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This collection is for Kass McHugh, who
believed long ago.


Foreword

 


 


This collection of River City stories is
character based. First you have the tragic Stefan Kopriva, then the
saga of Shae and Laddie, followed by the further exploration of
Connor O’Sullivan and then Glen Bates. The collection ends with a
trip to West Texas just outside El Paso for two installments with
Carl in La Sombra.

I love writing the River City novels. I love
exploring the nooks and crannies of those particular stories. But
there is something satisfying about a taking a side trip down an
unknown alley with a character you don’t know as well as Katie
MacLeod or Thomas Chisolm. There’s a thrill in seeing them get
their moment at center stage and finding out that some of those
characters are every bit as interesting as those River City
mainstays.


 


 


Stefan Kopriva


 


 


Five for Fighting and a Murder Misconduct

 


 


There are few smells better than the ice at a
hockey rink.

I sat in the empty stands and watched the
last River City Flyers practice before opening night. The team
jerseys were orange, just like the NHL Philadelphia Flyers, with a
stylized ‘R’ in place of Philly’s ‘P.’ I’d read somewhere that
there was affiliation between the two teams, but if that were true,
River City’s Flyers would be like a Single A baseball team to
Philadelphia’s Major League.

Even so, the skill of the players was
amazing. They flew up and down the ice like bullets, turning and
cutting back at unbelievably sharp angles. Passes zipped from stick
to stick. When a shooter teed up a shot, the crack of the stick on
the ice was like a gunshot. More amazing yet, two of the players
were padded up a little heavier than the rest and actually stood in
front of those shots, protecting the net.

The old injuries in my shoulder and knee
ached just watching.

“Enjoying the show?”

Matt Sinderling made his way down the steps
and into my row. He dropped down into a seat two spaces over from
me. His ball cap and sewn name tag identified him as arena
security, not a role you would figure him for, given his slight
frame. He ran the office and coordinated efforts during events.
They had sides of beef to do the heavy work.

Earlier in the year, I’d done some work for
him, helping find his teenage daughter. The cost had been high, for
her and for me, and since then, he’d stayed in touch. We had coffee
together once or twice a month. He’d tell me how she was doing,
then ask how I was. I usually lied about that part.

I nodded toward the ice. “They’re good,” I
said, telling the truth.

He smiled. “Better than last season. They’ll
probably finish first in the division.”

“Good.”

“They traded Beaves away to some team in
Ontario and brought up this new kid just out of Junior. He’s a hell
of a goaltender.”

“Good.”

“Got a couple of goalscorers this year,
too.”

“Good.”

“And a scrapper.”

“Good.”

“That all you can say, Stef? Good?”

I shrugged. “None of it matters until the
games get played.”

“True.”

“But I appreciate you getting me in to watch
the practice.”

“No problem,” he said, rubbing his chin and
looking out onto the ice. Then he shook his head. “It’s too
bad.”

“What?”

He pointed. “Number Twenty-Three, see him?
That’s Phillipe Richard.”

He said it with a French accent, Fill-eep
Ree-shard. I followed his finger to Number Twenty-Three. He was
a lumbering skater at least half a head taller than most of the
other players and built like a bulldozer.

“They say he’s a grandnephew to Maurice
Richard,” Matt said. “But he plays the game like Dave Shultz.”

A smile tugged at the corner of my mouth.
Shultz was a fighter that played for Philadelphia during the 1970s.
They called him ‘The Hammer.’ It’d be nice to see a little of that
toughness here at the hometown arena.

“What’s the problem? He can’t keep up with
the rest of the players?”

“No,” Matt said. “I mean, he’s not the
fastest guy on the team, but he’s got some skill. I
guess.”

“Then what?”

Matt shrugged. “I don’t know if I should say.
It’s personal.”

It was then that I realized Matt was playing
me. It ticked me off. I thought about getting up and leaving. Then
I thought about just ignoring it. Finally, I said, “Don’t try to
run a game on me, Matt.”

He affected a shocked look. “What do
you—”

“You want to ask something, ask.”

His face turned bright red and he looked
away, watching the players skate. When he finally looked back at
me, he said, “Sorry. I just didn’t know how.”

“Ask.”

“Okay,” he said, and looked back out to the
ice.

He was quiet again for a while. The sounds of
skate blades cutting into the ice and wooden sticks slapping into
frozen rubber filled the silence. I was beginning to think he was
going to drop it altogether when he turned back to me.

“The thing is, he trusts me. That’s why he
told me about it.”

“Richard?”

“Yeah. He told me one night after a practice.
He was sitting in the stands, staring off into space while I was
making my lock-up rounds. I could just tell something was wrong and
when I asked him about it, he trusted me enough to confide in
me.”

“About what?”

Matt clenched and unclenched his jaw. “His
problem.”

I sighed. “I gathered that. What
problem?”

“It’s about a woman.”

That didn’t surprise me. Back when I was a
police officer, the maxim had been that there were two things that
would cause a cop more trouble than anything else. A wine glass
and a woman’s ass. I thought cops were something special when I
was one of them. Now I realized that they were just people, too,
and that particular maxim applied to most of the men of the
world.

“Would you talk to him, Stef?” Matt asked me.
“Maybe there’s something you can do to help him.”

I looked out onto the ice and watched
Phillipe Richard take a pass from the corner and launch it toward
the net. It went wide and clacked hard into the glass behind.

“I don’t know what I could do,” I said.

“Please? I’d appreciate it.”

“I’ll talk with him,” I said. “That’s all I’m
promising.”

Matt smiled, and I knew why. That’s what I
told him when he said he wanted my help with his teenage
daughter.

You’d think I’d learn.

 


 


A long shrill blast from the assistant
coach’s whistle signaled the end of practice and the players left
the ice. Matt told me it would be about thirty minutes before
Richard would be changed and suggested I wait in the sandwich shop
directly across from the arena.

I walked slowly across the street, my knee
stiff and forcing a painful limp. There was an empty table near the
window and I took it. I wanted to see Richard approach.

Thirty minutes later, he sauntered across the
street to the café. His thick, black hair was gelled back casually
and he wore an expensive tan shirt to go with his pleated slacks. I
knew that there were team dress codes, but I was pretty sure that
was only on game days. The few players that had wandered out of the
arena ahead of him were in jeans.

Richard entered the diner and looked around.
I raised my hand and caught his attention. He gave a disarming
smile and took the seat across me.

“Phillipe Richard,” he said, offering his
hand.

“Stefan Kopriva,” I answered and took it. He
squeezed and the iron strength in his hand was apparent. It was
like shaking hands with a table vise.

“Kopriva?” He cocked his head. “That is a
Czech name, no?”

I nodded, surprised. “My grandmother’s side.
How’d you know? Most people guess Russian, if they guess at
all.”

Richard grinned and rolled his eyes. “Yes,
Russian, I imagine. Especially here. I read in the newspaper that
over ten thousand Russians live in this city now. Is that
true?”

“It might be more. I don’t know. But how’d
you know my name was Czech?”

Richard waved his hand dismissively. “Ah, you
play long enough hockey, pretty soon you learn the difference. I
can tell you if a name is Norwegian, Finnish or Swedish. Much
harder than the difference between Russian and Czech.”

“How long have you played?”

“Since I was three.”

The waitress approached our table and we both
ordered coffee.

“I meant professionally,” I said.

“Oh, of course.” Richard thought for a
moment. “Eight years getting paid. But I played Junior in Val d’Or
for four years before that. That is not technically professional,
but it is the very highest level of hockey for players under
twenty.”

“Where’d you play before River City?”

Richard grinned. “In Quebec, in a Senior
League. My team was called the Chevaliers. Do you know what that
word means in English?”

I shook my head.

“It means Knight. Like Sir Lancelot? Did you
know he was French?”

I shook my head. “I thought King Arthur was
British.”

“Ouí. But Sir Launcelot was
French. Perhaps that is why he ended up with the woman, no? Anyway,
last season, in Quebec, we won the championship.”

“I thought you were traded here from
Trail.”

“Trail?” Richard snorted. “They signed me
away from Quebec during the off-season. Players make twice as much
in this league, so I signed the contract. I came there right after
the season ended. I did a lot of community service as part of the
team, worked hard at training camp, but they traded me to River
City, anyway.”

“Quite a trip.”

“It all pays the same to me,” Richard
said.

Our coffee arrived and I sipped the hot brew.
Richard flashed a smile at the waitress, but didn’t touch his.

“Matt said you might need some help with
something,” I said.

Richard turned back to me. His face tightened
momentarily, especially around the lips. “I am not sure how it is
here in U.S. Are you a private investigator?”

I shook my head. “No.”

His eyes narrowed a little. “No license?”

“I don’t need one in Washington State, as
long as I don’t advertise or portray myself as a private
investigator. It doesn’t matter, though, because the only one I’ve
ever really helped was Matt.”

“Oh, yes, he told me.” Richard reached down
and brought his cup to his lips. “That thing with his
daughter.”

I nodded.

Richard watched me for a moment, then sipped
his coffee again and put the cup back on the table. “It does not
matter. When I said I was not sure how it is here in U.S., I meant
something more.”

“What?”

“I do not know how it is with…problems with
women.”

I stared at him, noting the square jaw and
the slight bend in the bridge of his nose. Although he was
clean-shaven, coarse facial hair already darkened his cheeks and
chin. He looked like the high-speed, low-drag personality I would
expect from a professional athlete. Or a cop, for that matter. But
he didn’t look like a wife-beater.

“Domestic violence laws are pretty stiff,” I
said. “There’s a mandatory arrest provision and—”

He shook his head and waved his hand at me.
“No, nothing like that. I would never beat a woman. I love women.
That is the problem.”

“How so?”

He leaned forward and lowered his voice.
“There is a woman. She follow me from Trail. She is saying that she
is pregnant and that the child, it is mine.”

“Is it?”

Richard clenched his jaw and sat back. Then
he shrugged. “I do not know for sure.”

“So you slept with her.”

“Yes, yes, many times. But this woman, she
also had a husband. I think that she was already pregnant, you see?
That it is the husband’s baby.”

“Get a blood test.”

He nodded vigorously. “Yes, yes, of course I
will. But that will be after the baby is born. Many months
from now.”

“So?”

Richard sighed. “Monsieur Kopriva, this is an
important time for me. This contract to play here is not very much
money. But the way I play the game in Quebec, it catches the eye of
some NHL scouts, you know? And so I come to this league, a higher
league, to show that I am not just a big fish in a small pond. I
will show the scouts that I can play in the NHL. And if they
believe me, I will get an NHL-sized contract.”

“How much?”

“At least five hundred thousand. Maybe a
million dollars even.”

I whistled and drank some more coffee. My
meager medical pension wouldn’t add up to that in fifteen
years.

“You see,” Richard said, “I am not a young
man anymore. This is perhaps my last chance, so I must be focused
on what I must do, and nothing more. Not some woman and perhaps a
baby.”

“That makes sense,” I said. “But what do you
want from me?”

 


 


I walked across the newly opened Monroe
Street Bridge and paused to look down. The Looking Glass River
rumbled below. It was cold, but only because my body was
remembering summer. By January, I’d think back on this day as
balmy.

In my jacket pocket, I had two hundred in
cash that Richard had given me, a pair of tickets to the season
opener tomorrow and the last known location of Anne Marie Stoll,
the woman that was claiming that she was pregnant with Richard’s
child. The address was a cheap motel on the north side of town and
I wanted to drive up. Since I’d been foolish enough to walk to the
arena from my apartment in Browne’s Addition, that meant I had to
walk back.

Two hundred dollars plus my expenses wasn’t a
lot of money, but for what Richard was asking, it was a fortune.
All he wanted was for me to broker a pay-off deal with Anne Marie.
His reasoning was that if all she was doing was extorting him for
some cash, she’d jump at the offer.

Even more important, Richard told me, was my
read on her. He put great stock in my being a cop years ago and he
wanted to know if she was lying or not. Then, he said, he wouldn’t
have to worry about a blood test in the future. He could deal with
the problem and focus on playing hockey.

 


 


“No,” said the desk clerk, looking offended.
“I’m sure. I keep good records.”

“Did she leave a forwarding address?”

He gave me a look that said I was clearly the
biggest moron he’d met today. “How many people do you think leave a
forwarding address?”

I ignored his comment. “How about a previous
address?”

He eyes were suspicious. “Why?”

“I’m trying to find her.”

“No kidding.” The clerk brushed his thick,
greasy hair from his forehead. “Why?”

“It’s personal.”

“So’s the information you’re asking for.”

We stood at an impasse for a few moments,
then I sighed. “All right, look. I work for a bank. Her relative
left her a lot of money, but she doesn’t know it yet.”

“So you’re trying to find her to give her
this good news?”

“Right.”

“What’re you, Ed McMahon?”

“It’s not a bad job.” I played out the ruse.
“I get to make people happy.”

“Baloney.”

“It’s true.”

“It’s baloney.” He pointed at my 1982 Toyota
Celica. “No way does a prize guy drive that piece of junk. You’d at
least have a mini-van.”

“It’s in the shop.”

“Uh-uh. I get junk email like this all the
time. Some rich guy from another country needs to deposit money in
my account to avoid taxes or an evil dictator. It’s a con job.” He
looked back at me. “And so are you.”

I pulled a twenty dollar bill from my pocket.
“You’re right. But this is real.”

 


 


It ended up not being worth twenty dollars. I
got an address in Trail for Anne Marie Stoll that Richard probably
could have supplied. There was no vehicle information listed on the
registration card. So much for his keeping good records.

The only other thing that was worth the price
of admission was that she’d left over a week ago.

