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  A Ghostly Christmas Present

A Clarke Lantham Mystery






For crappy Christmas presents, Detective Clarke Lantham figures most people couldn't beat getting thrown in an out-of-state jail on a trumped up charge. So when he calls up his brother for help with bail, he thinks he's prepared for the ordeal of spending a holiday weekend with relatives who put the "strange" back in "estranged.

That was his first mistake. But with an old client gumming up the works, a ten-year-old niece with a ghost problem, and an occasional murder competing for his attention, it might not be his last.
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CLANG.

IT'S A SPECIAL SOUND TO HEAR ON Christmas
Eve morning, more distinctive than any Salvation Army bell.
Immediately before you hear it, some gruff guard is liable to bellow
out an “all clear”—but I wouldn't count on it. Like cops,
prison guards come in two flavors: the compassionate ones that wanted
to make the world a better place, and the abused kids that grew up to
be bullies.

Cops—well, cops in well-run
departments—tend to tilt toward the former. Prison guards tend to
tilt the other way. So if your hand gets crushed when the gate
closes, it's more entertainment for them.

They sure as hell didn't know what to do
with me. They kept looking at me and saying “you don't belong
here,” even during the strip search. 


Of course, in this podunk Twin Peaks
wannabe town, the sheriff's deputy that threw me in here claimed they
didn't have any room left in the holding tank because of too many
drunks. Besides, I used to be a cop. I'd be fine in lockup, right?

Yeah, right.

Naturally, they stuck me with the big
mean-looking dude who would've been called “Bubba” in any decent
prison movie. That he introduced himself as “Manny,” and had
about a third grade education, gave the whole enterprise just enough
pathetic to keep me fighting back my menacing laughter.

“You an' me's cellies now, boy.” On
anyone else, that squeaky voice would be a dead giveaway that his
balls were just starting to drop, except this guy was easily twenty
five and—judging by the swastika on his shaved head and the Black
Power tattoo on his left shoulder—a confused victim of identity
politics. Hearing him schlep up behind me like he expected me to beg
his favor wasn't one of the more companionable roommate experiences
I've ever had, and I went to school at U.C. Santa Cruz. “You's
gonna be my good boy and I'll make sure life is real purdy for ya.”


I heard fly buttons pop open behind me.
In jail for fifteen minutes, and I already got an overgrown third
grader trying to play doctor with me. Joy to the world, my cell-mate
wants to come.

I stepped back from the bars until I
bumped into him and said, in my best quavery scared-as-hell coward
voice, “You promise? Thanks, man.” I reached back 'til I found
his hip, snaked my hand down to his balls, and got a good handful.
Then, I gave them a nice squeeze and a slow twist.

“Ooh, that's right boy, jes...ow! What
the...” I clamped down so hard he couldn't do anything but grab the
bunk and try to stay upright so I didn't take his nuts off if he fell
backward.

Another really good twist, and a little
more pressure, I turned around to make sure I had his undivided
attention. “Oh come on now, Immanuel. I'm not your captive.”
Yeah, I was in that kind of mood. Endless Christmas music in hotel
lobbies does that to me.

He squeezed out a “Huh?” between
groans and failed attempts to scream.

“So here's the deal. We're gonna be
pals. You and me, all the way. But I ain't your catcher, or I'll take
these,” I gave his jewels another twist, “and make 'em into a
necklace. You got me?”

Staring down a guy four inches taller and
a couple hundred pounds heavier than you isn't exactly a trick you
learn in kindergarten. Time on the beat has its advantages.

He gritted his teeth. Sweat beads coming
up on his head now. Face red as Rudolph's nose. Kept him in too much
pain for the adrenaline to help him any. Good thing too—he could've
made a smoothie out of me without trying. But after this much pain, I
was banking that he'd need to sleep off the testicle torsion before
he got his revenge. A bit of a gamble: there weren't any scheduled
activities for a couple hours yet, so I was stuck in here with him.

And he wasn't answering my question.

“I said,” I scooted close enough that
he tried to retreat. Coach, we have a first down. “Do you
got me?”

He still didn't say anything.

“Look, if you don't answer me, I might
just have to blow you. And I haven't had breakfast yet today.” I
squeezed a little harder. Much harder and I might actually break
something. “So, you got me?”

“Yeah, yeah, goddammit, I got ya,” he
squeaked.

“Good man.” I let go all at once and
gave him a gentle push. He collapsed on the bed with his hands
cradling his genitals, and curled into a fetal position with his ass
hanging out of his drawers.

