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Chapter One
“Who are you?”
“I’m with EMS.”
“What in God’s name happened?
“You were in a bad accident.”
“Am I in one piece?”
“Too soon to tell.”
“Do you always not come clean with victims of accidents?”
“Excuse me?” Smoot’s expression changed from a smile to frowning concentration, to a rime of scowling anger, as he felt the right side of his face starting to burn. That last question had come out of nowhere, and struck him hard like an openhanded slap. Suddenly, imagery of a hoary lunatic waggling his tongue took shape in his mind. The gray with aged man gave out a wicked chuckle and disappeared.
Wound up, the imagery yet a figment of his imagination, Smoot stood upright and looked down at the injured man. When their eyes met, Smoot turned his head away, and fished the hypodermic needle from his black satchel.
With the ambulance’s siren blaring, quick as a cat, he stuck the needle into the veins on the man’s right arm, inoculating him before he had the chance to protest.
“What did you do that for?”
“It’s just a relaxant,” Smoot said, cocking his head with an innocent look of confusion, as his gaze hardened.
“Of all the damn luck,” said the man, “I had to end up here.”
“You sound as though it’s been a life of Reilly for you, is that so?”
The man put his hand to his chest, and grunted. “Without being long-winded, I would say it’s like a roller coaster. You know with up’s and down’s.”
Smoot shook his head. “Have you been in an accident before?”
“Yeah.”
“Would you say more than two or more? Then again, let me guess; how about more than two?”
“You are right, my man; I would.”
“How did you feel about them?”
“What do you mean?”
“Were there sleepless nights or remorse?”
“Oh, no; I think I know where you are going with that. If you are implying all the accidents were my fault, I say no to that.”
“Don’t get me wrong. I’m not implying anything of that sort.”
“Oh, I know it, my man, I know it. What’s your name by the way?”
Smoot said with lackluster, “Why do you ask?”
“I ask you that, because it seems strange to me for an EMS personnel would ask so many damn questions. Just like black people, always sticking their nose where it doesn’t belong.”
Smoot sighed exasperatingly. “We don’t have to dreg up our prejudices, do we?”
“Why in the fuck not?” said the man with an icy visage.
Not wanting to sound like a lackey, Smoot said, “Well…”
“The way I see it,” the man butted in, “it would be like, better all around for everyone if you blacks were put on freighters back to Africa. Get my drift.”
“I think you are like, overreacting; I was only trying to be friendly. No ulterior motive.”
The man threw up his hands. “Oh, here you go with that lah-di-dah crap, like you some elegant dude. Whatever in god’s name got you thinking you are someone to respect?”
“I respect you as a human being,” said Smoot. “So, there should be no reason for you to not respect me too.”
The man shook his head with a wildish pitiful motion. “I don’t believe what I’m hearing. What will it take for you monkey’s to wake up and go back to where you were originally? Even slavery was good for you. You didn’t have responsibilities. Your master took care of you from cradle to grave. What more can you ask for, huh?”
“We don’t need to go there,” said Smoot, the tenor of his voice rising up a peg. Though the affect of the shot was longer than usual, it shouldn’t be long, he thought.
Smoot closed his eyes for a moment, hoping against hope for things to end, not knowing he was soon to be blessed.
The man grabbed at his head with shaky hands. “Oh, mother of god; my head’s starting to feel like it’s going to explode. What on earth did you do to me?”
Smoot grumbled and fell back into the rhythm. “Steady there. Try to stay calm. Getting yourself all worked up won’t help.”
The man’s eyes narrowed to icy slits. “Shit! How can I not? Just give me something to stop the pain?”
Smoot seethed with self-righteous indignation. “No way!” he rasped, his mouth a grim slash in his face, looking searchingly at him, seeing the strain, the pain, and the uncertainty. Irritation had set in right off the bat the instant the man had questioned the fabric of whom and what he was, and felt the imbecile could see with his eyes the EMS insignia in big letters on front of his uniform.
Even a blind man could see the thin, angry line of his mouth, and angrily clenched jaw, had Smoot tire of the man’s whimpering.
He then gave out a disparaging snort, “See here, it’s not a habit of me to explain to patients about the medication.” Then he offered by explanation as the man looked up at him, “But I will tell you, that one-shot usually does it. Haven’t had to give no more than that?”
“But—? Will I be all right? I mean … the pain frightens me to death. For the love of God man—what have you done to—?”
“Oh, please!” Smoot interrupted him, looking sternly over the man’s burgeoning stomach, thinking the man was a crud, “Not another word—or I might not have a choice but to strangle you first and think about the consequences later. You’re one emotional wreck of a guy. And to answer your question: I know it probably sounds insane—but I just can’t tell you right now.”
With his eyes alight like flies, flitting; and then with a flash of teeth, with agitation nipping at him, Smoot nodded, and patted the man gently on his arm. “It’s only temporary. Just a few seconds more and you’ll be in a comfortable sleep. Don’t try to fight it. Just let go. Don’t sweat it. You’re not at death door yet. When the angle of death comes a callin’, you won’t know it. Believe me, if I’m lyin’ I’m flyin’. If you were to pop your clogs right now, I’ll say a pray for you. But don’t fret, I think there’s a great chance you’ll pull through.” Smoot flashed a devil of a smile, his eyes sparkling. “Trust me.”
A moment in the trice, the patient made one final effort to free himself by fumbling with the buckle to loosen the strap that had him tied to the stretcher. “Brr—my body’s caught a chill!” He pointed a straight finger at Smoot. “Whatever you done, I’m tellin’ you right here and now, that God don’t like ugly. You here me?” The guy mumbled a few more syllables. He went mouching along like croaking.
Smoot always would go into long explanations when a simple “yes” or “no” would do. This time he didn’t respond.
Shortly, the man’s breathing became strained, intermittent, and after a couple of minutes, stopped altogether, followed by one last deep gurgling breath.
The color of the man’s skin drew pale. Smoot touched his forearm and felt the tautness. He was impressed with the swift acting poison.
Not long after—because of loss of bladder and bowel contents—Smoot’s nose crinkled at the smell of the body odor. Breathing a sigh, he sat down and looked at the man as he lay still; not uttering a sound as the emergency vehicle sped through the night, its red stroll lights flashing, blinking like some remotely seaside lighthouse, only to slow to a crawl at a busy intersection, and grind to a halt.
Across the street on the opposite side, Smoot spotted a middle-aged woman thwack the back of a child’s knee with a cane for trying to cross to the other side of the street when the signal didn't say walk. He felt the kid’s pain, but felt even sadder when his eyes showed that even the hostile gaze of the decent did not prevent men and women ‘on the cross,’ from getting into mischief. The men appeared to be elderly, the women unusually young. He frowned as a woman showed a man her private charms, and invited him to enjoy them. ‘Angels of the night,’ whispered a remotely soft voice from a dark corner in his consciousness.
Smoot shook his head as the light turned green. He then turned his head to look at his patient.
The driver of the vehicle pushed the accelerator, and caused the van to put on more speed again, swerving in and out of traffic, hastening through a yellow light. The Deadwood Medical Center set off on the edge of the San Francisco Bay area, 20 miles from the junction at the Sacramento San Joaquin Rivers, laid out in 1849 and later incorporated in 1903.
As the EMS van started to travel slightly downward, Smoot looked out a side window. He noticed the light from the atomy ticky-tacky buildings ablaze by the bay and bright-lit houses reared up and packed cheek by jowl on a jutting cliff, chalky with little vegetation, which seen end on, their sharp, saw-tooth mountain range’s rocky summits pointing like arrows, as the lights coruscating in the dusting sky. He found the view breathtaking and couldn’t help but feel deeply and uncritically enamored that his hometown of Deadwood set but a mere fifteen miles from the city of Pittsburg—home of Pittsburg State University. He had attended the university. When he was there, on his way to a degree in Medical Engineering, he had learned the city manufactured packaging equipment, construction materials, machinery, chemicals, industrial glass; and coal mined until 1902; also that the city’s Camp Stoneman stood as an important embarkation point during World War 11 and the Korean War. Moreover, that the City’s industry includes transport, electric equipment; printing and publishing; chemicals; machinery; paper, fabricated metal, limestone, clay, and plastic products, all occurring under the watchful eye of father time.
Deadwood, an aspect of Pennsylvania almost every citizen adored. It was the country’s second hottest town for singles, according to the town’s standard newspaper the Criterion. The better-off people lived in the older section of town, where Smoot also lived.
A squeak of the brakes and a slight bump, coupled with a glance out of the back windows of the van, and Smoot was acutely aware that they had arrived at the Medical Center, which was a glass and concrete hospital complex.
The double doors wrung open just as Smoot and another EMS person rolled the stretcher over the threshold and entered the Emergency Room. A doctor standing nearby with a stethoscope dangling from around his neck ambled over to them.
“What do we have here Smoot?” asked Doctor Benseloun, a tall, sprite 36-year old prematurely gray-haired Oriental, just two weeks since having gone under the knife, his baggy eyes looking brighter and his jowls tighter. ‘He looks like my son,’ another doctor had joked, and who was four years younger.
Not many knew the image-conscious Doctor Benseloun had used a brief shopping trip in the heart of France as the stage for his return to the limelight. He brushed aside fellow colleague’s questions about the nip and tuck, saying he had a “road check.”
Smoot was one of the one’s that knew the reason for the Doctor’s brief fain vacation. He also was aware the dear doctor was going to a doctor here in the states to help remove unwanted wrinkles and clear away irksome crow’s-feet. He had an aversion to unsightly neckbands. From a reliable source, Smoot was told that according to some science people, many people are having Botox injections to regain a more youthful appearance. It was also said, some people are even hosting Botox parties—where several women and men, ‘yes, men,’ gather for cocktail and wrinkle-banishing injections.
Pointing to the man on the stretcher, Smoot’s smile turned to a frown. “Well, Doctor, it appears this man was in a bad accident and is suffering from internal injuries. I couldn’t get a full reading of his injuries.”
“I see,” said the doctor, moseying closer, and placing the stethoscope to the patient’s chest. After several moments, he grasped the patient’s risk and looked at his own watch—apparently to detect a pulse. Getting no pulse, he started a visual inspection, first noticing the purplish and waxy look of the skin, the blue-gray-color-paleness of the nails and lips, and flattening of the eyes because of loss of fluids. Seeing the body lying on its back, and knowing that blood had collected along the back and on the underside of the arms and legs, he did not place pressure on the skin.
Deciding there was no life, the doctor shook his head, grimly. “I’m afraid we’re too late. It’s hard to say if he would still be living were he brought here sooner.” He then took the man’s wallet out of his pants pocket, opened it, and then emptied the contents out on the stretcher beside the body.
The doctor looked awhile—plunged in thought; then he looked up with a satisfied light in his eye, and said, “Well Smoot, looks like you just got busier. We’re filled to the brim with dead corpses in our autopsy suites, not to mention the morgue; we got seven stiffs in the icebox. Smoot, you know that most patients who die in the hospital do not undergo autopsy. In recent years, there has been a decreased interest in the autopsy in the medical community. I cannot rightly say that the reason when an autopsy is requested, it is done by either the attending physician or the patient’s family. Normally, our hospital’s pathologist performs those cases of the former type for the educational benefit of the medical staff. Sometimes an independent pathologist hired by the family handles the cases. Usually, autopsies performed by the hospital pathologist do not result in cost to the patient’s estate; rather, the cost is absorbed by the hospital. Private autopsies hired by the family cost between $1200 and $2500. I say all that, to say, that if you do decide to do the autopsy, the hospital will pick up the tab.” The doctor held a piece of paper in his hand. “I found this brief document in the pocket of the decease, it states that should he die, let it be known that he had no known relatives. A doctor signed it. A Doctor Singleton. I know of him. He is reputable. ”
The doctor handed the document to Smoot. He looked it over and saw that it was indeed signed by a doctor.
Doctor Ben sighed as his lips hinted at a grimly smirk. “I just wanna cover all bases and see that nothing comes back to haunt us. I realize your place ain’t setup as we are here, I’m confidant you will do okay. So, what you say Smoot? You want to take a stab?—you are licensed to do that. As I remember, your pere did them. I know you’ve performed autopsies before at your funeral home. That’s why I’m confident you can do it. Before I forget to mention, that’s sure one nice Funeral Pallor you got. If I wasn’t kept so backlogged with patients, I be damned if I wouldn’t offer to be your partner.”
Smoot smiled. “Why, thank you Doctor. Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
Doctor Benseloun bowed his head, and said; “I’ll see that the deceased is made ready for further transport. Oh, before I forget, give my regards to Fidel for me will you. As I understand it, he’s coming along just find as your Diener.”
“Yes, that’s right, that he is.”
The doctor gave Smoot a nod of his head, and then marched out of the room.
Smoot stood by patiently and watched as two ICU nurses, starched and businesslike, stepped over to wrap the corpse in a shroud.
Her kind gesture wasn’t unthanked.
“Thank you,” Smoot said, with a winning smile and a confident air. “If there’s nothing else to be considered, I’ll take the deceased and put him in the refrigeration unit until the autopsy.”
Chapter Two
For three mortal days, it had rained and then stopped. With the clouds hanging low in the welkin, and the rough overgrown prickly bramble, the abounding viny laden weather-beaten sign, wearing out idle days and the whirligig of time, with the moniker, “Forever Funeral Home,” was obscure. Someone even had mentioned it looked like a landlocked lone soldier standing near the stone steps galled by years of heavy use, on the environmentally friendly croquet lawn. As the grass bowed down before the wind, the new gardener short and snappily put the lid on the fire works of skittering radical autumn leaves and cut back all the year’s growth to about four leaves. He then mowed the grass and took a scythe to the weeds, skillfully avoiding the fingered roots of the giant trees on a narrow finger of the yard. Then he swept the debris off the curving driveway bordered with withered chrysanthemums and finished up raking a flat, wet clot of dead leaves into an open plastic bag. He took a billhook and used it to prune, a shrub of spreading habit, and loop branches and some other vegetation about the property.
The billow of clouds shifted eastward slightly as the glaring meridian sun at it’s apex peeped out behind the clouds and shone down on two stone ferociously recumbent lions, golden in the sunlight, their heads raised like they listened—like some patient goddesses come down to woo him, one Smoot Mathews.
To add more privacy, Smoot Mathews, a buppie, a red-blooded purse-proud weal, in an ancient pair of jeans, had soiled himself when he had flanked the driveway and allee lined with trees and tall shrubs. A non-resident alien, and an old head on young shoulders, and keeping with a tight purse string, he had gotten where he was by dint of hard work, and priding himself on being a self-confessed and proud bourgeois.
The funeral home was every bit a barn of a country house in size, with taupe siding set off at a short distance away from the street. His pere had longed to one day have ample room. The wish was the mother of the deed, because soon after the death of his pere, Smoot, a great person for utilizing waste power, had plowed right into working on finishing that dream. With enough financial resources at his disposal, left by his pere, he finished the rear building attached to the funeral home. There was enough room to perform autopsies and store bodies, as well. There grew some berry brushes along the sides of the rear building. At first, the berries were green, but when they ripened, they turned bright red.
Smoot sluiced his face in cold water and yarned as his rakish, debonair demeanor appeared in the bathroom mirror, water slopping over the edge of the sink. Here was a man with a whiff of danger about him. He smiled at the mirrored image of himself, but frowned at the white strain of hair on his head. He gave the hair follicle a quick pull, and it came out by the roots.
After washing up, and flossing his teeth, he sprayed air freshener into the air. He put the can of freshener in the medicine cabinet, then took out another can, spritzed his under arms, put the can back, closing the door. Almost as an after thought, he hoisted the windowed dormer above the sink and left it ajar to give the room a thorough airing.
Taking a piece of cloth, he went behind himself, wiping and cleaning up his mess to make the bathroom spick-and-span once again. He even wiped the specks of water off the marble’s characteristic surface veining. After looking in the mirror at his mug, he left the bathroom.
Scaling two hundred and eighty pounds, his feet toed out as he entered the hallway, and schlep with a chirpy wag of his head, to the front office.
As he entered the office, dappled sunlight lay on his secretary’s long straight auburn hair. With her back to him and sitting at her desk, she did not notice him walk in.
Type, type, type, type, type went the sound of the typewriter, as she paused, thought, wondered, yawned, forgot, scratched, and resumed typing, type, type, type, type. She stopped typing, and started reading a book. She stopped reading the book, reached down and hoicked her bag on to the desk. She then fished a Kleenex from her bag, blew her nose, and continued to read.
“Good afternoon,” said Smoot in a cheerful tone to the young woman with her eyes glued to the folded page of an absorbing airport novel.
She straightened her shoulders; closed the book with a snap making it flat as a pancake, flipped it over and put it aside, and started to look at some papers in front of her.
Other then the airport novel and the papers, he noticed a medical textbook on the etiology of carpal tunnel syndrome. Smart girl, he thought, and probably spends hours poring over her books. She sees her Depend moment down the road, and she’s looking ahead to plan B already. He admired her willingness to want to brush up on schoolwork. It was a clear-cut sign she wearied of the sameness of her life.
Her name was Page Mayfield, six solars his secretary, charming, smart as a whip, 23 annuals high yaller African-American, junior Science Major at Pittsburg University.
Not the least bit aware the responsibility for breadwinning has devolved increasingly on women, on her own with a one-year old child, she pitied herself. After meeting a mother with three children under six, she discovered her troubles paled into insignificance.
Page moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue and pushed her long straight hair out of her eyes. She craned her head slightly to look at Smoot and smiled. “Good morning to you.” Her voice was cool, a thousand miles away, wondering if he had seen her reading the book. She scowled herself. It was so careless of her. Subsequently, she flashed him a fake smile and turned her head to look at the papers on her desk again, wondering whether she ought to mention something to him.
She frowned in concentration, trying to keep it in. Then she gave up…she had to at least fling a hint at him, even if it would sweep the ground from under him.
In one movement, she swung her chair around to face him.
Smoot stopped his forward progress to look at her. He wondered why she was making goo-goo eyes at him. At least that’s what he thought. “Is there like, something on your mind, Page?”
There was a sphinx-like smile on a chiseled good-looking face, mysteriously so. Her directness was disarming. “Don’t look, but your shop-door is open. Or should I say, instead, that Johnny’s out of jail?” Her soft quiet laughter touched his ears with a velvet touch. She pushed her chair back in and pretended to busy herself.
As he looked at the door to the office and saw that, it was closed. He turned to look at her to ask her what she meant.
One mind told him to look down. Oops. He quickly realized her sudden oblique warning, usually to another male, was just to get him to correct his undone zipper. He turned and zipped up, then turned back around. In the end, he saw she was right. “Thank you, Page.”
In a dainty voice and giving him a slantwise glance, she said, “You’re welcome.”
Smoot half-believed her sincerity. “If you had put the statement of the shop door is open, as a question rather than a statement, I probably would have said, that I must have notice of that question.”
Fastly becoming acutely aware that he had the affectation of a man who measures every word for effect, she quickly said to him, “I know—I know, meaning you would not have intended to answer back. That’s a statement usually used on Radio and Television because they are too ephemeral for there to be a risk of your bluff being called.”
He smiled and then bowed his head. “Right on there sistah.” He glanced at her, and as always, found her one pleasing chic to look at and one fine piece of ass. She had those little elegant dips between her neck and shoulders. The kind a guy could put his chin on and fall right off to sleep.
Still, too, he liked her and was aware she had practically thrown herself at him trying to grab his interest. He found her to be, pretty and considerate, and pleasantly comforting to be around, at times. She was a handful and would be willing to bet she had all sorts of guys beating down her door. Whether that was so, he wasn’t that sure; she just did not seem to measure up to the sort of pretty playthings he was prone to date. But then again, he had never taken the time to try to figure her out. He knew he should have, but just never got around to letting her know to stop waiting in the wings, holding on to hope of settling for second to whatever conquests came his way. He thought her to be the marrying kind, wanting fine cars, expensive jewelry, wining and dining, and made to feel extra special. Frankly, he thought her to be a dangerous abyss. He had to admit his mind would at times drift off from the common every day run of the mill routine and fantasize about how she might be, au fond, pleasurably accommodating. Then that other self inside him would scold ‘for crying out-loud, she’s your secretary. Never mix business with pleasure. That’s rule number one you idiot.’
Smoot took several steps and stopped in front of her desk.
“How are things?” he enquired.
Page raised her head, leaned back in her chair. Staring at him, her face arranges itself into adorability the moment he gave her his attention. That meant a lot to her. “Not bad,” she answered, “things could always be better.” She smiled, inviting lips spreading into that same familiar shy smile.
“Ain’t it the truth?” He saw the gleam in her liquid dark eyes; the kind some guys would swim the deepest sea. He felt some guys go over board for a chick. Yo-ho-ho. Like the young man, Leander, the lover of the princess Hero, did eons ago. According to Greek Mythology, he drowned swimming across the Hellespont to visit her.
Well, maybe not swim the deepest sea, he thought, but at least consider the challenge. Hell, if there weren’t a lot going for him, women wise that is, he would be up for the challenge.
“So tell me,” Page queried, the metal legs of the soft chair squealed against the tile as she hiked to her feet with a proud toss of her head, smoothing her dress with her hands over an ample rump, “who’s the dead guy in the cooler?” She placed her hands on the lithest and graspable waist he ever saw.
Smoot looked at her. He was a head taller than she was. “Just a guy that met a bad end. Why do you ask?”
She shrugged her shoulders, looked at him with wishful eyes. “Just thought I’d ask.”
She noticed the confusion on his face.
Smoot said, “The reason I asked you is, since you started working here, there have been many dead people in and out of here.”
Her jet-black hair touching her shoulders, pushed behind her ears, Smoot scrutinized her as she sashayed in her soft print dress with her find self, across the brown carpet impervious to rough treatment, over to the window to drink in the view.
She peered out through the black out curtains. At first sight, she saw a cloud of orange butterflies aflutter as a feathered friend at close range rose like brime from apple boughs laden with blossoms, its plumage a mosaic of slate-gray, blue, and brown. She kept watch as it swooped pass the window, and ran along in a zigzag path, quivering its wings, and then dipped its wings in the lucid flow of air, and guided out of her peripheral. A slight gust of air entered through the half-opened window and caused the ends of her hair to flip forward, and to frame her delicate face.
He thought about her character and admitted to himself that she was strong and honest in that department. In contrast, he felt she was lacking in social graces and would be as hard to cut as rough diamonds.
At least that was how he felt at the time…but even a five-and dime Bolivar timepiece changes.
“I didn’t mean to get into your business. I just thought—you—you—”
“You just thought what?” he asked, a sudden flash of temper, cutting her to size.
She said in the most persuasive way she could command: “You didn’t let me finish. I just—”
“I know—I know,” he stopped her in midstream again, “you just thought. That’s the trouble with some sistahs these days, they think too much.”
“Oh, so it’s like, a black thing, huh?” she snorted.
“Not really…just wimmin in general. Just look around you and tell me what you see.”
She looked about the office. “I see some chairs, a desk and a—”
“That’s not the point.”
She stopped her accounting of furnishing and looked at him. “What is the point exactly?”
“The point is, a whole galaxy of sistah’, black and pink, values have been lost to the vestiges of time, thereby causing the bedrock of their ability to define who they are as a woman to become abysmal.”
“If you don’t mind,” she said, “let’s like…let’s not go there. Let’s talk about something else.”
“Why you wanna say that?”
“It’s just that I don’t see a reason to bring up the point about the system of value of African American Women. To my opinion, we women, despite color, are a frustrated lot, misunderstood and treated unfairly, forever inundated with the crass assumptions that men make about us.”
“Frustrated?” he said, “can you give me an example of some of the frustrations your gender face?”
She thought for a moment, then said, “Just imagine for a moment if we were intimate. You know how it would feel if I wouldn’t let you sex me up, no matter how many times you tried.” she said. “That’s what frustrated feels like.”
He just stood there gazing at her as if he had been hit with the kitchen sink. Then his eyes brightened as though a light had suddenly lit up in his brain. “Oh uh, someone shoot me please, I do believe, the boiler room just got hot. All jokes aside, I think I understand. You’re right: I was being unfair and barking up the wrong tree. God knows womenfolk have and are going through pure-de hell in his country under scrutiny of the male psyche. Frankly, I say all if not most women of this country should be given more advantage to help balance the scale. They ought to be given every opportunity to narrow the gap between the two genders. You know as I, to do that…I mean for that to happen it probably would take a miracle. Because when it comes down to true equal rights for women in this country, it is as it has always been: out of sight, out of mind.”
Her eyes clouded with tears. She walked back to the desk and plopped down in the chair. Just as she lowered her head, he saw the tear roll down over her nose. A second later, another tear followed the first. She gave a convulsive sob, sniffled, and then wiped at the teardrops.
Crushed by her tearful display, Smoot came round the desk and let his fingers skim across her shoulders with a feather-light touch. Sniffling again, she pressed her head against his arm. “I’m sorry, Page, believe me, I meant you no discomfort.
She sniffled and burst out in a flood of tears and sobs, as he had never seen her do.
He tried to comfort her. “Ah, you know how we men get sometimes. We’re such cads.” He smiled a warm smile, feeling dorky. “So, stop your crying, before you flood the place.” He kissed her warmly on her forehead. “Peace, Okay?”
With a craterlike dimple and a slight moue on her face, she nodded her head. “Okay. It’s just that I was going to say I’m not interested in those deadly bores in frig.”
“I understand. Is that better?” he asked, taking her chin in his hands.
Page sniffled. “I feel better already.”
“Atta girl, that’s good. Or rather should I try to brighten your face by saying to you the words from a great poet’s lewd poem, ‘the upshot being: ‘Then she will get the upshot by cleaving the pin. Come, come, you talk lewdly; your lips grow foul.”
Her face brightened slightly as she essayed a smile. “That’s from Shakespeare’s ‘Labor of Love.’ I adore those words,” she said all chipper. “They get to me.”
With her coming back around, he decided to put on a little more. “Did I ever tell you how helpful you have been to me?”
She said softly, “No,” and then sniffled again.
“Well you have. Why, I just commented to Fidel, just yesterday, how much help you’ve contributed around here. Even he agrees with me, and feels I should give you a raise.”
That last sentence got more response from her.
Between sniffles, she said, “Did you really say that to him?”
“I did, and I will. Can’t think of anyone more deserves a raise in pay than you.”
She lifted her head to look at him. “You won’t be sorry,” she said, giving him slavish attention. “I will even be willin’ to work overtime, without an added charge to you. I—I—”
“Hold on there,” he stopped her flow of words. “I believe you. There’s one more thing I want you to know. And even though, I think you might have thought about it already, I’ll say it anyway.”
She stopped her sniffling. “Wha—what is it?”
“I been thinking about after you graduate and get your degree, you work full time for me.”
She was like, wow.
She then said, “Ah, you’re goofing on me, right?”
“I’ve never been more serious in my life.” He noticed the familiar glow in her eyes followed with a winsome smile. That she seemed to have matured beyond her years. This should have been his first sign of an anxiousness hiding a more sinister intention. As usual, his mind was somewhere else.
Without warning, she rose from her chair, threw her arms around his broad shoulders, and kissed him flush on his lips as a curious bittersweet cloyed her senses.
The kiss was gentle, soft, warming his insides, sending a tingling sensation straight to the cockles of his heart. His instincts told him, she was schmoozing him and trying to put the make on him, that’s why he had to let her know that he wasn’t the type to gild the truth, no matter how delicious her kiss. He had to put a stop to this ‘do-face-time’ sort of a thing; kissing and necking was for kids. Since when did he get too far along to cuddle and pet? He would have to check himself on that point.
Convinced her reason for doing what she had done, laid squarely in the crosshairs of her ambition, he wrenched his mouth free, and said to her, “I can’t do this. It isn’t right.”
“Be real!” Page blew a raspberry, uttering her discontent. Sighing deeply, she then reclaimed her seat. Silently she berated her self for thinking that once she had kissed him they’d be getting on like a house on fire. Never was she so wrong, so disappointed of the brush off. “I heard what you said,” knowing all the while that she meant that she did not agree, and that her agreeing was just a convenient form of words because it avoided the need to enter an argument.
Mouth tight, eyes narrowed, feeling rejected, her fingers convulsively open and shut. Without question, her nettle was aroused to a sharp annoyance. Feeling things were getting to painful, and wanting to air her frustration, she shot back, “Why not? I’m no 13 or 14- year -old fickle-headed schoolchild, flighty in her hoity-toity thoughtless giddy behavior. The kind to run home the first time a guy stuck his tongue in her ear. I’m old enough to know what I am doing—to know what I want. If only you can believe, that I was not coming onto you just to get my feet under the table…just to achieve a more comfortable or desired situation. I hope you know that. I will admit I have never learned how to act aloof and unapproachable. I will admit to a habit of smiling at men I don’t even know. I am working on it. I have you to know, there’s not a permanent line of men hanging around outside my cubicle. As I said before, I was not coming on to you for the reasons you may have thought. You must know, I’m surely not a couch potato and am not lazy.”
He had to admit she was right as he saw her make sheep’s eyes at him. “You got my vote.”
Looking directly at him with goo-goo eyes, she adjusted her attitude. She then teasingly said, “After all, a wise woman once said, ‘if you don’t puck the fruit, you will never know the taste of its nectar. Furthermore, from a liquor point of view, if you don’t drink every drop, you rob yourself of the sweetest part of the treat; you get the whiskey, but you don’t get the sugar in the bottom of the glass. So, based on that premise, and you being a man and all, it behooves you at least to try….”
He shrugged his shoulders. “Look, I don’t mean to confuse or impress you with a long meaningless explanation, by baffling you with bullshit. Flat-out, I want to be straight up with you and get right to the point. As hard as it is to say, I must say it. I want you to know that regretfully, I have to let this one pass. It’s just that I think it best that we keep our relationship on a straight business regimen. By being candid and straight up with you, I’m sure our relationship would go along much farther if we remain dognutz to each other. You know—like good friends.” He regretted having turned her down, and, regretted the regretting. Both feelings, while contradictory, were plausible.
“You mean like stay being your girl Friday.”
He heard that snide remark, so, rather than dignify her remark, he said, “I hope I’m not getting into your business, but I am curious about something.”
“What?” Page questioned, hiding her disappointment. She felt more than ever that he had his own agenda; all he wanted was for her to be his pawn. She knew the pay was good. There was no telling where things might go, yet.
“Aren’t you and that young handsome dude that dropped you off at work, still an item?”
“Well, sort of.”
“Meaning?”
She sighed. “We are not—how do you say it?—joined at the hip. Anyway, I would have thought out of curiosity, you being a man and all, you would’ve learned the skinny on my falling out with him and why I chucked that job. I can’t help but wonder how a guy who has shown a perfectly natural interest in the opposite sex would suddenly shun even the most innocence of advances.”
He just stood there with his hands at his side, laid-back.
She smiled a little wistfully, and noticed he had not responded to her last statement. She figured that if she updated him, he might start to notice her. She gave out a long sigh. “Oh, well, the truth is I used to work for him part time. He tried to put his hand down my blouse and got me upset. He brushed it off by having the gall to say I was insensitive and I was like, whatever.” Which meant, yeah, so? “Then he said I didn’t have the dedication to the job that he needed from his employees, and if I didn’t do well on my next review, I might not get a raise, and I was all whatever. I’m just not that interested. He’s one of those ‘seekers’ who doesn’t know what he’s looking for, and wouldn’t recognize an answer to the meaning of life if he tripped on it in the dark. I can’t help but feel his dalliance and playful flirtation was his try at marring my persona. When he saw it wouldn’t crack, he left me alone. But that didn’t matter, because the novelty of the job palled after a few weeks of commuting anyway. ”
Smoot respired, inhaling and exhaling. “It sounds as if he’s not the only one with an immature attitude. Wouldn’t you agree?”
Page huffed, “You’re talkin’ about me? That I’m immature. Whatever.” AS if she didn’t give a hang, the least bit concerned or worried.
“That’s what I mean. Do you see?”
“What?”
“That—attitude.”
He decided to be blunt and get back to the point about her boyfriend. “Have you been intimate with him?”
“What? Well, ah, I mean we’ve done things. Not, well, you know, all the way. My biggest gripe I have with him is, he has hand trouble. You know like—”
He cut in by saying thoughtfully, “I see…my next question may be a little more discomforting, but, I feel the need to ask.”
What’s that?”
“Let’s say, if he did ask you…to go all—”
“The way,” she finished off the sentence, she knew where he was going with it. “I don’t think so. I mean, I don’t feel the same way I feel about—”
“About me,” he said, finishing her train of thought this time. “You know what I told you. Why not try to banish that thought from out of your brain. It’s not like things are all up with, and you’re on death’s edge. I have all confidence; you’ll find the strength to bounce back. And find someone.”
At length she sighed. “That sounds like hopeless wishful thinking to me. I guess I’m just a bad hair day. Oh, well, so much for the thrill. I’m left with the defeat; there’s just not a damn thing I can do about it.”
“Ah, your day isn’t all that wrecked. Just try to look at it this way: In one way your day was bad when I declined your advances, but then your day became a good badical day when I told you about working for me after you get your degree.”
Pretty much, all Smoot had ever wanted was a fine romance, with no quarrels, with no insults, and all the morals. If a man could get that, life would be all the better. Besides, Page was a bachelor-mother, with a teensy weensy crumb-snatcher. Surely, he didn’t want to start a serious romance with a woman with a ready-made family—or maybe….
“I feel terribly bad about this, Page,” he said, the tenor of his words amounting to an apt remark. What do you say if you let me dine you Friday night?” He snapped his finger. “I forgot—it couldn’t be Friday.”
“Oh.” She gave him those big pretty, crazy eyes, still pining for the unattainable, refusing to throw in the towel. She decided to get rid of that hang done look. She would hang loose. Speak up for once. That’s what she was going to do.
“Not this Friday, because it’s the thirteenth. There’s this thing called Paraskevidekatria. It’s a fear of Friday the thirteen. Don’t ask how I got it or what causes it. I know I should see a doctor about it. You know how some men are when it comes to doctors. So, let’s say Saturday night. A place, anywhere you want. What do you think about that?”
“Whatever,” she said with a wry smile, and her response an indication his offer to her was too glib.
He smiled, knowing that her last statement, essentially, meant, ‘Ok, but I’m still going to sulk.’
What baloney that is.
“Before I continue with my day,” he said, “I leave four words for you to think over. They are, ‘Desire, ask, believe, receive.”
Except an indolent sigh, Page just set there mulling and chewing over the words.
Realizing she was sweet and forbearing, and that he came off as a crank, Smoot turned and bug assed out of the room, in a hurry to check in on his brother, but not before she said to him, “Can’t you see, I can’t work with you in my hair all day.”
Chapter Three
After closing the door to the office, Smoot went through an adjacent room and climbed the stairs to the second floor. At the top of the stairs, before going on, he stopped and looked at himself in a mirror. It returned him back a man, determined, with smiling, full lips, with big, cobalt eyes and an air of listening, waiting for something…unexpected to happen…that he felt would happen…infallibly.
Satisfied with the image peering back at him, he made a left turn and walked slowly to the first door on his left. Turning the doorknob, he entered the room. His brother Danny set, with a leg skewed in and pushed against the other one, in a wheelchair next to the bed, with thick eyeglasses on, inwardly juggling psychological contradictions. Optically challenged—his defective eyesight had been marginalized after a car had hit him while playing along the road in front of their home. The affects from the accidents, had left him depressed and physically broken, with a dropped foot, fractured skull, broken hip and a nearly severed sciatic nerve. Lately, all he did day by day is sit-glued to the boob tube. At the time of the accident, and taken to the hospital, and after being looked at, the doctor had spat out, “This poor innocence child is banged up so bad, if I hadn’t looked at him I would’ve sworn he had one over eight, that is to say that, an excessively intake of intoxicants on one occasion. If I had gone on that assumption, I would’ve been mistaken. And considering his internal damage and his partial loss of eyesight, there’s no tellin’ when things will return to normal or for that matter, if he will ever walk again.”
Added to that, the driver of the car that hit Danny got out and ran. The police checked out the situation. After a three- month search, they came up empty and stated that the driver of the car had left the state and possibly the country. There was just no way of finding out where he was.
Sweeping things under the rug was not what Smoot had in mind. He did some checking on his own. He found out the drivers identity, the type of clothes he liked, and the type of foods he eat, his taste. Without sayin’ a word to Danny, he had made him a silent promise; he would not rest until he got the person responsible for his condition. Having made that tacit contract with his self, it was his duty to abide by it.
In their salad days, before that terrible accident, the two of them had taken dancing lessons. They were two of a kind. Sometimes he would tell his parents that they were so uniquely bonded together that one could be on one side of the room doing movements, and the other on the other side doing the same thing and never knowing it until they turn and look at each other. They would just stop and say, “Whoa!”
“It’s not crazy,” I would say to my parents.
“Oh, then will one of you tell us what it is,” his mother had said with their pere at her side.
“Just strange,” Danny would say.
Their parents would just stand there looking at one another and than at their kids with amusement. They loved them equally and had always seen to it that both of their children respected one another.
For some outdoor adventure, they played shinny hockey on rivers, ponds, and iced barnyards, with tin cans on, which they displayed, keen agility.
They took care not to trample on each other, but to try, to let their steps take their own imperfect course. From the slope of their noses to their eyes, to their gesturing hands, when they looked at each other, they saw the same deep brown eyes, the same square jaw, and the same face—same lean limbs—same lifelines in the palm of their hands, and same rhythm in their strides. They even afforded each other breathing room. They realized it was normal to get on each other nerves. Even some people remarked how they looked so much alike. They tried not to force-fit into what it means to be—and to have an identical sibling.
As a sidelight, they sang duo for the Catholic Church they attended.
Since the accident, Smoot managed to share with his brother some afternoons at the mall. Shopping—whenever and wherever—was high on both of their list of pastimes.
They still managed to do other brother stuff, including eating out, and taking in movies.
Except for that, they were learning the ordinary details. Brown was Smoot’s favorite and Danny chose Red.
They were still much alike in strange, little ways, habits and idiosyncrasies. When they sit down to eat, they have the same look in their eyes. They look one way. They have the same hand movements. They still take breaks in the middle of a meal. Uhhh, smacking. They both would usually say simultaneously in unison at breakfast, “Oatmeal—ick!”
They use to egg each other sometimes on as brothers often do. Lately, Danny uttered little accept with his eyes, and that saddened Smoot even more.
Smoot smiled as he looked at his brother, and thought about the last guy he had done the autopsy on and silently said to Danny, “I got him my dear brother. I got him. He won’t hurt you or anyone else ever again.” He looked away.
He glanced at Danny again, and knew if he left him there alone, he’d sit in front of the teevee set and vegetate.
So far, the doctor was right, thought Smoot, noticing that Danny didn’t even flinch when he walked over to him.
“How’s my brother doing this morning, tough guy?”
Silence—not a peep.
Looking at Danny’s face, Smoot still felt like he was looking in the mirror, the same eyes, the same nose, the same facial structure, and the same height; face wise, they still were exact duplicates
Smoot piped up and shrugged his shoulders. “Not in a talkin’ move today, I see. I think I know why. It’s because I failed to look in on you yesterday. That was the last time that will happen. I promise. Just you wait and see.” Smoot snapped his fingers. “Hey, I got an idea. Let’s take a vacation. Don’t you think we can use a vacation? Get away from it all, a fresh start. Wouldn’t that be great?” Smoot needed a vacation and a trip to the Adirondack’ had been mooted. He had had too many things on his plate at the time.
Danny finally found his tongue. “OK, I mean, whatever,” and then grew silent.
Overtime, Smoot had grown accustomed to Danny’s sudden rapid and unpredictable changeableness of mood. He took great care, splitting time between working and spending time with Danny. Caring for his brother, made him feel whole, and knew if he lost that, he didn’t know where he’d find his solace.
There was a perceptible sound as a door swooshed open, and then the gaunt, fearless Algonquian Native of about fifty, with dusky complexioned and piercing eyes, and graying hair entered the room from the adjoining bathroom. She had been deputed to look after Danny. “Oh, I’m sorry, Mr. Mathews. I didn’t know you were in here.” Then with her eager anxiety to please, she said, “If I had known—”
Smoot held up his hand and let it drop to his side. “That’s all right, Inmuttooyahlatlat, I won’t be stayin.’ I have an autopsy to perform. I’ll try to come back later this evening to spend some time with Danny.”
She took her eyes off Smoot and looked at Danny. “Good, because it’s time for his afternoon therapy that usually consist of exercises, ending with a whirlpool bath in the Jacuzzi.”
Smoot was happy that he hired Inmuttooyahlatlat. She was worth her salt: a fraction nurse and a fraction hausfrau, and was meticulously squeaky-clean, from cooking right down to housecleaning, including scrubbing the ick off the back of the kitchen stove, and a cake of grime in the oven, and…gives the dinning room some extra spit and shine when needed.
He was also amazed how she could wield a broom and had told her so. She even swept the dust bunnies from under the beds. She simply was little more than a drudge around the place.
“Please don’t mind me,” said Smoot, as he patted his brother on the back, smiled at him, and turned to walk out the room. He stopped when Danny muttered something. “What is it Danny boy?”
Danny’s hands began to strike his kneecaps, lightly, gently, the noise sounding like a bird fluttering her wings. “I—I just wanted to wish you…success with the autopsy.” Then he stuttered again, his speech impediment causing his words to trip over his tongue, his voice becoming fainter with each second. The fitful tic in his neck caused his head to twitch. “Our—our pere would’ve loved to be here to help you. But I—I—”
Smoot placed his hands on Danny’s shoulder. “I know pere would have loved to be here. I’m grateful that you want to help me. All I ask of you is that you take your medicine and get as much rest as you can. That’s what I’m here for is to take care of you, for however long it may be. You’re my baby brother. Nothing can change that.”
Danny said nothing, but he did smile.
“That’s a fellow. You keep that smile. We’ll make it. Made it this far, there’s no reason we can’t keep on doing it.”
A moss suddenly appeared, wafting in the air about. Smoot watched as Inmuttooyahlatlat used a double-action can of moss killer. One good squirt was all it took to stuff out the life of the moss. She took a cloth, picked up the pest from the floor, and dropped it in a wastebasket.
Smoot then set his eyes back on Danny. Feeling his eyes about to water, he left the room and went to the laboratory. In raw reflection, he felt almost whole. He and his brother had been through a lot. No one knew which direction his life would go in, later.
Chapter Four
Just as Smoot entered the lab, a giant of a fellow, dressed in white uniform with plastic gloves on his hands approached him. “Howdy Smoot, said Fidel, a plain, honest man with no nonsense about him, and with a warm smile in a deathly cold place, the air-conditioning humming from the ceiling as torrents of icy air poured out of large vents onto the scene below. The waxy pale body laid naked and lifeless gray. “I just removed the body from the cooler. It's ready for the slaughter.” Fidel was well aware that doing an autopsy at a funeral home is one of the most dreaded things a pathologist has to face, as a funeral home typically is not as well equipped as a hospital autopsy suite.
“Howdy, Fidel.” Some of the times, they were together, whether working side-by-side in the lab or on the outside trying to drum up business, Smoot would think of how their paths had crossed. It happened on a rainy night. He had driven his Mercedes along the railroad tracks in an unfamiliar area of town. It was a reputed hangout location for ciphers, people with no influence or value—a nonentity, derelicts who could fit all their possessions in a paper bag.
Wiping at the condensation gathered on the windshield, and whistling a melody, unexpectedly, the profile of a man appeared. Smoot jammed on the brakes, but it was too late, the car was moving too fast for it to stop in time. He struck the man. He heard the thump as his body hit against the windshield and then rolled over the top of the car.
The car finally grinded to a halt and Smoot jumped out and ran back to see to the man. As he helped the man to his feet and insisted that he take him to a hospital, he noticed his intense, dark eyes with a hunted look, his short-cropped black hair, and faint mustache. The man then, shook his head and objected, claiming no harm no foul, thanking the heavens that he seemed to be in one piece. Smoot wouldn’t hear of it. He told the man that he wouldn’t be able to live with himself if he wouldn’t at least let him help.
En route to the hospital, keeping his eyes on the road, and after taking occasional side glimpses at the man, Smoot noticed that though disheveled, he did not have that diseased run-down appearance that sometimes comes with someone for whom hope has abandoned. Probably a boarder-line vagrant or one of the stopover pavement people he would see on the streets begging. So far, he had found the man amazingly calm, far from being morally contaminated.
Hell, Smoot knew if the same thing had happened to him, he would be seething with scurrility, shouting to the top of his lungs and cursing his ass off.
At least that’s how he had thought he would be.
Smoot was surprised to find out that the man was more educated than he thought.
The injured man told him his name was Fidel Castro.
Fidel—Castro? Ain’t that a blip, Smoot thought. Fidel Castro, just three years out of Cuba, had a black wife and three beautiful kids, and worked in a government building as a lab technician. Fidel then confided in Smoot that he was a white Cuban. That his reason for leaving Cuba was that he was wrongly accused of murdering his employer.
Consequently, he was a runagate.
Fidel rattled on trying his best to explain what had happened and how the authorities were looking for the wrong person, and why he was blameless, not guilty. Fidel was so adamant about his innocence that, Smoot immediately threw on his thinking cap, shifted through the hard to defend details, and decided the man was not guilty—that he didn’t possess a corrupt bone in him. Smoot felt that, this man, with the earnest gaze and whimsical smile, was no fool, and not a shallow, self-serving apple-polisher with delusions of grandeur.
He did the only sensible thing that a decent thinking person would do—he offered Fidel a job as his assistant, but caution him…that it would have to be all done on the black.
Fidel told him it wouldn’t be the first time he did, and then shook his hand, gracefully accepting his offer. Since that industrial accident, they had worked together and got along just find, with one exception: Fidel didn’t like to be called a Diener, and thought it to be below his station.
It was not before long that Smoot had noticed that Fidel’s personality was secretive and cliquish, and had him getting the idea that Fidel had more going on in his life than he tended to let on. He also, noticed that Fidel got a variety of strange visitors in the morgue, some of whom with a less than savory appearance.
One night Smoot asked Fidel to sit with him so he could explain to him the meaning behind the title of the name. He started by saying to Fidel, “Dieners is German for ‘servant.’ Most Dieners do not understand deriving this word and object to it. Not formally trained, Dieners have some work background in the funeral industry. For some reason, in the southern U.S. about ninety percent of Dieners are African-American. Yes, you heard right,” he said. “They are black people. It’s estimated that fewer than ten percent of Dieners are female. Dieners tend to work at their job for decades. I hope that clears up the issue you have with the word as it is applied to your position.”
Fidel thanked him for explaining things to him, but Smoot’s instincts told him Fidel still objected to being called a Diener.
Fidel mentioned to Smoot that he had gotten word from a reliable source that he was taking payments under the table for notifying the funeral home he worked for of deaths in the hospitals, so the funeral home can send an agent out to approach the family.
Smoot assured Fidel that he was plugged into what’s going on. He then told Fidel that he thought it would be best if they started to maintain a lower profile. Fidel agreed and told him he had no problem with it.
Breaking off his thoughts, Smoot told himself that he had better focus on the things he had to do. Suddenly, not being able to stop it, he farted lowly.
Fidel held his nose. “Damn, who left the toilet door ajar? That’s okay. Where ever you be let your wind break free.”
Smoot laughed.
Then, as though to show Smoot he was not the only one with humor, Fidel emitted a precise fart, laughing heartedly.
Smoot joined in with a spirited guffaw, and laughed until they were beside themselves, holding their stomachs, rolling with laughter.
A minute later, with giggles in check, Smoot looked at Fidel and winked. After entwining his fingers and cracking a knuckle or two, he was ready to perform the autopsy. He smiled inwardly on that. Here he was his own Pathologist, or PROSECTOR, the man in charge of the dissection. He was proud of becoming a Board-certified pathologist, an MD or DO, an osteopath, if you will, and of his having undergone a five-year residency in the specialty of pathology, specifically anatomic pathology, proud he had died to his former self. To get where he wanted to be, he had worked his can off in university-based hospitals with teaching programs. Soon after that, he started working in larger nonuniversity-based hospitals covered by large pathology groups, although he was considered a PROSECTOR, he settled for working as a pathologist's assistant. Again, he worked his butt off getting involved in “hands-on” activities, such as autopsy dissections, dissections of specimens removed at surgery, specimen photography, and video applications.
“I’m ready if you are,” said Fidel, walking over to the table with the protective gear on its top. In the interest of nimbleness, and not to give way to clumsiness, he began by putting on the scrub suit, and gown, followed with two pair of gloves; shoe covers, finishing with a clear plastic face shield.
Smoot nodded and walked to the table and put the same type of attire on. “Ready,” Smoot said finally.
With what might appear to the uninitiated to be a rather brutal combination of pulls and shoves, Fidel placed the corse on the waist-high aluminum fixture, plumbed for running water, that would come from the several faucets and spigots that would help washing away all the blood that is released during the procedure.
Smoot looked at the slanted porcelain tray, used for drainage, with raised edges to keep blood and fluids from flowing onto the floor. He then got right to work, working with a pertinacious resistance to interruptions.
An hour and a half later into the autopsy there was a knock at the door to the lab.
“Come in,” Smoot belted, turning off the knifelike instrument in his hand.
Shortly, Page opened the door and stepped into the lab. The lights were so bright; she had to shield her eyes with her hand.
“Yes, what is it Page?” The impatience in his voice brought a frown to her face.
The corrupting smell of death flared her nostrils. “There’s a Mr. Cooper on the phone. His dear nephew just kicked the bucket. So, he wanted to know if you had room available on your schedule to speak to him about funeral arrangements.”
While Page was talking, she was looking in a different direction.
After following her focus, Smoot noticed that the angel lust still showed potency in the man as he lay on the table with an erection.
She felt a jitter in her stomach as she looked at the body gutted through one massive ventral incision that extended from the apex of the sternum onward to the pelvis. The lifeless soul gaped open showing an empty crater. Every bit of his liver, heart and lungs had been cutout.
Page looked on mutely wondering what thoughts were going through their minds as they cut away at dead flesh like a butcher in his shop, while water drummed in sinks, surgical instruments clattered and clicked. This manner of gruesome formal procedure caused her to be uncomfortable as her instincts told her this was not her league. This was not her milieu. She did not belong.
“Okay, Page, tell Mr. Cooper I will call him as soon as I can.”
Page tore her eyes away from looking at the corse. “Yes—I’ll—do just that.” She walked out, her eyes looking back over her shoulder at the body on the table, slowly closing the door behind her.
When Page left, they got back to performing the autopsy.
With all the procedures performed, the corse was an empty shell, with no larynx, chest organs, abdominal organs, pelvic organs, or brain. The front of the rib cage was also missing, and, the scalp was down over the face, and the whole top of the head was gone.
This was not good for lying in state in public view. Fidel, the Diener, remedied that problem. First, the calvarium placed back on the skull. The brain replaced, the scalp pulled back over the calvarium, and the wound sewn up with thick twine using the type of stitch used to cover baseballs. The wound was a line that goes from behind the ears over the back of the skull, so that when the head rested on a pillow in the casket, the wound was not visible. The empty trunk looked like the hull of a ship under construction, the prominent ribs resembling the corresponding structural members of the ship. Then the chest plate placed back in the chest, and the corse’s walls sewn back up with baseball stitches, so that the final wound resembles a “Y.”
