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Introduction

 


Bouchercon is 50! Fifty years old. That’s a
long time for anything short of a redwood. When I went to my first
couple, it was a common thing to be asked, “How many is this for
you?”

At first this question threw my over-literate
mind into confusion and I’d say something articulate like, “How
many whats is my what?” No more sure way of expressing one’s
lateness to the party could be found. We all have to start
somewhere.

Bouchercon is, of course, named after a
pseudonym of William Anthony Parker White, whom I had known (as a
reader) as both a science fiction as well as a mystery writer under
the name “Anthony Boucher.” I’d always pronounced it the way a
romantic young mind ought to pronounce it, boo-shay, and it
was only when I was embarrassingly older that I heard someone say
that “Boucher” actually rhymed with “couch” with an “er” on the end
of it.

Much less glamorous, sure, but still better
than another of White’s pseudonyms, “H. H. Holmes,” which he’d
borrowed from the late Chicago World’s Fair serial killer/house of
horrors master, Herman Mudgett (subject of Erik Larson’s The
Devil in the White City).

After a couple of years, the formerly
omnipresent question of “How many” seemed to disappear, or else my
fashion sense, closely mirrored to that of ordinary hotel decor,
allowed me to blend in enough that I wasn’t asked anymore. Better,
I wasn’t tempted to act like I was one of the cool kids walking
around asking, “Hey there, is this your first
Booshaycon?”

This year, this fiftieth anniversary party, is
hosted in Dallas, in everything’s-bigger-in-Texas style. The
conference is honoring many, including the late Texas native and
much-loved author Bill Crider, a many times over veteran of these
celebrations of writing and reading. I’m happy to say that his
daughter, Angela, has a story in these pages, continuing the Crider
presence in just one of many ways.

There are also stories from writers across the
country, fifteen in all, presented to you here as a memento of
sorts of this wonderful anniversary. After all, what better way to
celebrate the world of mystery fiction than reading a collection
of…mystery fiction?

Enjoy it, please.
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Robb has a story in The Best American
Mystery Stories 2019 and is a fine short story writer. Here’s a
nifty little tale of using your best talents for the wrong reasons.
Really, hard work has to pay off in the end, doesn’t it? We’ve
always been told that…

 


 


If I Let You Get Me

Robb White

 


“Five concussions since Pop Warner,” I said.
“That’s four more than enough for me.”

Football’s a collision sport. The concussions
were no lie. Anybody who plays the game nowadays would be a fool
not to worry about lesions forming in your brain when you hang up
the cleats.

That wasn’t going to be my problem. The
concussions were real—but they weren’t the reason I walked out of
the Cowboys’ training camp in Frisco. But they gave me an out so I
didn’t have to explain the real reason, which was not enough size
or talent to be an NFL running back. People in Round Rock who
remembered me from high school would ask me what happened at camp
to make me quit so I’d tell them that. No matter what answer I gave
anyone, it didn’t really satisfy them or me. I’d been asked the
same thing a dozen times a dozen different ways since I walked away
from football.

This time it was Billy Stoneman. He caught me
as I came around the corner with a pallet full of cereal boxes and
stopped me in the middle of the aisle.

“You was a walk-on, right,
Duane?”

“Yep,” I said. “Nobody drafted
me.”

“Too bad you wasn’t black, dude,”
Billy said. “They’d a snapped your ass up in no time.”

Billy’s the one who ought to be worried about
CTE. He played outside linebacker in our 4-3 defense like a
kamikaze pilot. Helmet first, every play.

“I doubt that,” I said.

A mother pushing a toddler in a cart with a
basket full of Sugar Pops and Bold paper towels gave us the fisheye
when she saw she couldn’t get around us as I’d blocked too much of
the aisle. Oh, well. She snorted through her nostrils like an angry
bull and did a three-corner turn with the cart so hard her kid
almost flew out.

Billy laughed.

“Look, Billy,” I said, “let’s
catch up some other time.”

“All them records, Duane, and
lookit you now—stockin’ shelves in a big-box store.”

Billy never missed a good chance to shut
up.

“You, me and the Buzzman ought to
do some bass fishing this weekend. I got me a cabin out to Paloma
Lake.”

“Sounds good.”

“Gimme your digits. I’ll give you
a holler about this weekend.”

“I moved back in with my folks,” I
said.

“Uh-huh.” The long look reminded
me just how far I’d fallen.

I’m tired of all of it, the questions, the
looks. Being a hotshot running back for a Class 5A team in high
school and making first team my sophomore year for Texas A&I
got my head all swole up with big dreams of playing in the NFL in
Jerry Jones’ billion-dollar stadium in front of the cameras. But
running for 215 yards against Cisco Community College added up to
all the weight of a snowflake. The running back coaches knew it
before I did. But they did reward me with a clap on the back and an
“attaboy” on my way out of the locker room.

