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      Harry and Cat are steady customers at Gretchen's Kitchen, a shabby, pleasant restaurant where Cat can warm her scarred body by the woodstove and Harry can slump in a booth, drink Gretchen's $4 a gallon wine, and contemplate the folly of his declining years. They're existential drifters, content to let life take the line of least resistance.

So when Gretchen asks Harry to do her a favor and help her dying friend, Eva, he at first declines. But he's cursed with an overactive curiosity, and he visits Eva to see what there is to see. He learns that Eva's husband, Frank, was found dead of a heart attack ten years ago, but she's sure that's not what happened as Frank was a very healthy fellow.

Enticed by Eva's $5,000 reward offer, Harry and Cat team up with her granddaughter, Priscilla Matson, a diminutive bodybuilder with a nine pound mouth and an aversion to cats.

They travel central New Hampshire seeking answers. They learn that another man went missing around the same time as Frank's death and suspect a connection. Harry bribes a policewoman, robs a funeral home, and makes an error in judgment that has horrific consequences.

They carry on, getting ever closer to the truth until finally, in a subterranean hell, they find it in a soul-ripping encounter with horror and death.
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DEAD DEAD DEAD, 
THE LITTLE GIRL SAID
A Harry Neal and Cat Mystery
by
BENTLEY DADMUN



… . .
WITH THE GIZMO I ROBBED FROM Mrs. Graylor crammed in the bike’s trailer with Cat, I coasted into the common, pedaled halfway around Main Street, and stopped in front of Kreb’s Hardware. I locked the bike to a parking meter, then zipped open the door to the trailer and looked in on Cat. She was dozing on top of a piece of my ex-wife’s beloved quilt so I let her be and went into Kreb’s.
Before I opted out of my previous life I was a professor at the college, and Alice, Don Kreb’ s daughter, was a student of mine. She was a poor student, preferring boys and parties to books and studying, and had to take my Early American History course twice. I flunked her twice and she dropped out in the second semester of her Sophomore year. Don, who obviously thought his daughter’s failing was due to my pernicious nature hasn’t talked to me since. It used to bother me until Gretchen pointed out that Don doesn’t talk to half the town due to innumerable slights both real and imagined, and if it weren’t for the rest of the Kreb clan the store would have folded long ago.
I prowled the aisles for a few minutes and headed back outside. As I left, Alice smiled and waved from behind the checkout counter.
Between the Village Deli and Bristol Books is an alley, and at the dirty end of the alley is a door recessed in grimy brick. The door is an odd green with an undercoat of something that appears to be growing. The current handle, which dangles below two deadbolts, is a leather strip screwed to the door with at least eight sheetrock screws. Above the door is a two by six with Gretchen’s Kitchen hand printed on it in shaky black letters.
Gretchen and her kitchen are a pretty even match. They’re warm, crusty, and always ready to serve up a hot meal, a cup of damn good coffee, or a mug of cheap wine. She grinds her own hamburger from high grade sirloin and her soups could be served on a plate. Near the back squats a woodstove, a big old bastard that creaks and pops, exhales wisps of birch scented smoke, and has a lavish appetite for five pound chunks of hardwood.
I grabbed the leather strip and pulled. The door fought back, but I prevailed and charged through before it could slam shut and do damage to the bike or trailer. I leaned the bike against the back wall, removed Cat and the gizmo from the trailer, and headed for the rear booth. Cat waved her bad paw in the air, meowed piteously, and smacked my nose. This is her way of informing me she would really prefer the counter where she can scrounge for a few licks of sugar laced black coffee, which ranks right up there with tuna when snack time rolls around.
But I prefer a booth where I can stretch out, sip wine, and avoid lengthy conversations with retired clerks and plumbers turned philosophers. Cat, taking in the intoxicating odors of frying meat and fresh ground coffee, meowed again and pushed her good paw against my chin, but it was a futile gesture, for I too was on the hunt.
Several of the stools were occupied with people taking advantage of Gretchen’s buckabowl soup of the day. In the front booth an old couple dressed in black shared a bowl of that soup while fondling each other with warm smiles. I slid into the rump polished seat of the last booth, and after getting Cat settled next to the napkin holder, positioned Mrs. Graylor’s machine, pristine in its red white and blue box, in the center of the table.
Gretchen and her granddaughter were behind the counter, which meant the kid worked while Gretchen yakked with the stool sitters. She saw me and waved, and a few moments later slid into the opposite seat. Like me she turned sixty a few years ago, and also like me she usually dresses in second hand clothes purchased at local thrift stores. Her seamed face is framed by a mat of limp gray hair that always looks damp, and her eyes rarely meets yours but flit about the room like an anxious sparrow’s.
She slid a frosted mug and a carafe of red wine across the table, put a cube of cooked beef on top of the box and said, “What are you doing with this thing? I thought you didn’t like television or videos or any such things.”
I drank some wine, topped it off and drank again while trying to catch her eyes. “You’re right, most of it is insipid drivel produced by lampreys for consumption by the Obedient Herd, but I heard your biography is now out with Daisy Duck playing the lead, so I rushed out and bought the thing.”
Gretchen grunted and shook her head. “Daisy Duck my aching butt, it’d have to be Meryl Streep, only she has my depth and beauty.”
Cat limped across the table, lifted her good paw and snagged the piece of beef and pulled it off the box. While purring loudly, she bite into the meat and shook it a few times. Then, with the meat hanging out of her mouth she limped over to Gretchen and mumbled, “Urr?” Gretchen tweaked her ear, picked her up, and gently put her on the floor. She limped over to the stove, flopped down and toyed with her kill while soaking up heat from the stove.
Gretchen leaned forward and tapped the box with a skeletal finger. “Seems to me that two or three weeks ago I told you I’d kinda like one of these things. And now here one sits, trying to talk at me.”
I drank a bit more wine and nodded. “I found Hazel Graylor’s poodle for her. It took me three days and it slept with us last night. It snored and made Cat nervous. Graylor’s ad mentioned a three hundred and fifty dollar reward but when I asked for it she claimed poverty. So after a few gentle threats I departed with her almost new machine. I stopped at Kreb’s Hardware and they have one just like it for a hundred and ninety-eight ninety-eight. It plays Blu-Ray, whatever the hell that is, standard DVDs, and records programs on discs or a flash drive, whatever the hell that is. It’s a top of the line model, which according to the blather on the box means that it has all kinds of digital geegaa’s and gee-whiz accessories. Since you are who you are I’ll let you have it for a hundred and fifty even.”
She fished a cigarette out of her pocket and torched the tip with a three inch flame from a hissing butane lighter. She inhaled deeply, coughed several times and muttered, “You robbed an old lady?”
“That old lady is no lady. She had about four thousand dollars worth of electronics in her living room and her TV covered half a wall. If I’d had the gall to rifle her purse I probably would have found a king’s ransom.”
She stared at me a moment and shook her head. “Jesus, Harry, what are you gonna do next? Hang out in the alley and rob my customers as they shuffle down for a bowl of soup?”
“At least I’d save them from acute intestinal distress.”
“Says you, it just so happens I haven’t poisoned anybody in over a week. So listen, you got anything else lined up? Any more lost pets out there?”
“None that I’m aware of. I guess I’ll have to go back to Hannaford and bag groceries for a while. I’ve applied for Social Security but the damn thing hasn’t come through yet. The college is advertising for janitors but I can’t quite bring myself to apply.”
She snorted and favored me with a malicious grin. “Why the hell not? You walked away from them people when you were a genuine tenured professor. Now you could go back and clean their toilets for them, it’d keep you humble.” She reached over, grabbed my mug and downed the wine. She burped quietly and suddenly locked eyes with me. “You ever hear of Eva Jankey? Lives out on River Road and used to come in here all the time until maybe four, five months ago.”
“No, I don’t believe I know her, she a friend?”
“Yes she is, a good one, and she’s in trouble. She’s got the cancer, a lot of it. Her sister Ona is up from Manchester taking care of her and I think a granddaughter is with her also. Anyways, she’s the one that’s got that ad in The Gazette.” Again she locked eyes with me. When I didn’t respond, she said, “You ever see it? It’s always on the back page, been there every week for almost ten years now. You were a history teacher and ten years makes it history… sort of.”
“I only read the lost and found and the comics. The adventures of the garden club are less than interesting and those back page pleas for help depress me. Now what about the gizmo? You interested or shall I barter with your customers?”
“Harry, Eva is a dear friend of mine and she’s most likely on the way out. And she needs help right now. You ain’t doing anything of note that I can see and I’d appreciate it if you’d go out and talk with her about the problem. Hell, you might even get her what she wants, but even if you don’t it’d give her some bit of comfort to know someone is doing something and she might die a little easier.
“And with regard to this contraption you’re trying to pawn off on me for an unreasonable amount of money. I figure the damn thing is used, that poodle probably pissed on it a seventeen times, and it’s gonna stop working the day after tomorrow.” She slid out of the booth and went behind the counter. When she came back she put a copy of the Gazette and another half liter of wine in front of me and said, “I’ll take the thing off your hands for a hundred flat and you can have five orders of those stir fries you like so well.”
“Like so well? Gretchen, a withered, nasty looking pile of weeds deep fried in animal fat doesn’t qualify as an order of stir fries.” She grinned, blew a stream of smoke in my face, and leaned forward. Her eyes locked onto mine and we went at it.



… . .
I POURED MORE WINE IN MY glass and settled back with the Gazette. Cat had consumed her kill and was stretched out in front of the stove, dozing, which she is very adept at. Gretchen was behind the counter reading the manual that came with her new toy and I had a hundred dollars in my pocket, along with a piece of paper that stated I was good for a thirty-five dollars worth of her food.
No ads offered rewards for lost pets and nobody seemed to want an odd job man, so out of curiosity I turned to the last page to see if the ad Gretchen mentioned was there. It was, a small square of print bordered in black that read: Five thousand dollar reward for information on what really happened to Frank Jankey. Contact Eva Jankey on River Road. I do odd jobs, but this sounded a bit too odd. Gretchen’s friend or not, I had no desire to cope with a sick old woman with a compulsion, so I mentally shook my head and put the paper aside.
I settled in the booth, drank cheap wine, and mulled about in preoccupied nonsense while sort of planning the evening. When the wine was gone I said goodbye to Gretchen, who was staring at the gizmo’s remote like it was a magic wand, put a limp, dozing Cat into the trailer and left.
The weather was toughening up. The cold drizzle drifting down from the sky would be rain in a mile or two and I was going to get caught in it. I unzipped the trailer’s door and covered Cat with the quilt made by my ex-wife’s mother, The Bitch Who Blamed. After a little belly scratching I zipped up the plastic door and pushed the bike up to Main Street. I eased onto Main Street and played dodgeem with the traffic as I pedaled my way around the common.
I coasted past my turnoff, turned onto Bridge Street, and pedaled across the bridge and took an immediate right onto the narrow unpaved road that followed the river. I bounced along for about a mile until I came upon a weathered board nailed to a tree. Barely legible in the rotting wood was a hand painted arrow and the word Jankey. The arrow pointed to an overgrown gravel drive that led up a brush clogged hill. Near the top, partially hidden by trees, was a house.
Curiosity, for most of our species is a minimal distraction, for me it’s an opiate.
I got off the bike and pushed it up the hill. Trees and brush grew right up to the house, giving the impression that it was sinking into the ground. The sagging wrap-around porch was cluttered with old bicycles, lawn furniture, and stuff I could only guess at. The house looked like it had never felt a coat of paint, and the clapboards were weathered a warm shade of gray and patched in several places with odd shaped pieces of plywood and sheets of tin. The roof was partially covered with blue tarps secured with plastic clothesline. Under a sagging leanto tacked onto the left side of the house was a ten or twelve year red Ford pickup, and backed into an island of brush was a beat up blue Dodge Maxi Van.
I almost got back on the bike, but the rain was coming down hard, so I pushed it and the trailer up three stone steps and got close to the door, which had a brown paint job that looked like it had been slapped on with cheese cloth. I gave the door three knocks and waited a moment. As I lifted my hand to do it again, the door opened fast and a leathery old woman in jeans and a red teeshirt with, Not Here, Not Now, printed on it in bold black letters stared up at me. Her hair was cut ragged short and she wore a black baseball cap with a skull and crossbones sewn on the front. She looked me up and down, raised one white eyebrow and growled, “Whatever it is you need to go somewhere else with it.”
I smiled and gave a little bob of my head. “I’m here in response to the ad in the Gazette.”
She tilted her head back and stared at me for a time, then stepped out onto the porch and muttered, “Really.”
“I understand the ad has been in the paper for almost a decade, so I assume not much is happening, but if you’ll answer a few questions I might be able to do something with it.”
“You’d know about doing something like that?”
“I’m not sure, but for five K I could probably be enticed to take a crack at it.” I tried another smile, held out my hand and said, “My name is Harry Neal.”
That got me cold silence and another ten seconds worth of scrutiny. Finally she nodded, gave my hand a quick squeeze and stepped back into the house. “Come on in, Harry Neal, before the rain gives you a case of the galloping crud. I’m Ona Fuller.”
“Would you mind if I leave my bike on the porch?”
“You can, but the seat would get wet and your ass might rust. Bring it in the house and stick it next to the one that’s already there.”
I pushed the bike and trailer through the door and followed her through a large living room crammed with last century’s furniture, down a dark hall, and into a kitchen that hit me with splashes of bright colors and polished wood. She pointed to a gray mountain bike leaning against the wall near the back door, then gestured at a round dining room table that filled the center of the kitchen. I put my bike next to the other one and sat down.
Across from me, slumped in a cushioned chair on casters, was an emaciated hollow eyed replica of Ona. On the table in front of her sat a large glass ashtray and a can of Budweiser. Ona stood by the woman and said to her, “Eva, this here is Harry Neal. Harry, this is my sister, Eva Jankey.” She gently stroked Eva’s cheek. “He says he’s here about your ad in the Gazette.”
Cat meowed and slapped feebly against the fabric of the trailer and meowed again. I got up, unzipped the door and nestled her in the crook of my arm. Eva stared at Cat a moment, raised her eyebrows and said softly, “Your cat looks like something the dog pulled out from under a rock. You want anything to drink?”
“What are the odds on a glass of wine and seltzer?”
She snorted, shook her head and looked at Ona. “Christ on a stick, we got another one.” Out of a bright yellow refrigerator Ona took a gallon jug of red wine, a liter of seltzer, and a can of Coor’s. From the floor above came a vaguely familiar thumping sound. I cocked my head and listened. After a moment I realized it was the same sound I used to hear in the neighborhood gym when I was a kid. It was the sound of determined fists hitting a heavy punching bag.
Ona handed me a mug overflowing with wine and seltzer, sat next to Eva and popped the top of the Coor’s. The surface of the table in front of her was gouged and scared, as if someone had methodically hacked at it with a very dull knife.
With a trembling hand Eva picked up the Budweiser, took a sip, and eased it back on the table. “You sometimes work out at Hannaford bagging groceries and the like.”
I drank and said, “Yes, I work there part time.”
“You also found Liz Walenton’s corgi for her last March and got three hundred for doing it.”
“Yes I did.”
“And when I was well and could get to where I wanted to go, I used to see you in town, pedaling that bike and trailer around. Seems a lot of work to me, pulling that trailer just so you can tote around that mangy looking gimped up ball of fur.” She took another sip of beer and fished a cigarette and a kitchen match out of her shirt pocket. She handed the match to Ona, who helped herself to a cigarette, scraped the match across the table, lit her cigarette, then held the match to the tip of Eva’s. Eva inhaled, coughed and said, “And now you’re a detective, been doing that long?”
“First day.”
“But for five thousand dollars you’re willing to do a little OJT.”
I smiled and nodded. She started to say something else, but then her eyes flicked past my head and a second later movement caught my eye.
A woman drifted silently across the kitchen to the refrigerator. She was small and lean as a cheetah. A child woman, dressed in purple sweatpants hacked off at the knee and a purple sweatshirt with no sleeves. Her pale skin glistened with sweat and her dark blond hair was cut in a ragged flattop that should have been trimmed two months ago. She poured a mug of wine and seltzer and sat on the other side of Eva. Her forearms were bands of striated muscle wrapped in a loose net of big wormy veins.
Ona gestured at me and said, “This here’s Harry Neal. He’s here because he read Eva’s ad and wants to ask questions.” She downed the rest of the Coor’s, turned the can upside down and slapped it on the table, creating a fine beery mist and gouging out a small sliver of wood. She tossed the crushed can across the kitchen into a yellow wastebasket and said, “Harry, this here is Priscilla Matson, Eva’s granddaughter and my grandniece, she’s been living with us for the last few months.”
We smiled at each other and shook hands. Her smile was thin and meaningless and there was steel in her small hand. She nodded at my bike and said, “So you pedal your ass around too.”
“Yes, I don’t own a car.”
“Well listen, it keeps you young and leaned out. You’re what? Fifty three, fifty four?”
I looked modest and said, “I’m sixty three.”
Eva snorted and blew smoke at the ceiling. “You look pretty damn good for sixty three, Harry. Every man I know that’s anywhere near that is fat, has an odor, and has to spend ten bucks a pop for that Viagra stuff if he wants to get stiff.”
Ona stood up and grabbed my mug. “Just a little,” I said, “I have miles to pedal.” With the cigarette hanging in her mouth raining ashes into my mug, she poured a bit of wine and a lot of seltzer, handed me the mug and sat back down.
Priscilla looked at me, did two slow blinks and smiled her smile. She reached out and put a forefinger between Cat’s eyes and gently pushed. Cat sat down and swatted at the finger with her good paw and almost fell over. Priscilla looked at me. The look wasn’t flattering. “You got that rig hooked to your bike just so you can carry this beat up hairball around with you?”
I held out the blue sling hanging on my chest and said, “And when I’m not pedaling I tote her around in this.”
“And you think you’re going to find out what happened to Frank?”
“I don’t know. What’s the story?”
Eva blew smoke and said, “He didn’t die of any goddamn heart attack, I can tell you that.”
“Is that what they said?”
“Police found him face down in the dirt about six miles out of town up on Branch Hill Road. That’s an old road Frank liked to run because it had a long hill. Police said he’d been dead an hour or so when he was found. They said heart attack. I say bullshit.”
“Frank jogged?”
“Jogged? No sir, what Frank did was run. Running was his life and his passion. He’d been doing it thirty some odd years. He started after he read a book about some tribe down in Mexico that ran up and down mountains for the sheer joy of it. It was their religion or something. It touched him down deep and he started and never quit. He never quit until he died.”
“Did he smoke or drink?”
She shook her head. “Didn’t smoke, had a beer now and then. He said only fools fill their lungs with crap.” She waved her cigarette around. “I quit thirty years ago but started up again after they cut me up and messed me up so I can now take delight in pissing in a bag strapped to my ankle. What the hell does it matter now?”
“What did the autopsy say?”
She shrugged and let out a sigh. “Everyone said heart. I didn’t believe it, but I didn’t know what to do. Don’t think there was any autopsy.”
“There had to be, it’s the law.”
Eva shrugged and drank her beer. A little dribbled down her chin and dripped on her shirtfront. “I can’t help you with any of that. I just remember thinking at the time it couldn’t be any goddamn heart attack. He was so fit. He ran at least ten, twelve miles a day every day except Sunday. But they said he was dead and that’s all I could think about for a while.”
“What did the police say?”
Eva shook her head. “The cop I talked to said that a patrolman by the name of Rundle found Frank in the road with his right hand digging in his chest, like he had a terrible pain there. Said that the patrolman didn’t do any CPR because it was obvious he was gonna stay dead.”
Priscilla sipped her wine and drew circles in the wet ring on the table. Every so often her eyes would drift over me. They had seen a lot, those eyes.
Eva tilted her ravaged face back and drained her beer. She belched and handed the can to Ona, who turned it upside down, slapped it on the table, and made another perfect toss into the yellow wastebasket. She belched again, coughed and said, “I didn’t see the doctor. Hell, I figured the man would charge me a high dollar. And I only was at the funeral home for a short while, just long enough to see that it was really Frank and to let them know I was poor and wasn’t gonna pay anymore than necessary. But they still gaffed me a bundle.”
“What did the body look like? Anything seem… uh, seem not right to you?”
“As I just said, I just took one quick glance. But it was Frank and he didn’t look any different then when he left to go running except his eyes were a little bigger, kinda bulging out a bit, but that’s cause he’d been laying out there a while. I can’t stand to look at dead folks, especially those that I loved to pieces. They offered a last look before the burying but I just couldn’t do it, told them people to keep the coffin closed.
“And that’s about it. I knew Frank didn’t die of a heart attack but I didn’t know what to do about it, so a while after he died I stuck that ad in the paper and kept it there. Only got crackpots and idiots till you showed up.”
“What makes you think I’m not a crackpot or an idiot?”
“Because you look me in the eye when you talk to me and you obviously take good care of that piece of twice baked meat you call a cat. You make it plain you don’t think I’m just some beer swilling old lady pissing in the wind.” She smiled grimly. “Or in my case, pissing into a plastic bag strapped to my damn ankle.”
I muttered, “Thank you.” Priscilla looked at me and smiled her smile.
I didn’t ask if she thought I was a crackpot or an idiot.



… . .
WHILE ONA WATCHED FROM THE DOORWAY, I struggled into my rainsuit and got Cat bundled up in the trailer. I pushed the bike and trailer off the porch and looked up at Ona, who was observing me closely, and said, “I’m not sure what I’m going to do or how much I’m going to accomplish, but I’ll call you if I find out anything.”
She stared at me a moment, snorted softly, and said, “Maybe. Anyways, you don’t want to be lingering over your wine and seltzer for too many days, Harry Neal. Eva’s gonna be dead in a few weeks and it’d be kinda nice if she died knowing what happened to her Frank. The things been eating at her for ten years now and it seems to me she has a right to know what the hell happened before we plant her.”
I didn’t have anything to say to that, so I just nodded, swung a leg over the bike and pedaled into the cold rain. Sliding and skating on the mud slicked road, I made it back to town and did a lap around the small park in the center of the common and this time headed home. The wind, rain, and cold sang their harsh songs, chilling my face and sending rivulets of ice water down my neck. I had to continuously make faces to keep the flesh from numbing up. I could have stopped and put on my neoprene mask, but didn’t. I just lowered my head, made faces, and pedaled and seethed.
Productive as hell, getting irritated with Nature.
I finally turned onto the farm’s road and bounced along the driveway past the dark hulk of the barn. Light showed through the windows and I considered stopping and having a little supper and maybe chat with Annie, owner of the farm and my landlord, but decided against it and headed for the pasture.
Just past the barn is a high gate. I wrestled it open and pushed the bike through, closed the thing and finally got the latch back in place. In a plastic bag inside an ammo can bolted to the gate was my mail, which I stuffed under my rainsuit and headed across the pasture.
At the far end of the pasture is a grove of second growth hardwood, mainly oak and maple with a few birch scattered about for contrast. In the middle of the grove, secured in a wood and fiberglass cradle, is a thirty six foot mahogany sailboat lacking mast, rudder, and keel. She’s a once beautiful wanderer that’s now aground in the North Pasture and doomed to a slow death of dry rot and neglect.
I parked the bike in the leanto I’d put up between two maples, put Cat in the sling and climbed crude wood steps to the cockpit. The bimini top was long gone but I’d tented in the cockpit with tarps last winter and with the aid of about a mile of Duc Tape, its holding. I unlocked the hatch and climbed down into the main cabin. After lighting several candles I proceeded with The Ritual of the Stove. I threw a few handfuls of twigs and sticks onto the grate followed by several chunks of hardwood followed by a forty second blast with a propane torch. In less than five minutes I had a sweet smelling, bark popping fire going.
As soon as I closed the stove door Cat began her own ritual, the one that informs me it’s time for supper. She did this by batting her dish across the floor, then waving her bad paw at me while meowing dramatically. If, for whatever reason I choose to ignore this subtle hint, she goes to the cabinet under the sink and hooks her good paw under the door, pulls it open, then lets it go. After the sixth or seventh time the door bangs shut I rearrange my priorities and fill her bowl with the little brown pellets that promise eternal health and smell like a puddle full of dead smelt.
For me, supper consisted of two granola Bars, a pile of steamed asparagus, and a mug of Zinfandel. After her supper Cat spent the better part of twenty minutes limping around the boat making sure everything was as it should be, then settled down in front of the stove and spent another ten minutes cleaning herself. Chores done, she curled up for a well deserved nap.
I topped off the wine and sat in the flickering gloom listening to the rain. It came down hard and steady, turning the grove into a swamp and the boat into a drum. Later, I put more wood in the stove and left the door open so I could watch the fire as I flipped through the mail. I put several magazines to one side and threw the junk into the stove where it bubbled and hissed and spewed forth with bright chemical flames. On the bottom of the pile was a government envelope. I tore it open and gazed at my first Social Security check, making official what to me was already painfully obvious.
I was getting old.
I’d avoided applying for Social Security for over a year, thinking my economic situation would lift itself off the floor or I would make things good again. It didn’t, I didn’t, and after six hours of bagging groceries at Hannaford, I went to the Post Office and requested the forms, filled them out, and sent them in.
I shuffled into my tiny bathroom, looked in the mirror at the glum man staring back at me and whispered to him, “Harry, in seven years you’re going to be seventy and that’s teetering on the edge.”
Around eleven I sat by the stove with a final glass of wine wrapped in my hand and Cat dozing on my lap. I had a pleasant inner glow working and to get my mind off being officially old I thought about Frank Jankey and how to approach the problem. I didn’t think going to the police and telling them I was looking into the thing would be productive. It’d probably just get me a patronizing lecture and a condescending giggle or two. Since I left the regular world and started hanging out in the park, I suspect the authorities view me in a different light then when I wore a suit and did real stuff for real money in the real world. But I was good friends with Betty Worthen, the only woman member of the police force, and perhaps I could obtain some worthwhile information from her.
I jotted down a more few ideas in my notebook, blew out the candles, and shuffled to the front cabin and crawled into bed. I listened to the rain and dwelled on aging and death until I drifted off to sleep. As usual Cat prowled around the boat looking for prey and playing with her toys until one or so. Then, ready to turn in, she mewed and pulled on the bedding with her good paw until I woke up and put her at the foot of the bed. As always, she limped to the pillow and spent several minutes cleaning herself again. Then she arranged herself just so on the pillow, laid her battered head down, and purred in my ear until she drifted off to sleep.



… . .
IT WAS A COLD GRAY MORNING and nothing much to get up for. Twice, I pulled myself out of bed and stumbled around for no good reason, then crawled back in for another twenty minutes. On the third try I stayed up, and boosted by two cups of coffee, managed to get the system functioning. Cat, as she usually does, burrowed under the warm covers for another few minutes of much needed sleep.
The grove was still and monochromatic. The trees were stark shadows shrouded in gray fog and the high dead grass was burdened with fat drops of crystal dew. When I felt up to it I breakfasted on oatmeal and coffee along with the usual handful of supplements. Then, to nip any door slamming in the bud, I fed Cat, who had limped out of the bedroom and was sitting in the middle of the cabin giving me meaningful looks.
After an hour or so of dithering about and accomplishing little, I headed for town. As I pedaled past the barn a squat old woman waved at me and yelled, “You keep riding that bike you’re gonna have a death. You’re getting too old for that, Harry.” I waved and gave her the finger. She laughed and returned the gesture with gusto.



… . .
ON THE COMMON IN THE CENTER of town, Main Street does a one way loop around a small elliptical park that boosts a large gazebo, a decades old statue of a boy scout, and several wood benches. I coasted into the park, lifted Cat out of the trailer, and settled against my favorite maple. It was a raw day with a harsh sun that refused to warm my upturned face and a breeze that scattered brittle leaves across the dead grass, making that pleasant rustling sound that brought back memories of youthful autumn follies.
I leaned against the tree and drank seltzer, munched trail mix, and watched the town push itself through another day. As usual I saw several people I knew from my other life and they saw me, but other than a quick nod from a couple of the more liberal ones I was ignored.
Later, as I eased out of a semi doze, I saw Betty Worthen working her way up the street. As I said, Betty’s the town’s only policewoman, and when she’s not hunting felons and other brigands she doubles as the town meter maid. She attacks the job with good natured gusto and the locals have learned to put their dime in the meter. She looks a bit absurd garbed in her blue uniform and black belt with all the tools of her trade hanging from it, but Betty is tough, resourceful, and like Gretchen, knows more about the town and its people than God. I stood up and beckoned. When she spotted me I eased back down against the tree.
She came over and with muted sighs and groans sank down beside me. She took the offered seltzer and drank, belched like aging Rottweiler, and picked up Cat. As she gently kneaded her fur she said without looking at me, “Isn’t getting a mite cold to be drinking in the park, Harry?”
“Why don’t you quit wandering around town angering the populace and we’ll go to Gretchen’s and have a glass of the grape.”
“Ah, wouldn’t I’d love to. My feet are aching, menopause is raising hell with my mental state, and my goddamn dentist wants to do a seven hundred and seventeen dollar root canal.” Her dimpled face broke out in a grin and she nailed me in the ribs with an elbow. “But I gotta walk the walk and talk the talk.”
I grinned back and asked my question. “How would you like to put some dollars in your pocket?”
She slowly put Cat down, gave me a cop look and said, “First, I’d ask what you wanted for your money.”
“I’d like copies of everything you people have on Frank Jankey.”
“Jankey… Jankey. That guy they found dead up on Branch Hill Road ten, eleven years ago?”
“The same.”
“What’s the deal? He was found dead in the road from a heart attack.”
I shrugged and said, “I’d just like to see the records.”
Betty nibbled on her lower lip for a moment then rubbed her nose and pulled on her second chin. Suddenly she grinned and jabbed me in the ribs again. “You’re doing that ad that’s been in the paper for a bunch of years. You’re playing detective.” She nodded happily to herself. “Well, what the hell, I guess five k for a dead human is better than a couple hundred for a stray dog or cat or bagging groceries out at Hannaford. Although I don’t think you’ll find anything significant, from what I remember the man did have a heart attack despite what Eva Jankey thinks. You gonna be around tomorrow?”
I pulled a water bottle out of its holder, took a drink and handed it to her. “I don’t want you to get into any trouble, Betty.”
She drank, tasted the wine and drank some more. “Not likely. Sometimes I get the feeling I could walk naked through the station and none of those bad ass man cops would notice because they’re too busy fondling their weapons. So, since I’ve known you all these years it won’t put too much of a dent in my ethical standards if I accept a bribe from you. Just don’t let the word out that I can be had, the chief gets a tickle of that and I’ll be waitressing at Gretchen’s.” She struggled to her feet, brushed dead leaves off her butt, looked down at me and said, “Until tomorrow then.”
The wind picked up. Angry black clouds swooped in, skimming the rooftops, blotting out the sun, and changing the mood of my afternoon. I let Cat hobble after wind born leaves for several minutes while I sat against the maple, sipped wine and seltzer and debated whether to head back now and at least have daylight, or futz around town for a while. Since all I accomplished so far was cashing my first Social Security check and bribing Betty, futz won out and I started looking for Young Tommy.



… . .
I SPENT TWENTY MINUTES PEDALING AROUND town checking his usual haunts and didn’t find him. So I went to Gretchen’s and bought three large cheeseburgers and two large coffees, one with extra sugar. Gretchen’s niece wrapped it all in extra layers for insulation and I stuffed the bundle in one of the zippered pockets in the trailer. The pocket immediately became the focus of Cat’s attention, but Cat is frail, the pocket reinforced, and so the end result of her labors will be a little more cat drool on my ex wife’s quilt.
A few decades ago the railroad was a big deal in town. But now, in the Spring of the twenty first century, the trains are gone, the tracks are rusted and overgrown, and cross country skiers and snowmobilers fight over them for trail rights. And in the Fall and Spring college students wander along them, leaving a trail of crumbled beer cans, plastic bags with faded yellow and red labels, used condoms, and trees with nonsensical obscenities carved into them.
I followed the tracks out of town for a mile, turned onto a meandering trail that led deep into the woods, and pedaled along until I reached a steep hill. I leaned the bike against a stunted pine and removed Cat, who had her nose pressed against the pocket, grabbed the bag of food, and climbed the hill to a small plateau.
Masses of huge boulders, a gift from the last ice age, were piled helter skelter around the plateau, forming an intricate maze of gray stone. Deep in, set up beside a high granite face was the modern version of a Mongolian yurt. After Young Tommy found the plateau during one of his frequent trips into the woods he ordered it from some outfit out west, and over time carried in everything he needed to make the thing his home.
He was standing just inside the tree line that surrounded the plateau. When he saw it was me he stepped into the open and waved. His dog, a half Beagle mutt named Buster, ran over and pawed at the sling. Cat, uttering short frantic hisses, pulled back into it like a furry headed turtle and spewed forth with guttural yowls until I put a calming hand on her back.
Young Tommy is somewhere in his seventies, is maybe five-seven or eight, and resembles a goat. He shaves his skull, always wears a black watch cap, and glares at the world through squinty blue eyes that shine like marbles. To label Young Tommy a misanthrope would be an understatement, and like the rest of us with little money, he has a penchant for running suits and shoes purchased at thrift stores. I kept the coffee without sugar and handed him the bag. He grinned and pointed at the yurt.
The inside was a well lit circle some twenty feet in diameter. Several throw rugs were scattered around the canvas floor and plastic milk crates packed with books and magazines were stacked along the walls. Candles were everywhere, and a large metal fireplace with the chimney going through a hole in the top dominated the center of the structure. The air smelled of wood smoke and damp animals.
We sat in plastic beach chairs. I sipped coffee and stroked Cat, who had one ear and eye out of the sling, torn between keeping that eye on Buster or watching Young Tommy devour the first cheeseburger. When he finished, he smacked his lips and grinned at me. From a gallon bottle of rose he filled two large coffee mugs he’d borrowed from Gretchen’s and handed me one. We clinked mugs and drank. “All this, you must want a favor or two, although I can’t imagine what you’d want from a wine swilling old hermit.”
“You have a sister that works at the hospital don’t you?”
“Yes I do, been there what? thirty-five, thirty-six years? Anyhow, she’s got a few months left before she retires.”
“Get along with her?” I asked.
“Yep. Of course she doesn’t care much for my standard of living and that husband of hers thinks I’m a bum. According to him I’m a tad touched in the head living out here and it gets him truly angry when Anna gives me money. But yes, Anna and I get along just fine and her husband be damned.”
He pulled out the second cheeseburger. As he chewed he shook his head and grinned. “Damn I love these things. You’re a good man, Harry, to bring them out this far.”
“Hell, Tommy, it’s a bribe. I want you to talk to your sister for me.”
“Done. What do you want from her?”
“Would she do something that might be against hospital policy for fifty-sixty dollars?”
He smiled and nodded. “Probably, as long as you don’t want her to pitch babies into a dump truck or some such thing.”
“What I’d like her to do is make me copies of all the records the hospital has on Frank Jankey.”
Young Tommy chewed and nodded. “Frank Jankey, Eva’s husband. Long ago I lusted after that woman, but then she went and married a man who spent his days running up and down hills, so I drifted around this sorry planet for a bunch of years then came back and took up residence with the squirrels.” He topped off our mugs and said, “You’re chasing the five thousand Eva’s been dangling in that newspaper ad for the last eight-nine years.”
“I talked with Eva and she said that there wasn’t an autopsy. I’m not a lawyer, but I think there had to be one. By law any suspicious death requires it. And now things are getting a bit desperate, she’s dying.”
Dying? Damn. Must be breast cancer, from what I’ve read every woman on the planet is gonna get it one time or another.”
“It’s cancer, although I don’t know what kind. She’s down to about a hundred pounds. Her sister and granddaughter are taking care of her.”
Young Tommy stared at the floor and slowly shook his head. “If I get up the courage I’ll drop by and say hello… or rather goodbye. Hate to though. Hate to see old friends in pain and near death. Hate it.”
A light rain started pattering on the fabric roof. I sank lower in the chair and stroked Cat’s head. To get his mind off Eva I said, “Frank probably died of a heart attack and I don’t think I’ll get too far with it, but it makes an interesting time killer. It gets me out of the boat and keeps me active.”
“Man’s got to be that. Don’t stay active you end up like them bent over frail types that hang out in the park on sunny days, sitting on them benches and taking the sun like lizards.”
“I cashed my first Social Security check today.”
Young Tommy laid the mouth of the bottle on my mug, smiled knowingly and said, “Must be sixty two or three, though you don’t look it. He pulled his third cheeseburger out of the bag and looked at Buster whose entire being was lasered in on it. He gave a slight nod and Buster ripped the burger out of his hand, trotted to a dark section of the yurt, and started licking the cheese off the meat. “Harry, it sounds to me like you’re not too excited about getting old.”
“I felt better about it when I wasn’t an active participant in the process, when being old was theory and speculation.”
“Theory’s nice, Harry, but it has a way of keeping reality out
where it can’t be experienced. Accept where you are and don’t give up. You’ve entered the last stage of your life and there’s no light at the end of that tunnel, just an endless nothing. So make the best of it and don’t let it get you down because it’s damn hard to get back up.” He drained his wine and sighed. “Eva’s dying, damn!” He rummaged around near his bed and threw me a small cushion and a tattered army blanket. “Grab forty winks, the rain’s only gonna last an hour or so.”
I tried to get comfortable on the rug. Cat pulled herself up my chest, put a paw on my chin and glared at Buster. I wiggled and squirmed around on the floor but couldn’t find a sweet spot and knew I’d never get to sleep.



… . .
CAT WOKE ME BY LICKING MY face and purring in my ear. I sat up, stretched, and looked around the yurt. Young Tommy and Buster were small snoring bundles on an air mattress. I put four twenties in the book he was reading, and with Cat dangling from my hand, crept out of the yurt.



… . .
GRETCHEN’S WAS WARM AND QUIET AND thick with the smell of fresh baked bread. I leaned the bike against the back of the last booth and slid onto the seat. The woodstove cracked and popped, leaking wispy tendrils of birch smoke that melded with the aromas of just baked bread and fresh brewed coffee. Of wood smoke and fresh brewed coffee is how my heaven would smell.
Gretchen put a mug of wine in front of me, slipped into the opposite seat and waved a small slice of roast pork under Cat’s nose. Cat hunkered down as much as she could and snagged the meat with her good paw. Gretchen put her on the floor and she hobbled over to the stove and started playing with her kill.
She gave me a tired smile and said, “Got the recording part of that gizmo set up last night. I swear, you gotta be a rocket scientist to figure those things out. But I did it, and tonight I’m gonna be watching my soaps and using that remote thingy to whip right past the goddamn commercials. Imagine, I’m here working and that contraption is home recording the programs I’m gonna watch tonight. All the soaps I missed just because I didn’t want to spend a few dollars.”
I nibbled at the wine and shook my head. “Gretchen, real life is enough of a farce without watching actors pretending to be dysfunctional and emotionally stunted.”
“Harry, you just don’t know class when you see it. Now, you’d watch The Learning Channel or Discovery or some damn thing like that and miss out on all that good entertainment.” Her eyes glinted with laughter and I shook my head and pretended disgust at her viewing habits. To avoid a lengthy wait for Clara Kosko, Gretchen’s waitress, I ordered a plate of stir fries and more wine direct from the source. Gretchen waved at her daughter and pointed at me. Daughter waved a spatula at us and nodded.
“Did Frank Jankey spend much time in here?” I asked.
“Frank? No, he wasn’t a regular. He and Eva would come in for supper every now and then and sometimes he’d stop in for a beer.” With the question on her lips, she looked at me. Then she went, “Ha!” and reached over and stabbed the top of my hand with a fingernail. “You sonofabitch, you did it. You went and saw Eva about that ad she has in the paper. Thank you, Harry, thank you much, now I got one less thing to fret about.”
I smiled and shrugged. Gretchen’s daughter lumbered up to the booth and put a steaming plate of stir fries and half a liter of wine in front of me. I slathered the stir fries with honey mustard sauce and started eating.
Her eyes bright, Gretchen leaned across the table and in a loud whisper said, “So what did she say? I know she thinks something wasn’t kosher but I always thought that was just grief messing with her mind. I mean Frank ran like it was an order straight from God. I’d see him after he got through with a run and he looked like a warmed up dog turd. Everyone said heart attack and that’d be my vote too. He was getting on and a body can only take so much.”
“Perhaps, but Frank seems to have been a pretty healthy fellow. At any rate it’s a change from chasing dogs and bagging groceries. He socialize with anyone in particular?”
“He was a friendly sort and would talk with just about anybody, but most of it was just weather and stuff. I guess he did talk the most with Charles Watson and Joe Ackerman, and that wasn’t too often because none of them came in that much.”
I wrote the names in my notebook. “Know where they live?”
“The Ackerman’s live over on Union Street. Mrs. Watson I don’t know, don’t think I ever did. Maybe after Charles went missing she moved somewhere else.”
“Charles Watson went missing?”
Gretchen nodded and said, “Yep, about nine, ten years ago. He went out one Saturday to do some errands and hasn’t been seen since. There was a big investigation but nothing came of it. They never found his car neither. He probably drove to Arizona to live with the Apaches.” She nodded toward the stools where several old women were drinking coffee and talking. “Word has it that Mrs. Watson is a bit of a bitch.”
“Anybody else?”
“Don’t think so, like I said he was friendly but he spent a lot of time running or getting ready to run. Outside of Eva his whole life appeared to be geared around running, which seems to me to be a foolish way to spend the only time a body’s gonna have on this damn planet. Anyways, all that running tends to cut down on hanging around with the fellas.” She slid out of the booth and laid a hand on my shoulder. “Next time you see Eva, tell her I’m coming up real soon and not to croak till I do. Now I’ve got to get ready for the evening supper, and after I close up I’m gonna go home and watch my soaps. Ice cold beer, no commercials, and no husband, I tell you, Harry, life is good.”
After a cup of coffee to settle the stir fries I bundled Cat in the trailer and we headed home. It was cold, but at least it wasn’t raining. Running on the dry blacktop the bike’s knobby tires created a monotonous hum that lulled me into a semi trance that made the trip seem fairly short.
When I reached the boat I built a fire and had a second supper of oatmeal and Zinfandel. Afterwards I settled by the stove, made some notes on Jankey, and read for two hours. After a final mug of the grape and several minutes of Wrestle the Hand and Kill the Sock with Cat, I burrowed under the covers. For reasons known only to her, Cat decided to turn in early and I fell asleep to the sound of her purring in my ear.



… . .
I WOKE UP TO A MORNING that was bright, windy, and cold, standard fare for the end of November in New Hampshire if it isn’t snowing or raining. I fortified myself with coffee and went outside to do my weight routine. I have a weight set stashed in the leanto and try to get in at least three sessions a week to prevent the loss of muscle mass so prevalent in us older types. Declining muscle mass is symptomatic of the slide to geezerhood and the accompanying frailty, and doing weights is another part of my battle to remain upright and functional.
I didn’t make it through stretching out. The wind sliced through me like a scythe, killing all motivation and bringing me to a stiff legged standstill. I left the weights in the weeds and stomped back inside to escape the cold. As I huddled over a cup of twice warmed coffee, Cat scolded me for leaving her alone and demanded a treat to ease her existential angst. Thus humbled I pulled on long underwear, a black sweatsuit with white piping, grabbed an expectant Cat, and tromped back outside. When only Cat’s nose was sticking out of the quilt I zipped up the trailer and headed across the pasture.



