
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




The Man Who Did Too Much

a Starling and Marquette Mystery

by Camille LaGuire

 


First Smashwords Edition

Copyright 2011 Camille LaGuire

 


Find other books by Camille LaGuire at Smashwords.com
.

 


License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment.
It may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would
like to share this book with another person, please purchase an
additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re
reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased
for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and
purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of
this author.

* * *

The Man Who Did Too Much

 


Table of Contents:

 


Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32



Chapter 1

Saint George

 


DOCTOR CANNON WAS running late. She dashed in through
the waiting room as a short cut, but saw the room was empty.

"Is Gwen here yet?" she asked the receptionist.

"Not yet."

Gwen Littleton often appeared reluctant to come to
therapy, but she was always exactly on time for her appointments.
Dr. Cannon frowned and went into her private office.

She almost didn't see the man in the perfectly
pressed trench coat sitting quietly in the chair in the corner. She
glanced back at the receptionist, who showed no sign that she knew
he was there. But he was there, sitting where he would see her
before she saw him. Neat, quiet, exuding control like a goddamn
spy. Exactly what you'd expect from Gwen's description, except Dr.
Cannon had pictured him carrying a lance.

"You're George," she said.

"George Starling. Yes." Slight accent, vaguely
British to go with the trench coat and the cool, lurking
presence.

"Gwen sent you, didn't she?"

"Yes."

"Dammit!"

She shut the door and threw her papers on the desk,
then calmed herself and went to sit behind it. He sat forward,
resting his elbows on his knees, and watched her.

"I can't talk to you about her," she told him.

"I'm aware of that."

"Then why are you here?"

"Gwen was under the impression that I would talk to
you instead.

"You can't take her therapy for her."

"It was that or cancel."

They sat and stared at one another for a long moment,
before Dr. Cannon finally sighed.

"All right. Fine. I suppose you could fill in a
little background." She shuffled the papers around on her desk to
find a notebook. "Let's start with you. I'm not clear on what you
are to her."

He furrowed his brow.

"Do you mean am I the controlling bastard of a
boyfriend, the obsessive compulsive codependent, or am I the
bodyguard who forgot to go home when the job was over?"

"Or something else."

"That would be nice, wouldn't it? But I'll be the
first to admit that I can be a controlling compulsive codependent
bastard who doesn't know when to quit."

"What about boyfriend?"

"That's... under review."

Dr. Cannon made a non-committal sound and a note.
Not sure of his feelings, or of hers?

"Does she say otherwise?" he asked. She looked up to
see that the super cool had melted for a moment. He looked at her
with hope, uncertainty. She paused to underline hers.

"I can't talk about that."

"No, of course not." He glanced away, brow furrowed
again. He tapped his fingers as he seemed to consider whether to
put his guard back up or not. Then the guard came down altogether
and he sat forward. "We'd had a flirtation. It was inappropriate.
She was engaged, and it ended wh—" He cut himself short. "It ended.
Then later she was kidnapped."

He looked at Dr. Cannon, an indirect look, as if
judging how much she knew about Gwen's ordeal. She couldn't
indicate anything, so she just watched him.

"She didn't have anyone in country—I mean over there,
where it happened—and what family she has is not wealthy. It was
months before anyone contacted me. By then we didn't even know who
had her. They shuffle them around you know, the hostages. Trade
them, sell them. And sometimes.... Well, we did track her down and
got her out."

"We?"

"I. I got her out." He paused. "She was in this awful
pit in the back of a cave. There was a corpse in the pit with her,
and she'd been abandoned there. I pulled her out and she clung to
me. She was dehydrated and she could hardly talk, so she whispered
'don't leave.' That's all she could say. Didn't even want me to
step away to get her some water. So I carried her. Anyway, she said
don't leave, so I won't."

He said that last in a defiant tone.

"I wasn't going to ask you to, George."

"She's under the impression that you don't approve of
me."

"I don't even know you, George."

"And yet she has that impression, Ellen." He tilted
his head, slightly mocking her tone and expression.

"She does or you do?"

"She does. After all, I don't even know you, either."
He sat back, a cool Mr. Bond again. But then he leaned forward
again, and looked at her frankly. "You knew that I came here
because she sent me. You know she's excessively dependent on me.
It's only reasonable for you to think she's using me as a crutch.
What's the word? Enabling."

"Well, you can't make her life for her."

"I can't breathe for her either, but if she asks I'll
give it a go," he said.

"And she suffocates while you get all the
oxygen."

He sat back as if slapped. She thought he was going
to protest, but instead he shook his head and pressed his fingers
to his eyes.

"Oh, god, that was an awful metaphor wasn't it? I
swear it is not as revealing as it sounds," he said. "Listen, for
months and months she had absolutely no control of anything, and
that was demonstrated to her on an hourly basis. Now she has
control of me, and of anything I can control. So what I meant to
say was that I will enable the hell out of her until she is strong
enough to do it for herself."

"Have you thought that you could be enabling her to
stay weak?"

"She is weak. And I'm not going to bully her into
anything she doesn't want."

"Tell me, George, do you think she's getting
better?"

"Yes, Ellen, I do think she's getting better." He
wasn't going to say more, but she waited and he conceded. "She was,
but she stopped."

"And that's why you're here."

"Absolutely. That's why I'm here. I don't know what's
wrong. I can't say she's got worse. The anxiety attacks are almost
gone, really, but she hasn't left the house in two weeks. It's like
she's stuck."

Dr. Cannon sat back and put her hands together in a
little steeple, which she rested against her nose while she waited
for him to think about what he just said. He simply looked at her
expectantly.

"I can't tell you anything of what she has told me,"
she said. "But what I'm hearing from you is that you feel your role
is to make her feel safe."

"Yes."

"But is there any actual danger?"

"No. And she knows it, but she is still anxious."

"So, you're the knight, she's the damsel, and there
is no dragon. What else is there to the relationship?"

"We don't have a relationship. Yet."

"That's right. You say she's stuck. Well, so are you.
You need to get out of this crisis mode and start doing something
normal."

He sat and looked at her for a very long time, and
then suddenly he tensed up.

"Like what?" he said in a burst of angry
frustration. He stood up. "Like what? I don't know what normal is.
I've never lived a normal life. And she just won't. She wants
cheeseburgers, so I feed her cheeseburgers until I'm sick to death
of them. Is that what you mean?"

"What do you want normal to be?"

"Whatever she wants it to be."

"And that is?"

"I don't know."

"Then you need to find out, George."

This time he didn't mock or push back. His eyes were
distant, as he absorbed it. Then he nodded, as if accepting an
assignment. Dr. Cannon felt a slight twinge of regret, as if she
had been conspiring against Gwen's desire to avoid getting better.
But then if Gwen really didn't want to get better, she should never
have sent her knight to her therapy session.

 


George stepped out into the cool, hazy air of a
Michigan summer. It was a sunny day, at least as sunny as he'd seen
yet. The locals seemed to think it was warm and brilliant. Was that
normal? It seemed to be for Michigan.

Normal. That was the package, and he had to
retrieve it. That's what he did as a recovery agent for Benson
Kravich International. He recovered things that people couldn't get
back for themselves. Gwen had lost the comfort and safety of
normal, but she couldn't give him a clue as to what it was for her,
so he'd have to find it for himself.

But at the moment he was still at an utter loss as to
how.

He pressed his hand to his head and sighed and headed
off, in search of the requested mini-cheeseburger. No pickles.

When he got to his car, he paused to check his cell
phone, and saw that he had received fifteen calls in the past hour.
He tensed, but none of them were from Gwen. Indeed they were all
from Eva Kravich, his former boss. Fifteen of them. He frowned,
dialed and said:

"I don't work for you."

"You're in Michigan," Eva replied, in her clipped but
otherwise not discernable Flemish accent.

"And I'm staying in Michigan."

"Good. That's where the trouble is."

George paused. Hang up he thought, but he
didn't.

"What do you want?"

"One of Raoul Timaro's sons was kidnapped, and it
appears he has been spotted not far from where you are."

"Timaro would be Zero's territory."

"He's on his way, but it will be several days, and
the lead is tenuous. All I want is for you to track it down and
keep a finger on the thread until he gets there."

"It isn't really my sort of job."

"It's exactly your sort of job."

"No, Eva. I'm a retriever, not a pointer. And I'm
retired. I have responsibilities."

Eva paused. "How is she?"

"She's...well enough. And I'd rather not be deported
for working without a green card, thank you."

"Are you planning to become a resident?"

"I'm not going to discuss that with you."

"Which means you are not."

George sighed. "No, it just means that it's still an
open question. We haven't achieved normalcy yet."

"It has been months. Perhaps this is normal."

"Please don't say that."

"But you are thinking it."

"Yes. Yes, I'm thinking it. I am thinking that things
may very well never change, but I haven't made up my mind about
whether that's all right or not."

"You are a man who makes things change, George."

"Not without her permission."

Eva made a rude sound. She was a lot more direct than
the shrink, but on the other hand, she was nearly eighty and only
played games for fun.

"Perhaps you could use a day off from your routine,"
said Eva. "A day for the retriever to run."

"The retriever doesn't know how to stop. Hire a local
detective agency."

"Did you know that Gwen has a fax machine?"

"Yes?" said George with trepidation. He pictured the
clunky old phone in the hall. It had a message machine and a fax
built in. As far as he knew it didn't work, but....

"Yes, the dossier went through successfully. It was
short—"

"You sent it to Gwen? You had no bloody right! She
doesn't need to see a dossier about some kidnap victim!"

He snapped the phone shut and tore out of the parking
lot.

But then good sense took hold. Eva might not have
actually sent it at all. There might not have been paper in the fax
machine, or Gwen might not have looked at it.

He pulled over and picked up the phone again. Gwen
answered quickly.

"George?"

She didn't sound upset, though there was a note of
something in her voice. Eagerness or anxiety? His heart was doing
flip flops, but he wasn't sure if it was because he liked to hear
that lively note in her voice or because it scared him.

"I'm on my way home, love," he said. "How are you
doing?"

"I'm fine."

"Listen, is your fax machine on?"

"Oh, yes. And you got a fax!"

"All right, well, just leave it, all right? Don't
read it."

"I'm sorry. I won't."

She wouldn't apologize if she hadn't. Bloody
hell.

"Well, good. It's nothing. I'm not going to bother
with it—"

"Oh? But don't you think...?" The anxiety was back in
her voice, but she caught herself.

"I try not to," he said. She didn't reply, and he
realized that whatever it was that had made her anxious, he would
have to deal with it. "But I will think if you want me to."

She let out a long sigh of relief.

"Can you get me a cheeseburger?"

"Of course. Junior, no pickles."

He hung up and told himself that he didn't need to
race home. It was all right.

He looked across the street at a Chinese restaurant,
which was shaped like a fake pagoda. The food was probably awful,
but frankly right now he longed for anything other than a
cheeseburger. Something with garlic, ginger and coconut milk. Or
even just too much soy sauce and MSG. Something other than
cheeseburgers and pizza. But smell evokes memory, and memories were
still a problem for Gwen. Even pickles reminded her of lime and
fermented fish, which was the predominant seasoning in Tolongao.
The smell of any Asian food tended to set off bad dreams and
flashbacks.

The restaurant did say it had cocktails. Perhaps a
stiff drink would hide the scent of a spot of tang
mien....

No, he had to get home. He went and got the
cheeseburger and a grilled chicken sandwich for himself, which he
could cut up and have with pasta and broth. No garlic, but it would
at least not have any bread or cheese.

 


George was preoccupied when he returned to the flat
with his bag of burgers. He set the food down on the counter and
called to her.

She didn't answer.

She might be just listening to music with headphones.
Still he went looking just to be sure.

He found her in her bedroom, on the bed, hugging her
knees and rocking slightly. She hadn't done that in months.

"Gwen?" he said, a little breathlessly.

She looked up with a start, and then leapt up. Thank
God. She wasn't off in a zone by herself. She really wasn't. She
rushed across the room and threw her arms around him.

"George George George!" she said.

"It's all right," he replied, automatically. He
wasn't quite sure what was all right, other than his own spirits,
which had lifted instantly. They had been careful about displays of
affection, and the hug hit him rather hard. He wrapped his arms
around her. She was still very thin. "I'm sorry I went away."

"I'm all right," she said. "It's that little
boy."

She turned toward the bed, and that's when he noticed
that it was strewn with pages from the fax machine.

"I told you not to read that," he said.

"You have to take that job," she replied. She pulled
away and looked at him seriously.

"I don't. It's not really for me."

"You have to. George, that little boy has been
kidnapped. He's a hostage."

"If he's here in the U.S., he's not likely going
through what you did."

"You can't know that!" She pulled away, angry and...
strong. "How can you even say that?"

"I'm sorry."

"You said you'd do whatever I asked, and I'm asking
you to do this."

"All right," he said. "Why don't you go and eat your
cheeseburger while I read the dossier then?"

"I couldn't eat."

"There's a milkshake too."

She looked at him closely.

"Will you do it?" she asked.

"Absolutely. Will you eat?"

She took his hand and smiled at him, and then,
letting her fingers brush along his, she went off into the
hall.

And what would happen if, or when, she had a panic
attack while he was out tracking this down? It didn't matter, she
wanted it. He turned his attention to the dossier.

There wasn't much to it. They had a set of pictures
of a child at a small local amusement park called the Pier
Marquette Playground, and that's all. They didn't even have the
address of the park. The pictures looked like they were cropped
from the background of something else. Tourist snaps, from the look
of the foreground elbows and shoulders in some of them. So was it
just a bit of kismet where someone happened to snap a picture, and
someone who knew something happened to see the picture? Bloody
unlikely, but there he was, Prince Torio Timaro, in a dirty
Spiderman t-shirt, eating ice cream and smiling like any other
seven-year-old at a park with ponies and trains.

Were they sure it was him? George glanced at the
dossier. Yes, they were sure. There was a close up of the child's
hand, blurry, but you could see he was missing half a little finger
and had a slash across the back of the hand toward the thumb. Torio
had survived an assassination attempt just over a year ago. The
scar was distinctive.

George looked over the pictures—flat and poorly
detailed because it was from a fax—and decided that there was
either much more or much less to this than one would expect. You
didn't have to keep a child prisoner, especially so far from home,
but letting him run around in a crowded park seemed unlikely. And
the woman he was with wasn't watching him. She had ice cream too,
and seemed, by the look on her face, to be having an even better
time than the child. Were they even together? Yes, one of the other
pictures showed her holding the car door for him.

George looked closer at the other pictures of the
woman. She too was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt. The t-shirt
depicted a long-haired, bearded man who looked vaguely
revolutionary. George squinted to make out the slogan. The Dude
Abides. He wasn't sure what it meant, but it didn't sound
particularly political. And she had chocolate on her face and the
person she was talking to appeared to be a policeman. Not exactly
your criminal type. The car in the picture was an ancient station
wagon. No sign that she was being paid well for keeping the prince
of a foreign country.

He looked at the text of the dossier, but there
wasn't much there either. They had identified her from the license
plate. Karla Marquette was forty, never married, no criminal
record, and since she shared a name with a park and pier, she was
undoubtedly a local of long standing. Ah, yes, they had her voting
record. She was a registered Democrat who had never missed a vote
at the local precinct in twenty-two years. She supported herself
with odd-jobs, and a website about old movies. Classic Movie
Maven. She had profiles on social networking sites, but all the
information there was about old movies rather than herself. Except
for the pictures of her cat, which was old, fat and apparently
named Orson Welles.

George looked at the pictures of the woman again. You
can be fooled by people. They can be happy and relaxed and friendly
even as they kill people. Torio's father was like that, so it
didn't mean much that the child seemed relaxed around her. Still,
such people gave off a vibe, and some people were very sensitive to
that vibe.

He gathered the papers and took them back into the
kitchen.

Gwen was sitting on a stool at the counter, finishing
her cheeseburger. It as a small burger, but she ate it all. There
was an open can of nutritional supplement next to the milkshake.
George moved it aside to make room for the papers—surreptitiously
checking the weight and finding it empty. Good.

He sat down and held up the picture of the woman with
the child.

"Is she a good guy?"

"Yes," said Gwen without hesitation. George held up a
different picture, but Gwen shook her head. "I've seen them all. I
think she's a babysitter. She's having fun like it's
temporary."

