in Joplin, Missouri. Benny'’s is based on a roadhouse across U.S.
71 and the KCS mainline from a farm on which I once lived south
of Anderson and north of Lanagan, Missouri. | spent four years
in the Navy and investigated dives halfway around the world. As
an old Ozark boy, 1 reckon our roadhouses were and are the
meanest in the world.

"Thanks for reading and buying.”

Thank you, Dean Morris, for writing and sending. And your
reference to the Ozarks stays . . .
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ROADHOUSE DOLL

by H. H. MORRIS

n old song calls women such as Frieda honkytonk angels. In
A our neck ofthe woods, we call them roadhouse dolls. And every-
one knows that sooner or later the better-looking dolls are going to
attract the proprietary interests of roadhouse rats. Frieda made
every man who stared at her think of XXX tapes by mail order or
a trip to Las Vegas. That made her trouble.

As senior deputy in southwestern Tarbut County—three of us
patrol the area—I see my share of roadhouse trouble. | suppose other
parts of the nation have roadhouses, but | don’t think there's any-
thing quite like an Ozark one. They generally sit on a piece of flat
land too rocky to farm and right on a paved road. No matter how
big the hall, a smart owner makes sure that his gravel lot would
hold cars for twenty percent more patrons than he can cram into
the building. He also makes sure the parking lot has some poorly
lit areas so the patrons have an area in which to settle personal and
philosophical differences with feet and fists. In addition, those areas
provide working privacy for enterprising ladies with access to pickup
beds.

Benny's Club is typical. It sits at the bottom of a bluff on a piece
of rocky land just above the floodplain. Benny, the proprietor, and
| have a pleasant understanding. | overlook various minor crimes—
fighting, prostitution, underage boozing—and he and his waitresses
serve as snitches. It's because Benny is my snitch that | wasn't
surprised to see him scared in the middle of a hot, hot summer. For
all I knew, he'd snitched on the wrong man.

"Do you know Frieda McGee?” he asked me.

"Yeah. She’s a beauty.”

"Clyde Franks has laid claim to her.”

| said, "That figures. The meanest roadhouse rat in the county
should own the prettiest roadhouse doll.”

"Uh—you know Clyde.”

"Are you trying to file a complaint about him, Benny?”

"Oh, no,” he assured me. "l don't want to get burnt out.”

© 1988 by H. H. Morris.
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A little tingle of warning ran through me. Like most rural areas,
Tarbut County has occasional barn burners. Just a couple of years
earlier, a farmer had shot one. Four times with a .12 gauge—three
in the back, one behind the right ear. | investigated. It looked like
a messy suicide to me.

The sheriffsaid that was the most brilliant piece of detecting he'd
seen during his lifetime in office and the D.A. bought me two of the
biggest bottles of expensive whiskey he could find. Like | said—or
meant to say—we don’t think much of people who settle quarrels
with matches around here.

But we know who they are. That's the whole point. A barn burner
gets his way not so much by burning down a lot ofbams as by being
known as the kind of man who will settle a dispute with arson. We
call guys like Clyde roadhouse rats because there’s nothing dirtier
in a fight than a cornered rat. Rats also like garbage—and gals such
as Frieda are garbage, right down to the diseases they carry. But
rats will go a long, long way around to stay away from a fire.

"Spit out what's bothering you, Benny,” | said.

"Frieda ain’t cheap.”

"Depends on how you use that word.”

"Yeah,” he said, giving me the man-to-man laugh that either leads
up to smut or prefaces a remark that, if awoman made it, would be
gossip, "that Frieda ain’t no better than she oughta be, as my grand-
mother would have said. And what that really meant—"

"All our grandmothers used them phrases,” | told Benny. "Get to
the point.”

"Clyde can't afford Frieda.”

"So is she complaining?”

"Not so long as Clyde can afford her. Which he can.”

"Benny,” | said, my temper beginning to go, "talk sense.”

"Refresh my memory. Is Clyde holler?”

"His whole family comes from Mitchum’s Holler.”

"Nowadays Clyde has three city friends with lots and lots of
money,” Benny told me. "That's why Frieda isn't complaining. What
does Clyde have worth money?”

"You made your point, Benny, And if anyone asks, you didn't tell
me a thing | couldn’t observe for myself.”

The sheriff said no one from Mitchum’s Holler had ever contrib-
uted a single cent to the Police Welfare Fund or the Candidates’ Re-
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election Kitty. He also said he'd call the D.E.A. and the highway
patrol.

"Why Feds and State?” | asked him.

"You gonna tell me Clyde and the rest of the world don't know
Benny and his girls are your snitches? You make this arrest, you
finger your people.”

"You're right, Sheriff. I know nothing.”

When | was a boy, men living back in the hollers sometimes mixed
grain and time and other ingredients to make a potent whiskey.
Most of those guys are dead—either of lead poisoning from their
own stills or diseases caught in Federal prisons. Their sons and
grandsons don’'t work nearly so hard at breaking the law. They let
God grow the marijuana. Then they harvest it and sell it to city
boys.

If they just sell it to city boys, no one around these parts is likely
to object. Except for some preachers. And preachers make their liv-
ing by objecting. So when Benny found it worth reporting in his
roundabout way, what he really meant was that Clyde was as dumb
as they come. He was letting some of that happy weed stay in Tarbut
County and using Benny's Club to do his dealing. Clyde should have
stuck with manual labor and roadhouse-rat crimes.

Then Frieda turned up in my little office and said, "I been raped.”

"Careful, lady. No false reports. Failure to meet an illegal contract
ain’'t a crime. It may be a sin, but it isn’t actionable, Frieda.”

"l don't know what that means. Unless you talked to Clyde.”

"What about him?” I asked her.

"He gives me to his friends. That's rape.”

"If both of you are getting the money, that's pimping. If you're
being forced, it sure could be rape, Frieda. You ready to file the
formal complaint?”

"l don't want my name used.”

"Don’t waste my time,” | told her.

The bust went off with no County law present. The deal was to
protect Benny and his employees. So the Feds told anyone who'd
listen that they thought they’'d found a drug supermarket and that
there was a law which would let them confiscate Benny’s Club. The
State boys got into the act by making noises about liquor licenses
not going to those of questionable morals and ethics. They weren't
just covering Benny because he was my snitch. They owed the sheriff
all the work they hadn't had to do, and the sheriffhad loyalty toward
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people such as Benny, who was very reliable whenever the Police
Welfare Fund or the Candidates’ Re-election Kitty ran short of funds.

Frieda felt left out. The arresting officers determined quickly that
she wasn't a queenpin of the drug business and didn’'t waste time
charging her. That made her come back to me to request protection.

"Those guys know | came to see you,” she said.

"Which guys?”

"The city fellers. Clyde’s friends. They think I snitched.”

"You mean the buyers,” | said.

"Those damn rapists.”

"You ready to swear out a complaint?”

"They'll kill me,” she said.

Frieda tried crying, aiming for my shirt. | moved aside and gave
her a box of tissues. They were disposable. The way she was leaking
tears I'd have had to change my shirt in the middle of my shift.

"Are all you men like Clyde?” she asked me.

"That depends on what you're talking about.”

"Do you think a man has the right to give his woman to his friends
as a sex toy?”

"Only if she consents,” | said.

"l didn’t get no chance to say yes or no. Clyde just told me to go
with them and that he'd better not hear no complaints about my
being unfriendly or frigid.”

"You can file a complaint against Clyde, Frieda.”

"You must want me dead,” she charged.

Having failed to win sympathy with the waterworks, Frieda
turned on the sex appeal. It was a hot day. She hadn’t exactly dressed
for church. She didn't have much trouble making sure | saw her
equipment clearly. And all the time she told me exactly what the
three city guys had made her do to please them. | had to admit it
was kind ofshocking. It was real advanced perversion by local stand-
ards.

"And that's when we were all friends. There’s no telling what
they’ll do to me now that they think | snitched,” she said.

"So don't go back to Clyde.”

"l don't have noplace else to go.”

"Home?” | asked.

"l ain’'t welcome there. You can make it right. You can tell Clyde
I didn’t tell you about the drugs.”

"Sure | can. He won't believe me.”

"Damn it! I don't want to get killed because someone else snitched
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to you and | got seen coming to your office and Clyde and his buddies
put two and two together wrong!”

What she really wanted me to do was tell her that Benny had
talked. She was even ready to go so far she'd pretend | was a very
special boy friend. | refused—and not too politely. Just talking to
her made me afraid I'd catch something the doctors couldn’t cure.

The city boys got tried elsewhere. Clyde and Frieda just disap-
peared. The sheriff didn’'t think it was worth risking men to flush
out Mitchum'’s Holler. Benny said he missed Frieda.

"There's no charge against her,” | told him. "She can be a road-
house doll in your roadhouse any day she chooses.”

"Why was she so scared?”

"Did she talk to you?”

"Yeah,” he said. "She wanted to know what had gone wrong.”

"l don’t suppose you told her you turned Clyde and his buddies
in.”

"l came close. You know Frieda. She’s pretty as an angel. She's
just a good girl gone bad. | came awful close to telling her because
she seemed so scared of Clyde.”

I said, "She had the ability to get that fear across.”

"Then she did go see you?”

"Twice.”

"Why didn’t you try to save her?” Benny asked me. "She’s such
a pretty little angel.”

"Benny, Frieda had to save herself. She didn't want to.”

"She tried. She came to you.”

"And to you,” | said. "I don't know if that means the protection
took or if it means just the opposite.”

"Huh?”

"Benny, | refused to give Frieda the one proof she could offer to
Clyde and his friends that she wasn't my snitch. Your name, Benny.
She was willing to give me pleasures | can’t even spell or pronounce
just to get that name for Clyde. Now | wonder why that roadhouse
rat wanted your name.”

Benny quit calling her an angel—fallen, honky-tonk, or otherwise.
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a NEW Peckinpaugh story by

ERNEST SAVAGE

The Coroner’s verdict had been death by self-inflicted wound.
Peck gazed up at the ceiling, full of doubt, picturing Charley as
he'd seen him last, three weeks ago, hale and hearty. "No!” he
said. ..

THE SUICIDE THEORY

by ERNEST SAVAGE

Ifhad just sat down at my desk, fresh in from a sixteen-day vacation
Hand full of zeal, when Phil Benton, coming up from downstairs,
entered the squad room and said, "Welcome back, Peck. 1see you're
inearly.”

It was 7:20 on a Tuesday morning and | was alone, a bunch of
folders to go through. In fact, I'd wanted to be alone for a while. |
said, "What's that thing in your hand, Phil?”

"A copy of a letter that came in yesterday afternoon.” He set an
8W2x 11 sheet of paper on top of the folders. "The original’'s down-
stairs,” he said, "and the guys checked it for prints last night, but
found none, not a single one. It was mailed yesterday here in the
city, postmarked 10:15 a.m. But, hey, maybe you haven't heard about
Charley Haight.”

"What about him?”

"Read it,” he said.

It was a short typed message, carefully centered on the plain
paper, no letterhead. It read: "Charles Haight did notcommit suicide.
He was murdered by a man he put in jail eight or nine years ago
who was recently released.”

| frowned, shocked and unbelieving. "Is Charley Haight dead?”

Phil nodded. "Last week.”

© 1988 by Ernest Savage.
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"Suicide?”

"l guess somebody doesn't think so, do they, Peck?”

I leaned back in my chair, the shock taking hold, the high I'd come
in with suddenly gone. Charley'd been a friend of mine, a good man,
and a damn good D.A.

"Nothing to come back to, is it?” Phil said, and turned to leave.

"No, itisn't.”

"I'm sorry, Peck. We all are.”

| found the Haight file on Escalera’s desk, which abuts and faces
mine in the cramped room. Charles Evans Haight, age fifty-eight,
had been the Clausen County D.A. for thirteen years. He'd been
found last Tuesday morning—almost exactly one week ago—dead
in his car in his garage. He'd placed the muzzle of his licensed .38-
caliber Smith & Wesson in his mouth and fired a bullet through his
brain. All doors and windows in the garage were closed, the motor
of his Lincoln Continental still running in neutral, all its windows
open. The body had been discovered at 7:45 2 » . by the man who'd
come to cut the lawn. There was no suicide note in the car, in the
house, or in Haight's office, and testimony as to his mental state
just prior to the event was conflicting.