… . .
I HAD THE PARK TO MYSELF and slumped against my favorite maple. I took quick nips of hot chocolate from my thermos while watching the townspeople scurry from store to store, apparently doing their bit to stimulate the economy. It took only minutes for the ground to ice my butt, so I lurched upright and stalked to a bench and plunked down and discovered that the bench was just as cold as the ground.
With the frustration level spiraling ever upward, I grabbed the bike and headed for Gretchen’s where I’d have a cup of coffee to warm me up. I’d do the weights when I got back to the boat. I’d do twice as much as I usually do as I certainly can’t afford declining muscle mass.
Betty Worthen caught me by Kreb’s Hardware. She gave me a smile, patted her stomach and said, “If you’ll stop scowling we’ll find a quiet alley and I’ll deliver the goods.”
We walked down the alley past Gretchen’s to the back side of Main Street. The store fronts on Main are attractive and neat, leaning heavily toward red brick and large windows that allowed unobstructed views of overpriced merchandise. But the back side of Main Street is a tattered slum of dead weeds, litter, a view of the new courthouse down by the river, and a large undulating parking lot. We stood on the dirt road that runs behind the stores and Betty pulled a large brown envelope out of her blouse and handed it to me. “Not a whole hell of a lot in there, Harry. According to the records, Officer Rundle was on patrol, came across Jankey dead in the road, and carted him to the hospital.”
“Well, maybe something will come of it. At any rate I had to cover it.” I put the envelope in the trailer and gave Betty three twenties. “Thank you, Betty. Do you think Rundle would mind if I talk to him about it? Naturally I wouldn’t mention that I have his report.”
She carefully folded the twenties and with two fingers pushed them into the depths of her breast pocket. She pulled on Cat’s ear and said, “Anytime Harry. As for Rundle, he’s gone, drank himself off the force and moved away.” She gave Cat’s ear a final tweak. “Now take care and find some place to drink besides the park, it’s getting too damn cold and I wouldn’t want to wander by and find you all iced up and have to cart you to the morgue.”
“Well, if you do take good care of Cat.”
She grunted, put a finger between Cat’s eyes and said, “Poor beat up hunk of fur, why don’t you just leave her home? Why drag her around everywhere you go?”
“Because she demands to be taken along.”
She looked at me, smiled gently, and shook her head. Then, her broad rump swishing back and forth like an old mare’s, she marched up the alley and pulled out her ticket book.
I started to follow, then stopped and looked down the road. About a block away sat the old train station. As I said the railroad had stopped coming to town decades ago, but the station, a classic in railroad architecture, still stood proud and handsome. It has changed hands at least a dozen times and has been everything from beer joint to thrift shop.
But the current business has existed for almost three years. It’s a gym called The Muscle Stop, and gossip has it that it caters to both serious and novice weightlifters, unlike the other gym in town, Blood, Sweat, and Black Iron, which caters to hardcore bodybuilders. I don’t see the sense of gyms or health clubs and have never belonged to one. Why pay for something that you can do at home for naught?
But a little reconnaissance wouldn’t hurt.
The entrance door was a polished masterpiece of Victorian craftsmanship that looked as if it weighed as much as Betty. With effort I pulled it open and walked the bike down a hall adorned with polished Wainscoting to a counter manned by a guy who looked like Arnold Schwarzenegger on a bad day. He was perhaps thirty five, with vein wrapped muscles bulging out of a blue tank top and a neck that belonged on a buffalo. His hazel eyes were bloodshot and I could use the bags under them to carry home the groceries.
He sighed and forced a smile as I leaned the bike against the counter. From a large open door behind me I could hear weights clanging, rock music blaring, and people grunting and yelling. The place was warm and humid and smelled like dirty socks and pizza mingled with a subtle bouquet of fart. The counterman’s breath smelled strongly of mints and Listerine.
I smiled back at the guy and said, “How much is a membership?”
His voice was a high gentle tone played by a mutant. “Forty-five a month gets you unlimited visits. From now until after the holidays we close at five, the rest of the year at ten. Lock and towel service is five bucks extra.” He looked at Cat and said, “It’s okay to bring the cat in with you but don’t let it run around loose. And if you or the cat exhibit aggressive or dysfunctional behavior you’re both out the door.”
“I’m pretty much under control but the cat’s a feral savage.”
He looked at Cat, who was half hanging out of the sling, taking in the sights and smells, and said, “Yeah, it looks like it just wandered out of the jungle, but I’ll take a chance on both of youse.”



… . .
I LOCKED THE BIKE TO A thick U bolt jutting out of the wall and was about to enter the weight room when I saw a sign that stated: Weight Machines Upstairs. A cartoon finger pointed to a curving staircase with a hand carved banister. I went up.
Arranged in a large semi circle in an otherwise empty room with mirrored walls were thirteen gleaming exercise machines. I spent several minutes gawking at a lean, tough looking woman in yellow Spandex working the machines, then hung the sling and Cat on a wall hook, stretched, and started in.
After a set at each machine I was hooked. The contraptions forced me to work like a demented draft horse and it was obvious I was giving myself a hell of a workout, which pleased me no end. I was on my second round, seated at a gleaming machine and doing military presses with fifty pounds on the cable when it abruptly became twice as heavy. I eased it back down and turned my head.
Priscilla Matson took her hand off the cable and stepped back. There was a hint of a smile on her plain face and her eyes had that look Cat’s has when playing with her kill. She was dressed in purple sweat pants and a faded purple sweat shirt with the arms cut off. Her skin and the sweatsuit were sopping wet and her arm muscles were pumped up and wrapped with swollen veins. She sat on the machine next to mine, gazed at me a moment, smiled that damn smile and said, “I saw you stumble up here a while ago. I didn’t think you were a joiner, Old Man.”
I shrugged and said, “When I tried to do weights at home I found myself outdone by the cold and wind. So this winter I’m inside, doing the machines.” To make my point I moved to the next one and started doing seated bench presses. Priscilla watched me for a while and said, “You do want to take it easy, Old Man. Those things will torque muscles you never knew you had, and if you overdo it you’ll spend tomorrow in bed, whimpering like a lost puppy.”
I grunted out one more press and muttered, “This is my last circuit.”
She kept watching me as I worked the circuit. Having her watch, and I assume judge my every move annoyed me, but I don’t think this one cared if I was annoyed or not.
“Have you been looking into the thing with my Grandfather, or was that whole gig just a way to cage a couple of drinks and kill an afternoon?”
I finished a set of leg lifts and told her what I had done so far.
She came over and put her face close to mine. “Hey, you’re really doing something. We assumed you would just go back to some pub for another pop of the grape. Ona has about as much faith in you as she has in God curing Eva.”
“I haven’t done anything of note yet, just gathered a little information.”
“What are you going to do next?”
“I’d like to see where your Grandfather died. And, I want to talk to Eva again and get a list of friends and people he was close to.”
She gazed at me moment, suddenly looked away and pushed a hand through her ratty flattop and said softly, “Mind if I tag along?”
“Why?”
“Because Frank and I were tight, and I agree with Eva, he didn’t die of a heart attack. Also I’ve got some time off until I go back to work.”
“Where do you work?”
“Here. I run high intensity aerobic and kick boxing classes for the fanatics. But around the holidays things are slow, so I stopped while the joint recruits new members, which are usually the old members plus a few newbie’s. “
“Do you have a vehicle?” I asked.
“Yeah, a Dodge Maxi Van, give me three thousand and I’ll put an engine in the thing and we can drive, just like real people.”
“I don’t think so.”
“Then we pedal.”



… . .
BRANCH HILL ROAD WAS UNPAVED, MINED with rocks, and hemmed in on both sides by third growth timber and brush. And Frank Jankey probably did die of a heart attack, because after twenty minutes of pedaling ever upward the summit was still a hoped for fantasy. Branch Hill Road was an infinite gut busting hell and he had to have been a bit dotty to run it. At least Cat, clinging to her quilt with her face pressed against the plastic window, seemed to be enjoying the adventure.
I wasn’t so fortunate. My legs were turning to stone and it felt like a determined Anaconda was wrapped around my chest. Priscilla was right about the machines, I had cooked myself on them and my aging muscles were letting me know it.
Finally… the summit. I stood weak kneed beside the bike, trying to act like I wasn’t on the verge of a meltdown. I slid a water bottle out of its clasp and sucked it dry. Cat started meowing so I unzipped the door and she jumped-fell out of the trailer, hunkered down in the road and cried until I picked her up and slipped her into the sling.
Straddling her bike some ten feet away, Priscilla watched my struggle for a while, and then said, “You’d better stay upright, Old Man, CPR’s not an option with me. The most I’ll do is jump up and down on your chest and kick you in the balls. And if you don’t come around?” She gave me a savage grin and shrugged elaborately. “And listen, hauling that pathetic hairball around in that trailer is really a seriously smart thing to do. Why don’t you let me fill it up with rocks, then you’ll really break a sweat.”
I fished the police report out of the trailer, slipped another water bottle from its clasp and headed for the side of the road. As I hobbled past her I said, “May a diseased Aardvark shit in your sock drawer.”
Uttering muted groans, I sank by the side of the road and pulled papers out of the envelope. Priscilla plopped down beside me and drank from her water bottle. She was flushed and sweaty, but her breathing was slow and even, and it was obvious the ride up Branch Hill Road hadn’t bothered her a whit.
I studied the police reports while trying to suck in maximum air without going into spasm. The reports were hand written by patrolman David Rundle in small hard to read print, much like a child’s. “Okay,” I said, “According to this a town patrolman named David Rundle found Frank’s body a hundred yards east of the top of the hill at twelve-thirty five P.M. He sought and didn’t get a pulse, heartbeat, or respiration, and the body was beginning to cool so he didn’t attempt CPR.” I read the rest, looked at Priscilla and shrugged. “Nothing more, after ascertaining that Frank was dead, he put the body in the back of his cruiser and took it to the hospital.”
Priscilla stood up and pointed the opposite way we had come and said, “That way.” She picked up her bike and paced off a hundred yards. I lurched to my feet, and pushing bike and trailer also paced off a hundred yards, stopping six feet past her.
Stunted, twisted pines hugged the dirty little road. Inside the tree line the ground was a mat of pine needles marked with the occasional boulder. It didn’t feel like a place where a man had died, but I’ve visited Civil War battlefields where thousands had been slaughtered and I hadn’t felt anything there either. Priscilla said, “I wonder if he was running up or down the hill.”
“I don’t know, probably the same way we came up. But if he didn’t die of a heart attack running this road I’ll be surprised.”
She gave me a quick hard look. “Listen, he didn’t have a heart attack, the man ran hills all his life and he had arteries like garden hoses.”
“It’s not rare that supposedly fit men have heart attacks. It’s called Sudden Death Syndrome, and what you think or want to believe doesn’t make a thing true. Hopefully I’ll get some concrete information from Young Tommy’s sister.”
Priscilla took off her helmet, ran a hand through her ragged flat top, and jammed the helmet back on her head. She stared at me a moment, looked away and said, “If you want I’ll get a list of Frank’s buddies from Eva.”
“Thank you,” I said.
She drank deeply from her water bottle and whacked her sternum with the side of her fist, loosening a belch that startled two crows dining on a roadside tidbit. She smirked and said, “No problem, just keep that Aardvark out of my sock drawer.”
I was trying to think of a suitable response when I heard a car coming up the hill. It was loud and moving fast. As it made the summit and roared toward us we pushed our bikes off the road and waited. It was a beater, a big white Ford sedan left over from the last century. Dented, mottled with rust and gray primer, and sporting a red left front fender, it lurched and rattled toward us like an old sick rhino. When it rumbled past I glimpsed a pack of little faces with big eyes in the back seat.
The dust settled. With Cat hanging in the sling we started pedaling the direction the Ford went. Bikes, even mountain bikes with their wide knobby tires, do poorly in loose sand and gravel and I slipped and slid all over the road. Priscilla was obviously an expert and was fifty yards ahead of me. I slid through a long curve and saw the Ford in the middle of the road with Priscilla coming to a stop beside it.
I stopped beside her and peered into the car. In the front seat an obese woman with a square face framed by a rat’s nest of dull brown hair peered back at me. Her eyes were buried in pink flesh and she had three, maybe four chins. The driver was a lean man with greasy, shoulder length black hair and a face full of greasy beard. The kids in the back seat were of varying ages but all had big bright eyes, dirty faces, scraggly hair, and resembled the man. The woman looked at me and said, “Howdy, thought you might need a hand so I told William to back up and have a look see.”
“Thanks,” Priscilla said, “But we’re just looking around.”
“Not a whole hell of a lot to see around here ‘cept scrub pine and coon shit.”
“About ten years ago my grandfather, Frank Jankey, died back down the road about a hundred yards from the top and we came up to see if we could find the spot.”
The fat woman lit a cigarette with a dented Zippo with the Marine Corps emblem riveted to it. She blew a cloud of smoke at us and said, “I remember him. We used to see him a lot on this road. Sometimes he’d be running East, sometimes West, and he always looked like he was in a world of hurt, like someone had his nuts in a vise.”
I leaned toward the car and said, “Did you see him that day? The day he died?”
“I just told you, we saw him most days. Me and William and now the kids take this road every goddamn day ‘cept Sunday. It’s a short cut to the country home where his Ma and my Pa is. She’s been there three years come December. Pa’s been there eleven years. Man’s never gonna die. Anyways, we do it every goddamn day ‘cept Sunday. Get back by one so I can see my shows on the television.” Her eyes drifted to Cat. She squinted at her a moment, then raised her eyebrows and said, “I gotta say it, Mister, that’s one pitiable looking animal you got hanging around your neck. I doubt it could catch a mouse if you nailed it to the floor.”
I ignored the comment and asked, “Was there anything unusual about that day?”
She blew more smoke at us and said, “Nope. He was running strong, just like always. And he gave us a wave, just like always. But I’ll tell you this, he didn’t die back there.”
Priscilla held a water bottle toward the woman and said, “Have a pop, seltzer and wine.” The woman snorted, stuck the bottle in her mouth and sucked like a thirsty calf. Then she gave a great sigh and handed the bottle back.
“Thanks a bunch. That stuff’s pretty good.”
Priscilla smiled and said, “We got some papers that claims my grandfather was found at twelve-thirty five in the afternoon a hundred yards from the top of the hill.”
A small black dog appeared in the back window. It looked at us for a moment then started licking the nearest child’s face. The child giggled and the woman said, “Here now, I’m talking to these people.” She turned back to Priscilla and said, “Thing is, we do this every goddamn day ‘cept Sunday. Got it timed like a goddamn bus. We top the hill about twelve thirty every time.” She held out her arm. Buried in the fat I saw a gold watch. “Right now it’s twelve-thirty seven. We saw your Grandfather a bit further along, near that boulder field on the left side of the road. He was running strong like always. I remember cause we didn’t see him anymore and then I read in the paper he’d croaked. So you see little girl, he was a good ways from the top of the hill.”
Priscilla handed the water bottle back to the woman. The woman looked at her and said, “You sure child, you still got a ways to pedal that bike and a little thing like you needs all the help she can get.”
Priscilla pushed a hand at her and said, “Enjoy.”
The woman sucked the bottle dry and handed it back to her. “Sorry about your grandfather and all that, but don’t hold to what your paper says. He was way past the top the hill and it was a mite past twelve thirty-five.”
“Did you tell the police that?” I asked.
She gave me a look that would fry rocks and said, “Don’t very goddamn well think so.”
I smiled quickly, nodded in agreement and said, “Good for you, last time I talked to a cop it cost me money.”
“Mister, every time I talk to a cop it cost me money.”
From the driver’s seat William stroked his beard and mumbled assent. There was moments silence, then the woman said, “You two be pedaling and get tired, we’re the folks in the big log house at the end of the drive that’s four miles down the road on the right.” The old ford rumbled and gurgled. Then, its rear window stuffed with grinning faces, it lurched down the road. We watched until it skidded around the next corner, then I put Cat in the trailer and we started pedaling.
Priscilla snorted and said, “Little thing my butt.” She reached over and slapped my shoulder. “According to the blimp, the report Rundle wrote is wrong.”
“There’s about five minutes and a quarter mile difference between what the woman said and what Rundle wrote. My guess is the woman was a little off. It’s been ten years and the human memory is a fallible device.”
She gave me a look, made a face and said, “The human memory is a fallible device? Did you really just say that?”



… . .
PUSHING THE BIKES, WE TROOPED INTO Gretchen’s and leaned them against the back wall. Cat jumped-fell out of the trailer and limped toward the counter where a smiling Gretchen was waiting with a cube of beef. Stoically ignoring multiple aches and pains, I followed Priscilla to a booth and managed to sit without groaning out loud.
After a time, a rather long time, Clara Kosko shuffled up to the table. Clara is somewhere north of seventy and has a face remarkably similar to a stereotypical Halloween witch. She was dressed in old jeans and a tattered man’s shirt that had been washed far too many times. Over her clothes she wore a yellow apron with, ‘Since I Gave Up All Hope, I Feel Much Better,’ printed on it in bold black letters. Her pen and pad at the ready, she stood at the end of the table and looked at me.
“Good afternoon, Clara,” I said. “I’d like a bowl of clam chowder and a mug of red wine please.”
Her pen didn’t move. Her gray head didn’t move. Her damp eyes drifted to Priscilla and locked onto her face. Time passed. Finally Priscilla slapped a splayed hand over her heart, and in a high southern drawl, said loudly, “What I’d like, Clara dear, is liberty and justice for all, a Starbucks on every corner, the winning Megabucks ticket, a mug of wine, and I too, would desire a bowl of clam chowder. And Clara, do put them out of their misery before you dump the little dears into the chowder.”
Clara stared at Priscilla for several seconds, then put her pen and pad into her apron pocket, turned around, and shuffled toward the counter. Hands folded on the table we waited silently, patiently, for her to return with the alcohol and protein, both of which I needed badly.



… . .
INSPIRED BY THE SMELL OF THE chowder Cat limped along behind Clara when she finally brought the food. I picked her up, put her next to the napkin holder and spooned a fat clam out of the chowder and put it on the table between her paws. She immediately snagged it with her good paw and dragged it to the end of the table and looked at Priscilla, who sighed dramatically and gently put her on the floor, then wrinkled her nose and shook her head. Her eyes were large and smoky in the dim light, and I noticed for the first time that her ears were small and almost pointed. She could pass for an elf if such a creature existed on this battered planet. She sucked up wine through a straw, looked at me and said, “So what are we going to do next?”
I raised my eyebrows and said, “We?”
“Listen, I’m not doing much right now and if you want, and if I won’t get in your way, I’d like to kind of tag along.”
I drank deeply, savoring the tongue tickling richness of Gretchen’s house wine, which probably cost at least five dollars a gallon. I started to speak but a jaw creaking yawn asserted itself. I thought of the long ride home and wondered if I’d be able to get out of bed tomorrow morning. I took a deep breath and looked at Priscilla and said, “I’d be glad to have you tag along, but you’re going to get bored. Investigations consist mostly of walking a paper trail and conversing with tiresome people.”
Her eyes brightened and she straightened up, drank an ounce of wine and repeated, “So what are we going to do next?”
“I’m not sure, we still haven’t got anything of note. You talk with Eva and get a list of people Frank knew and we’ll start chatting them up. If we talk to enough people something should surface and we can add it to what we have and continue on. In other words we build our case piece by piece as long as we can find pieces.”
“You told Ona you were a virgin detective. So how come you suddenly know all about it?”
“I don’t know all about it, but I do know how to do research. There are two kinds, primary and secondary. Secondary is using sources that someone else has dug up and recorded, like a book or an entry in an encyclopedia. Primary is hunting up original stuff on your own. Researching your Grandfather’s death will consist of finding what are hopefully primary sources of information, mainly people who remember what was going on ten years ago.”
She sucked wine up the straw, put a finger over the top and tilted her head back. She lifted the straw high above her head and opened her mouth, lifted her finger, and let the wine drop down her throat. Then she looked at me and said, “So what’s your gut feeling?”
“I don’t have a gut feeling, doing research requires patience, persistence, and an aversion to second guessing oneself. We may find a solution, or we may spend a great deal of time and energy and find nothing and have to give up.”
“But if we do find out what really happened to Frank you’ll get Eva’s five thousand and it’ll all be worth it.”
“Yes it will,” I said. After a time I asked, “Does Eva have five thousand dollars?”
She looked at me and smirked like a naughty child. “You’re in a kind of a race, Old Man. You find out what happened to Frank before Eva dies and you’ll get the five thousand. You don’t you won’t, Ona will use it to bury her, she never did care too too much for Frank.”
We shut up and ate. Several college kids were sharing a pitcher of beer in the front booth and two elderly couples were having an early supper at the counter. The woodstove was creaking and popping, and the joint reeked of wood smoke, coffee, and fried meat. I finished the chowder and managed to refrain from lapping up the remains with my tongue, but only just. In a few more years I’ll probably forgo silverware altogether and just dip my head to the plate like a dog. I refilled my mug and leaned back. The alcohol had dulled some of the pain resulting from far too much exercise and I felt fairly content. I had a cold seven miles to pedal but that was yet to come so I could be content a bit longer.
I was looking at Cat, who was dozing in front of the stove, and being content when Priscilla said, “So when did you drop out of the world and start pedaling around on a bicycle?”
“About twenty years ago.”
When I didn’t elaborate, Priscilla waved a hand in my face and said, “Come on Old Man… details, gimme some details.”
“It’s fairly tame stuff. Thoreau said: ‘The masses of men lead lives of quiet desperation,’ and he’s right. My desperation reached a peak one fine Spring day that twenty or so years ago. I was teaching about a hundred and fifty freshmen and sophomores Early American History that year and out of the hundred and fifty, maybe twenty were actually interested in the course. It was obvious most of them didn’t give a damn about history or learning in general, they just wanted easy credits. I got into arguments with dozens of them about their grades and it was apparent when talking to them that they were self concerned, intellectually stunted, and ethically shallow.”
Priscilla snorted and smiled. “No shit. You don’t have to be a college professor to know that about most people, especially men.”
I shrugged and drank. “Anyway, I walked home that day and as soon as I entered the door, Barbara, my wife, collared me in the hall and informed me that we had to buy a new house. It seemed that the one we had, which was paid for, didn’t suit her needs anymore. It suddenly occurred to me that Barbara was of the same ilk as the hundred and twenty odd students who didn’t give a damn about history and were just interested in getting a passing grade, thus satisfying the school’s history requirement.
“Something snapped deep in my mind. I dropped my briefcase on the floor and walked into the bedroom, packed a suitcase, and walked out. I resigned from the college, my house, and my wife, traveled to the places I wanted to travel to, came back here and kind of settled in.”
“So now you’re living the good life.”
I thought about it for a time. Finally I said, “No, my life is still an inconsequential folly.” To get her away from me I asked, “And you? Life is exercise?”
“Oh yeah. It seems like I spend most of my time being bored. But exercise centers me, it gets the chemicals lined up and keeps me from going buggy.”
“Are your parents still alive?”
“My dad bugged out a year after I was born. My mother, Eva’s daughter, was a R.N. We lived and worked in a county home in northern Minnesota.” She gave me a look and smiled. “You want rustic? You want wild and remote? Go to northern Minnesota. Mom was a charge nurse on Ward C, which was mostly Alzheimer’s and the seriously wacko.
“We lived there for seventeen years. The place was old, really old, and the funding was marginal and they were always chronically short of staff. I helped Mom with the residents since I was ten. I’d get up at five, go to the ward and help the residents shit, shower, and shave, then have breakfast and go to school, which sucked to the max. Then I’d come back to County and work on the ward until six or so. Weekends I’d put in four or five hours a day. Back then there weren’t so many laws and regulations and Admin arranged it so I was given an aid’s pay, which helped us a lot.
“Then one day Mom’s three pack a day habit caught up with her. We were eating supper during a thunderstorm and she made a little noise, dug a hand in her chest, said, “Good-by, My Love,” and fell off the chair. The cigarette she had in her mouth got jammed up her nose when her head hit the floor.
“I bummed around, made the army take me and spent four years as a MP, got discharged and lived here and there, did this and that, and now I’m here keeping Ona company and helping out with Eva.”
“You were a MP? Why didn’t you investigate the death of your Grandfather?”
“Listen, MP doesn’t mean NYPD. I spent most of my time doing traffic and gate duty. The last year of my hitch I did some serious stuff like burglary and drugs, but mostly it was just dealing with lowlifes.”
“You made the army take you?”
She rubbed her eyes with thumb and forefinger and said, “Yeah. They said they had a height requirement and I said I met it. After a major hassle they came around.”
I had to ask. “So how tall are you?”
“Five feet and an inch, I’m five foot one. Jesus, you and the army, get a grip.”



… . .
WE WALKED THE BIKES TO THE park and leaned them against the Gazebo. While Priscilla trotted to the deli to buy wine, I wrapped Cat in her quilt, put a few kibbles under her nose, and zipped up the trailer. It was dark and getting cold. I wanted to be home, snug in my wooden cave and basking in the flickering warmth of the stove and thinking of things that could have been. But I wasn’t, so I stood in the gazebo and waited for Priscilla.
She came out of the deli and I watched her walk back to the park. She didn’t swagger exactly, but she had that walk athletes favor, kind of an aggressive strut. Small, plain, elf like, and she struts. It must be attitude. She jumped up the steps, pulled a bottle of seltzer and a bottle of red wine out of a bag and let the bag float to the floor. She poured half the seltzer over the rail of the Gazebo and replaced it with wine.
“So what was it like, being a child working in a county home?” I asked.
Priscilla handed me the bottle, waved her hand at the dark empty street, and said, “Listen, everyone is screwed up in some way or another and sometimes it’s hard to tell who should be carrying the ward keys. Except in Ward C. In Ward C you always knew, the poor schmucks.”
I nodded as if I knew what she was talking about and said, “I remember my father’s brother had to be put in a nursing home. I don’t know if he was demented or not, but I do remember he was violent. One time he gave a nurse a black eye so the doctor changed his medication and turned him into a zombie. He was sad and gentle until he died.”
Priscilla grunted and said, “Oh yeah, been there. Someone can be the nicest, gentlest person in the world for seventy years, then they get dementia and suddenly they’re Rocky Balboa. When I was about twelve or thirteen we had this guy named Wilton Cummings get admitted. Big dude. When he arrived he weighted over two forty. He was a football star and then a big deal coach. Anyway, he gets to be seventy something and ends up at County, demented as hell, a real fruit loop. He refused to take a bath, swore a lot, and at meals, what he didn’t eat he threw at anyone walking by. He also liked to open his pants, and while fondling his cock, try to grab the nearest woman with his other hand. It was kinda funny, because after the first few days, all the women would walk a circle around him while giving him the hairy eyeball.
“So one night I’m walking down the corridor between wards C and D. It was like, really narrow and there’s maybe two forty watt bulbs lighting the whole corridor. I’m halfway along and suddenly there’s Wilton. How he managed to get out of the ward, nobody ever found out. Anyway, he’s standing there looking like something out of a horror movie, and he’s got his pants unzipped and his cock is out and hard. I remember being surprised he had a hard on because Mom used to say there wasn’t too many men that age could get it up. Anyway, he’s coming toward me like he’s in a Frankenstein movie and he’s the monster. I turned to run and he’s a lot faster than I thought, because he grabs my shoulder and throws me into the little alcove that people used to sit in with their relatives and talk.
“So I’m on the floor watching him come at me and there’s no way I’m gonna get around him. He’s grunting and smiling and pulling on his cock and smelling like a pile of moldy jockstraps. When he got almost above me I rolled up on my shoulders and rammed both feet into his crotch as hard as I could. I did it twice. I remember hearing myself grunt like those teenage tennis players you see on television. Wilton stops moving and just hangs over me like some kind of statue. Then he lets out a moan and goes over backwards. Made one hell of a noise. I got up and ran back the way I came and called Mom. She said to come in and pretend like I didn’t know anything about it, which I did. Old Wilton never bothered anybody again, and when Mom died and I left, he was still on the ward, though he weighed maybe ninety pounds.”
Jesus Christ. I couldn’t think of any worthwhile comment, so I took a drink instead. A police car drifted into view and glided along Main Street. I watched it turn down Summer Street and said, “So why didn’t you stay in the military and work your way up the ladder? Or failing that, why didn’t you join a police force when you got out of the Army?”
“Regimentation and obedience, I shouldn’t have made such a big squeal about forcing the army to take me. I should have known better, I’m not so good with regimentation and obedience, which is why I didn’t join the cops when I got out. Not that they would have taken me.”
“Height?”
Priscilla nodded. “Yeah, height, nobody likes a short round.”
I stood up, and bravely ignoring various aches and pains, eased down the steps and walked twenty feet or so to a clump of bushes and pissed. When I returned, Priscilla shook her head and laughed. “Handy item, a cock. Now, if I have to pee, I gotta find a bathroom or go into the brush, drop my pants and get a cold butt and wet hair. Someone sees you pee in the park? No problem, just a man being a man. Me? I’d get called a pervert.” Then she said, “But I’m glad I’m a woman, most men are foolish, simple, and childish.”
After a moments thought, I decided to also let that slide by without comment.
We sat on the worn wood floor drinking and letting the cold wind blow over us. We talked little and the silence was comfortable. In my other life I always felt the need to quell the silences with inane babble and must have bored the hell out of a lot of people, including myself.
We finished the wine. I stood up, and accompanied by significant pain, lifted my arms over my head, swooped down, touched my toes and held it. My muscles seemed to have the elasticity of cement and the pain was strong and deep. To avoid verbal zingers from Priscilla, I clamped my mouth shut to keep from groaning out loud and allowed the big leg muscles slowly lengthen. I counted to forty and straightened.
Priscilla stood up, and with a fluid motion pitched the empty bottle toward a trash barrel about thirty feet away. It swished in and the barrel rang like a broken bell. She turned to me and said, “So what about tomorrow?”
I thought about it and said, “Why don’t we meet at Gretchen’s around twelve, twelve thirty?”
She gave me a look. “Twelve, twelve thirty? You really need that much sleep?”
“No, I don’t. But we older types have our routines. I want to putter around and read a bit. I’m playing a game on my computer, and I want to futz with that, and Cat needs… ”
“Hey, you have a computer? What kind?”
“It’s not an actual computer, it’s an Xbox, I bought it a couple of months ago.”
“I wouldn’t have thought you were the type, Old Man.”
“Video games are petty complex things. One has to juggle a lot of variables in their mind at the same time while avoiding getting your avatar killed.” I pointed to my skull. “Games keep the synapses bubbling, and, they’re fun.”
“Listen, when we were at County, Mom bought a Xbox, the first one, and I used to play this game called Airdrome. It was a World War One flying thing. I loved it. I still have the disks, could I play it on your machine?”
“No, they’d be incompatible, but I have some games you might enjoy. One is Fallout Three. It takes place in Washington DC after it’s been nuked. It’s tough and startling in its complexity and you can configure your character as a woman. It’s been out a while, but I think you’d like it. Sometime you can come out and play it if you want.”
“God yes! I love playing computer games, especially shooters.”
“Keeps the boredom at bay?”
“Oh yeah!”
I picked up my bike, pinched the tires, and put on my helmet. Priscilla was straddling her bike. She tapped me lightly on the shoulder and said, “Listen, thanks for the calories. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
I nodded, coasted out of the park and headed home. Within a mile my knees ached, my calves tightened up, and I had to keep straightening first one leg then the other, just to keep them pushing the pedals. And, my feet were cold. Still, it was a good ride, me and the dark and the hypnotic hum of the tires. Feeling like the only human on the planet I pedaled along, content and a bit smug, if only for seven miles.



… . .
AFTER THE RITUAL OF THE STOVE, I took my supplements along with three aspirin, and spent twenty minutes stretching in an attempt to lessen the damage and pain. Then, with Cat snuggled in my lap, I settled in front of the stove to read. With just the candles for light the cabin walls flickered with warped shadows that danced in the corners. Cold winds moaned and pushed at the boat, and something large, perhaps a deer, crashed through the grove. I put down my book, put a gentle hand on Cat’s scarred body, closed my eyes, and let my mind float in it all.
It felt primordial, and I had a brief sense of what it must have been like sixty thousand years ago, hunkered down in a cave or some puny makeshift shelter, listening to thousand pound Saber Tooth tigers prowl around outside. No wonder our psyche is wrapped in myths and free floating anxiety, from which we take every opportunity to escape.
After a time I swallowed two more aspirin, blew out the candles, and put my primordial self to bed. For the few minutes I was awake I thought about being old, old like I now was, and old old like I soon would be. Floating back over my life, I carefully washed away the contentment, then depressed and soaked in self pity, I burrowed down in the covers and slept.



… . .
I WOKE UP SORE AS HELL and with a feeling of being tightly wrapped in rope. Wonderful stuff, aspirin. I took two, and under the watchful eye of Cat, spent twenty minutes stretching.
Thanksgiving was a couple of days away, and in New Hampshire that usually means snow, ice storms, or rain. But today was pleasant enough to induce spring fever in November and I decided to take a walk to invigorate the system, or at least get it operational again. Three cups of coffee and a few more stretches got Cat and I out the door. I walked across the back pasture and followed a creek through a stand of pine. Fall is a good time to wander the woods, cool weather, no bugs, and the delightful sound of fallen leaves crunching under your feet. The only worrisome thing is strangely dressed men with guns trying to kill Bambi. But the farm has dozens of no hunting sighs nailed to trees, so it’s usually not a problem in this remote area.
We walked out of the woods and encountered the farm’s herd of aging cows lined up along the fence. I had stopped twice to stretch and once to take another aspirin, so I was feeling fairly limber. I held Cat against my chest and broke into a shuffling trot, tapping bovine snouts as I lurched along the fence line. A big Guernsey named Dolly broke from the herd and galloped along the fence beside me. Tags ringing, teats flopping, and gulping air in great woofing breaths, the mighty beast thundered along beside me until sanity prevailed and she abruptly stopped, shook her head, and ambled back to the herd.
I, a not so sane or mighty beast, trotted on for another five minutes until I made it back to the boat. I sprawled on my back in the weeds and stared up at the sky until my heartbeat dipped below a hundred and I could breathe through my nose without wheezing like an asthmatic bulldog. Cat, her broken tail twitching, crouched under the bird feeders, obviously hoping for a miracle to drop from the sky. About a dozen birds were raising holy hell above her head, fluttering and diving at her while making a crackly racket. Twice, she rose up on her hind legs and swiped her good paw at them and tumbled over backwards. After the second tumble I picked her up and we climbed into the boat.
As I dressed, I thought about Frank Jankey. I, or we, if Priscilla didn’t get bored and quit, had a discrepancy clutched in our paw and I was getting curious and a little excited. It was a bit like the old days when I was hunting down a dairy or a journal, or digging through an old chest in some musty attic, and discovering something prime, something virgin, and feeling the grin spreading across my face in sweet delight. This was a different kind of hunt but I was becoming preoccupied with it, dwelling on it here and there, and from past experience I knew that I wasn’t going to let it go.



… . .
PRISCILLA, DRESSED IN A LOOSE FITTING purple running suit, and with a purple headband wrapped around her flattop, was sitting at the counter drinking coffee. I sat on the wobbly stool beside her, hauled Cat out of the sling and set her on the counter. Priscilla gave me a look, then held her arm up and made a production of looking at her watch. “Have an erotic experience with yourself in the shower and have to recuperate?”
“No, I spent the morning reading your biography: Priscilla: The tender story of a girl and her mouth.”
Gretchen put a steaming mug of coffee in front of me, refilled Priscilla’s cup, and gave Cat a piece of ham. She poked me on the forehead with a finger and smiled like a hyena. “That DVD thingy? God, I should have bought one years ago. I’ll never have to watch another damn commercial again.”
“Turn the thing off and you’ll never have to watch television again.”
She grunted, jabbed my forehead again and said, “Up yours, Harry.”
Priscilla dumped two sugars into her coffee and stirred it. Before she could lift the mug, Cat, ever alert for an opportunity, dipped her head into it and lapped away for maybe two seconds. She lifted her head, and purring loudly, licked her muzzle. Priscilla looked at her, then picked up the mug and stared into it for a moment. She put the cup down, pushed it away and muttered something I couldn’t hear.
Gretchen brought her another coffee and switched mugs. She pulled Cat’s ear and grinned. “Well, I got to get back to feeding the world. You two do well by the day.”
Priscilla put a sheet of lined paper in front of me and said, “Frank wasn’t a very sociable guy and most of his friends weren’t actually his, they were Eva’s. She thinks these are the three people Frank talked to the most because they’re the ones he mentioned the most.”
“Norman Armstrong, Stewart Coe, and Joe Akerman. Gretchen mentioned two of them when I asked her about Frank’s friends. And, I know Stewart, we taught history together at the college, he’s the department head now. I’m surprised he’d associate with your grandfather as he’s also a bit of a snob.”
“I don’t think Eva’s mistaken. And I
know Norman Armstrong, at least I saw him at the house a couple of times when I was here for a visit. Big fat guy, Frank was always trying to get him to exercise.” She pointed to the other name on the list. “I also know Akerman. Sarah Akerman used to be friendly with Eva. Eva said she hadn’t seen her in years though, and she thinks Joe Akerman is an asshole.”
I sipped coffee and thought about it. After a time I tapped the paper and said, “Okay, let’s see Akerman first and get him out of the way. Then we’ll see Armstrong and Stewart, maybe one of them will give us something to carry it all further.”
“Listen, are you going to cart that mangy, coffee swilling hairball around with us everywhere we go? If you leave it home you can also leave the trailer home and lighten your load.”
“I told you, Cat doesn’t like to be alone, she needs my company.”
She snorted, rolled her eyes and said, “Will you get a grip? It’s a cat, and a seriously poor excuse of one at that. Who the hell does she think she is, drinking my coffee? And it looks like it’s gonna croak in an hour or so. Leave it home, it’ll adjust, the damn things sleep most of the time anyway.”
I gave her my infamous, Look of Disdain, and said, “You through?” She nodded and I said, “Good, now you and I and Cat can go talk to Joe Ackerman.”
She shook her head, gave Cat’s tail a gentle yank and said, “All right, let’s go see Ackerman the asshole.”
As she stood up, she reached over and dug her fingers into my shoulder. The pain hit like lightening and I made a noise that turned every head in the place. I yanked my shoulder away from Priscilla’s iron grip and sputtered, “Thank you so very much.”
With a Mona Lisa smile on her lips she said, “So, Old Man, how long did you have to stretch this morning to get the pain out?”
“No longer than usual. I was a little stiff, but walked it out.”
She laughed. “Oh please! You’re too old for that macho crap. You were sore as hell and it took you at least twenty minutes of stretching to get you out the door this morning.” She pushed a closed fist at me. I tried for another look of disdain as I held out my palm.
She dropped three coated aspirin in it. I slipped the aspirin in my pocket and said, “I took some before I pedaled in.”



… . .
JOE ACKERMAN LIVED IN A SMALL house on a small plot at the end of Union Road, an unpaved street on the wrong side of town that obviously was on the bottom of the Department of Public Works to do list. The house needed paint and the picket fence needed pickets and a lot of paint. The screens on the enclosed porch were loose and rusty, and the cracked sidewalk leading to the front porch sported a small forest of tall weeds poking through it.
Priscilla held the bikes while I rattled the porch door. After a minute or so I rattled it again and was rewarded with footsteps. A woman came out of the house, shuffled across the porch, pulled open the screen door, and stared at me. She was short and squat, with white hair and a round face and round eyes that stared intently at a reality I wasn’t aware of. She looked around seventy and wore a full length green dress. The toes of polished black shoes poked out of the bottom of the dress.
“What is it you want?” she asked softly.
I tried a smile and said, “Good afternoon, Mrs. Ackerman, my name is Harry Neal and this is Priscilla Matson. May we speak with your husband please?”
Her eyes darted from me to Priscilla to some far point in the galaxy. The silence grew heavy and dark and I started formulating exit excuses. Suddenly, she sucked in a breath and blurted out, “Joe Ackerman does not reside here anymore. On April tenth at eleven o’clock, he called me an obsessive dictating bitch and told me to go to hell and moved to his sister’s in Wisconsin. My son and his family may or may not be in Texas, I don’t know because they haven’t called or written in over two years and they didn’t give me their address when they moved.” Tears slid down her cheeks. I stepped back and tried to think of something useful to do besides muttering the inane blather that I was spewing out as I patted her shoulder.
Priscilla eased me aside and put her arms around her. Sarah dipped her head onto Priscilla’s shoulder and sobbed. Priscilla got an arm around her waist and walked her into the house. She nodded toward the back and said, “There’s probably some kind of booze in the kitchen.”
Arms wrapped around each other, they stumbled into a small living room that was an ad from an eighties era furniture store, and dropped onto a brown couch with doilies on the arms. With her hands digging into the tops of her legs and her body flailing about, Sarah Akerman cried without restraint, filling the air with wrenching sounds that spoke of things I didn’t want to think about.
I went to the back of the house and found the kitchen. Everything was cleaned to a high luster and smelled of bleach and perfumed soap. I rummaged through cabinets where everything was arranged with exquisite neatness, and drawers where the silver was polished and arranged just so. Naturally the refrigerator was spotless, and on the top shelf, neatly lined up, were six large bottles of Champagne. I grabbed one, pulled off the wrapper and gently worked the cork out of the bottle.
It didn’t seem the time to let it pop and ricochet around the room.
I poured three water glasses full of the stuff, and using a dinner plate for a tray, brought them into the living room. I put the glasses on a large coffee table, went back to the kitchen, returned the plate to the perfect stack, returned to the living room and sat in an easy chair with lumpy cushions.
Priscilla fed Sarah Champagne a noisy sip at a time. When one glass was empty she picked up the other and put it to Sarah’s lips. Except for an occasional sob, she’d stopped crying and was concentrating on the Champagne. When both glasses were gone, Priscilla held out her hand and I put my glass in it. She fed Sarah my Champagne, then, with her arm around her shoulders, waited.
Minutes passed in silence. I studied the blue and white wallpaper and the tasseled shades on the floor lamps. I was wondering if the antique radio in the corner worked when Sarah said, “Well, II seemed to have popped my cork.”
Priscilla stroked her hair and said, “Maybe. Or maybe you just let go to get a better grip.”
Sarah nodded. Her brown eyes had lost some of their manic intensity and she seemed to be tracking fairly well. “After Joe left things were all right for a while, but then I began to fear going out and people frightened me. I clean the house at three in the morning, drink while watching the Today Show on the television, and usually sleep in the afternoons. I call out for everything. But, I-I’m getting worried, I’m going to run out of money in a few weeks and I don’t know what to do.”
“Not to worry,” said Priscilla. “The worst is over.”
Really? At that I went into the kitchen and poured myself a glass of Champagne. I could still hear them talking, but it was a low murmuring, like a radio left on upstairs. It continued for some time and I used the opportunity to rekindle a liking for wine with bubbles. About twenty minutes later Priscilla came into the kitchen. “I called Ona and she’s on the way over. Sarah’s packing a few things. She’s gonna spend some time at our place.”
I touched her shoulder and said, “It appears we arrived in the nick of time, you handled that well.”
“It wasn’t that big a chore. She’s mild compared to some I’ve handled, but yeah, we probably arrived in the nick of time. Another week or so and she would have done something, a serious something.”
There were two loud raps on the porch door and Ona yelled, “Anybody in there?”
We got to the porch the same time as Sarah, who was carrying a leather purse and dragging a suitcase along the floor by a broken strap. Ona put her skull and bones cap on backwards, hugged Sarah and said, “Jesus H. Christ, Sarah, why the hell didn’t you call or come over? For god’s sake! Living here alone and driving yourself apeshit. Eva insists you come over and stay for a while, so come on, lock the joint up and come with me, we’ll drink beer and talk till dawn.”
“I really prefer Champagne,” Sarah said, and started bawling again. Ona muttered nonsense in her ear while patting her head like she would a lost puppy’s. We sat on the steps until the house was locked up and they drove away in the old pickup, then we got on the bikes and headed downtown.
We settled in the park by my favorite maple. I played with Cat while Priscilla did a deli run, returning with wine, seltzer, granola bars, and a little bag of kitty treats. She unwrapped her granola bar, rolled the wrapper into a tiny ball and flicked it at a trash can. She tore a chunk out of the bar with her front teeth, turned to me and said, “Sarah thinks that Joe told her Frank was worried about something the week he died. She’s not sure, things are more than a little fuzzy, but she thinks it had something to do with Charles Watson, a guy he knew.”
“Huh, Charles Watson again.”
“You know him?”
“No, but his name has come up before. Were he and Frank friends? He wasn’t on your list.”
“Not really, just the occasional beer at Gretchen’s. Watson was well off and traveled in higher circles, but he liked Frank. He admired Frank’s fitness level, his endurance and his dedication to the art. That’s what he called Frank’s running, an art form.” She dropped a treat in front of Cat, who slapped it with her good paw, gobbled it up, raised her bad paw and begged for more. Like an inquisitive chipmunk, Priscilla stuck her nose in the bag, sniffed, made a face, and said, “This stuff smells like a pile of dead frogs.”
We finished our picnic in silence. After a time I struggled to my feet, stretched and said, “Okay, let’s find Norman Armstrong.”



