FOR JAVAN
1.
The fires of hell.
Why did he invariably think of hell whenever he encountered fire? It didn’t matter whether it was a house afire, a fire under a pan on the stove, or a campfire. Always hell. It must be all those years in parochial schools and the good old Baltimore Catechism, he concluded.
“Why,” the Catechism would ask, “did God make you?”
“In order,” the Catechism would respond, “to know Him, to love Him, and to serve Him in this world and to be happy with Him forever in the next.” And little Frankie Hoffman and all the other little Catholic kids would memorize not only the Catechism’s answers, but its questions also. It was only many years later, when Mr. Francis Hoffman became a junior executive in a major automotive company in Detroit, that he reidentified his personal goal in life: to become chairman of the board of his company—of The Company. And to do whatever might be necessary to get there.
“We call this our ‘batch,’ Mr. Hoffman,” explained Amos Culpepper, the black manager of the glass plant. “It’s got all the ingredients used in making glass, plus a goodly amount of cullet—glass that’s discarded along the way in the process.”
Hoffman stared at the grayish powder being almost imperceptibly pushed into a fiery furnace that was radiating enormous heat. “How hot is it in there?”
“Oh,” Culpepper answered, “anywhere from 2,450 to 2,800 degrees.”
Hoffman gave a low whistle. Once, he had forced himself, because he thought he had needed the discipline, to view a cremation. Till now, he had never experienced a similarly intense heat. If one approached the furnace too closely, the waves of heat were enough to literally take one’s breath away. “What would happen if you put a man’s body in there?”
Culpepper chuckled. “Someday soon somebody would be looking out of a car through him.”
Hoffman experienced a shudder. He had begun this day with an ominous feeling that had intensified as the day wore on. Breakfast had culminated in an argument with Emma, his wife. And it had not helped that for days he had been dreading this assignment given him by Charlie Chase, his immediate superior. He had complained to just about anyone who would listen about having to review the operation of The Company’s glass plant. He would get Chase for this. Oh, yes, he would.
In the meantime, and for some inexplicable reason, the blast furnace was making Hoffman extremely nervous. He moved away from the batch and around to the side of the furnace where the heat was only slightly less intense. The considerable entourage that accompanied this VIP moved with him.
“This is your first visit here, isn’t it?” Culpepper said.
Hoffman nodded.
“That’s why I’m taking you through our process step by step, right from the beginning.
“Now, this area here is what we call the tin bath. The mixture is liquid now, and in this phase, it conforms to the perfectly smooth surface of the tin.”
The heat, though less than that at the open furnace, was rapidly becoming unbearable. Hoffman led his entourage farther into the plant. “God, this is hot! When do you shut it down?”
Culpepper shook his head. “Never.”
“Never!”
“Shut it down and the walls’d break up. Runs twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Furnace lasts six, seven years; then we rebuild it.”
It was Hoffman’s turn to shake his head. He was beginning to understand why the plant’s annual budget was in excess of $35 million.
“Now,” said Culpepper, “this is where the glass is stretched and sized.”
“What are those things? They look like anti-aircraft guns.”
“They’re tweels. They’re the robots that stretch and size the glass. A good bit of our operation is automated. More every year. Imagine by the time I retire most everything’ll be done by robots.”
In spite of himself, Hoffman was growing interested. Like many men, he easily became fascinated with machines that carried out automated functions. He could easily stand and watch by the hour as a machine carried out human, sometimes superhuman, tasks.
He became aware of a marked drop in temperature.
“Not as hot, is it?” Culpepper sensed his relief. “This is the annealing process. We relieve the stress on the glass by lowering the temperature gradually. The glass is cooling. But,” he added quickly, as he saw Hoffman approach the emerging thin, smooth glass, “you wouldn’t want to touch it yet. Still quite warm.”
Hoffman, hands now inserted in trousers pockets to avoid further temptation, stepped away from the glass.
A series of revolving cylinders conveyed the glass rapidly forward to a point where it was cut for the first time. The process was, again, automated. Two cutters, acting in tandem, were propelled alternately across the breadth of the glass. “Primary cutters,” said Culpepper. “Looks real simple, but actually they’re a little monument to engineering. Looks like they’re cutting on a bias. But what they’re actually doing is compensating for the movement of the glass through here.”
Hoffman initially found the cutting process engaging. Once again, he was drawn by the automation. Now, informed of this special technological achievement, he became engrossed in the operation. Gradually, he became aware he was standing directly in the path of one of the cutters. As the razor-edged blade raced repeatedly across the glass’s surface, each time it stopped abruptly and automatically, only inches from his navel. He looked at Culpepper with a challenging grin.
The manager correctly interpreted Hoffman’s smile. “Never fails. The blade’ll always stop at that precise point. Every bit of automated equipment we’ve got in the plant is monitored by fail-safe devices.” His smile exuded confidence.
Maybe, thought Hoffman. But he wasn’t convinced. As fascinating as he invariably found automation, he also firmly believed nothing was fail-safe. As long as humans were involved, and the thing was made up of parts, and Murphy’s Law remained ubiquitous, machinery would find ways to fail.
Hoffman could not identify what was making him edgy, but he could not deny the feeling. The incredible heat of the blast furnace; this automated cutter, which, were it to break loose from its arm, undoubtedly would kill him—everything seemed to contribute to his sense of nervous foreboding.
The group moved along the production line.
“These are the cord wood cutters,” Culpepper pointed. “Now the glass’s in rectangular shape. It’ll be cut one more time into the desired windshield size further on down the line. See? Some of the glass has already been broken or damaged. Well, these guys,” he indicated workers wearing heavy gloves and positioned on either side of the conveyor, “pull off all the spoiled glass and just let it drop down there, where another conveyor going in the opposite direction takes the glass back to the beginning where the cullet becomes part of the batch all over again.”
The glass that survived all this cutting and jostling was carefully removed from the conveyor system by workmen, again heavily gloved, who stacked the glass in wooden brackets. The brackets were then manually loaded on dollies and transported to the next stage of the operation.
“And here,” continued Culpepper, as the group reached a rather congested area, “is where the glass is shaped into the windshield.” Sensing Hoffman’s interest, Culpepper let the machines do the talking for a few minutes.
Ingenious, thought Hoffman. Untouched by human hand. A robot with four arms extending from its control box, the arms bent downward where suction cups replaced hands . . . hands that picked up the bracket glass, a single pane at a time, then swung it to another machine. The robot then positioned the glass carefully and precisely on the table of another robot. The well-oiled “finger” of the second robot, armed with a glass cutter, traced the shape of a windshield on the glass. The outside rim fell off, and a perfect windshield would be delivered to the next worker in the chain.
Yes, Hoffman had to agree, in time this entire operation might well be totally automated.
“Like a mother picking up a baby,” commented Culpepper, having allowed time for Hoffman to become mesmerized by the robots. “Its sensors establish the limits of how far it moves the glass, and then it counts the pulses before laying the sucker down right on the exact spot. Amazing, ain’t it?”
The two men were by no means alone in the fascination with the robots. The eyes of the entire entourage were riveted to the process.
Something was wrong. Culpepper sensed it rather than reasoned it. His right arm shot out, catching Hoffman on the shoulder, knocking him to the floor.
Instead of delivering the glass in its usual herky-jerky fashion, the robot’s arms swung in a smooth, forceful, fast arc, passing through the space just vacated by Hoffman, and stopping only when it smashed into a nearby pillar.
Culpepper bent to the visibly shaken Hoffman and helped him to his feet.
The robots ground to a halt. Someone had cut the power. But Culpepper seemed the only one interested in Frank Hoffman. The technicians and engineers were absorbed in their machine, trying to figure out what had caused a fail-safe device to fail . . . and only incidentally, come within a hair’s-breadth of killing a man.
“What we’ve got is a bad case of axis runaway,” stated a tall, laconic Bill Kelly, the glass plant’s chief engineer.
“Could you explain that a little more fully?” asked one of the two black Detroit police officers who had responded to the call.
The officers, Kelly, Culpepper, and Hoffman stood near a work table in the plant manager’s office.
Kelly nodded. “The robot is programmed to make suction contact with the glass, raise it from the bracket, and move it to the cutting machine, counting the pulses on the way. At the exact count of the exact number of pulses, it lowers the glass to the cutter. Instead of moving on its axis to the count of pulses, it lost its programming entirely.
“In layman’s language, all hell broke loose.”
The officer suppressed a smile. “And can you tell us how this could happen?”
Kelly nodded again. “Y’see, the type of material used for this silicone chip is a metal oxide semiconductor. We know it as just MOS. And, y’see, if an external, static-type current is applied over the MOS, it’ll fail—in a completely unpredictable way.” He looked from one officer to the other to make certain each understood.
“So,” the officer said, as he finished writing on his notepad, “this ‘external, static-type current’ could come about accidentally? Or would someone have to bring it about intentionally?”
“No; it could happen accidentally.”
“Could you think of any way in which this ‘axis runaway’ might be deliberately caused?”
Again Kelly nodded. “Sure. Somebody could enter a sequence in the computer programming the robot’s probe—or arm—to run away and break its sequence.”
“I see. But if someone were to enter such a sequence in the computer, an expert like yourself would be able to find it?”
“No,” Kelly scratched his chin, “. . . not necessarily. Anybody who could program a switched sequence like that could also program the computer to erase the sequence from its memory.”
“Just like that?”
“Just like that. A couple of numbers would do it.”
“I’ll have to bow to your expertise,” said the officer, “and admit that it’s possible for someone to program this robot runaway and also to erase the memory of this programming from the computer. But if Mr. Hoffman were the targeted victim, how would the programmer know the precise moment when Mr. Hoffman would be standing in the exact spot where he could be hit?”
“Now,” Kelly replied, “I’d have to guess. But my guess would be that if someone—someone clever enough to reprogram a computer—were out to kill Mr. Hoffman, it could have been done anywhere along the line. A little shove into the furnace. A failure of the glass cutter. Any number of ‘accidents.’ With Mr. Hoffman standing in the path of the loading robot, with everyone’s eyes on the robot’s procedure, anyone easily could have slipped over to the computer controls and quickly reprogrammed it. It would require only a few seconds. Oh, yes; it could be done easily.”
The officer, seemingly satisfied, nodded. But he would later question the men who had been working in the area to see if any of them had noticed anything or anyone unusual in the vicinity of the control box.
For now, he turned to the plant manager. “Mr. Culpepper, what kind of security do you have in this plant?”
Culpepper looked embarrassed. “Well, none, really. There are no uniformed guards—or plain-clothes guards, for that matter. We try to keep our eyes open, but it’s almost impossible. The other day, I saw somebody wandering through, taking pictures, so I challenged him. Turned out he was on assignment by The Company and nobody had notified us. But, just about anybody can come through here, especially if he or she is wearing work clothes. Nobody wears identification tags. And the place is so big nobody knows everybody else.”
“So, if this thing had been caused by someone who reprogrammed the computer, that person might or might not be working here?”
“Right. Or, for that matter, if somebody did reprogram the computer, he or she could have been hired by someone not at all associated with The Company.”
Kelly leaned forward. “One thing puzzles me, Amos: How in hell did you ever guess that the probe was out of control? I mean, a split second later and we would have had a major league tragedy.”
“I’m not sure even now.” Culpepper, still shaken by the incident, shook his head. “The arms came up just a fraction too fast. And, when the probe missed its first pulse count . . . I . . . I just reacted.”
“A lucky reaction as far as Mr. Hoffman is concerned.” He turned to an obviously angry Hoffman. “Mr. Hoffman, who knew you were going to make this—uh—operating review today?”
“Just about everyone. It was common knowledge around my office.” Hoffman paused. “And I guess I complained about it enough so that most of my friends and co-workers knew about it. Why?”
“Because we can’t be sure yet what we’ve got here. It’s either a very dangerous industrial accident, or attempted murder.”
“Murder!” Hoffman reacted as if he’d never before heard the word.
“It’s a possibility, especially since we know that this—uh—axis runaway could have been programmed.”
“Murder!” He shook his head. “That’s impossible.”
“Not impossible, Mr. Hoffman. If Mr. Culpepper had not reacted as quickly as he did, that machine either would have sliced you in half or battered you into that pillar. Either way, you would have been dead. And if someone actually programmed the robot to act as it did, then that’s attempted murder.”
“My God!” Concern began to replace anger.
Both officers sat down across the conference table from Hoffman. “I think it would be to your advantage,” said one officer, “to take a little time and try to come up with a list of people who might want to do you harm. If it was an attempt at murder, there’s a big problem.”
“What?”
“If it was merely an accident, it’s The Company’s problem. If it was attempted murder, you and we have a bigger problem.”
“Yes?”
“Whoever did it may try again.”
In a brief time, Frank Hoffman would repress this incident from his consciousness.
But there would come a time when he, and others around him, would be forced to recall it vividly.
2.
“Later this afternoon, I think I shall attempt suicide.”
Louise Chase sipped her coffee. Early morning coffee was important, nay essential, even on a day that might include suicide.
“Not the irrevocable sort, mind you, like jumping off the Renaissance Center or dousing myself with some flammable substance and setting myself afire.” She shuddered. “No; something more subtle. Like a slight but decisive overdose of sleeping pills followed by a desperate phone call to one of my friends.”
Louise looked across the breakfast table at the Wall Street Journal that separated her from her husband. “What would you say to that, dear?”
“What? Oh . . . sounds good to me, dear.” Through long practice, Charles Chase was programmed to respond without being sidetracked from his reading.
Today’s Journal seemed to contain nothing but bad news. Even what usually passed for the light item that regularly appeared in one of the center columns of the front page was grim. Some New York clinicians had concluded that the rays given off by word processors, including the ones used in newspaper offices, were carcinogenic. It was getting to the point where living could be harmful to life.
Charles could well remember when word processors came into vogue in the seventies. They had seemed such useful mechanical toys. Who would have thought then that they might prove to be one more nail in the casket of Western civilization?
Well, for the moment, it was no more than an allegation that remained to be proved. And, he knew, the industry would fight the investigation every step of the way.
The rest of the Journal’s news went downhill from there.
And not the least of the bad news concerned the automotive industry. Sales were down for everyone, even The Company. Nor was the foreign market, once The Company’s strong point, holding its own.
Often, lately, he found himself second-guessing his move into The Company.
A graduate of Cass Tech and Lawrence Institute of Technology, Charlie Chase was a local boy who had become the epitome of the self-made man. For a relatively brief period, he had worked in design for the Ford Motor Company. Then he had struck out on his own, forming a privately owned automotive plant, then nurturing it into the major supply source for most of the domestic industry.
Then, nearing sixty, he had been lured into The Company as general manager with the implicit guarantee that if all went as anticipated, the presidency would be his.
But all had not gone as expected. Charlie could not put his finger on it, but it was more than the poor state of the economy. He had just not been able to get control of the reins. The reason remained a puzzle to him. It was as if there were some shadowy force that foiled him at every important juncture.
There was no doubting it, this was a serious threat to the financial future of the Chases. At least on the level to which they had become accustomed. He had risked everything on the leap from his own business to his new uncertain future in The Company. Now, he was able to think of little else.
“If whoever I call doesn’t respond in time,” Louise continued as she buttered her toast, “I shall, of course, be dead. But that should be no barrier to a Christian burial. I understand the Church now considers suicides to be at least temporarily unbalanced and will therefore grant Christian burial. And of course I shall leave no suicide note that would compromise the situation.”
This was the first time Louise had tested her theory that her husband seldom paid attention to what she was saying. Right now, Charles was, depending on one’s view, either passing or failing the test with flying colors.
“When one considers burial,” Louise continued, “as of course one must, I should prefer being cremated. That also, I understand, is permitted by the Church now.
“Then, what to do with the ashes? Perhaps you could sprinkle them here and there throughout Mira Linder’s Spa. Goodness knows, I’ve been under so many mud packs at Mira’s, it seems only fitting that I should become part of the mud.” Louise shivered slightly. “Oh, how ghastly, even for make-believe . . . strike that last sentence.” Then, raising her voice a decible, “How do those plans strike you, dear?”
“What? Oh, first-rate, dear.”
The test had gone on long enough. Too long. She smiled sardonically and tried to remember when genuine communication had last passed between them. It had been, she was forced to admit, a long time ago.
But then, things had been difficult from the very beginning. They had married—despite solid opposition from both sets of parents—when Charles was in his early twenties, Louise in her late teens. She had done secretarial work, using her salary to support them and putting him through L.I.T.
Shortly thereafter, he had become successful—very successful. At several points during their marriage they could have stopped to smell the flowers. At no time did they. For Charles, there had always been an established set of priorities: his work, his family, his Catholic faith. Even though their two children were now grown and moved away, the priorities remained fixed.
Now, Charles was worried. He had been worried since shortly after joining The Company. Louise could not understand the reason for his worry. Nor had she been able to relieve his anxiety.
There was, as far as she could see, no reason for his fears.
Now at the nineteenth pay grade, he made in excess of $300,000. He would receive at least half that much each year in retirement, along with an annual new car and special health care insurance. Their future was secure. If only he would learn to relax.
But he could not. And she knew it even as she knew she could not do anything about it. Something was wrong, something he had not been able to resolve at work. And work remained the first of his priorities.
“Do we have anything on for this weekend?” He folded the Journal and drained his now nearly cold cup of coffee.
“Saturday night.”
“What?”
“A dinner party.”
“Where?”
“The Mercurys’.”
“Oh, no; not again!”
“Sorry. But Em wants us to come. And since Frank is your right-hand man, I thought . . .”
“Must be something haywire in Frank’s family. Imagine: his sister marrying an actor. And an Italian to boot!”
“Now, now; don’t get upset. Em promised that Angie wouldn’t invite any of his show business friends. There’ll be just a few people, most of whom you get along with very well.”
“Oh, all right . . . but just the same, we ought to be more in control of our own time. Weekends especially.” His normally dour expression appeared drawn. He ran the fingers of one hand along a temple, slightly disturbing the trim but abundant straight white hair.
“It won’t be so bad; you’ll see,” she said, encouragingly.
She followed him as he went to the hall closet, put on his topcoat and hat, scooped up his briefcase, and headed for the garage. At the breezeway, he paused and turned to her, with a suddenly concerned look. “What was it you said you had planned for this afternoon?”
She smiled. “It’s my volunteer day at Veterans’ Memorial Hospital.”
“Oh . . . oh, yes. Well, do be careful.”
3.
The ball would have to played off the back wall. Angie Mercury raced to the rear of the court. But he badly misjudged the ricochet. Instead of a lively rebound, the ball all but dropped limply off the wall. Fooled by the feeble bounce, Mercury stumbled, falling heavily against the wall.
“Careful,” Frank Hoffman cautioned, “mustn’t damage the merchandise. In your case, that’s all you’ve got.”
Mercury kneaded his right shoulder. “Never mind. Just serve.”
Hoffman retrieved the small black hard rubber ball and took his place at the line. “Twenty serving fifteen.” He raised his racket.
The ball caromed off three walls before Mercury played it.
From then on, the two men positioned themselves in the rear of the court, content to return each other’s volleys, each awaiting an advantage.
Finally, Mercury played a shot off the back wall that carried high against the front wall. The ball should have rebounded high off the floor. But the bounce was surprisingly low. As if anticipating this phenomenon, Hoffman charged, easing the ball against the front wall, where it hit low and dribbled weakly along the floor.
“Game!” Hoffman announced unnecessarily, triumph unmistakable in his voice. “Want to go another one?”
“OK: one more.”
“I’ll just get a drink of water,” Hoffman said, as he headed off the court. “Want some?”
“No, thanks. I’ll pass. It’s too late for water and too early for a martini.”
Alone in the court. Mercury focused on the ball, now lying dormant. Something was wrong—but what?
He picked up the ball and squeezed it. It seemed firm enough. He bounced it a few times, paying careful attention to the height of the rebound. Aha! He held the ball up even with the top of his head, which was about five feet ten inches from the floor, then dropped it. It bounced little higher than his waist.
He’d never before come across a racquetball so lifeless. Yet it wasn’t an old ball. Indeed, from its surface condition, he judged it to be new.
Frank must have fixed it, or had it fixed . . .
But why? Why would anyone tinker with a racquetball?
It took only a few more seconds to arrive at a tenable conclusion. Hoffman was spotting him seven, almost eight years. And while his brother-in-law took great pains to stay in good shape, when it came to that many years’ difference between the late forties and the mid-fifties, the gap was considerable.
Hoffman had closed that gap to some extent with a deadened ball. One that would not rebound in a lively fashion. One that would not have to be chased all over the court. And—added advantage—Hoffman would be the only one who knew about the altered condition of the ball.
Hoffman had to win. He could not abide losing.
Mercury smiled scornfully.
Hoffman needn’t have gone to such an extreme. Mercury had had no intention of winning, even if he could have. There was no advantage in embarrassing one’s meal ticket.
All things being equal, Mercury and Hoffman would have been fairly evenly matched at racquetball. And Mercury intended no more than that: to keep the game close.
In a few moments, Hoffman would reenter the field of combat, announcing the amount Mercury now owed him in betting debts, including the just-concluded match.
Whatever the sum, it was academic. He didn’t have it, and the way his career was running, he would not have it in the near future . . . if ever.
However, next month, as was his monthly habit, Frank Hoffman would slip a substantial check to his sister Cindy, who happened to be Mercury’s wife. And the Mercurys would once again be solvent.
Mercury felt like something between a kept woman and a subsidized medieval artist. The situation was so distasteful that he tried not to think about it. But it was impossible to avoid this predicament when confronted by Frank Hoffman with the bill owed Frank Hoffman. And, thought Mercury, here it comes.
“That brings it to $175.” Hoffman briskly re-entered the court, slipping his hand through the leather strap of his racquet. “Want to go double or nothing?”
Mercury shook his head. “No. No; the regular wager will be fine.” He’d have to absorb the coming game loss, but he didn’t have to be a masochist.
“Suit yourself.”
The game moved along predictably, with Hoffman pulling out to an early lead and Mercury not far behind. What made this distinct from the previous game was that Mercury now knew the secret of the dead ball and was thus able to play it more knowledgeably. Thus providing him with enough secret laughs to equal a moral victory. Moral, of course, would be his only victory.
“Twenty serving nineteen,” Hoffman announced, breathing more heavily than usual.
Hoffman served. With absolutely nothing to lose, Mercury aimed his return at the small of Hoffman’s back. The ball caught him squarely on the right buttock.
“Hinder,” Mercury called.
“OK.” Hoffman glanced at Mercury, whose aim ordinarily was so accurate that Hoffman strongly doubted that he had been hit accidentally.
Hoffman served again. The volley continued for almost thirty seconds. Then Mercury tried for a kill shot that fell short and skipped against the wall.
“That’s two hundred bucks even, Angie.” The superiority in his tone was almost palpable.
“You want it in cash, or will a check do?”
“You’d better wait till next month.” Hoffman dribbled the ball several times. “I get as much bounce out of this ball as I would from one of your checks.”
“But barely.”
“How’s that?”
“Nevermind.”
The locker room of the Collegiate Club, one of many private clubs to which Frank Hoffman belonged, supplied virtually everything: soap, shampoo, towels, shaving equipment, and attendants who could fetch, among other things, drinks. Hoffman and Mercury each ordered a Bloody Mary.
Sitting before their adjacent lockers—Hoffman’s permanently assigned, Mercury’s rented for the morning—the two stripped off their sweat-saturated clothing.
“So, Angie, are you gainfully occupied currently, or are you— uh—‘between shows’?”
“I’m doing Two for the Seesaw at the Book Cadillac.”
“That old cripple still around? I must have seen it ten, fifteen years ago.”
“More like twenty if you caught it early. Bill Gibson wrote it in ’59. But with a cast of two, it works well in a dinner theater.”
The Bloody Marys were served. Hoffman signed for them.
“That’s it?”
“What?”
“That’s it? No ads? No commercials? No films?”
Mercury wondered where this line of questioning was leading. “They’re supposed to start shooting The Rosary Murders soon. The whole thing’s being filmed locally. My agent says I’m a cinch for the lead.”
“Angie, Angie . . .”Hoffman smiled and shook his head. “Your career in the entertainment industry—to overstate the importance of that field—is what we in the automotive world would describe as low pot.”
“Low pot?”
“Low potential. You’re always on the verge of something without ever getting there. All those years of—for want of a better word—vaudeville. And dragging my poor sister into your act. Then a Grade B movie career, a few TV shots, a couple of national ads. And now local dinner theater—with nothing on the side. I don’t have to tell you you’re not making it. Ever think of getting a job? I mean one with a paycheck fifty-two weeks every year? We in Detroit make cars, you know. You could join the crowd.”
“Tell you a story, Frank.” Mercury drained his glass, realizing too late it should have been water. He was too thirsty to properly nurse alcohol now.
“There’s a big circular table at the Press Club,” Mercury proceeded. “It’s never reserved; anybody can sit at it. Well, this one day, all the seats are occupied. This one guy smells a terrible odor. It turns out to be the guy next to him. ‘Is that you that smells so bad, buddy?’ The other guy acknowledges that he is the source of the odor.
“‘Don’t you ever bathe?’
“‘Sure.’
“‘Then how come you smell so bad?’
“‘Well, I work in the circus . . . washin’ elephants. Every once in a while, when I’m behind the elephant, washin’ away, an accident happens—and that’s where this smell comes from.’
“‘That’s terrible! Why don’t you quit?’
“‘What! And leave show business?’”
Both chuckled.
Each clad only in a towel, Angie’s around his waist, Hoffman’s around his neck, they made their way to the showers.
As they showered, Mercury studied Hoffman, who lathered like a model in a TV commercial, vigorously and without benefit of washcloth. Hoffman was probably the only person—at least the only one Mercury knew—who lived in about the same style as TV models, with a measure of soap opera thrown in.
Although Hoffman unarguably took excellent care of himself, there were a few extra ounces of flesh here and there around the waist and in the buttocks. And his pectoral muscles were starting to sag. Perhaps his six-foot-three frame was beginning to settle.
But he was handsome. The white at his temples set off a full head of otherwise jet-black hair. He reminded Mercury of a middle-aged Stewart Granger. But then, Mercury had a habit of comparing everyone he knew to show business personalities.
For instance, Mercury knew that he himself resembled Dane Clark—with perhaps a bit more of a receding hair line.
“What’s on your agenda for today?” Hoffman asked as they dressed.
“I’ve got an interview with Dave Newman on WXYZ radio at eleven this morning.”
“Sorry I won’t be able to catch it.”
“Then my agent has set up a few interviews with some ad agencies and a reading with Jimmy Launce. He’s gonna open a new show at Botsford Inn.”
“Another dinner theater!” Hoffman finished buttoning his vest.
Mercury shrugged. “Any port in a storm.”
They exited into the parking lot. The Collegiate Club squatted between East Jefferson and Woodbridge in the distant shadow of the Renaissance Center. Both Hoffman and Mercury would take the Lodge Freeway out of downtown Detroit while the heavy traffic was stop-and-going its way into town.
“Well, Angie,” Hoffman called out as he eased himself into his car, “win a few today!”
Mercury smiled. Yeah, he thought, I might just win a few today—and if I do, it won’t be with a ball that’s been fixed.
4.
Ratigan steered his car into the parking lot of Bennett’s Courtyard Restaurant adjacent to Mount Clemens’ McKinley Airport. “How about it, gentlemen—hungry?” He switched off the ignition.
“Famished,” Conroy replied. Koesler’s hearty nod seconded the motion.
The three clergymen, in mufti, waited in the foyer for the hostess to direct them to their table.
Bishop Michael Ratigan, in his late fifties, was a relatively lean six-footer, with ample straight salt-and-pepper hair, a florid complexion, and a rather aggressive bulldog expression.
Father Robert Koesler, five years younger, was some three inches taller; at 220, he was perhaps ten pounds over his desired weight. He wore bifocals and his once-blond hair was now gray.
Father Charles Conroy, three years younger than Koesler, had long ago surrendered to good food. Pear-shaped and slightly uncoordinated, at five-six, his weight was more befitting a six-footer. A fringe of gray ringed his balding pate.
An educated guess from any onlooker would be first that the three men had played golf—the tip of Conroy’s golf glove stuck out of his rear pocket—and second that if they could get away for golf on a Wednesday, they had to be either clergymen or physicians.
In due time they were seated. Koesler ordered Chablis; Conroy, scotch neat, and Ratigan the first of many martinis, all of which he would hold well.
They had, indeed, been golfing, at a small, nine-hole course some three miles north of Port Sanilac, at about the thumb’s knuckle joint, Father Koesler had explained countless times. (Michiganians, whose state resembled the outline of a hand, invariably pinpointed their various locales through the use of the hand’s anatomy.)
The choice of the course had not been Ratigan’s. He would have preferred—and could easily have arranged for—something more gracious. But both Koesler and Conroy had insisted for the sake of nostalgia: As seminarians, they had spent many summers as counselors at Ozanam, a nearby Catholic boys’ camp, and had, thus, played the course many times.
Ratigan had reluctantly gone along with the choice. A rarity for the bishop; concessions were not his way of life.
“Well,” he said, as the waitress departed with their drink orders, “was it worth playing that cow pasture just for old times’ sake?”
“God, the memories!” Koesler shook his head.
Conroy sighed. “Yes, it’s hard to forget.”
“What is?” asked Ratigan.
“The summers we put in as counselors,” Conroy replied.
“That’s right,” said Ratigan. “I keep forgetting you two were ‘campers.’”
“Four years for me,” said Conroy. “But I couldn’t hold a candle to you, Bob. How many years was it?”
“Nine summers.”
“Nine summers!” Ratigan repeated. “My God! I didn’t know you made a career of it. Here I was spending my seminary summers earning big bucks landscaping rich people’s property. And there you guys were, getting pennies for babysitting a bunch of snotty-nosed poor kids.”
“We may not have had children of our own, but we certainly paid our dues,” said Conroy.
“It didn’t begin all that altruistically—for me, anyway,” said Koesler. “I and some of my classmates planned on being lifeguards for the summer. We were—God!—seminary sophomores when we took the Red Cross course. Then we had to submit our proposed summer jobs for the approval of the rector . . . remember those days—when the seminary controlled even summer vacations?”
“Yeah,” said Conroy. “That was a different era. Nowadays, the seminary faculty spends the summer on their knees just praying the students will come back for another year.”
“Well,” Koesler continued, “the upshot was that the rector vetoed our requests to apply for jobs as lifeguards—at least at a public beach. He did, however, tell us we could apply for jobs as lifeguards and counselors at one of the Catholic boys’ camps.”
Koesler paused to allow the implications to sink in.
A low chuckle began deep in Ratigan’s throat. “Ah, yes. What is it you may find on a public beach that you will never find on the beach of a boys’ camp?”
“Exactly!” Koesler affirmed. “The lesson was that while it was all right to save girls’ souls, it was not all right to save girls’ bodies!”
All three laughed.
“From a nice warm pool in Detroit to the frigid waters of Lake Huron,” said Ratigan, “even for high school sophomores that was a pretty stupid decision.”
“What choice did we have?” said Conroy. “It was Ozanam—or Camp Sancta Maria way up in Northern Michigan.”
“Well,” said Ratigan, “I hope you guys enjoyed life in your camp subculture. It’s odd, now that I come to think of it: You wanted to be a lifeguard at a beach where you could flex your muscles and impress the girls,” he glanced across at Koesler, “and you ended up at a place where girls were barred.”
“What’s so odd about that?” retorted Koesler. “That’s the way things were in the seminary. At least back when we were students.”
“Right,” Conroy agreed. “Remember Father Sklarski giving us our pre-vacation spiritual pep talk? One year he told us the prescribed clerical distance from anything feminine was a foot. Another year, the distance had shrunk to six inches. Eventually, he got down to ‘Look, but don’t touch.’”
Koesler chuckled. “But it never got more intimate than that.”
“What’s odd,” said Ratigan, “is that you asked for permission to take a job that would put you in ‘proximate danger’ of being in the presence of girls—‘the enemy’ as the seminary would have it. Save the mark, if one of them got in trouble—or pretended to—in the water, you’d have had to actually touch a girl. And there would go your priestly vocation down the drain—and all because of a cross-chest carry.” Ratigan was smiling.
“In Red Cross training,” Koesler smiled too, “they told us it was better to hair-carry girls.”
“I know your type. Anyway, your request for such a ‘dangerous’ job was turned down. While I asked for—and got—permission to spend the summer with Mother Nature. Watering and mowing lawns, trimming shrubs, pruning trees, and the like. And, as a completely unhoped-for, unlooked-for bonus, I got the girls.”
Conroy’s mouth dropped open. “You did?”
“Who do you think gets someone in to landscape their property—Mrs. Murphy on Twelfth and McGraw? Not hardly. It’s Mrs. Grosse Pointe. And who stays home all summer while the landscaping is being done—Mr. Grosse Pointe? Not hardly. He’s off earning enough to keep the family in Grosse Pointe and in gardeners.
“So, it’s Mrs. Grosse Pointe and her nubile daughters and their swimming pool . . . and their gardener!”
“You mean you—”
Conroy wasn’t given the opportunity of finishing his question. “Just as you two and all of us,” said Ratigan, “I did not promise chastity until a year before we were ordained priests.”
“But—”
“As to the rest, gentlemen, I believe I will plead the Fifth Amendment.”
“You should have written down your experience as a guide for us who followed you through the seminary,” said Koesler.
“What! And ruin all those lovely summers you were able to spend with the kiddies at camp?”
“And all the while, you were the lifeguard at the pool!” Koesler shook his head.
The waitress returned with their drinks. She did not bring menus. This threesome seemed to be good for one or more additional rounds.
“So, how do you like it at St. Anselm’s?” Conroy sipped and shuddered as the scotch’s warmth suffused his small round body.
“Just fine,” Ratigan, who had been in residence at the Dearborn Heights parish during the past three months, replied. “It was kind of Bob here,” he nodded, “to invite me.”
Koesler smiled and shrugged. “It’s like, Where does a 600-pound gorilla sleep? Where does a bishop live? Anywhere he wants.”
“Not true.” Ratigan chuckled. “At least not true today. And especially not true of a mere auxiliary bishop. After all, I’m not Cardinal Mark Boyle, Ordinary of the Archdiocese of Detroit. I’m merely a helpin’ bishop.”
“Waiting impatiently for his own diocese,” Conroy interjected.
“Not at all.” Ratigan sipped the martini. “Being an auxiliary is one very good way to learn the virtue of patience. I may very well spend the rest of my days in Detroit offering the sacrament of confirmation to kids. Unless,” he nodded at each of his two companions, “outside of emergencies they start letting priests do that too. In the meantime, it was good of St. Anselm’s beloved pastor,” again he nodded toward Koesler, “to allow me residence in his parish and his rectory.”
“It really was nothing, Mike. You know how difficult it is to find a warm clerical body these days. It’s good to have the company. And, as I’ve said before, as far as I’m concerned, you can stay as long as you like.”
“Thanks, Bob.” Ratigan raised his glass in salute. “Not only is it good to be with you, but the parish is central to the section of the archdiocese for which I’m somewhat responsible. So it’s very convenient. Far more convenient than the downtown chancery office, which used to be central before they split the archdiocese into regions.”
The waitress returned. In response to her question, each of them would have another drink. And, yes, they would like to look at the menu . . . which would refer to her as a waitperson.
“By happy coincidence,” Koesler drained his wineglass, “St. Anselm’s is also convenient to a couple of your closer companions.”
“The Hoffmans! Yes, indeed, that was a coincidence. That they’re parishioners does make it convenient.”
“The Hoffmans?” Conroy looked surprised. “Not Frank Hoffman! The auto executive?”
“Yup. Frank and Emma Hoffman of automotive fame,” said Koesler. “And their friends and fellow parishioners, Charles and Louise Chase.”
Conroy’s mouth hung open. “The Chases! I’ve read about Charlie Chase so often I didn’t think he was real. But he doesn’t live in Dearborn. The Chases are in . . . where—Bloomfield Hills, aren’t they?”
“Oh, come on, Charlie,” Koesler chided, “don’t pretend you’ve never heard of parish shopping! It must go on even at Patronage. You’ve got to have some of those old parishioners—Poles and Italians—coming back to the old neighborhood on Sundays.”
“Well, yes, of course. I just never thought of somebody like Charlie Chase as a parish shopper.”
“What did you think, then: that if the Chases didn’t like their territorial parish, they’d go buy one they could live with?”
“Funny thing,” mused Ratigan, “there was an article on that just the other day in the Journal.”
Ratigan, thought Koesler, might not have been the only clergyman who was a regular reader of the Wall Street Journal, but he was the only one Koesler knew. The Journal had definitely added a touch of class to St. Anselm’s mail delivery since Ratigan had moved in.
“Actually,” Ratigan continued, “I’d forgotten till I read the article that the tradition of belonging to the parish within whose territorial boundaries one lives goes all the way back to the fifth century.”
“You may have forgotten it,” Conroy remarked, “but I don’t think I ever knew it. I thought it began in the early part of this century with the establishment of the Code of Canon Law.”
“Nope. More like fifteen centuries. The article said the practice of parish shopping was almost unheard-of until five or ten years ago.”
Koesler guffawed. “I don’t think the writer of that article ever heard of Father John Roth, of happy memory.”
“Roth?” Ratigan tried to place him. “Wasn’t he pastor of some parish in Garden City?”
“Exactly. St. Raphael’s. If parish shopping did not predate Roth, then he certainly launched it. He used to perpetuate pleasant practices like forbidding couples with small children from occupying newer sections of the church—so the little darlings wouldn’t ruin the new pews.
“And when parishioners parked their cars across the yellow lines marking parking places, Roth had his ushers go out and slash the offenders’ tires. And that must have been . . . oh, some thirty years ago when I was an assistant at St. Norbert’s, the neighboring parish. We had our hands full trying to stem the tide of parishioners trying to escape the wrath of Roth—families who were very definitely parish shoppers.”
The waitperson returned for their order. After quickly consulting the menu, Ratigan ordered the filet and another martini. Koesler ordered chopped sirloin and Conroy the prime rib; each declined another drink.
“And that was back in the days when you needed a letter from the pastor of your proper territorial parish granting permission for the switch,” said Conroy, picking up the conversational thread.
“The article in the Journal,” said Ratigan, “noted that only about half of those who describe themselves as Catholics regularly attend Mass now. And in the mid-sixties, that figure was more than 70 percent. The article also said—and I imagine it’s true—that most pastors welcome anyone who comes.”
“It is true,” said Koesler. “We’re a mobile society now. Nearly everybody who comes to Mass on Sundays, at least in the suburbs, drives. It is not that difficult to drive a few extra blocks, or even miles, to get to the parish of your choice rather than your territory. I know we have people who live in St. Anselm’s parish attending Mass elsewhere. As well as people coming from outside the parish. Instead of Norbert or Anselm or Raphael, they just ought to name parishes St. Conservative or St. Liberal.”
Conroy chuckled. “Which would Anselm be?”
“I’ll answer that,” said Ratigan. “St. Right-Down-the-Middle—with a bit of a hook to the left. Very representative but ordinary liturgies with good, solid homilies.”
“Gee,” said Koesler, elbow on table, chin propped in hand, “you read that just about the way I wrote it.”
Ratigan grinned, then began eating his tossed salad. “Of course, I don’t approve of parish shopping. I don’t suppose any of us really does. The philosophy behind the territorial parish is as sound now as it was in the beginning. Parishes, at least the nonethnic ones, are set up to serve a given territory. What happens when a Roth comes along? People go shopping—burdening other parishes that weren’t set up or prepared to care for the swelling number of parishioners. Meanwhile, for lack of contributors, Roth’s parish sickens, maybe dies. As, eventually, Roth must do. Then we have neither a Roth nor a St. Raphael’s. But then,” Ratigan made a helpless gesture, “when you have a couple of the caliber of Charles and Louise Chase . . . well, then, we’re back to where does a 600-pound gorilla sleep.”
“But are people like the Chases and the Hoffmans all that active in the parish?” Conroy was first to finish his salad, as he would be first to finish each of the courses.
“As active as they can be, I guess,” Koesler responded. “Actually, the Chases have been parishioners much longer than the Hoffmans. Unless I’m mistaken, the Chases were charter members of St. Anselm’s. Lived in the parish when it was founded, long before I was assigned there. Used to be quite active until they moved out to Bloomfield Hills.
“The Hoffmans aren’t that active. But they are, I guess, busy with lots of other demands. Actually, I don’t know why they haven’t moved out of the parish. They certainly can afford to.”
“They’re making a statement, Bob.” Ratigan knew the Hoffmans much better than even their pastor did. “On the one hand, they live in an adequate house. On the other, Frank has a master plan for his life and a timetable for accomplishing that plan. He intends to climb to the highest rung of The Company. And as he climbs, he will move to the appropriate neighborhood, join the appropriate club, and so forth. For the moment, Dearborn suits him nicely.”
“That’s very interesting.” Koesler felt a twinge of embarrassment at not having been let in on that little secret. But then, he reflected, a pastor is not necessarily a friend to be invited in to share secrets. Bishop Ratigan was that friend. “For a long while, I simply assumed that the Hoffmans would move, if only to put more space between them and Angie Mercury. There seems to be no love lost between those two.”
“Indeed there is not,” Ratigan affirmed. “If it were not for the strong bond between Frank and his sister Cindy Mercury, the relationship between Frank and Angie would never have existed.” He speared a piece of filet. “In any event, we may just get to see this entire cast of characters interacting at the dinner at the Mercurys this Saturday. You’re coming, aren’t you, Bob?”
“Indeed I am. I intend to go and see who eats what.”
5.
Locked into a space capsule-like steambox, a towel wrapped around her graying red hair, she faced a sign that ran the length of the rectangular room. The sign read: Tirana’s Aphrodite Clinique de Beauté. And beneath that: Tirana shares her Albanian beauty secrets with you.
There was little to do but read the sign—over and over—while hoping that the attendant who had fastened her into this cabinet would remember to return and unfasten it while she was still medium rare.
“Wasn’t it Saint Lawrence,” Louise Chase commented, “who, facing martyrdom by being roasted on a gridiron, said to his tormentors, ‘You can turn me over now; I’m done on this side’?”
“Feel that bad, do you? Just hang on,” Emma Hoffman reassured her, “it can’t be but a few minutes more.”
“It’s not possible they could have forgotten us . . .?”
Em shook her head and allowed a tight little smile to escape briefly. “Not likely. They haven’t lost a customer yet. Can you imagine the fat headlines if Madame Tirana ever lost one of her VIP patrons?”
“Never mention that word in here,” said someone in another steam cabinet.
“What word?” Em couldn’t turn to see who had spoken.
“‘Fat.’”
“Oh.”
The roasting ladies in the various steam boxes drifted in silence into their solitary thoughts. Only the soft sound of pressurized steam was heard.
This was Louise’s first adventure into Tirana’s famed clinique in the swank North Plaza of the Orchard Lake Mall. She was there at the invitation of Emma Hoffman, a Tirana regular.
The relationship—Louise and Emma’s—was an odd one on more than one level.
As longtime parishioners of St. Anselm’s, they had, of course, known one another for many years, though not well. Their husbands’ backgrounds were in the auto industry. Each man was a self-made success: Chase as a supplier, building up his own company until it was the largest of its kind in southeastern Michigan; Hoffman as a mechanical engineer, graduating from the University of Michigan and later earning an MBA from that same institution. He had joined The Company immediately after graduation and worked his way up in the Plastics, Paint, and Vinyl Division to his present position as general manufacturing manager.
In the automotive pecking order, through all those years, Hoffman’s had been the higher position because he was an executive with The Company, while Chase, no matter what his personal wealth, had been merely a supplier. Then, suddenly, the pecking positions were reversed when Chase was absorbed into The Company. Though the two were in comparable management brackets, Chase was now a level above Hoffman. And that spelled a significant difference, not only in salary but—which most galled Emma Hoffman—in perk levels.
Chase could and did belong to the prestigious Bloomfield Hills Country Club. Although Hoffman could have afforded a like membership, particularly since his wife had an inherited fortune of her own, he would not have been welcomed by the members of the BHCC, by whose standards his position in The Company simply was not high enough to warrant such membership.
Hoffman was a member of the equally exclusive but somewhat less prestigious Orchard Lake Country Club.
So there they were, Louise Chase thought as she simmered, crisscrossing each other at so many points in their lives.
All things considered, she concluded, it was a miracle that the two men got on as well as they did. Everything indicated there should be so much friction between Chase and Hoffman that their relationship would ignite and explode. But Charles had assured her that, contrary to his expectations, Frank had been a continuing source of help in the nitty-gritty workings of The Company—even to making available his own most trusted advisers.
For all of this Louise was grateful.
“Come now, ladies; eet ees time.” The attendant opened the boxes containing Louise and Em’s stewed bodies. “All tze pores are now made open.”
Louise considered the attendant’s accent to be an ersatz combination of Italian, French, and gypsy.
The attendant ushered the two women into a smaller room containing several massage tables. The decor was all in blues and pinks. The carpet was plush. And there was something about the walls . . . .
Now that Louise thought about it, there was something about all the walls in Madame Tirana’s Clinique. She had been aware of something odd from the moment she’d entered the place. Suddenly, she put her finger on it: There were no corners. Only curves. How appropriate—and evocative—in an establishment dedicated to the restoration of feminine shapeliness.
Emma, in a practiced maneuver, hoisted herself atop one of the tables and lay face down awaiting the ministrations of her masseuse. Louise, shorter by several inches than Emma and awkwardly trying to hold the large towel about her, required and received assistance in mounting the table. No sooner were the women situated on their respective tables than they lost their towels.
This shocked Louise. She was a regular patron of Mira Linder’s skin care salon, where some sort of covering, no matter how minuscule, was used whenever possible. Whereas Tirana’s philosophy admitted a good measure of nudity. All of which was not perhaps as compromising for someone like Emma, who, by constant vigilance, had preserved a body any fifty-year-old woman would be proud of.
Louise, nearly ten years older than Emma, and not nearly as diligent, suffered sags, rolls, and other ravages of slight indulgences as well as of gravity. Pound for pound, hers was not a body that justified feelings of outright shame. On the other hand, she did not fancy parading around in the nude to the degree common at Madame Tirana’s.
“Vee vill dig out tza vorries and tza tensions,” said Louise’s masseuse in an accent she took to be a combination of German and East European.
Moans of relaxation escaped both Emma and Louise as their masseuses kneaded, rubbed, and pounded.
“Unt now, you vill please to turn ofer,” Louise’s masseuse suggested after nearly half an hour.
Somehow, Louise thought, when Germanic people make suggestions, they come out sounding like commands.
Louise, now on her back, experienced a cool substance oozing over the entire front of her body from neck to toes. There seemed to be more than one attendant applying the ooze. But in the face of a light directly above, she could determine neither the number nor identity of the slatherers. Nor, for that matter, the nature of the substance.
“I beg your pardon,” said Louise, “but what is it that you’re rubbing on me?”
“Eet ees Madame Tirana’s spezial, oonique masque. Eet ees tze spezial breast facial.”
Louise decided to let that mixed metaphor pass. In good time, she was certain she would be given a face facial. “But what is it made of?” she persisted.
“Oh, eet ees blend of—how you say—potato peels, carrot greens, and crushed peach pits.” This in a triumphant tone.
Louise thought about that for a moment. “But . . . but . . . that’s garbage!”
“Don’t ask. You shouldn’t have asked,” Emma murmured from under her coating of Madame Tirana’s masque. “Just let them put it on. It’s good for you.”
Louise asked no more. She remained silent during the rest of the breast facial, the face facial, and the hosing off that followed.
Then she and Emma, still nude, were led to a whirlpool bath. Many nude women were already in the large, circular bath, most of them propped against the edge of the tub, most of them appraising each newcomer. Rarely had Louise felt more embarrassed. She quickly submerged next to Emma, grateful for the cover of the bubbling water. “How did you ever find this place?”
“Impulse. I was driving by and I noticed the sign. It looked interesting, so I came in. I tried it, I liked it, I joined it. Just impulse. Like I do almost everything.”
Impulse, thought Louise, How typical of one born to wealth. Probably never had an unfulfilled wish in her entire life. If you feel like it, do it; if you want it, get it. Even if she hadn’t married an auto executive. Em’s inheritance would have enabled her to live in wealth. The type who could afford the luxury of doing whatever she wanted on impulse.
Louise could remember the lean years. Growing up on Detroit’s near east side, the daughter of a Packard die cutter. Not in abject poverty, but certainly not in wealth. Lots of stew, leftovers, hand-me-downs. Marriage to an auto worker like her father. The formidable drop in income when Charlie started his own business. More years of financially straitened living. Finally, success. Now, and for many recent years, virtually no money worries. But the early days had left their mark. Almost everything she did was carefully planned. Almost nothing was done on impulse.
Her reverie was disturbed by a voice above and behind her. “So, it is a new chickie, yes?” Louise was at a loss to place the accent.
“Madame Tirana!” said Emma. “What a surprise! Yes, this is a new one: Mrs. Louise Chase.”
“Not the life’s companion of Charles Chase, the auto executive who is forever in the papers!”
“The very one,” Emma affirmed.
“Someone should have told me! Such things can be important!”
By squinting, Louise could just see the newcomer through the water vapors. She looked like an older—but well-preserved—sister to Marlene Dietrich.
“How has it gone for you this day, Chickie?”
“Oh, fine.” Louise—certain she would never return—tried to be as noncommittal as possible.
“Oh, good! Well, you just rest in the Albanian waters . . . did anybody tell you, Chickie, that the waters you rest in are imported from my homeland?” Madame Tirana did not pause for a response. “The Albanian waters will take out of you all the badness and all the bugs. You will feel better than well. I will be by and see you when you are in makeup. Just rest, Chickie!” And Madame departed, leaving Louise to wonder how Madame Tirana could possibly import anything from a country that had no diplomatic relations with the U.S. However, she contented herself with, “Manic, isn’t she?”
“But good at what she does,” said Emma.
There is no disputing tastes, thought Louise. “Speaking of getting bugs out,” she laughed, “I wish I could get the little beasts out of our greenhouse.”
“Black Leaf 40,” said Emma.
“What?”
“Black Leaf 40. Spray it on at night and by the next day . . .” Emma raised her arms out of the Albanian waters and spread them. “. . . all gone. Cindy Mercury told me about it.”
“Cindy? I didn’t think you and she were. . .”Louise hesitated, “. . . friends.”
“Oh, I have no problem with Cindy.” Emma submerged again neck-deep in the bubbling water. “After all, she is Frank’s sister. It’s that actor,” she verbally italicized the word, making an epithet of it. “If only he’d get a decent job . . . or at least live within his means. As it is, he’s nothing but a parasite. And Frank is the host.”
“Isn’t there anything you can do?”
Emma shrugged. “I’ve tried. God, how I’ve tried. But every time, Frank puts on his best bullheaded German attitude. He says he does it for his sister. And there undoubtedly is some truth to that. But I suspect he also gets a kick out of keeping Angie on a string. It’s like feeding gin to an alcoholic. Money goes through Angie like a laxative through a chicken. With Angie, and most of his fellow thespians who are ‘between shows’ more often than in them, it’s all a matter of image. Whether they’ve got money or not, they’ve got to live in the big house, drive the big car, and always pick up the tab. I’ve seen Angie pick up a check when I knew he had barely enough to bail his car out of the parking lot.” She paused. “It’s not that we don’t have the money . . . though even Frank, with his money alone, would have a difficult time supporting both our families in the style to which we all, particularly Angie, have become accustomed. But one day I’ll have my way in this. And I think Frank knows it.”
She lapsed into silence. All was still but for the sound of Albanian waters.
Louise had decided to follow Madame Tirana’s advice, Chickie, and just rest. But her attention was taken by a new entrant to the whirlpool. Till now, she had been oblivious to the other occupants. But this newcomer was so outrageously gorgeous, Louise could not help but notice her. “Would you look at that one?” she said as the newcomer began descending the steps into the water.
“Who?” Emma opened her eyes and tried to focus through the mist.
“The blonde just getting into the water.”
Emma appraised her quickly and grudgingly but objectively. “The thing that young woman has got to remember,” she said as she again closed her eyes, “is that as we are now, she one day will be.”
Louise watched as the blonde took a place directly across from them, settled into the water, and steadfastly studied Emma.
For the remainder of the time they were at the spa, including their session in makeup, the blonde was never far away. And the whole time she rarely took her eyes off Emma.
Louise wondered about that.
6.
Thanks for taking the eight o’clock Mass for me.” Father Koesler snapped on the roman collar, and fastened the clerical vest at his waist.
“Not at all,” replied Bishop Ratigan, as he watered his plants. “My schedule is rather fluid today.” He snorted. “No pun intended. But I have to see old Bud Davis later this morning. Talk about a fluid schedule: I’ve got to talk old Bud into going out to Guest House.”
“Bud having trouble with the bottle again?”
“Yeah. Bad show this time. He was scheduled to take a funeral day before yesterday. But he had the granddaddy of all hangovers. And his assistant finally just refused to cover for him again.”
“Don’t tell me Bud took the funeral!”
Ratigan nodded sadly. “Made a mess of it. The bereaved were furious. Went to the parishioners. Special meeting of the parish council. Council president phoned me.
“Finally got hold of Bud yesterday. Had to threaten him with everything from hellfire to suspension . . .but he finally agreed to see me today.”
“A pity. He’s a very talented guy.”
“May be a blessing in disguise.”
“How’s that?” Koesler slipped into his suit coat.
“Finally get him out to Guest House. Place does a great job of rehabilitating alcoholic priests. Percentage of success stays phenomenally high, year in and year out.”
“That’s true . . . but have you given any thought to how you’re going to get him out there? All he’s agreed to so far is come down and see you.”
Ratigan smiled. “Bud’s not the only one going to be at the meeting: Ted Neighbors will be there too.”
“Bud’s best friend!”
“Yup. Ted’s going to take him out to Guest House after our meeting.”
“I see. He will be hung immediately after a fair trial.”
“Only way to get it done.”
Koesler slipped his topcoat on and nodded toward the greenery over which Ratigan was hovering. “How’s it doing?”
“As they say at the hospital, ‘as well as can be expected.’ By the way—and again—it was very nice of you to provide this greenhouse. Very generous.”
“Don’t thank me. The parish council approved the expenditure. Besides, this wing of the rectory was empty. It makes more sense to convert it to a greenhouse so things can live in it rather than just let it rust out.”
“Nonetheless, it was you who introduced the matter before the council and you who strongly supported it.”
“Not really.” Koesler sipped the last of his coffee. “Sometimes I think that my introducing a resolution is the kiss of death.”
They laughed.
“Actually, I think they’re so proud of having a real live bishop living in St. Anselm’s rectory that they’d give you just about anything you wanted. Catering to your green thumb is just not that burdensome.
“But, I suppose, once a landscaper always a landscaper.”
“Aren’t you grateful that doesn’t apply equally to camp counselors?”
“Absolutely. I paid my dues taking care of kids.”
“Say,” Ratigan began as Koesler turned to leave, “what are you doing up so early, anyway? I thought when you asked me to take morning Mass, you’d be sleeping in.”
“Hardly. I want to be at the auto repair shop when it opens at 7:30.”
“You taking your car in again? You might as well leave that Cheetah at the shop and rent one of theirs!”
“The warranty is about to run out. And the weather stripping has pulled loose from the door again. I want it fixed while it’s still under warranty—and before winter sets in.”
“Well, good luck. But I’ll bet this won’t be the last time they have to tuck that insulation in . . . just the last time under warranty.”
“I’m not going to cover that bet.”
“Besides,” Ratigan called out as Koesler exited, “with parishioners like Charlie Chase and Frank Hoffman, why do you have to keep dragging that car down to the repair shop? They build the damn Cheetah!”
Koesler drove down Outer Drive to Ford Road to Telegraph. The latter was one of Detroit’s responses to the Indy 500. Drivers on Telegraph gave consistent added proof—if any were needed—that it was a dog-eat-dog world.
As Koesler found the middle lane, following his philosophy—in all things moderation—he reflected on Ratigan’s parting shot.
Now that I think of it, I’ll bet Charlie and Frank don’t have to go through this.
7.
Frank Hoffman was in a decidedly foul mood. And his mood was exacerbated by the fact that the weather stripping had pulled loose from the door of his car and a late October chill was making him decidedly uncomfortable.
The day had begun badly. Em had picked this morning to complain about the amount of time he spent away from home. She had demanded to talk about it “right now!” Which had led to another argument as well as a mal-digested breakfast.
If that weren’t bad enough, he had just lost two out of three racquetball games to a young subordinate. Even the ploy of the deadened ball hadn’t worked. There was definitely something to be said for young legs. But there was also something to be said for the power of superior position—as this young man would soon learn when he was passed over for promotion and did not receive the merit increase he was anticipating. If the young man were as bright as The Company’s hierarchy had been led to believe—he had received a high pot rating from the recruiters—he would quickly learn when and to whom he should lose gracefully.
He had been so angry at losing at racquetball that he had not dried himself carefully after showering. And now, this chill wind blowing through the door was completing the job of drying his hair—he never wore a hat—and threatening incipient pneumonia.
Jefferson Avenue dipped beneath Cobo Hall and became the John Lodge Freeway.
Hoffman’s anger at the early events of this young day had led to a general impatient frame of mind. So, as he drove out of the chute onto the freeway, he accelerated much more than necessary and well above the speed limit. His right front and rear tires plunged sequentially into a yawning pothole. Even in this well-suspended vehicle, the impact rattled his teeth.
Damned potholes! And it’s not even winter yet. The constant fluctuation of temperature in the typical Detroit winter would soon create new and incredibly large potholes in the city’s streets and freeways. Sometimes it seemed futile to even try to build decent cars when the roadways on which they had to travel would rip them apart.
He barely had time to reflect on the monster pits that threatened to swallow his products when he swung up and off the freeway onto West Grand Boulevard. Only several blocks east was the Fisher Building with its famed golden tower that was attractively illuminated at night. Employees of The Company worldwide invariably referred to the Fisher as The Building.
Hoffman tapped the horn. A huge door opened upward.
“Harry,” Hoffman said to the attendant who hurried toward him, “the goddamn weather stripping is loose.”
“Yessir, Mr. Hoffman. We’ll get right on it.”
He left his car in Harry’s care. Before Hoffman would see it again, it would be cleaned outside and in, gassed and serviced—and the weather stripping would be tucked securely into its mount.
Hoffman strode quickly through the huge long vaulted main floor of The Building. But instead of turning toward the elevator that would have taken him to the thirteenth—the executive-floor, he continued out of The Building and across Grand Boulevard, past Topinka’s to a nondescript little eatery whose exterior was painted a cheery yellow. Inside, he easily spotted the man with whom he had the appointment for which he was right on time.
“How goes it, Al?” Hoffman slid into the booth.
“Just fine, Mr. Hoffman. How about yourself?”
“Don’t ask. This day had better improve quickly or I’m going to cancel it.”
Uncertain how much humor was intended, Al considered a chuckle, but settled on a concerned frown.
The waitress appeared with menus, which Hoffman waved aside. “Just two coffees.”
Al had assumed they would breakfast. He definitely desired more than coffee. But he said nothing. He would try to get something to eat later. If not, it didn’t matter. What mattered at the moment was to follow his superior’s lead.
“Nice day for late in October,” Hoffman commented.
“First-rate, sir.”
“Who do the Lions play this Sunday?”
“The Vikes, sir. The Minnesota Vikings.”
“Hmmm. Did I ever tell you what happened the day the Vikes were late for the game here? Not many know about it. I got it from one of our guys in St. Paul.”
Al shook his head and grinned in anticipation of this—or any—anecdote that Hoffman would deign to tell him.
“You remember the day, don’t you—when the Vikings showed up half an hour late for the game?”
Al nodded eagerly. “Who could forget it? National TV, and all the viewers got to see for the first half hour was the Vikings warming up. They got fined for that, didn’t they, sir?”
“Sure did. All a result of Bud Grant’s obsession with timing. The coach never wanted to get to a stadium on game day too early. Only he hadn’t figured on the horrendous traffic jam that always takes place at PonMet. So, by the time the Vikings’ bus got to the stadium approach, traffic was so backed up, there was no way the bus was going to get there on time.
“Well,” Hoffman was warming to his story, “the driver panicked. He figured everyone would think it was his fault the Vikings were late. So he opened his window and shouted to a traffic cop, ‘Hey! I’ve got the Vikings!’ And the cop yelled back, ‘I’ve got the Lions and six!’”
Al laughed uproariously. It was a funny story, although perhaps not that funny.
“Easy, Al,” Hoffman cautioned, “we don’t want to attract attention.”
Instantly, Al reduced the volume of his laughter, but maintained an appreciative chuckle.
Experience had proven to Hoffman that one of the more perfect places for a clandestine meeting was this small restaurant almost across the street from The Building. Employees of The Company, at least those who worked in The Building, would never dream of eating here. There were too many satisfying places to eat housed in The Building.
And if one wanted to dine outside The Building, there were many quality restaurants nearby, among them Fisher 666 and Topinka’s. No one from The Company ever ate here. Hoffman counted on this. He wanted no one from The Company to be aware of this meeting.
“By the way, Al,” Hoffman said, after Al retrieved control of himself, “how are you fixed for tickets for Sunday’s game?”
“We’re sort of praying it will be a sellout and they’ll televise it locally,” Al replied with a touch of humility.
“Nonsense! Take mine.”
“Oh, sir, I couldn’t—”
“Of course you can. You’ll like them. They’re just beneath Billy Ford’s box. I’ll have my secretary get them to you later today.”
“I don’t know how to thank you, sir.”
Hoffman could have been the author of the paraphrase, “There is no such thing as a free game.” In fact, he was about to collect for it.
“Speaking of later today,” Hoffman came to the point, “is everything set up for your meeting with Chase?”
“Yes, sir.” Al appeared confident.
“What’s the agenda?”
“The same two principal topics that will be considered at next week’s general board meeting: the Lemon Laws and our prime demographic target.”
“Good! And you’ve got the stats I sent you?”
“Yes, sir. I have those and a few supporting statistics I was able to dig up myself.”
“Good man! Who else will be at the meeting?”
“Just my associate, Clem—”
“Are you sure you can keep him in line? We can’t have anything—anything—go wrong at this meeting. It will be hard enough to convince Chase to adopt this position even in the face of a united front. One dissenting voice, and—”
“You have absolutely nothing to be concerned about, sir.” Al very seldom interrupted a superior but, he judged, this interruption would be both justified and appreciated. “Clem and I have worked together on similar projects before. And I’ve been over this with him exhaustively. He’ll follow my lead. No doubt of it. Clem’s a good Company man and he . . . uh . . . knows his place.”
Hoffman smiled. “Good! Anybody who knows his place in The Company should live to see that place constantly upgraded.”
Hoffman briefly contrasted the young man who had so rashly won a small victory in this morning’s racquetball match and Al here, who seemed to have learned well the art of playing the proper supportive role. The latter was sure to follow Hoffman up the corporate ladder. While the former was likely to experience a stagnating career. No matter how much high pot he had exhibited to the recruiters.
“Anybody else scheduled for the meeting?”
Al hesitated. “Clem and I are all we really need. We’ll have the stats, and together we should be able to handle any argument he might raise.”
“I don’t like it!”
In which case, Al didn’t like it either.
“Chase may object that the two of you represent only one department. He may demand, in effect, a second opinion from someone other than your department.”
“But sir, our department is the only one involved in the policy decisions of both those questions.”
“No,” Hoffman said thoughtfully, “we’ve got to anticipate that possibility. If we provide another—still supportive—opinion, that may just be the final nail in the coffin. But who . . .?”
There followed a pregnant silence during which both men sipped at their coffee.
“How about someone from P.R.?” Al offered.
“No. It’s too late to try to find just the right one. And almost anyone in P.R. is just as likely to raise objections as Chase is. No, that won’t do.”
Having failed once, Al decided he’d better retire from this game with only one strike. It was his preferred stratagem. Never chance striking out with a superior. If one try proved a failure, wait for word from the boss and then support that word for all you’re worth.
“What about that guy from the ad agency? The one that services our Cheetah division?” Hoffman searched for a name. “You know: The guy who is such a complete horse’s ass . . . the one who spends all his time with jocks.”
Al brightened. “Zaleski! Ziggy Zaleski!”
“That’s it! That’s the one. No preparation needed with him. Just make sure you and Clem get the ball rolling.”
“I know. I know. Once he sees the direction of the momentum,” Al began to anticipate the sports jargon, “Ziggy will be sure to go with the flow.”
They laughed.
“Just one final thought, sir.” Al grew grave. “Do you think we have set this up sufficiently? I mean, this will be the most serious and far-reaching decision for Mr. Chase in his entire time with The Company so far. Do you think he trusts me well enough to follow my advice? I mean, this is going to be a big step for him to take.”