My parents made it worse by throwing a big
party before I left for camp. A Cowboys scout saw my senior year
films and said I could have a real shot at making the special teams
squad. My teammates from high school came, uncles and aunts from
Waco, New Braunfels, and a married sister from Houston. My father
got weepy-eyed after too many whiskey shots and told me how proud
he was of me.

Billy walked up the aisle to the checkout. He
wore the same buzz cut from high school but now there were fat
rolls on his thick neck. The mealy-mouthed assistant manager barked
at me and jolted me out of my reverie.

“What?”

“Why y’all standing there like
some retard, Briscoe? Get that product up.”

“You know what? Fuck you and your
product. Put them up yourself, shithead.”

I shoved the pallet jack toward him, spilling
cereal boxes to both sides. One pallet fork clipped his ankle and
he howled, flying backwards, thrashing like a man falling out of an
airplane. He took down a display of Castle Barbecue Sauce on his
way to the floor. Broken bottles, BBQ sauce everywhere.

Without a word to anyone, I walked out with a
dozen customers’ shocked stares booting me in the
backside.

My father had arranged for the job—“until you
get back on your feet,” he’d said. My mother complained to him
about me moping around the house watching TV all day. Their
disappointment was worse for me than feeling like a zoo animal in
that damn store.

“He ain’t gonna press charges on
you,” my father mumbled over dinner that night. My mother never
looked at me; she stayed laser-focused on rounding up all the peas
to one side of her plate. The phone rang just then to break the
tension. My father had the balls to get up to answer.

“For you,” he said.

Billy. Damn. He called about going
fishing. I agreed just so I had a reason to get out of the
house.

When Billy swung by in his tricked-out
Silverado the next day, he had someone else instead of Buzz Manske
in the truck. As soon as I recognized him, I tried to keep my face
from showing surprise.

Cody Ceepo was no friend of Billy’s; in fact,
Billy had given him a rough time in high school. Cody’s surname
didn’t help matters: See-po turned into Cree-po
faster than a six-legged jackrabbit. Even Billy’s weightlifting
pals grew weary of bullying Creepo, but Billy never let go. I
remembered him shoving Cody up against his locker while Cody had
been engaged in a serious conversation with a girl and daring him
to do something about it. “You’re all gurgle and no guts, Creepo,”
Billy sneered, spit flecking Cody’s face. When I asked Billy what
that had been about, all he ever said was, “I hate rich
pricks.”

I figured money had to have something to do
with these two being together.

“Hey, Briscoe, how’s it
hangin’?”

“Cody.”

“You mind riding
bitch?”

I wondered if he took the line from No
Country for Old Men. He put too much spin on the last
word.

“Throw your tackle in the back,”
Billy said. “Let’s go, boys. Them sweet-tastin’ widemouth are
beggin’ me to reel ’em in.”

Turns out they weren’t biting but the
mosquitoes were. By noon, the sun was a broiling, reflective mirror
sheen off the lake. Billy’s pasty-white skin was
burning.

I had moved off to avoid talking to either one
of them. Eventually Billy stopped chattering and took his fishing
seriously as the afternoon wore on. I think he was upset at the
fish for not falling for his bullshit. Cody sidled over to me,
untangling a snarl in his line.

“Goddam cheap Walmart reel,” he
said approaching where I stood on a pile of granite boulders,
casting my line.

“Nice throw,” he said. “What are
you using?”

“Jitterbug,” I replied.

“Big ‘Stoney’ Stoneman, number
fifty-five, inside linebacker for your Fighting Roos,” Cody
mimicked the Friday night game announcer. “Billy swears by crawlers
and minnows. So far he’s hooked a single catfish and two
bluegill.”

“Sometimes they don’t bite no
matter what you toss at them,” I said. I still couldn’t gauge the
nature of Billy’s friendship with a guy he used to push around so
much in high school.

“Look at the big lunk,” Cody
exclaimed, nodding in Billy’s direction. “Like a Neanderthal
jumping around on the rocks, hooting and hollering at the fish. I
told him that redneck skin of his would turn hot pink by two
o’clock, and he says to me, ‘I don’t give two shits, I’m here to
fish.’”

He imitated Billy’s twang: Gawd-damn, boy!
It’s so quiet I can hear an ant pissing on cotton.

“You’re probably wondering how
come your old teammate and I are hanging out like this. Guy used to
call me ‘Creepo’ all four years in school. You remember that.
Scared the shit out of me.”

“The thought crossed my mind,” I
said.

Cody made a noise as if the comment deserved a
laugh but he wasn’t willing to commit.

“Good thing I didn’t get my
mother’s family name. Bumcrot. I can imagine the torture with
Stoneman and his muscleheads running the halls like lions looking
for a limp.”

“That’s our Billy—one
compassionate connoisseur of humanity.”

“I always thought you were smarter
than those other jocks, Duane.”

“You thought wrong,” I said. “I’m
exactly the same.”

“Naw. I don’t think so,” Cody
replied. “That’s why I arranged this little soiree by the
lake.”

“Billy said this was his
idea.”

“Ideas are like seeds. You plant
them, you see what comes of it.”