 


 


Opening night at the arena was a spectacle.
The players skated out onto the ice through a wall of fog as the
rink announcer boomed out, “Here…are your…River…City…FLYERS!” Rock
music played in the background and the crowd clapped along.

Once all the skaters were on the ice and
lined up along the blue line, the rink announcer introduced each of
them, one at a time.

“In goal,” boomed the disembodied voice of
the announcer, “from York, Saskatchewan, number one, Derek Yeager!”
There was a huge cheer. Word had circulated about the new goalie,
even though he was just out of Junior, and expectations were
high.

When Richard’s turn came, the cheers for him
were polite but unspectacular. If what Matt said about him were
true, that would change soon.

The opposing team was from Trail, British
Columbia, and that seemed to suit Richard just fine. He didn’t
start the game, but about three minutes in, he climbed over the
boards for his first shift. He was a powerful skater, driving
forward with his thick legs. There was nothing graceful in his
stride, just unbridled power.

A Trail forward skated up the left wing and
cut to the center at the Flyers blue line, dragging the puck around
a River City defenseman. He tried to dipsy-doodle around another
defender and glanced down at the puck as he stick-handled.

Richard skated along the blue line and as the
forward glanced down, he drove his shoulder into the other player’s
chest, sending him flying backward. The River City defenseman
gathered in the puck and zipped it up the wing.

One of the bigger Trail players, a red-headed
giant named McHugh, immediately went after Richard for the check
and neither one of them needed any more coaxing. Gloves and sticks
hit the ice and they clenched, each struggling for find purchase on
the other’s jersey. Richard threw two booming rights. One glanced
off McHugh’s shoulder and the second knocked his helmet off.

A great cheer went up from the crowd. McHugh
fought back gamely, lashing out with rights of his own, but Richard
slipped them. He threw another heavy punch with his right hand,
then grabbed a fistful of jersey near the collar and threw a left
hook just as McHugh was drawing back to punch. The blow landed
along his jaw and McHugh slumped to his knees. The crowd roared and
the linesmen intervened, separating the two players.

Richard skated to the penalty box, nodding
his head to the fans who cheered in appreciation. After a moment or
two, his opponent rose on shaky legs and skated to the other
penalty box. The two chattered at each other across the
scorekeeper’s box. The crowd loved it.

The checking picked up after that and the
game was intense. Three minutes later, Wayne Langer, a skater I
recognized from last season, wristed one past the Trail goaltender
and the crowd went nuts. The River City goal song blasted out of
the sound system and eight thousand voices cried, “Whoa-oh-oh-oh”
in unison.

I smiled and sipped my drink.

When the five minute penalties ended, Richard
and McHugh were allowed out of the penalty boxes. Each man skated
along his own blue line, still jawing at the other all the way to
the bench. Before the puck was dropped, the Trail coach made a line
change, sending McHugh out on the right wing. The River City coach
responded by putting Richard on the left wing.

The puck dropped.

So did the gloves.

The second tilt was more of an even affair,
with both men trading punches to a stalemate. After a dozen or so,
the linesmen stepped between and broke it up. McHugh and Richard
spent another five minutes in the penalty box jawing at each
other.

The crowd was electric. I heard fans around
me asking each other who number twenty-three was and consulting the
program flyer.

As soon as their five minutes were up, the
two heavyweights squared off again. This time, Richard fought with
an intense fury, pummeling McHugh with his right hand until the
Trail player collapsed to his knees. The linesmen separated them
and Richard skated straight for the bench and down the tunnel
toward the locker room.

“Where’s he going?” the girl next to me asked
her boyfriend, who shrugged.

“Three fights is a game misconduct,” the old
man behind us advised.

Two of McHugh’s teammates helped him off the
ice and down the tunnel to his own locker room. River City fans
jeered him.

Even the public announcer’s voice seemed
excited when he announced the penalties. “Trail penalty to number
seven, Kevin McHugh. River City penalty to number twenty-three,
Phillipe Richard. Both receive five for fighting and a game
misconduct.”

At Richard’s name, a cheer started. It built
up over the announcement and washed down onto the ice.

It was official. The crowd loved him.

 


 


I spoke with Richard after practice the next
morning. The coach put them through a light skate, since they
played the night before and had another game that night. He saw me
in the stands with Matt and waved me down into the tunnel.

“What news?” he asked.

“None,” I told him. “She’s not at that motel
anymore.”

“You’re sure?”

“Positive. Maybe she left town and went
home.”

His brow furrowed. “No. She called just
yesterday afternoon.”

“She called you?”

He shook his head. “No, my agent. She bother
him all the time.”

 


 


Patrick Bourdon was exactly like I expected a
French lawyer to look. His suit was cut to fit his slender frame
and his hair was gelled perfectly into place. The only thing that
spoiled the image was the fact that I met him in his hotel room and
not some swanky office in Montreal.

He offered me coffee and I accepted. Instead
of the complimentary packets in most hotels, he had his own
coffee-maker, complete with gourmet beans and grinder.

“There are some luxuries one cannot do
without,” he told me. “Besides, I am very pleased at the selection
of beans here in your city, Mr. Kopriva.”

I shrugged. I preferred black coffee and
though I wouldn’t turn up my nose at a more exotic roast, I wasn’t
particularly fond of the foo-foo gourmet stuff.

While the coffee brewed, Bourdon and I sat
across a small table from each other. His laptop lay to his left,
running but with the top closed.

“You do much of your work out of hotels?”

He shrugged. “I have a small office in my
home. But when I have a strong client on the verge of a signing, I
like to be where he is. Besides, a telephone and an Internet
connection is all I really need.”

“Is Richard on the verge?”

He spread his arms with a flourish. “Well, I
am here, after all.”

“Signing with who?”

“Several teams are interested. My duty is to
ensure that he goes to the right team at the right price.”

The aroma of the brewing coffee floated over
us. I had to admit it smelled pretty good. “He said he might sign
for a half million dollars.”

“Oh, surely,” Bourdon said. “But it will
likely be two or three times that. It just depends.”

“On what?”

Bourdon smiled. “On how well he plays. And who gets hurt or traded
up in the show.”

“So he’ll go to the NHL?”

“Oh, certainly,” Bourdon said. “But he will
have to toil for a bit in the American Hockey League, to prove he
is no fluke.”

“Like he’s doing now, in this league?”

“Precisely. Now, Mr. Kopriva, Phillipe told
me you were trying to help him with this Stoll situation.”

I nodded. “That’s right.”

“What are you intending to do?”

“Just what he asked me to do. Find the woman
and make an offer.”

“Which Phillipe has no intention of
paying.”

“No,” I said. “But he seems to think that
I’ll be able to tell whether she’s lying or not.”

“Yes, he said you used to be a constable of
some kind?”

I didn’t answer, only nodded.

Bourdon didn’t push the matter. “Well, if it
will put Phillipe’s mind to rest so that he can focus on what is
most important right now, then I am all for it. What can I do to
help?”

“He said that Anne Marie Stoll called you
recently?”

“The woman calls me at least once a
week.”

“When was the most recent call?”

“Yesterday.”

“What was the call about?”

“Same as always. When is Phillipe going to
sign his big contract? How much will I get for him? And so on.”

“What did you tell her?”

“Nothing,” Bourdon said, indignant. “She is
not my client.”

“Did she say where she was staying?”

Bourdon’s look of indignation faded to
amusement. “No.”

“What’s so funny?”

“She said she was hiding to avoid trouble
from Phillipe.”

I watched his eyes. They were a stony gray
and the amusement in them was genuine. “Why would she hide from
him?”

“I don’t know. But she wasn’t any good at
it.”

“Why?”

“Because her telephone number appeared on my
caller ID.” He brought out his cell phone from his jacket pocket
and pushed a few buttons. His smile grew and he turned the phone
around toward me. “Can you do anything with that?”

I scrawled the number down. “Thanks.”

He replaced the cell phone and rose. “The
coffee is finished,” he said.

 


 


That afternoon, I met Adam at the Rocket
Bakery. He showed up five minutes late, ordered his latté and sat
down across from me.

“What’s happening, Cochise?” he asked me.

“I have a job,” I said.

He took a drink and licked the foam from his
lips. “Doing what?”

“It’s more of a favor,” I said, and explained
it to him.

When I was finished, he shook his head and
held up his latté. “I knew I should have let you pay for this.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re going to ask me for
something.”

I didn’t answer right away. When I worked
Matt Sinderling’s case, Adam gave me some important help. He put
his career on the line for me, even though I was an ex-cop that
most of the agency held in contempt. I rewarded his help by getting
myself arrested. On the plus side, I found Matt’s daughter and I
kept my mouth shut about Adam’s help. Our friendship had been a
little dicey for a while, but it endured.

“What if I buy the next one?” I asked.

“What if you buy the next three?”

 


 


An hour later, he called me at my
apartment.

“You’re only on the hook for one,” he said.
“I didn’t even have to work on it. The number was in the printed
reverse directory.”

“Where is it?”

“The Celtic Spirit, up on Division.”

I thanked him and hung up.

 


 


I drove to the Celtic Spirit Motel. It was
right on Division Street, the main thoroughfare through the city.
The motel was really a series of small cabins butted up to one
another in a giant, square U-shape. The parking lot was only half
full and I found a spot easily. I wandered around for a minute,
getting my bearings and then located room twelve.

Light music came from the other side of the
door. I listened for a moment, identified it as Enya or some
rip-off of her, then knocked.

The music stopped. The door opened four
inches and a pair of suspicious eyes appraised me.

“Who are you?” There was no trace of an
accent.

“My name’s Stefan Kopriva.”

“I don’t know you. What do you want?”

“Phillipe Richard sent me to discuss
something with you.”

Her eyes widened at Richard’s name, then
narrowed as they swept over me again. I waited, trying to look
casual and not at all dangerous. My small frame probably helped. I
was maybe five-ten. In boots.

She made her decision and let me in. As the
door swung open, I did what every man does. I looked at her
breasts. They were nicely shaped and some cleavage was showing. My
gaze swept downward to her belly, looking for tell-tale signs of
pregnancy. She looked healthy, not too thin, but I saw no real
signs of impending motherhood.

Anne Marie either didn’t notice my own
appraisal or she was used to men doing it and ignored it. She
closed the door behind me and pointed to one of the chairs at a
small kitchen table.

I sat down. The room was neat, but in the
sterile way many motels were. I didn’t get the sense that it was
anything she did that kept the place tidy.

She sat down opposite me. She had auburn
hair, probably well past her shoulders, but it was done up in a
braided bun. Her nose and lips were thin in a way that suggested
elegance, but her eyes were tired and wary.

“How did you find me?” she demanded.

“Were you trying not to be found?”

She scowled.“What does Phillipe want?”

“To solve this situation,” I said.

She crossed her arms and examined me some
more. “Solve it how?”

I smiled at her. “The same way most
situations get solved. With money.”

She laughed then, a sharp bark that
disintegrated into a rueful chuckle. “You are not from British
Columbia, Mister…Kopriva, was it?”

I nodded.

“Fine. Well, Mr. Kopriva, in the Western
Provinces of Canada, we solve many of our situations with
blood.”

“You don’t want money?”

She shook her head. “No, money is fine. Money
will do. It will solve this situation.”

“Good.”

She cocked her head at me. “That’s why you
are here? To dicker with me? Are you Phillipe’s negotiator?”

“Something like that.”

She laughed again, a mirthless bark. “Oh,
Phillipe is such a coward. Big, strong hockey player, eh? But he
can’t even come settle with me himself. He has to send some
messenger.”

“Miss Stoll, I—”

“It’s Mrs. Stoll,” she snapped. “Or
didn’t Phillipe tell you that?”

“He did. I’m sorry.”

She stood suddenly. “I don’t think we have
anything else to talk about. You tell Phillipe that he was with me
when this situation started. He can be with me to finish it,
no? And it will be finished when I know the terms of his NHL
contract. Not before.”

I frowned. “Mrs. Stoll—”

“I realize that it doesn’t look it, but this
motel does have security. Do I need to call them?”

I shook my head and left. She slammed the
door behind me.

 


 


Richard started the game that night against
the Creston Otters and when the opening puck dropped, he and an
Otter player dropped the gloves and removed their helmets and waded
into each other.

“Why do they do that?” I wondered aloud.

“Do what?” a voice behind me asked.

The fight ended with Richard sending a brutal
uppercut to the Otter player’s chin. The crowd went wild.

I glanced over my shoulder at the old man
behind me. He wore a battered Flyers ball cap. “Take off their
helmets before a fight,” I said.

“It’s the Code,” he told me. “The code of
honor.”

I gave him a quizzical look.

He smiled back at me. “Just the rules between
enforcers,” he said. “Let’s see. It’s goes something like this.” He
began ticking off fingers. “Don’t challenge a guy near the end of
his shift. Or when he has an injury that prevents him from
fighting. Take all comers. No punching on the ice or once the
linesmen step in…”

“And take off your helmet?”

He pointed his finger at me. “Right. But only
when it’s a planned thing, like that last one. If it just starts
up, well…” he shrugged. “That’s different.”

I thought about what he said. “Code of honor,
huh?”

“Yes,” he said, “just like the knights of
old.”

 


 


I met Patrick Bourdon the next morning and
told him where I’d located Anne Marie Stoll.

“And you spoke with Madame Stoll?” he
asked.

“Yes.”

“What did she say?”

“She wasn’t interested in settling just yet,”
I said. “She wants to wait until he signs his NHL contract.”

Bourdon pressed his lips together and sighed.
“Shrewd.”

“She didn’t look pregnant, either.”