“You’ve got nothing to worry about.”
The waitress deposited the check for two coffees. Hoffman ignored it. It would be Al’s privilege to once more clean up after Hoffman.
“You’re top man in your department,” Hoffman continued. “I made sure Chase saw your file when I recommended you to him. And since then, you have served him well and, in most instances, even though they were comparatively insignificant matters, given him good reliable advice. No doubt about it: He is set up for the sting.
“And you don’t have to be concerned about covering your ass. When the shit hits the fan after next week’s board meeting, I’ll make sure none of it soils you.”
Hoffman picked up his briefcase and slid out of the booth. “After your meeting with Chase, be sure to report to me.”
“Yes, sir.” Al left a quarter tip and took the check to the cash register. He would wait till Hoffman was well inside The Building before following him.
As Hoffman crossed Grand Boulevard, he shivered. Damn! It was that blasted racquetball match followed by the chill he’d gotten driving to work. By God, if he came down with something, that young shit would pay a suffer price than he already owed for beating his superior!
8.
You’re not Buffalo Bill, for crissakes! You’re not Chief Sitting Bull! You’re not Frank Butler! And you’re not Wild Bill Hickok! Hell, you’re not even Charlie Davenport! Which is who you’re supposed to be! So tell me, willya: Whatinhell are you doin’ in Annie Get Your Gun?”
Nate Goodman, theatrical agent for, among others, Angie Mercury, was almost shouting.
“Calm down, Nate,” said Mercury, “or you’ll throw an embolism.”
“What show is that from?”
“What?”
“‘Embolism!’ What kind of word is that? That you should know from an embolism! It must have come from some show!”
Mercury smiled. “‘General Hospital.’ I was on it a few years back. I was a doctor.”
“A doctor, maybe. Charlie Davenport, never!”
They were in the ample auditorium of the Community House in Birmingham, one of Detroit’s many affluent suburbs. There was a break in this early rehearsal of Annie Get Your Gun. Most of the cast was scattered about the auditorium, sipping coffee, smoking, silently going over the script. Mercury was seated in the front row. Nate, who had arrived only a short time before, was at his side.
“It’s work,” Mercury said, almost apologetically.
“What, work! A hundred a performance and two weekends open-ended? That’s not work! That’s a benefit!”
Mercury shook his head. “Nate, what makes you so sore? That I got this gig myself, or that you’re getting 15 percent of a hundred bucks?”
“Both! Plus, you are stooping to what is, in essence, an amateur production!”
“C’mon, Nate. These kids are equity. You know as well as I that I couldn’t be in it if it weren’t a professional production.”
“Professional! Look about you: These people are still fighting acne!”
“Check their union cards, Nate: They’re pros.”
“I know what they look like, with or without their cards. And so do the producers around town. Angie, this is so bad I don’t even want to see it in your file. Can’t I get it through that pancake makeup of yours that mere work is not always good? In this business, you’re either going up or down. And Annie Get Your Gun in Birmingham’s Community House is not your stairway to paradise!”
“You don’t understand, Nate.” How, thought Mercury, could he understand? “I have another source of income that hasn’t got anything to do with this business. But to get that dough, or to keep peace around the house—or both, I don’t know—I’ve got to keep working. This money comes in, I got to be able to give chapter and verse of what I’m in, what I’m rehearsing, and my fond hopes for a rosy future. I don’t do that and it’s not so much the money stops as there’s just the devil to pay. Believe me, Nate, I’ve got to keep my hand in, accepting whatever comes along. I got no choice.”
Goodman slumped even further in his seat. “All I know is you’re not doing you, me, or your career any favors!”
The director reentered the auditorium. “OK, gang! Let’s take it from where we left off. And please, please, let’s see if we can get through this alive!”
Mercury grinned and leaned toward Goodman. He spoke just loudly enough to be heard at close range. “You wouldn’t believe this rehearsal, Nate. Murphy’s Law has been overactive.”
“I could believe it,” Goodman said glumly.
“In one scene,” Mercury went on in spite of, or perhaps because of, Goodman’s dourness, “Annie Oakley is supposed to perform a brand new trick in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show. It’s all done offstage, of course. But she’s supposed to ride around on a motorcycle balancing on her head and shooting eggs off poodles’ heads.”
“I think I would prefer that onstage,” Goodman said to no one.
“So, behind the flats, Buffalo Bill announces this feat and yells, ‘Annie Oakley, are you ready?’ She yells back, ‘Ready!’
“‘Then, Go!’ yells Bill. The sound effects gal hits the tape switch—and we hear, ‘Chug-a-chug-a-chug—wooh-wooh!’ It’s a train effect!” Mercury doubled up with laughter.
Goodman’s lip curled. “I could give you a better example? You see, it’s like I been telling you all along: amateurs!”
“OK, gang! We’re going to start from where Annie’s little brother and sisters are on stage.”
There was a scramble as three fully grown, but extremely young-looking adults clambered on stage. The man—boy—wore a scruffy shirt and jeans. The girls wore what appeared to be loose-fitting potato sacks.
“OK, now,” the director instructed, “you’re locking Annie’s rifle case. The two girls try to keep the keys inside their dresses. When the keys fall to the floor the second time, Little Jake puts them in his pocket. And,” he cued Little Jake, “you say: ‘I’ll keep ’em. I got pockets.’”
Little Jake recited with little emotion.
“And then, they fall to the floor again . . . you do have a hole in your pocket, don’t you, Little Jake?”
Little Jake, bored, nodded.
“And then, Dolly makes her entrance and sees the keys.
“Everybody ready?”
The three actors began to be busy working with an imaginary guncase with a real set of keys.
“I’ll keep the keys!” declared the first girl, tossing them down the neckline of her potato sack dress. The keys fell noisily to the floor.
The second girl scooped up the fallen keys. “I’ll keep ’em,” she recited, “you’re too flat-chested!” She tossed them into her décolletage.
And there they stayed.
Everyone but the director virtually collapsed in laughter.
The girl with the keys fixed firmly in her bosom performed a sort of wild disco dance until the keys finally dislodged and fell to the floor.
“That’s what happens when you send a woman to do a girl’s job,” snickered Mercury.
The director threw up his hands in a helpless gesture. “Some days you can’t make a nickel. This seems to be our day for coming up empty.
“OK, everybody, let’s break for today. Be here at ten tomorrow morning. And Shirley: See if you can flatten your chest overnight.”
Some of the cast left immediately; others milled about.
“Sound engineer doesn’t know a bike from a train,” Goodman groused. “Girl with keys stuck in her shelf! This isn’t for you, Angie. You’re an actor! You’re a pro!”
“And as for you, Nate,” Mercury said, in a rare show of assertiveness, “let’s keep things straight: You’re my agent! You work for me! I don’t work for you! Your job is not to tell me where I can’t work! Your job is to find me so many roles I’ll have a hard time trying to decide which one to accept!”
“OK,” Goodman responded after a slight pause during which he appeared to have been taken aback. “What’s with the aggressive? It ain’t you, Angie. You don’t even play it good. Where’d you get it?”
Mercury smiled and shrugged. Found out again. “West of Waco—just a B western—’59,1 think. I played the sheriff.”
“Angie,” Goodman sighed, “I’ve seen actors and I’ve seen actors . . . but you take the cake. You’re the only guy I know who lives his entire life as written by somebody else.
“But,” he hitched up his trousers over a pronounced pot belly, “you’ve got a point. Nay, you have motivated me. I’ll find you a better vehicle than Annie Get Your Gun or my name ain’t Swifty Lazar!”
“That’s the spirit, Swifty!” Mercury slapped Goodman on the rump after the fashion of a coach with a footballer entering the fray. “Get out there and win one for Charlie Davenport!”
Together, they walked across the street to the metered parking lot.
“Whatcha driving?” Goodman scanned the lot for his car.
“That Panther over there.” Mercury gestured toward a sleek black sports coupe.
Goodman whistled. “Whatever ‘other source of income’ you got must be something! Since I get a slice of what you make in the business, I know if you bought a Panther with that income, you wouldn’t eat the rest of the year!”
“Don’t try to figure it, Nate. You’ll only hurt your head.” Mercury waved and trotted toward his car.
As he drove down Southfield toward Dearborn Heights, for a change—for a major change—Mercury did not turn on the radio. Instead, he became obsessed with the purposely lost racquetball games, the purposely lost card games, the generous check that came in each month, this damn luxury car.
Damn! That guy permeates my life. Cindy and I might just as well be on welfare—high class welfare, but the dole nonetheless. Frank Hoffman is the reason I have to drag myself out of bed any morning he wants and play racquetball—no, lose at racquetball—when I’d rather be going slowly through the paper and having several leisurely cups of coffee.
Hoffman is the reason I’m driving a car so big I can barely afford gas for it. Hoffman is the reason I have to look for and accept any acting job I can get, instead of waiting for the right role. It’s bad enough having to accept money from him without having to admit, under his regular scrutiny, that I haven’t got any job at all.
He swung off the Southfield Freeway onto Ford Road. Only a few miles from home.
If it weren’t for Cindy, I’d never do it. How I yearn to beat that bastard at racquetball; beat him at poker; tear that damn check into shreds and throw it in his face; get rid of this damn gas guzzler—wouldn’t you know it had to be a product of The Company, and a none-too-gracious gift from Hoffman! A new car every year, always from The Company, courtesy of Frank Hoffman. A car we could never finance. A car so extravagant we couldn’t even keep it in gas without that damnable check! How could a certified bastard like Frank Hoffman have a sister as sweet as Cindy?
Mercury pulled into his driveway. Cindy was raking leaves in the front yard.
Mercury had always thought his wife to be one of the most attractive women he’d ever known. And, in his business, he had met some of the most beautiful women in the world. Even after twenty years of marriage, his opinion had not changed. His opinion, of course, was not entirely unbiased. But most students of feminine beauty would have agreed with him.
Mercury had the relatively rare distinction in his field of never having been unfaithful to his wife. Undoubtedly if he had been, his brother-in-law probably would have had his legs broken. But that motivation was irrelevant and of no more importance than a further third-party annoyance. Mercury was faithful merely because he loved his wife and no one else in any comparable way. And he firmly believed that there had to be love or sex was meaningless.
He left the Panther in the drive and walked deliberately toward Cindy. She had on gray slacks and a loose-fitting wool sweater. He admired her figure as he approached from the rear.
Though the phrase meant nothing, hers was a figure that was classically described as “legs that don’t quit.” At five feet eight, she was only a couple of inches shorter than he. She maintained her trimness not by spa visits or exotic diets, but simply by eating abstemiously and getting a lot of healthy exercise in and around the house and lawn.
He slipped his arms around her waist from behind. She was not startled. She had seen him pull into the drive and had been aware of his approach. She half turned toward him with a smile. He’d always thought she had the profile of Grace Kelly.
“What brings you home so soon?” She rested the rake against herself.
“Bad rehearsal.” His arms tightened about her.
“Bad rehearsal, good show. As you always say.”
“Actually, it was because they sent a woman to do a child’s job.”
“What?”
He smiled. “What would happen if you were to toss a set of keys down the inside front of your dress?”
“Why would I do a silly thing like that?”
“Because you were keeping the keys for Annie Oakley.”
“Annie Oakley!”
“What would happen,” he slipped his hands beneath her sweater and ran them up her body until they cupped her breasts, “is that they would stick right there. Lucky keys.”
She laughed softly, deep in her throat. “You ought to have bad rehearsals more often.”
“You mean you’re willing to leave your leaves?”
“The leaves we will have with us always.” She gave the rake a push. It fell to the ground, scattering leaves on either side. “Who are you going to be today? Robert Redford? Humphrey Bogart?”
“I think . . . Errol Flynn.” He scooped her up in his arms and swung her in a circle. Then, still carrying her, he sprinted toward the house with a whoop.
She shrieked, and then called out, “Then I’ll be Maureen O’Hara!”
Who cared if the neighbors were watching!
Later, Mercury toyed with a ham salad sandwich while Cindy prepared a small pot roast for dinner.
“Pam called from Western Michigan this morning,” she said as she went about her culinary work.
“Oh?” He looked up, startled. “Anything wrong? She’s not ill or anything, is she?” He was naturally concerned about their only child . . . though at nineteen, she was a child no longer.
“Oh, no. Nothing like that. She wants to take a course in medieval history. She wants to fill in a liberal arts curriculum . . .” Her voice trailed off.
“I suppose that means more money. Is it worth it?”
“Oh, yes, Angie, I think so. With a good liberal arts background, no matter what major she settles on, she’ll be well prepared for almost anything. Plus it’s just going to broaden her knowledge. Make her a better informed person.”
“But,” he shut his eyes tightly, “where are we going to find the money?”
She left the roast, dried her hands on her apron, and touched his shoulders. “Don’t worry. We’ll find the money.”
“Frank!” He fairly spat the name out.
She shut her eyes and massaged his shoulders. “Frank wants to help. Maybe he does it a little clumsily. Maybe he is a little arrogant. He isn’t a saint. He never claimed to be. He just wants to help us.”
“You.”
“All right, me. But it works out to be us.”
“He’s taking my manhood. He makes me feel like a kid. He makes me feel like a beggar. He holds our lives by a string. Do you ever think of what would happen to us—to our entire way of life—if he ever turned off the faucet?”
“He’d never do that!” She backed away, shocked.
“Emma isn’t nutty about his giving us all that money. What if she made him quit?”
“Em has nothing to do with it.”
“She’s his wife.”
“It doesn’t matter. It’s his money.”
He was silent. She returned to the roast.
“Medieval history,” he said after a few moments. “Why in the world would anyone want to study medieval history?”
“She wants to be a German medievalist.” It was said almost defensively.
“A German medievalist,” he repeated in awe. Until that moment, he would have had a difficult time thinking of any profession other than his own that could almost guarantee regular unemployment. “A German medievalist! Well, that’s great: If anybody ever needs one, she’ll be there.”
Cindy, chopping carrots, smiled.
“She could be Greer Garson,” he continued, “doing ‘Madame Curie Was a Closet German.’”
Cindy laughed. Angie may never have grown up—might indeed never grow up—but she remained head over heels in love with him. Even though he hardly ever got offstage.
Without reflection, she began to hum, “Can’t help lovin’ that man of mine.”
It was catching.
9.
“What brings you home so early?” Father Koesler looked up from transcribing a baptismal certificate as a figure passed his office door.
“I’m not home, exactly.” Bishop Ratigan stuck his head through the door. “Sort of in transit. I’m meeting Frank Hoffman for lunch.”
“It’s all right for you to do that, you know. You don’t have to check in with me before you go to the Orchard Lake C.C.” Koesler had no trouble speaking with his tongue in his cheek.
Ratigan almost smiled. “I’m picking up something I want to give Frank. The reason I’m giving the appearance of ‘checking in’ with you is that you never leave home. Thus I simply can’t avoid running into you.”
“Easy there.” Koesler waved a hand. “I ring my share of doorbells. Besides, I’m just about to go over for a penance service.”
“The school kids?”
“Uh-huh.”
“What grades?”
“Fifth and sixth.”
“Good! You couldn’t handle anything higher.” He disappeared from the doorway.
Actually, thought Koesler, the bishop couldn’t have been more wrong. It had been Koesler’s experience that the younger the congregation, the more difficult time he had communicating.
“By the way,” Koesler called after him, “can you see your way clear to taking early Mass again tomorrow?”
The bishop’s face reappeared. “I guess so. What is it this time?”
“Got to take my car back for repair.”
“Ha! I knew it! And you just had the weather stripping fixed, didn’t you?”
“That’s right. But while they were replacing the stripping, they noticed that one of the pillars was cracked.”
“I’ve heard of planned obsolescence, but your car takes the cake.”
Koesler completed transcribing the baptismal certificate. As he signed it, he recalled a similar transcription at a parish which, in its beginnings, had been heavily Italian. The first pastor had been Italian and had kept his records in a mishmash of Italian and Latin. One record Koesler had transcribed had been in Italian. He had transcribed it, faithfully, as was prescribed, in English. But between the names of the godparents, the old pastor had noted, in Latin, “nil dederunt.” So, Koesler had dutifully noted on the transcribed certificate, between the godparents’ names, the homey comment, “They gave nothing.”
He carefully folded the certificate and placed it in the self-addressed stamped envelope that had accompanied the request. As he sealed the envelope, he heard the back door of the rectory close. The bishop was off to the country club.
Hoffman had never invited Koesler to the club. Koesler didn’t mind. Ratigan and Hoffman were, after all, rather close. It was only natural they should socialize. Usually, it was better, Koesler believed, if the pastor was not all that socially familiar with his parishioners. It lacked professionalism and could prove a hindrance if the pastor ever felt it necessary to reprove someone who also happened to be a social companion.
Time for the penance service. Koesler adjusted his cassock, slipped into his cape, and walked the short distance to the church.
The children were already there, assembled into the first few pews. Their teachers having given up trying to keep them quiet, Koesler caught a distinct but unintelligible murmur as he entered the church. It did not cease as he walked by them and into the sacristy.
However, as he reentered the church, now in surplice and stole over his cassock, the children stood and sang the entrance hymn. All was in order.
Koesler proceeded to the rear of the church and entered his confessional.
He walked around the screened portion of the room, sat behind the screen, draped a narrow violet stole over his shoulders, and waited for the afternoon’s first young penitent.
He gazed about the light, airy room. It is different than it was, he reflected. In fact, this type of confessional denoted one of the most decided and stark changes in the Church to flow from the Second Vatican Council of the early sixties. And today’s children—the ones who would be entering here in the upcoming minutes—would have no concept of what the experience of confession had been for centuries before.
For the vast majority of Koesler’s priesthood, he had been squeezed into one grossly uncomfortable confessional after another. Appropriately termed “the box,” the traditional confessional space had consisted of three compartments. The priest-confessor sat in the central compartment. On either side of him was, usually, a sliding door. If no penitent was in either of the outer compartments, both doors were left open. Once a penitent was in either compartment, the priest would slide the opposite door shut.
Even then, the confessor was separated from the penitent by a screen and a curtain. While there was no “standard size” for these compartments, the usual dimensions made it necessary for skinny priests to do a good bit of sliding back and forth in order to hear the whispered sins. Whereas a corpulent confessor had less room than that afforded by the average coffin.
Koesler recalled one priest with an aversion to blondes that stemmed from an incident that had taken place one Saturday afternoon as he sat in his confessional. There he was, peacefully minding his own business, when suddenly a small blonde girl raised the curtain on the door, peered in at him, then shouted to the church at large, “Mommie! There’s a man in here sitting on the pottie!”
In order to inform waiting penitents that one or another of the compartments was already occupied, some long-gone genius had installed small electric lights over each compartment. A green light went on when the confessor sat down, red when a penitent knelt.
Koesler had a clerical friend who would occasionally place a brick on each kneeler, triggering the red lights. Then he would slip into his compartment and have himself a nice little nap.
But now, in most churches, the old confessionals, along with their associated jokes, existed only in the memories of those old enough to have experienced them. Confession had segued into the sacrament of reconciliation.
It was much, much more than a change in name only.
Now, many, if not most, confessionals were outfitted in much the same manner as Koesler’s. His was a room divided more or less in half by a large, opaque screen with a kneeler in front for those who preferred confession in the old style, or who always or occasionally desired anonymity.
Or one could—and many did—walk around the screen and occupy a chair facing the confessor. Confession under such circumstance tended to be less formal, as did the penances imposed by the confessor.
Penances, a form of “punishment” meted out for sins confessed, also had changed—at least for those who chose to confess face to face.
In ancient times, penances often were both public and extreme. Public begging for a year, for instance.
In modern times, penances generally had consisted of prayers to be offered privately. Due in large part to the anonymity of the confessional, most confessors doled out a certain number of Our Fathers and Hail Marys as penances—the thinking being that while the priest would not know who the penitent might be, he could be reasonably sure that all Catholics knew the Lord’s Prayer and the Hail Mary.
Since almost all penances, or “punishments,” consisted of the Lord’s Prayer and/or the Hail Mary, numbers became important to differentiate between serious and not-so-serious sins. A penance might consist of three Our Fathers and three Hail Marys. Or perhaps the most popular of all, five Our Fathers and five Hail Marys. For sins the priest considered “deliberate violations of serious matters,” perhaps ten Our Fathers and ten Hail Marys, or, if the confessor felt adventurous, the recitation of the Rosary.
It was only natural that humorous, sometimes apocryphal, stories sprang up to illustrate this moral foray into crime and punishment. Koesler had heard—and told—the story of a series of young men going to confession one after the other. Each had confessed a fairly innocuous series of sins, such as being tardy for Mass, talking in church, being disrespectful to elders. And each had concluded his recitation of sins with, “and I played the fiddle.” The priest never having heard of a sin called “playing the fiddle” decided not to inquire into the exact nature of this crime. One tended not to inquire too deeply into such matters in direct proportion to the number of years one had been hearing confessions.
In any case, the priest dismissed the first three penitents with the standard five Our Fathers and five Hail Marys. But when the fourth consecutive penitent concluded with “. . . and I played the fiddle several times,” the priest lost the battle with his curiosity and asked, “Just what is it you mean by ‘playing the fiddle’?”
“Fornication,” responded the young man.
Considering the mild penances he’d been handing out for one of Catholicism’s traditionally most grievous sins, the priest leaned out of the confessional door and called out, “Will the first violin section please come back in here?”
The question of anonymity, even in the Good Old Days, was not as uniformly guaranteed as it was intended to be.
It is true the confessor could not see the penitent in the traditional confessional. It is also true that confessor and penitent communicated in whispers. But even then, sometimes there were peculiarities that to one extent or another shredded secrecy.
Some penitents, for instance, spoke softly rather than whispered, thus communicating the distinctive qualities of their voices. And even though the confessor might be uninterested in the penitent’s identity, perhaps even to the point of preferring not to know, sometimes in such circumstance there was simply no mistaking the identity.
Then there were those who, while whispering, had a peculiarity of speech that while it might not have revealed their identity, yet would identify them as having been there before. Sometimes it was a specific introductory formula. Koesler recalled a man who always began his confession, “Bless me. Father, for I have sinned. I confess to Almighty God and to thee, my Ghostly Father . . .” While Koesler never knew the man’s identity, the formula identified a frequent visitor who was scrupulous.
Finally, there were those who simply identified themselves. For whatever reason, they wanted the confessor to know who they were. There were not many of these.
All this Father Koesler reflected on while he awaited the arrival of the first of the day’s young penitents. Nowadays, fifth and sixth graders were eligible to go to confession. Fourth graders and younger no longer were granted this sacrament. They were warming up on the sidelines. Nor would all the fifth and sixth graders go to confession today. Only those who felt the need of reform.
This, too, was a far far cry from the routine of only a few years before, a time when children in the second grade and up had begun to go to confession. Koesler had often thought that there was no more cruel torture devised by man for man than what used to take place in a Catholic school setting on the Thursday before First Friday. Spurred on by promises alleged to have been made by the Blessed Mother to St. Margaret Mary, many Catholics made a special effort to receive communion on the First Friday of each month. The promises required only nine consecutive First Fridays, but once the habit was begun, most Catholics simply couldn’t turn it off.
The best time to begin this habit, many thought, was while one had the captive audience of parochial school children. And since it was a holy and wholesome thought to receive communion on First Friday, it also seemed to someone a good idea for everyone to go to confession the day before.
And so, on the Thursdays before First Fridays, at about 9:00 a.m., the good sisters would begin lining up the entire second grade for confessions. They were immediately followed by the third, fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh, and eighth grades. Break for lunch. Back to the box for high school freshmen, sophomores, juniors, and seniors.
Koesler’s mind ached at the memory. An exercise like today’s with individual members of a mere two grades choosing to confess was literally child’s play compared with the Good Old Days.
His musings were interrupted when a small blonde girl stepped around the screen and sat opposite him.
“Hi.” He greeted her with somewhat less formality than the rubrics suggested.
“Hi, Father,” she said brightly. And then in a more serious attitude, “I’ve been thinking, and I guess I haven’t been as good to my mother as I should.”
“No?”
“No. She wants me to help around the house but I almost never do. And she’s so old now, she probably won’t be around much longer.”
“Oh? How old is she?”
“Thirty-six!”
Koesler controlled an urge to smile.
“So, I think I’ll help her more. At least I’ll make my bed in the morning. And that’s all,” she announced with a satisfied nod.
“I think that’s a good resolution, Sally. Why don’t we make your penance just making your bed tomorrow?”
Again she nodded.
Koesler raised his right arm and intoned, “God, the Father of mercies, through the death and resurrection of His Son, has reconciled the world to Himself and sent the Holy Spirit among us for the forgiveness of sins. Through the ministry of the Church may God give you pardon and peace, and I absolve you from your sins,” he traced the sign of the cross in the air, “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”
“Amen,” said Sally. And, smiling, she exited.
After a few moments, Koesler heard the familiar sound of knees hitting wood. For whatever reason, the next child was going to use the screen.
“All right,” Koesler said, as he leaned head and shoulders toward the plastic latticed screen.
“Bless me. Father, for I have sinned. My last confession was about a month ago.”
Koesler guessed what was going on. The whisper sounded as if it belonged to a boy. In any case, it was probably the youngster’s parents who had countermanded the training he’d received in school and had taught their child to confess in the manner they had been taught. If Koesler was correct, this formula would be followed by the old-fashioned “laundry list” of sins.
“And since then,” the child proceeded, “I disobeyed my mother ten times. I disobeyed my father about five times. I swore six times. I talked in church four times. I used God’s name in vain once. I lied twice. I fought with another boy once. And I stole a nickel from my little sister. I am sorry for these and all the sins of my past life, especially for adultery.”
Koesler did not bat an eyelash. This was by no means the first time a child had demonstrated ignorance concerning the nature of things sexual. But Koesler, in confessional matters, lived by two rules: Don’t interrupt a child’s laundry list of sins—the list is probably memorized and if it is interrupted one may reap prolonged silence. Followed by a starting over. And secondly, don’t use the confessional for teaching.
To these, the priest had recently added a third rule, occasioned by experiences such as this: If parents insist that their child grow up in the same manner they did, let it be.
The only bad thing was that the young person would probably never mature out of this childish approach to confession, just as the parents had never shed their own penitential adolescence. But parents had prime responsibility for their children—let them look to it.
“OK,” he said to the screen, “for your penance, say three Our Fathers and three Hail Marys—and try to return the nickel to your sister.”
“Yes, Father.”
Koesler gave absolution, after which the child departed.
He was followed by an extremely small girl who fairly skipped around the screen and lifted herself onto the chair. Seated, her feet did not reach the ground. Koesler recalled that barbarians sometimes used such as a position of torture, and he resolved to have a smaller chair added to the confessional furnishings in the near future.
“Hi,” he greeted the new penitent.
“Hi, Father, I’ve been thinking about all my faults, and I think the worst one is I bug my brother. I’m going to try not to bug him so much.”
“Good idea, Andrea. I’m sure Tommy will appreciate that. For your penance, try to do something nice for Tommy tonight.”
He absolved her and she departed.
A few moments later, he heard the sound of small knees hitting the kneeler on the other side of the screen.
“All right,” Koesler said, letting the penitent know that all was ready.
After a few moments, came a small boy’s voice: “Hell, damn, shit, son-of-a-bitch, fuck it, fuck it in a bucket.” Then, silence.
Silence also from Koesler’s side of the screen. He had almost said, “What was that!” but he didn’t need reiteration. He recalled with all too great clarity what the boy had said. The question was why he had said it.
Suddenly it was clear. Instead of confessing he had used bad language, he had given Koesler an itemized account of just exactly what he had said.
“Is that all?” Koesler asked at length.
“Yes, Father.”
“Then say five Hail Marys for your penance.
“And by the way: If this happens again, you don’t need to tell the priest precisely what you said. Just say you used vulgar language.”
“OK, Father.”
There may be more exclusive clubs in the Detroit area, but not many, thought Bishop Ratigan, as he pulled into the circular area where valet parking was available.
Orchard Lake Country Club was nestled among a string of small lakes, not the least of which was Orchard Lake itself, quite possibly the most beautiful of them all.
Ratigan’s car rocked as he braked abruptly in front of the attendants’ station. A uniformed young man sprinted to the car so quickly he was there before Ratigan had climbed out.
“Hi, Bishop!” The young man’s uninhibited smile beamed. Not only was Ratigan well known at OLCC, he was also known to be a generous tipper.
“Hi, Johnny.” Ratigan smiled more with his eyes than his lips The crow’s-feet deepened but the rest of his face remained nearly immobile. The phenomenon was indicative of his reserve. “Be careful with this heap of tin. There’s not much life left in it.”
Johnny just laughed as he swung himself into the car, adjusted the seat forward, slipped it into gear, and eased it into the parking space. Actually, the late model Olds Ninety-eight would be right at home with the other luxury cars in the lot. All the attendants were acquainted with Ratigan’s penchant for self-deprecation. It was as if he knew that clergymen should exist on a less opulent level than his. But, rather than live poverty, he talked it.
“I’m meeting Mr. Hoffman for lunch,” Ratigan announced to the desk attendant.
“Right, Bishop. Mr. Hoffman is expecting you. He’s downstairs.”
Ratigan made his way down the stairs, ignoring wall plaques commemorating past officers of the club. Once on the threshold of the sunny downstairs dining room, he easily spotted his host sitting alone studying the menu.
“Been waiting long?” Ratigan seated himself across from Hoffman.
Hoffman consulted his watch. “No, just a few minutes.”
“Here’s the relic you wanted.” Ratigan pushed a small golden reliquary across the table. Then he handed Hoffman a folded parchment. “And here is its certification. Notice the words typed in, ‘Vera Crux.’ But,” he leaned back, “you didn’t tell me why you wanted a relic of the true cross.”
“It’s not for me. It’s for my sister Cindy. She likes this sort of thing. Send the bill to my secretary, Mike.”
“Already have.”
Ratigan barely had time to adjust his napkin before the waiter arrived to take drink orders. Hoffman ordered a perfect Rob Roy, Ratigan an extra dry Beefeater martini.
“I thought we’d just have something light, if you don’t mind,” said Hoffman. “I’ve got some things I’d like to talk to you about.”
“Perfectly all right.”
“Shrimp salad?”
“Fine.” Actually, Ratigan would have preferred a far more substantial lunch. But while he normally was an assertive person, he generally deferred to Hoffman.
The waiter returned with the drinks, took the salad order, and left.
Hoffman took a sip of his drink, hurriedly set it down, and was just able to produce his handkerchief and cover his nose and mouth before sneezing violently.
“Bless you!” said Ratigan. “Coming down with something?”
“Blasted cold, I suppose. This day did not begin well. And, while it’s improving by the hour, I got a chill this morning that seems to be developing into something nasty.”
“Better take care of it. Bad time of year to come down with something. Just going into winter and all.”
“You’re right. I think I’ll stop in and see the doctor on the way back.”
They sipped in silence. Both gazed out the window. The trees, still multicolored, were beginning to lose their leaves. Ratigan noticed that a single leaf, tinted gold and red by the season, had been placed in the table vase usually reserved for a fresh flower. A nice touch.
Salad was served. Hoffman ordered another drink for each of them.
“A nice time to be alive,” Ratigan commented. The martini was cold, delicious, and soothing. Any hint of winter’s coming severity was muted by the longer autumn.
“A nice time to be in Rome,” Hoffman said.
“Eh? Oh, I suppose. You going?”
“Not me. Not now. Frank Martin.”
Ratigan rolled his eyes as he placed a forkful of shrimp salad in his mouth. “When?”
“Next month.”
“Still be nice then.” Ratigan sensed that something to do with Frank Martin’s impending Roman holiday was the reason for this luncheon.
“I’d like to arrange something nice for him while he’s there.”
“Oh?” Had this been a poker hand, Ratigan felt he now would be raking in the chips.
“What would you suggest?”
“A papal audience, I suppose. After all, the Pope is Rome’s most important product.”
“I know. But there are audiences and then there are audiences.”
“Indeed.” Ratigan enjoyed cat and mouse as much as Hoffman did.
“So, what sort would you suggest?” As Hoffman finished the last of his salad, the waiter was there to remove the plate. Hoffman ordered another drink. Ratigan declined.
“How would it be,” Ratigan leaned forward, “if you were to go into Frank Martin’s office and tell him you’d arranged for a private audience for him with the Pope?”
Hoffman smiled. “Not the sort where the Pope goes around a circle meeting individuals in a group?”
“No.” Ratigan’s crow’s-feet crinkled. “More the sort that heads of state receive. Mr. and Mrs. Frank Martin, His Holiness, and maybe an aide, in the throne room.”
Hoffman slapped the table top. “Just what the doctor ordered, Mike. Can you pull it off?”
Ratigan nodded curtly. “Give me a few days.”
He had arranged for many varied meetings, tête-à-têtes, what-have-yous in his day. But he’d never tried for a private audience with a Pope. He would have to call in virtually his every marker. But with the president and chairman of the board of The Company, one of the most influential and wealthiest Catholics in Detroit, even a private audience might be possible. Ratigan was certain he could elicit the cooperation of Mark Boyle, Archbishop of Detroit. And, since Boyle was a Cardinal, his support would carry the added weight of the red hat.
Ratigan, as was the case with most priests, seldom, if ever, played a game of quid pro quo with favors for or from the laity. Such a game would have been hopelessly uneven from its inception. Priests, most of them shameless do-gooders, genuinely enjoyed doing favors for people. Ratigan was no exception.
But most priests could not compete with the laity in this sort of venture. Over the years, dentist and doctor friends would build up untoppable advantages just in uncharged fees. And priests, unless they dined alone or with fellow clergymen, very rarely picked up a dinner check or even contributed to its payment. In time, if anyone were keeping score, most priests fell heavily in debt to their lay friends. But, of course, generally, no tab was kept.
So, Ratigan would do his best to secure the honor of a private papal audience for Hoffman’s employer. He would do so gladly. But between this papal audience and the next favor Ratigan would render Hoffman, the auto executive would pick up many a tab, host many a luxurious trip, buy many an expensive gift for his friend the bishop.
“How’re you set for time, Mike?”
Ratigan consulted his watch. “OK. I’ve got nothing on till three.”
Hoffman pushed his chair back from the table. “Then how about a short stroll?” He sneezed again.
“Bless you! OK. But you’d better put something on. Almost November and you’re coming down with something.”
“You’re probably right.”
They stopped at the unattended cloak room where Ratigan retrieved his hat and coat and Hoffman slipped into his topcoat.
“No hat?” Ratigan donned his hat and coat.
“Never wear one. You know that.”
“Yeah.”
Up the stairs, past the main dining room, and out the double doors. They were on the veranda overlooking Orchard Lake.
“Did it ever occur to you, Mike, that if you hadn’t become a bishop, we would never have become friends?”
Ratigan mulled this over. “Oh, I don’t know. Any number of ways we might have met. We could have been on some committee together. Or, I easily might have been pastor of your parish.”
“I said friends.” They walked briskly along the perimeter of the veranda. “Father Koesler is my pastor but we’re not friends. Have you ever given much thought to our friendship? Do you know why you and I are friends?”
“Can’t say that I have. We like a lot of the same things: golf, concerts, poker, good cars, good food . . . it’s natural, I would think.”
“That’s not it.”
“What, then?”
“We’re cut of the same cloth.”
Ratigan stopped dead in his tracks. Hoffman stopped one step ahead. Ratigan’s amazement was impossible to conceal. Hoffman smiled. “Surprised?”
They recommenced their walk.
Ratigan was more than surprised. He was shocked. He knew something of Hoffman’s business dealings, some of his method of operation at work. And, in all honesty, he could not approve of all he knew. In addition, Ratigan was aware that what he knew of Hoffman’s business practices was only a tip of the iceberg. Normally, Ratigan preferred not to think about it.
“Think about it sometime, Mike. We are upwardly mobile. We have high pot, as they say in my industry. And we are cashing in on our potential, each in his own way, each in his own field.
“I didn’t become general manufacturing manager of The Company by being meek and waiting to inherit something the Beatitudes might promise. And you didn’t become a bishop by choosing the lowest place at the table as in the Gospel story.”
“Now, wait a minute—”
“I know what you’re going to say. And I know there are people who actually make the Gospels work for them. There’s Mother Theresa of Calcutta and there’s Dom Helder Camera of Recife. There are exceptions in my field too. Every once in a long while you may run across a genuinely nice guy who’s made it. But we both know that’s the exception, not the rule.
“Mostly, it’s guys like you and me. We know which strings have to be pulled, which backs need to be scratched, which side the butter’s on, who to get papal audiences for . . . .” Hoffman glanced at Ratigan, who seemed to wince slightly.
“We know where the power is. We know the path to power and we take it. I don’t know where the skeletons are in your closet—I don’t want to know—but I know where the bodies are buried in my past, and I don’t regret one of them. I’d guess neither do you regret yours. If I hadn’t pulled the rug out from under some of the people who stood in my way, I’d still be on the bottom looking up.”
“But . . . but . . . deliberately undermining somebody else’s career . . . why, that’s immoral. It’s a sin!” Ratigan felt as if he should be hearing Hoffman’s confession rather than listening to an apologia pro vita sua.
“Sin! How could the only sure road to success be a sin! The Beatitudes may work in a monastery or a convent. But they don’t work at The Company. They don’t even work all that well among the people who preach them.”
“Must say I can’t agree with you, Frank. No, not at all!”
“Your problem, Mike, is that you haven’t thought about it enough. I know—”
Ratigan seemed about to speak again, but Hoffman’s raised hand cut him off.
“I know,” Hoffman continued, “because you’ve done it before, that you’re about to quote St. Paul about how if a man desires the office of bishop, he desires a good work.
“Well, I’ve never heard Frank Martin say it in so many words, but I can assure you that he has similar thoughts to those of St. Paul. ‘Any employee of The Company,’ Frank might say, ‘who desires a management position—and the higher in management the better—desires a good thing.’
“God bless us, we in management know damn well that we’ve got a good thing. We’d be too stupid to get where we are if we didn’t know we’re billions of times better off than the suckers on the line. And the higher we go, the better off we are. So, now, let me paraphrase St. Paul: ‘We who desire to be chairman of the board of The Company desire the best damn thing available.’
“Sure, it’s a good thing to desire to be a bishop. You’ve got it better than any priest in a parish or monastery. Your perks go up in direct proportion to the height of your position.
“It just comes down to this, Mike: Some of us will do anything we have to do to get to this ‘good office’ that we desire.”
“I can’t agree with your reasoning, Frank.” They were standing at the shoreline of Orchard Lake. In another couple of months, this large lake would be frozen over, and instead of swimmers, rowboats, and fishermen, it would be dotted with fishing shacks, iceboats, and skaters.
“It may be true,” Ratigan said, “that there are some ancillary advantages to being a bishop, but along with that are greater responsibilities and obligations.”
“Of course there are, Mike. They go with the territory. It’s lots easier tightening bolts on passing chassis all day than making multimillion-dollar educated guesses about where the auto market will be several years down the road.
“But then, the blue-collar guy works in a pit, makes a slightly better-than-average wage, and lives in Detroit. While we have plush offices, private secretaries, investment counselors, and live in Dearborn, the Pointes, or Bloomfield Hills. It goes with the territory.
“And sure it’s easier filling out records, saying Mass, and bestowing sacraments than it is being responsible for personnel placement, purchasing sites for future parishes, and fielding problems too complex for a mere pastor. But priests’ lives fit into square boxes a few miles wide called parishes, and they do the same dull things every day of their lives. Whereas you bishops have as many offices as you want, live virtually where you want, at whatever level you want. And when you deign to visit a parish, it’s like the Second Coming of Christ: They throw down every red carpet they can find for you. And the perks go on, we all know it. It goes with the territory.
“We’re both of us in middle management, Mike. I’m living for the day I’ll be president and chairman of the board of The Company. And you can’t wait to get your own diocese. And,” he glanced briefly but significantly at the bishop, “it is just possible we can help each other get where we want to go.”
Silence.
Ratigan felt as if he’d been hit with buckshot. There was both truth and fallacy to Hoffman’s charges. But distinguishing one from the other was comparable to trying to pry little pellets from one’s body after a buckshot blast. Furthermore, what had Hoffman meant by “helping each other”?
Hoffman glanced at his watch. Time to go.
They turned and moved toward the clubhouse.
“More than anything, Michael, we are cut from the same Company cloth. We are Company Men.”
Ratigan wanted to hear no more. But there seemed no way he could prevent Hoffman from continuing.
“From time to time, I’ve seen those questionnaires they send to Very Important Catholics when they’re looking for nominations to the episcopacy. You’ve seen them, of course.”
“Of course.”
“Add up the desired answers to those questions and what have you got?”
Ratigan shrugged.
“A Company Man. Orthodox in theology, faithful to Church law, obedient to superiors, and above all—above everything—loyal to the Pope. A Company Man! And why not? You don’t need or want a rebel in the hierarchy. And what is really convenient is that new members of the hierarchy are selected by the existing hierarchy.”
“Now wait a minute, Frank. That’s not true. We’ve had bishops demonstrating against war, disagreeing publicly with positions taken by the National Conference . . . even some that left and got married. Hardly Company Men!”
“No one’s perfect, Mike. Even the Church blows one now and then. But, by and large, you are all Company Men. And so am I.
“Know why I’m wearing a blue three-piece pinstripe suit? Because that’s what Frank Martin wears. The same response answers such other pertinent questions as why my reading glasses are gold-rimmed, what time I get to work, and when I leave. People like Iacocca and DeLorean were our exceptions to the rule that people who succeed, especially in the auto industry, are Company Men. We’re all colorless clones of top management. To borrow from the Gospels once more, we must decrease while The Company increases.
“You could do it, Mike, but ask someone else—ask your friend Father Koesler if he can name the president and/or the chairman of the board of Ford, GM, Chrysler, AMC. Chances are, even though he’s lived in Detroit virtually all his life, he can’t do it. We’re colorless, Mike. We disappear into the corporate fabric of The Company.
“And look at you! Look at your daily uniform!”
Ratigan found himself briefly examining his attire, as if he’d forgotten what he had put on this morning. The lines around his eyes crinkled, but his mouth remained firm. “What did you expect, a green and coral zoot suit?”
“Hardly. But look again. A very plain black suit, navy blue Aquascutum, simple black fedora, and a plain silver ring.”
“So?”
“It’s not you, Mike. No more than this blue pinstripe is me. Left to your own devices, you’d be wearing a black suit, yes—but a three or four-hundred-dollar silk, a Burberry, and a splashy jeweled ring. But: Who dresses the way you do? Mark Boyle. Cardinal Mark Boyle. Your clerical equivalent of my Frank Martin. You’re a clone of Mark Boyle. A Company Man in simple black.”
They had reached the large double door of the clubhouse. They paused on the threshold.
“Don’t get me wrong, Mike; I’m not disparaging the Company Man. Hell, I freely admit I’m one. Neither The Company nor the Church could function without people like us. It’s just a good idea to know yourself. And,” Hoffman locked eyes meaningfully with Ratigan, “to know we are very much alike.
“In keeping with that thought,” he continued as their eyes remained locked, “earlier this week I revised my will. I’ve named you executor.”
“Frank, I—”
“Let me finish. I’ve left a substantial sum for both you and the archdiocese.”
“Now, wait a minute, Frank—”
“If I should go before you, not only will you be well fixed; you’ll also be able to bring a handsome gift to the Church. Which should endear you to the powers that be. Just as that private audience with the Pope is going to endear me to Frank Martin. You see, just about everything in life is a quid pro quo. And so it should be, especially between Company Men.”
They walked in silence past the main dining room, where a big luncheon party was beginning to break up.
As they went through the front door, Ratigan noticed there were quite a few people waiting for cars. He also noticed that Johnny recognized Frank Hoffman the moment he appeared in the doorway. Obviously skipping over several of those waiting, Johnny dashed off to retrieve Hoffman’s car.
They parted with a simple handshake. Ratigan felt he should say something. Something between a protest and an expression of gratitude. But there was no time. Nor did anything come to mind.
Ratigan stood under the awning watching Hoffman drive away. As usual, he had mixed emotions regarding Hoffman. Now, those emotions were more confused than ever.
He was happier when their relationship ran on a lighter level. He knew there was a distinctly dark side to Frank Hoffman. For his own peace of mind, Ratigan tried not to focus on the Mr. Hyde who was The Company Hoffman. But it had been Hoffman who had focused Ratigan’s attention on his other self. Worse, he had suggested that Ratigan was the ecclesiastical equivalent of Hoffman and that The Company and the Church were not all that dissimilar.
Ratigan felt somehow soiled. As if he had been invited not to an exclusive country club but to a sandbox where they had dabbled in mudpies.
An oft abandoned resolution again presented itself to Ratigan: He would break off this friendship. It demeaned him. The relationship was almost antithetic to a good spiritual life.
But there was no getting away from it: He enjoyed golf at Hilton Head, first class flights to exotic vacations as a sort of personal chaplain to the Hoffmans, parties with Detroit’s elite, casual invitations to lunch at the country club.
He enjoyed these and all the other lagniappes that were part of a close relationship with Frank Hoffman.
He wished he were stronger, but knew in truth that he was not. At this moment, he hated himself for his lack of integrity. And, along with self-hatred, he despised Hoffman for dragging him down.
As Hoffman’s car disappeared around the bend, Ratigan mused that someone like Hoffman should not go around letting others know that they would profit from his death. The concept might prove too tempting to someone who could bear to contemplate murder.
10.
He patted his paunch as he looked in the mirror. It was not a significant bulge, merely the combination of gravity and years causing a shifting of weight.
Charlie, he said to himself, you’re too old for this nonsense!
But he was in “this nonsense” up to his ears. He’d dived in when his old friend and golfing buddy Frank Martin had persuaded him to join The Company. Had it been a mistake? Had Charlie Chase blundered in leaving behind what he’d built?
It was one thing to own one’s own business and quite another to become a cog, albeit a very important cog, in a gigantic corporation.
He and Louise had known hard times, without doubt. But by dedicated hard work and, here and there, a little luck, he’d built his auto supply company into a business that was successful by anyone’s standard. He’d grown comfortable in the familiar surroundings and routines. Then had come Martin’s offer.
Perhaps the chief reason that had motivated Chase to chance the traumatic move was the apparent stability of The Company. Should the auto industry fall upon bad times for an extensive period—and that certainly had happened often enough in the past—it was always the smaller feeder companies, the suppliers, the ancillary industries that suffered most. As the owner of such a concern, such a catastrophe could have spelled financial ruin for him. In such an event, he could envision himself pouring his life savings into his business in a desperate attempt to keep it afloat.
It was very possible—probable—he could have lost everything.
But nothing like that was likely to happen to him now, surrounded and shielded as he was by The Company. Recessions might come and go, small companies might founder; hourly and even some of the lower echelon salaried employees might lose their jobs, possibly forever; but nothing short of a total breakdown in business nationwide would affect his present position. And certainly not before he could retire in comfort and security.
So, he had traded his baby, the business he had created and which he knew and understood inside and out, for The Company, in which he was less sure of himself, less knowledgeable, but—theoretically—more secure.
There were some obvious and immediate advantages to his move. He was looking at one of them now. His office space was generous, comfortable, and attractive, as well as functional.
The room he was in now adjoined his main office. It was, in effect, an efficiency with a kitchenette with full refrigerator, a sofabed, wet bar, table and several chairs, and a full bathroom attached.
The office proper was divided into two large sections. One held an executive desk with straightback chairs around it and a swivel chair behind. The other section was less formal, embracing a large coffee table. Spaced against three walls were couches and upholstered chairs. The fourth wall comprised large picture windows that displayed an impressive view southward toward the downtown skyline highlighted by the Renaissance Center.
Between the office and the corridor a reception area provided more than adequate facilities for his secretary, Brenda McNamara.
Brenda was a prize that Chase had been able to bring with him from his company. She had been with him nearly twenty years, fifteen of them as his private secretary. In the time he’d been with The Company, she had been his one oasis of familiarity and dependability in a desert of unpredictability and strangeness.
Chase could not quite put his finger on why he should have these lingering feelings of uncertainty relieved almost solely by the presence of his old faithful secretary. His responsibilities in The Company were not that new to him. The corporate structure was, of course, a vastly different way of conducting business than that which he had been used to when he had been independently responsible for an entire company. But there was something else; some element that seemed to elude him—that seemed to be keeping him off balance.
He had not yet identified it. But he would.
There was a quiet knock at his office door. From his adjoining suite he could scarcely hear it. He slipped into the office at the same moment Brenda entered from the reception area.
“Mr. Chase, there are three men to see you.” She had never addressed him on a first name basis. Nor he her. “It’s about next week’s board meeting.”
“Three?” Mild surprise. “I was expecting two . . . just Kirkus and Keely.”
“I know. That’s what the log shows. But there’s a Mr. Zaleski with them. He’s from the ad agency that handles the Cheetah account.”
“Hmmmm. All right; send them in.”
“Uh . . .”
“Yes, Mrs. McNamara?”
“It’s probably nothing.” She hesitated. “It’s just that from the beginning, I’ve had a feeling about those two. They seem to be somehow different while they’re waiting in my office than they are when they come in here.”
“Oh? Can you be more specific?”
“They always strike me as being . . . oh, somehow conspiratorial—at least while they’re waiting. I’m afraid I can’t really be more specific. It’s just something I feel. But,” she looked at him earnestly, “it’s a very strong feeling.”
“That’s interesting, Mrs. McNamara.” He seemed to be thinking. “I’ve gotten no bad advice from either Kirkus or Keely . . . that I know of. But,” he smiled reassuringly, “we’ll have to keep our eyes open, won’t we?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Very well, then; let’s not keep them waiting. Show them in.”
“Yes, sir.” She left the office.
He circled behind his desk and sat in the upholstered swivel chair. His three visitors would use the straightback chairs. He would keep this meeting on a formal basis.
As he waited, he briefly considered his secretary’s suspicions. While he valued her efficiency and professionalism greatly, he was less influenced by her perceptions. Being a nuts-and-bolts type, he put no stock whatever in intuition. Which was the category in which he slotted her opinion of Al Kirkus, Clem Keely, and any hypothetical conspiracy.
As he was dismissing her speculation, his visitors entered. Kirkus introduced Ziggy Zaleski. The three were then seated across the desk from Chase.
“We’ve got the presentation for the board meeting pretty well mapped out, Mr. Chase.” Kirkus took the lead. “What we want to do now is to submit our research and approach for your consideration and approval. If you approve of our approach—and I think you will,” he smiled and glanced confidently at his two companions, “then we’ll get to work on the draft for your presentation.”
“Very well.” Chase propped his elbows on the arms of the chair and made a steeple of his fingers, which he rested against his lips. His face was expressionless. The ball was in their court. And they would have to be convincing.
“The first item on next week’s meeting will be the new Lemon Laws that are up for congressional action this session,” said Kirkus.
Both Kirkus and Keely began arranging documents, pads, and charts at the edge of the desk nearest to them. It was a delicate and deliberate arrangement. Each man used no more desk space than he minimally needed. None of the piles came close to infringing on any area that Chase might want to use. They were so to speak, polite piles.
Zaleski watched the building of the piles with passive interest. He had brought nothing to this meeting except his effervescent self.
“This is, of course, by no means the first time Congress has considered Lemon Law legislation,” Kirkus proceeded. “As you know, the bills presently before both houses would call for a full refund of the full purchase price of any vehicle if, after three attempts, a problem cannot be solved, or if the vehicle is out of service for a total of at least thirty days during one calendar year.”
“Yes,” added Keely, “a full refund or a replacement vehicle, whichever the owner prefers.”
“That’s right,” Kirkus confirmed.
“I know all that,” Chase observed.
“Yes, sir. So,” Kirkus continued, “the question before the board next week will concern just what approach The Company should take on this proposed legislation.” He paused for effect. “We think The Company should take a public position of backing the legislation.”
Chase’s right eyebrow arched; his steepled fingers slipped down and became entwined.
“That position may come as a surprise to you,” Kirkus correctly analyzed, “but it is the result of a study of the voting records of some pivotal Congressional leaders, plus an analysis of the information our Washington lobbyists are feeding us.”
“What it comes down to, Mr. Chase,” Keely picked up the cue, “is that the forces proposing this legislation simply haven’t got the votes. There is no way in hell they can possibly get this legislation through either body, given the makeup of the current Congress. Our friends in the House outnumber our enemies by a two-to-one margin. In the Senate, it’s three-to-one.”
“So you see, sir,” said Kirkus, “this gives us a marvelous opportunity for a public relations coup. We, as one of the Big Five, come out in favor of something that is undeniably consumer legislation. In effect, we are making ourselves liable for in the neighborhood of billions in refunds or replacements.
“Now this would appear to be a form of corporate suicide . . . an absolutely unique stand on the part of any industry: sacrificing our company in favor of our customers. I don’t think, sir, you could find such an example since the industrial revolution of any corporation comparable in size and importance willing to combine confidence in our product with respect and care for our customers.
“In effect, sir, we will appear to favor legislation which would force us to guarantee our customers complete satisfaction.”
“Meanwhile,” Keely picked up the theme, “we know the legislation we appear to be supporting can’t pass. We’re in an all-win, no-lose position.”
“We stutterstep, we give the opposition a leg and then we take it away!” Ziggy Zaleski, gesturing orotundly, was picking up the mood created by Kirkus and Keely. “We send out the word that we’ve come to play. The opposition is just going through the motions while we’ve come to play. We are giving 120 percent.”
Chase’s eyes moved slowly in the direction of Zaleski. Without turning his head, Chase contemplated this creature afflicted with an apparently terminal case of sportsspeak.
“What of the other major auto firms?” Chase asked, after a moment. “Do we have any indication regarding their stand in this matter?”
“Yes, we do, sir.” Keely shuffled through several documents until he found the one he wanted. “Ford, GM, Chrysler, and AMC—all of them have their lobbyists working overtime, trying, in effect, to save the saved. They’re so scared that this idiocy will become law, they keep going back over ground all of us have covered.
“As we said, sir, we’ve got the votes. There is no doubt about that. But the others apparently can’t believe it. They keep lobbying not only the few who may vote against us, but the rest—the majority we know will be with us.”
“In other words,” said Zaleski, “we’ve got the momentum and our opponents don’t know it. Our penetration is good. We’ve got them on the run. They’re in a prevent defense. They’re going to let us have the short ones. And we’ll take ’em while we eat up the clock. It’s a two-minute drill and we’ve got the momentum. Yes, sir; we’ve got the momentum!”
Chase was able to ignore the verbal yardmarkers and go on.
“In the event we do decide to adopt this position—and as of this moment I cannot commit my support to it—when would you propose this position should be made public?”
Keely deferred to Kirkus. “You’ve hit on the most important point of all, sir,” said Kirkus. “The timing has to be perfect if we’re going to have maximum impact. We considered this question in great detail and we would suggest a delay of no more than a month. Congress is scheduled to debate these bills the end of November, beginning of December at the latest. Just before that happens, the other automakers are sure to voice their opposition in the strongest terms possible. Then we take our stand in favor of the legislation and sit back and watch as the bills go down to defeat. And The Company reaps a public relations bonanza!”
“We realize,” Keely added, “that on the surface this might appear to be a dangerous, even a foolhardy gamble. But we assure you, sir, nothing could be further from the truth. This, sir, goes beyond the proverbial lead pipe cinch. If there were a risk of any sort whatsoever, sir, we certainly would point it out. But, frankly, there isn’t. This is just a golden opportunity for The Company to score an unprecedented public relations coup. And, if I may be so bold, sir, it would certainly be a feather in your cap. It’s no secret that you’re new to The Company. This will be, in effect, your first major meeting presentation. If I may be so bold as to suggest, sir, this could be a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for you as well as for The Company.”
“And,” Kirkus gestured toward Zaleski, “the bottom line would fall to advertising. Once we are identified through the predictable media blitz as the consumers’ best friend, we will profit nicely in advertising correlation.”
“First in world class quality!” Zaleski’s voice was almost a shout. “First in design and performance! And first in the hearts of the consumer market! We’re number one! We’re number one! We’re number one!”
His cheers proved non-infectious.
The three looked expectantly at Chase, who seemed to be pondering the proposal.
Finally, he spoke. “We’ll see.” But a slight smile played about the corners of his mouth.
The three knew that they had sold and that Chase, indeed, had bought.
“Next on the agenda,” said Kirkus, inserting a stack of papers into his briefcase and shifting others to the top of the pile on the desk, “will be establishing and planning for our prime demographic target two years down the line. This is of critical importance, sir, because we will be committing the vast majority of The Company’s resources to whatever demographic target we establish.”
“I understand all that.” And, indeed, Chase did understand the literally vital risk involved in this planning. A faulty projection could cost The Company that share of the market necessary for survival.
“Of course, sir.” Al waxed appropriately apologetic. “And I know you’re well acquainted with the traditional categorization of the buying public, divided into urban men thirty-four to fifty-five; upscale working women eighteen to thirty-four; and housewives eighteen to fifty-four.”
Chase nodded.
“Well, sir,” Kirkus continued, “I’d just like Clem to update you on a more recent and more reliable curve of buyer statistics, grouped under the acronym VALS.”
“VALS?”
“VALS,” replied Keely, “stands for Values and Life-Styles. It divides the buying public into more revealing categories.
“First, at 33 percent, are the Belongers—buyers who tend to be more stable, content, and traditional.”
“Like your middle linebacker,” offered Zaleski.
“Then, at 25 percent, you have your Achievers—middle-aged and materialistically oriented.”
“Like your tight end.”
“Then, at 10 percent, are the Emulators—generally ambitious young adults just breaking into the system.”
“Like your halfback.”
“At 9 percent”—Keely’s voice tightened; Zaleski’s clarifications were beginning to irk—“are the Societally Conscious. Those are attracted to causes; they’re mission oriented.”
“Something like the wide receiver.”
“At 7 percent are the Experiential. They’re people-oriented—directed toward inner growth.”
“Like the center. The offensive center, naturally.”
“Also at 7 percent are the Sustainers. They’re having a hard time making ends meet and they’re damn resentful about it.”
“Like a second-string quarterback.”
For the first time during this presentation, Chase glanced at Zaleski. Chase seemed ready to believe that Zaleski was not real.
“The I-Am-Me group makes up only 5 percent of the buying public—the impulsive young adults. They’re narcissistic and unconventional.”
“Just like some quarterbacks.” Zaleski rubbed his hands together.
“The least of the buying groups at only 4 percent are the Survivors. They’re the poor, old people with little hope for the future.”
“The over-the-hill lineman.” Zaleski’s voice held a touch of sadness.
“Well, sir,” Kirkus had tried to speak quickly enough to cut Zaleski off at the pass, but had been unsuccessful, “that’s the way it is. VALS identifies today’s buyers. By the way, Clem, thanks for a concise presentation.” No mention of Zaleski’s antiphonal contributions.
“So you see, sir,” Kirkus continued, “the interesting thing about this categorization is who we find at the top and who at the bottom of this scale. We might suppose that today’s youth-impulsive young adults, ambitious young adults, young men and women just making their mark in the business world—would be among the highest percentage of buyers. But VALS makes it clear they are not. Such young men and women make up a mere 15 percent of the buying market.
“On the other hand, while we might not anticipate it, we And by far the majority of today’s buyers to be that old reliable group of middle-aged, stable, content, traditional men and women. A whopping 58 percent.”
“I guess there’s no doubt which market we’re aiming at,” Keely broke in. “The guys and gals we’ll be aiming at are the middle-of-the-roaders—the ones who demand economy and value; straight, old-fashioned American virtues. They won’t want to throw their hard-earned money down a drain marked ‘Flashy and Sports.’ No, sir; they’re going to demand the kind of cars they’ve been buying over the past several years. The fuel-efficient compacts. The kind of car that vaulted the Cheetah into world class competition.”
At mention of the Cheetah, Zaleski moved forward in his chair. “It’s like they always say: The best defense is a good offense. We pick up our market and we go with the flow. Remember: We’re giving 120 percent and we’ve come to play. But we’ve got to play in the right ballpark.”
“And the right ballpark for us, sir,” Kirkus slid in smoothly, “is the park we’ve been in for the past several years. We would be foolish to abandon what has contributed to our latest and most conspicuous success.”
Again there was a moment of silence while the three men tried to gauge the effect of their presentation.
“I’m going to have to check those VALS findings,” said Chase finally.
He would find them to be precisely as Keely had presented them. “Then, I’ll want to work them out myself.”
Kirkus and Keely quickly assembled a packet of graphs and documents. Kirkus offered the packet to Chase, who accepted it. “I’ll take these with me over the weekend, and give you my answer Monday. Now, if there’s nothing else—”
“There is one thing more, sir, if you don’t mind.”
Keely and Zaleski looked at Kirkus with genuine surprise. They were unaware of anything further on the agenda.
Chase nodded at Kirkus and settled back in his swivel chair.
“Actually, sir, it’s a rather delicate matter.”
Keely and Zaleski leaned forward.
“It has to do with our operation in Mexico. And the production of the Cheetah in Mexico.
“Now, as you know, The Company has its own glass division. We and Ford are the only ones who make their own glass. And, as you know, our glass division is based entirely in this country. Well—and it is not that difficult to trace this—the Cheetahs manufactured in Mexico arrive in this country complete with glass.”
He paused to let this fact have its effect.
“You mean to say,” Chase inquired, “that our Mexican operation is buying the glass for the Cheetah from a competing Mexican glass company?”
“That’s it, sir: We have no opportunity to provide our own glass for our own cars because those same cars are being outfitted with glass while they are still in Mexico. Before they’re shipped back to the States!”
Chase reacted with authentic indignation. “But what’s the meaning of this? What’s behind it?”
Kirkus shrugged. “The usual, I suppose, sir: Kickbacks, money on the side, bribes—la mordida. It’s been going on for years—known only to middle to lower levels of management. But high time the board knows of it, sir. In a way, I’m taking a chance even bringing it up now, sir. But I thought you ought to know. I thought I ought to tell you—”
“You did well to do so.” Chase’s indignation remained pronounced. “Document this as fully as you can and get it to me first thing Monday. The Company clearly is being bled. You’re absolutely correct: The board must know of this.”
“Imagine!” said Zaleski, sharing a bit of the indignation, “those spiks red-dogging us! Shooting the gap! We’ve got to pick up their stunts or it’s the old ballgame!”
“First thing Monday!” Chase emphasized to Kirkus.
And so the meeting was concluded.
“God bless you, sir!” Kirkus’ concern was evident. “Shouldn’t you be in bed? That sounds like a dreadful cold. Maybe the flu!”
“It’s OK, Al,” said Frank Hoffman. “Don’t worry. Just run that by me again!”
“Certainly, sir.
“As I was saying, things were going so well that I threw the Mexican import-export business into the pot. And he bought it, sir. Mr. Chase was absolutely indignant that The Company was being bled by some of its own people.”
“That was nervy of you, Al. We hadn’t planned on that, you know.” Hoffman’s tone held a hint of disapproval.
“I took the liberty, sir,” Kirkus explained. “Things were going so well I was really sure of him, and, of course there was no immediate opportunity to consult with you. But there was almost no chance that an outsider—and Mr. Chase certainly, qualifies as an outsider—there was no chance that an outsider would understand our Mexican operation.”
“And he bought the demographic projection and Lemon Laws stance?”
“He didn’t say so in so many words, sir. But he gave every indication he did. I’d stake my life on it, sir.”
Though he didn’t say so, Hoffman thought that at the very least Kirkus was staking his job on the way he had carried off that meeting.
“OK, Al. So far so good. Make sure you give him the documentation he needs for the Mexican scam. If that comes off the way it should, it will be the final nail in Chase’s coffin.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Oh, and Al: Did my girl get those Lions tickets to you?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Enjoy the game.” Hoffman was coughing as he hung up.
“Yes, sir.” Al would not take in the football game. He would be working to make the documentation perfect and perfectly enticing. A football game was a small enough sacrifice for the advancement of his career.
11.
It was as if a gigantic invisible hand were writing the words over and over across the top of the side of the building. One after another, the script letters lit up: C-A-N-A-D-I-A-N pause C-L-U-B. Then a repeat performance of the scriptwriting, followed by the two words simultaneously flashing on in their entirety: CANADIAN CLUB. Over and over.
A girl could get mesmerized.
She stood at the window wall, gazing somewhat absently at the familiar scene.
This was one of the very few buildings in Detroit known only by its address: 1300 Lafayette. A posh high-rise condo at the eastern edge of downtown, almost in the shadow of the Ren Cen. Within easy walking distance of Bricktown, Greektown, theaters, restaurants, hospitals, a shopping center, the Collegiate Club, a surprising number of churches—most of them Catholic-police headquarters, and, by no means least, the morgue.
