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A Few Clues from the
Editor

 


You never write, you never
call…

As you may have noticed, we’ve been on a bit
of an unplanned and very much unwanted, somewhat spontaneous,
hiatus. Although we’ve posted the news over the past few months,
sent a few email notices, nothing makes up for the fact that we’ve
just not managed to actually show up. I want to take a small amount
of time to offer an explanation because truly, I think that all the
wonderful readers and reviewers that we’ve managed to garner since
we started this thing deserve more than a cavalier tip of the head
and a wave.

A lot of us run into some kind of accident or
event that can possibly disable us from time to time. Last July,
being the cool cat cowabunga sort of dude I can’t help myself from
being, I was longboarding with my son. When I was his age, this
plank with wheels would have been a mere “skateboard” but alas, no
longer. At some point he stood with both feet on the front edge of
the board. (This probably has its own name, too—a boat has its
“bow”—but I’ve been suspecting I may not be quite up to the level
of cool I once thought. In fact, I’m content in my ignorance in
these finer points, much in the same way I’m perfectly happy not
owning a pair of “skateboard shoes.” Whether this may have
contributed to subsequent events, I cannot be sure.)

So I wondered what would happen if I did the
same thing. He must have had the good board because while he kept
rolling on, my board shot forward and my body went backward. Like
any good Neanderthal I thrust a wrist behind me, neatly fracturing
the scaphoid bone in my left wrist.

I go on to learn that out of all two-hundred
and six bones in the human body, this is the only one that
has a single source of blood, just one vessel, that keeps it
nourished. A common thing for expert longboarders who hang ten and
land at just the wrong longitudinal and latitudinal coordinates in
the Florida panhandle is to rupture this blood vessel, thereby
killing the bone and requiring the wrist to be surgically
fused.

Sounds severe, a permanent loss of flexibility
and usage, but fortunately for me and quite in line with this long
tale of good luck and fortune, mine was intact and I was only in
for a long healing period—over a year. The doctor gave me a choice
of having surgery to insert a pin to stabilize the joint, or to
have it casted, in which case he assured me I’d be able to type and
therefore work.

I’m no stranger to surgery. I’ve had a bunch.
I’d have to think to come up with the precise number but it’s
something over a dozen. I’d like to say you’d be in for a treat if
you saw my carefully shaped thighs or crafted buttocks but I’ve
never had any cosmetic procedures done. My gut told me to have the
surgery and get it over with; my general theory is that if you need
to be repaired, it’s best to get it done ASAP and get to the fun
stuff, like physical therapy and opioid addiction. But no, I went
with the cast.

This left me with a left hand that looked—and
functioned—every bit as though I’d caught it in a woodchipper. I
couldn’t straighten my arm enough to be able to type with it and
since doing what I do involves living on a keyboard, I’d
effectively ended up hosing myself for four months. At first I
thought the pain would subside and I’d be able to manage it but by
the time it became clear it wouldn’t, it was too late for the
surgical option and I was stuck.

Like Annie from Oklahoma, I’d been
afflicted with either an inability to say no, or else a vast
over-estimation of my own ability to finish, um, anything, and I
watched helplessly as I fell ever more and more behind.

Now I’ll speed things up a bit. My kids go to
school with a bunch of kids from countries all over the world. As a
result, mere innocents like me can offer no defense against the
sorts of global bugs, parasites, viruses and bacteria that appear
to be our regular dinner guests. I came down with walking pneumonia
(who names these things? For me it was clearly “bedridden
pneumonia” or some such variant) which was a sort of half-living
hell for another extended period.

And then, well, you know the joke about the
new teen-aged driver and her dad’s car? Yeah, me neither. In short,
I found myself in two car wrecks in less than a thirty-six hour
period of time, complete with a brain hemorrhage, concussion,
broken nose, other broken bones, no car, and a little bit of
sympathy for Enterprise, who found themselves also down a car. (My
daughter, fortunately, was okay. She’s a good seat
belt-wearer.)

