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Chapter 1






“Who were James Angus Stuart and Regina
DeBrizzi Stuart?” Mary asked, trying to ignore the mounted heads of
murdered animals staring down at her from the lawyer’s wood-paneled
walls.

Conrad Browning took off the silver-framed
eyeglasses that matched his full head of hair and peered at her.
“You don’t know who they were?”

“No. Until I got your letter, I’d never heard
of them. Since they’re Stuarts and so am I, I thought they might be
distant relatives, but why would they leave me everything they
own?”

Mr. Browning cleared his throat. “It’s
simple. They were your grandparents.”

Mary shook her head. “I don’t have any
grandparents. My father’s parents died before my birth, and my
mother’s parents died shortly after.”

“Be that as it may, James Angus Stuart and
Regina DeBrizzi Stuart were your grandparents. They had one son,
Peter Thackery Stuart, who married Gwendolyn Jane Smith. They, in
turn, had one daughter. Mary Louise Stuart. You.”

“I don’t understand. My father told me they
were dead.”

Mr. Browning shuffled through the papers on
his massive black walnut desk. His age-mottled hands moved slowly,
as if weighted by the six turquoise rings he wore.

“Ah, yes. Here it is. According to the note
appended to this file, your father had a falling out with his
parents.”

“How did my . . . my grandparents die?”

“Shot. They had been bound and gagged, and
the house ransacked. The police have no suspects. It seems to have
been another senseless act of violence.”

She swallowed to keep the lump in her throat
from turning into tears, not wanting to cry in front of Conrad
Browning. He appeared to be a kindly older man, but he was a
lawyer, after all.

Besides, she’d never known her grandparents,
so how could she feel sad?

“Did you know them?” she asked.

“I must have met the Stuarts, but I don’t
remember.” The brown leather chair groaned as he leaned back and
steepled his fingers. “I wrote the wills twenty-five years ago and
never revised them.”

She bit her lower lip. So they had known
about her all along. It didn’t seem fair she’d only heard about
them a few minutes ago.

Mr. Browning droned on about probate and the
small trust fund her grandfather had established to pay any
inheritance taxes. She tried to listen, but her mind struggled with
the realization that her father, her stern, upright father, had
lied to her.

* * *

“James and Regina Stuart died two weeks ago,”
Mary said casually.

Whatever reaction she had been expecting, it
wasn’t her father’s bland, “Please pass me the potatoes, Gwen,” or
her mother’s calm, “Certainly, dear. Anything else?”

Mary glanced at each of her parents in turn.
“Is that all you have to say?”

Gwen’s brow furrowed. “Watch your tone of
voice, young lady. You might not live here anymore, but we’re still
your parents.”

“I find out you’ve been lying to me my whole
life, and you reprimand me?”

Mary’s fiancé Bill Spindler, a handsome, dark
haired man of medium height, swallowed the mouthful of food he’d
finished chewing twenty times. Mary knew it was twenty times
because he always chewed every bite twenty times.

“This is a lovely meal, Gwen,” he said. “You
outdid yourself.” He cut a tiny piece of roast beef, then turned to
Mary. “Who’s been lying to you?”

She nodded toward her parents. “They have.
They told me my grandparents were dead, but they aren’t. I mean,
they are now, but they weren’t.”

“You’re not making any sense.” Bill put the
forkful of meat into his mouth and chewed.

When Mary found herself counting his jaw
movements, she averted her eyes. “A few days ago I got a letter
from an attorney telling me a James Angus Stuart and a Regina
DeBrizzi Stuart named me in their wills. Today, at the reading of
their wills, I discovered they were my grand-parents. They’ve been
alive all this time, and I didn’t know it.” Looking at her father,
she drew an unsteady breath. “Why did you tell me your parents were
dead?”

Pete dropped his napkin by his half-filled
plate and stood. “They were dead,” he said quietly. “Dead to me.”
Then he left the dining room.

“How come you didn’t tell me the truth,
Mom?”

Gwen’s mouth thinned. “I didn’t know they
were alive.”

Becoming aware of her trembling legs, Mary
put her hands on her knees to still them.

“What about your parents?” she asked. “Are
they really dead? Or are they alive, too?”

Gwen frowned at her. “You never know when to
let well enough alone, do you?” She rose and followed her husband
out of the room.

A feeling of helplessness washed over Mary.
This hadn’t gone at all the way she’d envisioned.

“What did they leave you?” Bill asked,
cutting off another tiny piece of meat.

Mary gave him a blank look.

“Your grandparents. What did they leave
you?”

“Oh. Everything they owned, including their
farm, where they raised my dad.” She shoved a few stray peas around
her plate. “I thought he grew up in Denver. I didn’t know he was a
farm boy.”

“I did.”

She sighed. “Why am I not surprised? He’s
talked to you more in the past few months than he’s talked to me in
my entire life.”

“What are you going to do with the farm?”

“I don’t know. The lawyer said they already
have an offer for it.”

Bill set his fork on the table and dabbed at
his lips with his napkin. “Great! Now we can get married. We always
planned to wait until we had enough money for a sizeable down
payment on a house.”

Mary winced. You’re the one who always
planned to wait, she told him silently. Aloud, she said, “The
lawyer let me have the key. I’m going out there tomorrow to take a
look.”

“What time?”

“About nine.”

He nodded. “I can fit that in. You want me to
pick you up? Or are you going to drive?”

She hesitated, not knowing how to tell him
she wanted to go by herself. “I’ll drive,” she said at last.

* * *

“What a dump,” Bill said when Mary pulled in
front of the old farmhouse.

Much as she wanted to defend it, Mary had to
admit, if only to herself, that the place had seen better days. The
once white paint peeled, the porch roof sagged, and the shutters
hung at odd angles, giving the house a rakish appearance.

She couldn’t imagine that the house had ever
been charming, not even when new. It was a plain, two-story
structure, the kind small children draw. The few scraggly bushes
did little to soften the graceless lines, and it had no lawn, just
bare dirt dotted with clumps of weeds. The house’s one pleasant
feature appeared to be the stand of old cottonwoods shading it.

“I sure don’t envy the new owners,” Bill
said. “It will cost a fortune to have those trees cut down.”

Feeling like a mother whose child has been
insulted, Mary stared at him. “What do you mean, cut them
down?”

“They’re old, brittle. The first strong wind
to come along will uproot them, probably destroying the house in
the process, though that won’t be any loss. I’m surprised it hasn’t
already happened. Out here on the eastern plains, high winds are
the norm.”

“Well, I know one thing,” she said. “I’m not
going to cut down those trees. I don’t understand why people hate
trees so much. All they do is destroy them, it seems.” She got out
of the car and spread out her arms. “The first thing I’m going to
do is plant more trees, lots of trees.”

Bill scrambled out of his seat and slammed
the car door. “You’re not thinking about keeping the place, are
you? I thought we decided—”

“No. You decided.” Mary took a deep breath.
“Smell that clean air. And listen—no traffic.”

Rolling his eyes, Bill shook his head. “You
barely make enough to support yourself. How are you going to manage
the taxes, insurance and upkeep for this place? From the looks of
things, your grandparents didn’t have much money to leave you.”

Not wanting to hear any more, Mary ran up the
porch stairs. She fumbled with the keys, pushed the front door
open, and paused, thinking there should be a drum roll to mark this
momentous occasion. Then she stepped into the house. Her house.

She sucked in her breath as she stared at the
mess in the living room. Not one inch of space remained untouched.
Furniture had been overturned, cushions ripped apart, lamps
shattered. Glass crunched beneath her shoes, and wisps of white
stuffing clung to her black jeans.

Tears stinging her eyes at the thought of her
unknown grandparents caught in such violence, she checked out the
rest of the house. The old-fashioned kitchen that no one had
remodeled in forty years. The two bathrooms with rust-stained
fixtures. The dining room, the den, the four bedrooms, all of which
looked as chaotic as the living room.

“There you are,” Bill said when she returned
to the living room. “I thought you’d hurt yourself walking around
in here. The inside is worse than the outside, and outside was
ghastly. You’re not thinking of keeping this rat hole, are
you?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“One thing’s for sure, whoever put in an
offer for this place isn’t buying it for the house. It’s a
catastrophe waiting to happen. How many acres are there?”

“Eighty, I think the lawyer said.”

He nodded reflectively. “Not bad. You should
be able to get a good price, enough so we could buy our house
outright, though with mortgage rates so low, it doesn’t make a lot
of sense.”

“If I gave up my apartment and moved out
here, I could save money. Then maybe I could afford the taxes and
whatever.”

“You’d have a ninety mile commute one way.
The gas alone would cost more than you’re spending for your
apartment.”

“Maybe I could rent out the land.”

“I don’t understand why you’re being so
stubborn about this. The best thing for us—you—is to get rid of the
place as quickly as possible.”

Mary turned away, unable to look him in the
eyes. She didn’t understand it either. In fact, she hadn’t known
she could be stubborn. She considered herself to be wishy-washy,
usually giving in to preserve the peace. So why this desire to keep
the house? She certainly didn’t feel any affinity for it. If
anything, its decrepitude repulsed her.

“God damn it,” Bill said. “Why won’t you
listen to reason? The place is crumbling to bits. It won’t take
much for the whole thing to crash on top of your head. Look.” He
thumped the wall. A chunk of plaster fell to the floor. “See what I
mean?”

Mary pointed to the wall. “What’s that?”

“A hole. Believe me, there will be a lot more
of them, too.”

She shook her head. “No. There’s something
inside. I think I caught a glimpse of metal.”

“There’s nothing.” Reaching behind him, he
ripped out a handful of plaster. “See?”

Mary stared open-mouthed into the hole.
Instead of the dining room, which should have been on the other
side of the wall, there was a windowless room not much bigger than
a walk-in closet.

“What are you looking at?” Bill turned
around. “What the—?” Within minutes he had ripped away enough of
the plaster so they could squeeze through the struts.

Once inside, they could barely move around. A
folded rollaway bed, a shallow wooden cabinet, a metal desk and
chair took up most of the available space.

“A secret room,” Mary breathed. “It’s like
something out of Nancy Drew or the Hardy boys.”

“It’s a storage area,” Bill said.

“Then where’s the door?”

“Probably behind the gun cabinet.”

“Can’t be there. How could someone have
dragged the cabinet in front of the door once it was closed? There
must be a hidden entrance somewhere.”

Bill raised his right shoulder in an
indifferent shrug. “Maybe it is a secret room. So what?”

“I think it’s romantic.”

He snorted. “You would.”

She jerked her head around to stare at him.
“Did you say gun cabinet?”

“Yes.” He reached over and tugged at the
double doors of the wooden cabinet. “See? Guns.”

She took a step back. “Ooh. I hate guns.”

He didn’t seem to hear. He ran his fingers
over a long, sleek rifle, and something akin to awe sparkled in his
eyes.

“It’s beautiful,” he said.

“Oh, ick. How can you say that?”

“Look at it. It’s either a refinished old
west lever action rifle, or a handmade replica, complete with a
hardwood stock, engraved brass receiver, and blued octagonal
barrel.”

Mary leaned closer to peer at it, then drew
away again. “Looks like a plain old rifle to me.”

“Oh, wow! Look at this one. A Chicago
typewriter!”

“Typewriter?”

“It’s a nickname for the Thompson submachine
gun. You’ve heard of a Tommy gun, right?”

“In old movies.”

“Well, you’re looking at the real thing.”

But Mary wasn’t looking at the gun; she was
looking at Bill. She’d never seen him get so excited about
anything.

“How do you know so much about guns?”

“I had a collection of miniature weapons when
I was a boy. I wonder what happened to them. I think I’ll call Mom,
see if they’re packed away somewhere.”

As Bill exclaimed over the other guns in the
cabinet, Mary searched the desk. Most of the drawers held typical
office supplies, but the bottom drawer contained a locked metal
box. She found the key in a small glass bowl full of paper clips
and rubber bands.

“What do you have there?” Bill asked, looking
over her shoulder.

She palmed the key. “A box. I’ll take it
home, see if I can find a way to open it.”

“You should take the guns, too. They’re worth
a small fortune.”

She shuddered. “I wouldn’t be able to sleep
with them under the same roof.”

“Then I’ll take them.”

“No!”

He raised his eyebrows.

Averting her gaze, she mumbled, “I’m not
allowed to take anything until after probate.”

He looked pointedly at the box she hugged to
her chest, but merely said, “Then we’d better do something about
the hole in the wall. Don’t want someone walking off with the few
valuable things in this place.”

After cleaning away the plaster, they moved a
tall bookcase in front of the hole.

“I suppose it will do,” Bill said, sounding
doubtful. “You’re sure you want to leave the guns here?”

“Positive.”

* * *

Mary sat cross-legged on her bed and slowly
unlocked the metal box. She told herself not to expect too much,
but she couldn’t help feeling a rising excitement. Taking a deep
breath, she lifted the lid.

Money! Maybe enough so she could keep the
house.

She spread the cash out on the bed and
counted it. Though it looked like a lot, the bills were small
denomina-tions—fives, tens, a few twenties—and added up to about
three thousand dollars, nowhere near what she would need.
Swallowing her disappointment, she set the money aside and rummaged
in the box again. She discovered a small stack of snapshots—young
men in old-fashioned clothes, older men in more modern attire. She
studied the pictures, but could not guess which of the men, if any,
was her grandfather.

Looking in the box once more, she found a
small black address book with faded entries and two gold coins—a
ten-dollar gold piece and a five-dollar gold piece.

Her pulse quickened. Real gold! Except for
jewelry, she’d never seen gold before. She picked up the coins, and
smiled. They had a satisfying heft to them, not at all like
ordinary money.

Still clutching the gold, she reached into
the box for the remaining items—four envelopes yellowed with age.
Three of the envelopes held Christmas cards, the personalized kind
with family photos. Mary recognized herself as a small child
standing beside her parents. The fourth envelope contained a birth
announcement for Mary Louise Stuart. All the envelopes were
addressed to her grandparents in her mother’s distinctive
handwriting.

* * *

Mary’s hand trembled as she took the
envelopes out of her purse and laid them on the table in front of
her mother. Although she had wanted to dash over to her parent’s
house last night to demand the truth, she had decided to be mature
about it and calmly discuss the situation after a good night’s
sleep. So today, before noon, she’d stopped by her father’s
plumbing supply business where her mother worked as office manager,
and invited her to lunch at a nearby sandwich shop. She waited
until after they ordered—spinach and avocado salad for both of
them—but she couldn’t wait any longer.

Gwen grimaced at the envelopes. “I hoped they
hadn’t saved them.”

“Well, they did.”

“I can see that.” A touch of impatience crept
into Gwen’s voice. “What do you want from me?”

“The truth. You said you didn’t know they
were alive.”

“This is between your father and his parents.
It has nothing to do with you.”

“But they were my grandparents.” When Gwen
remained silent, Mary asked, “What were they like?”

“I never met them, and Pete never talked
about them.” She touched one of the envelopes with a forefinger. A
faint smile curved her lips. “I was young, in love. I thought if
Pete’s parents saw how much we cared for each other and our new
baby, they’d soften toward him. Maybe they did, I don’t know. But
he didn’t soften toward them. I stopped sending the cards when I
realized Pete would consider it a betrayal.”

When their salads came, Gwen ate two bites,
then pushed her plate away. “I wish you’d drop this whole thing.
You have no idea what it’s doing to your father.”

Suddenly weary, Mary said, “Fine, I’ll drop
it.”

And, for the moment, she meant it.







Chapter 2






Mary gripped the black address book in her
left hand and held the receiver with her right. The phone rang
three times, then a deep voice on the other end of the line
growled, “Yeah? What do you want?”

“Mr. Randaccio?” Mary said.

“Who is this?”

“My name is Mary Stuart. I’m the
granddaughter of James Angus Stuart. I wondered—”

“Never heard of him.” The line went dead.

* * *

Mary stood outside the row of attached houses
on Zuni Street and checked the address again. It was definitely the
right place.

She hesitated, glancing at the blistered gray
siding, the clumps of weeds growing out of the buckling sidewalk,
the cardboard box full of empty bourbon bottles on the curb next to
a neatly tied bag of trash.

Hearing Bill’s voice in her head calling her
every kind of fool, she heaved a sigh. Maybe she was acting
foolish, but what other choice did she have? Her father refused to
talk to her about his parents, her mother claimed to know nothing,
and most of the addresses in her grandfather’s little black book
were either out of date or out of town.

She squared her shoulders and made her way to
the front door.

When she pressed the doorbell, she could not
hear it ring inside the house, so she knocked. Then she knocked
louder.

The door jerked open. “What do you want?”

The voice was the same as the one she had
heard on the telephone yesterday—a deep growl that seemed
incon-gruous coming out of the mouth of the little old man scowling
at her.

“Mr. Randaccio?”

“Who wants to know?”