"If that's true, then the job is easy," he said. "I
just find out what she knows, and pass it on to Zero when he gets
here."

"But if you find the little boy, you'll rescue
him."

"Absolutely."

"You won't wait for Zero."

He glanced up and met her eyes. She was watching him,
reminding him of how he'd let things go wrong in the first place,
when Alan had disappeared.

"No," said George. "I won't wait."



Chapter 2

The Movie Maven

 


THE TOWN OF Potewa stretched along the sandy hillside
above Potewa Bay about thirty miles to the west of the apartment in
Lake Oviat where George spent his days protecting Gwen from nothing
in particular.

It was a tiny town, in a tiny county, but since there
was no industry to speak of, the bay was clear and sheltered and
warmer than Lake Michigan, which it opened onto. The fishing wasn't
bad, and the beach was slender but clean and easy to get to. The
town was inexpensive and quaint, and up along the highway the
businesses were convenient and quaint.

But Potewa wasn't really a destination town. It was
more of a place to stop on your way from here to there, or for the
two-thirds of the population who had a summer cabin in the woods,
it was a place to get your groceries and mail, and maybe a little
entertainment. It wasn't crowded and the residents were proud of
their ability to deliver a good experience whether the visit was
for the summer or just for an hour.

Along Main Street a block from the beach was Vic's
Videos, a store with an unusually large collection of new, used and
rentable videos and related equipment. And under the counter Karla
Marquette—the Movie Maven of Potewa County, forty-year-old virgin
and quite possibly the happiest person on earth—lay on her back on
the floor, twisting to try to reach behind the secondary computer
and reseat the video cables, which were not in an easy location to
reach.

Vic had called her in because the monitor had flaked
out, and Karla always came at Vic's call. Although at the moment,
Vic had left the store in the hands of the new clerk, a college kid
on summer break who did not inspire much confidence in Karla. She
was half listening to the exchanges going on above, as she worked
her hand among the cables and dust bunnies.

The customer, Mrs. Tealbecker, was explaining to the
clerk about how she needed a video for her nephew, who had taken to
watching horrible, violent movies that were so disrespectful of
women.

"I don't want to censor him," she said. "But I really
do want him to get a much more positive view of women. And how to
treat women right."

"Chick flicks are on the back wall," said the
clerk.

"No!" cried Karla, lurching up, causing the cramp to
flare in her shoulder, and banging her head on the one of the
counter supports. "Pulp Fiction!"

There was a pause as Karla struggled her way out from
under the counter. They both looked at her with some concern as she
managed to get to her feet.

"Pulp Fiction?" the clerk sneered. "You've got
to be kidding."

"No, it's exactly what she needs."

"She's never going to like Tarantino! They drop the
f-bomb in, like, every line of dialog."

"F-bomb?" said Mrs. Tealbecker, looking alarmed.

"He means the f-word," said Karla. "And yes, he's
right. Pulp Fiction is about hit men and mobsters and drug
users who swear worse than sailors and blow each other's brains
out—"

"And that's not what I want!" said Mrs. Tealbecker.
"Jimmy sees too many of that kind of movies. It's terrible the way
they treat women! They cut them up with saws and ... and ...
and...."

Mrs. Tealbecker was unable to describe further what
she must have seen her nephew watch.

"And a kid like that is never going to watch a Bette
Davis movie." Karla smiled reassuringly. "If you're worried about
his attitude toward women, go with Tarantino. Pulp Fiction
is a horribly violent movie that he'll watch, and every single one
of the gangsters and low-lives in it treat their women
chivalrously, with respect and honor. Tarantino is a feminist, and
he actually writes very romantic movies."

"I don't know," said Mrs. Tealbecker, glancing at the
clerk, who was shaking his head.

"And at the end," said Karla, "the scariest, meanest,
most impressive hit man decides to give up his evil ways and walk
the earth to do good. And he does it because of a Bible verse."

"Oh!" The old woman's eyes lit with
understanding.

"If your nephew is sliding into the world of
amorality, Tarantino may not stop him, but he'll give him a compass
to get back out again."

Mrs. Tealbecker agreed to try Pulp Fiction to
cure her nephew, and Karla rang up the sale, even though she didn't
actually work at the video store. She was just there to fix the
computer, but she filled in a lot, so it wasn't like it was a
problem.

Buoyed by a job well done, Karla ducked back under
the counter. The problem, she discovered, was that the computer had
been shoved too far up against the wall. The cables had been bent
and nearly pulled loose. She reseated them, and pulled herself back
up.

"You could have fried the video card," she told the
clerk. "Next time you want to hide your video game from Vic, you
should do it in the other corner, where you won't kick the
computer."

The clerk gave her a whatever roll of the
eyes, and handed her a DVD.

"Is this yours?"

The Prisoner of Zenda. She opened the case and
saw her initials on the disk.

"Yes, but...." She stared at the disk, puzzled.

"Some kid returned it here."

"But I gave it to him to keep!" said Karla. "Where'd
he go?"

The clerk waved toward the door.

Karla ducked around the end of the counter and dashed
outside. She saw the little dark-haired boy across the street,
turning into the alley between the lawyer's office and the Dime
and Dollar.

"Elias!" she called, pronouncing it like alias
as his mother did. She dashed across the street and followed him
into the alley.

There she saw Elias' mother, Maria, dressed in her
maid's outfit, dragging a huge bag of trash out to the dumpster.
Maria was a tiny, wary woman of unknown age, and unknown
nationality. She looked vaguely Asian, but Karla thought maybe she
was Filippino. She just knew the language they spoke wasn't
Spanish.

"Hi, Maria!" said Karla. Maria turned around warily,
but then her face broke into a smile. They weren't exactly close,
but since they both did odd jobs, sometimes together, sometimes
just passing on leads on jobs, they had a working relationship that
had become like a friendship lately. Karla grabbed on to the bottom
of the bag and helped her get it up into the dumpster.

"Thank you for taking care of Elias," said Maria.

"It was a pleasure," said Karla, meaning it.

She really didn't like babysitting that much, but
Elias was no bother. He was used to going along with whatever came
his way, and entertaining himself if necessary. She had taken him
up to the Playland, where they rode the train and played miniature
golf and ate ice cream.

And after that they had watched The Prisoner of
Zenda. The 1937 version with Ronald Coleman and Madeleine
Carroll. And Elias proved himself to be the perfect guest by loving
that movie. She wasn't sure he actually got much of the dialog—he
seemed to think that the villain Black Michael was the king's
father for some reason—but he definitely loved it.

And nothing made Karla happier than exposing someone
to a movie that really touches their soul. Especially when it was a
movie she really liked too. So Karla gave the DVD to Elias. She
could always get another now that it was finally in print
again.

"Thank you for letting me borrow the movie," said
Elias from the back door of the Dime and Dollar. Karla held
the video out to him.

"I meant for you to keep it," she told him.

He shook his head seriously.

"It was wrong," he said. "The lady did not stay
behind at the end."

Karla grinned. "A lot of people think it should end
that way."

"It did." Elias said this as if he had already
rewritten it in his head. The video no longer matched up.

"Maybe you'd like The Mark of Zorro," Karla
suggested. "I'll bring it along next time." A silent movie might
bridge the language gap too. Although the titles were in
English.

"Thank you," said Elias, and then he said something
to his mother in another language, and she answered. He went
inside.

"If he finishes his book," said Maria, "we will go to
the beach."

"Would you like me to take him?"

"No, I miss the sun."

They both looked off to the west, over the lake.
Hardly any clouds. They'd had a lot of cloudy weather lately, and
the sun was nice.

"Oh," said Karla. "I heard John Houk might be looking
for some cleaners, if you need more work."

"I will talk to him."

Karla waved goodbye and headed back to the video
store, skipping as she went.

Vic wasn't there, so she wrote up a bill for the
computer repair, which he might actually pay if business was good
this summer. Then, to boost business and make the world a better
place, she picked up a copy of Anatomy of a Murder and
headed over to the tourist couple over by the new top renters
shelf. They were bickering quietly about how it didn't seem right
to rent the latest hit movie since they were in Potewa to get away
from the sorts of things they do back home. Karla handed them the
video.

"It takes place in northern Michigan," she said.
"It's in the U.P., but the location is a lot like here. It's just
right for watching on vacation."

I only use my powers for good, she thought. Like Mary
Poppins. She went and gathered up her tool kit and paused to look
at the TV mounted up on the wall, where a movie the clerk picked
was showing. On the screen a building exploded for no reason, and
Karla pondered what might happen if Mary Poppins were to take over
a James Bond movie. That would be an interesting mix. She began
singing under her breath as she left the store.


"Super-splodin'-fragile-buildings-Specter's-made-a-big-mess...."



Chapter 3

The Rupert and the Flamingo

 


KARLA DIDN'T SEE the car in her driveway when she
finally got home. She had walked into town that morning, because it
was a beautiful day—hazy blue sky, not too hot—and she had
forgotten that she needed milk and some other groceries. It was
less beautiful and definitely too hot when she dragged herself and
the groceries home.

She came up the back way, up the old access road
which skirted around the deep and overgrown valley of an ancient
gravel pit behind the grade school and houses along Decker
Road.

As a child, she had played endless games on this
sandy path and the wilds of the gravel pit below, but right now she
was cursing it. She never used actual bad language out loud, but
just now, in her head, she was making Quentin Taratino blush with
the language she applied to her own repeated idiocy. She always did
this. She ran off on foot without thinking, and then realized she
had to carry something unwieldy or heavy, and she either had to run
back home and get the car, or just haul it along on foot.

By the time she had hauled that whole gallon of milk
and bag of cat food up the path and past the school to her own back
garden, she was dragging.

There was a steep climb into the back yard, so she
paused first and looked up at her tomato plants. And she saw that
one of them was completely denuded of leaves.

"Oh, shoot!" she said. She tossed the milk and
groceries up on the grass and hauled herself up to look closer.

She hated tomato worms. They were ucky, voracious,
and the only way to get rid of them was by hand, at least if you
didn't want to use poison on your food, which she didn't. And they
were ucky. Seriously ucky. They were somehow cool and dry and
squishy and firm all at once.

The culprit was right there, a big fat one, munching
away on the last leaf of that particular stem.

"Sorry, Heimlich," she said, and she picked him up.
He held on to the stem with a firm strong grip. Ugh! She pulled
harder, not wanting to squish, but he wasn't making it easy. She
finally got him loose, though, and she was willing to give him a
chance. There was a lot of great vegetation in the gravel pit,
including wild relatives of the tomato plant.

She climbed back down to the path and tossed him off
the steep hillside into the vegetation below. And then she wiped
her hands on her pants very thoroughly.

She was thus occupied when she heard something. A
distant but firm knocking sound. Was that at her door? She went
back to the house and peeked around to the side door.

No person, but there was a strange car in her
driveway. It was a generic blue, mid-sized kind of car which she
did not recognize. It had a sticker on the window. A rental?
Whoever the driver was, it was not a friend or acquaintance or any
other sensible local person, because this person didn't come, as
one naturally would, to the side door next to the driveway.

Even now there was more knocking, and it was
definitely at her front door.

Karla didn't like dealing with strangers, but she put
on her polite mid-western game-face and walked up toward the front
of the house. A firm knock like that meant it was someone who knew
how to knock. Like a Bible salesman or a petitioner....

Or a Fed she thought, as she rounded the
corner and saw the man in the trench coat standing at her door.

There really was no reason to think this man was a
federal agent of any kind. The car was certainly not a cop car. But
she knew enough cops to recognize the self-possession that most
cops have. That on guard bearing that looked casual all the
same.

But it was also a really nice trench coat. Expensive.
Not a cop sort of coat. The man on the other hand, was an almost
ordinary looking guy, average height, brown hair and brown eyes. He
turned and they looked at each other for a fraction of a second and
she thought he looked really depressed.

"We don't use the front door," she said, before he
could speak.

He stepped away from the door to where she could see
him better. He was carrying a briefcase.

"Are you from the IRS?" she blurted out. As a law
abiding but self-employed person, she worried a lot about audits.
But she was pretty sure the IRS either make an appointment or they
show up with U.S. Marshals. They didn't just send one guy who wore
a very nice trench coat but drove a tacky rental car. Because what
if you weren't home? It would be a waste of their time.

"No, no, Ms. Marquette," he said. "I'm looking for
someone and I think you can help."

He had a very interesting accent. Englishy, maybe
sort of Australianish. So he wouldn't be a Fed at all. Maybe
Interpol. Or a spy, or...

He reached into is his pocket, but he didn't pull out
a badge or a warrant card or a gat, or anything exciting like that.
Just a business card.

"My name is George Starling," he added.

Which was exactly what it said on the card. It also
said that he worked as a recovery agent for a company that
had offices in Brussels and London and Hong Kong, but not in
Potewa, which explained the rental car.

An international private dick.

"Well," said Karla. "Who are you looking for? Why do
you think I can help? And what if they don't want to be found?"

He raised his eyebrows, like he didn't expect so many
pertinent questions all at once. She suppressed the urge to protest
that she didn't have any impertinent ones.

He picked up the briefcase and put it on the hood of
his car and opened it.

"It's a child named Torio Timaro, although you may
have met him under a different name," he said. He pulled out a
piece of paper which looked like a photocopied picture. "You can
help because you were seen with him just a few days ago. And to
answer your last question; he is a kidnapped child. He must be
found."

Karla felt all the hackles rise on the back of her
neck, even before he handed her the picture. It was flat and fuzzy,
but clear enough.

It was Elias.

Elias and Karla eating ice cream at the Playland.
Karla thought of Maria, who was so cautious all the time, so
hard-working, so worried, so poor, so afraid. Like she was
running away from an abusive marriage.

Because if Elias was kidnapped, that's what it was.
No way was Maria not his mother.

Karla felt a flash of anger and fear go through her.
She looked hard at him.

"Who do you work for?"

He, of course, noticed her change in attitude. Score
one for his detective skills. His eyes narrowed and he paused.

"We work for his father."

"Well, I can't help you."

She tried to hand the picture back to him, but he
didn't take it.

"Why not?"

"Sorry, I don't know anything about it. I can't help
you."

"Why would you not want to help a father find his
child?"

"You'll have to look someplace else," she said, and
she tried again to give him the paper. He just stood there,
watching her like she had sprouted purple antennae and he wondered
what to do about it. She shrugged and turned away.

He reached out, just touching the paper, which made
her pause because she hoped he'd take it. He didn't.

"Is he here?" he asked, or maybe growled,
urgently.

"Here?"

She gaped at him for a second and then shook her
head. "No! He's not here. Why would he be? Just go away! You're not
going to get any help here."

She stopped trying to give him the paper and headed
for the side door. He watched her go, but he didn't follow, thank
goodness.

He snapped the briefcase shut and picked it up, and
stood there, still watching. She squinted back at him like Clint
Eastwood in a spaghetti western. She could hear the Ennio Morricone
music as she fumbled for her keys.

For all his Brit accent and his nice suit, Starling
wasn't helping diffuse the image any. He watched calmly, eyes
narrowed like a wolf, and he seemed... coiled. Ready to draw at the
strike of the clock.

Karla turned away quickly and fumbled her key into
the lock. She started to push the door open when he sprang. She
gasped as he rushed straight at her, and for a split second she
tried to get the key out of the door so she could dash inside. But
the key sticks. There was no way she'd get inside and lock him out
before he got to her. And you never want to get trapped inside with
a guy who just reminded you of Lee Van Cleef.

So she lept away and scrambled for the other side of
her car. Ready to run.

But he wasn't after her. He just dashed straight in
the door. He been waiting for her to get it unlocked. He really did
think that Elias might be inside her house.

She collapsed against the car with relief. Good
luck with that, Idiot! she thought. And then she realized she
could have him arrested. She could call the police!

Except.... If Maria was running away from an abusive
husband, and he had the money to hire this international spy—who
could not be cheap—then he was rich and probably powerful, and
calling the police would be the wrong thing to do.

On the other hand, she didn't have to put up with
this hooey. The more he bullied, the more leverage she and Maria
had when and if the police got called.

Karla pushed open the door, which opened into the
dining room, and looked in. Starling came out of the kitchen and
disappeared quickly into the guest room. She heard the closet door
open, and then he came out and went on to the living room. Moving
fast and definitely looking for something large like a child. She
heard him head up the stairs.