Bourdon gave me a surprised look. “No?”

I nodded. “She wasn’t showing at all.”

Bourdon swallowed and took a sip of coffee.
“Of course not. She is probably only three months along.”

“So the affair occurred over the
off-season?”

“It ended over the off-season,”
Bourdon said. “I’m not certain when it began. Anyway, the important
part is that we now know where we stand.”

He removed his check book and wrote out a
check. When held it out to me, I shook my head.

“Richard already paid me.”

“That was a retainer, no doubt,” Bourdon
said. “This should complete the transaction.”

I took the check. It was written for another
two hundred dollars and drawn on Bourdon’s own account.

“Thank you for your help, Monsieur Kopriva.
If you ever need tickets to a game, you have my cell number…as long
as Phillipe is on the team, of course.”

I had my own connection for tickets, but I
didn’t bother telling him. Instead, I slipped his check into my
pocket and left his hotel room.

 


 


“Something’s not right,” I told Clell.

We sat in the lobby of one of the buildings
he guarded at night. He was a conscientious security guard and made
his rounds regularly, but that still left plenty of down time. I
brought him coffee and company a couple of nights a week.

He scratched his chin and drank from the
thermos cup. The coffee was Maxwell House, nothing fancy. I think
Clell would spit out anything Patrick Bourdon brewed.

“They paid you four hundred dollars?”

I nodded.

“To do what?”

“I told you already.”

“I know. Tell me again.”

I sighed. “To find the woman and feel her out
about a settlement. To offer my professional opinion on her
honesty.”

“And how hard was that?”

“Not too hard.” I told him about the number
on Bourdon’s cell phone and Adam’s help.

“Those reverse directory thingies,” Clell
said. “Are those restricted to law enforcement only?”

I shook my head. “No. They’re public
documents. But they’re expensive.”

“A lot less than four hundred dollars,
though. Access to ‘em, anyways.”

I saw his point. “Any top-flight private
detective firm would probably have the reverses. Bourdon could have
used that phone number on his caller ID to find out where she was
staying for less than fifty bucks.”

“That’s if he wanted to see her in person,”
Clell said. “It sounds like she was making herself pretty available
on the phone.”

“Yet she didn’t want Richard to know where
she was.”

Clell grunted. “Afraid of him, but wants his
money.”

“Maybe.”

“Fear and greed, two pretty powerful
competing emotions.”

“She didn’t look too scared when I talked to
her. She looked pretty confident.”

“Putting on a strong front, maybe.”

I shrugged. “Could be. She didn’t want any
part of a deal, that was for sure.”

“That was one part of what they were paying
you for, right? Just to see what her reaction was?”

“Yeah. Richard said he wanted my opinion
about whether she was lying or not about the kid being his.”

“That makes you a consultant,” Clell
joked.

I smiled. “I should get little business cards
printed up.”

He waved his hand around the lobby. “You
could get an office here, huh?”

We chuckled together and drank some more
coffee.

After the laughs faded, we sat and thought
for a bit. Finally, I said, “Here’s the thing. Bourdon didn’t ask
me for my opinion. He just paid me and that was it.”

“Easy money,” Clell said, a hint of
disapproval in his tone.

“Easy money is never easy,” I said.
“Something’s not right.”

“You know who you should call?” Clell asked
me.

I nodded. “Mr. Stoll.”

 


 


I didn’t have long distance service on my
telephone in my apartment, so I had to get a roll of quarters from
the MI-T-Mart and use a payphone. The first few quarters got me
through to a woman with a lovely voice, but she spoke only French.
When I asked for an English speaking operator, she put me on hold.
That cost another seventy-five cents. Then a gruff-voiced male came
on the line and took my request. Only twenty-five cents later, he
came back with the number. He offered to connect me for a dollar
more, but I was afraid I’d run out of change while talking to Mr.
Stoll, so I direct-dialed.

There were six rings, then a man’s voice came
on the line, rimmed with sleep.”Yes?”

“I’m sorry for calling so late, sir, but I
need to speak with Mr. Stoll. My name is—”

“Is this some kind of a cruel joke?” he
snapped.

“No,” I said. “I realize it’s late, but—”

“Mr. Stoll was a good man,” he said. “Why
can’t you jackals let him rest in peace?”

Surprised, I said nothing. A moment later, he
spat a curse, and broke the connection.

 


 


When I returned to Clell’s building, he was
making his sweep, so I headed home instead. My mind was whirring.
Mr. Stoll, Anne Marie’s husband, was dead. Maybe that was what was
wrong with this situation and was why my gut was reacting.

Why hadn’t Richard told me? Or Anne Marie? Or
Bourdon, for that matter?

I wasn’t sure, but I knew one thing for
certain. I wasn’t going to ask them now.

 


 


The next morning, I drove north for about
four hours. I was grateful that my single criminal conviction was
only a misdemeanor, so leaving the country was not a problem. I
made good time to the Canadian border and passed through with only
a slight delay.

Trail was a small town. I knew small towns,
having grown up in one. From my vantage point, the positive thing
was that everyone probably knew everyone else’s business. The
negative thing was that they weren’t likely to share the
information with a stranger, particularly an American.

I tried a local bar first, but most of the
faces were unfriendly that time of day. I wandered into a couple of
feed shops, but no one wanted to talk about much beyond chickens
and hogs. I paid to have a lube, oil and filter done at a local
garage and found out a little bit more there.

Stoll was dead, I learned, and it had been a
suicide. He’d taken a handful of sleeping pills. A farmer named
Martin, who was waiting on a brake job, refused to talk about it
any further. “Wouldn’t be right to speak of the dead,” he told me,
“so soon after he’s been put to rest.”

Eventually, I wandered into the small
newspaper office. The secretary’s desk had an ‘out to lunch’ sign,
but a single reporter sat at a computer two desks away. I caught a
glimpse of his solitaire game before he minimized the window.

“Can I help you?”

“Are you a reporter here?”

He smiled. “I am the reporter here.
It’s a small town.”

“Did you cover the Stoll death?”

His smile faded and suspicion crept into his
features. “I did.”

“I was wondering if you could tell me a few
things about that situation.”

“Why would you want to discuss a tragedy like
that?” he asked me. “Who are you, anyway?”

“I’m American,” I said. “And I’m
investigating a possibly related matter.”

“How could a suicide be possibly related to
anything?”

“It’s complicated,” I said, holding out my
hand. “But maybe you can help me. My name’s Stefan Kopriva.”

He eyed me for a few moments longer, then
took my hand and shook it. “Fred Warren.” He motioned to the chair
next to him. I smiled disarmingly and took it.

“What is it you want to know?”

“Well,” I said, “being a newspaper reporter,
how did you see the story?”

“What do you mean?”

“Every reporter has an angle. How did you
look at it?”

He frowned. “It was a tragedy, plain and
simple. All the more so due to all the ugly rumors.”

“Rumors?”

He nodded. “Yes. Before…and after.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Mr. Stoll was a wealthy man,” Fred said. “Or
so it appeared to all of us. Everything seemed to be fine on the
surface, except of course for what Mrs. Stoll was doing.”

“You mean with the hockey player?”

“You know about that?”

“I heard it at the garage.”

He nodded sagely. “Yes, well, pretty much
everyone suspected it. Some probably knew it for certain. The two
of them weren’t very subtle about it, particularly when Mr. Stoll
was traveling.”

“Did he travel a lot?”

Fred shrugged. “A fair amount. More lately,
it seemed. I suppose, looking back, it makes sense.”

“What do you mean?”

Fred shook his head. “I’m getting ahead of
myself, aren’t I? We were discussing the wife and her
indiscretions.”

I made a mental note to return to this point
and asked, “How did he find out?”

Fred shrugged again. “I think he suspected
for some time. I’m sure that once he had the nerve to ask one of
his friends, he got an honest enough answer.”

“Not knowing might have been better for him,”
I said.

“Because he killed himself?” Fred asked. “I
thought so, too. Most people did. But then after the funeral, it
all came out.”

“What came out?”

“His financial troubles. He had lost
everything and his company was on the verge of bankruptcy.”

“It folded?”

“I’m sure it will,” Fred said, “given enough
time. Mr. Stoll only passed a month ago.”

“A month?”

He nodded. “Yes. And the biggest question
everyone had was whether he killed himself over his wife’s affair
or over his financial troubles. Or was it a combination of
both?”

That wasn’t the biggest question I had.

 


 


Fred didn’t have any more worthwhile
information, except for the name of the local constable that had
investigated the case. He promised to call ahead for me. Before I
left, he let me look at the archived stories on the Stoll suicide.
The only thing of note was the name of Stoll’s personal attorney,
Brian Carter. I looked him up in the phone book and on the way to
the police station, I stopped at his office.

Brian Carter had a florid face, pitted with
acne scars. He wore a fashionable suit, but it wasn’t flashy. He
would have been at home in any business meeting.

His secretary was out to lunch, too, and I
wondered if, in a town so small, she was out with the secretary
from the newspaper.

Carter’s handshake was firm but not crushing.
He offered me coffee and a seat in a comfortable, high-backed
chair. His friendliness faded a bit when I told him why I was
there.

“I don’t think there’s anything I can tell
you that wouldn’t violate attorney-client privilege,” he said.

“I’m not asking for that,” I said. “I’m just
trying to figure things out here.”

“Who is your client again?”

I paused. “I guess I don’t really have one.”
I told him about being hired by Richard. His lips pressed together
in distaste at the hockey player’s name.

“I don’t know anything about that man’s
situation with Mrs. Stoll,” Carter said. “Frankly, I’m glad to see
both of them have left town.”

“Why?”

“He was arrogant and a francophone, for
starters. And she…” He trailed off, shaking his head.

“She was what?”

He met my eyes. “She was my client’s
wife.”

“But you didn’t like her.”

“That is irrelevant,” he said.

I shrugged. “At one time, it probably was.
But now that he’s gone, I think you can safely say how you
felt.”

He didn’t answer right away. Finally, he
said, “Death does not sever an attorney’s obligation to his
client.”

“I’m just asking if you liked her, Mr.
Carter.”

“No, I did not.”

“Why not?”

“It was my considered opinion that she was
marrying him for money.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Did she sign a
pre-nuptial agreement?”

“That’s confidential.”

“It’s a matter of public record, isn’t
it?”

“No, Mr. Kopriva, it is not. If it were to
exist, it would be a private contract between my client and Mrs.
Stoll.”

I frowned. “Isn’t Mrs. Stoll your client
now?”

“No. I worked directly for Mr. Stoll.”

“She didn’t hire you after his death?”

“I don’t know that I’d have taken her on if
she had,” Carter said. “But in any event, she had her own
attorney.”

“Who was that?”

“Someone from Quebec, I believe.”

“Patrick Bourdon?”

“Yes,” he said. “That’s it.”

 


 


I found Lynn Petruk at the small police
station downtown. She, too, was alone in the building. Once I told
her that Fred had sent me, her severe features lightened a bit,
though with her broad forehead and full mouth, she’d never be
beautiful.

“He called ahead,” she said, and offered me a
chair in her office.

“How many police officers do you have in
Trail?” I asked her.

“Four,” she said. “We work twelve-hour
shifts. The Provincial Police back us up when we need it.”

“Is that what happened at Mr. Stoll’s suicide
scene?”

She nodded. “Anything that serious, they take
right over.”

“Sounds like the FBI.”

“I’m sure they’d get along.”

“Still,” I said, “a local cop was probably
the first on scene, right?”

“Perry Winfield was, yeah. All he really did
was secure the scene and make a phone call, though.”

“Could I talk to him?”

Lynn checked her watch. “He’s probably deep
in REM sleep right about now.”

I shrugged. “I was just curious if he saw
anything strange at the scene, is all.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know.”

She looked at me, an odd expression on her
face. “What exactly are you looking for, Mr. Kopriva?”

I sighed. “I don’t know that, either.”

I told her everything, from Richard hiring me
to Bourdon paying me. She listened carefully and didn’t interrupt.
When I’d finished, I spread my hands. “What do you think?”

Lynn pursed her lips. I could tell she was
measuring her words. “I think that I’d be suspicious, too. But most
people would take the money and be done with it.”

“I know.”

“Why didn’t you?”

I shrugged. “I’ve got the time to look into
things, I guess. And more than that, I don’t like the idea of being
used.”

She watched me for a moment, then said, “I
don’t know what you want from me.”

I leaned forward. “I want your cop sense of
this thing. Did Mr. Stoll kill himself? If he did, why? If he
didn’t, who murdered him and why?”

Lynn shook her head. “I can’t help you with
that, Mr. Kopriva, other than to say the official ruling by the
Provincial Police was suicide.”

“Was there a note?”

“Yes, but—”

“Did he say why he did in his note?”

“Yes. Now—”

“What was his reason?”

Lynn sighed in exasperation. “You told Fred
you used to be a cop, right?”

“No,” I answered, and I hadn’t.

She cocked her head at me. “Really? He must
have researched that as well.”

“Researched?”

“Fred did more than just call ahead, Mr.
Kopriva. He did some background on you. He told me about your
famous shootout when you were a police officer.”

I didn’t respond, though I could feel the
tension in my jaw. I knew what was coming next.

“He told about the little girl you let
die.”

“That was a long time ago,” I whispered.

She shrugged. “I don’t know you. All I know
is that I don’t want you being some kind of a cowboy in my
jurisdiction, or screwing things up.”

“That was a long time ago,” I repeated, a
little louder this time.

“It’s all I know,” she said, just as loud.
“Now, do you need directions out of town?”