“Mary Stuart. I’m looking for information
about my grandparents, James Angus Stuart and Regina DeBrizzi
Stuart.”

“Never heard of them.” He slammed the
door.

Mary saw a curtain twitch in the front
window. She knocked once more, but the old man did not come to the
door again.

The next morning when she knocked on that
same door, the same man yanked it open and greeted her with the
same question. “What do you want?”

Mary held up a bottle of bourbon, the brand
of all the empties she had seen yesterday.

The old man’s gaze shifted from her face to
the bottle. After a moment, he disappeared into the murky interior
of the house, leaving the door open. Taking that as an invitation,
Mary stepped inside. In the dim light, she could see a tiny living
room with a few pieces of shabby furniture and not much else. The
place smelled musty, as if it had been closed up for a long time,
but it seemed neat and clean.

She heard the opening and closing of a
cabinet in a room off to her right, and followed the sound. The old
man set two spotless glasses on the scarred wooden table. Without
glancing at her, he motioned for her to sit, then waited until she
perched on the edge of one of the mismatched chairs before settling
himself in another.

Mary set the bottle in front of him. He
poured a small amount of bourbon into her glass and a hefty amount
into his. She expected him to toss it back, but he drank it slowly,
savoring it as if it were a fine wine.

Steeling herself, she picked up her glass and
took a tiny sip. She managed to keep from choking as the harsh
liquor burned its way down her esophagus.

She curved her lips into something she hoped
resembled a smile and nodded at the old man, who watched her with
narrowed eyes. When she took another tiny sip, some of the
stiffness seemed to seep out of his body, and he turned his
attention to his own drink.

Trying to be discreet, she looked around the
dollhouse-size kitchen. Dingy and outdated, it appeared to be
scrupulously clean; she could detect a faint odor of disinfectant
and dish detergent beneath the ambient mustiness.

She glanced at the old man. With his sparse
white hair neatly combed, his lavish mustache well groomed, the
cuffs on his yellowing shirt frayed, he looked as tidy and as
shabby as his house.

After a few more sips of the bourbon and a
last look around, Mary rose. The old man capped the bottle and
pushed it toward her, but she left it on the table. He followed her
through the house and stood at the door while she negotiated the
buckling sidewalk.

As she drove away, she could see him still
framed in the doorway.

Good. She hadn’t spoken a single word to him
during the entire visit, and her silence seemed to be rousing his
curiosity. Maybe tomorrow he would open up and she would finally
learn about her grandparents.

* * *

For the third day in a row, Mary knocked on
the door of the decaying row house. The old man opened it
immediately.

She held up another bottle of his brand of
bourbon.

When he stepped aside to let her enter, she
caught a whiff of after-shave. Though still threadbare, his pants
and shirt looked freshly ironed.

He led the way into the kitchen. They drank
in silence for several minutes, then he blew out a breath.

“Who did you say you were?”

“Mary Stuart. James Angus Stuart was my
grandfather.”

“Don’t know him.”

“Oh.” Mary felt as if he’d knocked the air
out of her. “But he had your name in his address book.”

He poured a finger of bourbon into his glass,
took a sip, and gave her a sidelong glance. “He did some work for
me once.”

“What kind of work?”

“Why don’t you ask him?”

“I can’t. He’s . . . he’s dead. So is my
grandmother.”

Staring at his drink, the old man tipped his
glass this way and that. “I didn’t know.” After a moment he gave
himself a little shake and sat up straight. “He restored an 1860
cap and ball revolver for me.” A smile flitted across his face.
“Sure was a thing of beauty.”

Mary shrank back in her chair. “A gun?”

“Of course, a gun. Your grandfather was a
gunsmith, didn’t you know?”

“No. I don’t know anything about him. I never
got to meet him.”

“He seemed like a nice guy.”

Mary gave a humpf of unamused laughter. “That
tells me a lot.”

The old man narrowed his eyes. “Why does this
mean so much to you?”

Mary took a sip of her drink, and for once
welcomed the spreading warmth. “I don’t know,” she said at last. It
sounded lame, but it was the truth. She didn’t know. She wished she
could do what her parents wanted and forget the whole thing, wished
she could do what Bill wanted and sell the farm, but something
inside of her she couldn’t name would not let her. One thing,
though. She didn’t believe her grandfather was a nice guy,
otherwise his son, her father, wouldn’t have repudiated him so
totally.

“Sorry to have bothered you.” Mary rose to
her feet. Remembering the photos in her purse, she dug them out and
laid them on the table. “Do you know any of these people?”

He looked through them, giving each a cursory
glance. Eying the last picture, he blinked. “Crunchy?” He held the
picture to the light and peered at it. “Well, how about that?”

“What?” Mary said, curling her hands into
fists to keep from grabbing the picture.

“Nothing.”

“You recognized someone.”

“No one you’d know.”

“Who is he?”

“You don’t give up, do you? He’s an old
wrestler from Milwaukee called Crunchy.” He slid the picture toward
her. “Fellow on the left.”

Mary studied it, but the snapshot was so
grainy she could only see a block of a man with masses of dark
hair.

“He looks huge,” she said.

“He wasn’t, really. Less than six feet tall,
but broad in the shoulders, with thick wrists and forearms, and
fists as big as a man’s head.”

Mary got out her grandfather’s address book
and paged through it. “There’s no Crunchy here. What’s his real
name?”

“Viktor Zamoyski.”

She turned to the last page. “Here he is.
Lambert Avenue in Pueblo. I wonder if he still lives there.”

“Could be. Why?”

“I thought I might go see him.”

The old man shook his head. “Not a good
idea.”

“I don’t care,” she said in a voice that
surprised her with its firmness. “I was the only kid in my school
without any relatives—no aunts, no uncles, no grandparents, no
cousins. Now I discover my grandparents were alive all along. After
all these years of not knowing them, I have to find out who they
were.”

The old man gave her a considering look.
“Crunchy won’t talk to you,” he said after a moment.

“How do you know he won’t talk to me?”

“He doesn’t like to talk to anyone. His
parents came from Poland, and they raised him speaking Polish. When
kids at school made fun of his poor English, he would give them a
hammer blow to the head, a crunch punch. Hence his nickname. He
dropped out of school at a young age. The way I heard it—” The old
man stopped abruptly.

“The way you heard what?” When he didn’t
respond, she said, “You can’t stop there. What were you going to
say?”

He shrugged. “The mob found him wrestling in
small venues, took him out of Milwaukee, and set him up in Chicago
where he made a good living.” The old man paused. “You sure you
want to hear this?”

“Yes,” Mary said, wondering if she really
wanted to learn about someone with ties to the mob.

“Sometimes Crunchy went with the mob guys on
collections. He stood there, not saying anything, not doing
anything. Occasionally he had to crunch someone, but it seldom went
that far. When he got too old to wrestle, the mob sent him to
Pueblo as part of a job lot of forty to fifty men, to be a
strikebreaker for Colorado Fuel and Iron. Later, after the unions
formed and took hold, he worked as muscle for the unions against
the company.”

Mary frowned at the snapshot. “How did my
grandfather know someone like him?”

“I don’t know.”

“I’m still going to see him.”

“I told you, he won’t talk to you.” Then his
eyes lit up. “Hey, I could go with you. He’d talk to me.”

“I appreciate the offer, Mr. Randaccio, but—”
She stopped when she saw him wince. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I don’t like being called ‘Mr.
Randaccio,’ not by a pretty girl. It makes me feel old.”

“What should I call you?”

“I used to be known as Kid Rags.”

“Okay, Kid Rags, but I don’t think—”

“It’s still early. We could go now, be back
this afternoon.”

“I can’t today.”

“Then tomorrow morning. What time should I be
ready? Eight o’clock?”

Mary opened her mouth to tell him she wasn’t
going anywhere with him at any time, but the look of pleading in
his eyes stilled her tongue.

Hoping she wasn’t making the final, fatal
mistake of her young life, she said, “Eight o’clock will be
fine.”







Chapter 3






Kid Rags stared out the car window,
frequently craning his neck to look at something they passed, but
he made no comment on whatever had caught his interest.

When Mary had seen him standing outside his
house dressed in a dark blue suit with a matching homburg and a red
bow tie, her first inclination had been to drive on by—what did
this dapper little old man have to do with her?—but her car, a tan
Toyota Corolla, seemed to have stopped of its own accord. After a
few agonizing attempts at conversation, she too had fallen
silent.

It wasn’t until they neared Pueblo that Kid
Rags finally spoke. “Do you know where Lambert Avenue is?”

“On the west side of town. I do a job at a
warehouse near there every year.” Seeing his questioning glance,
she added, “I work for an inventory company. We travel all around
the state taking inventory for various businesses.”

“That’s a job?” he asked, his tone
dubious.

Mary gave a little laugh. “You sound like
Bill, my fiancé. He doesn’t think it’s a real job, either. Says
there’s no future in it. He wants me to work for his accounting
firm, but I like what I’m doing. We work like crazy during our peak
season, but when business is slow, like now, I have a lot of free
time.”

Thinking of Bill, Mary frowned. They had a
repeat of that same old conversation last night, along with another
discussion about the house. He hadn’t been too happy when she
admitted she still hadn’t contacted the lawyer about selling it.
Good thing she hadn’t mentioned her planned excursion to Pueblo
with Kid Rags—he would not have understood and would have tried to
talk her out of it.

“I think this is it.” Kid Rags pointed to a
pale yellow building that looked like an old hotel. It had a
forlorn air, as if long abandoned, but as Mary pulled up to the
curb, she noticed an old man and an old woman sitting on rocking
chairs on the long veranda, staring off into the distance. A sign
on the front lawn advertised rooms for rent.

Kid Rags stepped out of the car, smoothed his
mustache, adjusted his bow tie, ran his fingers around the brim of
his hat, then headed for the front door. Though his steps were
unfaltering, Mary had the impression he didn’t feel as
self-confident as he acted.

She got out of the car and caught up to Kid
Rags as he asked the two old people where he could find Crunchy.
The man stared straight ahead without responding, but the woman
gave Kid Rags a coquettish smile.

She patted the chair next to hers. “What do
you want with an old goat like him? You’d be better off talking to
me.”

Kid Rags tipped his hat and winked at her.
“Maybe later.”

“Is Viktor Zamoyski here?” Mary asked.

The old woman glanced at her, then turned
away. “Second floor. First door on the right.”

Kid Rags opened the front door and ushered
Mary inside. A broad, once elegant staircase creaked and groaned
beneath their feet as they climbed to the second floor.

A man who could only be Crunchy answered
Mary’s knock. Though his skin hung loosely as if he’d lost a lot of
weight, he still looked imposing. His dark hair had streaks of
gray, but it was thick and grew low on his forehead.

He stared at them, saying nothing.

“Hello, Crunchy. It’s me. Kid Rags.”

“Hey, Kid.” Crunchy slapped the smaller man
on the back, sending him reeling.

Recovering his balance, Kid Rags gestured
toward Mary. “This is Mary Stuart.”

Crunchy turned to Mary and held out his hand.
Resisting the urge to hide her hands behind her back, she gingerly
reached out. His hand engulfed hers, making her feel like a little
girl. To her surprise, his touch was gentle.

“Hello, Lady,” he said softly, dark eyes
twinkling at her from beneath heavy eyebrows.

“Hello, Crunchy.”

Crunchy drew her into the room and settled
her in an armchair upholstered in a dark green nubby fabric. He
offered Kid Rags the desk chair, then he leaned against a wall,
arms folded across his chest.

While the two men spoke briefly about people
with names like Ratsy and Joe the Barber, Mary surveyed the room.
It was fairly large, but bare. In addition to the desk and the two
chairs were an iron bedstead with a sagging mattress and a bedside
table with a lamp and a clock radio. A braided rug partially
covered the scuffed wooden floor.

Hearing her name, she turned her attention
back to the two men.

“Mary’s trying to find out about her
grandparents,” Kid Rags said. “His name was James Angus
Stuart.”

Crunchy shook his head. “Don’t know no James
Agnes Stuart.”

“What about Regina DeBrizzi Stuart?” Mary
asked.

“Don’t know her neither.”

Mary took the photographs out of her purse
and showed them to Crunchy. “You’re in one of these snapshots. See?
Here’s you. How could they have a photo of you if you never met
them?”

Crunchy’s brow furrowed. “Don’t know no James
Agnes Stuart.” He riffled through the pictures, squinting at them,
then he showed one to Kid Rags. “Lefty Louie?”

Kid Rags studied the picture. “I think you’re
right. Lefty Louie. I heard he’s living in an old folks home in
Alamosa.”

“Heard that too,” Crunchy said.

“Who’s Lefty Louie?” Mary asked.

“A guy from the old days,” Kid Rags said. “He
used to have a ranch near Monte Vista.”

“Maybe he could tell me about my grandfather.
What home is he in?”

“Guardian Angels,” Crunchy said.

Mary rose. “Thank you for your help, Crunchy.
Sorry to have bothered you.”

“No bother.”

Crunchy put on a shapeless tan sweater with
brown elbow patches and followed them outside. When Mary paused by
her car to say good-bye to him, he lumbered past her and climbed
into the back seat.

Mary looked at Kid Rags.

He shrugged. “Obviously he wants to come with
us to Alamosa.”

“But we’re not going to Alamosa.”

“Don’t you want to talk to Lefty Louie?”

“Yes, but I planned on calling him. It’s not
worth going all that way so someone else can tell me they don’t
know my grandparents.”

“Who’s going to tell Crunchy? Not me.”

Mary peered through the window. Crunchy
stared back at her.

All at once she felt a giggle well up inside
her. Biting her lip, she told herself there was nothing funny about
the situation, but she couldn’t help smiling.

“I guess we’re going to Alamosa,” she
said.

* * *

They stopped at the first gas station they
came to in Alamosa. Mary filled the tank. Crunchy hovered near her,
glaring at anyone who looked her way. Kid Rags went in search of a
phone book.

“Guardian Angels is a short distance from
here,” he announced when he returned. “Take a right at the next
corner and go about three blocks.”

Guardian Angels Home for Senior Citizens, a
sprawling, one-story brick building, looked new and the grounds
well kept. Paved pathways meandered around formal flowerbeds, and
wicker chairs were grouped under young shade trees.

They found Lefty Louie watching television in
the bright and cheery community room. He smiled broadly at the
sight of them.

“Sure, I knew James Stuart,” he said after
the three men caught up on their news. “Because of him I moved to
Colorado.”

“What was he like?” Mary asked eagerly.

Lefty Louie ran his fingers through his wisps
of white hair, making them stand on end.

“James was . . .” He ran his fingers through
his hair again. “He was swell,” he said at last.

“That’s it?” Mary asked. “That’s all you can
tell me?”

“I liked him,” Lefty Louie said. “He was a
stand-up guy.” He turned to Kid Rags. “You should go talk to Teach.
He knows words. He can tell her about James.”

Kid Rags tilted his head to one side. “Teach?
I didn’t know he’s still around.”

Lefty Louie nodded. “I understand he’s got
himself a nice little business.”

“Who’s Teach?” Mary asked.

“Carlo Santucci,” Kid Rags answered. “He and
your grandfather were partners once, or so I heard. Lefty Louie’s
right—Teach certainly knows words. He talks more than anyone else I
ever met.”

Mary dug her grandfather’s address book out
of her purse and found Carlo Santucci’s address. “Tombstone,
Arizona. That’s a ways from here.”

“Not really,” Lefty Louie said. “Take two
eighty-five south to Santa Fe, then get on Interstate twenty-five
to Interstate ten, and that will take you to Arizona.” He tugged at
his hair. “I always wanted to see Tombstone.”

“Why don’t you come with us,” Mary said
impulsively. “We’d love to have you.”

His eyes lit up. “Really? You mean it?”

Mary glanced from him to Kid Rags and
Crunchy, who gazed at her with identical expressions of hope
flitting across their faces. Pushing aside her misgivings, she
said, “Sure. Why not?”

Lefty Louie jumped from his chair. “I’ll go
get packed.”

“We’ll wait for you out by the car,” Mary
said, wondering why Crunchy and Kid Rags suddenly seemed so still.
Maybe they were worried about being unprepared for the trip. “We
can get anything we need along the way,” she assured them, but
neither would look at her. All at once, she understood.

“This is my mission,” she said carefully, “so
it’s my responsibility to pick up the tab.”

“We can’t let you do that,” Kid Rags
protested weakly.

She gave him a considering look. “Tell you
what—I’ll pay for everything, and we can settle later.”

“You have that much cash on you?”

“No, but I have plastic.”

Lefty Louie came outside, hands empty, hair
standing on end. He shifted from foot to foot and wouldn’t look
anyone in the eyes.

“I can’t go,” he mumbled.

“Mary’s paying,” Kid Rags said.

Still not looking at anyone, Lefty Louie
flicked his wrist in a dismissive gesture. “It’s not that.”

“What’s wrong?” Mary asked. “Won’t they let
you leave?”