Well, there was gonna be a full moon
tonight. Might as well start early.

I turned my attention back to the view
out the bars and ran over my less-than-dignified Christmas Eve.

Count on the idiot named “Clarke
Lantham” to provoke a cop just because the cop was a prick. Count
on him to do it in a state where his lawyer wasn't a member of the
bar, and the only person he could call was the brother whom he'd
deliberately avoided telling he was in town. And then, count on that
same self-professed idiot to do it all when he was trying to get home
by rental car to see to a business emergency.

Yeah, there's some things only the
ass-end of a set of prison bars can teach you. Chief among them
being: “Don't try to find a way out of Sea-Tac through the suburbs
when a snowstorm closes the airport.”

Granted, it isn't the kind of
fortune-cookie proverb that's likely to come in handy every day, but
if the waitress at the Hilton had been kind enough to scribble it on
my receipt this morning I'd be at least a whole mile south of the
airport by now, without having the extra helping of testicles before
lunch.

If I'm gonna be honest, though—and,
when you're standing in a prison cell with a four-hundred-pound
six-foot-seven cellie snoring like a polar bear with flu, there isn't
much sense in self-deception—my assistant Rachael pegged my first
mistake during our phone meeting yesterday. Her typically genteel
appraisal of my situation ran something along the lines of “Jesus
Christ, Lantham, only you would go to an insurance convention in
Seattle in the middle of inheritance season and not check the weather
report. How the hell did you stay in business before you hired me?”

She was gonna crap fresh grapefruits when
she heard about my current predicament. Top of my agenda was not
letting her find out yet—last thing I needed this morning was guff
from my twenty-year-old underpaid gothy employee. Particularly when
she was right about it.

Now I just had to wait for my
brother-who-wishes-he-wasn't to show up, and ponder the meaning of
Christmas—which was ostensibly coming tomorrow, though the weather
seemed to have different ideas.

I can sum up the meaning of Christmas in
one word:

Crunch.

Otherwise known as “the sound you don't
want to hear when you're in a car.”

For me, the holiday season is full of
little surprises from Santa like that one. Most years, I'm home in
Oakland, and December in Oakland is just miserable. The worst
thing you've ever seen. I mean, in bad years we'll get ten or twelve
inches of rain over the month, and the thermometer will drop to
almost forty degrees during the day—sometimes, I shit you not,
we'll even get some frost overnight. It's a horror show for
traffic—the interstates can get so bad that it might actually take
more than an hour to make the fifty miles from Oakland to Los Gatos.
Really rough, right? If you live in the Bay Area, you learn to hate
it.

So, really, the thing about winter is
that, around the Bay, you kinda forget what the thing about winter
is. You think about the rain and the minor bump in traffic. You think
about what a pain in the ass it is to have to remember gloves if
you're going out after dark and intend to spend any amount of time
outside—because, really, who goes outside in winter after sunset
for any reason other than to get from the car to a club? You get to
think that these kind of piss-ant conditions actually constitute “bad
weather.” You forget that something called “snow” exists in the
rest of the country.

With that in mind, you probably think the
reason that the side of my car was mushroomed in from a broadside in
the Seattle slush was that I blew through a signal at ten miles an
hour on slick ice, right?

Yeah, you'd think that. It hurts when
reality doesn't cooperate with prejudice, doesn't
it? I run into that all the time. 


Sorry for the surly mood. It's been a
hell of a few days. But rest assured, I keep my cold-weather knives
sharp with twice-annual refresher courses at Infineon. Have to. My PI
license means I can operate anywhere in California, and you never
know when someone's going to call you up to Dodge Ridge or Tahoe to
find their missing cat.

So yeah, I'm spoiled rotten, but I also
live in California, so I pay a lot for my spoiling. And I'd have an
excuse if I drove like crap in the snow, even though I don't. The
mooks up in Washington, though, who get snow at least once a year,
act like they've never seen the stuff. White flakes start falling
from the sky and they all rush out to the store at sixty
miles-an-hour to buy God a fresh bottle of Head and Shoulders.

Of all the sounds that can tickle your
ears when you're in the car, “crunch” is right up there with
“boom” for ones you don't want to hear. But it's really
not a sound you want to hear when you're sitting at a stop-light on a
road in suboptimal driving conditions, or when it's accompanied by
the sound of a honking horn and a pair of high-beams embedding
themselves in your driver-side window frame three inches from your
head. About the only good thing that can come out of a sound like
that is the relief when you realize the truck hadn't been going fast
enough to actually push you out of the driver's seat.