Only a few short blocks separated 1300 Lafayette from the Detroit River. And across the river was Windsor, Ontario, Canada. By a geographical oddity, Detroit is the only city in the United States from which one reaches Canada by going south.
Shortly she would not be able to discern even this gigantic bright sign. An ever more dense fog was building. It was not uncommon for Detroit at this time of year. In late October, early November, the weather within this hub of the Great Lakes traditionally vacillated between fall, winter, and spring, frequently resulting in a late-evening to early-morning fog. Already the street lights immediately below were a dull blur.
Life seemed to be closing in in more ways than one.
It was almost contradictory. Her apartment was more than ample. It was bright and luxuriously appointed and furnished. It was situated in one of Detroit’s more lively and vibrant areas—convenient to nearly everything she could want or need. At thirty, she was still young and in good health.
Even if her tastes and lifestyle were not quite modest—which they were—she could easily afford to live on an even grander scale. Yet, withal, she felt trapped. And the thickening fog that seemed to slowly obliterate the outside world and seal her into her apartment merely intensified this feeling. Almost as if she were slowly being buried alive.
It was not alone the fog nor her isolation that contributed to this trapped feeling.
Jacqueline LeBlanc was a kept woman.
By no means was she alone in this profession. Nor was she by any means the only mistress in Detroit. But, as far as she was concerned, she must have been among the least likely women to have become a mistress. Yet she was. And the fact that she had come to exist for and at the good pleasure of a man now made her feel trapped, enslaved.
Jacqueline was born in Fall River, Massachusetts, where her family had lived determinedly within the city’s French Catholic community. Which is the same as saying that they did not live within the Irish Catholic community. Jackie grew up in Fall River during a time of transition. While she was a child, Fall River Catholics were still recovering from their notion that a mixed marriage was one between a French Catholic and an Irish Catholic.
Jacqueline had attended the local Catholic school. That was during the late 1950s. She had learned from the traditional Baltimore Catechism, under one form or another, the basic tenets of the Catholic faith, over and over. She had memorized the Commandments, the sacraments, the six Church laws that most commonly affected Catholics.
She had learned moral laws that had taken centuries to formulate. Mostly about how much better it was to be over than underdressed. And about what boys had in mind (girls). And, concomitantly, what girls had to keep in mind (how to avoid the glances and advances of boys).
Jacqueline had learned how to go to confession. That all mortal sins were to be confessed according to their kind and number. And that a mortal sin was a deliberate violation of a serious command. Venial sins were to be confessed, again, according to nature and number. On Saturday afternoon, at least once a month, young Jacqueline would examine her conscience and come up with a list of sins she had committed, memorize the list and the numbers, wait her turn, then whisper them to the priest from within a musty dark box of a room. Usually, month after month, year after year, her sins would be the same sins, differing only in the number of times committed.
Young Jacqueline had been a good student. She was proud of getting good grades consistently. She would have preferred to be known as a good student. But she was far more famous as the prettiest little girl in Ste. Jeanne d’Arc Elementary School.
Young Jacqueline attended Immaculate Heart of Mary High School at about the same time that the Catholic Church was celebrating—or agonizing over, depending on one’s liberal or traditional bent—the Second Vatican Council. Jacqueline found herself re-learning most of the eternal truths she had mastered in elementary school days. But she re-learned them well. She yearned to be known as the student with one of the sharpest minds in school. Instead, most of the girls envied her mature body while most of the boys lusted after it. And not just quietly in their hearts.
Ms. Jacqueline LeBlanc attended Boston College. She watched, sympathized with, but seldom participated in protest rallies and marches against the war in Vietnam. The Church now was sharply divided between conservatives and liberals. The faculty of Boston College was largely liberal. And largely due to that, Jacqueline began to slip in her fidelity to Mass attendance. She selected a well-rounded liberal arts curriculum and majored in theater and dance.
In her senior year, she portrayed Adelaide in B.C.’s production of Frank Loesser’s Guys and Dolls. She was a major hit. She desired to have her mental powers and talents recognized. But the consensus was solid that she was the most beautiful girl in school. Maybe the most beautiful girl in any school. She was no longer a virgin.
After graduation, and after many bitter arguments with her parents, Jacqueline took what little money she’d saved, put together her amateur theater portfolio, and went off alone and unattended to make it big in the Big Apple.
There she learned that agents were not desperate for clients; that lots of very pretty girls were looking for work; that there were comparatively few jobs in the entertainment field; that a small savings account was soon exhausted, especially in New York City, and that the casting couch frequently was the sole gate to even a minimal paying job in a nightclub chorus.
It was while singing and dancing in just such a chorus that she had caught the eye of Frank Hoffman, and he hers.
Hoffman was in Manhattan on one of his frequent business trips. Alone that night, he had gone to the Pink Erotica, a sleazy club that ordinarily he would have avoided. But a New York rep had urged him to check it out with the promise that the Erotica featured a few exotics whose acts were worth catching.
He hadn’t thought all that much of the strippers. Very ordinary, untalented broads whose only virtue was an ability to remove their clothing while writhing.
But that blonde in the chorus: She was something else. Hoffman could recognize class when he saw it, even in a twenty-five cent costume in a nickel-and-dime chorus line.
They met. Close up, she was one of the most breathtakingly beautiful girls he had ever known. He was one of the most handsome, exciting, and wealthy men she had ever known. They made love—off and on—as often as business brought him to Manhattan.
Eventually, he had set up house for her in a twenty-first floor luxury apartment in 1300 and she had become his full-time mistress. The rest, as they say, was history.
A key turned in the lock. She would have been alarmed but for the cough. The cough was unexpected, but it came from the voice box that was unmistakably Frank Hoffman’s. All unforeseen, her master had arrived.
“That you, honey?”
“It better be, or you’re in a lot of trouble.”
She went quickly to the hallway. Hoffman had hung his coat in the closet and was draping his silk scarf over a hanger.
“You didn’t tell me you were coming tonight.” It was neither complaint nor protest, merely a statement.
“Didn’t know till this evening that I would be here. The day started horribly, but it got better as it went on. So, I decided to reward myself.”
She took that as a compliment and smiled. As always, there was a glitter to her eyes. She reached up and threw her arms around his neck. He lifted her from the floor and kissed her. But then, as quickly, he lowered her, turned slightly, and sneezed.
“God bless you. Where did you get that? It sounds ugly.”
“This morning, I think. The upshot of a score yet to be settled. But it will be.”
“I’ve got some aspirin . . .”
“No. No, I stopped at the doc’s this afternoon and got this prescription.” He fished a pill bottle from his pocket. “Been eating them like candy. Should do some good.”
Her brow knit. “You shouldn’t overdo that.” She smiled. “You probably need some food in you. How ’bout I whip you up some steak and salad?”
“No, that’s OK. I stopped for a bite on the way over. Why don’t you just make me a drink. I just want to relax for a bit.”
Now that they were in the living room there was a little more light. He looked at her more critically. “Why are you wearing that rag?” he said harshly. “I told you I didn’t like it!”
She clutched her old faithful housecoat about her. “I feel comfy in it. It’s warm. Besides, I didn’t know you were coming.”
“Well, take it off! And get rid of it—I’m sick of it!”
She turned abruptly and disappeared into the bedroom. He settled into a reclining chair near the window and marveled at the fog that blotted out the river. All he could make out was the Canadian Club sign.
Jacqueline had known her share of drinkers. However, none but Frank drank a perfect Rob Roy. With talent born of long practice, she mixed one. Two small ice cubes in a large glass. Dewar’s Scotch nearly filled the glass. A bit of dry vermouth, a bit more of sweet vermouth. She no longer measured, merely blended to the proper color. Then a dash of bitters and a maraschino cherry.
She returned to the living room carrying the drink. As she entered the room, she felt a chill. She had replaced her cozy housecoat with a revealing peignoir Frank had given her last Christmas.
He took the glass wordlessly, popped a pill in his mouth, and swallowed it with a sip of the drink. She almost warned him that pills and booze were a dangerous combination. But she did not.
She sat on the arm of his chair. He had removed his jacket and tie, rolled up the sleeves of his monogrammed white shirt, and unbuttoned his collar. Her arm dropped familiarly and she began to massage his shoulders. “Remember how it used to be, Frank?”
“When?” He sipped his drink.
“In the beginning.”
“No. God, that was . . . what? . . . five, six years ago.”
“It used to be different, Frank. You used to talk to me. We hardly ever talk anymore. About your problems at work . . . about your work at all.”
“You wouldn’t understand.”
You’d be surprised, she thought. She was growing desperate for him to discover her mind. All he ever groped for now was her body.
“What’s the official reason you didn’t go home tonight? It is Friday.”
“Had to put in some extra work. And then decided to stay downtown. Which,” he laughed, “come to think of it, is true.”
“Maybe it’s because we never go anywhere, Frank. Maybe that’s why we don’t talk much anymore.”
“That’s ridiculous! What difference would going anywhere make?”
“I never see you outside these walls. You never see me outside of them. We never have anybody in for dinner or drinks or anything. There isn’t anybody outside of ourselves to add a dimension to our relationship.”
“Don’t try to pull that! You knew how it would be when you moved in here. You know I can’t be seen with you. I aim to reach the top at The Company. Which means I’ve got to maintain a good measure of invisibility. And that’s a long way from the image of a swinger. Besides, a scandal with you would be all my wife would need for a divorce wherein I would get the diving board and she would get the pool and everything else. I don’t need that and neither do you!”
During the lengthy silence that followed, he gazed out at the rising fog while her fingers toyed with the back of his head.
“Look at it this way . . . .” His voice softened. “I’m about a quarter of a century older than you. Plus, women are supposed to be more long-lived than men. And I’ve taken excellent care of you in my will—”
“Frank! Don’t talk that way! You make me feel like a vulture just waiting for you to die so I can pick your bones! Besides: You’re a healthy and fairly young man!”
He looked up at her and smiled. “Well, let’s find out how young and healthy I really am.”
They made love. At least he thought they did. She was forced to call on the skills she had learned so well as a thespian. As usual, she passed the test with flying colors.
If all he considered her to be was a body, that’s all she could find it in herself to be to him. Quite beyond her control, the emotions needed to participate in the act of love were held in check. Besides, she thought, he obviously doesn’t give a damn whether he’s giving me his cold.
He lay back, smiling. He was warm, relaxed, satisfied, and pleased that once again he had proven his manhood.
After a while, she propped herself on one elbow. “I’ve been wondering . . .”
“There you go, thinking again. I told you you weren’t supposed to try that.”
“. . . why do you do it? I mean, why do you need it?” she persisted. “Why do you need more than one woman? What’s the matter with your wife?”
“Variety, my dear girl; variety. I don’t think women will ever understand the male need for variety.”
Variety! Somewhere out there there must be men who didn’t need variety . . . even if she had never had the good fortune to meet one.
They lay side by side silently. Hoffman was almost asleep.
“Frank,” she said softly, without moving. “Frank?”
“Mmmm?”
“I have a confession.”
“It’s not my field. I build cars. You’d better find yourself a priest.”
“Don’t make fun, Frank. I’ve got a confession that involves you, Frank.” She paused. “Frank, I saw her.”
His eyes opened in premonition. “You saw whom?”
“Your wife. I saw Em.”
“Where?”
“At Madame Tirana’s. You said she had a weekly appointment there. I phoned and got an appointment at the same time.”
“When?” His anger was evident.
“The other day.” She grew defensive. “I didn’t talk to her or anything, Frank. She was with another woman. I’m sure she didn’t notice me.”
“Didn’t notice you!” Furious, he sat bolt upright. “Do you think she is goddamn blind? Everybody’s nude in there! Tell me she didn’t notice your goddamn perfect body! Don’t make me laugh! And you’re not, you know!”
“Frank, she’s gorgeous. OK, so she’s fifty, but she’s obviously kept in good shape. She looks like Susan Hayward. I mean, after I saw her, I couldn’t help wondering why you need me. I couldn’t help wondering,” she spoke more slowly and deliberately, “how long you would continue to need or want me.”
“Until this moment, I never had cause to consider that. But now, I wonder too!
“First you case the woman; next, you’ll probably invite her up here for tea!” He got out of bed and began to dress, jerkily, furiously. “I can save you some time. Don’t bother asking her to share the bed with us. Her tastes do not run to the ménage à trois scene. She’s never been a chorus girl or been through the casting couch routine with every agent and producer in New York!”
He was trying to hurt her by throwing back her confidences at her. He was succeeding all too well.
“Frank! Where are you going? Please don’t be angry—”
“For your information, I’m going to spend the rest of this night at the Collegiate Club. I tell you that just in case you want to call Em and keep her informed as to my whereabouts.”
“Frank, don’t go! Please don’t go angry!”
“I’m going! And I’m going angry! And you can just think about that while you’re wondering—and with damn good reason now—how long I will continue to need or want you!” He slammed the door as he left.
She stood staring unseeing at the closed door until she heard the elevator begin its descent. Her eyes filled with tears; they flowed freely down her cheeks.
She turned and went to the window. Even the Canadian Club sign had disappeared in the fog. Her prison walls had closed in. She was buried alive.
One day soon she would be forced to break out of this prison, and she feared the only avenue of escape might involve an act of violence. She didn’t care for the prospect—but one did what one had to.
After all, she hadn’t spent years living on the underworld fringe of Manhattan without learning a few tricks of the trade.
12.
“Building a nuclear weapon?”
“Huh?”
“This sign . . .” Father Koesler read aloud from the warning hung on the greenhouse door: “‘Extreme danger! Keep out until further notice.’ Not only did you hang this rather ominous warning, you bolted the door.”
“That’s because I meant it,” said Bishop Ratigan. “Having a bit of a problem with aphids. Actually, a bit of an infestation. So last night I lit a nicotine bomb.”
“Will that get rid of the nasty bugs?”
“Them and anything else that goes in there before I ventilate it . . .which I will be doing in just a few minutes.”
Koesler reflected. “Sounds sort of powerful. Isn’t it dangerous?”
“You betcha. So dangerous you can’t get the product on the retail market.”
“Then, how—”
“How did I get it if you can’t get it? Nurseries, garden shops, professional horticulturalists can get it. Which includes Sharps, the landscapers for whom I used to work while you were being God’s gift to little campers.”
“Oh . . . so they’ll still sell it to you for old times’ sake?”
“How many of their summer helpers grew up to be a bishop? Besides, they know I know how to use it.”
“We’ve got a little time till January first, but I’m going to anticipate and make one resolution right now.”
“What’s that?”
“From now on, I’m going to pay attention to your signs.”
The lines around Ratigan’s eyes crinkled. “You’ll live longer.”
“By the way,” Koesler’s tone indicated a change of subject, “speaking of January first, tomorrow happens to be November first.”
Ratigan checked his calendar watch. “You’re right. So?”
“Just that they both used to be holy days of obligation, and today is Saturday and old habits die hard . . .”
“So?”
“So, there may be a few more confessions than usual. Any chance you could give me some help either this afternoon or evening?”
“Sorry; I’ve got a meeting with the Cardinal this afternoon. Won’t even be here for dinner.”
“OK; just wondered. Will you be back later this evening?”
“Why?” Ratigan, after almost being trapped into hearing confessions, was wary.
“We could go together to the Mercury’s party. About eight? Easier that way. And we can cut out early if we want to.”
“OK; but if I’m not back by the time you want to leave, why don’t you just go ahead, and I’ll see you there later.”
“Right.” Koesler left to see whether the janitor had removed the rice that had been thrown at last evening’s wedding.
Ratigan busied himself venting his greenhouse. Hear confessions, indeed! He had no meeting scheduled this afternoon. But he’d find something to occupy him outside the parish. Obviously, he thought, Bob Koesler doesn’t understand that, generally speaking, bishops retire from hearing confessions by the very fact that they become bishops. That was the good news.
The bad news was that bishops had to confirm virtually every child in the diocese. He knew one auxiliary bishop in Minneapolis who publicly announced that the reason he had been made a bishop was because he had a car rugged enough to get him around for confirmations during a typical Minnesota winter.
Hear confessions, indeed!
Ratigan recalled learning in seminary moral theology class that according to the Church law of the time, Cardinals, among the many, many ecclesiastical perks they enjoyed, had automatic faculties, or permission, to hear anyone’s confession anywhere in the world without being deputized by the appropriate bishop. The only thing overlooked by the canonist who wrote that law was that it had been so long since any Cardinal had heard a confession that no Cardinal could remember the formula for absolution.
He could see no one on the course as he drove down Golf View Drive. But the pins were still upright in the greens. There was life in the old Dearborn Country Club yet.
Frank Hoffman had once belonged to the D.C.C. But no more. He had moved on to the Orchard Lake Country Club. It was all part of his plan, his timetable, his upward mobility.
He turned up Hawthorne, then quickly onto Lawrence.
Take his present home, for instance. A good house, a good substantial Dearborn address. As nice a house as any in Bloom-field Hills. Just not as prestigious. But that would come as he climbed The Company ladder.
When they had bought their present home on Lawrence, they had been in Dearborn’s Sacred Heart parish. Among West Dearbornites, it had been known as The Parish, which seemed appropriate to Hoffman since he worked for The Company. Then, St. Anselm’s parish had been formed in Dearborn Heights, and the Hoffman home had been just within the cut by three blocks. But he’d been a good sport and had gone along with the redistricting. It had become a bit of a joke among some of the other Catholics at The Company: how, inevitably, one day the Hoffmans would belong to St. Hugo of the Hills—nicknamed St. Hugo of the Wheels—in Bloomfield Hills.
As he drove down Lawrence, Hoffman was conscious of the trees that lined the pavement and sidewalks. Stately old maples, oaks, sycamores, and firs. A tribute to the neighborhood’s age. No recent suburban spread this, with newly planted infant trees. Most of the leaves gone now. Oaks still holding on. Well, after all, it was, what . . . the end of October.
The end of October . . . Damn: Halloween! And they were scheduled to attend the Mercurys’ dinner party tonight. He’d have to check with Em and make sure their maid would house-sit this evening, and that she’d be well supplied with candy for the little beggars. Beggars . . . Dearborn beggars; almost a contradiction in terms.
And if this was Halloween, tomorrow must be All Saints. What the hell, if he found time today, he might just go to confession. For old times’ sake, if nothing else.
He left the car in the driveway and entered the house through the back door. He had to give Em credit: She certainly kept a neat house. Of course she had help: a maid who came in six days a week, seven if needed. And two cleaning women twice a week. And no kids to mess it up. Their three, Mark, Claudia, and Charles, were married and living in other states.
He rambled through the downstairs. It seemed no one was at home. Not a sound. He climbed the stairs to the second floor. The master bedroom door was closed. He opened it.
Em was seated at the vanity, back to the door. She wore only a bra and half-slip. She was applying makeup. She could see his reflection clearly in the mirror. But his entrance had startled her. Even though she recognized him, her back had stiffened.
“I didn’t hear you come in. I didn’t know you were home.” She spoke to the mirror.
“Just.” He was tired. He hadn’t slept well at the Club, and he hadn’t had a change of clothing. And despite all the pills, that chill he’d gotten seemed to be waging a winning war. That plus his spat with Jackie had not created a euphoric mood this morning. But here was an attractive woman in a state of dishabille. Never mind that she happened to be his wife. Hoffman considered the scene a challenge to his manhood. What should he think of himself if he were to leave a half-naked woman alone!
He walked up behind her and unsnapped her bra. She stiffened further, but was not surprised. From long experience, she had known from the moment he entered the room that she was headed back to bed. Just her luck! A few minutes more and she would have been dressed and he would not have felt impelled to action.
They went to bed. A repeat performance of the previous night’s encounter. Except that Em didn’t bother trying to be the actress that Jackie was. And so, since he apparently had not satisfied his wife, Frank was not as pleased as he might have been.
After a few moments of lying motionless, Em swung her feet over the side of the bed and retrieved the bra and petticoat that had been tossed to the floor in one-half of an act of lust.
“You really ought to see someone, Em. Maybe a psychologist. It’s been a really long time since you’ve gotten anything out of lovemaking—at least on a regular basis. You’re really missing something.” Hoffman remained in bed.
“Maybe you’re right. Maybe I ought to see someone.” Again in bra and half-slip, she had returned to the vanity to repair her makeup. “Maybe I ought to see your doxy. Maybe she could tell me how you arouse her passion. We could compare notes. Maybe you’re just doing something wrong by the time you get around to me.”
“Hey! What’s this all about?”
“‘Sorry, Em; have to work late tonight. I’m going to stay downtown. Get a good night’s sleep now.’” It was both an imitation and a parody of his phone call to her the previous night.
“It just so happens that I did stay at the Collegiate Club last night. You may feel free to call and check it out.”
“Oh, never mind. If you bothered to tell me specifically where you slept, you probably slept there. So what happened—she go home to visit Mommy? Or did you two have a falling out? Trouble in paradise, hmmm?”
“Where did you ever get the notion that there’s another woman? You haven’t a shred of proof. It’s an unfair accusation, you know, and I resent it!” He hoped—almost prayed—that Em had not identified Jackie at the spa.
“You wouldn’t understand, Frank. A woman knows.
“For one thing, if you were not having satisfactory sex with some woman—and by satisfactory, I mean that you’d experienced her orgasm—you’d be plenty worried about yourself. I know you, Frank. God, how I know you. I don’t come, yet you stay serene and relaxed. That’s not you, Frank. That’s not Frank Hoffman, the over-achiever, Frank Hoffman, the smashing success, Frank Hoffman, the macho man, Frank Hoffman, God’s gift to womankind.
“No, Frank: You know there’s nothing wrong with you because there’s at least one woman somewhere else who is moaning and groaning and coming due to your manly ministrations.”
Hoffman began to protest, but Emma interrupted him. “No, Frank, just this once let it be my show. We both know I know the truth.” She continued dressing, not for tonight’s party, but for the balance of the day.
“The point is,” she continued calmly, “that, as the man said, Frankly, Frank, I don’t give a damn. We’re not in love anymore. But we make a good couple. We look good together. So we can show each other off at concerts, parties, weddings, nights on the town, at Company shindigs, and for the benefit of your pal Bishop Ratigan. And if you feel the need, as you apparently did a few minutes ago, I’ll study the ceiling for the duration. It just doesn’t matter.
“And we won’t get a divorce,” she continued as he sat up and stared open-mouthed at her. “I have no present reason for seeking one, and you can’t afford one: It would ruin your carefully constructed reputation as a good Catholic and a good family man—and that would hurt you at The Company.
“On top of everything else, you would never settle for even half of our property—and I would never walk away from you without much more than that.
“So hang on to your mistress, Frank. But just one thing: I don’t ever want to meet her. I mean that! If I ever even see her, all that I’ve just said may very well go right out the window.”
Fully dressed, she left the room.
A bravura performance. He was not totally surprised. She always had been a strong-willed, impulsive woman. But the intensity of her attack had brought him up short.
Gradually, he became aware that he was still naked, sitting upright on the bed. He might just as well begin the day again with a shower.
As he showered, he considered again all she had said.
She was right, of course, about the divorce; it was out of the question—for more reasons than she had enumerated. With that in mind, and knowing now how she felt about him, the future did not look all that bright.
In situations such as this, it was not Frank Hoffman’s habit to sit still and allow fate to have its way with him.
The more he considered his future, both immediate and distant, the more life with Jackie at his side seemed the ideal solution. At least better. They turned each other on. Jackie was Catholic, too, even though she would be more accurately described as lapsed. Still, there was no previous marriage, no legal impediment to her return to the Church. And even if there were some problem, he was sure Mike Ratigan could solve it. And they would look good together. Better even than he and Em.
Yes, it seemed right, However, all that did not come close to altering the fact that divorce was out of the question.
But what other way could he possibly get Em out of his life? He pondered that problem as he stood still and let the hot water massage him.
Since no one would be at the rectory tonight, Father Koesler had not bothered to shop for treats for the kiddies. An empty parish rectory on Halloween undoubtedly would result in soaped windows. There was no help for it. Today’s schedule had him available for confessions from 4:00 till 5:00 this afternoon, offering the 5:30 Mass; then, after a light supper, he would offer the 7:00 Mass, after which he would again be available for confessions for approximately an hour. And Ratigan would not return until later this evening.
He glanced at his watch. 4:30. In half an hour he would leave the confessional and begin preparation for the afternoon Mass, another comparatively recent innovation in Catholic life. Before the Second Vatican Council, Church law had obliged Catholics to attend Mass on Sundays. Now, the obligation remained the same, but the time span had been expanded to include any Mass offered after 4:00 p.m. on Saturdays.
Koesler breathed a sigh of gratitude that Ratigan had been unable to help with confessions today. Koesler’s anticipated crowd of penitents had not materialized. He had thought that the combination of Halloween, the Feast of All Saints, and Sunday might beckon multitudes to the box. But so far, it hadn’t happened.
There had been a few more adults than usual—people who remembered the good old days when plenary indulgences that could free souls sentenced to purgatory could be easily gained on November 2, the Feast of All Souls. Since plenary indulgences could be gained only by those who were free from serious sin, confession was very popular as these feasts approached. The Feast of All Souls still followed All Saints, but indulgences had pretty well fallen into desuetude. Still, some Catholics had formed the habit of confessing before All Saints’ Day. And for some, the habit was hard to break.
But Koesler had badly misgauged the number of habit-ridden Catholics.
He heard the shuffling sound peculiar to someone entering the confessional room. He looked to see who might appear coming around the screened area. Instead, the person knelt on the other side of the screen. Silence. No way for Koesler to know whether the penitent was collecting his or her thoughts or whether he or she was waiting for some sign from the priest to begin.
“All right.” He got the ball rolling.
“Oh!” came the startled whisper, as if the penitent were surprised there was actually a priest on the other side of the screen. “Oh . . . bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been, uh . . . maybe six months since my last confession.”
Koesler didn’t recognize the voice. But then he never tried to.
“I’ve lied a few times. Lost my temper around the house. Got angry at the kids. And missed Mass once—but I had a bad cold. And that’s about it, Father. I’m sorry for these and all the sins of my past life, especially for disobedience.”
It was a man’s voice. That was clear even through the whisper. And it was not a chronologically elderly man. But, in terms of sacramental and moral theology, this was an old-timer of the first water.
He had no serious sin to confess. Yet, instead of concentrating on one fault and trying to do something to correct it, he was still bringing in the old laundry list of sins. He felt the need to confess missing Mass even though he had a perfectly legitimate excusing reason. And, finally, after all these years, he still concluded his confession in the very same way he had as a young boy, even to the specification of disobedience as the most serious fault of his lifetime.
This was the type of penitent who used to confess monthly on a regular basis. After Vatican II, he’d heard that Catholics might consider going to confession less frequently, perhaps, but more penitently, more resolved to reform. However, he, and many like him, elected to cut back on the quantity while changing nothing else about the quality of their confessions.
As was his wont, Koesler, at this point, would deliver a brief fervorino. Whether the penitent paid any attention to it or not, he would expect it.
“Maybe on your way home from work,” Koesler suggested, “you could give a little thought to the difficulties your wife and children have faced that day. Then, if you can try to forget the problems you experienced at work and concentrate rather on how tired and frustrated those at home might be, maybe you will be able to be more thoughtful and considerate to them.”
“Yes, Father.”
It was an automatic response. Koesler had expected nothing more.
“For your penance, say three Our Fathers and three Hail Marys.”
Koesler began the absolution in English, but, instead of silently listening to the words, the penitent began reciting the traditional act of contrition. An old-timer to the very end.
What the hell, thought Koesler, if this guy isn’t going to listen to words he can understand, I’ll just slip into the old Latin formula.
After Koesler completed the absolution in the ancient language, the penitent rose and departed.
Koesler felt great. Just like the good old days when everything was automatic. The penitent put sins in “the box” and the confessor wiped them out with an absolution which the penitent could not have understood even if he had been listening. He was not listening because he was mouthing a prayer of contrition by rote. It didn’t make a great deal of sense now any more than it had then. But an occasional nostalgic return to the past could be fun now and again.
The next penitent entered. Business was picking up.
Once again, the penitent knelt on the other side of the screen. “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been . . . uh . . . oh, it’s been quite a few months since my previous confession.”
Frank Hoffman. Koesler couldn’t help recognizing the voice, which was pitched softly but not whispering. Besides, Hoffman was the only penitent in Koesler’s experience who correctly referred to his previous confession as “previous” instead of the grammatically incorrect “last” confession. As usual, Koesler had not tried to identify the unseen penitent; he simply couldn’t help knowing who it was.
“During this time since my latest confession I have been angry many times, frequently with my wife. I have taken God’s name in vain several times. I was tardy for Sunday Mass a few times.” He paused.
Koesler knew Hoffman to be a very wealthy and important executive. This recitation of a series of mundane peccadilloes caused Koesler to wonder again, as he had many times before, at the lack of “business sins” confessed. In all his years of hearing confessions, he would not have to go beyond the fingers of both hands to count the number of times he had heard anyone confess sins relating to business life. Were Catholics sinless from nine to five? He did not think that possible.
“And,” Hoffman continued, “I committed adultery many times. Too often to bother counting.”
Koesler recalled that in his previous confession, Hoffman had confessed to adultery. Yet he could not treat Hoffman as a recidivist, since by kneeling on the other side of the screen, the man had consciously chosen to remain anonymous. He had not been successful in achieving anonymity only because Koesler had recognized a specific speech pattern. Yet for the priest to indicate that he was aware of Hoffman’s identity by bringing up a detail from a previous confession would violate Hoffman’s right to his choice of at least a semblance of anonymity. The rule was that a confessor was not to do anything relating to confession that would be odious to the penitent. On the other hand, based even on this confession alone, Koesler thought he ought to say something about a sin which by Hoffman’s own admission was not only serious but habitual.
After Hoffman had concluded his confession, Koesler said, “You are a married man, since you confessed being angry with your wife. And the person with whom you are sinning sexually, she is married or unmarried?”
“She’s . . . uh . . . never been married, Father.”
“I see.” Koesler paused momentarily.
“The problem, I fear, is that, no matter how this relationship began, by now you are merely using this woman. Perhaps you are using each other. But it is not likely a healthy or productive dalliance.
“Worse, since you are married, it has nowhere to go. And I think a continuation of this relationship may be particularly unfair to the woman. Don’t you think you ought to do something about this situation?”
There was a slight pause. Then, rather brightly, “You know, that’s funny: I was thinking along those very same lines earlier today. I think I have an idea that just may solve this problem. Your advice, in a way, just brought my thinking to a head.” He did not add that Father Koesler might well not approve of his plan if all the details were revealed. That might be a matter to be handled in some future confession.
“Very good!” Seldom had the priest’s advice been so quickly effective. He felt very good about that. “For your penance, suppose you try to do something particularly nice for your wife.”
I tried to do that earlier today, thought Hoffman, but she didn’t care for it.
Koesler absolved Hoffman, who then departed.
There followed nearly twenty minutes during which Koesler alone occupied the confessional. Once again, he was grateful Bishop Ratigan had been unable to help out. It would have been a long spell before Ratigan would have allowed Koesler to live down the confessional jam that didn’t gel.
His line of thought was interrupted by a teenager, who hurried around the screen and plopped in the chair opposite Koesler.
“Hi, Freddie.”
“Hi, Father.” Freddie settled into the chair as if this were going to be an extended visit. That was seldom the case with fourteen-year-old boys, and it would not be the case with Freddie. “It’s been a couple of months since I was to confession, Father. I really got on my mother’s nerves this time, Father. She’s been on my case for most of the two months. But it finally come to me: It’s my fault. My dad says it’s a phase I’m going through. I hope to hell it is . . . oh, excuse me, Father. But anyway, it was getting so bad I thought I’d try to turn it around and go to confession. And that’s just about it, Father.”
“What could you do for your mother this evening, Freddie?”
“Everything! Take out the garbage, clean my room, practice the piano, do my homework, not bug her to go out trick or treatin’, go to bed on time.” Freddie appeared frustrated. “And that’s not the half of it, Father.”
“Well, every trip begins with the first step, Freddie. So, why don’t you clean up your room for your penance.”
“Neat!”
Koesler absolved Freddie and he was gone.
No one followed him. Koesler glanced at his watch. A quarter to five—fifteen minutes to go.
Just above his watch, Koesler noticed a speck of dust on the sleeve of his cassock and brushed it off. It brought to mind the old Holy Cross priest who, years back, had been an institution within an institution at Notre Dame. One of the stories about him had it that the Notre Dame boys would go up to the old priest’s room for confession. As each boy knelt by the priest’s chair to confess, he, now having trouble with his memory, would make little chalk marks on the sleeve of his cassock to aid him in remembering what sins had been confessed so he could assess and impose a proper penance.
One Saturday afternoon, so the story went, a boy arrived at the priest’s room and began confessing violent acts bordering on mayhem. The priest nearly covered his sleeve with chalk marks. “How did you manage to do all this damage?” the priest asked when the student had completed his confession.
“Playin’ football.”
“Oh? And who were you playin’?”
“Southern Methodist.”
“Oh, well,” said the priest, brushing away all the chalk marks, “boys will be boys!”
Koesler again glanced at his watch. Ten to five. Ten more minutes.
Koesler reflected upon his habit of checking the time more frequently as the end of any event neared. He decided this would be a good time to review quickly the outline, which existed only in his mind, of the homily he would preach at Masses this weekend.
However, he was distracted soon after beginning his review by someone entering the confessional. Instinctively, and throughout his years as a priest, Koesler had never come to terms with the last-minute penitent. Especially when most of the hour went by unused by anyone, why did people wait till the last minute? He considered it a thoughtless act. He had never considered that what to him was the last minute was to some penitent his or her only available moment.
This penitent happened to be Cindy Mercury, well known to Koesler. She stepped around the screen and took the seat opposite him. She was wearing a blue cloth coat with a small artificial fur collar. It seemed an inexpensive garment for one of her station in life.
Her hair, covered by a silk scarf, was in curlers. To Koesler, a woman whose hair was in curlers was simply stating that she was soon to be somewhere more important than where she was right now.
Cindy’s husband was an actor. So, unlike the auto executives of the parish, there was little way anyone could estimate Angie Mercury’s income. But Angie and Cindy appeared with some regularity on the lifestyle pages of local newspapers and magazines. And their donations to the Church were substantial. Not as much as Charles Chase or Cindy’s brother, Frank Hoffman, but well above average, nonetheless.
Koesler considered Cindy perhaps the most attractive of many attractive women in the parish. Her abundant blonde hair seemed naturally wavy, and she had a model’s profile, reminiscent of the late Grace Kelly.
Koesler picked up the Bible from the small table next to his chair. In the new form of the sacrament of reconciliation, the first rubric was the reading of a passage from the Bible. A rubric that Koesler dispensed with in the confessions of children.
“If you don’t mind, Father, can we skip the scripture reading? It’s kind of late—and I’m sorry about that—but neither of us has much time.” She seemed upset. About what, Koesler guessed he would be informed shortly.
He nodded and returned the book to the table. He waited. She fidgeted.
“I’m beginning to think I’m a failure as a wife.”
Not many things surprised Koesler anymore, but her statement did. Koesler had always considered the Mercurys among the more stable couples in the parish, and Cindy one of the more efficient and dedicated homemakers. On the other hand, he had had similar thoughts about other couples who eventually had become divorce statistics.
“Why would you think that?” he asked at length.
“My management—or rather, mismanagement—of our budget.” She paused, then looked at him ingenuously. “Do you suppose having a deficit budget could be a sin?”
He could not suppress laughter, even though her question was undoubtedly sincere. “If it is, then this entire country is headed for hell in a handbasket.”
She smiled briefly, then appeared concerned again. “There are times, Father, when everything seems to be closing in on me. The bills keep piling up and I’m constantly shifting money from one account to another. Then I have to separate the creditors who charge interest on unpaid accounts and try to pay them first. Then come the hounding letters and phone calls. Eventually, I begin to feel guilty about it. And, I guess, that’s why I’m here.”
In a way, Koesler was not surprised; yet in another way he was. He had spent much of his adult life amazed at people who, foolishly, he thought, lived above their means. So, it did not surprise him that the Mercurys were living over their heads. It did surprise him that the Mercurys could not afford to live at a level that was relatively modest compared with many in his parish.
“I can understand why you might begin to feel guilty about this. And I suppose that a lot of those creditors try their best to make you feel guilty. But I really doubt that you’re committing any sin. Especially if you are not the one who’s running up those bills. Are you?”
“Well, no, not really, Father. It’s Angie.” She said it with a sense of fatality. “But it’s not all his fault,” she added quickly. “It’s just that when you’re in show business, you’re never off-stage. The world really is, as Shakespeare said, a stage—at least for performers. Whether they’re working or, as they say, between shows, they have to act as if all is well.
“Angie feels compelled to pick up the tab, get the expensive theater tickets, pay the taxi, throw the party . . . that sort of thing. If he doesn’t, everybody will know he’s between shows, or, worse, that he is working and making peanuts.
“And the truth of it is, Father, that’s the way it is: He keeps working, but he might just as well be doing benefits.”
“I’m afraid I don’t understand.” Koesler knew he could not offer advice unless he understood the problem. “Why should your husband think he has to create an affluent impression when he can’t afford to? It’s been my experience that when people fall upon bad times, they try to reduce their lifestyle, tighten the belt, that sort of thing. We all understand that. It’s just part of life for most people.”
“Not with show biz people, Father. I know. I’ve been there. Right after we were married, I had a brief theatrical fling with Angie under the theory that two actors can eat better if both are working. For a few years, we did just about everything in show biz. And we were just barely getting by. I know how he feels now. If you don’t act as if you’re on top, the word goes out that you’re cold, that you’re not a good property, not a good casting risk. And it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.”
“Why did you quit?” Koesler had long been interested in the theater but had no behind-the-scenes knowledge of it.
“Well, a baby came along . . . and Angie’s luck began to improve. But if you can have good luck, you can also have bad luck. And that’s what we’ve had for longer than I care to remember. I’d join him on stage again, but there’s no future in that. I’d be more a hindrance now than a help. He wouldn’t even get the parts he gets now if I were in the package.”
“If you don’t mind my asking,” Koesler sensed he’d grasped only the tip of this problem, “how do you manage to carry things off as well as you do?”
Cindy lowered her head in evident shame. “My brother Frank.” She looked up in anxiety. “This mustn’t get out!”
Koesler shook his head. “You’re in confession. What you say here isn’t going anywhere else.”
“Oh, that’s right. I’m sorry, Father, I forgot. Sometimes when I just sit here and talk to you, I forget I’m going to confession.”
The priest smiled.
“Well, anyway,” she went on, “for years now, my brother has given us—me—a very generous check just about every month.
“You see, Frank and I are very close. We always have been. He can’t help himself, Father. He couldn’t let anything bad happen to me. He’s very generous. All the money he’s given . . . well, it’s not deductible or anything. It’s down the drain as far as he’s concerned.
“But that brings up another problem, Father. As badly as we need Frank’s help, Angie resents it . . . resents it bitterly. He gets so angry that I try not to let him know whenever I get the check. But he knows of course that Frank is helping.”
“Yes,” Koesler nodded, “St. Vincent de Paul had a lot to say about the ‘proud poor’ and how delicate the approach to them must be.”
“That’s just it, Father: Frank is hardly delicate about his help, especially where Angie is concerned. Frank looks down on Angie and Angle’s theatrical career. So, here I am, in the middle between my husband and my brother, the two men I love most in the world. And they hate each other.” Her lips trembled. “Sometimes I get to feeling it’s my fault. There must be a way I can make those two be friends. If I could get a job . . . but I’ve looked, and there’s nothing. And if anything happened to cut off that money Frank gives us . . . well, I just don’t know what I’d do.” She pulled a handkerchief from her purse, covered her face, and began to sob quietly. “Sometimes I feel as if I’m cracking up, Father,” she managed to get out between sobs.
Few things in life made Koesler feel more helpless than being in the presence of someone, particularly a woman, who was crying. There was so little he could do. There was little anyone could do except perhaps offer a shoulder on which to cry. Probably there were priests who could carry off such physical closeness and maintain their position. Koesler did not believe he was among them.
On top of that, in a few minutes, he would be late for Saturday afternoon Mass. For the past several minutes, he’d been aware of the sound of the gathering crowd in the church. He glanced at his watch. Twenty past five. Ten minutes to go.
“This much you must know and believe,” Koesler said, with as much reassurance as he could muster, “what’s going on is not your fault. I know there are lots of forces conspiring to make you feel guilty, but you have no guilt. All I can tell you at this moment is to pray. I know that sounds like a cop-out, but you’re dealing with forces and relationships that are really quite beyond your ability to control. It’s just that in situations like this we must turn to God with confidence. I think it was Lincoln who said something about how there are times when man has no other direction open to him than down on his knees.
“And, too, why don’t you come back—maybe sometime next week—to the rectory, so we can talk about this at greater length. Maybe between the two of us we can come up with something to help this situation.”
At the moment, Koesler did not have the faintest clue as to what to do about Cindy’s problem. For now, he resolved to do a bit of praying over this problem himself.
Cindy was drying her eyes. She seemed a bit more composed.
“Now, if you’ll excuse me,” Koesler rose, “I’ve got to begin Mass in just a few minutes. Why don’t you remain here till you feel better? And since you didn’t have any sins to confess, there’s no need for any absolution. I’ll just give you my blessing.” He traced the sign of the cross in the air over her.
She crossed herself. “I’m all right now, Father; really I am. Thanks. And,” she even managed a smile, “I’ll see you at the party tonight.”
“What? Oh, yes: the dinner party. Yes, I’ll see you then.” Koesler hurried to vest for Mass. In concentrating on Cindy Mercury’s problem, it had completely slipped his mind that he had been invited to her house that evening.
It could be awkward attending the party, now that he knew so much more about the hosts and one of their guests than he had just a few minutes ago. He hadn’t known anything of her brief theatrical background. Nor of their financial plight and its completely unnecessary—as far as he was concerned—cause. Nor of the pressure on Cindy as a result of the friction between her husband and her brother.
Tonight’s party would be one of those many occasions when Koesler would have to virtually forget his intimate knowledge of what had been told him as a secret—or, at least act as if he had forgotten. Strictly speaking, Cindy had not gone to confession to him. But she had placed herself in a confessional situation. And Koesler’s responsibility would have to be the same as if all she had told him were protected by the fabled seal of confession. Yet it was, or could be, an awkward situation. Except that Koesler had lived through so many similar situations that keeping secrets was second nature to him.
The 5:30 Mass was completed without incident. Although he experienced many a distraction as his subconscious led him down many blind alleys searching for some solution to Cindy Mercury’s problem.
After Mass, in the rectory, Koesler searched the refrigerator, finding half a carton of ham salad, more than enough for a sandwich. Which, in turn, was enough to carry him through to tonight’s dinner.
The seven o’clock Mass was taken care of in due order. As usual, it was very sparsely attended. He had tried several times to get the parish council to drop that Mass from the schedule. But he had not yet been successful. If the members of the council had to repeat the same liturgy, along with the same homily, over and over each weekend, they might not feel so strongly about retaining a Mass that had practically nothing else going for it except a rather long history.
After the evening Mass, as was his custom, he locked the collection in the sacristy safe and turned out most of the lights, leaving on only those few that illuminated the area near his confessional. He also turned off the heat. More than likely, he would be the only one in the church for the next approximate hour that he would sit in the confessional. No point in heating the whole church for one person.
He turned on the light in his side of the confessional and turned the collar of his topcoat up around his neck. He’d have to look into the purchase of a space heater. There might not be any good reason to heat the whole church for one. On the other hand there was no good reason why that one should freeze.
He took a book from the nearby table. Twelυe and One-Half Keys, by Father Edward Hays, like Koesler, a diocesan priest. Hays was a contemplative and an artist who had written a series of books of prayer deeply valued by Koesler and often recommended by him.
His hand began to shake from the cold. Koesler resolved he’d have to get a space heater, and soon.
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It was with mixed emotions that Koesler faced this evening’s dinner party. It wasn’t that he didn’t enjoy such gatherings. On the contrary, especially with his peers, he was known on occasion to be the life of the party. But so recently supplied with the background of conflict that Cindy Mercury had imparted earlier, Koesler would be seeing some of the partygoers in a new light. And he was not at all happy about that.
When he and Ratigan arrived at the Mercury house, one car was already in the driveway. Ratigan recognized it as the Hoff-mans’. The Chases hadn’t yet arrived. Ratigan parked at the curb. He didn’t want to chance being hemmed in. He anticipated that he and Koesler probably would be the first to leave.
Cindy Mercury greeted them at the door, and took their coats and hats. She was wearing a black evening gown with a deep “V” fore and aft. She looked every inch the professional dancer she once had been. Ratigan and Koesler appreciated the view. Both belonged to the look-but-don’t-touch school of the chaste clergy.
Next they were greeted by Angie Mercury, then by the Hoffmans. Mercury was sporty in a maroon jacket, with tan slacks and a white open-collared shirt. Hoffman wore a dark blue business suit, while his wife was in a white suit, which, while it covered her amply, revealed that all of her curves were still in the right places.
Before the clergy’s arrival, all had been seated in the living room. Now they resumed their places. Ratigan and Koesler found chairs at opposite sides of the large room.
No sooner was Koesler seated than a waiter approached and inquired as to his drink preference. Koesler asked for a bourbon manhattan—yes, on the rocks and, as a matter of fact, lots of ice.
Koesler noted that, across the room, a waitress was taking Ratigan’s drink order. But before she did that, she had removed an empty cocktail glass from the table before Hoffman and replaced it with a full one. He also noticed that Hoffman popped a pill into his mouth and washed it down with a swallow of his drink.
From what Cindy had told him this afternoon, he marveled that this party was being catered. He’d seen the waiter and waitress and, judging by sounds from the kitchen, there must be at least one cook on hand. Despite Cindy’s “No one must know!” he wondered how many people present did know that, for all practical purposes, Hoffman was picking up the tab for this display of affluence. Possibly everyone but Ratigan.
Then again, considering their close relationship, perhaps Ratigan, too, was in on the secret. Koesler smiled mentally as he considered that probably as far as the others were concerned, he was the only one who did not know. And, without Cindy’s confession today, that would have been true.
Looking about the room, he reflected that, of the other five here, two of them had been to confession to him today. In this era of most infrequent confession, that was a bit of a coincidence.
As usual, in gatherings such as this, the conversation became fragmented. The breakup began when Hoffman and Ratigan started the conversational ball rolling with today’s trends in big business. First to lose interest were the women. Cindy had leaned toward Emma and they began talking quietly between themselves. That left Mercury and Koesler, neither of whom was interested in either multinationals or women’s fashions.
“From time to time,” Koesler opened the third topic, “I’ve wondered about your name. I don’t think I’ve ever known anyone else named Mercury. If I’m not being too personal, what nationality is it?”
Angie smiled. “Try Angelo De Mercurio, Father. Does that give you a clue?”
“Italian, of course. But how—?”
“Show business, Father. Angelo De Mercurio might look OK on an old-time fight bill, but, believe me, it doesn’t play on a marquee.”
Koesler rattled his manhattan in an attempt to melt more ice. He wondered how many questions about his host’s life and lifestyle could be answered with the words “show business.”
“Well, then, how long have you been Angie Mercury?”
“So long I’ve almost forgotten Angelo De Mercurio. I was Angie Mercury before I married Cindy. So, she may not have won any prize, but,” he laughed engagingly, “she can’t claim she wasn’t warned.”
Koesler made an embarrassed gesture as one tends to do when someone makes a self-deprecatory statement. “So you’ve been in show business that long . . . .”
“Some kids want to grow up to be doctors, some lawyers, some cowboys,” Mercury looked meaningfully at Koesler, “some priests. Me, I always wanted to be an actor.”
“Now that you mention it, most Catholic boys at least consider the possibility of becoming a priest. At least they used to. Didn’t the thought ever cross your mind?”
“Oh, yeah, sure, Father. But it wasn’t that I wanted to be a priest: I wanted to be an actor in a priest’s suit. Meaning no disrespect, but when you get all vested for Mass, that’s not all that different from getting into a costume. And, especially when you preach, among other things, I suppose, you’re trying to hold a crowd. And, I must say,” he raised his glass to Koesler, “you’re pretty good at it. But,” he took a sip of his drink, “you know right away, don’t you, whether you’ve got them or you’ve lost them?”
Koesler nodded.
“Well, that’s not all that removed from what an actor tries to do with an audience. So, in that sense I gave a few thoughts to becoming a priest. But, in the end, I would never have been satisfied with only one role, one stage, one audience. And besides, it was just about that time that I discovered that girls could be fun. And I wanted one of my own. And,” he looked across the room and smiled at his wife, “I got one!”
There was such evident love flowing from him to her that Koesler was moved. These days, it was indeed rare to find a married couple who had so completely preserved the love affair with which they had begun.
On second thought, Koesler decided that he had rarely encountered such a strong love at any time.
“She is such a trouper, Father. I mean, show business is my life. Cindy likes it and enjoys it, yes, but I know she could easily live without it. And still, to help me and so we could be together, she joined me in forming an act after we got married. She already had training as a dancer, so we didn’t have to work on that. But everything else, I taught her. And was she a great pupil! We did the whole bit. Father.” He was growing excited in relating the experience, and the pride he felt for his wife was evident.
“We played the Catskills, nightclubs, dinner theaters, the legitimate stage, the whole shot. We used to do those bits you still see on TV every so often . . . you know, where you get some volunteers from the audience and hypnotize them and give them a post-hypnotic suggestion and then they do silly things like clucking like a chicken. Or the one where one member of the team is blindfolded and the other goes out and holds up articles belonging to members of the audience and the blindfolded one identifies what the partner is holding. We got so good at it—and so bored with it—we used to reverse roles.
“Then we did most of the world’s great musicals—Annie Get Your Gun, South Pacific, The Sound of Music, Oklahoma!—like that. Funny thing . . .” he seemed momentarily lost in thought, “when it came to the musicals, she was always better than I was.”
“Better?”
“Yeah. Like she was a better Annie than I was a Frank Butler. She was a better Julie Jordan than I was a Billy Bigelow. A better Maria than I was a Baron Von Trapp. Come to think of it, when she was Nellie Forbush, I was just a gob in the chorus. Isn’t that funny, Father? There’s a whole segment of show biz—musical comedy—that she does better than I do.
“But she was so . . . oh, I don’t know . . . self-effacing, maybe . . . so sweet about it that she never let on. And, would you believe it, Father: It never dawned on me till just this minute—she didn’t want me to feel bad because she was better at musical comedy than I was, so she never let on! All these years . . . I ask you, Father, is that some kind of girl!”
The doorbell rang. The Chases had arrived.
Cindy went to the door. As a cold blast of air entered the room, Koesler noticed that Hoffman shivered, then blew his nose. It occurred to the priest that if anyone should feel the cold, it ought to be Cindy. She certainly was wearing less than anyone else. No doubt about it: She was some kind of girl!
There was the usual confusion and profusion of greetings between those at the door and those in the living room. Charles Chase wore a blue suit almost identical to that worn by Hoffman, only slightly darker and more severe in cut. Louise Chase’s floor length gown was full enough to mask the blemishes of time, yet revealing enough to state that she was still an attractive albeit matronly woman.
The two newcomers circled the room, the men shaking hands, the women leaving lip pecks on cheeks and in the air. Finally, as if cued by musical chairs, all were seated. Waiter and waitress took drink orders from the Chases.
Peripherally, Koesler had noticed that of those present, the Hoffmans’ glasses were being refilled far more often than anyone else’s. Emma was drinking what appeared to be martinis. Frank’s was an amber liquid that Koesler took to be the renowned perfect Rob Roy.
In short order, the conversation again broke down into at least temporarily homogeneous groups. Ratigan and Hoffman were now joined by Chase in sorting out the pressing problems of Big Business. Emma and Cindy discussed the coming winter’s effect on the greenhouse occupants. Mercury had disappeared, presumably in the kitchen checking on dinner preparations.
Koesler found himself seated next to Louise Chase. Ready or not, they were about to open conversation.
Throughout his years at St. Anselm’s, Koesler had always thought he would like Mrs. Chase. He could not be certain, because their relationship had always been on a professional pastor-parishioner basis. And even then not on a frequent basis. She seemed to have a good sense of humor without having discovered much to laugh about. She wore that seemingly bored visage common to very wealthy women. But her countenance seemed relieved by a private joke she was sharing with no one.
Louise leaned toward Koesler, who turned his chair slightly to face her. “I don’t suppose you are interested either in horticulture or the vagaries of foreign trade, Father?”
“I’m afraid not.” Koesler felt himself almost redden. As if he should be interested, but, in truth, was not.
“Well,” she said in a philosophical tone, “there are other things in life. I think we noticed you at the symphony the other night.”
“It’s very possible. Bishop Ratigan was kind enough to take me.”
“What did you think of it?”
“To be frank, about the only reason I went was for the Brahms Fourth. But I was truly surprised by their opener. It’s almost as if once you’ve heard the Tchaikovsky First Piano Concerto, you’ve heard it no matter who plays it. But Thursday, with Andre Watts at the piano, it was almost as if I had never heard it before!”
Louise turned full attention on him. It was a rarity these days to find a music lover with whom one might be in total agreement. “And I suppose you were one of those boisterous aficionados on your feet and shouting when the concerto was concluded?”
“Yes, I was,” Koesler admitted.
“So was I!”
They continued their discussion on classical music, discovering to their mutual delight that they shared much the same taste: Almost nothing could excel the great romantics; they could neither understand nor abide anything by Schoenberg or any of his disciples, especially Bartok; John Cage should be deported; Gershwin and Copeland belonged with the immortals.
While they conversed lightly and amicably, Koesler became growingly aware of a subtle change in the atmosphere.
He had been vaguely aware that as he had been refusing refills, Emma Hoffman had been taking advantage of each new opportunity to add to her martini intake. He had not noticed her eating anything, just drinking. And, as the martinis had been going down, her voice had been rising. He also noticed that as Emma’s voice became more strident, across the room her husband had been increasing his Rob Roy intake. Somewhere down the line, Koesler feared, a commotion was about to take place.
Koesler was by no means alone in taking notice of Emma Hoffman’s escalating manifestation. In his clique, Bishop Ratigan had slightly raised his volume in an attempt to distract the others from Emma’s vociferousness. And Koesler’s tête-à-tête with Louise had become a monologue as she ranged from topic to topic in another attempted diversion from the one who was quickly becoming the focal point of this gathering.
“I must admit,” said Louise, a bit more forcefully than necessary, “that I was surprised when Charles and Frank began working together so well. I would have expected there to be more friction, more competition at The Company . . . especially with a newcomer on the scene.”
Koesler became aware that, for the first time this evening, Louise was not maintaining eye contact. She was, in fact, looking just over his shoulder. He, in turn, glanced over her shoulder and saw that Emma was nibbling on an hors d’oeuvre. Getting some food into her system to offset all that liquor was a step in the right direction. But he feared it might be too late.
“Mmmm,” Emma popped the remainder of the hors d’oeuvre in her mouth. “My dear,” she said to Cindy in a tone devoid of sincerity, “this is delicious! What is it? It tastes like a combination of crabmeat and shrimp. You must let me see your recipe. But it must be terribly, terribly expensive!”
She went out of her way to emphasize the final word. It was but one in a series of sarcastic remarks she had been making. Koesler noticed that Cindy’s face had reddened.
“It is probably the result of what can happen when good Christian men get together to do a job,” Louise continued almost mechanically. “Their relationship must be a source of edification to the rest of the executives at The Company.”
Koesler suspected that Louise did not fully know what she was saying, but was making conversation from embarrassment.
The waitress brought Emma still another martini. And, on her way out of the room, she deposited another perfect Rob Roy before an obviously angry Frank Hoffman.
Koesler winced as Emma immediately downed nearly half her drink in a single gulp.
“Oh, yes.” Emma looked directly and argumentatively at her husband, while ostensibly addressing her comments to Cindy. “Oh, yes! These hors d’oeuvres are outstanding. What’s this one? Caviar? Caviar and something. My dear, how do you afford such delicacies? Angie must be doing fabulously! Strange; I haven’t seen any notices in the papers.”
“Why, Frank has even given—yes, given, for all practical purposes—a couple of his closest advisors to Charles.” From her tone it seemed clear that even Louise knew no one was paying any attention to her. “My guess would be that you’d have to search far and wide to find such a generous spirit of cooperation, especially in a major industry.”
Angie Mercury popped into the archway in much the same manner as an effervescent KoKo might make his entrance in The Mikado.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” he announced, “dinner is served.” Then a frown crossed his face. He had perceived that Cindy looked beleaguered. He did not know why and there was no time to discover the reason.
The guests filed silently and ill at ease into the adjoining dining room.
Mercury directed his guests to their places. He and Cindy sat at opposite ends of the table. The Hoffmans sat across from each other at mid-table. Both had quaffed their latest drinks before entering the dining room.
All took their seats in silence.
Easily qualifying as the ranking clergyman, Bishop Ratigan was delegated to lead the grace.
“Bless us, O Lord, and these Thy gifts,” Ratigan traced the sign of the cross over the table, “which we are about to receive from Thy bounty. Through Christ, Our Lord, Amen.”
Although he was rather proficient at extemporaneous prayer, Ratigan was at a loss for an ad lib sentiment that would not be a mockery in this situation. Invisible waves of anger were flowing across the dinner table. Thus, the bishop had fallen back on the most traditional Catholic formula for grace before meals.
Ordinarily, Mercury would have begun to roll the conversational ball. But he was preoccupied with whatever it was that was troubling his wife. He kept looking over the long expanse of table for some sign or signal from her. But Cindy kept her eyes down. Her cheeks were still flushed.
Bishop Ratigan broke the heavy silence. “Anybody notice in the paper last Sunday, they’re predicting a long, hard winter?” Weather he considered to be neutral.
“Oh, yes,” Louise Chase quickly responded, “I couldn’t more agree. Have you noticed the bushes are just almost overburdened with berries? And judging from the animals I’ve seen, their fur seems a lot thicker.”
The waiter and waitress began serving the soup course.
“Hell of a lot more acorns on the ground, now that you mention it,” Charles Chase agreed.
“What an exquisite pattern,” Emma Hoffman remarked, fingering the soup dish. “Someone’s inheritance, is it?” She directed question and gaze at Mercury.
“Are you kidding, Em? You know we may have a skeleton or two in the closet, but neither of us had any rich relatives.” Unaware of Emma’s intent, or what had gone before, Mercury answered straightforwardly.
“You do now,” Emma purred.
“What? What are you talking about, Em?” Mercury missed her meaning since he had not been searching for it.
Most of the others knew what she was driving at, and grew more ill at ease.
Koesler foresaw an explosion and wondered only at what point it would come. Seated next to Emma, he looked across at Hoffman, who placed a tablet or pill of some sort in his mouth and downed it with water. Hoffman was obviously angry with his wife, but his complexion was ashen, which Koesler considered odd. People usually flush when angered.
“The way I see it,” said Ratigan, “it can’t be a long, hard winter. We’re not ready for it. They haven’t repaired last winter’s potholes yet. Why, Outer Drive looks as if it’s been through a war.” Ratigan toyed with his soup. It was delicious. But, since it was vichyssoise, he didn’t have to worry about its getting cold.
“No atheists in potholes, eh, bishop?” Mercury quipped.
The ensuing laughter sounded forced.
“Where are you performing now, Angie?” Emma feigned ignorance. “I haven’t noticed your name in any of the theater ads.”
“Oh, just some dinner theater, some community theater, Em. Not much.” Mercury was beginning to wonder why his sister-in-law was zeroing in on him. Ordinarily, she paid him little or no attention.
“Just the same, it must pay well,” said Emma. “I mean, a catered meal and all . . .” Her speech was beginning to slur noticeably as the martinis assaulted her system.
Koesler fervently wished she would eat something. If he could, he would gladly have literally spoon-fed her the soup.
“How about Bloomfield Hills, Charlie?” said Ratigan. “I don’t suppose you’re plagued by potholes out there. Probably against the law.” His eyes danced around at the others. Sort of a visual jab in the ribs.
“Well, no.” Chase was almost apologetic about the absence of potholes. “But then we live in one of the newer developments. The pavement hasn’t been there long enough to wear out and breakup.”
“Really, Angie,” Emma wore that silly smile that sometimes marks the inebriated, “I don’t know how you can afford all this luxury. You must save a lot from the milk money!”
Her implication finally reached Mercury. He clenched his jaw and dropped his spoon to the table.
“For God’s sake, Em, will you shut up! You’re drunk!” Hoffman was furious. His wife’s blatant, snide verbal assault on Mercury had created the very situation Hoffman had hoped to avoid. He had intended to pass this evening colorlessly, just as he did at The Company. Now, due to his wife’s petty spite, he could no longer avoid becoming the center of attention. “One more word, and I’m taking you home!”
“One more word, is it, my lord and master?” She turned on him as if all along he had been the one she really wished to rip into and only now had he given her the opportunity. “So, you’re going to take the little woman home, are you, big man? And then what? Then it’s off to the mistress for the night, is it?”
She was now almost shouting. The waiter had half entered the dining room but when he caught the tone of her voice, he thought better of it and returned to the kitchen.
Cindy Mercury began sobbing uncontrollably. She covered her face with her napkin and rushed from the table down the hallway to the bedroom.
Mercury sprang to his feet, knocking over his chair. He threw his napkin to the table. “Damn it, Em! Now look what you’ve done!”
Hoffman, too, rose from his chair. “You bitch!” He spat the words. “If you could, you’d ruin everything. I could throttle you!”
Suddenly, Hoffman doubled over as if he’d been poleaxed, then fell to the floor. For a moment, his body shuddered violently. Then he lay still. Very still.
“Oh, my God,” Louise Chase shrieked, “he’s dead!”
Emma Hoffman seemed to experience instant sobriety.
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“He’s certainly not dead,” pronounced Dr. Rambeau, as he closed the door to the guest bedroom behind him. “Now, let’s see if we can find out what happened.”
Frank Hoffman’s collapse had been followed by several minutes of panic occasionally relieved by chaos.
Louise Chase had screamed her premature obituary. Emma Hoffman became demonstrably sick to her stomach several times on her way to the bathroom and several more times inside the bathroom. Angie Mercury had loosened Hoffman’s clothing—one of the few positive steps taken. Cindy Mercury, startled by the commotion, had run from the bedroom to the dining room, where she had fainted. Bishop Michael Ratigan had tried very hard to remember the formula for absolution. Charles Chase had applied a cold towel to Hoffman’s brow, another positive step. And Father Koesler had phoned Dr. Rambeau, yet another positive step.
Rambeau was by no means the only doctor in St. Anselm’s parish. But he was the one Father Koesler called on in emergencies. First, because Rambeau always came, and second, he always did something. In his professional life, Dr. Rambeau had been an internist, a surgeon, and also a pathologist. Thus, he embodied the aphorism that an internist knows everything but does nothing, a surgeon knows nothing and does everything, while the pathologist knows everything and does everything but it’s too late. In addition, Dr. Rambeau was getting on in years, refused to stop smoking, and did not expect to live much longer—and so couldn’t have cared less about malpractice suits.
Now, Louise Chase was assisting Emma Hoffman from the bathroom. Emma appeared very pale and slightly unsteady. She had paid a stiff price for all that gin and vermouth undiluted by food.
Introductions were unnecessary. All were members of St. Anselm’s and the doctor had at least a nodding acquaintance with each of them. He addressed Emma.
“Your husband’s vital signs are strong, Mrs. Hoffman. His blood pressure is satisfactory and his reactions are adequate. That is, in the context of—at least for the moment—a very sick man, you must remember. His nostrils are irritated. Has he had a cold?”
“Oh, yes, doctor,” Emma said weakly. “A bad one for the past couple of days.”
“Is he on medication?”
“There’s this.” Angie presented a small container to the doctor. “It fell out of his pocket when he collapsed.”
The doctor tilted his head back to allow the bottom section of his bifocals to focus on the container’s label. “Hmmm: Dynatab. A prescription drug and powerful. He was taking these?”
“He was eating them like candy.” Emma seemed to be regaining vigor.
“People!” The doctor shook his head. “They think a doctor’s prescription is meant for lesser beings. How about alcohol? Had he been drinking, especially before dinner?”
An embarrassed silence. Everyone was acutely aware that both Hoffman and Emma had been imbibing heavily.
“He had quite a few drinks, doctor,” Ratigan at length volunteered. “I was sitting with him before dinner.”
“What did he have?”
“Rob Roys . . . uh . . . perfect Rob Roys.”
Rambeau whistled softly. “Pure booze! On top of a probable overdose of Dynatab! How about pressure? Has he been under any stress?” The question was directed at Emma, but the answer came from Angie. “Plenty!” he blurted, as he glared at her.
