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Author’s Foreword
Finally getting the Zack Taylor series into print has been the result of a lifelong dream, a lot of hard work from a number of people, and yes, a lot of luck. The feedback from readers has been tremendous, and so Zack is back for another adventure. Few writers get to break into publishing with a debut novel and a series follow-up a mere six months later, but such is the new world of publishing, when done right.
A Fall From Grace details a series of fictional events involving revenge, greed, illicit sex, small-town political corruption, murder, and the difficult choices that must be made to go on living. There are those who do the right thing, and those who make bad choices to commit desperate, horrible acts. This book is nothing like any real town or people I have known, but few want to read about a nice place with all nice people.
The title reflects the theme of the book, with people, especially those in positions of power, who seem to have everything, causing destruction to others, and inevitably, to themselves. By going down the wrong path, a person can destroy all that they stand for and have worked for. All our actions have consequences, whether or not we think they are for the right reasons.
Feel free to contact me and let me know what you thought of the book and what it’s about.
* * * *
“Christ is become of no effect unto you, whosoever of you are justified by the law, ye are fallen from grace.” —Galatians 5:4
* * * *
CHAPTER 1
The jailhouse lay before us, an ugly, squat, building full of menace. Pelted by the November sleet, I was unable to make myself move, like a fear-frozen kid on a high-dive board. Allison looked at me, waiting for me to make good on my promise to go inside with her. I had agreed for love’s sake, and now had to plunge into a lake of broken glass to help out a stranger.
Allison came to me trembling. She shielded us with the three-dollar umbrella she’d bought at a LaVerdiere’s drugstore on the way. It had improbable yellow daisies in defiance of the locale and the weather, and reeked with a sharp smell of bad vinyl. Sleet crackled on its surface.
My arm went around her and I put my head against hers, her scarf tickling my nose.
“I don’t want to go in either,” she said. “But we have to.”
Yeah. So we did. But I was in another jail, on the other side of the country, where I’d been more than a dozen years before. Flashbacks came in lightning flickers, illuminating painful memories that had lain long buried.
There was no way for her to fathom how close I had come to dying as that piece of my life was torn from me. She could run her fingers over the puckered silver-dollar-sized sunburst mass on my lower torso like a bad appendectomy, or the jagged red ridge forking off from my eyebrow. But she couldn’t conceive of prison’s constant assault on the senses, or the life-bludgeoning despair and hate.
I’d like to think that maybe she wouldn’t have asked if she had known how much it hurt, but then again, maybe that didn’t matter. Family was involved, blood thicker than water and all that. Anyway, we were here, and I had to make my feet move, make myself go voluntarily behind bars once again. It felt like digging my own grave.
I breathed deeply, trying to ease the constriction in my chest. With an effort of will, I pushed the ghosts back and looked once more at the buildings and the fences strung with concertina wire. I had gotten out, I was free. I could walk in here and walk out again this time. Okay.
We went together toward the huge steel doors of the entrance. Twitching like a junkie, with pounding pulse and a dry mouth, I showed my ID, filled out a form, signed Zack Taylor with a trembling hand on the visitor sheet, and passed through a metal detector. Cameras with unblinking red Cyclopean eyes stared down from the walls. The pat-down for contraband made me shudder. It felt too much like being an inmate again.
The faces on the guards were the same as I remembered, as pitiless and immobile as the carved heads of Aztec gods. The only reaction they showed was in the eyes, taking in everything and measuring everyone by level of threat.
My shoulders were hunched and tight. I had to force myself to stand erect and look at faces instead of at shoes. In prison, a straight-on look to anybody is usually taken as a challenge, and you simply don’t look a guard in the eye, even when he talks to you.
One of the guards gave me a sharp double take and whispered to a cohort. The other looked over and gave the first an almost imperceptible nod. The first one stepped away. Panic sweat traced the length of my spine. I wanted so badly to run back through the heavy doors to the cold outside air.
The guard came back and gave a slight shrug, while I pretended not to look. We started moving to the next door, and I started breathing again.
The outer rings of personnel were all males, but as we got deeper in, it was all women, though they had the same stone faces. The hell that I’d been in had smelled of sweat, piss, and misery. This jail smelled of industrial cleaner.
We were taken to a room separated from the prisoners by thick, wired glass. We sat on hard plastic chairs while they brought Bonnie in to the other side. She looked like a terrified mouse, small and pitiful inside the shapeless gray jail outfit. She had a half-moon cut under one eye, with a telltale discolored bruise.
Looking at her, I didn’t see a killer. In the many years I’d spent studying people, I’d seen those who had killed, and I could tell. This woman was lost in a nightmare, and she looked at us like a drowning person sees a rescue rope. She picked up the phone on her side, while Allison put her head against mine as I held the one on ours.
“Kelly’s fine,” Allison said. Hearing first thing about her daughter was just what Bonnie needed, and I saw some of her tension ease. “She’s doing well. You’ll see her soon. We’ll get you out of this.”
Bonnie’s throat worked as she tried to speak, but she broke down and sobbed. A jail matron came over and handed her a tissue, an act of human kindness I’d not thought possible in this place.
Allison put her hand on the glass and spoke.
“This is Zack, honey, you remember? He grew up on a turkey farm out in California. That’s right. Thousands and thousands of turkeys, just like him.”
I laughed, and Bonnie half-smiled. I saw more tension drain away. Allison knew her stuff.
I chimed in. “And here we are, close to Thanksgiving. So I’m getting a little edgy. How about you, Bonnie?”
“They think I killed him.”
“Yeah,” I said. “But hang tight. This is rough, but you’ll get through it. When someone’s killed, the cops like to arrest someone quickly. So they take the shortest route. But we’ll get you a good lawyer, get some lab tests done, prove there are other people they should look at.”
She looked stricken. “I... don’t have the money for all that.”
Allison jumped in. “Don’t worry about that. We’ll see that everything is done. We’ll get you out.”
“It’s awful in here. The other women. You can’t believe the things they say.”
