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Introduction

Hank Phillippi Ryan

 


You know you have wished for it. In your
moments of regret, or frustration, or disappointment. In the
moments when someone else got the money, or the prize, or the
sweetheart, or the happiness. In that moment when your nemesis
whirls and walks away—while you’re still trying to come up with the
perfect thing to say.

We imagine, we envision, we concoct that
memorable comeback. That elegant cutting remark. We replay each
decision in our minds, creating new movies of what might have been.
If only we had done it differently. If only we had made a different
decision. If only we had it to do over. If only we had a second
chance. Traveled, for once, the other road. This time for
sure, we think.

I have researched the desire for revenge, and
it’s a fascinatingly bitter emotion. And a complicated one.
Scientists say that in their studies of those who have attempted
revenge, one of the key elements to “success” is that the victim
knows who has gotten back at them, and precisely why.

Random unspecified unpleasantness and
discomfort is not sufficient. The perpetrator of the revenge only
feels satisfied when the victim has that exquisite moment of
realization—that gasping shocking reality that their dastardly deed
will, indeed, go punished.

So what would you do if you had a second
chance? How far would you go to get back at your bête noire? And
would you agree with the scientists—you’d want to see it happen?
You’d want your target to know you’d ultimately
triumphed?

I put this proposition to nine invited
authors, and to the mystery-writing community at large: tell me a
story about revenge. Redemption. Second chances. Do overs. Instant
replay. Tell me about evening the score, turning the tables, making
things right.

And, fine. Because we are crime fiction
authors, turned out there was a lot of murder involved. Hey, it’s
fiction.

But what was most fascinating to me were the
roots of the revenge. High school, hilariously, never seems far
from the surface. Steve Shrott’s prom queen who got away. Andrew
Welsh-Huggins’ girl who married the other guy. What might a
grown-up—an adult who has never quite forgotten or let go of the
past—do about those simmering slights, all these years later? And
if you went to high school with Edwin Hill’s protagonist, you
should still be very afraid.

Love and marriage, of course, are high on the
list of regrets and second thoughts. Seething animosity and spousal
duplicity wind their way through several of these wonderful
stories—Elizabeth Elwood’s bitter road trip, Elisabeth Elo’s
unappreciated (but calculating) wife, and the determination of Alan
Orloff’s returning suitor. Lucy Burdette’s Key West dating scene
made me laugh out loud, and what about retribution via a love
podcast? Alexia Gordon shows how that can work. Or—not.

Devotion, too, led some of these characters to
go farther than they’ve ever imagined. A crime of passion in Sharon
Bader’s storied Florence museum, or G. Miki Hayden’s finale of
justice in the streets of Warsaw.

Relationships. A loving mother and her
vulnerable son in Damyanti Biswas’s truly haunting “Fat Mother.”
And the teenager who escaped Karen Dionne’s deadly Marsh King—ever
wonder what happened to her? And what she might do now?

Double-crossing bad guys are ripe candidates
for retribution. Whether in Alex Segura’s duplicitous Miami,
Gabriel Valjan’s perfectly-styled 1920’s New Orleans, Martha Reed’s
twisty tale of the Boston art underworld, or Clark Boyd’s touching
and poignant story of Providence. Each of them will surprise
you.

Friendship gone wrong—or right—is a critical
element, too. David Heska Wanbli Weiden’s high school best friend
inspires a character to do something that profoundly changes his
life—“Turning Heart” is a treasure of brutality and philosophy.
Kristin Lepionka’s unlikely allies in “Remediation” made me stand
and cheer, and I simply had to close this anthology with Ellen
Clair Lamb’s chilling and disturbing meeting on the “Night
Bus.”

One of the absolute joys of editing an
anthology like this is opening each little prize package of a
story. Our contest judges—bless every single brilliant. talented,
skilled, and generous one of them—went through hundreds of
anonymized submissions and chose the final pool. From that, we
chose ten of the very most irresistible. I will never forget when I
finally got to open the manuscripts to reveal the authors of the
stories I had read so carefully. Some dear friends, some absolute
strangers, some never-before-published writers.

Besides our invited authors and contest
winners, our roster of Bouchercon guests of honor hit it out of the
ballpark, too. Every one of them, in their own distinct and unique
voice, provided a treasure of a story. No one but Craig Johnson
could have written the wry and knowing “Music Appreciation,” no one
but Charles and Caroline Todd could bring us such an elegant murder
mystery in 1919 London, and no one knows the secret history of New
Orleans like Heather Graham.

We have been through a lot over the past year,
haven’t we, dear friends? We have lost those we love, and we mourn
strangers, and wondered what would happen on the other end. We
cannot change the past, but we can learn from it. And one thing I
learned this year? It is always safe inside a book.

We are so honored to provide this one for you.
It comes with irony and humor, and some danger, some terrific
twists—and a warning. One you will perhaps learn as you read these
marvelous stories: Though everyone deserves a second chance, beware
of retribution and revenge. Like the twists in these brilliant
tales, attempting revenge is another thing you might
regret.

Or—maybe not. This time for sure, you
say. Good luck.
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Music Appreciation

Craig Johnson

 


“They moved him.”

Lowering the mask from over my nose and mouth,
I stood there at the reception desk of the Durant Home for Assisted
Living feeling the world being slipped out from under me like a
cheap carpet. It wasn’t the first time. There had been others, and
I could rattle them off like a carnival prize wheel, the emotional
clacking like strikes against my heart. “Say again.”

