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* * * * *
When he could no longer deceive himself about his guilt, he left, returning to a place few people chose to leave. The person most important in his life had left that place, too, but surely she had not chosen to do so.
He took with him what he considered appropriate pay for the services he had rendered.
* * * * *
Tom could smell the cologne before he opened the door. He looked up at the tall, beefy, middle-aged man waiting impatiently on the doorstep.
“Yes?”
“Tom!” the man boomed. “You haven’t changed at all! You look just the same!”
The other man’s face and body had changed considerably. It was the loud voice and overbearing manner that identified him. “Jack Tourneau,” Tom said. “I didn’t know you were still here.” After the briefest hesitation, he added, “Come in.”
As he led the way to the living room, Tom asked, “Want something to drink?”
“What’s that you’re drinking? Looks like urine with ice in it.”
“Why, you haven’t changed either, Jack.” Tom held his glass up to the light for a moment. “You’re right.” He sipped his drink. “Fortunately, it tastes like bourbon. Want some?”
Jack shivered. “Brr! Alcohol! Never touch the stuff.” He slapped his thick middle. “That’s how I’ve managed to keep my schoolboy physique. Got any Diet Pepsi?”
“Nope.”
“Okay, then, I’ll have a bourbon on ice.”
Tom raised his eyebrows.
“Almost never touch the stuff. Today doesn’t count.”
“And why is that?” Tom asked as he went behind the bar.
“Because today I’m greeting an old school friend I haven’t seen in over twenty years. So this is a special celebration.”
Tom put a couple of ice cubes in a glass and poured bourbon over them. He glanced at Jack, already sprawling at his ease on the couch with the best view.
“You can see the whole damned city from here,” Jack said. “Hell of a view. Hell of a drop-off.”
“About a hundred feet.”
“Better be careful when you mow. But I bet you hire the mowing.”
Why don’t you go outside and stroll along the edge? Tom thought. Swallow all of your drink first. “I don’t have a lawn. I went for the natural look.”
Frank snorted. “That figures. I always wanted a house up here. This place must have cost you a fortune.”
“Mm hm.”
“Quarter mil? Half? More?”
“A fortune.”
Jack grinned at him. “Close-mouthed bastard. You haven’t changed in that regard, either.” He reached up to accept his drink from Tom. It was the gesture of a monarch accepting a drink from a servant.
Tom shook his head in silent wonder at Jack’s old talent for taking center stage. “I just moved in yesterday. How did you know I was here? Or is this a coincidence? Maybe you came to my door to sell encyclopedias.”
“Nice try, Tom. You went into the license bureau this morning to get a driver’s license. The woman who took care of you was Janice.”
“Janice?” Tom frowned for a moment, recalling the face. She had seemed familiar at the time, he remembered. “Wait a minute. Not Janice Sheridan? Janice the cheerleader?”
“That’s right.”
“Jesus,” Tom muttered.
“Twenty years,” Jack said. “And fifty pounds.”
“I didn’t move back here to get depressed,” Tom said, “but now I am.”
“So why did you move back here?”
Jack must have thought he was being casual, that he was disguising his interest. But reading other men, seeing through their armor, had become a survival skill for Tom during his twenty-two years in Chicago. “Just looking for peace and quiet, Jack. Early retirement in the old home town.”
“Pretty damned early,” Jack said. “You’re the same age I am, and I won’t be able to retire for more than twenty-five years. What’ve you been doing since you left town?”
“Saving carefully. What have you been doing since I left?”
“Why, I’ve been following in my daddy’s footsteps, Tom. Some of us have reason to want to do that, you know.”
I actually looked up to this jerk when I was a kid, Tom thought. Amazing. “So you’re teaching at the college?”
“Not just teaching at Triple C. I’m teaching English, just like my father. Been there for ten years, now. Ever since I got my Ph.D.”
“How is your father?”
Jack shrugged. “Dunno. He got old enough to retire, the lucky bastard. He and my mom are off somewhere in the Pacific. They spend all their goddamned time traveling and squandering their savings. They gave us the house, anyway. You remember the house.” He held up his empty glass. “Like another.”
“Like, okay,” Tom said. He set his own almost full glass down on the coffee table and stood up. He took Jack’s glass and went to the bar with it. “I always liked your father,” Tom said. He refilled Jack’s glass, but this time he put in four ice cubes first. He brought it back to Jack, who had slid lower on the couch.
“More than you liked your own,” Jack said. “For which I never blamed you. No fault of yours. I understood why you were always over at our place. Especially after your mom —” He paused and had the grace to look embarrassed. “After you lost your mom.”
Tom went to the window and stood looking out over Ransom, his back to Jack. The window extended from floor to ceiling and across most of the east wall of the living room. The builder had assured Tom that he would install glass capable of withstanding the winds up here. How about bullets from resentful people living below, Tom had wanted to ask. “Do you enjoy teaching, Jack?”
Jack grunted. “Most of the time, I hate it. But I like the hours. And the coeds. You should see them, Tom. They don’t dress the way they did when we were young. Oh, I’m sorry, you didn’t go to college. I forgot.”
Tom laughed despite himself. “Sure you did, Jack. So, let’s see. You’ve checked out my house and me and my liquor. We’ve renewed our dear, close friendship of boyhood days. What else did you come here to do?”
“To invite you to the opera,” Jack said.
Tom spun around. “What?”
Jack chuckled. “Caught you, didn’t I? Well, it’s not my idea. I hate opera. It’s Ellen’s idea.”
“Ellen?”
“My wife. The former Ellen Chernikov.”
Again, Jack had managed to get him off balance. “Ellen married you?”
“I married Ellen.” He radiated self-satisfaction. “You’d know this stuff if you’d kept in touch with the old gang, Tom.”
“You have children?” Tom shivered inwardly with disgust at the thought of Ellen Chernikov pregnant with Jack’s babies.
But Jack shook his head. “Turned out Ellen couldn’t. It used to bother her at first. Just fine with me, though. I hate kids. Anyway, Ellen runs the Ransom and Central Colorado Opera Guild. The name’s bigger than their whole damned budget. Or the size of their audiences. Ellen always did love music, but you probably don’t remember that.”
Tom remembered everything about Ellen Chernikov with painful clarity, and he was sure Jack knew that. “So Ellen knows I’m back?”
Jack drained the last of the bourbon from his glass and set it on the coffee table. “I told her as soon as I found out. And she insisted I come up here and invite you to the opera they’re putting on.” His speech had become slurred. “Tomorrow night is the first performance. They rent the auditorium at the high school. If you want, I could tell her that you hate opera as much as I do, and you said you couldn’t come.”
“I love opera.”
“Ugh! You do?” He stared at Tom for a moment. “Where have you been for the last twenty plus years, Tom?”
“Listening to some of the best singers in the world. I got addicted. However, I do hate amateur opera. Opera’s like ballet — brilliant or awful. There’s no middle ground.”
“Christ, I bet you like ballet, too.”
Tom nodded. “All real men like ballet, Jack.”
Jack snorted. “We have a different definition of real men.”
“Very likely.”
Jack stared again at Tom, then looked around the living room. Then he shrugged. “Your business. Anyway, these folks aren’t really amateurs. Not entirely, I mean. A lot of them are from the music department at Triple C. And the locals Ellen recruited have some background, too. She says they’re pretty good, and I trust her judgment on this. I can’t tell the difference. It’s all crap to me.”
“What opera are they doing?” Tom asked, hoping it would turn out to be a light musical and not an opera at all. Or at the worst, an operetta.
“Tosca.”
Of course, Tom thought. He wondered why amateurs always aspired too high.
“At least it’s being done in English,” Jack said.
Tom groaned inwardly. Of course it is, he thought.
“There are only a few of the old gang still living here.” Jack said. “Most of them will stay as far away from this thing as they can, but a couple of them might show up. And some of Ellen’s and my friends will be there. This would be a good chance for you to get yourself involved in the social life of Ransom, such as it is. Unless you’re rather spend your retirement —” he grimaced “ — up here by yourself. I know Ellen was looking forward to seeing you again.”
Tom looked at him sharply, but this time Jack maintained a bland expression that Tom couldn’t see through.
Finally, Tom nodded and said, “Okay, Jack. Tell Ellen I’ll be there.”
Jack sprang to his feet with surprising vigor, but then he swayed a bit and put one hand on an arm of the couch for support. “Tomorrow night, eight o’clock, high school auditorium. Buy your ticket at the door.” He laughed. “There’re always plenty of seats available. Get there early, so I can introduce you around. You remember how to get to the high school, don’t you? Of course you do. Hell, you practically grew up in that place, right? Okay, Tom, see you tomorrow night.” He walked to the front door in a fairly straight line and let himself out.
Tom stood watching Jack leave, making no move to accompany him to the door.
After Jack was gone, Tom locked the door, dumped the ice cubes from Jack’s glass and the remaining liquor from his own into the sink, picked up the book he had been reading when the doorbell rang, and resumed his quiet evening.
* * * * *
The next morning, Saturday, Tom ate a leisurely breakfast and read both the Ransom Roundup and the Denver Post.
The Denver paper seemed remarkably shallow after the two Chicago dailies. He could subscribe to those here, of course, but he had chosen to leave his old life behind, and reading the papers that concerned themselves with that life wasn’t the way to do it. Even more important, it seemed unwise to him to give anyone in Chicago, even a newspaper subscription department, his current name and address.
Although the Roundup was smaller than the Post, it was actually the more interesting of the two to Tom, because its news concerned life in Ransom. It echoed the life Tom had lived before Chicago. The names of city officials and other local notables were virtually all different, but the place names were the same. Tom felt an almost physical click of fitting back into place.
Maybe I do belong in Ransom after all, he thought. The previous evening, enduring Jack Tourneau’s visit, he had had his doubts.
After he had finished breakfast and the papers, Tom headed for town.
He spent a couple of hours in the downtown area, marveling at what had changed and what hadn’t. Later, there’d be plenty of time to leave downtown and drive past his old house. Maybe.
The sky was cloudless, the air was clean, the temperature was in the mid-eighties, and the humidity was fifteen percent. After twenty-two summers in Chicago, it felt wonderful.
At first, something seemed to be missing. Then he identified it: noise. Traffic was light and the streets were quiet. When he passed people talking to each other, they weren’t yelling. He thought the quietness of the place would take the most getting used to.
Toward noon, Tom began to wonder if the license bureau was open on Saturdays. There was a good chance that it was, he suspected, at least in the morning. He knew it was silly of him, but he wanted to talk to Janice Sheridan to see if he could tell why she was watching and reporting on his doings. It was probably natural, he thought, for her to be inquisitive about him. He hoped it was nothing more than that.
He got to the license bureau just in time. According to the hours painted on the glass door, the office closed at noon on Saturdays. An employee, a young man, was turning the sign in the door around to read CLOSED just as Tom entered. “Could you come back on Monday?” the young man asked hopefully.
“I’m just here to talk to someone for a moment,” Tom assured him. “No paperwork required.” He looked around and spotted the woman he had dealt with the day before. She was standing in front of her desk, cramming things into her purse. Tom stared at her, trying to see in her the lean, tanned cheerleader of his high school days, but he could find no trace, no remaining hint.
He walked over to the desk, not sure how to go about this. Maybe this woman wasn’t Janice Sheridan. Maybe Jack had been playing one of his old hostile games. Tom stopped in front of the desk. “Hello,” he said.
She smiled widely at him, a smile that exposed strong, white teeth. It was the smile of woman who saw herself as still attractive, and for that moment, Tom could see again the girl of twenty-two years before.
“How have you been, Janice?” he said.
“Hi, Tom. I didn’t say anything yesterday because I could tell you didn’t recognize me. I was waiting to see if you finally would.”
Tom smiled at her. “I recognized you right away, but I was trying to slip back into town without being recognized myself.”
Janice whooped with laughter. “Tom, you’ve hardly changed! Of course anyone who used to know you would recognize you. And of course I’ve changed. Don’t play games with me.”
Tom nodded his acknowledgment of her point and her honesty. “Can you spare a few minutes, or do you have to get home right away?”
“Actually,” Janice said, “I was going to have lunch before going home. With a couple of the other girls. Just a sec.” She looked around and spotted two women, younger than she, waiting by the front door. “Change of plan,” she called out. “Gonna eat with an old high-school friend.”
The two looked at Tom and then at Janice. You must be joking, their expressions said. Then they shrugged and left the office together.
Tom knew that look of dismissal. Twenty-two years ago, it had wounded him every time. Now it had no effect.
Tom had reached his full height by the time he was sixteen. He was five foot four inches tall, slender, with light-brown hair, an unremarkable face, and an introverted personality. He had never had a date during his adolescence in Ransom. Chicago had been a different matter, although he had been careful not to form any close relationships while there. During those twenty-two years, he had managed to build in himself the self-confidence and self-respect he should have been developing during the preceding eighteen.
Janice looked embarrassed on her friends’ behalf. “I guess I just assumed you’d come have lunch with me,” she said. “No place expensive. Just a local sandwich shop. Although with your address, I guess you could afford better, right?”
Tom laughed. “I don’t remember you being so inquisitive. Of course, I didn’t remember that we were such good friends before, either.”
“Oh, hell, Tom, twenty years later everyone’s friends with the people they went to high school with.”
* * * * *
Later, sharing a booth with Janice in a sandwich shop a couple of blocks away from her office, Tom said, “This place wasn’t here twenty-two years ago.” He looked around the sterile room. The sterility was strictly visual; the place smelled of stale grease. The restaurant was part of a national chain, and it was identical in appearance and even smell to the outlets of the same chain he had seen in Chicago. “The homogenization of America.”
“You still talk the same way,” Janice said. “Lighten up, Tom. Our food’s ready. I’ll go get it.”
While she was doing so, Tom tried to remember what had occupied this building’s place on Howard Street during his youth, but he couldn’t. He hadn’t trained himself to remember things in those days, the way he had later. It hadn’t been so important to remember details in the old days. I guess it’s not important any more, he thought. I could start lapsing into my dotage right away, and it wouldn’t matter. I’m safe here, and I’m retired.
Janice returned with their sandwiches and began eating hers immediately. Tom stared at his. He asked her, “Have you been working at the license bureau ever since the old days?”
“Not all that time. Only for the last sixteen years. I went to college for a couple of years, but I flunked out. Then I got married, and that also lasted for two years. He flunked out of marriage.”
“Anyone I’d know?”
“Chuck Hathaway. He was a year ahead of us in school. Remember him?”
Tom called up an image of a tall, beefy blond boy with an eternal scowl and a temper as quick and vicious as that of Tom’s father. Tom had always been careful to stay out of the way of both of them. He nodded. “Uh huh.”
“Exactly,” Janice said. “Well, I was twenty years old. What did I know? But I learned. So after trying college and then marriage, I tried working for the state. That one lasted. It’s not a bad job, and the retirement package is a good one, so I came out okay in the end.”
“No kids?”
“Thank God, no.”
“Does Hathaway still live in town?”
“Oh, don’t worry about him. He’s not around anymore. After I kicked him out, he joined the Army. I hear he’s a sergeant in charge of Basic Training in Georgia, now. Can you imagine being an eighteen-year-old kid just joining up and having to deal with Chuck?”
“Easily.” Tom took a bite of his greasy sandwich as a way of creating a pause and a transition. He managed to chew and swallow, and then he said, “Jack Tourneau came to see me yesterday. To welcome me back, you could say. He mentioned that you had told him I was back and that you had given him my new address.”
Janice looked distressed. “Oh, dear! Was that wrong? I didn’t realize you didn’t want anyone to know about you. I’m sorry, Tom! I won’t tell anyone else, I promise. Although I guess it’s too late for that, isn’t it?”
“No, no, it’s okay,” Tom said reassuringly. “I’m not trying to hide here. I was just a bit surprised, that’s all.” Tom Hamilton wasn’t trying to hide anywhere. He had gone by a different name in Chicago.
“That’s a relief. Still and all, I am sorry, Tom. You do know that all that license information is public record, don’t you? So anyone can come in there and look through our files. You can even fill in a form, and for a few bucks we’ll search our database for you and give you the home address of anyone who has a driver’s license anywhere in the state.”
Tom nodded. “Yes, I’m familiar with that. Although that’s changing in some places.”
“Violent places where there’ve been problems,” Janice said. “We don’t have any real big celebrities around here, and nothing has ever happened to make us change our rules.”
Tom concentrated on his sandwich. It was disgusting, but Janice was gobbling hers down, and he felt obscurely that she’d be hurt if he left his, so he forced himself to work his way through it. He was satisfied now that Janice had not been keeping an eye out specifically for him. It wasn’t a logical conclusion but rather one based on intuition and his reading of her personality. He had learned to trust that ability.
“You haven’t told me what you’ve been doing for the last twenty-something years,” Janice said suddenly, as though she’d been reading him as well.
Tom was momentarily startled, even though he knew her asking him that question at that moment was merely coincidence. “I’ve been out of town,” he said, and took a large bite from his sandwich.
Janice chuckled. “No kidding! And?”
Tom waited until he had managed to swallow. “This and that. Around and about. Supporting myself and not writing home.”
Janice’s face grew serious. “No happy memories for you here, I guess. So why did you come back?”
“To visit again all the places where I would have spent so many happy summer days with my dog, if I had had a dog. And to take advantage of the fine bargains in the local real-estate market.”
“You’ve just bought one of the most expensive pieces of property in town!”
“It’s a bargain compared to prices where I last lived.”
“What’re you going to do for a living?”
“I’m retired.”
Janice waited for more. When it didn’t come, she finally said, “You always were a close-mouthed kid. Did anyone ever tell you that?”
“Just recently, although not quite in those words.” He pushed his sandwich away from him. Half of it remained on the plate. “I ate a pretty big breakfast.”
“Doesn’t measure up to what you’ve been eating all those years in — where did you say?”
“Out of state.”
She laughed. “May I?” Without waiting for Tom’s response, Janice pulled his plate over and transferred the remnants of his sandwich to her own plate.
“Do you like opera, Janice?”
“Tom, that’s just the kind of weird thing you used to say back in high school. No wonder you never had any dates. No, I don’t like opera. I only listen to country and western. Do you like country and western?”
Tom grimaced. “I think country and western music is a symptom of the decline and fall of Western civilization.”
“Yeah, I thought that’s what you’d think. Okay, so you would never want to go to the concert I’m going to tonight, and I would never want to go to that thing the Tourneaus are putting on.”
Tom nodded. “Fair deal.” He pushed himself out of the booth. “I’m going to spend the rest of the day reacquainting myself with the town before I get ready to go to that thing. Have a good time at your concert.”
“And you have a good time at the opera. Even though it won’t be as good as the ones in — where was it?”
“Europe.”
* * * * *
Tom drove around for a couple of hours, surprised at how poorly his memory of the town jibed with the reality. There had been real changes in Ransom since he’d left, but even things that surely had not changed — such as the direction a given street ran in, or the location of one building in relation to another — were not as he remembered them. Had his memories changed as the years had passed, or had he, as a boy, not noticed the world around him in a clear, precise way?
He had learned since those days to value precision of observation and clarity of memory. More than once, a detail noticed and remembered had saved his life. Only now, though, did he realize just how much he had changed and even recreated himself during his time away from Ransom. To an extent, he seemed to have recreated Ransom as well.
He parked outside the high school and stared at it for a while. This place, by contrast, was exactly as he remembered it. His boyhood self had taken note of every detail and committed each to memory.
If the outside was exactly as he remembered it, then the inside might be unchanged, too. But he felt an enormous reluctance to go inside and see it all again. Well, he told himself, it’s Saturday, so it’s probably locked up. The janitor will have locked it up.
The janitor.
Tom started his car again and drove down the streets he had walked down every school day.
The house was a mile from the high school. “The house,” he still called it in his thoughts, even though it was now somebody else’s house. Well, it had always been someone else’s house. Tom had never felt that it belonged to him in any sense, or that he belonged in it.
133 North Elm. An address he was unlikely ever to forget. It sounded so peaceful and idyllic. It sounded like gracious homes shaded by huge trees, big houses where trouble never intruded, where people lived peaceful and happy lives undisturbed by loud noises or violence.
Tom parked a block away and walked slowly down the sidewalk.
The neighborhood had been a poor one twenty-two years earlier, and it seemed still poorer now. Like so much else that seemed to have changed, he thought, it might really be his viewpoint that had changed with the passing years and his growing wealth.
He passed the house Nick Jaruzelski had lived in and stopped on the sidewalk in front of number 133.
He had once read that people revisiting the scenes of their childhood found everything smaller than they remembered, because their memories were of things as seen from a child’s perspective. It didn’t seem to be quite true in this case, though. The trees had grown with the passage of time, and the buckled sidewalks were buckled more than he remembered.
And the house looked even bigger.
The house still had about it an aura of pain and danger. Tom walked even more slowly as he passed by it.
It’s my imagination, he thought. It must be.
How could the dead material of which the house was built have retained his boyhood suffering? How could it radiate that suffering? Why hadn’t that changed when new people moved in?
Perhaps they’re the same as the man who lived in it before, Tom thought. Perhaps another man lives here now who terrorizes his family and fills their days with violence and dread.
Well, Tom told himself, enough of this. You’re being self-indulgent.
He turned to head back toward his car.
Two young men were coming toward him on the sidewalk. One was white and one was black. Both were much taller than Tom, and both wore tank tops displaying impressive muscles. They filled the sidewalk, and they exuded a familiar menace.
The neighborhood thugs were all white in my day, Tom thought. Social progress.
Back in Chicago, he had never had to worry about this sort of thing. He was known in all the dangerous parts of town. Rather, it was well known who his protectors were. He had grown too used to that protection; it had made him incautious. And he had not realized just how much his old neighborhood had changed.
Tom turned and walked rapidly away from the two young men. He walked as though he had urgent business and was about to turn into one of the houses he passed. He didn’t look back to see whether they were drawing closer. He wasn’t sure what he would do — what he could do — if they were to catch up with him.
He reached a corner, turned to the right, and kept walking.
End of the block. Turn to the right again.
This time, he was able to check the sidewalk behind him from the corner of his eyes as he turned the corner. The two were still following him, still keeping their distance. Maybe there was nothing to this. Maybe they were innocent kids out for a walk, no violent intentions at all. Or maybe not.
Third corner. Another turn to the right. Tom took his car keys from his pocket as he turned, selected the right key by touch.
He sprinted suddenly. He sensed the two young men breaking into a run at the same time. He reached his car, key held out, thrust it into the lock, turned it, jumped inside, closed and locked the door.
The two were right behind him. They pounded on the closed windows of his car, furious at him. There was no doubt now about their intentions.
Tom smiled at them and then reached calmly toward his glove compartment. The two young predators backed away, hands up placatingly, and disappeared.
Tom sat in his car for a while before starting it. He was sweating, his heart was pounding, and his hands were trembling. “Damn,” he muttered. I don’t belong here anymore. I haven’t changed at all since I was a teenager. I never did belong here.
Maybe I should have a real gun in the car, he thought, not just a pretend one. What if my bluff hadn’t worked?
But he hated guns and always had. He hated violence of all kinds.
Violence, he thought. It makes some men feel more alive. It had always made him feel dead.
* * * * *
When he got back to his house in the foothills above Ransom, he stood outside for a long time on the narrow rocky strip between his picture window and the drop-off, looking down at the town. He thought he could pick out his old neighborhood. He was now on the opposite side of town from that cramped neighborhood, that cramped house, that cramped life — across town and high above it all. The stony edge of the cliff at his feet separated his new world from his old one and kept the old world at bay.
He hadn’t bought this house with any attention to that symbolism, but now he decided he liked it.
* * * * *
Tom looked at himself in the mirror and decided that he was very nicely dressed to go to an opera performance he was dreading and which he feared would probably sound much more like country and western than Puccini.
Maybe I should have tried again to get Janice to come with me to this thing, he thought as he adjusted his tie. Maybe she would have enjoyed it after all. And then I could tell myself that I’d finally had a date with Janice Sheridan. He had dreamed of that throughout high school — that, and acceptance by Jack Tourneau and his crowd.
