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A Few Clues from the
Editor

 


Welcome to plague world. I don’t know exactly
what that means but it seems like a good opening under the
circumstances. We all woke up one day to find ourselves in a new
atmosphere of fear, claustrophobia and isolation—who knew things
could change as drastically and suddenly as they have? Something
like this has always been an abstract concept, at least in my
lifetime, and now it affects everything I do. Aside from the
obvious health concerns, my heart goes out to all the small
businesses that have had their livelihoods threatened by this
stuff. Bookstores and other retail shops especially need all our
support. It’s far easier to help things survive than it is to hope
they can be recreated when circumstances improve.

It’s a difficult time for many of us to get
things done. I’ve heard from people who say they’re finding it hard
to get meaningful work done and I’ve heard from others who are able
to take advantage of their time in lockdown and be productive. It’s
all a muddle and I hope what you find between these covers can
provide a bit of escapism and entertainment while we all wait for
brighter days.

We’ve got a number of noteworthy things going
on this issue. First, we have another reprint story prefaced by an
introduction of the author, Stephen Marlowe (real name Milton
Lesser, the byline for his science fiction writing). Marlowe had a
long and successful career that began with Scott Meredith Literary
Agency, birthplace of the classic Manhunt digest magazine.
Jeff Vorzimmer, editor of last year’s The Best of Manhunt
collection, tells us about Marlowe’s career in the piece leading
into The Blonde at the Wheel. Jeff’s working on The Best
of Manhunt 2 and hopefully it makes as big a splash as the
first volume has. He’s also contributed a story of his own, Lug
Nut, and we’re happy to have this opportunity to showcase his
many skills.

 We
also have a couple of repeat appearances by writers who have
appeared in previous issues. Arthur Klepchukov is back, as is John
M. Floyd and John Shepphird. It wasn’t planned like that but
sometimes things work out in good and unexpected ways.

With stories by veterans like Josh Pachter and
James O. Born, and newer offerings by Michael Cahlin, Steven Nester
and Ken Luer, I hope we’re able to show the art of the crime
fiction short story is still going strong. May it ever be so. Now
get to reading and enjoy!
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Ellen Flay, subject of a number of
Don’s short stories, is introduced to us here in a neat and wicked
little tale set abroad. Don’s fiction has appeared in numerous
places but what’s really impressive is how in 2008, he and his wife
founded a nonprofit organization (KarimuFoundation.org) to bring
new schools, clean water and clinics emphasizing women’s and
children’s health to three contiguous Tanzanian
villages.

 


 


Bon Noir

Don Stoll

 


Ellen Flay was a Detective Inspector in
London’s Metropolitan Police. She’d never read the novel that had
made Paul Belleau famous, The Calm after the Storm (Le
calme après la tempête).

In the café where he’d first initiated their
conversation, she asked if he was writing another novel. He said
its working title was My Dreams Are the Color of Blood,
speaking the words in English. She wondered if it would sound as
melodramatic in French.

“A different kind of book from
The Calm after the Storm?” she asked him.

“One book like that was more than
enough.”

The next morning she asked what had been wrong
with The Calm after the Storm.

“Some people would say nothing,”
he said. “They’d say the problem was France.”

She was looking for coffee. His Rue
Allain-Souvestre flat seemed to have everything else. The way her
Paris holiday had unfolded made her happy.

“It’s what one of my characters
says—Adèle, the Maoist who’s sleeping with Serge, the young
protagonist.”

They looked for coffee together.

“By the end, Serge has lost
confidence in the dream he’d shared with Adèle and so many other
young people. Adèle still talks about the coming revolution, but
Serge won’t say revolution anymore. He’s afraid of putting
inverted commas around it that she’ll hear. So he raises the
possibility that ‘it’ will fail, and she says the failure would be
that of France.”

“How does that make Serge
feel?”

“He’s of two minds.” He laughed.
“Like me about the coffee. I’m sure I bought some yesterday, but
perhaps I left it in the shop.”

