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1.




“Dig, Al! Dig!” pleads
the young, tanned blonde. “Dig deeper!” she screams, though her voice, light
and thin, seems taxed by the volume generated by her slight, slender frame. 


“Come on!” she cries,
gliding along the sidewalk, weaving around spectators and parking meters. A
broad-brimmed white straw hat shields her face against the fierce sun and a little
yellow summer dress held up with spaghetti straps clings to her body. “Dig!”


The street before her
throbs with runners, all laboring, all gushing sweat. Many of the men have
discarded their shirts and now slog on stripped to their sopping shorts. The
women, bright red from exertion and wearing the race sponsor’s uniform of
white, belly-baring tops and white bottoms, look like a troop of barber poles
thumping along the street. Occasionally, some of the runners glance to the
side, catching glimpses of their reflection in the glass front of a new,
12-story bank tower, one of dozens of glassy new buildings built in this old,
midsize city in the Southeast. Long a quiet repository of Confederate memories,
Ellenburg has recently turned eager host to Yankee commerce and money, the carpetbagging
instruments of a second era of Reconstruction almost exactly a century after the
first. And as a sign of Southern hospitality, the city fathers have adopted
some of the recently fashionable accessories of Yankee vitality—such as this
10K marathon winding through Ellenburg streets in defiance of the heat and
humidity on this late September day of 1979.


“Push, Al, push!” the
woman in the white straw hat screams, continuing to track the runners along the
route. She bumps into people, but no one pauses. Everyone in the crowd has
favorites who need encouragement, and the cheering from the sidewalk echoes
back and forth in this new canyon of glass.


Seven kilometers into
the agonizing ordeal, the street climbs a small hill, and the exhausted runners
lean into the slope on cue. “Come on, Al! Don’t give up!” the woman urges, and
finally the words snag their target. One of the runners, a man with a
protuberant belly and long dark hair pushing out from under a bicycle cap,
glances at her, his face scarlet and knotted. Their eyes meet for a moment,
hers bright with encouragement, his empty with exhaustion. Then Al turns back
to the hill.


“Come on, Al! Dig!” she
cries, maneuvering along the sidewalk to stay even with him.


But now Al’s pace lags.
Other runners flow past. He staggers, awkwardly bumping a slim man wearing
elastic braces on both knees. Al’s legs buckle. He takes four small, rapid
steps, trying to stay upright, then turns to his right, tilts, and collapses on
the pavement, his arms making a U above his head, the bicycle cap knocked to
his side. He lies still in a puddle of his own sweat, while runners stream
around his body and continue their terrible climb.


The blond woman stops
and considers the scene. With her left hand, she pulls the brim of her hat down
slightly. She glances across the street to the opposite line of spectators and
catches the eye of a large man wearing a blue polo shirt. A brief smile plays
across her lips. She swallows it quickly and darts into the street to aid the stricken
runner.






Mrs. Fergus W. Truby
lies on her back in bed, awakened by a noise, a kind of moan. It intruded
itself into an anxious dream she’d been having about burning a batch of
biscuits for Thanksgiving dinner. In the dream, her pudgy young niece kept
moaning after pulling the blackened biscuits out of the oven, as if the entire
dinner had been ruined. But now Mrs. Truby is awake and the noise has stopped.
She glances at the lit round face of the alarm clock on the nightstand. Just
before midnight. She and her husband went to bed two hours ago. She wonders if
she can fall back asleep. She doesn’t sleep as well down here in the South. She
was a Northerner for all of her 71 years, she keeps reminding herself, and
she’s not sure the South agrees with her. Something jumbled about it.
Unsettled. Even those silky Southern accents—they seem to come and go, person
by person, even sentence by sentence. Maybe the problem is that she’s in what
people call the New South. Nine months ago, she and her husband sold their shoe
store in Hamtramck, Michigan, along with the apartment above it. Sold the store
just in time, her husband keeps telling everyone they meet down here, before
the idiot world stops wearing shoes altogether and just goes around barefoot.
And with the proceeds, the Trubys bought this condo, their retirement home in
the sweet Southern weather.


Her husband lies beside
her in the bed, a heaving mound of loose flesh, radiating heat. He could sleep
anywhere, Mrs. Truby thinks. North or South. Bed, sofa, chair.


There. That noise
again. It’s definitely a moan or a groan—rhythmic, repeating itself. Mrs. Truby
sits up on her elbows to hear better. The moan seems to contain a chant. “Dead,
dead, dead.”


“Fergie, wake up,” Mrs.
Truby whispers to her husband. “Do you hear that?” 


“Huh?” grunts Mr.
Truby, lying with his back to her.


“That moaning. I think
it’s coming from the apartment next door.”


“Huh?”


“That pretty young
woman whose husband died today in the race. I think she’s sobbing.”


“So what?” 


“She must be so sad.
She keeps saying, ‘Dead.’”


“Go back to sleep.”


“Do you think I should
knock on her door and offer to sit with her?”


“Go back to sleep,”
orders Fergus W. Truby.


The noise has stopped
again.


Mrs. Truby listens for
another few seconds, then lies back down. She’ll never fall asleep now,
thinking about that poor woman, just a few feet away, on the other side of this
cheap wall. She wishes they’d never sold the store and moved to the South.






“Dead, dead, dead.” The
word repeats naturally, on its own, like a secret mantra, as Michelle Weeks
rocks up and back astride Frank Bismarck. “Dead! Dead!” When Frank arches his
back, thrusting hard, climaxing, Michelle utters one final, sibilant “Dead,”
her lungs deflating as she collapses on his broad chest.


They lie that way
together for several minutes. “You were really into it,” Frank says after a
while.


“So were you.”


“I mean killing him,”
Frank corrects. 


“Not really.” Michelle
feels slightly wounded.    


“Then what’s all this
‘dead, dead, dead’ stuff?”


She considers for a
moment. She’d hardly even realized she was saying it. “I don’t know. It just
came out.”    


“Well, lay off that
word, at least, for now.”


“He is dead. I
can say that.”


“He passed away.
Tragically.”


Michelle wonders
briefly if Frank just made a joke. No, Frank Bismarck never jokes.


“I’m already late for
work,” Frank says. He rolls over to turn on the light. “It was probably risky
to come over tonight, anyway.” 


“Don’t worry,” Michelle
assures. “The old people in this building are all asleep by nine.”


Frank climbs out of
bed. His uniform and his gun are draped on a chair. Frank is an Ellenburg cop
who works the lobster shift, midnight to eight.


Michelle watches him
hide his bulky body in the uniform. His belly is even bigger than Al’s was, she
thinks. Frank steps to the dresser to check himself in the mirror. “What the
hell is this?” he barks, picking up a white plastic container. 


“You know.”


“You moron, you were
supposed to get rid of these!” Furious, Frank heaves the container at her. It
bounces off her shoulder, ricochets off the wall and falls to the floor, the
contents rattling as the canister rolls beneath the bed.


“Now!” he shouts.
“Flush them down the toilet.”


“Okay,” Michelle says
softly. She reaches down and fishes under the bed, but can’t locate the
container.


Frank watches her and
then says, “Do it! I gotta go.”


Michelle hops out of
bed naked and puts her arms around Frank’s neck. “Please don’t yell at me,” she
says. “I did this for you, so we could be together.”


“And for the insurance
payout,” Frank reminds her. 


“For us,” Michelle
says.


Frank lifts her arms
from around his neck. “Flush those pills,” he reminds her before he leaves.






Michelle goes back to
bed and gets up early the next morning. Because of her husband’s death, she has
a few days off from her job as a bookkeeper at a small construction firm, but
she has a meeting at 10 at the funeral home to make arrangements for the
cremation and the service. The service won’t amount to much. Al’s only
surviving close relative—at least, the only one known to Michelle—is a first
cousin, Jack, who lives with his family in Sacramento, California. The cousins
weren’t close. Michelle called Jack the afternoon Al died, but Jack hardly
seemed saddened or even surprised. About all he said was that he probably
should get his heart checked—maybe something runs in the family. Jack won’t be
coming to the service. 


Michelle doesn’t have
much family, either. Her mother’s dead, her younger brother attends medical
school in the Caribbean, and her father is somewhere, as far away as possible,
Michelle likes to say. 


Together Michelle and
Al had a few friends who might come to a funeral service, but Al wasn’t the
sort of person who attracted friends. All he really cared about was figuring
how to make a bundle in the stock market with his small salary from work in an
auto parts store. He spent all his spare time reading through fliers and
pamphlets, looking for deals. That had never worked out well. 


Michelle sits at the
living room table and copies the names and addresses of a few people from her
address book—the couple who lived above Michelle and Al in their first
apartment. Michelle hasn’t seen them in three years, but they had been
newlyweds together and enjoyed a few nights out. There was another couple Al
had met through his last job, at a grocery, and the four of them had dined
together a few times. Michelle doesn’t know anyone from Al’s job at the auto
parts store. In all, Michelle jots down about 10 people, including Al’s broker.
The funeral home said it would take care of notifying everyone.


For a moment, Michelle
stares at the small writing pad where she’s listed the names. What would Al think—his
life reduced to that thin roster? She recalls the satisfaction she’d felt
yesterday, watching him suffer as he labored along the course. Let him
experience pain for once, she thinks, he inflicted enough on me. But when she’d
run into the street after he’d collapsed and she cradled his damp head—for a
moment, just a moment, he was a helpless child and not the violent older man
who blamed her for everything that went wrong in his life, leaving bruises,
some visible, some not. In that moment she’d wondered about what she’d done.
But then the race officials and the nurses ran up and Michelle’s tentative
remorse was swept away in the chaos of dealing with her fallen spouse.


Don’t look back, she
tells herself now. She folds the list of names and puts it in her purse, and
she’s just about to leave when she remembers the pills. She goes into the
bedroom, hikes her skirt and drops to her knees, looking under the bed. The
little white container has rolled to a far corner. She stretches, but can’t
reach it. Need a broom, she thinks. She walks to the kitchen and takes a broom
from the closet. On her way back to the bedroom the doorbell rings.


A pale, middle-aged man
stands at her door. He’s wearing a dismal black suit and carrying a worn, boxy
leather briefcase.


“Mrs. Weeks?” he says. 


“Yes?”


“Perhaps you don’t
remember me—not at all surprising in your terrible time of grief.” He pauses
and stares at the broom she is holding. “I’m Paul Swain, from the Stanchion
Insurance Company. I sold your husband his insurance policy.”


“Of course.” Michelle
recalls an evening visit a year or so before. Al was desperate to purchase
cheap life insurance—something about using the policy as collateral to buy
stocks on margin.


“My company believes in
being prompt,” Swain says, “and to indicate our goodwill, we pay off 10 percent
of the policy immediately.” He opens his briefcase and holds out a check for
$15,000.


Michelle takes the
check and stares at it hard. “I didn’t know.” 


“The founder of the Stanchion
Insurance Company, Dr. Fitzpatrick Headley, understands that emergency expenses pile up
from the very start,” Swain continues soothingly.


“How did you learn that
Al died?” she asks.


“The funeral home
notified my office.” Swain speaks with a slow, pacific reserve. Nothing in his
manner, dress, words can cause the tiniest upset to his company’s client. 


“Ah,” Michelle nods. Harrington
Brothers Funeral Services. So efficient.


“And the remainder of
the insurance money,” Swain intones, “that is, $135,000, will be delivered
immediately upon the filing of the autopsy report.”


“Autopsy!” Michelle
blurts. “I didn’t realize.”


“I know,” consoles
Swain, “it hurts to think of our loved ones going through the procedure.”


The words spill out. “I
mean, what’s the point? Al had a heart attack. Everyone could see he had a
heart attack.” Michelle quickly calms herself and continues in a more wistful
tone. “I warned him not to run that race until he’d lost some weight.”


“Autopsies are routine,
I’m afraid, when the end comes suddenly to one so young.”


“When will it happen?”


“Soon, I’m sure. A day,
two days, soon. You don’t need to fret.”


Swain again stares at
the broom in Michelle’s hand. “I was just going to sweep up the kitchen,” she
volunteers.


“Of course,” he says,
backing away, bowing. “I’ll return with the remainder of the proceeds just as
soon as Dr. Dempsey files the autopsy report.”






“Calm down,” Frank
tells Michelle later that afternoon at Hamburger Hellabaloo. “Eat your
hamburger.” 


“I can’t. I’m too
upset.”


“Just eat. It cost $5.95,
for Christ’s sake.”


“Didn’t you know?”
Michelle presses. “Don’t cops know about things like autopsies? What if the
medical examiner finds out we gave Al something that caused the heart attack?”


Frank looks around the
restaurant. “Shut up,” he orders, even though they are in a booth in the corner
of a huge, over-bright room decorated with college pennants and football
paraphernalia and the nearest fellow diner is a long field goal away. “Tell me
again what Roger said.”


“You mean Karl,”
Michelle corrects.


“Fucking Roger, fucking
Karl, who gives a shit what he calls himself. What did he say?”


“He said it was
supposed to be undetectable, but then they used it on a guy in Finland or
somewhere, and it showed up in the autopsy, so they’re not sure.”


Frank reaches across
the table and takes a large bite out of Michelle’s idle hamburger. His heavy
jaw pumps slowly as he chews and thinks. 


Michelle continues,
“Don’t you think an American autopsy would be even more sophisticated and
likely to find it?”


“It won’t show up in
the autopsy here,” Frank says in a harsh whisper.


“How can you be so
sure?”


“Because the medical
examiner has gin dripping out of his eyes. Besides, my brother works in the
morgue, and he can take care of it.”


Michelle sits back
sharply. “Frank, you didn’t tell me you had a brother.”


“There are plenty of
things I didn’t tell you.”


“But … a brother … that’s
important.”


“He’s a weirdo,” says
Frank.


“How so?”


Frank appears to consider
the question, as if working through an interesting problem. “Just a general
weirdo,” he says finally.


By the time they have
finished their hamburgers, Frank has decided how to proceed: They’ll accost his
brother this evening, after he gets off work at the morgue. Frank will explain
the situation and tell the brother what he must do. 


Michelle asks, “If you
admit what we did, how can you be sure your brother won’t go to the police?”


“Because I’m the police,”
Frank assures her. He adds, “And he knows I’d kill him.”






2.




Because Ellenburg’s early
town fathers didn’t think dead bodies belonged in close proximity to government
offices inhabited by men dedicated to serving the living, the fathers arranged
to erect the morgue building more than a mile from city hall, in an area that
was then a stubbly former peanut field. And because the dead neither vote nor
pay taxes, generations of officeholders since never bothered to improve on the century-old
building, even though it remains a grim, low, largely windowless brick
structure that now disorders a residential block otherwise occupied by
bungalows. 


Just 24 hours after the
untimely death of Alvin Weeks, Andy Bismarck hovers in the autopsy room at the
morgue, assisting the medical examiner, Dr. Morris Dempsey. The doctor is
performing an autopsy on a 46-year-old man who collapsed and died while
grilling shrimp on his outdoor patio. The body stretches out on the examining
table, its head discreetly covered with a folded sheet, its midsection opened
like a book. As the examiner probes, he recites his findings in a pleasant
sing-song of medical terms, while Andy dutifully records the words in a
notebook.


“Aha!” cries Dr.
Dempsey without looking up. “The culprit!”


Andy cranes to peer
into the incision.


“A ruptured spleen!”
cries the examiner. He’s a stooped, gray-haired man with a sagging face that
gathers in waddles under his chin. 


Andy nods and writes in
the notebook. 


“Probably a serious fall
earlier in the day,” Dr. Dempsey posits. “Was he thrown from a horse? Did he do
a belly flop in the pool? Let’s have a look at the fellow.” As he muses, Dr.
Dempsey walks to the head of the table and pulls back the sheet. He gasps and
staggers. The lifeless face of President Jimmy Carter stares back at him.


Andy quickly steps to
the rescue and pulls off the mask. “The lab attendants again,” he explains. The
indolent gang of dope-smokers enjoys harassing the ancient examiner.


“Whew.” Dr. Dempsey
places his hand on his chest and breathes heavily. Andy wonders what facemask
will finally kill the old guy—Hitler? Mother Teresa? 


It’s close to the end
of the workday. Andy returns the spleen victim to the refrigerated cabinet and
joins Dr. Dempsey in his office, a small, dark room surrounded by wood
bookshelves and open cabinets lined with glass specimen jars. Many of the jars feature
an array of exotic bodies and parts—a tiny fetus with three legs; a hand,
normal in all respects, except for a single finger the size of a banana; a
human heart, with one ventricle blown open. And so on. It’s a miniature
pathology museum. The examiner takes down a jar half filled with a yellowish
brown liquid and with a shaking hand pours generously into two coffee cups. He
gives one to Andy. 


“Still a shock to see
the president like that,” says Dr. Dempsey, taking a large gulp of Scotch from
his coffee cup. To calm himself, the examiner transitions from the 39th
president to the 35th and embarks on a long, familiar tale about
being invited to consult on the autopsy of Jack Ruby, when Ruby died
mysteriously of cancer just months after having his conviction overturned for
shooting Lee Harvey Oswald … but, somehow, Dr. Dempsey never did get called
in, and the story wanders into coincidences and conspiracies. 


Andy nods occasional
polite encouragement and drifts around the room, examining the contents of the
specimen jars. A bloated appendix. Several eyeballs of varying sizes.


“Fascinating, isn’t
it—what life can become.” Dr. Dempsey interrupts his Jack Ruby story when he
notices Andy pausing in front of a jar containing a single, detached kidney
bursting with silvery round tumors, like baubles encrusting a huge piece of
reddish jewelry. “A polycystic kidney.” With an effort, Dr. Dempsey rises from
his desk and joins Andy at the specimen jar. “I’ve had that almost 50 years.
Poor fellow, he was young, barely 30, had it in both kidneys. I kept one and my
partner at the time kept one. Never seen a kidney as diseased since.”


“It’s almost
beautiful,” says Andy.


“Yes. Odd how something
so deadly can have a beautiful side.”


Andy takes a sip of
Scotch and puts his cup down. “I have to go,” he says. “I have an appointment.”


Dr. Dempsey considers
his assistant. Andy’s probing dark eyes look out beneath an explosion of curly
black hair that he forgets to tend and that gives him an aspect somewhere
between a Greek statue and a mad scientist. Andy’s slender frame swims in the
white lab coat. He’s worked in the morgue since he took a summer job there
after his junior year in high school, nine years before. Never went to college,
but bright in his own way. And utterly dedicated. Dr. Dempsey thinks Andy may
be the best assistant he ever had. “You enjoy this work, don’t you, Andy,” the
old man says. 


“Yessir,” Andy agrees.
“Yes, I do.”






Andy Bismarck’s
appointment takes him to a store in a small commercial strip not far from the
morgue. The businesses here look tired—the strip lost its limited cachet a decade
or so ago when vast malls started ringing Ellenburg. Squeezed between a dry
cleaner and a wilting florist sits a simple storefront crowned with the
hand-painted sign “Skull & Bones.” Inside, the small space is crammed like
a Christmas stocking with stuffed animals, mounted insects, and an astonishing
collection of bones and full skeletons, human and otherwise. If Dr. Dempsey’s
office is a pathology museum, this is a pocket version of the American Museum
of Natural History.


“Andy!” cries the
shopkeeper when he walks in the door. She is a plump, big-haired woman whose
round and jowly face provides a pleasing burst of life compared to the row of
skulls lining a shelf above her head. “I was about to close up—I didn’t think
you were going to make it.”


“I’m sorry, Mrs.
Eagerty—Dr. Dempsey wanted cocktails after work,” Andy explains. 