… . .
FROM A PAYPHONE I CALLED ARMSTRONG’S home and chatted briefly with his wife. Fifteen minutes later we were walking down the wide corridor of the second floor of Spear Hospital. From the outside the hospital resembled a factory. Inside it was worse. But not because of the ascetics of the place, which were actually rather nice. It was the smell. A long forgotten smell that pulled from the depths of my brain well hidden memories of dying parents and scrolled them across my consciousness with horrific clarity.
Priscilla pulled on my arm and pointed back down the hall. While dwelling on parental death I had marched us past Armstrong’s room.
We stood just inside the door and stared at the man in the bed. Norman Armstrong was little more than yellow skin stretched over bone. Priscilla looked at me and raised her eyebrows. I shrugged and flip-flopped my hand. She gazed at Armstrong for a moment, then ran a hand over her flattop and rapped sharply on the door jam. The yellow head turned and flopped on its side. Protruding, red rimmed eyes focused on us. They were the eyes of three thousand hours of pain. Armstrong tried the smallest of smiles and whispered, “Come in.”
Priscilla marched to his bed, pulled the sheet down from his chin to his chest and fussed with his pillow. I followed and took up a position at the end of the bed. Priscilla touched Armstrong’s arm, smiled and said, “Hey Norman, remember me? It’s Priscilla Matson, Frank’s Granddaughter. And this is Harry Neal, a friend of mine. If you feel up to it, we’d like to talk to you about Frank.”
For what seemed like minutes, Norman stared at Priscilla. Finally, with agonizing slowness, he nodded. I was gripping the bed frame tight enough to cramp my forearms. With effort, I relaxed and concentrated on resting my hands lightly on the frame and tried to look as if I was happy to be there.
His voice was a dusty puff of air that brushed my ear with the lightest of whispers. “Frank’s been dead, nine, ten years.”
Priscilla leaned closer and said, “That’s right, but we don’t think he died the way everybody thinks he did and we’re kind of looking into that. You and Frank were good friends so we thought we’d ask you what you think. Was Frank acting unusual before he died? Did he say anything out of the ordinary?”
He raised a hand and dropped it. “Raise the bed please.” I fumbled with the buttons and managed to raise him to a sitting position.
“Thank you. Dying this way, the way They want me to, is terrible. I should have killed myself when I had the strength. Now all I can do is lie here and die the way they want me to.”
Priscilla flipped the lid of a wide mouthed jug, removed an ice cube and ran it over Norman’s lips. She put several ice cubes in a hand towel, bashed the towel against the wall several times, opened the towel and put small pieces of ice in his mouth. He closed his eyes and nodded.
I focused on keeping a smile on my face. Norman was probably two or three years younger than me.
“You have a lot of muscle on your body, do you run, like he did?”
“Nah, I do bicycles and weights, I could never get into running.”
He forced air into his lungs and said, “Frank ran too much. Sometimes twice in one day. Felt bad if he didn’t run. But I’d look at him right after he got through running and he didn’t look good. Looked… sick. All sweaty… drawn. I kept telling him to ease up, but he’d just ran more.”
His fingers caressed the sheet and fell against the bed rail. Priscilla fed him more ice. “He looked tired after a run. So tired. Frank, I’d say, you look like shit. He’d just smile. He used to try to get me started. I wanted to, I really did. Now I’m here. All that fat, all those cigarettes, no exercise. I’ve committed suicide and it’s taking me a year to fall down and die.”
He inhaled and stopped breathing. The silence, the wait, was so heavy that I felt myself sagging. Finally he exhaled with a dry whoosh and sucked in more air. “He-he was depressed before he died. And, I think, afraid. But of what, I don’t know. I don’t remember him saying anything about it. It was the way he was acting. Hishis body language. Two days before he died he helped me paint my garage. He kept looking around like he expected someone to show up. I asked him if anything was wrong and he said, no, that everything was fine. But it wasn’t, and-and two days later he was dead.”
He turned his head and looked at Priscilla with eyes I avoided. “My wife, she mentioned that she heard Eva’s sick. Is she going to be all right?”
“Yeah,” Priscilla said. “She had a bad cold and it turned into pneumonia, but she’s coming out of it and should be good as new in a couple of weeks.”
Norman’s lips slowly formed a rectus smile. “Good, he rasped. I was pretty worried about her, afraid she was going to die.”
“That’s not gonna happen for some time yet, Norman, so don’t worry, okay?”
He nodded. Priscilla put more ice in his mouth. He sighed, slowly lifted his hand and brushed her arm. She held his hand and stroked his hair until he drifted into a fitful sleep.



… . .
WE WALKED SLOWLY DOWN THE CORRIDOR to the elevators. Visions of Armstrong flitted across my mind’s eye, dancing on a grave that wasn’t dug yet. A yellow bag of pain that wished he had killed himself when he had the strength, but didn’t, and now was dying to the beat of other people’s drums.
The receptionist, an overweight woman dressed in slashes of red and yellow, had Cat nested in her ample lap and was stroking the scar tissue along her shoulder. I thanked her, retrieved Cat, and we walked outside. After I got Cat settled, we unlocked the bikes and pedaled away from the hospital. We turned onto School Street, pedaled down a gravel road that had never seen a school, and dead ended in a clump of pine growing along the river’s edge.
I took a warm bottle of zinfandel from the trailer and wrestled the cork out of it with my top of the line forty cent corkscrew. Cat, yawning and mewing softly, slapped the side of the trailer, so I lifted her out and put her in the sand by the river’s edge. She stuck her bad paw in the freezing water, jerked it back, and obviously irritated, shook it rapidly. Then she limped to the trailer, sat in the sand, and stared at us.
I sat by Priscilla in dirty, litter strewn sand and drank long and deep. As I handed her the bottle, Priscilla grinned and said, “Norman torque your stones did he?”
“Not a good way to go. I feel for the man, Christ, what he must be going through. And then there’s age, he’s a few years younger than I am.”
Priscilla put a fist against my shoulder and pushed. “Listen, that’s all true, but Norman was a fat man, always cramming down the hot dogs, Big Macs, and other crap. He never exercised, never did anything except smoke like a woodstove in February. So don’t go there, Old Man, you and Norman are different people with different genes, different lifestyles.”
“I certainly hope so,” I said, and drank more wine. “At least we learned that something was bothering Frank.”
“Yeah, but what? I mean Frank often looked depressed and he usually wasn’t. It was just the way he looked. But Norman isn’t stupid, if he thought something was scaring Frank, something probably was.” She stood up and slapped sand off her butt. “Listen, this place is filthy, pack up the hairball and let’s get out of here.”



… . .
AS WE PEDALED TOWARD DOWNTOWN I
said, “This has been a rough day for me, Priscilla, First Sarah Akerman and her troubles and then Armstrong. If Stewart Coe has had a stroke or something I don’t want to know about it, at least not today. Let’s wait until tomorrow to talk to him.”
She regarded me with eyes as readable as glass and said, “Whatever trips your hammer, Old Man, but if this Stewart guy has stroked out or has cancer or something, why not find out today? It’ll make tomorrow a little easier.”
I sighed, pushed Armstrong out of my mind and said, “Tomorrow we’ll probably find out something worse.”
Priscilla smiled her smile and said, “Hey! You’ve been on this fucking planet for a ton of years and you used to be a historian, so you gotta know it’s that kind of world, that kind of life: it sucks and then you die. It’s been ten years since Frank died and a lot can happen in that amount of time, especially if you have a destructive life style. Plus the people we’re talking to are middle aged or older. So don’t get your shorts in a knot, Old Man. You aren’t Akerman or Armstrong or Coe or any of the others we’re gonna talk to. You’re you, and that’s the name of that tune. Maybe I’ll get you a Popeye tee shirt to wear, a little reminder for when you start losing your grip.”
“A Popeye tee shirt?”
“Yeah, remember Popeye? I am what I am and that’s all I am.”



… . .
STEWART COE LIVED IN A LARGE Victorian house in need of about twenty thousand dollars worth of work. After pushing the bell and rapping a screen door several times, a lean woman with fierce blue eyes and a nest of salt and pepper hair flung open the door and glared at us. I asked for Stewart and she growled, “You’ll find him down at that goddamned bar drinking and playing cards with his goddamned cronies,” and slammed the door.
Given a direction, we mounted our steeds and pedaled back downtown.
We found Stewart at the third bar we tried. He was seated at a large table in the back of The Blue Boar Pub drinking beer with several men dressed in slacks and sweaters or sport coats. They were playing cards, and this apparently required a lot of hooting and hollering and animated slapping down of the cards, along with carefully worded curses and shaking of heads.
Priscilla and I sat at the bar. Cat, intrigued by the aromas of spilt beer and microwaved hotdogs, pulled herself halfway out of the sling and tasted the air. I gently pushed her back, ordered two glasses of the house wine and a Heineken’s Dark from a woman with dirty nails, pimples, and a ponytail.
I strolled to over to Stewart’s table and laid a hand on his shoulder. He still had a full beard and still wore tweed coats with leather patches on the elbows. But time, and apparently alcohol, had been working on him. His nose was webbed with broken veins and his cheeks were mottled with splotches of red skin.
It took a second, but he recognized me and held out a hand. “Why I do declare,” he said, “It’s the wayward Professor Neal.” He stared at Cat a moment and shook his head. “Is that wretched looking feline part of your ensemble or have you taken to wearing living amulets to ward off any devious sprits that may be stalking that quirky mind of yours?”
His hand was warm and dry, like an old woman’s kiss. I ignored the sarcasm, pasted on a smile and said, “Stewart, it’s good to see you. Do you think you could break away for a few minutes and have a drink with my friend and I.”
His eyes flicked to Priscilla. His eyebrows went up and he lurched to his feet. “Why of course, I never refuse a free drink. Hold the fort lads, I’ll be back.”
He plopped down next to Priscilla and grabbed the Heineken. I sat on his other side, clinked his bottle with my glass and said, “Sydney or the Bush.” He smiled, touched my glass, turned and clinked Priscilla’s glass, and we drank. Gretchen and The Blue Boar Pub obviously bought their house wines off the same tailgate.
“Stewart, this is Priscilla Matson. Priscilla, this is Stewart Coe, head of the History Department at the university.”
Priscilla gave him a dead eyed smile as they shook hands. His eyes wandered to her flattop, drifted slowly over her breasts and settled a moment on her heavily veined forearms. “Harry,” he said. “Is this your granddaughter or have you developed a fondness for young, diminutive Amazons?”
“Neither Stewart, Priscilla is an acquaintance. We’re looking into the death of her Grandfather and would appreciate your help.”
Keeping his eyes on Priscilla he said, “Help? Harry, since when do you need help? You were an excellent teacher, your research was impeccable, your peers liked and respected you, and you avoided most of us like the Pox. I always had the impression you found most of us a bit, ah, distasteful. So again I ask, why would you think you need my help now?”
“You were acquainted with Frank Jankey, Priscilla’s Grandfather.”
His big head surged toward me. “Frank Jankey… of course. He was a layman that I became friendly with. I enjoyed conversing with the man. He was an amateur historian, read those history magazines meant for the nonprofessional. Good chap.”
He looked me up and down, then awkwardly reached over and punched me on the shoulder, spilling some of his beer on Priscilla’s crotch in the process. “I will say you do look good, Harry. I remember when you were in the department you were always concerned about your fitness level. Trying mightily for everlasting youth, that unobtainable goal only the foolish strive for.”
He turned, put his hand in the middle of Priscilla’s back and moved it around. Priscilla looked at him and smiled. Her eyes spoke of dire things, and he abruptly removed his hand and laid it in his lap. “Priscilla. Good name, Priscilla. My dear, you seem to be formed from rock.”
Her jaw muscles bunched several times. She sighed and said, “Listen, if you could remember anything unusual my grandfather said or did before his death we’d appreciate it. Like, was he upset? Afraid? Was he acting different?”
Stewart nodded to himself, finished his beer, and said, “I saw Frank one, no, two days before he died. I remember it clearly because it was a shock to hear of his death, it always is when it’s someone you know.”
Priscilla flipped her hand and said, “And?”
Stewart set his empty bottle down with a thunk and shrugged. “Anxious, perhaps. We often talked, for an uneducated man he was well read and interesting to converse with. But, I’ve already stated that haven’t I? At any rate it was a normal conversation, except that he was, uh, anxious, and perhaps afraid. I remember asking him if anything was the matter and he muttered that old cliché about the wrong place, wrong time. This was in passing you understand, we were on the street by the bakery. He was in his running garb, trying to run out that anxiety perhaps. And that is what killed him… running, for his aging heart had finally had enough. I’m sure the rest, seeing something and all that, was mild paranoia. Perhaps brought on by depression, I understand depression among long distance runners is quite prevalent.”
He looked at me, smiled and said, “You are a true eccentric, Harry, throwing everything away for a hut in the woods, wearing wretched looking felines around your neck, and fraternizing with young women. And now you’re playing the bounty hunter. I do assume you are responding to that absurd ad that has been in the local rag for several years now.”
I treated that as a rhetorical question and asked. “Did Frank elaborate on the wrong place, wrong time statement?”
Stewart stood up, shook his head and walked off, saying, “No, no he didn’t. You’re a card Harry, but I was fond of you. Please talk to me again when I have more time.”
We hung around. Priscilla ordered two glasses of zinfandel and we drank and stared at ourselves in the huge mirror behind the bar. I searched my face for broken veins, moles, and redness, and the face stared back, unsmiling but clear.
We drank silently. Minutes later Priscilla touched me on the shoulder and when I looked at her she turned her glass upside down and set it on the bar. As we walked out the door the boys at the table hooted and I heard Stewart holler, “Gad, good show John.”
It was getting dark and, of course, cold. “We’ll call it a day, by the time I get home it’ll be pitch dark, and I still have to stop at the deli.”
She gave me a look, sighed dramatically, and threw up her arms. “Oh, my goodness! It’s going to be dark. Listen, that’s called night, Old Man, it happens a lot around this time of day. Are you going to turn into a pile of dust? Your dick gonna fall off or something?”
Before I could come up with a suitable retort she punched my shoulder and said, “Listen, if you’d get to town before noon we’d get more done and you’ll be closer to that five K. I mean, look at what’s going on here. From what Sarah, Norman, and that asshole Stewart said, something was bothering Frank. Maybe he was in trouble. Maybe he saw something and it got him killed.”
“Okay, it’s apparent that something was amiss and perhaps he did see something. At any rate, we’re making progress and there’s no need to fret, so be patient. There’s also the exercising and futzing around, we old men are into futzing around you know.”
“You do have a thing about getting old, don’t you? Maybe I oughta haul your old butt to Shady Pond Rest Home. They’d take care of you and give you lots of mind dulling pharmaceuticals so you don’t have to think about being old. You can stay in your bed and drool on your pillow and shit in your Pamper so underpaid young girls can wipe your butt for you.”
“And will I also be visited by a caustic, diminutive Amazon?”
She slapped me lightly in the gut with the back of her hand. Cat, who was hanging half out of the sling watching the night, swiped at the hand with her good paw. Priscilla very gently bopped her on the top of the head. Cat took another swipe and missed. While Priscilla played with Cat she glared at me and in a soft voice said, “Listen, I’m five foot one. That’s five foot one inch. And I weight a hundred and twenty-three pounds and I’m thirty-four years old. So get a grip all right? I’m not a child or some kind of fucking midget, I’m a thirty-four year old woman.”
I smiled, put my hands together in front of Cat, bowed, and said, “Yes, oh Admirable, Mouthy One, I understand. You’re not a child, nor are you a midget, you’re a mature woman. But allow me to say oh Admirable Mouthy One, it is my sincere hope that all your troubles are as Lilliputian as your sex life apparently is.”
She stood hipshot, arms hanging, glaring at me. I put my hands in my pockets and stared back. Finally she sighed and shook her head. “I’ll tell you what, Old Man, you don’t do any short stuff and I won’t do any old stuff.”
I silently breathed a sigh of relief. I had a friend again. “All right, but may I say I think you’re just a tad oversensitive regarding your size, I really think… ”
“And I really think,” she yelled, “That you’re a whole lot of sensitive about being old. Any day now your face is gonna shrivel up like your dick and you’ll spend your days sitting in the park drooling on your shirt and trying to feel little girls butts.”
I did my bow and hand thing again, and in a loud whisper said, “May a diseased snail leave a trail on your pillow.”
She glared at me for several long seconds. Slowly a smile appeared on her face. She threw her hands to the black sky and said, “Christ on a stick, why me?”
It was full dark now, and the cold flowed in like the tide. I decided to get the hell out of Dodge before I got in any more trouble. “I’ll meet you at The Muscle Stop around ten.”
“Listen, by the time you’re through with the machines it’ll be noon and we’ll only have a few hours until dark. Why don’t you come in earlier?”
“Because I like to take my time with breakfast and I enjoy lingering over coffee. I also like to watch the birds, plus I have things to do around the boat. Now, are you going to meet me at The Muscle Stop?”
She didn’t quite stomp her foot but it was close. Then her face relaxed and she said, “Boat? You live on a boat?”
“You’ll see when you come out sometime. And I’ll try to get to The Muscle Stop earlier than ten. How about nine fifty eight?”
She grinned and shook her head. “Jesus, but you’re a rig. All right, I’ll see you at The Stop around ten.”
I put Cat in the trailer and wrapped her up in the quilt. I put on my helmet, pinched the tires and said, “Until tomorrow then,” and pedaled onto the street and headed home. The ride was dark and cold, damn cold. By the time I reached the boat my feet and hands were numb and I was shivering uncontrollably. And of course that’s when I remembered that I was going to stop at the deli.
I had a rough time getting the hatch unlocked and a fire going, dexterity is tough when your fingers are in spasm. I sat in front of the open stove and shivered until thawed enough to cook a bowl of oatmeal with lots of brown sugar, warm milk, and blueberries that bobbed like little blue corks in the gray mush. Bent over like the old man I was going to become if I lived long enough, I shoveled hot cereal into me. By the time I was finished, the boat and I were warm. After feeding Cat I poured a mug of wine, lit a couple more candles, and settled by the stove with a history magazine.
I was asleep in minutes.
I dreamed of Norman Armstrong sitting beside me in the park, a sheet draped over him like a poet’s cape. His hollow smile all knowing as he peered into my soul, he touched my hand and said, “Get used to it, Harry. Adapt. Let the pain be your friend.” And I looked down at myself and saw that I too, was skeletal, with skin that glowed a warm yellow.



… . .
ANOTHER MORNING, ANOTHER DAY. COFFEE IN hand, I slumped in the settee and looked out at the grove. I’d refilled the feeders and the birds were busy stoking up for the day ahead. Many of the more colorful birds had the good sense to get the hell out and head south for the winter. The ones that stayed behind, except for cardinals and blue jays, were drab little things that are easy to ignore, and they must have a duce of a time fending for themselves in winter. So I lug the birdseed from the barn, watch them eat, and feel good about myself. Cat, not so altruistic, hunkers down by the window, her tail twitching, and slaps the glass with her good paw while muttering deep in her throat.
Dawdling over coffee ate up an hour. Finally, garbed in long underwear, sweatsuit, thick winter gloves and neoprene face mask, I put Cat in the trailer, bundled her up, and we headed to town.



… . .
WHEN I CLIMBED THE STAIRS TO the weight machines it was ten after ten. I hung Cat on the wall, did three sets, stretched, and took two aspirin. When I got downstairs Priscilla was coming out of the free weight room. She was wearing a sleeveless purple sweatshirt and pale yellow Spandex shorts so form fitting they appeared painted on. The sweatshirt was sopping wet and her face was pale and slack and running with sweat.
After showers we met in the hall, unlocked our bikes and left. Moving in elaborate pantomime, Priscilla checked the time. It was twelve fifteen.
At the park we sat on the ground with our backs against a maple. I put Cat between us and fed her dry cat food from my pocket and gave her water from a small bowl that I kept in her trailer. Priscilla dug around in a bulging pannier hung on the rear of her bike, handed me two Kashi Bars and said, “Lunch is on me today.”
I smiled and said, “Sure you don’t want to go to Gretchen’s for a leisurely lunch? I’ll buy.”
“Listen, let’s try to accomplish something today, all right?”
“Is that an order?”
She regarded me silently for maybe ten seconds. It was hard, but I held the flat green eyes and waited. Finally she broke off and said, “Good point. I tend to obsess on things, no offense.”
“None taken.”
She was wearing a purple sweatsuit that was at least two sizes too large, and her pale face was shrouded in large wraparound sunglasses. I remembered her coming out of the weight room, a hundred and twenty-three pounds of warm wet muscle wrapped in Spandex, and sighed and ripped off a hunk of Kashi Bar.
With half a bar hanging out of her mouth Priscilla put on her helmet, stood, looked down at me and said, “So what’s the plan, Stan?”
“I thought we’d talk with Mrs. Watson.”
“Why? It was her husband that Frank was friends with.”
“True, but she might know something of value and we should check it out because of what Sarah said. Plus, Watson disappeared around the time Frank died. It’s a long shot, but that may not be coincidental”
I walked to the rail fence that circled the park and looked down Main Street. Ambling up the street, slapping meters as she passed them, was Betty. I walked back to the tree and sat. “We’ll see if Mrs. Watson is home later. First I want to talk to Betty Worthen.”
Priscilla snorted and said, “Ona would like to do more than talk with her. Forty-five bucks worth of tickets in a month. Ona would like to cut her off at her fat knees.”
I laughed. “All anyone has to do is put a dime in the meter, Betty is just doing the job the town expects her to do.”
Priscilla let out a low grunt. “She’s a fanatic, one day we’ll come to the park and find her hanging in a tree.”
I finished my drink, put Cat in the sling, and walked across the street. Betty was writing out a ticket on a red BMW with Maine plates. I tapped her on the shoulder and said, “I know a person who thinks you’re going to be found hanging in a tree someday.”
Betty chuckled and adjusted her cap. “Really. I bet it was someone who just couldn’t be bothered to cough up a dime and gets pissed when I write a ticket and they have to give the town fifteen Georges.”
“Forty-five Georges.”
“Oh hell, you’re talking about Ona Fuller. If looks could kill, I’d be one fried chicken.” She smiled and said, “You’ve been pedaling around town with that niece of hers. That little one will do a number on you, Harry. She wears those baggy sweat clothes, but I’ve seen her work out at The Muscle Stop. I tried her aerobics classes for a week and damn near died. She may be petite, but she’s all muscle and veins.” She grinned and punched me on the chest. “She ever wrap those legs around you, Harry, you’re a goner.”
“For God’s sake, Betty, Priscilla’s young enough to be my daughter. Frank was her grandfather so she’s helping me with the thing.” To get her off the subject I pretended to poke her in the eye and said, “How would you like to make another sixty dollars?”
“A hundred and twenty extra dollars in a week? You bet your buns. Who this time?”
“Charles Watson.”
Her little eyes widened. “You think there’s a connection?”
“I have no idea, they knew each other and it’s something I should look into. Are you sure you won’t get in any trouble?”
“Naw, I spend a ton of time in the station alone, so it’s a piece of cake. You gonna be around tomorrow?”
“Sure. In the afternoon?”
“You got it. Say hi to the muscled one, and tell her to give Ona some dimes.” She laughed, pulled on Cat’s ear and headed up Main Street, waving at people and slapping each meter as she passed it.
At a payphone I looked up Watson and found a C. T. Watson listed. “Okay,” I said. “Apparently she’s still here.”
Priscilla picked her bike off the ground and straddled it. She looked at me, cleared her throat, started to say something, stopped, cleared her throat again, stared at the ground and said softly, “You know, Harry, with Ona and Eva having Sarah at the house maybe I could stay at your place tonight, give them a chance to get caught up on stuff.” Slack faced and dead eyed, she looked at me and waited for my answer.
Damn. They managed last night didn’t they? And it’s a big house. Hell. I took a deep breath and keeping my voice neutral said, “Sure, all right,” and jammed on my helmet, swung a leg over the bike, scraping my shin along the pedal in the process. We coasted out of the park, Priscilla leading, and me trailing and being quietly stoic about my burning leg.
Mrs. Watson lived in a condominium complex squatting on a barren hilltop west of town. Ten years ago the hill had been thick with second growth timber, supported hundreds of furry critters, and sported two fast running creeks. Now there were the condominiums, perhaps thirty emaciated white birches, and lots of black top. I have no idea what happened to the creeks and I avoid thinking about what happened to the critters.
We locked out bikes to a wrought iron railing and walked a brick path to a door that looked like it could withstand the wrath of a lustful Mastodon. In the center of the door was a large brass door knocker in the shape of a poodle, which Priscilla ignored and smacked the door with the ball of her hand. Seconds later we heard a whirling sound and looked up at a video camera peering at us from a dark corner of the eve. Priscilla poked me in the ribs and said, “Whenever I see one of those damn things I wanna grab my woo hoo and do a Madonna at it.”
I pushed that image out of my mind and said, “I don’t think that would get us in the door.”
“I bet the place is full of furry white rugs.”
“We may never find out. She may think we’re bums.”
She looked up at me and fluttered her eyelids. “You maybe, but me? Even a retard can see that I’m an enchanting piece of work.”
I was about to come back with a brilliant retort when the door opened four or five inches, revealing dark space. After a moment, a quivering voice said, “Yes? What is it you want?”
I shot the space with my best smile and said, “Mrs. Watson? My name is Harry Neal and this is Priscilla Matson, Frank Jankey’s Granddaughter. We would like to talk to you about him and your husband if we may. We won’t take up too much of your time.”
After a moments silence the voice said, “It was my husband who knew Mister Jankey.”
“Yes, we know, we’re attempting to retrace Mister Jankey’s actions prior to his death and we’ve learned that your husband may have seen him just before he died. There’s the possibility that his death and your husband’s disappearance might be connected in some way.” The last statement was an embellishment perhaps, but productive if it got us in the door.
The door opened wider, and Mrs. Watson, her eyes flickering from me to Priscilla and back to me, scrutinized us like we were so many slices of boloney on a scale. She was a classic matron; large, with a full bosom, a handsome seamed face, and lots of stylishly curled blue white hair. Her considerable bulk was wrapped in a white dress with yellow and red swirls.
“Perhaps you would like to come in. You may leave your helmets in the entryway.” She aimed a shaky finger at Cat’s head and said, “Is that animal sick? I’m afraid I can’t allow a sick animal into my home, it might infect Mandy.”
“She isn’t sick,” I said, “She was hit by a car.”
Mrs. Watson stared at Cat a moment, pursed her lips and said, “Oh, very well.” We obediently left our stuff in the entryway and followed her into a living room crammed with coffee tables, two armoires, two huge wing chairs, and a couch that must have been twenty feet long. The furniture was brilliant white with blue filigree and Priscilla was wrong, the thick carpet was a very pale blue that matched the filigree.
Mrs. Watson pointed at the wingchairs, which faced the couch. As Priscilla sank helplessly into her chair she gave me a startled look and giggled. I wallowed about in the other one trying to find a comfortable, dignified position, gave it up, flopped back and crossed my legs. Mrs. Watson perched on the edge of the middle cushion of the couch, folded her hands in her lap and said, “Perhaps you could tell me what you are doing.”
I started with Eva’s ad and gave her a brief account of our actions. When I was through she raised her penciled on eyebrows and muttered, “Hmmmm, perhaps you would like a glass of wine?” We nodded. She inhaled deeply, then with a whoosh of exhaled air, lurched up, smiled shyly, and left the room.
I looked at Priscilla and smiled. Slumped in the huge chair she looked like a scolded child waiting for her father to come home.
Mrs. Watson returned carrying a tray with glasses and a bottle of wine on it. The glasses were crystal and the bottle was unlabeled. She set the tray down, and with a trembling hand, filled the glasses and passed them to us. I noticed that her hands were mottled with brown spots and laced with lumpy veins. When she turned her back I glanced at the back of my hands. Smooth veins, no brown spots. She returned to her perch on the edge of the couch, managed a smile, and raised her glass in a toast. The wine was excellent, no cheap grape in this house.
“I wish I could help you, but I can’t think of anything to add. Charles went out one Saturday and never came back. Not a day goes by that I don’t think about him. He’s dead of course, but it’s the not knowing what happened that’s so bothersome. He was quite fond of your grandfather, Priscilla.” Suddenly she clapped a hand over her mouth. “Oh! My manners! I forgot to introduce myself, can you imagine? Helen, please call me Helen. Dear dear, my memory, it’s so painful growing old.”
“Do you know if your husband saw Frank before he died?” I asked.
“No, I don’t. If he did, he didn’t mention it, and he usually did when he saw Mister Jankey.”
“Where was Charles going that day?”
“His habit was to run errands on Saturdays. Usually items from the grocery store, we were having people over that night, and a stop at the bank. And he said he might stop at a restaurant he liked to frequent. He enjoyed talking and drinking a beer or two with the people there. In fact he deliberately dressed for the restaurant, old black slacks and a brown sweater that I gave him soon after we were married. I would never go in the place but Charles said he liked the atmosphere, he said it was like a restaurant his father used to take him to when he was a child.”
“Gretchen’s Kitchen,” Priscilla and I said together.
“Why yes, Gretchen’s Kitchen. Charles said the place made him feel warm, and he did enjoy talking to the people there.”
Helen poured herself a third glass of wine, stood up, and with a steady hand topped off our glasses. A black lab with a gray muzzle ambled into the room and sniffed at Priscilla. Cat took one look at the dog, pulled back into the sling, and did her best to intimidate it by spewing forth with hisses and yowls. The dog cocked its head, ambled over, stuck her nose in the sling and snorted. Cat hissed and whacked the dog on the nose with her good paw. The dog barked once, stared at the sling for a moment, then backed up and laid down at Helen’s feet. She bent and scratched the dog’s ears. “This is Mandy. She is a true love and I don’t know what I’d do without her. She keeps me trim by taking me on long walks.”
I put a hand in the sling and stroked Cat’s head. She gave my finger a soft bite and slapped the top of my hand with a paw. Mrs. Watson stopped fondling the dog and looked at us. “Mrs. Jankey’s ad offers a five thousand dollar reward, Mister Neal. Ifif you will deviate somewhat in your investigation and also try to find out what happened to Charles, I too, will pay you five thousand dollars.”



… . .
GRETCHEN’S WAS CROWDED BUT WE MANAGED to snag a booth. Although Gretchen’s granddaughter and Clara Kosko were working, Gretchen was still about, chatting with the customers while her gimlet eyes scanned her domain in perpetual inspection. She drifted over, leaned against the booth and tossed a piece of sirloin at Cat, who was on station by the napkin holder. She folded her arms, gave us a bright eyed smirk and said, “Got a deep fried chicken platter that’s real good. Or you can feast on the chicken fried steak with a side order of fries. Or, maybe you’d like to splurge and have the Special of the Day, a double cheeseburger topped with three strips of bacon and a piece of ham. I call it the McGretchen.”
“My arteries are occluding just listening to you,” I said. “How about a liter of wine and a bowl of those pretzels you hide under the counter.”
“Ah Harry, you sure know how to live. Come into a fine restaurant at Busy Time, take up a booth for four when there’s one and a half of you, and all you order is a drink and a free bowl of pretzels.”
“Listen,” Priscilla said, “Do you remember Charles Watson?”
“Sure I do. He used to come in here sometimes, usually on a Saturday. He was a rich type, but liked to think he was one of the guys. A little uppity but nice at heart. He liked the joint, said one time it made him feel warm.”
“Was he in here the day he disappeared?” Priscilla asked.
“Yep, won’t ever forget it. He came in, had two beers, and chatted with some folks, then he leaves and no one has seen him since.”
“Do you remember who he talked to?” I asked.
“I do. It was a slow day and the only people here that he knew was the Millers. He sat in the second booth and bought them lunch. Don’t know why he bothered with them, they’re something else, that’s for sure, but he did.”
“The Millers were it?” I asked.
“Yep, he talked to them whenever they both happened to be here. Usually he bought them beers, sometimes lunch. They thought the world of him, and when he disappeared they were pretty upset, like he was their kin.”
She went behind the counter, came back with a liter of wine and a bowl of pretzels and left. I filled my glass and drank. “If you do this thing and find the two of them, its ten grand in your pocket.” Priscilla said.
I nodded and said, “Significant money.”
She pulled a straw from the dispenser, tore off one end of the paper wrap, put the exposed end of the straw in her mouth, pointed it upward and blew. The wrapper shot off the straw, sailed across the room and tapped Gretchen behind her left ear. Gretchen turned, gave Priscilla a look, and turned back to the grill. “One and a half my butt,” Priscilla muttered.
To switch her focus, I cleared my throat and said, “Do you think you’re going to stick with this until it’s resolved one way or the other?”
Her head jerked around. She gave me the same look Gretchen just gave her and said, “Of course I am. What the hell kind of question is that?”
“Well then, since it appears you’re not going to get bored and quit, if we’re successful we’ll split the money, 50-50 as they say in the movies.” Her gaze softened. She looked at me a moment, then bent her head and sucked up wine. “You happen to know the Millers?” I asked.
“No, but from the way Gretchen talked, they must be a piece of work.”
Gretchen came to the booth and put down two huge pieces of lemon meringue pie. “No fat in that pie, Harry, just sugar to keep you warm tonight.”
I smiled thank you, squeezed her hand and said, “Would you happen to know where the Miller’s live?”
“They’ve got a place near the end of Seven Rocks Road. You can’t miss it, last place on the left as you’re going out, probably nine, ten miles from here. It looks like it cost maybe a hundred and twenty three dollars to put together.”
Halfway through our pie I said, “So what say we drop in on the Millers tomorrow?”
Priscilla nodded and said, “Sure, then we’ll see if your fat friend has the police report on Watson. Listen, what if talking to the Millers and the stuff Worthen gives you come to nothing. What’ll we do then?”
“Let’s worry about that when and if it happens. For now let’s just take it one step at a time and try to obtain a bit of information, then another and another. One may lead to the other, but it may not. Since we don’t know where we’re going, all we can do is try to keep finding those bits and putting them together and hope it all pays off.” Bits of information made me think of Young Tommy and I made a mental note to hunt him up soon.
“So maybe we end up with zilch.”
“That’s right.”
“And Eva dies never knowing what happened to the only man she ever loved.”
“I’m afraid so.”



… . .
FOR ONCE I WAS HEADING HOME in daylight. There’s a trail through the woods that I sometimes like to take, but I was sore from the three sets on the machines, and since Priscilla was tagging along I opted to stay on the road. I pedaled along, stiff, sore, and irritated. My solitude and cherished rituals were being disrupted and it made me uncomfortable. The fact that I had done the disrupting didn’t help. So why didn’t I just say no? Perhaps I’m a lonely old man and don’t realize it. Perhaps playing the reticent introvert is just a farce, another folly that squanders the time of my life.
We coasted past Annie’s house and the attached barn and stopped at the gate. After a brief struggle I got the damn thing open and we pushed our bikes through and I managed to get the thing closed again without hurting myself. There were two history magazines in my mail box and I cheered up a bit. At least I’d have something to read tonight. As we entered the grove Priscilla spoke for the first time since leaving town. “Hey Harry, when you come home at night, how do you avoid all the cow shit?”
“I’m like a bat, I have built in sonar.”
“Sonar? For cow shit? What does it do? Go Moo Moo Moo, when you’re about to go ankle deep.”
“Actually it’s instinct. After so many trips across the pasture I just know and avoid.”
“That pasture’s a minefield, they should put diapers on the moo moos.”
I smiled at the image. “I’ll approach Annie with that suggestion. Perhaps she could hire you to put them on, and about nine times a day you can chase them around the pastures and change them. In fact in sounds like something you’d be eminently qualified for.”
She smiled and muttered, “Up yours, Old Man.” We entered the clearing and when Priscilla spotted the boat, she stopped short and checked out my mahogany home. “You weren’t kidding, it is a boat.”
“A little beat up, but its home.” We put the bikes in the leanto, Priscilla undid her panniers, slung them over her shoulder, and like she’d been doing it all her life, climbed the steps and dropped into the cockpit. She stopped and looked over the cabin. “I don’t think I’d wanna do an ocean in this thing.”
“Those days are long past for this boat, if it ever had any of those days. The only water under its keel now is mouse piss and rain.” I unlocked the hatch and Priscilla ducked and dropped into the main cabin. I followed and closed the hatch. “There’s wine in that refrigerator by the sink,” I said, and put Cat down, squatted by the stove, and began the ritual.
Moments later Priscilla handed me a mug of wine, saying, “It seems a lot bigger from the inside.”
“This is the main cabin, up front is a smaller cabin with a double bed and the bathroom is also up front. Under the cockpit is a quarter berth, that’s where you’ll be sleeping.”
She bent over and peered in the cave like space. “Neat. Listen, where’s your Xbox?”
“On that little table, under the cover.” I went through the stack of games and pulled out the manual for Fallout 3 and handed it to her. “Read this first, otherwise you won’t know what to do and just get killed all the time. And before we see the Millers tomorrow, I’d like you to call Eva and ask her if she knows them, maybe we can get a hint of what to expect. Also, ask her if Frank appeared frightened prior to his death and did he mention seeing anything unusual or disturbing.”
She didn’t take her eyes off the manual, just nodded and said, “Eva never mentioned Frank being scared or upset, but then she worries for a hobby and Frank was very good at hiding things from her. As for the Millers? They won’t be a problem, I can handle them, it doesn’t matter what they’re about.”
She sat down and in seconds was lost in the manual. I settled by the stove with my drink and magazines. Later she tapped me on the shoulder and said, “Okay.” I turned on the Xbox and brought up the program, showed her how to run the game, and jacked in the earphones. When she was settled, I went back to the stove, my magazines, and wine.
At eleven I washed up, played, Wrestle the Hand and Kill the Sock with Cat until she signaled she’d had enough by biting my thumb. Then she hunted around, found her brush and dragged out from under the desk, and I brushed her. I should have also brushed her teeth, but I just wasn’t up to that battle.
When I went to bed, Priscilla was hunched in the chair, her whole being focused on the screen. Fallout 3, is a vivid, tough, and complex game with amazing graphics. It’s addictive, for once you’ve learned the basics, you’re wandering a nuclear wasteland, trying to complete quests while being relentlessly hunted. Sometime in the night I woke up and realized Cat wasn’t sleeping with me. I assumed she was sleeping with Priscilla and hoped the arrangement was mutually satisfactory.
I crawled out from under the covers around seven and peered out at the world. Frost covered the ground and coated the brush around the boat. Dozens of birds were on and under the feeders, fueling up for the day. I threw wood on the coals, made coffee and huddled in the settee, waiting for the fire to quell the chill. I had taken my supplements and was lingering over a second coffee when Priscilla crawled out of her cabin with Cat dangling from her hand.
I looked at her, casually turned away, looked out at the birds and grinned. Priscilla slept in white flannel jammies covered with little pink and blue bunnies. At first glance she looked maybe ten years old, then she looked at me with those hard green eyes, the curves and muscles and lines around her eyes asserted themselves, and the child flew out the window.
She dropped Cat on the table, poured herself a cup of coffee and sat opposite me. “Listen, can you keep Hairball in your room? I was just dropping off and in she comes, plops down beside my head and licks my face. And she snored in my ear… little cat snores.”
“It would appear she likes you.”
“Yeah, well she can like me from a distance, I don’t need a cat blowing in my ear. So, let’s have a quick breakfast and get going.”
I gave her a look, sighed, and said, “We’re making progress, Priscilla, and today we may make more progress. But I’m not going to devote every waking hour to this thing just because you happen to want to. If you don’t like the way it’s going, go to The Muscle Stop and do an hour or two of weights to ease the stress, show the guys your jammies.”
She grinned and said, “A little grumpy this morning aren’t we? And don’t give me any shit about my pajamas, I love flannel and those are the only ones I could find in my size.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, really, what with the world chunking up it’s getting tough to find stuff my size, so give it a rest.”



… . .
THANKS TO PRISCILLA AND HER MOUTH, we were out of the boat by nine thirty. We passed the cows as they headed out for morning rounds and they stopped, more or less in a line, and stared at us. Priscilla laid her bike in the grass, trotted over to them and spent several minutes petting and kneading the neck of Dolly, the big walleyed Guernsey. The beast clearly enjoyed it and when Priscilla stopped, she gently butted her in the side, so Priscilla dug into the back of her ears for a bit, and trotted back to her bike. When we were on our way again she asked, “Hey Harry, could we visit them in the barn sometime?”
As I kicked open the damn gate I nodded and said, “Sure, but they live in that big shed behind the barn. People live in the barn.”
“So this place really is a home for geezers?”
“Uh huh. They live in the barn and those trailers and RVs out in the East Pasture. Three or four of the really old ones live in the house. Annie takes ninety percent of their Social Security for room and board.”
“That must bite. Work for forty or fifty years and end up living in a barn out in the middle of nowhere.”
“I guess for most of them the so called golden years snuck up and bit them. They retire, or are forced to, and discover that they have maybe ten thousand a year to live on. Or they or a spouse needs major surgery and they don’t have insurance, so the system takes their house, car, and everything else.”
“But you didn’t go that route. You dropped out early and ended up on that boat.”
I nodded and said, “That’s right, and if I’m still alive when the boat rots out, I know where I can set up a yurt.”
We were silent for several miles, then at the top of a hill Priscilla asked, “Who’s Annie?”
“She owns the farm and runs the place. Sort of a mayor.”
“You don’t give her your Social Security?”
“No, I and a couple of others cut wood. Everything on the farm is heated by wood, around forty cords a year.”
“Forty cords? God, your stones must hang down to your knees, tell Annie about the wonders of heating oil.”
“To expensive. Especially when the wood is free and all that’s required is a lot of hard labor.”
“And that’s cheap cheap cheap,” she said.



