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Randall Kirbo had come to Galveston in March for spring break. That had been nine months ago, and no one in his family had seen him since. As far as they knew, no one else had seen him, either. And now they wanted me to find him.
I didn't want to take the job. I used to do things like that for a living, but that was before my own sister had disappeared. You could say I'd found her, in a sense, but it had been far too late to do her any good.
And then there was the time I'd tried to find Dino's daughter. I'd found her, all right, but the less said about all that had happened then, the better, at least as far as I was concerned.
After that little bit of unpleasantness, I'd sort of given up my profession.
Dino thought it was time for me to take it up again. It wasn't the first time he'd asked.
"It's like a personal favor, Tru," he said. "You know I hate to ask you, but there it is."
He didn't hate to ask me at all, but he probably felt he had to say so.
"Let's see," I said. "The last time you asked me to do something; you said there was nothing to it. Just an old high school friend of ours who needed a little investigation done. But it didn't work out quite that way, did it?"
"Hey," Dino said. "That wasn't my fault. I thought it was just about some dead bird."
"Prairie chicken," I told him.
"Whatever. A bird's a bird, right?"
"Wrong," I said, but I didn't elaborate. I didn't figure that Dino wanted to hear a lecture on endangered species. "And you were wrong about the job, too. I wound up getting shot at and beat up and — "
Dino raised a hand to stop me. "OK, OK, you win. It was a mistake for you to get involved. But it'll be different this time."
He stopped and waited for me to say something. So I said, "You forgot to say 'trust me.'"
"Trust me," he said, with what might have been an honest attempt to look sincere.
"I feel a lot better already," I told him. "You want something to drink?"
We were in the living room of my house, which actually belonged to Dino. He was just letting me live there. I was sitting on my couch, which had been a really nice one in about 1956. Dino was in a chair that might have been a little newer, but not much. I got most of my furniture at garage sales.
"Not Big Red," Dino said. "Somebody told me that if you spill that stuff on a carpet, you can never get the stains out. No matter what you use."
Big Red was what I drank, and Dino was convinced that it was going to eat through my stomach lining any day now. He didn't much like the way it tasted, either, and now he was glancing around to see if there were any suspicious stains on the furniture. There were plenty, but it would be hard to say exactly what caused them.
"I don't usually have guests," I told him. "So Big Red's about all I have on hand."
"You got any ginger ale?"
"You drank the last of it."
"That was months ago."
"Well, if you'd come out more often, I'd keep a bigger supply."
Dino didn't push it. His uncles had practically been the barons of Galveston Island years before, back in the days when you could go out on the long pier to The Island Retreat and drop your silver in their slot machines, watch the little clickety balls bounce around their roulette wheels, or lose as much as you could stand at blackjack.
But hurricanes had shortened the pier, the Texas Rangers had dumped the slots into the Bay, The Island Retreat was closed, and Dino wasn't like his uncles. He preferred to stay in his house, which didn't even have a view of the water, and watch infomercials on TV.
"I don't get out much," he said. He was a master of understatement. "But I'm getting better at it."
That was true. He'd gotten together with Evelyn Matthews, the mother of his daughter, after a lapse of a lot of years, and she'd done wonders for him. He wasn't going to win the Outdoorsman of the Year award, but he wasn't spending all his waking minutes inside any more. Most of them, yes, but not all.
"How about some water?" I asked.
"Water would be OK." He looked around the room. "Where's Nameless?"
Nameless was my cat. Or the cat who lived with me. You couldn't really say he was mine. He didn't belong to anybody other than himself.
"He's outside," I said. "Did you think he'd come to welcome you?"
Dino looked hurt. "I think he's beginning to like me."
"Maybe," I said, but I didn't think so.
For that matter, I didn't think Nameless really liked anybody. He liked chasing the little geckos that lived in the oleander bushes that surrounded the house, and he liked having his head rubbed now and then. And eating. He liked eating more than just about anything. But I wasn't sure he had ever developed a real attachment to anyone human, even to me, and I was the one who provided his food.
I got off the couch and went into the kitchen to get the water. I decided I'd have water, too. Maybe Dino was right about my stomach lining. I took a plastic ice tray out of the refrigerator's freezer compartment and twisted it until the ice loosened up. Then I put four or five cubes in two glasses and filled them from the tap.
"Tastes great," Dino said when I gave him his glass and he'd taken a swallow.
"It's just water."
"Yeah." He took another drink. "But it's good water."
I looked at him. "You going to talk about how great the water is, or are you going to tell me some more about this personal favor you want me to do?"
He put his glass on the low wooden coffee table. The glass was beaded with moisture, and it would probably leave a ring, but that would be all right. There were plenty of other rings there to keep it company.
"You still look for people, right?"
"No. I don't look for people. You know that."
"Well, what you do is practically the same thing."
"No, it's not."
What I did now was all done right there in the house, with a computer. I did background checks, mostly. It's easy, and it's profitable. I run a little ad in the classified section of the Houston Chronicle, and I get plenty of calls from women who want to find out about the men they're dating, from businessmen who're considering hiring someone but who aren't quite sure about the resumè they've been given, from fathers who wonder about the guy who's been seeing their daughters.
If you ever sent in one of the little warranty cards that came with your new toaster or your new hair dryer, you're in a data base somewhere, and I can find you.
Or if you've played around on the Internet and ordered one of those free CD-ROMs that car companies and state governments offer you, you've probably provided all kinds of information that I can get to.
If you have a telephone with a listed number, I can get the number and your address in a few seconds.
Credit checks are just as simple if you know what you're doing, and I do. I worked for a bail bondsman for a while, and I learned a few tricks. I can even find out where you've used your credit card or an ATM.
If you're trying to hide something, it might take me a little longer to find out about you, but eventually I'll get there. Not everyone knows it, but thanks to the Information Superhighway, personal privacy is pretty much a thing of the past.
But checking on people the way I do is nothing like going out and actually looking for someone that no one else can find, and Dino knows it. He also knows very well why I don't like doing it the hard way anymore.
"OK," he admitted. "It's not the same thing. But it's close. And like I said, this would be a personal favor."
"For you, or for someone else?"
"For me."
"But you're asking for someone else."
"Right."
"Why?"
"Well, see, Tack Kirbo's a sort of an old friend."
"What kind of friend?"
"From college. I guess you don't remember him. We played football together."
I felt a twinge, but I didn't say anything. Dino knew what I was thinking, though.
"The knee doing OK these days?" he asked.
Dino had practically destroyed my knee with his helmet when he'd tackled me just as I was about to break away for a long run. On a beautiful fall day, he'd ended what most sportswriters thought was a great football career that was going to become even greater when I turned pro.
What had happened hadn't been Dino's fault, but he couldn't quite get over the idea that it was.
"The knee's fine," I lied. "But I don't remember Kirbo. What position did he play?"
"He was mostly a back-up. Played tight end. No reason you'd remember him."
"But you do."
"Sure. We were pretty good buddies in those days."
"And now he's lost his kid."
"Right. And the cops can't find him. No one can find him. I thought you might give it a try."
"As a personal favor. Sort of like when I looked for Outside Harry."
Outside Harry was a local character that Dino had developed an attachment to. He'd disappeared not so long ago, and Dino had asked me to find him. I did, but not before nearly getting killed three or four times.
"That was different," Dino said. You knew that might be dangerous."
"Sure I did."
"Tack would pay you, if that's what you're worried about."
"I'm not talking about money."
"You can be a real bastard sometimes, Tru."
I smiled. "You're only saying that because you like me."
"Fat chance. Will you do it or not?"
I thought about it. The people were missing their son, and while I didn't think I could help them, it wouldn't do any harm to talk to them. Or that's what I thought at the time.
"I'll talk to the Kirbos," I said. "As a personal favor."
Dino smiled. "I'd appreciate it," he said.
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You can never be sure what kind of weather to expect on Galveston Island in the winter. In 1886, so the story goes, the temperature dropped to somewhere near zero, and the bay froze to a depth of two and a half inches.
The day Dino drove me to see Tack Kirbo was different. According to the television news I'd seen a day or so earlier, it was snowing in New England and upstate New York. In Seattle, there was a cold, drenching rain. The Midwest was freezing, and ice covered the highways.
But in Galveston, it was a lot like springtime, seventy degrees, a deep blue sky with not a cloud in sight, and a strong southerly breeze the whipped the gray-green Gulf of Mexico into second-rate whitecaps.
Gulls swooped and dipped over the waves as if some kid were pulling them on kite strings. Out near the horizon, oil rigs squatted over the water, and a tanker seemed painted on the sky.
I lived on the west end of the Island, and Dino hadn't wanted to drive along the seawall, but I'd insisted. He preferred to stay in his house, and if he had to get out of it, he wanted to get as far from the water as possible. But the Kirbos were staying in the Galvez Hotel, which is right on Seawall Boulevard. There was no use to go out of our way to avoid seeing the Gulf.
A girl in a skimpy halter top and tight cut-off jeans was skimming along the top of the wall on a pair of in-line skates. She had long legs, a blonde pony tail that hung out from under her safety helmet, and skin the color of almonds.
"Aren't you glad you came this way?" I said.
Dino didn't answer. He looked straight ahead as if he were having to concentrate on the traffic. There were only about four cars in sight.
"Want to stop and walk along one of the jetties?" I asked. "Have a look at the mural?"
The Gulf side of the seawall had been painted with what the tourist office was calling the world's longest mural between 25th and 61st streets: surfers, giant clams, fish, waves — all kinds of briney stuff like that.
Dino cut his eyes in my direction. "You're kidding me," he said.
"It might do you good. You could get a little sun."
"Sun gives you skin cancer. I don't need that."
I thought about the girl on the skates. Dino was right, and I hated to think what might happen to her in twenty or thirty years or so. On the other hand, Dino looked like a man who'd just returned to the free world after doing twenty years in solitary in one of the fine units of the Texas Department of Criminal Justice. The Pillsbury Dough Boy had as much color as he did. There had to be a reasonable compromise somewhere.
"How about that beach?" I said.
Dino didn't look. "It's not as big as it used to be," he said.
He was right about that, too, though the city had invested millions in widening the beachfront. The sand had been dredged off the bottom of the Gulf and pumped along the shore line. The sand had smelled like the bilge in a shrimp boat for a while, but before long the smell went away and the beach had been almost as wide as I remembered it from my childhood, before storms and tides had carried most of the sand out into the Gulf. But after only a couple of years the beach had begun shrinking again. Nothing stays the same.
Nothing, that is, except for the Galvez Hotel, all two hundred and fifty rooms of it. It's been sitting right there behind the seawall just across the street from the beach since 1911. There are some people who think the hotel is even older than that, that it survived the big storm of 1900, but it didn't. In fact, one of the reasons it was built was to help Galveston recover from the devastating economic effects of that storm.
It did survive the hurricane that roared out of the Gulf in 1915, however. That storm wasn't nearly as bad as the one fifteen years earlier, but it was bad enough to tear four-ton granite boulders out of the jetties and toss them over the seawall while dancers in the Galvez's ballroom swirled and turned as if they didn't have a care in the world.
The Galvez is a huge white building, a lot like one of those resort hotels that you see on old picture postcards, with palm trees and couples dressed all in white playing croquet on wide expanses of lawn. Lots of famous people have stayed there. Phil Harris and Alice Faye — remember them? — were married there, a long time ago.
The Galvez doesn't have much of a lawn, but there are palm trees, all right, except that today the trunks of the palm trees in front of the hotel were ringed from bottom to top with white Christmas lights. Christmas lights on palm trees had always struck me as pretty strange, but it didn't appear to bother anyone else as far as I could tell. Certainly not Dino, who didn't even seem to notice. He turned his big old Pontiac off Seawall Boulevard and pulled around to the back of the hotel to enter the parking lot.
He locked the car when we got out, and we walked past the BFI Dumpster to the back entrance. There were several chartered buses parked along the walk.
"Dickens on the Strand," Dino said.
I'd forgotten about that. Every year, one weekend early in December, there's a pseudo-Victorian Christmas celebration along The Strand, an area of restored buildings and shops near the docks. I've never participated in the festivities, and I was willing to bet that Dino hadn't, either. Plenty of tourists showed up for the fun, however, as the chartered buses, from San Antonio, Waco, and Dallas, proved.
We went through the doors and up the steps into the lobby, where there was a fifteen-foot-tall Christmas tree, decorated with gold ribbons and red balls. To our right were the elevators and the check-in desk, and on our left hand bells of all sizes lay atop a long table covered with a red cloth. A sign informed us that a hand bell choir would be playing in about an hour.
"Maybe we can finish up before they start," Dino said hopefully. "Or maybe we won't be able to hear them from the bar."
He wasn't exactly in the Christmas spirit, not unless you thought Ebenezer Scrooge was an appropriate role model.
I said, "The bar?"
"That's where Tack and his wife are meeting us."
"You were pretty sure of me, weren't you?"
"I figured you wouldn't turn down an old friend, even if you hadn't always had a great time doing me favors. And if you didn't want to help, I could always use a free drink. Tack can afford it."
So could Dino, who probably could have bought the hotel if he'd wanted it, though you wouldn't guess it from looking at him. He had on a pair of faded Levi's, and a wrinkled white cotton shirt that he strained at the shoulders because he worked out all the time on exercise equipment he bought after watching infomercials. He was also wearing a pair of scuffed Bass Weejuns that he'd probably bought when he was in college.
I didn't look any better. I was wearing an old sweatshirt with a picture of Bevo, The University of Texas mascot, on the front and a pair of jeans as faded as Dino's. My blue and white Etonic running shoes were practically new, though. I thought they gave the outfit a touch of class.
The lobby was full of people who were dressed a lot better than we were. They were considerably older than we were, too, past retirement age, and they were no doubt waiting to go somewhere on one or more of the tour buses. Either that, or listen to the hand bell choir.
We made our way through them, hardly attracting a curious glance. Anyone who's been in Galveston more than half an hour knows that the dress code on the Island is pretty lax. Even in a place like the Galvez.
Dino led me past the hotel's restaurant and down a hallway to the bar, which was fronted by huge glass windows that looked out over the seawall and into the Gulf. I could see The Island Retreat, a ramshackle building that extended out over the water on its rickety wooden pier.
I imagined what the building had been like at Christmas all those years ago, when half the high-rollers in Texas would have been there to spread a little Christmas cheer and win a little money. Or lose some.
There would have been cars lining the seawall for blocks, big cars like Cadillacs and Buick Roadmasters and Chrysler Imperials. Maybe a Packard or two. There would have been women wrapped in furs, even if the weather had been as warm as it was today. And maybe a national TV star or two.
There was nothing like that now. The street was nearly deserted, and I could see the realtor's sign nailed to the front door. The sign was fading now, and I wondered if the building would ever be sold or whether it would just stand there until some wild storm surge dragged it down into the Gulf.
A man stood up at a table near the front of the bar and waved us over. He was big enough to have played football, all right, but he hadn't been in shape for years. He had a hard belly that jutted out over his belt, and his shirt looked uncomfortably tight. His thick, curly gray hair tumbled over his forehead. His face was puffy, and his voice was a little too loud.
"Hey, Dino," he said. "Come on over."
When we reached the table Dino said, "Tru, this is Tack Kirbo. Tack, Truman Smith."
Kirbo stuck out a hand the size of a Christmas ham, grabbed mine, and tried to crush it.
"Truman Smith," he said. "I guess you don't remember ever seeing me, but I got into a couple of plays against you in a game one day."
I got my hand back before he mangled it. "Dino told me you played with him on the Red Raiders."
Kirbo laughed. "Mostly I just sat on the bench and watched. I wasn't anywhere near the player Dino was. Or you. Hell, you'd have won the Heisman if Dino hadn't torn up your knee for you that day."
"Why don't you introduce your wife," Dino said.
My knee wasn't his favorite topic of conversation. It was OK for him to mention it to me, but he didn't like for anyone else to bring it up. Me, neither.
"You must think I have the manners of a hog," Kirbo said, moving aside so that I could see the woman who was sitting in his shadow.
I had a feeling that she sat there a lot. She was much smaller than her husband, and she looked years older. Her face was wrinkled, and her eyes were red, as if she'd been crying recently.
"This is my wife, Janey," Kirbo said. "Janey, this is Dino and Truman Smith. I've told you about Dino, and Smith was the best damn running back in the Southwest Conference in his day."
There wasn't a Southwest Conference any more, which was just one more indication of how long ago my day had been. It was something I didn't want to think about much, like my knee.
Janey Kirbo didn't stand up or extend a hand. She said, "I'm pleased to meet you Mr. Smith."
She didn't look up at me. Her voice sounded strained, as if it were being squeezed through a very narrow opening.
"Have a seat, have a seat," Kirbo said.
Dino and I pulled out chairs and sat at the table. Almost as soon as we were seated, a young woman with an order pad appeared.
"What'll you have?" Kirbo asked.
I was tempted to ask if Big Red was available, but I knew better, so I just ordered ginger ale. Dino asked for a gin and tonic.
Kirbo said, "Just put it on my tab, honey, and bring me and the little lady two more of the same."
He said it all without any self-consciousness, as if he called all waitresses "honey" and always ordered his wife's drinks without consulting her. I could tell I was going to love working for him.
I looked at Dino, who avoided my eyes. I didn't blame him. It was going to be a long afternoon.
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Dino and Tack Kirbo made small talk while we waited for the drinks, something about the Dallas Cowboy's chances of getting to yet another Super Bowl. I didn't pay much attention. I was watching Mrs. Kirbo.
She was looking out the windows, but I didn't think she was seeing anything. Her eyes were as vacant as The Island Retreat.
The drinks came, and I sipped ginger ale while Kirbo told us all how he would have been a better football player if he'd just had the talent to match his desire.
"I tell you," he said, "having to sit on that bench and watch the game was hard on me. I wanted to be in there bangin' heads, but I was always a hair too slow off the ball. I was just as likely to get knocked on my butt as to tackle anybody. One or two plays a game, they'd let me go in, but they just did it to pay me off because I worked so hard in practice. A little reward for bein' a good boy, you could call it. I think if we'd ever had a real solid lead in the fourth quarter, I'd have gotten in for a whole series, maybe two, but in those days we never got that far ahead. The team's a lot better now, though."
I didn't see what any of this had to do with a missing son. I looked at Dino again.
This time he didn't avoid me. He nodded, turned to Kirbo, and said, "Your son got in a little more time than you did, I hear."
It got very quiet at the table for just a second or two. Tack took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Jane Kirbo continued to stare blankly out the windows. She hadn't touched her drink.
Her husband had nearly finished his. He took the last swallow and said, "I guess we might as well get down to it."
"I think that would be a good idea," Dino said.
"But we need more drinks first," Kirbo said, signaling the waitress.
We made more small talk until the drinks arrived and Kirbo dived into his like a man who'd just run a marathon across the Mojave. His wife looked at him, looked at her drink, and looked back out the window.
"All right," Kirbo said to me when he came up for air, half his drink already gone. "How much do you know about the situation?"
I shrugged. "Not much. Your son was here for spring break, he disappeared, he hasn't been found."
"That about says it all," Kirbo told me. "I guess you want more details than that, though."
"You guess right."
"I figured. OK, here's the deal. Randall — that's my boy's name, Randall — he and some friends were down here for spring break, like you said. They went to some parties probably, and I expect they drank some."
He looked at his wife, who gave no sign that she noticed, then back at me.
"There's no harm in drinking," he said, and paused as if he expected someone to contradict him. When no one did, he said, "not if you do it in moderation."
I wondered whether he was defending his son or himself, but I didn't ask. Since no one seemed inclined to challenge his assumption, he went on.
"Anyway, Randall wasn't much of a drinker. He liked to have fun, but he wasn't ever the kind of a boy to get in trouble. Not in high school, not in college, not ever."
I thought I might as well say something. "But he disappeared."
"Yeah. He disappeared. And nobody knows how or why, least of all your Galveston cops."
I started to tell him they weren't my cops. They didn't belong to anyone, though at one time they had pretty much belonged to Dino's uncles. That was another thing that had changed.
"Tell us about the cops," I said.
"They looked for Randall," Kirbo said. "Or at least that's what they told us. They said they looked hard. But they didn't find him."
"They looked hard," Dino said. I must have looked surprised at his defense of the police, because he said, "Well, they did. It's not just bad for their reputation when something like that happens. It's bad publicity, and that means it's bad for tourism. See?"
I saw. Galveston lived on tourists. If the word got around that there were mysterious unsolved disappearances here, pretty soon the tourists would find somewhere else to go, and the spring breakers would move on down the coast to Corpus Christi and South Padre, where a lot of them were going already, taking all their nice tourist dollars along with them.
"You mean there was pressure on the police?" I said.
Dino nodded. He didn't say how he knew, but he didn't have to. If he said it, he knew. He might not have had as many ears in high places as his uncles once had, but he still had plenty.
"And they looked everywhere?"
"Everywhere," Kirbo said. "They said they covered this island with a fine-tooth comb."
"Did your son have any reason to disappear?"
Kirbo looked offended. "What does that mean?"
"It means, how were his grades? What was his status with his coaches? Was his girlfriend pregnant?"
Kirbo's face, already a little red, got redder. He gripped the edge of the table with both hands, and for just the fraction of a second I thought he might stand up and slug me. He didn't, though, which may have had something to do with the fact that I was in better shape than he was. Or maybe not.
He said, "You shouldn't talk about a boy like that, not in front of his mother."
As far as I could tell, his mother hadn't even heard me.
"Sorry. It's something that had to be said."
He didn't appear convinced, but I didn't let it worry me. I took a drink of ginger ale and looked at him.
He relaxed his grip on the table and gulped down the rest of his drink. His wife still hadn't touched hers, or said a word.
"I suppose you got a copy of the police report," I said.
"Yes," Mrs. Kirbo said, surprising me. She picked up a canvas bag from the floor and pulled out a thick manila folder. "Here it is."
I took the folder, but I didn't look inside it. I laid it on the table and said, "What did the police find out?"
"Not a damn thing," Kirbo said. He tipped his empty glass in the general direction of the report. "What you said a while ago about Randall? How he came down here, disappeared, and hasn't been found? That's what it says."
"If there was pressure on the police to do a good job, they would have done everything possible to find your son," I said. "Even without the pressure, they would have done everything they could. They have the men and the resources to do a lot more than I can. So what makes you think I'm going to find out anything they didn't?"
"Because somebody's lying to them," Kirbo told me.
"Oh," I said, and waited.
Kirbo's theory, expressed with entirely too much hand waving and leaning toward me across the table, was that someone knew something. He wasn't sure who it was, or what they knew, but he was convinced that someone knew what had happened to Randall.
"Maybe his roommate," Kirbo said, leaning back in his chair, much to my relief. "Chad Peavy. He was one of the friends that Randall came down here with."
"He's at Texas Tech?" I said.
"No. He flunked out in the spring semester and didn't go back this fall. He's living in Houston with his parents. It's all in that report you've got."
"All right," I said. "Who else?"
"Who else, what?"
"Who else is lying?"
Kirbo looked around the bar for our waitress. I could tell that he wanted another drink. He wanted it a lot. He didn't see the waitress, so he turned back to me.
"Hell, I don't know who's lying. That's why I'm hiring you. To find out."
"You haven't hired me yet," I said.
Mrs. Kirbo looked away from the windows and into my eyes. "Please," she said. "Help us."
"He will," Dino said, giving me a hard look. "Won't you, Tru."
I thought about it for a minute, wondering whether Dino had known Mrs. Kirbo when they were college students. And wondering whether I'd have the nerve to ask him.
"I'll try," I said finally. "But I can't make any promises."
Mrs. Kirbo tried to smile and almost made it. "Thank you."
"Don't mention it," I said.
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Dino didn't have much to say as we drove back to my — OK, his — house. Dino was in a pretty good mood because we'd managed to get out of the hotel before the bell choir began playing. He turned on the radio and punched the button for the Houston oldies station, and we listened to the usual tunes. My theory is that they have a list with about a hundred songs on it, and D.J.s aren't allowed to play anything else. As far as their programmer is concerned, the only song Roy Orbison ever recorded was "Oh, Pretty Woman."
When I was getting out of the car, Dino said, "I hope you can do something for them, Tru."
I ducked down and stuck my head inside. "'Them'?"
He squirmed a little on the seat. "Why are you saying it like that?"
"No reason."
"You were always a smart-ass, Tru. Even in high school."
"So you keep reminding me."
"Only because it's true."
My neck was beginning to hurt, so I got back inside the car and sat down.
"You knew her in college didn't you?" I said.
He didn't have to ask who I meant. "You guessed, huh?"
"I'm a trained detective, and we trained detectives don't like the word guess. We prefer logical deduction."
"Yeah. I'll bet you do."
"So are you going to tell me or not?"
"There's not much to tell. I knew her a lot better than I knew Tack, let's put it that way."
"So I logically deduced."
Dino stared out through the windshield. Where he was parked there wasn't much to see. Just my — his — front porch. The house itself was camouflaged by all the bushes that grew so closely around it that it was hard to see from the road. The Gulf breeze was whipping their branches against the bricks and the windowpanes.
After a while, Dino said, "I went out with her a time or two. But then she started seeing Tack. He was a little bit more of a solid citizen than I was."
"A time or two?"
"Maybe three or four. I wasn't counting."
"Sure."
I didn't say anything for a few seconds. Both of use stared at the porch. Nameless sped across it in hot pursuit of something I couldn't see, maybe one of the geckos that lived in the bushes. Or maybe it was nothing at all. Maybe he was just running for the sheer joy of it, though he was getting a little old for that.
"He's not exactly a solid citizen now," I said. "Tack, that is."
Dino nodded. "He drinks a little. But he's got money that he made the old fashioned way, in the West Texas oil fields. His daddy was in the business to begin with, but it was Tack that hit it lucky. He was just getting started when that oil shortage came along in the 'seventies."
"No one mentioned a ransom note," I said.
"There wasn't one. This isn't a kidnapping, Tru. Something funny's going on."
I had a strong sense of dèjà vu, and I thought again about the time Dino's daughter had disappeared. I hadn't mentioned it the first time I thought of it, and I didn't mention it this time, either.
"Maybe he just didn't want to go home again," I said. "Lots of tension there."
"You noticed."
"Trained detective, remember? We're observant as well as logical."
"Right."
There was something else very familiar about the situation, and it wasn't as touchy as the bit about Dino's daughter, not quite anyway, so I thought I might as well say something about it.
"You know, getting involved with old girlfriends isn't always a good idea. They might not be the way we remembered them."
"Not everyone's like you, Tru. In the first place, I'm not getting involved with an old girlfriend. And in the second place, she's married. And in the third place, I'm still seeing Evelyn."
Evelyn was the mother of Dino's daughter. She and Dino hadn't spoken in years, not until the daughter disappeared, but now they were slowly developing some kind of relationship. I wasn't sure what kind.
"I just wanted to be sure I knew where we stood," I said.
"Well, now you know."
"All right." I got out of the car again. "You want to come in?"
"I think I'll go on home, work out a little. Maybe watch a little TV."
I knew he was eager to get back home. He'd been out of the house a lot longer than he liked. I tightened my grip on the copy of the police file as the breeze flapped my sweatshirt and ruffled my hair. I smelled salt and sand and seaweed.
"I'll call you," I said.
"You do that."
I shut the car door, and as I watched the big old Pontiac crunch away down the oyster-shell road, I wondered what I'd gotten myself into this time.
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I'd been reading from a collection of John O'Hara's Gibbsville stories when Dino had come over to talk to me about the Kirbo disappearance. Not too many people read O'Hara these days, which was part of his appeal to me. The other part of his appeal was that he wrote good stories.
I didn't go back to the stories, though, good as they were. I had something else to read. So I put the Kingston Trio's The Twelfth Month of the Year on the CD player and sat in the broken down recliner to look over the police report.
Tack Kirbo had been right. There wasn't much in it. I could tell from reading it that the investigating officer, Bob Lattner, had never developed much interest in finding Randall Kirbo, no matter what Dino had said about the pressure on the police. His interviews with Randall's friends were perfunctory at best, and he had simply accepted everything they said with hardly any probing or follow-up. Oh, Lattner had tried to make things look good, all right; he'd checked several times to see if Randall had used his credit card, which he hadn't. Lattner had even gone to Lubbock to do the interviews, but I could tell his heart wasn't in it. His conclusion, based on his "experience and instinct" was that Randall Kirbo had dropped out of sight for reasons of his own and that he hadn't come to any harm.
He might even have been right, but Randall's parents didn't think so, and it was possible that their experience and instinct were just as pertinent as Lattner's.
I closed the file and looked at the photo of Randall that his mother had given me before I left the Galvez. It had been taken for his high school yearbook when he was a senior, and he looked uncomfortable in his jacket and tie, as if the collar of his white dress shirt was a little too tight. It probably was. He was the kind who'd find it difficult to get a collar big enough to fit. He had wide eyes and his father's curly hair, but his face wasn't puffy like Tack's. It was lean and angular but softened by a crooked grin that revealed a chipped front tooth. The All-American Boy.
I wondered where he was now, but I wasn't sure I wanted to be the one to find out. I'd told Mrs. Kirbo that I'd try to help, however, so I would.
As it happened, there was a place I could start. I had run into Bob Lattner a couple of times during my short stint of working in a local bail bondsman's office. Lattner probably wouldn't tell me anything, but I thought I might be able to convince him to meet me and talk things over.
Tack Kirbo had also provided me with Chad Peavy's Houston address, and it wouldn't be too much trouble to drive up and have a talk with him. After talking to both him and Lattner, I could most likely use my experience and instinct to come to the same conclusion Lattner had reached. Then I could call the whole thing off.
Except that I wouldn't do that, of course. It wasn't that I felt that I owed anyone anything; it's just that for some reason I can't bring myself to do a job halfway, as Lattner had done. Sometimes I think I'd be better off if I could.
Nameless scratched on the screen door, and I went to let him in. It was dark outside, and I looked at my black plastic digital watch. 6:32. I'd been reading longer than I'd thought. The Kingston Trio had been silent for a long time now.
I opened the door, and Nameless ran directly to his food dish. I'm pretty sure that the only reason he tolerates my company is that I'm a reliable source of Tender Vittles, which is fine with me. I don't mind buying friendship when it's cheap. I opened a packet of Seafood Supper and dumped it in the bowl. Nameless began to eat, purring at the same time. I don't know how he did it, but I thought it was a neat trick.
I found a can of Hormel vegetarian chili to fix for myself. It was my kind of food — from the can to the microwave to the table in about five minutes. It tasted OK, too, but I didn't purr while I ate it.
By the time I finished and washed my bowl, it was too late to talk to Bob Lattner, so I took the Kingston Trio off the CD player and put on Elvis's If Every Day Were Like Christmas, which is the only other holiday album I own. Then I flopped down in the recliner and spent the rest of the evening reading more O'Hara.
After a while Nameless came in and went to sleep on the throw rug under the coffee table. The charms of Elvis singing about a blue Christmas were lost on him. Around eleven o'clock I decided that Nameless had the right idea, so I went to bed.
I don't know whether Nameless dreamed or not, sleeping there on the rug, but I dreamed of running all night long, although I'm pretty sure I never got anywhere. When I woke up the next morning, I was already tired, and the day hadn't even started yet.
Tired or not, I went out for an early morning jog. The sky was covered with low clouds, and the fields that I ran past were thick with fog. The sun would burn it off soon enough, but just then it was almost as if I were running through a fine gray mist. Droplets clung to my sweatshirt and stuck in my hair. I had to wipe water off my face.
I live on the west end of the Island, between the end of the seawall and the upscale developments, and I went a mile or so without seeing another soul before my knee began to hurt. When I turned to go back home, a big heron lifted off a pool of water about twenty yards away and soared off into the fog without a sound, like a pterodactyl's ghost.
Nameless was watching for me at the door when I got back. He'd spent the night under the coffee table, and now he was ready for breakfast. Seafood Supper didn't seem appropriate, but it was all I had. He didn't seem to mind.
I had shredded wheat with skim milk. I was trying to avoid covering my belt buckle the way Tack Kirbo did. While I ate, I listened to the news station on AM radio. Traffic was backed up from Houston almost to Stafford by an accident on the Southwest Freeway, which was really Highway 59, though for some reason I never understood no one who lives in Houston ever calls it that. I was glad I didn't have to drive to work in Houston every day. For that matter, I was glad I didn't have to drive to work anywhere.
After I finished the shredded wheat, I washed out the bowl and left it in the sink. Nameless jumped up on the counter and leaned over to see if I'd left any water in the bowl. I hadn't, but he licked the bowl anyway.
"Now cut that out," I told him. "It's not sanitary. You might catch some disease."
He ignored me, as usual, but when I started toward him, he jumped down and ran to the door. I let him out so he could terrorize the geckos, which reminded me that it might be a good idea to check my cereal bowl for lizard parts that might have dribbled out of his mouth. There didn't appear to be any, so I figured I was safe from contagion.
I took a shower and pulled on a clean short-sleeved sweatshirt and a pair of faded jeans that I'd worn only once or twice since their last washing. Then I gave Bob Lattner a call.
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Lattner didn't want to see me, not then, not later that morning, and, I got the distinct impression, not ever. I finally persuaded him to talk to me by offering to buy him lunch. I suggested the Chinese restaurant across from the police station, but he said that he preferred the drugstore, which was fine with me. I knew which drugstore he meant.
"Twelve o'clock?" I asked.
"Make it eleven-thirty," he said.
He had a hard voice that sounded as if he'd practiced it on felons for years. It probably didn't have any more effect on them than it had on me, however; most of them were used to harder voices than his. So was I.
"And good luck finding a parking spot," he added before hanging up.
I wondered what he meant by that, and then it dawned on me: Dickens on the Strand. The east end of the Island would be a foot lower in the water, thanks to the weight of all the extra tourists.
I killed the hours until eleven-thirty by doing a few background checks and by searching some of the electronic databases I had access to for any information on Randall Kirbo. I didn't find a thing, but I wasn't disappointed. I hadn't really expected to find anything, to tell the truth.
At a little after eleven I got in my little blue and white Chevy S-10 truck and drove to town. I wasn't worried about parking. I was pretty sure I knew where there would be a few vacant spots, and I was right.
I parked in the police station lot. There were cars lining the streets and parked everywhere there was anything resembling a spot for them, but no one was willing to take a chance on parking in a cop's place. All the places in the lot were reserved for employees, and I wouldn't have parked there myself under ordinary circumstances. But today I was willing to take a chance.
I got out of the Chevy and walked to the drugstore. It was only a couple of blocks, but the sidewalks were jammed. I must have passed a thousand people on their way to The Strand. Only a few of them were dressed in costume. I spotted a chimney sweep, a Tiny Tim wearing headphones and carrying a disc player, and a couple of guys who might have been trying to pass as David Copperfield. I suspected that they were awfully warm in their Victorian attire. The fog was long gone, and the sun was bearing down. It must have been nearly eighty degrees, and the humidity was so high that I could feel moisture accumulating under my sweatshirt. It was more like spring than the middle of the winter, but I wasn't complaining.
I walked past a used-book store where two men sat over a chessboard. A very large black dog was asleep in the window. The drugstore was next door, and I went inside. It was a relief to get away from the crowd. Lattner was already there, sitting on a red vinyl-topped stool at the counter that formed a square in the middle of the floor.
The drugstore consisted of one large, high-ceilinged room. The counter took up most of it, but there were display cases that held souvenirs and collectibles like old magazines and movie star photos. The walls were covered with advertising signs, most of them as old as the magazines. A woman with brown hair and wise eyes was behind the counter, and a man with eyes just a little less wise was sweeping the floor with a push broom.
"Crowded out there?" the woman asked me.
"Just a little," I said.
"I wouldn't go out there for a hundred bucks. I just stay in here till it's time to go home, and then I leave. I don't want anything to do with a crowd like that."
I knew what she meant. The crowd would be so thick on The Strand that you couldn't walk where you wanted to. You'd just have to go wherever the ebb and flow of the herd took you.
"I don't blame you," I said. "How's the barbecue plate today?"
"It's good," she said. "But then it's good every day."
I sat down by Lattner. He was snake-skinny and his belt size must have been about 28. He had a hatchet face, black hair that he combed straight back, and black eyes that looked right at you. His sport coat must have been ten years old, and it was about one size too big for him. Maybe he'd lost weight some time during the last decade.
"Barbecue all right with you?" I asked him.
"That's what I came for," he said in that hard voice of his. "That and the potato salad."
"Make it two," I said, and the woman turned away to fix the plates. The sweeper disappeared somewhere into the back. Maybe there was another room after all.
Lattner didn't seem inclined to talk, but I figured that since I was buying the lunch he might as well earn it.
"About the Kirbo case," I said.
"Nothing to it," Lattner said. "The kid came down here, and he never went home. No evidence of foul play. He was probably tired of college and didn't want to face the folks at home. Case closed."
The woman set two glasses of water in front of us. "Get you anything else to drink?"
"Water's just fine with me," I said, but Lattner wanted iced tea. Probably because I was paying.
"The case isn't really closed," I said. "Kirbo's still missing."
Lattner tilted back his head and took a drink of water. His Adam's apple was the size of a golf ball.
"Just a manner of speaking," he said, setting his glass on the counter. "It's an open case, sure, technically open. But it might as well be closed. No one's going to find that kid. I've talked to his friends; they don't know where he went or what happened to him. I've talked to his parents; they don't know either. He hasn't used his credit cards, he hasn't phoned home, and he hasn't turned up on America's Most Wanted. He doesn't want to be found, and no one's going to find him."
"I am," I said, and immediately regretted giving Lattner an opening.
He didn't hesitate to take it. "Bullshit. You couldn't find your fanny with a flashlight. I've heard about you, Smith."
I didn't ask what he'd heard or where he'd heard it. Galveston is a small town. Word gets around. What interested me was why he wanted to make me angry.
"That's pretty funny, that flashlight bit," I said. "I remember laughing a lot when I heard it the first time. About thirty years ago."
"I know you're a smart-ass, too, so you don't have to waste your time proving it. And I know one other thing. I know you have a habit of messing around in things that aren't any of your business. I don't really care about that, not unless you start messing around in something I'm involved with, like the Kirbo case. If you do that, you're really going to piss me off."
Our barbecue arrived about that time, and Lattner had worked himself up to such a state of self-righteous dudgeon that I figured he'd just get off the stool and leave. I was wrong, though. He turned his attention to the food and started to eat with a dedication to the job that even Nameless would have admired.
I didn't watch him for long. I ate my own barbecue. The sauce was just tangy enough, and the potato salad wasn't too sweet. I took my time. Lattner was finished long before I was, but for some reason he didn't leave. He got up and walked around the drugstore, looking in all the display cases as if he might actually be interested in buying a black and white glossy of James Dean.
When I'd finished sopping up the last of the barbecue sauce with a piece of bread, Lattner came back over to the counter and sat beside me again.
"If that kid could have been found, I'd have found him," he said. "And I'm twice the investigator that you are. So why don't you just go back and sit in your little house and listen to your records and keep your nose where it belongs."
"Compact discs," I said.
That bothered him. "Huh?"
"Compact discs, not records. I don't play records; I play compact discs."
"I don't care if you play goddamn tiddlywinks. I don't want you messing in my cases."