“They moved him to the ICU over at
the hospital.”

I stared at Mary Jo Johnson, hoping against
hope that I’d heard her wrong or that she’d misspoke or was talking
about some other resident of the Durant Home for Assisted
Living.

Vic reached up and touched my sleeve. “Let’s
go.”

Standing there for another instant, I turned
without another word and walked out. Behind me, I could hear my
undersheriff talking to Mary Jo as the heavy glass door swept
closed, leaving me alone, standing at the top of the ramp looking
out into the velvety darkness of a June night.

The Miller moths were swirling around the
streetlight in the parking lot, pausing in their yearly migration
to the mountains, the lowly Army Cutworm having grown gossamer,
magically dust-covered wings.

I became aware of someone standing beside me.
“They travel over a thousand miles, some of them.” I sighed. “Oasis
Effect—they’re following the nectar of budding plants; as the
summer gets drier, they move toward the mountains for food, trying
to survive.”

She stepped past me, lowering her mask down
onto her chin and looking at them. “Why do they call them Miller
moths…because some guy named Miller discovered them?”

“No, it’s because the dust on
their wings are like the flour that settled on grain millers back
in the day.” There must’ve been a thousand of them bustling around
the light. “They use the moon and stars to navigate, but
then…they…they get confused.”

She nodded. “I’ve got a goose-neck lamp with a
bucket of soap suds below it to confuse about a hundred of them a
night.”

I nodded and then started off toward my truck.
“C’mon.”

We piled in and fastened our seatbelts as I
fired up the engine and wheeled out of the parking lot, Vic
reaching for the toggles. “Lights and siren?”

“It’s not an
emergency.”

“One of ours is down.” She flipped
the switches. “The hell it’s not.”

 


 


Howling through the night with the red and blue
lights chasing each other, we were at Durant Memorial in a few
minutes, pulling under the canopy and parking next to the
building.

There was a young woman sitting on a bench a
little way from the front door with a surgical mask hanging limp
around her neck. She was smoking a cigarette. Lana Baroja was
Lucian Connally’s discovered granddaughter; one he hadn’t known
he’d had until much later in life. She was the owner of the little
restaurant/bakery on the east side of town where she made Basque
pastries, most of which I truly enjoyed but couldn’t
pronounce.

“Hi, Lana.”

She looked up at me with a sad smile. “Hey,
Walt.”

“I didn’t know you
smoked.”

“Haven’t for about ten years, but
I am tonight.”

Vic joined me. “How’s he doing?”

“Not so good.” Lana flicked some
ash away. “They say that if they don’t see some improvement,
they’re going to have to put him on a ventilator.” Wiping her eyes,
she looked up at the ceiling of the portico where more moths
flittered across the smooth surface trying to find the moon. “…He
won’t survive that.”

I placed a hand gently on her shoulder. “He
survived taking a medium-sized bomber off of an aircraft carrier,
bombing Tokyo and crash-landing, and being captured and almost
beheaded.”

She looked up at me with a sad smile. “He
wasn’t approaching a hundred years old.”

I nodded, staring at the scuffed toes of my
boots. “How’s the accordion player?”

“Oh, that little prick is
fine—he’s twenty-two years old.”

Stanley Dean, a musician with a local
cowboy/polka band, had attended a Cowboy Gathering in Pocatello,
Idaho, and had returned to Absaroka County thinking he was
asymptomatic. A part-time plumber, he’d repaired a broken toilet in
the old sheriff’s bathroom, and it was only discovered two weeks
later that he had acquired Covid-19 and had ultimately infected
Lucian, resulting in two of the three cases in Absaroka
County.

“Maybe he’ll surprise you.”
Squeezing her shoulder, I pulled up my mask. “Go home, I’ve got
this.” Entering the hospital with Vic in tow, I spotted Ruby’s
granddaughter at the receptionist desk. “Hi, Janine. Who’s
here?”

Her eyes peered over her own mask and were
red, I assumed, from crying. “Both Isaac and David in the ICU.
They’re the only ones there—no other patients in that
wing.”

I nodded, pushed through the two swinging
doors to our left and continued down the hallway where two men
stood in conversation. As I drew closer, they both turned to me in
masks like bank robbers, neither looking me in the eye.
“Well?”

Nickerson was the first to speak. “He’s
stabile, but even with prompt triage and isolation
protocols…”

Bloomfield added, “If his acute respiratory
distress continues, we’ll have no choice.”

I stood up straight, towering over both of
them. “Ventilator.”

They both nodded.

“And what are his chances of
surviving that?”

Isaac pulled at the lower lip under his mask,
something I’d seen him do my entire life when there was a dire
circumstance. “Considering his age and cardiac history—not
good.”

Vic leaned against the wall. “Walt played
chess with him last Thursday.”

Isaac glanced at me. “Have you been
tested?”

“Yes, negative.”

He nodded and then stared at the closed door
beside him. “Cytokine Storm; what happens is the immune system
overreacts and causes inflammation in the lungs. His body is trying
to fight it off, trying too damned hard, actually.”

“Well, isn’t that just
Lucian.”

We all nodded.

“Can we see him?”

Isaac glanced behind him at the nearest door.
“Yes, but I’m afraid he’s relatively unconscious and might not even
realize you’re there. He comes and goes…”

“Would it do any good if he
did?”