I looked at him harder this time. The familiar
snobbery that used to drive Billy up a wall was still there, only
Ceepo’s face appeared older even with his expression half hidden by
the shades. I remembered the silver Jaguar Spyder he drove when
most of us were lucky to get a clapped-out Ford 150 to drive to
school. Cody’s father owned medical clinics, prime real estate,
strip malls up and down Interstate 35. After football season,
bored, we would cruise the streets Friday nights with a case of
beer in the back seat. I remembered driving past a yellow brick
manor house on Sam Bass Road with massive Greek columns and a
wraparound front porch. Somebody said, “That’s where Ceepo lives.
Got servants quarters and a Got-damn infinity
pool.”

Daddy’s money could get Cody into U. T. but it
couldn’t keep him there.

Billy took the string down to shoreline,
whipped out his filleting knife and gutted, rinsed and set the
fillets over a barbecue pit. Cody watched from the dock and smoked
cigarettes.

After we ate, the booze came out along with
some weed provided by Cody. I surprised Billy by taking my
turn.

“Thought you was Miss Goody-Goody
about dope,” Billy said.

“I look like I’m in training,
Billy?” It came out harsher than I intended.

By midnight, Billy was passed out inside the
cabin. Cots were set up in the spare room off the living quarters.
I wasn’t happy about spending the night here but the notion of
going home wasn’t any more appealing.

“Now that he’s shitfaced,” Cody
said, offering me a hit off a fresh joint he finished rolling with
a lick, “us gents can have a decent conversation.”

“What’s to discuss?”

“Oh, the great themes of life and
art.”

“Bullshit.”

“Then how’s about we discuss your
future, Duane?”

“What about my future? Doesn’t
have anything to do with you.”

“Do you want to live your own life
or do you want to stay poor as a shithouse rat, sponging off your
parents, wearing out your eyeballs gazing at those dusty ol’
trophies on the bedroom shelf?”

“You’re talking about yourself, I
take it,” I replied.

He sucked in another lungful of
smoke.

“My allowance from my parents is,
shall we say, less than adequate for what I really need?” The joint
flared like a burst of fireflies whenever either of us inhaled. He
blew twin streams of smoke from both nostrils. “But I have come up
with other means of supporting myself.”

“Yeah, I can see.”

“Not this, man. Strictly fun, not
business. Do I look like some lowlife with his pants down to the
crack of his ass hanging around high schools selling to
kids?”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m talking about real money,
boy. The kind that lets you live free and clear of other people and
their stupid demands.”

“I’ve heard about that kind of
money,” I said. “It don’t exist.”

“Oh yes, indeed, my friend, it
certainly does exist. It’s called fuck-you money and I know right
where to find it.”

Maybe it was the weed, the high. Maybe it was
too much sun and Jack Daniels around the fire pit. But I didn’t
shut down when I heard what I took to be his usual brand of B.S. I
listened. The night stirred with insect life after the brutal heat
of the day. An occasional splash of water from a fish lunging to
the surface, a loon’s shriek from the far end of the lake, a coyote
clan’s yipping chorus. Three in the morning by the glow of my
wristwatch. Some prof at A&I liked to call this time “the Dark
Night of Soul.”

An owl hooted from the cottonwood trees. A
nocturnal field mouse coming out of its burrow, searching for food,
would never hear the baffled wings of its swoop razor talons spread
for the strike. Nature’s a contact sport, too; it just doesn’t have
our rules.

Billy was up when I staggered out of the
cabin, my bladder about to burst. I gazed at him in the dawn light.
He really did have a Neanderthal look squatting over the fire pit,
shoving kindling around to make a teepee for the fire.

“Shee-yit, look at you,
Duane Briscoe. Where’s that other princess and why’d you two go on
whispering all damn night like a pair of giggly
bitches?”

“We had a long, deep talk about
your piss-poor fishing skills. Besides, with all your snoring and
farting, it was you keeping us awake. There was enough gas release
to call the oil companies.”

“You be careful I don’t come over
there and break your jaw for you, boy. I’m one bad hombre when I
don’t get my beauty rest.”

Bantering with Billy, exchanging obscene
cracks, used to be fun. Now it felt stupid, childish. Things seemed
to be pressing me into smaller spaces, and I didn’t like the
feeling. I thought of those tiny brown scorpions encased in glass
sold to tourists at Bergstrom International.

“Goddamned heat building up
already,” Billy complained. “Coyotes come up to the fire last
night. See the scat yonder?”

I said nothing. I had a lot on my mind from
last night’s conversation with Cody. I felt better after coffee and
a hot meal. Billy wanted to keep fishing, but I got him to
compromise: a dozen bass by noon or we pack it in.

Cody came as far as the doorway and said he
was staying in the cabin. “It’s too hot to fish.”

That provoked a fat wink from Billy to me. As
soon as Cody went back inside, he capered about, doing his “famous”
imitation of an effeminate homosexual. I’d seen it a hundred times.
Political correctness had made it to our school before we graduated
but it hadn’t managed to penetrate the thick carapace William
Stoneman carried his brain around in.