But the local cops don't see it that way
when they get a look at your out-of-state license, which is why they
had me leaning against their car while they took my statement,
debating whether they should charge me with reckless endangerment.

“You know that it's against the law to
drive so fast that you put other people in danger, don't you?”
Officer Bellman said. He was easily the more senior of the two, in
his mid-forties and none-too-happy to be out on a day like this. Up
here, they called places like Vancouver and Tacoma “cities,” and
this guy had the big-fish/small-pond thing going behind the
coffee-stained breath that he insisted on sharing with me.

“What part of 'He lost control and damn
near killed me' doesn't compute?” 


Bellman hitched his belt up, spread his
legs a little apart, and swaggered up so he was close enough to kiss
me. I resisted making the obvious joke. 


“I've got you on misdemeanor
endangerment, buster, this ain't the time to go pissing me off.”

“Look,” I put my hands between my
butt and the car so I wouldn't be tempted to shove him off me, “I
don't actually think you're an idiot. But it's cold out, and
your breath says you've only had one pot of coffee today. I'm just
saying you need more antifreeze if you're going to expect your brain
to work when you're out in this weather.”

“That's it. Turn around and spread
'em.”

I shrugged and did what he said. Yeah, I
know it's dumb to antagonize the cops, but at that point I didn't
give a damn. At that point, I was getting a kick out of the fantasy
of suing this joker for false arrest just so I could be the cherry on
top of his Sunday the same way he was currently dolloping whipped
turds on top of mine. 


So, there I was in the klink, waiting for
my kid brother Sam—who should have been called Smeagol—to show up
and post for me. Then I'd have to stay with him over the holiday
until the arraignment on Tuesday. Christmas with this branch of the
family? Even Dante never thought of that one.

I ground my teeth together. It should
have been a nice day of getting slowly sodomized by the gods of
Seattle traffic. Rachael had called this morning to tell me that
there was a problem with Southland, and it was no good going into it
on the phone because they wouldn't settle for dealing with my
assistant, no matter what. No, they wouldn't talk on the phone. Yes,
it had to be in person.
No, she didn't have any other details.

Which meant I couldn't wait for the
airport to open back up, so I'd rented a subcompact and tried heading
south on my own. A thirteen hour drive in good weather, so I'd
probably get home about the time the weather broke and I coulda just
taken a two hour flight, but at least I wouldn't be sitting around
the bloody Airport Hilton cooling my heels. I'd comforted myself with
the knowledge that at least the conference netted me a handful of
leads for regular insurance gigs. Steady work is the unicorn of the
self-employed, and there ain't a one of us who's virginal in any
sense.

Sam showed up before Manny could find his
way back to the land of the wakeful. Just as well—I didn't fancy
trying to convince him he needed to buy me flowers before we got
serious about our enforced cohabitation.

But Sam I hadn't seen in more than ten
years, and I can't say they sat well on him. He was standing in the
waiting area past the checkpoint in the front office. A couple inches
taller than me at six five, thin like a toothpick that hadn't been
eating properly. At about thirty-two he was three years younger, and
he had smoker's lines starting to come in around his eyes and
jawline. Last time I saw him was before his wedding. Now he looked
like someone who spent a good part of his time playing chewing
tobacco to Lady Luck.

“Clarke.” He nodded, but barely.
Didn't stick out a hand, but he did carry one of my bags. It was more
sociable than I expected.

“Sam.” I returned the nod.

A banker in the day time for one of those
little independent banks that customers run to when the big banks
fail, his Bentley said money almost as much as his house did—a
house that took us an hour and a half to find in the ice and
snow-covered hill maze.

No chauffeur, which half-surprised me. He
set the bags in the back seat and flipped an effete hand to the
passenger door, then shambled around to his side, crouching, on the
edge of a flinch, like someone used to being hunted. Not the same guy
who'd thrown me out of his life once upon a time—on the upside, at
least he came and bailed me out.

We didn't slip-slide all over the
road—snow tires. Said he kept a spare set in the garage for days
like this. He seemed to know which roads to drive to avoid the
idiots.

“You still with Oakland?” He asked.

He was still on speaking terms with our
mom,
so he should have known better. Cheap jab. I played it straight. “No.
Private now.”

“Hmph. Interesting work?”

“Keeps me busy.”

“Hmph.” Aside from a little bit of
the perfunctory tour-guide routine, he didn't say anything much for
the rest of the drive. Then again, we'd said all there was to say
twelve years ago.