Flay had searched every cupboard.

“But he wonders if the idea of
revolution is a mistake?” she said.

“If a political theory doesn’t fit
the people whose lives it’s supposed to put right…”

 


 


Five years after 1968, Belleau wanted his new
book to depict the reaction to the dream. The atavistic hatreds and
prejudices of the French had made fools of Adèle and other
believers. Their vision of a purifying force was mocked by the
violence that maintained class relationships. Criminals were
responding to injustice, Belleau thought, but without any insight
or political theory. Lack of educational and economic opportunity
perpetuated social structures that in one way or another set men
against each other, as wolves are set against sheep.

Now, someone like Adèle would be tilting at
windmills. The real heroes were the honest law enforcement officers
who made it their mission not to preserve the class structure but
to hunt those who would tear it down for ends of their own.
Meanwhile the wolves were left to prey on people that corrupt law
enforcement officers refused to protect.

Flay wasn’t sure she understood. She thought
that perhaps too much of her conversation was with other members of
the Metropolitan Police in London. No one there talked like Belleau
did.

“People the police won’t protect,”
she said cautiously. “Immigrants?”

“Of course.”

Flay had her feet under her.

“Gypsies? Arabs?”

Belleau nodded. Flay thought some
more.

“Prostitutes?”

“Yes,” he said.

“My Dreams Are the Color of
Blood is about the honest law enforcement officers?”

“Yes, so the subject is plural.
That’s why I was struggling with it. I had no focus.”

“Had?”

“Before I met you. But now I have
my Hélène Écorché. She’s you, with a French accent.”

“You’ve made some bold assumptions
about me, haven’t you?” Flay said.

 


 


Flay had purchased Richard Howard’s translation
of The Calm after the Storm, but Belleau had left her no
time to read in his flat. She’d put it in her overcoat pocket,
hoping to get some reading done in cafés. Belleau’s progress on the
new novel, laborious until he’d met Flay, had
accelerated.

“Forty pages in four days,” he
said.

“Not forty pages of sex, I hope.
Been mostly that.”

“About thirty,” he said. “So no
one would recognize you I haven’t used your body. Hélène combines
the physical and sexual qualities of Adèle and of Nathalie, the
dancer with whom Serge and Adèle betray one
another.”

“Hélène is a creature of fantasy
in many ways,” Flay smiled.

“You could become Hélène in
reality if you lived with me in Paris.”

“Move away from England? I think
if I lived here, Paris would lose its romance.”

“I would be the
romance.”

“What if you were to move to
England?” she said.

“I could never survive
it.”

“Well, then.”

 


 


Flay hadn’t seen Belleau write. His practice
had been to spend hours working during the middle of the night. Yet
he hadn’t admitted that his hours of nocturnal writing were not
spent in the flat on Rue Allain-Souvestre. He was after all writing
not only about his character, Commissaire Hélène Écorché, who’d
injected new life into her department in the Paris Brigade
criminelle, where the officers had lacked direction prior to her
arrival. He was writing also about Paris, and Commissaire Écorché’s
appearance in My Dreams Are the Color of Blood had given new
urgency to his depiction of the city just as it had animated his
account of the Brigade criminelle. He’d found the pulse of the
city, inaudible in his flat, would drum compulsively in his ears as
he sat in an all-night café on Rue André-Thierry, the only one
within easy walking.

The neighborhood bisected by Rue André-Thierry
was a different world from his respectable Rue Allain-Souvestre
neighborhood. Between one and five in the morning, when Belleau
would write, the café was quiet. The people who came in were either
wolves or sheep and would have been out of place in his own
neighborhood.

Flay learned about Belleau’s writing practice
shortly after five in the morning after her fifth night with him,
when the phone woke her up. A man spoke first in West
African-accented French, then in English after recognizing her
struggles. He said the—lapsing briefly into
French—gentilhomme who came into his café every night to
write had been beaten.

