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Chapter 1

“Welcome to Beachfront
Terrace, Mister Carpis”

 


Eddie Carpis jutted his jaw and
scratched an itch in the cleft of a scar on the underside of his
chin; a hesitance of literary deliberation. The scar, a harbor for
shaving residues, was Eddie’s security spot when he had troubling
thoughts. His remarkably nondescript features gathered themselves
into a frown as he looked at the gray clothbound ledger book he was
using as his private repository of past sins; this process of
writing a tell-all diary was not proving as simple as he had first
imagined.

I’m fifty now. I own this condo which
cost more than I wanted to pay but I bought it and the damage is
done and I can’t do anything about that now. I live in a big city
the name of which I don’t think I better mention. I’ll just say the
sun shines a lot here and there’s not much cold weather which is
good because I think I got arthuritis. It didn’t take a mountain to
fall on me to know I slowed down a lot the last few years. That’s
why I quit. I could have turned up dead meat on my next job or made
a dumb mistake and spent the rest of my life with my fingers
wrapped around the bars or even worse. No thanks. I like it this
way better even if there’s not much juice to it the way there used
to be.

In the beginning, Eddie had attached a
fantasy to the scheme. The words, he told himself, would spill
forth in a great gush of truth. In this act of cleansing, he would
finally make a kind of peace with himself and his conscience.

I’ve been alone for most of my life. I
was married once when I was twenty-five but she wanted a regular
home and kids and she picked the wrong guy, that’s all. There’s
nobody I’m close to. When my sister was still alive I wasn’t even
close with her. She never told anybody she even had a brother. That
made it easier for her to brush me off, I guess. It was okay if she
wanted to pretend we weren’t related. I didn’t want anybody to know
about me or what I did.

Eddie felt a tug of hurt memories
hidden behind the words he’d just written. He looked up from the
ledger and let his gaze escape down the long Formica bar top
separating the kitchen area from the unfurnished dining room of his
new condominium. He warily peered at the accumulation of documents
and business forms pinned to the bar by a large unopened can of
tomato juice, his temporary filing cabinet. This unruly mess of
papers seemed to be nagging at him in their inert silence; they
were a terrifying reminder that Eddie Carpis was at the threshold
of a new and uncertain life.

“Sonuvabitch.”

This particular utterance, usually
delivered under his breath as a hoarse grunt, was Eddie’s
all-purpose expletive; it covered every contingency. “Sonuvabitch”
was also, in this instance, the bewildered cry of a lonely man
trying desperately to escape from his own lonely world.

Eddie restored himself with the
determined resolve of a writer not certain what next to say but
certain he must say something and his pen arrowed back to the
ledger.

I got some money invested in a little business thing. I signed
some papers and it cost me most of my savings. Escrow closes day
after tomorrow and then my butt is in a sling for sure.

Eddie had chosen the accounting ledger
as his medium of confession because it came with faint blue lines
on the pages to guide a labored penmanship—and also because it
possessed an inconspicuous cover. He had always figured the angles,
it was a lifetime habit. He knew if somebody ever happened to see
the ledger and asked what it was, he could say it was only for
“business purposes.” The prospect, however, of anyone ever catching
a glimpse of his private confessional was, he was certain, strictly
the longest of long shots.

Eddie Carpis was a man meticulous about
details and it took a careful search through the condo before he
found the perfect place to hide his ledger. In his bedroom closet,
near floor level, he noticed a panel attached by screws to the back
wall. He removed the panel and discovered a small cavity which
offered access to the bathroom plumbing on the opposite side of the
wall. This inconspicuous place, Eddie decided, would become a
secure vault where he could hide his dangerous truth from curious
eyes.

I used to fix people and I was paid a
lot of money to do it. One time I tried to count up all the
customers I fixed but I couldn’t remember. I sure as hell didn’t
keep records. When you’re in my business you don’t need a reason to
do the job. All you need is enough money to make it worth the risk.
But it’s not like I don’t have feelings. That’s why I always told
myself the customer had it coming or why else would somebody want
him fixed.

I kept to myself when I was working. I
never had a regular girlfriend. I rented furnished apartments and
drove plain cars and wore dark suits. I looked like a businessman,
which is what I was. I was in my own business. I knew anybody who
saw me wouldn’t remember me. That’s how I wanted it. Mister Nobody.
Fix the customer and get out quick.

I got my mail at general delivery and I
paid for everything in cash. I never let anybody get to know me too
well. That can be dangerous. Every three or four months I moved to
another place. Sometimes I even moved to another city. I never paid
income taxes in my life. I wonder what would happen if they read
that line on the form where it asks for occupation and I told
them.

Eddie knew he was at a place in his
life where truth had begun to matter. That’s why he wanted to tell
his story the way it really happened, even if he suspected the
world would not be sending him any valentines for the effort.

~

The little cafe had outside tables
under a red canvas awning. It was a warm day with a light breeze
coming in from the ocean and the customers sitting at the tables
were dressed in the casual beach garb familiar to the area. The
man, sitting with the woman at the table farthest from the other
customers, wore a dark suit and clip-on sunglasses. He had a pale
out-of-town look to him and his general persona clashed sharply
with the woman’s deep tan and her lavender beach pullover. She’d
tried to tuck her long browned legs beneath the table and out of
view, but the effort had not been totally successful—nor had she
wanted it to be. The woman’s pullover barely pulled itself over
most of what she owned and several of the cafe’s regulars were
enjoying their vantage point or repositioning themselves for a
better one.

Her showmanship was a natural instinct,
she practiced it automatically. Today, however, she was trying to
be sedate, this was serious business and she was determined to
ignore the stir she had caused. The man was silently attentive as
he watched her read through some typed pages, waiting until she
finished the last page before he gestured.

“It took some doing
to get that, Mrs. Treonis.”

The woman looked up with a disappointed
pout and folded the pages and tucked them into an envelope.

“Wasn’t there
anything else? A name? A witness?”

The man leaned forward over the remains
of his bay shrimp salad in a tacit reminder to keep their
conversation at a discreet level.

“This is the report
from the original investigating officer, that’s all there is. It
describes everything exactly the way it was when he got to the
scene.”

His hands punctuated the explanation in
a gesture of futility. “It’s been a long time, most of the files on
this case have either been lost or destroyed.”

“It still doesn’t
tell me what I need to know.” The woman was not impressed with his
explanation.

His smile was bolstered with a forced
patience. “You won’t get any proof, Mrs. Treonis. If there had been
proof, they would’ve identified a suspect.”

She managed a bleak shrug. “I suppose
you’re right.”

The man looked at her curiously. He was
impressed, not by the woman’s cautious wordplay, but by the steeled
dedication he saw in every movement of her face as she spoke—the
faint twist of an eyebrow, the tiny downturn at the corner of her
mouth, the pretended smile where a smile did not belong. She was
carrying a much larger burden than she wished to betray and the man
knew it. But there wasn’t any reason to pursue hidden mysteries,
the job was finished for him, he tossed his napkin aside.

“Well, unless there’s
something else, Mrs. Treonis.”

The woman composed herself with a sip
of her Bacardi as she peered at him over the rim of the glass.

“I don’t use that
name anymore. I’ve gone back to Womack—my maiden name.”

He nodded. “All right, Miss Womack,
whatever you say.”

She reached for the beach bag at her
feet and picked up the envelope containing the typed pages.

“I’ll keep
this.”

The man smiled. “Of course. You paid
for it, it’s yours.”

The business between them was
concluded. The woman rose from her chair and the man quickly rose
with her. He felt vaguely dissatisfied; he wanted to somehow soften
her disappointment.

“I could always keep
digging.”

She dismissed the offer with a shrug.
“No, you’ve been very helpful, Mister Huckins.” She started to
reach for the check but he waved her hand away.

“Please, this one’s
on me.”

“Thank you.” She gave
him a perfunctory smile and started to turn away, but he reached
out to take her arm.

“Miss Womack, when I
leave here, whatever happens, I don’t know you, I never saw
you.”

“That was the
arrangement.”

She said it simply, without emotion,
then eased her arm from his grasp and stood there waiting to hear
whatever else he had to say.

Huckins hesitated, studying her, trying
to probe behind the blank expression. “I’m curious about something,
that’s all.”

“Curious?”

“What happens now?
Are you going to give it up or what?”

The woman stared at him impassively,
determined not to show even the faintest flicker of reaction.

“You’re not the only
one, you know. I’ve hired others to get me information.”

“Yes, I assumed you
probably had.”

Huckins was operating on a professional
instinct; he could read the deep corrosive anger the woman had so
skillfully camouflaged. It made him feel an uneasy compassion for
her; he wanted to penetrate the barrier and dissipate it with plain
cold fact.

“Look, I’ll throw in
some advice for free. You’ve spent seven years running down every
possible lead. Seven years, ever since it happened.”

“Yes?”

“There was never any
hard evidence. No fingerprints, no positive make,
nothing.”

“Is that all, Mister
Huckins?” The woman’s gaze had crystallized into a bland
impatience.

“The police think it
was a professional hit.” Huckins reinforced himself with a
reluctant frown. He was committed and he had to finish his free
advice. “So do I, Miss Womack. I think you’re wasting your
money.”

The woman looked at him in silence for
a moment, as if she hadn’t heard his version of the hard truth. It
didn’t matter what he said because she knew something Huckins
didn’t know. She’d made a vow to herself seven years ago and she
wasn’t going to let him, or anyone else, alter that vow. Her
expression loosened into a minimal smile.

“Thank you for your
concern.”

“Just part of the
service.” Huckins suddenly felt uncomfortable, he tried to retreat
from his charitable act. “I was only trying to help.”

The woman offered a nod of pretended
gratitude. She needed him to believe he had convinced her, that he
was reasoning with a woman at the end of a long and hopeless
mission.

“Maybe it’s not as
important as it used to be, maybe I don’t care that much
anymore.”

She tagged her statement with a thin
smile and a shrug, as if forever discarding the subject, and turned
and walked away from the table.

Huckins watched her go, his expression
suspended in a skeptic amusement. He glanced at the check, pulled
several bills from his pocket and left them on the table, then
looked around toward the street.

The woman had reached her car at the
curb, a new emerald-green Chrysler convertible, and she knew that
he was watching her. Men always watched her, she had an unerring
sense about this. The top was down on the convertible and she
settled herself behind the wheel to play out her charade; she
didn’t want to convey to her observer any sense of frustration or
anger. She started the engine and let it idle as she adjusted her
sunglasses in the rearview mirror. This was followed, in a
carefully unhurried sequence, by a touch-up coat of gloss to her
lipstick and a studied restoration of an errant wisp of curl which
had strayed from her luxuriant red mane.

Huckins stood on the
cafe patio, savoring the performance. The lady had class, he’d give
her that. He watched the convertible ease into traffic as his mind
played over the final words she had said before she walked
away: “Maybe it’s not as important as it
used to be, maybe I don’t care that much anymore.”

Huckins’ professional instincts were at
work again; a wry glint came into his gaze as he said it softly to
himself.

“You care, lady. You
care so much your ass is on fire.”

~

Eddie was still sitting on the
barstool, wondering how to start the next line in his ledger; his
efforts thus far had not filled him with creative elation. For
almost an hour, the words had lurched from his ballpoint in
erratic, disconnected sentences and he was discouraged. He was
beginning to have serious doubts about this stupid idea of ratting
on himself with all the details he’d have to write in the ledger if
he ever expected to finish it—forgotten faces to remember,
unfamiliar destinations where he’d dispensed his special skills,
and all the years that had gone by without any meaning. It was like
a big tangled-up ball of string and he still wasn’t sure he knew
how to reach in and untangle it.

I moved around a lot when I was still
working so I knew it would be hard for anybody who needed my
particular services to find me. I had a system I used with this guy
in Los Angeles. He was a horse player and he was always busted and
on the make. I didn’t trust him but I let him take messages for me.
Anybody who wanted to find me had to call the horse player first. I
checked in with him every week or so and if he had any messages for
me I’d give him a fifty. It worked out pretty good because the
horse player never knew where I lived or nothing about me.
Sometimes I called him from another city and didn’t tell him it was
long distance. The horse player is dead now. I told the sonuvabitch
he was crazy for ruining his health with cigarettes. He said what
was ruining his health was the horses so I never mentioned it
again.

