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The title of this book is taken from James Clerk Maxwell's work on the kinetic theory of gases.
According to the second law of thermodynamics, it is impossible to design a perpetual motion machine that runs on the random motion of molecules. Yet in 1871 James Clerk Maxwell conjured up a molecule-sorting being that seemed to live beyond the reach of the law.
This 'being' soon came to be known as Maxwell's Demon, because of its far reaching subversive effects on the natural order of things. For some, the most intriguing of these effects would be to abolish the need for traditional energy sources. With such a perpetual motion engine, gas, oil, uranium, sunlight et al, would become passé as part of daily life. Machines of all sorts could be operated without batteries, fuel tanks, or power cords.
Since 1871 physicists have been trying to resolve the conundrum of Maxwell's Demon: a creature that seems to violate the second law of thermodynamics.
"… if we conceive a being whose faculties are so sharpened that he can follow every molecule in it=s course, such a being, whose attributes are still as essentially finite as our own, would be able to do what is at present impossible to us… .”
Maxwell, his demon, and esoteric ruminations on thermodynamics and physics have nothing at all to do with this tale. The obvious exception being the nearly universal dream of getting something for nothing. While attending DeVry Institute of Technology in Phoenix Arizona, my roommates and I came to adopt an obnoxious Cocker Spaniel. Although shorter in stature, and longer of fur, this member of the household had a great deal in common with Bruno, the Doberman. This creature was christened as 'Maxwell's Demon' by David Henry Lutz – most likely because of Max’s boundless frenetic energy. Dave's passion for mathematics and physics was eclipsed only by a passion for Blatz beer and his eternal quest for the ultimate enchilada-style burrito.
James Clerk Maxwell was born in Edinburgh, Scotland, on Nov. 13, 1831. His family's original name was Clerk. 'Maxwell' was added later. Maxwell's mother died when he was 8 years old. He was sent to Edinburgh Academy in 1841. At age 16, he entered the University of Edinburgh. In 1850 he went to the University of Cambridge. There, he won honors and prizes in mathematics and became a lecturer at Trinity College. Maxwell obtained a mathematics degree in 1854. Two years later he joined the faculty of King's College, London. He retired in 1865, but returned to Cambridge in 1871 to establish the famous Cavendish laboratory where he was its first professor of physics.
Maxwell died in 1879.
Cowering in the stale darkness of an unfinished maintenance closet, he struggled to stifle the wheezing of his own ragged breath. Sounds of pursuit and the smell of fear blotted out his plans for relaxation on the banks of a well stocked trout stream.
Max's thoughts flashed back to the morgue. Less than a week earlier, he and Manny were gazing into a small glass vial by the light of an X-ray viewer. The vial was so cold that his breath instantly frosted and crystallized on the glass. The pinkish, semi-liquid content was worth its weight in diamonds — a thousand times over.
Two of his friends, and several of his enemies, had paid more—much more.
Max plopped into his chair and automatically tapped a brick into its usual place under the broken table leg. A collection of empty and crinkled beverage cans rattled into the wastebasket as he scraped away to form a clear space. Removal of the loose debris exposed the mummified remains of an antique combination burrito, organically fused to the ersatz wood veneer. Chipping away at the pinto bean slag was relatively heavy work, quickly sending Max to the kitchen in search of food and drink.
The kitchen was in its usual place.
The refrigerator was not.
The night before, upon returning from his usual pool room haunts, Max had come face‑to‑face with the other occupant of his apartment. Staring into the wide‑set beady black eyes, Max's heartbeat raced. A wave of anger and blood lust overtook control of his senses. His opponent faced him in unblinking anticipation, twitching slightly at the prospect of battle. Max snapped up a poker from the fireplace hearth. He swung the tool in a savage arc, just missing the fast moving enemy, and smashed his fish tank into oblivion. Crouched on hands and knees, he could just make out the savage creature lurking behind the refrigerator, barely out of the poker's reach.
Grunting, sweating, cursing, and straining at the edge of a hernia, Max had wrestled the greasy icebox out of its niche. He didn't notice that the little grey mouse was watching with amusement from the living room. Another of his rodent brethren was busy sniffing at a drying goldfish.
Needless to say, the unplugged and dislocated refrigerator contained no food or drink at the optimum serving temperature.
At this point, Max had not only been stymied again by his minute and furry roommate, but his creative talents were being stifled by a refrigerator that refused to provide the required essential fluids at a civilized temperature. Disgruntled and disappointed with his lot, Max cogitated deeply and searched for an appropriate reaction to this particular predicament.
"Mouse," said Max "go obscenity thyself."
* * *
Even the doorknob was hot. Inside, even with the air‑conditioner control twisted up to full blast, the thermostat indicated 83 degrees. The scorching western desert atmosphere was relentless in running up the electricity bill. Max could see the car out in front by the curb. Waves of heat shimmered up from the faded paint, transforming the air above into the shimmering, wiggling display of a fun house mirror. With saliva quickly turning to dust in his throat, He jerked open the door and bolted out into the inferno. Piercing high noon sun instantly and mercilessly went for the eyes. The scorching superheated air desiccated unwary mucous membranes and encouraged his underarms into full‑time production of aromatic excretions.
Max made a rabid dash across broiling asphalt, his tender toes urging him to reach the cool grass near the curb. Reaching the auto and its promised sanctuary from the blistering driveway, he gingerly hopped in. The classic 1962 Ford Falcon's thick embossed vinyl seat covers were heated to the point of melting. Tender flesh pooching out from the bottom of his hacked‑off Levi's sent a cascade of urgent, and impossible to ignore, signals to his fevered brain. The brain, not accustomed to such violent distress signals, instantly instructed Max's feeble body to respond as if his most tender man‑parts had been snagged in a grizzly bear trap.
* * *
The clerk at 7-11 didn't seem to notice the basket‑weave pattern branded upon Max's nether regions, nor did he seem to understand when asked for a corndog with mustard. To every question, curse or threat, he would respond with: "Tenk‑yoo. Tenk‑yoo veddy veddy much!" Max couldn't begin to comprehend why the crazed swami had a turban twisted around his sweaty forehead in the 112 degree heat.
Giving up on the corndog, Max grabbed another six pack from the cooler and paid with exact change.
"Oh sir, that is most gracious, tenk-yoo. I am hoping that your little doggie is found." The gracious guru was bobbing up and down with his palms pressed together. He was grinning psychotically through a full set of grey teeth outlined in gold.
Max beat a hasty retreat.
The trusty Falcon waited in the parking lot. It began to hiss at him as soon as he approached. The feeble old engine complained at being left to idle in the heat.
Back in the marginal anonymity of the car, Max popped the top of brew number one. The minute puff of what he imagined as canned Clydesdale sweat had the same effect on him as would a cap of amyl nitrate broken under the nose of a groggy boxer. His vital creative juices began to flow and gurgle, along with a foggy belch dredged up by the cold brew. With the first 12 ounces dispatched, his head began to clear. He knew very well that another can of the suds would bring him up to, if not past, the point where the gentle fog began to roll back in. With any luck at all, the Budweiser haze would shortly be replaced by the pleasant buzz of Dom Perignon. Manny just might come through with the big score this time.
The urological pressure of brew number two was relieved just as the temperature gauge had begun its unavoidable journey into the red zone. Max swerved into the left lane for his approach back onto the freeway. He hoped that the increased speed would provide the air flow necessary to cool down the Falcon's straining four cylinder engine. Merging into the traffic, a sleek, silver Mercedes blasted up his tailpipe and screamed by, passing on the right. The pilot was a frail little old lady with blue hair and sequined cat‑eye spectacles. She flipped Max the finger as her car bounced through the gutter, spewing dust and gravel. A bumper sticker on the speeding machine read: I BRAKE FOR SMALL ANIMALS. Another proclaimed: GOD IS MY CO‑PILOT.
Motoring along at 55 mph, Max and the Falcon squeezed out from the bowels of the city. The temperature gauge slowly edged out of the red.
Out in the western expanses, cities have a tendency to quickly give way to wide open spaces. Emerging from the endless concrete and plywood sprawl of suburbia brought welcome relief from the choking madness eternally belching from a zillion cars and their rabid pilots. Light poles and fire hydrants were slowly replaced by sage brush and tumbleweeds.
But it was still hot. Very hot. A few miles outside of town, jagged peaks had begun to claw their way out of the sandscape. The remaining beers had taken on the temperature of the surrounding air, rendering them unfit for human consumption.
Even Max had his standards.
A series of muted backfires pooped out of the tailpipe when he eased off the throttle and swooped onto an off‑ramp. Traffic had dissipated enough so that this foray onto a different path didn't present the excitement of the old bat in the Benz. He rolled up to a checked and sand-blasted stop sign. The balding narrow tires made a sticky‑pulling‑crunching sound as gravel was ground in and pulled loose from melting asphalt. He carefully looked both ways down the dusty road and checked once more in the rear view mirror. He reasoned that it was probably safe to step out.
By the time he had finished the task in hand - the relief of internal fluid pressure caused by Budweiser consumption - the Falcon's temperature gauge had embarked on another journey back up into the red zone. He took a left on his way back to the southbound lane of the freeway.
Max relished the cool shade as he traversed beneath an underpass. Emerging from the shadows, he noticed a cluster of ramshackle old buildings in the distance. Detouring onto a side road across abandoned railroad tracks brought him to what was once the main highway. It had long ago been relegated to the local wildlife and an occasional thirsty refugee from the city. Max definitely was a member of the latter group, perhaps even the former.
Down the road and across a rickety one‑lane bridge spanning a river of rocks and tumbleweeds, he approached the buildings. The central structure was a two story wooden monstrosity with a sagging whitewashed facade. As his instincts had told him, it bore the faded logo, 'Rock Springs Bar'.
He bumped and rattled across the hard‑packed dirt parking lot amidst several scratching chickens, a nondescript yellow dog, and ten thousand assorted insects. The Falcon had commenced to hiss again as he pulled up to a big rotten log that served as a parking bumper. The yellow dog ambled up to the Falcon, sniffed twice, and lifted his leg to wash away a layer of dust from the right front hubcap. Max gathered up an armload of empties and other sundry flotsam and jetsam and pitched the lot into a garbage can fashioned from an empty Pennzoil grease drum. He stepped up onto the weather beaten wooden boardwalk and into the bar.
Driven by a long twanging spring, the screen door slammed shut. A muggy, yet very welcome breeze was blowing from a swamp cooler hanging in one of the boarded-up front windows. A ceiling fan with one blade missing, wobbled incessantly near the kitchen entrance. On the back wall, a big slate chalk board advertised that the special of the day was bean enchiladas, menudo, and rice for $3.49. Tecate with lime was only a buck fifty. The joint was furnished with a mongrel collection of old wooden straight chairs and folding card tables. In the front corner was a big cable spool surrounded by three tall bar stools.
Max walked over and leaned on the formerly elegant, but now battered, wooden bar. Its knotty surface was free of varnish or wax, but polished smooth by millions of bending elbows over the years.
"Got any corndogs?"
"Huh?"
"Corndogs! Got any corndogs?"
"What?"
"Gin and tonic. Make it a double. Lotsa ice."
The combination of alcohol and quinine in the tonic quickly did its work. Max mused that this particular elixir must have been designed by pasty-faced English military officers while they were trudging around in blistering North African deserts. The alcohol brings blood to the surface of the skin, thereby enhancing the cooling process, while the quinine does its part in lowering the body temperature.
The bartender's attention was held by a squadron of Kamikaze house flies, swooping and zooming just out of reach. Max decided to engage his host in conversation by discussing the gin and tonic phenomenon with him.
"Huh? What?"
"I'll have another. Thanks."
Well, he thought, at least this guy doesn't have a turban, and I think he understands English. Sure wish I had a corndog.
Max spied a crusty Crock-Pot. It was on a shelf in back of the bar near the cash register, where beer‑nuts and little bags of Alka‑Seltzer were hanging like Christmas ornaments. Tiny droplets of condensation were continuously formed near the center of the domed glass lid and crept down the sides, back into the brown ceramic cauldron. A downdraft from the cattywampus ceiling fan wafted tantalizing and aromatic vapors of beer boiled knockwurst into Max's searching nostrils. His ever present appetite had started-in with painful jabs and an occasional audible complaint. He figured that a deep‑fried dog coated in greasy cornmeal was not nearly as appealing as plump little sausages merrily floating and bobbing in boiling brew.
The bartender had given up his pursuit of the killer flies and was now stalking a senorita (and I use that term very loosely) occupying a stool at the far end of the bar. She was leaning over in order to take advantage of the cool breeze from the swamp cooler. The bartender was taking advantage of the view as she rhythmically opened and closed her hand-loomed poncho in the breeze. The bartender heated up as the senorita cooled off.
Max had been rattling the ice in his empty gin and tonic glass in a futile attempt to attract the bartender's attention. In a cunning and clever move, he let the glass slip from his fingers. The tub glanced off the foot rail and skittered away across the floor and into the kitchen, momentarily grabbing the attention of the bug‑eyed bartender. He looked to the kitchen and over to Max.
"Goddamned mice!"
Seizing the opportunity, Max asked for a knockwurst.
"Huh?"
"A knockwurst. One of those sausages," he explained, pointing to the simmering pot.
"Oh, okay. You want mustard or horseradish?"
"Yeah, I'll take mustard." said Max, flabbergasted that he had finally broken through the intelligence barrier.
The bartender shuffled over. "Ain't got any mustard. How 'bout horseradish?"
"You have any?"
“Have any what?”
“Horseradish.”
"Of course, asshole! You think I'm a dumbass or sumthin'?"
"Okay I'll have horseradish. Thanks."
The bartender grabbed a pair of tongs hanging from a nail behind the bar. He lifted the lid from the knockwurst pot using a corner of his spattered apron as a pot holder. A cloud of vapor mushroomed out of the little brown pot. Just visible through the delicious cloud, shiny reddish‑brown links, taut to the bursting point, busily bobbed up‑and‑down. He set a plump little sausage, oozing with juices, onto a paper plate. He turned ever so briefly to hang up the tongs and grab a napkin.
In the split second that his head was turned a savage beast with wide set beady eyes emerged from behind the cash register. In a flash of naked teeth and a streak of grey fur, he raced for the steaming knockwurst.
Not to be done-in by a scurrilous rodent for the second time in one day, Max vaulted across the bar and prepared to defend his sausage to the death. His desperate lunge left him just inches short as the mouse clamped his tiny choppers into the bulging knockwurst and scrambled down the bar leaving a trail of overturned ashtrays and mouse poop. Nearing the end of the bar he had no place to turn, except the inviting opening of the fluttering poncho. A heroic dive through space delivered the athletic rodent and the steaming wienie directly to the exposed torso of the cooling senorita.
The strident shriek of initial surprise from the senorita was nothing compared to the bloodcurdling scream emitted by the bartender. His gallant efforts to rescue the damsel in distress by groping around beneath the poncho were not well accepted. She had responded instantly with a vigorous and strategically targeted upward knee‑thrust.
Max pulled himself up from the floor, barely avoiding the grisly contents of an overturned spittoon. Deciding that discretion was the better part of valor, he gave up all hope of rescuing his lunch. With the senorita gesticulating madly, spewing forth curses in several languages, and the bartender still rolling about the floor in obvious distress, Max hastily made tracks out of the Rock Springs Bar.
Looking back through the rusty screen door, the savage mouse could be seen in a corner, happily consuming his hijacked booty.
"Mouse," Max muttered, "go obscenity thyself."
6:01 AM. Again.
R. Maxwell Beemer (Max) knew this because he had just sent his clock radio plunging off the top of the dresser at the other end of the bedroom. The alarm clock that had just rudely jolted him back to consciousness had become a projectile targeted on the offending radio. Two obnoxious birds had been dispatched with one stone.
Yesterday he had thrown the alarm clock and missed. Because of his poor aim the radio had blared to life right on schedule, forcing him to actually rise from the bed to stifle the strident rock-n-roll wake up call. Max had made it to work on time yesterday. On this suddenly quieter morning, however, he smugly snuggled back under the covers. Both of the offensive alarm devices lay quiet and inert on the carpet behind the dresser, along with the dead or alive spiders, dust bunnies, and lost socks.
Even though this routine had taken place nearly every day over the past few months, chances were good that both the radio and the alarm clock would survive to crash again yet another day. Both the radio and the clock were sheathed in a robust and resilient armor of duct tape, masking tape, electrician’s tape, Super Glue, Elmer's glue, airplane glue, and other miscellaneous mucilage.
Most folks watched TV, read the paper, or sipped on a cool beer upon returning from work each evening,
R. Maxwell Beemer had become quite adept at small appliance repair.
A little after seven, Max erupted from the rack like a blast-off from Cape Canaveral. It was certain that without the inspiration provided by the specter of being late for the 17th time in one month, he would have been moving much more slowly at that time of day. He reasoned (very correctly) that bypassing the shower would put his job in greater jeopardy than merely being a bit tardy.
Hot spray harmonized with a tattoo of aqueous white noise against the fiberglass shower stall. The steamy drone of water luxuriously washed away twenty‑four hours' accumulation of city grime and fallout, along with any lingering sense of urgency or fear of another late arrival at work. Working his head into a lather, Max made a mental inventory of possible excuses he could use to counter the inevitable interrogation.
Flat tire?
Dead battery?
Dead cat?
Dead grandmother?
Forgot badge?
Forgot keys?
Forgot gasoline?
Out of gasoline?
Spilled gasoline?
Spilled coffee?
Got lost?
Got mugged?
Got lucky?
"No way, José. Perhaps throwing myshelf upon the mershy… ." Max mumbled through an amalgam of toothpaste and shaving cream. Little flecks of goo sputtered out of his mouth and onto the badly encrusted bathroom mirror.
A few minutes later, teeth brushed, hair combed, shoes tied, and face cut, he stumbled out past heaps of potential laundry in the hallway. Breakfast lay in wait just where dinner had been consumed the night before, on the coffee table. It was concealed in a large flat box nearly translucent with grease. Nestled in among a covey of empty twelve-ounce twist-offs were the four remaining slices.
Max flipped the box open and pried a chunk loose from the cardboard. His mind wandered as he happily munched away at the pizza parts. Each bite was sluiced down with noisy gulps of Diet Pepsi (necessary to obtain a good nutritional blend of cholesterol, grease, and caffeine).
Chewing and swallowing, he sagely contemplated the remaining slices. Their irregular, congealed surfaces looked as if they had been ground-zero in a micro-miniature nuclear holocaust. Tiny anchovy skeletons appeared to be the remnants of Lilliputian battleships, wrenched apart and fused into a mass of sundry naval debris. Each slice of black olive marked the impact point of a conventional warhead. Mushroom caps, pepperoni, and Canadian bacon slices represented huge storage tanks in various degrees of meltdown. Who the hell knew what the pineapple chunks and cremated wads of sausage used to be?
On second appraisal, the entire scene could be a hefty meal that had been disgorged shortly after use by some crazed bulimic dieter.
Max decided that one slice would suffice for breaking the night's fast.
He snatched another can of Diet Pepsi from the fridge and jammed it into his jacket pocket. In a Pavlovian response reaction as he passed the coffee table, he snapped up one more slice of ground zero pizza. He shuffled out the front door.
Max became a commuter.
***
Anchovy bones between the teeth and an ice-cold cylinder of carbonated fluid in one's crotch seemed not to match his vision of the American dream. He had worked for the 'company' on and off for about two years. After somehow managing to establish a reputation as a whiz kid, he had been bumped up into positions of greater responsibility and autonomy. Eventually he had reached the point where no one seemed to understand or care what he was doing anymore. His boss was perfectly content in knowing that his boss would not be jumping down his throat, climbing on his back, stomping on his toes, etc., as long as Max was on the payroll.
What had started out as a part-time job, just a few hours a week, had become nearly full-time. The fringe benefits were something else altogether. Picking up a few unwanted spare parts for Manny promised to be his ticket to the big time. As far as Max could tell, it wasn't exactly illegal. After all, what was the harm in salvaging a few small items ultimately destined for the bone yard?
Traffic was light. Much lighter than usual, even though by now he was already at least two hours late. He swallowed the last dregs of his Pepsi. Two small cans certainly didn't match the desirable effect that could be produced by steamy-hot java.
Through a mental fog bank, Max reasoned that a few more minutes' delay would most certainly be less damaging than starting the day without at least one cup of coffee. 7-11 beckoned through the windshield and successfully diverted him from his beeline toward his place of employment.
Seemingly eons later, he finally made it back on course. He swore that he'd never stop in there again. At least not until the store's policy of hiring the mentally handicapped for the morning shift was revised. His cup of lukewarm coffee had already been drained past the half-way mark.
"That bozo couldn't even speak English,” he said to his coffee cup. "And that ring in his nose! What a weirdo!"
The Falcon swooped around the final curve in a hopping four-wheel drift. A high rate of speed combined with a low degree of control did have its place.
"What the hell. If the boss is watching he'll be impressed. Maybe an `A' for effort instead of an `F' for tardiness."
The main parking lot was coming into view. It was vacant, completely deserted.
About this time all of the pieces started clicking into place. Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday were respectively the 13th, 14th, 15th, and 16th days of lateness this month. Yesterday Max had been on time. Yesterday was Friday.
Today was … Saturday.
"Damn! Oh well. It's almost time for lunch, and the first two slices of ground zero pizza weren't that bad."
Tooling back in the general direction of home, Max fixated on the image of dispatching the remnants of last evening's supper and this morning's breakfast. Most certainly the final slices were destined to be washed down with something a little more substantial than bubbly cola-flavored lolly-water. As he turned a corner, that peaceful bit of anticipation was instantaneously put on hold, along with what little attention he had been paying to his driving.
There she was! On the sidewalk. A vision that must have been sent directly by his guardian angel. It was her! Again! The Jogger!
Ponytail of golden flax, sensuously bobbing from side to side in perfect syncopation with the leanest, most beautifully sculpted, athletic body that Max had ever seen. The mid-morning sun glistened on her smoothly tanned shoulders. Her tank top, nearly translucent with perspiration, did nothing but accentuate a very succulent and obviously braless torso—
Kah-whommp!
His neck, twisted completely over his right shoulder, had done more than tear his eyes away from the road. His girl-watching contortions had also pulled the steering wheel off-course. The Falcon had just bashed into the curb. A torrent of dashboard debris (sunglasses, matchbooks, candy, cigarettes, McFood wrappers, ashtray, cassette tapes, etc.) showered onto his lap from the impact.
Max shrunk from humiliation, not only in the mental sense, but also in the physical sense. Under the influence of a savage fear-induced adrenaline rush, he didn't even consider stopping to retrieve the hubcap rolling down the gutter. A glance to the rear view mirror confirmed that he indeed had been noticed. Standing hands on hips and facing in the direction of his escape, the Jogger of Max's dreams was laughing her pretty head off.
"Man, I really need a date," he muttered as he scooped some of the fallen dashboard droppings from his lap. "Why in the hell did I have my alarm clock set this morning anyway?"
The answer was in his hand: an appointment card from Starling's Gentle Dental Clinic.
"Oh Gawd! I'd rather have a root canal than face that guy this morning."
* * *
By the time he reached the dentist's office, the 1960's vintage Falcon coupe had started to overheat. Max was getting a bit warm himself, especially under the armpits. If it weren't for the sticky chocolate residue on the steering wheel, his sweaty palms would have lost control the last trip around the block.
This was circuit number six around the small brick building under a giant antique maple tree. The tree's roots were in the process of destroying the concrete sidewalk from below. It looked painful. The concrete slabs were being forced out of shape and slowly broken into gravelly bits. If the sidewalk was in pain, it must feel sorta like the pain in Max's mouth.
As he tooled around the block for the seventh time, a wisp of steam hissed out from under the hood. It was time to either visit the mechanic or face the music and pull into the parking lot under the tree with the torturing roots.
The Falcon lurched to a stop up against a yellow parking bumper. A covey of peanut M&M's scurried out from under the front seat. Bending over to scoop up the booty, Max felt little trickles of sweat running down his neck. The sweat was nothing compared to the almost visible cloud of aromatic armpit vapor that wafted into his nostrils. Wincing at the pain inflicted to his rotting choppers, he efficiently dispatched the grime-encrusted chocolate wads.
Not wanting to face the dentist with chocolate on his breath, he groped about beneath the seats one more time.
It had to be there. It was his favorite cure-all.
There was about three fingers left in the ever present pint-sized Jim Beam bottle. One finger to wash down the nuts. One for the chocolate. And one more just in case the dentist was short on Novocain.
Feeling a bit more confident and under the influence of 86-proof courage, Max stepped out of his car and headed up the sidewalk. The little clock-face placard that was suction-cupped on the front door, indicated that lunch-hour was not quite over. He pulled the door open and stumbled into the cramped lobby.
"Gawd! This is probably how Ted Bundy felt," he grumbled.
Attached to the wall near the front door was one of those electronic-eye gizmos that rang a bell when you walked through. The kind they have at 7-11, so the clerk can scurry out of the back room to watch you shoplift.
The bell was actually a buzzer, and when Max walked through the invisible beam it scared the bejeezus out of the receptionist. She jumped out of her chair about half a foot, like a punch-drunk boxer reacting to the bell. She had been fully engaged in applying just the right line of lipstick onto her bloated lips. A sweaty red lipstick phallus had just raced across her jiggling jowls. She had branded herself with the red mark of Zorro.
"What the hell do you think you're doing, you wise ass?" She jabbed a crimson-tipped finger at the clock-face placard. "Can't you see I'm on my lunch break?" A momentary flash of comprehension crossed her face as she remembered her assignment as a people-greeter. "Uh, can I help you?"
Max was doubled over, unsuccessfully trying not to laugh, when the shaky old geezer that called himself a dentist came in to see what the commotion was all about. And it was a good thing he showed up when he did. The Zorro Lady was hysterical. She screamed and gesticulated at Max to shut up.
Max was still snickering as he offered his insurance card to the receptionist. She paused, glared at him, and motioned for him to set it on the counter. Hunched over a tiny little mirror, she wiped and daubed at her branded face with a spit-moistened Kleenex.
One look at the dentist virtually eliminated any urge or desire for laughter. He had to have measured in at six-foot-six. The hide on his lanky face was the color and consistency of a prickly-pear cactus. Salt and pepper whiskers grew up from his Nehru-type collar and up to just below his sunken eyes. He looked like a Frankensteinian chimpanzee with glasses. And the glasses! Two cylinders of glass about an inch thick that looked like they had just been sliced from a dirty icicle.
Max told the doctor that he really felt fine after all, and started for the door. But the overgrown doc was quicker than he looked. Waxy rubber gloves clamped onto Max's arm like the grip of death. They dragged him down the hallway of doom. The doctor's thickly-ridged, rubber soled shoes made a soft squeeching sound as they padded across the sticky linoleum floor. The air was getting sticky and thick. Had not it been for the 200-proof antiseptic dentist office air freshener, the effect of Max's fuming armpits and his Jim Beam breath would have been fatal at 10 paces.
"Well, Mark. You do have insurance, don't you, boy?"
"That's Max. I gave my card to the receptionist."
"Fine! Fine, Mark. Now, just you sit right down here and be comfortable. The nurse will be right in to take care of you."
Watching the doc squeech around the room and then back out into the hallway, Max noticed a few tiny flecks of red on his lab coat. His right shoe had one large round spot that still looked a bit wet. The Zorro Lady waddled in right behind the doc and poked Max in the chest with a glossy red fingertip. Max fell backward into a chrome and green Naugahyde chair surrounded by sinister implements of pain and torture. An aluminum clipboard covered with insurance forms and other legal-looking papers was thrust under his quivering chin.
"Sign! Here! And here! And on the back, too."
Max was amazed at the rapid change that had come over the visage of the Zorro Lady. A fresh coat of red had been slathered over her lips, which formed a narrow grimace as she grabbed the freshly executed documents. Grabbing a bib with a pudgy hand, she leaned over him to fasten it around his neck. Max was horrified as huge bovine breasts, swaddled in white polyester, blotted out the light and threatened to choke off his air supply. Just as panic was about to take hold, the eclipse was over. It took more than a few seconds for the lingering vapors—of what smelled like horse liniment—to dissipate.
From somewhere down the hall, Max could hear the screeching wail of a high speed drill. The sound was all too familiar. In his mind's eye, visions of cooling meat being sliced, diced, chopped, and homogenized was just too much. The doc's ugly face didn't help either. That wizened-up old bastard looked like he was in worse shape than the stiffs down at County. Jim Beam had done a good enough job to get him through the morning. He didn't need the dentist or his drill.
He had to get out of there.
Max grabbed at the bib and started to rip it off.
But it was too late!
The dentist was back!
And he was armed.
Gripped in a rubber glove on the Doc's right hand was what appeared to be a two quart hypodermic syringe. It sported a .45 caliber needle dripping with pale pink venom. A globular drop dangled and undulated on the business end of the needle. It looked just like… .
Max felt the meaty, red-clawed hands of the Zorro Lady pressing heavily on his shoulders.
"Just relax, son, and open wide," croaked the Doc. "This shouldn't hurt… much."
The hideous needle drew closer and closer to Max's quivering lips. The red claws moved in to get a better grip around Max's throat.
Max's beeper went off and released about twenty megatons of brutal atavistic terror. His survival instinct erupted in a blood curdling scream and flailing limbs. The sudden gyrations sent the hypo plunging deep into the fleshy part of the Zorro Lady's ample forearm.
Max's shinbone smashed with a sickening thud into the Doc's groin. The punt launched the doc into what looked like a first-degree epileptic seizure … only much more painful.
The Falcon's skinny rear tires shrieked like banshees. It burned a ton-o'-rubber when it bounced over the broken sidewalk and into the street.
STUDS
"Jesus Christ!" hissed Max. "I've got to get a grip on myself. Ground-zero pizza won't hack it after that treatment. This looks like a job for Tim."
Tim, the bartender over at St. Nick's, was well known throughout the south side for a bloody mary with a particular flourish.
He aimlessly meandered through the decaying business district and seedy neighborhoods as would a poorly trained rat in a laboratory maze, Max piloted his vehicle in the general direction commonly known as north. Accelerating as briskly as the battered Falcon could manage, Max, with an increasing awareness of the severity of his current hangover and painful dental deficiencies, bumped and rattled onto Midtown Boulevard.
"Boulevard, my ass!" Max responded to his own internal conversation. "Skid Road is more like it." It summed up his opinion of the chuck-hole and frost-heave infested stretch of macadam leading up to the saloon.
As was not unusual, the place was empty. Max strode through the mud room entrance. Swinging doors waved lazily in recognition of his appearance as one of the day's first customers.
Thick, viscous atmosphere almost necessitated biting and chewing before drawing a deep breath. Max settled for his usual shallow wheezing to conserve energy. He was still wearing the dentist's bib. He had fragments of rubber glove jammed under his fingernails when he plopped heavily onto his bar stool. Entrapped air swooshed out of the shiny red cushion atop the stool when he settled into his standard drinking posture. One foot on the brass rail and one elbow on the bar served as a base for the forearm attached to his left hand. The hand formed a hammock in which his throbbing forehead could be cradled, shielding his eyes from the scrutiny of non-existent patrons.
Tim, without speaking or being spoken to, set a tub of blood, complete with celery and lime wedge, within the grabbing range of the unoccupied right hand.
"Do you want to see it now?"
"What?"
"Do you want to see it, or should I toss it all out?"
"Huh?"
"This stack of napkins. Another one of your crazy hallucinations. I swear I'm going to get a word processor installed at your stool. In the long run I think that the price of cocktail napkins alone would pay for it."
Downing his first Mary brought a flash of memory from out of the fog. Max, ranting and raving around midnight, had come in babbling about something that must be recorded for posterity. Sorting out the stack of stained, wrinkled, and occasionally soggy cocktail napkins revealed the following peculiar tale.
STUDS
Ten seventeen p.m. Light rain is silently falling, not quite freezing in the winter night. An occasional snowflake flits across widening headlight beams straining out along the center stripe. A rhythmic hum of snow tire tread against the wet asphalt is sharpened with an electric buzz from the studs. STUDS: Diamond hard bullets of tungsten alloy encrusting each rear tire tapping and grinding away their usefulness against the gritty roadway in their incessant search for traction.
AM 96 drones on with the standard fare of music and mindless commentary from a caffeine jacked D.J. Static is crackling in choreographed synchronicity with lightning strikes up in the Blue Mountains, forty miles dead ahead.
Up on the left a car is stalled—parked—in the median. A cop! State Patrol. Check speed. 68, okay. Keep looking back, checking, looking, sweating. The tires spin over and over 100 more times, studs grinding shorter, sharper. The cruiser is still quiet.
Slowly the warm glow of his dome light fades into darkness.
Ahead, through drizzle and flakes, two red spots appear as if on cue from a static crackle on the radio. Cruising past the second patrol car with 55 frozen on the speedo just as he pulls away from the shoulder. Interior illumination of my car switches from dashboard dimness to strident arc-light brilliance.
A silhouette, accompanied by flashing blue and red, emerges from the cruiser's driver side door. Wet crunches of gravel under jackboots approach with the bobbing flashlight.
With a quick tug on the shift lever, the transmission snicks into low gear. Full throttle spins the rear tires - - grinding, screaming. Studs liberated by merciless centrifugal forces streak out and sink deeply into the frozen cold heart of the silhouette.
Between tunes on AM 96 is a traveler's advisory warning of increasing icy conditions. Approved traction devices are strongly recommended.
"Stranger than usual, huh, Max?" Tim said as another bloody mary was produced. "I can't imagine where you dream up all of this baloney. Next time you have the urge to chronicle your hallucinations in here, at least bring your own notebook. I'm running low on napkins."
Pulling out of the parking lot and down the driveway into the street, Max's jalopy skidded sideways across an oily patch lurking in the shadows. Only by virtue of screaming into the windshield and violent contortions of body English was Max diverted from the path of an oncoming garbage truck chugging up the incline.
Now that his wheels were stationary, safely down the hill, and since it was Saturday, Max saw no reason why he shouldn't head it back to the bar for a nerve-calming cool-one. He waited for a lull in the traffic and then carefully stepped out onto the nearly non-existent shoulder. Ambling around to the rear, he could see that most of the studs were missing from his rear tires. There were also little bloody mary colored spots spattered all over the bumper and trunk lid.
He stood paralyzed; staring at what he knew must be dried flecks of trooper's blood adorning the Falcon. Fingering the crumpled pad of cocktail napkins in his pocket, he trembled with an involuntary shudder.
* * *
Back on the road, driving slowly toward home, Max was functioning on autopilot. A million thoughts were bouncing and spinning madly through his braincase.
"Dried flecks. Studs. Napkins. Headache. Blackout. Well, this time you've really done it, pal," he whispered softly to himself as his feverish eyes darted back and forth from the road, the rear-view mirror and the speedometer.
The spring night air was suddenly much too cold. Shoving the heater knob up to full blast couldn't stop his spasmodic shivering or evaporate the cold sweat from his forehead.
"In a situation like this, the only rational solution is more medicine."