“Yeah, it’s what they do for entertainment,” I said. I looked at her eye. “Did they give you that cut?”
Bonnie touched the wound.
“No, he did this to me, the day he was…”
“Okay,” I cut her off. “Instead of thinking about what they say in here, think about what you’ll say to your daughter when you see her.”
“They said the state would take her away from me.”
“Because they want to see your pain. Don’t talk to them, don’t answer back.”
She nodded again, very serious, seeming to absorb what I’d said. She might make it.
“So how’s the food?” I asked, trying to gauge what she had left. “Good, huh? That gray stuff is the best. Too bad you won’t be in for Thanksgiving. You get a whole spoonful of green mashed potatoes.”
She smiled a little and shook her head.
“Actually,” I went on, “It’s better if you mold it into sculptures. Decorate the cell for everyone, since you’ll be out soon. Just think, you can be the Martha Stewart of Cell Block D.”
She snorted. Definitely a good sign.
* * * *
CHAPTER 2
Three of us sat in Portland’s Great Lost Bear restaurant, amidst the loud, boozy cheeriness of an early-Saturday crowd, young twenty-somethings getting a start on their hormonal partying. We usually liked this place, but tonight Allison acted like a stunned victim in the aftermath of a car wreck, and I still had the jitters from being in a jail again. Dangerous doors had been opened in my memories, and my muscles twitched like electric current under my skin.
“You two are about as much fun as boils.” J.C. said, looking from Allison to me and shaking his head. Joshua Chamberlain Reed, J.C. to his friends, was a reporter for the Maine Times and seemed to know everyone in the state, so I’d asked his help in finding Bonnie a lawyer. J.C. still owed me for the inside information on a drug ring I’d helped bust up. He’d written a series of articles about the case that could put him on the short list for a Pulitzer.
With his white hair and trimmed beard, he’d be perfect for the Hemingway look-alike contest in Key West, a hands-down winner. I watched him with envy as he sipped the amber Scotch in his glass and smacked his lips. The siren call of liquor still came to me whenever I was in a lot of pain, and a drink or few would have really helped calm my nerves. But once I started I didn’t want to stop because that would let the pain and the ghosts back in. So I sat there feeling miserable and blaming Allison for putting me through all this.
Silence piled up like poker chips in a pot. When it was obvious Allison and I weren’t going to contribute to the conversation, J.C. spoke again, using his pedantic professor voice in an effort to perk things up.
“Ah, you two should cheer up, considering I have secured for you the services of the renowned Gordon Parker. Whom we’ll be meeting after we dine.”
Allison had been moodily staring off into the distance, but now turned her lovely blue eyes to him. “Is he good?”
“My dear, he is the premier criminal defense attorney north of Boston. He’ll get your cousin out in a trice. However…”
“He’s expensive,” I said.
“Indeed he is. And he’s worth every thousand.” J.C. cleared his throat ostentatiously and looked up at the ceiling while humming off-key. That was his idea of being subtle.
Allison studied him for a moment, swallowed hard, and slumped in her chair. She waved her hand in a gesture of resignation.
“I’ve got some saved up.”
I turned to her. “The money for redoing the upstairs?”
She bit her lip, shrugged, and looked away. “Some things are more important.” Grabbing her wineglass, she downed what was left, then twirled the empty glass in the air, signaling the waitress.
“Can I get another one of these?”
She’d been saving money and talking about the renovations to the old house for months. I stared at her, wondering how she could put her needs aside that way. Some of the resentment I was feeling toward her ebbed away. I took her other hand.
“I can help some,” I said.
She set down her glass and looked at me with a trace of a frown. “You don’t have to do that.”
“What affects you affects me,” I said, and got my reward. She smiled, for the first time in hours. It was like the sun coming out.
“So you’re riding to the rescue,” J.C. said. “I thought your money was going for renovations to your martial arts studio?”
“It’s called a dojo,” I said, a trifle too snappishly. “I’ll make some adjustments.” Allison leaned over and kissed me.
“I don’t know which is worse,” said J.C., “the sitting like bumps on a log, or the cooing lovebirds. Let’s order some vittles, shall we? Assuming you two are going to eat, instead of just making kissy-face all night.”
Allison got into the spirit and stuck her tongue out at him.
“At least we can understand you now,” she said. “I was afraid you were going to talk high-falutin’ all night.”
I added my two cents. “He’ll probably talk about Bonnie being in Durance Vile next, or start quoting from Wilde’s De Profundis. He thinks it’s impressive. Down-home Yankee, but he spouts off like a tweedy Englishman. Hip-ho, old boy. What say a bit of the crumpet?”
J.C. looked at me through lidded eyes, trying not to smile. “You really are an annoying sod, aren’t you?” The waitress came back and we ordered our dinners. Then we talked about everything but Bonnie, trying to keep a light tone, but the air went out of our forced conversation. Allison drifted back into a mood as cloudy as a Scandinavian winter. I didn’t taste my food and mostly rearranged it on the plate.
I’d survived in the years since prison by emotionally numbing myself, pushing down bad memories and learning not to feel. Now the pain was back in full, sharp and cutting as a new saw blade.
A loud bunch went by our table, and one of the young guys pushed his buddy, who lost his balance and smacked into Allison’s chair. I was up before I knew what I was doing, with a handful of the guy’s hair, ready to strike with the other hand.
“Hey! Take it easy, man,” someone said.
“Zack!” Allison’s voice got through.
I looked at the guy, whose eyes were wide with fear. He was just a kid. I let go, mumbled something, and sat back down as they moved on. Everyone was staring at me, and I was trying not to shake.
I had been about to make that poor kid bleed. I was way too close to the edge.
* * * *
CHAPTER 3
Here we are,” said J.C. “The offices of Messiers Parker, Pangbourne, and Hurst. What’s the matter?”
J.C. saw the look on my face. “Spending a Saturday night in an attorney’s office not your idea of a good time?”