"You don't like me much, do you Lattner?"
"I don't like you at all." He slid off the stool and started for the door. Just before he got there, he turned back and said, "Thanks for the lunch."
I had to laugh at that. The counter woman was picking up our plates, and she said, "Swell guy. He a good friend of yours?"
"Not yet," I said. "But he will be. I have a way of winning people over."
She stacked my plate on top of Lattner's. "I'll just bet you do," she said.
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I was pretty sure who Lattner had been talking to about me, a cop named Gerald Barnes. He'd probably checked with Barnes after I'd called, knowing that I'd had dealings with Barnes on a couple of other cases, something that wasn't any big secret around the cop shop. I'd thought Barnes had begun to develop a sort of grudging respect for me because of some of the work I'd done. Obviously I'd been wrong, however, and I didn't think it would do me any good to try to get anything more out of Lattner. He appeared to be the kind of cop who had no regard for people he considered amateurs, meaning anyone who didn't carry a badge. I wasn't going to be able to impress him with a list of my successes. All he was interested in were my failures, and there were more than enough of those.
I stood outside the drug store and thought for about a tenth of a second about walking down to The Strand and looking things over. I could hear a band, and I knew that there was a parade every day about this time. With an elephant or two, even. Then I thought again about the crowds and started toward my car.
I passed a boy about ten gnawing on a giant turkey leg. His father and mother walked along beside him, and their turkey legs were even bigger than his. I wasn't quite sure exactly what the connection between Dickens and turkey legs was supposed to be, but they seemed to be enjoying them. I've never been tempted to try one.
When I got to my truck, I saw that I was in luck. No vindictive city employee had ticketed me. I decided that since I was in the neighborhood, more or less, I'd drive by Sally Western's house and pay her a visit. Sally had been around for a long time, and she knew as much as anyone in Galveston about what happened on the Island. Also she enjoyed talking. Maybe she'd heard something about Randall Kirbo. There weren't many people who paid Sally a visit these days, and she was usually glad to see me, even if the only times I dropped by were when I needed information from her.
I stopped off at a liquor store and picked up a bottle of Sally's favorite wine — Mogen David. Sally's family was among the Island's elite, and her personal fortune was somewhere in the neighborhood of thirty million dollars, but she had simple tastes, which was just as well for me. I couldn't afford the kind of wine that most multi-millionaires no doubt preferred, and I wasn't even sure that the stores I went to would have it in stock.
When I got to Sally's house, I parked in the street and climbed the steps to her front door. Almost as soon as I knocked the door was opened by John, the old black man who'd been working for Sally for as long as I remembered. He wasn't as old as she was, however. Hardly anyone was as old as Sally, who must have been getting close to a hundred.
"Hello, Mr. Truman," John said.
"Hello, John." I handed him the wine. "Is Miss Sally in today?"
"Yes, sir, she is. She's in the parlor, and I know she'd be glad to see you."
He moved back to let me in, and I followed him to the parlor. He always announced visitors, no matter how well Sally knew them.
"Come in, Truman," she said in a voice that belied her fragile appearance.
I stepped inside and looked around. The parlor hadn't changed at all since my last visit, but then I suspected that it hadn't changed in the last fifty years or even longer. There were two cane-bottomed rocking chairs, one for Sally and one for visitors. There was a small wooden table beside Sally's chair. An old piano stood against one wall, and on the wall I could see the dim mark that showed how high the waters of the flood of 1900 had risen in the room.
Sally's appearance hadn't changed either. She was dressed all in black, just as she'd been the last time I'd seen her. Her hair was just as white, and her eyes were just as sharp and alert.
"I don't suppose you came by just to see how an old woman is doing, did you?" she asked.
"No," I said feeling a little guilty. "I don't suppose you could say that."
"That's good then. It means that you have some gossip for me."
I needn't have felt guilty. Sally loved gossip, as she called it, and she loved talking about my cases. Whenever I got one that required her help, I made another trip to her house after it was over to let her know how things had turned out, a courtesy she always appreciated.
"I don't really have any gossip," I said, just as John came into the room.
As usual he had the Mogen David on a silver tray with two crystal glasses. Neither Sally nor I spoke as he poured the wine. I thanked him when he handed me my glass, though I took it only out of politeness. I can drink Big Red, but Mogen David is different.
Sally, on the other hand, didn't hesitate. She took a large swallow and smiled with satisfaction.
"It's very nice of you to bring this, Truman," she said. "It does an old woman good to have a touch of wine for her stomach's sake."
"I think that's what St. Paul said."
"You are correct. And how right he was." She took another swallow. "Now tell me what you came here for. Have you been to Dickens on The Strand?"
"Not exactly," I said. "I was close, though."
"Closer than I would like to be, I'm sure. I'm afraid the crowds would simply run over me and trample me."
I told her that I didn't really think that was true. Sally might have been small, but she wasn't the type to let anyone run over her.
"You're flattering me, but don't worry. I can accept flattery gracefully. But we've gotten away from your reason for coming by. Please tell me now."
I told her what little I knew about Randall Kirbo and what seemed to me to be his mysterious disappearance. It didn't take very long.
"I was hoping that you might have heard something about it," I said. "Nearly anything would help."
She had already finished her wine, so I walked over to her chair and poured her a second glass.
"You've hardly touched your own," she said.
"I'll get to it. Right now, I'm more interested in anything you might have heard about Randall Kirbo."
"I'm sorry to say that I haven't heard a thing," she said, sipping more delicately at the wine than she had earlier. "I don't seem to be hearing as much as I used to. Or maybe I'm simply forgetting it."
I said that I doubted that very seriously. "You've never forgotten a single thing. I'd be willing to bet that you've got the entire history of the Island in that head of yours."
She smiled. "I don't have quite as much faith in my memory as you do, but you might not be far wrong."
"Nothing in there about a young man disappearing during last year's spring break, though."
"Nothing at all, I'm afraid."
"Well, that's all right. I'm glad I got to come by and see you, anyway."
"So am I. It's always nice to talk to you. Would you be interested in anything else that happened at spring break?"
If she wanted to talk for a bit longer, that was all right with me. Her stories were always interesting, whether they had anything to do with the job I was doing or not.
"Like what?" I asked.
She looked into her half-full glass. "It has nothing to do with a disappearance, I'm afraid."
"That's all right," I said. "I like gossip almost as much as you do."
That wasn't quite true, but sometimes a little white lie doesn't hurt anything. I thought this was probably one of those times.
"What does it have to do with?" I asked.
"It has to do with something being found, which I suppose is the opposite of what you're asking about."
"Don't tell me that someone found Lafitte's treasure," I said. "And that no one told me about it. I'd really hate that. I've been looking for that treasure since I was six."
Sally laughed. It was a short, dry sound, more like a couple of wheezes, but it was a laugh.
"Half the people born on the Island have been looking for that treasure since they were six," she said. "Not to mention the people who come here from other places to look. I only wish it were something like that. I'd love to be alive when that treasure is found. If it ever is."
I didn't think it ever would be. Lafitte's treasure was one of the Island's legends that everyone wanted to believe but no one really did. At least not for very long after about the age of six.
"If they didn't find treasure," I said, "what did they find?"
"Something much less pleasant than treasure," Sally said. "But possibly more interesting in its own way. And something that a person like you should have heard about."
"A person like me?"
"Someone who has an interest in the unusual and the bizarre."
"I'm not sure I'm following you. What exactly was it that they found?"
Sally decided that she had teased me long enough. She put her crystal glass on the wooden table and said, "What they found was a body."
8
My first reaction was that maybe I should spend more time reading the Galveston Daily News, which billed itself as "Texas' Oldest Newspaper," a title that occasionally inspired some of the locals suggest that it be shortened to "Texas' oldest news."
"I didn't hear about any body being found," I said.
Sally wasn't surprised. "It's no wonder. You hardly ever leave that house of yours unless you're working on something for Dino. I worry about you. Dino, too."
It wasn't the first time she'd mentioned that. She thought that both of us should get out more because we were just as reclusive as she was, without having age for an excuse.
"Whatever happened to that woman you were seeing?" she asked. "Cathy Macklin."
I looked at the floor. It was a nice floor, polished hardwood, but there was nothing there that would answer her question.
"I'm not sure," I said. "It just ended, I guess."
"Hah. Things don't 'just end.' They end for a reason."
"You're right," I admitted. "But I'm not sure I know what the reason was."
That was another one of those little white lies. I thought I knew the reason, all right, but if I tried to explain it to Sally, she'd just think that it confirmed her suspicions about me. And it probably did.
Cathy and I liked each other. We enjoyed being together. We even had some of the same interests. But that was as far as it went, mainly because I wasn't willing to make the effort to take it any further. I was filled with a powerful sense of inertia, and it took something special to get me moving. Usually that something was Dino. If it hadn't been for him, I would most likely have spent all my days listening to CDs, working at the computer, and reading out-of-print books.
Oddly enough, I worried much more about Dino than about myself, and I tried to get him out of his house more often. It was easy enough for me to see what he needed to do. It was a little harder for me to see that I had some of the same problems that he did, or maybe I thought that I had better reasons. Dino had the legend of his uncles, which he'd chosen not to live up to. I had my failure to find my sister when she really needed me. Neither of us liked to face those things.
I realized that neither Sally nor I had said anything for a while, and I looked up at her. She was watching me calmly, rocking her chair quietly back and forth.
"I didn't really come here to talk about me," I said.
Sally nodded. "I know that. It was just something I thought I'd mention. I hope you didn't mind."
"It's OK. Now tell me about that body."
She really didn't know much more about it than I knew about Randall Kirbo. The essential facts were that the body of a young woman named Kelly Davis had been found by a couple of surfers who'd gone out to catch some waves early one morning on the last Friday of spring break. That would have made it March 20 by my reckoning.
The woman had been floating in the Gulf, only about fifteen yards from shore. The surfers, Jack Munson and Todd Allen, had been paddling on top of the green water near one of the granite jetties when they passed the body. They pulled it to the beach, realized that CPR wasn't going to do a bit of good, and called the police.
"How did she die?" I asked. "Drowning?"
Sally said, "There wouldn't really be much interest in that, now would there?"
I didn't suppose there would. Drownings weren't exactly everyday occurrences in the Gulf, but they weren't uncommon, either.
"There was no water in her lungs," Sally said. "The police believe that she was put into the Gulf after she died."
"Murder?"
"There were no signs that she had been in a struggle. There were no marks on the body, except for a few scrapes that most likely came from the jetty. She wasn't shot or stabbed or choked or beaten."
"Was a cause of death ever determined?"
Sally shook her head. "I don't believe so. If it was, there hasn't been a mention of it in the paper, and no one has told me about it."
The lack of a mention in the paper didn't prove much, but the fact that no one had told Sally made it pretty certain that no determination had been made. Sally might not get many visitors, but she had a telephone.
"Who was Kelly Davis?" I asked.
"She wasn't from the Island," Sally said. "That's why I mentioned her in the first place. She was here for spring break. She was a student at Southwest Texas State."
But not at Texas Tech, I thought. Still, it was an interesting coincidence — a young man disappears, a young woman dies. If the two cases were related, or even if the cops only suspected that they were, Lattner's hostility was a little easier to understand.
"The police investigated, of course," I said.
"Of course. A friend of yours was in charge."
"A friend?"
"Gerald Barnes. You've crossed paths with him before, haven't you?"
She knew very well that I had. I'd told her all about the disappearances of Dino's daughter and Outside Harry. In both instances I'd been involved with Barnes.
"I know Barnes." I said. "I might even have to get to know him a little better."
Sally didn't actually rub her hands together, but she gave the impression of doing so.
"I'm sure he'll enjoy that," she said.
"Has anyone told you lately that you're an evil old woman?"
Sally laughed her dry laugh again. "How I wish that were true. I haven't had the opportunity to be evil in decades."
"Sure you haven't. Now what else do you know that you haven't told me?"
Sally thought for a second. "Well, you haven't asked me what she was wearing."
"Right. So tell me, what was she wearing?"
"Nothing unusual. Just shorts and some kind of T-shirt with an advertisement on it."
"What kind of advertisement?"
"I don't know. Could that mean anything?"
Probably not, I thought. Everyone these days seemed perfectly willing to pay twelve bucks for a T-shirt that advertised some product or clothing line. Not only were the products and clothing lines making money, they were getting all kinds of free advertising. It seemed like a good racket to me.
"I don't know about the advertisement," I said. "But she wasn't wearing a bathing suit. That might mean something."
Sally agreed. "That's another reason the police believe the girl was put in the water after her death. She obviously wasn't out for a swim."
"How long had she been in the water?"
Sally hardly ever drank more than two glasses of wine during one of my visits, though I was certain that she had more after I left. Now she looked at the wine bottle and then back at me. I can take a hint, so I got up and filled her glass. My own glass, still half full, sat on the floor by my chair.
"You've still hardly touched your wine," Sally said as I poured.
"I'm not very thirsty," I said. I went back to my chair. "Did the cops have any idea how long the body had been in the water? Any estimate of the time of death?"
"I've never been sure just how such things are determined." She took a dainty sip of Mogen David. "At any rate, they believe that she'd been in the water only a few hours. Most likely she was put in only a short time before she was found, probably not long before dawn. She must have died a few hours earlier."
"What about her family and friends? Did anyone find out where she'd been, what she'd been doing, and who she'd been doing it with?"
"You really must think I know a lot more than I do, Truman, if you think I know all of that. Even my sources aren't that good. In fact, I don't know any of it. I suppose that you'll have to talk to your police friend, Mr. Barnes, about it."
I could think of several other things I'd rather do. Some of them weren't even especially pleasant things. But they were better than going to see Barnes.
"Why should I talk to him?" I asked. "I'm not working on that case. I'm looking for a kid named Randall Kirbo."
"You don't find it intriguing that he disappeared at about the same time a young woman's body was found?"
"We don't know exactly when he disappeared. And we certainly don't know that he had any connection with Kelly Davis."
She looked disappointed in me. "And we don't know that no one has talked to the police about her death, do we? But it seems very likely that no one has. Two strange events during the same week, and no one will talk about either one of them. I find that peculiar."
So did I, but I was still hoping there was no connection.
"Don't you?" Sally asked.
I knew very well what she meant, but I said, "Don't I what?"
"Don't you find it peculiar?"
"Yes," I said. I sighed. "Yes, I guess I do."
Somewhere inside my head I heard Dino's voice: "It'll be different this time."
Sure it would. I'd hardly gotten started, and already it seemed pretty likely that there was a dead body involved.
Goddamn that Dino, anyway.
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"There's absolutely no connection between the disappearance of Randall Kirbo and the death of Kelly Davis," Gerald Barnes told me, so unconvincingly that I was immediately certain he thought there was.
We were sitting at his desk in the police station. I'd taken the same parking spot I'd used earlier, knowing that I was pressing my luck but hoping that everyone was too busy watching over the money changing hands at the turkey-leg booths down on The Strand to give me a ticket. I was at least lucky enough to have caught Barnes in the building. He had too much seniority to pull guard duty.
"How do you know there's no connection?" I asked.
Barnes had thinning brown hair and wore glasses with heavy plastic frames, the kind you don't see very often these days. Buddy Holly would have been proud. He pushed his glasses up on his nose and looked at me. He didn't answer my question.
"Bob Lattner asked me about you earlier," he said. "You know what I told him?"
"That I was a expert detective who'd solved a couple of really tough cases for you?"
"That's part of your trouble, Smith. You think too much of yourself. You didn't solve those case. I solved them. You just hung around and got in the way."
If that was the way he wanted to look at it, I wasn't going to argue with him. It wouldn't do any good, and I think we both knew better, anyway. Even if he didn't, I certainly did.
"What's the other part of my trouble?" I asked.
"You're a smart-ass."
I was beginning to think that was a unanimous opinion among all my acquaintances. That didn't mean they were right, of course.
"Thanks for sharing that with me," I said. "Now, let's get back to what we were talking about, the non-existent connection between the disappearance of Randall Kirbo and the death of Kelly Davis."
"Someone might have hired you to look into the disappearance, Smith," Barnes told me, "but that doesn't give you the right to poke around in any other on-going investigations."
His glasses had slipped again. I started to suggest that he go in and have them adjusted, but I decided he wouldn't appreciate the advice. So I kept it to myself.
Instead, I said, "Let's just pretend for a second that while I'm trying to find out what happened to Kirbo, I happen to discover that he knew Kelly Davis. What then?"
"Then you inform me. I'll take it from there."
"You haven't taken it any great distance so far."
Barnes took off his glasses and set them on the desk. His eyes suddenly looked smaller. He pinched the bridge of his nose and leaned back in his chair.
"You're right about that," he said.
I knew then that he was weakening. Or maybe he'd just been setting me up. Maybe he'd been planning to tell me all along.
"Just tell me what you do know." I said. "We can help each other on this. We've done it before."
He picked up the glasses and slid them back on. He looked around to see if anyone was listening to us, but no one was. There was hardly anyone else there.
"What I'm about to tell you?" he said.
"What about it?"
"I didn't say it."
"Of course you didn't."
"All right. We think there's a connection between Kirbo and Davis, all right. Hell, we know there is. We just can't get anywhere with it. We're getting stonewalled all around."
"But you're going to tell me what the connection is."
"Yes. Not that I think it'll do you any good."
"You never can tell," I said.
"That's right. You might accidentally stumble onto something. Otherwise I'd be keeping my mouth shut."
"You're not, though. So what's the connection?"
"We think that Randall Kirbo did know Kelly Davis, but we can't prove it. We think they met at a party at a beach house, but we're not sure who else was there. We've put a little pressure on a few of the ones we think might know something, but we can't get a thing out of them."
"Why not?"
"The beach house is owned by Big Al Pugh," he said as if that explained it all.
Maybe it did. Big Al was into a little of everything — restaurants, beach property, illegal gambling, prostitution, and drugs — or so it was said. No one had ever proved anything about the illegal stuff, mainly because people who seemed likely to reveal any of Big Al's secrets had a way of turning up missing. No one wanted to mess with Big Al. Not even the police. Certainly not me.
Goddamn that Dino.
"I'm surprised you found anyone who even might know something," I said.
"So am I," Barnes admitted. "But we don't have much. We found a couple of kids who didn't know any better, and they said they thought that maybe they'd seen Kirbo and Davis at the party, but they couldn't say whether they were together or not. And the next time we talked to them, they didn't even remember that much."
"Big Al had a little talk with them," I suggested.
"I doubt it. Big Al doesn't talk to anybody, not that way, not these days. I figure it was Henry J."
I wasn't sure what the exact relationship between Henry J. and Big Al was. They might have been partners, or Henry J. might have been just an employee. If anything, Henry J. was bigger and meaner than Al. If that was possible.
"None of that was in the police report Randall Kirbo's father had."
Barnes didn't say anything. He tilted his head back and looked at the ceiling. Well, the report had been only a copy, not anything official.
"What can you give me?" I asked.
He thought about that for a while, then opened a desk drawer and pulled out a folder a lot like the one Tack Kirbo had given me.
"I'm going to take a walk outside," he said. "Get a little fresh air. If you copy anything out of that report, I won't know about it."
That was fine with me. He had a pencil and paper lying on his otherwise clean desk, and I started writing almost before he had taken ten steps. I got the names of the two people who'd said they might have seen Kirbo and Davis at the party and the phone number and address of Davis' parents, who lived in San Antonio.
It wasn't much, and Barnes was back as soon as I finished. He took the folder and slid it back into the desk drawer.
"You knew I was coming," I said, folding the paper I'd written on and slipping it in the back pocket of my jeans. "You had the folder ready."
"I thought you might drop by."
"I wasn't invited."
"I told Lattner not to give anything away. I wanted to see if you'd put it together. You did it a lot faster than I thought you would. I wasn't expecting you for a couple of days."
"People like you and Lattner always tend to underrate us expert detectives."
"Maybe. I don't think so."
"I have one other question. Why was Lattner so hostile to me? If you told him you were going to cooperate with me eventually, he didn't have to act like a jerk. Was that part of the test?"
Barnes shook his head. "No. There's something else, something that's not in the report."
I had a feeling I wasn't going to like what he told me, but I asked anyway.
"What?"
"Lattner's related to Kelly Davis. She was his niece."
I thought about that for a while. Then I thought about what might happen if I killed Dino. I figured that no jury in the world would convict me.
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By the time I got to Dino's house, I'd decided not to kill him.
I had something worse in mind.
He lived out of sight of the water in a subdivision that might just as well have been in some old neighborhood in Dallas or Ft. Worth. The houses had all been built of light-colored brick fifty or sixty years earlier in a pseudo-English style, and some of them even had ivy growing on the walls. Not Dino's, however. He'd had a little trouble with termites at some time in the past, and the exterminator had advised him to eliminate the ivy, which he'd done immediately.
I had to knock a couple of times before he came to the door.
"Sorry, Tru," he said as I walked past him into the house. "I didn't hear you at first. I was watching this great infomercial with Mark Wilson. Remember him?"
"The magician?"
"That's the guy. He was on TV when we were kids. Now he's selling magic tricks."
"Have you ordered them?"
"Nah. I figure I'm too old to learn something like that. It might be fun, though."
"Not as much fun as what we're about to do right now."
He gave me a puzzled look. "We're going to do something?"
"That's right. We're going fishing. Get your gear together."
"Huh?"
"Your gear. Fishing gear. We're going fishing. Hop to it."
He didn't hop. He just stood there and gawked at me stupidly.
I gawked back. I can look just as stupid as the next guy.
He looked away, and his eyes swept over the room, lingering on the oversized TV set, where Mark Wilson was showing some balding huckster a dollar bill that folded itself. Wilson didn't look much older than he had thirty years earlier. Maybe he knew more magic than he was selling.
Dino watched the infomercial for a couple of seconds, and then he looked back at me. He said, "I don't like fishing, Tru."
He didn't like getting out of the house, either, and, like a lot of people who're born on the Island, he didn't like being around the water.
"I like fishing," I said.
"Yeah, well, you just go ahead without me. I don't even have a fishing rod."
"I have a spare you can use. Let's go."
He walked over to his couch and sat down. Then he reached out and got his remote control, which looked only a little more complicated than the control panel in a state-of-the-art recording studio, and muted the TV set.
"You're really chapped about something, Tru. You want to talk about it?"
"I guess maybe I do," I said. So I sat down and told him about how I'd spent my day so far.
When I was done, Dino said, "I don't much like dealing with cops."
"I don't much care what you like," I said. "This Kirbo business has turned out to be a lot worse than you made it out to be, and I have to get information where I can. You sure aren't giving it to me."
"You don't think I knew any of that stuff when I asked you to help Tack, do you?"
"I don't know what you knew. All I know is that every single time you ask me to do you a favor, things start getting awfully complicated."
His eyes drifted to the TV set. Mark Wilson was gone, replaced by a couple of men with ties on, sitting at a desk and talking. I had no idea what they might be selling.
"This guy's amazing," Dino said, pointing at the chubbier of the two. "He can read a book in about five seconds and tell you everything that's in it."
"I'm sure that's a useful skill. But you're changing the subject."
"Yeah, I know. That's because you hurt my feelings."
I couldn't believe it. "What the hell are you talking about? I'm the injured party here."
"No, you're not. You don't trust me. That hurts my feelings."
"I trust you, all right. I trust you to get me into more trouble than I can get out of by myself. But this time you're going to help."
"How?"
"By going fishing. Come on."
He punched the remote, and the TV went blank. "OK. If that's the way you want it."
We drove out to the house and picked up my fishing tackle, which didn't take long. I don't have a lot of gear, just a couple of old Penn reels, two rods, a bait bucket, and a tackle box full of miscellaneous junk that might come in handy — pliers, weights, leaders, hooks, extra line, a few battered lures.
After I tossed everything in the back of the S-10, we drove to Jody's bait shop on Offat's Bayou, which is where I usually buy my bait. Jody has squid and mullet and bait shrimp, and he even sells tackle, though not very often, judging by the dust on the few lure boxes on his shelves.
"Are we going to fish here?" Dino asked when I parked in front of Jody's shop.
It wouldn't have been a bad idea if fishing had been all I was interested in. The wind wasn't kicking up the water in the bayou much, and several people were fishing nearby and enjoying the mild day.
"No, we're going somewhere else," I said. "We're going to buy some bait here. You can come in with me."
"You don't need me."
"It's part of the deal. You have to come in."
He was a better sport than I might have been under similar circumstances. He got out, I got the bait bucket, and we went inside, where the smell of mullet and shrimp was thick enough to cut with a knife.
"Hello, Jody," I said.
Because I'd once forced Jody to tell me something he didn't want to tell, he didn't trust me any more than I trusted Dino. But he was still a businessman. He never refused to sell bait to me, though it was obvious he wasn't overwhelmed with joy to see us walk in.
"You know Dino, I think," I said.
"Haven't seen him for years," Jody said. "How you doin', Mr. D?"
Dino looked around unhappily. "I'm doing all right. How about you, Jody?"
"Just fine." He looked at me. "I think."
"We just came by for some bait," I said. "Dino wants me to take him to Pelican Island. Anything biting over there?"
"Haven't heard. Nice day for it, though. Little windy, but nice and warm."
"Maybe we can catch us a nice flounder or two," I said, setting the bait bucket on the counter. "How about a couple of dozen shrimp?"
Jody caught the shrimp, I paid him, and Dino and I went back to the truck. When he'd slammed the door, Dino said, "Pelican Island?"
"That's right. You heard what Jody said. It's a nice day for it."
"There has to be a better reason than that. I know you're mad at me, but you wouldn't be dragging me to Pelican Island just to punish me, would you?"
"Why not?"
"Because nobody's that big an asshole, not even you."
"I wouldn't be too sure of that," I said.
Dino started to say something, then shut his mouth. Maybe he was revising his opinion of me.
Pelican Island is a small island just to the north of Galveston. The Texas legislature, in a fit of unaccustomed generosity, gave it to the city sometime around the middle of the nineteenth century, and no one since that time has been quite sure what to do with it. There have been several businesses located there, but none of them has been a raging success. Now it's the home of the maritime branch of Texas A & M University. The campus is the first thing you see after you cross the drawbridge, unless you happen to glance at the ship the school uses for some of its classes.
We weren't on Pelican Island to enroll in school or take an educational trip on an ocean-going vessel, however. We were there to fish at the island's other attraction, Seawolf Park, which is located a couple of miles past the campus. The park is named for a World War II submarine that you can tour there anytime you feel the need to induce a little claustrophobia in yourself.
There's also a destroyer to tour, and out in the channel to the north there's a concrete battleship that was deliberately sunk there. Part of it is clear of the water, and you can get a good look at it if you have a pair of binoculars.
As far as I know, it was the only concrete battleship ever built, and it might have worked out very well if it had ever been used in battle. Unfortunately, we'll never know, since World War II ended the day it was commissioned. It was used for a while as a tanker instead, until it was damaged in a storm, brought to Galveston for repairs, and eventually sunk in the channel when the repairs didn't work out. People have tried for years to figure constructive ways to use it, from making it into an oyster farm to using it as a resort hotel, but so far nothing has ever been done.
The best fishing is on the side of the island that faces The Strand. I paid the park attendant, parked the truck, and told Dino to get the tackle out of the truck while I looked for a good spot to set up.
Dino didn't move. "I still don't know why the hell you brought me out here. I haven't been on Pelican Island in twenty years, and I don't want to be here now."
"Didn't I tell you? Sally Western says you need to get out of the house more."
"I don't care what Sally Western thinks." He looked around at the park, the people fishing, the ferries plying the water between Galveston and the Bolivar peninsula, the ships out in the Gulf. "I think I'll just sit here in the truck and wait for you."
"That wouldn't be a very good idea," I said. "I might need your help."
"You won't need my help just to catch a fish."
"Well, maybe not. But I might need your help with someone who's fishing here."
"What are you talking about?"
"You remember where that party was, the one where Randall Kirbo and Kelly Davis were seen?"
"At some beach house."
"Very good. And who owned the beach house?"
"Big Al Pugh," Dino said. And then his eyes widened just a little. "Oh. I get it."
"I thought you might. Now get the tackle while I look around."
"What if you're wrong."
"Then it wouldn't be the first time, would it?"
"No."
He still didn't want to get out, so I said, "Look at it this way: at least I didn't drag you to The Strand."
He looked across the choppy water of the West Bay to The Island. He couldn't really see The Strand from where we were. There were buildings in the way. But it was easy to imagine the swarms of people there.
"I guess you do like me, after all," Dino said. "Either that, or you really must think you need protection."
"I like you," I said. "I really like you."
"Sally Field. You remember the year she made that speech at the Academy Awards?"
"No," I said. "Now you get the tackle, and I'll go look for Big Al."
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Everyone knew that Big Al Pugh liked to mingle with the common folk by fishing on Pelican Island, and since today was such a good day for fishing, I was hoping that I'd get lucky. Of course if Big Al was there, Henry J. would be there too, which is why I'd brought Dino along. There was no use in my getting beaten to a pulp by myself.
The concrete walk that had been built along the side of the island facing the West Bay was crowded with fisherpersons of all shapes and sizes. As I looked around for Big Al, a kid of about twelve was nearly jerked off the walk and his rod bent double. His father grabbed him by the belt as the kid started cranking on his reel. It took him a few minutes, but the two of them finally got a hubcap-sized flounder close enough to shore for everyone to see it. The father got a dip net and leaned down toward the water to scoop up their catch.
I didn't hang around to see if he landed the fish. By that time I'd spotted Big Al sitting in a sagging aluminum lawn chair about thirty yards farther along the walk. There was no sign of Henry J., however, which I thought was unusual but encouraging. I went back to the truck to get Dino.
He was standing there with the rods and the tackle box in one hand and the bait bucket in the other, looking as if he wished he were back at home with his big-screen TV and his complicated remote control.
"Well?" he said.
"We're in luck?"
"You mean Big Al's not here?"
"No, I mean Big Al is here. Not only that, but the fish are biting."
For some reason, neither bit of news seemed at all exciting to Dino. He just looked even more depressed, if that was possible.
"What's the matter?" I asked. "Don't you like fish?"
"I like fish just fine if they're in the water. But I don't like catching them, I don't like cleaning them, and I don't like cooking them. If I want to eat fish, I'll go to a restaurant."
I thought about asking him when he'd last been to a restaurant, but there was no use in that. He'd been whenever I'd last forced him out of the house to go with me somewhere.
"Maybe we won't catch anything," I said.
He looked hopeful. "Maybe. What about Henry J.?"
"I didn't see him."
"That doesn't mean he's not here."
"I know it. Come on. We can't stand around like this all day."
I led the way, and Dino followed. I didn't have to look back to know that he wasn't happy about it. Not only were we out of his house, we were right on the water. In a few seconds, we were going to be within about a foot of it. I don't think Dino had been this close to Galveston Bay in years. A lot of years. No wonder he was uncomfortable.
And of course the meeting with Big Al wasn't going to be as much fun as a lot of other things we could have been doing.
Having elective hernia surgery, for instance.
There was a strong breeze, and the water had slopped up on the concrete, making it slick. I had on my running shoes, so I didn't think I was in much danger of slipping. Dino was also wearing running shoes, though I don't think he ever went running. Free weights, an ab machine, and a treadmill were more his style.
Although the walk was crowded, there was plenty of space around Big Al. People were showing their respect, or it might have been fear.
I wasn't afraid, or if I was, I wasn't going to show it. I walked to within a couple of yards of the sagging chair and said, "This looks like a good spot, Dino."
Big Al, who had been staring out at the water, turned to look at me.
"Well, well. Truman Smith. And Dino. I'd heard you were into fishing lately, Tru, but I didn't know Dino cared for water sports."
It was easy to see where Big Al got her nickname. She was nothing if not big. And impressive. I don't know whether she'd ever entered competitive body-building contests, but she certainly could have. The muscles of her arms and legs looked like they were composed of bricks with the edges rounded off, and she looked strong enough to bend a crowbar the way I might bend a paperclip.
She was wearing a pair of cut-off jeans and a tight white T-shirt with a picture of a black automatic pistol held in a two-handed grip. Under the pistol were the words "I Don't Dial 9-1-1." To tell the truth, I didn't think she'd need the pistol. Bare hands would be enough defense for her.
She was wearing a white visor that allowed a view of her unnaturally curly hair, cut short and clinging close to her head in tight, graying ringlets. She had a weathered face with watery gray eyes, and a nose that had been broken at least once. She'd probably run into a door.
Her full first name was Alice, but probably no one had called her that in thirty years. Well, no one but Henry J. I wondered where he was. I had been sure from the first that Big Al hadn't come alone, and the empty chair beside her proved that I was right.
Dino set the tackle down and said, "Where's Henry J.?"
"What?" Big Al said. "No 'Hi, Big Al,' no greeting for an old friend?"
Dino put the tackle and bait bucket down. "Hi, Big Al."
"Hi, yourself. You boys think you're going to catch some fish today?"
"We might," I said. "Let's bait up, Dino."
I could tell by the look on his face that Dino found the idea of putting live shrimp on a hook about as appealing as cleaning out a cat's litter box with his bare hands, so I knelt down by the bait bucket and got busy.
"Dino's too delicate for that kind of work," Big Al said. She patted the arm of the empty chair. "Here you go, Dino, have a seat by me and tell me what's been happening your life. How long's it been since we talked, anyway? Five years? Ten?"
Dino looked at the empty chair, but he didn't make a move to sit in it.
"We haven't talked in a long time. I haven't counted the years. Where's Henry J.?"
"He went to the snack bar to get me a Co' Cola and some chips. You boys bring anything to drink with you?"
"No," I said. "We didn't think about it."
I'd gotten one rig ready. I stood up and backed away from the water to make my cast. The line spun smoothly off the reel, and the bait landed noiselessly in the choppy water. The wind over the bay was so freighted with humidity that my own hair was going to be as curly as Big Al's if we stayed on Pelican Island for very long.
"Here," I said, handing the rod to Dino, who took it reluctantly, holding it out and away from his body as if it might infect him with the Ebola virus if it got too close.
"You do a lot of fishing, Dino," Big Al said. "I can tell.
Dino didn't answer. He just looked out at the line as if he were expecting a great white shark to take his hook and yank him into the bay.
Big Al watched Dino for a minute and then looked back over her shoulder.
"Here comes Henry J. now," she said. "If I'd known you boys were coming, I'd have had him get you a Co' Cola, too."
"Tru likes Big Red," Dino said.
Big Al shook her head at my bad taste as Henry J. arrived beside her chair. He was about six-four, with the build of a retired linebacker who'd kept in shape. He was wearing a long-billed fishing cap, but I knew that underneath it he was completely bald, with a bumpy skull that a nineteenth century phrenologist would have considered a prize trophy. He was wearing a T-shirt that was even tighter than Big Al's, and his had a different picture — a black revolver — and a different slogan — "Fight Crime. Shoot Back." His nose had been broken a lot. The bridge was jagged as lightning. I was pretty sure he hadn't run into any doors.
He handed a paper cup and a bag of chips to Big Al and said, "What're these assholes doing here?"
I made a cast with my second rod, looked to the left and to the right, and said, "What assholes?"
"You never were very funny, Smith," he said. "No matter what you think. Ain't that what you say, Dino?"
There was a story that one of the breaks in Henry J.'s nose was a result of some old disagreement between him and Dino that had ended in a brief flurry of fisticuffs. It had happened when I was off the Island, though, and I didn't know the story. I'd never asked. I wasn't sure I wanted to know.
"I'm glad to see you, too, Henry J.," Dino said, still staring at his fishing line. "How's your nose?"
"You son-of-a-bitch," Henry J. said. He thrust his cup at Big Al. "Hold this for me."
She didn't take the cup. "Calm down, Henry J. You don't want to go getting in a fight over some old grudge that you can't even remember. Not right here in public, anyway."
Henry J. didn't say a word. He just clamped his mouth on the straw in his cup and inhaled about half his drink.
After that, no one seemed inclined toward conversation. We all stared out at our lines, while the rest of the fishing contingent pretended to ignore us. Some of them were probably watching, though. When Big Al was around, lots of people were bound to be curious.
After maybe five minutes had gone by without a bite, I said, "I hear that you rent out beach houses for parties, Alice."
"You planning a party, Smith?" Henry J. asked.
I kept my eyes forward. "Maybe. If I can find a nice place to rent."
"I own a few beach houses," Big Al admitted. "People like to give me things."
In addition to her other enterprises, Big Al was reputed to lend money at interest rates that your local bank's chief loan officer would be arrested for just thinking about. Sometimes people couldn't pay back the loans, in which case Big Al was glad to take something valuable instead of the money, whether the owners wanted to give it up or not. After a visit from Henry J., they generally thought that giving up something valuable, like a beach house, for example, was a lot better than having their anatomy unpleasantly rearranged.
"Property isn't always an asset," I said. "Sometimes it can be a problem."
"How's that?" Big Al said.
"Renters, for one thing," I said. "Sometimes they tear things up, steal your fixtures, break things. It can be a real hassle. Or so I hear."
"Maybe you'd do something like that to the place where you're living, but not my renters. I don't allow that kind of thing."
"Those parties during spring break can get rowdy, though. Bad things can happen. Sometimes people get high and do things they'd never even think about under ordinary circumstances. Especially kids. They don't understand responsibility."
Big Al looked up at Henry J., who was still standing by her right shoulder. He bent down and set his cup by her chair.
"Not at my houses," Big Al said. "You know, the truth is, I don't like to be crowded when I fish. It's been nice to see you boys after all this time, and I've enjoyed talking to you. But I think you'd better move to a better spot now. The fish aren't biting here, anyway."
"If you need any help moving," Henry J. said, cracking his knuckles, "I'll give it to you."
I started reeling in my line, and Dino followed suit.
"We'll be going in a minute," I said. "It is a little crowded here, and as soon as Alice answers a couple of questions for me, Dino and I'll pack it in. I just want to know about a party at one of her beach houses."
"No questions," Henry J. said, lifting his hand and stepping closer to Dino, who spun around and slammed the butt of the heavy saltwater rod into Henry J.'s stomach as hard as he could.
He could have rammed the end of a matchstick into a brick wall for all the effect he had on Henry J., who didn't even move, didn't even take a deep breath. He just reached out, closed a big hand around the rod, and jerked it out of Dino's grip. Then he threw it in the bay.
"Hey," I said. "That wasn't Dino's rod. It was mine."
Henry J. looked about as concerned at my statement as he would have if I'd just told him that grass was green or water was wet. Dino's face was red, and I thought for just the fraction of a second I was going to see whether he could break Henry J.'s nose a second time.
But it didn't work out that way. Henry J. just took a step forward and shoved Dino into the bay. Then he started for me.
It looked like I was going to get beaten to a pulp by myself after all.
12
I bent over, grabbed the bait bucket and stuck it out toward Henry J.
"Here," I said. "Hold this."
He moved his hand to knock it aside, but I was too quick for him. I jerked the bucket back and threw salt water and shrimp in his face.
That stopped him. He glared at me as he ran his hands over his face and then down his chest to swipe the water off his T-shirt. There was a shrimp on his shoulder, and he flicked it off into the bay with his finger. It was the lucky one. He crunched half the others under his size twelve brogans as he came after me.