 


 


I was two hours away and a little more than
half way to River City before the burn from that conversation faded
enough to think. I stopped for gas in Colville and bought some
convenience store coffee, mixing in a little cocoa to temper the
bitterness. Poor man’s mocha, we used to call it when I was
a cop.

A picture was beginning to form in my mind.
There were a lot of soft spots and more than a few what ifs, but it
fit what I knew. Anne Marie and Richard were having an affair. Both
of them admitted it. Most of the town knew it. If Anne Marie was
unaware of her husband’s financial troubles and still thought he
was loaded, there was a motive there for her to kill him and make
it look like a suicide. It wouldn’t be the first time someone was
killed for their money. Then she could run off with Richard.

I set my Styrofoam cup on the hood of my car
and rubbed my palms together. It made sense, but at the same time,
it didn’t. She already had the money and Richard. What would she
gain by killing her husband? Was he tight-fisted with money by
nature? Or had his financial troubles forced him to become that
way?

Maybe he found out about her affair and
planned to divorce her. But in that case, wouldn’t she get half of
his assets? She would, unless she signed a pre-nuptial agreement of
some kind. And Carter wouldn’t let on either way about whether one
existed or not.

Drugging Stoll would be easy enough, I
figured, but there was the suicide note to fake, too. Then again,
how close would they look at a situation where it came out that the
dead guy’s business had failed and his wife was having an affair?
Would they even do a handwriting analysis?

The gas nozzle clicked off and I replaced it
on the pump and put the gas cap back on my car. Then I grabbed my
to-go cup and got back on the road. It was another sixty miles to
River City.

As I drove, I wondered where Richard came in.
If she murdered Stoll, did Richard know she killed him? Did he help
her cover it up? Do it for her? Or was he involved at all?

It seemed that I had more questions coming
home than I did leaving.

 


 


Clell sipped his Maxwell House and shook his
head. “It’s an awful lot of guesswork,” he said.

“Sure it is. But what if it is true?”

“If it is true, then that woman killed her
husband for money.”

“Of which there was none.”

“That would be the irony,” he said, sipping
again. “Seems a terrible shame when someone dies, but all the more
so when he dies for nothing.”

“I’m guessing pretty close to nothing is what
Anne Marie is getting, whether she killed him or not.”

“So she’s blackmailing the hockey player?”
Clell asked, his voice doubtful. “Why would she do that? Why not
just wait and go through the courts? A public figure like him
wouldn’t be able to avoid paying child support of some kind.”

“Unless the baby isn’t his and she knows it,”
I said.

“That’s as much a long shot as her killing
the husband for his money, you ask me.”

“Something’s not right,” I insisted. “Why did
they pay me four hundred dollars for nothing?”

We sat in silence, drinking coffee and
listening to the light hum of the building’s heating system.

“I saw something on TV once,” Clell said.

“TV?” My voice was doubtful.

“Uh-huh. It doesn’t fit exactly, but it seems
there was a guy on a show that needed a witness, so he hired
one.”

“Hired a witness?”

“Yup.”

I thought about that. The longer I thought
about it, the less stupid it seemed. “You might have something.
After all, who would make a better witness than an ex-cop? But a
witness to what?”

Clell shook his head. “That’s not what I
meant. You’re not the witness. Your friend is.”

“Matt?”

Clell nodded. “I think so. I don’t think the
hockey player or his lawyer planned on you getting involved. But
once your friend insisted that you could help, they had to go along
with things to avoid suspicion.”

I considered his words. They were sound.

“They gave me some make-work and paid me
off,” I said, shaking my head.

Clell nodded. “It would seem so.”

“That still leaves the question, what did
they want a witness to? To the woman blackmailing him?”

“That,” Clell said, “and maybe to her being
obsessed or unbalanced.”

“Unbalanced?”

Clell nodded. “Yeah. In case she killed
herself.”

My stomach sank. “Oh, Christ.”

 


 


Several marked and unmarked police units were
parked at the Celtic Spirit motel. The area was roped off with
yellow crime scene tape, but I slipped under the outer perimeter
simply by walking with purpose. When I approached cabin twelve, a
muscular, young black officer stood in my way.

“Who are you?”

“What’s going on?” I asked, ignoring his
question.

“A crime scene,” he said. “How’d you get past
the outer perimeter tape?”

“Is she dead?”

“Are you family?”

That answered the question. I sagged and
shook my head.

“Then who are you?”

“He’s Stefan Kopriva,” a voice came from
behind him.

I looked up to see Officer Rick Hunter
approaching. I glanced down at his sleeve and saw sergeant’s
stripes. That didn’t surprise me.

“You’ve never heard of Kopriva?” Hunter asked
the officer, who shook his head no.

I gave Hunter a neutral nod, hoping to cut
him off. He ignored me.

“Kopriva was a folk hero for a little while,
back in the early nineties. Had a little shootout with a robber.
Oh, and he let a cop and a little girl die.”

“Rick—”

“My name’s Sergeant Hunter,” he said coldly.
“And you are about to be under arrest for violating a crime
scene.”

“I just want to know—”

“McClaren,” Hunter said. “Get him out of
here.”

The black officer grabbed my right arm at the
wrist and the elbow. He had a grip as strong as Richard’s.

“—if she’s dead,” I finished.

“Hold it,” Hunter ordered.

McClaren stopped.

“You know something about this situation,
Kopriva?” Hunter asked me.

I almost laughed at his choice of words.
“Pound sand, Sergeant.”

Hunter scowled. “Get him out of here.”

McClaren walked me to the edge of the
perimeter and released me. “If you come back inside, I’ll have to
arrest you for obstructing an investigation, sir.”

“I won’t. Tell me something, though.”

He shook his head. “I can’t.”

“Just tell me how she was killed. That’s
all.”

McClaren stared at me, then said, “It was
suicide. She took some pills.”

 


 


I sat in the darkness of my apartment,
staring up at the ceiling. A ray of light from the streetlight
outside cut a large swath through the center of the room, and I
stared at the yellowish tint and ran things back and forth through
my head. I asked the hows and the whys and in the end, I decided I
was trying too hard to make the thing too complicated. It was never
anything more than it seemed to be just below the surface. All you
had to do was follow the money.

Of course, I didn’t have any proof.

And then I knew what I had to do.

 


 


Phillipe Richard came out of the dressing
room and into the hallway. Sweat matted his hair and rolled down
the sides of his face. It was in between periods of the Flyers game
versus Nelson. Richard had a goal and fight in the first
period.

“I will get some fine for this,” he told me,
wiping his sleeve across his forehead. “Coming out of the locker
room.”

“You should get prison,” I told him.

“For what?” His expression was one of
surprise, but irritation rimmed his eyes.

“You killed Aaron Stoll,” I said. “You
poisoned him for his wife. Or the money, I don’t know which.”

“You’re crazy.”

“It’s true. We both know it. And when it
turned out that he didn’t have any money left, things got rough
between the two of you. That’s why you broke up.”

“I broke it off with her because I was traded
here,” he insisted.

“And then she followed you here.”

“Yes, and blackmailed me.”

“Over the pregnancy?”

“Yes, of course. What else?”

“I think she blackmailed you over your part
in killing her husband,” I told him. “I think she held onto some
evidence and rather than pay her off, you made it look like
she—”

He lashed out then, his huge fist catching me
on the chin. I flew back into the wall and crumpled to the
floor.

“You’re some kind of smart guy, huh?”

I shook my head to clear it. Warm blood
flowed over my lip and down my chin.

“Well, let me tell you something, smart guy.
You better shut up and stay away from me or I will kill you. Do you
understand?”

“Will you do it with sleeping pills,
Phillipe?” I asked.

He snatched me up with his left hand and
punched me again with his right. The world tilted on its axis and
there was a shuddering, strobing of light.

“Shut up!” he said.

“You killed her,” I said wetly. “You killed
them both.”

He brought his face close to mine. “Yes,” he
hissed softly, “but so what? You can’t prove anything. And if you
get in my way, I will kill you, too.”

I gave a sputtering laugh, sending a light
spray of blood into his face. He recoiled and shoved me backward
into the wall.

“Disgusting slime,” he said, wiping his face
with his sleeve.

“Tell me one more thing,” I said.

“Shut up.”

“Whose baby was it? Was it his or was it
yours?”

There was no reaction in his eyes. “Who
cares?” he said.

At that point, an assistant coach stepped out
of the locker room. He saw me against the wall and gave Richard a
quizzical look. Richard shook his head and the coach shrugged.

“Time to go,” he told Richard.

The players filed out of the locker room.
Some were too focused to notice my presence. Others glanced at me
curiously. I met and held those glances, hoping they remembered my
face. Richard tapped gloves with each player as they filed past,
studiously ignoring me. When the last player walked by, Richard
fell in behind them, never giving me a backward glance.

The crowd cheered as the hometown boys took
the ice. When Richard strode out of the tunnel, the cheers
doubled.

The crowd loved him.

“You’re no Lancelot,” I wheezed and spat a
mouthful of blood onto the ground.

With a slow effort, I rose, my body aching. I
wiped the blood off my chin and reached into my jacket pocket. The
small mini-recorder was still running. I stopped it, rewound it and
listened. Richard’s hissing, deadly voice made me shudder. Then it
made me smile.



Limping, I made my way out of the arena.

 


 



Beaten By Anger

 


 


In the darkness of his cell, Phillipe Richard
crouched on his haunches and put his back against the wall. The
block guard called lights out an hour ago, but Richard couldn’t
sleep. He hardly ever could.

In prison, most men couldn’t sleep out of
fear.

For Richard, it was a simmering anger that
kept him up. Just as soon as he’d start to fade into sleep, images
popped in his mind. Almost always, it was that little punk Stefan
Kopriva. Le fils de pute!
Richard saw him over and over, how he tricked a confession from him
outside the locker room. Then testifying against him in court.
Playing his little tape recording. So smug.

Richard knew he would see Kopriva again.

He wouldn’t be in here much longer.

The lawyer was good and the judge
sympathetic, but most of it was simply because he was Phillipe
Richard, hockey player. Grand-nephew of Maurice Richard, the
Rocket, but he played like Dave “The Hammer” Shultz. On his way to
the NHL on the power of his fists before that little piece of
merde—

Richard stood, drew a long, deep breath and
let it out.

He’d accepted a plea bargain. Three year
sentence for manslaughter instead of second degree murder. He had
twenty-two months left, counting good behavior.

His cell-mate slept peacefully on the top
bunk. Richard stared at him malevolently, jealous of his repose.
Todd’s quiet breath filled the cell. The dainty outline of his
chin, nose and mouth made Richard grind his teeth. They reminded
him of Kopriva.

Mon Dieu, he should not have to stare
at that.

He reached out and nudged Todd. The smaller
man could roll over and face the wall. If Richard could not sleep,
at least he didn’t have to be reminded of Kopriva constantly.

Todd stirred awake and saw the hulking
Richard looming over him. His eyes widened in panic.

“No, please! I—”

“Roll over.”

“Don’t hurt me,” Todd whimpered. “I’ll…I’ll
do what you want.”

Richard’s lip curled in disgust. “Relax. I am
no pédé. I just want you to—”

“Please,” he pleaded.

Richard clenched his jaw. He was Phillipe
Richard, hockey player. Enforcer. He wasn’t some kind of pervert.
He loved women only, not—

“Just don’t hurt me,” Todd said.

Anger flared up in Richard. He reached out
and grabbed Todd by the shoulder and jerked him up right.

Todd screamed.

Richard whipped a huge fist into Todd’s face.
He felt the cheekbone snap beneath his knuckles.

Todd screeched and thrashed on the bunk.
Animal rage flooded Richard and he pumped his fist into Todd’s head
like a trip-hammer. He felt like he was on the ice again, gloves
and sticks discarded, in the heat of battle. Kopriva’s face flashed
before him and he unleashed his hatred into each blow.

Light flooded the block. Richard punched.

Buzzers. Clanging metal. Cries of men.

His fists were wet. And red.

A jolt went through him and his body went
rigid. He collapsed to the ground to the clacking, zapping sound of
electric current. He couldn’t move.

The current released him. A mass of bodies
descended on him, pinning him to the ground. Someone ratcheted
handcuffs onto his wrists.

“Oh, Jesus,” someone else muttered.

One of the guards stood him up. Zimmerman.
His eyes were round with wonder.

“Why’d you do it?” he asked Richard.

Richard glanced at the still form on the top
bunk.

“Jesus, Richard,” Zimmerman said. “You were
out of here in twenty-three months.”

“Twenty-two,” Richard murmured, staring at
Todd’s collapsed face.

“Well, you’ll do life now.”

Phillipe Richard didn’t answer.

 


 



Cassie

 


 


I was paying bills when the tentative knock
came at my door. I wasn’t sure if it’d been mine or a neighbor’s
until the second series of taps. I eased the door open and peered
through the crack.

Cassie.

She wore a loose T-shirt that hung a couple
of inches above the waistband of her faded jeans. Her navel peeked
out beneath the white cotton. Her eyes were cautious, but when she
saw me, a hesitant smile touched her mouth. The slightly crooked
tooth at the edge of her smile glinted at me.

A strange rush of emotions washed over me.
Desire. Curiosity. Shame, because of recent events.

“Stef,” she whispered.

I motioned her inside and closed the
door.

What could I say to her? I’d just spent
fifteen days in jail on a gun charge and had my name dragged
through the streets like Hector in the dust behind Achilles on his
triumphant lap around Troy.

“Are you okay?” she asked me.

I nodded.

“Is it true? What the newspaper wrote about
you?”

“No,” I answered automatically. I hadn’t read
the newspaper, but experience told me it wouldn’t be accurate.

