
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Loose Ends

Harvey Stanbrough

a Stern Talbot PI novel from

StoneThread Publishing

To give the reader more of a sample, the front matter appears at the end.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Loose Ends


Part 1

1

[image: ]




Inside the house near the west end of Washington Lane, Susan Stafford had the genteel domestic life down to a science. 

She stepped out of the shower to retrieve her plush, oversized bath towel. It was her favorite color, a hazy gold. After she stood on the matching bath mat for a moment, she stepped onto the red saltillo tiles. They were pleasantly cool against the soles of her feet.

No need for a towel for her hair. It was damp only on her neck. She didn’t let the shower hit it. She had it styled earlier today, specifically for tonight. Jaques had trimmed it into the pixie look that Walter liked so much.

It was Friday. Tomorrow was their 40th anniversary. Tonight would be a special night, and tomorrow would only be better. Tomorrow would begin the countdown to his retirement. Six more months and they would be free to enjoy the rest of their lives. 

Only six more months! It was a wonderfully exciting thought.

As she toweled herself dry, she caught her reflection in the mirror. 

She’d never borne children and was still in excellent shape. Her curves were still highlighted in all the right places. And as illustrated by Walter’s amorous advances, she wasn’t the only one who thought so. Even her breasts deviated only slightly from what Walter called “true north.” 

The old scamp.

She blushed, grinned slightly at her reflection and shook her head.

At 58, she’d lived long enough to know life was a crapshoot. Who knew it could all turn out so wonderfully? 

She had the perfect husband, the perfect home. It would be better a little closer to town. But given that the house itself was perfect, the location was an easy tradeoff. Still just inside the city limits, but the nearest neighbor was a quarter-mile away. 

She’d prefer to have someone closer. Someone with whom she could visit, maybe share a cup of coffee. But the woods across the road were great for hiking.

She continued to towel herself dry. By the time she finished and got dressed, the oven would ding. She was making a shredded beef lasagna, the kind with the special marinara sauce from his mother’s recipe. It was Walter’s favorite. 

She would wear the off-white linen dress Walter liked so much. That and the matching two-inch spiked heels. And she’d listen carefully for his car. 

On this night of all nights, she would meet him at the door. Or maybe sooner than that. He loved the Koa chairs outside. He’d mentioned her arrangement of them several times. Maybe she would take his medical bag, seat him on the porch, and serve his supper out there.

Then again, the table was already set. She’d seen to that before her shower.

In the bedroom, she stood before the full-length mirror as she donned her special white-lace underwear and bra. She touched a bit of perfume behind each ear. Before she slipped into her dress, she ran a short-bristle brush through her hair, then turned her head in the mirror. It lay perfectly.

The mirror itself was a work of art. An oversized freestanding oval in a mahogany frame. It was Walter’s anniversary gift to her several years earlier. The tone and hue of the wood almost perfectly matched her broad dresser, his tall chest of drawers and the headboard and footboard on their queen-size bed.  

Forty years. Try as she might, she couldn’t remember them exchanging a cross word in all those years. Surely there must have been some minor spats and flare-ups, especially during the first few tense years. He’d had the weight of the world on his shoulders with the demands of medical school. And she had set aside her own dream to support him. 

But it had worked out wonderfully.

When his practice was established, she went back to school. She got her degree and her teaching certificate, and she’d spent thirty-one wonderful years teaching grade school, junior high, and high school. 

She touched her hair a final time just as the oven dinged. 

That sound also meant it was time to begin listening for Walter. 

As she walked through the living room, she glanced at the clock on the DVR. It was 5:25. He usually pulled in within a minute or two of 5:30. She just had time to take the lasagna out of the oven and let it cool.

Then while he was washing up, she would put a serving on each plate along with a helping of salad. When he came into the dining room, they would eat and talk about their future.

For the past few weeks, their dinner conversation was always about the future. It had become an enjoyable pastime. 

They would discuss whether and where they might want to buy or build a vacation home. What hobbies they might want to indulge, both separately and together. Where they might want to travel. They were both interested in seeing as much of the world as they could, and neither had been out of the country. 

And after supper—well, it was going to be a wonderful evening. 

She opened the door on the oven. Hot air rushed out past her and she closely eyed the top layer of the lasagna. Singed, slightly darkened edges, smooth, bubbling center. Perfect. 

She retrieved a pair of oven mitts, removed the baking dish from the oven, and set it on a wide trivet on the counter to settle. She bent over the dish, and the heat rose against her face. The lasagna smelled as delicious as it looked.

She shook the oven mitts onto the counter next to the dish. As she reached to turn off the oven, she thought she heard his car in the driveway.

It was a brand new Cadillac, her anniversary gift to him, though she’d given it to him a week ago. When he saw it he was like a little boy, excited and anxious to drive it. They’d taken it out that very evening and he seemed to love it.

Probably he would present her with a gift this evening. It was all very exciting.

She listened. Yes, that was his car door closing.

She glanced down and smoothed her dress, then crossed through the dining room and the living room to the arched front doors.

She opened the right door just as he stepped up onto the porch.
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Finally approaching the end of Washington Lane, Doctor Walter Stafford watched the road carefully. He always used the high beams out here. No traffic, and he always expected a deer to come flashing out of the maple and oak woods on the right side of the road.

He turned his long, boxy, pearl-white Cadillac into the driveway and dimmed the beams. The headlights tore away from the woods on the right side of the road. They played across the two-lane road, then momentarily splashed across the spreading lower limbs of the massive oak tree toward the far end of the porch. Finally they swept across the porch itself from right to left. 

The white marble columns were both lovely and masculine. The broad, curved steps were of the same material. They led up to a deep, wide porch beneath a roof of Spanish tiles supported by four of the aforementioned columns.

Above the porch was a second story that was just as nice but unnecessary. It held two spare bedrooms and an extra bath. If he’d had it to do over, he would have kept everything on the ground floor. But Susan enjoyed the look of the place even though they never used the second floor. “Curb appeal,” she called it. 

The porch itself was a serene sight, welcoming at the end of a long day. The floor was of a heavy plank hardwood, painted white to match the columns and the walls. A pair of very expensive Koa wood rocking chairs, imported directly from Korea, graced each side of the arched double doors. Between each pair of rockers was a small, heavily lacquered Koa wood table. 

The arrangement was magnificent. He smiled. Susan had done that. 

The doors were also hand-made of Koa wood and imported directly from the same Korean family of craftsmen. You couldn’t get handmade furnishings like that in America anymore, the Amish notwithstanding.

The Caddy was new, and a gift from his wife of thirty-nine years. It would be forty years tomorrow. That was the reason for the gift.

To say the car was nice was an understatement, but he much preferred the sleek, lower lines of the older models. Still, he wouldn’t say anything to Susan about it. A gift is a gift, after all. 

He’d bought her something just as spectacular. A time-share she’d been looking at and dreaming of in the Bahamas. But instead of buying a share, he bought the place outright. Susan was going to be flabbergasted. And, he hoped, very pleased.

He pushed a button to shut off the engine, then waited for his seat to relax back into its normal position.

Behind him, a small motor whirred and a sun shade rose to cover the back window. Wouldn’t want the white leather seats to burn. It was a much fancier car than he’d ever had before, but he would get used to being pampered.

For a moment he admired the view through the windshield.

As if it were cast that way for the movies, the sun had just sunk below the western horizon. The air had that quiet, dusty blue glow of twilight with an orange-yellow fringe at the horizon. 

Even as he watched, the columns and the porch itself faded, the waning light shifting on them. Soon they seemed part and parcel of the oak tree and the intervening lawn. As if the sun going down had melded them all together for security in the night. 

Truly a pastoral scene. 

In a moment he would cross the porch. 

His wife, as was her habit, would open the door just as he reached for the door knob. She would chuckle lightly as she always did, raise herself onto her tiptoes and kiss him on the cheek. Then she’d say, “Get washed up for supper, Doctor.”

He would smile and say, “Yes ma’am, I believe I will.” Then he’d hang his fedora on the hall tree, hang his jacket beneath it, and proceed to the lavatory to wash his hands. 

And by the time he reached the dining room, the table would be set with something scrumptious. 

It was their routine.

He sighed with contentment, picked up his bag from the passenger-side floorboard, and swung it into his lap. Then he opened the driver’s side door and swung his legs out. He stood, sidestepped the car door as he closed it, then crossed in front of the Caddy to the walkway. 

The imbedded square red terra cotta stepping stones were a purplish-black in the fading light as he crossed them. The thick grass of the lawn encroached at their edges.

He paused at the base of the steps for a moment, taking in the scene in the fading light. Beautiful. Absolutely beautiful. He and Susan had come a long way indeed since his med-school days. Back then, the tiny furnished apartment they lived in had tar paper showing through one exterior wall, and when he moved the couch one day, they discovered grass growing up through the carpet.

He smiled, looked down at the first step and shook his head, then started up the few steps to the porch. His leather-sole shoes made a hushed slapping-scuffing sound on each of the five steps. 

The sound changed to a deadened thud when he reached the wooden plank porch. And Susan was early tonight.

As he set his right foot down on the porch and leaned slightly into his next step, the left door opened and his beautiful bride stepped through.

He looked up and smiled. “Hi Sus—” 

He never heard the shot or Susan’s frantic screaming.
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Susan Stafford stepped through the door, a welcoming smile on her face.

Doctor Stafford looked up and smiled. “Hi Sus—” And something jerked him up straight. 

Her ears rang with the explosion.

Walter leaned up onto the tips of his shoes as if dangling at the will of a puppeteer, his shoulders suddenly pulled back, his arms and hands gone lax. 

His medical bag snapped away from his right hand. When it hit the porch, the tired old brass closure popped sharply. Inertia carried the bag over onto its side and the top fell open, the two worn leather straps flapping uselessly. He never buckled them. He always let them hang. Unbuckling them might take too much time in an emergency. 

Instruments clattered noisily out across the porch to the west. 

A small mirror in a thin chrome frame struck the wall and cracked.

Susan’s suddenly wide eyes were still there, one hand on the door frame, one hanging in mid-air between them. She stared at a flash memory of the doctor’s face.

His lips were turned up in a smile. He murmured a quiet greeting, cut off by an explosion.

And his right eye slapped out of the socket and dangled on his cheek. Blood exploded from his nose and eyes, and his forehead bulged, then exploded out.

A lot of little somethings hit her face and throat, hot, forcefully, and tattooed the door beside her. 

Her forehead and her left cheek and the left side of her throat stung.

Her mouth fell open. 

She closed her eyes.

She opened her eyes. 

And there was only air. Empty space where Walter’s face had been. Where Walter had been.

His forehead thwacked hard on the wooden porch.

The sound forced her to look down. 

She gaped. 

Her Walter lay at her feet, his head facing left. His right forearm disappeared beneath his right hip. His left elbow was bent, his left hand palm-up on his left buttock. His legs stretched away toward the steps. The toes of his shoes were turned in.

Her pupils expanded. The outside corners of her eyes strained. The little muscles beneath her eyebrows forced her eyebrows to arch.

The fingers of her right hand slashed up to cover her gaping lips, which burned as if they’d been slapped. Finally, finally, the hot, wet air in her lungs propelled a scream through the webbing of her fingers. She screamed so loudly, screamed so long, that her cheekbones hurt. 

Her head throbbed, pulsed. Her neck ached. Her legs twitched, wanting to run, wanting to get away, but they remained planted, trembling, unable to move. 

As she shook her head, her features tried to relax. 

This couldn’t be! It can’t be!

Capillaries burst from the sudden stress on the thin layer of muscle beneath her right eye. A web of thin red lines appeared on her left cheekbone.

Her abdomen convulsed. The scream welled up again. She felt it coming. 

The fingers of her right hand remained at her mouth. The fingers of her left hand joined them as if to fill the gaps. As if to hold in what had to be released. 

The wailing scream erupted again, loud and stretched, long and thin, as she collapsed to her knees.

When the scream had exhausted itself, she took a deep breath, her torso trembling involuntarily. “No no no no no!” 

She stared at her husband’s left ear, the little mole, the greying hair above his left ear, the trickle of blood beneath it.

The blood had formed an L. It had started down his jawline. Now it turned to meet the left side of his moustache.

His grey moustache. Grey. He was going to retire. Six more months and he was going to retire. Six more months.

She gasped for breath, sobbed, and shook her head hard. She allowed her hands to tear away from her mouth. They hovered, trembling, scant inches above and to the sides of his head. Again the mantra welled up from the pit of her abdomen. “No! No no! No no no no no!”

She leaned up, rocked back, rocked forward, repeating the refrain as if it were a spell that would turn back time. She rocked back, rocked forward, her body racked with sobbing. Her lungs ached, her hands hovering in twilight air, the veins in them starkly blue in bas relief.

Through her dress, her knees ground forward and back into the smooth texture of the painted porch.

Each time she rocked forward, rocked back, a little more blood came away on the front of her right knee. It seeped into the white linen fabric and traced along the threads, up and out to either side.

Walter loved this dress. Walter loved it.

For an instant, her gaze fled Walter’s left ear, the greying hair above his left ear. She sought the blood pool.

It was a pool, like they always said on TV. 

A tear fell from her chin into the pool. It mixed and was gone.

Others fell unnoticed to her dress and into the pool.

The blood was a pool. It was a pool and it was streams. 

It was a pool and it was two thin streams out of the pool. Running to the east. One stream a little wider but two thin streams. It found the spaces the paint had filled between the boards of the porch. The spaces human eyes couldn’t see. Because of the paint. Because of the expensive weather-beater paint. 

She pressed her lips into a tight white line. She grunted and reached, and her right hand moved to block the path of the blood. She had to push it back, gather it back, put it back.

But just before she could dam the flowing pool, her hand raised again. It flattened back toward Walter. It chose to push away the sight. Not pushing away Walter. Pushing away what happened to Walter.

She had to push away what happened to Walter. 
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From his nest in the brush near the base of an overgrown maple, the man watched. He’d been in position less than a quarter-hour when the boxy, pearlized Caddy came up the road. 

The shooter glanced at his watch. Five-thirty on the nose. The target was dependable.

When the car turned into the driveway, the first adrenaline rush came. 

The shooter calmed himself, then settled and shouldered his rifle. Eye to the scope, he watched as the brake lights illuminated, then went out. He focused on the trunk of the car, then adjusted slightly up, slightly left.

The driver’s side door swung open.

The shooter took a breath, relaxed into his rifle. 

He watched through the scope as the legs came out first, then the left hand, bracing against the car frame. The left profile of the head came out next, followed closely by the right hand, gaining leverage on the frame near the windshield. 

It looked like the target. But a professional takes nothing for granted.

The man straightened, turned slightly as he stepped past the car door.

His right profile came into focus.

Yes. Target verified.

The shooter shifted slightly, checked the other side of the car. If the passenger door opened, he’d call it off, try another time.

The target lived here with only his wife. And according to his client, Mrs. Stafford was away on a trip. She wouldn’t be home for at least two more days.

There was no movement on the right side of the car.

He shifted the rifle again, followed the target past the front of the car.

At the edge of the driveway, the guy stopped. Almost as if he knew it was the last time he’d see this particular view.

He looked down and started walking again, stepping carefully across the lawn. Probably staying on the stepping stones the shooter had noticed before. Good. They led to the center of the front porch steps. 

The shooter followed his progress. 

He stepped onto the first step, his head bobbing slightly with the motion. 

The second, the third, the fourth.

As he stepped up onto the porch, his head stopped bobbing.

The shooter took a breath, centered the crosshairs where the spine met the skull. It would be like turning off a light.

The final countdown began. 

The target would stop again at the front door, pause to retrieve his keys. 

He would open the door, then take one more step. 

And the force of the bullet would propel him into the living room.

The shooter would have only to get across the road, close and lock the door. It would be two days, maybe three, before anyone even knew.

The target took a step.

And unexpectedly, the front door swung open. 

The shooter muttered, “Damn.” 

Should he call it off?

He shifted the rifle quickly. 

It was Mrs. Stafford. She wasn’t supposed to be there. He wouldn’t catch the good doctor alone again for awhile. Maybe too long.

He shifted the rifle again, settled the crosshairs. 

Squeezed the trigger.

The target dropped. It was a good hit.

Mrs. Stafford screamed, stared, then looked down and dropped onto her knees.

“Damn,” he said again, then backed out of his nest.

He leaned the barrel of his rifle against a low, small limb and looked at the ground.

She wasn’t supposed to be there. She wasn’t. 

But she was.

He considered his options. The sound of one rifle shot might be marked up to a backfire. The sound of two from these woods might bring at least a game warden. 

He reached into his bag, retrieved his revolver, and angled through the woods along the road. 

He picked an exit point that was hidden from the porch by the massive oak tree in the front yard. 

He crossed the low grass and reeds, crossed the road, crept across the lawn toward the tree.

Maybe the time it took him to get there would save her life. 

If she wasn’t still on the porch, he’d have no choice but to run for it.

But when he reached the trunk of the tree, she was still on her knees. She was rocking back and forth, saying something he couldn’t quite make out.

He started across the lawn toward the porch. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


5

[image: ]




Susan’s gaze flicked to the blood again, to the streams.

The blood was going east. That was okay. It was okay. At least it was going east.

Walter always said the porch leans to the east. He always said that. The blood proved him right a final time.

Her breath caught and her fingers covered her mouth again. “Oh no! Oh no! Oh no no no!” And as she rocked, the mantra quieted to a plea. “No. No no no. Please no. Please no.”

But at least the blood was moving to the east.

At least it was moving toward the sunrise. 

Toward the beginning, not the end.

A sound came to her as if through a veil. A soft sound shushing across the lawn. The sound of someone coming across the grass.

Had someone stopped on the road? 

She didn’t think so, but she was so consumed.

She had to watch the blood. She had to witness the blood. It was all right that the blood was going east. It was okay that the blood was going east.

The soft shushing sound came again. Closer. Couldn’t they see she was busy? Couldn’t they go away?

Maybe it was nobody. Maybe it was only the wind in the tree. Walter often said the wind in the tree sounded like someone coming across the yard.

A heavier sound, something on the steps. Then again.

Then a heavy footfall vibrated across the porch.

Susan expelled a quiet sigh, continued to watch the blood. It was important.

Couldn’t they see she was busy?

The sound was not the gentle thud of Walter’s shoes. 

Of course, it couldn’t be. 

Walter was such a gentle man. Such a gentle man. 

Whoever it was, couldn’t they go away?

Her husband lay in her left periphery, but she continued to watch the blood. It was the only part of him that was leaving. She had to witness the journey. 

Another heavy footfall came, as if through a mist. As if out of a dream, but insistent. 

The blood was flowing to the east. Two streams now, each as wide as the other. And one of her tears, at least one, had gone with it. 

Two streams.

And she couldn’t stop it. She knew that. She couldn’t stop it.

She continued to cry. Tears ran in rivulets down her cheeks, dripped onto her dress. The dress that didn’t matter now on a porch that didn’t matter now at a house that now could never be a dream. 

Except that the porch leaned to the east. Except that it escorted Walter to a new beginning. 

An third footfall, then a shifting of feet, then a presence. 

Someone was there. Right there, past Walter. 

Couldn’t they go away? She had to witness this journey. 

Well, whoever it was would understand, and wait. Or understand and leave. That would be okay. 

Couldn’t they see she was dealing with something here? Couldn’t they see Walter was leaving her? Seeping away bit by bit?

Maybe whoever it was wanted to help, but she didn’t need help. 

She only wanted to watch the blood. Walter’s blood. She only wanted to see him off. 

She had to see him off. It was the least she could do. 

It was all she could do.
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The man stopped on the porch, his heavy boots shoulder width apart. He looked down at Mrs. Stafford. At just over six feet tall and half that broad and thick, he towered over her slight form. 
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