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Аннотация
This e-short story collection from New York Times bestselling suspense author Jan Burke features a brand new Irene Kelly short story, "The Privileged," plus three unforgettable stories from the print anthology Eighteen.
Before Frank Harriman and Irene Kelly got married, Frank was a rookie cop in Bakersfield, California. When he investigates one of the worst types of calls a policeman can get � a bad smell coming from a closed trailer on a hot day � Frank and his training officer are not surprised to find a dead body. But everyone is stunned when the corpse leads to the police chief's downfall�
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THE PRIVILEGED
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Bakersfield, California
June 28, 1976
The call should have gone to the SOC, Darryl Cross. Officer Frank Harriman, although a rookie, wasn�t so naive about the way the Bakersfield Police Department worked that he didn�t see what was going on here. He wasn�t naive about anything concerning the department.
Frank had graduated from college and completed the academy at the same time Darryl did. Like Darryl, he had grown up around cops. Their fathers were both members of the department.
The difference was, Darryl�s dad had given the long and unimaginative graduation speech at the academy.
Darryl was the SOC. Son of Chief.
Frank was the son of Brian Harriman, a man who had happily spent his life in uniform, working patrol.
Frank had heard rumors that the SOC could refuse certain radio calls, but until today, he hadn�t had firsthand experience of Darryl�s special treatment. He had heard the dispatcher, and knew where Darryl and his training officer were assigned-Frank and his own T.O., Gregory �Bear� Bradshaw, had passed them on their way to their own patrol area.
Bear was driving, and when the call came in Frank saw a speculative look on the older man�s face as the silence stretched without a response from the SOC�s car. No acknowledgment came, and a few minutes later there had been a second radio call, asking Bear and Frank to respond.
Bear accepted the request, signed off, and then shrugged. �Remember when Darryl�s old man gave the speech and told all you greenhorns that it was �a privilege to serve� in this department? Well, Darryl gets the privilege, you get to serve. All I can say is that young Darryl better enjoy it while he can.�
�You think the chief-�
�Innocent until proven guilty,� Bear said, and laughed so hard he started wheezing.

Cross�s downfall had been predicted before, but Frank knew that predictions don�t change anything about the here and now. Right now, Cross was the chief, and the SOC remained powerful enough to refuse any job he didn�t want to take on. So it was Frank, not Darryl, who was investigating a report of a foul-smelling trailer in a mobile home park, late in the afternoon of a scorcher that was making its mark as the hottest day of the year.
Bakersfield�s desert climate brought in over one hundred days a year above ninety, so natives like Frank were used to summer heat. The mercury had hit a hundred and twelve degrees about two hours ago, though, and no one wanted to answer a �foul odor� call on such a day. Or any day, really.
�The SOC is a fuckup,� Bear said. �And lately he�s been worse than usual. Can�t concentrate worth a damn. I don�t think that kid has what it takes for the job. And as for this situation-he wouldn�t be able to handle it. You can.�
While he agreed about Darryl, Frank hoped Bear�s confidence in him wasn�t misplaced.
Reading his look, Bear said, �Hey, you�re a quick study. You lifted your shoes last night, didn�t you?�
Frank laughed, glad they were in a different patrol car today.
The night before, they had been called to a high school football game to arrest Len Meadows, a drunken sixteen-year-old who was big and brawny enough to cause trouble. Meadows was throwing punches at anyone who tried to prevent him from screaming obscenities at the cheerleaders, rampaging with a strength and energy that would have been useful on the field-if he�d been sober, better behaved, and on the team.
Frank and Bear had managed to subdue him, cuff him, and get him into the back of the cruiser, where he kept running his mouth for another ten minutes or so. Then, as they were approaching a stoplight, Meadows suddenly fell silent.
�Shit!� Bear shouted and lifted both of his feet off the floorboard. Frank, who had been applying the brake, heard the unmistakable sound of projectile puking behind him. Frank immediately lifted his free foot, just in time to prevent his shoes from getting soaked by the flow of vomit coming forward from under the seat.
�I wonder why that kid wasn�t on the team?� Frank said now.
�Meadows? His old man set records at that school.�
�So he doesn�t want to break them?�
�No, it�s not that. His dad-Mike Meadows-abandoned the family. Mike ran off with his secretary, and the kid never went out after that. The secretary had been a cheerleader back when Mike was in school. Guess he wanted to go back to his glory days.�

When they arrived at the mobile home park, Bear started driving toward the manager�s office, but a waver waylaid them-a thin woman in a floral print dress. Her hair was pinned up in pink curlers, with a blue scarf wrapped around them. She gestured frantically and shouted, �Over here, over here.�
�Go on,� Bear said with a smile. �Listen to what the lady wants to tell you. I�ll be sitting here in the air-conditioned vehicle, observing you.�
�With the windows up?�
�You better hurry up before she tries to get in the car with us.�
Her name was Madeline Erkstrom. Frank heard it as �irksome� and stopped her flow of chatter long enough to get her to spell her name for his notes. He then took down her address and phone number. That was the only pause she allowed before she launched into a disjointed recitation of the key points of her life history, beginning with the fact that as a young woman she had worked in a drugstore, where Mr. Erkstrom had bought sodas and fallen in love with her.
He knew some people had to give information this way-they took you back to when the dinosaurs died off.
Another listener might have rushed her by interrupting, thereby risking her shutting down or feeling the need to start again from the beginning. He waited, mentally noting any facts that seemed important. She had lived in the trailer park for ten years. She lived alone, having moved here after her husband died. She was the one who had called about the smell. She had first noticed it a day or so ago, but it became truly pungent with today�s heat. The owner of the trailer was an elderly man named Donnie O�Keefe. She spelled out the name. When asked if she had O�Keefe�s phone number, she recited it and mentioned that she had given this information to the dispatcher.
�Thank you,� Frank said, when she paused to take a breath. �Now, if you�ll excuse me, I really need to talk to the manager.�
�Well, he wouldn�t be any help if he was here, which he is not. He�s on vacation.�
�So if you have maintenance issues or other problems-�
�We have to put a call into the headquarters of the company, which is in Chicago and presently closed,� she said, smiling tightly as she played this trump card.
�Do you know the man who lives in the trailer that smells bad? Mr. O�Keefe?�
�Of course I do, our trailers are right next to each other, which is why I�m concerned about him. I�m sorry to say that I don�t think �lives� is likely at this point. Not with that smell. The wind is blowing the other way right now, but just wait until you get close to it. You live a long time in a trailer park, you�ve smelled it before. It�s something that happens now and then. The man is dead in there.�
�When�s the last time you saw him?�
�I was trying to remember that. I�d say about two weeks ago. We were talking about finally being rid of Tomcat. Tomcat is what we called the young guy who lived on the other side of Donnie. He�s moved out, but I don�t think he�s sold the trailer-it�s been sitting there empty. I don�t think Tomcat ever really lived there, but you can guess what he used that trailer for. Girls in and out of there all the time.�
�Prostitutes?�
�I�d bet real money about some of them, but I don�t know. These days, you good-looking young men hardly have to pay for it, right? Times have changed. At least Tomcat wasn�t a hippie-clean cut. Never smelled any funny smoke or anything. Had a couple of run-ins with Donnie.�
�Over what?�
�I didn�t actually overhear the arguments, just raised voices, but Donnie said it was about the television.�
�Television?�
�Me, I like to read. If Donnie ever used a book for anything other than a doorstop, I�d be surprised. Donnie keeps the TV on all the time, night and day. Keeps him company, I guess. He�s hard of hearing, so the TV can get a little loud during the day, but not bad, and he keeps it down low late at night. Tomcat and all his lady friends always made more noise than Donnie did, driving in and out of here at all hours. Good riddance. Spoiled little brat, that�s what he was.�
Frank decided they were getting off track, and tried to pull the conversation back to O�Keefe. �How long has Mr. O�Keefe lived here?�
�Oh, about a year, I�d say.�
�How often do you usually see him?�
�That varies. Sometimes I see him every day, and we�ll talk or go out to lunch or down to the clubhouse we have here to play cards or whatever. Then weeks will go by when he just keeps to himself. He gets depressed, holes up, then ventures out again.�
�Does he have any family in the area? Someone we might call?�
�Oh, no. Donnie grew up an only child and never married. His people were back East, but I don�t believe any of them are living. Come with me, I�ll show you his Vagabond.�
�He has a vagabond staying with him?�
�No-that�s the brand of mobile home he owns. It�s about thirty years old now-built in the 1940s or early 1950s, I�d say-but he takes good care of it. Vagabonds are gorgeous trailers.�
Frank walked with her as she headed toward the back of the park.
�Do you know where Mr. O�Keefe works?�
�Nowhere. He�s retired.� She sighed. �You�d not believe this, but until a year ago, he used to live very high on the hog managing a luxury apartment building. The Starlight Arms. You�ve heard of it?�
�Yes.�
�I guess you have. Donnie told me the chief of police is one of the owners. Anyway, Donnie was well paid and got to live in one of the fancy apartments. I guess everybody who was anybody in Bakersfield must have said hello to him in the lobby or something, because he�s something of a name-dropper. Hard to believe some of it. And you know, Donnie talked as if they came by to see him, and not the rich tenants. Or as if Bakersfield is anything but a small pond. Oh well, we do have our stars, and besides, I shouldn�t speak ill of the dead.�
�Did he have any pets?�
�No, not so much as a goldfish.�
Frank felt relief at that.
�I would have broken down that door myself if I thought there was a pet in there,� she said.
Bear was following them at a creeping pace, enjoying his air-conditioned ride. Frank didn�t want to let Bear see his misery, but eventually he wiped sweat off his forehead and pulled at his dampening uniform shirt, which adhered to his back and chest. He was starting to smell the sharp odor that had led to the call.
Mrs. Erkstrom pointed to a fire-engine red mobile home with curving lines and small windows. �That�s the one,� she said.
�Did he paint it that color?�
�No, that�s original. Donnie said he got a good deal on it because even though it was in good condition, the previous owner found not everyone wanted to live in a red place. Donnie claimed he wasn�t so hot on it at first, but he figured he�d be living inside, not looking at it from the outside. I think he always liked it-made him look daring or something. I don�t know.�
The area outside of the trailer was neat and well maintained, as she had said it would be, but the overpowering stench was unmistakable. Frank wished he hadn�t had lunch. He swallowed hard.
�Have you knocked on the door of Mr. O�Keefe�s trailer?�
She nodded.
�Is it locked?�
�It is. I normally wouldn�t have tried the door, but the smell worried me. And it�s so strange-I know he doesn�t usually lock his door when he�s home. I tried calling him on the phone, too. No answer. TV�s running, but not so loud he couldn�t hear me pounding on the door or hear the phone ring.�
�Did you look in through the windows of the trailer?�
�Oh no, that would be rude.� She seemed to realize the weakness of this defense and quickly added, �Well, to be honest, I�m half-afraid of what I might see in there. Besides, I�m not that tall.�
�Then it�s possible that even if someone or something is dead in there, it may not be Donnie O�Keefe.�
Her eyes widened. �You think he killed someone and left a body in here?�
Frank silently cursed himself for fueling her imagination. �No,� he said firmly. �Not at all. I�m just saying that we really don�t have enough information to know who or what is in there.�
�Oh. I see. Yes, of course you�re right. I just can�t picture who he would have murdered.�
With an effort, he didn�t sigh. That would have meant drawing a deep replacement breath, and he wanted as little of this stench in his nose as possible.
�Stay here.� He took two steps and felt her touch his ass.
He whirled to face her. �What the-�
She drew back quickly and blushed all the way up to her curlers. �Oh, Officer Harriman! I�m so sorry! It�s just that� it�s just that� well, sir, look at the seat of your uniform!�
�Lady, please never do something like that to someone who�s armed!� he said in some exasperation. He craned his neck and caught a glimpse of what she was talking about. He brushed at the seat of his pants, then looked at his hand. A white, powdery substance covered his fingers and palm. �That white streak goes all the way across?�
She nodded.
He looked toward the patrol car. Bear was weeping with laughter.
Frank�s dad had warned him of the tricks likely to be played on a rookie, which only made him feel twice as embarrassed. He knew that when he got back to the car, he�d find an open, small plastic bag full of flour stuffed down in the crevice between the back and bottom of the car seat. It was set up so that when Frank sat down in the passenger seat, a little puff of flour would escape and stripe his dark pants white. No wonder Bear had insisted on driving today.
Mrs. Erkstrom was a quick study. �That was a mean and childish trick. He�s old enough to know better.�
�A rookie is not allowed to think such thoughts, ma�am,� he said.
Her eyes narrowed and she marched off toward the patrol car. Bear stopped laughing.
Frank used the opportunity to go up the metal stairs at the trailer�s front door. As Mrs. Erkstrom had said, a television could be heard in the background, the volume down too low for Frank to hear more than voices and a little music. Standing on the small platform in front of the door, he tried knocking. He tried rapping on the door with his nightstick. He double-checked that the door was locked-it was. He called loudly for Mr. O�Keefe.
That meant taking in the reeking air. His stomach began to rebel.
He made himself think of something that smelled good, like the honeysuckle growing on the back fence at home, and went down the stairs again. He walked around the trailer to the farther end, the one that housed the bedroom. The sound of the television was slightly louder there, but was still hardly more than background noise. He glanced toward the �Tomcat� trailer, which was filthy by comparison. It had once been white, but its windows and siding were dust-covered, and some seams showed signs of rust. There were cobwebs and dead leaves underneath it.
Although there was a little dust on O�Keefe�s trailer and windows, it was easy to see that it had been more recently washed than Tomcat�s. The windows were smaller at this end of O�Keefe�s trailer and were placed too high for Frank to manage a look inside standing at ground level. He was just hunting around for something he might stand on when Mrs. Erkstrom approached. She was using the fingers of one hand to pinch her nose shut. In the other hand, she was carrying a small stepladder.
�Thought you might be able to use this,� she said, her voice altered to something between Lily Tomlin�s Ernestine and Minnie Mouse.
He thanked her.
Flies were thick on all of the windows, buzzing around between the glass and the curtains, but there were more of them on the window at the back of the trailer. Those curtains were closed but not drawn together perfectly, so he positioned the ladder below that slight opening.
A brief look told him most of what he needed to know for the moment. A nude male lay sprawled across the bed. His skin was distorted and discolored. His body appeared to be in an advanced state of decomposition. Light flickered from a small color television on top of a dresser. On the screen, a couple in a soap opera were having an argument.
Frank stepped down off the ladder and closed his eyes for a moment.
Maybe it helped, growing up around cops, hearing stories about some of the worst cases they had come across-those had certainly included catching calls for �stinkers� and �floaters.� But if it helped, it didn�t help enough. He again fought down nausea.
He also fought down a set of emotions that ran twisting through him in rapid succession. He felt shaken at the sight, despite the slide shows he had seen at the academy. Sadness for O�Keefe�s lost battle with despair. An uncomfortable sense of having invaded his privacy in the worst sort of way. Anger that O�Keefe had given up. Anger that he had left the job of cleaning up the messy end of his life to the Bakersfield PD. Dread of talking to Mrs. Erkstrom or anyone else. And a desire to wring Darryl Cross�s neck for handing off this call.

