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Chapter 1

September 1995

 


Fleep and Davon stood near
the curb on Howard Street, just hanging out. At dusk it was dark
enough that the smut kicked up by the passing traffic didn't show,
but not too dark to see what was happening. Now and then they
glanced over at the entrance to a currency exchange across the
street, always casually, fists shoved into their jacket pockets.
There was hardly anyone around to notice them anyway. During the
changeover lull — after the day stopped and before the night
started — everyone was somewhere else getting ready.

The street, Howard Street,
is the dividing line between the north side of Chicago and
Evanston, gateway to the suburban North Shore with its wealth
huddled smugly against the edge of Lake Michigan. But that's only a
line on a map. On the living street, garbage and dirt of all kinds
wash over, south to north and back, ignorant of the division.
Today, Fleep and Davon had washed up all the way from Chicago's
West Side. This was their weekend hobby: ride the El up, visit the
'burbs for a little sport.

Suddenly Fleep nudged
Davon. "Hey hey, pigeon's leavin' the coop."

Davon looked up to see an
old woman standing in the doorway of the exchange, searching the
street with nervous eyes. She was slight, seemed gray all over just
like a pigeon, and she hugged a small purse against her side,
squeezing it hard under her elbow. The strap was stretched taut
from her shoulder down. When her gaze lingered on Fleep and Davon
for a little too long they averted their eyes, slouching deeper
into their jackets. Davon adjusted the baseball cap riding
backwards on his head. Finally the old woman stepped to the
pavement to begin her fragile trip home.

Fleep and Davon split up to
track her from both sides of the street. Davon was a little puzzled
when she turned north, up in the direction of Calvary Cemetery. If
he remembered right, there was nothing much there but elevated
train tracks winding all over, hard to know which way was up. Maybe
she was lost, or confused. It happened all the time with these old
bitches. Still, it seemed almost too easy now, no
challenge.

By the time the woman
covered another block, Davon had worked his way ahead of her,
smiling to himself because the street here was empty and quiet, no
traffic, not even pedestrians, just grass and dirt and some
concrete pilings. Perfect. Gradually they closed in from both
directions. The old woman hadn't noticed them yet. She continued on
her way taking tiny, deliberate steps. But then she did notice. She
stood up straight, tottering unsteadily. If she was confused
before, she seemed almost paralyzed now.

Fleep broke into a full run
and wrenched the purse away. This was usually the fun part, where
the dumb old fools tried to hold on and were dragged down the
street, squealing like pigs. But this time the strap broke away
clean and Fleep was running with the purse before either of them
realized it. Taking up the rear, Davon risked a glance backward and
saw the old woman standing there, looking stupefied, hands at her
sides.

They rounded the corner
under a viaduct, cutting into an alley, where the next thing was to
strip the money if there was any and then dump the bag. If you
didn't take credit cards or something with a name on it, no one
could prove anything. Davon was the lookout and he knew his job —
they'd done this a hundred times. He toggled his eyes nervously
between the two ends of the alley while Fleep snapped open the
catch.

In the next moment neither
of them knew quite what had happened. There was a flash and
a whoompf, and
Fleep dropped the smoking bag. He stared at his hand, at blood
pouring from the palm, at pieces of embedded shrapnel. It didn't
hurt, yet, but gradually he understood what the old lady had done.
His little finger hung off at an odd angle, and a one-inch metal
sliver protruded from the soft flesh between thumb and forefinger.
Almost absently he plucked out the metal, which was all that held a
severed artery closed. At the first spurt of arterial blood,
straight from the heart to the gravel three feet away, he
groaned.

"Oh man."

"The fuck
happened?"

"Fuckin' bitch. I'm
bleedin' to death. Fuckin' old bitch."

Fleep hopped through a
spastic dance squeezing his wrist. A fierce sweat broke out on his
face. He decided the only way to stanch the awful squirting blood
was to press the wound closed with the tail of his tee shirt, but
when he did, his hand throbbed in sharp pulses as if someone were
pounding it with a hammer. He clenched his teeth and
moaned.

"I'm dyin'. I'm gonna
die."

He shook pathetically,
showing his youth, not tough any more. The tee shirt had stopped
the bleeding for a few moments, but now it was soaked through and
blood dripped down his pants onto his shoes.

Davon's face was a mask of
terror. He'd seen guys shot, guys stabbed, dead guys even, but this
was somehow different — up close and sudden. He reached deep into
his jacket for the .38 that was meant to guarantee their escape
from rough circumstances. He didn't like to flash it but he didn't
know what else to do. He guided the whimpering Fleep back to the
street.

While Fleep waited, Davon
stepped in front of an oncoming BMW, a silver-gray yuppie-mobile,
causing it to veer up over the curb in a shriek of brakes and
skidding rubber. The driver, a middle-aged man in a suit, rolled
down his window and shouted something that Davon didn't catch, then
began to reverse the car. He wasn't fast enough, though, to get
away from Davon and his gun. Davon lunged and had the driver by the
collar with the revolver pointed at his head. He dragged the
blubbering man out and, when they were clear of the car, shoved him
to the pavement. Seconds later Davon was at the wheel with Fleep at
his side, heading for the emergency room at Saint Francis, the one
hospital they could remember from when they'd cased the
area.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


As slowly as it turns,
still you can tell the earth is moving if you watch the shadows of
the trees. But you have to be patient. Mary Ann Bloom, seventy-six,
and Isabel Milton, eighty-seven, had been out all afternoon
watching the slow-moving shadows of early September, of elm and ash
and maple, from their vantage in the meager park across from the
Meadowvale Nursing Home where they lived.

When the two old women had
arrived, Mary pushing Isabel in her wheelchair, sunlight had been
flooding down on the tops of Evanston's tall and exuberant trees,
limbs touching tree-to-tree to form gothic arches all through the
park. Now, in late afternoon, the shadows had long since crawled
along the spotty lawn to the street and across. Dark edges reached
halfway up the west wall of the home, nearly to the windows of the
third floor. Mary shivered, looking over at her home now being
eaten by shadows, thinking about having to return there.

Mary had liked the way the
building used to look, with its smooth brown bricks offset by
stone, shiny window panes framed in green trim. What made the home
so terribly ugly now were the boarded-up windows. The neighborhood
was none too good any more, and vandals with nothing else to do had
made it an obligation to see that no window remained unbroken for
more than a day or two. When Jenny Keck had owned the home there
had been an attempt to keep the street level glazed. But now, after
Jenny's sudden death almost a year ago, her son Leon had taken over
and left the boards in place. The insolent graffiti sprayed and
scrawled on them was merely one more assault of so many borne by
the old people there.

With the loss of sunlight a
chill descended over the park. The pigeons had gone. The few
children had run off trailing their laughter behind them. The
leisurely flow of strollers had dwindled and most of the remaining
bench-sitters were packing up to leave. Mary squinted at her watch
before she rose to close Isabel's gray, beaded sweater and check
that the nubby wool blanket was secure around her ankles. In the
home the two of them were something of an institution, a synergy
with two bodies and one mind. Both of them had checked in on the
same day six years ago, sensed a kind of unspoken kinship, and had
been together ever since. Mary was a nurturing person. An
unflagging commitment to Isabel was what kept her going, while the
older woman had become more and more enfeebled and needed all the
nurturing she could get.