She glanced around for a weapon, and if she had
actually been thinking, she probably would have searched further.
But she wasn't thinking, so she grabbed the nearest thing to hand,
which was a pink flamingo garden ornament with a yo-yo tied to its
beak.

And thus armed she went in to beard the lion.

She crept into the living room as if there might be a
dozen men around. She could hear his footsteps above her as he
moved and paused and finally came trotting down the stairs. She
instinctively crouched, ready to run.

He came into view and saw her crouching there,
brandishing the bird, and he sighed deeply and faced her.

"I apologize, Ms. Marquette, for bursting into your
house."

"Breaking into my house."

"A child is in danger."

"He's not in dan...ger." Too late, she realized she
had just admitted that she knew where Elias was, or at least how he
was. She clamped her mouth shut and brandished the flamingo.

"I'm not here to harm you or threaten you."

"Then get out."

"I need you to hear what I have to... say...." He
drifted into silence as he finally seemed to notice the flamingo.
He looked slowly along the length of it and down at the swaying
yo-yo, and he paused to chew his lip thoughtfully.

"Are you threatening me with a flamingo?" he said at
last, as if he were not quite sure.

"Yes," she said firmly.

"A plastic flamingo."

"And a yo-yo."

His eyebrows went up, but he didn't smile or look
patronizing. Just puzzled.

"I understand the yo-yo. It makes a decent weapon, I
suppose. But why is it attached to the bird's beak?"

She looked him straight in the eye, chin tucked in so
he wouldn't see she was shaking.

"Because it's funny!" she said in her best, flat, dry
Clint Eastwood impression. You know what funny is, doncha
punk? she thought, but she said, "Do you watch cartoons?"

"No...," he said slowly, looking even more thoughtful
than before.

"If you haven't seen Fantasia II, you wouldn't
get the joke," she said, and then she couldn't help but add, under
her breath, "Philistine!"

His eyes moved, taking in the room. Karla resisted
looking around herself to see what he was looking at. She knew what
there was to see. This was her viewing room. Shelves and shelves of
videos, and reference books and movie posters and a worn out but
comfy couch facing her old but still serviceable TV.

"For a moment I thought you might actually be in
league with these people," he said. "But now I believe you have no
idea who this child really is."

Karla managed to keep silent this time.

"His father is a very important man in his
country."

"But his mother isn't?"

Starling looked oddly at her.

"Yes, she was very important too."

"Was?"

"She's dead."

Obviously Maria wasn't dead, but then it would not be
the first time a man claimed that his runaway wife or girlfriend
was dead.

"Are you sure of that?" asked Karla.

"Yes. She had a lovely funeral."

"Maybe he was adopted."

"Ms. Marquette, Torio is a prince. His father
currently styles himself as a president, but he is quite fanatical
about his heirs. No adoption, even secretly."

"Oh!" said Karla. Now, suddenly something made sense.
"His father wears a uniform?"

"Yes, I suppose he often does."

"Does he wear a monocle too?"

"Nnnoo," said Starling, watching her oddly.

Well, let him watch. Karla had just figured out why
Elias had been so confused over parts of The Prisoner of
Zenda. He kept insisting that Black Michael was the king's
father. He was an evil man who had shut his child up in a dungeon.
And then the child escaped and Elias was confused that Flavia had
not gone away with the hero at the end, because, after all, Maria
had gone away with Elias.

"So that makes you Rupert," said Karla.

"Who is Rupert?" asked Starling, suddenly interested,
if still looking very confused.

Okay, so George Starling was definitely not a
laughing, swashbuckling cad. He reminded her more of Matt Damon
than Douglas Fairbanks Jr. You know, serious and hang dog, but
still dangerous. Probably.

"Who's Rupert?" he asked again.

"Just a movie character. You know, a metaphor."

"Oh, I see," he said, but he probably didn't.
"Obviously they've told you a story."

"You're telling me a story too."

"Right, and you have no reason to believe it," he
said. "So I will not waste your time trying to convince you. I am
here to open negotiations with whoever has the child."

He pulled out another business card and put it on the
side table next to the couch.

"Whoever has him, please give this card to them. They
will know what to do. And please don't get sucked into being a go
between. They're professional, but they can be dangerous."

On that note, it looked like he was done. He paused
seriously, holding her gaze to drive home the warning about
dangerous professionals. Like himself? she wondered. For
just a second she did feel a little intimidated. And then his phone
rang.

He didn't look away from her, but the stern warning
melted into a look of surprise, and then, as the phone rang again,
he closed his eyes like he had a headache.

He pulled out the phone and glanced to see who was
calling. As soon as he saw, he wheeled around and went into the
dining room to answer.

Karla didn't even pretend to be a nice person who
wouldn't listen in on a phone call. She crept up on the dining room
door to hear better. She expected to hear a hissed I told you
never to call me here, but it wasn't that at all.

"Are you all right?" he said, in an urgent husky
growl. "Oh. ... Well, good! ... Look, I am in the middle of....
Yes, that. What else would I be doing? ... I'm sorry. No,
I'm sorry."

For a moment she wondered if the call were some kind
of clever ruse, but the I'm sorry bit changed her mind. Mr.
Super Recovery Agent was taking a call from a wife or girlfriend.
Or boyfriend maybe. You never knew.

And he had left his briefcase unattended, right there
at the base of the stairs. She slipped over and grabbed it. He had
moved on into the kitchen for privacy, his back to her, talking
very quietly but mostly listening. He put a finger in his other ear
like he was having trouble hearing the other person.

Karla put the briefcase on the back of the couch and
popped it open. There was nothing inside but a folder full of
papers. Not even a sandwich. It seemed to Karla that if you were
going to stalk and spy on somebody you ought to bring your lunch
because you never knew how long it would take. But maybe he'd
already eaten it.

She opened the folder. The papers inside looked like
they'd been faxed, much like the picture he had shown her outside.
Most of them were pictures of Karla and Elias at the Playland.
Eating ice cream. Getting into her car. There was a fuzzy close up
of her license plate.

Starling's voice got a little louder, and Karla
paused to peek at him. He had just turned around but he was still
intent on his phone call. He seemed to be promising things.

Karla looked at the papers with writing on them. It
was a dossier about her! They had her name and address and phone.
Even her pay-as-you-go cell phone number. Where did they get
that number? And her websites and business name and banks.
Although they'd got the name of the Playland wrong. And they said
she had no known radical associations. They obviously didn't know
about her parents. And they'd totally missed Uncle Rosie. You'd
think being the niece of the county sheriff would be relevant.

It sounded like Starling was trying to wrap up the
phone call, so she leafed through more quickly. There was some
stuff about that boy Torio, and Karla scanned it fast. She hoped
there was somehow a mistaken identity, but she knew better. Maria
was so cautious and protective, and Elias thought his father was
Black Michael. That couldn't be a coincidence.

But the last doubt washed away when she came across
the bit about the scar. They had a close up of his injured hand
holding an ice cream cone, and it said how he got it.

"Oh," she said, and she sat down hard on the arm of
the couch. She looked up and saw Starling was standing over her. He
waited for her reaction.

"He got that scar in an assassination attempt," she
said.

"Yes. Someone tried to blow him up."

"And you want to send him back there?"

"We don't know that the people who tried to kill him
aren't the ones who have him."

"No, definitely not."

He paused and looked sternly at her, waiting for her
to say more, but she didn't.

"We also don't know that they aren't searching for
him here and now. I may not be the only one who has that picture of
you and your license plate."

"Where did you get it?"

He pointed to the dossier and shrugged. "I don't know
the source."

"Oh." Karla thought about that. "Oh."

"Would you like to tell me about it now?"

"No."

He sighed.

"Will you think about telling me about it?"

"Yes."

"Don't take any chances in the meantime," he
said.

"I won't," she said meekly.

The thing was, that whole dossier could be made up on
a computer. The stuff about her was true, but a smart Google search
would get you most of it, and a credit check would get you the
rest. And it did not make sense at all in terms of Maria and
Elias. If Maria was a master kidnapper, she wouldn't be scraping by
on any kind of work she could find. She was on her own, and she was
certainly Elias' mother. Karla could just tell.

"Don't get into the middle of this, right?" Starling
said as she escorted him to the door.

"I have your card," she replied and shut the door
behind him.

She would get into the middle of this, though. Mom
and Pop Marquette did not raise her to be a coward.

But first she went and checked every lock in the
house.



Chapter 4

How Do You Solve a Problem For Maria?

 


WHAT TO DO?

Obviously she had to warn Maria, and ask her what was
going on.

The question was how. Karla wasn't sure she even had
her phone number. It wasn't like they were pals who gossiped
together all day long. They just bumped into each other once in a
while or passed a message through somebody else about a job that
came up. Karla did not want to pass on this message through anybody
else. She could probably call John Houk, though. He was a
contractor who hired them both sometimes and who knew everyone in
the county. He hired a lot of people under the table and knew how
to keep his mouth shut.

But she didn't have to do that. Karla remembered now.
She did get a number when she took Elias to the Playland. She had
written it down.

She ran into the guest room, which was Gramma's old
room off the dining room, and looked through the dresser where she
kept her business stuff. There in the card file she found the
little slip of paper, and it had both the address and a phone
number.

She reached for the phone, but then, in a moment of
paranoia, she realized Starling could have tapped the phone. He had
run all over her house, and then he had that phone call, which he
could have faked while she was distracted with his briefcase.

She made a rude sound at herself for being so
paranoid, but she went for her cell phone instead. It was one of
those cheap little pay-as-you-go things, and the signal was always
weak and the minutes were expensive, but she had it for
emergencies, and this seemed like an emergency.

She fished the little blue phone out of her purse and
dialed. There was no answer. She tried twice, letting it ring and
ring. Maria didn't have an answering machine and she wasn't
home.

It was still early afternoon, but Maria started very
early. She would be done cleaning the offices by now, but only
just. Maybe she wasn't home yet, or....

She was going to the beach! That's right. She
promised Elias. They'd probably walk straight over to the beach in
town as soon as she got off work, although there were other places,
and she might head home first.

Karla dialed John Houk's number, just in case.

"Houk construction."

"John, it's Karla. I'm looking for Maria. Have you
seen her today?"

"Maria? Not today, but when you find her, I have a
job, maybe for both of you. The Stone Lake project is back on, and
I need people to clean up those cabins."

"Great, but John, I need to get a hold of Maria right
away. Some guy was here looking for her, and I think she needs to
be warned about it."

"Oh." John was silent for a moment. "I'll sure tell
her. So what's it about?"

Karla didn't know what Maria's troubles were so she
didn't want to pass too much on.

"Just tell her that somebody was asking about her,
and she should call me."

"Sure, sure. But what do you think's wrong? You think
it's immigration or something else?"

"Probably something else, but I really can't say,
John. I've got to run. I think I know where she is, so I'm going to
go look for her."

Karla hung up, then grabbed her keys and headed out
the door.

Outside, the rental car was gone. He seemed to have
gone away, but if Karla were in his shoes, she'd lurk. The very
best way to find Maria was to follow Karla, wasn't it? She walked
out to the road and looked both ways. There wasn't much place to
pull over and hide on a small town country road like this, and he
wasn't there. She turned around and started to head back for her
car and happened to look toward the Wilsons' house to the east. Was
that a bumper sticking out from behind the lilac bushes? The bush
was thick and leafy, but she was pretty sure there was something
back there.

He was watching. He would follow. And then he'd find
Maria, and stick to her no matter where she ran.

Karla went back inside the house. Darn it! Darn it!
Darn it! She sat down for a second. She would have to keep calling
and hope to warn Maria when she got home. Or maybe John Houk would
come through. But now Starling's warning was creeping up on her.
The people who tried to kill Elias might be looking for him too.
And for all she knew, they had found out where Maria lived, and
might even be waiting for them there.

Karla needed to warn her before she got home if
possible. She stood up, looked around, and even though she saw
nothing but her walls, she imagined the layout outside her house.
What could he see from where he was hiding?

Not her back door. He could see the car, but she
didn't need the car. She could sneak out the back and he'd never
know. She could run, literally run, down to the beach while he
watched her car.

Karla crept out the back door. She was now glad that
she'd let the beans twine up a trellis at the corner of the house.
They shielded even the top of the door from view. There were some
open patches in the garden, and she wasn't sure exactly where he
was.

She slunk along the back of the house toward the
raspberries, which she was sure he couldn't see. She stayed low as
she dashed around the brambles and up to the edge of the bluff
above the path. She skidded down the sandy bank and with a furtive
look in each direction, she dashed off toward the beach.

 


George was not hiding behind the Wilsons' lilacs.
That was private property and the owners might object when they
came home.

No, George was sitting on top of a jungle gym in the
playground behind the school, which was on the other side of
Karla's house. While he couldn't see her car from there, he could
see the end of her driveway and she couldn't leave without him
seeing.

The school was separated from the house by a field
full of vines and brambles and small pine trees, and those
concealed the parking lot from the house. The whole place was also
conveniently abandoned for summer. So there he had left his car,
and went up to the bluff behind the school, where the playground
equipment rose to an excellent lookout spot, one that commanded a
view of half the county. And further more, it wasn't just an
old-fashioned jungle gym made of bars. It had tubes and blocks and
ropes and slides, and worked quite well to conceal him against
anyone who might look this way.

Not that George had much hope that the woman would
actually lead him to the child or any place relevant, but he had to
give it a try, and besides he needed to think.

The woman had attacked him with a flamingo.

And she had done it because it was funny.

Perhaps she was delusional, but George didn't think
so. She had actually grabbed up the flamingo because it was handy.
But it was handy because she liked to keep funny things close to
hand. Which may not be the classic definition of normal, but he
thought it was probably what Dr. Cannon meant. Seeking happiness.
Keeping it close. What could be more normal than that?

Perhaps he should get Gwen a flamingo. The flat
didn't have a garden, but the bloody place could use a bit of
decoration. Right now it was as sterile and pristine as a hotel
room.

That was in utter contrast to Ms. Marquette's
cluttered farm house. The woman had two rooms full of toys
upstairs. Spaceships, and bobble-head dolls, and model horses
complete with hand-made paper hay. And the rest of the place was
full of books and movie posters and tapes and disks.

Perhaps, he thought, if you filled your imagination
with good and positive things, there would not be room left to
imagine the dreadful and terrifying things. And if you found
yourself under threat, and you didn't have the resources to react
to it appropriately, you could at least be funny.

A mere flamingo would not be enough to drive the
demons out of Gwen's head, but George suspected something like it
would do for a start. If only he understood why the yo-yo made it
funny. Was it simply nonsense?

He pulled out his cell and dialed. Gwen answered and
was penitent about her earlier call.

"I'm sorry I interrupted," said Gwen.

"It's all right. I think it may have helped."

"You think?"

"While I was talking to you, Ms. Marquette stole my
briefcase and read the dossier. I think it will make her more
cooperative."

"Why is she not cooperative?" Gwen sounded worried.
He paused to phrase his answer to sound reassuring.

"Because she doesn't believe the child was kidnapped,
and she doesn't trust me."

"But that's silly. Why wouldn't she believe he was
kidnapped?"

"Because wherever he is, she believes him to be safe.
She said he wasn't in danger."

"Oh."

"Listen, Gwen, we'll get him."

"I know."

"I called you for a totally different reason, you
know. Do you like movies?"

"I don't want to go to the movies. Theaters are dark
and smelly."

"I meant at home. Would you like to watch
videos?"

"We could have popcorn?"

An actual whole grain food that could be considered
healthy. And her voice had perked up. George smiled.

"Absolutely. What do you want to watch?"

"Nothing scary."

"Of course not. What about a cartoon?"

"Cartoons are scary."

"All right. We'll watch whatever you want."

"Okay."

George saw some movement at the back of the house.
Ms. Marquette dodging furtively through her own garden.

"I've got to go. We'll decide when I get home, all
right?"

He hung up and slipped down from the jungle gym just
as Ms. Marquette vanished over the edge of the bluff behind her
house. He crept closer to watch, and nearly fell over the edge,
where the thick high grass concealed the sandy drop off.

There was a narrow road about six feet below him, and
below that the land fell away into a man-made valley. Ms. Marquette
trotted along the sandy path, right under his nose. He waited until
she had gone around the bend, and then he discarded his trench coat
in the tall grass. He didn't know where she was going, but he'd be
much less recognizable at a distance without it.