When Billy dropped me off, I had Cody’s phone
number and an address in Cedar Park on a piece of paper. Why I
didn’t rip it up when I got back, I don’t know. I was digging
myself a hole and couldn’t put the shovel down; the only way out, I
thought, was to go deeper in.

 


 


“You didn’t say anything to Billy
Boy?”

“You made it clear enough, Ceepo,”
I said.

“Easy, easy. Just checking. This
is serious business.”

We were standing outside a three-story house
overlooking hill country north of Austin. No furniture, which told
me it was vacant property owned by Cody’s father. A pair of
red-tailed hawks soared close enough to display the natural camber
of their outspread wings as they banked. Even at their height, any
snakes or lizards on the ground would be clearly
visible.

“You can bird-watch later,
Briscoe,” Cody said, tugging at my triceps. “Let’s discuss
it.”

It. The plan. Stealing two million worth of
uncut diamonds.

“Probably twice that. Brenda’s
dumb. All tits and no brains.”

I remembered Brenda Sue Gelber. She was as
popular with the boys as she was despised by the girls. Her bra
size was the topic of more locker room discussion than some of
Coach Hosean’s plays. Brenda dropped out her junior year to get
married.

“That girl can play the angles
when it comes to exchanging the goods for the gold. Brenda’s
leading this old guy around by his cock, but she’s smart enough to
know he’s not going to play Sugar Daddy forever.”

“Billy called it ‘the angle of the
dangle.’”

“Heck, I never thought old Billy
and me would ever have something in common.”

By that time, Cody had me by the short and
curlies.

“He used to be a chip engineer for
Dell. He quit to start his own tech company,” Cody told me. “His
patents made him a fortune. The Austin Business Journal
reported his IPO offering at launch was issued a double down, once
in a generation alert by Motley Fool.”

“So what?”

“So my old man knows the guy,
see.”

Brenda, Cody, and me—a three-way split. Cody’s
third was based on the sole fact he claimed to be “the mastermind.”
Brenda would get me inside the house. I was the designated
thief.

“Tell me about this…‘Treasury
room.’ Seems like the risk is all on me.”

“That’s what he calls it, no
shit,” Cody said. “The Treasury room. She got him stoned on some of
that excellent Mexican cannabis you sampled. He showed off what he
has squirreled away in there.”

Ceepo drew up a map of the house and grounds
and one of the L-shaped room off the man’s bedroom where he kept
the valuables. Everything but the cash was secured behind
illuminated glass cases canted at forty-five degrees so the owner
could stroll past and admire his wealth. Besides the uncut
diamonds, he had Brazilian Paraiba tourmalines.

“Brenda reckons he has a secret
camera set up behind a two-way mirror facing the bed, which he
thinks she doesn’t know about. His first wife said he was a sicko.
Liked to tie her up and urinate on her, all kinds of crazy shit.
The guy’s a collector, Duane. He keeps nude portraits of his women
in another room off the bedroom. Brenda says that one’s his Trophy
room.

“Forget the other stones,” Cody
said. “Focus on the diamonds.”

“You said he has Krugerrands, gold
and silver bars, and rare coins,” I mentioned.

“Leave all that alone, too. It’s
the fastest way to point the cops right at us. Diamonds can be
passed anywhere, the rest is too risky. Texas Rangers might not
know where to look but the insurers have their own investigators
and they do.”

“Cut or not, diamonds are no good
to me,” I said. “I don’t know anything about them.”

“You know about cash money, right?
My guy in Amsterdam is handling the stones for me.”

“So my cut will be—”

“Everything you can grab from the
little chest of drawers in the middle of that room.”

“No thanks.”

“Look, you have the best part of
this deal, come down to it. I can’t go hawking the stones on the
street like some Arab in a souk. I need a fence. He has to get a
cut. The stones have to be cut to be worth much. I’ll be lucky to
clear twenty-five cents on the dollar for the whole
lot.”

“What if Brenda’s wrong about
what’s in the drawers?”

“She isn’t, trust me. The guy was
bragging one night because he got whiskey limp so he takes Brenda
in there to dazzle her with his gems and cash. He opens all the
drawers in this small mahogany cabinet in the middle of the room,
and she says it’s stuffed to the gills with banded wads of hundreds
and fifties. A couple hundred thousand, he said to her…And one more
thing, buddy.”

“What?”

“Keep your mitts off the high
denomination bills in the bottom drawer. You see some bearded guy’s
name and mug you remember from American history class, don’t get
greedy. Those notes have been out of circulation for decades. Some
it ain’t even legal to own.”

“But you can trust Brenda? She’s
the first one he’ll think of when he discovers the loot’s
gone.”

“Brenda’s cool. She’s got more to
lose than you or me. That little honey plans to keep milking that
cow until her boobs drop. You worry about you.”