As Mary fussed with the
blanket, an orange and white ambulance drove up and stopped in
front of the home. Isabel saw it first and nudged Mary without
speaking, and they both watched as the paramedics climbed out to
open the back doors. The old women had seen enough ambulances to
know there was probably nothing to worry about with this one —
there was no siren, and the flashing lights weren't on. Their
intuition was confirmed when the attendants in their dark uniforms
unloaded an old black man carefully and placed him in a
wheelchair.

Mary did most of the
speaking for the two of them when there was something to be said.
Isabel was quite hard of hearing by now — her hearing aid was
functioning erratically and she couldn't afford to have it
repaired. Mary faced her and spoke with exaggerated
clarity.

"It looks like they've
brought Mr. Wilson back."

"Back? Where'd he go?
Wandered off, I imagine?" Isabel's voice was a parched croak that
sometimes seemed forced at great expense. "They all do sooner or
later."

"No, dear. You remember. He
was mugged two weeks ago. Ended up in the hospital."

"Oh, yes, that's right.
They beat him up."

"It's late. Why don't we go
see if we can help?" Mary leaned to release the wheel locks on the
chair.

Isabel frowned in
concentration. "Like Agnes last March. She was all bruises for
months."

"Oh yes, I forgot. Poor
thing. We had to hold her hand just to coax her out of
bed."

Isabel's gaze drifted back
to the ambulance. "Poor thing."

Mary sighed and took charge
of the wheelchair, launching it carefully onto the narrow
path.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


In some of the upper
windows of Meadowvale Nursing Home, old faces appeared, with old
eyes that had recorded much, to watch George Wilson being wheeled
in. Even from that far above, some of them could see the thick
bandage across one of his ears, a souvenir of the attack. And they
watched as, down at the street corner, Mary and Isabel, returned
from the park across the way.

An attendant wheeled Mr.
Wilson up a low ramp at the entrance to the home. The glass-paneled
door itself was in a deeply recessed alcove, and when the wind
gusted, the opening served as a dead pocket where swirling air
deposited the refuse of the neighborhood. Cigarette and candy
wrappers gathered in crevasses. Even bottles and cans somehow
seemed to find their way in. Everyone remembered how when Jenny
Keck was alive she would come with a plastic garbage bag each
morning and clean it all out. "This door is the first impression
our guests have of our little home," she would say, "and I want it
to be a pleasant one." That's what she had called them, "guests,"
and the feeling behind it was not insincere.

When the wheelchair
carrying Mr. Wilson reached the center of the lobby, Carl, the
newest of the orderlies, transferred the old man roughly to one of
the home's wheelchairs so the ambulance crew could take theirs
back.

 


***

 


George Wilson,
seventy-eight, a retired policeman, had almost forgotten how
disheartening the lobby was. To his left the door marked "DIRECTOR"
was slightly ajar, meaning that Leon Keck, the big fat slob, was
probably inside. George turned his head so he wouldn't have to
think about Leon. Farther along the wall was a long counter, like
that of a hotel's front desk, with a hinged flap that lifted for
access. Rows of pigeonholes lined the wall behind the counter.
Originally meant for messages for the residents, they were now all
empty and clotted with grime. Nurse Budka, a thin, bony woman,
fortyish, wearing a white uniform, stood behind the counter reading
a small black book. She glanced up only briefly to determine,
George supposed, that no rules were being broken.

The walls of the lobby were
painted olive, and the job had been done a long time ago, as far as
anyone could remember. Faint intersecting rectangles, faded by
degrees, were the ghosts of pictures that had been hung and rehung,
moved and, finally, removed. It had been rumored that Jenny Keck
had planned a grand redecorating just before her death. Over to the
right George noticed the familiar pair of massive gray couches,
pushed together back-to-back, dividing the remainder of the area.
No one was sitting in them, of course — the fabric hadn't been
cleaned in ages because of Leon's cutbacks. The faint odor of urine
wafted through the lobby, modulated by the changing
drafts.

 


***

 


With all the attention paid
to the ambulance and Mr. Wilson, no one seemed to have noticed the
dapper old gentleman who arrived in a taxi just after the ambulance
arrived. The cab departed and he was left standing at the curb with
a lone piece of tan leather luggage at his side.

Benjamin Harrison Campbell,
seventy-six, was known in various nefarious circles around the
globe as Benny "The Scholar" Campbell. Or at least he had been. For
quite some time now he'd been out of circulation. Standing quietly
he attempted to gauge his surroundings, to assess the facade of the
Meadowvale Nursing Home, and as each ugly feature registered he
bunched and wiggled his neat gray moustache, tugged the corners of
his mouth down a little farther.

A washed-out van with its
windows trimmed in yarn tassels rolled by, stereo up to full
volume, bass throbbing. For a full five minutes Benny Campbell
waited, during which time his shoulders seemed to slump more and
more deeply. But as hunched as he was, he was tall for an elderly
man, over six feet. His wiry gray hair was trimmed in a European
cut, and his features were sharp and patrician. He had penetrating
gray eyes, though the whites had yellowed a bit and his corneas
were edged with milky crescents.

Benny Campbell was waiting
to move until he could fully accept his new station, convince
himself that this was a suitable place for a man of his former
preeminence to –– well, face it –– to wind down his life. He used
to feel elegant in the tweed suit he now wore. Anyone with taste
would have recognized that his suit was straight from Savile Row
and that the bag at his feet was a Louis Vuitton. But he doubted
that anyone residing in the squalor before him would have the
class.

What galled him most,
though, was that up close his trappings told a different story. The
bag was deformed, a sprung trapezoid, scarred and cut. At the base
where a particularly vicious gash ran all the way through, a flap
of boxer shorts had managed to wriggle out. This particular gash
had been inflicted by an enraged banker in Brussels intending to
incise Benny's own precious hide. The memory brought on a brief
smile. There were other stories this case could have told, which
was probably why he'd kept the shabby thing all these years. But
then, it wasn't the only shabby thing. His pants bagged out at the
knees. The material of his jacket was everywhere nubs and pulls.
The cut was out of style. The fit was loose. He felt as if he were
wearing the clothing of a more substantial man. And indeed he was —
he hadn't worn this particular suit since Jimmy Carter was
president. Now Bill Clinton was in office and it was a whole new
world.

It gradually occurred to
Benny that he was tired — tired of standing here, yes, but tired,
too, in a deeper sense. But if reflecting on better times was what
he wanted, he could do that more comfortably inside the home no
matter how bad it might be. He began to feel the chill of dusk. He
stooped slowly to grip his bag, then, hefting it, straightened with
deliberation, uncurling his shoulders and forcing them back to
project pride in case anyone might be watching. In his long
experience, appearance counted for much. Softly he recited to
himself, "Be wise; / Soar not too high to fall; / but stoop to
rise." And without further hesitation he marched toward the
home.

 


***

 


In heaving the battered Mr.
Wilson to the second wheelchair, Carl Weably, one of Meadowvale's
orderlies, had grabbed the old man right on his injured biceps. Mr.
Wilson hadn't flinched, but now he stared at Carl, examining him
with disdain, thinking that the dumb kid had the map of Nowhere
written all over his face. George Wilson had seen a lot of punks
like Carl when he patrolled the streets, and he still had the
habits of a cop, noticing details, sizing people up. The kid was
maybe twenty, twenty-two, he decided, maybe five-ten, scrawny with
long blond hair and a pasty complexion flecked with fine light
stubble and whiteheads. No distinguishing features. In fact, he was
completely undistinguished, except maybe for the tiny gold stud
shaped like a baseball stuck through one earlobe. The old man's
stare turned to a glare when Carl started up the way he often
did.