Mrs. Erkstrom asked, �Is he in there?�
He broke a rule and nodded.
He thought she might start babbling at him again, but to his surprise, she turned away and went inside her trailer without another word.
He walked back to the car and sat down.
Bear was quiet for a long time, then said, �Bad one?�
Frank nodded.
�You never forget your first one.�
�That�s the worst news I�ve had all day.�
Bear made the radio call. Detectives and the coroner would be called out. They were given further instructions.
Bear turned off the mike. �So, the body snatchers will bring the meat wagon whenever they get a moment, but in the meantime, we�re supposed to make sure no one else is in there, maybe wounded.�
�Someone alive?�
�Yeah, I know, you�re thinking, �only if they can breathe through their ass, like a maggot.� But you�d be surprised. One time, when I was about as new on the job as you are, I was sent inside a stinking apartment. I go in, find an old man dead on the bed and rotting away. I step closer and I hear a moan. I just about shit myself.
�I hear another moan, look over on the far side of the bed, and there�s the guy�s old lady, on the floor between the bed and the wall. I get a closer look, see that she was wounded but alive.�
�She make it?�
He hesitated and then said, �For a while. But that�s all any of us do, really.� Then he grinned and said, �Harriman?�
�Yes?�
�Before you break into that trailer, you may want to dust off your ass. You forgot about the bag of flour.� He made no attempt to stifle his laughter as Frank stepped out of the vehicle. Cussing as he removed the bag, Frank was tempted to toss it in Bear�s face.
Bear grinned knowingly, then relented. �Check under the metal steps for a key holder. People are idiots. Especially old men.�
So Frank caught a break. Searching under the steps, he saw a magnetic key hider. He put on a pair of gloves and pulled it loose. It contained two keys. One was clearly a post-office box key. The other unlocked the trailer. He glanced back at Bear, who flashed him a peace sign.
Bear was a clown who didn�t know that no one flashed the peace sign anymore-or did know and thought he was being funny-but he wasn�t an idiot. And he wasn�t old, either-not really. He was a little younger than Frank�s dad, in his early forties. And unlike some of the guys with twenty years in, Bear was in good shape.
Opening the trailer door let out a cloud of flies and stench, although he was almost getting used to the smell. He had heard stories of detectives putting a pan of coffee on the stove at a scene like this, heating it until its aroma masked the odor of decomp. He was the rookie here, though, and didn�t dare mess with anything. He reminded himself that he was just here to take a quick look around, to make sure there were no additional victims.
Insect life and bad air aside, the inside of the trailer was beautiful, lined with curving honey-colored birch that gave it a golden glow. O�Keefe kept the place clean and neat. There was a small living room, then a kitchen, a bathroom, and the bedroom beyond. Frank steeled himself and made his way toward it.
The heat inside the trailer was punishing. He was drenched in sweat by the time he made the short walk to the back.
O�Keefe looked even worse up close and personal, but Frank had expected that.
He turned away, toward the television. It was louder here, distracting. How would he hear anyone sigh over that? He noted the volume level and channel and turned it off. He might get in trouble, but he couldn�t think with it on.
In the ensuing silence, he listened for a moment, but all he heard were flies and a crackling sound. After a second, he realized the crackling sound was being made by maggots. He again managed not to let nausea get the better of him, then tried to keep his thoughts clear, detached. It was a struggle.
He glanced around the bed and peered into the bathroom and the front closet. No wounded spouses, gagged hostages, or other living individuals who might have needed his help. There was a closet in the bedroom he hadn�t checked. Did he really need to do that?
�You want to work homicide?� he murmured to himself. He forced himself to do what he�d been avoiding-to go into the bedroom again and look at the victim.
O�Keefe�s head and face were a mess, but there were two oddities he noticed having to do with O�Keefe�s right arm and his left hand. His right arm rested behind his head-O�Keefe had apparently propped his head on this arm, which seemed an odd position to be in to commit suicide. It would have been a natural one for watching television, though. Why would someone who�s committing suicide have the television on? It hadn�t been on at a volume that would have covered a gunshot, if that was what he had intended.
There was a gun in O�Keefe�s left hand. His fingers were curled around the grip.
Frank frowned.
He was distracted by a whistling sound. The wind had come up, and he could hear whistling from windows and the vent above, and, at a different pitch-somewhere to his right as he faced the bed. He looked at the wall and saw a small circle of light and damaged paneling.
It looked for all the world as if someone had fired a bullet into the trailer.

He drew in a sharp breath, regretted it, and made another check of the trailer. Certain no one else was inside, he left, locked the door, and went around to the other side of the trailer. There was a hole, and if he looked through it, he was looking at Donnie O�Keefe�s head wound.
He turned around. There was a hole in Tomcat�s trailer, directly opposite the one in O�Keefe�s. Around the hole, the torn metal of the siding flared out.
When he walked back around to the patrol car, Bear was standing beside it, talking to Mrs. Erkstrom, who had reemerged from her trailer. They fell silent when they saw him approach.
�Just the one,� Frank said to Bear, then turned to Mrs. Erkstrom. �Do you know Tomcat�s real name?�
�No. When I tried to introduce myself, he played deaf and ignored me. So I said to myself, �Well, nuts to you, buddy.� Most people here are really nice and friendly. Not him. He was a jerk. You act like that, one day you�re in trouble, nobody�s going to help you out. Even a saint will flip you the bird, and I�m no saint.�
�Sorry he was rude to you.�
�Now see, you-you�re a polite young man.�
Bear snickered.
She turned to him with a frown. �You, on the other hand-�
Frank intervened with another question. �Mrs. Erkstrom, do you happen to know whether Mr. O�Keefe was left-handed or right-handed?�
�He was right-handed. At least, that�s the hand he wrote with.�
�Thanks.�
Bear raised his brows. Mrs. Erkstrom watched Frank in anticipation. Fortunately, they heard the approach of a car, so he was spared explaining his question. It was an unmarked black sedan. As they emerged from the car, Frank recognized two friends of his dad, Detective Mattson and Detective Tucker.
They wore suits-although each had taken his suit coat off and left it in the car-and carried less equipment than Frank or Bear, but they looked nearly as overheated.
Some detectives snubbed uniformed officers once they were promoted. Mattson and Tucker didn�t have that attitude. They had known Bear Bradshaw and Brian Harriman for many years, and they had each been to the Harriman house for parties and barbeques. Of the two, Frank knew John Mattson the best.
Ike Tucker was the one who initially spent time talking to Frank, while Mattson conferred with Bear. Other neighbors were now coming out of their homes, walking toward whatever excitement this promised.
�You�re getting a baptism of fire,� Ike said, when Frank had given him the first few bits of information. �I thought the SOC was supposed to be out this way today.�
Frank tried unsuccessfully to hide his surprise.
�Oh yes, we all call the little son of a bitch that. As a matter of fact-�
Whatever else Ike was going to say was cut off when Mattson called to Frank from the far end of the Vagabond. Frank walked toward him, wondering if he should just let the detectives notice things on their own or point out what he had noticed. Would they resent it? Would they be mad about the TV being off? That he had been walking through the trailer, coming up with theories? Tucker knew he had been inside, but didn�t seem upset about it. Frank decided that getting his ass chewed out wouldn�t be as bad as not doing right by Mr. O�Keefe. If you wore a uniform and you entered a man�s home and saw him in that condition, you ought to do what you could on his behalf.
Still, he knew that rookies were infamous for overstepping boundaries. He didn�t want to act like a horse�s ass before he had a month on the job. They might all come up with some awful nickname for him, the way they had for Darryl, the SOC.
�So,� Mattson said, �Bear tells me you�ve wanted to work homicide since you were twelve.�
�I know I can�t do that right away,� Frank said.
�Of course not. But you�re Brian Harriman�s son, which leads me to believe you are no dummy, and besides, Bear seems to think you�ve noticed something.�
�How could he-�
�Bear notices things, too. Like your dad, he should have been promoted to detective a long time ago. While he and Tucker talk to the neighbors, you talk to me.�
So Frank told Mattson what he had learned from Mrs. Erkstrom about Donnie O�Keefe�s background and habits, about his own look through the trailer, and about the troublesome former neighbor.
�Probably should have left the television alone,� Mattson said mildly. �Your job in this situation is to observe and secure the scene, not to touch. The coroner and the Kern County crime lab folks get unhappy when we do anything that might change the temperature in the room, or if we drag in whatever little fibers or hairs or-ahem!-flour that was previously clinging to our asses. All of that disturbs the scene. To some extent, that can�t be helped, of course. But the television-well, you�ll know for next time.�
�Yes, sir.�
�So-what bothered you other than the stink and the flies and the heat?�
�I saw a couple of things that don�t make sense.�
�Name them.�
�The position of O�Keefe�s right arm didn�t seem likely for suicide. He was positioned as if he had been relaxed and slightly propped up, watching TV on a hot night in the nude-not attractive, but would someone committing suicide want to be found in the nude?�
�Naked suicide isn�t all that common, but it isn�t unheard of, especially not in indoor suicide cases.� Mattson paused. �Don�t see it much in suicide-by-firearm cases.�
�Why was the television on? The volume wasn�t up high enough to cover the sound of a shot.�
�Another unknown. Televisions provide the illusion of companionship. Maybe he wanted company, of a kind. What else bothered you?�
�Why would he put his dominant hand behind his head and shoot with his left?�
�That�s a little harder to figure out.�
�Also, his fingers were wrapped around the grip of the gun-�
�That can happen-it�s called cadaveric spasm.�
�But he didn�t have a finger on the trigger.�
Mattson raised his brows. �No shit. That�s the trouble for killers-can�t make it look like cadaveric spasm after the fact.� He made a few notes, then asked, �You didn�t touch anything other than the TV, right?�
�Right, except a couple of doors, when I was making sure no one was in a closet or the bathroom. I wore gloves.�
�Good. Well-�
�There�s more.�
Mattson smiled. �Okay, I�m listening.�
Frank explained about the holes in the two trailers.
�Show me.�
After looking at them, Mattson stared at the other trailer. �What do we know about the owner?�
�Not much. We didn�t get to see the manager, so we don�t have a name. I�m not even sure he�s the owner of the trailer, but the person who was living there until recently is a young man O�Keefe and Mrs. Erkstrom nicknamed �Tomcat.��
�Did you get a description of him from her?�
�No, not really,� Frank said, feeling foolish for not asking her for more details. �She did say he was clean-cut and, um��
�Sexually active with numerous partners?�
�Yes.�
�Could have guessed that from the nickname. Females?�
�She only mentioned women.�
He made more notes, then looked up at the sound of an approaching vehicle. �Here comes the meat wagon. Go help Bear to keep the neighbors back. Also try to keep them from talking to one another about anything they may have seen or heard, so we can get witness statements-although based on how long they waited to call about this smell, I�ll be surprised if we get anything from them.�

Eventually, Frank and Bear went back to patrolling the part of town originally assigned to them. Bear was cracking jokes. Frank was trying to decide if he could really still smell decomp or if it was his imagination when Bear asked him if he thought he could shower and change and still have time to eat something on their dinner break.
�You know,� Bear said suddenly, �too much of this job is just sad shit, but today I�m going to get to do the amount of ass-kicking I need to do to cheer myself up.�
He pulled over, jumped out of the car, and started running. By then Frank had seen why he�d stopped-Mouse was getting beat up by her pimp, Alvin.
Mouse was April Strange, Leticia Anderson, Bonnie Boone, or Callie Comet, depending on which ID she had on her at the time. She was an addict who supported her habit through prostitution. She was petite, improbably blonde, and thin to the point of fragility. She wore a red crop top, hot pants, fishnet stockings, and platform heels, which likely had made it impossible for her to keep her balance after Alvin struck the first blow. Alvin, five times her size, straddled her now, pinning her to the sidewalk and raining blows on her face. A crowd was gathering, but no one intervened.
Bear shouted, �Step away from her, Alvin, and keep your hands where I can see them!�
Alvin took one look at Bear, already halfway to him, and took off. Frank was just steps behind his TO when Bear caught Alvin and tackled him to the ground. �Take care of Mouse,� Bear said, as he put the cuffs on Alvin.
Frank still felt adrenaline pumping through him, but Bear was cool and calm. Bear took out his reading glasses and began to read from his Miranda card, all to hooting from the crowd. Frank was relieved to see that they were rooting for Bear.
�I�m done with that bitch!� Alvin shouted from the ground.
When Frank came closer to Mouse, stooping down next to her where she lay curled up on the hot sidewalk, she flinched away.
�Hey, Mouse, it�s Frank Harriman. You remember me, don�t you?�
Mouse�s face was a mess. Her eyes were beginning to swell shut, her nose was bleeding, and her lips were cut. She was crying and seemed dazed.
�Yeah, sure,� she said. �You�re Brian�s kid.�
Kid. She was younger than he was. In years, anyway.
�Yes,� he said, �he�s my dad.�
�You smell weird.�
�Sorry about that. Visited a dead guy in a trailer today and haven�t had time to clean up. I�ll bet you feel worse than I smell,� he said, handing her a Kleenex.
�I�m not sure about that,� she said, wrinkling her nose. �Had the dead guy been there a long time?�
�Hard to tell, with all the heat lately.�
�What happened to him?�
�Hard to tell that, too.� He could see that she was looking for distraction from her pain, though, so he added, �It�s a beautiful old trailer, although I don�t know if they�ll ever get the stink out of it now. You�d like it-it�s your favorite color.�
�Red?�
�Yes.�
�Is it at Lazy Acres Trailer Park?�
Surprised, he said, �Yes.�
�I think I�ve seen it. At the back?�
�Yes,� he said, realizing that she might have been there with a john. �You ever been inside it?�
�No.�
Bear passed them with Alvin, giving Frank a grin and saying, �Guess who didn�t have time to dump his weapon or take the coke out of his pockets?� He glanced at Mouse and added, �I�ll call for an ambulance. Go with her, I�ll meet you at the hospital.�
He almost asked Bear if he was going to need help handling Alvin, but stopped himself. Bear had been at this job a long time. He knew his limits.
Mouse slowly moved herself to a sitting position, but didn�t try to stand. Doing even that much seemed to make her dizzy. She closed her eyes and put a hand to her forehead. �Alvin�s gonna kill me,� she said softly.
�Looks like he already made a try.�
�He�ll get out. He always does. He knows people-not all cops are like you, baby. He�ll pay them off, they�ll let him out, he�ll come looking for me, and that will be that.�
�You know people, too,� Frank said, thinking of Bear.
�That little bastard?� She glanced up at him and sighed. �Hell, I wish I didn�t.�
At Frank�s puzzled look, she said, �You know Alvin lets the dude have it for free.�
�Who?�
She frowned, then glanced at the thinning crowd. �Forget I mentioned it.�
The ambulance pulled up, so Frank held his questions for the time being.