For most of the years
of his adult life, Eddie Carpis had walked warily and alone, not so
much a mortal figure as an efficient mechanism for hire. The
certainty that now possessed him to talk about it, the driving
force to offer his horrendous truth for public consumption, seemed
more an endeavor of ego than guilt. He still remembered that
article he read in a copy of Newsweek several months ago; he’d
picked up the magazine off a seat at Kennedy Airport while waiting
for a flight to Seattle. The article was a literary critic’s
exuberant review of a newly published private journal, a doctor’s
blunt and uncensored experiences in the everyday practice of his
profession.

Eddie was hooked by the review and
bought the book and read it with consuming interest. The doctor’s
truth-letting had a grimy reality to it that fascinated him; it was
the trigger, so to speak, that convinced him he had a new
destiny.

If a doctor could tell it like it is,
like it really is, warts and all, then why couldn’t Eddie Carpis,
retired hit man?

Most people have a screwed up idea
about my business. The movies show these gangster pictures where
some guy gets a contract to fix somebody. In all the jobs I did I
never once had anybody say anything about a contract. It was always
plain talk short and sweet. They told me who the customer was and
then we talked money. I never wanted to know any personal details
about the customer except what he looked like and where I could
find him.

When I was hired to fix a customer I
usually talked to a middleman who was talking for somebody else.
Names weren’t important and I never asked too many questions.

Eddie was concentrating hard on his
writing and the sound startled him. Although he’d been in residence
in his new condo for over two weeks, never until this moment had he
heard his door chimes ring.

“Who the hell’s
that?” He muttered it quietly and flipped the ledger shut, leaning
over the bar to duck his secret outpourings into a drawer as the
chimes clanged again with metallic insistence. Trapped in a
shapeless terrycloth robe, Eddie rotated himself off the stool and
crossed the empty dining room, shuffling bare feet in a grudging
quickstep across the barren living room. When he reached the front
door, a lifetime of caution stopped him from opening it.

The door chimes played once more as he
leaned closer to the door at cautious alert.

“Yeah, who is
it?”

“Mister
Carpis?”

The female voice on the other side of
the door dripped with solicitous cheer as Eddie squinted through
the peephole.

“Whaddaya
need?”

“My name’s RoseAnna
Womack.” Aware she was being cased by an eyeball from the opposite
side of the door, she quickly trilled a follow-up assurance: “I’m
from the homeowner’s association.”

Eddie repositioned his squint. In his
restricted field of view, he could see little more than a great
mass of flaming red hair—hair that seemed electrically charged and
ready to fly off the woman’s head.

“I’m filling in for
the secretary.”

“Yeah?” His neck
twisted to a new position.

“I live two floors
down from you.”

The third revelation about herself was
delivered with growing uncertainty. RoseAnna stood in the corridor
facing Eddie’s door with the benevolent resolve of a spear-carrier.
It was a mission of neighborliness.

“I wanted to drop by
and say welcome to the building.”

Eddie was fascinated by the distorted
image being funneled through the peephole. From his compressed
perspective, her smile seemed to stretch across the entire width of
her face like advertising copy on a balloon. It transfixed him, and
also momentarily numbed him to the woman’s plea for a face-to-face
audience.

“I have some
information I’d like to give you, about the building
rules.”

Eddie’s protective reflex relaxed,
replaced by a purely physical speculation. He figured the woman to
be around 40, give or take a couple of years. Not a bad looker, not
bad at all. His eyeball rotated around the peephole as he
continued, in captivated silence, to size up the potential.

“Would it be better
if I, uh, came back some other time, Mister Carpis...?”

RoseAnna had begun to
panic. What is going on in there, why
doesn’t he answer? Her smile twitched as
she valiantly threw a last spear into the void.

“. . . maybe
tomorrow?”

Eddie suddenly realized he had not
responded. He also realized there might be opportunity here and
quickly unbolted the chain and swung the door open.

“No, it’s okay, it’s
fine.” His smile was downright affable.

RoseAnna and Eddie stood there eye to
eye, taking in each other in one great sudden gulp. He could now
elaborate on his peephole appraisal with a full-length take, floor
to scarlet hair. RoseAnna had returned from her meeting at the
beach with the private detective and changed into a white
mini-skirt, spike heels and a vivid green silk blouse—the top three
buttons of which were mercifully disconnected to reduce the
strain.

Eddie’s smile widened. “RoseAnna
who?”

“Womack. I live in
three-seventeen, two floors down.”

RoseAnna had made an appraisal of her
own, a discreet vertical sweep from Eddie’s thinning gray hair to
his bare flat feet. Interesting, a little saggy around the edges,
but interesting. She consulted her clipboard, a gesture to affirm
the purely impersonal purpose of her visit.

“And you would be
Mister Edward Carpis?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”
His gaze was welded to the bountiful contents of her green silk
blouse as RoseAnna shifted the clipboard and offered him a
neighborly handshake.

“Welcome to
Beachfront Terrace, Mister Carpis.”

“Eddie. Make it
Eddie.” He caught her glance at the bunion patch on his right foot
and her quick upward scan to again review his unshaven
presentation. He tugged at the belt of his robe.

“I used to work
nights. It’s hard to get outta the habit of sleeping late.” Eddie’s
excuse was, in reality, only a half-lie.

“Oh, you’re retired?”
The faint disapproval in RoseAnna’s smile had vanished.

“Not exactly retired.
I’m in investments.”

“Investments?” One of
the thick and meticulous lines she had generously enhanced with an
eyebrow pencil was suspended in a curious arch.

“I just bought a
property. What they call a ‘recreational facility’.”

Eddie felt internally impressed by this
important revelation, even if he didn’t completely understand
it.

RoseAnna’s eyebrow flattened again.
“How interesting.”

“Yeah, I’m in
escrow.” He wasn’t yet sure what this exactly meant but he was
enjoying his new fluency in real estate vernacular. RoseAnna
brought her clipboard into position again.

“Well, Eddie, since
you’re in business, you may be interested in the seminar they’re
having in the rec room next Tuesday night. I think I have some
details right here.”

She pretended official concentration on
the clipboard. As she turned several pages and then backed up
several pages, his gaze was momentarily diverted to the heavy gold
charm bracelet dangling from her wrist which tinkled brightly with
every movement of her hand. It was obviously a cherished
possession, loaded with a clunky assortment of miniature figures
including a football, an automobile, a locomotive, a baby shoe, a
sailboat, a shovel and a heart with a chip diamond in the middle.
Eddie gave the bracelet an appreciative nod.

“Nice
jewelry.”

“Thank you.” RoseAnna
continued to shuffle through the papers of her clipboard, allowing
him ample time to survey the rest of her assets.

“I thought I had a
schedule here someplace.”

Eddie wasn’t interested in schedules,
he was interested in her tits. For a moment, he was tempted to pay
her a fervent compliment on the splendid fit of her green silk
blouse—but decided instead to pursue the safer course he’d already
chosen:

“I haven’t seen one
of those bracelets with all the charms in a long time.”

RoseAnna flashed a radiant smile.
“Really?”

“Yeah. They used to
wear ‘em in school when I was a kid.”

Eddie didn’t realize he had
effectively, and instantly, age-dated and trashed her taste in
jewelry. She managed to hide the chill in her smile and focused
harder on her clipboard.

“I guess I didn’t
bring the information, but I’ll make sure you get it.”

“No sweat.” A dumb
grin was pasted on his face as his blissful gaze searched the
bottomless cleavage.

“We have quite a few
retired businessmen living here, they get together once a month to
talk shop.” RoseAnna was keeping her attention fastened on the
papers. “I know you’d be welcome to join the group.”

“That’s nice.” Eddie
had somehow managed to notice, after a Herculean effort to force
his eyeballs to move, that the broad also had a great pair of
legs—long and tan and flexed to supple perfection in four-inch
spike-heeled pumps.

She finally looked up from her
clipboard. “Perhaps you could share some interesting experiences in
your own particular business field, Eddie.”

“Yeah, maybe I could
do that.” For an instant, he considered a wise-ass reply, but
swallowed the impulse. His eyes were roaming over her like a mine
detector.

“You go to this
seminar thing too, Miss Romack?”

“It’s Womack, with a
‘W’.”

“Oh, yeah,
right.”

“‘RoseAnna’ is easier
to remember anyway.” She gave him a forgiving smile and quickly
veered from the moment of intimacy back to the business at hand.
“No, Eddie, I don’t go to the seminars. My husband was in business,
not me.”

“Was?”

She had planted the seed expertly, now
it was time for the harvest. She lowered her gaze back to the
clipboard with a widow’s delicacy.

“He’s passed
on.”

“That’s tough.” Eddie
fidgeted, “passing on” was a subject he did not know how to deal
with on a verbal level. RoseAnna dismissed any further elaboration
with a wave of her golden bracelet.

“It was some time
ago.”

The necessary information about her
marital status had now been relayed, let the games begin. With a
restored flash of vitality, she pulled a folded paper from the
clipboard and handed it to him.

“Here,
Eddie.”

“What’s this?” Eddie
failed to notice he’d accepted the paper upside down as he
carefully studied it, attempting to project a keen interest in the
stated purpose of RoseAnna’s visit. She discreetly reached out to
correct the paper’s alignment and used the curve of a perfectly
lacquered fingernail to point out the various items
listed.

“This is information
on the homeowner’s association, when it meets, names of the other
owners, maintenance and repairs, etcetera. You know, stuff like that,
Eddie.”

“Yeah, okay, I’ll
look it over when I get the chance.” He shoved the paper into the
pocket of his robe.

RoseAnna again sorted through the
clutter attached to her clipboard.

“Just let me make
sure that’s all, there might be something I’ve
forgotten.”

Eddie sensed a message being
communicated here. After all, hadn’t she repeatedly called him by
his first name as if they were already old friends? The way he read
it, she was inviting him to invite her in. He stepped back from the
doorway to offer a tentative wave into his empty sanctum.

“Wanna come in and
take the weight off?”

RoseAnna shrank back slightly. “Oh, uh,
no thank you.”

“I got some beer in
the icebox.”

She managed an airy laugh and shifted
her clipboard and looked at her watch. “It’s only eleven in the
morning.”

Eddie considered this announcement with
a puzzled frown.

“Does that mean it’s
against the rules to have a beer?”

“Thanks, but I really
can’t, Eddie.”

She perceived a definite glint of
purpose in his searching gaze and shifted the clipboard again.

“Maybe some other
time.”

It was not the response he wanted,
there would be no nooner. He took a step forward to regain
possession of the open doorway again.

“Sure, some other
time.”

RoseAnna felt awkward, the rejection
had not been one of her better efforts. She blinked and shifted the
clipboard again and pretended a casual curiosity as she peered
around Eddie into the empty living room behind him.

“I see you’re still
getting settled.”

“Yeah.”

“When does your
furniture arrive?”

“I haven’t bought any
yet. I been busy.”

Eddie felt a momentary confusion; he
searched for truth behind the vivid smear of wet lipstick and green
eyeshade and flyaway heap of red hair.

RoseAnna detected the disappointment in
his voice. She nudged a tiny step closer to the doorway and leaned
to one side to give herself a fuller view of the vast emptiness of
his condo. The gesture, meant to restore an amiable mood, was
tinted with her warmest and most sympathetic smile.

“It must be
inconvenient without furniture.”

“I got a bed in the
back room.”

Eddie’s disclosure hung in the sudden
silence like the echo of a hard belch; faint hope hanging on
fainter thread. He watched her quickly retreat back to her
clipboard again and shuffle more papers until, finally, she managed
to lift a smile of naive diversion back to his waiting gaze.

“Well, I guess that’s
everything, Eddie. Don’t forget, it’s RoseAnna—Rose and Anna just,
you know, pushed together. RoseAnna Womack.”

“You got it,
Rosie.”

She gave him a little laugh. “My
husband used to call me that, ‘Rosie Posie’. I hated it when he
said it but you make it sound kind of cute.”