“Let me show you what I
called about.” Mrs. Eagerty disappears into the back for a moment and returns
with a large square box of heavy cardboard, which she sets down carefully on
the counter. She lifts the top and removes a human skull. Unlike several in the
row above her head, this one is flawed—it lacks a lower jaw, and a jagged hole the
size of a silver dollar mars one side of the cranium. Smiling broadly, the
shopkeeper holds the skull up to Andy’s face. “Just look through that hole,”
she urges.


Andy squints, then
smiles. Inside, a flint arrowhead sits embedded in the cranium on the opposite
side, telling the story of what must have been a sudden, violent death. 


“Can you guess who this
is?” Mrs. Eagerty asks. In her universe, a skeleton, or even a single bone,
remains the personification of the departed human.


“A settler out West?”
Andy guesses.


“Think of the most
famous defeat in American military history.”


Andy stares at the
relic. His schoolbooks hardly mentioned American military defeats. “Custer’s
Last Stand?” he guesses.


“Meet Tom Custer.” Mrs.
Eagerty beams.


“Tom?” 


“General Custer’s
brother. They died together at Little Bighorn. There’s one story that says
General Custer was shot first. When Tom turned to shake his brother’s hand as
he fell, an Indian shot him in the head.”


Andy lets out a low
whistle. “How did you get it?” 


Mrs. Eagerty smiles,
but doesn’t answer. Her sources always remain elusive, but she shows Andy a
worn and yellowing parchment. In an antique script, the document purports to
confirm that the skull is that of Tom Custer and was found on the Little
Bighorn battlefield. 


“How much are you
asking?”


“Oh, I couldn’t
possibly sell Tom Custer,” Mrs. Eagerty exclaims. “He’s far, far too
special—I’m keeping him for my own collection.”


Andy has danced this
minuet before. “Just pretend you were offering him for sale,” he says.


The shopkeeper mulls
the question. “Oh, I’m sure on the open market I could get at least $5,000.”


Andy knows that means
he could get it for around $3,000—still far above his means. He studies Tom
Custer longingly. The bone has been bleached almost white, but the arrowhead
has a pinkish hue, leaving the odd suggestion of a piece of living flesh
clinging to the inside of the cranium. Andy recognizes the pervasiveness of
fraud in the relic business and he understands that Mrs. Eagerty’s historical
anecdotes are suspect, but he would love to have this skull nonetheless. It
would immediately become the crown jewel of his collection. He sighs. “I’m
afraid I couldn’t afford that,” he tells her.


The shopkeeper places
the skull back in the box. “Feel free to visit Tom any time you want,” she says.


Ten minutes later, Andy
parks in front of the deteriorating Victorian where he rents a floor. He can’t
stop thinking about Tom Custer, trying to envision the events. The arrow’s
trajectory seemed to come from below, so maybe Tom was standing uphill? Did he
see his assailant? Try to duck the arrow? Andy’s pleasure in his musings takes
him back to Dr. Dempsey and the medical examiner’s observation that Andy loved
his work. Andy knows that the sweet old man worries about him sometimes,
worries about his young assistant’s lonely, quiet life. But Andy realized long
ago that he’s happier in the land of the dead and the morbid. Everything
settled or, better yet, fodder for mystery, investigation, knowledge. Much
simpler than sorting through the problems of the living.


Andy is walking up the
steps to the house, when a large figure steps out of the evening shadows beside
the porch. “There’s someone I want you to meet,” Frank Bismarck tells his
brother.


“Now?”


“Yeah, now.” Frank’s cruiser
is parked down the street. 


A brief trip of gunning
accelerations and hard turns takes them from Andy’s neighborhood onto the
beltway, off again into the new edge city and then the parking lot of Hamburger
Hellabaloo. Inside, they join Michelle in the booth. “This is my girlfriend,
Michelle,” Frank announces.


Andy marvels at how
pretty and delicate she looks—and how mismatched with Frank. His previous
girlfriends were beefy, rough, and loud—any one of them could have set up on
the offensive line next to Frank.


“Michelle’s got a
friend who’s writing a mystery novel and needs some information on the way
things work at a morgue,” Frank explains, after he’s ordered beers all around.


“OK,” says Andy.


“The question is, how
do you fix an autopsy report?”


“Fix?”


“You know, there’s a
body in the morgue and the autopsy finds something not so good, and you want to
correct it, the report.”


“But if there’s
something suspicious, you don’t want to correct it,” Andy points out.


“Sometimes you do.”


Andy hesitates, then
shakes his head. “Impossible. The medical examiner writes it and signs off.
It’s all very controlled.”


“Well, Dempsey is a
fucking drunk, so it shouldn’t be so hard to change things.”


Everyone in the booth
sits back as the waitress, a middle-aged brunette wearing make-up so thick it
is cracking, passes around three mugs of beer. Gloria Gaynor’s “I Will Survive”
echoes from speakers around the restaurant. “Y’all surviving?” the waitress
asks.


Michelle looks alarmed,
as if she’s been found out.


Frank pulls out his
badge. “Beat it,” he tells the waitress, who turns and flees.


Andy says to his
brother, “I thought this mystery novel was fiction.”


“Let’s make it a little
more real.”


“It still won’t work.
Dr. Dempsey makes his examination. He sends specimens to a lab. Then he gives
the report to the district attorney, who usually calls and asks questions. Any
kind of alteration would be obvious. The system is designed to prevent that
sort of thing.”


Frank is getting
frustrated. “Well, what if he doesn’t find anything in the autopsy. What if you
cover it up?”


Andy glances at
Michelle. “What exactly is your friend trying to hide … in this book?” 


“Did you ever hear of a
drug called zelavium?” Michelle asks.


“No.”


“It was developed by
the Soviets, the KGB, to cause heart attacks,” she says. 


“How nice.”


“The CIA was supposedly
developing something similar,” she adds, as if that made everything legitimate.


“Who told you about it?”


“My brother—he used to
work in security in Berlin, and he has friends. He even speaks Russian. He’s
the smart one in the family.”


Frank stays on point.
“So, let’s say you’ve got this body in the morgue that died of zelavium
poisoning.”


“It would come back in
the toxicology test. Even if they couldn’t identify it, they’d know something
was there. And Dr. Dempsey would know what’s going on. He’s a poison expert.”


Frank leans across the
booth and lowers his voice. “Let’s say it’s your job to make sure he doesn’t
know.”


Andy sips his beer.
He’s known from the first mention of the morgue where this was leading. He just
can’t figure how Michelle fits in. “So is there someone in the morgue who died
of zelavium poisoning?” Andy asks.


“No.” Frank says. “He
died of a heart attack, tragically.”


“It was definitely a
heart attack,” Michelle agrees. “We just helped it along a little bit.”


“Who was this guy?”


Frank flips his thumb
toward Michelle. She twists the wedding band that remains on her finger. “I
warned Al not to run that 10K,” she says. “He was always so stubborn.”


“The 10K Sunday?” Andy
asks.


Michelle nods.


So Frank and Michelle
belong together after all, Andy thinks. Beauty and the Beast, both killers.
Andy’s disappointment surprises him. “Well, there’s nothing I can do,” he says.
“It will all depend on whether the district attorney wants to make something of
it.”


“Think harder,” Frank
orders, in the tone of voice Andy has known since he was a child sleeping in
the bunk below an older brother with an almost preternatural lack of empathy.


Andy takes a large swig
of beer. His throat remains dry, so he takes another. Frank and Michelle wait
and stare. “If you could somehow switch bodies,” Andy says finally. The idea is
preposterous, but he hopes to divert the whole awkward interrogation. “A
freshly dead body,” he adds for emphasis.


“A freshly dead body,”
Frank repeats, squinting as he grinds through that option.


Andy suddenly realizes
that he’s miscalculated terribly. Switching bodies may be preposterous, but
Frank is the kind of psychopath who would go out and create a freshly dead body
to solve the problem.


Frank’s squint has
turned into a scowl. He looks profoundly unhappy.


Michelle tells Andy,
“This is hard for your brother. He has a phobia about dead bodies.”


“Shut up,” Frank tells
her.


“Was that because of Grandmother?”
Andy asks.


“Shut up,” Frank tells
him.


“Frank, he’s your
brother,” Michelle says.


“Shut up and think.”   


After a while Frank signals
across the restaurant for the waitress to bring the check. She smiles and
waves, indicating that the drinks are on the house. Frank stands. “You guys
figure it out,” he says. “I’m a cop. Not my problem.”


He strides off toward
the exit.


“Frank!” Michelle
calls, but he doesn’t stop.


She turns to Andy to
apologize. “Sometimes he gets this way. …”


As far as Andy can
remember, Frank is always this way. But the brothers have seen each other only
a few times in the last decade, only once in the last two years. Andy stands to
leave.


Michelle says, “Let’s
at least leave a tip.” The two of them toss a few crumpled bills on the table
and follow Frank outside.


The night is muggy and
starless. “I’m afraid it’s not my problem, either,” Andy tells Michelle. 


“But you must have some
ideas,” Michelle pleads. “Where would I find a freshly dead body?”


“Another morgue. But
you can’t just go shopping at one.”


Michelle stops
abruptly. She grabs Andy’s arm. “Tell Frank to wait. I have to make a phone
call.” She hurries back to the restaurant.


Frank has parked his
police car on the far end of a vast lot. Andy finds him leaning against the
hood, smoking a cigar. A small, dank canal runs just beyond the pavement. From
the canal and the low bushes beyond, an orchestra of buzzing insects provides a
steady backdrop of white noise. Here and there along the edge of the parking
lot, Andy can make out dark, shadowy logs—alligators warming their bellies in
the lingering heat of the sun-baked pavement. 


The Bismarck brothers
don’t speak. When Michelle returns, it’s as if she’s awakening them from a nap.
“I think I’ve got it!” she cries. “I talked to Karl. There’s a morgue at his
medical school—the students sometimes dissect the bodies.”


“How much does he
want?” Frank asks sullenly.


“I told him we’d give
him $5,000 if he can help us get a body.”


Frank snaps his head
back as if he’s been slapped. “We already paid him for the pills.”


“He’s making this
happen, Frank. And I’ve got $15,000 from the insurance company.”


Frank scowls and looks
away.


“Where is this medical
school?” asks Andy.


“On Calandria, the
Caribbean island,” Michelle says.


“Calandria?”


“It’s the only medical
school he could get into. But he says it’s good—there are kids there from the
best colleges; they just couldn’t get into a medical school in the States.”


Andy puzzles through
the logistics. “Was your husband black?” he asks. “Most of the bodies in the
morgue down there will be.”


“That’s what’s
wonderful! My brother told me that a lot of middle-aged white guys die down there.
They’re overweight and they don’t exercise and they get down there and spend
two days snorkeling and playing beach volleyball and getting too much sun and
then they drink too much and eat too much and go to one of the island
whorehouses and, well, you can imagine. Then it costs a fortune to ship the
body back, so the relatives just donate the body to the medical school.”


Frank is still stewing
over the $5,000. “How long are we going to have to wait for this body?” he
growls.


Michelle crosses her
arms triumphantly over her chest. “Karl says some guy just died and they
brought him in this afternoon. I thought Andy and I could fly down tomorrow
morning and bring the body back tomorrow night.”


“Whoa!” cries Andy.


“Shut up,” Frank says.
He’s warming to the idea. Michelle and Andy will hire a plane to fly the corpse
out. Frank knows a private airstrip used by drug smugglers in the swampland
outside Ellenburg. The plane can land there and dodge customs. Andy will switch
bodies at the morgue and they’ll dump Al in the bottomless swamp south of the
city. “That’s the plan,” says Frank.


“We’ll pay you $5,000,
too,” Michelle tells Andy. When Frank starts to object, she says, “It’s only
fair.” Then she dashes back to the restaurant to make plane reservations and
confirm with her brother.


When she is gone, Andy
tells Frank, “I’m not going to do this. I’d be an accessory to murder.”


Frank gives him a hard
but confused look, as if flummoxed by Andy’s defiance. “You’ll do it,” Frank
says. He places his cigar on the pavement with the sort of deliberate precision
that revives Andy’s memories of his childhood and the times when Frank would carefully
choreograph his inflictions of torture. Still, Andy finds the courage to say,
“You can kill me, but I won’t do it.”


Frank steps in front of
Andy. When the brothers were young, people used to say they looked alike, but
the growth genes betrayed Andy, and as adults Frank is half a head taller and
50 pounds heavier. “Then I’ll have to kill you,” Frank says. He wraps one thick
arm around Andy’s neck and grabs his crotch with the other. When Andy
struggles, Frank tightens the grip on both vulnerable spots. Frank then lifts
Andy and carries him to the canal and flings him head first into the foul and
stagnant water.


Andy instinctively puts
his hands above his head to break his crash into the bottom, but the water is
surprisingly deep. He flattens his trajectory and shoots forward beneath the
surface. His mouth is full of water. He can taste the sourness. His tongue
touches tiny pieces of debris. He chokes and strokes frantically. Still beneath
the surface, hoping to escape, he opens his eyes briefly, sees nothing and
feels the sting. Swimming blindly forward, he bumps into the bank of the canal.
He breaks the surface, gasping and coughing, painfully trying to suppress the
sound. He hears a car moving along the parking lot, the brakes screeching, then
silence. Maybe Frank has left.


Andy stands on the
sloping bottom of the canal, his feet sinking into the muck. Staying low, he
skulks forward. The buzzing insects make the only sound. After about 30 yards,
he pulls himself over the weedy bank and stands. His eyesight remains blurred
from the water. He blinks hard, and the dark form in front of him focuses into
Frank holding something under his arm. “Hello again,” Frank says. He slams Andy
with a forearm shimmy into the chest, knocking him on his back into the weeds.
Then he kneels on Andy’s left shoulder, crushing it into the soft earth. 


The shock and pain
clarify Andy’s vision. That thing Frank is holding—it’s an alligator, maybe
three feet long. Frank takes it by the forelegs, pressing the torso under his
right arm, and pushes the creature toward Andy’s neck. The gator thrashes and
hisses. Frank can hardly control it. The dinosaur jaws snap open and shut an
inch or two from Andy’s carotid artery. A light reflects off one reptilian eye,
and Andy can see the panic— a mirror to what the creature must see in Andy.
Frank laughs. “Now maybe you’ll do it,” he says.


Alligators have
terrible fishy hot breath. The vicious teeth line up unevenly. Andy’s mind
reels and the idiot thought passes: This poor fellow could use a pediatric
dentist. The jaw snaps again, spraying Andy’s face with alligator spittle.


“Frank! What are you
doing?” Michelle looms above.


“Just making
arrangements with my brother.”


“Stop it! Throw that
away!”


Frank smiles on Andy.
He makes one last menacing thrust with the gator, then stands. From the
distance of a few feet, Andy can see that the reptile is wounded, its tail
broken. Frank has run over it with his car. 


“Stand back,” Frank
tells Michelle. He crouches, spins, and hammer-throws the beast far over the
canal into the black bushes beyond. It lands with a crash and makes one wailing
screech, before the buzzing insects absorb all other sounds.


“My God, Frank,” says
Michelle. “What were you thinking?”


Frank stares at Andy,
still on his back in the weeds. “He says he won’t do it.” 


“You can’t make
him do it if he doesn’t want to.” She kneels beside Andy. “Are you all right?”


Andy nods slowly. The
rush of panic-induced adrenaline has left him disoriented. Or maybe it’s the
whipsaw between the violence of Beast and the calming warmth of Beauty. She
asks gently, “Why don’t you want to go along with us? It’s a simple plan, and
$5,000 is a lot of money.”


“My job,” Andy croaks—the
first words he’s spoken since choking on the filthy water. “I love my job.”


A mistake. Frank pushes
Michelle aside. “Yeah,” he says, “you loved it so much you lied to get it.”


“I didn’t lie,” Andy
says weakly. He just failed to reveal that he dropped out of high school his
senior year before getting his diploma—which disqualifies him for a permanent
position with the city.


“How long do you think
you’d have that job after someone told the personnel department that you never
graduated from high school?” Frank asks.


The thought emerges
from within Andy’s frazzled brain: So kill me—without my job I have nothing.


Michelle presses her
face over his. “Come on, Andy, the Caribbean. It will be a huge adventure.” She
smiles, and for the first time her face brightens and even in the dim light of
the parking lot, her eyes invite, as if she’s hiding some deeply buried joy and
she genuinely wants to fly off to steal a dead body with him. Andy makes
an instant calculation: Lose the job he loves and take a beating or worse from
his brother or go off on a hopeless venture with one of the most beautiful
women ever to come into his life.


And so the deal is
struck.
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Michelle Weeks packs a
small suitcase with several light outfits and her nightgown. At the last
minute, she tosses in her orange bikini. It’s the Caribbean, after all. Her
pocketbook contains a large wad of cash for paying off her brother, the pilot,
and assorted other expenses. She’s locking her apartment door when her neighbor
Mrs. Fergus W. Truby steps into the hall. The older lady stops abruptly on
seeing Michelle. “My dear, I am so sorry to hear about your husband,” Mrs.
Truby says.


“Thank you.” Michelle
brushes a few strands of blond hair out of her eyes.


Mrs. Truby is a short,
sturdy woman, with a warm demeanor and her hair pulled into a compact gray bun.
Her feet are encased in purposeful, heavy, black leather shoes imported from
Poland back when her husband still owned the shoe store. She appears to be
wearing a pair of small locomotives on her feet. “Are you going somewhere?”
Mrs. Truby asks on seeing Michelle’s suitcase.


“To visit my brother,”
Michelle says after a brief hesitation. 


“We have to count on
family at moments like this,” Mrs. Truby says.


“So true.” Michelle
adjusts her face into an expression of profound sadness.


“And church helps, too.
Do you have a church to lean on?”


“Yes,” Michelle lies.
“It’s been a great comfort.” 


“My heart goes with
you,” says Mrs. Truby.


Michelle is almost a
quarter hour early when she parks her lime green Volkswagen bug on the street
in front of Andy’s building. She’s anxious about the trip—among other things,
she’s only flown in an airplane twice before. She finds Andy’s name on the
building directory, but there’s no bell to ring and the front door is unlocked.
So she climbs the stairs to the third floor and knocks. 


Andy opens up, looking
surprised. “I was going to meet you outside,” he says.


“I don’t want to risk missing
the plane. Can I come in?”


Before Andy can issue a
warning, Michelle pushes past him into the apartment. Right away, she notices a
poster for The Fly taped to the wall above a ragged sofa. “Oh, I
loved that movie,” she cries. “Vincent Price!” Then she stops abruptly.
Lounging on the sofa just beneath the poster sits a human skeleton, legs
crossed nonchalantly.


“It’s not real,” Andy
reassures her. “Fiberglass. I can’t afford a real one.”


A quick inspection of
the room yields more surprises. Against a sidewall, a makeshift
bookshelf—planks and milk crates—features rows of animal skeletons, loose
bones, specimen jars, and skulls of assorted fauna, including one Homo
sapiens. “Good God,” whispers Michelle.


Maybe it’s just as well
she pushed her way in, thinks Andy. Maybe she’ll flee the apartment in horror
and this body-switching scheme will blow away like sand. Twice before he’s
brought women up here on dates and both times they left immediately, unnerved by
the bones and relics—and no doubt by the man with an interest in collecting
them.


Michelle approaches the
bookshelf and gingerly fingers a large, fossilized bone, yellowish white, cool
to the touch. She strokes the serrated spine on the skeleton of some kind of
small gnawing animal. A rabbit? A squirrel? She goes face-to-face with the
human skull, staring deep into the eye sockets.  


“Creeped out?” asks
Andy.