“Well, that does it,” said Rambeau. “Too many pills, too much booze, too little food, and plenty of stress! Mrs. Hoffman, my guess is that your husband has the constitution of a bull moose. Otherwise, he might well be dead now.
“I’m going to call an ambulance and have him taken to Oakwood for observation.”
“How long do you think he’ll have to be hospitalized, doctor?” There was a sense of urgency in Chase’s usually bland voice. “I mean,” he adjusted back to his normal unanimated tone, “there’s a very important meeting at The Company Wednesday. Do you think he’ll be able to make it?”
Rambeau shrugged. “It’s just impossible to tell at this point, Mr. Chase. But, if I had to guess,” Rambeau was one of the few doctors who allowed himself a public guess, “I would guess we won’t be keeping him long. Despite the damage to his physical and psychic health, he appears in relatively good condition. But, it’s best to be on the safe side. We’ll get him into the hospital so we can monitor him. Actually, the next few hours are the critical ones.”
Rambeau offered Emma a ride to the hospital. Passively, she accepted.
Cindy Mercury, since she had been revived, had been sitting on one of the dining room chairs, numbly absorbing all that was going on.
Angie Mercury began gathering and presenting coats and hats. “I’m sorry about the party, folks,” he said to all in general. “God, am I sorry about this party!”
The cook, assisted by the waiter and waitress, was packing away a virtually untouched dinner. Most of it was being stored in the refrigerator. There were not many dishes to wash, mainly cocktail glasses and soup bowls.
“What the hell are we going to do with all this food?” Angie, slightly disheveled, was feeling considerably depressed.
“You know the one hundred and one things to do with hamburger? Well, you’re going to see a like number of things done with pheasant.” Cindy had almost completely recovered not only her consciousness but her natural ebullience.
She seemed to improve the moment it was known that her brother was not in any danger and that, in all probability, he would fully and quickly recover. Her improvement continued as Emma Hoffman apologized profusely for her drunkenly abrasive behavior. An apology that Cindy accepted with good grace. Angie had not matched Cindy’s open spirit of forgiveness and, in fact, was nursing a grudge.
The two now sat at the dinner table, which was being cleared quietly and efficiently.
Angie slouched in his chair. “This was NOT a real fine clambake. And we did NOT have a real good time.” It was a parody of a song from Carousel.
“It happens.” Cindy shrugged. “I’ve never found a good way of turning off the booze for a guest. By the time I realized that Em was drinking too much and eating too little, she was already over the edge. But once she recovered, she did apologize.”
“Fat lot of good that does. The damage was done.”
“I know it was embarrassing for you, honey, but she didn’t actually say anything. It was all innuendo. Her sarcasm would have been wasted on the Chases and the priests. As far as I know, none of them knows about what Frank gives us.” She thought it pointless to mention that just that afternoon she had told Father Koesler about the monthly check. That had been in the confessional, a world apart.
“Actually,” he looked directly at her, “I wasn’t as sore at her for what she said to me as I was at what she must have said to you in the living room beforehand. When I came in to announce dinner, I saw that you were close to tears. But I didn’t know why, and there was no time to find out. And then when Em started in on me, I remembered that she’d been sitting right next to you before dinner—and it all fell into place. That’s the main reason I was teed off. If Frank hadn’t collapsed, I’m afraid my Italian fuse was about to burn down.”
“People make mistakes; that’s all there is to it. Try to look at it that way. Em made a mistake and afterwards she was sorry about it. And I don’t think there was as much damage done as you suspect. Besides, there was a good side to it.” Cindy was renowned for her ability to find silver linings. “We were able to get a doctor for Frank right away. And after what happened to him tonight, Frank isn’t likely to do anything foolish like that again.”
She rose and began folding the tablecloth. “It’s getting late, honey. Why don’t you go on to bed? I’ll make sure everything is taken care of and be with you shortly.”
Angie affectionately kissed her cheek and patted her bottom, then started down the hall to the bedroom. God, he thought, how I love that lady!
But, try as he might, he could not extend any such positive feeling toward her brother. In fact, when Frank toppled over and Louise had screamed that he was dead, Angie had had the fleeting thought that all his problems were solved.
The way Frank felt about Cindy, she almost certainly would be well taken care of in his will. With Frank dead, Angie and Cindy undoubtedly would be able to live very well on the interest from what Frank would leave her.
No more monthly checks, no more insults, putdowns, games deliberately lost, groveling.
But then, Frank hadn’t died.
It put Angie in mind of the story he told on those rare occasions when he had to entertain children. It was about a little boy whose pet turtle died. For a while, he was inconsolable. Then, his father, in an attempt to cheer him, took him on his knee and told him about the grand funeral they could have for the turtle.
“We’ll have a procession,” the father said, “and all your little friends can be in it. We’ll sing hymns and march out to the back yard. We’ll dig a little hole in the ground and we’ll put the turtle in a little box. We’ll put the box in the hole and cover it up and put a cross and some flowers over it, just like in real cemeteries. Then we’ll come back in the house and have a party.”
All the while the father was talking, the boy’s eyes got bigger and bigger. “Can we have ice cream and candy?”
“Sure,” answered his father.
“And we can play games and sing songs and have fun?”
“Yup!”
At that very moment, the turtle, who had been presumed dead, woke up, stretched its legs, and wiggled.
As he realized his grandiose plans for the gala had just gone down the drain, the lad’s face filled with dismay. Then, slowly, he looked up at his dad. “Let’s kill the turtle!”
Let’s kill Frank!
No, of course he shouldn’t even think of a thing like that.
And yet . . . and yet . . .
He couldn’t erase the memory of Frank flat out and presumed dead.
It was approximately eighteen miles from Dearborn Heights to their home in Bloomfield Hills, but the traffic flow and the generally favorable green lights of Telegraph Road made the trip seem far shorter than the actual distance. Then, too, the Chases had been making the weekly trip from home to St. Anselm’s for so many years that familiarity added to the sense of proximity.
Since leaving the Mercury house several minutes before, neither Charles nor Louise had said a word. WQRS-FM, Detroit’s classical music radio station, was broadcasting a recording of a Boston Pops concert. Gershwin’s “Rhapsody in Blue” emanated from the quadraphonic system.
The Chases were one of those couples who were comfortable with each other in silence. They had been together so many years and had shared so much that they frequently found a common ability to sense what the other was thinking and actually to communicate in silence. They fully intended to grow old together.
“Somehow,” Louise broke the silence, “I feel as if I just stepped out of a soap opera.”
Charles grunted. “Pretty awful, wasn’t it?”
“Tasteless. You’d think a woman with Em’s background would know better—instinctively—than to drink like that and then run off at the mouth. I mean, she is Old Money!”
“Probably under a lot of stress. It’s the only thing I can think of to explain it. Though where the stress comes from, I confess I’m at a loss to know. She’s got everything money can buy. Always did.”
“What about this mistress bit she brought up?” Louise turned down the radio. “I’d say a mistress could cause a lot of stress.”
Charles shrugged. “Don’t know.”
“There’s no talk of it at The Company?”
“There’s talk of everything at The Company. The rumor mill is as active there as it is at any large concern. But it may be no more than talk. I just don’t know.”
“Would you be surprised if the Hoffmans broke up?”
He thought for a few moments. “Nothing should surprise any of us anymore. But, yes, that would surprise me.”
“I don’t think I would be all that surprised.” Louise shifted so she could more nearly face her husband. “But if they were to divorce, I think they would follow the familiar pattern. I think Frank would initiate the proceedings. After all, Em’s getting to an age when life settles into a more or less comfortable rut, but a rut nonetheless. She wouldn’t be interested in playing the boy-girl games that are a part of dating and courtship. She’s probably comfortable having the escort service Frank provides, no matter how she feels about him personally.
“Frank, on the other hand, gives every indication of having the roving eye of many men his age. He’s good looking and, despite what we saw tonight, he’s in excellent health. Just the type who’d want to turn in an older model for some young thing.”
“So far so good, but you’re forgetting a couple of important things: Em, even with all her own money, would never let him get away unbloodied. And Frank would never give up what he’s worked so hard to get.
“And then there’s The Company. Frank has his eye on the top. That’s obvious. And he’ll likely get it if he bides his time and wins his struggle to stay invisible. A Hoffman divorce would be a red flag to the local, maybe even national, media. And no one who gets involved in garish headlines is going to be chairman of the board of The Company.
“No, I’m afraid they are doomed to remain together until death does them part.”
“And, speaking of death, Frank’s collapse tonight was kind of scary.”
“Yes. But you know, when I saw him on the floor, all I could think of was that I needed him for next Wednesday’s meeting and, almost for that reason alone, I wanted him to live. How selfish of me!”
“Don’t be so hard on yourself. That meeting means a lot to you and, from all you’ve told me, Frank has helped a lot.”
“He has. He’s been almost selfless.” He paused. “Well, of course no one is selfless. But I’m sure Frank knows that I surely wouldn’t forget him should I succeed in reaching the top.”
“And so you will.
“I must confess, I had my reservations about Frank until you told me how much he was helping you. Now I think I could forgive him anything, even a mistress. Unless, of course, I were married to him, a possibility I don’t even want to think about—why are you pulling in here?”
“Jacques! In case you’ve forgotten, all we’ve had tonight was a bowl of soup—and not all of that.”
“Aren’t you taking a bit of a chance? Jacques on a Saturday night without a reservation?”
He smiled as he handed his keys to the parking valet. “Oh, I think Claude will dig up something for us.”
“I can’t believe I just ate dinner at a Wendy’s!” Bishop Ratigan said in good-natured disgust.
“You should have tried the salad bar; it was great.” Father Koesler was gustatorially satisfied.
“There wasn’t anything special about that place. I should have asked for chapter and verse when you claimed there was something special about that particular Wendy’s. The last time you took me in like that, we saw Ice Station Zebra because you told me it was a historical movie about the ice age.”
“Some people never learn.”
Ratigan started his Olds and drove out of the restaurant’s parking area. “I’ll bet I’m the first bishop to eat at a Wendy’s.”
Koesler could tell Ratigan was not soon going to forget this episode—or let him forget it. “You are probably the first bishop to eat at Wendy’s while wearing his pectoral cross. Of course Gump has probably eaten in any number of fast food places. But he was probably in mufti or dressed as a simple and humble parish priest.” Pause. “Like me.”
“There are any number of things Bishop Gumbleton does that I’m not about to do. One of them is staying at a YMCA during a bishop’s meeting. Another is ever again eating at a fast food emporium.”
“Admit it now: The hamburger was good.”
“Kiss my ring!”
Ratigan drove on in silence for a few minutes. Then, “By the way, we haven’t yet discussed what occasioned our eating out tonight.”
Koesler sighed. “It sort of makes one grateful to be celibate.”
“What?”
“Frank Hoffman’s wife done him in tonight. Of course the pills and the booze didn’t help. But I doubt he would have drunk as much if he hadn’t tried to match his wife drink for drink. Then she spent the evening needling him. And finally, there was that bit about a mistress. His wife helped make him what he was tonight—a near fatality. And a wife is a relative you and I don’t have.”
“It’s a sacrifice we make. Doing without a wife and family.”
They fell silent again.
The bishop’s thoughts returned to the luncheon he’d had just the other day with Frank Hoffman at Orchard Lake Country Club. Ratigan had thought more than once about their conversation. It had been, on the whole, an unpleasant experience. Sure, there were political considerations attached to becoming a member of the hierarchy and then continuing to climb the ladder of authority. But that was true of any career. Besides, he didn’t like anyone to focus attention on the more venal aspects of improving one’s station in life.
And thinking of the word venal, Ratigan recalled that when he saw Frank Hoffman lying on the floor and he was under the momentary impression that he had died, close to the first thought that crossed his mind was the money Frank had promised to will Ratigan and the archdiocese. Not only would that have made Ratigan a wealthy man; he would have, as Frank had pointed out, been able to bring a substantial gift to the archdiocese. Not an inconsiderable reason for Archbishop Boyle to advance Ratigan’s chances at getting his own diocese.
He recalled feeling sharply resentful on learning that Frank would live. An unworthy thought. But one he felt almost compelled to return to. He had to come to some decisions. Decisions that were likely to be crucial for him and his future. It was as Frank had suggested: If you just wait for something to happen, it very likely won’t happen. If you want something badly enough, make it happen.
They turned in on the street that led to St. Anselm’s church and rectory.
“Damn!” said Koesler, with some fervor. “The Pumpkin Fiend has struck again!”
“Huh?”
“Look! St. Anselm!”
The statue of the parish’s patron saint stood on its pedestal in the middle of the large grassy park between the church and Outer Drive. St. Anselm was outlined by the street lights. A hollowed-out pumpkin had been placed over his head. The pumpkin rested on Anselm’s shoulders and covered his head. Only the tip of his pointed miter could be seen above the pumpkin.
“Every Halloween,” said Koesler, “some fiend fits a pumpkin on Anselm’s head. Damn! I’m going to catch whoever’s doing this if I have to put Anselm under surveillance all night some Halloween! And then I’ll turn him over to somebody. The Sacred Inquisition, probably.”
Crime and punishment. Something else Ratigan decided he would have to think about.
15.
Bright and early Wednesday, The Company’s top executives began filing into the board room, which was centrally located on the Fisher Building’s thirteenth floor.
Most of the executives seemed to share an air of quiet camaraderie. Most of them had been with The Company for many years and had grown up and older as they climbed the corporate ladder. A glaring exception to this span was Charles Chase, an outsider, but one upon whom Frank Martin had smiled. And because the chairman of the board had smiled at Chase, so did everyone else smile and accept him. Though the natives deplored the notion of an outsider rising above them to The Company’s top position, there was little they could do to stop Chase. So, realistically, since Chase would one day undoubtedly be their boss, it made sense for the others to treat Chase with kid gloves. It would be wise to be in his favor long before he entered his kingdom.
Although Chase was an outsider, he didn’t appear to be one. He was wearing a conservative, three-piece business suit just as, with varying shades and cuts, was everyone else. As they filed into the board room, conversing quietly in small groups, they almost, but not quite, resembled clones.
Inside the board room, an executive pecking order was clearly established through the judicious placement of chairs.
At the far end of the room, against the wall, four chairs, significantly larger than the others, stood behind a large table on a low dais. Facing these chairs was a series of semi-circular rows of chairs, each with its own small desk-table.
The four large chairs were reserved for the chairman of the board and chief executive officer, the president and chief operations officer, the vice-chairman of the board, and the executive vice president and chief financial officer. Charles Chase’s place was at the center of the first row of chairs. Frank Hoffman was almost immediately behind Chase in the second row.
All quickly took their places. Frank Martin rapped the table once with his gavel. He did not call for silence; he already had that. The gavel merely marked the opening of the meeting.
While executive papers were shuffled, providing a soft background sound, the secretary read the minutes of the previous meeting, which were approved. Old business was called for, discussed, and disposed of.
Chairman Martin announced new business, then launched into an elaborate introduction of Charles Chase. The introduction certainly was not needed for the benefit of anyone in this room. The few who had not known Chase personally before he joined The Company certainly had read all about him when the move was announced. It had been one of the major business events of that year.
Martin’s introduction was, and everyone understood it to be, a sort of benediction. It was the corporate equivalent of the clouds parting with a disembodied voice declaring, “This is my beloved employee; hear him!”
Actually, Chase was somewhat embarrassed by the rather lavish tribute Martin paid him. And Chase would not have confessed to anyone but Louise that he was more than a little nervous. This was his first major presentation to the executive board and his fellow executives. Although he had, with Kirkus and Keely’s contributions and assistance, prepared this presentation most carefully, Chase had butterflies in his stomach. All in all, he thought, the tension he felt was a good thing. Something akin to that felt by even the most experienced actors. Something that aided them in giving good performances.
Introduction complete. Chase adjusted his bifocals and began his report. He addressed, in detail, each of the two items on the agenda: the forthcoming congressional debate and vote on a “lemon” bill, and The Company’s future demographic target.
First, he explained why The Company should take the unexpected position of supporting legislation which, if passed, could cripple not only The Company but the entire automotive industry. Lobbyists for The Company had ascertained that the legislation stood no chance of passage. Thus, by taking this harmless stand, The Company would be hailed by consumer groups throughout the country, possibly the world.
As he progressed, Chase could feel something strange taking place. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but something was happening. He could get no hint from the faces of the officers before him. He could not turn to scrutinize the faces of those seated behind him. He could only press on.
He proceeded to present the Values and Life-Styles demographic theory as it had been projected to the car buyers of the immediate future. He explained why 58 percent of their targeted market would be that steady group of middle-aged, stable, content men and women who would demand the kind of cars they had been buying over the past several years. Going for the fuel-efficient compacts and continuing that phenomenon of an “Escort Family” or a “Cheetah Family.” The sons and daughters buying the same kind of cars their parents had.
Again, Chase fought off the disquieting feeling that something was wrong. Still, no emotion on the faces of the men before him. But something was up, no doubt about it . . . something with which he was unfamiliar.
Teachers, professors, preachers, those who frequently speak in public, could have explained the phenomenon. He was losing his audience. Often the audience or congregation lets the speaker know he’s wasting his time—sometimes by coughing, sometimes by shifting in their seats, sometimes by barely audible sounds of distraction. But always, even if undeliberately, one’s audience lets the speaker know.
Chase proceeded with his revelation of the “Mexican scam,” along with his recommendations to cure the problem. He concluded his presentation to the sounds of shuffling and throat-clearing. An uncomfortable silence followed.
Finally, Chairman Martin asked for comment. More papers were shuffled. Almost anyone there could have made a comment. Even though the report had been convincingly and unequivocally delivered, most of those present felt there was something wrong with one or another of the points Chase had made. But where were the facts and statistics to refute them?
In addition, the other executives were well aware that Chase had been personally selected for his prestigious and promising position by the chairman of the board himself. One did not attack the boss’ favorite without being loaded for bear.
After a short, awkward pause, a hand was raised in the second row. Chairman Martin recognized Frank Hoffman.
“Mr. Chairman, Mr. President; ladies and gentlemen . . .” Hoffman had almost completely recovered from his cold. The slight nasal quality of his voice, the final vestige of his illness, merely lent his tone a more impressive resonance. No one at The Company, other than Charlie Chase, knew about the tumultuous events in which he’d been involved the previous Saturday evening, nor of his hospitalization, brief as it was. Only Chase could have revealed these events, and gossip was not his style.
“With all due respect to our general manager,” Hoffman proceeded, “I must beg to differ with him on one or two points he has made so well. And I do so, of course, only with the good of The Company in mind.”
Nervy! was the consensus. Hoffman was, in effect, putting his future with The Company on the line in publicly challenging the chairman’s fair-haired boy. No one, however, was particularly surprised that it was Hoffman who had flung down the gauntlet.
“In the matter of the so-called Lemon Laws, we are all well aware, ladies and gentlemen, that Congress has been flirting with this sort of bill for many years. A few states have similar restrictions on us as local legislation. Obviously, everyone in this room, everyone in The Company, every fair-minded citizen opposes such laws. Our public support of this legislation, as proposed by Mr. Chase, would be a bold and utterly unpredictable move that would indeed capture the attention of the world, let alone the media. And it would seem, as Mr. Chase has so convincingly presented, that, in its present form and with nothing else intervening, the legislation hasn’t a chance. Thus, our support of this presently doomed legislation would appear to be a major public relations coup.
“However, there is another side of this question with which Mr. Chase appears unfamiliar. Undoubtedly, it is no fault of his, since this information has come to light only in the past couple of days.”
Hoffman’s attempt at exculpating Chase, as everyone, including Hoffman, knew, was spurious. It was Chase’s responsibility to know of important events no matter how recently they might have occurred.
“Our lobbyists,” Hoffman continued, “went back for another straw vote of both houses asking what the outcome of a vote on the Lemon Laws would be if The Company first endorsed this legislation. The surprising thing they discovered was that such a move on our part would turn the vote around. Our friends in Congress have a tough enough time suppressing this sort of legislation, with the considerable pressure they get from their constituents. Only a completely united front can hope to keep these ridiculous laws off the books. Were we, one of the major automotive firms, to even create the impression of endorsing these bills, the ball game would be over.
“By actual count, were we to make the move Mr. Chase has recommended, our advantage in the House would slip from two-to-one against the legislation to three-to-one in favor; and in the Senate from three-to-one against to four-to-one in favor.
“In short, we would be solely responsible for the first national passage of Lemon Laws. Laws that would not only virtually hamstring us but also the entire automotive industry.”
Hoffman paused. A murmur spread through the room. Something akin to the sound probably made by the judges at Inquisition trials.
Charles Chase was devastated. He could feel the blood rising to the surface of his face as Hoffman began his refutation. And the longer Hoffman went on, and the more inevitable became his conclusion, the worse Chase felt. He was in no position to say anything. All he could do was sit there and take it. And the end, he felt, was nowhere in sight.
“Secondly,” Hoffman resumed, “we come to the matter of our future demographic targets. Mr. Chase’s citation of the VALS conclusions presents an interesting series of speculative statistics. But, I’m afraid, ladies and gentlemen, that’s all they are: speculative statistics.
“Out there in the real world of car sales, in recent years, the average age of a person who buys a car from The Company has been nearly fifty. Whereas the average age of those who buy cars from our major competitors and especially foreign cars, is about thirty-five.
“I submit, ladies and gentlemen, that’s our demographic target: the younger buyers. And they want the European look, the high performance version of the basic family car. A very reliable source at GM tells me their defined principal target market is going to be the affluent twenty-five to forty-four-year-old customer. They expect this market to account for over 50 percent of all new car purchases over the next few years.
“We must face the facts, ladies and gentlemen: What we’re looking for is the incremental dollar. And that can’t be found in the compact or subcompact models. The incremental buck lies in the limited-production, high-performance cars with fat price tags and substantial profit margins.
“Once upon a time,” Hoffman glanced significantly at Chase as if to identify him with a fairy tale of the past, “young people traditionally drove the kind of car their parents favored. There were such things as ‘Chevy Families.’ That doesn’t happen anymore. The son no longer automatically buys what his father drove. And keep this old made-in-Detroit adage in mind, ladies and gentlemen: You can sell an older man a young man’s car, but you can’t sell a young man an old man’s car.
“The younger buyer is our prime demographic target market. The young buyer is going to want the car that will return us to Detroit’s essence. The big car that is going to mean big profit margins. And that’s where The Company has to be.”
Again, Hoffman paused to indicate that he had finished his second argument but that he had not completed his rebuttal. He gathered his sheaf of papers and placed them at the upper right corner of his table.
Once again, there was the soft murmur of voices. Never had these executives witnessed anything like this. Never had a junior executive shredded a major presentation of a senior executive. But what would become known as the Wednesday Morning Massacre was not yet over. Almost all present could now predict what was to follow.
“Finally, Mr. Chairman, Mr. President; ladies and gentlemen,” Hoffman swung into his peroration: “I feel certain that Mr. Chase’s charge,” he gave the word a sarcastic inflection, “that there is some hanky-panky at work in our Mexican imports is due to nothing more than our esteemed colleague’s newness to The Company. Most of us are well aware that there is no ‘scam’ going on. But, for the benefit of those,” again a significant glance at the back of Chase’s head, where the bulging and reddening of his neck told its own story, “who are unfamiliar with the peculiar and tight import-export laws of Mexico, I’ll explain. Briefly!
“We are not permitted to import any more from Mexico than we export to Mexico. In effect, we are hurting because of that limitation on our exporting materials that our factories down there need in order to build our cars with cost efficiency. So, the idea is to load up the cars made in Mexico that we import for sale in the States. The more we can build up the Mexican content of those cars, the greater the import credits we achieve, and the added export value they will have when we import them—and the more we are able to export.
“Therefore, while we buy Mexican glass for our cars instead of using our own glass, the benefit in the added value of the cars imported far surpasses the slight saving in expense were we to import the lower-valued cars from Mexico for the sole purpose of outfitting them here in the States.
“Thus,” an expansive gesture, “no collusion, no conspiracy, no crime—just good heads-up business.”
At no time in his life, not even while undergoing the tortures of adolescence, had Charles Chase felt a like embarrassment. What could he say? Explanation was neither possible nor expected. There was no doubt in anyone’s mind that he had been the, victim of some outrageously bad advice. But part of the responsibility of a top executive is to ensure against the possibility of receiving faulty information or having poor advisers.
There was no doubting where the buck stopped when it came to a person whose position was general manager of The Company.
Chase could not bring himself to glance up at Frank Martin. Chase could imagine the chairman did not feel all that much better than he himself did at this very moment.
He was correct. Ordinarily, Martin did not allow himself much emotional demonstration. But there was no doubt that his face was crinkled into a definite scowl. Instead of conducting the remainder of the business and closing the meeting, Martin quietly requested the president to carry on.
As the meeting wound to a merciful conclusion, Martin shrugged. Too bad. It was a damn pity. But the die had been cast. This was hardball, and, by damn, to the victor go the spoils. Chase would never be effective in The Company after this morning’s humiliation. His fate was sealed.
On the other hand, there was Hoffman. Martin had had his eye on Hoffman for some time. He had shown promise. Definitely high pot. And this morning’s showing put him up a couple more rungs on the ladder. If Charlie can’t make it, maybe Hoffman can. The Company would go on. The king is dead; long live the king.
Martin’s thoughts were not far different from those of the other executives as they closed briefcases, mingled a bit while ignoring Chase, then filed out.
There is a scene near the end of the musical comedy How to Succeed in Business Without Really Trying, when the blame for a catastrophe at World Wide Wickets is shifted back and forth between two executives. As the blame falls upon the shoulders of one, the entire cast moves to the opposite side of the stage. And vice versa.
In a metaphorical sense that was now happening at The Company.
Before the meeting, Chase had been not only a very important person; he’d also been a very popular person. Everyone knew that his presentation was on today’s agenda as well as the fact that he was the chairman’s personal selection to be his own successor. Many executives had stopped to pat Chase on the back or merely offer a word of greeting or encouragement.
Now, it was as if Chase had suddenly contracted a communicable disease.
It wasn’t that he’d been forgotten. On the contrary, everyone was talking about him or about Hoffman’s destruction of him. However, no one was talking to him.
It was just as well. Chase wouldn’t have heard. His chagrin was so intense that he was physically affected. His heart rate was up. He was certain his blood pressure must be sky-high. His stomach was acidic. His face was flushed. And the pounding in his ears would have made it impossible for him to hear a normal speaking tone. He was forced to try deliberately to maintain his equilibrium and not faint outright.
Returning to his office, he was unaware of seeing anyone or hearing anything. He concentrated on putting one foot after the other in order to find some sanctuary somewhere.
“Of course I don’t like to see his blood pressure this high. But he’s got a good strong constitution and that should help.” The Chases’ family physician was speaking to Louise. They stood just outside the bedroom door. The doctor did not normally make house calls. But for the Chases he would.
“Get these prescriptions filled, Louise. The Lasix is a diuretic. Have him take just one a day. The Slow K will replace the potassium he’ll lose from the extra urination caused by the diuretic. Two Slow K twice a day, after meals. And Louise: No alcohol while he’s on Lasix . . . might cause the pressure to go too far the other way.
“If there are any other problems, be sure and call me.”
Louise thanked him and saw him to the door. She gave the prescriptions and the car keys to the maid and returned to Charles.
Wearing flannel pajamas, he was propped by several pillows. A bright sun streaming through the windows reminded him, if he needed a reminder, that he was not well. Why else would one go to bed in the daytime except when one is ill?
“How are you feeling, dear?” She sat on the edge of the bed.
“Tired. But better.”
“Do you want to talk about it?”
He turned to look out the window. He was wearing his glasses although he did not intend to read—or even to see anything, for that matter. “Not much more to say. After Frank Hoffman refuted every point I made, all the senators gave the thumbs-down sign.”
“I don’t understand. What went wrong? Was all the advice those two gave you incorrect?”
“Kirkus and Keely? Not incorrect so much as deliberate untruths. They’re Hoffman’s men. I knew that all along and was a bit leery about them from the start. But everything they advised me on up to now has not only been correct, it’s been insightful, brilliant advice. So I had no reason to suspect or doubt them in this.” He shook his head. “I should have listened to my secretary. She told me she thought there was something ersatz about those two. And she was right. It was all a set-up. They were setting me up for the kill. All that they told me in preparation for today’s meeting made sense—as far as it went. And insofar as I was able to check it out, it appeared to be right on target.”
“Those horrid men! What will happen to them now?” She knew what she would like to have happen to them . . . something involving boiling oil.
He smiled sardonically. “They were waiting for me when I returned to my office after the meeting. I was so angry and felt so rotten I couldn’t bring myself to say a word to them. Kirkus said he’d heard what happened and he wanted to apologize; that they had given me the best advice they could. But I could see in his eyes he didn’t mean a word of it.”
“Isn’t there some way of punishing them?”
“They won’t be reporting to me anymore—if you can call that a punishment. But they’ll end up on their feet. They’ll go back to Hoffman, unless I miss my guess. They were in his camp all along anyway.”
“Frank Martin would know! He’d understand!” Louise thought she had stumbled on a solution. “If he doesn’t know yet . . . if he hasn’t figured it out—you can tell him: It was all a plot to undermine your position!”
Chase shook his head sadly. “You don’t understand, Lou. It doesn’t matter whether Frank knows or not. To allow myself to be put in a position like I was in is the unforgivable sin. Not why I got into it. It’s like . . . like . . . well, it’s like war: Once you lose, it doesn’t matter how or why you lost—except maybe to historians. As far as The Company is concerned, the reason I lost is of speculative interest at best.”
After a brief discouraged silence, Louise resumed. “I guess my final question has to be why . . . why did they do it? That Kirkus and Keely, they were already working for the man who would one day become chairman of the board. What did they have to gain by sabotaging you? They were already on the winning team. Why would they do something to make it the losing team?”
Chase shrugged wearily. “I don’t know. But it’s a good question. Whatever it was, it must have been pretty compelling.
“Maybe they were just unwilling to put their money on me. Maybe Hoffman promised them something special in the deal. Maybe they just thought Hoffman would beat me out. Maybe,” he shook his head, “maybe after what happened today they’re right.”
“The bastard!”
Ordinarily, Louise did not use such epithets. “If I ever see that hypocrite in church again, I’ll be physically ill! At least we’ll never have to see him socially again.”
“Afraid we will, Lou—at least one more time.”
She placed a finger against her lips and carefully considered their schedule. She could see their social calendar in her mind’s eye. But she couldn’t find on it an event they Would have to share with the Hoffmans.
“It happened rather suddenly the other day . . . and I forgot to tell you about it. The Company is hosting a combination birthday and bon voyage party for Frank Martin at the Collegiate Club Monday evening. Our calendar was open on that date,” he hastened to add, “and I accepted.”
Her memory affirmed that the date was, indeed, open. “Oh, Frank . . . must we?”
“Afraid so. It will be a rather wide open party. I’ve invited Bishop Ratigan and Father Koesler. And—while we were still speaking—Hoffman told me he had invited his sister and brother-in-law. I’m afraid our absence would be noted. And not only would our absence be noted, it would be a tacit admission of something I am not yet willing to admit—that I’m through. It looks bad now—very, very bad. But at least I know who the enemy is . . . finally. And I’m going to do my damndest to come back from this.”
Louise silently resolved that she would be there. She would remain at her husband’s side, proudly, no matter what.
“Well, well,” she said, finally, “the whole cast will be there. The clergy, the Hoffmans, the Mercurys, and the Chases. There should be enough friction to start a pretty good fire.”
All in all, he thought he would get along very well with Father Dowling.
Koesler had only recently chanced upon the Father Dowling series of murder mysteries. One by one, he had checked them out of the public library. He enjoyed them so much, his only fear was that their author, Ralph McInerny, would run out of either ideas or patience. In Koesler’s opinion, with the exception of J.F. Powers and those authors who were or had been priests, McInerny was the only creator of a fictional priest who truly captured what it was like to be a priest.
Koesler was about the same age and disposition as the fictional Father Dowling. Both were in their mid-fifties; neither cared for canon law; both got along ably in the modern Church, but both thought the good old days really were the good old days more than less, and neither understood the very young new Roman Catholic clergy.
Of course, since Father Dowling existed only in fictional murder mysteries, he was, naturally, McInerny’s sleuth. At the denouement of each book, it was always Father Dowling who solved the mystery.
But, oddly, Father Koesler himself had become involved in several murder investigations in the Detroit area. Investigations that had comprised a strong Catholic element. As a result, Koesler had come to know not a few Detroit homicide detectives. Not the least of these was Inspector Walter Koznicki, the head of the homicide division. Over the years, Koesler and Koznicki had become fast friends.
And that, in turn, was interesting. Because the fictional Father Dowling’s best friend was named Keegan. And he was chief of detectives in the Chicago suburb that was the setting for their mysteries. Life, thought Father Koesler, imitates art.
At present, Father Dowling and friends were keeping Koesler company while he sat in his confessional with plenty of time to read. If the numbers coming to confession were not what they used to be—and they weren’t—Saturday night was about the slowest time of all.
From time to time, Koesler considered discontinuing Saturday evening confessions. But then he would think of the lonely soul, perhaps someone who’d been away so long he or she didn’t know there were no more long lines of penitents. Such a person deserved an opportunity to go to confession while the inclination was there. Not infrequently, with the small numbers at daily Mass, at Lenten devotions, at convert classes, Koesler was forced to renew his faith in the value of just one immortal soul.
Seated in the confessional, thinking of one immortal soul brought to mind an incident that had occurred in his first parochial assignment at St. David’s. The hour of 9:00 p.m. had been approaching and even though those had been the good old days of wall-to-wall penitents, none remained that particular Saturday evening. At exactly 9:00, Koesler had stepped out of his confessional to discover he was alone in the church.
He had stopped at the communion railing to pray for a few moments. When all of a sudden he had heard such a clatter in the rear vestibule! Head still bowed, but no longer in prayer, he had attempted to figure out what was going on.
They were young boys and they were apparently trying with vigor to get one of their number to go to confession. Just in case they might succeed, Koesler thought it well for him to return to his confessional.
All the way down the side aisle they struggled and shouted. The shouts were muted for the benefit of church decorum, but they were shouts nonetheless.
“Come on, Louie, get in there! It ain’t gonna hurt ya!”
“Whaddya mean, it ain’t gonna hurt me? If it don’t hurt, YOU go!”
“I went!”
After much of the same, plus evident attempts by Louie to escape, at long last a small body came hurtling through the curtain at one side of Koesler’s confessional. The body hit the wall and collapsed appropriately on the kneeler.
“Do you want to go to confession?” Koesler asked.
“I guess so.”
Koesler had long considered the incident a prime example of Catholic action.
His reverie was interrupted by someone entering the confessional. Koesler was startled. He hadn’t heard anyone enter the church. He decided he must have been deeply lost in thought. Whoever had come in knelt on the other side of the screen. Koesler turned out the light on his side.
“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been two months since my last confession.”
This was a no-nonsense lady and, in all probability, an old-timer.
“I lost my temper with my husband, oh, four to five times. He’s retired, you see, and he’s always underfoot. I wish he’d go out once in a while. He could get a part-time job, maybe do volunteer work. But all he does is sit around the house making one mess after another. He just sits around and watches TV—soap operas—and smokes one cigar after another. God, how that house stinks after all those cigars.”
She went on for several minutes enumerating her husband’s sins. It had been a long time since Koesler had heard this type of “confession,” although at one time it had been quite common. Experience had taught him there was no correcting her method of “confessing.” There was really nothing to do but listen, give a penance, and absolve.
“And,” she concluded, “we practiced birth control seven times. That’s because he’s home all the time with nothing to do.”
Koesler almost laughed aloud. She must be well beyond menopause. Birth control for them must be no more than a habit describing their sex lives.
He said a few words, very few, calling her attention to the necessity of evaluating her own relationship to God rather than her husband’s peccadilloes, gave her a penance of five Our Fathers and five Hail Marys, and absolved her.
After she left, he recalled her confessing birth control and was reminded of the story of the very elderly couple planning to be married. As they sat in the rectory, making arrangements, the priest asked where they intended to live. Looking lovingly at each other they said they weren’t sure but wherever they would go they agreed they had to live close to an elementary school. Whereupon the priest told them that while they might be heir minded, they probably were not heir conditioned.
Koesler flipped on the light again and resumed his Father Dowling mystery. It was titled, Second Vespers. Odd title. So few would know what it meant . . . certainly very few of the younger clergy. Put a breviary in their hands and they wouldn’t know what to do with it. Much less would they be familiar with the hour of prayer called Vespers, still less the recondite Second Vespers.
As far as Koesler knew, only a few of the older clergy still prayed, or “read” their breviaries. Basically a monastic choir prayer, the breviary was a prayer book that divided each day into canonical hours, eight in all, from morning until evening.
Following a gradual evolvement over centuries, Pope Saint Pius V had carried out the will of the Council of Trent and in 1568, he had obligated the daily recitation of the breviary for all the clergy in major orders in the Western Church.
And that was pretty much the way Koesler had found things when he received his first major order, the subdeaconate, in June of 1953.
It was one of the stereotypes. Catholics ate fish on Friday, went to Mass on Sunday, and priests read their breviaries every day. Usually, the priest could be found, breviary in hand, pacing back and forth, lips moving rapidly and noiselessly—it was one of the rules: Lips must move.
One of the jokes that emerged from this practice involved two priests returning from a day off and realizing at 11:30 p.m. that neither had finished reading the day’s breviary. So the driver stopped the car on the highway shoulder and left the headlights burning. Each priest took his breviary and, each sitting in front of one headlight, began to read. At which point, a passing trucker leaned out of his cab window and shouted, “That must be one hell of a book!”
Koesler continued to read his breviary daily, even though most other priests used a scaled-down vernacular version, or had long since quit . . . or had never begun. He still did not understand every Latin word. But he understood enough to be able to make the recitation an authentic prayer.
He had just returned to Second Vespers when another penitent entered the confessional. The penitent settled in on the kneeler. Another traditional confession. That was perfectly all right with Koesler. Before turning off his light, he glanced at his watch. A quarter to 9:00. This would be the final penitent of the evening—unless somebody decided to throw Louie in.
Koesler leaned toward the screen, quite unconsciously assuming the classic position of the confessor, head slightly bowed, elbow on the arm of the chair, palm cupping chin.
Nothing happened. Not that the silence was unusual. Many times the priest had to speak first to let the penitent know it was all right to begin. But there was something out of the ordinary about this particular situation, although Koesler could not identify exactly what was wrong. Perhaps it was the total lack of sound. The penitent, once he or she had entered the confessional, had made no sound at all. No shifting about to try to discover something comfortable about this position of kneeling upright. Not even the sound of breathing.
Whatever, it was making Koesler a bit nervous. More than once he had thought about how vulnerable a priest was in a confessional, especially in an otherwise empty church. Anyone could enter for any reason. As long as a screen or curtain separated them, the priest could not tell who was there.
“Yes,” Koesler said at length, “you may begin now.”
Silence.
“It’s all right to begin now,” he said, a little more loudly. It was possible the penitent might be hard of hearing. And Koesler supposed there was no reason to worry about volume. He was quite certain there was no one else in the church.
Still, silence.
“How long has it been since your last confession?” This might be one of those instances wherein information had to be extracted like teeth.
“Oh . . . a long . . . long time.”
The voice sent a shudder through Koesler. It was like nothing he’d ever heard. Whoever was on the other side of the screen was not whispering, but speaking in a very soft tone. He couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman.
“About how long?” Koesler pressed.
“Oh, so long, so long . . . ago. I just can’t . . . remember . . . oh
He tried to place the voice. Tried to compare it to anyone he’d heard. It sounded just a bit like Truman Capote’s voice. The pitch was high enough that it could be a woman, yet low enough that it could be a man. There was a sing-song quality to it as if it might have been a child, yet it certainly wasn’t a child. And there was an odd pausing between words, as if the speaker were slightly unfamiliar with the language and was searching for what in reality were quite common words.
“All right,” Koesler said very softly. At least there was no hearing problem evident. “Let’s forget about how long it’s been. Do you have any sins to confess?”
“Sins? Oh, my, yes!” There was a soft little chuckle, an odd chuckle, as odd as the voice. “I think you are . . . describing my . . . life.”
“Your life?”
“Oh, yes.” A pause. “Do you . . . think . . . Father . . . that the devil can take . . . over a person’s . . . life?”
Koesler suspected a verbal trap, but quickly decided to answer as if the question had been seriously put.
“Diabolic possession or obsession? It’s happened and is pretty well documented. Yes, I believe it can happen.”
“I believe it . . . happened to me . . . Father.” The person said it as matter-of-factly as if announcing that he or she had contracted a cold.
“Happened to you?” Though the church was chilly, Koesler felt very warm.
“If . . . I’m right, you are talking . . . to Satan.” A fiendish little chuckle. “You didn’t ever . . . think that you . . . would talk . . . with the devil?”
Whoever it was, Koesler decided it was a very disturbed person who needed a level of professional help that was far beyond his capabilities. Although he had never dealt with anyone as obviously divorced from sanity as this person evidently was, Koesler had referred disturbed parishioners to a few trusted professionals in the past. The special problem in a situation like this was the situation itself. How to get this out of the internal forum into the external? How to get it out of the confessional and into an office?
“Would you make an appointment to see a very good therapist if I told you how to get in touch with him?”
A soft, odd laugh.
“Would you come and see me outside of confession sometime?”
“Oh, I . . . will see you outside . . . the confessional.” Another soft laugh. “I . . . have some . . . mischief planned. I will see . . . you at the scene of . . . the mischief.”
Koesler tried to stall for a bit more time. The person seemed to be making a move to leave. “But you see, if you don’t confess any sin and express your sorrow for it, I can’t absolve you.”
The laugh was loud and utterly mirthless. “The fool,” the person shouted, “thinks he can . . . absolve the devil!”
With that, the person was gone.
Koesler heard the church door close. He did not frighten easily . . . but he was genuinely frightened.
16.
Father Koesler thought he might be one of the last guests to arrive for Frank Martin’s combination birthday and bon voyage party. Judging by the number of cars in the Collegiate Club’s parking lot, it indeed did not seem possible for many more guests to squeeze in.
Koesler ordinarily was not late for functions. If anything, he had an unhappy habit of being early. He was tardy this evening because he had scheduled more appointments than he should have. He had done this because he had been distracted and disturbed over the past two days by that very odd confession from the person who claimed to be the devil.
All day Sunday and today he had tried to figure out who it might be. Was it possible Koesler knew the person? If whoever it was had tried to conceal his or her identity by creating a strange sounding voice, the effort had been a smashing success.
The Collegiate was one of a surprisingly large number of private clubs Koesler had never visited. On the one hand, he did not particularly care for private clubs, and on the other, to be frank, he was rarely invited to any.
He found the unattended cloakroom to the left of the entry. Next to that was the men’s room. Next to that—since no one was impeding him he decided to investigate a bit—was the locker room. He could hear in the distance the thud of rubber balls. Must be handball or racquetball courts, he decided.
Retracing his steps, he found himself in a long hallway. If there was any doubt the Frank Martin party was going on in the large, well-lit, noisy room at the end of the hall, the question was settled by a sign midway down the hall announcing that very fact.
Because he fully expected to find some, Koesler was amazed at the seeming absence of security measures. No one had checked his identity or questioned his presence. True, he was wearing his clericals. But anyone could dress as a priest.
From the door, he had an excellent view of the room, several steps below the hall level.
Several yards into the room, against one wall, a table had been set up for guest registration. On the other side of the doorway, against the same wall, was the bar, busily manned by three bartenders. From the number of filled glasses lined up at the bar’s edge, Koesler guessed they were pre-filling orders. There were so many waiters—no waitresses—moving about that Koesler gave up trying to count them. In the center of the room was a huge table heavy with hot and cold hors d’oeuvres.
The guests, as was usual at such affairs, were clustered in tight groups, large and small.
At the extreme opposite end of the room from where Koesler still stood at the doorway, were Mr. and Mrs. Frank Martin. He couldn’t decide whether they were both using makeup or standing under a special spotlight, but they somehow appeared set apart from everyone else. Perhaps, he thought, it might be the nimbus resulting from being chairman and first lady of The Company.
As he watched, the dinner-jacketed figure of Frank Hoffman approached the Martins. They greeted him warmly, and the three entered into animated conversation. Martin appeared first surprised, then pleasantly overwhelmed by whatever Hoffman had told him. Koesler could not know that Hoffman had just delivered the news that he had arranged, through Bishop Ratigan, a private audience with the Pope.
After noticing Hoffman, Koesler began looking around for Charlie Chase. The Company had sprung a leak; news of at least part of what Hoffman had done to Chase had appeared on the business pages of both Detroit’s daily newspapers. With little knowledge of the business world and only the sketchy account in the papers, Koesler was unsure how he should react. He was vaguely unhappy it had happened, particularly since it involved two of his parishioners.
Koesler located Chase off to one side. With him were his wife, as well as Emma Hoffman and Cindy Mercury. In light of what had happened between Chase and Hoffman, Koesler thought it peculiar that Louise and Emma should be together now. He could not know that when Hoffman had told his wife of his machinations leading to his tale of victory, she had been furious and a bitter verbal battle had ensued.
As he watched, the three women went off down the hall and disappeared into the ladies’ room. Koesler tried to recall the name of the comedian, one of whose routines was to point out the custom, particularly in restaurants, of women regularly visiting the ladies’ room together, and asking his audience if anyone ever saw a woman going to the ladies’ room alone. Then he suggested that he knew what happens in homes all over the country. In the morning, he declared, the men go off to work and the women phone each other and announce it is time for all of them to go to the bathroom. A chauvinistic cliché at best, Koesler decided.
He thought of going over to visit with Charlie Chase, but Chase looked relieved to be alone and quite content to be by himself for the time being. In any case, Koesler decided it was time to come down from his aerie and mingle. He moved to the table, registered, and got his “Hello, I’m Father Robert Koesler” badge.
He looked around, this time not seeking anyone in particular, just sizing up the crowd. He was not surprised at the number of Detroit notables present. The mayor, Maynard Cobb, now talking and laughing with Frank Martin as photographers’ strobe lights flashed. Tom and Diane Schoenith, whose presence made it an official Detroit Party. Bill Bonds, George Sells, and Mort Crim, Detroit’s local network affiliated TV anchormen. Other TV personalities included Jac LeGoff and, among the most beautiful women anywhere, Doris Biscoe, Jennifer Moore, Carmen Harlan, and Diana Lewis.
From the local legitimate theater, Phil Marcus Esser, Hal Youngblood, and, of course, Angie Mercury.
With the exception of Mercury, Koesler had never met any of these celebrities. But he recognized them and others present from having seen them on TV or their photos in the papers.
Since he knew almost no one and since he was very poor at gladhanding strangers, Koesler decided to mingle with the few people he knew.
So it was that he made his way through the crowd to a group of three men, Bishop Ratigan, Frank Hoffman, and Angie Mercury. All three presently were quite buoyant.
Hoffman had just delivered a most welcome present to his boss. After all, what sort of bon voyage present can one give one of Detroit’s richest men—a $50 gift certificate? But a private audience with the Pope for a nice Catholic tycoon—now that was something! A gift that Frank Martin would not soon forget. Nor would he forget the giver.
Ratigan was happy because he felt he’d just won a game for fairly high stakes and had come in just under the wire to boot. This had been his first attempt in procuring a papal audience. Although, at first blush, he had anticipated difficulties, he had had no way of knowing how many strings needed pulling, how many markers would have to be called in.
In the end, had it not been for the enormous influence of Detroit’s archbishop, Cardinal Mark Boyle, Ratigan might well have failed. As it was, confirmation of the audience had come through only earlier today. Ratigan, of course, had gained nothing directly for himself from all his time and effort spent on obtaining this audience. But Ratigan, as was the case with most priests, enjoyed making people happy whenever possible. And, in this instance, he had succeeded in making at least two people very happy. Ratigan would continue to be favored by Hoffman . . .that went without saying. But it did give the bishop a satisfied feeling to pay his dues, as it were, every now and again.
As for Mercury, he was happy in just being here. This, tonight, was where the action was. There were uncounted people here who could do marvelous things for his career. For instance, his agent had been negotiating recently for an interview show for Mercury on ABC-TV’s Channel 7. And who should be here, not more than a few feet from him, but Jeanne Findlater, Channel 7’s vice president and general manager. For several minutes now, Mercury had been trying unsuccessfully to catch Jeanne’s eye. He would continue to try. He just knew something big was going to happen tonight.
As Koesler neared them, the three men greeted him jovially and expanded their circle to include him.
They had been discussing the papal audience. Hoffman explained to Koesler the history of the uncommon gift. The priest whistled softly as Hoffman laid the credit for the coup at the doorstep of Bishop Ratigan.
“Congratulations, Mike,” said Koesler, “that’s really something. I wouldn’t even know where to start on a deal like that. I have trouble remembering what guy to write to for a papal blessing. I thought you had to be somebody like President of the United States for a private audience!”
“That would help, as I discovered.” Ratigan’s eyes were wreathed in smile wrinkles. “But exceptions can be made-depending on who knows whom. Let’s just say I have had the pleasure recently of making the acquaintance of a whole host of the Roman hierarchy, some in charge of congregations.”
“Don’t forget any of them, Mike,” said Koesler. “They’ll be handy when you come into your own kingdom.”
At that, Mercury, who had not been paying much attention, looked at Koesler inquiringly.
“When Bishop Ratigan becomes an ordinary.” Koesler clarified. “When he gets his own diocese to run.”
“Serve,” Ratigan corrected good-naturedly. “When I get my own diocese to serve.”
At this point, Emma and Cindy joined the group. Evidently, Louise had rejoined her husband. Koesler decided to excuse himself at his first opportunity and join the Chases on the mourners’ bench.
“I was just telling Father Koesler,” said Hoffman, “how Mike got that private audience with the Pope for Mr. Martin. I still find it incredible that you carried it off, Mike.”
“But it was your idea, Frank,” said Cindy. It was obvious, simply by the way she looked at him, how proud she was of her handsome, successful brother.
“Oh, no, Cindy,” Hoffman remonstrated. “I did ask Mike if he could do something about getting Mr. Martin some type of special audience with the Holy Father. But a private audience? It never entered my head. No, that was Mike’s idea. And to him goes all the credit.” Hoffman glanced down at his glass. “Damn!” he said softly, “what the hell’s wrong with these waiters? You’d think they could see my glass is empty!”
“Don’t you think you’ve had enough?” said Emma. She had just finished her second martini and was holding the empty glass. She had, however, had several hors d’oeuvres. Emma had learned her lesson about the dangers of drinking too much on an empty stomach.
“Stay there, Frank; I’ll get a waiter.” Cindy, ever attentive to her brother’s desires, left the group in search of a waiter.
“Thanks for being so solicitous for my good health, Em, dear,” Hoffman said with barely disguised sarcasm, “but I’m no longer on medication. So I’ll be able to hold my own. How about yourself? ” He looked pointedly at her empty cocktail glass. “Have you had something to eat? You know how you tend to run off at the mouth when you don’t balance your booze with a little food.”
She just looked at him. But, if looks could kill . . .
“Yes, indeed,” Ratigan tried to field the conversational ball from its awkward bounce, “ne potus noceat—lest the drink harm. Maxim’s been attributed to the Jesuits, though I don’t know that they invented that, too.”
Cindy returned, followed almost immediately by a waiter who silently removed Hoffman’s empty cocktail glass from his hand and replaced it with a fresh drink.
Koesler wondered at this maneuver until he recalled that Hoffman was a member of this club and a frequent visitor. The bartenders would well know his drink was a perfect Rob Roy.
“Could build quite a meal around it,” Ratigan was saying. “Worked out best on fast days. You remember fast days!” he quipped, and was surprised to find that no one was paying very much attention to him.
Frank and Emma Hoffman were silently seething at each other. Cindy, concerned, gazed at her brother with a troubled expression. Angie was making surreptitious gestures at Jeanne Findlater, but had not succeeded in attracting her attention. And Koesler was trying to decide if this was the time to break away and join the Chases.
Yet Ratigan, for whatever reason, plowed on. “We weren’t supposed to eat between meals. But nobody said anything about drinking. And that’s where the Jesuits come in. Oh, I don’t suppose collectively—but some unknown Jebbie is supposed to have figured out that if you can drink, then you can, of course, make that drink alcohol.”
Still furious, but having been stared down, Emma’s gaze fell from her husband’s eyes. Her attention wandered about the periphery of their circle.
Suddenly, she did a second take at someone who was standing just outside their group but who was looking very intently at Frank Hoffman. Hoffman had not yet noticed the newcomer. Emma thought she had seen this individual before. But where and when?
A passing waiter relieved Emma of her empty glass and asked if she would care for a refill. She simply shook her head no.
“However,” Ratigan concluded, “taking alcohol on an empty stomach can be dangerous . . .”He stopped, suddenly realizing that in the light of Emma’s, embarrassment at their recent party, he was on tender ground here. But immediately he also realized he had nothing to be concerned about: Neither Emma nor Frank was paying any attention to him. “So,” he went on regardless, “that was the start of the famous maxim, ‘ne potus noceat,’ literally, ‘Lest the drink harm.’ So that the alcoholic beverage, which was permitted, didn’t cause any problems, one was allowed to eat something, which, without the drink, was not permitted. Could build quite a meal around a drink or two in those days.”
Ratigan’s protracted and undesired explanation died of its own dead weight.
In the awkward silence that followed, Ratigan managed to save considerable face when his glance lit upon J.P. McCarthy, Detroit’s foremost radio personality and TV talk show host. Ratigan and McCarthy were occasional golfing buddies and, at this moment, McCarthy became Ratigan’s emotional life preserver. Ratigan waved; McCarthy returned the wave. Ratigan excused himself and left the awkward silence behind him.
In an unguarded moment, Jeanne Findlater’s eyes met those of Angie Mercury. He smiled brightly. She smiled wanly. She knew why he wanted to talk to her. The same reason she did not want to talk to him. There had been some discussion with his agent about Mercury’s hosting a daytime interview show on WXYZ-TV. Mrs. Findlater thought the idea had merit. But she did not want to muck it up by, at this stage, discussing it with Mercury. Not while she was negotiating with his agent. Talking about it with Mercury now simply was premature. But, he had caught her eye . . . .
“I noticed your glass is empty, Jeannie.” Mercury stepped from his circle to hers. “Can I get you a drink?”
“Oh, no. There’s no need to do that. A waiter . . .” She wished he wouldn’t be so familiar.
“No trouble. What are you drinking?” He noticed an olive along with ice in the otherwise empty glass. “A martini?”
“Well, no. Gin, actually. Just ask the bartender for Mrs. Findlater’s drink.”
“Be right back.” Mercury took her empty glass and departed, leaving Jeanne Findlater wondering how to end the coming conversation before it began.
“Don’t I know you? Have we ever met?” Emma Hoffman addressed the person who had continued to stand alone at the fringe of their group.
“No, not really. We’ve never been introduced.”
For the first time, Frank Hoffman noticed the newcomer, who had been standing to one side, out of his direct line of vision. His face seemed to drain. He grew so pale that his sister moved toward him, fearful he was about to be stricken as he had been at the party.
“Well, someplace,” persisted Emma, “I know I’ve seen you someplace.” Emma leaned toward the attractive blonde to read her identification tag. “Jackie LeBlanc . . . no; I don’t recall that name. But someplace . . .” Emma was about to add that she couldn’t forget that face, when it occurred to her: It wasn’t the woman’s face she couldn’t forget; it was the body that went with it that had proven memorable.
At this moment, Ratigan returned. Taking appreciative notice of the newcomer, he smiled at Jackie. He, like Koesler and so many others of their calling, considered that a celibate life could include room for at least studying and savoring the view of women, God’s greatest work of art. And he thought Jackie stunning in her off-the-shoulder gown and lacy shoulder covering that set off her blonde hair. She looked as pretty as a Christmas tree and was shaped much, much better.
“It was the spa!” Emma pointed at her. “Madame Tirana’s spa!” She had the look of triumph that springs from a tortuous ratiocination leading to recognition. Then, puzzlement replaced the triumph. “But, who, why—?”
Jackie looked significantly at Hoffman, who was licking his suddenly dry lips. “I thought it was time we met.”
Emma looked from this stranger to Frank. Gradually but heavily the truth came. “You,” she pointed at Jackie, “you . . . you’re his mistress!”
Ratigan instantly regretted having returned to this group. But there was no getting away from it now.
For a few moments there was dead silence. Emma had made her charge so forcefully that people in nearby groups had stopped talking and started listening. Carol T, Free Press gossip writer, sensing an entire column from this apparent confrontation, stepped closer to Emma.
Cindy was horror-stricken for her brother’s sake. Koesler tried to recall when he had been more embarrassed. Several occasions came to mind, but this, he decided, ranked. God, why hadn’t he broken away earlier! There was no civilized way he could make his excuses now. Nor did he feel he could just walk away from what promised to develop into a formidable scene. Bishop Ratigan unsuccessfully searched his memory for some anecdote that might relieve this confrontation.
“God damn you, Jackie!” Hoffman’s words came through clenched teeth. “What the hell are you doing here?”
He spoke just loudly enough for the immediate circle to hear. But the immediate circle had grown. Carol T was in the van of several other representatives of the various news media.
It was obvious from his speech that his fury had served to sober Hoffman completely. If ever he needed a drink, it was now.
Cindy noticed her brother’s nearly empty glass. She caught the arm of a nearby waiter. “Would you get Mr. Hoffman another drink, please?”
The waiter nodded and headed off toward the bar.
“I thought,” Jackie replied calmly, “this might be a good time for us,” she nodded at Emma, “to meet.”
If she had not been absorbed by her husband’s embarrassment and fury, Emma would have been enraged.
“A good time to meet! What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Hoffman demanded.
“It means, Frank,” Jackie was getting up a head of steam, “that it’s time for me to come out of the closet. It’s time for us to appear publicly together!”
“You’re out of your mind! You’re out of your goddamn mind! How did you get in here?”
Jackie gestured to what she may have intended as a comment on the lack of security. “There seems to be an open door policy.”
“Do you realize what you’ve done? You bitch! This was a night of triumph for me! I was sitting on top of the world. Things couldn’t have been better for me at The Company. The only bad thing that could have happened was your showing up!”
“Isn’t that the way with Murphy’s Law, Frank?” Jackie was again calm, deliberately contrasting her manner with his.
“Well, I’m glad she came, and I’m glad she’s here.” Emma glared defiantly at her husband. “Because, as I told you before, Frank, all bets are off! I told you if ever I met your girlfriend, it was back to square one.”
If any of the uninvited bystanders felt any shame about being present at this intimate marital explosion, it didn’t show. The only exceptions appeared to be Father Koesler, who looked as if he wished he could slip through a crack in the floor, and Cindy Mercury, who seemed intensely embarrassed. And of course Bishop Ratigan, who wondered where J.P. McCarthy was now that he was needed.
“What do you mean by that?” Hoffman had abandoned any effort at keeping this an affair between the ménage à trois. He was almost shouting.
“I mean it’s time little Em lived it up. Without an encumbrance called Frank Hoffman!” Her eyes were blazing.
A waiter was standing at Hoffman’s side holding a cocktail. He seemed undecided about what to do with it in the face of the furor.
“Here’s your drink, Frank,” Cindy said rather meekly.
The waiter removed Hoffman’s nearly empty glass and replaced it with the fresh drink.
“From now on,” Emma stormed, “what’s good for the gander is good for the goose! And that goes for your precious perfect Rob Roy!” She snatched the glass from Hoffman’s hand and, as he looked on, too startled to react in any way, she downed the contents of the glass in a single swig.
“Em! What the hell—!”
But Em did not reply. Her eyes clouded as the massive impact of several ounces of alcohol hit her at once. Then, her eyes rolled back as something more powerful than even the liquor seemed to shake her to her core. The glass fell from her hand and bounded harmlessly on the thick Persian carpet. She crumpled to the floor, then stiffened. A series of convulsions threw her body about as if she were a rag doll. It was a terrifying sight. Some felt compelled to watch; others turned away. A few women screamed. Some men shouted. But there were so many shouts that none could be clearly comprehended.
Ultimately, Emma’s body appeared to be jerked by some invisible force into boardlike rigidity. Then, after a horrible gurgling sound, as if she were drowning, Emma Hoffman fell into deathly stillness.
More screams, more shouts.
Father Koesler dropped to his knees beside Emma’s body and whispered the words of absolution. She was obviously unconscious at best. Bishop Ratigan was certain he would be able to recall the formula for absolution, if it just weren’t for all these damned crises.
Two men joined Koesler on the floor beside the body. One began attempts at mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, the other began rhythmically pumping Emma’s chest.
A well-dressed woman also knelt. She removed one of Emma’s shoes, and with long fingernails, scratched Emma’s sole. There was no response. Then she lifted one of Emma’s eyelids. Next, she removed a hand mirror from her purse and placed it to Emma’s mouth and nostrils as the man who was attempting resuscitation raised up. She then ran her finger along Emma’s eyebrow and squeezed.
“What are you doing?” Koesler asked quietly.
“I used to work in a hospital emergency room. I’m checking vital signs. I’m no doctor, but I’m pretty sure this lady is dead.”
The shouts became more intelligible as they grew less diverse. Some were urging that a doctor be called; others were shouting for the police.
Koesler sat back on his heels. Could it have been a massive heart attack? Even as the thought came, he dismissed it. He could almost hear that frightening disembodied voice as it promised, “Oh, I . . . will see you outside . . . the confessional. I have some . . . mischief planned. I will see . . . you at the scene of . . . the mischief.”
Had Satan been here?
17.
What had been—with the exception of the Hoffmans’ discord—until very recently a jovial party was now the very embodiment of organized chaos. The chaos was being supplied by some of the very important people now confined to the Harvard Room, the scene of Frank Martin’s party. The organization came from a contingent of Detroit police who were conducting a homicide investigation, which, somehow, is never routine. Surely this investigation into the death of a member of Detroit’s automotive society and involving some of the prime movers and shakers of the Motor City could hardly be termed routine.
Some of the VIPs objected to being involved in any sort of police investigation. Others additionally objected to having their pictures taken by police photographers and being subjected to questioning. TV anchor people were anxious to return to their respective stations in time for the 11:00 p.m. newscast.
None of that mattered. This was, or, from all indications, was assumed to be, a homicide. And as such, this investigation took precedence over all other considerations.
The uniformed officers who responded to the emergency call had first sealed off the area so no one could leave. Then they had called the homicide division.
When Detective Sergeants Charles Papkin and Ray Ewing arrived and saw the number of people involved, they had called in the reserves. In addition to the other homicide detectives and technicians now on the scene, there were several from the robbery division and the medical unit.
Emma Hoffman had been taken to Receiving Hospital, where a doctor pronounced her dead. Her body was then taken to the Wayne County Morgue, where an autopsy would be performed the following morning by the medical examiner.
Sergeant Ewing was standing meditatively at the spot where Emma Hoffman had fallen. A chalk outline demarcated where her body had lain. He was mentally recording every detail.
There was a small, square hole in the carpet to one side of where the body had fallen. The dregs of Emma’s final drink had seeped into the carpet. Ewing had ordered that patch of the carpet removed. Along with the still-moist glass, it had been given to the police technicians for analysis. What the technicians might identify in the carpet or glass could prove the quickest route to determining what had killed the woman. The manager of the Collegiate Club had objected strenuously to the violation of his carpet, but, as with so many similar objections, to no avail.
With all the hubbub in the large room, it was a testament to Ewing’s powers of concentration that he could even appear to be oblivious to all but the precise spot of the crime. Gradually, he became aware of another presence. He looked up and smiled at his partner Papkin. “How’s it going?”
“Cast of thousands.” Papkin gestured at the room in general.
“Yeah.”
Each detective stood a fraction of an inch under six feet. Papkin, with a full head of salt-and-pepper hair, a face that had been tanned too many times so that the lines and creases were etched deeply, and hazel eyes that seemed to see through people, was fortunate enough to be doing the only thing he had ever wanted to do—be a cop. He dressed fashionably. Ewing, on the other hand, usually dressed down. His present outfit of corduroy trousers and ill-matched jacket was characteristic. Sandy-haired, he resembled singer Steve Lawrence, more so when he smiled, which was often. “Whatcha got so far?”
“Mostly bad news. We’ve pretty well ruled out a stroke or any kind of heart attack. The bar was wide open. If what killed her was in that drink, anybody had access to it. Even anybody wandering in from the street.”
Ewing shook his head. “Isn’t that the way of it? Especially when the VIPs gather, you’d think there’d be security up to their eyeballs.”
“But you’d be wrong.”
“How about the waiter who brought the drink?”