"Way hey, Mr. Macho Man.
Try to bust them big bullies all by himself."

George's jaw tightened. He
had in fact busted many a bully in his time on the force. He was a
thick, burly man, not used to taking second best in a
confrontation. Right now he'd like to bust Carl in the face, but he
didn't quite feel up to it. The beating he had suffered
unsuccessfully defending his wallet had drained a lot from him, and
he concentrated his energies on recharging himself. He didn't
reply.

"Quiet and tough. All
riiiight. Macho Man." Carl wheeled him close to the elevator and
punched the call button. There were two elevators but no one had
been able to explain why it took so long for either one of them to
respond.

While they waited, Mr.
Wilson felt someone touch his shoulder and he craned around to see
who it was. When he realized it was Mary Ann Bloom, he smiled. She
had quietly pushed Old Isabel up behind him, no doubt preparing to
offer sympathy. He knew Mary. Everyone knew Mary and liked her. She
extended her hand to pat his bald head swathed in tufts of white
hair. George Wilson felt momentarily embarrassed, worried that his
scalp full of scabs where he'd been kicked and bludgeoned might
repulse her. The flesh around one eye was still swollen and it
throbbed. The eye had been completely shut only a week
ago.

"Mr. Wilson — George — when
we heard we were so sorry. If we can help at all —"

He said nothing but raised
a hand and placed it briefly on hers.

Old Isabel as usual felt
she needed to say something encouraging. "Hope you gave the
bastards hell."

Mr. Wilson only jerked his
head as though laughing to himself.

Carl piped in, "Mr. Macho
Man gave 'em all he had, can't you tell? And it was nothin'. He's
all dried up."

Mary frowned at Carl, and
Isabel began to shake her head back and forth erratically, her
almost palsied reaction to unpleasantness.

"Go to hell, punk," George
Wilson murmured.

With an exaggerated start,
Carl faced George. "What'd you say?"

George turned his head
away, but Carl whirled the chair so that they were eye to
eye.

"What'd you say, you old
piece of shit?"

"Carl, don't —" Mary said,
but not quickly enough to stop him from pounding a fist against
George's shoulder. George grunted, and Mary took a step forward to
intercede.

"Call me a punk?" Carl
said, angrily shoving Mary aside. "I'm talkin' to you."

 


***

 


Whatever else Benny
Campbell might have done in his long felonious career he had never
assaulted a woman, nor even permitted such a thing in his presence.
But now, having taken only two reluctant steps inside the lobby of
Meadowvale Nursing Home, he was confronted with a young orderly
pushing a woman so roughly that she nearly fell over. Benny quickly
set down his Louis Vuitton case. "You there, stop that," he said,
not quite shouting. In half a dozen lanky strides he reached the
young man, who now was now railing at a bandaged black man in a
wheelchair. The sudden sound of his pulse pounding in his ears took
some of the edge off of Benny's indignation. He was momentarily
distracted by thoughts of what had landed him here in the first
place when the orderly wheeled around.

"Who the fuck are you,
gramps?"

"Carl, please —" Mary said.
Isabel had begun to whimper like a puppy.

"A gentleman never strikes
a lady," Benny said, and instantly Carl's jarring cackle set him
back on his heels, wondering if the young man might be
deranged.

"Well there ain't nothin'
wrong with a gentleman strikin' a gentleman, is there?" Carl said.
He closed on Benny slowly, eyes narrowed, forming a fist with his
right hand. Behind him a chime sounded and Benny heard elevator
doors sliding open.

Carl thumped Benny hard on
the sternum, knocking the breath out of him and buckling his knees.
Benny saw white for a moment, feeling a sharp pain in his chest as
he toppled to the floor.

 


***

 


Carl had his fist raised
again, about to show this geezer what it meant to interfere, when a
hand from behind gripped his wrist hard. There were dark liver
spots on the hand — obviously another one of the old farts — and
Carl was ready to twist out of the hold when he realized it was the
Colonel and checked his impulse. Instead he turned
cautiously.

"That's enough, Carl. I'll
take charge from here. Dismissed. Eh, soldier?"

Carl tilted his head
awkwardly, trying to affect a haughty air by sneering along his
nose. Yes, it was that damned Colonel. The old man wasn't really
that big, though he was husky, like Mr. Wilson, with chiseled
features and strong leathery arms that jutted like tree roots from
a khaki short-sleeved shirt. But still the Colonel intimidated
Carl, which only angered Carl more. For Christ's sake, the Colonel
was just another dried up turd like all the rest of them here. But
there was something — the way he stood poker straight like some
fucking general in a movie, or the way he stepped out like the
entire Marine Corps when he walked, or that stony glint from his
mirrored sunglasses that gave you the creeps. Yes, there was
something dangerous about the Colonel, something that frightened
Carl at a level he couldn't understand. But even if it was the
Colonel, Carl had to save face somehow.

"Oh, Mr. Sergeant Major
General Colonel, sir! Yes, sir! Of course, sir." He snapped his
heels together and executed a broad parody of a salute. "Private
First Class Weably over and out, sir!" He knew he was coming off
like a fool. He couldn't stop.

The Colonel's expression
didn't change, and there was no telling what his eyes were saying
behind those glasses. Carl was furious with himself for being
intimidated, but nevertheless, there it was. He looked around at
the rest of them in the little group and then turned and stalked
off, blushing in quiet rage.

Isabel's head had not
stopped shaking. She sniffed and lowered her chin. "Wouldn't you
just like to crown him?"

The five of them watched
Carl until he rounded the corner out of sight.

 


***

 


Benny Campbell was still
massaging his chest when the Colonel offered him a hand
up.

"You don't live here," the
Colonel said. "Haven't seen you around."

Benny slid his long fingers
inside his suit jacket and drew out half a pair of reading glasses.
Alarmed, he fished out the other half and held the broken pieces
together, shaking his head. "My last pair," he said while he took
the Colonel's hand and pulled himself to his feet. Pausing for a
resigned breath, he held the Colonel's hand a moment longer to
shake it. "Benjamin Harrison Campbell," he announced with more
enthusiasm than he felt.

"Mitchell Cobb, Colonel,
U.S. Army Intelligence, retired," the Colonel said. "What's your
business, sir?"

"Business? No business. I
just now arrived. It would seem I'm joining your merry band, though
now I'm not so certain it's a good idea."

"You mean Carl?" The
Colonel snorted dismissively. "Don't let that smarmy psychopath
worry you. He's the least of our worries around here."

"That's encouraging," Benny
said. He brushed his palms down along the sides of his jacket and
looked at Mary. "Are you all right, madam? You weren't
hurt?"

"'Madam,'" Mary repeated
with a smile. "My goodness, I don't remember the last time anybody
called me that."

"I never remember much of
anything," Isabel added, speaking mainly to herself.

"But yes, Mr. Campbell, I'm
fine. Thank you."