Gentleman, yeah, Flay thought. And a
fool to be out there in the middle of the night.

She asked the caller to summon an
ambulance.

At the café, Belleau was nowhere in sight. But
the African, Mamadou, told her where the ambulance had gone. He
called a taxi.

 


 


Flay hoped the police officer at Belleau’s
bedside would be as sympathetic as Hélène Écorché.

“His wife?” the woman
said.

Flay had understood that much of the officer’s
French.

“I’m English, so do you
speak…”

“Of course. But I’m unaware that
Monsieur Belleau has a wife. His marriage would have been in the
news.”

“Commissaire Hénaff,” Flay said,
repeating the name she’d been given. “We were to be married in a
few days.”

Did Hénaff believe the lie? Flay dragged
a chair out of the corner to place beside the bed. “I’m an early
riser, Commissaire Hénaff. But I’m sure this got you up, so
please.”

Hénaff sat down. Flay moved to the other side
of the bed. She stroked the crown of Belleau’s head, the only part
not covered by bandages.

“Miss…” Hénaff said.

“Flay. Ellen Flay.”

“Miss Flay, as Monsieur Belleau’s
fiancée, you must have an idea why he would have been frequenting a
dubious neighborhood at that hour.”

Flay kissed Belleau’s head. Her lips paused
there.

“Most people walking the streets
that early are either prostitutes, or men looking for them,” Hénaff
said.

Flay straightened up.

“I wonder if your relationship
with Monsieur Belleau is recent, Miss Flay. Perhaps you’re not so
familiar with his habits or tastes?”

“The young man who runs the
café—”

“Is from Côte d’Ivoire,” Hénaff
said. “Monsieur Belleau was assaulted outside a café owned by an
African. In a questionable neighborhood.”

“Mamadou something. He says Paul
goes there late at night to write.”

“‘Mamadou’ is a variant of
‘Mohammed.’ Your African is Muslim.”

Flay composed herself.

“Commissaire Hénaff, are you
implying that my fiancé is somehow responsible for the attack upon
himself?”

Hénaff stood up. She spoke in a
whisper.

“We should lower our voices, Miss
Flay.”

Flay nodded.

“I’m implying that the
circumstances of the assault raise certain questions, as does your
claim to be Monsieur Belleau’s fiancée. He’s not known to be a
traveler, and the quality of your French suggests you’ve spent
little time here. If your marriage had been expected soon, wasn’t
the decision reached in some haste?”

Flay reminded herself that she was a guest in
Commissaire Hénaff’s country.

“I apologize, Commissaire. Can I
help your investigation in some way?”

Flay saw that Hénaff had quite a nice smile.
She wondered if she ought to explain to the commissaire that she
knew a thing or two about investigating crimes.

“That’s not necessary,” Hénaff
said through her nice smile. “I do this all the time.”

 


 


Belleau had a different visitor the next day.
The desk nurse explained that Doctor Sylvain de León was perhaps
the finest plastic surgeon in France.

“I need the swelling to subside
before I can be sure,” he told Flay. “But I think there’s a good
chance that any scars will be minor and will fade over
time.”

“Are you French?” she
said.

The non sequitur surprised him.

“I grew up in Côte
d’Ivoire.”

“Côte d’Ivoire!”

Flay played with but discarded the idea that
the happy coincidence had meaning.

“You say there is no brain
damage,” she said. “I don’t like him being always unconscious,
though.”

The doctor watched for the impression that his
color and place of origin had made.

“Sedation is necessary,” he said.
“Being awake would be unpleasant for him.”

She stroked the crown of Belleau’s
head.

“You anywhere near
Twickenham?”

“In London?” she said.

“Got another office for my
practice there. And a flat round the corner from it.”

She turned toward the doctor.

“I’m there next week,” he said. “I
go back and forth.”

“Really?”

She looked him up and down.

 


 


When Flay cracked the commissaire’s door open,
Hénaff was with a subordinate. She raised a hand so Flay would
allow her to finish. Hénaff seemed to slow the pace of her speech
but Flay couldn’t follow the French.