“We got him. He didn’t make any attempt to get away. In fact, he stayed right here even after she collapsed. Henderson’s with him now. Claims he didn’t know there was anything wrong with the drink. He’s agreed to take a polygraph.”
Ewing smiled broadly. “Charlie, Charlie, Charlie! You and the polygraph. The only people who rely on lie detectors are the people who are trying to sell them.”
Papkin obviously did not share the humor. “They’re not infallible, but they can prove something.”
“Yeah. In this case, whether a little waiter is nervous about the possibility of being a suspect in a murder case. Frankly, if I were he, I would be.”
“I’ve got a feeling he’s not a strong lead, in any case. The bartenders were keeping one drink ahead of the orders. They’d keep a manhattan, a martini, a Tom Collins, a rum-and-Coke, and so forth on the rim of the bar so the waiters wouldn’t have to delay in delivering the drinks.” He shook his head. “These people must be some drinkers!
“Anyway, in the case of guests who had some special kind of drink, like straight gin, or, in Hoffman’s case, a perfect Rob Roy, not only did the bartenders stay one drink ahead, they’d put the special drink on top of the person’s name card.”
Ewing whistled. “So, if somebody wants to fool with Hoffman’s drink, all they have to do is find the drink that’s sitting on Hoffman’s card. Talk about a red carpet invitation to commit murder! But what about the wife grabbing his drink and downing it? What the hell was that all about?”
“Crazy! They were having a quarrel—no mufflers on—a good part of the room was in on it. At the moment his drink is served, she is saying something about what’s good enough for him is good enough for her. With that, she grabs his drink and downs it.”
“Wow! Talk about being in the wrong place at the wrong time and doing the exact wrong thing.”
“Somebody,” Papkin referred to his notepad, “a Mrs. Louise Chase, said that Mrs. Hoffman herself had said that she was always doing things impulsively. And the others who knew her agree. Doing things impulsively seems to have been a bad habit with her.”
“The worst. It killed her.”
“I’ve impounded all the booze. I don’t know that we’ll find anything, but it couldn’t hurt.”
“Good.”
“By the way, the TV anchor people are trying to get out of here so they can do their eyewitness accounts of this on-air.”
“Tough. They’re staying till we’re done. That’s what they’ve got backups for.”
“That’s what I told them—in a diplomatic way. Oh, and did you know that we’ve got a bishop in the crowd?”
“Catholic?”
“Uh-huh. And another clergyman, too.” He paused for effect. “A Father Robert Koesler.”
“Koesler?”
Father Koesler, having been involved in several murder investigations, was generally quite well known to Detroit’s homicide detectives.
“Think we should tell the Inspector?”
“If we found Watson here, would we tell Holmes?”
Both laughed.
“How about Mayor Cobb? How’s he bearing up through the ordeal?” Ewing asked.
“Just fine. He’s holding court. You can never tell about Maynard Cobb. He’ll surprise you every time.”
For the first time in many minutes, Ewing surveyed the room. It presented the sort of scene with which he was very familiar. Police personnel were scattered about, not unlike football’s specialty teams, each officer doing his or her thing: guarding evidence, gathering evidence, answering questions, blocking all avenues of egress, taking photos, interrogating.
These were highly trained professionals who understood that these minutes were, by far, the most important of the entire investigation. This was The Scene of the Crime. It would never be repeated and could never be precisely duplicated. There were clues here, physical clues as well as questions to be asked and responses given that could and possibly would tell the whole story, reveal the motive and even the perpetrator. The police, then, were carefully carrying out their responsibilities.
“Where’s Hoffman?”
“Over there.” Papkin indicated a man slumped in a straight-back chair against the far wall. “The people around him, as far as I’ve been able to determine, are relatives and friends.”
“We’d better get over there.”
As they crossed the room toward Hoffman, Ewing made a mental note of those surrounding the widower. Many of them he recognized on sight. There was Koesler, of course, and Frank Martin. The sergeant thought he recognized Ratigan and Mercury from their newspaper photos. The others undoubtedly were auto executives and their wives.
Introductions were exchanged and condolences offered.
Ewing did a quick study of Hoffman. Hair meticulously styled, silver at the temples; tanned; handsome; tailored dinner jacket; maybe mid-fifties but holding on to the forties. Ewing could well imagine what Mr. and Mrs. Hoffman might have been arguing about.
“Mr. Hoffman,” Ewing began solicitously, “I know this is awfully soon after your wife’s tragic death, but I’ve got to ask you some questions.”
“Of course.” Hoffman remained seated. He was obviously shaken.
“Until we can determine the contents of that glass, we must assume it contained poison—a pretty powerful poison at that, judging by your wife’s reaction.”
Hoffman nodded.
“But what we seem to have here,” Ewing continued, “is almost certainly a case of murder in error. The drink was intended for you, was it not?”
Again Hoffman nodded.
“Then do you have any idea why your wife would have taken it from you and drunk it?”
Hoffman shook his head, but did not look up. “Em was angry—very angry. She had a habit of doing things impulsively, as the spirit moved her. She’d already had a couple of martinis and she was raving. She was saying something about how, from now on, whatever was good enough for me would be good enough for her. And it was just at that moment the waiter handed me my drink. It was as if she were giving some sort of demonstration of what she’d just said. I have this drink that I favor, a perfect Rob Roy. It was as if she were saying that if a distinctive drink were my drink, it could as easily be hers. But that’s only my conjecture. I have no way of knowing what was in her mind at the moment.”
“It sounds as if that would be a pretty good guess, sir,” said Ewing. “But could you also interpret what she meant by that, ‘Whatever is good enough for you will be good enough for me’?”
Hoffman still had not looked at either Ewing or Papkin since the introduction. “No, I have no idea.”
A lie. Good. Always nice to have a lie on record. Later one could always bring it up. As in, “You lied to me when I asked what your wife might have meant by what she said to you. Is this a lie too? When should I start believing you?”
“OK, then,” Papkin said, “let’s say your wife acted impulsively, grabbed the glass before you could do anything about it, drank the contents, and died from the effects of a poison that someone had placed in it. In that case, Mr. Hoffman, you were the intended victim. Whoever put the poison in that drink intended it for you. We are looking, then, for someone who wanted to kill you.”
It was an obvious conclusion, but one that seemingly had not occurred to Hoffman. “Someone kill me?” He appeared stunned at the notion.
“Mr. Hoffman, just a few minutes ago, we talked with headquarters. They ran a check on you and found that just last month there was an incident at your company’s glass plant in which you were nearly killed. The file is still open on that incident. It could have been an industrial accident. Or it might have been attempted murder. With what has happened here tonight, there seems little remaining doubt.
“Mr. Hoffman, it would seem that someone wants you dead. Can you think of anyone who might want to kill you?”
Hoffman did not so much seem to be considering anyone who might want him dead as he seemed to be mentally busy denying the possibility. “Why, no. No one. Perhaps there’s some mistake”
“No mistake, Mr. Hoffman. Your wife is dead. Receiving Hospital has confirmed that. She died drinking something that was intended for you. There’s every indication that if she had not ‘impulsively’ taken the glass from you, it would be your body now resting in the Wayne County Morgue.” Papkin intended to shock Hoffman into facing facts and thus providing some answers that could be helpful in this investigation.
Hoffman appeared to respond to Papkin’s statement; he seemed to be considering any possible assassins. But, “No, it’s no use. I can’t think of anyone who would want me dead, let alone try to poison me. Enemies, perhaps a few. But not mortal enemies. No!”
“Let’s look at it this way then,” said Ewing. “Who would profit from your death?”
Hoffman hesitated. “Well, lots of people, I suppose. Isn’t that the case with almost any relatively well-off person?”
“It would help a lot if you were more specific, Mr. Hoffman,” said Ewing. “As a matter of fact, rather than have you try to think of specific people off the top of your head, a look at your Last Will and Testament should help us find the answers to that question.”
Both Ratigan and Mercury standing nearby, winced slightly. Each had good reason to expect to be favorably mentioned in Hoffman’s will, Ratigan because Hoffman had so informed him; Mercury due to his wife’s being Hoffman’s beloved sister.
For the first time, Hoffman stood and faced the two detectives. Slightly taller than they, he tried to use his height to imply a position of power. “My will is a private, personal document, Sergeant. It contains privileged information between my attorney and myself. And no, you may not see it.”
“I trust there’s a copy of it in a safe deposit box at your bank?”
“Yes, of course.”
“Yes, well, then you must forgive us, Mr. Hoffman,” Ewing’s tone intimated that the step he was about to take troubled him more than anyone, but that his was an unpleasant and inescapable task, “but we’ll just have to get a probate court order to have a look at that document. Sorry about that, Mr. Hoffman, but it’s for your own good.”
“For my own good?”
“Mr. Hoffman, somebody out there is trying to kill you.”
For a fifty-one-year-old woman, Emma Hoffman had preserved a good bit of her considerable beauty. Even death had not robbed her of that. But very soon her body was going to be in several pieces.
Sergeant Ray Ewing watched as Wayne County Medical Examiner Wilhelm Moellmann prepared to make the first incision. Most who dealt with Moellmann called him Willie, but not within his hearing. Despite his many eccentricities, Dr. Moellmann ranked among the best in the business.
It was neither a rule nor a law, but most good homicide detectives attended the autopsies of the cases they worked on. Ewing always did. Over the years, he had developed four rules of thumb by which he lived his professional life: Make the scene of the crime; attend the autopsy and examine the body; establish a good relationship with the deceased’s family; and get familiar with the area surrounding the scene of the crime. Presently he was touching the second of these four bases.
“So, what have you got for me this morning, Raymond? No punctures, no bullet holes, no stab wounds! A nice clean corpse for a change?”
Moellmann did not expect a reply. He was beginning a performance. An audience of one was all he needed.
Ewing simply smiled.
“All the organs seem rich in blood,” Moellmann pronounced.
As the medical examiner continued his work and his commentary, Ewing’s mind wandered to other autopsies he’d attended. He recalled the woman who had been beaten to death by her husband. As the autopsy had begun, the medical examiner had been puzzled by strange marks on the woman’s face and forehead. Ewing had been able to solve the mystery when he recalled the tile floor in the kitchen, the scene of that particular crime. The pattern of the tile was the same as the indentations on the woman’s face. The man had hit his wife on the back of the head so hard that the imprint of the floor tile had been impressed on her face.
One of Moellmann’s assistants leaned through a doorway. “Call for you, Ray.”
“Thanks.” Ewing stepped into the nearby office, and picked up the phone. “Ewing.”
“Papkin here.”
“Yeah, Charlie. How’s it goin’?”
“I’m at Manufacturers Bank.” It had been a simple process both to ascertain Hoffman’s bank and to get the court order. “I’m about to make a photostat of Hoffman’s will. And I just talked to our technical guys.”
“They find it?”
“Yup. Nicotine.”
“Nicotine! I’ve never had a nicotine poisoning before.”
“And I’ll bet you thought you’d seen everything. Well, what next?”
“Let’s meet back at the office. I’ll be there as soon as Moellmann finishes the autopsy.”
“You got Willie? Enjoy the show.”
Ewing returned to the examining room. “It was nicotine, Doc.”
“Nicotine! That’s different.” Moellmann prepared a section of liver and kidney plus a blood sample for his toxicology department. “You just saved us all some time, Sergeant.”
“Yeah.” Ewing well understood the time factor. The medical examiner’s technicians undoubtedly would have found the traces of nicotine poisoning. But without knowing what they were looking for, it easily could have taken them a week. Now that they knew what had caused the woman’s death, it would still require two or three days before they would be able to isolate the poison from the specimens Moellmann would give them.
Funny, Ewing thought as the autopsy proceeded, how we each have our own little kingdom.
The medical examiner eventually would officially determine the cause of death. Then he would pronounce the category: murder, suicide, natural causes. Of course he would incorporate in his own analyses the information contributed by the police. But, as far as he was concerned, it wasn’t murder unless and until he declared it so.
The police had their kingdom. A murder investigation had begun last night when the police had arrived at the Collegiate Club. It became somewhat more “official” when the police toxicologists established the presence of a lethal dose of nicotine in the glass and carpet sample. No way would the police delay their investigation until the medical examiner had made his pronouncement. The police knew that. The medical examiner knew that. But they all played the game.
The final point in the triangle in the crime of homicide was the prosecutor’s office. The medical examiner could pronounce, the police could investigate, but until the prosecutor decided to make the charge and bring to trial, the game was not complete.
The autopsy concluded with a “negative” finding, at least until the toxicologists inevitably found what they were now looking for.
It was only a few blocks from the morgue to police headquarters at 1300 Beaubien. Ewing walked it. He arrived in his squad room to find Papkin studying the reports that had been filed after last night’s investigation. He had collated the findings of the various officers who had been at the Collegiate Club.
Ewing took a seat opposite Papkin at a long wide table which, with several other similar tables in the room, also served as a desk. He commenced sifting through the reports. He had read them all earlier, before the autopsy. But that was before they’d been collated.
“I think,” said Papkin, “we’ve just set a new record for raw material gathered in the shortest time.”
Ewing chuckled and hefted the huge pile of paper—reports that had been turned in by the many officers who had participated in last night’s investigation. “I suppose so. But how many times have you found that many people present at the scene of a crime?”
“And very articulate people, at that. I mean, if you had your pick, who would you rather interrogate for juicy details than some gossip columnist?”
“Right!” Ewing laughed again. “Plus all those media people. It certainly was a short cut to a lot of information. I hadn’t known, for instance, about the feud between Hoffman and Chase.”
“It was in the business section of the paper. I keep telling you, you’ve got to start reading more than the sports pages.”
Ewing smiled broadly. “OK, OK, let’s get on with it. Remember when Hoffman claimed last night that he couldn’t think of anyone who might want to kill him? Enemies, maybe, but no mortal enemies?”
“Maybe,” Papkin responded, “he just wasn’t thinking of half the people in that room.”
“With the possible exception of Chairman Frank Martin and Hoffman’s sister. But when you’re looking for the strongest motives, it pretty well comes down to a tight little group of four, doesn’t it?”
“You’re thinking of Charles and Louise Chase, Angie Mercury, and Jacqueline LeBlanc. Right?” Papkin lit a cigarette. He was trying to quit smoking and was using the slow, painful method of cutting back on his daily allotment of cigarettes.
“That’s right.” Ewing consulted his notes, partly taken from his own investigation and partly a potpourri of the findings of other officers at the scene. “Charles’ motive is revenge. Hoffman seems to have damn near deep-sixed Chase’s career. Ditto to Louise Chase. Revenge for her husband’s disgrace plus getting rid of somebody who was after her husband’s position in The Company. Angie Mercury would have gotten rid of the embarrassment of having to accept virtual handouts from his brother-in-law. Plus, he could have been pretty sure Hoffman would have amply taken care of his sister in his will.” He paused. “He did, didn’t he?”
Papkin, who had read and made a copy of Hoffman’s will, nodded.
“So,” Ewing continued, “if Mercury takes out Hoffman, he gets rid of a major league nuisance while not losing the cash value. Then, there’s always the mistress. In this case, she’s sure he isn’t going to make an honest woman of her, plus she shows up at the scene just in time to pull it off.”
“There’s more.” Papkin exhaled through his nose. He was the more serious smoker who inhaled down to his toenails. “She, also, is not only mentioned in the will, but gets a healthy sum. Two hundred thou, to be exact.”
“So, she not only gets revenge for his using her, she also profits.”
“And you may have to add one more suspect to your list.”
“Oh? Who?”
Papkin shoved the photostat of Hoffman’s will across the table. His finger pointed to an underlined name.
Ewing whistled softly. “Bishop Ratigan!”
“Like Miss LeBlanc, the good bishop collects two hundred grand, passes Go, and it remains to be seen whether he gets sent to jail.
“This estate, Ray, is worth one point two million dollars.”
Ewing whistled again.
“From what I’ve been able to learn,” Papkin continued, “Frank and Cindy Hoffman come from a middle-class home. The bond between them is remarkably tight. Frank got a job with The Company as an engineer. For most of his career, he climbed the corporate ladder steadily but slowly. Until he finally attracted the attention of the right people. Then the career really zoomed.” Papkin extinguished the cigarette and resisted the urge to light another. “Recently—well, for about three years—he was in the hundred-thou-a-year category. But, for the past two years, he’s been in the two-hundred-grand-a-year group.
“He’s always taken care of his sister. But since he came into the bucks, he’s really been supporting her—and by association, her husband—in a style she could never maintain without him.
“There’s a minimal trust for his wife. And that wouldn’t be significant because she came from money and was wealthy in her own right. Except . . .”
“Except,” Ewing continued Papkin’s line of thought, indicating they were in agreement, “that Hoffman and his wife were on the outs. And when Jackie LeBlanc shows up, Emma Hoffman lets the world know there’s trouble in paradise.
“Say,” Ewing rubbed his chin, “it comes down to Hoffman’s having plenty of motive for killing his wife. Everybody thinks he is the intended victim while he turns the tables and offs her.”
“That’s right, except for a couple of things.”
“Yeah, I know. How could he get her to grab a glass out of his hand at just the moment he was holding a poisoned drink? She had to do that spontaneously. How did Louise Chase put it—on impulse. Hoffman couldn’t have controlled that. And if somebody doesn’t grab it, he ends up holding onto a drink he knows is poisoned.”
“Right, plus one more thing.” Papkin, losing his private battle, lit another cigarette and promised himself he would make up for the indulgence later. “Hoffman may have had a motive for killing his wife, but he lacked the opportunity. And here we come to another consideration. By actual count, the poisoned drink was Hoffman’s fourth perfect Rob Roy last night. So, the poison had to be put in the drink the bartender set up after Hoffman’s third drink. That’s the crucial time: between the third and fourth drink. That’s when the killer had to act.”
“So?”
“So, between the third and fourth drink, the only people who remained together and thus had no opportunity to fix the drink were Hoffman, who doesn’t figure in the picture; his wife, who becomes the victim; Hoffman’s sister and Father Koesler, the only two in this little group who had nothing to gain from Hoffman’s death and who are not suspects.”
“Run that by me again.”
Papkin took another deep drag. God, it was good. Why was smoking so bad? “OK. Take Charles and Louise Chase.” He was consulting the notes he had collated from the general investigation to date. “Neither of them was a part of Hoffman’s group last night. Nor were they together at all times during the party. Either of them could have slipped over to the bar at any time and deposited the poison in the glass that had been placed over Hoffman’s name. Then, there’s Angie Mercury. Between Hoffman’s third and fourth drink, he went over to talk to that TV executive—”
“Jeanne Findlater.”
“Right. That gives him the opportunity to go to the bar, and drop the poison. Jackie LeBlanc: Between drinks three and four, she makes her first appearance with the group. She could have entered the room, registered, dropped the poison, then joined the group.
“Finally, there’s the good bishop. He’s been standing with the group throughout. Then, between drinks three and four, he goes over to talk with J. P. McCarthy. The big thing is, he’s away from the group. After he talked to McCarthy, he could easily have wandered over to the bar, deposited the poison, then rejoined the group.
“So, all our suspects had not only motive but also opportunity. The only ones who had neither motive nor opportunity were Koesler and Cindy Mercury. So, we end up with five bona fide suspects.”
Ewing shrugged. “We’ve started with better and we’ve started with worse. By the way, what about the waiter?”
Papkin frowned. “He passed the polygraph.”
Ewing smiled. “Not such a nervous little fellow after all.”
“He’s been at the club a few years.” Papkin consulted his notes. “Before that, he worked at just about everything—a short-order cook, night watchman, manager of a hotel, a few stints as an extra in some local theater and nightclubs, and, off and on, a waiter in local restaurants and hotels. No motive for attempting to kill Hoffman. Matter of fact, Hoffman always tips him pretty good. He’ll finally get his name in the papers only because he happened to deliver a poisoned drink.
“Well, what next?”
“I suggest we start visiting some of these nice people and ask some more questions. And, while we’re at it, look around for a source for this nicotine poison.”
“Want to stop off and get some search warrants?”
“Oh, I don’t think so.” Ewing smiled one of his more charming smiles. “If I can’t wheedle my way into the confidence of these five people, one of whom is undoubtedly our murderer, I’ll turn in my Dick Tracy two-way wrist radio.”
“It has been too long!” Inspector Walter Koznicki rose to greet Father Koesler.
The gesture was typical of Koznicki, head of the Detroit Police Department’s homicide division. A student of modern police work and methods, indeed, avant garde in his use of modern technology, when it came to religion, he was old world, a conservative, in the best sense of that word, to the core. It was natural for him to stand at the entrance of a priest, even though the priest happened to be an old friend. He reverenced the priesthood and he expressed this reverence through courtly manners.
Koesler smiled and grasped the outstretched hand, or rather, lost his hand in Koznicki’s.
They were seated at a table in the Kingsley Inn on Woodward in Bloomfield Hills. Once they had taken their places on the upholstered banquette that ran the length of the wall, the hostess gently eased the table close to them—or rather, close to Koznicki. At which point, it was still several inches away from Koesler.
Koesler was a large man. But Koznicki was one of those rare people who are metaphorically described as bigger than life. He wasn’t fat. He was big. When Koesler saw the table stop as it reached Koznicki and noted the distance still remaining between the table and himself, the priest placed both palms against the underside of the table and continued the movement of his side of the table. They would dine with their table on the bias, as they had many times before.
“How are things at St. Anselm’s?” Koznicki moved the ashtray to a neighboring table. He had never smoked. Koesler had quit smoking several years before.
“In general, quite well. In particular, not so good.”
Koznicki ran a large hand through his full head of dark hair. “You would be referring to the murder. Terrible thing!”
The waitress brought bread, butter, and water. They would study the menu later. Meanwhile, Koesler would have a bourbon manhattan, Koznicki sherry.
“It’s hard to imagine that last night at this time there was a party going on at the Collegiate Club and Emma Hoffman was alive,” said Koesler.
“I know how you must feel, Father. It must have been particularly shocking to you since you were present.”
How did Koznicki know that, Koesler wondered. The Inspector caught his inquiring look. “One of the detectives investigating the case knew of our friendship and informed me of your presence. Normally, at this stage of the investigation, the detectives would not make any report. But when you asked that we meet, I asked Sergeants Ewing and Papkin to brief me. It is only the first day, but they have made considerable progress. Of course, this is to be desired. As we have discussed before, the more time elapses the less chance there is that the case will be solved.”
The waitress brought their drinks. The small glass of sherry looked as if it were a miniature in Koznicki’s meaty fingers.
“Will the funeral be held at St. Anselm’s?”
Koesler nodded. “Thursday morning. Bishop Ratigan will be the main concelebrant of the . . . Mass.” He smiled. “I almost said ‘funeral Mass.’ Sometimes it’s hard to remember it’s called the ‘Mass of Resurrection’ now.”
“Bishop Ratigan? Are you certain?”
“Why, yes. It’s at the request of Frank Hoffman. They’re friends, you know. I’ll concelebrate and there should be other priests concelebrating. The Hoffmans are prominent Catholics so we’re expecting quite a few priests. But Bishop Ratigan will be the principal concelebrant.
“You seem surprised.”
Koznicki took a sip of wine. “Bishop Ratigan was interrogated today by Detectives Ewing and Papkin.”
“Interrogated!” Somehow the word sounded more ominous than “questioned.” “Why in God’s green world would they interrogate Bishop Ratigan?”
Koznicki explained in detail the finds and conclusions reached by Ewing and Papkin that morning.
As the explanation proceeded, Koesler recalled the events as they had transpired. He remembered standing with Hoffman, Mercury, and Ratigan as they were joined by Emma and Cindy. He recalled Hoffman’s complaining that his empty glass had not been replaced with a fresh drink. He had not been aware that he had joined the group during Hoffman’s second drink. Now that Koznicki had so informed him, Koesler thought of the lucidity of Hoffman’s speech and marveled at the way the man could hold liquor when not groggy from medication.
Cindy had left the group for a short while to fetch a waiter. The waiter had first removed Hoffman’s empty glass—that would be drink two—and brought him a fresh drink—that would be number three.
At this point, the bartender would make up the fourth perfect Rob Roy and place it on the bar atop Frank’s name card. While that fourth drink rested on the bar, someone would pour poison into it. Who?
Neither Charles nor Louise Chase had been present in the Hoffman circle. Nor, according to Koznicki, had the couple been together at all times last night. Either of them could have had the opportunity. But Koesler could not imagine either of them, especially the gentle Louise, doing it.
As Koznicki continued his explanation, Koesler continued to display his self-made motion picture against the screen of his memory.
This was the crucial time. The Chases were off somewhere in the room. Was one of them poisoning a drink? He could see Angie Mercury depart from the group. He could see Mike Ratigan leave. A bishop poison a drink? Impossible. It was medieval! He could see Jackie LeBlanc join the group. Where had she been?
Koesler could agree that each of these people might have a motive for murder. But, with the exception of Miss LeBlanc, whom he didn’t really know, he could not imagine anyone actually doing the deed. It was one thing for a civilized person to consider murder—anyone could think of anything. But it was quite another thing to actually take someone’s life.
As he mentally rewound this imaginary film, Koesler recalled that the only ones not to leave the scene during this crucial span were Frank, the intended victim; Emma, the actual victim; himself—and God knows he had nothing to do with it; and Cindy, who would be the last to try to harm her brother, and who certainly had no reason to.
For a moment, Koesler pitied the police. Everyone who would not have committed the crime also could not. While everyone who might have committed murder also could have.
“Our technologists,” Koznicki continued, “using a technique involving washing with distilled water, early this morning discovered the toxic substance used in the drink. It was nicotine.”
“Nicotine! As in cigarettes? I agree with the surgeon general that smoking can be dangerous to one’s health, but that takes a while. Emma just collapsed and died.”
“I must confess, Father, that as a result of this case, tonight I and some of my officers know a great deal more about nicotine than we did last night.
“As it happens, nicotine is one of the most toxic of all drugs. It can be as potent and fast-acting as cyanide.”
Koesler’s mind immediately focused on a number of the war movies he’d seen. When the spy was about to be interrogated, more often than not under torture, if the spy were lucky—lucky for purposes of the film’s plot, that is—he or she would slip a pill into his or her mouth and promptly drop dead. Koesler, as the police had been, was impressed.
“The reason,” Koznicki continued, “that the nicotine in cigarettes, cigars, and pipe tobacco does not have this effect is that the toxic elements are burned up before they are ingested. In a manner of speaking, the deadly poison goes up in smoke.
“But when we come to pure nicotine, a single drop is sufficient to cause death.”
Koesler, still deeply impressed, considered this. “But where does one get pure nicotine? If I tried to find some, I wouldn’t know where to look.”
“But Father, it is so powerful one does not need to find it in some pristine condition.”
“Still . . . where?”
“That is where our technicians were particularly helpful. You see, when we are looking for something toxic, we do not first search for some exotic substance. Usually, there will be general household products that will serve very well as a poison of one sort or another. With nicotine, we were told to look for some sort of insecticide. And that is precisely what Detectives Ewing and Papkin did today as they visited with our five suspects.” Koznicki took another small sip of sherry.
“And—?”
“It turns out that nicotine in one form or another was available to all of them.”
“All? Isn’t that rather odd?”
“Oh, yes, indeed, Father. But in this case somewhat explainable, through the good offices of your friend and house guest, Bishop Ratigan.”
“Mike? What’s he got to do with this?”
“You will know that, in his youth. Bishop Ratigan worked for a number of years for a plant nursery.”
“He never lets me forget it.”
“Insecticides are very important to those who work with flora. Some would say they are, not to speak in contradictions, vital. There is a product called Black Leaf 40 that is very powerful as well as very popular, although its sale is now restricted. It seems that the Chases and the Hoffmans, as well as the Mercurys, all have greenhouses. And each greenhouse held a supply of Black Leaf 40.
“To give you some idea of how potent this chemical is, users are directed to dilute the substance by one teaspoonful to one gallon of water, or one pint to 100 gallons of water. Our technicians tell us that only a few drops of Black Leaf 40 can be fatal to a human.
“They also tell us it has a very bitter taste. Mrs. Hoffman very probably would have caught that taste in the drink if she had not downed it so quickly. One gulp, wasn’t it?”
“Yes.” Koesler would never forget the incident, nor the look on Emma’s face after she downed her husband’s drink. “It seemed as if she was hit by two very powerful blows, first the drink, then, as it turns out, the poison.
“But what has Mike Ratigan got to do with all those people having—what was it?—Black Leaf 40 around?”
“He supplied it.”
“He supplied it!” It sounded to Koesler’s ears as if Ratigan had been involved in some sort of conspiracy.
“You see, Father, in 1976, Black Leaf 40 became a restricted substance and, by law, only certified pesticide applicators could buy the drug and only from specific wholesalers.”
“What if someone were to break that law?” Koesler had a vision of his friend the bishop behind bars.
“A high misdemeanor.”
Still the same vision.
“But you see, Father, Bishop Ratigan had purchased a large supply of Black Leaf 40 prior to 1976 and had given some to the Hoffmans for use in their greenhouse. Mrs. Hoffman, in turn, gave some of her supply to Mrs. Mercury and Mrs. Chase. None of them, apparently, was aware that they were in possession of a restricted substance.
“Not that many urban people are acquainted with Black Leaf 40 nowadays. And, of those who are, few know it is a restricted substance. Unless they try to purchase it now.
“The thing we must keep in mind, Father, is the significant toxic effect of nicotine. Black Leaf 40 is called ‘40’ because the substance contains 40 percent nicotine and that, as I have noted, is, even in a very small quantity, extremely poisonous to humans. Whoever chose a nicotine product to place in Mr. Hoffman’s drink could depend on its being fatal.”
“So, Mike gave the Hoffmans a supply of this insecticide while it was still legal to do so. And Emma Hoffman gave it to her friends probably not realizing that it had become restricted. So far, there seems to be a good bit of invincible ignorance going on. But what about Mike? You haven’t mentioned anything about his having been found with any of this Black Leaf 40.”
“That is correct. But the bishop was found in the possession of something even more potentially powerful—nicotine bombs.”
Koesler recalled the sign Ratigan had placed at the door of the greenhouse in the rectory. And of Ratigan’s warning of how dangerous was the insecticide he was using.
“Now that you mention it,” said Koesler, “I recall seeing the things around Mike’s greenhouse. But they’re canisters, not in liquid form.”
“That is true. Father. But now we are dealing with the principle that anything that has been put into a compound can be removed again. Along with other substances, nicotine, of course, is prominently present in a nicotine bomb. And a press applied to the canister can extract a liquid nicotine more potent even than Black Leaf 40. And, since Bishop Ratigan remains on good terms with his one-time employer, he has access to as much of this as he wants.”
Their waitress returned. They quickly consulted the menu. Koesler, as he almost always did, ordered chopped sirloin; Koznicki ordered scrod.
As the waitress took their order, Koesler studied her as if seeing her for the first time. As she left the table, Koesler said, “My God! The waiter! I forgot the waiter—the one who brought the drink to Frank Hoffman. How could I have overlooked him? He’s so obvious!”
“A little too obvious.” Koznicki smiled. “For one thing, Father, the waiter passed a polygraph test. Which does not prove very much, but it is an indication in his favor. The investigating officers do not consider him a suspect. He appears to be one of those jacks-of-all-trades. A waiter at the Collegiate Club and many other local restaurants, some local stage and nightclub work, managed a hotel, night watchman, that sort of thing. It is, of course, possible, but very unlikely. We are keeping an eye on him. Father, but not an extremely sharp eye.”
“That leaves Miss LeBlanc, I guess. Don’t tell me she had some of that Black Leaf 40? If so, how did she get it?” Koesler nibbled on a breadstick.
Koznicki finished the sherry and with his index finger pushed the empty glass across the table. “No, no Black Leaf 40. No greenhouse. No garden. She lives at 1300 Lafayette.”
Koesler of course recognized the address.
“Here again, Father, we are faced with the process of extracting something from a substance of which it is a component part. In this case, cigarettes.”
“I thought you said that the nicotine is burned up when cigarettes are smoked.”
“That is correct, Father. But the nicotine is part of a cigarette. Most cigarette advertising notes the nicotine content. Since the nicotine is a part of the tobacco, it is possible to extract this extremely potent poison. Although it is not a simple process, it is entirely feasible.” Koznicki took a notepad from the inside pocket of his jacket and consulted several pages. “One needs an aqueous alkali such as sodium carbonate, sodium bicarbonate, or lime. Then some benzene ether, or some other suitable water-immiscible solvent.” He returned the notes to his pocket. “It is by no means impossible to acquire these elements. After that, a scientific treatise available in any public library and some considerable chemical expertise, and,” he spread his hands, palms upward, “voila! One has an extremely toxic nicotine with which one might kill someone.”
The waitress brought their tossed salad. Each had selected the creamy garlic dressing.
Koesler speared a morsel of lettuce and dabbed it in the dressing. “And in Miss LeBlanc’s case?”
“The detectives found half a carton of cigarettes in her apartment.”
“That’s unusual?”
“Miss LeBlanc does not smoke. A number of her friends can testify that to the best of their knowledge, she has never smoked. She herself admitted as much.”
“Then—?”
“She claims that she has been so nervous of late that she has taken up the practice for the first time. That, or,” Koznicki paused with a forkful of lettuce in mid-air, “she got them in order to extract a lethal substance.”
“And she has the skill to do that?”
“A brilliant student all the way through school. And an accomplished chemist throughout college.”
Koesler absently let his fork rest in the salad dish as he pondered all he had just heard.
“Then each of your suspects had motive, means, and opportunity to kill Frank Hoffman.”
“That would appear to be correct.”
“What happens next?”
“Detectives Ewing and Papkin have made a rather comprehensive list of the suspects under the factor of probability. They will continue their investigation, heavily concentrating on those they feel are the more likely suspects.”
As Koesler finished the salad as well as his drink, it occurred to him that his friend had been giving him more of the details of this investigation than Koesler had any right to expect. They had discussed homicide investigations in the past, but never in this great detail.
“Inspector, is there a reason you’ve gone into such great detail in telling me about this investigation?”
Koznicki allowed himself a brief smile. “It is admittedly rare that we have a homicide investigation that interests or involves you. But when we have, you have a history of being very helpful, to understate your past contributions. This is another of those times when you have some involvement, since, with the exception of Miss LeBlanc, you know everyone connected with this investigation. Indeed—again with the exception of Miss LeBlanc and, of course, Bishop Ratigan, who is in residence with you—all are your parishioners.
“With that in mind, I would like you to be informed of everything involved in this investigation. Frankly, in hopes that you may shed a little light on it.
“In any case, as you are wont to remind me from time to time, more things are wrought by prayer than this world knows of.”
“What does that have to do with this?”
“Pray for us.”
Cindy Mercury offered the two detectives coffee. Ewing declined, Papkin accepted.
The Mercurys were ill at ease. They were not used to having police officers in their home. And they knew that these detectives were investigating Emma Hoffman’s murder. These same two detectives had been here just yesterday when, under the soft allaying spell spun by Ray Ewing, Angie had let the officers “just browse around.” It was while browsing that they had found the Black Leaf 40. The fact that they had returned today seemed not to bode well.
Cindy placed the cup of coffee—black—on the occasional table near Papkin. Her hand was trembling sufficiently to rattle even the full cup in its saucer.
Papkin took a cautious sip of the steaming coffee. “Could I trouble you for an ashtray, ma’am?”
For a moment, Cindy could not remember where she kept the ashtrays. She hesitated, then went to the kitchen to get one.
Ewing shook his head. He didn’t care whether his partner smoked. But he knew Papkin was trying to quit. Ewing wished he would do it cold turkey.
“So,” said Angie, “what brings you back so soon?”
Ewing flipped open his notepad and smiled one of his winning smiles. “We just need a little more information. Just a few more questions we need cleared up. Nothing for you to be concerned about.”
“But we answered all your questions yesterday,” Cindy protested. She was twisting the small dish towel as if to wring it out. “We let you go all through our house. We didn’t demand that you have a search warrant or anything. We’ve been very cooperative. What more do you want?”
Ewing turned his smile to her. “You have been very cooperative, ma’am. And don’t think it isn’t appreciated. But you’ve got to remember that less than two days ago, someone made an attempt on your brother’s life. That attempt failed. But whoever was responsible is still out there somewhere. You want to do everything you can to help us apprehend the guilty party, don’t you?”
Cindy nodded. She appeared to be emotionally drained.
“OK,” Angie said, “what do you need to know?”
Ewing turned a few pages of his notepad. “Let’s just go over the events of Monday evening again. Just the part when Frank Hoffman’s third drink was delivered. Now, you got that drink for him, didn’t you, Mrs. Mercury?”
“No. Yes. Well, sort of. Frank was standing there with an empty glass. He wanted another drink. Usually, the club waiters are more attentive. If a regular member has an empty glass they usually automatically replace it with a fresh drink. If the member doesn’t want the new drink, the waiter simply returns it to the bar.
“But Monday, there were so many guests, it was almost impossible for the waiters to attend to everyone. And Frank was getting peeved. So I went to get a waiter. The waiter followed me back to our group. He took Frank’s empty glass—I guess that had been his second drink—and then the waiter placed the fresh drink in Frank’s hand—I guess that would have been his third drink.”
“And then you stayed at your brother’s side for the rest of the evening?” Ewing added a couple of words to his notes as Cindy recounted her actions.
“Well, until Em collapsed. Then things got pretty chaotic.”
“Of course.”
Papkin finished both coffee and cigarette. “Now then, Mr. Mercury, for your actions during the same period?”
Angie smiled—a bit nervously, Papkin thought.
“Well,” he began, “I’ve told this all before . . . Monday night to one of the officers.”
“Again, please, if you don’t mind.”
“Well, I was standing there with—let’s see, Frank, Cindy, Em, Father Koesler, and Bishop Ratigan. Cindy got the waiter, just as she said. Bishop Ratigan was explaining some kind of church doctrine or practice. To be perfectly honest, I wasn’t paying much attention.”
“And why was that, Mr. Mercury?” Papkin was successfully fighting the urge to light another cigarette.
“Well, in the next group over was Jeanne Findlater, of Channel 7. I have a chance of getting a show on her channel and I wanted to talk to her about it.”
“Then what happened?”
“You know,” Mercury said apologetically, “Monday evening is kind of a long time ago. I know this is only Wednesday, but it’s hard to remember every little detail clearly.”
“Do your best.”
“OK. Well, Frank and Em were kind of bristling at each other. Then, I think Bishop Ratigan left the group. I think he went to talk to Joe McCarthy. I suppose he really wanted to get away from the group until Frank and Em cooled off. Then, I got a chance to talk to Mrs. Findlater, and I left the group.”
“And then what happened?” Papkin leaned forward.
A thin line of perspiration was forming on Angle’s upper lip. “Well, I talked to Jeanne about the show—you know, the program I may get on Channel 7.”
“Didn’t you leave Mrs. Findlater to get her a drink?”
Mercury seemed to be searching his memory. “Yeah . . . yeah, I guess I did.”
“So, you went to the bar.” Papkin made it sound as if going to the bar were a crime.
“I . . . I don’t think I went to the bar.”
“Suppose I tell you I know that you brought a drink to Mrs. Findlater?”
“I . . . I must have . . . gotten it from a waiter . . .”
“Suppose I tell you I have a waiter who saw you at the bar.”
“Well . . . I must have forgotten. It’s been a couple of days . . .”
Papkin looked at his notepad. “You have a convenient memory, Mr. Mercury. Monday night you also forgot you were at the bar. According to the statement you made to Officer Henderson, you weren’t anywhere near the bar all evening.”
“I think it’s time we called our lawyer!” Cindy was angry as well as agitated.
“There’s no need for that, Mrs. Mercury.” Ewing’s voice had a calming tone. “Nobody’s being charged with anything. We’re just trying to get some things straight.” He turned to Angie. “Do you want to clear up this little inconsistency, Mr. Mercury?”
Angie was rubbing his hands together forcefully. “Look, I went to the bar to get Jeanne a drink. When I got back with it, Frank and Em were really going at it. It wasn’t that I was all by myself in eavesdropping on them. Everybody in the vicinity was watching and listening to the battle. I saw the waiter replace the glass in Frank’s hand and then Em grabbed it, drank it, and collapsed. In a little while, it was obvious she was dead and pretty evident that she’d drunk poison that had been meant for Frank.
“I panicked. I knew that the way Frank and I feel about each other isn’t exactly a secret. I didn’t want to be placed anywhere near that bar. But I swear, I didn’t put anything in Frank’s drink! I couldn’t do anything like that! Think it, maybe. Do it, no.
“Besides,” he looked at the two officers beseechingly, “how could I possibly bring myself to kill somebody Cindy loves so much?”
The phone rang. Cindy went, somewhat unsteadily, to answer it.
Both the detectives knew that at least part of what Mercury was telling them now was the truth.
The media and show business people at Monday’s party had been quite unanimous about the fact that Angie was not working all that much, while, at the same time, he was living well above his means. Strong opinions had been given the investigating officers that Angie was getting a healthy percentage of his income from Frank Hoffman and that neither Frank nor Angie was very happy about the arrangement. But both kept at least a superficial lid on their feelings for Cindy’s sake.
The other verity, which no one questioned, was that Angie and Cindy were about as dedicatedly in love with each other as any two people could be.
Still, Angie had the motive, the means, and the best opportunity of attempting to kill Frank Hoffman of any of the suspects thus far discovered.
“It’s for you, Sergeant Ewing.” Cindy offered the cordless phone to the officer.
“What?” Ewing listened intently. “When? Where is he now? We’ll be right there.” He handed the phone to Angie.
“We’ve got to get right over to the Fisher Building,” Ewing said.
“What’s up?”
“Hoffman just got a note threatening his life.”
“What?” Cindy lost what little color had remained in her cheeks. “Frank?” Her knees seemed about to buckle. Angie helped her to a chair. “Now, look what you’ve done!” Angie, on one knee beside his wife, turned angrily on the officers.
“One way or another she would have heard about it,” said
Papkin. “Sorry she had to hear it this way. But we’ll want to talk to you again, Mercury, and soon. Don’t go anywhere.”
When last they had seen Frank Hoffman, he had been stunned at his wife’s sudden death and angered that they wished to pry into his Last Will and Testament. But the Frank Hoffman Sergeants Ewing and Papkin now encountered was shaken and visibly frightened. He was seated—slumped might be a more accurate description—behind his desk in his office. A few of his associates were with him. The atmosphere was almost funereal.
The document in question was lying open atop a brown envelope, the only papers on the executive-sized desk. Wordlessly, Ewing moved next to Hoffman in order to read the message. It was composed of words cut out of some publication and pasted onto a plain sheet of paper.
Ewing read aloud: “I missed the first time. I will not miss again. You are a dead man.”
Ewing looked around. Besides the officers and Hoffman, there were three men and one woman in the room. “How many of you handled this?”
“As far as I know, just Mr. Hoffman and me.” The man looked inquiringly at the others. All agreed: None of them had handled the paper.
“And you are—?”
“Kirkus. Al Kirkus. I’m Mr. Hoffman’s assistant.”
“I see. And how did the note arrive?”
“In the interoffice mail. In a company envelope.”
Papkin carefully transferred the note and the envelope beneath it into a plastic evidence bag. He motioned Ewing to join him in a far corner of the room. “What do you think—Chase?”
“If it is,” Ewing replied in a low tone, “he’s being pretty obvious . . . and pretty stupid. He’s the only suspect who actually works here. That is, unless we’ve got to add to the list of suspects.”
“Don’t even think that!”
They turned back to the silent group.
“Tell us about the interoffice mail,” Papkin invited.
After a brief pause, during which there was some nonverbal jockeying to determine who would respond, Kirkus finally spoke. “The interoffice mail doesn’t come or go through the post office. It originates in and passes through The Company.”
“I assume,” said Papkin, “that everyone who works here has access to the interoffice mail.”
“Yes, that’s correct.”
“How about outsiders?”
“Why would anyone outside The Company want to use the interoffice mail?”
“Say someone did.”
“If an outsider, for some reason, wanted to use our mail, and if he knew how to get into the system, I suppose it wouldn’t be difficult.”
“How does one plug into the system?”
“Just drop the envelope in the mailbag in the mailroom.”
“Is the mailroom guarded?”
“Usually there’s an attendant. But he takes the mail around to the various offices four times a day.”
“At the same times each day?”
Kirkus nodded.
Papkin looked at Ewing. “I don’t think we have to add to the list.”
“The rest of you can leave now.” said Ewing. “We’d like to talk to Mr. Hoffman.”
The two detectives sat at the opposite side of the desk from Hoffman.
Hoffman quite obviously had been paying little attention to what had been said. He seemed in a daze.
“Mr. Hoffman,” Ewing said. “Mr. Hoffman . . .” He had to repeat before Hoffman looked at him attentively. “Any ideas? About who sent this threat?”
“No. No, none.”
“Mr. Hoffman, an attempt was made on your life Monday night. This is Wednesday afternoon. Haven’t you been giving this any thought at all?”
“I’ve tried not to think of it. Or if I do, I try to think there was some mistake.”
Ewing looked concerned and sympathetic. “I can understand how difficult this is for you. But we’re trying to help you. And you’ve got to help us. You can best help us by trying to think of whoever it is who wants you dead.”
“There’s no stopping him, is there?”
“Who?”
Hoffman appeared to be self-absorbed. “If someone wants to kill me, really wants to kill me, there’s no stopping him, is there?”
“We like to think we can do something about that.”
“It could be in a drink. It could be in food. It could be when I’m driving the car. It could be while I’m asleep. There’s just no stopping him. No stopping him if he’s really determined.”
There didn’t seem much point in continuing what had become a soliloquy. The two officers once again urged Hoffman’s cooperation, then they excused themselves.
Hoffman continued to sit at his desk looking absently at the opposite wall. “There’s no stopping him. If he’s really determined.”
18.
Maybe the Trappists had the right idea. Father Koesler, as was his habit when driving, had his mind in neutral.
Of course one could never tell, what with post-conciliar change affecting just about everything in the Catholic Church, even the eremitical orders. But in the old days, when Trappists were into neither conversation nor Zen meditation, they used to bury their dead the next day. A monk might die today and tomorrow morning there’d be a funeral Mass. The body would be placed in the simplest of pine coffins. After the Mass, a procession of all the surviving monks would form and the coffin would be carried to the open grave. There the body was removed from the coffin and placed directly in the earth. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust, earth to earth. Maybe so. Koesler decided he would not mind if his remains were thus disposed of. As long as he was embalmed. His final desire, if he were to be buried, was that he be dead.
And that was all the time he had for daydreaming. It was a very brief distance from St. Anselm’s rectory to Morand’s Funeral Home on Ford Road. It was Wednesday, the evening before the obsequies of Emma Hoffman. Time, as far as traditional Catholics were concerned, for the traditional recitation of the rosary. For more updated Catholics, there were alternatives to the rosary for the vigil of burial services such as an appropriate scripture service.
Koesler smiled as he parked his car in the nearly filled lot. He recalled his own father’s vigil service. All during the day of the vigil, his mother kept asking him when the rosary would be said. And all day, he kept explaining to her that some of his priest friends were going to gather that evening and have a scripture service. He kept assuring his mother that she would like the scripture service. That evening, about an hour before the scripture service was scheduled, his mother urged him to go out and get a quick dinner. While he was out, his mother secured another priest who led the rosary.
The following year, when his mother died, Koesler did not schedule a scripture service for her. He scheduled a rosary. And he led it.
But tonight he would be dealing with mostly traditional Catholics. He would lead the rosary as he had done hundreds of times before. While Bishop Ratigan would be the main concelebrant at tomorrow morning’s funeral, the bishop would not attend the rosary service. Koesler sometimes wondered if, along with a general inability to remember the formula for absolution, bishops had forgotten how to say the rosary.
As he entered the majestic foyer of the Morand Funeral Home, Koesler was impressed at the bumper crowd. Mourners filled the room where Mrs. Hoffman’s remains were displayed and the crowd spilled well into the foyer.
A small group surrounded Frank Hoffman, who did not seem to be paying much attention to them. He seemed to be searching for someone. As it happened, he was looking for Father Koesler. As soon as he caught sight of the priest, Hoffman excused himself and made his way past those offering condolences and over to Koesler.
“Father,” Hoffman placed his hand on the priest’s arm, “it isn’t all that long since I’ve been to confession, but I want to go again—now. I really want to go to confession.”
Koesler was surprised at the change that had come over Hoffman. His face was ashen, his pupils seemed a bit dilated, his lips appeared parched, and every hair was by no means in place. Koesler had seen similar changes in people who were deeply bereaved. But particularly over the recent past, he had not gotten the impression that Frank and Emma’s mutual affection was such that either would have been terribly affected by the death of the other.
“Frank, don’t you suppose you might be able to wait a little while? Maybe tomorrow morning we could get together before the funeral Mass.” He looked at his watch. “It’s a quarter to eight—fifteen minutes before the rosary is supposed to start. And if you go to confession, others may get the idea of going, too.”
“Father, please: Now!” Uncharacteristically, Hoffman was not angry at Koesler’s reluctance to acquiesce to his wishes and hear a confession. He was simply pleading, an attitude Koesler could not refuse.
“All right, Frank. Just a minute while I get set up.”
Hearing confessions at a funeral vigil, in Koesler’s long experience, was neither common nor unheard-of. It was at best helpful and at worst awkward. Sometimes, at a solemn occasion such as this, people were inspired to make rather profound, soul-searching confessions. At the same time, the numbers who might avail themselves of this convenient opportunity to confess could delay the scheduled time for the recitation of the rosary; no cataclysmic occurrence on the face of it, except that Koesler’s life was run by the sweep-second hand of his watch. If he had a compulsion, it was punctuality. About the only time he was without his watch was when he showered. And, if asked, he would readily admit he missed it then.
In any case, he could not refuse Hoffman’s plea.
Koesler left Hoffman and approached the funeral home’s owner. They knew each other well. Koesler knew many mortuary proprietors. Death brought morticians and priests together regularly.
“Lou, the deceased’s husband wants to go to confession. You know what that can start—a whole line of people who will follow suit. Can you set something up?”
“Certainly, Father.”
The solicitous smile never left the mortician’s face. Koesler was sure that turning his mortuary into a confessional didn’t appeal to Morand any more than it did to him. Undoubtedly, the Hoffman vigil service would be delayed, thus upsetting the timing of services scheduled for the home’s other two current corpses. But Morand would smile through it all. In his many dealings with morticians, Koesler had never experienced any who seemed upset by anything. If the image was the reality, then surely morticians were born, not made.
Morand set up a modest divider just inside the door of an empty “slumber room.” A curtained screen was inserted in it. Long ago, Morand had converted the room-divider into a portable confessional for just such occasions.
Before taking his seat on the other side of the screen, Koesler motioned to Hoffman that his confessional was ready.
It was a peculiar arrangement. The room was large, well-lit, and empty but for this pseudo-confessional, a chair for the priest, and a kneeler for the penitent. Morand had set it up far enough within the room so that its existence would not be evident to the casual passerby. One would need to be very observant to realize there was a confessional here. Morand did not want a long line of penitents any more than Koesler did.
The priest took from his coat pocket the narrow, short silk band, violet on one side, white on the other, that constituted a stole in emergencies. He kissed the cross on the violet side and draped the abbreviated vestment over his shoulders, violet side out. He waited. In a few moments, he heard movement on the prie-dieu on the other side of the screen.
“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been just a couple of weeks since my previous confession.” Pause. “Father, I’m doomed. I’m a dead man.”
“What do you mean?”
“I’m as good as dead. It could happen any minute. You know who I am. You were standing right beside me when my wife took the poison intended for me. Whoever did that hasn’t given up. I got a note today from the killer. He promised he’d get me.”
Koesler hadn’t known about the note, although mention of it had been made on the evening’s local radio and TV newscasts.
Another leak at The Company.
“All of a sudden, it came to me . . . it dawned on me, Father: This is it. This is where life ends for me. I’m a healthy, relatively young man. I never think about death, about dying. Not until now. Now I’ve got to face death. I’m convinced that whoever it is that’s trying to kill me is going to succeed. Maybe God’s giving me a warning. I’ve got very little time left and I’ve got a lot of things to sort out, to make good before I face God in judgment. Help me, Father.”
“OK, Frank, let’s say you’re right. Maybe God has given you an opportunity to straighten out your affairs. But we’re all going to die. And none of us knows exactly when. You could be wrong—I hope you are—but it never hurts to come to a moment of self-reformation. Whatever gives you this grace, greet it sincerely. Now, why don’t you tell God through me what troubles you—what you intend to reform.”
Hoffman licked his lips. They were so dry they were cracked.
“I hardly know where to start. Em and I practiced birth control for years. It wasn’t her fault. It was my idea. I never confessed it. I suppose there were bad confessions when I didn’t confess it—and bad communions.
“For years now, I’ve had a mistress—well, actually, a series of them. I have one now. We have sex regularly, several times a week on the average. She’s a nice kid. Could have made something of her life if I hadn’t dead-ended her. Maybe she still could do something with her life,” he added thoughtfully.
Koesler well recalled the strikingly attractive blonde who had appeared unannounced at the Monday night party.
“I’m afraid I’ve plotted and schemed to undermine one of the executives at The Company. It was wrong. I took unfair advantage of him. It’s possible—probable—I ruined his career. Hell!—excuse me, Father—but that’s what I intended to do: ruin his career so I could climb into his place in The Company and then keep right on climbing.”
So, thought Koesler, finally come the corporate sins. He didn’t think Catholics could lead blameless lives from nine to five; he just couldn’t recall many who ever confessed any such sins. Strange that it required the specter of death to bring business sins out of the closet.
“And I’ve treated my brother-in-law like dirt. I suppose I’ve always resented his marrying my sister. She could have done so much better. I’ve never given a damn about him—sorry, Father, but it’s the truth. Without my sister, I wouldn’t have given Angie a quarter if I met him on the street.
“But there was no way I was going to let Cindy suffer just because she happened to be married to a stage bum. So, I’ve subsidized them over the years. Only I’ve made Angie crawl. I’ve made him feel like what I considered him to be—dirt. It wasn’t a good way to treat him. He never hurt me. I’m sorry for that now.
“Finally, I guess you know that Mike Ratigan and I are friends. But I’ve used and manipulated him too.”
That did it, Koesler mused. He didn’t know whether Hoffman was doing this consciously, but he had gone right down the list of suspects in this case. Somewhere in this confusion, Hoffman was confessing the sins he had committed against the very person who was trying to kill him. Sins that undoubtedly had motivated the would-be murderer.
“I don’t think Mike knew it was happening. But the favors, the vacations, even a general bequest in my will—all of it was just a way of keeping him indebted to me so that when I needed anything from the Church I could get it from Mike. If the truth be known—and that’s the whole idea of this confession—I’ve never respected Mike. There were any number of times when, if he had put his faith where his actions were, he would have stood up to me. But he never did. Or so rarely it didn’t make any difference. Anyway, I’m sorry I manipulated him.
“That’s about it, Father. If I did anything else wrong, I’m sorry for it. I don’t want to die, but I’m convinced there’s no way out of it. But I don’t want to go to hell. I’m afraid. I’m afraid to die. And I’m afraid to go to hell.” It was only with the greatest effort that Hoffman managed to keep from breaking down in tears.
Koesler could almost feel the nearly tangible relief Hoffman experienced with his confession. It happened every so often: a confession so torturous to make that the recounting of the sins became a catharsis.
“Frank,” Koesler said gently, “there is a person in the Gospels you may remember. His name was Zacchaeus. He was described as a wealthy man but also as a very sinful man. One day Jesus singled Zacchaeus out from among all the other people in his town as the one with whom Jesus would stay. Zacchaeus felt very honored, and justly so. He also felt very humbled by the honor Jesus paid him. In this spirit, Zacchaeus made a little speech. He said, ‘I give half my belongings to the poor, Lord. And if I have defrauded anyone in the least, I will pay him back fourfold.’ And then Jesus replied, ‘Today salvation has come to this house. The Son of Man has come to search out and save what is lost.’
“You see, Frank, that’s what’s happened for you tonight: Jesus has come to save what is lost. He’s given you time and the impetus to repent and now He will forgive you your sins. That ought to make you feel as honored and grateful as Zacchaeus was. And, like Zacchaeus, you ought to want to make things right. It is one thing to ask God’s forgiveness—and receive that forgiveness—and another thing to ask the forgiveness of those we have offended. But remember, Frank: Zacchaeus wanted to make everything right. Anyone he had defrauded, he intended to pay back fourfold. I think you ought to feel that way, too, Frank. And would you agree, if I made your penance to do your best to set things straight with all these people you’ve mentioned tonight?”
“Yes. I’ll do it, Father! I’ll do it!”
“Good.”
As he went on to pronounce absolution, Koesler could not help but wonder whether, as a decided fringe benefit of his penance, Hoffman might not even yet thereby dissuade his would-be killer from his murderous course. If so, this could turn out to be one of the most effective confessions and penances in the history of the sacrament.
After Hoffman departed, Koesler decided to wait a moment to see if he might escape a contagion of confessions. But no sooner had Hoffman left the room than Koesler heard shuffling feet and two knees hitting the kneeler.
“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been a few months since my last confession. Say, can’t I go to confession face to face?”
“We’re not set up for it tonight.”
“Oh. OK. Well, last time I confessed impatience with my husband and I was going to work on that. Specifically, I was going to stop complaining about how he always throws his soiled clothes in the laundry inside out. Well, I did OK with that resolution. In fact, it was perfect. But I still feel and express impatience with him. So this time, I think I’ll resolve to be more patient with him when he loses patience with me.”
Koesler told the woman he considered that to be both a good resolution and a good penance. And he absolved her.
She was followed by still another penitent. Koesler looked at his ever-present watch. Five after eight. He was late for the rosary. As was the case with the previous penitent, he had to fight back the urge to be impatient.
“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been two months since my last confession. And I didn’t do anything.”
“You didn’t do anything? You didn’t miss Mass or anything?”
“No. I didn’t do anything. I was in the hospital.”
This was by no means the first time Koesler had heard such a confession. He had no idea why patients in a hospital never did anything, much less committed a sin. But a great number of them seemed to share this experience.
“You’re sorry for the sins of your past life, aren’t you? Maybe especially for impatience?” He had to find something to forgive. One could not absolve from nothing. And impatience seemed to be popular tonight.
“Oh, yes, Father.”
“Then for your penance say five Hail Marys.”
Koesler absolved.
“One more thing, Father.”
“Yes?”
“This is really neat.”
“What?”
“Having confessions in a funeral home.”
He might have argued the “neatness” of the custom. But there wasn’t time.
As the latest penitent departed, Koesler decided to wait just a few seconds in case there was another. He did not wish to inflict embarrassment by bumping into someone entering the quasi-confessional—someone who might desire anonymity.
Sure enough, he heard slow, hesitant footsteps approaching. The penitent knelt. There was something different, something strange. He couldn’t identify what it was. Perhaps the breathing. It was irregular. Was the person ill? He felt a presentiment. “Is something wrong?”
“Wrong?” An indifferent chuckle. “Yes, I’d . . . say so.”
That voice again! The one he’d heard in the confessional just before Emma Hoffman had been killed.
“It’s you again!”
“My, aren’t . . . we perceptive.”
Either a high-pitched male or a low-pitched female voice. But so blasé about such a serious matter that Koesler found it frightening. “Why are you here!” Koesler reflexively made it a challenge rather than a mere question.
“Why am . . . I here? Why . . . to confess. Why else would anyone . . . come to confession?” Another humorless chuckle. “This time I . . . have it for you . . . priest.”
“Have what?”
“A sin. Just what you . . . were looking for. And not just a slight sin. That would be . . . dull. I have a . . . capital crime for you. I committed murder, once.” It was an effort to mimic an adolescent sing-song manner of confessing. “What is lost in . . . quantity is compensated for in quality.”
“You killed Emma Hoffman!”
“As it turns out . . .yes.”
For one of the rare moments in his life, Koesler forgot about time. There were serious things to be settled here. There was the matter of surrender to the civil authorities, particularly should an innocent person be harmed by an investigation, a trial, a false conviction. More than anything was the fact that the penitent had killed the wrong person and would very probably try again to kill Frank Hoffman. But above all, there was the matter of sorrow, contrition, amendment, atonement. The essentials to the granting of absolution. He decided, before possibly wasting much time on the consequences of this sin, that he’d better get down to the essence and see if there were any reason to talk about undoing, to the extent possible, the evil that had been done.
“From your tone and the manner of your presentation, I find it difficult to believe you are sorry for what you did.”
“Sorry? Sorry . . .” The person seemed to be pondering the word. “As it . . . turns out, I am not . . . sorry for just about anything. I asked you to consider . . . the devil living again on this earth. Do you . . . suppose the devil can be sorry for what he does? Then do not . . . expect me to be sorry!”
This was, by no means, a unique occurrence. In Koesler’s experience, quite a few unrepentant sinners presented themselves in the confessional. Usually their presence was pro forma. They had sinned, thus it was only natural to visit the confessional. Perhaps they hoped that the priest might overlook their lack of true contrition. Perhaps they simply wanted to confide in someone even though absolution would be denied. However, Koesler had to admit that this was the first time contrition had been withheld by someone claiming to be the devil.
“Then I cannot absolve you. I cannot begin this act of reconciliation until and unless you have sorrow. Can we talk about that?”
“No! There is . . . no point. Let’s just consider this . . . our little secret.”
With that, the person rose and left the room, leaving Koesler badly shaken. For a fleeting moment, he had experienced the natural urge to discover the identity of this strange penitent. There was no Church rule or law against it; it simply was not in his character to dash around the screen and peek. As he respected the penitent’s right to secrecy, he also respected his or her right to anonymity. He considered it unseemly to violate either trust.
Fortunately, there were no more penitents. He would have had a decidedly difficult time concentrating on any more confessions. As it was, he was concerned about getting through the rosary.
The knock at the door startled her. She expected no one.
“Who is it?”
“It’s me . . . Frank . . . Frank Hoffman.”
She hesitated. “Just a minute.” She opened the door.
“You had the lock changed! Why did you do that?” A look of anger passed over his face and then it was gone. “Never mind,” he added.
“Really, Frank—after all that’s happened, I didn’t really think we’d be getting together again. Or, if you did want to see me, I wasn’t at all sure I wanted to see you. So, I had the lock changed.”
“I don’t blame you.” Ordinarily he would have been livid at such a unilateral action. But this was the “new” Frank Hoffman. “You had every right to feel that way. But things have changed.”
“That may be the understatement of the century.” She was still wearing the simple yet attractive black dress she had worn at tonight’s rosary service at the funeral home. “I have gone from being your closet mistress to being the occasion, if not the cause, of your wife’s death. I’d say that marks a certain degree of change in our relationship!”
“No, Jackie; you don’t understand. The change is in me. I saw you in the back of the crowd at the rosary this evening. I tried to talk to you afterward, but by the time I got back there, you’d gone.”
In point of fact, on his way from the Dearborn funeral home to 1300 Lafayette, Hoffman had been forced once again to consider the possibility that Jackie had been responsible for the poisoned drink. However, that possibility made no difference in what he was determined to accomplish—nothing less than the radical reformation of his life.
He was thoroughly convinced that his death was imminent. There was nothing the police or anyone else could do to prevent it. Nowadays particularly, it was so simple for a determined killer to have his or her way. If it had not been for that bizarre accident of Em’s grabbing the drink from his hand, he would be dead now. And they would be burying him tomorrow instead of Em.
In any case, it no longer mattered which of the suspects was the real perpetrator. What mattered was his certainty that in the relatively near future, he knew not when, he would be meeting his God in judgment. To a certain extent, he felt fortunate. God was giving him more than fair warning and a golden opportunity to make up for the past, set all matters straight, and prepare for eternity. He was determined to make good use of this opportunity.
So determined was he to make amends that it did not occur to him that in changing his life, he just might be persuading whoever was determined to kill him to change his or her mind. That Hoffman might be removing the grounds for which someone wanted to commit murder. Buying his eternal welfare by self-reformation might not have been a completely selfless consideration. But it was as close to altruism as Frank Hoffman had ever come.
“What did you want to talk to me about, Frank?” Jackie could not help but notice that some change, seemingly profound, had come over him.
Hoffman led her to the sofa near the window. Together, for a few moments, they watched absently as the Canadian Club sign continued to blink.
“After Em died,” Hoffman said finally, “well, after I got over the shock of Em’s death, I started thinking that perhaps it would be better for me if I never married again. Or, at least, not for a great number of years—”
“Frank, if you came all the way over here just to dump me, you needn’t have bothered. I figured that’s the way we were headed—Split City—without your having to tell me.”
“No, no! On the contrary, I didn’t come here to announce that we were finished. I came here to ask you to marry me.”
“Frank!”