“Think so,
huh?”

Eddie did not want to re-open the
subject of husbands; he clinched the belt of his robe and groped
out to snare the doorknob. “Rosie” took her cue, the condo business
was now officially concluded and she poised herself to take
flight.

“It was very nice
meeting you, Eddie.”

“Yeah, same
here.”

“Bye.” Her smile
oozed through the air to land on him like a great melting scoop of
mocha fudge ice cream. She tucked the clipboard under an arm and,
with the fluid precision of a drum majorette, pivoted and walked
away.

Eddie stood rooted in the open doorway,
awash in the lingering fragrance of Rosie’s perfume as his gaze
tracked her undulating wake until the click of spike heels and the
tinkle of her golden charm bracelet faded around a distant
corner.

He gave the scar under his chin a
meditative scratch.

“Son . . . uva . . .
bitch.”

 



Chapter 2

“It’s dangerous to fix
the wrong customer”

 


Charley Boy was on the phone in the
hallway having an intense and mostly one-way conversation with
someone who was making him very nervous. His mouth puckered and
twitched as the angry voice lashed at him.

“Okay, okay, yeah,
okay.”

Charley Boy’s watered gaze studied his
reflected image in the mirror on the wall and what he saw did not
enhance his sense of manly confidence. He was skinny and pallid and
he could see in his own reflection all the assorted congenital
weaknesses that had placed him in this presently sorry state of
affairs. Charley Boy had the lost and haunted look of a kid gone
wild in the drug culture. But he was no kid, he was a man; at least
in the legal sense if not by appearance.

The voice at the other end of the phone
railed on. Charley Boy winced and shook his head, responding with
assorted grunts of obeisance.

“Look, Marty, I said
I’m sorry.”

The sharp hungry features of his
pimpled face were locked into perfect sync with the verbal abuse
being lavished on him through the phone; his expression alternately
tightening in anger and sagging in frustration.

“I know, I
know.”

The voice continued to lay a barrage
into Charley Boy’s ear. He seethed but his silence was respectful
as he looked heavenward with impotent rage.

“It was a mistake, I
already said that.”

Charley Boy watched his image in the
mirror as the voice pounded at him. The image squirmed and grimaced
and felt sorry for itself, it was a bug skewered on somebody’s pin.
Suddenly spying a diversion, he leaned closer to the mirror to
study the large red pimple glowing in tumescent splendor on his
right cheek. The distraction offered a momentary respite as Charley
Boy made a closer inspection of the pimple’s ripeness while
continuing to offer attentive grunts against the fury erupting from
the phone.

“It was a straight
deal, that’s all, I swear.”

He could see the pimple was ready to be
addressed. Charley Boy curled the forefinger and thumb of his free
hand into a pincer formation, gave a hard squeeze and the swollen
pustule gratefully squirted a warm sticky splat onto the mirror’s
surface. He smeared away the mess on the glass with a quick wipe of
his hand and put a finger to his mouth to catch a bubble of spit
and applied the medicinal offering to the oozing remains of his
facial excavation.

The surgery was completed, but the
voice on the phone was not. Charley Boy shifted his weight from one
dirty Reebok to the other and hiked up his bagging safari pants;
his endurance was fading.

“Okay, however you
want it, Marty.”

He swung the phone to his other ear and
the move cleared his reflexes enough to make him aware that the
front door of the condo had just opened and closed. Charley boy
glanced over his shoulder, smothering his voice into the phone’s
mouthpiece.

“Look, she’s here, I
gotta go.”

He slammed the phone back to its cradle
and spun around to see Rosie standing at the far end of the hallway
peering at him.

“Who was
that?”

“Who was
what?”

“Who was that you
were talking to on the phone?”

Charley Boy grimaced. “A guy I know. So
what?”

Rosie disappeared around the corner,
raising her voice a notch to make certain her displeasure was
clearly audible.

“I was only asking. I
live here too, you know.” Charley Boy rolled his eyes and silently
mouthed his favorite four-letter word.

Rosie’s condo, like Eddie’s condo two
floors up, also possessed stark white walls and the identical floor
plan; but the similarity ended there. She had furniture, lots of
it, expensive and overstuffed and tucked into every space
available. It was the overflow, presumably, from a previous and
more spacious existence. There was a comfy cuteness about the
decor, a cozy, busy mustiness that clung nostalgically from an
earlier segment of her life.

A glass-fronted display case occupied a
prominent place amid the clutter and this was where Rosie kept her
memories. In the most visible position on the top shelf directly
under the glow of a lamp rested a portrait showing her nestled
under the possessive arm of a man in what could only be presumed to
be a pose of marital happiness. It was obviously of a vintage
preceding Charley Boy’s arrival and Rosie’s prim smile in the
picture conveyed no hint of the oven-roasted sexiness that was to
become so vibrantly a part of her future widowhood.

The man in the portrait, Gus Treonis,
Charley Boy’s deceased father, presented a harsher image; he was
posed beside Rosie in a state of acute discomfort. His hair was
neatly combed and he wore a coat and tie, but the genteel facade
did not convincingly interlock with his brute-like proportions or
his defiantly benign gaze. At one time it was said of Gus Treonis
that he could “go bear-hunting with a switch.”

~

Rosie returned from her mission for the
homeowner’s association. She tossed her clipboard on a chair and
looked around as Charley Boy appeared in the hall doorway. He
sullenly leaned against the wall to await his mother’s follow-up
remark which, he was certain, would deal, as it usually did, with
his scruffy appearance and general snottiness. Rosie did not
disappoint him.

“I don’t appreciate
the way you talk to me sometimes.”

“I’ll cut my
wrists.”

Rosie maintained a delicate and
uncertain rapport with her son. She loved him, in a perverse way,
but had no idea how to compensate for her failure, in a purely
birthing sense, to create something more likable. It was her
contention, and had been since her husband “passed on,” that
Charley Boy suffered from a lack of paternal guidance. It wasn’t
his fault that he was basically obnoxious; he was simply the victim
of tragic circumstances. Rosie had convinced herself that all it
would take to put him back on the right track was a man around the
house. Unfortunately, her son had proven to be the biggest obstacle
to this hypothesis. In spite of Rosie’s physical assets, which
admittedly bordered on the spectacular, the men she met always ran
after getting a good look at Charley Boy; they ran fast and far
away.

Rosie picked up a cigarette, lit it and
turned to contemplate her glowering son with stoic indulgence.

“I thought you’d be
at the beach today.”

“I didn’t feel like
it.” Charley Boy’s earlier phone conversation had not made his
natural disposition any less abrasive, Rosie could see anger
boiling behind his surly gaze. She smiled and moved closer to give
him a pat.

“I was just
wondering, I wasn’t prying, sweetheart.”

Rosie’s hand almost made contact with
Charley Boy’s cheek before she saw the oozing stump of his newly
excised pimple. Her hand froze in mid-air.

“Oooh, you’ve been
pinching your face again.”

Charley Boy recoiled. “Will you give me
a goddamned break!”

He whirled to check himself in another
of Rosie’s numerous mirrors hung around the condo; the pimple was
festering nicely.

Rosie was not dissuaded from her
motherly concern. “How many times have I told you it could get
infected?”

Charley Boy was too preoccupied to
respond and she sighed and patiently watched him pick and scratch
at his facial detritus. She’d once read it was better to let the
child openly express his hostilities and waited until he turned
from the mirror before she said it.

“We’re going to have
to have a nice long talk.”

Charley Boy’s eyes rolled skyward once
more as he snatched up a jacket from the couch and pivoted toward
the door.

“I can hardly
wait.”

Rosie calmly drew in another puff of
her cigarette and exhaled the smoke, along with a small and useless
protest.

“I have some rights
around here too, you know.”

“Up yours!” Charley
Boy flung his exit line and slammed out the door
simultaneously.

“You little
bastard—you’re just like your father!”

Although fiercely delivered, her retort
was a split second too late and not loud enough to go beyond the
closed door. Rosie stood in the abandoned silence and took a last
smoldering puff of her cigarette and mashed it into an ashtray. Her
anger was already subsiding; she’d expended most of it in a blast
at the door. Besides, she knew this latest conflict with her son
would not be the last; their problem was only part of a bigger
problem.

Rosie flopped into a chair and sank
deep into the cushion to reflect on matters. She knew it was her
fault; she’d spoiled Charley Boy trying to overcompensate for his
lack of fatherly guidance. She closed her eyes for a moment to
erase the frustration and put her energies to more constructive
purpose.

When she opened them again, they
searched for the clipboard and she reached to pick it up. Thoughts
of her son had been discarded in favor of the new tenant in #508.
The high gloss shine of her mouth tightened itself into a thin
slash as she stared at the name she’d scrawled on a slip of paper.
Mister Eddie Carpis was not what she expected him to be, not at
all. Rosie had formed a wrong picture in her mind and it had taken
seven years and a lot of her husband’s money to find that out.

It was the beginning of another bright
warm day at Beachfront Terrace and Eddie was already up and dressed
in a white shirt and the trousers of one of his two suits. The
unexpected conversation yesterday with the redheaded broad with the
great tits convinced him he could not slouch around all day in his
robe. What if she came back to give him some more papers or
something?

Eddie hadn’t slept well, he was
suspended in the last days of a closing escrow and still couldn’t
make himself feel any sense of excitement about it. Usually, any
kind of pressure only made him more stable and self-contained, but
this was different. Eddie was embarking on a new life, in the
process of being reborn as a plain Joe Citizen, and he knew he was
strictly an amateur in this department.

It was still early and there was time
to kill, at least a couple of hours before he could go find
something to do to keep himself busy so he wouldn’t think about the
escrow. Something like buying some furniture maybe, but that didn’t
sound too exciting either. Besides, he had a bed and that’s all he
needed for now. After mulling over other possibilities, none of
which thrilled him, Eddie decided it would be a good time to take
another shot at his writings. In spite of that broad’s interruption
yesterday, he’d made a pretty good start and he was still half-way
convinced that maybe he could actually do it; write his story with
real plain truth like that doctor did in his book. Even if it was a
stupid idea, why not write a few more lines just to keep the juices
flowing.

Eddie was sitting at the bar gulping
the last dregs of some lukewarm instant coffee. He’d already
retrieved his ledger from its secret hiding place behind the panel
in his closet and it was there on the counter and opened to a new
blank page and waiting. He slugged down the last of his coffee and
picked up a ballpoint pen and poised it at the ready—but nothing
happened, no words spilled onto the page. Something was stifling
the creative urge and he couldn’t focus his thoughts. He knew what
the problem was, it was that redhead, Rosie what’s-her-name. The
fragrance of her perfume was gone but her aura lingered on. Eddie
didn’t like the effect because he knew his capabilities. He’d
always been able to apply total concentration to whatever had to be
done; but this Rosie with the great tits had seduced his mind
instead of his body.

Finally, he forced himself to
concentrate hard enough to push her out of his thoughts and he
lowered the ballpoint to the first blue line on the page.

I never wanted to know the customer
before I fixed him. It makes big problems if he becomes a real
person in your mind. This is why I tried to keep the customer a
total stranger. I mean besides knowing what he looked like which I
needed to know and where I could find him. There’s another thing
too. It’s dangerous to fix the wrong customer. I almost did that
once and it still gives me the willies.

Eddie stopped writing and looked up a
moment to gather his thoughts. Past events were still a little
muddled in his mind and he twisted around on the stool to take an
idle survey of his new home. The white and picture-less walls of
the empty condo seemed to reverberate in a hollow silence as the
muffled sounds of street traffic rose from five floors below to
remind him that he was the new boy in town. He knew this wasn’t his
home, not yet, not for sure, and perhaps it never would be. He’d
been here in the city for almost a month and still couldn’t feel
its pulse or figure where he was supposed to fit into the scheme of
things. Eddie had made all the fundamental moves he thought it
would take to melt down and remold himself into his new image. For
the first time in his life he bought a car instead of renting one.
It was dark gray, habits die hard, but it was still a sports car;
he figured he’d earned the right to a few compromises. He also
bought some new clothes and opened a regular checking account. This
was scary business, starting a straight-arrow life.