“A theft of precious stones from a
very old and important family,” Hénaff explained when she and Flay
were alone. “We’re turning the city upside down.”

“And Paul Belleau’s assailant? Do
you have any suspects?”

Hénaff folded her hands.

“Sit, Miss Flay.”

She obeyed.

“Monsieur Belleau never saw his
attacker,” Hénaff said. “And there were no witnesses.”

Flay tried to sit still.

“The café owner—the
African—believes that for an entire hour before he was alerted to
the attack by certain noises—he went outside too late to see
anything—he’d had one customer besides Monsieur Belleau: an African
woman that he admits was a prostitute.”

“Admits?”

“It’s indicative of the
neighborhood,” Hénaff smiled. “One invites a beating by walking
alone in a neighborhood like that after dark.”

Flay clamped her arms against her
chest.

“Although there’s another
possibility,” Hénaff said. “Given that Monsieur Belleau is a figure
of some notoriety and not loved by every segment of the French
populace.”

“You mean the attack could have
been politically motivated? His wallet was taken.”

“Perhaps opportunistically, Miss
Flay.”

Flay had to stand.

“Have you identified political
extremists living in that neighborhood?” she said. “The police must
have a list.”

“That would yield suspects within
too narrow a range.”

A knock. The subordinate who’d left earlier
came back in. Hénaff listened to him.

“I’m wanted at a press
conference,” she told Flay. “The theft of the precious
stones.”

“Too narrow a range of
suspects?”

“Since Monsieur Belleau’s book
gave offense to a great many residents of France, I’m not sure we
can limit our search to the kinds of people you call
extremists.”

Flay took a deep breath.

“Isn’t it usually extremists who
choose to act upon their political views by assaulting people they
disagree with in the streets? A democracy affords other means of
expressing one’s views.”

“Absolutely,” Hénaff smiled. “Yet
there are many people in France—possibly a majority—who question
whether people like Monsieur Belleau are committed to democracy.
Berlin is only a few hundred kilometers away. They wonder why
someone like your fiancé wouldn’t move there to enjoy what they
call democracy in the German Democratic Republic.”

She came toward Flay, who stood between her and
the door.

“I can’t be late to the press
conference,” she said. “But be assured that the Paris Brigade
criminelle has launched an investigation that may not produce
results for some time.”

“I understand.”

“Do you?” Hénaff
smiled.

“Thoroughly,” Flay said, smiling
back.

 


 


Belleau was awake.

“Is the pain bad?” Flay
said.

He moved his lips enough to make himself
understood.

“Not as bad as the discovery that
I’m hated by the people of my own city.”

“Reason to move to
London.”

“Not all of Paris feels that way.
But I should know the parts to avoid. I was foolish.”

Agreeing would add insult to injury, Flay
thought.

“You never saw who did
this?”

He moved his head almost
indiscernibly.

“I only have a couple of days,”
she said. “I think we’ve, you know…for the last time.”

He closed his eyes.

“You’ll be back,” he
said.

 


 


Mamadou Touré didn’t recognize Flay until she
spoke.

“Your friend is better?” he
said.

“Up to the doctors.”

She hesitated.

“You’re not in trouble,” she said
as she presented her hands.

She moved her right hand aside to uncover the
Metropolitan Police credential that rested on her left palm. He
studied it impassively.

“The police already ask
questions.”

“I’m not with the French police
and I have no authority here. I just want to help my
friend.”

“The French lady say she want to
help too,” he said quietly, as if he and Flay weren’t alone in the
café. “But can looking at my papers help your friend?”

She slipped her credential into her overcoat
pocket.

“I don’t care about your papers,
Mamadou.”

“You want coffee? No
charge.”

“Not this late,” she said. “I want
you to talk to me.”

He poured coffee for himself.

“Do you know why I am open all
night? It’s for my protection.”

Flay cocked her head.