“Well, here we are.” He squeezed it
out of a tight throat, like he was constipated and trying to get
things moving. “Built in the twenties. Three governors lived here
after they retired.”

“Peachy.”

The house was Gothic Revival—high
pitched roofs, big lawn, hill, winding drive, nasty-looking
wrought-iron gates. The kind of place you might see in a costume
drama, or a Rocky Horror remake, all buried in white.

The reception inside the house was
slightly less chilly. I guess upper class manners demand a hell of a
hospitality act.

He had me set my things in the foyer,
then showed me personally to the dining room where the family seemed
to be just finishing up with dinner.

“Clarke!” Samantha—yes, Sam's wife
was also called Sam; my brother came up short in a lot of areas, but
height and narcissism were two in which he measured up well enough to
make a try for the record books—welcomed me with a
just-barely-too-warm hug that, along with her parents sitting
indifferently at the other end of the long table, made it painfully
easy to remember why I hadn't been invited to the wedding. She broke
the hug and held on to my arms for a minute, looking at me as if she
were trying to see whether I'd changed at all, and in what direction.

Her face was all smiles, but her eyes had
a hint of the same hunted look I saw on my brother.

She turned to the rest of the table.
“Mom, Dad, you remember Clarke.” 


Her father grunted a perfunctory
greeting. Her mother showed a tad more hospitality, but only as far
as etiquette demanded. There are some people who serve as the perfect
moral barometer: If they approve of you, it's time to do some serious
soul searching. 


“Tom. Edith. Good to see you're doing
well.” I nodded to each of them and smiled a bit, not insincerely.
If they were still alive, it went a long way to explaining Sam's
bearing. 


I turned my attention to the three kids.
Twin twelve-year-old boys—the product of Samantha's youthful
rebellion against the silver handcuffs she'd been born into—and a
younger girl, nine or ten if memory served. Even if the trademark
pokey ears didn't mark her out as a Lantham, the way she fidgeted
under the burden of formality certainly did. “Let's see if I
remember.” I made a show of squinting hard to remember, “Jimmy,
who hates chocolate, Albert, who loves peas, and...Sarah,” I looked
at her plate, “Who can't stand potatoes.”

The boys weren't very impressed, but
Sarah seemed to appreciate that someone noticed her. That figured.
Sam might be aging fast, but he hadn't changed much otherwise. 


“Who are you?” she asked, all narrow
eyes and suspicion like she was having trouble placing me on the
friend/foe graph.

“This is your uncle Clarke from San
Francisco,” Samantha said.

I managed not to mutter “Oakland.” In
this part of the world, it was a meaningless distinction—one city,
you were a fag, in the other, you were a gangbanger. All things
considered, and despite my adventure in prison earlier today, I'd
rather be thought light in the loafers than fast on the trigger. Not
that I expected these kids to have picked up that much fine-grained
prejudice yet.

Jimmy said “hi” with a tone of relief
that only comes from having endured too much attention from
micro-managing grandparents. Albert, already jockeying to be the pack
alpha, stood, sized me up, then walked over and offered a hand, which
I shook.

“So what do you do in San Francisco?”

“I'm a private detective.”

His eyes did a convincing impersonation
of saucers. “Like The Maltese Falcon?”

“Something like that.”

“Caught
any serial killers?”

“Honey,” Samantha interposed herself
between us, “Your uncle Clarke's had a long day, and needs to eat
something before you...”

“No, no, that's fine.” Damn the fact
that it wasn't my house, I've got a thing about kids that are forced
into good behavior. “Ask me anything you like, but dinner sounds
good.”

“You like pheasant?”

“At this point I'd eat a raw
rhinoceros.” 


“Cynthia!”
Samantha clapped her hands like she was calling a dog. A maid,
probably a grad student and wearing the most genuine smile I'd seen
all evening, and followed by the sound of bawdy laughter, poked her
head through what turned out to be the kitchen door.

“Yes?”

“Bring
a plate for our guest?”

“Certainly, ma'am.” She disappeared
again.

The dining room was a cherry-wood
finished affair with a long, formal table set without a tablecloth.
No centerpiece to prevent the diners from seeing each other—judging
by the seating arrangements, this was probably so that the kids
wouldn't have anything to hide behind while being scrutinized by the
adults on the other side of the table. The head was empty, and I was
tired enough that my inhibitions were riding pretty thin, so I didn't
quite manage to squelch a very childish impulse.

“I wonder if I...no, never mind.”

“What?” Samantha asked.

“Well...no, never mind, really, it's
stupid.”
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