“Always. There’s generally a point
where the patient begins giving up, and if you can find some way of
motivating them it’s possible that they can be saved in spite of
themselves.”

“Talk to him?”

“Absolutely, audible stimulation
is usually the best. They say it’s the last sense that remains when
all the others are gone. I’m sure your voice would be a welcome
relief.”

I became aware of a young man in a hospital
gown standing in a doorway next to Lucian’s. Nickerson and
Bloomfield turned to see him, a skinny, red-headed individual with
a straw cowboy hat who gave out with a weak wave.

Holding a plastic cup with a straw and full of
ice, he rattled it and spoke. “I was wondering if I could get some
more water?”

David glanced at me and then started toward
him. “Back inside; I’ll get that.” We watched as Nickerson all but
bounced the young man back in his room and closed the door behind
him, his voice muffled from inside. “…We assumed as a plumber you
would’ve recognized the faucet over here.”

We moved toward the closed door beside us as
Isaac turned the lever and opened it. The room was dimmed with only
a singular light on at the bedside, most of the illumination
provided by the LED screen on the wall and a strange contraption
with more displays lodging shelves of oxygen.

I pointed toward the piece of equipment I’d
never seen. “What’s that?”

“That’s the ventilator. We thought
it best to have it here and ready.”

The old sheriff’s mouth was covered with an
oxygen mask and the blanket was pulled up to his chest, his arms
uncovered at his sides, a cardio cuff and IV attached.

Never a large man, he looked even smaller
there in the hospital bed.

Isaac stood at the door with Vic, a clipboard
in his hands, and stared at the floor. “Did he complain of any
symptoms when you saw him on Thursday?”

I thought about it. “Shortness of breath; he
may have coughed a few times…I didn’t think anything of
it.”

The Doc nodded. “Nor should you; who would’ve
thought an accordion-playing plumber would be carrying the
virus.”

I shook my head. “He always hated the
accordion.”

Bloomfield couldn’t help but smile.
“Really?”

“Yep, I saw him punch an accordion
player at a wedding once.”

The Doc shook his head, but then he just
looked sad. “I’ll leave you two with him.”

The door quietly closed behind us, and we both
stood there, both knowing and not knowing what to do. We’d been in
this same situation so many times, but this time it was different.
There are people in your life that you don’t know what you’ll do
without until you have to.

I grazed a hand across the back of Vic’s arm
and then walked over, pulling the guest chair from beside the
nightstand and straddling it. She came up behind me, gently laying
her hands on my shoulders. “How old were you when he hired
you?”

I smiled, looking at the wrinkles and crags in
the portions of his face that weren’t covered by the oxygen mask;
they looked like erosion marks steadily chiseled into granite.
“Younger than you.”

She squeezed my shoulders. “Now, don’t take
this the wrong way, because I can’t think of anyone other than you
that was more born to be a cop; how’d he become the sheriff
anyway?”

I studied his chest, watching it rise and
fall. “An egg.”

“Excuse me?”

“Lucian had just gotten back from
the war, World War II, and I guess he was hell on earth.” I
adjusted my hat and then rested my chin on the back of my gun hand.
“I guess a lot of ’em were like that, just hellraisers with nowhere
to do it once they got off the battlefield.” I smiled, thinking
about the story that had become legend in Durant. “He was drinking
at the Century Club one night there on Main Street, and he and some
other fellow got into it over who was the better horseman. Well,
Lucian had ridden his horse into town, and it was tied up right
outside the bar. So, they made this bet that he couldn’t pick up an
egg at a full gallop.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope. So, they take this egg and
they stand it up out there on the centerline in a shot glass.
Lucian goes out about thirty yards and wheels Pinky, this little
cow pony he had around, and blisters down Main Street, leaning out
of the saddle and scooping that egg up with one hand just as gentle
as you please. Then he walks Pinky back over in front of the bar
where the other cowboy accuses Lucian of cheating, and that it was
a hardboiled egg.”

She came around to my side to look at the old
man. “What happened?”

“Lucian reached out with one hand
and cracked the egg over top of the cowboy’s 10X hat.”

She made a face. “How did that make him decide
to be a sheriff?”

“It was the current sheriff that
he cracked the egg on. He got arrested for drunken disorderly and
disturbing the peace, and the next day when they let him out of the
cell, he went into the Courthouse and filed to stand for Sheriff of
Absaroka County.”

She shook her head at him, and I watched as
her face grew sad. “I’m going to go get a cup of coffee and leave
you two alone for a little while.”

As the door slowly closed, I listened to the
machines that were attempting to keep the old sheriff alive. “Not
the first time you’ve had machines trying to keep you going, huh,
ol’ man?” His eyes remained closed, but I thought I could detect
movement under the lids. “You in there, Lucian?” I scooted my chair
closer and reached out, placing my hand on his arm. “You need to
pull the stick back and wheel her around; it ain’t over yet. You’re
not going to let some little bug knock you out of the game, are
you? I thought you had more fight in you than this…” I kept trying,
but the words just sounded hollow, exactly like I felt.

I was about to start off again, but there was
a strange noise coming from the wall to the left, a terrible
gasping and wheezing. I stood and listened. Crossing the room, I
pushed open the door, but the hallway was empty, which wasn’t a
surprise considering the place and the hour.

I couldn’t hear the noise any longer and
started to close the door when it started again.

