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An Aja Holland Novel

the way the day begins decides the shade of everything

but the way it ends depends on if you’re home

“New York Morning”

Elbow
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Chapter One
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Pavlov would undoubtedly agree there is no conditioned response stronger than a response conditioned by thirty years of routine.  That Jocko Morahan even bothered to set his alarm at night was a conditioned act in itself since, in another conditioned act, he regularly and invariably awoke a few minutes before it went off at 4:45 the following morning.  Even before his eyes had begun to creep open, he was reaching out to his nightstand where he knew he’d find the ancient Westclox to stifle the alarm.  Whether this was about avoiding the grating clang of the alarm or avoiding the pissing and moaning said clanging would bring from the figure on the other side of the bed, fetally curled into a tight round ball under the covers, remained an eternal open question, even in his own mind.

Morahan lay there for a bit, nothing on his mind other than how to slide, pull, and writhe his stiff body out of the bed without stirring the bed’s other occupant.  Of late, he’d noticed how much more difficult this was becoming.  Joints bent only stiffly, often made little popping noises, and, he thought, grimly, there must’ve been a time when he’d been able to do this without so much grunting.

Despite all the grunting and popping and even a little moaning, he got to his feet, flinching at the cold floor able to bite through the threadbare rug.  The glowing space heater in a corner of the small bedroom didn’t seem to be doing much against the pre-dawn chill.  Either that, he thought ruefully, or – like everything else—the pre-dawn chill was getting to him in a way it hadn’t used to.

He walked as lightly as his round, little form could, trying not to tease noises up from the warped-wood floor which seemed to have its own reasons for moaning.  All that ginger moving, and easy stepping disintegrated once his feet hit the cold tiles of the bathroom.

“JesusMotherMaryChrist!”  It came out in a streaming hiss.  He looked behind him to make sure he hadn’t awakened the balled-up figure in bed.

Another of Morahan’s perennial questions to himself:  Does she really sleep through this?  Or is the old cow an Academy Award-worthy fake?

Jocko and Violet Morahan lived in a small four room apartment above “Morahan’s” – a combination convenience store, coffee shop, saloon, and gas station on what passed for Warsaw’s main drag; a two-lane stretch of Route 201, what the old timers sometimes called the Old Canada Road when they wanted to sound like old timers.  Morahan came down the narrow, creaking steps which led into the cramped kitchen behind the dining room.  He flicked on the room lights and then the outside signs for “Food,” “Fuel,” “Drinks,” “Morahan’s,” then unlocked the front door.

He pulled on his ragged-edged cammo hunting jacket and steeled himself before stepping outside, but his steeling abilities were fading these days along with his joint flexibility.  The October morning chill drilled deep into his bones to stir more aches and set him shivering.  Still, things needed doing and he headed for the gas pumps to open the service ports and check if the paper rolls in the receipt dispensers needed changing.  He doubted it; there were days he could count on both hands the vehicles passing by; most of them lumber haulers heading south for the paper mill down Skowhegan, the closer Madison mill having closed some years ago. There were times he could go weeks without having to replace the roll.

“Mr. Twombley?”  The voice was feeble, quivering, Morahan almost hadn’t heard it, what with his own shivering.  “Mr. Twombley!”

Morahan turned.  The sun hadn’t cleared the horizon yet, the air was still grey and blue, everything more shadow than substance.  It took him a second, trying to focus for distance through his bifocals to see one of those shadows on the road, a vaguely human shape maybe fifteen yards or so distant, hanging on to the bullet-holed “Moose Crossing” sign on the road shoulder.

The sun must have crept up another degree at that moment, because everything began to seem a shade less gray, a shade more substantial.  The figure was a man, eyebrow-raisingly out of place in a sport jacket and tie, now stumbling and wavering his way along the shoulder toward Morahan.

“Mr. Twombley, help me!” the man called out – more of a gasp, a last gasp as it turned out.  The man took a final step, then dropped to his knees as he reached out toward Morahan who remained frozen at the gas pumps, still trying to make sense of what he was seeing and, even more so, hearing.  Then the man fell forward onto the wet grass and lay there, still.

Jocko Morahan blinked once, twice, looked up and down the empty highway.  The handful of tired-looking houses scattered along the roadside were still dark, and so was the sagging clapboard used-to-be church where Crazy Carl, who kept all sorts of odd hours working on Warsaw’s cars and appliances and whatever, lived, and old Cargill, whose work hours seemed wholly dependent on his mood, had yet to open his general store.  The fields across the road and, beyond them, the band of the Kennebec River, were lost in the morning gloom but were quiet and still, even the river it seemed.  It only slowly came to Morahan that whatever was going to be done about this had to be done by him.