“Not at all,” Michelle
says. “Everything looks so simple, so clean, without the skin and flesh.”


“Can you guess what
this is?” Andy asks, pointing to a delicate network of bones, hardly bigger
than a thimble, bedded on the white silk cushion of a tiny jewelry box.


“A bird?” 


“A rat fetus.”


Michelle gasps and
lifts the box close to her eyes. “Beautiful.”


“I prepared that
myself,” he tells her.


She gestures around the
room. “Where did you get all this stuff?”


“I collect it.”


“What a strange hobby.”


“It doesn’t seem
strange to me,” Andy says. 


“I love it,” purrs
Michelle.


Andy wonders: Does murder
make you more tolerant of the macabre or does a taste for the macabre make it
easier to commit murder? “Let me get my bag,” he says. 


In his bedroom, he
closes the door and sits on the bed. He’s been blackmailed into going along,
but the thought of being with Michelle made his choice easier. Now he thinks:
She murdered her husband. Could she do that to me, too?


“We should hurry,” she
calls.


Andy throws a change of
clothes into a backpack. Stay vigilant, he tells himself. 






The simple airstrip
cutting between two soybean fields outside Ellenburg became the Ellenburg
International Airport 10 years before, when a small, regional carrier started
offering direct flights to the Bahamas. Since then, the airport’s global reach
has extended to the Caribbean and, in a hopeful bait to snowbirds, Toronto. At
the ticket counter, Michelle pays cash for two one-way tickets to Calandria.
“Y’all just gonna stay awhile or you gonna swim back?” asks the sales clerk, a
chatty young woman in an unflattering navy pantsuit uniform.


“Stay,” says Michelle.
Hurrying to avoid further questions, she fumbles her pocketbook and hundreds of
dollars in twenties and fifties fall onto the airport floor. As Michelle and
Andy scramble to pick up the money, a soothing voice offers, “Mrs. Weeks, can I
help?”


Michelle looks up to
face Paul Swain, whose pale yellow Hawaiian shirt with the palm-tree print does
nothing to diminish his aura of insipidity. When she doesn’t respond, he
reminds, “It’s Paul Swain, from Stanchion Insurance.”


“Of course … I’m
fine, no need … thank you,” Michelle babbles while stuffing fistfuls of loose
bills back into her pocketbook. “Just clumsy.”


Swain says, “What a
coincidence to run into you. I’m here to pick up my daughter, who’s flying in
from Miami.”


“Oh, how nice—to see
your daughter.” 


“Yes, a treat.” Swain
asks, “Going somewhere?” The voice remains uninflected, but this time Michelle
wonders if she detects a tiny barb buried in the question. 


“I’m getting away.” She
squeezes out a sad smile. “Just a day or so—visiting my brother on Calandria;
he’s in medical school there.” 


Swain silently
considers Andy, who’s still holding a fistful of fifties that he’s picked up
off the floor. Andy thinks quickly. “Nice to meet you,” he tells Michelle.
“Have a lovely trip.” He hands her the bills and walks off.


Michelle takes her cue.
“Nice man,” she tells Swain. “Just met him.”


“I hope you find peace
on your trip,” the Stanchion Insurance agent says. 


The plane to Calandria
is a 24-seat, two-engine prop. Michelle and Andy stay apart at the gate and
don’t acknowledge each other until they are aboard and take their adjoining
seats—which are perhaps a mistake, they both now realize. “We should probably
pretend we don’t know each other,” Michelle says.


“How are we going to do
that? We’re gonna have to work together to pull this off.”


“At least, while we’re
still in the U.S. What bad luck—running into the insurance man.”


“I hope it was only bad
luck,” Andy says.


“What do you mean?”


“The flight from Miami
doesn’t get in for another two hours.”


Andy can see the
tension on Michelle’s face, lines creasing the smooth skin around her light-blue
eyes. Her anxiety loosens a confession. “I hate to lie,” she tells Andy. “And
that’s twice this morning already. We lied to the insurance guy, and earlier I
ran into my neighbor and told her I’ve been going to church.”


“Have you?”


“I haven’t been in a
church since my mother’s funeral four years ago. Before that, I had enough
church for a lifetime.”


“Did your neighbor see
through you?”


“I don’t think so. But,
still.”


Andy looks around. The
only other passengers are five or six rows in front of them. “Michelle,” he
says, “you just murdered your husband. And you’re worried about a couple of
lies?”


Michelle turns away
sharply and doesn’t say anything as the plane roars off toward the Atlantic.


After about an hour,
they are cruising under a clear sky over the blue ocean. Michelle says, “Last
night—you mentioned something about Frank and your grandmother.”


“My mom’s mom. She
lived with us, and Frank adored her. One day when he was around 10, he came
home from school and she was sitting in her favorite chair. He threw his arms
around her and gave her a big kiss. She was cold. She’d been dead for hours. It
freaked Frank out.”


“I didn’t know that.”


“It was family lore. I
was too young to remember, but my stepfather used to taunt Frank about it.”


“No wonder he hates
dead bodies. Poor Frank.” Michelle thinks for a moment. “What was he like when
he was young?”


Andy puts down the copy
of Scientific American that he’s brought along. “He was a lot older than
me—eight years—so we didn’t really have much in common.”


“But he was your older
brother. Didn’t he teach you things? Didn’t he talk about what he wanted to be
when he grew up?”


“He always wanted to be
a cop.”


Michelle nods
thoughtfully. “That’s good—knowing what you want.”


“He was a bully,” Andy
adds. “Our stepfather bullied him and Frank bullied me.”


“Oh.” Her face falls.


“How did you two get
together, anyway?” Andy asks. “You seem like an odd match.”


“I’d called the police.
Al, my husband, was mad at me, and Frank intervened. He came to the rescue.”


“Was your husband
hitting you?”


“Yes.”


“Did Frank arrest him?”


“No, but he said he’d
keep an eye on things. And that’s how it started.”


Andy says, “No offense,
but it’s hard to imagine that Frank is much of an improvement over Al.”


Michelle again turns
away.


From high above, the
island of Calandria suggests a human footprint, with a lush, green volcanic
mountain at the heel, spreading out to low fields and tropical forests rimmed
by white sand beaches. The plane circles and bounces down on the small runway,
then taxis over to a building that has the low, shopworn appearance of a cheap
motel. The inside swarms with dark soldiers wearing black berets and black
uniforms and carrying automatic rifles. Michelle and Andy show their passports
and get waved through by a sullen customs officer. Outside, they walk into a
heated blanket of dense, moist air. 


The campus of the University
of Calandria Medical School turns out to be the former grounds of a substantial
resort anchored by a three-story shingled structure that once served as the main
guesthouse. A woman at the reception desk inside tells Michelle and Andy that
classes are over for lunch—they’ll find some of the students at the volleyball
court by the swimming pool in back.


“Volleyball and
swimming—I could enjoy a school like this,” says Andy when they are outside
again.


Still carrying their
bags, he and Michelle follow a path of round concrete slabs around the
building. About 50 yards away, they come to the pool, which sits surrounded by
an unsightly six-foot-high wire fence. A heavy metal chain locks the gate and
no one is inside. Beyond the pool, eight metal poles that once supported
volleyball nets jut forlornly out of a large pit of sand. At a handful of
picnic tables scattered under a copse of palms, 20 or so people are reading or
talking softly. “There!” says Michelle.


Michelle’s brother
turns out to be another odd match—while she is light and cheery, he is swarthy
and pinched, with a helmet of black hair that curtains his face when he looks
down or askance, which is most of the time. He sits at one end of a table
wearing a “Calandria: Island of Romance” T-shirt, a thick blue textbook open
before him. He does not look overjoyed to see his sister, but he climbs to his
feet and gives her a hug, leaving a damp imprint down her front. Michelle introduces
him as Karl Drysdale.


Andy finds Karl’s
handshake damp. 


“What are you
studying?” Michelle asks.


“Genetics. Midterm this
afternoon. Not the best time for your visit.”


“We didn’t have a
choice,” she reminds him.


The visitors have drawn
the attention of several of the other students sitting around, most of them
similarly accessorizing thick textbooks. 


“Let’s go down to the
beach,” Karl says. “It’s quieter there.”


He leads the way to a
half-moon cove rimmed by fine sand. Palm trees offer occasional shade. A few
people stretch out on towels, but the place looks deserted. They wake the
proprietor of a beachside tiki bar to buy Cokes and find seats down the cove on
a fallen log beneath a palm. 


“So, how’s medical
school?” Michelle asks.


Karl shrugs. 


“I would think genetics
would be interesting.” 


“Not when you have
relatives like ours.” Karl glances around to be certain they are alone. “Did
you bring the money?” he asks in a whisper.


Michelle nods.


Andy looks out over the
white sand beach. “I’m surprised there aren’t more tourists here,” he says.


“The tourist business
was booming a few years ago,” Karl confides, without looking at Andy. “This
resort was always full. Then some natives slaughtered some Americans hiking in
the jungle, and people stopped coming. The medical school is the best thing
that’s happened to Calandria’s economy.”


“Is the island still
dangerous?” asks Michelle.


“The medical students
stick together.” Again, Karl checks that they are alone. “But there is a
problem … with your plan.”


“What?”


“There’s a death cult
here, voodoo or something like it. The Mol-Fatta. They use dead bodies in their
rituals. They used to dig them up, but then they started stealing them from the
new morgue, which doubles as the medical school anatomy lab. They even took
some cadavers used by the students. So now the place is locked tight. I just
found out last night.” 


“Can we break in?” asks
Andy.


Karl shrugs. “There’s
an alarm. You need a key and the security code.” 


“Frank’s gonna be
really pissed,” Michelle tells her brother. “And you won’t get your money.”


Karl sips his Coke. “I’ll
think of something,” he says. “Now I have to go take my exam.” He toddles back
toward campus through the warm sand.


Andy feels some relief.
The plan is falling apart already and it’s not his fault. “Doesn’t look good,”
he tells Michelle.


“Roger will think of
something. He’s good at this sort of thing.”


“You called him Roger.”


“I meant Karl. Karl
with a K. He changed his name when he was in Germany working in some
kind of security job. He wasn’t a spy himself, but he was hanging out with all
these spies, and he thought Roger sounded too whitebread.”


“He seems obsessive
about not being overheard.”


“He’s always been like
that. He just likes the idea of spying—you know, being someone that he’s not.”
She laughs. “Maybe it runs in the family.”


“Then why’d he go to
medical school?” Andy asks.


“He also wants to be
rich.”


Michelle and Andy walk
to a small enclave of shops just outside the medical school compound—a
commercial barnacle that has attached itself to the island’s only thriving
enterprise. They rent a stripped-down Opel sedan and buy a lunch of conch salad
at a small stand. They are waiting on a shaded bench outside the medical
school’s main building when Karl emerges from his exam.


“How did it go?”
Michelle asks.


Karl shakes his head.
“But I’ve got a plan.” He leads Michelle and Andy to a more isolated bench 50
feet away. As usual, he talks out of the side of his mouth with his head tilted
and his eyes cast down. He seems to be having a conversation with his shoulder.
“The anatomy professor fancies himself a ladies’ man. Professor Elzy.”


“So?” Michelle asks.


“Get to know him. Ask
him to show you his lab. He’s vain about it—it’s new this year. Then you can
let us in from the inside. While you’re entertaining him in the lab, Andy and I
will steal a body. The school will just think it’s the Mol-Fatta cult again.”


Michelle considers for
a few seconds. “How much entertaining will the professor want?” 


Karl’s eyes flash
mischievously. “X-rated.” 


“I’m not sure that’s
such a great idea,” says Andy. “Frank sure wouldn’t go for it.”


“I bet Frank will take
a body any way he can get it,” says Karl.


Andy is about to argue
that even Frank has limits when Michelle interrupts. “I’ll do it,” she says.
“Where do I meet this guy?”


“Later this afternoon,
there’ll be a party at the pool to celebrate the end of midterms,” Karl says.
“Professor Elzy shows up at all the student parties—he likes to check out the
girls.”


Michelle tells Andy,
“We don’t have a choice.”


Andy ignores her and
tells Karl, “We need to hire a private pilot to fly us back with the body.”


“There’s a pilot at the
airport—a man named Ben MacFaul. He’s Scottish, used to run guns in Rhodesia.”


“To which side, the
whites or the blacks?”


“Probably both. Now
he’s got a new business model.” Karl pretends to take a deep draw on a joint. 


“See you this afternoon
at the pool,” Michelle says.


“Don’t forget to wear
your bikini,” Karl reminds. 
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“I don’t think this is
going to work,” Andy tells Michelle. 


“Which part?”


It’s two hours later, and
they’ve been busy. Since leaving Karl, they’ve rented two rooms at the Tropic
Zone, a beachside motel that’s seen better days. They’ve bought a ready-made coffin
with a hinged top from a coffin maker listed in the island’s Yellow Pages and
deposited the crude wood crate in Andy’s motel room. Andy has picked up a red
bathing suit from one of the island’s open markets. Now they are headed to the
airport to find the pilot who will fly them and their body back to Ellenburg.


“I mean it,” Michelle
repeats. “Which part isn’t going to work?”


“The part about you
seducing the anatomy professor,” Andy says. “Everything hangs on that.”


“You don’t think I’m
sexy enough?” she teases.


“You don’t know what he
looks like. You don’t know how old he is. What if he’s a troll?” 


“So, I give a blow job
to a troll. You were the one who pointed out that I’ve already murdered my
husband.”


Andy says nothing. 


“Besides,” Michelle
continues, “I’ve slept with trolls before without having any particular
motive.”


“I don’t want to hear
about it,” Andy tells her. 


At the airport’s
checkpoint entrance, Andy gives the name of the pilot to the surly armed guard,
who directs them to a vaulted hangar made of corrugated steel. Inside, a
single-prop plane sits alone in the middle of the shadowed space. “Hello!”
cries Michelle. “Anybody here?” The sound echoes around the enclosure and a
handful of birds fly from roosts in the ceiling. 


A man steps from the
doorway of an office that’s gerrymandered into one corner of the building. He
looks as if he belongs in Alaska, not the Caribbean. He brandishes a weedy red
beard, now streaked with gray, and his hair hangs below his ears. His barrel
chest pushes against a red tartan shirt, long-sleeved, albeit with the sleeves
rolled to expose tattooed forearms. His khaki shorts reveal calves like melons.


“Mr. MacFaul?” Michelle
asks.


He nods, unsmiling.


“We’re looking to hire
a plane to fly us back to the States. Early tomorrow.”


MacFaul studies them
coolly. “The two of you?” The words come embedded in a Scottish brogue.


“Yes. And a body. A
dead body.”


“Who
died?”


“My uncle,” says
Michelle, following the script she and Andy have devised. “A tragic death. He
came down here for a vacation and overdid it. A heart attack.”


“When?”


“Yesterday. It’s been
so sudden and confusing.”


“Why don’t you take him
back on a commercial airline?” The pilot cross-examines in the chill manner of
a veteran prosecutor.


“We’ve heard about the
red tape—the days of waiting. … My aunt … she’s so upset,” Michelle
stutters. “She just wants her husband back … or what remains of him.”


MacFaul’s face gives
away nothing. His thick body blocks the doorway to his office. Beyond him, Andy
can see a metal desk, scattered papers and charts tacked to the wall. A large
dog the color of the pilot’s beard lies on the floor, watching the transaction.
“Where are you taking the body?” the pilot asks.


Andy starts to describe
the airstrip outside Ellenburg.


“I know it,” MacFaul
interrupts. “Who are you?”


“A nephew.”


MacFaul looks from Andy
to Michelle and back again. “It’ll cost you $3,000,” he says. “One thousand
down.”


Michelle gasps. “That’s
a lot.”


MacFaul stares at her.


She asks, “Can I speak
in private to my cousin?”


The pilot nods.


Michelle and Andy
retreat out of earshot. “How can he charge that much just to fly us and a body
back?”


“Don’t you get it?”
Andy says. “He doesn’t believe the body story. He thinks we’re smuggling pot.”


“Ohhhh.”


“Just pay it.”


“Frank won’t like it.”


“What’s our choice?”


They return to MacFaul
and Michelle counts out twenty $50 bills from her purse.


“Be here tomorrow
morning at seven,” MacFaul orders. 


“Ah, we were hoping to
leave earlier, like five or six,” Andy says.


“My dog sleeps late. Seven.”






At just before five
that afternoon, Michelle leaves her room at the Tropic Zone wearing her orange
bikini, a Tropic Zone towel tied around her waist. Andy steps out looking
acutely uncomfortable in his baggy red swimsuit. His pale skin approximates the
color of diluted milk.  


“Don’t you ever get out
in the sun?” Michelle asks. 


“I work in a morgue.”


“That doesn’t mean you
have to look like a stiff.”


When they arrive at the
medical school pool, the gate stands open and 30 or so young people of assorted
colors are standing around or lounging on beach chairs under the fading
afternoon sun. A few more are splashing in the water. Almost everyone has a
drink in hand that’s been served from a makeshift bar, a small table draped with
a towel. Someone has supplied a cassette player that’s blasting the sounds of a
reggae band. 


Karl stands with a
group on the pool’s concrete bib near the shallow end. His arms and legs are
thin as pipe cleaners and his blue trunks look as if they’d never stay on
through a dive into the water. He introduces Michelle and Andy to the small
circle of fellow students gathered around him—a man and woman who look Indian,
an Asian woman, several white American men. 


The white man named
Arthur takes an immediate interest in Michelle. “What brings you here?” he
asks. 


“Just a visit. I like
to keep up with my brother.”


“Checking out the
school?”


“Yes, of course.” 


Andy gestures to
indicate the pool, the palms, the tropical air, the beach. “I never pictured
medical school like this,” he says.


Wrong comment. The
group falls silent and Arthur turns avid, thrusting with his glass of piña colada.
“We work hard here,” he barks. “Just as hard as we would at a medical school in
the States—probably harder, since the faculty is so good. Calandria gets the
best from all over the world.”


“I’m sure,” says Andy
meekly.


“And the students—any
of us is good enough to succeed at an American medical school. Any of us. It’s
just that greedy doctors are limiting enrollments, protecting their monopoly.
They’re on board, so now they’re pulling the ladder up behind them.”


“They want only money,”
says the Asian woman in a heavy accent.


“I mean, I went to
Princeton,” says Arthur.


“Maybe I’ll test the
water,” Andy says, and he jumps into the pool.


Michelle sets up a
towel encampment near the shallow end. There’s no sign of the professor. “We
don’t have a backup plan,” Andy reminds his co-conspirators. Michelle fidgets.
Karl sips a daiquiri. 


The three of them are
lounging silently on the towel when a balding, middle-aged man wrapped in a
white terrycloth robe strides into the pool area carrying a small plastic
cooler as if it were his briefcase. Several people wave a greeting. Professor
Elzy nods hellos, but marches purposefully to the deep end of the pool, where
he pulls up a beach chair. Then he performs a small ritual. He removes the
robe, revealing black swim trunks that are skimpy by American standards. He
folds the robe neatly and lays it carefully across the back of the chair. He
slips out of his flip-flops and brushes the sand off his feet. He climbs the
short ladder onto the diving board and makes several approaches to the end,
counting the paces. Finally, he launches himself, bouncing deep onto the tip of
the board, soaring high into a chest-thrusting swan dive, tucking and slicing
precisely into the water with hardly a splash.


When he surfaces,
several people applaud. 


The professor’s body is
lean and muscled. He sports a dark, close-cropped mustache that curves in
half-circles around the corners of his mouth and gives him an old-fashioned air
of Continental dash.


“He’s no troll,” says
Michelle.