Crunchy curled his hands into fists. “Want me
talk to warden?”

“No, no. Don’t,” Lefty Louie blurted “We’re
having fried chicken tonight, and movies and popcorn
afterwards.”

“What about if we come back for you
tomorrow?” Mary asked.

“Tomorrow we’re having meatloaf.” He turned
and shuffled back to the home. He opened the door. Looking back at
them, he said, “I did want to see Tombstone,” then he disappeared
into the building.

After a long moment of silence, Crunchy said,
“We still going, Lady?”

Mary smiled at him. “Yes, Crunchy, we’re
still going.”

“Good.” Kid Rags patted his belly. “What’s
for food? I’m hungry.”

* * *

Mary woke and stretched. She lay in bed for a
few more minutes, listening to the semis pulling out of the parking
lot. She smiled to herself. How strange to find herself in a motel
at a truck stop somewhere on I-10—maybe Arizona, but probably still
New Mexico—and two old men she didn’t know in the room next
door.

She sat up with a guilty start. Here she was
lolling in bed when they were probably starving, although given the
amount of food they’d put away at dinner, they shouldn’t need to
eat again for another week.

She got out of bed, took a quick shower,
dressed in the off-white peasant blouse and underclothes she’d
washed in the sink last night, then pulled on her black jeans and
tennis shoes.

When she left the room, she found Crunchy
sitting in a chair beside her door, glowering at all who passed
by.

“Have you been out here all night?” she
asked.

He jumped out of his chair and twinkled at
her, but made no other response.

She gazed back at him, not knowing whether
she felt flattered or smothered. “You didn’t have to do that,” she
said. “I can take care of myself, and you need your sleep.”

Crunchy folded his arms across his chest.
“Don’t need much sleep.”

“I bet you could use some food.”

Kid Rags appeared at the door of the next
room. “Did someone say food?”

Mary laughed and led them to the diner where
they’d eaten the night before. She nibbled on a piece of toast and
a scrambled egg while the two old men stuffed themselves with ham,
eggs, hash browns, sausage biscuits, pancakes, juice, and
uncountable cups of coffee. Hoping neither of them would have a
heart attack while in her care, she paid the bill and escorted them
out to the car.

* * *

Mary pulled up in front of a large
cream-colored Victorian house with dark green gingerbread trim. If
Teach lived here, he must be doing well for himself. Then she
noticed the row of mailboxes and realized the place had been
converted into an apartment building.

A middle-aged woman in cut-offs and a
halter-top weeded the garden bordering the house. Brushing her
auburn hair from her forehead with the back of a gloved hand, she
straightened and gave them a questioning glance.

“Carlo Santucci?” she said in answer to
Mary’s query. “Yes, he lives here, but he’s not in right now. He
went for a walk a while ago.”

“Do you know where we can find him?”

“Try Allen Street.” The woman pointed to her
right. “It’s that way.”

“Thanks,” Mary said.

As they headed back to the Toyota, the woman
called out, “You can leave your car here if you want. You’ll have a
hard time finding close-in parking.”

Mary hesitated a moment, but decided the old
men might not survive a walk in the heat. Ninety-nine degrees in
May. She hated to think what Tombstone would be like in July.

She found a parking space half a block away
from Allen Street, then they headed on foot for the historic
district where gambling halls, saloons, and houses of prostitution
had once abounded. The illusion of an old western mining town was
marred by all the people wearing garish tee shirts imprinted with
pictures of Wyatt Earp, and clutching snow cones or drinking from
oversized paper cups.

One old man, however, did fit the image. He
wore jeans and a white long-sleeved shirt with a western string
tie, a leather vest, boots, and a cowboy hat. Round, wire-rimmed
glasses framed bright eyes, and he had the beginnings of a beard,
as if he couldn’t be bothered with shaving every day. He was
talking to a young couple who gazed raptly at some-thing nestled in
his palm.

“Let’s go see what he’s showing those folks,”
Kid Rags said.

“I don’t think we should—” Mary began, but
Kid Rags had already walked away. She shrugged and followed him,
Crunchy close on her heels.

“My grandpappy dug it out of this very
building,” the cowboy was saying when Mary approached. “If you look
close, you can see the bullet hole.”

“Awesome,” the young woman said. “One of
Wyatt Earp’s own bullets.”

“Well, now, I can’t rightly say it came from
Wyatt Earp’s gun. There were a lot of bullets flying that day my
grandpappy said.”

“How much do you want for it?” the young man
asked.

“I’m not sure I want to sell it. It’s all I
have to remember my grandpappy by.”

“Five dollars?” the young man said. “Ten
dollars?”

“One of the actual bullets from the shoot-out
at the OK Corral ought to be worth a lot of money,” Kid Rags said.
“I’ll give you twenty dollars for it.”

The cowboy glanced at him. “Now that’s a
mighty fine offer.”

“Twenty-five,” the young man said.

“Thirty,” Kid Rags countered.

Thirty dollars? Mary tried to catch Kid Rags’
eye. No way was she going to give him thirty dollars for a
bullet.

“Thirty-five,” the young woman said.

The cowboy took the young woman’s right hand,
dropped the misshapen piece of metal in it, and closed her fingers
over it. “If I didn’t need the money so bad, I wouldn’t part with
it, but I’m glad it’s going to such a lovely young lady.”

The young man counted out thirty-five dollars
and handed it to the cowboy.

The cowboy stuffed the bills in his vest
pocket. “Much obliged.”

The young couple hurried off, heads together,
laughing.

Mary sighed with relief. At least she didn’t
get stuck with the bill.

“They seem to think they got the better of
you,” Kid Rags said.

“That’s how it should be.” The cowboy’s face
broke into a huge grin. “Gee, it’s great to see you, Kid Rags. How
long has it been?”

“Too long. Teach, I’d like you to meet Mary
Stuart, James Stuart’s granddaughter. And this is Crunchy, an
ex-wrestler from Chicago.”

After shaking hands with both Crunchy and
Mary, Teach asked, “How is James?”

“He passed away not too long ago,” Mary
said.

Teach shook his head. “I’m sorry to hear
that. He was a good man.”

“Mary didn’t know her grandparents,” Kid Rags
explained. “She wants to find out what they were like.”

“Well, you came to the right place,” Teach
said. “I knew your grandfather well.” He checked his watch. “It’s
getting on toward noon. Why don’t we pick up some sandwich fixings
and go to my place where we can talk in private.”

Suddenly afraid of what Teach might have to
say about her grandfather, Mary could only nod.







Chapter 4






“How could you bear to part with the only
thing you had that belonged to your grandfather?” Mary asked when
they were all munching sandwiches in Teach’s kitchen. The large
rooms of his apartment seemed small because of the books stacked
everywhere—on shelves, on tables, on the floor, on the kitchen
counters.

“Even if it was only a bullet,” she
added.

“There’s more where that came from.” Teach
lifted the top of a ceramic cookie jar sitting in the middle of the
table, reached in, and pulled out a handful of metal blobs. He let
the pieces of lead clatter back into the ceramic jar, then stuck
two fingers in his vest pocket and took out a ten-dollar bill.
Handing it to Kid Rags, he said, “Here’s your share. Usually I get
about fifteen dollars per bullet.”

Kid Rags plucked the bill out of Teach’s
hand, carefully placed it in his wallet, and continued eating his
ham and cheese sandwich.

Mary’s mouth fell open as she stared at
Teach. “You’re a con man!”

Teach raised one eyebrow. “You say that as if
it’s a bad thing.”

“Well it is. You cheated those people.”

“No, I didn’t. I gave them exactly what they
wanted—romance, excitement, memories. And don’t forget, they
thought they were taking advantage of a poor defenseless old
man.”

“It’s still not right,” Mary said.

“You don’t get it, do you?” Teach rolled one
of the bullets between his fingers. “It’s all one great big
con.”

“What is?”

“Everything. Life. Love. Happiness. The OK
Corral. Wyatt Earp.”

Mary shot a questioning glance at Kid Rags
who shrugged and busied himself constructing another sandwich.

“Wyatt Earp was a con man himself,” Teach
said. “He and a mysterious character named Dave Mather got caught
pulling the gold brick swindle in Mobeetie, Texas, and they were
run out of town.”

“Gold brick swindle?” Mary asked.

Kid Rags groaned. “Don’t egg him on. Now
we’re going to learn more about gold swindles than we ever wanted
to know.”

“I wanna know,” Crunchy said.

Teach grinned at Kid Rags. “You’re welcome to
wait in the living room.”

Kid Rags waved his sandwich. “I haven’t
finished eating yet.”

Teach leaned back in his chair. “They plated
lead bars and sold them as solid gold. A simple swindle, but
lucrative. A warrant had also been sworn out for Wyatt Earp in
Oklahoma territory for horse stealing. And he got kicked off the
police force in Wichita, Kansas because he refused to pay the fine
for being a pimp—he had one or two prostitutes working for him in a
place behind the saloons. Back then, law enforcement officers
didn’t get paid much. They made their money off fines—licensing
fees, really—and since he worked as a police officer, Wyatt Earp
thought he didn’t have to pay the fine. The marshal disagreed, and
fired him.”

Mary frowned. “Is this true?”

Teach nodded. “Every word. The point I’m
trying to make is no one gets rich off telling the truth. People
beg to be conned. They want life to be more than it is. Would
people come all the way here to Tombstone if they knew the famous
shoot-out at the so-called OK Corral wasn’t much of a gun battle?
Of course not.”

Kid Rags took a bite of his third sandwich
and chewed as if the meal were all that interested him, but Mary
could tell he listened as intently as she and Crunchy.

“Little of the legend is true,” Teach
continued. “The fight didn’t take place in a corral, but in an
alleyway next to Fly’s Photographic Gallery. Wyatt Earp’s brother
Virgil was the town marshal. Wyatt was merely his deputy. Two dozen
bullets at most were fired, and one or two of the men the Earps
shot didn’t have guns. The whole thing was an inconsequential feud
between two inconsequential rival gangs, but the fable—the lie—is
much more compelling than the truth.

“We want the pretty lies, and the lies we
tell ourselves are the most compelling of all. We tell ourselves
love comes to each of us and lasts forever. We tell ourselves we’re
civilized, that only soldiers, legendary heroes, psychopaths, and
psychotics have the ability to kill, but the fact is we all retain
that deadly instinct somewhere deep inside us.”

Mary shook her head. “Not me. I could never
kill anyone.”

Teach studied her for a moment. “Maybe. Maybe
not. Nowadays, few of us are put to the test. All I’m saying is
that life a lie, a con. If you ever doubt yourself, the whole thing
falls apart because you can no longer bear yourself. The way I see
it, the secret of life is to control the con, not let it control
you.”

Kid Rags let out a bark of laughter. “You’re
as full of hot air as ever, Teach. Give it a rest. You’re boring
Mary and Crunchy.”

Crunchy looked up from his sandwich. “You
bored, Lady?”

Mary smiled at him. “No, not in the
least.”

“Me either. His words feel good to my
ears.”

“And anyway,” Kid Rags said, acting as if he
hadn’t been interrupted, “Mary’s more interested in finding out
about her grandfather than listening to you spout half-baked
philosophies.”

“And my grandmother,” Mary said. “She also
died before I got to know her.”

“What did you want to know?” Teach asked.

“Whatever you can tell me. I don’t know
anything about either of them.”

“Well, your grandmother was beautiful. Not
pretty—she had too much character in her face for that—but
beautiful. She had blond hair as a young woman, and wide-spaced
gray eyes.”

“Blond hair?” Mary asked. “DeBrizzi sounds
like an Italian name.”

“There were a lot of blond Italians in
Northern Italy. Your grandfather had reddish-brown hair and brown
eyes. He was of average height, but stocky. He could be moody at
times—friendly and expansive one moment, cold and withdrawn the
next—but for the most part he appeared even-tempered. He was also
the sort of man who, if he wanted to, could slam the door on a
subject and not speak of it again.”

“Sounds like my father,” Mary commented. “Why
didn’t he and my grandparents get along?”

“They never mentioned it, and I never
asked.”

“How do you know my grandparents?”

“Your grandfather and I once planned on going
into business together, but it didn’t work out.”

“What business?”

Teach shook his head.

“Look,” Mary said. “I’ve figured out my
grandfather wasn’t a saint. You might as well tell me.”

“Well, your grandfather did a favor for a man
called Lefty Louie—”

“She met Lefty Louie,” Kid Rags said. “We
stopped by to see him before we came here.”

“How is he?”

Kid Rags shrugged. “Different. Old.”

Teach snorted. “Aren’t we all?”

“What favor?” Mary asked, but Teach was
taking a sip of water and seemed not to hear.

Teach set his glass back on the table. “Since
Lefty Louie didn’t have any cash at the time, he paid off your
grandfather with a gold mine located near Crested Butte.”

Mary’s eyes grew round. “It must have been a
big favor.”

“Not really. The gold mine was worthless.
Played out. Lefty got it for practically nothing. A friend of his
had made a fortune mining similar places for crystals like
rhodochrosite, and he thought he’d do the same, but he found
nothing in that gold mine except rotting timbers and the bones of
an unlucky miner or two.”

“Why would my grandfather want a worthless
old mine?”

“He knew I was looking for one.”

“Why did you want one? Oh, don’t tell me. Let
me guess. A scam.”

Teach nodded. “That’s right.”

Kid Rags took a hip flask out of his back
pocket. “Listening to Teach is thirsty work. Anyone want a
drink?”

Mary shook her head, but the men all took
long swigs. When they emptied the flask, Teach rose and got a
bottle of whiskey and three clean glasses out of a cupboard. The
men toasted one another, Mary, her grandparents. Then Teach pushed
aside his drink.

“I read about a guy who paid eight hundred
dollars for a worthless emerald mine in South America. He sold
shares in it, declaring that it was operating and producing
emeralds valued in the millions, and he bilked people out of five
hundred thousand dollars before anyone discovered there were no
emeralds.

“I didn’t want to do anything that big, but I
thought I could make money by selling shares of a gold mine for a
relatively small piece of change.”

Kid Rags turned to Mary. “That’s Teach for
you. Twenty minutes of worthless information before he finally gets
around to answering your question.”

“Nothing came of it,” Teach continued.
“Before the share certificates were printed, I had to leave town in
a hurry, and somehow we never got back to it.”

“What happened to the gold mine?” Mary
asked.

“I imagine James kept it.”

“In that case, it belongs to me. Wow! A gold
mine.”

“A worthless gold mine,” Kid Rags pointed
out.

“I know, but still . . .”

Teach’s eyes gleamed. “You and I could go
into business together. We could make a fortune.”

Mary toyed with her empty glass, trying to
think of a tactful way to discourage Teach, but in the end all she
said was, “No, thanks. Now I understand why my father did not get
along with his father. My father would not break the law under any
circumstances, wouldn’t even consider bending it.”

“Maybe that’s not the reason for their
estrangement,” Teach said. “Maybe it’s the result.”

“Whatever.” She stood and started cleaning
off the table.

“Sit. Sit,” Teach said. “I can do that
later.”

“It’s the least I can do to pay for your
hospitality.”

Teach smiled.

Mary narrowed her eyes. “What?”

“James was like that, always wanting things
to balance out.”

“My mother says I have a childish sense of
justice, but I don’t know what that means.”

“It means you’re goodhearted,” Teach
said.

Mary blushed, and ducked her head.

“You okay, Lady?” Crunchy asked, glaring at
Teach.

“I’m fine, Crunchy. Just not used to
compliments.”

“Oh. Okay.”

Mary finished clearing off the table, leaving
only the glasses and the whiskey bottle. There was no food to put
away; they’d eaten every crumb.

“Are you going to show Teach the pictures?”
Kid Rags asked.

“Oh, I forgot.” Mary opened her purse, which
she’d slung across the back of her chair, and pulled out the packet
of snapshots.

Teach studied each picture. When he finished,
he went through the stack a second time. He gave a start, then bent
down to peer more closely at one of the pictures.

He frowned. “This doesn’t make any
sense.”

Mary craned her neck, trying to see the
picture. “What doesn’t?”

Teach pointed to one of the men in the
photograph. Though two others stood in front of the man, partly
hiding him, Mary could still see most of his distinctive face. His
black hair formed a sharp V in the middle of his forehead. His
thick black eyebrows were inverted V’s. His cheeks were gaunt,
sunken, and his eyes were shadowed, making them look like burnt
holes.

Mary shivered. “Who is he?”

“Iron Sam. Also known as Butcher Boy.”

Kid Rags grabbed the picture. “Jeeminy
Christmas. How did I miss him? The Butcher Boy himself.”

Teach shot him a look tinged with disbelief.
“How did you miss him? You have such a good eye for detail.”

Kid Rags shrugged. “But a terrible memory for
faces.”

“Butcher Boy?” Crunchy said. “Let me
see.”

Kid Rags slid the picture across the table,
poured himself another drink, and gulped it.