He followed her down the winding path and across the
highway into a narrower trail through the woods. There wasn't much
cover, so he stayed well back. It wasn't hard since she was moving
along quickly and concentrating on her goal.

But then she came to a crowd of small cabins, cheap
and old but clearly well used, and there she nearly lost him.

He came out on a sidewalk at the edge of a small
town. Off to his right, to the east, a sprawling and elderly
building of blond brick and white columns sat overlooking the town.
A sign labeled it the Potewa County Courthouse. The sidewalk there
was empty. She hadn't gone that way.

She was heading off to the left, avoiding the main
drag of small novelty shops and old office buildings. Instead she
headed across a small park, and made a beeline for the beach.

He would be conspicuous on the beach, so he paused at
a novelty stand in the park, where he could watch as she stood and
scanned the beach for someone.

It was a small beach but crowded. She moved a little
and scanned more, and then moved and scanned again. Whoever she was
looking for was not there.

George took advantage of the moment to purchase a cap
with a fish embroidered on it, and a light blue sweatshirt with a
pugnacious bumble-bee—a sports logo. He donned them and moved
closer as she gave up scanning the beach.

She walked along the beach road, keeping an eye on
the water for a block or two, and then she finally cut back into
the town and went straight to a small video store.

George hurried to catch up, and looked in through a
space between the movie posters taped to the window. Ms. Marquette
walked straight in and around behind the counter. The clerk, a
sullen teen who was enthralled in a handheld game, barely
acknowledged her. She picked up the phone and conveniently turned
away from the door.

George slipped in and pretended to browse the lower
shelves of the racks of videos. He worked his way closer to the
counter.

She made three phone calls. The first, he guessed,
would be to whoever held the child. She waited quite a long time,
and then hung up without speaking. On the second call, she hung up
almost as quickly as she dialed, as if she changed her mind.

On the third call, she spoke at length. He drifted
closer and squatted down as if he were very interested in the row
of classic musicals at the bottom of the rack closest to the
counter. It was a wire rack, and he was able to peek through the
videos at her. She spoke dramatically, gesturing as if relating a
tale. She didn't seem concerned that the clerk might overhear, but
her voice was too low for George to make out.

Then, once she had told her tale, she swung around
and collapsed forward, elbows on the counter, and listened and
spoke in tones that drifted to him as the sounds of bleating
misery.

But he could hear her a bit better now that she was
facing him, and then her voice rose to sign off:

"I'm okay. I'm just really mad. ... Okay, Mom. You
keep trying and I'll call you tonight. Love you."

Calling her mother, then. But what would she want her
mother to keep trying? To contact the people with the child?

She hung up, and frowned at the counter, and then she
turned to the computer beside her. The screen was sideways to him,
and he could not see what she was doing. Emailing? Twittering?

George browsed his way to the action movie section,
from where he could see a sliver of the screen. It looked like she
was browsing the internet.

After about ten or fifteen minutes, she turned away
from the computer and scowled at the clerk.

"I need a movie where things blow up for absolutely
no reason whatsoever," she said.

"Lethal Weapon Four," said the clerk without
looking up from his game.

"No, I need something stupider than that," she said.
"Con Air."

The clerk, still without looking up, pointed in the
direction of the rack where George was hiding. And George realized
that right in front of him was the movie Con Air, and
indeed, it did have explosions on the cover. George prepared to
move on casually to another rack, but Ms. Marquette only looked at
the clerk.

"Dude, I own it," she said, and she slipped out from
behind the counter and left.

George straightened and shook out his cramped knees.
He could follow, or.... He assessed the clerk. He was alone, and
inattentive. George pulled out his cell phone and looked at it with
mock annoyance as he approached the counter. The clerk didn't look
up.

"Battery's dead," said George.

"Too bad," said the clerk.

"May I use your phone?"

The clerk didn't even answer. He just made a somewhat
negative sound as he played the game.

"I'll pay, of course," said George. He rustled a ten
dollar bill. The clerk glanced up.

"I can't make change."

"I don't need change."

The clerk took the money and nodded his head toward
the phone. George took out a notebook and turned the phone so he
could see the display. It was a business phone with a text screen
and a record of calls in and out. George quickly scrolled through
the recent history.

The most recent call listed, the one where she had
spoken so long, was listed as to "Pere Marquette Playl." So it was
pére not pier. Father Marquette. The dossier had been
misspelled, which explained why they didn't have an address for the
place. And since the phone call had clearly been to Mother
Marquette, the playground must be the family business. Playfulness
ran deep in the Marquette family, apparently.

The second number was to the county sheriff. That
would be the one she hung up on. Interesting—both that she'd
considered calling and that she'd decided against it.

The third number had no name. That was the one he
wanted. He copied it down and returned the phone to its place.

The clerk was utterly indifferent to the fact that he
hadn't actually made a phone call. George held up a twenty dollar
bill and pointed to the computer that Ms. Marquette had used.

"I need to get on the internet for a moment."

The clerk took the money without looking up from his
game. George slipped around the counter and opened a browser on the
computer. The browsing history contained nothing but sites about
martial arts films and soft pornography. Either Ms. Marquette was
even more complicated than he thought, or this was the clerk's
browsing history. George checked and there was an icon for a
different browser on the desktop... and that was the one she'd
used.

She had searched on his name, and that of Benson
Kravich International. The BKI info should have shown her the
company was legitimate, although there was nothing to find about
him.

But the really interesting thing was the last search.
"Pier Marquette Playground."

She'd noticed the misspelling in the dossier, and by
God, she'd found the source of the bloody photographs. Brilliant
work, Ms. Marquette. George had wondered about that, since it
wasn't mentioned in the dossier.

He clicked the link and found a blog by a Tolongaoan
ex-patriot who lived in Chicago. Nothing political. Nothing
exciting. Just news for other ex-patriots. Things like meetings and
cultural festivals and new restaurants in the Chicago area. But the
post in question was a report on the blogger's trip around Lake
Michigan, and there was a large picture of a pair of smiling
tourists and right beside them was Torio, reaching for an ice cream
cone with his clearly scarred hand.

George clicked on the picture and was sent to a
picture-sharing site that had a mind-numbingly large number of high
resolution photos of the trip. And all of the pictures from the
dossier were there. Most of them cropped portions from the
background of the tourists who couldn't seem to get enough pictures
of their own smiling faces.

Pure bad luck for the kidnappers, that. The
photographer may not have known who the child was, but he wrote a
blog that certainly would have been seen by many who would
recognize Torio. Possibly even people back in Tolongao, who had
relatives in Chicago. People on all sides of the political
spectrum.

The clerk was still paying no attention, so George
decided to look for one more thing. He entered "flamingo yo-yo
fantasia" in the search box, and found what he was looking for in
the very first hit. It was, indeed, funny.



Chapter 5

The Day Only Gets Better

 


KARLA WAS UTTERLY pooped.

The run down hill had been fueled by adrenaline. The
search of the beach fueled by worry. But now the long climb home
seemed a thousand miles longer than it had been just an hour
ago.

At least Mom had agreed to help try to contact Maria,
and warn her about Starling.

"He's a secret agent?" Mom had asked.

"It says he's a recovery agent, but it doesn't say
what he recovers, so I guess that's a secret. But Mom? Find out if
she may want to talk to him. He claims he's here to negotiate."

"I'll give her his number and leave it up to her,"
said Mom.

Mom took down Maria's number and Starling's and told
Karla to be careful.

But as Karla stumbled out of the video store, she was
ready to collapse. She looked up at the court house as she dragged
herself up the sidewalk to the short cut through the woods. She
almost turned in that direction, so she could ask Uncle Rosie for a
ride. But then she'd have to explain to him—the county sheriff—why
she was depressed and upset and didn't want to talk about anything.
And then he might have to do something that would not be good for
Maria.

So she dragged herself up the path through the woods.
She'd go home, take a bath, watch John Malkovich destroy half of
Las Vegas. And she'd eat something. She'd forgotten to eat
something....

As she crawled up from the path to her yard she saw
the milk sitting right out there in the sun, where she'd left it
with the rest of the groceries. She had forgotten it when she heard
Starling knocking. No, she forgot before then, when she saw the
damage to her tomatoes.

It was the curse of Heimlich the tomato worm. She
looked back toward the brush where she had thrown him. Or her.

"Sorry Heimlich," she said. "You got me back."

She sighed and picked up the warm milk and the bag of
cat food. It was a whole gallon gone to waste. Maybe she could boil
it and make fresh cheese out of it. And then she groaned. She had
meant to make brownies. You can't have brownies without milk. Oh...
nuts!

She unlocked the back door and dumped the stuff on
the kitchen counter, because there was certainly no hurry in
getting it into the fridge now.

She opened her mouth to call for Orson, her aged and
overweight cat, when she heard something in the living room.

Thump. Thwap. Thump. Crunch.

It was exactly the sound you'd hear if someone—say a
nosey recovery agent—were searching your house and throwing your
books and DVDs on the floor.

Karla almost never got mad, but just now, a tight icy
coil of something welled up inside her. She reached over and picked
up the gallon of milk. Unlike the flamingo, this had heft.

She must have let out a sound, like maybe an angry
growl, because as she charged out of the kitchen, the man in her
living room came hurrying to see what was happening. They met in
the dining room, which was fortunate because it had a linoleum
floor.

The man who stepped into the room was not Starling.
He was taller, thinner and Asian. Or Asian-ish. And he had a
gun.

Karla went from angry to terrified in less than a
beat. No transition at all. One set of emotional energy became the
other and her growl became a scream and she hauled the milk around
and hit him in the chest with it.

The milk jug burst, and milk flew everywhere. The guy
stumbled back from the force of it.

And Karla scrambled back into the kitchen.

The guy called out in another language, and she could
hear footsteps of someone upstairs. Karla didn't see any knives or
pots at hand. She could throw cans of cat food at him, but he had a
gun, so running seemed like the better idea. She threw herself
through the mudroom and out the back door into the garden.

She stumbled on the steps and skidded and rolled in
the dirt. She scrambled up. There were no neighbors close by. The
Wilsons were summer people and hadn't yet come up for the weekend.
And Mrs. Atherton's house was across the street and down a long
lane. Too far to run, and Karla already heard the side door open,
which cut her off from that direction anyway.

She turned and ran the other way, toward the path and
the gravel pit. She didn't bother with the opening that dropped
down to the road. She just grabbed a post of her grape arbor and
jumped straight down the embankment to the path below.

There really wasn't much cover. She might be fine
where she was if they didn't know where she went, or if they
decided to just run away themselves. But if they were there because
of the picture, they'd hunt for her, and she had to keep going.

But where? Straight down the side of the gravel pit?
It was overgrown with a century of sumac, shrubs, trees and
grasses. That would be a noisy way to go, and slow, unless she
managed to just tumble straight down.

Or slide.

Up the hill, where the path ran behind the Wilsons'
place, the kids did grass sledding on cardboard, from the path down
into the pit. The long slippery slope came out near Stone Lake Road
at the bottom. She could just see herself sliding down the hill on
the soles of her shoes, and running smack into a tree, or tumbling
out of control, with her pursuers tumbling right on top of her.
They'd be heavier and would probably beat her to the bottom.

But it seemed like the best bet, especially if she
could get a head start.

She raised her head to look over the edge of the
embankment. Her grapes were new and the leaves weren't thick, but
they provided a little cover as she peeked at her back yard. She
didn't see them. Maybe they had already run, or maybe they were
hunting for her.

She heard something over by the blackberries. A curse
in another language, close to the path. They would find her in a
minute then.

She crouched and Groucho-walked as fast as she could
past the opening that led to her house. She was afraid to even
look, so she just kept driving forward, accelerating into a
long-striding Groucho-run.

The path rose up, and the embankment was lower along
the Wilson's property, so she had less cover. There was at least a
fence, and if they didn't know the entrance to the path, they might
be slowed down by it. Ahead, the hay shed loomed in the back corner
of the pasture. It backed up right against the path, and she could
see something on the ground next to it.... Cardboard!

It would be much easier to slide down hill on that.
Down to the road, and then a short run to the market. There would
be a lot of people around the fruit market this time of day, and
though Stone Lake Road would not be busy, Homestead Road was. She
could find help there.

She leaned in to put on a burst of speed and then
something happened.

He foot went out from under her and she went down,
arms splayed. She tumbled and skidded along on her wrist, her chin,
her back, her knee and then her shoulder and back again. And as she
tumbled, she could see the guy who tripped her.

It was a different Asian guy than the one she had hit
with the milk.

She thudded into the wall of the hay shed and then
skidded for a moment on the cardboard, and finally came to a rest
with a clang.

A clang?

The man moved toward her and she realized that the
uncomfortable thing behind her was a pitchfork. Bless the Wilson
kids for their irresponsibility. She rolled over with a groan.

The man came and stood over her.

"You stop," he said.

She rolled back to face him, still sitting on the
ground, but now with the pitchfork in her hands. He tried to grab
the pitchfork, but she jabbed it at his hand and he pulled back and
pointed a gun at her. She flipped the pitchfork so that the tines
pointed up at his wrist. He raised his aim, but slapped at the
pitchfork, she jabbed at him again.

"Go! Get out!" she said. "I already called the
police!"

"Stop," he said, and then some things in another
language. She got the feeling he didn't speak English very well.
Maybe not at all. He did understand the pitchfork, though, and he
backed away, out of its range.

About this time the other guy showed up. He was the
one covered in milk. He said something to his sidekick, who backed
away and stood by the little gate where the pasture fence met the
hay shed. Of course. That's where he'd come out and tripped
her.

The milk man scowled at her and stepped forward,
pointing his gun.

"Out!" she said, and jabbed with the pitchfork, but
he wasn't afraid of it, and didn't back off.

"Where is she?" he said. "Where is...?" He struggled
to find a word and couldn't. So he pointed his gun. "You tell
us!"

"I don't know!" said Karla. "Get out!"

He stepped forward and pointed his gun at her
forehead. She poked the pitchfork up at his wrist, but he reached
under with the other hand. He slipped his fingers in between the
tines to grip the throat of the fork.

Karla pushed and pulled, but he held tight. He
pointed the gun again and gave her the Samuel L. Jackson look. She
squealed, and cringed.

"Okay!" she said. "He's... he's... in Zenda! He's in
the dungeon."

He didn't let up on the gun, but he kind of leaned
forward, like he was trying to make out what she said.

"He's the prisoner of Zenda, you know. From 1937 and
David O. Selznick. Mary Astor is in it too. Do you want to know
where Mary Astor is? She's dead. They're all dead. Even David
Niven. And Raymond Massey. Do you work for Raymond Massey? He was
Canadian you know, and his first real role was Sherlock
Holmes—"

Blabbering fangirl didn't actually help much. He went
from confused to angry, and he shoved hard at the pitchfork. She
fell back and nearly lost her grip.

And then there was this sound down the path behind
him. Kind of a thwack. The sidekick, who had been leaning
against the corner of the shed, wasn't there any more.

Both Karla and the milk man turned to look. There
were sounds beyond the hay shed. A thump, a rustle and a crack. And
then a whimpering cry.

The milk man shoved again at the pitchfork and then
yanked it back so fast, he got it out of Karla's grip. He threw it
aside and turned toward the gate.

Karla was still sitting on the ground or she would
have started running again. Instead she reached for the
pitchfork.

Then there was a sound behind her. Someone jumped out
from behind the shed, fast and light, and Karla ducked as the
person jumped over her head and went after the milk man.

Karla didn't recognize him for a moment. His back was
to her and he was wearing a Potewa Battling Bees sweatshirt and a
fishing cap.

And then she realized it was George Starling.

The milk man spun around and tried to bring his gun
to bear, but Starling was too close. Starling reached over with his
right hand, grabbed the man's gun hand and shoved it away, and in
the same motion twirled around and slammed his elbow backwards into
the guy's face.

The guy fell back and Starling took the gun from his
hand with a quick twist that made a loud crack. The milk man yelled
and Karla was pretty sure his trigger finger had been broken.

Starling backed toward the gate, watching the fallen
milk man, who was still stunned by the elbow to the face. Starling
then slipped through the gate and came back, dragging the other guy
along with him. He dumped the sidekick with the milk man. The
sidekick was also nursing an injured right hand, and had a growing
pair of shiners. He was shorter, and Starling's elbow must have hit
him right between the eyes. Starling stood over them, looking over
the guns he held in each hand.