Doctors’ orders had me off the computers and
away from bright lights and brain activity for another extended
period of time. At this point I’ve failed at a few deadlines, shed
a few jobs, and have dipped beneath the surface five or six dozen
times.

But wait, there’s more…

My left shoulder was in want of repair and I
went under the knife for that as soon as I was otherwise medically
cleared. The surgeon fixed six separate issues that involve the
rotator cuff, the biceps tendon, etc. I’ve had two surgeries on my
other shoulder in the past and I can tell you that there’s nothing
like a shoulder for pain. It’s like a full-grown alligator or great
white is clamped on the joint with an unrelenting bite and it seems
like there’s no such thing as enough pain medication. In other
words, ow.

So I’m at home, I’m in an immobilizing sling
for six weeks, I’m doing physical therapy, and I’m supposed to be
very careful about not letting my arm rotate exteriorly, or away
from my body. Okay, sounds good, that’s what the sling is for, and
all that. It turns out, though, that the longer I sit or stand with
the sling, it pulls down on the trapezius muscle on the top of my
shoulder and causes its own set of problems, like pain and an
inability to turn my head or tilt it up or down. I had to take the
sling off for periods, which should have been fine, and I’d lay
back on the bed, propped with ample pillows, one under my arm,
wrist propped on my laptop keyboard.

But the best laid plans can be undone by the
most adoring of wives and when mine came home from work one evening
and gently laid her body tenderly atop mine, planting a tender kiss
upon my love-starved lips, she then rolled off me to my left.
Across my arm. Forcing it away from my body, exactly the way it was
not supposed to move, and flattened it into the bed.

It hurt a lot. It still does. In fact, when I
went back to the surgeon, he indicated I’m likely in for another
surgery as soon as the rest of this one heals. In the meantime, I’m
essentially a one-armed man with an eye out for Richard Kimble or
Lieutenant Gerard.

And this is where I find myself now, actually
in my replacement car on the way back from this year’s Key West
Mystery Fest, where a few years ago they asked me to become a
“regular.” In Key West? Well, okay. Sometimes you have to dig deep.
This is as tight and intimate a conference as I’ve ever seen and
it’s a lot of fun with some good guests and very worth a Florida
Keys vacation if you can manage it. On the other hand, outside of
the conference activities, the bulk of my time was spent in the
hotel room, working.

It wasn’t enough, but it never is. Or at least
it won’t be for a while. But I’m trying. I’ve been saying the next
thing I’m going to try is playing in open fields during lightning
storms. What bad can happen?

 


 


There has been good news, too, and I would like
to share it.

Last year we had two stories from this
magazine nominated for Shamus Awards from the Private Eye Writers
of America. We also had three or four stories included in Otto
Penzler’s near-mandatory annual The Best American Mystery
Stories series entry, guest-edited by Louise Penny, in the
Honorable Mention section. This is in addition to all the kind
reviews in professional reviewers and publications like
Paperback Parade and The Digest
Enthusiast.

This year not only do we have two selections
in a highly regarded anthology (and a third from Blood Work,
a collection I put together that was published by the great people
at Down & Out Books. Duane Swierczynski’s story, “Lush,” is one
of the most fun crime stories I’ve ever read), Barry Lancet’s
feature story, “Three-Star Sushi,” is up for two awards, the
Derringer and a Shamus. I think the worst thing about having the
unplanned break in production is possibly slowing down the worthy
recognition we’ve been able to see blossom for a good number of the
stories we’ve published.

I truly hope this issue simply continues from
where we left off. The wonderful Walter Satterthwait is here with a
brand-new story that, if we’re all very fortunate, is only the
first of a series. When I attempted to track Walter down to ask him
about the possibility of wringing a new piece of writing out of
him, I was happily surprised to find out he was living (at that
moment) just a few miles away from where I was staying. Walter’s in
Greece for the summer, working on his first new novel in far too
many years.