He paused as a thought struck him. Had Ellen Chernikov changed as much as Janice had?
Ellen Tourneau, he corrected himself.
* * * * *
Tom reached the high school at seven. There were cars outside and a few people standing outside, smoking. Ransom had recently passed a law forbidding smoking in all public buildings and most restaurants and workplaces — something that would have been unthinkable during Tom’s boyhood. Tom took a deep breath and held it as he walked past the smokers and into the building. Many of them looked angry. It was an expression Tom had seen before on the faces of smokers exiled to the outdoors.
The auditorium entrance was opposite the main door, and the lobby between the door and the entrance to the auditorium was occupied by more people, not smoking, standing in groups and chatting. What struck Tom most was how unfamiliar it all seemed. He had half expected to be catapulted back into the past by the sights and smells of the place. He had expected to think of the other opera attendees as parents visiting his school. Fortunately, he felt none of that.
The box office was a folding table set up just inside the door. An attractive woman of about Tom’s age sat behind it selling tickets. Tom drew out his wallet and stepped up to the table.
A very attractive woman, he decided.
She finished selling tickets to a middle-aged couple and turned her attention to him with a pasted-on smile. The smile suddenly grew real, and Tom recognized her at the same moment.
“Tom! Jack said you’d be here, but I was afraid you’d change your mind.”
He remembered how much he had liked her voice. “Hello, Ellen. Pardon me: Mrs. Tourneau.”
The smile turned mischievous. Tom remembered that, too. “You never proposed to me, Tom.”
“I propose to enjoy your opera.”
“And you will, too.” Ellen turned and gestured, and a young man came over. “Take care of the ticket selling,” Ellen told him. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. Tom, let me introduce you to our crowd.”
“Just your crowd? Not the whole crowd?”
“Everyone here is our crowd,” Ellen said, standing up and taking his arm. “It’s not the way it used to be,” she said. “We grew up.”
He had not forgotten that she was a couple of inches taller than he, nor that that had been one more thing about her that had excited him. She looked even stronger now than then. Her grip on his arm was certainly strong, and that was arousing to him.
She obviously still took charge of things. She steered him over to one of the groups of chatting people and interrupted the ongoing conversation. “Listen up, everyone.”
They stopped talking and listened respectfully. Ellen Chernikov had had a lot of presence even as a teenager, but Tom didn’t remember that she had been quite so commanding.
“This is Tom Hamilton. He’s an old high-school friend of Jack’s and mine, and he’s been away from Ransom since we all graduated from dear old RHS. He’s just moved back, and we want him to feel at home again. So make him welcome.”
They all said hello and smiled in a welcoming way, as ordered. Ellen squeezed Tom’s arm and said, “Talk to you later, Tom. Too busy now.”
A few of the group told Tom their names, which he committed to memory, even as he told himself that he could now afford to divest himself of that carefully acquired habit.
Most of them turned out to be academics connected with Colorado Central College. Jack joined the group briefly. His breath smelled of alcohol and his face was flushed. He complained of being hot and took his suit jacket off and folded it over his arm. He spoke too loudly and seemed overly ready to argue. When Jack ambled away, Tom had the impression that the group was relieved.
A new couple arrived in the lobby and joined the group. The man was tall, slender, and darkly handsome. He wore a charcoal-grey suit, expensively tailored. The women in the group seemed far happier to see him than the men. Without even knowing the newcomer, Tom sided with the other men. The woman was blonde and a match for the man — taller than average, considerably prettier than average, and much more self-confident than average. She wore a scoop-neck, collarless white blouse, a grey blazer, a string of pearls, small pearl earrings, a grey skirt, and low heels: the yuppie uniform of the nineties. They both said hello to the group in general. The woman’s voice sounded familiar to Tom, but he couldn’t imagine why.
Someone introduced Tom to them, and the woman said, “Tom Hamilton!” She held out her hand. “I’m Julie Pressler.”
That explained the familiarity of her voice. She was the real-estate agent through whom Tom had bought his house.
Everything had been done by telephone, with Tom making all the calls. He had been forced by circumstances to go by her description of the house, which had fortunately been honest as well as complete. He hadn’t wanted to risk so much as giving her an address to which to send photographs of the place because he didn’t want her to know what city he was calling from. For the final closing, he had made his complete and sudden move to Ransom, rented a room in a motel, paid his first visit to the house, and signed the papers. Julie had been out of town that day and Tom had dealt with an assistant.
Julie’s handshake was brisk, firm, and professional. It offered nothing, hinted at nothing. It was simply a handshake. Tom decided he liked that.
She said, “I’ve been meaning to drop by and see how everything’s going with the new house. When would be a good time?”
“No need for that,” Tom said quickly. “Everything’s fine. The house is perfect. You got me exactly what I wanted.”
She smiled with pleasure. “Oh, this is my husband, Mark. I think you two know each other.”
The two men nodded at each other and made no attempt to shake hands. Mark Pressler, Tom thought. I should have made the connection. Still a supercilious dickhead, aren’t you, Mark? “Nice seeing you again, Mark,” he said aloud. “I hadn’t realized you’d stayed in Ransom.” Did the wider world not share your high opinion of yourself?
“No need to go anywhere else, Tom. Some of us have found our happiness in this town and don’t have to go searching all over the place hoping to find it.”
Not bad, Tom admitted to himself. The boy’s wit has improved. Mark had been one of Jack’s hangers-on in high school and had exhibited a strong talent for sycophancy and little else. “What are you doing with yourself nowadays, Mark?”
“I’m a lawyer, Tom. I’m pretty well-known in this part of the country. And you? No one’s heard a thing about you since you left. We’re all curious as to what you’ve been up to.”
“No good,” Tom said with a smile. “I’ve been accumulating worldly wisdom. And money, of course. I’m retired.”
The duel seemed to end at that point. Mark retired from the field, but Tom couldn’t tell if he did so because he knew himself defeated or because he was bored. Tom turned his attention to the people he didn’t know from the old days.
The non-academics were professional men and women from Ransom and Denver. So, Tom thought, Ellen and Jack’s crowd isn’t really everyone. The class distinctions the two of them had observed so scrupulously in high school still regulated their choice of friends. What makes me acceptable to them now? he wondered. Probably the amount I paid for my house.
Despite his cynicism and the old resentment toward the wealthy that Tom had never managed to rid himself of, he found himself getting along quite well with the group. He assumed that they shared Jack and Ellen’s snobbery, but the conversation never touched upon that. Rather, they seemed to be interested in talking about the opera itself and about the previous performances put on by Ellen’s organization — none of them very successful, apparently. Most of all, the group talked about who at the college was sleeping with whose spouse. On the last subject, they were remarkably frank in the presence of a stranger. Tom concluded that the gossip was all common knowledge on the campus already. Or that speaking about it in front of a stranger was one way of making sure it became common knowledge.
The man who had been standing to Tom’s right moved away, and Tom found himself next to a tall, slender woman with short black hair. She had a pale complexion and wore bright red lipstick and a black, form-fitting dress.
“Arlene Pernowski,” she said, holding out her hand. “I told you that when Ellen introduced you, but I don’t expect you to remember it.”
Tom smiled and took her hand. He didn’t mention that he remembered each of the names he had been told, or that he probably would have remembered hers even if he had forgotten all the others.
“Fred Pernowski,” a man said, and Tom and Arlene let go of each other’s hands. “Arlene’s husband,” the man added. He was shorter than his wife — only about an inch taller than Tom — and as light as she was dark. He radiated energy. He shook Tom’s hand vigorously. “Arlene’s crazy about short men like you and me, but be careful, because she’ll rip your heart out.”
“Oh, Fred,” Arlene said, raising her eyes to the ceiling.
Tom laughed. “Has she ripped yours out?”
“Of course,” Fred said. “Years ago.”
Arlene said, “I keep it right here in my purse for convenience.” She opened her purse and rummaged about in it. “Now where did it go? Oh, dear, I’ve lost it, Fred.”
“So what did Ellen say you do, Tom?” Fred asked.
“I think she said I’m retired.”
Fred shook his head. “No, I’m sure she didn’t say that. In fact, I’m sure she didn’t say just what you do.”
“Oh, Fred,” Arlene said again. “Why can’t you just be straightforward?”
“What do you do for a living, Tom?” Fred asked.
“I’m retired.”
“From what?”
“Consulting. Elsewhere.”
“Oh,” Fred said. “Okay.” He seemed to tire of the game. His eyes wandered.
“He’s waiting for you to ask him what he does,” Arlene told Tom.
“What do you do, Arlene?” Tom asked.
Fred looked offended. Arlene chuckled. “I keep house for the brilliant Dr. Pernowski. He really is brilliant, Tom.”
“She’s right,” Fred said. “I run the human-factors lab at Cee Cubed. Testing the limits of the human body. You know — treadmills, exercise bikes, a giant centrifuge. The lab used to do a lot of work for NASA, stressing astronauts to the limit. Lots of fun. Come by some day, and we’ll see how much stress you can take.”
“I think this conversation has already stressed me to my limit,” Tom said.
Fred laughed loudly. The masculine competitiveness vanished, and he seemed genuinely friendly. “Hey, Arlene, this guy’s good. I like him.”
“Oh, Tom!” It was Ellen, calling him from one of the entrances to the auditorium.
Tom excused himself and walked over to her.
“Sorry,” she said. “I assumed you’d like Arlene. Every man does. But I thought you’d want to get away from her husband. He’s such a bore.”
“He’s brilliant,” Tom said.
“So I’ve heard. Repeatedly. Come on. There are more people I want you to meet.”
Tom sighed. “If you insist.”
“I do. You’re back in your hometown, and you’re going to be part of the life of the town. You’re not going to sit up there on your hillside in your fancy house and remain apart from us.”
“I could build a moat and a drawbridge.”
Ellen ignored his reluctance. She pulled him over to a small, slender woman, mid-forties to judge by her face but with entirely grey hair. Tom was struck by the sweetness of her smile. “This is Diane Snow. Be nice to her. Her husband’s a cop. Diane, this is Tom Hamilton. We were high school buddies. He’s just returned to live in Ransom again.”
Diane’s handshake was surprisingly firm given her size and seeming fragility. “Oh, you were away for some years?”
Tom nodded.
“Where?”
Before Tom could come up with a vague, noncommittal reply, Ellen said, “Oh, don’t even bother asking him. He’s being mysterious. Personally, I think he’s an international drug dealer. Or arms trader.”
“How exciting!” Diane said. “My husband would love to hear all about it.”
Tom laughed. “Your husband the cop? I’m sure he would.”
“So which is it?” Diane asked. “Arms or drugs?”
“Both. I trade one for the other.”
“Well, I’d certainly like to introduce you to my husband. He was here a moment ago.”
“Perhaps later,” Ellen said. “Right now, I want to take Tom backstage to meet some of the cast and crew.” As she pulled Tom away, Ellen said in a low voice, “She’s sweet, but her husband’s a boor. I met her through a friend, and she turned out to be an opera fan. That’s the only reason she’s here. I have no wish to socialize with her jerk of a husband, I can tell you.”
She led the way down one of the auditorium’s aisles. Here was the shock of memory Tom had expected but had not encountered earlier. He had spent uncountable hours in those uncomfortable seats, squirming through hectoring speeches by one school official or another.
“Do you ever wonder why our society has such a need to torture its young?” he asked Ellen. “Probably because we resent their youth.”
Ellen stopped and turned to face him. “Tom, I enjoyed high school. Those were the best years of my life.” She turned and walked rapidly away toward the stage.
Tom said nothing more. He followed her up the steps to the stage and across it to the rear, dodging frantic crew members. Ellen seemed remarkably cool and collected given that she was in charge of the entire production and that curtain time was drawing near.
They walked single file down a short corridor and into a noisy room too full of people.
One wall was lined with lighted mirrors. Most of them were being used by people applying stage makeup — sloppily, for the most part. The rest of the people in the room were milling about and talking too loudly. In Tom’s experience, backstage areas just before a performance were scenes of controlled madness. Here, there seemed to be precious little control. He foresaw disaster.
They’re going to ruin Tosca for me, he thought. I’m going to have to listen to hours of recordings just to get the memory of tonight’s performance out of my mind.
But I’ll tell Ellen that I enjoyed it, no matter what.
“Here they are!” Ellen said proudly, holding out her arms as if to embrace the entire room. “Aren’t they great?”
“They’re...young,” Tom said.
“Well, of course they’re young,” Ellen said. “They’re college students, most of them. Come on, I’ll introduce you to Mario.”
She went to the one of the mirrors. A young man sat in front of it. He was staring at his reflection and making faces at himself.
“What are you doing, Jerry?” Ellen said sharply.
Jerry jumped to his feet and spun around guiltily. “Mrs. Tourneau! Hi!”
“What were you just doing?” Ellen repeated.
Jerry looked at the floor. “Practicing looks of pain,” he mumbled. “For when I get shot.”
Ellen poked a finger into his chest, hard. It looked painful. “I told you before, Jerry. When you get shot, you drop. Instantly. Like a marionette with its strings cut. The only thing you do at all is squeeze the bulb in your right hand to make the food dye ooze out on your shirt, and the audience isn’t supposed to see you do that.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Jerry muttered.
“Remember to fall on your left side, facing the audience, with your right hand behind your back. I don’t want them to see you squeezing that bulb.”
“No, ma’am.”
“If you make any faces, this will be your last performance.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Now say hello to Tom Hamilton. Tom is an old friend of mine. Tom, Jerry Angleton. He’s our Mario.”
The two men shook hands. Jerry Angleton was extraordinarily handsome and, Tom judged, extraordinarily aware of that fact. Angleton redeemed his male vanity, wounded by Ellen’s intimidation of him, by puffing out his fairly large chest and looking down at Tom over it.
“Tom,” Ellen said, “wait till you see the blood in the final scene. Jerry wears a white shirt, and it’ll be covered with blood. Gushing blood. Washable, of course. We have a very small costume budget. Anyway, it’ll be great. Everyone will be blown away.”
“I can hardly wait to see Jerry get shot,” Tom said truthfully.
“Jerry,” Ellen said, “remember: no faces.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Good.” Ellen grabbed Tom’s arm and pulled him across the room. “Isn’t he gorgeous?” she whispered. “And a great voice. He should be at a school with an opera department instead of here.” She stopped in front of a young woman who was staring vaguely into space, muttering to herself, while two other young women worked on her costume. “This is our Tosca. Karen Franks.”
Karen broke out of her reverie for long enough to say hello and then returned to wherever she had been.
“Karen’s way of preparing,” Ellen explained. “I’ve asked her what she’s doing, but she refuses to say.”
They walked away from the muttering soprano. “I’m running out of time,” Ellen said, checking her watch. “I wanted to keep my hands off everything at this point, but I just can’t. So you’ll have to go back out front, Tom. But first, tell me what you think so far.”
“It’s just like a real backstage at a real opera, Ellen.”
“This is a real opera!” Ellen snapped.
“I meant, a professional company. A big, famous house.”
Ellen relaxed. “Yes! Isn’t it exciting?”
“This auditorium doesn’t have an orchestra pit,” Tom said. “Where are you putting the orchestra?”
“On a tape recorder,” Ellen said. “I didn’t want to try to deal with the egos of a conductor and a concertmaster in addition to all of these.”
“Makes sense.” Tom glanced over at Karen Franks. “Golly, gee, she’s really gorgeous.”
Ellen chuckled. “Touché. Wait till you hear her sing. She’ll really win your heart then. You’ll be back here after the performance asking her for a date.”
“Ellen, she’s half my age.”
Ellen sighed. “And Jerry Angleton's only a year older than she is. Ain’t it the pits, Tom? Doesn’t stop some men, though. Well, it’s a lot worse for a woman to hit forty. Okay, Tom, go out front now and let me whip this mess into order.”
* * * * *
Tom didn’t see Ellen again until it was almost time for the performance to begin. The ushers — a group of extremely serious kids from the local high school — were circulating through the lobby and urging everyone to take their seats when Ellen entered the lobby from a side door, breathing heavily. She came up to the group including Tom and Jack and said, “They’re ignoring me. It’s going to be a disaster.”
“Who’s ignoring you?” Fred Pernowski asked her. “We’re paying attention. I’m paying attention.”
Arlene Pernowski raised her eyes.
“All of them,” Ellen said. “The cast and the crew. Everything was going so well during rehearsals. Including the dress rehearsal. Remember how well that went, Jack?”
“Yeah, yeah,” her husband said. He looked at his watch. “We’d better be —”
“But now it’s suddenly out of control,” Ellen said. “I shouldn’t leave them alone, but I couldn’t stay back there any longer. I just know I’d have started to scream at them. Well, let them ruin it. I’ve done my part. I’ve given everything I could.”
“Oh, Christ,” Jack said, “will you stop? You go through this crap every time, and it doesn’t matter. The kids do okay. They probably do better with you out here than back there, constantly on their backs.” At some point, he had put his jacket back on. Now, as he grew angry, he took it off again. He still smelled strongly of alcohol. “What difference does it make, anyway?” he went on. “Look around you, for Christ’s sake. The place is almost empty. It’s always almost empty for these damned operas of yours. Hardly anyone ever shows up, so what does it matter what the performance is like? Do you really think anyone cares, except for you and people like Tom, here? I’m going in to get my seat. I promised you I’d suffer in silence through your operas, but I am no longer going to suffer in silence through your complaining about them. Okay?”
Tom’s glance flicked from face to face. Jack was glaring at his wife, and she was glaring back at him. His face was red, hers was white. The Pernowskis were both looking at the ceiling. The others in the group were looking in various directions to avoid looking at each other.
Jack Tourneau broke the tension by turning away and going into the auditorium. The others in the group started a jagged, nervous conversation and followed him, leaving Ellen and Tom momentarily alone.
Ellen breathed deeply a few times, and the color returned to her cheeks. She forced a laugh and said, “Jack always gets so tense before these performances. You remember how uptight he always was.”
“High strung,” Tom said. “Delicate. A tender blossom.”
Ellen glared at him. “Don’t you give me trouble, too, Tom. I was looking forward so much to seeing you again.”
“Sorry.”
She examined him. “You still judge people, don’t you? I remember you as being very judgmental. You judge and you watch, but you don’t get involved. You’re watching us from the outside, just like in the past.” She turned away angrily and followed the others into the auditorium.
After a moment, Tom forced himself into motion and went into the auditorium himself. Spending the rest of his life in Ransom had begun to seem a very bad idea.
* * * * *
There was, as Jack had said, plenty of room in the auditorium. In spite of that, Tom somehow did not end up with an empty seat to either side, as he would have preferred, but with Ellen Tourneau on one side of him and Arlene Pernowski on the other. Jack was to Ellen’s left, looking bored and long suffering, and Fred Pernowski was on his wife’s right, looking energetic. It was an uncomfortable position for Tom, who found himself increasingly aware of his attraction to both women. He was determined not to let either the attraction or his discomfort show.
He was also determined not to show the contempt he expected to feel for the performance. He gritted his teeth, pasted on a smile, and paid attention.
And enjoyed himself immensely.
The singers lacked the vocal maturity of the professionals he was used to hearing, but he was charmed by their youthful freshness and enthusiasm. How pleasant it was to see singers who were as young and physically attractive as their characters were supposed to be! Nor was there any bored walking through a part or contempt for the audience. These kids threw themselves into their roles with all their hearts and all their energy. Sometimes a bit too much energy, and the opera teetered on the brink of chaos at times, but Tom found himself willing to excuse all of that. He, and much of the rest of the audience, responded warmly to the enthusiasm of the players.
Jack Tourneau seemed unaffected, however. He showed considerable interest when Karen Franks was on-stage, but he seemed on the verge of falling asleep the rest of the time.
Fred Pernowski and the other men around Tom seemed to share Jack’s enthusiasm for Karen’s Tosca. Or perhaps just for Karen. Tom had thought her very pretty when he met her backstage, but now, as Tosca, she was beautiful and commanding — quite a change from the distracted and very young woman Ellen had introduced him to.
The women in the audience did not seem to share the men’s enthusiasm.
The sexes reacted in the opposite fashion to Jerry Angleton. The men’s attention drifted when he was singing, but the women listened raptly. Tom was willing to admit that Angleton was an extremely handsome young man, with a very good physique, although the way the young singer swaggered about the stage implied that he thought himself even better than he was. But what really mattered to Tom was Angleton’s voice, which was magnificent. Ellen was right. Jerry Angleton should be studying somewhere else. It was a shame to waste such potential.
When the first act ended and the audience was milling about, stretching, moving out of their seats and into the aisles for the intermission, Ellen turned to Tom and said, “Well? Meet your exacting European standards?”
My, my, Tom thought, how quickly word does get around. It was Janice Sheridan whom he had misled into thinking he’d spent the past twenty years in Europe, and that had been that same morning. “Get that boy a scholarship somewhere if you have any connections at all. He’s a conceited young twerp, but his voice is superb.”
Ellen grinned happily. “Jealous, are you? And Karen?”
“She’s superb, too, but her voice is a bit light for this role.”
Ellen laughed aloud. “She’s got the hots for Jerry. She’s been throwing herself at him all through rehearsals. Ain’t opera fun? Grand voices and grand passions!”
“I suppose it’s appropriate for Tosca to be in love with Mario, even offstage.”
“Except that this Mario is married,” Ellen said, “and his wife is both jealous and even better looking than Karen. But never mind that. You liked it? You really liked it, you’re not just saying so?”
“I really liked it. Very, very much. You’ve done a remarkable job, Ellen.”
She beamed and turned to her husband. “Hear that, Jack?”
“What do you expect from a man who likes ballet?” Jack growled.
“Don’t nit pick,” Ellen told him.
Tom could have picked plenty of nits with the production had he cared to. The baritone playing Scarpia, the evil chief of police, was utterly inadequate for the role; he had neither the voice for the singing nor the air of physical menace for the acting. The policemen accompanying Scarpia carried rifles that were imitations of modern weapons rather than imitations of the weapons of 1800, when the opera was set. Tom thought he remembered an explicit reference to muskets somewhere in the libretto. And the backdrops depicted Roman ruins — ancient Rome, with no trace of the Rome these characters would have known.
Never mind, Tom thought. I’m enjoying it, and that should be all that counts. Have to work at being less of a snob if I’m going to spend the rest of my life in this town.
The young singers had more trouble with the second act. Its welter of melodrama got out of hand a few times. Mario’s cries of pain from offstage while he was being tortured by the agents of the dreaded Baron Scarpia somehow struck the audience as funny, and giggles erupted from various parts of the hall with every scream. Scarpia’s attempt at leering at Tosca brought more giggles.
In the play, Scarpia suggests to Tosca that he will free her lover, Mario. Tosca asks his price. Scarpia makes it clear that she is the price. He praises her beauty and says that he has vowed to possess her.
At this point, a male voice called out from the audience, “Get in line, Baron!”
Ellen ground her teeth audibly. Jack guffawed. Ellen leaned toward Tom and whispered, “I bet you don’t have people like that in the audience in Europe.”
Tom whispered back, “We do, but we put out contracts on them.”
The idea seemed to cheer Ellen up considerably.
Karen Franks brought the audience back under control with her depiction of a woman bowed by grief and helpless in the face of evil. “I have lived for art and love,” she sang, her voice filling the auditorium effortlessly. Suddenly, the melodrama became real, and even the inept Scarpia seemed believable. How could Tom have thought Karen’s voice too light? Everything about her was perfect.
The audience burst into loud applause when she finished the aria. It caused a long interruption. Scarpia looked annoyed at the delay, but Karen basked in the response.
Tom leaned toward Ellen and said, “Do you know if she dates older men?”
Ellen giggled.
The audience was quiet and attentive for the rest of the act.