Monday evening he'd attended a lengthy Chamber of Commerce
meeting and some said he'd been his normal affable self, while others
said he hadn't—the usual thing. But William Fencer, the chiefdep-
uty D.A. in charge of the Oasis City office that serves the eastern,
desert end of the county, was quoted as follows:

"There was this Oasis City man a couple of months ago who did
just what Charley did, put a bullet through his head. But he didn't
die, he turned himself into a cabbage instead. Charley said at the
time that if he were ever to try suicide—and it makes me wonder
now, you can bet—he'd put a gun in his mouth and fire, but he'd do
it in his car in a closed garage with the motor on to insure death by
carbon-monoxide poisoning in case the bullet didn't do the job.”

The Coroner’s verdict had been death by self-inflicted wound. And
| gazed up at the ceiling, full of doubt, agreeing with the terse note
on my desk, picturing Charley as I'd seen him last, three weeks ago,
hale and hearty.

| said, "No!” out loud but there was no one there to hear.

The verdict on Thursday afternoon had brought the investigation
to a close, but there was more to read in the file. Haight's widow,
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Dolores, had been in Las Vegas at the time of her husband'’s death.
She was his second wife, his first having died years ago, and they'd
been married just eighteen months. I'd never met or seen her—she
was something of a recluse—but had heard she was a former model
out of Los Angeles, and read now her age: thirty-two, a full gener-
ation younger than Charley. But Escalera’s sketchy and incomplete
report had made no comment about that.

I sighed, mourning the man, feeling the loss, remembering times
spent with him, cases we'd won, games we'd played, his big bluff
laugh, his tenacious base-line stands at the tennis court. "Hey! So
you're back,” Luis said, and | swiveled in my chair.

He was standing in the doorway, his fierce Mestizo face made
gentle with a smile. | grinned, feeling suddenly better. "Yeah,” |
said, "and here | am already hard at work. Example to the force.”

"What force? Me, you mean.” He shook my hand limply, a habit
he couldn’t seem to break, but my spirits rose at the touch.

Now he said, the smile gone, "You hear about Charley Haight?”

"Just now. Phil brought this up for us to deal with.” | pointed at
the note and Luis bent over my desk to read it.

"Oh, boy,” he said.

"Oh, boy, what?”

"It wasn't suicide. One of Charley’s front teeth was busted off,
Peck. The guy wouldn’t shove the gun in his mouth hard enough to
bust a tooth. Would he?”

"What did the Coroner say about that?”

"He said a guy could—but you know McVey. Impulse, he said.
Nerves. Haight gets himself all set, garage closed, motor on, gun in
his hand, ready to go—you read that part yet?”

"Yeah.”

"Okay. McVey says Haight's still undecided, all tensed up. Then
he tells himself, 'Let’s do her,” whips the gun up to his mouth, and
fires before he even knows he busted a tooth.”

"Could be, Luis.”

"Not likely, though, is it? | never heard of such a thing before—have
you?”

"No, but it still could be, particularly in view of what Fencer said
about the Oasis City man, the cabbage. But what does Wells
say—and where is he, by the way? I've never beaten him in here
yet.”

"Wells agrees with McVey—but his mind wasn't on his work last
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week. He's in the hospital, Peck. Gonna have his gall bladder out
this morning, probably under the knife right this minute.”

I shook my head. "A man leaves town for a few days and the whole
place goes to hell. Gall bladder, huh? He never mentioned that.”

"Well, you know him. Anyway, he waited until he knew you'd be
back.” Luis grinned. "He says you're in charge now.”

"In charge of what, Luis—you?”

Lieutenant Wells and Luis had responded to the call last Tuesday
morning and found a clear picture of suicide. Except, as Luis had
argued at the time, the busted tooth. But Wells, forty-three years
a Clausen cop and head of its three-man homicide force, was all
arrogant gringo when alone with Luis and hadn't let him press the
point.

Too bad you weren't here, Luis said, and maybe he was right.
Wells’ many biases don't affect me, and | wouldn’t have bought the
suicide theory in any case. | knew Charley too well. Anyway, McVey,
never one to accept the obvious, had questioned Mrs. Haight closely,
and she, testifying through tears, seemed bewildered and could offer
no reason for the act. So Fencer’s testimony won the day.

| sat wondering why | hadn’t heard about the cabbage-man case.
But Oasis City is fifty miles east ofhere and full ofcrazy millionaires,
a totally different world. Luis had gone downstairs to get somebody
started on the D.A.’s case files and to pick up the envelope the note
had come in. The first shock of the message had worn off and the
implications were beginning to emerge.

"Insurance,” | said to him when he got back.

"Yeah, | was thinking the same thing.”

"How much did Charley carry and how old is it?”

"l don't know. The point never got raised at the hearing and, like
| told you, boss, | got called off the case almost right away.” He
glanced at the wall clock, which read 8:35. "But | can call Harry
Jenkins about now and probably find out. Harry was with the widow
at the hearing, like a good lawyer should be.”

"In three words, tell me about her.”

"Tall. Thin. Bent-shouldered.”

"Three more.”

"Sad. Throaty-voiced. Beautiful.”

"But she didn’t push for the suicide theory?”

"Al contrario, Jefe, she resisted it.”

"Call Harry.”
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| sighed again—post-vacation triste and mourning for a friend,
both. I could phone McVey, who doubled in our undermanned county
civil-service corps as both M.E. and Coroner, but didn’t. | could call
the hospital to find out if Wells had survived the knife, but didn’t
do that, either, not really worried about him. He would die at that
desk of his, visible through the open door of his office. That is where
he mostly lived, doing the job that'd kill him. It had taken his hair,
most of his teeth, the best part of his stomach, the arches in his feet,
and now his gall bladder. Your future, too, Peckinpaugh, he had
promised me more than once as crime burgeoned in our formerly
small and semi-tranquil town.

Luis hung up the phone. "Two policies,” he said. "A twenty-year-
old one for fifty thou and a seventeen-month-old one for a quarter
million.” He grinned, a gold incisor flashing in his leather-toned
face. "The new one has a two-year suicide clause.”

"Ho ho.”

"Jenkins says he’s mortified for the widow, but there’s nothing he
or anyone else can do.”

"Except get us to prove it was murder.”

"In which case—cui bono?” Escalera liked saying stuff like
that—when Wells wasn't around. His Spanish was perfect, | pre-
sumed, and his English at least as good as mine—again, when Wells
wasn't around. And now a touch of Latin.

"The widow benefits,” | said. "But can you see her writing that
note?”

"Maybe.” He studied a copy of it on his desk. "Whom,” he said.
"Whoever wrote it should've said whom instead of who.”

"So they should’ve, scholar. So who wrote it? Take a guess. You've
had the case for a whole week now.”

"While you've been lying around in the sun. You've got a nice
little tan there, incidentally.”

"So have you, amigo, but it didn’t cost you fifteen hundred bucks.”

"That's a racist remark, gringo.”

"By George, you're right, peon. So did the widow write the note
or what?”

"We could go ask her, couldn’'t we?” Luis said.

The Park Plaza section of town is where Clausen’s elite meet to
sleep, often catch as catch can, and where the late D.A. lived and
died. "There,” Luis said, pointing at a comfortable-looking older
house with a lush and neatly trimmed lawn out front.
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"That note,” | said, pulling the '73 Fairlane in against the curb,
"it could be somebody pursuing simplejustice. Like a neighbor here
who saw something suspicious that night but doesn’'t want to get
personally involved, so he muddies up the waters with a story about
a vengeful ex-con.”

"No, I don't think so,” Luis said. "One of the few things | had time
to do was talk to the neighbors, but nobody on either side of the
house or across the street saw or heard a thing. He got home around
ten-thirty, which is sort of a normal hour to get home from a long
dinner meeting. But | agree, the ex-con thing looks like a herring.”

"Was Charley drunk?”

"Point zero eight in the blood. Not drunk, but maybe a little care-
less. |1 mean, if somebody was waiting for him in the garage he
might've been a little slow to react.”

"And you think somebody was waiting for him there.”

"What I think is that he didn't Kill himself. I don’t like that busted-
tooth thing. Also, the widow doesn’t think he killed himself. She
said they argued before she went to Vegas, but that wasn't the
reason she went—and what husband and wife don’t argue now and
then?”

"Especially when there’s twenty-six years’ difference in their ages.
Well, let’'s go in,” | said, "and see what falls out of her tree.”

"Be kind, Peck.”

"Ain’t | always?”

"No.”

"We received your note,” | said at the door.

"What note?” she answered, the door open only a crack. "Who are
you?”

| told her and she reluctantly let us in, doing a slow double-take
at Luis, whom she’d seen at the hearing. "What note?” she repeated,
in a voice that seemed heavy from lack of use.

"This one.” I handed her a copy of the typed message.

At ten-thirty on this sun-bright Tuesday morning, Mrs. Haight
was still in a robe, her good-boned face not yet made up. Good-boned
faces are the sine qua non of the modeling world—that and height.
And hers, at five-ten or so, put the top of her head, even bent as she
read, somewhere between the top of Luis’ and of mine. And my eyes,
now adjusting to the almost funereal interior light, were gazing on
a female wonder, a classic beauty.
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"I'm sorry,” she said, handing the letter back to me, "but I didn't
write this, Sergeant, I've never seen it before.”

She’'d read the brief message fast and only once, as though familiar
with its terms, but | didn't mention that. It was written in agate
type, and somewhere in this house there would probably be a ma-
chine to compare the typing to but I didn't ask to see it. What |
asked was, "Ifyou didn't write it, who did?”

"I don’t know.”

"You see why we thought it might be you, don’'t you? Why it would
be you—why it almost had to be you?”

"Yes.” She was forthright, almost curt, big grey eyes not flinching
from mine. There was a kind of melancholy anger in her now.

"So if not you,” | said, "someone who shares your interest, Mrs.
Haight, or supports it. Who does?”

"No one!” she snapped. "There are no children, no brothers or
sisters, no aunts or uncles, no other heirs!”

"If the allegation in this letter is proven,” | said, "you gain a
quarter of a million dollars—is that understood, Mrs. Haight?”

"Yes.”

"So | wonder why you didn’t suggest at once that we go out and
find the ex-con mentioned,”

"Well, why don’t you?”

"Because we don't believe in him and we don't believe that you
do, either. Did Mr. Haight ever mention a threat by an ex-con to
you?”

"No. But Mr. Haight never discussed his work with me.”

"Did you love him?”

"l—of course I did.”

"And you believe he was murdered. At least, you don't believe he
killed himself, which is the same thing.”

"That'’s correct,” she said.

"Who did you go to Las Vegas with last week?”

"l went alone. | go there alone several times a year. And I've
answered all these questions more than once, Sergeant.”

"I'm sure you have. So where did you stay in Vegas?”

"With a friend.”

"Have you answered that question before?”

"l—no. It wasn’t asked.”

"So what friend? What's her name? Or his?”

"Why must you know that?”

"Why shouldn’t we?”
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"It has no bearing, does it? And my friend’s a woman.”

"We think it might have a hearing, Mrs. Haight. How were you
advised of your husband’s death?”

"We called the Vegas cops,” Luis interrupted. "I did. The lady next
door knew Mrs. Haight had gone there. They found her at Caesar’s
Palace. —Sergeant Peckinpaugh,” Luis explained to her, "just got
back from vacation this morning. He doesn’'t know all the details
yet.”

Mr. Nice Guy, Luis. He can’t stand my verbal assaults on women.
Men, okay, but not women.

| said, "So what's this friend’s name?”

"Please, Sergeant—I don't want her involved.”

"The more you resist, the more she becomes involved, Mrs. Haight.
Besides, we could quickly find out, couldn’'t we?”

"All right—her name’s Eileen Constable.”

"See how easy that was? Where did your husband keep his gun?”

"You do bounce around, don’'t you?” she said, a little more ani-
mated.

"Bounce with me. Where?”

"Upstairs in his closet—on the top shelfin a holster.”

"So he had to park the car, get out, go up to the bedroom, get the
gun, go back down to the car, rearrange himselfin the driver’s seat,
and perhaps start the car again before he put that bullet in his
brain.”

Her eyes had closed through this delivery. "But you don't believe
that, do you?”

"NO.”

"You believe someone was waiting for him in the garage—someone
who knew where he kept his gun, or somehow got hold of it. Maybe
someone who even had a key to the house, or access to it. Who would
that be, Mrs. Haight?”

She shook her head and said she didn't know.