In the meantime, thank you for allowing me to
share a little bit of my personal situation with you (while my new
android body is awaiting my consciousness download) in a space I
usually use to write about people I find much more interesting. The
summer conference season is underway and if we all are in the same
place, step up and say hello, just tap me on my good arm. This
October, in Dallas, the Mystery Writers of America is putting on
the 50th Anniversary version of the big one, Bouchercon, so if
you’ve never been before, this’ll be a party. Of course it’ll be a
bigger and better one with you there.

Down & Out is publishing the conference
anthology this year, too, so that’s the place to be if you want to
pick up a copy and get it signed by as many contributors as
possible. Regardless, there’s no place better to meet authors and
readers and hang out with a bunch of cool cats. But bring your own
skateboards, I’m leaving mine at home.
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Back to TOC

 



This is a great story to kick off this
issue. I am by no means an expert on television history or even
television shows (especially the popular ones). But April Kelly has
to be some sort of pioneer in a groundbreaking and award-winning
career that’s spanned decades. For those of us in a certain age
bracket, she’s written, created and produced some of the
touchstones of what was still at the time a very evolving medium.
From the first ever TV show about a gay man, (Love, Sidney) and comedy classics like
Happy Days and Mork & Mindy to musical specials and variety
shows with John Denver, The Carpenters, and even The Starland Vocal
Band (like you don’t remember “Afternoon Delight”?), to shows
like Webster and made-for-TV
movies, she’s been a force. Her work has literally spanned viewing
generations: she created Boy Meets
World and its later spin-off, Girl
Meets World. Now I for one am willing to forgive her for
all of this, even knowing that this is a far from complete tip of
the iceberg sort of list. She tells me she even did some bad things
under a pseudonym. You can check out an incomplete list of her
credits on IMDB.com or better yet, just check
out this tale about an ex-con just trying to make an honest living.
Can you blame him for taking a shortcut or two?

 





Rolling Gormay

April Kelly

 


I been cat-padding the taco meat for a year
without anybody knowing or complaining, but then Mose, down to the
pawn shop, started setting out poison to control the rats that seem
to be the only thing reliably produced in this shit city since the
steel factories got chink zip codes. The rats ate the poison, the
cats ate the dying rats and, long story short, I might’ve killed
four people.

The Rolling Gormay cruises Gary six days a
week, providing delicious international cuisine—yeah, I know words
like cuisine—to a customer base ranging from downtown hipsters
swiping their smart-ass phones to homeless winos paying in damp,
wrinkled dollar bills. The phones reek of snotty self-importance,
while the Washingtons carry a whiff of body odor and lower-tier
boxed wine. Diverse clientele is what I’m saying, which is why it
took you guys so long to connect the dots.

I didn’t start connecting them myself until
the third one died, and when I heard his name yesterday on the 5:30
news, I only remembered it because he’d paid for his two tacos and
diet Dr Pepper with a crisp C-note and had a conventioneer’s name
tag pinned to the breast pocket of the little boy suit grown-ass
men have been duped into wearing by a fashion industry that
obviously doesn’t want them to get laid. You know the kind I’m
talking about: waist pinched in, jacket and sleeves too tight and
too short, makes a man look like a kid dressed for
confirmation.

When the blond head filling the screen said it
was strychnine caused the death and how it was mostly found in rat
poison, I got a little niggle of recall. Hadn’t Mose mentioned
something about raining hellfire down on the rodents shitting up
his counters every night and chewing holes in some Persian rug a
cokehead frat boy hoped to redeem before his rich daddy noticed it
missing from their townhouse?