… . .
SEVEN ROCKS ROAD BEGAN ABOUT FIVE miles up the highway on the other side of town. An endless serpentine thing of poorly graded gravel, it wandered ever upward into the hills. I had the bike in low gear, low range, and my heart was clanging away like a bell rung by an intoxicated priest.
Frank Jankey should have run this one.
At the summit we stopped, wiped off the sweat, waited a few minutes for me to recover, and headed down the backside of the hill. Priscilla must have touched forty miles an hour on the steep sections. To keep the trailer from bouncing around and scaring Cat, I went much slower, but still heard a few anxious mews, and by the time the road leveled out I needed new brake pads.
A mile or so further on we saw a brittle looking two story shack constructed of wide, ancient boards that had never felt paint. Thin wisps of smoke floated out of a stone chimney, and a large shed, half hidden by the trees, was taking its final bow before sinking to earth. Parked next to the house under a lopsided window was a new looking Ford Focus station wagon.
We laid the bikes in the weeds, I grabbed Cat, Priscilla grabbed a package wrapped in butcher’s paper, and we climbed wobbly cement block steps to an unpainted plywood door. Priscilla scowled at me and whispered, “You should leave Hairball in the trailer, they might have dogs.”
I patted Cat’s head and whispered back. “In her condition she’s helpless, a predator could happen by and get her.”
She made a face, turned, and whacked the door several times. She waited ten seconds then whacked it twice more. The door suddenly swung inward and a chunky woman with protruding brown eyes said, “We don’t give money to nothing and we don’t need no charity.”
Behind those bulging eyes was a gray lumpy face. Her unkempt salt and pepper hair was chopped off just below her ears, and she wore wrinkled tan work pants and a man’s blue dress shirt that had been washed so many times it was translucent. I smiled and said, “We don’t want any of your money and we don’t do charity, Mrs. Miller. My name is Harry Neal and this is my friend, Priscilla Matson. We’d like to come in and talk to you and your husband about Charles Watson.”
She stood rigid and silent, staring at me the way an old man stares at a campfire. A dry heat, smelling of unwashed clothes and animals drifted out of the house. Cat meowed softly and pulled into the sling. From somewhere inside came the sound of women yelling.
Finally she blinked several times and said, “What’s in the package?”
Priscilla held it out to her and said, “It’s a roast. We thought you might like to have it for Thanksgiving dinner.”
“We already got a turkey.” She reached out and grabbed the package from Priscilla’s hand. “What kind of roast?”
“Pot roast.” Priscilla said.
“That’s the cheap kind.”
“Only if you can’t cook worth a shit.”
“Little girl, I was cooking just fine way before the other half of you dribbled down your mother’s leg.”
“At least my mother stood up on two legs and didn’t live in a barn.”
A hint of a smile flickered across her face, and she stepped back, motioned with a thick hand and said, “Come on in.”
We followed her through an entryway of exposed plywood and two by fours that was cluttered with boots, winter coats, and overalls lined with red plaid, and entered a living room crammed with mismatched furniture. A man sat in a handmade pine chair with his bare feet resting on the back of a huge mongrel dog. The man was small, old, and dressed in faded work clothes. It looked like he was in uniform. The dog looked at us and a low rumble filled the room.
The man muttered, “Joe,” and the dog thumped its tail and closed its eyes. Cat uttered a barely audible mew and pulled deeper into the sling. The man was staring at a huge flat screen television with a built in DVD player. On the screen two young obese women sitting on chairs on a stage were yelling at each other. Sitting between them with a smile on his face, was a thin, scruffy young man with a two day beard. A line of print at the bottom of the screen proclaimed: ‘Women who have sex with their brothers.’
Priscilla patted the man on the top of his bald head. “That crap will stunt your growth and cause your teeth to fall out old man.”
The man looked up and favored her with a toothless grin. Mrs. Miller grabbed a remote, pointed it at the TV and the screen went black. “Kenneth, we got company. Come, let us sit at the table.”
We trooped into a kitchen that was as cluttered as the living room. Their cooking stove was an antique and burned wood. The kitchen table was a slab on one inch plywood with four by fours for legs. It was stained brown and had two folding chairs on each side of it. Priscilla and I sat opposite the Millers. Mrs. Miller put bottles of Miller High Life in front of everyone, sat down and rested her forearms on the table and bobbed her head. “I’m Ethel, this here’s Kenneth. We’re the Miller’s and you’re welcome into our home. Best keep your cat in that rig on your chest though, or the dog will eat it. Now, what’s this about Mister Watson?”
I didn’t mention Frank Jankey, just told of visiting Helen Watson and that we were trying to find out what happened to Charles. Kenneth beat a cadence on the table with the flat of his hand and said, “Nice man, nice man, had all the money a body would ever need yet treated us like we was kin. Bought us beer and talked about every sort of thing.”
Ethel nodded and smiled. “He even bought us lunch on occasion. He liked to talk about gardening, Kenneth grows all our vegetables and knows the world about growing stuff.”
Kenneth gulped beer and grinned at us. To avoid any rambling talks about gardening, I said, “We understand you saw Charles the day he disappeared. Is there anything you can remember about that time? Anything unusual or strange?”
Ethel stared up at the ceiling. Kenneth stared down at his beer, then over at the dark television screen. “Seems to me he was as always,” Ethel said. “Smiled a lot, bought us a beer and asked if we were in need of anything. He always asked if we were in need.”
“And we said same as we always did,” Kenneth said. “We said we don’t take no charity. He bought us lunch on occasion, but that’s cause we was friends, not cause we was in need.”
“Talked about gardening,” said Ethel. “He usually asked Kenneth about gardening cause Kenneth knows the world about gardening.”
“He did show us one of his coins that day, Ethel.”
Ethel frowned and lifted her face to the ceiling. She smiled suddenly and slapped the table. “That’s right, he did show us one of them coins. That’s different, cause he didn’t usually do that, only once before.”
“Two times I think.” Kenneth said.
“Coins?” I said. “What kind of coins?”
Ethel leaned toward us until she was half laying on the table. “Why, from his collection, he collected those coins from Canada.”
“Canada?” I said. “He collected Canadian coins?”
“Yes sir,” she said. “Mister Watson had a whole bunch of them Canadian Maple Leafs. Fucking things were pure gold and pretty as can be.”
Kenneth nodded and hit the table with his palm. “That’s right. And they made a good weight in your hand, I can tell you that. He let me hold it.” He showed us the palm of his hand. “Made a good weight in a man’s hand, not like them tin dollars we got that are just painted gold. He had them in a leather belt with pockets. Had it around his waist with his shirt and sweater over it. A body’d never know they was there. He said they was his hedge against poverty and the goddamn government.”
He paused and sucked down the rest of his beer. Then he held out the bottle and pointed at the label. “Miller, same as us, that’s why we drink it. The Miller’s drinking Miller beer.” He grinned, wiped his mouth and pointed a dirty finger at me. “Another thing I remember. He said he was gonna make a stop, said he had to see someone after he left Gretchen’s.”
“See who?” asked Priscilla.
“I remember that,” said Ethel. “Said he was gonna finally make the stop.” Once again she sought guidance from above. Kenneth looked to the television then picked up the remote and pointed it at the box. Seconds later we were treated to the view of the two fat women screaming and wrestling around on the floor while the man sat in his chair and smiled at the camera. Ethel grabbed the remote and cut the sound. “How’s a body to think with that going on?” But Kenneth was gone, his eyes staring at the screen with a laser like focus.
Priscilla made a face and said, “I wonder how much they get paid for that crap,”
Ethel giggled and waved the remote in the air. “That ain’t nothing. You should see some of the others, you just wouldn’t believe it.” And she giggled again and snorted loudly.
Priscilla giggled with her and asked, “Do you remember where Mister Watson wanted to visit?”
Her face clinched in concentration, Ethel stared at the ceiling and sought answers. She lowered her head and started to shake it. In mid shake her face lit up and she said, “Why yes, now I got it. Mister Watson said he was going to check the fares at Satan’s Station.”
“The fares at Satan’s Station?”
“Yep. I remember it clear as day now. Said he was gonna finally see about buying a ticket. Then he laughed, said it was just a stop to see what’s what this time, said it always paid to think ahead. Say, you folks want another beer?”
We shook our heads. Priscilla stood up and said, “We have to get going, got about six other places to go before nightfall. But listen, you’ve been a great help.” As Ethel led us to the door I glanced at the television. Now the women were punching the man, who had his hands up and was grinning at the camera.
At the door, Ethel shook my hand and gave Priscilla a hug. “You folks ever want to come back, do so anytime. And you can bring that poor little animal with you as long as you keep it in that thing on your chest so the dog don’t eat it. If we’re home your welcome, and thanks for that meat, it’ll do us two, maybe three meals, depending on how much Kenneth gives to the fucking dog.”
We walked the bikes through the dead grass to the road. I stood in middle of the road, took a deep breath and slowly let it out. Priscilla punched me lightly on the shoulder and said, “Listen, they’re doing the best they can with what they have.”



… . .
WITH MILD HYPOTHERMIA AS A COMPANION, we entered Gretchen’s and settled in the back booth. Clara Kosko, dressed in a faded maroon sweatsuit, and wearing her ‘My Other Body Is On Baywatch,’ apron, shuffled up to the booth. With her long face pulled into a magnificent frown, she pulled out her pad and pencil and looked at us. I smiled and said, “Hello, Clara, I’ll have a mug of red wine and a bowl of French onion soup, please.”
Gretchen puts an extra thick slice of Swiss cheese over the soup and I love to nibble at the stuff while inhaling the smell of onions marinated in herbs.
Clara’s pencil quivered over her pad as her eyes floated over to Priscilla. Her face blank, Priscilla gazed up at Clara for a time, then, in one swift movement, she jumped up on her knees, waved her hand in Clara’s face, and in a thick southern drawl, said, “And I, Clara, want… No! I demand! That from this moment on, every word from every mouth of every goddamn lawyer on the planet be the absolute truth.” She sat back down, folded her hands, looked up at Clara and said softly, “And I also want a mug of wine and a bowl of French onion soup.” Clara gazed at her a moment, then put away her pad and pencil and shuffled toward the counter.
“Keep it up,” I said, “And Gretchen and her customers will catch on to what I already know; that you view the world from a decidedly skewered perspective.”
She rubbed her hands briskly as she looked at me. “Decidedly skewered perspective? You talk like that and you think I’m whacked?
Clara was surprisingly quick for once, and as soon as she drifted away, Priscilla picked up her bowl with both hands and held it. It’d been a long, cold ride back. I had thermal gloves, but she rode bare handed. “Don’t you have any gloves? It’s going to get colder and it’s a bit inconvenient to carry a bowl of hot soup where ever we go.”
“The next place I stop,” she said, and put a piece of Swiss cheese between Cat’s paws. Cat sniffed it and slapped it with her good paw, propelling it across the table onto the floor. Limping to the edge of the table, she looked down, then looked at me and mewed. I put her on the floor, and she bite into the cheese, shook it, and limped toward the stove.
Priscilla ducked her head and drank from the bowl. Then she looked at me and said, “So, Watson was carrying a bunch of gold coins with him.”
I nodded and said, “And according to the Millers, he always carried them. We’d better pay another visit to Helen Watson and ask about them.”
“What about the Satan’s Station stuff?”
“I don’t know. That’s another thing we have to talk to her about.”
“Listen, you think looking into Watson is gonna get us to what happen to Frank?”
“Perhaps. It’s a rock in our path and I think we should chip away at it and see what develops. What do you think?”
She shrugged and said, “Chip chip chip.”
After another mug of wine we forced ourselves back to the world and pedaled to the mall. While I watched over Cat and the bikes, Priscilla went into Olympia Sports and bought a pair of thermal gloves and a neoprene face mask with money I lent her. Then, heads bent into the wind, we pedaled to Helen Watson’s condo. As she pounded on Helen’s door she said, “Listen Harry, I’m going to pay you back for all this stuff.”
“It’s not a problem,” I lied.



… . .
PRISCILLA SAT ON THE FLOOR AND petted Mandy while I sank ever deeper into the same damn chair I sat in on our first visit. Helen, after serving wine, was again perched on the edge of the middle cushion of the couch. This time she was dressed in a red pants suit that did a marvelous job of emphasizing her age and bulk.
“Dear me, you two seem to have made progress. Why is it the police never talked to those people?”
“Because they would be very reluctant to converse with policemen, and certainly wouldn’t volunteer anything if they did talk to them. So even if the police had found them, it’s unlikely they’d have gotten anything useful.” I sipped my wine and tried to lean forward but it was too awkward with Cat snoring in the sling on my chest, so I leaned back and tried for relaxed concern. “How large was Charles’s collection of Canadian Maple Leafs?”
She shook her head and made a face. “Oh those silly things. He said gold was the only true money. He would walk around the house holding one in his hand, to feel the weight, he said. He always carried them with him in a leather money belt he had especially made.”
Priscilla stopped petting Mandy, looked up and said, “So how many did he have?”
“I’m not sure, I remember one time he said the belt weighted a little over six pounds, so assuming the belt weighted a pound, he walked around with five pounds of those things strapped to his waist. I must have scolded him about it a hundred times. Imagine, carting those things around wherever you go, sometimes I rather doubted his sanity. And I must say, I thought it was quite silly to spend money on them when he could have invested in safe, steady CD’s.”
“So,” Priscilla said, “If he always carried them with him, then he had them the day he disappeared.”
Helen absently sipped her wine. After a time she nodded and said, “Yes, yes he did. He wouldn’t admit it, but it must have been uncomfortable having that weight around his waist all the time. After a while he claimed he felt naked without it, that it was part of his dressing routine. In the morning he’d put on that belt, then his pants and shirt, and then a sweater or sport jacket. It was pretty obvious that it was there and I told him that it made him look chubby. Whenever he was preoccupied with something, he’d dig one out and hold it in his hand and rub it with his thumb.”
“Did you tell the police he had the coins with him the day he disappeared?” I asked.
She thought a moment, then said, “Why no, I don’t believe I did. I was so worried, so overwrought, that I completely forgot about them.”
Priscilla stopped petting Mandy and looked at her. “Jesus Christ, lady, we’re talking a ton of dollars here. I mean, here’s your husband wandering around with five pounds of gold strapped to his gut, he disappears, and you never thought to tell the cops about it? You never thought about them?”
“II’m afraid not. My only thoughts were of Charles. II’m afraid they just never crossed my mind, I didn’t think of them as being valuable. I just, just… well, I just didn’t think about them.”
To hell with it. I heaved myself out of the chair, put my glass on the coffee table, and joined Priscilla and the dog on the floor. It didn’t seem to faze Helen that her guests preferred to sit on the floor. Nor did it appear to faze Mandy that Cat was leaning out of the sling and waving her maimed paw at her while spewing forth with squeaky hisses. I put a heavy hand on Cat’s head, pushed her back into the sling and said, “Helen, did Charles ever say mention anything about a Satan’s Station to you?”
“You two are so nice, Mandy is in doggie heaven. And I’m sorry your cat isn’t well. Satan’s Station? Oh yes, that was Harold’s name for… for arraignments. He had his funeral planned to the smallest detail. We bought a plot in Serene Valley Cemetery and he planned to do business with one of the local funeral homes. Satan’s Station was Harold’s name for funeral homes. He didn’t think well of them. He said funeral directors were predatory ghouls who’d drain you of every penny you had if you let them. Never the less they perform a necessary service and I think he planned to visit one in-in ttown.” Tears streamed down her cheeks. She flapped a hand at us, grabbed her wine, and trotted out of the room. Seconds later a door slammed somewhere in the back of the condo and a heavy silence prevailed.
Five minutes later we were still petting the dog and waiting. Mandy didn’t seem at all upset with Helen’s sudden exit. She looked at us as if to say, ‘All the time, she does this all the time.’ Priscilla looked at me and shrugged. We gave Mandy a final pat and left.



… . .
THERE ARE TWO FUNERAL HOMES IN town, one on the east side and one on the west side. We pedaled by Fairfield’s Funeral Home, the east side one, and since lights were on we turned in. Fairfield’s was a single story red brick building with a small wood porch with two white pillars that looked like they were molded out of used soda bottles. We locked the bikes to the front suspension of a black Honda Civic, I grabbed Cat, and we did as the small brass plate suggested and walked in.
We entered a big room with beige wallpaper stenciled with improbable flowers, and the wall to wall indoor/outdoor carpeting looked like a noxious growth in the artificial light. To our left, coffins on waist high stands were lined up like soldiers awaiting inspection. The right side of the room was open except for a large metal desk, four chairs, and several pots of plastic flowers. A short young man with limp hair and wet looking eyes was seated at the metal desk.
He stood up and smiled. “Good evening, how may I help you?” As he came toward us, hand outstretched, his eyes darted up and down Priscilla’s body. He resembled a nervous squirrel.
Priscilla poked me in the ribs and muttered, “Not this one,” and headed for the coffins.
I gave the man a smile, shook his hand and said, “Ten years ago a man named Charles Watson come to you for information on funeral arrangements, would you happen to remember the occasion?”
“And you are?”
“My name is Harry Neal and this is my friend, Enid Snart. Helen Watson asked us to trace Harold’s actions the day he disappeared and we’ve found out he visited a funeral home on that day. You may call Mrs. Watson if you like.”
The man nodded, glanced at Priscilla, who was peering into a coffin, and said, “I don’t think that’ll be necessary. My name is Mark Lorrie, my Uncle Jack is the owner of Fairfield’s Funeral Home. And, I know Mister Watson, or rather I knew him, and he did inquire about the services we offer, but not on the day he disappeared. I’d say he was here about a week or so prior to his disappearance, I remember because I’d just started working with Jack.”
Priscilla, bent over, her head in a coffin, said, “And?” She sounded like she was talking from a cave.
Mark thoughtfully regarded her rump for a moment, shrugged, and smiled. “We’ve carved a niche in this business by catering to people with limited resources. We will certainly provide upper level services and utilities, but with Mister Watson I never had the opportunity to offer. He remarked that our establishment reminded him of a fast food joint.” He grinned and shrugged again. “He was really quite indignant.” He reached out and touched Cat’s head with his index finger and said, “I’m sorry about your cat. Mother and I have three and we think the world of them.”
He showed us to the door. As we left he turned to Priscilla and favored her with a dazzling smile. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Miss Snart. Perhaps we’ll see one another again.”
As we pedaled toward downtown Priscilla suddenly pulled her bike close to mine and slapped me across the back of my helmet. “Enid Snart? What the hell is that? I ought to give you a snart right across that sparfy mouth of yours.”



… . .
“SO MAYBE IT’S THIS ONE,” PRISCILLA said. It was night now, and of course, cold. She had her new gloves on and her mask was at the ready in the little bag on her handlebars. We were on the sidewalk in front of a big Victorian house with a wraparound porch and arched windows. Priscilla had stated the obvious. As the only other funeral home in town this must be the place, assuming Charles Watson really did want to deal locally. A beautifully carved sign on the lawn said: The Chapman Funeral Home. Two unlit flood lights were aimed at the sign. Except for a light coming from a corner room on the second floor, the house was dark.
I put on my mask and gloves and said, “Let’s get going. We can come by tomorrow, then find Young Tommy and Betty.” Over her mask Priscilla’s eyes were flat and I knew she was going to ask so I said it first. “If you want you can have the quarter berth again.”
Her eyes brightened and she said, “Thanks. Let me call Eva and we’ll get going.”
We pedaled back downtown and stopped by a payphone. I gave her fifty cents and said, “Do what we should have done earlier and ask her what funeral home handled Frank.”
She talked briefly, hung up the phone and stuck her finger in the coin slot. Finding it empty, she slammed the butt of her palm into the phone twice and tried the slot again. No fifty cents. As she swung a leg over her bike she said, “The Chapman Funeral Home did Frank.”
Light from my helmet danced on the road in front of me, lulling me into an opened eyed trance filled with dead spaces. We would be two miles out of town and I’d think of the distance we still had to travel and suddenly we were three miles out of town. Sweat coursed down my back and my feet were cold. For the Nth time I promised myself new winter shoes and electric socks.
We weaved our way across the pasture and into the grove. Inside the boat I lit candles, hunkered down, did the fire, and sat before it like an old dog, waiting for the heat to thaw my blood.
A cold rain started to hammer the boat. I sat in the settee with Cat on my lap, sipped wine and let the storm seep into my bones, occasionally shivering with the delight of it. Priscilla put a tray laden with wine and Kashi Bars on the table and plopped down across from me. She jumped back up and opened the door to the stove. “I wanna watch the fire, I bet a zillion years ago when those cave types were eating they liked to stare at the fire too.”
“For them fire was survival.”
“Hey, for you too, the boat would be an icebox if it weren’t for that woodstove.”
I unwrapped a granola bar and bit into it. “I have a generator up on deck, if I wanted to I could start it up and use the boat’s electric heater. Or I could start the propane heater or just go to the barn and sleep in the lounge.”
“Jesus on a stick, will you put a sock in it Old Man? I love the fire and this boat is sort of like a cave. I like the way the candles flicker, bouncing shadows all over the room.”
“Cabin, we sailors call it a cabin.”
She snorted. “Sailor? When was the last time you put to sea?”
“Three years ago I drifted down the Pemigewasset River from Plymouth to New Hampton in a twenty dollar rubber boat.”
“Run into any pirates?”
“No, but I saw a moose eating lily pads. It was a truly magnificent beast, like something out of a nature film.”
She stood, stretched, and said, “Maybe so, but I’d much rather hunt Raiders and Ferals in nuked D.C.,” She went to the Xbox, turned it on, cracked her knuckles and murmured, “Look out people, here comes Priscilla Matson, a truly magnificent beast.”



… . .
PRISCILLA WOKE ME BY STICKING A cup of coffee under my nose and saying some smartass thing I didn’t catch. Becoming awake enough to sit up was a slow process, but I made it and managed to get the coffee to my mouth without incident. When I judged myself fully conscious I did some stretches. Always the stretching, don’t want to end up like those stiff old men in the park, shuffling along like hamstrung goats.
Sliding into the settee opposite Priscilla, I petted Cat, who must have slept with her again, and stared at a full plate of scrambled eggs and toast. I looked at her with raised eyebrows. She shrugged and said, “I wrapped a dozen eggs in foam and brought them out with me. I threw half the yokes away. It’s good protein and you’ll need it for The Stop today.”
“How are you getting along with Fallout 3?”
She grinned. “I’m trying to find a way into downtown D.C. I’ve got to get to the radio station and talk with somebody named Three Dog.” That game is something else, I can’t imagine the work that must have gone into it.”
“It is an amazing piece of work,” I said. “And a great time waster. The same company also has a game called Skyrim, which is truly remarkable.”
“Is it all right if I come out again tonight?”
I hesitated, sighed inwardly and said, “All right, but don’t settle in for the winter.”
“Till this thing is over?”
I tried the eggs; they were delicious. I sipped some coffee; it was excellent. “All right, till this thing is over.”
She smiled and murmured, “Thanks.” She reached out and scuffed Cat’s head. “Listen, do you think the hairball could bunk with you tonight? I dreamt I was in some dark place and couldn’t breathe and woke up with this thing wrapped around my neck blowing little cat breaths up my nose.”
“It’s undoubtedly your radiant personality. I’m afraid you’re her buddy until you leave.”
Priscilla put her face close to Cat’s, narrowed her eyes and hissed. Cat cocked her head, meowed, and smacked Priscilla on the nose with her bad paw. Priscilla sat back, glared at Cat and muttered, “Mangy two-bit hairball.”



… . .
THE RAIN HAD GONE EAST, LEAVING chilled air and sunlight with a razor edge. The pasture was saturated with half frozen water and we squished and skated our way to the gate. I managed to get the thing open and closed without maiming myself. When we rode past the barn an old man dressed in quilted pants and a wool cap yelled, “Hey Harry, when you gonna get going on the rest of the wood?”
I ignored him, but Priscilla yelled back, “In time old man, don’t get your stones in a bundle.”
And he yelled back, “Now don’t you be sassy, Little Lady.”
About a mile from town I started shooting mental azimuths into the woods. When it seemed right I shifted down and turned off the road. Priscilla followed, and we tried to keep my instinctive azimuth while weaving our way around brush and trees, but it got too gnarly because of the trailer, so we pushed the bikes the last mile or so. We propped the bikes against convenient trees, climbed to the plateau and walked through the boulder field to the other side. “This is like walking through a canyon,” Priscilla said. “How’d you find this place?”
“I didn’t, Young Tommy did, and when we knew each other well enough, he invited me to live here with him. I declined, but I may accept sometime in the future, this place attracts me.”
“Really? This is more than a little out of the way, even for you.”
“Maybe now, but in another decade I might think it’s an ideal escape from the slathering herds.”
Buster skittered around a boulder, skidded to a stop and shoved his nose into my hand. I dug into the base of his neck and he yawned with pleasure. He trotted to Priscilla, jammed his nose into her crotch and snuffled. “Hey!” she yelled, jumped back, and smacked him across the muzzle. He barked, came back to me, sniffed at the sling and barked again. I heard faint mews from the sling and grabbed him by the collar and pushed him toward the yurt.
We stopped in front of the door and I beat a tattoo on the wood. Young Tommy opened the door, gave me a smile and Priscilla a blatant once over. “You’re Eva’s kin ain’t you?”
As she peered into Young Tommy’s home she said, “Her granddaughter,” she murmured. “Listen, can I check out your yurt?”
“Sure, you’ll find some wine in the cooler toward the back. If you don’t mind, you can pour us a mug.”
Young Tommy and I made ourselves comfortable in beach chairs around the fireplace. I stretched out, put my hands behind my head and kept an eye on Buster we was eyeing Cat who was peeking out of the sling eyeing Buster. Young Tommy nodded toward Priscilla. “Young face, old eyes.”
“She’s thirty-four. Used to be in the MP’s and seems pretty tough.”
“I believe it. She been helping you dig around in Frank’s life?”
I nodded as she came back with three mismatched mugs full of wine, handed us each one, then sat down in a beach chair, crossed her ankles and said, “So, did your sister get copies of Frank’s hospital records?”
Young Tommy nodded, pulled some papers out of a book laying on the floor, and handed them to her. She read them and handed them to me. One form detailed that a patrolman named David Rundle had delivered the body of Frank Janky to the hospital emergency room where he was pronounced dead by a Doctor Amos Conrad. The body was then released to T. William Chapman of The Chapman Funeral Home. The other form was a death certificate stating that the cause of death was Myocardial Infarction. It was signed by Doctor Amos Conrad. I gave the forms back to Priscilla, looked at Young Tommy and said, “Well, that tells us something I guess. Thanks, Tommy.”
Young Tommy looked at me for a moment. Then he glanced at Priscilla, looked down at Buster and said quietly, “There’s a bit more.” He stopped talking, sipped his wine, and scratched Buster’s ears.
After fifteen or twenty seconds of silence, Priscilla rolled her eyes and said, “Listen, whatever you do, don’t tell us okay? Because we pedaled and pushed the bikes through this water logged swamp for an hour just so we could sit here and watch you pet that perverted fleatrap.”
He grinned, made a production of petting Buster for a few seconds more, then looked up, coughed twice and said, “Sis figured since she was getting paid a fair price to look into your grandfather’s death, she might as well do more than just copy a couple of forms. So she checked through the old logs. And according to them
she wasn’t working that day, but a couple of nurses she knows were.” He paused to drink some wine, looked at Priscilla and said, “Sis talked to them. It’s a small hospital, and ten years ago it was quite a bit smaller and she said both of them would have been called to the emergency room had something happened. But neither of them remembers a policeman bringing in a body. In fact, neither of them remembers anything at all about that day and Sis says that means it probably was a boring day in which nothing much went on.”
Young Tommy refilled his glass, drank, looked at Priscilla and said, “And there’s one other thing. Doctor Conrad, the man who signed the death certificate wasn’t at the hospital that day. According to the records a Doctor Stevenson had the emergency room and a doctor-doctor, hell, I don’t remember who Sis said was also there, but it wasn’t Conrad.”
“Is Conrad still at the hospital?” I asked.
“Nope. Retired now, lives in that place for old rich types, on the river over by Ashland.”
“Quiet Pines?”
“Yep. You got a few hundred thousand you can go there too.”
I looked at Priscilla and said, “I think a trip to Ashland to talk to the good doctor is in order.”
She nodded and said, “It tis, it tis.”
We stayed a bit longer, drinking Tommy’s wine and chattering aimlessly. At one point Priscilla gave him an update on Eva, and he in turn related his tale of lost love for her. Then we finished our wine and made ready to leave. As Priscilla moved past him, Young Tommy turned sideways and slapped her hard in the gut with the back of his hand. It made a dull smack, like a sock full of wet sand hitting brick. Priscilla smiled. It was a dangerous smile. He grinned and said, “Thought so, you’re not skinny, you’re muscle, like some damn feral cat.”
Priscilla snapped her fingertips against his crotch. He grunted and sank toward the ground. Forcing himself erect, he looked at her and giggled. “And you’re all gristle,” Priscilla said. “Just like that perverted, crotch sniffing flea trap you call a dog.”



… . .
A WEATHERED SIGN WITH A FADED green arrow on the bottom said to turn right for Quiet Pines Condominiums. We did so, and swooped down a blacktopped road that ran through a thin line of pines and into the complex. Five large buildings formed a shallow U that followed the line of the river. High and asymmetrical, with an abundance of sharp angles, oddly shaped windows, and small porches off narrow glass doors, the condos looked alien in the wooded landscape.
Despite the temperature several couples, all old, were wandering about. They didn’t seem to have a purpose other than to walk around a dirt road that formed an ellipse inside the U of the buildings. A barely legible sign informed us that units were still available, starting at $399,999, and to inquire at the office, which was in the last building on the left. While Priscilla guarded Cat and the bikes from any marauding walkers, I went into the office and was told by a gaunt woman in a brown pantsuit that Doctor Conrad lived in unit eleven.
Unit eleven was on the ground floor of the center building and faced the river. After pounding on the door for several minutes, we walked back to the road and asked an ancient couple dressed in layers of expensive clothing if they knew where Doctor Conrad was. The ancient woman looked at the ancient man, at me, then at Priscilla. They both gazed at Priscilla for a time, then simultaneously raised their arms and pointed toward a man in a wheelchair on the other side of the ellipse.
We left Cat to guard the bikes and walked over to him. When a young man he was probably medium height. Sitting in the wheelchair, bundled up in a parka, skier’s gloves, and with a navy watch cap pulled over his ears, he appeared small. His face, dominated by a hooked nose, was totally lacking in expression. He wore thick gold rimmed glasses that made his eyes look like they were bulging out of his head. He was old, looked it, and those bulging eyes were wet and gummy looking. His left leg had been amputated just below the knee and his right leg didn’t have a foot. A middle aged woman wrapped in several layers of wool, and with a stethoscope poking out of her coat pocket, stood watch several yards away.
We stopped in front of him and I bounced my head in a nod, tried a smile and said, “Good afternoon, Doctor Conrad, my name is Harry Neal and this is my friend, Bambi Gabonzo. I wonder if we may talk to you for a moment.”
He looked at us without expression, gave Priscilla an extra once over, frowned and said, “What about?”
“About a man named Frank Jankey. He died of an apparent heart attack ten years ago, and according to written records, a policeman named David Rundle brought him to the hospital, where you pronounced him dead.”
“If that’s what the reports state, then that is what transpired. Is there a reason you’re asking these questions?”
“Yes, there is. You weren’t at the hospital that day, Doctor Conrad, a Doctor Stevenson and another doctor had the day shift.”
That got us a few moments of hard silence. Finally, he grunted and said, “What I did or didn’t do is none of your concern, and I have no intention of sitting here justifying myself to two bums on bicycles. Leave here now or I shall cause you a great deal of trouble.” With that he put his gloved hands on the wheels of his chair, spun around and headed toward his condo. The nurse gave us a look and shuffled after him.
We stood in the road watching the good doctor wheel himself away. As he and the nurse turned the corner of his condo Priscilla bumped me hard with her shoulder, slapped the back of my head several times with her glove and said, “Bambi Gabonzo? What’s the matter with you?”



… . .
WE PEDALED BACK TO TOWN AND settled in the Gazebo with large cups of coffee and watched Cat limp after windblown leaves until I spied Betty coming up the street. She saw us and made a little gesture and we left the Gazebo and walked the bikes down Gretchen’s alley to the dirt road in back of Main Street.
Betty came out of the back door of Kreb’s Hardware and walked over to us. While smiling at Priscilla she handed me a large brown envelope which I tucked under my sweatshirt and said, “Betty, this is Priscilla Matson, Frank Jankey’s granddaughter.”
They shook hands and Betty grinned and said, “I hear your aunt would like to string me up in the park.”
“Listen,” Priscilla said. “Forty-five dollars is a hell of a charge just for a few parking tickets. It must be a real rush, hassling an old lady and charging her a bunch of bucks she can’t afford to part with.”
“I don’t make the rules, Sweetie. All she has to do is slip a dime in the machine. If she doesn’t and I happen by, she gets snagged fifteen dollars.” She raised her hands palms up, looked at the left one, raised it and said, “One thin dime, ten lousy cents. Or,” And she looked at the other palm and let it drop a few inches and said, “Fifteen dollars, a hundred and fifty dimes. It’s her choice, Sweetie, so don’t try to put that monkey on my back.”
Priscilla got sort of stiff and slack faced, so I eased between them, and with my back to Priscilla, slipped Betty three twenties and said, “Thanks for the favor, Betty.” I gave her a quick hug and she smiled at me, winked at Priscilla, and headed back up the alley.
The walk to The Muscle Stop was quiet as Priscilla’s scowl precluded any chitchat. We checked in at the desk and went our separate ways. I hung Cat on the wall, did three sets on the machines, handed Cat over to the man at the counter and spent thirty minutes broiling myself in the sauna while drinking a half a gallon of ice water. Twice I forced my seared butt off the cedar bench and stretched. Stretching in a room that’s a hundred and eighty degrees is a unique experience. When I walked out of the sauna I was as limber and supple as a thirty year old… almost.
When I appeared at the front desk to claim Cat, the man with the neck like a buffalo smiled and nodded toward a nest of towels at the end of the counter. Cat was deep in the middle of the nest, half asleep and looking very content. As I gently lifted her up and slipped her into the sling the man said, “You should take her to a vet, I don’t think she’s doing very well.”
I found Priscilla in the free weight room talking to a chunky young woman dressed in white Spandex with red stripes. The woman was a living, breathing, hundred and fifty pound barber pole. She had a ten pound dumbbell in each hand and was doing alternate curls as she talked to Priscilla. If she was fat, it was hard fat, and the raw, casual power of the woman impressed me. It occurred to me that we were members of the same club, that we were fellow bodybuilders. Although I certainly wasn’t in her league, I felt an odd sense of kinship. But I had a hunch the kinship might be one sided so I thought it prudent to keep my thoughts to myself and refrained from spewing forth about protein intake, triceps definition, and other esoteric stuff related to the-the what? Sport? Craft? Obsession?
Priscilla said goodbye and we left. After the sauna the thirty degree day seemed almost comfortable. We clumped into Gretchen’s and settled in the back booth. Clara was nowhere in sight, but Gretchen shuffled over and put a pitcher of wine and soda on the table, slid in next to Priscilla and said, “You two look like you’ve been pulled through a knot hole. All flushed and slack eyed, limp looking.”
I smiled and said, “The joy of exercise, something nobody should miss.”
“Don’t think so, Harry, if that’s what it does to you. Seems like a lot of effort just to make a body tired and hungry.”
Cat, who had been sitting quietly by the napkin holder, got impatient and meowed and waved her bad paw at Gretchen. Gretchen smiled warmly and put a piece of turkey between her paws, then filled our glasses, took a drink out of mine and asked, “You getting any closer to that five thousand?”
I shrugged and said, “What do you know about the Chapman Funeral Home?”
A lipless smile turned her face into a grim mask. “I think the Chapman Funeral Home is an expensive way to hell.”
“Gouge a bit, do they?”
She grunted and said, “Remember when my older sister Isabella died of a stroke some years ago? The Chapman’s buried her. Charged an arm and a leg and tried to steal her wedding ring to boot.”
She grabbed my glass, sucked down more wine and continued. “After the wake, just before we took the trip to the cemetery, I wanted one last look at Isabella so I went into a little room just off the chapel where the coffin was. One thousand one hundred and eighty seven dollars for the goddamn thing. Dorthea Chapman was pulling the ring off my sister’s finger and that T. William was standing beside her, smiling like a lizard. I put my finger against his chest, pushed a little, and asked just what the hell did they think they were doing. She said they were just making sure it was on tight. Like it mattered since she was gonna be rotted down to the bone in a couple of years or so.
“Now I hear it’s illegal to bury stuff with the body. Anyway, I said bullshit and held out my hand. It was shaking and I was kinda growling, so she dropped the ring in my hand and I walked out and we got on with it.” She held out her right hand and showed us a diamond ring on her little finger. “I’m a bit bigger then Isabella was. You people want anything to eat?”
We ordered chicken breasts baked with herbs, a bowl of stir fries, and coffee. Except for an occasional can of tuna I can go weeks without eating meat and never miss it, then suddenly I’m a starving Puma.
The chicken was superb. Cat thought so too, and sat in the middle of the table flicking her broken tail in the stir fries and meowing, yowling, mewing, and waving her paws in the air for tidbits until the last piece of meat was gone. Then she put both front paws on Priscilla’s plate and licked it clean. Finished, she licked her chops, looked up at Priscilla and meowed. Priscilla put her face close to Cat’s and blew a puff of air in her face. Cat reared back and batted her with her good paw, leaving a red line down her nose. Priscilla sat back, rubbed her nose and said, “Remember, this ratty hunk of hair sleeps with you tonight.”
I smiled and shook my head. “Nay nay. You remember, she’s your buddy until you leave, which seems right, as your personalities and your attitudes are obviously quite similar.” I quickly dropped my eyes and opened the police report on Watson. Slouched in the booth, I read it while sipping Gretchen’s prime stock. When I finished I slid it over to Priscilla, refilled my mug and waited.
She read it, put it back in the envelope and said, “Might as well use it for fire starter.”
I agreed. The official report on the disappearance of Charles Watson was several pages of ambiguous doublespeak that had little of consequence to say about anything except that a bunch of policemen spent a lot of time achieving nothing.
“Well,” I said, “We’re zero for two concerning official reports.”
Priscilla made a coarse sound deep in her throat and said, “Maybe. Remember, according to those rednecks, Frank was still alive and running a quarter mile further down the road than what Rundle wrote in his report. And what about what that old goat’s sister said?”
“Rundle wrote in his report that he took your grandfather to the hospital, but according to the nurses Young Tommy’s sister talked to, that didn’t happen. So the question is who’s right? If it’s Rundle, then the nurses are mistaken. If it’s the nurses, then Rundle is lying and covering up, covering up something very significant.”
“Those nurses his sister talked to were probably wrong,” said Priscilla. “It’s been ten years. Who the hell remembers what they were doing ten years ago? And hospitals are hell on earth when it comes to records. They have to be, everybody and their brother checks them out, and the records say Rundle brought Frank into the hospital. And, we have a copy of the death certificate Conrad signed. He may be an asshole, but paper is paper.”
“Too bad the good doctor wasn’t more forthcoming,” I said. “He’s in a position to clear a few things up for us.”
Priscilla grunted and said, “That’s not gonna happen. Maybe you should work on the way you talk to people. You should have kneeled down and talked to him, got on his level instead of lording it over him like you were some kind of superior dude.”
“Superior dude? Next time we talk to someone, I’ll let you lead. Your submissive, feminine countenance will undoubtedly induce a veritable torrent of pertinent information.”
Her glass stopped halfway to her mouth. She looked at me for a moment and shook her head. “Feminine countenance? Veritable torrent? What the hell do you do every morning? Scarf up a few pages from Webster’s? Christ!
“May an unclean rodent build a nest in your, in your… ”
The look on her face was the same she gave Stewart Coe. “In my what?” she asked softly.
“Armpit,” I muttered.
She grinned and shook her head. She drank, put down her glass and said, “We gotta talk to Rundle.”
“Yes we do. I’ll ask Betty where he moved to. If it isn’t very far we can go to wherever and interview him.”
“She said that he drank himself off the force. If he’s still alive, he probably wouldn’t remember anything about it.”
“Finding a body in the road is memorable, even for an alcoholic policeman. I wonder why he didn’t call an ambulance. Why stick the body in the back of his cruiser and drive it to the hospital himself?”
Priscilla shrugged. “That’s one of the things we can ask when we find him.”
I tapped the report with a finger and said, “Most of the report on Watson was authored by a policeman named Anderson, who was Chief of Police at the time. We should talk to him too, although he might not be very receptive to being interviewed by a couple of amateurs, especially when it pertains to an open case.”
“Open case?”
“Watson. I assume the books are still open on him.”
“Jesus, the way you talk sometimes, you know? “Pertains to an open case. Authored.” Just say written for God’s sake, lighten up, join the common folk.”
“Not on your life,” I said. “The only bumper sticker I ever considered buying was, ‘Why Be Normal.’”
“Listen, you should have hung around the wards at County for a while, get a look see at what real abby-normal is.”
I shrugged and toyed with Cat’s tail. “There’s another piece of this puzzle we have to think about. Whatever happened, Frank ended up at The Chapman Funeral Home. Watson stopped at Fairfield’s Funeral Home and didn’t like it, so we can assume he also went to The Chapman Funeral Home. Now, if Frank didn’t die of a heart attack on Branch Hill Road and if Rundle really didn’t take him to the hospital, it may mean that it was planned that his body go straight to The Champion Funeral Home.”
Priscilla thought about it for a moment, raised her eyebrows and said, “Maybe maybe. What say we finish here and take a hike over there and scope the place out.”
I put Cat, who was cleaning herself in preparation for a nap, in the sling, and we walked to The Chapman Funeral Home. Now that it may be connected to Jankey and perhaps Watson, the house seemed to stand out, to be somehow brighter and larger than the rest of the houses in the neighborhood. Then again my heightened perception could be the result of the cheap wine I’d consumed at Gretchen’s.
Like Farifield’s, the door displayed a discrete brass plate that said enter. As I pulled open the varnished door, Priscilla grabbed my arm, pointed to the mat just inside the door, and made a motion with her hand. We stepped over the mat and entered a large room made somber by dim lighting, subdued stenciled wallpaper, and thick gray carpet. Two sofas and four cushioned chairs were tastefully arranged around the room.
The heavy silence was intimidating. I had the feeling we were disturbing some unseen entity who was not going to take kindly to our intrusion. To the left was a portal framed in a dark wood that was a high relief carving of vines and cavorting cherubs. Priscilla and I looked at each other and I shrugged. She smiled and we crept through the portal.
We entered a small chapel with a double row of wood pews facing an ornately carved alter stained blond. In front of the alter was a podium with a gold cross attached to it.
And standing behind the podium, staring fixedly out at the pews, was a man.
Dressed in a black suit, white shirt, and narrow black tie, he looked somber and dignified. He had a long face with wide set eyes and silver hair combed back in the manner of the stereotypical TV evangelist. At first blink he looked fairly young. At second blink he looked a well kept sixty five. We moved into his line of sight and waited. Finally his eyes drifted to us and a smile crawled across his face.
“Dear friends,” he said in a baritone, “I am sorry that we meet under such… such… such. But know that I share your grief and that the – the… that we will do-do everything we can to ease your pain and sorrow.” He stood rooted to the podium as he talked, no body movement, no animation. He sounded like a recording. He shuffled around the podium, brushing against it hard enough to rock it, and minced up to us with his hand extended. “I am-I am, yes, why yes, I am, T. William Chapman. And I am… at your service.”
We shook hands. His grip was limp, his hand damp, and the look in his eyes wasn’t right, but then this was a man who stole rings off dead women. A strong fecal odor was suddenly apparent. Cat, whose head and good paw were hanging out of the sling, batted at his hand. He smiled uncertainly and gave her head a tentative pat. She hissed and slapped his hand with a paw. He stared at her for a moment, stepped back, gave me a desperate look and stammered, “How may I ease your… your, yes, yes of course, your grief and pain?”
“By telling us about Frank Jankey,” Priscilla said.
A cloud swept over T. William’s face. He furrowed his brow and stared anxiously at us. “The name, the name is… the name.” He repeated.
Priscilla moved very close to him, stood on tiptoe, and gripped his upper arms tightly. She stared into his eyes and said, “You buried him ten years ago. Frank Jankey. He used to run a lot. Everyone knew him because they saw him run all the time. He was always dressed in dark shorts and running shoes and a red Tshirt. He was a runner. He loved to run.”
He let out an odd gurgle of a laugh, looked around, stared at me and said, “The runner. Yes. In my Special Place. Yes, why yes in my Special Place, I … ”
“T. William!”
A drill team couldn’t have done it better. At the sound of that voice we turned as one and stopped as one, forming a perfect line of three. Framed in the portal was a gray haired woman somewhere in her sixties. She wore a pale blue silk dress and black shoes. Her hair was pulled up and back in the complicated style women wore when I was young.
She marched up to T. William, grabbed his arms, put her face close to his, and said slowly and loudly, “T. William. Go and arrange the instruments.”
After a moments silence he nodded and said, “Of course my dear, please see to these, to these, these… ” He turned, slowly shuffled to the portal, hesitated, looked right, looked left, and his feet dragging through the carpet, shuffled out of sight.
The woman wheeled around and demanded, “How did you people get in here?”
“Why the front door, of course,” I said. I noticed that the left side of her face drooped slightly.
“Then why didn’t the bell ring?”
I pasted what I hoped was a perplexed look on my face and said, “I have no idea, Mrs. Chapman, perhaps a short in the system.”
She glared at us a moment, then wheeled around and marched to the front door and stomped on the mat. Starting from somewhere in the back of the house, chimes flowed toward us like an oncoming wave. She marched back to us. “Leave, now. We are not conducting business at this time. Fairfield’s would be more to your liking, although I’m quite sure even they would not allow you in their establishment with that filthy little animal hanging on your chest.”
I started to protest, but Priscilla pulled on my arm and we slunk out of the place and walked back to Gretchen’s.