I decided that he was going to have to catch me before he killed me, and besides, I had a plan. Sort of. So I ducked under his reaching arms and scooted by Big Al's chair.
"You really should calm him down," I said in passing. "Think Prozac."
She stuck out a rock-hard hand to stop me, but I side-stepped on past her, walking fast but not running. I was too proud to run.
Henry J. was right behind me, hot-footing almost as fast as I was. People were staring at us openly now, but no one made a move to help me as I skedaddled down the walk. I looked back over my shoulder and saw Big Al getting ponderously out of her chair. Maybe all those overly-developed muscles made rapid movement difficult.
I didn't see Dino anywhere, but I knew he would be all right. In fact, he was probably a lot better off than I was. We'd learned to swim almost as soon as we could walk, before we got too suave and sophisticated to spend any time in the surf, so he wouldn't drown. And no one was chasing him.
So he didn't have a problem, not unless Big Al conked him with a concrete block or something equally heavy. I didn't remember seeing anything like that lying around, and there were too many witnesses for Big Al to try something like that anyway. Being a criminal was one thing. Getting caught at it was something else again, and Big Al was too smart for that.
I was rapidly approaching the snack bar, which was actually a building with several levels, only one of which, the lower, was devoted to snacking.
I didn't think I had time for a snack, so I went up the wide stair case to the second level, skirting around the side of the building on a balcony that had a great view of the bay if you were interested in that sort of thing, which I wasn't at the moment. I caught a glimpse of the Bolivar Peninsula and the metal lighthouse as I continued on my way.
Several people turned to see why I was in such a hurry. Their curiosity was satisfied when they saw Henry J. I could see it in their eyes. If he'd been hot on their trail, they'd have tried to keep well ahead of him, too. They turned back to their view of the ferry boats and the Gulf, feeling no need to get involved.
I didn't blame them a bit. I didn't particularly want to be involved, either, though I was about to get even more intimately in touch with Henry J. if things went as planned.
I'd been slowing down for the last few steps, letting Henry J. gain on me, and when I came to what I judged to be exactly the right spot, I stopped suddenly, turned, ducked, and threw my shoulder into Henry J.'s rock-like stomach just as he reached for me.
I didn't bend him much more than I could have bent an oak plank, but he was surprised and when he grabbed for me I wasn't where he thought I'd be, so I managed to bend him just enough to allow me to straighten up and heave him over the balcony rail. He was no heavier than the small car that he might or might not have been named for.
He didn't have far to fall, only a few feet, before he thumped into the first-floor roof that sloped sharply down into some oleander bushes. There was one lonely white bloom still clinging to the branches among all the green leaves.
Henry J. flipped over on his stomach and tried to stop his slide down the roof, but there was nothing much to hold onto. His fingernails made a really irritating sound as he tried to get a grip, but he probably didn't notice it. He had other things on his mind.
It would have been fun to stay around for a while and watch him thrashing around in the oleanders, but I thought I'd better go see about Dino. He didn't like being neglected for long periods of time.
I passed Big Al on my way back. She was moving at a leisurely pace, serene in the knowledge that Henry J. could put me down using nothing more than his right little finger. Or maybe the little finger and the thumb. She looked quite surprised to see that I was still able to walk, and when there was no sign of Henry J. at my back, she looked even more surprised. She even started moving a little faster. We passed, but she wasn't inclined to stop and chat. For that matter, neither was I.
When I got back to the spot where I'd left Dino, he was standing by Big Al's chair, drying his hair with a ragged towel someone had given him. The towel must have been used to wrap fish in. I could smell it from ten feet away.
Dino finished with the towel and handed it to an old man standing nearby. The man took it and grinned. He'd neglected to put his teeth in that morning, and he hadn't shaved in several days, but neither of those things seemed to bother him.
"Thanks for the towel," Dino said. "I appreciate it."
"Don't mention it," the man said. "I enjoyed seeing you hit that Henry J., even if you didn't knock him down. You're Dino, ain't you?"
"That's right."
Dino ran his fingers through his hair, trying to comb it down. For some reason I don't understand his hair is still nearly jet black, whereas I've had some gray in mine for years. Maybe I'm under more stress than he is.
"I remember your uncles," the old man told Dino. "They were real pistols. Brought movie stars to The Island all the time to be in those clubs of theirs. You remember those days?"
"Just barely," Dino said.
"It was somethin', lemme tell you. But it was a long time ago. What's the problem with you and Henry J.?"
"I don't have a problem with anybody," Dino said. He pointed to me. "He does."
"Who are you?" the old man asked me.
"Nobody," I told him. To Dino I said, "Are you ready to go?"
"I don't know. I'm sort of getting the hang of this fishing stuff. And the wind isn't quite freezing me. Why don't we stick around for a while, see if Big Al and Henry J. want to go eat at Gaido's later."
"Sarcasm doesn't become you," I said. "You've got the words, but you don't quite have the tune."
"I got your rod, though," he said, nudging it with his foot. "I figured that as long as I was down there, I might as well look for it."
"Great. Why don't we gather up my stuff and get out of here."
He didn't argue. He grabbed the rods, and I got the tackle box and the now-empty bait bucket.
"What happened to Henry J.?" he asked when we started back to my truck.
"He fell off the snack bar balcony," I said.
"I'll bet he's not too happy about that."
"I didn't ask him. And if you'll hurry up, he won't have a chance to tell me."
We tossed the tackle in the truck bed and left the park. On the way back to Galveston we passed several people who had parked their cars by the road and were fishing from the shore.
"Cheapskates," Dino said. "They don't want to pay the admission fee."
"Maybe they like the fishing better here."
"Maybe. I guess you noticed that Big Al didn't much want to talk about any parties at her beach houses."
"I noticed," I said.
"What do you think that means?"
"I think it means that she knows something about what happened. I also think she's not going to tell me about it. Not yet anyway."
"Well," Dino said, "you learned that much at least. The trip wasn't completely wasted."
He was right. Big Al's behavior had given me plenty to think about. And that wasn't the only thing. But I wasn't ready to talk about the rest of it with Dino yet, because I wasn't exactly clear about it myself.
"I hope you're satisfied," he said.
"Why?"
"You dragged me out of my house, got me pushed in the bay, and humiliated me in front of a whole bunch of people, including an old guy with no teeth."
"I'm usually the one who gets wet when I'm working on a case," I said, thinking of a couple of recent instances, one of which had involved an alligator. That one hadn't been Dino's fault, however. I had to admit that much.
"You know what Sally Western said?" he asked.
"She said quite a few things. Which one in particular?"
"The one about me needing to get out more," he said.
"Oh, that. Yeah, I remember."
"Well I have something for you to tell her for me the next time you see her."
"I'll tell her if I remember. What is it?"
Dino ran his fingers through his still damp hair and looked out the window at the tallow trees. Their leaves had all turned a deep orangey red, but most of them were still hanging on.
"Tell Sally that she was wrong," he said.
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It was nearing sunset when we got back to Dino's. Half the western sky was the color of the tallow leaves.
Dino asked me if I wanted to come in for something to eat, but I was sure he was even less likely than I was to have anything edible in the house, so I turned him down. I would have suggested a restaurant, but he'd already had enough of being out of his house for one day. Besides, his clothes were still wet.
I drove home and parked in front. Nameless came running up to meet me at the door and charged inside ahead of me. I fed him and sat in my recliner to look over my scanty notes and think things over.
The thinking didn't go so well at first, so I got up and put some CDs on the changer: a little Elvis, a little Kingston Trio (with Dave Guard, not the other guy), a little Everly Brothers, a little Drifters, a little Connie Francis. Eclectic, that's my middle name. I punched the "shuffle" button and sat back down. Connie Francis launched into "Everybody's Somebody's Fool," and my mind started working better almost immediately.
There were lots of ifs involved in my thinking, but it seemed at least likely that there was some connection between the disappearance of Randall Kirbo and the death of Kelly Davis. Just what the connection was, I didn't know. But if they'd been seen together at a beach party, the possibility of a connection was strengthened. Too bad those two kids who'd seen them there had changed their stories.
I looked at my notes. Patrick Mullen and Travis Bittner. Roommates at the University of North Texas. Patrick was from Texas City, only a few miles away from where I was sitting. Travis was from Wichita Falls. I could imagine Patrick suggesting that they go to Galveston for spring break. They could have mooched food at Patrick's house for free and spent most of their days and nights on the beach.
I wondered if Patrick were home for Christmas vacation. If he was, I could stop by to see him on my way to talk to Chad Peavy, Randall's roomie, the one whom Tack Kirbo insisted was probably lying. And he might have been, especially if he'd had a visit from Henry J., as Gerald Barnes suspected Riley and Travis had.
Let's say the girl died at the party. Say that Randall Kirbo knew what had happened to her. Say that drugs were involved, not hard to imagine if Big Al were tossed into the mix. If all that was true, or close to true, it wasn't hard to imagine Henry J. intimidating witnesses or even eliminating them.
Unlike Big Al, who as far as I knew had never even gotten a parking ticket, much less been arrested for something more serious, Henry J. had a rap sheet that any aspiring hardcase would have envied. I knew for a fact that he'd been arrested for assault at least twice and that he'd done jail time for attempted murder. Rumor had it that more than once he'd done more than attempt it, though no one could prove it and no one was likely to talk on the record. Henry J. liked to use his hands, but he wasn't above using a knife. He didn't much like guns, however. They weren't personal enough.
Maybe I shouldn't have tossed him over the balcony. The Everly Brothers were singing "Problems." They didn't know what real problems were.
I wondered if Henry J. might pay me a visit. The thought was enough to make me get up and get my pistol out of the closet. It was a 7.65 mm Mauser in a sheepskin-lined case, but it wasn't loaded. In that condition, it wouldn't slow Henry J. down for a tenth of a second. I had to get the ammunition clips from a drawer in the kitchen. Gun safety is my middle name.
Nameless heard me open the drawer and thought I was probably getting him something to eat. After all, it had been practically a full hour since I'd fed him.
He looked up at me and said, "Mowr?"
I showed him the clip. "This isn't for you. Lead isn't good for cats. People either, for that matter."
"Mowr?"
"Forget it. Why don't you go outside and bully some lizards?"
"Mowr."
I took that for agreement, and walked to the door. Nameless followed me, but he took his time. He wasn't going to let me think I had the upper hand.
I opened the back door and he went through it at his own pace. Clouds had come in from out over the Gulf, and the night was very dark. I could hear the sound of the surf and the branches of the oleander bushes scraping against the side of the house.
I went back to the kitchen, oiled the Mauser and shoved in one of the clips. Gun safety is fine, but I didn't want to take it to extremes. If Henry J. came around, I might need a pistol. Unlike him, I didn't believe that violence had to be intimate to be effective.
Before I sat back down in the recliner, I put the pistol on a little end table nearby where I could reach it easily. Then I listened to the Kingston Trio sing "A Worried Man." They didn't know the half of it.
I wondered just how Bob Lattner figured into things. Sure, he was supposedly investigating the disappearance of Randall Kirbo, but the Davis girl had been his niece. That gave him an emotional stake in things, and sometimes that interfered with professionalism. If he blamed Kirbo for his niece's death, he might not care whether Randall Kirbo ever got found.
After a while I picked up the collection of John O'Hara stories and started reading. Before long I'd forgotten about Henry J. and Big Al and even Randall Kirbo. But not Kelly Davis. For some reason she was always there, just at the back of my mind.
There are two schools of thought about interviewing people in connection with a crime or a suspected crime. You can either call them and ask permission to talk to them, or you can just drop in, cold, and see if they'll talk to you. I've tried it both ways, and I'm still not sure which one is best. This time I decided to do it the legit way and call ahead. That way had the advantage of saving time. I didn't want to drive all the way to Houston and then find out that Chad Peavy wasn't at home.
I waited until about nine o'clock the next morning to make my calls, figuring that either people would be staying in for the day or getting ready for church, and I got lucky.
Patrick Mullen's mother said that he was home and that he would be glad to talk to me. Of course she might have said that because she somehow got the impression that I was representing his university's Student Retention Office and that I wanted to talk to him about ways he might help us keep students in school if we gave him a part-time job.
Maybe I could smooth that over when I got to their house, or maybe not. I hoped it wouldn't matter because by the time they found out there had been a misunderstanding, I'd already be inside. It wouldn't be easy to get me out, not unless Patrick was bigger than Henry J.
Since my minor fabrication had worked so well with Mrs. Mullen, I was sorry I couldn't try it on the Peavys. Too bad the kid had dropped out of school. But then, a representative of the Student Retention Office of Texas Tech University might very well be interested in interviewing a drop-out to discover the reasons he'd decided to leave.
Sure enough, Mr. Peavy found that a reasonable idea. He even sounded enthusiastic about it, which made me feel a little guilty, but not much. He thought my talk with his son might encourage him to return to classes, but I was pretty sure it would do just the opposite.
After I hung up the phone, I wondered if either Texas Tech or the University of North Texas actually had Student Retention Offices. If they didn't, they were missing a bet. Maybe I should consider going straight. I could call up the universities and talk to someone about it. If they already had an office dedicated to retaining students, I could go to work for them, tracking down drop-outs and counseling them.
Sure I could, about the same time that Big Al and Henry J. joined Big Brothers and Sisters.
I went to the bedroom to look for something to wear.
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Contrary to what many people believe, I do own a sport coat, some slacks, a white shirt, a tie, and a regular pair of shoes. Of course the coat is about ten years out of style, and the tie is even older. As for the shoes, I have no idea whether anyone wears wing-tip loafers with tassels on them these days.
But no one expects academic types to be fancy dressers. They're supposed to be intellectuals, concerned with things of the mind, not with material possessions and outward show. Or at least that's what I hoped people expected.
What bothered me most was just how the S-10 fit into this scheme of things. I was pretty sure that even academic types wouldn't be driving to Texas City in a thirteen-year-old pick-up truck. As a representative of the Student Retention Office, I'd most likely have a school-issued car, some dull-colored four-door sedan. Since I didn't know anyone who owned a car like that, and since I didn't feel like renting one, I'd just have to take my chances.
I'd also have to hope that no one thought to ask me for a card. I didn't have a card of any kind. I did, however, have something almost as good: a clipboard with a yellow legal pad held down by the silver clamp at the top. A man carrying a clipboard and a yellow legal pad could hardly seem anything other than completely legitimate, especially if he was wearing a jacket and tie.
Tying the tie presented a problem, since I was considerably out of practice, but I finally attained something resembling respectability. The shirt could have used ironing, and the jacket didn't hang exactly like an Armani original, but I'd shined the shoes, and the crease in the slacks was above reproach.
"So," I said to Nameless, "how do I look?"
He looked up quizzically. "Mowr?"
"Not exactly the overwhelming endorsement I was hoping for, but it'll do."
"Mowr?"
"Oh. You're right. I forgot the clipboard. No wonder you thought something was lacking."
I got the clipboard and tucked it under my arm. "Well?"
"Mowr."
"I think so too. They'll spill their guts to a sharp-looking guy like me."
Nameless didn't even bother to respond to that one. He went off somewhere to sleep, probably in my recliner, which I wouldn't ordinarily allow. He knew I was leaving, though, and he was going to take advantage of the opportunity to misbehave. Cats are like that.
I drove into Texas City on Highway 146, going past the mile long stretch where the Union Carbide plant sprawled, a labyrinthine entanglement of pipes and towers that always filled me with amazement. I wasn't at all amazed at the myriad products the plant produced. What amazed me was that anyone could ever have built something so intricate and complicated in the first place.
Steam and smoke spiraled into the sky, and I resisted the urge to hold my breath. I told myself that I was only imagining that my throat was beginning to tingle.
I turned down Palmer Highway and went toward town, if that was the right word. Texas City is one of those towns that really isn't there anymore. All the business had migrated out toward the interstate, and I drove past huge discount houses and restaurants serving everything you could think of, from Chinese food to barbecue.
Somewhere along the way, Palmer Highway changed names and became 9th Avenue. Fewer restaurants, but plenty of fast food: sandwich shops, a Dairy Queen, a Jack-in-the-Box. I didn't bother to stop to see if Mr. Box was there.
I drove between the high school and the Moore Library. Not far ahead on my right, a bulbous water tank with "Fighting Stingarees" painted on it sat atop its towering legs. I passed a park with a train engine and a caboose in it, and then I was nearing what had once been the downtown area. On both sides of the street were auto repair shops, car washes, pool supply houses, pest control offices.
The downtown itself was a mere shadow of its former self. There was a nicely restored building housing a coffee shop, and there was a pharmacy that looked prosperous, but that was about all. Down 6th Street, the Street of Memories according to the sign, there was an old movie theater, the Showboat, with a poster for Blackbeard the Pirate displayed in front. Linda Darnell, Robert Newton, William Bendix. All of them dead now, like most of the downtown itself. Across from the theater was an entire block of deserted buildings, their plate-glass windows dark, some of them cracked, some of them covered with writing: "Going out of business."
I drove straight on down 9th Avenue for a couple of blocks into the residential area. The yards were full of tall palm trees and oaks that spread their branches all the way across the street. The houses were well-kept but old, though not as old as the oak trees. There were other areas on the outskirts of town where the hundred-thousand-dollar houses were, but the Mullens didn't live there. I didn't blame them. The older homes had character, and they were only a few blocks from Bay Street and the Texas City Dike, a great place to fish. I wondered if Big Al ever went there, but I didn't think she did. She preferred Seawolf Park.
According to the directions I'd been given, the Mullen house was on the corner of 3rd Street and 13th Avenue, and I found it easily. It was a big house of light-colored brick with a wide front lawn, most of which was still green. In front of the house, as in front of a lot of others I'd passed, there were Christmas decorations standing under a palm tree. In some yards there had been scenes of Santa, with the reindeer pulling his sleigh, which looked pretty strange in their tropical setting, like the lights on the palms at the Galvez. But the Mullens had a manger scene, which somehow looked more appropriate. Not that I knew whether there were palm trees in Jerusalem. And if there were, they were probably a different kind of palm tree from the ones in Texas. Still, camels looked better standing under them than reindeer did, at least to me.
I parked the truck on the side street, hoping that no one in the house would notice it, and walked around to the front yard. My knock on the door was answered by a short woman with big hair and a wide smile.
"Mr. Smith?" she said.
I admitted that I was, holding my clipboard in front of me so she couldn't miss it.
"Come right on in," she said. "I'm Carolyn Mullen. Patrick's in the his room."
I followed her down a short hall, through the living room, and into another hall, where she stopped and knocked on the second door.
"Patrick?" she said. "Mr. Smith from the college is here to see you."
A voice behind the door said, "Come on in," and Carolyn Mullen turned the knob.
When the door opened, I looked over her shoulder and saw that Patrick kept the place pretty neat. There was a poster of the UNT basketball team on one wall and one of Cindy Crawford on another. The bed was made up, and Patrick was sitting in the only chair in the room, which was at a small desk. He was looking at what might have been a chemistry book.
He closed the book, then got up and crossed over to us. His mother stepped back and to the side, and I put out my hand.
"Hi, Patrick," I said. "I'm Truman Smith, from the Student Retention Office."
He shook my hand briefly and dropped. "Yeah. That's what mom said. You want to talk to me about something?"
"About keeping students in college," I said, waggling my clipboard. When you have a prop, use it, I always say.
"You two are welcome to use the living room if you want to," Mrs. Mullen said. "I'll be in the kitchen."
She left us there, looking at one another.
"Let's go in the living room," Patrick said. "I don't have any chairs in here."
We went back to the living room. There was an artificial Christmas tree with blinking lights in one corner, but there weren't many presents under it. The carpet was almost new, thick, and much too light-colored for my tastes. The chairs, the couch, and the coffee table were older. Patrick sat in one of the chairs and made himself comfortable. I sat on the couch, got out my pen, balanced my clipboard on my knee, and wrote his name on the legal pad.
"So," he said. "What's this about a job?"
He was a good-looking kid, not much taller than his mother, with wide-set, intelligent eyes and longish hair that fell artfully over his ears.
"We need help," I said. "Every semester, all through the semester, colleges lose students. They withdraw from their classes and disappear, and most of the time we don't even know why. We're trying to get in touch with them, find out why they left, and see if there's something we can do to get them back. We need all the students we can get, since our funding is based on them."
"Yeah, I know about that," he said, "and I could use the job. Mom doesn't make a lot of money as a secretary at the plant. But what would I have to do?"
One of the reasons I like working at home with my computer is that I rarely have to lie to anyone, and I didn't want to lie to Patrick Mullen. But I reminded myself that he'd probably lied to the police about things, and was therefore just as guilty of lying as I was. Maybe two wrongs don't make a right, but the fact that the first wrong wasn't mine made me feel a little better about things.
So I said, "You'd make some phone calls, talk to people, ask a few questions. That's really all there is to it. Of course, you'd have to record their answers on a form we'd provide, but I'm sure you could handle all that."
"I think so. It doesn't sound so hard. Who recommended me? Was it Professor Williams?"
"Let me see." I flipped through a few pages of my legal pad, then looked up at him. "Did you say Williams?"
"He teaches in the management department. I made an A in his class last semester, and he told me I was one of the best students he'd had in a while. I thought maybe he recommended me."
"Oh, yes," I said, putting my finger on a page. "Here it is. Professor Williams, management department. He's the one, all right."
"I figured. So how many hours a week would I be working?"
I heard pots rattle in the kitchen, and I thought about how tough it must be for a single mother to be sending a kid to college. I wished that the job offer were real.
"Just a few," I said, tired of the game. "What you'd do is call up the students on a list that the office provided. I have a sample list and questionnaire right here."
I took them from behind my legal pad. I'd printed them out on my computer before I left, hoping the questionnaire looked somewhat legitimate. As for the names and phone numbers, I'd made them all up, except for the first two.
He didn't even look at the questionnaire because he saw the two names first: Kelly Davis and Randall Kirbo.
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His eyes widened, then narrowed as he looked up from the paper that he still held.
"You're not from the school," he said, keeping his voice low so his mother couldn't hear. "I bet you never heard of Dr. Williams."
He had me there. I didn't know Dr. Williams from Dr. Seuss. So I said, "That's right. I'm here for a different reason. I want to know about two names on that list I gave you. The first two."
"I ought to throw you out of here."
I have to admit that he had spirit. I was nearly a foot taller than he was and in pretty good shape for someone he probably thought of as an old guy.
"You don't want to do that," I said. "We could damage the furniture. Besides, it might embarrass your mother."
He looked toward the kitchen, where the sounds of meal preparation continued. Then he looked back at me. He didn't seem pleased to see that I was still there. Maybe he'd thought I'd take the opportunity to slip away quietly to avoid a thrashing.
"You got in here under false pretenses," he said.
"I'm sorry about that," I said, trying to sound as if I meant it. "But I had to talk to you."
"You're not a cop, then. I've already talked to them."
"No, I'm not a cop."
"If you're not a cop, then I don't have to tell you a thing."
"That's true. You don't. But Kelly Davis is dead and Randall Kirbo is missing. It seems to me that you'd want to do something about that."
"I don't even know who they are," he said. "Why should I want to do anything about them?"
"Well, you see, that's where I just don't believe you," I told him. "I think you did know them, or at least you saw them at a party you went to. That's what you told the police when you talked to them."
He shook his head. "I was wrong, though. The pictures the cops had weren't very good, and I made a mistake. Haven't you ever made a mistake?"
There were beads of sweat on his forehead, but the house wasn't all that warm. He'd made a mistake, all right, but not about identifying the pictures.
"It's going to be easy enough for me to find out if you're telling the truth," I said. "There's another witness, someone who saw you there at the party."
"He changed his mind, too."
"How do you know?"
"I just know, that's all." His voice was rising, and his face was turning red. "And that's all I'm going to say about it. You can get out of here now."
The kitchen got very quiet.
"Patrick?" his mother called.
It was time for me to go. I stood up and tucked my clipboard under my arm.
Mrs. Mullen walked into the room and looked at her son, who was still sitting in the chair, gripping its arms as he might be trying to crush them.
"Is something wrong?" she asked.
"Everything's fine," I said. "I was just leaving. Patrick's going to come by my office when he gets back to school and have a talk about that job."
Mrs. Mullen smiled uncertainly and looked at her son, who didn't look a lot like someone who'd just been offered lucrative employment.
"That's nice," she said. "I suppose."
"He'll be an asset to the school," I said, backing toward the door. "I'm glad Dr. Williams recommended him."
Patrick's eyes were wide with disbelief, as if he couldn't believe that I'd dare to lie so blatantly. I wanted to tell him that if he could do it, so could I, but it didn't seem to be the right time to try imparting a moral lesson.
"We're having roast for lunch, if you'd like to stay," Mrs. Mullen said to me.
"I'd love to, but I have an appointment in Houston. I'm going to be a little late as it is. Thanks for the invitation, though."
"You're welcome. Thank you for coming by."
"My pleasure."
I was at the door, and I opened it. Mrs. Mullen was looking at Patrick as if hoping he would say something nice to me to solidify his chance of getting the job.
He didn't say a word. He was still glaring at me when I closed the door, and I wondered how he'd explain his behavior to his mother. Or if he'd even bother to try.
I drove past the muffler shops and transmission shops, then on out past the discount stores. I crossed Highway 146 and headed for Interstate 45, passing the community college and a huge shopping mall.
As I turned onto the interstate, I could see Gulf Greyhound Park on my left. I thought about stopping to put down a few bets on the dogs, but I didn't have time. I had to talk to Chad Peavy and see what his reaction to my visit would be. I hoped I could get more out of him than I'd managed with Patrick Mullen.
As I drove toward Dickinson, a town that had once been nearly as wide-open as Galveston, I thought about what I'd learned from my short visit to Texas City.
For one thing, it was clear that Patrick knew a lot more than he was willing to tell, but now I wondered if his forgetfulness was entirely due to a visit from Henry J. It was hard to judge whether he was afraid because of what Henry J. might do to him or for some other reason.
What other reason? Could Patrick Mullen have been something more than just a witness to the fact that Randall Kirbo and Kelly Davis had been at the same party? Could he have had something to do with the girl's death? Judging from the look on his face as I left his house, and from the grip he had on those chair arms, he was capable of violence under the right circumstances — or the wrong ones. Nearly everyone is.
I wasn't sure about anything that might have happened at the party, but I didn't think that Mullen was going to break down and change his story just to get things off his chest. It was going to take more than just a casual attempt to get anything out of him. I'd left his house quietly, but that didn't mean I wouldn't be talking to him again if I could just figure out what it was that I wanted to say.
I flicked on the truck's radio and picked up the Beatles doing "I'm Down." They weren't the only ones.
I passed Dickinson and then League City. I was getting close to the Clear Lake area when I noticed that I was being followed.
Or I thought I was. There's so much traffic on the interstate that it's not always easy to tell. However, I was driving the legal speed limit, seventy miles an hour, which made me an exception. I was in the middle lane, and cars were zipping by me on both the right and left. Now and then the drivers would give me a look of annoyance, as if I were some kind of idiot for getting in their way. The fact that someone was going even slower than I was and hanging back about a quarter of a mile behind was enough to make me suspicious, especially since it was a black Cadillac Seville, the kind of car that Big Al owned and that Henry J. frequently drove for her.
Of course there are quite a few black Cadillac Sevilles in the Houston area, and I was probably worrying about nothing. I slowed down to find out.
The Cadillac slowed down, too.
I sped up to eighty, which wasn't really pushing the S-10's six cylinder engine and which put me at about the same speed as most everyone else. I even passed a couple of people.
The Cadillac kept pace, which might not have meant anything at all. Or it might have meant that I was right about Henry J. being on my tail.
There were a number of ways of handling things. I could have pulled over to the side of the road to see if the Cadillac would continue on its merry way. If it did, I might get a look at the driver, though I could tell even from a distance that the windows were tinted darker than legally allowable, just like the windows on Big Al's car.
Or I could have tired some movie stunt, like somehow letting the Cadillac catch up with me and then forcing it off the road by running into its side and running up a big bill at some body shop.
I didn't think my insurance would cover any stunt like that, however, even if I survived it, so I decided to see if I could lose whoever it was. After all, I knew where I was going, and he didn't.
At least I thought he didn't. I wouldn't have put it past Big Al to have put a tap on my phone or to have stationed Henry J. near my house with some kind of sophisticated listening device that would pick up every word I spoke.
We'd see. When I got to Houston, I'd put the moves on him. I was fairly sure I could shake him, and if he turned up later on, then I'd know he had inside information.
If he didn't turn up, Big Al would probably do something terrible to him.
Which was just fine with me.
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It was even easier than I thought it would be. I got onto Loop 610, drove around it until I came to Highway 288. From 288 I took the exit for the Medical Center, with its maze of hospitals and parking lots. I didn't spend much time in that area, but I figured that Henry J. didn't, either. It was just a matter of getting a little lead on him and hiding the truck from sight.
When I took the exit, the Cadillac tried to make up some of the distance between us, but it was already too late. I made a few zigs and a few zags and even got lost myself. I went into and out of a couple of parking lots and finally pulled into a spot between two custom vans that towered over my little truck like a couple of semis.
I sat there for ten minutes, listening to the radio recycling the same old oldies and wishing I'd brought the O'Hara book with me to read. There was no sign of the Cadillac in that time, so I pulled back out onto the street and headed toward West University, better known as West U, a community not far from the Rice campus, where all the streets were named for famous literary figures. If you've ever yearned for a classy address on a street named for Shakespeare or one of the Romantic poets, then West U is the place for you.
As it happened the Peavys lived on Coleridge, whose name always reminded me of "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner," portions of which for some reason I'd never tried to figure out had been stuck in my memory ever since my eighth grade English class with a teacher named Mrs. Morgan. As far as I could tell, the verses had never served a useful purpose in my life. After all, what possible good was it that I remembered the two lines that said, "Yea, slimy things did crawl with legs upon the slimy sea"? I was sure Mrs. Morgan would have been proud of me for recalling it, though.
The Peavy house was white and two stories tall. There was a large boat covered with canvas and parked in front of a black BMW in the driveway. The Christmas decorations were limited to a tasteful handmade wreath on the front door, where I was met by all the Peavys, who seemed quite happy to see me. Obviously they hadn't been talking to the Mullens within the last hour or so.
Chad's parents were dressed casually but expensively, all natural fabrics, of course, whereas Chad was wearing a pair of old jeans and a flannel shirt that might have come from Wal-Mart. He was big, bigger than I was, and a lot wider through the shoulders. Shaking hands with him was like shaking a hand carved from a block of wood.
"I hope you'll be able to talk some sense into Chad," Mr. Peavy said as he led the way to the den, a room with a big-screen TV, a sectional sofa and several chairs. There was also a Christmas tree, a fir of some kind, not artificial, about seven feet high. There were plenty of gifts under it, wrapped in red and green paper.
"Chad just seems to have lost interest in school," Mr. Peavy said. "I don't know why."
"That's why I'm here," I said, giving them a quick look at my clipboard and pad. "My job is to try to get him to come back. We don't like to lose any students of course, but your son is a special case."
"We've always felt that way, too," Mrs. Peavy said. She was a cheerful-looking woman with hair so black that I was certain it was dyed. "He could do so well if he'd just try."
"Not to mention that he could help out the football team," I said, getting into the spirit of things.
"That's the truth," Mr. Peavy said. "He could have been really good if he'd just put his mind to it. I think the disappearance of his roommate just took the fun out of things for him."
The three of us chattered on that way for a few seconds, while Chad stood awkwardly to one side and said absolutely nothing. It was obvious that meeting with me hadn't been his idea.
"Why don't the two of you leave me and Chad alone for a while?" I suggested to the Peavys. "Sometimes these interviews are a little awkward if the parents are in the room."
Mr. Peavy said that he understood completely, and he and his wife disappeared.
"We might as well sit down," I said to Chad when they were gone.
Chad sat in a chair, folded his arms across his chest, and looked at me. He still hadn't said anything.
I looked at my clipboard, ran my finger down the legal pad, and said, "Let's see. Your roommate was Randall Kirbo, is that right?"
"Yeah," Chad said.
"He's another student we'd like to have back. I understand that there's some problem there, however."
"Yeah."
I pretended to refer to the legal pad again. "He didn't come back to school after spring break. Neither did you. Any connection?"
"Nah."
"Your major was communications, right, Chad?"
"Huh?"
"Just a little joke." I smiled to show him that I was only kidding around, then looked back at the legal pad. "It says here that Randall was at some kind of party and that he was never seen again after that. You were there too, isn't that right?"
Chad leaned against the back of his chair as if trying to get as far away from me as possible.
"What's this got to do with student retention?" he asked.
It was nice to find out that he could string several words together at the same time.
"Well, Chad, as you know, I'm interested in helping the college retain students. If we can find out why they left in the first place, we might be able to persuade them to come back and continue their educations. If something happened at that party to cause two of our students to decide to leave college forever, then we'd like to know about it. You see?"
"No."
Talking to Chad was a little like talking to Nameless, though I was beginning to wonder if Nameless didn't have a slightly larger vocabulary.
I tried again. "Let me put it this way, Chad. If we could find out what happened at that party, we might be able to get in touch with Randall and talk to him the way I'm talking to you."
Chad just looked at me. Subtlety wasn't going to get me anywhere with him.
"I don't seem to be getting through to you, Chad," I said. "So I'm going to level with you. I don't care about you at all. The coach told me that you were a lousy football player and that he didn't care whether you came back or not. But he wants me to find out about Randall. He says Randall could be All-Conference next year."
"He's fulla shit, then," Chad said.
I had to give Chad credit for one thing; he was making it easy for me to lie to him.
"Maybe so," I said. "Now, about that party. There was a girl named Kelly there."
Chad uncrossed his arms, then recrossed them even more tightly in front of him than before.
"Who said there was?" he asked. "Who said there was any party? I didn't go to any party."
"A young man named Patrick Mullen says you did. He lives down in Texas City."
"I never heard of him. He didn't tell you anything about any party, or any Kelly, either."
"Well, that's where you're wrong, Chad. He told me quite a bit about her. He told me that Randall went to a party with her at a beach house, and that he saw you there, too. He said there was a lot of drinking going on, and that sometime during the evening Kelly and Randall went off by themselves. He didn't see them after that, but you did."
"That's a damn lie. He didn't tell you all that."
It was a damned lie, all right, but I certainly wasn't going to admit it.
"Sure he told me," I said. "Why wouldn't he?"
"Because he'd better not, that's why." Chad was sweating even more than Patrick had. "He knows better than to say something like that."
"Why? Is he afraid of Henry J.?"
Chad looked puzzled. It was a look that came so naturally to him that I couldn't tell whether he was faking it or not.
"Henry who?"
"Don't kid with me, Chad. You know exactly who I'm talking about."
"No, I don't. You're talking crazy, about parties and stuff that I don't know anything about. And I don't think you're here from any student retention office, either."
Chad wasn't exactly quick on the uptake, but he'd eventually found me out. I decided to reward him by telling him the truth, or part of it.
"You catch on fast, Chad," I said. A little flattery might not hurt. "I'm actually a private detective. I've been hired by Randall's parents to find out what happened to him."
"I don't know what happened to him. I don't know about any party or any girl named Kelly Davis."
"Who said her name was Davis?" I asked.
Chad looked panicked. "You did."
"I don't think so, Chad. I left that little detail out."
"Then the cops must've mentioned her. I went over all that stuff about Randall with the cops a long time ago."
"But you didn't tell them the truth. You lied to them about not knowing what happened to Randall. You know he disappeared after that party."
Chad wiped his forehead with one of his hard hands, then wiped his hand across the leg of his jeans.
"I don't know what you're talking about. I was never at any party. I don't know if Randall was, either. And I don't know anything about this Kelly person."
Chad was talking a little more, but he wasn't helping me. He was as stubborn as his hand was hard. Maybe a few more lies would crack him.
"There was someone else at the party," I said. "Someone who came forward just last week and talked to the police in Galveston. So you might as well tell me what happened. I already know most of it."
Chad's mouth twisted. "That bitch."
"Which bitch are you talking about?"
"You know which one. That damn Sharon. I knew she couldn't keep quiet."
I felt for just a second as if someone had sucker-punched me in the solar plexus, but I tried not to show it. There were probably hundreds of girls named Sharon in Galveston. This one didn't have to be the one I was thinking of, though if she were, it would explain something that had been bothering me.
"Blondish hair?" I said. "Blue eyes? Tall?"
"Yeah, yeah. That's her."
I asked him what her last name was.
"Matthews, I think. I don't remember."
I'd been afraid he was going to say that.
"I shoulda known she'd talk sooner or later," he said.
I took a deep breath. "She did. So why don't you?"
Chad slumped in his chair and looked at his feet.
"OK," he said. "I'll tell you."
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Sometimes I'm not nearly as clever as I think I am, and this was one of those times. I hadn't lost Henry J. at all. He was waiting for me when I came out of the house.
The Cadillac Seville was parked around the corner, right in front of my truck. Henry J. was leaning against the side of the S-10, picking his teeth and looking up at a squirrel in one of the oak trees. When he saw me, he lost interest in the squirrel. He grinned at me, snapped the toothpick in two, and threw it on the street.
"There's a pretty stiff fine for littering in West U," I told him.
"Yeah? I wish you hadn't told me that. Now I'm scared half to death."
He didn't look scared at all. He actually looked quite happy to see me.
"You should be scared," I said. "The cops here don't like litterbugs."
His grin got wider. "Guess I'll have to mop up the street, then. With you."
I'd spent the night with my Mauser beside the bed, but I hadn't thought to bring it with me. Even if I'd brought it, it would have been inside the truck where I couldn't get to it. I wondered if I could convince Henry J. that my clipboard was a lethal weapon. I didn't really think so.
In fact, I hadn't really been thinking at all. If I had been, I would have realized that Henry J. didn't have to follow me. He would have guessed that if I'd visited Patrick Mullen, the next logical stop would be at Chad Peavy's house, and he obviously had the address. He'd probably been there before.
"The cops are pretty tough in West U," I said. "You wouldn't want to start something that might get both of us thrown in jail."
Today, Henry J. was wearing a T-shirt that showed a target silhouette with a red bullseye on it. A black hole was in the center of the bulls eye, and printed above and below the silhouette were the words "Gun Control Means Hitting Your Target." Matched automatic pistols in holsters dangled from the "u" in Gun and the "o" in Control.
Henry J. wasn't wearing a pistol, though. Not that I could see. And I would have seen it if he'd been wearing one. His jeans and T-shirt were skin tight. I was sure he didn't think he'd need a gun for me.
He started toward me, still grinning, completely relaxed, light on his feet, his hands swinging loosely at his sides, ready to snap me in two just like he'd done the toothpick. He knew I wasn't going to get away from him this time.
His problem was that he wasn't a fast learner. He should have known from his experience in Seawolf Park that I was a tricky son-of-a-gun.
I pressed the clasp on the clipboard, and the legal pad fell to the sidewalk.
"You dropped something, Smith," Henry J. said. "Or did you just piss your pants?"
"Damn," I said. "Those are my notes. I gotta have those."
I bent slightly forward as if I were going to pick up the pad, and in the same motion I flung the clipboard toward Henry J. as hard as I could. It flew at him like some kind of deformed Frisbee.