Figuring I should do the responsible thing and
check it out, I drove straight to the empty lot where I overnight
the Rolling Gormay, not stopping in the backstreets where I’d been
nabbing a couple free-range cats every nights. Way I see it, for
the price of a tablespoon of cut-rate tuna, I get four or five
pounds of usable meat and, like I said, no one ever caught on or
complained. It allowed me to give good value for the price to my
customers without running up my costs, and I made sure the cats
didn’t suffer. A snap of the neck and ten minutes later they were
gutted, skinned and waiting in the cooler for the following
morning’s cook-up.

Backing the coach into the empty lot behind
Mose Cander’s Pawn Service & Estate Jewelry, I heard the usual
crunch of beer bottles under my tires. I know it’s technically a
code violation to park and sleep where there’s no sanitation link
for my toilet and no electric, but Mose owns the property and it
seems to me he ought to be able to say who gets to take advantage
of it.

“Mose,” I said, coming in the rear door
shortly after he’d locked up the front. “You ever put out that rat
poison you were talking about a couple weeks ago?”

“Bet your ass I did. Must have Dumpster’d
fifty of the little sons of bitches in the last ten days.
Why?”

“Just wondering,” I said, which wasn’t a lie.
I was wondering how the hell his poison could of found its
way into my taco filling.

“Rats weren’t so damn thick around here in the
old days,” Mose went on to say. “Stray cats kept the numbers down.
But, I don’t know, there don’t seem to be as many ferals as
before.”

That’s when I started putting it together. The
pussy population was down on account of me taking ten or fifteen
off the streets every week. That had given the rats a free pass to
party, causing Mose to set out the strychnine buffet. Cats eat
rats; ipso facto, I’d cooked a few pre-laced with poison. Shit.
Could it get any worse for a hard-working parolee just trying to
make a living?

Sure it could.

“Hey, when Zeke Milton died last week, was it
the cancer?”

“Well, when they found him, he was all twisted
up and soaked in his own puke,” Mose replied. “So I’m guessing more
likely a mix of crank and sterno.”

“Nobody checked?”

He looked at me like my fly hung open and a
chipmunk was climbing out of it.

“Jesus, Frank, he was a homeless alky tweaker
with a time bomb in his pancreas. Who would give a crap? Pick one
from column A and put him in the ground.”

“Only making conversation, hoss.”

But I did give a crap how Zeke had
died. He’d been my last customer that day. Poor twitchy bastard was
a Vietnam vet, you know? Like my father. Mom always said that
goddamn war made my old man the way he was. Anyway, Pop is decades
gone but I have a soft spot for ex-mils who survived that
governmental clusterfuck, so I always give them extra. My way of
saying thank-you for your service. Zeke had asked for two tacos
last week. It was the end of the day and there were a few scoops of
filling left, so I overloaded the shells to give the dude a little
extra protein. Next morning they found his body in the alley where
he sometimes bedded down, but I had no reason to suspect a
cause-effect situation. Of course, that was before I realized I was
serving death on a corn tortilla.

After the news story aired yesterday about the
dead conventioneer and before I headed to Mose’s pawn shop, I
checked online for any other strychnine deaths in Gary recently. I
didn’t recognize his name or remember the face, but another guy who
had died same day as Zeke worked only a block from where I’d parked
for twenty minutes during my normal lunch tour.

I still might of rode it out, you know? Pulled
back on the meow mix and played it straight and dumb if law
enforcement came around asking questions. But that option waved
bye-bye around one o’clock yesterday while I was hustling to get to
the final leg of my lunch route. I heard the whoop-whoop and
checked the rearview mirror, then the speedometer. Blue lights in
one and a speeding violation in the other. I pulled over and
parked, taking out my license, mobile food permit and insurance
card even before I heard both doors of the patrol car shut. By the
time the two cops approached, I’d rolled down the window and
plastered a smile on my face.

“Afternoon, Officers,” I said, handing over my
paperwork to the shorter of the two, a women around voting age. It
was the older, taller male who spoke.

“You know the limit’s thirty-five on this
stretch of road, don’t you, Mr.—?”