We had moved, by a kind of social osmosis, from the cramped,
dim-lit vestibule into the spacious, sunny living room, and Mrs.
Haight had become more aware that she wasn't made up for the
day, her long fingers running through uncombed strands of honey-
colored hair. Luis suggested she might like to freshen up a bit,
drawing a warm smile from her tired, lovely eyes. "Thank you,” she
said to him.

"Timely,” | said when she'd gone upstairs. "Now she can phone
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whoever it is she wants to phone and we can listen in on that ex-
tension over there.”

"That's not what I had in mind, Peck. She looked ragged to me—on
the edge. What I had in mind is that we talk, you and me.”

"No. You were being a referee, giving her a standing eight-count.
But let me tell you something about this remarkable woman, Luis.
She would much rather look like your average girl next door—beauty
for her is a monkey on the back. You've seen them, the rare ones,
trying to walk invisibly through the world while every male within
a mile sends out a force-field of lust—or worship. Like you've been
doing, Luis. No offense, and | won't tell your wife, but it’'s inescapable
for her, isn't it? Maybe that's why she’s a recluse. | think she could
drive a man crazy, and possibly vice versa. —Talk about what?”

"l keep wondering why she married Charley, Jefe. He wasn't Mr.
America. Maybe that's why we got mixed reports about his frame
of mind on Monday night—he'd come to know it wasn't a proper
marriage, that she might be using him to hide behind. More like a
father—the poor guy. | watched her at the inquest, and she was sort
of like in armor, sort of hiding out inside herself. What | think is
that some guy’s got his hooks into her, Peck, and it hurts.”

"Who, Luis? What guy?”

"The guy who wrote the note.”

"He's a gambler, whoever he is,” | said. "Look, Luis, he fakes
Charley’s suicide and gets away with it, then finds out about the
big insurance payoffshe won't get and tries to turn it into murder—"

"Which it is, Peck. Murder.”

"Pinning it on an ex-con.” | paused in wonder. "But if he's as sure
of that as he sounds, why not go the whole nine yards and name
him?”

"Because he doesn’t exist?”

"No,” | said, "he’s got to exist, Luis. Otherwise the scam won’t
work. Whoever wrote the note is depending on us to identify this
ex-con and prove he killed Haight. So there's got to be someone
Charley sent up who recently got out—some local guy who fits the
bill of particulars, someone who'll fit inside the Kkiller's frame.”

Luis was shaking his head. "If he exists, and if we could prove he
killed Charley, why didn’'t whoever wrote the note name him?”

A thought struck me then and caromed away, as thoughts often
do. There for an instant, then gone, leaving no discernible trail. |
went over to a table near French doors that led to the patio and
lifted the phone off its cradle. | listened to a dial tone, then put it
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back. She wasn’t at that moment calling anyone, but | had a feeling
that sooner or later she would, or had—that she knew far more than
she’d told us. | put it into words.

"She knows who did it, Luis, and she’s scared.”

"l think so,” Luis said.

"Show me the scene of the crime, okay?”

Haight's house had been built about forty years ago and the at-
tached garage was not quite big enough for two cars, unless they
were contemporary toys. The big '80 Lincoln Continental was still
there, its windows still down, and | thought I could still smell gas
fumes in the air. | asked Luis to tell me his idea of what happened
and he did, walking around, making gestures.

Haight drove in, the automatic door closing behind him, and shut
the motor off. The killer—known, if not well known, to
Haight—showed himself and Haight lowered the window. "What's
up, friend?” he said, and got his own gun shoved in his mouth,
busting a tooth, and a bullet through his brain. Then the no-doubt-
gloved killer arranged the gun in Haight's right hand and started
the motor again, to fill the garage with carbon monoxide.

As Luis said that, William Fencer's name went through my mind.
Fencer, with that explicit testimony about the Oasis City man. "I
wonder if Mrs. Haight knows Bill Fencer,” | said.

"We could go ask.”

"Fencer sure as hell knew Charley, and knew he was next in line
for Charley’s job. I wonder if he was also next in line for Charley’s
wife.”

She was unconscious on her bed. In her bathroom, an empty bottle
of sleeping pills was on the sink counter. Luis called for an ambu-
lance from her bedside phone as | checked her pulse again—still
regular, but weak.

| started blowing air into her lungs.

Lieutenant Wells was in Post-Op and conscious enough to raise
a hand when | spoke his name. He had no family I knew of and few
if any friends. His job was his life and the legal code his bible. A
nurse told me he’d received no flowers, no calls, and no cards. | was
saddened, but not surprised. She also told me the operation was
routine and he’d be on his feet again in a day or two. | touched his
shoulder before | left, but he'd gone back to sleep again. I'd never
touched him before except to shake his hand.
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In Emergency, they’d pumped Mrs. Haight's stomach and her
prognosis was good. Luis had called her lawyer, Jenkins, and he'd
seen to it that she was upstairs now in a single room. The emergency-
room doctor said that judging by the amount of junk in her belly,
it'd been a valid try. He knew about Charley’s putative suicide just
a week ago and said it could be catching. He asked me to let her
rest until this evening.

Some day this had turned into.

"l shouldn’'t have suggested she go upstairs,” Luis said. "We
should've kept her with us. She was beginning to feel trapped.”

"We couldn’'t have known, amigo.”

It had become three-thirty in the afternoon and we were eating
lunch at our desks. Phil Benton hadjust brought up three files culled
from the records—possible ex-cons who fit the note’s specifications.
I'd expected more, but you take what you get.

Also, we were waiting for a return call from the Vegas cops who
were trying to locate Mrs. Haight's friend, Eileen Constable.

"l wonder,” | said, biting into an already cold burger, "what this
Constable woman does for a living.”

"A model, maybe.”

"That's a very loose job description, Luis. Anyway, two to one she
knows Fencer.”

"Even money. From Oasis City you can fly to Vegas in about forty
minutes. Everybody does it all the time. The two towns cross-pol-
linate.”

"Not always producing flowers.”

"Nor do they go there just to gamble.”

"Okay—Ilet's say Fencer met Mrs. Haight in Vegas, maybe
through the Constable woman. Let's say he falls for her, since every-
body else does. Then let's say she falls for him, maybe all the way.”

"What makes you think that?” Luis objected.

"Because, amigo, whoever killed Charley had access to his bed-
room, if not his actual bed.”

"To get the gun.”

"To get the gun. That was essential to his plan, which was at first
to make it appear a suicide. Then he hears about the quarter million
bucks his intended won’'t now be heiress to and writes us the note.”

"It was postmarked in Clausen, Peck. But he'd be smart enough
to drive over, wouldn't he?”
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"Yes, and I'm beginning to wonder where he is right this minute,
Luis.”

"Let’s find out,” he said, reaching for the phone, and | shoved aside
my half eaten burger and opened one of the files Phil had brought
up.

It was of a woman who had killed her husband eight years ago,
claimed he abused her, and then wounded one of the cops who made
the arrest.

Luis hung up the phone. "Fencer left his office at ten-thirty this
morning and told his secretary he wouldn’t be back until tomorrow.
He didn’t say where he was going.”

"So he could be in town right now. He could be over at the hos-
pital.”

"No, Peck—how could he know about her? We didn’t get her there
until noon, and if he left his office at— You don’t think she’s in
danger, do you?”

"No. But I'm beginning to think one of these two people is,” | said,
and handed Luis the remaining files. The thought that had eluded
me that morning had returned in full flower. "Look,” | said, "Fencer
knows we'll get his note this morning, knows our first move would
be to see Mrs. Haight, but also knows we’'d finally take the note as
literal truth and do exactly what we're doing now, looking for the
alleged killer. All this stuffis in a county computer somewhere and
he has as much access to it as we have, maybe more. He probably
knows we'll turn up these very people on our desks now—"

"So he’s gonna have to make a case that one ofthem Kkilled Charley.
How’s he gonna do that?”

"He isn't. He can’t. Ifwe're right, this is an act of desperation plus
greed and he doesn’t have to do more than kill the man and hope
to make his case that way—he's got no other choice.”

"Jesu Cristo,” Luis said, and began at once to read the files I'd
given him. Until my phone rang. It was the Las Vegas police, ad-
vising me that Mrs. Constable was at her apartment awaiting our
call. I checked the number the cop gave me against the one | had
and then asked him to tell me about her.

"She’s forty-four,” he said. "A very good-looking lady in case you
want to know that. She's the widow of Pete Constable, who used to
promote boxing matches here and maybe dabbled in dope. He died
about four years ago.”

"What killed him?”

"A heart attack. He lived pretty fast, but left her well heeled. He
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was what we call 'connected,’ but everybody around here is wired
into one thing or another. Constable probably fixed a few fights, but
it's hard to prove stuff like that. This town is full of people who
won't talk.” He laughed almost with pleasure.

| thanked him, hung up, and dialed Eileen Constable’s number.

She answered after the second ring, sounding a little breathless.

"I've been trying to get her for hours,” she said after | identified
myself. "Is she all right?”

"Yes,” | told her. "What I'm calling to ask is if you know a man
named William Fencer, an Oasis City man.”

"Yes—I've known him for years.” There had been no hesitation.
"My husband knew him.”

"Does Fencer know Dolores Haight?”

"Yes—also for years. Three, anyway. —unfortunately—introduced
them.”

"Why unfortunately? How long has it been going on, Mrs. Con-
stable?”

"Oh, Gawd—ever since he first met her. | should’ve known better.”

"Was he there with Mrs. Haight last Monday night?”

"You mean that night Charley killed himself? Yes.”

"Continuously, without interruption?”

"No. They had dinner together around six, but after that—no.”

"No, what?”

"I mean | didn't actually see him again until around midnight,
maybe even later. At one of the clubs.”

"Let’s get this clear, Mrs. Constable. Was Mrs. Haight with him
during that time?”

"No. She was with me from around eight or so. When we saw him,
we turned around and walked out.”

"And?”

"Went to my place, where we stayed the rest of the night.”

"So neither you nor Mrs. Haight saw him from about eight until
after midnight. What was he doing all that time, have you any idea?”

"No.”

"Gambling?”

"No—that’s for sure. He's all tapped out in this town. | don’'t know
what he was doing, maybe trying to float a loan, but Dolores is all
right, isn't she?”

"Bingo!” | heard Luis say, and | put my hand over the phone. "A
tailor-made case,” he said. "Mike Moreno, released three months
ago.”
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"Yes,” | said into the phone, "Mrs, Haight is all right.”

"Should | come over?”

"l think that would be a good idea, Mrs. Constable,” | said. "She’s
in the hospital, but believe me, she’s all right—and thank you very
much.”

When | hung up, Luis read from the file: "When sentence was
pronounced on Mr. Moreno, he made an attempt to assault Mr.
Haight, but was restrained by the bailiffs. Then he said he would
get Mr. Haight no matter how long it took.”

| said, "Has the man got a phone?”

"Number’s on the probation report,” Luis said and dialed it at
once, his dark eyes coming up to squint at mine through more than
a dozen rings.

"Maybe,” | said, "he'sjust out for a beer.”

"A perfect lineup of purely circumstantial evidence,” Luis said in
the car, "our case against Fencer. We'll have to—"

"l think he’s crazy,” | said.

"Maybe, but we'll still have to prove he made a round-trip flight
from Vegas at the critical time, and we’ll have to—

"Do all that and more,” | agreed. "And Mrs. Haight knew that he
did it all along, Luis. That's why she tried to kill herself. Maybe she
loved him so much she couldn’t betray him. Or maybe it was her
idea to start with and she felt too full of guilt to live.”

"No.” Luis was emphatic. "It was Fencer’s idea, Peck—I don't
think she knew a thing about it until it was done.”

"Or maybe it was Moreno after all—what about that, Luis?”

He shook his head. "That'sjust nervous talk, Peekinpaugh.”

It was 5:15 and he had Moreno’s file open on his lap as we made
slow progress through going-home traffic. Moreno owned five acres
of scrub land in West Clausen near the airport, toward which we
were slowly heading in the Fairlane. Moreno was a full-blooded
Morongo with, according to his probation report, a wicked temper,
but he'd behaved himselfso far on parole. Before his arrest, he'd run
a small automotive repair shop on the property in which he had
dismantled stolen cars for their parts, an activity known as "chop-
ping.” Moreno claimed he'd had nothing to do with it, hadn’t even
known it was going on, that two nephews of his had done the alleged
chopping at night while he innocently slept in his nearby home. The
trouble was that the nephews had never been found.
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"Traffic!” | crabbed as we got hung up trying to make a left turn
off Route 60.
"l got a bad feeling,” Luis agreed. "I think he’s already dead.”