Babbling to himself, Max jammed on the binders, stabbed the mirrors with a quick glance and spun around with one wheel squealing, studless tires straining for a bite in the slippery blacktop. Coming around the last curve to St. Nick's, he spied the familiar form of a particularly disreputable 1956 Buick Roadmaster. This particular specimen came equipped with a petrified Big Mac sandwich ground into the speaker grill on the dashboard. If one were to scrape away a bit of the dust (or peel off the burger for that matter) covering the dashboard, a brilliant robin's egg blue color would undoubtedly shine through. The color, along with the rest of the car, was special-ordered by a little old lady with pin-curled locks in a color to match. Upon passing on to her great reward, the Buick came into the possession of Mike, her grandson.
The big Buick was occupying two spaces in front of a somewhat seedy-looking drinking establishment, with the motor running (for the lack of a reliable starter) and Frank Zappa's 'Overnight Sensation' shrieking from a tape deck under the front seat. What was once a grandmother's pride and joy was now truly a sight to behold. A sight that would have dropped Granny right in her tracks.
Even Max's jaw dropped a bit out of line when he noticed the latest addition. A grinning visage of the Grim Reaper holding a rusty and nicked scythe had been crudely painted on the hood, along with the caption 'Death Angel'.
With Death Angel outside, the Mike brothers had to be inside. Not actually brothers in the biological sense, but sharing the same given name resulted in this unshakable mutual moniker. No one was even sure which Mike was the heir of the blue-haired Granny. Knowing full well that he was probably in for the usual 'third-degree' from these two, Max slowly and apprehensively approached the tavern. He parked out of sight behind a huge red billboard declaring to the world that 'This Bud's For You!' If, of course, 'You' happened to be a sweaty, muscular-looking cowboy-type with a beat-up Stetson, shit encrusted boots, perfect teeth and a tan to match.
Waves of snickering frivolity were wafting out from the front door of St. Nick's. Peering around the casement, both Mikes could be seen buckled over, gripping their bellies in savage fits of snorting laughter. Tim, the bartender, was madly gesticulating with both of his pudgy hands, one holding a well worn pair of vise-grips, the other wrapped around a bunch of nails, or rivets, or something.
Apprehension quickly being displaced by curiosity, Max stepped into the room. Tim made a valiant effort to stifle himself as the Mike brothers' watery gaze fixed upon Max. All three were fighting a losing battle with their levity and were sputtering through weakly held back grins like a pressure cooker about to blow.
"What's so funny?" coming from Max's pitiful countenance was too much of a strain. Tim, Mike and Mike exploded into a fit of hysterical knee-slapping, bar pounding, finger pointing and belly laughing.
The 'nails, or rivets, or something' that Tim was holding turned out to be studs. Tire studs. Tire studs wrenched from the rear end of the Falcon by the Mike brothers.
Last night's gruesome murder turned out as usual, to be another bizarre practical joke that was produced, directed and performed by Tim, Mike and Mike.
Max returned to his customary stool, cradled his aching cranium as Tim served up a shot of Jim Beam and a glass of beer.
"This one's on the house, Max. You deserve it, sport."
Max sighed deeply, knocked back the whisky, and slowly nursed the beer. "Tim, I really need a vacation."
"Yup."
Max buried his face in his shaky hands. The hangover still had a death grip on his soggy brain. He rubbed his face with both hands and ran fingers through his hair. Picking up his glass, he dribbled off of the bar stool and unsteadily made his way over to the Mike brother's table. He plopped into a chair, landing like a fifty-pound sack of potatoes. His legs splayed out under the table, his arms dangled loosely from slouching shoulders.
"Max, you really look like shit this morning," Mike goaded from across the small round table, its surface covered with sticky rings left behind from last night's glassware and ashtrays. "We figured after that line of BS you were giving us last night that it wouldn't take much to get your goat. Whassa matta-u, Max, a little too much firewater last night?"
"You do know what day it is, don't you?" Mike continued unmercilessly, “If not what day it is, could you tell us what month? How about your last name? And how about those snow tires? It's nearly summer if you haven't noticed. You know, if you don't take them off soon, all of your studs will be gone before you know it."
At Mike's last poke at Max, Mike nearly choked to death as he simultaneously inhaled, laughed, swallowed, and burped into a glass of red beer laced with Tabasco.
"Oh, God." Max groaned, "Man, you guys never give it a rest, do you?" He poured a little tomato juice into his glass and took a long pull. "Ahhh! That's a little better. Whew, I can hardly remember what was going on last night. I take it that you guys didn't entirely buy that line about the studded tires. Okay, I admit it. You got me. I swear I'm never gonna mix tequila and Jim Beam again."
"Yeah, right!" both Mikes chimed in unison.
"But," Max defended himself, "if I would have had fifteen minutes for the cure to take effect, you assholes never would have caught me off guard."
"Even Tim's bloody marys are not enough to cure what's ailing you, my friend. I haven't seen you knock back the sauce like that in a long time. For crying out loud, Max, Mike and me could barely keep up!"
Both Mikes bent their respective elbows and polished-off their drinks. A satisfying "AHHH" and a smack of their lips was punctuated by a snap of the fingers to attract the bartender's attention.
"Make mine gin and tonic this time," ordered Mike.
"Me too," echoed Mike, "but hold the tonic and add an olive."
Over the rim of his beer glass, Max could see his own reflection in the large plate-glass window that overlooked the parking lot. The clarity of the reflection was amazing, and, frankly, disgusting. Just as Mike had pronounced a few minutes earlier, Max did indeed look like warmed-over road kill. Beneath the light of a simulated Tiffany lamp, emblazoned with a Budweiser logo, Max's reversed image looked as if it had been pulled through a key hole. The skin of his face was slack and pallid. His eyes were deep in sunken, dark sockets. Frazzled hair topped his head, which was slowly bobbing like a palsied octogenarian. His drinking partners, however, looked rested and alert. They both were seeing through clear eyes and were virtually pouring alcohol into bodies covered with supple skin and were held erect in postures that veritably screamed of vitality. Max looked back and forth from the image in the glass to the real thing across the table. Fearing he was somehow part of yet another practical joke, he resisted the temptation to pinch himself back into reality. He settled for the rest of the beer in the glass.
"Tim, set me up with another one of these," Max ordered as he slowly rose from his chair, both knees crackling in protest. "Make it red this time."
"Ahh, Max," Tim said with a raised eyebrow and an examining stare, "you're hitting it pretty fast this morning."
"Okay. This is my last this morning,” Max promised. "At least for now." Tim, is it just me? Am I hallucinating? Or did not those two lushes close-up with me last night?"
"Yup. What's your point?"
Well, look at 'em! Those two bozos are putting them away like it's going out of style. Not only do I feel like squat, but I look like it, too. Is it my imagination, or are those bros fresh as a daisy?"
"Hey, it's my job to make sure that I don't get closed down for serving the 'obviously inebriated'. Those two are not 'obviously inebriated'. I'm not countin' their drinks. I only want to make sure that if the liquor inspector comes in, he doesn't see me pouring it down a customer that's about ready to fall down. And, Max, the way you're going, you'll be taking a dive if you keep it up. That's your fourth drink in the past hour."
"I thought you didn't count drinks."
"Well, excuse me!"
"No, I mean it, look at them. Mike and Mike should be worse off than me. Have you ever seen those two looking better than half-dead this time on Saturday morning? Usually they're drinking buttermilk and bloody marys, not gin-tonics and martinis. Burrughhp." Max was beginning to pay the price of a to fast and to varied liquid diet.
Tim winced and waved at the invisible noxious fumes emanating from Max's digestive tract. "Jeez, Max, I hope you didn't get anything on ya."
"Oh, God, Tim. Sorry. You have anything back there to settle my stomach?"
"Yup. Try this." Tim produced a large plain bagel and a jar of Skippy peanut butter from the back bar. "The bagel will soak up all of that excess fluid sloshing around in your gut, and the peanut butter will slow down the alcohol metabolism. At least that way you won't pass out in the next thirty minutes. And for God's sake, Max, breathe in the other direction next time!"
At first Max thought that it was just his imagination. As a general rule, very few people at work paid much attention to him. Oh, there were those who proffered the obligatory nod, wave, smile, grunt, etc. upon meeting in the parking lot or passing in the hallway. Now and then there was even a wink or a suppressed grin from some of the female types. One or two of them always managed to thrust their noses a little farther north along with a hint of a blush upon crossing his path. Now, don't get me wrong, Max is by no means to be considered as a reincarnate Casanova. It's just that, somehow, he happened to have developed a reputation as somewhat of a character. 'Character' might be a little mild. Atavistic, balls-out, full speed party animal, or perhaps even, fully folded, spindled and mutilated lunatic is probably a bit more accurate.
Not withstanding this somewhat dubious, if not well deserved, distinction, Max was taken aback to see people scattering out of his path like cockroaches from a bright light. More than one of the morning commuters were twisting their necks and staring at him as they jockeyed for position in the parking lot.
"What the hell did I do this time?" Max muttered, checking himself over for bare feet, toilet paper trailing out of his belt, etc… Not finding much grossly out of place, he snatched his battered DayGlo orange brief case off the seat and slid out, along with a cascade of McFood wrappers and empty beer cans. He clamped his choppers onto his key chain, and transferred the briefcase to the macadam as he scrambled after a rolling sixteen ounce empty. He deposited the majority of the flotsam and jetsam into the back seat along with the spare (flat) and last winter's snow tires. He slammed the door and looped a hanger wire over the handle and through a convenient hole. "Gotta fix that one of these days," he mumbled half out loud.
Walking up to the front entrance, two co-workers stopped in their tracks at Max's approach. They both suddenly veered off toward a side door.
A bit more convinced that something had to be seriously mucked up, Max slowed to a stop, lifted his orange attaché above his head, turned, and sniffed his armpit. Twice.
"Whew! A little gamy, but, not that bad."
Facing the large silvered plate glass windows of the administration building, R. Maxwell Beemer squinted back at himself.
Five foot nine inches tall (well, five eight and a half but nobody's going to check). A fly-away mop of formerly brown, rapidly greying, hair blasted from the top of his head, around his ears, and crept down his neck. Max's middle-American, Joe-everyman 165 pound body was mounted upon a pair of Converse Chuck Taylor All-Star high top basketball shoes. The kind with black (or white, depending upon the formality of the occasion at hand) canvas uppers and rubber lowers with a little white rubber patch at each ankle. He wore an extra large T-shirt emblazoned with some tacky slogan, logo, product endorsement, sincere philosophical or political statement, as appropriate. The thought for today was, SAVE OUR KIDS, SHOOT A DRUG DEALER. The caption was printed beneath a dripping hypodermic syringe striking dead-center at a bull's eye target.
Max squinted at this apparition in the glass through bright blue eyes squeezed into mean little slits in a constant battle with smoke from a smoldering Camel. The butt was held captive in full lips centered in cheeks studded with random patches of two-day-old whiskers.
"Huh! You handsome dude! Don't you ever die! Heh-heh-heh." He grunted with a little chuckle and strode into the lobby. A gait that bounced slightly on the balls of his feet, telegraphed a positive, cheerful, and a 'let's go get 'em' attitude. Very uncharacteristic for a Monday.
Max sauntered down mahogany row, past the closed (usually open) door of his boss's office. He worked his way through the endless labyrinth of cubicles of the rank-and-file to his designated and assigned work station. Actually just another generic cubicle accentuated with a hollow-core metal door and an outside window. The door, and especially the window, were very hard to come by in this outfit. As a matter of fact, doors disappeared, and cubicles were relocated to darker and smaller quarters for those who chose to cross blades with the boss.
Max's door was still there, so was the window. Unfortunately, the mountainous jumble of work was also still there. It seemed to have undergone some sort of self-regeneration over the past week and was now twice as big since leaving last Friday night. Right on top of the stack, like a cherry on a sundae, was one of those 'While you were out' messages. This one, from the boss's secretary, looked particularly ominous as it commanded Max to make an appearance ASAP; NLT SOB! Mon. AM. (translation: as soon as possible, no later than start of business Monday morning).
"Sit down, Max. Shut the door."
Uh-Oh! thought Max. Here it comes and there goes my door.
"Max, my boy—" His boss was either putting off an unpleasant duty as long as possible, or relishing in the discomfort that Max was experiencing. "Max, they want to see you down in I.A. Some sort of interview. Probably just routine."
"Just routine! You've gotta be kiddin'. I've seen what happens to the saps that end up in routine interviews with Internal Affairs. I mean I don't know what happens to them. I've never seen them again afterwards. They just disappear, and it's not just a missing door or getting shuffled off to a shitty office. It's no more name on the wall, no phone number in the directory, no stencil on a parking bumper. In short, no thanks, Boss. Gimme a break, will ya? What did I ever do to you, anyway?"
"Max, Max, Max. Now just take a breather. I just heard about this myself. We've had no input to or from I.A. at all. You know that we look out for our own here in the Coroner's Office."
Little beads of perspiration formed on Wilton's round dome of a forehead. The beads grew and fused, forming droplets, and moved ever so slowly down over the bridge of his reddening nose. Three or four droplets gathered at the tip of his nose until critical mass was achieved and the salty globule splashed onto his clip-on bow tie.
The more that Wilton tried to calm Max down, the more agitated he became, himself. He reminded Max of how much he was appreciated, how much he was needed etc. This was Max's cue to strike back.
"Then why did my last raise and promotion die on the vine? Huh? I mean, if I'm so important and valuable, where's the rub?"
Wilton sputtered out the slippery brown cigar butt from his frothing lips. The stogie did a perfect one and a half gainer into a Styrofoam cup of hot coffee, followed by his pince-nez spectacles that were always threatening to spring off his nose into parts unknown. Making a futile grab at the specs, his stubby fingers, nails bitten to the quick but otherwise perfectly manicured, whacked into the coffee. A scalding torrent rushed over the desk and into Wilton's lap, nicely complimenting a stain from the morning's jelly donut droppings.
Max smirked as he grunted out a chuckle and popped out of Wilton's office, just in time to dodge the ballistic arc of a scotch tape dispenser lobbed out into the hallway.
"He's on his way." Both security guards heard Wilton's voice buzz from their handy-talkies.
* * *
On the stark battleship-grey steel table was a small cassette tape recorder with a round, donut-sized remote microphone resting directly in front of Max. One of the 'interviewers' sat in a similarly painted chair pulled up on the other side of the table. The other guy … well, not technically a 'guy', stood stone-cold stiff against the far wall. This other 'guy' was a puckered-up prune of a bitch wearing the same cheap, ill-fitting suit that appeared to be de-rigueur for the I.A. staff. Max had dealt with both of these clowns on several previous occasions. The first time was during the initial interview/hiring process for his current job with the Coroner’s Office. They seemed human enough at the time. Even (or perhaps especially) the prune queen. The two of them were there to help explain and complete the personal security questionnaire (PSQ). The multi-paged legal size form asked questions regarding past employers, previous encounters with he law, personal references, previous addresses, political and philosophical inclinations. Particular emphasis was placed on the use of so-called 'controlled substances'. The prune quizzed Max on his sexual preferences, marital status, and social activities. Perhaps that was where he got the idea that the prune might be someone that he should get to know a little bit better. After all, she didn't have a wedding ring, and he was positively fascinated the way her pupils would dilate and contract as the sexual preference and general social activities topics were bantered about. Max was moderately truthful in regards to his past, and sometimes present, experiences. He freely admitted that he had used marijuana and cocaine in years past. He pleaded that his use was merely 'recreational investigation' during his college days. When quizzed about his current status as a user of illegal drugs, he made an attempt at his best facade of innocence, if not downright insult, at such a question. At the time, any and all of the questions and formality seemed very routine and of no consequence. Today, however, the atmosphere and demeanor of the prune and her sidekick was much much different.
"Now, Mr. Beemer, tell us a little about your acquaintance with a Mr. Manfred Gustafson."
"Sorry, never heard of him"
"Mr. Beemer, Ridpath, we happen to—"
"Max! The name is Max."
"Mr. Beemer, Max, perhaps you didn't hear me correctly." The prune was still stuck up against the wall, while the junior dick was beginning to get agitated. "The name is Manfred P. Gustafson. Tell us about your relationship with him."
It was getting close to lunch time, and Max had to take a piss. He hadn't had a smoke in nearly two hours. "Look, asshole, I'm getting tired of this shit and like I just told you, I've never heard of the guy." Max pulled out the Camel from behind his ear.
"Aw, to hell with it!" He lit up.
"Mr. Beemer!" the prune finally spoke. "This is a non-smoking government facility!"
"For crying out loud, Shelly, don't get your tit in a wringer. What are you gonna do to me anyway, give me the bright light treatment? Bamboo under the fingernails or what?" Max blasted a lung full, not at the prune but at the seated dick.
Speaking of tits, Max took in an eye full of Shelly. From past experience he knew that the fine specimens adorning his tormentor were of the store-bought variety, but what the hell, they were a fine pair. Shelly jerked her hands from her hips and re-arranged her jacket so as to obscure his view. Max concealed his smirk with a deep drag on the Camel and stubbed out the butt in the dick's coffee.
"Max," the prune implored. "Be nice, give the kid a break. We're trying to make this as painless as possible. Now how about some cooperation? About Gustafson, perhaps I can stimulate your memory a bit."
He chuckled under his breath at Shelly's remark about 'the kid'. The dick (aka kid) had just shrunk-down a couple of notches and did indeed look to be only about 21 years old. The little nerd was obviously crushed, staring morosely at the Camel butt in his java. Max was also thinking about Shelly's attempt at stimulation. The last time that she had attempted to stimulate Max, it was not with a dossier on Manfred P. Gustafson, but it was with those ersatz knockers. Max was beginning to wonder if there still might be some promise in continuing the interview with Shelly in a more amenable venue.
"Manfred Plosti Gustafson, born December 31st 1944, Lakehurst, New Jersey. Small time con-man, forger, bookmaker, drug dealer, etc. etc. etc… Currently under investigation by the D.A. in connection with a number of strong-arm loan collections and clandestine drug production, specifically crystal methadrine. Gustafson has also been known to use several aliases. To wit: Peter Gordon, Fred Gustafson, Manny Gordon, etc."
"Manny? Hold it! Wait a minute. Why didn't you tell me it was Manny in the first place?" She had finally gotten Max's attention. "Yeah, I know Professor Gordon. He's doing some endocranial research work at the University."
Even the kid perked up a little at the stimulation of Max's memory. "Good, Mr. Beemer, good, now were getting somewhere."
"The D.A.'s office is interested in contacting this Gustafson, or Manny as you know him. For your information, I seriously doubt that Gustafson has anything to do with any university. This man is a convicted felon, and has a very long history with this department. There is nothing on his sheet even vaguely resembling higher education, let alone steady full-time employment."
Now this is starting to get interesting, maybe even make a little sense. Max thought. No wonder Manny has been so nervous lately. He was now picturing Professor Gustafson in a completely different light.
"There has been a lot of drug activity on the streets the past few months, particularly violent activity. Two known crystal methadrine producers have been engaged in a turf war that has degenerated to the point of open warfare. The very idea of these scums killing each other off and fire-bombing each other's labs is not at all unwelcome. Unfortunately, the press is eating us alive. You know the routine, gangland murderers running rampant, putting the good taxpayers in jeopardy, blah-blah-blah. We have reason to believe that Mr. Gustafson, Manny, may be able to provide incriminating information that could be valuable in putting at least one, if not both of these actors on ice indefinitely. Of course, the bad guys know this too. There's the rub. Not only is the D.A. itching to get his hands on him, but the Mob wants him out of circulation in the worst way."
"So? What's this all got to do with me? I barely even know the guy."
The kid spoke up again. "Mr. Beemer, since you became an employee of the city, specifically in your capacity as a technician in the Coroner's office, you have also come under the scrutiny of the District Attorney. The D.A.'s office is concerned that a city employee, like yourself, may not have the city's best interest at heart if you are freely fraternizing with known criminals. We believe that it is best—"
"Now hold on a minute, junior! I don't know what the hell you're driving at, but the both of you are way off base here! And besides, as of—"
"As I was saying, Mr. Beemer, in light of the fact that confidential sources have indicated that you have not only been in contact with Mr. Gustafson, but may be involved in his activities. The specifics of that involvement and the type of any such activities is why we have called you here today. Unfortunately, it is becoming painfully obvious that obtaining your voluntary cooperation in this investigation may be long in coming. Therefore, at this juncture, the department believes that it will be in the best interest to both parties if you are put on administrative suspension until the specifics of your involvement, if any, can be clarified. Therefore, I have no choice but —"
"Hey! Fuck you, asshole. And the horse you rode in on! As far as I'm concerned, I think that it's in my best interest if I take this fucking tape recorder and cram it up your rosy-red ass! I'm sick of all this crap. You can take your administrative suspension and shove it, too! As of right now, I'm on vacation, so you can't do a damn thing to me until I get back. Shelly, you can tell old-man Oxford that I'm heading for the hills. I'm outta here."
* * *
"Hello?"
"Manny? Is that you?"
"Who's this?"
"Manny, it's me, Max. Can you talk?"
"Oh, hi, Max, how ya doin? Yeah, I can talk, but I don't really want to, especially on this phone. Hows about I meet you down at DeLiso's in 20 minutes? It's close enough to lunch for me and I can sure as hell use a drink."
"Okay, 'Manfred', or whatever the hell your name is. Be there."
Max slammed down the receiver. He was still pissed at the treatment that he had gotten from I.A. Now he was starting to get a little worried.
Ninety minutes and three straight shots of Jim Beam later, Manny sidled up next to Max at the antique carved wooden bar. Max looked straight ahead at Manny's reflection in the mirror above the back bar. "Where the hell you been?"
Manny waved at the bartender, pointed at Max's empty shot glass, and held up two fingers. The bartender picked up the empty glasses, wiped down the bar in front of Max, and poured two whiskeys. Manny belted his down and asked for another with a water back. Max ordered a red beer chaser. Manny looked over his shoulder and scanned the restaurant. There was one elderly couple, quietly eating manicotti and hallah bread, seated at a small corner table with a red white checkerboard tablecloth.
"Who ya been talkin' to, the cops?" Manny whispered sheepishly, staring into his shot glass as the bartender refilled it. "Or maybe Little Ed?"
"Why don't you just start with the truth, Manny? You don't mind if I call you Manny, do you? You jerk. And no, I haven't been talking to the cops, technically." Max snapped his fingers at the bartender. "My 'friend' here wants to buy me another drink."
"If it ain't the cops, or Little Ed, who told you—"
"Internal Affairs down at headquarters. Goddamn it, Manny! They had me down there all morning grilling me about my extra-curricular activities. They said that you were involved in some drug shit. They said you're connected with a bunch of murdered dope pushers, probably the same slate of stiffs that I've been carving up on overtime for the past month. Manny, they want to put me on administrative suspension until they satisfy their little pea-brains that you and me aren't an item. Who the hell is Little Ed, anyway?"
Manny stared vacantly into his glass. He rocked the fluted jigger back and forth, around and around, so that the puddle of scotch swirled and climbed up the sides. Legs of liquor trickled back to the bottom, held in abeyance by rising alcohol vapors. He swiped an index finger around the inside. He licked off his finger and tossed back the remaining booze down his throat, visibly shuddering like someone had just stepped on his grave. He could feel Max's stare burning a hole into his forehead.
Max drummed his fingers on the bar. "Goddamn it, Manny, have you been talking to the Prune? Shit, I know you have."
"Prune?"
"Cut the shit, Manny!" Max slammed down his glass. Manny jumped. "You know who I mean. Talbert. Shelly Talbert. You're all she could talk about, Manny. What ever you've got goin' has got her all jazzed. That's for damn sure."
"It's Little Ed. He came lookin' for me last week. I've been kinda late in my payments. If I didn't come up with two yards, he was gonna start breaking my balls."
Manny sucked in a breath so deep and so long that Max thought he might pass out.
"I didn't have it," he continued. "I gave him something in trade to get him off my back. I didn't know that Talbert was involved, but even if she wasn't before, she is now. The day after I gave him the sample, Talbert had a couple of flatfoots pick me up. I wasn't too worried at first. But we didn't go downtown. They drove me around on the south side for about an hour. One of 'em had a beeper. When it went off, he stopped at a phone booth and made a call. Next thing I know is I'm in some rotten-ass warehouse spillin' my guts to Talbert."
Manny looked scared. Max could almost smell it.
"Max, I told 'em about you—"
"Whaddya mean, you told them about me? Manny what the hell is there to tell?"
"Oh God, Max, I'm sorry," Manny whimpered. "I told 'em that you were my connection. Without you I couldn't get any more … merchandise. I was afraid that they'd off me right there until I told 'em that you were in the dark. You were only the source of raw materials."
Manny jerked his head back to the bartender and waved for a refill.
"Jesus H. Christ, Max! They can't put you on suspension. I need you! God All Mighty, Max, they're gonna kill me if you … er, I don't come through!"
"What the hell are you talkin' about? Jesus, Manny, get a grip! I know that your are not any kind of a professor, and sure as hell you aren't working at the University. And I want to know just what in the hell you've been doing with all of those tissue samples that I've been giving to you. Samples taken from, it seems to appear, corpses delivered to me courtesy of you and your scum-bastard friends! Oh, yeah, for the last time, who the hell is Little Ed?"
"He's one of them, Max. You can thank Little Ed for most of the deliveries to the morgue suffering from blunt instrument trauma."
"Good God, Manny, I wasn't serious!"
"Well, I am, and so is Little Ed. He was workin' for one of those south-side bad boys. Now he works for Talbert." Rivers of sweat were starting to run down Manny's fat red face like varicose veins on an old woman's leg. "A regular no-neck leg breaker, and I'm gonna be his next customer if you get fired."
"I'm not getting fired, Manny. As a matter of fact, as of right now, I'm on vacation. So, right now, spill it! Tell me what the hell is going on!"
* * *
Manny related his current predicament to Max. He had gotten into the loan sharks and the meth lab operators for several thousand dollars and was working his way out of very serious trouble as a collector/enforcer of petty debts. He had convinced his handlers that he had access to a large supply of a virtually unknown, and very powerful, super-drug. After providing a few very potent samples, unwittingly provided by Max, he was fronted even more money. Manny was supposedly using the funds to develop a continuous supply that would make them all rich. It was a promise that he was unable to keep, and a supply that he was unable to secure. Without Max and his access to the county morgue, even the small and infrequent samples were beyond Manny's power to produce.
"Okay Manny. Lay low for the next few days. I'll see what I can do to get I.A. off my ass. I'll call you next week from the lab."
Somehow, one way or another, the approach of summer had gone unnoticed. R. Maxwell Beemer, being a devout mountain man, hedonist, and general escape artist from the real world, set about to make the best of this opportunity. Fortunately, all the crap with security and Manny, and whatever he had gotten himself into, was happening now, and now was summer time. Quickly consulting his desk top playmate calendar revealed that a long weekend was mere hours away. A bit more of Miss July was also revealed in the accompanying photograph. Max knew that this too, must be somehow connected with the rites of spring. So what if it was nearly August? Who says that the rites of spring are not to be enjoyed in the summer?
Even though the phone calls that he needed to make were definitely of a personal nature and would lead to enjoyment and happiness away from work, Max was worried. There were just not enough hours in the day. Considering the present circumstances, he had no intention of remaining at his desk any longer than necessary. Besides, there was no telling when the flatfoots might be by, politely asking him to start his vacation ASAP. Even under normal situations, remaining past quitting time was unheard of—not even in the name of hedonism. Hence, Max instantly stopped doing what he was supposed to do (work) and began arranging the details for what he wanted to do (play).
After about ninety minutes of expertly manipulating the telephone lines, he had managed to modify the best laid plans of five hapless acquaintances. The Mike brothers, their current girlfriends (Anna and Kathy), and Debbie. Debbie was tapped to act as Max's girlfriend for the duration of the weekend. It had taken only two phone calls to sell the Mike brothers on the idea of an expedition to Wilderness Lake. It was their duty to persuade the womenfolk. Arranging suitable companionship for himself took no less than seven phone calls. Number one politely said "No". Number two said she had a previous engagement. Numbers three and four both hung up violently upon hearing his voice. Numbers five and six responded essentially with “Expletive you, obscenity, vile curse, etc… ” The last call, the one that he really didn't want to make in the first place, was answered with scintillating enthusiasm.
Debbie did have plans—but she would change them—"Fer shur!"
"What sort of plans, Debbie?"
"Oh—nothing important. No Biggie."
"You sure?" Was Max hoping for confirmation or another rejection? He really didn't know himself at this point.
"Of course, Maxie! No biggie, just the first day at my new job. I really didn't want it that bad anyway. Besides, who knows, maybe they'll still hire me anyway if I show up on Tuesday. I'll tell 'em that I thought I wasn't 'sposed to be there until Tuesday. It's just been too long since I've had a chance to get you alone. Away from those two—jerks!"
"I, uhh, they're coming along, too, Debbie."
"Oh. That's okay, I guess. Shit. We'll have a good time, anyway. Anything for you, Maxie."
"Don't call me Maxie! You really sure you want to go? It's probably not worth risking a new job for."
"Wouldn't miss it for anything. I'll be at your house eight o'clock tomorrow."
"Make it ten. See ya."
"See ya. Love you."
"Yeah."
The doorbell rang at 8:45. "Now who on earth could that be?" Yeah, right. Not much of a mystery who it must be. Max momentarily considered getting back into the shower, but looking through the peephole he saw that she was holding several paper bags that looked as if they might contain breakfast. Opening the door, and quickly stepping aside, Debbie blasted in. His struggle to continue his peaceful enjoyment of the morning's serenity was in dire jeopardy. Max braced himself against the impending and unavoidable bubbly monologue.
"Do you want an Egg McMuffin or a Sausage McMuffin? On a muffin or on a biscuit? How about some of these hash browns? I don't think McDonald's makes very good hash browns but I didn't know if you liked 'em or not. The milk cartons are really weird, a burglar in a clown suit. At least I think it's a clown suit. I remember when the burglars broke in here and took all of your good stuff. Remember? Of course you remember. Don't you? I shouldn't have bought all this stuff, especially the hash browns. McDonald's doesn't make very good hash browns, but they're not too bad. What do you think? Want coffee? It's still hot; at least I think it's still hot. Should be hot. I didn't try it yet. It should still be hot. Did you ever look at—"
"I thought I said ten o'clock."
"Well, I just couldn't wait. And I thought that you might be hungry so … ."
"I am. Thanks."
Between the two of them they managed to devour three of the McSandwiches, all of the coffee, and one bite of the McGrease hash browns.
All of the absolutely essential camping materials had been procured and lined up for a quick departure in the morning. Debbie scribbled out each item on the list as it was loaded into the pickup. Beer. Chaise lounge. Hibachi. Charcoal. Booze. Food. Magazines. Ice. More booze. Mixer. Radio. More beer. Sleeping bag. Sunglasses. Beer. Chips. Booze.
It looked like everything that was possibly required for a three‑day excursion to Wilderness Lake was checked off the list, loaded up and ready to go. So off they went to roundup the Mike brothers and company.
After being subjected to Debbie's inane babble for more than an hour, Max spared no horsepower during the short hop to the Mike brothers' neighborhood. It was just after ten o'clock when they pulled up and Max exploded out. The '56 Roadmaster was in the gravel driveway. Its rear window was completely obscured with wads of sundry camping paraphernalia. Moldy-looking Boy Scout-brown canvas things, ice chest, fishing tackle, a large State Liquor Control Board sack (complete with the green face of a dead President saying: Don't Drink and Drive), a crusty old boom box, an assortment of Frank Zappa tapes, and a case of Ray-O-Vac D-cells.
Mike and Mike were slumped on the porch, apparently exhausted from the effort expended in loading the car. Or perhaps it was the effort expended at St. Nick's saloon the night before. In either case, be it hangover or physical strain, they were both sporting flushed faces, beaded with droplets of sweat. Mike was cajoling off the top from a Rainier Longneck with the ever-present bottle opener around his neck, while Mike was squeezing the last stubborn drops from a dented Budweiser can.
Anna appeared at the front door and popped onto the porch.
"Max! You're finally here! Before we hit the road, let's all go to McDonald's for breakfast. I just love those hash browns."
Max had a feeling that this was going to be one of those excursions that you can never forget, no matter how hard you try.
* * *
Cruising along at about 60, they would need to cover some ground so that Mike, Mike, Anna and Kathy would not overtake and leave them in the dust any sooner than absolutely necessary. Those four members of the entourage were probably still at McDonald's scarfing down mass quantities of otherwise wholesome food saturated with liquid fat and cholesterol. Max had calculated that the trip to the lake would take a little less than four hours. Included in that estimate were the obligatory stops at each posted rest area. To the best of his recollection there were at least three rest areas in the next 180 miles. Of course the lingering afterglow experienced immediately following a stop at a highway rest area invariably triggered an irresistible desire for a 32 ounce Big Gulp, a bag of Fritos, and some beef jerky. At least it always did with Debbie. Max was usually satisfied by merely replenishing the ice in his Batman collector's cup. Well, sometimes, while Debbie was in doing whatever it was that women did for fifteen minutes in the powder room, Max would make sure that the cargo in the trunk was properly stowed and riding well. Particular attention was always paid to Jim, his longtime friend and trusty traveling companion. Jim Beam, that is. One or two snorts every fifty miles or so was considered as the minimum amount of medication required to prevent his brain from turning into green mint jelly as the bountiful barrage of verbiage flowed profusely from Debbie's lovely lips. The Mike brothers had estimated their transit time from McDonald's to the lake to be significantly less than three hours. The big Buick land barge usually settled in at a cruising speed of 70 on the highway, and 80 to 90 on the interstate.
In the rear view mirror, about two miles beyond the first rest area, was a late model Chevy Caprice. The custom painted rig was fully loaded; wide tires, fancy running lights, heavy-duty bumpers, souped-up engine, two-way radio, .357 magnum, radar. Max could see that the Trooper was filling out paper work, or reading the paper, or perhaps jerking-off. Who knew what those guys did all day long between writing the occasional ticket. Max switched on the CB in hopes of warning the Roadmaster that was, in all likelihood, grossly violating the national speed limit. Being that road trips of this nature (i.e. Mike and Mike giving Max and the Falcon a healthy head start) had been refined to the state of pure science in action, the pilot of the Roadmaster should be monitoring channel 19.
"Blue Top at mile post 33. Fish-Lips, you got yer ears on?"
The Fish-Lips was a reference to the distinctive grill work on the Buick. The damn thing looked as if it was a chromium-plated large mouth bass in dire need of dental work.
"Gotcha, Max! Where is that guy again? Are you past the rest area yet?
"Mile post 33. He is on the north-bound shoulder about 2 miles north of the rest area. Be careful, I'll be clear and monitoring."
Max always tried to be brief and as non-specific as possible. No use giving the cops any more info than was absolutely necessary to get the message through. Max and the Mike brothers knew which direction they were going, the cops could only guess. He also could tell by the response that the Falcon was still in the lead. There had been times that the Falcon had been passed while Max was cooling his heels (or mixing a drink) at this very rest stop. With the Buick throttled back to 55 for the next few miles, Max and Debbie stood a very good chance of staying in front for the better part of the morning. Perhaps a rendezvous at the little store just this side of the lake would be possible. That way there would be a chance to make a last check of the supplies. Convincing the Mike brothers to pull out their wallets was best done in person. On the CB it was easy to take grocery orders, but extracting post-purchase contributions was nearly impossible.
