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Introduction

MY FIRST NOVEL

 

 

Almost thirty years ago, in Eugene Oregon, I got a letter from a major book editor from Bantam Books. The editor had read one of my short stories in Night Cry Magazine, a sister magazine for The Twilight Zone Magazine. She liked my writing and my style and wanted to know if I had a novel.

I did not, but I wrote her back and said I did and what would she like to see.

While that letter was winging its way across the country, I started writing a novel.

I had written two other novels before, but both were lost in a house fire. So I knew I could write a novel. I just didn’t know if I could do it well enough for a publisher to buy, even though I was selling short fiction regularly. 

And I didn’t know if I could write it fast enough to make her happy.

She got back to me in a week and asked for a couple chapters and an outline of the rest of the book.

In another week or so I managed to do a few chapters and an outline and send it all to her. 

Then I kept writing.

She got back to me at what seemed like light speed, before I had finished the entire novel, and loved the first part and wanted to see the rest of the book.

So in the winter of 1987 I finished it and sent it to her.

She tried to buy the novel for her company, but turned out it wasn’t right for her book line and she ended up in March 1988 sending it back to me with regrets.

But sitting in a bar that same month at a science fiction convention, I had talked to another editor from Warner Questar books and he liked the idea of the book. So when Bantam rejected the novel I sent it to him.

And he bought it in May of 1988 and it came out in the spring of 1989.

My first published novel, Laying the Music to Rest.

As with most traditional books from that day, after a few years it was out of print and I got the rights reverted in the middle 1990s.

The book stayed out there in used bookstores as my first published novel and I signed a few fading copies of it at times over the decades. But I never looked at the book again.

When the indie revolution came along and Kris and I started up WMG Publishing, I thought about republishing that book, but decided to write a bunch of new novels instead.

But this last summer someone brought a copy for me to sign and I looked at it and thought it would be fun to give that first novel a new life.

So I started to serialize it here in this magazine as a wonderful woman working for WMG Publishing typed the entire novel into a computer file. (I wrote it on a typewriter originally.)

Then comes this special issue. 

This is the 36th issue of Smith’s Monthly.

Three straight years every month without missing a month. 

I would have never thought that possible when I started this journey. But here I am. And I started to wonder what I could do to mark this special issue.

And then someone said something about it being almost thirty years since my first novel was published and I realized that putting my first novel here, untouched, not changed at all from that original version, would be the perfect thing to do for this special issue.

The readers of this magazine have been reading my new novels and stories—might be fun to show them my first major published work as well.

So thank you all for the support of this crazy magazine project and I hope you enjoy my very first published novel complete and unchanged from the Questar edition here in these pages.

Now onward into year four. No telling what the future will bring.

Enjoy.

—Dean Wesley Smith

Lincoln City, Oregon

September 18, 2016
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You never plan on dying. 

Well, at least when young you never plan on it. 

But Gail Kelly died. And then things got really, really strange.

Another wild and whacky story in the popular Ghost of a Chance series, where ghosts work as superheroes and anything seems possible. 

 

 

 

MEETING THE SUNSET KID

A Ghost of a Chance Story

 

 

ONE

 

 

You never plan on dying. 

Well, at least when you are young you never plan on it. 

Gail Kelly sure hadn’t. She was twenty-eight, still slim and single, and still very happy in her job as a prosecuting attorney in a small Oregon coastal county. And she was really good at it as well.

Dying was a long ways from her thinking. In fact, marriage and kids were still a long ways from her thinking. She didn’t even have a steady boyfriend. 

So when that chip truck came across the center line on a curve on Highway 101 and hit her before she could even blink, she didn’t have time to think about dying then either. 

It just happened so fast.

One minute she was driving her wonderful BMW convertible, headed north to meet some friends for some drinks and dinner, the next she was sitting on the soft hillside next to the highway. 

A very friendly woman about Gail’s age was kneeling next to her, smiling. And a handsome man stood on the highway watching, with a short guy dressed in a purple jogging suit who looked completely out of place on the rough Oregon coast. 

Both the man and the woman looked comfortable, dressed in jeans and expensive shirts and running shoes. 

“Go slow,” the woman next to her said. 

“So what happened?” Gail asked, trying to look around but only seeing the three people and the edge of the highway. The forest around her and the ocean below seemed to be a blur.

“You were in an accident,” the woman said. 

Gail looked down at herself, her legs, her arms. She had on a silk blouse with a jogging bra under it, jeans, and her best running shoes. There didn’t seem to be a mark or scratch anywhere. The road was a good ten feet below her. Why she would have climbed up here was beyond her. 

And she felt fine. 

Gail stood and the woman helped her up with a gentle touch on her arm. The two of them went down the soft hillside and through a slight ditch to where the handsome man and the guy in purple stood on the pavement. 

“I’m Jewel,” the woman said. “This is my partner, Tommy.”

The good-looking man nodded and smiled slightly at Gail. He had a short military-cut brown hair and broad shoulders. Gail could see in his eyes that he was worried about her.

“This is K.J.,” Jewel said, indicating the short man with the purple jogging suit. Now that Gail was closer, she could also see that the man’s hair was purple and his shoes were purple and he wore purple fingernail polish. Wow, she hoped he wasn’t going into any bars along this coast. He didn’t fit. In fact, she had a hunch this K.J. person didn’t fit anywhere outside of San Francisco.