Henry J. was the kind of guy who could probably catch flies out of midair with his bare hands, given the opportunity. But he'd been distracted by the thought that I might have some important notes, which Big Al would certainly want to see, and his eyes were on them.
So he didn't quite see the clipboard coming at him in time to do anything about it. Its edge cracked against the bridge of his nose with a sound like a tree branch breaking. His nose hadn't been beautiful before. It was going to look a lot worse now.
Henry J. screamed and dropped to his knees. His hands went to his face, and I could see blood running between his fingers as I stepped by him.
"You can have the notes," I told him as I got in the truck. "The clipboard, too."
I don't think he heard me, though.
I left West U by way of Bissonett Street. At Kirby I drove by a store with a giant shoe rotating above it. Just beyond it I passed a store called Murder by the Book, and before long I was at the Museum of Fine Arts, then the colorful Children's Museum, and then at the edge of the Medical Center. When I came to Highway 288, I crossed over, turned left and headed for the interstate.
I looked in the rearview mirror, but there was no sign of the Cadillac Seville. I wasn't surprised. I didn't think Henry J. would be up to driving for a while. For all I knew he was still kneeling on the sidewalk, feeling his nose.
Henry J. had never liked me, and I had a feeling that the events of the last couple of days weren't going to elevate me in his esteem. I wasn't going to worry about it, however. I had too many other things on my mind.
Like Chad Peavy, who had admitted being at the party that Randall Kirbo and Kelly Davis had attended, as I'd guessed he had been. He'd eventually told me most of what he knew about what went on there. Unfortunately, he didn't know as much as I'd hoped, or pretended that he didn't.
He did tell me where the beach house was, however, so I could probably confirm whether it belonged to Big Al, not that I had any doubts.
He also admitted that he'd seen Davis and Kirbo together there. They hadn't been together at the beginning, because Chad and Randall had gone in Chad's car.
And Chad had stopped short of saying that his earlier memory lapses had come about because he'd been threatened by Henry J. I wondered if Henry J. would be paying him a little visit that afternoon. It didn't seem likely, considering the condition of Henry J.'s nose.
According to Chad, there had been plenty of drinking at the party, as I'd suspected, and a few drugs other than alcohol had been ingested, though not, of course, by him.
"There was some Ecstasy," he said, "and some other stuff. I don't mess with those things."
I didn't really believe him, but I didn't think it mattered what he'd done. I wanted to know about Davis and Kirbo. And that's what he couldn't tell me.
"They weren't there long," he said. "They must've left. Or if they were there, they went upstairs. I don't know what was going on up there."
"Sure you do, Chad."
"Nope. I was downstairs the whole time. I don't have any idea about the upstairs. I don't even know if they went up there."
Somehow I didn't believe a word of it. Both Chad Peavy and Patrick Mullen knew more than they were telling, and I was afraid that Henry J. was the reason. I would have been afraid of him, too, if I'd still been a college kid. For that matter, I was afraid of him, and I was long past my college days.
The S-10 sailed down the interstate, taking me back past League City, Dickinson, and Texas City. The traffic on my side of the highway wasn't bad, but I was glad I wasn't on the other side, which was three lanes of bumper-to-bumper automobiles, all of them tourists who had spent a day at Dickens on the Strand, and all of them now on their way back home. Their average speed was probably around fifty-five, which must have been torture to most of them. I cruised along at a steady seventy, thinking.
When I wasn't thinking about Chad Peavy and Patrick Mullen, I was thinking about Dino, my old buddy Dino, my childhood pal, and about what I was going to do when I saw him. I still hadn't quite made up my mind when I stopped the truck in front of his house.
It was a good thing I'd left the Mauser at home, though. If I'd had it with me, I might have shot him.
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Dino opened his door and I shoved past him and into his living room.
"You're looking spiffy, Tru," he called after me. "What's the occasion?"
When I didn't answer, he followed me in and said, "Hey, Tru, what's the matter?"
"You," I said. "You're the matter."
The giant television set was playing some infomercial on which an incredible irritating young man with a long pony-tail was screaming about the wonders of some weird piece of exercise equipment. Dino went to the coffee table and touched a button on the remote control. The pony-tailed disappeared as the TV screen went black. I was grateful for that, at least.
"What do you mean I'm the matter?" Dino asked. "What are you talking about?"
"You know damned well what I'm talking about. I'm talking about you hitting Henry J. in the gut with my fishing rod yesterday."
Dino laughed, which just made me angrier. I could feel my face getting red, but Dino didn't notice.
"I didn't break your rod, did I?" he asked.
"No. That's not the problem."
"Then what is?"
"You know what it is."
Dino sat down. "You keep saying that, but I really don't have any idea." He looked up at me. "Don't just stand there like a store dummy. Why don't you have a seat?"
"I don't want to have a seat."
"I guess you don't. Would a Big Red help?"
"Not this time," I said.
"Must be really serious, then."
"It's serious, all right. You've lied to me right from the start. I expect clients to lie to me when I'm working on a case, Dino, but you aren't my client. You're my friend. You're supposed to tell me the truth."
"Shit," Dino said.
"I want you to tell me what's going on, and I want you to tell me right now. Otherwise, I'm leaving, and you can tell the Kirbos I'm sorry, but I won't be looking for their kid any longer."
"Listen, Tru, it's not like you think."
"That's what people always tell me, but usually they're lying then, too."
"Look, I'm going in the kitchen and get you a Big Red. I bought some special, just in case you came by, so you might as well drink one. I even put the cans in the refrigerator so they'd be cold. I know you'd rather drink out of the can than pour Big Red over ice."
I gave him a mature and reasoned response: "I don't want any of your damned Big Red."
"It's not mine. I bought it for you. So sit down while I get it."
He stood up and left the room. I fumed for a few seconds and then sat down. I'd drink his Big Red, but I wasn't letting him off the hook.
It was Chad Peavy who'd clued me in. I'd wondered why Dino had slugged Henry J. There hadn't seemed to be a reason for it, and I probably should have asked about it after it happened. When Chad told me that Sharon Matthews was at the party, I knew the answer.
Sharon was Dino's daughter. She had lived with her mother, Evelyn, a former prostitute who was now completely respectable, and Dino had hardly known her until she disappeared one day a year or so back. I'd located her for him, and now their relationship was improving, just as Dino's relationship with Evelyn was improving. Evelyn was better at getting him out of the house than I was, and I hoped that eventually the two of them would decide to live together, maybe even get married.
Sharon had been attending the local community college, and from what Dino had told me, she was doing very well. She was supposed to graduate that summer with her associate's degree and go on to the University of Houston to get a teaching certificate. It was hard for Dino to believe that someone related to him was going to be a teacher. It seemed too respectable, somehow.
Apparently, Sharon wasn't so respectable that she was above going to a spring break party in one of Big Al's beach houses, however.
Dino came back in the room and handed me the can of Big Red. He'd wrapped a paper napkin around it, but I could feel the cold of the can even through the paper.
He sat back down and watched me take a sip of the drink.
"I didn't put any poison in it, if that's what you're thinking," he said.
"I wasn't thinking that. But I wouldn't put it past you."
"Look, Tru, I never lied to you. I just left out a few things."
"Just little things, though," I said. "Things anybody might overlook. Like a dead body."
"Maybe I should start at the beginning and tell you the whole thing."
"What a unique idea. Why didn't I think of that?"
"You know what you said to me yesterday?" he asked. "About sarcasm?"
"I remember."
"Well, it doesn't become you, either."
"I can't help it. I'm pissed off."
"I don't blame you. It's my fault. I admit it. No wonder you don't trust me."
"Oh, I trust you all right. I trust you to lie like a rug."
"That's a pretty good one. Did you think it up right on the spur of the moment?"
I took a drink of Big Red and set the can on his coffee table.
"I thought you were going to tell me the truth," I said. "From the beginning."
"Yeah, I guess I was." He stared at something just above my head for a while. "It's hard to know where to start."
"At the beginning. Like you said."
"I'm not sure what the beginning is."
"The party," I told him. "Start with the party. I'd really like to hear about that party. And try to tell the truth. I'm going to check it with Sharon."
"I wish you could leave her out of it, Tru. She's had a tough time, and this isn't going to help her any."
"Maybe not. But she's in it already. Now tell me about the party."
"All right," he said.
Sharon had found out about the party the way kids do, through hearing about it from someone who'd heard about it from someone else. She didn't have anything else to do that evening, and she thought it might be fun. She'd been working on a term paper that was due in her English class the day after spring break ended, and she'd thought the party would be a good way to relax for a while.
"She didn't know very many people who were there," Dino said. "Just a couple of kids from the college. She didn't know Kelly Davis or Randall Kirbo at all. They were there, though. She remembers hearing the names. There was another kid there that comes into this, too.
I thought I knew who that someone was. Chad Peavy. But I let that pass. I'd ask Sharon.
"Sharon didn't think anything else about them, though," Dino went on. "Not until she saw the picture of Kelly Davis in the paper."
"But she didn't go to the police," I said.
"My family doesn't go to the police," Dino said, which was true.
It didn't matter that Dino wasn't involved in anything illegal and that he never had been, at least not directly. It didn't matter that his uncles had been dead for years and that during most of that time Galveston had been as tame as an afternoon social at the Baptist church.
It didn't even matter that his daughter might know something that would help the police in their investigation into Kelly Davis's death. Dino and his family didn't go to the police under any circumstances. He didn't even like it that I occasionally helped out the police, or that they helped me.
None of that mattered. What mattered was the time-honored family policy: no cops.
"OK," I said. "She didn't go to the police. But I'm not the police. The least you could have done was tell me the situation."
Dino shook his head. "I didn't know the situation. When Tack called me and asked me if I could help him out, I didn't know that his son had anything to do with that party. I didn't know until yesterday, when you started talking to Big Al. When you said you wanted to ask about a party at one of her beach houses, it was like everything just connected up right there in my head. So I clobbered Henry J. before we got to that part of it. It was just a gut reaction."
I had to smile, thinking about it. "And he shoved you in the bay."
"Yeah, but you got him back for me."
"You should see him today. I got him again."
"You did? How?"
"I'll tell you later. Maybe. I want to know more about that party."
Sharon had hung around the party with the young man she'd met, probably Chad Peavy, but she hadn't enjoyed herself. There was too much drinking. Too many drugs.
"Sharon doesn't go for that kind of stuff," Dino said. "Sure, she drinks now and then, maybe a glass of wine, but nothing heavy. And no drugs, not ever."
Dino was insistent on that last point, and it was a point of honor that his uncles had never been involved in the drug business. Gambling, yes. Illegal liquor, sure. Prostitution, no question. But not drugs. Never that.
"Have you talked to her since yesterday?" I asked.
"Yeah. I called her right after you brought me home."
"But you didn't call me to tell me any of this."
"Yeah. I know I should have, but I thought maybe you could figure things out without having to talk to her."
I picked up my Big Red and took a couple of long swallows. I set the can back down and said, "Well, you thought wrong. Let's go."
"Go where?"
"To see your daughter," I said.
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Sharon lived in a small apartment on the top floor of an old house only a couple of blocks from the Galvez Hotel, down toward Broadway. It was getting late, and paying her a visit meant that we might be out after dark, so Dino wasn't keen on the idea. He didn't like going out at all if he didn't have to, and he liked going out at night even less.
"It won't kill you," I told him. "I'll even treat you to supper."
He looked longingly at his TV set. "I don't want supper," he said.
"Look," I said, "I don't much care what you want. This is all your fault, and you're coming with me, whether you like it or not."
His mouth hardened. "I'm not sure you could make me go if I didn't want to."
"Jesus Christ, Dino, you really crack me up. You got me into this mess in the first place, and since then you've lied to me and held out on me. Now you want to pull some macho tough-guy crap with me instead of just coming along to help me talk to your daughter. OK. How do you want to handle it? Draw a line on the floor and dare me to step across it?"
"You make it sound pretty silly when you put it that way."
"It is pretty silly. We're grown-ups, after all."
Considering what my earlier feelings and actions had been, I was now being a genuine hypocrite. But you do what you have to do.
"Yeah, I guess you're right," Dino said. "Let me call Sharon and tell her we're coming over."
"Let's just surprise her," I said.
"What if she's not there?"
"Then we'll go see her mother. I want to talk to her too."
"You really know how to show a guy a good time," Dino said.
Finding out that her mother had been a prostitute had been quite a shock to Sharon, and one result had been the disappearance that had caused Dino so much concern. But that wasn't why she was living alone now. She and Evelyn had pretty much patched things up, but Sharon was twenty years old, and she felt that it was time for her to get out on her own. She had a job at one of the stores on The Strand, and she was making enough money to pay for her own place, so Evelyn had told her to go for it.
It wasn't much of a place. The house was old, but it wasn't charming. In fact, it was pretty dilapidated. The steps sagged, and the Gulf Coast crud had eaten away at the paint and shingles. The yard was ragged, and the sidewalk was cracked and uneven. Christmas lights were strung along the gutter over the porch, and they blinked feebly in the twilight.
"I tried to get her to let me set her up in a better place," Dino said when we got out of my truck. "She wouldn't take the money."
The sky was darkening, and thick clouds were coming in from the Gulf. A damp breeze made it seem almost cold, and I could hear the shushing of the surf in the wind.
"She wants to make it on her own," I said. "You should understand that."
"I do. It's just that I want to help her."
She didn't want his help, and he should have understood that, too, but I didn't want to bring it up. We were there to talk about a party, not to improve his family relationships. I wasn't Dr. Laura.
"There's a light on up there," I said, "so she's probably at home."
"Yeah."
"You go first," I said, and he went to the side of the house where there was a staircase leading upward. He put a foot on the first step as if to test it.
"Haven't you been here before?" I asked.
"Just once. Evelyn brought me over right after Sharon moved in. I don't trust these steps."
"They'll hold you. Come on."
I went past him and up the steps. They seemed solid enough to me, though they creaked a little. I could hear Dino behind me, so I didn't look back.
At the top of the stairs there was a small landing, not much more than three feet square. I stood on it and knocked on the screen door.
A light came on, and I looked into the kitchen through the glass door top. Sharon was coming toward me across a worn and cracked yellow linoleum floor that had probably been laid down fifty years previously.
She looked better than the last time I'd seen her, but the circumstances had been quite different. None of us had looked too good then.
She snapped on an outside light, looked out at me. She was obviously surprised, and when she saw Dino standing on the step just below the landing, her eyes widened even more. She threw a deadbolt on the door, unlatched the screen, and pushed it open. I should have said something about the security value of a deadbolt on a door that was half glass, but I didn't want to upset Dino.
"What are you two doing here?" Sharon asked, as if she didn't know. She knew, though. I was sure of that.
"Tru wants to talk to you," Dino said. "Can we come in?"
She stepped aside to make room for us to come through the door.
"Sure," she said. "Come on in. Welcome to my happy home."
We went into the kitchen. The countertops were in worse shape than the linoleum. The porcelain on the side of the sink was cracked, and a big rusty spot was developing. The tiny refrigerator and stove were practically antiques, and I could see a couple of roach traps along the baseboard. The table was small and square with a red formica top. Around it were four chairs with curved steel frames and red vinyl seats and backs.
"Have a seat," Sharon said. "We can talk in here."
"I hope we're not interrupting anything," I said, taking one of the chairs.
She shrugged and sat opposite me. "I was just watching The Simpsons, but it was a rerun."
Dino sat beside her. "Tru wants to talk to you about that party. The one I called about last night."
Sharon looked at me. "He said you'd want to know about it. I guess I should have talked to the cops before now."
"No you shouldn't," Dino said.
"'We don't go to the police,'" I said to Sharon. "Ever hear that one before?"
Sharon almost smiled. But not quite.
I've heard it more than once," she said. "Look, Mr. Smith, I —"
"Wait," I said. "Let's just make it 'Tru,' all right?"
"I . . . guess so. It's just that I'm a little uncomfortable talking to you."
I didn't blame her. If our positions had been reversed, I'd have been uncomfortable, too. Our last meeting hadn't been exactly under the best of conditions.
"Don't worry about it," I said. "Anything that happened was a long time ago. We've all changed since then. I've forgotten all about it."
I'd never forget it, but she didn't have to know that. Dino knew, though. I could tell by the way he was looking at me, but he was smart enough not to say anything.
"I wish none of that had ever happened," Sharon said. "I'm not proud of it."
"It's over and done. I'm not interested in the past. Well, not that particular past. I'm more interested in what happened during spring break."
"I don't mind telling you about that, but I didn't do anything. I didn't really know that girl who died."
"Kelly Davis," I said. "That was her name."
"Like I said, I didn't really know her. She was with some guy, a football player. I didn't know him, either."
"Randall Kirbo," I said.
She thought about it. "I guess that was his name. There were lots of guys there."
I showed her Randall Kirbo's picture. "Him?"
"Yes, for sure."
"His name's Randall Kirbo. What about one named Chad Peavy?"
"I remember that name, too. I'm not sure which one he was."
"Another football player. He remembers you. There were a couple of others that you might have met. Patrick Mullen and Travis Bittner."
"I don't think so."
"It's not important right now. What I want you to tell me is what happened at that party."
"I don't remember much about it." She looked at Dino. "Why don't you go in the other room and see what's on TV?"
Dino wasn't much of a father, but he could take a hint. He stood up and said, "Do you have cable in this place?"
"That's about the only luxury I allow myself," Sharon said. "You can watch just about anything you're interested in. I get three different shopping channels."
"I hope that damn 'juiceman' isn't on," Dino said, as he headed for the living room.
I found it hard to believe that someone who watched that manic exercise-machine pitch man could object to someone who sold juice, but maybe Dino just didn't like juice.
When he was gone and I could hear the TV from the other room, I said, "Now that he's gone, tell me why your memory seems a little impaired."
She looked over her shoulder as if to assure herself that Dino wasn't listening from the other room. When she turned back to me, there was a concerned look on her face.
"I want to help you," she said. "I guess maybe I feel like I owe it to you. But there's something you have to promise me."
I thought I knew what she wanted to hear. "Private detectives are like priests. Whatever you say to me is absolutely confidential. I won't even tell Dino."
"He might try to make you."
"You don't know Dino very well if you believe that."
"I don't know him very well. That's the point. And I don't want him going all fatherly on me."
"I'll keep him in line," I said, with more confidence than I felt. Obviously I wasn't the one who could predict what Dino might do.
But Sharon seemed to believe me. She said, "He was worried about me and about the drinking and drugs at that party. I might have exaggerated a little bit when I told him about it."
"How?" I asked.
"I didn't do any drugs. I told the truth about that, but I drank more than I told him. I wasn't drunk or anything, but I'd had more than just a glass of wine. So I don't really remember everything too well. I was worried about a term paper, and I guess I thought a few drinks would loosen me up."
"Did they?"
She laughed, but there wasn't much humor in it. I wondered how the term paper had turned out.
"I got pretty loose, all right," she said. "So loose, I wasn't even sure where I was for a while."
"But you saw Kelly Davis and Randall Kirbo together."
"I know I saw her. I know I even spent some time talking to her and some boy. It's what happened after that I'm not sure of."
"What do you think happened?"
"There were some things going on upstairs," she said.
"What things?"
"That's where the drugs were."
Her eyes shifted, and I thought there might be more to it than that, but I couldn't figure out what.
"What kinds of drugs? Anything dangerous?"
"Ecstasy, I think. That can be weird. And pot, but that's all. Nothing really dangerous."
I was disappointed. I was hoping that the death of Kelly Davis could be tied into some kind of illegal substance. That would explain why Big Al was so eager to keep things quiet, and why Henry J. was paying visits to everyone involved.
Except Sharon. Something wasn't quite right here.
"You know Henry J.?" I asked.
She looked wary. "I've heard of him."
"Was he there that night?"
"Why should he have been?"
"Because he works for Big Al Pugh, and the party was at one of her beach houses."
"I wouldn't know about that," Sharon said. "Nobody said whose house it was."
I wasn't sure I believed that.
"So you didn't see Henry J.?"
"I don't think so."
"And he hasn't been around to see you since the party?"
"No. Why should he want to see me?"
"Because he might not like the idea of you talking about what went on there that night. Are you sure you didn't see him? He's older than any of the kids who were there, and probably bigger. His nose has been broken a lot."
More now than then, I thought.
"I might have seen somebody like that. I'm not sure. I was pretty wrecked, like I said."
"What about those drugs you mentioned? Who provided them? Could it have been Henry J.?"
"I don't think so. The drugs were just there, the way they are, you know?"
I didn't know, not really. Drug use hadn't been quite that casual when I was Sharon's age.
"How often do you go to parties like that one?" I asked.
"Not often. And I don't drink that much, either. It was just a one-time thing." She smiled. "You sound more like my father than Dino does."
"I don't mean to. I worry about people sometimes."
"Thanks, but you don't have to worry about me. I'm doing all right."
For some reason I believed her, at least about that. She wasn't the same young woman she'd been when we'd first met, and the change was for the better. I thought maybe she'd come to terms with who she really was, which is something a lot of us never quite manage.
Unfortunately, however, she wasn't turning out to be exactly the mine of information I'd hoped for, and I was almost certain that she was holding out on me. I asked if she could remember anything else about the party, anything at all, but I didn't get any more out of her. After a few more minutes of trying, I called Dino.
"See anything you wanted to order?" I asked when he came back to the kitchen.
"Not a thing. Was Sharon any help to you?"
"Not much," Sharon said. "I couldn't remember a whole lot."
"So where does that leave us?" Dino asked me.
"It leaves us needing to see someone else."
"Who?"
"It's a surprise," I told him.
"Oh, boy," he said.
20
"I thought we'd be going to see Evelyn," Dino said after we'd negotiated the run-down stairway and settled ourselves in the pickup.
"We are," I said. "I just didn't want to mention that in front of Sharon."
"Oh.
"I didn't want Sharon to think we didn't trust her," I said, starting the pickup and pulling away from the curb.
"But we do, don't we?"
"Mostly. But it never hurts to check."
"If you say so."
"I say so."
He didn't respond to that, and I drove over to the residential area near the Bolivar ferry landing. The streets in Evelyn's subdivision were all named for fish. I didn't know whether I'd rather live on a street named for a Romantic poet or a fish, but I was pretty sure that "Tuna" didn't have the same prestige as "Coleridge." Maybe it all depended on your priorities.
"How long's it been since you talked to Evelyn?" I asked when I stopped in front of her house.
"Not long. Couple of days."
"She'll be glad to see us, then," I said, and she was. She was also as surprised as Sharon.
"I don't know how you got him out of the house after dark," Tru," she said.
"It wasn't easy. I had to threaten to kill him."
Evelyn laughed at that, sure that I was kidding. She had a nice laugh.
"I'm afraid it's business instead of pleasure, though," I told her.
She wasn't one to waste time on small talk when there was business to be done. Maybe it was her background.
"Tell me about it," she said.
I told her the whole thing while Dino sat and looked at his hands. Now and then Evelyn would glance over at him and shake her head.
When I was finished, she said, "Old habits aren't easy to break. I hope you weren't too hard on him, Tru."
"Not as hard as I should have been."
"Good. But if anything like this ever happens again, he'd better go to the police or we'll both get after him. Now, what do you want from me?"
"I want to know if Sharon told you anything about that party."
"I wish she had, but she didn't. I suppose that when death is involved, she feels more comfortable with her father. He forgot to mention it to me, too."
"Hey," Dino said, coming out of his trance. "It's like you said. Old habits, and that stuff."
"I'd hoped you were doing better," Evelyn said.
"I'm trying. It's tough sometimes."
"I wish I could help you, Tru," Evelyn said. "But I don't know a thing."
"I was afraid of that. Well, Dino, are you ready to eat supper?"
"I guess so," he said.
He couldn't work up any real enthusiasm for the idea, however. I could tell that he'd rather go straight home.
"Can Evelyn go with us?" he asked.
"I don't think that would be a good idea. We'll still be working."
Dino grunted. "How can we work and eat?"
"We're going to the Hurricane Club," I said.
Dino nodded, as if he'd suspected as much. "Big Al's place."
"That's the one. I wonder if she'll be there?"
"With my luck?" Dino said. "Sure she will."
We were only a short distance from the old downtown area, which had been going through something of a rebirth during the last few years. Of course, it would still be overrun by stragglers from Dickens on the Strand celebrations, but the place where we were going was a little east of all the activity, in a part of town the tourists usually steered clear of, thanks to the fact that the lighting was bad and most of the buildings appeared in imminent danger of collapsing. Not to mention that the people standing outside the buildings looked like they were answering a casting call for the sequel to Deliverance.
The Hurricane Club had been in the same spot for almost as long as the Galvez Hotel had occupied its spot on the seawall, or maybe even longer. No one was really sure. It wasn't the kind of building whose owners were interested in requesting a historical marker from the state.
There were of course many differences in the Galvez and the Hurricane Club, the main one being that the Galvez received regular cleanings from a competent staff. I wasn't sure that the Hurricane Club had ever been cleaned at all.
I parked not far from the front entrance, and Dino and I got out of the truck. The establishment's name had once been painted on the wooden front of the building, but the paint was so faded that it was impossible to read in the darkness. The old wooden canopy over the door sagged dangerously, but the music coming from inside was pleasant. It was Patti Page singing "Cross over the Bridge." Big Al kept the juke box stocked with things like that to keep out the riff-raff. The local gangbangers couldn't stand it. Big Al considered them amateurs and had nothing to do with them.
Dino and I went inside, where it was almost as dark as it had been on the street, since most of the lighting came from four or five neon beer signs and the star on top of the little Christmas tree that stood on one end of the bar.
The tree was about the saddest I've ever seen. It made the one Charlie Brown picks out on his Christmas special look like the deluxe model. About half the needles had fallen out and they lay all around it on the bar. No one seemed to mind.
The dimness of the Hurricane Club's interior was probably just as well. There was no real way we could tell just how unsanitary the conditions were except by the smell, which was a mixture of stale cooking odors, cigarette smoke, wet sawdust, beer, and urine. In some places the sawdust was picturesque; in the Hurricane Club it was foul.
There were tables scattered around the one big room, and a short bar that had most likely been there since around the turn of the century. There were even a couple of brass spittoons near the bar. The spittoons were actually fairly clean, mainly because everyone apparently spit into the sawdust on the floor. I wouldn't have walked barefoot from the door to the bar for a thousand bucks. And if someone had wanted to cast a pirate movie, the Hurricane Club would have been a good place to look for extras. There was even a guy wearing an eye patch.
I fingered my tie. I knew that I was very overdressed, but I didn't think it would be a good idea to go home and change. If I did that, I wouldn't want to come back.
A thin haze of smoke hung just below the ceiling. Nearly everyone I saw was smoking. I don't think the Hurricane Club had a non-smoking section.
Big Al was sitting at a table in the corner. Tonight her T-shirt said, "I Love Animals. They're Delicious."
Henry J. was there, too. His back was to us, but Big Al said something to him when we walked in and he turned around. He was wearing the same T-shirt he'd had on that afternoon, and I could see the bloodstains on it. They might have attracted attention at someplace a little more respectable, say a cheap dive in Tijuana, but they didn't look out of place in the Hurricane Club.
Henry J.'s nose was covered with tape and something that winked in the dim light, some kind of metal brace I suspected. Although he didn't look overjoyed to see me, he started to get up to come over and greet me. Or to do something to me. But Big Al spoke to him and he sat back down. The two of them bent their heads together and whispered for a minute. Henry J. looked around at me once. He wasn't smiling.
Then the conversation was over, and Big Al motioned to us to join them.
"Be thinking about what you'd like to eat," I told Dino. "Remember, it's my treat."
He looked around, taking in the floor, and then he sniffed audibly.
"Treat?" he said.
"Sure. I said I'd buy your supper."
"I thought you were kidding when you said we'd eat here."
"Kidding? Me? It's not like I never bought you a meal before."
"Yeah, but not in any place like this."
"Best enchiladas in town. Or so I've heard."
"I'll bet you've never eaten one. Have you?"
"There's a first time for everything," I said, and led the way over to Big Al's table.
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I could tell by the look on his face, what I could see of it, that Henry J. didn't like me at all, but he didn't say a word to either me or Dino. He just sat there, staring at me as if he'd like to rip my heart out and feed it to a cat.
There was a cat handy, too, a big white one that slipped in from the kitchen, but it didn't appear to be in the market for a heart. There was already a sizeable gray mouse dangling from its mouth.
"I assume that the two of you will join us for dinner," Big Al said.
I looked away from the cat. There was a plate of enchiladas, rice, and beans in front of Big Al. A covered dish of tortillas sat to one side, near a dish of picante sauce and a plastic basket of tortilla chips.
Henry J. must not have been hungry. There was no food in front of him, though there was a half-full bottle of Dos Equis to go with the three empty bottles beside it. Big Al was drinking Carta Blanca.
Dino and I sat down. Les Paul and Mary Ford came on the juke box with "Mockingbird Hill."
"We'll have the enchiladas," I said. "I've heard they're really good."
"It's true," Big Al said. "Beer?"
"Not for me. Do you have Big Red?"
Big Al laughed. "We don't serve kids' drinks," she said.
"Water'll be fine, then. What about you, Dino?"
"Carta Blanca's OK."
Big Al waved a hand, and a man wearing an apron came over. The apron must have been white at one time, but the time had been years before I was born. He took our order and went into the kitchen. I looked around for the white cat, but it had disappeared. I hoped it hadn't gone back to the kitchen to deliver the meat for my enchiladas.
"You know," Big Al said to me, "You haven't been exactly nice to Henry J. lately."
"Henry J.'s been following me around," I said. "I don't like to be followed."
Big Al brought a forkful of enchilada to her mouth and stuffed it in. She chewed happily for a while, then took a hit from the Carta Blanca bottle.
She swallowed the beer and said, "That's the great thing about a free country. A man can go where he wants to go. On the other hand, a man can't assault someone for no reason at all. Look at poor Henry J.'s nose."
I looked, and in spite of the hate in Henry J.'s eyes, it wasn't easy not to laugh at his appearance.
"I have a feeling that whoever assaulted Henry J. did it for reasons of self-defense," I said.
Big Al waved her fork in the air. "Maybe. Maybe not. Why do I get the feeling you didn't come here to apologize?"
"Because I came here for the enchiladas?"
"Many people do," Big Al said.
I looked around the room. As far as I could tell, not a single person except Big Al was eating. Everyone else was drinking beer and listening to the juke box, which was now playing "Rags to Riches." The Tony Bennett version.
"But not you," Big Al said.
The door to the kitchen opened. Our waiter came out, followed by the white cat, which was no longer carrying the mouse. I wish I hadn't seen him, to tell the truth.
"No," I said as the waiter set the thick white plates in front of us. "I didn't really come here to eat, but the food does look good."
The waiter used a folded towel to handle the plates, which were very hot. The enchiladas were covered with chopped onions and jalapeno peppers. The chili around the enchiladas bubbled and sizzled.
"If you didn't come for the food," Big Al said, "Why did you come? Do you have a secret crush on me?"
"I'm sure there are a lot of guys who do," I said. "But I came to talk to you about a party."
"I thought we decided yesterday that we wouldn't discuss the party."
"We didn't decide anything," I said. "We just got interrupted."
I reached out for the picante sauce and spooned it onto the enchiladas. Dino watched me with a kind of horrified fascination, and I pushed the bowl over to him when I'd finished.
"I don't want any hot sauce," he said.
"Suit yourself."
I cut into the enchiladas and steam rose above the plate. I thought it might be best to wait a while before taking a bite, that is unless I wanted to incinerate the inside of my mouth.
"About that party," I said.
"Big Al said we weren't going to talk about that," Henry J. said. He sounded particularly nasal, like a bad country and western singer.
"I'm talking to Big Al, not you," I told him.
He pushed his chair back about six inches, and I thought for a second that he was going to come across the table for me. But Big Al put up a hand, and he sat back down. I could tell he wasn't happy about it, though.
"Assuming that I have some idea of which party you're talking about," Big Al said, "why don't you tell me why you're so interested in it?"
"You know why," I said. "A girl was killed there."
"That's enough of that shit," Henry J. said, pushing his chair back at least a foot.
"Calm down, Henry J.," Big Al said. "This is getting interesting. I suppose you think you can prove what you're saying, Smith."
I couldn't prove anything, of course. I wasn't even sure I was right. I was just guessing to try to keep her off balance and maybe get her to say something in an unguarded moment, not that I thought she ever had any. I knew damned well that something had happened at that beach house, however, and that everyone was lying to me about it. I just didn't know what or why.
"Her name was Kelly Davis," I said. "You might have read about her in the newspaper."
Big Al shrugged her powerful shoulders and smiled.
"I might have," she said. "It seems to me that she was found in the Gulf. She drowned, I believe."
"No," I said. "She didn't drown."
"How did she die, then?"
I started to say that I didn't know, that the cause of death hadn't been discovered, but I didn't want to give her the satisfaction.
So I said, "She was murdered."
Big Al put her fork down on her plate with an audible clink.
"You don't know that."
"I believe it, and I'm going to prove it. And I'm going to find out what happened to Randall Kirbo, too."
"I never heard of him," Big Al said. "And now I'm tired of talking to you. Show them out, Henry J."
I would have gone quietly, and Dino would have, too. But Henry J. must not have thought so. Instead of politely standing up and asking us to leave, he shoved the table at me and hit me in the stomach so hard that my chair toppled over backward.
I landed hard and tried to bounce up so that I wouldn't have to lie too long in the sawdust which was clinging to me like a fungus. I was afraid it might eat right through my jacket.
I couldn't bounce anywhere, however, because I was tangled up with the chair. I tossed it aside just as Henry J. swung his Dos Equis bottle at Dino's head.
Dino put up his left forearm and knocked the bottle aside while throwing a short, hard right into Henry J.'s stomach. He should have known from his prior experience that hitting Henry J. in that particular spot would have about as much effect as hitting the bar. Some people are slow learners, however.
Henry J. grinned beneath his bandaged nose as if he hadn't even been touched and kicked Dino in the shin. Dino bent over, and Henry J. smashed a fist into the back of his neck. Dino crumpled, and Henry J. raised his foot to stomp him.
I was on my feet by then, and I grabbed up my enchilada platter and threw it in Henry J.'s face. The food was still hot, and the plate was heavy. The combination didn't do Henry J.'s nose any good, but it didn't stop him, maybe because of the metal nose guard he was wearing. About all it did was mess up his bandage. He wiped a hand across his face and came at me.
I jumped aside, and Big Al hit me with a solid right just under the heart. It was a little like being kicked by a horse, and I staggered backward, my feet slipping in the sawdust.
Henry J. started to move in for the kill, but Dino stood up and got between us. Henry J. tried to kick him again. Dino did a little pirouette, grabbed his foot, and turned him a flip. I heard the crack when Henry J.'s head hit the floor. The sawdust apparently wasn't thick enough to serve as much of a buffer, but I didn't feel a bit sorry for Henry J. I didn't have time. Big Al was all over Dino, hitting him with a flurry of rights and lefts that was almost too fast to follow. He put up his arms and managed to stop most of the blows from landing solidly, but he was taking some damage.
I stepped over beside them and reached for Big Al's hair. It was awfully short, but I got a grip that allowed me to yank her backward.
She sounded like a snake with asthma as her breath hissed between her teeth, and she tried to twist around to hit me. She almost made it, but Dino grabbed her arm and twisted her back to face him. He was going to hit her, but he hesitated for just a fraction of a second, giving her time to drive her fist into his mouth.
He fell like a rock, and Big Al turned her attention to me again. She gave a powerful jerk of her head, and I was left with a tuft of her hair in my hand. I dropped it just as she hit me in the stomach.
I try to keep in shape. I run as often as I can, but running doesn't do much to harden the stomach. I bent double and gasped for breath.
Big Al didn't give me a chance to get one. She came on with a roundhouse punch that would most likely have killed me if I hadn't turned my head at the last second.
As it was, her knuckles scrapped along my jawline, turning me almost around. I was still breathing as raggedly as a bronchitis victim on a coughing jag.
Big Al wound up again, but she wasn't going to have to hit me. There was someone else to do that for her. The bartender was right beside her, and he was holding a regulation Little League baseball bat. He fell into a crouch that made him look a little like Jeff Bagwell and took a swing at my head.
I dropped to my knees and the bat whistled through my hair. I really didn't like the idea of lying in the sawdust again, but I liked the idea of having my brains smeared on the bartender's bat even less. I rolled under a table and looked around.
Henry J. was sitting up, staring vaguely around. His head had struck the floor hard, and he didn't seem to have any idea about where he was.
Dino was wrestling with Big Al. They were scuffling around in the sawdust.
The white cat was sitting by the kitchen door, watching calmly, as if he saw this kind of thing all the time. Most of the other patrons had disappeared. I wished I could.
The bartender was still after me. He yanked the table away and tossed it aside, then swung at me again, but I had my breath back, and I was able to stick a chair in his way. The bat splintered the chair back, and sent a stinging vibration all the way up the bartender's arms. He yelled and dropped the bat, wringing his hands.
The bat bounced off the sawdust. I grabbed it, stood up, and slammed it gently into the bartender's stomach, which was much softer than Henry J.'s. His eyes bugged, his tongue stuck out, and he gagged and sat down. Maybe I hadn't been as gentle as I thought.
Big Al had Dino down on the floor, pummeling his face. I gave her a shot in the kidney, and she rolled off him.
"Don't bother to get up," I said. "Dino and I will be leaving now. If we can. How about it, Dino?"
"Give me a couple of seconds," he said, sitting up. His face was already swelling a little.
Big Al measured me with her eyes, judging the chances of making a try for me. To my right, Henry J. was beginning to regain his senses. I slapped the bat lightly into the palm of my left hand, but I don't think I scared her a bit.
"I don't think you have a couple of seconds," I told Dino. "I think we should go right now."
He stood up, and I put my left hand under his arm, keeping a tight grip on the bat with my right. We backed toward the door like that, while Frankie Laine sang to us about the travails of being a moonlight gambler. The juke box seemed very loud all of a sudden, but that was probably just my imagination, plus the fact that aside from the juke box the club was almost completely silent now.
Big Al and Henry J. watched us leave. I wish I could say that they bid us an affectionate farewell, but that would be a slight exaggeration. The good news was that they didn't come after us. I'm sure neither of them felt like it, however, and so they let us go quietly. I hoped that there was no one waiting outside to curry favor with Big Al by tackling us and carrying us back in, but the sidewalk was deserted. Big Al had her supporters, but none of them had been in the Hurricane Club that evening, for which I was grateful.
When Dino and I got to the truck, I opened the door and helped him get in, tossing the bat in after him. I stumbled around to the driver's side and got in. In five seconds we were on our way.
When we got to Broadway where the lights were brighter, Dino looked at the bat.
"This is a Ralph Kiner autograph model," he said. "It must be forty years old at least. I wonder how much it's worth?"
I wasn't in the mood to discuss baseball memorabilia. I was worried about what the sawdust on my clothes was going to do to the upholstery in the truck.
"You can have the bat if you want it," I said. "I don't think Big Al will be coming after it."
"She might. You can't tell about her and Henry J." He looked out at the esplanade for a second or two. "You know, I think Henry J. must be a little crazy."
"Really? What was your first clue?"
Dino took me seriously. "There was no call for him to do what he did in there. We weren't going to argue about leaving. Were we?"