Eddie spun back to his ledger, rolled
the ballpoint pen in his fingers as if to prime it, then brought
the pen down to the paper again and the words began to come, slowly
but surely, line by line:

I took this job where they wanted a
customer fixed in another city. It was good money and I was running
short at the time so I got on a plane and went to this location
where the customer lived. I cased out the situation and decided I
would fix him in the underground parking garage where he worked. I
watched him for three days and he always quit work at the same time
and went straight to his car. I think it was a Caddy, either black
or maroon. It was a long time ago and I don’t remember exactly. The
customer parked in the back of the garage right under a light bulb.
I called him “The Parker” because he had a reserved spot with his
name on it. I guess he was afraid somebody would boost his Caddy so
that’s why he parked it under the light.

When I decided it was time to fix him
the first thing I did was make sure that light bulb didn’t work.
This made it pretty dark around the Caddy. I had this 22 rifle I
lifted off the back of a truck and I knew that would be good enough
for a short range fix like this. It’s always safer if you can get
some hardware without anybody connecting a face to a job. Any piece
can be traced unless you make sure they got nobody to trace it back
to.

Buying his new condo at Beachfront
Terrace was Eddie’s biggest leap into legitimacy; it was also the
hardest decision he ever had to make in his life. He knew he
couldn’t fake a signature on the paperwork, he would have to sign
his own real name—Edward Harrison Carpis.

It still amazed him, he was accessible,
he was out in the open, he’d become a real person with an honest
name and address. If anybody wanted to find Eddie Carpis, now they
could.

The underground garage where The Parker
kept his Caddy was pretty big. People were always driving in and
out. None of them gave me a second look. That’s because I acted
like I belonged there. I rented a car and made sure it was one of
those plain numbers nobody would notice. About half an hour before
The Parker was supposed to finish work I pulled into the garage and
backed into a space so I could get out in a hurry if I had to.
Since I knew The Parker wouldn’t be coming down to the garage for
another half hour I sunk down to the floor of the car to make
myself comfortable.

Eddie planned originally to come to his
new adopted city and stay at a hotel until he could find an
apartment. But a real estate agent got his name, the agent never
explained how, and called him at the hotel and told him about the
condo at Beachfront Terrace. It was a distress sale, the previous
owner had died of a heart attack and the family wanted to settle
the estate at any price.

There was also
Eddie’s new investment, the “recreational facility;” he still
couldn’t believe he’d signed the escrow papers. It was his first
confrontation with legitimate enterprise and it was scaring the
hell out of him. There was also a massive delusion built into the
adventure which Eddie did not, at this point in time, recognize. He
thought he’d finally cut all the strings connecting him to his
inglorious past. Now there would be only his secret ledger and the
words he intended to write into it; shadows of the past and no
substance—and, maybe, if he didn’t use his real name in telling his
story, a good review by the literary critic of Newsweek.

Eddie wasn’t as smart about some things
as he was about other things.

I was ready when The Parker came
through the door and started walking toward his Caddy. By then it
was getting dark and I had to give him a careful look-see to make
sure. Something didn’t seem exactly right about him but I figured
it was because there wasn’t enough light. There was nobody else in
the garage and it looked like things were going my way.

I took the rifle and cranked the bolt
real easy to put a shell in the chamber. I waited for The Parker to
reach his Caddy and bend down to unlock the door like I had seen
him do before. I knew he would be standing still for a couple of
seconds while he was getting the door open. That’s all the time I
needed.

Eddie paused and looked around toward
the front door, as if expecting the chimes to suddenly ring. His
thoughts had wandered back to the redhead again and his mind played
back Rosie’s dialogue and how she kept saying his name over and
over. She let him take a good look at the merchandise, but didn’t
let him touch it. He remembered how he could feel the heat as they
stood at the door talking; she’d come on to him but not come on to
him, both at the same time. Eddie figured the odds, he’d be around,
he wasn’t going anywhere and it would be only a matter of time
until something had to give. He hoped it would be Rosie, she would
give and he would take.

He glanced toward the opposite end of
the bar where the stack of papers stored under the can of tomato
juice had been enriched by the information about the homeowner’s
association Rosie had given him; more red tape in his reluctant
conversion to the joys of being an upright citizen. Eddie frowned,
his new life of retirement sure as hell wasn’t starting out all
jackpots.

When The Parker got to the Caddy I saw
him look up at the missing light bulb and then he got out his keys
and bent down to unlock the door. That’s when I took aim and
started to squeeze the trigger. But before I could get off the shot
some guy walked into the garage and yelled and The Parker walked
over to him and they started talking.

That gave me a chance to take a second
look. The customer I was getting ready to fix wasn’t The Parker at
all. He was some guy who was only using The Parker’s Caddy. Maybe
he was boosting it, I don’t know. I ducked the rifle and sunk back
to the floor and waited until both guys were gone. Then I got the
hell out of there. That jerk won’t ever know how lucky he was.

A cramp seared through Eddie’s hand and
he winced and dropped the ballpoint to flex his fingers. It was a
familiar ritual for him to do this to his shoulders and knees, but
not the right hand; this was what he made his living with, it had
always been dependable. He worked his fingers until the pain eased,
then studied the myriad tiny scars in the palm of his hand that
he’d never really noticed before—cuts and abrasions from a lifetime
of handling sharp-edge mechanisms.

But what bothered Eddie most was the
imperfect twist of his fingers and the taut swollen knuckles; he
knew what they promised in the years ahead. Like the slow building
of a coral reef, the telltale warp of arthritis was already making
its home in Eddie Carpis’s future.

Finally, the cramp was gone and he
picked up the ballpoint again and brought it to the place on the
line where he’d stopped writing.

After the mistake in the underground
garage I decided I better pick somewhere else to finish the job. I
caught up with the real Parker the next day at the airport and
fixed him as he started to get out of his Caddy. He flopped back on
the seat with his legs dangling out the door. It was dark where he
was parked and they probably didn’t find him until morning. By then
I was long gone.

Eddie paused to look at the wavering
lines of his penmanship. He knew it was going to take him a long
time to write everything this way, by hand, and it made him wonder
if he’d ever be able to finish it. He didn’t know how to use a
typewriter and he sure as hell couldn’t dictate it to somebody
else, not what he had to say.

~

Marty Flescher was locked into a steady
jogging gait as he veered off the boulevard and started up the
center grass median which separated the lanes of Harbor Parkway.
The black Mercedes sedan turned the corner in a fast burst to catch
up and then eased into parallel speed with the jogger. Marty slowed
his pace slightly as the Mercedes edged over closer to him and the
electric window whined down.

“Hey,
Marty!”

Marty looked around without breaking
his stride and the driver pointed toward the distant figure of a
man waiting at the far end of the block.

“It’s the little
puke.”

Marty nodded and kept jogging, the
driver frowned.

“You want to talk to
him or not?”

Marty gestured. “Pick him up and wait
for me.”

Marty was still a half block away as he
watched the Mercedes glide forward until it pulled alongside the
man. The driver leaned across to the window on the curbside to say
something and the man hesitated, nervously switching his focus back
to the approaching jogger. The driver, Howie Baneck, a bulky,
muscular thug, eased out of the sedan and walked around and opened
a rear door and stood waiting with relaxed menace.

The man looked as if he might bolt but
prudent second thoughts intervened and he meekly capitulated and
got into the back seat of the Mercedes. Howie slammed the door and
returned to his position behind the wheel.

Marty watched the Mercedes disappear
around a corner as he jogged in from the distance. He was measuring
his breathing in hard gasps now, anticipating what Howie would have
waiting for him at the end of this morning’s run. He reached the
corner and saw the Mercedes parked in the middle of the block.
Howie was leaning against the fender and both doors on the curbside
were swung open. Marty slowed to a walk and pulled the towel out of
the neck of his jumper and started wiping the sweat from his face.
He was in no particular hurry. Besides, he wanted somebody else to
sweat a little.

~

Charley Boy was a rigid stick sitting
in the backseat; the door was open but he knew he was not free to
leave. Howie, relaxed and faintly amused, peered off to watch Marty
approaching, then looked around to make certain Charley Boy was
being obedient. He was enjoying the silent interplay between his
passenger and Marty; he knew there was trouble for Charley Boy
hanging heavy in the morning air.

Marty reached the Mercedes and flipped
the wet towel to Howie as Howie tossed the watch to him. Marty
caught the watch with a casual underhanded snatch and began
buckling it on, taking his time. The Rolex fit his image perfectly;
it was sleek and solid and expensively defined in the same way as
its owner.

Charley Boy hesitantly leaned forward
from his enforced position in the back seat.

“Hi,
Marty.”

“How’s it going,
Charley Boy?”

“Okay.”

Marty didn’t look at the back seat
passenger as he began his cooling-down exercises beside the
Mercedes, swinging his arms and dipping to touch his toes while
Charley Boy squirmed on his hot seat.

“Thought I might
catch up with you. I was waiting.”

“Waiting? Why?” Marty
was now doing an in-place dance, working his arms back and forth as
Charley Boy slid over to the edge of the seat and tried to pretend
a nonchalant smile.

“I wanted to, you
know, square things, that’s all.”

“How can you do that,
Charley Boy?” Marty could almost taste the tension he heard in
Charley Boy’s voice.

“Look, I told you, a
guy I know in Chicago had a buyer so I sold it direct. It was a
mistake and I’m sorry, that’s the truth.”

Charley Boy’s attempt at sincerity did
not provoke a response, he shrank back into the false security of
the Mercedes and sullenly watched Marty finish his exercises. Howie
handed back the towel and Marty wiped his face; his breathing now
restored to an easier tempo. Finally, leisurely, he turned to look
at Charley Boy for the first time. His gaze was ice.

“Chicago. You know a
lot of guys in Chicago, right?”

Charley Boy squirmed again. “Okay, I
said I screwed up.”

Marty bent down on his haunches to put
himself eye to eye with Charley Boy.

“No, I’m the one who
screwed up. When I brought you in, I thought we had an arrangement.
You were supposed to fill orders for me, not go into business for
yourself.”

“I didn’t know the
Porsche was yours.” Charley Boy’s voice had acquired a whine of
innocence.

“It was a custom
order. The buyer wanted a cherry 911 in metallic silver. How many
of those do you think I can locate in this city, Charley
Boy?”

“I’ll find you
another one.”

“I wanted the one you
sold out from under me.”

Marty had dissected Charley Boy
quietly. He didn’t want to bend the kid too far because Charley Boy
was good, very good, at what he did and Marty needed that. Besides,
they both knew he had personal reasons for not coming down too
hard. There was, however, a matter of principle here and Marty felt
compelled to drive the point home. He jerked a thumb at Charley
boy.

“Out!”

Charley Boy clambered out of the
Mercedes and sluggishly stepped aside to let Marty settle himself
on the seat.

“What happens now,
Marty?”

Charley Boy was trying to maintain a
subtle swagger but he was too intimidated to make it work. It
wasn’t what Marty said that unnerved him; it was what he hadn’t
said.

Marty silently debated something a
moment, then leaned to angle a slow deliberate gaze. “What happens
now is I’m going to forget this mistake, Charley Boy. We’re going
to start all over again.” The pronouncement was tagged with an
indulgent smile.

Charley Boy offered a compliant shrug.
“Sure, okay, Marty, whatever you want.”

“That’s what I want.
We’ll be in touch.”

Marty closed the door and settled back
to his seat and the electric window whined up in Charley Boy’s
face. The Mercedes started to pull away, but Marty signaled Howie
and the sedan squeezed to an abrupt stop. Sensing a reprieve,
Charley Boy gingerly scuttled sideways to position himself
attentively as the window lowered again, this time only halfway.
The space was enough for Marty to project an afterthought:

“Say hello to your
mother for me, Charley Boy. Tell her I’ve been meaning to call but
I’ve been busy.”

A fine hatred burned in Charley Boy’s
gaze as he stood there on the curb watching the Mercedes disappear
down the street.