K.J. just nodded and smiled, showing purple caps on his teeth. 

Gail looked around, trying to focus but actually not seeing anything but the hill and some trees and the blue of the ocean beyond.

“I must have bumped my head,” Gail said. “I’m having trouble focusing.”

“That will pass,” Jewel said.

“How do you know?” Gail asked staring into the woman’s green eyes. “Are you a doctor?”

“Actually, she is,” the guy in purple said. “But that’s not why it will pass.”

“Then why?” Gail asked, slowly starting to get angry.

“Because you’re dead, that’s why,” a voice said from behind her. 

She turned to look into the dark brown eyes of the most handsome man she had ever seen. He looked like he had come right out of court and had just taken off his tie. He had perfectly styled brown hair and large brown eyes. His dark suit was made of silk, as clearly was his shirt, and he had on expensive shoes Gail was convinced were not sold anywhere in Oregon.

“I’m Dan Carson, but a lot of my friends call me The Sunset Kid.”

Gail was convinced those brown eyes of his were seeing right through her. Because of that, it took her a moment to realize what he had said. 

“Dead?”

“Oh, nice timing, Kid,” the guy in purple said, clearly disgusted.

The guy nodded to Gail, ignoring the man in purple. “Afraid so. But trust me, you’re going to love it.”

He smiled at her as he took her elbow and turned her up the road. Suddenly everything came into clear focus around her. 

The evening still had some light as the sun had just set over the ocean. The forest was on her left, the sea down a steep cliff on her right. She could see what was left of her wonderful convertible under the front of a large truck right in the middle of the two-lane highway. 

Someone was hosing the entire thing down with a fire extinguisher and a number of others were standing to one side, most with their hands over their mouths.

She could see part of her body twisted in an unnatural way against the grill of the truck. And the truck driver had come about halfway through the window of his truck and was still just hanging there. He looked dead or almost dead.

The sight was so horrific, it took her a moment to realize that was her against the front of the truck. 

Holy shit, Dan was right. 

She was dead.

How could that even be possible?

She turned to face him and her knees started to give out.

Dan and Jewel caught her and eased her to the ground. 

“So, Kid, what are you doing here?” K.J asked.

Jewel held Gail’s arm and Tommy, her partner, had stepped back.

“Here to train Gail,” Dan said.

Gail had her head down and was focusing on just breathing. She knew this feeling from having too many drinks and she knew just solid breaths of air would help.

And no way was she calling someone as handsome as that a kid, so she was going to call him by his real name. 

“Jewel and Tommy train the new recruits,” K.J. said. 

“Not this time,” Dan said.

“Train me to do what?” Gail asked, finally letting the anger come out as she stood. She didn’t need any training. 

Jewel patted Gail’s shoulder and stepped back.

“To be dead and worthwhile,” Dan said, smiling at her. 

“How about I be not dead?” Gail said.

“Not really possible,” Dan said, pointing in the direction of the wreck. “It was your time. See the truck driver? It’s almost his time as well. Watch.”

Dan turned her toward the wreck again as suddenly the truck driver sort of moved away from the cab of his truck while his body still remained sticking out of the window.

For a moment he seemed perfectly healthy even though his body in the window clearly wasn’t.

Then the driver looked upward and sort of floated in the air and after a moment was gone. 

“So how come I don’t float out of here?” Gail asked. “And get away from you nut-jobs.”

She was angry and scared, but mostly angry, and when angry, she pulled no punches.

“The powers-that-be think you would be a good help in saving people,” Jewel said, her voice gentle.

“I don’t save people,” Gail said, her voice stern. “I put people in jail.”

“Sometimes that’s saving people,” Dan said, smiling at her and clearly ignoring her anger. “You hungry?”

That question surprised her. “I thought you said I was dead.”

“Oh, you are,” Dan said. “And from here on out, the food tastes better.”

“You are just confusing Gail,” Jewel said, stepping up and putting herself between Dan and Gail. 

“I did just fine when I died,” Dan said.

“That’s not what I heard,” K.J. said. 

Gail glanced over. The little guy in purple clearly had some issues with Dan.

Dan was about to say something when Jewel raised her hand. “Not here, not now. You can help in Gail’s training, if she wants help, but not until I say so.”

Dan looked at Jewel who clearly wasn’t backing down. 

Finally Dan nodded to Jewel and smiled at Gail. “See you soon I hope.”

Gail was so confused, all she could do was nod.

Then Dan just vanished right in front of her eyes.

“I’m having the weirdest damn dream,” Gail said, deciding to sit down once again on the pavement.

Jewel helped her down and then looked at K.J. “Find out what that was all about. We’ll be at the Golden Nugget having dinner.”

K.J. nodded and then the little guy in purple also just vanished.

“I haven’t even had a drink yet,” Gail said, shaking her head.

Then she looked up at her twisted body against the front of the truck and wondered if she would ever drink again.




 

 

 

TWO

 

 

Dan appeared on his favorite stool at the Sushi bar in Fong’s Restaurant just off Broadway in Portland. He was angry at himself. He had screwed up something awful with that introduction and he knew better than to go up against Jewel and Tommy and K.J. 