“People connected with the law have never been my friends.” I shrugged. “And all the good lawyers I’ve ever seen have been on the other side.”
J.C. pursed his lips. “Yes, well, Gordon’s an old friend. Try not to hit him.” With that, J.C. opened the door and went in.
My feet sank into a deep, plush carpet. I looked around at the dark wood and brass furnishings. “I don’t think we have enough money to be here.”
“You wouldn’t, except that Gordon is doing this as a favor and is charging something less than millionaire rates.” J.C. waved his hand. “All these trappings of authority and success are to give clients the sense that their fate is secure in the hands of these men.”
“At least their money is,” said Allison. I chuckled but was doing cost estimations in my head, and I was sure she was doing the same.
From the necktie down, Gordon Parker looked like any other tall, well-groomed attorney and was still in his tailored suit at this hour on a Saturday night. But atop all that expensive clothing, like a flaming corona, was a thick, wavy mane of bright red hair.
Parker and J.C. greeted each other as old-time friends. We were all introduced, and Parker got down to business. I couldn’t stop staring at his flowing, shocking hair, reminded of the blazing color of the autumn maple trees just a few short weeks ago. As he spoke, his rich, well-paced, baritone voice almost hypnotized me. I could see juries lulled into believing anything he said and was glad he was on our side.
“I made some calls,” Parker said, referring to a folder in his hands. “She’s going to be arraigned Tuesday morning. Judge Reynolds is an old acquaintance, and Mitch Ayoob is the prosecutor. He’s no pushover, but he’s fair, and we should be able to get bail set. I’ll let him squawk a bit, and we’ll settle on a hundred thousand.”
“Bondsman?” I asked. Parker spared me a glance of recognition of one who knew the system.
“Yes. I’ll have someone there. You’ll need a certified check for ten percent. Ten thousand dollars. Will that be a problem?” Parker looked from Allison to me and back again. I knew his question was a probe to determine whether we could pay his hefty fees.
“We’ll get it first thing Monday, as soon as the banks open,” Allison said. Her voice was firm, but I knew she was calculating how much it was going to hurt.
“Good. I’m filing two separate motions for dismissal as an opening salvo. I’d tell you what they’re about, but you’re paying by the billable hour, and the explanations alone would cost about four hundred.” He smiled. “So she’ll be free until her trial, but that may cause problems.”
“How so?” Allison said.
“Murder is rare in a small town, and it causes a big stir. The funeral for the victim is Tuesday, and she’ll be free by then. So there will be a lot of bad feeling, and people blaming her. Also the real killer may still be around, so she’ll be in danger.”
Allison patted my arm. “We have a secret weapon.”
Parker looked at me again, as if wondering what he’d missed in his initial assessment of me. “What is it you do?”
J.C. spoke up. “You know that recent business with the drug ring?”
“I certainly do. I turned down the offer to defend some of those involved.”
“This is the guy who brought them all down.”
“Interesting,” said Parker. “Well, nothing against you, Mr. Taylor, but I think it’d be better on all counts to get Bonnie out of that town until after the trial.”
“She can stay with us,” Allison said. I looked at her. Two other nurses rented the upstairs, so Bonnie and her daughter in the downstairs with us would make things uncomfortably crowded. She did not look back at me.
“Right,” said Parker. “She’s in a lot of trouble. They wouldn’t take the step of arresting her so quickly if they didn’t have something. We can throw enough spin for bail, but getting her acquitted is going to take a lot more. I was told she fought with the victim just before he was murdered. Unless the killer is caught or new evidence is brought forth, she may have to serve some time. I just wanted to prepare you.”
Allison and I looked at each other. Somehow I thought Bonnie’s being innocent would matter and she’d be set free, but now that might not be true.
We gave Parker a check for his retainer. Since we were paying by the minute, we didn’t stay and chat.
With our arrangements done, Allison and I went back to her house, shell-shocked and drained. It was like I was in a dreamlike horror movie, hearing whispered voices, feeling menaced by shadows, trying to remember which were the real threats. There was a sharp smell, like ozone, and I felt as if my head was wrapped tight with piano wire.
We got ready for bed, but I was so wired I doubted I’d be sleeping much. Allison touched me, and I jumped like I’d been hit with a cattle prod.
“Whoa,” she said. “Easy there. What’s wrong?”
I stared at her, touching the old scars.
“I was reminded of when I got these.”
The look on her face made me sorry I’d said it.
“Oh, Zack, I’m sorry. I know how hard this is for you.”
She reached out to touch my chest.
“You’re burning up. Your skin’s like it’s on fire.”
She hugged me and I shuddered, hands down at my sides. She soothed me like you’d calm a spooked horse, gently stroking me, murmuring softly. The crackling pain that had built up inside of me like an electrical force abated slightly, moving the needle out of the red zone.
She continued to stroke my hair and rub my shoulders, and began softly kissing me. I smelled her skin, instead of the past. She kissed my neck and breathed heavily into my ear, her hand moving downward.
The distraction worked, and I began to feel a different kind of tension. She undressed us both, and we kissed with an ever-growing need. Soon we were in the dark, finding our escape in physical release. All the tension of the day squeezed down into one concentrated bubble and then burst, dissolving away into nothing that mattered. We lay spent, and soon found our sleep in a temporary measure of peace.
* * * *
CHAPTER 4
On Monday morning, Allison and I had gone to the bank and arranged for the bail money check. I knew it hurt her to have to use the money she’d saved for something special.
“I’m really worried about Bonnie,” she said, when we were back at her place.
I looked up.“Parker knows what he’s doing. She’s in good hands.”
“But what he said about the trial. She could go to prison.”
“Don’t get her convicted yet.”
“Well, I was thinking. Couldn’t you do what you did before?”
I tensed, afraid of where she was going to go with this. “Do what?”
“Go up there and ask questions, poke around. Bonnie didn’t kill him, so maybe you can find out who did.”
I stared at her.
“You’ve got to be kidding.”
“You found out what happened to Ben and got them sent to jail.”