As Crunchy studied the picture, his hands
curled into fists.

Teach took a deep breath. “He was a stone
killer. I never knew James to associate with people like him.”

“Well, my grandfather was a gunsmith,” Mary
said.

“Iron Sam did not appreciate collector
quality weaponry. He probably disposed of more guns in a year than
James made in a lifetime.”

“So how did my grandfather know him?”

Teach drew the photograph toward him and
stared at it. “That’s what I can’t figure out.”

“Could my grandfather have blackmailed him or
something?”

“James was a stand-up guy,” Teach said. “He
would not have resorted to anything so underhanded.”

Kid Rags poured himself another drink. “You
could go ask him.”

Mary stared at him, confused. “Ask who? My
grand-father?”

“No. Butcher Boy.”

“I can’t believe you’d suggest that,” Teach
said. Then he added, “Iron Sam wouldn’t agree to see her. He hates
women, remember?”

“We could go with her.”

Teach snorted. “Yeah, right. I can see you
waltzing into Leavenworth and asking to see Iron Sam.”

Kid Rags slumped in his chair. “You got a
point.”

“Ain’t going to no prison,” Crunchy said.

Mary put her hands on her hips. “None of us
are going.”

Teach nodded. “Good thinking. Butcher Boy is
not someone to get involved with. He’s a strange character. When he
was three—”

Kid Rags rolled his eyes. “Oh, no. Not
another lecture!” He pushed the whiskey bottle toward Mary. “You
should have a drink. If this keeps up, you’re going to need
it.”

Mary pushed the bottle back. “I’m fine,
really.”

“Me too,” Crunchy said.

Kid Rags poured another dollop of whiskey
into his glass. “Good. More for me.”

“Butcher Boy’s real name was Samuel
Bornstein,” Teach said. “The story goes that one night the sound of
someone moving around the house awoke his father. He went to check
it out and found three-year-old Samuel standing over his brother
David, a knife in his hands. His father took the knife away from
little Samuel and asked, ‘Why?’ ‘I hate David,’ Samuel said. He
seldom spoke after that. He rebuffed companionship, finding ways to
live within himself. He sought dark places—cellars, closets. He
liked the dark. Supposedly still does.

“After Samuel’s father died, his mother
married a butcher—a kosher butcher, actually—who hated him. On his
seventeenth birthday, Samuel told his mother and stepfather he was
leaving home. They said, ‘We’ll get the door for you.’ When they
found out he had become a hit man for the Cleveland Syndicate, they
sat Shiva for him as if he had died and not his victims.”

“Jeez,” Mary said.

Teach nodded. “A fine specimen of humanity. I
heard that he once said, ‘I love all of God’s creatures, but I love
killing them more.’”

“Isn’t he the one who killed Carmine the
Snake?” Kid Rags asked.

“So they say.” Teach turned to Mary. “Calling
Carmine a snake is an insult—to snakes. By all accounts, Carmine
Rastelli was a crude and vicious creature who considered himself
God’s gift to women. He raped the wife of a connected guy, and when
the guy caught him with his pants down, Carmine the Snake killed
both the guy and the wife. That happened forty years ago. Iron Sam
has been credited with the hit on Rastelli.

“A lot of killers begin to lose their taste
for killing after a while, but Iron Sam never did. The Syndicate
managed to keep him out of prison for a long time, but when he got
caught after doing a contract hit for a Detroit automaker, they
washed their hands of him. He’s spent the last thirty years in
Leavenworth.”

“You sure know a lot of reprehensible
people,” Mary said.

Teach held up his palms. “I don’t know them.
I know of them. Big difference.”

Mary rose. “It’s getting late. We’ve used
enough of your time.”

Teach stood and bowed over her hand. “The
pleasure was all mine.” As they walked to the front door, he asked,
“Where are you off to next?”

Mary gave a little laugh. “Home. I’ve had
about all the adventure I can stand for a while.”

“Aren’t you planning on going to Prescott to
see your cousin Robert before you leave Arizona? He grew up with
your grandfather. I’m sure he’d be willing to talk to you about
him.”

Mary’s eyes lit up. “I have a cousin?”

* * *

All the way from Tombstone to Phoenix, Teach
and Kid Rags bickered good-naturedly about how Mary and Robert
Stuart were related.

“Robert’s father and James’s father were
cousins, so that makes Robert and James first cousins once
removed.”

“No. Second cousins.”

“So what does that make Mary’s father and
Robert? First cousins twice removed? Third cousins? Second cousins
once removed?”

“I have no idea. All I know is that Mary and
Robert are cousins.”

“How do you figure?”

“According to the dictionary, a cousin can be
a relative descended from one’s grandfather or from a more remote
ancestor in a different line.”

“I don’t think they’re related. The
connection is too far back.”

“If you go back twenty generations, everyone
is related to everyone else.”

“See? Proves my point . . .”

Their voices lulled Mary, almost putting her
to sleep. Wanting to get to Tombstone as quickly as possible, she’d
driven late into the night yesterday, and hadn’t gotten nearly
enough sleep. She glanced behind her and was pleased to see Crunchy
dozing. She shied away from thinking about how he spent the night
keeping watch outside her room, and instead thought about the
upcoming meeting with her unknown relative.

What should she call him? Uncle? Cousin?
Robert? Well, she had Teach along to make the introductions, even
though Teach said he couldn’t count on Robert remembering him since
they’d met only once or twice.

“Are we there yet?” Kid Rags asked. “I’m
hungry.”

Crunchy’s eyes opened. “Me too.”

“The next exit is six miles,” Teach said.

When Mary got out of her air-conditioned car
at the truck stop, the heat slapped her in the face, but the others
didn’t seem to notice the scorching temperature.

Teach offered to pump the gas for her. When
she declined, he followed Kid Rags into the convenience store.
Crunchy, as usual, stood guard while she filled her tank. Going
inside to pay, she found Teach heating sandwiches in the microwave
and Kid Rags piling bag after bag of snacks on the counter along
with a six-pack of beer.

“They don’t carry bourbon,” he said, as if
that explained the heap of food.

Mary added fruit and bottles of water to the
provisions, then handed over her credit card.

For a long time afterward, the only sounds in
the car were the rattling of bags, the popping of beer tabs, an
occasional belch. Mary noticed that while Kid Rags and Crunchy
gobbled everything in sight, Teach ate sparingly, though he did
drink his share of the beer.

After choking down half of a mystery meat
sandwich, Mary passed the second half to Kid Rags who swallowed it
practically whole.

* * *

They reached Prescott in the late
afternoon.

“Wow,” Mary said, gazing at Robert’s
residence. The house was all glass, flagstone, and rough-hewn
timbers, set in a garden that looked vaguely Japanese though it
featured exotic cactuses rather than Bonsai trees.

Kid Rags let out a long, low whistle. “I’ll
bet this set him back a pretty penny.”

“He can afford it,” Teach said. “His wife’s
father owned a chain of department stores in northern Wisconsin,
which she inherited. She sold them for a fortune shortly before the
national discounters moved in and put them out of business. The new
owners took her to court, thinking they had been cheated, but
nothing came of their lawsuit.”

They all got out of the car and headed for
the house. Catching a glimpse of yellow, Mary drew in a sharp
breath.

Crunchy moved closer to her.

“What?” Kid Rags asked.

Maybe nothing, she wanted to say, but the
words stuck in her throat. Feeling sick to her stomach, she took a
few more strides forward, then stood staring at the broad yellow
tape lying crumpled across the porch steps.

CRIME SCENE, the plastic strip said. DO NOT
CROSS.

“What do you want?” a voice demanded from
behind a bush in the yard next door.

“I’m here to see Robert Stuart,” Mary
said.

“Who are you?”

“I’m his . . . he’s my . . . he’s my
cousin.”

“Oh.” A man of indeterminate years, carrying
a baseball bat, stepped away from the bush.

A querulous female voice came from inside the
man’s house. “Who is it?”

“Some relatives of the Stuarts, Mom.”

“Well, you be careful, Sonny.”

“Yes, Mom.”

The man crossed his yard, still clutching the
baseball bat. “We’re all on edge after what happened to the
Stuarts.”

“What did happen?” Teach asked.

The man gestured to the house. “Someone broke
in, trashed the place, and shot Robert Stuart and his wife
dead.”

“Is anyone in custody?” Teach asked.

The man hefted his bat. “The cops don’t have
a clue. What are we paying them for if they can’t keep us safe in
our own homes?”

Mary listened to this exchange as if from a
long way off. Robert and James and their wives all killed?

The daylight seemed to dim. She thought a
cloud had drifted in front of the sun, but when she glanced upward,
she saw clear skies. Wishing she had thought to bring a coat, she
wrapped her arms around herself, but she couldn’t stop
shivering.

Crunchy took off his sweater and draped it
over her shoulders. She tried to smile at him, but only managed a
slight baring of her chattering teeth. He led her to the car. Once
seated inside, she folded her arms on the steering wheel, rested
her forehead on them, and forced herself to breathe evenly.

A few minutes later, Teach and Kid Rags
returned to the car.

“He doesn’t know anything,” Teach said.

Mary remained motionless for a while longer,
then she raised her head. “I didn’t tell you, but my grandparents
were also shot by people who broke into their house and ransacked
it. A senseless act of violence, supposedly, but I don’t believe
it.”

“Neither do I,” Teach said. “It’s too much of
a coincidence.”

“What are you going to do?” Kid Rags
asked.

“I don’t know,” Mary answered, and that ended
the conversation until they returned to Tombstone.

“I’m going to talk to Samuel Bornstein,” she
said, pulling in front of Teach’s apartment house. “Maybe he would
know why someone wanted to kill them.”

“Not a good idea,” Teach said.

Kid Rags let out laugh. “That’s the wrong
thing to say. It will make her more determined.”

“Maybe it’s not a good idea,” Mary said.
“Maybe he won’t talk to me. Maybe he doesn’t know anything. But I
have to try.”

“See?” Kid Rags said. “What did I tell
you?”

“Then I’m coming too,” Teach said.

Mary shrugged. “Fine. You can all come if you
want. But with you or without you, I’m going to Leavenworth.”







Chapter 5






Mary brushed her teeth, splashed water on her
face, then slipped out of her filthy clothes. She collapsed on her
own bed, and soon fell asleep.

The sound of a knock penetrated her dream.
She jerked herself awake and stared around her sunlit bedroom.
Morning already? It felt as if she’d fallen asleep moments ago.

Yawning, she struggled out of bed, put on her
robe, and went to answer the door.

“Dad? What are you doing here?” She wiped her
suddenly clammy hands on her robe. “Is everything okay? Nothing’s
happened to Mom, has it?”

He curled his lips into a smile, but his eyes
remained serious. “Do I need a reason to visit my only
offspring?”

“No, but you’ve never come to see me
before.”

“Then it’s high time I did. May I come
in?”

“Yes. Sure.” Cheeks growing warm, she stepped
aside to let him enter.

As he looked around her living room, she was
acutely aware that it needed a cleaning, though he seemed not to
notice. He nodded toward her brown over-stuffed armchair.

“So that’s where it went. I wondered what
happened to my favorite chair.”

“Mom gave it to me.” Then, frowning
uncertainly, “Do you want it back?”

“No. Your mother hates that chair, always
wanted to get rid of it. I’m glad it’s still in the family.” He
slumped in the chair and, closing his eyes, let out a long sigh.
After a moment he opened his eyes and gave her a piercing
stare.

Heart thudding, she hung her head. Reminding
herself she was a grown woman, not a disobedient child about to be
punished, she forced herself to meet his gaze.

“Your mother’s worried about you,” he said.
“You haven’t been answering your phone.”

Mary stole a look at the blinking light on
her answering machine and remembered she hadn’t bothered to check
her messages when she got home last night.

“I went out of town.”

He raised his eyebrows. “I thought you didn’t
have to work this week.”

“I don’t.”

He studied her in silence for a moment, and
all at once she understood that he didn’t know how to speak to her.
When had they grown so far apart? She remembered the long walks
they took together when she was a child, the bear hugs she gave him
when he came to tuck her in at night.

A sharp pain lodged beneath her sternum. The
years passed so quickly. She noticed, for the first time, her
father’s receding hairline, the deep crinkles at the corners of his
brown eyes. Soon he would be as old as Kid Rags, Teach, and
Crunchy.

Tears stung her eyes at the thought of her
father living alone in a dingy hovel, and she vowed she would not
let that happen.

Realizing the silence was stretching out
awkwardly, she opened her mouth to speak, but he held up a palm to
forestall her.

“I don’t want to know what you’re doing,” he
said. “Whatever it is, I know it’s something you feel you have to
do. I thought you should be aware you’re upsetting your
mother.”

“I don’t mean to.”

He heaved himself out of the chair. “That’s
all I came to say.”

“I’m glad you stopped by,” she said. “I
planned on calling you later anyway to tell you I’m going to be
away for a few days.”

He stared at her for a moment, then shrugged.
“I don’t understand what you’re trying to accomplish, but I suppose
you know your own mind.”

You are so wrong. I don’t know anything.

He walked to the door, paused with his hand
on the knob for a second, then turned to face her.

“I love you,” he said softly.

She swallowed. “Oh, Dad. I love you too.”

He opened the door. “Be careful, okay, honey?
You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into.”

* * *

After her father left, Mary took a long
shower to wash off the grime of her travels. Blow-drying her
chin-length honey blond hair, she was pleased to see that it, at
least, hadn’t gone limp with exhaustion.

She and the rest of the crew had left
Tombstone yesterday before any trace of dawn touched the sky, and
they drove straight through to Denver, stopping only for food, gas,
and a short detour in Pueblo so Crunchy could pack his battered old
suitcase. She’d settled Crunchy and Teach in a motel in west
Denver, then dropped Kid Rags off at his place. She planned to pick
them up at noon to give everyone plenty of time to rest, but she
hadn’t been able to sleep as late as she wanted.

Well, one good thing about having no
deadline—she could stop as soon as she got too tired to drive.

She packed two suitcases and sat at the
kitchen table to eat a bowl of cold cereal. A knock on the door
startled her. She dropped her spoon and went to answer it.

Bill greeted her with a kiss, then leaned
back and peered into her face. “Are you feeling all right? You look
tired.”

She tried to smile. “I am tired.”

“Me too. Do you have any coffee? I could use
a cup.”

“I didn’t know you were coming, so I didn’t
make any. I’ve got instant.”

He winced. “I’ll get a cup on my way to work.
I stopped by to make sure you’re all right. You didn’t return any
of my calls.”

“I wasn’t home.”

He shook his head. “You’re the only person I
know who doesn’t own a cell phone.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not interested in getting
brain cancer.” she said, wondering how many times they’d had this
same conversation. Not wanting to hear his standard response about
that being an urban legend, she added quickly, “I’m about to eat
breakfast. Why don’t you come keep me company?”

He looked at his watch. “I think I have
time.”

In the kitchen, he poured himself a glass of
orange juice, then sat opposite her. “So, what have you been doing
with yourself lately? You haven’t gone back to that old house
alone, have you?”

Mary pointed to her mouth. When she finished
chewing and swallowing, she said, “I went to see some people who
knew my grandparents.”

Bill gave her a long look. “I don’t
understand you. You know it’s upsetting your parents, yet you’re
persisting in this quixotic quest.”

“Someone killed my grandparents before I got
a chance to know them. For once in my life I’m going to do what I
want to do—no, what I have to do—without worrying about upsetting
other people.”

He finished his orange juice, rinsed the
glass, then leaned against the counter. “I understand you think
this is something you have to do, I just don’t understand why you
feel that way. It seems to me you’re complicating your life
unnecessarily when everything is falling into place.”

“Maybe I don’t want everything to fall into
place,” Mary said quietly. “For you, A plus B always equals C. What
if it sometimes equals D or E or F?”

Bill didn’t say anything, but while she
finished her cereal, she could feel his gaze resting on her. When
she got up to rinse out her bowl, he looked at his watch again.

“I have to be going. How about dinner
tonight?”

“I’m sorry. I can’t.”

Just then, another knock sounded on the door.
Glad of the interruption, she went to answer it.

An old man stood there grinning at her. He
had a long, sharp-featured face, the kind that looks old when the
person is young, and ages slowly so the person looks young when
old. He was clean-shaven. Not having seen him without his whiskers,
it took Mary a moment to recognize Teach.

“We’ve come to pick you up,” he said.

Mary stared at him. “How did you get
here?”

“Happy drove us.”

“Happy? Who’s Happy?” She grabbed her purse
off the table by the door. “Never mind. I’ll go see for
myself.”

“Who is this guy?” Bill asked.

“His name is Teach. He knew my grandparents.
Teach, this is Bill Spindler, my fiancé.”