Tosca agrees to Scarpia’s terms. Scarpia explains that he must stage a fake execution. Mario will be placed before a firing squad, but the guns will be loaded with blanks. Tosca must instruct her lover to die convincingly. After everyone has left, Mario can come back to life, and he and Tosca can flee to safety. Scarpia calls in an underling and tells him to see to it that the prisoner is shot “as in the case of Palmieri.” The audience knows what Tosca does not: that Palmieri was really shot, and that Scarpia means that Mario Cavaradossi is to be shot with real bullets. After the underling has left, Tosca insists that Scarpia write out a safe-conduct pass for her now, before she sleeps with him. Scarpia writes out the pass and approaches Tosca for his reward. She stabs him. Scarpia dies, and Tosca leaves with the safe-conduct pass. Curtain.
The audience shuffled out for the second intermission.
“Whew,” Ellen said. “I thought we were about to lose it. The rest is duck soup. Tom, if you thought Karen did a great job, just wait till you hear Jerry’s final aria.”
“He gets shot at the end,” Jack said. “That’ll be the best part of it.”
“But then Tosca jumps off the top of the castle,” Tom told him.
“Yeah, I know. Off a kind of step-up thing at the back of the set. There’s a pile of pillows down below. I offered to stand down there and catch Karen instead, because it would be safer, but Ellen vetoed that idea.”
Ellen laughed unconvincingly. She stood up. “Jack, would you go backstage and check the prop guns one more time? I really want this to look good, and I’m feeling nervous about the bang-up ending fizzling.”
“Oh, for Heaven’s sake,” Jack said. “How many times do you have to have the damned props checked? Send Tom. Or do it yourself.”
Ellen said, “I have to go calm everyone down. The kids are all pretty tense right now. I won’t have time for the props. Tom doesn’t know where everything is, whereas you do. And you’re familiar with those guns.” She looked at her watch. “This is the short intermission, and we don’t have much time left. Come on, Jack.”
Jack kept grumbling, but he got up and left with her.
Tom watched them go, thinking that the unpleasant traits in the personalities of both had intensified over the years. He couldn’t tell yet whether the good qualities had also grown stronger.
* * * * *
Ellen must have done a good job of calming everyone down. The cast seemed relaxed and self-confident during the final act.
Tosca tells Mario that the bullets will be blank and that he must be convincing when he pretends to die. The firing squad appears.
Jerry Angleton sauntered ahead of them to the wall, as though he were the greatest tenor in history and the bullets would respectfully decline to harm him. He stood in front of the fake wall, legs apart, turned his face to the audience, and smirked. The firing squad lined up facing Jerry, sideways to the audience, raised their rifles, and aimed.
Flames and noise belched from the rifles. The audience gasped in surprise. Jerry Angleton jumped a foot in the air, fell to his knees grimacing madly, and then collapsed onto his left side, as instructed. However, he landed with his right arm in front of him.
The front of Angleton’s white shirt was covered with blood, just as Ellen had promised, and it was spurting out of him satisfactorily. But the audience could see Angleton’s hand clutching a large rubber bulb from which a tube ran up his shirtsleeve. He raised his head and looked down at his chest, as though to make sure the special effects were working properly. After a moment of stunned silence, a ripple of laughter moved across the audience. Ellen put her head in her hands and moaned, “I’ll kill him!”
Fortunately, Angleton let his head drop backward and lay still. The firing squad trooped off the stage. Karen Franks sang that her lover should not move yet.
Not for the first time while watching a performance of Tosca, Tom thought that Scarpia’s supposed plot would never have worked in real life — first, because the body would not be left alone after the execution, and second, because of the tradition of the coup de grâce.
Now Karen went to Mario’s body and urged him to rise. At this point, Tosca is supposed to discover that Scarpia has fooled her and that Mario is really dead. Karen sang, “Get up, Mario!” Suddenly, she yelled, “Jerry, get up!” She grabbed his shoulders and began shaking him.
Getting carried away, Tom thought.
But then Karen screamed, turned to the audience, and shrieked, “Oh my God, he’s really dead!”
* * * * *
Tom pushed his way up the aisle toward the stage, squeezing between the other members of the audience who were headed the same way.
The others stopped at the edge of the stage, gawking at the blood on Jerry Angleton’s shirt and Karen Franks’ hands. They wanted to see as much as they could, but they didn’t want to become overly involved. The stage was an infected area, and the disease was death.
Tom climbed the stairs at the side of the stage and ran to the fallen tenor. Before he could reach Angleton, someone grabbed his shoulder and yanked him back.
“Keep your hands off him, damn it!” The speaker was only an inch or two taller than Tom but seemed a few feet wider, and little of that was fat. Even after the man released Tom’s shoulder, Tom could still feel his grip.
“Are you a doctor?” Tom asked.
“Police.”
“ID, please?”
The other man hesitated as though Tom’s cool, assured manner had made him think that Tom might be some sort of official, and one he should be wary of. He pulled a wallet out of his jacket pocket and flipped it open to reveal a badge and photo ID card.
“Lieutenant Andrew Snow,” Tom read aloud. Snow had fading blond hair, still thick. The man in the photograph looked much the same, but his hair was brighter, more definitely blond. “Ransom Police Department, and you’re a detective. And an opera lover. How nice. This man needs a doctor, Lieutenant.”
Snow glanced at Jerry Angleton. “Hell, this man needs an undertaker. Now it’s your turn to show ID.”
Tom handed Snow his new driver’s license.
Snow glanced at it. “Oh, yeah, heard about you. All right, Mr. Hamilton, get off the stage. If you want to be useful, go find a phone and call this in for me.” He fished in his jacket and produced a business card. “Call this number. Tell them what the situation is. They’ll know what I need.” He turned toward the watching audience members and yelled, “You people keep away from the stage, but stay here in the auditorium. We’re going to want to question all of you.”
The audience dashed for the exits.
“Crap,” Snow muttered.
Good voice, Tom thought. Too bad he’s a tenor; he’d make a fine Baron Scarpia. “Are you sure we don’t need a doctor, Lieutenant?”
“I’m telling you, that guy’s dead. When you’ve seen as many bodies as I have, you recognize it. Hell, just look at the blood.”
“It’s food dye, Lieutenant. Just part of the opera. The boy might have had a stroke or heart attack. Happens to tenors — even young and healthy ones. He could just be unconscious.” And we should compare body counts some day, he thought with some bitterness.
“Oh, crap,” Snow said. He dropped to his knees and felt for a pulse. After a few seconds, he relaxed. “Nope, he’s dead. And this sure smells like real blood to me. Now get off the stage and make that phone call like I asked you.”
* * * * *
Despite having let things get out of hand at first, Snow did a good enough job once more manpower showed up. Tom watched him directing his underlings and decided that Snow must have had experience in a bigger town than Ransom. Please don’t let it be Chicago, Tom prayed silently.
It was hard to think of Snow as the husband of the sweet woman Tom had met earlier in the evening. What could two such people have in common? Other people’s choices of mates almost always astonished Tom.
A few members of the audience had lingered, and they were questioned thoroughly and their names and addresses taken. The scantiness of the audience was a blessing for the police. Ellen and Jack were able to give Snow the names of those who had scurried away before Snow’s reinforcements arrived.
The members of the cast and crew were likewise questioned and their names and addresses recorded. They too had little to contribute. Most of them were in no shape to answer questions anyway. The police department doctor handed out tranquilizers with abandon, and bottles of whiskey and related liquid tranquilizers circulated rapidly backstage.
Ellen was busy trying to keep the level of panic and hysteria backstage under some sort of control, so Tom didn’t interrupt her. Instead, he asked Jack, “Isn’t there a state law forbidding alcohol on school property?”
“What?” Jack had been staring into space. “Oh, right. Well, we just ignored that. Ellen was planning a little party back here to celebrate the successful first night.” He shook his head. “Christ, poor Angleton. Did you know he was married?”
Tom nodded. “Ellen mentioned it.”
“And his wife’s pregnant. What a mess!”
It was much more understanding and sympathy than Tom was used to hearing from Jack Tourneau. It was unfortunate, he thought, that it took something so terrible to bring out that side of the man, but it did improve his opinion of Jack.
Tom went back through the narrow passage to the stage. He could just go home now, and he thought he ought to, but after twenty years of the kind of work he had done in Chicago, he found that he couldn’t tear himself away. So this is retirement, he thought.
Snow was still on the stage, listening to a report from a uniformed policeman. Behind him, a man and a woman knelt on either side of Jerry Angleton’s body. They had maneuvered it into a thick plastic bag and were now zipping the bag closed. Tom stood quietly watching, not wanting to draw attention to himself, but not wanting to leave, either. He could hear nothing from where he stood. He stepped closer and heard Snow say, “...been fired from the audience. SOB's gone by now.”
Tom spoke involuntarily. “Fired?”
Snow turned. “What’re you doing up here? No one on the stage except on police business.”
“Humor me for a moment, Lieutenant. What did you mean by ‘fired’?”
Snow hesitated for a moment, then said, “I guess it’s not a secret. The kid was shot in the chest. More than once, it looks like to me. We’ll know more after the autopsy. Bullets entered through the front, exited rear, and he was facing the audience, so someone fired from the audience.”
“The killer aimed and fired from the audience, and no one noticed him?”
“You got a better idea?”
“I have two better ideas. Look out there.” Tom pointed out into the auditorium. “See the beams running across the hall, under the roof, where the lights are? A gunman could hide up there, fire his shots, and then leave without anyone noticing any of it. You could check the angle of the bullets’ path in the boy’s body.”
Snow looked where Tom was pointing. “Crap,” he said.
“My other idea is probably too obvious. Jerry Angleton wasn’t facing the audience. You’re misremembering. His face was turned to the audience, but he was looking at us over his shoulder and his body was turned toward the firing squad. Check those rifles.”
“They’re props.”
“They looked real to me. Lieutenant, people have been killed on the stage and in the movies by blanks that weren’t blank. I don’t mean just in fiction. I mean in real life. It even happened fairly recently to a tenor singing Mario Cavaradossi. Fortunately, that tenor was hit in the foot. However, if you really don’t think that’s a possibility, I’ll just go have a look myself.” He looked around the stage. “I wonder where those rifles are.”
“Christ,” Snow said, “this is just great.” He barked orders, and men and women in uniform scurried about the stage looking for discarded rifles. They found none.
“I’ll ask Ellen about it,” Tom said. He headed for the passageway leading to the dressing room. Snow pushed ahead of him.
“I’m not going to be able to get rid of you, am I?” Snow said.
“I’ll stay out of your way,” Tom promised. “It’s just that I have this problem: I read too many Agatha Christie novels as a boy.”
Snow looked him up and down with open contempt. “Yeah, you look like the type.” He sighed melodramatically. “Okay, come on.”
They found Ellen in an emptying dressing room. The cast and crew had finally changed into their street clothes and were drifting out, still looking stunned. “Ellen,” Tom said, “Lieutenant Snow would like to have a look at the rifles the firing squad used.”
Ellen collected herself with a visible effort and said, “Jack’s taking care of that. He’s the one who got them for me.”
“Where is Dr. Tourneau?” Snow asked.
Ellen raised her hands. “I don’t know.” She called out, “Jack! Jack, the police want to talk to you!”
Jack Tourneau appeared suddenly from behind a stack of equipment. “They want to talk to me? Oh, all right.”
Karen Franks was with him. She brushed past Tom, Ellen, and Snow and headed for the exit. Ellen’s eyes narrowed.
“Very upsetting for her,” Snow said, watching Karen leave. No one else said anything.
Snow turned his attention to Jack. “Dr. Tourneau, your wife says you were in charge of the prop rifles. I’d like to see them, please.”
Jack led the way to a metal table in the same area from which he had appeared a few moments before with Karen Franks. The rifles were piled on the table. “Be careful with them,” he said. “They belong to friends of mine.”
Snow said, “Hey, these are real!”
“Well, of course they are,” Jack said. “They’re hunting rifles. Bolt-action, because I thought that would look better. One of them is mine. I got a bunch of friends to contribute theirs, too, but I had to promise I’d take good care of them.”
“That explains why they aren’t muskets from 1800,” Tom said.
“You noticed that from the audience?” Ellen said. “Oh, dear. I was hoping no one would pick up that detail. I guess I should have spent more time looking for stage props, after all. Maybe I could have found something from the right period.”
Snow ignored the two of them. To Jack, he said, “The rifles were loaded with blanks?”
“Hell, of course!” Jack said. “What do you think — we’d have those kids shooting live rounds on-stage? I loaded them myself, backstage. A blank in the chamber of each one. I made sure they could all handle 22 Long Rifles, so that I’d only need one kind of blank ammunition.” He seemed proud of himself for having thought of that detail in advance.
“Where did you get the blanks?”
Jack named a gun shop in Ransom. “My usual place,” he explained.
“You’re absolutely sure those were all blanks?” Snow asked.
Jack affected a look of disgust. “I know what I’m doing around firearms, Lieutenant. I double checked.”
“These rifles are now evidence,” Snow said. “Nobody touch them.” He said to Tom, with obvious reluctance, “Keep an eye on them for a few minutes, okay?”
Tom suppressed the urge to salute and nodded.
“Just stand here,” Snow said. “That’s all.”
“That’s all,” Tom agreed.
Snow headed back toward the stage.
“What’s going on?” Jack asked.
“In a moment, Jack,” Tom said. “Ellen, the firing squad wouldn’t have been actually aiming those things at Jerry Angleton, would they? I mean, there was no real reason for them to do so, right?”
“Of course they were aiming at Jerry,” Ellen said. “I told them to. Verisimilitude. You’d have been able to tell from the audience if they hadn’t.”
“Hell,” Jack said, “Ellen’s such a stickler for those details that she even had me take some of the kids to a rifle range a few times. The ones who’d never fired a rifle before. They used those same rifles with real bullets so they’d know how to look convincing and what the sound and feel are like. Even the blanks will startle you if you don’t have a bit of experience.”
Snow returned with a couple of uniformed policemen and pointed at the rifles. The policemen gathered the rifles up and left with them.
“Hey!” Jack said.
“Evidence,” Snow said.
“Damn,” Jack muttered. He turned to Tom. “Promised you an exciting evening, didn’t I?”
Tom forced a smile. On the bright side, he thought, that was the most convincing death scene I’ve ever watched on any opera stage.
He regarded his own cold-bloodedness with interest. A legacy from the last twenty years, he decided. It was a legacy he had thought he would have no need of in Ransom.
* * * * *
There had been six men in the stage firing squad. All six guns had been fired, and apparently all had fired live ammunition.
Two of the bullets were found embedded in the rear wall of the auditorium at the back of the stage. Those shots had missed the tenor entirely. Of the remaining four bullets, two were found on the floor, just behind the fake wall Jerry Angleton had been standing in front of, and the final two were still in his body. The two found on the floor had passed through the fake wall after passing through Angleton. The four entry holes in Angleton’s chest were quite close together.
Tom read these details in the Roundup, which carried the story on the front page of Monday’s edition. Jerry Angleton’s death had been reported on radio and television on Sunday, but with little detail and seemingly little interest. The newspaper, though, seemed to be fascinated.
The main editorial was devoted to the subject. It expressed shock and sadness at the loss of such a promising talent, even though it was clear that the editorial writer had never seen an opera performance and knew nothing about Jerry Angleton or his kind of singing. One of the paper’s regular columnists, long an upholder of the virtues of home, family, patriotism, and gun ownership, praised the fine marksmanship of four of the extras in the firing squad and agonized over the threat to the future of the country if the poor aim of the other two indicated the average level of gun knowledge among today’s young people.
Tom had spent Sunday morning organizing his new home. The telephone had rung a few times, but he had let the answering machine answer the calls, and he had not yet listened to the messages. It grated a bit to do this, but he kept reminding himself that this was the beginning of his new, slower-paced life. There was no need to rush to pick up the telephone as soon as it rang, no reason for his sudden tension at the sound.
He could tell himself that, but he couldn’t stop his heart from speeding up every time. He could, however, begin trying to react more calmly.
On Sunday afternoon, he had gone out and driven around town again, relearning the old parts of the city and learning the new ones.
On Monday morning, after finishing the paper and his breakfast, he listened to his telephone messages.
There were ten of them. Nine were from people trying to sell him something, and all of them promised to call him back in hopes of catching him in. Tom had not foreseen this aspect of buying a new house, but he realized that he should have.
The remaining call was from Ellen Tourneau, asking him to call her and giving her number. She became the first entry in his new Rolodex. As soon as he had completed that task, he called her.
“Took you long enough,” she complained. “I bet you would have returned my call immediately in the old days.”
“In the old days, you never would have called me.”
Ellen laughed, suddenly cheerful. “All sorts of things change with time. Can you meet me for lunch?” She named the sandwich shop where he had eaten with Janice Sheridan.
“Surely there are better places in town than that,” Tom said.
“Yes, but that’s the most public one around. No one will jump to conclusions.”
Not that they would anyway, Tom thought. “Okay, then. Noon? High noon on Main Street?”
“Howard Street.”
“I was speaking metaphorically.”
“I wish you wouldn’t. Yes, high noon on Howard Street. And since you’re so rich these days, bring enough money to pay for both of us.”
“I can scrape together enough for that,” Tom said.
Later, driving downtown, he wished he could travel back in time and tell his teenaged self to be patient because eventually he would have dates in a sandwich shop on Howard Street with both Janice Sheridan and Ellen Chernikov — and within only a few days of each other. Nah, he thought, the kid would never have believed me.
* * * * *
When they were sitting at a table with their greasy sandwiches, Tom said, “You’re looking better than I expected, under the circumstances.”
Ellen paused with her sandwich halfway to her mouth. “Is that supposed to be a compliment? I guess I’ll take it that way.” She shrugged and took a small bite.
“Could have been smoother, couldn’t I? I meant, after what happened on Saturday night. I can imagine how close you must be to all your performers.”
Ellen put her sandwich down and wiped her hands on her napkin. “Last time I’ll ever order a hot sandwich here. Everything’s microwaved these days, but they still manage to give you a plate of grease. Tom, singers are replaceable. I had some understudies ready in case something happened — although I never expected anything like this, naturally. Anyway, I had a kid named Mike Berens practicing as Jerry Angleton’s understudy. Nowhere near as good a voice as Jerry’s, but adequate. Tall blond kid. Nice looking. You may have noticed him. He was playing the officer in charge of the firing squad on Saturday night.”
Tom stopped chewing and stared at Ellen.
“Oh, don’t be ridiculous!” she snapped. “You’re thinking that he loaded the guns with real bullets just so he’d get his big break in a starring role? No one would commit murder just to star in a small-time production like this.”
“Hmm,” Tom said.
“For God’s sake, don’t suggest that silly theory to that creep Snow. He’s running around town accusing everyone he can think of as it is. I told him it was just a terrible accident, but he told me I don’t have the training to recognize a murder, the way he does.”
“You’re convinced it was an accident?”
“Of course it was an accident!” Ellen said. “Someone loaded the guns with live ammunition by mistake. Probably someone did it without even realizing, because so many of the people involved are hunters. It could have been automatic, something you don’t even think about. I don’t know, maybe it was my fault. I was in charge. I should have given the guns one final check before that scene.”
For the first time, Tom began to take seriously the idea that Jerry Angleton’s death had not been an accident. Ellen was wrong in thinking that an experienced hunter would be likely to load the rifles used on-stage with live rounds without being aware of what he was doing. On the contrary, an experienced hunter would be among the least likely to make that mistake, among the most likely to check and double check that the rifles were loaded with blanks and the barrels were free of any debris that might be fired out of the muzzles by the blank charge.
“Sounds like you’re ready to get the production up and running again,” he said.
“I am ready,” Ellen said, “but it’s final exams week for the summer session, so I’m putting the reopening on hold for a couple of weeks. In the meantime, I’ll be working with Mike Berens and the rest of the cast so they’ll be ready to go. Which is kind of why I asked you to eat lunch with me.”
“I was wondering.”
She reached across the table and squeezed his hand briefly. “I need someone I can talk to about all of this, someone who’ll give me some support. Jack never has sympathized with my love of opera and my running the Guild, and now he’s really turned negative. He wants me to just drop the whole thing. He’s become more preoccupied and distant than ever since Saturday night.”
“It’s only been two days,” Tom pointed out, “and it’s finals week, as you just said. Give him time.” He was surprised by how much Ellen’s touch had disturbed him. He didn’t want to have to deal again with emotions and drives as strong as those which had plagued him when he was eighteen, but they seemed to be alive and powerful again.
When Tom didn’t respond, Ellen withdrew her hand. “This isn’t something new,” she said. “Jack and I have had a lot of problems.”
A peaceful retirement in the old home town, Tom thought. Away from all the old emotional storms and the more recent physical dangers. Maybe I ought to sell my fancy new house and move on. Go someplace entirely new. Tasmania, maybe. “I’ll go talk to Snow. See if I can redirect his attention.”
“I’d appreciate that,” Ellen said. “Although he’ll probably be as rude and dismissive with you as he was with me. The man’s a real jerk. So different from his wife. You can tell that he’s been a social loser all his life, and now that he’s got some power, he’s taking his resentments out on the kind of people who treated him with contempt when he was young. You know the kind I mean.”
“I suppose I do,” Tom said.
* * * * *
Tom left his car parked in front of the sandwich shop and walked the two blocks to the building housing the administrative offices of the Ransom Police Department. It was the same building the RPD had used in Tom’s youth, but grimier and dingier than he remembered. He assumed the inside was also unchanged, but also dingier and grimier.
He was right on both counts. Fortunately, air conditioning had been added since his boyhood.
He was eight or nine, as far as he could remember, when he had been brought here a few times by sympathetic policemen. His mother had disappeared around that time, and the policemen had been doing what they could to save him from his father’s brutal rages. Which was not all that much, because in those days the police had lacked the legal power to do anything more for Tom than take him away from the house for a day or two. A couple of times, the police had come because of a call from Nick Jaruzelski, who lived next door at 135 North Elm.
Tom had realized early how little the police or the neighbors could help him despite their sympathy. He had then taken to leaving home under his own power whenever he detected the signs of approaching fury in his father. He would stay away, sleeping where he could and eating what he had managed to take with him, until he judged that it was safe to return home.
There were no photographs of his mother in the house, and his memories of her had grown steadily vaguer, less distinct. For a long time, what remained with him most powerfully was his resentment toward her for abandoning him, leaving him behind to deal with his father’s savagery. Years had passed with no word from her before a more terrible explanation had occurred to him.
The period of Tom’s life in which he had spent a few nights every month away from home, hiding from his father, had lasted for close to ten years, until he was eighteen. He had continued to go to school — partly as a gesture of defiance toward his father, who had always made his contempt for learned men clear. After Tom graduated from high school, he had left Ransom. He had chosen Chicago at random, moved there, and changed his name, trying to cut himself off utterly from his past. And yet, after all that time and all those changes, he still felt a glow of warmth and safety when he entered the police building.
He was intrigued by how much more relaxed the atmosphere inside the building was than that inside any Chicago police station he had been in — and he had been in quite a few of them. There was no security that he could see, and when he asked to see Detective Snow, the sergeant manning the reception desk pointed down a hallway and said simply, “Second door on the left, sir.”
Tom’s warm glow vanished as soon as he entered Andy Snow’s office.
Snow looked up from his desk. “Yes, can I help — Oh, it’s you. Tom Hamilton, native son.”
“Prodigal son,” Tom said. He sat down in the chair in front of Snow’s desk. It was the same sort of sturdy old wooden chair he had spent so many hours in as a child in this building. Then those chairs had been comforting. Now this one was uncomfortable. The office itself made Tom feel uncomfortable. Some of that discomfort was due to the presence of Andy Snow, but some of it was caused by the random clutter in the place, the air of tumult and lack of control. Papers were piled on Snow’s desk and the floor. A metal filing cabinet stood open, with a dark tie draped over the door. A coffee cup sat insecurely atop a pile of papers. Another cup was on the floor, near Tom’s chair. “I’ve come here today to make your job easier,” Tom said.
“Yeah, right.”
Tom was annoyed at himself for making such a bad start, but it was surprisingly difficult to be friendly with this man. How had Snow managed to get this far professionally? Didn’t his superiors in the police department react to him with the same instinctive dislike as Tom did?