“Jessup,” the lady cop helpfully
supplied.

“Yes, sorry. I turned off Cameron a minute
ago. It’s forty-five there and I guess I forgot to ease off the
pedal.” I tried for a sheepish chuckle, hoping to get away with a
warning.

“The sign’s pretty clear, Mr. Jessup, but so
many folks ignore it that my partner and I missed lunch while we
were writing up tickets.”

My mama didn’t raise no fool, so I graciously
extended an offer, careful to make it sound like a pleasure for me
to help, rather than a bribe. The cost of two lunches would be a
cheaper hit than a speeding fine, but I’d also be too late to get
to the industrial park where I usually did a brisk trade. Manny
Byrd would swoop in with his roach coach and co-opt all my
regulars.

I went in the back, popped the awning and
fired up the grill. She asked for a veggie burger on a wheat bun
with light mayo, and he went with two Kosher hot dogs.

“Would you like coleslaw, beans or potato
salad with those dogs?”

“I’ll take all three.”

Of course you will, I thought, keeping
the smile pasted on while I turned to put a generous scoop of each
on the sturdy paper plate before handing it over.

“So, how much do we owe you?”

A less observant person might’ve thought the
request was genuine, but I had seen his eyes drop to the prison tat
on my forearm, then lift to challenge me as I handed him his food.
I was obviously not a guy who needed trouble.

“Please, Officer, it’s on me,” I said, careful
to keep the sarcasm out of my voice.

He nodded and turned, taking only two steps
before pausing.

“You know,” he responded, facing the service
window again. “Since there’s no charge today, maybe I’ll get a
take-out order for my dinner tonight.”

His partner had the decency to look
embarrassed. She was okay with the simple math of free food equals
no ticket, but not with a genuine shakedown.

He ordered four tacos and said he didn’t want
the shells to get soggy, so I wound up wrapping them in foil
separately. After loading a lidded quart container with meat
filling, I put shredded cheese, chopped tomatoes and iceberg
lettuce in individual Ziplocs, then dropped a handful of hot sauce
packets into the bag before passing it through the
window.

I keep the seasoned cat meat in a five-quart
slow-cooker, and the regular taco filling in my big, stainless
stock pot. Every taco gets a heaping half-cup of meat, so I
normally short-scoop from the stock pot, stir in a portion from the
slow-cooker, then spoon the combo into a crunchy shell. Since
Officer Hardass was being such a dick, I sent him on his merry way
with a hundred percent Garfield. The seasonings are identical and I
grind the cat to match the texture of my hamburger meat, so he’d
never know the difference. And I’d get my sweet revenge for the
extortion.

A few hours later I saw that newscast about
the dead conventioneer, then went online and read about last week’s
strychnine death, finally visiting Mose and putting two and two
together.

I didn’t know his name or precinct. An
anonymous phone tip would rain shit down on me whether it stopped
that cop from eating the tacos or not. His partner would remember
the name on the side of the coach and I’d be rotting in a Terre
Haute cell before you could say “Chow-chow-chow.” Time for Frank
Jessup to disappear.

I was already parked outside my cousin Tyler’s
paint and body shop this morning at seven when he arrived to open
up. I didn’t give details, but I offered double if he could make my
’98 Newmar Dutch Star look like every other motor home on the road
by three. While Tyler worked his magic, I checked in with my parole
officer to buy myself a couple weeks before he realized I’d
ghosted, then boxed up the little bit of shit in my apartment worth
keeping.

Tyler specializes in custom orders for
extended family and vetted referrals, and he’d done a good job on
the original paint for the Rolling Gormay, but I was genuinely
impressed by his attention to detail on the makeover.

The finish didn’t look guilty-fresh. He’d aged
it a bit, even adding a couple fake rust spots below the driver’s
side window. One bumper sticker read “Proud Grandparents of An
Honor Student,” and the other “God, Guns & Country.” In eight
hours it had gone from a probable cause vehicle to a witness
protection program on wheels.