Brenda Gelber was going to call Cody within
minutes of leaving the house. Cody put her up to nagging the old
guy to take her to Savor Dallas on the following Friday. Cody’d
also gave her a special powder to sprinkle on the keypad so I’d be
able to see the impressions of the golden shower tycoon’s
fingerprints under black light.

“What’s in the stuff?”

“A recipe of my own—some cocoa
powder, baby talcum, ardrox, and a dash of your basic yellow
forty.”

“How am I to know the right alarm
sequence? What if he doesn’t—”

“He went top down, right to left,
Brenda said. Relax, Duane. You got this.”

That’s just what all my friends had told me
when I’d left for the Cowboys’ training camp.

 


 


The Friday of the heist, Cody had everything
worked out in fifteen minute increments. I laid low in my Jeep
between clumps of honey mesquite trees on the edge of the property
line behind the house. Anybody was to get suspicious, I’d jump out
in my neon-yellow vest holding a can of spray paint.

“What do I do with
this?”

“Hell, Duane, find a manhole cover
and spray a symbol on it, anything, do a damn smiley face—just look
busy if anybody comes by walking their dog. If you have to, fire up
a weed trimmer. Just don’t let anybody get a good look at your
face.”

Between six and six-fifteen, I headed straight
to the back of the house for the servants’ quarters. The cook and
her handyman husband were away at a wedding in San Antonio. The two
Doberman pinschers were to be locked in their kennel. Brenda said
he lets them roam at night, hunting for possum and
armadillo.

“You tell her to make sure about
those dogs. I don’t want to be running for my life with a Doberman
clamped onto my nut sac.”

While the owner was in the shower upstairs,
Brenda would step outside to the deck and light a cigarette—my
signal to make a beeline for the cook’s room where I’d hide in the
closet until they were gone.

“Wait an hour in case he forgets
his Rolex or something and turns around,” Cody insisted.

Once I’d cleaned out the stones and cash from
the room, I’d head downstairs for the French doors off the
veranda.

“That’s why I chose you, football
player. The house is armed with the best security money can buy.
Once you crack that back door, you’ll trip the alarms and it’ll
sound like hell’s bells a-ringin’, with cops on the way. People in
his neighborhood don’t play Twenty Questions from dispatchers.
Every cruiser between Cedar Park and Austin will be coming fast and
running dark. You’d better be in good shape for the sprint
back.”

“You worry about cracking a
cuticle from biting your fingernails, Ceepo,” I said. “I’ll handle
the running part just fine.”

It felt good saying that. Cody was getting on
my last nerve with his endless repetition of details. Truth is, I
was more worried about Brenda getting me into the house without her
aged lover boy becoming suspicious.

The mesquite trees were in bloom as I parked
near them off the gravel roadway. The air was heavy, muggy, as
though the atmosphere was ripe for a ripping. Thunderheads churned
up from the Gulf Coast.

More monster houses sat beyond the woods but I
was isolated where I was, sweating inside my work clothes and
having second thoughts. The “swag bags” were folded and tucked
inside my pants and itching like there were biting chiggers in
there. The tangy fragrance from the cream-colored mesquite blooms
triggered a bout of sneezing.

I had my hand in motion to put the gear shift
in reverse when I stopped. Then—No. No going back to
stocking shelves and kissing asses in brown aprons…

Six o’clock came and I made a beeline at a
fast trot to the back of the big house. Five minutes later, I
spotted a leggy blonde pacing on the flagstones of the deck,
smoking. A thinner, more fashionably dressed Brenda than I recalled
from school. She looked once in my direction and flicked her
cigarette toward the in-ground pool.

She turned and went back inside. I ran toward
the servants’ door, one eye on the upper windows but there was only
reflected glare. No shocked face looking out to see me bolting
across his property like the thief I was.

Be open, door, be open—

Inside, my back pressed against the door, I
let my eyes adjust. I wasn’t winded and my mind was calm. I walked
to the second room on the right-hand side of the hallway, opened
the door, and sauntered in as if I lived there.

Two hours of stooping in the closet took a
moment to shake off. But I’d heard nothing the entire time, no
voices, no house sounds—just a distant air-conditioner
hum.

Up the grand staircase, one hand on the smooth
black walnut banister, I had a brief spell of giddiness. I imagined
a troop of debutantes in customized ball dresses adorned with
glittering necklaces and tiaras sweeping past me like models going
down the stairs to the elegant marble foyer before the admiring
gazes of well-bred males below. A rich Texan’s meat
market.

His bedroom occupied most of the second floor.
The canopied bed was the size of a small yacht.

I spotted the keypad immediately, but I had
all the time I needed now. I was in no rush. I wanted to check out
his room of reclining nudes. No lock or keypad to deter neither
visitor nor thief.

Six women, all tongue-out gorgeous, in huge
canvas oils spaced around the room at eye level. Walls themselves
painted black with a satin finish. Four blondes, two shaved, one
with a tawny mohawk, a true redhead with a flaming red bush like
Dragon’s Breath opal. A raven-haired beauty with a clitoris like a
baby’s thumb peeking through her cleft rounded out the collection.
Brenda had to be among these. The bosomy blonde at the end, I
guessed.