“And I killed people, Allison, and almost got killed. Jesus Christ, you told me in the hospital you didn’t want me doing anything like that anymore. Remember?”
“Don’t yell at me,” she said.
“I’m not yelling.”
“Yes, you are. But it doesn’t have to be like that. This isn’t about organized crime or biker gangs. You’re good, you know what to ask and when people are lying.”
Being a frequent liar myself, I felt uncomfortable hearing this.
“I got lucky,”I said.“And that was different.I’m no detective.”
“Please, Zack. She can’t go to prison. You of all people know she can’t. What’s going to happen to Kelly?”
“Goddamnit!” I slammed my hand down on the table, and she burst into tears and ran out of the room. I ran my hands through my hair and stewed a bit before I went to seek her out. She was sobbing on her bed. I stood in the doorway for a minute, then sat down next to her.
“Honey,I’m sorry,”I started.“I don’t know anybody up there, I don’t know what I could do. And you asking me to do this… we almost didn’t get together because I was getting involved in a murder. Seems a little unfair, don’t you think?”
“Couldn’t you just try? A little, for me?”
Damn her. Damn all of them. Just kill yourself a little for me.
“Okay,” I said. “I’ll see what I can do.” She sat up and hugged me. Fine. I’d go make an ass of myself and nothing would happen, but it would smooth things over if she thought the dashing knight was riding to the rescue.
“By the way,” I said, while we were on the subject, “It’s going to make things tight if they come to stay here. Where are they going to sleep?”
I felt her body stiffen. She released me and pulled back, her face red and teary.
“I thought they’d stay in this room.”
“Well then where are we… Oh.” I said. “I see. They’re in here, you’d be on the downstairs sofa, and I guess I can just go sleep in the street.”
“Zack!” She wailed. “It’s only for a short time.”
“Gotcha,” I said. I shut up before I said more. I looked around the room, feeling bitter and bleak. I had only recently moved my things in here. Since my money was going into renovations, I didn’t want to spend it on a motel, so that left the dojo. It had a small fridge and a hotplate for cooking, plus a bathroom and shower. Home sweet home.
I didn’t have a lot of stuff, so things were soon boxed and littering the back room of the dojo. That night I lay in my sleeping bag on the cot, thinking how quickly things had fallen apart. There was a decided lack of the familiar warmth of Allison’s body next to mine. The odor of fresh paint made me worry about the renovations being put off. Allison’s love and starting this new business were the only things keeping me sane. I desperately needed to keep myself busy to keep from dwelling on the pain of Ben’s murder. If I couldn’t get this dojo up and running as a real venture, what would I do with myself? Go back to being a bouncer or bodyguard? Start drinking again until it was too late?
Although this was uncomfortable, I remembered I’d had it a lot worse. My prison cell had been smaller and smellier, I’d had a cellmate, and I couldn’t leave when I wanted. So all in all, I’d risen in the world. I smiled a little and tried very hard not to feel sorry for myself.
* * * *
CHAPTER 5
“Sweet Mother of Pearl,” said J.C., “It looks like a riot.” The courthouse was a bedlam of frenzied activity, with locust-swarms of people and media clogging the area. Murder was rare and big news in Maine, and television cameras sprouted between the collection of news station vans. Harried cops directed traffic and attempted to keep control, but they were overwhelmed.
Allison gave up trying to drive any closer and backtracked out. A grinning kid with a hand-lettered sign directed us to park in a big driveway with six other cars. We paid the little entrepreneur his five dollars and walked back into the fray, the journalistic bloodlust tangible in the air.
J.C. looked around and shook his head.
“We’ll never get inside with this mob. I’m now inducting you both into the Press Corps. Here you go.” J.C. said, handing me his camera. “You are my photographer. And you my dear, are my erstwhile assistant. Sorry.” J.C. handed Allison a notebook and pen. “It’s all I can think of on short notice. Let me talk to someone.”
J.C. threaded his way through the mob to stand by one of the policemen. He spoke to him, nodded, and moved off to speak to someone else. After several minutes, we saw him waving to us. We made our way to him, and he took us around and away from the mob, where a State Trooper let us enter the courthouse through a side door.
A Sheriff’s Deputy at the courtroom door made me surrender my camera. We squeezed in to stand in the back of the crowded Press Gallery. The place was noisy and frenetic, like a zoo at feeding time. I was uncomfortable in crowds and was having a hard time being pressed in by so many.
J.C. shook hands with many of the press members around us. One tall character sporting a gold stud in his ear and spiky, gelled black hair wormed his way over. His eyes glinted in a sallow face, and the way he grinned made me think of a predatory wolf.
“Reed. How’s it going?” I noted J.C. had pulled back his ready handshake. He looked at the intruder like a piece of particularly smelly roadkill.
“Mason Carter. Of course you’re here.”
“Why not? We all want a piece of this action, right?” J.C. returned his gaze to the front of the courtroom. Carter eyed us quickly, winking at Allison. Allison and I looked at each other. I decided not to kill him.
The bailiff cried out for everyone to rise, and the judge came in. He brought down his gavel to quiet the crowd, and the show got underway.
A blinking Bonnie was brought in, looking like a rabbit being thrown to the wolves. Parker had gotten permission for her to change her clothes for the hearing, so she wouldn’t look so much like someone who belonged in a jail. She stood as if in shock while the juggernaut of the law ground through its proceedings. I wondered if she would be extricated or crushed.
As the prosecutor for the State, Ayoob presented the contention that Bonnie Willette was a cold-blooded killer who would bolt for the border if she was released from custody, laughing at the law from the safety of a foreign hideaway, while remaining unrepentant for her vicious crime. Listening to Ayoob, one would think she was a crime kingpin with a jet plane and a Swiss bank account, instead of a single mother with a five-year old daughter, a twelve-year old car, and maybe 30 dollars in ready cash.