“As soon as possible. Before it’s too late.”
“Too late!”
“Never mind that. Just tell me: Will you marry me?”
“Frank! Of course! It’s all I’ve ever wanted since we first got together. I mean, I’m sorry it had to happen this way—with your wife dying. But—oh, yes, Frank; I’d be proud to be your wife!”
“Good!” It was said with little romantic emotion. But then, he felt little romantic emotion. It was simply a base that needed touching on his circuit of reformation. And now it had been touched.
“But, Frank, how—?”
“Don’t worry about it. I know this is sudden . . .” He stopped, smiled briefly, and shook his head. “Strange to say a proposal can be sudden after we’ve been practically living together for years. But it is sudden—at least unexpected—for both of us. But, it’s the right thing to do. Yes,” he nodded, “the right thing to do.”
The right thing to do. When, she wondered, had she known him to be concerned about “the right thing to do”?
She was both surprised and a little frightened. Surprised, naturally, by his proposal when she had been convinced their relationship had been terminated. Frightened by the obvious change in him.
The thought crossed her mind that maybe it would be a good idea for them to date for a while before marriage. Could she be sure about entering wedlock with a man who suddenly appeared to be, in some respects, a stranger?
She quickly dismissed this thought as nonsense. If she knew any man, she knew Frank Hoffman, even if he did appear to be, in some respects, a stranger.
Perhaps he just needed a little something. He did look a bit ashen.
“Can I get you a drink?”
He considered. “I guess I could use a little something. I’ll get it.”
The surprises kept coming. She could not recall his ever volunteering to wait on himself. He went to the kitchen; she to the bedroom.
He dropped a large ice cube into a cocktail glass and added Dewar’s. He glanced momentarily at the sweet and dry vermouth, closed the liquor cabinet and added water to the Scotch. It was a spontaneous decision. Along with all the other things in his life he was changing, he would alter his drinking habits. No more perfect Rob Roys. It was symbolic, but symbols were important indicators of change.
He stood before the window, letting the melting ice further dilute his drink and gazing at the lights of Windsor reflected in the now placid waters of the Detroit River. Gradually, he became aware of her presence.
He looked over his shoulder. She stood at the corner of the window, illuminated only by the reflected lights of the city. She wore a black lace negligee. Something from Frederick’s of Hollywood that Hoffman had picked up on one of his New York trips. She had never worn it. The clinging, revealing garment accentuated her subtle youthful curves.
“Something for our celebration,” she said.
The ice began to rattle against the side of Hoffman’s glass. “Oh, my God!” he exclaimed with utmost sincerity. “Oh, my God, but you’re beautiful!” It was evident that he was restraining himself only with great difficulty. “But we can’t! We mustn’t! Jackie, the flannel nightgown: Go put it on!”
“But . . .” She felt confused and not a little scorned.
“Please! The flannel nightgown!”
She disappeared into the bedroom. She felt oddly embarrassed, and tried with great difficulty to sort out her feelings. None but her parents, when they had had to diaper her, had seen her naked more often than Frank Hoffman. Why should he suddenly give the impression not only of being unfamiliar with her body but of being shocked at the sight of her in a seductive negligee. Heretofore, they had had no legal relationship. Now, they were virtually engaged.
She returned to the living room, in shapeless flannel from neck to toe, and hopeful for some sort of explanation.
“Jackie, I know this is going to sound incomprehensible to you, but I won’t be able to sleep with you again until we’re married.”
“What!”
“I am in the state of . . . uh . . . grace for the first time in a long time, and I’ve got to maintain it. I can’t chance going to hell.”
“Well, I’ll be damned! No; as a matter of fact, as long as I hang around with you, I won’t be.”
It all fell into place. It had finally dawned on Frank Hoffman that he was mortal: He had been scared into virtue. Enough of her Catholic training remained to enable her to recognize the signs. His was a deathbed conversion without the bed. Definitely without the bed.
She could scarcely argue with it since his change of heart had prompted him to want to make an honest woman of her.
“So,” she said, open to suggestion, “what’s next?”
“I think we ought to say our night prayers and then go to sleep. I’ve got a big day tomorrow.” He breathed a quick prayer that he would have a full day. “I’ll sleep on the couch.”
Night prayers. All she could recall was, “Now I lay me down to sleep.” Inappropriate. “You lead.”
“All right.”
He stumbled through some half-forgotten formal prayer, bade her a chaste goodnight, turned out the light, and easily found the couch.
The extinguishing of the lights was noted by the occupants of a car parked on East Larned.
“Looks like they’ve gone to bed,” noted Sergeant Ewing.
“But not necessarily to sleep,” added Sergeant Papkin.
They continued their protective surveillance of Frank Hoffman. They would be relieved at midnight. Till then, they would sip coffee from a thermos and imagine how nice it would be to be home with their wives.
19.
It wasn’t what it used to be. Oh, not that there hadn’t been division among the clergy even in the good old days. But the major split of yore had been between the older and younger priests. Or, more specifically, between pastors and assistants.
These thoughts occurred to Father Koesler as he welcomed the visiting priests to St. Anselm’s rectory. They were gathering for Emma Hoffman’s funeral.
Koesler recalled an incident that had taught him his place as a very young priest in the sacerdotal pecking order. He had been ordained only a couple of years when he attended a priests’ retreat given by the noted Redemptorist theologian, Father Francis J. Connell. During one of Connell’s conferences, Koesler found himself seated in the rear of the chapel directly behind an enormous, bald pastor.
Connell was referring to the relationship between pastors and curates, when he stopped and corrected himself. “I’m sorry,” he said, “out here you call curates ‘assistants,’ don’t you?” At which the fat pastor had stage-whispered to his companion, “Out here we call them assholes.” The two had laughed heartily. Only respect for the elderly had kept Koesler from knocking their heads together.
It had been as if a tight-knit group of pastors had to circle their wagons to protect the territorial imperatives of their parishes from the covetous hands of their eager assistants.
But even then, with vast differences in age and position, there had existed a strong fraternity of like-minded clerics. Virtually no one had argued about theology. Everyone had believed in one doctrine and one morality.
Now, the divisions among priests frequently were sharp and profound. And one, particularly one who was familiar with the old camaraderie, could see evidences of this in just such a gathering as this in St. Anselm’s rectory. Whereas a few years before there would have been one or two groups and much intermingling, now there were quite a few very small groups and almost no intermingling. Greetings at the door were hearty enough, but then the newly arrived priest would find the appropriate companions in one of the rooms of the rectory and in compatible company don his Mass vestments.
Popularly, the blame for the recent sharp divisions in the Church was laid at the door of the Second Vatican Council. The Council was indeed responsible for drastic liturgical change. But the substantial change in hierarchical structure, the free-wheeling questioning of the Council’s utterances, its brave entry into the modern world, all had been pretty well stifled by Roman curial authorities. With the exception of some very bad new hymns and pedestrian vernacular texts, Vatican II was now, by and large, an ineffectual memory.
Koesler had long thought the far more likely, if subtle, cause of divisions among the clergy as well as laity must be ascribed to the decision made by Pope Paul VI to override the majority opinion of his own birth control commission. On July 29,1968, the Pope had released his encyclical, Humanae Vitae—Of Human Life—and Koesler now dated everything from that.
He could well recall when, shortly after that encyclical was published, Archbishop Boyle and his auxiliary bishops, Bishop Ratigan among them, were going about the archdiocese, meeting with territorial groups of priests, trying to explain the meaning and implications of the encyclical.
As far as many of the older priests were concerned, the Pope had made his decision; there was no need of further explanation. Nothing had changed; all methods of artificial contraception were condemned. Again. Roma locuta est, causa finita.
As far as many of the younger clergy and the majority of younger Catholic laity were concerned, the Pope clearly had been wrong. His citing of the natural law as the basis for his reasoning was misplaced at best and quite incorrect at worst.
And if the Pope could be mistaken, or dead wrong, on what or whom could one—at least a loyal Catholic—depend?
As far as Koesler was concerned, it was not the closing of the Vatican Council in 1965, but the promulgation of Humanae Vitae in 1968 that had split the Church asunder.
For the most part, the laity and some of the clergy had resolved the question of family planning quite apart from the Church’s magisterium. The remainder of the clergy and the hierarchy were holding fast to a moral teaching that was backed only by longevity. Koesler wondered whether the Church would ever again be able to teach with its former authority. He doubted it.
He kept these thoughts in mind as he wandered from room to room, identifying each group by the century they seemed to inhabit. He attempted to get the various groups to intermingle but was largely unsuccessful.
There was only one clear-cut conclusion to be drawn from a rectory full of priests in various stages of vesting: A funeral involving wealthy, influential Catholics draws a bumper crop of clergy.
The usual funeral home procedure was being turned topsyturvy.
Ordinarily, the bereaved family remains in one place near the coffin while visitors approach to offer condolences and, perhaps, pause at the bier to offer a prayer.
In the case of the Hoffman wake, Frank Hoffman’s two sons and his daughter and their families occupied the traditional position by the bier. But Frank seemed to flit from one spot to another in the large room, with little rhyme or reason.
He had been standing with his daughter when his sister and brother-in-law entered. Immediately, he crossed to them, greeted his sister perfunctorily and took Angie Mercury aside.
“I’ve got to talk to you.”
“Sure, Frank.” Mercury couldn’t put his finger on it, but there was something different about Hoffman.
“Listen, Angie; we both know I’ve been giving you a monthly allotment and we both know it’s only because you’re married to my sister.”
Mercury nodded with ill-disguised bitterness.
“I haven’t asked that you repay any of it; we both know you couldn’t have—let alone considered any interest.
“But I have exacted payment from you, and I want to acknowledge that right now. I’ve forced you to eat humble pie not only when I gave money but at every moment of our relationship. I’ve insisted that you admit your dependence on my money. I’ve insulted your profession. And there was no good reason for that. However you happen to be doing in it, the theater is a very viable way of life and I shouldn’t have belittled it—or you.”
Mercury’s jaw was beginning to hang loose.
“And I know that when we competed at anything, you had to lose and I had to win no matter whether you could have beaten me in a fair match. And that’s not all: I cheated on a pretty regular basis.”
Mercury’s mouth was just plain open.
“I just wanted to tell you, Angie, that all that shit . . . uh . . . nonsense is going to stop, as of now. I’m going to use every contact I have, in whatever time is left me, to help you get the good, fat parts. And if you continue to need any help, it’ll be there. Only in a quiet unobtrusive way.”
“Frank, you don’t have to—”
Hoffman held up a hand. “Along with the promises I’ve just made goes my apology for the way I’ve treated you.”
“Frank, I . . . I just don’t know what to say.”
“No need to say anything, Angie. That’s the way it’s going to be. Now, why don’t you rejoin Cindy. And be sure to see me after the funeral.”
Hoffman returned to his place near the bier. Mourners and those offering condolences continued to stream by. After greeting the bereaved family, visitors would try to find a place to sit or stand in the fast-becoming-congested room.
Hoffman’s height allowed him to see over the heads of most of the visitors. He spotted Charles and Louise Chase entering at the rear of the room. They did not appear to be making any effort to enter the line of those proceeding to the bier. Hoffman approached the Chases and maneuvered them into an alcove where he could speak to them in relative privacy.
“We’re sorry about Em’s death.” Louise Chase intended to make it clear from the outset that Emma’s demise was the one and only reason they had come.
“Thank you, Louise. It was good of you both to come. But I have something to say to you and I’ve got to say it while I have time.
“Charles, what I did to you through the assistants I sent you was unforgivable. So I am not asking your forgiveness. But I do want to apologize.”
Charles Chase’s face remained immobile, his expression severe.
“I know an apology is small coin for the damage I did to your career as well as to you personally. So I have gone a step further than an apology. This morning, I sent a hand-delivered letter to Frank Martin, with copies to the other members of the board, detailing my responsibility for what happened at the meeting. I also tendered my resignation.
“I understand that even this cannot erase the harm I’ve caused you. But it should go a long way toward correcting the damage. It is both the least and the most I can do.”
There was an embarrassed silence that was almost broken by Louise. But, sensing that Hoffman had addressed his apology to her husband, she decided that if either of them were to respond, it would be her husband’s place to do so.
But he did not.
“Well,” Hoffman shrugged, “that’s about it. Sorry I entered your life. I will now leave it.”
Hoffman returned to his place in front of the room.
“Don’t you think you should have made some sort of response, dear?” asked Louise. “After all, it was a most generous move on Frank’s part. He’s sacrificed his career for yours. Granted he’s the one who ruined yours; still, it is a rather remarkable act of reparation.”
The stern expression had not left Chase’s face. “I’ll believe that son of a bitch when I see the letter with my own eyes and not one second before.”
Along with relatives, friends, and neighbors, quite a few representatives from The Company were gathering. The time was nearing to close the proceedings at the Morand Funeral Home and move on to St. Anselm’s Church. The large room was now almost completely filled. It was Standing Room Only.
At long last, Hoffman spotted the last two people he had intended to speak to before the funeral. Fortunately, both Al Kirkus and Clem Keely, along with their wives, were together in the line of those offering condolences. And again fortunately, they were near the end of the line. It was relatively simple for Hoffman to steer the two men off to one side.
“I did something this morning that you two should know about.” He looked from one to the other. Both met his gaze. He had their attention.
“I sent a letter to Frank Martin and the other board members explaining what we did to Charles Chase.”
“You did wha—?”
Hoffman’s upraised hand stopped Kirkus. It was indicative of his shocked reaction to Hoffman’s statement that Kirkus would dare question his superior.
“In explaining what caused Chase to miss the mark so badly in his report, I naturally had to include the role you two played.” He sensed their agitation and anxiety, so he quickly added, “Of course, I took complete responsibility for the entire affair. I don’t think The Company will come down on you too hard. After all, you were only following my orders.”
Keely appeared ready to offer a rebuttal, but Hoffman’s raised hand put an end to that before it had a chance to begin. “That’s the way it is, gentlemen, and the way it’s got to be. Thanks for coming. I’ll see you after the funeral.”
They passed Hoffman’s grieving family and the bier. Keely was numb with fear for his future with The Company. Kirkus was lost in thought: Now this is a strange turn of events. Who would think that Hoffman would do anything so completely stupid? All I hoped to accomplish was to scare him into getting out of there—taking an early retirement and opening up a position for me. I wonder how serious I would have been about actually killing the bastard if I had known he was going to blow the whistle on us. No, I don’t think I could actually have killed him. Not even Hoffman. Threatening is one thing; actually killing is something else.
Louis Morand ushered the visitors out of the room and into their cars, almost all of which were products of The Company. Small flags with a cross insignia were attached to fenders. It would be one of the largest funeral processions in Morand’s memory. Inside, a curtain was drawn to spare the bereaved family the sight of the closing of Emma Hoffman’s coffin for the final time.
Kirkus, sitting silently in his car, continued to ponder the threatening note he had sent to Hoffman. He was beginning to second-guess himself. Would that note become a problem sometime in the future?
Kirkus could not know that it had been his threatening note that had brought about Hoffman’s change of heart and compulsive need to confess and repair. Kirkus, all unknowing, had scared Hoffman into a wave of virtue that might very well imperil himself.
Mike Ratigan looked like a bishop should, thought Koesler.
The vested clergy stood in the rear of St. Anselm’s as the cortege approached. Koesler looked about. No one could claim that they turned priests out on an assembly line. They came in every variety. But Mike Ratigan, tall, slender, athletic, looked every inch the bishop with the miter on his head and crosier in hand.
Finally, everyone was parked and assembled. The pallbearers, all Company men, bore the coffin into the vestibule, where they placed it atop the wheeled cart.
Bishop Ratigan sprinkled the coffin with holy water and prepared to drape it with a ceremonial white cloth. Frank Hoffman, first in line behind the coffin, circled it and rather urgently whispered something to Ratigan. The two conversed, in whispers, but intently, for several moments.
The others wondered what they could be saying. Koesler, if he had had to guess, would have supposed that Hoffman was carrying out the penance that had been imposed last night. Scarcely ever had Koesler encountered a penitent more genuinely frightened and—at least seemingly—repentant than Hoffman.
But one confession reminded Koesler of another.
Actually, the bizarre penitent who had now confessed twice to Koesler was never far from the priest’s thoughts and concern. Whoever it was had managed to maintain anonymity not only by confessing on the other side of a protective screen, but also by creating—that was the only word to describe it—a strange, if not unique, vocal sound, secure in the knowledge that the rules of the confessional oblige the priest to do nothing that might enable others to connect the penitent to the sin.
The classic case held up to the newly ordained was the possibly apocryphal story of the new priest hearing confessions for the first time. Afterward, he emerges from the box to join the party his relatives are throwing for him. “You wouldn’t believe it,” he says to an assembled group of kin and confreres, “but the first penitent I heard confessed adultery!” Not a minute later, an attractive woman in a nearby convivial cluster was heard to say, “. . .I was the first one to go to confession to Father.”
Of course the thought had crossed Koesler’s mind that it was always possible that the strange person who had confessed the killing had been lying. But it was not very likely. Koesler was well aware that police throughout the world had their “professional confessors”—people who had a pathological need to confess to crimes they had not committed. But these were public penitents of a sort, who needed the attention and notoriety. It would be unlikely to find such a person getting his or her gratification in the internal forum and secrecy of the confessional. Besides, the cardinal rule of thumb for confessors was that they were to believe the penitent no matter whether he was accusing or excusing himself.
The procession reformed and began making its way up to the front of the church. There were too many priests to all fit into the sanctuary. So the two front pews on the left side had been reserved for the visiting clergy.
Koesler watched the long line weave its way up the middle aisle. Pity they never taught marching in the seminary. Priests’ processions were notorious for their serpentine conformation.
As he pondered the goodly number of priests present, Koesler was reminded of a similar occasion at another parish years before. Instead of a funeral, it was the silver wedding anniversary of a couple who happened to have many priest friends. As was the case now, the sanctuary had been overflowing with priests. The altar boys, whom Koesler had trained but not prepared for such a priestly onslaught, were mightily impressed by the sight of more clergymen than they knew existed. So, for their own unfathomable reasons, they placed at the communion rail the six large black candleholders with their unbleached candles. Candles that were used exclusively for funerals. The couple was henceforth forced to endure predictable jokes about this ecclesial commentary on their twenty-five years of marital bliss. Father Koesler’s clerical friends had never let him forget it either.
The Mass of Resurrection for Emma Hoffman proceeded without incident.
A few years before, Koesler would have had to train altar boys in the then complex ceremonies of the solemn pontifical Mass. But now, bishops put on their own miters, had no gremiels placed on their laps when seated, and no one any longer followed them about with a lit candle.
All of the priests present pronounced aloud the words of consecration. Words which, according to Catholic dogma, transformed the bread and wine into the real presence of Jesus Christ, while the appearance of bread and wine remained. Koesler was once again impressed that this, the Mass, was the thread that held together the fabric of the Catholic priesthood. Each priest present—slender, fat, old, young, traditional, liberal, conservative—found his common denominator in these common words of consecration.
At communion, Koesler watched as many came forward to receive the consecrated wafers. Among them were those suspected of Emma’s murder: Angie Mercury, Charles Chase, Louise Chase—even Bishop Ratigan himself, though he seemed to be taking his official interrogation rather lightly. And, although she did not present herself for communion, Jacqueline LeBlanc was present. Koesler could see her near the rear of the church.
Amazing to think that in all probability one of them had killed Emma Hoffman in an attempt on the life of Frank. Here they all were in the same church at the same time, attending the funeral of the woman one of them had killed.
It was like a mystery story.
And whoever had done it had been to confession to Koesler—twice. And he had no idea which one it might be.
And even if he were able to cut through the disguise and anonymity and identify the culprit through his or her confession, what could he do with the knowledge? There was the storied—by now clichéd—seal of confession to deal with.
Koesler looked about and marveled at all the secrets that were being kept by all the priests here today. One more thing that united them in a unique fraternity.
Although he could never envision himself violating the seal of confession, Koesler had a long-standing, at least theoretical, problem with the secrecy of the confessional. Was there, he wondered, no possible exception to this rule?
Jesus may indeed have commissioned His Apostles and their successors to forgive sin when He said, “Receive the Holy Spirit. Whose sins you shall forgive, they are forgiven. Whose sins you shall retain, they are retained.” But there was no record of His having said anything about keeping sins a secret. That was what was termed a theological conclusion.
Koesler noticed Father Leo Clark in the front pew. The avant garde theologian from the major seminary was seated next to Father John Schwartz, who customarily identified himself as a retired veteran of World War I. The twenty-first century sitting next to the thirteenth. They wore identical vestments and, given an after-dinner drink, could find any number of Catholic traditions they could share and agree upon.
Koesler had recently spoken to Father Clark about a more contemporary view of the seal. It was Clark’s opinion that the very nature of confession bound the confessor to do nothing the penitent would find odious. Obviously, this would include not revealing what any specific penitent had said in the confessional and certainly not connecting any particular penitent with any particular sin. But the notion that there could be absolutely no exception to this rule was no longer alluded to. While, in theory, this made the fabled seal slightly more open-ended, Koesler still could not envision any circumstance that could justify the violation of such a sacred trust.
In any case, there was no purpose in even contemplating using in any way what he’d learned from the person who had confessed murder. All Koesler knew from two encounters was that someone—male or female, he didn’t know which—had confessed to murder. Whoever it was was able to project a strange ambiguous speaking voice. And finally, the person seemed to be under the delusion that he or she was either possessed or obsessed by the devil. Of course, the possibility of a genuine diabolical influence could not be completely dismissed. But it surely was not very plausible.
The Mass of Resurrection was concluded, as were the prayers for the deceased as well as the bereaved. The procession reformed, the clergy again preceding the coffin, which was followed by the laity. At the door of the church, the procession halted as Bishop Ratigan once more sprinkled the casket with holy water, a gesture that would be repeated by each priest in attendance.
As Koesler concluded his rite of sprinkling the casket and handed the aspergillum to the next priest in line, Frank Hoffman approached him.
“You’re going to the cemetery, aren’t you, Father?”
“Certainly, Frank.”
“And you’ll be coming to the hall for a bite to eat?”
“I’d like to Frank, but I’m pressed for time. I’ve got an important appointment early this afternoon. I am sorry.”
“That’s OK, Father. But I wanted to thank you for hearing my confession last night. I feel like a new man, literally. Whatever happens now, I’m ready.”
“Good, Frank. God bless you.”
Koesler stepped back against the wall and thought, whoever might doubt the axiom that confession is good for the soul ought to consult with Frank Hoffman.
It was not the sort of appointment that Koesler favored. But he had agreed to meet with the lad. So he would.
The priest sat at the desk in his office. He was studying several brochures and newspaper clippings. He had decided it would be a good idea to make some preparation for the upcoming appointment.
The prospect of this meeting was beginning to depress him. In no little manner he had been buoyed by the apparent spiritual rebirth of Frank Hoffman. It was good to see a penitent put his spiritual house in order. Unfortunate that it had to be caused by the threat of imminent death. But, Koesler reminded himself, the beginning of wisdom was the fear of the Lord.
What most distressed Koesler about the coming meeting was that the person with whom he had the appointment didn’t really want to meet with him. The young man’s parents had arranged for the meeting. Koesler was not the type to impose himself on an unwilling listener. He would have made one of the world’s worst salesmen. Every once in a while, he thanked God for the law obliging Catholics to attend Mass. Although he was rather good at preaching, he was pleased that he did not have to “sell” his services. He pitied his Protestant confreres who had no such law to enforce attendance at Sunday services.
The doorbell rang.
Koesler checked his watch. Precisely 1:00 p.m. Good; he appreciated promptness. He had informed Mary O’Connor, the secretary, that he was expecting an appointment at one, so he would answer the door himself.
“Good afternoon, Father.” Tom Costello, an eighteen-year-old college freshman, stood at the door. He wore a black topcoat over a dark blue suit, white shirt, and dark blue tie. His hair was cut in an Ivy League style. Koesler knew that one could scarcely find that cut anymore.
“Come in, Tommy.” Koesler led his visitor down the short hallway into the small office. They sat at opposite sides of the desk.
Koesler moved the clipping he’d been reading to the center of the desk.
“Your parents tell me you’re transferring to the Maharishi International University.”
“That’s right.”
“That’s quite a transfer—from Henry Ford Community College to MIU. And all the way from Dearborn to Fairfield, Iowa.”
“Sometimes a person’s life has to change drastically, Father.”
“I know.” Koesler had just finished encouraging one man, Frank Hoffman, to do just that—make a drastic change in his life. Now, he would try to convince a younger man that his proposed radical change in life would prove unwise. “But are you sure you’re doing the right thing?”
“Who can be sure, Father? It seems right. It sure got me to clean up my act.”
“That it did,” Koesler was forced to agree. Until recently, Tom Costello had been a dropout from polite society. Over his parents’ constant objections, he had stopped going to Mass during his high school years and began associating with a tough, boisterous crowd. Now, in a 180-degree turnabout, he was headed for a pseudo-religious institution and, as his meticulous grooming attested, he had indeed cleaned up his act.
“Speaking of cleaning up your act, Tom, when did all this happen? Last time I saw you, you were in Levis and your hair was down to here. And look at you now.”
Tom smiled self-consciously. “A couple of months ago—just after we began classes in September. A representative of MIU came on campus. There was a notice on the bulletin board.”
“But why would that attract you, Tom?”
“I’m not sure, Father. Someplace down deep inside, I had this uncomfortable feeling. Like my life was going in sixteen directions at one time. This representative of MIU maintained that transcendental meditation could put my life together again. So, I went to see. Well, I saw. And I bought.”
Koesler leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk. “You know, Tom, this business of Eastern gurus on our campuses is a comparatively recent phenomenon. Think back as early as the sixteenth century, when Francis Xavier, on the orders of Ignatius Loyola, went to India, China, and Japan, evangelizing in the East. From that time on, a constant stream of Christian missionaries, Protestant as well as Catholic, has been carrying the message of Christianity to the East. But, in just the last quarter century, approximately, there has been this growing trickle of Eastern gurus becoming evangelists, as it were, for everything from Confucianism to Zen to TM, and some really bizarre offshoots, to boot.”
“Well, fair is fair. We did it to them. Now it’s their turn to do it to us.” Tom’s jaw was becoming fixed. Since making his decision he had had to face one challenge after another.
“But doesn’t it make you wonder, Tom? Transcendental meditation, under one form or another, has been around as long as Christianity, some two thousand years. Yet it was only in 1957 that the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi brought TM to this country.”
“I guess it was just time.”
“Time, Tom, and, I would suggest, money.”
A smile crossed Tom’s face. He had fielded this question many times. “Everybody needs some operating capital. What was it somebody once said about the marks of the true Church—One, holy, Catholic, apostolic, and bingo?”
“OK, score one for your side. Everybody needs some capital. But I don’t think you could say that Francis Xavier went to India and the East to get rich. Nor do most Christian missionaries go from the richest countries in the world to the poorest in order to get rich and build up operating capital. On the other hand, most of the gurus of the East come from very poor countries to the richest countries of the world. I would only submit for your consideration, Tom, that there may be a less than purely altruistic intent in this latter-day missionary activity.”
“Well, for God’s sake, Father, I don’t know what everybody’s getting so excited about. After all, I’m hardly going off the deep end. I mean, I’m not joining the Moonies or Hare Krishna!”
“I know you’re not, Tom. And thank God you’re not. But, have you given any thought to the fact that you’re about to enter a foreign culture?”
“Foreign culture!”
“Tom, the Maharishi’s transcendental meditation comes from India’s Vedic Science of Enlightenment. It was born, grew up, and developed as a part of Eastern civilization. It is part of Eastern culture. But you are a product of Western civilization. No matter what happens, you’re never going to be comfortable immersed in a culture that is foreign to you.”
“For God’s sake; I’m going to learn to meditate. You don’t have anything against meditation, do you?”
Koesler couldn’t help smiling. He was reminded of the old Bing Crosby film, Going My Way—specifically, the scene where Father Fitzgibbon, played by Barry Fitzgerald, shows Father Chuck O’Malley, played by Crosby, around the cloistered parish gardens. Fitzgibbon observes that the garden is a good place in which to meditate, and quickly adds, “You do meditate, don’t you?”
“Yes,” Koesler replied, “I believe in meditation. But even there we are going to find differences. When you reach the ultimate in meditation—contemplation—you also encounter the phenomenon of an altered state of mind . . . almost a programmed unconsciousness.”
Tom nodded. He was familiar with the terms.
“OK,” Koesler continued, “now, in the East, this altered state of consciousness is the whole goal of the contemplative exercise . . . a kind of nothingness, nirvana. Whereas, in our culture, the altered state of mind sometimes achieved in contemplation is not the end in itself, but a means to another end. In the altered state of consciousness, one is better able to unite oneself with God. For us, the altered state of consciousness is a vehicle for prayer. For perhaps the most sublime prayer man can achieve.”
Tom hesitated. “I ... I didn’t know there was any mysticism but Eastern mysticism.”
“Oh, but yes, Tom. Western civilization would not have developed as it has—perhaps would not have developed at all—without its heritage of a distinctly Western mysticism.
“There is nothing ‘wrong’ about Eastern mysticism and such great religious movements as Confucianism, Buddhism, and Zen. Nor is there anything ‘wrong’ with those of us who are products of Western civilization using some of the Eastern methods—as long as we know what makes us what we are. Many Trappists use the methods of Zen to achieve an altered state of consciousness. But they never forget that what they’ve achieved is not an end in itself, but an effective and beautiful means toward prayer.”
“I . . . I never quite thought of it that way, Father. I’ve got to admit, you’ve given me something to think about.”
“Why don’t you let me help you rethink the whole thing? What you are interested in, transcendental meditation, is an altered state of consciousness. It can be an end in itself, or it can be a means to an end. It is not altogether different from self-hypnosis—”
There was an awkward silence wherein the priest appeared to become lost in his own thoughts.
To fill the vacuum, Tom Costello began to talk, though he didn’t really have anything to say. “I think that’s really interesting, Father, about how the purpose of contemplation is so different in the West from the East.”
Tom continued to talk. Koesler was aware the young man was saying something, but the priest was off in another world.
It resembled the conclusion of a famous musical: In New York, Tommy Alcott’s fiancee is talking to him. But, though her lips continue to move, Tommy doesn’t hear a word she’s saying. He hears the singing of his friends and his true love, Fiona, back in Brigadoon.
“. . . self-hypnosis . . .”
“. . . self-hypnosis . . .”
“. . . hypnosis . . .”
“. . . hypnosis . . .”
Something someone had told him recently. But, what? It was as if Koesler had stumbled upon the final missing piece of a jigsaw puzzle, but paradoxically he didn’t know where it fit.
“. . . hypnosis . . .”
“. . . hypnosis . . .”
Yes, that’s where he’d heard it. But why was it important? He’d have to think it through. Now, while the thought was fresh.
“Tommy,” Koesler interrupted the young man in mid-meaningless sentence, “excuse me, but I just remembered something and I’ve got to follow it through right now.” He turned in his swivel chair and took a small paperback from the shelf behind the desk and handed it to Tommy. “I’d like you to read this. It’s The Cloud of Unknowing. It’s by an anonymous fourteenth century mystic and it’s a classic. It will help show you the contemplative treasures of Western civilization. After you’ve read it, let’s talk again. It may work out that you will go to MIU. But I’d like you to agree with me that you will get a lot more out of an authentic Eastern mysticism if you know who you are and a lot more about the culture that produced you. OK?”
They stood, shook hands, and, armed with the small paperback, Tom Costello went out to rethink things.
Koesler stood in the rectory corridor smiling. What would Father Dowling do in a spot like this? Probably light his pipe and ponder the thing in a cloud of smoke.
But Koesler had quit smoking. And, while Dowling was on the wagon, Koesler definitely was not. However, it was much too early for a drink. He decided to go over to the quiet church and think things through. Yes, he decided, Dowling would approve.
Koesler sat in the rear pew. Somehow, he always found that an empty church was more quiet and conducive to thought than any other place he’d ever experienced.
Perhaps he ought to try to put himself in an altered state of consciousness. Short of that, he would try to recall everything he had witnessed the night Emma Hoffman died and see if he could fit this piece of the puzzle in place.
He had arrived a little late and parked in a crowded lot. He’d given himself a private tour of the ground floor of the Collegiate Club and had been surprised at the lack of security in such an exclusive private club.
He’d entered the room where the party was being held. No, he hadn’t. Not quite. He’d stood in the doorway for a while, getting the lay of the land, as it were.
He’d noticed the registration desk and the bar. Both busy places.
He’d seen Frank Hoffman approach the Martins and give them the good news, as Koesler later learned, of their scheduled private audience with the Pope.
Then he’d seen Charles Chase with his wife and Emma Hoffman as well as Cindy Mercury. The three women had gone off to the ladies’ room together. Koesler remembered wondering about that custom that seemed to preclude any woman’s going to the ladies’ room alone.
Funny, but he couldn’t recall seeing them come back.
Looking for familiar faces, he’d spied Hoffman, Mike Ratigan, and Angie Mercury together. He’d joined them. They were later joined by Emma and Cindy.
Frank had started a quarrel with his wife. No . . . no, that’s not the way it happened. Frank had been rather happy over the papal audience. Emma had started the quarrel. Then Cindy had left the group to get a waiter to serve Frank another drink. Then the quarrel had heated up considerably.
Angie Mercury had seemed distracted. There was someone nearby he wanted to talk to. Koesler couldn’t remember her name . . . some woman executive of a local TV station, as he recalled.
Then Ratigan had left the circle, presumably to talk to someone. He had been followed by Mercury, who finally got to speak with the lady in question.
Next, a new person had intruded on their small circle. It had turned out to be Hoffman’s very attractive mistress, Jacqueline LeBlanc. At that point, as the expression goes, everything hit the fan.
While the argument between Hoffman, his wife, and his mistress intensified, first Ratigan, then Mercury had returned to the group. Now Koesler tried to remember what had happened next in as great detail as possible, since it was the instant Emma had surprisingly grabbed the poisoned drink from her husband and downed it.
There had been a waiter standing on the fringe of the circle. It was he who had held the poisoned drink. Koesler could see him in his mind’s eye. The waiter, as was nearly everyone else, had been embarrassed by the vicious argument. Cindy had called her brother’s attention to his drink. Frank had taken the drink from the waiter. With a defiant cry, Emma had grabbed the glass from her husband, downed it quickly, and had seemed to be hit by two successive blows. First by the highly alcoholic beverage, then by the poison. She had collapsed, gone into convulsions, and died. Rather quickly—all things considered, Koesler later thought, mercifully quickly.
Now, Koesler asked himself, where, in that scenario did his tentatively identified piece of the puzzle fit?
If it fit at all, it would be applicable to only two people. Koesler considered each separately.
If he applied the hypothesis to the one—no; that didn’t make any sense at all. But if he applied the hypothesis to the other—? Yes . . . everything seemed to fall into place.
He tried to keep his exuberance in check. It was, after all, no more than a hypothesis. But, if he were correct, he had solved the murder.
He needed only to make a few phone calls. If they checked out, his next call would be to the police.
Father Koesler hurried from the church back to the rectory.
20.
“Want some more coffee?” Sergeant Ewing was pouring himself another cup.
Sergeant Papkin shook his head. “I’ll float.”
Ewing returned to the large table that served as a desk in their squad room, and sat opposite Papkin. He stirred the steaming brew before him. “Well, the Hoffman woman was buried this morning, and this is the third day of our investigation. I think we ought to branch out a bit. What do you think?”
“Where?”
“I’d say Ms. LeBlanc. I know that all our suspects have motive, means, and opportunity. But I just like her motive best. The mistress who’s been on the back burner too long. Well set up, but no public life at all. Can’t be seen with her john. Maybe begins to believe she’s about to be dumped. She figures to see enough dough from his will to set herself up pretty good. Move away from here. Start over somewhere else. You know, hell hath no fury and all that.
“I like her opportunity too. The others’ whereabouts are pretty well on record. But she comes in out of nowhere. No one knew she was there till she came and stood on the fringe of the group. Finally recognized by Emma, then sighted by Frank Hoffman.
“She could have just walked into the room. Walked over to the bar. Who would notice? The room was crowded. She finds Hoffman’s standing drink. No problem; his name identifies it as his. She drops the nicotine in the drink. Goes over to the reception table. Gets her sticker. Walks over to the group. She knows her presence will cause a scene. More than likely, Hoffman will want another Rob Roy. You know, ‘This calls for a drink’ kind of situation.
“So Jackie just stands there, waiting for her Frankie to take the poison. But, unexpectedly, his wife grabs the drink from his hand and swallows it before anyone can stop her. Jackie couldn’t stop her in any case since that would be an admission that she knew something was in the drink.”
Ewing sipped his coffee and smiled at his partner. “Well, what do you think?”
Papkin had listened to the scenario behind unrevealing eyes. “I don’t swallow it. For one thing, if Ms. LeBlanc could enter unnoticed, and put the poison in the drink unnoticed, why bother joining Hoffman’s group and making herself noticed? Why not just drop in, drop the poison in, and then leave, with nobody the wiser?
“No,” he shook his head, “your problem is you’re always looking for the subtle suspect.”
“What do you mean?”
“We’ve got somebody else at the bar.”
“Who?”
“Mercury. Angie Mercury. You’re assuming LeBlanc might have gone to the bar and dropped the poison. You don’t have to assume anything when it comes to Mercury. He went to get a drink for someone. He was at the bar. All he’d have to do is move over, by actual count, two feet from the spot where he picked up the lady’s drink to stand right in front of Hoffman’s. At that point, he takes a small vial—he only needs a few drops—from his pocket. It’s hidden in his palm; he holds his hand over Hoffman’s drink, pours in the poison, turns, brings the lady her drink. Then all he has to do is wait for Hoffman to have one more perfect Rob Roy.
“But, the same thing then happens as in your scenario: He watches in satisfaction as Hoffman takes his drink. Then he can’t believe it when Emma grabs the drink and downs it. He can’t stop her for the same reason you proposed. If he did, he’d be admitting he knew something was wrong with the drink. Besides, she drank it so quickly no one could have prevented it.”
“Except someone standing right next to her.”
“But none of the subjects was.”
Ewing drained his cup. “So you say it was Mercury.”
“Right.”
“Charlie, we questioned him just yesterday.”
“Yes, and we were reaching him. If we hadn’t gotten that call about the threatening note that Hoffman received; if I had had just a little while longer with him, he would have cracked.”
“He’s also got a nervous wife, who was on the verge of calling their attorney.”
“Let her, I say.”
“Charlie, we’re three days into this thing. A few more days and you know as well as I that the Inspector is going to want us to move on. We can’t take a chance of concentrating on just one suspect. We’ve got to play the field as long as we can before we decide to come down on one of them.
“So what about the LeBlanc woman? And don’t forget, we haven’t scratched the surface with either Charles or Louise Chase. Then, there’s the bishop—the one who could immediately put his hand on a ton of nicotine.”
“I’ve got it in my guts, Ray. An hour, maybe two, I could crack Mercury. Don’t forget: He lied to us about not being at the bar. And if he lied to us once . . . I know if I can get those lies he’s telling us lined up, we’d have him cold.”
Without knocking, Inspector Koznicki opened the door to the squad room. He was wearing blue, pin-striped trousers, a matching unbuttoned vest, and a white shirt open at the neck. “Good,” he said, “You’re still here. Father Koesler just phoned.”
Father Koesler? Papkin had been concentrating so hard on the suspects in the Hoffman killing that the priest’s name did not ring an immediate bell. Then he remembered that the priest was the Inspector’s personal friend.
Koznicki was, for him, somewhat excited. “In his characteristic humble manner, Father told me he thinks he may have stumbled across the solution to the Hoffman case.”
Oh, he has, has he? thought Papkin.
“He would like for us to meet him,” said Koznicki.
Big deal, thought Papkin.
“Where?” asked Ewing.
“At the Mercury home,” Koznicki responded.
Smart man, thought Papkin.
As the car bearing the three police officers turned onto the street where the Mercurys lived, they saw Father Koesler in his yellow Cheetah parked several houses the other side of the Mercury home.
The unmarked police vehicle, Papkin driving, pulled up directly in front of the house. As soon as it came to a stop, the occupants of both cars emerged. There was a man whom none of the officers recognized with Koesler. They all met on the walk leading to the Mercury house, where Koesler introduced the officers to Rudy Scholl, whom Koesler identified as a friend and a doctor of psychology.
“As I explained to the Inspector,” Koesler addressed Papkin and Ewing, “this is no more than a hypothesis on my part. However, I checked out its plausibility with Dr. Scholl here, and he told me I was operating at least in the realm of possibility. I’ve thought this out quite carefully, and I think at worst, my hypothesis will not cause any harm and at best, it might just provide the answer to this case.
“And, I hasten to add,” Koesler was painfully aware that he, an amateur in the field of crime investigation, was speaking to professionals, “I have arrived at this hypothesis mostly from information I don’t think you had access to directly.
“With that, gentlemen, shall we try it out?”
All five men approached the door. Koesler pressed the bell After a few moments, Cindy Mercury opened the door. Quickly, she scanned the serious faces of the men. She appeared apprehensive. None of her visitors could blame her.
After a slight hesitation, she stammered, “M-my husband isn’t home.”
“We didn’t come to see your husband,” Koesler replied. “We came to see you, Cindy.”
Her countenance clearly expressed fear and confusion. Nevertheless, she invited them in. They found seats in various locations in the living room, leaving Cindy only a straightback chair for herself. Her eyes darted from one to the other of the men.
“Cindy,” Koesler broke the silence, “we’ve come to talk to you about Emma’s death.”
“To me?”
“Since Monday night when this terrible tragedy occurred, everyone has assumed,” he paused, realizing that he was including professional crime investigators, “everyone, with very good reason, has assumed that the intended victim of the killer was your brother Frank. And that Emma became the unintended victim when she impulsively took the poisoned Rob Roy from him and drank it.”
“Of course everyone assumed that.” Cindy’s voice was strained. “Everyone saw what happened. The drink was Frank’s, a perfect Rob Roy. He would have drunk it if Em hadn’t taken it from him. What else could it be?”
“What if, Cindy . . . what if Frank were not the intended victim? What if the person responsible for poisoning the drink actually intended to kill Emma?”
“But . . . but that’s ridiculous! If anyone wanted to poison Em, they would have put the poison in Em’s drink. She drank martinis. Everyone knows that. In fact, she’d had a couple of martinis earlier in the evening.”
“That’s right, Cindy. Emma drank martinis. But she was not one of those celebrities who had their specialized drinks pre-prepared. With Emma, there was little opportunity to poison a drink that never left her hand after the waiter had given it to her. Besides, if someone were to poison Emma’s drink, then everyone would know that Emma was the intended victim. Just as all ‘knew’ Frank was the intended victim because it was his drink that had been poisoned.”
“And what difference would that make?”
“Quite a bit of difference, I think. For about three days now, the police have been operating under the assumption that Frank was the intended victim. They have been looking for someone who had the motive,” Koesler tried to recall Inspector Koznicki’s words, “the motive, the means, and the opportunity. There has been the added pressure of the fact that, under this assumption, whoever tried to kill Frank failed, and so that someone is still out there someplace. And Frank’s life is still in danger.
“Now, if Frank was really not the intended victim, the police are looking for the wrong person and for the wrong reason.”
There followed a significant pause during which it became evident that the only person who was ill at ease was Cindy. And she was very ill at ease. “I . . . I think I’d better call my attorney.”
“You may do that, of course, Mrs. Mercury,” said Koznicki. “But, at most, he can advise you on which questions to answer and which he finds it advisable for you not to respond to. And I believe that, up to this point, Father Koesler has not asked you any questions. He has been explaining a theory he has. You are the one who has been asking the questions. Now, Father can continue the explanation of his theory whether or not your attorney is present. That is what you intend to do, is it not, Father—to continue the explication of your thoughts on this matter?”
Koesler nodded.
After a moment, Cindy shrugged.
“So,” Koesler continued, “let’s suppose that Emma was the real intended victim—”
“It’s an impossible assumption, Father,” Cindy interrupted. “It’s so obvious that whoever put that poison in Frank’s drink meant it for him! Em’s grabbing his glass could be nothing but an impulsive gesture.
“Even granting, just for the moment, that someone would poison Frank’s drink to throw the police off the track—how could that ‘someone’ possibly get Em, if she were the real intended victim, to take it from Frank and drink it herself?”
The identical question was in the mind of the three officers. They, naturally, had not expressed it. But now that Cindy had, they turned to Koesler for his response.
“How about the power of suggestion?”
The blood seemed to drain from Cindy’s face. She appeared about to faint. Dr. Scholl moved toward her, but she waved him away. She sat very still and very upright, the fingers of her right hand pinching her forehead, eyes closed as if she were enduring a very painful headache.
“I am so sorry, Cindy,” said Koesler. “But I think we’re getting at the truth now. You see, I learned a lot of things at the party you had here a week ago. They weren’t things I was trying to learn about you in some gossipy context. It was information that in some cases was almost forced on me.
“All of us who were at that party will remember what a central role Emma Hoffman played and how she sort of orchestrated the events of that evening to their unhappy conclusion.”
Koesler was aware that, of the six people presently seated in the Mercury living room, only he and Cindy had been present at the party in question. Thus, he would have to recap briefly the sequence of events leading to Emma’s revelation of some dark family secrets.
It was also important for Koesler to make clear that his knowledge derived from what had transpired at that party and not from any privileged communication. Cindy certainly had made apparent in the confessional their living far beyond their means as well as their dependence on her brother’s dole. But Koesler, in the explanation of this part of his theory, was basing it on what he had learned at the party, not on what Cindy had told him in the confessional.
“Undoubtedly, it was because Emma was . . . uh . . . in her cups and at least slightly intoxicated that she began to reveal some of the family secrets. Among them was the obvious statement that Angie was not working in the theater that much or that well. She then made the equally obvious implication that you were living far beyond the rather meager income that Angie was able to eke out of show business. Emma also made plain that your income was being substantially augmented by her husband, referring to him as your rich relative. She also made evident her disapproval of the entire affair. From all she said, I think it safe to assume that should she have had her way, Frank’s contribution to your income would cease.
“That put you under enormous pressure, Cindy. So much pressure, indeed, that you ran to your room weeping uncontrollably.
“The pressure you felt was completely understandable. You love your husband. You realize that in his profession, the appearance is quite as important as the substance. You understand this because at one time you shared that profession with him. Angie told me about that earlier in the evening.
“You knew that Angie was determined to stay in show business whether or not, at the moment, he was achieving success. You were determined to support him in what had become a facade.
“The only thing that permitted you to keep up appearances was the subsidy from your brother. His contribution might have been somewhat demeaning, but it was dependable. You are justly confident of your brother’s love and care for you. All others might desert you, but not your brother. You could be sure that in life or in death, he would provide for you.
“If your brother were to die, naturally, accidentally, or by homicide, you could trust his will to provide for you amply. But you had no reason to want him dead. You loved him and he would continue caring for you while he lived.
“The only possible fly in this ointment was Emma. As Frank’s wife, she was arguably at least as close to him as anyone else, perhaps closer than anyone else. She was being openly sarcastic about Angie’s inability to maintain your lifestyle without Frank’s continued assistance. What if she tried to cut off these funds? She was the only one who might try. And who was to know what sort of pressure she might bring to bear on Frank? Who could be sure she might not find enough of a threat to Frank to finally discourage even him from continuing to help you?
“Your only ultimate security was in the elimination somehow of Emma. But how to do it? If even you want to be objective about it, Frank has a lot of potential enemies. But Emma apparently had few. Her greatest enemy, judging by the violent argument they had the night of your party as well as at the party at the club, was her husband.
“Now, if an attempt were made directly on the life of Emma Hoffman, successfully or not, the prime suspects very likely would have been Frank and you. Frank because they obviously were not getting along. And you because it could easily be demonstrated that she was a threat to the lifestyle you are, in effect, being forced to live by the vagaries of Angie’s career.
“So you devised the ingenious plan of going after Emma through Frank. Then the authorities would logically be searching for someone who might want to kill Frank. Which certainly would not be you. They would have no reason to try to find someone who might want Emma out of the way.
“Frank would not be a suspect because he obviously had no control of his wife’s seemingly impulsive action in taking his glass and drinking its contents. You would not be a suspect because the attempt at murder was made against Frank, and you would be among the last persons who would want him dead for any reason whatsoever.”
Koesler paused to allow his explication, still incomplete, to sink in. Cindy had not moved. She still sat upright, eyes closed, fingers pressing into her forehead.
“Father,” said Inspector Koznicki, “if you do not mind my intruding, your explanation of motive was very strong. No stronger, however, than the police might have made had Mrs. Mercury been a viable suspect. But your hypothesis that Emma Hoffman was the real intended victim remains as unlikely as ever. The charge you are making is most serious. And you have said nothing that would alter the extremely logical assumption that Frank Hoffman was the intended victim. It was his drink that was poisoned. Emma Hoffman has been described by many who knew her well as an impetuous, impulsive woman. It would seem that her action in taking a drink meant for her husband would have been right in character.”
“I agree, Inspector. I must admit I was astounded by her behavior the moment I saw her grab that glass. But when so many of her friends as well as her husband described her as a most impulsive person, I could understand what she did in that context.
“Now that I look back at it, I think I tended to believe her action to be spontaneous partly because she had the reputation of being such an impulsive person and partly because there simply was no other credible explanation for what she did.
“But I remember thinking all the while, as I’m sure all of us did, what a fantastic coincidence! Think of the odds against her picking the precise moment that her husband is holding a poisoned drink to snatch it from him and drink it! Undoubtedly, he had never before held a lethal drink or, in all probability, he would not be with us today. So, the one time in his life he is about to drink something someone has poisoned and intended for him, he doesn’t drink it because of his wife’s impetuosity. What a coincidence.
“But,” Koesler made a gesture of helplessness, “what else was there to believe? There was no other explanation. I do not believe that God needlessly multiplies miracles. And, ordinarily, I do not credit miraculous sorts of coincidences such as this one. But, as I’ve said, and as we would agree, there was no other explanation.
“Until . . . until earlier this afternoon. I was talking with a young man about transcendental meditation and contemplation. And I mentioned to him a theory that the altered state of consciousness sometimes achieved as an element of contemplation is a form of self-hypnosis.
“Then, suddenly, I recalled that at that party, in this very same room, Angie Mercury was telling me about their early life together. How Cindy had dived right in to join him in his theatrical career. How, together, they had done musicals and almost every imaginable form of show business entertainment, including nightclub acts.
“And part of their act was the ever-popular hypnosis shtick. Where volunteers from the audience come up on stage. They are hypnotized and given sometimes silly, sometimes awe-inspiring, post-hypnotic suggestions. I think we’ve all seen such acts. As a result of a post-hypnotic suggestion, a perfectly normal person will cluck like a chicken. Or another will find it impossible to lift his right arm.
“Recall, gentlemen, because it is important in what we will consider now, if a subject is going to slip into a hypnotic state, it takes a qualified hypnotist only a few moments to induce the trance.”
The three officers and the doctor nodded in agreement. Each was familiar with such demonstrations. Cindy remained immobile.
“Well, according to Angie, this was one of the acts he and Cindy had performed. And he had added that, possibly to relieve boredom, or for whatever reason, they had switched roles from time to time, one of them working the audience, the other playing the part of the hypnotist.
“So, Cindy is not only capable of hypnotizing people; from all indications, she is proficient in it.
“At this point in my reasoning, I began to put together another concept. An alternative, if you will, to the plot that had Emma acting spontaneously and impulsively.
“We already know that the Chase, Hoffman, and Mercury households had on hand a supply of Black Leaf 40, which comprises a powerful nicotine poison. Jacqueline LeBlanc had the potential of extracting nicotine from cigarettes. And poor Bishop Ratigan, God save him, not only had a nicotine bomb, he was all unwittingly responsible for the others having a supply of a controlled substance. So, everyone, including Cindy, had access to the type of poison that was actually used.
“And, as a result of what I have just postulated, we know that Cindy had a motive for wanting Emma silenced.
“Now, let me combine what I witnessed at the scene of the murder with what I think went on behind the scene.
“When I entered the Harvard Room, where the Martin party was being held, I naturally looked around for people I knew. The first ones I saw were Emma, Cindy, and Louise Chase, who were standing together talking with Mr. Chase. Then I watched the three women—as it turns out, they were the only women in the whole room I actually knew—anyway, I saw the three of them cross the room, go down the hall, and enter the ladies’ room. I remember reflecting on the phenomenon of women never visiting the rest room alone, but always in couples or groups.
“That was when Cindy had the opportunity of quickly inducing in Emma a hypnotic state and offering the post-hypnotic suggestion that, at a given signal, she would take her husband’s Rob Roy and drink it herself.
“There is nothing in that suggestion that would conflict with either Emma’s morals or standards. It would be in keeping with her usual custom of doing things impulsively—and show up her husband at the same time. And Dr. Scholl here has assured me that the usually strong-willed Emma would be even more apt to submit to the hypnotic state and suggestion since she had been drinking.”
“Just a moment, Father,” Inspector Koznicki felt that he must play devil’s advocate since someone eventually would, “do you not think you are assuming too much at this point? All you saw was the three women going into the ladies’ room together. You have no way of knowing what went on while they were in there.”
“That’s true, Inspector. But remember, I’m trying to build a hypothesis that will stand or fall only when it has been completely explicated and examined.
“However, at this point, I should tell you that before coming here this afternoon, I called Louise Chase and asked her if she could remember anything unusual or out of the ordinary happening when she and Emma and Cindy visited the ladies’ room at the club. After some thought, she told me that one thing had surprised her. Cindy had asked if she would mind leaving her alone with Emma for a while, saying she had something personal to discuss with her sister-in-law. So, Louise had left the other two in the powder room adjacent to the toilet section. The two of them were alone, then, for several minutes.”
The other men in the room seemed to gaze at Cindy more intently.
Father Koesler shifted in his chair. Though eager that the others understand his hypothesis, he was in no great hurry to rush through its explanation lest he omit a vital consideration.
“After I saw the women enter the ladies’ room, I looked about for other people I might know. I spotted Frank Hoffman, whom I had seen earlier talking to the Martins. Frank was with Angie and Bishop Ratigan, so I joined them. We talked a bit about the private papal audience that the bishop had secured as a gift Frank could present to the Martins. Then, Cindy and Emma joined us.
“Frank got angry because he was standing there with an empty glass in his hand and no waiter had come to serve him another drink. A nasty argument began between Frank and Emma. At this point, Cindy left the group to find a waiter. It was the only time Cindy was away from the group. She was with the group, as was I, during the crucial time when the drink was poisoned. So, how could she have poisoned the drink? How, unless she had arranged for someone else to poison it for her?”
“The waiter,” suggested Koznicki, softly.
Koesler pointed at the Inspector as if he had won a game of charades. “The waiter,” Koesler affirmed. “I believe the newspapers mentioned that the waiter in question had a work history of a lot of odd jobs, among them some in show business.”
The others nodded.
“If you check into it, and I’m sure you will,” Koesler nodded at Koznicki, “I think you will find that this particular waiter may have worked with the Mercurys or at least in a hypnotic act. Which doesn’t really matter.
“In any event, I believe what happened at this point was that Cindy quickly beckoned the waiter into a quiet corner, and just as quickly led him into a shallow hypnotic state and suggested that besides bringing him the presently called-for drink, that at a future signal from her, he would fetch Frank another drink. Only this time, he would pour the contents of a vial—she may even have told him the vial contained something like cold medicine— into Frank’s drink before presenting it. None of which would have offended the waiter’s hypnotized sensibilities. And which would not have interfered with his passing a polygraph test, as she would have programmed him to forget the posthypnotic suggestion had been made.
“So, Cindy returns to the group and the waiter replaces Frank’s glass with another—harmless—Rob Roy, the one already mixed.
“The argument between Frank and Emma intensifies; and, when Jacqueline LeBlanc arrives on the scene, the volcano erupts. I remember that while the furor was going on, Cindy summoned the waiter and asked him to get Frank another drink. I thought it a bit odd since Frank had not completely drained his previous drink. But I believe that—asking the waiter to get Frank a fresh drink—was the prearranged signal of the posthypnotic suggestion. The waiter picked up Frank’s perfect Rob Roy, and poured into it the contents of the vial—possibly the so-called ‘cold medicine’—Cindy had given him.
“Next, I remember that when the waiter returned with the drink—which we would later learn was poisoned—he simply stood on the fringe of the circle. Then Cindy said something again—something like, ‘Your drink is here, Frank.’ That, I believe, was the verbal cue that triggered the posthypnotic suggestion for Emma, who took the glass from her husband, downed the contents, and died, almost instantly.
“And that, gentlemen, is my theory of what happened Monday evening. The wrong person did not die. Emma was the intended victim all along. As the result of a rather complex and ingenious plot, Cindy was able to make everyone think her brother was the intended victim, and everyone’s attention was thus diverted from the actual victim and the actual perpetrator.
“And,” Koesler emphasized, “just in case anything went wrong with her plan, as a sort of fail-safe measure, Cindy was able to be right on the scene. If, for example, Emma did not reach for Frank’s glass, or if she had hesitated—if for any reason the posthypnotic suggestion did not work, Cindy was right there to, say, take Frank’s glass from him or even ‘accidentally’ knock it out of his hand.
“And Cindy,” Koesler addressed the still immobile woman, “Dr. Scholl assures me that we will more than likely be able to induce another hypnotic state in the waiter. And, in such a state, he should be able to recall the events of Monday evening and tell us about your leading him to an altered state of consciousness, and also about the posthypnotic suggestion you gave him. I came here first, rather than to the waiter, out of deference to you. So that you could tell us why you did it.
“Even though we know that you were trying to protect your husband—his career as well as his lifestyle, which was just about as important to him as life itself—I still don’t understand how a good woman, good mother, and good wife could actually plan and carry out a murder. It just doesn’t make sense to me.”
At this point, Koznicki raised a cautionary hand to Koesler. “Mrs. Mercury, it is my duty to inform you that you have the right to remain silent . . .” As the Inspector continued with the Miranda warning, a strange thing happened. Slowly, Cindy removed her hand from in front of her face. She looked up at Koesler with a most peculiar smile. Suddenly, she no longer resembled Cindy Mercury. Something had transformed her. Or at least there was enough changed about her eyes and mouth that she looked like a completely different woman. Koesler had seen such a transformation before only in movies with the aid of cinematical special effects.
“That’s right, priest . . . Cindy could . . . not have . . . done it.”
It was Cindy speaking, but not with her voice. Not even close. It was the same peculiar, androgynous voice that Koesler had heard twice before in a confessional setting.
“Cindy what—?” Koesler half rose from his chair.
“No . . . let her talk, Father.” Dr. Scholl, from behind Koesler, put a restraining hand on the priest’s shoulder. “If Cindy didn’t do it, who did?”
“You’re smart men—or, at . . . least you’re supposed to be . . . smart men. You figured out . . . everything else. Why . . . couldn’t you figure out . . . it was me?”
“I guess we weren’t so smart after all,” Scholl replied. “Tell me, who are you?”
There was a long pause while Cindy’s lips worked wordlessly. Then, “Why, I’m . . . Audrey, of course.”
“Of course you are,” said Scholl. “How stupid of us not to recognize you. Have you been with us before?”
“With the . . . priest, twice.” She sneered. “But, he didn’t . . . recognize me. Even when I . . . promised him I . . . would see him again.” She laughed; it was a diabolic sound.
Koznicki looked inquiringly at Koesler, who shook his head and soundlessly mouthed, “Confession: the seal.” Koznicki nodded and returned his gaze to Cindy—or Audrey.
Sergeants Ewing and Papkin’s attention was riveted on her.
“So,” said Scholl, “you were with us more than just the two times you visited with Father. When else were you here, Audrey?”
“At the party at the . . . Collegiate Club, fool! How else could I . . . have killed Em.”
“So, it was you who killed Emma Hoffman! Did you do it the way Father described?”
She looked at Koesler with loathing. It almost seemed as if she were going to spit on him. “Yes! Lucky . . . guess, priest.”
“Tell us about it, Audrey.”
She smiled crookedly, as if envisaging something both satisfying and evil. “I made sure Emma had . . . enough to drink so she wouldn’t be too . . . alert. I waited until there were no others in the . . . powder room. Then I asked . . . Louise to leave us alone. I . . . massaged Em’s neck while she . . . sat in front of the mirror. It took only a few. . . moments and she was under, at least enough to accept the suggestion.”
“Didn’t your voice frighten Emma?”
“I used . . . Cindy’s voice. I also borrowed her skills as . . . as hypnotist.” She giggled, a little girl who had done something naughty.
“What was the signal that would trigger the posthypnotic suggestion?”
“When I . . . said, ‘Here’s your drink, Frank,’ she would show him who’s boss, take the glass from him and drink it down.”
“How about the waiter?”
“Him . . . too. I . . . never worked . . . with him before. But I’d seen him in . . . a hypnosis skit once. He was a . . . good subject. I recognized him once . . . before when I was at . . . the club. In fact, when I saw him there . . . before, that’s when I began to build my . . . plot. I . . . knew I could hypnotize him. When I was confident I could . . . hypnotize Em, the plan was complete.”
“It was a clever plan, Audrey.”
“Satanic . . . . Would you go so far . . as to say it was . . . Satanic?” she cackled.
“Maybe, maybe not,” ventured Dr. Scholl. “That will take a little study and involve our working together. You know you will have to be arrested, don’t you, Audrey?”
“It . . . doesn’t matter. You can’t hurt me!” she shrieked. “You can only hurt Cindy!”
Everyone was chilled by the weird, eerie cacophony.
Suddenly, the woman’s expression changed radically. Her eyes softened and her mouth smoothed. “I . . . I . . .” It was unmistakably Cindy’s voice.
She collapsed. But before she slumped to the floor, Dr. Scholl, who had been inching forward during his conversation with “Audrey,” caught her.
The three officers exchanged glances. Without a word, each asked the other if he had ever had a case like this. Each silently communicated: “Never.”
21.
“The phone is for you, Mr. Hoffman.”
Hoffman was surprised. He had not told anyone he had planned to stop off at the Collegiate Club after the funeral.
His loose schedule called for a brief stop at the club. He wanted to pick up his athletic gear and make sure all his bills were paid. That would pretty well tie up all loose ends.
He never would have thought the preparation for his own death could be such a satisfying experience. By now, he’d become quite at ease with the idea of his impending death. He was convinced that whoever was intent on killing him would succeed. Who could stop it? But with a good confession behind him and all the amends he was making for past sins, he was in pretty good condition to meet his Maker. Most of all, he hated the thought of having to part from the body he had taken such pains to keep youthful, trim, and healthy. What a waste!
After the club, he planned on seeing Jackie and making plans for their wedding. He was quite sure he would not live long enough to see that wedding, but it would be a kind touch to at least give her the pleasure of planning it. He considered the way he was feeling might be akin to what Ebenezer Scrooge felt after his encounter with the Ghosts of Christmas.
“Hoffman here.”
“This is Father Koesler, Frank. I’ve been trying all over to reach you.”
“What can I do for you, Father? I’m in a bit of a rush.”
“I’ve got some important news for you, Frank. Something you should know as soon as possible. That’s why I’ve been calling everywhere for you. The police think the case is closed.”
“The case? You mean they know who tried to kill me?”
“It’s a bit involved. There are parts of it you’ll find hard to believe. It’s important that we meet so I can explain this in detail.”
“Wait, Father. This is terribly important: Tell me all you can about it now.”
“OK, Frank. I’ll sketch it out now and later we can go over it more specifically.
“First of all, Frank, you were not the intended victim.”
“Not the—! Then, who—?”
“Your wife.”
“Em? That’s crazy. She took the poison from me.”
“That’s one of the reasons I want to go over this with you later.”
“But who do the police think did it?”
“Your sister.”
“Cindy? That’s ridiculous! My sister wouldn’t harm anyone. Why, she ushers spiders out of the house rather than kill them.”
“I told you this was complex, Frank.
“Listen to me: Your sister appears to have a serious pathological disorder. The psychologist seems to think she can be cured. But I want to assure you: If I were you, I wouldn’t worry about Cindy’s being convicted or sent to jail.”
“Do I have this correct, Father: There was no attempt made on my life? My wife was deliberately murdered by my sister, who may have been, say, temporarily insane?”
“That’s about it, Frank. At least in outline.”
“I . . . I don’t know quite what to say. Let me think about this. I’ll be in touch.”
Hoffman hung up the receiver and stood beside the phone in a numb state. He finally walked away without purpose or direction. He found himself seated at the bar. He knew not how he had gotten there.
“Yes, sir, Mr. Hoffman.”
The bartender approached, polishing the ever-spotted glass. “Sorry to hear of your loss, sir.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Your regular, sir?”