The old-fashioned idiot, I thought.
He’d talked her into a cosmetic breast reduction.

Seconds later, I was shining a black light on
the keypad and pressing numbered buttons.

The door clicked several times like the
ignition switch on a barbecue grill. I pushed it open with my
fingertips. The lights were off. I was about to take my first step
when all of it came together in my head in that one moment, and I
needed every ounce of football agility to keep from falling
headfirst into the room.

God damn it to hell—

The black rubber mat on the floor had to be a
pressure alarm.

That stupid Brenda—

No. Not Brenda…

Don’t ask me what clicked in to tell me
that—maybe the male’s lizard brain. That blonde on the deck had not
been the Brenda on the wall because—

Because there was no Brenda Sue
Gelber.

Oh shit on a stick…

The silent collision of two different planes
of thought inside my head was a painless explosion: NOT BRENDA
GELBER crashed into DUANE BRISCOE SET-UP.

All the shady, suspicious details meshed into
a kaleidoscopic pattern in an eyeblink, from the time Cody jumped
from Billy’s truck to my last meeting at his place. I saw that
weasel smirk on his face, secretly laughing at me, his
patsy.

I returned to the L-shaped Treasury room.
Without crossing the threshold, I flicked the light switch and saw
all the empty, smashed glass cases, the empty drawers tossed onto
the floor.

That’s when I noticed the blinking lights of
the keypad. Another lie—silent alarms—

I flew.

Friction burned the palm of my hand as I
steadied my flight along curved banister rail taking steps six at a
time; they blurred beneath my feet.

Skidding across the flooring, I came to a stop
before slamming into the glass doors of the veranda.

If he’d set me up to this extent,
there would be cops picknicking at my Jeep…

I exited that grand manor house by the front
doors, zigzagging across the yard using one cluster of foliage to
run interference, staying low as I used to when I hit an O-line
stuffed backward by the defense.

And I kept running. I ran for days, walked,
slept under overpasses and hitchhiked with truckers or begged a
ride from anybody with a friendly face staggering out of a
roadhouse bar.

I was in San Marcos before I found work off
the books cutting trees. A guy hired me for a week in Yoakum to
burn broken pallets. Half starved, I begged him for a small loan so
I could eat. I delivered pizzas in Humble until somebody looked at
me too long while I made their change.

I’ve been on the run for months. I check out
progress on my case whenever I’m near a public library or an
internet café. I moved from “person of interest” to “suspect.” I
found the real Brenda on Facebook. She’s obese now, married with
three kids and has a husband named Fidelio Garcia. Her once famous
cleavage is lost within the belly fat in the selfies she
posts.

The woman at the house had to be Tawny Blonde
from the gallery of nudes. Same face and build. Breasts unlike
Brenda’s youthful, cannonball-sized ones. My brain had been too
slow to make the connection in time. I’d fallen for the 65 power
trap play we used to run where I’d take the fake handoff from the
quarterback and draw in the safety for a deep pass to the wide
receiver.

This time, it was me that fell for the basic
deception play. Mr. Big Time, yet too small for the
bigs.

My beard is longer, I’m thinner, and I wear
scruffy Levi’s. I keep a spare pair in my backpack with the rest of
my earthly goods. After a stint for a construction company in
Corpus Christi, I drifted down to the Rio Grande. I’m working on a
cattle ranch near San Benito off Highway 281. A couple illegals
helped me get a bunk in an abandoned trailer. I sleep under the
stars when the heat’s too much to bear. A hot wind blows yellow
dust all day long; it gets into my pores, my mouth, and hair. I
crave water the way I used to crave fans cheering me from the
stands whenever I broke one and went long. I think about Cody Ceepo
a lot. I remember the last thing he said to me when I got into my
Jeep:

Don’t let those pre-game jitters
get to you, Duane…

Not if I get to you first,
Cody.

 


Back to TOC

 



 





If anyone out there thought Carole
only wrote crime fiction featuring characters of the feline
persuasion, watch out. She can go dark. Really dark. Carole says
she wrote this one for Bill Crider, thinking he would appreciate.
I’m sure he would (with the lights on)…

 


 


Lyin’ Eyes

Carole Nelson Douglas

 


I’m tempted to close my eyes on the memory, but
I can’t. I can’t even close my eyes on the dark.

Teen hothead. Yeah, I was. My homies called me
Toro. Together we were the El Toros. We rocked just this side of a
“gang.” Banded together in self-defense at high school.

Other guys in school called me “wetback” and
“greaser” and “spic.” Those rich kids. Sons of Anglo bankers and
lawyers and real estate bigwigs. Called themselves the Lancaster
High Lions after the school football team.

But a few of them, a secret few, called
themselves the Lions of Doom. They might have to play with black
and brown teammates, but if Manny Hernandez gave an Anglo Lion
running back a too-hard slam-down in practice, he might find the
family cat gutted and tied to their car steering wheel one morning.
With the insignia of a diamond-studded lion’s head ring impressed
on the worn fabric seats in cat blood.