 



Chapter 3

“You’ve got a gold mine
here, you’ll see”

 


Eddie was down on his hands and knees
beneath the slacks and jackets hanging on the pole above him, using
a dime to remove the last screw from the little panel attached to
the wall which covered access to the bathroom plumbing. He pulled
off the panel, fished his ledger from the narrow space and backed
out of the closet. Puffing from the exertion, he got to his feet
and brushed the lint off the knees of his new gray sweat suit. He’d
gone for a walk and started thinking about all the things he wanted
to write in his ledger and decided to hurry home before the
inspiration got away from him. It was getting tougher to sit down
and write his story and he was glad when he actually felt the
urge.

Eddie walked out of his bedroom, still
completely vacant except for the unmade bed, and shuffled down the
hall into the dining room. He sat down on the stool at the bar and
opened the ledger and read his last entry, a detailed review of the
killing process by an expert authority. He read it slowly, his
mouth silently forming each word while his finger absently picked
at the scar under his chin.

Eddie frowned and stopped reading; more
troubling thoughts had brought his protective instincts to the
surface again. He knew he was teasing his own fate in a dangerous
way. If this ledger ever got into the wrong hands, they’d have him
cold; it would be goodbye Eddie Carpis and who cares. He considered
a momentary impulse to rip out every page of the ledger and burn it
to ashes. At least if he destroyed it and they still caught up with
him, they’d have to prove what he did and that might be hard to
do.

Eddie felt reassured by that last
thought, he knew he’d covered his tracks; he was clean and nobody
anywhere could say any different. His confidence restored, he
picked up the ballpoint and brought it to a fresh blue line on the
ledger page.

Sometimes I think about all those
customers I fixed. I’m not proud of it and I can’t say anything
here that would ever make things right. It’s done and I can’t
change that. Maybe things have a way of leveling out like they say.
Maybe I shouldn’t write this because somebody might come looking
for me. Then I’d be the customer who got fixed.

I still don’t sleep too good. And I got
a bad stomach and I have to watch my diet. I think that’s because I
ate too much greasy crap at too many bus stations and airports. I
spent most of my life looking back over my shoulder. That’s why I
never got caught. I was always careful. I knew if I made one
mistake it could be my last. This is why I never used real names or
stayed too long in one place. There’s no statue of limitations in
my business. They could come and get me right now if they knew what
I used to do.

This last sentence Eddie wrote bothered
him more than all the rest of his misgivings put together. He read
it again carefully, slowly, and realized he’d made it sound like
just another casual fact about his profession—but it wasn’t. The
line had a much deeper impact than anything else he’d written:
“They could come and get me right nowÖ” He wondered what he’d do
for real if someone, say a friend or somebody he liked, ever found
out the truth about him. Would he run? Or would he have to fix the
person to protect himself? Eddie shook off the feeling, he didn’t
want to ever have to make that kind of decision. He was retired
now, a straight citizen for the rest of his life. What he was
writing in the ledger was strictly for therapeutic purposes
only.

I still remember some of the customers
I fixed better than some of the others. The ones I remember had
something unusual which stuck in my mind. Like how they looked or
the way they were dressed or maybe they were doing something crazy
when they thought nobody was looking. I used to have a routine
about that. As soon as I located the customer I would give him a
nickname then and there. I didn’t just walk up and fix him right
off the bat. Not usually anyway. I took my time. I made sure I got
a good look at the customer first. I didn’t want to get the wrong
guy. That’s why I gave him a nickname so I wouldn’t make any
mistakes.

I would call him something like Gimpy
or Lady’s Man or Fatboy. Stuff like that. Or like that customer I
called The Parker because he always parked his Caddy in the same
spot. I used nicknames to help me concentrate. This was so I
wouldn’t get careless. Each customer was different and he acted
different. I had to keep reminding myself about that. I never knew
too many details about the customer anyway so giving him a nickname
made him less real. He was just another job.

But that part of my life is finished
now. Since I bought this condo I don’t have to move every couple of
months to a new address or do anything else to make myself scarce.
I’m not Mister Nobody anymore.

Eddie allowed himself a congratulatory
smile. He liked that last part, about not being “Mister Nobody”
anymore, it said it all, exactly how he felt—well, almost
exactly.

All this creative energy made him flash
on his “investment” again; it reminded him this new life he’d
fabricated for himself was not without its own perils. He hadn’t
heard from the real estate agent for several days and maybe
something had gone wrong with the escrow; maybe his front money got
wasted. Eddie played over the possibilities and it jumbled his
nerves. If his “investment” was down the drain, he wasn’t sure
whether he’d be upset or relieved, or maybe both. He closed the
ledger and reached for the phone, it was time to call the lady and
find out what the hell was going on.

~

Grace Farber was Eddie’s real estate
agent, a resilient old hustler who made herself a remarkable living
by playing the role of a kindly grandmother. She exuded the warm
and cuddly image of honesty, an image Grace had evolved into a
persuasive tool for closing a sale. While younger and slicker
members of her profession swarmed over the real estate market like
a school of hungry barracudas, she maneuvered her feeble and
solitary course along the shoals picking up stray clients where she
could find them—and Eddie Carpis was the strayest of strays.

Eddie met Grace when he wandered into
her office almost by accident after he’d walked to Harbor Liquors
to pick up a six pack. He’d been to the liquor store on other
occasions, but never noticed Grace’s office next door. It was a
quaint storefront cubicle built onto the facade of an old plank
board residence converted to commercial use and painted a bright
yellow with blue trim. The window of Grace’s office displayed a
homey touch of American gothic. A fake Tiffany vase, containing a
dusty bouquet of pink silk roses, was artfully positioned at the
edge of faded lace curtains and the effect was potently beguiling;
the innocent and unwary could be assured that Christian values of
fair play dwelled within. The rest of Grace’s window space was
cluttered with photos accompanied by small hand-lettered signs
praising the current crop of her real estate offerings.

Eddie came out of the liquor store, the
six-pack tucked under his arm, and started homeward. As he passed
the real estate office, he glanced in the window and suddenly found
himself frozen in mid-step; the impact of Grace’s sign had bolted
him to the sidewalk: “Fabulous Business Opportunities for the
First-Time Investor!” Months ago, he’d thought about doing
something with the savings still stashed away in a New York bank.
The account was earning small interest, and this reminded Eddie he
needed to be smarter about what he did with his money. He once
thought he’d accumulated a pretty good chunk for the lean times
ahead, at least enough to get by, but the down payment on the condo
and the purchase of his new sports car had taken a big bite out of
his resources. Eddie didn’t know anything about stocks or investing
and his former profession had not prepared him for the hard
realities of financial survival—which meant that sooner or later he
would have to consider other ways to make his savings work for him.
He figured he had enough for a stake in a little business of some
kind, something that would let him learn and earn at the same time.
Until now, however, he’d never stayed in one place long enough to
even contemplate the pursuit of any kind of bona fide
profession.

But Eddie had taken himself a new home
and the rules had changed, he was putting down permanent roots. So
why couldn’t he go for the whole banana and buy himself a little
business too? All he had to do was find the right thing; it would
have to be something easy, something that wouldn’t take any special
qualifications.

Eddie stood there on the sidewalk and
studied the two Polaroid photos of the current offerings in Grace’s
window. One was a shabby little clothing boutique in a shopping
mall; the other a combination car wash and taco stand. The shaky
hand-lettered copy attached to these photos sparkled with Grace’s
homey superlatives; both opportunities offered instant happiness, a
new owner could immediately take possession and enjoy a profitable
lifetime income. Eddie peered at the pictures and wondered; maybe
he’d finally stumbled onto his chance. At least it wouldn’t cost
anything to go inside and ask a few questions.

Grace creaked with benevolence and
charity. She plumped a needlepoint pillow in Eddie’s chair, gave
him a cup of chamomile tea, a chocolate-covered cherry and told him
he was in luck. It so happened that only yesterday she had acquired
a new listing which was exactly what he was looking for, a unique
property “fabulously perfect” for his particular investment needs
and presently in full operation and showing a modest profit. The
potential was there, Grace assured him, for a much greater return.
The owner was also willing to be flexible in the financing
arrangements; Eddie could take possession after a very short
escrow.

Grace was elated to be the bearer of
this grand news. She bubbled with excitement as she told Eddie he
simply could not pass up this once-in-a-lifetime bargain; and
breathlessly warning him the property would be on the market for no
more than a few days before some astute buyer would snap it up.
There was also a rumor, Grace had forgotten exactly where she heard
it, that the area was being considered for re-zoning. If that
happened, then Eddie could sell out for big bucks.

In spite of his conditioned sense of
self-preservation, Eddie found himself swept up in Grace’s
enthusiasm. The property sounded like an easy ticket to the right
side of living—it could put new values into his life, a new
responsibility. His conversion to a straight citizen would then be
complete, at least theoretically.

The promise of new horizons was
irresistible and each day for the next three days, Eddie returned
to Grace’s office and discussed every miniscule detail of making an
investment. On the third day, after an overload of chamomile tea,
he consumed the last chocolate-covered cherry in the box and
capitulated. He signed on the dotted line and withdrew the money in
his savings account at the bank in New York and made the down
payment. Eddie’s dream was at last fulfilled, now he would be like
everybody else, just a regular guy with property.

~

It was shortly after one o’clock on the
same day escrow closed when Eddie was delivered to the site by
Grace Farber; the paperwork was over, the commitment made. They
stood on the curb across the street and surveyed his new
investment. She’d brought Eddie there once before on a buyer’s
tour, but he barely paid attention as she tried to point out all
the wonders of the place. His mind was too overloaded to absorb any
of it and he begged off from taking the full tour. Now Eddie
couldn’t beg off, he was the new owner; it was his, all his, lock,
stock and barrel.

“Well, there it is,
Mister Carpis.”

Grace looked at him with a cheerful
expectancy; nothing she said during the ride over had penetrated
Eddie’s budding catatonia. She wanted a reaction for all the labor
it had taken to bring this incredible moment to fruition, but Eddie
could only stare in disbelief.

“It looks kind of . .
. dead.”

Grace chuckled. “That’s only because
it’s closed today.” She gave him a reassuring pat. “Oh now, you’re
just having a touch of ‘B-R’.”

Eddie disconnected his gaze and twisted
around to focus on Grace’s wrinkled smile.

“A touch of
what?”

“B-R. ‘Buyer’s
Remorse’. Everyone gets it when they buy a property, I’ve seen it a
million times. All the place needs is a little dab of paint here
and there and it’ll look like new again.”

Grace gave Eddie another pat, playing
her grandmotherly image with a milk-and-cookies affection.

“Now don’t think bad
thoughts and get yourself upset, Mister Carpis. You’ve got a gold
mine here, you’ll see.”

Eddie felt the fist growing in his
stomach and pivoted back around to again survey his “gold
mine.”

“Maybe I should think
about it some more before we close the deal.”

Grace chided him with another amused
chuckle. “It’s all yours now, Mister Carpis, escrow is closed.”

Eddie’s gaze was fixed in paled
resignation as “buyer’s remorse” churned his guts. He felt like
hurling himself off the curb and under the wheels of a passing
truck; but it was a hopeless thought. No trucks were passing by;
nothing had passed by since they arrived in Grace’s 1986 Bentley.
The street was deserted; which was probably the reason, Eddie would
later figure out for himself, why the previous owner had sold out
cheap. The whole area looked as if it had been boarded up and
erased from the city map.

The sweet little grandmother had also
discreetly omitted one tiny but important detail in her closing
sales pitch. A new freeway recently had been put into operation
along a strip of cleared land directly behind Eddie’s new
investment and it permanently altered traffic patterns in the
surrounding area. Mother Goose Fantasyland Park had become the set
piece in the city’s newest area of urban blight. When P.T. Barnum
said “a sucker is born every minute,” he knew what he was talking
about—he was talking about Eddie Carpis.

~

They’d been standing across the street
from the park for what Grace reckoned to be a full fifteen minutes.
Eddie hadn’t spoken a word, he just stood there in a kind of slow
motion daze. Grace sensed complications, she wanted to conclude the
takeover details as quickly as possible so she could escape while
her client was still in a state of shock. She clamped a grip on his
arm and dragged him off the curb.

“Come on, Mister
Carpis, let’s go to the office.” Eddie numbly lurched
forward.