"I wasn't."
"Me neither. I wonder if there's something he doesn't want Big Al to know?"
"It's a thought," I said.
He brushed at the legs of his jeans, knocking damp sawdust to the floor of the truck.
"I don't think this sawdust is very clean," he said.
"You're developing a real talent for stating the obvious."
"I'll bet people have been spitting in it for years. Decades, maybe. Can you smell it?"
I could smell it all right. The smell filled the whole truck. I just didn't want to think about it.
"You can take a bath when you get home," I said.
Dino put a hand to his face. His lips were swollen, and there was a bruise beginning to form on his jaw.
"I hope I don't get some incurable disease," he said.
"I'd recommend very hot water and an anti-bacterial soap if you have some."
"I think I do."
"Good. Use it."
He didn't say anything else for a few minutes, not until we were nearly at his house. Then he said, "There's one thing I gotta know, Tru."
"Go ahead and ask," I said.
"Would you really have eaten those enchiladas?"
I tried a smile. "We'll never know, will we?"
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I let Dino out at his house and drove home after he assured me that he was going to be just fine as soon he got a good night's sleep. I gave him the baseball bat and told him to take a couple of aspirin and call me in the morning, but he didn't laugh.
There were all kinds of ideas tumbling around in the back of my head by the time I got home, but I couldn't make sense of any of them. It was almost as if the bartender had hit me with that bat of his.
I managed to feed Nameless, take off my wetly sawdusted clothes and stick them in the washer, except for the jacket and tie, of course, which I hung on the back of a lawn chair outside. Maybe they'd air out and I could get them cleaned later.
After that, I took a hot shower, but I didn't manage to read even a page of O'Hara. I fell into the bed and went to sleep almost at once.
Nameless woke me up the next morning. He was standing on my stomach, plainly irritated that I hadn't gotten up at the usual time to feed him.
He stared at me accusingly with his green eyes and said, "Mowr."
I lifted my head to get a better look at him and immediately wished I hadn't. It felt as if it weighed a ton.
"Mowr," Nameless said again, with no regard for my pain. Cats have no pity.
"I don't guess I blame you for not feeling sorry for me," I told him. "I'd be upset if someone delayed my meals, too. But I've got a good excuse."
"Mowr?"
"Never mind. You wouldn't believe it, even if I told you."
"Mowr."
"Oh, sure, you say that now. But you haven't heard the story yet."
I tossed off the sheet and sat up with my legs over the side of the bed. My head felt a little better, but my whole body ached.
Nameless didn't care how I felt. He just wanted me to feed him. He jumped down from the bed and walked around in front of me so that he could look up at me.
"Mowr?"
"I'm not going to tell you. Let's just say that I'm getting too old to get into fights with women. And with bartenders who carry baseball bats."
Nameless had no comment. Apparently my decrepit condition was obvious to him. He stalked away, his tail in the air, confident that I would follow him.
So I took a deep breath, stood up, and did.
After I'd fed him, I shaved and washed my clothes. I wasn't sure I'd ever wear them again, but I wanted them to be clean even if I threw them away. I didn't want to be arrested for polluting the garbage dump.
While the clothes were chugging through the wash cycle, I went in and fixed a bowl of shredded wheat. It tasted surprisingly good, and I remembered that I hadn't eaten a thing since breakfast the previous day. I'd gotten cheated out of my enchiladas, but then I hadn't paid for them, so I guess it all evened out. I finished the shredded wheat and had another bowl.
When I was finished, I put the bowl in the sink and ran water in it. Nameless hopped up on the drain board. I put a little soap in the bowl and washed it out with hot water. Then I dried it and put it away. Nameless gave me the accusing look that he'd been practicing.
"I've told you before," I said. "Drinking out of my bowls isn't sanitary."
He ignored me and got in the sink anyway. Since there was no bowl to drink from, he just licked the water in the bottom of the sink. You can't win with cats, so I left him there and went to run my clothes through another wash cycle.
I put on my running shoes. I didn't feel like going for a run, but I went anyway. I wasn't going to let a little thing like a few hundred bruises stop me. I was old and decrepit, but I wasn't going to give up my exercise. Not yet, anyway.
When I got outside, I discovered that the weather had undergone a complete change. Gray clouds scudded along so close to my head that I could have jumped up and touched them, if I could have jumped, which wasn't every likely. The air was heavy with moisture, and a cold wind blew from the north. I didn't mind. It was pretty good weather for a run.
I ran about three miles with only an occasional twinge from my bad knee, and by the time I got back to the house I was feeling much better. The run had loosened me up and relaxed my muscles. A hot shower relaxed me even further, and after I dried off I sat down to think things over.
I'd put in a hard day on Sunday, but I wasn't sure I had much to show for it. About the only conclusion I'd come to was that nearly everyone was still lying to me. Maybe not Dino, but I thought his daughter was. And I was absolutely certain that Patrick Mullen and Chad Peavy were. Everyone was covering up something, and I wondered if all of them had played some role or another in the death of Kelly Davis. I hoped not, especially in Sharon's case, but I didn't know what else to think. It was depressing.
Even more depressing was the fact that I knew no more about what had happened to Randall Kirbo than I'd known when I started out.
What I did know was that Big Al was involved in both cases. Or maybe I didn't even know that. Maybe only Henry J. was involved. Dino's idea about Henry J.'s over-reaction made sense when I thought about it. Dino had over-reacted the same way when he wanted to put an end to a conversation. That could explain some of Henry J.'s behavior, I thought, but not all of it.
I was also sure that in all the lying, someone had told me the truth about something important, something that should have meant something to me, but for the life of me I couldn't figure out what it was.
I didn't know what to do next, so I looked through the notes I'd made in the police station. I'd taken down the address and phone number of Kelly Davis' parents. I didn't feel like making the long drive to San Antonio to interview them in person, but I could call.
The mother answered the phone. Kelly's father was at work, she said, but after I explained who I was and what I was working on and told her that I'd spoken to Bob Lattner about things, she said that she'd be glad to talk to me if I thought I could do anything about Kelly's death.
"Someone killed her," she said. "And I want that person punished. I want that person to suffer a little of the hell I've gone through for the last nine months."
"I don't know that I can do anything about that," I said. "I've really been hired only to find out what happened to Randall Kirbo."
"I can understand why his parents are concerned," she said. "Bob thinks he's dead, too."
I assumed that would be Uncle Bob, the cop.
"Did he say why?" I asked.
"He says that whoever killed Kelly probably killed the Kirbo boy, too. He says they put them both in the Gulf, and that Kelly just happened to be the one who was found."
Old Uncle Bob hadn't shared that thought with me. I wondered why, aside from the fact that he didn't seem to like me very much at all, a fact I had neglected to mention to Mrs. Davis.
"Bob really loved Kelly," she went on. "She was his favorite niece. He loves Kate and Karen, too, of course, but Kelly was always the one he doted on."
Good old Bob hadn't mentioned that, either. I'd been worried from the beginning about the possibility of his emotional involvement in the case, and Mrs. Davis had done absolutely nothing to relieve my misgivings.
"Kate and Karen were Kelly's sisters?" I said.
"Yes. They're still in high school, and I'll never let them go on spring break when they get to college. You can count on that."
I didn't blame her. I said, "Did Kelly call you while she was here in Galveston?"
"Yes. She called twice to tell us that she was all right and to tell us what a good time she was having."
Mrs. Davis had to pause for a second while she tried to stop remembering, something that's not always easy. Sometimes it's just downright impossible.
"I don't know what happened that night," she went on after a while. "All I know is what Bob told us. She went to a party, and she met some boys there. He talked to some of them, but they didn't tell him anything. Or so he said."
"Why do you put it that way?" I asked.
I could hear her breathing while she thought about it.
"He just seemed vague when I talked to him," she said finally. "It was as if he really did know something, but he didn't want to tell me."
I filed that away under "Other Stuff I'd Like to Discuss with Uncle Bob."
"Did he tell you any of the boys' names?" I asked. "Had Kelly known any of them before?"
"One of them was named Chad," she said. "I don't remember his last name, and I don't think Kelly knew him."
"That's OK. I've met him."
"What kind of boy is he?"
"I'm not sure," I said.
"Sometimes I think I'd like to talk to them, just to ask them what she was like that night. You know. Was she having a good time? Was she behaving herself? She was a good girl, Mr. Smith. She really was. She would never have done anything to cause someone to kill her."
There was nothing I could say to that, nothing comforting at any rate. The truth was that you could never be sure what someone might do, even someone you thought you knew very well indeed. I'd had some experience along those lines. More than I'd ever wanted to have, as a matter of fact.
"You can see the problem, can't you?" Mrs. Davis said.
I could see it all right. A bunch of all-American kids at an all-American party, just having a good time without any intent to harm anyone at all. But it hadn't been that way. It couldn't have been that way. If it had, Kelly Davis would still be alive, and I wouldn't be having this conversation.
"Did Kelly drink?" I asked.
"She did at that party," Mrs. Davis said. "There was alcohol in her blood. But not much, not even enough to make her legally drunk, much less to impair her judgment. That's why I have so much trouble with the whole thing, Mr. Smith. It just doesn't make sense."
We talked a while longer, and after I hung up the phone I thought over every conversation I'd had since meeting the Kirbos. As far as I could tell, everyone involved in the whole mess was a wonderful person, highly moral, a good student, and a model son or daughter who would never even have thought of doing anything wrong.
With the notable exceptions, of course, of Big Al and Henry J. No one would mistake them for prototypes of rectitude.
Which didn't mean they'd killed Kelly Davis. They seemed to be lacking one essential requirement.
They didn't have a motive.
I had to agree with Mrs. Davis about one thing for sure. It just didn't make sense.
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When you don't know where else to turn, go to the cops; that's my motto. It really isn't, of course, but I like thinking of it that way since the very idea drives Dino crazy.
I called Gerald Barnes, who said he'd be glad to talk to me. Well, maybe glad wasn't exactly the word he used, but he did say that he didn't mind if I came by, as long as I had something to tell him that might be important. After all, he was a very busy man.
He didn't look especially busy when I saw him sitting at his desk. He just seemed to be pushing some papers around, but I didn't think I'd try staying any longer than the time he'd mentioned. I didn't want to impose on his good nature any more than necessary.
"So what's new, Smith?" he asked when he looked up and saw me.
"Nothing," I said. "That's the problem."
"Things not going quite the way you thought?"
I sat in the chair by his desk. "Nope. I thought maybe you could help me out a little."
He looked genuinely puzzled. "How could I do that?"
"I want to know about Bob Lattner," I said.
As usual, Barnes looked around to see who was listening. Maybe he was paranoid. Or maybe all cops are. At any rate, no one seemed to have the least interest in us. Everyone had a report to fill out or someone to question, or a coffee cup to fill.
"What do you want to know?" he asked.
"I want to know how he happened to get assigned to a case that he was personally involved in. I didn't think that was allowed, as a general rule."
"I don't know about any rules like that. Not any written rules, anyway. Besides, when he got assigned to the Kirbo disappearance, there was no involvement. Officially, there's still not."
"Did he put in a lot of hours?"
"I wouldn't know about that."
"Yes, you would."
He didn't take the bait. He said, "Why do you want to know?"
"It's just an idea that I'm working on."
"But you're not going to share it with me, are you?"
I smiled ingratiatingly. "Maybe later."
"Sure. I know what that means. It means never."
"I've helped you out before, haven't I?"
"Some," he admitted.
"Then you can help me out a little this time."
"All right. He worked darn hard on the Kirbo thing. He put in a lot of hours for a while. What are you onto, Smith?"
"Probably nothing," I said, and it was the truth. "Nothing seems right about the whole thing, and I'm only trying to make some sense of it."
It was an evasive answer, and he saw right through it. He let it slide, however.
"Something's worrying you, though. Am I right?"
"You're right. I can't even figure out how Big Al and Henry J. figure in."
"Maybe they don't. Big Al is involved in plenty of things, all of them bad, but that doesn't mean she had anything to do with this."
"The party was at one of her houses."
"She rents out houses all the time. Half the restaurants in town have her ads stuck up on bulletin boards."
"Henry J.'s been following me."
"So? If you've been sticking your nose in Big Al's business, Henry J.'s going to try to stop you. You should know that." He smiled and pushed up his glasses. "And speaking of noses, I understand that Henry J. has some new nose problems. And that someone started a fight with him and Big Al last night at the Hurricane Club."
"You've been talking to your C.I.'s," I said.
"More crimes have been solved by using confidential informants than by computers, fingerprint experts, forensic pathologists — you name it. Don't knock C.I.'s."
"I wasn't knocking them. I was paying you a compliment."
"I know. And I think you're on the right track with Big Al. She likes to keep a low profile, and getting into a brawl at her own club isn't a good way to do that. Half the people who were in there last night have called here today to tell someone about it."
"I don't think it was her idea. You wouldn't know whether Henry J.'s been branching out on his own, would you?"
Barnes looked at the ceiling, then down at the top of his desk. There was nothing very interesting there that I could see.
"That's an interesting question," he said. "What made you ask it?"
"I was just curious."
"There you go, being a wiseass at the wrong time again. You should try telling the truth from time to time, Smith. You might find out more that way."
I didn't think so, but I didn't want to get into a philosophical argument with him.
"I'm sorry. It's just a bad habit I've picked up from Dino."
He gave me a look and said, "I'll let that one pass. But you might be onto something. I don't know what, though."
"Then why do you think I'm onto something?"
"Just rumors. And pretty vague ones at that. Do you know what the relationship between Big Al and Henry J. is?"
"I don't think anyone knows that for sure. He's obviously some kind of bodyguard, but I don't know if there's more to it than that."
Barnes looked around the room again. There was still no more interest in us than if we were a couple of chairs.
"Let's go outside," Barnes said. "I don't really like to talk in here."
The weather hadn't improved a bit. If anything, it was getting worse. There was a light mist that clung to my face and my sweatshirt and settled in my hair.
"We can sit in your truck," Barnes said.
I was glad that the tourists had cleared off The Island for the most part and there had been plenty of places on the street. It would have been embarrassing if I'd been parked in someone's private spot.
When we were both in the truck and had closed the doors, I lowered my window about an inch so that the windows wouldn't fog up while we talked.
"What's the big secret?" I asked.
"Nothing, really," Barnes said. "But Big Al has ears everywhere, and I don't want her hearing about this."
"About what?"
"About the fact that I've found out some things that even she might not know."
"I thought she had ears everywhere."
"She does, but I might be one step ahead of her this time. You probably know that she's into a little bit of everything crooked on The Island."
"No!" I said. "You're kidding. I'm shocked."
"Knock it off, will you?"
I knocked it off. I said, "Whatever she's doing now, she's been doing for twenty years, but no one's stopped her."
"I didn't say I was going to stop her. I don't remember saying that I was going to stop anyone."
"All right. I'm getting ahead of you. Why don't you just tell me what the deal is."
He leaned against the passenger door. "The deal is that Henry J. is branching out. He's been doing a little business of his own, and he's not as smart as Big Al. He's been careless."
"What kind of business?" I asked.
"The drug business. Big Al controls plenty of that action herself, of course, but we think Henry J.'s been cutting himself in lately. He's always been the middleman, but now he's the end of the line."
"And Big Al doesn't know?"
"I don't think so. It's just nickel and dime stuff. Walking around money."
"Which brings us back to my original question. What's the relationship between Big Al and Henry J.?"
"Nobody knows about that for sure, but whatever it is, there's been a little breakdown in the last few months. And that's what I'm going to use to get them both. I hope."
"Where does that leave me?" I asked.
"It leaves you where you'd better not screw things up for me. That's where it leaves you."
I didn't want to screw things up, but I was already wondering what this little bit of information meant to me and how I could use it. It certainly seemed to back up the suspicions I was beginning to develop about Henry J.
"There's one person here in town who might be able to tell you a little more about those two," Barnes said.
"What two?"
"Who do you think? The two we've been talking about. Big Al and Henry J."
"Right. And who's this person who can tell me about them?"
Barnes smiled and said, "It's someone you know pretty well."
"Dino," I said, thinking that my old friend had suckered me again.
But Barnes fooled me. He said, "No, it's not Dino. It's a woman."
I was already tired of guessing, so I said, "Look, just go ahead and tell me."
"Sure," Barnes said. "It's Cathy Macklin."
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Moisture had condensed on the inside of the truck windows in spite of my having left an air space. Barnes was just a gray blur as he walked back across the shiny black parking lot to the police station.
I opened the glove compartment and found a little packet of tissues, got one out, and rubbed the windshield until I could see through it more clearly. I couldn't just sit there all day, so I started the truck and drove up to the seawall, where I turned right and headed west. Before I'd gone very far, the heater had cleared the windows completely, and I devoted my time to thinking about Cathy Macklin.
Cathy was Braddy Macklin's daughter, and Braddy had been a bodyguard for Dino's uncles back in the good old days, or the not-so-good old days, depending on your point of view. He'd been tough and mean and ruthless and perfect for the job, but he'd gotten old and slowed down some, and someone had killed him. It was because of his murder that I'd met Cathy.
It stood to reason that she would know Big Al. Her father had known just about everyone involved in the shady side of Galveston life, and some of them had been his good friends. Whether I wanted to talk to Cathy about one of those friends was the question I had to answer.
I drove west along Seawall Boulevard, which was practically deserted. The tourists had gone home, and no one else wanted to get outside on such a gloomy day. The S-10's headlights seemed to be absorbed into the wet black street. The dark water of the Gulf slapped into the pilings of the Island Retreat and rolled up on the beach.
Cathy had inherited a motel from her father. It was about the only thing of value he'd left to her, but she did a good business most of the time, especially considering that the location wasn't one of the best on The Island. It was down on the west end, just past the area that had once been an Army post named Fort Crockett. If you looked closely when you drove past, you could still identify some of the old Army buildings, but most people had forgotten the post was ever there.
Cathy's motel, the Seawall Courts, was designed to look like a tourist court out of the 1940s. It was composed of individual stucco units on tall legs, and all the units stood in a low area behind the seawall. I supposed that the people who stayed there got a cheap thrill from the idea that in case of a flood they would be stranded in their rooms until the water went down, but it didn't have much of an appeal to me.
I stopped the truck beside the stairs leading up to the manager's unit, where Cathy lived. I hadn't called her in weeks, and I didn't know what to say to her. I sat in the truck for a minute, trying to think of something, and while I was waiting, the clouds opened up. The mist turned to a downpour that drummed on the Chevy's metal roof, and I could hardly see past end of the hood. Just what I needed, I thought. A flood.
I don't carry an umbrella in the truck. I never use one. It just isn't worth the trouble. Sure, an umbrella works pretty well when you're getting out of a vehicle if the wind doesn't turn it inside out within ten seconds, but when you're getting back in and trying to fold the umbrella down at the same time, you usually get as wet as you would have if you hadn't had any cover at all.
I got out of the truck and dashed up the stairs. The rain plastered my hair to my head and soaked through my sweatshirt before I reached the top, where there was a covered landing. I stood there feeling like someone had thrown a bucket of ice water on me and rang the bell.
Cathy came to the door. Her eyes widened when she saw me, either because she'd been expecting a customer or because I looked like someone who'd just swum across the Gulf from the east coast of Florida.
"You'd better come in," she said, opening the door.
I stepped inside the office, which didn't really look like an office at all. There was a desk with a computer on it, some potted plants that looked as if they might be slightly over-watered, a couple of overstuffed chairs, and a small table that held a coffee maker and some Styrofoam cups. That was about all. You don't need much when you run a small operation. I stood there dripping on the rug.
"I'll be back in a second," Cathy said. She left the room and when she came back, she was carrying a large white towel. She handed the towel to me, and I started drying off.
Cathy watched me with a bemused look. She had dark hair with only a touch of gray in it and very blue eyes. I was a sucker for blue eyes. Among other things.
I dried my hair and face, but I couldn't do much about my clothes. I handed her the towel and said, "Thanks."
"You're welcome." She draped the towel over the back of the chair at the computer desk. "To what do I owe the honor of this unexpected visit?"
"I guess I should have called," I said.
"You haven't been doing a lot of that lately."
"I know. I —"
I stopped because I didn't have any idea what to say next. My social skills seemed to have deteriorated seriously.
"I talked to Dino not long ago," she said. "He told me that you'd had a little trouble with some old friends."
I hadn't known that Dino was discussing my personal life with Cathy. But then he probably didn't know that I was discussing his personal life with Evelyn, either.
"It had to do with prairie chickens," I said. "And some people I knew a long time ago."
"One of them was a woman."
I decided that I was definitely going to kill Dino. He was becoming a real aggravation to me.
"She was someone I knew in high school," I said. "She'd changed. Or maybe she hadn't."
Cathy laughed. "Haven't we all changed?" she said.
I wasn't sure, but I said, "I guess so. Have you had lunch?"
"Yes, and I just happen to have a little something left over. Would you like to eat?"
"Sure." One of my problems was that I didn't eat regularly. "That is, if you don't mind."
"I don't mind. It'll be nice to have someone to talk to on a day like this."
She led the way to her small kitchen, with a wooden table big enough for only two chairs. I sat in one of them while she rummaged around in the refrigerator.
"Cold Virginia ham, a little cheese, a few carrot sticks, and some homemade whole wheat bread," she said, setting a plate on the table in front of me. "I don't have any Big Red, but I can offer you some wonderful tap water."
"Water is fine." I looked at the bread. "I didn't know you were a baker."
"I bought a bread machine. I've probably gained five pounds in the last two weeks."
If she'd gained any weight at all, I couldn't tell it. Her jeans seemed to fit her with rigorous precision. When I began to eat, she sat in the chair opposite me, put her elbows on the table, and leaned forward.
"Now," she said, "tell me why you're here."
"I wanted to see you," I said.
"And I'm glad. But somehow I think there's more to it than that."
The ham was tender and tasty, and the cheese was mellow. The bread tasted like the loaves my grandmother used to bake in her oven when I was eight or ten years old. I hated to spoil the food and the good feeling I had about being with Cathy again by talking about the case, but I didn't really have any choice. So I just plunged right in.
"I'm working on something that involves Big Al Pugh and Henry J.," I said.
"I thought it must be something you were working on."
"It's not that I didn't want to call you or come by," I said. "It's . . . well, it's sort of hard to explain."
"Look, Tru, you've told me all about your sister and how you think you didn't come through for her. But that was a long time ago, and it's time you got over it. Besides, you had no way of knowing that she was in any danger. You can't save the world all by yourself."
I knew that. It was why I'd quit trying.
"And you can't just hide yourself in that old house of Dino's, either," Cathy went on as if she'd read my mind. "What good does it do you to bury yourself out there?"
I'd asked myself that question often enough, but I couldn't answer it. It was easy for me to see that Dino needed to get a life. It was a lot harder to realize that I needed one, too. And on those days when I realized it, it was almost impossible to make myself want to do anything about it.
"Well?" Cathy said.
I held up what was left of the slice of whole wheat bread she'd given me.
"This is great bread," I told her.
She leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms in front of her. A bad sign.
"I'm not going to let you off that easily," she said. "I'm not going to tell you what you want to know until you promise me you'll begin getting out more. Maybe coming into town once a day. You don't have to come by and see me. You don't have to see me at all. But you have to do something."
It would be an easy promise to make. But it wouldn't be easy to keep.
"How about if we try something simpler?" I asked. "I promise I'll come to see you at least once a week, maybe take you out to dinner or to a movie. That is, if you want to see me that often."
She uncrossed her arms. "Oh, I want to see you, Tru. I want to see you very much. I'm just not sure you want to see me."
"I do. I just have trouble with my follow-through now and then."
"How do I know you're not just saying that because you want me to tell you something about Big Al? Or because you like my whole wheat bread."
"I like the bread, all right," I said. "I've eaten two slices."
"Don't joke about this, Tru."
"You're right. I shouldn't joke. I mean what I said, and I didn't say it just to get you to tell me something or just because I like your cooking. I said it because I like you and because I want to see you more often."
"Are you sure?"
"Trust me," I said.
She leaned forward onto the table again and her face relaxed into a smile.
"I guess I'll have to," she said.
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Big Al had met Henry J. in high school, and they immediately knew they were soul mates.
"They both liked to work out," Cathy said. "They both liked to pick on the kids that were smaller and weaker. They both liked to sneak through the teachers' parking lot and key their cars."
"Just your normal teenagers," I said.
"Not exactly. Did you know that Big Al started her career in high school?"
"No. But it makes sense. She's been on the shady side of the law for as long as anyone remembers."
"She sold dope on campus. They never caught her, though."
"How did she get away with it?"
We'd moved from the kitchen to the living room, and we were sitting on the couch, halfway watching the football game while Cathy told me what she knew about Big Al. I didn't pay much attention to football these days, but it appeared that the Dallas Cowboys were heading into the play-offs again if they could manage to keep the majority of their starters out of jail until after the season was over.
"Big Al got away with a lot of things because she was smart," Cathy said. "And she got away with a lot more because Henry J. wasn't."
"That doesn't exactly make sense," I said.
Cathy disagreed. "Of course it does. Think about it."
I thought about it, but I didn't get anywhere. Neither did the Cowboys, who had just run three notably unsuccessful plays, losing big yardage. They were forced to punt from their own ten. Maybe they weren't going to the play-offs after all.
"Are you thinking, or are you watching that game?" Cathy asked.
"Both," I said. "But I can't come up with an answer."
"Big Al let Henry J. take the falls for her. That's how. He spent a lot of time in court and never graduated from high school. But Big Al did."
"She must have stuck by him, though," I said. "They're still together."
"Wouldn't you stick by someone who wasn't smart enough to figure out how he was being used? You'd never know when you'd want to use him again."
"I don't remember hearing about Henry J. doing any jail time lately. Or ever, for that matter."
"He hasn't, as far as I know. But that doesn't mean he won't."
"Let me see if I've got this straight," I said. "Henry J. and Big Al are a team. Big Al is the brains, and Henry J. is the fall guy. But he's also the enforcer."
"You've heard about Henry J. escapades," Cathy said. "I think all the stories are true."
"So he's loyal but dumb. If someone needs killing, he does the job."
"That's about the size of it."
"So what happens when someone like Henry J. finally catches on?" I asked. "Maybe he's even thought all along that he was the one in control, that he was calling the shots. But he finds out that a woman is running the show and that she's playing him for a sucker."
"I don't know how the macho male mind works," Cathy said. "I guess you'll have to tell me. What happens?"
"You're implying that I do know how the macho male mind works?"
"Let's just say that you'd have a better idea than I would. How's that?"
"It'll have to do. OK. I'll tell you. If you're a guy like Henry J., you get angry, and you try to get a little of your own back. Maybe you dip in the till if you're smart enough to figure out how it's done, which Henry J. isn't. Or maybe you try to branch out on your own, just to prove you're your own man. That doesn't require brains. Just the opposite in fact. If Big Al caught someone doing that, she'd give him a cheap sex-change operation."
Cathy didn't know whether Henry J. was operating on his own or not. She hadn't had any contact with Big Al since Braddy's death, and she didn't want any. She didn't see her father's past or the people connected with it as being romantic in the least the way some people might.
We talked about Big Al for a bit longer, but I didn't learn anything more. Then our conversation drifted on to other, more personal areas, and one thing led to another. I didn't see the end of the football game, but then it hadn't been very interesting anyway. It was getting late when I left, with a promise that I would call the next day.
"And you'd better not let me down," Cathy said as I walked down the stairs.
I stopped at the bottom, put my hand over my heart, and told her I was a changed man.
She laughed as she closed the door.
The rain had stopped, but the sky still hung down within jumping distance. The clouds were so dark and heavy that it might as well have been night, though it was only a little after five o'clock.
I drove home feeling much better about things, at least as far as Cathy was concerned. I still didn't have a handle on what had happened to Randall Kirbo, but I was getting a lot of information. Maybe sooner or later some of it would make a pattern that I could recognize.
I fed Nameless, put some CDs on the changer and sat down to try to make sense of things.
One theory went like this: Henry J. was getting tired of being pushed around by Big Al, who was even more macho than he was, so he tried his hand at selling a little dope to college kids, maybe to get enough money together to branch out on his own. Fine. But what did that have to do with Randall Kirbo and Kelly Davis? I didn't have a clue, which was the flaw in that theory.
Another theory was that Bob Lattner was involved somehow. Kelly Davis was his favorite niece. If Randall Kirbo had anything to do with her death, and if Lattner had found out about it, he might have decided that the law didn't move fast enough to suit him. So he killed Kirbo and dumped his body somewhere. There were lots of places better than the Gulf. That all made a lot of sense to me, considering what I'd seen of Latter's personality, but it was assuming a lot of things I didn't know.
So much for my theories.
I still had the nagging feeling that there was some little fact that I'd missed, something I'd let slip by me as insignificant or even meaningless but that would turn out to be the key to everything.
I thought about it while I listened to the Diamonds singing "The Stroll." A wonderful song, but nothing they said was any help to me. I leaned back in the recliner, and I was just about to go to sleep when the telephone rang. I started to ignore it, but I didn't think that would be a good idea. You never know what might be important.
I answered, and it was Dino, who was practically incoherent. I got enough of what he was yelling at me to know that he thought someone was trying to kill Sharon and that he wanted me to get to her place quick.
He didn't have to tell me twice.
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Seawall Boulevard is long and straight and perfect for speeding if no one's out driving around and there aren't any patrol cars lurking on the side streets. I didn't see any patrol cars, and I was practically flying low when I turned off on the street that led to Sharon's apartment. I'm pretty sure that the tires on my side of the truck weren't touching the street at all during the turn.
It was dark and quiet at Sharon's. No police, of course. (We don't go to the cops.) Dino's old Pontiac was already parked out front, but then he lives closer than I do, and it was his daughter that someone was trying to kill.
Or maybe not. I didn't see any signs of imminent death as I stepped out of the truck. I walked down the block, but there was no flurry of agitation in the area.
The streetlight at the corner was burned out, but there was nothing particularly unusual about that. In any good-sized town streetlights burned out all the time.
None of the neighbors was standing out in the street, flashlight in hand, trying to figure out what was going on.
No dogs were barking furiously in the darkness as if an intruder were running through back alleys.
There were no fences full of arching cats with tails puffed out the size of feather dusters.
All in all it was a quiet evening. Cold and unpleasant, yes, but quiet and not threatening in any way that I could determine. But then I hadn't talked to Sharon yet.
I went up the stairs and knocked. Dino let me in.
"You'd think anyone would know better than to have a door with a big pane of glass in the top of it," he said. "What good does a deadbolt do in a door like this, anyway?"
I'd wondered the same thing the previous day, but I hadn't said anything. Anyone who wanted in would just have to knock out the glass reach in, and turn the bolt.
In fact, it appeared that someone had done just that. There was broken glass all over the worn linoleum, and a few shards stuck dangerously out of the door frame.
"Where's Sharon?" I asked. "Is she OK?"
"She's in the other room, and she's OK," Dino said. "But I'm not sure I am."
"I guess I should have asked about you first."
"You never let up, do you, Tru?"
"Sorry," I said. "Sometimes I'm a little too flippant."
"Flippant? What the hell does that mean? Who uses words like that at a time like this?"
What Dino needed was a good jolt of something soothing, but Sharon probably didn't have any Big Red.
"Why don't you go sit in the living room and send Sharon in here," I said.
The idea didn't appeal to Dino in the least. He said, "I got enough of that last night. I want to hear what she has to say."
"I'll make a deal with you. You go in there, and we'll talk in here. If there's anything you need to hear, I'll call you."
"You can be a real asshole sometimes, Tru."
"So everyone loves to tell me."
"Well, they're all right about you."
"I think it's just a matter of opinion, but I won't argue with you about it. Now, send Sharon in here."
He went out, looking as if he'd like to deck me, which he probably would. There was no one else around for him to take his fear and frustration out on, except for Sharon, and Dino had never hit a woman in his life, unless of course you counted Big Al, which at the moment I didn't feel inclined to do.
Sharon came in. There were a few shallow cuts on her face, and one that had been covered with a plastic bandage.
"Someone shot at me," she said.
"Are you sure?"
It was a stupid question, and I deserved the look she gave me.
"OK," I said. "You're sure. Where were you?"
"I was standing by the door." She pointed toward the door I'd just walked through, where all the glass was on the floor. "Someone had made a noise downstairs, and I looked out to see what was going on."
"What kind of noise?"
"It sounded like he kicked over the garbage cans. They're right down there under the stairs."
"And when you looked through the glass, someone shot at you?"
"That's right. Glass went everywhere." She touched the bandage with a finger. "I'm lucky I wasn't cut worse."
"You're lucky you weren't killed," I told her.
I went over to the door and looked outside. The street slanted sharply downhill toward Broadway, and someone standing on the sidewalk halfway down the block would have had a fairly clear shot. Shooting uphill is a fairly tricky proposition, however, for someone who hasn't had much practice at it.
"Did you hear the shot?" I asked.
She frowned. "I'm not sure. With the glass breaking and everything, I wasn't really listening."
"What happened after the glass broke?"
"I fell down. I was scared, and I thought I was hurt worse than I am. Then I called Dino."
Whoever had fired the shot hadn't hung around to see for sure if he'd done the job he'd set out to do, not that I blamed him. Someone might have reported the gunfire. On the other hand, it might not have been reported at all. What's one more noise on a cold winter's night?
I looked up at the ceiling. It was stained by smoke and grease from years of cooking on the tiny stove, but I thought I could see where the bullet had gone in. There was no need to get it out immediately. It would stay there for a while.
I didn't even bother to ask if she'd called the police, which would have been a really foolish question, but I did ask if she'd seen anyone or anything when she looked out the window.
"It was too dark. And the streetlight's out."
I'd noticed that. Maybe it hadn't burned out after all. A rock would have done the job if someone hadn't wanted to risk an extra shot.
"Is there anything you'd like to tell me about that spring break party?" I asked. "Anything that you might have remembered since last night?"
She shook her head, then looked over her shoulder. Turning back to me, she said, "There might be one thing."
I waited.
"There was more going on upstairs at that party than I said."
"More than drugs?"
"Sex."
"Excuse me if I'm not shocked," I said.
"You might be if you knew what kind of sex I'm talking about."
"There's more than one kind?"
"Dino always says you're a smart-ass."
"He meant that I'm flippant. That's the word he prefers. You could ask him."
"Whatever. Anyway, I'm talking about forced sex."
That put a new slant on things, all right, but I wasn't exactly sure what she was talking about.
"You'd better explain that," I said.
"So you don't know as much as you think you do," she said.
"I hardly ever do."
"I believe you. Anyway, I'm really talking about drugs again. Have you ever heard of Liquid X?"
I'd heard of it. It went by other names, too, Easy Lay and Grievous Bodily Harm were a couple of them. It was really Gamma y-hydroxy butyrate, GHB. It was supposed to be a powerful Mickey Finn, and there were men who slipped it into women's drinks as an aid to date rape. The drug not only made them helpless to fight off an attack, it supposedly wiped out any memory of the experience.
"Who was using it?" I asked.
"I don't know for sure. When I found out about it, I got out of there. I wasn't feeling any too good by then, and when some girl told me that it was being slipped into some of the drinks, I knew it was time for me to leave."
She looked at me with perfect innocence, so perfect, in fact, that I was sure there was more to the story.
So I looked back at her and said, "Do you want to tell me the rest of it, or do you want me to call Dino in here?"
"You're worse than I thought," she said.
"I guarantee it. So tell me."
"They were getting the drug from Henry J.," she said.
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"I'll kill the son of a bitch," Dino said, raging out of the living room, where he'd no doubt been standing by the door and listening to every word.
I grabbed his arm as he brushed by me. "Didn't anyone ever tell you that it's not polite to eavesdrop?" I asked him.
He didn't even slow down. He shook off my hand and went on out the door, letting it slam behind him.
"Stop him," Sharon said.
I told her that I'd try and chased Dino down the stairs.
"Hold on for a minute," I said, making another grab for him. "You don't know that it was Henry J. who fired that shot at Sharon."
"The hell I don't. She knows about him, and he thinks she sicced us onto him. That's why he's been acting crazy. If Big Al found out he was selling a drug like that, she'd have his balls in a basket."
I had to agree that Big Al wouldn't like the competition, but Dino said that wasn't the problem.
"She'd kill him for exploiting women," he said.
"Exploiting women?" I said. "Dino, Big Al runs whores."
"It's not the same thing. Whores are in the game by choice. Ask Evelyn sometime."
As a matter of fact, I had asked Evelyn, and not so very long ago. She would have agreed with Dino, whatever the real truth was.
"You didn't know my uncles as well as I did, but you must remember they didn't touch dope, right?"
I remembered.
"Well, Big Al won't touch anything that exploits women. Topless dancers are OK. Whores are OK. But she draws the line at rough trade. Let anybody get out of line with one of her girls, and he's likely to find himself with a broken arm. Or leg. Or worse."
I was tired of standing out in the cold and arguing with him. Besides, he sounded as if he might know what he was talking about. It went along with one of my own theories.
"Look," I said, "I'll make a deal with you. We'll go talk to Henry J. That's all, though, just talk. No killing. Not even any beating. You didn't bring that baseball bat with you, by any chance?"
"No, damn it. I didn't even think about it. Did you bring anything."
As a matter of fact, I'd brought the Mauser. It was stuck in the waistband of my pants, in the back, with my sweatshirt hanging down to cover it. I didn't see any point in telling Dino that, however.
So I changed the subject. "Where do you think Henry J. would be right now? At the Hurricane Club?"
"That's where I'd go if I'd just shot at somebody. Establish an alibi, just in case."
"Right. Any number of reliable witnesses at the Hurricane Club. The kind of guys the cops always believe without question."
Dino thought it over. "On the other hand, besides all those reliable witnesses, Big Al's usually there, too. It might not be the best place to go if you'd done something that she didn't know about and wouldn't approve of."
"Good thinking. I was hoping to try those enchiladas this time, though."
Dino shuddered. "Those things would kill you."
"I don't think so. We could find out."
"Not tonight. Henry J. wouldn't go there, not with Big Al around. I'll bet he's at home watching TV by now."
"We could drive by and see. If he's there, we could stop in for a little chat."
"And if he's not, we could go to the Hurricane Club."
"Sounds like a plan to me. Your car or mine?"
"You'd better drive," Dino said. "My hands are still shaking a little, just thinking about that son of a bitch."
Big Al lived in one of the old nineteenth-century mansions on Avenue N, one that had been restored to more than a vestige of its former glory, but she didn't cohabit with Henry J. He lived alone in a house much less grand, not so very far from where I was staying.
It was an old ranch house on a couple of acres of land. The pastures that surrounded it belonged to someone else, but there were no cattle in them now. At the current price of cattle, no one but a millionaire could afford to be a rancher, and the millionaires were in it only for the tax losses.
"Does Henry J. think of himself as a gentleman rancher?" I asked.
"Henry J. doesn't think," Dino said. "What's a gentleman rancher, anyway?"
"A guy who wears clean boots," I said.
Dino didn't laugh, and I turned onto the oyster-shell road leading to Henry J.'s place, which squatted low and dark in front of us. There was only one light burning.
"What do we do, just go up and knock?" I said.
"Why not? Just old pals getting together. The son of a bitch."