Then Parker got up and took control, his hair and voice flowing smoothly. Our money had been well-spent. Parker painted a verbal picture of how Bonnie was a hapless victim caught in the snare of injustice, a martyr suffering for the ineptitude of the law. It was hard to believe they were talking about the same person.
They argued back and forth, each trying to convince the judge on every point, like two kids trying to con a parent with opposing stories. It would have been funny had Bonnie’s future not been at stake.
The judge finally set bail at one hundred thousand dollars, causing an outburst up front that I couldn’t see. The play had gone off as planned, and even I, who was in on the secret, was astonished at how precise it all was. I had the certified check for ten thousand in my pocket, of which I’d put up half.
The judge called for a recess to clear the courtroom. We waited until most of the crowd had gone away. After everything was signed and the check turned over, Bonnie was released. She looked stunned, and Allison took her arm and whispered in her ear as we exited through the side door. I had recovered J.C.’s camera, and J.C. had gone ahead to bring the car to the end of the street, so we didn’t have far to walk.
By leaving out the side we had hoped to avoid the throng of reporters, but someone yelled, “Miss Willette! Do you have a statement?”
“Keep going,” I motioned to Allison and turned back to deal with the threat. It was Carter, the jerk we’d seen earlier. I put a hand on his chest. Carter turned his attention to me and his face got hard as his eyes narrowed, like he was going to play it tough. Then something in his features changed, and his voice came out all warm and buttery.
“Ah. Exclusive, huh?” Apparently he still believed I was with the press, and he was going to work that angle. I decided to play along.
“That’s right.”
“Hey, come on,” Carter said, wheedling. “How about a little professional courtesy? Give a guy a statement.”
“Miss Willette regrets the miscarriage of justice, and is confident that further investigation will reveal her innocence.” It came out easily, proving to me that I had indeed spent too much time in the legal system. “How about a little more?” Carter insisted. He was like a
leech. “A couple questions. I can make it worth your while.” “Give me your number,” I said. “I’ll see what I can do.” Carter was excited as he gave me his card. I winked and shot him with my thumb and forefinger, like we were buddies. I left in a hurry before he figured out that he’d been played.
* * * *
CHAPTER 6
Back at Allison’s, Bonnie was happily reunited with her daughter Kelly. They rushed into each other’s arms and bawled tears of joy. Everyone else was crying: Allison, the two nurses from upstairs, even crusty old J.C. had some waterworks going, though he tried to hide it. Me, I was above it all. It was just my allergies making my eyes wet.
To add to my catalog of resentment, I had to drive Bonnie to her place in Mill Springs to get clothes and things. Allison stayed with Kelly after we convinced Bonnie that it wasn’t safe to take Kelly back. In light of what happened, it was a damn good thing we did.
On the drive up, neither of us spoke much. I was silently fuming at this woman who had messed up my life, and Bonnie still acted stunned by her recent incarceration. It didn’t help that it was a gray, gloomy day. The woods had been drained of their lovely autumn palette, and the falling leaves were the color of dried blood.
What made it even worse was the number of hunters out. It was deer season, almost a sacred time in Maine. Paunchy men in camo fatigues or blaze orange clothing stood in knots around trucks parked at the side of the road, holding rifles or cans of beer.
We arrived in Mill Springs, and Bonnie directed me down a side road where her trailer was set on a small patch of land carved out of the endless trees. People stood in the driveway
amidst a scattering of vehicles: a few sedans, a green Chevy wagon, a beat-up Ford pickup. Several of the vehicles had bumper stickers proclaiming love for Jesus. A small, balding man in a football jacket gave us a double-take as we drove up. He opened one of the car doors and gave three long blasts on the horn.
“Oh, God,” said Bonnie. I got out and saw the mess. Garbage was strewn across Bonnie’s lawn, from green plastic bags like giant discarded condoms. Graffiti had been sprayed in black paint on her car and trailer, and someone had spelled out the word “Bitch” on the outside. On her doorstep was a pile of black-and-white fur.
I looked at the gathered group of mostly older men and women. A few had the sense to look ashamed, others looked defiant and angry, and some watched with eager, hungry eyes.
“Doris?” said Bonnie. “What are you doing here?”
She spoke to a heavyset older woman with straggly hair and a smug expression, wearing a purple print dress. She reminded me of the Barney dinosaur from the kid’s show.
“I guess this will show you what this town thinks of a murderer.” The woman’s voice was dripping with acid.
“I didn’t kill him.” Bonnie looked bewildered.
“The law says you did. And now here you are, free as a jaybird, while he lies stone cold dead.”
Bonnie looked out across the lawn.
“So you trashed my home?”
“This was my son’s home. Until you took it from him.”
“Ralph and I bought this place together, Doris, you know that. In the settlement, I take over the payments on it.”
“While you whore around like a bitch in heat.” The woman looked at me with mean little eyes from a red, blotchy face. “This your new boyfriend?”
The anger that had been simmering in me bubbled up and broke loose.
“I think it’s about time you shut your ugly mouth, you fat old witch.”
The woman looked as if I’d slapped her, mouth opening and closing, like an overly large goldfish. The people around her drew back a little.
“You can’t talk to me like that.”
“Why not? You people are a real class act. Should be real proud of yourselves. Your work here is done, so why don’t all of you cowards get back in your cars and go tell your minister and your kids what fine, upstanding Christians you were here today.”
One stocky, bearded guy in work boots and a Ford bill cap crossed his arms.
“What if we don’t want to leave?”
I looked from him to the vehicles. In the back of the pickup were filled green garbage bags.
“That your truck?” I said.
“What if it is?”
“You brought the garbage, didn’t you?”
He smirked. Wrong thing to do, buddy. I snapped my arm out and got a handful of his ear. He howled when I twisted it, and I marched him to the doorstep of the trailer, while everyone stood watching. I pushed his head down to the furry thing.
“Pick it up.”
“It’s a fucking skunk,” he wailed.
“Relative of yours? Pick it up.” I twisted the ear some more. He reached out gingerly and got hold of the body. Still holding his ear, I walked him back past the herd of onlookers to the truck.