We could hear a motor running inside the shabby metal-sided
shop, but outside the scattered hulks of stripped and abandoned cars
were displayed like a rusting exhibition of op-art. A late-model blue
Pontiac Firebird was parked in front ofthe closed and chained double
doors of the shop and across the road a twin-engined Cessna was
taking off from the airport runway, making a lot of sudden noise.

Instinctively, Luis and | unholstered our guns and slipped into
the building through its open office door, the running car motor the
dominant sound again. The car was an old black Plymouth sedan,
a hose running from its exhaust pipe into one of its windows. The
Fencer touch, I thought. Fencer—it could be no one else—was seated
at a table against the far wall of the building, thirty feet away. He
rose and turned as he heard us, seeming to smile as he drew a gun
from his waistband and fired a shot that whistled past my ear.

"Drop it!" Luis and I yelled together, splitting apart and crouching,
the man in our sights. But he didn’t. He fired again, high and wide,
and Luis put a slug in his right thigh that spun him around and
dropped him to a knee, but facing us again and firing.

His shot clipped the right shoulder-pad of Luis’ jacket and our
return fire hit him in the chest, throwing him on his back, dead.
He'd asked for it, he’d wanted it, you could see it in his eyes. Moreno
was still alive, his breath thin and rasping in his throat. We hauled
him outside and laid him in the gravelly drive. He reeked of beer.
"Your turn to do the mouth to mouth,” | told Luis and went over to
radio for help.

An old Underwood typewriter was on the table at which Fencer
had been sitting when we arrived. A yellowing letterhead from
Moreno’s pre-prison stock was on the roller. Fencer had typed: "Now
we're even, Haight. I'll see you in hell.” That was all.

"Probably,” Luis said, "he didn't plan to forge a signature, just
leave it like it is.” He shrugged. "It might've worked. There wasn't
a mark on the man, did you notice that?”

"None that met the eye, anyway. But they're gonna find a lot of
booze in his blood if they try. Beer. You smelled him—and look at
all the empties lying around.”

"He was a drunk, it's mentioned in his file. Poor bastard.”
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"Maybe he'd already passed out when Fencer got here—and stuck
him in the car and set it up a la Haight.”

"But what if he hadn’t been drunk? I know—just shoot him in the
head and fake the suicide that way. So he was lucky.” Luis shrugged
again. "l still say it might've worked.”

"l doubt it—too many mistakes. | think he really was insane, Luis.
You saw his eyes. Look, a doomed love and unredeemable debts—either
one can send you off the rails. No, too many mistakes. But if he
hadn’t gone for the quarter million he might've gotten away with
just Killing Charley.”

"And maybe he'd have gotten away with this, too, if he’'d sent the
note to arrive later in the week. Out here it could have been days
before Moreno got found.”

"Luck of the game, Luis,” | said.

The death scene had been cleared and all the men had gone. It
was nearly dark, and across the road a string ofairport lights flashed
on, a plane coming in. I said tiredly, getting in the Fairlane, "When
was Charley’s funeral?”

"Saturday.”

"Did Homicide send flowers or anything?”

"The department did, yeah—all of us.”

"So | owe you,”

"No, you don’t.” | looked at him. "No, you don't.”

I could have hugged him, this matter of pride in him. "Okay,” |
said, "so tomorrow we send flowers to Wells—just you and me.”

"A good idea, Peck. What kind does he like, | wonder?”

"He doesn’'t know a daisy from a rose. It's just the idea of the
thing. And maybe while we're at it,” | said, "we could send a card
or something to Mrs. Haight. | think Fencer had a lock on her and
she’ll need support. She's got a fatal beauty, man.” | fired the Fair-
lane’s motor, nearly 200,000 miles under that sun-baked hood. It
moved smoothly onto the road.

"How about a little something for Moreno?” Luis said.

I laughed. "Well, you kissed him, amigo, | didn't.”

"He’'s got no family, Peck. He's all alone.”

Luis Escalera, protector of women, ethnics, and all other under-
dogs, "Flowers,” | said. "We'll send flowers.”

"Probably what he'd prefer is a six-pack but, yeah, we’ll send
flowers.”

All things considered, it wasn't bad to be back.
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Lily Murphy used to say she was going to go home to the Soo
when she'd made her pile and would never so much as speak to
a miner again. But the gold in and around Deer River wasn't the
kind that came easy to the pan, and Lily’s dreams looked about
as far away as those of the poor fools she did her trade with.
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DEER RIVER LILY

by ANDREW J. BURTON

t stays cold in Deer River sometimes till the end of April. Then

one day you’'ll wake up, there’ll be melt water pooling in the

streets, and the river will be choked with chunks of floating ice.
gets you goin’, weather like that, makes you want to get out and do
things. It got to Joe.

Every year, far back as | can remember, Joe’s planned a big spring
cleanup at the trading post. He'd talk your ear off if you'd let him,
‘bout where he was gonna put what, and how high, and how he was
gonna clean up the back shed—give it a fresh coat of paint and put
it to some use.

Well, we’d heard all this before and knew he’'d never get around
to that old shed. He never did. So Charlie and me got the idea to
shanghai all the regulars who hung out at the post into a cleanup
party.

We started to work on a Sunday morning and kept at it all day,
hauling out thirty years’ worth of junk. Mainly it was junk,
too—some prospector tents mildewed to rags, stacks of old maga-
zines, some rusted-up rolls of chicken wire, that kind of thing. But
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in the back of the shed there was a beat-up-lookin’ old steamer trunk
full of old clothes. Not ordinary clothes, but all kinds of lacy and
velvet stuff.

That evenin’ we were all sittin’ around the stove inside the post,
feelin’ pretty impressed with ourselves, and talkin’ about the stuff
we'd found in the shed. You can bet that trunk was gettin’ a lot of
attention. We were all raggin’ Joe about it but he claimed it was
news to him—he claimed the trunk had been there as long as he
could remember and he'd never opened it before. So there it was, a
mystery.

Now there was only one fella in Deer River might know the story
of that old trunk, and that was Alex Simpson. Alex was the oldest
resident of these parts. He'd been a hunter and a trapper and a
special constable for the Mounties when they needed somebody who
spoke Cree. He'd seen and done a lot and he knew every old story
goin’.

We were all of us curious to see if he'd know anything about this
trunk, so Charlie went to fetch him.

Alex took a long time over that trunk. He poked around in it,
lookin’ over all the frillies one by one. When he was done, he came
over and sat by the stove with the rest of us. He had a kind of grey
look on his face as he sat there packin’ his pipe.

"That there's Lily Murphy’s trunk,” he said. And started in to tell
one of the strangest stories any of us had ever heard.

It seems Lily Murphy had come to Deer River in the spring of '32.
There was somethin’ of a boom goin’ on here then. Word of Perkin’s
gold strike had every low life west of Fort William headin’ up here
lookin’ to get rich quick. They came with their picks and their shov-
els, their rockers and their pans. They came by the hundreds, headin’
into the bush with buckets full of dreams and precious little sense.
A good many of them never came out again, and them that did
mostly came out dead broke.

For those that did find some color, Lily Murphy was waitin’. She'd
set herself up with a couple of tents out in back of the trading post
and did a good business in those commodities the post didn't handle,
if you catch my meanin’.

She used to say she was gonna go home to the Soo when she'd
made her pile and would never so much as speak to a miner again.
But the gold in these parts wasn't the kind that came easy to the
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pan, and Lily’s dreams looked about as far away as those of the poor
fools she did her trade with. Seein’ her hopes gettin’ so far off made
her desperate—and mean. She started pushin’ the men that came
her way, gettin’ 'em all liquored up, then takin’ 'em for their last
grain of dust. Them that complained found that there were those
lookin’ after Lily’s interests on a sort of barter system. Many'’s the
one complained of Lily’s operation only to find himself goin’ for an
unexpected swim in the river.

There was one prospector who didn't stop by Lily’s, though. That
was Jim St. Clair. He was a tough old Metis—hardly spoke a word,
but came to the post, picked up his supplies, then headed back into
the bush.

Now a place like Deer River didn't have much in the way of
amusement back then (besides Lily), so gossip was pretty popular
as a pastime. Jim St. Clair was a natural for gossip. The stories
started when somebody said they thought he had first gone out with
two partners—men who had disappeared like so many others. There
were those that said he'd done away with them, killed them for their
shares in the gold. Still others claimed they were still alive, kept
as slaves to work his claim. And a claim he certainly had. After the
first time or two, he started buyin’ his supplies with gold. Not dust,
but nuggets—bright and shiny as the sun.

It was the nuggets got Lily’'s attention. Whenever Jim was around,
she'd stop by the post, tryin’ to get him out to her tent in the back.
Nobody ever saw Jim go back there, but after a while Lily started
talkin’ it up about how chummy she was gettin’ with him. And he
did smile a fair bit more than usual when she was around. Be hard
not to, the way she used to hang all over him.

Then one day, Lily came into the post all smiles and says Jim'’s
gonna take her up to his claim. She bought some foul-weather gear
and a few supplies, then packed up her trunk and left it with Angus,
who ran the post in those days. The next day her and Jim were gone.

Well, sir, nobody thought nothin’ of it till a prospector name of
Wilson stopped by the post. He was flush and standin’ everybody to
drinks, listenin’ to the local stories with a big smile on his face. Then
he heard somebody talkin’ about Jim. He got real serious and started
askin’ questions—what he looked like, how long he'd been around,
that kind of thing. The other fellas in the post started to wonder
what was goin’ on and asked him what his interest was in Jim.

He told them about some time he’d spent in the Yukon a few years
before. Four prospectors had gone into the bush together lookin’ for
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color and our Jim was one of them. Months went by with no word
from them, then Jim came back alone. He was carryin’ a big sack
of dust and he claimed he hadn't seen the others since just after
they'd left. Some people were a little suspicious, but of course they
couldn’t prove anything. Jim moved on soon after that.

The following summer, a prospector found an abandoned shack
way up in the woods. The place was a mess—garbage everywhere—but
what shook him up was a pile of bones in a heap in a corner. Human
bones. In the pile was three skulls, each with a bullet hole drilled
neat in the back. And you could tell by the shape the bones were in
that they’'d been cut up and cooked.

Wilson’s story had sent a cold chill through everybody in the place.
There wasn't a soul there that wasn't sure what had happened back
in the Yukon, and there wasn't a soul didn’'t think it was Jim that
had done it. And it wasn't long before somebody reminded them all
that Lily was out there with a ghoul.

Two days later, Jim showed up at the post alone. The locals asked
after Lily, but Jim claimed she had only stayed with him a day or
two and left. That sounded too much like the Yukon story to the
boys at the post. They laid ahold of Jim while Wilson searched his
pack. He fought like a mad thing, but there were too many of them.
And when Wilson pulled a blood-stained silk hankie from the bottom
of the pack, they started lookin’ for a rope.

They hanged Jim St. Clair from the main beam of the trading
post, then buried his body out by the garbage dump. They searched
the woods for months after that, but no sign was ever found of Lily
or of Jim’s claim.

Alex finished his story and leaned back, staring at the fire for
several minutes. Then he looked around at us, his face kind of grey
and scared lookin'.

"There’s another piece to this story I've never told before. You see,
I was one of those that hanged that man and | really believed we'd
done the right thing. But ten years later | was in the Soo and I could
have sworn | saw Lily Murphy sittin’ in a flash restaurant. | could
have sworn, too, that the fella sittin’ across from her was aprospector
name of Wilson. | could have made sure. | could have gone back to
check. But I don’t want to know. My God, | don’'t want to know.”



DEPARTMENT OF FIRST STORIES

Ofthe 43 entries in the Northern California chapter ofthe Mystery
Writers of America’s first short-story mystery-writing contest this
past year—open to all unpublished writers of the area—"The
Cherry on the Cake” was considered the most estimable.

"I'm trying to find out who I am,” the well dressed woman told
Amanda. "There’s more, though .. ”

THE CHERRY ON THE CAKE
by LEA CASH-DOMINGO

~m a private eye.

I I work for a living. Not everybody does. Some work to keep
busy, some to offer a helping hand or a sympathetic ear. | work
because | have to work. That fact determines what liberties | take.
For those cases paid by the hour | take my time, and for those paid
by thejob I cut as many corners as possible.