“I’m the only place for a long
way, so if they harm me…”

“I see. And by ‘they,’ you
mean…”

He sipped his coffee.

“Rue Japrisot has a café that
closes at three. A place for people to discuss
opinions.”

“Opinions?”

He nodded.

“After three they come here and
don’t discuss. Or they discuss quietly so they won’t frighten me,
because I take care of them.”

Flay waited.

“Your friend is famous?” he said.
“I think they know this.”

She felt in her overcoat where she’d put her
Metropolitan Police credential. The Calm after the Storm was
also there.

“How do I get to the café on Rue
Japrisot?” she said.

 


 


A thickly muscled man was using his elbows to
prop himself up on Café Japrisot’s counter. Holding Belleau’s novel
aloft, Flay approached him.

“Je cherche l’homme qui a battu
l’écrivain Paul Belleau.”

She’d rehearsed. She wouldn’t be able to carry
on a conversation but now everyone in the café knew she was looking
for the man who’d beaten the famous writer.

“Kronenbourg 1664,” she said,
adding “dans la bouteille” because she wanted the
bottle.

There were four other customers, all men,
seated ten feet away. They lowered their voices. She opened her
book, making sure that the men could see Belleau’s face on the
back.

Several pages in, Belleau described his first
sexual experience with Adèle. Flay read and reread it. Then she
looked for other sexual episodes. They were few, but they were
graphic. She had time because the café would be open for two more
hours.

 


 


Flay felt her boldness leak away. She wondered
what would happen when Café Japrisot closed, leaving her alone with
the four men. Yet leaving before they did would be equivalent to
inviting them to follow her.

At two-thirty they finally left. Flay thought
about whether she would come back the next evening. But how likely
was it that she would find Belleau’s attacker?

A few minutes before three, the muscular man
behind the counter was fighting off sleep. Perhaps there was no
point but Flay slid the empty Kronenbourg bottle into her
overcoat.

As she went out, a man was coming
in.

On Rue Simonin she heard footsteps and
breathing that weren’t her own. The man had followed
her.

A short, heavy man. She thought she could
remove her heels and outrun him. But she hadn’t gone into Café
Japrisot to run.

She walked toward him. As he
spoke—“Mademoiselle”—and reached into his breast
pocket she clubbed him in the forehead with the bottle.

His hand came out of his coat holding a
cigarette. Had he only wanted a light?

She hit him again. He fell on his back. She hit
him many times. Her final blow broke the bottle in two. She
collected the loose, bloody fragment from the sidewalk.

 


 


Belleau was alternating between good and bad
days. Flay saw him one more time.

“England’s really not so bad,” she
said.

“There’s no place like Paris. I’ll
get well and you’ll be back before you know it.”

She didn’t mention leaving the stocky man for
dead on Rue Simonin.

Flay hadn’t visited the hospital only to see
Belleau. From the desk nurse, she obtained the phone number of
Doctor Sylvain de León, who would be in London soon.
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Hold on to your seats for this one.
Michael’s story has an innate velocity to it that will scoop you up
and carry you along to its breathless end. And along the way you
can share the warmth of a father reconnecting with his son after a
few years…a few deaths…a few wives…

 


 


Killer Advice

Michael Cahlin

 


To say my dad didn’t have much luck with wives
is like saying the Minnesota Vikings didn’t have much luck in Super
Bowls. Each had been to the altar four times and each left a loser.
Okay, my dad’s four brides were the real losers being dead and all.
I didn’t realize he had murdered each one until much
later.

Now maybe you can imagine your old man a
murderer but I can’t. And a serial killer? Please. Especially
my dad. If you had asked me to describe him before the
murders—though one he swears was an accident—I’d have said he was
nothing special in every category save one. Otherwise he was Mr.
Magoo in height, bald as a cantaloupe, with a Buddha-belly
torturing tailored suits and a penchant for silk Italian neckties
he wore even when he didn’t have to.