Fidel coughed as he rinsed the corse off with a hose and sponge.
To keep the chest from collapsing, Smoot remedied the problem by placing filler in the corse’s cavity to reexpand the corse to roughly normal contours.
Breathing in deeply, Smoot could almost smell the extremely malodorous order that emitted from the resultant material in the sink and thought it smelled like a combination of feces and vomitus.
After a while, Smoot looked around the room and saw the room was not a pretty sight. Despite the sight, he chuckled. “I’ve also been told that some Prosectors keep the dissection area neat while doing the procedure. At that, it’s legendary that old-time pathologists were so neat that they’d perform the entire procedure in a tux, no apron, right before an evening at the opera. As you know, some pathologists are noted for their love of classical music and fine art. Ah, but the modern pathologist has blood on the floor, on the hanging meat scales; the chalkboard, all are an unappetizing juxtaposition.”
They chuckled.
Finishing up, Fidel cleaned up the autopsy suite with a mop and bucket, while Smoot went about finishing the notes on the findings of the gross exam, the part of the examination done with the naked eye and not the microscope.
Smoot sigh was one of great relief. “Well, Fidel, it looks like that just about does it.”
“Yes, indeed it appears,” concurred Fidel, then entered the bathroom, stripping off his clothes, and stepping into the shower. “I’ll be through in a jiffy. Then it’ll be your turn to cleanse your body.”
“So, we can go out and find ourselves some gorgeous compromising women and stick it to them. How does that sound?”
“Right on,” said Fidel. “I bet you know some lookers”
“Got one in mind, right now.” At that moment, his cell phone ringed. He put his hand in his trouser pocket, took out the phone and turned it on. “Hello.”
“Hi Smoot,” said the unfamiliar voice, “you may not remember me. I’m the one that had the red dress on when—”
“Let me see.” Smoot cut her off. “It’s on the tip of my tongue…let me think…it’s gotta be Sadie, no not Sadie, lets see.” Boing!—the name tripped off his tongue. “It’s Chloe, am I right? You’re the nelipot: the one that loves to unburden your conscience and go discalced, unshod and barefoot in the sand.”
In a gushy manner, she said, “Aw-shucks, you fooled me. I actually didn’t think you would remember my name. But you did and now I can say yours truly, in the flesh.” Her attitude was every bit flibbertigibbet, in concert with one hell of an infectiously cute silly scatterbrained garrulousness. “Your remembrance of my walkin’ in the sand is due to your acute observation.”
He had to admit, she was a grig and a lively, bright person. One talker that would talk your head off if you gave her the chance.
He licked his lips at the thought-provoking pleasure he got the first time he ran his fingers over Chloe’s full-bosomed, zaftig-shapely figure, every inch stimulating his psyche. Although she wanted to become his study, she was just arm candy, loads of fun, nothing more nothing less. At least that was how he felt. “Whatcha doin’ and how are you, girl? Or should I say, woman, lady, or baby cakes?” Smoot and Fidel looked at each other. Their eyes met, Fidel looked away.
“Just find. I’m just glad you got some time to talk to me. I mean…you undertakers stay business. At least that’s the way I heard it. Especially people dropping dead like flies. Got to hand it to ya, you do seem to have found your niche, Smoot.”
“Well, if you ask me that ain’t fully true.”
“Why do you say that? Wanna talk about?”
“What’s on your mind, baby cakes?” He was dog-tired of funeral talk. He just wanted to chill out. He was ready for the kip after this screwball day. After all the work he had done today, it would be a well-earned rest.
“I realize you’re a busy person, Smoot, I can respect that. We all got bills to pay. But, I want you to know, I was just watching this movie and got to thinkin’ about things and you popped into my mind.”
He said modestly, “What can I say, but I’m truly flattered. I’m breakin’ out in goose bumps all over.”
“Oh, come on Smoot, stop jiving.”
“Who said I was jiving?”
Her voice got low. “Well, you know….”
“No I don’t know. Why don’t you enlighten me, and while you’re at it, tell big daddy what you’re on the hunt for. Come on say it. You know just what I’m referring. Say it.”
Nosily and stubbornly defiant, her voice struck his ear with an obstreperous rebutting statement. “Aw-shucks, there you go pokin’ fun at me again. You men are something. Here, a girl calls you up, and right away, you’re makin’ her feel cheap, laughing’ at her like some bigmouth hyena.” Her voice started loudening. “To top it off, it’s the caller who’s supposed to do the heavy breathing, not the callee. You’re doing just that. Don’t say you—”
“Hold up, hold up,” he broke in, with a chuckle. “Do you hear me laughin? I’m not.”
“No, not laughin, but pokin’ fun at me.”
Knowing his deception had boomeranged on him, he immediately followed up by saying, “I’m kiddin, I tell you, and that’s for real.” His voice simmered. “All jokes aside, when do you want to go out? This is not a stand up is it?”
“Why would I wanna do that?” Chloe’s voice sounded cagey, wary, guarded, every bit defensive, again.
“Just asking, no…no harm intended,” he groped.
“No harm no foul,” she expounded, “I got you. Let’s see…if you’re not kiddin’ and is serious, I was thinkin’ on Friday evening.”
“The writings on the wall. Your chariot waits,” he posited, looking at himself in the mirror on the wall, flashing an even row of teeth. “Oh, and bout what time?”
“I heard tell there’s an excellent flick playin’ at the Savoy Theater. If you don’t wanna go there, we can stop in for dinner at Silvia’s Restaurant on Fifth and Vine. I’ll leave it up to you. This girl’s not hard to please.”
“That’s what you whispered to me last month when we were in the backseat of—”
“Aw-shucks, see, see,” she cut in, “there you go again playin’ with me. Who’s with you? I don’t go for no woman lying’ in the cut, with her ears listening to our discussion. You copy. You know that wouldn’t be correct. Tell me I’m lying. Uh hmm, see there, see, you must be lying.”
“Why would you think that?”
“Well you ain’t said anything.’ I know you know we women are quick to read between the lines. That’s rule number two. Anytime a man must think before answering to the question I just asked you, that usually means one thing…and one thing only.
Curious, he enquired, “What’s that?”
Chloe loftily retorted, “Nothin’ else but he’s got a woman with him.”
He laughed for real this time. “No, no, you might as well cancel that military-girl’s rule.”
“Why? Why I got to do that?”
“Number one, I just got through with an autopsy. I think they call it slicing up the guy or cutting him to pieces, blood and all, all over the place. And number two, I’m dogged tired, ready for my thoughts to troop sleepywise as my head nod toward the bed, and cause my busy lips to grow dumb on me. All I need is for the sandman to drop a tiny bit of sand in my eyes. As you can see, I’m much, much too exhausted even to think of climbing into the sack with a woman. Especially if she’s as hot as you.”
“‘Scuse me—I know you didn’t say that. What on earth are you tryin’ to do to me? Tryin’ to get me, so hot and bothered, I’d want to crawl through this phone. Don’t joke with me. I ain’t had none since the last time I was with you. And if you don’t believe I haven’t, well, I tell ya, if grits ain’t groceries, and eggs ain’t poultry, then Mona Lisa was a man.”
“That sounds like I can do a world of good. Don’t blame me. Men are hard-wired to say such things to women who are hot tomatoes. If truth be told, I betcha some money on it that you’re ready right now.”
“Ready ain’t the word, honey, more like past ready, feeling like the world can be my oyster. Damn I’m hot. Let me check the thermostat.”
“Keep it simmering, baby; don’t give any up till I get there. Uh, oh, your voice sounds so sexy you got mind tellin’ myself,” then he hit her with the “Hey-Mabel” effect, catching her off guard, with feelings of surprise, shock, and delight. “Down boy, down, control yourself, help is on the way.”
“Aaarrrggh!” Chloe growled, switching off her saccharine manner. “That’s the funkiest, disgustingly, gross thing I’ve ever heard in my life. What do you take me for, some renegade teenager sipping on green tea?”
Smoot simply uttered, “Take it up with the complaint department. If I may add, who’s going to change your diaper after that tantrum? I thought you disavowed being petulant.”
“Just kiddin—false alarm—I’m unruffled,” Chloe said, switching back on her refreshingly, warm, friendly, and positively sweet approach. “I do declare you do know the right things to say that’ll get a girl going. I tell ya, you get to me so much, I do believe you can knock me down with a feather, and the rest of the blah, blah, blah stuff males and females do together. I had better hush my mouth and bounce up outta here, before you cause me severe emotional stress, and heartfelt grief. I’m not making a good impression talking all kinds of blah to you.”
“So we’re on, or are we not?”
“Right on, lover,” she agreed, full of playful allure, flirting with him.
“Is that a definitely maybe?”
“Right on, it is,” she chuckled. “I enjoy chatting with you. So much that, I feel I have to tell you, I can’t think of another charmingly cool sweet guy I’d rather spend quality time. Lucky for you, I’m not high-maintenance. You can keep your gilt on the low end. The one thing I won’t do is riot away money, just going out and spending it foolishly, wastefully. If I did, it would be like throwing money away. Don’t you think I’m thrifty? If you would like to, we can take in a picnic one afternoon. There’s something else I think you would love is the coldtoungepickledherrings I can put together. I hope you don’t mind if I tell you that I am headstrong and like getting my own way, you know like self-willed and obstinate.”
“So, it’s a date.”
“Yes. Bye guy.”
Smoot heard the phone go dead, shook his head, smiling to himself.
Fidel walked out the shower, toweled down, and slipped on some clothes. He then came out the bathroom and stood close to Smoot. “Damn that water was piping hot. You must be careful it doesn’t peel the skin off ya.” Though he grumbled, he was grateful for the benison of hot water. “Oh, yeah, and about your lady friend on the phone, it sounded she is the chatty type that likes to gab. Is she a looker?”
Smoot said to him, “Tits and ass. I dare say you’ve heard about her. That woman is one outrageously entertaining cautionary skirt. She gets my sides to kicking and has us both in a gale of laughter. It’s always a gabfest to rap to her, never a fleeting conversation, never dull, always upbeat. She’s also charming, not tawdry. She teases, charms and amuses. She’s so sexy, there’s no way in hell she’ll ever take the veil become a nun. As you can see, I can’t begin to tell you about her. Some people become sore or worn by rubbing, sarcasms does not gall or put a dent in her self-confidence. I will admit, though, she’s a bit sassy, a tad on the quirky side, idiosyncratic, particularly all her own. At times, I feel I know her. Then there are times when I feel I don’t know anything at all about her. We do okay on some things, and then on others it’s practically nowheresville. At first, I tried to figure her out, but as time went on, I simply gave up trying. In one way, she seems plainly simple, then on the other, she appears to be more complicated then at first sight. Although she’s a tad cherub, my motto has always been, the bigger the cushion, the sweeter the pushin’.”
Dreamy-eyed Fidel said, “There’s no accounting for taste. After all, just to mention the word woman cause my brain to cook, and gets me to thinking such devilish things I can do to them. Take care of the bipolar type they are indeed a mystery. Sounds like Chloe’s on the delicious side, my friend.”
“That makes two,” said Smoot. “She’s gorgeous—and she’s a dresser, definitely above average in the looks department. If that’s not enough, she’s weird and wonderful, very hypnotic and quite fascinating—a curious and surprising female. Though she sometimes pours it on a bit thick, she’s one woman that possesses abundant, often frenzied energy. So much so, that sometimes I feel she is a dervish of unfocused energy, an accident waiting to happen. Deep down I know I can’t stick with her, so I use her for my sounding board. She doesn’t know this though. If she never asks, I won’t tell her.”
Fidel nodded his head, smiling. “I see. Oh, by the way, I couldn’t help but notice that fancy cell-phone you got there.”
Smoot took the phone in his hand. “This phone has a feature installed on it called blue jacking. It can temporarily hijack another person’s cell phone by sending it an anonymous-text message using the Bluetooth short-range radio wireless-networking system. It allows phone owners to have something else to do. Bluetooth works over a range of about ten meters and phones fitted with it can search for other handsets using it that will accept messages sent to them. I’ve
“That sounds incredible,” said Fidel, silently oohing and aahing over the cell phone. “Wonders never cease.”
“Before I forget, I want to apology to you,” Smoot offered. “That woman got me to talkin’ so much; I forgot you were still here.”
“Quite all right. No sweat; I’m still your man Friday.” He laughed and Smoot laughed with him, never at him. “I got one for you.”
“Lay it on me then.”
“Why don't witches wear panties?” Fidel questioned, thinking Smoot wouldn’t know the answer.
“Better grip on the broom,” Smoot quickly rifled back.
Tickled, they looked amusingly at each other. Their risible muscles rose as they started to double up with laughter.
Fidel was the first to pipe down. “Right you are. Damn, that was one heck of a quick response. If circumstances were reversed, I doubt I would’ve known the answer.”
“Perhaps the fact that the work is increasingly haunted by thoughts of mortality, my mortal wits are keener,” said Smoot.
Fidel yawned. “Well, it was all a stone gas tonight. I bid you a good night.”
“Good night, Fidel, see you in the morning.”
Chapter Five
At the tail end of the day, satiated, and after a sexually fulfilling act of unadulterated androgynation, and with her long ash-blond hair a colosseum of grief, Flannery O’Connor expelled a weary breath, and then looked at Smoot. “Jeez, that’s encouraging. Do I correctly understand that you want me to put lipstick on your dipstick?” She became silent, waiting for a reply, as her cheeks on a perfectly etched face turned a little pink.
Uh, oh, was it a goof?
Smoot’s jaw compressed as he rolled his ebon dark-brown eyes at Flannery. His brown blended with the coconut-butter skin. A thin layer of short close-cut wavy brunet hair crowned his head. His nose was broad; with a sensuously chiseled mouth, a full lower lip and a jaw that was square and firm.
She was such a sweet, dangerous abyss, a white woman. The kind that by today’s societal standards a black man was still denied unfettered access to. The notion, and the fear, that the black man is some brainless sex fiend fixated on white women, had always been his pet peeve. It galled him that the country was not quite near the point of being over taken by the powerful impulse of redeeming itself from racial shame. To that, he thought, humph, that’s very interesting; why did he remember, he was fresh out of patience.
He studied her in silence for a moment, noting her posture straight, her pert nose above a chiseled chin raised slightly, not arrogant, just strong, strong enough to remind a man she was perhaps smarter, especially because of her intimidating vocab. Her Mata Hari smile cautioned him to tread softly. Only occasionally did her enormous, glacial blue eyes, mutter a thought. He had the uneasy feeling that she could see right through him, and wondered if he had blundered in asking her to come to his crib. She was the first white woman to share his bed, but not the first one to roll in the hay with him. He had had his share while doing his stint in college; mostly valve jobs in back seats of cars. His first year in college had been one long party—eventually he had to face the morning after. Once he had come to realize that his future held a mother lode of opportunities, and brimming with confidence, he settled into the routine of college life until he got his degree.
Glancing at her nakedness, her snowy breasts, and her beauty, he could easily see she was built like the brick shithouse you’ve often heard about, female every inch. Just looking at her made it hard for him to articulate his feelings. He could hardly breathe. He could only gaze in drunken ecstasy and drink it in. “No, I didn’t mean it that way,” Smoot said—finally finding his voice, despising the momentary disappointment he felt—his weary mind trying to assess his level of damage control. He wondered if the reason that she objected to go down on him was attributed to she was hidebound, unwilling or unable to change because of tradition or convention.
Flannery’s eyes darkened in shade. “Ha!” She snorted scathingly, and then said, “Whatever,” responding with just enough irony in her voice. “Don’t mind me, I was just born yesterday. Just go right on ahead, and tell, what you meant.” She lifted her right eyebrow, her blue-green eyes sparkling with dark curiosity and looking as though she was ready to bite off his damn head. She shook her head and caused her hair to cascade about her shoulders.
She blinked, focusing on him with effort. “I must say, you do have a way of smiling to yourself like you got a private joke you don’t intend sharing with anyone. Look, I’m no babe in the woods. I’m not like some silly innocent schoolgirl who gets caught up in a situation that she’s too unsophisticated to handle things. I would think you are aware of that.”
Silence; not even a sight utterance.
Color heightened her cheeks as his smile prompted her to say, “Men are just so mercurial. I’m beginning to wonder if I should like that enigmatic little smile of yours.”
Having pride as a man who saw beauty at every turn, he had to admit, she was stunting. Mostly attractively vivacious black women had gotten the better part of his eye. At times, and to many-raised brow, and throwing caution to the wind, he had deliberately cut across the grain, entered the Garden of Eden and tasted the forbidden fruit. Romancing women of a different hue seemed to quiet the pent up anger in him. He hated that a black man could not date a white woman without feeling truly comfortable in the restraints the society placed on them.
“Hello, are you there? Earth to planet.” Flannery’s words cut into his thoughts.
Under the rubric of decency, Smoot responded, “Still hear,” feeling the urge to stay attached, aware the heart could be a lonely place when no one came to call. “Still hear.”
Suddenly, like a woman who was showing a man her private charms, and inviting him to enjoy them, she rolled over on the bed and looked just like an isolated 25-year old lonely, but sexy homemaker. Full frontal, she got up off the bed, like a peacock in front of the full-length mirror, unabashedly ashamed of her complete nakedness. She was tall, a slender, 6'-1", compact 128 lbs, and alertly cautious and worked out regular. In her late 20’s, rather than going the lawyer route, she worked in the sales department at a computer software company.
Smoot found her to be smart, and had no fear, no hesitation for going for it.
Flannery was raised a Catholic but left Christianity behind in College. What’s more, while attending College, although she felt she could hold her own, some of her female classmates felt she had gained a reputation for being too loose with the opposite sex. When approached by one of her friendly of friends, Tanya, and asked her why she was too nice to guys, she had fidgeted through a catalog of thoughts, and then came up with what she felt was a fitting answer: “No way. People got me all wrong. I prefer not to delve on it. It just so happens that my openness is attributed to my upbringing of the average teenager girls. You know, back talk, belly shirts, roiling adolescent confusion and all other realistic approximations of mood-swinging youngsters. My parents taught me to be kind to people, and that included the opposite sex.”
The truth was she had been a virgin. That is until the most painful event of her life gave her a rude awakening with her brutal rape just two weeks into her first year at college. That was the worst time of her life; she was shocked, scared, and depressed. She felt hopeless…had come close to ending her own life, but managed to pull through and became the wiser for it. Five years later, she was married, and childless, but not barren, to a husband who worked at the County Clerk’s Office. Work took up a large portion of her time—that and life on a liberal expense account her husband kept with a tight purse string. So tight, she had become embittered and hollow inside. In her search for something to fill her emptiness, she became more outgoing, more adventuresome, secretly dating fresh-faced men one after the other, until her dalliance and aggressive female maneuvering led her to Smoot.
Smoot wanted her…but deep down, he knew he couldn’t fully have her. She wasn’t his.
The image snagged at Smoot’s conscience of when she had first confided in him, how her relationship with her husband was hanging on by a thread. Almost nightly, she had said, he would arrive home and come at her with outright ribaldry, ignoring her pleas, ruthlessly spearing her legs and stabbing at her warmth with his invading thickness. Smelling alcohol on his breath, she tried to fight him off, but gave in to the ferociousness. With a grunt and a groan, he would roll off her and fall off to sleep, laughing and mumbling, “My wife thinks I have endless lines of big titted girls trying to get me on the couch.”
Filled with rage, she would just lay there next to him with a terrible empty feeling in the pit of her stomach as thoughts of revenge tugged at the edges of her mind. Inwardly, she asked herself, ‘Where does lust come from? Is it something to yield to eor overcome? Is the sex drive like hunger, and must be satisfied, or a person would die? She also wondered: how long would the abominable things her husband was doing to her continue? Would a halo of white hair and a face as wrinkled as a raisin be the defining point to when the brutality would end? The times were few and far apart that she enjoyed sex with her husband, of which she found the position undignified, the expense ruinous and the pleasure only momentary. She had even found shopping to be better than sex. At least, if you're not satisfied after shopping you can exchange something, for something you like. She was aware that his harsh cruelty of her had made her insides hard. So much so, that she had often considered reporting him to the authorities, but knew nothing would come of it. He would only play cat-and-mouse with the law. Although, the tabloids would have a field day, with friends in high places, he would, simply, call in the chips.’
Smoot shook his head, and inwardly scowled at himself, “Damnit,” and wondered, would he ever stop thinking with his emotions, letting his brain obey his crotch, rather than his nugget? Whether she did or not, she should not be his concern.
She most certainly was, however. For the time, that is.
Feeling that she was too brittle to engage truly in a kind of infighting with him, Smoot took a deep breath and changed the subject. He forced a teasing smile for her benefit alone and asked her, “Are you sure you want to continue seeing me,” knowing the subject would strike a sour cord, but saying it anyway. At that moment, he felt nothing—nothing at all. Deep down, he cared and still felt they were an item, and still wanted their smock secret to continue.
She lied by saying, “Well, yes, I am.” She tried to assure him in the same light vein. She then said drily with a touch of indignation, “When your husband is underfoot twenty four hours a day, seven days a week, for months on end and still counting, without dipping his wick your way, you can be sure, us women…do tend to clutch at a reed that calls our way. A woman can get bored staring out of the window. Even the boredom of the afternoon duty could be relieved by friendly conversation. Bored stiff I was.”
Smoot and Flannery had been dating for two and a half months. He liked what his eyes saw and was aware there was more to her than met the eye. Just two days into their relationship, with a smile that could light a darkened room, she told him at an out-of-the way café that just three days to her sixteenth birthday, her world filled with sorrow when she was called to the Main Office. Told her father and mother, were killed in an airplane accident while retuning to the States from their two-week vacation in the Bahamas, she was crushed.
With no one to lift her when we fall, and in a real and vital way, she had worked her way through the Harvard School of Law without a hand out from her stingy, but rich, uncle Scruggs’s help. She had weathered the storm.
As Smoot looked at Flannery and saw that delightful smile and steadfast spirit, that seeks the tranquil waters, that leaves behind our sorrows and captures peace of mind, he saw it was no longer present. Bitterness twisted her face.
“I’m still waiting.” She was gruff, her face contorted, as she shook her head on a perfectly shaped neck.
Smoot threw up his hands and tilted his head, his expression one of good humor mixed with a mild concern. “You do want and answer, don’t you?”
She placed her hands on her slender waistline. “From the hip.”
“Really?”
“Yes,” she said.
His tongue darted out his mouth, and then retracted as he said with admirable restraint, “I thought it was an understood fact of life, that man meets woman and sooner or later their fling leaves to a concatenated beginning.”
“You mean a linking of the bodies together. Frankly put—sex. I’m right. You know I am.”
A chuckled rumbled in his throat. “Yes, you are.”
She looked straight at him. “Talk about men takin’ advantage of a woman in distress.”
He spread his hands. “Well, I wouldn’t go so far—
“Why not? She huffed. “You damn well know I enjoy sex and want it all the time, and that my husband's business requires that he travel every week, journey which I’ve heard through a reliable source takes him in the arms of a twenty year old a bomb shell, a black woman. I knew about their surreptitious assignation before I met you.” She huffed, “He’s
With the gold chain dangling from around his neck, with a bag with cowhide attached to it, Smoot got off the bed and stood a smidge over six foot-five straight up. He opened his mouth to speak, but his language receptors shorted out as he held his hesitant tongue instead, and then put out his hand to her.
Flannery backed away like a skittish cat and rolled her eyes at him. “A few months ago, a girlfriend of mine showed me this website called PIPE created by women just like my self who needed more! It seems there are many lonely married women looking for horny and ‘discreet’ boyfriends on the side to help them stay satisfied. We all just decided to do something about it! In addition, I recently joined the ain’t-it-awful club, which a group of people having something in common and takes place at cocktails all over town. A flyer was sent in the mailed to my home that with the simple words, ‘If you’re confused, join the club!’ I did. I have no regrets. I’ve also met some interesting people with some pretty interesting conversation.”
“That’s wonderful. It sounds exciting and interesting. I’m sure you’ll get enjoyment being a member. You’re definitely the clubbable type. It enhances your level sociability. I’m confident you’ll prove to be the clubbiest in your peer group.” Feeling the impetus starting to sway in his favor, again, he put out his hand to her. As he crossed the space between them and wrapped his arms around her, he saw something melt in her wary eyes.
Expelling a sigh of relief, he listened to the sound of her breathing. He supposed he ought to be grateful that she hadn’t bolted from the house screaming hell and damnation, butt-naked. That would’ve been a scream and cause of concern.
In her raw nakedness, she looked so beautiful, his forbidden pent-up passion never more acute than ever. With his senses assailed by her tender body aroma, his own body responded to the heat she was exuding, immediately.
“I’m sorry if I offended you,” he said hoarsely. I don’t mean to hurt you. It’s your world, I’m just in it.”
Her tongue circled her upper lip. “I know,” she whispered, her body softening as he laid her on the bed, spread her legs, and entered her.
Pain filled her.
He withdrew the moment he heard her swallow, heard the convulsive movement of her throat. As she pressed her hand to her midriff, her stomach hollowed. She was tight. Which was all the better, he assured himself.
He viewed her appearance cautiously as he sucked air into his lungs. He took a deep breath. Then with his heart palpitating in his chest, and with an abrupt movement of his hips, he plunged his uncompromising inflexibility into her once more. He felt her body stiffen and then relaxed, as he heard her exclaim and her eyes widened, “Jesus, every time you do that to me, it feels like I get goose bumps, prematurely over my entire body.”
He stopped his body movement again, and tilted his head to look at her face. He brushed a feather light kiss across her mouth. “And what’s that?”
With her legs splayed, she slid her fingers between his legs and answered without hesitation, “When you first put it in.”
“Put it in—you?” he echoed, trying to savor what she had said, as the warm smile crossed his face. He looked at her and saw that her face mirrored her disbelief and was content that she did not baulk at his virility. Although he wrestled with the proper words to say to her, he got satisfaction from the revelation that he was adequately equipped and hot-blooded enough to satisfy most women on two legs. Despite the fact some black men would baulk at the way he felt about his virility, and look with a hard cold stare in their eyes, and would even undoubtedly distant from him, he elected not to play into that stereotypical proclamation that it debases the black man. Hell, if well endowed was a man, and potent, he had no trouble with it. He was black and knew he couldn’t change that. For a man, regardless of his color, to exist in this world, he had to be aware that it was to a man’s advantage if he had the willingness to take up on whatever characteristics that would ingratiate him to those around him.
If that was overactive imagination, so be it!
“Yes.” Flannery rasped suddenly in acknowledgement. “It’s been two weeks since—well—”
“Since we did the nasty,” Smoot finished softly. “You seem to have more trouble saying it than I do…’ He stopped his movements and critically appraised his work.
Work—sex was indeed like work. It took energy. Except that, what could there be?
Smoot gave a poignant smile as he felt a glow of warmth. He looked at her alabaster cheeks flushed with warmth, and saw her eyes closed in ecstasy. It was obvious she was enjoying their unadulterated indulgence.
Mixed with the air in the room was a deceptively pleasant odor.
From beneath lowered lashes, she moaned—just as her head rolled from side to side. “Don’t stop!” Her tone, urgent, and awkwardly insistent, wishing the sensations would never end. She knew that was impossible. She was married. Even so, she wanted to hold on to this—this wonderful, caring hunk of man, the type who was every woman’s dream, but could never truly have. Still—she knew their affair had to end. She felt for sure their breakup wouldn’t move Smoot an inch. The one thing she was not sure of was; would she ever be wholly okay again!
Then, she wrapped her legs around his back and responded to his every tantalizing thrust—she swallowed hard—giving as much as she got.
Damn him!—She heard the words in her mind and agreed. She had put up with six long years of her husband’s abusive ball bearing: John that is. There was no doubt she was afraid of John. She also was aware his creeping around late at night had an ulterior motive. It was his fault, entirely. Not hers—John was the reason she was doing what she was doing. Up until recently, she had been faithful. She had loved him so much that just to hear his voice she literally walked on water. Things had changed. That John was never there hurt. She didn’t know what to do. Since whoring around, yes, whoring, she wasn’t afraid of the word, but how could she dare to say damn him. She was in no position to damn anyone. She was the one to start having an affair before their marriage went sour—she was the one to open the door to infidelity—she was the one haplessly to leave the information of the man she was dating.
On the kitchen table, mine you!
John had come home, went through the unlocked door that led through the laundry room. He entered the kitchen and found the piece of paper, and had confronted her about it. It was a frightening experience—and was a black eye and deep shit for her. How could she be so clumsy? She tried to distract his attention. “You are glad to be home, aren’t you?”
“Rather!” he said sharply.
She gave him a doleful look as she met his glaze unblinkingly. She sighed deeply. “You’ve got it wrong,” she had said softly, lamely, trying to keep her voice from betraying her, the heavy weight of regret beginning to take its toll.
Angry and severely upset, he didn’t beat around the brush but came straight at her. “Whaddaya mean, I’ve got it wrong? Let me bend your ear and tell you something; you can’t beat the rap. You think I don’t remember the last time you—that you—you know what I’m referring to! You…you—skip it! Go ahead; I’m waiting. Try to explain your way out of this,” he challenged hardly.
She swallowed hard. Her cheeks flushed cherry red. “You got—
“What?” John threw in, beside himself. He breathed in a volume of air and then bit out gratingly, cutting her off, mocking her, one dark brow quirking challengingly, as she stood like hypnotized under a compelling gaze, “Don’t beg the question and try to avoid the issue by turning fact into doubt.”
He was as voluble as his wife was silent.
She took a deep breath, in distress as she lowered her head. She was surprised she could function at all after the shock she had just gotten! Then in simpler terms and after deep wracking sobs, shedding a bucket of contrite tears—and after jiggling her thoughts, in her desperation, she managed to mask her betrayal by telling him, that the infamous piece of paper was unknown to her and must have fallen out of their Daily Newspaper.
John wasn’t buying; to him, she appeared to have rubbed her eyes in a transparent attempt to work up some tears. The moisture from those crocodile tears, and the dramatic display of emotions, were not affecting him one bit.
For what seemed an eternity, his face offered no reaction, as she hung her head in shame. She stood before him with her heart thumping. Lifting her head, with her heart filled with inveigled deceit, and with raw courage, she came as close as she could to his face—literally within inches—and locked her eyes on his. His silence spoke volumes through his angry eyes.
John looked away, but she knew he was aware she was there. She felt as if she was between the devil and the deep blue sea, caught up in a difficult and perhaps inextricable position; facing two equally severe dangers. She wondered if he had given fleeting thought to slapping her hard across the face.
An affectionate smile shattered his hard countenance for a moment as he beat a hasty retreat and surprisingly said, “Be that as it may, let’s be of good cheer, let happen what will happen, then drop it and get on with our lives.” Although he had her unknowingly dead-to-right, with his cruel kindness and empathetic nature softening the way he looked at things, he apologized to her, taking her into his arms, planting a genuinely convincing kiss on her hesitantly trembling lips. She couldn’t help but think to herself, if her husband had but only arrived a few short minutes earlier, it would have been just in time to catch her on the phone, talking to her lover! She doubted he would have vetoed his suspicions then.
Through her tears and feeling handcuffed to a lie, feeling her false display of innocence had some impact, she responded to his warm message of love, devotion and understanding.
Feeling like a quivering naïve wreck, he mercifully shredded her of his claims of infidelity by apologizing to her for his manic outbursts.
Flannery gave and inclination of her head, and then gave a shaky sigh. She felt wholly tongue-tied, but found her tongue and said, “Thank you.”
John smiled. “I have to admit, I do get off base at times.”
A whole lot, she thought. His sudden fits of outbursts and brutality toward her were still an unresolved emotional baggage that he needed to chuck over board. To top it off, his attitude toward her had become so bad that she wondered if he was starting to go through his early midlife crisis. Although she wanted desperately to believe that he had believed she had told him the truth, his face was with the same arrogance of expression it always had.
From the far corner of her mind, she heard her mother’s voice of wisdom speaking to her on the subject of forgiveness, saying, “I want you to always remember that forgiveness means to excuse an offense or to pass over a fault without demanding punishment. Saying,” ‘I forgive, but I won’t forget,’ “just means,” ‘I won’t forgive.’ “Forgiveness costs, because it bears the penalty of the other’s sin against you. Forgiveness is an activity of the will. We cannot wait for a feeling before we forgive. Some folks feel forgiveness is surrendering their right to hurt someone back if they hurt them. I’ve always felt that when we forgive, we do not bring it up again. Forgiveness, somehow, manages to draw out the sting of the bee. It saves the expense of anger. Discovering the economy of pardon rather than the expense of resentment can help to enrich your life, and lower the chance of having to bother with the waste of a hurt spirit.”
Flannery was so engrossed in her thoughts that her heart hit the floor the instant the telephone on the wall began to ring shrilly in the silence of the kitchen, the tension causing her frazzled nerves to string out almost to the breaking point.
Their lips separated as he tilted his head, listening, and then finally giving a nod as the ringing abruptly stopped. With the economically enigmatic smirk beaming on his face, he resumed his kissing,
If the knowing smile that curved his lips was anything to go by, her grand performance had worked!
May be not, she thought.
Forget dignified—when it came down to it, she just wanted out of the marriage.
Flannery moaned. The pain and pleasure, at that moment, drove any thought of her husband out of her head. She started to moan repeatedly, wholly savoring every penetrating downward thrust caused by the strength of his passion, her muscles gripping him tightening almost automatically—the incredulous sensation was so intense; her mind seemed to separate from her body, and became two different-but-so-similar personalities, only to merge to become one, and then returned to her body. She blinked, focusing her every effort on her physical need, her body movements challenging, rising, demanding, and prompting her emotions to respond to an urgent need. Her breath caught in her windpipe, just as the throat-clutching sensation surged and kicked into another gear, taking her on a slippery path to mile-high ecstasy, in no hurry for the sensation to end. Her pliant fingers tangled in the moist hair at his nape, just as her tongue appeared in innocent provocation and slid between his lips. Her hand moved down his back and moved around to his stomach. She then curled her soft fingers round his thrusting shaft, assisting his every plunge as pain and pleasure issued from her parted lips. As he rose above her, she saw the same similar stirring need on his face that was building in her body. He mumbled incoherently. Was it a name? She heard the moan again. It was her name. In her passion, she dug her teeth into his shoulder causing a low groan of delightful protest from him.
Noticing the color flaming in her cheeks, and with her legs, spread wide and her knees drawn, taking a huge gust of air into his lungs, Smoot lifted his hips as the hot-blood swept into his throat. Tunneling the blunt heat of him into her again, he flooded her enticing insides.
She cried out her pleasure the moment the heat of the hot fluids entered her, causing her body to shudder ripples of sensations repeatedly. Her breasts crushed against his chest—and still shaking—she covered his lips with hers, surging her unrelenting tongue into his mouth. She felt him plunge two more thrilling times, and then stopped, ending with his body collapsing on top of her body, his thick shaft still hot, hard and amazingly throbbing with life. His genitals were so bursting with sexual magnetism that the thought crossed her mind that were he given the opportunity, he could no doubt single-handedly seduce and defile the entire lesbian population of an entire University.
She felt his erection slowly subside. She knew this was a time of action, an affaire d’amour—a love affair, she would never forget—a time stamped on her memory, as a wonderful, unforgettable act of passion, with her extremely good-looking black Adonis.
She enjoyed his lovemaking; it seemed to help her to discover hidden pent up desires, bringing out unfamiliar traits. One trait she possessed was instantly recognizable. It somehow helped to mask her identity. That was, she was of Italian decent—not Irish! She had revealed that hidden fact to Smoot just before leaving, her words reverberating through the room.
“I’m Italian. A Sambo, mixed with African blood,” she said, thumping her finger on her chest, and then reaching up with the same hand and brushed the hair away from her face. “It was not an Irish woman you sexed it up with—but Italian. “I can remember, my dear grandma telling me—just before she crossed the great divide—that I come from Kings and Queens, with a lineage stringing back to the Ancient Egyptians.” Flannery paused, and then huffed, “She told me they were sapphire, with a cobalt hue—like black Ice. At first, her tall-tell accounting, had me fuming. I was in denial and I couldn’t cope with it.”
Flannery then huffed, “Damn angry in my grief, I went to my bedroom feeling she had gotten so old that she was fickle. I thought becoming old fries your brain and have you saying stupid things. It took me some time to banish from my mind those supremely convenient excuses for being stupid, and realized that she was not just throwing thrash at me—that she was telling the truth. So, pure and simple—and never bashful and surely not hesitant—I humbly say to you, on that basis, don’t you ever forget, you made to a white woman with tainted blood.”
Oh, well, anyway….
Smoot stood silent as she slipped the black shirt over her shapely curvaceous figure, and then added the narrow A-Line shirt. She shook her head, running her hand through her tousle smoothing it out, and then threw on the cropped jacket; finishing her ensemble by slipping on the 3” inch high heels. Although not of a sexual nature, he got an erotic response by just seeing her in the shoes. Since they first met, rather than wearing flats, he had noticed her fixation of wearing high heels along with regular clothing on a daily basis. From what his eyes were seeing, there was no doubt that high heels enhanced her legs, posture, and made her appearance sexy. After all, sex is power and all just to ‘stay in touch’ with her fetish, he thought.
She came close to him, curling her open palm around the back of his head. “I think you know I am a café habitué, you know, the type that regularly patronizes a place. In case you get an itch, you know where to find me. I’m sure you know the place. I’m there usually from 5:30 to 9:30 Monday through Friday. It’s just something to keep me occupied. With my husband John work habits, and him all thumbs, I get lonely and have to have some outlet. I guess you can say I’m a grass widow to a certain extent. Oh, and you don’t have to overly concern yourself about dysgenic breeding.”
He looked at her. “I don’t, but a whole host of bigoted whites would no doubt.”
“You’re right,” she admitted. “
“I know I’m right,” he said with confidence.
“Okay, so I’m off the mark.”
“Thank you for the credit.”
“Ah choo!” The sound of her sneeze reverberated though out the room.”
Bless you.”
She smiled. “Than you. I should have known you would be up on that topic of dysgenic breeding. What black guy isn’t that’s in his right mind. Well, lover, our little sexcapade was a stone gas, and came pretty near to topping the first time we did the nasty. I don’t know about you, but it certainly sated my sex drive.”
He was reticent and looked up and down at the sex kitten. He found his tongue. “I greatly enjoyed our sex tryst as always. I’m sure you know my sex drive is high. That’s the main reason that I’ve no patience with pious, sexless females.”
Her thick hair framed against the light, and brimming with warmth, she said, “I am well aware of that fact.” She noticed his brown skin, webbed with fine creases. Her eyes voyaged slowly downward until … they expanded suddenly. She shoved the hair away from her face, startled with the sight of his swollen condition. A fleeting hint of sympathy flickered in her eyes, his proud handsome face unreadable. Gnawing at her bottom lip, she was astonished his libido had not been staunched. Without reservation, and despite the unglamorous intent she had in mind, she squatted down in front of him, wrapped her soft fingers around his swollenness, and engulfed him with her mouth as he responded to her head movements. This time it was different, his testosterone level was already at a high and with her going at him so intensely, he was afraid if she didn’t stop, he would not be able to stop the inevitable.
He put his hands around her head and tried to get her to stop, but she just pushed his hands away and continued to massage him with her mouth and her velvet hands, stroking every bit of him, revisiting a place long neglected. Her soft unintelligent murmurs heightened the sensation, as he saw the delicate lines raying out at each corner of her eyes. The softness of her mouth overloaded his senses and heightened his breathing, with gulps of air flooding his nostrils. As the curl of desire stirred and the throbbing in his groin intensified, he stifled a groan. Hard as he tried not to loose control, the more determined she became to get him to seed the grass. Seed the grass he did, as his chest tightened and his breathing quickened. Just as quickly, his body started shaking as his tumescence stabbed at her mouth, repeatedly until he erupted.
She stopped massaging him and looked up at his contorted face. She smiled and padded off to the bathroom. Moments later, she returned afresh. “That oughtta hold you a spell.”
“I’ll say,” he said breathlessly, the quiver in his body still conspicuous.
She went to the bathroom to freshen up. Her toilet completed, she finally returned minutes later. After fishing in her pocket book, she unscrewed the cap from the flash and took a pull. She handed the flash to Smoot and he did the same.
It was after 8:00 pm when Flannery, draping the fluffy furry boa round her neck, her Irish brogue still ringing in his ears, finished up by giving him an animated kiss on the mouth, looked at him and shook her head. She briefly encapsulated by letting on to him how much she had enjoyed her visit, pecked him on the cheek, said pip…pip, with an added enthusiastic “tallyho,” and departed, her high heels clacking on the oak wood flooring.
Chapter Six
Sapphire!—Smoot repeated in his mind’s eye, sitting in a room with a southern exposure. Flannery’s stinging unpretentious confession caused Smoot to chuckle as he unkink, laid back and lit a cigarette, kicked back the footrest of the recliner. It was comfortable chair, more comfortable than he had expected it to be. It hit right, in the small of the back. Suddenly he got a back itch and stood slab-sided to his full height. He worked his fingers in where it was hurting, massaging the area. He bumped into a night table. His body jerked and caused his head to rub against a picture on the wall. A dense bolus of trapped dolphins fills the frame. He turned and stared blankly at the picture. He couldn’t remember how or why that picture was there. He eyes grew tired looking at it.
Sit down. Smoot: sit down.
I want to stretch my legs.
Just sit on your can.
Can I at least stand on my feet?
Sixty-seconds.
Okay, thanks.
That’s fifty of them.
Smoot walked back to the chair and plopped down in it. He swiveled in it and stared at the blank TV set. Right next to the TV was a wooden bookshelf containing the household gods. The shelves groaned with an array of gimcrack gifts from people thanking him for his services: a stuffed moose-head…an African…statue, a paper-mache replica of a mountain lion. These furnishings gave the room personality. On the other wall, boasted what he called his grip-and-grin-ego-wall—a virtual galaxy consisting of rows of eight-by-tens of his dowry, depicting his day’s spelunking, and star half back, and as an enthused high-voltage grig male model and nightclub entertainer. He had to agree; he cut a figure on the entertainment scene. He had been a banger and a dasher. It seemed just like yesteryear. He also had been an excellent athlete, so much so, that he had acquired a saying around campus that, “he swaggers like a pirate and sportif and ready for action.” His accomplishments shone in a world of darkness.
Next was a picture of him at an awards banquet, shaking hands with the Reverend Jesse Jackson, a civil rights lion.
There he stood, grown suddenly tall, the catch light in his eye, towering above the Reverend, smiling at the camera, the welcome banners stretched across the street. The esteemed Reverend’s cry up was thanking him in ego-boo, in recognition and praise, praise richly deserved, for a task well done for his activities in the community, while a drove of crushing leering bystanders moiled and craned their necks and on tiptoes to get a glimpse. Next to that were his college degrees. Because of his excessive studying habits, and hard at the grind throughout his college years, he had got the nickname—wonk. The recollection caused his face to glow. He was proud to know he had practically carved his own place after burning the midnight oil many times over.
Continuing his observation, his eyes then looked at the treasured molded photograph of his mother and his pere with the heartfelt words: “Till Death Do We Part.”
He liked looking at the pictures on the wall, but hated it each time the pictures started to jitter whenever a truck drove by.
He had to admire that his bluenose pere had managed to break the strong fetters of racism circling his brain like they were cobwebs and had proved himself to be the brains of the family. His core accomplishment was family. Heaped with strong-hearted concupiscence, he was the glue to hold together the bonds of family-hood and to solidify the ménage.
As the only child, Smoot was the lucky beneficiary.
His pere had also managed to stretch a talent, which was so thick that it was almost opaque…over an unbelievable term of years. With heart-felt feelings, he found it hard to feel he would ever escape his pere’s Brobdingnagian shadow. Unlike his pere, his attitude had always been, if he did, he did, if he didn’t, oh, well….
In a funny awkward sort of way, he thought it amusing his feisty pere disliked people taking pictures of him. Smoot wasn’t aware that most people are chary of allowing themselves to be photographed.
His mind winded back to the time when his high-minded pere had told him, “I’m not afraid of heights or flying in airplanes. Cameras terrify me. Their sinister whirs and clicks send me scurrying. ‘Say cheese’ is the most disturbing commands in the English language. I share the primitive notion that if people got a picture of me they have stolen a piece of my soul. I don’t carry pictures of children in my wallet. I’m more frightened of someone with a camera, than I am of someone with a gun. You dodge a bullet. Try to dodge someone snapping your picture without your wishes, and they immortalize you looking awkward as you stumble all over yourself ducking away. I hate the way people look at photographs. They’re either pandering to the camera with empty frightening eyes, or they’re caught in some dreadful moment with their double chin. Photographs mercilessly highlight the type of awful physical details I never notice in conversations with someone. All in all, it’s like I first said, I just don’t like having my picture taken.”
One day his mother held her arms wide in a gesture of motherly love and had told him, “First off, your pere brags about you—you’re king of the hill with him. Second, things were pretty crook on the land back in your pere’s days. I ‘pect that may be one of the reasons why aloft is where your pere likes to position himself, above the battle, removed from the fracas, emotionally unavailable. ‘Lazy-hearted,’ I sometimes call him,” she had said thoughtfully.
Well pere, thought Smoot, for someone that didn’t like having your picture taken, you sure stand up find in this picture.
He continued to gaze at the picture. Their image would be forever engraved in his memory.
They were the perfect couple—the prefect marriage—extraordinary in so many ways. Their amazingly close relationship were so wonderfully orchestrated, it was like, and without one spoken word between them, they had the telepathic ability to look at each other and know what was going on in the other’s mind.
Who was it that said, “Good relationships don’t come easy?”
Besides being wonderfully sincere, his mother was a sweet, strong but gentle, and lovingly woman figure, with an electric charm that could warm a cold heart. As his alma mater, with a kind motherly soul, she had provided an emotional anchorage.
On his pere, of all the charismatic men he ever knew in his young years, his pere was at the top of the list. His pere’s quiet love, warmth and witty understanding, was a legacy he would always hold close to his heart. His pere always expected him to be courteous. If he was disrespectful to anyone that was a line, he didn’t cross. Cross it, and—the usual death penalty. His pere believed in capital punishment—or was it corporal punishment?
Although his pere was so careful and tentative with his words, ever fearful they might betray him, he was the polar opposite, the antithesis of his pere…physically imposing, charismatic, and loving the spotlight, his pere shunned so much. He also oftentimes inwardly paid homage to his pere for imbuing him with an unautocratic-laissez-faire upbringing, which had keyed him into a hands-off-nonjudgemental-accommodating-liberal tolerance. All had helped in his development and to shape and mold him to be the best, he could be. Even nature contributed by providing him with an admirably high opinion of himself.
He could still remember his father’s encouraging words, “Each morning we get up, we get enjoyment in telling you, of how much we love you. Every smile all through the day is with you in mind.”
Then his mother had chimed in: “We want you to never, ever, forget, that whenever storm clouds gather over your head, and the crushing feeling is there, that no one cares about you…you can cast the doubt aside…put the glow back in your smile, and rest assured, that we do.”
One day his pere took him to the side, and told him, “No matter how high you climb in life, son, it’ll pay to remember, ‘the toes you step on today just might be connected to the ass you kiss tomorrow.’”
The words of his father and mother were so thought provoking; his emotions rose in his throat and washed into his eyes. He was thankful to them that he was nursed in the lap of plenty. He loved them, and sorely missed them. Not to mention his mother’s tasty traditional New Year’s Day dinner called Gumbo—a New Orleans dish of rice, okra, beans, and spicy seasonings and apple pie for afters. He would never forget her mouthwatering tasty Thanksgiving turkey dinner with all the fixings. Although, as hyperbolic as it seemed to rate such a cake, he would not forget, when he had turned six, his birthday cake was as high as a mountain. The thought of the occasions brought a smile to Smoot’s face.
When he was just a glint in his pere’s eye, except happy memories of his pere bouncing him on his knee or a cuddle and a pat on the back, another memory of his earlier experiences as a child was learning to ride a bike. After badgering his pere repeatedly, he coaxed his pere into teaching him to ride. Much to his pere’s surprise, it took only a couple sessions. He was not aware that his pere had been preparing for B-Day. The training wheels had been removed since last March, hoping Smoot would be mobile by Easter. The store-boughten bike, made lighter and stronger with chrome-moly tubing, just sat in the outdoor kiddy playhouse the next five months. By fall, most of his friends already had learned how to ride and he was eager to join them.
Smoot’s daily cries of, “Ah, daaaad, can you teach me how to ride my bike,” repeatedly were certainly a convincing clue. Between T-ball and play dates and birthday parties and visits to grandparents, his pere never managed to find the time.
His pere kept on procrastinating.
One day not long from then, they gave it a shot. Smoot needed help starting, so his pere launched him and off he went. Smoot caught on immediately, as his pere broke out in a full trot, watching his son go, occasionally rushing over to steady him.
A couple of weeks went by since their first successful mission. His pere was concerned he might have forgotten everything. When they went out again, his pere held the handlebars several seconds, then let go and Smoot rode and rode. He still needed help with braking—he favored the Fred Flintstone method of dragging his feet rather than using the petals—but his pere was confident he was gonna make it.
He ended up one happy kid, while his pere ended up with a sore back.
He was thoroughly convinced; their relationship was a perfect son and parental symbiosis, the warmth and attention that are the hallmarks of good parenting.
Chapter Seven
Smoot deposited a pile of medical books on the kitchen table, which he planned to do some reviewing. He pushed the books aside, pulled the assortment of foodstuff in front of him, and started to eat with gusto and his penknife. He first chomped a juicy Seckel, chewed for a moment, then swallowed; finishing up by noshing a tub of yogurt, as he sat at the kitchen table slouched in a chair.
Giving out a light yawn, he scrooched forward on his chair, toed off his shoes, and flexed his feet. He straightened his back to get the kink out, and then unthinkingly bent over and started putting his shoes back on. He first picked up one of them, ran his hand inside to flatten out the air bladder in the arch and collar of the shoe, and then slipped it on to his foot. He did the same with the other shoe. He then leaned his elbows on the table.
He sighed heavily and felt the headache rising. From the intensity, he could tell it was no simple headache. He had to admit to himself that he was a martyr to migraines.
Suddenly, he breathed deeply and tried desperately to fight the familiar unsettling, growing feeling building inside him. Almost as quick, the haunting memory of the savage attack on him by a disturbed Jr. High School custodian crept into his mind. Though outwardly, Smoot had managed to manifest a tough skin, inwardly, he felt scarred, angry—and terrified that the dead hand and recollecting the mortmain, the oppressive influence of the past might later consume him wholly.
Smoot’s heart turned over, as the details of that wretched day resurfaced. He was nowhere near the cusp of adulthood, and as insoluble dilemmas of adolescence are characteristic of our youth, it had been a lousy day for him, failing Math and English tests. That was bad. Even worse being blamed for putting a thumbtack in a girl’s chair, especially when he knew he hadn’t. Not one of the best students, but he was not the type of kid who would make snarky remarks in class, let alone putting tacks in chairs. He saw the boy sitting behind him put the tack in the chair when he had leaned over to pick up a slip of paper that had dropped off his desk. When the teacher heard the girl scream, the teacher pointed a finger at him, and told him that he would have to serve detention.