Some cases are more desirable than others. Some | know straight
away I'm going to like. With others, I smell trouble from the moment
the client says hello.

That's how it was with the Hall woman. She came into my office
that afternoon looking like an entertainer without her act. She was
about five feet ten, maybe thirty-five, with wavy brown hair and a
pink Qiana dress beneath a white knee-length coat. | figured she
was either a highly paid professional or married to money. The
clothes were worth a good five hundred bucks.

"Can | help you?” I asked. "I'm Amanda Russo.”

"l want to see the person in charge of Search Incorporated.”

"You're looking at her.” It was more embarrassing for her than
it was for me. I'm used to it.

She didn’t disappear. Instead she sat. "I'm in trouble.”

"Most people are when they walk through that door. What's your
trouble called?”

© 1988 by Lea Cash-Domingo.
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"l need to find someone. Do you do that sort of thing?”

"It's what | do best. Are you trying to locate a husband or a boy
friend?”

"It isn't that sort of problem.” She seemed reluctant to talk.

"Maybe you'd better tell me about it.”

"Well,” she hesitated, "I'm pretty sure you don’t get many requests
like mine.”

"Let me be the judge.”

"I'm trying to find out who I am.”

She was right: | didn’t get many requests like hers.

"There’s more, though. I think I may have killed someone.”

She had awakened that morning at The Lodge, a B-rated motel
on University Avenue in Berkeley with no idea how she got there
or how long she’d been there. She thought her name was Dani Hall
because the name sounded familiar and she liked the ring of it.

Inside her purse was a wad of money, which was a good find
because it might be a few days before | discovered where she be-
longed. Besides the money, there was a Revlon lipstick, a pair of
black sunglasses with silver sequins on the frames, a red scarf, and
a pack of Kleenex. No wallet, credit cards, driver’s license, check-
book, keys, or other items usually found in a woman'’s purse.

She didn't recall having a husband or boy friend, but she was
haunted by the idea she had shot a man. She'd had a nightmare in
which there was a gun. It was pointed at someone whose features
she couldn’t see, and the gun fired. The blast still rang inside her
head.

When a queer assignment has the bad manners to land in my lap,
| begin with what seems obvious. My task was to take what she said
at face value. If she thought she had killed someone, chances were
pretty good that she had. Or come close.

| called The Lodge and spoke with the manager, who told me a
woman by the name of Dani Hall had registered Monday evening
and paid a week’s tab. Today was Wednesday. Next | called the
Berkeley Police Department. | gave the clerk a description of my
Jane Doe. The missing persons’ file offered no match.

Sergeant Williams in Homicide had deposited a stiffat the morgue
three days ago. He had also apprehended the killer. Was he sure he
had the right suspect, | asked him. Yes, he was sure—he had an
eyewitness.

I was on the phone most of two hours. After dialing Homicide in



THE CHERRY ON THE CAKE 61

eight counties and countless cities, | made room for the near misses
and began calling hospital emergency wards. At four o'clock | hit
paydirt. Sunday evening, Kaiser emergency in Oakland and Mt.
Diablo in Concord had admitted gunshot-wound victims. Monday
afternoon John Muir in Walnut Creek admitted a gunshot case.

I didn't need to debate with myselfover whether to make the three
trips. If the case could be solved in a day, I'd be able to pay the
utilities, phone, and janitorial bills with the three hundred dollars
Hall had given me.

The gunshot victim at Oakland Kaiser turned out to be a false
alarm. A man returning home from a weekend hunting duck had
accidentally shot himself while cleaning his rifle. The bullet had
bruised his leg and after examination the physician had sent him
home with an ice-pack and a prescription for codeine.

| hoped the drive to Walnut Creek would end my search. It didn't.
The victim was twenty-two. He'd been shot by his brother-in-law,
who accused him of stealing his marijuana plants. His wife, sister,
and mother, the physician on duty told me, took turns on bed-watch
detail.

At Mt. Diablo, the nurse informed me I'd have to talk to the
attending physician, who was scheduled to be on the ward the next
morning, and no, | couldn’t have his phone number. Nor could I give
her my number to pass on to the doctor.

It was after seven when | returned to my office. Before | called it
a day, | looked up the Halls in the white pages of the Contra Costa
and Alameda County directories. The surname Hall is like Smith.
There were columns and columns of them. By eight-thirty, I'd called
each number. No Dani Hall.

| phoned my client at The Lodge. She'd awakened from a nap
minutes earlier and was eager to talk. In her dream, a painted arrow
was wedged in the trunk of a genealogical tree. She wondered if it
was significant. | told her I'd sleep on it, which is what I did. In the
morning, | found it made as much sense to me as it had to her. |
took my vitamins with scrambled eggs and the day’s paper, then |
drove to Concord to follow up yesterday'’s lead.

The attending physician at Mt. Diablo, Dr. Lewis, was a reason-
able man. He told me he'd patched up the gunshot-wound victim,
who had lost a lot of blood, and after observing his progress for
fourteen hours had sent him across the street to a psychiatrist named
Weinstein.

Dr. Weinstein said he could see me before his ten o’clock patient.
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He was a short, stocky man with a bald head and wire-rimmed
glasses. "l remember the man, ofcourse,” he said. "l saw him Monday
morning. | recommended counseling as soon as possible, but he
wasn't interested.”

| told him about my client.

"Funny thing, amnesia,” he said, pulling on a thick rubber band.
"You might do well to have her looked at. These dissociative dis-
orders can be tricky to diagnose, and until you've got an accurate
diagnosis you can't be sure what you're dealing with.”

| shifted uneasily in my chair and he continued, "Let's assume
you're right. Let's suppose your client has psychogenic amnesia and
her disturbance is simply limited to a sudden inability to recall
important personal information. Then you’re on the right track.”

| didn't want to be mystified for the rest of the day. | wanted
answers.

"I'd like to do the right thing,” | said. "The immediate problem
is that she thinks she may have killed someone. Dr. Lewis seemed
to think there might be a connection between my client and the man
he referred to you.”

He let go of the rubber band and leaned across the desk. "The
man’s son is in the custody of the county juvenile authorities in
Martinez. Nasty piece of business. The boy claims he shot his father
to protect his mother. The man, on the other hand, denies the ex-
istence of a wife. That doesn’'t mean he doesn’'t have one. These rigid
types are usually married.”

"Can you tell me his name?”

By law he wasn't supposed to, but he did, anyway. "Pierce. Jack
Pierce.”

My client’s image of an arrow piercing a tree came to mind. Maybe
I was on the right track.

The traffic moved like cattle on the way to a waterhole. | left
behind an entanglement of freeways and high-rises and entered the
color-coded zone of condominiums and fast-food chains.

George Bellows worked the day shift. He was a large man with
a don’'t-mess-with-me manner—the kind of counselor overnight psy-
chiatric facilities advertise for in the Tribune. When | introduced
myself and told him the purpose of my visit, he led me through a
locked door to a staff lounge where we could talk privately.

"l can't say if Daniel Pierce is the boy you're looking for,” he said.
"The boy’s in a bad way. He's been inside a few times.”
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"What's his mother like?”

"l never met the lady, but I can tell you a thing or two about his
father. He's the type who comes home after a rough day’s work, gets
plastered, the beats the daylights out of his sons in the name of
discipline.”

| had come across men who raised their sons by the back of the
belt. They came from all walks: some were cops, some were blue-
collar foremen, some were Silicon Valley executives. Their method
of discipline didn't cure teenagers of their wildness: it made them
wilder.

Bellows lit a cigarette. "Pierce is a kid who grew up too fast. First
time he was picked up it was for hot-wiring a car. Next time it was
for pawning his old man’s diamond-studded watch. Every time he’s
been brought in, he's had black eyes and bruises. The kid’s fourteen
and growing. | mean, this boy’s big. Hell, | wouldn't wrestle with
him if you paid me, but his dad isn't too smart. Anyone who keeps
beating his kid has gotta figure that somewhere down the line the
kid’'s going to bust him back. It's the law of nature.”

"Did he shoot his father?”

"Your guess is as good as mine. The kid’s clammed up about it.
When the sheriff brought him in, he said he shot his dad to protect
his mother. All I know is that there was a cake. Pierce said there
was real fruit on top of the icing. He wanted a piece with a cherry
on it. His dad said no. His mom began cutting the cake, and started
to give Danny a piece with a cherry on it and the old man went
bonkers. He grabbed the knife from her and began waving it like
a madman. My hunch is that she’s the one who went for the gun.”

"That'd be my guess, too,” | said.

"Kids're funny when it comes to coughing up the real story.
Danny’s no exception. The last thing he's about to do, now that the
crisis is over, is bad-rap his folks. Don't ask me why: it's what the
shrinks call family dynamics.”

It's what 1call not rocking the boat. The children don't talk, but
the poison comes out all the same.

"l mean, ain’'t that too much?” George said, stubbing out his cig-
arette. "All Dan wanted was a damned cherry on his cake. That's
all any of them ever want. | have ten boys on my ward and all want
the best their pathetic lives have to offer.”

It's sobering to tell a client she shot her husband and her son’s
willingly taking the rap. | lost a day deciding to tell her. | heard Dr.
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Weinstein’s voice echoing inside my head, warning me my client
might be one step from the brink,

It was Friday morning when | told her who she was.

"Lenore Pierce.” She tasted the words. "Where do | live?”

"Pleasant Hill.”

"Are you sure?”

"Positive.”

"Have I lived there long?”

"Long enough. —You had a fight with your husband.”

"I'm married.” She said it with the awe of one who realizes the
fantastic. "Is he all right?”

"He isn't dead.”

Relief flooded her face. "I'm so glad, I'm so glad. Oh, thank you.”

"But you tried.” I was surprised by the harshness in my tone.

"How?” The word caught in her throat.

| felt sorry for her, but not sorry enough to spare her the truth.
| told her about the cherry on the cake. "You shot him when he
brandished the knife,” |1 ended.

The eyes have a way of telling it all. The amnesia fell away like
the useless defense it was. | could tell by the intense way she stared
at me that she was reliving the horror of it in her mind.

"Daniel’s taking the rap in juvenile hall,” | said. And as | did, I
knew where her fictitious name had come from.

Q
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a NEW George Man story by

KEITH HELLER

The mobs at James Figg’s amphitheater grew often swollen with
frenzy and drink, and a watchman would be needed to separate
inspired bettors or take hold of some dangerous upper arm and
move it irresistibly toward the door and the sobering air outside.
This was Man's first visit to Figg's arena as a working watchman
as well as a friend, but he didn’t think any man in the crowd
could show him any trouble he hadn't already seen.

Where women are concerned, however, that is a different story
for George Man . . .

MAN'S NOBLE ART OF
SELF-DEFENSE

by KEITH HELLER

t was a brown and smoking October noon that saw George Man

hurrying from his home in Bow Street, up stuffy King Street at
the border of Seven Dials, through brief High Street, and into the
comparatively brighter openness of the Oxford Road. He was a bit
late, and a recent soreness in his left leg made him hobble, com-
plaining, through the streets as if that limb were inches shorter
than the other. The day’s climate did little to help him: there was
in the visible air the kind of metallic chill that often leaves autumn
so leaden and always penetrates into the bones and heart to weigh
them down. Man thought he could appreciate the weather’'s mood
better than most. He knew it borrowed nothing from either summer’s
departed swollenness or winter's promised steeling. It was its own
natural decaying, and a man had to be well into his own dim October
to feel the grim peacefulness of its settling in.
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As he strode through the crowds and calls and muffling dust of
London’s midday, Man tried to figure with his lips and fingers how
much money he was to earn this week and if it would be enough.
He had never been any good at any kind of casual, walking calcu-
lations, but he hopefully guessed he might earn what he needed. It
would be his wife’s, Sarah’s, birthday in only five days, and he was
determined to buy her something memorable and rare. Although
she would rather die than admit it, he knew she was inwardly un-
settled at turning forty-seven. Five years younger than Man him-
self—she had been born in 1684—she seemed to her husband as
light and original and blessed as she had at their beginning together.
Yet he could see the buried fragility in her, the common dread of
nearing any personal end, and he knew he had to do something to
turn her mind aside from thoughts of autumn and aging. He had to
remind her of how many Octobers they had left together.