“He claims he was the
last one cut from Romania’s water polo team before the Rome Olympics,” Karl says.


Andy snorts. “That
swimsuit is an embarrassment.” 


“Nobody’s perfect,”
says Michelle.


The three watch as the
anatomy professor shows off a dozen other dives—spins, somersaults, backflips,
combinations, all drawing spontaneous applause from the audience around the
pool. When the performance is over, Professor Elzy returns to his chair and
puts on his robe. He takes a bottle of white wine out of his cooler, pops the
cork, and fills a glass. Sitting back, he lets his eyes wander the spoils
around the pool.


“Can you introduce us?”
Michelle asks her brother. 


“Just wait for his wine
to kick in, then go dive,” Karl tells her.


“I don’t know how to
dive.”


“Exactly.”


Twenty minutes later,
Michelle saunters toward the diving board. The professor’s head is buried in an
academic paper, but as she passes, his eyes lift as she climbs the ladder. The
board sits about five feet above the water. The sandpapery surface reminds
Michelle of how much she hated swimming lessons as a child in the rural
Panhandle of Florida—the early morning hours, the cold water, the smell of
chlorine that hung over her all summer. This is a relatively low board, but she
hates heights, too. Nonetheless, she marches to the tip, then teeters over the
water as the board bends under her weight. She catches herself, retreats,
reverses and again approaches the tip. Again she stops. When she turns back,
Professor Elzy is standing on the opposite end, arms reaching out.


“You must commit!” he
cries in an accent that turns every short i into a long e. 


“Commit. I know,” says
Michelle.


“We will do together.”
The professor joins Michelle at her end. He takes her hand, pulls her back
toward the middle of the board, and spins her around so she is facing the water.
He places his hands on her hips just above the line of her bikini. “Walk with
me,” he whispers. 


Michelle puts her hands
on his hands and takes five steps to the end. When she hesitates, he pushes and
they both plunge feet-first into the water. Still holding her by the hips, Elzy
lifts. Her head breaks the surface with a rush. Moments later, he surfaces
beside her. “Not so terrifying, no?” he asks.


“I liked it!” cries
Michelle.


While others around the
pool refill rounds of drinks, Professor Elzy coaches Michelle past her fear of
the diving board. The lesson climaxes in her virgin headfirst dive. She stands
at the end of the board and leans toward the water. He pulls her arms into a
steeple above her head. She stares down at the surface and feels his hand
resting on the cheek of her butt. “Keep the legs together,” he orders. He
pushes and she shoots straight into the pool. Perfect.


Afterwards, the two of
them sit around his cooler. He provides an extra wine glass for Michelle. “Are
you a new student?” the professor asks, pouring the wine.


“No, I’m visiting my
brother.” Michelle gestures toward Karl. “And what do you teach?” she asks.


“Anatomy.”


“Really! The human
body—how interesting.” Michelle executes a tiny shimmy in her orange bikini.


Professor Elzy walks
through his C.V.—top of his class at medical school in Bucharest, distinguished
practice specializing in neurosurgery, academic appointment, head of
department, many publications. 


“How did you end up
here, on Calandria?” Michelle asks.


“To start something. To
be part of a big thing.” In Elzy speak, that comes out a beeg theeng,
but never mind. He pours more wine for Michelle.


From the other end of
the pool, Andy and Karl watch the professor place a hand on Michelle’s thigh.
“He’s going for the bait,” says Karl, whose three daiquiris have diluted his
reticence. 


This phase of their
scheme has galled Andy from the moment Karl suggested it. “Aren’t you
uncomfortable using your sister like that?” Andy asks.


“Elzy’s an improvement
over Al,” Karl says. “Once I arrived at their apartment just in time to take
her to the hospital. He thought the spaghetti she’d made was too al dente.
Another time he broke her collarbone. I was in Berlin for most of the marriage,
but I was really happy I could get her the zelavium.”


“Why didn’t she just
leave him?”


Karl gives a resigned
shrug. “You’d have to ask her.”


“And what about Frank?”
Andy asks. “What do you think about him?”


“He’s your brother—you
tell me.”  


Another huddle of
classmates gather around Karl. They’ve noticed the interest their professor is
taking in his sister. Substantial dosages of rum start to speak.


“She’s getting a
private anatomy lesson,” says one student.


“She’s teaching,”
another corrects.


“Dissection could be difficult.”


“I’m sure he’ll make a
probe first.”


“We should always use
the swimming pool for gross lab.”


Karl translates for
Andy: “She means gross anatomy.”


“It would smell better.”


“We sprayed perfume on
our cadaver. Elzy noticed right away. He was mad.”


“I’m dreading when we
get to the head.”


“The heart was best. So
well-made. Like a machine.”


“We filled ours with
water to see how it worked and made a squirt gun.”


“Maybe you can use the
colon for a garden hose.”


“Water your plants and
fertilize them at the same time!”


Andy decides to test
the water again.






When Michelle finally
returns to the shallow end, long shadows from the palm trees are making stripes
across the pool. She smiles but reveals nothing until the three of them have
packed their things and are walking back to the Opel. “Done,” she announces.
“Before dinner tonight, a visit to the lab.”


“Excellent,” says Karl.
“How’d you do it?”


“I told him anatomy
turned me on.” After a moment she adds, “I wasn’t really lying. It really does
kind of turn me on.”


The three of them
squeeze into the Opel and stop at the island grocery store to acquire
essentials: They buy four big, expensive bags of ice and four rolls of aluminum
foil. Back at the Tropic Zone, Karl and Andy carefully line the wood coffin
with several layers of aluminum foil and place the bags of ice inside. 


Once everyone has
showered and dressed, Michelle joins the men in Andy’s room to review the plan.
Still showing the effects of the daiquiris, Karl lays it out in an enthusiastic
whisper. He hands his sister a small roll of duct tape and instructs on how to
tape down the lock mechanism on the side of the door to allow Andy and Karl to
sneak in. “This is the trick the Watergate burglars used,” he explains. “You
just have to remember to tape vertically, not horizontally.”


Andy is thinking that
Karl would have gone along with the operation just for the thrill of the
intrigue, even if he didn’t want the money, when all the lights go off. The
rickety motel seems to heave an exhausted sigh as various utilities shut down. 


“Power’s out,” says Karl.
“Happens all the time.”


“How long?”


“Sometimes a few
minutes, sometimes days. You never know.” He considers for a moment. “It could
make things easier. The lab has its own generator, to keep the bodies
refrigerated. But everything else will be pitch-black.”


From the darkness
Michelle recites an expression from her childhood: “The Finger of God will
provide.” She adds, “It switched off the lights.” 






At eight that night,
Michelle waits in front of the Tropic Zone holding a lit candle furnished by
the motel’s proprietor. Exactly on time, Professor Elzy swings by in his
early-model Mercedes-Benz. Karl and Andy watch the lights of the Mercedes
recede into the darkness outside. A quarter hour later, they venture out
themselves. Karl guides Andy along rutted roads almost empty of cars. They park
on a sandy shoulder about 100 yards from the lab-and-morgue building. With the
headlights off and thick clouds covering the night sky, Andy can see only black
shapes in the surrounding darkness.


They walk a few yards,
and a faint, flickering light appears in the distance. “The gross lab,” whispers
Karl. “That’s probably Michelle and Elzy.”


As Andy approaches, the
form of the building starts to penetrate the darkness—a long, low structure
with a slanted roof. Karl slips up to the lone window on one side. He edges
just far enough in front of the pane to look in. He backs away and nods
approval. Then he creeps another 30 feet along the building wall until he comes
to the door. Andy slides up behind him. “Did you see them?” Andy asks in a
whisper.


Karl nods.


“What  were they
doing?”


“Entertaining each
other.” Karl pulls gently on the doorknob. Michelle has worked the tape—the
door opens. The two men slink into a long hallway. A pale light flows through a
lone window 20 feet ahead on the left. Karl edges forward, then drops and
crawls as he passes the window. 


Andy follows, but once
he’s beneath the window he lifts his head—just a quick glance. The anatomy lab
stretches before him. Two lone emergency bulbs throw off a dim light that
bounces off the white tile walls and the stainless steel dissection tables.
Michelle is sitting on a table. The professor is leaning over her, hands
planted on either side of her hips. He’s got her trapped, thinks Andy. But
she’s smiling. He hurries on.






“Did you ever consider
going to medical school?” Professor Elzy asks Michelle.


“Are you kidding? I
didn’t even finish college,” she says.


“College is irrelevant.
Children getting away from parents. Here at medical school all is teaching and
learning. Work. Not fun.”


“Doesn’t sound like my
kind of place.”


“You would be a good
doctor.” Elzy leans closer. “I could help with admission.”


Michelle reaches up to
touch his mustache. “I’ve never kissed one of these,” she says. 


Elzy tilts his head and
presses his lips on hers. The mustache tickles, but not unpleasantly. Mid-kiss,
Michelle opens her eyes and through the window to the hall sees Karl frantically
gesturing. She coolly waits for the professor to pull away, then says, “Can you
excuse me for a moment? I have to pee.”


“Again?” She’d used
that excuse when she escaped to tape down the lock on the front door.


“All the white tile in
here—it makes me think I’m in a bathroom.”


The professor laughs.
“Like Pavlov’s dog.” He steps back. “Go, go.”


Michelle finds Karl and
Andy lurking down the hall. “The door to the morgue is locked,” Karl explains.
“You’ve got to fix that lock, too.”


“How?”


“Get him to take you
there. Think of something.”


Michelle goes to the
women’s room and stands for a minute or so in the darkness. Think of something.
What? After an appropriate interval, she returns to the lab. Professor Elzy has
taken a bottle of wine from a refrigerator and filled two glasses. He hands one
to her. “To a future doctor,” he toasts.    


“Do you really think I
could become a doctor?”


“Certainly!”


Michelle runs her
tongue around the top of the wine glass. “But don’t medical students have to
dissect cadavers? I don’t think I can do that.”


“Dead bodies you should
not be scared of,” the professor assures. “It is a natural process. People used
to understand. Only in modern life we sweep death away—hide it, like something
evil.”


“I have so much to
learn,” Michelle says.


“Would you like to see
the morgue?”


“Do you think I can
stand it?”


“I will be with you.”


He warns that the
morgue will be chilly and graciously takes his lab coat from a closet and
drapes it over her shoulders. With a pocket flashlight to guide them, he leads
the way down the hall and opens the morgue door with a key. They step into a room
of cool air that’s weighted with a sharp, unpleasant odor. The beam of the
flashlight illuminates a huge stainless steel cabinet that divides the room. 


“The students call that
the bunkhouse,” the professor says.


“My God, that’s full of
bodies?” gasps Michelle.


“After the last
hurricane, yes. Not so many now.” Elzy pulls open a drawer. The beam of the
flashlight traces a lumpy form under a sheet. Elzy lifts the top to reveal an
old black woman with sunken cheeks and startlingly white hair. “She has been
here for days,” the professor says. “We are still trying to locate relatives.”


He opens another
drawer. An ancient black man. A third drawer contains a middle-aged black
woman. Michelle stares at each face. “They don’t look peaceful—as if even death
doesn’t cure your problems,” she says.


The professor laughs.
“It’s the facial muscles. Death can make them do funny things.”


Elzy leads her to the
far end of the cabinet. “Here are the student cadavers.” He pulls out a drawer.
The cadaver’s stomach has been opened. “We are lucky to have the morgue here. A
relative dies, and people on the island worry about paying for the burial. We
offer a small fee and they leave the body with us. Otherwise, getting bodies to
dissect would be difficult.”


“Getting dead bodies is
that hard?” 


“Two centuries, three
centuries ago, criminals who had been hanged those were the only bodies to
study. But how would we learn about anatomy? Grave robbers had a big business.
They would sell the bodies to doctors, even great doctors. They had to learn.”


“Yuck.”


“Not pleasant.” Elzy
shuts the drawer and starts for the door.


Michelle says, “All
these bodies are black people.”


The professor follows
the beam of his flashlight and opens yet another drawer. “This fellow came in
yesterday.” He pulls back the sheet. Looking up at Michelle is a white man with
dark eyes, dark hair, and a prominent, thick nose—features that suggest, at
least, vaguely, her late husband, Al. “He’s perfect!” Michelle says impulsively.


“Weak heart,” the
professor corrects. He reaches down and closes the body’s eyelids.


Michelle has seen
enough. On the way out, she drops her dangly bracelet and it rolls along the
tile floor. “Damn!” While the professor searches for it with his flashlight,
Michelle sidles to the door and places a swatch of tape over the lock. 


“Got it!” Elzy returns
and slips the bracelet over Michelle’s wrist. The morgue door slams shut behind
them.






From around a corner in
the darkness down the hall, Andy and Karl watch Michelle and her mark return to
the lab. Karl nods, and he and Andy step into the icy air of the morgue. When the
door behind them shuts, the faint slice of light from the lab window vanishes.
The two stand in absolute blackness. “Did you bring a flashlight?” Andy asks.


“Didn’t think of it.”    


“Fuck.”


“I’ve been here before.
I can feel my way.”


“But how are you going
to find the right body?”


“I know where they put
the new ones,” Karl says. He gropes forward, hands outstretched. “This way,” he
whispers. 


Andy follows the sound
of Karl’s voice. When he reaches the bunkhouse cabinet, he keeps his hand on
the cool metal and walks around a corner until be bumps into Karl. “Here,” Karl
whispers.






Outside the building,
two native Calandrians walking nearby notice the light in the lab. They are
large men, with long dreadlocks and ragged clothes, and they wear looping
necklaces that brandish large animal teeth, a signature accoutrement of members
of the island death cult, the Mol-Fatta. 


The cult has existed
for years, but it has burgeoned in the last decade, its membership swelling as
the island’s economy has collapsed and the government has turned more
authoritarian and corrupt. Though Mol-Fatta principles remain obscure, the cult
reaches back to the fierce early Carib Indian culture. Adherents are said to
believe they can raise an army of the dead to overthrow invading whites and the
toadying blacks who serve as oppressors. The government of Calandria tolerates
the group because it spends its energy trying to revive the dead rather than
fomenting revolution. Still, there are occasional clashes, and the authorities
keep a wary eye. On the plus side, the cultists don’t believe in guns, since
those early Carib Indians didn’t have them. Instead, the Mol-Fatta arm
themselves with machetes made of shards of razor-sharp conch shells. Indeed,
the name Mol-Fatta is believed to be a corruption of an ancient Carib
phrase meaning, essentially, “he who slices his enemy into tiny pieces.”  


The two Mol-Fatta warriors
outside the morgue carry their conch-shell machetes slung over their shoulders.
Attracted by the light, one of them tests the building door and finds it open.
They slip down the hall past the lab window. When they find the morgue door
open, they silently enter. Immediately, they hear Karl and Andy whispering on
the far side of the metal cabinet. The Mol-Fatta know this space. They move
noiselessly to the near side of the cabinet, separated in the darkness from
Andy and Karl only by the bulky bunkhouse for the island’s unburied dead. 


One Mol-Fatta pulls out
a drawer holding a cadaver, but the sliding mechanism makes a slight scraping
sound. Instantly, Karl grabs Andy’s arm. The two Americans listen in the
silence over their pounding hearts. Another scrape and then more silence.
Seconds later, a faint thud. Andy and Karl stand like stone statues for another
two minutes. Finally, Karl whispers, “I think he’s gone. That last noise was
the door closing.” They wait silently for another half minute. 


“Who was that?” Andy
asks.


“Don’t know. But let’s
finish and get out of here.”


Using his hand to feel
for handles, Karl opens the top drawer in the first row of the cabinet. “I’ll
take the head, you get the feet,” Karl whispers. Andy feels his way to the front
of the drawer. A canvas sheet covers the body. Underneath, the feet and ankles
feel skeletal, bones only. Andy tucks the cloth and grabs hold. “Lift,” Karl
orders. 


They raise the body,
but handling it is clumsy—it folds between them, and they stumble to avoid a
drop. “Where’s the rigor mortis?” asks Karl. 


Andy knows cadavers.
“It goes away pretty quickly,” he says.


They joggle the body to
get better holds. Karl reaches under the armpits. Andy steps between the legs
to grip around the calves. He moves forward, handling the body as if it were a
wheelbarrow. Karl bumps into the cabinet. “Don’t push!” he hisses. Slowly, with
Karl walking backwards, they shuffle to the morgue door. 


Karl opens the door a
crack. The thin illumination shows all clear. They shuffle out and stop just
before the lab window. The room remains lit. Karl tilts his head to glance
inside. Andy thinks Karl stays in that position a bit too long. Then Karl moves
on at a clip, pulling Andy. As he passes the window, Andy glances inside.
Professor Elzy is seated on a dissecting table, looking relaxed, his back to
Andy. Michelle is nowhere to be seen.


Andy and Karl move
awkwardly getting the body out the building’s door. After the coal black of the
morgue, Andy’s eyes find detail in the night. The two body snatchers get about
50 yards down the street on the way to the car when Karl says he needs a rest
and they set their load down. As they stand catching their breath, a light
clicking noise, something suggesting castanets, sounds over the soft evening
breeze. Peering into the darkness, Andy and Karl see a large, misshapen,
four-legged creature approaching. A camel? The creature moves almost
rhythmically, but unlike a camel its back is bowed downward. Andy and Karl
stare until the approaching creature clarifies into the two large Mol-Fatta
warriors, hauling their own purloined body, their teeth necklaces clicking
along with their effort. 


Andy calculates
frantically whether to run, but a fierce grunt from one of the warriors freezes
him where he stands. Silently, the Calandrians place their cadaver on the
ground alongside the other. The side-by-side bodies, each covered entirely in a
pale green sheet, look like giant larvae bedded in the sandy soil.


The Mol-Fatta of the
fierce grunt steps in front of Andy and Karl and lifts his machete off his
shoulder. The conch-shell blade finds enough light to throw off a glint. The
second warrior crouches beside the body Andy and Karl have brought. The man lights
a match, then lifts the top edge of the covering sheet. “Fuck!” cries Karl. The
flickering light illuminates the gaunt face of an elderly black man. 


Fierce Grunt presses
the side of his machete against Karl’s cheek. “Why you want that body?” the
Mol-Fatta demands. 


Karl is speechless.


Fierce Grunt executes a
minute tilt of his wrist, and points of the conch blade break the skin on
Karl’s face. Andy can see trickles of blood making dark lines down Karl’s
cheek. 


“Huh?” the Calandrian
presses. “What you gon do with that body?”


Andy assumes the end
has arrived—this whole benighted venture climaxes when he and Karl become the
latest victims of the island’s death cult. “We didn’t actually want that body,”
Andy says frantically. “It was a mistake.”


Fierce Grunt
immediately points his machete at Andy. The tip, another conch shard, stops
millimeters short of Andy’s Adam’s apple. “Why a mistake?”


Andy babbles: “I mean,
it’s a fine body … he looks like a good man, a kind man … I wish I’d known
him when he was alive. But not who we wanted.”


The Calandrian takes a
few moments to absorb this information. He shares a glance with his partner.
The machete remains at Andy’s throat. “You don’t want that body?” the Mol-Fatta
asks.


“No!” Andy and Karl say
together.


Fierce Grunt looks from
Andy to Karl, Karl to Andy. He waits. The wind has picked up, and in the
distance, the surf rumbles onto the beach. Finally, the Mol-Fatta shoulders his
machete and nods to his partner. The two of them pick up the body of the black
man and start to carry it away.


It occurs to Andy with
considerable relief that the body-switching scheme has failed. He’ll face the
wrath of Frank, but at least his role in crime has ended. If only this last
piece of evidence would disappear. On an impulse, Andy calls to the Mol-Fatta,
“What about this one?” He points to the remaining body. 