After serving detention, school had let out and all the kids had gone home. Mad at the world and everything in it, he went to his locker to get the rest of his schoolbooks on the second floor. As he walked to his locker, he noticed that the corridors were ill lit and cheerless. When he got to his locker, he could not see too well. Unable to open the combination lock he decided it would be best for him to get back downstairs and leave the building. As he walked back to the stairs, someone with strong hands attacked him. A rough hand covered his mouth, preventing him from uttering a sound. Helpless, and with a knife at his throat, he found himself dragged into a partly lit room where he was raped and sodomized him. Hurt and humiliated, he wanted to scratch his attacker’s eyes out, but knew if he had, he would be stabbed to death.
For months after the frightening incident, Smoot had fought with the urge to end his own life. With his attacker convicted and sent to prison, he got no solace from the knowledge. For all he cared, he didn’t give a damn if the bastard rotted in prison.
To add insult to injury, despite the rape, and despite his mother drilling into him the need to pay for one’s sins, he was no angel himself. Perhaps, the rape had more of an emotional affect on him than he had thought, and was the cause of him getting in Dutch at school, because three years later, after wrestling with demons and a wandering eye, he was caught molesting a child in a public school. Lucky for him, the desk sergeant had enough sense not to book him. The final adjustment cost was steep to his parents.
He remembers having no choice but to shave his hair and wrestle—thirty guys humping one another on a mat. He didn’t like High School.
As to the school incident, where he was accused of molesting a child, he remembers telling his girlfriend that it was almost dinnertime, and his mom and pere were trying to get dinner going. They had just arrived home and were reeling from a long day at work. With the kids wired, and they tired, everyone was hungry. Although wired, he was full of worry. His brother Danny needed a hand in the bathroom. The dog had some issues of his own to work out, deciding to pick that moment to melt down. He started scratching the paint off the door and then barking like a serial killer was in the house. Simultaneously, the cat relieved itself in an unauthorized location.
He then told his girlfriend that the fish were the only things polite and well behaved, largely because he had passed by the tank and dropped an occasional mention of “fillet.”
His girlfriend had told him that it sounded like his house was active and that that time of the evening called the arsenic hour. “The reason was…you want to either dispense some arsenic or take some.”
He had told her to get serious. He then told her about what had happened. How his stomach had turned a flip, and had him feeling like he was on the edge of a cliff with the ground giving way beneath him, and of how his pere, or guv’nor, had hit the roof, leathering him with his tongue, with the frightening prospects of his hide being tanned hovering throughout the scolding. ‘How many times do I have to tell you, boy? Answer me. How many? I’ve said it repeatedly time after time. Do you listen? No. You don’t. What do you have to say for yourself?’ Whatever.
He did not in fact say that to his pere. But to Smoot’s amazement, right after a pleadingly tearful emotional tirade, added with a bit of logic, from his mother on his behalf, his pere, usually long-winded, and quick to whale him, considered his son’s long-suffering, his long and patient endurance of offense, took the long view, went on strike, and deliberately failed to warm a backside. His pere did not fall short on drubbing a lesson into his head.
Of the two incidents, the rape incident bothered him the most, but became less frequent with the passing of time.
Oppose, opposing, overcoming odds, his parent’s death in an airplane crash, caused the haunting incident of the rape to resurface and had him suffering with bouts of paranoia ending with redundant rage.
Suspicious of almost everyone he would stumble on, and at times jumpy, he found himself constantly looking around. It wasn’t his nature to be rude to people. To some people, his change of attitude had become so disturbing that it had begun to raise some doubt about his way of looking at things. His first cousin Roscoe Brown, nick named Baldie, for his premature baldness, had noticed that fact when he paid Smoot a visit at his home one bitter cold afternoon, and found him wrestling with some of those same demons.
“Yoo-hoo!—anyone here?” asked Baldie, a glow on his nut-brown face, his livery lips protruding out. He saw Smoot approaching. “I sho is glad to see ya. Sho nuff,” he said, sifting his large thick frame from one toe to the other, his large feet shod in sneakers.
“What’s up,” said Smoot, coming into the office, I have to tell you, I just had one of those attacks.”
“A-yo, wot you say there coz. So you had another one,” said Baldie, a broad shouldered strapping of a fellow, sharp of tongue and a middlebrow wit, but with overweening arrogance, standing upright, outfitted in an off-the-peg appearance, his usual get-up. Aggressive to the extreme, primitive, warlike and cruel. He was not one of the sharpest tools in the tool shed, and often had trouble remembering the simplest things. Simply put, he was kind of, like, inarticulate. Overtime, he had gained a reputation for being a backstabber, but luckily, for those that cared about him, he usually garnered enough mental capacity to steer shy of trouble. From early childhood, he had aspired to be a career soldier—which was why he constantly went around trying to pick fights with almost everyone he met. On managing his money, he had a habit of frittering all at once chance, and not remembering how or why.
Baldie was standing close to Smoot—so close, Baldie’s sweet-whiskey fragrance of aftershave lotion stung his eyes. With Baldie being the youngest in his family—commonly called ‘andafterthought’—he was a little spoilt and trying at times.
“Sometimes life can be easy,” said Baldie, speaking with his wonted slowness, prone to drop his aitches. “Then there are times when you can lose your edge. Lose your instincts.” Hell, he ought to know, Baldie thought. He had lived the life. Anyone could smell it.
“You sound serious, my coz; you do,” said Smoot looking at him.
Baldie nodded. “Damn straight I am. Count on it. I’ve learned full well, life’s a razor’s edge. If you slip out of bounds, you’re on your own.” He clucked his tongue. “You don’t always choose what you do. Sometimes the difficulty chooses you and gives you a kick in the gut. You end up in a bundle of nerves at the bottom of the heap, so low, you’re in the dregs.”
“Say buddy,” said Baldie lowering his voice, “what’s crackin? Ain’t you still doing the wild thang? You know, the fine ass salty chick you let on to me. So, how are things working out? I don’t s’pose you bust the sheets with her yet, have you?”
Smoot licked his lips. “That’s a whole nother story. As you know, a man’s secret is his own property, and sacred. When it comes to you, I have few secrets. But, otherwise, things are excellent going just right,” he lied, knowing things was no longer hot between them, but knew Baldie would find out the truth with the passing of time regardless. “Man, I tell ya, that woman is unbe-freakin-lievable. One hot number, I tell ya, and got the right stuff.”
“Copacetic, you lucky devil,” So, she wasn’t a major denial as I would’ve thought, afta she being white and all.” He laughed and then winked. “N-E-Ways, you’re not playin’ with me, are you? So, you scored.” Baldie beamed a big smile at Smoot, licking his lips, vulgar and blunt, and seemingly incapable of subtlety. “How I see it, ‘cept for your cool attitude, I can tell ya got a shine for her. Come on; tell your best cousin what’s up with that, and all about it. My ears ain’t virgin. Come on hit me with the lewd details. Tweak my fancy.”
Smoot saw the excited sparkle in Baldie’s eyes, and didn’t want to put a damper on things. “Man that’s kid stuff…Okay, okay, you win. Like I said the bitch’s poontang was so good, I was like half-crazy, with that bare ass alabaster lovely squirming her ass athwart my hawse, as soldiers say…made me pop a good nut. I tell you, I pat my own self on my back each time I think that I never went to bed with an ugly woman; woke up with a few though.”
Agog…his excitement clearly showing, Baldie’s eyes rolled in his head and pointed directly at Smoot. Baldie shook his head and clucked again. “Come on, let’s go to the bar and knock back a swig or two. Who knows, if snowflake’s your thing, might be one waitin’ for the right black guy to walk in. So, let’s go and get them drinks. Don’t worry, even if you get soused or a trifle oiled, my cast iron stomach will get the both of us home. You’re not the only one with headaches. My kids were little devils today.”
“You poor sap,” said Smoot entertainingly sympathetic.
Baldie was in a drinking mood, Smoot begs off, but Baldie insists. “Come on, you know that once upon a time we were a—uh—bosom buddies, and swore an oath to each other that we’ll be cousins for life. And afta all, I must admit, sharing my day with you is the least I can do.” Baldie smiled. “Need I remind you that it’s your time to treat? But if you get the shorts, don’t be bashful about asking me for help.”
Although he could be a skinflint at times, tight around the middle with his money, Baldie was right. It might do him some good to crawl out of the house and spend a little change. With people dying almost on a monthly scale, he had little time for outside activity. Flannery was the only entertainment he had had since he became knee-deep in funerals.
Smoot decided to come clean with him.
“Why not?” Smoot said spiritedly, meaning, no problem. Fair enough, “I could go a drink or two.”
“Aiight,” Baldie whooped, in the raunchy patois of inner-city kids, as he stood by good-naturedly watching Smoot quickly threw on a jacket.
Smoot stopped and looked at Baldie. “Ready are you?”
“Born ready,” Baldie answered, as the two went outside, got into Smoot’s heap, and whooshed to the tavern.
On the way, Smoot suggested they go instead to a local restaurant. He was well aware that his cousin was a little skint with but two cents in his pockets and one of them looked like a slug. He was also aware of his cousin’s basic habile, his meager education and finances, as well, that amounted to his knowledge failed to go deep. With seven hungry mouths to feed, Baldie could barely afford much of anything. It was a miracle he didn’t hate everyone and everything in this world. They were some of the reasons that he didn’t mind paying for the drinks and the dinners whenever the two of them went out together. It was just the natural order of things, and usually of a temporary nature, partly because Baldie being short of cash until the next pay cheque.
Smoot knew Baldie was a floater and frequently changed jobs, and was squeaking by on a low-paid McJob. He had tried to help his cousin. He had gotten him through the doors of two different jobs, modest increases in pay, but for some odd unexplained reason, Baldie would walk off and return to his old dishwasher job in a seedy restaurant close to his home. Although it had sadden Smoot when he got word of Baldie’s strange behavior, the one thing he didn’t want was for his cousin to feel he was coming at him like some old coon dog snapping at him, barking up the wrong tree. Smoot asked himself, “Could it be that Baldie was his own worst enemy? Could it be because every time he got a job he lost his temper and walked out?” After all, his cousin could be quick on the trigger with his temper sometimes.
Apprehensive and eagerly expectant and anxious, he chatted with his cousin. Although they differed in their opinions, neither blew his stack. They wanted no bad blood between them. They left out the backhanded bag and baggage of compliments of criticism and deprecations of each other, and came to terms with that the job doesn’t make the man. After the exchange of ideas, Smoot found comfort in knowing he had cleared his mind of all doubts about his cousin’s strange ways and settled into just letting his cousin be. He agreed with his cousin that starting over, doing something again because the previous effort has failed was not such a bad idea after all. Everybody has to go back to square one sometime. Everybody knows, you can lead a horse to water, but you cannot make it drink.
Besides, Smoot had his own mountains to climb and demons to fight.
Was it to slay?
Five lights, four long streets and a few extra minutes, they stopped in at a full-scale sleek noshery. It was just upscale enough to impress his cousin without embarrassing him.
After the customary recitation by the deipnosophist, who had an almost encyclopedic knowledge of food, and although the blue-plate luncheon was the main course, Baldie ordered a plain, unvaried diet of chicken. When it was Smoot’s turn at bat, and considering how the yo-yo syndrome of repeatedly losing weight victimized him, and considering the information he had gleaned through media reports and word of mouth, he ordered the low-carbohydrate, high-protein, high-fat diet, patterned after the late DR. Robert Atkins. Smoot had read somewhere that the Atkins diet avoids specific limits on anything except carbohydrates, which is one reason it appeals to so many people and allows dieters to craft an individualized approach. That the diet, is also, said to encourage consuming a broad variety of fish, shellfish, poultry, eggs and red meat.
The waiter served them the food on silver trays, setting plates in front of them. They thanked him and then dug in, eating ravenously. Between mouthfuls, Baldie said to Smoot, “I’m so starved I could eat the ass end out of a rhino. Know one more thing?—you’re aiight. That’s the plain unvarnished truth. We use to say, ‘you’re my ace boon coon. The best homie I got. I feel for you like a brother. Tight we are. I like the way you live. You don’t smoke; don’t drink too much Al K. Hall, and not yet quite an acid-freak. If fact, I can’t think of anything you do that’s bad. You’re not an A.K., an ass-kisser, and not a yes-man. Being one would not suit yuh. You don’t go over board on the Adam-and Eve It thing. I know you’re no airhead. You don’t play silly and let pussy get to you. Huh, on that issue, I’ve been with ya; we have had our share of alley cats. If I heard someone talkin’ bad about you, I let the pubehead know straight away that, it’s bull. You’re A-okay with me. That’s why I’ll always feel, if you ever need help with anything, don’t matter what, just look me up.” Baldie picked up his glass. So, while we live, Cheerio ol’ chap, drink!—for, once dead, we never will return. How you feelin’?”
Between mouthfuls, Smoot said, “Alive: temporarily metabolically abled.”
Baldie smiled. “…Hmmm…o boi…told ya it’d do good to get out. As far me, I’m glad I’m grown and nobody can say to me, ‘eat yer food, boy.’ To this day, as god is my witness, I eat or not eat as I choose.”
Under hooded eyes and a chuckle, Smoot wondered if there might ever come a time when he might need his cousin’s help. In all truth, he needed Baldie’s help like needing termites on a raft drifting downstream. He had been on his own every since his parents died. He was aware that some African-Americans, or even some white people, might turn their nose up at the type of life he was living, and he knew that, some of those same one’s might call him an Afro-Saxon, because it looked like he was trying his damnest to behave like or was aspiring to be like Caucasians. He shook the thought away. Although there were some similarities, he doubted it. He was black and there was no other way around it. He could even bleach his skin or take some type of medical prescription, that wouldn’t negate that he would be the person inside. So, let people think what they want. They’re going to think what they want anyhow. That’s how he saw things.
Later, and after both of them having displayed a gargantuan appetite, and eaten a tremendous meal, almost to the point of puking, Smoot having no moths in his wallet, picked up the tab…then him and Baldie, half-pie-eyed, with livers enlarged and, all of every bit, stuffed to the gills—left the restaurant and went ahead to their car.
When they got to the car, Smoot said, “Pardon me a moment their coz, I gotta get to the john and spend a penny. My back teeth are floating.” He was pleased that Baldie had held his liquor well, and had not become rowdy and ended up causing an affray. Sometimes he felt Baldie’s hanging with him was helping to wean him from his habits of violence.
Baldie, his wont, a damn-if-you-do, damn-if-you-don’t, growled, “Forget going back inside, do it right behind the car. Where’er you happ’d to be, let your water go free. That’s my chestnut.” He watched as Smoot walked a short distant away and turned his back to him. “Oh, yea coz, I want to thank you for being patient with me. You know how I get can get unbearably dull in a conversation. I guess it’s mostly because of an annoying tendency to ramble on about myself, while I’m wholly oblivious to those around me.”
“Skip it,” said Smoot. “I’m use to you. If you were to change, you probably would become an ass. Your attitude doesn’t bother me.”
Baldie said, “Believe it or not, but I’ve come across something very depressing in my travel of late. I found that people don’t change; it’s in fact that simple. If they do change, you can bet it’s always for the worst. It would be more as if they are just letting their true self through rather than trying to be nice. That’s why I’m usta having very little patience with people.”
Smoot finished micturating, and came back and leaned against the car, lighting up a cigarette. “I heard you, but to change the subject, would you believe it if I told you I’m so horny I could screw a rat. Sometimes I just feel like jumping into my car and just cruise, skipping the creep joints, until I tell myself that I don’t wanna cruise anymore, because deep inside I’m afraid I can’t get it up. Then sometimes, I wish I were flung deep into the heart of Africa, and grab ahold of some big bowlegged gal and have a bush marriage, performed by some joker wearing a coconut mask and a feathered jockstrap.”
Baldie had grown quiet.
Smoot looked at Baldie, and wondered what was going on in that skull of his.
Baldie found his tongue. “You got quite an imagination there, coz, but if you do decide to go on a hunt to do the Donald Duck thing, just don’t get any on yuh!”
“I always wear a shower cap whenever I pay a visit to an available casual indigenous female companion,” Smoot assured his cousin.
“Good.” said Baldie, “Better safe than sorry. Speaking of which, I can remember a lady of the night saying to me once that hooking, is mostly for oddball stuff, golden showers, Greek, not straight sex. And that a brown shower is offered for customers who prefer feces.”
“The stupid bitch must have thought you wanted her to gloom you.”
Baldie enquired, “Why would she have thought that?”
Smoot sucked his teeth. “By the way she was giving you a walk through on the way of the street.”
Baldie looked at Smoot. “Enough on that—I still can’t seem to banish what you said a few moments ago from my head.”
“What?”
“That you were horny enough to do night laps with a rat. What in the devil were you thinking about?” Baldie breathed the words through his teeth.
Smoot was quiet. At that point, Baldie uttered, “How civilized we’ve become. I have heard of men mating with pigs and offspring resulting. And even sheep, but never—”
“A rat,” Smooth finished.
“Abso-fucking-lutely,” said Baldie, “a damn rat. I dunno why…but you said it.”
Smoot sighed. “Well, maybe not a rat, maybe a goat. Look at it this way, suppose it came a day that all the women on god’s green earth would up and vanish. If that were to happen rather than abusing myself, I just might screw a goat or another animal for that matter. I just might fuck a rock pile if I figured there was a snake in there. Skip all that. You know like I, man loves doing the pony with the opposite sex. Another thing, just think about it, without a woman around to keep a man on his toes, there would be no need for sexual classification. It would be, simply me Tarzan, you animal. There would be no longer any use for the Tarzan; you Jane type of scenario.”
Baldie shook his head. “Yeah, nobody else left but you, and the odorously challenged, smelly as can be and me. I do declare,” he said, with anarchic wit, thoroughly uncontrolled by convention.
“What?” Smoot asked. “Did I say something wrong? Your ears are not virgin ears. How in God’s name do you think you got all your kids? I know you’re no hard-up Roman Pope, so old and decrepit, that if a woman were to spread her legs right in front of him, he’ll miss the hole every time.”
“Yeah I agree with you.” Baldie was of the same mind. “The poor woman would probably be pissed; she probably would wanna skin the cat’s hide off of him. But serious Coz, let’s stop talkin’ such jive, before some ignorant white cats jump bad on us and wanna lynch the both of us.
Then Baldie’s face took on a look of disgust, as he said, “Speaking of racism, even if we snatched the rug off the Catholic Church’s denial that it played a part in herding African people across the ocean like cattle, I don’t honestly think it’d matter. So screwed up is just how some people’s minds are; I doubt they will ever wake up. Embedded in their thinking is to screw up a white kid’s mind one after the other. That’s a damn shame. Who appointed them God to damn people of color from cradle to grave?”
“How about that,” Smoot observed; but didn’t go along with everything Baldie had said. He felt there was good and bad in every race.
The terms nationality, creed or color, is what Smoot was implying, never race in that sense, because in reality, he knew the truth was; there was but one race: the human race.
Just as Smoot was about to put the key in the car door, they heard a woman scream split the air. The awful sound hung in the air, her voice caught with urgency.
“Help somebody,” her passionate pleas for help sounded. “Somebody please help me. These dogs are hurting my son.”
With his voice hollow and a halftone hammy, Baldie cried out in a mild ho-hum reaction, “Whazzup! Hold fast hombre. It’s just a woman hollowing her head off, trying to grab some attention. In humbleness I say to you, by any means, let the sorry ass get her own self off the hook. Let’s turn away and dust outta here. For who knows, what evil lurks in the shadows there? It’s probably not a dog at all. Probably the bitch’s old
Then in finality, without one shred of knowledge of his self-conscious theatricality, Baldie uttered, “Simply put, let’s mind our own damn business.”
Apparently horror-struck, the woman cried out her plea over again.
“Shaddup!” Baldie shouted to the woman, “If my cousin will not help, it’s okay.”
Smoot held his tongue and dispelled Baldie’s thoughtless giddy behavior as he fixed his eyes in the direction of the call of desperation. He could spy a figure in the distance. “I’ve gotta check things out,” said Smoot, breaking out in a hurried sprint, with Baldie right on his heels, but Baldie, no slowcoach, was losing ground fast.
Baldie knew this must be a serious matter; because his cousin seldom let excitement, good or bad, override his quiet, reserved nature. Normally, his cousin would think things through and seldom gave way to impulse.
So, while, Smoot had not articulated a word, and had run with such a savage, silent frenzy of hurry, Baldie was assured that his cousin Smoot was in mortal fear of some miscarriage, so he made his every effort to stay as close to him as he could.
As the cause of the disturbance hove into view, Smoot found himself faced with having to scale an 8-foot fence. He didn’t stop to think as he scaled the fence with Baldie right behind cursing and cursing to himself.
Now, Smoot was but feet away, as he saw the two Rottweilers, with their tails docked, biting and tearing at the helpless white kid on the ground like wild dogs. One dog had his teeth locked onto the boy’s lower leg. The other had sunk its teeth into his hip.
The dogs stopped biting the boy and set on an old man with his forehead wrinkled with worry. When they cornered him, he laid about him with his cane. After a few unsuccessful snaps at the old man, the dogs ran back to the boy, and continued their attack.
Smoot watched the boy’s mother trying desperately to free her son by pulling him out of his clothes while also protecting her other younger son in stark horror at her side.
Smoot ran his tongue over his dry, cracked lips and kicked into pere’s mode, father’s mode, that is to say. He didn’t think of the helpless boy as just some other kid. He just thought of him as his own.
Smoot’s instincts told him, that it was no different from if he had to grab the kid from a burning house. With that in mind, and with his instincts smelling the boy’s fear, he found himself feeling that his own fear had formed a common thread like an umbilical cord that bound them together. With bulldog tenacity, he sprung into action and jumped on the boy, pummeling the dogs with his fists. He managed to beat one of the dogs away and cover the boy with his body. With every ounce he could muster, he then started to working on the other dog, punching as hard as he could. The first dog kept going around, trying to take another chunk out of the boy. After long minutes of fighting, and after what seemed like an eternity, Smoot managed to free the boy from the jaws of death and following the boy’s mother, carried him inside their house.
The younger boy ran to the bathroom and bent over the toilet. As Smoot and the woman waited by the bathroom door for the heaves to subside, she told him that minutes before the attack, and short on change for cab fare, she and her sons were walking home from her sister’s house several blocks away when the two loose dogs attacked.
After getting thanks from the boy’s mother, Smoot went back to see that the dogs did not attack again before authorities had arrived. He saw one of the dogs sitting nearby, growling as he chewed on the boy’s bloody shirt.
In the meanwhile, a crowd had gathered on the peripheral, looking on in helpless horror, some agitated, and some oohing and aahing. Some of the people started clapping their approval of Smoot just as a black and white drove up. The police got out and shot the dog after it got up, and bared its teeth in a threatening way at a passer-by on the street.
One of the police officers put the phone to his ear and spat into the phone, “Listen up, this is the sarge, even if the dog looks like he’s dead, kick him with your foot to be sure.”
A couple of minutes later, the police officer stopped talking and shouted to the onlookers that a police dog handler had trapped the second dog in an alley, and had no choice but to shoot him.
After more people had jostled together, and became agitated again with a jaundiced look etched on their faces, they started shouting abuse and molesting the police officers, saying that the police should find the dog’s owner and put him under arrest. For safety precautions, the police would not release the owner of the dogs. After noticing, the crowd’s increasing growth, and hearing their mounting anger, police told them, that the owner had placed the dogs in an outdoor kennel when he left the house for work, but forgot to lock it. Somehow, the dogs had managed to open the door and escape. Police then told them, they had spoken to the owner by phone. The police also said that the owner was indeed at work and had said he had brought the dogs, named Jekyll and Hyde with him when he moved into the house June last after his mother had died.
Moreover, the police told the people that they found out that the dogs had not been registered with local authorities as called for by law under the city’s charter. One of the police officers then said, “Okay folks, the excitement is over. So why don’t all youse good citizens return to your homes.
Shouting their displeasure, the crowd started to grow smaller in numbers as the police heaved a heavy sigh of relief.
So shaken was Smoot, he almost forgot Baldie was with him and standing right next to him.
“O-my god?” Baldie cursed, his jaw taut, heaving a euphoric sigh of relief, “that was killer dude! Gutsy and krazy shit. I said to myself, yer a dang fool; have you gone round the bend? Either a miracle is taking place, or we’re all meshuga. My stomach heaved and I started trippin’ and nearly shat bricks and had mud in my trousers. It was so crayzee. Frozen in my boots, I was. As soon as I saw the boy attacked, my feet felt like they were stuck to the ground. All I could do was just stand there with my mouth open as blood was flying in many directions. “Damn,” He cursed again. “That’s why I gotta tell ya it was some macho shit you managed to pull off. After a time, I said to myself, there’s method in this man’s meshugaas.”
Baldie calmed down fairly and caught his breath. “Although my conscience made myself wonder, what a miscreant figure must I feel like, I rather be a live coward than a dead or chewed up hero. I must say, I admire what you just did. I hope for god’s sake that never in my life I see you do such a thing ever again. Are you aiight? It’s a wonder you don’t have bites all over you. That was some long threatening teeth on those dogs. If it had been me and not you, I would have left that whitey kid down there on the ground. I wouldn’t have dared risk my life.” Baldie shook his head from side to side. “No sirree. Him a white boy at that, and those vicious animals, I wouldn’t want to be caught dead anywhere near them. Keep taking chances like that, that and a ha’penny will haplessly get you zip.”
Shaking the attack off, Smoot declared, “I didn’t hesitate to jump in and fight the dogs then, and I wouldn’t ever. A human being is a human being despite the color difference. So to rightly so, sometimes you’re just as culpable when you watch something as when you truly participated.”
Smoot shook his head. He refused to let racism define the scope of his dimensions. For to give into prejudices, one limit one’s capacity to get the most out of life.
“Let’s split,” whispered Smoot.
Baldie’s jaw slacked. “Word. I’ve been ready.” As they walked to the car, Baldie said, “Yo coz, a cool — of bucks’ll do me. What do you say? Ah come on coz, okay…okay, I’m willing to admit, I never seem to say or do the right thing, do I? That’s no reason for you to be close-fisted on me. You know I’ll pay you back. I’ll use some of it to catch the tube home after I get off of work. I’ll get you straight by the weekend. I get paid on Fridays. What’d you say, huh? I know you’re long on ideas, but please don’t tell you’re short on cash.”
“I would help you out but I didn’t see where you came in.” Smoot snickered.
“Ah, cut the crap coz. You busted are you not,” asked Baldie. “That’s all I’m asking.”
“Don’t be silly,” said Smoot. “That’s no way to talk to a cousin. You of all people, Baldie—tsk, tsk.”
“But…but…” he sputtered.
“No buts!” Smoot objected.
Baldie put his eyes on the ground. “Gosh durn, me and my big mouth. I nevah should’ve said such. ‘Scuse me, sorry bout that coz,” he said self-effacingly. It sounds like, I’m always mooching off you all the time. I’ll nevah do’t again. You can count on it. ”
Smoot answered by only saying, “Ta.”
Do I owe you some money?” Baldie asked.
“Nix, nix,” said Smoot. “But you do still owe me a new pair of shoes to replace the pair I let you use and never returned. Apart from that, nix.” He knew Baldie had long since had short arms, long pockets, and an unwillingness to reach for his pocket and was always glooming about money. They would have to straighten that out. “I noticed you had a little trouble keeping up with me back with the dog situation. I think I’ll start callin you slo-mo.”
On the way back to the car, Smoot saw a faceless woman taking her child out for an airing. The little boy pulled at her skirt. The mother looked down at the boy and smiled warmly. The sight made Smoot extra glad he done what he did. The kid was safe as was the mother.
Just before they got into the car, a police officer came over and thanked Smoot for his act of bravery. The officer pulled away.
After shaking the police officer’s hand, Baldie said to Smoot, “Why on earth did you shake the filth’s hand?”
“You mean the police, right,” asked Smoot.
“That’s what I said, the filth. The police. You know that’s what we called them when we were kids. They’ll always be nothin’ but, filth.”
Smoot’s nostrils flared with anger but did not express it. “Let’s just get the dang car started!” said Smoot, “and shag ass out of here. We’ll talk about it on the road.” He slipped Baldie a twenty-spot to keep him quiet. To an extent, he had to agree with Baldie, some policemen were known to have bolshie’s attitudes.
“Wunnerfer…thanks coz, you are Super Kool. You treat me so good you could be my nuncle. I knew you weren’t hurting for dough.”
“You comin’,” Smoot asked, smiling.
“Ruther walk,” said Baldie, smiling at Smoot, and kept walking with him to the car. “I’ve got nuthin else to say. I’m gonna shut my trap.”
“Funny, funny, that’ll be the day. I should let you walk.” He would drop Baldie off at his apartment and then go on to his place. Though his cousin had a car, he knew that Baldie and his license expired last week. He had offered Baldie the money to help get the car back on the road, but his wife told him he shouldn’t be looking for handouts. He felt sorry for Baldie. Only if there were something he could do to help. If only there were.
Chapter Eight
“Undertakers—Pathologist—aren’t suppose to express their emotions,” Smoot explained with quiet confidence to Kasha one evening in the proverbial hub of family life. “But they feel them all the same. Mostly, they bottle them up inside and later manifest themselves, sometimes in odd ways. We are of a strange sort—an eat-what-you-kill mentality. That is to say, the business philosophy that a person who does something should get the full financial benefits that result from that accomplishment.”
“Indeed,” said Kasha, a ravishingly raving beauty, her rich face mantling with emotion, blushing as she cut the boloney and American cheese sandwiches into halves and dealt out two sandwiches apiece, arranging one after the other on plates of wafer-thin metal perched on a tasseled tablecloth.
A hint of retiringness in her smile, she hefted a bowl of salad, and a bowl of potato chips, placing them close to the table’s center; happy he had invited her over to his abode. With plenty of noshes and nibbles conveniently placed, she folded paper napkins. The napkins matched the plates, matched the plastic silver ware, which was perfect, she thought, as she put a fork on each one of the napkins. She then poured some aperitif into two richly colored iridescent favrile glasses that was set on the table, smelling the faint bouquet of almonds while doing it. She finished up by lighting a mold of candle positioned in the central heart of the table.
She turned to face him, hands tightly clenched together in front of her. Her trim figure told the story that she burns calories. “I think there’s something you should know.”
“Spill it,” he whispered, with a playfully mischievous roguish grin and a burning enthusiasm.
“I have to be honest with you. It wasn’t easy for me to come over this evening,” she pointed out, delivering the beans in a clear manner, her words burning into his heart.
Smoot chuckled softly. “I sensed it, like a long-nosed hot-shot bloodhound, on a slippery slope, sniffing his butt off.”
“Cutely put—and I think it was an amusingly heartwarming sound bite,” she exalted after several seconds. “Nifty riffs, ah, the analogy I mean, savoir-fair.”
She then deferentially humbly deferred to his superior knowledge. “I find you to be focused, funny and truthful, tres macho, tres chic, and display a Weltanschauung, an insightfulness on life in general, a virtual fount of knowledge, if you will. Abnegation, it seems, is part of your larger-than-life makeup. At least that’s how I see it. Besides, legerity and acute bittersweet wit becomes you and manifests your nuggets of wisdom. I honestly am impressed.”
He smiled. “Knowledge is like thoughts in a garden, yet society is all but rude, to this delicious solitude. Yes, intelligence is a precious jewel. Speaking of which, I am impressed that you are impressed. It helps me to know that I hail from a parentage that was par excellence. I am flattered that your generosity salutes their efforts.”
She nodded. “I also find that you have an unflinching nature, a certain de haut en bas style, far from being a Joe Blow, but rather bien pensant: right-minded, with a sound view and principles. Because of your early success at a relatively young age, by all standards, you are a wunderkind. A live wire, with brains, patience, wisdom and courage as well.”
“You make me feel ancient,” he said. “Your observations of me run contrary to that of what some people have said about me. Some claim I try to keep up with other people. If they buy something new, I do too.”
She chuckled. “Never mind what others think. To buy into what others think most certainly isn’t Kosher; not cool at all. People are going to form there own opinion regardless, even if you dig holes in the ground for a living. The thing is you don’t have to keep up with the Joneses. You are in a league of your own, riding on a big-ticket. You obviously optimistically see the world through rose-color glasses. That takes a rich mind and brains. Sort of blue-sky thinking,” she said smiling, her face a bloomy flush of life. “And as well, you carry the patina of old money and good breeding.”
“A life of toil,” he added, as a swell of pride swept over him. With winking good humor, Smoot whispered as though impersonally personally conversing with some invisible force.
“Precisely.”
“My word,” said Smoot, “I believe we have here a bluestocking, and canny lass.”
She blushed as if the light was suddenly spun on her.
He sighed. “A woman of letters, it seems, blessed with an acute penetrating observational insight into life, dazzling me with her wit. Don’t tell anyone, but I peg you an intellectual. Your intellect towers over many I know.” He smiled. “Back to where we were before. First off, they say genius and madness are akin. Second, I want you to believe that it gives me a heady joyousness to know I have happily, fruitfully, milked this great creative and spiritual force within me that is greater than faith, greater than ambition, greater than confidence, greater than determination, greater than vision. It is all these combined. One of the ways I look at life. Life is like a stage. I just want to play my part and try to make a difference. I want to know when I do go off that it makes sense that I came on in the first place. I also leaned that a person who has nothing more in life to be desired than life itself is incapable of cultivating a virtuous life. Additionally, I am aware that each man has but a quantity of compassion. I try to share my portion. Do you understand what I just said?”
She shrugged her shoulders.
“Good, because I don’t either.”
They looked at each other and said in unison, “Copacetic,” their throats ruptured in laughter.
Before long as they quieted there laughter, Smoot said, “But on your comment about my—”
“Brain,” she stopped him in full flow, every sign she had hung on his every word.
He smiled. “Ah, brain…that proverbial apparatus with which we think that we think, and very easily can have a person saying to themselves, ‘I think ergo I am.’ You must excuse my waywardly conceited behavior; it’s not frequently I get all ears, listening circumspectly to what I have to declare. Though I don’t ascribe whole hog to anyways near being a visionary, I must say, I adhere to the ‘Whorfian hypothesis,’ and have found the more command one has of his or her verbal communication, the greater their perspective and conception of the world. To do such, one rewards their persona resulting in one standing out like a spire. A wise old sage proclaimed patience is a virtue. I must say it appears it’s something you are enormously terribly blessed with.”
Kasha beamed. “Why, thank you. Did that same sage also tell you that together we can do anything, but as individuals how vulnerable, we are? And did he also cite, it’s not as important what you say, but how you say it.”
“Well, no but—“
She interrupted him by…gushing, “I’m mad about your sense of humor. It’s like a gasp of unsullied air. Your eloquent, silver-tongue as well enhances your personality. You’re so smooth. Nothing about your game screams effort.” She swiveled her eyes around in a sweeping motion. To Kasha, the place was trebly impressive. Everything in the house was on a grand scale, extreme neatness, in apple-pie order. “What's more, I can tell by the manner you keep your durable goods and place up, new cars, new appliances, novel rounded bombe furniture, a garniture of clocks and vases and various other decorative items, even the fine crafted lintel stone across the doors and windows, are all part and parcel a particular passion of becoming modesty. The lava lamp is an example of sixties kitsch. I bet you didn’t think I knew that. Don’t ask, I’ll never tell.”
From her vantage point, she could see the long curtains in voluptuous crimson velvet draping the windows in the living room. “And what’s more, I adore how you dressed the doorframes en suite with sprays of bittersweet. I also noticed the paint in every room, as well. It perks up the place and keeps it in the pink of repair…with monolithic floor coverings, shag rugs finer than frog fuzz…each room enhanced with crown molding, round waterbed, and Lave lamps. Just looking at everything, tells me a lot about you. Clearly, you got a career in full bloom and great success by any yardstick. Similarly, except having exquisite taste I find you to be a wonderful person as well. All of the above, mixed with flamboyance, and a marked drawl favored with a lived-in voice, marks your style.” She was very pleased that she cared about someone who cared about her, someone wealthy, and more, someone handsome.
“Say no more. You have paid me the ultimate compliment,” he said, confidently knowing he remained his own astute critic, able to render clear-eyed judgment on the state of his aerodynamic station in life. Then in a rich tone, he had the rare good sense to say to her, “Thanks for the complementary bouquet. The business, I’m in keeps me so busy that I dash about for days in a manic fit to straighten things up. It’s been a banner year…excellent for business. I’ve long since thrived to be an above-board intellectual rather than an ersatz intellectual, sort of imitational, if you get my drift. When I am privileged to read, I’m able to escape from reality and get some relief from routine everyday stuff. My father’s ethics plays a part in the way I do things and what I do. He taught me how to apply the joy-to-stuff-ratio. By that, I imply you’re not in fact spending money when you spend money. You’re spending the life energy you put into earning that money. You only have so much life energy, to use for—commuting—shopping sprees, going for walks, playing with your children, or serving your community. Taking that question seriously does wonders for one's joy-to-stuff ratio, decreasing stuff, increasing joy. Simply put, the joy-to-stuff-ratio can mean, a person has to enjoy life compared with the time a person spends accumulating material goods. Let’s look at it another way. As families become more affluent, sometimes they begin to suffer from ‘influenza.’ Meaning that they focus their lives around accumulating stuff that they have less and less time to enjoy, their ‘joy-to-stuff-ratio’ gets out of balance.”
“Oh, I nearly forgot. Would you believe that the last time I took a Red-eye flight from here to California, the passengers in coach got only hockey pucks, small sandwiches, but for the Folks in first class it was leather or feather?”
“What’s the leather or feather all about?” Kasha asked.
“Steak or chicken. I think that’s cute.”
“The same here,” she agreed. “Gee, you are more knowledgable than I thought. I—”
He held up one finger. “Hold up, hold up,” he said, burning to tell the story, too enthused to realize with his constant stream of words, he had already talked a blue streak. I have one more thing to mention. As I was saying, I recently found out that I am living the life of what some intellectuals call the ‘just-in-time-lifestyle,’ which is simply a modern lifestyle in which people expend only the minimum effort to finish a task and rush from one appointment to another.”
Kasha looked hard at him. “So, that’s the type of lifestyle you are living.” She looked around her.
“Yep, that’s right. The just-in-time-lifestyle’ fits me to the tee. It suits me, don’t you think.”
She smiled. “Why, yes, yes it does. If you’re happy with that, then I am happy also. I still think you possess a brilliant mind.
“Thank you,” he said. “No words can express how happy I am to have you here. It’s as though some ungodly force heard my impassioned cri de coeur and caused our paths to cross. Though it all seems inexplicable to me, I just can’t express to you how humbled I am by your presence. I must say—your cordiality overwhelms me. So much so, I’m starting to wonder, where you have been all my life.” He moved closer to her and flashed her even row of teeth.
“Right here waiting for you to come along,” she said, utterly irresistible, lifting her head and then looked down at the table.
He perceived the faintest of flushes creeping up her neck. He tickled under her arm and she giggled. “Ah ha, I see you’re ticklish.”
“Even Lhasa apos are ticklish on their feet,” she said, and giggled again as he touched her underarm.
“I adore your bubbly giggle. It’s infectious and makes he wanna laugh.”
She calmed herself and then she looked up at him. “Well, it appears everything is ready. May we sit for our quasi din-din?”
“After you,” whispered Smoot. He was impressed with her gentility, obviously home grown, extracted from a distilled, fine-tuned refinement. He knew it would be a joy getting more acquainted with her. He didn’t want to move too fast. He didn’t want to discourage her, he only wanted to amuse her and cheer her up a little. “I feel I must caution you, I have every intention to get used to gallant you. I’ll be there to attend to your needs as long as you so choose—forever if you permit me.” Suddenly, a slender thin wisp of hair tumbled contiguously to the side of her face. He smiled into her eyes and silently, without cracking his jaw, and with a lunule of his fingernail, he brushed it back in place.”
Kasha sighed, demurely. “Got to be honest with you, I’m all amazed and astound. I’m not used to men lavishing me with such whole-hearted unconditional gallantry, especially from one I consider as one of the sharpest tools in the shed.”
Smoot bowed in a grandiose way, and sort of cozies up to her. With a lungful of air, he said, “That’s the general idea. The pleasure is all mines, by the way. Thank you for that compliment. I want you to know, that I’m not the type of guy who would compromise your chances for success or would dare to hurt you. I jus’ wanna be there for you.”
She had a niminy-piminy stately air and sat down like visiting royalty as Smoot parked himself opposite her. “Bon Appetit,” she said. She watched as he gulped down his wine and began grasping eagerly, forcibly, and abruptly with his jaws, wolfing down his food, smiling between bits, quietly drumming his fingers on the tabletop.
She followed his lead by slowly drinking the wine, but only looked at her food, her heart too full to eat. She moistened dry lips; gazing at him from beneath, thick dark lashes. “As they say, ‘with eager feeding food do choke the feeder.’
He stopped in midstream with part of a sandwich sticking out his mouth. He looked at her with a puzzled look.
With only a face a mother could love, she said softly, “Oh, don’t mind me, it was just a one-liner. Please do continue eating.” She smiled at him with her earthy, magical, and utterly charming, cute devilish smile.
He answered her with a nod and continued to grind and crush his food with his teeth before swallowing.
Between mouth fills, he fixed his eyes on her in her radiance. The woman sitting at the opposite end of the table was quite possibly the loveliest female he had ever seen outside his own dreams.
Perhaps even inside them, too.
Even his heart told him he was over the moon for the new love in his life. He could only feel incredibly moved about this wholly new period of his life that had him feeling as if he was entering a new phase in life. After all, he was a young, feeling, vital fellow—far from the image of the bent over dud in the rocker. He wondered how he could be so lucky. His meeting her was akin to a clumsy ox stumbling about blindly in the dark. It just grounded him. He gave all thanks to the heavens for that.
Staring at the ivory plate with the cobalt-blue rim, and holding the boloney sandwich between nimble fingers, she took bird-like nibbles, a toothsome morsel.
After he swill his nosh and with his appetite satiated, he pushed aside his plate. “Enough food,” he said, dabbing his mouth with a napkin, smiling at her and smacking his lips. “The chow was nummy.” He then looked at her for what seemed like eons. “Let’s do something else,” he said finally.
She darted a glance across the table. She could only look at him, for her mouth was full. Full enough for her that is. She wondered if he wanted a little more peck. Clearing her throat, she smiled. “What would you like to do?” she asked, pushing aside her practically untouched plate, and then pushing the last morsel of food in her mouth, as she tapped the edge of the table.
He had love in his eyes and lust in his heart. “Guess,” he swith insisted, as unbelievable happiness spread through him more tepid than cocoa on a damp stormy night. “We have to be mature about this.”
Mature?
He smiled and looked cross at her with assessing eyes. He felt like some Hollywood Meteorologist, trying to look into a girl’s eyes and tell whether. He couldn’t deny he wanted to pork her. He would have her if she so desired, but only if the feeling was multiparty. He couldn’t remember a female he wanted more than he wanted her. So far, their evening together was moving alone perfectly; he planned to make every effort for things to soldier on with the same happy-go-lucky blissfulness.
Damn! He cursed inwardly craving for her. He had to take the chance. He wondered why, for some inexplicable reason, his mind was stuck on stupid on trying to play the game that lovers often do. So unlike him to be too aggressive, he thought, grappling with what would be the correct thing to do—to say. If he couldn’t have her straight away, then all he wanted was to entertain the possibility, the improbability that she would give in to him later. The question in his mind was—was that so complicated? Was that, that difficult? He did not want to wind up butting heads with her over whether the timing was right for them to have sex. And he undoubtedly did not want to muddy things up, confuse the issue by making the wrong move, but…but he knew between the two of them, one of them had to be the aggressor, and then lung…Well, something like that. Give fancy reign.
He felt a stirring in his loins at the thought of trying to sex her up and making love to her.
At that very moment, to his amazement, with whomp up emotions, and as a curl of pleasure rose in his chest, he bound up from the table, went round to her, pulling her up close to him. “I can resist anything but temptation,” he said, holding her gently in his arms, his altitude affording him latitude emboldening him further. “I’m afraid I am infected by your overwhelming charm, and beauty. I’m incredibly bewitched, figuratively hog-tied, at your mercy. Beauty, I’ve discovered, opens the heart, extends the consciousness.”
He saw the glisten of perspiration across her top lip. Bending his head slightly, he looked deep into her eyes, before stealing a kiss, kissing her lustfully. She soughs softly, moaned a sigh, responding willingly, equally, kissing his eyelids, and kissing his nose only to kiss him with even more fervor on his lips. Her warm display of emotions was a manifestation that she had granted her favors to him. She moaned softly, as she conceded to his wanton aggression, her fervor making him even more aware that her need was as great as his need. It was a long kiss, with hot-blooded, pulse-pounding passion. They came up for air. He followed up with the lightest brush of his lips against her cheek.
In the equivalent time a frog would hop, skip and jump, with his pulses racing, he scooped her up in his arms, almost knocking the breath from her body, took her to his bedroom and laid her down gently on the featherbed. When she…with a deft motion of her nimble fingers, gave his genitals a gentle squeeze…he knew he had been ‘honked’ as his cousin Baldie would say. Her shame gave damp to her triumph. She was confused. Her mind wanted her to stop, but her body wanted to respond to his relentless caresses. She could not deny him. She could not if she wanted to. Her emotions were running too high to dare think of stopping.
Slavering over her with a hankering look, for the first time, he noticed the sweet rustic, woodland look on cheeks soft as silk. Just looking at her, was intense pleasure, immense peace. He knew she was the sort of woman that could be trusted not by one single word or sign, by glance of the eye or touch of the hand, to inflame him tremendously.
She demurely lowered her head, and as she raised her eyelids, it was as if she was taking off all her clothes, looking every bit of a nymph with come-hither looks.
“You slay me, you in fact do.” She gave Smoot a sleek smile to underline her words. “Please…be gentle with this country girl,” she beseeched, her heart thudding wildly…her hands shaking. She put them around his shoulders to study them, trying to manage her emotions as easily as she could. She found herself given over wholly to sensation.
He could see the need, the want, the desire, in her eyes, encouraging him as he disarrayed her, smiling her consent all the while. He bent over, brought his mouth down, on the soft swell of her breast, and then kissed the crescents of each darkened areola until she grasped, arched, and moaned, as he massaged them simultaneously. After a time, he stopped massaging her and just looked at her from head to toe. Just looking at her beauty, helped him to understand why women’s bodies are so intensely fetishized. Seeing her complete nakedness, he started to undress, while her hands fumbled with the waistband of his trousers. Stripped to the core…Mothernaked, and with her massaging his shaft, he rose to the occasion. At rock-hard attention like an ithyphallic deity, he performed the entire manual of arms. Inside moments, he found himself on top of her, his urgency pushing her legs apart, and eagerly but gently, trying his best to allay her fears.
She moaned and murmured something incoherent as she yielded with coy submission.
Taking a gust of air into his lungs, he torqued his hips and humped with a downward motion.
The moment his shaft entered her center of gravity, there was lancinating pain, tunneling, and burrowing causing her to cry out and gasp loudly. She was tight, tighter than the skin on a wiener. She moaned, her body shimmering, listlessly, like an ocean liner in a storm.
Exuding an air of raw, vibrant masculinity, he poked her and felt her tautness clutching his thickness. She moaned aloud from the searing pain, scissoring her legs open and hooked them around his back. He felt her warmth, the subtle inflections of the rhythms, and gathered with it all, a swelling up of passion, building, and building, like a sizzling teakettle on a red eye. From her moaning and responsiveness, it was the way they liked it, rough, roast and ham tough. This was what he wanted, to get her between the sheets, and not waste words to show his emotions. And….
Every bit of heaped up lush glowing on his face, he slowed down to string out and to suspend the sensations, wanting so badly to confide in her his most innermost masochistic secret to do it wild, doggy and froggy style. Unable to hold in check the pent up want in him, with reckless abandon, he exploded deep inside her, the warmth from him flooding her insides.
She came one tenth of a second later, causing her to cry out her pleasure, her body trembling, shaking, as she held onto him, tightly, intimately.
He unclasped her fingers from his hair. Moments later, she laid legs, and arms asprawl.
As he stroked her hair with one hand while the other massaged her back in the same rhythm, they were two creatures, couched side-by-side swallowed up by the king-sized bed, sometimes chatting, sometimes reticent, content to be in each other’s embrace.
She gave a sigh of bliss and pecked him perfunctorily on the cheek. “Do you mind getting me a cigarette?”
He turned his back to her, got a cigarette from her pack on the night table, then lay pari passu next to him, and handed her the cigarette. He watched her light it and blow out a plumb of smoke through her nostrils.
Her cheeks had a slight malar flush, as she tugged the sheet up to her chin. Her breath was moist and saccharine against his ear as she squirmed over closer to him and tossed him a bold look. “That schtupp was so-o-o good, my leman. I hope you don’t think of me as being uncouth. It’s just you make me want to say naughty kinky things and to be badly behaved. Even though each ache was painful…” she paused, sheepishly smiling at him, “mostly due to your being hung like a horse, our passions ran high with plenty of zip and pep, and spunky jouissance,” she murmured, and then burrowed against his chest for warmth. “The pleasure…was awfully good, wicked good, nigh-on immeasurable. In my book, you won all the Oscars, standing tall throughout. I was rewarded with immense pleasure. I’m happy to say that that had loads of bang to it and a heap of pleasurable rough and steady movement. I was so hungry for sex, my body felt like someone poured brandy over the steaks and then set aflame. The white heat from our passion induced me to get my jollies.” She snickered, laughing in a covert and partly suppressed way and with a look of ecstasy on her face. “To be truthful, you made my quim quiver and toes curl. I experienced orgasmic bliss on-and-off throughout the nooky. It was pleasure and affection, and energizing, a bit of a giggle. It was stimulating how your lovemaking goaded me on to new heights and on to more daring revelations. So thrilling was the sensation, it caused my toes to curl. I think your rascal heart and private pain fuels your passion. You are extra super beneath the sheets.”
“That makes two that liked that frig.” Smoot smiled. After a quick intake of air, he brought his body up into a sitting position as she looked at his hirsute chest. Then in a deep baritone, he unleashed his pearls of wisdom, as he said, “I want you to know that despite our ephemeral acquaintance, already my heart harbors a love for you sans crack or flaw. To be honest, as my life lumbered along, I cherry-picked through a galaxy of women and found none I wanted to settle down with, that is, until I met you. I have no need to look further. I just want to get that off my chest to let you know how wonderful it is to have you close to me. I wonder if you know you have the gracefulness so often imputed to cats. When you’re in my arms, you feel like a cat, sleek and rippling under my fingers.”
She grinned. “I was wondering when you would notice my quivering.” She looked at his hirsute chest and rolled her eyes. She reached and took out a gold watch from her pocketbook and handed it to him. “It was Grandfather’s and he gave it to me, she said, ‘I give you the mausoleum of all hope and desire, it’s rather excruciatingly apt that you will use it to gain the reductio ad absurdum of all human experience which can fit your individual needs no better than it fitted his father or his father’s. I give it to you not that you may remember time, but that you might forget it now and then for a moment and not spend all your breath trying to conquer it.” She patted it smilingly and looked him in the eyes. “I want you to have this. That way when you check the time you will think of me. You can consider it as a belated hansel, a gift for hap, good luck.” She put the cigarette in the ashtray on the night table. She kissed him full on his lips and then snuggled her petite svelte body into the comforts of his arms.