Later, after Mouse�s injuries had been photographed and X-rayed, her wounds cleaned and treated, she was released by the hospital. Frank drove her back to headquarters, where Bear brought a meal to her while Frank showered and changed clothes.
�Much better,� Bear said, when he rejoined them. �Let�s take Mouse back home.�
As they started to walk out, Darryl Cross walked in. He came to a sudden, startled halt, then continued walking into the building.
�What was that all about?� Bear asked.
Mouse was shaking.
�Mouse?� Frank asked.
�Get me out of here,� she said.
When they were in the parked patrol car, she said, �I mean it, Bear. Please! Please get me out of here.�
�What�s going on, Mouse?�
�That guy-the one that just walked in? He�s gonna make sure Alvin gets out. I can�t stay in Bakersfield, Bear. You know what Alvin will do to me.�
�You know him?� Bear asked. �The guy who just walked in?�
�I don�t know his name,� she said, but Frank thought she was lying about that.
�Where�d you meet him?�
�Where do I meet anybody? At a curb.�
�Can�t help you if you bullshit me,� Bear said.
She was silent for so long that Frank turned around to make sure she hadn�t passed out. The doctors had said she had a mild concussion.
But she was awake, arms crossed over her stomach. She was shivering. He got out of the car and opened the trunk. He retrieved a blanket-an item he was beginning to see he�d use more often than his gun. He opened the back door farthest from her and placed it on the seat, then closed the door. He got back in the front seat.
She pulled the blanket around her, looked at him, and said, �Thank you.�
�You�re welcome.�
As if this small kindness and polite exchange had decided something for her, she said, looking at Frank and not Bear, �We all know who he is, and who his father is. He�s got a place out in the trailer park. Alvin says Darryl�s dad doesn�t know about it, but Alvin lies all the time. So I don�t know about that. I just know he�s got this place next to that red trailer we talked about.�
Frank forced himself not to look at Bear, prayed Bear would just let her talk. He needn�t have worried.
�Alvin says, �I�m taking you there, you show him a good time, he just likes knowing that he�s doing something his old man doesn�t know about.� So he took me out there.�
She looked toward the building, pulled the blanket closer around her. �Some men-you know, some men don�t really want sex. Well, they want sex, but it�s not about having fun or feeling good. It�s all about the power. They get mean. He�s mean.�
�He hurt you?�
�Nothing that hasn�t happen to me before. I�m just saying, you�re going to work with him, you should know he�s mean.�
�Thanks,� Frank said, although he already knew this about Darryl.
�It scared him to see me with you two, and when mean people get scared, they get even meaner. You know what I�m saying, right, Bear?�
�I do, Mouse. See it every day.�
Frank hoped Darryl didn�t come back out of the building anytime soon, because he didn�t trust himself to keep hold of his temper if the SOC showed his face.
Then he thought of his dad, who had once told him, �The best cop is a cop who can stay calm in a situation that practically begs him to go apeshit on somebody. That�s the real test of respect for the uniform.�
He calmed down.
Bear said to Mouse, �How long have you been clean?�
�Two weeks,� she said. �Not long. I don�t know if I�m going to be able to stay clean. Not with all this shit happening.� She paused. �How�d you know?�
�No fresh tracks, no doctors telling me that your head injury couldn�t be evaluated because you were high. And-well, you�re a different person when you�re clean. More yourself. Alvin didn�t like it?�
�No. He didn�t like it at all.�
Bear put the car in gear. �I must have a hole in my head,� he murmured, and drove off the lot.
�Where are you taking me?�
�You want to be safe?�
�Yes.�
�What if I told you that right now you are the most powerful person in Bakersfield?�
�I�d say you do have a hole in your head. Stop clowning, Bear.�
�I�m not. Let me see what I can do.�
He drove to a gas station at the edge of town, told Frank to stay in the car, gathered up a roll of dimes, got out, and walked over to a pay phone.
When he got back to the car, he seemed amused.
�What�s so funny?� Frank asked.
�I�ll tell you in a second.� He turned to Mouse. �Just talked to Detective Mattson. He and Tucker are going to meet with you and a prosecutor who�s the head of a task force that has been working on an investigation into Chief Cross. Cross is about to lose his job. And being unemployed will be the least of his problems.�
�What does that have to do with me?�
�Just tell them what you told us, and they�ll put it together with some other little facts they have about Darryl and his dad.� He hesitated, then said, �When all that�s over, I have a friend who will give you a ride to Las Piernas. She has family there and is headed back there for a visit tomorrow. She�ll take you to a place that�s run by another friend of mine down there, someone nobody else here is connected to. It�s a place where runaways can stay, so you�ll be older than most of them, but she said she�d welcome having someone there who�s between her age and theirs to listen to them, help them out. If you can�t stay clean while you�re there, then I�ll find another situation for you, but you have to promise me you�ll at least try to stay out of trouble while you are under her roof.�
�Does she know I�m a junkie and a hooker?�
�Ex-junkie, and I�m hoping, ex-hooker. Up to you, Mouse. But she�s not afraid of your history, if that�s what�s worrying you.�
�What is she, some kind of nun?�
He laughed. �No. Her name is Althea Fremont. Her son ran away from home and joined a biker gang. She can�t do much for him, so she decided she�d give other runaways a safe place to stay while they sort things out.�
�I could have used a place like that a couple of years ago.�
�I knew you�d see why it�s important. What do you say?�
�She really wants me to be there?�
�Really.�
Frank saw a look of longing come over her face.
�What if I fuck up, Bear?�
�Not the end of the world. Humans fuck up all the time. You�re a survivor, Mouse. And if you don�t like it there, give me a call. I�ll drive down there personally and help you work something else out.� He reached into his roll of dimes and held up a pair of them. �Before you leave, I�ll give you my number and a couple of emergency dimes. You lose the dimes, you can call collect.�
She stared out the windows, tears rolling down her face. �Okay,� she whispered. Then louder, she said, �Okay, I�ll do it.�
As they drove toward the place where they were meeting the detectives and the prosecutor, she said, �You never told Frank what was so funny after you got off the pay phone.�
Bear laughed. �The person who is giving you the ride to Las Piernas is Irene Kelly. She�s a young reporter, new here in town.�
�He�s been trying to get me to meet her,� Frank said.
�So far, he�s been cleverly sabotaging my efforts. Anyway, she�s on the police beat, and she won�t be able to keep hold of this story-too big for a new reporter, so it�s already been taken from her.�
�You told a reporter about this?� Frank asked, appalled.
�Hell, no. No need to. She heard the call for the meat wagon on the scanner and went out to the trailer park, where she got very little of the story until she talked to one Mrs. Erkstrom.�
Frank groaned.
�Before anything was on the television news,� Bear went on, �she was over at the Starlight Arms, the snazzy apartment building O�Keefe used to manage. She goes door-to-door, good little news hound that she is, breaking the news to the tenants and asking about O�Keefe, when all of a sudden she hits pay dirt.�
�I�m afraid to ask,� Frank said.
�One woman turns pale as polar ice and says, �Oh my God! I never thought this day would come. Wait here.� And she goes back into the apartment and comes back with a shoebox full of cassette tapes. She says, �Donnie told me that if he ever died under mysterious circumstances, I was supposed to turn these over to the newspaper. I thought he was being overly dramatic, but I humored him.��
�And?�
�Chief used to keep a mistress at the Starlight Arms. He used her place to meet some other-�associates,� let�s say. Mistress used to drive Donnie nuts, and he knew she wanted him out of the job. So Donnie bugged her place, and thought at first of using the recordings as a threat-until he figured out what kind of people he�d be threatening. So he decided instead to have this lady who was fond of him keep the tapes as a kind of insurance, in case something happened to him. Tapes may not be admissible in court, since the taping couldn�t have been legal, but they will still cause him problems. Plus, they included one Donnie made himself, saying he was afraid Chief Cross would have him killed for what he knew about him.�
�TheBakersfield Californian has them now?� Frank asked.
�Contacted the DA�s office about them almost immediately.�
�Almost?�
�Made copies first, of course.�
�Wow. I could almost feel sorry for your reporter friend. Would have been a big story for her.�
�You feel bad about what happened to the big case you worked on today?�
�No. I�m not ready for a homicide case. I�d rather see the bad guy get what�s coming to him.�
�I have a feeling Irene would understand that exactly.�

Darryl Cross said that the death of O�Keefe was accidental. He liked O�Keefe, who had set him up at the trailer park and kept his identity a secret, so that he could have a place to have a little fun without his dad watching his every move. He�d been cleaning a gun when it discharged, and the stray bullet had gone through the wall of his trailer and into O�Keefe�s. When he saw that it had killed O�Keefe, he panicked and staged a suicide scene.
No one believed him.
Which might not have been fair, Frank thought, but the privilege of being the SOC was backfiring on Darryl in a big way. Frank wasn�t going to waste sympathy on him.
�You wanted to kick his ass that night, didn�t you?� Bear asked when they heard of his arrest.
�So hard he�d have to find a new way to shit.�
�What made you change your mind?�
�Something my dad once said to me.�
�About staying calm in the face of provocation?�
�Something like that.�

Justice and its wheels ground on, slow and fine.
They were grinding the chief�s privileged life down to dust.
Alvin, without his protector to save him, was also looking at a long stretch in prison.
Mouse had mailed the dimes back to Bear, with a note thanking him. She was happy at the Casa de Esperanza, the place Mrs. Fremont owned.

One night, at the conclusion of a long shift of what seemed like an endless walk down a hallway of human misery, Bear again invited Frank to meet his friend the reporter for dinner. Frank thanked him, but told him he had something planned.
�What?�
Frank just smiled and said he�d see him the next day.

He was starting to be curious about the reporter, but he hadn�t lied about having plans. He drove to an apartment building, where Len Meadows, the person he was meeting for a late dinner at a Denny�s, was waiting at the curb.
Maybe someone else would have shunned the company of a kid who had puked all over his patrol car, but the remorse Len had later shown for his actions caught Frank�s attention.
So with the gratitude and approval of Len�s overwhelmed mom, he met with Len, and suggested that instead of staging drunken rampages at sporting events, it might be better if once in a while the two of them went out for a burger and Len talked to him about whatever was on his mind. Len could have turned the offer down, but he didn�t. He later told Frank that he felt as if he couldn�t go any lower than he had the night of the game.
Frank had seen plenty of examples of going lower, but kept that to himself. Len was a smart kid. Frank was going to encourage him to do more with his life than live it as a self-destructive protest against his father.
So even though he had decided that one day soon he was going to have to give in to Bear�s pressure and meet the reporter, today wasn�t that day-he had made a promise to Len, and he kept such promises.
He kept them because he owed something to Brian Harriman, a man who cared about his children and the example he set for them.
And that, Frank decided, made him one of the most privileged of men.

THE LOVESEAT
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The shovel half-rang like a muted bell as it struck the metal. Leila Anderson sighed and stopped digging, wiping the back of her leather glove across her forehead. She was hot and tired, but determined to finish planting this last section of her garden.
She turned from the corner where she had been working and looked across the big backyard. It should have been our garden, our yard, our house, she thought to herself. Sam should be here with me.
But he wasn�t. Samuel Barrington had left her for a girl of twenty-two, a girl who made mooning cow�s eyes at the silly man. Before Cow Eyes-Marietta Hinchley-came into the picture, Leila had known exactly how things were going to be. She knew that after four years of being engaged, she and Sam would finally marry; knew that they would move out of the apartment they had shared and into a lovely house; knew that she would keep getting promotions at the investment firm she worked for; knew that Sam would continue to be able to pursue his doctorate in mathematics, because she, Leila, would support them, just as she always had. And most certainly, back in those golden days, Leila had known what was expected of her. Her ability to predict and her own predictability. That was Leila�s life.
But Sam had surprised her. She hadn�t ever been fond of surprises, and this one did nothing to endear them to her. �You�re so reasonable, Leila,� Sam had said that day. �I know you�ll understand.� Leila would always be his friend, Sam had told her, but in Marietta, he had found passion.
Passion! Didn�t he know she, Leila, was capable of passion? Of course she had always been controlled around him. She had eschewed the sentimental, been the �reasonable� woman he had come to rely on. As logical as his beloved mathematics. The habit of it was ingrained in her so deeply, that even as he was telling her of his unfaithfulness, she had reacted just as she had known Sam would want her to react, exactly in the way he had come to depend on her to react: reasoned, calm, controlled. But that was on the outside. Inside, she raged. Raged passionately.
So used to pleasing Sam, though, she was determined not to let him know how wounded her pride was. She reasoned that at that particular moment, the only psychological weapon she had to defend herself with was her dignity, and she used it like a knife.
She had met Marietta the next day. Sam, oblivious to the tension between the two women, had begun his �let�s all be friends� campaign without delay. A beautiful, slim, athletic, young woman, Marietta had tried hard to upset Leila�s equanimity. She made allusions to Leila�s age, which was not more than eight years above her own; she hinted that Leila was out of shape, which was untrue. Leila was not the athlete that Marietta was, but she was no slouch. Sam had seemed a little displeased with Marietta�s lack of grace. And Leila knew that while Sam had been relieved and grateful that she had not fallen apart, Marietta had been hoping for a tantrum, a scene. Marietta, Leila had seen in a moment, was a bitch. Leila had smiled, certain that Sam would more than do his penance.
He would do his penance, but at that moment he was too smitten with Marietta to realize what he had let himself in for. He saw Marietta as a lonely child, dependent on him for guidance. He later tried to apologize to Leila for Marietta�s bad behavior, saying that Marietta was alone in the world, without family to guide her. Sam thought himself capable of teaching her manners. Leila thought it was the biggest joke Sam had ever played on himself, but said nothing.
Hoping that living well was indeed the best revenge, she went on with her life. She had chosen this house on her own and bought it. The house had been built in the 1920s, and she loved its polished wooden floors and arched windows and tall ceilings. The day after her furniture was moved in, she went to work on the garden with all of the passion she had leftover from the end of her relationship with Sam. She dug up old, neglected flower beds and planted them with bright, beautiful blossoms: impatiens and fuchsia and pansies and geraniums; a wild, unpredictable mix of anything that would give her eye a moment�s pleasure. She planted pink jasmine and roses along the high stone fence that surrounded the big yard. She was glad of the privacy that fence gave her yard, her little oasis of color and fragrance.
She had saved this corner for last. A week ago, while pruning back the poorly tended honeysuckle that had overgrown this corner, she discovered something that had made her cry. Beneath the vines she had found something made of stone, broken in two parts. When she had realized it was a loveseat, it had suddenly come to symbolize her broken romance with Sam, and for the first time since the day he had told her of Marietta, she had cried. Four months of bottled pain and humiliation burst from her like champagne from an uncorked bottle, and cold, predictable, passionless Leila wept in her garden.
The relief of it had been great. Later she called her old friend, Arnie, who was a landscape contractor. Arnie, who had benefitted more than once from Leila�s ability to chose investments, was happy to make arrangements to have the broken loveseat hauled off. The day after it was gone, Leila went back to work in the garden.
On this warm June day, she had dug up about two feet of soil in the area of the corner, preparing to plant a last trio of rosebushes, when the shovel had rung out. She knelt down on all fours, picking up a small hand spade, and tried to clear away the soil that covered the metal object that was thwarting her progress. Thinking of Sam and Marietta, she dug with furious movements, showering dirt everywhere, some of it landing in her hair and on her clothes. Before long, the spade struck the object as well. She scraped aside enough of the soil to reveal a dark, rusty piece of metal. Curious, she continued to dig at the soil surrounding it. It was flat and smooth. She reached a curving edge and burrowed with her hands to grasp the edge of the object. She tugged and pulled, and suddenly it came free, causing her to fall back on her rump. Dirt flew everywhere, and she laughed as she looked at the heavy object on her lap. A frying pan.
�Why would anyone bury a cast-iron skillet upside down in the corner of a garden?� she wondered aloud. It was heavy and large, but there were no special markings on it. She set it on the brick walkway which curved past the area she was working on. She brushed herself off and looked into the hole from which she had pulled the skillet. A shiny object caught her eye, and once again she used the hand spade to clear the soil away. She soon had freed enough of the soil to see that it was the lid of a jar, and could tell that the jar was still attached.
Feeling a certain mild excitement, as if she were a backyard archeologist, she carefully worked around the jar, finally freeing it. She brushed it off with a gloved hand and held it up. A Mason jar, filled with old-fashioned buttons. The glass of the jar was thick, and she wondered how old it was. She set the jar next to the skillet, trying to make sense of them, and of their burial.
Unable to succeed in solving that puzzle, she stood up and went back to work with the shovel. But she had not been digging very long, when once again the shovel struck an object. She knelt again and went to work with the hand spade. This time, she found a small, crude wooden box, about the size of a shoe box. The blow from the shovel had splintered the lid, and inside the box was a small canvas bag filled with old marbles. She continued to use the hand spade.
An hour later, she had an odd collection on the walkway: to the skillet, the button jar, and the marbles, she had added an old pocket watch, a wedding band wrapped in a linen handkerchief, a fragment of stained glass. The handkerchief bore pretty embroidery, and the initials �CG�; the inside of the ring was inscribed, �Chloe and Jonathan, 2-22-41.� There was no inscription on the watch, but the crystal was cracked and the hands stopped at 6:10. Again she wondered why this particular group of objects had been buried here. A child might bury marbles, maybe even buttons, but a skillet? A wedding ring or a pocket watch? Why hide such objects? It was unsettling.
Leila continued to dig, and the next discovery brought her up short. The toe of a rubber boot. She was afraid to touch it, afraid the boot would still be attached to the owner. She stared at it, wondered if she should call the police, then smiled to herself over this unexpected nervousness. Still, when she reached down to move the soil away from it, her hand trembled. The toe of the boot felt as if it had something in it.
Timidly, she used the small spade, afraid to reach down into the soil with her hands. But as she made her way through the layer surrounding it, she saw no bones or rotting flesh. She pulled it free and held it upside down, spilling most of its contents on the walk. The boot held a woman�s black leather shoe, and nothing more but soil. She pulled the shoe out. Further digging led to no new revelations.
Leila gathered the collection of objects and took them back to the house, where she cleaned them off as best she could. She poured a glass of red wine and sipped it thoughtfully while she took a long, hot bubble bath in her claw-foot bathtub. She climbed out when the water began to chill, and made her decision.