His one preternatural claim to fame? My
paterfamilias was an Olympian talker. Dad could strike up a
conversation with a stranger in the next stall or spend twenty
minutes giving pointers to a telephone pitch-person interrupting
dinner because he didn’t want to hurt the landsman’s
feelings.

Yeah, yeah, sounds like I don’t like my old
man. I do, kinda. Embarrassed by him, sure, but who isn’t by their
parents? But I respected him, the way you did Willie Loman and felt
sorry for him at the same time because he couldn’t help being a
down on his luck loser who, if he made a five-dollar sale would
boast it was fifty, spend a hundred celebrating, then unerringly
lose the sale.

So discovering dear old daddy was a murdering
mastermind, a genocidal genius, a cold-blooded serial killer was
not like discovering Clark Kent was Superman. I mean, yank off
Kent’s cheaters and ba-bing! there’s the Metropolis Marvel.
It’s more like discovering the homeless grifter at McDonald’s was
really Michael Jordan. Or that Elmer Fudd was the true prince of
darkness. Or that weird guy in the next apartment was Hannibal
Lector’s mentor.

But don’t let me sway you. You need to make
your own decision because I can’t for the life of me figure out why
my old man has flown cross-country at this particular moment in
time. He certainly didn’t come just to see me and the grief
counseling my brother believed he needed was baloney.

Let me bring you up to speed.

This is day four of my dad’s West Coast trip.
We’re doing an Otis Redding—sittin’ in the mornin’ sun, watching
the ships roll in—on Santa Monica Pier. Pops had just dropped the
bombshell about his first wife, the one who overdosed on sleeping
pills, and was waiting for me to say something. But my throat is
dry. I have forgotten how to breathe and form words.

Why? Because until this very Kodak moment, when
my father confessed to murdering his first wife, my mother,
and anteing up a canceled airline ticket and a phony driver’s
license as proof, I believed I had killed her. Gotta say it’s not
every day a family member truly surprises you.

 


 


“Danny, there’s been a terrible
tragedy.”

The drama-drenched voice mail belonged to my
brother’s wife, a self-obsessed social media influencer, and, when
she remembered, the mother of two, who—after her Me, Two!
blog accidentally went viral with the movement—only cared about two
things: what she thought about her newfound fame, and what you
thought about it. I called her “Me-Two,” just not to her
face.

Me-Two’s story—which you can read on her
blog—purports wife number four, Mary, woke depressed and racked
with pain from a nasty Lupus incursion. Dad and Mary had chatted
briefly about how they planned to escape the blazing Boca sun, then
Mary excused herself and left the room. Dad heard the toilet flush,
the sound of water filling the bath, then nothing, followed by a
sudden bang.

“It didn’t sound like a gunshot,”
Me-Two quotes my father. “I thought she’d lost her balance.
Sometimes she gets dizzy.”

He knuckled the door, called her name.
Entering, he found her slumped in the tub, blood pumping from a
jagged hole turning the bathwater biblical though nary a drop
stained the expensive Agrob Buchtal tile. Even in death, Me-Two
observed, Mary was the consummate housekeeper.

I got the “inside scoop,” the one Me-Two would
have killed for, the day after I picked him up at LAX. Me-Two and
Stevie had said things were really bad when they begged me not to
attend the funeral so I could take Dad off their hands the moment
it was over. But even forewarned, I was unprepared for the fragile,
stooped-over, shriveled, defeated echo of my old man that
deplaned aided by two stewardesses.

Knowing how much Dad loved to hobnob with the
famous and monied, I planned daily adventures to Beverly Hills,
Malibu, and Hollywood Hills. I figured we’d drive around, bond, and
I’d convince him to take the grief recovery class my brother had
paid for. At the very least, I’d hoped, spending time with him
would take my mind off my own problems. Stupid, huh?

“She’d been in horrible pain for
months, Danny,” Dad said while tossing breadcrumbs to pigeons the
size of feral cats on the Santa Monica Pier. “Couldn’t eat,
couldn’t sleep. Wouldn’t let me out of her sight.” Mimicking,
“Mar-tee, I need you. Mar-tee, please don’t
go.”