“Someone once told me,” Tom said, “that a murder generally has to be solved within the first twenty-four to forty-eight hours, or it never will be solved. The trail grows cold, and new cases start demanding their share of police resources. Which, as we all know, are never as great as they should be, thanks to short-sighted city governments and voters.”
Snow grinned. “As attempts at winning a policeman’s sympathy go, that one wasn’t too bad, Mr. Hamilton. But whoever told you that was talking about big cities. In a dump like this, we get two murders a year on average. Three, if we’re lucky.”
“Lucky? Dump?”
“Did I say that?” Snow shook his head. “You must have misheard me. Unlucky. Fine, peaceful, law-abiding city. I’m still waiting for you to help me.”
“I was going to help by suggesting that you announce that what happened was an unfortunate accident and close the case.”
Snow snickered. “Yeah, right.”
“So you don’t think it was an accident?”
“Mr. Hamilton, I have so many possible murderers, I almost don’t know where to begin. Instead of too few suspects, we’ve got too many.”
“Interesting. For example?”
“Do you really think I’d share that kind of information with you? This is a police matter.”
“I might know something of use to you. We could discuss the case. Maybe I’d have something helpful.”
“You want to help me?” Andy Snow said. “Tell me you’re willing to sign a confession that you murdered Jerry Angleton.”
“I was sitting in the audience, Lieutenant.”
“I know. I saw you. But all that means is that you didn’t pull the trigger. You could still be the guy who went backstage and switched the blanks for live bullets.”
“I didn’t go backstage after the performance had begun. I can prove that if I have to. So I’m an unlikely suspect. You don’t strike me as an opera buff, Lieutenant.”
“It’s crap,” Snow said. “I hate it. But my wife loves it. She made me go with her.”
“At least you got to see a murder actually being committed.”
“Yeah, that’s the bright side of it,” Snow said. “Seen that before, though. Plenty of times.”
“Even though Ransom only gets two murders a year? Three in a good year?”
“I’ve worked in the big city, too, Mr. Hamilton. Just like you, right? Where have you been living for the past twenty-two years?”
“Elsewhere.”
“You’re not really in the clear, you know,” Snow said. “Just because you were sitting in the audience, that doesn’t put you above suspicion. You could be in league with someone.”
“Good Lord,” Tom said, “why would I want to shoot a promising young tenor who might have had a great career ahead of him?”
“I don’t have the motive,” Snow said. “Yet. I need to know a lot more about you and your history. Which I will find out.”
The hell you will, Tom thought. And yet the thought of Snow prying into his past made him uneasy. The man might conceivably stumble onto something by sheer luck.
“I still think it was an accident, Lieutenant,” Tom said, “but if you really think it was a murder, it shouldn’t be that hard to solve this case. You have the weapons that fired the bullets, you have the bullets, you have the boys who fired the guns. You can question the boys, and you can check the shells for fingerprints. If with all that you still can’t prove it was a murder and say who was responsible, then you’ll just have to admit it was an accident and give up.”
Snow sighed theatrically. “Civilians always think our job is simple. Look, Mr. Hamilton. All kinds of people handled those rifles all evening long. Even the casings weren’t much use. A couple of partial prints, that’s all. Fingerprints are much rarer at crime scenes than most people think, especially really useful prints. Hell, there were people running around backstage constantly, and they didn’t have any one person in charge of the rifles. Too small an operation for that. So almost anyone could have passed by and reloaded, and probably no one would even have paid any attention. Even if you just concentrate on the people who we know fooled around with the weapons a lot, you have a very nice pool of suspects to look at.”
“You’re really saying that even if was a murder, it’s going to be impossible to find out who was behind it. Meaning, again, that you might as well call it quits.”
Snow glared at him. “There’s still motive. If I can find the person with the motive, then I’ll be on my way back to the big city.”
“You said you have too many suspects instead of too few. I think you may have the same problem with motive.”
“No such thing as too much motive,” Snow said confidently. “And there are some very good ones in this case. You’re going to be staying in town, aren’t you, Mr. Hamilton?”
“Probably,” Tom said. “Unless something comes up unexpectedly. You could try to get a judge’s order to keep me here.”
“I will if I have to,” Snow said. “Have you satisfied your Agatha Christie urgings yet?”
“Almost. I don’t suppose the bullets used in this case were some kind of rare brand that can only be mail-ordered from a supplier in Wisconsin that keeps scrupulous records?”
Snow laughed. “Life should be that easy. Nope. Winchester Long Rifle 22s. You can pick them up anywhere around here, including the place in town that Professor Tourneau mentioned. Lots of local hunters use them.”
“I guess that covers my Agatha Christie urgings, then,” Tom said. “For today.” He stood up. “Thank you for being so open with me, Detective. Very generous of you.”
Snow stood up too. “Mr. Hamilton, you’re an idiot, but I felt like humoring you. This was my coffee break. Now I have work to do, so goodbye.”
Walking slowly back to his car, Tom told himself that he really should stay out of this matter, that he should leave Snow alone and let the policeman either find the killer or give up on the case. But he could feel the old urges drawing him further in, and those urges did not come from reading Agatha Christie novels.
Jerry Angleton’s shooting presented an interesting intellectual puzzle. This was something Tom could look into without having to worry about emotional stress or ethical questions.
And now there was the element of challenge to it as well.
The hell with it, Tom thought. Who needs retirement? I bet I can beat Snow to the solution.
* * * * *
Dealing with grieving widows had always been the part of his work that Tom had hated the most. But the information they had was often essential, and it was vital to get that information from them while their memories were fresh.
He drove home and called Ellen Tourneau. Jack answered the telephone. Ellen wasn’t home, he said. His tone was suspicious and hostile.
Tom hesitated. He had assumed that Jack would be on the campus and that Ellen would be at home. He was unsure about how helpful Jack would be. But he’d probably become more hostile and would certainly be less helpful in the future if Tom were to say that he’d call later and talk to Ellen. Finally, Tom said, “I was calling to get the address for the Angletons. I thought I’d go speak to Jerry Angleton’s wife.”
If anything, Jack seemed even more hostile at this. “Why do you want to do that?”
“Because, Jack, I just spoke to that police detective, Andy Snow, and I have an uneasy feeling about the direction he’s going in. I think he wants to make a name for himself with this death, and I don’t think he’s too interested in finding out what really happened so long as he can get someone convicted of murder. I got the impression that he even considers you and Ellen suspects.”
“Jesus!” Jack said. “That’s ridiculous, Tom! Hell, you were sitting with us when it happened.”
“Someone put live bullets in those rifles,” Tom said, “and both you and Ellen had the opportunity to do it. As well as lots of other people, of course. Now Snow is trying to dig up a motive for murder, and if he can do that, then he’ll go after the person he thinks had the most reason to kill Jerry Angleton.”
Jack muttered a string of profanities. When he had calmed down enough, he said, “So what does this have to do with you speaking to Kathy?”
“Kathy?”
“Kathy Angleton, Jerry Angleton’s wife. Widow, I mean.”
“You know her?”
“Everyone knows everyone in this town, Tom. You’ve forgotten. I suppose you’ve spent all this time in a big city, right?”
“Pretty big.” It was nonsense that everyone knew everyone else in Ransom. What Jack really meant was that everyone who mattered in Ransom knew everyone else who mattered.
“In Kathy’s case,” Jack said, “I know her because she was in one of my classes last semester. Bright kid. You still haven’t explained why you need to talk to her.”
Tom could have pointed out that it was none of Jack’s business, but that would only make Jack completely uncooperative. “Information gathering. I know a little bit about investigating crimes, and I’ve decided to help out in this case. Maybe I can uncover something that will point Andy Snow away from you and Ellen.”
“What are you saying, that you’ve been a policeman for the last twenty years? Given the house and car you just bought, you must have been a pretty crooked cop.”
“There are a lot of other kinds of people who investigate crimes, Jack. Stop prying. You know by now that I’m not going to tell you anything. Just tell me where Kathy Angleton lives.”
“I’ll do better than that. I’ll come up to your place and we’ll drive over there together. But first I’ll call her and make sure she’s in shape to talk to us.”
“I don’t operate that way, Jack. I need to talk to her alone.”
“You’re a stranger,” Jack said. “She’ll be much more cooperative if I’m there. She trusts me.”
“Out of the question, Jack.”
After a moment’s hesitation, Jack said, “Oh, all right. They rent a house over on Lincoln.” He gave Tom the address. “You know where that is?”
“I’ll find it.”
“At least let me call her first and prepare her, okay? The police have already been questioning her, and she’s not going to want to talk to you unless someone she likes and trusts asks her to. Okay?”
“Okay, Jack. Call her now. Ask her if I can come over around —” he checked his watch “ — four. Call me back and let me know.”
* * * * *
The Angleton house was near the college campus. Tom thought he remembered the neighborhood as stable and blue collar, an area of small, single-story, well-maintained houses. It looked a lot more run down now. Tom parked in front of the house and hesitated, remembering his experience a few days earlier in the neighborhood he had grown up in. He took a deep breath and left the car.
There was no one around, although there were toys scattered in front of some of the other houses. The front yards tended to be dirt, with occasional clumps of dried-out grass. Most of the houses had trees in front of them — cottonwoods and honey locusts — and all of the trees looked in severe need of watering and pruning. Trees rarely grew very tall here at the foot of the Rockies because of the thin air, the dryness, and the poor soil. Chicago had always seemed like a forest in contrast. These trees, which Tom would once have considered huge, now seemed stunted and meager to him.
A young woman answered his knock. She was small and blonde, and Tom could tell that she was normally very pretty, just as Ellen had said. Now her pregnancy was beginning to show, she looked drawn and exhausted, and her eyes were red. She was small enough to have to look up at Tom, which he found made him feel strong and protective. She stood in the doorway staring at him and saying nothing.
“I’m Tom Hamilton,” he said. “Dr. Tourneau was supposed to have called you about me.”
“Oh. Yes. Please come in.” Her voice was small and weak, and she spoke in a vague and detached way. She was looking at Tom but not really seeing him.
The front door led directly into the living room, which was furnished with a small, worn rug on a scratched wooden floor, an old couch, and two old armchairs, in one of which sat Jack Tourneau. Jack held a beer in one hand. He raised the other hand limply. “Hi, Tom.” He sounded nervous.
There was something weirdly familiar about the scene. Tom froze, staring at Jack. He bit back the angry words that first sprang to his tongue. “I’m extremely surprised to see you here, Jack.”
Jack looked embarrassed for no more than a couple of seconds. “Thought I’d better be here after all,” he said. “Help out. Smooth the troubled waters.”
You’re an oily bastard, all right, Tom thought. He turned to Kathy Angleton. “Mrs. Angleton, I realize this might be painful for you, but I do need to ask you a few questions. It may be the same questions the police asked, but I’m not with the police. Is that all right?”
She nodded. “Please call me Kathy.” She gestured toward the empty armchair. “Can I get you anything? Tea? Coffee?”
“No more beer,” Jack Tourneau said. “I got the last one.”
Tom ignored him. “No thanks, Kathy. I’ll be as quick as I can, and then I’ll stop bothering you.” He sat in the chair she had indicated.
Kathy sat on the couch. Jack Tourneau lurched to his feet and plopped down on the couch next to her.
Tom tried to keep ignoring the other man. “How long were you and Jerry married?” he asked Kathy.
She looked at the floor and said in a low voice, “Two years, almost. I met Jerry during my freshman year. We got married a couple of months after we met.” She looked up at Tom and smiled suddenly. “I would have married him even sooner, if he’d asked.”
Tom found himself responding to her smile. “You were happy?”
“Oh, yes!”
Jack Tourneau snagged one of Kathy’s hands. “Of course they were. Wouldn’t you be if you were married to a wonderful girl like this?”
Kathy withdrew her hand and looked at the floor again. “We were happy,” she said quietly.
“Did Jerry ever mention anyone who didn’t like him?” Tom asked. “Anyone he had trouble with?”
Kathy said, “The police asked if he had any enemies.”
“Yes, I suppose that’s what I’m really asking, too.”
She shook her head. “Everyone liked Jerry. No one would want to murder him.”
“What about the other tenor, Jerry’s understudy in the opera?”
“Mike Berens,” Kathy said. She sniffed. “He doesn’t have a voice like Jerry’s. I guess he might be jealous because he’ll never be the singer Jerry is. Anyway, they were friends, sort of, and Mike wants to be a music teacher. He’s not aiming at a career singing opera, like Jerry.”
“So no one ever threatened Jerry’s life, to your knowledge?”
Kathy started to say something, then apparently thought the better of it. She glanced at Jack Tourneau, then away.
Jack? Tom thought. Jack threatened the boy’s life?
But Jack said, “What is it, Kathy? Did someone threaten Jerry? It’s best to just tell us everything, you know.”
She sighed. “It’s silly. It was last semester. A guy who was in your Shakespeare class with me. Fred Christianson. You remember him, Ja— Dr. Tourneau?”
Jack frowned. “Christianson,” he muttered. “Don’t think so.”
“He sat next to Sharon Langley, the brunette girl.”
Jack’s face cleared. “Oh, yeah, I remember him now. Piss-poor student.”
“Well, he kept asking me out. I kept telling him I was married, but it didn’t help. Finally I told Jerry about it, and I guess he went to see Fred. I don’t know what Jerry said to him, but Fred stopped bothering me. Except for one time. He told me he was going to get Jerry, and that I’d be sorry for sending Jerry after him.”
“You told the police about this?” Tom asked.
She shook her head. “No. It just seemed so silly.”
“Doesn’t seem silly to me,” Jack said. He put his arm around Kathy’s shoulders. She acted as though she were unaware of the weight of his arm. “Don’t worry about it,” Jack said. “I’ll pass the word to that detective about Christianson.”
“Let’s talk about Mike Berens again,” Tom said. “He was Jerry’s understudy, and now he gets to sing the lead role. In spite of what you said, did you see any indication that Mike resented Jerry getting the lead instead of him?”
Unexpectedly, Kathy laughed. “Poor Mike! All he can think about is being on the same stage as Karen. He’s so completely crazy about her, he doesn’t care what role he sings. We used to laugh about it sometimes, Jerry and me. Jerry even tried to fix them up, but I guess Karen wasn’t interested in Mike at all.”
“I think I’d better talk to him anyway,” Tom said. “Do you have his number?”
“I’m sure Ellen does,” Jack said.
Kathy said, “You could check around in the music department at Triple C. They only have five or six practice rooms. Mike might be in one of those, working on Jerry’s...” Her voice trailed away and she stared into space for a while. Then she said, “On Mike’s new role.” Suddenly she turned pale. “Excuse me!” she gasped. She jumped to her feet and rushed from the room.
A few seconds later, Tom heard the sounds of violent retching. He stood up. “Does she need a doctor?”
Jack shook his head. “Morning sickness. Except that in her case it goes on all damned day.” Jack looked queasy for a moment himself. He added, “I advised her to get rid of it, under the circumstances.”
“She probably doesn’t want to, especially because of the circumstances. The poor kid!”
“She’ll get over it,” Jack said. “You’d probably better go now.” He looked at the doorway through which Kathy had vanished. “I suppose I’d better check to make sure she’s all right,” he said, although he stayed where he was.
“Don’t overexert yourself,” Tom said.
“Thanks, I won’t,” Jack said absentmindedly, his thoughts obviously elsewhere.
Tom had learned little, but he doubted if he would learn much more if he stayed, especially with Jack present. He let himself out and headed for the campus.
* * * * *
It had been foreign territory during his boyhood. It wasn’t just that college students had seemed amazingly grown-up and worldly to him in those days, and it was more than his not having had reason or desire to visit the place back then. Most important of all had been his father’s antipathy to the college and to all those connected with it. In retrospect, Tom suspected that his friendship with Jack Tourneau had persisted mostly as a way of defying his father’s hatred of people like Jack’s father, who taught at the college. The friendship had also given Tom the chance to visit the Tourneau house often and spend time with Jack’s father. Thinking back, Tom could come up with no other reason for his having endured so much condescension and contempt from Jack and his friends.
Friendships, Tom thought. Kids base them on so many false foundations, and adults can’t find anything to base them on at all.
Colorado Central College had almost 12,000 students. If one included faculty and staff, the population of the campus was almost as big as that of the town of Ransom itself.
That was misleading, since most of the faculty and staff lived in the town and were part of its population and economy. And yet there was still a division, the kind of barrier between town and gown that Tom had been so aware of in his youth. It was out of place in the modern world, he supposed. It reflected an earlier stage of American society. But it persisted here nonetheless. Seems to me, anyway, he told himself. Which, he thought, probably says more about the state of Tom Hamilton than the state of American society.
The campus was on the west side of town, up against the foothills. Water had not been spared, so there were lush lawns and healthy trees everywhere. The college’s use of water was a constant irritant to elements in the city government who resented such profligacy in an arid climate, but the result was a campus of restful beauty.
Tom parked his car in a city pay lot on the other side of the street which formed the eastern boundary of the campus. He crossed the street and passed from the noisy, hot sunniness of the town into the cool, shaded peace of the campus. Metaphorically speaking, anyway. He paused for a moment beside a concrete pathway to watch coeds hurrying by in shorts, tank tops, and sandals, and felt less at peace.
He stopped one of them to ask for directions to the Music Department. The girl’s instructions were vague and terse. She was taller than he and she looked through him as well as down at him. Tom ignored her manner and concentrated on what she was saying.
He meandered across the campus, following the directions as best he could, but for the moment not really caring where he was going. Why, it’s beautiful! he thought. Why had he never come here as a boy? His father would never have known, and Tom would have gained some measure of peace from this place.
But it was getting late. He focused his attention on his task, asked another passing student for help, and found the building he wanted.
The sign outside the building read PSYCHOLOGY, but the second student he had stopped had forewarned him. Music was of small importance at CCC — just another department within the School of Arts and Sciences, and a small department at that. It had to be content with the basement of this building, and if the Psychology Department continued to expand, then Music would have to find some other basement.
The stairs from the front door led down to a hallway lined with doors on either side. Folding chairs and parts of music stands and other music-related odds and ends stood against the walls. The doors were conveniently labeled PRACTICE ROOM 1, PRACTICE ROOM 2, and so on. The walls had once been white. Now they were smudged, gouged, and graffitoed.
Tom put his ear to the first door and held his breath and listened, but he could hear nothing. Either it was empty, or the soundproofing of these doors and walls was of much better quality than the paint job. He had no idea what the protocol was in this place. Knock? Open the door and interrupt the practice session that might be underway within? Wait for someone to come out?
A young man carrying a guitar case came charging around the corner at the far end of the hallway and rushed down the hallway past Tom.
“Excuse me!” Tom called out.
The guitarist stopped. “Yeah?”
“I’m trying to find someone who may be in one of these practice rooms. Is there any way of telling which ones are occupied and who’s inside them?”
“Sure. Who you looking for?”
“His name is Mike Berens. He’s a singer.”
“Okay.” The young man grabbed the handle of the door Tom was standing in front of and yanked it open.
There was a single flute note, cut off in the middle, and a woman’s voice yelled, “Hey! In use!”
The guitarist closed the door again. “Nope.” He stepped to the second door and pulled that one open.
“Hey! I was here first!” This time it was a male voice, but the guitarist shut the door and said to Tom, “Another guitar player. I know him.”
“One of those people is going to attack you,” Tom said.
“Nah,” the young man said. “They’re used to it.”
When he yanked the third door open, the person within yelled a string of curses at him in a voice that seemed to fit the bill. The guitarist looked at Tom, eyebrows raised. Tom nodded. He stepped to the door. “Mike Berens?”
The young man inside the room, seated at a piano, glared at him over the instrument. “Mike Berens practicing like crazy. Close the door and go away.”
Tom thanked the guitarist and stepped inside the room, pulling the door closed behind him.
“I said, go away and close the door,” Berens repeated.
“Eventually,” Tom said. “I’m investigating the murder of Jerry Angleton.”
“Oh,” Berens said. He looked down at the piano keyboard. “Christ.” He looked up again. “Look, I’ve already talked to you people, okay? I told you guys all I could remember, which wasn’t very much, except for poor Jerry falling down and bleeding all over the stage.”
“Do you remember the recoil of the rifle as you fired it?”
Berens rose to his feet, his face reddening. Like Jerry Angleton, he was unusually tall for a tenor. Unlike Jerry, he was very heavily built. Some of that was fat, but most of it seemed to be muscle. Tom put one hand on the door handle in case a quick escape became necessary. “You accusing me of murder?” Berens said.
“It’s not my job to accuse anyone of anything,” Tom said. “I’m interested in eliciting memories.”
“Doing what?”
“Helping people remember useful details. Sometimes witnesses don’t realize themselves that something will be important. I’m just gathering data. Tell me exactly what you remember, how it all looked from your point of view.”
Berens sat down again. “I told you, I don’t remember much. I was concentrating on not bumping into the other guys. We were all kind of crammed together when we came on-stage. I was watching the guys around me.”
Tom remembered the entrance of the firing squad in the last act. They had been crowded together. He also remembered Mike Berens among them. Berens had not really been concentrating entirely on the other members of the firing squad. Tom had noticed him shooting glances at Karen Franks, standing downstage. “Did you handle the rifle before you had to take it on-stage with you?” Tom asked him.
“Of course,” Berens said. “I mean, it’s my rifle. I brought it with me to the auditorium. Say, when are you guys going to give it back? It’s my favorite. Deer season’s coming up. You better get it back to me in time, and it better be okay!”
“I’m surprised you’d let the opera guild use your favorite rifle.”
Berens shrugged. “I like holding it, so I decided to use it. Besides, I was the only one who was going to touch it during the performance. Now you guys are getting your hands all over it,” he added bitterly.
“You must be very familiar with that rifle,” Tom said.
“You bet. Know it like the back of my hand.”
“Did it seem strange in any way to you when you picked it up before going on-stage? Didn’t you notice a difference in the weight?”
“You mean, like the difference between a blank and a live round?” Berens said. “Come on, that’s too small of a difference. No one can tell that just by picking up a loaded rifle.”
“It wasn’t loaded when you brought it to the auditorium, was it?”
Berens looked at Tom scornfully. “Hell, no. Of course not. You think I’m stupid? I know better than that.”
“So you put a blank shell in it before you carried it on?”
Berens shook his head. “Dr. Tourneau took care of that. The rifles were all ready for us. I told you, I was mainly worried about tripping over some other guy’s feet.”
“When did Jack Tourneau do this?”
“Hell, I don’t know. I got there about an hour before curtain time, so I’d have plenty of time to get in costume, get the makeup on, and listen to Jerry singing. I brought my rifle with me, and I put it on the table backstage with the others. Next time I saw it was when I picked it up to go on in the last act. Sometime in there, I guess.”
“You wanted to listen to Jerry Angleton singing?”
“Of course. He had a great voice. I enjoyed listening to him. Also, I was his understudy. I wanted to be ready, just in case.”
“In case of what?”
Berens waved his hands. “In case Jerry had some kind of problem and I had to take over, of course.”
“A problem like being shot, you mean?”
Berens jumped to his feet again. “Jesus Christ!” he yelled. “Are you stupid or something? No! A problem like with his voice, you know? Anything that would keep him from singing. That’s what understudies are for. Don’t you know anything about opera?” He got himself under control and sat down. He put his hands on the keyboard and played an approximation of the opening bars of E lucevan le stelle. “Look, I really need to work on this stuff, okay? I’ve got to learn the role in between studying for my finals and getting ready for my junior recital. I’m really stressed, okay?”
“I thought you already knew the role. Because you were the understudy, I mean.”
Berens looked exhausted all of a sudden. “Yeah, I thought so, too. Guess I was wrong. I tried to run through parts of it with Karen yesterday afternoon, and I kept screwing up. She was really angry with me, and so was Mrs. Tourneau.”
Tom felt a wave of sympathy for the young man. “All right, Mike. You get back to your practicing.”
He left feeling he had wasted his time. The boy had been so open and honest about using his own rifle on-stage, and he had seemed so frank in his admiration of Angleton’s voice, that it was hard to envision him as the murderer. Moreover, he seemed none too bright. A baritone had once told Tom that all tenors are stupid because the resonance of their voices in their nasal cavities destroys their brains. Tom wondered if there could be any physiological basis for that slur.