“Oh, crap,” and he ran as fast as his stubby, stiff legs would allow, toward the man lying in the road.
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“Doc?”

Liz Tilley came to just enough consciousness to feel a light, tentative touch on her shoulder, barely shaking her.  It was light enough that she could dismiss it as a half-dream/half-memory:  being gently rocked awake by her dad for school, not so gently shaken awake by a panicky, confused intern while she tried to catch a few z’s in a Mass General doctor’s lounge.  Whatever; it wasn’t real, so she curled herself a little more tightly, more warmly under her three comforters, and started to let herself slip back—.

“Doc!”

Ok, that was real.  She cracked one eye open ever so slightly, until she saw the worry-furrowed face of Jocko Morahan hanging over her.

“Jesus, Christ, Jocko!”  And now she was awake, making sure nothing embarrassing might be peeking out from under the comforters.

“Hate to wake you, Doc — "

“I hate you waking me.”

“It’s an emergency, Doc.”

“Always.  Where?”

“My place.”

“A few minutes,” and she shooed Morahan out with a tired wave of her hand.

She didn’t move for a bit, partly because she was still waking up, partly dwelling on the not completely unpleasant thought that, This is what you signed up for, Lady:  a place with no locks on the doors, where everybody thinks they’re your pal, personal privacy is an alien concept, and your time belongs to everybody who knows you.

Whatever shreds of sleep Liz was still holding on to evaporated immediately once she stepped out of her house and the cold morning air hit her.  She pulled her plaid flannel coat a little tighter around her, or as well as she could with one cold hand pulled up inside a sleeve, and the other one similarly trying to stay warm with just one exposed finger looped around the handle of her medical bag.  She clomped/shuffled across the road in her bulky, untied Carhartts boots to Morahan’s place.  Even from the apron around the fuel pumps, she could see through the store’s plate glass front window at what she’d probably been called for.

There was a man sitting at one of the tables, holding a bloody bar towel to his forehead.  He was maybe a little older than her, close to forty she guessed, and couldn’t have looked more out of place in Warsaw than if he’d been part of a delegation from Mars:  tweed sport coat, tie, corduroy slacks.  She paused to take a quick look around, look for a car, crashed Lear jet, or alien spacecraft to account for the man’s presence, then went into Morahan’s.

She nodded at the man who didn’t look up, didn’t seem to notice her at all.  She heard Morahan clattering around in the kitchen, no doubt prepping for the few heads he referred to, without the slightest facetiousness, as “the breakfast crowd.”

“Jocko!”

“Yo!”

“Coffee!”  Then, after another look at the man, “Make it two!  And some ice!”

She pulled up a chair to sit in front of the man, offered the requisite routine comforting smile and beckoned him to remove the towel.  Without looking up, he let his hand with the towel drop, revealing an ugly gash across half his forehead.

“Ouch,” she said.

“I agree,” the man grumbled.

She reached into her bag, pulled on a pair of surgical gloves.

“You’re a doctor?”

“Some think so,” she said.

Close up, she could get a better look at him.  A square, serious but not unpleasant face, maybe a little younger than she’d first thought but worn in an undefinable way.  Something—not age or whatever had put that ding in his forehead – was taking a toll in his face, in those gray eyes.  There was an overnight’s growth of whiskers, a full head of dark hair with light touches of gray around the temples that, despite its morning-after muss, she could tell was cut with the kind of finesse you didn’t get at a neighborhood barber shop (not that Warsaw had one).  His clothes were mottled with damp spots, soaked through, as if he’d been laying in the dewy grass for some time.  His expensive-looking ox blood oxfords were caked with still-damp mud.

Morahan was back with two mugs of steaming black coffee and a small saucer of ice cubes.

The man squinted up at Morahan.  “You brought me here?”

“You don’t ’member?”

“I’m a little...”  and he faded out, but his eyes went past Morahan.  Liz followed the man’s gaze to the two over/under shotguns mounted crosswise over the bar.

Liz took one of the cubes and ran it gently along the swollen tissue on either side of the wound and that unsurprisingly brought his attention back to her.

“Ow.”

“Sorry,” she said.  “I’m trying to get the swelling down.”

“Are you a doctor?”

“You already asked me that.”

“Oh, man...”  He seemed daunted by his own fogginess.  “I hope you said yes.”

“You can hope.”

“Where am I?”