The warriors stop and
take a few steps back. The corpse they stole from the morgue lies at their
feet. Fierce Grunt reaches down and pulls back the sheet. A dead, middle-aged
white man with dark hair faces the night sky. “We trade,” Fierce Grunt says.


Andy can’t help
himself. “Why don’t you want it?” he asks.


“Because a dead white
man—he stay dead,” explains the large islander.





5.




Ben MacFaul’s big red
dog wakes before seven the next morning and greets the Opel sedan as it arrives
at the airport hangar, the wood coffin jutting out of the car’s trunk. “Hello,
pal,” says Andy, scratching behind the dog’s ears. “You’re a friendly guy.” 


The friendship ends
when Andy and Karl lift out the coffin. As the two haul the wood box into the
hangar, the dog places its nose against the crack between the lid and the side.
The animal sniffs, then explodes in a hysterical fit of leaping and barking,
the noise amplified in the vaulted metal hangar.


“Shut the fuck up!” screams
Karl, to no effect. His encounter with the Mol-Fatta machete last night has
left a line of four neat horizontal scars on his cheek, like a Morse code
written in red. Andy and Karl set the coffin down near the entrance.


Ben MacFaul emerges
from beneath the small plane sitting in the center of the hangar. He’s again
dressed for Alaska, but black grease covers his hands and he’s carrying an
oversize wrench. When the dog sees him, it quiets immediately. 


“Nobody swears at my
dog,” the pilot says. He looks as if he could separate Karl’s head from his
body with a few quick twists of the big wrench.


Karl understands that
the time for his departure has arrived. The Opel kicks up sand as it hurtles away
down the airport road.


“Engine problem,”
MacFaul says, indicating the plane. “Delay.”


“How long?” Andy asks.


“Can’t say.” The pilot
returns to his ailing aircraft.


“Fuck,” mutters Andy.


“What do we do now?”
Michelle asks.


“What can we do? Wait.”


“I mean, what if they
do the autopsy on Al?”


“Don’t worry about
that. Without me there, Dr. Dempsey will never get through the backlog.”


“What about this guy?”
Michelle nods toward the coffin. “It’s gonna be 100 degrees in here. The ice is
gonna melt.”


“Let’s see how it goes.
Maybe I can get some more ice. Meantime, let’s get the coffin away from the
entrance.”


Michelle takes one end
and Andy the other. Straining, with Andy walking backwards, they carry the
coffin deep into the building. The hangar lacks seating, so Michelle and Andy set
the coffin down and use it as their bench. The becalmed dog lies at their feet.
The three of them watch MacFaul working under the plane. The occasional clink
of a tool striking metal suggests a very slow clock ticking off the hours.


When MacFaul finally
emerges, grease covers his arms to his elbows and black streaks smear his neck,
cheeks, and forehead. The dog perks up. “Need a part,” the pilot says without
stopping. He climbs into a white Oldsmobile parked outside and drives off. 


“Fuck,” says Andy.


“Is that all you can
say?” Michelle craves distraction. She hasn’t been found out yet for killing
her husband, but she feels as if she’s already in hell—the tropical heat; the
dull, barren crypt of the hangar; the dead body beneath her butt.   


“What else is there?”
Andy asks dully.


“We’ve been sitting
here all morning and you haven’t said a word in the last hour. We could at
least talk—you know, help pass the time.”


“Is talking how you and
Professor Elzy passed the time? I noticed you didn’t get back to the motel
until two this morning.”


“What were you—waiting
up, like my dad?”


Andy snorts and turns
away. Just outside the hangar, a three-man work crew has appeared with rakes,
shovels, and a pick. All the workers appear to be native islanders, but two are
white-haired and potbellied, while the third, a young man, sports the long
dreadlocks that Andy saw on the two Calandrians last night. 


“It turns out Professor
Elzy is a very smart and thoughtful man,” Michelle continues after a while,
“and he sees something in me.”


“Yeah, tits and a
pussy.”


Michelle flinches and
Andy immediately regrets saying it. “I’m sorry,” he says. “I don’t usually talk
like that. I don’t want to sound like my brother.”


“Or Al or my father.
Even Karl sometimes,” Michelle says. “Not all men act like that—just the ones I
get stuck with. That’s why I appreciate spending time with someone like
Professor Elzy.”


“He’s such a pompous
phony, though.” 


“I know he’s a phony.
But we’re all phonies some of the time. And I’ll take a little phoniness if it
means adding some sweetness to my life.”


Andy doesn’t disagree.


Michelle studies Andy’s
face. “You know something?” she says. “You look a lot like your brother.”


“Come on.”


“You do—I mean, he’s
bigger and heavier, but the facial features are almost the same. Sometimes I
can see it clearly.”


“Well, I don’t see it,
thank God. I’d shoot myself if I saw Frank every time I looked in a mirror.”


Michelle laughs. 


Andy continues, “I
still can’t figure out why you two are together.”


Michelle shrugs. “It
just sort of happened. Same with Al. I kept asking myself, Why did you marry
him? What was I thinking?”


“Did you come up with
an answer?”


Raising her arm
theatrically, Michelle pronounces, “‘That hope which springs eternal in the
human heart.’”


“Casey at the Bat,”
says Andy.


“Yes!”


“Casey struck out,” he
reminds her.






While Michelle and Andy
are discussing Michelle’s romantic psychology, Mrs. Marco R. Loviglio and her
dear friend, EmmaJane Landrum, arrive at the Calandria airport on a United
Airlines flight from New York City. They are greeted at the gate by Colonel
Mathias Wellington, the second-ranking officer of the Calandrian police force,
a tall, bald black man holding his hard-brimmed military cap in his hand. Mrs.
Loviglio’s eyes are rimmed in red and her face droops—she’s been crying almost
steadily for two days, ever since she heard that her husband had died on a
business trip to Calandria. She herself had been in San Francisco, visiting her
sister. Now, she’s come to retrieve Marco’s body.


She is somewhat
startled to find an officer waiting for her at the gate, but she reasons that
the attention amounts to standard island hospitality under the unhappy
circumstances. And Colonel Wellington displays extraordinary solicitude,
carrying her bag and leading her through customs without a pause for
inspection. In the police car, he tells her, “We just have to stop at the
morgue and get an identification. Then we will go to my office for a few papers
to sign, and you can be on your way.”


“Marco just had a
checkup—just a week ago—a complete physical. And he was only 42. How could he
have a heart attack?” moans Mrs. Loviglio, raising the question she has asked
herself and others endlessly for the last 48 hours.


EmmaJane, beside her
friend in the back seat, takes her hand.


“I’m sorry you won’t be
able to stay at least a night to enjoy our island,” Colonel Wellington says.
“Despite this misfortune, we have a lovely island.”


Neither of his
passengers cares to make small talk.


When the police car
pulls up in front of the building that houses the medical-school lab and the
morgue, three other officers stand in front of the door, their faces grim.
Colonel Wellington asks his passengers to wait in the car for a moment, and he
steps out to talk to the men. The one in the middle says, “We have a problem.”


“Tell me.”


“The body—it is gone.”


Colonel Wellington
absorbs the news with no visible reaction. He turns and holds up a finger to
Mrs. Loviglio, indicating that he wants her to wait for just another moment.
Then the four men enter the building and walk in silence down the hall and into
the morgue. Now, the colonel detonates. “That’s impossible!” he screams. “How
did you let this happen? We were in the middle of an investigation!”


The three officers look
at each other. “We put locks on all the doors,” says one.


Another says, “The
Mol-Fatta—they are like water, they seep in through every crack.”


“Incompetents!” rages
the colonel at the three men. “Did you fix the body?”


“No, sir, we couldn’t.
It was gone.”


Colonel Wellington
shakes his head in fury. “Round up all the Mol-Fatta,” he orders. “All of them.
Every one. We will fill the jail until they give us that body.”


“Yes, sir,” affirm the
three officers in chorus.


The colonel composes
himself and returns to the car. He gently tells Mrs. Loviglio, “I’m afraid they
are still preparing the body for transport. We will have a short delay, but not
long. In the meantime, you can enjoy one of our lovely island motels. The
Tropic Zone. Of course, you are guests of the government of Calandria.”






The tropical sun pounds
on the corrugated steel roof of the hangar, turning the inside into a vast
oven. Andy’s head aches. He keeps thinking about Tom Custer’s skull, and he
feels as if a flint arrowhead has penetrated his own cranium. To stretch his
legs, he wanders up to the entrance of the hangar and stands watching the three
workmen move languidly in the heat, picking, shoveling, raking. They seem to be
attacking potholes, but the pitted tarmac rolls out beyond them with an almost
endless supply. Still, the men labor. Andy has examined death so intimately in
the last few years that he can’t help seeing the living as functioning
machines—household appliances still plugged in, vehicles with working engines—all
of them waiting to turn into the rusted refrigerator in the dump, the car on
blocks in the front yard.


When he returns to the
interior, Michelle is stretched out atop the coffin with her eyes closed.
Gently, Andy pushes her feet aside to make room to sit. “Do you ever think
about what you did to Al?” he asks her.


Without opening her
eyes, she says, “You think it was a bad thing.”


“In most places, murder
is considered a bad thing.”


“You’ve used that word
twice now, and I can tell you honestly that I never once thought of it like
that.”


“What would you call it
besides murder?’


Michelle swings her
feet to the ground and sits up. She has hardly slept for the last two nights,
but with her short blond hair curled behind her ears and the island sun and
heat bringing a pink glow to her face, Andy thinks she is prettier maybe than
when he first met her. “Al was always so angry,” she says. “About
everything—the stock market, the government, his job, the weather, me. In a
weird way, I thought I was helping him out. Ending all the anger.”


“An Angel of Death,”
Andy says.


Michelle glares at him.
She likes Andy, he’s not like the other men she’s known, but she wishes he
wouldn’t be so judgmental. She killed her husband because he brutalized her.
Isn’t that enough? Well, yes …  rather than just leaving him, she concocted a
scheme with Frank to leave with $150,000. But is the world really worse off?
“You asked, and I told you,” she says.


Andy presses, “What
about now—now that you’ve done it? Do you think the same way?”


“You mean, do I feel
guilty?”


Andy nods.


Michelle is silent
while the two of them watch a bird descend from the ceiling and perch on the
nose of the stalled plane. She realizes that there must be something wrong with
her, some piece missing. Or maybe it’s just been mislaid. In any case, she
wants to be honest with Andy. “No,” she says.  






MacFaul returns with
his replacement part shortly after noon and vanishes again under the plane.
Andy and Michelle take turns basking in the weak air-conditioning of the
Calandria airport terminal, but they worry about the condition of the corpse.
At around three that afternoon, Andy takes an airport taxi to the island
grocery store and buys four more bags of ice. “Oh, you are going to have a
party tonight!” says the heavyset woman at the checkout counter. “I wish I was
invited.”


“Sorry,” Andy tells
her. “It’s private.”


Back at the hangar,
Andy and Michelle decide the dog could be a problem if they open the coffin
under its nose. So Michelle coaxes the beast to the entrance of the hangar, and
it sits at her feet as she watches the work crew, still picking, shoveling, and
raking a few yards away. 


Even given his
experience with dead bodies, Andy dreads what he will find inside the coffin.
But he gamely unfastens the lock and lifts the lid. The body remains in
surprisingly good shape. Though the ice bag on the head and chest has turned
into a sack of water, the cold has brought a sanguine bloom to the cheeks of
the cadaver. The man looks better now than 12 hours ago. 


“How is he?” calls
Michelle from the entrance.


“OK.”


“That’s good.” When she
turns back to the work crew, a white car is roaring down the airport road. With
huge clouds of sand and dust kicking up, she takes a moment to recognize the
flashing red bubble on top. “The police!” she cries. “Close the coffin!”


“Help me with the ice!”
Andy yells.


Michelle runs inside.
The dog follows, and when it sees the body, it again explodes in a paroxysm of
barking and leaping. Andy and Michelle frantically remove the clumsy bags of
water and replace them with the fresh bags of ice. They close the lid as the
police car skids to a stop outside the hangar. Two officers fly out. The young
workman with the dreadlocks sees that they are coming for him. He drops his
shovel and runs in his sockless, untied work boots into the hangar. The
officers give chase. Dreadlocks flopping wildly, the workman gets just to where
Andy and Michelle have settled atop the coffin when one of the officers catches
the man by the collar of his shirt. The cloth rips, but the other officer
tackles him around the legs and the three collapse to the ground. Now the dog
barks madly at them. One officer kneels on the workman’s back while the other
cuffs him from behind. They pull him to his feet. A puddle of sweat on the
concrete floor marks the spot where the men fell.


Abruptly, the dog shuts
up. “This man giving you trouble?” asks Ben MacFaul, who has walked over from
beneath the plane. 


“He Mol-Fatta, Mr.
Ben,” says one of the officers.


“Is that enough to
arrest him?” 


“Mol-Fatta steal a body
that the colonel want.”


“I don’t steal no body,”
mumbles the workman.


The second officer
shakes the prisoner hard. 


“Why does the colonel
care?” MacFaul asks.


“He need to fix the
body before he give it back to the wife,” the first officer says. “He worry
about the tourism.”


MacFaul considers this
enigmatic explanation. “Well, you better get this man down to the station,” he
says finally.


“Yes, Mr. Ben.” The
officers turn to lead their captive away. For the first time Andy notices that
one of the officers, the man who first caught the workman, is missing three
fingers from his left hand—it’s as if they’ve been sliced clean off. Andy
thinks of the menacing machetes he saw last night.


The officers pause to consider
Andy and Michelle, who are sitting on the coffin as if in ringside seats at a
prizefight. Four ice bags of water are scattered on the floor. The officer missing
the fingers takes all this in. He glances at MacFaul.


“Better hurry,” the
pilot says.


“Yes, Mr. Ben.” The
officers lead the workman out to the police car and drive off. 


MacFaul stares long and
hard at Andy and Michelle. The mixture of grease and sweat on his body has
created a dark patina that has spread evenly over his exposed skin. Except for
his light blue eyes, he could pass for a black man. “Four thousand dollars,” he
says.


“You said three,”
Michelle responds indignantly.


“The price has gone up.”
He returns to the underside of the plane. 






It’s just turning dark
when MacFaul announces that the aircraft is ready to fly. After the long delay,
things move quickly. MacFaul opens a cargo bay in the side of the fuselage and
stands aside as Andy and Michelle strain to lift the coffin and slide it
inside. Andy can hear water sloshing in the second round of ice bags. He and
Michelle climb into the two seats in the back of the plane. Still covered by
grease and sweat, MacFaul climbs into the pilot’s seat and the dog squeezes in
beside him.


MacFaul switches on the
engine, and the little plane shakes to life, the single propeller sputtering
and spinning into a blur. “I’ll take the rest of the money now,” MacFaul shouts
over the commotion.


“Before we even get
there?” Michelle says.


MacFaul turns
laboriously in his seat and glares at her with his shining eyes. “If we crash,
you’re not going to need it,” he explains.


Michelle quickly counts
out the money from her purse, including the extra $1,000 the pilot demanded in
the afternoon. She looks at the shrunken wad of cash in her hand and shakes her
head for Andy’s benefit.


They taxi out of the
hangar. The early tropical night has descended, but two lines of spaced lights
border the runway. At the top end, MacFaul pauses and revs the engine for
takeoff. Suddenly, the runway, the terminal, and everything around goes dark.
Another blackout. The small landing headlight on the plane hardly dents the
night. 


Andy leans forward and
asks MacFaul if he can see. The pilot simply revs the engine and releases the
brake. The plane bumps down the uneven surface, gaining speed. Michelle clutches
the sides of her seat. Andy waits for the cushiony bounce of liftoff. Before it
arrives, two headlights swing into the opposite end of the runway and rocket
toward them. MacFaul doesn’t stop. For a few seconds, the plane and the vehicle
play a game of chicken on the runway. But the little aircraft needs more room
to gain speed. Without saying anything, MacFaul puts on the brakes, and they
skid to a stop.


A police car halts
exactly in front of the plane, and the officer with the mangled hand steps out.
As the dog barks, MacFaul climbs down onto the runway and holds a heated
conversation with the officer. Finally, the pilot comes back to the plane. “You
have to pay him $5,000,” he says.


“Why?” cries Michelle.


“He knows you’ve got a
body.”


“That’s not fair.”


Andy says correctly,
“Fair has nothing to do with any of this. Give him the money.”


Michelle sighs and
counts out all but a few of the bills left in her pocketbook.


While MacFaul delivers
the cash, she tells Andy, “That was your share.”


“Don’t worry about it.”


“When we get the big
settlement, then you’ll get paid.”


“I just want to get out
of here.”


The police car leaves.
MacFaul returns to the pilot seat, and the plane taxis to the top of the runway
again. This time, after a long run, the craft lifts. Michelle grabs Andy’s hand
as they swoop into a gentle curve, heading west. Below them, the island and the
ocean are indistinguishably black.


“You OK?” Andy asks
over the droning engine.


She nods.  


“We should get there by
10,” he tells her.


“Frank better be
waiting.” Over the course of the day, Michelle called bulletins to him from a
pay phone in the terminal. With every call, he grew more agitated, even
accusing Michelle of delaying on purpose just to lie on a Calandrian beach for
a few hours.


“If there’s money at
stake, Frank will be there,” Andy says. “But we can’t go straight to the
morgue. The cleaning crew will be around until four or so. We’ll have to wait
somewhere.”


“Let’s let Frank figure
it out,” says Michelle wearily. “We’ve done our share of thinking already.”


After the heat of the
hangar, the air inside the plane is pleasingly cool. The engine’s vibrations
soothe. Both Michelle and Andy doze off. Andy awakens first. The sky over the
ocean shimmers with stars. MacFaul and his dog are staring into the blackness
in front. Andy checks his watch: 8:30. Michelle’s head rests on his shoulder. He
closes his eyes for another hour or so, until the plane makes a sharp descent.
Andy notices a ribbon of light ahead. He nudges Michelle awake. “The coast,” he
says.


“We’re very low,” she
says.


“Probably avoiding
radar.”


The plane follows the
shoreline north, then swings west again and heads inland. The lights on the
ground are scattered. Swampland and forest cover a large swatch of this area.
Soon the lights disappear entirely and the ground below is as black as the
night sea. MacFaul stirs in front and the plane descends until they are
skimming just over the treetops. They make several long circles over the area.
Andy tries to spot the landing strip, but a darkly mottled blanket of trees
covers everything.


“You know this landing
strip, right?” Andy shouts to MacFaul over the noise of the plane.


The pilot says nothing.


“Why don’t you turn on
your landing lights?” Andy persists.


The plane almost
touches a treetop. “You want to meet some cops?” MacFaul asks.


Andy shuts up.


The circles widen. To
the west, in the distance, Andy sees a smudge of light on the horizon, the
outskirts of Ellenburg. Michelle puts her mouth near Andy’s ear. “Are we lost?”
she asks.


Andy shrugs. The plane
swings east again, and a dense black ribbon appears like a long divot in the
forest. In the front, the dog yelps and fidgets. MacFaul banks the plane
sharply and makes a tight circle, inspecting the area. Satisfied, he steers south,
then swings back, descending steadily until the plane lands with a jarring
bounce and clunks down the strip, finally coming to a hard stop about 20 yards
short of the trees. 


MacFaul shuts off the
engine. After three hours of the ceaseless drone of a plane, the silence is
huge. “Out!” MacFaul orders. 