�I appreciate your coming by on such short notice,� Leila said to her guest, as they reached the back patio. Alice Grayson smiled as she looked across the backyard, then back at the young woman who had invited her here. �You�ve done wonders with it.�
�Thank you.�
�As for the notice, I am no different than most old ladies; I have more time than opportunities. And I must admit your invitation intrigued me. Buried treasure in the backyard of the house you bought from me?�
�Have a seat, please,� Leila said, gesturing to a rattan patio chair that was next to a low table. The table, covered with a lumpy cloth, held what Alice Grayson assumed was the �treasure.�
Leila took a seat on the other side of the table and poured a glass of wine for each of them. �How long ago did you live here, Mrs. Grayson?�
�Alice. No need for formality. And it�s Miss Grayson. I never married. And I never lived here.�
She laughed at Leila�s look of surprise.
�This house belonged to my uncle, and then to my brother. I inherited it from him.�
�Jonathan?�
It was Alice Grayson�s turn to look surprised. �How on earth did you learn his name?�
�I believe I found his wedding ring, along with a rather strange assortment of other objects.� Leila lifted the cover.
�Good Lord,� Alice said, and her blue eyes grew watery.
Leila watched her in silence, amazed at how discomposed the older woman seemed. She had met Alice Grayson only once before, when the escrow had closed, but had taken an immediate liking to her. Alice had told her that she was in her seventies, but Leila thought she seemed more lively and energetic than Leila did at thirty. Alice seemed to have liked her too, giving her a phone number to call should she have any questions about the house. Leila knew that she couldn�t have expected the questions which actually did arise.
�I�ll be happy to give all of these things to you,� Leila said. �They seem to mean something to you. But please, can you tell me why this particular set of objects was buried here?�
Alice dabbed at her eyes. �Forgive me. I�m sorry to be so emotional. After all these years, you wouldn�t think that I could react so strongly. Yes, certainly.� She sighed. �Where to begin?�
She reached over and picked up the gold band. �This was Jonathan�s wedding ring; his wedding ring from his first marriage, to Chloe Manning. Chloe was a lovely young girl. They were both young; she was nineteen years old, he was about twenty-one, I believe. It was just before the war.�
�In February of 1941? That�s the date on the ring.�
�Yes. That April, our uncle died after a long illness and left this house and his store to Jonathan, who had worked for him. Jonathan and Chloe were very much in love. She was pretty, and full of life and laughter, and she spoiled him rotten. She was an excellent seamstress.
�He thought her the perfect wife in all but one regard. She was a terrible cook. But Jonathan didn�t want to hurt her feelings so he always ate the meals she made for him with a smile. I lived just down the street then, and he�d come over to visit me after dinner, and groan and down bottles of antacid. She caught on, and one day gave him a large, heavy box with a big bow on it. There was a big, cast-iron skillet in it. She laughed and told him she would help him run the store if he would help her cook.�
�Do you think this is that same skillet? Why would he bury it?�
�I would be surprised to learn it was not that skillet. As for why, well, perhaps it is best if I continue to tell you their story.
�In December of 1941, they had a little boy, William, named after my uncle. He was born two days before Pearl Harbor. Jonathan was drafted. They were very brave about it, as were most people then. Chloe and I ran the store, and Little Billy kept us too busy to feel sorry for ourselves.�
She paused and took a sip of wine.
�She was staying with me then; she had rented her place out to a group of women who worked at a war plant. One rainy night, after we closed up the store, Chloe told me she was going to stop by our little church on the way home. It was the winter of 1944. Jonathan had been wounded and was being sent back home. Chloe had been worried about Jonathan; said she hadn�t been able to sleep much, and wanted to pray for his safe return. Billy cried when she tried to get him to leave with me when we reached the steps of the church, so she took him with her. I still remember them standing under their umbrella on the steps, giving me a little wave.�
She stopped again, her eyes filling with tears.
�Please, I didn�t know this would be so painful for you,� Leila said. �Perhaps you�d rather tell me another time.�
�No, no, I�ll be all right. All of this happened almost fifty years ago. You�d think I�d be able to talk about it.�
�Time might heal our wounds, but that doesn�t mean we forget how much they hurt in the first place.�
Alice smiled. �Something tells me you know something about being wounded, Leila. Well, you may be right. Still, I owe you an explanation for my brother�s odd behavior.
�So, on that night, I went home alone in the rain. It had been raining hard for a couple of days. I waited, but they didn�t come back. Finally, I put on my raingear and walked back to the church. There were firemen and emergency vehicles blocking the street. The roof on the church had collapsed. It had been a flat roof. The scuppers on the drains from the roof had been plugged by leaves, and the water built up on it until it just gave way. Chloe and Billy were killed.�
�I�m sorry.�
Alice shook her head. �I identified their bodies. They took them away. I sat there, next to the place they had been killed, unable to move, getting drenched by rain. I kept wondering how I could possibly tell Jonathan about what had happened. A policeman tried to get me to go home. I saw one of Chloe�s boots; I guess it had come off of her when they pulled her body out. I picked it up, and a piece of stained glass that lay next to it. Don�t ask me why. I didn�t know then, and I don�t know now. The policeman walked me home. On the porch step, he handed me Jonathan�s pocket watch and little bag of marbles. Billy had been carrying them.�
After a moment, Leila said, �And Jonathan? What became of him?�
�He was devastated, of course. I worried for a while that I would lose him, too. He wasn�t quite recovered when he returned, and with Chloe and Billy gone, he just didn�t seem to have the will to live. He pulled through, though. The war workers who lived here were laid off and moved on, and he moved back into the house. He went back to the store and went on with his life. He began to talk to me more about Chloe and his son, seemed able to cherish their memory instead of being beaten down by it.�
�You said Chloe was his first wife. Did he marry again?�
�Yes. Not right away, mind you. About fifteen years later, he met another woman. Monica.�
She said the name with obvious distaste.
�You didn�t like her.�
�Not in the least. She was an Amazon of a woman, and bossy to boot. But Jonathan was lonely, and had been for years. And I think she appealed to him on some-hmm, basic level, we�ll say. He was turning forty, and she made him feel, well, virile.
�Just before Jonathan and Monica were married, Jonathan told me that he was going to hide all of his reminders of Chloe and Billy from his new wife. He said Monica was insanely jealous of their memory, which he couldn�t understand.�
�Can you?�
�Of course. Monica could see for herself that Jonathan�s heart still belonged to his first wife. How could she compete with a memory?�
�But Jonathan was aware of her jealousy?�
�Yes, even Jonathan could see that. He told me she had destroyed his favorite photo of Chloe. He decided he wanted to keep his reminders where Monica couldn�t harm them. Now, thirty years later, you�ve found the place where he hid them. Where were they?�
�Beneath the loveseat.�
Alice looked back to the corner of the garden where the loveseat had been. �I should have guessed. You�ve had the pieces taken away?�
�Yes, I�m sorry if it was special to you in some way.�
�No, not to me. But it was to Jonathan. He used to sit there with Chloe. An extravagance for newlyweds, but the house had come to him furnished by my uncle, so that loveseat helped them to make the place their own. In much the way you have, with this garden. Jonathan would have loved this garden.�
�How was the loveseat broken?�
Alice laughed. �That was the time Monica went too far. They weren�t married for more than a year or two when they started having problems. She�d throw tantrums, and he just withdrew more and more from her. He�d come out to the garden.
�One day, Jonathan was sitting on the loveseat, doubtless remembering happier times. Monica came striding across the yard, carrying a sledgehammer.�
�What?�
�Yes, a big old sledgehammer. She lifted it up over her head and brought it down with all her might. Jonathan barely got out of the way in time. Busted the loveseat in half.�
�Was she trying to kill him?�
�Jonathan told me he didn�t believe she meant to harm him, but I don�t think he was certain of that. In any case, they separated, and she went off to live with a sister in some other state. He divorced her. He was disappointed, but he didn�t seem overly bitter. Said that maybe he�d caused it by hanging on to his memories of Chloe. He lived here by himself until he died, about a year ago now. I miss him.�
Alice looked away for a moment, then turned back to Leila.
�In the last ten years he was pretty much crippled up by arthritis, and he couldn�t take care of this yard. You�ve made it beautiful again, you�ve brought it back to life. As I�ve said, it would make Jonathan proud.�
�Thank you. It sounds strange, but I�m sorry I didn�t get to know him.�
�You would have liked him. I think he would be quite happy that you are the one who came to live here. I think Chloe and Billy would be, too.�
They chatted for a while, and then Leila brought out a small box and loaded Jonathan�s mementos into it.
�After all your hard work, you should keep something for yourself,� Alice said. �I know they�re rather silly little treasures, but are you sure there�s nothing here you�d like to have?�
�They aren�t so silly after all, are they? And they�ve been buried together for all these years. I wouldn�t want to separate them.�
�So, you are sentimental after all.� Alice smiled. �Don�t look so surprised, Leila. When you bought this old house, I wondered about you. You seemed so business-like, so self-possessed, so emotionless. But why, I asked myself, would such a modern person want such an old house? I don�t know who made you believe that feelings don�t matter, but they were very wrong.�
Leila looked out across the yard. �You know, Alice, until I moved here and worked on this garden, I don�t think I would have been able to understand that.� And before she knew it, Leila had told Alice the story of Sam and Marietta.
Alice listened patiently. �This Marietta sounds a lot like Monica. A perfectly dreadful girl. But I�m not sure Sam has forgotten you any more than Jonathan forgot Chloe. I think Sam just needs to wake up and realize that you�re a person with feelings. It sounds as if you�ve been more like a mother, or perhaps another male friend, than a partner to him. The next time you see him, don�t be afraid to let him know you have feelings. And if he can�t respond to them, find a man who can.�
Leila laughed and thanked her.
Alice gave her a hug, and carrying the box of treasures, took her leave.
Leila made a big bowl of soup for dinner, went to bed and slept soundly.

The next day was a work day. She noticed that for some reason, men in the office were paying attention to her. She wondered if they had paid attention before, without her being aware of it, or if something about her had changed.
Later that evening, in line at the grocery store, a good-looking man stood just ahead of her. He smiled at her. When she smiled back, he spoke to her, laughing with her about an article featured on the cover of a tabloid. Suddenly, she heard a familiar voice calling her name.
�Leila?�
She turned to see Sam and Marietta at the next checkout stand. She waved, and turned back to talk to the man who had been flirting with her. �Friend of yours?� he asked.
�Former boyfriend,� she whispered, as the checker handed the man his change.
The man looked back at Sam and Marietta and shook his head. �He�s crazy,� he whispered back, and to her shock, leaned over and kissed her cheek. �Goodbye, Leila,� he said loudly, �Don�t forget our date!� He winked and smiled as he walked out with his groceries.
Leila blushed deeply, but then smiled to herself. The checker had to announce the amount she owed twice before Leila returned her attention to matters at hand. As she pushed her cart from the store, Sam came up beside her.
�Who was that?� he demanded.
�Who?�
�The man with whom you just made a spectacle of yourself. The one who kissed you in the store. Or are there so many men kissing you in public that it is no longer a memorable experience?�
�Really, Sam, I don�t think it�s any of your concern.�
Before he could answer, they heard Marietta from behind them. �Sam!� she wailed as she tried to catch up to them with her own cart. �Sam, get over here and help me.�
�Your master�s voice,� Leila said, and started to load her groceries into her car.
�What�s that supposed to mean?� he said angrily.
�Leila, is this fellow bothering you?�
She turned to see the man from the store. He had pulled up next to them and rolled down his window.
Sam looked so dismayed, it was all she could do not to laugh out loud. �No, he�s an old friend,� she said to the man. �He was just going back to his car to help his girlfriend.�
They all turned to see Marietta stomp her foot in impatience.
�Girlfriend?� the man said. �I only see his daughter.�
�Oh, no,� Leila said, unable to stop the laugh. �That�s his girlfriend.�
�Now see here-� Sam began, but fell silent as the man opened his car door and stood next to it. He was at least six inches taller than Sam.
He extended a hand. �David Kerr,� he said amiably.
Sam shook the hand awkwardly. �Sam Barrington,� he mumbled. To Leila, he said, �I�ll call you later,� and excused himself.
�Thanks for the rescue,� Leila said to David, when Sam had left.
�A pleasure. As your knight in shining armor, do I deserve to know your last name, Leila?�
�Leila Anderson,� she said. �It was going to be Leila Barrington before that sweet young thing happened along.�
�You�re hopelessly stuck on him, aren�t you?� he asked.
�I�m afraid so.�
�Well, we�re two peas in a pod. My ex-wife shops here with a fellow I call �Junior� on Tuesdays. If you want to return the favor, I�ll meet you here tomorrow night at six.�
Leila laughed and agreed to see him there the next evening. She said goodnight and whistled as she drove home.