Dan had been a Ghost of a Chance agent as long as K.J. Actually, slightly longer since Dan died in 1901 and K.J. didn’t show up until a few years later. 

And Jewel and Tommy were already forces in the agency, even though they were fairly new. They had worked with Poker Boy and others, which was far more than Dan had ever done. Up until just a few years ago, he hadn’t even known the superhero part of all this existed.

Dan always liked to work alone and he had done just fine that way for over a hundred years. But now, the powers-that-be had told him he was getting a partner even though he had no desire for one.

He hadn’t expected his new partner to be so beautiful. That had caught him by surprise, but was still no excuse for him being a jerk. He had figured she could just stand the blunt truth. 

He knew she was smart. He had researched her life a little and knew she was still single, a prosecuting attorney with almost a perfect record, and she liked her drinks.

Dan liked his drinks as well, which is how he had gotten his name, the Sunset Kid. He loved to drink tequila sunsets, which was basically like a tequila sunrise with tequila and orange juice, only instead of the sweet red grenadine syrup that sunk to the bottom of the orange juice, a red soda water was put on the top, holding the red to the top of glass. 

And it was a lot less sweet than a sunrise. He had started drinking them back when he worked the New York area after the Second World War. No bar out west served them regularly, so he made them in his Portland condo for himself. He never seemed to tire of them.

He grabbed a plate of California rolls as a waitress carried it past and started to work on them. He loved how, as a ghost, he could eat the ghost part of any meal and no one knew he was doing it.

And the ghost part of a meal tasted so much better than a regular meal ever had when he was alive. 

He sat eating and thinking about Gail and how they were going to have to work together and how, now after seeing her, he actually wanted to try to work with her. 

Damn, he wished he hadn’t screwed up the introduction. 

He needed to do something about his mistake and do it now. 

He pushed what was left of the sushi roll aside and stood.

“Come on, Dan. You can do humility. Honestly you can.”

With that he jumped to the Golden Nugget Buffet in Las Vegas. He was going to apologize and see if he could help in her training, see if he and Gail really could be a team. 

He didn’t do apologies that often. As a ghost agent, working alone, he had never really needed to. But he had a hunch with Gail, it would be worth taking his pride down a few notches.




 

 

 

THREE

 

 

One minute Gail had been on the main coastal highway in Oregon looking at an ugly wreck that she had supposedly been in, then she found herself standing near a wooden table in a well-lit buffet. 

The food smelled wonderful and a low level of talking filled the air.

The buffet was all in brown wood tones and bright polished brass. It was a huge place and the table they were beside was in one corner and a distance away from any other people.

The place was comfortable, even though impossible. Gail knew for a fact she couldn’t be here. 

Yet it seemed she was.

It sure felt and smelled and sounded like she was.

Jewel and Tommy were both standing beside her. 

“How did we get here and where is here?” Gail asked after looking around. 

“The Golden Nugget Buffet in downtown Las Vegas,” Jewel said, indicating that Gail should take a seat. Jewel pulled the chair out slightly for her. “We jumped you here from Oregon.”

“I’ll get us some water,” Tommy said and turned away.

Gail sat down facing the buffet area and Jewel sat beside her at the four person square table.

“This is the strangest dream I have ever had,” Gail said, shaking her head. None of this was making any sense to her. Not a bit of it. She hadn’t even had dinner yet, so it couldn’t be something she ate. And she really didn’t know anyone or had even been to Las Vegas before, so a place her dream would take her shouldn’t be here.

“We all think this is a dream at first,” Jewel said. “I know I did.”

“So did I,” Tommy said, handing Gail a glass of water and then giving Jewel one as well.

Gail made herself take a long drink. The water tasted pure and fresh and wonderful. Best glass of plain water she had ever had. 

Now she knew she was dreaming when water tasted good.

Jewel must have been reading her expression. “You think that was good, wait until you taste the food.”

“So the Dan guy was right?” Gail asked. 

“He was,” Jewel said. 

“Who is he?” Gail asked as Dan’s handsome face and perfect body came clearly back to her mind. 

“He’s another ghost agent like we are,” Jewel said. “Like you’ll be if you decide to stay after you learn everything.”

Gail just shook her head. “You know how silly that sounds?” 

Jewel nodded and smiled. “Very silly. But very serious at the same time.”

“Okay,” Gail said, ignoring that her stomach was rumbling just twenty minutes after she had supposedly died, “until I wake up, I’ll play along. What do ghost agents do?”

“We save people,” Jewel said.

Beside her Tommy just nodded. 

“Yet we are ghosts?” Gail asked.

Jewel and Tommy both nodded. 

Gail shook her head. All this silliness was impossible to believe. She must have caught a horrid bug and was feverish and in a hospital somewhere. Fever dreams were the only thing that could make any of this make sense.

And if she was having a bad fever dream she would think of dying. That made sense.

“Let me see if I can show you a few things,” Tommy said.

He stood, then walked right through the table in front of Gail as if it wasn’t there.

Then he walked over to a couple starting to leave and let them walk through him. 

Then he came back and sat down. He was frowning and Jewel noticed it as well.

Jewel reached over and put her hand on Tommy’s arm.