George Wilson said, "I'm
sorry you had to tangle with Carl first thing, but thanks for
showing up when you did. Of course, I would have taken care of him
myself if I wasn't —" He let the wheelchair say the
rest.

Benny stared at the Colonel
again, uneasy because he was not able to appraise the man's
character with the same speed as he appraised the others'. Over the
years, rapid character assessment had proven his single most
important skill, indispensable to his line of work. When it failed
him he felt vulnerable. The Colonel's inscrutability, he decided,
went well beyond the silvered sunglasses. But then, he'd only just
met the man. Perhaps with a bit more time ... "I would say Colonel
Cobb here warrants any thanks," Benny said, "not me. He seemed to
have quite an effect on young Carl."

Abruptly clearing his
throat, the Colonel stationed himself behind Mr. Wilson's chair and
gripped the rubber handles. He rumpled his chin in a smug gesture.
"Ladies and gentlemen, let's not loiter? Time to get on with our
business."

While Benny watched, the
old military man bowed stiffly, pivoted the wheelchair, and backed
it into the elevator so that it faced outward. He had to maneuver
it sideways to make room when he realized that Mary wanted to wheel
in Old Isabel as well.

"You can register around
the corner at the desk, Mr. Campbell," Mary called back to Benny.
"I'm sorry we can't show you, but I have to get Isabel to her room.
I'm sure we'll see you soon."

"No doubt," Benny
said.

"And thank you again. My
name's Mary by the way."

Mr. Wilson lifted a hand in
farewell, which Benny tentatively echoed. He could hear the
Colonel's voice resonating through the slowly closing
doors:

"George, now that you're
back I want to talk to you about a few things, some new
recreational activities we've been planning. I think you'll be
interested."

 


 



Chapter 4

 


"Like I told you before, we
was asking this old lady where's the El and she throws this fuckin'
grenade at us. C'mon man. How many times I gotta tell you?" Davon's
face boiled with defiance but his shoulders slumped in
fatigue.

Detectives Matthews and
Pickard were not too thrilled at having had this case tossed in
their laps. And it wouldn't have been if there weren't explosives
involved, and if the story the two perps had come up with hadn't
been so ridiculous. What worried them most was the possibility that
the local gangs might be involved in importing explosive
weapons.

Phillipe "Fleep" Simonette
and Davon Rankins had been arrested the night before at Saint
Francis Hospital and charged with armed robbery. It seems Simonette
had injured his hand with some kind of explosives, and Rankins
stole a car to get him to the hospital — a noble effort, the
detectives agreed, but still in violation of certain local
ordinances. Almost immediately, someone with an odd raspy voice who
wouldn't leave his name had tipped the police by phone, giving a
license number and full description. It had taken only fifteen
minutes to locate the boys and take them into custody, possibly
some kind of record.

Today, the detectives had
been at the two boys, one at a time, all afternoon and into the
evening. Obviously they were lying, but the way they clung so
tightly to their story the detectives suspected that it was only
partly a lie, and they wanted to know which part. The main problem
had been that Fleep, with the mangled hand, wouldn't say a word
except to tell them his name. That left them Davon to work on, and
they had been trying every trick they knew to crack him.

Detective Brian Matthews
was a muscular, genial black man, middle-aged, six feet tall,
partly bald, with a round, open face. Of the two he was the
practical realist, logical and orderly. His partner of five years,
Scott Pickard, was not quite as tall, pale and pasty looking with
sandy brown hair and an incipient paunch. Pickard prided himself on
his ability to think outside the box, to apply his imagination to
solving cases where others would frustrate themselves by allowing
only the obvious.

The air within the closed
interrogation room was stale with the smell of three tired,
frustrated men. Davon was seated in a plain chair between the two
detectives, pulled up tightly to a narrow table in the center of
the room. Detective Matthews had turned his chair around backwards
and sat astride it with his chin resting squarely on his arms,
which were folded across the backrest. He reflected for the
hundredth time on how much he hated this part of the job, and
sighed before continuing to hammer away at the unwilling
suspect.

"We're going to keep
running through this until you get it right, Davon. And don't
worry, we got all day. So let's start at the beginning, where you
two Red Riding Hoods are lost in the woods and you stop grandma for
directions to the El. Where was this exactly?"

"Like I said,
by Howard
Street."

"Where on Howard
Street?"

"I don't know, man. We was
lost."

"What were you near? Was
there something there you remember?"

"I told you, I don't know.
It was gettin' dark."

"What did the old lady look
like? You must remember her. You were standing right there talking
to her. Right?"

"I don't know. She looked
old. Little and old and gray, like a little old lady. Who looks at
'em?"

Detective Pickard suddenly
exploded, "Well remember something, Davon! We got you for armed
robbery here, for God's sake! This is no joke! Try to remember one
little thing and maybe it won't go so hard."

Davon flinched. He breathed
heavily, trying to stay tough, but the detectives had the stamina
and the technique and, as far as Davon knew, all the time in the
world. He ground his fists into his thighs and squirmed in his
seat.

Matthews' voice was now
gentle, soothing. "Look, Davon. You just remember something and we
can talk the rest of it over. We know you were just trying to help
your friend. Make it easy on yourself."

Davon rolled his head back,
looked at the ceiling, then back at the table. He took a long
breath and when he spoke he was barely audible.

"I think it was on the
street by the cemetery."

"I thought you said it was
Howard Street."

"I said it was by Howard
Street. Up the street to the cemetery."

"There's El tracks there,
Davon. You said you were asking directions to the El and you're
standing right by the tracks? You that dumb, Davon?"

He didn't answer but tucked
his chin tightly against his chest and folded his arms. He was
relieved when there was a knock at the door and another officer
poked his head in.

"Scotty, we got something
you might be interested in."

Matthews nodded at Scott
Pickard who stood angrily and stormed out of the room, slamming the
door behind him. Davon started at the sound, and Matthews tried to
make quick use of the sudden, peaceful one-on-one.

"Listen, Davon, brother to
brother. Just tell me what happened and I'll do my best to see they
give you a break. You dig?"

There was no
answer.

"Davon?"

"I ain't lyin'. It was on
the street by the cemetery."

Before Matthews could press
further, Pickard returned and sat back down. He had a smug look on
his face, smiling at Matthews while he spoke to the kid.

"Okay Davon. I'll tell you
just how I think it was, and you tell me when I go wrong. All
right?" He leaned forward. "You and your buddy Fleep are up here
snatching purses, and you find this old lady who looks easy, so you
take a run at her and rip off the bag. How'm I doing?"

Davon turned his head
away.

"Only this time when you go
to open the bag — bam! — and your buddy's looking at hamburger on a
stick."

Detective Matthews couldn't
sit still for this. "Hold it, hold it," he said. "Davon, will you
excuse us for a minute?" He gestured for Pickard to go to the door,
and when they were outside in the hall he turned him
around.

"You mind telling me where
you get this shit? Let me in on your secret?"

"No secret. We got another
one — worse this time."

"Another what?"

"Purse snatcher got two
fingers torn off and a sliver in the eye. Doesn't look like he'll
recover sight in it, and he's too shook up to make up a phony
story. We got everything — straight."

"Purse snatchers? You think
that's the way it happened?"

"Has to be. These kids
don't even know each other. It's way too much of a coincidence. And
you gotta believe a kid laying there with his eyeball sliced in
half."