“Bleedin’ on my damn floor is where,” Morahan said with a glum look at the rust-colored blotches on the linoleum.  He picked up the stained dish towel.  “Never gettin’ that out.”

“What happened?” Liz asked the man.

“Hm?”  The man appeared to have drifted off.

“What-happened-to-you?”

“I think...I think there was a car accident.”

“You think?”

“I’m...not...”  He shook his head.

Liz started cleaning the wound with disinfectant.  The man winced.  “Yeah, I know,” she said, wincing sympathetically.  “Jocko, I think you better get Alfie.”

Morahan was still looking mournfully at his wasted bar towel.  “Ya know what these things cost?  I gotta go down Lewiston, all that way, restaurant supply place.”

“Jocko:  Alfie!”

“He’s probably still asleep.”

Liz took a patient breath.  “Then I suggest you wake his ass up.”

“He gets cranky when you wake him up.”

“Didn’t stop you waking me up!”

Morahan grabbed his cammo jacket.  “Keep an eye on the place, eh, Doc?” as he headed out.

“Yeah, I’ll try to keep the throngs at bay.”

The man’s groggy eyes cleared a bit, not in a good way, when Liz brought a syringe out of her medical bag.  “Um...”

“I’m going to give you some Lidocaine, numb you up there.  You need stitches and that won’t tickle otherwise.  The needle’s going to sting a bit.”

The man’s face puckered with the first prick of the needle.  “It did.  I don’t know if I asked this already; where am I?”

“Besides bleeding on Jocko Morahan’s floor?  Warsaw.”

“I’m assuming not the one in Poland.”

“Warsaw, Maine.”

The man’s eyes widened, again.  “I’m in Maine?”

“Where’d you think you were?”

“I—...”  His face went blank.  “I don’t know.”  He frowned as he watched her take tissue forceps, needle holder, and suture from her bag.

“Don’t worry,” Liz said.  “I’m a skilled professional.”  She held the needle holder up to him.  “Don’t get nervous, but do you know what this thingie is for?”

“Excuse me?”

“Kidding.  Relax.  Sadly, I get so much practice doing this kind of thing around here, I could do this with my eyes closed.  Want to see?”

“Madam, you’ve got a hell of a sense of humor.”

“Up here, one has to have one.”

He turned again, to look at the shotguns over the bar.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I was, um, wondering...  Are those just for show?”

“Oh, no, Jocko uses them.  Don’t worry.  He hardly ever uses them on customers.  Hardly.”

He mustered a weak grin.  “More jokes?”

“You better hope I’m joking.  He likes to show them off since they’re the only thing he owns worth a damn.”

The man turned back to the shotguns, his head cocked; Liz could see he was reaching for something but couldn’t quite grasp it.  Finally, with a shake of his head, he let it go.

By the time Morahan returned with Alfie Aubry in tow, Liz had stitched about half of the man’s wound closed.

“Did I miss any customers?” Morahan asked anxiously.

“You’re kidding, right?” Liz said.

Aubry gently pushed Morahan aside and stepped up.

Liz had long ago noted that Warsaw, like the rest of rural Maine, was, bit by bit, turning into a repository for the middle-aged and aging.  Kid got old enough for a driver’s license and he/she was gone:  off to college, off hunting for a job, off looking for...something, anything.  Alfie Aubry, like much of the population of Warsaw, was pushing fifty.  Still, Liz thought, he was an amazing specimen in that no matter how much nutritionless junk he stuffed in himself from Jocko Morahan’s stock, he remained a tall, almost skeletal figure, with a full head of salt-and-pepper hair that rarely saw a comb.  His leathery face was as rumpled as the often food/drink-stained and ill-fitting uniform – sleeves too short for his gangly arms, too-big pants bunched by a belt at his narrow waist—Liz could never remember seeing ironed.

Aubry had a tendency to slouch, as if his spindly frame couldn’t adequately support the weight of his top end with its massive push broom mustache, but now he cleared his throat and drew himself up to his considerable height.  “This him?” he asked no one in particular, trying to sound authoritative and not doing a very good job of it.

Liz turned to give him an are-you-serious look.

Aubry shrugged:  ok, not the best way to start.  “Jocko here, Mr. Morahan, I mean, he says you come walkin’ down the road, said somethin’ ’bout a car accident?”

“If that’s what he says...”

Aubry shook his head, confused by the response.

“Thing is,” the man sighed, “I don’t remember.”

“You don’t ’member comin’ up the road, seein’ Mr. Morahan here.”

“Nope.”