… . .
PRISCILLA SUCKED UP WINE THROUGH A straw, raised her head and looked at me. “Demented. T. William is seriously demented. Maybe Alzheimer’s, or a bunch of micro strokes, or plugged up carotid arteries. Did you smell him? He was wearing a Pamper. I bet she just loves it, changing her wacko husband’s diaper. I’m surprised she still keeps him around, people like her usually get rid of hubby when their brain goes sour, which is one reason why places like County were usually full.”
Dementia. Anyone near my age is terrified by even the name. It creates a panic deep in the core, the Self, for that’s what the damn disease does, rots the Self and wipes out decades of memories and experiences and turns one into a walking corpse, a corpse that needs a diaper and someone to change it for him.
Cat limped from the napkin holder and sat in front of me. Ignoring Priscilla’s gaze, I put a peanut between her feet. She gave it a tentative sniff and batted it off the table. I looked at Priscilla, shrugged casually and said, “I don’t know, he didn’t appear that bad. Strange eyes though.”
“Jesus, Harry, get back on the planet, I saw a lot of it at County, it doesn’t take a… “ She stopped and her eyes searched my face. Then she nodded to herself, sucked up more wine and said, “Okay, Harry we won’t talk about it, but do believe that T. William is wacked.”
“Some of the clues we’re finding seem to point to those two and their funeral home.”
She nodded. “And if those nurses that that old goat’s sister talked to just happen to be right?”
I thought about it, and after a time I shrugged with my eyebrows and smiled without humor.
It was pleasant and toasty in the booth. We settled in, drinking wine and working the plate of mixed nuts Gretchen put on the table. I was comfortable, warm, and pleasantly sore from the machines. I was looking forward to a night sitting by the woodstove reading and playing with Cat while Priscilla hunted creatures in the Wasteland. I noticed that she bit her fingernails and wondered if it was anxiety. What would make this tough elf anxious? Maybe it was just habit.
“Hey Harry,” she said.
“What?”
“Frank wore rings, one on each hand. Gold ones. The one on his right hand had a large diamond surrounded by a lot of little diamonds”
I got the drift. “We’ll never know, Priscilla, he’s long buried and if those people stole his rings we’ll never know.”
“You know where Lasting Peace Cemetery is?”
“Yes, it’s at the east end of town, just off that little road by the landfill.”
“I want to go there.”
“What would be the point? Staring at the ground won’t answer any questions.”
“I just want to, I haven’t been there in an age and I should pay my respects.”



… . .
WE GOT OFF THE BIKES AT the end of Cemetery Road and pushed them through dead grass to Lasting Peace Cemetery, which was an unkempt forest of monuments and headstones. A nearly useless dirt road meandered through the place, more or less divining it into sections. The road reminded me of when I was sixteen, driving my father’s Ford coupe along such a road at one in the morning, one arm draped around the warm shoulders of Mary Ann, my first love.
I followed Priscilla as she pushed her bike through the grass to the other end of the cemetery. We walked over dozens of gravesites, some so old and worn I couldn’t read the names on the headstones. We stopped close to the tree line and looked down at the small slab of polished granite that marked Frank Jankey’s grave.
Priscilla squatted and dug into the soil with her fingers. Showing me a handful of dirt, she smiled her meaningless smile and said, “It’s not frozen yet so I don’t think it will be too much of a hassle.”
She couldn’t be serious. But her cool, steady gaze spoke volumes. “You can’t be serious. What would be the point?”
“The point would be, does Frank still have his rings? And, are there any gouges or holes in his bones? If he didn’t have a heart attack, and I’m here to tell you he didn’t, then maybe his bones can give us a clue.”
“My God, do you realize what would happen if we got caught?”
She stood up and brushed dirt off her hands. “Probably not that much, a big fine most likely, but no jail time. The media, clergy, and your basic Christian old ladies would give us a hard time, and when we walked down the street people would point and flap their lips. But who gives a shit what other people think as long as they keep their distance?” She nodded at a spot behind me and said, “You’d better collect the hairball before she ends up crow chow.”
Cat had managed to climb out of the trailer, and, with her broken tail twitching back and forth, was limping through the weeds, intent on stalking two crows pecking at something by a headstone. She was having a tough time getting through the thick grass and kept stumbling. I clapped my hands and the crows flew to a nearby headstone and gave us their version of the hairy eyeball while scolding me. I slipped Cat into the sling and rubbed her neck as I walked back to a smirking Priscilla. She put her nose six inches from Cat’s and murmured, “Hang it up, Hairball, those crows would have had you for supper.” Cat bopped her on the nose with her good paw and gave forth with her trademark squeaky hiss. Priscilla hissed back and yanked Cat’s ear. While rubbing her nose, she looked at me and said, “Well?”
“Priscilla, if they had something to do with Frank’s death we can assume they stole his rings, so let’s leave it at that, it’ll save me a hell of a lot of anxiety, not to mention midnight digging. We have numerous other places to look for clues. We have Rundle to hunt up, we might be able to talk to that ex Chief of Police, and we can take a closer look at the Chapman’s without digging up some of their work.”
“Listen, you’re the one always spouting off about facts. If we start assuming stuff we’re going to end up at a dead end somewhere. And I’ll say it again, it’s not only the rings, what about broken bones or a bullet stuck in a rib? We find something like that, we know, we know for sure. Like you said, Old Man, chips off that rock.”
I sat on someone’s headstone and stared unseeing at the ground. After several minutes thought I realized she was right, but not because of the rings. I gave her a weak smile and said, “We get caught I’m running off to Arizona and live with the Apaches, maybe I’ll see Watson.”
“So we’ll do it then?”
“Yes. I hate the thought of it, but we have to see.”
“Eva should know if those rings are gone and we just might find evidence of violence.”
“I’m not talking about the rings or even evidence of violence. T. William Chapman said something about a special place. ‘Perhaps in my Special Place,’ he said.’” I put the toe of my shoe on Frank’s grave. “I think we have to see if Frank is where he’s supposed to be. If he isn’t, I’d say the Chapman’s have some explaining to do.”
A chilled mist swirled out of the clouds, and moments later it turned to rain. After we struggled into our rain suits I put Cat in the trailer, wrapped her in the quilt, and zipped up the door. Priscilla slapped me on the shoulder and said, “Don’t look so glum, Harry. We’ll cage supper off Eva and Ona, borrow a couple of shovels and spend a pleasant evening digging up Frank.”



… . .
EVA, LOOKING FRAIL IN HER RECLINER, glared at Priscilla over the rim of her Coors. She dumped the rest of the beer down her throat and handed the can to Ona, who turned it upside down and slapped it on the table, creating a beery mist and hacking out a sliver of wood. As Ona tossed the can into the yellow wastebasket, Eva said, “If that sonofabitch took Frank’s rings I’ll cut his balls off.”
Sarah, her head bobbing mechanically, gripped her glass with both hands and tried to look at everyone at once. Then she patted Eva on the shoulder and said, “Oh my yes, it’s the very least you should do, Eva.”
Priscilla said, “Listen, don’t you guys get torqued up until we find out for sure. And even if they did, we’re not going to do anything about it until we talk it over. We go off half cocked we’ll make mistakes and foul everything up.”
Sarah downed her champagne, licked her lips and said, “You don’t want to foul everything up, Eva.”
I shook my head and sipped coffee. Ona looked at me and grinned. “Harry, it’s colder than a well digger’s ass out there and it’s raining. Odds are pretty good no one’s gonna stumble across you two while you’re digging up Frank. And if they do, Eva and I will swear before any god you care to name that we begged you to do it. So have some more coffee and don’t look so goddamn glum.”
Sarah reached over, patted my hand, and her manic eyes glowing hot and steady, said, “Yes Harry, don’t look so goddamn glum.”



… . .
SHROUDED BY THE COLD NIGHT, WE walked the bikes around the perimeter of the cemetery. Actually, I followed Priscilla, and when she stopped I stopped. Cat, as uneasy as I was with the operation, meowed softly and scratched at the inside of the trailer. I leaned my bike against a headstone, unzipped the trailer door a little, and scratched Cat’s ears while mumbling soothing nonsense. Priscilla slapped a shovel against my side and said, “Boy, am I glad we didn’t leave the hairball with Eva and Ona. This way if she gets loose we can have a lot of fun chasing around the cemetery trying to find her mangy butt before a fisher cat or coy dog does.”
I ignored her and walked to Frank’s grave. The shovels, still in their original wrappings, were army surplus things used for digging foxholes that Frank bought a year before he died. They had very short handles and a shovel blade that unfolded and locked.
It was a good night for this sort of thing, complete with a wind that slid through the trees, sending the cold rain skittering across the cemetery to sting my face. Priscilla as usual took it all in stride, never stopping or complaining, just doing whatever was necessary to get the job done.
We got on our knees and started. After the first few inches the ground turned to sand and we used the shovels as scoops. Fifteen minutes of digging and we were standing knee deep in the grave getting in each other’s way, and I was developing a serious sweat. “Okay,” I said, “Get out and let me shovel for a while. It’ll go faster and we won’t stab each other with these sorry pieces of junk.”
It was a mindless labor. My back, arms and neck ached because of the awkward position and from using a shovel designed for Mickey Mouse. We had to be careful because the slightest touch against the sides of the hole would bring down avalanches of sand. The rain, combined with my sweat, made me feel like I was wrapped in a wet wool blanket.
Four go turns later I was at it again when my shovel struck wood. When I straightened up my head was just above the hole. “I thought graves were supposed to be six feet deep.”
Priscilla’s silhouette shrugged. “If you dug graves for a living you’d probably cheat too.” I dug a little more and cleared sand off the top of the coffin. I shifted my weight to get at the lid, and the wood broke, dropping me to mid-calf in the coffin. “Oh Christ! Shit, damn it!” I leaped out of the hole and rolled twice.
Priscilla giggled and threw sand at me. “Geez, Harry, you stomped on my grandfather.” She giggled again and dropped into the hole. I squatted on the edge and shined my light into the grave.
The coffin had probably looked pretty good sitting on a stand in the Chapman’s display room. Ten years buried in damp sand had turned it to trash. A thing of cheap wood covered with veneer, it had probably started to come apart soon after it was covered.
And no grinning skull, no dried flesh clinging to bone, just dirt filled bags laid end to end along the length of the coffin.
We turned off the flashlights, climbed out, and started pushing sand back in the hole. We worked for an hour, making frequent trips into the woods to dig up dirt to make up for the broken coffin’s volume. After at least five thousand trips to the woods, and much scrapping and replacing of sod and weeds, and a final inspection under flashlight, we picked up the bikes and pushed them along the road.
At the far corner of the cemetery we walked into the woods and sat in wet leaves. I fumbled with the corkscrew, got the bottle of zinfandel open, took a long drink and passed it to Priscilla. She drank, drank again, and passed the bottle back with the comment, “The Chapman’s are lizards.”
“Yes indeed. I wonder how long they have been doing this sort of thing.”
“Listen, where the hell is Frank?”
“Probably in that special place, perhaps, as you hinted, with telltale marks on his bones. They took one hell of a chance, what if Eva had wanted to see the whole body instead of just taking a quick look?”
“I wasn’t there so I don’t have an answer to that. But I do know Eva wouldn’t have wanted to take a long look at Frank’s body, she has a thing about looking at bodies, any bodies. Even road kill upsets her.”
We sat against the tree, drinking and letting the rain spatter on us until we finished the wine. I unzipped the trailer, took a kitty treat out of my pocket and petted Cat while withholding the treat. She tolerated the petting for maybe fifteen seconds, then bit down softly on my hand and growled until I dropped the treat in front of her nose.
She gets a little cranky when she’s cold and damp.
We pushed the bikes to the road and started pedaling. Priscilla pulled up beside me and said, “Conrad has to be in on it. Rundle too.”
“I agree. Maybe we should have another chat with Conrad. And T. William, we should have another go at him, preferably when he’s alone.”
“Harry, T William has mud for brains and he’s getting worse every day. You can bet Dorthea isn’t going to let him out of her sight. Taking care of him has got to be tough on her, it’s like taking care of a pretty stupid six year old.” She reached over and tapped me on the hand. “That Watson guy? We find the Special Place, I’ll bet a matched set of chipmunk balls he’ll be there too, and he won’t have his precious Canadian Maple Leafs wrapped around his fat, hairy white gut.”
I looked at her. “Hairy white gut?”
“Listen, there are a zillion or so Charlie Watsons in this world and they all have fat hairy white guts.”



… . .
EVA HIT THE TABLE WITH THE flat of her hand and whispered, “Damn,” startling Cat, and sending her hobbling to my end of the table. I picked her up and put her on my lap. Eva’s mouth opened, closed, and dropped open again. Ona stood up, went to the refrigerator and brought back a bottle of rose and a Coor’s. I opened the wine and poured Priscilla and I a water glass full. Sarah stuck with her Champagne.
“So where the hell is my Frank?” Eva rasped
“We don’t know,” I said. “Chapman referred to his special place, whatever, wherever that may be, and it appears that that is where he may be.”
“You two gonna find out?”
“Oh yes, yes indeedy,” Priscilla said. The look on her face would scare a mongoose.
Eva drank beer and shook her head. “Well hell, so there I was, bawling like a newborn calf and throwing dirt on a coffin already filled with dirt. I was a damn fool. Terrible as I felt, I should have taken a good long look at Frank’s body.” After a moment she said, “You two are going to have to be careful, those people are scabs.”
Sarah, her eyes big and shiny, sipped her champagne and bobbed her head. “Scabs,” she said.



… . .
BEFORE CRAWLING INTO BED I LOOKED into the main cabin. Priscilla, clad in her bunny jammies, was still at the Xbox, totally absorbed in her hunt through dangerous places. It was almost five A.M. Pedaling back at one in the morning had been dumb, the Ladies on the Hill told us so several times as we fiddled with the bikes. We promised to come back in a day or so and pedaled through a black rain toward the farm. A couple of miles out of town a police cruiser pulled alongside us and shined a high powered light on us. I squinted into the blinding glare, smiled and waved. He panned us with the light for several seconds, then turned if off and drove along beside us for an eternity before pulling away.
Cat apparently decided to bunk with me tonight and was waiting at the foot of the bed. I picked her up, dropped her on the pillow, and crawled under the covers. Purring softly, she spent several minutes cleaning herself, then put her head down on the pillow and purred in my ear. I sighed contentedly and closed my eyes.
Old men need security, or at least the illusion of it, and snuggling down in my mahogany cave with Cat and listening to the fire popping and crackling, was my security, and worth every cold wet mile, even worth being frightened by men in with guns and badges who have the power to take it all away.



… . .
THE SMELL OF FRESH BREWED COFFEE brought me out of the bag at noon. A gray light filled the grove and frost still covered the ground, forcing the dead weeds to their knees and coating the granite rocks with a white stubble. I put on a blue running suit and sat in the settee, sipping coffee and nibbling at a granola bar. Several sparrows and starlings flew to the feeders and pecked and scratched. Several more of the drab little things were pecking at the ground. And then I noticed at least fifty birds perched in the trees, or sitting on the ground, and realized the feeders were empty. What with Jankey and all I had forgotten to refill them.
Priscilla plopped down in the opposite seat, poured me more coffee and said, “About time. I thought maybe you’d settled in for the winter.”
She was dressed in purple sweat pants and a purple tee shirt with DILLIGAF printed across the front in bold yellow letters. I looked under the table and saw that she had shoes on, so I said, “There’s bird seed under the cockpit’s left seat.” I nodded toward the trees. “Will you please fill the feeders? The birds are pretty hungry and I’m not ready to venture out yet.”
She gave me a look, pushed up from the settee and clumped outside. I watched as she hauled two buckets of seed toward the tree line. When she approached the first feeder several sparrows swooped down and pecked at the seed while it was still in the bucket. By the time she got to the last feeder she was enveloped in a cloud of fluttering, squabbling, squawking birds. Cat, who is a dedicated bird watcher, pasted her face against the window, made noises in the back of her throat and beat her tail against the napkin holder I’d borrowed from Gretchen’s seven or eight years ago.
Priscilla dropped into the cabin. Deliberately stomping her feet, she marched to the settee and plunked down. She glared at me for a moment and raised her right hand. Her index finger popped up, and she slowly swung her hand to her left shoulder and pointed. Right on top, soaking into the purple cloth was a mottled white splotch. “Bird shit,” she said. “You’re not ready to venture outside, and I get shit on by a dumb ass bird. Those things are nasty, you oughta potty train them.” She took a napkin, dunked it in coffee and rubbed at the spot.
I put my hands together in front of me and bowed my head. “I thank you for your sacrifice. The starving birdies thank you. You’re truly a wonderful human being, full of empathy and compassion for our little feathered friends. In fact, you’re… ”
“Jack a sock in it, Old Man. Listen, we going to accomplish anything today?”
“Today is a day of R and R. We’re going to hang around the boat and do little while I recover from the emotional turmoil of digging up a grave. Then I suggest supper at the barn.” I looked out the window and waited for the explosion.
She stood up and said, “Sounds good to me, I’ll be at The Washington Mall, doing battle with Raiders and Mutants, kicking ass and making trash.”



… . .
I READ, NAPPED, READ SOME MORE, and toward evening went for a walk. Cat spent most of her day dozing in front of the stove, and Priscilla spent most of her day with Fallout 3. Once, an hour or so after a late lunch, she jumped up from the Xbox, stomped around the cabin and yelled “Shit!” and “Goddamn it!” about twenty times before finally settling down. I wisely kept quiet as the look on her face would fry rocks.
Around six we headed for the barn. Dolly, the big wall eyed Guernsey, caught up with us near the gate. She lumbered up to Priscilla, lowered her head and gently butted her in the side. Priscilla laughed and cooed, and spent several minutes giving dolly’s neck and ears a massage. “So what happens to them when they can’t give milk anymore?”
“I don’t know if they ever stop giving milk. But if they do it doesn’t mean anything. Annie’s a retired vet and dearly loves animals and will care for them until they die of old age. So, not to worry about Dolly, she’s in the best of hands.”
We reached the gate, and instead of fighting with the damn thing, climbed over it and walked toward the barn. When I looked back, Dolly and the rest of the herd were lined up along the gate watching us. I nudged Priscilla and said, “Why don’t you get a saddle for Dolly? You could ride the wild New Hampshire range, foiling the villainous deeds of desperadoes and keeping damsels and children safe from the clutches of beer laden rednecks in pickup trucks. You two could become legends in your time”
She turned and regarded me with eyes gone flat. I moved a couple of feet away and bravely stumbled on. “I can see it now; you and Dolly, galloping through town. You could get a white hat, and people would look and wonder … “
She struck. A spring loaded backhand to my Solar Plexus. I bent over, clutched my chest, and hoped she wouldn’t strike again. When I could function I smiled and said, “Is that any way for a heroine to act? What will the children think?”
She snorted and smacked the back of my head. “They’ll thank me for ridding the world of a smart ass old man.”
Years ago, soon after the farm became a home for indigent seniors, the front half of the second floor of the barn was converted into a general purpose room. It sports a kitchen, dining area, and toward the back, a lounge and library. The lounge consists of several islands of living room sets complete with rugs and lamps. Spiked to the walls were pine bookcases packed with a truly eclectic range of books.
The lounge was crowded, with every piece of furniture occupied. People were chatting, reading, or just sitting and staring at the blazing logs in the stone fireplace that Herb Rico, an obnoxious stonemason built years ago. The big room was basted with the smell of roast chicken, and Cat, who had been dozing, poked her head and bad paw out of the sling and licked her chops in anticipation. Ignoring the look of the face of the withered, white haired woman behind the serving table, I filled my plate with steaming meat. Priscilla, shuffling along impatiently in back of Ida Briggs, also piled on the meat and little else.
As we neared the end of the serving line Priscilla accidentally bumped Ida with her tray. Ida, a tall buxom woman with thinning hair and wearing about twenty-six pounds of cheap jewelry, turned slowly, stared down at Priscilla and whined, “Little girl, you smell like a cow.”
Holding her plate with one hand Priscilla reached out, snapped Ida on the nose with her index finger and said, “Lady, you’re built like a cow, you’re uglier than a cow, and you smell like perfumed lighter fluid.” As Ida sputtered and desperately dredged her brain for a comeback, I pulled Priscilla away from the line and steered her to the far end of the dining area where we sat at a folding table that wobbled.
As I put Cat on the table, Annie, helping a feeble looking, sad faced man I’d never seen before, joined us. Annie is seventyish, handsome in a wrinkled way, and a practicing hardnosed renaissance woman. Behind her frosty eyes is a mind honed razor sharp by time and adversity. She got the man seated, smiled at us and said, “This is Henry Granger. Henry recently got booted out of Joyful Years, an assisted living establishment, because his insurance no longer covered his expenses, a large portion of which went to keep him drugged and in a state of dementia. I took away his drugs this morning and by the weekend I think he’ll be his old self again.” She gave us a look. “In the meantime let’s be tolerant shall we?”
I gave Henry a sideways glance. He looked at me with desperate eyes and farted, long and loud. I looked away, doused my chicken with salt and pepper, dipped my head and ripped into the meat. Priscilla nodded at Annie, gave Henry a smile, lightly pinched his cheek, and focused on her meat.
There’s nothing like a day doing nothing to bring out Meat Lust. We ripped into the chicken like famished voles, stopping occasionally to wash it down with ice water from the pitcher in the middle of the table. Cat made the rounds, trying every trick in her begging repertoire, but Annie gave us her speech on why cats should eat nothing but cat food, so she was ignored and she finally snuggled up to the water pitcher and put her head between her paws. When there was nothing left but a pile of bones on my plate I poured more water, gave Annie a greasy smile and said, “This would have gone down better with a glass of wine.”
Annie smiled back and said, “Feel free to go to The Barnyard after you eat. I understand ‘Gone With The Wind,’ is playing yet again.” She turned to Priscilla, stared blatantly at her a moment and said, “Rumor has it you and Dolly have become fast friends.”
Priscilla shrugged. “She’s just a big old whoose that likes to have her ears scratched.”
Annie nodded and said, “She is a dear, probably the most spoiled bovine in the state.”
Priscilla smiled, reached out and grabbed the water pitcher and filled her glass. When she lifted the pitcher, her forearm muscles stood out in stark relief and her veins looked like clotheslines running down her arm. Annie reached over, pushed in on a vein and said, “Obviously you’re one of those bodybuilders, dedicated to monotonous, repetitive movement. How on earth do you maintain your motivation?”
“It’s a mind thing. I love the way I feel, the way I can move. I love pushing the iron and myself to the limit. And I hate. I hate the way most women look, the way I would look if I didn’t push iron… sloppy, no tone, no endurance. Thirty years old and they waddle. When I’m eighty, I’ll still be pushing iron. I’ll have a face like yours and a body like mine.”
“My dear, you appear to be as obsessive as our Harry.”
“Who’s obsessive?” I said
“You may rationalize all you desire, Harry, but there is something behind all that effort, something driving you besides the desire to be fit. I submit that is fear. Behind most obsessive behavior is fear, fear and habit.”
I sighed theatrically and changed the subject. “Would you happen to know anything about the Chapman Funeral Home?”
“Don’t care to discuss your emotional anomalies at the dinner table, Harry? I don’t blame you. The Chapman Funeral Home? Well, I know that several years ago they buried a Dear One from here and they tried every trick in their nasty little book to escalate the bill. T. William and Dorthea Chapman are quite cold blooded and as empathic as eels.” She pursed her lips and pointed a finger at the ceiling. “Someone, I don’t remember who, said that they don’t conduct business anymore because Dorthea has hypertension and had a mild stroke about a year ago. I consider that fortuitous, as they have ceased robbing poor grieving souls.”
She peeled meat off a chicken bone with hooked fingers, and ignoring a plea from Cat, pushed it into her mouth. She resembled a raven feeding on carrion. She pointed a grease slicked finger at me and said, “The whole family is rancid, at least those that still reside around here.”
“The whole family?” I said.
“Yes, besides Dorthea and her husband, there’s Dorthea’s brother, Amos Conrad. He’s a doctor and was at the hospital for a good many years. Some people think him a saint, but I consider him another unempathic eel. He’s retired now, thank God. The whole pack of them should be run out of town on a rail.”
We stayed a while longer, chatting with Annie, until Henry, who had not said a word, farted again, and started drooling from his mouth and nose. I quickly said goodby, thank you, see you later, and stood up. Annie, while wiping the drool off the old man, gave me a knowing smile and nodded.



… . .
AS WE WALKED ALONG THE SIDE of the barn toward the pasture gate, Priscilla said, “So what’s The Barnyard?”
“It’s a tavern.”
Priscilla stopped and looked at me. “A bar? Here? You gotta be kidding.”
“I kid not. Until recently, instead of a pitcher of water, there was a gallon jug of wine at every table, and… “
“At every table? I bet it was top shelf.”
“Absolutely, Annie probably paid two, three dollars a gallon for the stuff. Anyway, there was an influx of new and boisterous residents. A couple of them were adamant teetotalers, two or three were reformed alcoholics and proud of it, and they kept haranguing Annie to stop serving alcohol at the evening meals. Then one cold night Orilla Peterson got lost in the East Pasture trying to make it back to her trailer. She was found huddled against one of the farm’s cows. So Annie bowed to the Powers That Be and shut off the supply.”
Priscilla laughed. “And so the drinkers revolted, banded together, and built The Barnyard.”
“Actually they formed committees, at least five of them. And after a week or so of intense negotiations with Annie, they actually managed to put together a pretty decent tavern.”
“I gotta see this. Is it open?”
I pushed open a warped door in the side of the barn. We entered a room with stalls constructed of ancient boards worn thin by friction from countless hairy bodies. I led us through a series of corridors and rooms smelling of old hay and manure until we reached the deepest, darkest corner of the barn. Directly ahead was a door painted green with a poorly drawn rendition of a cow in the middle. As I pushed open the door, I turned to Priscilla and said, “If Florence is bartending, I’d appreciate it if you’d refrain from giving her a rough time.”
She gave me a side eyed look and said, “Refrain from giving her a rough time? What is she, a one legged duck?”
We entered a large dim room. The bar was on the left. On the right, squatting on hundred year old floorboards scrounged from a collapsed tool shed, were several tables placed haphazardly around a stone fireplace, another contribution from that obnoxious phony, Herb Rico. On the wall behind the bar was a large print of dogs playing poker. The bar and all the furniture was made of plywood and pine boards slathered with urethane.
Most of the stools were occupied by lumpy bodies with heads that sported either gray or very little hair, and all the faces were worn and tired from seven or eight decades of beating against life’s wall. Everyone was staring up at the television hung on the wall where Clark Gable was talking tough to Vivian Leigh.
I opened my jacket and hauled Cat out of the sling and put her on the floor. She stretched, yawned, and limped toward the fireplace. I followed Priscilla, and we perched on crude wooden stools at the end of the bar.
And Florence Good was bartending. She was a tiny woman with the face of a two hundred year old Navajo. Her wire like hair, the color of granite, looked like she last combed in 1971. She looked like a wrinkled, short, and disturbed, Albert Einstein. She knew we had come in, but ignored us and watched Clark sweep Vivian off her feet and carry her up the stairs for a little slap and tickle. After waiting for maybe sixty seconds, Priscilla slapped her hand on the bar, and in a loud voice said, “Hey, Short Round. How about two glasses of red wine down here while Clark gets his knob polished.”
All heads turned. All eyes fixed on Priscilla. Priscilla stared back. Several pairs of eyes shifted to me. I pasted on my friendliest smile and nodded. Florence, who was an inch or two shorter than Priscilla, shuffled up to us. She gazed at Priscilla for a time then rasped, “We don’t serve no New Age midgets around here, Sweetie. Why don’t you try Sesame Street, you might get a lollypop with your wine.”
I quickly said, “Good evening, Florence, this is my guest, Priscilla Matson, and we’d appreciate a couple of glasses of wine, please.”
After giving Priscilla another once over, Florence shuffled down the bar, and with effort, lifted a gallon jug of red wine out of a Styrofoam cooler. After struggling mightily with the cap, she filled two glasses covered with cartoon figures. With effort, she stooped and put the jug back in the cooler, grasped the glasses in knarled hands and shuffled back to us. She put the glasses on the bar in front of us and said, “So who does your hair, Dearie, the electric company?”
“Actually, Short Round, I do my hair the same way you do your face, with a grenade.”
A smile flickered across Florence’s ravaged face. She pointed a finger at Priscilla’s nose and demanded, “Who you calling Short Round? I got you by at least an inch.”
Priscilla pointed her finger at Florence’s nose and said, “The only time you’ll have an inch on me, Short Stack, is when you’re standing on a two foot pile of bullshit.”
I put two dollar bills on the bar and said, “Thank you, Florence.”
She grabbed the bills and said, “Anytime, Harry. You and the midget with the mouth want another one, help yourself, I’m gonna watch Atlanta burn.” And she turned and shuffled to the other end of the bar.
“I gotta come here more often, she’s the only woman I know who’s shorter than me.”
I drank a little wine and looked at my glass. Winnie The Poo looked back. “I’m glad she’s got something on the DVD, otherwise I’d have to listen to you two trade insults for twenty minutes.”
Priscilla smile and shrugged. “Hey, you never know, maybe she’s my long lost great great grandmother or something.”
Definitely possible. You two have similar personalities, and the facial resemblance is remarkable.”
She snorted and shook her head. “Thank you very much, Old Man. Listen, what’s up for tomorrow?”
“How about we see Betty and ask her where Rundle moved to. Hopefully he’s nearby and hasn’t drank himself to death and we can find out what the hell he did that day.”
“Sounds good, but if he’s part of it he isn’t likely to be giving any interviews.”
“Well, first we find out where he is, then we try to ascertain what shape he’s in, and then we’ll figure out how to approach him.”
Priscilla looked up at the television. After a time she looked back at me and said, “So what if we ascertain that he’s alive and living in California?”
I drank wine and thought. Every so often, someone would turn their head and glance at Priscilla, then give me a quick glance and look back up at the movie. I sighed inwardly, tongues were going to be wagging. I sighed aloud, shrugged, and said, “I don’t know, let’s just wait until we find out where he is.”
Priscilla traced circles on the bar with the bottom of her glass. “If we can’t
chat up Rundle, maybe that Anderson will talk to us, Rundle would have talked to him.”
“I don’t know about that either. Talking with Betty is one thing, we’ve been friends for years. But a chief of police, even if he’s an ex chief of police, is another matter. Most policemen don’t like laymen fooling around with investigations and more than likely he’d tell us to get lost.”
“Okay. So what if we can’t talk to Rundle or the chief?”
“We’ll come to that when we come to that, at least we added one more piece to our puzzle tonight.”
“We did?”
“We did. We found out Conrad is Dorthea’s brother, that’s a fairly interesting tidbit.”
“Oh yeah, for sure, and it’s another finger pointing at the Chapman’s. We’re definitely gonna have to talk to them again. I say go after Dorthea, I don’t think she’s as tough as she or Annie thinks she is, and if we keep at her, maybe something will break.” She drained her glass and slid off the stool. “What say we go back to the boat, I wanna see what my next quest in Fallout 3 is gonna be.”
I nodded, finished my wine and stood up. Cat was sleeping on the stones in front of the fireplace and her fur was pleasantly warm when I picked her up and put her in the sling. As I headed for the door, Priscilla suddenly veered off and squeezed between Ed Stafford and Marnie Watts, hopped up on the bar so that her torso was laying flat on it, grabbed Florence by the ears, pulled her close, kissed her forehead with a loud smack, and said loudly, “Good night, Runt. And listen, sue the State, they built the ground way too close to your bony old ass.” She pushed off the bar, grinned back at a grinning Ed Stafford and headed for the door, which I was hurrying to open.
Her mouth a gaping, toothless hollow, Florence rubbed her right ear with one hand, flung a fist up in the air with the other and yelled, “Good night, ya goddamn midget. And Harry, you don’t have ta open the door for her, she’s so damn short she could go under it walking on stilts and a wearing a top hat.”



… . .
WITH A COLD MIST SPARKING IN our flashlight beams, and concentrating on not stepping in the pungent piles Dolly and her troop left behind, we zigged and zagged across the pasture. After a near miss Priscilla said, “Jesus, all those cows do is eat and shit, eat and shit.”
“The same could be said for most humans I know. Look how involved most of us are with eating. Look at the way we ate tonight.”
“Not most humans, I read somewhere that over thirty thousand kids a day die on this moldy planet, mostly from some form of malnutrition or starvation.”
“Politics, diarrhea, and malaria,” I said. “And by all accounts, the daily count is closer to forty thousand a day.”
She didn’t have anything to say to that and we made the rest of our trek in silence.
We made the grove and climbed into the boat. The wind was working on a loose end of the tarp, causing it to flap like an angry bird, so I tied it back down while Priscilla opened the hatch. We dropped into the main cabin and I prowled through the boat, lighting candles and lanterns while Priscilla poured wine. I added wood to the stove and left the door open so we could watch the flames.
Priscilla handed me a mug and slumped in the settee. I raised the mug in a salute and drank. We lapsed into a comfortable silence. Shadows created by the flickering candles danced a spastic ballet on the cabin walls and wind pawed at the grove, causing the boat to tremble in her cradle. I wanted a blanket but didn’t want to disturb the moment by getting up.
Reading my mind, Priscilla got up, dropped a quilt in my lap, and sat down at the Xbox. “Listen, let’s get into town early tomorrow, that’ll give us more time to accomplish something. What say?”
I said, “I’ll try.”
She smiled, shook her and muttered something I didn’t catch. She turned and fired up the Xbox and the big screen started to glow. She stopped and turned around and I could feel her staring at me. I turned and met her questioning gaze. Finally she gave me a funny little smile, cleared her throat and whispered, “Harry, am I strange looking?”
I gave her my gentlest smile and said, “You’re obviously shorter than most people, including women. But you’re certainly not that short. You’re nicely built and not strange looking in any shape, manner or form. I suggest you lighten up on yourself, most of the problem is you.” She stared at me a moment longer, blinked several times, then turned back and brought up the game.
I wrapped the quilt around me and picked up my wine. Wind, rain, wine. Sweet opiates that pulled me into a warm cocoon and away from drooling, farting, demented old men.



… . .
SOMETIME AFTER DAYBREAK, PRISCILLA CAME IN and dropped Cat on the bed, who curled up by my head, purred in my ear for a time, and dozed off. Sometime later she put a paw on my nose and licked my cheek. I pushed her away and rolled over. Undeterred, she walked over my head, pressed a paw against my lips and meowed in my ear.
Obviously it was time to eat.
Getting out of bed is always a bittersweet chore. Once I’m up, with Cat fed and my hands wrapped around a steaming mug of coffee, and once I’m gazing out at the grove, I’m glad I, or Cat, made the effort. I don’t know what time Priscilla went to bed, but she was clear eyed and active. She brewed coffee, filled the bird feeders, and made us a breakfast of poached eggs on toasted English Muffins.
We were out the door by eight thirty. We checked the bikes and started across the pasture. The cows, tails swishing and steam blowing from their nostrils, stared dumbly in our direction. Dolly mooed and headed toward us. The others apparently didn’t see the point and ambled off. Priscilla laid her bike in the frost covered grass, dug her hands into Dolly’s neck and kneaded her muscles for a few minutes. “If you want to go for a ride around the pasture, I don’t mind waiting.”
She grunted and said, “Listen, will you give it a rest?” She gave Dolly a final pat, picked up her bike and we pedaled out of there.



… . .
WE GOT OFF THE BIKES AND pushed them down the sidewalk toward the alley. I saw a police cruiser parked across the street, tapped Priscilla on the shoulder, and nodded at the cruiser. “I think Betty’s at Gretchen’s. We can ask her about Rundle, and maybe get an address.”
She stared balefully at the cruiser a moment, made a face and said, “Tell you what. You talk to the Big Fat Cop and
I’ll make a quick visit home. I want to check on Eva and see how Ona is coping with her and Sarah.” She straddled her bike, muttered, “Be back soon,” and pedaled back onto Main Street. I pushed the bike down the alley, got the door open, and charged through. I was wrong. Betty was nowhere to be seen. I settled in a booth and put Cat by the napkin holder. She immediately limped to the end of the table, sat, and fixed her gaze on Clara Kosko, who was shuffling toward the front booth with a loaded tray. Gretchen was busy at the grill.
Coffee was going to be a long time coming.
Clara, trailed by Betty, finally shuffled up to the booth. Betty sat and carefully put her blue cap in the middle of the table. She scuffed Cat’s head and looked up at Clara, who, gaunt, baggy eyed, and grim, and with pad and pencil at the ready, gazed down at us. Today she was wearing a black apron with ‘I’d Rather Be Naked,’ printed on it in bold red letters.
“Just a large coffee to go, Clara,” Betty said. “And let me buy this reprobate a cup.”
Clara slowly shifted her gaze to me. I shook my head. She turned and shuffled toward the counter. I looked at Betty and raised my eyebrows. She picked up Cat and scratched her ears as she said, “I was writing out a ticket on Don Kreb’s pickup when your little friend comes up behind me and snaps the back of my neck with a finger. I went about two feet straight up while trying to draw my pistol. She gives me this dead eyed stare for a about five seconds, then tells me that instead of hassling the taxpayers, maybe I should get my mangy ass to Gretchen’s Kitchen because you’re there wanting to talk to me. I fondled my nine millimeter and told her that if she ever snuck up on me again I’d use her for target practice. I don’t think she was impressed.”
“Maybe if you blew a couple of slugs past her ear.”
Betty smiled and shook her head. “Don’t think so, not with that one. So, are you going to float some more double sawbucks past my nose?”
“Not this fine day. All I want is Rundle’s address. If he’s close enough, Priscilla and I would like to chat him up.”
Her eyes drifted away from mine for a moment, then drifted back. “You know, I don’t know where he is, don’t think I ever did. I just have an impression that he went to the Midwest, Chicago maybe.” She shrugged and rubbed her eyes with thumb and forefinger. “Obviously you two are still dancing around Frank Jankey’s coffin. Did you find out anything
we should know about concerning Watson? Now
there’s a crime, one we’d dearly love to close the book on.”
The gold coins were on the tip of my tongue, but I held back, looked Betty in the eye and said, “No, that trail ended quickly.”
“I thought it would, but I’m one of those Americans doing my bit for the economy. The result being my Visa card is maxed and your contributions were most welcome.”
“Fair enough. I asked after all.”
“And as for Matson’s grandfather, I think you’re wasting your time. The man blew his heart running up that hill once too often. “
“Maybe, but as I told Young Tommy, it gets me out of the boat and keeps me active.”
“And you get to spend time with Little Miss Mighty Muscle… get to give her the benefit of your superior wisdom and show her that, although you’re deep into your declining years, you can still walk the walk and talk the talk.”
“Just what are you implying, Oh Rotund One?”
Clara shuffled up to the table. She put a large Styrofoam cup at the tip of the bill of Betty’s cap, put a mug of coffee by my hand, and three thin strips of beef under Cat’s nose. Cat looked down at the meat, slapped one piece with her paw and gave Clara’s arm a quick kitty kiss. Clara smiled like Mona Lisa and shuffled away.
Betty stood, put her cap on just so, picked up her coffee and toasted me with it. “So who would know about Rundle?” I asked.
She raised her eyebrows, and after a moment said, “Well, there’s Ronnie Anderson. He was chief of police when it all went down and he was the one who had to fire Rundle because of his drinking. He lives in a modular up on Pine Street. And maybe Rundle’s old girlfriend, Shaleen Gogan, I don’t know where she lives but you probably know her, she works out at… ”
“Hannaford,” I said. “I know her.”
“She might know, she and Rundle were an item around the time Janky died.” She toasted me again with her cup and pretended to take a piece of meat away from Cat, who, with one piece hanging out of her mouth, put both paws on it and gave Betty her version of The Hard Stare. Betty smiled, let go, and headed for the door.
I had a twisted up napkin in my hand and was fencing with Cat when Priscilla slid into the opposite seat, pulled on Cat’s tail and said, “Eva and Ona invited us over for supper but I said no. I wanna get back to Fallout 3, I’m trying to rescue a couple of kids from slavers and I think it’s gonna be a bitch and I can’t wait. You find out where Rundle lives?”
“Betty doesn’t know. But she said Anderson, the old chief of police might, and failing that there’s a girl out at Hannaford that used to date Rundle.” I gave her my old classroom look and said, “And if I were you, I wouldn’t be sneaking up on Betty anymore, things like that irritate her and she has a long memory.”
Priscilla grinned. “Told you about it, did she? I came up behind her and snapped my finger against her neck, maybe a little harder than I intended, and she jumped a foot or so straight up and yelped like a scalded dog.”
Clara shuffle up, looked down at Priscilla and mumbled, “Want something?”
Priscilla hesitated, then slid to the end of the seat, grabbed Clara’s sleeve with both hands, fluttered her eyelids, and in a high pitched southern drawl, said, “I want world peace, liberty and justice for all, a bucket full of fifties, and a cup of coffee.”
Clara’s eyes crinkled, but otherwise held firm. She pulled her pad and pencil out of her apron pocket and intoned, “World peace, justice for all, bucket full of fifties, coffee.” Then she turned and shuffled toward the counter.
“You’re in rare form, Eva and Ona feed you four or five glasses of wine?”
Priscilla picked up Cat and gently rubbed the scars along her shoulders. “No, when I’m a little down I get wiseass. Eva’s obviously not going to get better and we’re not doing so hot with finding out what happened to Frank.”
After a moment she continued. “As I was leaving Ona came out on the porch with me. She told me that Eva said she wanted to be buried with Frank, but Ona doesn’t think that’s going to happen and wanted to know what she should do because Eva won’t discuss any other burial options. She told Ona that if she can’t be buried with Frank, she don’t want to be buried period. Said for me and Ona to just take her outside and leave her to the crows.”
Clara came up, put a mug of coffee in front of Priscilla, gave Cat a small bit of baked fish, looked down at Priscilla and said, “We’re fresh outa fifties and world peace and there ain’t never been liberty and justice for all, only for them with the buckets full of fifties.” And she turned and shuffled back to the counter.
After a time I said, “Well, I admit we’re not on top of this thing, but we still have the Chief of Police and Shaleen Gogan, either of whom might lead us to Rundle, who might be able to tell us something pertinent. Plus we can go back to the funeral home and hassle Dorthea, obviously something isn’t kosher there.”
Priscilla shook her head. “We can, but it isn’t going to do any good. Dorthea isn’t about to say squat about anything to us unless we come at her hard, which I think we shouldn’t do until we run out of all other options, and old T. William isn’t likely to say anything that would lead us anywhere.”
She’d gulped down her coffee and was toying with the mug, so I stood up, put Cat in the sling and said, “Come on, we’ll go and chat up Anderson. If you don’t sneak up on him and pop your finger against his neck, he might condescend to talk to a couple of amateurs.”
She gave me a look of wide eyed innocence, put a hand to her bosom and said, “Me? Me hassle a policeman? The protectors of society, those brave studs in blue that stand between me and all the bad guys. Me?”