He turned his head and looked full into her face. “You’re an angle, Kasha! Thank you. I’ll treasure it always.” He was taking her in, studying her. She was so easy for him. It was not often such a woman came along—intelligent, but not knowing anything, and yet incapable, of being surprised by anything. “The way I feel at this moment is, if it were possible, I would scout continents in search of the new green gold and lay it at your feet.”
She puckered her lips and kissed him flush on the mouth. “Thank you. That was sweet of you to say. I think it’s admirable that the sweetness you possess goes with your unique youthful energy, dash, and charisma.”
After they talked for full half an hour, they went into the shower together. With the tepid water sluicing over their skin, they made passionate love yet again, she caressing and chivvying his stiffness with a small, soft hand. Pausing for a time, they just kissed and caressed as he ran his hand through her damp hair. He was ready again and she would not deny him, they did a knee-trembler for the last time. When their emotions came to a simmer, they finished showering, exited the shower and dried. Smoot gave her a soft slap on the buttock. She ran in the raw back to the bedroom with a stream of hiccoughing giggles trailing in her wake. He laughed as he dusted talcum powder on his feet. Finishing up, he went back to the bedroom.
A short half-hour later, they were sitting in the kitchen, fueling their bodies, and bracing themselves with glasses of Veuve. Halting briefly, before he glug down some more Veuve, he glanced at her and saw the beatitude, the happy smile at the edges of her mouth. A look that spoke volumes. Immediately, he was aware that, here was no use, there was no use, at all in smell, in taste, in anything, there was no use at all and the respect was mutual. What counted was, in congress, they had reached the soul mate level, and had entered the carrying of the torch stage.
As the mold of candles had almost guttered out, he was about to relay his thoughts to her when, the front doorbell chimed.
“Please, excuse me a moment,” he said, “I will see who it is.” He left the kitchen and walked to the living room to open the front door. He did not see her trail behind him only to stop at the end of the hallway. From where she stood, she was in hearing distance, but well out of eye view of anyone near the front door.
The doorbell sounded again. Smoot opened the door and shivered at the rush of cool air. He found himself face-to-face with a large Oriental man, with broad shoulders, about an inch or two shorter than him. Although the man had an angry look on his face, his instincts told him it was something else. This wasn’t fury; it was worry, fear, and insecurity.
Smoot had never seen the man before and wondered what he wanted. “May I help you? Smoot asked, looking at the thin, angry line on his mouth, angrily clenched jaw; instincts told him that ten-to-one the man was not there to be neighborly.
“You can,” the man spat out with jaggedness, making no effort to disguise his sarcasm, turning his head and looking at the keen unpassioned beauty of the luxury sedan parked in the driveway, a slate-colored Mercedes gleaming in the broad disk of the moonlight, next to the shinny Range Rover. A far cry from the first mass-produced 2-seater Model T cost $825 back in 1908.
“I’m Kasha’s brother, Don Lee. I just got in from Japan. I’m tired and in no mood to be messed with.”
Smoot studied Don circumspectly. “My blood,” he ejaculated; cheesed off, a wave of black thoughts running through his mind, as a fitful gust of cool breeze whiffle through the swaying branches of the small boscage of trees in the thicket on the opposite side of the street, the moon riding among the clouds. He put his eyes back on the patch of woods, because he could swear he saw a figure silhouetted darkly against the trees. Noticing nothing, he put his eyes back on Don.
He huffed out his sudden irritation. “I had no damn idea there was a brother.” It was at this moment that he knew the reason Don had come from Japan, dropped everything and hotfooted it over to his place.
“Look darkie,” snapped Don, his distasteful conceit a form of I-strain, “I don’t give one damn if you knew or didn’t. All that counts is I’m here to take my sister back where she belongs. She doesn’t need to boff your kind. She can do better.”
Feeling that evolution had erred in its attempt to produce a human being, and using diplomacy to do or say the nastiest things in the nicest way, Smoot shrugged, kept his voice in a level tone, and said, “Where she belongs? Where in god’s name might that be?”
“What?” Don bit out bitterly, his straight black hair flopping across his forehead, “are you daft or hard at hearing. If you want my advice, you’d take the wax out your ears, or—”
A breeze had cooled the mist of perspiration that had dampened his temples. “Or what,” Smoot butt in, standing fixed, gazing intently; his instincts telling him not to let the jackass rattle him, and wondering should he trust his instincts. “I mean, your parents agreed to let me see her. They don’t seem to have a problem with it and neither does Kasha. Yes, she is here. I have to say no—I won’t permit you to enter my home. The people that do come on business or to visit, but sure as hell know how to respect my place.”
“See hear, darky,” Don bit out tautly, running an agitated hand through his already tousled hair.
That was enough, Smoot acknowledged to himself, just too damn much. Her brother can go straight to hell. He was about to tell Don that when Kasha was at his side, looking at the rage on her brother’s face and then to the smothering anger starting to rise in intensity on Smoot’s. He noticed her face had lost its golden hue.
“I’m okay, Don,” said Kasha, rubbing Smoot’s biceps with her hand, and tensing as Smoot put his arm possessively about her shoulders. She put her arm around his waist as further proof that she was with him and wanted to be with him, despite other family members’ disapproval. “There’s no need to get emotional, Don. Please try to understand. I’ll go home with you if you go back to the car while I talk with Smoot. Please Don.”
Her brother just stood there with a menacing look on his face, with his mouth half open, acting as if he had his feet glued to the ground.
Hearing the swish of a distant car, Smoot shook his head and stared at him, He was not about to be intimidated. He had never backed down to anyone and wasn’t about to do it.
Upset and angry, and with his knickers every bit in a twist,
Don raised his hand and punched at the air. “They say truth is stranger than fiction. I think they are right. I mean, just look—look at the both of you. Do you realize what some of our people back home would say, not to mention, what whites here in this country would say. It’s as if you’re just throwing your life away; the values; the culture, god…I can’t believe what I’m a witness to. It’s insane, totally insane. So what, that he got a big find house, a business, and big find car, that doesn’t negate the fact that he’s still just a—”
“Stop it, Don!” she interjected, her bitter tone scathingly razor sharp. “Can’t you see you’re running the risk of missing a good chance to shut up? Will you please go back to the car? I said I’d be right there. I’m ashamed of you standing here mouthing off, tryin’ to denigrate this man. A man I respect. Yes—I said respect and for it’s worth...to in fact love. It’s something people here and a broad apparently, clearly forget about. So, will you please stop standing there with your mouth half open? Close it before you catch cold. As I said before, all I’m asking is for you to give me just a few more minutes to talk to him.”
Not much hope of saving face, and mostly out of stubbornness, Don jammed his hands into his charcoal-black slacks, with blue-green shirt open at the collar, exposing his tan throat, hunching his shoulders. With that same angry look mixed with a look of ambivalence, he arched his dark brows, dropped his hand, and before turning about, he shot Kasha a worried side-glance, mumbling and cursing to himself. As he skirred back to his car, he gave a small rock a light kick with his shoe. With a reflex action of defiance, wanting to have the last word, he hollered back over his shoulder, “Just a few secs, not one more, do you read.” Though he was leaving in a fit of pique, it was his way of insisting that even though he had lost control he was still in control.
His warning fading in the wind, Kasha turned to face Smoot, burrowing her hands into his. “Please forgive my brother,” she said, in a cloyingly sweet treacle tone.
Cheesed off and irritably vexed, Smoot to his own credit and amazement, ejaculated, “There’s nothing to forgive, my Cherry. I won’t rub my conscience raw over it. I must admit I have to school myself on more patience. On him, apparently, his myopic narrow-view of me prevents him from seeing good judgment comes from experience, and much of that comes from bad judgment. He doesn’t know that, if open, the mind is like a parachute and works better. Hell, most of what he was implying is true. Black folks have been getting the shaft, handouts and leftovers, since this country came into existence. Everybody knows we are on the bottom rungs of this society. I know the way we were treated back then and I know how we’re treated now. Faces change; people change, it all boils down to; black and white, locked in a mental war. Many don’t know it, and those that do, won’t admit it, that we’re chained to a legacy masked in ignorance, deceit and denial. I’m afraid for those good people, black, white or whoever or whatever, that they might not wake up in time to smell the coffee, and let their differences, whether it be pigmentation, education, or just downright ignorant stupidity, destroy this great and powerful country, despite, our tainted image around the world.”
Smoot lifted his hand and traced the line of her jaw with his finger. “On myself, my welfare, I’ve come to grips that, they can take my money, my car, my home, my business, and look at me with suspicion no matter what store I might enter. I don’t give one damn. I’m aware that there’s no law that says they can’t act the way they do, but I’m willing to admit, sometimes I get so hot under the collar I wish there was a law. That’s why I get great comfort knowing that the thing they can never ever get possession of—is my dignity. When it comes to racism, even if my last breath is imminent, I will be a virtual deathbed of defiance against it. If you come here again, I plan to tell your brother to never darken my door again.”
Kasha smiled a huge smile precious and blasé. “That’s one reason why, I like you, and could grow to truly love you. You have an inner strength and humaneness uncommon to most men, white, black, whoever or whatever. You have proven that in a perfect world, you are human indeed. I can’t help but find myself marveling at your motivation, determination and dedication.”
She planted a warm kiss on his mouth. When their lips parted, she said, “Just so you know how I feel. If something were to happen to you, my heart will burst and I will burst into tears.” She looked him square in the face. “You have my number. Call me. I’ll be thinking of you and of this night, our night, one special night, with one extra special guy.”
He chuckled. “You mean two, don’t you?” He chucked her under the chin, as a way of thanking her for her level headedness. He saw the delightful look in her eyes, as they kissed one last time. It was a lovingly affectionate kiss. As she kissed him goodbye her tears were starting to show.
Feeling she needed the steady force of his love to anchor her in the whirling sea of change, Kasha said, “And don’t you dare beat up on yourself for the way things went tonight—though I appreciate your standing up for me, I can take care of myself. I’m a grown woman, not some silly schoolchild. That’s one thing my brother seems to forget. As to you, don’t let callow people get to you. If ever things get you down, screw the world and get on with your life.”
She took a few steps backward, blew him a kiss, said, “Ta, ta,” turned and kilt with a graceful mincing schlep to the car.
He accepted her logic with a grumble, but he did not intend to relax his vigilance.
Then with Don’s menacingly unrelenting expression etched in his mind, Smooth turned on his heels, closing the door behind him. The distasteful image evaporated the instant the lasting affects of Kasha’s sweet parting kiss, made him feel that their sudden love, despite the forbidden mores, for each other was a carpe diem, a time to take the chance to strike the iron while it’s hot, and enjoy the pleasures of the moment without one shred of concern for the future. There was no doubt in his mind that that type of ingenuousness would be the rock on which they would build together. As to their difference of color, ethnicity, or culture, he chuckled, and reflected on the wonderful fact, of how every human creature is constituted to be that profound secret and mystery to every other.
Although the both of them had the chops to weather the storminess of a forbidden relationship, little did they know that fate would have it a different way.
Chapter Nine
It was Tuesday, just another day to everything and nothing. A hint of steely light glisten the dew upon the morning grass.
After answering the taps of the bugle and catching forty winks, as was his wont, Smoot turned sideways on the bed and recognized the sound dinning in his ear was the telephone ringing. Four rings and the noise stopped. He fell back off to sleep only to turn over again as the alarm clock buzzed like an angry bee in his ear. This time there would be no immediate return to the pitch-black mausoleum…at least not at the moment. He had to get up. There were still things left undone from the day before and things yet to do presently.
Raising his head, his eyes muddy with sleep, Smoot wiped away the sleep, reached and turned off the alarm. He shook the cobwebs of the sleepy frog from his brain, set up on the edge of the bed, and placed his feet flat on the cool tile floor.
After yawning his head off, and with nimbleness, he raised to a standing position, flew into the bathroom, washed, threw on some clothes, whooshed to the kitchen, wolfed down eggs, bacon, toast and cereal and finished off the English Breakfast with a bite of griddlecake. Awake, with his adrenaline kicked in, he went to look in on his brother.
After a satisfying conversation, and pleased that Danny’s situation was okay, he left his brother’s room and went to put in a phone call.
From a nearby hallway phone, Smoot lifted the phone, and dialed the phone number Page left for him to call.
After a few short rings a man’s voice spoke. “Hello.”
“Is a Mister Henry Cooper in?”
“If you don’t mind, I’d like you to slate your name, young man.”
“I’m Smoot—Smoot Mathews, the undertaker.”
“I see. Well, it so happen it’s the right person.”
“Mister Copper?”
“Yes, that’s right. Been the same person as long as I can remember.” He chuckled.
“I hear you,” said Smoot, right away liking the man’s spur of-the-moment sense of spunk.
“Are you callin’ about my nephew?”
“Yes.”
“Briefly, put—he was but twenty-two, got caught up cattin’ round with the wrong circle. I will admit he was yobbish, rude and aggressive at times, a young gun, not unlike many young fellows his age. I’m sure you know how that goes.”
“I do,” Smoot said, knowingly. “Let’s just say, I’m old enough.”
“Yeah, I’ve no doubt you do.”
“Where is his body right now?”
“County morgue.”
“Why the County?”
“That’s what I’ve been tryin’ to tell ya. Some cat in a blue jumpsuit went after him with a knife. My nephew pulled out a gun and whacked blue jump suit dead on the spot. Rather than my nephew lettin’ the police know about it, he tried to break for it. The police seized him before he reached the corner. The cop’s take on it is, they had him boxed in but my nephew drew his gun as if threatening to shoot. That’s when they iced him. They claimed it was a matter of self-defense.”
Smoot shook his head. “You sound like you have some doubt.”
“Hell, wouldn’t you? I do. Some witness’s, though their version failed to synchronize with the police view, take on it is, my nephew had his hands in the air above his head when a black and white pulled up. A witness claims the cops got out their cars, and without asking questions, started shooting, and didn’t stop until his body hit the ground. It’s obvious to me that the police took him for a Young Turk, you know, some young’un of eager for radical change to the established order. I admit my nephew was far from being a cupid, and had run afoul of the law from time to time, but he was no dickhead. If the cops were negligent, I want their feet held to the fire.”
Smoot shook his head again. “I’m sorry about your nephew. If there’s anything I can do or way I can help, I’ll be glad to.”
“Thank you. All I want to do is bury my nephew. Give him a good send off. With his father dead from an overdose and with his mother killed in a drive by shootin’, I’m his only blood next of kin. That I know of, that is.”
“That’s noble of you,” Smoot declared. “Some relatives wouldn’t give one tinker’s damn if someone in their family dropped dead on their doorstep. They wouldn’t lift a hand or shed one atomic tear.”
I’ll take care of getting the body over to my place. You can stop by tomorrow afternoon around 3:00 pm. I’ll go over the details with you then, such as: planning the funeral, and what the cost would be, etcetera, etcetera…”
“Thank you Mr. Mathews.”
“Just call me Smoot. Everybody else does, that know me.”
“Smoot it is, then. See you at three tomorrow afternoon.”
Smoot heard the click on the other end and then a buzzing sound. He pushed the hang-up button, and dialed another number.
As the words, ‘this party-boy-fell-in-love-with-a sweet-wholesome-girl,’ scrolled across his mind’s eye, he couldn’t wait to here her voice. He dialed the number and, the gods relenting, got through at once.
“Hello.”
“Hi Kasha, Smoot here.”
“Hi,” she said sweetly. “It’s been kind of a dull morning, I was kinda hoping you’d call.”
“I was wondering if I could come over.”
“Fine. Take your time. I’ll be here when you get here.”
“I’ll get the crate washed first. Then I’ll be on my way to see you. So, stay sweet. See you anon.”
Without hesitating, she breathed, “Okay. See you when you get here. Crate. That’s rather cute.”
“Good. I’ll be there in a flash, I’ll say in about thirty minutes or so.”
“Swell. See you then.” She hung up as he did the same.
Smoot went about getting ready. He started thinking about the day they first met. He remembered it like it was just yesterday.
It was a Sunday morning, always a time of relief to him, a time for peace and calm in his otherwise hectic life. With the sky clear and sunny, and with a bracing breeze in the air, he walked into St. John’s Kirk, dressed in a pinstripe suit teamed with a crisp white shirt, slipped into a pew, and humbly bowed his head. The choir was singing. The simple hymn set his mind at ease, and he relaxed. He was no Tartuffe, no Johnny-come-lately to religion. Since toddlerhood, whining and crying in a childlike fashion on his mother’s apron string, she would haul him to church to drink the blood of Christ and to feel the spirit.
The pir, one Father Bancroft, a shaveling with a tonsured head, in a Pecksniffian manner, stepped up on the pulpit and rumbled, in a deep, long, rolling sound, the Sunday sermon.
Smoot enjoyed the sermon and the hymn singing by a choir of golden young voices that came afterwards. With just a book of hymns in his hands, he found himself singing for God and just for God alone.
After the service, a young woman in front of him turned around muttering Hail Mary under her breath. He wasn’t sure if she were looking at him or at the people filing out the church.
Feasting his eyes on her, he gazed at her with pleasure.
Highly excited, he stood up and made his way to stand right next to Father Bancroft, on the front steps of the Kirk, carrying on with the plain unvarying routine of parsonage life.
Smoot bowed his head and Father Bancroft, did in kind. With his critical holier-than-thou approach, the pir had been in charge of the church for ten years, and was enjoying an untarnished reputation, while subscribing to a life of total devotion to God.
Smoot watched as the pir shook each parishioner’s hand. After several handshakes, the pir said, “How are you this afternoon, Kasha?”
He couldn’t believe his eyes as he watched her lips form the words, “Find, Father.” She cast her glowing eyes at Smoot, the glitter catching his eye, his heart, his tongue, until that bugger felt like it was stuck to the root of his mouth. He was so taken with the refulgent radiance of her beauty; he couldn’t help but feel that the aura about her was like an intrinsic priceless picturesque statue, waiting to be brought to life. He noticed her hair had genetically changed to brown. He just assumed she was in the habit of mutates or colour correcting her hair.
Clearing his throat, Father Bancroft said, “This here gentleman is Smoot Mathews. His beat is of the funereal sphere. He’s one of our most elite Undertaker wallahs. In all my born days, I’ve never met a more absolute and excellently born undertaker, born and bred in these parts. He’s not in the habit to borrow trouble. If you pardon my expression, ‘he keeps his nose clean.’ So much so, that I am afraid it would be folly of me to cudgel and boggle my brain trying to figure out or be au fait with the abstract compassion of undertakers. No pun intended.”
Smoot was nonplussed but gave the pir, high in the Christology of the Christian creeds, a graceful bow of his head. “Being an Undertaker is peculiarly enjoyable. Getting praises is icing on the cake.”
Projecting a type of purity and childlike innocence, and the whole sky seemingly reflected in her gaze, the eagerly anticipated preamble sprang from her mouth, ‘Hello,” her tone floating on the current of the wind. She gave him a benevolent smile.
With Smoot’s coal black hair glistening in the brilliant sunshine, suddenly the hard-boiled world Smoot knew softened. He wanted to give life a sweet kiss on the lips, he felt so great. Meeting her caused him to feel like he was being pulled from a wrecked car and a life that wasn’t going anywhere.
Her nearness dizzied him. She was perfect. Gulp! Finer than moon-dust. Her beauty pierced his eye, her speech his woeful heart, her presence all the powers of his discourse. Now that the optic nerve at the back of his eyes had transmitted reassuring impulses to the coordinating center of his brain, he smiled, gladden she was no optical illusion. His roving eyes followed her lovely bathing beauty profile all the way down, and then quickly started to…moo-ving…all the way on up, every inch of her visually appealing. Just looking at her caused Mr. Priapus to swell his breeches. Quickly readjusting his eyes, Smoot unstuck his tongue inside his mouth. He spoke a hushed, awed whisper. “Pleased to meet you.”
Her hair began to wisp into her eyes as she smiled. “Charmed I’m sure,” she trilled in a soothing voice. Her voice vulgarized by its accent, were full of caressing tones that, whispered and lingered, familiar yet new, and rose like smoke from simmering coals. Her protuberant eyes goggling like a doe, wide-eyed, calmly, not voicing the words, or even aspirating them, with her soft, mobile lips. Her eyebrows rose just enough to suggest curiosity, but not shock or even surprise. Overall, her features were like sculpture: chiseled and chipped, the rubble cut away, then smoothed and polished, until the soul within her was found.
Smoot waited for a beat of three seconds, then a voice strangely familiar yet unexpectedly uttered, “I hope you won’t take me to be presumptuous, but if you don’t mind, and if you got a moment or two, I would love to tell you about some of our services. We never know when God will call on us.” He inwardly scolded at himself for his recklessness of mixing business with opportunistic pleasure, but cloaked his self-conscious regret behind a smile.
She shook her head with a look of pawky, knowing skepticism. She looked straight in his eyes, smiling, and hair blowing. “Why yes…oh, pardon me, I’m not referring to dying; but that it so happens I do have some time to spare.”
Father Bancroft cleared his throat. “Why don’t the both of you just step over to the side and do your talkin.” Feeling it was his bounden duty to keep them on the right path, Father Bancroft said, “You’ve already given some time to God, it’s no more than fair you give some of yourselves to being neighborly.”
“Excuse me Father,” said Smoot, suggesting to Kasha with a nod of his head to come with him.
Without thinking twice, Smoot walked over to the side. Although his heart thumped in his chest, his instincts told him he had found his soul mate.
The pir bowed his head.
They hit it off almost immediately, as lotsa parishioners stared as they talked for what seemed like hours. But in reality, only a mere twenty minutes had expired, ending with the noting down her phone number and address on a piece of paper, and with her reminding him to call.
He watched her walk away. Despite her warm kind spirit, he couldn’t keep from feeling that she was mysterious. He doubted it was deliberate on her part. He shrugged off that thought and realizes he was just being a butt and should not think like so. What was important to him was that they had gotten a sketch of her, and he couldn’t wait to see her eyes again, her eyes of loveliness. A beautiful woman’s address was never likely to slip his mind. The thought flashed across his mind: I wanna make her my woman. He floated.
Sunday closed. He sulked.
A couple of weeks drifted by. During the interim, he had taken her out to nightclubs, to restaurants and even a tour of Disney world. Things had been going smooth, too smooth. It was his business to know when things were going too good something was bound to go wrong. Could it be, this time, he was not far off the mark?
The rasp of the engine snapped him out of his revelry. Automatic reflexes, he deduced. He was undecided on whether to visit the clip-shop to get his barnet cut and shorn of some hair, or to go straight to her place. After a few seconds, he banished the thought from his mind. He then heard the doctrinaire peremptory tone in his brain saying, ‘bucket up. So, click it or ticket.’ He gave thanks to that dead-right reminder, buckled up, and backed the car out of the driveway. Turning the steering wheel, he placed the car in the right lane and headed to Kasha’s abode, driving on a road flanked with linden trees, spoiled by the daddy of all potholes along its stretch. When he got close to the hole in the road, he steered around it. He told himself to make a note to call the town about it.
After he had hack several blocks at an ordinary pace, he stopped as the gates guarding the railroad tracks lowered. As he set waiting, he observed, on the other side of the tracks, a crocodile of young kids obediently following their teacher’s instructions, as they paraded out to the street and stopped. Some happy faces, some indifferent, and some curious, nary a one with crocodile tears, all eyes looking back at the schoolhouse.
A fire drill, Smoot thought. Shortly, patience paid off as the train clanked slowly pass making sparks fly as it moved along the third rail. When the gates lifted, Smoot drove across the tracks, drove the road apiece, and made a turn into the drive-through carwash. Although the carwash offered full service, which consisted with a self Service, Exterior rollover, Exterior only, Full-service, and a Detail shop. He chose the Exterior only and drove his car into the entrance of a long, tunnel-like bay. He felt the front tire on the driver’s side being positioned on the conveyor belt. He put the car in neutral as the conveyor belt slowly guided the car through the bay, going pass several pieces of equipment, each for a special purpose.
Smoot thought to himself, how ingenious it was that two Detroit men to come up with the first Automated Laundry or Carwash back in 1914.
After a fine clean washing of his car, and preferring the filtered hiss of FM over the whine and pop of the AM dial, he tuned in to a drippy love song, sloppily sentimental. He kept turning the dial until he got Kiss 98.7. He kicked back, and listened to one of Aaliyah’s serenading songs.
Comfy and more at ease; he then paid for the service, pulled over to the side of the lot, got out and used the airline to inflate one of the tires. Satisfied with the tire pressure, he got back in the car, drove out of the carwash, drove a few blocks, and then stopped at a Hess Station to tank up. Once that was done, he got back on the road and stopped at an intersection. As soon as he had the right away, he made a right turn onto the service ramp and then hit the Vanderbilt autobahn and proceeded northward. It was all routine, and all five minutes on the highway, when a truck filled his mirror and lumbered past. A moment or two later, his windshield exploded as a bowling-ball-sized rock crashed through the windshield of his car, barely missing him by inches.
Just before the rock hit his car, another one of Aaliyah’s heart-warming songs “Rock the Boat” ended and followed with “Win” by Brian McKnight. Smoot did not notice the rock wedged in the rear driver’s side tires of an 18-wheel big rig, as it got loose.
The rock sailed through the air, skidded on the hood of his car and punctured a hole in the windshield.
It all happened so fast, too fast, he couldn’t react. He pulled over, and pinched himself to make sure he was not dreaming. He pulled the door handle and started to get out but froze the moment he saw a jeep as it came pitching down the highway, smashed through the guardrail and T-boned and jounced the big rig loaded with steel cables. The jeep’s windows exploded as it plowed head-on into the side of the truck, bounced off, and hurled straight at Smoot’s car. Taking off guard, he froze. All he could do was sit there motionless, bracing for the inevitable. He shut his eyes and prayed. The brakes went on not ten feet from him. He heard a loud screech, but felt no impact. He slowly opened his eyes. To his amazement, the jeep had come within inches to creaming his vehicle. As expected the husk of a person emerging from the car was sheet-white. He noticed that the truck came to rest against a tree. He shook away the horror, got out his car, and with a blessed confident step, he walked on a soft, spongy blanket of moss on the boulevard strip, and set on the hood, intermittently shaking his head, until the police arrived. After the police officer took his statement, the officer said, “There’s no crime here. As far as I can see, it’s just a freak act of nature. And as soon as I get the statement from the driver of the truck and the driver of the jeep, if they don’t tell me different, I will write it up as an accident.”
“That rock almost killed me!” said Smoot to the police officer as he started to take down his reporting of the incident. “If I had but been sitting two more inches to my right and wham!”
Some time later, Smoot steered his car back on Vanderbilt, and headed toward Kasha’s place. He thought about the accident. Call it fate. Call it luck. Call it whatever. It all boiled down to, in the end, to a matter of luck—the difference was being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Right there and then, no one could tell him, he wasn’t the unluckiest luckiest man alive. Hidden traps for the unwary, is proof positive, accidents can happen to the unwary traveler at any given time. He knew that it was a matter of fate, or as Baldie had once said to him, ‘When the man upstairs calls, your line won’t be busy—and that was unsettling.’
He rotated his head slightly and saw a car cream another car on the other side of the autobahn. He shook his head sadly.
Twenty minutes later, and thinking that Kasha would be shocked about the accident, but no doubt happy he wasn’t injured, he pulled into the apartment complex where Kasha lived, and noticed the clothes and furnishing by the roadside. He concluded that the tenants had been chucked out of their apartment.
He parked his car, got out and started to walk toward the front door. He was mid-way when he noticed a slightly built muscular Oriental, cleanly dressed with a long gold chain dangling from round his neck, someone Smoot could not remember seeing the joker before. Looking back over his shoulders, the man got into a car and sped away.
Pain struck his heart the instant it dawned on him that Kasha lived in the same building the man just walked from.
Every bit of a steel-trap mind at his avail and nerves of steel, he entered the building and with heart in hand, took to the rickety steep stairs. His black shoes started to lift, climbing three steps at a time, taking him up, until his feet struck the landing, took several steps, and came to halt at her door.
Breathing heavily, he saw the door ajar. Apprehension tugging at his mind, he pushed the door open and entered her apartment. His heart hit the floor the moment he saw her lying on her side on the couch with her back to him.”
His heart in his mouth, he heard himself say, “Kasha, are you all right?”
Silence. So eerie he didn’t like the situation. Something was wrong. His instincts told him to turn round and get out, but his heart told him to see that things were okay.
Five steps and another…he was at her side on his knees. He noticed right off that she was quiet—to quiet. He had never seen her like so—so still. Since first meeting her, she had been her regular self: a continual bag full of heartwarming cheerfulness. And a…
His heart racing a thousand miles a second, he put his hand on her shoulder and turned her over. His voice rasped as he felt his frustration. “Kasha.”
He looked at her. Her mascara had formed smudged crescents beneath her eyes, and lipstick skewered out of true. Seeing her like this caused every single ounce of temper, anger, nerves and fear battle for the upper hand in his mind.
Dread turned to denial. She cannot be dead, he thought sickly. How could this be happening? With her eyes closed, she seemed to be asleep, yet so lifeless. “Kasha, do you hear me. I’m here. Please open your eyes if you do.”
His heart leapt in his chest as his eyes gazed on the cold still expression on her face. Still no movement, not an eyelash, not a breath, her stillness sending cold chills running through him. If only he could get from her, a hand to the cheek, a touch to the neck, something, anything.
Moaning, he felt the grumble in his throat. “Oh, my poor, dear Kasha.” Determined not to give up, and breathing hard, chest rising and falling, he checked for a pulse. Not getting a pulse, he opened her purse perched in the chair next to the couch. He took out a mirror placed it close to her nostrils, but sighed when there was no sign of life.
Reality finally set in. Facing the bitter truth, and feeling like being stroke by an enormous boulder, he cried out, “Oh my God, no, please don’t let this be. She was a kind, sweet soul. She was an angel, a pedestrian who just forgot to jump. She never hurt anyone. It’s not fair. It’s not.” His world was in shambles.
Tears welling in his eyes, he couldn’t imagine who might have done this to her, and why. It didn’t make sense. It didn’t add up. Nothing did!
Her eyes, closed shut told him that the evil person that killed her had waited until she was dead before closing her eyes. Everybody knew people died with there eyes open and stayed that way until closed.
“Oh, my poor innocent Kasha,” he sniveled taking her in his arms, rocking her body from side-to-side, hating the knot taking shape in his throat, cursing at the tangle of his upwardly swelling bosomy emotions. He felt like punching through walls. He stopped rocking her body the moment his eyes spotted the hypodermic needle jammed between the cushions.
An overdose, ending with a wayward soul lost on life’s journey. The thought of that fact was a bitter pill for him to swallow.
His stomach churning and burning, feeling as he’d swallowed a gallon of acid, he wrestled with the possibility that she was a user. He shuddered and inwardly blasted himself for not being more vigilant of the day-to-day, tragic vulnerabilities one faces. None of this was supposed to happen. None!—seething, his hands shaking, he chewed his lower lip; sick to the core, for his failing to detect that she was doing drugs. He felt awkward, guilty not knowing of her voyaging escapades. To top it off, it all had happened right under his nose. Although, he had never indulged in such paraphernalia, he had grown up with it around him, but was never tempted, and had always railed rebelliously against the mysterious difficult rigors of street life.
His mouth tight, eyes narrowed, he felt brainless, empty inside, stripped of all feelings of grandeur, no longer the gentleman, just a worn out wolf—beaten. Pooped like an out of bounds kangaroo. He had found happiness. Now…all his plans dashed. He was sandwiched between ahardtoughnut to crack and, ahardtoughrow to hoe.
His chin lowered, and he wanted to crawl beneath a rock and hide. His senses felt unusually dull. The anger was still there, and angry he was, so angry he could barely see straight. He wanted to break someone or something. God help the one that did it. Whoever did it had better hope the police got to them before he did. He wanted answers, and would not rest until he got them.
After an hour had expired, he was still crying and waffling over what to do. Feeling unvalued, suddenly, the anger inside him rose to the top, his head began to hurt, and then he felt find. A couple seconds later, he felt angry all over again, he kept changing back and forth. The mysterious flip-flopping back and forth scared him so bad—he didn’t know what to expect. After that, he seemed to calm down a little. Unexpectedly, his wits sensed something like muck—dirt—no, soggy rust, and he recognized his nose was bleeding. He sighed and knew it was a day of emotion hardly ever could be duplicated. As to faith, he had learned to drink deep of the Catholic tradition, but after what has happened, he wondered where the savior was when you need him or her. With fate so unkind to him and with his screwed up mixed emotions, he would put faith on the back burner.
Chapter Ten
Next morning it was cloudy. He was feeling just as blue. He was not a bad sort. All his life he had been a caring, loving soul, never failing to help someone in every way he could. Equally important, he had gained a reputation from those that knew him that he would give the rag off his back. But….
Smoot sat bolt upright, got up off the bed and strolled over to the window. He wiped his hand at the tear starting to well in his eye. He began beating his clenched fist against the wall. He thought of how he was thinking morning, noon, and night about Kasha and of how she had been a lone port in the storm. When he thought about what had happened to her caused the anger in him to become wroth. He didn’t realize her love would be so deceptively simple that it got under his skin before he recognized what an emotional wallop it packed. Losing her was a heartbreaker on a slow burn. There was no net below, nothing to bring to an end the fire and rain.
He shivered as the stream of mixed air entered the partly open window. Everything seemed to have changed, the air, the room…little seemed as it was. He had gone from being a do-gooder, to nothing but shit. Kasha had become his strength, his center. Without her in his life, he strongly doubted he would ever be whole again. He felt, right down to his soul, he had been relegated to the equivalent of half man, half beast, living in an empty shell.
Without warning, and prey to his own fears, his body was racked with a torrent of emotions, causing his body to twitch and jerk, as ripple after ripple, tugged at his insides, only to fade out, and then to return, gently, stroking his insides, almost, like the soft touch of some maternal hand.
As far as attacks went, this one was a lulu.
Then in his terrified mixed confusion, words sprung from his lips, and hit a resonant frequency, trailing off into a distant humming echo, spreading throughout the unfathomable pitch-black recesses of his mind, becoming quieter…quieter…Suddenly fear jolted his whole body, clearing the darkness. He could see that he was in the bed. The sweat on his face felt cooler, as he felt his spirit return.
Yawning, with a straight stretch of his arms, he got up off the bed just as the phone ringed. He had to needle a nerve into feeling again, as he took three giant steps, and picked up the receiver. “Hello,” his voice was hollow like the empty shell he was.
“Mr. Mathews, this is Kasha’s mother. Please don’t say anything until I’m finished. I didn’t get the chance to tell you how sorry I am for not giving you and Kasha my blessings. I feel, had I given my blessings, none of this would have happened. I know she loved you as much as you loved her. She was a sweet child. Although she was grown, in my heart, she will always be my child. Sourly missed, dearly loved. She is one of the reasons I worked my pants off to help her gain a greater stab at live, so much so, that when I came to America, I had to look after her…so I started working late in life—because of which I have less Social Security. That’s my problem. Well, anyway—”
Smoot said, “I appreciate—”
“Please, Mr. Mathews, let me finish.”
“Yes, yes, pardon my intrusion,” Smoot said, feeling that with her fresh, upbeat, and thoroughly intoxicating outlook, it just came natural for him to respect her.
She went on to say, “I don’t know if she told you that our family came from a harsh background, with incredible poverty at almost every turn. Some of our people feel it’s a bankrupt culture. Whether it is or isn’t important right now. Well, anyway, it was tough for us. There is no way to sugarcoat a circumstance like that. On Kasha, she was not one for putting up a façade of, ‘This is how I want her to be remembered.’ She was good, decent, sweet child as she grew. She was kindness itself. So good, that the phrase ‘attached to her mother’s apron strings,’ wasn’t a metaphor; it was a fact of life to her. She had to come up that rough side of the mountain.”
I can’t imagine,” he said, knowing he had his father’s help to get to where he was.
She went on, “I have come to realize that with some remnants of that type of upbringing still in her gut, there is no doubt they contributed to her ultimate death. I still don’t think she understood there was a hard cruel world waiting for her out there, waiting to chew her up and spit her out. Nor do I think she ever gave it one minute of thought that, if you can’t run with the big dogs, stay on the porch. Over there….” She paused.
“Take your time,” he said compassionately. “I have nothing but time when it comes to talking about your daughter.”
“Thank you. On the houses we lived in back in China, most of them were brick. Brick replaced the pounded mud that served as walls to village houses throughout the province until recent years. Most houses were roofed in gray tile, more durable than the common thatch seen in the poorest villages. Girls then and often now, are seen as a burden, and selling daughters to wealthier families as domestic slaves was wide spread. Conditions for girls such as Kasha were harsh, unrelenting and for most, hopeless….” she said her voice trailing off to a whisper.
Smoot wiped at his eyes. It was impossible to convey how lost he felt. She had been a pinpin, his rock. “There must be some exegesis that might help explain in more detail what the real cause was of someone wanting to do away with her.”
“Excuse me,” she said, “I’m afraid I didn’t quite get the meaning behind that word you used.”
“Exegesis. By that, I mean there must be some critical explanation that caused things to end that way for Kasha at the hands of those wicked douche bags.”
“Oh yes, I understand on the full weight of what you were implying. As I said, Mr. Mathews, I should have told you that before coming to America, she got in with the wrong crowd and became a mule.”
“A mule?” Oh, my goodness!—She was not a Goody Two-shoes after all, he thought. Certainly not a goody-goody.
“Yes, a mule. I tried to help her by bringing her to this country. She was the main reason her brother Don came over here. We knew they were the type that could make or break you. As parents sometimes are, soft and tender with those we love, showing a little affection occasionally, we sometimes let down our guard. Well, anyway, I did try to tell her about the people she was involved with, but she wouldn’t listen to me, so, I thought, my son Don might be able to convince her. He tried his damnest to get her to own up and make a clean breast of it. My only guess is they probably make her an offer she couldn’t refuse.”
“God, I didn’t know,” cried Smoot, “I just didn’t.”
“Please don’t beat up on your self,” she expressed. “The people she worked for kept things tighter than a drum. I doubt that you would’ve been able to detect what she was involved in at all. They are beings with whom we’re all absurdly familiar, yet whom we can never study too carefully for the glaring clues they provide about the ultimate wretchedness of our species. They are dangerous people—the type that wouldn’t think twice to kill their own mother if she got in the way. There’s no tellin’ what the limit is to their territory. How wide, how big, there is just no way of knowing. Fast as the cops hit one spot, club or whatever or wherever, the criminals would be gone before they got there. And although, they are connected, I can see no reason the law cannot make their operation harmless, or for that matter, contain the continued existence of an abatable nuisance.”
She cleared her throat. “In the meantime, while we decent citizens look for the law to do its job, we have to be on our toes. That’s why I think you should take care, because if you go snooping around stirring up things, they might get on to you. Believe you me; you surely don’t want that to happen. I’m sure you don’t.” She lowered her voice. “I heard it said through the grapevine, that is, they are a new organization here in the states, and looking to setup new territory with only a three-member operation in this state. I haven’t heard anything about what they may have in other states.”
Feeling low, the endorphins kicked in, and literally lifted his spirits. That familiar gleam was back in his eye. “I hear what you’re sayin,” said Smoot. “I know you think that it’s best I be reticent and quiet. I hear you loud and clear and respect your opinion, but make no bones about it, when the going gets tough, the tough get going. To be even more specific, all I want to do is get my hands on the one that killed her. I guess that is why, I would not give up the hunt for a wilderness of tranquility. That’s how much I cared about your daughter. If I could have given up my life so that she could have lived, I wouldn’t have thought twice of makin’ the supreme sacrifice. The way I see it is, we don’t have to stand for their mess and, we sure as hell don’t have to drink the cool-aid.”
“I hear you, Smoot. I can appreciate your love for her. But—”
“Was she tapped for money?” Smoot asked, ready to begin to flip every stone he came cross.
“No. No. Kasha had money. She was good at saving, and had planned to use some of that gangster money to finish her schooling. She had only a year to go to get her B.A. I had no doubt she could do it. Intelligent woman—smart—smart as a whip. Before coming to America, one of her high school teachers told me, that he had met few girls with her striking intelligence.”
“Your point being?” asked Smoot.
“First off, I don’t countenance violence. Second, if you want my advice, before you go running amok like some fire-breathing dragon, looking in every nook and cranny, I think it would be better and safer if you bury the hatchet. Life can be sweet. For that to happen, you got to at least give it a try. You cannot go on being a bit of a lone wolf, shut up in yourself, rather than spending some time with other people. You must let yourself be free, free as a bird. Just think about it, when you look around all amok, you’re bound to conceive that you’re putting your life at risk. Those are dangerous people; unwise, unjust unmerciful.”
Smoot shook his head from side-to-side. “But I—”
“Wait, please,” she said, “I hear you, but don’t hear you. Let me tell you this. It is, starting as of this moment; we have not spoken on that subject. I hope you reconsider your position. Kasha wouldn’t have wanted you to place your own life at risk, especially if drug related.”
As the emotional scars still raked at his heart, and with rising certainty, Smoot licked his lips. “Pardon me if I appear to be unpersuadeable, but I must say that despite the risk to my welfare, I emphatically, refuse to knuckle under and just push things under a rug. Even though it may come down to it being a Herculean task, or to being a labor of many moons, things remain as I previously stated, I will not rest until I bag the one responsible. Even if for fame, for fortune, with my determination never wavering, I will be about nothin’ else, but giving gashes good. I wanna let you know that the times I spent with Kasha, made an indelible impression in my mind. They come back to me, in a flood of memories, precious memories, how they linger.”
There was a momentary silence.
She was the first to speak.
“I understand,” she said. “Let’s move on then. The other thing I wanted to talk to you about is her funeral arrangements. I would like you to help me with the details. Please don’t worry about the expense. I assure you I have no problem with that.”
“I’m honored to provide my services. Would you care to have an autopsy performed?”
“Ugh, no, I don’t see the need for that. Oh, and I’m afraid you misunderstood me or perhaps I didn’t explain myself clear enough about Kasha’s funeral.”
“And that is—”
“The fact is, the family has selected an undertaker. It’s just that I was wondering if you would help with some advice about the handling of the arrangement.
“Okay then, I will get right to putting together some dos and don’ts.”
“If you don’t mind, I would rather come to you to go over the details.”
“Yes. Yes, find. What day would—?”
“Wednesday morning,” said her mother.
“Would ten o’clock be okay?”
“That’ll be okay.”
Smoot blew a soft breath of air from his mouth. “Well, if that’s about it, I’ll get to working on things.”
“Yes, that’s it, for now. Thank you, as I’m sure Kasha thanks you. I’m sure she’d want you not to forget to mind your p’s and q’s. Most of all: mind how you go. I hope you take heed, and see there’s more to it than meets the eye. And I don’t want to sound like I’m being facetious, but I feel I’m duty bound to tell you that I’ve been around more corners than you’ve had hot dinners, or you can shake a shake a stick at.”
She took a breath and continued. “I know you probably don’t like hearing me say such things, but you just might thank me one day. One other thing, a wise man once told me that, ‘wisdom wails war, wails warring words.’ It may sound complicated to you first off, perhaps with time, you’ll come to know the meaning. Remember that you just going through a rough patch in your life. Oh, and if you can remember, remember that deciding is easy: when the difference is big, you know what to choose, and when the difference is small, it does not matter what you choose. Above all, keep your head held high and try to hang in there, things are sure to get better.” She hung up.
Smoot heard the dial tone and returned the phone to its cradle, his heart heavy and feeling annoyed from the hot prickle behind his eyeballs. He was at a limited bourn, and had it up to here. Not much more and he knew either he would have to ventilate or he would ineluctably blow his stack.
Chapter Eleven
Her name was Caroline Cooper, claiming to be the aunt of the mortal remains of the deceased. She was in an agony of despair, kneeling by the coffin. Her garb was rustic and her cheek with tears streaming down her face; but there was an air of dignity, which hardly permitted the sentiment of pity. Standing at her side were the dead man’s cousin, Jesse Hicks, an eighteen-year-old hop-o’-my-thumb awkwardly wolfish and withdrawn calf, a prototype of the growing ranks of lumpen, uninhibited, denim-clad youth.
As Smoot fixated his eyes on her, he wondered if Cooper had lied to him and if he had lied intentionally. If she was his wife, obviously they had been on bad terms. Looking at her, he could understand the reason Cooper had told him he was the only family member of the deceased.
Just before the funeral, out of curiosity, Smoot had done some checking on his own and found out that Cooper had had a one hundred thousand dollar insurance policy out on his nephew. Besides, listed as the beneficiary; his wife Caroline was the contingent beneficiary. Meaning, should Cooper die before her, she would get every last cent. It all added up. With the Cooper woman’s frame of reference fuzzing at the edges, and Cooper dead, his body just on ice, at his funeral home, Smoot could see why she was on her knees crying like a pregnant chicken—trying her best to get her hands on a wad of money to whoop it up in some remote chichi nightclub.
He shook his head, and thought disdainfully, that that Jesse probably isn’t the cousin of the deceased, and probably more like her lover. He didn’t doubt it. He was even skeptic if Caroline Cooper knew what honesty meant even if it dropped right in her lap. It was obvious to him that she was a woman with no shame, no regret, no remorse, her only aim—money!—the route of all evil.
According to Cooper, that is, before his nephew’s death, she had offered nary one penny toward defraying the cost of the funeral—not one!
A blood-red streak of evil ran cross Smoot’s eyes as he introspected on the day Cooper had come to his office to do the funeral arrangements for his nephew. It was the same day Cooper threw the towel in, keel over, and died.
As the afternoon droned on, and his hat in withering hands and looking crestfallen, Cooper sat droopingly in a chair in front of Smoot’s desk. Cooper seemed worried and looked bone tired.
Smoot couldn’t but help feeling sorry for the old man and felt that Cooper must have thought the world of his nephew, despite his reputed reputation.
Just a few minutes had passed since Cooper first arrived. “Good afternoon, Mr. Cooper,” Smoot drooled, but welcomed the townie, with a weak, ineffectual air. He didn’t mean to, it just happened. He had motioned for him to sit down. He had noticed the gingerly gimp in Cooper’s tread, the tardy pace in which he was obliged to walk. He had also noticed his whitish, pale artificial eye fashioned of glass.
“Afternoon, Mr. Mathews,” said Copper, an elderly fusty stick-in the mud, with a disillusioned wizened jowly face, his rugose cheeks full of wrinkles, with the veinlets sunken and the spaces between elevated.
Despite Cooper’s wear-and tear appearance and with a sock that didn’t pair, Smoot was acquainted with his type and knew right from the outset, he was no gaby. He was not the type who would go gadding about without a specific purpose or aim.
“Told you I’d be on time,” he droned, his smile displaying a top row of dreadfully deciduous teeth. “Never been late a day: no reason to start.” Then with ripe wisdom and as though he was deyja to die or pining away, he said, “Although, ‘pect I’ll be late for my own funeral,” Cooper intoned, gravely, barely able to breathe—for the emphysema he suffered and for the grief, dwelling unkindly long on the possibility of his final demise. “My motto has always been: I’m nothing if not punctual. I am what some might call, an elder-orphan. I’ve known for some time that my family can’t or won’t care for me, even if I drop dead right here and now.”
“Your prompt arrival was very apropos, sir,” said Smoot. He revered the aged and considered it an honor to be in their presence. He could still hear his grandmother saying to him in a sage-like manner, ‘No matter how high you climb, don’t you ever forget, that as a white candle in a holy place, so is the beauty of an aged face.’
Clearing his throat, Smoot remarked, pointedly, as he said, “I just need to get a pen,” he said. “Do you mind? It won’t take but a moment.”
“No, go right ahead. I’ve got time to spare. I just wish I’d made that bet,” said Cooper, hoarsely, “before coming here. Then again, I wish I could remember the name of that card game,” he said, wishfully.
Smoot looked at him. “I see,” he reached to the far end of his desk and took a pen from a big rainbow packet of felt pens. He put his hands on the desktop. “If it’s all right with you we can get started.”
“Yes, I’m ready. What’s first on the list? I got to be honest with you. This will be the first time I ever arranged for a funeral.”
“In someway there’s a lot to it, and in someway there isn’t. It all depends on what sort of package you want to put together, I guess.”
“I see,” said Cooper. “Come to think of it before we get started, there’s something I want to point out to you.”
“What is it, sir?
With a wrinkled knotted hand, Cooper took a manila envelope from his coat pocket. “Here, they are,” he said, the wistful eyes, which whilom glancing down at the papers in his hand. “I think these papers might help. Should something happen, before I put my nephew in the ground, I want you to hold onto these papers for me. We can never tell when our bodies will clonk out on us. One fact I do know is, with age this gland can become sluggish.”
“I agree, but nothing is gonna happen to you, Mr. Cooper. Nothing. You can heave high your head, and quick quaking, put to rest that redundant rage and vanquish the vile vengeance anchored there in your weary soul. Trust me, the Lord doesn’t need your company as of yet. You still—you still got some good days—”
“My dog is terribly ill,” Cooper interpolated, lowering his head looking pitiful. “I’m steppin’ on in years. It’s not so easy in the joints as once on a day. Most everything’s gone tits up. I looked at the newspapers just the other day and there I was reading something about health insurance. I was thinking to myself, ‘let’s see…I pay the first $250, then…er…uhh…and then in utter disgust, I closed the paper wondering to myself, there must be a simple explanation.’ “And—”
Mr. Cooper,” he interposed, “if you don’t mind, we keep our minds on the task at hand.”
“You’re right, there son. Thank you. You haven’t opened the envelope yet. Go ahead open it. There’s a baker’s dozen or rather a volley of love letters of such type at my place that she wrote to her lover but never sent.”
“I will—I will. Just give me a moment,” said Smoot, opening the envelope and taking out some papers. The papers were untainted by age. As he looked at the material at his fingertips, the flagpole next to the window in his office cut a diagonal through his field of vision, causing his eyes to squint and narrow as he held the papers lopsided and closer to him. As he perused the material, the old man didn’t turn a hair, he just sat quietly rocking.
Shifting the papers in his hands, Smoot’s eyes scanned each flipped page as he drum rolled his fingers on the desktop. About midway through, he stopped, and looked directly at Cooper.
Smoot put his hand to his mouth and coughed. “You’re right, there’s enough information here to take care most of everything. So, am I to presume I pick out the coffin and do the arrangements?”
Cooper took out his checkbook, signed his name at the bottom, and handed it to Smoot. “Here’s a blank check. After you tally up the bill covering all expenses, you can use this check to pay for it. Everything. God provide, if something should happen to me or my wife or the both of use before you put my nephew in the ground, I want you to use this same blank check to cover everything.”