But stupidity was no barrier to committing murder. In fact, most of the killers Tom had encountered had been stupid. Few even of the mob’s professional killers whom he had known were intelligent. Most of them avoided capture through a combination of luck, bribery of the police, and a lack of interest on the part of the honest policemen in solving the murders of mob insiders.
There were exceptions. Tom had known a couple of professionals who had planned their hits carefully so as to avoid implicating themselves. They would make the deaths look like accidents, to divert suspicion entirely. Briefly, he wondered if those two were still in the business, or if they had managed to escape from Chicago as he had. In any case, Mike Berens was nothing like them.
He was getting nowhere, he knew. This was not the sort of investigation he had trained himself to do. In the past, he had followed mostly paper trails, and that experience seemed inapplicable in this case. Often, a personal visit had been sufficient to resolve a problem, because those he visited knew whom this seemingly insignificant man represented — what kind of power stood behind him. That too was no longer applicable. Now, back home in Ransom and living under his own name, he represented no one and carried no aura of power, no ability to induce fear.
He told himself that he no longer wanted to induce fear in anyone.
What about inducing respect? he asked himself. Well, he had always wanted that.
* * * * *
Tom called Karen Franks the following morning. She agreed to speak to him but insisted that they meet in a cemetery.
Specifically, an old cemetery, dating from before the turn of the century. It was located east of the city, on the banks of South Tournant Creek. More up-to-date bodies were buried within the city limits, in places with pastoral names and filled with dark green lawns and stately trees. The old graveyard was called simply Ransom Cemetery. It had been the city’s only burial ground during the nineteenth century.
There was one other car in the dirt parking lot, a Neon. Tom parked his Lexus next to it.
The cemetery was surrounded by a sagging fence with an opening where there had once been a gate. A gravel path led from the opening into the cemetery. It was a hot, barren place, devoid of romance or pathos, and of interest only to historians. And, apparently, to sopranos.
Karen was waiting in front of the largest monument in the place, a tall structure of white stone. She stood perfectly still, staring at the monument as though deep in thought. She was dressed in black — black blouse, black skin-tight jeans, black high-heeled shoes. Perhaps it’s a mourning outfit for the hip young of the nineties, Tom thought.
He climbed the slight rise toward the monument. He had no hat, but fortunately he had sunglasses. Despite the dryness, he was sweating by the time he reached her. He was breathing hard, too. For the first time since moving back, he was aware of just how little oxygen there was in Ransom’s air.
Because of the arid climate, the monument was only slightly weathered. Tom could still read the dates. “Thaddeus L. Hughes,” he read aloud. “1834 to 1882. Probably not that young for those days. Local big shot, I suppose.”
Karen turned slowly toward him. He could see no hint of tears on her face and no redness in her eyes. “Doesn’t it just tear you up to think of all these people buried here?” she said to Tom. She spread her arms wide, as if to embrace all of the dead. “I mean, they were all alive, and they had lives and relationships, and now they’re all dead.”
“At the moment,” Tom said, “I’m more concerned with the more recently dead.”
Karen put one hand on her chest. “Jerry. Poor Jerry. You have no idea what he looked like, lying on that stage, dead.”
“Actually, I do. I was probably the first person from the audience to reach him.”
“You were?” Karen said. “I didn’t notice. Oh, but I shouldn’t be surprised.” She stared intently at him. Tom was sure it was a studied effect, but combined with her striking looks, it affected him anyway. Karen added, “Mrs. Tourneau told me you’re connected with an opera house in Europe.”
“She told you that? Misunderstanding on her part. I’m an opera buff, but I have no connection with any opera house.”
“You don’t? Oh.” Interest faded from the lovely eyes, and Karen looked around her as though realizing for the first time that she was in a hot, dusty, neglected old graveyard. “Then why am I here talking to you?”
Tom thought her honesty commendable. “I’m gathering information about Jerry’s death. I’m investigating it, you might say.”
“Are you a reporter?” Her gaze intensified again.
Tom shook his head. “Not a policeman, either. Just an interested...well, fan of the opera, I guess.”
Her eyes drifted back to the weathered tombstones. “It was just a stupid accident. There’s nothing to investigate. Someone was careless with the rifles, that’s all. If you really want to help, then you can volunteer to double check the rifles the next time, when we start performing again. Make sure the same thing doesn’t happen to...whatever his name is.”
“Mike Berens.”
“Yeah. Him.”
“I understand you were romantically interested in Jerry Angleton, but he was faithful to his wife.”
Karen stared at Tom. There was no artfulness in her gaze now. “Who told you that?”
“That doesn’t matter.”
“It matters to me! Tell me!”
Quite a voice, Tom thought. Raised in anger and at close range, it was hard to resist. He resisted. “As I said, it doesn’t matter who told me. What does matter is that your interest in Jerry and his lack of responsiveness seem to be common knowledge, and they make you a suspect in his death. Floria Tosca, the dangerously jealous soprano — a lot of people accept that stereotype.”
“Jesus, you’re crazy!” Karen said. “Anyway, I was on-stage when it happened.”
“For the conclusion of that scene,” Tom acknowledged. “But you were offstage only a bit earlier in the act, while Mario Cavaradossi is singing about his rapturous last night with you. For that matter, you could have had an accomplice taking care of the guns for you.”
“Oh, right. You think someone would commit murder for me, just because I was angry at Jerry for not responding to me?”
“I suspect a lot of men would be willing to commit murder for you, Karen.”
She smiled happily. “You really think so?” Then she grew angry again. “This is all a bunch of shit. I have a career to worry about. Yes, I was hot for Jerry Angleton, but now he’s dead.” She turned and stalked away toward the gate. The effect was spoiled by the combination of high heels and gravel path, which made her wobble a few times.
Tom watched her go, admiring her despite himself. She probably did have a career ahead of her, conceivably a great career. Since Tom couldn’t risk going to Chicago or New York or any other great city again, he would probably never have the chance to see her perform live once she left Ransom. Too bad, he thought. He would like to see and hear her in a few years, when her beauty and voice matured.
Perhaps when she’s famous, he thought, she’ll come back here to do benefit performances for the Ransom and Central Colorado Opera Guild, which gave her her start. He smiled at the idea. Don’t hold your breath, he told himself.
Karen reached the parking lot. She opened the door of the Neon. She hesitated for a while, standing beside the open door, while she gave Tom’s new Lexus a careful once-over. For a moment, he thought she was about to come back to continue their conversation. But then she climbed into her car and drove off.
Tom turned back to the imposing monument to Thaddeus Hughes. “So, Thad,” Tom said, “what do you think about all of this? Of course you can’t say very much. You’re dead. But you know, some of my best friends are dead.”
Not a few of them because they had become his friends. During his last years in Chicago, he had been a dangerous man to be friends with, and he hadn’t even known it. Throughout his years of working for Trager and his mob, Tom had tried to protect the good from the consequences of their carelessness or foolhardiness and make sure that retribution destroyed only the evil. That had been his major justification to himself of the position he held in Trager’s organization. But by the end, simply knowing Tom too well could be cause for a death sentence. The net was closing in on him, and others swimming too near had been caught in it. Far from protecting the good, he had caused their deaths. His discovery of that fact was one of the final factors in his decision to flee.
Although, he admitted to himself, I would have had to run for cover even without any of that. The discovery that the net was tightening around me after Trager died would have been enough all by itself. I thought I was clever, but my enemies were almost cleverer.
So, Thad, with all my cleverness, what have I learned so far about Jerry Angleton’s death?
Not very damned much.
Let’s consider the possibilities, he told himself.
First, what happened to Jerry Angleton could have been an accident. If so, it was tragic, but everyone will now be very careful when the opera resumes, and there’s no need to worry about it any longer.
Or it was not an accident, it was a murder. In that case, let’s consider all the suspects.
I have to include Angleton himself on that list, he realized. Not murder, but suicide.
What reason would Angleton have to kill himself in such a complicated way? His wife was pregnant, and they weren’t living high on the hog. Insurance money for his widow, perhaps? But what insurance policy would pay off under such circumstances? Apart from all that, Jerry Angleton hadn’t struck Tom as the sort to sacrifice himself. Moreover, the boy had had in front of him the very real promise of a lucrative career, so such a sacrifice would have been pointless.
Scratch Jerry Angleton, Tom decided. I’ll proceed on the assumption that it was indeed a murder.
First suspect: Fred Christianson, the boy Kathy Angleton said made threats after she rebuffed his advances and told her husband about them. And after Jerry had confronted Christianson and warned him off. Have to look him up, Tom decided.
Second suspect: Mike Berens. Lots of opportunity and lots of motive. After interviewing Berens, Tom was intuitively inclined to dismiss him as a suspect. Better not do that, though, he decided. Keep him on the list. Must approach this intellectually, not emotionally.
That had been his mechanism for doing his job in Chicago. Over and over, his emotions had rebelled against what he was required to do, but he had managed to get through it by distancing himself from the people involved, by treating it all as an intellectual puzzle.
That intellectual defense had started to weaken, though. Even if Trager hadn’t died...
Tom yanked his thoughts back to the problem at hand.
Next suspect: Karen Franks. No. Not that much opportunity, despite what Tom had said to her, and little motive. A woman scorned, perhaps? So angry at Jerry Angleton for rejecting her and remaining faithful to his wife that she arranged for his murder? The method of murder fit with what little Tom had seen of her personality, but she also seemed to be too focused on her own promising career to endanger it. However, that judgment was based on her behavior here in the graveyard, and that could have been an act. She was a stage actress, after all, and a good one. Keep her on the list, he decided, just like Mike Berens.
What about Kathy Angleton as a suspect? No opportunity. There was always confusion backstage, so she might have been able to sneak in, unload the blanks and put in live rounds, and then sneak out, but that image stretched Tom’s credulity too far. No matter how confused and chaotic the backstage area had been, the lead tenor’s wife could hardly manage to sneak in and out without being noticed. So, no opportunity. And no motive, except the most clichéd — for example, that Jerry actually was being unfaithful to her, and she was getting revenge. But if she did murder Jerry, then she was also widowing herself while she was pregnant, and she was cutting herself off from the income Jerry’s probable future success would have brought.
Her eyes had been red with weeping when Tom visited her. In his mind, that was the deciding factor. He removed her from his mental list.
That seemed to be it. A surprisingly short list, despite Snow’s claim to have too many suspects. Tom’s next step seemed to be to find Fred Christianson.
He took one last look at the old cemetery before leaving. He wondered what it was like to know where those you had lost were buried and to be able to visit their graves. Would he find that more comforting than the way things actually were for him? Or more disturbing?
The most disturbing thing of all, Tom had always felt, was not knowing the truth.
* * * * *
The next morning, Tom called Andy Snow to tell him about Fred Christianson. To Tom’s surprise, Jack Tourneau had already called Snow with the information. And Snow had already tracked Christianson down.
After the end of the semester during which the threats had been made, Christianson had moved to New Jersey to spend the summer with a sister and her husband. Shortly after that, he had been killed in a traffic accident.
“You’re absolutely sure about that?” Tom asked.
“Of course I’m sure!” Snow growled. “The kid’s dead, Hamilton. He drank most of a bottle of whiskey and then drove down the turnpike at eighty miles an hour, missed a curve, and buried his car and himself in the concrete support of an overpass. In the process of which, he also cleared himself of suspicion in the murder of Jerry Angleton. Nice work on Jack Tourneau’s part, though,” Snow added grudgingly. “That stupid little bitch didn’t tell us about those threats, and she should have. Good thing Tourneau got that out of her. You want to be a detective, you should stop reading Agatha Christie novels and ask Tourneau how he did it.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Tom said. He hung up and moved Mike Berens to the top of his mental list.
For reasons that had nothing to do with logic, he added Jack Tourneau to the bottom of it.
* * * * *
The two weeks before the reopening of Tosca flew by. Tom felt he had accomplished nothing during that time — neither in his personal life nor in his supposed investigation of Jerry Angleton’s death.
Regarding his personal life, he told himself that that was the whole idea of his escape to Ransom. He was supposed to accomplish nothing from now on. His days were supposed to be spent savoring life and freedom. It would take him some time to get used to what seemed like inactivity and laziness, though.
As for Jerry Angleton’s death — well, he had no idea what to do next.
He spoke to Kathy Angleton again but learned nothing new.
He caught Mike Berens on the campus again, but the young tenor provided no new information. He was so nervous about a final exam later that day and about his inability to remember large chunks of the Mario Cavaradossi role that his hands were shaking. At the same time, he was furiously angry at Andy Snow, who had apparently just come very close to accusing him of murdering Jerry Angleton. “He said I was trying to get Jerry out of the way and advance my career!” Mike said, scarcely able to speak intelligibly. “As if I would’ve gotten myself into this mess on purpose!” Tom took pity on him and let him go.
Tom telephoned Karen Franks and requested a second interview, but she refused, and he had no power to force her to speak to him — and clearly no reason to force her even if he could, given her uncooperative attitude.
He had lunch twice with Janice Sheridan. Now that he no longer yearned for her physically, he found that he enjoyed her company. She asked him to accompany her to another concert and give country and western music a try. He refused. He asked her to come to the reopening of Tosca and give opera a try. She refused. Their new relationship seemed firmly established on a comfortable and safe plane.
He had lunch three times with Ellen Tourneau. He was beginning to find her company just as disquieting as he had twenty-two years before. What made it especially so was that Ellen was behaving toward him in a way she never had in those earlier days.
The first time they had lunch, it was in the same sandwich shop on Howard Street. The second time, they met at a small restaurant in Cherry Creek. This was an expensive area of Denver, filled with small boutiques. It was about forty-five minutes away from Ransom.
Their third lunch was at a restaurant in the mountains, a few miles to the west of town. It was Friday, the day before Ellen’s second attempt at staging Tosca.
After the waiter had taken their order and left, Ellen said, “Only one day to go. I think it’s going to be okay. I just wish Jack were more reliable. He did manage to beg and borrow more rifles for me. Give him credit for that. But still...Maybe I should load the rifles myself instead of leaving it up to him this time. I don’t want to take any chances at all.”
“It hardly seems likely that the same thing will happen again,” Tom said. “The same accident two times in a row?” He shook his head.
“What if it wasn’t an accident?”
“That was supposed to remain an unspoken thought,” Tom said.
“Filling the pregnant silence between us, you mean?”
“Wow, that sounds like a line from a badly translated aria. All right, if it wasn’t an accident, then presumably the intended victim is already dead, so why would the killer risk getting caught reloading the rifles a second time, especially knowing that the rifles will be more carefully watched this time?”
“You’re assuming that Jerry Angleton was the intended victim,” Ellen pointed out. “You don’t know that. No, never mind,” she said before Tom could answer. “That was dumb of me. Mario Cavaradossi is the only character in the story those rifles are fired at. So Jerry must have been it.”
Too bad it’s not equally clear who the perpetrator was, Tom thought. With Fred Christianson dead, Mike Berens was at the top of Tom's list of suspects, but Tom didn't feel comfortable having the boy’s name there. If Cavaradossi does get shot again tomorrow evening, Tom thought, that would certainly exonerate Berens.
“If you’re really worried about the same thing happening again,” Tom said, “why are you still using real rifles?”
“Because I still want that realistic flame and noise, that’s why,” Ellen answered. “You noticed the audience’s reaction the last time, didn’t you? I mean, before anyone realized that Jerry had really been shot. The way everyone jumped and looked horrified when the firing squad’s rifles really fired — that’s the kind of audience reaction and involvement I always dream of. I’m not going to give it up. Besides which, I looked around for some good props and couldn’t find any, so I would have had to use toy rifles from the dime store. Talk about ruining the audience’s willing suspension of disbelief!”
Better than ruining another tenor, Tom thought. “If you’re seriously worried, I could stay backstage with Jack. One more pair of eyes.”
“Oh, no,” Ellen said. “I wouldn’t want to deprive you of Arlene Pernowski’s company.”
“Arlene’s happily married to a genius. What would really bother me would be missing even a moment of Karen Frank’s performance.”
Ellen reached across the table and patted Tom’s hand. “But she’s so much younger than you, dear.”
Their waiter appeared beside their table with their food. When they had arrived at one o’clock, the place was already emptying. Now they were the only customers left in the place.
When the waiter had left again, Tom said, “I’m amazed they can afford to keep this place open. This should be the busiest time of year for them.”
“With their prices, they don’t need many customers,” Ellen said. “Wait till you see the bill.”
“You must have a high opinion of my income.”
“I’m sure it’s high enough to pay for our meal,” Ellen said. “That’s all that matters to me. I bleed men dry and use them up and throw them away. Didn’t you know that? Hasn’t Jack told you that yet?”
Their conversation had been light and cheerful up to that point. Tom contemplated his food for a long time. What the hell was he supposed to say in reply? “Jack hasn’t said anything negative to me about you at all. He gave me the impression that the two of you are very happily married.”
Now it was Ellen’s turn to stare at her food. “On the whole,” she said at last, “I guess we are. God knows I try. I do the right thing by him, in spite of the way he is. In spite of everything, I do love Jack, and I know that he loves me. It’s more than just a matter of doing my duty or not having an alternative. But it’s not the same as it was at first, when I was young and beautiful.”
“You’re still beautiful, Ellen.”
Ellen looked up at him with a half smile. “Exactly. And the girls in Jack’s classes are young.” She waved her hand. “Oh, it’s more than that. I suppose every wife has to deal with that problem once she reaches my age. At the beginning, Jack and I seemed to have a lot in common. At the very least, Jack seemed to respect my tastes and opinions. But you saw how he acted about my operas.”
Should he tell her that Jack had always been a boor and she had been mistaken in those early years? It might be true, but saying so would accomplish little — except to end their lunch on a disastrous note. “I guess I’m not much help in this,” Tom said. “I’ve never been in a relationship for more than a few months, so I don’t really know anything about how people change toward each other after many years.”
“But if you were married,” Ellen said, “I bet you’d continue to respect and support your wife. Wouldn’t you?”
Tom nodded. “I hope I would.”
“It could have been very different for both of us, Tom. If only you’d been as strong and forward back then as you are now.”
For just a moment, it worked. Briefly, Tom believed she meant every word and he felt dangerous old emotions growing. But then he stepped back psychologically and looked at Ellen, weighing her expression, analyzing her, and he shook his head. “Nothing has really changed, Ellen. We’re all much the same as we were. We’d better finish and get back to town.”
Later, he wondered if he had been unfair to her. Perhaps the dismal state of her marriage had caused her to recreate the past in her memory as it should have been rather than as it really had been — both with respect to the young Jack Tourneau and the young Tom Hamilton. Perhaps her unhappiness explained it all.
Then he replayed the lunch in his memory and decided that his first instinct had been right. Ellen had been putting on an act and trying to manipulate him.
She might have been doing so as part of a desperate attempt to escape from an unhappy marriage. If so, then Tom could forgive her for grasping incautiously at what seemed to be an opportunity. But he still resented anyone’s trying to manipulate him — or thinking they could. He would help Ellen with her opera if she asked him to, but he was not available to help her solve her personal problems. Those had begun when he was in Chicago, building a different life for himself, and they had nothing to do with him.
* * * * *
“Second opening night,” Tom said.
Jack shook his head. “Reopening night.”
The other people in the group standing in the lobby added their own suggestions.
“Second performance,” Ellen said firmly. “We had one virtually complete performance, and this is the second performance. Think positive."
“-ly,” Jack said. “Zombie night. Frankenstein night. The opera’s dead, but the evil Dr. Ellen Tourneau has zapped it with a zillion volts and given it the temporary appearance of life. Beneath that evanescent vitality, however, lies the sweet stench of death.”
Once again, Jack had destroyed the conversation and made everyone uncomfortable.
“I’m going to check on the cast,” Ellen said and walked away.
Jack snorted. “Just what those poor kids need.” He fiddled with his tie and the buttons of his jacket. “What do you think of this suit, Tom? Better than anything my father used to wear, isn’t it?”
Clothes don’t make you the man he was, Tom thought. “Very nice.”
“Scottish woolens place in Denver, on 17th Street. I’ll give you the address.”
“Good place,” Fred Pernowski said. “I’ve bought a couple of suits there, too.”
“I thought academics were supposed to be above such gross material things,” Tom said.
“Only concerned with the finer things, you mean?” Fred asked.
“Yeah, like alcohol,” Jack said. He glanced at his watch. “Half an hour before curtain time. Fred, I bet we could get ourselves a quick drink somewhere and still be back in plenty of time. Tom, you too.”
“I’ll pass, Jack,” Tom said.
Fred Pernowski checked his own watch. “Well...”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” his wife said.
“Sure, let’s go,” Fred said to Jack.
The two men walked away quickly.
“Son of a bitch,” Arlene Pernowski muttered.
Marriages are so solid and secure in small towns, Tom thought. Not like the big city, with all its stresses and strains.
Arlene recovered and put on a cheerful smile. “I’m going to go inside and find my seat. Want to come with me, Tom?”
“I’ll stay out here for a bit longer. Stretch my legs.”
Arlene looked him up and down, a calculating, weighing sort of look. “Perhaps you should have gone out with the guys for a drink,” she said at last.
After she left, Tom walked over to Andy and Diane Snow. He had noticed them before, standing apart from everyone else. Every time Tom glanced at them, they were talking to each other, and Andy Snow was even smiling. What an unlikely pair they were, and yet they seemed to be the happiest married couple in the place — possibly the only happily married couple there. Tom’s curiosity was piqued.
“Hello, Diane,” Tom said. “And Lieutenant.”
“Hello, Tom,” Diane said. “You’ve met my husband already, haven’t you?”
She was smiling at Tom, but her husband was scowling. His wife stared at him until he responded to Tom’s greeting. He pulled his chin in and rounded his shoulders like a boxer preparing to face a hard hitter. “Hamilton,” he grunted, looking at the ground.
Diane said, “Andy.” Her tone was mild, her smile was sweet, but her husband straightened his shoulders, looked at Tom finally, and held out his hand.
As they shook hands, Tom said, “I’m a bit surprised to see you here, Lieutenant. Are you hoping for some more excitement?”
“Oh, Ellen gave us a couple of complimentary tickets,” Diane said. “She knows how much I love opera. And of course Andy didn’t want me to have to go by myself, so he came with me.”
A young man walked by lackadaisically swinging a hand bell up and down.
“I suppose that means we’re supposed to take our seats,” Tom said.
Diane grabbed her husband’s hand and pulled him toward the entrance to the auditorium. “Come on, Andy! I don’t want to miss a single note.”
Andy Snow resisted for long enough to say to Tom, “Yeah, I am hoping.”
Some breasts, Tom decided, are so savage that not even music has enough charms to soothe them.
* * * * *
He wasn’t sure how it happened, but Tom found himself once again seated between Ellen and Arlene. The difference this time was that the two seats on the other sides of the two women were empty. Jack and Fred had not yet returned. The two abandoned wives chatted brightly with each other and with Tom and pretended to be unaware of their tardy husbands.
There was another difference between this performance and the disastrous first one. Tom noticed that the auditorium was packed this time. He assumed that it was morbid curiosity that had overcome the citizens of Ransom, not a sudden love of opera.
Unfortunately for Mike Berens, Mario Cavaradossi appears on-stage early in the first act. He is supposed to appear striding briskly, but Mike came in hesitantly, looking at the audience instead of the painting he was supposed to be heading toward.
“They ought to shoot him now,” Arlene whispered to Tom, “instead of keeping him in misery until the third act.”
Mike launched into his first great aria, Recondita armonia, a bit too quickly, as though he shared Arlene’s desire to get his misery over with. By the end of it, though, he was doing an adequate job. The opera fans in the audience gave him a generous hand, and the non-fans, those who were there only because of curiosity or persuasive spouses, took the cue and applauded loudly. The result was a longer and louder spate of clapping than Jerry Angleton had been awarded on his opening night.
