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Foreword

 


Mystery and crime stories have an attraction
that draws me to study the darkness in human behavior. Not being a
criminal, or knowing too many, I'm interested in those that are,
how they form their decisions about life and their actions. They
choose to walk a crooked path, and so very often pay a terrible
price for what they do.

I grew up cutting my reading teeth on Dashiel
Hammett, Raymond Chandler, Jim Thompson and others of the
mystery/crime Old School. There was a style, a feeling of noir that
gave such great atmosphere to a story. Sometimes you would know
from the start that the protagonist was doomed, even if he or she
didn't. Many of those tales (and most of these) are written in the
first person, giving immediacy, an urgent need to tell what
happened, that adds punch and power to a story.

So here are stories which hearken back and
pay tribute to that long line of writers before me. A few were
inspired by the paintings of Edward Hopper, whose noirish, iconic
depictions of American life showed a darkness, an undercurrent of
feeling that can be downright terrifying at times. Some of his
works are the quintessence of night, both figuratively and
literally.

The Easiest Man to Kill came from a
suggestion from my editors in the Tyngsboro Writer's Group, where
one person proposed the title and suggested we write a story to
fit. How can you resist with a title like that?

If you like the writing or tone of these
stories and would like to tackle something longer, I've written the
Zack Taylor mystery series, starting with "A Memory of Grief" and
continuing on to "A Fall From Grace." Information about these and
other titles are available on my website: http://www.daletphillips.com
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The Easiest Man to Kill

 


He was the easiest man to kill, I’ll tell you
that. Nothin’ simpler in the world. And no one ever suspected. I
got clean away with it. To think the whole planet was once watching
him, and I took him out without a lick of trouble. Nobody easier to
get rid of than a has-been who starts drinking when the cameras
aren’t on him anymore.

I killed me a few men in the Big War and went
back and killed a couple more in Korea, but none of that was easy.
I almost didn’t make it out myself. I’d thought I was all done with
killing. After I got out, I came back to my family, and went to
work in one of those new labs that sprang up after the war. Back
then they’d hire you even if you didn’t have all the schooling in
the world. All you needed was to read directions and be real
careful about what you put into where, and not come to work after
you’d been drinking. I was mixing chemicals for scientists and
doctors and got to know a few things, let me tell you that. We did
a lot of work for the government, and they were interested in some
pretty strange stuff, that’s for sure. They had me mix up things
that messed up your mind, stuff that could make you eight ways of
sick, stuff that gave you cancer, even stuff that could kill you
without leaving a trace. I sometimes wondered what they wanted it
all for, but they were paying me, and it was government work, so I
kept my thoughts to myself.

Well we’d beat the Nazis, and fought down the
Commies, and life in this country was pretty good back then. You
worked your job, could have a few drinks on Saturday, and after
Sunday church, you could drive your family out to the country. It
was a mighty fine life, the way the Good Lord intended. People were
decent to each other and we had good music on the radio: Bing
Crosby, Doris Day, music that told you how good life was, not that
trash that came later. Things were easy and simple.

We had a daughter then, April. We named her
that because she’d been born in April. She was just a little thing
when I went off to my first war, and she grew up into a fine young
girl. She had a good head on her shoulders, at least she did before
all that trouble started.

After she died, it just tore the heart of me
and Annabelle, my wife. She dragged herself around for another five
years before it was her time, but she had been done with life when
April died. Some days it seemed like there just wasn’t much reason
to go on. But The Good Lord gives us troubles so we can show him
how worthy we are, and I just kept getting up and doing my job.

Did it well, too, and they kept me on for a
long time, even after that story leaked out in the 70’s about some
of the stuff they’d used on people years before, back about the
time I started. Some of the ones they’d tested it on died, and some
just lost their mind. The government hadn’t told them what they
were taking, and didn’t own up to it until they had to. I felt kind
of bad about that, but what could I do? Whatever damage had been
done had been done long before, and there wasn’t a thing on God’s
green earth I could do about it later. Besides, that had been the
time that things got crazy, anyhow, when the world started going to
Hell.

Anyway, I worked at the lab for years, until
they told me I couldn’t work there any longer. They said some of
the stuff I’d mixed up over the years had got to me. Sure, my
memory wasn’t anything like it had been, and sometimes I’d realize
I’d been in a kind of daze for a few minutes, but it wasn’t
anything serious.

But they said my house burning down like it
did was my fault, that I’d done it myself. Lying thieves, to take
away a man’s livelihood like that. Why would a man want to burn
down his own house? I knew they were getting rid of me just because
they thought I was old. They made me sign a paper and gave me some
money for all my years there, but it wasn’t anywhere near enough to
live on.

So I had to move to Texas, to this flyspeck
town right up close by the Mexican border. My uncle had died and
left a falling-down old shack of a house, but I went there anyway,
since I didn’t have anyplace else to go. So I had to live with all
those damn Mexicans around all the time, chatterin’ so fast in that
jibber-jabber like they were squirrels or something. Had to take a
cooking job at this greasy spoon restaurant, where it was hot all
the time. I started drinking more, too, and me a good churchgoing
man. It got harder and harder, and every day that I got up I
wondered why the Good Lord had kept me alive all this time. I was
talking to Him now, sometimes, when His voice would come to me so
clear and fine.

And then He showed me His purpose. Why I was
there, at the end of nowhere, getting older, suffering every
day.

It was a hot day at the restaurant, and Lori
was working out front. She came back and asked me if I recognized
the guy sitting out front. I looked out through the partition and
saw a man sitting at the counter. He wore jeans and a faded,
western-style shirt, and he had kind of a sad look about him. He
didn’t look familiar, so I told her I didn’t know who he was. She
said he’d told her he was famous. I looked again. Maybe there was
something, but I couldn’t say for sure. I told her to ask him his
name, and when she came back and told me, it was like I was struck
by lightning on the road to Damascus. I knew his name, all right.
And his work.