"Well, this is interesting, isn't it," he said. He
turned to Karla. "Did they say who they worked for?"

Karla shook her head. "I think you broke their
fingers."

"Yes. If they get the drop on me, they can only shoot
left handed."

Starling squatted down and leaned in close to the
milk man. He said something in another language. The men did not
reply. He said something else, and Karla realized he was trying a
few different languages.

Finally the sidekick replied, and the milk man hushed
him. Karla didn't need subtitles to know that Starling had
discovered the language they spoke. Not that it seemed to help him
much. He spoke, and they shook their heads or said nothing at
all.

Starling sighed and patted his pockets. Then he
turned to Karla.

"Do you have the business card I gave you? I left
mine in my coat."

Karla struggled and found the crumpled card in her
pocket. He flattened it and examined it, and then tucked it into
the milk man's pocket. Whatever he said to them now prompted the
sidekick to blurt something out. He got hushed again, but now they
both talked a little bit.

Then Starling helped them to their feet and sent them
away. He watched them as they ran down the path and then cut up
toward the road at the end of the Wilsons' fence. He examined the
guns, and fiddled with the slidey thing on each one, and then put
them in his pockets and turned toward Karla.

Karla was still sitting on the ground so he squatted
down to look more closely at her.

"Why did you want to give them your business card?"
she asked.

"Because they wouldn't give me theirs," he
replied.

"Tell me the real reason."

"That is the real reason," he protested. "I asked
them who they worked for. They wouldn't say. So I told them that I
was the person who had what they were looking for, and that they
should have their boss contact me if he was really interested."

"So you lied to them."

"It seemed like the best option.

"...As the fella said as he tore off his clothes and
jumped into a cactus."

Starling blinked at her and looked closer,
concerned.

"Are you all right? That made no sense."

"It's not supposed to. It's from The Magnificent
Seven. Steve McQueen said it when they all decided to go off
and get shot up by outlaws. Actually he said it after he said 'it
seemed like a good idea at the time,' not 'the best option.'"

"I see. Well, this actually is a good idea. Much
better than jumping into a cactus, with or without clothes. It
resolves two problems. One, I want to know who they are, and this
will lure them into telling me one way or another. And two, I'd
rather they came after me than you."

"Really?"

"Yes. I think I am better equipped. Although you did
do better in choosing a weapon this time." He reached over and
picked up the fallen pitchfork, then looked for a place to put
it.

"It goes in the hay shed," she said, and she shifted
to get up, but as soon as she put her hand on the ground to push,
it hurt. "Owwwwww oooo!"

"No, stay still," said Starling. He put the pitchfork
down and looked closely at her. "Where are you injured?"

"Everywhere."

"Is anything broken?"

"I...have no idea." She started to wiggle her various
appendages. They all hurt. She winced.

"No, no," he said. "Hold still."

He looked at her chin, which she figured was really
lovely by now, with scraped skin and dirt and maybe blood and
bruises.

"You took quite a hit there. How's your neck?"

"Okay," she said. He reached out with both hands and
checked her jaw and neck like a dental assistant does. Then her
shoulders and down each arm. She winced as he checked her scraped
up left palm. He turned the hand over to be palm down and gently
lifted one of her fingers. That hurt like heck and she winced.

"I don't like that," he said.

"No, it's okay," she whined, and she wiggled her
fingers, which was painful but proved she could move them. "I'm
just being a baby."

"You're entitled," he replied. She was sitting on one
leg, but it was the other leg that took the brunt of the fall, so
he checked that one.

"I think you're whole. Did you black out at all?"

"No, not even a little bit."

"How many fingers am I holding up?"

"Two," she said, which she was sure was correct,
because if she had been seeing double, he'd have two noses, and two
trout on that silly fishing hat he was wearing. "Would you really
rather be fishing?"

"What?" He looked concerned again, like maybe she had
hit her head after all. She pointed to the cap.

"Oh." He took it off and looked at it. "Um, no, I
don't much like fishing. This is just a cap."

"You are humor impaired, Mr. Starling," she said.

"Yes, I'm afraid I am." He put the cap back on and
sighed. She looked closer at him. He was too serious, but he must
have a sense of humor buried in there somewhere. Someone without a
sense of humor would not have asked about the flamingo. They would
have either been scared because she was crazy or dismissed her
because she was weird.

"Unless you're hiding it," she said.

"What?"

"A sense of humor."

"Oh. Got me," he said with a faint smile. "I'm
actually a clandestine clown. I left my giant shoes in the
car."

"Ah, see?"

"Are you ready to get up?"

"As long as I'm entitled to be a baby about it."

Pretty much all of the supporting parts of her body
didn't want to work. Her left knee didn't want to bend far enough
to get her foot under her, and her right knee didn't want to unbend
at all. Her right hand was okay, mostly, but she was hanging on to
her left hand with it.

He reached to take her elbow and help her up, but she
pulled away. "My elbows are sore too," she said, and continued to
struggle.

"All right," he said and he stepped behind her and
grasped her firmly under the armpits and lifted slowly straight up
until she got her feet under her, and then he let her settle back
down.

She tested her legs and found them workable, as long
as she didn't bend her knees too far. She started hobbling toward
home. He hovered a bit behind her.

"I'm okay," she said. "If you want to be helpful,
shut the gate so the ponies don't get out."

"I already did," he said, as he paused to pick up the
pitchfork again.

The Wilsons' ponies, two shaggy Welsh-sized pintos
and a young bay Morgan-Arab-something mix, had wandered over to
watch. They munched their grass and hoped for carrots. Starling
shooed them aside and took the pitchfork into the shed.

"Thank you, George," she said. He saved her life. He
put away tools. She might as well be on a first name basis with
him.

Of course, there was still the issue of him only
showing up at the last minute, so when he came back, she asked
him.

"How did they get into my house?"

"I imagine they broke in a door or window," said
George. "But we can see for sure when we get back."

"I mean how did they get past you? You were watching
my house, weren't you?"

"No. I was watching you. I followed you to town and
back."

"You saw me sneak out?"

"Yes, I had an excellent view from the school."

"Ohhhhh," she moaned. "I thought you were hiding at
the Wilsons'." She pointed up across the pasture.

"If I had been, I would have been in quite a spot if
they came home, wouldn't I?"

"It was those other guys hiding behind the
lilacs."

"Probably."

"They're not very professional, are they?"

"Not at lurking, no. But I'm sure they have other
skills that make up for it."

"Now that you've broken their trigger fingers,
they're probably out of a job."

"I wouldn't count on it."

"Too bad crooks don't get Workman's Comp."

"That's... quite liberal of you."

"I mean too bad for them. Unless you count jail. I
mean as Workman's Comp."

"They'd probably still consider that too bad for
themselves."



Chapter 6

Poppins and Bond, Together

 


THE BAD GUYS had gotten in through the side door. It
looked like they had taken a crowbar to it. The wood was fractured
all around the lock and the doorknob. Karla couldn't see that it
could be repaired. She reached out for the knob and the whole chunk
came away in her hand. It didn't quite come free, but it now hung
from the door by a few threads of wood. Flapping like a... well,
like a broken door.

It was a struggle to get up the two steps, and she
knew for sure she didn't want to hobble up to the second floor
until she had to. Besides, she didn't want to see what they'd done.
She looked at the milk all over her dining room, and decided she
didn't even want to see that. George had been all through her house
only an hour or so earlier, so he should be able to report on the
damage.

"See what they did to my toys," she told him. He
sidestepped the milk spatters and trotted obediently up the
stairs.

Karla, in the meantime, went to the kitchen and
grabbed her first aid kit and a flashlight. The kit consisted of
all the medical odds and ends that she could pack into a battered
Emergency! TV show lunch box. It was the rare dome type
version, shaped like the ones grown up workmen carry, but it was
too battered to be valuable. It was painted to look like the Squad
51 truck, with Gage and DeSoto racing forward, medical bag in hand.
The ideal image you want to see when you are injured.

She dropped the kit on the kitchen table and took the
flashlight to the basement door. She eased down a few steps to
check on her cat.

"Kitty kitty kitty?" she called.

Orson, who was old, did not like strangers and would
not respond, but he would look at her when she called. She shone
the flashlight around the darkened basement and there, among the
beams, a pair of glowing eyes looked back. She held out a hand,
even though he was out of reach.

"You okay, sweetie?"

He didn't answer. He wouldn't. The thugs had offended
him by their very existence. But he was safe and would come out
later.

She eased her way back up and grabbed some clean
clothes off the top of the dryer. At times it is convenient when
you neglect to put things away. She must remember to bring this up,
along with the pitchfork, to Aunt Lydia next time the subject of
sloth came up.

Then she headed into the bathroom to clean up.

When she stripped down, she found she was not as
scraped up as she feared. Her chin and her left hand were the
worst. Her knees were mostly okay, a little bit of white scraping
and a small knot just below the kneecap. Shoulder bruised. Elbows a
little worse. And tomorrow, she was sure, she would have lots of
colorful bruises. And possibly be unable to move at all.

She sighed and washed up, and pulled on the clean
clothes.

When she came out of the bathroom, her new friend
George had most of the contents of the kit laid out on the table.
He held up a tube of triple-antibiotic ointment.

"These are all expired," he said, accusingly.

"Not all," she replied. "I just bought some last
month."

"Perhaps one should throw away the old ones when one
buys new."

"Perhaps one should," said Karla. "But some of the
old ones are still good too. At least they were when I bought the
new one."

"Clearly you don't use so much that you need to save
every last drop."

"You never know what you're going to need."

He gathered up a dozen or so tubes and dumped them in
the trash.

Karla picked up the fresh tube and began to apply the
antibiotic to her chin.

"Shouldn't we call the police?" she said. "I mean,
now that guns are involved?"

He paused and then came back to the table slowly. He
sat down and started digging in the first aid kit again before
answering.

"I won't discourage you from calling the police. Your
house has been broken into, and you will need a police report for
your insurance claim."

"That will just make my rates go up, and the police
would mean trouble for Maria."

"Maria is the person you're protecting?"

"Maybe."

He turned his attention to a roll of gauze tape.

"You don't have scissors in your kit."

"I've got a pocket knife with scissors," she said.
But it was in her left pocket, and her hand hurt too much to
squeeze into her jeans pocket. He pulled out a knife of his own,
and cut some gauze, and then held out his hand to her.

"Hand," he said. She hesitated, but it's really hard
to bandage your own hand. Just watch that scene between Paul
Henried and Bogie in Casablanca and you'll see. She gave him
her hand. The bruise had blossomed into purple and red and bluish
highlights in just the short time since he had looked at it down by
the shed.

"My god, that's beautiful," he said. "We should ice
that before it gets worse."

"There's a bag of frozen okra in the freezer. It's
too woody to eat."

He fished it out of the freezer while she got up and
dampened a towel to wrap it in. She pressed the okra compress to
her wrist and turned to him.

"So now it's your turn," she said. "Why don't you
want to call the police?"

"The police have a tendency to do awkward things like
enforcing the law and arresting people. I'd rather call on them
when I'm sure that's what I want done." He looked like he might
want to say something more, but then he sat down and marshaled the
many different varieties of bandages she had. "You need a larger
gauze pad, I think."

Karla put the okra aside and sat down. She pulled out
her pancake bandages. They were big and round and printed to look
like pancakes, complete with melting butter. She handed them to
him.

"You have bandages shaped like pancakes?"

"And bacon. I think I have some gumdrops too. They're
smaller."

He stared at her for a moment, and looked again as if
he might say something, but didn't. She smiled.

"You can get them down at the Dime and Dollar."

"Do they have cheeseburger bandages?"

"I think so. I know they have hotdogs. Do you like
cheeseburgers?"

"No, I despise cheeseburgers. I really truly despise
them. But I know someone who considers them to be the ultimate
comfort food."

"And what's more comforting than putting your
favorite food on a boo boo?"

"Precisely."

She smeared some antibiotic cream on her scraped up
wrist and hand, while he peeled open a pancake and carefully laid
the non-stick part over the worst of the scrape. Then she let her
mind drift off for a minute while he wrapped her wrist in the gauze
tape. There was a little something nagging at her, something she'd
noticed but forgotten in the midst of the panic and the guns and
the pitchfork.

"George!" she said. He looked up, startled. "They
were looking for Maria!"

"Yes?"

"I mean, they said 'where is she?' They didn't
ask where he was. They weren't looking for Elias."

"Elias is the child?"

"Yes, and—"

"And Maria is the one who has him?"

"She's his mother."

"All right," he said in a tone that told her he
didn't believe, but he'd go along with her delusion. "Whatever she
is, they are looking for her to find him."

"No. If Elias was a kidnap victim, they wouldn't know
who is holding him, would they? I mean, we're assuming they're here
because of the pictures of Elias with me. Just like you are. So
they wouldn't ask for her. They'd think I'm taking care of him, so
they would ask me about him. Directly."

George was silent on that. He taped the bandage, and
Karla wiggled her fingers and put the okra compress back on her
wrist while she waited. He just sat there, staring off into
space.

"The problem is," he said at last, still gazing off,
"they don't really use pronouns the way you do."

"Oh. You mean they got mixed up between he and
she?"

"Perhaps, but—" He stopped staring into space and
looked directly at Karla. "The idiot one who couldn't keep his
mouth shut said something that didn't make sense. He denied they
knew about something. I'm not strong on their dialect, but the word
he used was not something you'd apply to a person. More a measure
word for a thing." He looked off, through the kitchen door toward
the living room. "I think it would translate to 'stuff' or
'bunch.'"

"A MacGuffin!" said Karla, jumping up.

"A what?"

"The thing the spies are after but the audience don't
care!" she said, quoting Alfred Hitchcock. "Industrial
diamonds!"

"I rather doubt that."

"Or plutonium. Or a list of the double-agents in the
Bavarian Embassy."

"I don't believe Bavaria has an embassy."

"That's why the audience doesn't care, George.
Because it doesn't matter to us. What's important is that it
matters to them. They were looking for something, and just because
we are worried about Elias doesn't mean they are."

"Yes," said George, and he got up and headed for the
living room. She leaned over to watch him through the doors across
the dining room. He stood in the middle of the mess, just looking.
Examining.

She started to get up to join him, but then she had a
hit of vertigo. She hadn't eaten since breakfast. She was going to
faint if she didn't get some calories into her, especially after
all that running.

She went to the fridge, but then remembered that she
didn't have any milk. Lousy thugs. Although the milk had already
been spoiled by the time they got there, so it wasn't their
fault.

George came back into the kitchen.

"You owe me a gallon of milk," she said.

"All right," he said, without asking why.

She had sardines, and she had crackers. That would be
quick. She handed the can of sardines to George, while she got down
three plates. He studied the can for a moment.

"Open, please," she said, waving her bandaged hand to
demonstrate why she couldn't do it herself.

"Sorry, yes, of course," he said, and he went to open
the can over the sink. It was a pull top, but oil has a tendency to
drip, no matter how you open sardines. "What are you planning to do
with these?"

There was a note of hope in his voice. Ha! So the
lack of sandwich did mean he hadn't eaten.

"I plan on giving one to Orson to make up for his bad
day, and the rest we can have on crackers with lemon, mustard and
hot sauce."

"Excellent!" he said.

"It's reconstituted lemon juice," she admitted. "But
it works fine on sardines."

She smashed up a sardine for Orson and put the plate
on the top step of the basement and shut the door so he could have
privacy.

"You are right that they were looking for something
considerably smaller than a child," he said as he arranged some
crackers on the plates. "And they didn't smash things, as though
they were just doing it to intimidate you. Didn't appear to be
looking for documents. I'd say they were looking for hiding places.
Clearing shelves and things like that."

"Are my toys upstairs okay?"

"Your clothes were all dumped on the floor, but I
think they only just started on the other rooms. Some of the toys
were disarranged, and there was one casualty among the model
horses."

"A bay pacer?"

"Yes."

"He was already broken. Orson was kind of a klutz
when he was a kitten." She paused to get the mustard and lemon
juice out of the fridge, then looked up to explain. "Orson is my
cat."

"I gathered."