On Thursday night, Leila invited Alice Grayson to dinner. They giggled like schoolgirls over Leila�s recounting of the last three days. Tuesday night, David�s ex-wife had ignored the young man she was dating, nearly pushed Leila aside and said flat out that she missed David and would like to see him for dinner sometime soon.
David had thanked Leila, and they promised to keep one another posted on their progress.
On Wednesday, Sam had stopped by her office to ask her to go to lunch, an unprecedented event.
�I�m worried about you, Leila,� he had said.
�Why?�
�How well do you know this David Kerr?�
�Not well at all.�
�That�s what I mean! And you kissed him in the store!�
�I believe he kissed me.�
�You�re mincing words and you know it. Okay, so you were kissed, but you allowed it. Right in front of everybody! That�s so unlike you!�
�Maybe I�ve changed, Sam.�
He sulked in silence for a moment, then said, �I�m not sure I like the change. I liked you the way you were before.�
�You dumped me the way I was before.�
�Leila! That�s an unkind way of putting things.�
�It was an unkind way of doing things.�
He had the good grace to look guilty, but said nothing.
�It�s true, Sam. You all but said I was passionless. And I can see why you thought so. It�s my fault, really. I hope Marietta gives you all the passion you can bear.�
�There�s more to life than passion.�
�Really? Such as what?�
�Stability, reliability, companionship.�
�Don�t forget faithfulness.�
He turned red and looked away. After a moment he said quietly, �I really hurt you, didn�t I?�
�Yes.�
�I�m sorry.�
�Don�t be, Sam. Thanks to you, I have a whole new life.�
�With David?�
�No, probably not with David.�
He seemed about to say something, but he hesitated. She decided not to wait for him to make up his mind to tell her what it was. �I�d better get back to work, Sam.�
�Yes, I suppose so,� he answered distractedly.
As they stood outside the door to her office building, he suddenly hugged her, nearly throwing her off balance. �Listen, I�m really quite fond of you, Leila. We are friends, aren�t we?�
�Of course,� she said, freeing herself from his embrace. �Goodbye, Sam.�

�Excellent!� Alice exclaimed. �Although I�ll warn you, Leila. Watch out for Marietta. From what you�ve told me, she won�t take any of this very lightly.�
Leila invited Alice to come over on Saturday afternoon. �I�ll be planting the roses in the back corner. I called my friend, Arnie, and ordered another loveseat. He�s going to try to find one similar to the old one. He thinks he can have one here by Monday, so I need to get the roses in place.�
On Friday, Sam came by her office at lunch time again. Leila had already agreed to have lunch with some of her coworkers, and summoning all of her willpower, she told Sam she would not be able to join him. �Let me take you to dinner, then,� he said.
She hesitated. �What about Marietta?�
�She�s got an aerobics class until ten. She has aerobics every night,� he added glumly.
�All right, I�ll meet you for dinner. Where?�
�Caf� Camillia at eight?�
She smiled. The restaurant was a favorite of hers, and Sam knew it. �Fine.�

That evening, she put on a rather daring dress, one she had bought on impulse. Impulse, she thought, liking what she saw in the mirror. What a heady new feeling this occasional obedience to impulse had given her! When she arrived at the restaurant, Sam was already there, nervously wringing his hands. When he saw her, he looked as if someone had just sent enough electricity through him to light Manhattan.
�Leila?�
�Yes, Sam, what�s the matter?�
�You-you look lovely.�
�Why, thank you.�
But throughout dinner, Sam hardly spoke a word. He looked unhappy. She began to think that the whole evening was a miserable failure. Maybe he was wishing he hadn�t invited her to dinner.
�Sam?�
He looked up at her, startled.
�Sam, are you regretting this?�
�Oh. No, not at all.�
�You don�t seem very happy.�
�I�m not.�
�Why? Have I done something wrong?�
�No, I have.�
�What do you mean?�
He shook his head. �Forgive me, Leila. I haven�t been good company this evening. I�ve got some thinking to do.� He glanced at his watch. �Marietta will be home soon. I�d better go.� He motioned for the waiter and paid the check.
He walked her to her car. Suddenly, he said, �Leila, do you still care for me?�
�Yes, Sam. You�re still my friend.�
�I don�t mean as a friend. I mean, do you think you could still care for me?�
She smiled at the anxiousness in his voice. �I think you already know I do.�
�What do you see in me, Leila? I�ve cheated on you, broken our engagement, been a cad. I didn�t want to admit it before, but I have been.�
�I agree. But I think it has been for the best. We each had things to learn, didn�t we?�
�I�m just afraid the tuition may have cost me too much.�
�Talk to Marietta. I admit I don�t like her much, but she deserves to know how you really feel. Then come and tell me how you feel about me. But not until then, all right?�
He nodded, then watched as she drove off.

Leila had just finished mixing a huge bag of mulch into the garden soil when she heard the sound of the gate opening. At first, she thought it was Alice Grayson, but she turned to see an odd vision of Marietta, taller than usual, gliding toward her. Then she realized Marietta was on skates. Of course, Leila thought, the latest fitness craze. They were a fancy, in-line pair, with fluorescent pink wheels. As Marietta drew closer, Leila saw that her face was a hard mask of fury, and she was flying toward Leila like a Valkyrie on Rollerblades.
�You bitch! You miserable old bitch!� she shouted, and tried to grab on to Leila.
Frightened, Leila dropped the shovel and started to run toward the house, but the skating Marietta was faster. Leila was amazed at the other woman�s agility. Marietta caught hold of Leila�s hair and yanked hard. Leila came to a halt and Marietta slammed into her. Leila toppled to the ground, landing facedown in the dirt. Marietta fell on top of her. In no time flat, she had her hands around Leila�s throat, choking her.
�Sam is mine! I won�t let you have him!�
Leila couldn�t breathe. Her head pounded as she tried to pry Marietta�s fingers from her throat. But Marietta was strong, and her fingers didn�t budge.
�Let her go,� Leila heard a voice say, but everything around her was swimming out of focus.
�No! I�m younger, I�m prettier, I�m stronger-�
�You�re dead,� the voice said, and Leila heard the shovel ring out once again. She fell into darkness.

Sam and Leila were sitting on the loveseat. Two rosebushes grew on one side, a third on the other.
�Marietta still hasn�t come back,� Sam said. �I think she�s left me for good.�
�I wouldn�t be surprised if you never see her again,� Leila said.
�I suppose you�re right. She went absolutely insane when I told her that I had decided to beg you to take me back. The language she used! Called me things I never imagined anyone would ever call me. And when Miss Grayson called that evening to tell me that Marietta had come by to attack you like that-� He looked at the bruises on her throat and winced. �I�m so sorry, Leila. You should have called me sooner.�
�I didn�t want to worry you. I�m fine now, really.�
�Anyway, I�m glad Miss Grayson called me. I guess it was while I was over here with you that Marietta cleared all of her things out of our old apartment.�
�Alice was a great help that day,� Leila said, thinking of the apartment key that was now in a jar of buttons. She leaned back against Sam, who put his arms around her. �I�m glad you came over to see me.�
�Of course! You needed me.�
They sat in silence for a while, Sam holding Leila close, amazed by how strongly he had felt about her lately. Oh, he had thought of her often during the few months he had spent with Marietta, but somehow, something had changed in Leila since she had lived in this old house. He looked at the riot of colors around him. Amazing, he thought. And this loveseat. That seemed so sentimental, so unlike the old Leila.
�You planted this garden yourself?� he asked in wonder.
�Yes, all except this corner. Alice Grayson helped me with this one.�
�Ah, that explains the loveseat.�
Leila merely smiled.
It seemed to Sam that he had never desired her more.