The night is warm for
September, though without the moist weight of the tropical air. The passengers,
the pilot, and the dog stand on the airstrip in front of the plane, looking
into the forest that surrounds them. “Where’s Frank?” says Michelle.


“I’m not waiting,”
MacFaul warns.


“Where’s the road?”
Andy asks. 


MacFaul gestures ahead,
and, as if on signal, four blinding lights open up like gunfire on the group.
The dog barks furiously. MacFaul stares into the lights, then turns and runs
clumsily through the marshy shoulder of the runway and into the woods, the barking
dog following at his heels. Andy and Michelle are too flummoxed to run. MacFaul
crashes through the underbrush; the dog whoops. Then silence. From behind the
lights, somebody laughs. Two figures move forward, backlit, so they’re covered
by shadow. They’re still laughing when Andy makes out the uniforms. State cops.
For a moment, Andy considers following MacFaul.


“Guess the pilot wasn’t
too sociable,” says one of the cops.


“Maybe he just went off
to take a leak,” says the other.


In the shadows, in
their hats and uniforms, the cops could be identical twins. “Hope we didn’t
startle you,” says the first cop. “This is a favorite landing spot for drugs,
and we had to make sure we had the right plane.”


“Your brother sent us,”
the second cop tells Andy. “He said you might need a ride.”


“Where is he?” Andy
asks.


“He got detained.”


The first cop says to
Michelle, “Sorry to hear about your uncle, ma’am. And I don’t blame you one bit
for bringing the body out yourself. I had a neighbor whose father died down
there on a fishing trip. Those black bastards at customs held the body for
ransom. Wouldn’t let go until my neighbor paid a $2,000 bribe. The place stinks
with corruption.”


The two cops help
unload the coffin, and the four of them carry it to the trunk of one of the two
police cars whose headlights had set MacFaul in flight. Bob, the cop who will
drive Andy and Michelle, even tacks a red bandanna on the end of the coffin, in
accordance with state rules for protruding loads. 


“What’s gonna happen to
the pilot?” Andy asks.


“He’ll be back, after
he’s spent a few hours in the woods getting eaten alive by bugs,” says Bob. “He
probably thought you folks had drugs in that coffin and he was looking at a
long stretch in prison.”


“We told him it was a
body,” Andy says.


“It could be both. Dead
bodies are one of the favorite hiding places for drugs. Believe me, we’ve seen
it all.”


Andy and Michelle slide
into the back seat of Bob’s police car. “I’ll be your hearse,” Bob tells them
from the driver’s seat. “Where to?”


“Frank didn’t say?”
asks Andy, throwing a nervous glance at Michelle. It’s not 10 and they’ve got
to kill six hours with a coffin before they can sneak into the morgue.   


“He said to pick you up
and you’d take it from there.”


“He didn’t say what
detained him?”


Bob laughs. “You know
your brother. He’s probably out patrolling the Kishwaukee Swamp. I hear there’s
some nasty bass out there, plotting major felonies.”


“In that case, let’s go
to my apartment,” says Michelle, and she gives Bob the address. She makes an
exasperated face to Andy. 





6.




Mrs. Fergus W. Truby
faces another night of troubled sleep. She and her husband went to bed an hour
ago, and he quickly erupted in snores. She pokes him. He snorts and rolls onto
his side and continues his grinding aria. It’s got to be the South, Mrs. Truby
tells herself. She never had trouble sleeping in Hamtramck. Something about the
people here tenses her up, turns on a little engine inside that keeps whirring,
even at the end of the day. Southerners are nice enough—too nice, if anything.
She just finds it so hard to talk to them, even to make small talk. Behind
those syrupy accents, they always seem to have their minds on other things.


Mrs. Truby pokes her
husband again. In the moment of quiet that follows, she hears voices in the
hall outside. Something bumps the wall. The snoring returns, but through it she
hears another voice, clearly a woman, followed by another bump. It’s almost 11 at
night. Is someone moving in? Mrs. Truby slides out of bed and puts on her green
cotton bathrobe. 


Through the peephole in
the door, she sees her neighbor, the young widow, who seems to be directing two
workmen moving a large piece of furniture. The poor girl had been visiting
family. She’s back already, but her family must have given her something—an
heirloom sofa, maybe, a grandfather clock, something to ease her pain. Mrs.
Truby feels a tiny, calming nudge—that’s the sort of loving family gesture that
resonates North or South, in all parts of the country. She pulls open her door
to welcome her neighbor home, and the startled faces on the people in the hall
stop her instantly. And that piece of furniture—it looks exactly like a coffin.


“Hi!” says Michelle. “I
hope we didn’t wake you.”


“No, no, I was awake.”
Mrs. Truby finds herself short of breath. She points. “Is that … ?” 


“My husband,” says
Michelle.


Mrs. Truby gasps.


“It’s perfectly legal,”
assures one of the workmen, who wears an unusually spiffy uniform for a mover.
“Just for a day or so.”


“You’ll never know he’s
there,” Michelle promises.


For the second time in
two days, the kindly older woman offers Michelle a plausible escape route. “Oh,
that’s a Southern tradition, holding the wake at the home,” says Mrs. Truby.
“I’ve heard of that.”


“Exactly,” says
Michelle, beaming.


Michelle unlocks her
apartment, and the two workmen maneuver the coffin through the door. “Good
night,” Michelle calls to Mrs. Truby.


“Good night,” says Mrs.
Truby. “And do let us know visiting hours. Mr. Truby and I will offer our
respects.”






Andy and Bob stagger
around the small apartment carrying the coffin before setting it down on a low
coffee table in front of the sofa in the cramped living room. Bob tests the
coffin’s balance and the strength of the table legs. “That should hold up,” he
assures. 


Michelle thanks him
extravagantly, and as he leaves, she asks, “Did Frank say when he would be
free?”


The cop shakes his
head. “That Frank—always cooking something.”


With Bob gone, Michelle
collapses on the sofa and puts her feet up on the coffin. “God, I’m exhausted,”
she says.


Andy joins her and rests
his feet on the coffin, too. For the first time in two days, he feels the
anxiety easing. Being back in the States helps, but it’s more than that—their
scheme has worked so far. Ludicrously, scarily, luckily, it’s worked. Maybe the
Finger of God really is providing for His Angel of Death. 


Michelle’s weary
thoughts seem to be working a similar logic. After a minute or so, she asks, “Can
I tell you a secret?” 


“Sure.”


“You can’t tell Frank.”


“Frank and I don’t
confide in each other.”


“When I get my half of
the insurance money, I’m leaving him.”


Andy considers that for
a moment. He knows his brother, and he knows Frank would never willingly let go
of something he wanted. Still, Andy says softly, “I think that’s a good idea.”


Michelle puts her arm
on the back of the sofa, and her finger plays with a tight curl in the hair on
the back of Andy’s head. “You’re not at all like your brother,” she tells him.


“I hope not.”   


Michelle sighs and
takes her feet down from the coffin. “I guess we should get some sleep. We’ve
got to be out of here in a few hours.”


“Yup.”


“I’ve really only got
the one bed.”


Andy indicates the
sofa. “I can sleep here.”


“Don’t be silly. You
couldn’t stretch out. I’ve got a king-size bed. You stay on your side and I’ll
stay on mine. We can be adults about this.”


“OK,” he says, though
he wonders for a moment how adult he can be.


While Michelle changes into
her nightgown in the bathroom, Andy strips to his underwear and climbs in on
one side of the bed. Michelle turns out the light when she emerges and slides onto
the other side. 


“Did you set the
alarm?” Andy asks.


“Yes—3:30.”


“See you in a few
hours.”


“Good night,” Michelle
says from her pillow a few feet away.


“Good night.”


Andy isn’t remotely tired.
His heart knocks on the inside of his chest. Can Michelle hear it? He feels
light-headed. The bed seems to be tilted, drawing him to the middle. He grips
one side and thinks about Tom Custer’s skull. If he does get some money out of
this venture, he’s going straight to Skull & Bones.


Out of the darkness
Michelle says, “Andy?”


“Yes.”


“I can’t sleep.”


“Neither can I.”


“I keep thinking about
that body out there in the living room. I think he sort of looks like Al.”


“I never met Al.
Anyway, it shouldn’t make a difference if things work out.”


“Still. Do you think we
could look at him?”


“Now?”


Michelle thinks for a
few seconds. “I’m kind of fascinated by him. I guess I feel grateful—the
sacrifices he’s making for me.”


Andy realizes that this
is not the sort of argument he can win. “OK, let’s take a look.”


The bright lights of
the living room don’t do the body any favors. The cadaver has faded in eight
hours. The eyes have sunk, giving a Neanderthal aspect to the brow. Still, the
cheeks retain some bloom, probably from the ice. The lips remain full and
reddish. For a man who’s been dead for two days, the guy is holding up well.


Standing in her nightgown,
Michelle tips her head to consider the stand-in for her late husband. “He’s got
less hair than Al, but it’s the same dark color,” she says. “The noses are kind
of similar, but his face is rounder than Al’s.” She concludes, “He looks like
he was nicer.”     


“From what you’ve said,
that wouldn’t be hard.”


“I wish I could see him
smile.” Michelle sounds wistful.


Andy closes the lid.
“Enough,” he says.


They return to their
separate sides of the bed. Michelle seems cheered by the encounter. “He really
looked like a nice man, don’t you think?” she asks.


“Hard to tell, but
yes.”


“Peaceful. I bet he had
a family.”


“Maybe.”


After a pause, Michelle
says, “Thank you for showing me.”


“Of course.”


Michelle’s hand snakes
across the no-man’s-land of the middle of the bed and finds Andy’s hand at his
side. She squeezes. He pulls her toward him. Within seconds they are naked.
Within minutes, they have spent themselves in rapturous release. 


They lie entwined,
breathing softly. Andy nuzzles the side of her head and detects the lingering
fragrance of the tropical sea air. 


Out of the blue,
Michelle asks, “Do you think I have a character flaw?”


Andy pulls himself back
from the edge of sleep. “A character flaw?”


“Yes.” 


Her tone is so
efficient and precise—it’s as if she thinks a character flaw can be physically
identified, like blond hair or blue eyes. On the other hand, Andy thinks, all
this time he’d been wondering the same thing about her. He searches for a
suitable response. “If you have enough character to ask, then you don’t.”


“That’s too easy,”
Michelle says. Her voice remains clear in the bedroom darkness. “I bet lots of
people ask, but then persuade themselves they don’t.” 


Andy is impressed that
she won’t settle for a facile answer. He tries again. “Even if there’s a flaw,
it doesn’t have to be permanent.”


“You think?”


“I’m sure. We’re always
changing, evolving. That’s why I like skeletons—they stay the same.”


That seems to do the
trick, at least, for the time being. Michelle says, “Hmmm.” Andy feels her body
relax and soon he hears the heavy breathing of her sleep. He wonders for a
moment how much of what he just said is true. But then he is asleep, too.
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A sharp clicking sound
awakens Andy. As he swims out of the fog of an exhausted sleep, he thinks:
That’s odd—Michelle’s alarm clock rouses with a click. He’s used to bells or
buzzers. Then a cold piece of metal pushes into his cheek and clears the fog.
Even in the dark, he knows Frank is standing over him with a gun.


Michelle turns on the
light. She and Andy are naked under the sheet.


“I’m going to kill you
both,” Frank says without rancor, just stating a fact.


“It was an accident,
Frank,” says Michelle. “We were too tired to know what we were doing.”


“Now, you’re dead.”
Frank presses Andy’s head into the pillow with the gun.


“Please!” Michelle
pleads. She starts to cry.


Andy assumes Frank will
kill them, but he won’t do it until they’ve switched the bodies and collected
the money. That means there’s still time to figure something out. But it’s hard
to talk with the muzzle of a gun collapsing your cheek. Andy mumbles, “Did you
see the body?”


Frank says nothing,
still pressing the gun on Andy. 


“It’s a perfect body,”
Andy adds. 


Finally, Frank pulls
back. Andy rubs his cheek where the muzzle has left a red half-moon. “Same age,
same height. Even looks a little like Al,” Andy says. “Want to see it?”


“No.”


Michelle, pulling
herself together, scolds Andy, “I told you, Frank hates dead bodies.”


Frank orders them to
get dressed and stands in the room, gun in hand, watching, as they climb out of
the bed and pull on their clothes. “Why didn’t you meet us when we landed?”
Michelle asks. “I was worried.”


“I had to check
something out.”


“What?”


“This.”


Michelle and Andy
finish dressing in silence. Then the three of them stand awkwardly in the
bedroom, Frank scowling, Michelle and Andy staring at the gun. Michelle asks,
“Do you want some breakfast? It’s only 3:15 and the cleaning crew doesn’t leave
until four, so we have some time.”


“Eggs.”


Michelle heads for the
kitchen and Frank grabs her arm as she walks past. The fury in his face leaves
little doubt that he intends to carry out his murderous threat. Though wincing
under his grip, Michelle speaks lightly. “Why don’t you and Andy go sit in the
living room and I’ll bring the eggs in there?”   


“We’ll stay here,”
Frank says, pushing her toward the kitchen.


Andy sits on the bed,
still rubbing his cheek. They can hear dishes clattering in the kitchen, the
refrigerator door opening and closing. Michelle returns and sets a tray with
coffee and a plate of eggs and toast on the bureau next to Frank. She sits on
the bed beside Andy. 


Frank eats standing up,
a fork in one hand, the gun in the other. Michelle tells him, “We’ll have to
take the coffin in your car.”


“No. Yours.”


“But I’ve got a Volkswagen
Bug.”


Frank ignores her. 


“More coffee?” asks
Michelle.


“Let’s go.” Frank waves
the gun, directing Michelle and Andy to the living room. He watches as they
strain to lift the coffin. Michelle takes the head, holding it behind her so
she can walk forward. Andy takes the foot. Michelle warns Frank, “Don’t say
anything. We can’t wake my neighbor.”


Earlier, when they
brought the coffin up in the elevator, they had to stand it upright, causing
the ice bags to slide. Now the box is weighted like a punching doll, heavy at
the bottom, light on top. Andy strains under the weight. He imagines the
disaster if he dropped it.


They get the coffin
into the hall without knocking against a wall. Frank follows, the gun still in
his hand. Mrs. Truby’s door stays shut as the procession passes. At the
elevator, Michelle presses the button with her elbow. They’re on the fourth
floor, and the car just passed, going up. The building has 12 floors. The lit
numbers above the door show that the car is stopping with a pause at every
floor. “The newsboy delivering papers,” Michelle whispers. 


Andy’s hands are
burning. When the elevator returns, the door opens to a small, skinny newsboy
beneath an oversize Atlanta Braves cap. Michelle and Andy tilt the coffin and
set it down upright with a heavy thud. The elevator car shakes. The new
occupants crowd the newsboy into a corner. Staring at Frank’s uniform and gun,
the boy looks terrified. “Police business,” Frank tells him. “Say nothing.”


The boy nods
frantically.


In the lobby, Michelle
and Andy load up again and carry the coffin out the rear entrance to the
parking lot in back, where Michelle has left her 1975 Beetle. Again, they set
the coffin down upright. Water sloshes in the ice bags. “Really, Frank, this is
ridiculous,” Michelle says. “The trunk is in the front.”


Frank looks through her
with dull, frozen eyes. She shrugs, and she and Andy slide the coffin, heavy
end first, into the small trunk. The coffin thrusts out by three or four feet
and the top of the trunk won’t close. The front of the car suggests some
ancient bird, beak open wide and thick tongue licking the air.


Andy squeezes into the
back seat. Frank rides shotgun and Michelle drives. The coffin in front
partially obscures her view, so she travels slowly through the deserted streets
of Ellenburg, frequently poking her head out the window to get a better fix on
the route. As she drives, she gives a soft running commentary. “Clear.
Straight, straight, left, clear, straight.” 


“Shut up,” Frank tells
her.


Michelle steers the car
into the graveled alley that leads to the back of the morgue. They park in the
space where hearses come to deposit their loads. Andy says, “I better make sure
the cleaning crew has left.”


Frank looks him over
with the gun pointed at his chest, then nods.


Andy uses his employee
key to unlock the rear entrance. As he checks through the building, it occurs
to him that he could make a run for it now, escaping through the front door and
into town. Go west, go someplace far away from Ellenburg. He’d lose his job,
but he’d be alive. Let Michelle face Frank alone; she got herself into this
mess. He walks to the front door of the morgue, as if to test himself, but he
knows he won’t walk through it. He can’t be sure if that’s because he doubts he
can ever escape Frank or because he’s developed some warped loyalty to Michelle
over the last two days, some buried sense of chivalry, Tom Custer turning to
shake his brother’s hand just before the arrow flies. In any case, he returns
to the hearse parking lot. “All clear,” he says. 


While Frank presides
with the gun, Andy and Michelle lug the coffin into the refrigerated room where
cadavers are stored and autopsies performed. Michelle makes a face. “It smells
worse in here than the morgue in Calandria,” she says.


“More than a century of
dead bodies have come through,” Andy reminds her.


“Get it over with,”
Frank orders, though he holsters his gun, as if the dead are sufficient to
enforce his will.     


Andy and Michelle set
the coffin down on a gurney. Michelle shivers in the chill air. “Where’s Al?”
she asks.


Andy goes to the bank
of cabinets that runs along one wall. Note cards taped to the fronts show
handwritten names and the dates of death. But finding Al isn’t simple. The
newer bodies tend to reside at one end of the bank, but no Ellenburg medical
examiner ever devised a system for putting them in a regular order—when one
body is removed, another simply takes its place. The lackadaisical attendants
don’t even remove the old cards until a new body checks in. Andy searches from
card to card. Frank grows visibly uncomfortable. “Hurry up,” he growls.


Andy eventually finds
the card that reads “Weeks, Alvin” and pulls out the cabinet drawer. Michelle
steps over to look.


The body lies on its
back, naked on the slab. The cheeks and eyes have started to puff, giving the
poor man a slightly bug-eyed visage, and the flesh has faded to an eggshell
shade with a tint of green. Michelle’s eyes slide down the torso. The large
stomach has bloated slightly, and so has Al’s penis, adding a surprising
suggestion of life to the grim figure. Someone has thoughtfully retrieved the
bicycle cap Al wore in his final race and placed it between his legs. Michelle
gazes at her late husband’s face. “He looks happier now,” she observes.


Frank is about to
explode. “I suppose you want to fuck him now, too,” he barks, putting
his hand on the handle of the holstered gun.


“Please, Frank,” she
pleads.


“Move!”


Andy opens the lid on
the Calandrian coffin. The body remains swaddled in a canvas sheet. Andy and
Michelle remove the bags of ice, then lift the body out of the coffin and place
it on the autopsy table. Since bodies at the Ellenburg morgue are naked, they
need to remove the sheet. “Let’s just roll it,” Andy suggests.


He and Michelle stand
on one side holding an edge of the cloth, then gently pull. The sheet comes
away as the body rolls onto its stomach. “Fuck!” cries Andy. The howl
reverberates off the tile walls. A fresh, red-rimmed bullet hole, the size of a
nickel, unmistakably defiles the dead man’s back about a foot below the right
shoulder. “I thought he died of a heart attack!”


The force of Andy’s
reaction momentarily quells Frank’s phobia of dead bodies, and he steps over to
examine the trouble. “You fucking idiots!” he cries when he sees the fatal
wound. In his spastic rage, he instinctively draws his gun, but while waving it
he accidently pulls the trigger. The bullet smashes wildly into a panel of
ancient white tile across the room, setting off a blizzard of tile shards, then
ricochets, crushing another tile and pinging off the stainless steel sink.
Frank drops to avoid getting hit.