You never spotted that ring on guys in school,
so you never knew when or where the Lions of Doom would take
offense and strike.

Finally my day came. I was too strong, doin’
too good. Champion wrestler. Might get a college scholarship. Not
allowed my kind. My sin wasn’t any show-boating feat at football
practice, but from April Anderson stopping me in the high school
hall.

“Luis,” she said, “that was a good
paper in English class.”

Not good here and now. I tried to edge into
the class-changing madhouse of bodies, mumbling, “Just some words.
I’m not a words guy.” The assignment had been to write about an
admired person. I chose my grandma who immigrated from Mexico back
in the sixties. She was one tough lady.

April Anderson wasn’t. Her pale blue eyes
fascinated me, and her skin was white under this kinda…well,
veil…of faded freckles. I could write about that. Prom queen
candidate. I hadda get away fast.

“Sorry. Next class.” I bulled into
the thronging kids heading helter skelter in opposite directions,
ignoring complaints and push-backs.

Not fast enough.

 


 


Next day I was in the closest vet’s office, two
mittfuls of whimpering fur trembling in my big wrestler’s
hands.

“The dog is young,” the vet said.
“Bones heal, but thirteen breaks…someone used her for a
football.”

“In front of my nine-year-old
sister, Yolanda, when she ran out early to feed her new puppy. She
said the guy wore a big gold ring and kept kicking and kicking the
dog while they both screamed.”

The vet was shaking his head.

“Fix her,” I said. “I’ll pay. It
will take a while.”

“A twelve-week-old puppy. Whoever
did this—” The vet was tall and Anglo and he studied my eyes. “You
want to tell me?”

I shook my head “No, it’ll be
worse.”

“She’ll need a lot of physical
rehabilitation.”

“I’ll work with her. Anything.
Yolanda picked her out. This one looked kinda ugly in the pet
shelter, with that black prune of a wrinkled muzzle and piss-yellow
coat, but Yollie insisted on her. Was afraid no one else would
adopt an ugly dog like her.” My voice did not break, but for the
last time in my sixteen-year-old life, it wanted to. “How
much?”

“A hundred dollars.”

In the silence we could hear my sister sobbing
in the waiting room.

“It must cost a lot more. Mucho
more.” I wasn’t asking a question.

“You’re a good brother, Luis.” He
put a hand on my shoulder. “A hundred is a lot to you.” He didn’t
wait for me to admit it. “You step up on this, you’ll see you can
step up higher in life than you think.”

I nodded, heading for the waiting room.
Everything I earned on lawn cutting went for food. I’d cut more.
I’d cut night and day. I’d get Yollie her dog back and as good as
new.

Or maybe not.

 


 


The high school guards were often Latino. They
let the El Toros into the football field at night sometimes. To
practice, goof off, left alone under the faint night lights. Then,
that night, while I was still thinking of Yollie and her battered
puppy, my bros were gone. Split.

A lot of Lions of Doom were the only ones here
now. And hunting a new football. You didn’t interfere in their
vengeful acts. Fear turned my gut hard. I was a strong wrestler. I
could make them feel they’d picked on the wrong ugly
dog.

I’m not such a big guy. Five-six, but I was
built like a Rottweiler in high school. “El Toro.” Wrestling used
to be my sport, but I later learned my mainframe was my brain.
Who’d have thunk it.

I spun low, into their calves, taking some off
their feet. I bent arms and twisted knees but there were six,
seven, eight. Jed Westlake, beefy wrestler, got me into a headlock
and jammed an elbow into my Adam’s apple until I gagged and
choked.

I was down and pinned. Brent Tyler, BMOC, was
standing over me.

He leaned down, his pale face flushed red-rage
purple in the greenish stadium lights. “You know what you did.
April Anderson is mine. You know what we’re gonna do. We’re gonna
take his balls, brothers!”

The Lions’ tight kneeling circle growled as
one, softly, so no one would hear.

Cold sweat. It owned me. My torso became an
earthquake. Bucked off three of them. Blood thundered in my head
and throat. Gasping for breath, my pulsing heartbeat swelled to
make my ears pop.

Jesus, Mary, Joseph, no! Dios
Mio.

He couldn’t mean it. Even Brent Tyler couldn’t
get away with that.

A guy pinned each leg, each arm. My torso
bucked one last powerful time. Brent’s rabid face hung over mine
like a rogue moon. Hot breath. His fist cocked before my eyes, the
lion head ring glinting gold and diamond bright in the overhead
light.

“You’re never going to see April
again.”

The fist smashed into my face. I felt the
Lion’s head impact on my shattering cheekbone as someone grabbed my
balls in the devil’s own grip.

“Listen, spic,” Brent spat out. “I
am the King. The Lion King, the King of Doom, and you are rat dung.
And I mean it. You are never going to see April Anderson
again.”