… . .
PINE STREET WAS A WELL TENDED road of double wide trailer homes and modulars. Ronnie Anderson lived in a modular with yellow vinyl siding and green plastic awnings over the windows. The lawn was freshly raked, the hedges recently trimmed, and there was a new looking Ford Explorer parked in front of the two car garage. It was tricked out with huge tires, a row of lights across the top of the cab, and other off road gizmos, and it looked like it had been washed an hour ago.
We got off our bikes and laid them on the grass next to a cement porch. As I squatted and started to unzip the trailer, Priscilla laid a hand on my shoulder and said, “Listen, no offense, but you look a little off when you have that ratty hairball hanging around your neck, like maybe you were let out of a county home a week ago. This is a retired chief of police we’re gonna talk to, so just this once, please leave the goddamn cat in the goddamn trailer.”
I patted Cat, tossed in some kitty treats and zipped up the door again. As Priscilla pounded on the front door I looked at her and said, “A little off?”
The door opened and a big man with wide sloping shoulders, a square face, and perfectly round eyes, stood motionless in the doorway staring at us. He was dressed in neatly pressed tan pants and a red plaid shirt. His boots, a mongrel blend of cowboy and woods, were polished. I gave him my friendliest smile, nodded and said, “Mister Anderson? My name is Harry Neal and this is Priscilla Matson. I wonder if we may talk to you. It concerns Priscilla’s grandfather, Frank Janky.”
After a moment he frowned and said, “Janky? Janky. A Frank Janky died up on Branch Hill Road, oh, about ten, twelve years ago.”
“Yes, and that’s who we’re referring to. Priscilla and I are trying to locate David Rundle, the patrolman who found him.”
Anderson leaned against the doorframe and folded his arms. “David Rundle. He’s been off the force for… let’s see… about nine years now. Why do you want to talk to him? I mean, he came across Mister Janky’s body laying in the middle of the road and naturally stopped to investigate. If I remember right, he said he was going to give him CPR, but it was obvious the man was dead and was going to stay that way.”
“We’re trying to trace Frank’s last day,” I said. “As you may know, Eva Janky, Frank’s wife, doesn’t believe Frank died of a heart attack. That’s why we’d like to talk to Rundle. Hopefully, he remembers finding Frank and can give us some details.”
Anderson raised his eyebrows and shook his head. “I’ve seen that ad she has in the Gazette and I always wondered what she was thinking of. I remember telling myself I should talk to her, it’s hard to lose someone you love and sometimes it, uh, changes a person. But I never got around to it and time slipped by and finally I just forgot about it.”
“Well, it would help a lot if we could talk to the guy who found my grandfather,” said Priscilla. “Do you know where he moved to?”
After a moment Anderson raised his eyebrows, shrugged, and let out a long sigh. “Well, not really. The thing is, I had to fire him because I found out he was a drinker. One day he stopped a man in a Jaguar for speeding and was pretty belligerent. The man drove straight to the station and filed a complaint. I spent over half an hour driving around looking for David and finally found him on School Street, down by the river. He was sound asleep and when I woke him it was obvious that he was drunk. I canned him on the spot and he moved out of town a few days later.
“When I fired him he made it pretty obvious that he blamed me for his problems, and he wasn’t in a mood to give me a forwarding address. At any rate, I don’t know where he went, just an impression it was someplace in the Midwest, Chicago maybe.” He looked at Priscilla and gave her a warm smile. “I know it’s tough losing a grandfather and it must be very tough on your grandmother, even after all this time, but the man died of a heart attack. He was probably in pretty in good shape, but he was getting on and Branch Hill Road is rough and steep. I’m sorry young lady, but those are the facts. Now if you will excuse me, I’m painting my bathroom and want to finish before dark.”
I held out my hand. Anderson shook it as I said, “One more thing if you don’t mind. Why didn’t Rundle call an ambulance? Why take the body to the hospital himself?
Anderson shrugged. “Probably time and paperwork, it would have taken an extra hour or more waiting for the ambulance and he would have had to follow it in to the hospital anyway. And the extra paperwork would have taken still more time. We had big Chevy SUV’s back then, so he placed Mister Jankey in the back and drove him in himself. And if you want an opinion, mine would be that David was ready for a drink or two and didn’t want to wait around for an ambulance.”
“That makes sense. Thank you very much for your time, Mister Anderson.”
“No problem. And if I can be of any other help, stop by, I’m usually home in the afternoon.” He smiled, stepped back, and closed the door.
As we walked the bikes to the road, Priscilla said, “There was no autopsy, so why is he so sure Frank died of a heart attack? How would he know?”
“Like everyone else we’ve talked too he probably just assumes it.”
“Yeah well, he and they shouldn’t be so quick to assume, because it didn’t happen. Listen, since it’s close, let’s go to the mall and see if Gogan is working.”
“Fair enough, want me to stay outside? Or can you tolerate being seen with a feeble minded old man and his handicapped cat?”
She sighed dramatically and said, “Look at yourself through another pair of eyes. You see a man walking down the street with a mangy looking cat hanging from his neck in a sling and you’re not gonna think the dude is maybe a little strange?”
“How about a woman who is mostly muscle and veins, has a man’s haircut that should have been trimmed two months ago, sports a nine pound mouth, and dresses in purple all the time?”
After a time she said, “How about we drop it.”



… . .
WITH CAT SNUGGLED IN THE SLING under my jacket, we walked into Hannaford and traipsed to the deli, where we stood in a group of customers in front of a counter filled with processed meats, salads, and other concoctions. Finally I caught the eye of Janny Kay, an aging libertine with improbable jet black hair, mischievous eyes, and thirty extra pounds, most of it hung on her rump. “Hey Harry,” She yelled. “Where the hell you been?”
“Taking a long weekend, by any chance is Shaleen working today?”
“Now why would you want a skinny thing like her when you could have the real goods?” And she thrust out her chest and gave me a blatant come hither look.
“You’re definitely the genuine article, Janny, but I want to ask Shaleen a question that only she can answer.”
Janny molded her face into a pout, put her hands on her hips and said, “She’s out back sucking shit into those tiny little lungs of hers.”
I smiled my thanks and we walked back outside and around to the rear of the building to a fenced in area with picnic tables and trash cans crammed into it. Despite the cold, several people with jackets over their uniforms were hunched over on bench seats with cigarettes hanging out of their mouths or dangling from fingers. Above them, smoke hung in the cold air like a malevolent fog. The scene reminded me of a prison movie I saw years ago. A thin, sharp faced girl with brown hair and granny glasses looked up from a magazine, saw us and smiled. “Harry! You’re back, you doing first shift again?”
As we walked up to her I said, “I haven’t come back yet, Shaleen, I still have two or three dollars in my pocket. Actually, I stopped by to see you. That is, we stopped by to see you.” I looked at Priscilla and grinned. “Shaleen, this is my friend… ” Steel fingers dig into the back of my neck. I winced and said, “Priscilla Matson.”
“Hi Priscilla.” She swept a hand over her own buzz cut and said, “Like the do.”
Priscilla shook her hand and said, “Thanks. Listen, I know you guys have a short break so we’ll get to the point. Do you happen to know where David Rundle moved to?”
After a slack faced moment, Shaleen eyes widened. She pulled her head back and said, “Whoa, now there’s a blast from the past. I haven’t thought of David in years.” She fished a cigarette out of her jacket pocket, lit it from the butt of the one in her hand and blew smoke at the sky. She looked at me and said, “Why the hell do you want to know where David moved to?”
“Priscilla is the granddaughter of a man named Frank Janky,” I said. “David found him dead up on Branch Hill Road about ten years ago. We’re trying to trace his last days and we’d like to talk to David, see if he remembers anything important.”
“Hey! I remember that. I read about him finding that guy up on Branch Hill. It was just a little blurb in the local rag, but I remember it because Dave and I had just broke up. Hey, I’m sorry about your grandfather.”
“It was a long time ago,” Priscilla said. “What we want now is to find out what was going on the last few days he was alive, do you happen to know where Rundle moved to?”
Shaleen took a deep drag of her cigarette and blew a jet of smoke across the table. “Like I said, me and Dave had just broken up, he was drinking a lot and getting abusive. He didn’t hit me or anything like that, but his mouth… Jesus, you just don’t know. Anyway, about a month or so after we broke, he’s like, gone, not a word to me or anybody else. Even though we were busted up, I thought he would have told me he was gonna leave. I mean, he didn’t have anybody else. His folks were dead and he was an only child and I was about the only person he was close to. But no, he just left, didn’t say shit to me or anybody else. Someone told me he might have gone to Chicago. Sometimes he talked about becoming a big city cop because of all the action, but then he was always saying how he hated big cities. Hell, he didn’t even like to go down to Manchester to that big mall they got down there.”
She sucked on her cigarette and held the smoke in her lungs while she snuffed out the butt in a tin ashtray. She let the smoke drift out of her mouth, stood up, looked at us and shrugged. “Sorry, but I haven’t a clue where he might be. About two months after he left I called the Chicago Police Department and got put on hold at least twenty times before I got a guy who said they didn’t have a David Rundle on their roster.” She shrugged. “So there you go. Hey, when are you coming back Harry?”
“Probably pretty soon, my cash flow is down to a trickle.”
“Good.” She looked at Priscilla and smiled. “I like working with Harry, he’s one of the smartest, nicest people I know.”
“Sometimes,” Priscilla said, “Sometimes.”



… . .
WE SAT IN THE LAST BOOTH with our hands wrapped around mugs of steaming coffee. Cat lay in front of the napkin holder with her head between her paws and a cube of warm beef a millimeter in front of her nose. Actually I sat. Priscilla slouched with her back to the wall and her feet pressed against the front of the booth. I sipped my coffee and said, “Well, I guess that’s that. Rundle seems to have gone to someplace nobody knows about.”
Priscilla grunted and said, “I guess. But, Shaleen, Christ, what a name, if I was named Shaleen I’d have changed it when I was two weeks old. Anyway, she seemed pretty surprised Rundle left without telling her, and I think something’s strange about his leaving and not telling anybody.”
“According to her he left a month or so after he found Frank. And according to Anderson he left a year after finding Frank.”
She shrugged. “Well, it was ten years ago and people are always saying things like that, and if you make them think it out, they’re usually way off base. If we’d asked Shaleeeeeen to think it out, she’d probably realize Rundle left a hell of a lot later than he did. Remember, she was polishing his knob around that time, so she’s libel to be a little mixed up about the time frames.” She slurped down the last of her coffee and said, “I’ve got to go to The Muscle Stop for a while, set up my classes for next year and dicker for a raise. It shouldn’t take more than half a hour, okay?”
“I’ll go along and do the machines while you’re working.”
“Listen, will you wait until later this afternoon? That’s when I like to work out. We can exercise around four, just before the joint closes, and then come back here for supper, I’ll buy.”
I put a shocked look on my face and said, “You’ll buy? For that I’ll wait.” She grinned, touched me on the shoulder and strutted out the door.
I drank too much coffee while letting more of my life dribble away and looked at my watch every few minutes just to keep the irritation level up. After an hour had dragged by, I grabbed Cat and put her in the sling. She squirmed and meowed and flapped her good paw at me until I finally understood and picked up the cube of beef and dropped it in the sling. She gave my face a lick and burrowed into her sanctuary.
Halfway to The Muscle Stop I braked, straddled the bike, and gently kneaded Cat’s neck while turning things over in my mind. Then, decision made, I turned around and pedaled up Main Street.



… . .
THE CHAPMAN FUNERAL HOME APPEARED AS imposing as ever. I stopped, straddled the bike and looked down the street. After several indecisive moments I decided working off my caffeine jag on the machines would be the more prudent course of action and pedaled back the way I came. The Chapman’s could wait a bit longer.
As I was turning off the street I glanced in my helmet mirror and saw a dark green station wagon turn into the funeral home drive and disappear around the back of the house. I stopped, dithered about in a state of indecisiveness for several moments, then turned and pedaled back down the street until I came to a large dilapidated house that had been divided into apartments. I pedaled up the gravel drive to a three car garage in the back that looked like the next good wind would drop it. I leaned the bike against the garage and looked across four backyards at the back of the funeral home.
Dorthea was putting two suitcases into the rear of the station wagon. She slammed the door and went back into the house. The driver’s side window was down and part of an arm and an elbow clothed in some dark color rested on the window sill. Every few seconds the driver gunned the motor.
Dorthea came back out of the house with T. William clinging to her arm. She guided him around the front of the wagon, the passenger door opened, and she helped him into the front seat. She leaned in, perhaps to hook the seatbelt, then straightened and walked around the station wagon and talked briefly with the driver. Then the station wagon slowly pulled away. Dorthea watched it leave and walked back into the house.
In the next yard a dainty Siamese cat was stalking a red squirrel. The cat was a handsome thing, obviously healthy and well tended. Cat spotted it and leaned out of the sling. The fur along her spine bristled and she uttered a low growl that seemed ridiculous coming from such a small, beat up piece of fluff. At the last moment I clapped my hands and the squirrel shot up a spindly willow. The Siamese shook a paw at me, pranced to the back steps of its house and began licking itself. Cat pulled back into the sling and licked her bad paw.
Okay. Priscilla was getting pumped at The Muscle Stop and I was wired with caffeine and I’d just witnessed something I didn’t understand. It was time for a little assertiveness. Standing on the left pedal with my right foot, I coasted out of the driveway and down the sidewalk to the funeral home. I pushed the bike and trailer up the steps and laid the bike down behind the stained oak railing, opened that dark, somber door, and danced a jig on the mat. I was rewarded with the ringing of bells. Standing in the middle of the silent, gray room, I kneaded Cat’s ears and waited.
Dorthea suddenly appeared, framed in the ornate portal of the chapel. Her gaze was reptilian, like something that stares out at you from a glass cage at the zoo. She drifted toward me, stopped, and gazed at me for a time. Finally she cleared her throat and said softly, “I thought I made it clear I do not allow animals, especially sickly animals on the premises. Why are you here?”
“I saw someone leave with your husband, is anything wrong?”
She moved a few steps closer. “I want to know what you’re doing here. What is your purpose?”
“I want to know where the special place is, the one where you and T. William put Frank Jankey’s body.” I waited. If my verbal blast hit home it didn’t show, Dorthea was about as surprised as a brick.
“Frank Jankey? I don’t know the man, so why should I know where he is?”
“Ten years ago he was found dead on Branch Hill Road by a policeman named David Rundle. He supposedly took him to the hospital where your brother, Amos Conrad, declared him dead and wrote out a death certificate. Then he was supposedly brought here and you buried him. But we have evidence that he wasn’t taken to the hospital, that he may have been taken directly here. Now the question is, where did you bury him?”
“Why in a cemetery of course. Everything is on record so I suggest that you check at the town hall.”
“When is your husband coming back? And who was that driving him? He looked familiar, perhaps I know him.”
She inhaled deeply and shook her head. “He won’t be back until Thanksgiving. He is… that is, they, are visiting friends in Massachusetts. As for who is driving T. William, that is none of your business. I want you to leave, now, and if you come back again, I shall call the police.”
I’d make a poor detective, I didn’t know what to say next. A good detective would ask appropriate questions, weight answers and nab her with inconsistencies. Me, I didn’t have a clue what to say next. Under her unwavering gaze the silence lengthened. Finally I took a deep breath and blurted out, “I know Frank Jankey isn’t in the grave he’s supposed to be in, all you and T. William buried there were bags of dirt. And I know Charles Watson came here the day he disappeared and that he was carrying at least fifty Canadian Maple Leafs. I think you and T. William killed him for those coins and that it’s possible that Jankey saw something, or somehow suspected that you people killed Watson, and you or someone you know hunted him down. Now, you are found out and it’s obvious you’re up to your neck in this, so why not tell me about it?”
A temple artery just in front of her hair line throbbed in cadence with her heartbeat. She stared at me a moment, gave a small shudder, backed up two steps and said softly, “I think I would like a glass of wine, will you join me, please?”
“What about my sickly animal?”
“I will make an exception.”
I nodded and said, “Then a glass of wine would be nice, it’ll take some of the bite off our talk.”
She gave me a tight smile, nodded, and walked stiffly across the room and through a sliding door. With one hand resting on Cat’s small body, I leaned against the wall and permitted myself a smile. It was over. We, or I, had done it. Priscilla was going to be surprised. Ten thousand dollars, a nice bit of change to supplement my Social Security. Actually, it’s only five thousand since I promised Priscilla half, but still, a nice bit of change.
Dorthea Chapman marched back into the room and pointed a small pistol at my head. “You will walk slowly through the door at the end of the hall and go down the ramp. If you make any untoward moves or attempt to run, I will empty this pistol into your head. And you will keep that filthy little animal in that wrap on your chest. If you let it go I will shoot it.”
Stainless steel. Gray. No back sight. A tiny spot of bright metal for a front sight. Small muzzle. 22, I thought, probably 22 long rifle. High velocity probably. Her extended hand was a dead thing, as still as the chapel silence. “Move now,” she whispered, “Or I will kill you here.”
“Wwhat the hell is this?” No force in that, I stammered.
“Now, or die here.” Her finger tightened around the trigger.
I moved.
I shuffled to the door at the end of the room. On the left wall, head high, was a picture of Dorthea and T. William. They were standing beside something, I couldn’t tell what, with their arms around each other. They were smiling.
When I reached the hall door I would sprint. That would give me three or four seconds over the bitch.
“Stop.” She commanded.
I stopped.
“Now, through the door and down the ramp.” Her voice was much closer, no three or four seconds, no time at all. The rubber treaded ramp led down into a large basement room. Straight ahead, across the cement floor, was another ramp that led up to the back where someone had left with T. William. Good old T. William. I wonder what the T stands for?
The basement resembled an operating room. To the left, a stainless steel table waited. The top of a small table next to it held trays laden with tools that looked like they belonged in a butcher shop.
Two stainless steel pails were tucked in a recess under the table. No need for sterile technique here. On a stand near the tables was a large steel bowl.
I had to do something. I had to act and I had to act now! Or in scant seconds I’d be laid out on that table and Dorthea will be working on me with those terrible instruments.
Okay. I’ll turn and start talking. Distract the bitch, throw the bowl at her and grab the gun. She’s an old woman for god’s sake.
I turned sideways and looked at her. “Mrs. Chapman, this is not… ”
She was smiling, smiling like a loving mother looking at the child in her arms. “Silly fool,” she hissed.
The world exploded.
I slammed onto the table and slid off, leaving a misty splash of blood on the gleaming steel. I hit the floor on my right side, frantically tried to push myself up, slipped in my blood and flopped back down. I twisted and thrashed against the base of the table, jerking my head back and forth in a frantic attempt to avoid another bullet.
Yelling. Screaming. More shots. I curled up and tried to cover my head with my hands, knowing it was futile, knowing she was going to shoot me again. Terror spun my mind into a black, roaring abyss. I flopped about on the blood slicked floor while flailing the air above me, trying to stop that fatal shot… my coup de grace. Steel hands jerked me up and rolled me onto my back. I could hear myself screaming. I flung my hands at the shadow above me, trying to grab the gun or her hands. Iron claws gripped my wrists and pushed me down. “Harry! Harry it’s Priscilla. Lay back down and don’t move.”
“I’m shot! In the head! I’m shot and I’m dying.”
I felt her lips on my ear. “Harry! Be still. Youarenotgoingtodie! Lay still and let me take care of it.” I concentrated, focused, and managed to stop thrashing around. “Okay Harry, now just take it easy and let me do this.” Something cold covered my eyes. I lay still, felt her probe and push. She patted my cheek, left, returned, and probed some more. “Harry, you are one lucky duck, all kinds of medical shit here. I bet you’re the first live dude it’s been used on.”
I reached up through the dark haze, grabbed her neck and pulled her close. My voice was a foreign thing, something I’d never heard before. “Where is she?”
Priscilla gently pried my hand off her neck and pushed me back down. “Easy Harry, she’s tied to a pillar about ten feet away and she’s not a happy camper. Listen, I’m gonna pull this together a bit and it’s gonna hurt because I don’t have anything to numb it up with, so tough it out, okay?”
And that foreign voice said, “Head. I’m shot in the head.”
“Harry, get a grip, the bullet didn’t go into your brain. She shot you in the forehead, right side, just above your eye. Gouged out some flesh and tore up some muscle and smashed a lot of little veins and maybe grazed your skull. But it missed all the good stuff and in a week or so you’ll have the start of a nice scar.” Again I felt her lips against my ear. “You’re gonna be all right, Harry.”
The relief was overwhelming. No bullets in my brain. I relaxed a little. It stung like hell when she dumped some liquid in the wound and it hurt when she bandaged it up but I didn’t care, I wasn’t dying.
She removed the towel from my eyes and pulled me to a sitting position. “Okay, Harry, you’re gonna feel pain and you’re going to have a world class headache, but it’s all right, it really is… asshole.”
“Cat. Where’s Cat?”
“Take it easy, Hairball is over by the water heater, licking your blood off her fur.”
She pulled me to my feet. The lady had a grip of steel. I stood and swayed back and forth like a town drunk. A large smear of blood colored the stainless table. The floor under the table was painted with it. My clothes were wet and my hands were red with the stuff. A few feet away, Cat was causally licking it off her fur. She looked at me, meowed and went back to her cleaning.
I turned, and was eye to eye with Dorthea. Her eyes were black orbs tinged in pink. I ran trembling fingers over the bandage that Priscilla had taped over the wound. It hurt, like jolts of electricity whipping through my head. And it throbbed, like an erratic heartbeat. With effort I looked away from Dorthea and said to Priscilla, “Someone came by and drove off with T. William. Dorthea said they’d be gone until Thanksgiving day, but I don’t know.”
She reached up and fussed with the bandage. “It’s probably true. I mean, she knew she was gonna kill you, so why lie?” She shook her head and made a face at me. “You asshole, I was way late getting back to Gretchen’s, so you decided to come over here, and you saw someone take off with T. William and figured you’d come in and grill the harmless old lady, right?”
I leaned against a steel cabinet, glanced at the harmless old lady and said, “I thought you decided to pump iron. What harm could it do?” I gently pushed in on the bandage to ease the throbbing and the pain and felt things squish around in my forehead. I quickly removed my hand and gave a shuddering sigh. “I never felt the bullet, didn’t even hear the shot. I knew, knew that she’d killed me. My God, the terror of it. Where did you come from?”
“Where did I come from? Harry, you got lucky, very fucking lucky. I had to talk to a woman and she asked every question in the world and fondled every piece of iron we had. I finally got her signed up, then talked to Tony about a raise, which I got by the way, and went back to Gretchen’s. You were gone and I had a hunch you’d gotten antsy and decided to talk to the Chapmans by yourself, so I pedaled over here and spotted your bike on the porch. And when I opened the door and didn’t see you, I jumped over the mat and was sneaking down the hall when I heard the shot.”
She looked at me and shook her head, “Harry, you just don’t know. I heard that shot and turned into superwoman. When I came through the door it was like slow motion. You were sliding off that table, spraying blood everywhere, and she was aiming, lining up another head shot. I screamed, and I flew, I mean flew down that ramp.
“She’s good, popped off two more rounds before I grabbed her ass.” We turned and looked at her. She was on her knees, hunched over, yellow teeth bared, gnawing like a demented rat at the black silk scarf that bound her to the pole. When I pointed at her my hand trembled badly.
Priscilla said, “No way, after the M.P.’s I know how to secure people.”
I straightened, which caused waves of pain to thrash around in my head. I Put both hands against the bandage and pressed in until the pain eased. When I felt I could function I nodded at Dorthea and said, “Let’s have a chat with my would be assassin, perhaps we can find out a few things, like where the special place is. Then we have to call the police.”
I stared at Dorthea and she stared back. Her eyes were expressionless, but her face was a bright pink and the pulse in her temple was hammering away, so we were definitely bothering her. She gave me a smile rimmed with hate and her words fluttered out in a low hiss. “If you think you are going to put me away you are very wrong. Timothy will see to it that it is you who are put away. You are tramps, vermin who wander the streets and drink in the town park. I-I am a moneyed, respected citizen of this town and if-if you vermin think that… ”
Her mouth dropped open. Her eyes bulged. Her face melted. She fell against her tied wrists and sank to the floor. Priscilla dropped with her, whipped the scarf from her wrists and laid her on the floor. “Shit,” Priscilla shouted, “She stroking out!”
I knelt beside her. Priscilla shook her head. “A goddamn stroke, a big one, I don’t think… ”
Dorthea gurgled. Her eyes were huge and the left side of her face hung like a flap. She went into spasm for maybe five seconds, belched, farted, and went limp. Priscilla gave me a lipless smile and said, “It’s a hell of a day we’re having Harry, what’s next? Hairball has kittens?”
I sighed, and with my hands on my knees, I slowly pushed myself upright. Priscilla stood up and leaned against the pole and sighed. A small part of me noted that I felt surprisingly calm and detached from the dead thing on the floor. I glanced over at the steel table and stared at the swath of blood. Priscilla certainly put it in perspective, as things were indeed going to hell in a hand basket. I rubbed my face, pushed in on my eyes and said, “Going to the police would be more than a little dicey now. How about we carry her to her bed. She died in her sleep, a natural enough death for someone with a history of strokes.”
Leaning against the pillar with her arms folded, Priscilla stared down at the body. I wondered if Dorthea ever thought about dying, if she ever thought about ending up in her own butcher shop. Priscilla raised her head and gave me a flat look that sent a small tremor down my spine. She smiled a stone smile, reached out, stroked my cheek and whispered, “Sounds like a plan.”



… . .
PRISCILLA WASHED THE BLOOD OFF THE table and floor with a hose hooked into a big water heater. A thin mist rose from the floor as she guided my blood to a floor drain. “Take off your shoes, the sling, and your jacket,” she said.
I struggled out of the shoes and laid them by the drain. Then I took off the sling and blood wet sweatjacket and slung it over my arm. Like I was a horse, Priscilla lifted one leg at a time and carefully washed my feet. I watched my blood thin out and flow into the drain. When I washed my hands under the hose the water was very hot and I relished the feel of it, loved the pain of being alive. When my blood was cleaned off everything we looked at Cat. She was still trying to clean herself and not doing a very good a job of it. Perhaps she didn’t care for the taste of my blood.
Priscilla watched her for a moment, then lifted her off the floor, put her on the stainless table and gently washed her. Cat struggled and yowled, gave forth with pathetic little hisses, and took serious swipes at Priscilla’s nose, but she prevailed, and when she was through Cat looked like a starved rat just pulled from the river. She put the sling around my neck and eased Cat into it. Her face blank, she stared at us for a time and said, “I gotta say, you two look about as poor a pair as I’ve seen in a long time.”
She coiled the hose neatly by the water heater, came back and held out her fist. I opened my hand and she dropped a bullet in my palm. It was small, with a flattened tip and faint rifling marks around the back. “You may want to frame it and hang it on your wall. You’re lucky Dorthea didn’t go in for hollow points, you’d have a hole the size of Cleveland in your forehead.”
I dropped the bullet into my pants pocket, then reached up and rubbed the bandage. My head throbbed like an out of sync engine and the pain flared in spikes, like lightning flashes. But I could handle it.
I was alive.
Priscilla squatted, grabbed Dorthea by her upper arms, pulled and stood up. With the body slung over her shoulder she quick stepped up the ramp. In the middle of the house we found a wide curving stairway, complete with an electric stair lift. I followed Priscilla as she trudged up the stairs with Dorthea. With Her head and arms flopping about like a tormented puppet, Dorthea looked huge and impossibly heavy draped over Priscilla’s small body.
We traipsed down a narrow hall and past two luxurious bedrooms, one in white and pale pink, the other in blue and oak. In the front of the house we found a living room. Priscilla bent and dumped Dorthea into a white wing chair imprinted with small red and pink flowers. She tapped me lightly on the shoulder and said, “Don’t move,” and scurried away.
Dorthea’s carefully coffered hair was coming undone. Silver strands hung over her eyes and drool wet the top of her silk dress. Her sagging flesh looked waxy and gray. I moved very close, leaned down and whispered in her dead ear, “Silly fool.”
Priscilla came back into the room and handed me a pair of surgical gloves. “Put these on. I’m going to bring in the bikes, then start wiping down everything we might have handled or touched.” Cocking her head to one side she looked up at me, touched my cheek and said, “How’s the head?”
“It hurts like hell, but I’m so glad not to be dead that it’s a small thing.”
“Good. There’s a lot of fluid leaking from the damaged tissue and veins, and there’s gotta be some nerve damage, so it’s gonna smart for a while. I’ll change the bandage in a bit, maybe put a drain in. What I think is, we should stick it out here until after dark, at least until nine, nine thirty, and then head back to the boat. We don’t dare do the road with you looking like that, all it’d take is one curious bozo or a cop and we have serious problems, so we’ll take one of those trails you told me about.”
“That’s seven miles of woods, in the dark, why don’t we go to Eva’s?”
“No way, Harry, no way at all are we going to get Eva involved in this. I know Frank was her husband and all that, but what with dying and all, she’s got enough problems without something like this to think about. This thing would send her over the edge, so it’s high ho, high ho, through the woods we go.” She grinned at me, shrugged and said, “Hey, we’ll do it. You’ll rest and recover for two or three days, then we’ll get back to it. In a way this was a breakthrough. We now know three of the bad guys and if Dorthea was telling the truth, the forth one, the one she called Timothy, will be back on turkey day with T. William.”
“I wonder if T. William will be cognizant enough to realize that his true love has departed to the promised land.”
“In a dim way, perhaps. It depends on to what degree his dementia has progressed.”
“To what degree his dementia has progressed? What? You ate a page from a dictionary this morning?”
She smiled and said, “I think you’re gonna live, Harry.”
“I held up a gloved hand and pointed downward. “I have to find some aspirin, and then I think I’ll muck about downstairs.”
“Don’t make a mess or bleed on anything. Double check your high tops before you put them on and don’t move anything, it’s got to be like we were never here. And don’t let Hairball out of the sling, if someone finds a Tootsie Roll on the rug the game’s over.”
At the living room door we turned and looked back at Dorthea. Slumped in the chair, head down, silver hair draped over her face, she looked like an old woman at rest. Priscilla went back, put an open issue of People magazine on her chest and let it fall. It landed on the floor by her feet, cover up, pages fanned.
Moving through the thick carpet like a drunk through sand, I shuffled down the hallway and found a bathroom with a Victorian tub large enough to swim laps in. Standing in front of the medicine cabinet was a bad idea. Gapping back at me from the gilt edged mirror was the gray, swollen face of a sick stranger. I jerked open the cabinet, fumbled around, found a bottle of aspirin, and with eyes closed, pushed the cabinet door shut with one finger.
I gulped down three aspirin and drifted out of the bathroom to the staircase. Holding on to the polished oak banister with both hands, I stumbled downstairs and collapsed in one of the big leather chairs in the front room. I put my head in my palms and tried to will the pain and throbbing to go away. When that failed, I stood up, went to a front window and peeked through the curtain.
I scanned the neighborhood, looking for anything strange or unusual. But the only thing strange and unusual was in the house peering out the window, so I eased the curtain shut and wandered around.
I didn’t remember much about the basement before she shot me, but Priscilla seemed to have put it back as it was. After checking that my high-tops were clean and the soles dry, I put them on and stood in the middle of the basement and wondered why I was still alive. I looked from the ramp to the table and tried to picture Priscilla running at Dorthea, and Dorthea standing firm, firing twice.
I snuffled a bit, wiped my eyes and walked up the ramp and out of the basement.
Off a short hallway I found an office. It was immaculate, with everything just so, and the wood surfaces polished and giving off a faint lemon scent. The deep pile carpet was fluffy and spotless and the green and white striped wallpaper looked like it had been put on yesterday. A new looking copier stood pristine on a metal table. The top of the oak desk was clean, not even a blotter. Tucked in a corner was a small safe.
I sat in the desk chair and pulled open drawers. I found an old fashioned ledger, laid it on the desktop and flipped through the pages. It was a record of funerals, with each entry handwritten in small precise print. According to the ledger, the Chapman’s hadn’t conducted a funeral in well over a year. I also found stationary, stamps, and a white marbled fountain pen that cost at least a hundred dollars. After dry swallowing another aspirin I sat in front of the safe and fumbled with the handle. Locked. Applying pressure on the handle with my left hand I slowly turned the dial with my right. No go.
Pain arced through my head in quick, choppy waves. I spent several minutes with my head down, hands pressed against the bandage. I was getting used to not being dead and the wound was bothering me. After all, I’d been shot and the pain was fierce. Ten or twelve glasses of wine would have been nice, well, actually wonderful, but the Dark Ride in The Great Forest loomed ahead and I’d need every sober cell I possessed for the journey. I pulled my head off the desk and peeked into the sling. Cat, her bad paw curled close to her body, the other covering her nose, was asleep.
I peered under the desk, took out drawers and checked the backs and bottoms. I looked under the desk chair, crawled under the table holding the copier and looked up. Nothing.
Everyone hides the combination to their safe somewhere close to it. I pulled out the ledger and scanned every page. Then I did it again.
I took another aspirin, I was taking too many, my ears were going to start ringing. Hell, my ears were already ringing. I took out the stationary and looked at each page and checked every envelope. The last envelope contained a small pink card, and written in the middle of the card in the same precise print as the ledger, were the numbers 2212346.
With a gritty smile on my ravaged face I slapped the handle and yanked open the safe, which gave me a view of sheet metal lined with drawers. I started with the top left drawer and found bundles of tightly bound stacks of canceled checks. A quick flip through a few of the bundles told me the Chapman’s spent an amazing amount of money. Another drawer yielded a current checkbook with eight thousand and change in the account. I found several pieces of jewelry heavy with diamonds and gold and stuff I didn’t recognize.
I didn’t find any rings.
Another drawer contained a key ring with eight or ten keys on it and a drawer on the bottom contained four thick packs of money wrapped with blue ribbon.
After gently rubbing my head for a minute or so I counted the money. My fingers trembled and my skull throbbed and I had to count it twice but it was two thousand two hundred and twenty dollars in fifties, twenties, and tens. I held the money in my hands and stared at it for several minutes then struggled to my feet and left the office. I found the bikes leaning against the last pew in the chapel and put the money and key ring in one of the zippered pockets in the trailer and shuffled back to the office.
In the last bottom drawer I found four deeds. Each deed was several pages thick and filled with the complicated crap They like to use to keep Us confused and humble and liable for a high number of billable hours. One was for the funeral home. The others I didn’t read. Accompanied by my own groans and a sigh or two, I lurched to my feet once more, fired up the copier and made copies of the three unknown deeds. Then I put everything back, locked the safe, put the copies with the money and went looking for Priscilla.
I found her in the kitchen upstairs, standing at a butcher’s block making sandwiches. The kitchen, a U shaped nook tucked in a back corner of the living quarters, was crammed with every kitchen gadget cunning minds could design. Priscilla smiled and pushed a glass of white wine and a thick ham sandwich at me. “Here, ham with mustard, stroke food. The Chapman’s weren’t into healthy eating, that refrigerator has enough fat in it to stroke half the town. It’s a wonder Dorthea didn’t croak years ago.”
Sandwich in hand, I walked to the living room, stared at Dorthea for a minute or so and walked back to the kitchen. Priscilla ripped out a chunk of her sandwich with her front teeth, grinned at me and mumbled, “What Harry? Think maybe she rose to strike again?”
I gulped half the wine. It was liquid gold, the finest that had ever flowed down my throat. “I just wanted to look. She’s different
“She’s stiffening up. When you’re back in the boat, having nightmares, she’ll be in that chair, stiff as an old man’s mind, and when T. William and that Timothy finds her she’ll be as limp as an old man’s dick.”
“Not this old man’s dick,” I blurted out, and immediately felt my face grow warm and knew I was blushing.
Priscilla smiled, stood on tiptoe and kissed my forehead.
I felt movement in the sling and looked down. Cat’s head and good paw appeared. She yawned, climbed up my chest, sniffed my lips, then put a paw against my cheek and meowed. I tore off several bits of ham and put them in the sling. She slithered down and turned around. With her tail and butt hanging out of the sling she started in on the ham. I poured another glass of wine, gulped it down, filled the glass a third time and drank that, rationalizing that it would dull the pain, and thus make me more clear headed. Priscilla cleaned up the kitchen, double checked her work, and methodically went over the entire upstairs. When she was satisfied we went downstairs and set up camp in the chapel.
It was getting dark, and a black gloom settled in the chapel like a malevolent fog. Priscilla paced back and forth, frequently sweeping her hand through her ratty flattop. “If someone besides Dorthea’s bridge club comes, it’ll probably be by the back door. We’ll hear them and have enough time to get to the basement and either nail them or get the hell out. But my bet is on Dorthea, I bet that she was telling you the truth, T. William and the Timothy dude won’t be back until Turkey, so I think we’re good. If we leave at nine we should make the boat around two.”
Nail someone. If nailing was to be done, Priscilla would be the hammer, this old man had little doubt about that.
The pews had thin brown pads for cushioning. I took off the sling and laid it on the floor and put my jacket back on. The dried blood made stiff patches on the chest but it was warm. With some minor groaning and lip biting I eased down, picked up the sling and put it beside me. Cat crawled halfway out and went, “Errrr?” I put my arm around her frail body and snuggled her close to me. “You better get some rest, Priscilla. What with saving my life, hauling bodies around and making ham sandwiches, you’re probably tired.”
I felt her hand on my cheek. “I’m gonna check this joint over one more time. We’ve got to be sure we don’t miss anything, then I’ll rest.”
“What about the pistol?”
“In a little table in the hall, by the office door, I found the box, wiped the pistol off, and put it back. Relax, Harry, the only thing left to worry about is whether Dorthea was expecting her bridge club tonight.”
Youth. Whoever said it was wasted on the young didn’t know Priscilla Matson. And from my perspective, thirty-four is still young. I sighed, closed my eyes and tried to drift away from the pain. I wondered what my forehead would look like once it healed. Perhaps I’ll sport a dramatic scar that would give me a mysterious aura. Harry Neal, man of mystery. Who is that old man drinking in the park? Reaching up, I pressed against the pain and wished for another glass of wine.



… . .
PRISCILLA PULLED ON MY SHOULDER AND said softly, “Time to face the night, Harry.” I sat up and stared into utter darkness. After a time, shadows and black outlines slowly asserted themselves and I stood up, stretched, and said, “You get any rest?”
“Listen, it’s not a problem, I slept good last night. It’s not as if I’ve been awake for forty hours or taken a bullet in the head. Now pack up Hairball and let’s get out of here.”
When Cat was settled in the sling, Priscilla took my hand and led me out of the chapel to the basement. “I put the bikes in the trees out back,” she whispered, “And I’d just like to say that Hairball’s trailer is a first class pain in the ass, why don’t you just haul her around in the sling?”
“Because she deserves a little comfort and a space of her own,” I whispered back. I felt her staring at me. After a time she sighed and muttered something I didn’t catch, which was probably just as well.
Light from a half moon broke through the clouds, giving the steel table a black sheen. We stood in the door and listened to the night for several minutes, then Priscilla closed the door, checked the lock, and pulled me through wet grass to the bikes. I put Cat in her trailer and wrapped her in the quilt. Then slowly, quietly, we pushed the bikes through back yards littered with toys, barbecues, and odd shaped gardens. In several windows I saw the flickering glow of television screens and imagined unmoving heads obediently focused on that fearful device.
At the end of the block we put on our helmets and pedaled to the street. My helmet was pushed far back on my head to avoid the bandage and undoubtedly looked odd. I had little doubt we were going to be arrested any moment, and my battered face would appear in the local gazette and Barbara, my ex wife, would come to the jail and call me names and tell me repeatedly that she told me so.
We pedaled deserted back streets until we were out of town and headed toward the farm. It was tempting to stay on the road, it would make the trip so much easier, but considering what was at stake it would also be stupid, so a half mile out of town I steered us off road onto a rock strewn trail that led into the woods. Trying to follow the bouncing beam of the headlight with the pain ricocheting around in my head was a jarring horror, so I stopped and slid off the bike, kneeled, and carefully pulled my helmet off. With my hands pressed against my forehead, I bent over until my head touched the cold ground and waited for the pain to subside. I could feel Priscilla standing next to me. After I straightened and took a couple of deep breaths she touched my shoulder and said, “Listen, it’s a nice night for a walk”
I’ve never spent much time in the woods at night, just walks between the barn and the boat, or a stroll around the grove before retiring. It’s never been more than a few minutes, never in pain, and always with a light to push back the dark. Now, I was treading through an alien landscape where imagination and instinct ruled. The bushes and other stuff brushing my legs and arms were things felt, not seen, and in the feeble glow of our small lights the trail was little more than a hoped for reality.
Most of the time Priscilla and I walked side by side, usually not talking, just pushing the bikes and putting one foot in front of the other. At fairly regular intervals, one of the trailer’s tires would get tangled in the brush or jam up against a rock. Priscilla would lay down her bike, free the trailer, and mutter soothing nonsense to Cat, who wasn’t taking our nighttime journey at all well, and let her feelings be known by occasionally letting out a mournful yowl.
Deep in the night and the woods, I stopped and looked at Priscilla. In the dim light from our bikes her pale face was calm, expectant. “What?” She said.
“I was thinking about you having to do everything.”
“Harry, your imagination is sailing into a cave. Hell, you got shot and thought you were dying, saw your killer stroke out, and had to spend hours in a death house not knowing if anyone would show up. It’s skills. I’ve spent years doing crap. It was living, but also training. I’ve got skills you don’t and vice versa and we help each other, so get your mind out of the cave and let’s get going, it’s starting to fucking rain again.”
We struggled into our rain gear and pushed on into the night. A little later I edged closer to her and said, “She shot at you, what about the bullet holes?”
“They hit the wall and chipped the cement, but I swept up the chips and the bullets. The chipped cement doesn’t look like bullet strikes. Remember Harry, its long odds that anyone, even the cops, will think anything is wrong. They’ll find Dorthea dead in that chair… dead of a stroke, her second one, and they won’t be looking for clues to any crime.”
Our lights were getting dimmer. I led, pushing the bike and trailer along trails I imagined more than knew. And the wound was bothering me. A tight, hot pain would raise like a bubble and explode across my head, then subside, only to raise again. As we stumbled along with our lights getting progressively dimmer, I began to believe we were hopelessly lost, but not knowing what else to do, I kept walking.
Then the hot bubbles of pain didn’t subside. I let the bike drop, sank to the ground and pressed my head against the wet ground. The frigid rain made hollow tapping sounds on the hood of my rain jacket and rivulets of ice water wandered down my neck and back. Whispering things I couldn’t hear, Priscilla pulled me up and guided me to a tree. I sat in the wet earth, my back against rough bark, my head hanging and the pain slashing through my head like blows from a scythe. Priscilla draped her rain jacket over us, and with my penlight in her teeth, took off the bandage. She fiddled with the wound and put a fresh one on. After giving me two more aspirin she said, “This bandage is kinda thin, but it’ll have to do, I didn’t dare take any more stuff from their supply closet.”
I nodded, took a deep breath and tried to stand, but Priscilla pushed me back down, put an arm around me and gently nudged my head onto her shoulder. “Let’s give it a few minutes,” she whispered.
We huddled together in total darkness. The rain pelted us and a deep cold began to seep into my core. But the pain gradually subsided and sometime later I pushed away from Priscilla. She helped me to my feet and picked up my bike. After shining a feeble light on me she said, “We okay?”
I forced out a smile. “How about Cat? Is she okay?”
Priscilla went to the trailer and I heard the door zipper. Faint murmurings and cooing floated to me on the black air. She came back, touched my cheek and said, “She says not to worry, she’s fine.” I nodded, touched her shoulder, and we started walking again.
An eternity later we stumbled out of the trees and into a large clearing. We circled a series of boulders and rocks I thought I recognized, even in the dark. We slipped and cursed up a small slick hill and stopped. I wiped my face and squinted into the night and the rain. In the distance I saw a dim orange glow. The big night light on top of the barn? God, let it be.
We slid and cursed down the other side of the hill, walked about a football field and pushed into the backside of the grove. About fifty feet from the boat I stumbled and fell into a puddle. Priscilla refrained from comment as she pulled me to my feet, picked up my bike, and helped me stagger to the boat.