The two men eyed each other, but Mary didn’t
stick around to find out if they shook hands. She ran down the
stairs and dashed outside, then stopped short. A small gray bus was
parked haphazardly, one wheel on the curb, the back end sticking
out into traffic. Crunchy, arms folded across his chest, leaned
against the bus. Kid Rags stood next to him, adjusting his red bow
tie. Both watched a short, skinny old man who brandished his small
fists and bounced around like a bantamweight prizefighter. Effie
Werner, an elderly woman who lived in Mary’s apartment building,
backed away from him, clutching her hissing cat.

“You calling me a liar?” the skinny man said
in a high, excited voice.

“Deny it all you want,” Effie said, tears in
her eyes, “but I saw you almost run over my precious baby.”

“You insinuating I’m a bad driver?”

“Insinuating nothing. I’m coming right out
and saying it. You’re a terrible driver. What’s more, you’re a
menace to society.”

Head held high, Effie bore her pet into the
building.

The man stopped bouncing and let his arms
drop to his sides. Now that he stood relatively still, Mary could
see he was skinnier than she’d first thought. A gray slouch hat
tilted toward one eye, but the baggy pants cinched high above his
waist and the bright flowery shirt several sizes too large marred
the jaunty effect. His hands shook uncontrollably. Parkinson’s
disease?

“You must be Happy,” she said.

Frowning, Happy patted his torso. “Must I be
happy?” His voice deepened to what Mary assumed was his normal
tone. “Can I be happy? Can anyone truly be happy?”

“His name is Barry Hapworth,” Kid Rags said,
flicking a bit of lint off his navy pinstriped suit jacket. “For
several obvious reasons, everyone calls him Happy.”

Mary glanced from the bus to Happy. “Were you
driving this thing?”

Happy puffed out his meager chest. “Sure
was.”

“And did you almost run over Mrs. Werner’s
cat?”

“I’ll take the fifth.” Happy paused for a
fraction of a second. “A fifth of bourbon.”

“Did someone say bourbon?” Kid Rags removed
the flask from his hip pocket, took a swig, and passed it
around.

“Who are all these people?” Bill asked from
behind Mary.

Mary turned, wondering how she could explain
the situation, but Teach saved her the trouble and made the
introductions. Arms still folded across his chest, Crunchy nodded
to Bill, then stepped close to Mary. Happy punched the air, but
stopped when Bill showed no inclination to fight.

Kid Rags shook Bill’s hand. “You’re a lucky
man.”

“What are you all doing here?” Mary asked. “I
was supposed to pick you up. And why is Happy here?”

“Happy is a friend of Kid Rags,” Teach began,
but Kid Rags interrupted him, saying hastily, “Not a friend. Just a
fellow I know.”

“Happy knows someone who knows Iron Sam,”
Teach continued, “and since we knew your car wasn’t big enough for
all of us, we accepted Happy’s offer to drive us in his bus.”

“Who’s Iron Sam?” Bill asked, sounding
plaintive.

“Butcher Boy,” Kid Rags said.

Bill’s eyebrows drew together. “Butcher Boy?
Mary, are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

Mary laughed, suddenly feeling lighthearted
and carefree. “I haven’t a clue.”

Bill blew out his breath. “I don’t understand
what’s gotten into you.”

Crunchy stepped in front of Mary. “He
bothering you, Lady?”

“No, Crunchy, he’s worried about me.” She
giggled. “As you can see, Bill, you have nothing to be concerned
about. Crunchy will take care of me.”

Crunchy raised a fist in the air and brought
it straight down like a pile driver. “I crunch anyone who bothers
her.”

Bill looked anything but reassured.

Happy bounced on the balls of his feet. “Hey,
we going or what?”

“Do you have a license?” Mary asked, looking
for an excuse to keep Happy from driving.

“No. Why?”

“I can drive,” Kid Rags said.

Mary turned to him. “Do you have a
license?”

Kid Rags smiled. “Sure do. Looks like the
real thing, too. Want to see it?”

Rolling her eyes, Mary shook her head.

“I could use a license,” Teach said.

“Me too,” Crunchy chimed in.

“I’ll see what I can do,” Kid Rags said. “You
want one, Happy?”

“No. Been driving all my life without one.
Don’t see any point in getting one now.”

Mary put her hands on her hips. “Well, that
settles it. I’m driving. I’ll be right back. I need to get my
things.”

Trailed by Crunchy and Bill, Mary hurried
back upstairs to her apartment. There was a small scuffle when both
men grabbed her suitcases, but she gave one to each of them to
carry.

“Eyeing the luggage, Bill asked, “How long
are you going to be gone?”

Mary shrugged. “I don’t know. As long as it
takes.”

After stowing the baggage behind the last
seat, Bill gave Mary a quick, self-conscious peck on the cheek, and
said, “Take care of yourself.”

“I will.”

Bill hovered nearby while Happy told Mary how
to operate the bus, then he climbed down and stood on the curb.

As she drove away, she could see him still
standing there, shaking his head.







Chapter 6






“So where are we going?” Mary asked.

“York, Nebraska,” Teach said. “It’s a small
town about fifty miles this side of Lincoln. Take I-twenty-five to
seventy-six, which will merge into eighty on the other side of the
Colorado border, then keep going until you see the turnoff for
York.”

It took all of Mary’s concentration to
maneuver the bus through Denver’s traffic. Though the vehicle
looked small from the outside, from the inside it seemed huge.
Behind the driver’s seat were four rows of double seats divided by
a wide central aisle. The ceiling rose high enough so they could
stand upright and walk around, which Happy did with some frequency,
trying out first one seat and then another. Crunchy, as usual, sat
behind Mary. Teach sat across the aisle from him, and Kid Rags
dozed on one of the back seats.

When they were on the highway, well away from
the city and its congested streets, Mary asked, “Who are we going
to see?”

“Wallace Brown, AKA the Scourge,” Teach said.
“Happy thinks he might be able to get us in to see Iron Sam.”

“The Scourge? Sounds spooky.”

“By all accounts he was. Like Iron Sam, he
worked for the Cleveland Syndicate. He was the liaison between the
bosses and the hit men. The bosses kept as many people as possible
between them and the muscle. The government called them cutouts,
the Syndicate called it insulation, but it amounts to the same
thing.”

Thinking of Bill’s favorite TV show, Mary
said, “But in The Sopranos . . .”

Teach snorted. “The Sopranos were low level
punks. The bosses never got their hands dirty. Nor did their
lieutenants. I don’t know if you’re old enough to remember how when
the Teflon Don, John Gotti, got arrested, they made him out to be a
major crime boss but, like the Sopranos, he was a low-level punk.
The Syndicate did not admire men who stuck out their own necks when
there were plenty of others willing to do it for chickenfeed. To
get ahead, men had to show proof of brains and the ability to
delegate violence. Nowadays the bosses don’t meet in the back of
bars and barbershops. They meet in boardrooms. They run Fortune
Five Hundred Companies. They control billions of dollars.”

“So what’s the difference between them and
any other major corporation?”

Teach chuckled. “By gum, you’re as smart as
your granddaddy. To answer your question, there isn’t any
difference. The big corporations indulge in the same sort of
criminal behavior the Syndicate does, and the Syndicate operates
their businesses like all the other corporations do. A perfect
example of the Hegelian dialectic—thesis plus antithesis bringing
about synthesis.”

Mary laughed. “Yeah, right.” After switching
lanes to avoid ramming into a tractor entering the highway, she
said, “So this Scourge was a big deal in the Syndicate?”

“Definitely. Whenever you saw the Scourge,
you knew something bad would happen. He was the voice of the
bosses.”

“The voice of doom,” Happy intoned from the
seat behind Teach.

“Then how come he ended up in a place like
York, Nebraska?”

“He was on the lam.” Happy moved to another
seat. “He planned to stay at a safe house run by Jimmy Boots when
he—”

“Jimmy Boots?” Crunchy asked. “We going to
see Jimmy Boots?”

“Jimmy Boots passed away,” Teach said. “I
thought you knew.”

“No.” After a beat Crunchy added, “He was my
friend. He treated me good.”

“Everyone dies,” Happy pointed out. “Life is
something you suffer through on your way to death.”

Not knowing how to respond, Mary let several
seconds tick by before she asked, “Safe house? Like the witness
protection program?”

“A lot like that,” Teach said, “but it had
nothing to do with the government. These safe houses strung from
coast to coast, many in places you wouldn’t connect with the mob,
like Sun Valley where the California boys took refuge and Saratoga
where a spa offered accommodations for large groups. They were
usually run by people on the periphery of the underworld, such as
friends, relatives, small time gangsters who were clean—guys with
no criminal records, no warrants. It was a touchy situation for the
lamster. To keep the safe house operator loyal, he had to pay more
than the law would because usually the operator worked both
ways.”

“Jimmy Boots didn’t,” Crunchy said. “When a
scab got hurt bad in Pueblo, Jimmy Boots let me stay with him until
the cops got paid off, and he didn’t tell nobody even though I
didn’t have no money.”

“That’s right,” Teach said. “He didn’t inform
on anyone, and he wasn’t a cheap hustler who demanded huge
payments.”

“About the Scourge,” Mary prompted. “You said
he planned to stay at the safe house. What happened?”

Happy moved back to the seat behind Teach.
“He stopped off at York to have a drink, met a dame, and moved in
with her. Never left, not even when he got the all clear.”

“After Iron Sam was arrested,” Teach
explained, “the Syndicate feared he’d give up his contact, and
since they couldn’t take a chance on the Scourge being compromised,
they sent him out of town. Iron Sam didn’t utter a word, though.
The way I heard it, the cops tried everything they knew. They
coaxed, cajoled, threatened, used whatever physical violence they
could get away with. Through hours of grilling, he remained poised,
completely contained, with no show of emotion. He always acted
polite, but not once did he so much as admit he knew what day it
was. He knew enough not to parry with a questioner. The guys who do
are easy prey for the investigator, because a reply, no matter how
obtuse or offhand leads to another question. Iron Sam said nothing
at all. He just sat there, hour after hour, day after day, for
fifteen months, looking at them in deadpan silence when they asked
him a question.”

“Jeez,” Mary muttered, wondering what she was
letting herself in for.

She passed a rusty pickup, then glanced back
at Teach. “Yesterday you said Iron Sam had been hired by a Detroit
automaker, but if he never broke, how did anyone find out?”

“A newspaper reporter who thought it strange
that a hit man would kill a little guy in glasses—a
nobody—investigated and managed to piece the whole story together.
They published the article in one edition of one paper before it
got quashed. It turns out the little guy in glasses had invented a
new automobile, one that runs on free energy. He believed the earth
acted like a giant dynamo generating and storing electricity, and
he found a way to tap into that energy.

“Over the years there have been many such
inventors, but the industrialists managed to get their hands on the
patents and bury them. There is no way anyone is ever going to be
allowed to manufacture a car that costs substantially less than the
market will bear, particularly one that needs no fuel
whatsoever.

“The little guy in glasses refused to give in
to intimidation, and even though the bankers wouldn’t have anything
to do with him, he managed to find several private investors.
Before he could begin manufacturing his vehicles, he was
killed.”

“I’ve heard of stories like that before,”
Mary said, “but I didn’t know if they were true.”

“It happens more often than most people
realize. The Syndicate made a lot of money by hiring out hit men to
so-called legitimate businesses that wanted their competition to
disappear. There were some branches, though, like the Brooklyn
branch, that kept their services strictly for the use of the
Syndicate. They were paid a flat yearly salary rather than per job.
Murder by retainer, so to speak.”

“I’m hungry,” Kid Rags announced from the
back of the bus.

“Me too,” Crunchy and Happy both said.

“I could eat a bite,” Teach drawled.

Mary turned off at the next exit where they
could get food and gas. She filled the tank, then drove to one of
the ubiquitous fast food restaurants. Herding her charges toward
the building, she realized Happy was missing. Turning back, she saw
him clambering from the bus, his now untucked shirt billowing in
the breeze. One of his pant legs rippled, and she heard a muffled
thunk.

Happy grabbed his right foot and hopped
around on his left, howling. “My toe! I broke my toe!”

“Well, no wonder,” Kid Rags said, scooping up
a metallic object. “I thought I told you to leave the piece
behind.”

Mary held out a hand. “Let me see.” She
sucked in her breath when Kid Rags carefully laid a small gun on
her palm. “What the heck is this?”

“A gun,” Kid Rags said.

Teach leaned over to look at it. “It’s an
Astra Cadix thirty-eight special snub nose revolver with a two inch
barrel and a five-shot cylinder, to be exact. Made in Spain.”

Happy let go of the foot he had been holding.
“It’s my gun. Give it to me.”

“No.” Mary shuddered to think of a gun in the
possession of someone whose hands shook so much he couldn’t tie his
shoelaces properly.

“What are you going to do with it?” Kid Rags
asked.

Mary stared at the weapon. “I don’t know.
Throw it away.”

Happy rushed at Mary, but Crunchy caught hold
of his shirt and yanked him back.

Happy curled his hands into fists and waved
them around. “You can’t throw it away. It’s mine.”

Teach stroked his chin. “It’s of good quality
and workmanship. It would be a shame to throw it away, Mary,
particularly since it’s clean.”

Brow creased, Mary glanced at him. “What do
you mean?”

“It’s untraceable.” He pointed to a gouge on
the side of the gun. “See this? Someone who knew what he was doing
removed the serial number. Most people think you can file it off,
but the metal beneath the numbers is compressed when the numerals
are stamped in, and an application of an acid will bring it
out.”

“Then it’s illegal? All the more reason to
throw it out.”

“Someone might find it and use it.”

Mary sighed. “Maybe you’re right.” She tucked
the gun into her shoulder bag. The strap strained with the extra
weight.

“Give it to me! I need it.” Happy tried to
lunge for her purse, but Crunchy still had hold of his shirt.

“I’ll give it to you when we return to Denver
but until then it remains in my purse.”

Happy’s shoulders sagged.

Seeing something akin to panic in his eyes,
Mary felt sorry for him. “Tell you what. If you ever need it, if
you’re ever in danger, I’ll give it back to you, okay?”

Happy nodded, but he would not look at
her.

“Now can we go eat?” Kid Rags asked.

* * *

A dark-haired girl was half-heartedly filling
a napkin dispenser when they approached the counter. She turned
toward them, eyes blank, as if she were looking right through
them.

“Can I help you?” she asked in a bored
monotone.

As Kid Rags began to order, the door opened.
The rank odor of perspiration and unwashed socks preceded a group
of teenage boys into the restaurant. One boy carried a basketball
under his arm. All wore low-slung baggy shorts and torn tee shirts
with sweat stains beneath their armpits. They jostled each other
and made rude remarks punctuated by overloud laughter.

Kid Rags raised his voice. “Four
cheeseburgers, two orders of fries, two apple pies, and a large
Coke.”

The girl set about filling the order.
Returning to the counter, she wiped her forehead with the back of
her hand as if she had finished a monumental task. “Anything else?”
she asked with a casual glance that took in Mary and the old
men.

Crunchy stepped forward and pointed at Kid
Rags. “I want what he got.”

The girl’s plucked eyebrows drew together as
she looked from Crunchy to Kid Rags and back to Crunchy again.
After a moment, she shrugged, went to get the food, then dropped it
on the counter.

“Is that all?”

“I’d like a chicken sandwich and a glass of
water,” Mary said.

“What about you?” the girl asked, directing
her question at Happy.

Happy gazed at the lighted menu.

The girl tapped her long, elaborately
decorated fingernails against the side of the cash register.

“Come on, Gramps,” one of the boys called
out. “We don’t have all day.”

“Ignore them,” Mary whispered to Happy. “Take
all the time you need.”

Happy reached into his shirt pocket, pulled
out a pair of eyeglasses with thick lenses, and held them in front
of his eyes.

“Are those glasses or Coke bottles?” the same
boy jeered.

“This is a fast food restaurant,” another
said. “Fast. Get it?”

Happy tucked his glasses back in his pocket.
“I don’t know if I want a cheeseburger or chicken nuggets.”

“Get both,” Kid Rags said. “I’ll eat what you
don’t finish.”

“He must have a tapeworm,” the first boy said
to his buddies, who laughed and muttered a few comments Mary
couldn’t hear.

“Okay, then,” Happy told the counter girl.
“I’ll have a cheeseburger, chicken nuggets, apple pie, and a large
Coke.”

“It’s about time, Gramps.”

While Teach gave his order—a chicken sandwich
and a small Coke—Happy turned around to face the boys.

“What are you looking at?” snarled the boy
with the basketball.

Crunchy moved away from the counter and,
folding his arms across his chest, positioned himself to protect
Mary.

“I’m trembling all over,” the boy said.

Happy clenched his hands into fists. “Didn’t
anyone ever teach you to be respectful of your elders?”

The boy furrowed his brow. “No,” he said at
last.

All of the teenagers dissolved into
giggles.

Happy bounced on the balls of his feet and
jabbed the air with his fists. “Then it’s time someone did.”

The boy with the basketball shivered
theatrically. “Oooh. I’m really scared now.”