By the time Man reached his destination, he had decided on her
gift. Now all that remained was the money. With few opportunities
lately to stand or substitute for the loosely banded parish watch and
even fewer to safeguard some gentleman or warehouse, Man had
been suffering the awful heaviness of empty pockets. The time and
situation had thrown him back upon old friends, had moved him
even to call in a few lapsed debts; and if he was now stepping hotly
westward up the Oxford Road it was because he knew that here lay
his best chance to get what he wanted most easily and most quickly.

He turned right off the Oxford Road at the second house east of
the Wells Street comer and just beneath a jutting, hanging sign
that read the city of oxford. Here, for the past nine years, had
lived one of Man'’s strongest and most useful friends, the city’s and
country’s most heralded swordsman, James Figg. Since the year
1723, Figg had staged numberless prizefights—first at the ancient
Boarded House a few hundred yards north into Marrowbone Fields,
then at a new arena adjoining the back of his own house, among
men armed with small backswords and quarterstaffs, cudgels and
falchions, daggers and bilboes. The swordsman, of course, took part
in many of the contests himself, as well as teaching his arts to any
gentleman who had the will and coin to learn them. He had helped
Man with advice or weapons more than once before, and now he was
prepared to help him with some short-lived, but wholly respectable,
employment.

The mobs at Figg's amphitheater grew often swollen with frenzy
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and drink, and a watchman would be needed to separate inspired
bettors or take hold of some dangerous upper arm and move it ir-
resistibly toward the door and the sobering air outside. There was
something sugary about combat that seemed to infect any who
watched it or stood too near—as if every bunched movement in the
ring twitched without effort every imitating muscle ranged about
the stamping and bleeding men.

This was Man’s first visit to Figg’'s arena as a working watchman
as well as a friend, but he didn’t think any man in the crowd could
show him any trouble he hadn't already seen. Yet the funneling of
people out of the Oxford Road, he noticed, seemed even thicker and
more breathtaking than usual. And as he joined now the press of
elbows and shouted opinions and let himself be borne inward, he
wondered if today’s announced matches might not be the cause of
all this rushing and heat. Today, he knew, there was to be something
for everyone.

He had read over the advertisements this morning. The most of
them alluded to the customary exhibitions of swordplay and to the
expected melee in which the boxer, Buckhorse Smith, would take
on seven or eight grinning amateurs in the ring at the same time,
allowing the most enduring the privilege of violently punching his
head for a small fee. These were among the fare the town had come
to look for weekly from James Figg. But there was another speciality
of Figg's that Man thought might be drawing as many male spec-
tators as all the other matches combined. The style alone in which
this contest had been advertised must have widened more than one
face into a leering smirk.

At Mr. Figg's on the right hand in Oxford Road near Adam
and Eve Court, this present day 5th October, will be provided
a great boxing battle between the following women:

"l, Martha Chaplin, of Billingsgate, fishwife, who have
fought the best fighting women that ever came to that place,
having had some hot words with Henrietta Cook, and requiring
satisfaction, do invite the same to meet me on the stage and
box for five guineas, each woman holding half a crown in each
hand, and the first woman that drops her money to lose the
battle. She may expect a good thumping.”

"Whereas |, Henrietta Cook, Newgate Market basket woman,
hearing of the resoluteness of Martha Chaplin, and being my-
selfone that have fought the boldest and best women and have
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never yet been conquer’d, will not fail, God willing, to give her
more blows than words, desiring only a clear stage, fair fight-
ing, and of her no favor, | do promise to meet this brave and
bold inviter at the time and place appointed, no person to be
upon the stage but ourselves.”

There will be the usual diversion of cudgel playing between
scholars of the house before, and the women mount at five
precisely.

Man knew that the spectacle of women battling with their fists
was one that, for whatever dark reason, spoke deeply to most men
and that the crowd would be thick and loud; and he only hoped he
would be able to see the evening out without too much bothersome
scuffling. Sarah was not the only one feeling older these days.

Entering the filling confusion of James Figg’s arena, Man felt in
spite of himself the same flush of humid excitement that he had
always noticed at the crowing cockpit. The choking emotion was the
same: the hoarse betting, the blowing dust, the sour bite of hope and
hopelessness. After a rushed and screaming consultation with the
swordsman, Figg, Man started his watchful circuit of the jostling
arena. As at the cockpit or the fair or any public gathering, his work
would be to guard against any tension or desire that might distract
the mob from the official violence they had paid so well to see. The
inciting oath, the blustering dare, the hand straying too near a
sword or a pocket not its own—these would be the isolated troubles
that Man must try to soothe or, at the worst, carry outside with the
strength of his arm. He would have to be careful not to offend—and
even more careful to ignore all the whispered dealings between
certain gentlemen and certain ladies that the entertainment had
been designed to encourage.

For most of the afternoon, his throat scorched dry with smoke,
Man had not much to do. The changing company of performers man-
aged to keep most of the audience’s attention and passions where
they belonged. There was a steady series of roaring men and grand
gestures that made the amphitheater throb and flicker with adult
playfulness. Swords were swung with bestial fervor, and there was
a great and satisfying show of widely splashing blood. Yet, because
the weapons were sharp and light toward the points, all the wounds
were neat and easy to close, the colorfully running veins of blood
compensating for the absence of any glorious death. No more was
sacrificed beyond repair than a triangle of nose from one of the
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clumsier beginners. When new men began thrashing one another
with iron-tipped, six-foot quarterstaffs, the mob flowed with fresh
enthusiasm. And when Buckhorse Smith—a broad-hipped, tattered
fellow with a forehead that claimed half of his face—stood dull as
a churchman beneath a hurricane of terrific blows to his eyes, the
entire arena rose into the air in a religious rapture. Man could feel
the pressure of the air about him grow as in a ripening fruit, ex-
pectant and threatening, as the watching men and women hummed
among themselves to coax out onto the stage the pair of advertised
amazons. Every breath came short, and every eye strained, staring
wide.

The watchman was, perhaps, the least impassioned spectator in
the arena. He had his work to do, and he had as well more knowing
experience ofthese contests than most common Londoners. He knew
there was always far more shadow in them than substance, far more
wise coordination between the bellowing combatants than any real
antagonism. These prizefights were precisely that—fights for prizes,
for the gate money and the betting and the advertisement of indi-
vidual exhibited styles. Man himself had overheard in more than
one ale-house conversation between two obscured masters of the
noble art in which they agreed to quarrel publicly at the earliest
opportunity and to decide between themselves who was to give cuts
and who receive. Even before their rehearsed rancor surfaced in the
news-sheets, the two would have determined in detail the length
and visibility of each cautious injury. Most of the mob, Man sup-
posed, believed in what they saw; yet the watchman was even more
admiring, seeing as he did the gifted art that lay behind the crude
and passionate artlessness.

Suddenly, in the pressing midst of a single swirl of breath, two
women were lifted by cheers onto opposing edges of the stage. Every
pair of eyes in the crowd worked quickly from side to side, weighing
the women against each other and trying to predict the odds and
outcome. Even Man coasted to a stop, eager to see for himself.

As the two women were introduced, a fever of fresh dealings trem-
bled through the arena. The Newgate Market basket woman, Hen-
rietta Cook, fulfilled the type of every watching expectation. She
was huge—taller and broader than any man standing about her—with
arms that were thick and red with iron muscles and bristling hairs.
Her shoulders were gathered upward into stone knots, and her great
and hanging breasts seemed to be as powerful in themselves as a
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healthy man'’s thigh. There was nothing so very monstrous in her
face, yet a berry-hard dark sheen and a wide scattering of broken
teeth gave it a manly heaviness that no one watching could forget.

Martha Chaplin, on the other side, was a vocal disappointment.
The Billingsgate fishwife was small, slender, delicate as foam. She
was young and unmarked and lovely, as freakish here in James
Figg’'s amphitheater as she must always have appeared among the
sour-mouthed fishwomen in the City. The mob today didn't like her
much. They didn’t like her round porcelain face, her transparent
eyes, the rich wash of her hair. They didn’'t think any girl so light
and timid had any place at the center of this encouraging roar. It
was not so much that they doubted her chances of winning—everyone
knew she had none—but that they thought her innocent, willfully
exposed to such paid brutality, sickly and obscene. No one hated
her, but they all turned from her, much as they would from a new-
born babe appearing branded with an erotic tattoo.

After a few full-lunged words from James Figg himself, the two
women faced each other frowning and set to. Each of them gripped
hard in each hand a half-crown piece to force herself not to use her
nails or pull at hair. Resisting the temptation to fall back upon their
natural weapons was the women'’s first trial, but that was more than
balanced by the added weight given each blow by the held silver.
In a moment, following some inconclusive probing and guarding,
the floating impact of the women's fists seemed to take command
of the trapped air in the arena and resound in a hollow fracturing
that could be felt at the center of every chest present. The spectacle
of the women swinging and punching as if they were steaming men
made the whole audience cringe and pant for air, already enraptured
by the hateful beastliness they would not have missed for worlds.

Shamefully absorbed by what he saw, Man suddenly twitched to
his left to avoid one of the basket woman'’s louder blows and found
himselfbegging the pardon of the man next to him, asking him how
was his foot.

"Eh? No, no, it's nothing, | promise you. | forbid you, sir, to think
of it further.”

The watchman looked and saw a bulking and blood-faced rock of
a man, dressed well and primly with an almost military self-assur-
ance, who was staring at the stage with all the lust with which a
starving man stares at food.

The man turned toward him and returned his look, bright and
with a youthful energy. "Oh, but we've seen some work done here
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today, haven't we? Some fine inside cuts that, you must know, are
always much deeper and severer than the outside. You recall that
man that lost halfhis cheek an hour past? Now there was an outside
throw, | admit, but one made slanting with a kind of back sweep.
He could never have shown him the direct edge, else.”

The man beamed at the watchman and hurriedly gave him his
hand. "Godfrey’s the name, sir. John. Captain. | know these contests
better than | know my own soul. Mr. Figg, now, might have done
more against his man with a drawing stroke going down to the leg,
say I—the same motion | saw this last week send a calffalling down
to a poor man’s ankle. He is the Atlas of the sword, sir, our Mr. Figg
is, and | speak as one that knows better than any. Yet even the
finest may have their darker days, and this same house has seen
many a brighter afternoon in its own time.”

Staring entranced at the Captain from one side as he was, Man
could see the bony mask of the great face and the slightly bulging
wetness of the keen eye. The Captain was talking incessantly while
never turning his professional attention from the active stage, leav-
ing Man to follow along behind as best he could. The watchman soon
found more of interest in the Captain’s commentary than in the
women'’s boxing, and he satisfied himself with watching the fight
through the other man'’s eyes and voice.

"There she is! The bigger girl, she’'s moving well with her hands
and her feet. Look there, will you? She’s trying for the blow under
the ear, a damned wise choice with the two blood vessels in there
that're both considerably large.” He turned for a moment, eagerly
wheezing. "You may so strike a man there, sir, that his blood is
forced up to his brain and back upon his heart—perhaps even out
at his eyes or ears or mouth, ifthere’s luck about. Then the cardiaca,
of course, or simple suffocation. But did you see that, the smaller
girl moving in toward the stomach?” he crowed in concert with the
mob, almost bouncing in his glee. "Both the diaphragm and the
lungs will share in that hurt, | can promise you that. It would seem
the girls are more equal than any of us thought!”

There was a coolly bloody inhumanity in the Captain’s voice that
made Man almost blanch. The watchman was not so fond of these
mercenary displays of brutality and pain that he could accept any
such cruel exuberance in another without feeling somehow disap-
pointed in his species. He relished a good fight as much as the next
man, but only when it was necessary, when it meant something
personal to each of the combatants.



72 MAN'S NOBLE ART OF SELF-DEFENSE

Now the Captain roared an approval that shivered his cheeks into
ripples, Man couldn’t take his eyes off him.

"A peg in the mark that | felt in my own stomach! 1 tell you, the
smaller one’s got the true British bottom, the heart of a dray-horse.
Oh!” Someone was leaping in front of the watchman, obscuring his
view. But the Captain missed nothing. "Remarkable judgment in
the cross-buttock fall there in the big girl, but it's not saving her.
Look—see the strength in the other, equal to whatever's human and
standing, an undebauched wind in her I'd never looked after! What
d'you think, sir? Can this go on much longer?”

"Where?”

Man was finally able to see round the excitement before him at
the flashing, heaving stage. Both of the women were still standing,
though both showed some of the wear of the lengthening contest.
The larger woman, Henrietta Cook, was crouching forward and
swaying slightly, a clenched and turtling look about her as if she
were favoring a badly pummeled stomach. There was also an ashen
shadow that had settled onto her face, the kind that comes after
swallowing something rubbery and wet.