Mike blossomed. He stood up straighter, puffed out his chest, and grinned at the audience. His new-found confidence lasted until later in the act, when Karen Franks’ voice came from offstage, calling out, “Mario! Mario!” Mike froze in place, his mouth hanging open, as though he had only at that moment fully realized that he was about to share the stage and some love scenes with the girl of his fantasies.
When she came on-stage, Karen analyzed the problem immediately. While singing about her jealous suspicions, she walked up to the paralyzed tenor and added an improvised and very real slap across the face. Despite his size, Mike staggered back a step.
“Oh, er,” Mike said. Then he earned Tom’s admiration. He drew in a breath, let it out, drew in another, and reentered his role.
Unfortunately, at this point Jack and Fred came stumbling into the auditorium. They walked down the aisle talking to each other loudly as though unaware that the performance was already underway. They pushed their way down the row of seats toward their wives, stepping on toes all the way. Tom stood up to let Jack by, but Jack managed to step on the toes of both of Tom’s feet anyway. The smell of alcohol as Jack passed by was almost suffocating. They collapsed noisily into their seats and Jack asked loudly, “Wod we miss?”
The audience erupted in laughter, and Mike Berens froze again.
Ellen sat with her eyes closed. Her face was white.
Karen Franks signaled offstage. The music stopped. Then she stalked to the front of the stage and stood facing the audience, hands on her hips. She stood quietly, unmoving, staring out into the auditorium until the laughter had died down. Then, her voice carrying to every corner of the room, she said, “You can laugh, or you can listen. If you want to laugh, go out into the parking lot. Now.”
The members of the audience looked down at their shoes, transported back in time to their school days when they had sat in these same seats being admonished by the principal. No one chose to go out into the parking lot.
Karen nodded in satisfaction, walked back to center stage, and signaled to someone offstage. The music squealed in reverse for a few seconds and then started up again. Karen waited patiently until it reached the point where the audience, goaded by Jack and Fred, had interrupted the opera. Then she nodded to Mike Berens, and the performance resumed smoothly. Worship suffused Mike’s face.
Ellen’s too. “Wow,” she muttered. She grinned at Tom, ignored her husband, and concentrated on what was happening on the stage.
The rest of the first act improved by the minute. When the curtain came down, the applause was long and sustained.
Tom walked out with Ellen and Arlene, leaving the two husbands semi-dozing in their seats. In the lobby, Ellen said worriedly, “Jack promised he’d do his part backstage during Act Three, but I’m wondering if he’ll be able to stand up by then.”
Arlene said, “He’ll probably have metabolized it all by then. He’s such a big guy, after all.”
Ellen narrowed her eyes and looked at the other woman.
“Mike Berens is doing really well,” Tom said quickly.
“And Karen?” Ellen said. “I’m sure you think she’s even more wonderful tonight than last time.”
“I didn’t notice,” Tom said. “I was too blinded by Mike’s singing.”
“Blinded by singing,” Ellen repeated. “That doesn’t make any sense.”
Jack and Fred came out of the auditorium. They stood in the doorway, swaying from side to side, while they squinted at the milling crowd. Finally they saw their wives and managed to navigate to their sides.
“Hi,” Jack said, not meeting Ellen’s eyes.
“You promised to be backstage during the third act,” Ellen reminded him. Her tone was unemotional, her face expressionless. “Better be sober by then.”
“Oh, Jesus,” Jack sighed.
“Go get some coffee.”
He shuffled away on a zig-zag path.
“Fred can help if Jack isn’t up to it in time,” Arlene said. “Fred recovers quickly, don’t you, Fred?”
Fred looked far from recovered, but he managed an almost perky grin. “Ever Ready Freddy, that’s what they call me.”
“Who calls you that?” Tom asked.
Fred gestured vaguely. “They do.”
“Thanks, Arlene,” Ellen said, “but I want Jack to do it. It’s his punishment.”
* * * * *
The second act continued the improvement that Tom had noticed at the end of the first. By the second intermission, the crowd was delighted and Ellen was walking on air. Even Jack, who seemed almost sober again, was uttering an occasional grudging compliment.
Jack’s sobriety was temporary, though, and it was fading again when the intermission drew to an end. “You gotta help me with this, Tom,” Jack said. “Come on.”
“You’re going to do it by yourself,” Ellen snapped. “And you’ll do it properly.”
“Fuck you,” Jack muttered, but he said it so quietly that Tom doubted if Ellen heard it. Jack grabbed the arm of Tom’s coat and pulled him away. “Stay with me, Tom. Which way is it?”
Tom resigned himself to the inevitable and led the way up the stairs to the stage and then across it. Jack followed, stumbling occasionally and cursing the dim lighting of the passageway they had to pass through.
When they got backstage, Jack seemed to be managing well enough at first. The two of them stood by the table holding the rifles, trying to keep their eyes on the weapons but also to keep out of the way of the backstage pandemonium. After a few minutes of this, however, Jack began to sway. He grabbed the edge of the table to keep himself steady. Fortunately, the table was heavy enough to bear his weight without tipping over.
“Kee-rist,” Jack said. “Tom, get me a chair, wouldja?”
Tom found one that no one seemed to be using and brought it back. Jack collapsed into it with a loud groan.
“Keep the noise down,” Tom whispered.
Jack waved his hand. “Yeah, yeah. How much longer?”
Tom listened to the voices from the stage. After traveling down the narrow passageway from the stage to where he and Jack waited, the voices were muffled and unmusical. It sounded so different from the opera Tom was familiar with that he had to listen intently for a while before he knew what was happening. “They’ve just started. At least twenty minutes yet.”
Jack moaned and put his arms and head on the table, shoving the rifles aside. Tom grabbed wildly at the guns and barely managed to keep them from tumbling to the floor. Idiot, he thought, but he kept quiet and busied himself with rearranging the rifles on the part of the table that was still available.
Ellen showed up. Miraculously, Jack managed to be upright and alert just before she appeared, as though he had some sort of built-in radar that told him when she was coming. “Time to load up,” she whispered. “Jack, you’ve got them?”
Jack nodded and patted the side pocket of his suit jacket. Metal clinked against metal. Tom wondered if Ellen was too preoccupied to see how vague and unfocused Jack’s eyes were.
Perhaps she did, for she raised her voice slightly and said, with a sharp edge, “Blanks, right?”
Wounded dignity gave Jack the momentary appearance of sobriety. “Of course!” He took out the six cartridges and dropped them noisily on the table. “See?”
Ellen frowned. “If you say so.”
Tom glanced at the cartridges and then away again. “They’re blanks, Ellen,” he said.
“Okay,” she said. “Jack, you do it while we watch. And make sure there’s nothing in any of them other than the blanks you’re putting in. Quickly, please.”
Jack went through the motions smoothly and quickly. Years of practice seemed to be compensating for any lingering effects from his earlier drinking. By the time he was finished, though, he was flushed and sweating. He struggled out of his jacket and let it slide to the floor.
Ellen grabbed it before it landed and draped it over the back of the chair. “Damn it, Jack,” she muttered.
How many drinks did Jack manage to cram down in that short time? Tom wondered. Maybe it doesn’t take much. When he was at my house, he was affected pretty strongly by two drinks. He looked well sloshed at Kathy Angleton’s house, too.
“All right,” Ellen said. “Now you two guys stay here and keep your eyes on those things until the firing squad picks them up and takes them on-stage. Okay? Good.”
She turned to go, then snapped her fingers and turned back again. “Damn, I just remembered something! Mike told me has to have his special lucky pen for the final scene, where he’s supposed to be writing his last letter to Tosca.”
“Special lucky pen?” Tom repeated.
“Are you shitting me?” Jack said.
Ellen shook her head. “This is for real. Opera singers can be very superstitious. If he isn’t holding that particular pen, he won’t be able to sing his final big aria.”
“Jesus,” Jack said.
Ellen looked at him, seeming to notice his glassy eyes for the first time. She turned to Tom. “He left it in his truck in the parking lot. He asked me to have someone get it, but I forgot. It’ll just take you a couple of minutes, Tom. Please? We don’t have anyone else to spare. It’s an old Chevy pickup, painted blue. The door’s not locked. It’s just an old ballpoint. Mike said it’s in the glove compartment, right on top of everything else.”
“Right.” Tom left through the rear stage entrance. He ran around the building and out into the parking lot. The vehicles parked there were illuminated by the flood lamps set along the walls of the auditorium, just below the roof, and the waning half moon high in the sky. Tom stopped in amazement. Had there always been this many old pickup trucks in Ransom?
Fortunately, only two of them matched Ellen’s description, and one of those had both its doors locked. Unfortunately, there was no ballpoint pen in the glove compartment of the other one.
Tom checked the parking lot again as quickly as possible, but he couldn’t find any other old blue Chevrolet pickup trucks. Mike’s truck must be the locked one, he thought. Have to get the keys.
He ran back around the building and arrived backstage, panting and feeling dizzy, just in time to see the firing squad leaving with the rifles. Jack was half lying on the table, dozing.
Means I took too long and missed the aria, Tom thought. Damn! At least Mario doesn’t actually use his pen on-stage.
He followed behind the firing squad, watching them carefully. He could see only the last man in the squad clearly. That man was doing nothing with his rifle other than carrying it. But what about the others, the ones partially blocked from Tom’s view? In the few seconds their trip down the narrow passageway took, it would be possible for one of them to replace the blank cartridge with a live one he had brought with him. But if one of the men did that, then the man behind that man would surely see what was happening, so that man would have to be in on the plot.
Whatever the plot is, Tom thought. I don’t even know what I’m really looking for.
He stopped in the wings and watched the squad go on-stage. He was stage right, and Karen Franks was on-stage not far from him. She was pretending to be waiting for the mock firing squad to finish its work, so that she could rush to her lover and escape with him.
Again the firing squad’s rifles belched realistic flame and noise and the tenor fell to the stage with convincing blood spurting from his shirt front. “How well he acts!” Karen/Tosca sang.
Almost as well as Jerry Angleton, Tom thought. Of course, Jerry had a built-in advantage that one time.
The firing squad and the other actors trudged away, exiting stage left, leaving only Mike and Karen on-stage. Karen ran toward Mike and called out, “Get up, Mario!” She bent over him and gripped his shoulder.
Mike lay unmoving, but his eyes followed Karen’s every move. Ellen would no doubt berate the boy later for not having kept his eyes closed after his supposed death, but Tom, seeing Mike’s eyes open and moving, breathed a sigh of relief.
Karen stood up, looking at her hand. She sniffed at it. A look of disgust filled her face. “Oh, shit!” she yelled. “It’s happened again!”
* * * * *
This time, Andy Snow was the first member of the audience to mount the stage. He dropped to his knees beside the wounded tenor, then stood and faced the audience and yelled, “Shut up!”
Tom had reached Mike just moments after Snow. He listened appreciatively to the way Snow’s voice filled the auditorium — better than Mike’s during the performance so suddenly ended, and with a nicer tone. Then Tom gestured one of the members of the firing squad over. “There’s a phone back stage?” he whispered.
The boy nodded.
“Get to it, and call for an ambulance.”
The boy raced off. Tom turned to find himself staring up at Snow’s red face.
“Oh, Christ, it’s the Agatha Christie bad penny!”
“Ambulance is on its way.”
Snow grunted. The sound could have been the word thanks, but it was hard to be sure. He turned back to the audience and yelled, “Christianson, Frasier, up here, quickly!”
A man and a woman in police uniform ran down the aisles from the auditorium entrance and climbed on-stage. They were carrying metal boxes. They pushed everyone else aside and knelt beside Mike Berens and set their boxes next to him. They began doing mysterious things to him. The woman pulled Mike’s shirt open and worked on his chest while the man forced Mike’s teeth apart. The man opened his metal box and drew a tube from it and inserted the tube into Mike’s mouth. Tom turned away at this point.
“You were prepared for this,” Tom said to Andy Snow.
“I used to be a Boy Scout.” Snow raised his voice again. “Everyone, stay where you are! We’ll be taking statements from all of you.”
Just as had happened the first time, the audience made a mass rush for the exits. This time, though, the doors were blocked by uniformed policemen and women, and no one got away. Snow grinned happily. He turned to Tom and said, “You, too, Miss Marple. Get down there and act just like everyone else.”
* * * * *
Snow and his men questioned each member of the audience. The stage and the backstage area were off limits to everyone except the police and medical personnel. Audience members who had not yet been talked to had to stay in their seats, like students being punished for the misdeeds of a fellow student. The interviews took place in the lobby, after which the interviewees were allowed to leave through the main entrance.
Snow saved Tom and the Tourneaus till the end. The other interviews had been fairly brief, but theirs weren’t.
Snow spoke to them separately — Ellen first, then Tom, then Jack at the very last. When he questioned Tom, Snow asked him over and over to describe what he had done backstage during the opera. Tom told the same story each time in much the same words — the simple, boring truth. Before finally telling Tom he could leave, Snow said, “See, this is how it really works. It’s not like Poirot sitting everyone down and explaining what happened.”
“But he actually solved murders.”
Snow glared at him. “I’ll solve this one. It just takes some time. You sure as hell won’t be able to snoop around. This place is going to be locked up after I’m finished here, and I’ll be the only one with a key.”
It was after midnight before Snow finished with Jack. Ellen had waited in the parking lot for her husband, and Tom waited with her. When Jack finally showed up, he was sober. Time and tension, Tom supposed, had burned off the alcohol. Instead of being drunk, he was now belligerent.
Jack had kept his anger under control while Snow was questioning him. Now he vented it at Ellen and Tom in the parking lot. “What has that guy got against me?” he yelled. “He’s out to get me!”
“It’s the nature of police work, Jack,” Tom said. “Snow needs every detail he can get, from every possible viewpoint.”
“So why did he keep asking me the same questions over and over? Trying to see if I was lying? Trying to make me say something different? God damn it, why are you defending him?”
Jack grew still angrier and more agitated. He was shifting from foot to foot restlessly, almost bouncing, reminding Tom of Fred Pernowski. It was fury, though, not energy that was making Jack move.
The parking-lot lights had been turned off, but the moon still hung above the mountains to the west, flooding the parking lot with its pale light. The moonlight made Jack’s face look white and at the same time emphasized every fold and wrinkle. Watching him opening and closing his mouth and frowning and glaring, Tom thought that Jack looked like the reanimated corpse of an old man who had not been entirely sane when alive.
Tom said, “Sometimes when you describe a place or an event for the umpteenth time, you suddenly remember something you left out the first however many times.” Why am I defending Snow? Tom asked himself. It’s true that he’s doing his job methodically, but it’s also true that he seemed to enjoy inconveniencing us.
“I’m sure Tom’s right,” Ellen said. “I’m sure that’s all it is. Where’s your jacket?”
“What the fuck are you talking about?”
“Your jacket. It’s part of your suit. Where is it? And your tie’s gone, too.”
“Fuck my fucking jacket!” Jack screamed. “It was hot in that fucking building! I took it off. I don’t know where it is.” He was already getting hoarse from shrieking, and he was almost incoherent.
I wonder if any of Jack’s students are standing out there in the darkness watching and listening to all of this, Tom thought. Or the head of the CCC English department.
Ellen must have thought of the same thing. She said, “Let’s confine the screaming and cursing to inside the house as usual, shall we? Come on.” She started to walk away. Bellowing at a slightly lower volume, Jack followed her. They both seemed to have forgotten about Tom.
Tom watched them for a moment, glad to have drifted out of their joint attention. He caught himself thinking that Ellen could have done much better. He shook his head in annoyance at himself, and then turned away in the opposite direction and walked rapidly toward his own car.
* * * * *
Mike was luckier than Jerry Angleton. Or perhaps not, according to what he said to Ellen when she visited him in the hospital.
“Whispered, I should say,” Ellen told Tom, “not said. He’ll never be able to speak properly again, let alone sing. You should see the way the nurses up there at Max Health fuss over him, though. That should be some compensation.”
That struck Tom as unlikely.
The firing squad had been less accurate than when they were shooting at Jerry. Perhaps that was due to their memory of what they had done to Jerry and their fear — justified, obviously — that it would happen again. Perhaps their good marksmanship the first time had been a fluke. Whatever the reason, all but one of the very real bullets had missed Mike. That one, however, had been sufficient. It had passed through his diaphragm and then his spine. Conceivably, he might have been able to pursue his original career goal of voice teacher while confined to a wheelchair if the damage had been limited to his spinal cord. As it was, his diaphragm would end up more scar tissue than muscle.
“I hope you didn’t tell him he’s lucky to be alive,” Tom said. He felt a vast sadness for the boy’s loss, more than he had felt for the loss of the far more talented Jerry Angleton. “At least he wasn’t married. I don’t mean to sound heartless, but that’s a good thing in a case like this, don’t you think?”
Ellen shrugged. “Depends.” She glanced at her husband, who was lying on the couch barely conscious. “In some instances, what happened to Mike might make a wife very happy.”
This conversation took place during and after dinner on Wednesday evening. It was supposed to be dinner for three, but it hadn’t turned out that way. Jack had swayed visibly when he had answered the door, and he had kept drinking after the obligatory cocktail period and through dinner. Instead of dinner for three, it had started out as dinner for two and a half. It was down to two by the time Ellen brought out dessert.
Am I here to prove to Jack that my occasional lunches with Ellen are innocent? Tom wondered. No need for Ellen to bother. Jack had never shown any sign of jealousy.
Not because he trusts Ellen that much, Tom realized, but because he can’t envision me as a rival. Tom was annoyed by that — and annoyed that it annoyed him.
Tom and Ellen sat in armchairs in the Tourneau living room drinking coffee and talking about the second shooting as though they were alone. It was almost like the lunches they were now in the habit of having together once a week.
Tom wished they were together in a restaurant instead of in this house with Jack managing to make his presence felt despite his lack of consciousness. Driving over here, Tom had let himself imagine that the evening would turn out all right. Applewood, the neighborhood the Tourneaus lived in, was a pleasant part of town, an upscale neighborhood near Colorado Central College, and it had pleasant associations for Tom.
Most of the residents were connected with the college — most of them in the higher levels of the administration, given the cost of the houses. The prices were considerably below what Tom had paid for his house, but nonetheless, by Ransom standards, those who lived in Applewood were among the blessed of the earth.
Tom had driven slowly through the curving streets of Applewood on his way to the Tourneaus’ house this evening. As a boy, he had always walked here. Crabapple trees were planted everywhere. As an adult, he wondered if they were the source of the name. He wished it were May. He remembered that it was beautiful here when all the trees were in bloom and the smell of their blossoms filled the air. Now, in summer, he smelled the crisp, dry smell of pine needles.
This evening is starting out well, he had assured himself.
Now he felt like an idiot for having let himself fall into that delusion.
“It was good of you to visit Mike in the hospital,” Tom told Ellen.
“It wasn’t good for me. Anyway, I’m not the woman he wants to see there. I asked Karen to go see him.”
“And she refused.”
“How’d you guess?”
“Easy enough,” Tom said.
Despite appearances, Jack wasn’t quite asleep yet. He spoke suddenly, with surprising clarity. “Hey, Ellen, bet if you slid into the hospital bed with that kid, he’d be able to use his lower body again.”
Ellen put her cup down on the saucer with a loud clatter. Her face was white with anger. “You bastard! That boy’s life is ruined! He’ll never sing again. He’ll never make love to a woman again. How can you joke about it?”
Jack began to snore. He was smiling, though — a victorious smile, as though he’d just won an obscure battle.
Tom sat quietly, watching the two of them. It was, he thought, a bit like attending an Albee play but without the snappy lines.
Ellen looked down at her cup. Coffee had spilled from it when she’d set it down so hard, and it had run out of the saucer and into her lap. She stared from the spreading stain on her slacks to her husband as though unable to decide which needed to be removed first. “What a terrible accident,” she said.
Tom set his cup and saucer on the table beside his chair and stood up. “I’ll get you some paper towels.”
“Oh, not this accident. I meant what happened to poor Mike Berens.”
“Once is an accident. Not twice. My God, who would do something like this? And why?”
“A madman,” Ellen said. “It has to be. I guess this lets Mike off the hook, anyway, doesn’t it?” She stood up too. She gestured at Jack. “He’s out for the night. Common pattern.” She patted her thighs. “Why don’t you get those paper towels and come upstairs with me and help me clean this up?”
They stood still, staring at each other for quite a while. Whether I say yes or no, Tom thought, I’ll hate myself for it afterwards. Finally, he said, “It’s not a good idea, Ellen. I’d better leave now.”
Driving home, he thought, I was right about one thing: I said no, and now I hate myself.
* * * * *
Awaiting him at home was a message on his answering machine from Andy Snow. Would Mr. Hamilton please stop by Lieutenant Snow’s office as soon as possible, but no later than the following afternoon? Just a few questions.
The mills of Snow grind slow but exceeding fine, Tom thought. He was surprised it had taken Snow this long to get around to him.
Tom had planned to visit the county building the next morning, so he decided to go to Snow’s office on the way. He didn’t mind answering whatever questions Snow had, and he would be happy to see the inside of the police building again, with its old feelings of safety and shelter. In addition, he had to admit to himself, he had a sudden desire to see just how far he could push Snow and how the detective would react to being pushed. Snow was an interesting psychological puzzle in and of himself, almost as interesting as the question, Who Is Shooting the Great and the Adequate Tenors of Ransom?
Snow was on the telephone when Tom walked in his door. Snow twisted in his chair and looked up to see who had entered, and he groaned. He finished his conversation hurriedly and hung up. “Glad you could make time for me, Mr. Hamilton. So kind of you. Have you solved the whole case yet?”
“Not quite yet, Lieutenant. I should have it all wrapped up by lunch time, though.”
“Yeah, right. Poirot would know all the answers already, wouldn’t he? Sit down, Hamilton.”
Tom sat down in the same uncomfortable wooden chair he had sat in on his previous visit. “Lieutenant, before you start asking me questions, I’d like to ask you something. Do you think it’s possible that both shootings were accidents?”
Snow paused — not to consider the question, Tom knew, but to consider whether to reply at all. When he spoke, his reluctance was obvious. “Of course not. Someone deliberately switched the ammunition before the kids playing the firing squad went on-stage. Now it’s my turn. The way I reconstruct things, with this second shooting, two people had the maximum opportunity to fuck with the ammo — you, and Jack Tourneau. I’ve spoken to Professor Tourneau, and he says he was so drunk, he doesn’t remember what was going on around him. Any comment?”
“Jack was pretty drunk, yes,” Tom said, nodding. “I’m not sure he even knew where he was. I saw him put blanks in the rifles. I don’t think he was in any shape to change the loads later on.”
“That’s commendably honest of you, Hamilton. So that leaves you.”
“Opportunity, but no motive.”
Snow stared at Hamilton thoughtfully and scratched his cheek. “Missed a spot. Don’t you hate that — you shave carefully, but then you find you’ve missed a spot?”
“Maybe you could arrest someone for it,” Tom said.
“I’ll have a motive once I find out where you’ve been for the last twenty-three years.”
“Twenty-two,” Tom said reflexively.
Snow grinned. “Right you are.”
Tom laughed. “Now that you’ve won the game, can I go?” He had planned to push Snow, but the pushing had been in the other direction. He must not underestimate this man.
He remembered the scene on-stage just after Mike Berens had been shot. Paramedics were working on Mike. They were there because Snow had had them stationed outside the auditorium, ready. Snow was ignoring them, trusting them to do their job properly, while he scanned the stage and the audience. Snow had radiated alertness, intelligence, and eagerness. At that moment, Tom had realized that Snow had the kind of ambition that had made some policemen Tom had known in Chicago so vulnerable to corruption, open to the offers Tom had passed on from the men he worked for. That sort of environment was Snow’s natural one, not a town like Ransom. And that had been the sort of place Snow had worked in before. Tom wondered what Snow had done to get himself exiled from those urban opportunities — and how much he’d do to get back to them.
“I think maybe you’re my prime suspect now,” Snow said. “I don’t have to tell you to stick around, do I? I’ve been having a hard time finding out where you lived before you came here. Which makes me suspicious all by itself. But it also tells me you have ways of vanishing when you want to. Don’t try to do it now.”