They paused a moment to break up the sardines onto
the crackers. She removed the spine from hers, and dolloped on some
mustard and a few drops of lemon. He left the spine in, and went to
the fridge to get the hot sauce.

He paused and looked at the magnets, which were
mostly movie posters.

"Can I ask you for a recommendation?" he said.

"Sure. For you or somebody else?"

"For someone with an anxiety disorder."

"What sort of anxieties?"

"Post-traumatic stress. She was held hostage for
several months."

"Hitchcock is out, then."

"She says even cartoons are scary."

"Cartoons are scary. Haven't you ever seen
Bambi?"

"No."

Karla bit into the cracker and thought for a moment.
Maybe comedy, but humor was always tense, and had scary moments
too. What people with anxiety needed was reassurance in the face of
reality, didn't they?

"You can never go wrong with Casablanca," she
pronounced at last.

"Isn't that a war movie?"

"You can never go wrong with Casablanca," she
repeated. She shoved another cracker into her mouth and went off to
the living room. It was a mess. The guy had knocked everything off
the shelves. And then kicked them out of his way, it looked like.
She picked her way through to the pile that was closest to her 40's
shelves, and rummaged until she found the snap case edition of
Casablanca.

"You don't have to provide a copy," said George, who
had followed her into the living room.

"I have eight copies. I can spare this one. It's not
even a special edition."

She handed it to him and then looked at her empty
shelves.

"What on earth could those guys have been looking
for?" she said.

"She stole something from them," said George.

"Maria?"

"What if those guys were the actual kidnappers? Or at
least some low-level thugs assigned to watch the kid. They had no
idea how valuable he is. He was just another piece of merchandise.
They were also watching the industrial diamonds and the heroin
shipment, and Maria worked for them or with them, or around
them."

"And she rescued Elias."

"And stole the industrial diamonds while she was at
it."

"She's not a thief."

"Anyone will become a thief in desperation."

"I don't think she would risk the rescue of her son
for some diamonds."

"Karla, she's not his mother."

Karla opened her mouth to protest, but the facts were
not in her favor, she knew.

"She loves him," she said.

"She's a good woman. Perhaps she didn't like the way
they were treating him and so she helped him escape."

"Like Mrs. Drayton."

"Who?"

"The Man Who Knew Too Much, 1956 version. The
woman who took care of the kidnapped kid hated what she was doing
by the end, and so she helped them thwart the plot."

"Something like that, yes."

"Except that doesn't wash either. In a situation like
that, you might do something heroic and even die to save the kid,
but you wouldn't mold your whole life around him afterward, working
drudge jobs and making sure he does his homework and taking him to
the beach when you're too tired to walk."

He stared at her for a moment, obviously unable to
argue with her logic. "Whoever she is," he said at last, "the fact
remains that these men are looking for her and for something else.
So she must have taken it."

"Or Elias did."

"Right! Kids are curious, aren't they? You lock
something up, tell them to stay away, and they've just got to get
it out again. I would have at that age."

"You were a born recovery agent."

He gave her a quick, unhappy glance, and she realized
she had embarrassed him. Then he smiled slightly.

"Back then they used the word hooligan."

"Oh," she said contritely. "So what do we do
now?"

"You tell me where they are."

"And then you'll take Elias away from her."

"I have no desire to make things worse for her. She's
in a bad spot no matter what is going on or who she is. If you tell
me where she is, though, I will keep her out of trouble. I
promise."

"Oh, you promise?"

"Absolu...." He paused and sat on the arm of the
couch. "No. No, I can't. I'm sorry, I got carried away. For a
moment I forgot this isn't my case."

"What do you mean it's not your case?"

"I'm just filling in until the lead gets here."

Karla stared at him. He's seemed so... autonomous. It
was almost disappointing.

"When is that?"

"Maybe tomorrow. I'm not—"

"So I'm going to have to go through this all again
with somebody else."

"I certainly hope not!"

"George, I'm not really shy, but I hate dealing with
strangers. It's a lot of work. And I really hate being bullied by
strangers."

"I apologize for that," said George with a slight
smile. "I know I'm a bit of a thug. Bob Giroux is smarter than I
am. He's more likely to use his head properly."

"And I really really hate being bullied by smart
strangers."

"Oddly enough, so do I."

Which wasn't what Karla wanted to hear.

"So you're saying he is a bully, then?"

"I would favor the pitchfork over the flamingo in
dealing with him." He sighed. "No, he's not anything less than
professional. I made a mistake the last time we worked together,
and he doesn't let me forget it."

She paused and studied him for a moment. He sat
there, looking tired and depressed again. She liked him. She didn't
trust him, but she liked him. And there was that saying about the
devil you know....

"He's not coming until at least tomorrow, right?"

"Probably the next day."

"Did you mean that promise?"

"Which promise?"

"The one you started to make before you realized you
couldn't."

"Yes, I did mean it."

"Then I'm holding you to it." She stepped over the
piles of videos and faced him square on. "We've got at least a day
before this is out of your hands. So I'm holding you to the
promise."

He sat and thought for a moment. A funny look came
into his eye, and seemed to straighten as he thought.

"All right, forget Zero," he said. Actually, he
didn't use the word forget but something that started with
the same letter and would get you an R-rating if you used it more
than once in a picture. "Forget the bloody job too. I don't work
for them any more. I work for Gwen, and Gwen wants the child to be
safe."

"And he's safe with Maria."

He sighed and looked directly at her. "You do
understand that the child is my first priority."

"Yes."

"Are you prepared to be wrong about your friend?
Because if you are wrong, I can't create a Hollywood ending for
you. I can only do my best to keep her out of trouble."

"I'm not wrong, but if I am, I won't blame you."

"All right, then. If she is his mother, I need to
know that before Zero gets here."

"You call him Zero?"

"He calls himself that, but I think it's apt."

"I should try calling her again," said Karla.

"I'd rather not spook her before I get the chance to
talk to her. Let's just go straight to see her."

"Maybe she should be spooked," said Karla.

He hesitated, but then gave in.

"You're right," he said. "There could be more thugs
out there. We should warn her."

Karla reached for the phone but then realized she
didn't remember the number. She'd put the paper in her pocket, in
the other pair of pants.

"I lost the number," she said, and she started to
head for the laundry room.

He flipped open a little notebook and read the number
off. She recognized it. It was the right number.

"Where did you get her number?"

"I bribed the clerk in the video store to let me look
at the phone after you left."

"And he let you?"

"And the computer you used."

"He is so fired."

"Perhaps after you call Maria."

He read off the number again, and she dialed, but
there was no answer. Since it's possible she wasn't answering
because Karla's mother had already got through, Karla called Mom to
be sure.

"No, honey, I didn't get through," said her mother.
"I called a bunch of times. I got so flustered that I started
dialing wrong numbers, but I called back and she just didn't
answer. Maybe she's already got wind of trouble and cleared
out."

"Listen, Mom? Things have gotten worse. These other
two guys showed up and trashed my house while I was out."

"Oh!"

The alarm in her mother's voice brought home to Karla
that two thugs had indeed trashed her house and threatened her. And
everything. Karla sat down.

"I'm okay. I ran away when I saw they were here, and
got a little scraped up."

"Oh, honey! Oh—"

"I'm fine now. Look, I'm worried about Maria, so
we're going over to see if she's okay."

"By yourself?"

"No, not by myself. Don't worry, the cavalry is here.
No thugs are going to mess with me right now."

"So you called him after all!"

"Um, no. He just showed up. In the nick of time."

"Oh, that's great. That's a relief. Sometimes you
have to keep a secret from The Man, and sometimes you've got to
work with him." This was Mom's philosophy about authority figures
in general.

"I wouldn't exactly call him 'The Man,'" said Karla,
looking at George. Especially without the trench coat.

"Honey," said Mom. "He's the very definition!"

"Um, well, okay, but we've got to go. Watch out for
men with guns."

"We always do!"

Karla sat and thought for a moment after she hung up.
Mom was a little confused about what and who George was, it seemed.
But then Karla wasn't so sure herself.



Chapter 7

Anybody Home?

 


KARLA INSISTED ON driving. She'd committed to
trusting him, but she might as well keep what control she had.

It was a twenty minute drive or so, and along the way
she made another attempt to convince him that Maria was Elias'
mother. He seemed to listen, quietly gazing out the window as she
explained the hard work, the carefulness, and the optimism about
Elias' future that only a mother would have. It was a great
tear-jerking story, like one of those women's movies of the
forties. Stella Dallas meets Madame X.

"There's no accounting for the human heart," said
George, quietly. "Sometimes you just love someone. They need you,
so you step up. Even if you're the wrong person for the job."

"What do you mean wrong person?" After all
she's just said, he couldn't believe that.

George was still gazing off through the window and
didn't seem to notice her tone.

"I'm just not that sort of person," he said.

"Oh," said Karla. "We're not talking about Maria, are
we."

"What?" He popped out of his reverie and then looked
a little embarrassed. "No. I mean, yes, I understand what you mean
about her. I'm keeping an open mind."

 


Maria lived in a small development in the
southeastern corner of Potewa county. It was a cheap alternative to
the more expensive housing and taxes across the line in Burton
county, where the college and light industry made for a higher
standard of living. And it was too far from the lake to have the
tourist prices of the western part of Potewa. A lot of immigrants
and students lived just this side of the line.

Karla pulled into the parking lot of the dirty brown
building with a great view of the interstate and a couple of gas
stations.

She led the way up to the second floor and
knocked.

"Maria? It's Karla! We're worried about you!"

No answer. Karla glanced at George. His eyes were
half closed as he listened. Karla listened too. Maria might not be
there, or she might be hurt, or she might have had to leave Elias
alone, with orders not to answer.

"Elias?" called Karla. "It's me! Karla! Can you open
the door?"

Whether Elias could or not, George apparently could.
He gently pushed Karla aside and slipped his knife between the door
and the jamb. The door opened, which meant the deadbolt had not
been locked.

"Whoever last locked this door didn't have a key,"
said Karla. She started to push her way in, but he pushed back.

"Stay in the hall," he said. Probably a good
idea.

He slipped into the room, and she saw that he had a
gun in his hand. It looked like one of those he had taken away from
the thugs. She backed off a step, and had a moment of doubt. What
if he was just out to catch Maria? What if he wanted the industrial
diamonds? But then she thought the gun was probably necessary,
considering where he'd got it. There may be other thugs.

She craned her neck to look into the apartment.
George checked each corner of the room, then paused when he saw
something on the floor, out of her line of sight.

He checked the other rooms, quickly since there were
only two, and then came right back, making a beeline for whatever
he saw on the floor.

Karla stepped into the room to look.

"Stay in the hall!" said George. "They're not
here!"

"If nobody's here, then it's probably safer inside,"
said Karla. And then she looked down and saw why he really didn't
want her to come into the room.

There was a dead guy in front of the TV. And
blood.

Which explained the funny metallic wet-dog smell that
she hadn't been able to place. The smell, now that she recognized
it, was suddenly sickening.

"Oh my God," said Karla.

George watched her for a second, as though waiting to
see if she was going to freak out or faint. Which she might do
after she got over the shock part.

"He's seriously dead, isn't he."

"Yes," said George. "Have you ever seen him
before?"

Karla stepped closer. The guy had blood on his chest,
and on the floor around him, but not on his face. Not much anyway.
He was a big man, and he was Asian. But he looked more like regular
Chinese Asian than Maria did.

"Not to remember. A face in the crowd, maybe."

George pulled out his cell phone, but then he looked
at her.

"Have you got your cell phone?"

She rummaged in her purse and found hers. "Um,
yeah."

"Could you call the police, please?"

Oh, he was giving her something practical to do.

As she turned her phone on and waited for it boot up,
she saw George flip his own phone open. He held it over the corpse,
and she realized he was taking a picture. Then he knelt down and
pressed the man's thumb firmly on the screen of his cell phone. He
snapped the phone shut and put it in his pocket.

Before Karla could ask, the party at the other end of
her call answered.

"Uncle Rosie?" she said.

 


Sheriff Walter "Rosie" Rosewalt was standing in the
middle of Karla's living room when the call came in. He was there
because of an earlier call from his sister Erin—Karla's mother—who
had been under the impression that Karla was with him. Why? Well...
hadn't he thwarted an attack on her? What attack?

Erin bubbled out something about gangs of thugs who
were hounding Karla to find her friend Maria, but then she realized
that Rosie knew nothing about it. And then she clammed up.

"If Karla didn't tell you, I can't."

"Erin!"

His kid sister was just as stubborn at fifty-seven as
she'd been at eight, but after a lot of wrangling, she finally did
give him the name and number of one of the men. George Starling was
apparently an Australian spy, or gangster or lawyer. Erin wasn't
clear about which. She added that Karla had been unable to place
his accent, so he might have been South African. And apparently
Pete, Karla's father, had looked up the company the man claimed to
work for, and found it was based in Belgium.

Which is why Rosie went to Karla's house and found
that the story was not some fevered fantasy brought on by watching
too many James Bond movies. Karla's house—his mother's house and
his childhood home—had been broken into and searched.

Videos, books, papers and even a garden flamingo were
strewn across the floor. And the dining room stank of milk from a
busted gallon which had splattered all over the floor, and in the
kitchen, he found the first aid kit and tissues with a little bit
of blood, but not much.

He did find, beside the flamingo, a business card of
George Starling, Recovery Agent for Benson Kravich International,
with offices in Brussels, London and Hong Kong, but not in
Australia or South Africa.

And no sign of Karla.

He tried calling her cell, but it went straight to
voicemail, because Karla kept her phone off all the time. He
decided right then to get her a spare battery and a load of
pre-paid minutes so she wouldn't be so stingy.

He wanted to pick up the milk jug and clean up, but
this was a crime scene. This house, a crime scene. Rosie didn't
often get angry, but this was pushing it. Whatever the heck was
going on.... He had met Maria, but didn't really know her. She was
shy and probably illegal, and that was undoubtedly why Karla and
Erin hadn't called him.

Judas Priest! This was violence, directed at
Karla.

Well, if Karla didn't see fit to tell him, maybe this
recovery agent would. Rosie flipped his phone open and
glanced at the business card. Then his phone rang.

"Uncle Rosie?" It was Karla, sounding timid.

"Where the heck are you?" he barked.

"I'm in Maria's apartment," she said meekly.

"Do you know where I am? I'm standing in the middle
of your kitchen, looking at bandages on your table."

"Oh. I... um. I'm sorry."

She sounded shaken, and he tried to tone down the
anger.

"Your mother called me and gave me some really
garbled story about Australian or South African gangs."

"She called you?"

"She thought you were with me."

"Oh! That's what she meant by 'The Man.'"

"Are you okay?"

"Yes, except I've found a body. He's been shot."

Rosie took a deep breath.

"Are you safe?"

"Yes."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes."

"Have you called 9-1-1?"

"No, I called you."

"Tell me where you are exactly, and then hang up and
call 9-1-1."

She gave him the address, and paused.

"I'm really okay."

"I'm sure you are, but call 9-1-1 now."

Then he hung up, and reminded himself of what his
mother used to say about Karla; She's a tall soul, head in the
clouds, but her feet were on the ground. Rosie never quite believed
it. He called 9-1-1 himself, because he wasn't sure Karla
would.

 


Karla hung up and looked at George, who stepped
lightly over the body, and around the end of the couch to guide her
out of the room.

"You've got a fingerprint scanner?" she asked
him.

"What?"

"In your phone. You can scan fingerprints?"

"You saw that."

"Uhn-huhn."

He put away the phone. "No gadget. Just a smooth
protected surface which will hold a fingerprint until I can get to
it later."

"Oh. I bet you could get one, though."

"It's not the sort of feature I need on a daily
basis."

"Well, you could always lie about it, you know. 'Yes,
Karla, I have a nifty James Bond gadget in my pocket and we'll hear
from Interpol at any moment.'"

"Speaking of lying.... Would you mind not telling the
police about that? It wasn't illegal, but they might not
understand."

"I'm sure they won't."

"I didn't actually tamper with evidence, did I?"

"No," she admitted, and she paused.

"I'm not sure it would be in anyone's interests to
cooperate with the police," added George.

"It would be in the police's interest. And the dead
guy's interest."

"He doesn't have any interests any more. Do you think
Maria shot him?"

Karla paused, and her heart did too.

"Oh, George! You don't think so, do you?"