“Throw it in back,” I said. He did so, then wiped his hands on his pants. I gave the ear a jerk to get his attention.
“Now you’re going to drive away and get rid of this, but not anywhere near here. If I see it when I leave, or if any other dead animals find their way to this property, they better be tasty, because I’m going to track you down and make you eat them. You got me, Slick?” I shook him for emphasis.
He mumbled something.
“And if you ever come back, you better come in an ambulance, because you’ll be leaving in one.”
I opened the cab door of the truck and shoved him inside. He started the truck, put it in gear, and peeled out. I walked back and addressed the openmouthed cattle in the driveway.
“What you people did here today are prosecutable criminal acts. Vandalism, malicious mischief, trespassing, destruction of
property, and a few others. I’d advise Bonnie to press charges and throw your smug asses in jail. Explain that to your kids.”
There was foot-shuffling and exchanges of concerned looks. They all slunk off, except for Doris, who stood with mottled jowls quivering with rage. She glared as if she could burn me with her gaze.
“You and your little tramp. You’re not from here.”
“Well thank God for that, considering what inbred loser red-necks you are.”
She turned her wrath back to Bonnie.
“No wonder my son divorced you.”
“I divorced him, Doris, because he was the one sleeping around. He wouldn’t even come back home to see his daughter. Then he slapped me around when I called him on it.”
“It’s what you deserved.”
If Doris had been a man, I’d have beaten him bloody right then. I couldn’t hear any more.
“And what do you deserve, lady? She didn’t kill the guy, and after she’s acquitted, she can drag your carcass into court and sue you. Chew on that for awhile.”
“I’m going to tell my son about you.”
“You do that. A guy who slaps women around, yeah, I want to meet him. Sounds like you’ve raised quite a special boy there. Now your wrecking crew’s gone home, why don’t you crawl back under your rock? We’ve got to clean up some trash, and you might get bagged by accident.”
The woman’s face was crimson, boiling in her own outrage. She spat out some more obscenities, but we turned our backs on her and walked to the trailer. With no one left to spew upon, she was gone by the time we looked back.
Up to this point I hadn’t wanted to help, but now I was mad. Seeing what the townspeople had done here made up my mind to find the real killer, even if I had to tear Mill Springs apart to do it.
* * * *
CHAPTER 7
Back at Allison’s, I sat with Bonnie to get some details. Her eyes were focused and hard, her movements less hesitant. She no longer looked like she might break apart at any moment.
Allison sipped coffee as she stood listening in the doorway.
“If I’m going up to Mill Springs to nose around,” I said, setting out a notebook and pen. “I need to know some things.”
Bonnie nodded and set down her cup. Her movement was firm, no shakiness at all. She looked at me when she spoke.
“She told me you solved your friend’s murder and got those men sent to jail. Are you a detective?”
“No,” I said. “And I can’t promise anything. But I’ll go up and ask questions, make a nuisance of myself. I can be a real pain in the ass, just ask her.”
A ghost of a smile from Bonnie. “What do you want to know?”
“Everything about you and the deceased Clay Alexander. Your schedule, his schedule, who you both would see in a normal day, in a week. I need to know everyone you spoke to on that day, and anyone who might have come in after you left. And anybody else who might have seen something.”
“Is that all?” she said, eyebrows raised.
“Nope, not by a long shot. But we’ll start with that. Take your time, really think this through, and give me everything.”
She ran her hand through her hair.“Where do I start?”
“How and when did you hear about the job?” I clicked the pen and got ready to write.
“About two months ago Ralph told me that Mr. Alexander was looking for an administrative assistant, a secretary, really.”
“That the same Ralph you bought the trailer with?”
“Yeah, my ex.”
“If you and he had broken up and were mad at each other, why would he help you out?”
Bonnie looked surprised, and then shrugged.
“He was always behind on the child support. Maybe he thought I’d hound him less if I had something else coming in.”
I made a note as she went on.
“I went down to the town hall and spoke with Mr. Alexander. I’d seen him around town but hadn’t met him. He had me fill out an application and leave my number, and he said he’d get back to me. He called back later and told me I could start on Monday.”
“Uh-huh. What happened to the person who was doing the job before you?”
“He said she’d left suddenly.”
I picked up my head. “Why?”
Bonnie shrugged. “He said it was family problems.”
I made another note. “I’ll need that name and contact information, but let’s move on for now.”
“I thought it was a lucky break. I don’t get much child support, though Ralph makes good money working for a builder. I got someone to watch Kelly when I was working. There’s no real daycare up there, and I couldn’t afford it anyhow.”
“So how did it go?”
“Pretty well, for the first month. The job was good; it was nice getting paid again.” She suddenly looked down and was silent.
“And then what?”
“Allison, could I have some more coffee, please?” Bonnie held out her cup.
“Sure, hon,” Allison took the cup and the hint and left.
Bonnie waited until Allison was gone. “After a couple of weeks he started doing things.”
“Things?”
“Brushing up against me on purpose, saying how lonely it must be for me without a man and all, those kinds of things. I knew what he was after, but if that was all, I could have kept him away. I mean, he had a wife and kids, you know? What did he want with me? I’m no great looker or anything. Some guys are like that, I guess.”
“Here’s your coffee,” Allison chirped.
“Thanks. Could you check on Kelly for me, please?”
Allison paused for only a moment before nodding and leaving. Bonnie stared at her cup, silent now. I hated having to make her tell.
“Bonnie,” I said, as gently as I could, “I know he did something wrong. I know you don’t feel like telling. But I have to know. It’ll come out in court, anyway. Better you tell me now and get used to telling it.”
She took some time, playing with her cup. When she spoke, her voice was much quieter.
“One day, around lunchtime, he said he’s going out to check on a house, and he tells me to come along. He said he needed me to write stuff down, so I went.”
“Check out a house?” I said. “What do you mean?”
“Oh. Well, he can... could... get someone in town evicted, if they were living in hazardous or unsanitary conditions. Get the state to take care of them, you know?”