GHOST OF A CHANCE
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It wasn�t hard for the ghost to awaken me.
It was the second night after David died, and my grief was still so great as to thin my sleep to gossamer. Just about anything would cause me to wake up suddenly, reach for his side of the bed, feel the emptiness there, and then the emptiness within myself; next would come a tightness in my chest, the pressing weight of the sudden loss of my husband.
Some might believe I saw the ghost because I so wanted David to be alive, I imagined he had come back to me. The only problem with that theory is, it wasn�t my husband�s ghost.
I had awakened from my fitful sleep that night because the room felt cold; I opened my eyes to see a man standing at the foot of the bed. Until I was fully awake, I almost thought it was David. Like David, he was about six feet tall, with dark brown hair and big, brown eyes. He was handsome, but I discovered that even handsome men who suddenly show up uninvited at the foot of my bed can scare me. This one did. I opened my mouth to scream, and he vanished.
I was more than a little upset, but I convinced myself that I had dreamed the whole thing, and fell back into a restless slumber, full of dreams of David dying. The next morning I felt grumpy and ill-at-ease. It was the day of David�s funeral, and there wasn�t anything on earth that was going to make me feel good about that day. As I looked in the mirror, I became even more certain of that. I looked like a blouse someone had left to wrinkle in the dryer. My blond hair framed a colorless face and I had dark shadows under my blue eyes.
�You�ll be just fine, Anna,� I said to myself. At forty-two, I wasn�t in bad shape. The lines that had appeared on my face weren�t etched too deeply. Gave it character, my father said. I was getting more character every year, but I�m not the type to fret over it. At least, I hadn�t been until she came along.
I wondered if she would have the nerve to show up at the funeral. I wouldn�t know her if she did. When he made his confession, David never told me her name, and I never asked for it. As far as I was concerned, it was important not to know the name of the woman David had met at the St. George Hotel every Wednesday for fifteen weeks. For fifteen weeks, on the night I taught a class in-of all things-ethics, Ms. X had taught David that he could still lure a woman to bed. I wondered if they had laughed about that. He wasn�t laughing when it ended. �A temporary madness,� he had told me, weeping as he did. �Forgive me,� he pleaded.
To this day, I�m not able to be very precise about why I did forgive him. At the time I was outraged, hurt, angry, humiliated. The pain of betrayal remained; whatever trust was between us had taken a torpedo broadside. But the ship didn�t sink, it just listed.
Maybe the reason I stayed with him wasn�t really so complex. David and I had been together for twenty years; and in that twenty years I had come to love him more than anyone else on earth. He was a habit I couldn�t break. Fate broke it for me.
David had made his confession six months ago, and strove to be the ideal husband in the time since. Together we tried to renew our marriage, and somehow, we were making it. On the morning of the day he died, he told me that he was working on something that would really make me proud of him. I had no idea what it was. �I�m proud of you all the same, David,� I said to the haggard reflection in the mirror. Ten minutes later I was still sitting on the bathroom floor, sobbing.
I pulled myself together, hoping I wouldn�t shame myself at his funeral. As I put on a plain black dress that David had always liked, I held on to the anger I felt toward his killer. David had come to the college to pick me up that night. I was on my way to the car when I heard the shots. The college is in a part of town that has become rougher over the years, and I didn�t think much about hearing gunfire. It wasn�t an everyday occurrence, but it wasn�t that rare. When I saw the crumpled form on the steps that lead up from the parking lot, I didn�t know it was David until I was only a few feet from him. He was unconscious, and bleeding to death. Nothing, not even a ghost in my bedroom, will ever terrify me the way those moments did, when I held David as he died.
No one saw the actual shooting, but several witnesses saw a blue Chevy speeding away from the scene. No one knew anything else. No model, no license plate, no description of the driver, no mention of how many people were in the car. No motive, just someone who got their kicks by driving around firing guns at people. There was some speculation that David had been hit by gunfire aimed at someone else, since other bullets were found lodged in a nearby tree, a wall, another car. �Random violence� seemed to be the theory of the newspapers.
I was one of the believers in the theory. No one would want to kill David Blackburn. The man had cheated on me, and I didn�t want to kill him. I didn�t know anyone with a stronger motive.
The funeral was well-attended, with or without David�s former lover. The priest didn�t know David, but did the best he could to say generically comforting words. My family tried to brace me up, and succeeded in large degree. David�s parents were long dead, but his sister sent a wreath; she had wanted to come to the funeral but couldn�t manage the airfare from Maine to California, and refused my offer to buy the ticket.
There were neighbors and old friends, and a large contingent from Emery  & Walden. David was the Vice President of Human Resources for Emery  & Walden, a local manufacturing firm that employed about twenty-five hundred people. Many of the employees had contact with him, and trusted him as someone who would treat them fairly, as someone who had concern for their well-being. He often acted as a buffer between them and Mr. Winslow Emery III, the self-involved young man who was now at the helm of the company.
Today Winslow Emery looked tired and worn. It was understandable-he had attended a lot of funerals lately. Five days earlier, an acid tank at Emery  & Walden had ruptured, causing the deaths of three workers. OSHA was investigating. David had been troubled by the deaths, as he was by the suicide of the plant manager, who apparently blamed himself for not responding to worker complaints about the tank.
I thought about David championing that troubled soul. His name, if I recalled, was Devereaux. I watched Emery walk away from David�s grave with the gait of a man twice his age. A good-looking blonde walked next to him. She had introduced herself to me as Mr. Emery�s secretary, Louise. Emery didn�t seem to notice her.
I noticed her, as I did two other women, Lucy Osborne and Annette Mayes, who lingered longer than most of the others. Both were at least fifteen years younger than I, and gorgeous. Lucy was a brunette, Annette a redhead. I wondered if David had stayed with my type or looked for something different when he chose a lover. Something in the way Annette looked at me made me decide he had tried something different. Oddly, I didn�t feel the animosity I thought I would feel towards her. I really didn�t care. David had come back to me. Fifteen weeks was not twenty-one years.
I sat next to the open grave longer than my sister, Lisa, thought I should, but I refused to be steered away. My father told her to let me be and then gave me a hug and said they�d be waiting for me at the car, to take my time.
�I guess this is goodbye, David,� I said aloud, and was startled to feel a warm hand on my shoulder. I looked up into the eyes of the ghost.
This time, I was angry. This was my private moment with David, and I didn�t want the living or dead intruding on it. At the time, the man seemed to be among the living. I couldn�t see through him and his hand was warm. �Can�t a person have a moment�s peace?� I said, trying to remove his hand, but only touching my own shoulder. That frightened me.
He shook his head sadly and removed his hand.
�I don�t believe in ghosts,� I said.
He shrugged.
�Are you David?� I asked, thinking maybe I was seeing him transformed somehow.
But the ghost shook his head.
�Could I please have a little time to say goodbye to my husband? Would that be too much to ask?�
He gave a little bow and vanished.
I was shaking. �David,� I said, when I had calmed down, �Why isn�t it you? If I�m going to go crazy and see ghosts, why isn�t it your ghost? Show up, David. Materialize, or whatever it is you do. I want you back.�
I waited. Nothing.
�Goodbye, David,� I said, giving up. �I�ll miss you. I don�t know what I�m going to do without you. Be very sad for a very long time, I suppose.�
I looked up and saw a man walking toward me. I knew this one was among the living. There was nothing extraordinary about Detective Russo�s appearance. He was a plain-faced man, neither handsome nor ugly. He was of medium height, had mouse-brown hair that was cut short. His eyes, his voice, and his face usually reflected very little of what he was thinking or feeling. If you talked to him for a while, there was no mistaking his intelligence, but he didn�t walk around with his IQ embroidered on his sleeve. An ocean of calm, he seemed to me. I could use it.
�Hello, Detective Russo,� I said as he approached.
�Hello, Dr. Blackburn,� he said quietly. �I�m sorry if I interrupted you. Just wanted to make sure you were all right. I�ll leave-�
�No,� I said, standing up. �Don�t worry about it. I need to walk to the car; I�m keeping everyone waiting.�
He surprised me by offering me his arm, but I took it and we walked in silence toward the limo. When we reached it, I invited him to join us at the house, but he politely declined.
�Were you watching me the whole time I sat there?� I asked.
�Yes, ma�am, I was,� he said, not seeming in the least embarrassed about it.
�Did you see anyone else?�
�While you sat there?�
�Yes.�
�No, ma�am, I didn�t. Why?�
�Nothing, really. Nothing at all. I don�t suppose you�ve learned anything more about what happened?�
�No, I�m sorry, Dr. Blackburn. But we�re still working on it.�
�It�s why you�re here, isn�t it?� I said.
�Yes, ma�am.�
I got into the car and let Lisa�s chatter roll over me as my father held my hand.
Back at the house, the ghost became rather nervy. I would see him standing among groups of people, watching me. Everyone excused my vacant stares as widow�s grief, which was fine with me. I wasn�t in the mood to be entertaining.
The gathering thinned out quickly. Lisa left only after I reassured her for the fifty-third time that I wanted to be by myself. Only I knew I wasn�t going to be able to be by myself. The ghost was growing as eager as I was to have her leave.
�Okay,� I said, after I saw her drive off. �Let�s talk.�
He looked even sadder than before.
�What? Did I say something?�
He didn�t reply.
I decided that even if he was a figment of my imagination, I needed to play this out. Avoiding him obviously wouldn�t work. �Let�s sit down,� I said.
He followed me into the living room, and we sat on opposite ends of the couch.
�Who are you?� I asked.
No answer, just gestures that I couldn�t make anything out of.
�Can�t you talk?�
He shook his head, pointing at his mouth.
�If I gave you a pen and paper could you write a note?�
He shook his head again.
�I thought ghosts were supposed to be cold. When you touched me today you were warm.�
He shrugged.
�Perhaps you haven�t been dead long?�
He nodded, and held up four fingers.
�Four days?�
He nodded again.
�Most people would be cold.�
He waited.
�Why me?� I asked.
He walked over to the mantel over the fireplace and pointed to a photograph.
�Because of David?�
He nodded.
�Is something wrong with him?� It immediately seemed like a stupid question. The man was dead. Things don�t go too much more wrong, unless-� He�s not in some sort of eternal torment is he? I don�t believe it. That can�t be true.�
The ghost made a frantic gesture to get me to stop talking, then looked up.
�Are you looking in the direction David traveled?�
He nodded.
�Thank you,� I said. I found myself crying. I had felt in my heart that David, for all his weaknesses, was a good man, but it was nice to have confirmation. I suddenly felt a sense of relief. I decided I owed the ghost a favor.
�What can I do for you?�
He got up and paced, tried to gesture, couldn�t get through to me.
�Wait, settle down.�
He sat down again.
�You know David, right?�
He nodded.
�You are a ghost?�
Yes again.
I thought about everything I had heard about ghosts. �Are you trying to haunt me? Did I do something wrong to David?�
No.
�Are you trying to right some wrong done to you?�
Yes.
I figured he probably couldn�t explain the details just yet, so I tried to question my way to it. �Did you know David before you became a ghost?�
Another yes.
�But I never met you?�
He shook his head.
�Did you know him a long time ago?�
No.
�You knew him recently?�
Yes.
There weren�t many possibilities. �You knew him from work?�
Yes again. He seemed anxious, as if this would give me the answer.
�You�re one of the workers who died when the tank ruptured!�
He looked stricken, but shook his head. He held up the four fingers again.
�Oh, that�s right. That was five days ago. You said you died four days ago. But the only person who died four days ago was the��
He could see the understanding dawning on me.
�You�re the plant manager.�
He nodded sadly.
�Mr. Devereaux?�
Yes, he nodded.
�You killed yourself.�
He stood up, shaking his head side to side, mouthing the word �No!�
�You didn�t kill yourself?�
Again, just as firmly, no.
�Someone killed you?�
Yes.
�Who?�
He pointed to his ring finger on his left hand. There was no wedding band, but I could guess.
�Your wife?�
Yes.
�Your wife killed you?�
I tried to remember the stories. I couldn�t. Everything had been blurred by the events of three days ago. I went over to a stack of newspapers that I had been meaning to take out to the recycling bin. I put the two unopened ones-which I knew had stories of David�s murder in them-aside, and reached for the one from the day David was killed. That was the day after Devereaux�s suicide. The suicide was front page news.
�Will it bother you if I read this to you?�
No.
��Mr. Chance Devereaux�� Chance? Your first name is Chance?�
He nodded.
��Mr. Chance Devereaux, plant manager of Emery  & Walden, died of an apparently self-inflicted gunshot wound yesterday evening. His wife, Louise, who is also employed at Emery  & Walden, discovered her husband�s body when she returned home late from work. She said her husband had grown despondent following the deaths of three workers Tuesday in an industrial accident caused by a ruptured acid tank. Mr. Devereaux had received complaints from the workers about the tank, but failed to repair it���
I looked up to see him angrily indicating his disagreement.
�We�ll get to your side of the story in a moment,� I said. �Where was I? Oh yes, �� failed to repair it in time to prevent the deaths.�� I read on in silence. The rest of the article was simply a rehash of the previous reports on the accident.
�My name is Anna. May I call you Chance?�
Yes.
�Is your wife Emery�s secretary?�
Yes.
�And you didn�t kill yourself?�
No. He pointed to the ring finger again.
�Your wife killed you.�
Yes.
�How?�
He pointed to his mouth again, only this time I saw what I had missed before: he wasn�t pointing, he was imitating the firing of a gun into his mouth.
�She shot you in the mouth?�
He nodded.
I shuddered. �How did she manage that? I�ve seen your wife. She�s not a very large woman.�
He pantomimed holding a glass, pouring something into the glass, then adding something to it. Then he pantomimed sleep.
�She drugged your drink?�
He nodded.
�That should come out in the autopsy.�
He made a helpless gesture.
�It didn�t?�
He shrugged.
�You don�t know if it did or it didn�t, but they declared it a suicide?�
He nodded again.
�Have you�� I tried, but couldn�t think of a more polite way to phrase it. �Have you been buried?�
He nodded, looking very unhappy.
�You don�t like where you�re buried?�
He looked into my face and made the Sign of the Cross.
�You�re Catholic.�
Yes.
�And you aren�t buried in consecrated ground?�
No.
�Is that why you�re haunting me?�
He gave me a look that said he was disgusted with me and disappeared.
The moment he was gone, the house felt very empty. �Come back,� I said.
Nothing.
�Chance, please come back. I apologize. This is a very difficult time for me. I didn�t mean to offend you by calling it �haunting.� If you come back, I�ll try to help you.�
He reappeared.
�How do you do that?�
He shrugged.
�Let me know if you figure out more about this ghost business.�
He nodded.
�What does this have to do with David?�
He studied me for a moment, then pointed to David�s picture and then his head.
�David shot you, too?� I said in disbelief.
No! He might as well have been able to shout it.
�Wait, wait. I�m beginning to understand. David told me he didn�t believe the things that were said about you. Is that what you mean?�
Yes. He kept gesturing to his head.
�David didn�t just believe, he knew they weren�t true.�
Emphatic nod.
�He had proof?�
Yes.
We continued to piece a conversation together with questions, nods, and pantomime. From what I could make out from Chance�s gestures, David had proof that Chance had tried to act on replacing the acid tank long ago, but Emery refused, citing costs. David had told him where he hid the papers that would show Chance was not to blame.
�Was David killed because of this?� I asked.
He nodded slowly. He placed a hand over his chest, eyes downcast, as if to say, �I�m sorry.�
�Not your fault,� I said, but I was lost for a while. When I had managed to regain my composure, I said, �I�ve got to contact Detective Russo.�
Chance wasn�t happy with this idea, but I ignored his gestures until he got frustrated and vanished. This time, I didn�t mind so much. I needed some time to absorb what he had told me.
I dialed police headquarters and asked for Russo. He wasn�t in, but the man who took my call said he would page him. I was grateful he wasn�t there; it occurred to me that it would be difficult to tell him that I had been talking to Chance Devereaux�s ghost. Only about fifteen minutes had passed when he called me back, but I was better prepared.
�Anything wrong, Dr. Blackburn?� he asked.
�No,� I said. �In fact, I think I may have some more information for you about my husband�s case, and perhaps another case as well. But first I need to ask you a few questions.�
There was silence on the other end of the line.
�Detective Russo?�
�I�m here, Dr. Blackburn. Just what is this all about?�
�Maybe this would be easier to explain if we spoke face-to-face.�
�I�ll be right over.�

When he arrived, I could tell he wasn�t exactly pleased with me. I was surprised to see him betraying any emotion, and found it a nice change; somehow it made his face more interesting. He politely declined my offer of coffee and we went into the living room.
�You said you had some questions for me?� he asked when we were seated on the couch, just as Chance and I had been seated earlier.
�Yes. I was wondering if you were familiar with the case of Chance Devereaux?�
He didn�t answer at once, and while I waited for him to reply, Chance reappeared. I tried not to look at him, but Detective Russo caught me glancing away. �What�s bothering you?�
�Nothing,� I said.
�Just now, something upset you.�
�I�m generally upset right now. You didn�t answer my question.�
�Yes, I�m familiar with the Devereaux case.�
�Do you believe he killed himself?�
Chance was gesturing to me to follow him. I wondered if he could use telepathy. I kept looking at Detective Russo, trying to tell Chance with my mind that he needed to be patient. It didn�t work. Chance walked over to the bookcase, and began pacing.
�I don�t believe I should discuss that with anyone outside the department,� Detective Russo said curtly.
�All right, if you can�t discuss it, you can�t. I�ll just tell you that I don�t believe he did.�
At that moment a book fell from the case with a thump that made me jump half out of my skin.
�You seem very nervous, Dr. Blackburn. Why don�t you tell me what�s going on?�
I got up and picked up the book. Irving Stone�s Men to Match My Mountains. I looked up at Chance as I replaced it on the shelf. I finally understood what he was trying to say.
�I remembered that David had been very concerned about the allegations that were being made. He told me he had proof that Chance Devereaux had wanted to replace the acid tank, but that Mr. Emery refused.�
He didn�t seem to believe me. �That�s a very serious allegation. Mr. Emery could be subject to criminal prosecution if what your husband told you is true.�
�I�m almost certain of it.�
�And you think your husband was killed to keep him silent?�
�Yes.�
He eyed me skeptically. �Why didn�t you mention this before?�
�As you�ve noticed, Detective Russo, I�ve been very upset. David�s death was a horrible shock.� I didn�t have to fake my response there. Just thinking about it made the color drain from my face.
�I�m sorry, Dr. Blackburn,� he said.
�No, please. And please call me Anna-only my students call me Dr. Blackburn. All I�m asking is that you help me search the place where I believe David hid the papers.�
�And where would that be?�
�Our mountain cabin,� I said, daring to peek over at Chance, who was nodding and urging me to get going.
�Is that why your husband took off work on Wednesday afternoon?�
�What?�
He pulled out a notebook and flipped through it. Finding the page he was looking for, he said, �Your husband left work at about eleven o�clock Wednesday morning. He didn�t return all day. Said he wasn�t feeling well. A woman in the office-an Annette Mayes?-said she thought he left because he was so disturbed by the deaths of the three workers the day before.�
I had nothing to say. Chance distracted me, making motions that seemed to mean, �Stand up, let�s go!�
�Look, Detective Russo, could we talk about this on the way to the cabin?�
�Lady, before we take off on a two-hour drive, why don�t you tell me what�s really going on?�
For three or four seconds, I actually considered doing it. But whatever sense I still had allowed me to remain silent. �I thought I could depend on your help. Obviously, I was wrong. I�m leaving for the cabin and I�m leaving now.�
�All right, all right,� Russo said in a peeved tone. �Let me call in.�
He made the call while I got my coat and keys and purse. Chance disappeared for a while. I looked at Detective Russo, and realized he probably didn�t have more than his suitcoat to keep him warm. I hesitated only for a moment before going into David�s closet. �I know you don�t mind, David,� I said as I took a winter coat out, �but it bothers me.� Chance suddenly appeared next to me, motioning me to hurry. �I am hurrying!� I said.
�Anna? Who are you talking to?� Detective Russo asked. He was standing at the bedroom door.
�Oh� just talking to myself. I was getting one of my husband�s coats for you. I thought you might be cold up in the mountains. There�s snow up there now. He�s a little-he was a little taller than you, so it might be too big. But it will be better than nothing.�
�Thank you,� he said, taking it from me. �Are you sure it won�t bother you to see me wear it?�
I looked away from him and shook my head. �Let�s go.�
Chance vanished. I figured he had his own means of transportation.