I slipped out and gently knocked. There was no
response, so I pushed it open to find Stanley Dean seated on the
edge of his bed. He was still wearing his hospital gown and his
weather-beaten cowboy hat, his red-swirl-metal-flake accordion
wrapped in about a half-dozen towels.

He stared back at me, his fingers still on the
keys. “I’m sorry. I thought I was being quiet.”

“You’re playing that
thing?”

“Uh, yeah. Our band has a
competition in Spokane in November; we’re in the Cowboy Polka
Competition in the International Division and I can’t afford to get
rusty.” I said nothing, and he continued. “I thought that if I
wrapped the towels around it, I could still practice.”

I pulled the pocket watch from my jeans. “It’s
two o’clock in the morning.”

He reached over and took the glass of water
from his nightstand. “I’m sorry.”

I nodded and sighed. “How are you
doing?”

“I’m good. A little tired, but I
can’t sleep…” He smiled. “How’s Mr. Connally?”

“Not so good.”

He sat the accordion beside him, some of the
towels slipping to the tiled floor. “I’m really sorry. I mean,
about everything. I had no idea I had it.”

“Yep, I guess it works that way.”
I started to go, thinking about the long hours ahead. “If you don’t
mind keeping it down and maybe not playing tonight, I’d appreciate
it.”

“You bet.”

I closed the door to find Vic standing in the
hallway. She was waiting for me with a cup of coffee.
“Problem?”

“No, no…” I took the cup, removed
the lid, and took a sip. “I think the last thing Lucian would want
is accordion music on his last night on Earth.”

She nodded toward the handheld mic in her
hands. “HPs say we’ve got an RV broken down in the middle of the
road out on the edge of town.”

“I’ll…”

“No, I got this.” She sipped her
own coffee, unable to look me in the eye. “Are you going to be all
right?”

“Yep.”

She bumped my chest with the radio and then
left it there. “Maybe a miracle will happen.”

I watched her go and then pushed the door
open, carefully closing it behind me and walking over to his bed
where I watched the graphic display of his bodily rates. “You want
some coffee?” I turned the chair and sat, continuing to study him.
“I could make a run over to the Home for Assisted Living and fetch
your bottle of Pappy Van Winkle’s Family Reserve
Twenty-Three-Year-Old—happy to do it.”

I sat there listening to the machines, finally
glancing at the monstrous ventilator on the other side of the bed,
the heat in my face growing as the welling began in my eyes.
Thumbing the moisture away, I sat back in the chair. “If you don’t
start talking to me, I’m going to go get the chess board and play
for both of us. That ought to be enough to annoy you…”

I sipped my coffee and then looked at the
floor, and then the wall to my left. Standing, I looked at him
again and then went to the door, pushing it all the way open and
flipping the rubber stop down with my boot.

Knocking on the next door, I adjusted my mask.
“Hey, Stanley?”

There was some noise from inside, and the door
opened, the kid still wearing his hat. “Yeah?”

“I changed my mind.” I pulled his
door the rest of the way open and blocked it, too. “If you’re up
for it, would you mind playing your accordion? I was thinking that
it might be nice for Lucian to have something to listen to
tonight.”

His face brightened. “Really?”

“Yep. I’m thinking he’d really
enjoy it.”

I watched as he practically ran for his
squeeze box, still setting on the bed, and quickly strapped it on.
“Any idea what he’d like?”

“Oh, anything at all. He, um…He
just loves any kind of accordion music.”

“Polkas?”

“Especially polkas.”

He looked at the propped open doors. “Are you
sure it’s all right?”

“There’s nobody else in this wing,
so play to your heart’s content.” I thought the grin was going to
break his face, so I left him standing there and returned to
Lucian’s room. True to his word, the wheezy beginning of “Beer
Barrel Polka” began to gain momentum as I sat on the chair and
looked at my old boss and mentor.

The jaunty Polka segued into “All Of Me” as I
sipped the rest of my now cold coffee, then placing the empty cup
on his nightstand. Relaxing in the chair, I even went so far as to
pull my hat down over my eyes. The exhaustion began chipping away
at my reserves as I sat there listening to “Besame Mucho” give way
to “Hava Nagila”, “The Girl From Ipanema”, and then “Lady of
Spain”. The last remnants of consciousness finally abandoned me
sometime during “The Third Man Theme”, and I was starting to get
why Lucian Connally really, really hated the accordion.

 


 


I remember feeling the warmth of the sun coming
through the window on my face before I opened my eyes. My hat
must’ve fallen on the floor sometime during the night, and I lifted
my head and looked around at the traces of morning.

Somebody was shaking my shoulder, and I
finally turned and could see Vic there with a questioning look on
her face.

I yawned, then followed her eyes and looked at
the empty bed.

It took a few seconds for the thought to
clarify, but then I sat up and placed a hand on the cool surface of
the mattress where the sheets had been thrown back.

Panic took hold as I stood, looking around at
the electrocardiogram monitor showing a steady flatline and the
oxygen mask lying on the floor, the IV hanging limp on the floor.
“Where is he?”

“You tell me, you were the one
here.”

Rushing into the hallway, I looked around
finding Stanley Dean in his room collapsed on his bed, sound
asleep, still holding his accordion. Coming back into the hall, I
almost ran over Vic. I looked up at the digital clock. It was just
after five.

“Walt?”