Martha Chaplin, the slighter woman of Billingsgate, would seem
to have suffered hardly at all. Her face was unmarked, even her
hair was barely disturbed, and she still carried her fists as high as
she had in the opening moments of the match. The watchman
thought she must have taken some blows upon her throat and chest:
a faint blush of discoloration was beginning to spread upward like
a lifting veil toward the frail line of her jaw. To some spectators,
she might be winning. But there was a studied uncertainty of her
stance and in her slowing motions that, considered together with
her obvious disadvantages, was intended to tell the mob that time
was surely against her.

Just as the women began to lean into each other again, the watch-
man noticed the edge of a secret dealing a few rows of heads in front
of him. Buckhorse Smith, fresh from pounding half a dozen dis-
couraged men from the stage, was bent in close conversation with
a sickly, sniffing man with skin as crusty as biscuits. Man had no
chance of hearing what passed between them, but it was enough
that he could see the pouch of money falling from the softer hand
into the harder. And he knew that Buckhorse Smith, in addition to
his inborn talents with his fists, had lately shown even greater gifts
in arranging bouts in which only the softest blows were exchanged.

So the money was passed, the two men smiled and turned toward
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the stage, the two women pushed apart and turned momentarily
toward the two men, and George Man and the rest of the audience
saw the huge Newgate Market basket woman pause and draw back
her elephantine right arm and land a frightful blow upon the smaller
woman's turning forehead that buckled her knees and laid her faint
and flushing bluely at the center of the stage.

The crowd loved it. The Captain did not.

"Have you ever seen the like, sir? Have you?” he asked Man with
white flakes of anger at the comers of his broad mouth. "I have not,
myself. Why, this great cow of a woman with her dastard heart, her
nurse-wanting courage, her—her wormdread soul, her fly-flap blows
such as the pastry cooks use to beat the insects from their tarts and
cheesecakes! She's got no talent, no true pile-driving force! The other
had her weakened and sick-eyed and all but taking her measure
upon the floor. There's a freak here somewhere, sir, you trust me.
Someone’s played foul, | say, or I'm a woman myself!”

Man turned from the Captain’s puckered disappointment to see
what was happening on the stage. The Billingsgate fishwife was
being hoisted off, her head lolling drunkenly and her open lips fluc-
tuating between coal and chalk. Women in the crowd, even some
men, reached out to pat her sympathetically as she was carried past.
She looked badly hurt. The winner hung back, apparently unsure
of her place, staring first at her thumped opponent and then at the
spot in the mob where Buckhorse Smith and his gentleman were
dickering still.

Henrietta Cook, awkward with concentration, might have stood
there for minutes more—misunderstanding her sudden victory—had
not James Figg appeared to nudge her off the stage and introduce
the following match. He looked as shaken and glum as the giant
winner, almost as if what had so wildly cheered the mob had left
the two of them wondering privately what had gone wrong.

George Man was wondering, too. He knew as well as they that it
was the delicate fishwife, Martha Chaplin, who had been scheduled
as the "surprise” victress of the boxing contest. Ail the complex plans
of James Figg had been attuned to that end; all the gentlemanly
betting in the crowd, much of it weighty, had depended upon a
perfectly predictable outcome. These were innocent machinations
that were used all the time to deflect the expectations of the mob
and to complete those of the better sort. Even Man himselfhad given
way to the ease of it, and now he realized that he and his wife would
be going without meat for at least the next fortnight or more.



74 MAN'S NOBLE ART OF SELF-DEFENSE

Because the bigger woman had won—turned the whole arena up-
side down, made the poor ri.cher and the rich poorer—and no one of
the screaming voices present could even guess why.

None of this, of course, would have come to anything more than
a minor sporting scandal or a topic for rich men to amuse themselves
with over wine had not the beaten Martha Chaplin died of her
injuries that same day and the winning Henrietta Cook disappeared
from view in the swirling obscurity of the puzzling city.

The watchman, George Man, had still his peace-keeping work at
James Figg’s amphitheater, but in whatever spare time he could
find, and from whichever friendly constable or beadle he could per-
suade to talk, Man kept in peripheral contact with the spreading
search for the criminal Newgate Market basket woman. No one
anywhere, it seemed, knew anything. Henrietta Cook, certainly
more massive and memorable than many men, had evidently found
the one place in London where no one knew her or cared to look.
Local constables and their bands of watchmen, interested magis-
trates in almost every ward in London and Westminster, and even
a handful of hired thief-takers had been activated in pursuit of the
missing murderess.

Because there were no official, city-wide facilities for staging a
concentrated hunt or investigation, matters such as these were
usually managed more energetically than efficiently. Information
was broadcast, but only in outline; a vague design of action was
envisioned, but never truly focused. The constable acting currently
in the Oxford Road was one Mr. Prosser, a haberdasher whom George
Man knew as a hollow and inflated puppy of much less help than
nuisance. Never friendly with him himself, Man could still follow
his actions from a cold distance as readily as he might have those
of a wind over a standing field of grain. What he saw was hardly
encouraging, and in a few days the watchman began to lose most
of his interest in a crime that had been too accidental to be mean-
ingful and too common to be distinctive.

Yet for all the uncertainty with which the days passed through
the maturing decay of October, there was developed in a brief time
a generally sharp image of the background and the circumstances
of the death at the boxing arena. Much of this information remained
speculative, but Man himself thought it matched so well with what
he might have imagined that he had no trouble believing it. Un-
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fortunately, knowing the personal details didn't seem to help dis-
cover the whereabouts of the disappeared Henrietta Cook.

The two women, then, who had met and fought at James Figg's
amphitheater had evidently been long and fast friends. It was said
they had even grown from girlhood together, both festering in the
humid depths of Little Bush Lane, Thames Street. Although each
of them took her own work, lived in her own street, neither ever
married, and they gradually seemed to have come to live for and
with each other, even though they were separate and apart. They
often met, often walked abroad together, often visited one another’s
rooms for days at a time. What had first moved them to stage boxing
contests together, no one could guess. Perhaps they had understood
early that the obvious contrasts between them—that some incon-
gruity that kept them needing each other—would also attract the
simpler gullibility of the betting mob. They had appeared many
times throughout the city and beyond under various colorful pseu-
donyms, their ambitious notns de guerre; their last match had been
their first as themselves. Many had wondered why, but Man thought
he knew. That afternoon at James Figg’s had been the first time
that the gawking audience had included Mr. Richard Wyvill, the
one man whom both women had so desperately adored.

As it happened, Richard Wyvill was not quite the gentleman Man
had thought him, watching him barter with Buckhorse Smith. The
densely headed Smith was broadly known for his dexterity in ar-
ranging relationships between needful women and men with droop-
ing purses. It had cost him little effort to answer the demands of a
modest and timid land-jobber like Richard Wyvill, and if he had
been somewhat greedy in selling the affections of both women si-
multaneously, it had been due mostly to his modest desire to please
all parties at once. The land-jobber, then, had been dividing his time
very fairly between the two, without troubling either with any news
of her rival. The women had loved on, each believing herselfunique,
until just before their last contest at the arena. Someone, it was
rumored, must have told either or both, making that meeting be-
tween them as taut and volatile as the October weather. The women
met with the half-crowns in their fists, saw their shared lover watch-
ing them, and warmed to their last fight in earnest. Everyone agreed
that, in such circumstances, some sort of tragedy had to happen.

Man had seen the same so many times before. Two women—or
two men, for that matter—one handsome and one plain, long friends,
both wanting the same work or gift or heart, the two staring emptily
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at the foreign and priceless barrier growing unaccountably between
them. Until one—almost always the more plain, the effeminate man
or the masculine woman—can bear no more and strikes out in a
sightless fury ofjealousy, and nothing can ever be the same again.
Henrietta Cook must have seen more than her weaker friend before
her at the center of the whirling crowd that afternoon. She must
have seen all the desperation of an unbeautiful woman who knows
she has no chance to win mirrored sadly in the lovely form of the
friend, who—by merely being what she is—cannot help but destroy
everything. The huge Newgate Market basket woman must have
been trying to flail her way out of a drowning river.

The watchman told his wife everything about the matter: he al-
most always told her almost everything about his changing work.
To his mind, she was by far the solidest and wisest woman in the
city, in the country, in his entire life. Only this last May, by some
impossible circumstances, she had acted on her own in making clear
the truth behind three interwoven deaths, although the guilty had
run free. In this case, Man tried to show his wife how simple and
unequivocal human actions could be seen to be once they were stud-
ied with an experienced eye. (His own eye, of course, had to be one
of the most experienced in London, and she would do well to benefit
from its insights.) So when he explained to her how obviously Hen-
rietta Cook’s manly lack of beauty had moved her to bitter jealousy
and hurt and a dumb reflex of violence, he was only trying to dem-
onstrate how an understanding of the heart was an understanding
of reasons and actions. If the missing boxer had not yet been found,
that was only an accident of an inept constable or two. Man himself,
he needed hardly to add, could have shown them quickly enough.

Sarah, the watchman'’s placid wife, listened to her husband as
dutifully as she could, her fair arms soaped to the elbows in their
clattering kitchen. She was interested, but she knew that the daily
demands of their rooms in Bow Street were enough to claim all her
time. She was modest, she was busy, such matters were so completely
foreign to her; Man knew she turned her face pensively away only
to please him, only to let him know that she trusted his judgment
absolutely.

Yet all this did nothing to help explain why, on her first free
afternoon with George away again at Mr. Figg’s arena, Sarah found
herself confronting in hopefulness and in fear the flickering and
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echoing miasma that was the curbed madness of Billingsgate fish
market.

Sarah had walked here more than once before, yet every time she
came, at her first immersion into its vocal fumes, she paled all over
again at its brazen liveliness. Slick fish spit, hawkers howled, fingers
figured in midair, a raw humidity hung over each transaction—and
all was performed to the lifting accompaniment of such sailing oaths
and curses and hot maledictions that should have been enough to
scour the sky. Sarah was hardly a delicate woman, but the thick
honey of the arguing traders was almost too rich for her. Yet, as
always, she had to admit the heady thrill of the place, its windy
blood. And particularly how it all seemed to concentrate itselfin the
figures of the roughest workers here, the notorious Billingsgate fish-
wives.

It was here that the small, serene Martha Chaplin had lived her
dim life before being surprised by her death at the boxing amphi-
theater, and Sarah wondered now how she had ever managed to feel
herself at home in all this hoarse passion. As the watchman'’s wife
walked from stall to stall, descending mindfully ever closer to the
greater business of the river, she began to understand something
more of the bristling animation happening about her, perhaps even
something more of the dead woman she had never got to know. Even
the most timid, she thought now as she strode mobbed down toward
the river stairs, even the most quiescent of women might well feel
she could fit here—here where everything from the scrounging alley
dog to the rotting beggar and the dazed foreigner were accepted as
they were. Billingsgate was not for everyone, but it was of everyone:
the whole of a living England in one very small space.

All this time, making steadily for the river, Sarah kept asking
questions of the workers she passed.

"Is it this way, then? Where the girl was used to work? Martha
Chaplin?”

"Did she always work so alone and so near the river? Was there
no one with her ever?”

"Was she ever happy?”

"Have any come asking after her or her place, since—? The work
she left behind must be done by someone, you say?”

"No, I shouldn't think so. But 1have lately heard myselfthat she
worked even here to make herself more a woman, more lovely and
finer in spite of the fish on her hands. Was that true, too?”

By the time Sarah reached the lapping edge of the river with all
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its textures of the sea, she had already decided where to look and
what to expect. So she settled everything in a moment by simply
turning toward a corner of the quay where a large woman hung
with an obscuring cloak was croaching over a tub of sleek, resplend-
ent whitings. Sarah stepped up to her and waited silently until she
looked up.

"Mem?”

Sarah couldn’t see the wide face beneath the hood’s lip, but she
had no doubts.

"What do you think to do with the money from the fish, Mrs.
Cook?”

The head came up and the hood twitched back, revealing a great
face paler than the slippery bellies in the tub between them.

"What is it? Who—?"

"l was only worrying for the profit that should have gone to poor
Martha Chaplin.” Sarah sat herself down beside the heavy-headed
boxer and tried to lean toward her. "You wouldn’t keep it for yourself,
I think. Not from her.”