Smoot was surprised. “This must be a joke. I mean—”
“I make no assumptions,” said Cooper, “There’s no need for us to dicker over funeral costs. I want you to handle the whole darn thing. Just you. Word has it that you’re one of the best undertakers in this area; regarded for intelligence and honesty, with a Midas touch,” he said with a volley of praise. “You don’t do like some greedy business people I know that feel if it’s not by a jugful, they don’t want parts of it. They want things always to be a great deal. Nothing less. I tell ya, the thing I like most about you is…mum is the word with you. You keep things to yourself, keep your trap shut, don’t tell secrets, and don’t go round blabbing everybody’s business in the street. Oh, I’ve noticed you do have some issues about blacks and whites. I can’t say were I in your shoes if I would do things differently. That wouldn’t be fair. The bottom line is, I feel I can trust you. That’s all that matters. It took me a while to notice, that beneath that hard exterior is a kind, warm, gentle heart, but a heart that’s been hurt and broken—broken to the extent that it got you on edge. My only hope is that you grab ahold to some of the good things life has to offer and not let the rigors of life beat you down. You can do it if you but believe. For, too often we underestimate the power of a touch, a smile, a kind word, a listening ear, an honest compliment, or the smallest act of caring, all which have the potential to turn life around.”
“I hear you, Mr. Cooper. I like…how you put that. I’m sure you’re aware what it’s like to have demons to fight. Sometimes even if you do nothing and try to keep your life clean, the demons will seek you out. I tell no lie; I do have demons to fight. Sometimes they ride me so hard my heart starts to thumping like a wild bronc, and running so fast, I feel like I’m gonna pop out of my skin.”
Cooper put his hand to his forehead, coaxing memories from a brain fogged by age. “I have an idea what you’re talkin’ about. I’ve spent a many nights, transfixed, unable to move a step, crying big fat crocodile tears, battling with some of those same demons, with my mind screaming in protest, making me feel stupid, worse than stupid, as the evil trample about throughout the passageways of my mind.”
“That’s right,” said Smoot, “I get the same feelings over and over again, mostly at night when I’m asleep. Then I awaken in a cold sweat wondering if I’m about to lose my mind.”
“See, see. You’re not alone. You’re not the only one with demons to fight. Whilst we’re on the subject of dastardly things,” Cooper pointed to the papers he had let Smoot look at, “just read the letter that’s mixed in with the documents. Read a little more of that information. Please read it aloud. My sight’s none too good. Don’t mind me. Just read it and see what type of wife I got. See that you don’t agree with me that she’s one treacherous woman. I found the letter stuffed in a hidden pocket of her suitcase the day she brought her sorry ass back home. Start with this part right here,” Cooper said, pointing a trembling finger at the epistle. “Apparently she wrote the letter to a girlfriend but for some reason didn’t drop it in the mail to her. All indications appear as if she was intending to dash something off in a hurry but got side tracked. Please read.”
Smoot sensed that the hard decision of the old man confronting his wife about the letters had been left untaken.
“Okay, I will.” Smoot sort through the papers, gathered the billet-doux written in Spencerian penmanship, and started the perusal, ‘Dear Gloria, how are you? Find I hope. As for me, I’m upset like never before. Let me tell you girl, you know that son-of-a-bitch, I told you about, the one I thought was sweeter than candy and the one I’ve been seeing for two years or so? I know you remember, because you always could remember things better. Have to hand it to ya there, girl. Well, I thought I was in love, baby girl. Half-blind, half-stupid, I got this jealous steak in me I never had. You know what I’m saying. I was never jealous until I met Nathaniel. He is a Brown, you know. Full name, Nathaniel Brown—one sweet talker. He could charm the rattles off a rattlesnake. Well, he’d recently walked off his job and started his own business. Then I noticed something different about our situation. It started with his late night stuff, with him coming home late. Yeah, baby girl, I tell ya, he had the nerve to come home when I’m asleep and be asleep when I go to work. “Ain’t that a pickle? We hardly ever spent any quality time together, and rarely go out. Ain’t that something?’ On the flip side, he would go out drinking with his friends every opportunity he got and so I felt left out. So out of curiosity, I ups, snooped, and listened to his cell phone messages and there was three messages from a woman who he'd met at one of them topless bars. Turns out, the bitch worked there and wanted him to come again. You can believe that he and I had a face-to-face row about visiting that nightclub but he denied it. Honey, if grits ain’t groceries, I tell ya, I didn’t go for excuses. With my heart in my hand—and tired of giving him the benefit of the doubt, I snooped dogged on my own, caught him doing the same thing he do to me in the backseat of his car in back of that same nightclub I asked him about. Honey, you know how I get when I’m crossed. Well, if I had had a gun, I’d have shot them right there. Before I lost my head, I broke things off with him, decided to go back and throw myself down at my husband’s feet, and ask the dusky ole bore’s forgiveness. I figure, even if he’s one sorry ass. The ole fart can’t kiss, can’t fuck, hell, sometimes he can’t even get it up. That’s where I’m going, Honey, back to that sapsucker. Believe you me; he’s one pitiful guy. The ole prune is one knee-slapper. If the fool will have me; and speakin’ of that sorry ass, let me tell ya, just after I walked out on him, I was at Hollywood Baptist one Sunday afternoon. I walked downstairs to the bathroom and was about to open the door, when I over heard two women talkin’ about Cooper and me. I heard one bitch say, ‘I heard that they were separated. I don’t know the whys and wherefores. I must say; that I’m not surprised they’re separated. I’m amazed they got together in the first place.’ Then the other woman said, ‘the way I look at it, how can anyone think that Cooper and Caroline got a meaningful relationship. No way, no how jack. The way I see it is, it’s simply a real case of May and December. Though Cooper’s old enough to be her father, everybody knows she’s the one who’s got issues. She’s the one that starts the quarrels in the marriage. She’s the one that is always painting over the cracks to keep people from noticing their marriage is in shambles. I don’t know how she can expect people not to notice, when she goes around lettin’ the dirt out that there’s no toothpaste in his tube. I honestly feel, she’s an absolute bitch, undeniably peremptorily challenging.’
“Then that same bitch said, ‘What tops it all off, is to hear she deliberately aborted a baby she had her husband dying in wait for the child’s arrival. That sounds like murder to me. God, what makes that woman so evil?’”
Smoot read more than he had cared to read. He had had a feeling there had been something Cooper was holding back.
His first thought was, the old man a fool—a kind-hearted and well meaning one, but a fool still. Smoot looked at Cooper and felt sorry for him. So sorry, he was growling in unappeasable fury over his wife’s shameful treatment of him. The more he thought about what a despicable and worthless bitch she was, the angrier he became. To his opinion, she was a liar, a cheat, and murderer to boot, no matter what she might balk at and try to rebut, at the end of the day, the dogma is, a leopard can’t change its spots. In his book, she was the lowest of scum knee deep in shit. He was upset her not only over her negligence with her child but of gall to treat Cooper like some bygone brontosaurus, who in actuality was a decently find upstanding citizen.
Smoot chewed on that information for an instant. After a time, he shook his head. “Certainly, this kiss-and-tell really, um, says it all,” he said, thinking of how in this case the weight of the woman, was greater than the strength of the man. “Bar the letter being peppered with four letter words, you are right about her, Mr. Cooper. She does indeed sound every bit of a profit chewer. I want you to know; this information won’t leave this office. You have my solemn word on it.”
Cooper nodded his head and smiled, showing rotting caries. “If I wouldn’t have found the letters I would be none the wiser.
It helps to prove that the heart doesn’t grieve over what the eye doesn’t see. So, quite naturally you can not be upset by something you do not know about.”
Smoot nodded. “I see your point.
Cooper said, “My gut feelin’ told me you would understand. Excuse my expression, but that so-and-so goes through money like a fart through a pair of jeans. She knows the cost of everything and the value of nothing. I keep tellin’ her, this town’s not that big that tongues won’t begin to wag.”
“That’s for certain,” said Smoot.
Cooper nodded his head. “Don’t concern yourself too much. My wife won’t hear a word of this, because I have long since believed that a man knows little, who will tell his wife all he knows. I never told anyone that she also wanted to put me—can you imagine—into an insane asylum for lunatics. Moon people. Ain’t that a blip?”
He coughed a hacking cough, covering his mouth with his hand. Then the hale and hearty old man let loose a wide, gap-toothed grin. “If you don’t mind, a word of advice from an old man. You should use your money to enjoy yourself. You cannot take any material goods with you when you die. Why be so miserly? Shrouds have no pockets.”
“You’re right,” said Smoot. “I’ll be sure to keep that in mind.”
Cooper smiled. “Would you believe it if I told you I’ve been standin’ on one leg after the other tryin’ my best to hold my water. Always had a weak bladder. That’s the reason I never spent any time away at camp during the summertime. Would you be so kind and permit me to use the latrine?”
“Sure. It’s down the hall, up a flight of stairs, first door on your left.” Smoot saw the confusion on his face. “Just follow me. I’ll show you the way. There are so many doors. I sometimes open the wrong one.” They chuckled.
As Smoot walked up the chairs to the bathroom Cooper followed him.
Cooper murmured, “I try to tell that wife of mine, there may be snow on the roof, but there’s fire in the belly. That’s if she’d give me a good chance to prove it to her.”
Smoot stood in the hallway and watched as he went in, closing the door behind him.
He walked back to the office, sat down and started to look at the papers Cooper gave him, shaking his head, pitifully, and wondering what he could do to help Cooper’s humble soul.
After a minute or two, he stopped reading and thought about Danny and of how the both of them would play behind a false wall in an upstairs closet. He would wait as Danny crawled through a hole into the space behind the wall. Then he would insert a piece of wood over the hole and lower a shelf in front of it. It was their most secret hiding place.
Smoot snapped out of his revelry the moment he heard something hit against a wall. He sat motionless for a minute or two with his ears pointed in the direction the sound had come from. Not hearing movement, his instincts, nudged him out that room. He went up the steps in two effortless bounds to the bathroom. The door was slightly ajar.
Gingerly, he pushed on it and saw Cooper’s blood-streaked body sprawled on the floor, with his mouth agape. Smoot thought he had heard a sound and put his ear to the gaping black circle. After several seconds, and not hearing anything, he lowered his head, in a grumble over the way the poor man had pigeon ended his days on the earth.
Oh, shit, Smooth thought, but did not say a word. He would not say another word, would remain utterly still, and would concentrate.
Lifting his head, getting closer to check for a pulse and then looked at his eyes and saw the pupil dilated. He put the back of his hand along side Cooper’s head and got no pulse, but noticed a slight coolness. Despite Cooper’s sudden death, he couldn’t help but feel the old man’s death was in a way a mercy.
He knew there was but one thing to do. He left the bathroom and walked into a side room, picked up the receiver and put in a call to the authorities.
That was a sad moment for Smoot and had made him think less of the very woman that balling her eyes out over their nephew in the casket.
Smoot shook his head again to clear it. Here he was looking at a two-legged creature that had the nerve to identify herself as being a woman. She was scum and nothing else. As he smiled a wicked smile, a devilish thought entered his brain.
He waited until Caroline Cooper and the cousin of the decease had finished paying their respect and about to leave the church. That’s when he approached them.
“Excuse me,” Smoot said, untangling his hatred for her for the moment.
She stopped walking but told Jesse that she would be out shortly. “Pardon,” Mrs. Cooper said, cupping a hand to her ear.
“I’m Smoot Mathews.” He offered, and held out his glad-hand, which was a purposely warm and hearty, but often insincere greeting aimed at people he didn’t particularly care for. Though she was dressed in black, he felt she was in a better mood than her outfit—or concerns—might suggest. He noticed that she was not preoccupied, but amiable and open. He could tell, as well, that she was the type determined not to let the pass defeat her. The way she carried her pain, holding fiercely to her memories, she was not about to retreat. She showed sadness sometimes. Surrender, never. His instincts told him otherwise, however, that she was the kind not to be trusted.
She became costive. “Ah, hum, the funeral Director, isn’t it?” She shook his hand, her speech slow and reluctant.
Smoot felt a spasm of irritation but checked it. “Funeral Director or Undertaker if you will.” He stopped shaking her hand and let his hand rest at his side.
She feigned surprise, a nervous smile at the corners of her mouth, a smile that was as alien to her as the world was to a babe-in-arms. “Or Mortician,” her words flowed with inflated arrogance. I heard it said that an undertaker is a like a bottom-feeder, an opportunist who seek quick profit usually at the expense of others or from their misfortune. Might you hear the same?”
“Yes ma’am,” said Smoot politely, not interested in gossip and not too surprised she was up to speed with the word Mortician. She probably got her awareness from a couple of more dead husbands she helped to plant six feet deep to lay claim to more dead presidents. He wouldn’t dare brooch that topic. It would kill whatever chances he might get to get under her radar. He was the fox and wanted her to be the prey. For the time being, he just wanted to chew the fat with her to try to get on friendly terms with her.
Her face held a sweet smile.
“I just wanted you to know that if you need my help or advice at any time, feel free to let me know.”
“Why it so happens I was just thinkin’ along those lines yesterday. I’m delighted you offered, and yes, I will take you up on it. How about tomorrow evening about 7:00 pm at my place?”
When she was about to wrap a scarf about her head, it slipped out her hand and rippled to the floor.
He reached down, picked it up and handed it to her.
“Thank you,” she said smiling all over her face.
He sifted his weight to his other foot and then hooked his thumbs in his belt. “You’re welcome. It’s a bargain. I am delighted that you picked that particularly time of day, because, that’s the bottommost part of my day. Let’s just say until then, will we?”
“Yes, yes, until then,” she said, bobbing her head. “I must dash, I’m late! I’ll see you later, toodle-oo!” She walked with a waddle, consisting of short steps and a swaying motion, purring like a kitten right out the door.
He shut his eyes, put his hands together at chest height, and looked up. “Thanks to the heavens. That woman’s attitude is pitch-white…wicked. I wouldn’t be surprise if she pisses God off.” It had been a trip meeting her face to face.
Then on the hoof, with great thought or preparation, he knew what he would do so that Cooper might rest in peace.
Bending over at the table in his chemical lab, Smoot looked at the mahogany rack with different chemical substances in glass tubes. He began decantation by pouring a crystalline compound, C14H30N2O4, formed by esterification of succinic acid with choline, used medically to produce brief but complete muscular relaxation, into an empty glass lavatory boat he got from beneath the chemical rack. He then followed up with a natural amine, C5H15NO2, often classed in the vitamin B complex and a constituent of many other biologically important molecules, such as acetylcholine and lecithin.
He shook his head to shake away his tiredness. He then shifted himself on the narrow-seated stool at the wood slab table. With his mind troubled so, lately, his sleep patterns had been out of synic. He would make a note to monitor his sleep patterns.
After rubbing his eyes with the back of his hand, he slowly added an organic acid radical: carbonyl. With that done, he finished up by pouring the chemicals in the lavatory boat into a small flexible cylindrical container or leather bottle, called a bota, sealed at one end with a screw cap at the other. When all the chemicals were in the container, he smiled wickedly, and thought about how someone could easily mistake it for a pastelike substance at that stage: “Toothpaste,” he said aloud, marveling at his inventive skill and imagination, which arose from an ingenious scheme.
However, he wasn’t through yet. He had to add five or six drops of the mixed chemicals to the mother-of-all disguises.
“Rum,” he said almost as loud as before. “Rum.” It was one of his father’s favorite drinks. He knew little about wine—that had been his pere’s province. His pere was from Jamaica. He had filled Smoot in on how the spirituous liquor was made from fermented sugarcane products, and prepared by fermentation, distillation, and aging, made from the molasses and foam that rise to the top of boiled sugarcane juice. He also, said that, Rum, was produced in Cuba, Brazil, Jamaica, Trinidad, Madagascar, Indonesia, Puerto Rico, and Barbados, and was either light- or dark-bodied. Then he said that the light-bodied rums are drier and come from Spanish-influenced islands, such as Cuba and Puerto Rico. He then went on to say that, Jamaica was the best producer of the dark, heavy-bodied rum. That naturally colorless, rum acquires by the addition of caramel a rich brown color deepened by storage in casks. Hot rum drinks like grog, popular in areas with cold, damp climates, such as England. Light rum was popular in chilled summer drinks like daiquiris and Bacardi cocktails. The thing that disturbed him was when his pere had told him that Rum had been produced in the United States from colonial times and had been an economic factor in perpetuating the slave trade.
Granted, Smoot had to hand it to his pere; he did know his wines.
After a while, and after reaching his hand beneath the table, he set a quart bottle of Rum in front of him. Screwing the top off, he picked up a hypodermic needle, stuck the tip of it into the container and filled the needle to its capacity. He then stuck the tip of the needle into the bottle of Rum and proceeded to empty the needle of its contents. With that done, he placed the Rum into a paper bag. He then thought and pored over on it. Satisfied everything looked to be ship-shape, he was ready to take of care business. He had already called Caroline Cooper and knew she was expecting him. Without another thought, he threw on a kirtle and went outside, feeling the gust of wind whip up. He was stepping out the door as the sky above darkled and started to spit an icy drizzle.
Wet spots of rain started to dot his shirt. Lucky for him the kirtle he had on was impervious to rain.
He heard a sudden loud, deep rumbling noise. The thunder crashed as cold drops dribbled down his face, dampening his face, but not failing to dampen his enthusiasm. He looked up and saw the moonlit circle of light hiding behind a lazy cloud. Then with cheerful acceptance, he smiled at the dusky weather, and then kept going.
He got in his car, started it up, and switched on the windshield wipers. As the steady thrum of heavy droplets splattered onto the windshield, the wipers operated without chatter. Lightly gnawing on his bottom lip, and with his eyes narrowed and jaw set, he sat in silence for several moments evaluating his plan. The windshield wipers began to scrape against the glass. He clasped his two hands together and pressed his index fingers to his quivering lips. The executing of Gary Gilmore by firing squad in Utah flashed in his mind. He heard the miserable, sinister voice of evil exclaim, “Murder is but a thing of itself, a rage, and a rage is not reason…it vents a rage.” He shook that off and looked to the heavens, his head held high, and his heroic hardihood, made clear his intentions.
After an infinitesimal length of time, with his confidence rejuvenated, and satisfied with his plans, he put the car in gear. His hands itching to take the wheel, he drove to Caroline, which was better than five miles. He was familiar with the route, because a cousin of his had lived on Ridge Road at one time, which was one of the city’s older neighborhoods.
All of fifteen full minutes, he arrived on the dot at nine o’clock, as he gained the whaleback ridge, pulled in at the curve, and stopped a short half block away near green fronds of bracken feathering against the darkening sky.
He got out, and with one touch of his feet, he spurned the solid earth. He splatted a naughty bug, squashing it in one swift motion of his hand as it fleetingly perched on his other hand. His ears picked up the hoot of a saw-whet owl, from a distance. As the wind picked up and rain began to pour down, pitting the bare earth along side the loose gravel at his feet, he plodded to her door, mindful of no one seeing him. No one did, that is, except the frantic brown rat in the killing field of the blue tabby cat, its ragged claws scuttling along, and then cried out an unexpected miaow, and suddenly streaked across its path, and skidded to a stop. The cat had one paw outstretched, not quite touching the ground. Stranger still, the cat mewed; displaying a fearsome set of teeth, and humped itself into a different shape, purred, and quickly scuttled off into the tod of new growths of whippy sapling twigs a web of green enlaced thorn trees, on the opposite side of the road. As leaves whirled in eddies of wind, a broken vee of birds’ points for the treetops, causing the branches of the trees to quiver.
He listened for a moment as the ground mist clung to the hedgerows, damping down all sound. The raindrops guttered down his visage, as a fulsome crack of thunder fulminated around the house tagged with a faint red sprite. He cast his eyes up at the vault of heaven and saw that the sky was black and swollen with rain, and then saw how the wind had torn open a rift in the anvil clouds.
As he got closer to the house, the light on the front shone unwinking in the windy air, as the baleful light cast trembling shadows. He stopped at the chain link fence and tried the gate. Someone had messily locked the gate by stringing through the gate and the fence. In his haste, he vaulted over the gate in one vigorous bound, scuffed the heel of his shoe on a stone, and walked to the front door. He continued to listen to the clattering percussion of raindrops striking the overhang on the house, while rivulets of water coursed down the panes, puddling on the sill.
As the wind winnowed and whipped about the house, and steadying himself, he noticed the house she lived in was a homey, squat gray two-bedroom brick bungalow. The number just above the mailbox was 175. He saw the dusky light burning in the window. He grabbed ahold of the wrought-iron railing to steady himself and felt the cold graveness of iron. Then with steely blue determination, he thumped on the door with his free hand, anxious to nose around her house. After several moments, he said, “Yoo-hoo! Anyone home?” Five anxious heartbeats later, he heard footsteps, finally the door opened.
“Well, hello you devil,” said Caroline, bedraggled, looking like a drown rat, her ample breasts staring him in the face, with not one inkling she was about to borrow trouble, by doing something that may result in adverse reactions or repercussions. “Come on in, and park your bag.”
Smoot walked through the portal, closing the door behind him in one fell swoop, looking around her with unconcealed curiosity. “Sorry it took me so long to get here. I had to park my car in the ass-end of space.” He just said that to make conversation. He was feeling a little uncomfortable already.
“That’s okay, Smoot. I’m just glad you came.” She went and drew the white gingham curtains. She then came close to him, put her arms around his shoulders, and gave him an unexpected and usually undesirable kiss that eluded comprehension. His stomach became queasy. He was the first to pull away. He was numb.
She then said in a rhythmic tone, “Whatever you want to do, I’m bout it bout it!”
He then felt a surge of anxiety. “Hi,” Smoot said, softly, warmly, with an unconditioned response. He was deliberately showing her his best side. It was not his usual businesslike-intimidating-intense self. He didn’t let on to her how disgusting that kiss was.
Her smile quickly evaporated and regenerated into a frown as she gazed at him and clucked her tongue, looking ugly enough to make a freight train take a dirt road. “I apologize on my appearance and the way the house looks. I clear forgot you were coming.”
He nodded, noticing two large suitcases flung anyhow on the coach. As much as he could tell, the whole hold house was in disarray. “It’s quite all right,” he said, totally disgusted with the uncompromising ugliness of her home. “Forgetting seems to be the national past time.”
She clucked her tongue again. “I know it’s none of your business, but I have to tell somebody before I blow my stack.”
“What?” Smoot asked, just minutes into being with the contemptible swine and already tired of her fusty femme fatale.
She squinted and rolled her eyes, causing the crow’s feet to wrinkle even more distastefully so. “Cooper went and spoiled things and dropped his life insurance policy. I’m tellin’ you that was a bolt from the blue for me. Would you believe that that sonofabitch had the nerve to do that? Just because he got the idea that I intentionally suffocated the baby, I didn’t want to have by him in the first place. I didn’t think the old fool could get me pregnant. It socked me for a loop the moment I found out I was pregnant by him. Being married to him gave me the willies. Just to have sex with that sap turned my stomach and made me wanna throw up.”
Her feathers were ruffled, thought Smoot, aware, she was the type of person likely to be a moral hazard to an insurance company.
She did not know he had taken a shine to her husband. He had originally thought Cooper to be putty in his wife’s hands and was in her hip pocket, but was happy to know he had proved himself a wise old fool. Most husbands are fools, but that one was hors con cours.
Smoot set his black satchel down, riffled in the bag, and fished out the bottle of rum.
True to her nature, she perked up the instant she noticed the liquor in his hand, and smiled. “I see you brought some spirits to loosen things up a bit. Ah, and it looks like expensive rum, is it not?”
Smoot winked. “Uh-huh, that’s right. Rum it is…from the islands. Might I tempt you with some warm rose and chilled red wine?”
“Ohh!” She took the bag he was carrying and plumped the bag on the coffee table. She smiled at him and went to get the glasses, walking slowly, provocatively being sure he got an eyeful of her hip movements. Right at the entrance to the kitchen, she stopped and glanced back at him. “Excuse me a moment, Mr. Mathews.”
“Just Smoot will do,” he said casually. “Most people call me that,” glad she had dim eyes, and not able to perceive clearly and distinctly.
“Yes, Smoot. As I was saying, I’m forgetting my manners. Please do take a seat. I’ll be right back with the glasses.”
Yeah, right. Then again, not bad, he thought, but a little too tall, too much hip, and that face—was a face like a bulldog chewing a wasp. More, her eyes were too close-set for beauty. Despite her ugly features, he could see that she was a jolie laide, with an attractive face despite her ugly features. The fact that he knew about her was enough to turn off. He just wanted to get the whole damn thing over with—no hugs, no kisses, no romance, just over. If things went as planned, Cooper would have company, and not go it alone. He wins and she loses. Things shouldn’t take more than an hour at best; he would be rid of the chatterbox.
He looked at his watch. 6:17pm. He had to hurry. He wanted to be in and out before anyone noticed him. As far as he could tell, no one had noticed him come in the building and go to her apartment, and hoped no one would see him leave. By that time, it would be wholly dark. He felt like a spy. No not a spy, a cat burglar. Yes, that was it. He preferred a cat, because, they were quiet, sleek, and adept at entering and leaving the burglarized place without attracting notice.
She was back in double-quick time.
“Here I am at your disposal,” said Caroline, waltzing into the room, with a mischievous sprite, and now in her see-through-nightgown, no less!
Smoot glanced at her, then did a double take as he uncorked the rum and poured whacking, sploshes of wine into the first glass and then into the second glass. “I’ve heard it said, ‘to buy good wine calls for only money. To serve it to your guests is a sign of fatigue.’”
Caroline chuckled and then burst out in laughter. “Who in the devil told that one?”
“I don’t know,” said Smoot, shrugging his shoulders. “I just thought it would be something amusing to say.”
“I will admit it was a tad funny. I wouldn’t say to the point of being hilarious, but entertaining.”
“Do you,” Smoot asked, fed up with her carking attitude. His interest was starting to wear and wanted it over.
“Certainly.” She started to hum, stepped to her right, and then spun round.
He gazed at her, and began humming along, feeling her slow and laborious movement resembled a heavy-footed hippo dance in the mud.
She stopped and looked at him. “I bet you would have never guessed that I was once a dancer. She sounded like some schoolchild, with her off-the-wall nature.
He gave a nod, wanting badly to skewer her for her deceitful treacherousness, but deciding against it. “Ah, I thought I detected a slight rhythmic movement there. You had that familiar swing. I should have guessed. Once a dancer—”
“Always a dancer,” she said, finishing off his thoughts.
“Precisely.”
“Oh, I forgot to ask you.”
“What.” His mind was quick and fast at work; stealth was the element of surprise.
“I hear tell through the grapevine that you can bake up a storm, and that you make wonderful double-decker sandwiches and skewer meat and fish over a burning fire. And…” she held up a straight finger, “do chicken and thick flanks of beef on a spit.” She ran her tongue over her top lip and let it retract. “You know, like you use a long, metal rod pushed through meat and roast it over an open fire. Is that so?”
“Yes, that’s correct. I attended a conference about a year and a half ago. To my amazement, guys, not women, were muscling into classes to learn the secrets of salt. They was taught that baking with kosher salt your bread tastes better, and how you can get the perfect crust by preheating the skillet in the oven and fill it with one cup of boiling water after the bread goes in, then the steam makes it crisp. My favorite is eggnog-cherry bread, a tasty sweet holiday loaf. I began my bread passion by building my own backyard brick oven outdoors. I later added a clay oven to bake bread but not burn dough. I get a kick out of watching the stuff rise. I think it’s a miracle with a tasty affect.” He fished in the bag and pulled the bottle of wine out, poured her a drink in one of the glasses. He took the other glass from her and poured a drink for himself.
“My, my you must show me sometime,” said Caroline, accepting the drink, and swilled the wine around her glass. Then she, by a fillip, made some of the wine fly in Smoot’s face. She had a playful smile on her face. Without saying anything, she swigged the wine in one gulp, drinking it down with a loud slurp, and then plonked her glass on the table. “Gee, this wine is pungently smoky and peppery on the nose, and is really drinking beautiful.” She moved close to him and breathed flumes of wine in his face.
He felt the sick feeling in his stomach as if he wanted to puke his guts out. “I’m flattered it suits your taste buds,” he said quickly, disingenuously smooth, fast-talking, holding back the dim, dark, smirk slowly starting to materialize at the corners of his mouth.
Caroline sighed heavily and massaged her forehead. “I do declare. Something seems to be wrong.” She had a floaty feeling that made her unreal to herself.
He played innocent. “Are you all right Caroline?” He moved closer to her and caught her as she started to fall backward.
“What’s going on,” cried Caroline. “The room….”
He gave her a brittle, biting look. “What about the room Caroline? Tell me more. You want me to call somebody. Do you want to go to the hospital or doctor’s office?”
“Did you put something in my….” Her body slumped to the floor.
There was a gurgle from deep in her throat. It was a familiar sound, a deathly sound. Without touching her, he knew flat out she was dead, but out of routine, he check for pulse, eye-movement, and for breathing. There were no signs of life.
He wasn’t the least bit concerned about being caught, because the cause of her death would be hard for the police to prove. There was no smoking gun, and no fingerprints. He had made good and sure of that.
Working quickly, he hoped to finish with everything at a stretch. Taking care to clean up behind himself, he washed the glasses in the kitchen sink and set them in the disk rack. Then giving the apartment a once over, he closed the door to the apartment and made his way pass the front desk. Seeing no one in the lobby, he left the building.
With high clouds heaped in the west and low clouds and squalls of driving rain, he looked at the dark menacing sky, got into his car, and drove away. He thought to himself, there were no eyewitnesses. As far as he was concerned, that was that.
Chapter Thirteen
There came a strange knock at the door. Stretching languidly, Smoot shortly, answered the door. It was a strange face, with salt-and-pepper hair, above curious light-brown foxy eyes, next to a Grecian nose, just above a scraggly beard covering a weak chin, on a frame of medium height. To put it differently, it was a face etiolated from years of hard times, and smiling, no less! Unconsciously, to avoid conscious conflict or anxiety, floccinaucinihilipilification caused his defense mechanism to activate. It could have been the face of an evangelist, giving out pamphlets to all and sundry, on what was left of the old sawdust trail. He couldn’t be one of them, because he didn’t have a bible in his hand. Then again, he may be a higgler or a colporteur, perhaps.
Smoot stood and said nothing as the stranger’s hee-haw mannerism was put on display.
“Howdy,” he said with salty aggression. “My…my name is Vin F. Diesel. The…the F stands for Fulton, named after Robert Lewis Fulton, inventor of the first steam engine,” he said, with an off-kilter approach, every bit of a boastful mountebank.
His stutter caused Smoot to titter, with a short suppressed laugh.
The reception was quickly going sour, breaking up into static. Diesel saw that he wasn’t about to get a response to his run of the mill sense of humor, so he said, “I’m a private investigator, or what some might call a bounty hunter.”
In the far distance a motor droned, as Smoot looked at the hatchet-faced man with long gaunt spindly sharp features and a hawkeyed look, and put up his guard. He had not a fondness for a private eye, and thought of their Machiavellian techniques on being akin to a gallinipper, forever snooping around, sticking their nose where it don’t belong, turning up like a bad penny.
“No kidding,” said Smoot coolly, his standoffish tone expressing scornful acknowledgement of the obvious. “Could’ve easily taken you for a dead ringer for a preacher. Then, come to think, you look more like a traveling salesman—someone who travels in a given territory to solicit business, if you get my meaning. Y’all appear the same to some people. Well, I guess you’re not. You seem to have gotten lost. I mean, there’s no one around I know of that’s on the run. With that said, how can I help you?” He knew the affect of his words was displeasing to him, as if he had drawn blood when the smile faded from his face.
“If you don’t mind, let’s just cut to the chase,” Diesel said, stiff-necked, mulish, the ominous tone in his voice making Smoot uneasy. He reached into his jacket pocket, took out a photo and showed it to Smoot.
Smoot recognized the person in the photo. How could he not? It was an exact likeness of Fidel. “Sorry, no—see—um,” he returned with an impromptu comment. “If I should—”
Diesel held up the palm of his hand. “Whoa, let’s not get off on the wrong foot, here.” He wagged a finger at Smoot. “I’m not an early bloomer. For most part of a decade, I’ll been a tracker. Once I put a bead on my quarry, nary do I misjudge a clue.”
Smoot looked to the blue sky sensing that clouds would bank up by midday and showers would fall, and then looked at him again. “That meaning?”
“That all tracks led me right here.” He sighed. “Look, if you’re blowing smoke up my ass, if I have to, I will get the local authorities in on this. Normally I work alone. It’s not often that resort to such tactics. It can get too messy. You being a black guy, I think you know how things can get with them.”
“I do indeed,” said Smoot, feeling the poor sap’s ideas was smart and brain-dead. “And as you were saying.”
He handed Smoot his card, but dropped it before Smoot had a finger on it. “Oh, I’m sorry.” He snooped over and picked it up and started to hand it to Smoot but inadvertently dropped it again. “I don’t know why I’m so klutzy today. It’s my usual self.” He bent over, picked it up, but this time put it in his hand. “Please don’t impute my clumsiness to inexperience, or anything akin to a dweeb. To be exact, I pride myself proficient, as have my associates proclaimed me too studious.” He smiled but got no smile back.
Diesel cleared his throat. “As I was sayin’ before I got a bit ineptly clumsy, I’m Stayin’ at the Hinton Inn out on Mayberry Road.”
“I know where that’s at.”
“Good. Number 38—upstairs, third door to the right. Tell the lamster I’ll give him four hours tops to turn himself in to me.” He glanced at his watch. “That’ll make it six-thirty. I think it’s best for you to let him know that it would be best that he surrender to me and not let the police come after him. I’m happy to say that the authorities there in Florida was about to close the case on Fidel, but luckily, I saw a copy of the case file on their bulletin board stating the deadline the case would close. I’m still in the parameters of that range. I should esteem it wise judgment if you could speak to him. And now that you know some of the particulars, I’m sure you can see that I am a professional, strictly business.”
Smoot looked at the card again, looked back at him and gave a reluctant nod. “Yes…yes, I do.”
“Great.” As he turned to walk away, he held up four fingers, and said without looking back, “Remember, to tell
Fidel—four hours—not one minute more. If he’s one to five minutes late, I contact the authorities immediately.”
He watched Diesel walk away, got in his car, and drove away. He decided not to tell Fidel about the bounty hunter. He would take care of everything himself.
He yawned. He was tired and had been considering taking some time off, but after finding out about the thing with Vin Diesel looking for Fidel, the wisdom of taking some time off, recharging his batteries, strangely, and suddenly escaped him.
He went straight to his lab. After putting together another concoction, he threw it in his black satchel, put on a camo jacket, and went to visit his brother Danny.
After spending time with Danny, he left the funeral home in a dickens of a rush and went to the Inn. Except for a slight wind and breeze, it was a still and a hot, airless night. The place was quiet when he arrived and turned left and nosed into an empty space. He got out and crisp yellow leaves scrunched underfoot as he walked to the Inn. Just as he was getting ready to open the front door of the Inn, he saw the Clerk put down the phone and walk into a backroom.
Seeing no one else about, he opened the door, walked over to the desk and looked at the Record Book. He noticed that the bounty hunter had registered under a different name. Satisfied with that, he tripped up the steps to room number 38, and knocked lightly on the door. He heard footsteps.
As the door opened, Diesel said, “I just didn’t think you would—”
“Fidel is on the way,” said Smoot, holding the satchel at his side.
“Oh, it’s you,” said Diesel, dough-faced. “What happened?”
“Like I told you, he’s on the way.”
Diesel looked at him suspiciously, and then peeped through the door, looking both directions of the hallway.
“I told you he would be here. Aren’t you going to invite me in? I brought a bottle of cuvee to help give Fidel a good send off.”
Seeing nothing, Diesel straightened, and waved his hand in a swan-like motion. “By all means, come in. I see you’re a man of my own heart. I never turn down an offer. By cuvee, you mean rum. Am I right?”
“Precisely.”
“All righty then! Come in, come right in and pop that cork.”
Smoot walked through the portal. “Are there glasses about?”
Diesel closed the door, and shambled off to the kitchen. “Coming right up—rum you said.”
“That’s what I said. Right from the factory in Cuba, a plush, ripe wine.”
“Cuba, you say?” Diesel returned with three glasses in his hands. “I surely do not like crappy wine. But Cuban….”
Smoot put the satchel down, took out the rum, and opened it.
“I sure like that sound,” said Diesel, licking his lips with the tip of his tongue. “It sounds like it’s got some zest.”
“Smoot smiled. “I assure you this wine in specific has made a quantum leap in the quality of wines. Rich, ripe flavors emanate from this wine. It has zest.”
“I can use a little zest,” said Diesel. I feel a little crappy. Just a few drinks will get me mellowed out and then if I get sloshed or squiffy from the rum, I can kick back and crash in the back bedroom for an hour or two.”
“That makes the two of us that feel crappy,” said Smoot.
“You too?” asked Diesel, his eyes abeam, moving round like a bee in a hornet.
Smoot poured an ample amount of cuvee in the glasses. As he handed a glass to Diesel, he dropped the glass accidentally. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make a mess.”
“That’s okay,” said Diesel, walking briskly to the linen closet, took a towel out, brought it back and began blotting up the spilled alcohol.
Smoot poured another swig and handed it to Diesel.
“Here’s to you,” said Smoot, holding his glass in his hand as they clink their glasses together in a toast. He watched patiently as Diesel addressed his glass by swooping down the drink.
Diesel licked his lips again and patted his stomach with his free hand. “That was delicious, but strangely slight tastes like wood. I’m a mite thirsty and shall forego nonparticipation. What about another hit?—you ain’t indulging?”
“Oh, yes, I will. Before I do, I need to go to the bathroom. Where is it?” Smoot handed him the bottle, keeping his drink in his hand.
Diesel pointed. “That way. Just around that corner. I’ll be enjoying another nip while you take care of business.”
It was going to be easier then he had thought. All ready, Diesel had sealed his doom. He had consumed enough of the stuff to make an elephant keel over.
Smoot went to the en suite and looked at his face in the mirror. Smoot heard a thump, exited the bathroom, and saw Diesel sprawled out on the floor. He leaned over to check for a pulse or sign of life. There was none. Satisfied Diesel was waxed, he quickly cleaned up all the evidence, not forgetting to wash and wipe the glasses clean. With that done, he gave the apartment a once over, careful not to miss a spot. Satisfied, he left the apartment and hugged the walls as he went bounding down the stairs. Holding his breath, seeing no one in the downstairs lobby, and no one manning the desk, he made his way hurriedly, with short, quick steps, and beetled off.
Chapter Fourteen
A detective car roared up and came to a rolling stop. A big burly man with dark brown hair, in the flossy gleam of a cheap suit, got out of the car and sauntered through the open doorway of Caroline Cooper’s house. “What have we here Murphy?”
“Oh, hi Sam,” said Murphy, jug-eared, doubled-chinned, a moonfaced scruffy rumple and cocky blower, big of buster, but short on insight. “Looks a mess,” he said, his pursiness, short-winded because of his gynecoid, pear-shaped corpulence, with avoirdupois on his thighs and buttocks, which was being put on like nobody’s business.
“I can see that,” said Sam with a rub, his eyes cobalt blue, his face impenetrable, his tone an unsophisticated countrified drawling brogue. Sam was of middle age, six-one inch, with a medium build and neatly clipped crown of graying hair. The gray hair had hijacked his mustache when he was about thirty-five. It took another five years for the hair on his crown to start losing color. Now that he was in his fifty’s, he was reconciled to the salt-and-pepper look—though he kept and eye on the direction of the gray creep. He had said to his wife one time, “It’s getting more and more, coming in at the temples.” His wife’s reply was, “Face it, shaving is no longer an option at your age. Though unwelcome it may be, the arrival of gray or white is a natural—and inevitable—part of aging cycle. I read somewhere that primarily genes determine the onset of gray, though environmental and lifestyle factors might play a role. All and all, you don’t have one foot in the grave yet.”
Murphy’s coughing broke up Sam’s thoughts as he looked at his partner’s unkempt attire. He couldn’t rightly say he too had been better before getting hitched. Marriage life had put a spin on his situation, which brought his late night caterwauling to a screeching halt. Marriage was one cog that could make a man and for those less fortunate, could break a man. Marriage had its advantages and disadvantages, all too many for him to scramble his brain at the present. He just thought Marriage was something his partner ought to consider. He was no matchmaker. He figured he’d keep his opinions to himself. He had also become accustomed to Murphy flinging questions at him by batting them away with ease. He had to admit his partner’s questions could be tiring at times. Another thing he was in disagreement with Murphy was his ham-fisted heavy-handed approach when it came to his work ethics.
“I thought being a detective in this town would amount to we get mostly guys doing stretches for passing bad checks and aggravated mopery.”
Murphy shook his head. “By the looks of what happened here, it looks like your flesh out of luck.”
“I’ll second that. Got an idea what happened,” asked Sam, fingering the wiry framed eyeglasses that hung from a thin silver chain around his neck.
In an angular stiff manner, Murphy shook his head. “Nah, too early to call—Coroner’s on the way. “Pect him any minute. Looks like, she was dolled up ready for a night out on the town. That’s the best I can come up with right now.”
The sound of car wheels came to a halt on gravel. “Here’s the coroner,” said Sam.
Dressed in a black suit, the coroner bounced on the scene, made his salutations, and got right into it, opening his black bag of tricks. After five long minutes, he looked at Sam and Murphy and said, “On first glance, I would say that the cause of death is hard to tell at this point. Off the top, I can say that from the looks of things, she appears to have drunk herself to death. I came to that conclusion when I did a closer observation. There was a strong rum odor in her mouth.”
“What type of rum,” Sam asked.
“Red,” answered the Coroner.
“If that’s about it, I will rap things up here,” said Murphy.
The coroner looked around the apartment, and then looked back at Murphy. “Yes, yes, do what you normally do. I’ll take the body with me back to the Morgue and perform an autopsy. Excuse me gentlemen.”
The detectives watched as the Coroner removed the body from the house, put it in the back of the station wagon, got in and drove off.
Sam looked at Murphy. “I don’t know about you, but for some reason, something doesn’t seem to fit.”
“Like how?”
“Well, if we go along with what the Coroner believes she had drunk herself into oblivion. My question is why she drank herself silly if she had planned to go out. I mean I’ve heard tell people getting a head start before going out, but to get stewed first. It’s one for the record book as far as my two-cent is concerned. This thing seems to be chilling.”
Murphy frowned. “You got a point. The Coroner might help to solve the mystery.”
Sighing Sam said, “Forensics isn’t an exact science. There’s no tellin’ what the Coroner will conclude. Possibly something; possibly nothing. “I don’t—”
The cell phone ringed in Sam’s coat pocket. “Yeah,” said Sam. “What seems to be the problem?”
Murphy was about to walk away when Sam touched him on the shoulder.
Sam killed the cell. “We got ourselves another one.”
“What? Where?”
Blowing a gust of air out his mouth, Sam said, “Over at the Inn, room number 38. It appears we just might have another homicide on our hands.”
“When it rains it pours,” said Murphy, disgustedly. “We keep this up we might become the murder capital of the world.”
“Well,” said Sam, his anxious eyes moving about, “let’s get to getting it.”
Within minutes, they stopped at the Inn. They noticed the Coroner’s wagon right away. As they approached the front door, the Coroner brought out a body zipped up in a black bag.
Sam walked over, zipped the zipper on the bag down a bit, and stopped when he saw the face of the deceased. With a bland expression, he took ahold of his pebble glasses, perched them on his nose, and looked at the mysterious face. “What seems to be the situation here?”
The Coroner shrugged his shoulders. “Your guess is as good as mine. “Off the cuff, I’d venture a guess this death might be similar to the—”
“Rum death,” said Sam and Murphy simultaneously.
“You got it,” said the Coroner, briskly, abrupt, continuing to oversee the body being put in the back of the back of another station wagon.
“Come on,” said Sam, “let’s check the scene. No telling, what we might get lucky with.”
“Strange, strange,” said Murphy, shaking his head, following Sam into the building.
Once inside the room of the decease, they got right to going over the apartment with a fine toothcomb, keeping a sharp eye out for obvious clues and hidden clues as well.
“Where did you work before here?” Sam asked, glancing at Murphy’s tattiness.
Murphy shrugged. “I was in the Boston Police Department’s first Detective Division. What about you?”
Sam shrugged, “Before coming here to the 6th precinct, I worked undercover for the Detroit Police Department for a fifteen year stretch.”
Murphy shook his head. “You bring many years of experience to your new post. It must have been hard working up there,” said Murphy.
Grueling is the word,” said Sam.
“God knows we see crime here, but Detroit. That’s one for the books. I cannot imagine a worse place.”
Sam nodded his head. “The paperwork was a brain drain, made me irritable and despondent, the pay dinky salaries, loosely put, had my wife climbing the walls. I forgot how many times she threatened to leave if I didn’t quit working with the Detroit Police Department. I spent many late night shifts not knowing whether I’d see the light of day.”
Murphy sighed. “I can only imagine how happy you must have felt to get reassigned.”
“Tell me about it,” Sam agreed. “It gave my wife relief and now affords me more time with my two kids.”
“You lucky stiff,” said Murphy. “I’m not married, and don’t have kids.”
Sam looked at Murphy. “What? How did that happen? You mean to tell me that you haven’t had any luck getting hitched to a woman in need of a husband or support for that matter.”
“None yet,” said Murphy.
“I mean have you tried.”
“Hell yeah, I’ve tried. Every goldarn one I come across wanted to run the streets after every Tom, Dick and Harry. Haven’t come across the stay-at-home type or the homebody type, just trash, shit out of the sewers. Nothing but leftovers, the type that thinks a man owes them everything and wants to be put on a pedestal.”
“Well, I’m sure you’ll run across the woman of your dreams, just got to keep looking and keep your hopes up.”
“Maybe so,” said Murphy, coughing, uneasiness over the topic.
“After all,” said Sam, “finding the Mrs. Right, isn’t a crapshoot or a quick roll of the dice. Sometimes it takes time, perseverance, mixed with luck. I do think you ought to try harder at finding a soul mate, because the Guardian and Observer of 2002 stated, that historically, families have usually had more children than parents, resulting in family trees that looked like pyramids. In recent years, the child for each generation has steadily gone down, while life span has risen. This has led to a shape of family tree some researchers likened to a beanpole—tall and thin, with few people in each generation. Specialists are sure that the demographic shift is having a big effect on personal relationships in the family and to the role of grandparents.”
Sam breathed in deeply and exhaled. “They also stated that the rising divorce rate partly explains the growth of the beanpole family. With almost one in two marriages ending in divorce, and that many adults have at least two families, each with one child.”
Sam sighed. “My personal opinion is that a child without siblings is starved of the companionship of family members of their own age that could lead to greater social isolation, with teenagers adopting a more selfish attitude to life. That’s why I think you should try harder finding a mate and try to get a family started. It’s just my opinion, nothing to get flustered about.”
Murphy smiled, “I ain’t upset at you, and don’t see a reason to either. You’re right about what you said. It’s just something I have to work on myself. With that said, on another note, crime wise that is. “What about the Cooper fellow that banged his head on the bathroom sink over at Smoot’s place?”
“What about him?” Sam asked.
“He met the angel of death over at Smoot’s place.”
“Yeah that is true. What of it?’
“Rumors are flying that that guy is becoming one strange bird. He was born in these parts and lived here ever since. But the way I hear it, since his Oriental girlfriend was mysteriously killed, some has it that organized crime had a hand in it.”
“Just speculation,” said Sam. “We can’t play into a gadarene rush to judgment. Neither would it would be wise to precipitate a headlong attack on anyone’s credibility without due process. Not many could stand the gaff before seeking refuge or dialing the first available lawyer to seek gainsay.” He blew a breath of galling disgust through his nostrils. “Can you imagine where the police department would be if it followed up on every notion that blew someone’s way.”
Murphy sighed again, “I know, I know, complete chaos.”
Sam said, “The way I see it, Smoot lost someone dear to him, and have every right to be in mourning.”
Scrunching up his face, Murphy said, “Yeah, but not for a year and a half. One would think six months at best. But that’s—”
“Hold fast, Murphy,” Sam disrupted, “apparently you have never lost someone dear to you…have you?”
“Yes, I have,” Murphy spoke in his defense, thinking he defused the question.
“Who?”
“My dog Reggie,” said Murphy.
“What?” asked Sam, not believing he was hearing correct, thinking he ought to clean his ears?
“Reggie, my dog. You saw him the last time you, visited my house. He was the little red fido biting the bull on the front leg, run over a week later. Damn that made me sore.”
Sam said, “Oh, so that was the reason you came one day sore as hell at everybody and everything.”
“Yeah, I guess so. It had to be because normally I’m not impolite.”
Sam nodded. “I gotta hand it to you. Seldom do you lose your temper. You’ve been on even keel as long as I’ve known you.”
Murphy said, “So does that mean you believe some of the stuff said about Smoot.”
A shake of his head, Sam said, “Can’t rightly say I agree or disagree. I need more time; more info, perhaps then I might want to look under that rock. Let’s rap things up here so we can get back to the office and do the reports for these two latest incidences. Remind me also, to check with the Coroner on where the bodies will go to after he gets through with the autopsy. He may want the bodies sent to Smoot for him to take things from there. Come on let’s split this scene. I’ll drop off my wife’s car at my house before we return to the office. You’ll have to follow me.”
Murphy hesitated.
“Are you coming?” asked Sam. “Is there something the matter?”
“Oh, no, I’m coming—it’s just that…”
“What, you didn’t get laid last night? You have reservations about something I said. What?”
“Nah, something about something that was about something. I don’t know, maybe it’s the side of the bed I got up on. I don’t know.”
Sam’s eyes narrowed as he threw up his heads. “Then c’mon and let’s scratch outta here.”
“Back to the salt-mine. I’m with you.” Murphy clumsily and noisily held on his way, clumping after Sam to heel, a lumbering ursine gait.
Chapter Fifteen
It had become obvious to him that he was having a bad year. He didn’t have to look far to know that was so. Hell, all he had to do was just look at how much his popularity had peaked, and at how he had become the buzz of Deadwood. Oh, and one other thing, he had long since had a habit that wherever he stop to shop, he generally shop until he stop. At least that was how he wanted it to be. It’s just that, whenever he shopped at Pathmark, he got food and a headache.
It was Saturday, and with the inner surface turned out, and his indifference spike up a peg; he decided to wear the sweatshirt inside out. Satisfied with the arrangement of his getup, he went to the Pathmark supermarket to buy the usual groceries. The moment he entered, he could hear whispers laden with brutal slander. About him.
“I hear tell some people call him doctor death,” said one white woman to a black woman at her side, one of the two old biddies muttering in his direction, her voice hanging naked in the air.
As a store worker started to stack some crates one on top the other, there was a sound of bottles rattling.
The noise from the rattling caused the women to raise their tone up a tad.
“Noo! Do tell,” said the black woman, with a delicious dollop of gossip to spill, and standing in the aisle with no makeup, bags under eyes, sweatpants, ragged fingernails, her hand to her mouth, and gazing with glaring eyes at Smoot. “One woman I met while doing the laundry yesterday told me, ‘He looks good. Ain’t he a dear man? He is meekness itself.
She wrinkled up her face and lowered her voice. “You’d think butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. It’s hard to imagine he would be involved with the things some people have been accusing him. What are the police take on it? I mean are they positive he’s doing what they claim. Are you sure it ain’t for a wholly different reason?”