They stopped talking
simultaneously and realized wide-eyed that the next step was
obvious. As if they were reading each other's minds they marched
back in to confront Davon whose face now hung limp in total
dejection.

Matthews had undergone a
transformation. He was now all official business, no-nonsense
department. "Okay Davon, buddy, things have changed. Now listen
carefully. This is very important, you understand? Forget the purse
grab, we can let that slide this time if you go along with us. All
we want you to do is concentrate real hard and try to remember what
that little old lady looked like."

 


 



Chapter 5

 


"Would you like me to get
you anything? Clarissa asked. "How about if I read to you for a
while?"

No answer.

Though Clarissa Medill had
been residing at the Meadowvale Nursing Home for almost a year, it
wasn't until this last week that she had formed the habit of
delivering monologues to her roommate, Diane. One moment she would
decide she did it to keep from going crazy, another moment she
worried that it was, in fact, a definite sign of going crazy. After
all, she thought, speaking to someone who never responds could
possibly be considered a bit crazy.

Diane was a
ninety-four-year-old who, at that final stage, wasn't much more
than shriveled flesh and bone. Clarissa, though, was a trim
seventy-one, forced into the home at a young age because her
husband had died without insurance, leaving her childless,
penniless and with heart irregularities. She and Diane shared a
tiny room on the fourth floor with two beds, a dresser with
attached mirror, and a wobbly coat rack made of pipes where their
few limp articles of clothing hung.

The older woman sat propped
up on a pillow, facing the small window at the end of their narrow
closet of a room. A short plaid curtain hung from a cafe rod
halfway up the opening, leaving above it a square of sky for Diane
to stare into with her dark sunken eyes. Her sparse dirty hair was
caked like dried seaweed into a crown. Occasionally her hand would
twitch, or she'd blink her eyes. That was the only way Clarissa
knew she was there at all.

"Okay, no
reading."

Clarissa herself lay in bed
in a short, shredded flannel nightgown. She fumbled among the
sheets for a scrap of Kleenex to dab at her eyes. On the dresser,
next to their clock, was a picture frame with half a dozen
photographs arranged in a collage. A high school graduate beamed
out from one. In an older photo, a yellowed bride and groom managed
to convince themselves that their future prospects were glorious.
These were all photos of Diane's family — Clarissa hadn't any idea
who was who.

"Did I mention before that
your family looks nice? I never had one myself — a family, I mean,
unless you count a husband. Well, I never counted him so why should
you?" She sniffed. "That was a joke." She swallowed, aware of the
tightness in her throat. "You'll let me know if I'm boring
you?"

The old woman's head bobbed
slightly against a weak, desiccated cough.

Clarissa hesitated, sensing
another one coming, another familiar wave of self-pity. They seemed
to be washing over her more frequently lately. She reached down
with both hands to massage her thighs, her calves. She couldn't
bring herself to admit out loud, even to Diane, that sometimes just
contemplating the simple fact that she had absolutely no one
anymore could keep her awake for nights on end, always soaked in
the same clammy, draining sweat. After thirty-two years of a
mediocre, perfunctory marriage that she had foolishly supposed
would further a career that never had a chance of materializing,
she found herself without children, without career, without family,
and, what would send her into a withering panic when the
realization threatened to surface, without hope.

Suddenly she couldn't stay
in bed. She had to get up and move around or she'd scream. Clarissa
slid her legs over the edge and hoisted herself up in front of the
crooked and tarnished mirror, leaning forward.

Clarissa Medill had been a
vivid blonde once, strikingly attractive. Now she felt as though
she'd become an old photograph of herself, just like the ones on
the dresser. Her edges had softened, colors blanched. Lines now
crisscrossed places that used to be smooth and supple. When she was
in front of a mirror she quailed with the fear that if she didn't
outline herself in rouge and pencil she might become
indistinguishable from the walls.

She dabbed a spot of rouge
on each cheek, smeared them around with a finger. Tying a ribbon in
her shoulder-length hair she turned to the old woman. "So what do
you think, Diane? Do I look like the Wicked Witch, or maybe a
Christmas tree? No, don't answer that."

And Clarissa was aware that
she had developed another alarming habit that plagued her. Whether
she was asked or not, she would start talking about when she was an
actress and a dancer. The words would just tumble out, as though
she'd emptied her mind of a lifetime of joy and sadness, yet simply
forgotten to sweep out that one last lump, the dream of stardom
that had died a long time ago. She didn't understand why she kept
coming back to it, and she could sense that it was embarrassing for
those who bothered to listen. But she couldn't help it. Well, at
least her lifetime of intermittent chorus dancing had given her
mirror an excuse to bring her good news: she still seemed to have
the body of a dancer, willowy and lean. Lately, though, there
hadn't been much reason for her to exercise or even to do much of
anything, so she had lost some tone, particularly in the legs where
she could feel it.

Clarissa retrieved a
lime-green housedress from the rack and shrugged it on over her
nightgown, then leaned over to brush back a few vagrant hairs from
Diane's forehead.

"Well, look kiddo, it's
getting a little too noisy in here for me. I think I'll take a
stroll to loosen up the legs. But don't worry, I'll be back. Maybe
I can scare up some candy for you."

She stepped out into the
hallway and pressed the elevator button. The hall was empty, and as
usual there was no one on duty at the nurse's station. While she
waited, tapping her foot, she wondered again how she ever had ended
up here. Were it not for her heart trouble she might have found a
more comfortable place, but the truth was she needed some watching.
She knew that Meadowvale Nursing Home was her last stop. But there
was still a shred of pride left in her. The last thing she wanted
to show anyone here was defeat, even if that was all she felt. She
would damned well retain her poise, she vowed, all the way to that
inevitable day when she would fade completely away.

Strutting into the
elevator, Clarissa was momentarily startled to find it occupied by
Mary Ann Bloom with her perpetual charge Isabel folded neatly into
her wheelchair, eyes closed. Clarissa admired Mary. At least Mary
had invented a useful purpose for herself this late in life, which
was more than Clarissa had been able to do.

"Did you hear about the new
man?" Mary said to Clarissa.

"What new man?"

"Benjamin Harrison
Campbell. He's probably downstairs at the desk right now. He's very
polite. He called me 'madam.'"

Isabel opened her eyes just
long enough to say, "A body called me a madam I'd pop
'im."

"We were on our way down to
the Day Room, Clarissa. I'll point him out if I see
him."

The elevator continued
down, with Clarissa thinking about what a new man in the home
meant, thinking about how the home was already proportioned.
Meadowvale Nursing Home had five stories in all. The ground level
housed offices, the kitchen and dining room, the Day Room, a staff
lounge and a spacious lobby. The next three levels contained the
women's rooms. The top level was for men. Clarissa sighed,
reflecting on this. The truth was, that's how nursing homes were
usually proportioned — three or four women for every man. Sad, but
she had accepted it. They all had.

 


***

 


When Benny Campbell located
the counter in the lobby, the nurse behind it interrupted her
reading to confront him.

"Yeah, what do you want,
Pop?"

He approached her and stood
as tall as he could. "Benjamin Harrison Campbell. I believe you are
expecting me." His accent, crisp and cosmopolitan, even erudite,
contained no trace of Midwestern twang, no hint of his humble
beginnings not so very far from Chicago. She squinted over her
black-framed reading glasses and her ball-bearing eyes flattened.
The plastic tag at her breast read, "Grace Budka, RN."