“Has he done that?” I was thinking what a nice motive for murder that would be.
“Oh, yeah. A few times.”
“So maybe someone took offense to something he did. Did anyone ever threaten him?”
“All the time.”
I raised an eyebrow. “For what?”
“All kinds of stuff. Things he did, and things he didn’t do that they wanted him to. People would get mad and yell that they were going to make him sorry.”
“Okay.” I sighed. Just my luck to get a murder victim with a town full of suspects. “Later we’ll make a list of as many as you
can think of. Let’s get back to that day you were checking out the house.”
“Oh.” Bonnie said. She got up and went to the window, looking out. “We stopped for lunch. I went to the ladies room while we were there. A few minutes after we got back in the car, I started feeling really dizzy and sick. I asked him to stop, and he pulled up to this trailer on the edge of town.
“He used a key to get in, I remember that. I’m feeling like I’m going to fall over, and he takes me to the bedroom in back, tells me to lie down until I felt better. So I did.”
In the other room Allison was singing a song to Kelly. Bonnie gripped the edge of the windowsill.
“Things were all fuzzy, and I must have passed out. I woke up with a headache, and my clothes were all off. He’d raped me. Next I remember, I was in the shower. I don’t know how I got there.
“Later, after I’d dressed, he’s sitting out in the other room watching TV. He starts telling me how I’d better not say anything, or he’d tell the police I stole money and send me to jail. And he’d have the state take Kelly away.”
Bonnie turned to me. “He could have done it. I mean, he can get someone thrown out of their home. And I’d have lost Kelly. I was scared and stupid, and I kept my mouth shut. But I wanted to kill him.
“Oh,” she put a hand up to her mouth, eyes going wide as she realized what she’d said.
“It’s alright, it’s just a figure of speech. I know you didn’t kill him,” I said.
“But they think I did.” She put her hands up to the side of her head and clenched them. “Oh, God.”
“Yes, but we need to figure out who really did it. Where he took you, I’m assuming it wasn’t his trailer?”
“Kyla LeVasseur lives there. I found out later.”
“Who’s she?” I wrote the name down and underlined it.
“Some local party girl.”
I thought it over. So he was already messing around.
“What happened after that?”
“He drove us back to the Town Hall. I called in sick the next day, but the day after, like an idiot, I went back to work. The bastard actually had flowers on my desk. Flowers, goddammit! Like I was his frigging girlfriend or something. I threw them in the trash.
“I went to his office and told him if he fired me, or tried anything again, I would tell what he did. He just laughed, but he didn’t try anything else. Guess he’d had his little conquest and lost interest.”
“And you were able to work there after this?”
“Not really. I was crying a lot, I couldn’t sleep nights. I decided to quit anyway, no matter how much we needed the money.”
Allison came into view. I shook my head ‘no’. She saw me and pursed her lips, but turned away. Bonnie went on.
“The day he... it happened, we had a big argument. He called me some names, and I called him some. We got pretty loud, I guess. He got really angry and started telling me what he’d do. I told him go ahead, and I’d tell everybody what he did, including his wife. Then he slapped me right across the face. His ring cut me.”
I kept quiet and let her go on.
“I told him I’d kill him if he touched me again, and ran out of there.”
“Anyone come to see what all the noise was about?”
“I didn’t see anyone.”
“Okay. Then what?”
“I got to my car and realized I’d left my purse. So I went back.”
“Still didn’t see anyone?”
“No.”
“And you found him?”
“I went in to tell him I quit, and he was sitting there with the scissors in his neck… oh God!”
The memory of what she’d seen seemed to overcome her. Allison came in then, and rushed to hug and console Bonnie.
I frowned at my notes. When someone fights with a person on the day they’re murdered, the police do tend to make up their minds pretty quickly.
* * * *
CHAPTER 8
“Nice suit,” said J.C. We were having breakfast in a little diner downtown.
“Thanks,” I replied. “It’s my only one, might as well be a good one.”
“Let me guess. It’s your all-purpose jobber for weddings, funerals and interviews.”
“Suits are for guys who chase money and power.”
“Leaves you out, for sure.” J.C. pointed his fork at me. “But try not to look as if it’s your first time wearing one.”
“Can’t help it. I don’t like dressing up and going to ceremonies for dead people. Especially as a spy. It feels wrong.”
“What if someone recognizes you from your little fracas at the trailer?”
“Then things are likely to get mighty uncomfortable. So I’m going to try to be unobtrusive.”
J.C. almost choked on his omelet. He recovered, took a swallow of coffee, and carefully wiped his mouth. He laughed and shook his head.
“You, unobtrusive. Like a panther at a Ladies Tea.”
“Thanks a lot. Hey, I can blend in when I want. So what’d you find out about Alexander?”
He took out a small notebook.
“The Alexander family has quite a quaint little fiefdom there.
They run everything; they have their fingers in all the pies. Clay was Town Manager. Brother Arthur, or ‘A.A’ as they call him, is the Town Treasurer. Sister Victoria leads the Planning Board.”
J.C. looked up from his notes. “Have you seen her picture? She’s a dead ringer for Veronica Lake.”
“The forties actress?”
“The very same. Extra points if you can name one of her movies.”
“Not a chance.” I lifted my cup to signal the waitress for more coffee. “What did you find out about his not-too-sorrowed widow?”
“Well, she’s wife Number Three, so that may have something to do with it. Turns out your deceased has quite a history. Neither kid is his. The son, Jason, is from Wife Number One from her previous marriage.”
“What happened to her?”
“Committed suicide. Six months later, Alexander remarried, and she already had a daughter, Cassandra.”
“What was Wife Two’s fate?”
“Died in a car crash.”
“Suspicious?”
“She had so much booze in her it’s surprising she could find the car.” J.C. shrugged. “Could have been another suicide.”
“Think he’s hard to live with?”
“Just because he rapes employees? Might have a skeleton or two in the closet.”