“The way I see it is,” said the white woman, similar appearance, pocking her hand in her knapsack covered with appliqués of ladybugs and butterflies, her harsh tone a ringing condemnation of immorality, “in my book, he ran the gamut from praise to contempt and I think the police have every right to pull the cover off. I don’t think it’s a black white thing. I mean look at him. He stays cooped up hibernating in that big morgue of a house, only coming out for food and water most of the time. Not at all how he use to act. I tell you the man is a devil. Evil incarnated, I tell you. On his entire operation, I hope it meets the public opprobrium it deserves it. Oh, by the way, have you noticed the eggs are very dear just now? The prices of necessities continue to kite and to swallow your wallet. Everything’s going through the roof. Sky-high interest rates are a recipe for disaster. On top of that, we’re being hit with a double whammy of taxation and price increases, don’t you think?”
His senses heightened by the social ostracism, Smoot had heard every syllable, but pretended he had not. Pushing his shopping cart pass them, he flashed them a row of teeth and bowed his head. “Good afternoon ladies,” he said, feigning a warm smile, but mentally cursing at them. He kept on his way moving further and further away form them. The further the better, he thought.
The two women stood gazing and frowning at him like he was some ghastly ghostly ship passing eerily in the night.
He strolled to the vegetable section, where he sniffed, felt, and poked at everything he brought. He started to buy some tomatoes but quickly changed his mind when he saw that the tomatoes drooled ichors from their skins.
He then went ahead to the Fish Market section. He stood there trying to decide on what type of fish to purchase. He thought to himself, Perch are inexpensive; cod are cheap; trout are abundant; but salmon are best. He decided on the salmon and dumped a pack into the shopping cart.
He turned down another aisle and stopped at the bakery section. He liked his pastry fluffy, sweet, and delicate. Feeling he was being watched, he threw a box of pastry into the cart without looking at the item, and stroll the aisles again.
It wasn’t long before more prying eyes, started to stare at him, as exhausted, screaming kids and their zombified parents shopped up and down the aisles. When the parents saw him, they stopped and started pointing at him, whispering back and forth to each other, every bit of a ruck.
While his mind searched for clarity, he looked around to make sure a freak of nature had not put him back in time to the Salem Witch Trails. Was it at all possible a substitutionary transfer had taken place? Was he about to experience some dead soul’s horror all over again? Was he to be the lamb for the slaughter?
He blinked a couple of times and pinched himself. No. He was still in the present time zone. By the way, these people were treating him; he couldn’t help but feel they were on a witch-hunt. He wondered what occult vice they silently accused him of—oh, well.
Out of bitterness, and realizing his presence had inspired inexplicable fear, dread, and uneasiness, he made it his business deliberately to propel each can good into the cart, the noisiness sounding throughout the store with each drop. When reached the bakery department, rather than using tongs to pick up rolls or pastries from bins, he deliberately used his bare hands. He held his composure and refused to show them his true feelings. He wished they would back off.
He marched to the cashier. He rattled some change in his pocket as the sound of trains rattled past at frequent intervals. The noise was not enough distraction to take his mind off the awful people in the store.
After a while, feeling hag-ride, harassed, and tormented, feeling he couldn’t hack it, he hurriedly paid for the food at the cash register in the express lane item limit. More than ever, his emotional temper was red-hot, and dangerously close to exploding. So humiliated; he had become grumpy and moodily crossed. So crossed, that if he had his way, he would fire a hail of rifle fire over their heads without giving one damn tinker if one went astray. What if one did, he thought inwardly, he would not have one ounce of grief while assuming the mantle of responsibility.
Despite pretending to hang tough, he left the store madder than he had been in a while, wanting badly to haul every one of them over the coals. Once on the outside, he noticed for the first time that he had parked in a no-parking zone. Oh, hell, he thought inwardly, he didn’t feel bad about it, because he had recently read that according to Baruch College’s Zicklin School of Business in New York City, there were 700 violations of a no-parking fire zone.
Ticking like a time bomb waiting to detonate, and before pulling his car away from the curve, he noticed a red-faced woman at the grocery checkout line in an intense argument with the cashier after finding her double coupon was no longer valid.
He empathized with the woman and drove off. He pulled away from the front of the store, turned down a lane in the store parking lot; suddenly he found himself, slaloming in and out of the parked cars. Suddenly he swerved the car, narrowly missing a teenager on a skateboard. He lifted his feet up off the gas petal, put his feet on the brake and just set there shaking his head mumbling to himself, ‘come guy do not…I mean do not make sudden swerves, particularly around parked vehicles. You never know when a kid might suddenly pop out.’
A short time later, he started the car, drove from the parking lot, and headed to his place.
At last, back at home—in closeted friendlier confines—he put away the groceries. In an effort to whip up something to eat, he cut up some potatoes, separating the ones turned black and rotten with corruption from the good slices, and threw them in the skillet and watched as they started to frizzle. He started the coffeepot to heat up. It was such a bore cooking when one was alone…especially when he had to battle a case of the blahs.
To help to slay the blah feeling, he decided there was enough time for him to go to his room and listen to the radio for a moment or two. He went to his room and tuned in on a Rock station. The airwaves bristled with the sexual dis of the shock jock. He didn’t like the rock music station, so he turned it to another station and got nothing but static. He eventually said disgustedly, “Fuck that,” and gave up on the radio and clicked on the Tele, blowing pass Oprah, Judge Mathews and several other channels—or was it Oprah or was it Judge… Finding none of interest to suit his mood, he turned off the set.
He walked back and forth from one side of the room to the other, and then stopped when he remembered the potatoes and the coffee. He hurried to the kitchen only to discover that the potatoes had burned to a crisp and the whistle and puff of steam from the coffee pot signify the coffee was perking dangerously to the point of over flowing. He immediately turned off the eyes on the stove. With one final effort, he threw a chicken teriyaki microwave dinner, which comes with rice, sauce and broccoli sautéed in chicken breast, in the microwave. When the bell dinged, he pulled the thing out of the microwave, pulled back the plastic wrap, and got another disappointment when there was no chicken. Feeling nothing was going right, and thinking that it sucks when one is lonely cause you keep roaming, thinking about everything like you’re scared to be with your own thoughts...they just seem to take over.
Finally, deciding that moping around won’t get him anywhere—his brain extracted a redeeming feature out of a brainy idea, picked up the phone, and let his fingers do the dialing-a- number-thing. He needed some downtime, an eye-popper. Maybe that would help to take off some edge, he thought.
After a couple of rings, a woman’s voice sounded.
“Hello,” said the sweet voice on the end.
At first he hesitated, and then said, “Hi Chloe, it’s me, Smoot.”
“Well, I declare. What storm blew you my way? And whadaya doin’ with your life?—you still playin’ the field? Don’tcha you settle down sometime.”
He sighed heavily into the phone. “I know I am an ass for not going through with the date we made.” He didn’t want to get into telling her how things had been with him lately or whether he agreed with her that he should settle down.
“Last Friday to be exact,” she huffed. “You ever heard the song called: ‘Somehowicantforget,’ just wanted to put that out there. That’s all. No, harm no foul. So, don’t concern yourself, I’ll live.” Sarcastically she said, “Thanks to your slipshod antics, I managed to salvage the evening. It wasn’t a debacle.”
“I apologize for my irresponsibleness. I’m willing to admit I was way out of line. That was one reason I called you. I was hoping you would give me another chance by permitting me to jump-start the situation by taking you out on an around-the-town adventure. If you’re feelin’ mellow, we can chow down on an excellent cuisine at a fine dining establishment, and then go check out a hot movie. If you’re feeling wacky, and prefer going to a trendy lounge or club and getting a little wild, that’s fine by me, the choice is yours. The gamut of entertainment is at your disposal.” Once he had said all that, he wondered if she was lick-penny. He surely didn’t want a woman that wanted to munch off him. He had always tried to stay steer of women that were an absorber and devourer of money.
“Oh, okay. You sound like you mean it this time.”
“I do,” he said seriously, deliberately stating a half-truth. “How bout I come right over. We can get right to doing what you want to do. So, do you forgive me?”
Her shilly-shally tentativeness, exhibiting hesitation, held her silent shortly. “I forgive you, but I have to caution you, if I’m stood up again, the jig is up. I mean it. This girl is not some lighthearted bimbo that sits languishing with lachrymosely weeping eyes waiting for my shinning knight to come sweep me off my feet. I tell you, honey, I don’t care for lying men, or just liar’s period, no matter male or female. I just don’t go for people stepping on my feelings. I just don’t.”
“I understand. You have every right to feel the way you do. I agree. It was cruel of me taking things out of context and at face value.”
“That’s okay. My disappointment is not at the level that I would not have you gagged, chained and bounded, and thrown from the Tower of London.”
Smoot said, “That would be the extreme edge of the field, and a most peculiar type of revenge. For all the time we spent together, I would think you would at least grant me one grain of pity and give me a choice between to boiling or freezing.”
She sighed. “Well pinch my toes and call me a jelly doughnut. That was sweet,” she said. “Your persuasive silver-tongue bowls me over. Appreciate the apology.” Then her voice got lower, as she deliberately soft-soaped the sugary tone of her voice, prattling, chattering idly. “I’m glad you called. Was just thinking of you, you must be a mind reader. Let me tell you about the facial I just got. Have to warn you, once you take a gander at this fine foxy sistah; you may lose interest in face-to-face intercourse with another woman. You’ll see that the face I’m wearing is no facemask, but genuinely real. You know how some guys see the girl they are about to take out and go—egads! A dog and then want to put a paper bag over her head. Not me honey—oh no. Once you get the eyeshot of me, you’ll quickly see I’m no eyestrain, but one voluptuous eye-catcher, the Real deal. “‘Nought said on that. I’ll be getting ready while you’re on the way. So, don’t break a leg getting here. I’ll be waiting for you Mr. La-di-da, or should I say, Mr. Lady’s man?” she said with delightful impudence.
“Be there in a jiff, your conceited ladyship. Oh…and don’t forget to wear something dressy.” He got a galactic rise from hearing the naughtily frisky fraternizing fashioned tone of her sexy voice.
The phones clicked off on each end, simultaneously.
He couldn’t wait to see her. He had to admit, she was no Kasha or Page, but in a pinch, had to do.
Half an hour later, he knocked on her door. He twiddled his thumbs until she opened the door and burst out of the house.
“Surprise” she screamed, in full rig, raw-boned from head to toe, bursting with excitement, her perfectly tousled hair, with new movement and swing, wafting in the air beneath a modishly jaunty hat, and her bod, fittingly kempt, with an enticing keister at her rear, as she had boasted.
Her flashy, extravagant appearance was proof positive she had gussied and glitzed up for their date, he couldn’t deny she was fashionably the dernier cri for the time being. He wondered why people go to such lengths to spend money on such garbage. Don’t they know fashions are ephemeral? One could go broke trying to keep up, especially if they’re living from paycheck to paycheck.
“Ditto and sohh chunky!” Smoot announced, smelling her Dion perfume, and gazing at her togged up in her made-to-measure raiment of glad rags…quite the go.
Smoot was willing to bet her clothes were of the latest pleather material. He had remembered asking a salesperson at a local clothing store some weeks before about the fabric. “Oh, indeed,” said the bubbly salesperson, “Pleather is a shortened name for plaster leather and has become very popular in the fashion industry. Known for its versatility, it can be made to look like real leather, dyed, stretched, calls for no lining, is ready for detail work such as buttonholes and pocket flaps and can be combined with other fabrics. While fashion designers and clothing manufacturers favor pleather over leather for versatility, consumers have been drawn to pleather for budgetary reasons and as an answer to abuse-of-animals charges.”
“Hello,” said Chloe breaking into his thoughts.
“Oh, sorry about that. I was sort of lost there for a moment.” Then his thoughts drifted off to wondering if the fabric wicks away perspiration. He was stunned to see her dressed to the gills, in a stunning red gown revealing a hint of cleavage that had grown from an A to a C in just six months, but no nipple ring, and a bare midriff. She was done up like a pox doctor’s clerk, phat, wearing sexy, strappy shoes that matched her shoulder-strap pocketbook. Her eyes were still the same color; everything else seemed to have vanished. Her face was also done up with a fresh dressing of warpaint, and with the glossy finishes of the lip-gloss highlighting her lippy sumptuous lips.
His eyes widen as he looked at her pneumatic bod shaped like a coke bottle. He felt the juices inside him starting to stir. “Those clothes are sassy!” he said. “I have to give you credit for keeping up with on-again, off-again fads.”
“Why thank you,” she said, her spirit craving adventure and joy. “I knew something must have been on your mind to have you standing there with your mouth open, gawking at me like I’m some sweet lickerish candy bar, tempting to the appetite.” In the manner of her herky-jerky unpredictable self and pirouetting a full 360-degree circle, her close-fitting fussy frou-frou made a silky rustling sound. “Well, lover, what do you think of the new me? Am I or am I not as lovely as I proclaimed? Go head—eat your heart out,” she said, in an eccentrically wifty ditsy tone, playing up the silliness of her role for camp effect, and finishing up with a giddy dither.
Then she wagged a pointed finger at him and bonked him on the hooter. “Oh…and never…ever give me any chocolates…cause if you do and I get super duper pudgy…I’m gonna come and find you…sit on you…smother and squash you to death with my new profound j-lo booty! Don’t say I ain’t told you so.”
As a blackbird was hopping around in the sun, he stood there eyeballing her up and down, not missing a spot. He pinched his lips between thumb and forefinger, arching his eyebrows. Don’t mention diets to her; it’s a sore point with her, he thought inwardly. Out of devilishness, he did it anyway. “Dog darn it, I was sure you crave Twinkies because of the excellent sugar rush!”
She sighed. “I ain’t studying you. Now, that you checked me out vertically, what’s next, horizontally?” she exulted, a heap of pride in her achievement, intoxicated with excitation.
Her words flattered and unnerved him. “Damn girl, that outfit is practically mal-functioning,” Smoot chimed. “Have anybody ever told you, you’re one helluva hair-raiser, and one foxy piece of…I mean work of art,” he quickly corrected, and regained his composure, as his sincere flattery struck her intellect with an ounce of taffy. “See how shook up you got me, a hair’s-breath from keeling over flat onto my face knocked out by your looks alone. All jokes aside, I tell you that you got me flabbergasted, sayin’ the wrong things. If I was an artist, I’ll hump, I mean, I’ll paint you right here and now,” purposely teasing her good-naturedly. You’re just full of surprises—what’s next Nipple gate?”
She frowned, sort of. “Nipple gate?” Smart and instinctive, she caught on instantly. “Nip that last part of your statement in the bud. I’m no Janet Jackson. I adore her music, but if I were to do as she did, it would be like baring my soul. Oh, well, anyway, on the first part of your cracked up statement, there was a time I’d think you were punning and goshing with me but not this time. I got my own affirmation. Check this out…would you believe before you called, I went for a breath of fresh air in the park. The park was abloom with pretty roses. I got so many whistles, not only black men, but white men also, I had to get out of there before they got the wrong idea and propositioned me.”
He crooked his head and imagined her perambulation of the park. “I believe you. Can’t say I would’ve blamed them. Did any one of them lick his tongue at—”?
She cocked an eyebrow to that silly question. “That sounds real funny—not. So, stop it, will you?” She turned her back to him with a pout on her face.
He crept up behind. “Boo!” he cried, jumping at her from behind, with his hands cupped around his mouth.
Caught off guard, she jumped, in a flash; skittishly affright holding her hand over her heart. “What the devil is wrong with you? Don’t do that. You almost scared the living day light out of me.”
She did look frightened. He gave her an apologetically deprecatory smile and eat crow. “I apologize for scaring you. I was just kidding around.”
“Nought of your foolishness and loose talk, don’t you think?” she said frowning. Surprisingly, she quickly perked up and said, “I know you didn’t mean any harm,” she asked softly, playfully, with a half smile, and with a sweet temperament, not the misleadingly demure appearance of a woman that is a lot less harmless that she looks. But then again, because of his presence, she smiles and languishes; you’d think butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. The minute he is gone, likely, she flares up like a little demon, and says things fit to send a man wild.
“Uh wait, I mean, don’t be so touchy. I’m just toying with you. It’s a lame joke, but I’m nervous,” he said, at once funny and sad, as he winked his eye at her. Can’t you see I’m just kidding, horsing around? I’ve got a funny habit. Why not?—I mean it’s been quite a while since I’ve had a lovely woman cavorting and poised before my eyes. It’s an absolute treat.” He thought she would be shocked.
Instead she merely looked surprised and—could it be?—amused. “I know you’re just joking,” she said with a trace of a smile. I mean about the joking part, not what you think about my sex appeal. You probably wouldn’t have thought it funny were you to have come along at the time the whole thing happened. To prove your undying love for me, you would’ve had to bore through the jostling crowd to beat those suckers off me.”
He flashed a mischievous smile. “Yeah, that’s right. Looking good like a piece of candy, I would think you would be the gossamer of every man’s dreams that was in the park. And I wouldn’t doubt it if you had every last man’s pony running rough shard over their emotions, threatening to break loose from Michael Jordan’s Hanes.”
“I heard that,” said Chloe, suppressing a laugh. “That slant. I’m not studying you. As far as I am concerned, all you men live in a candyland of denial and residual carnality. All you devils only want to see a little of skin-flesh. Having said that, so, as I was saying, I took a walk in the park. Despite the gossip I knew would come later, I convinced myself that I was going through with it if it killed me. Hell, God didn’t just create women to be put on a shelf and forgotten. He made them to shine and show the world some of the beauty that’s in it.”
“I think you’re right, don’t you,” said Smoot.” He looked at her and thought inwardly, youthful excess is one thing, but mutton dressed as lamb is another. Knowing she was a woman affecting the dress and style of someone much younger, he shelved that fact and fixed his mind on keeping his opinion to himself. He was quite comfortable being acutely conscious of her fugacious youth. After all, whom was she hurting? No one. What counted was she was happy.
Chloe put her hands on her hips and stuck her retrousse nose in the air. “Well, don’t just stand there gaping, let’s giddy up and git to bogeying on out of here. I have an appetite for something delicious. I adhere to the old bromide ‘we are what we eat.’ Hungry I am. I’m on a yen for something fried and familiar. I don’t mean a corn dog. I mean some deep fried pork cutlet with raw chopped cabbage, with a tomato wedge and crunch and velvety sauce to boot. Then we can take a stroll along the avenue and git lost in the crowd and git to know the sights. Ya know, I just think there is something delightfully and liberatingly ludicrous about walking higgledy-piggledy among people of all shapes and sizes. Don’t ya just love it? I do. Come take my hand. Take it. Come on, let’s shake a leg.” She tucked her scarf into her blouse.
“Easy, girl—you’ll knock me over with your pompous highfalutin words. But of course, whatever flips your switch, baby doll, I’m with you.” He bowed. “I’m at your beckoning call.” He straightened up. “Ready, willing, and able.” He saw the huge delightful smile on her face. He was pleased his altruistic words had gladdened her.
She closed the door, and padded along beside him on the graveled walkway graced with statues. As they continued to hup, two, three, air began whiffling down off Bald Peak, riffling her hair in waves. Not at the least concerned by the sudden change in weather, she cocked her head to one side, shimmering and posturing like a woman accustomed to a diet of Broadway shows and nightclubs, all the way to his car. She smiled and purred like a kitten, as if she just got paid and was about to go out on a tear, as she got into the car and closed the door. He quickly went round to the driver side, got in and fired up the engine. They smiled at each other as he drove off. He would hold onto her, and not let her out of the range of his ken.
Hours later, they returned to her apartment and achieved passionate love. That coupled with her jocund high spirits and lively mirthfulness was the shot in the arm he needed to take off some edge. He needed even more. He needed encouragement and someone who could get into his mind and see what made him tick. And that his sixth sense gave him the power to discern the true nature of a person, when it was applied to Chloe, he found skin-deep she was lacking in intellectual depth, and had fallen short in that area. Few women he knew could jockey that one area for that position of winning him over. In a way, she was a jinx, more of a job’s comforter. He had to admit she gave him comfort and consolation, but considered her sexuality mere entertaining embroidery, just something pleasing or desirable but unimportant. Added to that, her headstrong combativeness was discouraging and depressing to him. There was no real challenge. He had to hand it to her; however, she had pure hanger-on-ishness, and was on the young side, experienced. That was not enough. He liked a woman that wouldn’t get bent out of joint at the first wrong thing said to her. He was raised that way. He was taught a woman should bring jollification to the table, be extremely pleasant and agreeable. He was also taught that a woman should be a companion piece that complements her significant other in a companionship. To him, Chloe was the every-woman, the typical ordinary woman for the everyman. He wanted more than that. He wouldn’t settle for less.
Smoot stood at Chloe’s bedroom window wearing a concerned look and little else, with the heels of his hand pressed into the windowsill. The window partly open for draft and the blinds at half-mask, he noticed something strange right off. He looked over his shoulders at Chloe lying on the bed with her eyes closed. He didn’t know if she was asleep or not.
“Chloe,” he said, keeping his eyes on her face.
She stirred. “What’s that?” She was asleep, but not wholly.
“Come to the window. I want to get your opinion on something.”
She got up off the bed, in the raw, unclad, and sauntered over to the window to stand next to him.
“What is it?” she asked curiously, her eyes scanning the area.
“Do me a flavor, take a good look, and then tell me if you notice something out of place.”
She looked.
“Take your time,” said Smoot, “I just wanna know if my eyes ain’t playin’ tricks on me.”
Squint-eyed, Chloe looked with her eyes partly closed, like in bright sunlight.
Smoot was getting impatient. “Well, what do you see?”
She knew he wanted an answer whether she saw something or not. “I can see some trees, some….”
“Some what? What else do you see?” He was rushing her.
“I—I see what looks like an empty brand new SUV parked in the parking lot.”
Not merely empty, but mockingly, flauntingly, tauntingly empty, for the long stealthy creep, the painstaking silence of the dark, the bated breath, the sound of the blood’s pounding on that tiny artery in the eardrum served to build and heighten tension and expectation.
“Bingo,” he said quickly, snapping his finger. And what do you think it’s parked there for?”
She shrugged her shoulders. “Beats me. It could be anybody’s car.”
“Anybody’s?”
“Uh-huh. Yes, anybody’s,” she said, troubled, ail with concern on why he was making a big deal out the whole thing.
He sighed. “I doubt that. I’ll be a monkey’s uncle if the police aren’t monitoring that vehicle. I’m willin’ to bet, they are using it to try to temp a car thief into stealing it. It’s called a bait-car.”
“When I was away at school, I had a friend that was a policeman. His first job was an operation to trap thieves with ‘bait cars.’ He explained to me that the vehicles were equipped with disabling devises and global-positioning equipment, and then parked in a lot where thieves have been active. The police use the cars at the top of thieves’ shopping lists, such as Dodge Caravan and the Honda Civic. The bait car program is well known to car thieves, who consider the practice unsporting.”
“The cars look like any car, parked in front of a convenience store, an apartment complex parking lot or out on the street. The one distinction is the key’s left in the ignition. Candy to the eyes of a would-be car snatcher. The thief gives the car the once over, opens the passenger door, steps inside and starts it up. Little does he know, every move he’s made since he touched the car, is being monitored by way of satellite by a state-of-the-art tracking system in San Antonio.”
“Within minutes, a patrol car pulls up from behind—and the thief is off to jail. I’m willin’ to bet there’s a law enforcement officer somewhere near by.” He looked up and down the street, but saw nothing suspicious, but an empty car, and then another empty car, parked in front of a row of even more empty cars hunkering like live beasts out in attendance along the curb.
Somewhere in another apartment, his keen ears picked up an uncommon amount of din, people were quarrelling loudly. It sounded like someone was banging a shoe against the wall. He couldn’t go the noise.
Smoot looked at Chloe. “What’s up with the racket? Do you ever feel you can’t hack it?”
“It’s like this all the time,” she said. “I’ve heard noise like that so much until I became numb to it. After foreclosing on my late mother’s house, I moved in here. It’s been two years since I first arrived here. My brother, Junebug, who lived with my mother, too, moved into the same boarding house.”
She raised her head up off the pillow, jack-knifed into a sitting position to sit on the edge of the bed, and told the story of her life without excuses or much sentimentality, crying only when she mentioned her mother.
Smoot looked at her. “So, where did you grow up?”
“I didn’t grow up. Had my daughter when I was sixteen, and that was it. I raised my kid as long as I could afford to the best I could.”
“You only had one.”
“That’s right, one.
“Where is she?”
“In foster care. Her name is Sandra. “She should be eight. Just turn eight two weeks ago as of today.”
“Why the adoption? Why isn’t she with you?”
“Result of a personal problem.”
“What type of problem?”
“Do you have to know the whole of my life? I do not go round poking and prying into your life, do I?”
“Have to hand it to you, you don’t and never did.”
“So why the third degree? You know that isn’t fair. Tell me if I’m lying.”
“You’re correct. It’s that I thought you might want to try to get your daughter back.”
She bit out the words, “I was a drug addict. Are you okay with that?”
“I’m okay with—”
“No you’re not. The look on your face says otherwise. Well, anyway, I tried to keep in touch, but county authorities were encouraging my daughter’s foster parents to adopt her. I sent her birthday cards and Christmas cards, but they all were returned, with no such address written on it by the postal worker.”
She reached her hand out and pulled the draw open in the night table next to the bed. “See, what I’m talkin’ about.”
Smoot looked and saw the overflowing greeting cards stuffed in the draw. “What about this card? This one is signed YELD” He looked at her. “She sends much love and a whole of kisses.”
“Okay, so I lied. But that was the only letter I got from her with no return address, mind you.”
“What’s the YELD stand for?”
She shrugged. “It just simply means, ‘your ever lovin’ daughter. Are you satisfied now?”
She then pointed to dolls that sing ‘You Are My Sunshine,’ felt hearts that say ‘I Love You Sandra.’
He shook his head and then continued to look out the window.
Chloe looked at Smoot. “Seeing as you know all about me, why don’t you quit gawking and ogling out the window? While you’re at it, you should forget about the people on the other side of the wall and just come on back to bed.
He looked at her and then grinned. “Ah, what’s the matter, you don’t like me playing detective?”
“That’s right.” That is for the cops to do…that’s what we pay them for. Forget all that. I need you to hitch me up to that dork you got donkey-rigged on you.”
She was almost embarrassingly fulsome in her appreciation of him, he thought as his insides cringed.
Chloe then said, “Oh, if you only knew how good you make me feel when you do what you do to me. That thing doesn’t miss a spot. After all, I told you that movie was the bomb! I need some more pick me up to shake that bad movie taste. Come on. Come back to bed. Don’t tell you’re getting old on me and can hardly get it up. I sure hope not.”
“Let’s hope not, eh?” He was about to follow her when he saw a little guy in a small car with a big mouth run another car off the road and sped away. The guy in the other car pumped a clenched fist in the air.
She smiled. “When we get through, how ‘bout I fix up a nice hot feed?”
Smoot said, “Sounds tasty, but I have to decline, because I’m off my feed.” He followed her back to bed, got in under the covers and then the two of them made passionate love together again dispelling the notion he was spent.
Chapter Sixteen
Chilly, nippy, evening weather and a chain of minor snafus seemed to hex the outpouring of mourners, where gridlock was supreme in the chapel. As the organ sounded, the people soldiered in, engrossed in their grief, and took their seats. There was not a dry eye. One woman, collapsed in a dead faint, and fell with a deafening clap to the floor. A couple of people came to her aid. After a few minutes, she was revived and helped back to her seat.
With a reverential awe about him, the preacher, fresh from a community meeting about being neighborly, where he got compliments on looking thinner but insisted he isn’t, and who among simple people had the reputation of being a prodigy of information, entered the chapel.
Whatever, Smoot thought. He is certainly at his fighting weight for recruiting sinners. He wouldn’t doubt the sanctimonious prick of a preacher had just finished up with his nose in the muff of some church sister. Smoot thought to himself, if he had had a young daughter, and she attended church, he would make sure she wore a get-up that would not outline e-ver-y-thing. For, even the pastors are not able to think straight. Granted, the female figure is an extremely beautiful thing, but it makes it difficult to focus on Christ.
Smoot watched as the churchy preacher, with bible in hand, sauntered up to the front.
A rustic cross was pinnacled upon the make shift lectern.
The pir, peremptorily lowered his head in a bow, lifted it, and authoritatively addressed the flock with an admirable messianic zeal, “Welcome brothers… sisters. I welcome you, God welcomes you, our dearly beloved, husband and wife, Henry Cooper and Caroline Cooper awaits the lord’s blessing before being buried in God’s little acre and then their soul will rise up from the grave and take that final journey to that great glorious cabin in the sky. At the end of their last final journey, they will sit at the feet of our great savior our lord in heaven.”
The preacher cleared his throat and looked at Smoot standing behind the back row. “Before we begin the eulogy for our dearly departed beloveds, I wanna give thanks to our distinguished undertaker and funeral Director Smoot Mathews for helping to give our beloved, a great, great send off. He’s but one shinning example of caring and sharing with our hearts.”
Some of the people craned their necks to look at Smoot as he thanked them with a nod of his head. He was surprised to see the same black woman that was in the Super Market about a month ago with a sly grin etched on her face and shaking her head at him. From castigation to recognition, Smoot thought sarcastically—no, more like being reborn. He had also noticed that the affects of his talked about gossipy hush-mouth reputation had had minuscule impact and had went stale and died almost immediately. One of the things that might have helped him to regain some people’s confidence could’ve been the result of the thank-you notes to everybody—store merchants, churches and their delegations, and so forth.
The preacher coughed, clearing his throat again as he said, “Well, brothers and sisters and little ones, first a word from god.” He looked the lectionary and then looked at the well-wishers. He read a number of verses and stopped. “Okay, let’s begin the eulogy, by first bowing our heads in prayer in silence in their memory.
After the prayer was finished, the preacher went right into a fiery sermon, by saying, “Without the savior in our lives, we can lose our spiritual mooring and drift into uncertain waters. And when that happens….”
Smoot looked at the mass of heads in the Chapel, wondering to himself, how many of them had authentic tears for the jolly good fella lying in the casket. He doubted if there was even one. He shook his head forlornly as he remembered his mother saying to him, “You can be so spiritually minded that you’re no earthly good.” He then looked at old man Cooper and gave a bow of his head, and then thought of how he was exceedingly bountiful to persons in distress. Silently, he said to the old man, ‘Good night, dear prince, and flights of angels sing thee to thy rest. I did it for you.’ Mysteriously, a voice echoed, ‘I know. Thank you.’
As an anthemic croon from the gospel choir started to resonate throughout, Smoot shook his head again, left the chapel, and entered the front office.
Walking into the office with his head down, Page stealthily appraising him in a pocket mirror, said, “My, my, you look like the world just came to an end.” She plonked the mirror in her pocket book. “You mean to tell me that the service is having that much of an affect on you?”
He found the tone of her voice rather tasteless and inappropriately ill timed. At first, he had a good mind not to pay lip service to her comment, but instead, gave into the temptation. “I doubt it,” he said, lifting his head and eyes to look at her.
“Could’ve fooled me—I never saw you look so down cast while a funeral service is going on. Are you feeling all right?”
“I’m okay. It’s just that Cooper character.”
Page sighed. “What about him? You ain’t that attached to him to question his passing, are you? You’ve known him in so little time don’t you think?”
“You’re right. The guy got to my better side. Strange as it may seem, I’m inclined to say, there was a way about him that begged one’s attention. That’s why I think whosoever lives he touched, I am sure he will be sorely missed. He was a good old egg.”
“What about his wife?” Page questioned.
“What about her?” Smoot asked, flatly.
She pulled a wry face. “I think it’s a question of ethics. Don’t you think she deserves some consideration? I mean, after all, she couldn’t have been all that bad.”
He shook his head. “I didn’t know her that well. But from what I heard, I’m more inclined to believe, she was something else.”
“Like how?”
Matter-of-factly, unemotionally, he said “Oh, just a so and so.”
“That’s not tellin’ me anything,” she haggled, biting out icily, “can’t you elaborate a little more and be more specific. Can’t you…”
She paused, and then without giving it much thought she offered right off the top of her head, “I mean, I’m sure she didn’t fly around amok on a broom at night stabbing people in the back at random.”
He looked at her steadily, intently and with fixed attention. “Back stabber she was, I grant you that. If there were ever one to make a mess of things, she would be at the top of the list.”
“Ah, come on!” she said defiantly, in a funk, shaking her head, irritated—her hackles up.
He held his tongue, and gaped at her with a prolonged open-mouthed look, while his glass jaw reflected his vulnerability to destructive criticism.
Getting no response, and petulant, in a hostile mood, she lashed out, “Why do men have a habit of making a woman a bad sort just because she’s aggressive?”
He sighed, frustrated. “Aggression’s got nothing to do with this.”
“Then what?” she said looking at him, her eyes opened wide.
“Do me a favor and let’s just skip it. That’s one issue I would appreciate it if you drop along the waist side. To bad we can’t—”
She glared furiously at him with a hard, piercing stare. “Oh, you just wanna drop the subject all because you know I got a point.” She blew a huff. “Just like a man, when you have him cornered and at a disadvantage, he want to turn-coat and shag A.S.S.”
Smoot held a hand palm down in front of him. “Calm yourself Page. Remember there is a service-taking place in the chapel. People are in mourning. Let’s just call it a draw and let things ride for the moment. I do think you got your ‘Red Flag’ up and in attendance.”
“Red flag!” she repeated, turning her head obliquely, to look narrowly, searchingly into her mind, wanting him to know she had her antenna up.
He saw the look on her face and knew she had taken him wrong. “It just means that you missed that shot.”
“What in the devil are you talking about? She gnarred, squinting her eyes as she went at him again with yet another growl. “Maybe that funeral service has affected you more than you let on. So, tell me, what were you implying by saying you missed that—”
“Shot,” he finished abruptly. “Look, the term ‘Red Flag’ derived from the service men at the Target Range missing a shot. It sometimes called ‘Maggie’s Drawers.”
The confusion lifted from her face as she shook her head. “So, that’s what it means.”
“What did you think it meant?”
“I don’t know. There’s one thing I do know, there was no way I would have thought it meant that. No way near that.”
He smiled. “So, does that mean I’m off the hook, out of the dog house?”
“Not wholly,” remarked Page drily.
“Why not?” Smoot asked.
“No one would know the reasons better than you,” she said, firing insolent guff at him as she back talked him.
“Is that so?”
“Yes,” she answered.
“Can I get a hint?”
“Who said you deserve one?” she said tersely.
He drew a breath. “I just thought—”
“There you go thinking with your head and not your heart.”
“My heart? What does my heart have to do with it? I’ve always heard that your brain helps you to think and your heart—”
“Wrong,” she responded quickly, cutting him off.
“Wrong? Why on earth would you say that?”
“I just said it,” Page was nothing if not persistent.
“I know that but why?”
“I told you that no one would know better than you. If you use your heart rather than your nugget, you’ll hit it on the head everything.”
He mulled it over for several seconds and then snapped his finger. “Ah, hah, I think I know what it is that’s eating you.”
She put one hand on her hip and stood there eyeballing him with her head leaning to one side. “Well, if you know why, please enlighten me.”
“It’s that date I promised you. Isn’t it.”
“You’re hot, so hot, if you don’t watch out, you just might burst into flames,” she said, putting one hand over the other, and shifting her weight from one leg to the other.
“Damn!” he exclaimed, “how stupid of me.”
“You said it I didn’t,” she said, lowering her head and looking at her desk, starting to feel a bit uncomfortable. “So what are your plans?”
He just stood there, like a doe in the headlights. “Oh, my plans.” He started to stroll back and forth cross the room. “Ah, yes, my plans.”
“Yes, that’s what I asked.”
“It so happens—”
“Yes,” she said, anxiously, looking at him, hanging onto his every word, impatient.
Then he uttered abruptly, “None.”
“None?” she shouted, the anxiousness vanishing from her face, and replaced with disappointment.
“Yes, none.” He stopped his pacing and stood in front of her. They were so close he could almost hear her breathe.
“But, you were just about to answer my question.”
He cocked one eyebrow. “Oh, was I?
“Yes, you were.”
“Oh, you’re a mind reader, huh?”
“Not actually.”
“It’s either you are or you’re not. Which is it?”
“Which is what?” she said, playing hardball.
“A mind reader.”
Doubt flooded her mind. She stamped her feet. She must have struck out. Why did she always have to lose out in a conversation with the opposite sex? “I don’t know,” she ranted, in a stink, her ingenuousness revealing her innocently childlike simplicity. “I think you’re playing a game with me. It’s as if you’re deliberately stepping on my feelings. Sometimes you get me so angry I wanna curse you.”
“Be careful for what you wish for, you just might get it. You want to curse me sometimes, just because you’re angry with me. Since we’re on that subject, I ask you, which curse you imply.”
He saw the confusion gathering on her face. “It’s like this; some people use that expression but don’t know the real meaning that it implies. To start with, there are three curses, called unforgivable curses. The first one is the Cruciatus Curse, a spell used to cause intolerable pain, which leads to insanity. The second one is the Avada-Kedavra Curse. It causes instant death and is untraceable. The three and final one is the Imperius Curse. It causes the victim to be under total control of the one who casts the spell.
Smoot coughed to clear his throat. “I can see by the expression in your eyes that the curse of your choosing would be the third one, the—”
“Imperius Curse,” she said, finishing the phrase, her tone suggesting her willingness not to quibble or shift from the point.
“So, you wish to have me under your spell. Is that the idea that floats freely in that busy little head on your shoulders? As you wish then, and without further ado, I beg of you to cast away. Put me under your spell, your slave.”
Getting no response, he inched closer to her. He could hear her breathe. That was not all his senses told him. He could smell her sweet perfume, tantalizing his nostrils, tempting his emotions, making him feel the difference between no longer made a scrape of difference. He noticed the slight tip of her tongue come out and then retracted. The slight gesture with her tongue caused an unholy aroused feeling between his legs.
He heaved a sigh. “It is as I have said, or rather as I thought I said. And having said that, I owe you an apology.”
She arched her brows that were as auburn as her hair. “An apology?” She was playing hard to get, but not too hard—for surely—she didn’t want him to drop the bait. She liked the new role she was playing. She could get used to it.
“For my failing to carry through with our date. I must say, that was negligent, crass and rude of me; I was a complete ass. I’ve been too rapped up in my work even to think about the give-and-take that should go on between two people in a relationship. I mean after all, we work together, we see each other the days you come to work. I would say that that’s a relationship. With that said, I still cannot get over my forgetfulness, and my stupid, stupid, utter carelessness. It was so foolish, foolish of me!”
“I agree. You were a gink.” It was her turn to be crass.
He guffawed heartily, but not at her. He had taken the pun well. “Look, If we are going to be dating, I think it might serve us better if one of the ground rules between us be a go-no-go course of action, which would provide anyone of us a chance to continue or to abort a pre-planned date.”
He sensed rather than saw her smile. “I think that is a swell idea and that might work,” she agreed. “It sounds something like a bargain in good faith.” Then she grew quiet, still smiling at him.
She stood there, looking like a Roman Goddess. Never were she more beautiful…so fragile, so wary, and still a little gun-shy.
He gazed at her with wonder, fascination, awe, and with admiration and wondered, how could he have been around her and not have truly noticed her—not have noticed her charming mixture of glum and glee. He could see there was a mark difference in her. He knew that she was a shrinking violet before she started college. There was no sign of shyness. He could easily see that there was no need to gild the lily, because she was already complete. Neither was there a need to make superfluous additions or adorn something that was already beautiful. Who was it that said—a thing of beauty is a joy forever? Was it John Keats? Whoever it was that said those immortal words was dead on. Well, anyway, because of his negligence and lousy oversight, he justifiably chastised himself for being so careless, so remiss, and so abominably foolish.
Tilting his head, he said, “I sincerely think we got off on the wrong foot. I feel I muffed it—so stupidly clumsy on my part. If you permit me, I will try to better things with you.” His instincts were low to the ground, like a bloodhound on a hunt. “Would you be willing to give me another—”
Page stopped him, and then gave a little innocent pout. Then with an unguarded quiet feeling, she whispered, “Yes,” looking at him with gimlet-eyed vision, her feelings still a little raw, but smiled as their lips met. She could feel the power of his kiss putting her in at ease. She was enthralled with just his kiss along. She heard a soft voice in her mind say, ‘whatcha do when you wanna find somebody new?’ She found the answer. The fact she was in his arms kissing his kissable lips was more than enough evidence. So content was she that she felt like she was in hog heaven over Smoot. She felt the rush of her emotions as she felt her breath quickening. The red blood in her began to race through her veins.
As she clanged to him, his kind offers fetched tears from her as the cruel sea of tears started to flow down her face. She thanked the heavens for her good fortune and for the uncontrollability of human passion as she melted into his arms, not wanting the kiss to end. Then she wondered if he wondered that she wondered about him. Before he came along, she had thought she would be forever running for her life through abused intentions. That she had found her dream man; she didn’t have to run anymore. With him at her side, she felt confident that as long as there was light breaking through the night, her life was never going to crash.
He smiled at the power he had over her. It was obvious to him that he was the grail and the object of her affections. He also knew something he did not know before. He knew that she was indeed a kind of goody two-shoes he needed in his corner. He also knew that she was a rare bird and he was lucky to have her.
When their lips parted, he said, “I enjoy kissing and holding you. I want to be open with you and will admit to you that sometimes your tongue can be kinder wounding. I do believe my ego suffered a blow there for a moment or two while we were at loggerheads—close to a rift. Would you believe that if I told you that a moment or two ago, I thought you were so mad at me that you were about to go ballistic on me, pull out your golliwog and jump at me with a pin in it? I heard that juju charm stuff works.”
She shook her head. “I wouldn’t dare do anything like that. And I feel it’s my duty to tell you I don’t like anyone—especially any man—forcing me to—to do something I don’t agree with.”
He laughed and then smiled. “I know you wouldn’t. I was just playing with your head. I want you to know I will not—do anything without consulting with you first. With that said, right after the service is over and the Coopers are buried, we can go out for something to eat, and then do whatever else you would like to do.”
He could see the excitement in her eyes. “I’ll be at your disposal, ready and willing to get to sharing some quality time together and working at cementing our relationship. What’s more, with you in mind, I humbly say to you, as I live and breathe, I’ve never seen a more beautiful view. Oh, and when you get finished with what you were doing before you were so rudely interrupted,” he smiled, “you may go, only come back early in the morning.”
“Thank you. I’ll do just that,” she admitted, sounding like a young schoolchild, waiting for her first date. She was glad she had glommed on the opportunity. After all, she might as well grab him and plant her hooks into him before some other little birdie flew in and made off with him. With the hurt dissolved, and the damage repaired, she felt better all ready. She was happy that the foofaraw they had had was just a scrap over a trifling matter. With the area under discussion settled, she felt she could love again. Though the first time she had fallen in love, she had thrown caution to the wind, but this time she cautioned her heart to beware of something apparently impressive or legitimate but would be untrue or insincere, nonsense. She didn’t want to be hurt again, and get caught up in some fool’s paradise, with false hope and delusive contentment, or end up with a fracted relationship. She didn’t need more broken promises. She just needed a chance to take it a step at a time, to be wary of the pitfalls, and to be vigilant of a romance not going anywhere. She knew what she wanted, whom she wanted, when she wanted it. As far as her heart was concerned, she would give one piece at a time. She knew all he had to do was to ask her for anything she would be willing to accommodate him. She wanted him ever since the first time they met. It was two years since she first laid eyes on him. She met him through a woman she knew at the last J.O.B she had worked at. Her name was Karen little, very bright with a marvelous brain, absorbing, interpreting and a mischief-maker, but with everything channeled just so. She operated on a cosmic scale and was far from being the naïve type that would bet—and risk losing—a substantial part of her life waiting for a man to say I do. She had graduated from the same institution of higher education as Smoot. Karen had told her that she had long since thrown in her chips on trying to get Smoot’s eye, not to mention how many times she had tried to coax him into bed. Nothing seemed to work. She ended up with zilch, nothing but a sunken ship. Karen had also told her, ‘I can’t figure him out; he’s a closed book.’ Then Karen had told her Smoot was on the hunt for a secretary, and felt she would be suited for the job. She had cautioned her to go slow with him, because he was a cautious so-and-so, thinking every female was out to put her hooks into him.
Smoot heard the organ in the chapel reach a certain familiar pitch. He kissed Page on her cheeks. “I’ve gotta see to the cortege. I’ll call you later.”
She watched as Smoot walked out the room and turned the corner. She couldn’t wait to give Karen an update. She knew Karen would fall to the floor on hearing of her new fling. Although, it was just a fling, with time she intended to make a complete score. Who knows where things might lead. Maybe even marriage. Marriage ... hold on there girl, she scowled at herself, you don’t want to scare him off, do you? So, just do as Karen told you, a step at a time.
Nothing could douse her euphoria. “I will,” she muttered, never more certain of her commitment. She smiled at the thought of how Smoot’s barreling into her life made her to want more—to give, to receive, and finally—to love.
Yes, she admitted to herself, she was the jealous type that had a green-eyed monster in her closet. She would jot down a note to work on that. Yes again, she couldn’t wait for their date to take place. She would be what or how he would want her to be, a step at a time.
Chapter Seventeen
“I had’im,” quoth the man, in a raspy tone. “I had the flunky.”
“Whatcha mean you had him. Man, I haven’t heard from you in a month of Sundays. Now, here you come calling me talkin’ bout you had’im,” Smoot shouted through the phone in his bedroom, chafed at the delay. “And don’t tell me I heaved myself out of bed for to here this.” Almost immediately, he was hit with a sudden yen for sweets. He put his hand in a bag with cookies and the twelve-pound cake he got from a local hopping late-night deli after dropping off Page at her home. He then fished round until he got out the kind he yearn for, opened it and bit into one. A few bites he finished it off, fished again, took out a licorice whip, and polished that off. He left the pound cake alone and would eat it later.
Unconsciously, he took a stocking cap from a dresser draw and put it on over the top of his head to crape his hair. He looked at the clock. Fingers on the clock were at 2:00 am. Just a half hour ago, he had gotten in from his date with Page and had fallen off to sleep as soon as his head had hit the pillow. He had picked her up at her place. She had saluted him with a smile and had told him she was about to turn in early. She was so happy to see him; she just about jumped for joy. Not wasting a moment, she then flew into the bathroom, washed, and slapped on her warpaint by defining her eyes with a little eye shadow, and subtle makeup that sharpened the pudge out of her cheekbones. She then threw on some toilet water, coaxed and titivated her hair into ringlets, and then skipped to the bedroom, shucked off her nightdress and started dressing.
A good chunk of a horal later, and with her effortless sense of style, achieved with admirable ease, they went out. They had a smash of a time, at the movies, finding some of the cinematic effects distractedly off key, but delighted she was there to beguile some of the time spent at the movie theater. Right after that, they visited an intoxicatingly intimate black and tan nightclub. They were seated in the VIP section, where the crush of people in a white stone pit was spectacular. The clientele was on the clean-cut side of friendly and the faux stalagmites intrigued them. And the bathroom area demanded a look around, and any woman in heels felt short!
As pretty as you please, she sat there in her new dress. After a few shots of vodka Red Bull, they went to the back room to cut a rug on the dance floor.
When she entered the room on his arm, she was quite the thing, gussied up in an enticing tight sheath of black and gold Lurex, her legs sheathed in black stockings. She was the cynosure of every leering eye in the room, gawking at her statuesque beauty, as if she was a museum piece.
Inhaling her heady, exotic perfume, he remembered whispering to her, “Very good. That outfit is dope!”
As they would trip it as they go on the light fantastic toe, eyes of envy would watch the to and fro of their dancing. After he whirled her around the dance floor countless times, she lowered her standards by raising her glass, her courage, her eyes, and his hopes.
Shortly, she swept magnificently from the club, teetering after him in her high-heeled shoes. Not long after, they put the icing on the cake by making whoopee at his place. He took her home straight away. It brought a smile to his face when he thought about Page playing footsy and flirting with him at the nightclub by secretly touching his leg under the table with her foot.
He had said to her, “You surprised me tonight. Despite the bright lights, I actually thought you were bored.”
“Far from it,” she had said, “far from it, I enjoyed the evening.”
He couldn’t help but admit to himself that he liked her and enjoyed her company. She couldn’t seem to get enough of him. He felt the same way, but preferred to hide his true feelings. He was still in love with Kasha. He wasn’t sure if he would ever stop being in love with her, or when his love for her would wear thin. He sorely missed Kasha, but having made love to Page, he came away thinking he still craved the feel of a real woman. A woman that was vibrant, that was full of life. He found one. But….
Still there was silence on the other end of the phone.
“I’m waiting. Did you really have him?” Smoot asked.
“I had’im, I told ya,” the voice was more strident, as the tongue clucked.
“Yeah, so, you had him, but I wanna know more than that. Go on I’m all ears.” This was one call he had waited for, the one that might proffer hope.
The voice sighed. “What can I say? I had him right under my thumb.”
Smoot sighed. “You keep saying that. Try calming yourself, and tell me all about it.”
The voice sighed again into the phone. “Well, I did as instructed.”
“Okay, okay, and?” Smoot said anxiously. “What else?”
“After days on end, and after sorry ass contacts given to me through a little bird, I got lucky and tracked that bugger to a raunchy retired after hour night club way out in butt-fucking Egypt.”
“Was it hard putting your hands on that bugger?”
“I’m comin’ to that. I heard that that part of Philly was white faced, anything black of skin would be history if caught after dark. I don’t want to belabor that it sounds a bit racist. Well, anyhow, as I was sayin,’ it was a chilly night, in the dead of night. So, I set in the car with the motor running and with the heater on.”
“Damn that must have been a heart stopper? It’s a wonder you weren’t killed,” said Smoot.
“Don’t mention it. I was in an uncomfortable hotbed of fright. As I was saying, I got out the car and peeped in the window and that was when I spotted the perp, dancing with a red-haired woman about middle aged, holding a glass of beer in hand. That joker looked like he was drowning his sorrows. Could hardly stand on his feet.”
Smoot was excited. “So what did you do?”
“Well nothing. I just went back to my car and kept my motor running.”
“For crying out loud what happened next?” Details, details, he thought. “I mean did he come right out. Or what?”
“Er, I would say about an hour.”
“Hm, then what happened? Smoot asked crisply.
“He came out.”
“Yeah, and what? Was that red head with him? He probably was dying to get his pecker greased. Though I have to admit, I can’t imagine he would’ve been like a lame duck to her.”
“He came out alone.”
“So, he was alone.”
“In the flesh.”
“Where were you parked? Did he spot ya?”
“Nah. My car was sandwiched betwixt four other cars. And with him soused, there was no way in hell he noticed me.”
“So, what did you do?”
“Just sat.”
“You mean to tell me you didn’t get out the car and—”
“I waited.”
“For what, for the cows to come home? What in god’s name was there for you to wait for? Please enlighten the hell out of me.”
“I said he was stinking drunk. I watched him light a cigarette and walked around in circles, repeatedly, until he was about to fall. He stopped his silly circling and stumbled over to the car next to mine. I figured the car he was standing by must be his. I waited for him to put his key in the door—when he did; I jumped out and seized him. Wholly caught off guard, the asshole from the get-go…didn’t have a chance. He was too stoned to respond to my surprise. I clobbered him over the head with the lead pipe I had with me. That knocked him out and he hit the ground. I quickly scooped him up, threw his mangy behind in the back seat of the car, and tore the hell out of there.”
“So, where did you take him? Is he dead?”