… . .
A SOMEWHAT DAMP CAT WAS HUNKERED down by the stove cleaning herself after a hearty meal of some nasty smelling stuff I scooped out of a can. Candles produced giddy shadows that frolicked on the walls and the rain made a soothing patter on the cabin roof. The stove door was open, showboating a fire that crackled and popped, filling the cabin with the aroma of burning birch logs. I was dressed in clean dry sweats, I was warm, and had a full mug of wine in my hand.
Life was almost good again.
I pressed the soggy lump above my head and regretted it, for Priscilla looked at it and said, “Time to change that thing again, Harry, it looks like someone slapped you with a dirty diaper.” The bandage was a gooey, wet mess. Priscilla peeled it off, and eyes wide, pale face slack, examined my wound. “It looks pretty good, swollen and running fluids, but not too bad considering. I’ll clean it out again, but I don’t think infection is going to be an issue.”
I went hmmmm and said, “Get that mirror out of the bath please. I want to see it.”
“Listen, wait a couple days.”
“I want to see it.”
“Harry, you’ll freak, you’ll think it… ”
I was close to whining, but managed to say calmly, “It is my bullet hole and I want to see it.”
I angled the mirror and stared. The right side of my forehead was a swollen, oozing mass of smashed, exposed tissue. I dropped the mirror in shock and tilted my head back. Priscilla gave me an ‘I told you so,’ look and went back to cleaning the wound and murmuring to herself. She doused the wound several times with various stuff from my first aid kit, and doing something with tweezers produced a lot of pain which I withstood by thinking of another glass of wine. Finally she put a fresh bandage on and rewarded me with a kiss on the cheek.
She smelled like a child’s blanket.
“I figure you’ll be able to get back to the world in two or three days. How about you dumped the bike and bounced your head off a rock, the wound would look like that.”
“I don’t know,” I said. “A bullet hole is a bullet hole is a bullet hole.”
“Not yours. The entrance hole is maybe two inches from the exit hole and velocity made them one. Nobody will ever think you got shot.”
The boat was toasty warm. I had half a buzz from the wine, and the wind and rain were thrashing against the hull. It was the kind of night I love. I laid my head against the back of the settee and sighed. “It’s Thanksgiving day, they’ll find her in a few hours.”
“Yeah, and she’s all they’ll find, I went over that place good. Nobody will know anyone was there.”
“Ham sandwiches.”
She laughed. “Get a grip. Nobody knows how much ham was in that refrigerator, I really think we’re okay.”
I went “Ummm,” drained my glass, lurched to my feet, and took an umbrella from behind my bookcase. “I’ll be right back,” I said, and climbed out of the boat and retrieved the money, keys, and deeds from Cat’s trailer. I climbed back into the boat, refilled my mug, then laid the items on the table and sat back down.
Priscilla looked at the money, stared at me, drank some wine, then picked up a stack of bills and fanned them. “How much?”
“Two thousand two hundred and thirty dollars.”
“You a safe cracker?”
“No, I just hunted around until I found the combination. Everyone stashes the combination somewhere near their safe and if you look long enough you’re going to find it. Now the question is, who knows about the money? If that Timothy does, then obviously he’ll know something isn’t kosher and he’ll probably figure it out. I’m sure Dorthea told him about our visit.”
Priscilla nodded. “Conrad too.” She fanned the bills again, shook her head and said, “Well shit, Harry, maybe you should have thought of all that before you grabbed this stuff.” She gave me a twisted smile. “And you were giving me a hard time about ham sandwiches?”
I shrugged and stared at my wine. It didn’t offer any inspiration so I shrugged again and said, “A stupid move, I know, but at the time I rationalized it as partial payment for another stupid move, going there and getting shot. As to the ethics of it, let’s not go there.”
We sat in silence. I listened to the rain hammer the boat and tried to dull the pain above my eyes with alcohol. Priscilla got up, uncorked my last bottle of Zinfandel and topped off our mugs. “Okay,” she said. “They were bad guys and it’s an even bet they did Frank and Watson and maybe others. But I’ll bet that Timothy, whoever the hell he is, was the gopher, the low man on the pole, and that’s how The Chapman’s used him. Shared the loot and all that, but look at Dorthea, you really think she would be open and fair with anyone? I got a nickel that says he doesn’t know the combination to that safe and hasn’t a clue what’s in it.”
I thought about it and said, “Maybe, but then that’s what I want to think. I don’t want to think about anyone coming after me.”
Priscilla’s eyes glistened like wet marbles. “We’re probably going to have to deal with him sometime soon whatever he thinks or knows, now it’s like we get paid for doing it.”
I reached out and patted the stack of papers and said, “There are three deeds here. One of them might be the location of the special place.”
She flipped through the deeds and threw them back on the table. “I can’t read that crap tonight. Eight hours sleep and a couple cups of coffee and we can give it a shot.” She yawned and stretched, then stood up and slowly bent over until her chest was flat against the front of her legs and her arms wrapped around her knees. When she straightened she touched my bandage and my cheek and said, “I’m going to play the game.”
When I burrowed down in my bed she was hunched over the Xbox, focused on the game. I pressed my throbbing head into the pillow and tried to think, to make sense of what happened to me. But all I could hold in my mind was Dorthea Chapman standing sideways, arm extended, her pistol aimed at my head.
“Silly Fool.”



… . .
THE BEAST ABOVE MY EYE WAS a malignant thing that prized needles. Hot pain would jerk me out of a fitful doze and I’d stagger around, choke down an aspirin, and go back to bed and wait for sleep. Cat, for reasons of her own, had elected to sleep with me this night. Each time I laid back down, she fussed and dithered, mewing anxiously until I massaged her neck and muttered reassuring words. Then she would settle down on the pillow, put a paw against my head and purr in my ear.
It’s nice to be wanted.
It was three in the afternoon when I dragged myself out of bed. My head throbbed relentlessly, the pain was intense and constant, and the sad, beat up face in the mirror brought on depression and anxiety. Priscilla was gone, but a note stuck to my coffee mug said: Coffee in the thermos, aspirin by the sink. Back soon.
I poured coffee, took two aspirin with the first swallow and slumped in the settee. It was a clear day, with no hint of last night’s storm. Priscilla had filled the feeders and the grove was alive with fluttering, chirping birds. Cat took up station by the window and growled and yowled and smacked the cold glass with her paw. She doesn’t slack off when it comes to the serious stuff.
I was working a second cup of coffee when Priscilla entered the clearing with a bulging shopping bag hanging from her hand. Walking a wide circle around the birds, she clomped up the ladder, opened the hatch and dropped down.
The cabin immediately filled with the smell of roast turkey and hot apple pie. She pulled a two liter bottle of wine from the bag, gave me a smile and said, “Happy Thanksgiving, Harry. As soon as I change your bandage we’ll stuff ourselves with turkey and pie and bad wine. I told Annie about your bike accident, she says Happy Thanksgiving and hopes you feel better. If you want, she’ll take a look at it. And, I can go back for seconds.”
This time I was content to let Priscilla poke and prod without having to check the results. After a lot of futzing around she stuck a final piece of tape to my forehead, tapped me on the nose and said, “A lot of swelling but no sign of infection. Hell, you’re coming along good, let’s eat.”
For the third time in less than a week I dumped a lot of meat into me. It was superb, and the dressing, undoubtedly the end result of hundreds of combined years of experimentation and refinement by the blue haired women in the barn, was heaven with oysters. I gave Cat a spoonful and she carefully picked out the oyster, batted the rest off the table, and sat by the window with it hanging out of her mouth.
Priscilla informed her she was a nasty hairball.
We made a lot of small talk and had a burping contest which Priscilla won hands down, but only because she was able to smack her sternum harder than me. After all, I am a wounded man.
After dinner we strolled through the grove to the high end of the pasture. Dolly and company were headed toward the shed when Dolly spotted us, did a slow one eighty degree turn and led her troops to where we stood. Tail swishing back and forth, she lumbered up to us, lowered her head and butted Priscilla back several feet. Pricilla laughed and dug her hands into the cow’s neck. “I think what you have there is a fourteen hundred pound kitten,” I said.
“I think I’ll keep her. When our thing is over I’ll buy a leash and a big rhinestone collar for her. “I’ll walk her twice a day and she can sleep beside my bed.”
I smiled at the picture. “Eva will love it, especially when she sees her yard after a week or so.”
“I’ll win her over with all the free milk.”
The other cows, clearly anxious to get to the shed, started mooing and stomping their feet, so Priscilla slapped Dolly on the flank, pushed her toward the shed with both hands and said, “Get going, I’ll see you tomorrow.”
We walked back to the boat. Priscilla fired up the Xbox and I sat in front of the open stove with a pile of magazines. Around eight I poured a mug of wine and nipped at it while reading and took two aspirin with the last nip. Sometime in the last few hours I’d become used to having a throbbing headache, mainly because whenever Priscilla changed the bandage she kept telling me how good it looked. If alone, I’d be laying in my bed, making pathetic noises and waiting for death.
During the night, pain woke me twice, but aspirin and water were now at bedside, and I had a pretty good night. When pain woke me up the second time Cat was gone, so I assumed I was getting better and not worth any more fuss or the feline equivalent of worry.



… . .
WITH CAT HANGING IN THE CROOK of her arm, Priscilla shook me awake around seven. She was dressed in a purple running suit and a purple sweatband held her mangy flattop in check. She dropped Cat on the bed and said, “I’m gonna change your bandage and then go to town. If I don’t put in an appearance at Eva’s and let her know everything’s all right, she’ll start obsessing and drive Ona nuts and Sarah wackier than she already is. And listen, tonight Hairball sleeps with you. I mean it. I really don’t need a cold nose blowing cat snot in my ear all night long.”
When the bandage was off I asked for the mirror. To me my forehead was a dreadful looking, multihued, scabbed up mess. But after her usual fussing around, Priscilla said, “You’re getting there Harry, in fact I’ll think I’ll leave the bandage off. Don’t pick at the scabs and don’t mess with it.”
Like an obedient dog I nodded, went, “Uh huh,” and came close to licking her neck. As she pulled on her sweat jacket I said, “Stay the hell away from the funeral home.”
“That won’t be a problem, but I am going to buy a paper, yesterday was the big day.” She leaned down, kissed me on the good side of my face and said, “And I’ll pick up a couple of bottles of wine, the stuff you drink is pretty bad, but that stuff Annie buys ranks right down there with camel piss.”
As I poured another cup of coffee, she pushed her bike out of the grove and was gone. I watched her go and wondered for probably the hundredth time how close it had been… Priscilla rushing at Dorthea, and Dorthea turning, firing twice.
Reading, puttering, napping, and playing with Cat brought me to five o’clock. Worry became constant at six. Every sort of scenario cruised through my mind but I usually managed to choke them off, as it was obvious which one of us engaging in Stupid Stuff. I was in the bathroom staring at my face when she dropped into the cabin. She pulled three bottles of wine and a paper out of a cloth shopping bag and said, “Worry about me, Old Man?”
“A little, you were gone forever and being young and impetuous there’s no telling what you might have been up to.”
She snorted and threw the bag at me. “You are a piece of work, Old Man, you know that? I mean, who the hell went trotting off like Ranger Rick to do battle with the bad guys, or in this case the bad little old lady, and got blasted? Who’s the one who bled all over the bad little old lady’s floor? Who’s head looks like a rotting cantaloupe? Who… ?”
“May an ethically suspect duck do a Mambo on your pillow.”
She grinned, gave me the finger, and threw the paper at me. “Page two.”
The local paper devoted about a fourth of page two to Dorthea Chapman. Page one was saved for news about the townspeople voting down a new school, the garden club’s 74th annual art show, and the rise in property taxes. Page two said that Dorthea Chapman had been a loved and respected pillar of the community and that she was found dead of a stroke on Thanksgiving Day by her brother, Doctor Amos Conrad. She hadn’t been well, having had a stroke thirteen months ago, and had suffered from hypertension and congestive heart failure for several years.
Yes indeed, a wonderful woman, just had this little habit of stealing rings off of her dead clients. Killed a couple of people too, but what the hell, as Priscilla says, we’re all dysfunctional in some manner. I put the paper down and looked at Priscilla. She held up a plastic bag full of veggies and said, “How about stir fries and leftover turkey?”
“And any of the dressing that’s left.” I tapped the paper. “That nurse we saw must have taken Conrad to the funeral home for Thanksgiving. He’s probably the reason for the electric stair lift. I wonder what he thought when he found her? And there’s no mention of T. William or the mysterious Timothy.”
Priscilla made a rude noise and said, “Mysterious Timothy is probably wondering what the hell to do with T. William. I just hope he hasn’t the combo to that safe.”
“If the Gods are smiling on us, your hopes were answered. If not? well, we have a problem.” After a time I sighed and said, “And we’re just about out of options. This might be the end of it, no confrontations or solutions, just a fading away with one bad guy drifting into oblivion and another dead of a stroke.” I finished my wine, refilled the mug and continued. “Obviously diabetes will claim the good doctor. He’ll go blind and other doctors will keep chopping pieces of his legs off until he dies of renal failure or some such thing, all in all not a bad ending.”
Priscilla shook her head and ran a hand through her flattop. “We still have stuff to check out. There’s Timothy and the deeds you cobbed from the safe, that’s two things that can keep us going.”
“We’ll check them out, but I don’t think we’re going to find the special place on a piece of property they have a deed for. People like the Chapmans put their money in investments, one of which is real estate. As for Timothy, he might well turn out to be a family friend and totally clueless about what the Chapmans and Conrad have been up to.”
“Shit, I suppose your right. Ona said we should quit. I didn’t tell her or Eva about you getting shot or any of the stuff in the funeral home, they would’ve stroked out themselves. But I did feed them a bullshit version of what we’ve been doing. Eva’s disappointed, but says we’re pissing up a rope and oughta hang it up.” She turned and pointed the wood spoon she was holding at me and said, “But I think we’re getting close, and I don’t think we should quit or hang it up. At least not until we check out the deeds and find out who the hell Timothy is.”
She put stir fries, turkey and coffee on the table and sat across from me. We ate with our fingers, dipping the stir fries into honey mustard sauce and dropping them in our mouths. I slathered slabs of cold turkey with the sauce and ate the meat like I would a popsicle. Lusting after the turkey, Cat paced the table, using her entire repertoire of tricks to beg meat from Priscilla and I, and succeeded in filling her belly.
We took our coffee on deck and sat on the rail. The cockpit was littered with leaves and other debris that had either fallen in or been dragged into the boat by critters. It was a cold evening but the breeze felt good, and the sound of it whispering through the trees was soothing. After several minutes of silence, Priscilla rapped me on the shoulder with the back of her hand and said, “Listen, we check out the deeds, try to find out who Timothy is, and if we turn up nada we’ll call it a day.”
“We know,” I said. “Or at least we’re pretty sure that it was the Chapman’s who killed your Grandfather and perhaps Watson, and Dorthea’s brother helped with the cover up, probably for a cup full of Maple Leafs. As I said earlier, the Chapman’s are down and out, and I think that’s going to have to be enough. I don’t see us doing too much with Timothy even if we do find out who he is. As I said he may well be clueless, just a friend of the family or something, bad guys do lead fairly normal lives most of the time. We’ll split the money I took from the safe, tell Eva a shortened version of what happened, and feed Mrs. Watson some flapdoodle, and that’ll be it.”
Priscilla looked at me and smiled. “Flapdoodle? You really said flapdoodle? Dude, you do come up with the words.” She sighed and ran a hand through her flattop. “Hell, I guess that’s not to thin, at least we’re pretty sure what happened and who did it. Eva will feel a little better knowing Frank’s killers, or most of them anyway, are in one sort of hell or another.”
We tapped mugs and drank to it.



… . .
ANOTHER COLD, SUNLESS NOVEMBER DAY. GRAY clouds hung like soiled blankets over our heads as we pedaled through town. Priscilla had poked me awake at six, fed me hot oatmeal and vitamins with my coffee, and nagged me into action. I was looking spiffy in a blue running suit and well used hitops. As usual it was too little starting out and too much a few miles into the ride. Sweat ran down my back and legs as I pedaled along several feet behind Priscilla, my eyes focused on her undulating rump.
My wound throbbed and itched under the bandage I insisted on wearing, because without it I looked like something out of a cheap horror movie. Over coffee at Gretchen’s we had a small argument. I wanted to do the machines and then check out the deeds. As usual Priscilla wanted to get right in it. I plied her with logic and a huge coffee roll slathered with frosting and won, but had to endure a certain amount of gritty talk.
Gretchen ambled over, refilled our mugs and sat down, pulled a piece of chicken out of her pocket and laid it at Cat’s feet. While Priscilla tormented Cat by pretending to take the meat away from her, Gretchen gave my face a long inspection. “Harry, your forehead is kinda lumpy under all that tape, and it’s two, no three, different colors. What happened? You been whacking yourself with a hammer?”
I threw out my best shot at a rueful smile, fingered the bandage and said, “I was going pretty good along a trail south of the farm, misjudged, and nailed a rock.”
She raised a hand and gently touched my bandage. “You damn sure did. Maybe you ought to take up walking, because another fall like that and we might have to ship you out like old Willy Chapman, a head can’t take to many hits with rocks you know.”
“T. William Chapman? Something happen to him?”
Gretchen nodded and smiled. “You know, every now and then the good Lord gets off his fat ass and does a good turn. He finally took that thieving bastard and that eel of a wife of his, and both in a single day. I tell you it almost makes a believer out of me.”
I forced a smile and said, “I heard about Mrs. Chapman, but I didn’t realize T. William had died as well.”
Gretchen snorted. “He didn’t. My niece Patty just left to go back to work. She’s a legal secretary for old Matthew Bass, who happens to be the Chapman’s lawyer. She says T. Willy got taken to some institution down in Massachusetts the day before Thanksgiving. Seems the bastard is now four or five bricks shy of a load in the cogitating department. Imagine, she packs his sorry ass off to some institution so somebody else can change his diapers for him while she takes it easy. But instead?” Gretchen pressed a finger against her temple and scrunched up the left side of her face. “Instead, she has a massive stroke and croaks. I do hope it takes him a considerable spell to die. I surely do hope deep pain becomes his constant companion.”
Her smile would scare a pit bull. I stared at her a moment, molded a smile on my face and said, “Score another one for that god of yours.”
Gretchen pursed her lips and nodded. She looked at Priscilla and said, “So how is the quest to find out about your Grandfather coming along?”
Priscilla shrugged and ran a hand through her flattop. “It’s come to a screeching halt because it looks like he really did die of a heart attack while running.”
Again Gretchen nodded, “I coulda told you that, but listen, it gave you something to do, and it kept you off the streets.”



… . .
IT MADE MY WOUND THROB, BUT I pushed out three more reps on the sitting bench press machine, stood up, and stretched for maybe the sixth time. Despite the headache I was doing pretty good, with the body heated up and humming along nicely, my muscles pumped and wanting to go for a third round on the machines. But Priscilla came up from doing free weights, grabbed me by the arm and hauled me downstairs. “You don’t want to blow a scab and bleed all over the place,” she said. “I’d have to charge you for the clean up.” She shoved a glass of some high protein drink in my hand and shuffled off to the showers. I chugged it down, giving myself a world class ice cream headache to add to the one I already had.
Despite the wound and the accompanying pain I felt good. I wanted to spend the rest of the day pushing iron in the Muscle Stop, or in my case, working the machines. Perhaps I could become a full time body builder, spending my days doing the machines and adoring myself in the big mirrors that covered the walls. I could engage in long discussions about carbo loading and protein supplements with the regulars, and make disparaging remarks about the sagging, lumpy people I work with at Hannaford.
Maybe I’d even develop a strut.
I studied myself in one of the full length mirrors. After several moments of reflection, any bodybuilding aspirations faded to some deep, ill used part of my brain and I
shuffled off to the showers. When I came out of the dressing room, Priscilla was leaning against the opposite wall with Cat draped over her shoulder like some tattered fur piece she bought for a dollar in a thrift shop. When I suggested Gretchen’s she gave me a dark look, handed over Cat, and scolded me for getting my bandage wet.



… . .
WE STOOD ON THE SIDEWALK, LOOKED at the deed, looked at each other, than at the lumpy plot of land. Adorned with bottles, cans, and bits of paper that stuck to the dead weeds like tiny flags of triumph, it was probably a prime piece of real estate. I turned my bike around and said. “That’s two down. We’ll have a cup of coffee and find the third.”
Priscilla didn’t speak until we were sitting in Gretchen’s with mugs of coffee huddled in our hands. “Maybe in the basement of that antique store.”
The first deed we checked was a house on a riverfront lot on back side of downtown that someone had converted into an antique store. It looked suspiciously like a revamped modular home but had a nice view of the river. “I don’t think that house has a basement,” I said. “But if it did, it wouldn’t be a place to hide bodies, the people running the place would store their inventory there.”
Priscilla nodded and said, “Okay we got one more. Haul out that deed and get an address, we’ll go look at it, then come back here for a drink.” We finished our coffee, I retrieved the deed from Cat’s trailer and we trooped out of Gretchen’s. Life is simple when one has purpose. Purpose gives direction and motivation, you don’t have to sit in a park drinking wine or reading magazines in the library with other old men. One just takes action appropriate to the goal. It also helps to be prodded along by someone with a nine pound mouth.



… . .
WE HAD THE PARK TO OURSELVES. A tough wind blew a glacial mix of rain and sleet horizontally through the air, irritating the pedestrians and making them scurry about with heads down, gloved hands clutching at collars. Cat was deep in the sling, wrapped in an old piece of down vest, perhaps dreaming of warm stoves and rare meat.
We sat on a cold bench in the southern corner of the park and looked across the street at the southern block of Main Street stores. They presented a solid front of brick and glass, starting by the alley leading to Gretchen’s, and ending with the street going to the backside of the buildings and The Muscle Stop. They featured a new age bookstore, an office supply store, Kreb’s Hardware, Randall Insurance, The Hometown Bakery, and down the alley, in the back corner, Gretchen’s Kitchen. On the upper floors the windows were lettered with the names of several lawyers, two dentists, a psychologist, and a Mister Tao, Psychic Reader and Futurist.
Priscilla crammed her hands deeper in the pockets of her sweatjacket and slumped further down on the bench. “God, are we numb or what? We spend days pedaling around just like we knew what the fuck we’re doing and all the time it’s right in front of our eyes. They own the whole building?”
“According to the deed, they own the basement and the part where Randall Insurance and the bakery are, at any rate it’s not significant, it’s not where the Special Place is.”
She leaned over, got right in my face and said, “What’s the matter with you? I mean it’s what? Maybe three blocks from the funeral home, a huge old building? Owned by the bad guys? Helloooo!”
Her breath, smelling of wine, was warm and moist against my cheek. “You’re neglecting to take note of a few salient points,” I said.
“Harry, I really don’t want to hear some windy bullshit, it’s obvious as hell that that building is a likely spot for T. Willy’s Special Place.”
I opened my mouth to speak then snapped it shut and nodded toward the road. A big dark green station wagon drifted silently by. I caught a quick glimpse of the back of a man’s head, but only saw enough of the front to see that he had a cigarette hanging from his lips. “That’s the station wagon that carted away T. William,” I said.
Priscilla jumped the fence and watched as the car glided down the road to be swallowed up by the sleet and gathering dark. She jumped back, plunked down beside me and said, “Couldn’t get a number or anything, but if it’s still around it must be local and we can start looking for it tomorrow. She jabbed an elbow in my ribs. “But right now, we’re gonna check out that building.”
“Priscilla, my point is that everything is occupied and full of merchandise and people. The Chapman’s undoubtedly leased or rented out the space they own. Think about it, everyday those stores are full of people, from top to bottom, there’s no way the Chapman’s hid bodies in there.”
She stared at me a moment, stared at the building, then punched my shoulder and said, “Let’s check it out anyway,” and bounded over the fence again, turned, and her face blank, stared at me until I sighed, put one hand on the top rail, and with the other holding the sling and Cat, did a nifty hurdle over the fence and managed to land upright.
Still got the moves.
Hands jammed in jacket pockets, we strolled past the stores. All the clerks seemed to be young women in baggy cargo pants or low slung jeans that displayed navel and skin. And all seemed crowned with short hair tinted improbable colors. As we passed Kreb’s Hardware an overweight young woman with short brown hair with pink strips running through it, and with a dull silver ring in her left eyebrow, looked at us through the plate glass and waved. I realized that it must be Kreb’s granddaughter. Granddaughters, I’m knee deep in granddaughters, and in another few years it could be great granddaughters. I sighed and willed away grim thoughts of a tottering old man with only vague, flickering memories to get him through the next hour.
At the end of the block we turned, and deliberately slipping and sliding down the icy blacktop, made our way to the backside of Main Street. It was much darker in back, with the only light coming from a lone street light that glowed dull orange. Three aging, sad looking cars squatted on the crumbling blacktop of the parking lot. Spaced along the dirty brick of the back of The Chapman Building were a series of windowless doors with small signs above them. Kreb’s Hardware featured a big sliding door and a loading dock.
We walked the road, turned by the entrance to the alley and looked back. I leaned down and muttered in Priscilla’s ear, “What say we go into Gretchen’s for a drink?” She gave me a scathing look, moved close to the wall and walked along it. “Just what do you hope to accomplish?” I said.
“I don’t know. It just seems that this should be the place. How old is this building?”
I reached out and dragged my fingers along the rough brick. “At the library I’ve seen pictures from the late eighteen hundreds of Main Street and the park, and this building was in a few of them, so it’s well over a hundred.”
She stopped and looked up at me. Her eyes gleamed with blatant excitement. “I want to check out the basements.”
“Priscilla, the stores are wired. We open a door and Betty Worthen will be bringing us our wine in jail. Besides, all we’d find is inventories for the respective stores, furnaces, and other utilities.”
Priscilla paced the wall like an anxious cougar. I arranged my rain jacket over Cat, leaned against the wet brick and kept my mouth shut. Finally she threw up her hands and said, “Shit. Let’s go to Gretchen’s.”



… . .
PRISCILLA WAS BY FAR THE YOUNGEST person in the restaurant, and as we walked along the creaking floor, old heads turned and gazed at the rather exotic creature in their midst. I felt an illogical pride at being with her, and realized that despite being shot, the last few days had been better than good because of her.
Although it was supper time, we managed to snag the last booth. I slid in the back seat and put Cat next to the napkin holder. Priscilla slid in next to me. When I gave her a surprised look she said, “I want to watch all the white heads bobbing up and down, reminds me of supper time at County.”
Gretchen shuffled up to the booth, put down a liter bottle of red wine, two mugs, and a bowl of unshelled peanuts. She put a piece of cooked beef under Cat’s nose, looked at the two of us sitting together and said, “So when you two gonna announce your engagement?”
“About the time you learn how to cook,” Priscilla said. “Listen, you’ve been here since the Boer War, how long have the Chapman’s owned this building?”
Gretchen raised her microscopic eyebrows, rubbed her chin and said, “First off they don’t, or rather didn’t, own the whole building, just pieces of it. They owned and leased out the space where the bakery and Randell’s Insurance is, and they also owned the basement. Me and Don Krebs, and the people who run that bookstore own our spaces. Some people from Mass own and rent out the second floor.”
“The Chapman’s got the whole basement?” Priscilla asked.
“Yep, except for the utility closets. A few years back, me and Krebs and the bakery woman went hat in hand to them and asked to rent some of that space. I mean, there’s enough down there to play a hot game of football in and they didn’t seem to use it for much of anything, yet they told us they couldn’t do it. We went again a couple of years ago and got the same answer, and whenever we need the furnace worked on, or the waterheater checked, or whatever, the utility people gotta go to the Chapman’s and get the keys. I gotta cram all my stock in the back room next to the toilets, and Don Krebs has gotta rent several spaces out at Henderson’s U Store It. Bastards. Just ask me how glad I am they’re through with life as we know it.”
“You’re saying the whole basement is empty?” Priscilla said.
“It sure is. There’s enough space down there to raise corn for the whole county in.”
I poured more wine into my mug. It threatened to spill over, so I bent down and slurped. With my lips an inch from the mug I said, “Well, now that the Chapman’s are out of life’s game, maybe you can get some of the basement.”
“Let’s hope. Except then I’m gonna have to walk around to the back, climb down the stairs, get whatever I need, and walk it back up here. And it’s gonna be raining or snowing or some damn thing every damn time I need something. Well, I gotta get back to work. You folks want anything else?”
We shook our heads. Gretchen turned, and despite the fact that Clara Kosko was waitressing, walked down the line of booths, stopping at each one to chat with the occupants, most of whom were older than she was.
Priscilla and I spent several minutes drinking wine, eating peanuts, and staring into space. Priscilla was harassing Cat with a straw, and I was staring into space and absently sipping wine, thinking of nothing in particular, when Priscilla nudged me and said, “That door with no sign over it must be the basement door.”
I nodded and said, “Probably. Gretchen said there were utility closets were down there, and the electricians, heating people, and whoever, would have to have convenient access.”
“Finish your wine, I wanna go back outside.”