“What? Oh, no; just give me some Perrier.”
The bartender raised his eyebrows but quickly lowered them. He dropped ice in a glass, filled it with effervescence, and added a twist of lime.
Hoffman tried to assimilate what he’d just heard. He felt as if he had been flipflopped twice by the spatula of life.
Somehow, when Em grabbed that glass from him, she had neither intentionally saved his life nor committed suicide. Someone had murdered her. But . . . Cindy? His own sister?
The priest wouldn’t lie to him. Somehow it was all true. Father Koesler would explain. Pictures at eleven.
But wait: If Em had been the intended victim, then he had not been.
He tried to absorb that single, simple fact. No one had tried to kill him. He was as alive and as likely to stay alive as he had been before the party Monday evening. And before the party Monday evening, he had not given death a serious thought.
Reprieved! What do you know about that? Just as alive as he had been before the party Monday evening.
It was beginning to take. He was getting used to the idea of being alive. Being alive means there is no one out there lying in wait for you, plotting your death.
Being alive means having a healthy, strong body that no one is going to puncture with bullets or knives or invade with poison. Being alive means having a life expectancy of maybe twenty or thirty more years. Being alive put the roses back in his cheeks.
“Andy . . .” He beckoned to the bartender. “. . . get rid of this water and bring me a perfect Rob Roy.”
“Yes, sir!” The bartender’s spirits often reflected those of his customers. Down when they were down. Up when they were up. At the moment, he mirrored Frank Hoffman’s ebullience.
Hoffman sipped his drink. It was the elixir of life and he’d been away from it too long.
“Call for you, sir.” The bartender held the phone aloft. “Take it here?”
Hoffman nodded, took the phone, and put the receiver to his ear. “Hoffman.”
“Yes, sir. This is Kirkus . . . Al Kirkus.”
“Yeah, Al. What’s up?”
“Your letter, sir. I think it set a world’s record in getting here.”
“That’s what happens when you hand-deliver, Al.”
The letter! The goddamn letter! He’d forgotten about the letter!
He hadn’t had any reason to think of it until this minute. When he’d had the letter and its copies delivered to the secretaries of the members of the board, he had figured he’d be dead by the time they read it.
But he wasn’t going to be dead.
This was very definitely a problem. But, he was certain, not an insurmountable one. “Wait a minute, Al . . . how do you know it’s been delivered?”
“Because, sir, Clem Keely and I have been dismissed. When we got in this afternoon, we were given our notice. And just this morning, you said—”
“This morning, I was guessing at the reaction of the board.”
“Yes, sir. I know that, sir. But we were thinking, Clem and I, that with your record and experience—not to mention your contacts—you probably won’t have much of a problem finding another position. Probably right in town, too. So, Clem and I were thinking that . . . well, sir, to be perfectly frank, whether you can do anything for poor Clem or not, I was hoping, as your trusted aide, you would be able to take me with you.”
“Take you with me, is it? You know better than that, Al. Fortunes of war and all. You take gambles in the game we’re in. We lost. Now, we recoup as best we can. I’m going to have enough trouble getting relocated myself, pal, without having you as an albatross around my neck.
“Good luck, Al. Oh, and Al: Don’t call me again.” He disconnected.
Kirkus sat dejected and deflated in an office that was no longer his. He wondered whether he should reconsider following through with the threat he’d sent Hoffman. If winning all the marbles became impossible, there was something to be said for revenge.
Back at the club, Hoffman continued to sit at the bar, reflecting on his new, if not uncluttered, lease on life.
That damned letter! If only he had held off long enough to be certain he was about to die. No, that wasn’t correct: When he’d sent the letter confessing to sabotaging Charlie Chase he had thought he was a dead man. But now, he was very much alive. And, due to an excess of premature virtue, out of a damn good job.
Well, hell, there was still GM and Ford and Chrysler and AMC . . . and the foreigns. Somebody out there had to be interested in a top exec who knew and was willing to share the secrets and the plans of The Company in exchange for a good position wherein he could write his own ticket.
The future didn’t look so bleak after all.
“Andy,” he slammed his glass on the bar, “another!”
“Yes, sir, Mr. Hoffman.”
Hoffman sipped his second perfect Rob Roy.
The future. Goddamn, that’s right. The future.
“Andy, hand me that phone.”
Hoffman dialed.
“Yes?”
“Jackie?”
“Frank! Frank, how are you? Where are you?”
“Jackie, about that . . . uh . . . wedding . . .”
22.
If there were any precipitation, it would be snow. It was cold enough. But even in the depths of a Michigan winter, longtime residents of the state knew that from November through April they could expect anything from a blizzard to a heat wave.
The present cold snap had occasioned a rare log-burning in the fireplace of St. Anselm’s rectory, where Father Koesler was hosting his friends Inspector Walter Koznicki and Dr. Rudy Scholl.
Koesler had made dinner. His was not the skill to attempt anything as complicated as a roast. When one was invited to a Koesler dinner, one could be quite sure of a steak or chops, a tossed salad, and cooked frozen vegetables. As Koesler did not believe in dessert, so neither did his guests.
They were batching it this Tuesday evening. Koznicki’s wife, Wanda, was attending a confirmation ceremony being conducted by none other than Bishop Michael Ratigan. Scholl’s wife, Sonya, a psychologist like her husband, had appointments scheduled. She would join them later only if she got a cancellation. Koesler was batching it by order of Holy Mother Church.
Dinner completed, the three men had repaired to the comfortable living room and were sitting around the fireplace. Koznicki, aware of Koesler’s strange inability to brew a decent cup, had volunteered to make the coffee.
Most of their dinner conversation had revolved around the murder of Emma Hoffman. Which conversation was continuing.
“Dr. Frank Putnam, of the National Institute of Mental Health, is responsible for a significant breakthrough in this field,” said Scholl. He had been commenting on the condition of Cindy Mercury, who had been diagnosed as a multiple personality.
“Dr. Putnam,” Scholl continued, “had sort of inherited a forty-five-year-old woman who had been diagnosed as everything from an epileptic to a schizophrenic to manic-depressive, and even as having a brain tumor.
“She had been given dozens of standard medications, as well as some experimental drugs. When you find a medical history like that, you know the men of science are just plain baffled. No one could understand her rapid changes of behavior. She was lethargic and listless one moment and vibrant and charming the next.
“But it was that very swing in emotions which suggested to Dr. Putnam that she very well might be a multiple. And he was right. What had been thought to be a variety of mental diseases was really an internal struggle between personalities battling for control of the woman’s body.”
“Not to digress,” said Koesler, who was forever digressing, “but it reminds me of something I once heard Sammy Davis, Jr. say in his nightclub act. Davis said that since he is both black and Jewish, when he wakes up in the morning he doesn’t know whether to be shiftless and lazy or stingy and mean.”
“And only somebody like Sammy Davis could get away with such a racist comment,” said Scholl. “But, it does help to illustrate the point. You see, in very stressful situations, frequently the subject’s only perceived alternatives are to stay and fight or to run. But what if you can do neither?
“Say you’re a child, perhaps, or someone like Cindy. Cindy feels the embarrassment of her husband in having to accept a dole given in ill grace. She cannot fault the brother she loves. At the same time, she empathizes with the husband she loves. She cannot insist that her husband live within their means, even with Frank Hoffman augmenting those means. She knows Angle’s show business career demands a certain degree of ostentation. Yet, she is left to balance books that will not balance.
“People have worked her into a tight little corner. She cannot fight them, nor can she run. On top of it all, there is the threat that her sister-in-law will pull down the whole house of cards by putting a stop to Frank’s contributions.
“Finally, it becomes too much. She certainly can’t fight it. She’d like to run away, but she can’t do that either. She can only run away symbolically. Dissociation is symbolic flight.
“It’s such a simple and successful way to handle unbearable stress that it becomes pathologically compelling. A different personality develops to handle each problem. One multiple named Pauline, for instance, has an alternate named Annie, who appears once each week to do the laundry. I’ve got a patient now, in fact, who, so far, has revealed eighty-one alternate personalities.”
His listeners looked properly impressed.
“When we were gathered at the Mercury home, as soon as Audrey began to speak, I was sure she was a multiple. Either that, or Cindy was giving an Academy Award performance. By the way, it is not unusual for multiples to sound and even look different from the host.
“Under all the stress and pressure that Cindy felt, she probably subconsciously tried any number of psychological defenses. None of them solved the problem, until, again subconsciously, she chose dissociation. Her personality fragmented, creating Audrey, a very hard dame, who borrowed Cindy’s voice when it was appropriate, and even Cindy’s skill as a hypnotist, and created a damned clever solution to the problem by killing Emma Hoffman.”
“Yes,” agreed Koznicki, “it is noteworthy that all the forensic psychiatrists called in by both defense and prosecution agreed that Cindy suffered a multiple personality. In all my experience, I have never seen such unanimity among psychiatrists called in to testify.”
“Well,” Scholl commented, “Fritz Heinsohn did waffle a bit.”
“What’s new?” remarked Koesler.
“I think,” said Koznicki, “everyone agreed with the verdict of not guilty by reason of insanity.”
“Audrey’s assertion that she could not be punished, that all we could do was hurt Cindy, was certainly on the mark,” said Scholl.
“The court was forced to send her to the forensic center in Ann Arbor before they determined to give her a civil commitment,” Koznicki observed.
“Yes,” added Scholl, “and with Frank Hoffman’s money helping, she should get excellent treatment at the Brockport Home in Massachusetts. It’s one of the best facilities in the country. I visited her there the other day, at her brother’s request, and she’s doing remarkably well. Of course, with these fusion attempts, it has to be anybody’s guess. But I really believe her prognosis is excellent.”
“Well, for one thing, the pressure that caused the initial split disappeared with Emma’s death,” said Koesler.
“And she certainly ought to find reassurance in her husband’s new job,” said Koznicki.
“Have you seen his new show on Channel 7?” Koesler asked.
“I believe,” Koznicki answered, “even those of us who do not watch daytime television have tuned in that program at least once just to see how Mr. Mercury is coming along.”
“I think he was made for that kind of show,” Koesler enthused. “He’s got a steady supply of local and visiting show business personalities. He knows most of them and their chatter is always interesting. At least Angie keeps it interesting.
“But most of all, now he’s got a steady—and, from all I’ve heard—a very respectable salary. He doesn’t have to go on the road anymore. And, with his exposure on that show, he’s getting all the better parts in local theater and commercials. I’m really pleased for them both. Cindy should recover, please God, completely. And she’ll have a much more normal home life waiting for her.”
“Speaking of a normal life,” said Scholl, “weren’t you pleased to see Jacqueline LeBlanc return to her native Fall River? She’s still young enough to pick up the pieces and start over.”
“Yes,” added Koesler, “she’ll probably marry some nice Irish Catholic lad and become another example, in Fall River’s peculiar view, of a mixed marriage between Irish and French Catholics.”
“And what of Charles Chase?” Koznicki asked. “From what I read in the papers, he seems to be doing well.”
“From what I’ve heard, that’s true,” Koesler responded. “I guess Frank Martin was eager to find out what was the cause of that disastrous presentation Mr. Chase made. On face value, his career seemed virtually over. But once it got out that he had been sabotaged by Frank Hoffman, Mr. Chase’s star took off again. According to most of our people in the parish who work for The Company, Mr. Chase may yet indeed, one day become chairman of the board.”
“He will have to do it without the help of that Al Kirkus.” Koznicki smiled. Not only was he dismissed from The Company, but it was not difficult to establish that he was the one responsible for the threatening note sent to Frank Hoffman. One of the cleaning people noticed an interesting looking magazine in Kirkus’ wastebasket. But when she retrieved it to look at it, she was disgusted to find that it had been all cut up and clipped out.
“If he can’t cover his tracks any more thoroughly than that, for his own welfare, I trust Mr. Kirkus will not turn to a life of crime.”
“I was wondering about him,” said Scholl. “Wasn’t he charged with anything?”
“It is a very gray area,” Koznicki answered. “In the final analysis, we decided to scare him within an inch of his life. We gave him an official talking to and told him what would happen if he ever crossed the line again . . . especially if he ever were to bother Mr. Hoffman or interfere with his life.
“And speaking of Hoffman, with the solution to this investigation, we were able to close the books on two files. The earlier incident, when he came close to being killed at the glass plant? The Prosecuting Attorney’s office has ruled that an industrial accident. It seems, after all, that no one wants—at least actively wants—Mr. Hoffman dead.”
“Ah, yes, Mr. Hoffman,” Scholl mused. “Is it true that he is now postmaster for an affluent Detroit suburb?”
“Yes, it is,” said Koesler. “I’m afraid none of the other automotive companies would have him.”
“Sort of restores your faith in the automotive community, doesn’t it?” Scholl laughed.
“Yes, but what does it do to one’s faith in the U.S. Postal Service?” Koesler replied with a grimace. “I hear that they welcomed him as just the kind of man they needed. Of course, he had to take a whopping cut in income. But mere money is not what Frank Hoffman needs just now, what with his own savings and investments, and the inheritance from his late wife.
“No, the position of postmaster is a political appointment. And that’s where Frank is headed—into politics. And I wouldn’t be surprised to see him climb steadily up the political ranks. Wouldn’t that be something—Frank Hoffman, president of the United States . . .” Koesler thought for a moment, then added, “God preserve us.”
“Amen,” echoed Koznicki and Scholl.
The coffee cups were empty. Koznicki offered refills. All declined. Koesler offered after-dinner liqueur. All declined. The evening was winding down.
Suddenly, a bell jangled, startling everyone. It was the only discordant sound they had heard this evening. Scholl, for one, had forgotten he was in a rectory where anyone could call at any hour.
“For the love of Pete!” Koesler exclaimed, rising. “It’s the phone. You might get the impression people normally call at this time of night. I assure you, they don’t.” He left the living room to answer the phone in his office.
Scholl thought the statement a refreshing bit of candor. Most people complained about being too busy whether they were or not. Enjoyment of a leisurely work place seemed to be a cardinal sin to most Americans. And here was this suburban priest assuring them that the phone did not normally ring itself off the wall.
Koesler reentered the room.
“It’s Wanda,” he said to the Inspector. “You can take it in my office.”
As Koznicki left the room, Scholl returned to a subject he had been pursuing earlier. “You’d be surprised, Father, how much company a dog can provide. And I’m sure you’d feel more secure. You must be alone in the rectory frequently. Few things scare off unwelcome visitors more than a barking dog.”
Koesler, who had no intention of living with animals of any description, tried to humor his friend. “Well . . . I suppose St. Anselm’s could afford a small dog.”
Scholl shook his head. “Father, if you’re going to get a dog, get a big dog. If you’re going to get a little dog, get a cat.”
With that, Koznicki reentered the room, smiling broadly.
“Something funny?” asked Koesler.
“Does Bishop Ratigan normally enter into a dialogue with the children he confirms?”
“Why, no . . . no. As far as I know, Mike has never even liked kids very much.”
“Then he is even less likely to do so after tonight.” The Inspector shook his head. “For some reason, instead of preaching at the confirmation, the bishop began to ask questions, pretty much letting the children’s streams of consciousness take over.”
“That’s certainly not like Mike,” Koesler commented.
“I did not think so. Well, at one point, they had gotten into Bible history and one young lad mentioned Abraham. The bishop asked if any of the others knew who Abraham was. And one youngster volunteered, and I quote, Abraham Lincoln was our first president.’”
They chuckled.
“Later—Wanda believes it was because the pastor of that parish is a monsignor—the bishop asked the children if any of them knew what a monsignor is. And one answered that a monsignor is a cross that hangs around a bishop’s neck.”
They laughed.
“The old pectoral cross confusion, eh?” Koesler commented. Then, to Dr. Scholl: “You’ve never met Bishop Ratigan, have you? He should be home soon. Would you like to stay and meet him?”
“I think that may not happen this evening, Father,” said Koznicki.
“There’s more?”
“Wanda did not see the bishop’s Oldsmobile anywhere outside the rectory, so after confirmation she offered to drive him here. He thanked her, but said that he was being picked up by the Chases for a late dinner.”
“The Chases!” Scholl was impressed.
“God never closes a door without opening a window,” Koesler murmured.
“What was that?” asked Scholl.
“Oh, nothing. It just occurs to me that as Hoffman is waved out of the game, Chase is sent in. And Mike Ratigan lands on his feet again.”
“What do you think the future holds for him, Father?” Koznicki asked.
“Mike? Well, I don’t think he’ll be Pope. But I’m sure he’ll get his own diocese. And soon.”
Koznicki smiled. “And you, Father?”
“Me? I’ll be right here at the old stand,” Koesler replied, forgetting, for the moment, that police headquarters was becoming a home-away-from-home. “Just leading the quiet, unassuming life of a simple parish priest.”
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Here is a special preview of
Sudden Death
The Father Koesler Mysteries: Book 7
“This reminds me of a cartoon."
“What?”
“I said, this reminds me of. . . " The band ceased playing, making shouting almost unnecessary. “. . . a cartoon.”
“Which cartoon would that be?” Father Robert Koesler leaned toward his friend and onetime classmate, Father Patrick McNiff.
“I can’t remember where I saw it,” said McNiff. “It was years ago. But it showed a couple of women sitting in the very top row of a stadium. Down on the floor of the stadium were a bunch of dots that represented football players. And one woman was saying to the other, ‘Their shoulders are really falsies.’”
Koesler grinned. He and McNiff were part of a sellout crowd watching a football game between the Pontiac Cougars and the Chicago Towers in Pontiac’s Metropolitan Stadium, sometimes called PonMet, more frequently the Silverdome. By those attempting to enter or exit the parking lot, it was frequently called names never found in a family newspaper.
In any case, it was billed as the World’s Largest Domed Stadium. Koesler and McNiff were seated in the next to the last row on the upper level.
“Couldn’t you get anything higher than this?” McNiff's sarcasm was evident.
“Pat, what you don’t understand is that these are among the best seats in the house.”
McNiff snorted.
“No, really,” Koesler insisted. “Wait till play starts again. From this vantage, you can see the pass patterns and the defensive alignments. It’s like watching all the Xs and Os on a coach’s blackboard, only they’re alive. It’s really an exciting place to watch a game from.”
“You’re telling me that we’ve got the ‘overall picture’?” The PA was blaring; McNiff was forced to raise his voice. “Is that in any way like the ‘overall picture’ of the Archdiocese of Detroit that Cardinal Boyle keeps telling us he is the sole possessor of?”
“A kissing cousin. Good grief, that PA is deafening! It’s a wonder the players can hear themselves think!"
Hank Hunsinger, the Cougars’ tight end, stood toweling the back of his neck during the commercial timeout. He could hear clearly the taunts, threats, and imprecations being directed at him by several of Chicago’s defensive team. Through some acoustic anomaly, the public-address system did not affect the noise level at the playing surface nearly as much as did the racket made by the crowd as the teams approached the scrimmage line and throughout each play.
The Towers’ defensive team roundly hated Hank (“the Hun”) Hunsinger. In that, they were joined by every other defensive team in the league. In one of the most violent games ever devised by civilized mankind, Hunsinger was notorious for his dirty play. If there was an unfair advantage to be taken, he took it. Always. If there was an opportunity to hurt an opponent, he hurt him. He was notorious in the league as a cheap-shot artist.
Hunsinger didn’t care. He had not entered a popularity contest. Getting his job done, by whatever means, was his aim.
That he did get his job done was duly noted by his teammates. The Cougars, even if they did not much favor his methods, respected his skill and experience.
Again, Hunsinger did not care.
The referee blew his whistle and pumped his right arm, signaling the thirty-second period during which the offensive team must begin play.
The team’s center stationed himself some ten yards behind the line of scrimmage, raised his arm, and cried, “Huddah!” Which was as close as he would come to “Huddle.”
The players formed an uneven oval, with the team’s center as its focal point. The last to enter the oval, and the only one lowering himself to one knee, was the quarterback. Bobby Cobb was black. Notable only because, although blacks outnumber whites on most pro football teams, it is rare for one to be quarterback.
As he knelt within the oval, Cobb was singing softly, “We shall overcome.” Such was his style.
In addition to being an extremely violent game, professional football had become one of the most stressful of competitions. Split-second decisions were now the order of the day. Decisions whose outcome would involve, eventually, millions of dollars—in advertising revenue, gate receipts, concession income, television revenue, bets, and, finally, the value of the franchise.
Of all the decisions made on the playing field, none was of greater significance than the quarterback’s. Bobby Cobb’s reaction to all of this was a studied nonchalance. He was good at what he did. He knew it. He intended that his attitude of relaxed confidence be contagious. Usually it was.
“ ‘. . . Deep in my heart, I do believe, we shall overcome someday.’ Well, gentlemen, let’s eat ’em up. Or, as the experts in the booth like to say, We’re going to continue to establish our running game.” His tone became businesslike. “Blue! Right! Thirty-six! Let’s see some daylight! On two! Break!”
With a communal clap of hands, the team ambled deliberately to its offensive position. The play called for the fullback to run through a hole cleared by the right tackle and the tight end, who, on this play, would align himself as the final lineman on the right side.
As Hunsinger lowered himself to a three-point stance, he gave neither thought nor care to anyone’s assignment but his. He was to block the strong-side linebacker. Then, as the running back passed that spot, Hunsinger was to proceed downfield to take out the strong safety. For the moment, his attention was riveted on the linebacker, his first target.
The crowd noise swelled. The spectators in the coliseum were eager to see the gladiators do battle. Bobby Cobb would shout the play again—or change it—first calling to the right, then to the left, to make sure all heard it correctly.
“Set! Two—thirty-six! Two—thirty-six!
“Hut! Hut!”
The ball was snapped. Plastic shoulder guards popped; players grunted, yelled, and cursed; padded arms were flung out as weapons; huge bodies launched into each other. One side would win this isolated moment of combat, the other would not; that’s the way it always went. For even if there was no advance, that was a victory for the defensive team.
It was a rookie-type blunder. Hunsinger knew it the instant he made contact. He had charged off the line of scrimmage and cut sharply to his right, eyes fixed on the numerals on the linebacker’s jersey. The initial contact was solid. For good measure, Hunsinger thrust his helmet at the linebacker’s chin. Butting an opponent was legal but extremely dangerous. The possible injury to his opponent did not trouble Hunsinger.
But a split second after contact, he realized his feet were not properly placed. They were too close together to provide a solid base. Simultaneously, the linebacker, sensing Hunsinger’s mistake, stepped aside and, grasping the Hun’s jersey, threw him to the turf like an oversize ragdoll.
Having disposed of the blocker, the linebacker tackled the ball carrier.
A one-yard gain. Second down, nine to go. No one in the stands doubted whose blunder it was.
In the TV booth, the announcer was informing those at home with the aid of instant replay that “old number 89 really blew that one. And cost his team some valuable yardage.”
“Nice block, Hun,” the linebacker gloated over his shoulder. “Best goddam shot I’ve ever seen you throw."
Hunsinger picked himself off the Astroturf, one part of him registering the boos that were cascading upon him from the fans, and returned to where the center’s “Huddah!” again summoned. In the huddle, the fullback, who, unprotected, had been hit hard, glanced balefully at Hunsinger, who continued to stare at the ground. Inwardly, the Hun was seething.
Cobb slid into the huddle on one knee. He had received the next play from the coach through a substitute. “Gentlemen, neither I nor the bench is satisfied that we are establishing our running game. So we’ll try again. Slot! Right! Forty-six! Think you can take the ’backer this time, Hun?” Rhetorical sarcasm. “On three! Break!”
Hunsinger assumed the three-point stance, his mind once again centered on the strong-side linebacker, the same player who had just humiliated him. It would be different this time: His opponent would pay for his small victory.
But first, Hunsinger had to be certain that there would be no unexpected defensive formation that would force Cobb to call an audible—changing the play at the line of scrimmage.
“Set!” Cobb shouted to the right. “Three—forty-six!”
It was the agreed snap count. The play would be the one called in the huddle. Now that bastard would pay.
Hunsinger was not sure in just what manner payment would be exacted. He would rely on his vast experience in foul tactics to improvise something appropriate.
“Three-forty-six!” Cobb shouted to the left. “Hut! Hut! Hut!”
The ball was slammed into Cobb’s hands. He pivoted and pitched it out to his halfback. Twenty-two very large men again moved from a tableau into violent action, one team endeavoring to tackle the ball carrier, the other trying to block that effort and advance the carrier. In the end, that was what this game was all about, blocking and tackling.
Again, Hunsinger sprang from his stationary position and headed for the strong-side linebacker, not head-on this time, but slightly to one side. As he had hoped, the linebacker attempted to “swim” by the block. Swinging his right arm in a wide, over-the-head arc, he tried to brush past Hunsinger, pushing the tight end’s right shoulder back, much as a swimmer cuts through the water.
Perfect. Hunsinger had maneuvered himself and his opponent so that no game official would have an unobstructed view of his actions.
The linebacker’s upraised right arm left his entire right side exposed and unprotected. Even with all the padding players wear, ordinarily there is no protection for the chest area.
Hunsinger planted his right foot and drove his fist into the linebacker’s upper diaphragm. The punch didn’t travel far. It didn’t need to. Indeed, it could not have, else the officials likely would have spotted the foul. But Hunsinger was a powerful man; as his punch buried itself in the linebacker, the Hun thought he felt the man’s rib snap. He clearly heard the sharp expulsion of air as the linebacker collapsed and rolled over in agony.
Whistles sounded. The play was over.
Hunsinger looked around. There was a pileup some fifteen yards upfield. The play had worked. He checked for penalty markers. Apparently no foul had been detected. The field markers were being moved upfield. The men carrying the sticks wouldn’t be moving them if the head linesman hadn’t beckoned them. And he wouldn’t have signaled them if there’d been a foul called.
Perfect. Hunsinger moved to join his teammates.
By now players, coaches, and fans were aware that only twenty-one players were up and about. The injured linebacker had curled into a fetal position. Several teammates hurried to his side, peered at him, but didn’t touch him. The trainer and an assistant ran across the field. They managed to move him onto his back. He could be seen now by the fans and TV viewers only from the waist down. He was not moving his legs to and fro in pain. He was not moving at all.
The fans were hushed. Many relished the violence of this game, but most shrank from the sight of serious injury.
Even the TV commentators had missed Hunsinger’s blow. Nor had any isolated camera recorded the action. The TV people spent this official timeout running and rerunning the play as it was recorded on instant replay. Each time the halfback carrying the ball passed the point of the collision in question, one of them would call out excitedly, “There . . . there, see? You can see the linebacker go down, but the camera got there too late to catch the block that flattened him.” Then the film would be played backward and the linebacker would miraculously rise from the turf.
No one on either team had seen what happened. The Cougars simply assumed that it had been one of those unfortunate accidents that happen when two strong people run into each other. Not that some of Hunsinger’s teammates did not harbor some suspicions, given his well-deserved reputation.
The Chicago team, on the other hand, took it for granted that there had been a deliberate foul. Most of the Towers loudly cursed Hunsinger.
Few fans could hear the curses. By now, the linebacker had been taken from the field on a stretcher, to the fans’ sympathetic and commendatory cheers. And the band was blasting over the superloud public-address system.
For his part, Hunsinger noticed that one of his shoelaces was twisted. He bent down to straighten it. He was oblivious to the threats and curses being hurled at him from across the scrimmage line.
“Hun, you bastard, you’re gonna pay for that!” The Towers’ middle linebacker was a formidable specimen.
Hunsinger did not hear him. Nor did he notice that several of the linebacker’s teammates were physically restraining him from instant delivery on that threat.
The referee’s whistle sounded. The Cougars had thirty seconds in which to get a play under way.
“Huddah!”
Bobby Cobb slid into the huddle. “It seems that everyone is convinced that our ground game is at least good enough so’s we can risk a pass. Red! Left! Seventy-three! Hun, give me a sharp post pattern. On three! Break!”
Hunsinger lined up on the left side of the five interior linemen. The plan was for him to delay a few moments at the scrimmage line, blocking as Cobb retreated to set up for the pass. Then, after the two wide receivers, X and Z, had begun their patterns, designed to clear the middle zone, the tight end, Y, would cut sharply across the middle into the clear.
“Set! Three—seventy-three! Three—seventy-three! Hut! Hut! Hut!”
Hunsinger retreated the prescribed couple of yards, both legs pumping to give him balance as he helped his neighbor, the left tackle, block. Suddenly, he slid off the block and charged several yards upfield. Then, he broke sharply and diagonally across the center.
Cobb, under considerable pressure from charging Chicago linemen, at the last possible second caught sight of Hunsinger’s maneuver and fired the ball at a spot where he hoped Hunsinger would be in another second. Cobb was then slammed to the turf by one of the Towers who finally broke through the block.
Under his breath, Hunsinger cursed. The ball would be high and away from him. Instinctively, he tried for it. A pass receiver was paid for catching the ball, not for missing it, and certainly not for refusing to try. Hunsinger liked being paid. A lot.
He leaped as far and as high as he could. He was able just to tip the tightly spiraled pass and somehow bring it under control with the fingers of his left hand. Quickly, he gathered the ball into both hands, and tucked it tightly to his chest.
He knew there was no way he could land on his feet. Nor was he surprised when he was bent like a bow by a brutal tackle from the rear. He was, though, surprised and not a little shocked to suffer sharp, repeated blows to the small of his back after landing on the turf.
“You goddamn Hun!” The Towers’ middle linebacker repeated the imprecation over and over as he made a punching bag of Hunsinger.
Whistles came from every corner of the field. Yellow penalty flags fluttered to earth. The deafening cheers that had greeted Hunsinger’s remarkable reception were transformed into choruses of boos directed at the Chicago player.
Officials pulled the linebacker away. The referee escorted him to the sidelines, where his coach was informed of his official ejection from the game.
With assistance from the trainer and a couple of teammates, Hunsinger slowly got to his feet. As he was assisted from the field, the volume of cheers exceeded that which had greeted his catch.
“Look at that! Did you see that? That bastard oughta be thrown out of football. The commissioner is going to hear from me tomorrow!” Jay Galloway, the Cougars’ owner, was furious.
He was in the owner’s box, his face almost pressed against the pane of the permanently sealed window that gave a panoramic view of the stadium. In the booth with him were his wife, Marjorie; the team’s general manager, Dave Whitman; his wife, Kate; and several of Michigan’s movers and shakers.
A subtle smile played at Marjorie Galloway’s lips. The smile had been there from the moment of Hunsinger’s injury. She hid it by cupping a hand over her mouth, as if in horror or concern.
“Somebody do that to a dog anywhere in town and the cops’d have the guy in jail before he knew what hit him. That’s a million-dollar property that bastard was pounding on!” Galloway lit another Camel. His previous cigarette was only half smoked. He noticed it when he placed the newly lit cigarette in the ashtray. He snuffed the smaller butt.
Dave Whitman noticed the double-cigarette incident. From long association with Galloway, Whitman recognized the signs. Ordinarily a decent fellow, Galloway could and frequently did present a Mr. Hyde side when it came to his team.
A big part of the problem was that Galloway’s team was also his bread and butter. Unlike owners of other pro football franchises, Galloway was not enormously wealthy from independent enterprises. Every nickel he paid in rentals, advertising, salaries came out of his pocket. That alone made him one of the testiest owners with whom to do business.
It had been a near miracle that he’d been able to secure this franchise. He had put together a consortium of wealthy local merchants and businessmen, convincing them that they would find both himself and the franchise profitable investments. Both of which had proved true. Then, one by one, he had bought them out until now he was sole owner.
But the crown rested uneasily on his head. Now there was no one to fall back upon. From time to time, frankly, it frightened him. But he held on to his expensive trinket. Among the goals Galloway set for himself, his ultimate goal was to be Somebody. The Cougars were his vehicle toward that goal.
Basically, Galloway was an insecure man. And insecure people can be trouble.
It was typical of him to think of one of his players as a property. To Galloway, the players, trainers, and coaches represented investments and expenditures. And Hunsinger was one of his most expensive investments. Hunsinger’s salary was second only to Bobby Cobb’s.
It was not all that common that a tight end be paid so much. But Hank Hunsinger was as vicious at the bargaining table as he was at virtually everything else in his life. He had come to the Cougars from the University of Michigan, where he had been Big Man on Campus, accumulated an abundance of press clippings, made a national name for himself, and become extremely popular locally; hordes of Michigan fans showed up at the Silverdome just to catch the Hun’s act.
However, instead of being on the field performing for the customers, he was now on the bench and injured. And no one knew just how injured he was.
Jay Galloway trained his binoculars on the activity surrounding Hunsinger on the sidelines. As he pressed the glasses to his face with his left hand, his right hand was shaking so badly that cigarette ashes fell to the floor.
Dave Whitman noted the trembling right hand and shook his head. Impossible, Whitman decided, for the man to slow down enough to smell the flowers.
“Hurt?” Jack Brown, the Cougars trainer, pressed a few likely spots on Hunsinger’s back where fresh discoloration promised more hematomas. Not all that many bruise-free areas remained on the Hun’s body.
Hunsinger winced. “Congratulations, Brownie; you found ’em. Now go play with your tape and leave me the hell alone!"
Brown knew well that he was not alone as a target of Hunsinger’s verbal abuse. Undaunted, the trainer raised Hunsinger’s jersey and sprayed ethyl chloride lightly over the newly injured areas.
He should have expected it, but the freezing mist against his back startled Hunsinger. “Goddamn it all to hell, Brownie, I told you to leave me the hell alone!"
Brown shrugged and sat down next to Hunsinger. Acrimonious as he was, Hunsinger had been injured. And it was the trainer’s responsibility, short of involving the team doctor, to make a judgment on whether the player could return to the game or whether he was done for the day. He would watch Hunsinger closely for any sign of further distress.
Meanwhile, on the field, the Cougars were not faring well.
Cobb’s pass to Hunsinger had advanced the ball to the Towers’ 35-yard line. But the next two running plays had netted only a yard. At third down with a long nine yards to go, it was an obvious passing situation. If that failed, it was field-goal time.
Niall Murray, the soccer-style kicker imported from Ireland, sat down on the other side of Hunsinger. Murray, like many of the rookies and younger players, looked up to Hunsinger as the old pro who had paid his dues and had amassed experience in this game.
“Well, then, man . . .” Since the Hun continued watching the action on the field, Murray found himself talking to Hunsinger’s profile. “It looks as if they’ll be callin’ on me soon, don’t you t’ink?”
Hunsinger, without turning his head, nodded.
“I’ve been tryin’ to figure it, Hun. Near as I can tell, the way it lines up right now, I’ll be goin’ to be kickin’ from about the 42-yard line. “ He paused to see if there was any objection to his calculus thus far, “That means a field goal of over fifty yards.”
Hunsinger nodded again.
“Well, then, that’s stretchin’ my limits a bit, don’t ya know.” He paused again. “Hun, I’m a bit nervous about that." He paused once more. “Hun, d’ya have any words for me at all?” As some indication of the straits in which he found himself, Murray extended a hand before Hunsinger. The hand trembled slightly.
Hunsinger took note of the tremor. “Think,” he prescribed, "of something tranquil. A rural scene in Ireland.”
Murray’s brow furrowed. He returned in memory to cherished vistas in counties Sligo, Mayo, Galway. Searching for something tranquil, he could think of nothing to surpass a waterfall he had once spent several hours contemplating. That would be Slaughan Glen in County Tyrone. In the North.
The very thought of the North and its troubles was disquieting.
“Hun, it’s not workin’.”
Hunsinger kept his eyes on the field of play. Clearly, this was an annoyance. “Try thinking of how relaxed you are just before going to sleep.”
That would not work; Murray knew before trying. From childhood on, he’d always had trouble falling asleep. If he now dwelt on this painful process, he knew he would become even more unsettled.
“No, Hun. That’ll not do it at all."
“Okay,” Hunsinger would turn to the ultimate weapon. “Think about the best lay you ever had."
First, Murray had to translate. He knew English well enough, of course. After all, hadn’t it been said for centuries that the best English in the world was spoken in Dublin? But sometimes he had problems with American colloquialisms. Now he had to ponder the sexual connotation of the verb to lay.
Well, now, this would not be difficult; he’d never had intercourse with anyone but his wife. But which of their many couplings had been best?
Certainly not their wedding night. That had been a disaster. But shortly thereafter, they’d got the hang of it. And it just kept getting better as time passed. So, it was reasonable to consider the most recent bit of lovemaking just the other night.
Murray became almost lost in the most pleasant memory. As his mind became more and more absorbed in the lingering, unhurried love play leading to simultaneous fulfillment, a warm serenity glowed in his loins and suffused his entire body, indeed his entire personality.
Trainer Jack Brown, who had taken a more than casual interest in this process, noticed the tremor leave Murray’s hands, and noted the bemused smile on his face, indicating the kicker was physically many miles removed from the game.
Damn! thought Brown, if that isn’t about the best demonstration of Transcendental Meditation I’ve seen.
“Incomplete pass,” the play-by-play man shouted needlessly into his microphone. His viewers had seen for themselves. “Eddie, the Cougars needed that one. That brings up fourth and long. Now we’ll have to see what Coach Bradford will do. Will he punt and try for the corner? Or will he try for a field goal? The next few seconds will tell.”
“That’s right, Lou.” The color man watching his monitor began analyzing the previous play, being shown to the TV audience in all the glory of instant replay and stop-action. “That was a simple ‘flag’ pattern with a three-step fake inside. See, now we’re isolating on Kit Hoffer, the tight end who replaced the injured Hunsinger.
“See, he leaves the scrimmage line—and right there he gets bumped by the linebacker. That’s okay; that’s within the first five yards. Now he’s heading downfield. See, now the strong safety picks up the coverage. Now watch Hoffer plant that right foot and break to his left. The safety buys the fake and heads inside. One, two, three steps. Then Hoffer cuts toward the flag. And see, the pass is thrown behind him.
“Lou, I think it’s just that Cobb hasn’t had enough work with Hoffer. Bobby knows Hunsinger’s every move, when he’s likely to cut, and most important, how fast he can run. It’s tough on Hoffer having to play behind an old pro like the Hun, who’s out there on almost every offensive play. But this young man has got the goods. On that last play, he just outran the ball. Cobb didn’t allow for Hoffer’s speed. For a big guy, he sure can move. But you just wait. Once the Hun hangs ’em up for good, this young Kit Hoffer is going to be one of the great ones. He’s got all the tools and he comes to play.”
“Okay, Eddie. Now back to the live action. Coach Bradford has decided to go for a field goal. But I don’t know: That’s gotta be a try of about fifty-two yards. Cobb is kneeling just at the 42-yard line. The Towers are jumping around, trying to distract Niall Murray, the Sligo Sidewinder. But Murray looks pretty cool and collected. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a kicker look that calm. He’s just standing perfectly still, not flexing his arms or anything.
“There’s the snap! Murray moves into the ball. It’s up. It looks true. Has it got the distance? Yes! Yes, it’s just over the crossbar. It’s good! A 52-yarder! How about that!”
“That’s right, Lou. A 52-yarder. Not a record, but certainly something to write home about. You can see in this isolated replay. The kicker is waiting for the snap of the ball. That’s not a still picture, folks; it’s just as Lou described: Murray standing just like a statue. There, now: Cobb places the ball; Murray moves into it. Cobb and Murray are following the flight of the ball. Now they know it’s good. See Cobb. He’s jumping up and down. But look at Murray. He’s just standing there with a smile on his face. Very strange.”
“Right, Eddie. Strange. Maybe that’s the way they do things in Ireland.
“Well, that makes the score Cougars 34, Towers 32. The Cougars went from a one-point deficit to a two-point advantage. But you can see why Coach Bradford would have preferred a touchdown. Now the Cougars can be beaten by a Chicago field goal. So, that’s it: 34–32, Cougars up with 3:28 to go in the game. And we’ll be right back after these commercial messages.”
On the floor of the Silverdome, Niall Murray was teeing up for a kickoff, after the TV and radio commercials, of course. He had come out of his quasi-trancelike state and began to realize what he had accomplished. Wasn’t that fine, then: a 52-yard field goal! He’d have to explain the significance of that to his wife, Moira, tonight. From time to time, she would say, “What you do is fine and all . . . but just what is it exactly that you do then?”
Moira was a fine lass, but she had an amazingly difficult time comprehending some of the basics of football.
Now that Moira had come to mind, it was only natural that Murray should return to the pleasurable recollections that had so relaxed him before the field goal.
He was startled, then, by the referee’s whistle. It took him an extra moment to remember that he was expected to do something. Kick the ball.
With a pleasant smile playing about his lips, Murray kicked off. The ball soared high and deep to the other end of the field.
Ordinarily, play immediately after a kickoff actively involves twenty-one of the twenty-two players on the field. Usually, the kicker is exempt from any further contact. And mercifully so; most modern kickers are veterans of the game of soccer, not football. Generally, they are much smaller than the standard-size football player. And more fragile. They are expected to pursue and attempt to tackle a ball carrier only under conditions that would anticipate suicide.
It was odd, then, that Niall Murray, still wearing a silly grin, continued down the field after having kicked off. He wandered into the path of a burly lineman, who, having nothing better to do, flattened him.
Murray was the recipient of a swinging elbow that caught him across his face mask. He went down like a felled tree. The back of his helmet bounced once off the hard artificial turf before coming to rest. Then, the entire body of Niall Murray came to rest.
The Cougars’ trainer and his assistant rushed to the side of the fallen warrior.
Murray appeared to be unconscious. Still the smile remained.
Before calling for the gurney, Brown tried smelling salts. Murray moved his head, at first tentatively. He opened his eyes. The smile disappeared.
“What’s your name?” Brown asked.
“Uh . . . Murray . . . Niall Murray.”
“What should happen in Ireland?”
“The Brits should get out.”
“He’s okay. Let’s see if we can get him on his feet. It’s a lucky thing he was wearing that cage or his face really would look like the map of Ireland.” Brown assisted Murray to his feet.
The crowd applauded appropriately. Obviously, they appreciated anyone’s unexpected recovery.
“Shit! Look at that! There goes my kicker!” Jay Galloway had just resumed his seat for the kickoff. Now he was back on his feet. “Maybe they ought to outlaw the whole goddamned Chicago team."
“That’s the bad news, Jay,” said Dave Whitman. “The good news just came up from the bench: Hunsinger seems to be okay now."
But Galloway was inconsolable. “What happens if we need another field goal? There isn’t another player outside of the Mick who’s that accurate.”
“There’s another bit of good news, Jay: They just announced today’s attendance—80,902, SRO.”
In spite of himself, a smile appeared briefly. “Yeah, but where they gonna be next week if we can’t field our best men?”
Whitman eased back onto his upholstered stool and sipped his Scotch-and-soda. It had crossed his mind many times that joining Jay Galloway in this enterprise might not have been an entirely smart idea. But it had become a venture to which he had grown increasingly more committed.
Galloway and Whitman had grown up together in Minneapolis, attended the same public schools, primary and secondary, followed by the University of Minnesota. But when they began their business careers, their paths diverged. Galloway tried various entrepreneurial roles with varying degrees of moderate success. Whitman started with International Multifoods and attained a responsible position in public relations before Galloway had lured him away.
Galloway had a burning ambition to be Somebody. Whitman was very much more the hard-headed businessman. Secretly, he planned to take over ownership of the Cougars some day and make the team into the franchise he knew it could be.
On the field, the Towers had used up little more than a minute’s playing time in moving the ball from their 25-yard line to their 42, where their drive, stalled. They were forced to punt to the Cougars, whose punt-return specialist caught the ball at his 10-yard line and advanced it to his 35. At that point, two minutes remained in the game. The automatic timeout was called as the two-minute notice was given to both teams.
The Cougars’ offensive team began to gather on the field. Kit Hoffer, on the assumption that Hunsinger was still disabled, trotted onto the field, pulling on his headgear.
Near the Cougars’ bench, Hunsinger approached Coach Bradford. “I can play,” Hunsinger informed him.
Bradford wordlessly looked over his shoulder at the trainer. Brown, who had expected the query, nodded. Bradford looked back at Hunsinger and nodded.
Hunsinger trotted out to where his teammates had loosely gathered. The crowd, noting his reentry to the game, cheered loudly.
“Get outta here, kid,” Hunsinger said to Hoffer, “the Man’s arrived.”
Disappointed at not being allowed to continue, and angry at the cavalier manner in which he’d been dismissed, Hoffer left the field red-faced.
Orders from the Cougars’ coaching staff to Bobby Cobb were to play conservatively, chancing as little as possible. If the Cougars could grind out a couple of first downs, using up the remaining two minutes, they would be two-point victors.
The strategy reflected neither Cobb’s style nor his liking. He had experienced too many stupid mistakes happening with this type of thinking. The Towers would guess that the Cougars would be playing close-to-the-vest football. So they would bunch up, “dogging” and shooting the gap, trying to stop the run, and trying to strip the ball from the carrier. But orders were orders.
Two consecutive running plays gained four yards. It was third down and six yards to go for a first down—the classic third and long.
A guard brought the next play in.
Cobb slid into the huddle. “Okay, gentlemen, we’d better make this one work or we may be in a lot of trouble. I-formation! Left! Twenty-five! On two! Break!”
The play called for the halfback to run off left tackle. Hunsinger was to block the linebacker.
They settled at the line of scrimmage. Cobb crouched low, hands tucked under the center’s crotch. He viewed the defensive formation and decided this play had two chances to work: very little and none.
“Three!”
It was a different snap count than he’d given in the huddle. He was changing the play. This would be an audible. He had each teammate’s undivided attention. In a split second, a number would give each of them an entirely different task to perform and in yet another split second they would have to adjust to this new play.
“Ninety-two!”
It had changed from a running play to a play-action pass. The offensive linemen would appear to be blocking for a running play by pulling, and giving the appearance of leading a sweep around end. Cobb would fake a handoff to the fullback, who would continue, emptyhanded, through the line. If the linebackers bought it, they would be pulled into the line of scrimmage, thus opening up some of the short zones.
“Three! Ninety-two! Hut! Hut!”
The ball was centered; everyone was galvanized.
In the “pit,” bodies crashed in a heated push-pull contest. The fake sweep began to the left. As Cobb retreated, he pretended to tuck the ball into the fullback’s gut. The linebackers fell for it and crashed into the line. Hunsinger found the vacated zone.
Cobb retreated only four steps, then quickly released the ball. It was a perfect pass. Hunsinger gathered it in and broke straight for the goal line. However, before he could get completely clear, the fleet free safety nailed him with a desperation shoestring tackle.
And then the fun began.
“Boy!” exclaimed the TV play-by-play man, “that just goes to show you what experience will do for you, Eddie. Hunsinger gathered that pass in and immediately headed upfield. Like a horse heading for the stable, he knew where that first-down yardage was, and went for it.”
“He certainly did, Lou. We’ll see it on the instant replay—wait a minute. Something’s happening on the field. Hunsinger did something after the whistle blew. I think he kicked the defensive player who tackled him. Now, a big lineman from Chicago—I can’t get his number yet—but that Chicago lineman jumped on Hunsinger and began punching him. Now they’re rolling around on the turf— they’re really laying into each other.”
“They sure are, Eddie. The officials are trying to separate them and, at the same time, keep the other players out of this scrap. You hate to see a game end like this . . .”
“Oh, dear. Oh, dear.” Grace Hunsinger shook her head as she peered at her large-screen color console. “If it isn’t one thing, it’s another. Now, that’s the second bit of trouble Henry’s been involved in this afternoon. I don’t know what gets into that boy.”
“What’s that?” Mary Frances Quinn, Mrs. Hunsinger’s companion, woke with a start from her nap.
“It’s Henry again, Mary Frances.”
“What’s he done?”
“Gotten into another fight.”
“Oh.” Mrs. Quinn sighed. “Well, I suppose boys will be boys.”
“You know, Mary Frances, I used to worry a lot about Henry when he was growing up. He had a habit of going about with undesirable companions. God knows, my dear husband—God rest him—was not wealthy, though he left us as well as he could.”
“I know.”
“And we tried to send Henry to good schools. I just don’t know what gets into that young man."
“Now, Grace . . .” Mrs. Quinn adjusted her recliner chair into the upright position. “You’re just not feeling well this afternoon. You know Henry is a good boy. He’s certainly been good to you. And he’s in an honest profession. At least there’s nothing criminal about it. And all of the papers say that he’s one of the best players in the league. He’s earning all that money, and he will surely be able to secure a good position for himself after his playing days are over . . . what with the name he’s made for himself.
“Come on, now. All will be well. We know that everything is in the hands of God. And that God is good.”
Mrs. Hunsinger looked at her companion sharply. “Yes. I suppose that’s true. Oh, but look.” She gestured at the TV screen. “What’s going on now?”
“Why, it looks like that man with the striped shirt is escorting Henry over to—what do you call it?—the sidelines. You don’t suppose Henry is hurt, do you?”
Mrs. Hunsinger leaned forward and stared intently at the screen.
“He’s outta there! Done for the day!” the referee declared to Coach Bradford.
“Now, wait a minute, Red. My boy could have been provoked, you know.”
The referee couldn’t suppress a grin. “Coach, believe me, the Hun started it. And the other guy finished it. They’re both out of the game. That’s it; they’re outta there." The referee trotted back to the field of play.
“Brilliant, Hun.” Bradford looked disgustedly at his player. “A fine lot of good you’re doing the team on the bench."
“Screw the team!”
Blood gorged Bradford’s face and neck, “I’ll see you in my office tomorrow morning.” He had never been closer to striking one of his players.
“Well, Eddie, with the Hun out of the game and the two unnecessary-roughness penalties offsetting each other, the ball remains on Chicago’s 49-yard line, where it will be a first down for the Cougars. And there’s just a minute, twenty-five seconds to go.”
“That’s right, Lou. Coach Bradford has established his pattern now in these closing seconds. He’ll keep it on the ground, hoping to grind out the yards, maintain possession of the ball, and hang on to win this one.”
“Right you are, Eddie. Now, back to live action. The Cougars break their huddle and come out in an I-formation. The Towers have a five-man defensive line with everybody bunched up close. Boy, a pass just now would sure surprise them! But, it’s not. Cobb takes the ball and hands off to his fullback, who goes over right tackle and— hold it: There’s a fumble, there’s a fumble! The Towers are claiming they’ve recovered it. And the referee agrees with them. The Towers have the ball on their own 46-yard line!”
“Well, this is just the break they’ve been looking for, Lou. Remember, all they need is a field goal to win."
“That’s right, Eddie. And Chicago quickly breaks out of their huddle. They line up in a spread formation. The Cougars have added a fifth defensive back, so they are in the nickel defense with three men rushing. Morand takes the ball and fades to pass. He sets up in the pocket. Now he moves up. He spots his wide receiver, Finnegan, in right flat. Finnegan’s got it and he steps out of bounds, killing the clock. The head linesman places the ball at the Cougar 47. A pickup of eight yards. It’ll be a second and two for a first down and just fifty-five seconds in the game.
“Now Chicago breaks from its huddle again and lines up in the shotgun formation, with Finnegan split to the right, Thomas to the left. The ball is centered back to Morand, who scans the field as the pass patterns begin to develop. Robinson, the big tight end, is wide open over the middle. Morand sees him and hits him. Robinson avoids one, two, tacklers and wisely steps out of bounds, again killing the clock.”
“The Towers are playing heads-up ball. They’ve got a first down now at the Cougars 30, with just forty seconds to go. They’re already within Tom McAnoy’s field-goal range, but they’d like to get a bit closer. They’ve got time for two, maybe three more plays, and that’ll be it. My guess is that they’ll keep it in the air. Though they could run it with all of their timeouts left. Now, back to Lou and the next play."
“Right you are, Eddie. Okay. Chicago comes out of the huddle. They’re in a spread formation again. They might just try one in the end zone. There’s the snap. Morand fades back and—oh!—it’s a draw to the fullback, Markham. The Cougars are really caught looking. Markham gets by the line of scrimmage and stiffarms a linebacker. Now the cornerback and strong safety have him hemmed in. Markham reverses his field and picks up a couple of blockers on the way. Now he breaks downfield again. Two good blocks and he’s got only one man to beat. He’s at the 25, the 20—and Conor Bannan, the free safety, nails him with a sure, solid tackle at the knees. Markham immediately signals for a timeout, with just three seconds left and the ball at the Cougar 17. Wow, what a run!”
“What a run, indeed, Lou. While Markham almost ran the Towers right out of time, he accomplished what he set out to do. He’s got the ball in easy field-goal range. Of course, it’s a bit much to say that any field goal is easy when the outcome of the game depends on it. And now we are down to the last play of the game. Talk about your cliffhanger, this is it. And here comes Tom McAnoy trotting onto the field. Lou, in his long career, this guy has put many a foot into many a football.”
“That’s certainly right, Eddie. But none of them—not all his field goals or extra points—was ever more vital than the one coming up. The game hinges on his next kick, and even with all his experience, he must be feeling the pressure.
“Well, here it comes. The two teams line up. The Cougars’ defensive backs are charging around, jumping up and down, trying to distract the kicker. The fans are screaming their heads off. It’s bedlam. I don’t know if the players on the field will be able to hear the signals. But, okay, here we go. Morand is kneeling on the 24. McAnoy is standing perfectly still, his arm swinging gently back and forth, establishing his rhythm. Hold on, this is it! There’s the snap! Morand spots the ball. McAnoy moves into it. It’s up—and right through the middle of the uprights! The back judge and the field judge have their arms raised. It’s good. No flags are down. And time has run out. . . time has run out for the Cougars this day."
“Lou, the Towers are delirious over their 35-34 victory. But the Cougars are a discouraged bunch of athletes. Both teams are headed down the tunnel to their respective locker rooms. And the fans—I think the fans are in a state of shock. A moment or two ago they were raucous and confident, but now they can’t believe their eyes. I wouldn’t say you could hear a pin drop in this gigantic stadium, but they’re sure a lot quieter than they were."
“Right, Eddie. And we’ll be back to wrap things up right after these commercial messages."
The door to the Cougars’ locker room was closed to everyone save players, coaches, trainers, administrative staff, and, of course, the owner.
In the breezy tunnel separating the home and visiting teams’ locker rooms, and leading into the stadium in one direction and out to the parking lot in the other, stood the ladies and gentlemen of the media.
The members of the Chicago-based media, along with some wire-service personnel and a few Detroit newspaper people, were in the Towers’ locker room. Chicago had no reason to embargo the media. The Towers were winners, at least on this Sunday afternoon, and they were in an ebullient and communicative mood.
The Detroit television people were clustered outside the Cougars’ door. They were becoming more restive by the moment. Along with film clips of the game, which would be easy enough to come by, the TV reporters were expected to bring in hard-hitting, insightful, exclusive, controversial, and perhaps damning interviews. But between the reporters and those interviews was a locked door.
“What do you suppose is going on in there?” asked one TV cameraman of another.
“Whatever it is, if we put it on the eleven o’clock news, we’ll have to precede it with one of those warnings, ‘Parental discretion advised.’”
“Yeah, ‘Parental discretion advised’—but not expected.”
“Let’s just say that in this case, the boys were not in a jocular mood in the locker room after the game.”
The two chuckled quietly. Cameramen could be jovial and laid-back. They were not the ones who, at approximately eleven-fifteen tonight on all three network-affiliated stations, would be seen, on tape, asking questions of tired, angry, and very large athletes.
At long last, the door was opened and, like the Israelites spilling through the dry bed of the parted waters of the Red Sea, the reporters entered the Cougars’ dressing room.
Having been ejected from the game, Hank Hunsinger was a trifle ahead of his colleagues in the transformation to civilian life. He had showered and, now clad only in boxer shorts, was seated before his locker. He was a man of compulsive ritual. Many a reporter had become nearly mesmerized during an interview with the Hun, simply from watching his meticulous, unchanging rituals—clothes or uniform always donned in the same order, pads in a preordained sequence, each shoelace lying flat against the shoe, tape removed in exactly the same way, always.
Most of the initial attention was focused on Hunsinger, the only Cougar ejected from a game so far this season. Reporters crowded around his open wire locker and the stool on which he sat. The TV sungun cast its unreal illumination in the area; questions came seemingly from everywhere.
Hunsinger—like those of his fellow players experienced in being interviewed—was cautious in his statements. Television, with its relentless closeups, could reveal not only answers and comments, but also the interviewee’s attitudes, whether he was serious about a statement, or lying. The print media had three options: They could quote correctly, and in context. Or they could misquote. Or they could quote correctly, but out of context.
It was akin to Woody Hayes’ opinion of the possibilities of the forward pass: It could be either complete, incomplete, or intercepted. In both the interview situation and the forward pass, two of the three outcomes were bad. But there were times when there seemed no alternative to talking.
“How about it, Hun, did you get hurt out there today?”
“Football’s a rough game.” Hunsinger mopped a perspiring brow.
“Come on, Hun, you were mixed up in two fights this afternoon. That’s extracurricular rough. You hurt?”
“You wanna see the bruises?”
“It wouldn’t help; I couldn’t tell the new ones from the old ones."
“What we wanna know, Hun,” interjected another reporter, “is, are you gonna be ready for next week’s game?”
“Of course. You know what they say: You can’t make the club from the tub.”
“You took a real beating out there today, Hun. Make you think about hangin’ ‘em up? Think this might be your last season?”
“Nah.” Hunsinger very carefully adjusted the cuffs of his shirt. “I’ll know when the end’s in sight. I got some good years left. Besides, the club is depending on me."
Several reporters choked back guffaws. It was common knowledge that Hunsinger, probably more than any other player in the league, ranked the welfare of his team rather low on his list of priorities, a list that had himself at the pinnacle.
In another part of the room.
“Was that the longest field goal you ever kicked, Niall?”
“It was.” Arra, he thought, they could’ve looked it up.
“And your biggest thrill?”
“Well, now, I don’t know about that. I suppose it would be pretty close.” Murray paused in toweling off his back. “Actually, there was that time I scored the winning goal, as well."
“Winning goal?”
“Winning goal in a match with Cork a few years back."
“Cork? You talkin’ about soccer?”
“Indeed.”
“No, football. Your biggest thrill in football?”
“Oh, yes. Indeed. By far.”
“Niall, you seemed especially calm out there today. How’d you manage to stay so calm?”
Murray’s blush almost seeped into his neck and shoulders. “Ah, now, that would be my utile secret. We’ve all got to have some secrets, don’tcha know.”
And in another part of the room.
“You don’t have many closed-door meetings, Coach. What did you tell the guys after the game?”
“Well, we pointed out a few of the mistakes we made today.” Bradford had closed the emotional door to his anger when he had ordered the opening of the locker-room door. Now he was putting on his drawling good-ol’-boy Texas charm. “Don’t want the boys to ferget. Strike while the iron’s hot, and all that.”
“Was there any one play or player that turned the game around, Coach?” The obvious target of the question was the fullback and his fumble that had given Chicago the ball for its final, victorious drive.
“No. Now I know whatcher drivin’ at. But we’re a team. We’re a family. We win together. And we lost together. No one player’s more responsible than anyone else for either outcome.”
The reporters all knew that there was one glaring exception to the coach’s claim of togetherness philosophy.
“Coach, if you had it to do over, would you play that last series as conservatively as you did?”
“Fellas, if I ’llowed myself to second-guess myself, I’da strung myself up by the neck until dead long ago.
“No, that was the way to play it. Put the ball up and you’re just beggin’ for an intercept. You keep it on the ground. You don’t look for the fumble. I reckon we’ll be doin’ some work on ball-handlin’ this week.”
And in still another part of the room.
“What’s this loss do to the Cougars’ season, Mr. Galloway?”
“It’s not the end of the line. Don’t bury us too soon, fellas.”
The owner prized all media coverage. But he had a special place in his heart for television. Not all that many people read newspapers, and radio had a comparatively small sports audience. But everybody watched television. Every time he was on, friends went out of their way to mention they had caught him on the tube. It was an important way of his becoming Somebody.
“But it evens your season at five and five—and now Chicago is one up on you.”
“Let’s just not call the season over when we’ve got eight big games to go. And one more with Chicago. I’m confident at this point that we’ll make the playoffs.”
“Thank you, Mr. Galloway.” The TV lights were extinguished; the crew headed in another direction to interview someone else.
Galloway felt an impulse to call them back. They hadn’t talked to him nearly long enough. He had lots more to say. He would wait right where he was in hopes another crew would set up here and ask him some questions—interesting ones for a change.
And in another part of the room.
“How did you feel in that last series, Bobby, keeping the ball on the ground? That’s not the Bobby Cobb style.”
“Look, they pay me pretty good to toss the ball around. For the same amount of money, I’d be glad to throw in a little thinking. But, as it stands, all they want is a strong right arm and a loud voice. You guys want to talk strategy, go see the coaches.”
“You missed on that big third-down pass to Hoffer, Bobby. What went wrong?”
“Just a matter of timing.”
“That’s all?”
“That’s all, my man. He’s a rookie, and he’s faster than the average tight end. We haven’t had a chance to work much together yet. But give us a chance. He’s got all the tools. He could be our next pheenom.”
“Playing behind Hunsinger?”
“The Hun can’t play forever.”
“The Hun’s got a no-cut contract."
“Not with Father Time he doesn’t.”
“Seriously, Bobby; how’s Hoffer going to break into the lineup and get regular work, let alone a starting position, as long as the Hun is around?”
“You know, it’s like that old song: Old tight ends never die; they just fade away.”
“That’s soldiers.”
“Whatever.”
“Now, you know that Hunsinger is, in a manner of speaking, the franchise, Bobby. As long as he’s on the team, Coach Bradford’s got to play him. I mean, everybody knows the coach is under orders from Galloway to play the Hun. If the Hun doesn’t play, the Silverdome isn’t filled. And that hits Galloway in his most sensitive area, the wallet.”
“Now you’re talkin’ about the Man and the Man. And both of ’em are right in this room right now. I suggest you gentlemen go right over and ask them your questions.”
Most of the reporters did just that, leaving Cobb to peel off a perspiration-soaked jersey. Generally, he was among the last to leave the locker room.
Elsewhere in the room.
Kit Hoffer sat alone.
His locker was only one removed from Hank Hunsinger’s. It might as well have been a mile. No sungun had illuminated Hoffer’s space. No strobe lights had flashed to blind him briefly. No reporters had asked him a single question. No coaches had said anything to him. He sometimes thought Jay Galloway knew him only because his paycheck helped to drain the owner’s finite resources.
Hoffer’s uniform, clean and dry aside from some nervous perspiration, hung from its hook. He shrugged out of his athletic supporter. It fell to his ankles. He removed his left foot and, in a well-practiced move, propelled the strap into his locker. Naked, he stepped into the shower area.
There was little banter from the players already in various stages of showering. Even if some, like Hoffer, had been only brief participants in the game and felt like engaging in some horseplay, they would display only somberness. The coaches, especially Bradford, would appreciate the funereal atmosphere a loss should engender.
Hoffer stepped into the steamy, powerful stream of water. It pounded through his hair and into his face, and flowed down his body. It felt good, as hot showers do, but there was nothing special about it. From the days when he was a little kid playing football in the Catholic Youth Organization, through high school and college, he’d taken his lumps in games. And always in the shower he had assessed the damage the foregoing game had caused. Athletes generally experience an automatic sort of self-hypnosis during competition—unless the injury is very serious. Then, of course, they know immediately they’re in trouble. But the usual bruises and nicks would present themselves to be recognized only as the soothing hot water found them.
It had been a very long time since Hoffer had gone through such an accounting. Too long. He had not been noteworthily hurt since training camp. Which spoke volumes about his playing time during the succeeding games.
As far as his pro career was concerned, if Hoffer had not had bad luck he would not have had any luck at all. Twice he had been cut from teams before the season began. That both cuts had occurred in the final days of training camp was little consolation. But the Turk had visited him twice. And both times he was cut not because he was less talented than his competition for the position. No, the first time, his mother’s death had cost him a week of training-camp time. This, coupled with the fact that his competition had no-cut contracts and the head coach had no alternative but to retain the players whose contracts bound them to the team. The second time it was because he had been injured.
This year had been different only to the extent that while Hunsinger had the precious no-cut contract, no other lineman had one. So Coach Bradford, knowing the Hun was nearing the end of his career, and aware of Hoffer’s great natural talent, had kept him on the team.
But Hoffer, though technically still a rookie, had already lost two years in a profession that was notoriously brief. And he was rapidly losing a third year. Nothing stood between him and fame—and with it, big money—but Hunsinger.
Hoffer stepped out of the shower’s steady stream. He felt physically fine—unfortunately. Well, he asked himself, how many bruises do you expect to pick up running just a couple of plays and carrying a record of no passes caught?
But he had plans. It would be different. And soon.
“Do you know how many nudes there are in here?”