“I…I didn’t think so.”

We stood still for a tense, awkward moment.
The weight of unrealized, brooding desire all those long months
hung between us. I motioned toward my kitchen. “Can I get you—”

She stepped into me, catching me on the mouth
in mid-sentence. Her lips were warm and soft. After a moment’s
surprise, I returned her kiss. Body heat radiated from her as she
pressed into me. Her tongue found mine, chased it. Caught it.

I reached around her, pressing my hand into
the small of her back. She clutched at my shoulders and pulled me
tighter. My surprise faded, replaced by an erection that came on so
suddenly that it hurt.

A first kiss is always magical, whether
surrounded by romance or awash in passion. Her lips and tongue sent
zinging thrills out to the ends of my hands and feet. All sound in
the room faded. My whole world became Cassie. Her warmth. Her
electric touch. The scent of her excitement and light perfume
rising in waves off of her body.

We struggled out of our shirts, breaking off
from kissing for just the barest of moments. I reached out for her
breasts. She gasped. Pants and underclothes were stripped away, I
barely remembered how. We staggered back into the table. I swept
the bills and my checkbook aside and sent them clattering onto the
floor. I lifted her onto the edge of the table. She moaned into my
mouth.

I entered her in one deep thrust and groaned
at the sensation of her wet warmth and she answered me with a long
sigh. Her heels dug into the back of my thighs, pulled me deeper,
forcing her hips forward to meet my thrust. Our mouths mimicked the
connection below, hot, wet, urgent.

I felt pressure building and willed it down,
but it had been too long. Too long since I’d known a woman. Too
long that I’d wanted her.

I broke away from her mouth. Her moans turned
to gasps. Every stroke, I went as deep as I could and held for half
a beat.

I kissed her neck. Her head lolled back. She
dug her fingers into my upper back, pulling me ever tighter.

The familiar ache began to build. Two strokes
later, the ache became ecstasy and washed over me. I let out a
guttural cry and thrust into her. She matched my movement. For a
long moment, we froze, bodies tense and rigid and pressed together.
Ribbons of warmth flooded out of me and into her.

We held that position for a lifetime.

 


 


Afterward, we moved to the bed. She nestled
her head onto my chest and draped her leg over mine. The sweet,
pungent aroma of our sex hung in the air. Sound returned to my
world. The ticking of a clock. A distant car horn. Muffled voices
in an upstairs apartment.

Neither of us said a word. I was afraid to
break the spell. I knew the first words after this were important
ones, but I didn’t know what they should be.

“I didn’t believe them,” she finally
whispered.

She meant the newspaper. I’m sure they’d had
a field day with me. Arrested with a fourteen year old runaway in
my car, outside the house of an admitted pornographer. No doubt the
implications were lurid, but the truth was that I’d found the girl
as a favor to her father. I was getting her out of there. And even
though Detective Jack Stone hated my guts, he couldn’t twist the
truth into anything but what it was. The newspaper could,
though.

I stroked the long braid of her hair. “They
wanted to sell papers.”

We fell silent again and eventually, to
sleep.

When I woke, she was gone.

 


 


I haunted the Rocket Bakery, even after I
learned she didn’t work there any more. I kept hoping somehow that
she’d change her mind and come back to her old job. To me.

The summer passed, hot and slow.

Fall came. Hockey season started. I took a
job helping a player named Phillipe Richard. Huge mistake. After
that, I quit going to games at the arena.

Instead, I thought about her all the
time.

Thanksgiving came. Christmas approached. A
subpoena arrived for me to testify in the Richard case in January.
I taped it to the fridge.

Three days before Christmas, I heard it
again. That same tentative knock. This time I knew it at the first
tap. I pulled the door open. She stood there with puffy, red eyes.
She’d cut her hair short.

We stood silently, staring at each other. I
tried to think of the right words, but before I could, she burst
into tears.

“I didn’t know who else to go to,” she sobbed
and fell into me.

I held her close, standing in my doorway
while she cried. Once her sobs lessened, I swung the door shut and
guided her to my kitchen table.

“What’s wrong?” I asked her as we sat down. A
jumble of different emotions screamed at me. I wanted to help her
with whatever made her so upset. To know why she came to me eight
months ago like she did and why she left just as suddenly. And what
was it I really felt for her? Lust, or something more? Had it ever
been anything more?

She wiped at her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.”

She shook her head. “I am. I’m sorry I came
here like this. And for leaving before, without saying
anything.”

I didn’t know how to answer that. Instead, I
asked, “What’s wrong?”

“I’m in some trouble.”

“I gathered.”

She met my eye. I thought I saw a flicker of
the passion that had flowed out of them eight months ago. “I’m
sorry I left. I didn’t know what else to do.”

“You could have stayed, that’s what
else.”

“You’re right.” She bit her lip. “I was just
scared.”

“Of what?”

She sighed. “Everything. You and me, just
getting started. What the paper wrote about you. A new job.”

I ignored the first item on her list. “The
paper lies. What new job?”

“A nursing job. I graduated from school while
you were…”

“In jail,” I finished for her.

She nodded. “Yeah. I got a job offer in
Seattle, but I didn’t want to leave without seeing you. Then I came
over and we…well, it was all just too much.”

“That’s where you’ve been? Seattle?”

“Uh-huh.” Her eyes brightened slightly. “It’s
a good job.”

“Better than schlepping coffee, I imagine.”

She smiled. “That wasn’t so bad. Some of the
time, it was even pretty good.”

I swallowed. I wanted to tell her how much
I’d missed her, even though I couldn’t say why. I couldn’t even
explain it to myself. I wanted to ask her to leave her job in
Seattle or let me leave River City and go with her. I wanted
everything.

This time it was me that leaned into her.
Instead of raging with passion, our kiss was slow and sweet.
Careful. I touched her tongue with mine with a gentle hesitation.
Her hand brushed my cheek, then cupped behind my neck and pulled me
deeper into the kiss.

Neither of us moved with any great speed.
Steadily, though, I pulled her to me. She straddled me in the
chair, pulled my face into her chest. My hardness strained against
the denim of my Levi’s as she rocked slowly atop me. Her small
breasts pressed into my face. I reached up and caressed them with
both hands. A low moan escaped her throat.

In that chair, we rocked together, we rubbed
together, like we were dancing to some ancient tribal song.
Clothing peeled off and fell away. The warmth of her skin radiated
against mine. I flicked my tongue over her hardened nipples and was
rewarded with a sharp intake of breath. Then she lowered herself
onto me and it was my turn to make noise.

The first time had been frantic and then it
was gone. That’s why I think we took it so slow this time. She
barely rocked on top of me. I hardly returned her thrust. I traced
my fingers up from the small of her back to her shoulders,
delighting in the softness of her skin. She took my face in both
hands and rested her lips next to mine. We tried to have the
longest kiss on record. I don’t know if we succeeded. I know that
after a minute or an hour or a year, I felt her stiffen and clamp
her thighs tight to my hips. I recognized the urgent sound the
spilled from her lips when they broke away from mine. I felt the
beads of sweat form on her brow. They rolled off hers and coursed
down mine.

We rocked for another slow forever until I
made urgent sounds, too. She never stopped moving until my sounds
ended and my face fell forward into her breasts.

She held me there and silence found us
again.

 


 


Much later, we moved to the bed. She toyed
with the hair on my chest. I stared at the ceiling until she was
ready to talk again.

“I’ve made mistakes in my life,” she finally
said without prelude. “Stupid things, when I was younger.”

I smiled bitterly but said nothing. My
mistakes were legion.

“I dated a guy named Erik Yeager about eleven
years ago. I’d just turned twenty. He was a few years older.” She
ran her fingers through my chest hair. “I let him talk me into
things. Maybe I wanted to do them. I don’t know.”

She was quiet for a moment, then went on.

“A few pictures was all at first. Then he
convinced me to let him videotape us having sex. He said we’d erase
it afterward.”

Lies, I thought. The check is in
the mail. I love you. And I promise not to come in your
mouth.

I said nothing.

“I thought he did erase it. Even after we
broke up, I figured the tape was gone and all he had were a few
pictures of me in sexy poses. One topless, that was the worst of
it.” She sighed. “Until about a month ago.”

“He contacted you?”

“He sent me a DVD.”

“Of the sex.”

“Yeah. From the videotape.”

“Why’d he send it to you?”

She burrowed her head into my chest.
“Blackmail.”

“How’s that?”

“He wants five thousand dollars or he’ll post
it on the Internet.”

The Internet. My mind flashed to the case
that landed me in jail and the shady fucks I’d rescued Kris from.
If that experience was any indication, the Internet was full of
videos like Cassie’s. Or worse.

“Is that all?”

She shook her head. “No. He said he’d send
the link to everyone at the hospital I work at.”

Son of a bitch.

“I’ll lose my job,” she said. “It’s a
religious hospital. They won’t want to deal with the scandal.”

“You could get a job at a different
hospital,” I offered. “Nurses are in demand.”

“I could. But I like it there. It’s a good
job. Besides, it isn’t just the job.”

“Then what?”

She paused. “It’s hard to describe.”

“Try.”

She heaved a sigh. Her breath blew across my
chest in a hot rush. “When I was young, I felt differently about
things. Sex was just sex. Love was a myth. Everything was for
fun.”

“And now?”

“Now?” She sighed again. “Now, I just know
that there should be a certain dignity to it. Some kind of meaning.
Not trotted out onto the Internet for some horny perverts to look
at and…”

“Can you pay him?”

She snorted. “No. I’m up to eyeballs in
student loans and it’s expensive to live in Seattle.”

“Did you try to reason with him at all? Offer
less money?”

She nodded. “I offered fifteen hundred. He
said no.”

He should’ve taken the deal.

“What are you going to do, then?” I asked,
though I knew what the answer would be.

But she didn’t answer.

She didn’t have to.

 


 


Erik Yeager’s house was a California
split-entry on the fringe of the Hillyard neighborhood. Beyond a
haphazardly shoveled walkway, there were no signs of habitation.
The windows were absent of Christmas decorations.

I knocked, reverting to the authoritative
rapping of a police officer, even though those days were more than
a decade behind me.

A red-headed man without a shirt opened the
door. Flaccid nipples hung from his soft chest above a roll of fat
at his middle. “Yeah?”

“Erik Yeager?”

“Who wants to know?”

“Cassie,” I said.

His eyes narrowed. “What about her?”

“You think we should talk about blackmail out
here in front of you neighbors?”

His glanced darted left and right. “You got
the cash?”

“Let me inside.”

He pursed his lips for a moment, then swung
the door open and stepped aside.

“Lead the way,” I told him.

He gave me an irritated look, but turned and
stomped up the stairs.

I stepped inside and closed the door behind
me. Almost immediately, the gamey scent of body odor assaulted my
nostrils. There was another smell, too. I’d encountered it when I’d
done walkthroughs of the dirty book arcades. That was years ago,
but there’s no forgetting the pungent stench of stale come.

Yeager stood in the center of his living
room, his arms crossed in front of his flabby chest. “You got the
money?” he asked again.

“No,” I said.

“Then why are you here?”

“To negotiate.”

“Who the hell are you?”

“I’m a friend of Cassie’s.”

He studied me for a moment, then smiled.
“You’re banging her, aren’t ya?”

I didn’t answer.

He took my silence as affirmation. “She still
a hot number?” he asked. “Because she was a fine piece of ass back
when I had her.”

I ground my teeth. “Listen—”

He leaned forward conspiratorially and
lowered his voice to a stage whisper. “Cause ya know I had her
first, don’chya? Had her when she was a ripe young thing. Had her
every which way you can imagine, too.”

“Shut up.”

He leered at me. “She still give good
head?”

“Do you want to work out a deal or not?” I
gritted through a clenched the jaw.

His leer spread into a greasy smile. “Does
she still like to take it in the—”

I hit him.

I didn’t plan it, but the smug look on his
face and the image of him and Cassie together was just too much. I
lashed out with my left hand before I even thought about it. My
hand curled into a fist on its way toward the center of his face. I
drove that fist into the tip of his nose, smashing it. Blood
exploded from his nostrils.

Yeager squealed. His hands flew to his face.
I threw my right as a reflex, stepping into the hook punch and
catching him low in the gut. My fist powered through the roll of
fat with a slap. Yeager grunted and sank to a knee.

I didn’t hesitate. The left came back across,
landing on his jaw, right on the knockout button. This time he
didn’t make a noise, but his eyelids fluttered and he fell forward
to the carpet with a thud.

I stood stock-still in his living room for a
moment, staring down at his unmoving body. The coppery smell of
blood mixed with the putrid odors already dominating the air. Then
I looked around. The far wall was dominated by a computer desk.
Wild lines drew themselves randomly against the dark background of
the computer monitor. Next to the desk, I spotted a bookshelf full
of videotapes and DVDs.

Yeager groaned and stirred.

I strode to the bookshelf. Many of the movies
were commercial titles I recognized. Some were obvious porn titles.
On the third shelf, nearest to the desk, I found a series of
homemade labels. Each label had a name. The fifth one was
Cassie.

“You son of a bitch,” Yeager muttered in a
thick voice.

The DVD cover showed a much younger Cassie,
arms in air and topless. I ground my teeth and slid it into the
inside pocket of my bomber jacket.

“Take it,” Yeager said. “I’ll just make
another one.”

He looked at me from his knees, one hand
pressed against his nose to staunch the bleeding. His eyes remained
smug.

I’d have to destroy the computer file. I
touched the computer mouse, exiting the screensaver. A password
request popped up.

“What’s the password?” I demanded.