“He’s suffered quite a knock to the noggin, Alfie,” Liz said.  “He’s probably concussed.”

“Who’re you?” the man asked Aubry.

“Constable Aubry.”

The man looked questioningly to Liz.  “Constable?”

“Translation,” Liz said, “small town cop.”

“He’s it?”

Liz nodded.  “All of it.”

The man didn’t say it out loud, but his face flashed a resigned, Oh-oh.

Aubry took a moment to consider his next move, his thumb and index finger ruffling his mustache, then rustled around in one of his duty jacket’s pockets and came out with a small notebook.  He kept patting his pockets, looking for something.  “Um,” was all he had to say with a pained look to Morahan who rolled his eyes as he went over to the bar and brought back a pencil.  “How ’bout a coffee, Jocko, ’n’ maybe grab me a pack a those Swiss rolls on the way back.”

Morahan headed for the kitchen, grumbling a concern about who was paying for all this coffee largesse.

Aubry flicked the notebook open, shifted on his feet as if he was preparing for some great endeavor, poised his pencil over the first blank page.  “Let’s get your name.” 

“My name?”

“Seems a good place to start.”

Liz watched the man’s mouth open, then freeze, his pale grey eyes rapidly shift from surprise to confusion to...panic.  “I...I don’t know.”  What that actually meant seemed to dawn on him slowly, and then, “I don’t know!”  His chest started pumping up and down, a frantic bellows.

“Relax,” Liz said.  She snipped off the tail end of the suture and began applying gauze over the wound.  “I said that was a hell of a knock you took.  You’re going to be fuzzy for a while.”

“Let’s make it easy,” Aubry said.  “Why’nt you show me your ID?”

The man started patting at his pockets.  “ID?”

“Lemme see your wallet.”

“I, uh, I don’t seem to have, um...”  Again, that same panicked look.

“Ok, let’s try this,” Aubry said, and Liz could see he was bouncing between frustration, thinking he might be getting jerked around, and pure puzzlement.  “Empty your pockets.  Put everything on the table.”

The man stood too quickly and immediately began wavering on his feet.  Liz reached out to steady him.

“Are you hurt anywhere else?” she asked.

“Feels like everywhere else.”

“Does sound like a car accident,” Liz said to Aubry.

The man went through one pocket after another but the only thing that wound up on the table was a book of matches; black cover, with “Champagne” written in hot pink script across the image of crossed champagne flutes. 

“That it?” Aubry asked.

The man nodded.

“Were you robbed?”

The man’s mouth worked but managed only something like a resigned sigh combined with a cross between a shrug and shake of his head.  He dropped heavily back into his chair.

Liz took the man’s wrists in her hands.  He let her.  She held his right wrist up to Alfie, showing him a band of pale skin.  “Maybe that answers your question.”  She also noted – with a slight mental reprimand that she’d even thought to look—there was no such band on his left ring finger.

“Do you normally wear a watch?” Aubry asked but the man could only do that helpless shrug/nod thing again.

“I wouldn’t push him too hard, Alfie,” Liz cautioned.  “Like I keep telling you:  he took a hell of a conk.”

“So’s you keep sayin’.”

There was a screech of tires on macadam, and Liz couldn’t help but notice the comic effect of their three heads – hers, Aubry’s, the man’s, turning in unison toward the front window.  Even Morahan stuck his head out of the kitchen at the noise.

Headlights swept through the dining room as a car on the highway reversed, revved enough to bring a chirp from its spinning tires, before its nose whipped around and the car vaulted onto the pump apron, heading for Morahan’s so fast, Liz wondered – and flinched along with the others – if it’d stop in time.  The car lurched to a violent halt, the driver’s door popped open and a young fellow, looking as out of place as the injured man in designer jeans, brilliantly white Reeboks, and a GQ-caliber frock-length leather jacket, jumped out and ran for the door.

He froze at the door, taking in the frozen, fixed-eyed quartet inside, looked at first surprised at Aubry then smiled in relief before coming in.

“Jesus, I’m glad to see you guys!” he gasped.  “I was trying to call 911, but nothing, I got nothing—”

“Dead zone,” Aubry said.  “We’re in a dead zone.”

“Yeah, right, I figured,” the adrenaline-fueled words tumbled over each other, “I was looking for, ya know, a phone, I was going so fast I almost passed this place, ran right by it, but I saw the lights, the lights, then I saw you – " and he pointed to Aubry, “ – thank God, because a cop, well, that’s why I was trying to call 911—”

“Whoa whoa whoa, slow down a bit,” Aubry said.  “Why’d you need a policeman?”