“Was it difficult to be with
someone so needy?”

“Oh no, Danny! I know you boys
didn’t approve of her but I loved how much she needed me. Loved
that I’d be able to help during whatever time she had
left.”

“Then why?”

“Because she loved me, too. She
knew what I had gone through with Delores.” (Wife two. Keep up.)
“She didn’t want me to go through that again.”

“She killed herself because she
didn’t want her debilitating illness to inconvenience
you?”

“Not exactly.”

“She is dead,
Dad.”

He tilted his George Hamilton-bronzed face
toward a glorious mid-morning sun. “I know. I was with her while
she did it.”

“Like a coach?”

“Like a friend, her best
friend.”

He leaned back on a bench dotted with a
Rorschach of pigeon blots, knotted manicured fingers, and studied a
man and a small boy fishing further down the pier.

“Do you remember our boat?” Dad
said peering into the past. I nodded. His left arm held me close. I
couldn’t remember the last time that had happened. “Delores loved
our boat. It was her father’s you know.” I knew. “He died before
you and Stevie came to us.” I knew that, too.

The little boy netted something and his joyous
cries scattered the birds.

“You have no idea what it’s like
to watch someone you love and cherish, someone you carry in your
heart, someone you’d kill for, suffer. In pain, every day.
Bedridden, losing their memories, their body betraying them. And no
matter what you do, in the end, it will not be enough. They’re
going to get sicker and die anyway.”

I didn’t know if he was still talking about
Mary (wife four) or moved onto Delores (wife two). We’d been
bouncing between them for the past few days so it was hard to tell.
I delicately answered “No,” selfishly thinking of my own failing
marriage. I admit all this death talk had me entertaining dark
fantasies about my soon to be ex. But turning those thoughts into
action? No way could I do anything like that.

My father continued, “Who expected me to
outlive Delores? I was older, in and out of hospitals so often I
should have had a punch card for a freebie. Delores, meanwhile, was
never sick a day in her life. And good? She never questioned taking
you boys in.”

His voice drifted. His sadness, a presence
between us. I waited, content to watch the boats until he wiped the
tears from his face.

“Not many women would have stuck
by me Danny, especially at the beginning. Your mother hounding me,
calling my employers. Got me fired more times than I can count. I
couldn’t make a living, couldn’t see you…” His harshly cologned
hand gently bussed my cheek.

“Leaving you and little Stevie,
knowing how unstable your mother was, nearly killed me.” I knew
that story, too. “I hired lawyers, wrote letters, but your mother
was intractable. The courts were different back then.” He said this
contemptuously. He set his Starbucks on the bench, fished inside a
rumbled paper bag he insisted on bringing, and withdrew a banded
stack of yellowed envelopes thicker than a Stephen King novel. The
postmarks dated back twenty-six years.

“I wrote every week. Missed you
both so much. If it wasn’t for Delores…”

“Mom said you wanted nothing to do
with us.”

“That’s a goddamn lie!” So loud
everyone in earshot swiveled our way.

“I know how she twisted
things.”

“Danny, your mother wasn’t”—he was
going for diplomacy—“well.”

I wanted to scream. Who did he think lived with
her between his departure and her death? Endured the beatings, the
dramas, the drunkenness, the police, the men, the blackened looks
from neighborhood kids forbidden to play with us? I knew perfectly
well my mother wasn’t Carol Brady.

“Toward the end,” I started,
careful to suppress my anger and not disturb his arm loosely
nestled ’round my shoulders, “she was obsessed with how much money
she’d inherit from your insurance policy if you died.”

Even though he appeared ready to weep again, my
father managed a merciless laugh. “She wouldn’t have seen a dime! I
told her as much in her lawyer’s office.”

“You saw her?” That was
new.

“About a month before you boys
came down.”

Translation: a month before she
died.
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