It all came back to me, how April had died,
and this was the man responsible. The things he had done had begun
it all, and torn the world apart. All the good, easy, decent living
was gone when he opened his mouth and spat out those
obscenities.

I found out he lived in town, and I decided
he was going to pay for what he had started. It didn’t look like
selling his soul had got him much, because he was just a
broken-down coot like me, and after asking around I heard he was
drinking, just like me. So who better to kill him?

I thought about how I would do it. I wasn’t
just going to walk up and shoot him. That might make him famous
again. When people who were famous once get shot, they get another
go-round on the wheel, get people talking about them all over
again. No sir, like I said, he’d done enough. He had to go bad, and
undignified and alone, but not before he suffered. That grin of his
that he wore back in the fifties was like Old Scratch himself was
putting on a mask and pouring it all out. So I was going to get rid
of that grin once and for all.

I asked around and found a man who could sell
me what I needed. Then I bought some basic lab equipment from a
school supply catalog, and I went to work. Soon I had a special
mixture cooked up, just like the old days.

When I wasn’t working, I’d go by his house
and look for the man, or walk through town trying to catch sight of
him. I was one ghost stalking another, but I had to do this. And
one day I found him in an alley, sitting there in the hot Texas
dust. He looked dazed, and he’d either just come off the booze or
was going on it. I wondered if I ever looked that bad. He was
wearing slacks this time, black ones, and they was all dusty and
had a tear in them. His shirt was all out, and buttoned the wrong
way. I saw his shoes, and they were old and worn.

I helped him up, just like I was his friend,
and introduced myself. Then I let him see the flask I’d cooked up.
He looked at it like a hungry man looks at a steak, and I asked him
if he’d like to try a taste. Why, yes sir, so he did, and I let
him. Watched him gurgle down that doctored whiskey, with all the
hate burning in me. He finished and wiped his mouth and thanked me,
and it looked like it had done him some good. But real soon now it
was going to have a whole ‘nother effect. I smiled and watched him
go on his way, wondering how long it would take.

Well, pretty soon the news was around town
how Mr. Once Famous was acting even worse than he had. People said
either the booze had got to him, or he’d gone crazy. I tried not to
smile when they told these stories, because I knew how easy it had
been.

And I kept it up. Every so often I’d find
him, and offer to buy him a drink. And every time the damn fool
would drink the bad medicine I’d mixed up for him, and for some
time after would make an even bigger fool of himself around town.
So it was his own fault. If he’d been a stronger man, more in touch
with the Lord, like I was, I’d have never been able to do it so
easy.

He’d try to tell me who he was, like I didn’t
know. He was proud of what he’d done, can you believe that?
Proud!

We kept up our little dance for some time.
I’d give him enough time to recover, and then come by and drop it
on him again, every time seeing my April’s face as he swilled down
the special slow mind poison I’d brewed. He got real bad, calling
people at night and rambling on to them about all sort of stuff,
even yelling at them. He painted his windows black. He talked to
himself a lot, and everyone thought he had some kind of head cancer
or had just gone loco from the drink. And all the time I was
laughing, because I was destroying him an inch at a time. I knew
that wasn’t real Christian of me, but hate can make you do funny
things. I had a lot of hate.

And one winter morning it was all over. They
found him stiff and cold and lonely. No singing no more, his mouth
shut forever. No more going around the world, spreading the memory
of that poison he’d started. He had a little bit of talking about
him, but nothing real big for someone who had done what he had. And
I cussed his name and read every inch of every newspaper piece, as
it went over the things he’d done. How he and that band of his had
changed the world, how he’d walked on to that stage and sang the
Devil’s music, how it had gone out and spread.

And I thought of how my April had heard the
call of that Devil’s music. We had taken her to see a movie like we
always did, and it was about some schoolteacher in a tough part of
the city. But when the lights went down, there was that damn music,
blasting away, ripping into our lives like a buzzsaw from Hell. And
my April was never the same. It was his music, and it changed
everything. I think Satan himself must have cooked it up in his
lab, just like the stuff I cooked up in mine.

So now everyone I ever loved is dead, but
so’s he, the one that started it all. I got my revenge, even though
it took damn near a quarter-century to do it. And now Mr. Bill
Haley, high-flying leader of the Comets, the one who pushed out
that Rock ‘n Roll, is lying under the dirt, same as all my loved
ones. He’ll go to Judgment and pay for his sins in the Lake of
Fire, sure as I will when it’s my time.

But I put him there, I sure did. And it was
so easy.
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Bootleggers

 


The line of bums looked like scarecrows in
the rain, and I had to laugh. Here I was, smoking a cigarette, warm
and dry in my car, while they waited for a handout bowl of soup.
Since the stock market crash, a lot of guys couldn't find work or
enough to eat. But not me, I was smart and doing better than ever.
Because I was a bootlegger, running illegal hooch to anybody who
could pay. And the tougher the times, the more people drank to
forget their troubles.

Business was so good, in fact, that I needed
some extra help with a new job. I'd picked Davy Donaldson to be my
new sucker. He had a good strong back and he could run a boat. He'd
been fishing these coastal Maine waters for over ten years, before
the bank foreclosed on him. That was why he was out here with the
other bums.

The First National Bank in Rockport had sent
Sheriff Powell and his deputy to throw Donaldson off his own boat,
but Donaldson had thrown them off instead, right into the harbor.
Then he went down to Rockport and slugged that banker, so they gave
him six months in jail, and took everything he had. I'd have been
smarter, and sapped the guy in an alley, with no witnesses.
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