Happy stopped bouncing, and thrust a hand
toward Mary. “Give me my gun. I need to shoot these punks.”

“No one is going to shoot anyone,” Mary
said.

“But you promised—”

A young man wearing a nametag that stated
MANAGER hurried toward them.

“No guns allowed,” he said breathlessly,
interrupting Happy. “I’ll have to ask you to leave.”

Mary widened her eyes. “Guns? What guns?”

The manager scratched his head. “I heard him
say . . .”

Mary looked at each of the old men in turn.
“Do any of you have guns?”

“No,” chorused Kid Rags, Crunchy, and
Teach.

Happy frowned. “But—”

Kid Rags kicked him on the ankle.

“Oh, right,” Happy said. “No guns.”

Mary showed her palms. “See?”

Tightening his lips, the manager stood by
while the girl rang up the sale and accepted Mary’s money.

Teach and Kid Rags grabbed the bags of food.
As Crunchy escorted her outside, Mary could hear the boys laughing,
cheering, and slapping palms.

Teach and Kid Rags exchanged glances and
small smiles.

“What?” she asked.

Teach grinned at her. “You did that nicely,
deflecting the manager’s attention to us. You have the makings of a
good con man.”

“Con person,” Kid Rags said.

“Thanks, I think. I didn’t plan it. I blurted
out the first thing that came into my head. I’m not good at acting,
but I had to do something to protect Happy.”

“Why did you have to protect Happy?” Kid Rags
asked. “You’re the one carrying the concealed weapon.”

Mary’s stomach lurched. Imagining the sound
of prison doors slamming shut behind her, she hugged herself around
the middle, bent forward, and tried to breathe.

“You don’t look so good, Lady,” Crunchy said.
“You okay?”

No, I’m not okay. I’m going to be spending
the rest of my life in prison. Will my parents come visit me? Will
Bill? An involuntary moan escaped her lips. Maybe she should return
to Denver, buy Teach a bus ticket to Arizona, and forget the whole
thing.

Unbidden, the image of her grandparents’
ransacked house rose in her mind. If she quit now, she’d never know
what kind of people her grandparents were, never know what they had
done to inspire such violence, never know why her father had
disowned them.

She straightened her shoulders, took a deep
breath, and said, “I’m fine. Really, I am.”







Chapter 7






“Was Jimmy Boots my grandfather?” Mary
asked.

She and the old men were eating pizza in a
restaurant in Kearney, Nebraska after checking into a nearby motel.
Three rooms! Good thing she had thought to bring the cash from the
secret room as well as her credit cards.

Teach looked up from his plate. “What makes
you ask that?”

“Something you said this morning.”

“Me?” Teach poked himself in the chest.
“Something I said?”

“Yes. When Crunchy asked if we were going to
see Jimmy Boots, you said he passed away. Then you added, ‘I
thought you knew.’”

“So?”

“Well, you just met Crunchy, right? How would
you know what he knew if we hadn’t talked about Jimmy Boots, and
the only two men we talked about who passed away are my grandfather
and his cousin Robert.”

Kid Rags laughed. “I think she’s got you,
Teach.”

Teach shook his head. “I can’t believe I made
such an amateurish mistake.”

“Why did you lie to me? Everyone’s lied about
my grandparents my whole life, and I’m sick of it.”

Crunchy edged away from her, and for the
first time his eyes didn’t sparkle when he looked at her. “I didn’t
lie. I don’t know no James Agnes Stuart. You never asked me about
Jimmy Boots.”

“I didn’t lie either.” Kid Rags sounded as
unfriendly as when Mary first met him. “I just didn’t tell you the
whole truth. We didn’t come from nice suburban neighborhoods where
things are relatively safe. For our own protection, we had to learn
not to talk about ourselves or anyone else.”

Mary frowned. “But you told me about
Crunchy.”

“Nothing that wasn’t public record.”

“The lives we lead necessitate secrecy,”
Teach said. “People today don’t respect other people’s
privacy—where they came from, what they did. You young people have
grown up with the Internet where everyone’s life is out there for
anyone to delve into, but that’s not our way.”

Crunchy nodded. “Don’t tell nothing to
nobody.”

“Jimmy Boots was your grandfather?” Happy
asked. “I didn’t know.”

Mary toyed with her pizza. “I still don’t
understand why you couldn’t have told me about my grandfather.”

“We didn’t know you,” Teach said.

“You were nothing to us,” Kid Rags added. “We
didn’t owe you anything.”

Mary recoiled as if she’d been slapped.
Looking at each of the men in turn and seeing the reserve in their
eyes, she realized they still weren’t comfortable with her. Well,
to be honest, she didn’t feel comfortable with them, either, but
she needed their help if she were ever to discover the truth about
her grandparents.

She took a bite of pizza more for something
to do than because she wanted it. After she washed it down with a
sip of water, she took a deep breath. “Was my grandfather
Mafia?”

“No,” Teach answered. “There is no Mafia in
this country.”

Mary stared at him, speechless. “Of course
there is,” she said at last.

Teach poured himself another beer from the
pitcher in the center of the table, then leaned back. “The Mafia
began in 1282 when the Sicilians rose up against their French
ru1ers. Supposedly, the motto of that rebellion was Morte alla
Francia Italia anela, which means ‘Death to the French is Italy’s
cry.’ Afterward, the rebels formed a secret organ-ization to
protect poor Sicilians. It took its name from the first letter of
that motto, hence MAFIA.”

Kid Rags took out his flask and spiked his
beer. “Sure you don’t want any, Mary? This is the only way to
survive when Teach gets on his soapbox.”

“I’m fine.”

“Sometime during the nineteenth century,”
Teach said, “The Mafia reversed their goals and hired themselves
out to rich landowners who needed help with keeping the peasants in
line. Eventually the Mafia extorted money and goods directly from
the peasants. The Mafioso came to this country with the first wave
of Italian immigration at the end of the 1800s. By 1910, Mafia
gangs were in most major U.S. cities. This was the true Mafia—a
closed corporation of pure Sicilians demanding the blood brother
initiation and the dread code of Omerta. They waged bloody battles
against one another and preyed mostly on their own kind as all
criminals did in the beginning. Italians preyed on Italians, Jews
preyed on Jews, blacks preyed on blacks.

“This continued until September 1931 when, in
a single night, a syndicate of Jewish-Americans and
Italian-Americans executed more than forty of the old-world
‘Mustache Petes’ all across the United States. The murders of these
Mafia leaders were carried out in such a way they were never
linked. That ended the Mafia—the clannish, Sicilian Mafia—as a
major force in this country.”

“You’re wrong,” Kid Rags said. “They didn’t
do it all in one night, and it didn’t end the Mafia. There are
still gangs of Sicilians in parts of the country.”

“But they are only localized groups like the
fictional Sopranos. The Syndicate had national power and, unlike
the Mafia, they let other ethnic groups into their ranks. The idea
of the Syndicate being strictly Italian is pure Hollywood tripe.
Some branches, like the Cleveland Syndicate, were primarily run by
Jews.”

“I thought the Syndicate and the Mafia were
the same thing,” Mary said.

“No. It went by many names—the Syndicate, the
Outfit, the Mob, the Arm, the Combination, the Office—but it was
not the Mafia. It was a cartel, a confederation of independent
business concerns working toward a common goal—profits. A board of
all the regional bosses made the decisions.

“In the beginning, a gang’s effective control
was limited to the neighborhood. When telephone and automobiles
became prevalent, they expanded their control and dictated to city
political bosses. Better roads and commercial airlines led to
regional operations and ultimately to the national alliance, where
they could get into bed with federal government employees, some of
whom rose to power along with the Syndicate.”

Kid Rags made himself another drink and
passed around the flask. When Teach poured a small amount of
whiskey into his mug, Kid Rags laughed. “Even you can’t take
yourself straight, can you?”

“Is there something you’d prefer to talk
about?” Teach asked.

Kid Rags spread his hands. “I have nothing to
say, but maybe Crunchy or Happy would like to get a word in
edgewise.”

Happy jerked his head up. “You talking about
me?”

“Kid Rags thought you might have something to
say,” Mary explained.

Happy gave Kid Rags a suspicious look.
“Whatever he said, I didn’t do it.”

Mary felt a giggle well up inside her. She
clamped her lips shut to keep it from escaping.

Crunchy peered at her. “You okay, Lady?”

“I’m fine, Crunchy.”

Teach took a sip of his drink. “Should I
continue?”

Kid Rags let out a theatrical sigh.

Happy shot another suspicious glance at Kid
Rags.

Mary and Crunchy nodded for Teach to
proceed.

“By the l950s, with the advent of the jet, a
new breed of gangsters had developed. Many of these gangsters were
the sons of the bootleggers and had been raised in luxury. Others
were recruited from the best business schools. They were
multi-lingual, well educated, sophisticated, at home anywhere in
the world. They moved into banking and investments. Syndicate money
financed some of the biggest mergers and acquisitions in the 1950s
and l960s. They got into manufacturing. They bought all kinds of
real estate, including some of the tallest buildings in Manhattan.
They built resorts and casinos in places like Las Vegas and the
Bahamas. They had a say in the running of a major airline. They
created banks. You see, they had so much money—money beyond
comprehension—the hard part was trying to figure out what to do
with it all. In the end, they got so big and powerful, they
disappeared into moneyed society like the robber barons did.

“Take the Kennedy’s for example. Joseph,
JFK’s father, was a bootlegger and a stock swindler, but today that
doesn’t matter except to add romance to the family history.

“People talk as if the Mafia and the
Syndicate are still active today, but the Syndicate phased out the
American Mafia, wealth phased out the Syndicate, and now new gangs
of all races and nationalities have taken their place.”

“You said my grandfather wasn’t Mafia, but
did he work for the Syndicate?”

“He did minor jobs for them when he was
young, but when he ran the safe house, he didn’t actually work for
them, though most of his ‘guests’ did.”

“Was Lefty Louie one of his guests? Could
that be the favor my grandfather did for him?”

“Yes.”

“Oh.” Mary picked at her now cold pizza and
wondered what it had been like for her father growing up in a house
frequented by gangsters on the run.

Men like Iron Sam.

As if he read her mind, Teach said, “I still
don’t understand why James had a picture of Iron Sam. His guests
were usually the less violent types.”

“Could someone in the Syndicate have killed
my grandparents?”

“It’s possible, but I doubt it. He really was
a stand-up guy who treated his guests well, and besides, it’s been
many years since he took in any lamsters.”

“Were you one of his lamsters?”

Teach gave her a long, considering look.

She felt her cheeks grow hot. “I shouldn’t
have asked.”

“I wasn’t a lamster,” he said at last. “I met
your grandfather when he still lived in Chicago.”

“Did you grow up together?”

“No. I was born and raised in Pittsburgh. My
father worked as a steelworker, and that’s what I thought I’d be.
The thing I remember most about my father is that he loved to read
travel books. More than anything, he wanted to see exotic places.
He planned trip after trip, and saved what money he could, but it
seemed as if every time he managed to get enough money together,
one of us kids would get sick, or would outgrow our clothes, or the
jalopy he drove to work would need repairs. ‘That’s okay,’ he would
say, ‘I can go after retirement.’”

Teach drew in a deep breath. “He died of a
heart attack three weeks before he retired.”

“I’m sorry,” Mary said.

Teach nodded. “Me too. By then, I was out of
high school and working in the steel mills, but the day after we
buried him, I quit work and went on the road. I hitched a ride and
found myself in a small town in upstate New York. I was broke, but
that didn’t worry me. I thought I could do odd jobs to get enough
for a meal and a bed, but no one wanted to hire a transient. I was
wandering around town, hungry and tired, when a cop stopped me and
demanded to know who I was and what I was doing. Since I had no
money, no job, no identification—at the time I didn’t know how to
drive so I didn’t have a driver’s license—he arrested me for
vagrancy.

“It shocked me. I didn’t know a person could
be thrown in jail for not having money or a job. I realized then it
made no difference whether I obeyed the law or not, and since I had
no intention of doing what my father had done—wasting his life
working for a big company—I decided to become a gangster. When they
released me, I hitched a ride to Chicago.

“I didn’t know you couldn’t go to a gangster
and apply for work, but I lucked out and happened to meet your
grandfather, who was running errands for a local mob boss at the
time, and he put in a good word for me.

“It didn’t take me long to realize working
for the mob was like working for any other big business. The bosses
made all the money while the rest of us did all the work and took
all the risks. I did manage to get a grubstake together, mostly by
pulling the weeping act.”

Mary had been so mesmerized by his story that
she had a hard time bringing herself back to the present to ask,
“What’s the weeping act?”

“I’d go into a bar, find a rich-looking
patron who’d drunk too much, then burst into tears. In those days,
I could turn the tears on and off whenever I wanted to. I’d start
blubbering that my wife was dying and my sister was in the
hospital, and I didn’t know what to do or where to turn for
financial assistance.

“Once I got enough money together to leave
Chicago, I never pulled the weeping act again. I decided it wasn’t
right using people’s kindness against them, particularly since
there were plenty of greedy, conniving individuals out there for
the plucking.

“After I left Chicago, I stayed in touch with
your grandfather. I was best man at his wedding, but you probably
knew that.”

Mary shook her head. “I told you, I don’t
know anything about my grandfather.”

“He was a good friend. I don’t think he
wanted to do the gold mine scam, but he knew I needed the money, so
he went along with it. He didn’t say anything, but I know he felt
relieved when it fell through.

“You see, he had this idea he wanted to make
the farm a self-sustaining, legitimate enterprise. Don’t ask me
why—I never could understand it. It seemed too much like work to
me.”

Mary laughed at the sour face he made.
“What’s wrong with work?”

“I don’t believe in it.”

Her eyes opened wide. “I’ve never heard
anyone say that before.”

“Why would you? This country is steeped in
the Protestant work ethic, and it’s almost sacrilegious not to
believe in work.”

Mary glanced at Kid Rags, Happy, and Crunchy,
none of whom had uttered a word for a while. All three appeared to
be dozing.

Teach laughed. “Looks like I put them to
sleep.”

Kid Rags’ eyelids popped open, and he jerked
himself upright. “Sleep? Who’s asleep? Not me.”







Chapter 8






Mary nibbled on a hangnail and glanced around
while she and the old men waited for someone to answer her knock.
If the Scourge had socked away a lot of money from his Syndicate
days, she couldn’t see any indication of it. The unostentatious
ranch-style house looked like the others on the outskirts of York,
though perhaps a few more acres surrounded it.

“Yes?”

Mary gave a start and turned to face the old
woman standing on the other side of the screen door.

“Is the—” Mary stopped. She felt silly asking
if the Scourge was home, but for the life of her, she couldn’t
remember his real name.

Teach stepped forward and touched the brim of
his cowboy hat. “Good morning, Ma’am. Is Wallace Brown at home?
We’d like to have a word with him.”

The woman laid a liver-spotted hand on her
chest. “What do you want with my husband?”

“Who ith it, my love?” A rotund little old
man wearing plaid Bermuda shorts and a pink polo shirt appeared at
the door beside the woman.

“Hello, Wallace,” Happy said.

Mary bit back a giggle. This was the Scourge?
This gnome of a man with twinkling eyes and a lisp?

Wallace peered through the screen at Happy.
“Do I know you?”

“Don’t you remember? We used to work for the
same outfit.”

The woman’s face lit up. “Oh, how nice. Won’t
you come in?”

She made a move to open the door, but Wallace
put out a hand to stop her.

“That won’t be necessary. These folks are
leaving.”

“Hey!” Happy protested. “What’s the big deal?
All we want is some information about Butcher Boy.”

“The supermarket in town has a nice butcher,”
the old woman said, “but you can’t call him a boy. He has to be
forty.”

Wallace patted the woman’s arm. “Let me
handle this, sweetie.” He opened the door, slipped through, and
closed it behind him. Motioning for Mary and her gang to follow, he
headed toward the road.

“This your bus?” he asked.

“Yes.” Happy frowned. “You don’t remember
me?”

“Of course I remember you.”

Wallace climbed aboard the bus; the others
trooped in behind him.

“My wife doesn’t know about my work with the
Syndicate,” Wallace said, “and I want to keep it that way.”

“What did you tell her you used to do?” Teach
asked.

“I told her law enforcement, just neglected
to mention whose law.” He tilted his head to one side and studied
Teach. “I don’t believe I’ve met you.”

Happy made the necessary introductions, then
said, “We need to talk to Butcher Boy. We were hoping you could
help us get in to see him.”

“I doubt he’d talk to you. I understand he
hasn’t spoken much since being sent to prison. Didn’t talk much
before that, either.”

“We’d appreciate any help you can give us,”
Mary said.

“Why is it so important to speak to him after
all these years?”

Mary explained about her grandparents’
murders and about how she’d found a picture of Iron Sam among their
effects.

Wallace raised his eyebrows. “That’s all you
have connecting him to your grandparents?”