Starting for the nurse’s station, I could see
it was unmanned, so I continued toward the main lobby and found
Janine doing paperwork at the admittance desk. I charged toward
her, adjusting my mask and resting my hands on the counter as Vic
joined me. “Where did they take him?”

Her large eyes came up to mine.
“What?”

“Isaac and David, where did they
take Lucian? He’s not in his room.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking
about, there’s been no activity all night.” She grabbed the phone
from its cradle, punching numbers. “Code yellow, first floor, room
twenty-six.”

I turned, looking around the lobby, but there
was no one there either. I took a few steps toward the center of
the room and spun again, or maybe it was the world that was
turning, and I was just trying to stand still. “You were here all
night?”

She nodded, still clutching the receiver.
“Yes, except for when I went to the bathroom about two hours ago.”
There was someone on the phone, and she quickly brought it back to
her ear. “Yes, we’ve got a patient missing.”

I turned to Vic. “Did you see
anything?”

“No.” I started to go by her, but
she shot a hand out and stopped me. “Wait.”

Without another word, she started toward the
front door and I followed, the pneumatic door springing away as she
moved out onto the Emergency entryway. I followed and turned toward
the bench where Lana had sat. There was a bundle of blanket,
wrapped like an insulated burrito on the bench.

Glancing at Vic, I stepped over to the bench
and peered at one end, carefully pulling the blanket away to reveal
Lucian Connally’s platinum crewcut. A few Miller moths, disturbed
from their daylight slumber, skittered out and flew away, having
taken refuge in the dark folds of the old sheriff’s
blanket.

Kneeling, I reached into the wool covering and
placed a few fingertips at the side of his neck, whereupon he
snorted, resettled himself and let out with a loud snore. I turned
back to Vic and smiled. “I guess the accordion music must’ve gotten
to him.”

Pulling my hand back, I noticed one of the
velvety Millers was clutching my forefinger. I stood, turning my
hand and looking at the moth as it wiggled its antennas, stared
back at me with gleaming black eyes, and then watched as it gently
fluttered away.
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Burnt Ends

Gabriel Valjan

 


I found him. Track a man across five states and
trace all his aliases and you hope to find him someplace you could
admire, some city you could respect. Not so with Dooley. Instead,
the trail led me to a port city, in mid-July, in a high swelter,
humid as hell, with puddles from a recent storm in the unpaved
street. The morning air stank of confederate jasmine and
grease.

I calculated the ruin to my fresh pair of
boots while I stood outside the barber shop. I had spent a dollar
for a much-needed haircut and shave just behind me, and now it’d
cost me five times as much to cross the road in front of me. The
mayor lacked the forethought to order businesses to lay down
plywood for crossings. I looked up and the sky promised rain. The
barber had offered to slick my hair with Brilliantine but in this
soup for weather, I declined and asked him where I could buy a
hat.

The man pointed to a haberdasher and said the
shop didn’t open until ten. I read the German name in the window
and decided I’d rather not. A newsie nearby was wearing a cap, but
his head was too small. I ended any thought of a purchase when I
spotted a boob in a seersucker suit, complete with walking stick,
and a straw boater on his lid. It was better to remain
hatless.

I approached Dooley’s establishment from the
rear, where some dark types he’d hired from the docks were
unloading moonshine. They ignored me. They took the side job when
and where they could find it and pocketed the leftover cash after
their foreman on the pier received his tribute. The boss man
already earned a kickback for picking them out of the litter of
laborers who lined up at sunrise for a day’s work. The
understanding was that stevedores and dockers kept cargo moving
from barges and trains to ocean-bound vessels on schedule. Nobody
squeaked while their pockets got fat.

I used the cast-iron scraper at the backdoor
to rid myself of the muck on my boots before I entered the
premises. The hallway into the parlor was dark and the wood decent.
The main room was full of tables and chairs, but empty. A barman
worked solo at the counter. There was a block of ice on a silver
tray. He was doing set-ups and polished glasses with a cloth. A
Negro piano man in the corner practiced stride, his left hand
thumped a beat while his right finessed a melody. He saw me, closed
the cover and left. The barkeep’s hand drifted south of the wood
and I told him to keep it north. He eyed me, low to high, before he
spoke.

“You looking to rob the
joint?”

“Nope. You can keep your
suspenders on.”

“You talk strange. Where you from,
fellah?”

“Danbury or Dannemora. Take your
pick. I’m here for Dooley.”

He told me Dooley was due any minute. I asked
the man if I could take a seat.

“What’ll you have?” he asked and
set a small napkin down.

“Prohibition Sour, if it’s not too
much trouble.”

“A dry man when the whole
country’s wet. I suppose you didn’t inherit any vices.”

“My father swam in drink and my
mother coughed from smoke.”

I watched him assemble the drink. He married
lemon and orange syrups in a generous coupe glass after he chipped
some ice with a pick and blessed everything with fizzed water. I
could tell from the wear on the wooden handle of his chipper that
he preferred it to either the pistol or shotgun beneath the
counter. I thanked him and placed my billfold on the counter. I
pulled out a bill and pushed it towards him.

“Very generous of you, and is that
leather?” he asked.

“Indeed. Have at it,” I said.
“Identification is inside.”

He didn’t trust me so I raised my glass. I
wanted to enjoy my lemonade, a tart and tasty drink for the modern
man. He opened the wallet, thumbed through the cards, and his lips
moved as he read the different names to himself. I watched his
peepers widen and then narrow.