I got the boxes loaded by five and was itching
to hit the road, but I made one last phone call. Manny Byrd happily
agreed to cover my breakfast and lunch routes while I flew to New
Jersey to take care of my ailing mother.

Mom’s buried right here in Gary and I was
heading for Nevada, but I hoped the misdirect would smokescreen my
getaway. I’d lay low for a while, repaint the coach with a new
name, and open for business in Reno or Vegas.

And it would’ve worked, too, except before I
even made it to the I-94 West on-ramp, some jackwad in a Humvee
swerved to avoid hitting a dark shape that streaked across both
lanes. When the Hummer sideswiped my rig I careened onto the
shoulder, fighting the wheel to avoid going airborne. The coach
overbalanced, tilted wildly, and went over on its side, skidding to
a stop with a sickening screech of metal on gravel. Through the
cracked windshield, I saw the ass end of a black cat sauntering
away, his tail sticking straight up like a furry middle
finger.

So, hand me that yellow pad and I’ll write it
all down, but seeing as I’m being cooperative as hell, how about
you recommend I get a job in the kitchen.
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Writing short stories and novels
are two very different things requiring two very different skill
sets. A short story isn’t simply a matter of writing a small novel.
There are a lot of very popular and successful novelists who turn
the other way when they see me coming because they don’t even want
to think of me asking them for a short story (again). Of course
there are many that will do both but it is a rare thing to find a
writer who is actually good at writing in both forms. Enter the
well-decorated and fellow New Hampsherite (when I’m not in Florida,
anyway) Brendan DuBois. Brendan’s one who not only didn’t run away
when I approached him for a story, he instantly and graciously told
me yes. Yet for as warm and personable as Brendan is, he certainly
brings a certain amount of properly chilled blood to this
story.

 





The Good That Men Do

Brendan DuBois

 


It had been a long day but Cullen didn’t mind.
You took your days when you could, and rolled with everything that
came your way. Embrace the suck when necessary. With his spotter
Flint, he was on the fourth floor of a blasted-out office building,
with a good view of the target area. They had spent all morning
quietly setting up, finding the best observation point for the
shot, two blocks down, to the entrance for one of the few operating
luxury hotels left in this part of the city. What Cullen liked was
that they were in an empty office with floor-to-ceiling broken
windows that allowed them to hide deep inside, far away from any
possibly curious eyes probing out there.

He was lying on a thin foam mattress, knee and
elbow pads on, settled in, the stock of the M-24 Sniper Weapon
System firm against his right shoulder, New York Yankees baseball
cap on, bill reversed and down so it covered his neck, a stick of
Wrigley’s finest in his mouth. Clothing of blue jeans, black
T-shirt, camo jacket. Fastened to a quick-release Bianchi holster
at his waist was a 9mm Sig Sauer P226 pistol. According to the
time, the target should be arriving at the hotel in thirty-two
minutes. Fine. He was ready. Question of the day facing Cullen was
whether or not Flint was ready, for this was a two-part mission, to
take out the target and to evaluate Flint for his role as spotter.
This was Flint’s first day with the unit and it was Cullen’s
decision as to whether he stayed or went.

So far the guy had been okay, but Jesus, he
was one closed-mouth son-of-bitch. Cullen had respect for being
quiet on a mission, but still, having a bit of to and fro helped
pass the time, especially when they weren’t providing overhead
security for a patrol on the move, or protecting a Forward
Operating Base somewhere, or doing long-range guard work for some
visiting VIP. Today’s job was a strictly wham-bam-round-to-the-head
mission, so there was a lot of time to pass.

Cullen kept his breathing nice and regular,
glanced at his Tag Heuer watch again, snug against his wrist and
tactical shooting glove. Earlier Flint had smirked at seeing him
wear the tactical gloves.

“Bare skin works just as well,” he had said,
adjusting a knob on his spotting scope.