The two of them, seated on one edge of the laboring market, soon
became an isolated pair of scavenging birds, mournfully hunched
over the tub of pearly fish. The rest of the river and the ships and
the run of Billingsgate itself quickly came to ignore them, sluicing
over and around them as if they made together a single polished
stone. No one even bent to bother them for a fish, but let them talk
on between themselves as though they were taking morning tea in
a sun-smeared parlor.

"No,” Henrietta Cook answered wearily, folding the hood back a
bit from her face, "I'd never thought to keep it myself. Martha has
family in town here, and | know she’d have wanted them to hold it
as their own. | only work her place because | know she could never
rest knowing that her stall stood empty, her fish drying and smell-
ing, her customers wanting. She was ever too good a tradeswoman
to—to live well with that.”

The big woman's hard face trembled inwardly and her strong voice
weakened. "I thought I owed her this at least—to come and see her
good name never suffers the same that she did. Oh, | owed her that!”
Somewhat less woefully, she added: "And | expected that here would
be the last they might look after me. No one would think I'd want
to come here—" she looked across at Sarah with a dawning respect
"—except you.”
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The watchman’s wife laid a hand lightly on the other’s forearm,
the way one woman will when she feels a fellowship with another.

"l knew you would come here for the same reasons you've said.”
She studied the face, its terrible and masculine plainness that no
man would ever desire. "I knew you loved her as a sister—perhaps
more—and | knew you would miss her every other where but here.
I understand, | promise you. | do.”

There was somehow growing between the two women something
neither of them could have expected: a bond, a mirroring, a sense
that magically they almost shared the same skin. Sarah could see
now in the rougher look of the misplaced basket woman the kind
of aggrieved devotion she sometimes oddly felt herself in her life
with George.

"Martha and myself—" Henrietta Cook spoke lowly to the mess
of fish "—had stood so many years together, hand in hand. She was
all to me—the beauty I never had, the gentleness | always wanted,
the chance for being a whole woman with all the grace and soft ways
that any man could look for. I've never had none of it myself. | was
a low brute since | was a girl, just as you see now, with none of a
woman's form or even the tender heart to fill the want. Why, even
my own good father would daily turn his face from me and sigh!
Martha's fair eyes and voice were all | had of loveliness in my life,
and | could not bear the loss of it.”

The fish gleamed silver and happily dead at their feet, but October
had already skipped a few lost leaves from a far street to scratch
dryly at the unmoving quay. "Do you know what it is, madam, never
to see a man’s excited sight turned toward you in yearning and in
pain? No woman should be without that, none. And if she must have
it only reflected from another, who better than from the friend she
loves even more than herself?” Listening and watching, Sarah
caught just the comer of a renunciation that startled and finally
pleased her. "And then,” the dazed woman stammered on, finishing,
"and then to lose her for aye only because she happened to look
away—"

"Toward the land-jobber in the crowd,” George Man crowed and
nodded sagely from his chair. "Toward Richard Wyvill, where he
stood disputing with Buckhorse Smith about the two women—which
to choose and which to let fall. It is as | told you, wife: a pair of
angered females scratching at one another over the one man. | see
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nothing dark here. You should be happy with having found her and
not pretend to any power to explain what is already clear.”

Man and wife were sitting together in a flush of thin October
sunlight, fed and resting in their home in Bow Street. Sarah had
just finished telling her husband how she had found Henrietta Cook,
talked with her, and led her pliant to the house of the nearest con-
stable. Man was smoking now, desperately fashioning a grey cloud
to hide his face, and regarding his wife with the classical look of the
self-righteously betrayed.

"l allow you, Sarah, some small cleverness merely in being able
to find the woman at all,” Man went on reluctantly. "It was wise of
you to think that she might choose the dead woman'’s place as that
farthest from our eyes, and it was good of you to take her in at once.
A woman will go with another woman sooner than with a man. Yet
none of this changes any of our thinking on why she killed the poor
fishwife. She struck her friend dead in a simple flash ofjealousy,”
the watchman insisted, shrugging. "It's the only explanation that
offers itself—and, besides, the boxer must fight her final contest in
midair, whatever her reasons.”

Sarah turned her head away from her husband’s crude reminder
of the imminent hangings at Tyburn and tried to focus her thoughts.
She must try to make him understand her own subtle comprehension
ofwhat had happened at the boxing arena—what had set the tragedy
into motion, and why. She felt she owed Henrietta Cook that much.

Finally, after a silence had been allowed to thicken in the room
and dim the sunshine, Sarah said what she had to say.

"But you're mistaken, George. All of you. Mistaken.”

"What?” the watchman asked, suddenly suspicious. "In what?”

"In your thinking of the girl's getting Killed as she did by her
friend. Jealousy, you see, had no partin it in any way.”

Man bit down hard on his pipe. It twitched. "Then what did?”

"Something,” Sarah answered softly, "that we see so little ofthese
times that we've come not to look for it from the first. It was sacrifice,
George, that managed everything. Only sacrifice.”

"But whose, wife? And for whom?”

Staring at the bare air between them, Sarah said thoughtfully:
"What you never considered—and what | thought before anything
else—was that what happened that day at Mr. Bigg's arena could
be seen just as clearly from another side. Many women do come to
despise one another out of jealousy, of course, or because of a man
that stands between them. But many—most, | pray—regard the



MAN’'S NOBLE ART OF SELF-DEFENSE 81

women they love as their dearest sisters. You talk, George, of the
unequal relation between two women when one is fair and the
other-not so fair. Well, | have seen the same as often as you, and
| have seen it as a proof of giving and of love.”

Her voice grew firmer as she continued, louder and more persua-
sive. "Can you ever understand, | wonder, how one woman can be
ready to give all for another who is her friend? The big basket
woman, Henrietta Cook, had guessed at Mr. Wyvill’'s feelings before
he could see them himself. Unlovely women always know such truths
earliest. She guessed, too, that he might be losing his love for the
both of them, that he might be wanting to decide and choose. And
if that was so, Mrs. Cook wanted nothing more than that he should
take her friend, Martha Chaplin, alone and for good and all.”

"She told you this, wife?”

"She did—though not all of it in words. | suspect she understood
the man better, deeper than her friend did. And she had planned
their last boxing carefully, I think, so that it might fall out precisely
as she wished. Mr. Wyvill watching, the big woman judging her
time to the moment, Martha Chaplin made to lose—"

"To lose?” Man objected. "But why should she want her only friend
to lose?”

Sarah looked across the room at her husband with a hard criticism
that was unmistakable.

"You simply don't see, do you, George? A plain woman knows
deeper than any that no man wants as a mistress or a wife any
woman that can box better than he can! No, he wants one that's soft
and weak and eager to hide behind his strong hand at the first bit
of danger. Henrietta Cook understood that Mr. Wyvill would never
want her for long—not for caressing, not for loving—so she did her
best to make a place for the only person living that she loved more:
Martha Chaplin. And she thought the quickest way to this was to
make her into a woman again and not some mannish, roaring boxer
that the mob would jabber over. She did what she could, the basket
woman: a clumsy, foolish effort to make a lovely woman seem more
lovely still. Think of what she gave up, George!” Sarah begged him.
"Only her own natural womanliness, a man that might have been
hers, the love and trust of her friend! And because the fishwife
turned and the blow fell so much harder than expected, she lost to
death the very woman she had wanted so much to save.”

"And doomed herself as well,” Man said, begrudging his wife a
dim nod. "Whatever you say, Sarah, the blow killed the other
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woman. And I still swear there must have been some touch ofjeal-
ousy in the giving it.”

Sarah stormed to her feet and looked down at Man with pity.

"You would say so, husband, with all your great knowledge of the
city and all its people!” She clucked her tongue at him. "But what
woman, | pray you—hating another and wishing her the worst—would
strike her only in the forehead and leave her best features entire
and unmarred?”

There was little, now, that Man could say in his own defense. He
watched his wife stalking offtoward the kitchen, her broad shoulders
rigid with irritation. The yellow light of October seemed to pale
silver at his feet as he realized he must have hurt her in some way
he could not fully understand. Confused and worried, he finally gave
way to easier exasperation.

"And how am | to know of such matters as these? What do | look,
then? Some damned woman?”

He said it aloud, but not quite loudly enough to carry to the nearby
kitchen. And the massive new cooking pot, black and dense, that he
had found his wife for her birthday sat forgotten in a corner at the
foot of the- outside stairs, wahhig hopefully for a somewhat better
moment,.



THE JURY BOX

by ALLEN J. HUBIN

Golf has not been overlooked by
writers criminously inclined: Al-
bert J. Menendez's The Subject Is
Murder lists 28 mystery novels
with golf themes, and this exceeds
the count for other major sports
like football (13) and baseball (17).
Horseracing commands the field
with 128 titles.

Bullet Hole by Keith Miles (Har-
per & Row, $14.95) is another golf
tale. It lives and breathes the sport
at the legendary setting of St. An-
drews, established in 1754 and
home of the British Open. Alan
Saxon won it once, and seems a
definite possibility this year. He
drives his motor caravan up to St.
Andrews, and along the way is
conned into giving an aggressive
wench a ride. On arrival we are
introduced to the course, its man-
agement, and the golfers—Britons,
Americans, a noted Japanese, all
willing to Kill for the trophy. And
it seems someone has: the wench
is found, strangled and naked, in
Saxon’s caravan bed. Vivid con-
junction of scene and crime.

Stuart M. Kaminsky's fourth tale
of Inspector Porfiry Rostnikov is A
Fine Red Rain (Scribners, $14.95).
A circus acrobat leaps to his death
from the smiling statue of Gogol.
Another member of the same troupe,
dies accidentally (?) at the circus.
Investigating crime in Moscow is
not a simple matter: Rostnikov
must play games with his politi-
cally motivated bosses, must defy
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orders while seeming to comply, in
order to look into the unacceptable
coincidence of the two deaths. Ka-
minsky’s novel is rich in the flavor
of its people and places, and much
to be enjoyed.

WW 11 1s winding down. Hitler's
minions working on The Bomb
know they’re not going to get there
in time unaided. Stalin’s minions,
our erstwhile allies, also figure the
U.S. is too far ahead in bomb de-
velopment. Soviet solution: steal a
trainload of uranium en route from
Oak Ridge to Los Alamos and leave
behind convincing evidence that
Germans did the thieving. This is
the subject of David Downing's The
Red Eagles (Macmillan, $18.95).
Moscow's agents include several
turncoat Americans and a pair of
war-weary German officers. The
scheme is thought out in detail,
quite capable of succeeding with
cold-blooded execution—but the
emotional responses of people are
harder to predict than train sched-
ules. Absorbing narrative.

One ofthe best ofthe recent tales
about banker Mark Treasure is
Treasure in Roubles by David Wil-
liams (St. Martin's, $14.95). It has
a different scene (Leningrad), and
quite a good puzzle, together with
an interesting array of characters
and quite ajolly set piece involving
one of Mark’s financial colleagues
back in England. Treasure and
wife Molly find themselves part of
a packaged art-appreciation tour



to Russia, not normally their mode
of travel. After the usual mixups,
they're installed in Leningrad's
"best” hotel and making the artis-
tic rounds. But shortly before their
arrival, an athletic comrade lifted
afew million roubles’ worth of art-
work out of its museum home and
now a tour member has the inter-
cultural bad taste to get himself
murdered at the Kirov Opera.
Treasure forms an unlikely and
agreeable alliance with a KGB
colonel to figure it all out.

Kate Gallison’s The Death Tape
(Little, Brown, $14.95) brings back
Nick Magaracz, once private eye
fallen to working for the beloved
taxation department of the State
of New Jersey. A department picnic
fells a coworker, who leaves behind
acurious computer printout. Names
of tax cheats, presumes Nick, and
sets out to see. He starts with one
Gilmore Nash, deceased and leav-
ing behind money he shouldn’t
have had. But now his widow doesn't
have it, either, for after Nash ex-
pired someone withdrew the money
using a surprisingly authentic Nash
signature. This leads Magaracz into
the bowels of the Bosnian-Ameri-
can Social Club and the activities,
both medical and non, of the de-li-
censed Dr. Eckes. This is that rar-
ity—a truly funny mystery. Much
pleasure to be had here

Mickey Friedman’'s suspense
novels are each very distinct, so
different from each other they could
be the work of separate pens. This
is true also of her fourth, Venetian
Mask (Scribners, $18.95), a long
story of six friends—or alleged
friends—and