~

The miniature golf park was fronted by
a sign which projected high into the air atop a rusted steel pole.
The previous owner had elevated the sign to the maximum allowable
height in a desperate attempt to catch the attention of the distant
freeway traffic. The sign was dominated by a huge metal cut-out of
Mother Goose, wearing what looked like a plaid golf outfit. Mother
Goose herself, painted as a jolly cartoon character, was portrayed
with a jaunty, wing-flapping grin as she nimbly clutched a golf
club by one flippered foot to clearly identify the commercial
function of her Fantasyland.

Although the park was closed for the
day, the timer had automatically punched the sign into operation
and Mother Goose’s golf club—animated by sequential flashes of neon
tubing—swung back and forth with pendulum precision. The sign’s
bouncy lettering and Mother Goose’s gleeful grin blinked and
glittered in tireless electric counterpoint to her flippered golf
swing; it was a triumph of neon kitsch.

Grace unlocked the park’s gate, an
artistic intertwine of rusted ironwork, and gestured Eddie to
proceed along the fake cobblestone lane which twisted up an incline
to a simulated medieval castle squatted on higher ground beyond.
This ersatz fortress of dirty plaster was the heart of Mother Goose
Fantasyland; it housed the snack bar, golf club rental, video game
arcade and office. Tattered pennants hung limply from its crumbling
parapets as the castle awaited the arrival of its new monarch.

Eddie trudged up the cobblestone lane,
as he had done on his previous visit, but this time he actually saw
the scenic wonders surrounding him. He was walking slower now and
silently praying somebody at the escrow office had made a terrible
mistake. Halfway up the lane, he paused to stare at the giant
plaster figures of Little Bo Peep and her battered sheep, which
were stationed in abandoned formation on an untended patch of dead
grass. The sheep and most of Little Bo Peep’s costume had been
painted in the assorted fluorescent shades of a bad acid trip.

Eddie peered closer at his inventory
and saw something this time he had not noticed on his last visit.
Several of Little Bo Peep’s sheep suffered severe leg injuries and
great chunks of plaster had fallen away at their shanks, leaving
only the bent wire framework. Eddie let out a heavy sigh and
plodded onward while Grace continued her incessant chatter
somewhere behind him, pointing out the “fabulous assets” of the
park and again assuring him he’d struck a rich vein of promise.

Mother Goose Fantasyland had been
originally conceived as a theme park of familiar nursery rhyme
characters. In the heydays of miniature golf, the park had been a
popular place of family recreation and hoards of fun seekers
merrily putted their way around the numbered obstacle course while
Mother Goose’s storybook characters grinned down at them in plaster
amusement. The designer of the theme park had not been too precise,
however, in the selection of memorabilia. Not only were all the
Mother Goose favorites in residence, there were also assorted
plaster characters borrowed from other well known children’s
stories interspersed through the collection—Jack and his magic
beanstalk, Captain Hook, the Cheshire cat, Jack Sprat, Little Boy
Blue, Simple Simon, Little Miss Muffet sitting on her plastic
tuffet, Old Mother Hubbard and, of course, the Cow that jumped over
the moon. There were also giant candy canes and gingerbread figures
and a pirate ship.

Mother Goose’s grotesque museum had
obviously once been a thriving enterprise at one point in its
existence—but that, as they say, was a long, long time ago. Today,
the new owner had come to take possession of a faded and peeling
relic of forgotten glory. Mother Goose and her brood of tattered
giants no longer grinned down from their towering majesty. They
stood forlornly leaned and lurched above the worn carpeted runways,
a bedraggled metaphor for the relentless march of time. Her
Fantasyland had become a blighted and broken heap of memories and
now, by the grace of Grace, it all belonged to Eddie Carpis,
retired hit man.

Grace saw Eddie bending over to inspect
one of the numerous holes in the carpeted runway and quickly
diverted his attention back to the sign still merrily blinking its
futile come-on to the distant freeway traffic.

“Today, a sign like
that would cost a lot of money.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet.”
Eddie angled a sour gaze upward. For a brief few seconds, he
thought about the miles of neon brilliance he’d seen in Las
Vegas—but he could not remember ever seeing anything quite like
Mother Goose and her electric golf swing.

Grace peered over her granny glasses,
searching the area for a sign of life. “You didn’t see the
handyman, did you? He should be around someplace, his name is Elmo,
he lives here.”

Eddie scanned the desolation before
him. “I don’t see nobody.”

~

Grace and Eddie had not noticed the
activity in progress beneath Mount Everest. This wire and plaster
replica of the famous mountain had been erected, like some of the
park’s other monstrosities, in a casual disregard of the Mother
Goose theme. Mount Everest rose precariously at a warped angle to
hide not only the freeway beyond, but a maintenance shed and the
tiny living quarters built into the back of it.

Repairs were presently underway at the
base of the mountain. There was grim determination on his scrawny,
sunburned face as Elmo Pitt, the park’s shirtless handyman, stepped
through the camouflaged door carrying a large pipe wrench. His
overalls were wet and dirty at the knees and they flopped loosely
on his bony frame as he knelt down to inspect a leaking water
pipe.

Mount Everest was Elmo’s private
domain, the storage facility where he kept the park’s equipment and
supplies. It was also home for Elmo and his live-in companion,
Chiquita, his dull-witted parrot. He’d tried to teach her cute
things to say but Chiquita suffered from a learning disorder; she
was able to retain only two words, one of which was very tacky.
This forced Elmo to keep Chiquita tucked away inside Mount Everest
and out of sight so she wouldn’t converse with the paying
customers.

Elmo fitted the wrench onto the leaking
water pipe and started to give it a turn, but stopped and adjusted
a curious squint at the two visitors walking toward the castle. He
twisted around to relay the news to his roommate:

“I think that guy who
was lookin’ over the place finally bought it. He’s here with the
real estate lady again.”

“Holy shit!” From
somewhere deep within the bowels of Mount Everest, Chiquita had
unleashed her total vocabulary.

Elmo nodded, glumly sharing Chiquita’s
reaction. “I hope he keeps me on, that’s all I hope.”

He watched the visitors disappear into
the castle and then turned back to his repairs, pausing to say a
silent prayer as he tightened the wrench on the dribbling pipe and
slowly turned it. He needed to fix the leak before the park opened
tomorrow or he would lose a small but dependable source of side
money.

Mount Everest not only hid the
maintenance equipment and Elmo and Chiquita’s living quarters from
view, it also served as a scenic backdrop for the park’s miniature
“lake.” This dubious body of water sinewed around and between the
golf runways to end in a large free-form pool at the base of the
plaster mountain. The pool contained, in addition to a heavy layer
of decomposing debris on the bottom, a large concrete turtle
mounted on a permanent pipe stanchion. Like the other fantasy
characters which peopled the park, the turtle grinned
relentlessly.

This miniature lake was a shallow and
fetid pond which Elmo once a week dyed a sickening blue with
chemicals in a hopeless effort to discourage stagnation. The
circulating pump which had formerly aided in this function was
still broken because he had not yet fixed it—and probably never
would. As with all the other artifacts of Mother Goose Fantasyland,
this untidy pool at the base of Mount Everest had been given a
name:“Lake Thelma.” It was posted on a sign at the edge of the
concrete bank, a dedication in honor of the wife of the previous
owner. Elmo guessed he’d have to remove the sign, in compliance
with the prerogative of new ownership, and give the pool a
re-christening.

The small bubbling
fountain which fed Lake Thelma had not been part of the original
design. The fountain was Elmo’s private con, the reason for his
present concern with the leaking water pipe. He had constructed the
fountain from a batch of leftover concrete and attached the
apparatus to the existing water system and added the
piece de resistance: a
small hand-lettered sign which identified the fountain as “The
Magic Wishing Waters.”

Elmo Pitt has lived most of his
sixty-three years looking for the easy ride. Two of those years,
when he was much younger and more impulsive, were spent at Joliet
Penitentiary where he served some hard time for theft. After that,
he took on a vagabond way of life and decided not to ever again
steal anything that could be classed as a felony. His inherent
resistance to responsible work habits brought him into other
scrapes and Elmo was able, through the subsequent years since his
incarceration at Joliet, to familiarize himself with a number of
local jail systems around the country.

Elmo became a figure of ridicule within
his circle of peers; he always got caught at whatever hustle he
tried. He was simply not creatively wicked at the core and his
criminal career never proved to be either distinguished or
profitable. It was the aging process that finally persuaded him to
take the job at Mother Goose Fantasyland Park; he figured he could
fake it until better times came along. The job also came with free
meals from the snack bar and a mountain to sleep under. Time and
bad luck had worn away his dreams of ever making the big score.

But Elmo still had an insatiable
appetite for the easy buck. The fountain he’d built, “The Magic
Wishing Waters,” was, in a way, his last hurrah. He knew he’d never
be a good handyman, and he also knew he’d never pull off the
perfect felony—but he had a special insight about human nature and
how to legally tap it for profit.

He tightened the coupling on the water
pipe and watched in amazement as the leak stopped and the fountain
began to gurgle, once again playing its rippling rhythm. Elmo
sighed with relief and looked around to relay the good news to the
other resident of Mount Everest:

“Got it
fixed!”

Another resounding “Holy Shit!” echoed
from within the plaster monolith; Chiquita was obviously pleased.
Elmo smiled as he watched his fountain dance and sparkle, a shrine
to the certainty of human behavior.

Give the turkeys bubbling waters and
they shall throw coins.

 



Chapter 4

“Seven o’clock sound
good, Eddie?”

 


Grace searched through her alligator
briefcase for some papers, more goddamned papers, while Eddie
grimaced and squirmed. He was plunked into a wheezy swivel chair
and braced to suffer the rest of the transition. There were all the
details which had to be concluded with the new owner of Mother
Goose Fantasyland Park before Grace could hand over the keys. She
wanted to show him the files of tax statements and licensing
documents because he would need to familiarize himself with
everything before he took charge. Eddie sat at the dilapidated
desk, which had been abandoned by the previous owner along with a
broken file cabinet, while Grace rummaged through the cabinet to
retrieve some dusty folders. She began sorting them into proper
order as she positioned herself at Eddie’s left shoulder.

“Let me get
everything straightened out so you won’t be confused, Mister
Carpis.”

Eddie wanted to tell her it was too
late as she sorted the files and had a nice conversation with
herself about the necessity for neatness. He took another
new-owner’s look around the musty cubicle which could only loosely
be described as an “office” and shook his head, muttering his
utility word softly to himself:

“Sonuvabitch.” In
deference to Grace, he thoughtfully muttered it on the leeward side
of her hearing aide.

Grace continued sorting files and
talking to herself while Eddie took in the assortment of girlie
calendars nailed to the wall above the filing cabinet; a small
bonus from the previous owner. He sighed and thought about the
redhead who’d knocked on his condo door several days ago, trying to
imagine how Rosie and her big tits would look on a calendar. The
mental image of it gave him a few seconds of escape, but only a
few. Grace finally arranged the file folders into the order she
wanted and began stacking them on the desk in front of Eddie, each
file receiving a brief explanation.

It was, to Eddie, a recitation in a
foreign language. He sat stiffly at the desk, a helpless captive as
she leaned over his shoulder dropping file folders one by one in
front of him and breathing great clouds of denture breath down his
neck.

“These are previous
health department inspections for the snack bar.”

“Uh huh.”

“And here’s the
report from the pest control people.”

Eddie blinked. “Pests? What pests?”

Grace dismissed it with a wave.
“Gophers.”

“Gophers?” Eddie
opened the file and frantically searched the papers within for
something that would clarify his abundant lack of animal knowledge.
Grace gave him a reassuring pat.

“They dig holes in
the ground but don’t worry, Mister Olson assured me the
exterminator got every one of the cute little rascals.”

Eddie silently wondered if Mister
Olson’s hit man really knew how to fix gophers for good.

Grace’s litany droned on as the file
folders fell one by one onto a growing stack. Eddie sat there in
helpless silence; it was, for a man who had never practiced
legitimacy, a scarifying lesson on the pitfalls of going straight.
There were also change of ownership forms to be filled out,
licenses to be renewed, and the Health Department would have to
make a new inspection of the snack bar facilities.