… . .
HANDS JAMMED IN POCKETS, SHOULDERS HUNCHED, we huddled against the freezing drizzle. Thrust in deep shadow by the lone light, the back entrances to the stores were black outlines drawn on brick. “All the back doors with signs over them lead into the stores,” I said. “But the one in the middle, the one with no sign over it probably goes down to the basement, and since the Chapman’s owned it, nobody would have access to it except when work was needed on the utility systems. The question is, what the hell were they doing with all that space?”
Priscilla turned and looked at me. She smiled thinly and said, “Duh.”
We walked to the suspect door. It was wide, windowless, and secured with a large padlock and a key operated deadbolt. At chest level, imbedded in the steel doorjamb was an alarm keyway. I rapped the door with a knuckle. “Steel,” I said. “It would take a satchel charge to open this thing.”
Priscilla stabbed my arm with a fingernail and said, “I don’t want to hear that that key ring you nabbed from the funeral home is back at the boat.” I closed my eyes and sighed. After a moment I said, “In the pocket of Cat’s trailer.”
“We’ll get the bikes and take them to The Muscle Stop, by the time we get through poking around Gretchen’s might be closed.”
Back to Gretchen’s. Supper was in full swing. One couple, ancient, withered, and trembling, were dressed as if they were dining at Pier Seven. They’re here every evening, ordering from a menu that they know as well as they know each other. They eat slowly and smile at each other a lot.
We fetched the bikes from the back wall, waved to Gretchen, and marched back into the night. Heads lowered and turned away from the sleet that came hissing out of the night, we walked the bikes to The Muscle Stop. Except for two glowing outside lights it was dark. I looked at Priscilla and said, “Surely people work out at night.”
She jabbed a key in the lock, cranked it around, and pushed open the door. “Having a senior moment? Remember what I told you? From Turkey till the new year it’s only open until five.”
Senior moment?
The smell of hard sweat and pizza hung in the dank, still air, and I could almost hear the grunts and cries of extreme exertion. The wood floor creaked loudly as we walked down the hall and leaned the bikes against the counter. When I bent to get Cat out of the trailer, Priscilla dug a hand into my shoulder and said, “Harry, for once, just this once, leave the goddamn cat in the trailer. She’ll be fine. Give her some Meow Mix. She can eat and sleep, and even crap on the floor if she wants to, it won’t be an unique experience for her.”
I thought about it and finally nodded. I got on one knee, carefully wrapped Cat in the quilt, gave her one last pat, stood and said, “I’d better zip up the door, she might get restless and… ”
“Harry! Where’s she going to go? Come on, let’s get to it.”
As Priscilla locked up, I checked for the third time that I had the key ring, and as we walked through the driving sleet I dwelled on various aspects of breaking and entering.
I seem to be breaking a lot of laws lately.
We entered Kreb’s Hardware and wandered the aisles, selecting tools for our journey into the wonderful world of unauthorized entry. I bought two flashlights, extra batteries, and two pairs of white cotton gloves. Shyly, Priscilla took the gloves from my hand and replaced them with gloves dyed a rich purple. As Kreb’s granddaughter was adding it up, Priscilla tossed two plastic bags on the counter. Each bag contained a stiff, white mask like surgeons wear, except these were bigger and thicker, with exhaust valves over the mouth and two heavy rubber head bands. They cost eight dollars and ninety nine cents each. I gave her a look. She stared up at me and said, “It might be dusty and I’m seriously allergic to some types of dust.”
I pointed to a display on the counter that featured dust masks for eighty nine cents apiece. She rolled her eyes and said, “Not by the hair of my chinny chin chin.”
While we were in Kreb’s the sleet had turned to freezing rain. Pedestrian traffic was nonexistent and the few cars drove with caution along the glistening asphalt. It would have been a nice night for sitting in Gretchen’s, drinking wine, soaking up heat from that big woodstove, and occupying myself with nothing of importance. Instead I’d be prowling around in someone else’s basement, undoubtedly get arrested, and spend my declining years on a chain gang.
We walked to the back of the stores. I noticed that now there was just one car parked in the lot. We kind of wandered around, then, seeing no one, scooted to the suspect door. I fumbled the key ring out of my pocket and looked vainly for a key that would fit the alarm. Finally, I risked a quick look with my flashlight, and after a moment’s inspection I grunted and said, “It’s a phony. The damn thing is a phony.”
The padlock was a big Masterlock. I tried keys until one turned hard and the lock popped open. I laid it on the ground near the wall, but Priscilla shook her head and picked it up. Trembling a little, I tried key after key on the deadbolt. The last key turned the damn thing. Priscilla grunted and said softly, “So why didn’t you try that one first?”
Opening the door a crack, we slithered through and I eased it shut behind us. We stood, arms and legs touching, testing the dark, waiting for a noise… a light… a voice. My hair was wet and icy trickles of water snaked down my back. The air smelled of things old and musty. As I tried to see in that utter blackness I felt my teeth grinding and with effort opened my mouth a little. Priscilla clicked on her flashlight and swung the beam left to right.
We were at the top of a wide set of stairs enclosed with unpainted, rough cut boards. The stairs, wide planks coated with dust the color of baled hay, had a crude ramp nailed to their left side. Dust encrusted cobwebs clogged the corners, and mouse turds were everywhere.
“Okay, no alarms,” Priscilla said. “Score one for us.” She stooped, set the padlock against the wall, then poked me in the side and whispered, “Down we go.”
We crept down the stairs. At the bottom was a slate gray door secured with a bolt. I worked the bolt, twisting the knob while pushing outward, making loud metallic noises that rasped in my head like chalk on a blackboard. Finally, it slid back with a squeal and the door opened.
We entered a darkness that I could almost feel. I swept my light up and down the inside wall and found a bank of switches a few feet to my left. I moved toward them, stumbling over several shovels and mason hoes leaning against the wall. Before I could flip a switch, Priscilla grabbed my arm and said, “I think we best leave those puppies be, there may not be any windows down here, but then again we don’t know, and we don’t need anyone wondering what’s going on in the basement.”
Okay, no lights. Trying to point our flashlights everywhere at once, we crept along the dirt floor. We didn’t follow any plan or pattern, just wandered, poking our lights anywhere that looked promising. Widely spaced along the wall opposite the door were folding room dividers that reached to the ceiling and protruded into the basement like giant wings. Rows of thick, rusting support pillars stood tall and silent. Several cement block closets were built against the back wall, and pipes and thick clusters of insulated wires wormed out of their tops and spread across the ceiling like vines. The deep rumbling of a furnace came from several of them, creating a background noise as subtle as elevator music.
As we prowled around, we happened upon large patches of cement, some scarred and cracked where older furnaces used to sit. Other patches were scattered willy nilly, as if from time to time, someone decided to cement in the entire floor, but gave it up after a day or so, which explained the shovels and hoes. Scattered around the vast space were piles of debris that created shadows that hung in the air like malevolent phantoms when our lights swept over them.
The debris seemed to be the only things in the basement. We wandered from pile to pile, bathed them in light, and found nothing but mounds of decomposing cardboard that smelled like forest muck. The basement was so large that the dark swallowed our flashlight beams before they hit the far walls. I felt like I was wandering an alien landscape, hopelessly lost and doomed. A part of me enjoyed it, and for a moment I wished I were alone, treading this underworld while mere mortals pursued trivial tasks above. Then reality reasserted itself and I was back in a huge musty basement wishing to hell I was home.
Fifteen minutes of searching left no doubt, the basement was empty; no bodies here.
We stood in the dirt by a waist high stack of decaying cardboard. I cut the dark with my light, then pointed it at the floor and said, “Nothing but cardboard, it had to cost them dearly not to lease all this space, I wonder why?”
Priscilla gripped my arm, pulled me close and whispered fiercely, “Because that goddamn Special Place is here! It’s gotta be! Come on, we still got the utility closets.” And she turned me around and pushed me toward the back wall. “We’ll start with the one down at that end.”
We walked to the last utility closet. Priscilla shined her light on the door, revealing a tarnished knob above a keyway. I put my hand on the knob, whispered, “Let us hope,” and turned the knob and pulled. The door silently opened. We crept into a space about half the size of a one car garage. It contained a large water heater and furnace, which sat on cement blocks to keep them out off the dirt floor. Two big electrical boxes with metal handles like slot machines were fixed to the wall. We examined the walls and floor, then exited and went to the next one. It was much the same as the first one, as was the third and forth. Just cement boxes containing the utilities needed by the stores above.
We trudged to the last closet and shined our lights on a door with a heavy metal plate and eyebolt secured with a combination padlock. “Now this is a bit different,” I whispered.
“And I don’t think we’re gonna find the combination written on the wall,” Priscilla said.
I handed Priscilla my light, grabbed the lock with both hands, and while pulling down, slowly turned the dial clockwise. After about a quarter turn I felt something and stopped. I hesitated a moment, yanked, and the lock popped open. Priscilla punched my shoulder and said, “Ha! I used to do the same thing in junior high. Spin in the first couple of numbers so all I had to do was turn it a bit and pull when I had to open it again. Let’s see what goodies are behind door number five.”
I opened the door and we crept in.
And found a large waterheater, a furnace, and two big electrical boxes with slot machines handles. After a careful search we stood by the waterheater and shined our lights in each other’s faces. “I thought that since this one was locked we might find something,” I said. “But obviously it’s just another utility closet. And now we’ve run out of places to look.”
After a time, Priscilla lowered her head, gave a heartfelt sigh and muttered, “Shit. Fuck. Damn it to hell!”
I waited, letting the disappointment fade a bit from Priscilla’s mind before I broke the silence. “Come on, we’ll go to Gretchen’s. I’ll treat.”
Her flashlight beam cutting erratic arcs through the rank black air, Priscilla waved her arms and hissed, “Damn it! This has to be the place. Three blocks from the funeral home? All this space? Those creeps couldn’t have carted bodies around like they were groceries, and why all this empty space? Why didn’t they rent it out?”
Her harsh whispers echoed loudly in that tight space and I imagined we could be heard by a crowd of curious people standing above us staring down at the floor. “Why not?” I said, “They ran a funeral home, had a hearse, and that’s part of what they did, haul bodies around. They could cart one anywhere anytime and who would blink? And judging from the ramp on the stairs and the piles of cardboard, they did use this for storage at one time, although I admit it’s a hell of a lot of space.”
“All right, maybe they could haul them anywhere, but the Special Place has to be near town. Why would they want to go a bunch of miles when it would be easier to stick close?”
“If it’s a bunch of miles away and it’s discovered, the police would be less likely to connect them. Now what say we depart, I’ll buy us a mug of wine, then we can head back to the farm.”
After a long silence she sputtered, “Goddamn it!… Shit!… All right, at least I’ll get in a good night with the game.” We started to move, but she suddenly grabbed my arm and pointed with her light. “Hey check it out, it’s Mickey Mouse.”
A small mouse darted between us and disappeared into a hole in the dirt. “Probably looking for Minnie,” she said. “Probably wants a little action. Mice are like men, when they aren’t looking for something to eat or a beer, they’re looking for something to screw.”
I gave her a look, decided not to comment, and led us out of the closet. We padded through the dirt to the basement door and started up the stairs. Halfway up I stopped. Priscilla stopped two steps further up and waited. Finally she said, “What?”
“Let’s go back down, I want to see where that mouse went.”
She looked at me. Finally she said softly, “Harry, it ran into that little hole. The thing probably has a burrow down there, like a prairie dog.”
“I’m not so sure those kind of mice burrow, I think they prefer to build nests.”
“Maybe it’s retarded, maybe it doesn’t know it’s suppose to prefer nests. Jesus Harry, it’s a damn mouse. It’s got a brain the size of a … ” She stopped, sighed dramatically, waved a hand in my face and said, “Okay, we’ll check it out. If we don’t, you’ll obsess and come three A.M., you’re gonna wanna toot on back here. You didn’t put that lock back on did you?”
I hadn’t. We returned to the basement and reentered the last closet. We moved toward the back and aimed our lights at the hole where Mickey disappeared. We gazed at it for a time, then Priscilla nudged me, and in a loud hollow voice said, “There, a hole in the dirt. Happy?”
I got down on my hand and knees and shined my light directly on the small, irregular shaped hole. It was just large enough for the mouse to dart into. I stared at it a moment, then got into a squat and stared at it some more. “So what’s the deal?” Priscilla said. “Hickory Dickory Dock, the mouse ran down the hole. Maybe it’s got a nest down there. Maybe it’s a… Burrowing Nester! I mean… .”
“Why build a nest at the bottom of a small hole when it has so much more space up here to choose from?”
“Harry, this place is over a hundred years old. There’s bound to be a zillion holes in the dirt floor and everywhere else, and that’s where critters like Mickey like to hang out. They like dirt. Like it’s kinda hard to burrow into cement.”
I got back down on my hands and knees and leaned down until my nose was a couple of inches or so from the hole. After a moment I rubbed my gloved hand back and forth on the dirt floor, held it up just to the left of the hole and gently shook it. Dirt fell from the glove to the floor.
Most of it.
“Priscilla, put your light on the hole and watch closely.” She sighed again, muttered something indistinguishable, and got down on her hands and knees and put her head close to mine. I put my hand by the hole and shook it. Dirt fell. After a moment, Priscilla raised her head and stared into my eyes. “Some of that dirt was sucked into Mickey’s front door,” she whispered.
I nodded. “Something is pulling air into the hole.”
We stood up. Priscilla looked at me. I looked back. I went to the front of the closet and jumped stiff legged toward her. The first three jumps were normal. The last one sounded a little hollow. I did it again. “The last time you jumped it sounded different,” Priscilla whispered.
We stared at each other. After a time I said, “To quote Shakespeare: ‘I smell a device.’ Would you be so kind as to get one of those shovels that’s by the basement door?” For once she kept quiet and scurried out the door. She was back in seconds and handed me an ancient thing with a twisted, dried out handle and a blade completely coated with rust.
Doesn’t anyone know the value of a good shovel anymore?
I stepped back, mentally cut lines with my light, then handed Priscilla the light and began digging. “Just what device do you expect to find at the bottom of Mickey’s hole?” She asked.
I didn’t answer, just kept digging, and about two feet down I struck wood. I dug for several minutes and handed the shovel to Priscilla, saying, “No reason not to share the wealth.” She took the shovel and handed me her light. Her eyes gleamed with excitement, but she kept quiet and attacked the dirt with a methodical fervor
It took a scant ten minutes. We stood at the edge of our labors and stared at the result. It was a door. About three by five feet, heavy looking, and obviously very old. On its left side, in the middle, was a thick, heavily corroded iron ring.
“A door,” Priscilla whispered. “A goddamn door under two of feet of dirt.”
With my light I pointed at a mouse size gap by the ring. “And that’s where Mickey went. The question is, where the hell did he go?”
“That, Old Man, is what we’re gonna find out right now.” Her smile a thing of cold joy, she squatted, brushed dirt away from the ring, gripped it with both hands, and straightened.
Groaning, squealing, the door slowly surrendered to Priscilla’s strength. Small avalanches of dirt cascaded into the opening. Gray dust billowed out like steam. Priscilla eased the door against the furnace and we aimed our lights into a deep, grim hole filled with cobwebs, dust, and chilled silence. As the dust settled we saw steep, ladder like stairs.
“A room,” I whispered. “And look at that support beam, the damn thing has bark on it. It has to be over a hundred and fifty years old. I wonder what it was. I’ll have to go to the library and… ”
Priscilla rapped me on the shoulder and said, “Hellooo! What say we do a little of that primary research you were yapping about. Leave the secondary type for later.”
We eased down stairs that were little more than slabs of raw wood nailed together. A long plank formed a crude ramp that went down the left side. Everything was covered with an ultrafine granite colored dust that rose like smoke as we descended. The frigid air smelled heavy, nasty, and old. We reached the bottom and stood in black silence. I dug into the floor with the toe of my shoe. “This stuff is like dirty powdered sugar.”
Priscilla handed me one of the masks. “Here, put this thing on or you’ll be coughing for a week.” I slipped the mask over my head and adjusted it over my nose and mouth. I put my light on Priscilla. Above her mask, her eyes glowed like green coals.
We shined our lights around. We were in a small room with a low ceiling supported by thick beams held in place by tree trunks that some long dead carpenter had cut to height. The walls were large dirt encrusted stones held together with pressure and hope. We crept along the room to an open doorway in the stones. It was obvious that the door in the ceiling had come from the opening. Arms and shoulders touching, we walked through and entered a tunnel. It was narrow with a downward slope, and at the end, imbedded in a stone wall, was a door with a thick wood handle. In the middle of the door was a small opening plugged with an ancient wood plug. Attached to it was a dried piece of string. I pulled the string and the plug fell out of the hole. I shined my light through the opening and peered in, but saw nothing.
I handed Priscilla my light, gripped the handle with both hands and pulled… and pulled. After watching me struggle for a time, she tapped me on the shoulder and said, “There’s no hinges out here, push in.” I did, and squawking like an angry bird, the door opened inward, hitting the wall and creating a cloud of dust that hung in the air like dirty smoke.
“Look,” Priscilla said, and pointed with her light. Beyond the door a pair of wrought iron ice tongs hung from a hook sunk in a cracked, twisted beam wrapped in cobwebs. The tongs were large and ornate, with unnecessary twists and curves, something an antique dealer would trade his virgin daughter for.
With our lights slashing back and forth, we crept into the ancient room. The ceiling was a maze of roughly squared beams that crisscrossed the ceiling in a tight pattern. They were held in place by thick upright timbers that were caked with that powdered grit that fell with the slightest vibration. Dust heavy cobwebs choked the open space between the supports, and broken chunks of wood stuck out of the dirt floor like the arms of drowning men.
Like a scene from an old Tarzan movie, where the doomed safari hacks its way through the jungle, we hacked our way through the darkness and cobwebs, using our arms as blades. Heads bent, we inched along, probing ever deeper into the huge room, our lights reflecting off cobwebs, dust, and black space. Support pillars densely laced with cobwebs would materialize out of the gloom, then melt back into that utter darkness as we drifted pass.
Our clothes became wrapped with cobwebs and I could feel the dust settle on my exposed skin. I brushed a hand through my hair and sent a shower of the stuff down my neck.
“Where the hell are we?” Priscilla said.
I thought about it, visualizing the steps we’d taken. “I’d say we’re at least ten feet below the parking lot that’s behind the Chapman Building. This chamber runs parallel to the basement, about twenty feet further out and a bit deeper.”
“Jesus,” she whispered fervently, “So what the hell is this place? It’s like some kind of dungeon.”
“Nothing so exotic,” I said. “These were actually fairly common in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and even the twentieth. This was an ice house. We’re a block west of the river and during the winter they would cut ice from it and store it here. Almost two centuries ago, someone had a good business selling ice in the summer. They probably stored meat and other perishables down here also, and perhaps the townspeople were drinking iced tea in July”
“Don’t think I’d want to eat that meat,” she said.
“Nor drink the tea,” I said. “They had stronger stomachs back then.” We reached the other end, encountering a wall built from large stones weighing as much as a heavy man. Scrolling up and down with our lights, we walked along the wall. The fetid darkness beyond our lights was a malevolent presence that seeped into my mind and sent trickles of fear worming through my brain. Silently we crept along. Even within the narrow beams of our lights, color was nonexistent. Everything was varying shades of muted gray, and it felt like we were crawling through a vast, poisonous darkness that was going to engulf us when our small, pitiful lights failed. We came to a corner and turned, heading back toward the door we came through. So far, all we had encountered was gloom and cobwebs.
Then, a short distance from the corner, recessed in the stones, we found another door. This one was iron, extremely corroded, and hanging from rust flaked hinges as thick as my anxiety. Priscilla grabbed the iron handle on the door, said, “Open Sesame,” and pulled. With a metallic scream the door reluctantly opened. I took an involuntary deep breath and shined my light into the space.
A narrow, stone passage with a floor of twisted boards half buried in dirt went at a downward angle into darkness. Our lights bouncing erratically, we crept down the passage and came to another badly corroded iron door hanging from its top hinge. After a moment’s inspection, Priscilla turned sideways and slammed her foot into it. With a loud clang, it fell to the floor.
We aimed our lights into an open chamber. It was like looking through murky water, but it was enough. Priscilla punched my arm and in a joyous, hissing whisper said, “Oh yes, yes indeedy!”
Evenly spaced along the side and back walls of a small stone room, covered with years of accumulated dirt and enveloped in a thick web of cobwebs, were six coffins sitting on carpenters saw horses. A shiver swept through my body and I suddenly had trouble breathing. Hunched over, light held straight out, I shuffled to the first coffin and rubbed away layers of grime with the edge of my hand. The coffins were the classic pine boxes that greedy funeral home directors hide in the back room away from grieving widows while they talked up the high priced models lined with white satin and resting on silver stands.
I handed Priscilla my flashlight, got my hands under the front of the coffin and lifted. Light, but not empty. I felt around for a latch or hinge and found nails. “Christ,” I whispered. “These things are nailed shut, the cheapest coffins made.”
“What did you expect?” Priscilla said. “Polished oak inlaid with gold?” She pointed to a small toolbox, filthy and rusted, sitting on a ledge just inside the door. She fumbled it open and grabbed a thoroughly corroded claw hammer. “Okay. Now… now we find out.”
The dried out pine squealed like a frightened piglet as she worked her way along the coffin, jamming the claw under the lid, pressing down, moving the hammer, jamming it back in the wood and pulling down again. She worked her way around the coffin, dropped the hammer, got her fingers under the lid and pried it off.
The skeleton was small. When alive the person couldn’t have been much over five feet. It was hard to tell. It’s hard to be accurate about anything when opening coffins deep in a filthy crypt. “A woman,” I said.
Priscilla’s voice was a sardonic razor. “No kidding, ya think?” The skeleton was dressed in what may have been a black dress. Shriveled up leather shoes huddled in a corner by her feet, and resting by the skull was a wispy bird’s nest of tarnished silver hair. Priscilla reached in and lightly slapped the skull. It thudded against the side of the coffin and little bones rattled against the cheap wood.
About three inches back from the left eye socket was a small, perfectly round hole. I put a finger over it and whispered, “Twenty two caliber.” Then I touched my bandaged wound with the same finger.
Priscilla started to say something but it came out in a gasp. She doubled over and began hacking and coughing. Hunched over, hugging herself, she made desperate noises and fought for air. I pulled her up, held her with one arm, and snapped her mask several times with my fingers, knocking off a thick layer of dust. She tried to straightened, bent over again, and coughed violently for a time. Finally she sucked in several deep, wheezing breaths and nodded. “Okay. It’s okay… I’m okay… really. Thanks.”
I watched as she struggled for air. Her distress slowly subsided. I touched her shoulder and whispered, “We’re getting out of here, we can come back when… ”
She shook her head violently and pushed me away. “Not a chance Harry, not a chance. I can deal with it.” I watched her. And after a time I smiled. With the mask on, caked with cobwebs, and covered with dirt, she looked like a demented rodent with a mangled flat top. She looked at me and said, “What?”
Smiling, I shook my head and snapped my own mask several times, creating another small cloud. Suddenly I could breath much easier, I hadn’t realized how clogged the mask had become. A ripple of fear flitted across my mind, and the urge to flee this filthy hell swept over me like a wave. I took several deep breaths, lifted my arms above my head, pressed my palms against a bark encrusted beam and leaned forward, trying to stretch away the anxiety that was clamped to my chest. I relaxed a bit, and keeping my light on the ceiling, did a little calculating. After mentally double checking, I touched Priscilla’s shoulder and said, “Gretchen is serving supper about twenty feet above us.”
Priscilla stared at the ceiling. She shook her head and whispered, “Jesus. I don’t believe it. I can’t. I mean, all the pedaling around, all the bullshit… and all the time we were sitting on it, drinking bad wine and talking just like we knew what we were about.”
We turned back to the coffins. The second one held a jumbled pile of bones and two skulls, both with little round holes three inches beyond the left eye socket. No clothes but by the size of the bones they were probably women.
The third coffin held a single skeleton dressed in a rotting blue uniform. I gingerly pulled at the blue cloth. “No wallet or name tag,” I whispered. “But I think it’s safe to assume this is Rundle.”
“It ‘tis, it ‘tis,” Priscilla said. She picked up the skull and turned it. On its left side just above where the ear would have been, were two small holes. “Twenty twos again. Dorthea sure got a lot of use out of that piece.” She held out her other hand, palm up, and rocked Rundle’s skull. Bone fragments and two flattened bullets dropped in her hand. We stared at them for a time, then she put the fragments and bullets back in the skull, put the skull back in the coffin, and dropped the lid.
The skeleton in the forth coffin wore shorts, a tee shirt that was probably once red, and dried out Nike running shoes. Priscilla picked up the skull. In the back, midway up, was a round, splintered hole considerably larger than the others. I held out my hand and Priscilla up ended the skull. Bone fragments and a bullet dropped into my hand. The bullet was flattened, lopsided, and a lot bigger than a twenty two. Priscilla put the skull back, patted its forehead and whispered, “Frank… long time.”
I put my light on the muddle of bones. “No rings,” I said.
The two other coffins held one skeleton each. They looked fragile and unreal, like items bought at Ye Old Bone Shoppe as part of a display. The last skeleton was dressed in dark pants and a brown sweater. A thick, dried out leather belt festooned with pockets was rolled up in a corner. Toward the back of the skull were two small holes. The skull made an echoing, hollow, thunk, as Priscilla dropped it into the coffin and whispered, “Guess who?”
“Charles Watson,” I said.
Priscilla nodded. “Besides Frank, Watson, and Rundle, the rest of them were women. Seven people Harry, those reptiles killed seven people.”
“Come on, let’s get some air and think about this.” I wanted us out of this crypt, to go somewhere where we could breath. We hurried through the ancient room, stirring up clouds of that gray dust that hung in the chilled air like mist. Again I snapped my mask and caused an explosion of powder in front of my face. Priscilla pulled her mask aside, hacked up and spit out large gobs of phlegm and mucus. She put her mask back on and rapped her flashlight against it. Then, with her coughing and hacking frequently, we trudged through the dirt and cobwebs into the room under the trap door, stood near the stairs and took off our masks,
In the beam of my light Priscilla’s dirty face glowed with excitement. I looked at her, took a deep breath and said, “Okay, we did it. We pulled it off, but for what? Our options seem fairly narrow. One: we could go to the police and tell them our tale and probably talk ourselves into major trouble. Two: we gather up Frank and tell Eva a story, collect the reward, and everyone keeps quiet. We’d have to leave Watson here, I wouldn’t want to chance Helen talking. Three: we leave and drop it. My choice would be option two.”
Priscilla coughed several times, hacked up mucus and spit. “Well,” she said in a wheezing voice. “I agree about the cops, they’re definitely out, they might find out about Dorthea, the money, and all that. Besides who needs them?” She stepped closer and peered up at me. “Two? Maybe. I know Eva would go for it if we didn’t tell her all we knew. If she knew about Mystery Man Timothy she’d want his balls bronzed and sitting on her mantle. Three? Maybe, it’d be easiest of all. No fuss, no muss, but no five K either”.
I stood and waited for Priscilla to say what I knew she was going to say.
“But whoever he is, I’d kinda like Timothy’s stones too. I know we don’t have any proof, just that he drove T. William down to his final home, but I don’t think he’s just an innocent friend. There are seven skeletons down here, all murdered. Those creeps killed people for jewelry and gold coins and didn’t seem to think a whole hell of a lot about it, and if this Timothy is family enough to drive T. Willy to a funny farm, he’s also part of the game.”
I let it all sift through my mind, weighting pros and cons, trying to intuit the right thing to do. After a time I laid a hand on her shoulder and said, “No. We collect Frank, we leave. We feed Eva and Ona a severely abridged version of what we’ve been doing, collect our rightful due, and that’s it. That’s all.”
She stared up at me. Her eyes flat, expressionless. Finally she sighed and said, “All right, Old Man, this was your party, and it has been a hell of a ride. Thank you.”
I pulled my light away from her face. “Thank you. We’ll breath in a bit more good air, then go back and collect your grandfather’s bones and get the hell out of here.”
She gave a quick, thin smile and said, “Sounds like a plan. I’ve always wanted to collect my rightful due. Honestly, the way you talk. And we’ll let Frank spend the night on the boat if that’s kosher with you. We still have to bake a story to feed Eva and Ona.”
“Of course, I … ”
Noise. We raised our heads and stared up at the opening above us. Cold silence, then, barely audible, I heard the soft grinding of footsteps. Dirt fell like a gentle rain between us. Priscilla dug her hand in my arm and pulled. With her light bobbing about like a doomed rabbit, we hurried out of the room, through the tunnel, and back into the ice house proper. She closed the door and in a harsh whisper said, “Hold this door shut
and do not, let whoever the hell’s out there get through.”
I pressed against the door with everything I had. Fear plucked at my brain like a hungry rat and a flickering image of my shattered body crammed in the coffin with Frank Jankey’s bones burned in my consciousness, because I had no doubts, Timothy was coming to kill us.
Her light bouncing everywhere, Priscilla scurried back carrying two boards. She kneeled down and jammed one board into the small space between the bottom of the door and the floor. Then she did the same with the other board, stood, and kicked each board several times, jamming them tight under the door. She moved close, touched my cheek and whispered, “Well Harry, Elvis is in the building.”
“Priscilla, if it’s Timothy he’s coming to kill us.”
“If? Hello! Who the hell else would it be? But kill us? The bastard’s gonna have to work at it. Now listen, we don’t have much time. The first thing is, turn off your flashlight. The second thing is, we put our masks back on, the fucking dust is as thick as water.”
With trembling fingers I slipped the mask over my head and adjusted it. Despite the cold, I was sweating like I’d just finished three sets on the machines. The salty drops stung my eyes and I was panting like a frightened puppy.
Life or death and I couldn’t concentrate.
Priscilla pulled me away from the door and we waited. The black air settled on me like a wet shroud. I tried to clear my mind and come up with some sort of plan, but nothing materialized. My mind, such as it was, was preoccupied with free floating panic.
Suddenly, a beam of diffused light shot through the small opening in the middle of the door. A moment later it disappeared. Muffled sounds cut the silence as someone tried to open the door. More silence. Then a grunt and a loud thump as that someone slammed against it.
Another long silence, then, “All right people, unblock the door and I’ll come in and we’ll talk.”
We knew that voice. Priscilla gripped my shoulder and moved us closer to the wall. Then she hit the door twice with her flashlight and said, “Tell me, asshole, you gonna kill us with the same gun you killed Frank with?”
“Well well, so you did find T. William’s special place. That, people, is a shame, a damn shame, for now you’re definitely going to have to die.”
I felt Priscilla move slightly. “Tell me, asshole, why did you kill Frank? And Watson, why kill Watson?”
“You and your friend should have left well enough alone, Short Round, but I know about curiosity, it gets more things killed than cats.”
With a harsh grunt, he slammed into the door again. Hissing like some primordial beast, cascades of dirt fell on us. We pressed against the wall and waited.
“Just so you die knowing, Short Round, it was Dorthea that did Watson. Out of all the bodies in that room back there, your grandfather was the only one I did.”
Another grunt as he slammed against the door.
I flicked on my light and shined it at the floor. Through the dust I saw that the impacts had pushed Priscilla’s boards back an inch or so. Priscilla put her hand over my light. I turned it off and she said, “So why’d you kill Frank, Asshole? Why did you kill my grandfather?”
Again a narrow beam of diffused light shot through the hole in the door and moved from left to right. The light went out, and another loud thud echoed through the dark as he slammed his body into the door. After a time he said, “Watson came to inquire about funeral services. I was upstairs having a beer when I heard a shot. I ran downstairs and there was he was, on the floor, twitching like he was having a fit. Dorthea put another one in his head and he shit himself and died. I asked her why the hell she did that and she looked at T. William and they both smiled and T. William said to roll him over and check his waist. I did. The man was carrying fifty-nine Canadian Maple Leafs. Fifty nine ounces of gold for Christ’s sake! The man was definitely stupid. They were worth just under a hundred thousand. I put a hell of a dent in my mortgage with my share, and Dorthea and T. William gave a few to Amos and spent the rest. Those two spent money like it was water.
“That night we brought Watson down here and the next morning T. William and I were getting rid of his car. I was driving it along a logging road with T. William following in my truck. We were taking it to a place where no one will ever find the goddamn thing and Jankey saw us. He was running along the road and we passed him. Maybe he knew Watson’s car and maybe he didn’t, but he must have figured something wasn’t kosher because he turned around and ran away like a scalded dog.”
He stopped talking. In the cold perfect silence I heard him suck in a deep breath, and an instant later he smashed into the door again. “Hey Timothy,” Priscilla yelled. “Ram the door with your goddamn head, you’ll do better.”
The silence was long and dead. Finally… “How do you know my middle name, Short Round? Only Dorthea and T. William knew it. Damn, dear cousin Dorthea, I can’t believe she’s gone.”
Ronald Anderson’s voice sounded puzzled, surprised. Then, with a pained grunt, he slammed into the door again. After a moment’s silence he spoke again. His voice was loud, clear, and enraged. “Your dear, departed Grandfather was running along the top of that hill. He never turned, never looked back. I stopped the cruiser, opened the door and nailed him in the back of the head with my nine millimeter, and left handed at that. After I dropped him at the funeral home I had Rundle fill out the report and sign it. He wasn’t all that happy about it but he owed me plenty. Still and all he was a lush and a risk, so one night I invited him over to Dorthea and T. William’s for a drink. After four or five brandies and Coke, he comes back from taking a piss, sits down and Dorthea pops him with her twenty two. Couple of hours later, he’s down here, in the Special Place, right where you and that other bum are going to be very shortly.” And he slammed into the door again. This time something cracked.
I felt Priscilla move. She edged to the door. Her voice was as cold as the fetid black air. “Here’s a Short Round fun fact for you, Anderson. Your dear cousin Dorthea died badly… while we watched.”
The silence was pure, absolute, and long. Priscilla grabbed my arm and pulled me away from the door. Flashlights off, we inched along the wall, creeping through a malignant nightmare. I had my hand in the middle of her back, clutching her sweatshirt so hard my fingers were cramping. Anderson slammed into the door again. The sound of it breaking and hitting the wall echoed through the ice house like a muffled explosion.
We stopped. My ears strained for the sound of footsteps. Why not make a break for the door, I thought. Freedom is only two stories up.
Because he’s somewhere down here, close, and that would be that. What to do? I didn’t know. This was Priscilla’s game and she’s making the rules as we slithered along the wall.
Concentrate.
Priscilla is crazy, this won’t work. Anderson has a gun for God’s sake. I’m going to get shot again. And this time I’m going to die. What will it feel like?
Concentrate.
Priscilla was my only hope. My mouth felt like I’d been licking dirt off the floor. Will he jam us in the coffins? Of course he will. We’ll be additions to the Special Place, the last of the string. Perhaps Eva or Ona will put another ad in the paper. Perhaps in a decade or so another curious soul will crawl along these festering walls and find my bones.
Suddenly, from the left, a light… dim, like a headlight in dense fog, scrolling methodically back and forth, getting brighter. His voice was hollow and hoarse and soaked with malice. “I figured you two were up to something, people don’t sit in the park when it’s raining ice.”
“Why didn’t you bury him in the cemetery?” Priscilla said, and pulled me farther along the wall.
“Old T. William. He had a good brain back then. Sharp. He insisted I bring him down here. He discovered this place way back when he bought a chunk of the building. A few days later he was looking around and there’s this hole in the dirt going down into one of the old ice house tool rooms. It was like finding a secret tomb. I rebuilt the ceiling, put in that door, and bingo! We had ourselves one hell of a secret spot. Damn good place to hide things you don’t want found.
“T. William and Dorthea insisted Jankey be part of their Special Place. Whenever they did someone they always wanted to put the bodies down here, like trophies. And it was also the perfect place for Rundle.”
We lay flattened in the dirt as he drifted by us, his hazy light cutting slow arcs above our heads.
“I was sweating bullets. All that Jankey bitch had to do was ask to have him moved and she would have seen the hole in the back of his head. But T. William had an instinct, insisted she wouldn’t and he was right. Hell, she was crying so damn hard she could barely see anything, and so Jankey joined our little group down here in purgatory.”
With me hanging onto her back, Priscilla half pulled, half dragged me away from the deadly glow of his light. We slithered over an ancient board, and with a loud crack, it broke.
Explosions shredded the air. Like crabs we scuttled frantically along the wall. Dirt poured from the ceiling like a waterfall. Priscilla jammed her mask against my ear and hissed, “The concussion from his pistol, it fills the air with this goddamn dust. We got to get him to shoot more.”
“Are you insane?” I yelped. “That’s how he’s killing us!”
Anderson’s light found us. Priscilla grabbed the front of my sweatshirt and threw me forward as four thunderous explosions engulfed our world. Sudden pain seared my right forearm. Priscilla yelped and fell against me as more explosions cut the air. Anderson’s gun sounded like dynamite going off.
Priscilla grabbed my arm and we lurched to the left. Desperately pawing through the filth, bouncing off support pillars, and stumbling over boards, we scrambled away from the gun, crawling frantically toward the center of the room. Priscilla’s light flicked on for an instant, revealing little more than a thick cloud of dust. Side by side, arms outstretched, we careened across the room until we hit the opposite wall.
We staggered along the wall and dropped to the floor. With his light sweeping rapidly back and forth, Anderson glided by. Slowly we stood, our backs pressed against cold, grimy rock.
Where the hell was he now?
It was as black as my nightmares. I listened desperately for Anderson but all I could hear was a roaring in my ears from the gunshots. My breathing was labored and my eyes teared up like mad, trying to wash the dust away. I rapped my mask several times with my hand and my breathing was suddenly easier.
Beside me Priscilla was doubled over, pressed into the rock, coughing and gasping, retching and unable to breath or move. I put out my hands and found her arms, then her hands. They were brushing feebly against her mask. I pushed her hands away and snapped her mask several times with my fingers. Coughing and choking, she nodded, grabbed my sweatshirt and pulled me off the wall.
That deadly glow slowly turned and headed back our way. We ran, skidding and bouncing along the wall. Another volley of horrific explosions ripped the air. Sudden pain. It felt like I was being stung by yellowjackets. I felt Priscilla jerk. We lurched away from the wall, and bouncing off support pillars, falling over boards, we staggered forward, fell, and lay flat in the dirt.
Close, so very close. Anderson’s light bobbed erratically in front of us. He was almost on us. Above the roaring in my ears I heard other noises, guttural noises… coughing and choking. Priscilla? Priscilla slowly stood, pulling me up with her. Just feet away, immersed in a thick gray haze, Anderson was bent over, coughing hard and savagely rubbing his eyes at the same time. Priscilla pushed me back and I realized that she was going to go for him. I grabbed her and leaned forward, to tell her no!… no! we would do it together. She pushed me, then fell against me, gasping and retching. Bent double, she hugged itself and desperately struggled for air.
Like an enraged bear, Anderson growled, straightened up, and thrust out his arm. I dug into Priscilla’s sweatshirt with both hands and flung her away from me. The world exploded. Balls of fire flashed in front of me. The noise was overwhelming. My left leg was suddenly a thousand needles of pain. Swirling masses of dust smothered the air. Flailing my arms, I staggered forward, hit a support, bounced off, and lurched into Anderson.
My mind flooded with sick terror, I pawed at him, frantically trying to avoid his gun, his bullets. My face was below his, hard against his chest. I grabbed his gun arm and pushed it away.
He pushed back, slapping his pistol flat against my head. His strength was immense. The side of his pistol dragged along my skull. With my head hard against his chest I pushed back. We were locked in a motionless dance, our groans of effort the only music. Sounding like an old man dying, I sobbed with the strain. Anderson, making noises that belonged in a swamp, dragged his pistol toward my face.
Suddenly his arm became a weak, spastic thing, jerking in my hand. He began to sink. His face scraped against my cheek and I felt a gentle puff of air on my neck. He slowly slid down my body and settled in the dirt where I could feel him twitching against my legs. He reached out, and like a curious child, brushed his fingers along the top of my shoe. I jumped away. Priscilla, hunched over, retching steadily, reached out of the gloom and grabbed me.
Following Priscilla’s light, we lurched from support to support, slid along the rock wall, and staggered through the door. Arms linked, we stumbled through the first room and up the stairs to the basement.
I realized I was babbling and sobbing, and Priscilla, her voice hollow and strange, was saying over and over, “Come on Harry, come with me Harry, it’s all right Harry, it’s all right, you got the bastard, Harry.”



… . .
WE SAT ON COLD CEMENT. I
was terribly thirsty and in pain. I compulsively rubbed my head while taking deep shuddering breaths. Gradually the roaring in my ears subsided to a constant ringing and the pain became specific. I felt old and worn and soiled and I wanted to go home.
Through the ringing in my ears I heard the sound of tearing cloth and turned on my flashlight. Priscilla was pulling at a hole in her sweatshirt. Protruding from the hole was a large spike of wood. She eased out of the sweatshirt, lifted her purple Tee shirt away from the spike and took it and her bra off. She then ripped her tee shirt into strips. The piece of wood protruded from her chest just above her left breast. Erratic streams of blood ran over her breast and down her abdomen. Her filthy hair was matted with blood, and jagged rivulets of it ran down her dirty face like twisted ribbons. Blood followed the big veins down her right arm, and more blood ran from a long rent in her side, coating it in a translucent smear of red dust.
She looked at me, smiled coyly and said, “Keep your light on my tits and I’ll pull out the splinter.” She reached down, and without hesitation yanked the wood out of her flesh. Blood gurgled freely from the wound, painting her torso red. She looked at the hole and said, “I don’t think it’s going to be an issue, no punctured arteries.”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you when I shoved you away,” I whispered.
She reached over and cupped my cheek in her palm. “Listen, it wasn’t you, one of his bullets hit a beam and blew splinters everywhere. A few inches south and I’d have a wood nipple.”
She bent over, coughed several times, hacked, and spit a gob of black mucus on the floor. She hugged herself and kept coughing and spitting out mucus. I moved closer and put my hand on her back, then ran my hand through her hair. She flinched, briefly gripped my arm and let it drop. “I’m sorry,” I said. “Your head, II thought he was going to shoot you.”
She looked at me and smiled. “He was going to shoot me, and you saved my ass, no doubt about it. But next time let’s do it together okay? Don’t throw me into a hunk of wood and go charging off like Danger Mouse. I mean hell, look what happens when you do that. You get shot, or end up wrestling with some crazy bastard so you don’t get shot, and I get splinters in my tit.”
“You were coughing so bad I thought you were helpless,” I said.
“I was helpless. It’s the goddamned dust, I’m supposed to carry an inhaler, but I usually forget. I should have cleared the mask more.” She reached out and stroked my face and kissed my cheek. “Sorry Harry, it was a very bad time to go spastic.” She moved back and picked up her sweatshirt, looked at me looking at her and smiled. She slipped the sweatshirt over her head and pulled it down.
She picked up her flashlight and scanned me. She stopped at my legs and said softly, “You and me Harry, we’re splinter city.”
I looked down. Sticking out of the top of my left leg were three pencil sized spikes of that age-old wood. I looked at them for a time while gathering strength, then moved my hand to the first one. I hesitated, yanked it out and quickly pulled out the other two. The pain shot skyward, hesitated, and tumbled back down to tolerable levels. “We’d better hope we have good immune systems,” Priscilla said. “Every fucking germ in the world is probably living in that wood.”



… . .
WE SAT IN THE DARK, ARMS and legs touching, Priscilla’s head on my shoulder. Gradually, her coughing subsided, and my various pains eased. I let the cold seep into my bones and avoided any thought of what was to come. Priscilla pulled my sleeve. We cleaned our masks, put them on, and went back into that venomous netherworld.
The dust had settled somewhat. Ronald Timothy Anderson lay on his right side, his body curled in a tight fetal position, his face caked with dirt. It filled his eyes, his nose, and his mouth. Priscilla squatted and felt for a pulse. She looked up and squinted in the glow of my flashlight. Under the mask I knew an icy grin was on her face.
“Dead Dead Dead,” the little girl said.
“Dead Dead Dead,” I repeated, and leaned against a support and stared at Anderson.
Priscilla stood up, gripped my shoulder and said, “Come on, Harry, let’s do it. And listen, I wanna take Watson with us, from most accounts he was a fairly nice guy and I think he’s spent enough time in this hell hole.”
I nodded. I was past concern or caring. If Helen Watson talked, she talked. We each grabbed an ankle and dragged Anderson through the dirt into the tool room. We stacked Frank Jankey’s and Charles Watson’s bones into sad awkward bundles and wrapped shoelaces around them. All the little bones went into our pockets.
Getting Anderson into Frank’s coffin took a lot of grunting and convoluted moves but we did it, mainly by using Priscilla’s brute strength. Afterwards we stood in that suffocating, silent hell, and let the minutes pass until my mind stopped stuttering like a dying motor, and Priscilla’s gasping ebbed to a gentle wheeze.
We left the crypt and propped the iron door shut. Clutching skulls and bundles of bones, our lights bouncing in erratic cadence, we shuffled out of T. William’s special place. We closed the secret door and covered it with dirt and blended the dirt to match the floor.
Priscilla did most of the work.
We climbed out of the basement to the outside door. Priscilla put an arm on my shoulder and said, “Wait here, I’ll be back in a bit.”
“Wait here!” I almost yelled. “What the hell do you mean, wait here?”
“Look at your watch, Harry, it’s still early. We can’t be wandering around town, filthy dirty and bloody and carrying human bones. If the two of us are walking around out there with the bones, we may get spotted, and then it’s cop shop time. I’ll go get the bikes. Even the cops won’t look too close at two people in rainsuits pedaling through town, and the rainsuits will cover the dirt and blood.” She brushed her hand across my cheek. “Of course, since you pull that trailer everywhere so the hairball isn’t inconvenienced, when and if we do get spotted, nobody’s gonna have a clue who we are.”
I nodded, smiled ruefully, slowly sank to the cold cement and whispered, “Christ.”
She put her hand on my cheek, smiled and said, “Stay mellow and depend on me, I’ll be right back.”
I nodded and shined the light on her. Her hair, face, and clothes were covered with blood and that ancient powdered earth. Cobwebs hung on her like Christmas tinsel and her right arm was filthy and bloody, as was most of her torn sweatshirt. Her hair stuck out every which way and was matted with blood and dirt. I knew I looked the same and felt worse. I stated the obvious, “You look like you just crawled out of a grave.”
“Yeah, well, I’ll creep along the sides of the buildings. Anyone sees me, I’ll tell them I got a late start Trick or Treating.” She took a deep, wheezing breath, then another. “Don’t worry, okay? Turn your light off.”
I did. She opened the door a crack, peered out and was gone. I sat on the cold cement, laid my head in my arms, and listened to the rain beating on the door. Time stopped. I began to shiver. I kept my head down, closed my eyes, and tried to keep my mind empty, but it was no good.
When cold, frightened, and wanting your mommy and mommy won’t be coming, seek routine, immerse in habit, focus on repetition. I bent and touched my toes, held it for a slow count of ten, straightened, raised my arms above my head, pushed them back and focused on the count. My leg brushed against one of the bundles of bones and I thought of the future, the not very distant future, when I would be a forgotten pile of bones laying… where?
Stretch… hold… count… stretch. I’ll be gone. Extinct. A pile of stained bones concealed in dirt, and children will still play in the park and won’t know and wouldn’t give a damn if they did. I stopped, took a deep shuddering breath and felt the tears slid down my face. I sobbed and pulled in another quivering breath as the door opened and Priscilla whispered, “Harry?”
She shoved something against my chest. I wiped my face and grabbed it, stuck my flashlight in my mouth and looked. It was a laundry bag, tan, with a black, poorly rendered figure of a bodybuilder on it. Printed under the figure in black letters, was: The Muscle Stop.
I cleared my throat and said, “Stop and have a leisurely supper at Gretchen’s?”
“Listen, I was gone less than twenty minutes. Sitting in this black hole with a couple of skeletons might have made it seem a little longer.”
“Not really, I didn’t think you were gone more than a year or two. How about Cat, is she all right?”
“She is she is. But I don’t think she was too impressed with the way I look or smell. She hissed and batted my nose.”
“Yes, well, it’s the obvious target.”
“Thank you so very much. Now let’s cut the bullshit and get out of here, we’ve got a long night ahead of us.”
Priscilla held the bags open and I put the bones in. “Not that it really matters,” she said. “But don’t get them too mixed up. Helen might get a little testy if her long lost hubby turns up with two left femurs.”



… . .
WE EASED OUT THE DOOR AND pressed against the brick. The cold rain felt wonderful and I lifted my face to it. Priscilla did the locks, grabbed my sleeve and pulled. “Stay against the building,” she whispered.
Hunched over, shuffling along like an old man, the kind of old man that drools, I followed. The lights from Main Street were a dull glow that faintly lit our way. Priscilla was Santa Clause, the Muscle Stop laundry bag slung over her shoulder, her grandfather’s bones clacking softly as she walked.
The bikes were in the shadows where Kreb’s loading dock met the building. I unzipped the trailer top and fumbled around for my rainsuit. Cat meowed, licked my hand and tried to crawl out. I petted her on the head, picked her up and held her while Priscilla put the bones in the trailer. “Put the quilt near the side,” I said. “She likes to look out when we’re moving and… ”
“Harry, she’ll cope. It’s pitch black night, so the little hairball doesn’t really need to look out the goddamn window, so just put a sock in it okay?”
Sensing that Priscilla might be a bit irritated, I silently donned my rainsuit and put on my helmet. I made a note to myself that if I made it through the night I’d buy some rubber boots to fit over my hitops. My feet were already wet and cold, much like my brain.
We were all dressed up and ready to go. We looked at each other. I nodded and made a heroic gesture with my arm and immediately felt stupid. Priscilla smiled with her eyes and pushed her bike to the end of The Chapman Building. We waited a minute or two. A car glided by, then another. After that: nothing.
We stood on the pedals and headed down the road.
We pedaled onto a tree lined side street a block from the Chapman Building. At the intersection we stopped and looked down Main Street. It was deserted, with no sign of Anderson’s stationwagon, so at least he hadn’t parked it on Main Street. The center of town glistened in the rain, silent, empty, and post card perfect.
I found a good gear, and taking back streets, we headed out of town toward the trail and home. My left arm was bleeding from the stone chips that Anderson had blasted out of the wall, and warm blood trickled down my leg and right arm from puncture wounds caused by the splinters. I was tired and in pain and knew Priscilla was in worse shape.
We should stay on the road, it’d be so much easier. The odds were in our favor and I was desperate to get home as quick as possible. I pointed this out to Priscilla who listened patiently, patted me on the cheek, coughed, spit, and said in a wheezing voice, “No way Harry, no way at all. We didn’t come this far just to end up at the Cop Shop trying to explain it all away. We’ll do the trail. We’ll deal with it, just like last time, and that’s the name of that tune.”
And so once again we spent cold, grim, pain filled hours slogging through pitch black woods until finally… finally, reaching the grove and sanctuary.



… . .
I SAT BY THE STOVE, SOAKING up the heat and sipping wine while Priscilla showered. She emerged scrubbed shiny and wearing her bunny jammies. I went in and showered until the water was well beyond ice cold.
We sat in the settee, eating granola bars, drinking wine, and comparing wounds. My forehead seemed fine, scabbed over with no sign of infection. We both had lacerated arms, caused by stone fragments blasted loose by Anderson’s bullets. I had three fairly deep puncture wounds in the top of my left leg, and another in my right arm.
Priscilla had a deeply gouged biceps, a hole high in her left breast, a rent just above her beltline, various slashes, and a deep cut just beyond her hairline Everything that hurt or bled was squeaky clean and slathered with disinfectants and antibiotic ointments, and I was willing my immune system into red alert.
Priscilla’s head was bleeding again from the scrubbing she had given it. I made a production out of a lot of unnecessary poking and prodding, went hmmm a few times and said, “Okay, your wound needs work. What I’ll do is, I’ll shave your head and put some butterfly sutures on it and if you refrain from sardonic remarks it should be okay in a few days. I know it’s going to be tough, keeping your mouth closed, but… ”
She raised her head and smiled, “Get a pulse. What I’ll do is have another glass of wine.”
Under her thoughtful gaze I filled her mug. She raised the mug in salute, drank, and said, “Think you’ll be able to hang out at Gretchen’s anymore? Knowing what’s twenty some odd feet below you?”
After a time I said, “I think so. That place is so foreign, so alien, it’s as if it was a world away. You?”
She absently stroked the top of her wounded breast and muttered, “Not an issue.”



… . .
I HAD SERIOUS RESERVATIONS ABOUT COMING clean with Helen Watson, but Eva and Ona, and even Sarah said it would be all right, that she had a right to know and that she would keep quiet. When, for the fifth or sixth time, I expressed my concerns to Priscilla, she gave me her trademark slant eyed look and told me to give it a rest.
So on a windswept night as cold as death, Helen knocked timidly on Eva’s door. Ona, pushing Eva in her chair, ushered her into the kitchen and handed her a glass of wine. After several minutes of conversational fiddle faddle that jerked around the table in a spastic cadence, Priscilla said, “Oh for Christ’s sake,” and proceeded to tell Helen our story. As when we related our tale to Eva, Ona, and Sarah, she left large gaps, but Helen got the gist of it, and when Priscilla was through, silence filled the room like an early morning fog.
Finally Helen picked up her glass, gulped down her wine and said, “Finally. I was resigned to never finding out, never knowing.” Tears streamed down her cheeks, turning her makeup into a rainbow that ran down her face in streaks. Ona patted her back with awkward slaps and muttered, “There there,” and poured her more wine. Sarah, gripping her glass of Champagne with both hands cried silently, her tears splashing in the wine like tiny bombs.
Helen dug in her purse and hauled out a blue silk handkerchief and dabbed at her eyes. I cleared my throat and said, “I’m glad we were able to clear up the why and how of Harold’s disappearance for you, it must have been hell, especially early on.” My words sounded inflated and pompous and phony, but I didn’t know what else to say. What I wanted to say was: ‘For God’s sake, keep your mouth shut.’
And, as usual Priscilla did the deed. She leaned toward Helen and said, “What we’re really wondering is, are you going to keep quiet about all this? Because if you don’t, Harry and I are going to be in seriously deep shit.”
Helen gave Priscilla a startled look and said, “My Dear, I wouldn’t consider going to the police or anyone else about this. I have been immersed in an agonizing limbo for ten years and now that I know, really know, a great weight has been lifted from my heart. Nobody, not even my son, who was more concerned with Harold’s estate then he was about his father, will ever hear about this from me. I’m just thankful that you and Harry are all right, I don’t think I could have coped with your dying also.”
I watched her cry and be comforted by Ona and Eva, and gave a silent, heartfelt, “Amen.”



… . .
THE NEXT DAY, AT THREE IN the afternoon, we buried Frank Jankey and Charles Watson in the woods a few yards from Eva’s house. Priscilla and I did the digging, easily knocking through two inches or so of frozen topsoil. Eva told us to dig deep: “I don’t want no damn coy dog to come trotting up the yard with one of Frank’s bones in his teeth.” So we dug deep, and covered Frank and Charles, their bones in separate stainless steel cases, with dirt and at least two hundred pounds of rocks to mark the spot. In New Hampshire it’s legal to be buried on your property, so in a few months, or weeks, Eva will be buried near the sad pile of stones that marks her beloved’s grave.
Helen, sobbing continuously, hugged everyone two or three times and talked compulsively about her upcoming trip to Florida. As she was leaving, she called me to the window of her gray Lexus, and with Mandy drooling on her shoulder, patted my arm and handed me a stack of money. “God bless you and Priscilla, God bless both of you.” I stood there, holding the money while she pounded my arm. Then she nodded, wiped her eyes, and slowly drove down the hill.
We ate an early supper with the women of River Road. After a final glass of wine we donned rainsuits, gloves and helmets, left River Road, and pedaled the dark, silent streets as sleet hissed out of the night and rattled off our rainsuits like B.B.’s.
We stopped in the middle of Main Street and looked at the dark hulk of the Chapman Building. Priscilla took off her helmet, ran a hand through her flattop and said, “You think they’ll ever be found?”
My leg wounds itched. I gently rubbed them and said, “Someday perhaps. The important question is will we be implicated? And I don’t think we will. They’ve been looking for Anderson for days now, raising all kinds of hell and no one’s so much as blinked in our direction. His leaving his car down by the bridge was a good move for us. Yesterday, Gretchen said they’re about half finished putting the cement floor in the basement, and the utility rooms have cement floors now, so it’s unlikely anyone will rediscover that filthy horror. It’s lost to history and we’ll both be long gone before the supports let go and the damn thing collapses in on itself. So I think we’re good, I think we got out of this thing alive and free from suspicion.”
“Me too,” she said. “And we also got some coin out of it.”
“Yes we did, but not nearly enough.”
She reached over and patted my cheek. “Thanks for telling Eva she didn’t have to pay the five K. Ona was some relieved too, things are tight, and not having to pay you was… ”
“Forget it,” I growled. “Just forget it.”
By the time we walked our bikes into the grove there was an inch of snow on the ground. We made the boat and I got a fire going, poured wine, and settled in by the stove with Cat and a history magazine. Priscilla, as usual, was wandering the dangerous wasteland of nuked D.C., searching for pray and treasure.
Later, I stuck my head out of the forward hatch. The wind was howling through the trees, driving small, brittle flakes of snow against the boat. Cat, who was on my shoulder, waved her bad paw at the night and yowled. I enjoyed a deep shiver and closed the hatch.
I showered, took my supplements with a final glass of wine, fed the stove and turned down the damper. Cat, fed and content, was laying in front of the stove, soaking up the heat. When I burrowed in for the night, Priscilla, clad in her bunny jammies, her pale face glowing in the monitor light, was still on the hunt.



… . .
SOMETIME DEEP IN THE NIGHT A cool hand pressed against my cheek. I jerked awake and looked up. In the dim light I saw Priscilla standing by my bed with Cat hanging from her hand. Her naked body shone with a pale luminescence in the dim light. “What? What is it?” I stammered.
Priscilla leaned down. With her face close to mine she said softly, “This mangy hairball seems to think it’s her duty to stick her paws in my face and purr in my ear. She’s wrong, and I thought we might … kind of join you for the night, and afterwards… afterwards, maybe the hairball will purr in
your ear.”
I dwelled on that for a bit and held up the covers. Priscilla dropped Cat at the end of the bed, climbed in and pressed her hard soft body against me. She nuzzled my neck, put her lips against my ear and whispered, “The game’s over, Harry.”



The End
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