"Yes, Mr. Campbell, we know
about you."

What she knew didn't seem
to please her. She leaned aside to riffle through a stack of
folders, and Benny noticed she'd been reading the Bible.

She found what she was
looking for. "We don't get many old jailbirds here. You're the
first, matter of fact."

"I am indeed
honored."

The nurse scowled, pausing
to examine him. "Uh huh. Well, just fill out these top three forms,
both sides, and be sure to sign them. They always forget to sign
them. We'll want your Medicare and Social Security. If you have any
bank accounts anywhere you'd better put them down. We'll find out
about 'em anyway."

"I wouldn't think of
deceiving you, dear lady." Wearily he composed his face into a mask
of innocence.

With the nurse glaring at
him, her mouth pinched tightly as if she were sucking a persimmon,
he accepted the forms fastened onto a clipboard. Then with a chewed
ballpoint pen he retreated to one of the tattered couches across
the room.

The moment Benny sat down
he was sorry. A moldy stink issued from the couch cushions,
surrounding him, engulfing him. He interpreted it as a metaphorical
taunt, which in turn forced him to face the bitter contrast between
his moldering life now and what it had been when he was Benny "The
Scholar" in his prime.

Having had a decade and a
half in the slammer to think about it, Benny had determined that it
had been his own hard-won fame, or rather infamy, that had caused
his downfall. In those later years there was hardly a confidence
scheme he could have pulled anywhere in the world without being
recognized. Still, he had tried. A master can't simply quit, there
were obligations to posterity. But he was convinced that his
greatest mistake had been in coming back to the U.S. There were
simply too many long memories, too many outstanding warrants, for
him to slip through the cracks unnoticed no matter how clever he
was.

And now, after so many
years behind bars, he had been paroled as a gesture of mercy
because his health was failing. The prognosis was poor, the prison
doctors had told him. Their rationale for letting him out, he knew,
was their belief that no man of his age and condition could be much
of a threat to society. Was it true? Possibly. Here and now he
wasn't sure he didn't believe it himself. What had the social
worker said, with her humorless, professional sincerity? "We feel
it's the humane thing to do, Mr. Campbell." Humane. Humane was for
dogs and cats, he thought angrily, not Benjamin Harrison Campbell.
But they decided he should spend his last days a free man, and who
was he to argue? They arranged for him to stay here, at Meadowvale
Nursing, because, they said, it was the only place they could get
him in under the circumstances. They hadn't explained what those
circumstances might be. And now that he was here he wondered how in
God's name anyone could think that a place like this could be
better than prison?

Nonetheless here he was,
beginning to feel that, indeed, the juices finally had dried up in
him. He was trying to fill out forms that he couldn't see without
his glasses, which had been broken by a loutish orderly the moment
he set foot in the place. Not a good omen. In fact, there hadn't
been a single good omen of any kind here — not one.

Benny sensed movement and
glanced over toward the cramped hall at the back of the lobby where
two women pushed another older woman away from the elevators in a
wheelchair. He recognized Mary and Isabel from earlier. The other
woman, the tall blonde, was new, and there was something about her
that sparked his interest, though he had no idea what it might be.
Perhaps it was only his vague impression that she didn't fit in
with the others.

He creaked to his feet to
stand in the women's path, attempting with effort to light up his
face the way he used to when he was charming his victims. "Good
day, ladies. We meet again. And how are you this lovely
evening?"

Mary smiled, looking mildly
amused, Clarissa stared at him, and Isabel frowned, turning a
heavily lined face upward to her friend.

"What's he say,
Mary?"

"He wants to know how you
are."

"Oh." She thought about it,
then growled, "I'm old. Tell him I'm old."

"We didn't get a chance to
introduce ourselves before. I'm Mary Ann Bloom, and this is my good
friend Isabel. And this is Clarissa Medill."

Clarissa extended her hand,
loose-wristed, which Benny held lightly. He bowed and touched his
lips to her fingers. Straightening, he said, "Benjamin Harrison
Campbell at your service."

For some reason this was
too much for them. Mary began to giggle. Clarissa turned away to
swallow a laugh. Isabel laughed too — not, it seemed, because she
knew what had transpired. Apparently she just liked to laugh
whenever she could.

Benny raised an eyebrow. He
was very near annoyance because he couldn't imagine what he'd done
that was so funny.

"I'm sorry, Mr. Campbell,"
Mary said. "We really are delighted to meet you. It's just that we
don't ever see manners like yours around here. After a while common
civility just seems to dry up."

"I hope it never does for
you," Clarissa added with sincerity, her eyes still averted. "It's
refreshing."

Mary called out to a gaunt,
stately black man crossing through the lobby, "Noah, come here and
meet Mr. Campbell, our newest resident."

Though he was
stoop-shouldered, Noah was even taller than Benny, and when he
grinned he revealed palpable warmth.

"Mr. Campbell," Noah said.
He clasped Benny's hand warmly in his own large spidery hands.
Suddenly his smile fell away and he frowned. "Say, you ain't one of
the Colonel's spies, are you?"

"Don't start, Noah," Mary
said.

Noah burst into a hearty
laugh. "Can't be too careful." His close-cropped white hair seemed
sprinkled over his head like sugar.

"What'll it be today,
Noah?" Clarissa asked.

"Oh, I was thinking maybe a
little Cole Porter — for a change, you know."

Mary took Noah's arm. "Noah
is our resident musician. His father played with Scott
Joplin."

"Grandfather," Noah
corrected. "My grandfather played with him at the nineteen-oh-four
World's Fair in St. Louis. Heard the stories a million times. I
guess the piano's in my blood." He smiled again at Benny. "Tell me
what you like sometime. If I know it I'll play it. I know pretty
much everything was ever written — not this rock stuff, though. I
don't think they write it, they just spit it out. Ain't music." He
backed away with a nod and, shaking his head, wandered slowly off
toward the end of the lobby opposite the elevators.

"So," Clarissa said to
Benny, "are you officially one of us?"

"Eh, not quite yet it would
seem. My reading glasses —" He glanced at the clipboard in his
hand.

"Carl hit him and broke his
glasses," Mary explained. "Can you believe it? The minute he walked
in."

"Oh, I'm sorry," Clarissa
said. "And now you have to fill out all those forms. Please let me
help you, Mr. Campbell."

He offered up the
clipboard. "You're sure it's not too much trouble?"

"Not at all. I'd love to.
Really."

 


 



Chapter 6

 


Leon Keck, who had recently
inherited Meadowvale Nursing Home after the untimely death of his
mother, Jenny Keck, sat in the office of the director with all of
his six-foot-seven inches and 465 pounds crammed behind the desk
that only months before had been lovingly commanded by Jenny
herself. Though it was difficult fitting himself in, it was
important that he sit exactly where Jenny had sat for so
long.