“That older couple that went through me just had their last meal,” Tommy said. “They have used the last of their money. They have a gun in their car.”

Gail felt stunned. “How do you know that?” 

“When you touch a living person, you can read their thoughts,” Jewel said, not looking away from Tommy. 

“I’m going to follow them,” Tommy said, standing. “See if I can figure out something to do.”

“What can he do?” Gail asked.

“So many things,” Jewel said. “And so few at the same time.”

At that moment Dan arrived, standing to one side of the table. His silk suit was perfect, his shirt open under the suit jacket, and he had a slight look of worry in his eyes.

Gail felt a jolt go through her as she looked up at him. She had never had that reaction to a man before, ever. More than likely part of her fever dream.

And he looked slightly startled as well, then nodded to her and turned to Jewel. “If I apologize for my boorish behavior on the coast, and promise to behave myself and help where I can, may I join you?”

Jewel nodded and smiled, indicating he should take a seat next to Gail. 

Then Jewel stood. “Tommy’s going to need my help with that couple. I’ll be back when I can.”

And she vanished.

“What couple?” Dan asked.

“An elderly couple that walked through Tommy when he was trying to convince me I’m not dreaming,” Gail said. “Tommy said the couple had just had their last meal and were out of money and he wasn’t sure what they were going to do next.”

“Oh, no,” Dan said softly.

“Is that what you ghosts do? Save old folks from themselves?”

Dan nodded, clearly serious. “Sometimes that, sometimes more. Jewel and Tommy and K.J., along with a superhero and his team and a few of the gods helped save the world just three months ago.”

“Saved the world?” Gail asked, ignoring the gods and the superhero part. 

Dan nodded and looked at her for the first time since she sat down. “Jewel will tell you all about it at some point. But I want to apologize for my first meeting. I hope you will give me a second chance to get off on the right foot.”

Gail smiled and offered her hand. 

“I’m Gail,” she said.

He took her hand and instantly she felt a surge of pleasurable electrical force going through her. 

“I’m Dan,” he said, clearly noticing the connection.

They sat there for a moment like that, holding the handshake, then he pulled his hand away and looked down. 

She felt instant disappointment. 

They sat in silence for a long moment, then she finally said, “How do I wake up from this?”

He looked at her, was about to say something, then clearly changed his mind. 

“We need food,” he said, offering his hand to her as he stood. “Let me show you how ghosts get our food.”

“Ghosts are hungry?” she asked, glad he was again holding her hand. If this was a dream, she might as well enjoy it.

“We get hungry, we sleep, and we have to use the bathroom,” he said. “Nothing changes on any of that except that no one can see us except other ghost agents.”

“And we can read people’s thoughts?” she asked. 

“That,” he said, leading her toward the buffet, “and so much more. You’ll see. Jewel will train you.”

“You’re not going to help?” she asked. 

“I’ll help as much as you would like me to,” he said. 

“I would like you to,” she said.

He nodded and smiled.

“I’ll do my best.”

And with that, once again they returned to silence. But he was still holding her hand as they made their way toward the buffet. 

And that felt right.




 

 

 

FOUR

 

 

Dan was excited that maybe he had made up for some of his behavior out on the highway. And he was stunned at the connection he and Gail had. Her touch had sent shivers through him like no other ever had in a hundred years.

That was exciting all by itself. He couldn’t believe how attracted he was to her.

As they got near the buffet, he said to her, “Be careful not to touch anyone else.”

“Read their thoughts?” she asked.

“Just give it some time before you do that. Let Jewel be here to help you through some of those issues.”

“Have you ever trained anyone?” she asked. Then she laughed. “I’m acting as if this dream is all real.”

“Pretending for the moment it is real,” Dan said, “the answer is no.”

They stopped in front of the plates. There was one plate sitting to one side of a stack of others.

“Pick that one up,” he said, pointing to the single plate.

She did, holding a plate in her hand.

He pointed at the plate also still sitting there. 

“How?” Gail said, looking at the plate in her hand and then the one on the counter.

“You are holding the ghost version of that plate,” Dan said. “Everything has a ghost version as I call it.”

She stared at the plate in her hand. “It feels real.”

“It is, except no one can see it. And if you put it down, after a half day or so it will vanish.”

She just nodded and he moved them along to where there were some pizza slices that looked pretty good. He took one slice and she just stared at where the slice still remained on the serving tray.

And yet there was the same exact slice on his plate.

It was at that moment, when neither of them had been paying any attention, that a solid, middle-aged woman who smelled faintly of cigarettes came right up behind them and at the pizza.

The woman plowed right through Dan and Gail.

Dan quickly pulled Gail aside, but not before they both knew the woman’s full history, about her affair with an office worker, her divorce, about her inability to stop eating and smoking and gaining weight since the divorce, and how her two children really hated her for causing the divorce.

One romp in the hay had cost the woman everything she treasured and she had no idea how to even start to get it back.

Dan put the plates they had been carrying down and took Gail’s hand and led her back to the table. 

Gail seemed to be in shock.

When they sat down, Dan pushed the glass of water toward her. “Take a drink, it will help.”

She did, then nodded.

Then she looked into Dan’s eyes. “I’m not sure I want to see inside people’s heads, into their lives, into their secrets.”