“This one says you’re a revenue
man,” he said.

“And yet your firewater out back
is unscathed.”

“This card here says you’re a
Pinkerton. What’d you do for ’em boys?”

“Busted unions.”

“Got something against the working
man?” he asked.

“Working man wouldn’t give me a
job and the other side came to me first.”

“Ain’t right, Mister,” he said and
folded the billfold and eased it towards me.

“Wasn’t right I was a veteran, and
the man inside the office and on the street thought I was too
damaged for them to hire me. As for strikes, it’s an injustice that
some men won’t allow another man to earn a decent wage to provide
for his family. Avarice, plain and simple.”

I smiled. He didn’t.

“Well, we all have our troubles,”
the barkeep answered. “Mr. Dooley ain’t most men.”

“No disagreement
there.”

“You saw yourself, on your way in
here who he’s hired. Italians and Poles.” His chin indicated the
piano. “Negroes,” and he pointed to the vacant lounge behind me.
“He don’t mind women neither, if they’re willing to work. Hell,
they got the right to vote now. I’ve worked for the man for years,
and I can tell you Dooley is fair and he ain’t greedy.”

I’d finished my drink and held the glass by
the stem. “I wouldn’t be so sure of that.”

“You saying my loyalty is
misplaced?”

“The better word is
misspent.”

Our eyes met. I saw his hand inch towards the
icepick on the tray. I said, “Don’t.”

His fingers curled around the shaft. His arm
swung for my head. I snapped the glass against the counter’s edge
and drove the stem into the soft triangle of flesh under his chin.
I held his shirt as he choked on his blood. He went limp and I
released him. He dropped with a thud. I heard another sound, this
time behind me and I grinned.

“Nice to see you, Dooley. We
should talk.”

He looked as cool as Gatsby in a tan linen
suit and a Panama hat.

 


 


He preceded me on the stairwell to his office
upstairs. We passed an entresol, a storage space where he kept
mixed company of some red and white wines with bottles of bourbon
and rye. I read the back of his suit jacket for straps and
determined he wasn’t carrying.

He opened the door and pressed the button for
the overhead light. Dooley placed his hat on the desk and took off
his jacket. His dress shirt in the shade of cornflower was a
cake-eater’s choice, but the bowtie didn’t surprise me. I tried to
strangle Dooley once with his own necktie. The professorial look
had me wondering about tweeds in winter if he moved north. Not
without manners, I sat down after he’d offered me a seat. He knew
to keep his hands in plain view.

“I should’ve killed you when I had
the chance. You made quite the mess for me downstairs,” he
said.

“Have your jazzman clean it up, or
slip a tenner to one of your deliverymen.”

I crossed a leg over. He noticed the ankle
holster. “I see not much has changed.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” I
said. “My reflexes and aim have improved.”

“I presume you wish to revisit our
earlier talk?”

“A world war interrupted our last
conversation.”

“Don’t forget Spanish influenza,
which delayed you some, and then it took time for you to find me.
You’ve been waiting for this, for what…four years now?”

“Five.”

“You’re a patient man,” Dooley
said.

“Patient as a baker, and I’m all
out of flour now.”

Dooley planted his elbows on the blotter. His
hands came together to form a triangle, and his fingertips, the
apex to support the chin of a pharaoh. What I had said was true
about the war. The politicians said our boys would be home for
Christmas. We weren’t. I should’ve died a thousand times against
the Kaiser. I didn’t. Then the Spanish flu came and went and
carried off millions. Not us. The pale rider passed us
both.

Dooley had bought his way out of military
service. “Only suckers served,” he said. When Prohibition arrived,
his luck was already in bloom because he supplied brothels, juke
joints, roadhouses, and speakeasies with everything from absinthe
to whiskey. He even sold grapes to housewives for winemaking at
home. Then he stepped up. He bought himself the police and
bankrolled city and county clerks, inspectors, judges, and
politicians. He owned every foot of the Mississippi that bordered
Louisiana and every railroad tie inside the state, thanks to his
friend, the Chairman of the Public Service Commission, a lawyer and
carnival sharpie by the name of Huey Long. None of that concerned
me. A man had to make a living, and whichever side of right or
wrong he chose was his business. There was a difference, though,
between owning a man and owning him.

“I want Lincoln,” I
said.

“That old affair
again?”

“Second time is the charm. You do
know slavery ended fifty years ago, right?”

“Don’t you mean, third time is the
charm?”

“There won’t be a third time,
Dooley.”

“A threat. You always were the
confident one. Let’s hear your offer.”

“Two grand. Half now, and half
after I see Lincoln. Tonight sound good?”

“Tonight doesn’t work for me,”
Dooley said.

“Figured as much. Tomorrow night
then?”

“You have a grand on your
person?”

I touched my chest. “In my pocket.”

“And what if I don’t accept your
terms?”

“Your piano player has another
mess.”

“I’m curious. Why the interest in
Lincoln?”

“We’ve been over this. I won’t
play the same record twice.”

“You know, I could take your money
and you’d still need to survive the night and live to see tomorrow
evening.”

“Now, who is the confident one?
Deal or not?”

“Deal. Be at The Pelican tomorrow
night, after dinner.”

He flicked a card with an address on it. The
location wasn’t important, the password for the doorman he’d
written on the back was. Dooley smiled with good teeth and I placed
the fat envelope on the edge of the desk and left to enjoy a brief
nap.