Father Koesler smiled. He and Father McNiff had just been seated in the lounge area of the Machus Sly Fox, not far from the Silverdome. Koesler would have preferred the main restaurant area. But he knew they were lucky to be seated anywhere. The restaurant was packed, mostly with fans fresh from the game.
Of course Koesler had noticed the large painting of a voluptuous nude hanging in the lounge. It dominated the room. Being oblivious to the painting would require an ability to overlook the Grand Canyon.
But he had to smile at his friend, Pat McNiff, a typical Irish-American priest obsessed with all the evils that could be laid at the door of sex—read Women. As long as Koesler had known McNiff—and that had been forty-two of their fifty-five years of life—Pat had always been at least slightly more conservative than any of their confreres. McNiff usually caught up with the rest of the world, eventually; but he always arrived late, kicking and screaming.
“I give up.” Koesler had not tried counting. “How many nudes are there in this room?”
“Twenty!”
“Twenty?”
“Twenty!”
Until now, Koesler had been unaware of the exact nature of any of the other paintings hanging in the lounge. Alerted by McNiff s curiosity, Koesler began gazing more intently at the other paintings.
“Don’t look,” McNiff cautioned in a stage whisper. “People will notice you’re looking at naked women.” He always pronounced it “nekkid.”
“What do you mean, don’t look? You looked.”
“That’s different. I counted. You’re looking. There’s a difference.”
A waitress came to take their drink orders. She smiled at Koesler. She had seen him looking at the paintings. Koesler blushed.
McNiff ordered a martini; Koesler a bourbon manhattan. Neither priest smoked. Koesler had quit several years before. McNiff had surrendered the habit more recently, in deference to triple-bypass heart surgery.
“Don’t you recall the sage advice of our old speech professor. Father Sklarski?” Koesler reminded. “‘Look, but don’t touch.’”
“Sure. I just prefer the advice of our old rector, Henry Donnelly, ‘The look is father to the touch.’”
“You would.” Koesler began studying the menu. McNiff did the same.
“God, what a game!” McNiff commented from behind his menu.
“Huh? Oh, yeah ... a real barnburner.”
They returned to their menus for several minutes until, simultaneously, they decided what they would order.
“If only the Cougars could have held onto the ball,” McNiff said, shaking his head. “We had that game in the bag.”
“It happens. Frankly, I thought we were playing too conservatively.”
“Well, for Pete’s sake, what did you want them to do—pass?”
“Even though I know in advance that you are not going to like this very much. . .yes.”
McNiff flung his napkin the short distance from the table to his lap. “Isn’t that just like you! Taking chances, not going with the percentages.”
“Sometimes the dramatic pays off. Don’t you remember how bunched up the Chicago team was the last time we had the ball, everybody crowding around the scrimmage line? They not only wanted to hit the ball carrier, they were up there to strip the ball away.”
“We’re pros. We’re paid to hold onto the ball.”
“But,” Koesler continued, “just think what might have happened if Cobb had faked a running play, then dropped back and passed.”
“It probably would have been intercepted.”
“Maybe, maybe not. It could have been a touchdown. Then the game would have been iced.”
“Or it would have been intercepted,” McNiff repeated.
“We lost the ball anyway.”
“That’s hindsight.”
“The Monday morning quarterback is always right.”
The waitress brought their drinks and took their dinner orders. Koesler ordered ground round, medium. The Machus Sly Fox would join the considerable list of restaurants about whose hamburgers Koesler could testify. McNiff would have scrod. Having so said, he glanced at Koesler. Silently, they shared the old joke that scrod was the pluperfect of screw. One of the consequences of their long and close friendship was the ability to communicate wordlessly.
Koesler cupped his manhattan in both hands, trying to help the ice melt. With his index finger, McNiff began stirring the ice in his martini. Just as he always did. Just as he always had, beginning with his very first taste of hard liquor. That epic event had taken place in Koesler’s suite at Sacred Heart. At the time, each had been a priest for ten years. And thereby hung the tale.
When Koesler and McNiff were ordained as priests, they and their entire class had taken—been forced to take—a pledge that for a period of ten years each would drink no alcoholic beverage more powerful than beer or wine. Such a pledge had been required of everyone ordained by Cardinal Edward Mooney.
Long before the ten years had passed, most of their classmates had rationalized their way around that pledge.
After eight years as a priest, Koesler had been appointed editor-in-chief of the archdiocesan newspaper, the Detroit Catholic. In his new role, Koesler found it necessary—or thought he did—to join his new colleagues in newsgathering, reporting, commenting, and drinking. If that was the bad news, the good news was that Koesler soon learned, through the school of honest mistakes, the necessity for moderation.
In any case, after the allotted ten-year period, McNiff presented himself to Koesler for his baptism in hard liquor. As was the case in all McNiff s more important endeavors, he imbued the occasion of his first serious drink with a melodramatic ambiance. One could, in one’s imagination, hear the roll of kettledrums.
McNiff, solemnly announcing that he was placing his immediate alcoholic future in Koesler’s trusted hands, warned, “You ain’t gonna play fool-around with me!”
Koesler assured him that no horseplay would mar this sacred moment. He repaired to his inner sanctum, where he prepared McNiff’s first drink. He dropped several ice cubes in the glass, poured in a few drops of Scotch, and filled the considerable remaining space with water. Technically, it was an alcoholic drink—the lightest McNiff would ever taste.
The presentation was suitably solemn. McNiff sat pondering his initiation into the realm of serious drinkers. He once again extracted Koesler’s assurance that there had been no hanky-panky in the drink’s preparation.
McNiff stirred the ice with his index finger; for years, he’d been watching confirmed drinkers do that. Finally, he took a sip, rolled it around his palate, swallowed it, looked up brightly, and commented, “That wasn’t so bad.”
Now, as Koesler watched McNiff stir his martini, a drink considerably stronger than his first, the long-ago scene flooded his memory.
“Besides,” McNiff picked up the thread of their conversation, “any offensive chance we had in that game was shot when Hunsinger got thrown out.”
“Oh, c’mon, Pat; the Cougars’ entire offense isn’t tied up in one player.”
McNiff nodded gravely. “Who does Bobby Cobb go to when we need the big play? Nine out of ten times,” he answered his own question, “it’s the Hun. If he’d been in the game at the end, I’d almost go along with your crazy pass play.”
Koesler smiled. “For you, that’s a real act of faith.”
“The Hun can get the job done. He’s been doing it for years. I don’t know what we’re going to do when the Hun hangs it up, as, inevitably, he must.”
“There’ll be someone else, Pat. There always is.”
“Who’s the Hun’s backup now?”
“Hoffer. Kit Hoffer.”
“Yeah, that’s the guy. What’d he do today? One incompleted pass!”
“The ball was thrown behind him! Good grief, what do you expect!”
“The Hun would have caught it.”
“Oh, sure, and then made it disappear.”
“You mark my words, Bobby: Kit Hoffer is never going to fill the Hun’s shoes. And remember, you heard it here.”
“Please, Pat,” Koesler said lightheartedly, “don’t be so hard on Hoffer. He’s one of my parishioners.”
There was that moment of genuine surprise that, from long association, Koesler recognized.
“I didn’t know that.”
“He moved in earlier this year, when he won a spot on the team.”
“No kidding! You got a pro football player in your parish!” McNiff s childlike awe was manifest.
“Not only is he a parishioner; he got me involved in a Bible discussion group.”
“A Bible discussion group! What happened? Did you find a spare moment that wasn’t filled in with meetings, Masses, or paperwork?”
The waitress brought their salad. Koesler noticed for the first time her clinging black dress with its fetching décolletage.
He ordered a bottle of Blue Nun. He had never taken enough interest in wines to become an oenologist. Someone had once mentioned that Blue Nun could accompany meat, fish—anything. Since he was having meat and McNiff fish, he quickly decided on the easiest solution. Besides, for two men in clerical suit and roman collar, Blue Nun had a nice ring.
He could not help reflecting on McNiff’ s questions. Koesler had always considered the priesthood a hard-working, busy profession. But how priestly occupation, as well as the world, had changed since they had been ordained in the mid-fifties! Then, Catholicism had found itself in the middle of a rhythm-only baby boom, campaigns against steady dating and a nefarious new publication called Playboy; the beginning of what might become either the newest or the ultimate technological explosion; and the last throes of a climate in which “Father” knew best.
How things had changed in thirty years!
Now, few could remember why steady dating had been a problem. Teenagers of the fifties had passed along that victory, as well as the triumph of their music, to their children. If steady dating was no longer a problem, undesired pregnancies, as well as abortions, the occasional consequences of steady dating, now were.
Catholics, by and large, had settled the issue of family planning to the satisfaction of their own “informed” consciences. Almost the only Catholics who still found a problem with most means of birth control were a few priests, many bishops, and, of course, the Pope. With almost all these gentlemen, the problem remained no more than theoretical.
Playboy, despite all Catholic efforts to have it removed from store shelves, was alive and well. The magazine had spawned so many imitators that had, in turn, so strained the limits of decency that the mother of them all was now quite bland by comparison.
Word processors were ubiquitous. Long ago, they had put the final nail into the coffin of that noble instrument, the Linotype machine. And now so many children had computers that these electronic wonders had replaced books, comic books, Big-Little Books, television, and, of course, outdoor exercise. The nuclear club had grown by the year. So much so that most first-world countries as well as some second-world countries had the capability to at least initiate the final holocaust. And in all this technological race there was no semblance of a contemplative balance. Reflecting on the present state of affairs, Koesler concluded that the seven last words of Western Civilization might well be, We Have the Technology to Do It.
Finally, as far as Koesler was concerned, the day of “Father”—in the sense of the good old parish priest—knowing best was irretrievably gone. There had been a time, spanning centuries, when the local priest had been the best—, sometimes the only, educated person in an area. The serfs worked while the monks studied. Ethnic immigrants to the USA clustered in their ghettos around their priests. Even in the 1950s, the parish priest had been the general practitioner who instructed, counseled, mediated, arbitrated, processed, and at times acted as an employment agent. Now, in this age of specialization, Catholics, like nearly everyone else, took their problems to specialists. The priest as amateur marriage counselor and seat-of-the-pants psychologist gave way to the professional.
Koesler stabbed a piece of lettuce and dabbed it in the house dressing. “As far as our time being overscheduled with meetings and Masses, I’ll give you that one. God knows, between parochial and diocesan meetings, there’s not an awful lot of time left over. And with the priest shortage, each of us has more Masses to say than ever before. We used to be able to at least take turns with all the weddings and funerals. Now, there’s hardly anyone around to take a turn.
“But the other thing you mentioned, Pat, the paperwork, the administration; I think we can get rid of a hell of a lot of that.”
Finished with his salad, McNiff cracked a bread stick. “Oh, you do, do you? Well, it’s not going to go away. So who’s going to do it? Who’s going to be around running the plant? Who’s on duty at the door? Who’s available in case of emergency? Who’s there when the parishioners need somebody?”
“The ultimate answer to most of those questions is, our business manager.”
“Business manager! You got a business manager? When did you get a business manager? Where did you get a business manager?”
“About, let’s see, maybe six months ago.” Koesler sensed McNiff s pique over not having been told. “It just never came up in any of our discussions.”
Koesler waited while this new information was assimilated. McNiff did not adjust easily to surprises. “It’s one of the men from the parish,” Koesler explained. “Ed Dorsey. I don’t think you’ve met him. A little while back, he retired from Ford. He was an executive there. It was his idea; he didn’t know what to do with all that time. He suggested he take over the office. So now, between him and our secretary, Mary O’Connor, the parish is doing better than ever. We give him a little stipend. It isn’t much . . . but then, he doesn’t need much. We just wanted to show him our gratitude.”
McNiff was not at all sure he liked the idea. But then, he seldom liked any new idea at first blush. “But who takes care of the parishioners, their spiritual needs? Neither what’s-his-name—Mr. Dorsey—nor Mary can confer sacraments. Neither of them is trained to give spiritual advice.”
Koesler chuckled. “I didn’t abdicate, Pat; I just hired a business manager. I’m around much of the time, catching up on odds and ends, preparing homilies . . . like that. And if I’m not at the rectory, I call in periodically to get any messages. And if someone wants to see me, he or she makes an appointment. Just as they do with their doctors, dentists, and lawyers.
“You ought to try it, Pat. In a parish like yours, you’ve got to have a number of retirees who could step in and help. They’d probably be grateful to be asked. It would free you up. All those Masses and meetings make demands on us that we can’t escape. But there’s no reason we have to add to the burnout the rest of the time.”
The waitress cleared away the salad dishes—my, that was a décolletage!—and served the pièces de résistance. McNiff was still digesting the business manager concept. “Okay, so the business manager relieves you from hours of answering phones, taking care of the books, managing the janitor, ordering supplies, making sure equipment is kept in good repair”—McNiff was unaware that he was enumerating tasks he would be relieved of if he had a business manager—“but what do you do with the time you’ve saved? What do you do, Father, all day ... I mean, after you’ve said Mass?”
Koesler smiled. “There’s lots of things, Pat. I go back to the seminary, audit some classes. Bone up on some of the new theological trends. Spend a bit more time visiting ill parishioners. There’s a nursing home in our parish. I go there every once in a while. Those folks really need company. We’ve started a few prayer groups in the parish. And,” he paused and chuckled, “then there’s the Bible discussion group . . . how’s the fish?”
In response, McNiff freed a segment of scrod, dabbed his fork in tartar sauce, speared the morsel, introduced it to his mouth, and chewed, a smile indicating approval. “How’s the hamburger?”
“Fine.”
“How does it stack up against the hamburger in every other eatery in town?”
Koesler grinned. Of course, being together as much as they were, McNiff would be well aware of Koesler’s penchant for ordering ground beef.
“I would say”—hamburger was one of the very few secular subjects about which Koesler felt qualified to expertly pontificate—“this is only slightly lower in quality than that of the London Chop House. And considerably lower in quantity than that of Carl’s Chop House, but then, Carl’s is especially appropriate just before or after famine.”
McNiff sipped his wine. “Nice.” He knew as little about wine as did Koesler. “So,” McNiff returned to the previous topic, “you joined a Bible discussion group. As the leader, I suppose.”
“Nope; just a member. Not even first among equals.”
“Not the leader! Then why in God’s green world would a priest join a Bible discussion group? The other members can’t all be priests!”
Koesler smiled as he swallowed a morsel of potato. “No, they are by no means priests. As a matter of fact, they all belong, in one way or another, to that team we saw get beat this afternoon. As for the reason I joined, it probably has a great deal to do with my inability to say no.
“All Cougars!” Three surprises in one mealtime were not good for McNiff s digestion. “Come on! Come on!” he gestured, fingers curling into his palm, “let it all out. You’ll feel better for it.”
Koesler touched a napkin to his lips. “As I said, my parishioner, Kit Hoffer, asked me to join this discussion group. I’m not sure why. But I’ve got a hunch he feels a little insecure in that group for one reason or another. So he wants his friendly parish priest along.”
“Well, one incredibility after another. Who’da thought that a pro football team would have a Bible group?”
“Not that surprising when you get into it. It’s kind of an offshoot of the Fellowship of Christian Athletes . . . you’ve heard of them?”
McNiff nodded.
“They sponsor prayer meetings, especially on the mornings of game days. It’s a very active, nondenominational organization. Actually, there are three discussion groups among the Cougar personnel. But ours—we call ourselves the God Squad—is the only one of the three that has allowed in an outsider.” He paused. “I guess that’s not so odd when you look at the disparity of our members.”
McNiff s expression invited amplification.
“There’s Kit—and me, of course—Jay Galloway, Dave Whitman, Jack Brown, Bobby Cobb, Niall Murray, and Hank Hunsinger.”
McNiff whistled softly. “What a conglomeration! The owner, the general manager, the trainer, a priest, and four players. How did—”
“I’m not sure. I think it was organized by Brown, the trainer. As for his motive, I can only guess at it. For one thing, I think he wanted to bring management and player personnel together. Management is certainly represented by Galloway and Whitman. But why he singled out the players he did is beyond me. Come to think of it, he may have invited other players to join. In any event, I assume he picked Cobb because he’s the hub of the team. And Hunsinger is the most notorious—or should I say he seems to be most in demand as far as publicity is concerned. Murray, as an immigrant and rookie, and Hoffer, as a rookie and backup to Hunsinger, would have to be about the least secure members of the team.” He stopped, then added, “I’m not claiming that these were Brownie’s reasons. But it’s the best scenario I can come up with.”
McNiff finished his entrée and was sipping coffee while being very thoughtful. “The one who seems most to stick out like a sore thumb in that group is Hunsinger. If you can believe what you read in the papers, the guy’s an out-and-out hedonist. And, on top of it all, I think I read that he’s a Catholic!”
“Right on both counts. He is a Catholic, though certainly not a practicing one. He alone of the group always seems rather cynical. I’m only guessing, but I think the reason he’s in this bunch is that he wants as few things as possible going on behind his back. I think he knows he’s nearing the end of his career. So any meeting that Kit Hoffer attends, Hunsinger is probably sure to be found there.
“As for the rumors about his private life, I guess there must be some truth to them. Our meeting last Tuesday evening was at his apartment. Talk about a swinging bachelor’s pad! Until I saw the Hun’s place, I’d only read about things like that. Mirrors everywhere, especially in the bedroom—even a mirror on the ceiling above a bed that’s set up on a platform.”
“What for—the mirrors, I mean?”
“It enhances the sexual experience for some people. Or so I’ve been told.”
McNiff pondered that for a moment. “You met on Tuesday. Do you always meet on Tuesdays? Weekly? Monthly?”
“Weekly. And, yes, always on Tuesday evenings. Tuesday is sort of the football players’ day off. Next Tuesday we meet at Galloway’s home.”
“Any chance they would allow another member?” McNiff would be so proud to tell his parishioners that he was rubbing elbows with and dispensing theological opinions to real professional football players. “After all, if I get myself a business manager, I’ll have a little extra time on my hands.”
Inwardly, Koesler winced. He wished McNiff had not asked that favor. The group was already of a size where it was difficult for each one to fully express himself. And then, too, it was just not the sort of group wherein McNiff would be comfortable. With a lay bunch such as the God Squad, McNiff would inevitably attempt to enforce his interpretation of Scripture. Except that it wouldn’t work with these men.
“Tell you what, Pat. The first time there’s a chance to bring this up with the group, I’ll do it. But I wouldn’t hold my breath if I were you. I don’t get the impression they would let anybody else into the group. As it is, it’s a bit unwieldy. But I will give it a try.”
Koesler meant what he said. McNiff seemed satisfied with the promise.
Meal completed, they settled the bill, going Dutch.
McNiff had met Koesler in the restaurant parking lot before the game. Koesler had driven them to the stadium and back. They now parted, each taking his own car.
En route back to St. Anselm’s, Koesler thought about this odd Bible group. It certainly was composed of provocative but strikingly different personalities. He had gleaned a few new insights about the Bible from the group’s discussions. But, being a student of human behavior, he had learned a great deal more about the men who participated. Each was interesting in his own way. Especially interesting was their interrelationship.
It was Koesler’s understanding that Galloway and Whitman had grown up together in Minnesota. He would have expected theirs to be a more fraternal relationship. It didn’t appear to be. Neither seemed to hold the other in much respect.
Kit Hoffer was, of course, Koesler’s parishioner. But he was surprised at Hoffer’s attitude during the meetings. He seemed to resent Hunsinger, which, given Hoffer’s position on the bench behind the Hun, was natural enough. But Hoffer’s resentment appeared to spread to both Galloway and Whitman, as if it were their fault he spent so much time on the bench.
Niall Murray, fresh from Ireland, was obviously not entirely at ease in a strange land and in a mostly foreign game. Outside of kicking a ball, he knew little of the refinements of pro football. And he seemed somehow oddly dependent upon Hunsinger.
Just from his interpretations of Scripture, it was clear that Bobby Cobb needed to control any situation in which he found himself. A practical attitude for a quarterback. The fly in Cobb’s ointment was Hunsinger, who was not one to be heavily influenced, let alone controlled.
The trainer, Brownie, seemed the catalyst. Frequently, he bridged the gap between management and employees as well as between the players. This did not surprise Koesler, since it was Brownie who had initiated the group.
Finally, there was Hunsinger. One of the more interesting and flamboyant characters Koesler had ever met. It seemed likely that the Hun was doing his best to negate his Catholic upbringing. Koesler had known a few people like that, but none to compare with Hunsinger. He seemed the least likely of any of the members to be part of a Bible study group. Why had he accepted Brownie’s invitation to join?
As he had explained to McNiff, Koesler believed that the Hun realized he was nearing the end of his physical ability to compete and couldn’t afford to have anything going on behind his back. Especially anything that he might even remotely construe as potentially threatening to his position. Particularly with a group that included his employers, his quarterback, and his probable replacement. In this, the Hun resembled the slow-witted person whose eyes are in constant motion because he cannot afford to miss anything.
If there was a common denominator to this group, it was that the feelings of everyone, with perhaps the exception of Brownie, toward the Hun ranged from dislike to contempt. This negative atmosphere bothered Koesler greatly. He had the premonition that something evil would come of it.
The black Continental glided almost silently through the dark, narrow maze of streets. It was almost as if whoever had laid out the city of Grosse Pointe Farms had wanted to make it difficult for a stranger to find anything. Perhaps that had been the intent.
Bobby Cobb, however, knew where he was going. He’d been there many times. Usually, as was the case now, for a postgame party. It didn’t much matter whether the Cougars won or lost; there were postgame parties virtually all over the Detroit area. The prestige of these parties could be measured by the quantity and quality of real-life football players in attendance. Obviously, it was the fate of most parties, given the relative paucity of players, to remain plebeian.
The Continental began encountering a solid series of parked, mostly luxury cars. He was nearing his destination.
Several attendants blocked the semicircular driveway at the Lake Shore address. They were there to block entry to anyone but the arriving Cougars and to park their cars. Nonplayer guests might have to park quite a distance away. But the players had run as far as they would be required to for this day.
Cobb slid gracefully from his car, leaving the motor purring. A young attendant, newly hired for this job, held the door for him. Admiration was evident in the attendant’s eyes. Quickly, he studied Cobb as thoroughly as possible. It would be his responsibility to describe the famous quarterback to his fellow students at the University of Detroit Dental School tomorrow. They would want to know all about Cobb. And the attendant would tell them. About Cobb’s sharply chiseled features; his chocolate-colored face and hands; his closely cropped, kinky black hair with the trace of gray at the temples; the blue turtleneck, maroon blazer, and gray slacks, none of which could hide the rippling muscles beneath; and those huge hands, which, when wrapped around a football, made it appear to be no larger than a grapefruit.
Cobb was aware in general of what the attendant was thinking. It was not an uncommon reaction to his presence. In a few moments, the same sort of phenomenon would occur at the party inside this mansion.
Cobb understood the phenomenon. He not only understood it, he utilized it. As he did with almost everything else that suited his purpose.
Professional football players, particularly the stars, or, as they were more commonly called in the game, pheenoms, were celebrities. Their photos appeared in the newspapers. They were interviewed on television. Stories were written about them in magazines. Most important, on Sundays, occasionally on the other days of the week they performed.
Detractors tried to disparage their work by claiming they were paid extremely well simply to play a child’s game. Further, that their IQs qualified them for little more than children’s games.
There was no denying that some, the pheenoms, were paid exceedingly well. But their profession had developed into a science of precision and perfection, with physical and mental rigors that few with smug intellects could have met.
In any case, they were certified celebrities. Their fame was equaled by few aficionados of their sport. And those few fans who could match the players press clipping for press clipping nearly always lacked the players’ physical presence. The players, almost all of them, lived up to the description “bigger than life.”
All of this subliminal self-awareness accompanied Bobby Cobb as he entered the mansion.
“Hey! Hi, Bobby! What’s happenin’?”
Damn! He couldn’t see who had greeted him. He couldn’t see a thing. Long ago someone had decreed that to be intimate, luxurious and stylishly pretentious rooms had to be kept so dark that it required half an evening for one’s eyes to grow accustomed to the dimness.
“Yeah,” Cobb responded blindly, “how’s it goin’ with you?” He hoped there was no hand raised for a high five. If there was, he certainly could not make it out.
Cobb remained near the door, waiting for his vision to adjust, and noncommittally returning salutations to blurry figures, all of whom seemed friendly. Gradually, he was able to see sufficiently to chance leaving his island of security.
An arm fell heavily across his shoulders. Cobb tensed instinctively but briefly, then smiled. People shouldn’t do that to an athlete, especially during the playing season. If Cobb had been a lineman or a linebacker, the gentleman standing next to him might be flat on his back nursing some broken part of his body. All a matter of conditioned reflexes.
“Bobby, how’re you doing?”
“A little sore, sir. But I guess that’s to be expected.”
Cobb recognized the voice instantly. Senior partner in one of Detroit’s most outstanding law firms. And important to Bobby Cobb, who was only a few scholastic hours and a bar exam away from becoming a lawyer.
“Waiter,” the attorney beckoned, “get Mr. Cobb here a drink, will you? What’re you drinking, Bobby?”
“Dewars on the rocks.”
“Sure thing, Mr. Cobb.” The waiter hurried off.
“That last series of plays this afternoon, Bobby, that wasn’t like you, keepin’ the ball on the ground.” The lawyer, arm entwined in Cobb’s, tried to steer him off into a corner.
“I’m not the coach, sir.”
“So it wasn’t your idea.” The lawyer seemed gratified.
“No, sir.” Cobb tried to communicate the impression that he could take orders, which was the truth.
“What would you have done if you were the coach? What would you have done if the coach had given you your head?”
“Crossed them up. The Towers were bunched up tight. The last thing they were giving us was the run.”
“So?”
“We needed a play-action pass. Fake a run up the middle, flare out, and hit the S receiver along the sidelines. He could easily have gone all the way. Even if he hadn’t, the Towers would have been so deep in their own territory they could never have come back and scored.”
“You’d take a chance on an interception?”
“No, sir, I wouldn’t. Not as long as I was throwin’ the ball.”
The lawyer smiled again. Cobb had demonstrated that he was a take-charge guy with plenty of self-confidence. Just the kind of personality one might want in one’s law firm.
In Cobb’s plans for himself was a partnership in this prestigious law firm; building and enhancing his reputation. Then a jump to the political arena. Mayor of Detroit, if that were possible without a term on the city council. Then, bypassing Lansing, on to the House, and eventually the U.S. Senate.
It was all well within the realm of possibility. He had the talent. All that was needed was promotion. He needed every headline, every moment on camera that he could get.
His only competition for the limelight was that damned Hunsinger. The Hun with his strong local popularity. U of M to the Cougars. A playboy lifestyle that kept him in the forefront of everything from the sports pages to the nightly news to the gossip columns. Hunsinger could catch a football. Outside of that singular accomplishment, the Hun wasn’t worth a pile of crap.
The waiter slipped Cobb’s drink into his hand, measuring the enormousness of that hand against his own. All this was so that tomorrow he could describe to his friends, with a little embellishment, the legend of a quarterback’s mitt.
“You’re coming up for the bar pretty soon, aren’t you, Bobby?” The lawyer turned to face Cobb.
“Yes, sir.”
“Listen, why don’t you come see me after the season? Just give my girl a ring. Maybe we can do business together. Would you like that?” He knew the question was rhetorical.
“Yes, sir, I would. Very much.”
“Hey, Bobby, c’mon over here!” One of the other Cougars was calling from across the room.
“Would you excuse me, sir?”
“Of course.” The lawyer patted Cobb’s arm and directed at him a benevolent paternal look that carried the unspoken bromide, Be good, but if you can’t be good, be careful. “Go on, now. Have a good time. God knows you paid your dues this afternoon.”
Cobb inched his way across the room. With the wall-to-wall crowd, each person was a new obstacle. Almost everyone wanted to talk to him. Several asked about the conservative play of that last series. Each time, he passed the question off with a brief, flip explanation. The only person in the room entitled to a detailed explanation was Cobb’s future employer. And he had already received the full commentary.
As he crossed the room, women, oblivious of their escorts, rubbed seductively against Cobb. He raised his eyes to heaven. So many women in the world and so little time. But he needed neither the complication nor any trouble with any of their companions. Like as not, some hotshot with too many drinks under his belt would seize the occasion to prove he could take the great athlete. And there he would stand with no pads, unprotected against some drunk who had nothing to lose but his teeth. With his luck, Cobb figured the best that might happen would be that he’d break a hand and be out for the rest of the season. So he graciously apologized to each woman who airily threw herself at him.
At long last, Cobb reached the man who had called to him. “Hey, Bobby, I thought you needed some action.” It was the Cougars’ center, an amiable gentleman built like the proverbial brick house. Mercifully, he had reinserted the bridgework he went without during games.
“This where it’s at, Spud?”
“Shit, yeah, Bobby.” The behemoth grinned. “It’s about time, don’tcha think? I got this little fox for me and I got this one for you.”
Cobb inspected the foxes. Spud held one under his arm. Her feet were not touching the floor. Cobb thought Spud neither knew nor cared about that fact. The other young woman Spud held around the neck. He thrust her toward Cobb. Both women had fixed smiles as if they had been cast from plaster of Paris.
“Not tonight, Spud. Have you seen Niall?”
“The little guy? Yeah; he’s upstairs in one of the bedrooms. But I don’t think he’s asleep yet.” Spud roared at his venture into humor. He then scrutinized both women, the one in his hand and the one under his wing. Deciding to take them both, he moved them off toward the rear of the mansion.
Cobb hurried up the stairs, nodding at and brushing by those he encountered on the staircase. He tried two rooms before he found Murray in the third.
The young Irishman was seated on the side of a bed, which was covered with a red satin quilt. Stretched out on the quilt was a young woman in a white slip.
Actually, Murray was more slumped than seated. He seemed transfixed by several lines of white powder spread out on a piece of wax paper on the nightstand. He looked up momentarily when Cobb entered. “Hi, there, Bobby, then. What’re you doin’ here now?”
As Cobb approached, the girl moved apprehensively to the far side of the bed. Murray’s concentration returned to the neatly arranged powder.
Cobb quickly and expertly appraised the woman. Neither a con artist nor a whore. One more groupie wanting to know firsthand, as it were, if all those muscles were genuine. This one obviously was abashed at Cobb’s expression.
“Has he had any yet?” Cobb nodded toward the powder.
The woman shook her head. She did not blink. Nor did she remove her gaze from Cobb’s face.
“Hey, Niall, babe, what’s happenin’?”
“Hi, there, Bobby, then. What’re you doin’ here?”
“Had a little bit to drink, have you, babe?” Cobb could smell the sweet odor of bourbon.
“Some.”
Cobb shoved lightly; Murray fell back on the bed. “The trouble with you Irish is your image. You’re supposed to be great drinkers, but you can’t hold your liquor.” Cobb slid Murray’s loosened tie up to his neck, closing his shirt at the collar.
“The trouble with you coloureds,” Murray’s speech was slurred, “is your image. You’re supposed to be sex maniacs. And you are as well.”
Cobb pulled Murray to his feet and got him into his jacket. “You don’t want to get that white stuff up your nose, Mick. With or without booze. With booze, it could kill you. Any which way, it’s gonna scramble your head. Next thing you know you won’t be able to find the goalpost and you’ll be kickin’ my balls instead of Wilson’s. Then you and me, but most importantly me, will be the laughingstock of this city. And I don’t intend for that to happen. I intend to own this city for starters.”
It was obvious that Murray was understanding none of this. Cobb was handling him as if he were a ragdoll.
“Who got you started on coke, anyway?”
“Huh?”
“I said, who got you started on coke?”
“Oh, the Hun.”
“It figures.”
“Huh?”
“That bastard! He’s got a knack of corrupting everything he touches. He’d pull the rug out from under me if he got the chance. Only he ain’t gonna get it.”
Cobb supported Murray and began walking with him. Actually, Cobb virtually carried the Irishman. They would leave the mansion as close as buddies ever get, eliciting from other guests hopeful observations on racial harmony. Cobb would deliver Murray, untouched by alien hand, to the forgiving arms of his wife.
“Hun a bas’ard,” Murray slurred as he was inserted into Cobb’s car.
“That’s right, little Mick. You just learned a lesson that could save your life. But it won’t do much for the bastard.”
Everywhere he looked, there was Hank Hunsinger. That was because his three walls were mirrored, top to bottom. The fourth wall was a picture window.
He removed his jacket, wincing as he did so. He was growingly aware of this afternoon’s slings, arrows, and pummeling fists. Football commentators are fond of stating that when receivers leave the ground to catch a pass, they are “vulnerable.” And when they’re tackled midair, they “pay the price.” Unless the commentators have undergone the experience firsthand, they would have no notion of just how high that price is.
Hunsinger entered the large walk-in closet. Neatly displayed was an extensive wardrobe of expensive jackets, coats, and foul-weather gear. He arranged his jacket on the appropriate hanger in the section reserved for green and green coordinates. A place for everything and everything in its place. He made certain the jacket he had just hung and the ones on either side of it were hanging free of each other so that no wrinkles would be inflicted.
He crossed the living room to the kitchen. Both rooms were outstandingly large. But then his entire apartment was several times more spacious than the average apartment. He had money and, being of sound mind, had decided to spend it.
He opened the liquor cabinet. Everything. Well, perhaps not everything. The best of everything. He selected a Scotch and poured it generously over several ice cubes.
He returned to the living room and stood by the window, swirling the Scotch gently
The Detroit River, vital artery of the Great Lakes. And Belle Isle, jewel-caressed on either of its shores by the river that separated Canada from the United States. Hunsinger never tired of the sight. Few did.
He sipped the Scotch. Cold to the taste, it spread warmth through his body. His memory broke free and returned to the antithesis of all this—his youth.
Growing up in Detroit’s southwest side. Poor. Although he hadn’t known they were poor. They always had food. Not top grade, but enough.
He remembered 1954. He had been just seven years old when his father died. From then on, it was just Hank and his mother. She had gotten a job as housekeeper in the extensive convent that housed the nuns who taught at Holy Redeemer parochial school. Tagging around after his mother, he had become somewhat of a pet to the childless nuns—which largely accounted for the sufficiency of average food at his disposal. The nuns could not afford top-grade food, but with what they had, they pampered this growing boy.
Oddly, he had attended public, not parochial, school. His mother told the nuns this was in accord with the wishes of his late Protestant father. She then confessed her lie to the priest, but could not bring herself to tell the nuns the truth: that with the little they paid her, she could not afford even the modest tuition at Holy Redeemer. What did the nuns know about it, in any case? Shielded by their vows of poverty, the trifle they were paid went to their religious order, not to them individually.
All in all, it was a pleasant enough life. The first time Hunsinger realized they had been poor was when as a young man he saw pictures in the newspaper of poor homes, and recognized them as being identical to that of his old neighborhood. The houses of the poor were easily relatable to the home in which he’d grown up.
He had liked the nuns. Through and because of them, he had stayed at least nominally close to his Catholic faith. And his mother’s place of employment gave her the opportunity to become a fanatical Catholic, attending several daily Masses, novena devotions, taking communion daily, and going to confession weekly.
As for Hunsinger, outside of his close and uncluttered relationship with a lot of doting nuns, he became a creature of the streets. He grew quickly into a very big boy, and kept growing. His personal maxim—Do unto others, then split—was a drastic paraphrasing of the gospel admonition. He was conscious of that. Very early, long before it became a popular credo, he had become primarily, indeed exclusively, concerned about Number One.
He perceived early on that excellence in athletics could lead to a life in the fast lane not only for poor black kids, but for big white kids too. So he applied himself. He won all-state honors in basketball, baseball, and football at Western High. He was awarded a full scholarship at the University of Michigan. Drafted in the first round by the Cougars in 1969, this was his sixteenth season with the club. He was well past his playing prime. Each year it became increasingly tempting to hang ’em up. But each year the contracts got sweeter and more irresistible.
However, the end could not be far off. Another season or two at the most. Even now, he had lasted longer than any other tight end in the history of professional football. He survived now mostly through a host of illegal, dirty tactics that he had mastered over the years.
He was hated. He didn’t care. He would not now compete, nor had he ever competed, for Mr. Congeniality. Even members of his own organization hated him. Well, that was a concomitant when one was exclusively concerned with taking care of Number One. It didn’t matter. After all these years, he was quite good at taking care of himself and protecting his rear.
Thinking of the care and feeding of Number One, he glanced at his watch and returned with a start to the present. It was nearly time for Jan to get here. She was becoming an expert in the care of Hank Hunsinger. He must prepare himself for her arrival.
He set his glass, empty save for the remains of the ice cubes, on a nearby table. He had not been aware of having finished the Scotch. He noted that he was a bit lightheaded. It had been a long time since he had eaten. No matter; it might even add a dimension to the upcoming wrestling match with Jan. Booze had helped him in the past.
He turned on the television and, after making a few adjustments, slammed a cassette into the Betamax. It was a movie featuring two, then many more evidently consenting adults, engaged in explicit sexual activity. It had no redeeming social value whatever. The Hun had been delighted to discover that Jan seemed to find voyeurism stimulating. Hunsinger certainly did. He turned down the volume; they could provide their own moans and groans live.
He moved to the bedroom. Again mirrors—wall to wall, floor to ceiling, and ceiling as well. Lest there be some lingering doubt as to what was intended as the focal point of the room, the large circular bed was mounted on a platform.
Hunsinger removed his clothing, placing each item precisely in its appointed place, making certain that when trousers and shirt were hung, adjacent garments would not be wrinkled.
He stood naked in the center of his bedroom examining the multiple images of himself. The muscles were not as sharply defined as they once had been. But they were still evident. His six-foot-four, 232-pound body still resembled an ancient sculpture of an Olympian. He ran his hand through his salt-and-pepper brush cut. Almost no one wore his hair in a brush cut any longer. Hunsinger did it for the sole purpose of extending the image of a Hun that he carefully and profitably nurtured.
Life was good. And in a little while it would get better.
He removed his contact lenses and placed them in the Bausch & Lomb disinfecting unit, switching it on. He could still see, but fuzzily. A combination of nearsightedness and astigmatism blurred his vision.
He entered the bathroom. There were neither shower doors nor curtains. Not even a stall. The shower was an adjunct of the enormous sunken tub. He turned the powerful jet of water on and waited until it became very hot, then slipped into it. It beat against his head, back, trunk, buttocks and legs. He moved slowly back, forth and around in the spray. So much better than the shower at the stadium. There it was crowded, hurried, and invariably followed by further perspiration as one dressed while others were showering. The steam kept pouring into the locker room. Then there were those damn television lights that further heated the area.
This was nice. He could feel tight muscles loosen and relax under the relentless beat of the waterjet. He was in no hurry. Jan could join him in the shower when she arrived. It had been too long since they had started an evening by showering together.
He reached for the shampoo, second container from the left on the shelf beneath the shower head. He could not read the label, but it didn’t matter. It was the correct shape, and besides, he always kept the shampoo second from the left on the shelf.
He unscrewed the cap of the plastic bottle, poured a generous measure of shampoo into his left hand, and replaced the open bottle on the shelf—second from the left.
He let some of the shampoo flow from his left to his right hand, and then began to rub it vigorously into his hair and scalp. With his brush cut, he was able to get the liquid to his scalp quickly.
Something was wrong.
He pulled both hands from his head and pressed them tightly to his chest. There was a terrible constriction there. It felt as if someone had placed a steel band around him and was tightening it rapidly. A heart attack? The very thought induced a further sense of panic. He was alone. No one would come to his aid.
Suddenly, his entire body began to shudder. The shuddering intensified. He shook as if he were a ragdoll being battered about by a malevolent child.
He tried, but could not control the violent shuddering. It became a spasm. Now his body was completely out of control. His hands shot to his neck, which had stiffened so he could not draw a breath.
It was not so much that he fell as that he was thrown to the floor of the tub. His legs shot out stiffly, straight and rigid. He tried to breathe, but could not. He could feel his respiratory muscles tighten. His skin was turning from bluish to a purple discoloration.
Suddenly his body arched, then balanced on his head and heels. It stayed in that taut position for long seconds.
Then, as unexpectedly as it began, it ended. His body relaxed, and gave one more massive shudder. He was dead.
The shower played unimpeded against the far wall. It ran down and formed a small pool where the body of Hank Hunsinger partially blocked the drain.
Not much later Jan Taylor let herself into the apartment.
“Hun?”
No answer.
She noticed the television was on. She also noted the images on the screen. She shrugged. So it was going to be one of those nights. Plenty of kinky sex. She loathed it, but would never let on to Hunsinger. He might be an animal in bed, but he did keep her well.
She removed her coat and carefully hung it on the hook inside the closet door. The Hun had appointed that specific hook for her hanger and apprised her of the importance of always, without exception, using that hook for her coat. Left to her own devices, she would have thrown it over a chair.
She could hear the shower running. She toyed with the option of waiting till he finished before announcing her presence as if she had just entered. It would spare her the unnecessary repetition of getting wet again. She had showered before leaving her apartment. And it would save her the indignities of Hunsinger’s shower routines. A far greater consideration.
On the other hand, it was entirely possible he was waiting for her to join him. In which case, her absence would infuriate him. And the last thing she needed was a furious Hun.
She shrugged and entered the bedroom. The sound of the shower was much clearer now. The lack of any sound but that of the water beating against a wall seemed somehow ominous, although she did not focus on any specific reason for her apprehension.
While she removed her clothing, hanging each item on the designated hangers, she noticed the small red light indicating that his “cooker” was working and that his contact lenses were being cleaned. All the better to see you with, my dear.
Naked, she entered the bathroom. Although she had been girding herself for the worst, she certainly had no way of anticipating this.
She screamed. Over and over. Then she ran from the bathroom.
Lieutenant Ned Harris was in Hank Hunsinger’s bathroom. It was the scene of the crime and he was being careful not to miss a single detail. Very soon, investigative specialists would be swarming over the apartment, each performing his or her task. Before that happened, Harris had the rare opportunity to commune with the place where death had occurred, where, probably, murder had been committed. He would never again in this case have this perfect opportunity to be in this specific location where vital clues and silent testimony told no lies. As he studied the apartment, he allowed the everyday inanimate objects to talk to him wordlessly.
Harris was an inch and a half to two inches more than six feet tall. His build was slender but powerful. Aquiline features and a receding hairline set off his deep black skin. He had been a part of the homicide division for most of his professional career. He loved it.
His partner on this case, Sergeant Ray Ewing, was interviewing the witness, Jan Taylor, in the living room.
Ewing, at five-feet-eleven, with a stocky physique, somewhat resembled singer Steve Lawrence. He also had Lawrence’s pleasant voice and engaging smile.
Harris and Ewing had been the sole occupants of their squad’s office at police headquarters on that otherwise slow Sunday evening when they got the call from the uniformed officers who had responded to Jan Taylor’s 911 call.
“Would you mind going over that one more time, Miss Taylor?” Ewing continued to scribble notes on his pad. “Why would Mr. Hunsinger take another shower when he got back here after the game? He would have taken one before leaving the stadium, wouldn’t he?”
Jan dabbed at her eyes with a corner of her handkerchief. She was obviously distraught. Ewing chose to reserve judgment on the reason for her anxiety. It might have been the sudden loss of whatever Hunsinger had been to her. It might have been the shock at what she had found in the bathroom.
“He was never satisfied with the shower at the stadium.” This was her second time through the second-shower phenomenon. She wondered why she had been asked to repeat the explanation. “What with the heat in the locker room, the steam from the showers, and the lights from the TV cameras, he said he always felt as sweaty after that shower as he had before.”
“So?”
“So he always took another shower when he got home.”
Ewing noted the slight show of color in Jan’s face when she reached this part of her testimony the second time through. He surmised that the second shower probably was for her benefit. Taking stock of her, he did not blame Hunsinger.
“Always?”
“The Hun,” Jan replied, a touch caustically, “did everything he did always.”
“And what time was it when you entered the apartment?” The third time for this question.
“About six-thirty, or a quarter to seven.”
“And was that tape in the video cassette deck playing?” First time for this question.
“I . . . I don’t recall.”
“It was playing when we entered the apartment. If it was on when you came, did you turn it on?”
“I . . .I guess it must have been playing when I came in.”
You bet it was, Ewing thought. And that tells us much about the relationship between the two of you and why you’re going to be on the shy side of telling us much about it.
“Then you went into the bedroom. Why was that?”
“I heard the shower. I knew Hank couldn’t hear me with the water running and I wanted him to know I was here.”
“And then you said you noticed that Mr. Hunsinger’s disinfecting unit was operating. It was cleaning his contact lenses?”
“Yes. I just happened to glance over and saw the red light lit.”
“Anything significant in that?”
“Well, it told me he hadn’t been in the shower very long.”
“How’s that?”
“The unit turns itself off after about twenty minutes.”
“So he would have been in the shower something less than twenty minutes. Then he wouldn’t have begun his shower much before you got here.”
“That’s right, I guess.”
“Are you married, Ms. Taylor?”
“No.”
“Ever been?”
She hesitated a split second. “No.”
“Ms. Taylor?” Lieutenant Harris had been standing in the doorway between the living room and bedroom for some time. Jan hadn’t noticed him. His words startled her.
“Yes?” She looked up at him.
“Could you tell us why there was a bottle of DMSO in Mr. Hunsinger’s bathroom?” Harris had heard enough to learn that Jan Taylor would have been in a position to know just about everything about Hunsinger.
“He kept some here and some at the stadium. It was for pain. Mostly in his shoulder. Sometimes his knees. He’s had a lot of operations. He never knew when the pain was going to flare up. I guess it’s supposed to be a controlled substance, but . . .” Her voice trailed. She couldn’t understand why with a man dead the police were concerned about DMSO. Even though it was not approved for use as a painkiller, anyone could buy it as a solvent in any number of stores. It was like worrying about bank robbers being illegally parked.
“I’m not so concerned about its being a controlled substance as I am about why it would be on a shelf in the shower area with other toiletries. And why the DMSO container should be open as if it were being used during his shower.”
Jan appeared perplexed.
“If you’ll accompany me to the bathroom, I’ll show you . . .” Harris stepped in the direction of the bathroom as if inviting her to follow him.
“Is . . . is he . . . uh ... still there?”
“Outside of turning off the shower, nothing’s been touched, Ms. Taylor.”
“There must be some other way . . . without having to see him again.” She thought for a moment. “Wait; that’s all wrong. Hun kept the DMSO in the medicine cabinet. It was never on the shower shelf. Where did you find it? Where was it on the shelf?”
Harris consulted his notes. “The second container from the left.”
She need only a moment to consider this. “Second from the left? That’s where he kept the shampoo.”
“Are you certain?”
“Absolutely.”
“Always?”
Ewing, smiling, broke into the conversation. “Apparently when Mr. Hunsinger did anything, he always did it the same way. A bit of a compulsive, I take it.”
Jan nodded.
Ewing sensed that Harris had no more questions for Jan. Nor had he. “I have your address and phone number, Ms. Taylor. We’ll undoubtedly have more questions as this investigation continues. So we’ll probably be in touch with you.”
“May I leave now?”
Ewing glanced at Harris before dismissing Jan Taylor.
“Come on,” Harris said, “I want you to see a few things.”
“She lied to me twice,” said Ewing as Harris led the way back to the bathroom.
“Oh?”
“Yeah. She knew the skin flick was on when she came in, but wouldn’t admit it until I confronted her with it.”
“And?”
“Claimed she’s never been married.”
“What makes you think she has?”
“Ring indentation on her third finger, left hand.”
“Could have been an engagement ring.”
“Could have been—but I doubt it. Very heavy hunch.” Ewing smiled. “It may come in handy if I have to question her again. I can tell her, ‘You lied to me before; why should I believe you now?’”
“Detectives do not live on hunches alone.”
They entered the bathroom and crouched near the body.
“Can you figure the grin?” Ewing asked.
“No. It’s grotesque. His eyes are wide open, like he was terror-stricken. And then he has this fixed grin. It doesn’t fit together at all. And look here . . .” Harris pointed to areas on Hunsinger’s nude body. “See here, on his hands? Looks like some kind of rash, doesn’t it? And up here, on his scalp . . . and you can see it all over his head through that short brush cut: the same kind of rash. Whataya think?”
“I dunno. Suppose it could be contagious? Some kind of contagious disease?”
“I don’t know either. That’s why I called Doc Moellmann.”
“Willie Moellmann? On Sunday night? You got a death wish?”
“Willie knows that I don’t call him at home unless it’s serious. He’s on his way here.”
“You and I ought to team up more often. With my brains and your clout, no killer would be safe.”
Harris grinned and stood up. Ewing did the same.
“There’s the DMSO.” Ewing nodded at the uncapped second bottle from the left. “What the hell is it, anyway?”
“I’m not positive. I read something about it somewhere. It was supposed to have been a miracle drug of the 1960s. Supposed to alleviate almost any kind of pain, from arthritis to toothache. Somehow, it never got on the market.”
“Hmmm. Looks like Hunsinger was using it. It’s the only open container on the shelf. But why would he use DMSO in the shower?”
“Wait . . .what did that woman say? The slot second from the left was for the shampoo. And he kept the DMSO in the medicine cabinet.”
They looked at each other and together headed for the medicine cabinet.
“Sure enough,” said Harris, “here’s the shampoo. If Hunsinger was as compulsive and meticulous as we’ve been given to believe, do you suppose somebody switched bottles?” He frowned in thought. “But . . . if so, why?”
Ewing began to hum tunelessly as he made several quick trips between the shower area and the medicine cabinet, taking notes as he did so.
“Look at the two bottles, Ned: They’re identical in size and shape. Both tall, cylindrical containers. Both with ribbed caps. Both caps can be unscrewed or opened by their fliptops. Both bottles hold six fluid ounces. As far as size, shape, and heft go, they’re identical. But one has a boxed label stating clearly that it is DMSO, 99.9 percent pure dimethylsulfoxide. And the other one has a lion monogram and the trade name, Royal Copenhagen, on it.”
“Okay,” Harris reasoned, “we know that Hunsinger needed help with his eyes. His contacts are still out there in the cooker. Maybe his eyes were bad enough so he couldn’t read the labels.”
“Okay,” Ewing returned, “but look at the color, Ned. The DMSO container is white opaque. The shampoo bottle is translucent and you can see its pink color plainly through the bottle.”
Harris shrugged. “He had soap in his eyes?”
“A killer could count on that?”
The doorbell rang. It was the Wayne County medical examiner, Dr. Wilhelm Moellmann. Ewing ushered him into the bathroom. All three stood still and silent as Moellmann made a cursory preliminary study of the body.
“Remarkable specimen,” said Moellmann finally. “Who was he?”
“Hank Hunsinger,” Ewing said.
“Hmmm. Who?”
“Hank (‘the Hun’) Hunsinger,” Ewing tried.
“Hmmm. I seem to have read the name somewhere. But where?”
“He was a professional football player,” Harris explained. “With the Cougars.”
“Ah, yes, of course. That would explain the mammoth size. And all those contusions. And all those scars. His surgeon would have been well advised to put zippers instead of stitches in his knees.” Moellmann looked about for some show of appreciation of his humor. Finding none, he squatted to study the corpse more closely.
While Harris filled Moellmann in on what the two officers had found, Ewing proceeded with his investigation of the premises.
“This is what concerns me,” said Harris, finally arriving at his reason for calling the medical examiner. “This rash here on his hands and here again on his scalp.”
Moellmann studied the rash. He did not touch it. “It is peculiar. And, you see, there are similar marks here on his neck and there on his chest.”
“Any ideas?”
“Ideas? Ideas! You mean guesses! Guesses, like Quincy makes on TV! No, no guesses! This is science, not television!”
A brief but spirited performance. Harris had been subjected to many similar ones by Moellmann. On reflection, Harris decided he should not have asked the question. He decided to stay on surer ground.
“How about the DMSO, Doc? Can you fill us in on that?”
Moellmann rose as did Harris.
“Ah, yes, DMSO,” said Moellmann, staring at the opened container on the shelf. “A most intriguing compound. It never got FDA approval, but that hasn’t stopped people from buying it. At one time it was thought to be the ultimate and harmless answer to pain. This much can be said of it: when applied to the skin, it penetrates the skin and immediately enters the bloodstream. Many have testified that upon application, it relieves their pain immediately.”
“Then why didn’t it get FDA approval?”
“Now, then, my memory grows a bit vague. I believe the problem lies in testing it. In any such test, there must be a control group.”
Harris immediately called to mind all those kids with the cavities because they were in the control group that wasn’t using the sponsor’s toothpaste.
“The control group,” Moellmann continued, “should receive some sort of placebo, some admittedly ineffective substitute for the substance being tested. Something like a sugar pill instead of aspirin. But they’ve never been able to come up with an appropriate placebo for use instead of DMSO, because the application of DMSO usually causes a reddened skin and a very bad breath. People in the control group would know they were not being given DMSO because no other substance causes both an inflammation of the skin and the strong breath.”
“Red skin?” Harris mused.
“Yes, red skin,” Moellmann repeated.
Harris and Moellmann as one looked down at the corpse. Their gaze was fixed on the rash on Hunsinger’s hands and scalp.
“I wonder . . .” said Moellmann.
Ewing entered the bathroom, carrying a gallon plastic container. “Found it in the kitchen! Strychnine, if you can believe the label. But from what we’ve seen here, if I had a last dollar I wouldn’t bet it on the truth-in-packaging in this place.”
“Where would anyone get strychnine these days?” Harris asked. “It’s off the market, isn’t it?”
“I thought so,” Ewing agreed.
“Oh, yes, definitely,” Moellmann affirmed. “You can’t get it anywhere these days. Commercially, that is. Nixon signed an order taking it off the market back in 1973, I believe.”
“Well, either this is or it isn’t,” said Ewing, hefting the half-filled container. “But at least the label says it’s strychnine.”
“Intriguing,” Moellmann murmured.
“Doc,” said Harris, “there’s going to be more than the usual pressure to get this one locked up . . . and soon. Hunsinger was a celebrity, especially in this area. This is going to be in the papers, prominently, and on all the newscasts, not just locally, but nationally.” Harris hated to get where he was going with this plea. He well knew how Moellmann resisted any pressure to expedite a case. But, in this instance, it needed saying. “So can you hurry this one along a bit?”
Moellmann gave no indication of having heard Harris’s plea. He kept looking from the rashes on Hunsinger’s corpse to the DMSO to the container Ewing was holding. “Intriguing,” he murmured. “A very simple plan. So simple one might even call it ingenious. That is, if it all works out.” Then, to the officers, “We’ll want to get at this first thing in the morning. Have it all shipped down as soon as the technicians finish.” He ambled distractedly toward the door, rubbing his hands together. “How clever,” he muttered. “What a clever plan. But how did he make it work?” He resembled a crossword addict confronted with the world’s toughest puzzle, to which he might hold the ultimate clue.
As Moellmann exited, the police technicians arrived. Harris and Ewing briefed them on the situation and the probable evidence that should be gathered. Shortly, officers were everywhere, taking pictures, dusting for fingerprints, packaging evidence—taking particular care with the twin containers of DMSO and shampoo—and interviewing neighbors of the Hunsinger apartment.
Ewing and Harris disengaged themselves from the hubbub.
“Whatever we got here?” Harris was gearing up for an up-to-the-moment summary.
“One dead football player,” Ewing responded. “A probable homicide by means as yet undetermined. If a homicide, then the perpetrator had to be in this apartment before Hunsinger arrived this evening, or while he was here.”
“That’s right. Hunsinger was alive this afternoon. Some eighty thousand people saw him at the Silverdome. And additional hundreds of thousands saw him on TV. He left the stadium, as far as we know, under his own power. He gets home—something, something, something—he steps into the shower, and bingo, he’s dead.”
“He gets home,” Ewing supplied, “he puts a skin-flick cassette on TV—something, something, something—he showers, he dies, his girlfriend arrives. What about her?”
“Too early to tell. Not likely she’d off him and then report it to the police. Though it’s happened.”
“We’ll have to find out where she’s been today.”
“It’d be good to know when’s the last time Hunsinger showered at home before tonight. If something in that shower killed him—something in the DMSO bottle maybe—and if Hunsinger is the creature of habit he seems to be, then whatever killed him was put in there sometime between his previous shower and the one tonight.”
“And”—Ewing glanced around the room, but he was so familiar with investigative routine he was not distracted—“if not the Taylor woman, someone else got in here and set it up.”
“There’s a security guard on duty downstairs. Let’s go down and check on just how secure this building is—oh, and let me do most of the talking.”
Ewing grinned. “What’s the matter? I get along pretty good with black people.”
Harris winked. “You do okay for a honky. But there was something familiar about that guy when we came in. I think I might know him from a previous bust.”
The two took the elevator down twenty-one floors to the lobby. In the foyer, they spotted the guard. Clearly he had been flustered, first by Harris and Ewing, then by the arrival of the investigating crew. He had phoned his supervisor, who was with him now.
Introductions were exchanged. The officers explained that they wanted to question the guard. The supervisor took over door duties while the three men moved to a nearby empty office.
“We want to know all about the security here, Mr. Malone,” Ewing began. “We know you only work here. It’s not your security system, so you can be very frank.”
“In fact, Mr. Malone,” Harris was gazing at the guard so intently that Malone was becoming visibly upset, “this is a homicide investigation, so it is not to be taken lightly. Answer carefully and be sure you tell the whole truth.”
“Homicide!” Malone licked his dry lips. “Mr. Hunsinger!” He knew which apartment they had come from. “Mr. Hunsinger dead? Oh, God almighty!”
“He’s dead, Mr. Malone. And we’ve got to know everything you know about him,” said Harris. “Start with when he got home after today’s game.”
“I don’t know.”
“What do you mean you don’t know?” Harris’s tone suggested a short fuse that was burning.
“I don’t know. He’s a resident. He probably parked his car in the basement garage, then took the elevator from there directly up to his floor. He wouldn’t have passed through the lobby.”
“That’s all the security you got? People walk into the basement and go anywhere in the building they want?”
“Wait; it ain’t that bad. At least not now. It’s better than it was.”
“Why don’t you just tell us about the security system, Mr. Malone?” Ewing was more conciliatory.
“Sure.” It was comfortable in the apartment’s all-season climate control, but Malone had begun to perspire. “See, the way it used to be, we’d be in this cubicle, all glassed in, just next to the front door in the lobby. Visitors come, we’d let ’em in, check with whoever they come to see. If everything checked out, we’d let ’em take the elevator up.
“Wasn’t too good a system. For one thing, we never had no record of who the visitor was. Sometimes they’d slip by. You know, come in with a resident or something like that. Then, we was right up front, you know. If someone wanted to take out the guard, they could just do it. You know, Mr. Hunsinger ain’t the first one to get killed here. This can get to be a pretty lively place from time to time.”
Ewing nodded. He easily recalled that within the past year a couple had been victims of a drug-related homicide here. Neither he nor Harris had been in on that case. But he remembered how the investigating officers had complained of the odor. The couple had been dead four days before their bodies were discovered. The place could indeed be pretty lively, or, more properly, deadly.
“Not good. Not good.” Malone shook his head. “But just last Monday they installed a new system. See, Mr. Hunsinger could enter either in the basement—the garage—or through the lobby ’cause he got a key. But them who don’t have keys gotta come through the lobby. See, they can enter the lobby, but when they do, we got this camera that’s mounted on one wall and swings back and forth. Then, whoever’s on guard monitors the camera. We can see everybody who comes through the lobby.
“Then, ’cause the visitor don’t have a key, they gotta ring the bell. When we buzz ’em through, we already got a look at ’em. Then, when we let ’em in they gotta register in the guestbook. Then we still check with the resident before we let ’em go up. That is, unless the resident lets us know ahead of time that he’s expecting this particular person.” Malone seemed pleased with his performance. “See, it works pretty good now.”
After a moment’s silence, Harris said, “Yeah, we saw your system when we came in.” He turned to Ewing. “Think you could break it, Sergeant?”
Ewing smiled. “I’ll give it a crack.”
Harris and Malone joined the supervisor in the guard’s station, while Ewing went into the lobby. He knew what to do.
First, he stood outside, peering into the lobby. He watched the TV camera as it panned the lobby. Carefully, he timed its swing. Eight seconds from left to right; eight seconds, right to left.
Ewing timed his entry for the moment the camera’s focus left the front door. He flattened himself against the wall on which the camera was mounted. Stiffly, he walked the length of the wall to the inner door. At a short distance, he studied the lock. It appeared to be no different from other locks on doors that could be buzzed open.
Once more, he waited for the moment the camera’s focus moved away from the door. Quickly, he moved to the door, inserted the thin blade of his pocketknife, and lifted the lock from its catch. He entered, opening the door just enough to let himself in, then letting it close behind him. He crouched beneath the window of the guard’s station, moved beyond the station, stood erect, then nonchalantly strolled back to the room from within the inner lobby.
Both Malone and his supervisor stared at Ewing open-mouthed.
“How’d you do that?” asked the supervisor. “We didn’t see you once on the screen!”
“All I can tell you,” Ewing responded, “is that it wasn’t all that difficult. All you’d have to know is that the system was there and have a chance to study it for a while.
“Now, you said that the new system was installed last Monday . . . that right, Mr. Malone?”
Both men nodded.
“And you also said that with the new system, visitors had to sign in. So anyone who visited with Mr. Hunsinger since, say, Tuesday of this past week would be aware of the system, would have had the opportunity to study it, at least briefly, and would also have signed in. Now, the question: Where is your log of the people who have signed in to visit any resident since last Monday?”
“Right here,” said Malone, turning the opened guestbook toward Ewing. “We got a brand new book when we started registering visitors. It’s hardly been used at all.”
Harris took the book eagerly and began to run his finger down the list of names looking for anyone visiting Hunsinger. He found what he was looking for recorded on Tuesday evening. He turned to Ewing. “Get a load of these names.” Harris pointed to a succession of seven signatures, all signed in as visitors of Hunsinger, then said to Malone, “Were you on duty Tuesday evening last?”
Malone nodded.
“Did you call Hunsinger and check on these people?”
“No, sir. Mr. Hunsinger left word that he expected them.”
Ewing read each name as he recorded them on his notepad. “Jack Brown, Dave Whitman, Bobby Cobb, Jay Galloway, Kit Hoffer, Niall Murray, and Father Robert Koesler.” Ewing, smiling, looked up at Harris. “Guess which one of the above doesn’t fit with the others?”
“You mean you know who all of them are?” asked Harris.
“With one exception, I think they’re all members of the Cougars organization.”
“Koesler.”
“That’s it.”
“How does he do it?” Harris shook his head. “There must be hundreds of priests in Detroit, but every other year or so, Koesler gets involved in a homicide investigation. You’ve worked with him before, haven’t you?”
“Yeah. But I didn’t get the impression he was all that happy about being involved with a murder case.”
“Just lucky, eh?”
“I guess.”
Harris went back to sliding his finger down the pages, in search of more Hunsinger visitors. Coming to the end of the listed names, he looked at Malone with some irritation. “I thought you said all visitors were registered. What about Jan Taylor? We know she was here to visit Hunsinger today.”
“Oh, no; she don’t sign in.” Malone ran a finger between his starched white shirt and his neck. “She’s got a key.”
“A key!” What had begun as a rather narrow list of suspects was beginning to expand. “Okay, how many people have keys to Hunsinger’s apartment—which key, I assume, also works on the building entrances?”
“That’s right, sir. Just Miss Taylor and Mr. Hunsinger’s mother.”
Harris shrugged. “Okay,” he said to Ewing, “add mama to the list.”
“ Is nothing sacred?” Ewing grinned as he entered the name in his notepad.
“Okay, Malone,” Harris fixed the guard with an intense look, “let’s have the whole thing. We’ve got seven people who visited with Hunsinger last Tuesday. We have two people with keys. Anybody else have access to Hunsinger? Anybody at all?”
Malone hesitated.
“This is a homicide investigation, Malone. I don’t need to tell you what could happen if you don’t level with us.”
“Uh . . . Mr. Hunsinger tips pretty good.”
“Not anymore.”
“Yeah, that’s right. Well, there was one more key out. But that was a while ago. I don’t know if Mr. Hunsinger ever took it back or not.”
“Come on, come on.”
“Nobody needs to know that it was me who told you?”
“Nobody needs to know.”
“It was Mrs. Galloway.”
Ewing’s eyebrows lifted as he noted the final name.
Harris warned Malone and his supervisor emphatically about commenting on the case, especially to the news media, while the investigation continued. He left the two appropriately impressed.
Harris and Ewing returned to Hunsinger’s apartment to wrap things up.
“Ned,” said Ewing in the elevator, “did you really recognize Malone from a bust in the past?”
Harris chuckled. “Not really. But I find it helpful from time to time to psych myself up for an interrogation by pretending to know the guy and pretending that I hate him. Keeps him on his toes too. Didn’t you notice?”
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