"If she were defending Elias, would she?"

"Yes, I think she might."

"She might have, and it might have been in
self-defense, but it's also possible that he was a friend or
neighbor who got shot defending her."

"But that would mean they caught her!"

"Possibly, but not necessarily."

"There are too many bad possibilities, George."

"There are. And until I know more I don't plan on
telling the police any more than necessary."

"Then you're going to be here a while."

"Undoubtedly."

"Because you're a suspicious character."

"I know."

"Do you think I should lie?"

"No, I don't."

"Good, because I can't. But I won't tell them about
the finger print."

"Thank you."

He sighed and suddenly looked very depressed. He took
the phone back out of his pocket and stepped away, as if to make a
private phone call, although he couldn't really move very far in
the small entrance way to the building, where they had stopped, and
she could still hear what he said.

He punched only two buttons—something on speed
dial—and held the phone carefully to his ear so as not to disturb
the fingerprint.

"Gwen? I'm going to be held up for a bit," he said
softly. "No, no, I didn't kill anyone, but someone else did."

Well, that was an interesting assumption. Hi,
honey, I'm going to be home late. Oh, did you kill
somebody?

"I'm going to have to talk to the police," continued
George. "No, the child is probably all right. No reason to think he
isn't. I'll just have to stay here for a while.... Quite a while I
expect. Probably...." He hesitated, and then braced himself.
"Overnight?"

That did not go over well. Karla couldn't hear any
sounds coming over the phone, so either this Gwen had lowered her
voice or she wasn't speaking at all. And George had an almost
panicked look on his face. Well, panicked for a superspy. All he
really did was run his hand through his hair.

"What about Dahlia? She seems willing...."

That didn't go over well either. He suggested a few
more names, but whatever it was he was supposed to be doing at home
tonight could not be done by anyone else.

"Then I'll hire somebody," he said finally. "Not just
anybody. Someone I trust... Right. I promise."

He promised a few more times and then finally hung
up. He rested his head against the wall, and swayed for a moment as
if he were thinking of banging it there.

Karla tried to look like she had not been listening
in. He straightened and turned toward her.

"How would you like to earn five hundred
dollars?"



Chapter 8

Nice Work If You Can Get It

 


"I'M SOMEBODY YOU trust?" Karla asked.

"Yes," said George.

Okay, Karla couldn't help but think that was kind of
cool. But on the other hand, being flattered by somebody who wants
a favor wasn't so much. But she could use five hundred bucks.

"For what?"

"I mentioned my friend with anxiety issues," he
began.

"Your girlfriend?"

"I don't know," he said seriously, as though that
were some sort of top secret information above his pay grade. "She
gets nervous when I've been away too long. And I don't think she'll
last through the night on her own."

"You want me to spend the night in a stranger's
house?"

"Yes, but I'll—"

"Did I mention how much I hate dealing with
strangers?"

"Gwen is not in the least a bully."

They could hear a siren in the distance at last.
George glanced down the street and then across the parking lot at
the gas station.

"Six hundred dollars. But I'll have to run over to
the ATM to get it. Before the police get here."

The truth was, Karla did not really hate dealing with
strangers. Not any more than she hated washing really ucky dishes.
She just disliked it. Social stuff, especially the chatting and
getting to know people part, was just boring and random, and
somehow in the process you ended up with a social obligation that
could take years to shake off.

But on the other hand, when it wasn't personal—when
it was professional—that was okay. Greasy dishes or strange people,
it was all a lot more tolerable when you could come in all bustling
and professional and in control. And when the job is done, you can
just float off in the wind like Mary Poppins.

George saw the interest in her eyes and he bolted out
the door without waiting for an answer, and dashed toward the gas
station.

The first police car pulled in as he got halfway
across the parking lot, but George was smart enough to know racing
away from the scene of a crime must look suspicious. He stopped and
pointed back toward the apartment building.

The deputy got out and headed toward George. Karla
recognized him. What was his name? She stepped out the door and
waved urgently.

"Deputy...," she called. What was his last name? She
walked out into the parking lot. "Deputy...Jimmy!"

The deputy paused. George kept pointing toward the
building and so did Karla as she walked out into the parking lot.
Deputy Jimmy looked closer at Karla.

"You're Rosie's sister," he said at last. He was
young. She supposed that forty looked like sixty to him.

"I'm his niece," she said. "Karla. The body's in
here."

He glanced back at George.

"He's okay," said Karla. "I thought I was going to
faint, so he was going to get me a Coke."

There was a pop machine right next to the ATM. George
pointed at it and the deputy nodded. George walked over to the pop
machine. The deputy reluctantly looked away from him, but kept
glancing back.

"What's this about a body?"

"A guy was murdered up in apartment 210," said
Karla.

It wasn't like they got a lot of murders in Potewa
county, and Jimmy Waits (that was his name—Waits!) was a part time
deputy who only worked over the summer when tourism tripled the
population.

"Murdered," he said, flatly. His hand migrated toward
his gun, and back again.

"I think he was shot," she added. "Nobody else is up
there right now. Maybe you should go up and secure the room."

"Oh, right."

Another police car pulled into the lot, and Deputy
Jimmy decided to go upstairs and be first on the scene.

George was now returning with the pop anyway.

The new police car pulled across the lot and around
to come to a stop right next to Karla. The driver was in his
sixties, but long, lean and still muscular. He had blue gray eyes
like Karla's, and he was using them to study the bruise on Karla's
chin, and the bandaged hand. She pasted on a weak smile.

"Hi, Uncle Rosie," she said, as he got out of the
car. "I'm okay." Mostly. When she was a kid, and she felt vaguely
sick and shaky, she used to tell the doctor that she felt all
liquidy inside. She felt kind of liquidy now. Especially
around the knees.

"Maybe you'd better sit down," said Rosie.

"I'm okay. I'm just really tired and I haven't had
anything to eat."

"Then sit down," he said, and he took her elbow to
guide her to the big cement planter beside the walk. Even though he
was gentle about it, he happened to grab a bruised spot.

"Ow," she said.

"What happened to you?"

"It's a long story and I think the body is more
important."

He looked up at the building, just as George finally
arrived with the pop. Rosie looked at him, and then back at
Karla.

"Did somebody hit you?"

"No, I was running away and I fell. I was running
really fast."

Rosie looked like he wanted to start yelling, but he
nodded and accepted that, for now.

"Who found the body?"

"I did," said George, before Karla could answer.
Rosie continued looking at Karla.

"Was he here when you arrived?"

"No, we arrived together."

"You got in his car?"

"He got into my car," said Karla, and she pointed to
her station wagon.

George quietly opened the bottle of pop and handed it
to her.

"They didn't have Coke. Is Pepsi all right?"

"Um, yeah. Um...Uncle Rosie, this is George Starling.
George, this is Sheriff Rosewalt."

"The man was shot," said George, which is an
interesting greeting. "I did not see anyone leaving the scene as we
arrived and there was no one in the hall or in the apartment. I do
not know the dead man."

"Neither do I," said Karla.

"You went into the apartment?"

"Yes," said George. "The door was locked, but not
properly latched and I was able to open it with my pen knife."

By this time another sheriff's car and two state
troopers had arrived. Rosie went to talk to them.

George slipped a large wad of cash into her
pocket.

"The address is on the ATM receipt," he said.

"I don't know, George. I have to feed my cat—"

"Feed him before you go."

"—in the morning too."

"He will be fed in the morning. I'll see to it."

"And the ponies. I feed them when the neighbors are
out of town."

"They'll be fed."

"You can't just feed a horse anything. They founder.
The little ones only get a peanut can of feed, and Simon gets the
big can."

"Got it."

"And a flake of hay each in the pasture."

"It will be done."

"What if you're arrested?"

"If my lawyer allows that to happen, he will feed the
ponies."

Rosie came back and drew Karla away. One of the state
troopers stayed to talk with George. As they walked away, Karla
heard the trooper ask George if he was armed. And George said
no.

Why did he say no? You don't lie about something like
that to a trooper. He'll check.

"Is that the guy from this afternoon?" asked Rosie as
they got to the other side of the parking lot. Karla turned her
attention to him. She didn't really want to see George get himself
arrested.

"Hmm?" she said.

"Is that the guy you told your mother about?"

"Yes, but he's okay, really."

"According to your mother, he's an Australian spy, or
gangster or lawyer."

"He's a recovery agent, which I think means he
rescues people."

"This is not a movie, Karla—"

"I know."

"He's not Cary Grant."

Karla let out a laugh. "Actually, I was worried that
he was—you know, from Charade -- but I think he's more of a
Roger Moore. But with a Russell Crowe meets Tim Roth thing going on
with the accent."

Rosie didn't answer for a moment. Then he sighed and
took off his hat, and ran a hand through his hair.

"James Bond or The Saint?" he asked, finally. He had
known her all her life, after all. She reached out and squeezed his
arm.

"The Saint," she said. "Or at least he's trying to
be."

"He's not responsible for those bruises?"

"Not at all. But he is responsible for the bruises on
the guys who are responsible for my bruises."

Rosie glanced over at George with a bit of reserved
appreciation.

"Okay," he said. "Let's start at the beginning."

So she told him the whole story, except for the thing
about the fingerprint. And she was fuzzy about the details of the
dossier—like the name of the boy who was kidnapped and the country
he was from—but that wasn't really on purpose.

By the time she finished her story it was late
afternoon, and she was very tired. The pop George had got her was
just making her giddy.

"We can talk more tomorrow," said Rosie. "Why don't
you go home?"

"I think I'll sleep someplace else tonight," she
said. "Since those guys broke in and everything."

"Go to your folks'."

"I'll call them right away. You have your key, right?
You can let yourself in if you want to look at the evidence or
anything."

"Ya, I've got the key."

Karla headed back for her car, and glanced up at
George. He was still talking to the trooper, but he was not in
handcuffs.

She got in her car and sat watching for a moment in
the rear view mirror. He told the trooper he didn't have a gun, and
she was sure the trooper had patted him down. After the lie, she
was sure the trooper would have at least handcuffed him, if not put
him on the ground and arrested him. And George was not handcuffed
or on the ground so he must not have lied, even though he certainly
had had a gun in the apartment.

Which meant he had ditched it. And it would have been
stupid to ditch it at the crime scene. So where....

The ATM? George had taken his time about getting
back. He might have just wanted to size up Rosie before talking to
him, or it could be he took the time to ditch the gun behind the
pop machine.

She glanced at the ATM and pop machine, and then into
her mirror again. George and the trooper seemed to be chatting
pretty casually. This wasn't any of her business... dagnabit.

She got out of the car and went over to the pop
machine. She glanced around. Nobody was looking her way.

It was dark behind the machine, and behind the ATM
too. She had a nifty little flashlight in her purse. It wasn't
bright, but it was bright enough.

There was no gun behind either machine. Rats. The pop
machine was too tall for him to have put it on top, although she
supposed he could have thrown it there. She bent down and checked
the slots where the bottles came out, but she wasn't surprised to
find them empty.

There was some space underneath. The gun was fat, but
she thought there was enough clearance below. He could have slipped
it under there.

She tried to get down on one knee, but neither one of
her bruised knees wanted to cooperate. So she bent down as far as
she could go, twisting and feeling around.

"Lose something?"

Karla jumped and whonked her head against the pop
machine so hard she fell right to the ground, stunned.

Deputy Jimmy Waits helped her sit back up and looked
at her with concern.

"Oh, hey. Are you okay?"

"Yeah, I... ow." She rubbed her head as an excuse to
not answer.

"What were you looking for?"

"A quarter. I lost a quarter."

"You sure you want another pop? It will keep you up
all night."

"That's why I want a caffeine free one."

She pointed at the button. Deputy Jimmy gallantly got
a dollar out of his wallet.

"No, I've got money," she said and she stuck her hand
in her pocket, where she felt the huge wad of bills that George had
given her. She let Jimmy be the gentleman and get her a pop.

"Thanks," she said, as he handed it to her. "I need
to get home now."

"You sure you're okay?"

"I'm just fine."

He let her stumble off to her car.

She got in, and put the second unwanted pop bottle
next to the first one, which was empty. She glanced over toward
George again. He was now standing alone, watching her quizzically.
She must have made a big bang when her head hit the machine.

If she and Deputy Jimmy had been poking around where
he'd left the gun, he'd look concerned, wouldn't he? She was pretty
sure the gun was not around the pop machine.

I guess I'm not much of a detective, she thought, and
she shifted into gear and drove away.



Chapter 9

The Waif

 


KARLA WASN'T MUCH for travel. Truth be told, she
hadn't been more than two counties away from Potewa in her life.
And when you're not much of a traveler, even an overnight trip to
the next county is a big deal. Karla went home and fed the ponies
next door, and then fed Orson, who didn't care enough to come up
and eat it, although the sardine was gone. He was still in the
basement, but now curled up on his old dusty chair down behind the
furnace.

He would be okay alone for the night, she thought.
She put the food on the stairs, and then shut the basement door.
She wrote a sign in case the cops came back to gather evidence of
her break in.

"Cat in basement. Do NOT let him out."

She grabbed a toothbrush, and went to check on her
computer. She kept it in the kitchen for convenience, in a
cupboard, and maybe that was a good thing, since the bad guys
hadn't found it. She pulled it out and booted it up while she ate
an apple.

She still had no milk.

And the mess in her dining room was now evidence.

She didn't want to look at it. She didn't want to
think about it. She had blog posts to write, and she didn't even
know if George and his maybe-girlfriend had internet. But it was
going to stink, and so she went and got some rags to soak up the
parts of the milk spill that were still wet. Like Scarlet, she'd
worry about the rest tomorrow.

She tweeted quickly to her followers, "No posts
today. Life imitates art. Kidnapping, murder, and I think I met The
Saint."

Then she called her mother and reassured her, and
then reassured her dad, and told them where she would be, just in
case the job really was a nefarious trap. Not that she mentioned
that suspicion to her folks.

"I'm going to do some investigating," she told
them.

"Find out where he's from," said Mom.

"Will do," said Karla.

And then, because she really did hate to meet
strangers, she hobbled upstairs to get her flowered hat, which made
her feel more formidable like a proper spinster should be.

It was only as she was about to leave that she
noticed the corner of the folder under the pile of books on the
floor. The dossier. That's right, George had left it with her at
the start, probably to help convince her to cooperate.

That was evidence too, she supposed, but if she read
it really closely, she might find something in it to prove the
stuff about Elias was a lie. She picked it up and slipped it into
her computer case. Deep down she knew she was taking it partly to
delay Uncle Rosie from seeing it. She didn't want to lie, but it
might be easier for Maria if all the facts weren't quite at hand
right away. And it might be easier for George too. She didn't know
if he'd keep his promise to help Maria, but if he did, she wanted
to help.

She got the copy of Casablanca she'd picked
out for him, and stuck that in her computer case too. Then she
headed off for Lake Oviat.

 


George's maybe-girlfriend lived in a small apartment
building on the west side of Lake Oviat township, which was on the
edge of the city of Lake Oviat, which was "the big town" as far as
Karla was concerned.

As she pulled into the parking lot, she saw that the
building was new, but surprisingly tacky. She had imagined that
George would be living in a little more style, given the way he
dressed and threw money around, but maybe this was the girlfriend's
apartment. George did seem kind of out of place.

She pulled into a parking space and got out of the
car, adjusted her hat, and straightened up, and wished she'd
brought an umbrella along. How can you be a proper spinster without
an umbrella?

Well, she had her computer case, which was like a
briefcase, and she had some questions, which made her feel like she
was there on a mission. George knew a whole lot more about her than
she knew about him. She was about to equalize that situation.

So Karla picked up the case, sang a short chorus of
"I Have Confidence" from the Sound of Music, and started to
march up to the stairs. But then her bruised knees flared up, so
she stopped singing and eased up instead.

At the door, she took a breath and knocked.

The woman who opened the door was petite, young, too
thin, and beautiful in an ethereal sort of way. She was a waif. A
magic elfin waif. She had lovely thick dark curly hair that ought
to be long, and maybe once was, but now it only came to her
shoulders. The waif's big blue eyes widened as she looked at Karla
with a kind of awe and fear.

"Hi, I'm Karla," said Karla. "George sent me." The
waif continued to look at her with wide eyes. "Are you Gwen?"