I didn't think Dino had the right attitude about things, but at least he wasn't armed. Unless he'd lied to me, which wasn't impossible. After all, I'd lied to him.
When we got to the house, the truck's headlights showed that there was a black Ford Explorer in the garage.
"He's home," Dino said. "Good."
"You'll have to promise to behave yourself," I said. "Remember, we're just going to talk to him."
"I know it. You don't have to worry about me."
I hoped I could trust him, but I didn't really think I could. We got out of the truck and started toward the front door. I was walking behind Dino, and I nearly ran into him when he stopped suddenly.
"Did you hear that?" he asked.
"Hear what?"
"Sounded like a door slamming to me. I think the son of a bitch went out through the back. He must've heard us coming."
I hadn't made any special effort to keep quiet, and I hadn't turned off the headlights as we approached.
"I think you're hearing things," I said. "Besides, how would he know it's us?"
"He's got eyes, hasn't he? He might even have been expecting us."
"I don't think so. If he's really the one who shot at Sharon, he might think she's dead. She told me that she dropped to the floor after the shot. I don't think he's expecting anyone to show up."
"Why don't you go to the front door, and let me check the back," Dino said.
I was worried that Dino was trying to separate himself from me so he could try something with Henry J., if indeed Henry J. was anywhere around.
"I think we should stick together. You never know what we might run into."
"That's why we need to separate."
"If Henry J.'s really the one who took a shot at Sharon, he's got a gun."
It was most likely a handgun, I thought, since that would be easy to conceal. For all I knew, Henry J. had a permit that allowed him to carry a concealed handgun legally. It was now possible to get a permit like that in Texas if you were willing to take a class in handgun safety before getting the permit.
That's what I'd done, though it had worried me a little to take the class. Most of the other people in it looked as if they were just looking for an excuse to shoot someone. Come to think of it, Henry J. would probably have felt right at home.
"I'm not scared of Henry J.," Dino said. "Gun or no gun. He's going to get away if we don't stop talking and do something. He can walk across one of those pastures to a road, and we'll never see him."
"He's not going to walk. He has a car here."
It was a pretty weak argument, and Dino wasn't persuaded. He didn't wait for me to say anything else. He just jogged away from me before I could get another word in.
I didn't know what else to do, so I went up to the front door and rang the bell.
There was no answer, but there was a noise in back of the house. This time, I heard it.
It wasn't the sound of a door slamming.
It was the sound of a gunshot.
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The next sound I heard was a yell that sounded a lot like it must have come from Dino. By that time I was running around the house. I pulled the Mauser out as I ran.
It was very dark in the back yard. There was no light from the house back there, and there were a couple of palm trees that shadowed the lawn. A dark shape lay in the shadows near one of the trees, and I dropped on one knee beside it.
"He shot me," Dino said, as if he were surprised. "The son of a bitch shot me."
"Where?" I asked.
"Right shoulder," Dino said, touching his shoulder.
I switched the Mauser to my left hand and put the right on Dino's shoulder. He flinched, but he didn't say anything. His shirt was wet, and I wiped my hand on the leg of my jeans.
"I'm OK," Dino said. "Go after him."
"Which way?"
Dino pointed off into the darkness. "Toward the road."
He didn't mean the road we'd come in on. There was another road parallel to it, and both of them led back to town.
"I'll be back in a minute," I said.
"Just don't let him shoot you."
I didn't intend to. I jogged across the yard, keeping as low as I could. At the rear of the yard there was a wooden fence, and I climbed over it. I wasn't presenting much of a target because the night was darker than the inside of a black cat, and I was wearing jeans and a navy blue sweatshirt.
On the other side of the fence, the weeds were high and thick and wet. My jeans were carrying five extra pounds by the time I'd gone twenty yards.
By that time it had occurred to me that I couldn't see anyone moving ahead of me. True, it was dark, but I should have been able to see something if anyone was out there.
I stopped and crouched down. There was no sign of a moon or stars, just a thick layer of black clouds that slid across the sky above me like a mile-long blackboard.
In the pasture there were a few bushes that stuck above the surrounding weeds, but they were just vague dark shapes. Nothing was moving.
I could see the headlights of a car far down the road, coming in my direction. I waited as the lights got closer and closer, finally coming even with me and then going on past.
They didn't reveal anyone in precipitous flight, and they didn't show me anyone hiding in the bushes, but they did show me something else: a car that was parked on the shoulder of the road.
I couldn't tell what kind of car it was, but its presence opened up a couple of possibilities.
One was that the car just happened to have been abandoned in that particular spot. I didn't much believe in that kind of coincidence.
And if the car wasn't there by coincidence, a second possibility was that the shooter was skulking around one of those bushes ahead of me, waiting to take a shot at me before he made a run for the car.
The bushes were thick and still had leaves on them. Excellent places for skulking.
That led to a third possibility: that it wasn't Henry J. who'd shot Dino. It was someone else, someone who had what he, or, to be fair about it, she considered a legitimate reason for skulking around Henry J.'s house.
Whoever it was had a fine chance of getting to the car before I could do a thing about it. He was between me and the car, and he was carrying something that was either a pistol or a flashlight. I was willing to bet a Big Red that it wasn't a flashlight.
Of course there was always a fourth possibility: that I could somehow sneak through the weeds, locate the shooter, and prevent him from getting to the car.
I could also win the Texas Lotto, though even the administrators of that little game had estimated that chances of a person's winning it were roughly the same as that same person's chances of getting attacked by a hammerhead shark on the streets of Lubbock at high noon in July. Or something like that. At any rate, the chances weren't good.
Still, I thought I had to do something, even if it was wrong, so I dropped to my belly and started inching my way along the ground. I might not be able to see anyone from that position, but no one could see me, either.
My idea was simply to head for the bush that was closest to the car. That was where I'd go if I were running from someone, which didn't really mean a thing, but it was at least a plan of action.
The ground was muddy, and I was getting as wet as I'd gotten in the previous day's rainstorm, but I wasn't going to stand up, not until I got near enough to the bush to have a decent shot at anyone hiding behind it.
It took me a while, but I finally got to within about twenty yards of the bush. I hoped I'd guessed right. If I hadn't, I was about to make a mistake that might get me killed. But it was certainly too late to worry about things if I were wrong.
I felt the ground around me and came up with a rock about the size of a regulation hardball. It was the oldest trick in the book, but it might work.
I came up to my knees and threw the rock to my right before ducking back down to wait for some kind of reaction, a rifle shot, the sound of running feet, anything.
I waited for at least a full minute. There was no reaction at all. Either I'd picked the wrong bush, or no one was anywhere around, or whoever was skulking there was too smart to fall for the oldest trick in the book.
I thought things over for a second or two. I didn't want to spend the night crouched in the mud, surrounded by wet weeds, and sooner or later I was going to have to take Dino to the hospital, so I had to do something.
Nothing had worked out so far, so I decided to do something really stupid.
I stood straight up and fired three rounds as fast as I could at the car that was parked on the road.
The car was too far for accurate shooting with a pistol, but I heard a kind of twanging sound, and I think I actually hit it once. Hitting it wasn't my real purpose, however. My purpose was to give the skulker something to worry about, not to mention some nice bright muzzle flashes to shoot at, with the hope that he wouldn't hit me.
If he didn't, then I'd know for sure where he was.
If he did, well, I'd still know where he was, though it most likely wouldn't do me much good.
I'd been right all along. He was behind the bush.
It took him just long enough to recover from his surprise at the shooting for me to fall back down in the mud. Almost before I hit the ground, he got off a return shot. It was a near thing, but he missed me. I imagined the bullet tunneling through the air exactly where my heart would have been if I'd remained standing.
Shooting scares me, especially if I'm the target and especially if the bullet comes close to me, close being defined as about a hundred yards, so I felt a little trembly in the stomach. I ignored the feeling, got to my knees and triggered off two shots at his muzzle flash. The shooter was thinking fast, however, and he'd started to run as soon as he'd fired. I missed by a mile.
He wasn't going to shoot again. He was in an all out run for the car, so I jumped up and went after him.
He was faster than I was, and more agile. I didn't know whether he could see better than I could, but he somehow avoided the hole I stepped in. It wasn't a big hole, but it was big enough to swallow my entire foot.
I fell sprawling, and the Mauser flew out of my hand.
I was up soon enough, but I fell right back down, having not only stepped in a hole but having managed to twist my bad knee in the process. It felt as if someone were doing surgery on it with a red-hot crowbar. Tears came into my eyes, and I bit down on my lip to keep from yelling.
There was a kind of roaring in my head, but not so loud that I couldn't hear the car starting, and then I could hear it backing and filling to make a U-ey before it drove away.
I didn't try to go after it. I just sat there for a while, waiting for the pain to lessen.
I don't know how long it took, maybe five minutes, maybe more. I tried standing up without putting too much pressure on the knee. It was going to be OK. It didn't feel any worse than it would have if someone had been hitting it with the rounded part of a ballpeen hammer every time I took a step.
I looked around for the Mauser, found it a few feet from where I'd fallen, and picked it up. I wiped it off on my sweatshirt as best I could and stuck it back in my waistband.
Then I started back toward the house to see how Dino was.
He was sitting with his back against the palm tree when I walked up to him.
"I knew it was you when you came over the fence," he said. "You're a really graceful guy, you know that?"
I'd been about as graceful as a cat. A cat with its tail and three of its legs in splints, that is.
"Did you get that bastard?" Dino asked.
"No. He had a car parked over there on the road. He got away."
"Get a look at him?"
I'd gotten a look, but all I'd seen was a bulky blur.
"It was someone big," I said. "Or maybe just tall. That's about all I could tell you."
"I heard shooting. Was that you or him?"
"Both," I said.
"Did you hit him?"
"I don't think so."
"Too bad." Dino stood up, bracing himself on the tree bole. "I thought you said you didn't have a gun."
"I lied."
"I figured that out."
"How bad's your shoulder?"
"Judging from the way you were walking, it's probably not as bad as your knee. What happened?"
"I stepped in a hole and fell down."
"Like I said, a really graceful guy. Oh, well. Falling down's better than being shot, I guess."
"I think so," I said. "You feel like walking to the house now?"
"You don't think that was Henry J. out there in the pasture?"
"Do you?"
"Nah. He wouldn't have had a car waiting. I don't think Henry J.'s gonna to be in the house, though."
I didn't agree. I was afraid Henry J. was going to be there, all right. Dino was, too. He just didn't want to say what he really meant.
We walked to the house, or rather I hobbled, and Dino sort of shuffled. We were quite a pair.
The back door was open, just as I'd thought it would be. I turned on a light that revealed we were standing in the kitchen. It was very clean and didn't look as if it got much use.
We went through the kitchen into the den, where the light was already on, and that's where we found Henry J.
He was lying in the middle of the brown rug, and there was a dark stain underneath him.
I limped over to the window, tracking mud all the way. Henry J. wouldn't mind.
The window wasn't shattered like the one in Sharon's door, but there was a neat round hole in it, with three thin cracks spreading out from its edges.
"Stay here for a second," I told Dino and went back into the kitchen to check the back door.
The lock had been shot off. I thought that Henry J. had been shot from outside, and then the killer had come inside to make sure of him.
The situation with Sharon had been different. She lived in a crowded part of town, and someone might have happened on the scene at any moment. Checking on her would have been too big a risk. For all the killer knew, unless he knew her well, she might even have been dialing 9-1-1.
I went back to where Dino was standing, looking down at the body. He touched it with his toe.
"I never much liked Henry J.," he said. "I even thought he tried to kill Sharon. So why do I feel sorry for him now?"
I felt the same way, but it wasn't anything I could explain. It's just a lot easier for most of us to dislike a living person than a dead one.
"Do you think the same person who shot at Sharon killed Henry J." Dino asked.
"Yeah. It would be too much of a coincidence for it to be any other way."
"So where does that leave us?"
I wasn't sure. It shot the hell out of one of my earlier theories, however. I was beginning to develop a new theory, but I wasn't quite ready to put it into words.
So I said, "We have to call the police."
Dino frowned. "I had a feeling you were going to say that," he said.
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He tried to talk me out of it, but we didn't argue for very long. Even Dino knew that this time we had to call the cops. The surprise was who they sent along with the evidence team: Bob Lattner. He wasn't exactly the person I wanted most to see.
He wasn't pleased to see me, either, especially not with the body of Henry J. on the floor between us.
"Why'd you and Dino kill him, Smith?" Lattner asked casually, as if he were asking what we'd had for breakfast.
Dino looked at me as if to say see what comes from calling the cops?
"We didn't kill anyone," I told Lattner. "We came here to talk to Henry J., and we found him lying on the floor right here."
"You got any proof of that?"
"There was someone else here when we got here. We chased him, and he shot Dino in the shoulder. You should save the questioning and let the paramedics have a look at Dino now."I'd called for an ambulance as soon as I'd called the police, and the paramedics were waiting right outside. Lattner wouldn't let them come in. He didn't want his crime scene disturbed.
"Don't worry," he said. "He'll get treatment in a little while."
"I think he needs it now," I said.
Lattner started to say something, changed his mind and said, "You're right. Go on, Dino, but don't try to leave the premises."
Dino didn't say a word. He brushed by Lattner and went outside to the ambulance.
Lattner and I moved to the side of the room while the evidence team took pictures, dusted for prints, drew diagrams, and began poking at Henry J.'s body.
"Tell me about it," Lattner said, and I did.
I even told him the part about Sharon. His mouth got tight when I reached the part about the GHB, but he didn't interrupt me.
"Why didn't you call us about the shooting?" he asked when I was finished.
"You know Dino," I said. "He doesn't like to deal with the police if he doesn't have to."
Lattner turned his back on me for a minute, watching the evidence team at work. When he turned back, he said, "He likes to handle things himself, right? So the two of you came out here and took care of things."
"That's ridiculous," I said. "Besides, you don't believe it. So why don't you just drop it?"
That didn't make him like me any better. He said, "Do you remember what I told you the other day in the drug store, Smith?"
"I'm not sure I know what you're talking about," I said, though I was.
"I told you not to mess around in things that didn't concern you. I told you that if you fooled around in a case I was working on, I was really going to get pissed off."
"Oh," I said. "That. So you're trying to get me to confess to a murder I didn't commit just because I piss you off?"
"You see?" Lattner said. "That's one of the things I don't like about you, Smith, that smart-ass attitude of yours. This time it's going to get you in real trouble. Because I happen to know you have motive for killing Henry J."
"I have a motive?" I said. This time, I had no idea what he was talking about.
"That's right. A motive. You and Henry J. had quite a little ruckus last night, and your buddy Dino was in on it, too. And tonight Henry J. tried to get a little revenge on the two of you by scaring Dino's daughter. So you came out here tonight to finish things. Well, you finished them, all right."
It actually made a kind of sense. If I'd been in Lattner's position, I might even have believed it myself. But I wasn't in Lattner's position.
"There was someone else here," I said, and before he could contradict me I went on. "Otherwise how do you explain the wound in Dino's shoulder? Henry J. doesn't have a pistol on him, so he didn't do it."
Lattner gave me an up and down look. "You look like you've been dragged through a swamp. So you went out and hid the pistol out in the weeds. We'll find it."
"No you won't. And Henry J. wasn't shot with my pistol, either. So where does that leave you?"
"It leaves me still ready to hang your ass, Smith."
It was time to get off that topic. I thought I might tell him one of my new theories. I had a feeling it would take his mind off me for a while.
"You didn't tell me that you were Kelly Davis' uncle," I said. "If anyone had a motive to kill Henry J., it was you."
Something red flared deep in his eyes, and I thought for just a second that he was going to hit me. But he must have realized that there were too many witnesses for him to be able to get away with it.
So he settled for calling me a ten-letter word. I was surprised he knew one that long.
"Henry J. was selling GHB to some of the kids at that party Kelly went to," I said. "You've been working on Randall Kirbo's disappearance a lot longer than I have, and you don't have a very high opinion of my investigative abilities, so you should have found out about the GHB as easily as I did. What if Henry J. sold something like that to a kid who slipped it in Kelly's drink? What would you do to Henry J.?"
He didn't answer, but then he didn't have to. The answer was easy enough to read on his face.
"And if Randy Kirbo was the kid who slipped the GHB in the drink," I said, "what would you do to him? Plant him in a sand dune somewhere?"
"Shut up," Lattner said. His voice sounded as if someone were squeezing his neck with both hands. "Don't say another word, Smith."
He didn't scare me, not with all those witnesses around. They were going about their business with great concentration, but I was sure they'd notice if he tried to kill me.
At least I hoped they would.
"GHB can kill people," I went on. "It's cheap, and it's easy to make. A capful costs, what? Ten dollars? Henry J. was probably selling it for twenty. It doesn't take much to knock a person out, and it can even affect some people by making them so sleepy that they don't ever wake up. Is that what happened to Kelly?"
"You can walk out of here tonight, Smith," Lattner said. "But someday I'll catch you when there's no one around to look out for you. Then you'll be sorry you didn't shut your mouth when I told you to."
"Maybe. But I'm going to finish what I'm saying. GHB can't be detected by the routine drug screen at an autopsy. Kelly could have been full of it, and no one would have known. Is that it? Is that what happened?"
He squeezed the words out. "How. . . the . . . hell . . . would . . . I . . . know?"
"I just have the feeling that you would, being the ace investigator that you are. If a pud like me can figure it out, surely you could."
"You'd better leave now, Smith. It might be your last chance."
"Fine with me. I thought you were going to arrest me and throw me under the jail."
"Like you said, all the evidence points to the fact that someone else was here tonight. But you'll be questioned again. Hold yourself available."
"Sure," I said. I started for the door.
"And Smith," he called after me.
"What?"
"No matter how smart you think you are, you don't have any idea what's really going on. Before this is over, you're going to screw everything up. And then I'm going to nail you."
I didn't let it bother me. After all, he was probably right.
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Dino was looking less than dapper in a cast that the paramedics had rigged on him, but aside from that he didn't look especially bothered by the fact that he'd been recently shot in the shoulder.
"What did they give you?" I asked.
"Some kind of hypo. I don't like needles, but whatever was in the one they just stuck me with is OK by me. They took ten stitches, and I didn't feel one of them."
"Good. Are you ready to get out of here?"
"Hell, yes. I'm the one who wanted to go before the cops came, remember?"
"Was that you? I thought it was me."
"Don't kid around. I'm leaving right now."
It sounded like a good idea to me, so we jumped into the S-10 and took off. Well, jumped isn't an exact description of what we did, but we got in without falling down and humiliating ourselves.
We drove back toward Galveston, coming in behind the seawall on Stewart Road because it was quicker to get to Dino's house that way. I had the radio tuned to the oldies station, and we were listening to "Take a Chance on Me" by ABBA, the only group from the disco era that I thought was worth hearing. Well, not counting the Village People.
"You didn't get a look at who shot you, by any chance?" I said.
"Nope. Too dark, and too far away. You got a better look at him than I did."
He was right, and I hadn't seen much in the darkness. It could have been almost anyone.
"Do you think it could have been Lattner?" I asked.
Dino sat up a little straighter in the seat, wincing when a pain shot through his shoulder. He might not have felt the stitches when they went in, but he was feeling them now. The shot was probably wearing off.
I was feeling my knee, too, but at least I was able to drive. There've been times when I couldn't even do that much.
"Lattner?" Dino said. "What makes you ask a thing like that?"
"I was just wondering how he got there so fast."
"You noticed that, huh?"
I'd noticed, all right. Lattner had arrived on the scene before anyone, almost as if he'd been waiting for the call. Or as if he'd been in the neighborhood.
"It might not mean anything," I said.
"Then again, it might," Dino said. "But there's something else I've been thinking about."
ABBA was replaced by Roy Orbison. "Pretty Woman," of course.
"Eventually they're going to wear that one out," Dino said. "And they they'll have to play 'In Dreams.' Or maybe even "Only the Lonely."
I didn't have the heart to tell him that CDs didn't wear out. And even if they did, the station would probably just buy another copy of "Pretty Woman."
"You were going to tell me what you'd been thinking about," I said.
"Oh, yeah. I know it sounds crazy, but what if the person who shot at Sharon and the person who killed Henry J. were two different people? It's possible, isn't it?"
I didn't think so. I still liked Lattner for both jobs, but I thought I'd go along with Dino this time just to hear what he had to say. He likes to be humored now and then.
"It's possible," I said. "Not very likely, but possible. Why?"
He squirmed a little, trying to get comfortable. I could have told him that he wasn't going to be comfortable for several days, not with a little chunk of his shoulder shot out, but he'd figure it out for himself sooner or later, if he hadn't already.
"This is the way I figure it," he said. "Sharon knew that Henry J. was selling GHB at the party at Big Al's beach house, but since she hadn't told anyone, he didn't think he had to do anything about it. Then you and I started nosing around. If it had been just you, he might not have thought of Sharon, but when I showed up, he thought she'd dropped the dime on him."
"It costs a quarter to make a phone call now," I said. "Unless you've got one of those phone cards that everybody's selling."
"You really are a flippant bastard, aren't you?"
"True, but I'm good for your vocabulary."
"I'm serious about this, Tru. What's wrong with what I said?"
"Nothing. Go on and tell me the rest of it."
"I'm not sure I want to."
"It's either that or listen to Gerry and the Pacemakers," I said, as "Ferry Cross the Mersey" came on the radio.
"Jesus, what a bunch of wimps," Dino said, reaching out to snap off the radio. "Don't they every play the Stones?"
"About once a month, I imagine. And they never play "Sympathy for the Devil."
"It figures. Anyway, what I was thinking is that maybe Big Al found out about what Henry J. was up to. Maybe he got worried about shooting at Sharon and even went by and told Big Al about it. She told him to go home, simmered for a few minutes, and then went out there and shot him. It could have happened that way, couldn't it?"
It could have, but I didn't think it had. I told Dino that there was one way to find out, though.
"How's that?" Dino said.
"We can go and ask her," I said.
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I wasn't really sure that another visit to the Hurricane Club was a good idea, considering the fact that neither Dino nor I was in what you could call prime condition, but Dino assured me that he could take anything Big Al could dish out, and although I didn't believe it for a second, I was too macho to admit that I wasn't so sure about myself.
Anyway, this time I had my pistol. And the bartender didn't have his little baseball bat. He'd had the one we took away from him for forty years, so I didn't expect him to replace it anytime soon.
So we drove up to the club again and parked practically in the same spot we'd used the night before. I wondered if that was a good omen, or a bad one.
Dino didn't seem to care. He got out of the truck with surprising ease, and he was practically inside the club before I was able to catch up with him.
"Don't be in such a hurry," I told him. "I'm sure they have enough enchiladas for both of us."
"I'm not interested in ordering dinner," he said. "I think we're on the right track here."
I didn't, but it was nice to see him so enthusiastic about something besides a bargain on the Home Shopping Network for a change. Maybe I should consider making him a partner. That way, we'd both get out of the house a lot more often.
The inside of the Hurricane Club was no more appealing than it had been on our previous visit, maybe even less so, and the clientele looked pretty much the same, except that the guy with the eye patch was missing.
The Christmas tree on the bar didn't look any worse, as far as I could see, but it might have shed a few more of its needles. I suspected that by New Year's Eve there would be a pile of brown needles about an inch deep under it, while the branches of the tree would be completely bare.
The juke box was playing a seasonal number, a syrupy instrumental version of "White Christmas" that would have driven away any self-respecting tough guy. It was almost bad enough to make me want to turn around and go back outside.
Big Al was sitting alone at her table. There was no food in front of her this time; she'd most likely eaten already. She took a drink from a beer bottle, but she set it on the table when we came in and motioned for us to join her.
"Don't worry," she said when we got to the table. "I'm not the type to hold grudges. What happened last night was partly my fault, after all. Sometimes I think I should keep Henry J. on a tighter leash."
She didn't know the half of it, or I didn't think she did. If Dino was right, however, she was way ahead of me. And she was also a damned good actress.
"Willie won't bother you, either," she said. "In case you were wondering."
Willie must have been the bartender. I glanced over in his direction, but he was ignoring us completely, polishing a spot on the bar with great concentration. It was probably the only spot on the bar that had been polished within the last quarter of a century.
Dino sat down and said, "We weren't worried about Willie. We can handle him."
Big Al looked pointedly at his arm and gave me the old up-and-down.
"The two of you don't look like you could handle a three-year-old girl with the 'flu. You look like somebody dragged you through Offatt's Bayou about an inch off the bottom, Smith. What happened to you two, anyway?"
"You should know," Dino said.
It came out hard and flat, sort of like Jack Webb might have said it on Dragnet. I thought again that I should hire Dino. He was a lot better at this than I was. Of course, I was pretty sure that he was on the wrong track, but that didn't bother me. The thing was that he sounded as if he were absolutely right.
I was still standing, and Big Al looked up at me quizzically.
"Do you have any idea what he's talking about?" she asked.
I nodded. "I'm afraid so."
"I wish you'd let me in on it, then."
I was about to, but in the pause between the end of "White Christmas" and the beginning of Tony Bennett's "I Left My Heart in San Francisco," I head the phone ring at the end of the bar. Willie went over to answer it, and I had a sudden premonition that I knew what the call was about.
"Something's happened," I said. "Something that I think we need to talk over."
"She knows what's happened," Dino said. "She's the one behind it."
Willie was walking over to the table. He looked like a man who had just lost five grand at the dog track and didn't know how he was going to explain it to his wife.
"The phone's for you," he told Big Al.
She made no move to get up. "Who is it? Can't you take a message?"
Willie looked at me and Dino. "You'd better just take it yourself," he said.
Big Al pushed back her chair and got up. She knew better than to press Willie for details. You never knew who might be calling. It could be someone that she didn't want Dino and me to know about, like her snitch in the police department. I didn't doubt that she had one. I was just surprised that it had taken him this long to call, if that was who it was.
While Big Al was walking toward the phone, Dino turned to me and said, "You're not playing this right. If you wanna do the 'good cop, bad cop' routine, that's OK, but you gotta work with me a little better."
"I don't want to do any routine," I said. "I don't think Big Al has any idea about what's happened tonight. If I'm right, that's someone calling to tell her right now."
"How could you know that?"
"I don't know it. But judging from the way Willie the Bartender looked, it has to be bad news. Can you think of any other really bad news that Big Al might be getting right about now?"
He couldn't, but he hated to admit it. We both looked at Big Al as she talked into the telephone receiver. After a while she hung it up and stood where she was, looking out over the room. I don't think she was seeing anything, however.
After what seemed like quite a while, she reached out and grabbed the handle of a nearly empty beer mug that was sitting on the bar. She threw the mug as hard as she could at the Christmas tree, which exploded into a shower of needles and sparkly ornaments.
The tree didn't do much to slow down the mug, which kept right on going past the end of the bar, crashing through the front of the juke box, and cutting off the Four Aces right in the middle of "Three Coins in the Fountain." By the time most of the lights in the juke box had blinked out, the clientele of the Hurricane Club had faded silently away. They might not have known what was going on, but they knew they didn't want to be a part of it. The only people left in the place were Dino, me, Big Al, and Willie, who was studiously ignoring the rest of us. He'd already lost his baseball bat, and he wasn't going to lose anything else.
Big Al came back over to the table, reached out one big hand, and grabbed Dino's shoulder. His face turned red, and his eyes bugged out, but he didn't fall out of the chair. She squeezed a little harder. Dino listed sharply to the right, but he still didn't make a sound.
Big Al wasn't looking at Dino while she squeezed. She was looking at me, and not with affection.
"You sons of bitches," she said. "I ought to kill both of you right here."
"We didn't do anything to Henry J.," I said. "We're just the ones who found him."
"That's not what I heard."
"Well, you heard wrong. Let go of Dino's shoulder, and I'll tell you what happened."
She didn't move her hand, but she let up on the pressure a bit. Dino sagged in the chair and took a deep, shuddering breath.
"Why should I believe a damn word you say?" Big Al asked.
"Because it'll be the truth. Would we have come here if we'd killed Henry J.? We may be stupid, but we're not entirely crazy."
"Maybe not." Big Al didn't sound completely convinced, though she took her hand away from Dino. "But if I ever find out that you had anything to do with killing Henry J., you'll be feeding the crabs in about ten minutes."
I didn't much like the idea of becoming crab fodder, but I said, "Fair enough. Now do you want to hear what really happened, or not?"
She wanted to hear. She sat down across from Dino, who was still in no condition to join in the conversation. I sat beside her and told her about Sharon and about what had happened when we got to Henry J.'s place.
"And you think he'd shoot at her because of some little thing like that GHB?" Big Al said when I was finished.
"Why not?" I said. "Henry J. wasn't exactly shy about hurting people, and Sharon knew something that could get him in big trouble if she told it."
"In the first place, who's she gonna tell? The cops? They wouldn't believe her, and if they did, they couldn't prove anything."
"What if she told you?"
"I already knew. I found out about it months ago, and I straightened Henry J. out, believe me. He and I understood each other, and all it took was a little discussion."
Big Al paused and her eyes misted up, and she squeezed them shut. I couldn't believe what I was seeing. Tears started to run down her cheeks beside her nose.
"Henry J. was the only friend I ever had," she said, opening her eyes and wiping her face with the back of her hand. "He was the only man I ever trusted. And you think I killed him? You're crazy, all right."
I would have told her that it was all Dino's idea, but this didn't seem to be the right time for that. Dino might have spoken up himself, but he still wasn't talking.
"I'm sorry," I said. "I'm going to find whoever did it, though. You can count on it."
Big Al sniffed and pulled a paper napkin from the black metal holder that sat on the table. She dried her eyes and tossed the wadded napkin on the table.
"Maybe you're going to find him, and maybe you're not," she said.
Her eyes were still sparkling, but they were hard as the head of a railroad spike.
"Why do you say that?"
"Maybe I'll find him first. If I do, there won't be anything left for you to find."
I could tell she wasn't joking, but I wasn't too worried. I didn't think she was going to find anyone.
I turned to Dino. "Are you about ready to leave, or would you like a beer?"
"Uh," Dino said.
I didn't think this would be a good time to remind him that he'd told me he could take anything Big Al could dish out. I put a hand under his elbow and helped him to his feet. We looked like two very old men as we hobbled toward the door.
I looked over at Willie, but he wasn't interested in trying anything, which was just as well. I don't think Dino and I could have handled him. For that matter, I don't think we could have handled Minnie Mouse.
"You two'd better go home and go to bed," Big Al said to our backs.
I didn't see any point in arguing with her. It was probably the best idea I'd heard all night.
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Dino had a little more trouble getting in the truck this time, but after a little maneuvering, I got him into a sitting position and fastened the seat belt around him.
I was about to shut the door when he said, "You took your pistol in there, didn't you?"
I admitted that I had.
"Why didn't you shoot her, then?"
"What would I have told Lattner? That Big Al squeezed you a little too hard?"
"I wish I had a pistol," Dino said. "I'd use it to shoot you."
He was only kidding, though. I think.
We were almost to his house before he said anything else, and it wasn't anything that I'd expected.
"Was Big Al really crying?" he asked.
"I think so. It surprised me, too."
"Yeah. I would have bet she couldn't do it. She really must have liked old Henry J."
"Two hearts beating as one," I said.
"I don't think that was it, exactly," Dino said. "I think they understood each other, but that's about all."
I stopped the S-10 in front of his house and walked around to help him out.
"I can make it just fine," he said, pushing away the hand that I offered.
"I know that. I was just making sure."
"Yeah. I believe that like I believe Big Al didn't really want to hurt me."
He got out without my help, but it took him a while. When he had both feet planted on the ground, I said, "You don't still think Big Al shot Henry J., do you?"
"Hell, no. That was no act we saw back there. I thought she was going to kill me, but there was nothing personal in it. I was just there for her to take it out on."
"And you don't hold it against her?"
"If it hadn't been for me," he said, "we wouldn't have been at the Hurricane Club. Besides, I don't blame her. I was handy, and she needed to hurt somebody. I might have done the same thing in her place."
"No, you wouldn't. Your uncles, maybe, but not you."
"Yeah, well, you never know."
That was true. You never really know about anyone, no matter how well you might think you know them.
We started slowly up the walk to Dino's front door. He was walking a lot better now than he'd been back at Big Al's place. So was I, for that matter. In a week or so, we'd be as good as new. Or so I liked to tell myself.
Dino opened his door and said, "If Big Al didn't kill Henry J. and take a shot at Sharon, who did? Lattner?"
"I wouldn't put it past him. He's mixed up in things some way or another. But I have some other ideas, too."
"Are you going to tell me what they are?"
"I may have done too much of that already."
"Now what the hell does that mean?" Dino asked.
"Do you feel like hearing it?"
"Not out here. Come on in."
We went inside. Dino sat on his couch and reached for his remote control. I beat him to it and pushed it aside.
"If I'm going to talk, I'm not going to compete with some screaming cretin on that TV set."
"Cretin?"
"You could look it up."
"Right. And then I have to use it in a sentence. Like flippant."
"You did real well with that one."
"Yeah. Now tell me about those ideas of yours. Or better yet, don't tell me. Not yet. I'm going to take a bunch of aspirin right now."
He got off the couch under his own power and shuffled off to find the aspirin. I sat in a chair near the coffee table and waited for him to come back. When he did, he didn't look any better, but then it takes a while for aspirin to do any good. He sat back on the couch and looked at me.
"About those ideas of yours," he said.
"I don't have a lot of ideas," I told him, "but I do have a couple of questions."
"Questions? What about?"
"About your old college pal Tack Kirbo."
"Tack? What about him?"
"Is he still in town?" I asked.
It was something I should have thought of sooner, but it hadn't really occurred to me. When I look for people these days, I don't give formal reports to my clients, and I'd simply assumed that the Kirbos had gone back home to wait for some word on what I'd found out. Dino had guaranteed my fee, and there was no reason for the Kirbos to stick around.
But, as it turned out, they had.
"Sure they're here," Dino told me. "They're right there at the Galvez."
"I had a feeling you were going to say that. And because you did, I have another question. Have you been talking to them?"
"Them?"
"Don't get legalistic on me Dino. You know what I mean."
"Yeah, I guess I do."
He looked hopefully at the remote control. I picked it up and held it in my hand.
"I'll let you have this just as soon as you answer the question."
"OK, OK. I've talked to Tack a couple of times. He's an old friend, after all."
"So what did you talk about?"
"Nothing much. Just about how we were looking into things and that we'd run down a couple of leads."
"'We,'" I said. "You told him 'we.'"
Dino tried to look innocent. He wasn't very good at it, however.
"Sure I did. We were working together part of the time, weren't we?"
"And so you told him about Big Al and Henry J."
"Why not? You don't think Tack had anything to do with all this, do you?"
"It's not impossible. You couldn't have told him about Sharon, though, since we didn't know anything about that part of things."
"Well, . . . ."
"Well, what? Oh, hell." I'd forgotten for a second that he'd known all along that Sharon had been at the party. "You don't mean you told him that she was at the beach house."
"It might have come up while we were talking."
"Either you told him or you didn't. Which is it?"
"OK, I told him. I didn't see any reason not to."
I couldn't really blame him. I don't think I would have seen any reason not to, either.
"Kirbo might know more than we think he does about the whole mess," I said. "He might even have had someone else working on this, for all we know. And he might even have a reason for blaming Sharon for what happened to his son, now that he knows she was at the party."
Dino rubbed his face. He looked a little ragged around the edges, and whatever good the shot had done him at first, Big Al's grip on his shoulder had canceled it out.
"You don't really believe that, do you? That Tack would try to kill Sharon, I mean."
"You know him better than I do," I said. "He's your old pal."
He thought about it for a minute and came to a conclusion he didn't really want to put into words. He finally made himself do it, however.
"I think he might have done it if he was mad enough," he said.
33
It was nearly eleven o'clock by the time I got to the Galvez. The Christmas tree was still in the lobby, but the bell ringers were gone, back to wherever they'd come from with happy memories of the holiday season in festive Galveston.
I wasn't feeling festive at all, and I was afraid that the Kirbos wouldn't be going home with pleasant memories. When I called their room on the house phone, Janey Kirbo answered on the first ring.
I asked her if I could talk to her and her husband, but she said that might not be a good idea. She asked if she could meet me in the lobby.
"Sure," I told her. "I'll be on one of those couches in the front hall, looking out at the Gulf."
I couldn't really see the Gulf, but I sat on the couch anyway. She arrived in about five minutes, which surprised me a little. I thought people in Lubbock were the early-to-bed type, so I'd assumed she'd need a little time to get dressed.
She looked tired. There were circles under her eyes, and her make-up could have used a refresher. She sank to the couch and sighed.
"Trouble?" I said.
"No more than usual. What did you want to talk to us about?"
"I really wanted to talk to your husband," I said. "I had a few questions to ask him."
"Anything you could ask him, you can ask me. I'm sure I can answer for him."
"I don't doubt that. Where is he, by the way?"
"Do you really want to know?"
I told her that I really did.
"All right. I hate to burden you with dirty little family secrets, but he's up in the room, passed out on the bed. Fully clothed, of course, and snoring very loudly."
"He had a hard day, I take it," I said, thinking that all that shooting and running away had tired him out.
"It was no harder than any other day that he has. He's not asleep, Mr. Smith. He's passed out drunk."
I didn't know what to say to that, since it didn't exactly fit with my expectations. So I didn't say anything at all, a tactic that's often proved useful in the past. Sometimes other people will talk just to fill the vacuum. That's what Janey Kirbo did.
"When you met us the other day," she said, "you must have noticed how much Tack liked his liquor."
I nodded. "Lots of people do."
"With him, it's more than just liking. It's an illness. He's an alcoholic, but of course he won't admit it. I've tried talking to him, but he insists that his drinking isn't a problem. He says he has it under control."
"That's what he said about Randall, too."
"Well, he's wrong. About himself, and about our son. Randall was well on his way to becoming an alcoholic, too, if he wasn't one already."
"That's not what —"
She didn't give me a chance to finish the sentence.
"I know that's not what Tack said the other day. But it's the truth. Tack has been lying to himself for so long, he almost believes he's telling the truth. But I know better. So does he, somewhere deep down. That just makes it harder, for both of us."
I remembered how she'd looked the day I met her. I'd wondered then if there wasn't more to the story of Randall's disappearance than I was getting. Now I knew that there was, and she was going to tell me about it.
"I'm never going to see my son again, am I, Mr. Smith?" she asked.
I didn't much want to tell her what I really thought, but I didn't think this was the time to lie to her.
"I'm afraid not," I said. "I'm pretty sure something's happened to him. Something bad."
"I'm sure, too. I've been sure from the beginning, but there was no way I could convince Tack of that. He kept telling me that Randall was a mature and responsible adult, that he knew how to handle himself, that he could control any situation he found himself in. Maybe Tack believes that, along with everything else he believes. But then he thinks he's a mature and responsible adult. That should tell you something."
It told me something, all right. I wasn't sure just what, however.
"So all that about Randall drinking maybe a little but certainly not a lot, all that was a lie."
She smiled. It wasn't much of a smile, but at least it was a try.
"Let's call it an exaggeration," she said. "An exaggeration by an overindulgent parent."
"Whatever we call it, Randall was probably drunk at that party," I said.
"I would say so. Not in front of Tack, of course."