The newcomer pointed off down the road.  “An accident, I guess, looks like an accident, a car, looks like a car went off the road, maybe a mile that way.”

At that, all heads now turned to the injured man.

The newcomer pointed at him.  “That your car?”

“Well, that’s a question,” Aubry said, frowning down at the injured man, “Ain’t it?”

For the first time, Liz saw the fog in the injured man’s eyes clear, and it was a pained, alarmed clarity.  “What about the woman?  Is she ok?”

Now it was the newcomer’s turn to look lost.  “What woman?”
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Chapter Three
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“Could you crank up the heat a bit, Alfie?”

“It is up.  ’S good’s it’s gonna get.  Been meanin’ to have Carl take a look at it,” which didn’t stop Aubry from fiddling with the heater controls.

Liz and the injured man were crammed into the back seat of Aubry’s ancient Jeep Wrangler, a vehicle so spotted with rust and primer cover-ups the local joke was it was some kind of camouflage pattern.  Liz had found an oil-spotted blanket jammed under the seat and thrown it over the man’s shoulders, but he was still shivering.

“That’s it!  Right there!”  This was the new guy, bouncing excitedly in his seat and almost taking Aubry’s eye out as he pointed to the boxy vehicle ahead on the opposite side of the road, nose down on the embankment, front end buried in the high grass, passenger door hanging wide open.  They were about a mile south of Warsaw.

Aubry pulled the Wrangler over onto the near shoulder, sat for a long moment, engine idling, studying the car.  The sun still hadn’t broken the horizon, but the open fields of high grass and shrubs beyond the off-roaded car were changing from pre-dawn grayness to dew-glistening green under a thin layer of breeze-rippling mist.

After a bit, Aubry gave a long, meditative sigh, but Liz knew that was typical of him.  It was easy to think of Aubry as dim on first meeting him, but she’d been in Warsaw long enough to know that he was someone who liked to take his time thinking through his moves before he made them.

He pulled out his notebook, made some notes as he studied the car.  “You come here in a time machine?” he finally asked the injured man.

“Hm?”

“What is that?  It’s older than this wreck.”

“Ford Bronco.  Nineteen-ninety.”

Aubry slowly turned to the man, his bushy eyebrows slowly raising.  “So that is your vehicle?  You seem to know it pretty good.”

But the man made some kind of face, not quite a frown.  Liz got the impression he was again mentally reaching for something...but couldn’t quite grasp it.

“Well?” Aubry pushed.  “Is it?”

“Yeeeaaah...”

“But?”

The man still couldn’t get hold of it.  “Something else.”  But then just looked helplessly at Aubry.

By now, Aubry – like Liz – had come to expect this kind of thing from the man.  “Riiiight,” Aubry said with a sighed resignation.  “Well, you kept it in better shape than mine.”  Low bar though that might be, Liz thought the Bronco looked shockingly pristine, same as it had when it rolled off the showroom floor.

Aubry turned to the new guy.  “Your name?”

“Gilbert Parfitt.  People call me Gilly.  I hate Gilbert.”

“I can understand that,” Aubry said, making the note, “though I’m not sure ‘Gilly’ ’s a whole lot better.”  Aubry finally killed the engine, did another of those contemplative fingertip run-throughs of his mustache, then opened his door.  “You wanna get out, fine, but stay around my Jeep.  Don’t want nobody clompin’ ’round down there just yet.”

Liz smiled; slow talking, slow moving, but never underestimate the man.

As Aubry walked toward the Bronco, giving it a wide berth while he checked out the ground, Parfitt climbed out, then Liz and the injured man.  She had to help him:  his various aches and pains didn’t make climbing out of the Wrangler easy, and as soon as he got to his feet on the road he began to waver until Liz propped him up against the side of the Jeep.  His shivering grew worse.

“Why don’t you get back in the Jeep?”

“It’s not any warmer in there.”

She had to grin at that because he was right.  She started to strip off her coat.  “Take this.”

“I couldn’t – “

“I’m layered up, I’ll be fine.”  She wasn’t just being nice.  When she had first moved up to Warsaw, the locals had told her there’d be fall days where the temperature could vary 15-20 degrees between morning and nightfall.  “Layer up,” they told her.  “Strip down as it gets warmer, put ’em back on when it gets colder.”  So, on these chill mornings, her standard attire was a cami, thermal top, New England Patriots jersey, a flannel long sleeve, then her flannel coat.  “At least let me—...”  And she draped her jacket over the blanket around his shoulders.
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