At least Mike’s not his prime suspect any more, Tom thought. Maybe I should test that. “You know that Mike Berens had a strong motive for getting Jerry Angleton out of the way, don’t you? Professional opportunity and romantic jealousy.”
“Yeah, I know all about that,” Snow said. “And he was high on my list until he got shot.”
“A perfect way to divert suspicion from himself. Berens was hit by one bullet, unlike Angleton. That implies that one member of the firing squad was deliberately aiming at him — aiming carefully, carefully enough to wound him but not kill him. That one person might have been an accomplice of Mike’s, part of the plot, whatever it is.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Snow said. “No one’s gonna take a chance like that. The kid’s been crippled, and he came real close to being killed. Even if he was willing to sacrifice his career, which I’ve been told is what’s happened to him, he wouldn’t trust some friend of his to aim that well. No one shoots that accurately.”
Tom had worked with people who did indeed shoot that accurately. “You’re probably right,” he said. “I’m sure you know far more about such matters than I do. I’ve never fired a gun in my life.” That part was close to the truth.
“Doesn’t surprise me,” Snow said with a sneer. “Nice try, anyway. You’re still number one on my list.”
* * * * *
When he left the building, Tom stood still for a moment, adjusting to the heat and bright sunshine. Strange, he thought, that so many men thought that knowing about guns and shooting was part of being a man, and that someone like Tom, who freely admitted lack of such knowledge, was thereby proving that he wasn’t really a man. “I’m a medieval history buff,” he could have told Snow. “I bet I know more about cross bows than you do.” He knew that wouldn’t have helped.
It would have helped matters if he’d told Snow about being out of the building searching for Mike Berens’ lucky pen during the crucial few minutes while the blanks were replaced with live rounds. He wasn’t sure why he’d said nothing about that. He’d save that for the right moment, he decided.
* * * * *
Records of real property transactions were kept in the County Assessor’s office, which was located on the second floor of the county building. The county building was across the street from police headquarters.
Everything was close to everything else in Ransom. During his teens, that had made the place seem claustrophobic to Tom. It had made the town difficult to hide in, to lose himself in. Chicago, by contrast, had been a revelation and a wonder. The city’s size and extent and diversity had been exhilarating. But by the time he had left Chicago, his face and name had been known everywhere, and the city had become threatening in its very anonymity. Death could be waiting for him around any corner, down any side street. Now, Ransom seemed safe, controllable, within his compass.
The records kept by the Assessor were all public record. At the long counter which separated visitors from the desks of the employees, Tom wrote his name and address on a short form, signed at the bottom where he promised that he had no criminal purpose in requesting information, and paid a ten-dollar fee. The clerk on duty, a thin older man with a grey face, a rattling smoker’s cough, and the biggest bags under his eyes that Tom had ever seen on a human being, stepped through the opening in the counter and admitted Tom to a small room filled with metal shelves.
The clerk pointed to the leather binders stacked on the shelves. “Those are the records of property transfers, arranged by year and then alphabetically by street.”
“You’re kidding,” Tom said. “It’s all on paper? You haven’t automated this stuff?”
The clerk scowled at him. “We’ve got computers. New records are on computer. Some of the older —” He paused for a long, frightening series of coughs that stirred an evil memory in Tom. After he had caught his breath, the clerk continued, “Some of the older ones are on microfiche. The time period you wanted is still on paper. We haven’t got the money or manpower to put the old records on the machine. This isn’t Denver, you know. They’re all pansies up there.”
Tom decided to let the matter drop. He would deal with the old paper records. And, as it turned out, the clouds of dust that rose from the relevant binder when he opened it.
He might as well have saved his time and his ten dollars. He gleaned nothing from the records for 133 North Elm that gave him any clues about his mother’s fate.
There was a surprise in the records, though. At the time of Tom’s birth, the house had been jointly owned by Donald and Angela Morisetti. Morisetti had been Tom’s mother’s maiden name. It was scarcely a common name in Ransom — or in this part of the country, for that matter. So the house had presumably been owned by Tom’s mother’s family. But after the disappearance of Tom’s mother, the tax records showed Tom’s father, Al Hamilton, as the owner.
Tom had not known that about the previous ownership of the house. Nor could he remember anything about the Morisettis. His mother had once said something vague about her parents being dead, but that was all she had said about them. That was during the same conversation in which she’d told her son that her maiden name was Morisetti. She had almost never spoken about her background, her childhood, her life before marriage. With a guilty shock, Tom realized that he’d never asked her about any of it. He hadn’t even known that she too was a Ransom native, as this record indicated. He had been self-absorbed throughout childhood. Then she was gone, and it was too late.
When she disappeared, there had been no communication, no worried inquiries, from any family on her side.
Not from any on Tom’s father’s side, either. His father had had a brother and a sister, but Tom couldn’t remember his father having any contact with them.
His father had died the year before Tom returned to Ransom. Tom had known about the death. He had known about his father’s physical decline during the two years before that, too. Tom had not visited the old man during the two years when Al Hamilton was coughing and wheezing his way to the grave, and he had not come home for the funeral. Al had sold the house a year before his death and had used the profits to pay for medical care. His insurance from the school district had run out by then. Lung cancer is an expensive way to die.
And painful. Did you suffer enough, you old bastard? However much it was, it wasn’t enough.
Tom closed his eyes and willed himself to calmness. He prided himself on his self-control. He wasn’t going to let the long-dead past rule him.
He opened his eyes again and concentrated on the official paperwork in front of him. This was his element. And this — calmness, detachment, emotionless intellectualizing — was how he had coped with the moral dilemma posed by his work in Chicago. The approach had served him well for years.
Follow the trail, he told himself.
Al Hamilton had sold the house to someone named Garrison. And then Al Hamilton had died. End of the trail.
He sat back and closed his eyes again. This time, he wasn’t seeking calm. He was visualizing the interior of the house at 133 North Elm.
The front door opened into a small, cramped living room. He could see his father lounging in the armchair to the left. Al had a beer can in one hand and a cigarette in the other. He was wearing jeans and a T-shirt. The T-shirt fit tightly, showing his muscular arms and chest. The sort of father a boy should be able to admire and want to look like some day, Tom thought, instead of fearing.
A small black-and-white television was set against the far wall, opposite Al. His attention was glued to the screen. Even if Tom had been real, not a ghost of his own imagination, Al would have ignored him — except perhaps to yell at him not to block the screen as he passed by.
Tom might be there only in his imagination, yet he could smell the beer and the cigarette smoke, and the sickening sweetness of the stale beer spilled on the floor from previous cans and the stench of old cigarette butts in the ashtray on the floor beside the armchair.
Tom realized, suddenly, what the scene in Kathy Angleton’s living room had reminded him of.
His memory carried him across the wooden floor with its scratches and gouges and burn marks from dropped cigarettes, and into the kitchen beyond. To his right, the stairway up to the bedrooms on the second floor. To the left, a small bathroom. Ahead, the kitchen.
It was the biggest room in the house. The table — white Formica on top, aluminum legs — filled up the center of the room. His mother’s cookbooks were its centerpiece, held up by metal bookends from Sears. This room was as close to being Kay Hamilton’s domain as it was possible for any part of this house of terror to be. He could see her standing in front of the stove, small and slender like him, frowning in concentration, escaping into cooking. When he was a boy, Tom had often resented her absorption in that task. It had taken her away from him, shut him out of her life. Now he understood that she had needed that escape. In his mind, she looked up from the pot she was stirring and smiled lovingly at him. Welcome home, darling, she said. Did you have a good day?
I’ve had so few good days, Mom. But it’s a lot better than it used to be. I wish you were still alive to see how much better things are.
At the far end of the kitchen was the door to the basement. He imagined himself opening the door, switching on the light over the wooden stairs, and going down into the basement.
The space at the bottom of the stairs was cramped and shadowy. There was space for little more than the furnace and hot-water heater. Most of the extra space was taken up with piles of junk — stored down here against future need, supposedly, but all covered with dust and spider webs.
This was the important part. Tom concentrated, frowning in unconscious imitation of his mother, and visualized the basement floor.
He could probably buy the house. He could offer a purchase price well above its worth — surely enough to pry even the most attached homeowner loose. Then he could dig up the basement floor and make sure there was no body buried beneath it. But the longer he thought about it, the more convinced he was that the floor had always been the same. After his mother’s disappearance, the floor had remained undisturbed. His mother was not buried down there.
Tom sighed, opened his eyes, and relaxed.
* * * * *
The offices of the Roundup were in the same block as the county building. Here, at least, all records were on microfiche.
Tom sat in a cool, quiet, well-lit, thoroughly anonymous room and skimmed each page of each edition of the newspaper published during the year of his mother’s disappearance. Fortunately, the Roundup had been a small paper in those days. Its growth in size in an attempt to compete with the two dailies from the urban giant next door had happened during his years of absence. Unfortunately, he found no mention of his mother.
There was a section titled “Police Blotter” in most editions of the paper. The items in it ranged from traffic tickets for minor infractions to the very rare murder. There were even two missing-persons reports during the year he was looking at. But his mother’s disappearance was not there. Had there been no one who noticed that she had vanished? No one who both noticed and cared? No one besides Tom?
No frantic, grief-stricken husband, certainly. And once again, no relatives of the missing woman.
It was more than a hunch but less than a full-blown theory that caused Tom to request the microfiches for the year of his birth and the two years thereafter. The article was on the second page of the Sunday edition, in the middle of July of the year in which Tom had turned one.
LOCAL MAN DIES IN MOUNTAIN ACCIDENT
Donald Morisetti, 67, a retired mining engineer, died in a tragic accident in the mountains this weekend. Morisetti was with his son-in-law, Alfred Hamilton, also of Ransom, when he fell down a steep hillside into South Tournant Creek.
Alfred Hamilton, who is employed as a janitor at Ransom High School, reported that the two men were fishing downstream earlier in the day and decided to try their luck higher up. “We had bad luck all day,” Al Hamilton said. “I caught a couple of small Rainbows, and poor Don didn’t catch anything. So we thought maybe it would be better higher up.”
While they were climbing over a rock slide, the older man lost his footing and tumbled approximately twenty feet onto sharp boulders along the creek bank. Heedless of his own safety, Al Hamilton ran down the hillside to help, but his father-in-law was already dying from his injuries.
“I held him,” an obviously grief-stricken Hamilton told the Roundup. “He died in my arms. The last thing he said was to tell me to take care of his daughter and wife and grandson.”
Mr. Hamilton then drove into town to get help. Because it was dark by then, nothing could be done that night. The body was brought out at first light the next day. An autopsy has confirmed that Mr. Morisetti died of a broken neck and severe head injuries.
There was more about Al Hamilton’s grief. Tom gritted his teeth and forced himself through those paragraphs, just in case there was useful information in them. There wasn’t.
Was he supposed to believe in Al’s grief? It seemed transparently, intuitively obvious to Tom that his father had pushed his grandfather down the slope. Perhaps the fall hadn’t really killed Donald Morisetti, and Al had hurried down the hill to finish the job. A competent autopsy would very likely have revealed the truth, but it didn’t seem likely that the autopsy performed on Donald Morisetti had been competent and complete. In a town as small as Ransom in the days when Donald Morisetti had died, coroners were often untrained, not even MDs. The law might have required an autopsy in such a case, but that didn’t mean that the man performing the autopsy knew what he was doing, or that he was likely to look very hard for signs of something unusual.
By now, Tom had convinced himself that Al Hamilton had murdered his father-in-law.
But why? What motive would he have had?
There was always the motive Tom knew so well: Al Hamilton’s unprovoked, unpredictable rages. He had beaten his son and he had beaten his wife. Why not assume that he had been quick to strike his father-in-law as well? Donald Morisetti had been 67 at the time of his death. If, added to the physical weakness due to age, he had had a slight build like that of his daughter and grandson, then he would have been no match for the powerful and brutal Al Hamilton.
At the end, the article included a few paragraphs covering Donald Morisetti’s career, the date of his marriage to Angela Patti of New York City, their move West, the birth of their daughter.
Tom stopped reading at that point and stared at the print. His mother’s birth in a hospital in Denver. Another detail he had been ignorant of until now.
He started reading again — greedily, hungry for any details about his mother and grandparents. There was little enough. It was Donald Morisetti’s death that fascinated the reporter, not his life. And his widow and surviving daughter seemed to be uninteresting compared to the colorful details supplied by Al Hamilton — how he had made his way down the loose hillside, how he had then climbed back up it, scraping his hands and knees (“He showed this reporter the large scabs encrusting both.”), how he had run all the way down the trail to his father-in-law’s pickup truck, how he had raced through the fading light down out of the mountains into town, how he had begged the police to go back up with him right away, despite the darkness, on the off chance that his father-in-law might still be alive.
This was not the father Tom Hamilton remembered. He wondered what his mother had made of the article.
It was enough. He took the sheet of microfiche from the machine, turned the viewer off, pushed his chair back, and stood up. It was all he could bear.
* * * * *
It was mid-afternoon when Tom came out of the Roundup building. He looked at his watch and suddenly felt hungry. He thought of going home and having leftovers. It wasn’t an appealing thought. Then he remembered Janice Sheridan.
He hadn’t spoken to her since their second lunch together. He felt guilty about that. They had seemed to be establishing a kind of friendship, and he knew that had she looked the way she did in high school, he would have been eager to pursue that friendship. Instead, he had let himself get wrapped up in the shootings of the two tenors and in research into his own past, and he had forgotten all about her.
He checked his watch again. It was 2:30. Surely she would have already eaten. He was sure that she couldn’t just leave her office whenever she wanted to.
It was worth a try, though.
It turned out that the workers at the Department of Motor Vehicles were allowed two fifteen-minute coffee breaks, one in the morning and one in the afternoon. Tom arrived at the license bureau just as Janice was getting up from her desk.
“What a very civilized custom,” Tom said approvingly.
Janice stared at him as though he were crazy. “They let the animals out for fifteen minutes twice a day, and you call it civilized?”
“Compared to being chained to the loom. But I take your point. Janice, I haven’t eaten lunch yet, and I’m starving. If you’ll come with me and promise not to tell me that I’m still weird, I’ll buy your coffee.”
“And a slice of cake.”
“Whatever you like. I don’t know about getting back here in fifteen minutes, though.”
She shrugged. “Screw that part.”
“Wonderful. I don’t suppose any Indian restaurants have opened up here in the last twenty-two years.”
“Indian? You mean like Chief Sitting Bull?”
“No, I mean like Mahatma Gandhi.”
“Christ, Tom, you’re not still weird, you’re weird in a whole new way. There’s a pretty decent Mexican place around the corner.”
“Do they serve slices of cake?”
“I’ve changed my mind,” Janice said. “I feel like a meal.”
As they left, they passed the same two young women who had given him dismissive glances on his earlier visit to the office. This time, they seemed to be looking at him with open invitation. When they reached the sidewalk and the door had closed behind them, Janice said, “I told those two where you live now and what kind of car you drive. Told them you’d paid cash for both your house and your car.”
“Money makes a man taller?”
“Absolutely. Money makes up for everything.”
“Really? Would you have stayed married to Chuck Hathaway if he’d had lots of money?”
They walked together in silence while Janice thought this over. Finally, she said, “Damn! I don’t know the answer to that!” After another silence, she said, “Hell, no. I’d have left him even then. But I’d have gotten half the money in the divorce settlement.”
“I remember that when you used to do those daredevil cheerleader tumbling routines, you always landed on your feet.”
She chuckled. “I sure as hell wouldn’t try to do those now, but I am still landing on my feet. So you used to watch me back then?”
“Religiously.”
“In my little purple dress. I was really something, wasn’t I?”
“You were the stuff that adolescent boys’ dreams are made of.”
Janice sighed loudly. “And now I’m the stuff that pastry chefs’ dreams are made of. I’ll tell you, Tom, I really don’t care. I lost my need to be attractive to men around ten years ago. Here’s the place.”
Tom hadn’t really been paying attention as Janice led the way down the block from the license bureau and then around the corner and down a side street. He had been much more interested in what she was saying. Now he found that they were in the middle of a seedy, run-down commercial block. Most of the businesses were closed and boarded up. They were in front of one of the few that were still in business. It was a restaurant, and the windows had thick bars protecting the glass. On the sidewalk beside the entrance was a broken bottle of cheap wine.
“A very young wine,” Tom said. “Little body or bouquet, but a very satisfactory buzz.” He read the name painted on the restaurant windows in bright green paint. “La Estrellita. Are you sure you want to go in here? Will I need a latex suit?”
“The food’s great. Come on.”
The tables filling the center of the large space were Formica and the chairs were covered with badly patched vinyl. Along the walls were booths, the seats of which were also covered with patched vinyl. They chose a booth.
The service was remarkably quick. Their waiter, a distracted young Hispanic man whose attention was on one of the waitresses, brought them their plates five minutes after they’d ordered. He thumped their plates down and muttered, “Hot plates. Watch it.” Then he was off to take care of another table, but watching the waitress all the while. She was worth watching, Tom thought.
Hesitantly, Tom used his teaspoon to sample the sauce on his burrito. “Damn! This is great! This is gourmet green chili, compared to what I had in — where I’ve been.”
Janice waited for him to say more but didn’t prompt him for a place name. “Not Mexico, anyway,” she said. “So you like it?”
“I certainly do.” Tom looked around the large, dimly lit space. It looked much bigger on the inside than it had from outside. Most of the customers, he was interested to note, were Anglo. And there were a lot of them, even this late in the day.
The walls were painted dark green. Directly on the walls, someone had painted scenes of life in a village that had surely never existed in Mexico or anywhere else. The artist had signed each painting with a proud though illegible flourish. Tom chuckled.
“Don’t do that,” Janice said angrily. “Those drawings don’t have to be museum quality. They’re there for the atmosphere, and the food is damned good. You said so yourself.”
“Sorry. It’s just...” Tom thought for a while. “Look, when I was still living here, I didn’t know anything about art or opera. Or literature. Anything. In my house, music meant country and western. Pictures meant whatever was on that month’s page of the calendar. I didn’t learn anything about any of that until I left here. I educated myself — about music, art, literature, food, wine, politics, history. It wasn’t easy. I transformed myself. I changed from being Al Hamilton’s scared, stupid, ignorant, beaten kid to being a man who knew things, who understood things, who was respected.” He stopped, surprised at his own passion, at his revelation of this much of himself.
Janice’s anger softened. “Tom, those paintings on the wall don’t threaten any of that. You can just look at them and enjoy them. That won’t undo everything you’ve done and change you back into what you used to be.” She forked some of her taco salad into her mouth and chewed it and swallowed it while she watched Tom absorb what she had said. Then she added, “Besides which, you aren’t remembering yourself correctly. You knew too much even when you were a kid. I always thought you were a stuck-up snob back then. But you were scared. I guess I could see that a bit.”
A stuck-up snob, Tom repeated to himself. Well, well. This has certainly been a day for revelations.
His food forgotten, he concentrated on the painting on the wall above their booth. It depicted a village square filled with grinning young men and women walking back and forth across the square, their arms about each other. An old man sat on a chair to one side, playing an accordion. Another old man next to him played a guitar. Old women watched the young people indulgently. It was an absurd fantasy, but a happy one.
It’s a village without fear, Tom thought suddenly. That’s what makes it seem so fantastic and unbelievable to me.
It was a scene from another world, one in which the Chicago and Ransom he had known could not have existed. He had lied to Janice. He had never managed to be respected. He had been feared.
Completely absorbed in the paintings, he examined the next one along the wall. This picture showed a group of women doing their laundry at a riverside. It was as impossibly happy and carefree a scene as the one in the first painting, and as far removed from reality as Tom understood it.
He couldn’t make out the next painting because the angle was too acute. He switched his attention to the far wall. A group of men were shown in a bar, but they lacked the sense of depression and tension Tom associated with bars. Instead, those men were smiling, too. It was a friendly and relaxed place. Inviting, Tom admitted. If he were a frequenter of bars, that was the one he’d want to go to regularly.
And the next painting —
The next painting was of no interest compared to the couple who were in the booth below it. It was Jack Tourneau and Kathy Angleton, holding hands across the table and staring into each other’s eyes.
Janice had followed his gaze. “The son of a bitch,” she said quietly. “Ten years ago, he was a hell of a lot more discreet.”
A fit of mean-spirited lunacy passed over Tom. “Let’s take our plates over there and join them. For old times’ sake.”
Janice looked at him in astonishment. Then she grinned. “Old times, huh? The old Tom Hamilton would never have done anything like that.”
“The old Tom Hamilton was a dweeb. Or whatever we used to call kids like that back then. I’ve forgotten.”
“We used to call you a nerd. Yeah, let’s do it!”
Fortunately, their plates were no longer hot.
When he saw them standing up holding their plates and silverware, the waiter hurried over. “Is something wrong? Do you need something?”
“We’re moving over there,” Tom said, gesturing with his chin.
“To sit with some old friends,” Janice added.
“We’ll take care of this, if you can bring our other stuff,” Tom said. Your tip will be very large. He tried to convey that thought with his smile, but he thought the waiter’s expression betrayed annoyance nonetheless. He masked his annoyance well, though, which in Tom’s view helped earn him a large tip.
Tom had intended to lead the way and sit next to Jack, but Janice was ahead of him. She stood in front the booth in which Jack Tourneau and Kathy Angleton were sitting and boomed, “Hey, Jack, fancy meeting you here! What a lucky accident! Mind if we join you guys? Come on, Tom, let’s sit with them. Move over, Jack.”
Jack and Kathy released each others’ hands and shrank back from her in horror, squeezing themselves against the wall on the far side of the booth. Janice put her plate and silverware on the table beside Jack and sat down. Tom couldn’t tell how she did it, but she seemed to spread out somehow, to become even fatter, so that Jack was forced to stay pressed against the wall.
Tom slid into the booth next to Kathy. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Angleton,” he said. “I hope we’re not interrupting anything.”
“Oh, you know her already,” Janice said. I was just going to ask Jack to introduce us to his new friend. Angleton, you said?"
Since Jack seemed still unable to speak, and Kathy was looking from Tom to Janice and back as though she were a rabbit and they were foxes, Tom said, “This is Kathy Angleton, Janice. Mrs.”
“She’s a widow,” Jack said defensively.
Janice had been raising a loaded fork to her mouth. She dropped it back on her plate. “You’re so young! I’m really sorry.”
Kathy looked at her gratefully. “Thanks. I’m starting to get used to it, I guess. A bit.”
“With Jack’s help?” Tom asked.
“He’s good at that,” Janice said. “When a girl hits a rough place in her life, Dr. Jack is there.”
Kathy looked down at her hands, now safely in her lap, and said nothing.
Tom toyed with his food. “Have you ordered yet?”
“We’ve changed our minds,” Jack said abruptly. “Move, Janice.” He made getting-up motions. When Janice didn’t move fast enough, he practically pushed her out of the way as he slid out of the booth.
Tom stood up and let Kathy get out. Jack took her hand and pulled her behind him as he stalked out of the restaurant.
Tom and Janice sat down again. They stared at each other for a moment. Janice said, “That was kind of like old times after all.”
“Which old times are you referring to?”
The waiter spared her the need to answer. He approached their booth holding two loaded plates. “These are hot,” he said mechanically. Then he noticed that the original two customers had left. “Are they coming back?” he asked.
“Not in this century,” Janice said. “Leave the food. We’ll take care of it.”
As he watched her devouring one of the newly arrived burritos, Tom said, “Back in the good old days, when I used to watch you tumbling in that little purple dress, I never realized you had such a large appetite.”
Janice chuckled. “I would have swallowed you in one bite back then.” She picked up a floured taco, rolled it tightly, and bit off a third of it.
Tom toyed with his own food, watched her, and mulled over a variety of strange and tangled images.
* * * * *
It was a bit of shock to Tom to realize that this was Friday — not even a week since the performance during which Mike Berens had been shot. It seemed more like a month. Oddly enough, the pace of events in Ransom had proved to be faster than that in Chicago.