The heavy ring danced with my frantically
dodging face, as his knuckles pressed hard on my cheekbones.
Everything darkened, then exploded into unthinkable pain and arcing
colors all over my body. Not the damned ring, His thumbs. His
thumbs. Vomit flooded my throat. I blacked out, but not before
I heard a mad bull’s deep guttural rhythmic bellows echoing off the
wooden bleachers and the trees and the asphalt near and far.
Mine.

 


 


No one could hear that, hear me, and not call
9-1-1.

I only remember becoming conscious knowing I
didn’t want to do it ever again.

“Jesus bloody Christ.” The
first EMT guy’s voice whispered, like in church. “Whoever did
this…” Seems I’d heard that line before.

“God, what do we do?
Who’d do this?”

After that it was blood and darkness and
motion and men muttering. “Steady, man. We’ve got you.”

And sirens squealing and a choppy, reeling
ride with a woman EMT murmuring, Shhhh, like my grandmother
had. What was it about my grandmother? A school paper? School? That
would all be history now.

No more teachers, no more books, no
more Lions dirty looks.

No more teachers, no more books, no
more Lions dirty

No more teachers, no more books, no
more

No more teachers, no
more

No more no more no more

 


 


After a lot of doctors and hospitals and a
hush-hush lawsuit, I was told I’d won. But there was no trial, no
jail time for anyone, everybody involved was underage with sealed
files, all brushed off and arranged. Sympathetic murmurs surrounded
me like polite whirlpools of unexpressed horror, heard but not
seen. I was the guy whose eyes were gouged out, just something to
pity and forget now.

What kept us sane, my family and me, was how
good the little pup was doing. The vets at the university found her
a “unique subject,” and with the help of pins and braces she was
growing straight and strong.

Now that we knew she would make it, I asked
Yolanda what she wanted to name her.

We were in my bedroom, where I had mostly
learned my way around, the dog lolling on the bed and Yollie
sitting on the chair like my grandmother used to when I was sick as
a kid. I wished I could see her.

“Name her something beautiful,”
Yollie said. “Her hair is sort of red-gold, like the lady on the
poster above your bed.”

“Poster. I don’t…”

“But the lady in the poster has a
lot more hair, like a lion, and her dress doesn’t have much of a
top.”

Dios mio. I’d copped the cover from an
old movie magazine I saw when I was what, twelve? My loss twisted
my gut. I’d never see that sexy lady again, Rita Hayworth, my
pre-teen crush.

“Can you put my hand on the
poster, Yollie? And I’ll tell you her story.” I felt the tiny
corner that had been turned up.

“Her name was Margarita
Cansino and her hair was really as black as yours.”

“Mine?” I heard
self-doubt.

“She was a beautiful, black-haired
Latina, but nobody mentioned it after Hollywood dyed her hair red
and renamed her Rita Hayworth. That was long ago. Latina ladies
don’t have to dye their hair red to be in movies now.”

“But the poster calls her
‘Gilda.’”

“That was the name of the part she
played. She was very famous in the role.”

“Gilda! We can call my dog
Gilda.”

A sissy name for the gangling, close-coated
dog I ran my hands over now. I’d not feel macho calling it out. I
was still good for playing chase and fetch in a vacant lot with a
baseball, hurling it into the blind distance until the dog raced
back to lay a slobbery ball at my feet. Until she got lighting
quick and bigger and stronger. Mucho bigger. But
Gilda?

I sensed Yollie throwing her arms around the
dog’s neck. “You are very beautiful, Gilda, and you are a Latina
girl.”

I was outa high school anyway so my family
headed down to Waco where relatives lived and then I was to go to
school in Houston for “rehabilitation.” Yollie kept crying and
crying when I left, and Gilda raced after the pickup carrying me
away until I had to tell my father to turn around. The dog and I
seemed to read each other’s minds.

“Yollie,” I told my sister, “I
know she’s your dog, but I need her now. And she still needs me.
We’ll both visit. That okay, huh?”

I could feel her tear-sticky cheeks nodding
between my fingers.

 


 


It was against the rules, but in Houston they
got the message that Gilda and I were already a team and they’d
just have to teach her too. I was going to blind school, thanks to
those Lions of Doom not letting me get away without taking one set
of “balls.” The EMTs desperately searching the dirt and grass to
see if my eyes could be saved had made me want to cry for the last
time in my life, but I no longer had the working equipment. So
don’t cry for me, Argentina or April. Prosthetic eyes are real
sophisticated these days. They don’t see, but people tell me I
looked absolutely normal.

You think?

I wore dark glasses with strong black frames
anyway. The nurses flirted and said the frames looked really
distinguished with my black hair, trust them. At least I
couldn’t see their kindly lying eyes. The doctors found my case
medically and psychologically unique and no expense was being
spared. The attack made newspapers, but not when and where it had
happened. I didn’t mind wearing the dark glasses and sometimes
carrying a cane, but mostly I liked having Gilda beside me, who,
nursing staff claimed, looked “really chic” in her service
harness.
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