In the dust and
commotion Andy and Michelle duck and run out of the room. They slip into an
oversize cleaning closet crammed with foul-smelling mops and buckets. “Now he will
kill us,” Michelle whispers.


Andy cracks the door
and watches Frank enter Dr. Dempsey’s office, gun drawn. The path out of the
building is blocked. It’s only a matter of time before Frank’s search leads to
the closet. Andy ticks through a mental blueprint of the building. “Follow me,”
he tells Michelle. 


While Frank
methodically opens doors in Dr. Dempsey’s office, Andy and Michelle slip back
into the autopsy room. Al still lies faceup on his slab. Andy frantically opens
and shuts drawers, looking for one that’s empty. Each contains a body—it’s as
if there was an epidemic in Ellenburg in the last day and a half. Finally, he
finds a vacancy. “Climb in,” he orders Michelle. 


“You’re kidding.” 


“Hurry. Maybe Frank
will be too scared of dead bodies to look in the cabinets.” 


Michelle frowns, but
gamely climbs onto the sliding drawer and lies down on her back, her arms
folded across her chest. Andy shuts her in just as Frank opens the door. No
time to hide now. Drawing on wiles sharpened years ago in the bunk he shared
with his older brother, Andy grabs Al’s body and pulls it to the floor. He jams
the bicycle cap on Al’s head. Now they are partners.


Frank stalks into the
room. His face has turned a throbbing crimson, and, despite the chill, sweat
dribbles from his scalp. He sees the empty slab that moments ago held Al’s
body. The fierce overhead lights, installed recently to aid in autopsies,
saturate the room with dizzying illumination, washing out color, reflecting off
metal surfaces. Suddenly, the dead man Al Weeks leaps to his feet, waving his
arms, uttering a hideous shriek from under his bicycle cap. Frank gasps, fires
once wildly, staggers. His heart. He presses the gun flat against his chest and
collapses. 


Holding Al’s body
around the waist, Andy peeks from behind the dead man’s shoulder. Frank is
splayed on his back like a child making a snow angel. He appears to be dead,
but he still grips the gun. Andy waits a minute. Nothing. He lowers Al’s body
onto the floor and approaches Frank. Kneeling, Andy peels Frank’s fingers from the
gun’s trigger and handle. He slides the weapon away, then tests for a pulse on
Frank’s wrist. Nothing.


Andy rises and opens
the cabinet where Michelle has been imitating the dead. Her head emerges last.
She cries out when she sees Andy and throws her arms around his neck, soaking
his shirt with tears. “I heard the scream and the shot,” she sobs. 


Andy explains that
Frank apparently had a heart attack on seeing Al come to life. The two bodies,
Frank’s and Al’s, lie on the floor, the bottoms of their feet almost touching. 


Michelle stands over
Frank. “He looks better dead, too,” she says. 


Andy has already formed
a plan: They will substitute Frank’s body for Al’s. Then they’ll dress Al in
Frank’s uniform, grab Frank’s fishing gear, and use Frank’s police car to drive
the body and the gear and the Calandrian body out to Kishwaukee Swamp. They
will sink the body with the bullet hole in the swamp and push Frank’s car, with
Al’s body and Frank’s gear, off a soft shoreline. Cars are always sinking into
the muck out there, and with luck, no one will find it for years, and by then
the body will be hardly more than the skeleton of a cop who played hooky to go
fishing. “Anyway,” Andy continues, “I’m next of kin, so I can make the
identification, if it’s needed.”


“You thought of that
already?” marvels Michelle. “Fantastic.”


“The Finger of God
provided,” Andy repeats.


“Actually,” says Michelle
impishly, “God got a little help. I put a dose of zelavium in Frank’s eggs this
morning.”


Andy stares at her,
stunned. Abruptly, he leaps onto Frank and starts pounding on the dead man’s
chest, trying to get his heart pumping again. He works frantically for a
moment, then orders Michelle to take over. “What is it?” she cries.


Andy ignores her and
runs into Dr. Dempsey’s office. He rummages through a glass cabinet of drug
vials. “Keep pounding,” he yells.


He finds what he’s
looking for and fills a long syringe, then runs back, pushes Michelle aside,
and stabs Frank in the chest with the needle, injecting the contents. Kneeling
over the body, Andy rhythmically presses on the chest. A small line of foam
spittle creeps out the corner of Frank’s mouth, but the body remains
unresponsive.


“What did you give
him?” Michelle asks.


“Liquid cocaine.”


“Will that bring him
back?”


“We don’t want to bring
him back,” Andy says, still pushing. “The cocaine should help mask the zelavium,
but his heart has to pump to spread it through his body.”


“But won’t that revive
him?”


“Let’s hope not.”


Andy works for 10 minutes,
then steps aside and Michelle takes over for another five. Andy checks his
watch—4:40 a.m. “That ought to be good enough,” he says. 


They’ve got a lot to do
before the early crew arrives, starting with putting Frank’s uniform on Al. Undressing
a dead man is simple, but dressing a dead man proves far trickier. Al flops
unhelpfully as Andy and Michelle wrestle to pull on the underwear. The pants
are even harder. Andy has to lie under the body and lift while Michelle
straddles it on top, pulling up the pants jerk by jerk. She kneels to get more
leverage.


While they work at it,
Frank opens his eyes. A harsh overhead light blinds him for a moment. He
wonders if he’s in heaven, but then realizes that he’s alive. He blinks, but
his mind is remarkably clear. He feels weak, and a pain pounds in his chest, but
his heart is pumping again. He remembers exactly what happened. He knows he’s
been played for a fool—Andy or Michelle was simply holding up Al’s body to
frighten him. How could he be so stupid? From the corner of his eye he can see
his gun on the floor, almost within reach. Just beyond his feet, Michelle is
groaning. Did he shoot her before he fell? But it’s not that kind of groan. He
knows this sound, and it’s not from pain. She and Andy, again? Frank’s rage
surges. If he can just get his hand on the gun … Fighting pain, he pushes up
on his elbows. He stares. Michelle has her legs around Al. Her back is arched.
She’s moving rhythmically up and down. She’s fucking the dead man. Frank
grunts. A billowing pain inflates his chest. His revived heart gives up. His
head kicks back and drops to the floor with a thud.






“Jogging!” mutters Dr. Morris
Dempsey with obvious disgust. “What happened to taking a nice, long walk?” The
medical examiner flips through the clipboard of documents for the man named
Alvin Weeks whose body—ostensibly—lies faceup on the autopsy table. “Do you
jog?” the medical examiner asks his assistant, Andy Bismarck.


“No, sir,” says Andy. 


Seeing his brother’s
body, naked, laid out on the cold stainless steel, triggers a little spasm in
Andy, not so much of guilt as of wistfulness, a sense of loss. Frank was his
only sibling, and they never enjoyed those moments of shared intimacy and
adventure that are supposed to be the prize of born brothers. Andy realizes
that through everything he’d continued to nurse the hope, seeded in his
earliest childhood, that they’d get there someday.


“Good,” Dr. Dempsey continues.
“Nature gave us legs so we could run away from beasts that wanted to eat us and
run after beasts we wanted to eat. Otherwise, we walk. We aren’t designed to
run for fun.”


“Yes, sir.” Even
through the cool, disinfectant-scented air, Andy can smell the Scotch on the
examiner’s breath. 


Dr. Dempsey puts the
clipboard down on a counter. “Let’s have a look at the unfortunate fellow.” The
examiner puts on his facemask and rubber gloves and circles the table.
Ellenburg provides its dead with the dignity of having their faces covered by a
folded sheet during autopsies, and Dr. Dempsey turns it back for a moment. With
a finger, he opens the lips on the corpse, moving the tongue from side to side
to get a good view inside the mouth. He moves down the body and presses on the
stomach, then lifts the penis to examine the testicles. “He’s in remarkable
shape for someone who died three days ago,” the examiner says. 


“He came in right after
dying,” Andy explains. “And we’ve lowered the temperature because we’ve had so
many bodies in the last few days.”


“I thought it felt
colder,” Dr. Dempsey remarks. “Let’s get down to it.” Using a large scalpel, he
makes a Y incision from the shoulders down the sternum to the pubic bone.
Slicing carefully, he peels back the flesh on both sides, exposing the ribs,
the stomach, the intestines. Then he cuts the chest plate and folds that back.
For several seconds, the examiner leans in to inspect the chest cavity, poking
gently with a metal probe. Abruptly, he straightens and looks directly at Andy,
his watery eyes shining above his facemask. “There’s the murderer!” the doctor
says.


Andy staggers. He’s
suffered an exhausting and anxious morning, even on top of scaring Frank to
death. While Michelle fetched Frank’s fishing gear and police car, Andy cleaned
the considerable mess in the morgue. He and Michelle loaded the two extra
bodies into the police car, and he drove out to the swamp, with Michelle
following in her Bug. They weighted the Calandrian corpse with bricks and
floated the body on an inflatable raft into open water, then flipped the raft,
sending the remains of the unfortunate businessman into the murky deep. Then
they drove Al’s body dressed in Frank’s uniform to a quiet corner of the swamp
and gave the car a push down a slope into the muck. The vehicle sank slowly out
of sight, leaving only a field of bubbles on the surface. 


Andy should have called
in sick again, but Dr. Dempsey was likely to get around to the autopsy on Alvin
Weeks, and Andy knew he should be there to nudge along the proceeding, however
necessary. But now something has given Andy away. The ancient examiner has seen
through the scheme. Using his honed instinct and antique cunning, the old doc
has found Andy out. Murderer!


“Sickly aorta,” the
doctor says. He slices and snips in the chest cavity and lifts out the heart,
dangling arteries. He sets it in a pan. “Big tear. Have a look.”


Andy takes a deep
breath, trying to calm his own pounding heart.


“Well, come on,” says
the doctor. “You should see this.”


Andy steps to his side.


“Right there.” The old
man points with the probe and touches a ragged inch-long tear just above the
heart. “That’s what killed him. And here and here.” He points to several
discolored bulges in the artery. “Aneurysms. One burst. If we’d known, we could
have treated him.” The doctor shakes his head. “He didn’t have to die this
young. He’d be alive today if he didn’t jog, the poor fool.”


Andy feels
light-headed. He stands back, and continues to breathe deep behind his
facemask. “Right, no jogging,” he says.


Dr. Dempsey picks up
the clipboard again. “Another one of these insurance cases,” he grumbles.
“Companies do anything to get out of their obligations to pay.” The examiner
takes some specimens for the toxicology report and then tells Andy to close the
body up. “Stanchion Insurance has used enough of our time,” Dr. Dempsey says.


As the old man starts
to leave, he stops suddenly at the end of the table and lifts the folded sheet
to stare closely at Frank’s face. He grabs the chin and tilts the head one way,
then another. Andy worries that rigor mortis has set in, giving away the recent
time of death. Dr. Dempsey glances back at Andy. “It’s odd, but this fellow
looks amazingly like you,” the examiner says, smiling. “Gave me quite a start.”


“That’s funny,” says
Andy.


Dr. Dempsey continues
toward the door. “When you’re finished here, come into my office,” he invites.
“I’ve got something I want to show you—the worst aortic aneurysm I’ve ever
seen. Blasted a hole in the vessel wall like a bomb. So remarkable, I’ve kept
it around all these years. A reminder of what nature can do.”


Andy promises that he
will be in shortly.
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The burial service for
the ashes of Alvin Weeks takes place just outside Ellenburg at the Lilac Hill
Memorial Park, which bills itself as the fourth-largest non-denominational
cemetery south of the Mason-Dixon line. In addition to Michelle Weeks, the
widow, only a handful of mourners attend: Reverend Mitchell Madison, pastor of
the Arlington Avenue Methodist Church, which Michelle had attended once, for a
Christmas Eve service, when she was single and lonely; Eddie Johnson, who
didn’t know Al well, but worked with him at Butch Bugler Auto Parts and was
dispatched to the service by his boss, Butch Bugler, who felt someone from the
store should make an appearance but didn’t want to go himself; Walter
“Wildfire” Randle, Al’s broker, who nursed hopes that he might find someone at
the service to step in for Al as an enthusiastic purchaser of penny stocks; and
the widow’s neighbors from her condominium apartment building, Mr. and Mrs.
Fergus W. Truby. 


The presence of the
Trubys followed a bit of trauma. Having witnessed the coffin being delivered to
the apartment next door, Mrs. Truby spent two uncomfortable days and three
almost sleepless nights waiting to hear news of the visitation. By the third
night, she was frantic, certain that her lovely young neighbor had become
paralyzed with grief and was sitting alone in her apartment, mourning over the
deteriorating body of her late husband. By the dawn of the third day, Mrs.
Truby knew she had to help. Trembling, she knocked on her neighbor’s door and
was startled to be greeted by the widow, looking fresh and cheerful. Ahhhh—it
turned out the body had been removed quietly just hours after it arrived. “I
couldn’t bear being with him,” Michelle explained. “It was too sad. So I
decided to have a cremation.” She invited her neighbor to the burial service.


Two glorious live oaks
dripping Spanish moss stand as sentries to the entrance of Lilac Hill Memorial
Park. The trees are remnants of the small, charming cemetery that nestled for
more than a century beside the Lilac Hill Baptist Church. But as Ellenburg
expanded in the last decades, the church came down and the Los Angeles–based
cemetery company Harvey Remembrances, Inc., bought the property and the soybean
fields beyond to create the memorial park. Now, the two live oaks and six rows
of eroded and tilting headstones from that original cemetery greet visitors and
lend the park an opening aura of timeless harmony. Then the acreage spreads
into a vast, tended lawn punctuated with fresh granite markers and crossed with
trim gravel footpaths.


Mrs. Truby stands with
the tiny band of mourners around the small rectangle dug in the reddish earth
for the remains of Alvin Weeks. Discreetly watching the widow, who is holding a
decorative silver jar containing the ashes, Mrs. Truby wonders at the woman’s
composure. If Fergie were to die, Mrs. Truby thinks, she’d hardly be able to
stand—she’d just want to crawl in the hole and lie down beside him. Of course,
she and her husband have been married 52 years, and this young widow’s marriage
couldn’t have stretched more than a handful. Besides, things are different down
here in the South—or the New South. Everything polite, but glancing, ephemeral,
changing. Officials just opened the latest chunk of the beltway around
Ellenburg, and already the traffic is clogged. Several times in the car, she
and Fergie have passed an old farmhouse, lovely once, with two stories and a
broad porch, now abandoned, the fields around it chopped to a strip mall on one
side and a forest of electrical towers on the other. Who used to live there?
Where did they go? Maybe, Mrs. Truby thinks, she’s feeling a touch of the
malaise that President Carter talked about in that speech that exercised so
many people.


Mrs. Truby raises her
gaze above the memorial park lawn, which reminds her of a golf course, back
toward the cemetery entrance, over the aged headstones, which remind her of bad
teeth, to the live oaks. Their shrouds of gray Spanish moss suggest death
itself, and despite the warm mid-morning sun, Mrs. Truby shivers. Is this where
she will bring Fergie at the end?  


Reverend Madison, a
short man whose soft cheeks and protruding stomach give him an overfed,
pleasure-seeking aspect, says a few words about a man he didn’t know. “Alvin
was taken from us suddenly, tragically, at far too young an age,” the pastor
intones in a full, practiced voice. “We wonder at the cruelty of fate, the
harsh, punishing reality of life on earth. But at times like this, we must
remember that death is not an enemy but a friend, an angel, carrying Alvin to a
far, far better place.”


When Reverend Madison finishes,
Michelle hands the decorative jar to a workman in overalls, and he kneels to
lower the container into the hole, laying it lovingly in the red earth, as if
placing a baby in a crib. When he rises, the mourners take turns throwing a
shovelful of dirt into the grave. Reverend Madison leads them in a recitation
of the Lord’s Prayer, and the service breaks up.


Michelle shakes hands
with her late husband’s co-worker Eddie Johnson and politely rebuffs a
suggestion from Wildfire Randle that she stop by his office to discuss
investment opportunities. She is walking alone along a gravel path when Mrs.
Truby approaches. “How are you holding up, my dear?” the older woman asks.


“Oh, I’m recovering
slowly,” Michelle says, as the two of them continue toward the entrance.


“Mr. Truby and I
thought it was a nice service,” says Mrs. Truby, which is all she can bring
herself to say, because in fact she was appalled by the meagerness of the
occasion.


“Thank you so much and
thank you for coming.”


“Do you need a ride home?”
the older woman asks.


“No, thank you, I drove
myself.” Michelle gestures vaguely toward the parking lot.


“You came alone?”


Michelle nods.


“Oh, I see.” Mrs. Truby
hesitates, then adds, “I’m sorry your family couldn’t come.”


Michelle smiles at her
neighbor, but says nothing.


“Well, let me know if I
can help in any way.” Mrs. Truby drops back to fall in beside Fergie, who has
arthritic hips and walks uncertainly on the loose gravel.


In their car, on the
way home, Mrs. Truby suddenly pulls a scented lace handkerchief from her
pocketbook and bursts into tears. 


“What is it?” asks Mr.
Truby.


“Oh, Fergie,” she says,
pressing the cloth against her eyes and sobbing. “Let’s go back to Hamtramck.” 






In the days following
the autopsy, Andy and Michelle stay apart. The toxicology report has yet to
come back, so the success of their scheming remains unclear. Michelle calls
twice, telling Andy she’s anxious and needs his bolstering, but he keeps the
conversations short. What if they are suspected and the authorities have
wiretapped the phones? In fact, Andy has decided that he must stay away from
Michelle permanently. They reached a brief, surprising intimacy while carrying
out the switch of bodies. For a moment, he even let himself imagine that there
might be something real between them. But he knows that was a figment of the
overwrought circumstances—a fantasy born of anxiety and exhaustion. He must
move on, and the choice must be his: She has her own way of extricating herself
from relationships.


When Michelle calls a
third time, though, and says she must see him, he wonders about her
stability. She’s been calling in sick to work and, except for the burial, she’s
hardly left her apartment for a week. He worries that she might do something
stupid and impulsive to give them away. So he agrees to come over for a quick
visit late one afternoon. If anyone asks, he’s just the man who met Michelle on
a flight to Calandria, now helping her through this difficult period. And as
for his own safety, he vows to stay vigilant.


Michelle opens her door
cautiously and quickly ushers Andy inside. She looks wan and sapped, but she
offers up her sunny smile and leads Andy into the living room. He sits on the
sofa. “Can I get you something to drink?” she asks.


Andy shudders imperceptibly.
“No, thanks.” Consume nothing.


She joins him on the
sofa. “The wait is unbearable,” she says.


“I guess the toxicology
lab has been backed up,” Andy says. 


“What if someone
suspects and they just haven’t told us? What should I do if a cop questions me?”


“Tell him you know
nothing.”


“You shot Frank full of
cocaine. Won’t that cover up the other stuff?”


“I’m not sure. It was a
desperation move.” 


As they discuss the
possible scenarios, Michelle’s doorbell buzzes. She and Andy share a nervous
glance, but Michelle gets up, opens the door and gawks at the man standing in
the hall: Paul Swain, the insurance agent. He’s wearing the dismal black suit
and carrying the worn briefcase, but he looks different—more robust, firmer of
purpose, as if he’s somehow muscled up in the last few days. He greets her
coolly and asks if he can come in.


“Ah, this isn’t really
a good time,” Michelle says, holding the door to block the view inside. 


“I realize that there
are probably no good times for something like this,” Swain says. “But I’ve
received the autopsy report on your late husband, and I’d like to discuss it.” 


“The autopsy report?”
Michelle’s voice rises. “Why didn’t I get a copy?”


Swain smiles
condescendingly. “It’s probably in the mail.”