Dan nodded. “I understand that. Thankfully, what we saw will fade quickly from our minds.”

“This isn’t really a dream, is it?” Gail asked after a moment of staring at the woman they knew so much about.

“No, it’s not,” he said. 

“I’m really dead?” Gail asked. “That accident on the highway really happened?”

“It did,” Dan said, his tone gentle and understanding. “But you now get a very rare chance of living an even better life, a very long life if you want, and to help others at the same time.”

She nodded. 

And Dan couldn’t think of one other thing to say. He really sucked at this training stuff.




 

 

 

FIVE

 

 

Once Gail accepted that she was dead, she wanted to know more about this crazy new world she found herself in. Dan struggled a few times, in a very cute way, to try to explain a few things, and then looked massively relieved when Jewel and Tommy returned.

Gail was impressed that they had gotten the elderly couple to toss away the gun and call their children and tell them what was happening.

It seemed their children were very well off and had been worried about the couple. But the couple was too proud to say anything about not having any money left at all.

Gail was stunned at how Jewel and Tommy had literally saved lives. But Tommy had been a cop, Jewel a doctor. How did Gail being a prosecuting attorney help? 

When she asked that question, Dan had said that only time would tell. He had been an attorney as well and he had been doing fine. 

So Gail had agreed to training with Jewel and Tommy, with Dan helping every day, but taking only a supporting role. 

Over the next month, Gail stayed in Jewel and Tommy’s home in Las Vegas in their guest room and they trained in the casinos, helping people where they could. 

Finally, after a month, as the four of them were eating breakfast back in the Golden Nugget Buffet, Jewel turned to Gail and said simply, “You ready to find your own place?”

Gail had known that was coming, but it worried her because she didn’t know what she should do. She wanted to go back to Oregon, but she was fairly certain she didn’t want to return to the coast. Portland was the only town she liked, but Dan lived there and she didn’t want to be too forward. They were both very attracted to each other, but so far during her training had kept arms distance.

And she was going to have to work with him, so having an affair with a partner might not be such a hot idea, even though she wanted to. She had a hunch they would decide that later.

Gail pushed her waffle away and sat back.

Jewel just smiled and Tommy kept eating.

“I own this wonderful penthouse condo in Portland that is just sitting empty,” Dan said. “You can have it if you would like.”

“You own it?” Gail asked. “How do you do that?”

“Actually a corporation I formed owns it,” Dan said. “I’ll explain how all that is possible someday down the road on a really long and boring day.”

“And you are willing to give the condo to me?” Gail asked. 

“No problem,” Dan said, shrugging. “Money is never much of an issue for us ghosts, you know.”

Dan turned to Jewel. “Could you get some of your superhero friends to move some real furniture into the place. Furniture Gail picks out if she wants to take it?”

“Glad to,” Jewel said, smiling. 

Gail smiled at Jewel. “Thanks.”

Then Gail looked back at Dan, her future partner, who was smiling. “That’s very kind of you and I accept. Thank you.”

Dan nodded.

Gail turned back to Jewel. “Does this mean I’m done with my training?”

“Dan can take it from here,” Jewel said. “But we’ll always be here if you need us for anything. We all work together you know.”

Gail nodded.

“One condition to all this,” Dan said, smiling at her. “Once you are all moved in, you throw a party. I’ll make the tequila sunsets.”

“You’re damn lucky I love that drink,” Gail said, laughing.

“Yeah,” Dan said, “I think I am.”

Gail pulled her waffle back toward her and took another bite, savoring the rich maple syrup flavor. 

Around her the wonderful sounds of the morning in the Golden Nugget Buffet. 

People talking, people laughing, people being alive.

She hadn’t planned to die on that highway on her way to dinner a month ago.

No one expects to die.

But now, sitting here with other ghost agents in a restaurant full of the living that she knew she might be able to help if they needed it, dying didn’t seem so bad.

And sitting beside Dan just made it all the better.

She had to die to meet The Sunset Kid. She had a hunch it was going to be worth it.


[image: ]




 

 

 

 

Mary Jo’s last client tried to have her killed and then shorted her on her money. 

Mary Jo needs to remodel the client’s life. And get her money. 

In the process, she also remodels her own life while enjoying the occasional vodka and orange juice.

A cold, calculating modern assassin story of revenge served with a screwdriver.

 

 

 

THE REMODELING OF A LIFE

A Mary Jo Assassin Story

 

 

ONE

 

 

Mary Jo never understood why someone with money seemed to automatically think they could get away with anything, including murder. Granted, enough money bought a murder. 

And even more money bought her skills at the murder.

But it never bought a double cross. 

Over the thousands of years that she had been an assassin in the Order of Assassins, she had had clients who had not paid her after she finished a job. That client always paid dearly with his or her life and the life of those that were treasured by the person doing the double crossing.

To Mary Jo, a deal was a deal. Yet often people with money thought otherwise. 

The man she watched now, Newport Summerfield, a tall, thin man with two bodyguards, owed her two million dollars for killing a chief of police. Mary Jo had lived with that target for almost a year as his wife, enjoying the time with him, before finally killing the chief.

The fact that she had liked her last target and now good old Newport thought he was too good to pay her just made her even angrier.