Leon wasn't self-conscious
about his appearance. Far from it. Oh, he knew there was a lot of
humorous speculation around the home as to his exact weight, a lot
of jokes, but it didn't bother him. Leon's size was one thing,
perhaps the only thing, that truly defined him. He had been so
wildly, secretly proud the day he went off scale on all but the
most expensive medical instruments. He had at last managed to excel
on his own, outside the stifling confines of his mother's shadow.
True, he had sensed that his appearance was a heartbreak for Jenny,
a trim, sturdy, conscientious woman herself, but he had also come
to realize over the years that she was reluctant to confront her
only child, choosing to bear silently any pain he might have caused
her. On those rare occasions when she had hinted at the subject of
his eating he had flown into a willful rage: "I'll eat what I
want!" He remembered how Jenny would just bite her lip, hoping, he
imagined, that some day things would be different. This was one of
the ways he had found that he could even things between
them.

At the moment, Leon was on
the phone to his lawyer, Arnie Sharpe, delivering the third in a
series of harangues meant to bring things to a head.

"Arnie, I'm not asking what
you think, I'm telling you what to think. And what I'm telling you
is, figure out whether it's worth more for me to drain this shit
hole dry and then bankrupt it, or to pump it up a little and find
some sucker to buy it. Is that so hard to understand? You got all
the books there. You been sucking a retainer out of us for ten
years. It's time to earn it! I'll call you later."

Leon hung up hard and
slammed his fist onto the desk so violently that the pens and
pencils skittered away.

"Fucking little
weasel."

He took up a fallen
photograph, framed in gold plate, of Jenny and him standing in
front of the home a few years earlier, during better times. Tears
formed in his eyes as he remembered, but they were as much tears of
anger as of sorrow.

"I followed you around, Ma,
doing whatever you wanted — whenever the fuck you wanted
it."

He wiped his nose with his
sleeve, then held the photograph against his forehead and closed
his eyes.

"'Leon, could you please,
would you please, be a dear and —?' Like a dog I followed you
around — Mommy's good little boy. Shit. Now what have I got? What
were you going to do for me? I came out of this with nothing but
this — this —"

He gestured with a meaty
arm to encompass his disappointing domain.

Leon realized that what
Jenny left him would have been considered quite a lot by anyone
else. After settling estate taxes and a few other hassles, he was
left with outright title to a going concern, a business that
provided him with a comfortable living and required only the least
effort. The problem was, Leon didn't want to make any effort at
all. He was through with effort, he decided. Reaching behind his
head to rearrange the folds of flesh at the back of his neck, he
tried to visualize what it was he really wanted.

One thing he was sure he
didn't want was old people. He'd been around them for most of his
life, had been forced to be with them, and had grown to despise
them. As far as Leon was concerned they were ugly and slow and dumb
and they were boring and they stunk. Yeah, that about covers it, he
thought. All that loving, caring shit was for Jenny — it was what
she did, what she was. Jenny had always had infinite sympathy for
everyone except her own son, hadn't she? Especially for old people.
He remembered how she would drag him around to help bathe them, or
to cheer them up when they got depressed. What about when
he got depressed? She
hadn't seemed to notice that. And Leon always had to handle the
shit work that required nothing more than a strong back — oh, and
things like running to the bank and the accountant and the lawyer,
things that didn't have any prerequisites at all.

But no matter what he felt,
there was faithful Leon always dragging behind the saintly Jenny.
He remembered, too, how the two of them had been a fixture at the
Walker Brothers' Pancake House on Green Bay Road. Practically every
weekday they would eat lunch there and discuss one or the other of
the daily dilemmas at the home. Leon would pack down two or three
dishes — apple pancakes, German pancakes, omelets — one after the
other, while Jenny would pick at a shred of bacon or toy with her
scrambled eggs. And he was sure that Jenny never knew he hated
every minute of it, every minute of his life with her. He doubted
she even suspected. But then why did she think he ate so
much?

Leon set the photograph
back on the desk, flat, face down, and squeezed his palms against
the sides of his head. More and more since Jenny's death, feelings
that he couldn't control seemed to be overtaking him. Right now he
was paralyzed by loneliness verging on terror, couldn't seem to
function. There was so much to do, he knew. Too much. And just
outside that office door were old people with all their wants and
needs and diseases and dying. Only that thin door separated him
from them. But even though he was in here, and they were out there,
still they were all tied to each other by this home, no one able to
escape.

That was, until
now.

For the last month or so
Leon had been formulating his plans to escape, and he knew he was
just clever enough to do it, if he could just find the energy.
Which he would. He'd come too far to turn back now.

Overhead, a sickly light
flickered from the lone working fluorescent tube of the three lined
up in their grimy egg-carton fixture. The windows were boarded up,
the only light from outside trickling in through a jagged seam
between plywood sheets. Leon could feel perspiration beading up on
his face, and suddenly, just as it always had, his rage at the old
people, at this place, took over. With one sweep of a massive ham
he cleared the surface of the desk. Then, shoving off with his
stomach, he rolled back and lurched from his chair. Rage had the
power to focus him, allow him a kind of rigid, mechanical
self-control. He stood up and tried futilely to tuck his shirt in,
testing at the same time his ability to place one foot in front of
the other. Yes, he could do it now. Once again he was able to walk
out that door, to face his ancient jailers.

 


***

 


In the Day Room, where Mary
and Isabel and Clarissa had been heading when Benny Campbell
waylaid them, a small clutch of elderly women had convened to
generate and spread gossip. They ignored Noah, who had come in a
few minutes before. He sat at a scarred upright piano against the
wall with his eyes shut, planning what he would play.

Here the residual smell of
urine was stronger, and the room was as bleak as any others in the
home, with its peeling wallpaper and shredded carpet. In the far
corner a small TV set displayed its gently rolling picture in
silence. The wall to the right of the entrance was lined with
windows, four of them, each with its patchwork of faded stick-on
Christmas decorations from some long-ago celebration. And each was
boarded up from the outside. Collapsed folding chairs were stacked
in uneven rows against the opposite wall along with a few folded
bridge tables. A dozen or so of these same chairs had been set up
and placed randomly around three wobbly tables. For privacy, the
women had gathered their own chairs close together at the table
nearest the center of the room.

"I heard Mr. Wilson was
near to death when they found him."

"Well, it still isn't as
bad as what they did to Mrs. Addison. Now she needs a wheelchair
all the time, and she never did before. And they think there's
brain damage."

"They don't know anything.
She was always a little batty."

"Well no matter what you
say, I'm not going out of this building without an armed
guard."

"You're right there. I'm
just sick about it. We might as well be prisoners here, as if the
good Lord went and abandoned us."

Hearing footsteps, they
turned in unison to watch Mary pushing Isabel into the
room.

"Well, here come the
Siamese twins. Don't you both look well."

Mary was used to the
teasing. "Why, thank you so much, dear. Hello Emily, Vera. I don't
suppose any of you noticed our newcomer this evening."

"Another old crow to make
up stories about."

"No, I mean the gentleman.
He's outside with Clarissa now. She's helping him fill out his
admission forms."

"A gentleman? Forget
'gentleman.' Is he alive? That's all I care about."

"Yes, and, well, he has a
certain look about him."

"You notice anything at all
with a spark of life in this place, Honey."

"I suppose. But he's tall,
very distinguished looking."

"My husband was
distinguished looking — right up to the day he drank himself to
death."

One of the other cats
couldn't resist. "I'm sure if he drank himself to death he had his
reasons."

Before the claws could come
out, Clarissa, who floated in with an uncharacteristic lilt to her
step, interrupted them. She was usually a mope, so they all noticed
the change. "So, Clarissa, who's your friend?"