“Can we discuss this in
your office?”


“The Stanchion
Insurance Company finds it’s more helpful to discuss such matters with clients
on their own turf, so to speak.” 


Michelle reluctantly
leads Swain into the living room, where she watches his jaw tighten. “This is
my friend Andy,” she says.


“We’ve met,” Swain
reminds her. “At the airport.” 


“Of course! I was so
out of sorts then—I’d forgotten.”


“If I recall correctly,
you had just met him yourself.”


“We became friends on
the flight,” Andy explains.


“Such a comfort,” adds
Michelle.


“I’m here because of
the autopsy report,” the agent says.


“Please, sit.” Michelle
indicates a soft chair kitty-corner to the sofa. “Can I get you something to
drink?” Before waiting for an answer, she says, “Why don’t I make some tea.”
And she disappears into the kitchen.


God help us, thinks
Andy. 


Swain smiles
insincerely. He asks, “How was your trip to Calandria?”


“Nice.” Andy nods.
“Short.”


An awkward silence.
They can hear Michelle fussing in the kitchen. Andy remembers listening to her
prepare Frank’s zelavium breakfast.


She returns carrying a
tray with a teapot and three empty cups. She sets the tray down on the coffee
table. “It still needs to steep for a few minutes,” she explains. 


Swain removes several
documents from his briefcase, which he holds on his lap as a makeshift table.
“This is quite personal,” he tells Michelle and nods toward Andy.


“I don’t mind,” she
says. “Andy has been my support.”


Swain clears his throat
and speaks. “As we expected, the autopsy shows a fatal event of the heart. A
rupture in the aorta, the result of a lingering weakness. Jogging must have
aggravated the vessel wall and the heavy pressure caused the break.”


Michelle nods
mournfully. “He was so young.”


Swain considers her
carefully. “Mrs. Weeks, did you know your husband abused cocaine?”


“My God, no!” 


“Never saw him ingest
it?”


“Never.”


“Did he abuse other
drugs?”


“No!” She looks at
Andy, advertising her feigned shock. “Why? What is it?”


Swain gives away
nothing. He writes something on one of the documents laid out on his briefcase.
“I’m afraid I have to ask these questions,” he says, looking up. 


“Of course.” 


The agent waits while
Michelle pours out three cups of tea. “I believe you told the doctors that you
mixed your husband an energy drink that morning. A powdered energy drink.”


“Yes. Strawberry
flavored.”


“And he drank it all?”


“Yes.”


“Mrs. Weeks, was your
husband ever alone that morning?”


“Actually, I think I
went out once to get some milk for coffee,” Michelle says. “Yes, I was gone for
15 minutes or so.”


Swain writes again on a
sheet.


“Can’t you tell me what
this is about?” Michelle asks.


Swain delivers the
terrible news evenly. “The toxicology report indicates a substantial quantity
of cocaine in your husband’s system at the time of his death.”


“No!”


“I’m afraid so.”


“I don’t believe it.”


Swain hands her the
autopsy report. “See for yourself.”


Michelle looks the
material over, two pages of obscure medical terms and confusing metrics. She
hands the report to Andy, who has seen documents like this before. The cause of
death is listed as “traumatic rupture of aneurysm on ascending aorta brought on by
excessive physical exertion.” Andy assumes that word “excessive” is Dr. Dempsey’s personal
touch. The toxicology section indicates that a blood test found a concentration of cocaine
“correspondent to a high recreational dosage.” The report also lists the
presence of alcohol in the blood—Frank must have been drinking that night as he
brooded over his suspicions about Michelle. The report mentions a third
substance found by the lab—“inostitol.” Andy has never heard of it, but there’s
no suggestion that it’s toxic. And no mention of zelavium or anything like it.
He hands the report back to Swain. “A tragedy,” Andy says. He wonders: Does
this mean we’re home free? 


Swain clears his throat again and picks
up his cup of tea.


“Watch out!” Andy
shouts and reaches for the agent’s arm.


Tea sloshes out of the
cup, spilling on the floor. The agent glares and sets the cup back down.


“Probably still too
hot,” Andy says.


Michelle retrieves
paper towels from the kitchen and mops the floor. 


When she sits again,
Swain continues, “The founder of the Stanchion Insurance Company, Dr.
Fitzpatrick Headley, is appalled at the epidemic of drug use in the United
States and particularly in the South. He thinks it’s another manifestation of
the slackening of morals that Northern cities have inflicted on the country.
For that reason, Stanchion policies specifically exclude payment of death
benefits if the deceased dies from an overdose of drugs.”


“I didn’t realize,”
says Michelle.


“Most people never read
the policy, even though the insured may end up paying thousands of dollars in
premiums over a lifetime,” Swain points out. 


“I’ll remember that,”
says Michelle.


“Dr. Headley was
concerned enough about this case that he read over the autopsy report himself,”
the insurance agent continues. “He was very disturbed to see that one of his
company’s clients had abused cocaine.” Swain leans forward, confiding, bitter.
“I must tell you—as the agent who sold the policy, that put me under some
strong criticism.” 


“I’m so sorry.”


Swain sits back. His
cold eyes consider Michelle. With
his black suit, his pale, narrow features, and his newly resolute demeanor, the
insurance agent recalls the Hell-threatening Pentecostal preachers Michelle
encountered at revival meetings when she was a child. Her overwhelmed mother,
seeking solace in a draconian code of right and wrong, would take her children
along. “Mrs. Weeks,” the agent asks, “did you love your husband?” 


“Why, yes,” she says.


“You loved him?”


Michelle glances at
Andy. Her labored poise is cracking. Her lip trembles. The remaining color
drains from her face. “Yes,” she repeats softly. She looks as brittle as an
eggshell.


“What’s this about?”
Andy demands, trying to intercede. 


Swain brushes him off
with a furious glance. “Mrs. Weeks,” the agent asks, “did you want your husband
dead?”


“For God’s sake!” Andy
jumps up, a fist clenched. 


Michelle grabs Andy’s
hand and pulls him back down on the sofa. She gathers herself. “Why do you
ask?” she says.


The agent speaks
slowly. “Mrs. Weeks, I have been in the insurance business for 25 years,
selling and investigating. I see patterns. The large new policy here. Your late
husband’s relative youth. His lack of a history of heart trouble.” Swain
pauses. “Forgive me, Mrs. Weeks, but I must say it: Your curious behavior after
the death. Your sudden trip to Calandria. Your new friend”—a quick nod toward
Andy. “In my experience, it adds up to a bundle of curiosities pointing to
something.”


Hearing the bill of
particulars seems to harden Michelle’s resolve. “Pointing to what, Mr. Swain?”


The agent takes his
time. “Another thing,” he says. “That third element that turned up in the
toxicology report, a substance called inostitol. It comes in a powdered form
and it’s one of the cheapest materials used to cut cocaine. It comes from
beans.” Swain proffers a brief, thin smile. He appears to take pleasure in his
facility with the language and habits of the drug trade. “Think for a moment:
Your late husband, who has no history of drug abuse, consumes a large dose of
street-level cocaine just hours before he runs his first race. Does that make
sense? Or did someone secretly mix the cocaine into his energy drink that
morning?”


Michelle sits, looking
terrified. Swain waits. The silence falls like an enormous hammer. We are
trapped, Andy thinks. Lost. Either Michelle is going to confess on the spot or
Swain is going straight to the police. The agent’s black suit seems to inflate
with his triumph. He reaches again for his cup of tea. This time, Andy can’t
find the strength to stop him, and Swain takes several large sips.


The agent sets the cup
down carefully. “You asked what I thought the curiosities pointed toward, and
there it is,” he says finally. 


Michelle remains mute.


Swain drinks more tea
and sits back. The suit deflates slightly. “But that is me. And, of course,
there is this.” With a bony finger, he taps the autopsy report. “Dr.
Fitzpatrick Headley also believes that fairness is the cornerstone of this
country and the foundation of any business. He is an extraordinarily fair man.”
The agent lets this encomium sink in. “Because the medical examiner determined
the cause of death as a heart attack, not an overdose, we will ignore my
misgivings. Dr. Headley has agreed to pay the benefit.” Swain takes a check out
of his briefcase and hands it to Michelle. “Here is the final $135,000.”


Michelle stares
dumbfounded at the digits on the check. “Thank you,” she tells Swain finally.


The insurance agent
snaps shut his briefcase. “Thank Dr. Headley,” he corrects.


Andy and Michelle walk
Swain to the door. “Enjoy your money,” he says as he departs, leaving no doubt
of his insincerity.


Michelle shuts the door
and checks through the peephole to make sure he’s gone. “I think I’m going to
swoon,” she says, though a huge smile creases her face.


Andy doesn’t share her
joy. “We’re never going to get out of this now,” he says. 


“Why?” She waves the
check. “I got the money.”


Andy is appalled. How
did he ever let himself get involved with this woman? “What’s going to happen
in two hours when Swain drops dead of a heart attack? All the fingers are going
to point to us.”


“He’s going to have a
heart attack, too?” Michelle looks puzzled.


“Didn’t you put
zelavium in the tea?”


Michelle frowns. Grabbing
Andy’s hand, she pulls him into the living room. She picks up her cup of tea
and drinks it. She pours another cup and drinks that. “I flushed the zelavium
down the toilet the morning I got back from the morgue,” she says. Finally, she
drinks Andy’s full cup. “Now, do you believe me?” she asks.






Karl Drysdale has just
left his genetics class and returned to his Calandrian residence, a
thin-walled, un-air-conditioned room at a converted motel, when his phone
rings. His sister, Michelle, is on the line. “I’m here with Andy,” she says.


“Oh.” Karl’s mood is
sour—mosquitoes have been infiltrating his room through holes in the window
screen, and he’s just spotted four the size of horseflies clinging to the
curtain, waiting to assault him tonight like succubae. 


“We have some good
news—very good news,” Michelle says. “But first we have a question.”


“Yeah?” 


“Where did you get the
zelavium, the stuff Frank paid you for?”


“Why?”


“Just tell me.”


“Like I told Frank. I
have friends, connections from Berlin.”


“How much did you pay?”


Karl doesn’t like where
this is going. “Why do you care?”


Michelle laughs.
“Because you bought beans.”


“What?”


“That zelavium you
bought was actually a bunch of beans—crushed, dried up and shaped into pills,
but beans.”


Karl says nothing while
he digests this information. His purveyor was a Soviet KGB agent—or maybe just
a Russian who claimed to be an agent; you could never be sure. Karl had paid
$100 and charged Frank $1,000. Frank is dead, as Karl knows by now, but he
assumes his sister wants the money back anyway. “How do you know the pills
weren’t zelavium?” he asks.


“The toxicology report.
It finally came in.”


“And they didn’t find
zelavium?”


“None. Or anything like
it. Just a by-product of beans, something they use to dilute cocaine.”


“You told me Andy
injected Frank with cocaine. Maybe it came from that.”


“He injected liquid
cocaine. It was pure.”


Karl grunts.


“It took a while for
Andy to figure it out, but that’s the only possibility. We tried to kill Al and
Frank with beans. Isn’t that wonderful?” Michelle’s delight sings through the
telephone.


“Wonderful?”


“We didn’t murder them!
They died of natural causes.” After a moment’s reflection, Michelle corrects
herself. “Well, probably bad hearts and too much fat.”


Karl still assumes his
sister only called to get the $1,000 back. “I did my part,” he says. “The guy
told me it was zelavium.”


“Never mind. The point
is you weren’t responsible for Al’s death—or for Frank’s death, for that
matter.”


Karl has the capacity,
useful under some circumstances, to delete himself from the chain of causality
when the occasion suits him. He never considered himself responsible for the
deaths of Al and Frank. “OK,” he says tediously. “I get it.”


Karl has some news of
his own. He’s been following the case of the missing body of the American
businessman as reported in the Calandria Chronicle. “The police here
don’t know why the man was shot or who shot him,” Karl says, “but they were
panicked about hurting tourism, so they were going to patch up the wound so the
wife wouldn’t notice when she took the body away.”


“But wouldn’t it come
out in an autopsy?” Michelle asks.


“The Calandrians just
wanted to get the body off the island. Then they could lie all they
wanted—claim it was an old gunshot wound or whatever. But a low-ranking officer
blew the whistle to the newspaper and now the widow is raising holy hell.”


“Should we be
concerned?”


“No. The government
just wants it to go away. They still blame the Mol-Fatta.” 


Karl says he has to
go—he has to study genetics. 


“How did you end up
doing on the test?” Michelle asks.


“I flunked.”


“Jeez, that’s tough.”


Karl swats at the
mosquitoes on the curtain with a rolled-up back issue of Time. Two
escape but two fall crushed to the floor. His mood brightens. “I’m getting an A
in anatomy,” the future doctor tells his sister.






Four days later, a
Saturday, Michelle calls Andy and asks him to stop over—the insurance check has
cleared her bank and she wants to pay him his fee. The call defuses almost all
of Andy’s lingering anxiety. Yes, the Finger of God has truly provided. Maybe,
Andy thinks, smiling to himself, maybe the Finger of God has even pushed
Michelle and him together. 


Since the confrontation
with Swain, Andy’s feelings for her have gone through another transformation.
Watching her almost crumble under the insurance agent’s cross-examination and
then seeing the relief she felt at not causing the deaths of Al and Frank has revived
Andy’s infatuation. She made some terrible decisions, but so did he, and in
their defense, they both acted under duress—he was blackmailed, and she was
knocked around by Al and threatened with death by Frank. Under other
circumstances, in another life, they would both act differently. 


On the way to
Michelle’s apartment, Andy stops by Skull & Bones to visit Tom Custer. He
persuades Mrs. Eagerty, the shopkeeper, to take a down payment on the purchase
and let him have the skull. His fee from Michelle will cover the full cost soon
enough, and Andy is eager for her to see the relic. Maybe it will become theirs
together, the first prized possession of their shared lives.


“I knew this was for
you!” Mrs. Eagerty says, as she carefully beds the skull in tissue paper in a
solid cardboard box. “I’ve hated leaving it out on a shelf, afraid someone else
would buy it.”


“I’ve been thinking a
lot about it,” Andy tells her.


Together, they take one
last look through the jagged hole in the cranium to the fine pink arrowhead
inside. “What really happened?” Andy wonders aloud.


“It’s your story to
tell now,” the kindly shopkeeper says.


Outside Michelle’s
apartment building, Andy sees her lime green Volkswagen parked in front. Nearby,
workmen are loading furniture into a large moving van. With the box containing
Tom Custer under one arm, Andy rings Michelle’s doorbell. When she opens, two
suitcases and several stacked cartons sit in neat piles behind her. “What’s
going on?” he asks.


“I’m leaving.”


“Leaving?”


“Yes. For California. I’m
going to start over.”


Andy stands
dumbfounded. He can only think to ask: “Is that your van out front?”


Michelle laughs. “No,
that’s for my neighbor, Mrs. Truby. She and her husband are leaving, too.”


Michelle ushers Andy
inside, and they sit on the sofa. Her news has derailed him. He can’t think.
His extremities have gone numb. He sees now how much he’d been counting on her
as part of his life going forward. 


“What’s in your box?”
she asks. 


He fumbles with the top
and almost drops the skull lifting it out. Michelle takes it from him carefully
and turns it over in her hands. “Incredible,” she whispers. “I love it.”


Her ardor crushes him.
Where will he ever find another woman like Michelle?


She spends several
minutes examining the relic before handing it back. “I’ve got something for
you,” she says.


She opens her
pocketbook and hands Andy a check. “Thanks,” he says robotically. Then he looks
at it: The check is made out for $75,000. “Whoa!”


“We’ll split the
proceeds,” Michelle explains.


“No, no,” Andy
protests. “The deal was $5,000. That’s what I agreed with Frank.”


“Frank is dead. This is
me.”


“But you need the money
to start over.”


“I’ve got plenty to
start over. I want you to be able to start over, too.”


“But I like what I’m
doing.”


“Then keep doing it—but
get a GED, expand your collection, open a museum. Something new.”


Andy starts to see that
the check and her departure are part of the same transaction. “Are you buying
me off?” he asks.


“No! You earned every
penny. You deserve it.” 


“We could pool it,” he
says. He’s overwhelmed. “I’d go with you.”


Michelle puts her hand
on his knee. The motherly gesture makes Andy realize that he’s thought of her
all this time as a naïf, a beautiful innocent. But something has happened and
now she is in charge. “I’ve thought about this a lot in the last few days,” she
says. “I’ve never been with anyone like you.” 


He raises his hand to
protest, but she stops him. “It’s true. That may say something about me, but
it’s really about you—you’re a good person.” She takes a deep breath. “I meant
what I said about starting new. If we were together, you would know the old me.
You would know and always wonder.”


“But everything is
different now,” Andy protests. “You didn’t murder anyone.”


Michelle smiles
ruefully. “We both know that’s only true in a technical way.”


“You’re a good person,
too,” Andy presses. 


“I have to prove that
to myself,” Michelle says. She stands. “Well, I’m off,” she says.


“Right now? What about
all your stuff?”


She points to her
suitcases and the cartons. “All packed. We rented this place furnished—Al and I
never had enough money to buy anything. I gave the owner my pots and pans so
he’d let me break the lease.”


Together they take a
load down to the Volkswagen. While they are packing up the car, Mrs. Truby
arrives to supervise the movers with the van. 


“Where are you going?”
Michelle asks her erstwhile neighbor. “You haven’t been here long.”


“Back to Michigan,”
says Mrs. Truby. She’s wearing an unflattering red housedress and her
locomotive shoes, but she seems more assured than Michelle recalls, less
tentative. “Mr. Truby isn’t happy about it, but this is better.”


“You’ve got to do what
makes you happy,” Michelle offers.


Mrs. Truby looks over
the packed Beetle. “And are you going somewhere, my dear?” she asks.


“I’m moving to
California.”


“My word! Do you have
family there?” 


“No, a couple of
distant friends. I’ve never been there before.”


Mrs. Truby shuffles her
locomotives while she absorbs this latest bulletin, trying to filter the
information through the heightened sense of sociology she’s acquired in her
disastrous move to the South. “When you’re young, you should try something
new,” she says finally. “When you’re old, you belong at home.” Mrs. Truby gives
Michelle a generous hug and gets on with supervising the movers.


Michelle and Andy make
one more trip to the apartment. They collect the suitcases. Michelle locks the
door and leaves the key under the mat in the hall. With the suitcases in the
back of the Bug, every space is occupied except the two front seats. Michelle
climbs in behind the wheel. 


Andy leans against the
car, looking through the open window. The way Michelle’s blond hair curls behind
her ears—it reminds him of the scallops carved by waves on the beach at
Calandria. He thinks that his heart has been cut out and placed in a pan just
as neatly as if Dr. Dempsey himself had done it. 


Michelle can see his
distress. “I’ll never forget you,” she promises.


Summoning his last
shred of bravado, Andy says with a flourish, “We’ll always have Calandria.”


She laughs.


Then Andy has an
inspiration. “Here,” he says, handing her the box containing Tom Custer. “Take
him with you.”


“I couldn’t,” Michelle
says, stunned.


“I want you to. He’ll
keep you company and remind you of me.” What Andy doesn’t say: The macabre has
lost its allure. Michelle has awakened him, and he sees that he has more to
learn from the living than from the dead. He’s the one who’s going to start
over.


“Oooooh.” Michelle
places the box on the front seat beside her and blows Andy a kiss. 


He watches the
overloaded green Bug pull out for the long drive to California. He’s numbed,
drained, and leaden, but he knows he’s smarter now, and he knows exactly how he
feels: Autopsied.






THE
END 
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