Mary Jo watched as Newport helped a young woman out of his limo and past the doorman of his condo, laughing as he went. The woman was barely old enough to be legal in Manhattan and had long blonde hair, just as all of Newport’s flings had. If nothing else, the man was predictable in his affairs with younger women. It would not have surprised Mary Jo in the slightest if Newport’s wife knew about this secret condo as well and just looked the other way because of the kids and the money and their beautiful apartment overlooking Central Park. 

Mary Jo had seen that a great deal over the years as well.

She closed the window on her apartment across from Newport’s private condo. She still had the house back in upper New York State where she played the part of the chief’s widow, but she had kind of liked this little apartment. 

But she had given notice on it and when she walked out the door shortly she would be done with it.

In four or five months or so, she hoped to buy Newport’s condo across the street in a fire sale. She would, of course, buy it under a brand new name than she had used in the apartment renting. She could afford to live anywhere, but she thought it might be fun to take over Newport’s love nest after he was long gone.

Besides, at two bedrooms, a wonderful penthouse view, and a kitchen that would make a magazine for top kitchens, living there for a time sure wouldn’t be an issue or a hardship on her.

Besides, she liked the city. Almost more than anywhere else in the world. And she had lived almost everywhere.

Since she had killed her husband, the chief, she had stayed low, playing the grieving widow of the chief, and letting Newport think he got away with not paying her.

Of course, he had no idea that it had been the chief’s widow who had done the job. No member of the Order of Assassins ever showed themselves to any client. 

Ever.

And since she was barely five-five, with short brown hair that made her look like a pixie, no one would ever mistake her for a professional assassin either. Her looks had been one of her most powerful tools over the centuries.

While Newport was getting lax in not worrying about anyone coming for him, she had been exploring every detail of his life, his wife’s life, his two kid’s lives, his parents’ lives, and his businesses and bank accounts.

Her two million fee might have stung for a few days, but he could have easily paid it. He was just a greedy bastard, the very same reason her former husband had been building a case against him. 

Now Newport was going to pay a much, much higher price than two million. 

And Mary Jo was going to be far, far richer.

Over the last year, to start with, she had been slowly buying up stock in his two publicly held corporations under various hidden names. He was the president of both of them and major stockholder.

In the last week she had started selling puts on the stocks she owned, betting that the stocks would fall through the floor. Because of what she was about to do, she had no doubt those two company stocks would quickly vanish from the stock market. And she would get rich as it happened. 

And with her skills at using computers, she had managed to get all Newport’s passwords and bank account numbers, including his two off-the-books accounts.

All told, transferring all his money from those accounts to hidden offshore accounts and then moving it around like scrambling up cards would get her another six hundred million.

And she had all the corporations’ bank account numbers and passwords as well. That would get her another five or six hundred million.

Granted, before this, she had more than enough money for anything she ever needed. But now she would have even more. All because Newport was greedy and didn’t pay her after he had hired her.

This afternoon, all her planning would be set into motion. 

She went to the fridge of the apartment and pulled out a pitcher of orange juice and some chilled vodka and filled a tall glass with ice.

Then she sat on her couch, watching her favorite soap opera and sipping on her screwdriver.

This would be the last drink until the job was done later tonight, so she was going to savor it.




 

 

 

 

TWO

 

 

Newport’s parents were the country club types. They had a huge mansion in the Hamptons and loved being retired there. Newport paid for it all. 

And the two of them were creatures of extreme habit, just as their son. Last night, late, Mary Jo had set a very, very powerful bomb in the Mercedes they always drove to the country club for their afternoon tennis lessons. 

Mary Jo wondered if Newport knew that his parents then paid the tennis pro a very large bonus to have sex with Newport’s mother while his father watched, sucking his thumb. 

More than likely not. 

Mary Jo finished her screwdriver at the exact same moment her soap opera ended. She sighed, washed out her glass and set it in the dishwasher for someone to run later. She was also leaving the pitcher of orange juice and bottle of vodka for the next tenant. 

She had rented this place under a fake name that was now dead to any tracing. And nothing here would ever trace back to anything that was going to happen to Newport and his family. 

She locked up and put her keys in the landlord’s mailbox with a thank-you note, then with just a backpack, she left the building. She had moved all her clothes out of the apartment yesterday and given them away to a charity. 

Two blocks up the street, she hailed a cab and was dropped off along the edge of Central Park within a few blocks of Newport’s large apartment looking out over the park.

There, sitting on a park bench so she could see the large apartment balcony, she had her laptop open like any writer out working on a story on a nice afternoon.

She glanced at the time and then she started the ball rolling.

It was exactly three-fifteen in the afternoon.

First, she drained every dollar of both corporation accounts, making the transaction look as if Newport had taken the money in all respects.

She made the transaction look like it started from his personal laptop computer and then she started the international programs that would make the money completely vanish after dozens of transfers through holding and shell accounts around the world, ending up eventually in one of her many accounts.

Then she did the same with every one of Newport’s bank accounts, making it look like he had transferred all his money offshore. She cashed out everything he had.

She had also purchased in his name and some phony woman’s name, ten different plane tickets for this evening from three different New York area airports to countries that did not extradite.