The last folder finally fell and Eddie
nodded weakly. “Yeah, okay, I think I got it.”

He was saturated, his eyes had turned
into blank Orphan Annie circles. He stole another glance at the
calendar artwork above the filing cabinet and wished he were
somewhere else, anywhere else. Grace reached into her alligator
briefcase and fished out another form and dropped it onto the
pile.

“Oh, I almost forgot.
Here’s a copy of the termite inspection.”

Eddie blanched. “Termite
inspection?”

“It’s a standard
requirement in transactions like this.”

“Oh.” Eddie smothered
his newest anguish with a casual shrug; he didn’t want to appear to
be too dumb.

“So how many termites
did they find?”

“None. You’re all
clear on that one.”

She smiled and gave him another pat and
Eddie tried to smile back. The termite report was only a sliver of
good news, but he was grateful. Grace fussed around again in her
briefcase and located a jingling cluster of keys on a ring and
dangled them in front of his face with ceremonial flourish.

“Well, that’s all
there is to it, Mister Carpis. You’re the boss now.”

Eddie stared at the keys and then
looked down at the awesome stack of file folders piled on the desk
before him. Something had gone sour in the pit of his stomach. He
reached to take the keys and walked to the window and took a long
slow gaze across the sagging wasteland of his new investment. He
couldn’t be sure from this distance, but it seemed to him that Jack
was hanging onto the beanstalk by his thumbs.

~

Eddie and Rosie arrived at the
underground parking garage at Beachfront Terrace almost
simultaneously. Her parking space was conveniently close to the
sliding security gate at the entrance and she was backing her
convertible into space #317 when the sports car shot down the ramp
past her. Eddie was returning from Grace’s indoctrination at Mother
Goose Fantasyland and gloomily preoccupied as he wheeled the car
into his parking space and got out. He thought he’d seen a fluff of
red hair as he drove through the gate, but he wasn’t feeling too
sociable as he peered across the illuminated garage and saw the
woman get out of her car. Without so much as a glance in Eddie’s
direction, Rosie leaned back over the top of the convertible’s door
to retrieve something inside—a move of exquisite and deliberate
intent.

Her voluptuous body was bent over the
door from the waist and the maneuver had hiked up her beach
pullover, revealing not only the remarkable length and perfect
proportions of her sun-bronzed legs, but also a generous flash of
lacy red panties.

Eddie was a man conditioned to make
identification from long distances and he instantly confirmed
it—yeah, it was her, Rosie with the great tits. The sight of the
red panties had also restored his sociability and he waved.

“Hi,
Rosie!”

Rosie jerked up from her sprawl over
the car door and looked around with a pretended smile of surprise.
Her golden bracelet tinkled as she waved back.

“Oh, hi there,
Eddie!”

Once more she turned back to the
convertible and slithered her body over the car door in a renewed
search. Eddie stood there watching her panties twitching in the
air—which, for a joyful moment, made him forget the pile of file
folders still waiting for him on the front seat of his car.
Finally, Rosie straightened, the sunglasses she pretended to search
for now in hand, and turned to give her full attention back to
Eddie.

“I didn’t know that
was you.”

“Yeah, it’s me.” He
began gathering up the stack of file folders Grace Farber had
bequeathed to him as he tried to think of something to say to keep
the conversation going.

“How’s the homeowners
association?”

“What?”

Another car pulled into the garage at
that precise moment and the noise blocked Eddie’s question. He gave
Rosie a wait-a-minute gesture and bent down to pick up the rest of
the file folders on the front seat, and also the bottle of
champagne Grace had given him; her standard after-the-sale gift to
clients. He juggled his load across the garage to the elevator as
Rosie moved on an intersecting course.

“Need some help,
Eddie?”

“I got it, I
think.”

She punched the button. The elevator
doors opened and she held them while Eddie shuffled on board with
his load. One of the file folders slipped from his grasp and
spilled to the floor, scattering papers. Eddie grimaced, barely
managing to balance the rest of the folders and the bottle of
champagne.

“Sonuvabitch!”

“It’s okay, relax.”
Rosie dived to recover the spilled papers while Eddie stuck his
foot against the safety bumper to hold back the doors; the warning
signal was insistently buzzing.

“I should’ve made two
trips.”

Surreptitiously managing to give most
of the papers a quick scan as she picked them up, Rosie grabbed the
last fallen paper and stuffed it back into the file folder. Eddie
released the doors and she slid the rescued folder back under his
arm.

“There. Rosie to the
rescue.”

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” She
gestured the champagne bottle dangling from his grasping fingers.
“At least you didn’t drop the important stuff.”

“Yeah.” Eddie
cautiously nodded.

Rosie turned toward the control panel,
finger poised.

“Five, wasn’t it,
Eddie? Five oh eight?”

“Check.”

She hit two buttons, hers and his, and
the elevator began its ascent. She turned back to him with a
sparkling smile and gestured the champagne again.

“Must be party
time.”

“It’s a gift from the
real estate agent.”

“Oh. You mean that
‘investment’ you were talking about, the ‘recreational
facility’?”

He managed a halfhearted shrug.

“Yeah. The escrow
closed, now I’m a businessman for real.”

Rosie offered a quick laugh.
“Congratulations, Eddie. You must be very happy.”

“That’s one way to
put it.”

Eddie’s response died in his throat.
“Happy” was not exactly the word he would’ve used to describe how
he felt about his new investment. The hum of the elevator filled a
moment of awkward silence as both of them faced the doors and Rosie
raised an arm to preen the confused jumble of red hair which seemed
to be exploding from the top of her head. The move gave Eddie a
brief but unobstructed view of her low-slung pullover and its
heaving contents before she lowered her arm again and looked
around. Eddie quickly aborted his gaze to check the blinking
numbers above the door which confirmed the elevator’s imminent
arrival at Rosie’s floor. He knew there was precious little time
left to say something that might be remotely interesting, but that
session with Grace had turned his brains to oatmeal.

Rosie was also aware of the wasting
seconds and she gestured the bottle gripped precariously in his
fingers.

“I love
champagne.”

“Yeah?”

“It’s my very
favorite. Anytime, day or night.”

Eddie wasn’t sure but it sounded as if
she was doing it to him again, inviting him to invite her. He
debated whether or not to chance it, she’d cut him dead before, she
could do it again. Three hours with Grace Farber convinced Eddie he
didn’t want rejection, he wanted to get laid. The elevator jerked
to a stop and the doors glided open. Eddie was forced to blurt a
hasty ad lib: “If I put it in the refrigerator, it’ll be cold in a
couple of hours.”

Rosie seemed impressed by the oblique
statement. “Uh-huh, it would take that long at least.”

She gave him a twinkly little laugh and
stepped off the elevator and the doors began to close. Eddie could
feel his libido sagging. The broad did it to him again, she cut him
dead.

Suddenly, a wedge of jeweled fingers
shot through the last inches of the rapidly closing space and
tripped the safety bumper and the doors jerked into reverse. Poised
in a long-legged stance Marshal Dillon would’ve envied, Rosie stood
there across the threshold smiling at him with a mischievous gleam
in her lavendered gaze.

“Seven o’clock sound
good, Eddie?”

Eddie was still staring in mute
astonishment as the doors closed again and the elevator resumed its
climb to the fifth floor two floors up.

~

Rosie took her time as she sat at the
mirror applying make-up; it was all part of her game plan. She
intended to arrive at Eddie’s condo at seven-thirty, not at seven
as she’d said. She would be a purposeful thirty minutes late
because she knew being late had a certain tantalizing effect, it
put a man off balance. This is how Rosie wanted Eddie Carpis to be
tonight, off balance and unsuspecting.

She was wearing silk party pajamas and
her mass of red hair had been subdued into a more controlled state
of disarray. The pajamas were a pale violet color, soft and
slippery, and the fabric shimmered and slid into endless contours
with every move. This was Rosie’s favorite way to dress for special
occasions. Her closets were filled with expensive outfits, but her
silk party pajamas had a magic all their own; they gave her the
kind of look she knew men loved.

The pajamas also transformed Rosie’s
self image. They were like the pajamas she’d once seen Jean Harlow
wear in an old late night movie. Rosie never forgot the way the
blond actress swept into the room with that go-to-hell way of hers
and she bonded to Jean Harlow forever when she saw that movie. If
she hadn’t got married to Gus and pregnant with Charley
Boy—actually the timing was the other way around—Rosie might’ve
ended up being another Jean Harlow herself. This was her enduring
fantasy, it drove her in a relentless quest to keep herself and her
aging assets in a place of frozen time.

Rosie finished the make-up and she was
making a careful appraisal of her handiwork in the mirror as
Charley Boy suddenly appeared in the doorway behind her. He gave
his mother his standard smart-ass smirk.

“Seeing Marty
tonight?”

“No.”

She continued to inspect every inch of
her perfectly-cosmeticked features as he snickered.

“Oh ho, got yourself
some new business, huh?”

One of Rosie’s eyebrows arched upward,
her critical gaze still fastened on her mirrored image.

“What do you want,
Charley Boy?”

“One of my credit
cards is missing.”

“It’s not your credit
card, it’s mine. And I took it back!”

Charley Boy chewed on his teeth. “Next
time how about asking first?”

“I did ask, two days
ago.”

“Thanks for
nothing.”

Rosie started to flare but caught
herself; she didn’t want to get upset, not tonight. She took a deep
breath and twisted around, forcing herself to smile as she patted
her hands and held them out as if beckoning a toddler.

“Come here,
sweetheart. What’s wrong? Have I been unfair to my little
man?”

Charley Boy stood fast; he wasn’t about
to get close enough to be snared by his mother’s outstretched
talons.

“Cut the
crap.”

“Okay, and you can do
the same, mister smart mouth.”

Rosie withdrew her motherly reach and
turned back to the mirror; she did not have time to play her full
spectrum of maternal clichés.

“Just don’t plan on
borrowing my credit card again.”

“Who needs
it.”

Charley Boy started to turn away. Rosie
shot a frown at his reflected image.

“Where are you
going?”

“What the hell
difference does it make?”

Rosie’s frown dissolved into a hurt but
brave pout. “I’m supposed to worry about you whether you like it or
not. I’m your mother.”

Charley Boy executed his standard
upward roll of the eyeballs.

“How could I ever
forget.”

“Ha ha, you forget
all the time.”

Charley Boy’s jaw gritted. “I’ll be
home late.”

His mirrored image disappeared around
the doorway as Rosie spun around to throw the words in his
wake:

“So will
I!”

She heard the front door slam and
sulked a moment, then turned back to the mirror to resume her
appraisal. The exchange with her son had taken off the shine of her
lipstick and she picked up a tube of gloss and applied a fresh
coat. Her mouth once more glistened in a red and alluring
splendor.

Rosie had surprised herself this time;
she did not let Charley Boy’s nastiness upset her. She knew it was
because she was more involved in her feelings about Mister Eddie
Carpis in #508, and nothing was going to get in the way of that.
She felt a strange and unfamiliar excitement within herself, and
she intended to fully savor all that had happened to bring her to
this point in time. It wasn’t a sexual excitement so much as a
sense of anticipation, of urgency almost.

She reminded herself not to forget the
bottle of imported champagne in the refrigerator; she would take it
with her to augment the cheap stuff Eddie had received from his
real estate agent. Besides, an extra bottle of champagne would also
make the evening a more relaxed encounter—and that’s exactly what
she wanted. The bubbly had been in her refrigerator for two weeks,
a present from Marty Flescher, her son’s employer and Rosie’s
sometime lover. For a moment, she thought about Marty and gave
herself a trace of a smile. She wondered who he would be doing it
with tonight, but she didn’t really care because it wasn’t going to
be her.

From the beginning, when he’d picked up
her check at that bistro, she considered her ongoing affair with
Marty Flescher to be nothing but a convenient arrangement for both
of them; terrific sex and no strings attached. Rosie knew she could
not admit to any feelings of real affection for Marty, and he’d
probably say the same about her. Marty was simply a temporary
accommodation, the best of the available lot in her diminishing
market place. He was a big spender, he bought her presents and took
her to the best places and she liked that kind of treatment. But it
wasn’t the same as having somebody she could actually relate to in
a, well, truly honest way.