“Fuck you,” he said.

I stepped toward him and drove the point of
my boot into his stomach. He folded over, retching. I stepped to
the side to avoid the vomit. My bad knee throbbed.

When he’d caught his breath, Yeager began to
laugh. He looked up at me, blood streaming from his nose. “You can
beat on me if you want. Maybe I’ll eventually tell you my password.
But then you’ll have to find the file. And even if you do, it’s
backed up online.”

I stared down at him, processing what he’d
said.

“You think I’m stupid?” he asked me. “Now
where’s my fucking money?”

I shook my head slowly. “She doesn’t have
it.”

His eyes burned into me. “Then she’ll be the
star of the Internet.”

“How about if she just calls the cops?”

“How about if I call them on you?” he
sneered.

I considered that. Right now, I couldn’t
prove the blackmail, but he could easily prove that I assaulted
him.

He shook his head and spit on the carpet. “If
the cops were an option, she’d have called them already.”

He was right, but I didn’t want to show it.
“Then maybe she’ll just sue your ass. Take your shitty little
house.”

He laughed harder. “Now that’d be real quiet,
huh? A public lawsuit?”

I lowered my voice. “If you don’t delete
those files and destroy the DVDs, I’ll come back and visit
you.”

His laughter turned hysterical. Fresh
droplets of blood flew from his mouth as he howled. “Oh, that’s
good, that’s good.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. His mood swings
were lunatic. “I’m serious,” told him.

His laughter melted away. “Oh, I hope so.
Because next time I’ll be waiting for you with a little
friend.”

We stood there, not speaking. I glanced
around the room to see if he had a gun stashed anywhere nearby. The
hum of the computer fan was the loudest thing in the room. When I
looked back at him, he glowered darkly. I noticed that all the
smashing I’d done hadn’t knocked that smugness off his face.

“What do you want?” I finally asked.

“Five thousand dollars,” he said, and grinned
at me.

“Asshole,” I said. “You shoulda taken the
fifteen hundred.”

I walked past him and out the door.

 


 


On the way home, I pulled in next to a
dumpster. I removed the picture from the sleeve of the DVD case and
tore it into small bits. Then I snapped the DVD into pieces and
threw it all away.

I wanted to see her again. I wanted to kiss
her, hold her, love her. But I knew I wouldn’t. I’d failed her. And
she’d be humiliated because of it. I knew from experience that you
can live through humiliation, but she didn’t.

Until she figured that out, if she ever did,
she’d remain lost to me.

I called her on the phone. She listened to my
words and hung up quietly. I stayed on the line a little longer,
listening to the dial tone until it became an insistent, harsh
beep. Then I hung it up and was alone with the thickness in my
throat and the unbidden tears.

 


 



Shae & Laddie

 


 



Shae

 


 


“My name is Charity and welcome back to the
program.” The woman’s voice on the radio was silky sweet. “We have
another caller on the line. Micah, is it?”

“Yes, ma’am,” a younger woman, maybe even
just a girl, answered.

“Welcome to the show. What song did you want
to request?”

There was some hesitation. Maybe a
sniffle.

I scratched the stubble on the side of my
face and took a sip of whiskey from the glass in my other hand. I
held the liquid in my mouth, listening.

“Micah?” the hostess asked. “You all right,
honey?”

The sniffle turned into a short sob.

I swallowed. The liquid burned my throat.

“I’m sorry,” Micah told the hostess. “It’s
just…oh, I hate Valentine’s Day.”

I stared down into my glass and the bag of
money beside it. I knew how she felt.

 


 


The job was supposed to easy, and quick. They
all are. Somewhere between what they’re supposed to be and what
eventually happens, things get fucked up. Usually it’s something
small and I’m able to adapt to it. Like some general on the History
Channel said, no plan ever survives contact with the enemy. A true
soldier adapts.

Shae was a go with the flow type of woman
anyway. When I laid out the plan for her, she only half-listened to
me. I had to raise my voice twice to get her attention and even
then, I don’t think she really heard every detail. For her, it was
easy. Walk in, point the gun, get the money, and walk out.
Everything else was flexible.

Well, it wasn’t.

I’d like to say the whole thing would’ve gone
like clockwork if we’d just stuck to my plan, but that would be a
lie. Things came up that I hadn’t planned for. I mean, how do you
account for what customers will be in a bank at any given time? You
can’t. And if one of those customers happens to be a police
detective in plain clothes, depositing his paycheck, how do you
plan for that?

Go with the flow, baby. That’s what Shae
would’ve said.

The flow.

It was a flow of bad shit, that’s what it
was.

For starters, Shae lost her mask. I bought
two plastic masks with elastic straps. Mine was Darth Vader and
hers was one of the white Stormtroopers. She laughed at me at first
when I brought them home from the costume shop. But when I showed
her the eyes, with the large, darkened plastic lenses, she smiled
broadly.

“Good vision, baby,” she said, her thick
Irish accent arousing me. “Nice choice.”

Then she went and forgot the thing in the
car. We arrived at the door of the bank, ready to rock, and she
snapped her fingers. I asked her the problem and she told me.

The car was safely parked around two corners,
a right and a left. It was about forty seconds away at a dead run
and out of sight of any external bank cameras.

“Go get it,” I told her. “I’ll wait.”

She smiled and shook her head. “Feck it,
Laddie. Let’s just do it.”

With that, she threw her long hair back over
her shoulders and strode into the bank like she was the Queen of
England.

I slipped on my mask and hurried after
her.

The next thing that went wrong was the
security guard. It wasn’t the old guy that was there all three
times I cased the place. It was a younger guy, though he was fatter
than the regular mope. He was looking at Shae, admiring her form as
she headed to the nearest teller. I was almost on him when he
turned and saw my mask.

He was fast, I’ll give him that. He managed
to get his .38 out of the holster before I clubbed him with my
sap.

“Nobody feckin’ move!” screamed Shae, the
silver Beretta in her hand and sweeping across all the customers
and employees. Her thick brogue made the words sing.

Of course, everybody did move and it took me
pointing my .45 at several of them and barking orders to back them
away from the door.

Then the second security guard came out of
the vault area at a dead run, his gun clasped in both hands. His
tie flew back over his shoulder as he sprinted into the lobby. When
he slammed on the brakes, he slid several feet on the tile floor.
Then he pointed the gun at my Shae, which was a mistake.

I snapped off two rounds, catching him just
below the armpit about an inch apart. He grunted and fell over
without even looking my direction.

The screams broke out again and I wheeled
around, pointing my gun everywhere and bellowing for them to shut
up, just shut the fuck up.

Shae’s eyes were alight with excitement and
after I dropped the second guard, she gave me a look of pure lust
from beneath hooded eyes and touched the tip of her tongue to her
lip.

I opened my mouth to tell her to get moving,
but before I could say a word, she turned and grabbed the nearest
teller. The brunette woman with blonde tips shook her head in small
shakes when Shae pointed the silver pistol at her.

“Be a dear,” she said, holding out the
shopping bag “and fill it up. None of those feckin’ dye packs,
neither.”

She walked from teller station to station,
making sure that the woman left the dye packs in the drawer, didn’t
hit an alarm button, or pull out the special bill that was tucked
in an alarmed slot.

I forced myself to keep an eye on the
customers and checked my watch every few seconds.

“Let’s go,” I urged her. I was pretty certain
no one had punched the alarm, but I couldn’t be sure. Plus the
gunshots might have been heard outside the bank and someone could
have called the cops. We needed to get out of the bank with the
money inside of the police response time.

When the brunette had pushed the last bundle
of bills from the last drawer into the bag, Shae flashed her a
smile. “Thanks. Now, down on floor with ye.”

The teller sank to the floor with a
whimper.

Shae vaulted over the counter and strode
toward me. The bag swayed heavily in her grasp. We hadn’t even
considered hitting the vault. There was enough in that bag for a
clean start. We weren’t greedy.

She reached me and held out the bag. “Be a
gentleman for once, why don’t ye?”

I reached for the bag.

More shots rang out.

Shae’s eyes widened in surprise. Her mouth
fell open and a light gurgle escaped. Confusion, then sadness, came
into her eyes. She collapsed to the floor. All of that happened in
less than a second, but it was burned into my memory for a thousand
years.

I wheeled around, firing in the direction of
the shots. Customers screamed in panic. Some crawled toward a wall
or a desk, while others scampered toward the back of the bank,
hunched over and shuffling their feet as quickly as they could.

The shooter was a man in his forties. He was
thin and resolute. I learned later that he was a cop and looking
back, I should have made him right away. But he had blended right
in with the other customers. Now he was crouched and duck-walking
toward one of the desks.

“You motherfucker!” I screamed and fired
directly at him. The bullet struck low in front of him, ripping out
a chunk of tile and whizzing off. Before I could fire again, he
reached the desk and took cover.

I looked down at Shae. She was perfectly
still, as if posed for a snapshot. Her hair was splayed out on the
ground beneath her and a dark red pool was spreading outward from
her body.

There was a short, guttural sound, full of
despair. I realized a moment later it came from me.

I turned fired over the top of the desk just
as the cop started to pop up and he hunkered down again
immediately. My best guess said that I had one, maybe two rounds
left in this magazine. The second mag was in my back pocket, but
I’d have to put the bag of money down to reload.

More than anything, I wanted to stay and
shoot it out. I wanted to kill the sonofabitch who fucked up my
plan, who took away our future.

Go with the flow, baby, I heard her say.

I backpedaled toward the door. The cop stayed
behind the desk and no civilians got suddenly brave. At the door, I
emptied the rest of the clip into the desk the cop was hiding
behind, turned and ran out of the bank.

The rest of the plan went off perfect.

 


 


“That one was for Micah,” the woman on the
radio said, “sending her love from far away to Jordan, stationed in
Germany.”

I sat at the desk, sipping the whiskey and
listening to the saccharine dedication show that Shae loved. She
called it her guilty pleasure. The .45 rested next to the bag full
of money. I stared at the droplets of blood on the bag. I hadn’t
noticed them at the bank, or as I ran to the car and drove back to
our shithole motel. But under the weak yellow light at the desk,
the dark red drops stood out.

It wouldn’t take the police long to put the
pieces together. They’d probably have her identified in less than a
day. Two at the most. Her prints weren’t on file locally or in the
U.S., so that would buy me some time. Once the cops struck out,
though, they’d think to check with Canada. They’d find out about
the banks we did in Vancouver. Maybe we left some prints behind on
one of those jobs. They’d figure it out.

I reached down to my abdomen. Through my
shirt, I felt the rough edges of scar tissue. I knew that the
coarse skin under my fingers was still a deep and angry red.

Tears stung my eyes.

I should be driving north instead of drinking
and sitting. And I suppose I would, just as soon as I drained my
glass. I’d tuck the money in my suitcase, already packed before we
even left for the bank, dump the shopping bag and the gun into a
sewer grate and drive north. It was an hour or so to Colville,
where my cousin Murph lived. I could hole up there, check the news
coverage and get some rest. Then we’d drive further north, hauling
a snowmobile in the back of his truck. One snowmobile instead of
two. I’d pay him off and then snowmobile across the border into
British Columbia.

I hoped Shae’s Uncle Terry would still take
me in after what happened. I suppose I had enough money to make it
happen, but with blood, you never know. Especially Irish blood.

And maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if Terry
showed up with his truck, right where we’d gone cutting wood last
winter in B.C., and met me with a shotgun. If he chose to do that,
he’d do it without a sneer or curse. He’d just level it at me and
blast me in the heart, without a word. That was his way. And maybe
that’s what I deserved.

I could lie on the cold ground and my blood
would spill out onto the white snow, just like Shae’s did on the
cold tile of that bank.

“I’m Charity,” the woman on the radio said,
“and you can call me with your long-distance dedication.”

I imagined a bit of light brogue in her voice
that wasn’t really there, smiled and downed the last of the
whiskey.

Another saccharine song started playing.

“This one is for all of you long distance
lovers out there,” Charity intoned.

I’d head north, and go with the flow.

 


 



Laddie

 


 


“Hold on, Laddie.” Shae reached back and
grabbed hold of my arm. “Jes’ feckin’ hold on.”

I opened my mouth to reply but only a gurgle
escaped. The fiery pain in my gut sent shock waves outward.

“Oh, Jaysus,” Shae moaned, glancing back and
forth between me and the road in front of her. Stress always
deepened her already thick Irish brogue. “Oh, sweet Jaysus, Laddie.
Don’t feckin’ die on me!”

I shook my head at her the next time she
looked back. “Just drive,” I managed to say.

She pulled her hand away and clamped both on
the steering wheel and headed north.

Pain lanced through my belly, and I bit back
a scream.

 


 


Her hair hung in my face. She brushed her
lips with mine and then suddenly, she stopped. “We should get outta
Vancouver,” she said, her voice firm with decision.

“What?”

“Ye heard me,” she said. “We should leave fer
a while.”

I moved my face toward hers, but she pulled
away.

“I’m serious,” she said.

“You’re coming up with travel plans while
we’re making love?” I asked, a little hurt.

She lowered her face to mine and planted a
kiss on me. “It’s not like that, baby. I was jes thinking about how
much I love ye and never wanna lose ye. I’d do anything to keep
that from happenin’.”

“You’re not going to lose me.”

“It’s gettin’ too dangerous. Three banks in
two months. We’re too hot around here.”

I ran my hand through her long black hair,
enjoying the cool, silky feel of it. “You’re too hot, that’s for
sure.”

“We should go somewhere else.”

“Where?”

“What about your hometown?”

I sighed and let my hand drop to the
mattress. “I left there for a reason, Shae.”