And Cullen had said, “And gloves work just
right for me, so let it be.”

Now, it was thirty-one minutes. About five
minutes away from when their target would arrive, he’d slide into
the bubble, the zone, or whatever Zen bullshit you called it, when
you blanked out all distractions and focused your entire group of
senses on the mission. Cullen knew other snipers who would enter
the bubble the minute they set up, all the way to those who just
snapped-to about ten seconds out from when the trigger was pulled,
but Cullen found five minutes out worked best for him.

Flint was about a half meter away from him,
also stretched out, dressed identically save his ball cap was from
Speer, one of the smallest yet best ammunition suppliers out there.
In front of Flint on a small tripod was a Leupold Mark 4 12-40x60mm
Tactical Spotting Scope. Cullen could see his target area quite
clearly—it was a cool morning and the air was crisp and still—but
Flint had a wider view of the hotel’s entrance and surrounding
sidewalks, and was in a good position to warn Cullen if something
was coming into the target area, or if hotel security or members of
the heavily outgunned and outmanned city police department were
about to make an appearance.

Cullen said, “Everything okay over there,
chief?”

“Just fine,” Flint said. “Just
fine.”

Flint had a close-cropped black beard that was
okay, but Cullen preferred the smooth-shaven look. Beards tend to
stand out in crowds and people’s memories, and Cullen liked to
constantly depend on the forgetfulness of strangers. So that was
one mark against Flint, though it wasn’t a deal breaker.

Time check. Twenty-eight minutes.

Cullen said, “Remind me again where you’re
from?”

Flint grunted. “Here and there.
Around.”

Cullen said, “C’mon, sport, there must be more
than that.”

Through his telescopic sight and the sighting
reticles, he saw two men hurry up the steps of the hotel, both
well-dressed, both moving like they were nervous to be out in the
open.

No answer from his spotter.

Oh well.

Cullen said, “I grew up in Millinocket, Maine.
You ever hear of Millinocket?”

“Nope. Any reason I should have?”

“Yeah, you should. If you’re a curious
fellow.”

“Then maybe I’m lacking in that department,”
Flint said.

“Maybe,” Cullen said. “There are two reasons
why you should know about Millinocket.”

“What two reasons is that?”

The way through his telescopic site was still
clear. Some traffic—pickup trucks, black Chevrolet Suburbans, a
dented and rusted minivan—went past the hotel. Cullen said, “It was
home to the Great Northern Paper Mill Company, one of the biggest
paper mills in the country. Chances were, if you blew your nose or
wiped your ass in-country, the paper came from Great
Northern.”

“Yeah,” Flint quietly said.
“Fascinating.”

Cullen went on. “Damn right it’s fascinating.
One time it was the biggest paper mill in the country.”

“Is it still the biggest?” Flint
murmured.

“Nah, it got closed down a few years back,
long after I got out.”

“Really…the damn fascination quotient is
really climbing. Okay, to the right, coming into your view. Two
women. Jesus, look at the tits on the left. She’s damn
stacked.”

Cullen watched the two well-dressed women come
in and then depart his sight. Flint was right, the woman on the
left was well-endowed, but still…He took a troubled breath. He
said, “Reason I’m telling you this story is about my mom. I ever
tell you about my mom?”

Another pause, and a loud sigh from Flint. “A
mom story? Really? We’re up in this damn shithole on an op and you
want to talk about your mom?”

Time check. Twenty-four minutes.

“Hey, don’t talk smack about my mom, all
right? Thing is, she was a tough broad, and smart. Not school
smart, but book smart. And street smart, too.”

Flint said, “You mean they had streets out
there in Millinocket?”

The thumping noise of an overhead helicopter
temporarily blocked out their communication, and Cullen saw a brief
shadow of the aircraft flicker over the hotel’s entrance, like some
dark angel’s wings had suddenly blocked the sun.
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