Mary felt her cheeks redden. “I know it
sounds silly, but I thought maybe he could tell me about my
grandparents, maybe give me an idea of why someone wanted them
dead.”

“Even if I wished to help you, I couldn’t. I
don’t know where he is.”

“Leavenworth,” Happy said.

Wallace shook his head. “I got a card from
him the other day. He wrote, ‘I’m out.’ Nothing else, not even an
address.”

Mary dropped into a seat. “So that’s it. End
of the trail.” She sighed. “It was a long shot.”

Wallace was leaving the bus when he stopped
and slowly turned around. “Speaking of long shots . . . I heard
that Lila Lorraine used to write to Samuel. Maybe she knows how to
get in touch with him.”

Kid Rags’ eyes gleamed. “Lila Lorraine?
Really? Where can we find her?”

“Omaha, I think.” He waved to his wife who
still stood in the doorway. “I better go back before she thinks
I’ve been kidnapped.”

“Thanks for your help,” Mary called out, but
Wallace, hurrying toward his house, seemed not to hear.

She rose to her feet. “How far is Omaha?”

“A hundred miles or so,” Teach said.
“Why?”

“To go see Lila Lorraine, of course.”

Kid Rags smoothed his mustache. “But we don’t
know where she lives.”

“Yes we do.” Mary rummaged in her purse and
brought out her grandfather’s address book. Holding it aloft, she
said, “It’s in here.”

Teach grinned. “That sly old dog.”

“She sure was pretty.” Kid Rags sighed. “It’s
hard to think of someone like her getting old. She’s probably as
ugly as sin now.”

Crunchy raised his fist above Kid Rags’ head.
“Don’t say bad things about Lila Lorraine.”

Kid Rags backed away. “No problem. I didn’t
realize she meant so much to you.”

Crunchy lowered his arm. “Well, she does. She
was nice to me. So were Gina Dale and Cokey Flo.”

“Everyone was nice to you in those days,” Kid
Rags said. “We were afraid we’d get crunched if we weren’t.”

Crunchy folded his arms across his chest.
“Being afraid of getting crunched is not the same as being
nice.”

“What are we all standing around for?” Happy
grumbled. “Let’s go if we’re going.”

* * *

Mary parked the bus in the mostly empty
visitors’ lot of the Wide River Senior Citizen Residence, a large
gray concrete block with no aesthetic appeal. She got out of the
bus and choked on the thick concentration of diesel exhaust from
two nearby highways.

“This air is going to kill us,” Happy said,
coughing. “One minute of an idling diesel engine produces more
carcinogens than you could get from smoking two thousand
cigarettes.”

“Then we better go inside.” Mary headed for
the building.

A young woman with cornrowed hair sat behind
a counter. She looked up when they entered.

“May I help you?”

“We’d like to see Lila Lorraine,” Mary
said.

“Who should I say is calling?”

Crunchy leaned against the counter. “Tell her
Crunchy.”

Wrinkling her nose, the young woman dialed
the phone. When she replaced the receiver, she looked surprised.
“She says you can go up. Apartment three-oh-two.”

An old woman with a halo of pale orange hair,
wearing a purple warm-up suit and an array of bright necklaces,
waited for them when they got off the elevator on the third floor.
Beneath the woman’s clownish makeup—the smeared lipstick, the round
spots of rouge on her wrinkled cheeks, the penciled-on eyebrows
that didn’t match—Mary could see a pleasant face with a sweet
smile.

Bracelets jangled as the woman held out a
hand, which Crunchy enveloped in both of his.

The woman gazed at him. “Is it really you,
Crunchy?”

Crunchy’s lips twitched, the closest Mary had
seen him come to a smile. “It’s me. You’re still pretty, Lila
Lorraine.”

Lila Lorraine ducked her head. “Oh, go on
with you.”

“It’s true,” Crunchy insisted.

Lila Lorraine smiled at him, then glanced
over to where Mary, Teach, Happy, and Kid Rags waited. “Aren’t you
going to introduce me to your friends?”

Crunchy named the three men, pointing at each
in turn.

Lila Lorraine smiled at Happy, gave Kid Rags
a puzzled glance as if she knew him but could not place him, then
held out her hands to Teach.

“I didn’t recognize you in your western duds,
Teach. How have you been?”

After Lila Lorraine and Teach got
reacquainted, Mary let herself be drawn forward.

Lila Lorraine’s eyes widened when she heard
Mary’s name. “Oh, my dear. It’s so lovely to meet you. You look
exactly like your grandmother did at your age.”

She gestured toward an open doorway framing a
room filled with knickknacks, frilly pillows, and scenic pictures.
“Won’t you come in? We can talk over a nice cup of tea.”

“You knew my grandmother Regina DeBrizzi
Stuart?” Mary asked when she and the men were seated in the woman’s
crowded living room.

Lila Lorraine moved around her tiny kitchen;
a breakfast bar separated it from the living room.

“I knew her well. We’ve been friends since we
were young girls.” She filled the kettle with water, then set it on
the stove. “I’m so pleased you finally got to meet her.” Her voice
faltered as she seemed to become aware of the unnatural stillness
in the living room. “What’s wrong?”

“I never got to meet her,” Mary said
quietly.

Lila Lorraine frowned. “I don’t understand.”
From the way she slumped against the stove, though, Mary was sure
she did.

Crunchy rushed over to Lila Lorraine and led
her into the living room.

After she collapsed into a chintz-covered
armchair, she looked at Mary with watery eyes and repeated, “I
don’t understand.”

“She and my grandfather were killed,” Mary
said. “I didn’t find out about them until I got a letter from a
lawyer saying they mentioned me in their wills.” She went on to
tell Lila Lorraine what little she knew about their deaths and
those of her cousins, ending with her belief that all four had been
murdered.

“The reason we’re here,” Teach said, “is that
Mary found a picture of Iron Sam among her grandfather’s effects,
and she wants to go talk to him. We heard that you used to
correspond with him. Did he tell you where he’s staying now that
he’s out of prison?”

Lila Lorraine wiped her eyes. “Yes. Blossom
View Chalet in Leavenworth. I still have the card he sent telling
me he got out.”

The teakettle screeched. Mary jumped up and
went into the kitchen to turn it off. Following Lila Lorraine’s
instructions, she took spoons out of a drawer, thin china cups and
saucers out of one cabinet, a canister of tea and a sugar bowl out
of another, piled the items on a tray and set it on a coffee table
in the living room.

“Why don’t you pour, my dear,” Lila Lorraine
said.

When Mary finished serving the tea, Kid Rags
took out his hip flask, spiked his tea, then passed the flask
around. Lila Lorraine dosed her tea as enthusiastically as the men
did. Only Mary refrained.

“It’s amazing how that flask always seems to
be full,” Mary commented.

No one responded to her feeble attempt at
humor.

Lila Lorraine took a sip of her tea. “I don’t
understand what you expect to gain from talking to Iron Sam.”

“Maybe nothing. But I would like to hear what
he has to say about my grandparents.” Mary stared into her cup.
“Ever since we learned that Iron Sam is out of prison, I’ve been
wondering . . . do you think he could have killed them?” She
glanced up. All were looking at her as if the thought had not
occurred to them.

Lila Lorraine took another sip of tea, then
set the cup on the table. “I don’t know why he would have, but I
don’t know why anyone would have. Everybody liked your
grandparents.” She brushed away a tear. “I think it’s so brave of
you to try to find out who killed them.”

Mary shook her head. “You’ve got it all
wrong. I’m just trying to find out who my grandparents were. I’d be
scared to death if I met the killer. I mean, the guy’s murdered
four people that I know of.”

Crunchy folded his arms across his chest.
“I’d protect you.”

Happy bounced in his chair, sloshing his tea.
“And I’d shoot him.”

“Iron Sam’s a killer, Mary, and you’re going
to meet him,” Kid Rags pointed out.

“I know. Just thinking about it gives me the
shivers. To be honest, I’m not sure why I’m doing this.”

Lila Lorraine patted her hand. “We all deal
with grief in our own way.”

“Grief? How can it be grief? I didn’t know my
grand-parents.”

“The loss of something that never was can be
as devastating as any other loss,” Teach said.

“In America, one person dies every sixteen
seconds,” Happy intoned. “That’s five thousand, four hundred bodies
each day or nearly two million deaths a year.”

As usual when Happy made one of his
pronouncements, there was a moment of silence.

Then Lila Lorraine sighed. “I’m sorry I can’t
offer you anything to eat. If I had known you were coming, I’d have
baked some cookies.”

“No problem,” Teach said gallantly. “We’re
not hungry.”

“Speak for yourself,” Kid Rags muttered.

“We have to be going soon,” Mary said.

Crunchy lumbered to his feet. “Can Lila
Lorraine come?”

“Sure, if she wants to.”

Lila Lorraine patted her hair. “Oh, I
couldn’t.”

“We got lots of room,” Crunchy said.

Mary drained the last of her tea. “We’ll be
spending the night in Leavenworth, but we should be back tomorrow.
If you can come, we’d love to have you.”

Lila Lorraine started to rise. In an instant,
Crunchy moved to her side and helped her out of the chair.

“I’ll have to make a phone call to let the
girl at the front desk know I’ll be leaving,” Lila Lorraine said,
sounding distracted. “Then I’ll have to pack a few things.”

She went into her bedroom and closed the
door. When she opened it several minutes later, Mary expected her
to inform them she couldn’t go, but she said, “Will someone help me
with my suitcase?”







Chapter 9






Crunchy settled Lila Lorraine in the seat
behind Mary, then sat in the seat behind her. Teach sat across the
aisle from Lila Lorraine, Kid Rags sat toward the back of the bus
and, as usual, Happy moved from empty seat to empty seat.

Mary stopped at a fast food restaurant with a
drive-up window, ordered enough to feed a small army, then headed
south on I-29. She ate a hamburger while she drove, and thought
about her grandfather.

“I don’t get it,” she said, wadding her
sandwich wrapper. “My grandfather associated with gangsters, did
errands for them when he was young, gave them asylum when he got
older, and alienated his son, yet the general consensus is that he
was a stand-up guy liked by all.”

“That’s right,” Crunchy said. “A stand-up
guy.”

“What don’t you get?” Teach asked.

“Well, how come you call him a good guy when
he obviously wasn’t?”

“Good and bad aren’t necessarily determined
by what side of the law a person is on,” Teach said. “Gangsterism
is funded mostly by fine, upstanding citizens who use the services
it provides. The truth is, vice has always been a growth industry.
During the depression, boys starting out had few opportunities, so
a lot of them worked for the mob. Some boys welcomed the
lifestyle—it gave them money, excitement, the chance for possible
advancement—but others, like your grandfather, were nudged into it
by circumstances.”

“Jimmy’s father died when he was twelve,”
Lila Lorraine said, “leaving Jimmy to support his mother and two
baby sisters. He sold newspapers, shined shoes, and delivered
groceries, but couldn’t make enough money to pay the bills, so he
started doing errands for local mobsters and eventually became a
numbers runner. They liked using boys because, if they got caught,
the courts were fairly lenient, but Jimmy didn’t get caught.”

Mary swallowed, trying to imagine a
twelve-year-old boy bravely shouldering a man’s responsibilities.
At twelve, she had whined and procrastinated whenever she had to do
her few chores.

“People are never one thing,” Teach said. “I
once knew a guy, one of the nicest people you could ever meet—kind,
courteous, soft-spoken. He took good care of his invalid wife and
their three adopted children. He didn’t drink or smoke. He wouldn’t
let his daughters use lipstick or wear short skirts, and he
criticized movies for contributing to the lax morals of the youth.
Before retiring at the age of fifty-seven and living out the rest
of his long life as a happy, well-respected man, he charged fifty
dollars for a murder and twenty dollars for roughing up someone. Of
course, that happened a long time ago when money still had some
value.”

Although Mary expected it, the punch line
still made her gasp. “A hit man?”

“Sure. Hit men have families and go to
church. A lot of gangsters carried crucifixes or Stars of David in
their pockets along with their revolvers.”

“Jeez,” was all Mary could say.

Teach chuckled. “Even I had my share of
skirmishes on the right side of the law. I once spent a couple
years as a deputy marshal in a small town in Missouri.”

“You did?” Kid Rags came forward and slid
into the seat behind Teach. “This I’ve got to hear.”

“There’s not much to tell. And anyway, I
thought you didn’t like hearing my stories.”

“I can make an exception this once.”

“I want to hear,” Crunchy said.

Happy plopped next to Kid Rags. “Me too.”

“Well, if you insist . . . It all started
with a poker game I operated in a sleazy motel on East Colfax in
Aurora back in the early sixties. I needed to get a stake together
to finance the gold mine project, and I was doing well when in
walked some of Joseph Mannelli’s men. Since Joseph Mannelli owned a
piece of most of the gambling in Denver in the 1960s and l970s, I
thought his guys were coming to shake me down, but to my surprise
they each pulled out a wad of bills and said they wanted in. I
presumed they were toying with me because guys in the know don’t
gamble—it’s a sucker’s game. The odds are with the house even when
the game is on the up and up.

“I’d been playing with a deck of cards that
looked unmarked to the naked eye, but when someone wore a special
pair of contacts, as I did, the markings were as plain as day—it
was like playing with the deck face up. I decided I’d better play
it straight. I even cracked open a new deck of cards with the name
of a reputable manufacturer on the wrapper, but it was for show
since those cards were marked too.

“Mannelli’s guys drank so much they didn’t
have the foggiest idea of what they were doing, and they kept
losing big time. I had visions of being given a Newport nightgown
and dropped in a deep mountain lake, so I started dealing them
winning hands. Trouble was, they all kept discarding the wrong
cards, and I kept winning.

“We’d been playing draw poker, so I switched
to straight poker, thinking they couldn’t lose, but darned if those
guys didn’t keep folding when they were about to rake in the pot.
That concrete blanket began to seem mighty real to me.”

Mary let out a breath she didn’t know she’d
been holding. “What did you do?”

“I kept dealing them winning hands. They kept
drinking and losing. By then, the other players realized something
strange was going on, and they took off. Only Mannelli’s boys and
me stayed. Finally, they got so drunk they all passed out. I
scooped up the winnings and left town.”

“Couldn’t you have left the money there?”
Mary asked.

“I thought about it, but the first guy to
wake would have pocketed the cash and blamed it on me, and I would
still have been in the same position. Besides, I needed the money
so I could lay low for a while. I drove east and kept on going
until I started nodding off, then I got a motel room for the night.
I hung around that backwoods town for a while thinking if I didn’t
know where I was, no one else would either.”

Kid Rags nodded. “Good idea. So then
what?”

“I struck up a conversation with a guy in a
local bar, and we got on well. Turned out he was the marshal with a
problem he didn’t know how to deal with. A band of gypsies had
descended on the area like grasshoppers, picking the place clean.
All the storeowners knew who was doing the shoplifting, but no one
could catch the gypsies in the act. The marshal asked me if I
wanted a job staking out the little department store. Not having
anything else to do, I agreed. Being a grifter myself, I was able
to finger the shoplifters and explain exactly how they plied their
trade. A few were arrested, the others left town, and the marshal
offered me a job as deputy.” He murmured, “It was a nice town,”
then fell silent.

By now Mary knew enough not to ask personal
questions, but her curiosity got the better of her. “How come you
didn’t stay there more than a couple of years?”

Teach remained quiet for so long she thought
he wouldn’t answer. Then he heaved a sigh and said, “The usual. I
met a girl, the prettiest little gal I ever saw, but I was getting
bored and restless, and she didn’t want a drifter, so she married
the boy next door, and I took off.”

“Wisdom comes with age,” Happy grumbled, “too
damn late to do any good.”

“Isn’t that the truth,” Lila Lorraine said
softly.

The mile markers flashed by. No one
spoke.

Lila Lorraine broke the silence. “I wonder
what Iron Sam is like now.”

“It’s hard to figure,” Teach replied. “Prison
sometimes exacerbates convicts’ vicious tendencies. On the other
hand, age does tend to mellow people, if only because they’re too
tired or weak to act on those tendencies.”

“I heard about a guy who spent most of his
life in prison,” Kid Rags said. “When they finally let him out on
parole, he found himself alone. No relatives. No friends. No money,
either. And it was winter. He walked the streets, looking at the
world that had passed him by, and he missed the warmth, food,
companionship, identity, and routine he’d left behind when they
released him. He broke parole so he could go back and live out his
last years in prison.”

“It happens,” Teach said. “Did you know John
Bell?”

“The bank robber they called Ding Dong?” Kid
Rags asked.

“Right. He got old, sick, had a few months
left to live. He went into a bank in Sierra Vista, robbed the
teller at gunpoint, then sat on a couch in the lobby, lay the money
and the gun on the seat next to him, pulled a sandwich out of a
pocket, and started eating. By the time he finished his sandwich,
the cops showed up. The young cop who cuffed him asked, ‘Why did
you do it?’ ‘I didn’t want to die alone,’ Bell answered. Then he
added, ‘I wanted to do one more bank, to go out practicing my
profession.’”