“We don’t have to make it a social visit.
We’ll get some work done. Maybe something other than banks.”

“Banks are where the money is. At least,
that’s what some fine Irish lass once told me.”

“’Tis you who told me that,” she said. She
dropped her chin and looking up at me with doe eyes. “But ‘fine,’
is it?”

I didn’t have any witty comeback. A dopey
grin was the best I could do.

So we went to River City.

 


 


The pain settled into a dull throb, but the
shivering got worse. The old Datsun’s tiny heater finally managed
to spew out something moderately warm, but it did nothing to stop
the shakes. The blood soaked through my clothes and coated the back
seat.

“Is it stoppin’?” Shae asked. “The
bleedin’?”

“It’s slowing down,” I stuttered back through
chattering teeth. I wasn’t sure, though, if I’d stemmed the flow or
if I was just running out of blood.

“Can ye make it to yer cousin’s?”

I swallowed hard and thought a moment.
Colville was sixty miles north of River City. We’d barely cleared
the north side of town, so it’d be an hour before we got to Murph’s
house. “I don’t think so,” I breathed.

“What?”

I shook my head at her and took a deep
breath. “Just drop me at an ER and go.”

I didn’t like the idea of going back to jail,
especially for what would be long stretch, but it was better than
dying.

“Feck that, Laddie,” Shae said. “I’m not
losing ye.”

I started to tell her that somewhere between
here and Colville, that was exactly what was going to happen. I
passed out instead.

 


 


Once we’d arrived in River City, I started to
plan the next job. All my old memories of the town came cascading
back to me. Planning seemed like the best way to keep them at bay,
or at least under control.

We stayed in a cheap motel called The Celtic
Spirit. Shae insisted, as soon as she saw the name on the sign
advertising cheap rooms. I sat at the rickety table with a yellow
notepad and an open phone book, whittling down the options.

Shae seemed relaxed now that we’d left
Canada. She took frequent trips to the Jacuzzi, read her history
books on the bed and made love to me. I tried to pretend her
interruptions were a distraction, but the truth was just the
opposite. She was the reason I planned.

After two days, she announced, “We’re outta
money.”

I looked up from the notepad. “You’re
kidding.”

She held up three wrinkled ones and a crisp
five. “That’s it. And the car is on E.”

I cursed. “I need another day to plan. And
then a couple to scout the site and at least two escape
routes.”

“We can’t afford that kind of time.”

I sighed and cursed again.

“We could hit a convenience store,” she said.
“Get some quick cash.”

“If we do that, we can only risk one bank job
before we head out of town for good.”

Shae shrugged. “One’s enough. We’ll drive
east. I want to see Montana.”

I frowned. “I don’t know. We won’t get shit
from a stop-and-rob, but the prison time’s the same. It’s a sucker
job.”

“It’s not jes the money,” she said. “I’m
bored.”

I put down my pencil. “I have a way to occupy
your time.”

She smiled her special smile, a blend of
shyness and lust, and stepped forward. I drew her to me and lost
myself in her.

Afterward, out of breath and coated with
sweat, she gave me a wet kiss on my neck just below the jaw. In my
ear, she whispered hotly, “Let’s jes go with the flow, Laddie.
We’ll hit the store.”

I couldn’t refuse her.

 


 


I woke up with a mouth full of cotton. After
a few moments, I realized it wasn’t cotton. It was my tongue.

“Shae?” I rasped, my voice weak.

No answer.

I wanted to open my eyes, but it was too much
of a struggle and I gave up. The room was quiet and a light
antiseptic smell hung in the air. It reminded me of gauze pads at
first and hospitals second, and then I was too tired to think about
it anymore and crashed back into darkness.

 


 


“Birch and Maxwell,” I finally told her.

She shrugged, loading the magazine for her
nine millimeter. “A store’s a store.”

“No,” I said, “it’s not. This one is on
Birch, a main arterial one-way for northbound traffic only. Maxwell
is a minor east/west arterial leading either deeper into the city
or out Pettit Drive and to the T.J. Meenach Bridge. From the
bridge, you can go north or south, but either way, you
disappear.”

“Ye sound like a razzer.” Shae curled her
lip.

“A what?”

“A feckin’ cop, Laddie. Why does it matter
what store, anyhow?”

I suppressed a sigh. “It gives us options.
And for every option we have, any cops responding have a decision
to make. Unless they make the right decision every time, and
quickly enough, they don’t stand a chance in catching us.”

She slipped the final round into the magazine
and tapped it into the palm of her hand. “Ye got it all worked out,
don’t ye now?”

“As best I can. It’s still a sucker job,
though.”

She slid the magazine home and racked the
slide. “Ye say the most romantic things.”

Once everything was decided, there was no
slowing her down. We piled into the car and headed south toward the
store. During the drive, I went over the plan twice more. Shae
nodded her head absently and I wondered how much of it she really
took in. Everything in her world was take ‘em as they come.

As we neared the store, I directed her to the
empty parking lot behind the store once I was sure there were no
security cameras.

“Last chance,” I said. “We can scrap this
and—”

“Jes go with the flow, Laddie.” She leaned
across the seat and kissed me, a hard wet kiss that made my head
spin. “This’ll put us back in business and you can plan fer weeks
on the fecking bank job.”

I shrugged. I couldn’t tell her no.

We exited the car and walked around the
corner. A large woman waddled out the front door, herding a pair of
kids every bit as fat as she was. Each kid cradled a cup of soda as
big as his head.

I glanced through the windows. Two customers.
One in line, one browsing the beer cooler.

“You get the beer cooler,” I told her. “I’ll
get both at the counter.”

“I’ll get all the customers,” Shae said. “Ye
jes worry about the clerk.”

“No. They’re too far apart. Just take the guy
at the beer cooler.”

“Fine. Let’s go, though, before the whole
fecking neighborhood decides to come fer a Slurpee.”

I slid the knit ski mask over my face and she
did the same. I saw a flash of silver as she drew her nine. I
jerked my .45 from my belt and we strode in like we were Bonnie and
Clyde.

“Don’t fucking move!” I bellowed at the clerk
and the customer at the counter. They stared at me in shock, but
obeyed.

Shae bounded past me toward the cooler.
“That’s means ye, too!” she shouted. The customer at the cooler
wore a faded Seattle Seahawks jacket and matching ball cap. He’d
slung a twelve pack of Keystone Light beer under his arm but froze
at her voice and the sight of the Beretta. Then his jaw dropped in
surprise and he raised his arms in the air. The twelve pack fell to
the tiled floor with a thunk. One of the cans burst and thick foam
oozed from the cardboard container.

“The register,” I told the clerk. “Clean it
out.”

He nodded dumbly, but didn’t move.

“Now!” I barked at him, and he jumped.

“Easy,” the customer at the counter said. He
held his palms out toward me, placating. His tie-dyed tee shirt and
Rastafarian hair pissed me off. “Just take it easy.”

“Easy?” I stepped toward him and swung the
pistol in an arc, cracking him in the temple. He yelped and
collapsed to a knee. I delivered a second blow, catching him behind
the ear, and he fell to the ground. Blood gushed from his head. “Is
that fucking easy enough for you?”

“Lad—” Shae screamed, and then the shot rang
out.

The bullet punched into my gut and tossed me
backward a step. A great weakness washed over me and suddenly I
couldn’t stand. I sank to my knees.

Another shot cracked. An angry sound whizzed
past my ear. I turned my head toward the register. The clerk stood
behind the counter, a small revolver in his wavering hand.

Son of a bitch shot me.

I should shoot him back.

I willed my right hand to come up. My grip on
the .45 remained tight, but my arm hung uselessly at my side.

More shots, these from Shae. Cigarettes and
candy leapt and danced around the clerk and he dropped behind the
counter.

Then the pain hit and I howled.

She was there, lifting me, whispering to me,
cajoling me, cursing me.

“Come on, Laddie, feckin’ walk. Don’t ye die
on me. Ye can’t die. I won’t let ye.”

The ding of the entry door sounded and things
went black for a second. When they cleared up, she was pushing me
into the back seat. I looked down at the bright warm blood at my
middle and clutched at it.

Shae drove. “Hold on, Laddie. Jes’ feckin’
hold on.”

 


 


The next time I woke up, I managed to force
my eyes open.

Shae was there. She ran her fingers across my
forehead. “Ye gave me quite a scare, Laddie.”

I rasped something unintelligible. She
brought a paper cup of water to my lips and I swallowed.

“Better?”

I nodded and looked around. The room wasn’t a
motel. It looked more like someone’s spare bedroom. “Where…?”

“Don’t ye worry about that none,” she chided
softly. “I said I’d take care of ye, didn’t I? That I’d do anything
to keep from losing ye?”

“Yeah,” I whispered. “But where are we?”

“We’re safe,” she said. “We’ll stay here a
while longer and then we’ll head up to yer cousin’s house.”

“Shae—”

She shushed me. “Sleep, baby.”

And I couldn’t refuse her.

 


 


I woke to a gunshot.

I sat upright and blinked. The sudden motion
sent a searing pain through my gut and I grunted back a yell.
Tenderly, I touched my stomach. Tape and bandages. I tried to
swallow, but my throat remained dry.

I listened. Nothing. The light in the room
was dim and I reached for a lamp, but winced as soon as I raised my
arm. My skin was slick with sweat, but I felt cold.

“Shae?” I called, hesitant.

Did I hear a gunshot? Or did I dream
it?

Footsteps approached and the door swung open.
I recognized her silhouette in the doorway and suddenly a snatch of
a forgotten song flitted through my brain—

—standing in that doorway like a
dream—

“Laddie? Baby? Ye all right?”

“Was that a shot?” I croaked.

She came to the bedside and handed me a glass
of water. I wrapped my hands around hers and tipped the glass. I
sipped at first, then drank greedily. In between small gulps, I
smelled the cordite on her hands.

“Are ye well enough to travel?”

“I don’t know. Where are we?”

“A vet clinic.”

“A vet…you’re kidding me.”

“No. It was all I could find.”

I took another sip of water. “A vet clinic
where?”

“Some small town. Deer something.”

“Deer Park?”

“That’s it.”

So we made it about fifteen miles north of
River City. I must have passed out and she probably got scared.
“What made you think of a vet?”

“I saw it in a movie once.”

In a movie. Unbelievable.

“What did the doc…I mean, what did the vet
say?”

“That yer lucky. Ye bled a lot but no major
organs were hit. He doped ye up and sewed things up as best he
could. Ye’ve been sleepin’ nigh on three days.”

I tried to wrap my mind around that. It
seemed more like one long night. “He didn’t mind helping?”

Even in the dim light, I saw the mischievous
smile playing on her face. “He took a bit of convincing, that one.
But he came ‘round. Shut down his practice and took himself a
little vacation.”

I drank some more water, amazed. I wondered
how she managed it all and how we were going to keep him quiet
after…

“Oh, no,” I said.

“No what?”

“You shot him, didn’t you? That was the
gunshot I heard. You shot the doc.”

“The vet, ye mean?”

“Whatever. Did you?”

She leaned in close to me and in the dim
room, her eyes appeared flat and black. “He saw our faces, Laddie.
He knew ye were shot. A feckin’ idjit could connect the dots.”

“You shoulda dropped me at the ER,” I said,
unable to turn away from her gaze. I shuddered involuntarily and a
spike of pain fired from my wound.

“I’m not gonna lose ye,” she said in a harsh
whisper. “Not ever.”

Her words made me feel wonderful and terrible
all at once.

Shae helped me dress. The jeans were mine but
the T-shirt must have been the vet’s. It hung off me loosely. I
draped my arm over her shoulders as we made our way out to the
Datsun. The vet had a nice place out in the country, one I thought
Shae and I could be happy at, if we could ever stop rolling. But
maybe that flow was what made us…us.

Her small, strong hands braced me as I
lowered myself into the passenger seat. Once my legs were inside,
she closed the door and came around to the driver’s side. I slumped
in the seat and pressed my forehead to the cool window glass. She
pulled the car out onto Highway 395 and headed north at fifty-five
miles per hour. I stared out the window at the passing scenery,
mostly farmland and trees. Inside of an hour, we’d be at Murph’s
and I could lie low and recover.

We didn’t speak during the drive, but when
her hand came to rest on my knee, I covered it with my own, and
squeezed.

I couldn’t refuse her, and never wanted
to.

 


 



A New Life

 


 


I don’t believe in love at first sight. Not a
bit. I believe a girl can have a crush at first sight, true.
But I haven’t been a girl in many years. And I don’t have time for
crushes.

Still, what is it that draws us together in
this messed up world? Makes bad decisions seem like great ones,
simply because of who we’re with? What is it about another person
that can take all the mundane, crude, cheap and bitter moments in
this life and somehow make them seem magical?

I wish I knew. If I’d have known, maybe I
would have found a way to avoid it.

Then again, maybe not.

 


 


The flight across the Atlantic was restless.
I kept waking up at every small noise, just sure that some kind of
cop was going to put the grab on me. None appeared, though, and all
I had to contend with was a snuffling old fart next to me and a
whiny kid two rows over.

Somewhere over Greenland, the old guy
“accidentally” brushed the side of my breast with his hand.

I leaned over and whispered in his ear. “Ye
do that again, Da’, and you’ll be eating and wiping yerself left
handed the rest o’ yer days.”

He tensed and his eyes flared open
slightly.

I smiled sweetly.

Lucky old duffer. If I hadn’t been lying low,
he’d have been nursing a broken finger instead of a bruised
ego.