"Of course," I said, though if she had it might have made a difference. It was far too late to worry about that now, however.
"So I guess there's no chance your husband came down here to The Island during spring break to check up on your son," I said.
"No chance at all. Why check up on someone you knew was behaving in a mature and responsible way?"
She had a point there.
"There's just one other thing," I said. "Have you been with your husband all evening?"
"No. I rarely am. For some reason he doesn't seem to want my company when he's getting drunk. For most of the evening he was most likely doing what he does best, entertaining whatever two or three men he could find in the bar who would listen to his stories about the good old days, when men were football players, when there was by God a Southwest Conference, and when quarterbacks could take a hit without crying to the ref. When God was in his heaven and all was right with the world."
"But you weren't with him while he entertained those two or three men."
"No. I was in the room, reading a book. Do you read, Mr. Smith?"
I admitted that I did, occasionally, read a book. I could have told her a little bit about John O'Hara, but she wasn't really interested in a literary discussion.
"I read a lot of books," she said. "I find that it helps."
I knew what she meant. I thanked her for her talking to me and told her that I'd call when I found out anything more about her son.
She stood up. "Why were you so interested in Tack's whereabouts?" she asked.
"Someone got shot tonight. I thought maybe Tack had a hand in it."
She smiled wistfully, almost as if she wished he'd been involved.
"Tack isn't a man of action," she said. "More a man of words." Another smile, so brief that I could have been imagining it. "Most of them slurred."
I thanked her again, and she went back to her room. Her shoulders were slumped when she began to walk away from me down the hall, but they were squared again before she'd gone ten feet.
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Before I left the hotel I went by to have a brief chat with the bartender, a young man who resembled Willie no more than the bar in the Galvez resembled the one in the Hurricane Club. He looked more like a moonlighting Eagle Scout. And he remembered Tack Kirbo, all right.
"He's a nice enough guy," he said. "Comes in every night and drinks too much, talking about football to anybody who'll listen to him."
"You let him drink too much?"
"I try to cut him off before he gets too far gone. He's not driving, and he always walks out in a straight line. I'd say he keeps a bottle in his room, though. Lots of guys like that do."
I didn't doubt it. I left the bar and went outside, where a cold wind was blowing, sliding under my sweatshirt and chilling me to the bone.
I got in the truck, started the motor, and turned on the heater. I knew just about everything I needed to know now, or at least I had all the pieces. I didn't know how they fit together, but I thought I could get them into some kind of order if I thought about it long enough. I should have figured it out earlier, but it would have been easier if everyone had been honest with me.
There was just one big problem remaining. If I was able to figure things out, someone else could do it, too. And someone else had a slightly different idea about how justice should be done.
It was awfully late, but I was sure the Hurricane Club would still be open. I thought I might as well drive by and see if Big Al was still there.
She wasn't at her table. There were only three customers, and Willie. I walked over to the bar, little pieces of Christmas ornaments crunching under my shoes. I was sure they'd still be there next Christmas, crushed so fine that they'd become part of the sawdust.
Willie was looking at a glass he was drying, and he didn't look up at me when I stood in front of the bar. I waited for a few seconds but he was really interested in that glass.
So I said, "I need to see Big Al."
"She's not here," he said.
"I'll just drop by her house, then," I said.
Willie stuck the glass under the bar and located another one to dry. It didn't even look wet.
"You do that," he said.
I didn't go by Big Al's house because I was certain she wouldn't be there. What I did do was stop at a convenience store and call the police station to ask for Bob Lattner. He wasn't there, which didn't surprise me.
"I need to talk to him," I told the dispatcher. "It's about the shooting tonight."
The dispatcher was really sorry, but he couldn't get in touch with Lattner. That didn't surprise me, either. I said "thanks" and hung up.
Interstate 45 between Houston and Galveston is never quiet. Even after midnight, the cars stream up and down it, all of them going somewhere, I suppose, though I have no idea where. What business could all those people possibly have in Galveston at that time of night? Or even in Houston, for that matter. I knew what I was doing there, but surely all those other cars weren't filled with valiant investigators bent on preventing crime. Whatever their business was, they were all in a hurry, as usual, and this time, so was I.
I could see the Union Carbide plant from the interstate, its thousands of twinkling lights in perfect harmony with the season, but this time I wasn't stopping in Texas City. It was probably already too late to help Patrick Mullen.
The way I had things figured, Chad Peavy was the key to everything. His behavior should have been a clue, but I'd been so sure that he'd been threatened by Henry J. that I attributed his actions to his fear. He'd been afraid, all right, but not of Henry J. Or at least not for the reasons I'd thought.
Chad had told me that he and Randall Kirbo had driven out to the beach house together. If Randall hadn't come home from the party, Chad would have known about it.
And Chad was the one who'd told me about Sharon when I'd led him to believe there was another witness. He had to be the one who'd taken a shot at her, and the one who'd killed Henry J. He'd probably killed Randall Kirbo, too, but I wasn't sure about that.
And I wasn't sure just why he'd done any of the other things, though I thought I had at least some of the answers.
Big Al had some of the answers, too. She'd known that Henry J. had been tailing me, so she must have known where we'd gone. She might even have known why Chad would have a reason to go gunning for Henry J. In fact, I was pretty sure that she did.
Hadn't she told me that she knew about Henry J.'s drug activities and that she'd straightened him out? If she knew about the drugs, she might very well have known everything that had happened at her beach house that night. She might even have been blackmailing Chad Peavy. It wouldn't have been out of character.
And now, if she got to Chad before I did, Chad, to borrow a phrase from one of our distinguished former presidents, was going to be in deep doo-doo.
I was afraid that even Bob Lattner was on his way to Houston. He was obviously mixed up in things, though just how wasn't clear to me. As I drove along at fifteen miles an hour over the speed limit, I tried to think of all the different ways the pieces could be moved around and made to fit together.
Everything would have been much simpler if people had just told me all they knew right from the beginning, but no one ever wants to do that, not even Dino, who was supposed to be my friend.
OK, he was my friend. But he'd withheld information that might have helped me. It might have helped Patrick Mullen, who was probably dead by now if I was right about Chad.
It might have helped Henry J., too, not that I was going to spend a lot of time mourning his loss.
I wouldn't mourn Chad Peavy for very long, either, but I didn't want Big Al or Bob Lattner to get to him before I did. I wanted him punished, but not the way they'd go about it.
When I turned onto Coleridge, I saw that I wasn't the first to arrive. There was a big black Cadillac parked at the curb near the Peavy house. The night was quiet, however, and there were only a few lights on in the neighboring homes. It clearly wasn't a war zone, not yet at any rate. Maybe the Cadillac belonged to someone who lived nearby.
Right. And maybe there was no salt water in the Gulf of Mexico.
I parked the truck about a block from the Peavy house and got out. The sky hadn't gotten any less cloudy, but in Houston there were plenty of street lights. As I approached the Caddy, I thought I could see the bulky outline of someone sitting in the driver's seat.
When I got to the car, I bent down to look inside. Big Al stared back at me. I signed for her to roll down the window. She switched on the key, pushed a button, and the window slid down.
"What're you doing here, Smith?" she asked.
"Shopping for a house. I thought a move to the city might give me a different perspective on things."
"Henry J. told me once that you used to be a football player. A pretty good one."
"I played football. I'm not sure how good I was. What's that got to do with anything?"
"I was wondering if all football players were smart-asses or if it was just you."
"All of them, pretty much," I said. "There's something I've been wondering about, too."
"What?"
"What are you doing here?"
"I think you know the answer to that one. I'm going to feed the kid that lives in there to the crabs."
"Are you going to tell me why?"
"You know that one, too. He killed Henry J."
"I know that, but I don't know why."
"There's a lot of things you don't know, Smith. You're not near as smart as you think you are."
"Why don't you help me out, then? Tell me what's going on."
"You'll find out soon enough," she said, bringing her hand up from her lap.
There was a snub barrel Colt Python in her fist, and it was pointed at my head. Some women would have found the a .357 Magnum uncomfortably large. Not Big Al.
"Back away a little," she said. "Keep your hands where I can see them."
I did what she said. Just thinking about what a .357 bullet could do to my head was enough to make me very careful.
Big Al opened the door of the car and got out.
"I was wondering how I was going to get in the house," she said. "I'm glad you came along. The Peavys know you."
"What if I won't help you?"
"You will," she said, waggling the Colt, and of course I did.
Mr. Peavy didn't look nearly so happy to see me as he had the last time I'd paid him a visit.
"What are you doing here at this hour?" he asked, looking at me through a crack between the door and the facing. "Is this about getting Chad back in school?"
It was about something a lot more unpleasant than that, but I couldn't say so because Big Al was standing behind me, ready to blow a hole the size of a softball in me.
"It's urgent that I talk to Chad," I said, which was certainly true.
"You don't look so good," he said. "What happened?"
I hadn't had a chance to clean up much in the last few hours, so I'm sure I didn't look at all like someone who was trying to keep kids in school.
"That's what I need to speak to Chad about. Can I come in?"
"Who's that with you?" he asked.
The porch light was on, but Big Al was standing behind me in my shadow. I'm fairly big, but Big Al is bigger, hence her name, and there was no way she could hide herself completely.
"It's one of the school counselors," I said.
"Well, I don't know," Mr. Peavy said. "This is a pretty strange time to be conducting business if you ask me."
Big Al stepped out from behind me and pointed the pistol at him.
"Nobody asked you, asshole. Open the damn door."
Mr. Peavy was quicker than I'd have thought, but Big Al could move fast for her size. When Peavy tried to shut the door, she snatched open the screen and kicked the door into his face. While he was still staggering backward, she darted into the room with the Python in a two-handed grip, sweeping it to cover the whole area.
I went in right behind her, and by that time I had my own pistol in hand, hoping I could control the situation before it got out of control.
"Where's the kid?" Big Al asked.
Peavy didn't answer. He was holding his hand to his face where the door had hit him. He was going to have a really bad black eye in the morning.
"Time to forget about the boy," I told Big Al.
She turned around and saw my gun. It didn't seem to bother her much.
She laughed and said, "You think you can stop me with that toy?"
"Yeah," I said. "I do."
"Maybe so," she said, wiggling the Python, "but mine's bigger than yours. It'll take you two or three shots to drop me, and by then, you won't have a spine left."
"You wouldn't want to kill me," I said, wondering how true it was. "So far you've stayed out of jail. You don't want to spoil your record."
"Too late for that," Bob Lattner said as he came through the front door.
35
I have no idea what Mr. Peavy thought was going on. I wasn't even sure what I thought, except that there were a lot of guns being shown around.
Lattner had a .38 revolver, and for a minute I thought Big Al would play the "mine is bigger than yours" game with him, too. It seemed to give her a lot of satisfaction.
She didn't want to play, however. She said, "You're a little out of your jurisdiction, Lattner. There's nothing you can do about me here."
"We'll see about that. Where's your son, Mr. Peavy?"
Peavy was looking from one pistol to the other as if he'd wandered onto the set of some movie he hadn't even known was being made. He still had one hand up to his face.
"Chad's upstairs," he said. "Asleep."
"No I'm not," Chad said from above us.
He was standing on the landing, and just to make things perfect, he had a pistol, too. Another .38. All we needed now was for his mother to come wandering in with an AK-47 and the evening would be complete.
I've discovered that there's one big problem with having four pistols scattered around a room, even if one of them is yours: You really can't watch all three of the others, not at the same time.
The one I wasn't watching at the moment belonged to Big Al, and naturally she was the first to pull a trigger. The noise was as loud as you would expect an explosion in a living room to be, and it was rapidly followed by another explosion and then another.
The good news was that no one had shot me.
The bad news was that by the time I realized I hadn't been shot, I couldn't have heard the U. S. Marine Band if they'd been playing a Sousa march in the next room.
Everyone was ducking for cover except for Mr. Peavy, who just dropped to the floor and assumed the fetal position.
Big Al was behind the sofa, while Lattner and I had opted for chairs.
Chad fired a couple of shots at the room in general and dashed back upstairs.
That still left three of us armed and dangerous, but none of us was willing to make the first move to come out from behind the furniture.
It seemed to me that someone had to do something eventually, but I hated to be the one. Shooting at people bothers me. I don't like the results.
On the other hand, if someone had to get shot, I'd prefer that it not be me, so I rolled out from behind the chair, fired a shot under the sofa, and hit Big Al in the foot.
She didn't make much noise, no more than a mild groan, or that's what it sounded like to me. Maybe she screamed in agony. I couldn't really hear, so I wouldn't know for sure. Say what you will about her, though, she was tough.
So was Lattner, who'd apparently been hit by Chad's first shot. There was a dark stain spreading on the back of his jacket, but with Big Al out of the picture for the time being he took the opportunity to charge across the room to the stairs.
Sometimes people can fool you. I would have said that Mr. Peavy wouldn't move for about a week.
I would have been wrong.
He rolled in front of Lattner, who tripped over him and fell forward, striking his head on the first step of the stairway. His pistol flew out of his hand and landed four steps up.
I headed for the stairway. Big Al was still behind the couch, and Lattner wasn't moving. If anyone was going to catch up with Chad, it was going to be me. Mr. Peavy tried to trip me the way he'd gotten Lattner, but I was too quick for him and dodged out of the way. Having seen him in action, I was ready for him.
I stooped down and grabbed Lattner's pistol on my way up the stairs. You never knew when a spare might come in handy in a crowd like the one I was fooling with.
I reached the second floor and looked down the hallway. Mrs. Peavy was standing outside her bedroom door in a green nightgown, staring at me. She wasn't holding an AK-47, thank goodness. Not even a .38.
"What's happening?" she said. "Where's my husband?"
I was sure she was talking loudly, but I could barely hear her. My ears were still ringing from the gunshots.
"He's downstairs," I said. My voice seemed to echo in my skull. "He's fine, but some others aren't. It might be a good idea to call 9-1-1. Where's Chad?"
She looked at the pistols in my hands, then at a door at the end of the hall.
"I don't know," she said.
I left her there and ran to the door. It was locked. With the shape my knee was in, I wasn't going to be kicking it open. I stood to the side and shot the lock to pieces.
I went into the room carefully, but the care wasn't necessary. Chad wasn't there. The window opposite the door was open, and there was a big sycamore tree just outside.
I was in no condition for tree-climbing. I went back downstairs, where Lattner was lying where he'd fallen. Big Al, on the other hand, was standing up and pointing the Colt at me. I was getting tired of looking at it, so I shot her again, in the arm this time. She fell back behind the couch.
Mr. Peavy was sitting on the floor, looking at me with wild eyes. He was no doubt reconsidering having his son enroll in any college or university that would hire a two-gun maniac like me.
I handed him Lattner's pistol. "If either of them tries anything, pull the trigger," I said, and ran on outside.
There were plenty of lights on in most of the surrounding houses now. Mrs. Peavy might be calling 9-1-1, but so were half the neighbors. The cops would be on the way before she said ten words.
Chad was running down the sidewalk. He had half a block's head start on me, but I started after him anyway. I was in pretty decent shape, thanks to my almost-daily run, and although he was a football player and much younger than I was, I didn't think he'd been working out lately.
The problem was my knee. I was afraid it wouldn't hold up long enough for me to catch Chad.
I suppose I could have fired a few shots at him, but the truth is that a pistol is rarely accurate at any distance beyond thirty yards, and I was already breathing heavily, which is not conducive to unerring aim. In other words, I was as likely to hit a nearby house as to hit Chad. More likely, in fact. Even if I thought I could hit him, I couldn't be certain that I wouldn't kill him. And I didn't want to do that. Not even if he was a murderer.
So I pounded along behind him, wishing that I was twenty years younger and a few pounds lighter. Having a sound knee would've been nice, too.
But you have to make do with what you have, which in my case was an ageing body and a knee that was already beginning to cause me to list alarmingly to one side.
We ran for two blocks, and I thought I might actually be gaining, but if I was, the gain was so small that it was measurable in millimeters.
Chad wasn't pulling away, however; I was sure of that. That was the good news.
The bad news was that my knee felt as if something inside it might be about to fly apart. I wasn't going to be able to go much further.
Luckily, I didn't have to. Chad fell down.
It was an old neighborhood, and some of the trees near the sidewalk had sent their roots under it, cracking the concrete and making it dangerously uneven. I had barely missed stubbing my toe a couple of times, and when Chad went down I wasn't terribly surprised.
The surprise came when he twisted around and shot me.
I hadn't thought he'd do it, though I should have known better. He'd shot at Sharon, killed Henry J., and had most likely eliminated Patrick Mullen as well.
Why shouldn't he shoot me, too?
My leg went out from under me as if jerked by a rope. I fell on my shoulder and rolled into the street. The curb wasn't very high, but it was better than no cover at all.
Chad's next bullet chipped concrete a foot from my head and screamed away. The one after that came a little closer, but not much. It did, however, hit something: a car across the street. That's what I mean by accuracy being affected by exertion. He was lucky to have hit my leg. Or I was unlucky. One or the other.
I tried to slow my breathing, and I gripped the Mauser with both hands.
"Chad," I said. "Put down the pistol. The police are on the way, and I don't want to have to shoot you."
That was true. I really didn't want to shoot him, but he said, "Fuck you," so I did.
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"You two make quite a pair," Cathy Macklin said.
I suppose she was right. Dino was still wearing his sling, though I don't think he really needed it. He was using the old sympathy ploy with Evelyn, so she wouldn't pay too much attention to me. He thought I was getting entirely too much attention from Cathy, and for Evelyn to feel sorry for me too was more than he could take.
I was playing the injured hero part to the hilt, limping around like a buzzard with a broken talon. I'd had more stitches than Dino, so I felt I had to seem more wounded. It wasn't exactly the macho approach, but it seemed to be working. So I smiled at Cathy's remark.
"She didn't mean that in a good way," Evelyn said, seeing my face. "She meant that you two are crazy. You should be ashamed of yourself, Tru, shooting a helpless young man like that. And you —" She looked at Dino "— you should get a real job and stay out of trouble."
We were at Dino's house, but for a wonder the TV wasn't on and we were able to talk without having to shout over the rantings of the exercise guy. I was drinking a Big Red straight from the bottle. Dino was having a little Wild Turkey and water, while Cathy and Evelyn were drinking some kind of white wine. Evelyn had brought it. Dino doesn't keep white wine in the house. He thinks it's even worse than Big Red.
There was a small artificial Christmas tree in one corner of the room. Dino hadn't set it up, of course; Evelyn had. It was even decorated with lights and balls, and there were a few presents under it. I'd snooped around it a little, being a detective, after all, and there was one with my name on it. I had no idea what it could be, although I'd shaken it a time or two.
"I was thinking about asking Dino to go to work for me," I told Evelyn. "But I'm not sure I could trust him."
Dino looked hurt. "When have I ever lied to you?" he asked.
I didn't even bother to answer.
"I helped you crack the Kirbo case, didn't I?" he asked.
"Hindered me is more like it. If you'd told me about Sharon sooner, you might have saved me some trouble. Her, too. I would have been a lot more careful with Chad Peavy."
I wasn't absolutely sure that was the truth, but it sounded like the right thing to say. If there was any irony in the situation, I didn't see it.
"The one you should have been careful with was that cop, Lattner" Dino said. "I always told you that you shouldn't go to the cops."
In that case, he'd been right. And calling the cops had been someone else's mistake, too. Henry J.'s. Along with Dino and Big Al, he was the last person in the world I would have expected to call the police, but that's what he'd done. He thought he had a good reason, however.
On the night of the party it had been Chad, not Randall, who'd slipped the GHB into Kelly Davis' drink. Randall had been too drunk to do much of anything and hadn't even known what was going on. Kelly had had a bad reaction to the GHB, and after only about an hour had slipped into a coma. Then she'd stopped breathing altogether.
Chad had panicked and told Henry J., who was there to provide whatever the kids needed for a good time — liquor, drugs, and probably even barbecued ribs if anyone had asked for them — as long as someone could pay.
Henry J. had called Lattner, who was Big Al's tame cop. He was the one who'd called her at the Hurricane Club and tried to blame me and Dino for Henry J.'s death. That was why the call had arrived so late; Lattner hadn't been able to get to a safe phone to make it.
When Lattner arrived at the party, Henry J. had sent everyone away except for Chad and Randall. When Lattner found out that the dead girl was his own niece, who had actually spoken with him on the phone that very afternoon, he went berserk.
Chad blamed Randall for everything, Henry J. went along with him, and Randall was too out of it to defend himself. Lattner had begun hitting him. Randall fell down, and Lattner kicked him in the head. The kick was probably what killed him, but we'd never know for sure. His body was somewhere in the Gulf, and unlike Kelly Davis's it hadn't washed up where it could be found.
Henry J. had called Big Al, who had come to the house with a friend who had a boat. The two of them took care of the bodies, though not very well. Apparently they hadn't weighted Kelly Davis's carefully. We'd never know for sure, since Big Al claimed that she hadn't been involved, and the friend was currently sailing somewhere on the blue waters off the coast of Mexico. Or so Big Al said. I had a feeling he wouldn't be showing up in Galveston again, no matter where he was.
While the bodies were being taken care of, Chad started working on a story about what had happened to Randall. He and Henry J. had originally planned some story about how Randall and the Davis girl had met at the party and run away together, but the sudden reappearance of her body had ruined that one. So Chad just told everyone that Randall had disappeared.
Lattner had gotten himself assigned to the Kirbo case so he could keep things covered up, and he'd been pretty successful. The only other kid that Chad had met at the party was Patrick Mullen, and Lattner had talked to him to make sure he didn't know enough to hurt anyone. He'd also assured him that there was no need for him to worry about things, that the investigation was going just fine.
When I started poking into things, everyone got worried, but Chad was the one who'd panicked. Again. He wasn't a professional like the others, and he'd decided that he'd eliminate the witnesses.
He and his father had taken a handgun class together, and they were both licensed to carry. So Chad was thoroughly familiar with his .38. He'd tried for Sharon, taken out Henry J., and missed on Patrick Mullen, who'd been visiting his grandmother in Pasadena. He was a lucky guy, that time at least.
When it dawned on Lattner that Dino and I hadn't killed Henry J., he realized that Chad was on a rampage, and went after him.
So did Big Al, of course. Chad should have thought about the consequences of his actions, but if he'd been the kind to do that, he never would have tried using GHB in the first place.
"How's the cop doing, by the way?" Dino asked.
"He'll be all right," I said. "He lost a lot of blood, but they patched him up. Anyway, he's not a cop anymore."
"Yeah, they don't like to keep guys like him on the force," Dino said. "Sets a bad example. But he's no worse than the rest of them."
I was never going to convince Dino that there were a lot of good law enforcement officers, so I didn't even try. Old prejudices die hard.
"What about the boy?" Cathy asked.
"He's OK," I said. "If he'd had a little more fat on him, he'd be even better. And he wasn't defenseless. He shot me first."
Even though Chad had been trying to kill me, I'd tried to shoot him in the side, avoiding any major organs. He was so lean that there hadn't been much loose skin for the bullet to pass through, and I'd broken one of his ribs. That was the least of his problems, however. He wouldn't be enrolling in Texas Tech again for a long, long time.
"I feel sorry for the Kirbos," Evelyn said. "They seemed like such nice people."
I felt sorry for them, too, especially Janey, who I was afraid was going to have real problems with Tack. He blamed himself for what had happened, and from what Dino had told me, he hadn't reformed. In fact, when they'd returned home, his drinking had gotten suddenly much worse. He hadn't been sober for more than five minutes since we'd told them about Randall. Evelyn had gone with us to talk to them at the Galvez after we found out the truth, since Dino thought having her along might help Janey. I wasn't sure that it had.
"Did you mean what you said about us working together?" Dino asked me.
"We wouldn't be able to get along. You have to be able to trust your partner."
"I trust you. And you can trust me, too. I promise."
He smiled toothily and made an attempt to look trustworthy, which was sort of like a panther trying to look like a vegetarian.
"The kind of work I do is mostly pretty boring," I said. "It involves sitting in front of a computer all day."
"That couldn't be much worse than sitting in front of the Home Shopping Channel all day," Evelyn said.
"Hey, I don't just sit." Dino indicated some of his work-out equipment. "I get a lot of exercise. I'd miss that."
"You'd get plenty of exercise on some of the things Tru works on," Cathy told him. "I wish he'd spend more time in front of the computer and a lot less on these jobs you bring him."
I wished it, too. Dino's jobs never seemed to end the way they should. Too many people got hurt. The Peavys, whose son would be in prison. The Kirbos, who would never see their son again.
I'd gotten a call from Kelly Davis's mother, though, to thank me. There's always some good even in the worst things, I suppose.
And then there was Big Al, who'd gotten off again. There was no proof that she'd ever been directly involved in the deaths of Kelly or Randall, or even that she'd aided in the disposal of the bodies. She'd forced her way into the Peavy home, and she'd fired her pistol there, but those were minor things. And she had a very good lawyer.
I drank the last of my Big Red and set the bottle down on Dino's coffee table.
"I have an idea," I said. "Why don't we all go out to eat tonight?"
"Who's buying?" Dino asked.
"My treat," I said.
"Where will we go?" Cathy asked.
"I'd like some Mexican food," I said. "How does that sound?"
"It sounds good to me," Evelyn said.
"All right," I said, getting to my feet. "I know this place where they have great enchiladas."
I had limped almost to the door before Dino started yelling.
AFTERWORD
When I was a child, I thought Galveston Island was one of the most romantic places in Texas. Many years later, I still do, and writing a series of novels about Truman Smith, who's fortunate enough to live there, has been a tremendous pleasure for me. If you've ever visited Galveston, you can surely understand a bit about the fascination the place has for me. If you haven't visited there but you'd like to, you can take a virtual trip any time at all by visiting the city's Web site at http://www.galvestontourism.com. It's a trip you won't regret.
If you enjoyed this book, check out the other books in the Truman Smith mystery series.
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Cap'n Bob and Gus
By Bill Crider
Another series character I enjoy is Bill Ferrel, a Hollywood private-eye who’s never appeared in a novel. He’s been in a number of short stories, however, including this one, which was listed in the “honorable mention” section of a big volume of “the year’s best fantasy stories.” I never thought of it as a fantasy, however.
I think it was S. J. Perelman who said that Hollywood was a dismal industrial town controlled by wealthy hoodlums, or something like that. Maybe he was right. But it seems to me there are just as many rich lunatics as there are rich hoodlums. In fact, the guy who was bellowing at me on the phone was probably both.
I was trying to calm him down. "Mr. Gober, I can't understand a word you're saying. Maybe if you'd stop yelling."
"Goddammit, Ferrel, I'm not yelling! You want yelling? I'll give you yelling!"
He turned things up a notch or two. He sounded like a buffalo with a bullhorn. I decided there was no need trying to make sense out of things until he ran down.
It took about five minutes by my watch. When I was sure he was finished, I said, "Go over the part about the parrot again."
"Goddammit, Ferrel, have you been listening to a word I've said?"
"Yelled. A word you yelled."
That set him off again. He pays me pretty well, so I guess he's got a right to yell if he wants to. He's the head of Gober Studios, and in 1948 his pictures grossed nearly as much as those of any studio in Hollywood. As best I could tell Gober was hoping to do even better in '49, but apparently something had happened to the parrot.
I didn't know what a parrot had to do with Gober's box office, and I didn't want to fool with one, but I'm on retainer to the studio. Usually that involves keeping some star's name out of the paper for having gotten boozed up and assaulted a cop or maybe having knocked up someone's underage daughter. I could handle that kind of stuff, but a parrot? I wasn't sure about a parrot.
And then I thought I heard something about a cat.
"Hold on there a minute, Mr. Gober," I said, trying to interrupt his semi-coherent soliloquy. "Did you say something about a cat?"
"Goddammit, Ferrel!"
He always seems to start off that way. Sometimes I think I should just go ahead and have my name legally changed to Goddammit Ferrel and let it go at that.
"Goddammit, Ferrel, haven't you been listening to me at all? This is not just a cat we're talking about here. This is the cat. This is Gus."
"Oh. Gus."
"That's right. Gus. And the parrot is Cap'n Bob. Cap'n Bob and Gus. They made us a hell of a lot of money last year, and now Cap'n Bob is missing!"
Well, it had finally happened. I'd always thought Gober was more stable than most of the studio heads I'd met, but now I knew I'd been wrong. He'd flipped his lid, blown his wig, and twirled his toupee.
Cap'n Bob and Gus were cartoon characters. So how the hell could one of them go missing?
As it turned out, it was easy.
The way Gober explained it; Cap'n Bob and Gus were not merely cartoon characters. They were real. Gus was owned by one of the layout men, Lyman Birch, who'd brought him to work one day and showed him off to the other men in the cartoon studio. Not to be outdone, a backgrounder, Herm Voucher, drove home and got his parrot. It seems that kind of behavior wasn't unusual among the cartoon crowd.
Gober said that when the animals got a glimpse of one another, it was hate at first sight. The parrot flew off Voucher's shoulder and went for the cat like a P-38 after a Messerschmitt. The cat howled and took off through the studio, mostly across the tops of drawing boards and people's heads. There were animation cells, paper, and drawing pens flying everywhere, and one bald guy got severely scratched on the noggin.
The rumpus might have continued for hours if someone hadn't held a drawing board up in front of the parrot when it was coming out of a turn. The bird smacked into the board and hit the floor and Birch grabbed it. Took them another hour to find the cat, who was cowering in a supply room.
Inspired to near genius by that little fracas the artists and writers created the first Cap'n Bob and Gus cartoon, giving the parrot an eye-patch and a tendency to mutter sayings like "A-r-r-r-rh" and "Avast, ye swabbies." Matters progressed from there, with several Gus and Bob adventures following in rapid succession. "The Berber of Seville," with the Cap'n as an opera singing Arab who does Rossini as he's never been done before or since, won an Oscar.
The story about the cat and combative parrot was funny to me but not to Gober, who also couldn't understand his artists' and writers' continuing need for stimulation and motivation. They insisted that they couldn't write, much less draw, if the parrot and the cat weren't on permanent display in the studio. When inspiration flagged, someone would let the animals out of their cages, and things would get lively almost immediately. The artistic result would be something like "Cat-mandu," with Gus on the trail of the Abominable Snowman, who turned out to be an awful lot like the Cap'n. Or "Cat-O'-Nine-Tales," in which the cat played Scheherazade to the bird's smarmy King of India.
Gober might not have understood anything else, but he understood the result.
"And that's why you have to find that parrot!" Gober finished up.
What could I say? He was paying me, even if he wasn't paying me very much, so I told him I'd be at the studio in half an hour. Then I hung up the phone and got my hat.
I pointed my old hoopie, a 1940 model Chevrolet with a smooth vacuum shift, down Wilshire and turned right when I got to Vine. Eventually I got to Cahuenga and turned left. Gober Studios was located not far from Universal, though the layout wasn't as fancy. A guy I knew named Harry was on the gate, and he waved me on through without looking up from his copy of Unknown Worlds.
I drove right up to Gober's office. It was the nicest building on the lot, of course, and there were a couple of post-war Buicks, both of them big black Roadmasters, parked right in front. One of the cars belonged to Gober. I didn't know who the other belonged to. Maybe his secretary, who was undoubtedly paid a lot better than I was.
She was also a lot better-looking: blonde, six feet tall and built like the proverbial brick sanitary facility. She also had a voice like Veronica Lake, so I figured she was worth every cent Gober paid her.
She was efficient, too. She ushered me into Gober's office almost before I got my hat hung up. Then she quietly faded away. I stood there ankle deep in carpet and looked at Gober.
Gober got up from his desk, which was polished walnut and about the size of a football field, and by the time the door had closed behind me he was heading my way.
"Goddammit, Ferrel, what took you so long? Let's get going."
He was about five-three with wide shoulders and hair that was slicked down on his head. If he used Brylcreem, he'd used about a dab and a half. He was wearing a suit that hadn't come from Robert Hall, and there was fire in his beady eyes. I could see that he was ready to get to the bottom of this parrot business.
I didn't move. "Get going where?"
He didn't even slow down. "The cartoon studio." He passed right by me, opened the door, and headed out. He looked back over his shoulder without stopping. "You coming, or not?"
I followed him and grabbed my hat off the rack. He was already down the steps and striding across the street. He didn't even look up at the two elephants that nearly stomped him.
I waited until the elephants passed and stretched my legs to catch up. "What picture are those from?"
"The elephants? Some goddamn jungle epic, one where Rick Torrance gets to run around for seventy-five minutes with his shirt off."
I'd seen one of the Torrance showcases. The guy looked a hell of a lot better with his shirt off than I did.
We went around Studio A, a cavernous aircraft hangar of a building, and I was having to struggle to keep up with Gober. For a guy with legs not much longer than most people's fingers, he could really move. It was a hot day, with plenty of that California sun, and I didn't feel like running. The pace didn't bother Gober, though. He did everything fast.
The cartoon unit was housed in a building in back of Studio A, and frankly the building didn't look like much. There was a lot of wood, a shingled roof, and a bad paint job. Drop it in the middle of an Army base and it might pass for a barracks except for the sign on the door: "HOLLYWOOD HOME FOR THE CRIMINALLY COMIC."
Gober didn't seem to notice the sign. He bounced up the steps and threw open the door. Before it slammed into the wall, it was caught by a tall guy with thinning hair. After making sure it wouldn't slam, he let it go and put an arm over Gober's shoulders.
"Welcome to the asylum, boss," he said. "It's damn good to see you!"
When he took his arm away, I could see that he'd taped a piece of paper to the back of Gober's sharkskin. "KICK ME," it said in big red letters.
"Never mind the glad-handing, Birch," Gober said. "I've got a guy here who's going to find that damn parrot of Voucher's."
Another man came running up to join us. He was round and red-faced and even shorter than Gober. He would have been perfect for one of the seven dwarfs if Disney ever wanted to do a live action version.
"Cal Franks," Gober said to me.
"There's no need for anyone to look for the parrot," Franks squeaked, waving his arms. "We've got something better!"
"Get out of my face, Franks," Gober said.
"You might want to listen to him," Birch said. "He might have a point. We're used to having the Cap'n around to stimulate our brains, and now that he's gone, we're not getting much done. We need something, even if it's a cockatoo."
"A cockatoo is a much better bird than a parrot," Franks insisted, heartened by the show of support by Birch. "More colorful, more -- "
A chorus of voices interrupted him. "No cockatoos! No cockatoos! No cockatoos!"
The voices stretched out the O sound in the first word so that it sounded like "No-o-o-o-o-o."
I looked over Gober's head and past the two men standing in front of him. There were fifteen or so other guys gathered in the room, all of them chanting monotonously. "No cockatoos! No cockatoos!"
"Shut up, you goddamn clowns!" Gober bellowed.
He had a real talent for it. They shut up and stood looking at him expectantly. He grabbed my arm and pulled me forward for the introductions.
"This is Bill Ferrel. He's a private dick, and he's going to find that parrot. I want you all to cooperate with him and do what he says. He's the boss here now."
You could tell by looking that at least half those jokers were just itching to make some kind of half-witty remark that had to do with dick and privates, but they restrained themselves.
They were a strange-looking bunch, too. One of them was wearing an aviator's cap with the earflaps dangling down. If he was the bald guy who got scratched, maybe he was wearing it for protection. Another beauty was wearing a suit coat over a dirty undershirt. A couple of other swells were smoking cigarettes normally, but one had his stuck in his ear. Every now and then he'd suck in his cheeks and then exhale some smoke. Don't ask me how he did it.
One guy separated himself from the group and came toward us.
"Herm Voucher," Gober said out of the corner of his mouth.
Voucher was so skinny he'd have to be careful not to slip down the straw when he was drinking a malted, but he had an Adam's apple that would keep him from going all the way down. It was big as a softball, and it bobbed up and down when he talked.
"You've got to find Percy," he said. "We can't go on without him."
"Percy?" I said.
"That's the parrot's real name," Gober informed me. "Cap'n Bob is just a stage name."
"I get it," I said. "The bird has an alias."
"So does my cockatoo," Cal Franks said. "His real name's Diogenes, but his stage name's -- "
"No cockatoos! No cockatoos! No -- "
"Shut up!" Gober bellowed. They shut. Gober turned to me. "Goddammit, Ferrel, you can see what I have to contend with around here. But it's all up to you now. You do what you have to do, and find that goddamn bird."
He turned on his heel and left. The "KICK ME" sign fluttered as he passed through the doorway, and then he was gone.
The room was suddenly completely silent. No one was looking at me, though no one seemed to be doing any work, either. One guy lounged against the wall reading a racing form. One, who was wearing a sword that looked like it might have belonged to Basil Rathbone at one time, rested his hand on the hilt and stared at the ceiling.
Then, very low, so that I almost couldn't hear it at first, a low murmuring of voices began.
"Sam Spade."
"Philip Marlowe."
"Mike Shayne."
"Sherlock Holmes."
"Boston Blackie."
The voices came from all over the room, and every one was different. I wondered if everyone there had studied ventriloquism.
"All right," I said. "Let's get something straight. You guys may all be geniuses, but I think you're nuts." I opened my coat so they could see the butt of the little .38 I wore in a shoulder holster. "And if anybody puts a 'KICK ME' sign on my back, I'm going to shoot his hand off."
"We wouldn't dream of doing a thing like that," Voucher said. "We want you to find Percy."
"That's what I plan to do," I said, without having a single idea about how I'd accomplish it or even if I could. "Who's in charge here?"
Lyman Birch smiled. "Did you say charge?"
The guy with the sword whipped it out of the scabbard and stiff-armed it in front of him at about a 45-degree angle.
"Charge!" he screamed, and ran straight at us.
Herm Voucher pulled me aside while Birch opened the door. The swordsman ran right on out and down the steps. I could see him heading in the direction of the Studio A as Birch closed the door.
"I still don't see why you have to find that stupid parrot," Franks said. He was standing right beside me. I'd moved around a little, but he was on me like a stick-tight. "Diogenes is much better. He's better trained, he's -- "
"No cockatoos! No cockatoos! No -- "
"Shut up," I bellowed. I wasn't as good as Gober, but I was good enough. "I've had enough of this crap. Now tell me who's in charge of this menagerie. Is there a producer here?"
From the expressions on their faces, you would have thought I'd asked if Typhoid Mary was in the room. Then there was a lot of histrionic gagging, with people hanging their heads over wastebaskets and out the windows. I knew I must be on the right track. Everybody hates producers.
"You must mean Barry Partin," Birch said.
"He'll do. Where's his office?"
"Back there." Birch pointed to a hallway at the back of the long room where we were standing.
"Good. I'll talk to him first, and then I'll want to talk to some of the rest of you. Don't wander off."
I didn't wait for an answer. I crossed the room, avoiding the drawing tables and the men who didn't move out of the way, which was all of them. Hard to believe that I'd thought Gober was a lunatic. He couldn't hold a candle to these guys.
It was only when I neared the doorway that I noticed the cage on the floor. It was a wire cube about four feet on a side. A gray tabby cat slept on a mat inside. He was huge. Curled up like that, he looked like a black basketball. There was something greenish peeping out from under one of his paws, but I couldn't tell for sure what it was.
On the left side of the door, there was another cage. This one was on a stand, and there was a cockatoo in it. The cage was very clean except for a few dark splotches that had landed on the newspaper covering the bottom.