“No—not dead, barely alive. I hit him harder than I thought I had. You know how we use to get in fights, as kids and I’d handle four saps at one time. You remember….”
“I remember,” Smoot murmured. “So, what happened?”
“I tucked him away in a snug spot in a room at an out of the way motel. It was another raunchy place. I gagged him and started whaling on his behind, trying to get him to talk. He was a hard case, and a hard-bitten persistently insolent tough stubborn son-of-a-bitch. I beat on him so much; he sobered up in no time. I flat out told him if I didn’t get the information I wanted, I would cut off his balls. From then on, he cooperated. I imagine I was convincing with my trusty camping knife at his throat.”
“Apparently, it worked, because a few minutes later, convinced his throat would be cut, he started to sing like a canary. He told me all about how he forced Kasha to take the overdose. He told me how he had laughed in her face as he looked at the tears in her eyes. He said he got a kick out of watching her take her last breath, and all because she had wanted to get out of the game. Before she died, she told him that she had a straight black guy who loved her and how she wanted a life with him. Then he told me he laughed in her face again, and told her that she should have known better than to date a low down worthless nigger.”
“Got you,” said Smoot, feeling the anger rising inside, his male curiosity more than a little piqued. “So what did you do with the guy? What was his name by the way?”
“Peppy,” said the voice, “that’s the only name he goes by. Oh, and he’s still breathing.”
“Alive? Smoot shouted, sounding like he had short-circuited. “What the fuck did you do that for? Ain’t this a bitch?” He felt like an idiot, buffaloed. Like taken advantage of, betrayed, cheated, or victimized—gypped.
“It just happened,” the voice said flatly, his hostility opposed to Smoot’s harum-scarum view of him. To his opinion, he never lacked in responsibility.
“Fuck that! How did it happen? That wasn’t in the damn cards,” he shouted at him as if he was some half-wit.
“Just wait a bit! Just wait. I’ll tell you. Just hold your horses. It was my fault. I admit it. You know I’m no fraidy cat—I’m not a timidly fearful person. I figured with Peppy tied and gagged, I could go out for some grub. Before I went out, I told him that I couldn’t permit someone of his abilities to molder away in a backwater. I was also trying to decide where I would dispose of the body after I finish him off. Well, anyway, when I got back to the motel, there were cops crawling about. I set off at a distant on a side street and watched as they brought Peppy out and put him in the patrol car. I kept my eyes on the car as it drove out of view.”
“Where did they take him?” asked Smoot, his pulses still racing, his chest rising and falling with the force of his agitation.
“Just a hairsbreadth from here.”
“Yeah, but where?
“Believe it or not, he’s close. They took him to the Deadwood Medical Center. I checked it out. They got a police officer guarding his room.”
That’s a crying shame. What a drag. I sure as hell don’t need this. Ah, go ahead and tell me, are there cops round outside watching the place?”
“None that I could see. That’s from casing the place three nights and three days. I would think if they were going to put surveillance on the place round the clock, they would’ve done it already. Don’t you?”
Smoot was in deep thought. He couldn’t get over how Peppy had gotten out of the loop. He knew what he had to do. It was all up to him. Kasha pitiful face raced cross his mind. He imagined her pleading for her life, and made one conclusion: a life for a life. He had made her a promise and planned to keep it, despite the possible consequences.
“You did the best you could,” said Smoot finally. “The remainder will be in the usual place.”
“So, whatcha gonna do? Surely, you’re not going into that beehive to try to get your hands on him, are you? If you are, that would be suicidal.”
“As I stated, you did your best. I’ll take it from here.”
“What? Why that sounds like you are planning to go after that guy. That’s some crazy shit! Let’s just try to look at it this way—the cops got the guy. Also added to that, I heard tell drugs are involved. Once in prison, there’s always the chance of something haply to happen to him. I hear tell something goes wrong almost daily in prisons. What about that?”
“Not enough?”
“Not, a what?” Not enough?—am I hearing correctly?”
“You heard right. I must go.”
The man raised his tone. “Okay, okay, one way you can look at it is, with him in police custody, which may be for a long time, at least he’s out of your hair. Look, my friend, we’ve known each other since school days. We bounced with the ‘Forty Thieves.’ Remember them?—we were some badass mothers back then. No one—no one dared mess with anyone of us. We would watch one another’s back. Remember?” His voice toned down. “See here my
Brother, we’re talkin’ about horses of a different color. I would hate to see your face on the tube with cuffs on or even worse, D.O.A”
“I hear you,” said Smoot, nonchalantly.
“No you don’t.”
“What?”
“Come buddy you heard me.”
“Oh yeah, I heard you all right.”
“What’s that’s suppose to mean?”
“Oh, nothing,” Smoot said flatly.
Then the voice said, “Before you let your mind start fuzzing at the edges, you go getting yourself in huge trouble with the fuzz and to throwing your life away, think about it. You’ve worked too hard to get where you are. Let’s say if you did want to pop him, how you gonna wangle that without risking getting caught? Why—why in the hell would you risk losing all you’ve got?”
“A promise.”
“A what? Who?—Pardon me if I ask, could it be that dead girl? I hope not. Do you think if she were alive, she would want you to do what you are planning to do? I doubt it.”
“Maybe so. Anyway, it’s not important whether anyone agree with me or not. What counts is how I feel. I won’t be able to live with myself if I don’t do something.”
“No way man, no way,” the voice cried. “You can still live without doing what you plan,” he asserted. Then in an attempt to get Smoot back on a sounder pattern of thinking, with big-heartedness he then avowed, “I’ll help you pull through. I dig you like a brother, you’re someone I can count on—you’re all wool and a yard wide, genuine, no fake, excellent quality of a dude. Having said that I don’t want you to think I’m lecturing you, but if that will keep you away from harm, well so be it. I feel I should tell you that one of your problems is, your mind is so bogged down with negative thoughts and bad information that you are starting to become incapable of finding something to think, do, or say. You don’t have to feel that it’s weak for a man to cry, or to seek out help for his problem. If you need my help, you can bet your sweet ass I’ll be there. Believe me, Brother, you don’t want to get wrapped up in anything that would have you feeling like you have to go out and commit murder. Not if you can help it. That type of muddle of confusion is one huggermugger no one in their right mind wants to get tangled up in.”
“An eye for an eye,” said Smoot, his mind ticking over, and sounding like he had not heard a word of caution. “That’s the way we were raised. It’s a must do type of thing. You know that.” Then Smoot said abruptly, “I refuse to let things wither on the vine. I won’t just sit on my hind legs hoping things come to fruition. I don’t have time to get into the whys and wherefores. Without further ado, I thank you kindly for your help. Must run, got some pressing things to take care—of.”
But—”
Smoot hung up, high on an idea.
Chapter Eighteen
With a pale shimmer of moonlight peeping through the clouds, and whole gale winds picking up, and with the evening vesper slight cool, annus mirabilis when the harvest moon, in its remarkableness and in its fullness, neared the autumnal equinox.
The bowwow days of August were in the air, as expected.
Just before driving into the Center’s parking lot, he had cased the area, with a fine toothcomb, making every effort to investigate every minute detail. He was thorough, so thorough, he couldn’t help but make note of the different colors of fallen leaves. He had not paid much attention to the effects seasonal changes have on the environment. From what his eyes was seeing, he could clearly see that autumn is a symphony of texture and patterns. What did that have to do with why he was there? Nothing, said an inner voice inside his head.
After several hours, and finding no errors, weighing the pluses against the minuses, satisfied with the scheme of things, he figured the time was right to make his move on the unpromising event.
His pulses hammering a thousand miles a second, and without reservation, and willing to go whole-hog, Smoot checked the false beard he had attached with the use of spirit gum. Satisfied with his disguise, he got out his car, mumbling to himself, ‘you gotta be brisk, you gotta be quick,’ and with coat collar turned up about his ears, he quickly bopped unceremoniously into the medical Center with a flavoring breeze at his posterior.
As he pussyfooted along the idle unpeopled hallway, warily and stealthily, hoping to steal a visit, he felt an unexpected tingle of nerves. The air hung with an antiseptic aroma peculiar to hospitals. Seeing the doors on the elevator about to close, he made a couple of long quick strides and whisked into the elevator before the doors closed. He was the lone passenger. He thumbed the button for the third floor.
Fifteen seconds later, the elevator shushed to a halt and opened automatically. Lucky for him the cranky elevator broke down periodically, and had not gone caput on him.
Several steps, he found himself in the hallway. Sizing up the situation was easy, because the hallway was empty with one exception: there was a uniformed officer sitting in a chair guarding room 315. He had his back to Smoot reading what looked to be a girlie magazine. The sight of the officer did bugged him a little, but he had always thought the police were a most admirable invention, a most valuable convenience; he would always wear a conspicuous uniform; he could always be found when he was wanted; he was your surest help and refuge in time of trouble or perplexity.
With the officer’s presence starting to worry him more and more, and without the officer noticing him, Smoot slipped into a utility room. Except a little puddle of light at the bottom of the door, the room was wholly dark. After fumbling round a moment or two, and sighing wearily, he found the switch and flicked on the light, which made his eyes squinch. Although, there was stuff in the room for keeping the Center clean, his eyes settled on a clothed rack with white slip-on long jackets. This will do, he thought. He slipped a jacket on over his clothes, checked his profile in the mirror and fastened the nametag to the breast of the jacket. Satisfied, that everything checked out, he was ready for the next step in the contrived manufactured machinated matter, the hardest part. It was a momentous task, so much so, that he hesitated a moment as Kasha’s pitiful face flashed cross his mind. That was enough to get him to going. Ready, and feeling that despite the outcome he would never regret what he was about to do, he doused the lights.
After saying a silent prayer, he opened the door and stepped out into the hallway, looking one way and then the other.
Then after fifteen heart pounding difficult steps, he stopped right where the officer set.
The cop gave him an official going over with his eyes, and satisfied with his observation, he then cracked a smile, and said, “Hi ya Doc. I guess you’re here to see to the patient.” His eyes did not squint.
Smoot did not utter one word, but gave him a smile. By the expression on the officer’s face, his smile was so good; he told himself that he must remember to check that smile that he was wearing first chance he gets. At this critical moment, he felt that whatever worked, worked. There was no time for negotiation. All was fare game, everything. If someone was going to stop him, it had to happen right away.
Smoot spotted Peppy immediately, lying there with the jumble of tubes connected to his body.
All he could do was mumble incoherently. On seeing Smoot, Peppy had an instant recognition and even tried to communicate his awareness to the police officer.
“My, oh my, doesn’t he seem excited,” admitted the officer, his left eye squinted slightly, as he moved closer to the bed to get a better view. “If I am not mistaken, I would swear this poor sap is trying to indicate that he was afraid of…” The officer stopped talking. He was about to look to see where Smoot was, when he was stuck in the neck with a hypodermic needle Smoot had in his hand. The chemical compound was so potent that the officer could not react quick enough to prevent a misfortune from happening to save the day.
No sooner had the officer had fallen to the floor, out cold, Smoot moved closer to the bed, and looked into Pep’s excitedly terrified eyes. “Well, hello there, my poor chap, I’m the angel of death. You see my face. Do I look like I’m nursing a grudge? If you think so, then your guess is on the mark. Let’s just cut to the chase?—I’ve always not been one for preliminaries. Rather sorry about that old chap. Here is the deal. I once had a girlfriend that was sweet as a babe in the woods. That is until you killed her by injecting her up with one hell of an overdose. That’s why I’m here to say, I’m so mad I could rip a new asshole in you. Oh yeah, you better believe it.”
Pep stared and stared at him as if he’d been confronted with a ghost.
Smoot watched with a dourly smile of evil on his face as Pep tried to escape, but was even more disappointed when he knew he was not able to.
Several more moments of thrashing about…to no avail, he lay still…seemingly resigned to fate.
With a bitter coldness, Smoot simply said, “Thought I’ll just pop in to say hi. I do it to all my friends.” He then took out another needle from his coat pocket, took off the cap and squirted a small bit in the air.
Pep kept his frightened eyes on the needle, only to look at Smoot with pleading eyes and appealed to his reasoning and to his sympathy.
The only look he got back was bitterly cold, as Smoot gashed his teeth at him.
Smoot then patted Pep on the chest with his free hand. “Go ahead you dreck and cry if you want to, that’s what I heard Kasha did. She pleaded for her life while you laughed your sorry ass chops off at her and told her she should have had better taste than to have dated a nigger.”
Turning his head away and shaking it, Smoot looked again at him. “Well, first off, I’m not a nigger. I’m an African who hails from a long line of Kings and Queens. Oh, and yeah, despite what Hollywood and some ignoramus hung up on some damn racist crap, calling themselves, Egyptologist, well let me enlighten you before you take that final trip. You see, in spite that slop taught in school, the fact is that the ancient Africans were black and they built the pyramids. That’s right, you heard right. You got that. You should’ve read between the lines in the history books and patronized bookstores on African History. It’s all there for the asking if you go at it with an open mind, or do you want to die ignorant to that fact. It doesn’t matter to me. I just couldn’t give a hoot or cotton picking damn about what decision you make. You were not alone in your ignorance; I was there before, that is, until I dumped the crap from my mind and said good ridden to bad rubbish. I am glad to say when I die, and that’s when I die, I sure won’t be leaving here not knowing the truth.”
Then without care or enthusiasm, he said, “Oh, by the way, I haven’t time to do a good job of killing, just enough for a lick and a promise.”
Smoot took ahold of one of his arms, looked at him again, and was glad to see the tears. “Listen up you sly, slithery, sloeyed, slanted so and so, this here shot I’m about to give you will be one superbly beautiful injection that’s sure to dampen your spirits and send you on your damn way. I hope to hell that you see my beloved Kasha in making the transition. Moreover, I hope to God she strike you smack dab in the kisser. I want you to know that in her memory, I will stand watch over you as you take your last flea bitten breath. Damn, I’m glad I got this chance to cause you to become one dead sonofabitch. Originally, I had wanted to see that you experience a fate worse than death. Then I thought to myself, how can there be such a thing. After kicking it around in my mind, I decided your fate worse than death would be just that. You got that. Oh, never mind your opinions ain’t spit anyhow. How does it feel, to feel your stomach tightening and your stinking life looming at death’s door, rather awkward, huh?
Well, that was just too bad, Smoot thought fatalistically. He intended to send Peppy on his way to the happy hunting ground.
Smoot did a little gig with his feet. “Damn, I feel good. Doesn’t that sound like a thing the dynamically inimitable James Brown would say? Well, you’re about to get the opportunity to leave here with some soulfulness bogeying in your head.”
He thumped his forehead with a finger. “I don’t have time to do a good job on you, just enough for a lick and a promise,” he said, without care or enthusiasm. “And so that you don’t go into oblivion saying I didn’t give you a sporting chance, a good shot in the arm will do it every time, and boost you up fleetingly, ephemerally, and then you’re deader than a doorknob. Sounds encouraging don’t you think? I thought you would like it. And I would hope you got that pesky flea in your ear annoying you horribly and got you feeling like a scared chicken, or better yet, like a fish out of water about to fry. Oh, am I boring you? If I am, we can skip a step or two, put the metal to the petal, to send you to the happy hunting grounds—Or was it hell? My, my, my memory does appear to have grown short. In the mean time, while you linger on the brink of death, I’ll finish getting things ready. Don’t fret; it’ll all be over before you know it and you will pop outta here to an eternity in hell. Oh, and do say hello to that cat with the pitch fork for me.”
Thinking ‘win some, lose some, so little done, so much to do,’ Smoot injected the needle into Pep’s skin, and Smoot did as he said he would, he just waited there like a frozen statue, and watched as the captain went down with his ship. That is, ship of evil, Smoot thought.
After a long five minutes, and keeping his eyes focused on the Polar Heart Rate Monitor, Smoot watched as Pep flat-lined and heard him breathe in deeply and let out a heavy sigh. It was to be his last breath.
Briefly looking at Peppy, and knowing his heart had stopped, indicative that he’d had it, Smoot quickly cleaned up behind himself, taking care to put the police officer back in the chair out in the hallway. He purposely did not kill the officer, and only gave him just enough sedative to render him unconscious, so that he would not remember anything that had happened, only that he was on duty at the Medical Center, nothing more, nothing less.
A short time later, Smoot’s anger was effaced when he stepped into the open air, got into his car, and left the Medical Center’s parking lot. He knew then, if he had had it to do all over again, he wouldn’t bat an eye over doing it again.
Feeling, he finally did something right after a long drought…Smoot sensed deep down, he had become a marked man. He also knew, self-recrimination would be par for the course, and should be just something expectedly dealt with in view of that. So, let the chips fall where they may. His conscience was clear, he had prevailed...it was his opinion there would not be a need of a cast iron alibi. The rest was in the hands of fate. It was up to the authorities to find out to whom to fix the blame on.
Chapter Nineteen
It was, some might consider, the typical Police Department, with Technical Services, Organized Crime Unite, Precinct Squads, Special Squads, and Major Offense Squad.
One of the squads under the Major Offense Squad was the Homicide Squad. This detective squad investigated deaths, or serious injuries ostensibly resulting in death such as: Criminal violence or assault, Accidents including criminal negligence, Vehicle, (railroad, airplane and boat) accidents, Suicides, Drowning, Sudden death, or death happening under suspicious or unusual circumstances, and all deaths confinement in jail or in detention cells.
This squad, the Homicide Squad, also maintained a liaison with the medical examiner or coroner’s office and the homicide bureau of the prosecutor’s office and kept files on all deaths in its jurisdiction investigated by the police.
Sam and Murphy sat at their desks going over recent cases. Sam’s desk was so cluttered; it looked like an explosion in a paper factory. He stopped what he was doing, crumbled the up, and pitched it into the waste paper basket several feet away. “Swish,” said Sam then chuckled, pushing his back against the chair’s cushion.
The sound struck Murphy’s attention sitting at the next desk over from him. “That a boy Sam,” he exclaimed encouragingly, “that was a great throw indeed. What—have we here, the first over forty want-to-be basketball hotshot? A shot like that you might coax Magic Johnson out of retirement to show him how you can stop him dead by out shooting him at the hoops. Man—you must have been a pop-shot when you were in school?”
“Yeah, I was.” Sam inched his chair closer to his desk, sighing, looking at the papers strewn pell-mell on his desk.
Murphy smiled. “How about a funny joke. I got one to you might think funny.”
“I hope the ilk is of a good sort,” said Sam.
“A minister said to prostitute, ‘Do you believe in hear after? The prostitute replies, ‘I do!’ The minister leers at her, and said, ‘Then you know, what I’m here after.’”
Sam burst out laughing. “Not bad, not too shabby. But I think we’d better cool it on the jokes for now and get back to work.”
Yeah,” said Murphy, looking at documents on his desk.
Sam came over to his desk and asked, “What have we here, Murphy?”
“Just more unsolved rig morrow cases. Does it not only imply more damn unsolved murder cases, but also more work. Oh, well, few tasks are grimmer than slogging through a batch of police files, vainly seeking signs of unraveling.”
Sam bobbled his head up and down. “I know that these are cases dealing with murder, that is to say, I don’t think they deal with murder.”
Murphy stopped pecking on the keyboard, and said perceptively, “How’s that? I think the information you have in your hand is correct.”
“Hmmm—sorry, Murphy, I don’t see it that way.”
‘Well, doesn’t the file state what it’s about? Does it say murder or not? It’s either it does or not. That’s how I see it.”
“I don’t know. I just don’t,” said Sam, looking raptly at the documents in his hands. “I mean, one of the cases here deal with the two recent deaths.”
“Cooper and the mysteriously faceless guy.”
Sam put his hand on his head, plucked at the thinning brown hair like plucking a chicken. “Right, that Cooper woman and faceless.”
Murphy cleared his throat. “What about the coroner here?”
“It would be well—not to ask.” Sam’s statement was advisable, prudent, curled in a dab of humor.
Murphy shook his head, feeling if the situation hadn’t been so serious, he might have laughed out loud. “Why do I feel that someone is trying to tickle my poor chops with a smart remark?
Sam Smiled. “You’re welcome—after all—we all can’t be sharp witted.”
Once again, the urge to laugh at his sense of humor was almost irresistible, but he held it back. “With the fun and games is over, including wise cracks, what about the coroner.”
“What about him?” Sam asked with that same smile on his face.
“Well—are his methods of operation much different from that of the coroner up in Boston?”
Sam’s eyebrows bunched up. “I don’t know about the coroner’s duty up there, but—but I am familiar with some of the coroner’s responsibilities here. The way the thing works is he is the one responsibility for determining the cause of death. In cases of accidental, suicidal, homicidal, unattended death, an authorized medico legal autopsy done by the coroner’s office is not only to determine the cause and manner of death, but also to protect society and ensure administration of justice. Sometimes the autopsy may not show the cause of death, and microscopic, toxicologic, and other special laboratory studies are called for. In some cases, the cause of death is undetermined.”
Murphy nodded his head in appreciation. “I would say the coroner does seem to have his hands full. That’s probably one of the reasons he’s paid well, I reckon.”
“While we get lousy peanuts,” said Sam sarcastically. “Boy oh boy, whatta life. What can we do? No need to complain, it won’t do no good. Oh well, back to the grind. What about identification of the deceased?”
“Which one?” Murphy asked.
“Mr. Faceless.”
“That’s right, him,” said Murphy. “So far, on the positive identification of the victim category, we have fingerprints.”
“But no positive identifying fingerprints,” Sam added.
Murphy clucked his tongue. “Correct. Not as of yet—the lab worked on the Dental Charts.”
“Is there word from the lab yet?” asked Sam.
“Not so far. According to the medical records it shows no injuries or operations, such as broken bones, surgical repairs or removal of parts of the body.”
Sam drew a breath. “About tattoos and scars?”
“None. On the clothing, the articles called for laboratory examination and extensive tracing of chronological possession. Of particular importance are the size, type, condition of the clothing; laundry and dry cleaning marks, and foreign substances sticking to the clothing.”
Sam’s tongue circled his upper lip. “What about identifying tags and documents, or metal tags or bracelets, and identification cards?”
“There was a document that appeared to have been partly mutilated. That was sent to the Crime Laboratory for examination or restoration.”
Then Sam asked, “What about metal articles, such as: pocket knives, watches, rings, cigarette lighters, belt buckles?”
Murphy said, “According to the report, there was a pocket knife, watch, belt buckle, and a cigarette lighter recovered at the scene.”
Sam said, “It would do us good to know if this was murder, what the motive would be, and the possibility of identifying and persons who may have had an opportunity to commit the offense.”
Murphy said, “Let’s just say if we were to assume that Smoot had a hand in this guy’s death, and he had the opportunity to commit the offense, we still would have to determine if he had motive.”
“Right you are,” Sam agreed, indifferent, with a ho-hum reaction. “You’re sounding like a real pro.” He yawned.
Murphy flipped the document over. “I realize you’re bored by this matter, but listen to this. One of our detectives stated that he had questioned one witness about what he had observed, and he gave a description that does not come close to being a likeness to Smoot.”
Sam said, “Oh? I’m more inclined not to go hog-wild to believe the witness’s statement may hold water from the jump. You never can tell if the statement will stand up to criticism or analysis. Let’s look at it this way: if we based things on that evidence alone, I might be inclined to conclude that Smoot had nothing to do with Mr. Faceless demise. We must do our job and put together as much solid evidence as humanly possible. So, all in all, the statement turns out to be just hogwash.”
Murphy said, “If you feel it appropriate, we can conduct surveillance, by an undercover or an intensive investigation to develop leads that may possibly establish motive. After all, if we feel confident about the information we get from the surveillance, we can then question Smoot on his relationship to the victim, his whereabouts and activities before, during and after the incident.”
Sam got off his duff and walked to where Murphy sat, and said, “How about we go look in on the coroner?”
Murphy bounced up to his feet. “I’m with you.”
They left the office together and headed to the coroner’s office, with Murphy tagging at his heels.
A short five minutes, they walked into the coroner’s office just as he was getting off the phone.
The coroner set back in his chair. “What can I do for you gents?”
Sam was the first to speak. “We decided to check you on what new evidence you might have about that—”
“Faceless one,” the coroner finished. He then got up from his desk. “Follow me. Let’s take a trip to the Morgue.” When he talked, he mostly talked by a flick of his eyes on Sam. That was because of the fact he had known Sam for several years, and felt more comfortable talking to him. Over the years, they had built up a rapport by Sam attending the autopsies. He was aware that Sam was an old hat at murder investigations and thus knew the benefit of a police detective’s presence at an autopsy as a close observer providing him the opportunity to discuss all known facts and any special considerations or information needed.
They were in the Morgue and standing at a gurney with the faceless one.
And so it begins, Sam thought. “So, what’s the score?”
“What we have here,” the coroner began, “ is no suicide.”
“Is that right?” asked Sam “What do we have here?”
The coroner simply said, “Murder.”
“Murder,” Sam echoed.
“Exactly.”
“What got you to draw that conclusion? Sam asked, showing more interest, probing intentionally.
“I’m coming to that. But first the proverbial, that is to say, the known or recognized details.”
“Have you considered suicide?” asked Murphy, curious, a burry sound in his throat.
The coroner held up the speckled middle finger on his right hand. “Because, number one, a person seldom commits suicide in the nude. Two, suicide victims usually opens clothing when attacking parts. On the other information, the evidence collected was: blood, fibers, hairs, stain samples, tool marks, and the scene vacuumed.”
“What about his body?” Sam asked.
The coroner nodded. “He had a cloudy cornea. There was presence of rigor mortis in the jaws, neck and fingers, wrists, elbows, shoulders and knees, hips abdomen. There was Mucous membrane dryness, and blisters of the skin, and there was liver mortis, meaning the skin turned white when I applied some finger pressure. There also was a Venereal discoloration around the genitals area. And by the factors indicative of death such as spoiled food I would say this man died around 6:30 and 7:30 pm.”
Sam asked, “What was the condition of blood at the scene?”
“Liquid,” said the coroner. “The victim was found in slightly disheveled clothing. I concluded he was a sloppy dresser. The victim’s hands bagged at the scene and nail scraping taken. He had an alcohol dependency, but no drug. On drug overdose, the only substance I found that could eventually be considered was—”
“Rum,” shouted the detectives.
“That’s right, red rum to be more specific. The same kind found in the black female victim. On the faceless gent, he did not show signs of vomit, chills, fever, intense thirst, and diarrhea. I did find, however, froth at the nose and mouth. I found the same exact thing on the black female. And, on the tissue that was microscopically looked at, they were as follows: the skin, lungs, lymph node, liver, heart, spinal cord, toxicological investigation, bile, subcutaneous tissue and vessels, urine, blood, Gastric contents, liver, kidney, lung and brain tissue. His blood type was type O. Oh, and before I forget, his hands were swabbed, with a neutron activation analysis. Well gents, that’s about it.”
Sam cut a glance toward Murphy, then back to the coroner, noticing that Murphy had been a little anxious—even nervous, maybe—since the two of them first set foot in the morgue. Sam understood. A place like this, a situation like this, can do that to you, especially if you’re not use to it. “So, that makes it official on the cause of death,” said Sam.”
The coroner thought a moment. “First off, I would say that he died under mysterious circumstances and feel the same on the female.”
Murphy asked, “So, what’s your take on the rum thing? You think there’s a connection to the cause of death?”
The coroner gave some more thought on it. “I can’t say one way or the other whether if the alcohol truly had a great affect on causing their demise. But I would say that they had a considerable quantity of—”
“Rum,” the detectives affirmed, chiming again.
The coroner went on to say, “Let’s say, if it is as we suspect, then there’s every reason to assume that we have a Smoot on Our hands, running rampant, somehow managing to kill people by giving them too much win. That sounds like stretching things a bit, but with two recent mysterious deaths, we can’t rule anything out. And it baffles me to no end to think that there’s a guy out there killing people, creating a fearful tohubohu, by giving them—”
“Rum,” chimes the two detectives.
The coroner sighed. “Gentlemen, it sure breaks my heart, but I have more pressing business.”
Then the coroner looked direct at Sam. “You will keep me informed won’t you?”
Sam nodded his head, smiling. “I will, Kevin.” He purposely said his first name to let Murphy get the feeling that they had a good rapport between them.
The coroner shook both of their hands and walked back to his office.
To his partner, Sam said, let’s put a surveillance team together. What you think? The usual bunch?”
Murphy shrugged his shoulders. “The same guys we all been using would be okay with me.”
“I still feel we’ll be wasting our time.”
“Maybe so, maybe not,” said Murphy. “Just because a fellow may look innocent, doesn’t mean it’s so.”
“Granted,” said Sam. “But I think we’re—”
“Wasting time,” Murphy asserted, echoing what Sam was about to say. “N—o,” he said, as they kept on stepping.
Some minutes later, they were back at the Homicide Squad fast at gathering a surveillance team.
Chapter Twenty
“Yeah,” said the raspy voice on the end of the line.
“It’s Smoot.”
“He—y there guy,” the voice said gladly, “Good hearing and knowing you alive and kickin’.”
“Thanks.”
“So, what’s up?”
“You told me one time, if I ever needed help, for me to let you know. Sad to say, that time is here.”
“Yeah, I remember sayin’ that. What seems to be the problem?” It’s not to waste someone, is it? I hope not. Anything else I can try to accommodate you. So, which is it?”
“The latter.”
“Please explain.”
“First off, I’m callin’ from my cell phone, to stay under the radar.”
“Gotcha.”
“What it is about is, things are somewhat slow for me right now, so I was wondering if you could steer me in the direction that someone may be able to help to boost the situation.”
“What exactly are we referring to?”
“Well—drugs,” said Smoot.
“Drugs?”
“That’s right—drugs. I got this brainstorm of an idea that if I was to put a different form of drug out there, there might be some takers. I mean users, that is.”
“Tell me a little about this brainstorm drug.”
“It’s not exactly a new idea, rather a copy cat.”
“Is that so?”
“Yep,” said Smoot.
“Is there a name for this—this drug?”
“Embalming fluid.”
Embalm—what the—”
“Thought you’d think it odd,” Smoot stated.
“Doggone straight, I think it odd. But strange as it may sound, I somehow faintly remember hearing of someone over in—”
“China,” Smoot communicated, saving him the trouble of vexing his mind.
“Ah hell, I was gonna say Brazil, but you’re right, China it is. Now that I’m aware of what you intent to do, I sort of like the idea and think it might work. Something like that have to wear on me for a while before I kinda get use to it.”
“Understandable,” said Smoot. I feel a little better getting your opinion.”
“But I have to caution you, getting involved in something like that, can have its downsides.”
“Dangerous you mean.”
“Damn straight, one wrong move equate to being thrown into a pit of rattlesnakes with but a toothpick to fend them off.”
“I’ve considered pitfalls and the dangerous consequences that might spring up while involved with something of that magnitude.”
“You did right. Driving up that hill you got to keep a foot on the brake and one on the gas and hope to God the engine doesn’t clonk out on ya.”
“I hear,” said Smoot.
There was a momentary silence.
“Got just the dude to help you sport your wares, he’s a little bit of the badass type, but he’ll be okay once you tell him I sent you. Don’t worry about getting your money for the stuff. He comes across good in that department of pungling up. He’s not the Punic type, you know treacherous, that sort. He’s always been faithful to my cause and I reciprocate in-kind. You know, like in goods, or services rather than money. I call it cash and in-kind benefits. The fella I’m rappin’ to you about is Sly—Sly Bone—what a dude. Between me, and you, and the gatepost, I can’t imagine anything illegal he hasn’t tried. I’m sure once you lay your idea on him … he’ll grab the bait and want to get his hands a little dirtier. Get your pen and jot down the info on where he’s at.”
Smoot took the information, gave his thanks, and then hung up.
An hour later, around 9:00 pm, the setting sun cast a deep red glow over the village; Smoot pulled his car to the curve on N. Wright Street in the middle-earth part of Deadwood. He exited the car; feeling like a gauntlet of invisible eyes was staring at him. Looked around at the cheap saloons and flophouses frequent by vagrants and alcoholics. Continuing his observation, he saw that there were some zob’s and Z-heads out, high on whatever they could get their hands on, standing about, oblivious to everything, wholly out of it. Overall, the red light zone was relatively quiet, but was still an area of the city that it paid to watch your step. He knew as well, it would be a lot healthier for him to maintain vigilance. God knew he needed all his wits about him. It was not the time for dithering and ineffective dilly-dallying. He needed to be thinking with one mind not two.
In the light easterly breeze, inhaling deeply and exhaling, and on pins and needles, he braved entering the two story brick building with the blinking neon sign with the words ‘Drywell Haven’ in the window. Feeling like he had the yips, a couple of steps over the threshold, and a miasma of stale alcohol hung around him like marsh gas. He paused shortly, as the ceiling fans, like helicopter blades, whirred in the smoky air. He then scanned the taproom grogshop setting. With the luck of the devil, his aggressive instincts merged with his precautionary instincts, steeling his courage to grist for his mill. There were no patrons at the bar, just the big hard-nosed bloat of a bartender gnashing his nicotine colored teeth on a freshly lit cigarette.
From where Smoot stood, he saw that the man was a zarf, with bad shaven skin, and a rash of seemingly endless red-marked blotched blemishes, bumpy as all hell. The humane side of Smoot begged him to pity the man for every time he put razor to that god-awful face, which looked like a road map with ten miles of roughness either way.
He took his eyes off the bartender and assayed the rest of the clientele or could they be muscle? He felt his heart rate quickened as he looked at the five gorillas wreathed in smoke, two a piece at two separate tables with one lone gorilla at another table. That made five, all drinking bottled skunky beer.
Hired plugugly’s, thought Smoot. Not only did his eyes validate the intimidating, thug toughness of the goons, his instincts did as well. Added to their ruggedness was that they were all large, heavyset bruisers, threatening like a wild unbroken stallion, ready to fly in the face of anyone with guts and a dare to ride’im.
Smoot straighten his body to its full height, in an attempt to look fitter, with the perception he could take care of himself if his back was ever against the wall. With his instincts telling him he was plumb crazy, he plucked up his courage, steeled himself, and then walked to the bar setting down on a stool.
“What’s your pleasure,” asked the bartender with a gruff tone, eyeing him cautiously.
“An Abe’s Tropical Night in Hell,” said Smoot close enough to the bartender to know that his earlier observation was dead on. The bartender was indeed ugly and sported a huge handlebar mustache.
The bartender looked at him with a, ‘I-don’t-believe-he-said-that’ look. Then because Smoot was not going to change the order, the bartender huffed and then took out an empty glass and started to concoct the drink.
Slightly interested, Smoot sat and watched the bartender put 2 parts Vodka, two parts Banana liqueur, 2 parts Godiva liqueur and one part Grenadine into the glass. He then mixed all ingredients together and stirred. The bartender set the drink in front of Smoot, took the money for the drink and said as he walked to the cash register to ring up the transaction, “Enjoy your night in hell!”
Smoot took a swig. “Thank you, I’m hoping it’ll be a stone gas,” he flashed his teeth at the bartender, hoping that with a couple of drinks it would give him Dutch courage.
The bartender gave him a cruel look and walked away. After he rung up the transaction, he started to straighten out the glasses that set below the cadre of liquor on the shelf above. Smoot watched as the bartender buffed glass after glass until they gleamed.
When Smoot had sipped the contents in the glass about close to the bottom, he asked the bartender, “I’m looking for someone they call Sly Bone. I heard—”
He stopped short his words just as the two gorillas with beers in hand approached him on his starboard side. There was not enough time for him to react. There was a gorilla standing on both sides of him, gazing at him with a hot and bothered gawking expression.
The gorilla on his right, surprisingly was a himbo, with the fastly eroding looks of an attractive but unintelligent man, and asked, “What’s your business?
Smoot knew if he didn’t want to end up with some broken bones, it would serve him better to thread lightly.
“Well,” said the gorilla on his left, putting his hands together and cracking his knuckles. Just the sound alone made a lone bead of sweat creep slowly down the middle of his back. He had been in scraps before, but not of a magnitude that he was truly outgunned.
“I’m here to see Sly,” Smoot reiterated, feeling the lump at his throat. Grabbed by his arms and forcibly pulled from the chair, he was away from the bar, before he could utter another word.
“But my contact told me to ask for Sly. Wait a minute, would you please give me a chance to speak. Isn’t there someone here who will listen? My contact told me to tell Sly that Moshoeshoe sent me.”
The gorillas heard him and started to loosen their grip on him. Then the gorilla on his right smashed the bottom of his longneck on the bar, and said, “How are we to know you ain’t making up the whole thing? Come on, stop struggling we just want to take you out back and have a chat with you so we can clear this thing up. Come on, stop resisting,” he barked in a guff tone of voice.
They put the iron clad grip back on his sore arms, and was just about to hustle him to the back door when a hoarse commanding voice said, “Hold on there fellows.”
Immediately, the gorillas stopped, in allegiance with the person with the hoarse voice.
A couple of heartbeats later, the man with the hoarse voice, and with the tip of his cigarette glowing in the dark, materialized.
With his eyes on the approaching man, Smoot was slightly disappointed. He wondered if this was a joke. But, he knew with his arms aching, and the tight painful grip on them, he couldn’t help but realize it was no laughing matter. He then took a second look and looked at the long streak of piss of a thin man dressed like an outdated gangster, but with a fierce telling look on his face and eyes as well. In addition, a gruesome extended scar that he found to be rather off-putting ran from his ear on the right side of his face all the way to the corner of his mouth.
With a wave of his bejeweled hand, the man said, “That’s okay fellows; I’ll take it from here. As you were.”
Smoot felt the brute pressure on his arms ease and release. The two behemoths went back to their respective tables, still sporting the mean, hostile attitude. God, he was glad he wasn’t on their shit list. They had enough brute force to put a crimp in anybody’s style.
Sly said, “Come with me. You’re safe. No one will mess with you. Not here—that is.”
Smoot followed Sly willingly into the lighted room, with just two chairs, a couch, and a desk with a computer on top, and a TV set still turned on.
“Please be seated. What was your name again?”
Smoot plunked himself down in the chair. “Your cadre of brute force didn’t allow me the chance to say I mentioned it.” He shook his head pitifully. “And I was just sitting at the bar minding my business when—”
“I got that,” Sly pointed out. “What I need is a name. That’ll do for now.”
“Smoot.”
“Last name?”
“Mathews—Smoot Mathews.”
“What’s your connection with Moshoeshoe?”
Smoot looked glumly at Sly. He wanted to return an answer, but he didn’t want to reveal his whole card. He figured it would be best to say little as possible and to know little as possible about people involved in criminal activities.
Convinced Smoot was not about showing such information, Sly said, “Okay—okay, I get your point—not that I blame you. It’s safer keeping a tight lip. You live longer. That ‘s if you don’t get run over by a train, or have an airplane crash, and the like.”
Smoot nodded his understanding. “Let’s just say, we’re kinda tight.”
Sly bobbled his head in comprehension. “That’s some sobriquet. It’s his assumed name, parenthetically, humorous an affectionate, too. Moshoeshoe that’s spelled Mshweshwe and pronounced moshweshwe. According to Moshoeshoe, the name comes from an African political leader, who was the founder of the modern state of Lesotho, born in N Basutoland. The chief of a Sotho clan, it is said that he moved to a mountain stronghold during the period of warfare and migrations caused by the rise of the Shaka Zulu kingdom. It is also said, through a blend of warfare and diplomacy, he created and defended a kingdom in the face of pressure from the Boer republic of the Orange Free State. Basutoland was annexed to the Cape Colony, but in 1884 became a British protectorate, and in 1964 an independent nation state.”
Sly smiled. “Enough on that. The sixty-four thousand dollar question is what are you doing in this godforsaken place and why did Moshoeshoe send you to me?”
Smoot was impressed that Sly had managed to cultivate an air of indifference. He cleared the lump in his throat, feeling here was man who wouldn’t laugh at him if he would let on to him he was strapped for cash and need of the almighty dollar. “I’m here because of a situation. The business that I’m running—”
“And that is?” True to the nature of the beast, Sly was looking for an easy thing, and wanted to get right to the point.
“Funeral Pallor.”
Sly thought for a moment. “Ah, yes, it all adds up. So, you’re the undertaker.”
“That’s right.”
“How’s business?”
“Fair to midland. Well, that’s in truth not so. Truth is things are miserably poor.”
“Poor? —I see. At least you have that going for yourself. And then again, at least you won’t be treating what you’re here for tonight like it was the last exit before a bridge to nowhere.”
“You’re right. It all balls down to funeral homes are no longer the gold-plated investment they were.”
“Damn,” Sly cursed.
The sudden change of his mood caused a streak of fear to zip through Smoot’s body.
Sly got up, went to the telly, and hit the screen. “Damn TV’s not worth a nickel these days. The people that make’em oughtta be taken out and shot. I know I should take it to the shop. Just too lazy I guess.”
“Right,” said Smoot, glad it was a false alarm; he could breathe easy for now.
Sly came back and set down at the desk. “Where were we,” he asked, looking, annoyed at the Tele set still running.
Smoot didn’t care about him being annoyed with the TV; he just didn’t want Sly to be bothered with his presence.
Smoot cleared his throat again. “We were talking about my idea. Or, if truth be told, my pipe dream.”
“Oh, yes, do go on,” he said, still with his eyes on the Tele.”
“As I was sayin’, I need help pushing through some ice.”
“What kind?”
“Embalming Fluid,” Smoot said flatly.
“Oh, that,” said Sly, “on the street it’s called DJ—it’s an eponym for a person whose name is thought to be the source of the name of something. Such as a city, country, opera. For example, Romulus is the eponym of Rome. So, someone thought to come up with the acronym DJ?”
Smoot nodded his head. “I appreciate your going over the terms, but I assure you, I am quite versed, and acquainted through study. Mastery of words has often been a hobby of mine. “So, what do you think about the idea?” Smoot enquired, hoping Sly would accept his idea and want to be his aide.
Sly lit a cigarette and blew a whitish ring of smoke. “I have no problem with it.”
“Does it mean you’ll be willin’ to help me?”
“Hell yeah,” said Sly, blowing another ring of smoke. I’ll be delighted to pitch in to help put some flesh on the bones of your idea. I’m grateful to you for seeking out my help to dope out plans for such an endeavored. What about prostitution?”
“What about it? Smoot asked
“Have you ever considered dabbling in it a little?”
“Nah. I don’t have an opinion one-way or other about if I would be interested in dealing with such. I do, however, feel prostitution should be legal, but not too close to school and neighborhoods.”
“Ah ha, I see,” said Sly, putting out yet another cigarette and lighting up yet another.
Change smoker, Smoot thought. Man does have his vices. I guess it just comes down to we live, we breathe, and we die. If not that whatever other way would it be? God knows he had his vices, and at the top of the list were women, one of God’s greatest gifts to man, or was it evil? If it was evil for man to be with a woman, then what was dying? Couldn’t that be considered in some strange unexplainable quirky sort way that dying was unclean, morbid, smelly, and rotten. How in hell did he get on that subject anyhow? Oh yeah, he was right here going over things with Sly.
Sly said, “Hold on a moment while I call someone.”
Smoot sighed, and said, “Okay, go right ahead.”
Three seconds later, Sly said, “Hey buddy, how goes it? It’s all go around here. Are you still into those Chinese bitches you just brought here from across the way? Hear tell they are some hot tomatoes. More obedient than these some American bitches. I also hear tell Chinese women know how to treat a guy.
With the phone cradled between chin and shoulder, Sly took out his knife from his pants pocket and started to pare his thumbnails, letting the fingernail parings drop down onto the desk. “They do. Ah, that’s good to know. Hey, look, the thing I’m callin’ bout is I got this dude that wants to move some DJ. Is he straight? Yeah, he’s okay. Moshoeshoe referred him. Yeah, that right, Moshoeshoe. What about the DJ thing?—Yeah, I copy. Yeah, yeah, that’s right, that’s how it is. I know. Got to run. I’m on the run. So, you’ll set the table.” Find. I’ll see that you get the dessert. Peace and love.”
Sly hung up and thought for a moment, smiling all the while. He looked at Smoot. “Looks like things are a go. What about the—”
“What’s DJ? Does that deal with music?” Before he went ahead and stuck his neck out and sunk his teeth in, he wanted to be sure everything was clearly understood; no double-dealing; no sleight of hand. There was too much at stake.
Sly smiled. “Nah, brother, far from that. That’s just short for Dead Juice, or more exact meaning Embalming Fluid.”
“Oh, I was just wondering.”
“You got some DJ ready to mash. To go.”
“Quite a bit ready all ready. I’m just waiting for you to give the word, time and place. It’ll be there where ever you say.”
“Great…my cut off the top will be 40 percent.”
“Thirty,” said Smoot quickly, abruptly, with a take-it-or-leave-it-tone of voice.
Sly thumped the desk with his finger. “Solid. I’ll be in touch. Give me your cell number and I’ll give you mine, code word is ‘Hush Pup.’”
“Great,” Smoot agreed, geared up.
Then reaching his hand in a desk draw, he pulled drug paraphernalia out and showed it to Smoot. “What’s your pleasure, cocaine, acid, Ecstasy, speed or even cannabis? I know—I know you want a moment to think on which one. Take your time. The way I see it is, don’t feel bad about having a habit. If you don’t take it, there are those looking for a shoulder to cry on, got their pockets filled with lovely lolly, and happy to form an orderly queue.”
“I appreciate you giving me first dibs on this prospect. And…speaking of money,” said Sly, stiffing a dab of cocaine up his nose, “about that DJ thing,” he sniffed again, “To me, it’s a given that you are what is considered a greenhorn at this, and that small fish are vulnerable to predators. Those facts do not apply to you, because I consider you on an equal par. With that said, once we get past the embryonic stage, things get up, and running, and you start cutting your teeth, you’ll quickly realise that it is quite an amazing thing that you're earning thousands of bucks flogging DJ to buyers while asleep. Your rake-off is sure to double overnight to hefty boodles. It’s sure to mushroom overnight. I see you’re a man after my own heart. You don’t mind double dipping. My model is … cut your coat according to the cloth. Meaning, undertake only what you have the lolly or ability to do and no more. I find it is best when you do things thataway. You won’t have to keep looking over your shoulder wondering when I’ll step in and cut you up. I won’t buffalo you or diddle you out of what you got coming to you. I won’t use you as my pawn. I’ll be as straight as a die with you. You can place your trust in me. My word is bond. Always has been and always will be. I’m not here to criticize you; I’m here to help you make your first bow into this thing. You’re sure to make a bundle—looks like you just struck pay dirt by coming to me. I don’t have a problem with showing you the color of the money. I don’t see a reason you can’t pull down fifty grand in any time flat. We’ll divvy up the proceeds from the green collected together. I don’t pay peanuts. I pay big time. I believe in doing things the Spike Lee way: ‘Do the Right Thing.’” Sly gave a vulpine smile, true to his cunningly crafty nature. Generally, if you follow my lead, you’re sure to see how good it is to have your fingers in the pie. And speaking of fingers,” he raked his fingernail in the coke and held it up. “You indulge?”
Fighting back the temptation, Smoot knew his limit of human endurance was being tested. He hadn’t had a rip-snortin’ good time since Kasha died. He kept his eyes trained on the white powdery substance. Just one dab won’t scratch the surface, he thought. Just one. He felt his will weakening and knew he was jonesing for a hit. He then succumbed to temptation. Leaning over the desk, he dipped his fingertip in the cocaine, put the substance to his nostrils and inhaled deeply.
He started to say no dice, but rubbed his nose and smiled at Sly. “Shit, that is some badass stuff,” he said, thinking that perhaps Sly wasn’t at all the uncouth chuff some people made him out to be. Though Sly’s reputation was lousy, he had taken a shine to him. What for, when they were like school chums already.
So, he willed himself to release his pent up inhibitions, and just laid, and let the ideas revolve in his mind, as he indulged in the white powdery nose candy, mellowing out, and lent an ear to Sly’s scatter-shot advice of the ruthless cut and thrust of the business world. He figuratively took Smoot behind the scenes and gave him the inside skinny and all the gamy details on just how in fact the actual government operates, and about officials getting their hands grubby with filthy lucre. This was not Smoot’s first…skull session and certainly would not be his last. He knew the man was a rogue, but he was also aware that rogues made for good company. Learning the wrinkles from someone more experienced saves time.
After all, he thought, as of that moment, the fix was in. He was pleased with the fact that he had used…his street cred to develop new contacts and had chiseled his way in on a racket, and had quickly formed a froideur between the two of them.
By the time Sly and Smoot finished, they were floating on air and lollygagging aimlessly.
With his jaw slack, Sly said, “As the cops get smarter…so do the crooks.”
Through the fuddle of hallucinogen, he heard the conversation. “I…want to act on…this,” said Smoot, a little bubbly.
“When you’re ready,” said Sly. “I like the way you handle yourself. Right from the moment I laid eyes on you, I knew you were an all right guy. You can do well for yourself taking part in the scheme we just hatched up and hashed out. With any luck, there shouldn’t be any hassles. I’m sure you’ll ace it. At best you’ll line your pockets with filthy lucre.” He yawned. “As for me, I’m a little tired.”
Through the haze, the gentle man with a pawky wit did look tired.
In his stupor, Smoot was in control of his faculty enough to know at this stage of the game it would not be wise to let on to Sly that he was hesitant to take the risk, however small.
Chapter Twenty One
Up to now, Smoot had managed to evade ticklish situations and had kept the game he played solid as a rock, with women that is, until the untimely frost that blew his way.
The front door to his office opened, letting in some of the day-to-day neighborhood diurnal noises, and then closed. Page with her chair turned away from her desk, did not hear someone bounce into the room.
Her instincts told her to look up. Following her instincts, she looked over her shoulder in disbelief and saw a disaster area in a fake leopard skin skimpy dress and stacked heels, gazing angrily at her.
“May I help you?” said Page, in her tepid typical trained voice, swiveling in her chair to face her, every bit of a secretary looking gorgeous and untouchable.
Green about the gills and green-eyed, and green with envy, the woman’s eyes flash-froze, at ice point, then became two dry ice-crystals burrowing into her. “May I help you,” echoed Chloe, in an algid, cold chilly mimicking manner, aping Page perfectly as she stared piercingly back at her.
Disrespectfully saucy and like a snake waiting to strike, Chloe looked at this naïve simple creature, with her straightforward and friendly eyes so eager to believe appearances. Apparently, Chloe was unaware that those of higher worth and breeding are most simple in manner.
A virtual emotional icicled roller coaster, Chloe leaned over the desk, in a foul mood, feeling smarter and bitchier than Page does, and a hair-trigger temper, said, “See here girlfriend, the name is Chloe. I don’t know what your duties are here. Care to enlighten me. Wait, don’t answer that, because ‘tis hard to…lend interest to a twice-told tale. I think you’ll lie about it anyway. I don’t particularly care whether you’re tryin’ to move in on me or not. I’m here to have a chat with that boss of yours. Do you feel me, girlfriend?”
Page put off by Chloe’s daunt and icky triteness, felt uncomfortable with her pejorative brashness, feeling it wasn’t her business. That was too special, too personal. “Mr. Mathews is busy. He’s on a conference call. It’s hard to say how long that’ll be. It may take an hour or more or may be less. You don’t have to be sarcastic. ”
She watched Chloe fold her arms, and then looked at the tiled ceiling and back at her.