 


 


As I ranged and harvested the night into the
light of the next day and the next night, I ruminated on a verse
from the Book of Job that had sustained me during the war and
provided sustenance now, “For now thou numberest my steps: dost
thou not watch over my sin?”

Dooley’s restaurant was on the highway, on a
plot of land that both time and care had forgotten until Dooley
developed it into a massive two-tier eatery. Brick walls were
painted white, high windows with shutters blocked out the heat and
humidity during the day and opened like night-blooming cereus in
the evening. Footlights on all that stark stone made the building
shine as bright as an iceberg in the sunlight.

When folks thought of food and Louisiana, what
came to mind were crabs, crawfish, gumbo, jambalaya, and oysters,
and if they contemplated barbecue and the Bayou State in the same
sentence, they might think of a whole suckling pig cooked low and
slow over coals. Cochon de lait.

George Washington Lincoln was an artisan of
Cajun and Creole foods, and a renaissance man of the grill and
smoker, and he had mastered beef, chicken, pork, and seafood. There
wasn’t a type of hardwood he hadn’t used. Hickory. Mesquite. Oak.
He could barbecue with a simple hole in the ground, a pit made with
cinder blocks, or use the elaborate grill Dooley had built for him
inside the White Pelican. Whatever the meat, it melted in your
mouth; and if he smoked it, the rubs Lincoln used produced a bark
that kept the meat moist and tender inside. His sauces and sides
were accessories to the perfect culinary crime, in that he stole
both your taste buds and your money.

People paid good money for Lincoln’s food. The
problem was that whites didn’t know a black man, a grandson of
slaves, prepared their meals. The problem was that Dooley kept the
man captive, chained up, and out of view. Lincoln received money,
but his cash was locked up inside Dooley’s safe and Dooley had the
combination, like he had the key to the shackle around the man’s
foot.

I saw Lincoln. He didn’t see me.

Lincoln was feet away from me working a
brisket, engrossed in removing the point end, which he would cook
and season some more for the delicacy called burnt ends. Often set
aside, Lincoln made it a prized morsel.

I saw that his right ankle was fettered. What
shocked me was what had been done to his left foot. At some point
in his captivity, Lincoln escaped from Dooley. The first time a
slave ran away, he was flogged; the second time, the master lopped
off half of his foot, so he could never run again; the third time,
the boss man killed him. Lincoln understood the penalties of
freedom.

Lincoln’s people had come from Evergreen
Plantation and before that, the Constancia, before it was renamed
Uncle Sam Plantation after the Civil War. Generations of his family
had worked the watches, cutting and stacking sugar cane on both
plantations. Lincoln, knife in hand, saw me. The staff fled the
kitchen. I had not slept much and I’m certain I looked like
something out of the pages from the Book of Revelations.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he
said.

“I’m here to right the
balance.”

Dooley must’ve noticed the exodus and eased
into the room. I walked over to a clean table and placed the second
fat envelope there. I asked him to unlock the cuff around Lincoln’s
foot.

“I’ve always had someone else do
it,” Dooley said. “You think, in all these years, I’d allow myself
near a man with a knife.”

“You dead, and Klansmen come for
him without a thought, or you dead at his feet, him chained up only
makes their job easier for them.”

Dooley ambled over to the table, peeked inside
the envelope, smiled and tossed me the key. I tapped the table next
to me and asked Lincoln to slide the knife down my way, which he
did. I handed him the key and he unlocked himself.

Dooley stood there, washing his hands like a
rat on his hind legs. “You think you’re going to walk out of here,
the two of you? You, Mr. Pinkerton, with this scrap.”

Lincoln moved. “Don’t,” I told him and reached
out and squeezed his bicep. I answered Dooley, “I do.”

“You really are something,” Dooley
said. “Confident doesn’t cover it. Vanity is more like it. And why
would I allow you two to leave?”

“Because you’re nothing after
tonight and you have nothing,” I said. I lifted my chin, to
indicate the double-doors. “Nobody in this place will stop us.” I
pointed to a candlestick telephone behind him. “Call your heavies.
Let your muscle know you’re in a jam, and see who comes running.
I’ll wait.”

“I could call Shaughnessy. He’s a
crazy mick,” he said.

“He won’t answer.”

“And why is that?”

“Because he’s dead, and so are the
rest of your goons. You think I look the way I do because I slept
at a flophouse? Go, call the police, and see what that’ll do for
you, assuming they answer.”

“You didn’t?” Dooley said, his
face ashen. “You won’t get away with this.”

“Yes, I will, and I’ve already
helped myself to your safe. Lincoln?”

“Yes?”

I pushed the knife back towards
him.

“Don’t forget your
knife.”

 


 


We were on the midnight train, headed out west.
Dooley stocked more cash in his safe than I’d expected. His greed
paid for our private car and all the Pullman porters we needed.
Those men enjoyed several good meals, cognac and cigars, and all
the perks, thanks to Dooley.

On the third day, I bought a paper at a stop
and was reading it when Lincoln asked me why I had come back for
him after all those years.

“Was it redemption?” he
asked.

“Nope. You could say I’m
sentimental.”

“Is it because I saved you from
drowning when you was a child?”

“I know how to swim, thank you
very much.” I snapped the paper and creased it and scanned the
columns. “You don’t know how to read, do you, Linc?”