* * *
Trying to inflate a blown tire with a worn-out bicycle pump made a sound just like the one coming from behind the counter. It was a dry rasping wheeze accompanied by the gurgle of mucous deep inside of the bloated carcass. Every third wheeze or so was muffled as air was drawn first through the filter of a dangling cigarette. In between the wheezes, the wisp of blue smoke snaked upward through stagnant air and pooled under the green plastic visor. The visor would have been de-rigueur for the blackjack dealer on a Mississippi riverboat. The red bulls-eye on a pack of Lucky Strikes could be seen through the pocket of the worn white polyester shirt. His shirt, spotted with stains, held together with unmatched buttons, was tucked into pinstriped bell bottomed slacks. A safety pin held the fly closed. Clip-on suspenders kept size 52 trousers hitched-up around the 400 pound smoking machine. This modern-day Quasimodo was framed by racks displaying little bags of beef jerky, pretzels, potato chips, Fritos, and Chapstick. Pasty sallow eyelids were pinched into slits, protecting his eyes against the puddles of smoke under the visor. The eyes moved regularly between the 8-inch TV screen next to the cash register and the game of Klondike spread out on the counter.
A wood framed screen door slamming behind Max and Debbie drew the eyes momentarily from the TV and the solitaire. A cloud of dust boiled up beneath the Buick announcing the arrival of the Mike brothers and their entourage. The ocher dust slowly filtered through the screen door and settled onto the clerk, his cards, and an open box of jelly donuts. Mikes and company blasted into the little store. Obviously under the influence and laughing loudly, Mike held the door open as Anna and Kathy spilled out of the Buick and traipsed into the store.
"Close the frigging door, goddamn it! You're gonna let all the flies out."
It was obvious to Max that Pops (the visored proprietor) had taken and instant dislike to the sunburned, windblown, and long-haired Mike brothers. Particularly now that his donuts were dusty and he was losing the card game to himself.
Debbie had already scooped up two dozen eggs, a pound of bacon, some coffee, orange juice, and a package of maple bars. Max grabbed a bag of ice, another case of beer, a bottle of Tabasco, and two cans of tomato juice. All the necessary essentials for breakfast tomorrow. Max and Debbie waved to Pops as they quietly slipped out the door. Pops winked back in recognition, his toothless grin widening as a long ash fell to the counter.
Mike and Mike stumbled up to the register, one with a bag of fried pork rinds, the other with a package of red licorice and a six pack of 7-Up. Mike was studying the display case behind the mountainous merchant.
"And gimme a couple pints of Pancho Villa," he announced.
Never taking his eyes off the TV set, Pops spun around on his stool and grabbed a bottle from the white-painted wooden display case. "Anything else?" he grunted.
"Nope. Uh yeah, I'll have a pack of this jerky. That's it."
"Okay, that'll be $67.83 including tax," Pops reported as he hit the total key and pulled down on the operating handle of the antique cash register.
"What the hell you talkin' about, old-man? You gotta be nuts! That's about 40 bucks too much!"
"See for yourself, sonny." Pops tore off the receipt coiling out of the front of the cash register and began reading off prices and reciting the grocery list. Tequila $14.95, chitlins $2.99, Tabasco $2.89, licorice $1.89, jerky $2.85, bacon $3.49, beer $11.99, tomato juice… . "
The other Mike was thumbing through a magazine and not paying particular attention to the goings-on. "Whoa-there partner, we don't have any beer or bacon or tomato juice." Mike was obviously confused and was becoming a little bit apprehensive. "What are you talking about anyway?"
"You boys are friends of Max, right?"
"Yeah, so what? You know Max?" Mike asked as he thumbed through a wad of bills (mostly small) pulled from his cut-off Levi's.
"You bet your sweet ass, I know Max. He's a good man and when he says that he's with you, and you are picking up the tab, I know that you boys are good for it. Now, like I said, the bill is $67.83." The toothless grin disappeared. He spat a smoking butt across the counter, nailing Mike in the chest.
"Listen you fat old bastard, I don't give a shit if you're a friend of Max's or not, but I'm not paying for his stuff on your say-so. You could just be trying to rip us off. How the hell do I know what he bought and what he paid for anyway? We're outta here! Come on, Mike."
Mike was slobbering into a magazine. "Huh?"
"Well, sonny," Pops explained, "I reckon that this ought to be enough to convince you that I'm not fooling."
Pops cycled the action of a sawed-off Mossberg model 500 12-gauge pump shotgun. The dull black pistol-gripped persuader was staring at the spot of cigarette ash centered on Mike's T-shirt. The other Mike's heart stopped and he dropped the magazine, eyes bugging out of his face like a road-kill raccoon. The package of pork rinds crinkled in his hands and dropped to the worn wooden floor in a shower of dust.
"I'm a gonna say it just one more time, sonny. The bill is $67.83. And I don't take no checks."
Mike reached toward the counter as far as he could, at the same time stepping back as far as possible from the business end of the Mossberg poking into his sternum. He dropped all of his bills and a little change onto the Masonite counter-top.
Pops poked the money around with a nicotine yellowed finger. "S'not enough. I figger you need at least five more bucks, sonny-boy."
Mike dug into his jeans, pulled out a five spot and flicked it at Pops.
"Thank you very much, boys," Pops said, grinning from gum-to-gum. "Y'all come back real soon, ya hear?"
They probably didn't (hear that is). Pops could hear the Buick engine spitting out high revs in low gear. The rubber kept squealing long after Pops' laughter was cut short as he hocked-up a mouthful of phlegm and reached for another Lucky Strike.
* * *
It had been recognized as inevitable about 40 miles outside of the city. The first mistake was feeding the leftover McSandwiches and McFries to Bruno. The mere idea of riding in a 25 year old compact car with three other people on a 180 mile journey is bad enough. Add a brain dead 130 pound Doberman stuffed with greasy fast food and faulty digestion—
Chaos!
"Max told you guys not to feed Bruno. But nooo— Did you listen? Did you care?" Mike was driving erratically over all four lanes of the highway. Head and shoulders outside the window, one hand on the wheel. Bruno was the only occupant with his head still inside the car. After the second of Bruno's McFarts, the wind wings and air conditioner fan rapidly began losing the battle for breathable atmosphere.
In an effort to facilitate the breathing process and in hopes of anesthetizing the olfactory nerves, the first bottle of Pancho Villa was produced and dispatched forthwith. Unfortunately the juice had a minimal effect upon the sense of smell, but nobody seemed to care much after the second cork was pulled.
As is quite often the case when crazy people, alcohol and family pets are involved, some wise guy always wants to try his hand at getting said pet to imbibe with the rest of the guys. Bruno never did take well to straight shots of Tequila, but if about a half a pint were mixed with a bag of barbecue Fritos, the resulting gruel vanished in a heartbeat. Happily, Bruno's flatulence vanished along with the agave mush.
* * *
"Did you see that, Kathy?"
"See what?"
"The big yellow tractor. Didn't Max say that we were supposed to take a left at the big yellow tractor?"
Anna's face was screwed-up into a visage of intense concentration; Mike was squinting into the rear view mirror. "Yeah, I saw it, but I'm not sure that it was a tractor. It looked more like a big scraper to me. Or maybe it was some kind of logging machine."
Bruno was passed-out on the floorboards; his bloodshot eyeballs were rolled back into his skull, and those lips! Slimy purple lips, fluttering and sputtering with every breath, in a puddle of his own slobber.
* * *
The majority of the miles from the city to the lake passed through terrain that was either familiar to the point of boredom, or so monotonous as to numb the senses. Sightseeing invariably was given over to conversation. In the case of Max and Debbie, the conversation had a tendency to run one-way. For the present moment, the conversation was coming from Max.
Max and Debbie and the Falcon were driving along a two-lane state highway that ran along a railroad easement. The highway and the railroad wound lazily through a bone-dry ancient coulee a few hundred feet below thousands of acres of dry land wheat ranches that stretched as far as the eye could see in this part of the country. Well, as far as the eye could see if you were actually standing in one of those fields. Max and Debbie were witness only to the simmering hot asphalt, sagebrush, tumbleweeds, and a few very bored looking buzzards riding thermals in search of road kill. The spacious skies and amber waves of grain were not readily apparent from the front seat of a 1962 Falcon driving along the bottom of a dry coulee.
"This countryside reminds me of a particular Fourth of July weekend when I was living in Arizona. It isn't nearly as dry here, but these wide open spaces and sagebrush remind me of those days."
"Phoenix is where I first became acquainted with the Mike brothers," Max continued. "They were along on that trip too. Yup, there were four of us; the Mike brothers, James Madison Standley, and me. I can't quite recall just what year it was, or what other things were going on about that time in that part of the country, but for one reason or another, we decided to head south of the border and spend the weekend on the beach in Mexico. Jim Standley had woven a tale of paradise around the sleepy little village that he had visited the year before. His yarn of a nearly endless white crescent beach, blue skies, cool breezes, and warm smiles kept the words Puerto Penasco in our minds and on our lips. It was impossible to resist the lure of Puerto Penasco. A road trip was definitely in the cards.
"The car was loaded up with a few sleeping bags, and a cooler full of beer. We must have planned to hit a grocery store, or a market, or something along the way, because for one reason or anther it seems that about all we had brought along for sustenance was several cases of Michelob, an ounce or so of pot, sundry bags of chips, beef jerky, Cheetos, etc. Ah yes, those were the days. No brain, no pain. It was my first trip into Mexico, and as time passed, it became very obvious that there was very little, if any, collective south-of-the-border experience to be found among us.
"From what I can recall, our itinerary brought us through the deserts of south western Arizona, into Mexico and onward to the Sea of Cortez. Most gringos call that part of the world the Gulf of California. Driving through the desert in the hot, very hot, afternoon and early evening was thirsty work, very thirsty work. Not to mention boring. Shortly after sundown, about two hours into the trek, half of the first case of beer had been emptied. About 5 miles this side of the crossing into Mexico, we came up behind a Ford Econoline van, the rear windows of which framed the laughing and smiling faces of what appeared to be young women. They noticed us right away, after all, how could they help noticing a car full of handsome, young men, obviously on a road trip looking for excitement and adventure on inviting tropical beaches. Obviously anxious to attract our attention, the girls in the van started waving at us. They waved through the glass at us with their hands, then with their hands outside the windows, then in the darkening skies they started waving articles of intimate apparel at us. No shit, they were waving brassieres and panties. A few minutes later there were cups and glasses being tossed out. We were being bombarded with underwear, ice cubes, and lemon slices. Needless to say, Jim and the Mike brothers were very anxious to communicate the receipt of their message. I, of course, maintained my usual level of decorum and gentility."
Debbie, gnawing on some jerky and washing it down with sips from Max's fortified Big Gulp, just about choked at Max's description of his reserved manners. "Yeah, right, Max, I'm sure! I'll bet that you were about as genteel as a rooster in a hen house!"
"About that time," Max continued, "the van slowed down, presenting what appeared to be an invitation to pass. The invitation was accepted and we passed. One of the Mike brothers and James Madison Standley did what only they could have determined as appropriate when presented with a van full of young women in an obviously festive state of mind. A double barreled full-moon presented smartly from the rear window of the Falcon. Pressed ham on glass times 2. The driver of the van blinked the high beams several times, and honked the horn continuously for what seemed like miles. Mike and Jim pulled up their shorts as we pulled away from the van and proceeded down the narrowing road to the Mexican border and Sonora."
"Geez, Max, gimme a break! You call that decorum and gentility? That sounds just like something that you would pull. I bet that two of the cheeks in the window belonged to you."
"We arrived at the border crossing a few minutes later, the van following close behind. We pulled over at a gas station to fill up the tank and empty some bladders before entering into Mexico. A uniformed U.S. Border patrol agent walked up to the car and engaged Mike in conversation. In essence he warned us that the driver of the van was complaining about the horrible incident that his innocent family was forced to witness just moments before. He was arguing that his very young daughters were possibly scarred for life at being forced to witness such a vile and perverted act. Our protests were registered sincerely, and honestly. We relayed that the behavior of the women, was without a doubt not only observed, but in all likelihood condoned by the purportedly good father figure. The border guard, fully cognizant of the probable, if not actual, circumstances, was relaying this tale to us tongue-in-cheek. He did however, warn us in all seriousness that the irate father would probably also relate his tale of abuse to the Mexican authorities. To our small band of longhaired, red-eyed, tie-dyed, and generally disheveled travelers, this was a very foreboding bit of information. Visions of what lay in wait, mere yards across the border of a foreign land, flooded into our collective consciousness. Sinister Mexican Federales, rubbing their greasy palms together in anticipation of generous American bribes. Extended torture sessions with cattle prods and cigarette butts expertly applied to the most vulnerable and tender body parts. Repeated body cavity searches gleefully performed in search of imagined contraband.
"Man, were we ever scared! Gripped in abject fear at the thought of being subject to unspeakable horrors at the hands of the grinning gold-toothed heathens, one of the Mikes instantly dove back into the car and grabbed the baggie of dope, rolling papers, roach clips, and any other items of illicit paraphernalia. In a flash, Mike disappeared into the rest room at the Chevron gas station, just this side of the border station. Minutes later he emerged announcing that he had banished our one-way tickets to a Mexican hell hole prison to the septic system.
"Although somewhat dismayed at the prospect of spending a fun-filled weekend at the beach without the illicit pleasures of cannabis, there was not a bit of disagreement among us. What Mike had done, was the only way that we could avoid becoming discarded members of the disappeared. We all joined in a final meticulous combing of the car to locate any errant roach, bud, or seed that might attract the attention of snoopy constabulary, foreign or domestic. It was then, and only then, that we tentatively proceeded to the crossing.
"Expecting to be confronted by the Mexican border guards, we were all somewhat disappointed, if not simultaneously relieved, to discover that the only thing that they were concerned with was the three dollars each of us forked over for a 72 hour tourist visa. We could have been carrying a bale of hemp and a crate of machine guns for all these yokels cared. Inside of twenty minutes we were back on the road again to Puerto Penasco.
"Anyway, we had some amazing experiences on that trip. Everything from stinging man-o-war jellyfish, sea monsters, Mexican Federales toting pearl-handled .45s that extorted camping fees, Fourth of July fireworks setting a tent on fire. But, to get back to the particular anecdote that I had in mind, we gotta skip ahead to the afternoon before our planned departure. Jim had just returned from a walk down the beach with some very interesting news. He had found THE VAN. Yup, the very same van that had turned us into the Border Patrol and had scared us all so much that we flushed all of our reefer down a gas station commode. Jim suggested that perhaps some justice was in order. His plan was laid out, and executed late that evening.
"About 2:00 am, after eating very large and fibrous quantities of greasy Mexican fare all day long, Jim returned to the van. With him he brought a paper plate and some toilet paper. Arriving at the van, he found the occupants sound asleep in sleeping bags spread out about on the floor of the van. He used the paper plate as a wilderness latrine, and used the TP in the usual manner. The fully loaded paper plate was very carefully positioned between two of the sleeping victims. Early the next morning, our camp was quickly broken and we began a sedate exit from the beach. Sure enough, as we neared the van, there were several people with very disgusted looks on their faces. It was very obvious that Jim's plan had worked perfectly. The crowded van sleepers moved about ever so slightly during the night, spreading the grisly deposits liberally over themselves, the sleeping bags, the van, and its contents. Passing by we waved, honked, and tossed out the remnants of a roll of TP in their general direction. Sweet justice. Never saw the van again, but I must admit that we were a bit nervous until we crossed back into the USA!"
"Sorry, Max, but that wasn't a very funny story. It was absolutely rude and crude. UGH! God, Max, you're a sick man. I think that you must have a feces fetish or something. How many times have I heard one of your literally crappy jokes, or a story about Bruno and his fermenting gastrointestinal tract? I just hope for your sake that wasn't a true story. I can just imagine how those poor people must have felt the next day! Heh-heh-heh, I guess that they did get what they deserved. Max, I'm hungry. And I'm thirsty. I need to go to the bathroom again, too, Max."
Max didn't hear the urgent plea for food and drink. Not to mention the comfort break. Recounting his tale of a Mexican vacation, and especially the Federales, had torn his thoughts away from the recreation at hand. Manny and Shelly and Little Ed, and especially the morgue, were not easy thoughts to dismiss.
"Max. Max! Earth to max, Earth to Max." Debbie was trying to get his attention. She finally resorted to a wet tongue stuck in his ear.
"Hey! Oh, sorry," he apologized. "I was thinking about somethin'. Is there a little left in that Jim Beam bottle?"
Max forced a bitter slug of whiskey into his belly. He depended on his old friend 'Jimmy" to rout the demons from his thoughts.
"Honest, its the truth. 100%," he continued. "You ought to hear what else we did to amuse ourselves in the 48 hours between the border guards and the midnight toilet training! The more I think about it now the more some very interesting little tidbits are coming back. Just try mentioning something about this story to either one of the Mike brothers. Just drop 'em a little hint. I'm positive they'll swear everything that I just told you is the gospel truth."
"Yeah. Yeah, tell me all about it. What a load!"
"Oh yeah!" Max challenged. "Wanna bet?"
"Sure, whatcha got to bet, big boy?" Debbie asked with a very lecherous tone in her voice and mischievous glint in her eye. "Hey, Max! There it is! It's the big yellow tractor up ahead, just like you said… Cool!"
Max thought himself lucky to have been saved by the sighting of the elusive yellow tractor, at least for the present moment. No doubt that Debbie would probably have her way with him sometime this weekend regardless of his protests. Well, its a tough job, but somebody's gotta do it.
Despite the hugely powerful engine in the Roadmaster, the extremely heavy foot of it's driver, Max and Debbie had beaten them to the Wilderness Lake turnoff. About a quarter of a mile ahead they could see the Buick, careening down the highway at very obvious high rate of speed. This came as no surprise to Max. Considering the somewhat serious state of inebriation that the Mikes demonstrated just about 30 minutes ago at the grocery store, he was more than a little surprised that they had managed to find the yellow tractor on the second pass.
* * *
"Oh, God!"
Max was struggling violently inside the silken cocoon. His racing pulse and the rivulets of sweat trickling over his tortured body made it impossible to think of anything else. Eminent doom at the hands (Did they have hands?) of the grisly aliens.
Then he heard it. A rapid clicka-click, clicka-click, clicka-click. A quick raspy sound that Max recognized as one of 'them' approaching. Its foul hot breath smelled of decay.
Max was savagely repulsed when he felt the hot viscous slime being slathered upon his face.
"Basted! I'm being basted! Grawwwk!"
Just moments before he was to be popped into the 500 degree oven to bubble and turn golden brown like a giant pup-in-the-blanket, Max made a final super-human effort to open his eyes and face his tormentor.
The inch-long fangs, dripping with saliva seemed strangely familiar. His putrid breath had the aroma of Alpo Doggie Dinner. The furry face with light brown eyebrows had an incredibly stupid expression—just like—
"Bruno! Quit licking my face! Get the hell outta here!"
Bruno, Max's mentally retarded, emasculated and overweight Doberman, backed up, farted and sat down. Max continued his struggles to extricate himself from the J.C. Penny sleeping bag. A slight breeze from Bruno's direction inspired extra effort from Max, and the sleeping bag finally gave up. Gasping for breath, a sweaty R. Maxwell Beemer pulled up a nearby boulder and sat down to contemplate his situation.
It was morning, somewhere. A few yards distant was a clump of lump green sleeping bags emitting wheezing sounds and occasionally one would move a bit. Sundry articles of clothing were strewn about over a large area. On the smoldering coals of a campfire sat a pair of what were once Eddie Bauer hiking shoes but now more closely resembled Vibram soled beef jerky.
Scattered here and there amidst the cast off clothing were empty, or partly empty, bottles. Booze bottles. For the most part Tequila bottles, accentuated by squeezed-out lemon rinds. There were also a two quart jar of Kosher Dill pickles in which several large lemons had been quartered and immersed. It wasn't a pretty sight.
Max remembered advocating the virtues of pickle juice as a substitute for fresh lemons when drinking Tequila. That way, you see, you get the salt and sour all at once. Besides, less hand-eye co-ordination is required than with a lemon, a salt shaker and a shot glass. With memory, hangover and queasy stomach all developing ill parallel the true significance of the pickle jar became clear: One part Kosher Dill pickles, one part sliced lemons and seven parts Pancho Villa Tequila.
"I wonder how long those pickles will keep in there?" Max pondered as he fought to stifle the eruption from his abused digestive tract.
After rustling up some hair of the dog in the form of orange juice and Bacardi, Max began to rummage about searching for clues that he didn't really want to find. Things like traffic tickets wadded up in the ashtray, bits of blood soaked clothing stuck in the radiator grille, massive dents in fenders, bullet holes, etc… Happily enough, none of the above were discovered in the first cursory investigation. He did, however come across several interesting items in the back seat of the Falcon: One 'No Parking-Tow Away Zone' sign; one 30 Minute Parking meter; two paper toilet seat cover dispensers; one pool cue (21 ounces, broken tip); one eight ball; one pool cue chalk (blue in color); seven copies of the Saturday Spokesman Review; three 200 yard spools of waxed mint flavor dental floss; one grey cat trussed up in sweat sox and dental floss; two bottles of Maalox antacid; one six pound block of half frozen beef tripe.
All of these items definitely fell into the category of clues. Clues to precisely what is a different story altogether.
The next order of business was the unfortunate grey cat. He was alive as evidenced by the periodic feeble meerowmff noise that was coming out from the end of the bundle where his head probably was. Sweat sox and dental floss fell away without too much difficulty. Surprisingly enough, the poor critter didn't hardly put up any fuss at all—until Bruno showed up. He poked his slobbering head into the back seat just as the last strands of floss were unraveled. Bruno barked. The cat spit. Bruno barked. The cat slashed. Bruno ran. The cat chased.
"And that was the last I saw of Bruno," Max recounted. "That poor dog crashed right into the bushes over there with that little grey cat right on his ass. Every few minutes he'd let out a pitiful howl. I think that savage kitten treed my dog."
The Mike brothers had risen—slithered out of their sleeping bags and were in the process of revitalizing themselves at the Coleman cooler wet bar. Upon hearing of the disappearance of Bruno, both of them visibly perked up. Regardless of his cowardice and stupidity, Mike and Mike were both terrified of Bruno—at least when he was sober.
"Can anyone tell me where all of this stuff came from?" Max asked as he flipped a pack of toilet seat covers from the back seat. "Or perhaps it would make more sense to ask what the hell all this stuff is for!"
Mike unwound the blue and white neckerchief from his throat and began to wipe the murky debris from his glasses. (It seemed that Mike had been awakened by Bruno's tongue a bit earlier). With the dog slime dispatched, and his spectacles replaced, Mike assumed a rather authoritative posture.
"As I tried to explain last night, the ass gaskets serve the dual purpose of kindling for the campfire, and the classic over-the-head napkin. The pool cue, when the point is properly prepared, is ideal for roasting hot dogs on the fire. With the parking meter, we can time the cooking process for the perfect hot dog."
"Okay, Einstein, what are we going to do with that giant wad of menudo, huh?"
"Bait. Bait to distract Bruno while we roast the dogs. It'll take him an hour to choke down that rubbery goo, plenty of time for our luncheon feast. Anyone care to chalk-up?"
The collective memory became very cloudy, if not completely non-existent regarding the grisly incident at the Dairy Queen. Other than a few snatches of recollection involving a blue-haired old lady in a wheel chair, a large Polish sausage and a drunken Doberman, the rest of the tale is probably best left forgotten. At least until the Spokane County Sheriff's Department calms down a bit.
Neither Mike, Mike, nor Max could come up with a plausible explanation for the sign, the eight ball, dental floss, or the multiple volumes of Sunday's paper.
* * *
All things considered, it was a beautiful day. By consensus the bar was temporarily closed until coffee had been brewed and solid food had at least been considered for breakfast.
Anna, Debbie and Kathy were awakened either by the fumes from the madly boiling coffee pot or by the pitiful howling from Bruno.
Following the initial ration of Kahlua and coffee, Mike, Mike and Max instantly perked up and made Herculean efforts to put forth images of complete and idyllic contentment. After all, it was their idea to come here. As a minimum they should give the appearance of being at ease among the trees and wildlife (that is, poison oak, snakes, mosquitoes, etc.).
As Anna daintily picked her way toward the outhouse, Debbie and Kathy hovered around the campfire.
"You know they say that the smoke from the fire keeps the bugs away," Mike offered as Max plucked a particularly large blood-sucking winged specimen from his coffee mug. The smoke was keeping the bugs away-about six feet back from the cloudy blue column swirling around the fire. The instant anyone moved out of the haze the little buggers would swoop in for the kill.
"Well the little bastards aren't keeping away from me!" Kathy whined, flailing her arms madly at real and imagined tormentors.
Debbie stuck an orange can of bug repellant toward Kathy. "Here. Try this."
Snatching the can, encrusted with an amalgam of sand, coffee, and bug goo, Kathy soaked herself from head to foot with the noxious spray. Now as the bugs attacked they became fouled in the sticky drops adorning the intrepid woods woman.
"Have you noticed that whenever Kathy comes with us, nobody else seems to get bitten?" Debbie whispered through her braces, ducking just in time as the orange can came flying by at a high rate of speed.
"Aiyeeee—!" Shrieking madly, Anna exploded from the outhouse, trailing toilet paper and clutching at her blue jeans. The little grey cat was hot on her trail when she piled into Kathy, still swatting at the killer mosquitoes.
Pointing the flapping outhouse door, Anna's eyes were bugging out of her ashen face as she scrambled about in the dust. "A bear! There's a bear in there! A big black bear with eyes! He's in there!"
With the dust settling (most of it sticking to Kathy) into the coffee cups, Mike and Mike and Max erupted into hysterical laughter until there wasn't a dry eye among them.
"A bear with eyes. Ooooh! How scary! How many eyes did he have? Seven? A big black bear, huh? If there is a bear in the outhouse, he probably is brown by now!"
"Shut up, Max, you asshole! I don't care what you say. There's a bear down there and he almost got me."
"Okay—Okay. We'll go on over and run-off this 'honey bear'," said Mike as he broke down into a babbling pile of levity.
Armed with coffee cups, a long stick, and a flashlight, the three brave woodsmen approached the den of the ferocious 'honey bear'.
"Shh!" said Max. "Did you hear somethin'?"
"No. Maybe. Yup! Sort of like snoring."
"Sounds more like farting to me."
Slowly, Max hooked the end of his stick under the toilet seat lid. With a flip of his wrist the lid snapped open. The snore/fart was louder now, reverberating in the pit. As the three brave lads approached, Max was prodded into the point position. Mike handed him the flashlight.
"Good luck. Be careful. Its been nice knowing you pal."
Peering into the rancid darkness, Max detected some movement and heard a murky slurping sound. Suddenly, into the flashlight beam sprang a vision of flashing teeth and frightened eyes! Incredibly stupid-looking eyes.
"Bruno! How'd you get in here?"
With blinding speed the gook-coated beast burst through the privy port and began to shake—pandemonium erupted as the three brave bear hunters tried in vain to escape the flying debris. It wasn't a pretty sight.
Even the cloud of mosquitoes buzzing about Kathy headed for the hills as Bruno, ecstatic over his liberation from the latrine, bounded over to greet the horror-struck campers.
Bruno thought that this was a grand time to play, so he took up the chase as the motley crew of terrified campers made a mad dash toward the lake.
An accounting of the casualties showed little actual damage to anyone (pride and self image excluded). The mosquitoes had returned to Kathy in full force, now that she was sans citronella. Bruno was clean, although he was too stupid to appreciate the improvement. Debbie's braces probably wouldn't rust.
Max and the Mike brothers were all wet to begin with.
* * *
The miles were much longer on the return trip.
Even though he was anxious to get back home, Max found that the Falcon's speedometer was consistently hovering beneath the speed limit. When the mileage back to the lake exceeded the distance to the city, pastoral serenity had been swallowed by urban angst. He swore that he wouldn't call Manny.
But he knew that he would.
FREEZER
"It had to be fresh. Really fresh. Sitting around at room temperature, the potency began to deteriorate almost immediately. Put it in the refrigerator, and it would keep for about a day, two at the most."
"Uh-huh." Max mumbled, nursing a gin and tonic while absent-mindedly probing his forehead. His fingers were taking stock of at least three big juicy mosquito bites. Notwithstanding the bloodsucking fauna of the woods, he would much rather have stayed at the lake a few more days.
Manny huffed out two smoke rings and blew a thin stream of blue haze dead center through them both. Barely melting ice cubes clinked against his teeth, trying to follow a belt of slightly cooled scotch that disappeared into his gaping maw. Like the Statue of Liberty holding up her beacon to the poor huddled masses, Manny rattled his glass in the direction of the nearest waitress. She had anticipated his thirst and was already returning from the bar with happy-hour scotch number three.
"Ya see, this epinephrine shit is no big secret. Everybody and his brother has known about it for years. The problem never has been the supply. Hell, there's an unlimited supply of potential stiffs just walking around all over the place. Ever wonder where those skeletons come from that you see hanging in the doctor's office? They sure as hell don't make 'em outta play-dough. Jeee-sus Christ, in India there is a huge industry in the harvest, processing, and sale of human skeletons. It's true, and it's legit too. Completely on the up-and-up. You know how they get the meat off the bones? They stick the bodies into these big bins that are just crawling with meal worms. The little buggers just chomp away at them stiffs like teensy little piranhas. In a couple of weeks there's nothing left but pretty white bones. No shit Max, that's how they do it. Just think, each one of those stiffs has got a brain that he don't need no more, but that can make guys like you and me candidates for Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous."
"What about the freezer?"
"Whaddya mean freezer?"
"Put the speed in the freezer. Freeze it and when you need a little pick-me-up just go grab yourself a frosty brain-sicle."
"Nope. Doesn't work. Seems that as the juice freezes, the formation of ice crystals breaks the molecules apart. Ever see what a frozen banana looks like after it thaws out? Turns into rancid black mush."
"Okay wise guy, if the speed won't keep for more than a couple of days, what good are even a couple million dead little Indians?"
"I'm getting to that, goddamn it!" Manny slobbered, rattling his glass at the waitress.
There was a stack of bills on the table between the two of them, but Manny went for his wallet when the arrival of scotch number four became imminent.
"It's on me this time, Manny," Max said.
"Burrugghpp. Jeez, thanks, Max!"
Manny continued to fumble with the wallet and finally produced a sheaf of photocopies, apparently taken from a magazine of some sort. "Fish oil. Look at this Max. It's all in here and it's as plain as the nose on my face. It's fish oil, goddamn it! Fish oil."
"Your nose looks more like a fish head to me, Manny. And besides, there's nothing plain at all about your nose. As a matter of fact, I think that if you keep sucking up scotch like a flounder, you'll be sleeping with the fishes before you can say Johnnie Walker Red. Now what the hell are you jabbering about anyway? Gimme a look at that stuff."
It was the most incongruous association that Max had ever seen. Manny had just handed him a dozen or so pages photocopied from an old issue of Scientific American magazine. The thought of Manny actually reading, reading anything, was a stretch of the imagination. Manny was not even the sort of guy who read the playmate data sheet in Playboy. Actually seeing him produce an article from Scientific American was approaching the incomprehensible. Sure enough, the photocopied pages contained an article entitled "Sub-Zero Circulatory System Temperatures in Deep Diving North Atlantic Cod." What transpired in the next hour or so truly was as plain as the puffy red nose on Manny's face. Included with the Cod fish article was a take-off piece in the Amateur Scientist section of the same magazine. It involved an experiment in which small animals (in this instance goldfish) could be frozen solid and then revived after being treated with a vile mixture of cod liver oil and some other easily obtainable household chemicals.
Max immediately saw the possibilities as if the souls of ten thousand dead little Indians were whispering in his ear. If, with a little fish oil extract, one could resuscitate a living breathing animal that had been frozen as hard and as stiff as a tire iron, then perhaps a drop or two of epinephrine could be safely stockpiled on ice.
Max's first experiments with goldfish did indeed result in resurrection after two days behind the top door of his copper tone Amana. Granted, the first batch of six happy swimming goldfish yielded only two slightly freezer burned victims that floated belly up more than they swam, but they were alive. Both of them lived for three days, until an unrelated accident involving an attack mouse sent those first frozen fish pioneers to that great celestial fish tank. Following a few refinements in the pre-treatment process, aided by the comprehensive bibliography in the magazine articles, the goldfish survival rate was essentially 100%.
The substitution of human epinephrine for the goldfish was the next logical step.
* * *
Thick shiny black vinyl with a toothless waterproof zipper. About seven feet long with stitched carrying straps at each end. The first time that Max was confronted by one, he thought of a giant sized cheap plastic garment bag, the kind that comes with a new suit. These bags just about always came with clothes.
But the clothes were always used.
Sometimes there were expensive silk suits, sometimes lingerie, sometimes layer upon layer of threadbare, tattered greasy rags. Invariably the clothes were soiled with human effluvia. Blood and snot and pus and puke and piss and shit. Sometimes one, sometimes all, sometimes more. The body bags were opaque black for a very good reason. What was inside was always very bad to look at.
There was only one bag tonight. A John Doe of the street people genre. Knit cap, three shirts, insulated coveralls, mismatched shoes. Extremely filthy from head lice to toe jam. This poor fellow had been done-in by a garbage truck. Earlier in the day, Mr. Doe had succumbed to an overdose of Thunderbird and had passed out in an 80 cubic foot dumpster. He was unceremoniously emptied along with the refuse surrounding him into the jaws of death. His nondescript 86 proof body crushed to smithereens by a 30 ton hydraulic ram operated by a dedicated department of sanitation employee.
With little or no chance of the body being identified, let alone being claimed by next of kin, Max took the obligatory photographs, fingerprints, and blood sample. He made a very cursory examination to verify the cause of death as had been postulated by the beat cop. Twenty minutes later his work with a scalpel and pneumatic bone saw had been completed.
The centrifuge coasted to a stop. A precious few grams of slightly pinkish-amber product was carefully transferred into several very tiny vials containing an equal quantity of the very first batch of fish oil anti-freeze cum preservative. The vials were sealed and snuggled into a small Styrofoam box and placed in the lab freezer. The Styrofoam box was drilled with one hole for each vial. When capped with an insulated lid, the box provided a thermal lag, allowing the vials to slowly descend in temperature, reaching 20 degrees below zero over many hours. The long cooling period would prevent the formation of fast-growing or large grained crystals, and would provide the best conditions for the fish oil compound to do it's preservation work.
* * *
Manny had called at least a dozen times so far this evening. The answering machine was stacked-up and Max was just ignoring any and all outside phone calls. Two weeks had never passed so slowly in Max's life. He could only imagine what sort of torture Manny must be suffering. Although the processing of the fish oil compound was relatively simple, there had been some unforeseen expenses. The common household chemicals that were used in the first experiments had proven to be inadequate for the more rigorous requirements of the epinephrine. A few consultations with a local bio-medical laboratory had provides some very valuable, albeit expensive to implement, advice. A source of purer laboratory grade ingredients was finally located at a considerable expense. Temperature and pressure controlled blending equipment and filters had also been required. Manny had gone out (way, way out) on the proverbial limb to secure financing for his project. As a matter of fact, the financier was promising to levy penalties that began with the breaking of limbs if the payments were not commenced and consummated on a suitable schedule. The first payment, essentially all interest at 20% per week, was due yesterday. The payment was either to be $5,000 in cold hard cash, or in the form of cold hard frozen and very potent Hyper-Speed.
If the epinephrine preservation technique proved to be successful, then the repayment of the loan sharks was still a negotiable item. The original agreement was cash on the barrel head, at least until such time that the Hyper-Speed had a proven track record. When (if) that occurred, a partnership was planned. Splitting the profits (albeit on a lopsided schedule) would supposedly retire Manny's debts. Max had no financial connection whatsoever (at least for the time being). He was involved for no purpose other than to sate his vicarious curiosity of the macabre. As far as Manny's no-neck business associates were concerned, Max didn't even exist. At least that is what Max had been led to believe. Max had prayed long and hard that his anonymity still remained intact.
"Manny, tonight's the night. I'm going to take the first batch out of the freezer in about 15 minutes. If you've got nothing else to do, maybe you could stop by for the grand unveiling. That is, of course, if you're not to busy washing out your socks or something, heh-heh-heh!"
"You gotta be kidding me, pal! I'll be there in a flash! Man, this is the night I've been waiting for all my life. Are we are all gonna be just rolling in the stuff or what?"
Click, tunk, bzzzz… .
The line disconnected to a dial tone without even a hint of a goodbye from Manny's end. How Manny made it down to the morgue so fast was always a mystery to Max, but in less than 20 minutes the grinding complaint of the steel rollup doors leading to the underground parking garage announced an impending visitor. There was a corridor about 100 feet long gently sloping downward from the ground level entrance on Water Street. Ambulances on the way to the hospital emergency entrance squealed down the ramp with lights flashing and sirens wailing. Ambulances arriving with customers destined for Max's attention usually entered in silence.
The unmistakable monogram of Manny's wing tips drumming a tattoo on the painted concrete reverberated along the corridor. Nobody else had feet that made that kind of noise. Manny scuffed his heels a little with each step, and the steel cleats on the outside edge of each heel made a small scritching sound preceding each completed footstep. In the background of the wing tip beat was a frenetic scrambling sound. It could have been the sound of B-Bs swishing around inside of a large ceramic bowl, or perhaps a metal leaf rake dragging across a plate glass window. This sound, however, was erratic, nervous, and random, with no semblance of order. Considering the origin of the sound (which Max recognized instantly) this came as no surprise whatsoever.
"Thanks for nothin', Max!"
Manny was definitely in a much more disheveled and haggard condition than was usual. His crotch area sported a large wet stain, slacks sticking to the ample flesh of his left thigh. The necktie, thoroughly coated with a viscous slimy goo, was crumpled and wadded, pierced here and there with several jagged puncture wounds. His tie bar was mangled and bent at a 45 degree angle. At least one shirt button had been wrenched from it's moorings and was dangling by a single soggy thread. His right hand was rapidly changing from it's usual pasty oatmeal cast to a reddish purple hue, due entirely, no doubt, to the fact that the wrist was being relentlessly constricted by a greasy brown leather tourniquet. The unmerciful jerking tension applied to the tourniquet was coming from the large object at the other end. At the business end of the strap was a heavy-gauge stainless steel choker chain wrapped double around the neck of an ominous hairy beast. It was about 30 inches high at the shoulder, its entire body covered with a pelt of short black hair, accentuated by small symmetric areas of cinnamon brown. The ends of sinewy, tautly-muscled legs terminated in black-clawed paws, continuously scrabbling at the smooth concrete surface. Fortunately for Manny, the smooth walkway did not provide a substantial purchase for the pumping legs, otherwise he would likely have been drug endlessly down the corridor or his hand would have shriveled and fallen off completely from a total lack of circulation.
Glancing at the head of the beast, one's attention was instantly riveted to the inch-long gleaming white fangs, dripping with saliva, gelatinous purple lips flecked with white globs of spittle. Fetid hot breath, smelling of rot and decay, blasted out in humid pants. And the eyes; gleaming beady golden points beneath oblong brownish brows spiked with long black guard hairs. The eyes were slightly crossed, giving the beast an expression of… well, incredible innocent stupidity.
"Bruno! I'm so glad to see you, you little devil! Have you been a good little doggie for Uncle Manny?"
Bruno, appearing more over-grown and bloated than his usual 120 pounds, unsuccessfully attempted to dig his claws into the concrete in an effort to greet Master Max. The sudden flurry of flying feet nearly jerked Manny's shoulder out of the socket, sending him spread-eagled to the concrete, right arm extended in a 'Heil Hitler' salute. Bruno collided with Max in a slobbery crush, punctuated with the inevitable hot pink tongue coating Max with unspeakably foul slather from forehead to Adam's apple.
"Get this goddamned thing offa my arm!" Manny squawked and sputtered as he was slowly dragged along the slick floor. "My hand is gonna fall off! Jeez Max, for God's sake help me!" Manny managed to grab hold of the leash with his left hand and was pulling himself (or Bruno, or a combination of the two) together in an attempt to unhook the leash from the choker chain. By this time, his right hand had swollen so much that removing it from the leash under tension was out of the question. "Gimme outta this, and keep that stupid sonofabitch away from me!"
Manny reached with his free hand up behind Bruno and was about to release the catch on the collar when Bruno let go. The fart was a point blank blast right into Manny's flaring nostrils which were scant inches away from Bruno's deadly exhaust portal. The fusillade paralyzed Manny, and sent his tortured body into gyrating spasms, quickly melting into a pitiful lump of pleading flesh.
"Please, please, puhleeeze! Save me, Max! Cut my arm off, shoot me, kill me, anything, just put me out of my misery! That moronic evil bastard jumped all over me in the car, burnt my balls with scalding coffee, grabbed my Egg McMuffin right outta my mouth and chewed holes in my best tie. That sonofabitch nearly strangled me before I yanked it outta his throat. Gawd, Max, I would rather have my throat cut and be dumped in the river than spend one more hour with this stupid mutt!"
Max untangled the leash from Manny's swollen hand, setting the poor wretch free. Bruno sat on his haunches doing his usual innocent, confused, and quizzical routine. Max had always suspected that sometimes—just sometimes—Bruno knew exactly what he was doing.
"What did I tell you last night, huh, Manny? You said that you wanted to have a watch dog in the house for a few days. I told you that Bruno only watches food and the inside of his own eyelids. I told you that Bruno would be much more of a threat to you, both bodily and mentally, than even the most heartless assassins that this life has to offer. I told you that he would eat you out of house and home and give you nothing but clouds of dog-gas in return. But did you listen to me? Noooooo. Now here you are begging for mercy, blaming this poor innocent creature for all of your shortcomings."
Rubbing his wrist in an attempt at restoring circulation, Manny sat up. He swiped at a trickle of blood that was running from his nose.
"That sonofabitch gave me a bloody nose! Look at this." Manny flung his index finger in the direction of Max, but it was intercepted in mid-stroke by Bruno's tongue. With one taste of blood, he went for the source, liberally basting Manny's face with layers of slobbery mucous.
"Bruno, down!" Max commanded, tongue in cheek, through sputters of poorly restrained laughter.
"No, that's okay Max. Good doggie, Bruno. You know, I think your stupid hound might have actually saved my life last night. About 1 o'clock this morning I had a visit from the leg breakers. You know, the big fat ugly one, Edgar, a.k.a. Little Ed? Well he twisted off the doorknob to my apartment with a pipe wrench and busted in. He had a straight razor in one hand, and was stuffing his grinning fat face with a candy bar with the other. I was watching the tube in my skivvies—didn't stand a chance. I can't remember what I tried to tell the ugly bastard, but what ever it was, he either wasn't buying my story or he had specific orders to cut me up and/or collect the five yards, in full. He just stood there grinning like the idiot that he is, sizing me up like a side of beef in a locker. Little Ed said, very matter of factly, that he was about to carve me a second smile. That, my friend, is when he made the mistake of his life. He reached into his pocket—I thought he was going for his gun—and pulled out a Snickers bar.
I guess that Bruno musta heard the paper crinkling when Little Ed ripped it off with his teeth, cuz that big beautiful black Dobie came a-running from the kitchen. Good old Bruno eyed that Snickers and went for it! Little Ed was so scared I bet he crapped his shorts. You shoulda seen Bruno, he jumped up onto Little Ed and grabbed the candy right outta his mouth. Little Ed had his hands up to defend himself and I guess he got a little close to those choppers of Bruno's, cuz Bruno not only got the Snickers, but he also got at least one finger! Lookee here. I found this layin' right on my rug just after Little Ed ran outside screaming like a raped ape. I didn't think that fat fuck could move so damn fast."
Manny gingerly plucked a bloody handkerchief out of his jacket. Sure enough, a finger complete with a whole fingernail and one knuckle. The bone had been bitten clean through.
"I bet that Bruno got more than one finger, cuz there was a trail of blood clear out to the sidewalk. And man, it wasn't just a drop or two, it was a whole lot. Looked like he was running and squeezing a ketchup bottle all the way out to his car. If Little Ed didn't bleed to death last night, he's gotta be really pissed today. Damn, I hope that I never see that ugly puss again."
* * *
Manny had cleaned himself up a little bit. His favorite tie, a formerly snappy looking silk item with a toucan sitting on a bamboo shoot in some jungle (really; it was a neat looking tie!) and the mangled tie clip had been relegated to the circular file. Bruno, safely sated after scarfing down a pound or so of dog chow, was busily studying the bubbling fish tank, safely out of reach on a lab bench. Max and Manny were sitting on opposite sides of the examination slab, staring at a very tiny frosted vial containing mere drops of the pinkish-amber ambrosia.
"Now what?"
"Well, I guess we gotta test it. The proof of the pudding is in the eating."
"You go first."
"Whaddya mean, `You go first'? I'm not tasting that stuff no matter how many times they send Little Ed to visit!"
"Wait a minute, Manny, this is your gig, pal," Max explained nervously. "It's your skin and you stand to make the fat bucks, not me."
"Hey, Max, I'm gonna cut you in, but big, you know that."
"Yeah, right. No dice. I'm not sticking that stuff in my mouth. It'll probably fry your brain like a jumbo grade AA in a hot skillet. Uh-uh, no way, José."
"Ok. What about Bruno? He doesn't even have a brain to begin with. No brain, no pain."
"Hmmm? Manny, I hate to admit it, but you've definitely got a point there. Better to fry the brainless wonder dog than to damage that pure thinking machine between your ears."
Max quietly, very quietly, slipped the wrapper from a 50-cent Snickers bar and sliced it into six chunks with a clean scalpel. He popped one chunk into his mouth and offered another to Manny.
"Bruno. Here Bruno. Sit. Sit, goddamn it!"
Max tossed a chunk in Bruno's general direction. Beady yellow eyes tracked the candy like radar. The slice of Snickers was silently sucked past glistening fangs and disappeared as a lump in his gullet without a bite. With a toothpick, Max scooped the tiniest spot of Hyper-Speed from the still frosted vial and daubed it onto chunk number four.
Bruno licked his chops in anticipation of the next morsel. Drool festooned his lips and splattered onto the linoleum with each slurp of his vacillating tongue. He whimpered and snatched the chocolate just as it was flipped from Max's shaking fingers. Max popped another Snickers chunk into his own mouth and tossed the remaining morsel in Bruno's direction. The small brown block traced a shallow hyperbola from the tips of Max's fingers precisely to the center of Bruno's nose. There was no motion from the Doberman as the candy blipped from his quivering black schnoz and onto the linoleum.
Bruno's central nervous system went under a relentless attack from the epinephrine. Nerve synapses were firing like a billion Browning machine guns. Nervous energy and electricity built to a silent but ominous crescendo. Heart and respiration rates rose, doubling, then tripling. Appetite dulled, saliva production stopped. His senses of hearing, sight and smell rapidly amplified in quantum leaps. Even Bruno's emasculated loins responded to an atavistic, overpowering, and irresistible urge for the perpetuation of his species.
"Beemer! What the hell is that animal doing in my morgue?" Oxford screeched, his pince-nez threatening to spring off of his oily nose. "And who, may I inquire, is this gentleman?"
Oxford had crept into the lab and was holding his cross-eyed, bad-tempered, white toy poodle, complete with cutsie little pink ribbons at the base of each daintily trimmed ear. All that the coroner knew was that there was an unauthorized animal and an unrecognized person where he had expected to find only Max and John Doe.
But he was about to become very cognizant of the attitude adjustment that the Doberman was experiencing at this very moment.
Max, Manny, and Wilton stood shocked and mesmerized, staring at the very visible metamorphosis occurring in the normally slow and relatively docile Doberman. The pupils of his eyes sharpened to imperceptible pinpoints. Bruno's external vasculature was visibly pulsing and expanding. Starting from the base of his compact skull and continuing across his deepening chest, the musculature was rapidly becoming more sharply defined, engorging with blood. His entire body quivered with the unimaginable chemically induced tension.
Bruno focused on the poodle just as the Hyper-Speed took complete control. The neutered beast regurgitated an ominous rumbling growl from the bottom of his throat, rising in volume in syncopation with an enormous and formidable canine erection. In a single bound, he catapulted nearly twenty feet across the autopsy theater. His powerful claws dug in and gouged deeply into the floor. One large chunk of tile flew up and struck Manny in the thigh with enough force to tear the fabric of his slacks.
Before Wilton P. Oxford could take his next breath, Bruno was on him. Or more accurately, on the hapless poodle.
All three men were paralyzed in a trance of fear, awe, and revulsion at what they were witness to. Bruno didn't stop for nearly 20 minutes, his huffing, grunting, and panting accompanied by an occasional howl.
There was absolutely no thought given to attempting a rescue of the poodle. It is hard to say if the pitiful creature succumbed to Bruno's strangle hold on the nape of her fluffy neck, or if its diminutive internal organs were pummeled to mush by the incessant pumping and pounding.
Regardless of the grisly details, the poodle bit the dust.
Most likely very shortly after Oxford had fainted and hit the floor like a gunny sack stuffed with so much rendered lard.
Just as quickly as the transformation into devil dog had taken place, Bruno reverted to his usual, low energy, slack-jawed, and generally sleepy demeanor. He immediately detected and devoured the previously snubbed Snickers fragment. Exhausted by, and obviously oblivious to, his deadly encounter with the poodle, Bruno collapsed into a flaccid heap of sleeping dog flesh.
"Well, Manny, I'd hazard a guess and say that the stuff works. At least on Dobermans."
"Yup. Too bad about the poodle."
The lobby doors were usually locked by this time of night. Tonight was no exception. Max swiped his card through the reader. The electric strike buzzed open when he entered his 4-digit PIN. On the other side of the darkly tinted heavy glass doors, Max strode to the mailboxes. Using a similar PIN he opened box 401. He grabbed a sheaf of papers, advertisements, bills, magazines, and a free trial size sample of a feminine hygiene product.
He had been taking his mail from box 401 at this address for about ten years now. The mailboxes themselves were new. Well, actually old hardware salvaged when the old U.S. Post Office had been remodeled. They looked pretty cool here. Max was glad that he had gone to the considerable expense to have them installed. The seven boxes were located between the stairwell and the empty space where the elevator world be someday. One mail box for each of the 2 retail spaces on the ground floor, one for each of two apartments on floor numbers 2 and 3, and one box for the fourth-floor flat.
With the exception of Max, the other tenants in the building were relatively recent imports. About the time that Max moved in, most normal human beings would not intentionally have set foot in this building, let alone this neighborhood. This particular structure was planned and designed specifically for this location in the late 1960's. In those days the central business district was still the regional hub for shopping and business activities. The 20-square block downtown served as the social and economic focus for a radius of about 30 miles in any direction. Until, that is, until the 'Invasion of the Malls.' The civic leaders in those days were also the owners of downtown real estate, and the operators of downtown businesses. In their collective wisdom, they declined the opportunity to buy-in, sell-out, or otherwise participate in a shopping mall project proposed for this part of town. The mall developers simply moved to a semi-rural location and built the mall. This is the mall that the city fathers knew would sputter and falter for lack of business. After all, who in their right mind would want to drive five miles farther just to go shopping? Everything that their customers had ever needed or wanted in the past was right here. Right here in the old-fashioned friendly downtown shops. What their patrons also had plenty of were high prices, poor selection, limited parking, and pigeon shit everywhere.
Ah… yes. The price of ambiance.
Needless to say, in the wink of a mall rat's eye, the downtown district had withered, decayed, and fallen prey to seedy pawnshops, dirty taverns, winos, and prostitutes. Shortly after the Franklin Building was completed, about half of the downtown store fronts had been boarded up. A few years later the building went on the auction block and was sold on the court house steps for the price of back taxes. A family friend, and real estate developer, had clued Max in on a pending megabuck investment in the neighborhood. This fellow had even entered into a real estate contract with Max in order to close the deal. Max had scraped together every cent, called in every marker, and generally hocked himself up to the eyeballs in his first (and hopefully last) real estate gamble. What had put Max into debt to the tune of $120,000 (a King's ransom in Max's parlance), was now appraised at many times that original paltry sum. Now that things were looking up, he had been thinking of it as his 'most recent hostile corporate takeover'. His cut of Manny's scheme was very likely to retire the mortgage post-haste.
When Max first moved in, he was the only tenant, save for a barber shop and a bar so seedy that even Max didn't make it a regular stop on his social calendar. Those two monthly rent checks, plus what he was saving in his own rent, came fairly close to making payments on the real estate contract. One at a time the vacant office suites on the second and third floors were converted to apartments while he slowly transformed the top floor spaces into one large flat, complete with spacious garden and patio spaces.
Over the ensuing years, the barber shop had been replaced by a unisex hairstyling salon, and boutique complete with tanning beds and a drive-up espresso window. The seedy stumble and puke bar had mutated into a trendy yuppie-haven cocktail lounge complete with a sashimi bar, and karaoke. The place was decked out in muted earth tones, light oak furniture, brass fixtures, indirect art-deco lighting, and (ugh!) ferns. Needless to say, Max avoided the joint and usually darkened the doors only to collect the monthly rent check.
Plodding up the stairwell, Max gazed out to the surrounding neighborhood. From ground level all looked fresh and new and clean and safe and affluent. Upon reaching the vantage point afforded by the fourth-floor landing, it became very clear that this little part of the city was a virtual oasis in the center of a desert of decay. The Franklin Building served as a dividing line between ascent and decline. To the north was the multi-million dollar office complex that incubated the good times, and to the south were crumbling husks of buildings owned by shortsighted and dying old men. Looking out upon the no-man's land between here and work left no doubt that his decision to carry a .38 in his belt was a good one.
* * *
"Ow ow-woooooo, ow-woooooo. Ow-ughf, ow-ughf, ow-ughf, ow-wooooooo."
Shaking his head, Max thought to himself that this was probably the only place in the city where he wouldn't be evicted because of Bruno's incessant howling. After all, he was his own landlord.
The routine was simple and straight forward. Unlock the door, but open it just a crack. If a slobbery black nose didn't try to wrench the door from his grasp, then all was well. If the nose did appear, it was a very good indication that the beast had again succeeded in breaking into Max's portion of the apartment. If the door was freely opened under such circumstances, the beast would bolt. What little brains that Bruno did possess were instantly put into cold standby at the prospect of leashless freedom.
On the occasions that Bruno did escape directly from the apartment, he would make a mad dash for any open door, window, or stairwell. If an escape route leading to the outside world existed, he would find it. Forget calling him back or tracking him down. When the beast obtained his freedom like this he was always gone for hours. No exceptions. Sometimes he would stay relatively close to the apartment building, especially on the weekends when there were plenty of people out and about trying to enjoy themselves.
From Bruno's perspective, the weekend people could be categorized into two distinct groups. Group number one was composed of those that when approached by an overly-friendly smiling, slobber-encrusted doggie, would stoop to scratch his ears or perhaps even share a tidbit of food. Group number two consisted of those that were instantly paralyzed with mortal terror, reflexively dropping any food that they might be holding, when accosted by an ominous, and apparently rabid, black beast with fangs like unsheathed daggers. Inspection of the relinquished booty and rapid disposal of any consumables was often followed by a refreshing run. Bruno just loved to run, and the members of group number two could, and would, run for blocks and blocks before they collapsed or dashed into the safety of a store front, car, or phone booth. Bruno preferred to play with group number two, even though their shrieks of terror or flailing limbs sometimes caused a bit of discomfort.
On the other hand, when attached to his leash and then released from the apartment, Bruno would actually respond to most commands from Max. Once escorted from the apartment on the leash, Max could even let Bruno run free with a fairly reasonable expectation that the hound would come, sit, heel, stay, and speak when commanded.
Today, Bruno would not escape unfettered. There he was, behind the filmy sliding glass door that separated Max's portion of the apartment from Bruno's lair. The exterior surface of the door was uniformly coated with dog slime from floor level up to about 36 inches (the average elevation of tongue and nostrils). He was howling pitifully through the glass, alternately staring at his food bowl, and pleading with Max for food, freedom and affection.
Just as the front door latch snicked back into the mortise, Max disabled the security system. Had it been a night-crawler that had just entered, the system would have activated in a matter of seconds. One of the deterrents designed into the security system was an electric latch on the patio doggie door. In less than half a minute after gaining illicit entry, a cat burglar would have his hands full with the pea-brained, compassionless beast. Even as a reject from the guard dog academy, Bruno was indelibly imprinted with the notion that a stranger, in his house, at night, in the dark, with the alarm sounding, was nothing more than a target. A target that was expected to be bitten, chewed, clawed, and otherwise traumatized to his little heart's content.
It was a wonder that there was not a bald spot on the top of the dog's head, the way he was continuously butting the latched doggie door. The poor guy had never quite made the connection between locked and unlocked. Luckily, he had no problem whatsoever distinguishing between the good guys and the bad guys.
This afternoon there were no bad guys, no good guys, just Master. Master went to the wall that opened and brought from it the big bag of food.
Aw-right! Bruno thought, saliva production going into over-drive. Dog food again!
His three-inch stub of a tail gyrated the rest of his body all over the patio, while his nose and slobbery lips traced a clearer liquid path along the sliding glass door. Every ten seconds or so, Bruno would give the doggie door another try. The food bowl, full to overflowing was coming closer and closer to the eating spot. Bruno's automatic waterer and space for his food bowl were in a corner on the kitchen floor segregated from the rest of the linoleum by a raised curb about : of an inch high. In the center of this 18" x 24" area was a small floor drain. Max often thought that it would be nice if the whole apartment had similar features so that he could just hose down the entire mess once a month or so.
Max touched the doggie door release button, and in flashed the beast. He sprung directly for Max, his slobbery face just touching Max's finger. Turning in midair without stopping, Bruno made instantly for the food bowl. After all, it was his favorite.
Oh boy! Dog food again for the 239th day in a row!
Depending upon the type and variety of food, Bruno's feeding frenzy would last anywhere from five to ninety seconds. Canned dog food was the five second variety. Max would open two cans, removing the lids from both ends, and push out the congealed masses of grey, brown, or pink rubberized animal by-products and plop them into the food bowl. When Bruno was released, he would sink his choppers into the gelatinous loafs, biting off massive chunks, and literally inhale as he was going for the next bite. He made a sucking grunt with each of four or five bites, each taking only a fraction of a second. There were never any leftover fragments, splatter, or residue of any kind. On the majority of days, Bruno's fare consisted of dry food; small irregularly shaped nodules of reddish-brown compacted kibble. Filling the bowl to the point of overflow required about one and a quarter pounds. Bruno's method of ingesting the kibble nuggets was not quite as refined as with the molded meat pods. He would first mash his snout, jaws gaping wide open, to the bottom of the bowl. Then, as if staring at the ceiling, but eyes closed in doggie ecstasy, Bruno chewed like a Cuisinart as the masticated particles were sucked into his digestive tract. The frenetic chewing and grinding process sent chunks and nuggets and fragments off in all directions (hence the specially designed eating area complete with floor drain). About half of each mouthful was actually swallowed. After five or six cycles of dive-chew-swallow, the bowl was essentially empty, and the vacuuming process commenced. Bruno would huff, and slurp, and snort-up errant food fragments from the linoleum like a biological Hoover with lips. It was truly amazing that he didn't eat the bowl, the linoleum, or even his own paws. God only knows what would happen if any small animals or children happened to be standing too close. Max had learned to keep his hands and feet well clear of the sharp moving parts as Bruno dispatched his dog chow.
Continuing the nightly routine required that Max feed himself, and most importantly, that Bruno be exercised subsequent to his feeding. Man and beast left the lobby of the Franklin Building, past the neon and fern-framed window of Frank's, rounded the corner and headed for the park. The park was, in essence, a narrow green belt with a bicycle/jogging path following the banks of Myrtle Creek for most of its journey through the city. The dog, once released from his fetters, would run ahead along the creek bank for about 100 yards, then return and travel upstream for an equal distance only to return again to repeat his cyclic sojourn. Max's two mile stroll became a ten mile run for Bruno. All the better since his habit of repeatedly stopping to sniff, mark, and unload unspeakably foul gaseous deposits at every opportunity required a large geographic area for adequate dispersal and dilution. Hence, the utmost importance placed upon the post-dining exercise regimen.
"There! Is that her?" Up ahead just crossing a foot bridge, Max could have sworn that it was her. The Jogger! Calling Bruno, he slapped the palms of his hands to his thighs to urge him on. Max was nearly in a panic as wild eyed and panting, Bruno raced up and skidded to a stop. He hooked up the hound to his wrist with an eight foot-long blue nylon leash, and began his pursuit. Bruno led the way, keeping a continuous tension on Max's arm. The duo exited the path, passing between two yellow posts, about three feet in height, planted in the bikeway asphalt designed to keep errant motorists from straying into the park. They were just in time to catch a last glimpse of The Jogger as she turned the corner and headed down the sidewalk onto Burley Avenue. At least that was what Max was watching. Bruno's attention had been grabbed by barely detectable furtive rustling at the edge of the path. Beneath, or within, a discarded Nacho Cheese Doritos bag, a small furry creature was in the process of taking his last small steps in this plane of existence. Planting his claws and initiating a 180-degree turn at full power, Bruno eliminated any discretion that Max had in regards to their intended destination or path of travel. Jerked nearly out of the shoulder Max's right arm pulled him stumbling into the very solidly mounted yellow post. With a dull thud and a squeak from Max, the post struck home scant inches below his belt line, taking with it every puff of breath in his lungs. He never did see the rodent meet his maker because even as the little bugger's tail was vanishing through Bruno's lips, all that Max could perceive was ringing in his ears, spinning stars before his eyes, and his balls in his throat. He may have been out for a moment, perhaps only distracted by the unfortunate turn of events. Moments after the stars dimmed, and his breath returned (no telling when his other parts would assume their normal positions) Bruno's probing nose and attendant rodent-scented breath prompted Max to at least sit up, in an effort to avoid being gassed into senselessness. Precious minutes lost, and with a good deal of his original motivation literally crushed, his pursuit of The Jogger seemed, at this point, to be futile. Hunched over somewhat, and moving much more slowly, Max inched his way down the path.
"Stupid fucking mutt!" Max croaked. "Bruno, you asshole."
At the mention of his name, Bruno looked up affectionately, still savoring the aftertaste of a tender and succulent mouse lingering on his delicate palate.
Max didn't know, for sure, just what it was that had sent Bruno into a spasmodic conniption and leaving himself (at least temporarily) wishing that his name was Maxine. He did suspect, however, that it had something to do with a squirrel, a bird, or a mouse of some kind.
"Mouse," he croaked, "go obscenity thyself."
* * *
Shuffling along the last few steps toward the lobby doors, he surveyed the goings-on in Frank's. It didn't really look all that bad. The ferns were not actually sitting on the bar. Even through the window, it was apparent that the beer glasses were heavily frosted as they were produced from beneath the counter.
"Perhaps I'll just stop in for one cool one. Maybe even a bite to eat." Since being diverted from the second half of his original mission by his sighting of The Jogger, not to mention the yellow post, his hunger had returned with a vengeance.
Rejuvenated after a quick shower, Max floated past the second floor landing, two steps at a time. Up till now, he had never considered himself as a potential patron of Frank's. Tonight, however, the lingering apparition of frosted beer glasses, combined with an empty refrigerator on the fourth floor, had radically modified his perspective. In the past few months that the Franklin Building Grill (a.k.a. Frank's) had been open Max had noticed a steady increase in the number of patrons. The curbside parking spaces out on Burley Ave. were always full on Saturdays from around noon to well into the evening. Max imagined that the lunch time crowd was probably a gold mine. On this Thursday night, there were enough customers to keep the bartender and short order cook awake. No one would work up a sweat. Max pulled up an un-upholstered bar stool that had a wooden seat contoured to fit your butt. It sort of reminded him of those perforated steel seats he had seen on antique John Deere tractors. His feet automatically came to rest on a brass rail held securely in the trunks of shiny brass elephants standing at three-foot intervals around the circular wooden bar. On the counter behind the bar Max was relieved to see that in addition to the expected somewhat dubious elixirs, aperitifs, cordials, coolers, liqueurs, sherrys, and vermouths, there were also good old fashioned whiskey from Kentucky and beer from Milwaukee from. This place even had Guinness Extra Stout on tap! Not bad for a fern bar.
The bartender was decked-out in a frilly white shirt complete with garters, a red vest, and a leather bow tie. An engraved white-on-black badge tagged him as Jerry. Jerry backhand-flipped a red and green cardboard Molson coaster in Max's direction from the far side of the bar. It landed about a foot away and slid to a stop right between Max's elbows. "Yessir! Welcome to Frank's. What can I get for you tonight?"
"Draw a pound of Guinness for me Jerry."
"Good choice, my friend." Jerry set a pint glass under the tap and started a slow thin stream of dark brown ambrosia. The genuine article Guinness taps regulated the pressure and kept the stream steady and even, preventing excess foam and providing just the right conditions for about three-quarters of an inch of the thick and creamy trademark head. Jerry had done this before, and his efforts did not go unnoticed.
"Great job my man!" Max complimented, smacking his lips in anticipation. The stout was at just the optimum temperature, about 55 degrees Fahrenheit. Just cool enough to refresh, but not so cold as to mute the palate to the creamy rich flavor. "Jerry, this really hits the spot." Max nodded toward the sashimi counter near the front window. "I just wish that a guy could get a bite of real food in here. Something besides cat chow."
Jerry bowed deeply, and with a grandiose flourish whipped out a menu from behind his back. "Ask and ye shall receive, sayeth the Lord."
Flipping open the burgundy colored plastic pamphlet, Max had to catch his breath when his brain began to decipher the much too fancy calligraphy in the appetizer section. There were oysters (shooters, pan-fried, deep fried, and on the half shell), chicken (Cajun style flaming hot wings, gizzards, livers, and breast fillets), sausages (pickled polish, knockwurst in beer, and Little Smokies in barbecue sauce), deep-fried goodies (mushrooms, onion rings, cheese, and prawns). The menu continued on, listing entrees, and salads, and sandwiches, and soups, and deserts, ad-infinitum.
"Okay, Jerry, set me up with a Reuben on rye. And while I'm waiting, I do believe that an order of flaming hot Cajun wings and another Guinness are definitely in order."
Max was smiling, very pleased with himself at finally assuming the role of a Frank's customer. "This place is all right!" he mused, "I guess I should've stopped in to visit a long time ago."
Through the bottom of the initial Guinness pounder, Max could see the tray of tray of blackened chicken wings heading in his direction. Unfortunately, for the preservation of Max's delicate palate, the barkeep had neglected to bring a refill for the drained Guinness. The wings were, as advertised. FLAMING HOT.
"Yeeeowwww! Quick, gimme another beer! Quick!"
Flapping his hands and hopping up and down on the stool, Max quickly grabbed the attention of the other patrons. On cue, the barkeep produced not a beer, but a glass of ice water. The first order of flaming hot Cajun wings nearly always elicited a similar reaction. The water and the rapt attention of regulars were always close at hand when wings were ordered by a newcomer.
"Jesus H. Christ!" Max sputtered, guzzling water and gasping for breath. He could feel his eyes bugging out and his throat constricting. "That's way way too hot!"
"Here, pal, eat a couple of these crackers." Grinning from ear to ear, and accompanied by a gathering peal of laughter form around the room, the barkeep offered a cellophane packet of saltines. "It works better than water."
"Hardly anybody ever orders the flaming hot Cajun wings," Jerry explained. "Sure as hell, when a first-timer does, it's usually good for a show. What I would recommend is trying the gringo wings. They're still mighty tasty and plenty hot. Won't rip out your tonsils like this batch."
"Don't let this guy pull your chain." The voice came lilting over his shoulder. It was without a doubt the sexiest sound that had Max had ever heard. Well at least since his ears stopped ringing from the red-hot jalapeno chicken attack. "When Jerry heard you say the magic words 'Cajun wings', you can bet that you got a special batch. I eat these all the time. My first experience with Jerry's wings was about the same as yours. Here try a sip of this."
The words were coming from a face that matched the sound of the voice to perfection. Max's tongue was still sizzling from the attack of the Cajun chicken, so he accepted the proffered libation. It was cold and soothing in his mouth and on his tortured tongue. But when he swallowed, the fire that had been consuming his tongue began a new attack on his gullet, gut, and gastrointestinal tract. Max tried to verbalize his current state of distress, but could only manage a dry gasp. Grabbing for the glass of ice water he chugged-down the remaining contents.
"Burrughhhph! Oh God, what the hell was that? Whatcha you trying to do, kill me lady?" Max wiped the tears of pain, fear, and surprise from his eyes. He suddenly realized that the heat from the killer wings and the mystery fluid had completely vanished. As a matter of fact, he didn't feel to bad at all. Feeling no pain and breathing a sigh of relief, he took a longer look at his benefactor with the melodious voice. Luckily, the ice water had been swallowed, otherwise his start of shock may have sprayed down The Jogger.
"The Jogger! You're The Jogger!"
"Pardon me?
It was her all right. She must have been hiding behind a potted palm, or a fern, or something.
"Oh, I'm sorry, excuse me… but I've been seeing you all over town the past few weeks. I work over at County General and I've seen you out jogging sometimes on my way back from the office. Well, not when I'm coming home from the hospital. I have an office over at the County Administrative Building. I was walking my dog by the creek a little while ago and saw you again. I was going to say hello, well not hello maybe, since I don't know you yet. I mean—"
"Hey, calm down there big boy," she said with a big, very bright smile. "Are your lips still hot?"
"Huh!? Lips?"
"Jerry keeps a bottle of 120 proof Stloli in the freezer. It works a real charm on the hot pepper sauce. The way I figure, first it freezes the pain away, then the alcohol dissolves-away the capsaicin. Capsaicin is a crystallize substance in hot peppers that gives them their pungency. Did you know that paprika comes from a very mild variety of hot pepper? And how about this; hot peppers are a member of the nightshade family. So are tomatoes and potatoes and eggplant. You can probably tell that I'm a hot food aficionado. That's how I found this place. Hey, have you eaten yet? They have great Mexican food here. Oh God, there I go again. The Stolichnaya does it to me every time. I start to babble."
"That's perfectly all right. As a matter of fact I—"
"Please allow me to introduce myself. My name is Bobbie, Bobbie Huddleston." She smiled again, vigorously shook Max's hand, and paused, drawing in a long overdue breath.
"Hey, Jerry, cancel that Reuben. Bring the menu back again and set Ms. Huddleston here up with whatever suits her fancy."
"Why thank you, Max. You don't mind if I call you Max, do you? I overheard you talking with Jerry a few minutes ago."
"Max is fine. Glad to meet you, too, Bobbie. You know, this is about the last place that I would have expected to find you. From what I have seen of you so far, I would have said that you're a fitness nut. I've seen you at least five or six times, each and every one of those times you've been out jogging. Never expected to see you in a bar knocking back straight vodka rocks!"
"But that's exactly the reason that I do go out and hit the bricks, Max. If I didn't, I'd spend all my time eating enchiladas and sipping Stoli. Not much hope these days for 30-something fat old drunks. Max, did you say that you were out walking your dog?"
"Yup. Well, 'walking' is a bit of a misnomer. He usually drags me, or I chase after him. Not much walking involved in the process. Anyway, yes, I take him out so he can do his dogly duties at least every morning and every night after work. The exercise does me a little good, too. I try to walk to work whenever I can force myself up early enough, but besides that, the time I spend with Bruno at least keeps my appetite up.
"Oh, Max, I just love dogs, but I couldn't bear the thought of keeping one in a kennel, or tied up in a little apartment. Assuming of course that there is anyone willing to rent an apartment to a dog lover in this town."
"Yeah, it can be tough all right. I do know how difficult it must be to find a place to live that allows pets. I've only had Bruno for a few years, but luckily, my landlord doesn't seem to mind. As a matter of fact, there's a brand new apartment in my building, right now. It's an old office building that was converted to apartments. The last unit is just about finished and I'm certain that it's still available. His rental philosophy is really fairly open minded. Even though he is a pet owner himself, each applicant is evaluated on a case by case basis. I can honestly say that there doesn't appear to be any set criteria for acceptance or rejection. The application forms are non-existent and the interview process is a one-on-one with the owner himself."
"Well, I don't have any pets right now, but I do need to find an apartment. I'm staying with one of the girls from work right now and it is really getting to be a pain. Looking for a place that is. I enjoy the building where I'm staying now because it's only a few miles from work. Max, your place must be somewhere close too, since you run Bruno right here in the park."
Max knew what was coming, what he was going to say, and probably how it was going to sound to Bobbie. "Yeah, it is really close by. Did you drive down here tonight?"
"Uh, yes. Why do you ask, Max?"
"Well, I was going to invite you to see my building, and if you'd like to see my apartment. But, on second thought, I thought that it might be better if I just walked you to your car and gave you directions to my building so that you could check it out at your convenience."
"What's wrong, Max? You aren't getting shy on me are you? Or perhaps you have a bit of the gentleman inside… ." Bobbie crinkled-up her nose and shot Max a wink. "Not too much, I hope!"
"Nope. Not too shy, but when you find out exactly where my building is, and if you do happen to stop in and see the landlord, I just think that it might be a bit of a surprise. Here, let me jot down the address for you." Max pulled out a business card and wrote the address of the Franklin Building on the back. He folded it in half and handed it to Bobbie, hoping that she would take her time at checking the address and reconciling it with her present locale.
"Thanks Max."
"Speaking of appetites, what looks good to you? I had my mouth all set for a Reuben, but after that hot sauce, I think some chile rellenos might be just what the doctor ordered."
"Great!" Bobbie exclaimed, "Let's go for two of those. Jerry! You heard the man, and this time it's on me."
"Madam, I accept your gracious offer, and I extend to you my sincerest appreciation," Max extolled in his smoothest southern gentleman-type voice.
Max watched as Bobbie swished through the lobby doors, stepped into a pool of lamp light, and drifted down the sidewalk.
"So, Jerry, tell me about her. She say's that she comes here for the Mexican food."
"First time I saw her in here was two—no—three days ago. Came in around opening time. As a matter of fact, she asked me if I knew who the owner was. I told her it was old man Russell. Right away she says: "Not the bar owner, the building owner." Seemed to me she was asking a question that she already had the answer to."
"Well, Jerry, what did you tell her, about the owner?"
Wiping the spots from a long-stemmed glass, Jerry grinned, eyes twinkling. "Like I said, it sounded like she already knew the answer, so of course I didn't know anything. 'Hey,' I say to her, 'I'm just a working stiff. Bartenders are paid to be listeners, not talkers.' She didn't get the hint. Never did leave me a tip. So, I just poured her drinks and kept my yap shut."
"She been in since that first day?"
"Boy, I'll say! Comes in about half an hour after we open each morning, then at noon for about an hour of so, and then each evening. She talks to a lot of people. Really mingles. Never has mentioned your name, but when you walked in tonight, her eyes were on you like a vampire going for a pint of AB positive."
Through a thickening fog, Max scratched his growing stubble and stared blankly back at Jerry.
* * *
Even though thoroughly infused with the Russian anti-freeze, Bobbie was rubbing her arms to combat goose bumps. She plucked the folded business card from her back pocket. It was a plain white card with blue printing. Max had not written his name or office number on the lines provided for that purpose. The card displayed the receptionist's phone number and the county seal under the bold-face type proclaiming DOWNTOWN CITY-COUNTY ADMINISTRATIVE ANNEX. Penciled on the back was the address of Max's apartment building and a telephone number. She knew that the phone number was the landlord's.
Passing through the illuminating cone of a street lamp, she stopped and squinted at the card. Too dark. Too cold. Sticking the card into her clutch, she trotted the remaining few yards to her car.
In a few blocks, the heater began to do it's job, but Bobbie was still looking forward to a warm bed. She hated days like this. Hoping that her soon to be new address would be only temporary—and brief—she pulled into the driveway. She grabbed her purse, slung the gym-bag over her shoulder, and slowly padded up the walk.
The house was dark and quiet. The air inside was clean, fresh, free of the exhaust and exhalations of the streets. Flipping off her shoes she dug her toes into the thick pile carpet and headed for the bathroom. Shorts, T‑shirt, and underwear dropped behind her, leaving a trial down the hallway. She snicked the bathroom door shut as quietly as possible. Warm spray soon was washing away physical and mental grime. The translucent glass of the shower door softly reverberated with white-noise generated by one hundred twenty‑degree water at ninety psi. Liquid murmurings that gently masked Bobbie's sighs and sounds of relief as she stretched and washed and smoothed-out tense muscles and tight nerves.
Thirty gallons later, blotted dry, and with her hair wrapped in a terry towel, she stole into the bedroom. Mere whispers of breathing were slow, deep, and steady—her roommate was sound asleep. Gliding in between warm, satiny sheets, she drank-in the musky sweet air trapped between the covers. Her roommate stirred as she wrapped her arms about warm silken skin.
"I'm here, lover. Sorry I'm so late." Bobbie sealed her apology with the softest of kisses.
"Mmmmm, Bobbie… you're finally home," Shelly answered drowsily.
* * *
The cacophony of traffic began about 6:15 a.m. and built to a sustained crescendo Monday through Friday. This Saturday morning at 8:15 the street was quiet. Unfortunately, Bruno didn't place much stock in calendars or timepieces. For the past two hours the pea-brained slobbering food processor had been circumnavigating his pen. Each of the preceding five days, and in the preceding three years of his life, Bruno had been liberated from his keep for a quick trot to the park, where his dogly bowels were also unleashed. Today, a very typical Saturday in an equally typical weekend, Bruno's digestive tract had reached a typical level of discomfort. The increasing tempo of his footsteps became too much for the maintenance of his master's extended slumber.
Beginning at 8:05 a.m., with each circuit of his turf, Bruno paused at the doggie door, bumped it with his pointy skull, and whimpered a pleading whine. At 8:10 a.m. the whine was accompanied by a resonant yowl. Clutching a pillow a bit more tightly around his ears worked for about five minutes. At 8:15 the pace-bump-whine-yowl mutated into a rapid-fire ninety decibel barking spasm.
If Bruno stopped for air, it was never detectable.
Max rotated his body as gently as possible so as not to jiggle his throbbing brain against his skull. When his legs were clear of the side rails, he slowly lowered his feet, and simultaneously levitated his torso from the mattress. Sitting somewhat upright, he plucked a blue fuzz ball from his navel and blew it beyond the range of his blurred vision. He reached to the night stand for the obligatory three aspirins and a glass of water. It was a ritual that he followed religiously when plans for a couple of drinks became a dozen. Both kneecaps and his lumbar-thoracic vertebrae contributed to the general pain level as he shuffled in the general direction of the kitchen. Feeling his way along the Formica counter top, Max dumped a handful of Arabica dark-roast into the grinder. The piercing scream of the ten thousand RPM blades punched through Max's eardrums as the beans were pulverized. Grimacing at the pain in his head, (not only from the volume, but the sound's similarity to the pneumatic bone saw at the morgue) Max shook the last Camel from a crinkled pack and lit up. Nicotine and the first hints of brewing coffee provided enough stimulation for the selection of two cans of food for Bruno.
The label advertised this morning's breakfast as beef flavored meat by-products and gravy. Max couldn't help theorizing on just what it was that constituted 'meat by-products'. Most likely a conglomeration of lips, entrails, and scrotums from a variety of hapless farm animals, fused into a homogeneous loaf and slathered with a mucilaginous preservative gravy scooped from caldron of simmering body parts.
With the ends of each can severed and detached, the lumpy brown contents were expelled into Bruno's dish. In less time than it took to traverse the 15 feet from the door release button, back to the coffee pot, Bruno had devoured the tubular paté, and was snuffling up splatters and fragments from the linoleum.
A full packet of Sweet'n Low was the perfect compliment to a double-shot of espresso decanted from the small aluminum pot. A Styrofoam cup and Bruno's leash nicely accessorized Max's faded Levi 501s, the Chuck Taylors, and an NRA Life-Member T-shirt.
Man and beast were off.
* * *
"So, how did it go last night? Any luck this time?" Shelly was stirring some Grape-Nuts into a plastic container of yogurt. She scooped a big dollop into each of two dishes waiting in the sunny breakfast nook. The yellow dinette table was set with place mats, some toasted English Muffins, and a dish of orange marmalade. Between the two place settings was a bud vase containing a single pink rose and a sprig of Baby's Breath.
"I talked with him, had a few drinks, and ate some chile rellenos." Bobbie wiped some sleep from here eyes and took a sip of coffee. "He gave me a business card and told me about a vacancy in his building."
"Where? At Frank's? Did he tell you that he owns the building?"
"Yeah we were at Frank's, and no, he didn't tell me he owned the building. But he sort of left that topic open. I didn't ask, but he didn't offer. He gave me the address and phone number of 'The Landlord', he just didn't bother to tell me that it was also his address and his phone number. It was sort of late; I guess that he figured I probably wouldn't notice that the address was the same as Frank's."
"Well?"
"Well what?"
"What did you find out? Did he say anything about Gustafson?"
"Shelly, are you nuts? I just met him for the first time last night! I got his address, phone number, and a written invitation to check out his apartment. Not too bad considering the circumstances, don't you think?"
"We have all of that information in our files. You haven't provided anything that I don't already know."
"What is your problem, Shelly? Jeez, no wonder he calls you 'The Prune'.
"Prune? Max wouldn't call me a Prune! Just what did you talk about anyway, and how did my name come up in conversation? My relationship with you, and your association with this investigation is strictly confidential." Shelly was flailing the air with a butter knife in one hand, and clutching at her robe with the other. Her face was reddening and there was a frenzied look of anger in her eyes. "Compromise of privileged information at this early stage must be considered as grounds for… ."
"Take a chill pill, Wonder Woman, mellow out for Christ's sake." Bobbie was pleading for mercy, unused to interrogation and accusation at this intensity.
Saturday morning breakfasts were supposed to be lazy and comfortable. She had never seen this side of Shelly. When Shelly had first told Bobbie about R. Maxwell Beemer, and how he was to be a part of this investigation, nothing seemed to be out of the ordinary. Now, however, as it had been for the past three days, Shelly became more agitated at the mere mention of his name.
"Your name never came up. Max had mentioned that he had a run-in with 'The Prune' at work. He didn't say who this 'Prune' was but, it didn't take much brain strain to put two and two together to decide that he was talking about you. Anyway, he decided to take a few days off and go camping, you know, get away frown the rat race. By the time that he returned from a restful weekend in the woods, things seemed to have simmered down at the office. He told me that it was like nothing had ever happened. As far as Max could tell, it had all blown over."
Shelly assumed her most defiant posture, hands on hips, shoulders back. "Well, then, what makes you think that I am this 'Prune'?"
Bobbie gestured with her coffee cup, pointing at Shelly's robe as it fought a losing battle to restrain her augmented physique. "Its those!" Crumbs of the English muffin fragments sputtered out of Bobbie's lips, quivering to hold back an even bigger laugh. "And that pose! You're just exactly the way he described 'The Prune'!"
Shelly pulled her lapels tightly around her throat, spun on her heel throwing her half-finished yogurt toward the sink as she stomped out of the kitchen. Bobbie shrugged and helped herself to another English muffin before getting dressed. She was hoping to get down to the park in time to intercept Max and Bruno on their morning constitutional.
* * *
"Hi, Max! How're you feeling this morning? It sure took me awhile to get started."
Max was sitting on a park bench, soaking-up sun rays with his head tipped back and eyes close. Bruno was running at full speed around a small fish pond, trying to catch his own reflection.
One eye opened beneath an arched eyebrow and an outstretched hand. "Hi, Bobbie. I'm perfect. Just love the sun." There was more than a trace of suspicion in his voice. "What are you doing down here on Saturday? Long way from home, huh?"
Well, the address that you gave me last night… it's the same as the address at Frank's."
"That's right. You want to look at the apartment? I've got the key."
"Sure, what's a good time for you?"
"Oh, anytime today. How about right now?"
"Great! Let's go.
"Sit down for a minute. I've got to wait until Bruno gets tired, bored, or hungry. There isn't much use in calling him until he wants to come. He knows that I usually wont leave without him, and if I do, he always finds his way."
Having tired from chasing his doppelganger around the fish pond, Bruno was now fully occupied with a few high flying sea gulls, floating on thermals about 100 feet above his incessant barking.
Bobbie sat down on Max's half of the wrought iron park bench. She unzipped her fanny pack and pulled out two Tootsie Roll Pops, offering them to Max.
"Take your pick, cherry or grape."
"No thanks, I've got my own." He plucked a Camel from behind his ear, and lit up with a kitchen match and a flick of his thumbnail. "So, Bobbie, is there anything you want to ask me about the landlord?" He blew a stream of smoke up and away from her searching gaze. "Anything about you that he should know?"
"I'm not certain exactly what you mean, Max… ."
"Yeah, I can tell that you're not quite sure. Either am I." In a very serious tone, he commanded Bruno to come. From about 100 yards away, the dog instantly snapped to attention and stared intently in Max's direction. In another instant he exploded into a full speed run, not letting up until skidding to a stop at his master's feet. Bruno, ears standing erect, cocked his head inquiringly at Max. Bobbie did a double take, looking from man to beast. She cocked her head and raised an eyebrow.
"I thought you said that he wouldn't come if you called him. Looks like he's not quite as difficult as you led me to believe."
"Every once in a while I get lucky and catch him in a good moment. Besides, it's not wise to believe everything you hear these days."
His eyes narrowed a bit as he looked back at her. He was searching her facial expression for a clue, and at the same time transmitting body language for her benefit. He snapped the leash onto the collar's D-ring. "Come on, let's walk back toward Frank's."
Try as she might, Bobbie was unable to germinate any small talk. The way back down Burley Avenue was a quiet one.
"Jerry tells me that you've been in several times. Several times each day for the past few days."
"Jerry?"
"Oh, come on. Jerry, the bartender in here!" With a sideways jerk of his head, Max pointed through the etched and gold-leaf lettered plate glass window. He would have pointed with his hand, but it was being inexorably pulled forward by the dog leash. He looked like he was divining for water, or feeling his way along like a blind man. "He says that you not only have been in very frequently in the past week or so, but have also asked about me. Jerry seemed to pickup that you knew who owned the bar, and also who owned the building. So, Bobbie, tell me, just what is it that you do know about me, Frank's and the Franklin Building?"
At this point, Bobbie was having very serious second thoughts about becoming involved in the first place. How had Shelly ever convinced her to do this? It sounded so much easier in theory than in actual practice to gather information on the sly. This was really none of her business. She wasn't trained for this kind of cloak-and-dagger bull shit. She was, however, very relieved that the walk from the park had been, for the most part, a silent one. Those few minutes had allowed her to gather her wits and regain some semblance of composure. If presented with a similar request for explanation, or a dump of available data, just a few minutes earlier, who knows what beans would have been spilled.
With a little laugh, and a contrived bearing of resignation, she confessed, "Okay, you caught me. I had seen you over at the Admin Annex a few weeks ago. I asked around, and at first I thought everyone was just teasing me because I was new. You wouldn't believe some of the stories that some of the other girls told me about you! Most of them were second-hand, or hearsay, but really… ."
"Whoa, there! What the hell are you talking about? What kind of… and who is it that… what have they been telling you about me, and why in heaven's name were you asking in the first place?" Max had forgotten or abandoned his suspicions, and was now fully engaged as a referee as his own self consciousness, ego, and curiosity locked horns in a three-way duel to the death.
"I was over there to talk with personnel about some benefits package options, when I saw you walk in the lobby. Well, I didn't actually see you at first, but I did notice that there were several others that were noticing you. More than one woman made an obvious effort at not noticing, or at least making it obvious to everyone else that they did see you and were not impressed, or didn't care. Actually, I thought that you looked sorta cute."
At that last remark, Max began to frantically search for a rock to crawl under. He could feel his cheeks turning red, and was certain that he was beginning to shrink. Melting just like the wicked witch in the Wizard of Oz. "Hey, I know that it's kinda early, but my mouth is suddenly getting dry. Care to join me for a cool drink?"
"Okay, maybe just a club soda, or maybe some iced tea."
"Great. Go on ahead and I'll take care of this." He ducked out into the court yard between Frank's and the Boutique, disconnected himself from the leash, and clipped it onto a hook embedded in the exposed-aggregate patio. The hook had been installed for just such a purpose. It was situated far enough from the doors such that the patrons of either establishment could venture out into the courtyard and not be subject to attacks from Bruno, or any other hound that may have been temporarily tethered. In consideration of the captive beast's comfort, there was a small Astro -Turfed area within reach of the courtyard birdbath. Max had never seen a bird in the courtyard, but the birdbath masqueraded perfectly as an automatic dog-waterer.
Back in Frank's, Bobbie's lips were wrapped around a straw sticking out of what appeared to be a glass of orange juice. "Jerry convinced me that what I needed this time of day was a mimosa. Well, not actually a real mimosa, but fifty-fifty orange juice and champagne. To make a mimosa, I think that there should be some vodka added for emphasis."
"Not for me, thanks. Jerry, gimme a red beer."
Jerry produced the red beer, and half of its contents were dispatched forthwith along with the dryness surrounding Max's tonsils. "Now where were we… . Oh, yeah, about the comments that you solicited from some of my loyal and trusted co-workers. Please, elaborate." Both forearms were on the bar, hands cradling the beer schooner, as he waited intently for input.
"Like I said, most of it was hearsay. You know the type, `She said that she saw', or `So-and-so told me this-and-that about Max Beemer'. You get the picture… . Mostly, I guess, it was the fact that there were so many women willing to share a little tidbit with me that they had heard, or seen, or read, but not actually first-hand. It was like they all wanted to share something about you but didn't have any personal… uh 'experiences' if you'll pardon the expression."
"Uh-huh." He didn't sound convinced, nor did he intend to.
"One of them told me that you owned some apartments in this part of town. You can imagine what sort of stories that circulate about a bachelor running an apartment complex. Anyway, it was more than worth my while to dig a little deeper and find out what was going on. An apartment is just as hard to find as s a decent single guy these days."
The whole story sounded a little lame to Max. It had very familiar ring to it also. Either this chick was unusually open, or she was a particularly accomplished prevaricator. Of course, it was entirely possible that all of this could be the result of his suspicious nature… especially where women were concerned. This side of his personality had been most recently reinforced by his latest encounter with the Prune. Come to think of it, this present scenario with Bobbie was strangely reminiscent of his fist encounter with the Prune, (at that time known only as Shelly). During his first days on the job, she had guided him through a miasma of forms, questionnaires, and interviews. She also guided him around some of the more noxious preparations in the cafeteria. Within a few weeks, guided expeditions to and from each other's favorite night time haunts were punctuated by private tours of each other's apartments and bedrooms. It was little surprise to Max when, in a few more weeks, that he found himself less and less attracted to Shelly. It was on one of their last outings that Max was subject to a major mid-course navigation adjustment. They were at the bar in an eating, drinking, and dancing establishment touted as her favorite hangout. From the smokey depths of the pulsing dance floor came an Amazon of over 6 feet tall, not counting another foot of big hair and stiletto heels. Motes of glitter on her face and hair sparkled in the dancing multi-colored light beams that ricocheted around the lounge. A slender stemmed wine glass in one hand and a cigarette in a holder in the other, she circulated around the room, pausing from time to time at a table, whispering and touching and laughing the way that women do. Her meandering course through crowded tables and stand-up bars straightened to a beeline when her eyes locked onto Shelly. She poured herself into a chair between the two of them. Painted eyes gave Max the once-over, quickly dismissing him as a possible threat. His date was receiving 100% of her attention, Max never did learn her name. An animated conversation, words obscured by the surrounding din, was raging between the women. Fingers and eyes pointed and glared in Max's direction. The Amazon stood, grasped Shelly's hands, and coaxed her from her seat. A parting handshake became a hug. The hug became a kiss. And this was a kiss, not a peck, but a full blast open-mouth, down the throat osculation.
The frequency of his telephone calls and unannounced visits at the office quickly dwindled to zero. He hadn't even thought about the Prune until the run-in last week. He was pondering just what it was about Bobbie that brought these visions to the front of his mind again.
"Hello… . Earth to Max. Anybody home?"
"Uh, yeah… sorry. You mentioned talking with personnel and security. I was just thinking about that very thing. I had a friend working in personnel and security a while back that has apparently turned on me. I hope that she is not one of the people that you have been talking with." Max searched her eyes for some reaction or recognition. Nothing. "Anyway, I'm sorry for drifting off. Okay, what say we go and look at the apartment?"
Walking up the courtyard staircase, Max was asked why there were two sets of stairs, one inside, and one outside, just a few feet away.
"It's the building code, or fire safety code, or something like that. The original building plans called for an elevator. They ran out of money right after they finished this place and the elevator was either never installed, or was sold to make the mortgage. This place wasn't designed as a residential building so it had only one fire exit path. Before I could legally rent these units the building inspector insisted on the second stairwell. It could have been because the codes have changed, or because I did major remodeling, I don't know for sure. With the center of the building opened up into this courtyard, it was the cheapest and easiest way to add another set of stairs. Using the elevator shaft for a stairwell would have been easy, but the stairs would be narrow and cramped. Who knows, someday when I'm rich and famous I might be able to afford to put in the elevator.
They paused briefly on the third floor landing. To the north was the courtyard. The atrium was carved from what were formerly windowless interior office suites, one on each floor. Structural beams and columns remained exposed at each floor level and the building roof, lending an informal and relaxed ambience to the space. The roof opening was covered with transparent panels, transforming the courtyard into a bright, dry sanctuary from the elements. The floor at the patio level was treated in exposed aggregate concrete, laid out in random geometric shapes. In the center was the fountain/birdbath, a concrete park bench, some large potted plants, and small potted trees. Frank's and the Boutique both had doors that opened onto the courtyard. There were a few small sidewalk cafe-type tables scattered about beneath the potted flora.
Her muscles tensed and she started back at the scene to the south of the building. Max had grown accustomed to the squalor that spread out just a few yards beyond the serenity of the courtyard. Ramshackle buildings squatting amid narrow lanes infested with potholes and mud puddles stood in stark contrast to the affluence on the other side of Burley Avenue. The Franklin building was a sentinel on the frontier between poverty and abundance. To newcomers, it was a sight that invariably left an indelible impression. An impression of reality. The reality to some was that the security of the building and it's charming courtyard were threatened by what appeared to be decay and grime in the adjacent blocks. To others, the decay was being driven back and won over by shrewd investment, and tenacity. Max was of the second group, as were all of the tenants in the Franklin Building. Those of the first persuasion were either loath to stay at all, or were quickly frightened off by the seamy south facade.
"How quaint. Nice neighborhood. Let's take a look at the inside."
At this juncture, it was difficult for Max to fix Bobbie in either category.
* * *
The Apartment tour was less of an inspection and more reminiscent of a laboratory rat's frenetic scrabbling through a maze in search of cheddar. Bobbie poked her face into each of the bedrooms for the briefest of moments. She lingered only slightly longer in the bath and kitchen areas, finally settling in the semi-enclosed balcony area overlooking the courtyard, badlands to the south, and Myrtle Creek park to the East. Arms folded and elbows on the railing, she leaned out into a humid breeze, forty feet vertically removed from asphalt softening in the midday solar assault.
"With all this room outside, and wonderful weather, who cares about the inside. Its so quiet up here, and the park, it seems to go on forever. I could just eat it up. I like it Max… I think I'll take it. Ummm, how much?"
"You sure? Some of the locals are tough cookies. Especially at night."
"Oh, Max, it's not that bad. Part of the neighborhood is a little run down, but I don't have to go out there. The people down at Frank's don't seem to be much different than those up town. For the most part they're all very nice, and I haven't had any trouble at all."
"I don't think that you're getting the whole picture quite yet. The clientele at Frank's is still about 25% vermin on the average. Vermin has a tendency to run off the weak at heart. Tell you what, before you make a decision, I'd like to introduce you to a few friends of mine this evening. Come on by my place or meet me down at Frank's around 8 o'clock."
* * *
Concentric arcs radiated beneath a battered greasy knob. Innermost arcs were distinct and sharp, shining bare metal. Faint outer rings faded into rusty nothingness. A nickel plated padlock pinched the chain around the knob. Max cleared his throat and spit on the key before inserting it into the lock. Hunched over against a drizzle of rain, he jiggled and twisted for several seconds before the shackle sprung free. Liberated from its restraint, the heavy gauge chain snaked through two huge eyebolts and the window bars as it rattled loudly to oil stained concrete. He put his shoulder to the dented metal doors and persuaded them open. Tortured hinges groaned open on the third bump. Reaching around the corner, he flipped a switch. A bare bulb in a green painted metal shroud pushed the wet darkness back from the doorway. The light penetrated only inches into musty blackness. Waiting at the dimly lit doorstep, Bobbie pressed tightly against the wall to avoiding raindrops curling from eaves of corrugated iron. Two feet past the doorway, Max vanished. Dust on scarred concrete made temporarily transparent by his wet footprints. A sharp metallic snap accompanied by the blink of an electric arc brought three fluorescent fixtures slowly to life. The tubes glowed pink at the ends, then yellow, and gradually sputtered to life. Leaning next to a cobweb enshrouded electrical panel, Max struck a match and lit a smoke in perfect unison with the excitation of the final tube. Save for the 1962 falcon, in an obvious state of disrepair, the place was vacant. Thick, dark planks, edges worn round, covered the opening to a grease pit in the center bay. A hodgepodge of drawers, and cabinets and benches dotted the outer walls. Hanging from shadowy rafters was a rack, formerly holding automobile tires, now relegated to the support of non-descript cardboard boxes, a stepladder, and scrap lumber.
"Here, gimme a hand with this." Max pulled back a tarpaulin hanging from a cable stretched across one dark corner of the old service station garage. Bobbie grabbed one end of a drop cloth, and Max the other. At the count of three, they jerked it up and away from the table. A cloud of dust from the cloth ballooned out into the rest of the garage, settling slowly and visibly in the harsh fluorescent glare. The circular table, about five feet in diameter, was covered in dark green felt. A large round incandescent fixture hung from a twisted electrical cord. The bulb projected a cone of light that perfectly enveloped the table. Six chairs around the perimeter were left in shadows.
"What's yer pleasure ma'am, stud, low ball, or can I offer you a high ball?"
"Cool! I can do that. I hope that it's not going to be just you and me. If we're going to play cards that is."
"Yup, cards it will be. Care for a cool one while we wait for the rest of the boys?" Max slipped his little finger around the long chrome refrigerator handle. It was one of those old fashioned 1950's models with rounded corners and aluminum art-deco gingerbread emblazoned across the door. "This is a BYOB game, but I suppose that I can share my stash.” The little light didn't work anymore, so Max was squatted down and peering inside of the antique icebox to the light of a one-hundred watt automotive trouble light hanging from a light socket in the ceiling. "Let's see, I've got a couple of Lone Star longnecks, one quart bottle of Coors, a six pack of ginger ale, looks like almost half a bottle of Smirnoff, 100-proof peppermint schnapps, a fifth of Jim Beam, and a whole shit-load of Diet Pepsi."
Bobbie opened a pack of cards plucked from a cardboard shoe box on the poker table. She shuffled the deck a few times, and spread the cards out with a smooth, palm down sweep of her left hand. The arc of perfectly spaced cards covered about two feet of the fuzzy green surface. Max shuffled slabs of salami, cheese, cocktail rye, and saltines. The cards dancing from Bobbies nimble fingers did not escape Max's notice. Bobbie noticed that Max noticed. Max dealt a hand of coasters, paper plates and napkins for himself and Bobbie. Awaiting the arrival of more players, they sat down munching snack laden crackers washed down with swallows of Coors from mismatched jelly glasses.
The garage was a relic from decades past. It squatted on the back lot behind the Franklin Building. After years of peaceful repose, imprints of tire treads embossed the dusty concrete floor. For the past four Saturdays muffled rattling of clay chips and the staccato sputter of a shuffled deck replaced furtive rustlings of mice and an occasional night watchman. The game had moved to the garage when renovation of the last apartment was completed. Max, and a collection of the neighborhood fixtures, had been exchanging the same money across green felt for about five years now. Texas hold'em and low Chicago were the games of choice.
Headlight beams tracked across glass bricks set into one wall of the garage. Adjacent windows, rendered nearly opaque from decades of automotive exhaust and urban fallout, blazed into luminous brilliance as a car pulled up outside the service bay doors. Two quick beeps on the horn was Max's cue. He pulled a six-inch cotter pin locking the overhead door track and unlatched the handle. It took only a quick tug on the rope to launch the roll up door rattling into position among the rafters. Before it stopped moving, the huge gaping grimace of the 1956 Roadmaster lumbered into the service bay. A final rev of the engine blasted dust away from below the tailpipe, darkening the concrete with a wet blue-black cloud of noxious exhaust. Each and every month, Max asked Mike to dispense with this arrival salute. Invariably, the request was ignored. As a result, the garage door would be left open for most of the evening so the unburned hydrocarbon cloud could dissipate more freely.
From beyond the limits of visibility afforded by a sodium vapor street lamp another car approached the garage. Wide, black, and low slung, it approached slowly and silently. Gravel and shards of broken glass grinding between vulcanized rubber and wet asphalt provided the only audible escort. A plait of vapor marking each rear fender evidenced that the completely muffled engine was actually running. Gliding in and docking alongside the ancient Buick, the late model Cadillac hearse appeared modern and sedate. Undulating ghosts of exhaust vanished when the engine switched off. Barely perceptible subsonic rumblings were replaced with erratic metallic tinking sounds spawned by a cooling engine block.
From across the room, it was impossible to see the occupants of either vehicle. Reflections from the bare fluorescent tubes twisted and warped across wide expanses of windshield glass. Freshly waxed paint on acres of sheet metal compounded the glare and shimmering mirages dancing in the glass. In seemingly choreographed unison, both of the behemoths disgorged their cargo. Five huge doors opened. Five pairs of shoes emerged from behind tinted glass and stepped onto the concrete. Shoes carried legs and bodies holding brown paper bags filled with groceries and libations suitable for an evening of gaming.
Being the only unfamiliar face in a crowd that now numbered seven, Bobbie quickly became the center of attention and multiple rapid-fire introductions. Smiling and nodding and shaking hands, all of the names and faces were running together. Turning to greet the last new face, her heart skipped a beat and breath froze in her throat. Manny Gordon's face, name, and extensive dossier flashed through her mind. She wrenched herself back to the present moment before her jaw had time to drop open.
"I hope that you gentlemen will excuse me, but I am going to dash out to my car and get some cash. You do allow women into this game, don't you?" As Bobbie was talking, she couldn't resist watching Manny as he emptied his bags into the refrigerator. A six-pack of some thing or the other, a white plastic tub of chip dip, and another small item that went into the freezer compartment.
"Sure, lady! If you can hold your own, then you're welcome to sit at any poker table with me, any time. And if you can't hold your own, then I'll be more than happy to hold on to your dough, permanently! Ha!"
That was Wilis. Wilis Franklin. Old man Franklin had built and operated the garage in the '40s. Twenty years later, he sold the garage at an unbelievable price, allowing him to live in the style to which he wished to become accustomed. Willis' days were spent atop a bar stool in a run-down dive across town. His nights (nights being the few hours between closing at 2:00 a.m. and opening at 9:00 a.m.) were passed between musty sheets on a lumpy mattress at a boarding house just a few blocks south of Burley Avenue. Each second Saturday night of every month was spent playing poker with Max, the Mike brothers. Sometimes, like tonight, the group included one or two folks that worked with Max down at the lab.
Bobbie chuckled nervously to herself and stepped out onto the parking apron. Darkness looming beyond a sticky yellow glow from sodium vapor street lamps made walking treacherous. Cautious as she was, she was oblivious to the evil that was patiently stalking her. Gaping maws; always open and never closing. Never pausing to take a breath. Never moving, but likely to appear suddenly around a corner or beneath a shadow. Asymmetrical jaws with jagged lips of crusted dark broken teeth. Black greasy slime in the shallow pit of each tarry throat. Constantly waiting to bite and snap the carcass of a hapless victim. Biting and chewing without movement, capable of bringing a huge lumbering hulk to a certain halt in an instant. Electric pain burned into her nerves like a red-hot scalpel. She nearly fell to the slimy warm macadam, steaming slightly as heat from afternoon sunshine dissipated into cooling gloom.
"Goddamned pot-holes!" Bobbie hissed as she grabbed her ankle. Each subsequent step brought with it a stab of searing pain. By the time she had hobbled around the corner and down the sidewalk to her car, each breath was painfully sucked through tightly clenched teeth. Cold beads of sweat misted her forehead. Fumbling keys scratched the pristine paint before the door could be coaxed open. Burning in her ankle and the urgency with which she searched her address book, distracted Bobbie from the pain that should have been induced by the scratch. It was the first blemish on her expensive German car, the first new car that she had ever owned. Punched in by the light from the orange neon tubes above Frank's red brick facade yielded a grating electronic tone and a recorded message announcing that YOU MUST DIAL A '1' BEFORE DIALING THIS NUMBER.
"Fuck!" She dialed her cell phone again. It rang this time. And it rang again, and again. It rang a long, long time.
"Hello?"
"Shelly! It's him, he's here!"
"What? Who is this?"
"It's me, goddamn it, Bobbie! I'm at Beemer's place and Gustafson is here!"
The disk jockey announced that his ten o'clock to two AM shift was just about over. Willis announced that the next hand was to be his last. To everyone else, that fact went without saying. The stack of chips in front of the old-timer had been reduced to three whites, two reds and one blue. Max's stack was not looking much better, although there was a considerable collection of candy wrappers and beer bottles spreading out from around his chair like some junkyard halo. Bobbie was peeking out from behind perfectly arranged towers of chips. In front of the Mike brothers was a disheveled communal heap of unknown and uncounted value. Kurt and Manny had managed to retain a respectable portion of their original buy-in. The dealer announced that the final game would be Texas Hold'em with a five‑dollar ante. The thirty‑five‑dollar pot grew to more than a hundred by the time each player had seen two hole cards. The following rounds of betting notched the amassed fortune upwards in ten, twenty, and thirty-dollar jumps. Willis had gone light to the tune of seventy-five dollars and the pot was now somewhere in the vicinity of seven-hundred. Kurt Murrelli interlaced his fingers, and outstretched his arms, palms facing outward. Hyper extension of the phalanges compressed bursa to the point that fluid was expelled at supersonic velocity. His knuckles snapped, crackled, and popped like a flamenco dancer stomping cockroaches. The last hole-card was dealt to each player. By this time of the evening, even the best of players began to lose their command of a good poker face. Around the fringes of hazy illumination there were two or three obviously dejected faces, one grimace of sheer determination, a sleepy countenance of feigned complacency, and two very copious smiles brimming with anticipation.
Kurt grunted, "The bet's to you, Willie."
"Check to the power."
"Manny?"
"Ahh, kick a buck to keep you honest."
Bobbie jumped in and virtually drilled two blue chips into the pot. "Twenty bucks!"
"Whaddya mean, twenty bucks?" Kurt inquired snidely. "Does that mean you're matching the buck and raising nineteen? Or do you really mean a twenty-buck raise, in which case you're light a buck?"
"Okay. Here's another buck." She slid a white chip into the pot so fast and so hard that it kicked-up a tiny wisp of abraded felt dust.
"That makes it twenty-one to me," Max observed. "I'll see the twenty-one and raise you another twenty."
Mike called. Mike called. Kurt saw the forty-one and raised a red. Willis went light just enough for him to make the bet. He pulled out a tooled leather wallet and slapped it on the table. The old man winked and said "If this is gonna be my last hand, I want to win, or lose everything."
Manny kicked in four more blues.
Bobbie's eyes were rabidly bright, her skin glistened through stratified layers of cigar smoke. "I'll see the twenty‑five and bump another twenty‑five."
Mike flipped his cards onto the table and croaked out a defeated moan. Max was going for his chips when undulating striations of visibly stagnant air sprang to life and swooshed out of the room. Smoke cleared in response to a loud rattling of the garage door, snaking upward on its serpentine stamped metal track. Before all eyes were able to focus on several uninvited guests, the side door exploded open. Panes of wire-reinforced industrial glass went instantly opaque when the door flew inside and ricocheted off the wall. Brass hinges, wrenching loose from the impact, hurtled wood screws across the room. One of the missiles struck Willis above the right eye, releasing a trickle of blood. The screws were nothing compared to what followed. White-orange plasma vomited out from the muzzle of a full-auto Kalashnikov. Impacts of copper-jacketed steel core slugs stitched an even trace across the dingy white body of the Amana. The forty year-old icebox shuddered under the supersonic fusillade. It hissed a pathetic death-rattle as escaping Freon gas formed a ground-hugging mist over a beer and cola cocktail leaking from 30 caliber wounds. Even though they were ringing in pain from the God-awful roar of the little rifle, each and every ear heard the unmistakable sound of a pump shotgun cycling onto a full chamber. Standing in the black mouth of the rollup door were two huge thugs wearing full-length black drover's coats. Little Ed was caressing the trigger of a sawed-off 12-gauge pump gun with the two good fingers on his right hand. His equally large and comparably ugly associate balanced another scatter gun in the web of his hand. The pistol grip shotgun was suspended from a black nylon sling that disappeared into his coat.
"Any one of you pukes so-much-as twitch and I'll blast your sorry ass straight to hell," said Little Ed, barely above a whisper.
The guy at the side door hawked out a brown gob of chew and snapped another thirty-round magazine into the bottom of the smoking Kalashnikov. His beady eyes peered out from below a pronounced and scarred supra orbital ridge. He had all the characteristics of a steroid-soaked muscle head: Non‑existent neck, barrel chest, lantern-jaw, and the complexion of a sausage and grease pizza. There was little doubt that he possessed a shrunken brain and an atrophied libido to match. He dipped out another mouthful from a pouch of Red Man and crammed it between tobacco-stained lips. Quasimodo then slid back two steps out the side door. He gave an all-clear nod to someone in the shadows.
A tall woman moved in from the misty void beyond the stoop light, astride athlete's legs stuffed into glossy spike heeled shoes. Her face was eclipsed by a wide-brimmed hat and she was clothed in a long dark coat. The coat was sewn of some clinging shiny synthetic. Perhaps raw silk.
A snake of blood slithered into Willis' eye causing him to involuntarily snap a shaking fist to his face. Quasimodo caught the sudden movement from the corner of his eye and unleashed a burst from his weapon. Willis slumped and fell backward onto the poker table. The three bullets that had pierced his wizened chest barely decelerated until they slammed into the still hissing refrigerator. His arthritic fingers slowly relaxed, revealing three bloody cards, perforated to match the seeping holes in a reddening sweatshirt.
Bobbie screamed hysterically and buried her gore spattered face into Max's chest. Mouth agape and blanched a deathly shade of pale, Max stared at the corpse that had once been a dear friend. Willis' body lolled to one side. His head thudded with a crack to the concrete. Two of the up-cards slid from the broken table and into an oozing puddle of coagulating blood.
"Aces and eights," Mike croaked, bile rising in his quivering throat. "It's the dead man's hand."
Shelly whipped off her hat and whacked the shooter square in the face. "Warren, you fucking brainless idiot!" He stared back incredulously, slowly shaking his head. She grabbed the muzzle of the rifle, jerked it from his wristless hands, and threw it to the concrete. A dozen 7.62 x 39 cartridges sprung out from a broken magazine and clattered about like a child's jacks. The dumb hulk shrugged his massive shoulders, palms upturned. The Prune got right in his face and cruelly kneed him in the balls. Warren huffed out a grunt, tears welling up in his tiny, deep-set eyes. He crumpled to one knee, scrabbling in the dust and grease, picking up the Kalashnikov and the rolling ammo.
"You trigger happy bastards are going to bring the cops down on us like stink on shit. Get Gustafson into the car and let's get the hell out of here." Shelly stomped over to the group of stunned poker players as Little Ed and his shadow man-handled Manny out of the garage.
A few coins dribbled out of pockets and fell into the grease pit. His heels left thin black streaks on the concrete as he was limply drug backwards out into the night.
"You slut," Shelly hissed at Bobbie, who was still sobbing and shaking in Max's arms. "I suppose that you're already fucking his brains out. Well let me tell you this, missy, you breathe one word of this to anyone and I'll set Little Ed and Warren loose on you. Little Ed will split your biscuit until you pray to God Almighty, and every devil in hell, that you die as fast as that old wino. But Warren will have his fun first. He doesn't like girls, but I've promised that he can do whatever he wants once Little Ed has his jollies. Warren will pull you apart piece-by-piece like a roast chicken. They'll eat you alive and spit out the bones, you back-stabbing bitch."
Shelly grabbed a handful of hair and yanked Bobbie's face away from Max. She clamped her hands on each side of Bobbie's face and twisted her toward Willis. "Look at him. Look!"
Bobbie doubled over in a jerking spasm and vomited. She wretched until she was dry and was hacking up foamy blood.
"Remember, not one word. And Max, you know that I'll be back as soon as I'm finished with Gustafson."
Silence returned to the inside of the garage. Less than five minutes had passed since old man Franklin had prophetically announced that the next hand was to be his last. It was probably five minutes more before the six remaining players began to regain their senses. Kurt was the first to react. He drifted over and pulled the garage door shut. Max persuaded the side door back into the door frame and temporarily reattached the upper hinge to the casement with some sixteen-penny nails. He grabbed a push broom, stepped out onto the stoop and hastily swept fragments of tempered glass back into the garage. Moments after the door was closed and bolted, the glass bricks again brightened as a sweep of headlights slowly moved down alley. A brighter spot of external illumination paused at the side door window.
"Quick! Pull that tarp back. That's a searchlight on a police cruiser. Mike, get the hood open on your car and make like your doing a tune-up or something!" Max continued to bark orders over his shoulder as he plucked spent steel cartridge cases from the floor. "Get that engine running and rev that baby up. It smells like burnt gunpowder in here"
Mike and Kurt tugged the tarpaulin screen back into place, obscuring the card table, the blood, and the body. Kurt switched off the overhead light. Bobbie wobbled into the men’s room and tried to clean herself up.
"Kurt," Max shouted, "get in there with Bobbie and make sure she stays quiet! The cops will be in here asking questions any second now."
Max was slithering into a pair of coveralls, and both of the Mike brothers had their heads, hands, and shoulders under the hood of the Buick when the knocks came. It sounded like a wooden baton rapping on the outside of the side door. Instead of opening the side door, Max yanked open the rollup door on bay number 2. He was hoping that the noisy door would lure the cops away from the broken side door, at the same time averting any suspicion that there was anything to hide. Max figured that opening the big door and meeting the cops out on the apron would be less suspicious than furtive talking around the half-opened side door with fractured glass and broken hinges. He grabbed a greasy shop towel and dabbed a smudge of oil onto his forehead. Wiping his hands with the towel, he strolled out the door to meet two uniformed officers as they were turning the corner.
"Evening."
"Evening. Kind of late to be up."
"Sure is. I'm glad that I don't have your hours. But you know how these old cars are, seems they're under the wrench more time than they're on the road."
"Uh-hmmm. Doing a little repair work?"
"Oh yeah, just a little bit of tinkering. Me and the boys were planning on taking a fishing trip tomorrow—Sunday—today. Oh, you know what I mean. But things got a little out of hand."
Mike's whole body jerked spasmodically at the last remark, slamming the back of his head into the 12-gauge sheet metal of the Buick's hood. The cop glanced in his direction in response to the clang of a dropped Crescent wrench and stifled curses. Max visibly tensed at the clatter. Straining to avert his gaze, he continued as calmly as humanly possible.
"We can't seem to get the rough spots out of her," Max squeaked. He nodded furtively over his shoulder to where the Mike brothers were blipping the engine, performing unseen adjustments under the hood. "What can I do for you officers?"
"We got a 911 call reporting gunfire in the area. You seem to be the only ones around with lights on."
Max did his best to appear humble and apologetic. "Oh, man, I'm sorry if we disturbed anyone, but I guess I just lost track of time."
Mike, listening as closely as possible, picked-up on the gunfire report. He revved the big V-8 up to nearly the breaking point and slapped both hands over the carburetor throat. Starved for air, the engine choked, stumbled, and dropped thousands of revs in an instant. Pulling his hands away from the suction, the engine caught up with itself. The rich fuel-air mixture that had been pumping unburned through the cylinders, erupted into a half a dozen explosive backfires. Max and the cops jumped at the explosions and coughed in a cloud of noxious soot and exhaust belching out of the tailpipe.
"Jesus Christ mister, you're going to have to cease and desist or I'm writing you up for disturbing the peace!" the younger officer, croaked. He coughed again at the blue-black cloud of Buick fumes.
"Oh God, I'm really sorry!" Max groveled, "Mike, shut that damn thing off. Were outta here for the rest of the night. Officers, I promise, well be gone home in ten minutes. It's too late for this crap anyway. And we really are sorry if we caused any trouble. It won't happen again."
"That's for goddamned sure." The mumbled curse resonated from beneath the Buick's huge domed hood.
"Well, okay, no use in getting all upset over nothing." The senior officer, pot-bellied and balding, looked askance at his rookie partner. "Have a pleasant evening, or at least what's left of it." The two cops holstered their night sticks as they walked out to their idling black-and-white.
The Mike brothers extricated themselves from the engine compartment and stood staring at each other for a moment. Faint sounds from the police cruiser as it dropped into gear and nudged away down the alley was a cue for everyone to dash to a window for a clandestine peek. The three men pressed their noses to grimy panes like schoolboys gazing at a Christmas toy display in a department store window. Eyes shaded beneath cupped fingers, scrutinized the fuzzy red taillights as they shrank to pinpoints, and slowly disappeared into the thickening 2:00 AM fog.
* * *
Silhouettes of buildings and trees were beginning to brighten to the east before the bedraggled troupe returned to the Franklin Building from their macabre doings.
Upon the departure of the constabulary, there were decisions to be made and actions to be taken. Although not palatable to anyone, the disposition of the old-man's corpse had to be dealt with. It seemed that there were only two available choices. They could call the cops back in and suffer the wrath of the law in the course of explaining the situation. A situation unanimously appraised as being so implausible that the bizarre truth could not, and would not, be believed. Choice number two was to wash themselves of any association with the two-hundred pounds of cooling flesh that used to be Willis Franklin. Option number one would most certainly land them in the slammer for the rest of their natural lives. Option number two could easily be seen to have an identical outcome, with one exception. They had to be caught first.
In the course of the past few hours, the corpse had been stripped of all clothing, jewelry, and identification. The shoes, clothing, wallet, and ID, were incinerated in the waste oil furnace used to heat the garage. Watch, eyeglasses, wedding ring, hearing aid, dentures, and keys were melted and burned into slag in the six-thousand degree flame of an oxy-acetylene cutting torch. Willis' fingerprints went the way of his keys.
From a fetid, grey, and quickly desiccating mouth, the few remaining eighty-year old teeth were wrenched free between the hardened-steel jaws Vise-Grip pliers. Yellow, tobacco-stained teeth, fillings and all, were pulverized into dust between a ball peen mechanic's hammer and a section of eighty-pound railroad track. The cadaver itself was washed down with a black rubber hose. Clotted red evidence swirled, trickled, and gurgled down into the floor drain beneath the lube-rack. Max inspected the naked and hopefully anonymous body. The number of nearly invisible entry holes matched the jagged and slightly larger exit wounds.
He couldn't stop himself from thinking of Franklin's pituitary and pineal bodies. Perhaps the now nameless corpse would yet be able to make a contribution.
What remained of old man Franklin was wrapped in a canvas tarp and unceremoniously dumped into the Buick's cavernous trunk. Inside of twenty minutes, Max and the Mike brothers unloaded their gory cargo in a flickering puddle of orange neon dribbling out of a south side tavern. With any luck, the cops would be alerted to their deposit before morning.
* * *
"Do you think they've found him by now?" Max asked of no one in particular. Both of the Mike brothers were alternately staring into their coffee cups and toward the lightening East. Her lips slightly agape, and chin quivering, Bobbie was nearly catatonic. She was constantly brushing a tangle of hair that fell across the oily sheen of her forehead.
"Probably," Mike answered.
Mike absently nodded in agreement.
Kurt had gone back to his apartment, expressing the wish that this had all been a nightmare. A vision never again to be recalled upon awakening from a much needed sleep. A sleep that he hoped, but did not believe, would come easily.
Oblivious to the torments of his master and the others in the apartment, Bruno had one thing one his pea-sized brain. Well, actually two, but he was always hungry and that really didn't count. He recognized the Mike brothers. One of them could always be depended upon to scratch his ears, just so, for as long as he stood within reach. The other Mike was very wary of the tautly muscled beast and would attempt to keep him at bay with whatever tasty morsels were close at hand. True to form, Bruno had been howling, whining and whimpering incessantly for the past hour. He was managing to present his most forlorn and pitiful appearance this morning. The air outside was still and cool. Bruno was churning and warm, a combination that produced a faint shroud of vapor to rise from his back and head. Combined with his classic shivering act, Bruno did indeed look his pathetic best.
"For Christ's sake, Max, shut that mutt up, or let him in," Mike demanded.
"No! Max, please, keep it outside. He scares the shit outta me, you know that," begged Mike.
"Bruno is not an 'it'—" Max corrected, well maybe in the purest sense he is, but he doesn't know it."
Even through the thick glass, Bruno heard his master utter his name. Since he wasn't aware that he was doing anything wrong at the moment, he assumed that it must be a good thing. That usually meant he was about to be fed, was going for a walk, or he might even get to come in and play with the Mike brothers. Max motioned to the doggie door release button. Mike smiled and hit the switch. Bruno was in mid-stride for another attempt at forced entry. Instead of bashing his thick skull against the unyielding Plexiglas door, he blasted through in a frenetic flurry of steaming malodorous delirium. Bruno's feet splayed out from beneath him when he contacted the smooth linoleum tile. He slid across the kitchen at a high rate of speed in a madly scrambling blur of fur, claws, and slobber. Bruno made a beeline for Mike's outstretched hand in hopes of locating a juicy morsel. All that he found were empty fingers offered as ear scratchers, not food holders. Bruno sniffed and snuffled, rapidly shooting his dripping snout between each of Mike’s hands. He snorted out a huff of breath along with a partial load of slobbery saliva that spattered Mike's fingers and wet his shirt sleeve. The big dog jerked his head and zeroed-in on the other Mike. Massive paws landed on Mike's upper thighs as he probed about for food. He knew it was there somewhere. This Mike was the one that always managed to produce food.
Repulsed from the ravenous beast, Mike's arms frantically searched for a purchase on the slick Formica counter top behind him. With a hundred pounds of canine energy pressing and pushing closer to his vitals, Mike's pupils contracted into black periods of terror. Peripheral vision, heightened by innate primordial fear, detected a half-empty bag of fig Newtons lying on the counter next to the coffee maker. Sludge-lined fingernails scratched and scrabbled across the counter and snared the squarish blocks of salvation. Crinkling cellophane mercifully distracted Bruno and his unrelenting nose probing unceremoniously and uncomfortably hard into Mike's crotch. Held aloft in trembling fingers, the first Newton proffered for Bruno's consideration was dispatched along with a sharp inhalation of air and a guttural grunt of satisfaction. Newton number two was barely out of the bag when Bruno lunged. The cookie vanished along with a tear of cellophane. This time the beast made a token attempt at mastication. A smallish fragment made an unsuccessful bid for escape, but glistening incisors snapped it from the ether before gravity sucked it to the linoleum. In this split second of uncharacteristic eating inefficiency, Mike was able to produce Newton number three and lob it behind Bruno. The dog was dangerously close to entering his feeding frenzy mode when sight of lofted goodies telegraphed irresistible commands to his now tensed and rippling propulsion system. Completely oblivious to his immediate surroundings, Bruno spun around in frenetic pursuit of his airborne quarry. Bruno's body followed his pointy head, drug so forcefully by the powerful neck that his front paws left the ground. Newton number three was sucked into his maw as if it was inexorably gripped by a tractor beam from the Starship Enterprise. Returning to Earth, he slammed into the wooden bar stool upon which a still mesmerized Bobbie was perched. The stool ricocheted across kitchen tiles and into the dishwasher. Deprived of her means of support, Bobbie seemed to be floating in space for the shortest of moments. Arms and legs splayed apart, she descended in a free fall, buns-first trajectory, square onto Bruno's rib cage. As we learned from the cookie's namesake; for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. The impact of her descending posterior reacted with Bruno's over-fed carcass, resulting in the ejection of the half-swallowed and unchewed fig Newton. The confectionery projectile hurtled across the room missing Max due only to a quick and opportune jerk of his head. Mike, unfortunately, was not so lucky. Still somewhat rattled at being pawed by Bruno, he failed to avoid the now ballistic, and thoroughly goo-encrusted, cake-wad. The impact left a gelatinous splotch of fig jam right above the bridge of his nose. As if to add insult to injury, the spent missile plopped into his lap. Fully recovered and still ravenous, Bruno instantly pounced into Mike's crotch, poking, snapping, slurping, and otherwise terrorizing the Dobie-phobic patsy.
Flailing limbs and squeaking grunts of abject terror accompanied poor Mike as he teetered and fell from his now upturned stool. The fig Newtons tightly clutched in spasmodically trembling fingers performed admirably as the ultimate Bruno-magnet. Flat on his back, in a completely vulnerable and defenseless posture, Mike resigned himself to his fate. His embarrassed whimpering was barely audible above the satisfied gobbling, gulping, and gurgling sounds, emanating from an obviously contented Doberman.
Although he may have deserved it, the prostrate Mike received not a smidgen of sympathy from his cohorts. The first sign of relief and a general return to sanity began as a small chuckle in the back of Bobbie's throat. The chuckle grew in intensity and multiplied as Max, Mike, and eventually Mike, chimed-in. Unrestrained, side-splitting laughter reduced everyone in the kitchen to teary-eyed, red faced, buffoons. The sight of Bruno slathering-up the fig Newton wound from the bridge of Mike's nose was the last straw.
Complete and utter exhaustion, released and amplified by sorely needed levity, temporarily displaced the spectacles of horror and atrocity they had each witnessed and or committed. Inside of five minutes they were all engulfed in merciful slumber. Mike's head was cradled in his arms, bent over the kitchen counter, while Max vegetated in his Lazy-Boy. Bobbie and Mike never made it up from the kitchen floor. Bruno's jowls fluttered with each expelled breath, his head resting across the legs of his favorite friend.
The last person to feed Bruno was always his favorite friend.
She sat brooding in a straight-backed wooden chair, its front legs floating above cold concrete. The back of the chair tapped against the equally cold stainless steel walls of the walk-in meat locker. Shelly's legs straddled the seat. Her tiptoes periodically touched the wet floor as she rocked back and forth, maintaining a balancing act on the back legs of the chair. The floor was coated with beads of water condensing from warm air that was flowing in through the open door. Breath flowing out of her nostrils was also condensing into faint wisps of translucent fog. Occasionally one of her exhalations produced a thicker, cloud. The color of the exhaust had a bluish-tint that matched the thin stream snaking upward from a smoldering Marlboro held between manicured fingertips. On the opposite side of the room, Little Ed and one of his associates were leaning against a bank of padlocked wire cages. Even in the cold air of the cooler, Little Ed was visibly flushed. His forehead, coated with a greasy film of perspiration, glistened beneath the harsh illumination provided by a 150 watt incandescent bulb. Unused to even the slightest physical exertion, his breath was generating billowing clouds of vapor as he searched his inside jacket pockets for cigarettes and/or candy.
"Gotta light, Sal?"
Salvatore Gianotti snapped open a gold-plated windproof Zippo and ignited a cigarette dangling from his lips. Without looking up, he offered the flame to Little Ed.
"Thanks, Sal." Little Ed sucked in a massive drag that soon expanded out over Sal's head and into the center of the cooler.
"No problem, Ed." Salvatore took a long pull from a bottle of Budweiser, producing an equally long and resonant belch. "Hey, big guy, how are you doing? You look a little winded." He produced a Snickers bar from a jacket pocket and handed it to the big man.
"Man, I never thought that little puke was so tough," Little Ed replied, through a mouthful of peanuts and nougat. "He shoulda been singing like a bird before this."
"Well, maybe you're working a bit too hard. You know, if you want him to talk, it might be best if you give him a bit more time to think about it. I mean— if he's screaming all the time and his lights keep goin' out, how do you ever expect him to talk?"
"Uh, yeah. Okay. I guess I kinda get carried away when I'm having a good time." Little Ed's pasty, bloated face grinned fiendishly through black and rotting teeth. He stepped over to an unconscious figure hanging from ropes that encircled both his chest and the ribs of a side of aging beef. Becoming softer in the warming air of the cooler, viscous translucent fluids and juices oozed from the meat and trickled inexorably toward the floor. Blood and mucous, seeping from numerous wounds and insults to the body of Manfred Gustafson, mingled with the meat juices contributing to a growing red puddle on the concrete. Manny and the beef carcass swayed from a rusty meat hook, squeaking at the apex of each lazy arc.
"Bring the bastard around again, Ed. And don't put him out again until he talks," Shelly ordered, flipping a glowing butt across the room. "Or you'll find yourself in his place."
"Yes, ma'am." Little Ed plucked the chocolate tainted butt from his own lips and blew on the business end until it was a bright-hot, cherry-red ember. He slapped the unconscious man viscously and demanded that he wake up and open his eyes. Manny groaned and whimpered, gurgling something unintelligible through a haze of semi-consciousness and broken teeth. Manny's face was battered and bloody. Both of his eyes were swollen tightly shut. Little Ed pinched one puffy eyelid and yanked it open, uncovering an eye filled with terror and pain. The last thing that this eye ever saw was that red hot cigarette ash just before it was snuffed out with a sickening hiss. The scream was so blood-curdling that even Salvatore and Shelly winced. Both of them were surprised at the vitality still remaining in their victim.
Little Ed had been working his craft on Manny for several hours. The job had originally been Salvatore's, but, still smarting from the loss of parts of two fingers to Bruno, Little Ed had insisted that he be given the opportunity for vengeance. Little Ed had begun his career as an enforcer for a small-time loan shark. The favorite tools of his trade were a pair of 10-inch Vise-Grips and thin steel wire. The therapy that had been prescribed for Manny started with a length of wire wrapped around the first joint of a little finger. Little Ed tightened and twisted with the Vise-Grips in small but very painful increments. The wire constricted relentlessly, severing cartilage and ligaments from flesh and bone. The first few twists constricted and crushed the venous vasculature directly beneath the skin. Arterial vessels that lay deeper, and closer to the bones, continued to force blood into the extremities. The resulting pressure pumped the victim's fingers up like boiled knockwurst. A few more twists cinched into the bursa and ligaments of the joints. Once immobilized by the wire, the knuckles would no longer flex in the normal manner. But, with a slight manipulation from Little Ed, each joint could, would, and did separate in a tearing, explosive, and excruciating snap.
Manny's tortured hands were reduced to bloody and bruised packets of disconnected gristle and bone. One over-exuberant twist of the pliers cut too deeply and severed a digital artery. When the skin gave way, Manny's mangled finger erupted into a pinpoint gusher that thoroughly spattered Little Ed's new, and very expensive, Italian shoes. The resulting ignition of a savage temper loosed the Vise-Grips on Manny's face. He was left without the bottom part of his nose and both ears. His cheekbone was shattered and the bones of his left orbit were crushed. Little Ed had just established a firm purchase on Manny's tongue when Shelly interceded. She reminded him that Manny was useless without a tongue. After all, his mutilated hands would never write again. The mission at hand was to extract information. This was not just an entertainment session for Little Ed. He spent nearly four hours transforming Manny into a barely recognizable lump of quivering flesh. Were it not for his sweet tooth and three pack a day nicotine habit, there would have been no respite.
Searing pain from the cigarette brought Manny back to life, but now he was screaming and writhing hysterically. Salvatore plugged the top of his beer with his thumb and gave the bottle two quick shakes. From about three feet back, he douched Manny square in the face. The cold brew spray stifled Manny's blood curdling screams and switched off his agony-induced seizure.
"He's talking again, Boss," Salvatore announced. "Sounds like the same line of crap he was feedin' us before. Keeps babbling about brains and skulls and boiled-down fish guts."
Shelly dismounted the chair and stepped closer. She plucked a small glass vial from a shelf in one of the open cages. She peered through the smokey glass as if to unlock the secrets of its origin. She let out an exasperated sigh and spoke, half under her breath. "There's no way what he keeps telling us could be true. Is there? Anyway, he's not going to be able to help us any more."
She placed the little vial back on the shelf along with about a dozen others. "Ed, you and Sal get rid of him and lock up before you leave. Then get over to his apartment and go over it again. Maybe there will be something there we can use to find his supply. Oh, and Ed, watch out for the dog this time."
"Uhh, Boss, what do you want us to do with him anyway?"
"I really don't care, Ed, just dump him in an alley on the south side. Let the cops take care of his sorry ass."
Little Ed and Salvatore looked at each other and shrugged. Shelly stalked out of the cooler and disappeared into the darkness of a large warehouse. The echoes and reverberations of quick short footsteps slowly faded until the clanging of a large steel door punctuated and finalized her departure.
Salvatore cycled the slide on a .380 Makarov automatic. The gun was a cheap throw-away that had been picked up just for the purpose at hand.
"Okay, let's get on with it, Ed."
For little cartridges in a small pistol the explosions were ear-splitting.
"Jesus H. Christ, Sal, gimme a break!"
Before Little Ed could cover his tiny ears, Manny's forehead had been perforated by two 95-grain copper jacketed slugs. Salvatore handed the gun to Little Ed. He dropped the magazine, pulled the slide back, removed the link pin and took out the barrel. Salvatore picked up the two spent cartridges, still hot and smelling of burnt powder. The various pieces were pocketed to be randomly dropped down storm drain grates far from the scene of the crime. Little Ed pocketed some seven hundred in cash gleaned from the dead man's wallet. Salvatore took three credit cards, a butane lighter, and a small pocket knife. He also pocketed an additional small glass vial that had been missed in the initial pat-down. The rest of Manny's worldly effects, consisting entirely of the clothes on his back, a plastic pocket comb, a stick of Chap Stick, a few keys on a leather key-fob, and the empty wallet, were stuffed into a battered steel dumpster one block away on an unlit side street. Within the hour, Manfred Gustafson, a.k.a. Manny Gordon, was unceremoniously booted from the back seat of a nondescript late-model Chevrolet Caprice that was motoring, lights off and quiet, through an unnamed alley. The broken corpse hit hard on wet brick paving. It came to a stop with a hollow, liquid thud.
Dawn, and the Coroner's van, found Manny crumpled against the back wall of the Our Lady of Charity rescue mission. Manny had company on his way to the county morgue. The unupholstered gurney on the other side of the van was occupied by his old friend, Willis Franklin.
It was just about 3:45 when Max heard the rhythmic staccato tapping approaching from the far end of the corridor. From the increasing tempo of the footsteps, Max could tell that he must be bringing bad news. What else would make that old geezer hurry just before quitting time, especially down here? And on Sunday, no less. The old quack hadn't even set foot in the lab for more than three months.
The double swinging doors blew open as the County Coroner stepped inside. The doors swung inward and slapped him on the butt. He wasn't about to move into the room any farther than was absolutely necessary. As usual, a monogrammed handkerchief was clamped tightly over his nose and mouth. The gutless wimp claimed to be allergic to formaldehyde.
Max was just finishing up with his last customer. He pushed back a slowly moving puddle of coagulating blood that was oozing across the slab toward a half-eaten reuben on rye. When he picked up the sandwich and bit-off a mouthful, the Boss quivered and blanched to the color of day old oatmeal. Max wiped a bloody hand on his apron, and just for effect, licked his crimson index finger with a satisfying smack. Mr. Oxford hacked something up into his hankie, and quickly jammed it into his blazer pocket. Tiny beads of sweat were starting to run down his zit-encrusted nose and splotch onto antique pince-nez spectacles.
Max just about choked on the pastrami and sauerkraut trying to stifle a belly-laugh. He spun around to the counter, turning his back on Oxford, and slammed down a hearty slug of Jim Beam that was kept in a specimen jar just for such emergencies. The hooch washed down the reuben and restored Max's facade of innocence.
"Hey there Boss. What's the poop? Got some live ones for me or what?"
"Overtime," he grunted through a second handkerchief. "We have some more customers that I want answers on tonight. I expect written reports, at least preliminaries, on my desk before start of business tomorrow morning. No—not written—E-mail. I don't care how long it takes, and I'm not waiting around for you. E-mail. To me, and me only. Tonight."
"More! Tonight? You Gotta be shittin' me, you old fart! What do you think I am, a goddamn food processor?"
Oxford puked up some more cosmic goo into his hankie, and blew just a trickle out of his nose. His specs sproinged off and clattered onto the spotless linoleum floor. He scooped up his glasses and scrambled along the floor, through the doors, and out into the corridor. Max was heaving with mirth at the whimpering and sniveling sounds being produced by his Boss.
The specimen jar was nearly empty before the first of the night's next six customers were wheeled in on squeaking gurneys. "Gawd!" Max grunted, as he managed to wrestle the last of the six stiffs up onto a slab.
The 'slabs', as they were called in Max's line of work, were actually steel tables designed just for the purpose at hand. They were equipped with wheels and folding legs, just like those used in ambulances. These models, however, had a few design features not found in the ambulance-type. For instance, no mattress was needed for the comfort of the patient. The slabs were equipped with a solid stainless steel working surface. There was also a drain and stainless steel tank to collect the bodily fluids that were spilled during the somewhat grisly examinations.
"Well, at least three of these guys are still fresh enough. No sign of rigor. Not much lividity. That's the only thing about this job that makes it worth my sweat."
Muttering to himself, Max pulled the shrouds from over each of the three warm corpses. One of the other three sure seemed to be a lot colder than usual. It didn't seem to have that smell of rot either, like he had been in cold storage or something. Probably a good candidate for harvest after all.
It was the first trio of cadavers that needed immediate attention if there was anything to be salvaged. All three had no visible wounds to the head. Who knows why these poor chumps bought the farm. All the better. Less chance of damaged goods. He stuck a thermometer into the flaccid rectum of each carcass as he cut off the clothing. Starting with the coolest one, he sliced through the scalp, bearing down on the scalpel to score the cranium near the base of the skull. After stripping away a patch of flesh about the size of a dollar bill, a high-speed pneumatically powered bone saw went to work on the hard stuff.
The saw whirred as fast as a dentists drill, it had a circular blade about an inch in diameter, covered with microscopic teeth. Making contact with the exposed bone, the blade instantly radiated a gut-wrenching screech like fingernails across a blackboard. The deeper it cut, and the more pressure that Max applied made the little saw howl louder and louder. White bone dust blew out into a tiny cloud, coating the shiny steel table top with a fine dusting of powdered humanity. Along the edge of the cut, the skull was changing from creamy white to scorched brown as the blade heated from intense friction. The smoke was invisible, but its acrid stench was quickly overpowering the morgue's ever-present aroma of formaldehyde.
In about 20 minutes, each of the three skulls were laid open, exposing the glistening meninges and the brain tissues beneath. In particular, it was the Pineal and Pituitary glands that interested Max. He worked deftly with his sharpest knives to cut out the small reddish bodies from the center of the adrenal medulla at the base of each brain. They were all perfect specimens. Nice and plump, like juicy, ripe fruits ready to be plucked.
The three choice cuts of high-grade tissue were carefully placed into the tiny steel pot of a laboratory macerator, and covered with a small amount of saline solution. The macerator was a high-priced version of a kitchen-top blender. It rendered chunks of the deceased into a pulverized gruel by means of five serrated circular blades spinning at 20,000 RPM.
After twenty seconds, the brains in the pot had been transformed into a grayish red liquid that could have easily passed for borscht. The soup was carefully transferred into four glass tubes, and then into the centrifuge. Max watched as the machine spun, thinking of the first time that he had been told about the properties of the human pineal and pituitary glands. When properly processed, blended, and stabilized, the small cherry-like pineal and the multi-lobed pituitary glands from a freshly killed human would yield a few precious drops of a pure, natural catalyst that supercharged the production of epinephrine, otherwise known as adrenaline. A fraction of a drop of this substance, administered sub-lingualy (placed under the tongue), would turn a ninety year-old grandmother into the incredible hulk. The blood vessels constrict, the heartbeat accelerates to the breaking point, and a rush of superhuman energy is released instantaneously. This substance made crack-cocaine or crystal methadrine amphetamines seem like baby pabulum. And more valuable than anything on the face of the Earth, if one knew where to peddle it.
Max knew where to peddle it. Manny had quickly developed an impressive client list. Each and every name on the list was always ready, willing, and very able to pay very well for a rare item like this.
The centrifuge automatically stopped after 12 minutes. Each of the glass tubes now contained two inches of brown sludge upon which floated about a quarter inch of clear rose colored fluid. A little under an ounce all together. A little over 5,000 bucks would cross from the palms of Manny's clients and into Max's pocket if all went well tonight. But first, there were the other three stiffs to get ready for the cooler.
The first cadaver, the cold one, looked absolutely horrible. It looked like he had been run over by a tank. Broken arm, broken ribs, crushed fingers, multiple contusions beyond counting. There had been severe head trauma with massive blood loss. The coagulated blood thoroughly coated a face matted with longish dark hair. Wiping away with a solvent coated pad slowly revealed a face that was swollen beyond recognition. Well almost beyond recognition.
"Jesus!" Max gasped. "Manny, is that you?"
He roughly jerked the body over and swabbed at a grimy shoulder. Beneath a layer of sludge from the alley and blood from the head was a sight that Max had seen only once before. A crude homemade tattoo proclaiming the bearer as 'GUS'. "Oh dear God, Manny, you poor bastard."
The last remaining slug of whiskey and a few deep breaths brought Max composure back to a working level. This was not one of the stiffs that the Coroner wanted answers on. It was very obvious that the cops that brought him in had mistaken Manny for a hit and run, subsequently robbed and stripped by night-crawling vermin infesting the south side. Notice had not been taken of the two bullet wounds to the head. Wounds that appeared to have been inflicted by a small caliber pistol.
The words 'JOHN DOE' had been scrawled on the next customer's toe tag. There was no doubt that foul play was involved with this fellow. As far as identity was concerned, Max experienced no difficulty whatsoever. His own handiwork was very evident. Even without teeth, old man Franklin really did look to be at peace. Max listed the probable cause of death as: "Lead Poisoning, 0.311 inches diameter, 123 grain steel, copper jacketed, eight grooves, right-hand twist. Perforated aorta, and severed pulmonary artery both being quickly fatal in severity."
"Well, my friends," Max rationalized, "I'm sure that you would have wanted it this way. No use letting what's left of you to go to waste."
The smallest of tears trickled down his cheek to be instantly absorbed into his mask, when the pneumatic saw wailed back into action.
There was not even a hint of damage to the target zone from the 9mm jacketed round-nose slugs that had been rattling around in there with Manny. Franklin's brains were virtually pickled from 50-odd years of cheap booze.
* * *
"Overtime. Just precisely what is it that makes the idea so distasteful? After all, what so stimulating is waiting for me at home? The news? Or perhaps a microwaved bean burrito eaten over the sink. If I don't get off work at the regular time, I might not have enough time to get completely shit-faced down at the saloon. I might even have some extra dollars in my pocket at the end of the month; less spent at the bars and more in the pay envelope. Just what the hell is wrong with putting in a few extra hours anyway? The extra privacy for my special customers certainly is a tangible benefit. Much easier to tag and bag the chumps than it is to dream up a story about those extra holes in their noggins!"
Max put himself through this inquisition each and every time the subject of overtime was broached. About the only thing that he could put his finger on was the prospect of walking home after dark.
"So, what's so goddamned evil about that? The worst thing that could happen is getting mugged. Not much danger there either, right little buddy?"
Max patted the outside of his J.C. Penny tweed jacket and felt the comforting hard bulge of a 2-inch stainless steel .38 special revolver riding snugly in the small of his back. He had taken to carrying a gun shortly after accepting an assignment with the Coroner's office. As with most jobs of this type, the assigned work location was not always in one of the more hospitable parts of town. Overtime was getting to be the routine, rather than the exception. A routine that brought Max out into the night and the ever-present shadows between the nameless decaying buildings of the city. His route from home to work and back again wound and twisted through alleys and narrow setbacks, the haunts of junkies and winos, of johns and prostitutes. A no-man's land littered with shards of brick and mortar rained down from crumbling buildings. Dumpsters and cardboard boxes overflowing with garbage heaped up and around the grimy metal back doors of nondescript bars and restaurants. Wisps of rancid vapor wafted up from sewers carrying the city's effluvia beneath brick paving patched with asphalt scabs.
Thinking back to the first day of overtime, and the first time he took this route through the back alleys in darkness, brought an involuntary smile to his lips. He had been so shaken by the experience that he took a taxi to and from work for about two weeks, even in the light of day. The taxi ride not only exacted a monetary cost, but it also burned a lot of valuable time. Max was forced to wake up earlier than usual. To catch a taxi was quite often a hit or miss operation. Sometimes they were there, often they were not.
"Never a taxi around when you need one, just like the cops."
At quitting time, the story was the same. Rush out to hail a cab that was non-existent, or arrive just in time to find one speeding off with a co-worker that had beaten Max in the five o'clock dash to freedom. But, at least it was safer than walking back and forth through no-man's land.
Safe, yeah, right.
One run-of-the-mill Thursday evening, Max thought himself quite fortunate to emerge from the front lobby just as a cab was scrubbing it's tires against the curb. Max sniggered smugly to himself slamming the Checker's back door just micro-inches beyond the grasp of the second place finisher in today's 5 o'clock dash.
"1922 Burley Avenue," Max announced triumphantly to the cabbie.
No response from the driver.
Max glanced at the hack license next to the meter on the dashboard. Houlufquallah Meheran. His name was as confusing to pronounce as his reflection in the rear-view mirror was to decipher. Thick black eyebrows growing together over the bridge of his nose and scrunched downward by his heavily knitted brow. The pores of his skin were enlarged and black, nearly indistinguishable from a myriad of tiny dark moles and freckles. Droplets of sweat continuously emerging from the hairline slowly inched their way through blotchy three-day stubble. The droplets gathered and merged in a cleft chin where bigger droplets dripped to a continuously bobbing Adam's apple. Pupils completely consumed each coal black iris. Long black nose hairs quivered with each whistling breath.
"Burley Avenue. Burley!" Max repeated.
"Girlies? You want see girls? Good we see girls.
Max could see only the threadbare headliner of the cab as his head snapped back and the Naugahyde upholstery pressed into his back. The passenger door armrest stabbed into his ribs, the sound of howling rubber drilling into his head. Houlufquallah Meheran cruelly mashed the accelerator and wrenched the wheel, launching the Checker into a U-turn across three lanes of rush hour traffic, accelerating across the raised yellow median. Max grappled with the driver's seat back and pulled himself upright just as Houlufquallah Meheran stomped the brakes and jerked the cab to the right, careening onto a side street. Horns and shouts and screams and squealing brakes from the oncoming traffic curdled blood in Max's over pressurized veins. The expression on the cabbie's face never wavered.
Back and forth, speed and braking, Max rattled around the inside of the cab as Houlufquallah caromed from curb to curb like a pinball. For about 10 minutes, at speeds topping 60 miles per hour, the charge through increasingly seedier surroundings ended suddenly when the cab jerked to a smoking overheated stop, one wheel on the curb, one fender nudging a rusty lamp post.
Throwing a ten spot at the driver, Max wrenched open his door and scrambled out and onto the cracked concrete sidewalk, dotted with broken bottles and cigarette butts. Houlufquallah Meheran switched on the FOR HIRE light on his cab and sedately motored away. Max got to his feet with the assistance of a hawker beneath the flashing marquee of 'Mickee's Moonlight Lounge'. The marquee, encircled with pulsing neon tubes, boasted: Bodacious TA-TAs! Totally NUDE Girls! Girls! Girls! The hawker was well into his second wind, imploring Max to come inside.
"Cuz, man, you just ain't gonna believe what we got inside! Walk in and in 20 seconds, I guarantee you ain't gonna be able to sit down! They be Bodacious, they be beautiful, they be un-be-liev-a-ble! Man you just gotta come on in! The cover is only 5 bucks, and there's only a two drink minimum. Pal, just lemmee tell ya… .."
Max pried the hawker's grimy hands away from his shoulder and did an about face, escaping across the street. Once on the other side, he was faced with several choices. Directly ahead was 'Lee Brothers Tae-Kwon-Do', to the left was 'Zorba's Greek Delicatessen', and to the left was 'BAR'. The establishment right next to 'BAR' was 'EAT'. Navigating to starboard Max pulled open the door to Zorba's and made a beeline to the back, looking for the chilled beverage section. No luck. There was a cooler, but it was filled with lumpy orbs of cheese, glass jars of unrecognizable pickled vegetables or animal parts, and sundry other delicacies of dubious origin. No cold beer, and the only other potentially potent potable appeared to be some purple wine in dusty wicker wrapped bottles and a few fifths of Ouzo.
"Ouzo it will be," Max mumbled, grabbing a bottle and handing a 20 to the hovering shopkeeper. The fist slug of Ouzo steadied his shakes enough so he could manage to stuff a quarter into the pay phone. By the time his ride appeared, there were several inches of air space in the bottle.
After that enlightening experience, Max had come to the very clear conclusion that the night streets and alleys could not in anyway be more dangerous than another taxi cab ride with Houlufquallah Meheran or any of his brethren. The weekend immediately following the brief visit to Mickey's, Max went shopping for some second amendment commuter's insurance. For the price of about two month's taxi service, Max bought a Taurus model 85 stainless steel 5-shot snub-nosed revolver.
A gurgling phlegm-filled cough snapped Max back from his reverie into the reality of the alley. A wino was sprawled out next to a grate, sucking the last drop from a bottle of MD 20/20. Max again patted the comforting .38 bulge in his belt, and a smaller bulge from several little vials of pineal extract in his breast pocket. The same little vials that many times in the past had served to bring not a little smile, but a very pleasing grin to hiss lips, now jerked his somewhat pleasant state of mind into something akin to fear and loathing.
He hailed a cab and gave the driver Mike's address. No way was he going back home tonight.
"Good, God! How did I ever get myself into this kind of shit?" he asked himself. "Manny was the brains of this whole scam, and now what's left of his brains have been rendered down into a few drops of dope. He used to tease about having me in his hip pocket, and now I have him in mine.
"Literally."
"Goddamn it, Ed! None of them work."
"They gotta work. I know this is the right apartment. I was here just a few days ago."
Salvatore was flipping through the key ring like a nun fingering a rosary. "You sure, Ed?"
"Hell yes, you stupid wop! You think I forgot about that goddamned dog already? Look at my fuckin' hand, will ya!" Little Ed shot his gauze-wrapped three-fingered fist right in Salvatore's face. The bandages were stained with an amalgam of blood contributed by himself, the former Manny Gordon, and an anonymous Hereford carcass. "Last time I had to twist the fuckin' door knob off with a pipe wrench. See that? The door is still all boogered up."
"Uh, yeah, Ed. But, ahh… ."
"But ahhh what? Spit it out." Little Ed sucked his cigarette down to the filter, spit it out and ground it into the carpet. "What the hell is your problem? Get that door open."
Hey, Ed, shut the fuck up. Look at this knob. It's brand new. You never twisted this bastard off. None of these keys even fit into the hole, you dickhead."
"Oh. Never mind." The big man paused to ignite another smoke. "Kick it then."
"You kick it. Wait a second. What about that Doberman? Think he's in there waitin' for us?"
"Yeah, right, you little faggot. I hope he is in there. I'll squeeze his flea-bitten mangy neck 'till his eyes pop out."
Little Ed repositioned his smoke from spittle-flecked lips to a more secure position clamped between yellow incisors. He backed up half a step and accelerated 275 pounds of bulk toward the embossed metal of the apartment door. His concrete-block shoulder impacted dead-center, buckling the door inward, popping the bolt free from its flimsy mortise.
Salvatore glanced quickly down the empty entry hall before following Little Ed across the threshold. "Is he in there?"
"What the hell are you talkin' about? He's dead, you idiot."
Salvatore stood half-in and half-out of the doorway. "The dog, Ed, the dog!"
"Jesus, Sal, get the hell in here and close the door."
Once both men had gained entry to Manny's apartment the roles of lead and follow were instantly reversed. Little Ed's forte was more of the physical nature. "So, Sal, what the hell are we lookin' for, anyway?"
"You look in here for a phone book, or an address book, somethin' like that. I'm gonna check in the bedroom."
Salvatore disappeared down a narrow hall leading to the single bedroom. Little Ed seemed to be frozen in a state between confusion and indecision. He stood in the center of the room for several minutes, eyes generally unfocused while he fished through his own pocket in futile pursuit of yet another smoke.
"Find anything yet?" Salvatore's muffled voice asked, jagging the big man back into the present.
"Nope. Sal, there ain't no phone book in here. No phone, either."
"Check the kitchen."
"Okay, Sal."
On Manny's night stand, Salvatore found the telephone and the address book that he was looking for. As an added bonus, he also found a computer. It occupied most of a simulated oak veneer student desk that was facing the room's single small window. He punched the power button and waited the few seconds required to boot up. Rubbing his hands in anticipation of the mother lode, elation mutated to disgust and anger as characters on the monitor slowly brightened.
The message was clear.
PLEASE ENTER PASSWORD… .
There was nothing of much interest in the refrigerator. A plastic jug, half-full of orange juice, and a few cans of beer took up space in the door. On the chrome-plated top rack were some wilted vegetables and a wrinkled, somewhat triangular, lump of aluminum foil. Sure enough, it was pizza. Not bad either," Ed said to himself. He focused his attention on the congealed wedges of mozzarella and anchovies. It was not his favorite, but at least there was plenty of sauce."
Before the last bite of pizza disappeared, Ed embarked upon a manic rummaging through the kitchen cupboards.
* * *
"Okay, let me go over it one more time," Shelly said, obviously exasperated, "and for Christ's sake, pay attention. You've got the power turned off and you've pulled out the plug, right?"
"Yeah, Boss. The plug is outta the wall, and the case is open. There's a whole lot of wires and little computer lookin' stuff inside."
Little Ed guffawed and spewed-out a shower of corn chip fragments. "Little computer stuff! Sal, you're a riot! What do you expect to find in a computer, Swiss cheese?"
"Fuck you, Ed, I oughtta—"
"Shut up! Both of you, shut up!" Shelly was literally screaming into her end of the phone. Little Ed could hear her clearly from several feet away. "There should be some boxes in there, too, Sal. Two or three should be connected to openings in the front panel, and there should be one big one at the back, or off to one side."
"Yeah, I think I see what you're talking about. The ones in the front aren't boxes, but they're sort of square. One is real little, like a pack of cigarettes, and the other one is bigger, about the size of a cassette player. Which one do you want? Whatcha call it, the heart drive?"
"Hard drive, Sal, the hard drive." The tone of her voice was sounding much better. She actually sounded happy for a change. "Okay, Sal, you're doing great. The little one should poke through the front of the computer, and it probably has a small slot with a button right next to it. The bigger one is probably just blank on the front, but it might have a small green or red light bulb in one corner. Is that what you see, Sal?"
"Yup. You've got it, Boss. Gee, I'm impressed! How did you ever learn so much about computers? I always wanted to get one of these, but—"
"Not now, Sal. We'll talk about computers later. Now all I want you to do is disconnect all of the wires from the big one with the little light and no slot. The one that is the size of a cassette player. Unscrew it from the computer case and bring it along with any wires that you can disconnect without breaking or cutting any wires." Shelly was sounding absolutely euphoric at the prospect of getting her hands on Manny's files. "And don't forget to bring all of the floppies. You know, those flat plastic squares with labels on one side. Bring all of them that you can find.
Manny's pocket knife came in quite handy as Salvatore Gianotti unscrewed and pried-out the disk drive.
* * *
"I don't get it, Boss," Salvatore complained. He was simultaneously completely confused and thoroughly fascinated. He watched, wide-eyed as Shelly connected a multi-colored ribbon cable between the purloined disk drive and the disk controller in her PC. "How do you expect to get at his files without the password? Or, do you know the password?"
Even as he spoke, Shelly energized her computer and the disk drive spun-up. Seconds later, Manny Gordon's supposedly secure files began to scroll across the monitor.
"Simple, Sal." the Prune explained. "Suppose that instead of using a computer, Manny had kept his files in a locked file cabinet. Without the key, how could you read them?"
"No sweat, I'd just pry the door off, or open the back. File cabinets are usually put together with screws, you know."
"So, that is exactly what we just did. The password was just a key to get the computer running. There is nothing special about the disk drive. We just needed the password to unlock the door. Unscrewing the computer cabinet and taking the drive is exactly the same as taking a bunch of file folders from a disassembled cabinet. Like taking candy from a baby. The poor sap should have encrypted his files." Shelly was grinning from ear to ear, quite pleased with herself. "Passwords don't do squat."
The most surprising discovery was what was not on the disks. Each and every one of the floppies were completely blank. None of them were even formatted. Several had blank or scribbled labels on them. It appeared that unsuccessful attempts had been made at copying or transferring files. Manny had obviously not been a computer geek. Aside from the obligatory system files, DOS, and Windows, there was not much else on the hard drive. No commercial software, that is. A few short lists of text in the form of phone numbers and addresses. Most of which were of passing interest. There were not a lot of people that Manny had called friends. Only a few more that could be classified as enemies. Shelly's personal data base, with the help of many contacts above, within, and below the law enforcement community, was quite complete. There were two international numbers on the phone list that sparked her attention. Both of them had only partial listings, only first names. One was preceded by the title 'Doctor'. She didn't recognize the country codes.
Along with the names, addresses and phone numbers, there were considerable numbers of graphics files. At least that was what they appeared to be at first glance. Being aware of Gustafson's lack of basic morality, over-active libido, and under-active social calendar, Shelly had assumed that the graphics were just that; graphics. Graphics in the genre of smut, filth, vulgarity, obscenity, pornography, etc. ad-nauseam. She was on the verge of deleting them from the drive when she decided to take a look, just in case. They were graphics files, but not at all what she had originally suspected. In fact they were graphics in format only. In content it was all text. Text that had been either scanned-in, or images that had been FAXed. A quick look at the hard drive directory indicated that Manny's computer had a FAX driver loaded in the AUTOEXEC.BAT file. She couldn't be sure, but there didn't seem to be any indication that this particular computer had been doing anything but receiving FAXes. She doubted very much that he had possessed the mental dexterity to operate a scanner, let alone generate and transmit any electronic mail. Shelly opened a graphics viewer and made a quick examination of the first file. Before she had finished the first page of text on FAX number one, she made backup copies of each and every data file on the hard drive. There were twelve FAX files. They ranged in length from one short paragraph to twenty-six pages in length. The time of transmission as indicated on the graphics image was way out of sync from the file creation date. The time seemed to have been set correctly on Manny's computer. The unauthorized access attempt by Salvatore had been automatically recorded. The originating FAX machine was either on the opposite side of the earth, or its clock was out of whack. A closer look at the scanned image clearly answered the question of time and place. The header on each page of every transmission was the same. Each of the FAXes had been sent from the same phone number. It was one of the international numbers in Gustafson's phone list.
The files appeared to have been clippings from magazines and pages Xeroxed from bound books. There were shots taken from an encyclopedia, or maybe a medical dictionary. Reading them brought Shelly's thoughts back into the meat locker where Gustafson had been babbling gibberish about brain surgery, cod-liver oil, and the county morgue. He had been so very insistent, stayed that way to the very end.
ADRENALINE, is another name for epinephrine, the hormone produced in the adrenal gland that is vital in enabling an individual to meet sudden dangers and emergencies. In states of alarm, adrenaline pours into the bloodstream, from which it affects other parts of the body. Carbohydrate reserves are mobilized, muscle strength is increased, pupils are dilated, and peripheral blood vessels contract causing increased blood pressure. The same physiological state of arousal produced by an injection of epinephrine could be interpreted as anger or as pleasure depending on the social situation.
NORADRENALINE, or nor epinephrine, is a hormone secreted by the medulla of the adrenal gland, where it is synthesized from the amino acid tyrosine. A precursor of adrenaline, it serves as a neurotransmitter at smooth muscle junctions innervated by sympathetic nerve fibers. Noradrenaline raises blood pressure by causing general peripheral vasoconstriction. Like adrenaline, it has a stimulatory effect on lipolysis, thus raising the level of free fatty acids in the bloodstream.
OPIATE RECEPTORS are located in parts of the thalamus and the limbic system (which controls pain and euphoria) and to a lesser extent, the brain stem and PITUITARY.
The PITUITARY gland is an endocrine gland situated at the base of the brain and is connected to the hypothalamus. This gland produces and secretes six protein hormones, one of which is the adrenocorticotropic hormone which stimulates the adrenal cortex and controls or influences the production of adrenaline. Excess secretion of the pituitary can abnormally alter the function of the adrenals.
One of the documents appeared to be a copy of a typed manuscript. It was obviously written by someone using English as a second language. It definitely had a scholarly ring to it. Perhaps it was a doctoral thesis, a submittal to a medical or scientific journal, or the like. To her mind, untrained in scientific, medical, or technical matters, the lot of it seemed like so much mumbo-jumbo. On the whole it appeared to be a discussion of a process by which a catalyst or trigger could be produced to stimulate both the adrenal glands and the endocrine system to not only supercharge the emotions, but the body as well. Imagine, super strength, and super-sensory amplification, and super-awareness simultaneously combined with super euphoria or super anger, take your pick. In a word, hyper-speed!
The only fathomable reason that Gustafson would have had to possess these files was if his story about the origins of Hyper-Speed had some truth to it. It was unclear at this point if Gustafson had had any viable grasp on the process involved if the concoction truly was comprised of a pineal/pituitary extract. As for herself, Shelly only knew that this was too much for her to digest on her own. She needed reliable, yet very discreet, technical advice.
* * *
"Well, I suppose that it may be possible. The function of the pituitary and pineal bodies have never been fully understood. Nor is the medical community united in their collective opinion of how they interact with the endocrine and adrenal systems." Wilton Oxford, the county coroner continued, "Now, you realize that I'm not an M.D., I'm not a pathologist, and I'm certainly not an endocrinologist. I'm the County Coroner, an elected public servant, whose duties are mostly administrative and political in nature. I have, however, picked-up a little bit of technical savvy along the way. Now, as I see it, our friend Beemer and his former associate, Gustafson, have somehow stumbled upon what appears to be the result of a military research project. The bibliography on several of these documents includes a reference to a study undertaken by our government in the 1950's. Seems as though there was interest in producing a super-human infantryman by way of hormonal tinkering. The theory was fairly acceptable. However, there just didn't seem to be any way of effectively isolating, producing or storing the end product."
"The end product being… what?" Shelly asked.
"Just as you had surmised, my dear. An oral dose of a substance that does not act directly as a stimulant in the traditional sense, but is merely a trigger, or a catalyst, that jolts the body's adrenal and endocrine systems into super-fast and super-prolific production. As I was saying, the required technology for isolating a catalyst to combine the pineal and pituitary secretions in the proper manner, was not available at the time. As a result, interest in the theory seemed to have gone by the wayside. From all appearances, someone has remembered what was going on in the cold war years, and seems to have hit upon the answer. Judging from the telephone number on these transmissions, they are coming in from Calcutta, India. 91 is the India code, and 33 is the code for Calcutta. Notice also that the time is offset by thirteen and one half hours. The half-hour is a dead give-away. There is a very good chance that these calls really did originate in that part of the world.
"Wow!" Salvatore exclaimed, completely amazed. "Okay, how did you ever figure out what those code numbers mean? It must have really taken some digging, huh?"
Oxford held an innate distaste for the little man with his pencil moustache and plastered-down black hair. "Well, Sal, my greasy little friend, I used a document referred to by the literate masses as a telephone directory. I understand that you occasionally employ them in some of your negotiation sessions." Oxford was referring to the practice of holding a thick telephone book against the ribs of a victim, while an associate clubbed it with a Louisville Slugger. The phone book spread the force of the blow over a wide area, preventing surface bruising and the breaking of ribs. The full force of the blow was transferred to internal organs. Hapless victims of this treatment usually passed blood in their urine for days.
"Hey, fuck you, fat man!" Salvatore spit at Oxford's feet to punctuate his displeasure. "Ptooey!"
"Sal! Behave yourself," Shelly scolded. A hint of a smile flashed across her lips, along with a discrete wink that was meant only for Salvatore. Privately, she thought that the sight of a big juicy-one hanging from Oxford's ugly face would have been more appropriate than merely spotting his shoes.
"Permit me to continue," Oxford said, burnishing his black wing-tips with a sparkling-white handkerchief. He neatly folded the frilly, monogrammed linen swatch and exchanged it with a fresh one from a desk drawer. "If one is to assume that our Mr. Beemer has been extracting and preparing the product in our very own morgue, using the very rudimentary equipment at his disposal, then his work must be limited to reduction of the `donated' organs to their basic constituents in a filtering or settling process, perhaps with the aid of a centrifuge. The addition of a catalyst to the resulting glandular essence could be made at a latter time in order to activate the desired properties."
Oxford paused. Tilting back in his swivel chair, he removed the gold-rimmed pince-nez from their perch. His shiny brow wrinkled downward and pinched his beady, mole-like eyes closed beneath folds of pasty skin. He plucked a watch from a pocket in his pin-stripped vest, the fabric stretched taut and straining over a corpulent tub of guts. "Madam, if there are not further questions, I have a luncheon engagement."
"Well, as a matter of fact, yes, there are more questions. What do you mean, `a catalyst'? The final product is a catalyst, right? So what is this catalyst for a catalyst business?" Shelly was scribbling what little that she managed to decipher on her ever-present yellow pad.
"To put it simply, what Beemer is doing is only basic mechanical rendering of the excised glands. Once the material is filtered and purified in approximate but non-critical proportions, the addition of an enzyme is required."
Oxford tried to replace his watch, but the fabric of the vest was stretched so tightly that he was forced to struggle up and out of his chair to relax the tension. He continued the explanation on his feet, slowly circumnavigating his office. "Without an agent to metamorphize and stabilize the ingredients together, all that you have is two separate and relatively inert elements in solution. It is all here in the very files that you have provided. Didn't you even read them?"
"Of course I read them!" Shelly snapped. Her agitation at Oxford's arrogance was quite apparent. "But that is why I am here. I'm not only not a doctor or a pathologist, but I'm just an illiterate investigator working for a two-bit politician in a two-bit county. What is the missing ingredient? If Max isn't making it himself, in the lab, then where the hell is it coming from?"
"That, my dear, is precisely the question. Since you, as you so aptly put it, are the investigator, I suggest that you `investigate'. I might suggest Mr. Beemer as a good place to start. With this new bit of information at my disposal, I have reason to believe that he has managed to produce at least one viable sample of the finished product. Perhaps he has access to, or can identify the source of, the catalyst. Other than that, I would imagine that Calcutta is particularly miserable this time of year."
From the pocket opposite his watch, Oxford pulled out a fat black cigar. Passing the cheroot back and forth beneath his nose, he inhaled deeply, eyes rolling in anticipation. As he headed toward the door—and his luncheon—he bit off the end and spit it in Salvatore's general direction. "Oh, by the way, keep those vials on ice until you manage to acquire the catalyst. Not only are the contents worthless without it, it will deteriorate very rapidly at room temperature."
"One more question, if you please." Shelly's fingers disappeared into a soft brown valise of distressed leather. She produced one of the small vials and passed it to the Coroner. "What, exactly, do I have here? Is this the finished product, or merely, as you put it, 'two inert elements in solution'?
Oxford reached for yet another of his linen handkerchiefs and accepted the vial, overtly avoiding any chance contact between the tiny bottle and his skin. The contents of the vial, resting on the pristine fabric, was slightly rose-tinted and very transparent. Using a corner of the handkerchief, Oxford plucked the vial from his palm, still maintaining a barrier between himself and the glass. He held it up to harsh morning light that flooded over a leather-inlaid desktop. His already piercing eyes refocused with a rodent-like intensity. Through oval-cut pince-nez, his vision pierced the glass.
"That, I cannot tell you." Gently tipping the vial back and forth, he seemed captivated by the contents rolling in slow motion, like one of those desktop plastic wave machines peddled by The Sharper Image. "What I cannot do is tell you 'exactly' what you have. I can, however, offer a hypothesis."
It was obvious that Oxford was relishing in the degree of attention that he had captured from his audience. Shelly was visibly agitated at what she considered to be grandstanding by a pompous ass.
Completely oblivious to a conversation that was for the most part beyond his grasp, Salvatore had busied himself with a paper clip and was digging sludge from beneath his fingernails.
"Judging from the clarity and color, this appears to be just as I suspected, the non-catalyzed raw ingredients. Once an enzyme, or stabilizer of some kind, is added, the color should deepen and darken to more resemble a young sherry wine."
Oxford paused, glancing at Salvatore. "Or perhaps an easier understood simile would be automatic transmission fluid." His comment went unnoticed by its intended recipient. "Furthermore, as I previously stated, when in this state, un catalyzed, it must be kept under refrigeration. Assuming that it has been at room temperature for any more than two or three hours, this sample is worthless."
With that comment, Oxford positioned his upturned palm over a waste basket, and slowly tilted his hand. The small vial, probably the last earthly remains of at least two departed souls, rolled noiselessly from the handkerchief. A hollow metallic clunk at the bottom of the steel wastebasket momentarily caught Salvatore's attention.
Shelly's pained expression validated the appropriateness of her nickname.
Shelly's new office was nearly indistinguishable from her old digs. It still had a door and an outside window. Actually, two windows that came together like the prow of some boat that levitated five stories above the marginally landscaped parking lot. Granted, the southern exposure was not the best in terms of a view. The choice offices faced to the east. They overlooked the long winding belts of greenery and foliage that comprised Myrtle Creek Park. From Shelly's new turf, the visual grandeur of the mountains, some forty miles distant, was unavoidably diminished by the squalor and decay oozing outward from the south side of Burley Avenue. As far as she knew, no one of her relatively modest salary grade had ever been granted the privilege of an outside office on the fifth floor, let alone in a corner with floor to ceiling glass. Just scant months ago she had managed a move from the squad room to a private office on the third floor.
The first order of business had been to move-in a new desk. For a person of her obviously elevated influence and stature, the standard, government-issue sheet-metal monstrosity was definitely taboo. She had spent the better part of the weekend locating this symbol of corporate potency. The Lincolnesque behemoth had set her back more than three month's salary. A minor financial setback that would certainly be remedied as soon as the small matter of Gustafson's catalyst was resolved. The desk, in classic oak parquet inlaid with simulated ivory, would probably even make Oxford just a wee bit jealous. She hoped so.
Gazing through the windows of her boat-office she ruminated on the promotion that would most certainly accompany her new office—
Her intercom buzzed.
"Ms. Talbert, you have a call on line one. Its the Coroner. And there is a Ms. Barbara Huddleston waiting here at my desk. She's here to see you for a nine o'clock. Shall I send her in?"
"Ahh, yes. No. Just a minute. I'll buzz you back."
Shelly was taken aback at the anonymous voice on the other end of the squawk-box. The concept of a receptionist to field her calls and visitors was as new and foreign as the expansive view from the prow of her new boat. The receptionist was shared by a dozen other occupants in this part of the building, but it certainly was an improvement from shouts over bullpen partitions in the detective's squad room.
She punched line one and put Oxford on her speaker phone. "Yes, Mr. Oxford, what can I do for you, sir?"
"Good morning, Ms. Talbert. First, my dear, please be so kind as to disconnect the speaker phone. This is a private conversation."
"Sorry, sir." Damn! He did it again, she thought to herself, biting her lower lip. Oxford always managed to catch her off guard and put her in a mentally subordinate attitude. Shelly made it a personal policy not to call anyone 'sir'.
"Thank you, Ms. Talbert. Now, as you suspected, it appears that both recipients of your hospitality have indeed been guests of the county morgue for the past few hours. Your Mr. Gustafson was discovered by a beat cop and brought in as a hit-and-run. The imbecilic flat-foot didn't inspect the cadaver with enough care to reveal numerous bullet wounds to the cranium. The John Doe that you so sloppily dispatched in the garage has also been examined. In addition to the through-and-through bullet wounds to the upper chest, Mr. Beemer reports that there are no teeth and no discernable fingerprints. The explanation for the last two items have been conveniently omitted. The anonymity of the body along with the lack of any missing persons inquiry, leads me to surmise that immediate disposal of the remains is the preferred action at this time."
"And the report," Shelly asked just above a whisper. "What about the report?"
"Ha-ha-haww!" Oxford's bellowing laugh left a ringing imprint in Shelly's ear and filled her office with a volume that rivaled the speaker phone. "Report? My dear Ms. Talbert, there is no report." Oxford hung up.
On the sixth floor Oxford gently rocked back and forth behind his desk. E-mail from the morgue was still displayed on his monitor. The button bar at the top of the display had four selections highlighted:
SAVE EDIT PRINT DELETE
The fat man leaned forward in his chair so as to extract a cigar from a rosewood humidor. He selected a hand-rolled president with his left hand. He pressed DEL with his right hand.
Shelly manhandled a cardboard file box from the desktop and placed it out of sight beside her black Naugahyde executive chair. Anxious to anoint her new office with a lived-in appearance, she fished around inside the box for some personal items. A mahogany-and-brass nameplate faced outward, front and center. To the left of the nameplate was a chrome plated plastic trophy. It proclaimed Detective Sergeant Michelle Talbert as a member of the five 'man' team that took third place in the state law enforcement officer's combat pistol competition. On the right side of the desk, she positioned a gun-metal grey Rolodex between a large cut crystal ashtray and a small NO SMOKING placard. A thick stack of manila folders was split in half and positioned symmetrically at the right and left extremes of the burgundy leather writing surface. She scooted her chair up to the desk and buzzed the receptionist.
"Send Huddleston in now."
Both Bobbie and the receptionist got the message. Just the message and nothing more. The voice at the other end of the intercom was not nice. It was not mean. It was not cold. It was not warm. It was just nothing. No emotion, no inflection, no hint of a message other than what the words themselves conveyed. Bobbie was directed down the hall to the corner office. Her knuckles rapped a Morse 'S' on the steel casement. The announcement was not necessary. Shelly's attention was riveted on the threshold and on Bobbie as she filled it.
"Morning."
The only response from behind the desk was a slight gesture of her head. Bobbie took it as a command to enter and take a seat in a severe straight-backed office chair.
Shelly shook a smoke from a box of Marlboros. She reached for her desk lighter that wasn't there. Picking through her purse, she pulled out a no-nonsense Parkerized Colt Officer's model .45 automatic and slapped it on the desk. The next item out of the purse was a book of matches. She lit up, inhaling deeply. The match, followed by a contrail of stuttering smoke, nose-dived into the crystal ashtray. She offered the pack to Bobbie.
"No thanks," said Bobbie, shaking her head and pointing to the NO SMOKING sign. "Besides, I thought this was a no-smoking building."
"Suit yourself." Shelly croaked through a throat full of blue exhaust. "It's my office, and I'm the police. Who the hell is going to arrest me?"
Bobbie was mute. She sat bolt-upright in the chair, her hands gripping the chipped enameled steel beneath a brown vinyl seat cushion. Her expression telegraphed uneasiness as she watched Shelly watch her.
Shelly picked up the Colt, depressed the magazine release, and caught the six rounds of Winchester 185 grain Silvertips in her left hand. She cycled the slide, sending the seventh round skittering across her desk, sparkling in the sun like a piece of jewelry.
"We had a chat with Gustafson Saturday night," Shelly announced between a drag on her cigarette and a swallow of coffee. "He was able to fill us in on some badly needed details."
Bobbie's face blanched to an even whiter shade of pale. Her lips visibly clamped together as if to repel a flood of rising bile.
"Are you feeling okay? Can I get you something?"
Bobbie opened her mouth to speak, but instead of words all that emerged was a desperate gasp for air. She had stopped breathing for some seconds. No doubt her heart had also quit pumping from its new location in her throat.
Without waiting for an answer, Shelly punched a key on the intercom. "Kris, will you bring in a carafe of coffee and a mug for Ms. Huddleston?"
"Ah, right. Be right there."
Shelly had arranged in advance for Kris to bring the coffee. It had cost her the promise of lunch this afternoon. Kris was by no means her private secretary, and the request for coffee delivery was above and beyond the call of duty. The impact of this overt display of corporate power was having its calculated effect on Bobbie. The mere fact that Shelly was sitting behind a piece of real furniture in a coveted corner office, spoke volumes. Her ability to summon room service at the touch of a button was approaching the limit of credibility.
Kris and the coffee arrived. She set an insulated plastic jug and a stack of Styrofoam cups on a two drawer file cabinet. She left the room without comment.
"Help yourself, Barbara," Shelly commanded, "and close the door while you're up."
Bobbie stiffly stood and went to the door, pushed it shut, and stepped back to pour herself a cup.
"Bobbie, I really must thank you," Shelly continued, "I doubt we would have been able to locate Gustafson for several more days without your help. Frankly, I didn't expect this kind of result quite so soon. I've asked that you be transferred to this department post-haste. You will, of course, be reporting directly to me. I'm looking forward to having you under me again."
"No! I mean, I have a lot of work backing up and I don't think that they'll be willing to cut me loose with such short notice. Besides—"
"Perhaps I haven't made myself clear." Shelly lunged forward in her chair and viciously stabbed her butt into the ashtray. "You will be reporting to me. It's a done deal. I want you to be moved onto this floor by the end of the day. Talk to Kris. She'll find a cubicle for you as soon as we're through here."
Shelly shifted gears like Mario Andretti. "Now that we have been able to have a little chat with Gustafson, there are few more questions to be answered. I believe that our mutual acquaintance, Mr. Beemer, may be just the one to shed some light on this investigation. Judging from your skill—or luck—in finding Gustafson, and your discretion with the incident at the garage, I'm going to bring you up to speed on what is going on. Of course, I'm bringing you on board with the full expectation of your complete discretion. I have your phone call from the garage on tape in my answering machine, along with the records of your phone calls that night."
"My phone?" Bobbie pleaded in protest. "How did you get the records on my phone?
"What do you mean, 'my phone'?" Shelly asked sarcastically. "Where do you think that damn phone came from anyway? That's my phone. It was issued to me, for my use and City Hall pays the bill. It's officially checked out to you under your signature. Accounting forwards a complete list of each and every call, both outgoing and incoming, to my office each and every month."
Shelly settled deeper into her chair, and propped her feet onto the desktop. Her beige pumps dropped noiselessly to the new carpet as she lit up another smoke. "You see, Huddleston, I can prove that you were in on that nastiness in the garage. I can show that you called in the hit. You're in this up to your tight little ass. A lot of time has passed and you've been withholding information on a murder that the department doesn't even know was committed. Your beau, Max, made sure of that by falsification of the cause of death down in the basement of—"
"He is not my beau!" Bobbie screamed, spilling her untouched coffee. "You don't have the slightest—"
"Shut up! And clean up that mess, goddammit," the Prune barked. "There's also the matter of the patrol officers that visited the scene of the crime."
Bobbie looked and sounded confused. "But they left, they didn't have a clue. They didn't know what was going on so they just left. And besides, they didn't even see me. There's no way they'll say I was there."
"Those two officers will say or do just about anything that I pay them to. Dispatch didn't send them. Nobody sent them. They were there, waiting, just in case things got out of hand. Things did get out of hand, but nobody in that God forsaken neighborhood ever called the police. I told them to cruise by and act cool, just for insurance. Face it, girlie, you and Beemer are working for me now. You know it, and Max will know it none to soon. And by the way, I trust that your relationship with Max will be kept on a professional level. And even if it's not— Frankly my dear, I don't give a shit."
Bobbie's mouth opened and closed like a goldfish vacuuming flakes from the top of a fish tank.
* * *
"Yes ma'am, there were three other vehicles in the garage," officer Matson continued. "One of them was Beemer's beater, one was a hearse from the Coroner's Office. And the third one was a dark green or black Buick Roadmaster. Looked like a `55 or `56."
"Did you get the plate number?"
"Yes, ma'am, we did. The Falcon's plate was—"
"Not Max's car, you idiot," Shelly interrupted impatiently, "the Buick."
"Uh, yeah. Sorry. We got that, too. It was a vanity plate, DTHANGL. You know what that's supposed to mean?"
"Good! Run it, and get me the R.O. And I mean get him. I want the driver of that car ASAP. And be discreet for a change, huh? No radios, no cell phones. Call me when you get him."
Shelly slammed down the receiver and returned her attention to Bobbie. She appeared to be in the grips of a catatonic trance. Shelly's newest accomplice was trying to digest the macabre concept of Max as some kind of a high-tech vampire, sucking out the brains of corpses and peddling a vile gruel of ground gore to all sorts of night-crawling vermin and dope fiends.
"For crying out loud, snap out of it!" Shelly ordered. "You'd better face up to the fact that, from here on out, we're all in this together. I don't care if you do what you have to do to keep your butt out of jail, or for your cut of the profits."
"Okay," Bobbie whimpered, blowing her nose into a rough paper napkin. "What do you want me to do?"
"Max. Find Max. Gustafson is gone, and Max is our only chance of getting our hands on the catalyst."
"Gone? What do you mean, gone?"
"Forget it, Barbara. You don't want to know."
The Prune refilled her coffee mug, wiping a dribble of java from the gold-leaf Metro-Dade emblem that emblazoned a cobalt-blue ceramic background. The mug was part of a collection of several dozen. The rest of the accumulation, along with two wooden display shelves, had been one of the first items unpacked this morning. She thought that the mugs from twenty two states, three federal agencies, and four countries made a very appropriate statement. Definitely a bit more original than the nearly obligatory display of police department badges or patches that adorned the walls of nearly every other cop shop in the country. Of late, the Metro-Dade had been her cup of choice. It had been her latest acquisition. She had picked it up at a conference in Atlanta last month. Sheriff-cum-TV celebrity Nick Navarro had been the keynote speaker. He had spoken on drug traffic interdiction and the public's perception of corruption in law enforcement.
Quite appropriate, considering the present circumstances, she thought, chuckling to herself.
"We didn't really think that Max was directly involved with Gustafson up until we talked with him." Shelly saw the look of confusion returning to Bobbie's face, "Gustafson, that is. We never have talked with Max specifically about this. Max and myself hadn't as much as laid eyes on each other for weeks until Saturday night. As far as I was concerned, he was merely a disconnected contact to use in nabbing Gustafson."
"What about the old man?"
"Old man? Oh, shouldn't be much of a problem. As far as I can tell we're in the clear on that one. Looks like your newfound friends sanitized the corpse and dumped it. He'll end up being written off as the just another casualty of south-side fun and games. He has already been processed through the morgue. No inquiries and no I.D. so far. It didn't even make a ripple in the news. Therefore, no interest in following-up from upstairs."
Bobbie was starting to blubber again, reaching for another napkin. "But what about him? He was a sweet old man. Didn't have an enemy in the world, from what Max tells me. No family and not many friends either. Why did you have to kill him?" She honked her reddening nose again, and wiped her eyes with the sodden mass.
Shelly slammed her coffee onto the desk, sending a hot geyser up, out, and all over a yellow legal pad. "Get off it, will ya? I never intended to kill anyone. That pea-brained idiot O'Keefe brought along will pay for sure. I'll see to it that he learns the meaning of the word 'discretion'. As far as snuffing the geezer… , like I said, there's been no inquiry. No reason to suspect that there will be any. As far as I know, the old goat is probably nothing more than a cold pile of ashes on its way to potter's field."
"Max didn't come into work today. According to Oxford's answering machine, he is taking a couple of days off. 'Mental health days' he calls them. He was working in the morgue at Oxford's request until sometime Sunday evening. Oxford actually went down to the morgue and talked with Max about 4:00 Sunday afternoon." Shelly leaned across her desk, folded her hands, and put on her sincerest face. "Bobbie, I just want to talk with Max. Just do the same thing that you did for me on Saturday night and nobody needs to know that you were ever involved."
"The same thing I did before!" Bobbie exploded out of her chair, both fists were clenched tight and pressed to her temples. "Jesus Christ, Shelly, two men are dead! I'm not going to do anything like that ever again. I don't care who you tell or what you do to me." She spun on her heel, reaching for the doorknob. "And that's final."
Shelly's voice low and throaty blocked Bobbie's move toward the door and held her attention like the drone of a snake charmer. "Just one more minute. I've told Little Ed to find Max too. His instructions are to bring him to me without as much as a scratch. But, those are the same instructions that I gave him when he went after Gustafson." She paused, snapping the magazine back into the Colt. The .45 snuggled into a nut-colored Bianchi pancake holster that caressed the small of her back. "The choice is up to you. Either you can find Max, or Little Ed will."
Shelly paused for effect. "And believe me… . Edgar O'Keefe always… always… delivers."
"Max! Wake up Maxie." Debbie's sing-song voice rattled into his subconscious fog like fingernails across a dusty chalk board. "Maxie… . Oh Maaaxiee."
"Whaa? Uh, okay, I'm up."
He woke to find himself prostrate on a 1970's vintage couch constructed of used whiskey barrels with horse shoe accents. Faded orange vinyl upholstery was sticking to every square inch of exposed flesh. Pulling away from the sweaty plastic produced a sound akin to masking tape coming off of a roll, or a rubber boot sucking out of six-inches of cow flop. Max's creaky bones were not only struggling against a vinyl vacuum, but he was simultaneously being compressed by over one hundred pounds of aromatic canine stupidity.
Max lifted his left arm from the red and black shag carpet and tried to swat Bruno from his back like some giant blow-fly. "Bruno," Max grunted, "get the hell offa me."
Bruno moved. A little. He repositioned his head and let out a long dogly sigh. A sigh that was punctuated by a fit of rapid-fire, jowl-jiggling, gum-flapping, snot-slinging sneezes. Max's naked back, neck, and head were being splattered by a flood of dog mucus interspersed with unchewed bits of last night's dog chow. In a primeval instinctive response to a very threatening situation, Max twisted and contorted his sleep-logged body in an attempt to get the mongrel off his back. The sudden gyrations shot a spasm of pain from the lumbar-thoracic region of his spinal cord straight into his sleepy brain.
Bruno found all of this commotion to be most disturbing. He decided to search out a more peaceful locale. The beast lost traction on the sweaty vinyl. He scrambled for a purchase with claws that had gone far too long without trimming. The seat of Max's favorite and threadbare Levi's was shredded. And so was his left cheek.
"Oh, gawd, my back, my butt, my best jeans!" Max howled as much from indignation as from pain. "Get outta here, you stupid mutt!" The grimace of pain was intense enough to curdle raw oatmeal at ten paces. Unfortunately for Max, it had an equal and opposite effect upon Debbie.
"Maxie!" Debbie scolded. "Don't you yell at that poor dog. He was so comfy sleeping with you. You should have seen him sleeping there, a little bit of drool coming out of his mouth. Just like you." She collapsed and melted into a crumpled heap of laughter.
"Goddammit, Debbie, don't call me Maxie. I hate it."
"Lighten up, Max. Hey, look at your pants! Your cute little white butt is sticking right out. You really should try to get some more sun, big boy."
Bruno was presently focused on a puddle of beer that gurgled from an unfinished can and onto the shag carpet.
Mike emerged from his bedroom clad only in a very large pair of Mickey Mouse boxer shorts. "Bruno! Stop that, guy, it gives you gas." The shorts were a perfect match to the very small version that Debbie was wearing "Hey, Max, look out here. There's a black-and-white creeping by in front of Mike's apartment. It's the second time that I've seen it in the last fifteen minutes.
The pain in Max's back and a damaged derriere were suddenly only of tertiary concern. "Is the scanner still on?" he asked, now fully awake. "What have they been saying?"
Max dropped to his knees by the front window. He interrupted the plane of a venetian blind vane with his right index finger while his left arm was fully engaged in keeping Bruno's pilsner-soaked snout at bay.
Fiddling with the buttons, knobs, and adjustments on a Bearcat scanner, Mike said, "Nothing. Nope, not a damn thing. They're not saying a damn thing."
The patrol car slowly moved past the duplex apartment, turned the corner and very slowly motored down the block. Both officers of the law were locked in on the apartment like a cat stalking a mouse. From Mike's house, directly across the street from Mike's apartment, Max, Mike, and now Debbie, watched as the cruiser pulled up to Ho's Asian Market. One cop got out and went to the pay phone.
"Quick, call Mike!" Max was still peering through the blinds at the patrol car while absentmindedly scratching his back. "Get him on the phone, pronto!"
The venetian blind snapped back into position when he stood up. He grabbed his pack of Camels from the coffee table, plucked out a smoke and released the pack. Like a magician palming a silver dollar, the Camels refused to return to the table. They hung in gravitational limbo, supported from Max's palm by glistening elastic threads of Bruno's nasal napalm.
The way that he reacted, you would have thought he had a tarantula crawling up his arm.
"Arawwwgh!"
The blood curdling shriek even made Bruno do a double-take.
Max flapped his hand at least three times before the dog boogers let go. Cigarettes were jumping out of the agitated pack, trying to seek refuge in the shag carpet fibers. Bruno, seeing that the cigarettes were coming from Max, who had just put one to his lips, naturally assumed they must be food. Max's last three smokes were vacuumed up into Bruno's maw before the beast realized that they were not really very tasty.
Why was Master eating them anyway?
Mike had Mike on the phone. "Looks like they were checking out your garage, dude."
"Yeah, I know. I've been watching. They've been around the house at least three times this morning. Woke me up leaning on the doorbell about twenty minutes ago. I just looked at 'em through the peephole till they split. Don't see 'em now. Musta left."
"Nope, didn't leave. Max is watching the car right now. One of 'em is using the phone outside of Ho's." Mike looked into the living room. He could see Max trying to detach a cigarette dangling from his lower lip without losing too much skin. "Still there Max?"
"Yeah, uh… just a sec." Max glanced out the window. "Yeah, still on the phone."
* * *
"Ms. Talbert? This is Matson again. There's no answer. We tried the bell, and knocked, couldn't see much through the windows. Can't tell for sure if he's home or not."
"What a bout the car?"
"Beg your pardon… ?"
"The car. The old Buick. Is it there?"
"Might be in the garage, but there's no window. Whatcha want us to do now?
"Check the garage. If it's in there, then bring him in"
"But Ms. Talbert," the big man whined, "the door is locked. And we can't see inside. Besides, I don't think that he's even home."
"Kick it."
"What?"
"Kick it, goddammit, kick it! I don't care how you get in, but check that garage. And if the car is in there, kick the house, too."
"Yes ma'am. Anything else?"
"No!" Shelly hissed. "And don't bother calling again until you've got him!"
The slam of the receiver hurt Matson's ear.
"Bitch," he mouthed to his partner as he returned to the cruiser.
"What she say?"
"Just like you said she'd say."
"Kick it?"
"Yup. Kick it." Matson nodded. "But she wants us to do the garage first, just to make sure it's the right place. Even if it is the right place, if the car's gone, so is he, and then we don't have to kick the house."
"Just the garage?"
"Depends if he's home or not."
* * *
"Get the hell outta there, Mike."
"You got it, bro."
The connection clicked off. Seconds later, Mike blasted out of his front door, bound across the gravel driveway, and threw open the overhead garage door. The vibrato of Death Angel's mellow bass rumble exploded to an earsplitting roar. The black behemoth squealed out of the garage through its own blue-white cloud of oil and burning rubber. Mike jumped out, ran back to the garage, slammed the door shut, and flew across the few steps back to Death Angel. The Buick had just barely disappeared behind Mike's house across the street, and into the garage when the cops rounded the corner for the fourth time that morning. Moments later, Max and Mike and Mike and Debbie watched as the two cops first pounded on Mike's front door, then pried the side garage door open with a tire iron. The two public servants didn't even bother to step inside. They pushed the door open, looked inside, and got back into their black-and-white.
"Those assholes didn't even close the door!"
* * *
"Well," Bobbie began, "that night I heard Max tell the patrolmen that he was going fishing. He said Sunday, or maybe he said 'tomorrow'. Shelly, I was so scared, I'm not sure. I thought he was just trying to get rid of the two officers."
Shelly was biting her nails and scribbling on the legal pad. "Maybe that explains why we can't find that Buick. What else happened before I showed up? Start from the beginning."
"Nothing happened. There wasn't a beginning. We played cards, that's all."
"Was Gustafson there when you got there? Did he come by himself, or what? Come on, Bobbie," Shelly implored, "work with me."
"Like I told you before, I had Max sold on the idea of renting an apartment to me. But he wanted me to come down to the garage that evening. I didn't know that there was going to be a card game until I saw the table. We had been there only a few minutes when the others showed up. Both cars arrived about the same time. I think that the old car came in first—"
"Was Gustafson in the Coroner's vehicle, or the old car?"
"I don't know… I can't remember. They all just sort of got out at once." The strain of filtering the mundane and calm prologue from the insane mayhem that followed, was showing clearly on Bobbie's face. "Almost everyone had a bag of drinks or snacks." Her eyes searched the ceiling tiles of the office for bits of memory just beyond her grasp. "Two of Max's friends were opening beers and passing them around. I was so excited at seeing Gustafson that I couldn't help watching him. He was putting his stuff in the refrigerator. Some beer, some dip, and something in the freezer, probably ice cream or something."
"Ice cream? At a poker game?" Shelly flipped back a few pages in her notes. "Are you sure it was ice cream? How much was it?"
"Hell, I don't know. It was small, like a pint maybe. Jesus! Shelly, what difference does it make?"
"A pint of ice cream, for seven people? At a poker game?"
* * *
"Well?"
"Well what?" Officer Matson replied.
The black-and-white was still parked in front of Mike's half of the duplex. "Now what are we gonna do? Talbert expects us to collar that guy. I think we better call and tell her he wasn't home."
"Nope, she said not to call until we got him. We're gonna do just that. Sit right here until he comes home." Matson said, pulling a Stanley thermos in hammertone grey from under passenger seat. "Coffee?"
"Yeah, thanks," his partner said, accepting a Styrofoam cup from Matson. "But I didn't think that you were quite so stupid."
Matson blew into the thermos lid serving as his cup, "Yeah, Einstein. Stupid, huh? Where do you get off, calling me stupid?"
"If you were this guy that Talbert has the hots for, I suppose you'd see a patrol car parked in front of your house, and just drive right up, huh?"
Matson could see it coming. He was about to be privileged with his partner's best Shirley Temple impersonation.
"Oh, hello officers! Here I am. Please be gentle when you slap the cuffs on me. And… oh yes, here is a signed confession and a map to Jimmy Hoffa's grave!"
Matson didn't want to, but he couldn't stifle a chuckle. "Okay, okay, cut the crap. You start here and I'll take the other side of the street. Maybe somebody knows where he is. Just lemme finish my coffee first, huh?"
"Hey, works for me," the other guy smiled, offering a zip-lock bag to his partner. "Oreo?"
* * *
Debbie was taken aback at the sight of a policeman on the front door, even though she had been watching both him and his counterpart methodically canvassing the neighborhood. "Yes, can I help you?"
Matson stood and stared, mouth agape, as he quickly brushed some errant cookie crumbs from his tie. The sight of Debbie wearing very brief Mickey Mouse boxers and a clinging cropped satin tank top almost gave him apoplexy. "Yes, Miss. I'm trying to locate one of your neighbors, a Mr. Terrance Mikelson. The department has recovered some stolen property of his."
"Who?"
"Ah … lemme check." Matson flipped open his notebook to check the name again, and to give his eyes something to look at other than what Debbie was not wearing. "Yup, Terrance Mikelson. Lives right across the street." Matson motioned over his shoulder, stealing another glance at the woman's chest in the process. "Drives a '56 Buick,"
"Oh! You mean Mike. Whatcha got for him? I bet it's my stereo. He said somebody ripped it off outta Death Angel. I always thought that he just hocked it so he could buy… never mind. Where is it, huh, it's my stereo right? Can I have it?"
"I'm sorry, Miss," Matson evaded. "But we need his signature on the property release. Do you happen to know when Mr. Mikelson will be back?"
"No, he went fishing."
"Fishing?"
"Yeah, fishing. Him and my boyfriend went fishing."
"Miss, do you happen to know where Mr. Mikelson and your friend went fishing?" Matson poised his pen, ready to scribble-down the key to his impending payoff.
"Of course, silly, the lake!" Debbie bubbled.
"And do you know which lake?"
"Wilderness Lake. We all just went there a little while ago. And my stereo was gone, so we had to listen to Max's boring old stories. Are you sure you can't just give my stereo back now?"
"Thank you very much, Miss," Matson said, already turning from the door and heading back to the patrol car. "You've been a great deal of help." Matson cringed as he heard himself parroting the same corny lines that they had force-fed him at the academy. "This job really sucks."
He waved-down his partner and they met again in the car, which was still idling on the street in front of Mike's house.
"So?"
"So what?"
"Whatcha find out?"
"He went fishing."
"Yeah? You know where?"
"Of course, silly, at the lake!"
"What's wrong with you today? Are you nuts, or what?"
"Sorry, just kidding. The girl across the street says our boy Mikelson and her boyfriend went fishing up at Wilderness Lake."
"Okay. Now I say it's time to call Talbert. We sure as hell can't just take an afternoon drive across three counties to find this guy."
* * *
Salvatore definitely did not relish the idea of driving over 150 miles across open country where the ratio of asphalt and concrete to sage brush and corn rows was abnormally low. Especially not alone. He would rather have walked bare-ass naked through the south-side at midnight, than be completely enveloped and encased by thousands of acres of empty space. Salvatore had heard about the inbred flannel-coated hayseeds that infested the unpaved wilderness. Sunburned tobacco-spitting lowbrows that routinely copulated with all sorts of farm animals.
At least he felt relatively secure on the freeway. There was a chain link fence on either side, and a three-foot high concrete barrier down the middle of six traffic lanes. Salvatore reasoned that the chance of being gored by a buffalo or killed by a band of rampaging savages was acceptably low.
The car was another plus. Shelly had seen fit to provide him with a decent automobile, not a fume-belching hulk of Detroit pig iron, but a refined, comfortable, and quiet fine German machine. He was certain that Bobbie would not mind that he was using her new car. After all, how could a mere woman appreciate the erogenous euphoria of a BMW sedan?
After thirty miles, the six-lane concrete interstate had devolved into a four-lane divided state highway. After sixty miles there were only two lanes of asphalt remaining. After ninety miles, the degeneration was nearly complete. Salvatore found himself on a chuckhole infested stretch of dirt with a thin coat of gravel. At 35 miles per hour he was lucky to have missed the house-sized Holstein cow being herded along by a kid in faded blue bib overalls. The little urchin dove into the barrow pit, narrowly avoiding obliteration by a now mud-caked and bug-spattered car driven by a madly cursing metro-Neapolitan.
Around the next corner and at the crest of a gentle rise, was a ramshackle pile of boards that was probably a rural version of a 7-11. The outside walls were festooned with rusted steel signs advertising products that were defunct before Salvatore was born. A pair of antique gas pumps were holding up the front part of the roof over a rickety wooden porch. The whole building was capped with rusty corrugated steel and squatted precariously on a stone foundation. There was some furniture on the porch, a long wooden bench, and an unmatched set of rocking chairs, all of the same weather-beaten grey color. A shabby fat man, with flesh just as weather-beaten as the furniture, sat beneath a green plastic visor in one of the rockers.
Yellow dust followed Salvatore and the BMW under the tin roof between the pumps and the porch. Leaving the sanitary safety of the car, he was immediately engulfed by the gritty cloud. The oily concoction on his hair and a static-charged silk suit were magnets to the dust. Mangy, underfed, and colored to match the ocher dust, a wandering dog found the pristine radials equally irresistible. Salvatore booted it in the ribs before he had finished sprinkling-down the front hubcap.
"Hey, you!" The voice from the porch sounded like bacon grease snaking down a clogged drain. "You kick my dog again, I'll kick yer ass."
Salvatore squinted against the dust and the sun. He slid his sunglasses from their sheath and settled in behind the cool green lenses. Ignoring warnings from the porch, he stepped into the store. Unpainted wooden shelves displayed a random selection of canned goods. Some of the cans matched those nailed to the floor covering knot holes. He stepped up to the register and pounded the bell. Slow heavy footfalls preceded the visored proprietor.
"You gotta phone, old man?"
"Yep. On the wall to the back."
"My goddamn cellular won't work out here," Salvatore commented, looking for the back.
"Hold on there. Is it local?"
"Fuck, no. Who the hell would I be calling here in Mayberry?"
"Not, local, then five bucks. In advance."
"Jesus," Salvatore cursed, flipping a fiver on the counter. He made his call, then came back out front. "Where's the men's room?"
"There's a privy out back. But it's only for payin' customers."
"Hey, pal, I just gave you five bucks. What more do ya want?"
"You gotta buy sumthin. Phone don't count."
"Then gimme a goddamm sandwich and the key to the washroom."
"Ain't no key," the old man smiled. "Ain't no sandwiches neither. Bread's over there and the baloney's in the cooler."
Salvatore stomped out the front door and made his way to the backyard outhouse, daintily stepping around mud puddles surrounded by ankle deep yellow dust. The outhouse was just as he expected; worse than his imagination could have conjured. He was in the thick, humid, buzzing box as short a time as humanly possible. He kicked open the door and stood blinking in the bright sun.
"That's him! That's him!"
It was the scrawny kid that had been herding the cow. He was pointing a dirty finger at Salvatore from behind a stump of a man dressed in a red and black checkered shirt, cuffs rolled up over long-sleeved underwear. Another yokel in suspenders and hip-waders had a grip on a little black-and-white calf, one hand around the tail, the other clamped onto an ear. The stump jumped at Salvatore, knocked him against the outhouse door, spun him around and threw him face-down into the dirt. The kid darted out and kicked him in the ribs.
"Good shot, kid," the stump said, through a stream of tobacco juice. "Give 'em another one."
He did.
The stump grabbed Salvatore by the wrists and pulled him to his feet, nearly ripping his shoulders from their sockets. Salvatore would have screamed, but he was spitting out clods of dirt and muck.
"Hey there, fancy-pants. Lemme adjust yer sunglasses for ya."
The stump adjusted them all right. He adjusted them with a smash of his elbow across the bridge of Salvatore's nose. The tortoise shell Ray-Bans flew from his face, two equal parts in opposite directions. Salvatore didn't care much about the broken nose and bleeding lips when his air supply began to go. He struggled to maintain consciousness. His shirt was pulled up over his head and was tightening down on his windpipe as the stump tied him to a power pole.
"Mister," the man holding the calf began to explain, "you nearly runned over my little brother back there. Scairt the little tyke half to death. And I reckon we'll be looking for my cow till way past supper time."
The stump pulled Salvatore's pants down around his ankles, using the alligator belt to cinch him up to the pole.
"Whooo-eee! Lookit them fancy panties! I bet my old lady would just love to have her some of them."
When he heard the click of a lock blade knife snapping open, and felt its cold blade slipping between his legs, Salvatore held his breath. A quick upward jerk of the knife ripped and tore.
"Holy Mother of God!" At that moment, Salvatore knew he was going to lose more than his consciousness. But he gradually realized that he felt no pain. No hot flush of blood. Just a cool breeze.
"Tommy, will ya just take a lookit that! This fella's hung pretty respectable-like, for a sissy-pants city boy." The stump waved his knife until Salvatore's shredded shorts fluttered to the ground. "All them lonely city women prob'ly come-a-runnin' when you snap your fingers, huh?" He smiled at Tommy, who was by now laughing so hard he could barely manage wrapping a red bandanna around the little calf's eyes.
"Well, mister, I just know that you'll keep this little feller occupied till we round up his mama."
Tommy and the stump turned their backs and sauntered into the store for a beer. They left Salvatore, trying to scream through a silken sleeve stuck into his mouth, and a very confused baby calf valiantly trying to satisfy an endless appetite from an empty spigot.
The side door was still nailed shut, so Max unlocked one of the overhead roll-up doors and tentatively walked in. Less than forty-eight hours had passed since he had last walked into this space. As soon as he stepped in, he regretted the decision to return so soon. Especially in a quest for fishing tackle.
Things didn't look much different than usual. The floor was a bit cleaner than was his habit. Shattered remnants of the side door stood as a reminder that he really didn't need. He knew it was probably his imagination, but the smell of death was in the air. Or perhaps it was something in the murdered refrigerator. He stepped behind the curtain to be greeted by the broken poker table, its green felt top sporting a few small spots of dried blood that had gone unnoticed early Sunday morning. Max flipped the table over completely onto its top and pried out about thirty upholstery tacks that held the felt in place. He wadded it up and stuffed it the washer. It was one of those wringer machines about the same vintage as the departed Amana refrigerator. Old man Franklin had said that he used it for coveralls and shop towels back in the working days of the garage. Max still used it occasionally for throw rugs and Bruno's bedding.
He found the tackle box under the back work bench and started back out, anxious to lay low for a couple of days. Before passing the refrigerator, he peeled off a length of duct tape and covered the string of bullet holes that stitched across its door.
Out of sight, out of mind.
He pulled the door open partly out of curiosity and partly out of thirst. Years' accumulation of frost, in, around, and over the freezer compartment had not yet completely melted. Several of the bottles were still intact.
And they were cold.
He grabbed a Rainier and pried of the top with a pair of pliers. Closing his eyes, he took a long breathless pull on the beer, draining half of the contents. Landing at the bottom of a stomach too long without food, the brew set into motion a deep, resonant, low-frequency, seismic belch that rose in volume and culminated in a calm mental equilibrium that only a veteran beer guzzler could appreciate.
He basked in this first short moment of conscious relaxation in the past 48 hours.
It was a very short moment.
"Good morning, Max."
Shelly's gravelly voice sounded like Drano on the rocks. His eyes snapped open, not to see Shelly, but the cavernous black hole in the muzzle of her .45.
"Check the freezer, Ed." Shelly said, staring straight through Max with eyes as black and frigid as the gun in her hand. With a smooth practiced movement, she eased the hammer back with her left hand. "Ed?"
"Yeah, there's somthin' in here all right."
"Well, what the hell is it?"
"A little foam plastic box. There's some more of them little vials in here." Ed's beady little eyes lit up. "Hey!"
"Hey what? What's wrong?" asked Shelly, still holding on Max.
"Boss, there's one of them little bottles of booze in here too. Like they give you on the airplanes." Little Ed pocketed the whiskey bottle. Then he plucked out an envelope that was tucked into the box lid. "Looks like we hit the jackpot here, Boss. A letter addressed to Manny. And it was sent clear from India."
Shelly's face flushed, and her eyes sparkled. Her face did not smile. "Good job, Ed. Max, Manny swore by you. He said that you'd end up being a big help whether you knew it or not. But as far as I'm concerned, you've been nothing but a royal pain in the ass."
Max couldn't see it, but he heard the soft click when Shelly flipped off the thumb-safety.
"Goodbye, Max."
A black-and-tan blur of teeth and fur whizzed by Max at chest level. At the sudden sight of Bruno, Little Ed fumbled the box, dumping its contents to the concrete. The vials that didn't shatter on impact were crushed to smithereens by his size 12 wing tips. Shelly shifted her point of aim and jerked the trigger. The hammer snapped down onto the vacant chamber. Bruno's paws struck her square in the chest before she could work the slide. The dog was at her throat before both of them hit the concrete. The death grip on her larynx savagely shook loose a chunk of flesh and cartilage big enough to swallow a grapefruit.
Little Ed clubbed Bruno on the side of the head with the butt of Shelly's gun. He kicked the dazed beast to one side. Clamping his hands around Shelly's missing throat, he tried in vain to stem the torrent of blood. Her entire body vibrated for an instant, then went slack as her heart beat double-time spraying Little Ed with what was left of her life. He ratcheted the slide and sent a slug flying wide as Max raced out the garage door.
Max tore around the corner, nearly falling in the alley's pea-gravel. He vaulted the wrought iron fence around the courtyard and dashed into the lobby. Little Ed, engulfed in atavistic rage, was on his feet and out of the garage in seconds. Max ducked into the electrical equipment room, barely escaping detection when his pursuer blasted in from the courtyard. Through the cracked door, he could see Little Ed come to a sliding stop on the slick tile of the lobby. The big man stood, and listened. He scanned the small lobby and began a slow circumnavigation, checking each door, and peering through each window. Frank's Place was nearly empty. One guy at the bar, and a couple at a window table. No place to hide in there. All looked calm. The boutique was empty, save for the clerk that was popping her gum and picking at a hangnail.
Max racked his brain for some way to distract and elude Little Ed and Shelly's .45. From the courtyard he heard a high-speed gallop, just before Bruno exploded into the lobby, all four legs locked-up in an attempt to stop. Bruno skidded clear across the floor, knocked Little Ed's legs out from under him and continued on to slam broadside into the front windows. Little Ed's gun had ricocheted across the floor with Bruno, coming to rest beside him. Little Ed scrambled to his feet. His shoes were just as slippery as Bruno's claws on the waxed floor. He was now frantically in search of refuge from the big Doberman.
Max opened a control panel for the someday elevator. He used the needle-nose pliers to jumper across the terminal block labeled 'manual door over-ride'. The bell chimed and the light lit. Little Ed ran for the door and dove in, scarcely inches ahead of Bruno's snapping incisors.
In semi-darkness, Little Ed fell fifteen feet from the first-floor, through the basement, and into the elevator pit. The fall left his right leg bent at a right angle just below the knee. He struggled to turn over and sit up when the diminutive whiskey bottle rolled from his jacket pocket. The pain was unbearable, and he thanked God for suddenly providing this little favor. He twisted off the cap and put the bottle to his lips. It was thick and very bitter. Little Ed gagged and spat, and vomited, but it was too late. In seconds his blood pressure screamed up to over 500, his heart rate doubled, tripled, and quadrupled. His jaws clamped down and bit his tongue in half.
His teeth had ground themselves to dust before the ambulance arrived.
Edgar O'Keefe, a.k.a. Little Ed, recovered from his physical injuries. The prognosis for an even marginal return to sanity following the ingestion of an unknown substance is dubious at this time. Now Little Ed spends his days and nights in full body restraints at the McClaren Institute for the Criminally Insane. He was found incompetent to stand trial for the murder of Michelle Talbert of the Howard County Department of Public Safety.
Salvatore Gianotti can be found clearing brush and picking up litter along the roadsides of Bass county. He is serving a ninety-day minimum sentence for indecent liberties and public exposure. Salvatore volunteered for the road crew following complaints of jail-house sodomy.
Tommy and the stump greatly enjoyed the use of Bobbie Huddleston's BMW 325i, until it was fatally gored by a bull elk in September. Tommy and the stump were each sentenced to 30 days in the county jail and fined $175 for poaching and hunting out of season. They both subsequently volunteered for road crew detail.
Barbara Huddleston is working overtime in the Internal Affairs department as a file clerk. She has 58 more payments remaining on her BMW.
Max and the Mike brothers went fishing at Wilderness Lake.