“Sarcastic, moi?” She then came at Page with taurine sang-froid. “Look,” jerked Chloe, her coolness an icy stare and steely nerves, “you’ll know it when I get really sarcastic. Now do what you’re hired to do, and go tell that rascal I’m out here, and that he’d better bounce his ass out her, or I’m gonna raise the roof top off of this here—this thing—called a funeral home. I hope to God when I die, I won’t be eulogized in this here place. It gives me the willies.”
Chloe blew out a breath. “What’s your name? Her temperament was sizzling like roasting magma.”
“Page.” She was beginning to look quite raddled.
“Tch!” she said, irritated, annoyed, and impatient. “Page—or whatever—it doesn’t make much matter to me. Where did you say that Mathew’s fellow was?—Oh, hell, I’ll just call him Smoot like always. Where—”
“I told you he’s on a conference call,” bit Page, giving a cursory explanation, and trying her best to stay the course at keeping her composure. She had to admit that Chloe’s harsh tone got her hackles up on her neck to rise. Extremely insulted, she put up her guard.
True to her nature she would come out with something, in a sudden, rude, incautious way, she bit out, “See here, Page,” you don’t have to be sarcastic with me,” Chloe bit out, with her hands balled in a knot as tightly fisted as a magician’s hand just before the magic.
“Uh, that was not my aim,” declared Page, finding Chloe’s ugsomeness, disgustingly loathsome, bracing herself for the storm headed her way.
“Not your, what?” Chloe shouted, sounding like she was close to being off her rocker. “Could’ve fooled me—what bus stop did you leave your brain at? What do you take me for, huh? Let me caution you. I’ve been called a many things, but the one thing I’m not is an idiot. So if you’re thinking on callin’ me that, I advise you to thrash it.”
In between the angry verbal exchanges, from the open door to the hallway, the sound of a large clock ticking could be heard.
Once she started a tirade, it was best to let it ripe. “Like hell! See here Chloe,” Page said, uncorking her constrained state, in an angry tut-tut, openly objecting and taking exception for being dissed and rub the wrong way, “clearly it looks like you got up on the wrong side of bed with your nitpicking. In case you haven’t noticed, every since you came through that door sounding like you’re some medic running around on the front line of ignorance, I’ve been nothing but polite.
Page took a breath. “I must say though, if impolite is one of your virtues, I’d be happy to accommodate you with straightening that out. You’re not the only one that can spew garbage. So, don’t come round here teeing off raising your voice, snapping at me like some wide mouth snapping turtle, having the gull to jump in my face, coming at me with your homegrown insolence.”
Chloe stood by not saying a word, letting Page tee off on her. Page was not biting her tongue anymore. Her womanly instincts told her that she was dead on about Page being more than a secretary to Smoot. She felt for sure that Page was his lady-in waiting—his lover. Nothing could be clearer than that.
Chloe put her hands on her svelte waist and pointed her finger at Page; raising up to her and said, “Look here bitch with your pretentious fancy prancy shmancy holy than thou self. Yes, that’s right. I called you a bitch. You got a problem with it. If you have, well, we can sure fix that anytime you say. You won’t be the first bitch I put in her place.” She worked herself up until the veins in her neck were starting to pop out.
“Believe me, that’s easier said than done,” Page barked, bad of temper, her emotions close to boiling, making her temper to go from a simmer to a red hotness, and then grew silent, purring as if a panther crouched near to the ground.
Page was about to chop on Chloe’s tree again, when Smoot walked in on what sounded to him as the Battle of Waterloo, Chloe, leather-lunged, and inordinately loud of voice that cut through crowds, and Page’s fired off anger, sizzling like red-hot tongs in a raging fire-storm.
Clueless about the spate, Smoot just thought it was just a woman thing, hair do, better dressed, or just about anything trivial. Whatever it was, it was still a flap, two women shaking their heads at one another like headless chickens running about.
In a hasty attempt to horn in and defuse the tense situation with some humor, Smoot said, “Hold up, let’s just pipe down hop back in the saddle before it make the barn. Okay, give—what’s it all about?”
Chloe turned quickly. She fixed him with an unwavering stare and a look of haughty distain, rattled by his sudden presence, his interference giving her the pipe. “Well I’ll be danged, blow me down! It’s about time.” She greeted him gushingly, and that struck a false note.
I miss you too, thought Smoot, disgruntled over her unannounced pop in, and her pontificating, with a grudge to bear, trying to rock the boat. He was well aware her Dutch is up and that she is upset—she was not being rational. “We can sing in church together, but we damn sure can’t out talk one another.” Smoot interloped, intruding and placing himself in the significant part. He knew he had to be wary, because situations like this could backfire on him, leaving him exposed to both of their wrath, forcing and aiming their vindictive anger at him. He felt like a meddler, but for unselfish reasons interfered anyway.
Page felt it was her turn to pipe up. “She started it,” Page said with a grimace, pointing at Chloe. “Yep, she did.”
The phone dinged three times, the noise from their argy-bargy drowning out the sound.
She took a gulp of air into her lungs. “Whoowhee! Well frost my cookies,” piped Chloe. This woman can lie her ass off.” Chloe pointed at Page. “She was the one that was nasty-mouthed,” said Chloe, ready and willing to go to great lengths to prove her point. “Your holier-than-thou attitude doesn’t cut any ice with me.”
Chloe’s comment was unignorable. “Hahaha.” Bully for you. Just up it! Well, here we go again,” said Page, in a defiant mood, returning the slap-to-the-face insult, and putting Chloe on noticed she would not just stand by idly and let her whack away at her. “And a ‘nother thing, you don’t get it, do you? You’re the butt of the joke. You’re making yourself look like a fool.”
Rousing her to a pitch of indignation, Chloe struck with, “Get a life! And what do you mean I don’t get it.” Chloe blasted, spitting daggers at her. “I’m not getting nasty. I’m just tellin’ it like it is.”
Smoot positioned himself better between the two of them. “No you’re not getting nasty, you’re getting chapped lips. It won’t do to argufy, I tell you. Do you realize you are shouting your heads off to each other, so loud, you just might wake up the dead guy I got in the cooler?”
“Oh, it’s you—well slap the dog and spit on the fire—we’d almost given you up,” Chloe shouted, giving him a dusty look.
The sarcasm bit, but Smoot held his composure. “Uh huh, that’s right,” he said softly, confusing her with his cruel kindness, “back—”
She gave him a look that felt like a strong, cold, dry northeasterly wind blowing down from the upper Adriatic. “Shucks, could’ve fooled me,” Chloe stressed, “and don’t look so happy to see me.” She could see the disappointment on his face.
He cringed before the icy whiplash of Chloe’s tongue, absolutely taken aback by the sharpness in her tone. He wondered why she was talking that way to him, so rough, so harsh, without politeness, and wondered why she became totally flappable in his presence. She never did it before. “What the—?” he drawled back at her, “I was in the Lab.” He pointed his finger at Chloe, “I want to speak to you,” feeling that the beast in her was insisting on having its full say. “We can talk in the rondavel.” He saw the confusion on her face. “It’s South African for ‘guest room.’”
From the git, she hesitated, and said, “Well, all right, but I’m tellin’ you right in front of this here so-called glorified secretary. Of all the cockamamie excuses, I ever heard. It’s a whopper of a monstrous lie. I doubt most seriously. She’s probably sweet on you and no doubt hung up on you. My womanly instincts tell me she got a shine for you. Don’t tell me she’s not hot at me for bungling or derailing her predestined nups. If I did, that’s no grease off my back. I don’t care a jot. We all have to face the music sometime. When we do we find that’s a whole nother thing.” She smiled with patent insincerity at her acute observation, and feeling hurt that he had chucked her for another woman.
Smoot put out his hand to her.
She thrush her hands in her pockets as her brow wrinkled. In a hurricane of disagreement, and with wariness that masked the hurt, she was dashed rude. “Don’t you dare touch me!” she squawked with an ill-considered remark, jabbing at the air with her finger. “I swear if you touch me I’ll sue. And why on earth would I let you touch me if I can’t trust you,” said Chloe darkly.
Chloe shook her head. “The last time we went out together, I wondered darkly if I was wasting my time. It certainly looks that way. And just to think, I spent time with a moldy excuse calling him self a man.” Racked by a jab of envy, she shut her mouth, gave a huff and followed him into the room, closing the door behind her.
She was friendly only when he was safely at arm's length.
His face blenched and she saw it. “Rats!” he said with mild annoyance, trying to roll with the thinly veiled threat, “here I was thinking we were getting’ on like five happy puppies.”
He scolded himself for forgetting Chloe was a kittled woman who defies convention, undoubtedly difficult to deal with and definitely no puling infant.
Chloe glowered at him, defying him to mock her, as she tottered along behind him, taking in account his token interest.
Affecting a relaxed air of unconstrained degage, he sighed and walked into the room, reticently vowing to himself he would not rassale or dicker with her over whether he was right, or whether she was wrong. “I see you’re a tortoise on the uptake today,” he said, mocking her.
Page, smelling something fishy, stood flatfooted looking back and forth from Smoot to Chloe. She waited until they went into the room and closed the door behind them. Then being the nosey snoop she was, Page went to the door and put her ears close to the door.
The room was quiet with traces of tapestry of sunlight reflecting off the polished hardwood floor.
Chloe stood with arms akimbo, giving the impression of being of plaint, and like she was daring him to disagree.
A cunning look came into his eyes. He wanted to rate her soundly for his want of respect. He could just see her on her knees before him, beseeching him, the while his hand she wrung. He shook the thought away, because he knew being submissive was not her nature.
He sussed out right away that there was something fishy going on. “How many times have I asked you Chloe, to—” Smoot suddenly stopped talking, looked outside, and saw the young shaver of a newspaper boy, with sneakers trimmed with sequins and glitter, put the paper in the box. He couldn’t get over how the kid had grown, obviously no feckless mama’s boy. He remembered him as a little bitty thing no taller than a beanstalk. He was now a tall blond sprout of a boy. He had the demeanor of a regular little Lord Fauntleroy, an easily imaginable favorite son to be, equally laid-back and hot-blooded, an intelligent, excessively good mannered, disaffected, with-it youth—damn near the measure of a right guard football tackler, a hefty young chap, his beard not yet developed, the type of boy that wouldn’t give you any sass. Moreover, he had the demeanor of someone that wouldn’t back down in a fisticuff schoolyard scrape. He was willing to bet not many riff-raff of his peers would want to err and get him whipped up into a rough-and-tough roily rile with his back against a wall.
A perpetual hot spur, but nonplussed and sounding feeb, Chloe prompted, “Not to do what?”
He snapped out of it and affected an amusingly cheeky grin. “Uh wait…not to—Oh heck, I forget! Can’t seem to remember stuff much anymore.”
She was shrewish, shrewd enough to guess the motive behind his gestures. Her reply was curt, and wit an outburst of bilious discontent. “Little bit of a brain cramp,” she rasped, and pursed her lips and tossed her head. “How long must I bide here to wait to hear more? It’s just like men to become lost in a morass of lies and explanations and can’t remember nuthin’ but gettin’ in a girl’s pants,” she trumpeted with dismay and keen sarcasm. You don’t fool me. Such silly talk won’t get you anywhere with me.”
He winced under this nagging and not very courteous and chaff. He disregarded that wisecrack, but damned her with faint praise. “Why are you acting like that? Look at the state of you—what a mess! Let me see now; oh yes, I remember. You may not know it, but I care about you,” his expression was bland and unreadable. Believe me I do, but by the way you’re acting, I can’t help but wonder, who peed in your cornflakes? I mean something must have happened for you to arrive in a state of excitement bordering on hysteria. So, tell me, what seems to be the problem, Chloe?” asked Smoot. He noticed the icy retreat on her face had receded, replaced with a more warlike manifestation. Smoot’s thoughts were soon to be broken and brought up sharp by Chloe’s voice.
For as much as thirty seconds Chloe pondered, with his eyes and a breathless interest fastened upon her. She lowered her head downward, in an attitude of humility. Just as quickly, the fires of rebelliousness flamed up in her breast and began to burn fiercely. She raised her head slowly, till it was at eye-level, and at the same time, her frame unconsciously assumed an erect and masterful attitude, she raised her finger and punctuated with it, blustering out the words: “No you don’t. I’m warning you.” Unwaveringly, she kept her finger pointed at him. Her tone sharpened to the exasperation. Her sharp eyes missed nothing. She refused to be deflected from anything she had set her mind on. “Don’t get cute—I’ve told you before, it won’t do. I’m not buying your crass flattery. I don’t think you realize how nuts I was about you,” she huffed, on her guard for hurtful remarks, and then tore into him: “Don’t you realize what you’ve done to me? How I doted on you. I was there—it was after all, supposed to be you and I, thick and thin. I admired you greatly. I was so smitten, so taken, so head over heels in love, smiling all over myself inside that I failed to see the smoking mirrors. I just simply felt like a girl taken with five cute puppies. When I think about the way our relationship cratered, and how you gave me the go-by, just out-and-out ditched me, like some trash in a garbage can. I would think you’d be leaping round like a roo. Am I right?”
It was actually a wh-question. She would not settle for a yes or no.
He sighed. “Eh? What’s this? We don’t have to have a bull about it. I’m very happy, but the black dog is there lurking around the corner,” he replied, nonchalantly, with an airily breezy indifference. Much of his apparent indifference was merely protective camouflage. “I’m not that happy I’m falling off the chair laughing or grinning from ear to ear. For what it’s worth, the way I see it, there’s no reason you can’t still be happy too.”
“Ha—ha! Really,” she snarled a retort with toxic sarcasm, and then a harsh, derisive laugh, her eyes glittering in anger. Have you been listening to me? I think not. The lights are on but no one is at home. That’s why I say, look joker, I’m here to tell it like it is,” she barked, unleashing her rage, her anger the key fuel stoking the fire inside her as she stood equidistantly in the room, fuming, gnashing her teeth. “And if you think you can duck the situation and get away with it, you’re all wet.
He winched at the disgust in her voice. “Aw, Chloe, Chloe, what crawled up your butt and died?” he asked, making an effort to keep calm. “Would you please quit that shouting, and cool your jets.” He then peppered her with questions. “Why are you so bodaciously unreasonable when you’re raised? Why be so sore, so irritated? It couldn’t be because I haven’t seen you in a while. Is it? What has it been, two, may be three months?”
“More like four and a half,” she said with a stiff lip and a glib answer, out of humor, as her derisory gaze swept over him.
He smiled with a hint of mockery. “Whoops, it was not long, was it?” He was soft-spoken and relaxed but purposeful.
“Long enough,” she jerked out the answer with a hint of menace, conveying what looked to her to be a disaster.
“I’m sorry I don’t see it like that.” It was a spontaneous reaction, with not one hint of a smile.
To her chagrin, she woofed at him like a hungry dog, “Long enough I said. I’m tellin’ you straight, you oughtta know what I’m referring to.” As her heart rate quicken, she prayed to the heavens it was not what her instincts was telling her. “You got your nerve acting like you don’t know dick about this—like you don’t have a clue!”
Knowing she welcomed getting wrought up over a little of nothing, he just thought, ‘there-she-goes-again.’ He didn’t want her to get anymore upset than she was. If it could be avoided, that is. “Ha, ha…only kidding. Come now Chloe,” he coaxed, “you can just as well drop the other shoe. What’s all the caterwauling about? Surely, it’s not that you miss me. Um, why, I would think a woman of your class would have the phone ringing off the hook and gadding about the town. I hope I’m not offending you.”
She touched the plain of her forehead and looked at him squarely. “Aaarrrggh!—” her tone a plaintive cry, expressing her distress “—that ain’t so, and you know it,” she snapped angrily, giving him a black look. “Huh, I don’t know how to break this to you but…I ain’t been with no one but you.”
He pursed his brow and added more fuel to the flame. “Damn!” he said, expressing disbelief and annoyance. “What kind of heel do you think I am? Skip it. Don’t answer. Don’t tell lies, missy,” he said sternly. There was a sly grin. “Did you say you ain’t—?”
“On my word, you bastard,” she rallied purringly in a malicious catty manner, not hiding her contempt.
He looked with a slanted eye at her. She had the cheek to complain. “Now, now, whoa, that’s huge! That’s no way to behave. That’s added elbow; throat constriction, and a thumping great lie. Surely, you can’t be serious about such a scandalous tissue of lies. Simply put, that argument is clearly untenable.”
“I am serious—and don't call me Page.”
“I won’t. I know your name. And you say I’m a bastard?” he rejoined, feeling an apology was in order, as he abandoned his relaxed pose. “To call me that, flies in the face of common sense flies in the face of decency.” She didn’t answer. “But that’s your opinion—I had a mother and a father. I have to tell you, Chloe, you have but mistook me all the while. I am but a mote in your eye. I breathe the same air as you, feel want, taste grief, need friends: subjected thus: How in god’s name can you say to me I am a bastard?”
She huffed, “Like I said, you are a bastard—yah—yah! That’s what I said,” she woofed and hissed in a purple tone of voice, cheeky as a monkey, knowing he was studying her. “You philosophize to your hearts content, makes me no difference. It’s no ingenious fetches of argument that, I want. What I say is why don’t you stop the crap? What else can you be when—?”
He ventured his opinion at the risk of rebuff. “When what, Chloe? See what I mean.” There was that sly grin again. “That is, one of the reasons why this whole thing happened. We have this run-in, this shouting match. Will someone please tell me, for what? It just doesn’t make sense. So tell me Chloe, when we last made love or what?” Smoot followed this sally with a discharge of carefree laughter.
She hung her head, as though she was in the dark. There was strain about the corners of her eyes as she manifested facile tears.
He knew instantly he had struck a cord, and was privately well pleased with his logical raison d'être. “Well,” he said, folding his arms, shaking his head slightly, feeling her sudden tears lacked sincerity.
Not surprisingly, she tossed her head angrily and countered with a hard edge. “Get real, mofo,” she stormed, a riot grrl, aggressively chippy and with an ill-favored countenance. I’m not done with you yet.” her caustic manner a mordant wit. “Did anyone ever tell you your sense of humor is like a book that is like a yawn? You get the point. So, don’t monkey with me. I’m for no monkey business. Don’t shout at me, and don’t try to assuage me either with your smooth talkin,’ jive-ass, lying, deceiving self.”
“Touché.” He smiled. “Now, why don’t you pipe down, sit down and take the edge off,” he offered, growing wary of her double-talk. “I tell you, I haven’t the slightest inkling what you’re rabbiting about.”
“Huh,” she said, with a broody manner, sounding like she had a chip on her shoulder, “there’s no way in hell I can take the edge off … not after what you’ve done to me. I think I know what you’re up to right now. You’re trying your damnest to be rid of me by chunking me out of your life—like I was a piece of garbage. I got your number.”
“You do?” asked Smoot. “Well you’ve got more than what some other women got from me.”
“Funny, funny,” she said. “You won’t think so after I see to it that you pay for the damage you’ve done. Just like a man, making lies sound like something true. You won’t do the decent thing and agree you gilded the situation between us. You led me on and lied about your feelings for me.”
Smoot shook his head as he looked at the white elephant big as day getting up his nose. “Veracity is the word you meant to use. Anyway, the things you’re saying can’t be for real, Chloe, and you know it.”
Uncorking her cold hearted, red-heated emotions, in an unkindly fashion, she lashed her tongue at him, “Real I am, one hundred percent. You think I’m kidding. You know good and well, what I’m referring to. I’m not mistaken. And I’ll tell you another thing, huh, if you think I’m gonna try to gain favor with you by being obsequious and throwing myself at your feet, you got another think comin.’ Where was I? Oh, yeah, like I was sayin,’ you know damn well know what I’m talkin’ about. So what you got to say about that, huh?”
She was in search of a morally univocal answer, having one meaning only.
Smoot thought and thought…and then thought some more. His mouth fell open, as he perceived the truth. “Umm, I think I got it. I’m wondering…” Smoot said, bemused, seemingly ready to swallow any insult. Tell me, I mean…you can’t be…surely you’re not implying—”
“Dob! Just say it!” The peremptory reply was in a brusquely impervious way, expressing her frustration of his foolishness. “Just, fess up,” she demanded, “You know it’s the truth. You’ve got a strange sense of humor,” she riposted.
Smoot’s smile had become a rictur of repulsion. At first… he…swallowed…his…pride, but gave in. “That’s out of the question. I won’t discuss it,” he said flat out.
The shock of his words pulled her up short. “Why not?” she queried. “Don’t then—it’s your funeral. Hear you are making puerile excuses without one ounce of shame or pudeur of what you’ve done to me. The truth of the matter is, you’re the one that screwed me. The one that got me knocked up. There I said it. Don’t try to weasel your way out of this.” She folded her arms, looking meaner than a tiger cat. “Uh, oh, surprise, surprise.”
“Uh uh,” he uttered, with his mouth agape with incredulity. “You’re heartless,” he said, hitting her with one of his unkindest cuts, and offering up his answer in the negative. He felt numb, like a bumbling idiot, listening to her sprouting off at the mouth. “I have to tell you, Chloe, your argument is sound, nothing but sound.”
A penchant for picking up unconsidered trifles, Chloe just looked at him pitifully. Then in monologues, she cut loose with a torrent of rage, like a magnum of champagne had been uncorked unexpectedly. “You liar,” she railed, bitter, terribly upset. “You caused me to let the cat out the bag. Do you realize that I waited for you to come back around but you didn’t? I kept telling myself you were busy and would get back in touch. No—you just sat back like some conceited king of all women and not moved one inch in my direction. I even blamed myself for your absence. I knew I couldn’t continue to blame myself when I didn’t do anything wrong. I told myself if I did the wrong thing, then you were equally guilty. Well, my head is clear. I’m here to tell you, this isn’t something you can just sweep under the rug. No sirree, buddy.”
Her verbose reply made a sardonic expression cross his face. He had to admit it was a challenging statement obligatory to a reply of equal weight. “Well I’ll be flabbergasted! Just how ridiculous can you get,” he said with sudden vehemence. “It seems you enjoy thwarting my aspirations. It isn’t hard to see that you’re the type who is forever exaggerating, rambling on like a tempest in a teacup, with the puffery of a traveler’s tale fish story, making much ado about nothing, telling nothing but white lies and half-truth. Come to think of it, what makes you think that—?”
“Doctor Tate,” she revealed in a brusque, hectoring manner.”
That old sawbones can’t find his way out of a paper bag less lone peep into a woman’s—”
“I even told him who the daddy was,” she said cutting him off.” That’s right. I exposed you. I didn’t give him a name, but I will if you don’t do right. He asked me if you knew. I told him not yet, but I plan to. He told me to do just that. Now that I did, I want to know—not wonder, guess, or speculate but know—what are you gonna do about it? I’m waiting, got all day for the answer.”
He shrugged his beefy shoulders. “Ah tosh!” he said. “Maybe I’ll regret saying it, but I hope not. I’ll say it regardless that what you’re saying is simply impossible. You’re spewing sheer nonsense, and sound seriously funny. After all, what do you want me to say? That I’m the baby’s father and that I will put together arrangements to provide for his needs?”
There grew an uncomfortable silence.
“That would be a start,” she said angrily. “I’m not trying to make a federal case out of this, Smoot, but you’ve got to do something.”
“I—I can’t,” he said with a sly grin, shrugging his shoulders uncharacteristically.
She gave a cluck of impatience and then quailed at his heartless words. “For crying out loud, I was born at night, but not last night. So, for Christ sake, why not?”
“Why not? I just can’t. Sorry.” Smoot shrugged his shoulders. He doubted what she had said but kept his own counsel. He quickly changed his mind and remarked, “You appear convinced of my guilt, and wrest every reply I have made thus far. Like I said, I can’t.”
In walked the defining moment.
She never knew they were unsuitable. Though they never declared their undying love and devotion for each other, she still felt a modicum of heartwarming closeness to him. Something she had hopes of blossoming into a rosy romance. With the chips down, disappointment laced her face with anger. “Are you tryin’ to tell me that you’re sayin’ you ain’t the father of this child I have growing inside me?”
He got the feeling she wanted to see him quaking in his boots. He felt he had to offer some resistance to her tirade and show her he was not half such a fool as she thought. “Uh, yes,” he admitted, hiding a grin, feeling that she had deliberately associated herself intimately to lash onto him for his wealth. “Let’s just say, ‘howbeit,’ I’ve no proof that you are pregnant by me? Another thing is you can call me finger-fingers, if you like. I’ve always been accused of being apt to let things fall or slip through the fingers. Careless, I am.” He was glad-happy he hadn’t given her his latchkey. He could easily see that that would’ve been a monumental mistake. He chose not to get himself worked up into a dithering lather over whether he had given her too much latitude. Here she stood, claiming she had a bun in the oven—claiming it was his, no less! He saw her in a different light and now considered her a bunny boiler—an obsessive and dangerous female, in pursuit of a lover who has spurned her. Yes, that description fit her to the tee, he thought, unemotionally.
A cloud passed over Chloe’s face. She glared at him disapprovingly and locked eyes with his, and then yawping a squawk, ventilated her objections, criticizing him harshly, accusatorially and threateningly, “Liar, lair—your tongue’s afire…you lie like a rug, you lowdown stinking buzzard. I don’t believe what I’m hearing. That’s bull and as god is my witness, I ain’t lying. You talk a lot of drivel. Do you realize what you’re implying? If I but known you were going to come up shaky, I’m damn sure I would not have spread my legs to you. Do you here me?—I don’t think you heard me clearly. I asked you do you hear me.”
“Just be cool. I hear you—loud and clear. God, you women get your mouth to motoring, a man can’t get a word in edge- ways. What are we engaged in here, a round of one-upmanship. By that I mean, one of us trying to keep a step ahead of the other. As I was saying, on the spreading of the legs, I wasn’t the only one in need of some comfort. Let’s just look at it like—”
A firebrand, she squinched her face up, gave rein to her emotions, and became increasingly angry. “Pshaw, that’s cock,” she shouted her irritation and disapproval, her eyes snapping with fury, adding more darts of sarcasm. “I see that handsome is as handsome does. I won’t loll and just stand here and take your garbage. I won’t let you make me feel cheap while you have the gumption to deny you’re the baby’s father. I say yes, yes, yes I refuse to accept your humiliation of me. I’m going to give you a dose of hell you put me through—and I’ll tell you this, that, as far as raising him or her that’s in my belly. I don’t need your help. But, if you think that I’m gonna let you slide and not hold you accountable to seeing to the baby’s welfare, and that means financing, then you’ve got another think coming. On the money I get from you, it'll go to my child's development and will be the lynchpin to his or her betterment. I know who you are—I wanna tell you, what you are, is a reckless impetuous irresponsible sonofabitch made to order—one absolute despicable groveling reptile. When I leave here, I won’t miss the lawyer’s office by a step. Murder will out—you know. You’ll be getting just a teeny, teeny, teeny taste of what’s yet in store for you.”
Her imagination ran riot. With her heedless impetuosity and her temper piping hot, she piped up and bellowed in emphatic tones, “Fancy me thinking I could mean something to you, to us, when in reality I was just a sexual encounter. Just to think, while my heart gave the go-ahead, I set back, let you entice me and lead me on. I feel like I was your guinea pig. Like I’ve been deceived, tricked, and cheated. The thought of it gulls me to no end. Here we are at each other’s throats, in a heated argument, in a real go-around. This was of your doing. You caused this to happen. I see that you’re just like a lot of worthless guys that practice the four-letter method approach to women and sex, ‘find’em, feel’em, fuck’em, and forget about’em. All I see is a handsome and highly accomplished liar that blinded me to your ugly soul, using me for what could be got and giving little in return. That’s why I think that there oughtta be laws against sorry asses such as callin’ yourselves men. Huh, you can sit on your haunches and do zilch bout this situation if you want to. When my lawyer gets through hauling your sorry behind into court, and getting every crumb, every snatch outta you, you won’t forget that I was the one that made you pay through the nose, excessively. I don’t know how much, but it’s sure to amount to something. I thank god I didn’t set my whole heart on getting shackled to a guy that don’t have one shred of compassion for treating a lady decent. As of right now, all I want to do is get away from you. More than anything. I can see right through your glass veer. So, as it stands that, thing between us was just a farce, huh? Sad as it may sound, I would laugh in your face, but my makeup might crease. See what happens when you men get yourselves ensnarled in too much of a good thing. Let that be a lesson to you. And before I forget, I wanna say, you got your nerve coming up with your lame excuses.”
The growing lump in his throat was impossible to swallow. Dying of embarrassment, in mid-gag mode, Smoot idle his engine and just looked at her, thinking he knew she was rather crazy, eccentric. Now he thought she was not only off, but also off her rocker wholly. What he had once thought would be an easy thing was a difficult thing. With his experience with the opposite sex, he ought to have known sexing her up would not be an amenity he could rely on being at his fingertips any time without a costly price. He felt like the conversation was getting out of bounds, and tired of her flogging the idea of his guilt and negligence. Her silence gave consent. He was certain she had come to put the whammy on him. “Grrrruffff! I mean yipes, just when I was getting use to being an asshole. I can’t think of a better answer to say offhand, but I will say, frankly, I don’t give a damn. The way I see it, all you have said thusly, is gone with the wind. What did you do, wake up this morning and say, ‘Today, I’m going to ruin a man's life?’ What else do you want off me, huh?” he asked, tucking in his lip. “You’ve always been crazy. This is just the first chance you’ve had to express yourself. And as to getting money from me, the only way you’ll get anything from me is over my dead body!”
Chloe looked at him in mute hopeless appeal, and gave him that cold fish eye look, feeling, exiled, disdained, every other vulgar light, detesting him more with every passing second. She drew herself up in a stiffly upright manner, full of indignation that he should presume to judge her.
As she went to thrust her way pass him, he reached a hand out and took hold of her arm in an attempt to reassure her. She wrest her arm from his hold. Then on her heels, she made a dash for the door.
Hagridden, winded and watery-eyed, with Page hearing every word, and with a sunken heart, she told herself, ‘oh girl, what have you gotten yourself into? You had problems before this, but this is a thousand times worse—oh, yes, a million times worse. You should’ve done a better job at reading the tealeaves. You should’ve known there was a mysterious woman somewhere in the background. Now look at you—why—why it’s not like some particularly miserable account of you just being robbed of some small like trinket, no—no—far worse than that; it’s a kind of deception that rips at your heart and makes you wonder how could someone you love and care about can have the nerve to stoop so low.’
In the back of her brain, she heard, “Girl you better get away from that door!”
As if she was burnt with a hot iron, Page scatted away from the door, slumped down in her seat, drained by all that had happened. Pretending she was fast at work, she silently asked herself, ‘what did I do to deserve this? What?’ She refused to listen anymore.
Chloe balled her fist into a knot. The door opened like a thunderclap, as she swung it open, looking murderous. She began to make haste, ever so slowly, out of the room.
Harding his heart, he quickly tired of keeping an even demeanor. He felt the adrenaline course through his veins. She had had her chance to pit herself against him. He managed to tap into the thick vein of discontent to his own advantage. What resulted was he was put off by her icky triteness and looked at her as being an icy douche, having the gall to come in here and shock his nerves, emotions and awareness, causing upheaval. Can’t she see, he thought, that on his list she’s excoriated as boringly predictable?
Another set of emotions rioted through him, as his disgust poisoned his attitude toward her. He recovered his poise, and quickly realized her taunts had lost their power to faze him. Reluctantly and easily, he then struck back at her with a litany of great thudding conversation-stoppers, as he unleashed his vindictive anger, and hurled blistering diatribes, by yapping, “You don’t know a blind thing, so, go ahead!—tell that damn lawyer to sue me,” he barked at her in pure folly. “You think you’ll win the case? Bah! If you do, fat chance he’ll find anything worth his while. He’ll see I’m even insurance poor. All you’ll get is mad money,” he shouted, with a withering rebuke, “pocket change, a pittance, you might as well say zilch. Money I use for emergencies or my own personal use. I’m flat broke. Flat out broke. Do you here me, you dragon. I’m busted, disgusted and sure as hell can’t be trusted. Am I makin’ myself clear to you or do I have to spell it out for you? You…you money-grubbing maenad, bent on glomming moolah from weak men. Sounds like a sponge to me, baby, with that cock and bull story. Hey…hey how bout, nothin’ ventured, nothin’ gained. What about it?—you won’t get nuthin’. You’ll just find yourself lost like a ball in high weeds. Yeah, and always a bridesmaid, never a bride. If the shoe fits, wear it. Straight-out, whatever you have on for tomorrow, skip it. Take my word for it; you don’t have dibs on me. So, don’t let the door hit you where the good lord split you. I thought you’d never stop gassing. And don’t concern yourself because I won’t dare grasp out an apology.” He shook his head disgustedly. “Drat!” he said, kicking a chair in anger and annoyance. “Suits me fine,” he drawled. “I just asked for a date and romance blossomed? What happened to the days of courting a spell before getting romantically involved? Just because I wanna romance the past doesn’t make me a dinosaur. Now, am I not crazy, or am I crazy, Chloe? Help me out here; because what you’ve laid in front of me doesn’t seem to—how to put this delicately—hang together. Anyway you slice it, that’ll learn you,” he said, reaming her ass, and sounding like someone that lost his coat and his temper. “Yah, you missed! Face the truth and admit it. Spit it out, woman, I ain’t got all day. Either you like it or lump it, got that? Look at it this way it’s better than a kick in the ass with a frozen boot. What do you think about that?” He was plaguing her with questions, proving himself when riled to be a man of impetuous passion.
Two things were for sure; she made him furious as all getout. He definitely was not about to hold his breath and the door for her. It was over, he thought, and the only crumb of comfort he could salvage from the ordeal, was the fact that the sex had been good. The idea provided him with a salve for his guilt.
She bit her lip to stop the rush of bitter words, but as a show of contempt, she curled her lip.
Her silence irked him and caused him to bolster confidence even more. He felt like hitting something. He struck the wall hard with the palm of his hand. “I’ve had enough of your cheek,” he said, mouthing his unweighed, hasty words. “I perceive you feel the dent of pity. Huh, you really are the end! You can cut alone now. What?—no reply? Is it, I’m talking to a wall?” His tongue depended from open jaws, mocking her.
Choking back her anger, if Chloe heard, she paid no heed. She was so piqued by his curtness that she left in a fit of pique, upset that he didn’t show a whisper of interest. In addition to that, she felt alienated, estranged, and no longer close. She refused to accept this mortifying disgrace. “Stuff men! And go to hell!” she spat, lippy, spitting with sudden fury. She said it aloud, clear as day. “The whole lot of you, always trying to lecture me!” Chloe shouted, all-fired stubborn, superheated, in a noisy swaggering bluster, with a sticky bur in the throat. She took a parting swipe at him, totally hacked off, seeing red, totally incensed. Reining in Smoot to do her biding had been unsuccessful and had gone over like a lead balloon. The ice in her voice was only to hide the pain. She couldn’t help feeling a twinge of jealousy. Fed up and with her, full, red, and pouting, beer-stung lips, she then icily, sulkily begged, “What an idiot. You got no clue. You’re a puny excuse for a man. The type a woman would be nuts to have a dust up over. If you ask me, I know that life is like a box of chocolates, you never know what you’re getting.”
It was brutal baptism and taking his words literally, made her nerves raw as she tried to damp down her feelings of despair to bolster her bruised pride. His kissing her off, and officially ending their relationship abruptly, had cut her to the bone and was driving her bonkers. In a filthy temper, she refused to kiss up to him.
Brooding to the max, never cracking a smile, she looked generally tormented, causing deep furrows in her brow. She slope her shoulders and spoke automatically, while her mind raced ahead. “Aw-shucks!” she exclaimed, “Be at peace with yourself, man: shut up! Lord, don’t let my sorrow turn evil on me,” she droned, teetering between tears and anger, “and if these megrims are the effect of love, thank Heaven; I never knew what it was.”
She slammed the claims as ‘pure romance, complete fiction.’ Her aggrieved tone held a touch of vinegar. “From here out love will be for me an airy-fairy romantic concept, nothing more nothing less. “I wish I had known that I hitched my wagon to a fallen star. Every girl knows a turkey, handsome Mr. Soul, which they can put their trust in, but me. If you ask me, lord, huh, I finally saw the elephant. It’s a hard lesson.” She then whipped her head back around, left in blind panic as she steamed past Page with just an amusingly sad wishful glance. She made no reply, up her mind, and a dash for the front office door.
She refused to concede defeat. She certainly didn’t appreciate Smoot showing her up right in front of Page.
Chloe mumbled something incoherent, and then on her high horse with her full lower lip protruded in disappointment over the go-around, she stomped out of the office, slamming the door with a noisy din, the force, producing crazed glass on the storm door. He had given her lip. His scorn cutting deeper than knives never were she so cross—so overwrought and deaf to reason, the betrayal plaguy and wrenching at her heart. She slipped, but a deft piece of footwork kept her from taking a spill. Although she wrenched her ankle in her hurried attempt to leave, she refused to stop her forward trek. Noticeably ruffled over the donnybrook, she bit her lip, writhing in pain and suppressed fury. Her sharp disappointment, tinged with embarrassment, made her stomach curl. Smoot’s indifference—or was it?—left her unsettled, as well. The further she got away from that joker, with his ambiguous, oracular remarks, the entire better she felt. Granted she admitted to herself, the moment was very untimely chosen, but she was incensed with him denying he was the father of her child, and equally incensed that he would try to change her speech into proximate ladylikeness.
Deep lines of resentment grooved her face. Slowly she unclenched her fist, as she passed a weary hand across her forehead and wiped away the light film of sweat. Her unwanted feeling made her even more upset. She was already depreciating her own actions, in a belittling way. His making fun at her mishap just added fuel to the fire.
Her fears were warranted as thought. She was right. His secretary was indeed his lover. He had no heart. She refused to hearken to his words of wisdoms.
She wanted desperately to avoid tristesse and becoming depleted and depressed. She didn’t intend to spaz out as if she did. She had to say something to keep Smoot on the defensive.
Surprisingly, and like in consul with her unvoiced thoughts, in an odd fashion, she thawed out sufficiently to allow a sheepish grin to appear, laboring under a belief, smiling apropos of nothing, with her nose in the air. There was an unwonted gaiety in her manner. It was all just too-too, as she made a hasty departure, sad but pleased she had deported herself with great dignity.
Perhaps, at one fell swoop, she planned to get her day in court and then….
Not another word passed between them.
On Smoot, he wasn’t exactly laughing in his sleeve. First the door locked, and then his jaw. He had never experienced such awkwardness. He had always been a step ahead when it came to getting himself caught in a jam.
He tightened his belt an extra notch, determined to downplay the thought of Page and him breaking up over the sudden awful turn of events. Hoping his sympathy would alleviate her distress, Smoot came out the room with a synthetically chipper look and a disarming smile, grinning like a cheshire cat, and thinking about his ephemeral teasingly unfulfilling affair with Chloe. He wanted badly to play with her. Page that is to chirk her up a little.
Page saw some of the scene through eyes blinded with a mist of tears. She had no scruples about eavesdropping. What she heard made her feel she might scowl if she would as much as look at him. She still forced herself to look up, and peered at him obliquely, as her eyes sought his for understanding. Getting none, she took her eyes off him and looked at some papers on her desk. She kept thinking he knew—knew about what he could make her feel, what he could make her do. She couldn’t help but lower her eyebrows and blink in disbelief.
In a pensive mood and with a dramatic gesture, she put a hand to her brow. She began to gnaw on her underlip as she felt the gnawing pain in her stomach.
One of the things he didn’t catch on to, was by his refusing to express remorse, he paid huge in the congeniality stakes while trying to keep her attention firmly diverted from looking at the whole picture.
Disturbing thoughts began to chase each other through his head. “What did she think of him? Yet she must have added two and two together and found out—she looks it.
Though she tried hard not to, she did wall her eyes at him again, and fixed him with a questioning stare. Their eyes met for a few secs. She found herself staring into his mesmeric gaze. She snapped out of her trace-like state. Unable to read his thoughts, and in the sore state she was in, she could care less if her face was readable.
With her haggard countenance more in sorrow than expected, and with a shrouded smirk on his face, he toddled over to her desk, handed her his hanky, and stood by her side.
She wiped at her eyes and then scrunched the handkerchief into a ball. She arched a sardonic eyebrow at him, her face scrunched up with concentration.
He could easily tell from her reticence, her anger was a smolder. As things went, he did not even mollify her partially when he told a white lie as an obligatory sorry came from his mouth. “Apologies are in order—”
Page pulled a face, and shrank away from him, covering her face. “Nope. Nothing to apologize for,” she cracked, taking a swipe at his abjection. “The truth is: your apology doesn’t make nice.” She sniffled, brusque and impatient, sounding like she was in a crying jag. She saw the look in his eyes, there was pain mixed with arrogant determination. She wondered if he saw the look in her eyes. How he felt about it. She also wondered if he could tell his display of warmth had hurt more than it soothe. “I’m not blaming you. But that doesn’t acquit you of being responsible.”
Dying of embarrassment, he managed to say pathetically, trying to ease her pain, “I—I just don’t want us drifting apart.” He could not deny she had every right to have a beef.
Yeah right, she muttered inwardly. She felt the lie was unconvincing and found it very difficult to get her tongue around the unfamiliar words. “You’d be wasting your breath,” she snapped at him, finally giving mouth to her feelings. A huge knot of anger twisted up her insides. His matter-of-fact rather than sympathetic attitude surely didn’t help.
He gave Page a brief, martyred look. “Honestly Page, I didn’t wanna drag you into this.”
She nodded, barely able to speak, and stared at him, her eyes cloudy. She felt sad, hurt, low and watered right then. She laughed drily, with a puzzled countenance, feeling like her own heart had been burned in love. She was rent between the impulse to laugh wildly and a bitterness that threatened hot tears. She put the matter in a nutshell. “Too late. I told you seconds ago; you’re wasting your time. Do you hear me,” she shouted, fretting, feeling on the short end of things, her remark appropriately rueful, mixed with a normally sharp intellect, dull with shock. She was trying hard to deal with the effects of the adverse forces of the double whammy. “I…um…” Page hesitated… “I feel like a Class A-Idiot. I mean, man meet girl Friday, bowls her over with his magnetic charm, steps on her feelings, not giving a damn if he hurt her. Then again, who am I to judge or to throw stones? Should’ve known men are beast, impossible to civilize wholly. Look at me,” she banged her clenched fist down on the desk. “I’ve been a fool, such a terrible poor misguided fool. Why, why does this have to happen to me? I’ve giving you my heart, my body. There’s nothing else to give. I’ve been true blue, staunchly loyal and faithful, sometimes I feel like we’ve tied the true-lover’s knot. Look where I am, out on a limb. It isn’t fair, it just isn’t. What makes you so special, invading my life, my heart, and tearing it into little pieces? Loved you with all my heart—do you hear me? —I did. You clearly didn’t love me. I’m stuck on stupid asking myself, doggone it, what the hell is going on. I’m afraid I don’t understand. I see now, that jealousy does make fools of people.” She started to sob more; her cheeks guttered with tears.
Distraught and unable to keep from releasing her restraints, she gave rein to her raw emotions, as her face awash in tears, flowed in rivulets, dripping from her nose and running into her mouth.
Her words burned into his heart. He looked at her pouring her heart out. A wave of sympathy swept over him. Touched by her tearfulness and seeing how frangible she was, he reached in his pocket and handed her a handkerchief. She took it with proud humility and started to wipe at the tears. He felt like taking a long walk off a short pier.
With weeping eyes and heart, she felt unwanted, as if she was summarily sent packing. Although hurt, she was not sure if she was angry, suspicious or simply disbelieving. She felt it was too soon to tell what the entire weight of the impact would truly have on her.
She had a strange faraway look in her eyes. Her attitude a solid die to worldly things, she wanted him to know that the heart beating inside her chest was not a Stained Glass Heart, the kind baked in an oven and then zaps—there you have it. No! No! The heart he had played with, and had nonchalantly shattered to pieces, was a real live beating heart, with blood snaking throughout every vein, every vessel, connecting to the lifeline—to the soul of her inner being. She also wanted him to know she’s dispensing favors without reciprocity.
Clearly in hot water, feeling like a flubbing heel, and sad after a four-month admirable relationship, their relationship had hit the skids; he felt she was about to jilt him. It saddened him that misfortune had lighted on her.
“It’s the truth; I wouldn’t kid you,” he said, piteously. She didn’t respond. She just set crying, her pitiful sobs tugging at his heartstrings. He looked at her with shoulders slumped. Her eyes were puffy and full of tears. He could see the hurt, the pain, and misery.
Her head had become a bombinating vacuum, buzzing, humming, as if he was inside her head. She needed some time, some time to think, time to breathe. She could not think clear at the moment. Although in her confusion she hankered to forgive him, she had lost herself in a haze of self-pity and didn’t know where to run. Her mind was so cluttered; it was as if a hurricane had wreaked havoc in her mind. Nothing was salvageable. Nothing but her feelings for the man she loved, no, corrections, had loved would be more to the point, she supposed. If only she knew what to do. She had never had such an awesome whirlwind love affair before, until now. It was the kind of love that makes a woman’s knees weak … gets her heart to thumping, and knocks her off her feet. What should she do … what should she do?
He had not intended to bruise her feelings nor her ego. Although he knew crying is a cathartic release, he hated to see her cry; it was driving him up the wall. Still … he felt he had to hand it to her, that so far, and although too soon to tell the full affect of her disappoint, she was taking the brunt of things better than he had imagined. His instincts sensed she seemed indifferent rather than angry. She seemed to be a tough cookie. He still felt she would be justified in feeling hard done by. He knew that she was angry enough now and that the farthest she’d go is to admit a sort of resentment, but not forgive him. He also knew that, were he in her shoes and the same thing happened, he would be crawling walls. He would want to rip somebody a new hole. He had hurt her. Not Chloe, not God, no one was to blame but him. And although she was still sitting at the desk, with him standing next to her, he could sense, she was like an empty shell with no emotions, no feelings, only emptiness. He felt if he couldn’t talk to her, his goose was cooked. He didn’t know how he would get her back, and restore her faith in him. He knew he had to do everything in his power to rein her back in. If she would only let him, he would try his damnest to help her through it all. One thing he didn’t want was for her to become so barged down in self-pity that she sinked into a state of taedium vitae and played into a loathing of life aspect. No, he would not allow that to happen—not on his watch.
As he looked out a window at the steel-gray November sky, his mind lit on the perfect solution to their problem…but knew it had to wait. Smooth, Smoot—too Smooth.
Chapter Twenty-Two
The first snows of winter lay thick and flocculent. It was the mother of all frosty blisters and had slowed things to a crawl in blizzard-bound Deadwood. Throughout, there were raving and beating ice gusts and endless electrical outages caused by laden ice wreaking havoc on felled power lines, and tons of sluggish cars failing to start, and to the casual observer, no let up of chronic fender benders. By the looks of things, dogs and hot-blooded kids were mostly the ones to brave the dicey weathered polluted conditions. The streets were quiet, little traffic braving the snow.
On this particular raw winter’s day, each windowpane had frosted attractive patterns and white cobwebs of frost along its edges. A toasty fire burying merrily in the hearth, it was an ideal day for a hot toddy Smoot thought, as he went to the mudroom off the kitchen, put on his galoshes dried from the damp weather of the day before. He then went to the side door of the funeral home. As he opened the door, he held his hand over his eyes to block some of the watery sunlight as he looked out at the young white man sprawled by a clump of brushes next to the doorstep. He then looked at the two detectives, Sam and Murphy, with faces that glowed red with the cold. He couldn’t help but notice the casehardened deadpan look on Sam’s face, with his collar up around his ears on his taupe overcoat, standing in the snow-softened glop.
With the wind winnowing his thin white hair and the wind buffeting his body, causing the high collar to chafe against his neck, Sam was annoyed at Murphy for having asked the ridiculous tag question just moments ago, when he said, “It’s fine, isn’t it?” Just those four words had him feeling Murphy should have known better and noticed his annoyance with the torturously brutal abominable weather that had his ears burning from the cold, adding a chill up his backbone, making him feel colder than a well digger’s ass.
Pushing aside aggravation with his partner, and with a white scarf of steam gushing from his mouth, Sam said to Smoot in an impassive, matter-of-fact-way, “Got an idea why this guy would pop up on your doorstep so sudden?”
Hearing the wind howl dirges around the chimney as smoke plumed from it, Smoot shrugged. He thought the two detectives were poor in manners, because the moment he had opened the door, he had said hello, but got not one decent reply. “Your guess is as good as mine, detective. I have not seen hide or hair of him before.”
“Brrr! By Jove, it’s freezing out here,” grumbled Sam, as temperatures dropped, the wet snow caked. He was not in a jovial mood. “God, I’m sick of this damn weather,” As he talked the word was accompanied by a white plume of breath.
Murphy said, “Perhaps a wee gram to ward off the winter chill might do it there now mate.” He got no response to that last statement. “But all kidding aside, there must be some reason why he ended up here. At least that’s how I see it. I mean look at him,” said Murphy, lancing his eyes at Smoot, and pointing an unswerving finger at the man. “The poor guy is blue with cold, but don’t look like he got into a dust up. He sure doesn’t look the type that robs or break in someone’s house. My God, look at those eyes. They look frightful, as if he saw something or someone that scared the crap out of him before meeting his maker. I’m willing to guest what we have here is a winterkill. Forensics may not agree and may put a different spin on things. My first guess is I think this guy died from exposure to winter conditions.”
Sam sighed, rubbing his hands together, feeling that the weather was cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey. “It beats the hell out of me,” he said. He took his eyes off the dead man. Looking at the clothed brake in the woods nearby, the wind gently kissing the trees, he imagined a riot of colors dappling through the trees in the morning sun, stretching a dirt road pinched down to a dogleg bend in the trail, a stretch of distance between nowhere and nowhere. He then turned his head slightly and saw a desolate garden, and thought about how a wet spring would be the ticket for the garden to make it riotous with flowers guarded by the wounded giant oak in the small Garth several feet away, revealing how lightning had violently rived the tree. Returning his eyes to look again at the decease, he said, “The temperature was a bit low last night. Maybe his car broke down and he got lost and wandered this way.” A twig snapped suddenly with a sharp sound beneath his feet as he reached in the man’s pocket and pulled out a business card. After glancing at the front of the card, he flipped it over.
“What is it, Sam? Murphy asked, coming closer and looking at the card.
“It only has the name Drywell Haven on it.” Sam turned his head slightly and spit a gob of phlegm off to the side.
Murphy thought for a second. “Say ain’t that where—”
“Sly Bone,” Sam mentioned.
Smoot stood silent, wondering why there was a dead guy on his steps, and how he got there. He also wondered, how in a months of Sundays that a card bearing the name of Drywell on it, end up in the hands of a dead man? On his steps no less! Wonders never cease.
“Sounds like you know this Sly pretty good,” said Murphy.
Sam looked at Murphy. “Our paths crossed a few times on and off. I had him between my thumbs, but the slippery sonofabitch slipped out. I know he’s dirty, and the whole darn city knows he’s dirty. Always has been and always will. As sure as the sun will shine.
A couple of cars burst onto the scene and four guys got out and started to walk toward them.
Sam said, “Looks like forensic is here. Smoot, you mine stepping over to the side so we give them some room. Just have to ask a few more questions.” The three walked several paces and stopped alongside a tree with icicles suspended from the eaves.
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