To anyone, it looked like he had cleaned out everything and was fleeing the country.

Then, at twenty-nine minutes after the hour, she clicked on a camera link she had hacked into on a camera on a pole in the Hamptons. 

The Hamptons had great security cameras. But far too easy to hack into to be worthwhile. It was how she had gotten in and out undetected to plant the bomb.

As she watched, Newport’s parents, all dressed up in their tennis outfits, came out of the back door of the house as the garage door opened.

They climbed into their Mercedes. 

A few seconds later the camera flashed and when it cleared, it showed most of the house completely destroyed and in flames. Debris was flying through the air.

“Boom,” Mary Jo said.

Then she destroyed that link and clicked into a second link.

Newport’s wife was also a creature of extreme habit. The kids did not get home until four in the afternoon, so at three-thirty, she always took a shower.

Mary Jo watched the feed of the bathroom door of Newport’s wife’s bedroom in their penthouse apartment. After a shower that lasted exactly five minutes, Newport’s wife, a brunette with dyed blonde hair came out of the bathroom with a towel on her head and headed for her closet.

At that moment, the link flashed and went dead.

Mary Jo looked up to see the explosion shattering the entire top of the building, making people on the sidewalk below flee in panic from all the falling debris.

“Boom,” Mary Jo said a fraction of a second before the sound of the real explosion reached her.

Newport had now lost his wife, his parents, and every penny he had. And he would be quickly arrested, since she had tipped off a number of police, the FBI, and the Security and Exchange commission about Newport and his plans to skip town.

His children would be without money and would end up living with his wife’s parents, two nice people outside of Chicago. 

He should have paid Mary Jo her two million.

She closed her laptop, put it in her backpack, and headed for the closest subway stop. 

Four hours of riding the train later, she was back in her home in upper New York State. 

She called Jean, the widow of her neighbor, to tell her she was back. Since both were widowed on the same day, the two of them had become friends, first in the grief, then in drinking screwdrivers.

Mary Jo just might hang around in this home, in this small town even longer. It wasn’t often she had a drinking friend.

“I hear there was an explosion in the city?” Jean said. “You weren’t near it were you?”

“Really?” Mary Jo asked. “I hadn’t heard. I’ve been on the train for the last four hours. Was it bad?”

“The press is saying some rich businessman blew up his wife so he could escape with his bimbo.”

“Did they catch him?” Mary Jo asked.

“They got him coming out of a love nest.”

“Perfect,” Mary Jo said.

“Oh, you poor dear,” Jean said. “You sound exhausted. You want to come over? We can soak in the hot tub and I’ll make us both screwdrivers.”

“I thought you would never ask,” Mary Jo said, laughing.

“I’ll make some fresh orange juice,” Jean said, clearly happy.

“I’ll change clothes and be right over.”

Then, Mary Jo put her laptop in a large black plastic bag and took it out behind her house where she kept the metal garbage cans. She poured bleach and then a special chemical in with the bleach that would melt the plastic and then quickly harden it.

The laptop and the black garbage bag would be fused together in a nasty pile of plastic in the morning.

She dropped it all into the garbage can and closed the lid.

Then she went back inside to change and put on her bathrobe and slippers to walk the three houses down the street.

After an hour in the hot tub and three screwdrivers each, Jean and Mary Jo made love for the first time that night. 

Mary Jo enjoyed that a lot. A perfect way to celebrate a job well done.




 

 

 

 

THREE

 

 

Four months later, Mary Jo, while in Manhattan again to put a bid in on Newport’s love nest, used a burner phone that she had never touched with anything but gloves and put in a call to Newport where he was being held on suicide watch.

She had sent money through channels to make sure one of the guards gave Newport a burner phone as well at exactly the right time.

“Yes,” Newport said.

“You should have paid the two million,” she said.

Then she clicked off the phone and dropped it into a bag of bagels she had just bought. Then ten steps later she dropped the entire bag into a garbage can. She had rigged the phone to melt into a pool in two minutes after she used it.

Three months later, she and Jean were looking over the empty condo Mary Jo had just bought, planning furniture and acting like excited school girls on a mission, especially when they saw the wonderful roof-top hot tub.

Jean was going to live there with her. 

Mary Jo loved the city.

It seemed Jean did as well and had only been living upstate because of her husband. Both of their homes were now on the market and they were headed for the city, two single women enjoying a wonderful friendship, among other things.

And Mary Jo was starting to realize that she loved the city and screwdrivers even more when she had someone to enjoy them with.

At least for a few years.
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Professor Johnson Hubbs, professor of psychology, knew exactly when he came up with the idea of his new study of human nature and patterns. 

In his new study, he wants to know how many times people say, “I wasted my time on (blank).”

He overhears a woman say that to another woman about her husband and then expand in great detail while Hubbs attempts to eat a wonderful chopped beef smothered in marinara sauce. Ruins his lunch, but gets him a new study. 

A story of a simple professor asking a simple question. 

 

 

 

SOMETHING WASTED ON

 

 

Professor Johnson Hubbs started counting the number of times someone said, “I wasted my time on (blank).”

The blank, it seemed, didn’t seem to matter. 