And his answering machine was busier here than his voice mail there had been. When he got back from his extended late lunch with Janice — extended by Janice’s wish to order a margarita and dawdle, and then a second margarita, and then a third — he found three messages waiting for him.
One was from Andy Snow, asking him to drop by again at his earliest convenience, but no later than noon the following day. Tom shook his head and wondered what the man was up to with this petty harassment.
The second was from Jack Tourneau. It was a speech — long, slurred, rambling, and angry. The gist of it was that if Tom ever did again anything like what he had done that afternoon in La Estrellita, Jack would beat the crap out of him. “And that goes for your fat friend, too,” Jack concluded. Tom heard a female laugh in the background, and then Jack hung up. Tom was interested to note that Jack’s bluster had no effect on him at all, but that he felt offended and angry on Janice’s behalf.
The third message was from Ellen Tourneau.
“Tosca lives,” she said. “We open again in two weeks. Third time’s the charm. Call me, Tom. I’m going to need your help a lot this time around.”
He called her. As he listened to the sound of the ring, waiting for Ellen to answer, Tom wondered how many tenors with a death wish there could be in a town the size of Ransom.
“Hello?” Her voice was so dull and subdued, that for a moment Tom wasn’t sure it was Ellen.
“Hi, this is Tom Hamilton.”
“Tom!” Now it certainly was Ellen, cheerful and warm, glad to hear from him, her attention focused on him and him alone.
“I got your message.”
“Yes, that one. The one I left on your machine. Well, we’re going to do it again. Nothing can kill opera. Jack’s become more unreliable than ever, so I’d like you to be my main helper this time around.”
“Are you going to use a recording for the Mario role this time?”
Ellen laughed. Given what had happened to her first two Cavaradossis, it was a remarkably cheerful laugh. “No, of course not! I’ve scrounged someone up. Name’s Ken Hillerman. He’s inexperienced, but he’s a natural talent. I think he’ll do.”
“You’re going to train someone without any background, and you’ll have him ready to perform in two weeks? Ellen, that’s ridiculous.”
“It won’t be easy. We should discuss this further. And talk about what I want you to do. We have a lot to discuss. We left things hanging when you were at the house. Why don’t you come over now, and we’ll settle a lot of things?”
Or I could just go up to the zoo in Denver and jump into the cage with their Bengal tigress. “Is Jack there? He left me a message today, too, and I’d like to discuss that with him.”
“Of course he’s not here. Don’t be a fool. Do you think I’d be asking you to come over if he were here? I haven’t seen Jack since this morning. He probably called you from his office.”
“I suppose so.” But Tom didn’t think so. There had been something about the call, and something about the female laugh he had heard, that made him think otherwise.
“So how long will it take you to get here?” Ellen prompted. “Fifteen minutes?”
“It’s still not a good idea, Ellen.”
“Tom, damn it, I’ve waited for you for over twenty years!”
He couldn’t keep himself from laughing at that. “Really? Pining every day? Worshipping my picture in the high school yearbook?”
Ellen laughed, too. “Oh, all right, so I exaggerated a bit. But as soon as I saw you that night at the first Tosca, I realized that I should have been waiting for you. We’re not old yet, Tom. We can still undo our mistakes.”
Not all of them, he thought. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” he said finally. “For tonight, I want a quiet evening at home. Alone.”
“I’ve missed our lunches,” Ellen said. “We kind of stopped doing that. How about tomorrow?”
Tom patted his stomach. Still hard and firm, but that wouldn’t last. This was another difference with the old days. After his mother’s disappearance, he had spent much of his remaining time in Ransom underfed and hungry. Now he was spending his days here overfed and stuffed. The girls he had been hopelessly in love with had grown into women who kept wanting him to eat. “Do you like Mexican food?”
“Pretty much, yes.”
“I’ll take you to a place downtown. Quite good. I just found out about it today.”
“Is it one of those grungy hole-in-the-wall places where the food is surprisingly good?”
“It is indeed a grungy hole-in-the-wall that holds surprises.”
“Sounds great.” To his relief, Ellen hung up without urging him again to come to her house.
Tom looked at his inviting living room and its view of the lights in the town below, and he sighed in regret. He really had been anticipating with pleasure a quiet evening at home alone, with beautiful music on the CD player, a small glass of bourbon on the table beside his armchair, and a good book. “I have lived for art and bourbon,” he muttered. “Retired for it, at any rate.”
He left the lights on in the living room so that the house would look occupied. Then he left and drove down the hillside into town.
* * * * *
In the late twilight, Lincoln seemed not just run down but alien and threatening. There were few parking spaces available. People had returned from work, and the curbsides were occupied by a range of old cars — the sort of cars whose drivers breathed a prayer of thanksgiving at the end of each commute, thanking God that their vehicles had made it all the way.
Kathy’s house was in the middle of the block. The closest parking space Tom could find was at the end of the block. Much better this way, of course. He’d prefer that no one in the house know he was there. Not yet. He felt uneasy, though, getting out of his new, expensive, dramatically out-of-place car and walking down the dim sidewalk.
It’ll be dark soon, he told himself, and no on will be able to see my car properly. But he didn’t really believe his own reassurances. As a boy, he’d always had the feeling that hostile eyes were forever watching him, and the years in Chicago had reinforced that feeling.
And in fact, he could still see the cars along the curb well enough to note the other one that looked out of place. He had missed it somehow when he had driven past the Angleton house, looking for a parking space. This car was also new, a pale gold Accura Legend. It was parked in front of Kathy’s house. Tom stared at it, wondering if it represented insurance money. Had Jerry Angleton’s golden tenor turned into this?
It was surprisingly quiet. This was the sort of neighborhood, Tom judged, in which people not only owned dogs but let them run loose. Fortunately, none seemed to be running loose at the moment. He half expected a pack of them to show up any moment — barking loudly at best, menacing him at worst. He stepped off the sidewalk and onto the patchy grass between Kathy’s house and the one next to it. This wall of the Angleton house was windowless, just an expanse of vertical wooden boards with the paint peeling off.
Tom walked along the wall, listening, hearing nothing. There was no alarm of any kind from the house next door, either.
There was a fence ahead of him. There was a gate, unlocked. It squeaked very faintly when he opened it. He stood still for endless moments, but there was no reaction, no raising of an alarm, and he moved on. The back yard had a lawn as patchy as the one in front. In the middle of the yard was the trunk of a long-dead tree, still in the ground, still vertical. Tom wondered how secure it was. He could imagine it falling over on someone some day.
The Angleton house had only one story. The rear wall of the house had two windows and a door. Both windows were dark. The bedrooms must be on the other side of the house, he guessed, facing the next house down.
Now that he had come this far, Tom wondered what he ought to do next. This is not my way of gathering information, he reminded himself.
He stood unmoving and listened. He could hear a faint murmur of voices, perhaps those of a man and a woman, but he couldn’t be sure. And he couldn’t be sure where the voices were coming from. He might be hearing the next-door neighbors, or even someone’s television.
There seemed to be no alternative. Tom stepped up to the back door of Kathy Angleton’s house and tried the handle.
The door was unlocked. Was the girl crazy? Living alone in a neighborhood like this, why did she leave her back door unlocked after sunset? Tom felt a kind of avuncular annoyance that made him forget for a moment that he was the one breaking into Kathy’s house.
He stood in the doorway with the door still open, trying to make out details in what little light there was from outside. This seemed to be the kitchen, unsurprisingly. During his previous visit, he had not gone beyond the living room. That must be beyond that archway to the right, he guessed. He would have to go that way and then look for the bedrooms.
He felt faintly ridiculous doing this, especially considering that he wasn’t entirely sure what he was looking for. Imagine if he were caught in the house, and Andy Snow were called!
Tom took a step forward, and the lights came on.
Jack Tourneau stepped into the kitchen from the archway, stark naked. He was holding a pistol that looked amazingly big. He was yelling incoherently. The gun wavered in his shaking hand.
* * * * *
Tom leaned against the kitchen counter for support. “Jack, for God’s sake, point that somewhere else.”
Jack stopped yelling. “Christ Almighty, what the hell are you doing here?” He lowered the gun until it was pointing at the floor.
“That’s what I was going to ask you. And why are you naked?” The second question was, of course, the answer to the first. Tom now knew the truth of what he had come here to verify — a suspicion he had hoped, for some vague sense of old times' sake, would prove false.
Jack looked down at himself as though surprised to see his own uncovered skin. He grinned. “Guess I forgot myself. Does it bother you?” He had already recovered his customary cockiness.
“That’s one of the biggest ones I’ve ever seen,” Tom said. “Potbellies, I mean.”
Jack glared at him. “I could shoot you, you know. We call it the Make My Day Law. Passed a few years ago, while you were away.” He raised the gun and pointed it at Tom again. “You broke in, I could shoot you, no one would ask questions.”
“I thought that law applied to the homeowner, not to the homeowner’s tenant’s widow’s married lover.”
Tom shifted his gaze to Kathy Angleton, who was peeking around the archway, looking confused. “Good evening, Mrs. Angleton. How is the recovery going?”
She stepped into the kitchen, hastily tying the belt of her robe. She pressed herself against Jack Tourneau’s side as though for protection.
“That’s my gun hand,” Jack said importantly. “Move around behind me, honey. Slowly. No sudden movements. To my other side.”
Tom laughed. The laugh sounded natural and unforced to him, and he hoped it sounded that way to Jack. “Do you really want to shoot me after all, Jack? And then go through all the explaining?” Tom had had a pistol pointed at him only once before. That time, the man holding the gun had been a professional killer. Tom realized that he had felt less worried then than he did now. He had talked to the killer and explained why it would be better to let him go than to kill him. The killer had weighed various factors and then decided against shooting Tom — all quite cold blooded and unemotional. Jack was unpredictable.
“If I let you go,” Jack said, “I’ll have to do a lot of explaining anyway, won’t I?”
That was more cold blooded than Tom had given him credit for. “And what about your witness?” Tom asked.
Kathy had followed Jack’s instructions and now stood on his other side, holding onto his free arm. “You did break into the house,” she pointed out. “Jack could shoot you, then put his clothes back on, and we’d say he was visiting me to see how I’m holding up, when we heard you coming in through the back.”
Tom let the counter bear his weight again. His knees felt weak. “Is that your gun, Jack? Do you have a permit to carry it?”
“No, but that’s just a minor fine. No biggie. Be worth it not to have to listen to Ellen talking about you any more, praising everything about you, going on and on.”
Tom saw the expression that passed across Kathy’s face, and he relaxed. As was his wont, Jack had said too much.
Kathy let go of Jack’s arm and moved away from him. “That’s why you want to shoot him?” she asked. “Because your wife has the hots for him? Well, fuck you, you just lost your witness.” She stalked out of the kitchen. A moment later, they heard a door slam.
“Well, hell,” Jack muttered. He put the gun on the counter beside him.
“The course of true love,” Tom said. “Are your clothes locked in the bedroom now?”
Jack waved his hand. “Fuck off, okay? Just go away.”
That seemed to be a good idea. As he made his way back toward his car in the now almost-full dark, Tom realized that he had discovered something else on this trip, in addition to the suspicion he had set out to verify. He had come here to see if Jack Tourneau was indeed sleeping with Kathy Angleton, but he had also discovered just how ready Jack was to commit cold-blooded murder.
* * * * *
Tom sat in his car, thinking. When he had visited Kathy Angleton the first time and Jack had been there, pawing the young woman, Tom had dismissed Jack’s heavy-handed behavior as typical of Jack, a Jack made incautious by alcohol. And he had thought that Kathy’s grief was that of a young wife who had adored her husband. Now he realized that he had misjudged the entire situation.
Jack had been made incautious by drink, certainly, but that had caused him to let Tom see his normal private behavior with Kathy. They had already been sleeping together by then. Kathy’s grief had surely been real. But perhaps she had still loved her husband enough to be shocked into grief by the suddenness and violence of his death. For all Tom knew, her grief had vanished minutes after Tom left the house.
Or it might even have been an act. Her husband had been a pretty good stage actor. Perhaps she was skilled at acting, too. Tom found it hard to reconcile the way she had seemed to be feeling that night with the face she had shown him tonight.
And then there was the matter of the pregnancy, and Jack’s eagerness to see Kathy abort. Who was the father? Was that complication behind her emotional behavior during his first visit? Or had her emotions been unsettled because of the physiological effects of pregnancy?
Did her calmness and self-control tonight mean that the pregnancy had been ended?
And then his thoughts veered to Ellen. Apparently, Jack did think of Tom as a rival for his wife. And Ellen’s attraction to Tom wasn’t entirely an act.
He started his car and came agonizingly close to driving to the Tourneau house. But in the end, he went home and to bed.
* * * * *
“Lieutenant.”
“Hamilton.”
“Why am I here this time?”
“I wanted to know what you’re looking for.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“You’ve been looking through property records and old newspapers,” Snow said. “I want to know why.”
“I don’t know that that’s any of your business,” Tom said. “How did you find out what I’ve been looking at?”
“This is a small town. I’m much more a part of it than you are.”
“Those were all public records. I have the right to look at any of them.”
“Of course,” Snow agreed. “And no one’s trying to stop you from doing just that. But I’m interested in what you’re looking for and why. You attracted my attention when you showed up here with no history for twenty-plus years and paid cash for a new Lexus and that enormous house on a prime lot.”
“Check, not cash.”
Snow grinned. “Yeah, check. I wish you had paid by cash. I’d have liked that even more. Anyway, I really want to find out where you were for all those years and what you were doing there.”
“Assuming you do find out,” Tom said, “will you then order me out of town by sundown and let me pick up my six-guns at the town boundary?”
“What six-guns? You’ve already told me you’ve never fired a gun. You know what I think? I think you’re the kind of a guy who hires other people when guns become necessary. And I think that may be a clue to what you’ve been doing since you left the old hometown.”
“I think you have an overactive imagination.”
“What were you looking for?”
“My past, Lieutenant. My mother disappeared when I was a boy. I think my father murdered her. I’m trying to find out for sure.” Was that sympathy on Snow’s face, fleetingly, or had Tom imagined it?
“I’ve read those records,” Snow said. “Nowadays, if a guy’s wife disappears, especially if there’s a record of domestic violence, we just assume the husband murdered her and proceed on that basis. The Ransom cops back then really fucked up. Anyway, you know you aren’t going to find anything after this long, Hamilton. Twenty-four hours, remember? You quoted that number at me. So how likely is it that you’ll figure out what happened after more than thirty years?”
Yes, there was sympathy in his voice. What good that would do, though, Tom couldn’t imagine. “There’s nothing else I can do,” Tom said. “Are you satisfied?”
“If you’re telling the truth, then that takes care of the problem. This problem. Makes me wonder, though, what you were so busy doing for twenty-two years that you couldn’t take the time to go after your father while he was still alive and maybe the evidence wasn’t quite so cold.”
“Good-bye, Lieutenant. I have a lunch date.”
Before Tom could leave, Snow said, “I just verified one thing. You get tense whenever I talk about investigating what you’ve been doing while you were away from Ransom. That shows me that it’s something worth looking into.”
Tom walked the eight blocks to La Estrellita, leaving his car parked in the police station lot. He needed to work off his anger. Every time he encountered Snow, it seemed, the policeman came out on top. Snow succeeded in manipulating him, in pushing his buttons. Tom had begun by underestimating Snow’s intelligence and professional competence, and that had been a mistake. But then he had underestimated the man’s competence at manipulation and control, at applied psychology.
Not that Snow had succeeded in making Tom reveal anything about himself or his past. He had proven his ability to make Tom angry, to knock Tom off balance so that Tom never learned anything useful from him. But Snow had yet to learn anything useful about Tom. There was that, anyway.
Thinking that, Tom slowed down. He had been walking at full speed, head down, ignoring those he passed. Now he stopped at a corner and looked around.
He had passed the license bureau and walked down the block and around the corner without being fully aware of it. He found that he was in a curious transition zone. He was at the beginning of the block that held the restaurant. Behind him, the street looked busy, prosperous, and well maintained. Ahead of him, the rot began. Which way was the boundary moving? Was prosperity advancing in this direction, so that those boarded-up storefronts would one day be open again and bustling? Or was the border between wealth and decay moving the other way, so that some day the entire town would be consumed, would decline into a lingering death?
He realized with great surprise that it mattered to him. He cared what happened to Ransom.
The town had symbolized pain and rejection to him for so long, and he had come back for reasons he couldn’t pin down but which were not positive, were not love for his old home. Now he found himself worried about the town’s future. He had never really belonged here, and he certainly didn’t now, but he wanted to. Snow had said that he was more a part of Ransom than Tom was. It was depressing to think that he might be right.
Walking more slowly, Tom continued to the middle of the block, to where La Estrellita, at least, was still packing them in.
Ellen was waiting for him. She was sitting at the same booth at which, the day before, he had seen — and from which he had driven — Jack Tourneau and Kathy Angleton. It was a coincidence, but an unsettling one.
Tom slid in across from her. “Hi. You found it without any trouble.”
Ellen gestured vaguely. “I’ve driven past it, but I never thought of going inside before. Looks better than I anticipated.”
“Wait till you taste the food.”
Their conversation continued on a shallow level. They avoided serious topics, which to both of them meant Ellen’s two previous sexual invitations. They talked about the decor, the paintings, the menu, and then, when their food had been delivered, about the excellence of the food.
Tom was content to let matters stay at a trivial level. It felt much safer. Sooner or later, he supposed, Ellen would get around to the matter of the next opera performance, and then they’d be able to talk about entirely non-emotional, non-threatening matters for as long as they wished.
Tom realized that he was eating the way Janice Sheridan did, so that he could keep his mouth full and thus not have to say much.
Ellen looked at the paintings lining the walls, at their waiter, and at the clientele, and said, “You know, Tom, all of these beautiful, dark-haired people and their passionate music and their hot, spicy food makes me think of...” She took a delicate bite and chewed thoughtfully.
Tom stopped chewing and breathing.
Ellen swallowed and said, “Of all those passionate Italians in Tosca.” She smiled at him. “Men are so foolish. Did you think I was going to talk about something else? I told you I wanted to talk about you helping me on the next production.”
Tom breathed again, chewed, swallowed, and said, “I’m not as easy to fool as I used to be. Where are you going to rehearse and perform this time? The school auditorium’s still locked up, I suppose.”
“It’s still locked, but I spoke to some friends on the school board, and they put pressure on the police chief and he talked to Snow. So now it’ll be open for rehearsals, but there’ll be a policeman watching the door until we leave, and he’ll lock the place behind us. I don’t know yet what we’ll do about the performance. I’ll deal with that when the time comes.”
Tom couldn’t imagine Snow bowing to such pressure. So he isn’t worried about protecting the crime scene and any evidence his people haven’t yet found, Tom thought. Which in turn implies that he thinks he already knows all he needs to know. “I’ll be happy to help you if I can,” he said. “But you know I’m more a watcher than a doer. I prefer to be sitting in the audience.”
Ellen nodded. “Evaluating and critiquing. I know. But I’m not going to ask much of you. I want you to be in charge of the rifles.”
“Props, I hope.”
She shook her head. “Nope. I still want that look of authenticity. Yes, yes, I know what you said about the rifles being from the wrong era, but I think that real rifles still have a lot more emotional impact on the audience than silly little toys do, even if they do come from the wrong century.”
“Where did Jack find six more people willing to lend him their rifles? At this rate, Ransom will have no tenors left, and the police department will have all the 22-caliber bolt-action hunting rifles locked up. I wouldn’t mind the last part, actually.”
“Andy Snow finally agreed to release the rifles from the first opening night. We’ll be reusing those.”
“Well, skip the blanks this time. Do without the shock effect of the rifles firing.”
“And do what? Have the firing squad pull their triggers and shout ‘Bang!’? And have the audience burst out laughing during Mario’s death scene?”
“Well, that’s a point. So have your new tenor wear a bullet-proof vest, and make sure he signs a very detailed waiver before he goes on.”
“You’re being silly. Nothing’s going to happen this time. We’re not dealing with a crime here, Tom.” She seemed about to say more but changed her mind.
“Drop the other shoe.”
Ellen sighed. “It’s basically what I said to you before. Jack was in charge of the prop rifles during the first performance. You know how unreliable Jack is, and how alcohol affects him, and what his attitude toward this whole enterprise of mine has been. I think he was careless and not paying attention, and he put in real bullets instead of the blanks. It may have been automatic. It’s something he’s done often enough when he goes hunting, and maybe he happened to have live rounds with him and did it automatically. Or maybe he did it just by accident. You know how careless he is about where he puts things.”
Such as his dick, Tom thought. “What about the second performance? The same kind of accident or automatic motion, the same just happening to have live rounds on him?”
“I haven’t figured that one out yet,” Ellen admitted. “But you remember how drunk Jack was that night. He probably didn’t know what he was doing. I don’t know. Maybe his drunkenness that night makes it even more likely that he’d go through the motions of loading the rifles automatically.”
Her theory had sounded absurd to Tom the first time he’d heard it. The theory still sounded absurd, but there was an additional element that Ellen didn’t know about, and that element suggested something else to Tom.
The additional element was the fact that Jack was sleeping with Kathy Angleton and had already been doing so at the time of Jerry Angleton’s murder. Was it possible that Jack had deliberately set up a seeming accident in order to get Jerry Angleton out of his way? Jack was an oaf, but until recently, Tom would have said that he wasn’t capable of such cold-blooded murder. After the confrontation in Kathy Angleton’s house last night, Tom could no longer say that.
“All of this is between you and me, of course,” Ellen said. “I know I can trust you. I certainly don’t want that jerk Snow getting this idea in his head. Who knows what he’d do.”
“I’m surprised you’ve stayed with Jack for so long,” Tom said. He immediately regretted saying it.
“I’m a pragmatist,” Ellen said. She paused, then continued in a bitter tone. “I don’t have any marketable skills, you know. I never thought I’d need them. My marriage was good for the first few years. Maybe as long as the first ten years. I should say that I thought it was good. By the time I began to see things more clearly, I was almost thirty. By the time I started thinking seriously of leaving him, I was past thirty.”
“Not too old to change your life,” Tom pointed out.
“It was for me. I’m not the kind of woman who does well living alone. I need someone.” She glared at Tom. “There was no one else.”
“This isn’t the only town in the world. You could have moved.”
Ellen shook her head. “This is my home. Both my parents were ill around that time. I felt I had to stay and help them. My brothers moved away years ago. They were no help at all. It was all up to me.”
“Your parents are both dead now.”
“And I’m middle-aged. And I still don’t have any skills. All I can do is put on small-time operas with small-time would-be professionals. I’m not kidding myself about that. It’s not something I can take with me somewhere else and make a living with. It’s pretty funny,” she added. “You were the kid no one thought would amount to anything, and I was one of the golden ones. Look at us now.”
You’re still one of the golden ones, Tom thought. And I still don’t know what I’ve amounted to. “I’m surprised about your brothers,” he said. “I don’t remember them all that well, but I had the impression that you got along with them.”
“Oh, sure, when we were all kids. They had a lot of problems with Mom and Dad. I suppose they were jealous of me. Classic stuff, you know — the older kids who feel left out when the baby of the family comes along and gets all the attention and love. So they used to spend as much time away from home as they could. They used to go on long camping and hunting and fishing trips. They were nice to me, though. They treated me like a kid brother. When I was small, they used to take me to a rifle range. They taught me to shoot there. And then when I was a teenager, they even took me hunting with them a few times.”
“Gee, you went out in the woods with jealous siblings with loaded rifles?”
Ellen laughed. “No, I’m telling you it wasn’t like that. They didn’t seem to blame me for anything. They blamed our parents. I really enjoyed those trips,” she said wistfully. “Took a deer, one of those times. But then my brothers got old enough to leave home for good, and that was that. They went as far away from Ransom as they could. Petey’s living in Florida. Paul went all the way to Europe. He lives in London. I don’t have any contact with them. They didn’t even come back for either of my parents’ funerals. They didn’t care about Mom and Dad, and they don’t care about me.”
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