“Wife Number Three?”
“Twenty-three years younger, big-busted, and quite attractive. No children of her own.”
“Good old family values.” I finished my coffee. “What about finances?”
“The Alexander family seems to have done quite well in the last dozen years. Apart from nice chunks of insurance money from those two timely deaths, Alexander and his siblings made some rather lucrative business investments and land deals.”
“So there’s enough money, could be a motive for murder.
Did he get along with the brother and sister?” “Nothing to say he didn’t.” “Be interesting to see the will.”
J.C. looked thoughtful. “Might be worth asking Gordon if he could get disclosure on that for possible motive.”
“Don’t know if we could afford it. I’d rather find out some other way, even if I have to break in someplace. Oh, don’t look at me like that. I’m just not happy about putting the dojo renovations on hold so we can keep a stranger out of jail.”
“Speaking of which, how are the new living quarters?”
“About what you’d expect. I’ve had worse.” I looked at a clock on the wall. “Guess I’ll get going. Wouldn’t want to miss the festivities.” I checked the bill and put down enough to cover it, with a generous tip.
“Just be careful up there. Remember, it’s hunting season. Make damn sure you’re not what they’re hunting.”
* * * *
CHAPTER 9
Services for Clay Alexander, former Town Manager and the recent victim of murder, were at the Frechette Funeral Home of Mill Springs. There was an overflow crowd of cars, and I didn’t know if it was because the deceased was well-liked or if a lot of people wanted to make sure he was really dead. Judging from what he’d done to Bonnie, probably the latter. Or maybe the excitement of a murder had brought out the curious.
I hoped to blend in and be inconspicuous in the crowd of mourners. My only plan was to hang around and see what information I could pick up. It wasn’t like I expected the corpse to sit up and point to the guilty party. Would’ve been nice if it’d happened, though.
As I approached the funeral home, a young woman came out, dressed in black with short black hair and black painted nails. She was followed by a tall man who was yelling at her. She said something, and he grabbed her by the arms. He shook her, snarling some comment, as I came up. The girl being shaken was young, maybe all of sixteen.
“Hey,” I said.
The man’s head whipped around, his face mottled in rage. “What the fuck do you want?”
“I’m here for the service,” I said. “Show a little respect.”
“You can’t talk to me like that!” The man spit the words out. But he’d released the girl to address me, which had been my intention. “Do you know who I am?”
“You’re Arthur.” I’d seen his picture.
“That’s right, asshole. That’s my brother lying dead in there. So don’t you dare talk to me about respect. Who the fuck do you think you are, anyway?”
This was damned awkward for a guy trying to be inconspicuous, I thought. Considering the circumstances, I took the humble approach.
“I’m just here to show my condolences,” I said. “I’m sorry for your loss.”
He looked at me with an expression of disbelief. Before he could vent further, a woman poked her head from the doorway of the funeral home and called to him.
“Arthur, what are you doing? Get back in here.”
It was Victoria, the sister. Arthur shook his head in disgust and stormed off, leaving me and the girl alone together on the sidewalk. Victoria Alexander gave me a quick but searing look before she disappeared, one that made me feel like I’d been stripped and evaluated. Her intent gaze reminded me of an old cowboy I’d known in Nevada who looked at wild horses that way, determining just how much effort it would take to break them to the bit and ride them.
The girl stood with her head down, rubbing her arms where he’d grabbed her.
“Are you okay?” I said.
“Yeah. I’ve had worse.”
“Sorry to hear that. You’re Cassandra, right?”
“Yeah. My dad’s the guest of honor today.”
“Sorry for that, too.”
“Everybody’s sorry,” she said, with a touch of bitterness. I had no response to that.
“What was all that about?” I said.
“Long story,” she said. “Guess he didn’t like the fact I walked out. Had to get out, but he wants me to be on show for the peeps. Family solidarity and all that. Got a cigarette? I could use one.”
“Nope, don’t smoke.”
She looked at me. “Aren’t you going to lecture me?”
I shrugged. “Your choice. Why would I?”
“Because that’s what adults do. Lay down the rules. Don’t smoke, don’t drink, don’t do drugs, don’t go to parties, don’t have sex. Meanwhile they’re doing all that stuff.”
I nodded, but said nothing.
“You knew my dad?”
“Just came to pay my respects.”
“You like funerals or something?”
“No. Just the opposite. It hurts a lot when people close to me die.”
She nodded. “Yeah, I get that. He wasn’t my real dad, and he married Sheila after my mom died.”
“What about your brother, Jason?”
“Half brother. He’s two years older. He’s a whack job, all eighteen-year-old sulky rebellion and shit.”
“Oh.”
“Can I ask you a question?” she said.
“Shoot.”
“How come adults are so fucked up?”
I laughed. If she was hoping to shock me, it hadn’t worked.
“Probably because they don’t know much more than you, but they feel like they have to act like they know everything. They won’t even admit it to themselves, though, and it sets up a cognitive dissonance.”
“Wow, a real explanation, no bullshit.” She grinned. “Except for that cognitive dissonance thing.”
I smiled back. “Yeah, sorry.”
“You a teacher or something?”
“Nope, just read a lot.”
She smiled again. “Thanks for not assuming I’m some dumb kid. You don’t seem like as much of an asshole as most grownups.”
“I’m not much of a grownup.”
“Guess you don’t look in the mirror, then.”
“Thanks. Someone once said there are two kinds of people in the world. Those who are complete assholes, and those who act like assholes only part of the time.”
She smiled. “I like that.”
“You feel like going back in?” She shrugged. “Not much. But I guess they expect me to.” “Don’t do it because of that. Do it to say goodbye to your stepdad. I had a friend who died, and I never got to say goodbye.” “Okay,” she said. “By the way, it’s Cassie.” “Zack,” I said. “If you need a hand in there with that doofus, or anybody else, give me a holler.” “Doofus,” she smiled. “Haven’t heard that one in awhile.”
* * * *
CHAPTER 10
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