Even so, Rosie would still have to
acknowledge one nice thing about Marty Flescher: he’d been very
generous about Charley Boy and this made her feel, if nothing else,
a sense of obligation. When she’d explained her troubles with her
delinquent son, Marty was sympathetic. She told him, with real
tears, that her son had suffered a great tragedy in his young life.
Charley Boy had lost his father at a time when a boy needs a father
most of all; he’d grown up rebellious and irresponsible and she
didn’t know what to do. She’d tried to reason with him and cajole
him into making some kind of life for himself, but Charley Boy
ignored her pleas and lounged around the apartment all day watching
television.

Marty, the owner of a large auto parts
store, agreed to give Rosie’s son a job “running errands” and this
offered her a new sense of hope. She didn’t know, however, that he
was not only the king of auto parts, he also ran a lucrative
sideline in stolen vehicles. Her son quickly graduated from errand
boy into a new career as Marty Flescher’s number one car thief.

It had been six months since Charley
Boy started his job and Rosie was amazed at the change she saw in
him. He didn’t lounge around home watching TV anymore; he was
always out “running errands”—although Rosie didn’t know exactly
what kind of errands. There was something else she didn’t know:
Marty and her son had made a gentleman’s agreement about her.
Marty’s relationship with Charley Boy’s mother would be kept
separate and apart from their business dealings; neither would
mention anything about how Charley Boy made his spending money.

Rosie got up from the mirror and walked
to the kitchen and took the bottle of champagne out of the
refrigerator and glanced at the clock. It was 7:24, right on time
for her 7:00 o’clock date. She carried the champagne with her as
she turned down the hallway.

Her bedroom was another spectacular
example of Rosie’s unique flair for decorating; everything in sight
was a festival of matching patterns. The puffed bedspread, done in
muted paisley shades, matched the pleated headboard, which matched
the adjacent wallpaper, which matched the fabrics of the bedside
chair, the draperies and the lampshade.

Rosie went to the closet and chose a
large bag. She slid the bottle of champagne into it, slung the bag
on her shoulder and checked herself in a full-length mirror. The
effect made her frown and she decided it would look better to carry
the bag in her hand instead of wearing it. She crossed to the
dresser and bent to open the bottom drawer and searched beneath the
row of folded cashmere sweaters to pull a cloth-wrapped package
from its hiding place. She folded back a corner of the cloth to
inspect the small, pearl-handled .22 caliber pistol. Rosie clearly
remembered what Gus had said all those years ago when he gave it to
her: “A broad like you should know how to take care of
herself.”

There was a placid satisfaction in
Rosie’s gaze as she stared at the tiny weapon; it almost looked
like a toy but she knew it wasn’t. She thought about what her
husband had said and the perfectly-painted outline of her mouth
tightened itself into a firm red line. Gus was right, a woman like
her would always have to take care of herself—herself and Charley
Boy.

Rosie rewrapped the cloth around the
gun and inserted it into the bag and tucked it out of sight beneath
the bottle of champagne. She turned to inspect herself in the
mirror one last time and then walked out of the bedroom and down
the hall. The clock in the kitchen showed 7:28; it was time for her
date with the new tenant in #508 and she knew it was going to be a
night to remember.

At least Rosie intended to remember
it.

 



Chapter 5

“What you see is what
you get, Eddie”

 


“Happeee New
Year!”

Eddie’s thumb gave the cork a final
nudge and the explosion shot it into a high arc across his empty
dining room. He grinned at Rosie and twisted the champagne bottle
in time to guide most of the spume into one of the two plastic
water glasses that comprised his total inventory of drinking
vessels. Eddie felt good, she could see it in his eyes; they were
glistening in a relaxed alcoholic haze. He filled both glasses,
paused to take an eye-level check, deciding Rosie’s glass needed
more champagne as he canted the bottle again.

“Just another little
squirt or two.”

Rosie squealed. “Wait, stop!” The
bubbling froth was already spilling over the lip of the glass.

“I got it, I got it!”
He quickly bent down to gulp the overflow, slurping it with
exaggerated gusto as Rosie laughed.

“Eddie, you’re too
much.”

Eddie came back up from his salvage
mission, gave her a wink.

“See, didn’t lose a
drop.” He topped off his own glass with more champagne and raised
it in a toast.

“To good
times.”

Rosie picked up her glass and lightly
clicked it against his, adding her own appendage to the toast:

“Good times . . . and
new friends.”

She took only a sip but continued to
hold the glass to her lips as if drinking more. Rosie was pacing
herself as she watched Eddie slug down his champagne in two-fisted
gulps. An hour had passed since she arrived at Eddie’s condo and
they were now officially into their second bottle of champagne, the
good stuff Rosie had brought. She told him it was a congratulatory
gift for his closed escrow.

At the beginning, they talked about
neutral subjects—the homeowner’s association, the problems of
living in a condominium, the high cost of automobile insurance. It
was the warm-up process and Rosie did most of the talking. What she
wanted most of all was to flesh out the real Eddie Carpis, to read
the puzzle behind the laconic facade.

She had poised herself on a stool at
the bar, it was the only seating accommodation available, and Eddie
had taken a standing position in the kitchen directly across the
bar from where she sat. It was the opening formation in the game of
getting laid.

The mystery beneath Eddie’s unpolished
surface was what interested Rosie more than anything else; she felt
as if she’d known him a very long time, and in a way she had. She
also recognized the fear, or was it a natural suspicion, that
blanketed Eddie’s coarse demeanor. She’d seen it from the
beginning; he would be responsive one moment, then suddenly retreat
and close himself off. Everything he did or said seemed to be
triggered by some deep internal imprint. Eddie was a primitive man
and there was something, well, very appealing about that to Rosie
and she knew why. Her husband had been a primitive man too, and so
had all the other men she felt like remembering.

Eddie drank his champagne too fast as a
belch rolled up from his complaining stomach before he could
smother it with his fist. He gave her a rueful grin.

“Not bad manners,
just good booze.”

Rosie laughed and picked up the bottle
of champagne and poised it over his empty glass.

“How about some more,
Eddie?”

“Sure, lay it on
me.”

She filled his glass again. Eddie was
giving himself a well-earned good time and the champagne made his
head feel light. He picked up his champagne and gestured.

“This is good,
Rosie.”

“Only the best for
you, Eddie.” They each took a drink as Rosie studied him with a
mixture of both amusement and caution. She didn’t want him drunk,
just a little de-sensitized.

“You were telling me
about your wife . . .”

His glistening eyes showed a flash of
discomfort.

“It was a long time
ago.”

“How long
ago?”

“Twenty, twenty-five
years. I don’t remember.”

“You remember her
name, don’t you?”

“Yeah, sure. It was
Irene, Irene Gloria.” Eddie gulped more champagne while Rosie
waited; she wasn’t finished with the topic yet.

“What
happened?”

“Nothing. She walked
out. Just packed up and left.”

“Why?”

“Who knows.” Eddie
picked up the bottle of champagne and topped off his glass and took
another quick drink. He was feeling uncomfortable with her
questions and his voice now had a faint edge to it. “She didn’t
like being married, I guess, not to me anyway.”

Rosie could see Eddie retreating into
his protective shell and she smiled and retreated first.

“I liked being
married. At least sometimes I liked it.”

“Nothing’s perfect,
right?”

“Right.” Rosie
clamped a thumb and two fingers on her glass and rotated it on the
bar top.

“Gus and I were
married almost twelve years.”

Eddie took another big gulp of
champagne and gave her a nod of pretended interest.

“Yeah, that’s a long
time.” He wanted to cut off any deeper exploration of the subject.
“What was it, his ticker?”

“No, Gus was strong
as a bull. He died of . . . other causes.”

“We all got to buy it
sooner or later.”

Rosie did not react to the comment as
she took a sip of champagne and gestured her glass.

“He was a big
drinker, Gus. Not the champagne type.”

“Too much hard stuff,
huh?” Eddie liked simple explanations. Rosie looked at him
intently.

“I was just thinking
how there’s something about the way both of you hold your
liquor.”

“Yeah?”

“Gus could be dead
drunk, but he was always in control. Always.” Rosie’s voice trailed
off as she stared down at her glass and turned it in a
circle.

Eddie wanted to get Rosie into his bed
and he knew talking about dead husbands was not the way to do it.
He picked up the bottle of champagne and filled her glass to
brim.

“Have another drink,
Rosie.” He waited for her to pick up the glass: “Go on, take a big
slug, it’ll make you feel better.”

She looked at him with a sly smile.

“Eddie, if I didn’t
know better, I’d say you’re trying to get me drunk.”

Eddie grinned, his affable mood
restored. “That wouldn’t be so bad, would it?”

“Sure, why
not.”

Rosie belted down a good drink of her
champagne, then reached across the bar and took Eddie’s hand in
hers and began playing with his fingers.

“You are so right,
Eddie, I’m starting to feel a lot better.” She was lightly tracing
an invisible line in and out of the cleft between each finger. The
preliminaries were over, this was the start of the main
event.

“You’ve got very
strong hands, Eddie, know that?”

“Yeah?”

“It makes a woman
feel secure.”

The mood had abruptly fused into an
intimate coziness; Rosie was turning up the heat. Eddie watched her
play with his fingers and it bothered him slightly, and also
excited him.

“That feels pretty
good.”

“Does it?”

“Yeah,
nice.”

“Do you like
massages, Eddie?”

“I used to work out
sometimes at a gym. They had old guys with greasy hands who did
that stuff.”

Eddie had missed the subtlety behind
Rosie’s question.

“I meant do you like
having a woman give you a massage?”

Eddie felt a twinge of discomfort, he
covered it with a shrug of manly indifference.

“Sounds
okay.”

“That’s all? Just
‘okay’?”

“Maybe a little
better than that.”

Eddie watched her stroke his fingers,
captivated by Rosie’s long lacquered nails dancing and skittering
over his hand like a spider. They also gave him a convenient change
of subject.

“You got great
looking nails, Rosie.”

“Thanks.”

“Are they
yours?”

She released his hand and adjusted
herself on the stool to display a full profile view.

“What you see is what
you get, Eddie.”

Eddie chuckled and gave her a little
wink. He felt in charge again and picked up the bottle of champagne
to check the level.

“Only a little left.”
Rosie raised a futile hand to stop him.

“No more for me,
please.”

“Aw, come on.” Eddie
topped off their glasses and shook the bottle in a playful gesture
to squeeze out the last drop.

“That’s it, dead
soldier.”

He slid the empty bottle across the bar
top to join the other one, then leaned forward to plant his elbows
on the bar. He was eye to eye with Rosie and his grin angled off in
a lopsided leer—a primitive man was answering his primitive
urges.

“Hey,
Rosie—”

“Yes, Eddie?” She
would’ve bet a million bucks on what he was going to say
next.

He took a moment to adjust his blurred
vision, have one last gulp of champagne, and then cozied closer;
their faces were barely inches apart.

“How would you like
to, you know, jump under the covers?”

Rosie inhaled deeply and gave him a
slow, languid smile.

“You’re the host,
Eddie . . .”

~

It was near midnight and the street was
dark and empty. The huge building stood inconspicuously within a
cluster of other equally nondescript storage structures and a lamp
mounted on the roof above the loading docks cut a round hole
through the darkness below, illuminating a sign on the wall:
Marty’s Auto Parts, Inc.

The stillness was suddenly broken by
the scrape of tires on gravel. Headlights slashed through the
darkness as the Mercedes glided noiselessly up to the warehouse
docks and stopped. The lights flicked off and two men wearing sweat
suits got out of the car and sprinted up the steps of the dock.

The steel door opened a second before
they reached it. The uniformed guard gave the two visitors a quick
take, lowered his service revolver and stepped back to offer one of
the men a deferent nod.

“Mister
Flescher.”

Marty and Howie pushed by the guard
without a word and stepped inside and peered across the vast
darkness of the warehouse. The guard gestured toward a light
glowing from a doorway on the far side of the building.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/14712
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg





