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INTRODUCTION

 


Are there actually Fifty Shades?

If this anthology is any indication, inviting mystery
writers to contribute “sex,” or even “erotic” stories to a private
eye anthology is opening the door for many different shades of
black and white and everything in between.

The 17 authors whose talents are combined here have
produced everything from “innuendo” and “tease,” to full blown
“sex,” or “erotica.” Yes, everything is here from the chaste kiss
and missionary position to bondage, erotic lactation, and silk
fetish.

It’s been awhile since we published a Private Eye
Writers of America original anthology, so we’re hoping that the
contents herein will make up for the wait. The business of
publishing has changed drastically over the past half dozen years.
With the advent of epublishing, Kindles and Nooks, things are
different for the readers as well as the writers, but a good story
is still a good story, and that’s all we’ve tried to produce
here.

Well, almost all...

 


Robert J. Randisi,

Clarksville, Mo


 


QUARRYVILLE, TEXAS

 By
Michael Bracken

 


I drove into Quarryville, a dried-out scab of a town
in West Texas, and tried to rent a room at the motel. The
horse-faced woman behind the counter insisted that all six rooms
were occupied despite there being no vehicles in the parking lot
other than mine. Rather than argue with her, I scooped some faded
brochures from the counter rack and returned with them to my
SUV.

After driving into the sun all afternoon, I was hot,
tired, and covered in a thin film of sweat. I had hoped to clean up
at the motel before I met my client, a woman who wanted to find out
why her brother had committed suicide and why no one in town would
talk to her about it, but that was no longer an option. I chewed on
a breath mint, checked the directions I’d received during our
telephone conversation the previous evening, and drove to her
home.

The town I passed through continued to exist because
entropy had yet to run its course. Through the first half of the
previous century Quarryville had shipped granite east to Dallas,
but after the quarry closed in the early 1950s, the town began a
long, slow slide into oblivion. Many of the storefronts along Main
Street were boarded up, and the rest might as well have been. Only
a pawnshop, the ubiquitous Dairy Queen, and a Texaco that still
offered full service and had a sign announcing “Mechanic on Duty”
showed signs of life. Even the Quarryville Bank & Trust, the
largest, most imposing structure downtown, appeared to be more
mausoleum than active financial institution.

My client lived on the other side of the railroad
tracks in a pale yellow bungalow on a street lined with
single-family homes constructed for quarry employees during the
town’s heyday. The only house on the block with central air
conditioning rather than window units, my client’s home was also
one of the few that was both occupied and without a “For Sale” sign
sprouting from the yard. The street lacked curbs, so I parked my
SUV where the chip seal road fought a losing battle against her
encroaching lawn. The grass had steadily invaded the chip seal
until a yearlong, statewide drought had joined the battle.

I crossed the dying lawn, climbed three steps to the
porch, and leaned into the bell. Chimes sounded somewhere inside
and a moment later the door opened to reveal Donna Devonshire
standing on the other side of the screen. An attractive woman who
had recently stepped over to my side of fifty, she wore a thin,
scoop-front cotton dress that flowed over her body. Her weight had
settled mostly around her hips, but ample breasts gave her an
hourglass figure so unlike the apple- and pear-shaped women I had
dated since my divorce several years earlier. Her shoulder-length
auburn hair had been pulled into a ponytail, and she had a fine
spray of freckles across the bridge of her nose that she didn’t
bother to hide with make-up. Cool air wafted around her and through
the screen, carrying an aroma of vanilla and cinnamon that reminded
me of my first crush, a young widow for whom I had mown the lawn
when I was a teenager.

As I examined my client, she examined me in return,
and she smiled at what she saw. “You must be the dick I hired.”

Without waiting for confirmation, my client pushed
open the screen. “Come in.”

I followed her into the sparsely furnished house,
through the living room to the eat-in kitchen. She offered me sweet
tea and we sat at the kitchen table. I showed her my I.D. and slid
one of my business cards across to her. My name—Studebaker
Johnson—along with my cellphone number and license number were
printed on the face of the card.

We shared small talk about the weather—Quarryville
had not received a measureable amount of rain in two hundred and
twelve days and a mere fraction of an inch during the one rain that
bisected the ongoing drought—and about my drive from Waco. Because
my day rate included travel time, my expenses included mileage, and
my bank account suffered from anemia, I’d had no qualms accepting a
job so far from home. My client had expressed no hesitation when
I’d quoted my rates during our initial telephone conversation, and
she had wire-transferred a healthy retainer to my checking account
the prior afternoon.

While we talked, she fingered my business card,
finally noticing my full name when she glanced down. Until that
moment she’d only known me as Stu Johnson. She asked about it and I
told her about my conception in the backseat of my grandfather’s
car and my parents’ subsequent shotgun wedding.

She considered my response, and then asked, “You
married, Mr. Johnson?”

“I was, once,” I said. “You?”

“Never.” The corners of her eyes crinkled as she
smiled.

I felt certain my client had a good reason for
remaining single her entire life, but following that line of
conversation would further delay the inevitable. I said, “Let’s
talk about your brother.”

 


***

 


What Donna had not told me on the phone when she
hired me was that her brother had been dead for forty-one years.
“We thought Donnie Ray went to Canada.”

I pulled my notebook from my hip pocket and flipped
it open. “Why?”

“He lost the 1969 draft lottery and was scheduled for
induction. Vietnam was the next stop for young men around here,”
she said. “Most weren’t eligible for educational deferment and none
had political connections.”

I had missed Vietnam by a few years but remembered
older friends sweating the draft. A few enlisted just to avoid the
stress. Others prayed that their number would not be called but
they did not protest the war, burn their draft cards, or seek
refuge outside the country. “Your brother was a draft dodger?”

Donna winced. “That’s what people thought when a pair
of FBI agents came to town and knocked on a few doors looking for
him. They said Donnie Ray failed to appear for his induction
physical and there was a warrant out for his arrest. They told my
mother all my brother had to do to get out from under it was to
show up at the induction center.”

“And he never did.”

“At first my mother hoped we’d hear from Donnie Ray,
that he’d call or send a letter and let us know he was somewhere in
Canada and that he was okay. After several months, she stopped
talking about him.” My client stared over my shoulder as if looking
into the past, and I let silence settle over her kitchen until she
gathered her thoughts. “I made chocolate chip cookies last night,”
she said, “from scratch. Let me get you some.”

She pushed herself from the table and bustled around
the kitchen for a few minutes. She refilled our tea glasses,
stacked cookies on a plate, and put paper napkins on the table. I
liked the way she moved around the kitchen and appreciated the way
her cotton dress stretched tight across her behind when she bent to
retrieve a dropped napkin. I had always favored wide-hipped women,
perhaps because the widow I had desired in my youth had been built
much like my client.

When she finally settled into her chair, I asked,
“How was Donnie Ray’s body found?”

“The aquifer is drying up,” my client explained. “If
the drought continues much longer, West Texas towns like
Quarryville won’t have enough water to survive.”

The abandoned quarry outside of town flooded soon
after the mining company shut off the pumps in the mid-1950s, and
by the early 1960s it had become a favorite swimming hole for
teenagers willing to trespass. As the most recent drought wore on
and the aquifer dried up, the water level in the quarry receded,
much as water levels had receded on lakes and reservoirs throughout
the state. One Sunday afternoon, a trio of boys went to the quarry
for a swim and spotted a 1965 Pontiac Grand Prix resting where the
water had once been too deep to see what lay at the bottom.

The three boys made a game of diving down to touch
the car’s roof until one of them went a little deeper and
discovered human remains in the driver’s seat. “The Sheriff brought
in divers to examine the wreck and then brought in a crane to
recover the car,” Donna explained. “They matched the car’s VIN and
license plates to the last known owner, and that led them to me.
DNA testing confirmed that the body was Donnie Ray.”

My client reached into a drawer behind her, pulled
out a thin file folder, and pushed it across the table. I opened
the folder and found the Sheriff’s incident report, the autopsy,
and a handful of digital photos printed on plain paper. What she
didn’t offer were photos of her brother or any personal documents.
When I asked why, she said she hadn’t any. I read the reports and
examined photos of the Grand Prix and the body inside. A .38
caliber revolver with five chambered bullets and one spent shell
had been found on the floorboard. The top of the skeleton’s head
had an exit wound, and a spent slug embedded in the roof of the car
had likely passed through Donnie Ray and through the car’s
headliner. From the angle of entry and exit wounds, the coroner
inferred that the .38’s barrel had been pressed upward against the
bottom of Donnie Ray’s chin when it was fired, consistent with a
self-inflicted gunshot wound, and had therefore determined his
death was a suicide.

When I finished reading and examining everything
Donna had given me, I looked up. My client was leaning forward, her
breasts resting on the tabletop and displaying cleavage deep enough
to dive into.

“Do you have any reason to doubt the coroner’s
conclusion?”

“I have no reason to think my brother was suicidal,
but what would I know?” Donna said. “I was ten when he left.”

“So if I take the report at face value, and you can
give me no reason why I shouldn’t, what you want to know is why he
killed himself.”

She nodded. “And one other thing: If my brother shot
himself, how did his car wind up at the bottom of the quarry?”

I had no answers for her and presented no conjecture.
“I’ll start nosing around tomorrow,” I said, “but I’ll need a place
to stay tonight.”

“The Quarryville Inn on the east side of town,” she
said. “You should have passed it on your way here.”

I told her about my trouble at the motel. “Is there
somewhere else?”

“There’s not another motel for fifty miles in any
direction,” she said. “You can stay in my guest room.”

“I don’t want to impose.”

“It’s no imposition,” my client explained. “It saves
me the cost of a room and you won’t be wasting my time and money
traveling back-and-forth.”

I accepted her offer and Donna gave me a quick tour
of the house. There wasn’t much to it—the living room and kitchen
on the east side of the house, two bedrooms connected by a short
hall and separated by a bathroom on the west. After I collected my
overnight bag, she said, “It’s getting late, and I have to be at
the bank by eight.”

She disappeared into the front bedroom and closed the
door. I didn’t hear it lock.

 


***

 


The next morning, Donna handed me a key to her
house.

“You’re placing a lot of trust in me.”

“I have to, Mr. Johnson,” she said. She wore a navy
blue skirt suit over a white blouse, and I admired the way it fit
her body as if it had been tailored for her. “I have no one
else.”

After Donna left for work at the Quarryville Bank
& Trust, I finished my morning routine, reviewed my notes and
thumbed through the brochures I had lifted from the motel’s front
counter while I drank the last cup from a pot of coffee my client
had prepared. Then, with no clear guidance from her, I began
work.

I made the Quarryville School my first stop and found
that the two-story stone building had been turned into a museum. A
woman with gray hair piled atop her head in a lopsided beehive
perched on a stool behind the front counter. She had spent decades
in the harsh West Texas sun and her skin had turned the color and
texture of worn shoe leather.

I removed a business card from my shirt pocket and
offered it to her. “I’m Stu Johnson, and I’m looking for—”

“I know who you are, Mr. Johnson.” She made no effort
to take the card from my outstretched hand. “We all know who you
are.”

I returned the card to my pocket.

“You can go on home,” she continued. “We don’t need
you stirring up trouble. This town has seen enough heartbreak.”

I asked what she meant and she told me how the
closing of the quarry had left the town’s young men with few
employment options. Vietnam and both Iraq wars had gutted the
population of young men because war gave them opportunities they
would not otherwise have. “They didn’t all come back.”

I let my gaze wander over the displays surrounding us
and felt as if I were in someone’s attic, looking through faded
family photos and the accumulated junk of dead relatives. “What
happened to the school?”

“Closed about ten years back,” she said. “There
weren’t enough students to keep it open, so now we bus the kids to
the consolidated schools over in the county seat.”

“And Donnie Ray?” I asked.

“He was a troubled young man.”

I asked, “How well do you remember him?”

“I remember him well enough.” She held out her hand.
“It’s five dollars.”

I removed a five-dollar bill from my wallet, waited
while she prepared a receipt, and then moseyed down the central
hall. Faded black-and-white photographs with typewritten
descriptions tacked beside them lined the walls, and, as I read
each one, I learned the town’s history. A spring that served as a
watering hole for Indians later became a stop for the stagecoach
line across Texas, and a small town grew up around the stagecoach
stop. Growth remained stagnant until the late 1800s when the quarry
opened outside of town and the railroad built a spur to serve it.
The town grew up on both sides of the track—the business district
and wealthier residents on one side and quarry employees on the
other side.

When I finished examining the photos lining the hall,
I worked my way through the six classrooms on the ground floor
until I found one dedicated to the school’s history. I examined the
class photos hung there—the school had never had enough students to
justify producing yearbooks—until I found the class of 1969 and
identified the thumb-sized photo of Donnie Ray. As I wrote the
names of his classmates in my notebook, I examined the photo.
Donnie Ray didn’t look like any draft dodger I’d ever
seen—clean-shaven with a crew cut—but he also didn’t look much like
the other young men in his class photo. He appeared smaller and
younger, as if puberty had yet to blossom within him.

 


***

 


I drove from the schoolhouse-turned-museum out Quarry
Road to where it ended at a rusting and barely legible “No
Trespassing” sign and a chain-link fence that had collapsed. I
drove over the downed fence, followed the tracks of an untold
number of vehicles, and soon found myself staring at a gigantic
hole in the ground. Much like an in-ground swimming pool but on a
massive scale, one end sloped down toward a bottom littered with
abandoned mining equipment. The slope ended at a pool of water
constrained on three sides by a sheer cliff face.

While exploring the museum, I had examined many
photos of the quarry in operation, when the equipment now littering
the floor of the abandoned quarry had been operating at full
capacity, and the backbreaking work had kept many families fed. I
tried to imagine what the quarry had looked like before the
drought, when it had been full of water and cavorting teenagers.
What I could not imagine is why a young man had taken his life
forty-one years earlier and how he and his car had wound up in the
deepest part of the quarry. I drove to the other end, found a spot
downhill from where Donnie Ray’s car must have gone over the edge,
and stood at the lip looking at the remaining water far below.

After several minutes, I returned to my SUV and to
town. I pulled into the full-service Texaco and stopped next to the
pumps. At I shut off the engine, a wiry old man in an oil-stained
gimme cap tapped on my window. After I eased it down, he said,
“What’ll you have?”

“Regular,” I said. “Fill it.”

“Check the oil for you?”

“No, thanks,” I said. “I’m good.”

He walked around my SUV, started pumping gas, and
washed my windows with water not much cleaner than the dirt he was
squeegeeing off. After he finished, he collected my credit card,
walked inside, and returned a few minutes later to have me sign a
receipt. Before he would let me go, he asked, “You that private eye
from Waco everybody’s talking about?”

I said I was.

“You really think it’s a good idea to go nosing
around in other people’s business?”

“Ms. Devonshire wants to know what happened to her
brother.”

“Damn fool boy went and blew his brains out, that’s
what happened,” he said. “Why’s she got to know any more than
that?”

 


***

 


I drove to the county seat and spoke with the
pot-bellied deputy who had caught the case.

“Open and shut,” he said around the end of a wet
toothpick.

“So you didn’t do any investigating?”

“Don’t know how they do it where you come from,” he
said, “but ’round here we don’t investigate suicides. We located
the deceased’s next of kin and let her claim the body when the
coroner finished with it.”

“She had a copy of your report.” I held the thin file
folder in my hand and showed him that I now had it.

“And I was glad to share,” he said. “I don’t know
what she’s looking for, but I’m damned certain the answer’s not in
there.”

“What about the car?” I asked. “Do you think Donnie
Ray shot himself and then drove into the quarry?”

“Can’t say how it happened.”

“Was the car in gear? Was the ignition engaged?”

He stared at me for a moment before taking the file
folder from my hand. When he couldn’t find the photograph he
wanted, the deputy turned to his computer, opened the digital
photographs and enlarged three of them so we could examine the
dashboard, the steering column, and the automatic shift console
between the front bucket seats. Keys hung from the ignition but it
wasn’t possible to determine if the ignition was engaged or not
from the angle of the photo. We were able to determine that the
parking brake had not been set and that the console shifter was in
neutral.

“I suppose it could have rolled in after he shot
himself,” the deputy said.

“I was at the quarry a few hours ago,” I said. “His
car would have had to roll uphill. Think it could have done that?
And what about the damage to the rear bumper?”

The deputy closed the images on his computer screen
and turned to me. “You saying someone killed him?”

I peeled the file folder Donna had given me off the
deputy’s desk. “I’m not saying anything,” I said. “I’m just asking
questions.”

“It’s suicide,” the deputy said. “Open-and-shut case
and there’s no reason to think otherwise.”

 


***

 


I returned to Quarryville and located the three
teenagers who had found Donnie Ray’s car at the bottom of the
quarry. They were sitting on the tailgate of a Ford F-150 the
colors of dust and rust, drinking Lone Star, and firing
chewing-tobacco-colored streams of spit at an open paint can. They
were the first people I’d encountered other than my client who
willingly talked with me about what had happened. Unfortunately,
they couldn’t tell me anything more than what I already knew about
the discovery of Donnie Ray’s body.

I was about to leave when one of them stopped me
cold. “My daddy said things was better when everybody thought that
boy run off to Canada.”

“Did your father know Donnie Ray?”

“Not so much, but my uncle sure did. Him and that boy
were in the same class.”

“They were friends?”

“Not to hear my uncle tell it. That little fag didn’t
have no friends.”

“He was gay?”

“Queer as a three dollar bill, my uncle said.”

When I asked for his uncle’s name, the boys looked at
each other.

The boy I’d been speaking with looked down and
mumbled, “I said too much already.”

“That’s okay,” I told him. “I can figure out who he
is without your help.”

One by one the boys finished their beer or spit out
their chew and hopped off the tailgate. I knew our conversation had
ended, so I returned to my SUV, checked the time, and returned to
my client’s home.

 


***

 


I didn’t need the key because Donna had already
returned from the bank. I left my files on the coffee table and
found her in the kitchen, her skirt suit already exchanged for a
light cotton dress like the one she’d had on when I first arrived.
The dress swayed with the movement of her hips as she bustled
around the small kitchen preparing dinner, and her unexpected
domesticity surprised me.

“I didn’t know what you might like,” she said as I
settled onto a chair at the kitchen table, which had already been
set for two, “so I’m making chicken fried steak with mashed
potatoes and white gravy. Everybody likes chicken fried.”

“Yes, ma’am, they do.” I didn’t tell her my doctor
had me on a low-salt, low-fat diet to mitigate the damage caused to
my cardiovascular system from years of poor dining choices.

“I heard you visited the museum,” Donna said over her
shoulder. I liked the way the cotton dress clung to her ample
assets and I found myself mesmerized by the way it moved as she
moved. I remembered years earlier sitting in the widow’s kitchen,
watching her much as I watched my client. I had spent many hours
alone in the bathroom fantasizing about seducing the widow until
several years later when I met and lost my virginity to the slender
woman who became my first wife. Donna turned and caught me watching
her, but she said nothing about my attention. Instead, she asked,
“You learn anything from your visit?”

She was paying for my time and deserved to know what
I had learned, but there wasn’t much to tell and it didn’t take
long to tell it. I ended by recapping my conversation with the boys
without mentioning the homosexual slur they used to describe Donnie
Ray. “They said your brother didn’t have any friends.”

“He had at least one,” she said. “Donnie Ray used to
meet him at the quarry.”

I pulled my notebook from my pocket and flipped pages
until I found my original notes. “You didn’t mention him
earlier.”

“I never knew who it was.” She placed bowls of mashed
potatoes, white gravy, and corn on the table. “Remember, my brother
was nine years older than me and he never told me much of
anything.”

Donna returned to the stove, placed saucer-sized
chicken fried steaks on a pair of plates, and returned to the table
with them. After she filled two glasses with sweet tea, she settled
onto the chair on the other side of the table.

I looked at all the food. “You didn’t have to do
this.”

“You’re a guest in my house, Mr. Johnson,” she said.
“My mother taught me to treat guests like family.”

I glanced around. Though everything was neat and
clean, the kitchen appeared original to the house, with a
white-enamel four-burner stove and a refrigerator a generation
removed from being an icebox. The walls were bead board painted
white, and the kitchen table and wooden chairs were shabby chic,
though by choice or by chance I could not tell. I said something
about her house being well cared for.

“I grew up here,” she explained, “and I’ve never
lived anywhere else. The room where you’re sleeping was my
brother’s. He was gone several months before my mother cleaned it
out and allowed me to move into it. She gave away his clothes and
books and other things. Then she stopped talking about him, as if
he had never existed.”

“You seem to have made the place yours.”

“It’s taken many years,” she said. “My father died in
an accident before I was born, my brother left when I was ten, and
cancer took my mother when I was twenty. I had to live long enough
that the sadness seeped out of the walls and left room for
happiness to move in.”

I cut into the chicken fried, forked a piece into my
mouth, and let it melt in my mouth. I watched Donna as I
ate—entranced by the way she took food between her lips, the way
she chewed, and the look of pleasure when she swallowed. She
enjoyed her meal in a way that anemic, weight-watching bone bags
did not, and when she licked a bit of gravy off the corner of her
mouth with the tip of her tongue, I briefly imagined what other
things her tongue could do.

Because my client knew little about her brother and
had no family documents or photo albums to share, I made her tell
me about her life in Quarryville. She had few friends, had lost
herself in books, imagining lives unlike the one she lived, and had
graduated high school at the top of her class. She’d worked
part-time at the Dairy Queen throughout school, and had been
offered a full-time job at the Quarryville Bank & Trust the
same week she graduated.

“I’ve been there ever since,” she said, “but I’ve
only been head teller for about four years.”

“Why did you apply for a job at the bank instead of
going to college?”

“I didn’t,” she said. “Mr. Dubchek offered me the
job. College had never been an option and my mother had been
diagnosed with cancer a month earlier, so I took the job. It was
full-time, paid better than DQ, and offered benefits. I’ve done
right by the bank and the bank’s done right by me.”

After dinner, I helped clear the table. When I
realized Donna did not have a dishwasher, I volunteered for the
task.

“You’re not like the men around here,” she said as
she placed one hand on my arm. Heat from her touch spread through
my entire body.

“How’s that?”

“I’ve never known one to touch a dirty dish.”

I smiled. “My mother taught me how to be a good
guest.”

Donna let me wash while she dried, and we stood so
close I could smell the delicate vanilla and cinnamon of her
perfume even though I stood above a sink full of hot, soapy
dishwater. Our fingers touched each time I passed a wet dish to
her, and her hip pressed against mine several times as she worked
around me while putting things away. Had I reason to believe our
contact was anything but incidental, I might have pulled her into
my arms after the last dish was put away, pressed her against the
counter, and let her feel how she had aroused me.

Instead, I accepted her thanks, dried my hands, and
moved to the living room, where I had left my files. Donna sat in a
chair and read while I spread my notes and the case file from the
sheriff’s department across the coffee table. I easily identified
the uncle of the young man I’d spoken to late that afternoon and
confirmed that Dubchek was one of the names I had copied from the
photograph of Donnie Ray’s classmates.

Every so often I interrupted my client’s reading to
ask her a question about something in my notes, learning that the
man who hired her at the bank had been the bank’s president and the
father of her brother’s classmate. When I asked why everyone had
been so certain that her brother had fled to Canada, she told me
that every other draftee had left his car behind when inducted, and
that no other family had ever had a visit from the FBI.

When it grew late, Donna excused herself, disappeared
into her bedroom, and reappeared a few minutes later wearing a
white gown that seemed even thinner than the cotton dress she’d
worn earlier, and it was evident, when she passed between the light
and me on the way to the kitchen, that she wore nothing beneath it.
I watched her cross the living room again on her return trip, a
glass of water in hand, and she stopped in the hall to wish me a
good night.

Though I should have been thinking about the case, I
had lost my ability to concentrate on the information I’d gathered.
I put myself to bed a few minutes later and fell asleep thinking of
my client, of her touch when we washed dishes, of the way her
cotton dresses stretched across her backside when she bent over,
and of her silhouette seen through her gown. I had once before
become involved with a client—a brief, torrid affair that destroyed
my marriage and somehow strengthened hers—and I knew the risks
involved in allowing my carnal desires to distract me from my
job.

 


***

 


My second morning in Quarryville, my client pushed
open the bathroom door without knocking and saw me standing naked
before the sink, fresh from the shower, my chin covered with
shaving cream and a razor in my hand. I could not control the slow
swelling of my cock when I realized she was watching me shave, but
I didn’t stop. After a moment, she backed out of the room and
pulled the door closed.

“I’m sorry,” Donna said over coffee a few minutes
later. She was dressed for work at the bank and I was dressed in a
short-sleeve shirt, Wrangler jeans, and ropers. “I didn’t mean to
stare. It’s just that it’s been so long since—”

I reached across the table and placed my hand over
hers. “It’s okay.”

Instead of pulling her hand away, Donna entwined her
fingers with mine.

“How did you get that scar?”

She meant the pucker in my left shoulder. “Shoot-out
with a drug dealer.”

“You win or lose?”

“I’d call it a draw,” I explained. “He’s in
Huntsville wearing an ostomy bag. I took early retirement.”

“I’m sorry,” Donna said. Her eyes searched mine. I
don’t know what she was looking for and I don’t know what she
found, but after a moment, she drew back her hand, finished her
coffee, and stood. “Be back in time for dinner?”

I told her I would.

 


***

 


While sitting on my client’s couch the previous
evening I had made a list of people I wanted to talk to about
Donnie Ray. Between the slender directory Donna kept next to her
telephone and some Internet sleuthing on my iPhone, I found home
and work addresses for those still in Quarryville. Two of Donnie
Ray’s classmates had been killed in Vietnam and were buried in the
Methodist church’s graveyard north of town, and many others had
moved away. Four men—the Texaco’s on-duty mechanic, a bartender at
The Watering Hole, a handyman, and the Quarryville Bank &
Trust’s current president—remained in town.

I started with the handyman, uncle to the young man I
had spoken with the previous day, because he lived closest to
Donna. I found him loading paint cans into the bed of his truck. He
was a big man gone to fat who had neither shaved nor bathed for
several days.

“I ain’t got time to talk to you,” he said as I
approached. “I’m getting a late start as it is.”

“I just have a few questions.”

He stopped and turned. “Well, I ain’t got no
answers.”

“You went to school with Donnie Ray Devonshire.”

“And I didn’t have nothing to do with that little
faggot’s death.” I knew then where his nephew came by his attitude.
The big man stepped toward me and continued. “Why don’t you get on
back where you came from and leave us to hell alone?”

“Don’t you want Ms. Devonshire to know why her
brother died?”

“Why should I care what that uppity bitch wants?” he
demanded. He stepped closer. His distended stomach threatened to
press against mine, and the stench of cheap liquor reeking from his
body made my eyes water. I held my ground and he continued. “Thinks
she’s better’n the rest of us ’cause she works at the bank. She
wouldn’t have that job if Dub hadn’t been hot for her all these
years.”

“Dub?”

“Dubchek. He’s president of the bank now, just like
his daddy was, and just like his granddaddy was before that.”

“You don’t think Donna deserves closure?”

“I don’t think that faggot’s sister deserves
nothing,” he said. “My nephew and his friends shouldn’t’a said
nothing to nobody about that car in the quarry. Everything was fine
when we all thought Donnie Ray run off to Canada ’cause he was too
chicken to serve in Vietnam.”

The big man glared at me for a moment and then turned
away and continued loading his truck. I knew I wouldn’t get any
more from him so I returned to my SUV and drove to the Texaco. I
parked in what little shade I could find and left my windows
partway down before I walked into the service bay.

The little man in the grease-stained gimme cap was
filling the tank of a blue Lincoln, and I found the mechanic on
duty sitting in a plastic chair with his nose buried in a titty
magazine. He wore his gray hair cut in a flat top, and thick jowls
made him look like a basset hound’s progeny. He looked up when he
heard me approach. He said, “Figured you’d be back.”

“Why’s that?”

“You want to talk to the people who knew Donnie Ray.”
He closed the magazine and tossed it onto the workbench behind
him.

“And you did?”

“We weren’t friends, but we went to school together,”
he said as he stood, “and graduated the same year. You want a
beer?”

“A little early to start drinking, isn’t it?”

“Not if you want to talk.”

I followed him down the block to The Watering Hole,
where the day-shift bartender—the third man on my list—had opened
for the day. I stepped inside to find walls covered with neon beer
signs and the mounted heads of dead animals. A muted flat-screen
television above the bar had been tuned to ESPN. The man behind the
bar had a narrow face, as if someone had compressed his head in a
vise when he was a baby, and he opened three bottles of Dos Equis
and put them on the bar as we approached.

He knew why we were there and we didn’t bother with
introductions.

“Tell me about Donnie Ray.”

“There’s not a lot to tell,” said the mechanic. He
took a long pull from his beer before continuing. “The other guys
used to pick on Donnie Ray. We never did anything about it because
they would have turned on us and pushed us around the way they did
Donnie Ray.”

“The other boys bullied him?”

“Incessantly,” the bartender said. “I’m not proud to
admit it, but we did, too.”

They described some of the things they and the other
boys had done to Donnie Ray, things that went beyond name-calling
and the usual maltreatment of a boy at the bottom of the teenage
pecking order.

“His father died when he was about nine, so there was
nobody to teach him to defend himself. His mother couldn’t help,
what with the baby and all.”

I held my beer bottle in one fist but I had yet to
take a drink. “You think that’s what drove him to suicide?”

The mechanic shook his head. “He’d been putting up
with it all his life and he was about to get away from it.”

“We figure something happened that night.”

“But you don’t know what.”

“If anybody does, it’s Dub,” the auto mechanic said.
“I saw his pick-up the day after Donnie Ray left town. The front
end was messed up pretty bad. He said he’d hit a deer and we didn’t
think anything about it at the time. But the other day, when we
heard the back end of Donnie Ray’s car was damaged—”

He let the sentence hang and let me draw my own
conclusion. “So why won’t anybody talk to Donnie Ray’s sister about
her brother, and why are y’all so eager for me to leave town?”

“Nobody wants to think bad things ever happen in
Quarryville and that one homosexual’s suicide forty-one years ago
should be swept under the rug.”

“Except we don’t think Donnie Ray was gay,” said the
mechanic. “We just think he was... different.”

 


***

 


After I finished my beer and walked alone to my SUV,
I drove to the Quarryville Bank & Trust and parked on the
street in front of the granite-fronted building. I didn’t want to
cause problems for my client at her workplace, but I had to go
where the case led me. So, I made my way up the steps and into a
lobby that didn’t appear to have changed much since the bank first
opened its doors. I told the pinch-faced woman behind the desk that
I wanted to see Mr. Dubchek.

“Do you have an appointment?”

I told her I didn’t.

“Your name?” The pinch tightened when I told her.
“I’m afraid Mr. Dubchek isn’t in.”

“That’s okay,” I said as I glanced around and found a
trio of hardback chairs lining the wall nearby. “I’ll wait over
there.”

“I wouldn’t waste my time, if I were you. Mr. Dubchek
has gone for the day.”

I considered spending my day sitting in the bank
lobby to prove I was more stubborn than the woman before me, but I
knew I would gain nothing from the effort. I placed one of my cards
in front of her and said, “Tell him I was here.”

Without waiting for her response, I walked out of the
bank and around to the employee parking lot, where I found a blue
Lincoln parked in the spot reserved for the bank president.

From the bank, I drove to Dubchek’s home, a two-story
antebellum mansion situated in the middle of several landscaped
acres that were suffering from the drought as much as the lawns on
the other side of the track, proving that money couldn’t buy
rain.

I returned to Main Street, the name given the state
highway for the several blocks it ran parallel to the railroad
track through town, and pulled into the Dairy Queen for a dip cone.
I had almost finished it when my cell phone rang. I checked caller
I.D. and found that the caller’s number had been blocked. I
answered anyhow.

A voice on the other end said, “You’ve been asking a
lot of questions about Donnie Ray Devonshire.”

I admitted that I had.

“Your questions are upsetting people.” The voice did
not match that of anyone I had spoken with since arriving in
town.

“Maybe it isn’t my questions that are upsetting,” I
said. “Maybe it’s the answers.”

“No one wants to admit that they turned their back on
Donnie Ray and could have done something to save him,” said the
voice. “As long as we all thought he went to Canada we could live
with ourselves.”

“So what did happen?”

“I can tell you everything you want to know, but not
on the phone.”

“When?” I asked. “Where?”

He suggested the quarry at midnight. “This is your
one opportunity to learn the truth,” said the voice. “Take it or
leave it.”

I assured the man at the other end of the
conversation that I would meet him. After he disconnected the call,
I finished my dip cone and drove to my client’s home, let myself
in, and spread my notes across the coffee table, seeking the answer
to a question I had failed to ask.

Donna walked in a few hours later while I was still
poring over my notes. She smiled the moment she saw me sitting on
her couch.

“I saw you at the bank today,” she said as she placed
her purse on the rocking chair. “So did everyone else. They were
all talking about you asking to see Mr. Dubchek.”

“He wouldn’t meet with me.”

“Why would he?” she asked as she unbuttoned the top
few buttons of her white blouse and fanned herself with one of the
flaps of cloth, providing me with an intermittent view of her ample
cleavage. “If he knew anything about my brother’s death, I’m
certain he would have told me.”

“Why?” I asked. “No one else seems willing to talk to
you about it.”

“Because, well—” Donna hesitated as she considered
how to respond to my question. “Dub’s father offered me the job at
the bank, but he did it because Dub insisted.”

“Someone I spoke with today said he was hot for you.
Were you ever—?”

“Never.” My client stepped out of her heels and
pulled her blouse from the waistband of her skirt. “He’s been my
guardian angel, and he’s done a lot for me, but he’s never once
asked for anything in return.”

Watching Donna’s slow striptease while I questioned
her about her employer sent mixed signals. Though my brain was
engaged in the conversation, my cock throbbed each time she
revealed a bit of skin, whether it was the swell of her ample
breasts or the soft pale flesh of her abdomen. When she reached
down for her shoes, her skirt stretched tight across her backside,
tighter than her cotton dresses ever did. She straightened, grabbed
her purse, and crossed the living room. When she reached the hall,
she asked, “What else did you learn today?”

I began to tell her and she stopped me.

“Not through the wall,” she said. “Come in here.”

I pushed myself off the couch, followed Donna into
her bedroom, and sat on the side of her bed. She had placed her
purse on the nightstand and she stood in front of the open closet
with her back to me. As I told her about my day—without mentioning
the abuse her brother had suffered and without mentioning my
meeting later that night—she slipped out of her blouse, unzipped
her skit, and stepped out of it. She stood before me wearing a
white lace bra and white lace high-cut brief. I had once seen the
widow similarly attired when she left her bedroom door open during
one of my visits to her home, and I had left in a panic after
ejaculating in my underwear. Several years passed before I wondered
if the widow had left her door open on purpose, intending to seduce
me. I wondered the same thing about Donna until she reached into
her closet for a cotton print dress similar to the others she’d
worn. She pulled the dress over her head, slipped her arms into
place, and let it drop to her hips, where it hesitated before the
hem dropped down to her knees.

Donna looked over her shoulder. “Zip me up?”

I stood and stepped to her. The zipper rested at the
swell of her buttocks and I took it between my fingers. Before I
could tug it upward, Donna shifted position, leaned back into me,
and pressed herself against my crotch.

Into her ear I whispered, “You don’t really want me
to zip you up, do you?”

Without waiting for a response, I pushed aside her
shoulder-length auburn hair and kissed the back of Donna’s neck.
She moaned and ground her hips, causing my cock to swell inside my
jeans and press into the division of her ample buttocks.

“I’ve been imagining this ever since I found you on
my porch,” she whispered as I continued kissing her neck. “I
haven’t been sleeping well knowing you’re in the next room, and
this morning, when I walked in on you, I —”

I spun her around and silenced her by covering her
mouth with mine. I kissed her long and deep and hard.

She moved my hands upward to her breasts. Even
through the thick lace of her bra and the thin cotton of her dress,
I could feel her nipples straining for my touch. I pulled her dress
off her shoulders so that it slid from her. After her dress dropped
to the floor, I unclasped the hooks fastening her bra. She shook it
off, revealing heavy, milk-white breasts, each capped with a thick
nipple and half-dollar-sized areola constricted with desire. I
cupped them in my hands and thumbed her nipples.

She unbuckled my belt, unfastened my jeans, and
struggled my zipper down. Then she reached under the waistband of
my briefs and wrapped her soft hand around my erection.

A moment later she stepped back, hooked her thumbs in
the waistband of her high-cut brief, and pulled it down her thighs
until it fell the rest of the way to the floor. She stepped out of
it as I sat on the side of her bed to pull off my ropers. As soon
as my boots thumped to the floor, she helped me remove the rest of
my clothes.

Donna touched my shoulder and let her fingers linger
in the scar left by the drug dealer’s bullet, an intensely personal
touch. “Does it hurt?”

“It did,” I said. “It doesn’t now.”

She kissed the pucker, drew back, and looked up at
me. When I pushed her back on the bed, her heavy breasts slid
toward her armpits. I took one thick nipple between my lips and
caressed it back to attention. I did the same with her other nipple
before kissing my way lower, past her belly button to the juncture
of her thighs. I shifted position, knelt between her widespread
legs, and buried my face between them. As I snaked my tongue along
the length of her slit, she hooked her legs over my shoulders. Her
curly, gray-flecked auburn pubic hair tickled my nose as I parted
her lips with my tongue, sucked at her swollen labia, and found the
tightening bud of her clit. I lapped at it as I slid my right hand
beneath her buttocks and slipped my thumb into her female opening.
As I pistoned my thumb in and out of her, I drew her swollen clit
between my teeth and teased it with the tip of my tongue.

Donna wrapped her hands around the back of my head
and ground her pelvis against my face. Her hips bucked up and down
on the bed, her pubic bone introducing itself to my nose with
increasing urgency. My client cried out when she came, and released
a flood of sexual effluent over my thumb and fingers and down the
crack of her ass. She didn’t release my head until her vagina quit
clenching and unclenching, and, when she did, I rose up on my knees
to reveal my straining erection.

Even though the orgasm had turned her to jelly, Donna
wanted more. She rolled to the side, retrieved a new three-pack of
lubricated condoms from her purse, and peeled open one square foil
packet. She removed the condom and slipped it over my erection.

I pulled her to the side of the bed and turned her
over. Standing behind her, I lifted her hips until she was on all
fours, her knees barely on the edge of the bed, and I stepped
between her legs. I pressed the head of my condom-covered cock
against her slickened female opening, grabbed her hips, and thrust
forward. After I buried myself deep inside her, I drew back and did
it again.

I moved my right hand from her hip to the small of
her back and I slid my thumb between her buttocks until it pressed
against the tight pucker of her sphincter. My thumb was slickened
with her juices, and she opened to the pressure of it.

A moment later I pulled out of her and pressed the
head of my condom-covered cock against her sphincter where my thumb
had been. The pre-lubricated condom, now coated with additional
lubrication from Donna’s vagina, made it easy for me to push into
her ass, and I buried my entire length within her as she moaned
with pleasure. I drew back until the head of my cock remained
captured by her sphincter muscles before pressing forward
again.

I pumped into Donna’s ample ass hard and fast. She
reached between her thighs and stroked her clit with her two middle
fingers, matching my rhythm stroke for stroke. As she neared
orgasm, she stroked faster, sliding her fingers forward and back
over her engorged clit. She came first and would have collapsed on
the bed if I hadn’t been holding her hips.

I drove into her half a dozen more times before I
came. I held her tight to my hips until I caught my breath and
stopped spasming within her. After I withdrew, Donna rolled onto
her back and looked up at me. “There isn’t a man in this town who
could do that for me.”

Later, after we used a second condom, my client fell
asleep in my arms. I also fell asleep, but my phone’s alarm woke me
at eleven and I slipped out of bed without disturbing her.

 


***

 


The man sitting on the hood of the blue Lincoln
waiting for me at the edge of the deep end of the quarry had aged
well, having bought his way into his sixties. He didn’t offer to
shake my hand when I parked my SUV next to his car and climbed
out.

“You have to understand that my classmates and I were
among the last children born while the quarry was still
prosperous,” the bank president said without preamble. “By the time
we reached high school, the quarry had closed. The future looked
bleak for everyone, but especially for the young men who thought
they would follow their fathers into the pit. Then Vietnam became a
storm cloud on our horizon. Most of us were trapped between an
abandoned rock pit and a hard place in the world.”

I didn’t have time for a history lesson. “What about
Donnie Ray?”

“I’m pretty sure Donnie Ray was a hermaphrodite.”
Dubchek glanced at me. “I didn’t learn that word until I went away
to college. We all thought he was effeminate and slow to mature.
There weren’t a lot of options in those days and his parents
apparently chose to raise him as a boy. But he wasn’t a boy, not
truly. As we grew older and Donnie Ray’s external genitalia failed
to develop, some of the guys thought he was a homosexual, though
that wasn’t the word they used back then. They bullied him.”

“You didn’t?”

Dubchek shook his head. “When the other guys got too
rough with Donnie Ray I could usually get them to back off, but I
could never stop them.”

“How rough was too rough?”

He described some of the things the other young men
did to Donnie Ray. “He had no one to turn to,” he said. “His father
was gone and his mother thought he was God’s punishment for
premarital sex. I often wondered if I could have survived similar
treatment.”

“You must have been his only friend.”

“Maybe,” he said. “I couldn’t be seen with Donnie
Ray, but we would meet out here at night and talk. He was afraid of
what might happen when I left for college, so I got him the gun. I
never expected him to use it.”

“But he did.”

Dubchek didn’t speak for the longest time and I
thought I saw something glisten in the corner of his eye. “I found
him on a night like this. His car was right about there.” He
pointed. “Donnie Ray was scheduled to have his induction physical
the next day and the physical would have revealed his
under-developed genitalia. What was worse, going into the Army the
way he was or coming back home because he failed the physical? I
knew what he had done and why, and I knew I couldn’t leave him like
that for someone else to find. I knew what things would be like for
his family, so I used my truck to push his car into the quarry. I
wasn’t thinking, though. After I put his car in neutral and
released the parking brake, it rolled backward, and smashed into
the front of my truck.”

“You told your friends you’d hit a deer.”

Dubchek nodded. “That was the first lie, and I kept
right on lying. Donnie Ray had talked about going to Canada, so I
made certain that’s what everybody thought happened, especially
after the FBI came nosing around. As long as Donnie Ray’s family
thought he had escaped Quarryville and Vietnam, they had hope. Not
until I was older did I realize that any false hope that came from
not knowing his fate may have been worse than the truth. By then it
was too late to admit what I had done.”

We sat in silence until Dubchek continued.

“Donnie Ray left a note.” He pulled a folded square
of yellowed college-ruled notebook paper from his shirt pocket and
handed it to me. “This was on the dashboard. I’ve kept it all these
years. Maybe it’s time for Donna to have it.”

I slipped it into my pocket.

He paused, took a deep breath, and continued. “I had
graduated college and was working for my father at the bank when
cancer took Donnie Ray’s mother and left his sister alone. I’ve
done what I could for Donna ever since. I guess I’m paying penance
for my sin.”

“You didn’t kill Donnie Ray.”

Dubchek turned to me. “But I didn’t save him,
either.”

He searched my eyes for absolution, but he didn’t
find any.

 


***

 


When I tried to slip back into my client’s bed a
short time after leaving Dubchek sitting alone at the quarry, she
rolled over and sleepily asked, “Where have you been?”

“With your brother’s friend.” Throughout my daily
reports to Donna I had never mentioned the names of the townspeople
with whom I had spoken, and I didn’t start by naming Dubchek.

“And?”

“And I know what happened that night and how Donnie
Ray wound up at the bottom of the quarry.”

Donna sat up quickly, turned on the bedside lamp, and
wiped the sleep from her eyes.

“Your brother may have taken his own life,” I
explained, “but this entire town had its finger on the trigger. The
people of Quarryville failed Donnie Ray because they abused him in
ways that went beyond mere bullying or they turned a blind eye to
the people who did. Even your brother’s best friend couldn’t save
him.” I described some of the things the other young men had done
to her brother—the cruelties that men had inflicted upon one
another for generations stretching back to Cain’s murder of
Abel—and color drained from her face.

“But why?”

“Fear because he was different.” I told her about
Donnie Ray’s apparent medical condition and how her parents had
chosen to raise him.

Several seconds passed while Donna stared at me
without speaking. “My mother never said anything about it,” she
finally said. “After she died I went through all of her files and
found nothing about Donnie Ray, not even a copy of his birth
certificate, as if she had erased him from existence.”

“She wasn’t the only one. This town erased your
brother from its collective memory. Finding his body at the bottom
of the quarry brought back all their old fears and prejudices and
reminded them of their collective guilt.” I let that sink in before
I said, “Your brother left a note.”

I removed the note from my pocket and told her I’d
not read it as I handed it to her. I watched as she unfolded the
yellowed square of paper and read her brother’s final message. When
she finished, she returned it to me and I read it.

I don’t know what I am, but I don’t belong
here, Donnie Ray had written.

“Your brother’s friend found Donnie Ray’s body the
night he shot himself. He thought he was protecting your family
when he pushed your brother’s car into the quarry, but even more,
he thought he was protecting Donnie Ray.”

“What more could they have done to him after he
died?”

I had no answer. “Donnie Ray’s account is closed and
any debt this town owes your family for what it did to him was paid
long ago.” Though Donna didn’t realize it, Dubchek had paid a
greater portion of the debt than anyone else, and he would be
carrying that load for the rest of his life.

“Hold me,” Donna said, and I did.

Later, after she’d shed her last tear, we used the
third condom, making love as the sun rose over Quarryville. After
breakfast, I packed my overnight case and carried it outside. There
was nothing left to do but say good-bye as we stood on the dead
grass in front of her pale yellow house.

“I’ll send you a final report after I return to my
office,” I offered, “with names, dates, additional details.”

“Don’t bother,” Donna said. “I have to live with
these people for however much longer Quarryville survives, so maybe
I don’t want to know everything you learned about them.”

The young men who had tormented Donnie Ray, and
thousands more like them, had gone to Vietnam and returned changed
in ways no one could have predicted. Donna had not known them well
before they left but she had to live with the people they had
become, and she knew far better than I what that entailed.

I opened the SUV’s door and tossed my overnight bag
onto the passenger seat. “If you’re ever in Waco, look me up.”

“I will,” my client replied, though I knew I would
never see her again. I had spent three days picking at the town’s
scab for her, and the wound I’d uncovered required more than an
adhesive bandage to conceal.

I climbed into my SUV and drove east into the morning
sun, leaving Donna Devonshire to grieve for her brother while
entropy continued to desiccate Quarryville, Texas.

 



 


NATURAL DEATH, INC.


by Max Allan Collins

 


She’d been pretty, once. She was still sexy, in a
slutty way, if you’d had enough beers and it was just before
closing time.

Kathleen O’Meara, who ran the dingy dive that sported
her last name, would have been a well-preserved fifty, if she
hadn’t been forty. But I knew from the background materials I’d
been provided that she was born in 1899, here in the dirt-poor
Irish neighborhood of Cleveland known as the Angles, a scattering
of brick and frame dwellings and businesses at the north end of
25th Street in the industrial flats.

Kathleen O’Meara’s husband, Frank, had been dead
barely a month now, but Katie wasn’t wearing black: her blouse was
white with red polka dots, a low-cut peasant affair out of which
spilled well-powdered, bowling ball-size breasts. Her mouth was a
heavily red-rouged chasm within which gleamed white storebought
choppers; her eyes were lovely, within their pouches, long-lashed
and money-green.

“What’s your pleasure, handsome?” she asked, her
soprano voice musical in a calliope sort of way, a hint of Irish
lilt in it.

I guess I was handsome, for this crowd anyway, six
feet, one-hundred-eighty pounds poured into threadbare mismatched
suitcoat and pants, a wilted excuse for a fedora snugged low over
my reddish brown hair, chin and cheeks stubbled with two days
growth, looking back at myself in the streaked smudgy mirror behind
the bar. A chilly March afternoon had driven better than a dozen
men inside the shabby walls of O’Meara’s, where a churning exhaust
fan did little to stave off the bouquet of stale smoke and
beer-soaked sawdust.

“Suds is all I can afford,” I said.

“There’s worse ways to die,” she said, eyes
sparkling.

“Ain’t been reduced to canned heat yet,” I
admitted.

At least half of the clientele around me couldn’t
have made that claim; while those standing at the bar, with a foot
on the rail, like me, wore the sweatstained workclothes that
branded them employed, the men hunkered at tables and booths wore
the tattered rags of the derelict. A skinny dark-haired dead-eyed
sunken-cheeked barmaid in an off-white waitress uniform was
collecting empty mugs and replacing them with foaming new ones.

The bosomy saloonkeeper set a sloshing mug before me.
“Railroad worker?”

I sipped; it was warm and bitter. “Steel mill. Pretty
lean in Gary; heard they was hiring at Republic.”

“That was last month.”

“Yeah. Found that out in a hurry.”

She extended a pudgy hand. “Kathleen O’Meara, at your
service.”

“William O’Hara,” I said. Nathan Heller, actually.
The Jewish last name came from my father, but the Irish mug that
was fooling the saloonkeeper was courtesy of my mother.

“Two O’s, that’s us,” she grinned; that mouth must
have have been something, once. “My pals call me Katie. Feel
free.”

“Well, thanks, Katie. And my pals call me Bill.”
Nate.

“Got a place to stay, Bill?”

“No. Thought I’d hop a freight tonight. See what’s
shakin’ up at Flint.”

“They ain’t hiring up there, neither.”

“Well, I dunno, then.”

“I got rooms upstairs, Bill.”

“Couldn’t afford it, Katie.”

“Another mug?”

“Couldn’t afford that, either.”

She winked. “Handsome, you got me wrapped around your
little pinkie, ain’t ya noticed?”

She fetched me a second beer, then attended to the
rest of her customers at the bar. I watched her, feeling both
attracted and repulsed; what is it about a beautiful woman run to
fat, gone to seed, that can still summon the male in a man?

I was nursing the second beer, knowing that if I had
enough of these I might do something I’d regret in the morning,
when she trundled back over and leaned on the bar with both
elbows.
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