Johnson, who taught psychology undergrad courses at the local university, always dressed in a silk suit with perfectly coordinated ties for every day of the week. It was Tuesday, so his tie was light blue and his shirt was light eggshell color under the gray silk of the suit and vest.

He stayed fit by walking to every meal and around campus. He felt proud that he had not moved his car from its garage under his apartment building in five months.

He was barely in his thirties and had never been married or even much shared a fleeting relationship. Relationships seemed too much trouble to his orderly mind, actually.

He knew it was a Tuesday when he came up with the idea of counting the number of times “I wasted my time on…” phrase was used. It seemed to be a perfect assignment for his second level Human Studies class. 

Johnson wasn’t sure exactly when on Tuesday he had decided that would be a good assignment. It might have been over a lunch down at Bettie’s Steak and Pasta. That lunch had a memorable moment in it.

The afternoon was perfect for the late spring in the Midwest. He had been enjoying his wonderful chopped beef smothered in marinara sauce with a side of mushrooms twisted among fine thin spaghetti. Nothing better in his mind for a Tuesday afternoon reprieve from the grind of young students and their questions, especially as finals drew nigh.

He had a napkin tucked perfectly into his collar to protect his tie and suit from any over-exuberant splashes he might make in the eating.

One of two middle-aged women at the next table wore too much makeup by factors of hundreds, most of it purple and red. He had no idea where she found such colors that did not occur naturally anywhere in nature and most certainly not on a woman’s face.

She smelled like a department store perfume counter after kids got a hold of the spray bottles when the clerk wasn’t looking, and she had on a green pants suit that clashed with both her perfume and her makeup.

A horrid mess of a human, in his fine opinion. 

Mrs. Green Pants Suit (Mrs. because of a very large and ugly wedding ring) was talking to a woman who looked fairly normal. Miss Normal wore a nice blouse, jeans, and a hair clip of ivory holding her brown hair in place. The poor normal woman mostly had a glassy-eyed expression and wasn’t getting a word in at all. Her head, however, acted like a toy head on a spring, it nodded so much.

Johnson was trying to ignore both the perfume and the one-sided conversation when Mrs. Green Pants Suit finally said, “I wasted my time on Craig.”

So Craig must have been the poor sot who had put a ring on her thickening fingers at some point in a remote past.

She started to go into a list of the things this Craig fellow was guilty of, including having toenails far too long and a penis that didn’t seem to want to function.

Miss Normal bobbed her head and seemed to not want to look at anyone around her.

That did it. Johnson had had enough.

His lunch was ruined.

He put his napkin over the remains of his wonderful chopped beef like a burial shroud and then stood, adjusting himself to make sure he was in perfect attire.

“Ma’am,” he said, turning to Mrs. Green Pants Suit, “if I may say, from the sounds of your one-sided incessant rant about poor Craig, the man seems to have been the one who wasted his time and youth with you. From your smell and looks, you were extraordinarily lucky to get him for even a minute of his time, let alone enough of his clearly precious and wasted time to find out that his penis was not interested in your self-centered way of being.”

With that, Johnson turned and walked to the cash register, paid his bill without complaint, and moved onto the sidewalk to make his way the three blocks back to campus. Luckily, the woman hadn’t started into her ranting until he had finished enough of his wonderful lunch to last him until dinner.

Since it was Tuesday, he would be eating at Steven’s Buffet for Tuesday dinner, as always. The ham if he arrived early was savory. 

On the stroll up the crowded sidewalk, he managed to overhear the same phrase twice more in partial statements. 

“I wasted my time on that class,” one young girl in wide-rimmed glasses and a baggy sweatshirt said to a friend as he passed them.

A man in a business suit, his briefcase at his feet was talking on the phone while standing against the entry to a three-story office building. As Johnson passed, he heard the man say, “Not really a good idea. I wasted my time on him the…”

And Johnson was past the man and didn’t get the joy and fulfillment of learning the man’s opinion of who was a waste of time.

Johnson was pretty sure, in hindsight, that was when he decided to assign his class to listen for the phrase for one week, categorize the results in groups as to who the time was wasted on, such as a class, a girlfriend or boyfriend, and so on. 

The idea had merit. He was not sure of the value, but it would keep the class moving toward the end of the semester at pace and help him fine-tune his grading of the participation.

Back in his office, with his books on walnut shelves around him and his door closed as to not be disturbed by students, he wrote down and worked out the assignment, smiling at his original form of thinking. Granted, this deviated from his intended lesson plan, but only for a week. 

Two weeks later, he sat in his office on a Tuesday afternoon, once again just having finished a wonderful chopped beef at Bettie’s Steak and Pasta. He felt sated, relaxed, and interested in what the twenty students he had in his second level Human Studies Class had found in their week of listening in on the human condition of others. 

He had asked them to turn their findings in to him in an Excel spreadsheet file. And then write a three-hundred-word essay on their opinion of their findings.

He first read their short essays, some of which were surprisingly good on the topic. A number of students put, as he saw it, the problem fairly succinctly. 

One said it best.

“In a world with shortened attention spans and far too much to do on any given day, wasting time on something or someone has become the modern mortal sin.”

A fascinating observation by his best student.

Johnson sat back and thought about the idea of wasting time as a modern mortal sin. He would have to give that much, much more thought.
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