The waif nodded slightly and leaned forward to look
closer, and Karla realized that she was looking at the lovely
scrape on Karla's chin.

"Are you all right?" she finally said.

"I'm fine," said Karla. "Can I come in?"

Gwen stepped back and opened the door wider. Karla
stepped into a very plain apartment with white walls and
sand-colored furniture and not a book or video in sight. There were
some women's magazines and a puzzle on the coffee table.

Karla looked at the puzzle with some relief. Puzzles
are good. Much better than blank nothing. You'd go crazy in a place
like this.

"I'm Karla," she said again, and stuck out her hand.
Gwen took it limply, so Karla didn't give her quite the hearty
nanny handshake she'd intended.

"You're the woman in the fax," said Gwen

"You mean the dossier? Yes."

"I told him you were okay. I bet you're a nanny."

How did she know Karla was pretending to be a nanny?
She wasn't that good at acting, was she? But then she realized that
if Gwen had read the dossier, she might think that Karla was Elias'
nanny.

"Yes," said Karla. "Sometimes I am."

"Is the little boy okay?"

"I don't know. His mother took him and ran. I think
she'll keep him safe."

Gwen apparently didn't know enough about the case to
argue about whether Maria was or was not Elias' mother. She just
looked relieved. Then she looked again at Karla's chin and down at
her bandaged hand.

"What happened to your chin?"

Gwen seemed nervous about it, so Karla paused before
answering. George said she had an anxiety disorder. Karla was there
to make her feel safe, so... okay, Karla made a command decision.
To lie.

"I tripped while I was chasing some burglars out of
my house."

"Burglars?"

"Yeah, they broke into my house. I think they were
trying to find the little boy, although why they thought they could
find him by trashing my house, I don't know."

"Weren't you scared?"

"Yes, I was, but I was also really mad, so I hit one
of them with a gallon of milk, and they ran away. Then I grabbed up
the neighbor's pitchfork and ran after them, but I tripped."

Gwen gasped and looked at her bandaged hand.

"Did you stab yourself with the pitchfork? You could
get tetanus."

"I didn't get stabbed. It flew one way and I flew the
other. The bad guys stopped, of course, but by that time George was
there and he took care of them."

"He killed them?"

"Nnnnoo," said Karla. "He just took their guns away
and sent them packing."

"Oh." Gwen seemed a little disappointed. "He said
somebody was killed."

Ah, that's why she thought George had killed
them.

"That was some other guy. We found the body when we
were looking for my friend."

"Do they think George did it?"

"No, he has an alibi."

"Oh, good." Now she looked relieved. Which was a
relief to Karla. It wasn't that Gwen seemed blood-thirsty, but she
did seem awfully eager to believe that George had killed somebody.
Maybe it was because of her anxieties. She wanted to believe he was
fierce enough to protect her.

Karla looked around and set her computer case down by
the counter between the kitchenette and the dining area. She had
planned on avoiding too much social stuff by doing housework, but
she could already see that plan was out.

"Gee," she said. "This place is neat as a pin."

"Oh, that's George," said Gwen. "He cleans
everything. I think he gets bored."

"Wow," said Karla.

"I call him Saint George, sometimes. But he doesn't
like it when I do."

Karla's stomach made a sound, and she realized she
had moved beyond hungry to famished. She'd barely eaten since
breakfast, and she had burned a heck of a lot of calories
today.

"Have you eaten?" she asked. Gwen shook her head and
shrugged.

"I could have a cheeseburger," said Gwen. "There's a
place on the corner."

Gwen didn't seem all that enthusiastic, and Karla
wasn't fond of burgers unless she made them herself.

"Why don't I make us some supper?" said Karla and she
headed for the kitchen.

The cupboards were mostly bare. A few cans of soup
and broth, and lots of cans of nutritional supplement—the kind they
advertise for old people and invalids. Boxes of crunchy, sugary,
colorful cereal. And sugar.

Karla opened the fridge. It was a little better, but
not a lot. Chocolate milk, which Karla usually liked, but she'd
already had enough sugar from the pop George had given her. There
were quite a lot of vegetables and fruits. And some tofu. It was as
though somebody in the house ate healthy, and someone didn't. And
given the cheeseburger thing, the healthy eater was probably
George. Karla grabbed a carrot and chomped on it Bugs Bunny
style.

She turned and found Gwen had followed her into the
kitchen.

"Do you think...?" said Gwen hesitantly. "Did he
seem, like, happy?"

"Happy?"

"I mean all excited to be working or anything?"

"Not particularly," said Karla, not sure how to
answer.

Gwen looked relieved.

"You don't want him to be happy?" asked Karla.

"No!" said Gwen, startled. "I want him to be happy.
But I know he's not. I thought... I was afraid he may be happier
going back to work."

"He seemed pretty depressed," Karla assured her.
Which was only partly true. George did seem to perk up as the case
got interesting, but she wasn't going to tell Gwen that.

Karla turned back to the cupboard and took out a can
of nutritional supplement. It was called Pep-Up, and though it had
sugar it also had protein and added fiber. Karla put down the
carrot and tried to pull the pull-tab on it, but her injured hand
was a problem.

"I'm scared to death," said Gwen. And she looked at
Karla again with the big waif eyes.

"Why?" said Karla, not sure exactly what you're
supposed to do when someone confesses that they're scared.

"I'm afraid he's going to leave. Do you think he's
going to leave?"

What was it George had said about the human heart in
the car? He was talking about himself, and it was in reference to
what she had said about Maria. Comparing himself to Maria.

"I don't think so," said Karla. "To tell you the
truth, I think he's really worried about you."

"I know he is," said Gwen, and she smiled. It was a
warm, affectionate smile, but somehow it reminded her of Scarlet
O'Hara.

Karla handed her the can of supplement and gestured
that she couldn't open it with her bad hand. Gwen took it and
opened it, and took a sip. And then she put it down on the
counter.

"Thanks, I don't really want it."

Karla looked at the can. To heck with cooties.

"Neither do I, but I'm starving," she said, and she
picked it up and drank it half down. It tasted awful.

"What happens when I get better?" said Gwen, quietly.
Karla looked up and saw Gwen was trembling.

"Then everything else will be better too," said
Karla, stating what seemed to her to be the obvious, but she
figured it wouldn't be called a disorder if Gwen's anxieties
weren't out of proportion.

"All he does is worry over me. And I need him to
worry over me, but when I don't need him to worry any more, then
what? How do I know...?"

She seemed afraid to actually say whatever was on her
mind, so Karla finished the sentence.

"How do you know he loves you?"

"No," said Gwen. "How do I know I love him?"

Ouch. That's not good. Karla had no idea what to say
to that, so she just blurted out the first thing that came to
mind.

"It's in his kiss?"

Gwen took in a sharp breath and pulled back. Karla
had somehow struck a nerve.

"It's just a song," Karla said quickly. "And it's the
wrong song because it's supposed to be how you tell if he loves
you, not if you love him."

Gwen covered her face and started crying.

The Marquettes were not big on hugging. And for that
matter, neither was anyone on the Rosewalt side of the family. But
this was the kind of situation where you made an exception. Except
that Gwen had now moved around the counter to collapse into a chair
and sob. Karla followed, and found Gwen hunched over, elbows out,
head down, and not all that easy to get a hug around.

But Karla wasn't a quitter and she was not going to
make do with a stupid pat on the arm.

So she pulled a chair up and sat down in front of
her. She grabbed Gwen's wrists and pulled her hands away from her
face. Gwen didn't resist. She just hung her head and kept
whimpering.

"Gwen, look at me," said Karla. Gwen looked up, red
eyes, runny nose and all, and Karla realized she had no idea what
she was going to say. And she didn't have any movie lines to quote
that she thought were right. So she just dove in. "I'm a forty year
old virgin so what the heck do I know, but... you don't know if you
love him?"

"No!" It was a plaintive cry.

"How the heck do you not know?" said Karla. It seemed
to her that if you didn't know, that meant you didn't, but people
are weird.

"I don't know him! He doesn't know me." Gwen pulled
her hands away from Karla and gestured like somebody who doesn't
have words for what she means. "He rescued me and I fell in love
with him, and I don't know if it's real."

"Oh!" said Karla. That clarified everything. No
wonder they were both confused about their feelings. "You never met
him before he rescued you!"

"Well, we had met," said Gwen. "We had an
affair."

Make that clear as mud. "Gwen, I think that meets the
definition of knowing him."

Gwen sat back and looked at her, her face set and
stubborn, but at least not crying.

"I don't want to talk about that. It wasn't George's
fault, anyway."

"What wasn't?"

"Nothing."

Gwen looked stubborn. Whatever it was that she didn't
want to talk about, at least she sounded like she wanted to defend
George, which maybe meant she did love him. Karla sat back.

"Gwen?"

"Yes?"

"My head hurts. I need food."

"Okay."

"So I'm just going to ask you this one thing. Forget
about whatever it is you don't want to tell me. Forget about the
future, and what will happen whether you get better or not. Just
imagine right now that George is done talking to the police, and
he's about to come through that door. How do you feel about
that?"

Gwen smiled and looked at the door. "You think he
will come home tonight?"

"No, I think he'll be gone all night."

"Oh," said Gwen, and her face fell.

"That settles it," said Karla. "You love him. Let's
get food."

She got up and grabbed her purse. Gwen looked at her,
surprised at the pronouncement.

"How do you know? I mean..."

"If you're looking forward to when he comes home,
that's the definition, as far as I can tell."

"But, what if I get better and then I don't look
forward to him any more?"

"You'll survive," said Karla. "How about some tuna
casserole?"

"My aunt used to make tuna casserole," said Gwen,
looking puzzled, and a little pleased. "But I don't like fish any
more."

"We can make it vegetarian. We'll have cottage cheese
on the side to give us protein."

"With cucumbers?"

"If you want."

Frankly, at that moment, Karla didn't care if it had
pickled turnips in it. She was ready to wolf down a pound of
cottage cheese right out of the carton.

"Come on, let's go to the store."

"Me?"

"I'm supposed to keep my eyes on you every
second."

It looked like Gwen was going to balk. Normally Karla
had no problem with hesitation and indecision, but she was starving
and she did promise to keep an eye on Gwen, and she was not going
to resort to a drive-thru.

So she did something she probably wouldn't have done
otherwise.

"Spit spot," she said, and she snapped her fingers
and gestured for her to come along. Gwen jumped up, just as dogs,
horses and small children do to that same gesture. There must be
something instinctive about the reaction to a finger snap. Even
cats sometimes respond, if they feel like it.

Karla saw a purse by the TV. She picked it up and
tossed it to Gwen. Gwen stepped forward to catch it and Karla just
kept things moving right out the door.

Gwen looked a little flushed and excited as they
reached the parking lot.

"George usually does the shopping," she said, a
little breathlessly.

"If you let somebody else do the shopping," said
Karla, "then you only get what you planned on getting."



Chapter 10

Meanwhile, Back at the Crime Scene....

 


"I MOVED UP here for the fishing," said Detective
Lundgren. He was a hefty sixty-six year old with a pony-tail and a
handlebar mustache that made him look more like a comic shop owner
than a policeman, and he was the only detective in the county. The
main part of his job was visiting schools for the drug education
program, so the shaggy look was to give him credibility as a guy
who might know something about drugs. Kids didn't like being
lectured by grandpa, but they might listen to an old hippie.

The rest of his job was mainly tracking down stolen
vehicles and following up on complaints. He was chatty, good with
people but not experienced with a complicated crime scene. Right
now, he looked like a druggie in the headlights as he and Rosie
left the murder room to the state crime lab and the coroner.

"Leave it to them," said Rosie. "Concentrate on the
neighbors."

"They're all Chinese," said Lundgren.

"Probably not," said Rosie. He didn't know what the
nationality of most of the names on the mailboxes were, but at
least some of them looked Vietnamese to him.

Lundgren started off to join the deputies who were
knocking on doors, but then he stopped and turned around.

"Did you see the pearls?" he said. So he wasn't too
shell-shocked to do his job. He'd seen the two greenish pearls on
the floor in the corner, and a bit of red glass or plastic.

"Yeah," said Rosie. "And the red bead. What do you
think?"

"I'd say a broken necklace, but there weren't any
holes drilled in the one I could see."

Rosie nodded and headed back down to the parking lot.
He had decided to make Starling wait before talking to him. People
get tired of waiting. They get impatient, cranky, upset, and eager
to get it all over with as soon as the chance comes. You make them
wait long enough, and they will yell and bluster—and then cooperate
fully just to get out of there. Rosie used the time to size them
up; see how they react to the wait, see what they did.

Except all Starling did was wait. He didn't look at
his watch. He didn't pace. He shifted his stance now and then,
discreetly. And he seemed to be watching everything that went on
around him, also discreetly. The guy knew how to wait.

"What do you think?" Rosie asked the two deputies who
stood on the sidewalk, watching.

Deputy Alice Vanderbeek scowled thoughtfully.

"I don't know," she said. "Maybe ex-military or
ex-cop."

"I'd say he's not an ex," said Jimmy Waits. "I'd say
he's current. Secret something."

Rosie looked down at the identification the trooper
had collected from Starling. It included a business card just like
the one Rosie had found in Karla's living room. "Recovery agent,"
he said. "What do you think that is?"

"Agent!" said Waits. "He's a foreign agent."

"He sounds Australian," said Vanderbeek.

"Or South African," said Waits.

They looked meaningfully at each other. Rosie paged
through the man's passport.

"Well, he has been to Australia."

Since Rosie didn't say any more, they went back to
looking at Starling.

"Whatever he is," said Waits, "he's got that
look."

"What look?"

"You know, that look that guys—and gals—come back
with from war."

Vanderbeek had come back from Iraq herself several
years ago.

"You mean the thousand yard stare?" she said.
"PTSD?"

"Well, no, maybe not that."

"Because I don't see it."

"Maybe a ten yard stare."

She looked closer at Starling.

"He looks depressed," she said.

Which Rosie had to agree that he did. He didn't,
however, look annoyed or impatient, so there wasn't much point to
waiting any longer. Rosie headed his way.

Starling stood with his hands clasped behind him,
rocking on his feet a little and watching the windows of the upper
floor of the apartment building. He didn't look away from that as
Rosie approached.

"Do you know who he was?" asked Starling.

"No," said Rosie. "Who was he?"

Starling finally looked away from the building to
turn to Rosie.

"I don't know. I assumed you would find some papers
on him." He waited, but Rosie just made a non-committal sound.
"Which means you didn't. Odd."

He glanced back up at the murder room. Rosie cleared
his throat.

"So... Mr. George Starling."

"Yes."

"You're Canadian."

"Yes."

Rosie flipped through the passport.

"But you don't spend much time in Canada."

"Sadly, no." He smiled a slight, ironic smile. It was
hard to tell if he was sad because he didn't see more of Canada, or
because he was now so close to his home country.

"And you don't talk like a Canadian."

"I was raised in Southeast Asia, among other places.
Diplomatic family."

"What do you do for a living, Mr. Starling?"

"I'm retired."

"From?"

"From work."

Rosie didn't rise to the non-answer. Instead he
waited. But so did Starling. Rosie decided to go the opposite way
and gave an impatient sigh.

"From work as a South African spy?"

Starling looked surprised, and then smiled a small
but genuine smile.

"Gosh, did I give you the wrong passport?" he said.
"I'm sorry."

Rosie held up the business card. Starling looked at
it and sighed.

"I don't work for them any more," he said, and he
raised his right hand as if swearing an oath. "I swear, I am not
being compensated for any of this. I got a call from an old friend
who asked me to talk to Ms. Marquette about a missing child. I
actually know very little about it, and Ms. Marquette has convinced
me that it's a red herring."

"In spite of the attack on her, and now a
murder?"

"I don't know about the murder, but those thugs may
have got the same wrong tip my friend did."

"Your friend's name?"

"Robert Giroux. He's the actual agent involved, and
he will be arriving in a day or two. I'm sure he can answer your
questions. The second number on that card is the BKI office and
they could probably give you his itinerary."

"Hmmmm," said Rosie, and he paused to note it down.
"So just what does a recovery agent recover?"

"Anything a person might pay to have recovered."

"Like a kidnapped child."

"Yes, we... I mean they do a certain amount of
K and R, that is, kidnap and ransom work. Not as much as other
things."

"Like stolen property?"
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