She played it coyly,
enjoying her privileged position. "You mean Mr. Campbell? We've
only just met." She tried to smile shyly but broke into a broad
grin despite herself. "Oh, what the heck, you'll find out soon
enough. He's moving in today. He's quite different, though. He has
— manners."

"He thinks I'm old," Isabel
croaked.

Just then Noah launched
into a spirited honky-tonk rendition of Cole Porter's "Anything
Goes." He had to change key several times because a lot of the keys
were broken, but he finally found one that wasn't too bad, and a
few of the women started singing softly to themselves, gently
rocking in their chairs to the rhythm:

 


"In olden days a glimpse of
stocking

Was looked on something
shocking

But now, God knows,
anything goes..."

 


***

 


Wyshell Potts had heard a
few misty rumors about bad things happening around the neighborhood
to guys like him but he hadn't paid much attention. Why should he?
Bad things never happened to Wyshell. He was always the lucky one,
everyone said so — which was why he hardly thought anything about
it when he whacked that old lady in the face and grabbed her bag.
Who could stop him? Who could even catch him in his stolen Nikes,
running like the Flash? Fucking money was there for the taking, why
not take it?

Behind the hardware store
Wyshell crouched alongside some garbage drums to see how much he'd
gotten away with. He popped open the metal latch on the
purse...

The bag instantly exploded,
and he wailed in agony.

Searing pain tore through
his hands, his lips bled. My face, he thought, fucking eyes. Fuck!
Can't see.

He smeared his sleeve
across his eyes. When he was finally able to focus, he realized
that what for a moment had looked like a piece of dog shit lying on
the ground was really a finger — his own fucking finger for
Christ's sake, lying in the dirt like a turd! From that moment on
there was no way he could stop. He shrieked and cried, screaming
and screaming and screaming until his throat was raw and even then
he kept on screaming...

 


***

 


Benny Campbell waited while
Nurse Budka reviewed the forms he'd filled out with Clarissa's
help. He'd felt a measure of embarrassment when he had to reveal
certain personal information to Clarissa, but she'd been gracious
enough to transcribe it without comment. Now and then the nurse
looked up from the forms with narrowed eyes, twitching her cramped
hyphen of a mouth. When she was satisfied she leaned across the
counter on folded arms.

"All right Mr. Campbell.
Your room is on the top floor, five-twelve. Meals are at seven AM,
twelve noon and four-thirty PM on the dot. You miss a meal, you
starve. Clothes go into the common pool. You can pick out what you
like from the cleaning on Mondays and Thursdays. No holding out or
you'll be punished, except you can hold onto those rags you're
wearing. I doubt if anyone around here would want 'em." She took a
breath before resuming in her bored drone. "The doctor comes every
two weeks unless there's an emergency, and there never is. If
you're not here when he comes, you'll have to go another two weeks.
And you soil your clothes you change 'em yourself — the staff only
changes the cripples. You got all that? You forget anything I tell
you, there's a card on the back of your door to remind
you."

The nurse stretched closer
to Benny and lowered her voice to a hoarse whisper. "One other
thing, Campbell. The Lord can see you everywhere, and He always
knows what you're doing, so just watch what you get up
to."

Benny stood without moving,
his gaze riveted to hers, unsure how to respond. Listening to this
witch, he felt substantially older than he had just moments ago,
and he wanted only to be away. Without taking his eyes off of her
he bent his knees and reached to fetch his bag. And suddenly he
sighted what he at first imagined was a whale off the port railing.
But no, it was a shockingly bloated giant churning through the
lobby, coming right at him with white shirttails flying, buttons
popped to reveal a chocolate-stained T-shirt. The sight was
unnerving at the very least.

"Everything okay here,
Grace? No trouble?"

"No Mr. Keck, no trouble.
This is Mr. Campbell, the one they phoned about from the State? Mr.
Campbell, this is Mr. Leon Keck, the owner of Meadowvale Nursing
Home."

"And the
director."

"And the director," Nurse
Budka corrected herself.

Benny recovered and
extended his hand. "Benjamin Harrison Campbell at your
—"

"I thought so," Leon said.
"I thought so. All I want to tell you, Campbell, there's any hint
of trouble — just a peep, you hear me? — you're outta here. Do I
make myself clear?"

"Crystal."

"And I mean missing
handkerchiefs or books or candy or anything. I know about
troublemakers like you."

Benjamin Campbell had sized
up Leon and ached to say, "It must be a gigantic feeling indeed,"
but he didn't dare. In his former business, reading people was
essential, and one look into the big man's eyes was enough to
convince him that he might well be sailing into the path of some
perverse kind of gathering storm. He would do well to steer clear
of this Leon Keck.

Leon, as though suddenly
deciding that he had gone too far, wiped his hands on his
shirttails. His mood seemed to soften. "Well, then, Mr. Campbell,
have a nice stay with us."

Benny started to walk away
when Nurse Budka called out, "By the way. You're the lucky one gets
to room with the Colonel."

He could hear mirthless
laughter behind him as he continued briskly toward the
elevators.

 


 



Chapter 7

 


The walk from the
Meadowvale Nursing Home to the mailbox was only two blocks. Still,
Mandy knew she shouldn't be out, not with all the trouble they'd
been having. The problem was, her grandson's thirtieth birthday was
in four days. She'd been sick lately, unable to buy a card any
sooner, and now if it didn't get in the mail right away it wouldn't
get there in time. It wouldn't do for it to be late.

She rocked from side to
side in the fading light, walking like a wooden toy without bending
at the knees. It hurt her too much to bend her knees with the
arthritis. But, she thought, it's for Robbie, after all. Her
grandson would receive the card just in time and would write and
thank her, give her all the news about her great-grandchildren. She
was already looking forward to it. The idea of a receiving a letter
so filled her thoughts that she didn't notice the group of boys
along the parkway until she was nearly upon them. One of them,
maybe twelve years old, plump, with dirt-brown hair, hopped over
the low chain fence surrounding the muddy rectangle that used to be
a lawn and swaggered up in front of her, planting himself smugly
with his fists at his hips.

"Toll booth, lady. You pay,
or you stay." The other boys chuckled at that.

Mandy said nothing, only
clutched her purse to her breast. She didn't have the mobility to
go around him, not the way he stood in front of her like
that.

"Pay up, or I'll call the
highway patrol."

She clutched the purse
tighter and began to whimper. Her eyes were squeezed
shut.

"Time's up. Now you gotta
pay a fine." He reached for the purse and she turned, but it was
the wrong way and the low chain fence caught her shins. She plunged
face forward into the dirt, on top of the bag, still holding tight.
Some of the other boys edged over.

"Give it up lady. You're
resisting arrest. This is serious shit." They poked at her, trying
to roll her off the purse, but she was tensed from head to toe,
stiff as death. It wasn't clear in the confusion which of them
kicked first, but within moments three or four of them landed
blows. Mandy couldn't seem to scream. She only whimpered as the
blows came. Once or twice there was a cracking like the faint sound
of rotten branches giving way. Mandy had never been particularly
active, she knew that osteoporosis had left her bones like
eggshells. More kicks were followed by more cracking. But now there
wasn't any more whimpering. Though she was still face down guarding
her purse, she didn't know it, having lost consciousness. The
birthday card had flown loose and was scudding along in the gutter,
propelled by the light evening breeze.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/257546
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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