The hairiest part of the trip was changing
planes in Montreal. If there’d been more time, I would have booked
a flight into any other province but Quebec. All the French, I
stood out like an empty pint. Time wasn’t always a luxury, though.
Sometimes you have to make do. Go with the flow.

I handed my Irish passport to the customs
official at the airport and flashed him my best Emerald Isle smile.
I’d already taken the time to undo an extra button on my
blouse.

“S'il vous plaît,” I said, letting my
brogue butcher the French language. I never had much use for the
French. Too much wine. Not enough fight. It’s no wonder they got
their arses kicked twice last century.

He smiled at me, shot a predictable but
appreciative glance down at my cleavage, then gave my passport the
once over. “An-jay-lah Queen?”

I squinted. After a moment, I realized he was
reading the name on the passport. Not my name, to be sure, but as
good a name as any. “Aye, that’s me. Angela Quinn.”

He said something in French. I didn’t
understand the words, but the tone was easy to decipher. He’d
slipped into pick-up mode.

“Sorry, lad,” I told him. “The only French
word left in my arsenal is merci. And I don’t have anything
to thank you for yet.”

He smiled, baring his cigarette-stained teeth
at me. “I say, what brings you to our fair country?”

“Visiting family.”

“Ah,” he replied, his smile growing. “Here in
Montreal?”

I shook my head. “Vancouver.”

His smile faded. “That is too bad. Perhaps
you have a layover, no?”

“No. I have a connecting flight.”

He pressed his lips together in
disappointment. “What a pity.”

I smiled. “’Tis. I could have used a good
knee trembler after such a long flight.”

He scrunched his eyebrows.
“Pardon?”

“A knee trembler,” I repeated. I motioned
toward the wall. “You know, there up against the wall. Up on your
tip toes so hard, it makes your knees tremble?”

He flushed red with understanding. He
hurriedly stamped my passport and handed it to me.

“Merci,” I said sweetly.

“Next!” he barked.

Serves him right. Goddamn French, anyway.

The walk through the Montréal-Pierre Elliott Trudeau International
Airport kept me on my toes, though not in the way I’d teased
the gaping customs agent with. Every time I saw a uniform moving
toward me, my knees trembled. I kept expecting a grab at my elbow
and a French accent asking me to “come this way, madam.”

What would I do? Fight here? Run? Bluff?

I was tired of all three. The Troubles just
beats it out of you.

I arrived at my gate without a problem. I sat
and pretended to read a paperback romance while I watched people
traffic.

No law was interested in me.

At least I would see the uniforms coming. If
one of Sinn Fein came at me, I might not know until the last
moment. Still, much of the foot traffic consisted of very
French-looking people. I didn’t see many faces that could have been
Irish. And none of them seemed to pay me any mind.

Maybe I’d gotten away clean.

I forced that thought down. When I made it to
Uncle Terry’s, that’s when I could afford to think about being
safe. Until then, thoughts of safety only clouded my thinking, made
me less sharp. And until I was clear, I needed to stay alert.

For an hour, I sat and watched. Every minute
or so, I turned a page of my book, just in case someone was
watching.

The boarding call came first in French, then
in English. I stood and waited in line. My heart beat faster as the
line moved, thudding in my temples as I handed the woman my
ticket.

“Merci,” she said in a sing-song voice
and handed me back the stub.

I resisted the urge to run down the loading
tunnel.

Get on this plane, I thought. Fly to
Vancouver. Start a new life. Forget everything and everyone back in
Ireland.

Easy.

Behind me, I heard the steady, thundering
footfalls of a large man walking with purpose. The flimsy tunnel
shook with his every step.

Shit! I was so close!

I took a deep steady breath.

Decision time. He sounded big. Too big to
fight. Nowhere to run. Only chance was to bluff. Go with the
flow.

I let out the breath and prepared myself.

The big man brushed past me and continued
speed walking down the tunnel.

“Feckin’ Jaysus,” I sighed.

The flight attendant glanced at my boarding
pass and directed me to my row. I slid my small bag into the
compartment above the seats. Then I settled into the window seat
and pretended to read my book.

A woman and her young son sat next to me. I
ignored them.

Twenty minutes later, the plane took off,
leaving the lights of Montreal behind.

I tried to sleep. There was nothing I could
do if someone on the plane was after me, anyway. If it was the law,
there was nowhere to go or anything to do until we landed. And if
it were someone from the Cause? Well, I didn’t think anyone was
going to hurt me while I was sitting next to a mother and her
child.

Sleep was fitful. I kept seeing faces. Sean.
Niall. Conor. I saw the flat face of a mummy with dancing eyes.
Speeding cars. Shattered glass. Guns.

Blood.

I woke. The woman and her child were staring
at me, slack-jawed.

“What are ye looking at?” I snapped.

The woman looked away but the child continued
to stare.

I turned my gaze to the darkness out my
window.

I needed a new life.

 


 


The descent into Vancouver was bumpy, giving
the brat next me something new to worry about, but we landed safely
enough. I retrieved my small bag and traipsed down the aisle with
the rest of the cattle. At the door to the airplane, the flight
attendant wished me a good evening. Even though her eyes settled on
me, I was sure she didn’t actually see me. The thought gave me some
comfort.

Traffic both sped up and spread out once we
reached the tunnel. In almost no time, it opened up into the
airport proper. I kept pace with the crowd, watching for uniforms.
More than that, I watched for anyone looking at me. British
Columbia had far more Irish roots than Quebec and the faces in the
crowd reflected that. I didn’t think anyone would make a move in
the airport – too hard to get a weapon in – but they might pick me
up there and tail me elsewhere. The sooner I knew that I was
marked, the better.

“Tara Kelly,” a voice announced over
the loudspeaker. “Miss Tara Kelly, please come to the customer
service kiosk.”

My stomach tensed. A trap? Tara Kelly was the
code name that only Uncle Terry was supposed to know. My passport
read Angela Quinn. So if someone else knew about Tara Kelly, then
maybe the game was up.

Or maybe Terry had left me a message.

Why would he do that? Why wouldn’t he just be
here?

I strolled along, thinking.

What was the best play? The smart play?

I was in the country now. No customs to pass
through. All I had to do was get in touch with Terry and get to his
place in the little burg of Rossland. It might not be a metropolis,
but it was safe. It was where my new life waited.

What waited for me at the customer service
kiosk? A message from Terry? A cop? A killer?

I didn’t like the odds.

I kept walking.

 


 


Outside the airport, I hailed a taxi.

“Where to?” he asked, resetting the
meter.

“I need a motel room,” I told him. “Someplace
away from the airport.”

He drove wordlessly for fifteen minutes
before pulling into the parking lot of the Star-lite Motel. “This
suit you?”

“It’ll do.” I pulled out the small roll of
cash from my pocket and peeled off several bills. “Keep the
change.”

He nodded his thanks and I slid out of the
cab.

 


 


Checking in was quick, though I got some guff
because I didn’t have a credit card. I figured that might be a
problem, so I’d undone the magic button on my blouse again. A
hundred bucks and some cleavage seemed to be the going rate for a
deposit on a motel room in Vancouver.

I waited in the room an hour, making frequent
checks out the window into the parking lot. I didn’t see anything
suspicious. That sense of having made it started rising inside me
again. I beat it back down. Once I was in Rossland. Then I could
feel that way. Once I was Tara Kelly, complete with a Canadian
birth certificate, a driver’s license and a new life. Not
until.

After the hour, I left the room and walked a
half block to a pub.

Bar, I reminded myself. Or tavern.
Not a pub.

Inside, the late evening crowd created a
steady buzz, but it wasn’t overwhelming. Just enough noise to
camouflage, not loud enough to be dangerous. Perfect. I’d hidden in
plain sight in places like this all over Ireland.

I stepped up to the bar and asked for
change.

The bartender laid the coins on the bar. “You
want something to drink, too, eh?”

“Sure.”

“What’ll ya have?”

I almost ordered Guinness. Instead, I glanced
up at the “Kokanee” neon sign behind the bar. I ordered one.

“Bottle or tap?”

“Bottle.”

He popped the top and set the bottle before
me. I paid him, took my bottle and made my way to the pay phones
near the restrooms. The cold glass felt good in my hand.

I dialed Terry’s number from memory. The ring
in my ear was different than the telephones back home.

Home.

I let myself a slight, ironic smile.

Canada was home now.

Terry didn’t answer. After eight rings, his
answering machine clicked on. I thought about what to say while his
voice filled the phone. When the beep sounded, I let the sound of
the Vancouver bar filter into the receiver. Then I hung up.

“That’s an interesting smile,” a voice
said.

I glanced up, prepared to tell the fella to
take a hike. Instead, I was struck speechless. I found myself
looking at the most beautiful man I’d ever stood next to. He wasn’t
handsome in the sense that movie stars were handsome. His hair was
a little tousled and he had a rough look about him. A small scar on
his chin was accentuated by several days’ growth of beard.

All of that was nothing next to the look in
his eyes when our gaze locked. The smoldering passion and the
promise of forever radiated from his deep brown eyes. My stomach
flip-flopped. My knees trembled.

A slow, knowing smile spread over his face.
“That smile says a lot about you.”

I shook myself from my reverie. A rush of
heat washed upward from my body to my face. “Is that so?” I asked
him, trying to inject confidence into my voice.

He nodded. “It is.”

I lifted the beer bottle to my lips and took
a long swallow while I watched him. I don’t know if I did that
because I wanted the cold beer to cool me off or if it was part of
the seduction dance. Maybe both. All I knew for sure was the
something had clicked the moment I saw him. The fear of the chase
went away. The fear of being alone left me. I knew in that moment
that I would be with him until I died.

Three swallows of beer did nothing to cool me
off or to clear my head.

“You can’t hide that smile,” he said. “Even
when you try.”

“Oh, yer a romantic one, aren’t ye?” I
answered him.

He cocked his head at me. “Aye,” he replied,
his accent horrible. “That I am, lass.”

I broke into a small chuckle. “That’s awful.
It’s like a form of racism or something. I ought to slap ye for
it.”

He proffered his cheek.

Instead of slapping him, I reached out and
let my fingertips and palm caress the stubble there. His eyes
remained locked on me. The intensity pounded in my head, tingled in
my chest and loins. The effect was overwhelming.

“What’s your name?” he asked me.

“Shae,” I answered, without thinking. Gone
was Angela Quinn. Gone was Tara Kelly.

He reached up and covered my hand with his
own. “Shae,” he asked. “Do you want to get out of this place? Go
somewhere that we can be alone?”

I thought about it for the barest of moments.
What if we were some kind of cop? Not a chance. IRA? Not
likely.

I didn’t know who he was. I didn’t know
anything about him.

And I didn’t believe in love at first
sight.

I didn’t have time for any crushes,
either.

Go with the flow, lass.

Did I want to be alone with him?

“Aye, Laddie,” I said. “I do.”

 


 


I had the sense to go to his motel room
instead of my own, though even that much thought process was a
struggle. We burst through the door and were on each other with
deep, frantic kisses. Clothing fell away, some gently, some torn.
The hungry, selfish, grasping caresses of a first time were all we
knew.

The world outside grew small, then
disappeared. That motel room became the world.

The physical and the emotional melted into
each other.

His skin tasted so good.

My breath caught.

Pleasure washed over me.

And again.

Time passed. Stood still.

We were one.

Inseparable.

 


 


Later, we lay on the bed on top of tangled
sheets. He made a joke about wishing he still smoked. I thought it
was the funniest thing ever said.

“My mother warned me about this,” he
said.

“What’s that? Meeting strange women and
deflowering them?”

He smiled. “Somehow I don’t think any
deflowering occurred tonight.”

“Perhaps not. What did she warn ye about,
then?”

He adjusted his body position, turning on his
side to face me. “You have to understand. My father, he was German
and Hungarian. Very practical. Always a planner. Very organized and
disciplined. But my mother, she was mostly Italian. She was the
romantic.”

“She teach ye that pick-up line?”

His face fell. “That was no line.”

I kissed him. “Sorry, Laddie. I was just
playing with ye.”

He nodded that he understood. “She did teach
me about romance, I suppose. Mostly I took after my father. He
always used to tell me that all of the love songs on the radio were
really just part of a government conspiracy.”

“Conspiracy?”

“Yeah. According to him, all of those songs
were secretly designed to make us fall in love and get married so
that the government could get you to pay more taxes.”

I laughed. “That sounds like something a
government would do.”

He smiled. “It does, doesn’t it?”

“Especially the English,” I said.

A question formed in his eyes, but he left it
unasked. “The thing is,” he said, “my mother didn’t agree. She said
that the love songs were there to remind us why we got
married in the first place. Why we fell in love.”

“Ah. A true romantic, she.”

“She was. And she warned me that someday,
when I least expected it, I’d be hit by the thunderbolt.”

I smiled. I didn’t have to ask what that
meant. My mother had never warned me about such things, but I sure
as hell knew it when it happened.

After that, the words just spilled out of
both of us. There was no pretense. No filter. As much as we rushed
to know each other physically, our conversation roamed far and fast
in an effort to know each other factually.

I learned he was an American from River City,
Washington. He had no family left. I told him where I was from in
Ireland and that only Uncle Terry remained in my family. We shared
childhood stories. Dreams. We danced slowly up to the present day,
nary a lie between us.

“Did ye find work here in Canada?” I asked
him.

He shook his head. “I got in a little bit of
trouble, so I had to leave town.”

“Law trouble?”

He shrugged. “It wasn’t really illegal. Just
a little bit...funny.”

“Laddie, people don’t leave town over
something that’s only a little bit funny.”

“They don’t, huh?”

“No. And they definitely don’t leave the
country over it, either.”
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