“Jeez.” Mary glanced behind her. “Don’t you
guys know any stories with happy endings?”

Kid Rags lifted his shoulders. “That was a
happy ending.”

“There are no happy endings,” Happy said.
“Everyone’s story ends in death.”

After a moment of speechlessness, Mary
blurted out, “Do you think we’ll be safe talking to Iron Sam? I
still want to do it, but the closer we get the more nervous I
feel.”

“There’s nothing to be afraid of,” Happy
said. “Unless, of course, someone’s put out a hit on you.” He made
a sound like the grinding of gears, and Mary realized he was
laughing.

“Iron Sam has a reputation for being an
out-of-control killer,” Happy continued when he got hold of
himself, “but he isn’t. Jacob Levy, one of the guys in the
Cleveland Syndicate, hired him to hit Turk the Weasel, who was
muscling in on Levy’s territory. To make sure the message got
across to anyone else with the same idea, he had Iron Sam do the
whole family. When the Syndicate found out, they weren’t too happy
about it, so Levy swore he told Iron Sam to just take out Turk. You
did not mess with Levy if you valued your life, so no one
contradicted him, but the truth is that Iron Sam was only following
directions.”

“How do you know that?” Teach asked, sounding
dubious.

“I was the wheelman on that job.” Happy
flexed his fingers. “There was no better wheelman than me. Those
steering wheels were so big and I was so small I needed to be good.
I’d never of been able to handle a car in a tight situation, so I
made sure I never got in a tight situation.” He snorted. “In movies
they always have high-speed chases, but in my whole life, with all
the jobs I did, I never once got involved in a high-speed chase. I
didn’t need to. Before a job, I’d drive the entire getaway route
eight, ten, maybe twelve times until I knew every inch of those
streets, the alleys, the through driveways. If I had been wheelman
when Iron Sam did that last hit, he’d never of been caught.”

Mary rotated her head and shrugged her
shoulders to work out the stiffness while she searched her mind for
something to say, but she could not think of anything remotely
appropriate.

* * *

Because of road construction delays, they
didn’t reach Leavenworth until evening. Deciding to wait until
morning to talk to Iron Sam, they checked into a motel, getting
three rooms right next to each other. Crunchy, carrying Lila
Lorraine’s bags, escorted her into the room she was to share with
Mary. Happy tried out the beds in the other two rooms, Teach set
off to find a newspaper, and Kid Rags remained in the bus,
refilling his flask from his stash of bourbon.

Mary paced in front of the bus to stretch her
legs and wondered how her elderly companions could be so chipper
when all she wanted to do was crawl into bed.

The bearded trucker who had been in line
behind her at the motel registration office parked his rig, climbed
out of the cab, and headed for the opposite end of the motel. At
the last moment he veered in her direction.

“What’s a babe like you doing with all those
old geezers?” He made a motion as if to cup his crotch, but his
stomach protruded so much he could only gesture in the general
vicinity. “Why don’t you let me show you what a real man can
do?”

Mary backed away from him, shaking her
head.

“Hey, baby, I just want to show you a good
time.” He grabbed her arm and yanked her toward him.

Heart pounding, Mary tried to pull away.

Laughing, he wrapped his arms around her,
pinning her elbows to her sides. She brought her knee up, aiming
for his groin, but his low hanging belly prevented her from getting
close. She stomped his foot as she dropped her leg.

“A feisty one,” he said, still laughing. “I
like that.”

She kicked him in the shin. He lowered his
hands to her buttocks and drew her closer.

Crunchy charged out of the motel room. The
trucker loosened his grip slightly. Mary managed to jerk herself
free as Crunchy grabbed the much bigger, much younger man and threw
him against the bus. The trucker slipped but, bracing himself, he
regained his balance.

“That the best you can do, old man?”

Crunchy punched him in the nose. The truck
driver staggered back, shaking his head and looking confused, then
he rushed at Crunchy.

Happy bounced on the balls of his feet, waved
his small fists around, and yelled in a high-pitched voice, “Shoot
him, Mary! Shoot him!”

Kid Rags climbed out of the bus, gripping a
bottle of bourbon. He got behind the trucker, who was bending over
while grappling with Crunchy, and thunked him on the head with the
bottle. The glass cracked. Drenched in bourbon, the trucker
crumpled to the ground and lay still.

Kid Rags kicked him. “Damn you. That was a
brand new bottle of bourbon.”

Crunchy put an arm around Mary’s shoulders.
“You okay, Lady?”

Taking deep gulps of air, Mary nodded.

“Why didn’t you shoot him?” Happy demanded,
still prancing around. “You shoulda shot him. What’s the good of a
gun if you don’t use it?”

Mary stared at him for a moment, not having
any idea what he meant, then she remembered the gun in her shoulder
bag. How could she have forgotten all about it?

Happy kicked at the ground, mumbling to
himself, “I would of shot him if she hadn’t taken my gun from
me.”

Lila Lorraine led Mary toward their motel
room. “You better come sit down, dear.”

Mary glanced back, shuddering. “What do we do
about him?”

“Nothing. See? He’s already trying to get
up.”

“Have a little trouble, boys?” Teach asked,
returning with his newspaper.

“Lot of good you were,” Kid Rags growled.

Teach laughed. “Looks like you did fine
without me.”

* * *

Later, in a nearby restaurant, Mary pushed
her dinner around the plate, too queasy to eat. She could still
feel those strong arms around her, could still smell that hot,
acrid breath. Aware that the elders gazed at her in concern, she
looked up and smiled at them.

“I’m fine, really,” she said, as much for her
benefit as theirs. She ate a bite of her broiled fish, then set
down her fork. “I did everything I knew how to do, but it didn’t
faze him.”

“I never understood the problems women have
trying to defend themselves until I got old,” Crunchy said. He made
a fist and stared at it. “I can’t crush hardly nobody no more. Most
everyone is bigger and taller and stronger than me.”

The others nodded in agreement.

Mary sighed. “Maybe I should take
self-defense classes.”

“Could be,” Teach said, “but a lot of women
and small men find that those classes only serve to give them a
false sense of security.”

“All you need is a gun,” Happy said. “Guns
are great equalizers. There used to be an inscription on the Colt
revolver that said, ‘Be not afraid of any man no matter what his
size. When danger threatens, call on me, and I will equalize.’ I
memorized that,” he added.

“You could spit,” Kid Rags offered. “I knew a
kid once—Spitting William we called him. He was a powder puff
puncher, couldn’t fight worth a damn, and he got picked on. He
started chewing a combination of plug tobacco, cloves, and hot
pepper, and he’d spit the mixture into the eyes of anyone who got
in his way.”

Mary giggled, thinking of spitting spicy
tobacco juice into the shocked eyes of the trucker, and suddenly
they were all laughing so hard they clutched their sides and gasped
for breath.







Chapter 10






“How do you know Iron Sam?” Mary asked. She
couldn’t sleep, and from the sounds in the next bed, she could tell
that Lila Lorraine was awake, too.

“We had a fling once,” Lila Lorraine said. In
the darkness, Mary heard a sigh. “He was such a handsome
devil.”

Mary shivered, remembering the face in the
snapshot. Devilish, certainly. But handsome?

“I thought he hated women,” she said
aloud.

The bedsprings creaked. “Oh, he did. Probably
still does. But, like all men, he had needs.”

“Why did you go out with him?”

Lila Lorraine giggled, sounding like a
teenage girl. “I can’t actually say we went out. Mostly we stayed
in.” Then she sighed again. “I was stupid. I thought he needed a
good woman—me. I didn’t know then that you can never change a man.
He is what he is, and you either accept it or move on.”

Mary fell silent for a moment, then she asked
hesitantly, “Did you have a . . . a fling with my grandfather?”

“Oh, heavens no. What makes you think
that?”

“I found your name and address in my
grandfather’s little black address book.”

Mary heard Lila Lorraine sniff and wondered
if she were crying.

“Your grandmother had macular degeneration.”
The woman spoke with a tremor in her voice. “She couldn’t see
things close up, couldn’t see to read or write, so your grandfather
acted as her secretary. Gina and I were friends for most of our
lives—”

“Gina?” Mary broke in. “Gina Dale?”

“Yes. Your grandmother took Gina Dale as her
stage name. How did you know?”

“Crunchy mentioned it. He said you and Cokey
Flo and Gina Dale were nice to him.”

“Well, he was nice to us. When he didn’t
wrestle or do odd jobs for the mob, he worked at The Joker as a
bouncer, protecting us girls from the customers. He was so gentle
with us, like a big teddy bear. He took it hard when Cokey Flo died
of an overdose, but how he expected to protect her from that, I
don’t know.”

Mary’s mind seethed with questions, but she
kept her mouth shut, not wanting to interrupt the stream of
reminiscences.

“Cokey Flo and I were born in Chicago, but
Gina came from a small farming community in Wisconsin. She wanted
to be a dancer. Since she had no formal training, none of the dance
companies hired her, so she worked at The Joker as a showgirl.

“Dale was her middle name, that’s how she
became Gina Dale. I made up my name—I couldn’t do much with Alice
Myrtle Plotkin. I don’t remember the name Flo chose, but she had
such a bad drug habit, someone started calling her Cokey, and it
stuck.

“Gina didn’t have a willowy dancer’s body,
and she wasn’t well-endowed, but when she danced, she was riveting.
I’d walk out on stage, and everyone would call out my name. Gina
would walk out, and everyone would hush. Men always fell in love
with her. She had eyes only for your grandfather, though. Jimmy
Boots tended bar at The Joker. He got his name from the fancy
cowboy boots he wore. Did anyone tell you about them?”

Lila Lorraine didn’t wait for a response. “By
the time he and Gina got married, he wasn’t doing many jobs for the
mob—he was too low on the totem pole. And he didn’t intend to be a
bartender for the rest of his life, so when Gina decided they
should save to buy a farm, he went along with it.”

Lila Lorraine giggled. “The rest of us girls
read magazines like True Romance, but not Gina. She read The
Farmer’s Home Journal.

“When Gina got pregnant and stopped dancing,
she thought they wouldn’t be able to afford a farm, so she tried to
put it out of her head. Then Cokey Flo died, and Gina became
determined not to raise her child in such a dangerous place. She
searched the ads in the Farmer’s Home Journal and found a farm she
thought they might eventually be able to afford. It was way out
west in Colorado, and she didn’t think Jimmy would want to move so
far away from Chicago, but Jimmy loved her and would have done
anything to make her happy, even move to Venus if she wanted, so he
promised to get the money together to buy the farm. She didn’t
question where it came from. She was so grateful to be out of the
city.

“Jimmy had a hard time getting used to the
desolation. He’d sit on the porch and watch the road in front of
the farm, staring at those miles and miles of empty nothingness,
waiting for someone, anyone, to come along.

“Then a friend of his from the old days, a
loan shark by the name of Lefty Louie, got in trouble and had to
leave Chicago for a while, so Jimmy invited him to come stay with
him and Gina and baby Pete. Lefty Louie was impressed with Colorado
and pleased that Jimmy didn’t extort a fortune from him for letting
him hide out on the farm, so he passed the word along. At first,
they didn’t get a lot of visitors, but as more and more of the
action moved to Las Vegas, the farm became something of a way
station.

“I don’t think Gina liked running a safe
house for mobsters since they were one of the reasons she wanted to
get out of the city, but she could see how much it meant to Jimmy,
so she never said anything.”

Lila Lorraine fell silent. After a moment,
she began breathing deeply and evenly, occasionally letting out a
gentle snore.

Mary stared at the ceiling, trying to imagine
her grandparents when they were young and in love. Then she too
drifted off to sleep.

* * *

Blossom View Chalet looked like an army
barracks and smelled like a hospital. The only flowers Mary saw
were in rooms occupied by children with the resigned faces of the
elderly or elders so frail they seemed no bigger than children.

“What is this place?” Crunchy asked in a loud
whisper.

“A hospice,” Teach said, consulting a
brochure he’d picked up at the front desk. “It’s where terminally
ill people go to die.”

“Oh.” Crunchy edged closer to Mary and stared
at the floor, but the others looked around with wide, fearful eyes
as they walked down the long corridor to Iron Sam’s room.

“Nomadic peoples,” Happy said, “like Mongols
and Native Americans, abandoned the terminally sick and the
infirm—young or old. They left them behind when they moved on.”

“Doesn’t seem as if we’ve made much progress,
does it?” Teach commented.

“At least we bury them,” Kid Rags said. “Or
cremate them. We don’t leave them for the vultures.”

“Maybe we should,” Teach countered. “That’s
what the Parsi’s in India do. They believe if you dispose of a body
by fire, or bury it in the soil or at sea, you defile those earthly
elements with carrion.”

Mary groaned. “You’re all beginning to sound
like Happy.”

Happy puffed out his chest and strutted as if
he’d been given a compliment.

Lila Lorraine shuddered. “It’s this place.
Even Iron Sam deserves better than this.”

Still puffing out his chest, Happy said,
“When people are cremated, the organic compounds are destroyed by
fire. What’s left are inorganic minerals and trace metals. The part
we preserve, the so-called ashes, is the inorganic being that never
lived in the first place.”

Mary let out a sigh of relief when she
spotted Iron Sam’s room number. The morbid talk, here in this place
of dying, gave her the creeps.

When she heard no response to her knock, she
opened the door and stepped inside. In the dim light, she could see
that both beds were unoccupied. Turning to leave, she caught a
glimpse of a man sitting motionless in a shadowy corner.

“I can’t see anything,” Happy complained.

Lila Lorraine went to the window and threw
open the curtains.

Mary blinked in the sudden brightness, then
blinked again when she saw Iron Sam. He seemed to be the
personification of the inorganic being, as Happy called it. His
skin looked ashen. Charcoal bags hung below slate eyes. His hair,
still thick, still with the deep widow’s peak, had faded to pewter.
The only hint of color in his face was the gold tooth visible
between slightly parted gunmetal-gray lips.

He glanced up as they entered, but no other
part of his body moved. Nor did he speak.

“Hi, Sam,” Lila Lorraine said.

The slate eyes shifted toward her.

“It’s me. Lila Lorraine.”

Iron Sam nodded, the merest inclination of
his head.

Happy stepped forward. “Remember me?
Happy?”

Again the tiny nod.

Mary wondered if he were paralyzed, but if
so, wouldn’t he be in a wheelchair instead of an ordinary wooden
chair?

Any compassion she might have felt withered
when his eyes met hers. Feeling like a bug impaled on a pin, she
gazed at him, unable to look away, unable to move a single muscle.
After what seemed like a long time, but must have been only
seconds, he turned his attention to Kid Rags, leaving her feeling
limp and very thirsty, as if her vital fluids had been sucked right
out of her.

With nonchalance Mary could only marvel at,
Kid Rags pulled out his flask and offered it to Iron Sam. When Iron
Sam nodded toward the plastic cup sitting on the bedside table, Kid
Rags poured two fingers of bourbon and handed the cup to him. He
sniffed it, inhaling deeply with closed eyes, then took a mouthful
and held it a moment before swallowing it. His lips twitched—a
smile perhaps?—then he took another sip.

The alcohol fumes mingling with the hospital
odors and the stench of decay emanating from Iron Sam’s pores
turned Mary’s stomach. She swallowed hard, then swallowed again,
knowing she shouldn’t show weakness in front of Iron Sam, and
somehow she managed to get her queasiness under control.

He flicked a look in her direction, as if
sensing her struggle, then concentrated on his drink once more.

“My name is Mary Stuart,” she said when she
could no longer stand the heavy silence. She introduced Kid Rags,
Crunchy, and Teach, then explained about her grandparents’
deaths.

“What can you tell me about my grandparents?
You might have known them as Jimmy Boots and Gina Dale.”

Iron Sam looked at her with no show of
interest.

Kid Rags poured another two fingers of
bourbon into the plastic cup, but Iron Sam didn’t touch it.

Happy moved about the room, bouncing on the
beds, fiddling with the curtains, picking things up and putting
them down.

Between Iron Sam’s stillness and Happy’s
restlessness, Mary’s nerves felt as if they were stretched to the
breaking point. Suppressing an urge to scream, she fished the
pictures out of her purse, riffled through them for the one of Iron
Sam, then laid it on the bedside table.

“Where did you get that?” he rasped in a
gravelly voice.

“I found it with my grandfather’s
things.”

“I don’t remember your grandfather.” Except
for the movement of his lips, Iron Sam remained immobile while he
spoke—no flinches, no shrugs, no gestures.

“Jimmy Boots ran a safe house on the eastern
plains of Colorado,” Teach said. “Perhaps you stayed there at one
time.”

Iron Sam made no response.

“Is there any place around here we can get
something to eat?” Kid Rags asked. “I’m hungry.”
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