"Is this Diogenes?" I asked no one in particular.
"Yes," Cal Franks said. He'd followed me across the room, though I hadn't noticed him. I couldn't shake him. "He's quite a handsome bird, don't you think?"
"No cockatoos! No cockatoos! No -- "
I wheeled around, digging under my coat for the pistol, but no one was even looking in my direction. In fact, everyone was bent over his drawing board, working busily. Those guys were good.
I turned back, but I didn't comment on the handsomeness of Diogenes. I left Franks there, or hoped I did, and went through the door to look for Partin.
I walked down a short hall, past a couple of rooms that were devoted to storyboards featuring rough drawings of Cap'n Bob and Gus, and down to an office that had a closed door. The nameplate on the door read "Barry Partin."
I knocked, and a man's unhappy voice told me to come in. I opened the door and saw a sad little man in a baggy coat sitting behind a desk that was a mere shadow of the one in Gober's office. The carpet matched the desk; it was mashed flat and worn almost through in spots. The only thing I liked in the office was the two pictures on the wall. One was of Gus and Cap'n Bob decked out as Holmes and Watson in "Catch as Cat's Can." The other showed Gus, his eyes bugged out and his hair ridged down his back as he confronted Cap'n Bob in "Who Ghost There?"
I looked away from the pictures to the man at the desk. "Mr. Partin?" I said.
His face was as baggy as his coat. "Yes," he said. "Who are you?"
"I'm Bill Ferrel. Mr. Gober wants me to look into the disappearance of the parrot."
"Thank God," Partin said. There was a look of genuine relief on his face. "I thought maybe you were a new animator."
I didn't blame him for looking relieved. If I'd been in charge of that passel of bozos, I wouldn't have wanted another one dumped on me, either.
"No," I said. "I'm not an animator. I'm just a detective.
Partin smiled and some of the bags in his face disappeared. He asked me to have a seat. "You think you can find that bird?"
I folded myself into an uncomfortable chair by his desk and told him that I didn't have any idea. "I don't even know what's going on. When did the parrot disappear? Who would have wanted him? Have you gotten a ransom note or a call?"
I'd left the door open when I entered the office; Partin got up and walked over to close it. He stuck his head out, looked down the hall, and then swung the door shut.
"Surely you can see it," he said, as he crossed the frayed carpet back to his desk.
I couldn't. I didn't even know what he was talking about. "See what?"
He looked at me as if he thought I was a pretty poor example of a detective. "It was Cal Franks," he said.
"Oh. The cockatoo."
"That's right. He's been trying to get me to hire that cockatoo for the past year. He says he's not insisting on a leading role for it, not yet. A supporting role would be fine to start, he says."
"But you don't believe him."
"Of course not. But what I believe doesn't matter. The whole crew's against him. They don't like him, and they don't like his bird."
The part about the bird I knew already. "Are they really that serious about Cap'n Bob and the cat?" I asked. "I didn't know cartoonists used models."
Partin sighed. The bags came back into his face. "They don't, not usually. But you saw those people. They're all crazy. One of them actually put a 'KICK ME' sign on my back just yesterday."
I wasn't exactly shocked. I said, "You're kidding."
"No." He shook his head sadly. "Someone actually did it. I would never have known except that Rick Torrance kicked the hell out of me in the commissary. He thought it was a riot."
I almost hated to change the subject, but I did. I said, "Tell me what happened on the day the bird disappeared. What were the circumstances?"
"I don't really know. When we left on Monday afternoon, the parrot was in his cage. When we got here yesterday, he was gone."
Today was Wednesday, which meant that Gober had waited a day to call me. Maybe everyone had thought the parrot would come back on his own.
"What about the cockatoo?"
"Franks brought him in this morning. He said they needed a replacement for Cap'n Bob and they needed it now. They're supposed to be working on a new cartoon. 'The Maltese Parrot.' Gus as Bogart, Cap'n Bob as Sidney Greenstreet. Maybe you saw the storyboards."
I had, but I hadn't noticed the subject matter. "I guess 'The Maltese Cockatoo' just wouldn't work."
Partin shook his head. "It would work fine. I think. But I don't know for sure what's funny and what's not anymore, not after being around this place. I'd rather work with Rick Torrance and the elephants than those maniacs out there."
"Who was the last person to leave the building on Monday? It wouldn't have been Franks, by any chance?"
"I don't know. I went home early. I had a headache. I seem to be having a lot of them lately."
He looked like he might be having another one, not that I blamed him. I felt like having one myself.
"I want to talk to Voucher and Birch. Franks, too. Is there someplace private?"
He waved a hand to indicate his shabby office. "Nowhere but here."
"Would you mind stepping out while I talked to them?"
There was a look akin to fear on his face. "Go out there with . . . them?"
"Maybe you could walk over to the commissary, get a cup of coffee. Take an aspirin."
"Aspirin. Yes. A fine idea." He practically jumped out of his chair. "I'll just go out the back way. You can call in whoever you want."
He was out the door and gone before I had a chance to say anything else.
I went out and called Lyman Birch. When he got there, I was behind the desk, so he had to sit in the chair. He ran nervous fingers through his thin brown hair and asked me what I wanted.
"Just a little background. How much does the studio pay you for the use of your cat?"
His mouth tightened. "Are you trying to insult me?"
"Nope. Just asking."
"All right." He attempted a smile and just missed. "I was just checking. They don't pay me a thing. I'm just glad Gus is able to help out."
"And Voucher feels the same way about his bird?"
"Naturally."
Birch tried to relax, but it was impossible in that chair. He ran his fingers through his hair again. When he did, I saw something that looked like scratches just above his wrist. He saw me looking and put his hand down.
"What about Cal Franks?" I asked.
"I wouldn't want to say anything about Cal."
"Sure you would. I hear that no one likes him."
"Cal's all right. Not a bad guy at all if you get to know him."
"And he's been trying to get his bird a job here. Why is that, if there's no pay?"
"Cal just needs attention. He's always hanging around, or hadn't you noticed that?"
I'd noticed. "So he thinks if his bird got famous, he'd get plenty of attention?"
Birch shrugged. "Seems that way to me."
"How far would he go? Would he do a bird-napping?"
"Bird-napping? That's a pretty good one."
I could almost see Birch's mind working on a cartoon script. Gus stealing Cap'n Bob off the perch and holding him for ransom, maybe. I tried to bring Birch back to the subject. I said, "Would he?"
"Huh? Oh, maybe. You saw the things that go on out there. Anything could happen."
Birch was right, and that was the trouble. How could anyone tell what that bunch might do?
"Who was the last one to leave the building on Monday?" I asked.
"What?" Birch snapped to attention. "Why do you want to know?"
"I want to know who might have been alone with the bird, especially if it was Franks."
"It wasn't Franks." There was a long pause, and then Birch said, "It was me."
Well, that gave things a different slant.
"I always hang around to spend a little time with Gus," Birch explained. "He lives here now, and I like to let him out of that cage every day for a while. He needs the exercise."
That was true. If Gus were any bigger, they could use him as a stand-in for one of the tigers in Rick Torrance's next picture.
"But there's a back door that goes to the parking lot," Birch went on. "It's supposed to be locked by whoever leaves last, but I may have forgotten on Monday. The watchman usually takes care of it later if we forget, but someone could probably have come in that way after I left. And I think one of the windows might have been open. It gets stuffy in here if you close all of them."
Partin had mentioned the door but not the window. I wondered for a second or two how much he liked Cap'n Bob. Then I remembered that Partin was a producer. He liked anyone, or anything, that made money at the box office.
"Was there anyone else who might have wanted to get rid of the parrot?" I asked.
"No one," Birch said. "We all loved that bird. He was a gold mine."
He didn't sound exactly sincere. "The bird didn't like Gus, though," I pointed out. "I hear that when the crew needed inspiration, all they had to do was open the doors to the cages."
Birch nodded. "Gus was terrified of that bird. But he always calmed down after being attacked."
We talked a while longer, but I didn't learn any more than I'd known before. The building was easy to get into, everyone loved Cap'n Bob, and Cal Franks had ambitions for his cockatoo. I sent Birch out and asked him to invite Herm Voucher in to see me.
While I was waiting for Voucher, I telephoned Gober's secretary and told her to have the watchman get in touch with me. She complained that she'd have to wake him, but I told her it was an emergency.
Then Voucher showed up. He practically had to duck to get through the doorway. He was even more uncomfortable in the chair than Birch had been. His eyes teared up when we talked about Cap'n Bob. Or Percy, as Voucher insisted on calling him.
Voucher had thought at first that the parrot might have gotten out accidentally. "One of the windows was open. He could have gotten out of the building, but he would have come back when he was hungry."
"But he didn't," I pointed out.
"No," Voucher said. "And he was such a gentle bird, a real treasure. There was never another one like him. And to think that idiot Cal Franks thinks Percy can be replaced by a cockatoo!"
"No cockatoos!" reverberated in my head, but the ringing of the phone cleared them out. I talked to the watchman, thanked him for his time, and turned back to Voucher.
"Do you think Franks had something to do with Cap'n, uh, Percy's disappearance?" I asked.
"I wouldn't want to say anything bad about Cal," Voucher confided, "but the truth is that he's just like a lot of stage mothers I've seen. He knows he'll never be famous, so he wants to make his bird famous instead."
"And what about Lyman Birch?"
"What about him?"
"He loved Cap'n, uh, Percy just like everyone else?"
"Why of course he did." Voucher's Adam's apple bobbed. "How could he not?"
Good question. I dismissed Voucher and asked him to send in Cal Franks.
Franks sat in the chair, and his toes dangled a few inches above the threadbare carpet. I'd been thinking about things, and I already knew what I was going to ask him.
"How did you know the parrot wasn't coming back?"
He was so startled that he almost fell out of the chair.
"What?" His face grew even redder than was usual with him. "What do you mean? I didn't . . . I mean, how could I have known? I don't know what you're talking about!"
He did, though, and I told him so.
"Sure you knew. Otherwise, you wouldn't have moved that cockatoo into the cage so soon. Gober waited a day to call me about getting the parrot back, so he must have thought there was still a chance of that happening. Voucher thought so, too. But not you. You moved your bird right on in."
"I . . . I knew could move him back out if Cap'n Bob came back."
"But you aren't planning to move him, are you? You might as well tell me about it, Franks. I think I know what happened. What did you do, come in by the back way to pick up something you'd left behind and see the whole thing?"
Franks' shoulders slumped, and he leaned back in the chair. His toes were farther from the carpet than ever.
"Yes," he said. "That's what happened. How did you know?"
"Never mind that. Just tell me your side of it."
He didn't want to, but he was going to. He couldn't hold it back any longer.
"You're right," he said. "Cap'n Bob won't be back. I saw it all. My car was parked around back on Monday. When I got in, I remembered that I'd left a book at my desk. I came back to get it, and that's when it happened."
"Birch killed the bird?"
"What? No, of course not. He wouldn't do that."
"Wait a minute," I said.
Obviously I didn't have it figured quite as well as I'd thought. I'd seen something green -- a feather? -- In the cat's cage. There weren't any other feathers around anywhere, so it wasn't molting season. Birch, by his own admission, was the last one to leave the building, and according to the watchman, the door had been locked. Nobody else could have come in.
So I figured that Birch had finally gotten tired of the humiliation dealt out to his cat and decided to do away with the humiliator. The scratches on his arm would have come from the parrot's claws. Maybe Birch had even let the cat play with the carcass a little after it was all over. Birch was also the only one supporting Franks' plea to let the cockatoo take the parrot's place, and since no one liked Franks, I inferred that Franks had something on Birch.
It seemed that I was right about the last part, but not about the first.
"The cat killed the bird?" I said.
Franks dug around inside his jacket and came out with a handkerchief. He wiped his face, but it stayed red. He wadded the hanky and replaced it.
"That wasn't the way it happened at all," he said.
Well, nobody's right all the time. But I was doing even worse than usual.
"Why don't you tell me what happened, then." I was tired of guessing.
"Like I said, I came back inside. I guess Birch didn't hear me. He was down on the floor, playing with his cat. I must have scared him, and he jumped back and hit Cap'n Bob's cage. The cage fell over, and --- "
He stopped and went for the hanky again, but I thought I could get the rest of it.
"The parrot got out," I said. "And flew out the window."
"He got out, all right," Franks told me after he'd rubbed his face. "But he didn't go for the window."
Damn. I was going to have to turn in my P.I. license if I didn't improve.
"Where did he go, then?"
Franks put the hanky away. "He went for Gus."
"So?"
Franks shuddered. "So Gus jumped him."
"I thought the cat was scared to death of him."
"He was. But Cap'n Bob was a little addled. The fall, I guess. He miscalculated and went by Gus and hit the cage, got a claw hooked in the wire and couldn't get loose. It was what Gus had been waiting for."
"But he didn't kill him?"
"No. But it was awful. Cap'n Bob was squawking, and Gus was yowling and scratching. The feathers were flying, and the fur, too, let me tell you. Lyman was trying to get them apart, but he couldn't."
So that's where the scratches came from.
"Something must have separated them," I said.
Franks nodded. "Finally the Cap'n got loose somehow, and started flying around the room. It didn't take him long to find the window. And then he was gone."
"Didn't you go after him?"
"Sure we went after him. He flew over the fence and landed on a palm tree."
"Did you try to get him down?"
"The tree was on a delivery truck with two or three others. It was gone before we could do a thing. God knows where it is now."
"But nobody killed the bird."
"No. But we couldn't very well tell anyone what had happened. They would have blamed us. Gober might even have fired us. So we decided just not to say a thing."
"And you brought in your cockatoo. Whose idea was that?"
Franks gave me an indignant look. "Well, it wasn't mine. Lyman thought maybe we could get by with it, substitute one for the other, but you saw how they were acting out there."
No cockatoos! I thought.
And then I thought, But why not? This bunch was just goofy enough to go for it.
The whole maniacal assembly was looking at me expectantly as I stood in the doorway between the cages of Gus and General Joe, which was the cockatoo's stage name.
"I've cracked the case," I said.
No one looked more surprised than Birch. "You have?"
"That's right."
"Where's my parrot, then?" Voucher asked.
"Right there," I said, pointing to the cockatoo.
"Huh?" I think all of them said it at once. And then someone said "No cocka-- "
"Hold it!" They held it. "This is not a cockatoo. This is Cap'n Bob in disguise."
"Huh?"
Birch caught on fast. "I thought that bird looked familiar," he said.
"Are you sure?" Voucher asked.
"Let the cat out," I said. "And we'll see."
Birch had to wake Gus first, but he finally managed to drag him out of the cage. There was a feather in there, all right. Birch and Franks had cleaned up, but they hadn't gotten that one.
Gus stretched out his front legs and spread his toes while his rear end went up high. He swished his tail a time or two.
"Now, Cal," I said, and Franks let the cockatoo out.
It was hate at first sight this time, too, and General Joe shot off the perch like a V-2. Gus sprang to a drawing board and then to the head of the guy wearing the aviator's cap. He hit a hanging light fixture as he jumped to another guy's head, and then he was back on the floor, scuttling under tables and upsetting everything while General Joe patrolled the airspace and waited for a chance to dive bomb him.
By that time people were cheering and whistling and clapping, and even Voucher believed that his parrot was back.
In disguise, of course.
When Gus cleared the tables and the cockatoo dived, I snatched up a drawing board and got it in his way just in time. He thudded into it and dropped to the floor. Franks grabbed him and stuck him in the cage. I didn't see where Gus had gone. Probably to the supply room.
Birch saw me to the door amid a general atmosphere of hilarity and relief. "The Maltese Parrot" would be finished on schedule, Franks' cockatoo would be a star (in disguise, since he'd be drawn as Cap'n Bob), Voucher had his bird back (also in disguise), and all was right with the world.
Birch thanked me and clapped me on the back as he wished me well.
When I got to the Chevy, I took the "KICK ME" sign off and threw it in the back seat before I went to tell Gober the good news.
Shadder
By Tom Piccirilli
Parks got off the bus at the stop around back of Louie's Suds'n'Slop, where the whores and the moonshine runners rattled the trailers on the other side of the parking lot. Louie's jukebox twanged and mewled about motherless kids, dying dogs, and broken hearts. The yeehaws, boot-stompin', and the sharp crack of the cue ball busting up the rack made Parks' teeth ache.
So, after a pretty wild run of luck, he was already burned up. You could swear ten thousand times that you'd never return to where you'd come from, but when you had no place else to go, you went right back. Jesus, look at the place--he thought he'd never even come within a thousand miles of the whole damn state, and now he was home again.
The edges of his vision had been lit with swirling streaks of red over the last fifty miles of state highway, and now his hands were cold and aching. For the last three days, it had felt as if a steel band had been tightening around his chest, another around his head.
Parks had been gone six years, married and divorced, and had written and directed two films. The first had been a sleeper hit which garnered feel-good reviews and a fair amount of cash. There'd been talk of an Academy Award nod. Though it hadn't happened, the very buzz about the possibility was nearly as good as if it had short-listed. He'd been prepped as a director to keep an eye on, and the studio had shined his ass and given in on some pretty stupid demands on his part. When you can get away with it, you push. So he did.
The second film had gotten him kicked completely out of the biz. His wife had taken half of what he'd owned and the lawyers had chopped the rest down to a hole in the ground. He learned quickly who his real friends were. He didn't have any.
Now Parks was twenty-seven, bankrupt, and on his way back to see his older brother Floyd, who hated him, just so he could steal Floyd's land.
The ride wasn't over yet, and in some ways it was only starting. It'd make a good story for cable three-four years down the line. Rebuilding a career from the rubble, tragic figure rises to face new challenges. He could sell it down on Wilshire Boulevard so long as it had the right packaging. He could play himself once he got back into the game, so long as he had enough for the ante.
The farm was just under five miles from the Suds'n'Slop but Parks walked it. He had no luggage besides a small satchel with a change of clothes and his latest script. He didn't intend to stay long. He already had a new attorney going through the paperwork back in Beverly Hills, but he owed it to Floyd to put in a visit face to face. It was going to be hell.
Already Parks had lost all the calm and slickness he'd nurtured in L.A., and could feel it bleeding out from him as he moved from the highway onto the dark dirt roads. There was enough moonlight that he could still see, but he didn't even need it. He knew the way home and could find it blind.
It took about an hour. By the time he saw the broad expanse of the farmhouse opening up through the starlit stalks, he was covered in sweat and smelled like his brother, his grandfather and father and all his many cousins who worked the earth. He trudged up the trail of flattened grass past the rusted hulks of pickup trucks and tractors that spotted the terrain like lost battlements of the ancients.
Parks had just hit the first stair of the porch when Floyd flung open the broken screen door, said, "Come on in, if you must," and receded into the house. The mousetrap hinges on the screen had squealed their last, with the screws pulled completely free from the rotting wood.
Parks stepped inside, feeling his mother somewhere behind him, out in the dark fields. It got to him so much that he actually turned around and had to take a quick look.
Floyd was across the room drinking a can of beer, foam flecking his chin and collar. He had a farmer's muscular arms and a trucker's gut. His wife, Myrtle, had paled and softened into a doughy plumpness, and she now wore only a vacuous bovine expression of complacency. Her vacant eyes skittered over Parks' face but she couldn't seem to place him.
They'd had four kids when Parks left for the west coast, but he didn't remember any of their names. Now six children were spread out on the first floor, and there was all kinds of thumping going on upstairs. Sounded like at least three more. They looked so similar–-shaggy blonde heads, sexless placid faces, plain overalls–that he thought of them almost as a single child. Seeing only the one kid at various stages of life rather than several running around. Somebody dropped a plate of cinnamon rolls on the floor and called out, "Broom!"
Père Hull sat in a wheelchair in the middle of the room with a little TV tray in front of him, facing away from the television, which had a truck show on, guys screaming and engines roaring, crashing into shit. The old man was crocheting a teal scarf that looked about twenty feet long already. Even though the knuckles of his huge fists bulged with arthritis, the needles quietly clicked together at an incredible speed. Parks was impressed. His grandfather gave a grin and said, "You must be hungry. Long trip you've been on. Go eat something. Come talk later, if you got a mind to."
"We're about to have dinner," Floyd said. "Come sit. We set a place for you."
So Parks went into the kitchen and stood at the foot of the table where he'd taken his meals for the first twenty years of his life. He felt an odd tension as his head slowly crowded with mixed memories. Not of the house or his family, but instead all the reviews, the pitches, starlets, agents, and executive meetings. This life could swallow your entire future, all your ambitions and expectations, if you let it. You had to hold on to whatever gave any kind of definition and meaning to your existence. It's what got him writing screenplays and fooling around with a video camera in the first place.
The Brooms carefully seated themselves around the table. Parks thought if he blinked too fast they might all converge into the one kid. He kept waiting for chatter but there wasn't any. Floyd made no introductions and Parks took the last remaining empty chair. Of course, his brother had set his place in the same seat where he'd eaten all those years before. Telling Parks, in a sly way, welcome back. You thought you were out but you can never really leave.
They poured gallons of fresh milk, straight out of the cow. The Brooms gave him the occasional glance but nothing more. They ate in silence and Parks decided to do the same. He kept clenching and unclenching his hands. It felt like he had a touch of arthritis himself.
Despite the trouble he knew was coming, he still had an appetite. In other circumstances, the meal would've been wonderful. He hadn't eaten like this since he moved out to the west coast, where everybody was a vegan or bulimic or counting their carbs or getting their gastric bypass surgery.
Mounds of steak, mashed potatoes, fresh bread, and a number of vegetable dishes passed into his hands. You had to pay four hundred bucks at Spago's to eat a third as well. The American heartland. He hated everything about it except the food.
They worked the plates across the table with the well-practiced actions of a fire bucket brigade. As they were finally winding down, Floyd asked him, "Hey, you think you can help me with my pickup tomorrow? I got to overhaul the engine. Got my tools out on the porch, we can give it a crack before lunch."
"I don't know much about cars, Floyd," Parks said. Christ, this could get out of hand very soon.
"You don't need to in order to help somebody out."
"That's true enough. Give me a minute here, okay? I'll be right back."
"Seein' the man about a mule, eh?"
Something like that. Parks headed down the hall and past the bathroom to the gun rack on the wall. Père Hull watched him but said nothing, the needles little more than a blur. Parks drew the bolts from the two rifles and stuck them in his back pocket.
He did a quick search of the house, checking all the usual spots. A loaded double-barrel shotgun rested upright in back of the hall closet. Parks broke it open and emptied it, scrounged around on the shelf until he found a box with only six shells it. He pocketed them all. He didn't think Floyd would have any handguns around, but it would be best to check.
Père began to laugh quietly, the sound coming from deep in his chest, and whispered, "Figured you came home for somethin' that'd drive your brother out of his skull."
"Quiet, Gramp."
"He could still pick up a butcher knife. Whatever you tell him, make sure you're on the far side of the room."
Parks eased into the master bedroom and riffled the dressers, closet, and night stands. He was wrong. Floyd still owned their father's old Colt revolver, hidden off to the side of the bottom drawer, behind the family bible. The pistol hadn't been cleaned in years and had no bullets.
The eleven year old Broom came over and stared at him with sorrowful eyes. "Ma and Pa thought you was sick. Maybe 'cause you ate so much. I'm supposed to look in on you."
Even after hearing the voice, he couldn't tell if the kid was a boy or a girl. "No, I'm fine."
"You're my uncle?"
"Yes."
"You used to live here?" Broom asked.
"In this very house. In the far bedroom upstairs at the end of the hall."
"That's mine now." Gauging Parks' expression, Broom seemed to struggle for something else to say, and decided to take a chance. "I don't like that room."
"Why?"
"'Cause'a the trees outside the window."
Parks sucked air through his teeth and fought back a groan. "So what?"
"The crows. They always in the tree. They talk to me."
A couple of the bad childhood memories slid through and prodded him in the soft places. Man, he really had given up all his cool, everything about this place was beginning to unsettle him all over again.
Broom was waiting expectantly, all wide eyes and pink cheeks and pouting lips. The tremendous weight of daily anxiety and foreboding had already begun to take its toll. He could see it now in the folds of the kid's face.
So, nothing really had changed after he'd left. Sometimes the insanity you leave behind just settles in and waits for a new ear to crawl into. He looked down and said, "They used to talk to me too."
"Really, that so?" Startled, but kind of happy to hear it.
"Yeah."
"They tell me to do things. Wrong things."
"With scissors?"
Broom's features twisted into an expression of adorable surprise. "They did talk to you. You heard them."
"Yes," Parks said, and realized his scalp was crawling with sweat. His hackles were up. That hadn't happened since the test screening of his second movie, when people were yelling back at the picture and walking out.
"Pa don't believe us."
"Your father never believed me either, when I told him about it back when we were children. I couldn't sleep most nights and could hardly do my chores. He always thought I was lying and used to whip the hell out of me because it meant he had more work some days. Père Hull knows the truth though."
"He don't like to listen. Says he's too old. Says if you cut him open at the wrist, his blood is dried up into powder. He won't hear nothing we say."
"It reminds him of bad things that happened a long time ago."
"To his baby sis?"
"Yes," Parks admitted, surprised the kid knew about that. "And others."
"They want me to take the scissors out of the drawer and–"
He took Broom by the shoulders, gave a little shake. "Don't listen to them. You don't do anything they tell you. You're stronger than they are."
"Sometimes it don't feel that way. They don't shut up. All day long, and every night too. Right outside the window."
"It used to help me when I turned the TV up really loud. Or the radio."
"Mama won't let us do that," Broom said with an edge of anguish. "She gets the migraines and has to go lie down in the dark. Almost every day."
He took out his wallet and drew two twenties from it, handed them to the kid. "Get yourself a Walkman with headphones. Pass it around to your brothers and sisters. Turn up the music when the crows get inside your head."
"Do they ever stop making noise?"
"When you get a little older they won't be so bad, and then they eventually stop."
"That so?" A touch of hopefulness, then the hard glint of reality. "When's that gonna be?"
There wasn't any answer. "I don't know. A couple more years, probably."
"That's too long," Broom said in a pained hush, and followed him back to the kitchen, where Myrtle was serving homemade blueberry pie. Two of the other Brooms were helping, scooping out fresh whipped cream, reaching up for the cupboard. One dropped a dish on the floor and said, "Broom!"
Parks sat again in the seat of his childhood, waited for a full count of sixty, glanced at his brother and told him, "I'm going to sell my parcel of the farm."
Floyd had a forkful of pie halfway to his mouth. It stuck in the air as if it had hit a brick wall. "What's this? Eh? How's that?"
Jesus Christ, Parks had still sprung it too fast. Floyd really hadn't heard him, hadn't entirely caught it. A man like Floyd could close himself off to a lot of whatever he didn't want to hear. It was a gift, really, when you got down to it. One that Parks didn't have.
He had to repeat himself. "I'm selling my half of the farm."
Now came the death-glare, the red overwhelming rage flooding into Floyd's face until the veins stood out thickly in his forehead and neck, exactly the way it used to happen to their father. "You can't do that. There's no way you can do that. This ain't your land."
"Yes, it is. Half of it is. I'm selling it."
The fork was still frozen three inches from Floyd's lips, his arm like rusted iron. "You said, before you left for Hollywood, you told me the farm was mine. You said I could have the dust and the groundhogs and the field mice, you said. The bats in the barn. The skeeters and the droughts and the winters with six feet of snow. You were laughing. You were goddamn dancing, as I recall."
"I'd just sold my first script then," Parks said. It was an admission as much as an explanation. That day, in all likelihood, had been the happiest of his life. He'd caught the first plane to LAX and hadn't even called back home until last week. It hurt like hell facing up to his own failures, but there was nothing else to do now. "But we never made it legal. I never signed anything over to you. The land is still mine."
"The hell you need it for out there in Los Angeles? In Hollywood?"
Here it came, when you could wrap up your biggest mistakes in only a few words. "I botched my career. The studios won't work with me anymore." For a long time he thought it would take a lot longer to explain, but no, there it was.
Floyd pushed his seat back, got up and left the kitchen. The Brooms finished their pie as if nothing was occurring, as though nothing had ever happened in this place before.
"The hell did you do to my rifles, you son of a bitch!" Floyd screamed from the other room.
Parks tried to address Myrtle, whose passive facade still hadn't altered. "I need enough cash to give me a small stake. It won't be a lot but it'll be enough for me to start shooting an indie project. I have to start over."
Myrtle blinked and asked, "You goin' to Indiana?"
"Independent," Parks said. "If I put in enough money up front, I'll find financing along the way to finish and get a distributor. I can make a second chance work."
"This is our home," Myrtle said. Her voice was utterly without tone or emotion.
"It's mine too. As long as I've been away from here, it's still my home."
Parks couldn't believe he was stooping to this kind of low, saying these lies. He was definitely Hollywood material. They'd be buying him rounds at the Viper Room for this kind of shit. They never should've given him the boot, he was the kind of belly-crawler they should've embraced forever.
She'd taken on just a hint of animation, a curious but aimless expression pressing the corners of her face like somebody's thumbs working cookie dough. It tugged the angles of her face into a perplexed frown, and she gazed around, perhaps a bit surprised by her surroundings. "No, it's not. It takes a heap o' livin'. Didn't you never hear that before?"
"No."
"A heap o' livin' to make a house a home. A heap o' sun an' shadder. You ain't got no light nor shadows neither around here no more."
Parks felt his blood suddenly alive in his wrists and throat, his pulse kicking up hard. He glared at Myrtle and said, "More than you'd think."
"Where's my cartridges, you snake?" Floyd shouted, flinging stuff into walls. "How the hell you gonna go stealin' a man's shotgun shells?"
The Brooms had finished with their meal and sat quietly staring, waiting.
Floyd stood in the kitchen doorway, sneering and fuming, but underneath it all Parks thought he saw a little relief in his brother's face. How he must hate the land for its arrogant dust and weeds and erosion, the constant fretting over rain and heat and the price of crops. The bats, the snow, the tractor sticking in the mud. In one swoop, Parks had just unloaded half his brother's burden.
But a man had to walk his track and play out his entire string. Floyd would make the effort to cross Parks up, if only to hold onto his minimal pride. He held Papa's gun out and pointed it at Parks. "You kids go on now. Find somethin' to do."
"Yes, Pa," three or four of the Brooms said. They all paraded from the kitchen in size order, the years wearing thinner and thinner behind them, being erased as the line continued on, but their souls seeming so archaic trapped between participants of ancient battles, until the shortest Broom wandered out without a word. Myrtle showed no life and didn't move, except she had begun to slowly, softly rub at the back of her skull.
It had been bad drama from the beginning, but Parks bundled his hopes on it. He had no choice but to follow through on this course, finish out the hand he'd dealt himself. He'd caused his brother enough trouble, and he didn't need to make it worse by having the man feel even more ineffectual and stupid. They'd both had enough of that.
Parks gave a strained bark and came up out of his seat as if he was terrified. He made a flustered grab for the pistol like he was actually afraid it might go off, like he was fighting for his life. He clipped Floyd on the chin, and knocked him backwards over the corner of the table. Parks stuck the Colt in his belt.
"You rotten little bastard," Floyd said.
"Once the movie hits, I'll buy the land back for you," Parks said. "Whatever it costs. Or get you another farm, if you prefer. Or set you up in a different business."
"I saw a review for your last movie," Floyd told him, getting to his feet and folding himself into a chair. "In the paper."
"Yeah, you did?" He was genuinely impressed that his brother actually looked at a paper. He figured a long time ago that Floyd was willfully illiterate.
"Called you pretentious, they did."
"Yes, quite a few of them."
"And cryptic."
A word that Parks once liked, but now didn't. At first he thought it would help him achieve cult status, that the underground would come to his aid. That the flick might have a new run at life on DVD, but none of it had happened. "That's right."
"Artsy fartsy."
Parks settled back on his heels. So maybe his brother really couldn't read. None of the print reviews had used the term artsy fartsy, but some wiseass critic on a major network had, holding up a balloon and letting the air out slowly, so it sounded like it was breaking wind. You just had to love stuff like that.
He focused again on Floyd's gray lips. "That so?"
"Said you had little girls in there. With their tops off. Showing off their pink buds. Got in trouble with all them civic watch groups. Good church-goin' people protesting."
"It wasn't quite like that," Parks said without much conviction.
The girls were young and did flash some skin, but the worst part of it came later. A sixteen year old started claiming he'd promised her a part in the film in exchange for sex. Her mother started making some noise to the tabloids. Before the papers completely exploded, she took a payoff, but on her heels came another girl making the same allegation. The studio execs now had him pegged as both a pretentious prick and a liability. You could be one but not the other. The fact that both girls made up their stories didn't even come into play. All that mattered was he'd been stupid enough to leave himself vulnerable. It had taught him an important lesson just a little too late.
But he also knew that nothing mattered more than cash. If he could prove himself with another hit, nobody would care about past folly or blunders. It was the penance he'd pay, learning to toe the corporate line. He didn't give a damn anymore about art, he just wanted to get back into the action. He'd been going crazy ever since he had to give up his parking space at the studio.
But why take it out on Floyd? Just like his father, his brother never had a chance in this world and accepted the truth of the matter, and kept right on moving through life without letting the regret break his will. Parks had gotten there, been at the top for all of two years or so, and now kept falling off the big edge without any bottom in sight.
"My head," Myrtle said, and began to limp forward. "I need to go lie down."
Floyd touched her elbow as she went by but made no other effort to help. He scowled at Parks and again the relief seemed to smooth out the rugged creased in his features, as if he was glad the fight was finally over and it wasn't his fault for losing. "You can stay the night. Not because you're my blood but because I don't set any man out of my house once I've invited him in. I might shoot you, but I won't kick you into the dark. That's how a man acts. I get up at dawn. That's five thirty, case you don't remember, and I'm sure you don't. Don't be here when I rise."
"I won't."
They walked into the living room together, side by side, and in his brother's shadow he felt small and feeble again. Strange it should hit him all at once like that. None of the children were in sight, and the house felt very much the same way it did when Parks was a kid–empty, impeded, and mute with unvoiced rage and fear.
"You're a damn heartless fool," Floyd said, but there was an instant before he moved off where he might have wanted to reach out, make contact again. It was too much, after all this time. They both shrugged away in opposite directions, and Floyd went to his bedroom where Myrtle waited with a wet washcloth draped around the back of her neck, and closed the door.
Parks found a jug of moonshine under the sink and poured himself four fingers. The first taste of it made him want to vomit, but after that it was like water. A subtle warmth pervaded him but the band around his chest kept on contracting. Maybe he'd go through all this just to get back to L.A. and go toes up from a heart attack. That might get somebody interested in the movies again, cryptic or not.
He finished the liquor and still wanted more. Jesus, it was amazing how quickly your old tastes came back, how easily you slipped back into your shoddy boots. Your past was always waiting around the corner with a net, ready to yank you back. He poured another half glass and returned the jug, walked out to sit with his grandfather.
Père Hull took one look at Parks and said, "You got ghosts, boy."
"Doesn't everybody?"
"Yeah, but most not so bad as you. Worst case I seen in forty years." Père leaned over the arm of his wheelchair, peering closely, the teal scarf overflowing from his lap. Parks was about to ask who else had them this bad, but Père beat him to it. "A traveling preacher fella come through town at the time, in middle of July, set up his tent and had an all-night sing. I could hardly see him 'cause'a all the ghosts he carried wrapped around him. He had a bowed back from carrying them for so long. They nearly snapped him in two. He was dead by that winter."
"I bear up," Parks said.
"Your mama's behind you."
"I know."
"I can't really see her face, but it's her, all right, that much is clear. Aunt Tilly, she's holding your left hand, and Baby Sis Claudine gripping your right. She was my youngest cousin on my Pa's side, died when she was five. She always grabbin' on somebody. Those hands hurt you some tonight, don't they?"
"Yes."
"You should visit all their graves. They might loosen up a touch then."
Parks had thought about it before, but he was scared that if he showed up at the cemetery, they might wind up tightening their grip even more. He never should have come back. Should've stayed in L.A. and just had the lawyers mail the papers. He sipped the moon and checked his watch. It wasn't even nine o'clock yet, and there wasn't a sound in the house except the soft murmurs of the TV. Some sitcom where families laughed together and helped each other through the tough times.
"You should go before you pass out," said Père. "You ain't used to that kind of drinking no more. You sleep past five AM and Floyd might just tie you to the bed and beat hell out of you."
"You're right." Parks was already feeling the effects, and figured it would be wiser to grab a whore at Louie's and pay her for the night, get up early to catch the eight AM bus. He took out his wallet and figured he had just enough. Mama wouldn't follow him in there. "Sorry about all this, Gramp."
"Don't be. We all got our loads and hardships. You'll either make it right later on, or you won't."
"I will."
"Maybe so. Probably be better for you in the end if you did."
There was nothing left to say to that. Parks got his jacket back on, picked up his satchel, sensed the potential and promise of the script inside, took one last look around the place, and flipped open the busted screen door.
There was a sudden blur of silver motion in front of him–he thought for an instant that his mother had taken shape, come in to hug him goodbye one last time–and then something shattered his right eye.
The pain was so intense he couldn't even scream for a few seconds, and found himself on his knees gasping and writhing against the wall. As he trembled and drew in a deep breath to shriek, he felt a wad of cotton being thrust into his mouth, a thick band of tape sealing against his lips. They used twine on his wrists.
It happened so fast, with the same kind of often-practiced actions as they'd shown in the kitchen. Some Brooms had scissors in hand, others held ten penny nails or wire. He couldn't make them all out but there seemed to be more kids now than he'd thought. So many of them that they crowded the room.
They'd brought Floyd's toolbox inside.
In agony, Parks turned his head aside. He saw Père Hull's body jittering and contorted in his wheelchair, the crippled left foot thrust straight out, the man's skinny arms pulled unnaturally far behind him as he convulsed. The crocheting needles quivered in his flesh, stuck somewhere in his face, through the tongue or in his ears. Or somewhere else. The Brooms covered the old man and were carefully handing each other tools, using them on Père in ways Parks couldn't quite distinguish, then replacing each back in the box, dripping.
As Parks thrashed again he realized a screwdriver had blinded him and was still jutting out of his head. Jesus, he thought, it must be wedged into my brain. How else would it not fall out? If he wasn't crazy before he'd have to be now.
The television was still on, low, the laugh track proceeding on and on with tinny unreal hilarity, and Parks wanted to scream at the kids to turn it up, it's not as bad if you drown the crows out with some chatter and laughter and noise.
But Myrtle got migraines.
He struggled but his hands still hurt. He ought to be able to break free of a knotted piece of twine but Baby Sis Claudine and Aunt Tilly were holding on too harshly. They wouldn't let go.
The Brooms paraded before him, the same angelic face and the same primitive soul, until the shortest Broom pressed a cheek to his without a word. The children moved to him now with the tools and scissors and he remembered what the hideous voices used to say to him when he was a boy, how they'd command and beg and beguile, and as the shadder continued to thicken around him they came for his other eye, and he knew this was going to take a good long while.
Table of Contents
OTHER CROSSROAD PRESS PRODUCTS BY BILL CRIDER
Buy Direct From Crossroad Press & Save
If you enjoyed this book, check out the other books in the Truman Smith mystery series.