He shook his head. “Never had the
time.”

“We need to fix that, if we’re
going to open a barbecue joint together. Speaking of barbecue, this
article ought to interest you some.”

“What it say?”

“The remains of a man were found
inside a smoker. Identification deemed impossible, it says here.
Wonder why that is?”

Lincoln answered, “In too long and all the
meat falls off the bone.”

 


Back to TOC

 



 





Remediation

Kristen
Lepionka

 


It happened because Carter got a job working
for the Radon King. A sign caught her eye while she waited for the
bus at Broad and Wilson—HAND OUT flyErs get paid Daily signing
bonus EASY!!!!, written in a clumsy scrawl with capital letters
randomly thrown in like the human resources version of a ransom
note. The situation was this: ten cents per flyer, uniform
provided, a location-tracking app that must be downloaded to
Carter’s phone to prevent funny business. “So if you just dump the
flyers in the trash, I’ll know.” The Radon King handed over a
heinous lime-green polo shirt with a logo embroidered on the chest
along with the signing bonus—twenty dollars, cash. “Use it to get a
normal haircut,” he said. “I don’t know what that is, but I don’t
even know where to look.”

Carter took the money and smoothed over the
long side of her asymmetrical shag, which covered her one eye a bit
too much. “So is it a bonus, or?”

The Radon King flapped a hand. “Do you want
the job or not?”

After leaving the Radon King’s office with
instructions to return in the morning in the polo shirt to collect
flyers for her route, Carter went to the Mobil station to see what
twenty bucks could get today. One pack of Turkish Golds with enough
change for a soda, half a ticket to New York on the Chinatown bus,
or ten tablets of tramadol, the weakest, cheapest opiate available.
She went home and gave her roommate three of them in exchange for a
haircut with a pair of sewing scissors.

Her roommate couldn’t stop laughing while she
did it. “This haircut is legit terrible,” she said, “I mean, no
wonder you grew it out. Your ears are like side mirrors. And the
shirt is not helping matters, no, it is not.”

Carter studied her reflection in the window
above their sink. Without her bangs in her face, she looked like
her father, if her father had been a semi-recovered junkie
flyer-deliverer instead of an abusive carpet salesman. The color of
the shirt gave her skin a nuclear glow. She said, “But the question
is, would you take a flyer from me?”

Carter’s roommate snipped a last little bit
off the crown of her head and frowned. “Maybe you could get a hat,
too.”

 


 


Steve Simons was not a quitter. He had never
quit a damn thing in his life, except his first marriage, though
that wasn’t so much about quitting a relationship as it was
restarting a life. He didn’t quit the restaurant business despite a
couple very bad years in the nineties; he didn’t quit pursuing
young waitresses even though they were less and less interested
these days; he didn’t even quit smoking despite knowing better,
because smoking was fucking fantastic and, also, because Steve
Simons was not a quitter.

“They can put it on my tombstone,
okay, Here lies Steven J. Simons, who was not a quitter,” he
said to the guy at the third-rate bank, aware that his eyebrows
were beginning to sweat, “that’s how true it is. This is nothing
but a momentary setback. If you see me through this, I’ll tell you,
you will have my business forever.”

The guy at the bank did not seem impressed.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Simons,” he said, again. “We’re unable to extend your credit line any
further, as I’ve said a number of times now. I do wish you the best
of luck with the project. Now, if you’ll excuse me but…”

Which was a polite way of saying get out of
my face, you sweaty, broke loser. Simons swallowed carefully
and mopped off his forehead. So this was it. The end of an empire.
He had no choice now. He could sell, but he’d never recoup what he
had already put into the building. It should have been the easiest
money of his life—twenty brand-new condos on the edge of the next
hot neighborhood, where rents had easily doubled in the last couple
years. The fringes of downtown were perfect for the influx of New
Yorkers who’d chased fashion-industry jobs out to the Midwest, for
suburbanites who woke up one day determined to become interesting.
After two decades of helping the local economy with a string of
highly successful Olde Towne East restaurants, he was finally going
to get his payday. He’d gotten a no-brainer good deal on the land
itself, and all Simons had to do then was build.

But the project had been cursed from the
beginning. Protests from the neighborhood groups, who didn’t want
another high-occupancy building on Parsons, decrying him as a
money-grubbing gentrifier—him! Long-time resident of Bryden Road,
the Near East Side Restaurant King!; a string of mysterious thefts;
two fires; a site foreman who had an actual nervous breakdown in
the middle of laying brick for the elevator shaft and had to be
replaced, at the last minute and at great cost. Everything went
wrong, expensively. Dramatically. He had to sell some of his stake
in the restaurants, then a little more, he remortgaged his own
house, then re-remortgaged it, and by the latest estimate, Simons
still needed eight hundred grand to get the building into livable
condition. But these units would pay for themselves nearly right
away, if he could just get them finished. Except now, even the
third-rate bank, which at one time would have been happy to throw
money at him, was saying if you’ll excuse me but and getting
up from the desk, actually leaving him sitting there alone, because
that was how little he mattered.

He drew himself up to all of his
five-eight-and-a-half height and strode out to the lobby, where
Deirdra was waiting. She barely looked up from her phone when he
walked in. She said nothing. She didn’t even make a sympathetic
expression. This woman, his wife for chrissakes, whom he
hated in this moment even more than the third-rate banker, could
not be bothered to acknowledge him.
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