Detective Russo and I didn�t say anything to each other for about the first twenty minutes of the trip. Chance suddenly appeared as a reflection in the rearview mirror. I jumped a little, but fortunately, Russo didn�t see my reaction; he was looking out the passenger window.
He turned to me. �It was your husband, wasn�t it?�
�What?� I asked, puzzled.
�When I came into the bedroom, you were talking to your husband, asking him if you could loan me the coat.�
I colored, but didn�t answer.
�Don�t be embarrassed. I talked to my wife after she died.�
�I�m sorry,� I said. �I didn�t know you had lost your wife.�
�About four years ago now. But at first, I used to talk to her all the time. I learned to be careful-almost got a stress leave imposed on me when my lieutenant overheard me one day.�
�Did your wife ever answer you?�
He looked out the window, and for moment, I didn�t think he was going to reply. When he spoke, his voice was so low I had to strain to hear it. �In her own way, yes, she did,� he said.
He laughed then, suddenly self-conscious. �You probably think the department sent you out with a nutcase.�
�No, not at all. Until recently, if you had told me you talked to the dead, I might have questioned your sanity. But not now, Detective Russo.�
�If you�re generous enough to loan me this coat, I suppose you might be willing to call me John,� he said.
�Okay, John. Anyway, I doubt anything you could tell me about conversing with your wife would surprise me. These last few days�� I stopped, needing to steady myself.
�Do you want me to drive?� he asked.
I glanced in the rearview mirror. Chance was nodding.
�If you wouldn�t mind, I�d appreciate it,� I said, and pulled off the freeway. �I�m a little shaky.�
�I understand,� he said. �You�ve held up really well so far, all things considered.�
I stopped the car and turned to look at him. �No, I haven�t. I just try not to make a public production out of it. It would seem to-I don�t know, cheapen his memory.�
He didn�t say anything, just traded places with me, and we got back on the freeway. I positioned myself on the seat so that I could look at Chance without being too obvious. �Do you know Mrs. Devereaux?� Russo asked.
�I met her for the first time at David�s funeral,� I said, looking back at Chance, who wore an angry expression.
�At least the two of you will both benefit nicely from Emery  & Walden�s employee life insurance program.�
�We would have, but not now. I haven�t had a chance to get the details, but David told me that Mr. Emery was changing to a less expensive insurance, one that wouldn�t pay as much. But we�ve been in fairly good financial shape anyway, with no children and two incomes.�
�The insurance hasn�t changed yet,� he said.
�What?�
He glanced over at me. �It doesn�t change until the end of the month.�
�I didn�t know.�
�The interesting thing is, the current insurance not only pays higher than the new one, it also covers death for any reason.�
�You mean, including suicide?�
�Including suicide.�
Chance was clenching his fists.
�It wasn�t suicide,� I said, and both Chance and John Russo looked at me at once.
�What�s your interest in Devereaux?�
�I told you. David was concerned about him. He knew Chance Devereaux didn�t ignore the complaints about the tank. Devereaux felt bad about what happened, but he didn�t blame himself. He was a practicing Catholic. He wouldn�t have committed suicide.�
�How do you know about his being Catholic?�
I looked away. �David and I are Catholics. You know that from being at the funeral today if you didn�t know it before. David must have mentioned that Devereaux was Catholic, too.�
He was silent for a while, and I thought he might not believe me. I was right. But I didn�t know how right until he spoke up again.
�I don�t think you�re being honest with me,� he said. �I kept hoping you�d just tell me. I�m a cop, Dr. Blackburn. I�ve seen all kinds of things. It wouldn�t have surprised me.�
I didn�t understand his harsh tone, nor did I believe for a moment that the police were accustomed to having people say they had received information from ghosts. Not sane people. I gave him directions to the turnoff for the cabin, then asked, �Just exactly what did you mean by that last remark?�
He sighed. �I meant that a woman answering your description was seen keeping a regular weekly appointment with Mr. Devereaux. We got a tip from a clerk at the St. George Hotel. Said you registered as Mr.  & Mrs. Devereaux, but he had been in the business long enough to know hanky-panky when he saw it. You were having an affair with Chance Devereaux, weren�t you?�
I couldn�t help but look back at Chance. He was shaking his head, pointing to his ring finger again, then at me. �Mr. Devereaux and I were each married,� I said.
Chance shook his head while I heard John Russo say, �To other people, yes. But you wouldn�t be the first married people on earth to look for greener pastures. Every Wednesday. What broke it off, Dr. Blackburn?�
His words, combined with Chance�s gestures, brought it home to me. �Oh my God. My husband and your wife.�
�Leave my wife out of this!� John Russo said angrily.
�No, no, that�s not what I meant,� I said, a numbness coming over me. I gave a questioning look at Chance, who nodded, then pointed at me and made the signs for �See no evil, hear no evil, and speak no evil.� His flippancy angered me, but I understood what he meant. I had avoided learning the details of David�s infidelity, shut myself off from it. Now both Chance and I might pay for it.
I looked back at Russo. I took a deep breath. �That wasn�t me and it wasn�t Chance Devereaux, either. That was Louise Devereaux and my husband. Six months ago, David told me he was having an affair. He told me he met the woman every Wednesday night at the St. George Hotel. I taught a class that night. You can check that with the college. I never knew who it was. But Chance Devereaux and my husband look something alike, and Louise Devereaux and I both have blond hair and blue eyes. They must have used her name. I imagine if you look a little further, you�ll find that, like me, Chance Devereaux had some standing appointment on Wednesday nights, some business or other engagement that allowed his wife to meet my husband without causing Mr. Devereaux to be suspicious.�
Chance nodded in painful agreement, and made his �sorry� gesture again, as if feeling guilty for his earlier routine. The discovery of the details of the affair was too much for me. It was as if I were back in time, once again experiencing that moment when David admitted to the affair. The hurt and anger and humiliation started all over again, and now the police were privy to the whole awful business. I started crying again, wishing to God I could have kept my composure.
�I�m sorry,� John said.
�That doesn�t help a damn bit,� I answered, and kept crying.
By then we had reached the cabin. Although it hadn�t snowed since Thursday, there was still plenty of it on the ground and the roof of the cabin. The snow was dirty by then. What must have been a pristine blanket two days before was now sullied and rumpled. The snowplows had been by, building up large drifts along the way. We parked on the roadside; the entrance to the drive was blocked by the snowdrift. Any other weekend, David would have cleared the drive while I went to work putting away groceries and building a fire� who�ll clear the driveway, now, David? I guessed it would be me.
Russo held off getting out of the car. He reached over and took my hand. �I truly am sorry, Anna. I feel like an ass. I should have checked it out. I only got the information from the clerk today, and not ten minutes later, you were calling, asking about Devereaux. I jumped to a conclusion, and I had no right to do that. I did a lousy job of asking you about it anyway. I wouldn�t blame you if you wanted to scratch my eyes out.�
I couldn�t answer.
�Please forgive me.�
�It seems like men have been asking me to do that a lot lately,� I said.
He let go of my hand and waited.
I managed to pull myself together, somehow. �I�m sorry, John. I�m having a perfectly horrible day and I can�t seem to keep my balance. Just when I feel as if I�m steady on my feet, something knocks them out from under me. You�re not to blame for it.�
�I don�t know about that, but like I said, I�m sorry. Feel up to going inside and looking for those documents?�
�Why not? What more could go wrong today?�
We got out of the car and started up the drive. John donned David�s coat, which was only a little too big for him. As we walked, I was fascinated by the fact that Chance, who walked next to me with a comforting arm around my shoulder, left no footprints. I was musing over the fact that his touch was as warm as any living person�s, when suddenly John stopped me from walking any farther. �Hold it. It snowed up here Thursday, right?�
�Right,� I said. �David and I were looking forward to-never mind, that doesn�t do any good.�
Chance gave my shoulder a little squeeze, as if to help me find my courage. Russo watched me for a moment, then asked, �Had you made any arrangements with anyone to come up here? Any other guests or a caretaker?�
�No, no one.�
I followed his gaze to where two pairs of footprints entered and left the cabin. Whoever had been to the cabin had cut across the woods, as if to avoid being seen.
�Would you mind staying here for a moment?�
I shook my head.
�Why don�t you give me the key to the front door? I�ll just make sure it�s safe.�
He walked to the cabin, careful not to disturb the prints. It gave me an opportunity to talk to Chance.
�You knew someone was here, didn�t you?�
Yes. He made the gesture for his wife.
�Louise and who else?�
He seemed stumped by this question, but then pantomimed filing his nails.
�Emery?�
He actually smiled, the first time I had seen him smile.
�I don�t think Russo believes you killed yourself.�
He patted me on the back.
�No, I think he doubted it before I said anything.�
He patted me again.
�Well, thanks. Did they find what they were looking for when they came here?�
He shook his head, smiling again, then suddenly laid a finger to his lips. I turned to see Russo coming out of the cabin. He was upset.
�Someone has been here and ransacked the place. I called the sheriff; they�ll be out as soon as they can, but it may be a little while. I don�t know if you�ll want to go in there. They did a very thorough job of it, and I doubt they missed anything.�
�I have a feeling they did,� I said. �I�ll be okay. Let�s take a look.�
�Try not to touch anything if you can help it.�
After everything else I had been through that day, seeing the cabin a complete wreck was only mildly unsettling. Russo was right; no piece of furniture was left in place, every drawer had been pulled out and dumped on the floor, pictures had been removed from their frames. I almost reached out and touched one of David and me, but Russo stopped me.
�You�ll be able to fix it after they dust for prints,� he said.
�I know who did this,� I said. �Louise Devereaux and Winslow Emery.�
�How do you know?�
�First, who else has any reason to search this cabin? Secondly, I�ll bet those footprints are those of a man and a woman. I can�t tell you the other reason.�
�Your husband�s ghost tipped you off?�
�Something like that.� I thought of David, having an affair with someone who was vicious enough to place a gun in her husband�s mouth and pull the trigger. It dawned on me then that she might have killed David as well. I shuddered. �Poor David.�
�Maybe you�d trust me more if I told you something.� He paused. �I don�t tell many people about this.� Even Chance seemed curious.
�It�s about my wife, Susan,� Russo said. �I told you she died. I didn�t tell you how.�
I waited. He walked over to the empty fireplace and stared down into its charred hearth. �She was killed. Shot to death, like your husband. Only she was in another man�s arms when it happened. His wife caught on to what was happening before I did. She was waiting for them, I guess. Killed them both, then turned the gun on herself.�
�John-�
�Let me finish. I hated Susan for it at first. But I missed her, too. And I hated missing her. Then I started blaming myself. Homicide detective gets called out in the middle of the night all the time, doesn�t make for much of a home life.
�Anyway, one night, she came back. Her ghost, I suppose. You think I�m crazy?�
�Not at all,� I said.
�Well, I don�t scare easy, but that scared the living hell out me. She asked me to forgive her.�
�She could talk?�
�Yes, can�t your husband talk?�
�It�s not my husband, John.� I turned to Chance. �Can I tell him?�
Chance nodded.
�He�s here, now?� Russo asked, startled.
�Yes, he�s here. It�s Chance Devereaux. He started visiting me the night before the funeral. He wants to be buried in a Catholic cemetery, but as a suicide, they wouldn�t allow it.�
�He told you it wasn�t suicide?�
�Yes. He can�t talk; I think it has something to do with the way he died. But he isn�t so hard to understand once you get used to it. He made it clear that Louise drugged his drink, then shot him while he slept.�
�We�ve suspected something like that,� John said. �He had enough barbiturates in his system to make it seem unlikely that he would have shot himself; but it was right on the borderline, nothing solid enough to convict. Still, I wondered why he would take sleeping pills if he planned on shooting himself that same night. What would the point be? Between that and the insurance, she wasn�t completely in the clear.�
I watched Chance walk over to the fireplace. John followed my gaze.
�He walked over here?� he asked, taking a step back.
�Yes. He wants us to look inside it, under the metal plate in the hearth. The one over the hole where you clean out the ashes.�
Russo got down on all fours and lifted the plate. I wasn�t too surprised when he pulled out a sheaf of papers. Chance touched me on the shoulder, then disappeared.

The papers proved that Chance had warned Emery about the tank eight months before the disaster. One of Emery�s fingerprints had been left at the cabin, on the door to a storage shed. Facing prosecution in the deaths of the workers as well, Emery later broke down and confessed to helping Louise kill David, and told police that Louise had killed Chance. He had been having an affair with Louise Devereaux for the past six months. They met on Wednesdays. They were both convicted of murder.

I saw Chance one other time; when I signed the forms saying I would pay to have his body moved to the Catholic cemetery. He met me near his old grave, and hugged me. He was still warm.

John Russo and I married a year later. When the going gets rough, we tell each other ghost stories.

WHITE TRASH
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The woman dressed in black ninja garb moved stealthily across the street, armed with a spray bottle of a popular herbicide purchased at her local hardware store. In the dim light of the streetlamp, she set the spray mechanism to �stream� and went to work. Quickly she moved the bottle in a graceful, sweeping motion. She left as furtively as she had arrived.
Three weeks later, much to the horror of the jerks who lived across the street, a rather obscene directive appeared on their lawn, spelled out in dead grass letters. Alas for these evil neighbors, the Suburban Avenger had succeeded once again�
I looked up from my bowl of cornflakes and glanced across the street, wondering-just wondering, mind you-if I could get away with it.
In every nearly perfect suburban neighborhood, there is the family that makes it �nearly� instead of �perfect.� In ours, it was the Nabbits. You could find the Nabbit house without a street number. I would sometimes use its distinctive features to guide other people to my own home. �We live across the street from the house with the pick-up truck parked on the lawn,� I�d say. Or, �Look for the old mattress propped up against the side of the garage, then pull into the driveway directly opposite the box springs.�
Sarah Cummings, who owned the pristine property to the right of the Nabbits, had warned us about these troublemakers from the day we moved into the neighborhood. �I call them the �Dag Nabbits,�� she said. �Nola Nabbit is a tramp. You watch. If Napolean�s army had been as big as the one that has marched through Nola�s bedroom doors, they�d be speaking French in Moscow today. Daisy, the little girl, is okay. But the kid! He�s a mess.�
The kid was Ricky. Ricky Nabbit, I soon learned, was a frequent guest of the California Youth Authority. He had a seasonal habit of breaking into houses, shoplifting, and other purely selfish acts.
�As long as it�s baseball season,� Sarah told me, �We won�t have any trouble. He�s a baseball nut. But every winter�-here, Sarah shivered-�he robs somebody.�
When Sarah heard that I would be working out of my home, she was elated. �Maybe you can help keep an eye on things,� she said. Specifically, she meant Ricky Nabbit.
We had moved into our home in the spring of the year when Ricky turned fourteen. I would watch him walk home from baseball practice at the nearby park. Skinny, clean-cut, and looking smartly athletic in his uniform, he wore a glove so often, I had visions of him eating with the mitt on his left hand.
Sometimes I would see Ricky sitting on the front porch, oiling his glove, while from inside the house, I heard his mother and her boyfriend shouting obscenities at one another at the top of their lungs. Even with the doors and windows closed, we could hear them. This was especially true during the months when Clyde Who Parks on the Front Lawn reigned over the household.
Clyde was, perhaps, no worse than his predecessors. No more a loudmouth lowlife than Bellamy the Belcher (whose wide-ranging eructative skills included saying the word �breast� as he burped) or Horace the Hornblower (who honked his car horn at all hours, as a mere introduction to rolling down his window and hollering �Nola! Get your ass out here!�). These were not their real names, of course, but my husband and I used this system to refer to them when lamenting our luck.
Nola stayed with Clyde for most of the season, but broke up with him just before the World Series with a world-class drunken brawl in the middle of the street. Nola got a shiner, Clyde got the boot.
Our doorbell rang a few days later, and when I looked out through the peephole, I was surprised to see Daisy standing on our front porch. She had long blond hair and beautiful green eyes, but was shy and slightly overweight. She was carrying a big cardboard box full of canisters of candy.
She stammered out a good afternoon and asked if I would buy some candy for her church school fundraiser.
�Church school?� I asked.
She turned a deep red, and stepped back. If she had been a turtle, I would have been looking at nothing but a shell. I waited, tried to smile my encouragement. She swallowed hard and then explained that she attended a private school operated by a church. The church she named was a conservative Christian sect.
Even though her church school was part of a denomination other than our own, I bought a canister, telling myself that I was doing my bit for ecumenism and good neighborly relations.
I was leaving the house some hours later and saw her returning home, still carrying her box, looking weary and somewhat dejected. I noticed that the box was still nearly full.
�Daisy!� I called.
You would think I had fired a shot over her head. She halted, shrank back, and nearly dropped the box. As I crossed the street toward her, her eyes grew wide.
I stopped a few feet away from her. Out of striking distance. She relaxed a little. �I just remembered,� I said, �that I need some gifts for some clients. The candy would be perfect. Could I buy more?�
She looked at me in complete puzzlement.
�Perhaps those ones you have with you have been spoken for?�
She shook her head. �N-n-no,� she said, finally coming out of her daze. �No, ma�am, they aren�t.�
I bought the rest of the box, and took it home. She thanked me politely and stared after me as I crossed the street. By the time I had set the candy inside my foyer and returned to my car, she had disappeared inside her house.
�What the hell are you doing buying all this candy?� my husband asked that night. �I thought you were trying to lose weight.�
�You�re so gallant,� I said. �Now, by my count, there�s a missing canister. Are you going to share any of it?�
He grinned and went to retrieve his pirated treasure, then unwrapped the foil covering on a chocolate morsel and hand-fed it to me. �Mmmm,� I said.
�I agree,� he said. �But are we converting to a new religion?�
I explained what had happened with Daisy.
�You,� he said, �are too easy.�
�Gallant again.�

A week later, Ricky came by and asked if he could wash our car. �Sure,� I said, and paid him a dollar more than he�d asked, on the theory that honestly earned money might start to appeal to him. He washed our car every weekend until the rains started in November.
He was always charming and polite. My husband agreed that we were better off making a friend of this kid than an enemy. Sarah Cummings told me I�d live to regret my kindness.
With the November rains, the Nabbit�s lawn grew taller; fast-food containers littered their front yard. Their dog, a mangy Basset hound that smelled as if it had never been bathed, continued to use the neighbors� lawns as his outhouse. (If American factories had the output that dog did, we�d be the most productive country in the world.) Nola stayed up late and laughed louder than the music she played. When she left for work, the hound bayed all day.
The Suburban Avenger knew it was an old trick. She placed the paper bag filled with gathered dog droppings on the front porch, lit it on fire, rang the doorbell, and ran. With glee, she watched Nola Nabbit stomp the fire out. You can use old tricks on some dogs, the Avenger mused�
The Cummingses put up a low wrought-iron fence and planted Italian cypress on the side that bordered the Nabbits. The Fredericks, on the other side, did the same, but planted rose bushes. The Cummingses called the police whenever the music was played after ten o�clock. Nola started turning the radio off exactly at ten, and shouting �Good night, you old bitch!� toward the Cummings� house.
Around Thanksgiving, Mrs. Ogden, a seventy-year-old woman who lived next door to us, asked me to keep an eye on her house while she paid an overnight visit to her granddaughter. When she returned, she discovered that her home had been burgled; her jewelry, her stereo, a small television set and her secret stash of cash were gone. I felt guilty, even though Mrs. Ogden didn�t blame me in the least. �You have to sleep sometime, honey,� she said. �I wasn�t hiring you as a guard. Who knows? Maybe I�ll get some of it back. I etched my driver�s license number on the stereo and TV.�
As it turned out, the thief was caught trying to fence Mrs. Ogden�s stereo and later arrested, tried, and convicted. The thief was Ricky Nabbit.
I didn�t hear much about him for a couple of years. Sarah told me that he didn�t get much of a sentence, partly because his father, who lived in a trailer park about five hundred miles north of us, had agreed to let Ricky live with him for a time.
About the time Ricky left, Nola got a new boyfriend. Doug seemed to be as rough a fellow as most of the others, but soon we all noticed a change. No loud fights or partying sounds late at night. The yard was cleaned up. The place still wasn�t painted, the hound continued to leave its calling cards, and Nola drank less but still swore like a sailor. Still, on the whole, things seemed to improve. We couldn�t even come up with a nickname for Doug.
�It�s been fairly quiet,� the neighbors would say to one another. They always looked at the Nabbit house when they said it.
Then Ricky came home.
He was over sixteen by that summer, and much taller. He had filled out, become stronger. He seemed less lively than he had been at fourteen, and there was a surliness in his expression that had not been there before.
At night, we began to hear Nola shouting. Doug left a week later. Daisy seemed quieter and paler. Of her, we only saw a girl carrying books to and from the house. And, as I did every year, I bought a case of her candy. I was getting better at giving it away before my husband and I ate more than a single can of it.
Ricky�s friends started coming over to the Nabbit house to play ball. Ricky had been kicked out of the baseball league some time before (for stealing more than bases from the opposing team), but his love of the game remained. He practiced on the front lawn.
�Hey, batter, batter,� I would hear them chant, day in, day out. They played with a light plastic ball, shouted �I got it,� �Foul ball,� and �No way am I out,� �Steeee-riiiiike!� as well as certain other remarks that would have cost a Boy Scout his good sportsmanship badge. Ricky was not a Boy Scout.
The shouting and the noise was annoying, yet we saw no reason to lodge a complaint. They were just kids, after all. And as long as he was playing baseball, Ricky could be seen by his nervous neighbors, none of whom had welcomed him back.
Ricky ignored all of us. He became industrious enough to mount a light on the garage roof, illuminating his small playing field for night games of catch. That this light also illuminated our bedroom was not something Ricky was thinking about. Ricky, we had discovered, didn�t think about other people, except as a means to an end.
The Suburban Avenger had been waiting for this night. The Nabbits� car had been parked in front of her house, doors unlocked. She secured the frozen anchovy under the seat springs, driver�s side. She might not be present when the discovery was made, still she would know that revenge had been, well, reeked�
It was a sunny Saturday afternoon in September when the hardball hit the bedroom window, shattering it. I was in another room, and rushed in to see large shards of glass on my husband�s pillow, splinters of glass everywhere else. If the game of catch had taken place a few hours earlier, or later� I ran outside.
Two boys, Ricky and a kid he called Ted, stared up at the broken window. Although no one else played baseball anywhere near my home, I suspect they would have run away without owning up to the damage. But to Ricky�s great misfortune, Sarah had been in her front yard when the baseball was thrown.
Nola came out of her house, too, ready to defend her chick against Sarah-until she saw the window.
�It�s Ted�s fault,� Ricky said immediately. �He was supposed to catch it.�
I reached down and picked up the ball, which had been prevented from going though the window by the screen.
�Hardball?� Nola shrieked. �What got into you, Ricky? Playing with a goddamned hardball!�
Ricky had no answer.
Looking nervously between Sarah and me, she grabbed on to her son�s elbow and said, �This is going to come out of the money you earned at the swap meet, Ricky.� I groaned inwardly, wondering which of my neighbors� stolen goods might be sold to pay for my window. �I think you owe this lady an apology,� Nola went on. I got a grudging �Sorry,� from Ricky and Ted.
She eyed the window. �I think I�ve got a piece of glass that might fit,� she said. �Ricky can fix it.�
�No thanks,� I said, envisioning Ricky with an opportunity to case my house for a future burglary. �I�d rather have a professional glass company do it.�
The glass company charged forty-five dollars to fix the window. That left us with the clean-up. I did that myself. I told Ricky he could pay me back in five dollar increments over nine weeks. He smiled and said that would be fine.
When the first payment was due and no five dollar bill appeared, I interrupted the next baseball game. A complicated tale of woe that would have won applause from Scherazade was given to me, along with the information that Ted would be paying for the window, not Ricky.
�We�ll have it tomorrow for sure,� Ted said. Ricky just smiled.
My husband and I began arguing. I should have asked for all of the money from Nola on the day it happened, he said. I never should have made the agreement about the five dollars. I was too soft. I should have let him handle it. We were never going to see that forty-five dollars.
More days and more tales of woe, more smiles from Ricky and more arguments between my husband and me. Finally-after my husband refused to be budged from Nola�s front doorstep, a payment was made. Twenty of the forty-five.
Sarah and I became better friends. It dawned on me that she had long sought an ally in her own battles with the Nabbits. �Don�t let the Nabbits turn us into rabbits,� she would proclaim.
At eleven P.M., the Suburban Avenger sought her secret weapon. The baseball game had just ended, but the lights were still glaring on the field. The Nabbits had driven off to the store to buy more beer. The Avenger took the ice-cold water from the refrigerator and filled the trusty spray bottle. She knew she only had a few moments to act. She took her stance, steadied her weapon. Stream setting again. Squeezed the trigger. Her aim, perfected from practice on a certain Basset hound, was true. As the icy water hit each hot lightbulb, the bulbs went out with a satisfying pop and the Avenger returned to her hideout with time to spare�
The city changed to automated trash collection in October, and like other households, our four, individual, thirty-gallon trash cans were replaced with one large, wheeled monstrosity provided by the city. The rules were clearly stated. The attached lid on the new container must be closed when placed at the curb. No overloading. If you threw away more than what fit in the trash can, you paid a charge for excess trash.
With two adults using a trash can designed to hold the trash of a family of five, we had no problems staying within the limits. But from the first week of the new program, there was trouble. I put the trash out, and went inside. Later, when I went out to place the recycling bin at the curb, I noticed our trash can, like the Nabbits�, was overflowing. When I lifted the lid, I discovered that the Nabbits had placed several bags of their trash into our trash can.
I began to wait until Nola had left for work to put the trash out. Inconvenient, but effective. And it meant that I put the trash out every week, instead of sharing the chore with my husband.
My husband bewildered me by siding with Nola on this issue. He thought my outrage was wholly unjustified. �What if they�re dumping something toxic into our trash can? Something illegal?� I asked.
�It�s just trash,� he said. Then, for good measure, added, �We�ll never see that twenty-five dollars.�
It was after he left for work that morning that my Suburan Avenger fantasies began. As the afternoon wore on, I was shocked at the avenues my own imagination would take in the name of righteous anger. I wanted to plant my fist in Ricky�s smiling face.
In the next moment, I was ashamed of myself for thinking such a thing. Was this the result of watching westerns as a kid? Too much violence on TV? Was I reading too many mysteries?
I calmed down. The Suburban Avenger would be forced to stay in the realm of imagination. I needed to find a legal remedy. I went to the library and checked out a well-worn book on suing in small claims court, and began the process. I was finally becoming a true Californian. I was going to sue someone.
I realized that I had only heard the Nabbits� last name. Were there two t�s or one? Two b�s or one? I tried the phone directory. No Nola Nabbit listing.
The Suburban Avenger whispered in my ear.
I let my husband put the trash out.
After he left for work, but long before the garbage trucks arrived, I checked my trap. Sure enough, the trash can was bulging with added material. I felt nothing but smug satisfaction as I pulled a bag of Nabbit trash from the trash can, took it into my backyard and set it on a table I used for gardening.
My excitement built as I rummaged-wearing old clothes and a pair of rubber gloves-through the Nabbit bag. Few things can tell our secrets as thoroughly as our trash will. The courts had long ago ruled that once a person put their trash out at a curb, the expectation of privacy was gone. Trash was fair game. Even if Nola hadn�t dumped the bag in my trash can, it would have been legal to search it. Still, I felt better knowing that she had walked the bag over to my side of the street. She should keep her trash out of my trash can, or be prepared to suffer the consequences.
It didn�t take long to find an envelope addressed to Nola. It was marked �Please open immediately� and came from the electric company. It contained a past due notice. I didn�t want to slog through the beer bottles, coffee grounds, and cigarette butts that made up the next layer of the bag. I had what I needed. Feeling bad about not recycling the beer bottles, but knowing their presence in my recycling bin would be a dead giveaway, I hauled the Nabbit trash bag back out to the container at the curb.
I typed up the forms needed to begin the process of suing Nola, and filed them down at the courthouse. She bellowed her outrage in her typical fashion when the papers were served.
In December, our case went to trial. She dressed like a hooker for court and made a wholly inarticulate case for her defense. When the judge failed to accept her theory that Ted should be responsible for the damage, she shook her fist at him and insulted his antecedents, which undoubtedly did not help her in the least.
Not surprised that she lost the case, I was shocked when she actually paid the judgment. I cashed the check and presented the funds to my husband. �Twenty-five dollars, plus my court costs,� I said. He wasn�t nearly as pleased as I thought he�d be.
�Now we have to worry about them going to war with us,� he said.
��Don�t let the Nabbits turn us into rabbits!�� I quoted.
For all my bravado at that moment, I began to fear he was right. The next day, Ricky sat on his porch, staring toward our house with a blatantly hostile expression. I was afraid to leave the house, even for a few moments, worried that he might do some sort of damage while I was gone. My husband�s predictions of war came to mind. I crossed the street to Sarah�s house.
After she congratulated me on my victory in court, she agreed to keep an eye on my house while I took care of some errands. As I walked back to my driveway, I heard Ricky laughing mirthlessly behind me.
I finished my errands, then drove to a nearby department store. There I purchased various articles of dark clothing. Together, they created an ensemble which roughly matched the one I had imagined the Suburban Avenger donning for her escapades.
As I pulled back into the driveway, Ricky came back out onto his porch, to resume his stare-athon. I took the bags of clothing from my trunk and felt my confidence surge as I clutched them. I slammed the trunk and turned to return Ricky�s stare. He went back into his house. Triumphant, I hid the clothing in the back of my closet. One never knew when a Suburban Avenger might be needed.
I later learned that Ricky was arrested that same evening, breaking into Sarah�s house. He was going to be tried as an adult, and there was little doubt in anyone�s mind that he would be convicted.
�Those two old prunes, they�ve been out to get my boy from the beginning!� Nola raged to other neighbors. She didn�t find many sympathetic listeners, but her bad-mouthing was so non-stop, it began to grow irritating.
Not nearly as irritating, though, as her practice of turning on the light Ricky had mounted for baseball games. At two or three in the morning, our bedroom would suddenly be flooded with light. When I tried to talk to her about it, she flipped me the bird and slammed her front door in my face.
The next day, on my front lawn, I found a pile of dog droppings so large, it could have been collected from a kennel. The war, it seemed was on. Thinking of her gesture at the door, I decided to buy a bottle of herbicide.
On the next trash day, my husband put the trash out. From my kitchen window, I could see that the lid was propped open. I walked out to the curb, and sure enough, there were extra bags of trash in our container. Consumed by curiosity, and ready to prepare for a little payback, I surreptitiously pulled the two Nabbit bags out and took them to the backyard.
Donning my trash-searching outfit again, I began carefully removing items from one of the bags. Most of the garbage was food waste that could go directly into a new bag. That done, I studied what remained, paying more attention to the contents this time. I began to know Nola Nabbit.
She smoked Winston filtered cigarettes and whatever she rolled up into ZigZag cigarette papers. She drank a variety of budget beers, and had polished off one bottle of cheap white table wine. She had been late on her mortgage payment this month. She drank a lot of coffee and her family ate a lot of fast-food. She had been to see a podiatrist, and apparently hadn�t paid him on time. She had been invited to a wedding. She had received a reminder card for Daisy�s next dental appointment.
She had thrown away a pair of medium black stockings with a run in them, and replaced them with another pair of the same expensive brand. Apparently, a good pair of stockings was important to her. Objectively, I had to admit that Nola had nice legs. She knew it, too.
She had written notes while on the phone, mostly first names, but on one sheet, a misspelled reminder: �Pay $30 by the 10th to Ricky�s psichologist.�
A list caught my eye. Stained with coffee grounds, I could still make out its title: �Ruls of the House.� Beneath that,
1. CHORS MUST BE DUN BEFOR YOU PLAY BALL.
2. NO GOING OUT AT NITE W/OUT TELING ME WERE YOU ARE GOING AND WHO.
3. CREWFEW IS AT TEN. 
4. NO LIES. 
BRAKING OF RULS WILL BE DELT WITH.
I stared at the list for some time, thinking of all the parents whose children become impossible strangers. Even Nola, poor example that she might be, had struggled with this problem.
My curiosity was stronger than my sympathy. I opened the second bag. It was from Daisy�s room. Here was scratch paper with seventh grade math problems on it, and several false starts on a report on California Indians. There were notes from a Bible study class on Corinthians. (In her neat printing: �Now comes a time to put away childish things��) Hidden in some of the wadded up sheets of notebook paper were foil candy wrappers. I pictured a terrified Daisy sneaking chocolates from a hidden candy-sale canister, finding some solace in forbidden sweetness. At the bottom of the bag was a letter:
Dear Cathy,
Sorry we can�t come to the wedding. There is big trouble with Ricky. Mom took money he had been saving and paid for a window he broke. It made him mad, and you know Ricky. He robbed our neighbor. He�s done it before but this time I think he will be in jail a long time. I know what he did was wrong, but I will miss him so much. He makes me laugh.
I guess I shouldn�t be writing sad news to someone who is getting married.
The letter stopped here, and I imagined her suiting action to word, discarding this letter and writing a happier one. Living in that household, what could she possibly write?
I sat there in the winter sun, staring at the letter for a long time.
I gathered the Nabbits� trash together and put it in a new bag. I took the bag out to the curb and shoved it down into our container. After that day, my husband always took the trash out. I made room for whatever the Nabbits brought our way.
The Suburban Avenger was laid to rest. I put away childish things.
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