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I never knew him by any other name but Hammer, but I knew him well from his bloody legacy and I was decidedly not his friend.  I grew to know increasingly more about him after the police found the pieces of his chainsaw-ripped body mixed with two others in an otherwise empty oil drum in the back of a stolen Ford truck, wiped clean of prints, down near the docks.

Word has it if you wanted someone hurt bad or worse, you made the call to a man named Sharpie over at the pool hall and he became the conduit to Hammer and for the cash.  Sharpie was Hammer’s choice as a front because he kept his mouth shut and his dealings mostly clean though he skimmed ten percent off every transaction in cash that was never reported.  I found a cardboard box full of twenties with rubber bands around them, fifteen thousand dollars in all, in the loft of the pool hall right where Sharpie must have hidden it.  Sharpie’s body was also in that barrel with Hammer’s, unhinged by a chainsaw just like his.  

What Dolores Bleacher was doing with those two no one has discovered, and making her was somewhat difficult because her fingers and toes had been removed before the heavy work began.  No fingers, no toes, no prints.  The coroner believed that she had been alive through most of the cutting though he could not gauge the pain levels she must have experienced.  He told me that at some point the woman must have passed out, and then, of course, she had died.

Dolores had gone missing at roughly the time when all three in the barrel had been executed, and yours truly demanded that the woman’s DNA be checked against the database.  At this point, they identified her as a high-end prostitute with a criminal record for extortion and murder-for-hire.  I was not convinced that I could eliminate any of her priors from this case.  I only know that nothing is more intimate than a ménage `a trois, mingling one brunette broad with two dead male bodies in a drum with blood as the binder.

An anonymous tip received the night they were found supplied the location of the abattoir where they had been slaughtered.  A tip that was buried by the flurry of other emergencies that night including a robbery in progress and a drug network raid that involved half the force, the DEA, the FBI, the ATF and other sundry alphabet agencies.  Long after finding the truck, when I asked that they check the record of incoming calls, they found a partial transcription of the anonymous call with the address and sent a squad car out to the warehouse.  There inside on the floor, the two officers found blood everywhere and three still-working chainsaws caked with the same.  They roped off the entire building and called in homicide to make the link to the barrel of fun with Hammer and the others.  When forensics did their job, no prints were found, but the blood from the warehouse matched the blood in the barrel with no exceptions.  The warehouse was where Hammer, Sharpie, and Dolores had been murdered in cold blood.  Homicide believed that at least three perps did the executions, and others may have been present also.  Maybe it was ‘theater in the round’.  Who knows? Unless I could break the case or the police get another tip from the anonymous caller, we were stuck.

I checked on Dolores through informers and cold interviews with working girls in her district.  Dolores, they all said, was a stuck-up chick who kept to herself.  She worked hard, and she did business with johns some of the others had turned down even when a lot of money had been offered.  If Dolores did what those men wanted, they said, it served her right.  She would even have those bearded, uncircumcised weirdoes who wore smock gowns and beat their women and their prostitutes with canes.  The last anyone knew of Dolores was the night before she had disappeared when one of those bearded men had been seen departing from her little apartment room on the street.  The man had been twirling his worry beads over in his hand and whistling as he walked with a swagger.

I usually avoid making direct contact with the Imams at the mosques, but under the circumstances, I decided to call on a couple of informants in the community and discovered that Dolores was the prostitute of choice for the Imams. They bragged to each other about having the woman first and then caning her for being an infidel and sinner afterward.  One Imam, in particular, was a regular, once a week at least.  Sometimes he took friends along to participate or just to watch.  Shortly before Dorothy disappeared, the Imam took a hard-looking man with a scarred face along for an evening’s entertainment.

I made an appointment to talk with this Imam, and he chose to come to my second-floor office where I had tidied up my racing forms in neat piles on the floor by the wall and shuffled my stack of unpaid bills as if they were important papers in my inbox.  I dusted the visitor chair across my desk, even emptied and polished my ashtray but worked hard to fill it again with butts and ashes before he arrived.  When he knocked on my door, I thought the smoky den was almost presentable.  After he had entered, it was clear that he felt the place was unclean and unfit for someone of his stature, spiritual leader that he was.  I had to admit the man had presence, with eyes that probed and insinuated.  When he sat down uncomfortably in the wooden armchair I had dusted for him, he obviously avoided making contact with its arms and launched into a defensive battery of objections about being questioned in regards to an infidel slut and whore.  He asked whether I knew that Muslims do not frequent prostitutes because the Quran forbade it, and when I stated coolly that I had witnesses with times and dates of his weekly assignations with Dolores Bleacher, he changed tactics to accuse his flock of occasional indiscretions.  When I described the Imam’s companion voyeur at his last encounter with Dolores, the Imam jumped at the chance to fob off the blame to him, by talking very fast, ending in a diatribe against radical Islam.

The upshot of the Imam’s vituperation was that a fellow Muslim visiting from a foreign land had asked to be taken to a clean prostitute, and the Imam had taken him to Dolores.  The Imam confessed that he had witnessed the coitus of the man with the prostitute, but that he had beaten both parties with a cane for their sinful behavior.  Righteously, the Imam said that the foreigner had remained for two weeks in the city and then flew with his associates back to their country.  Questioning his account, I learned that the foreigner and the five men who were with him during his stay at the Mosque were Iranian.  The six Iranians had been in the city on business that involved buying and selling, and the Imam, a fellow Shiite, had been recommended as the right contact for them by the people who know such things in Iran.

When I asked the Imam about the leader among the Iranians, he said that the man was a former member of the Iranian Quds Force—a great warrior who had suffered many wounds, including a gash on his face, in support of just causes, Allah be praised.  He had come up from South America via a ground route.  After the six had completed their business, they had all flown back to Iran.  I thanked the Imam for being forthright in answering my questions, but I wanted to ask one additional question, “What business, do you suppose, these Iranians had in this city?”  The Imam said that he had no idea.

I sat at my desk thinking and chain smoking for at least an hour after the Imam departed.  I felt like taking a bath for having been in his presence, and I did wipe the seat in which he had sat to be sure that he left no cooties behind.  I thought I knew a lot about hypocrisy, but I had never seen such a slimy wiggler of a hypocrite baldly lying about everything because, for him, it is obligatory to lie to me, the infidel.  I took a friend, Jack Daniels, with me, and slipped my .38 caliber revolver in my belt just in case.

Kenneth Mander and I went way back, but I cannot tell how because that would be a violation of national security secrets.  After he had arrived at my motel room in the late afternoon, I poured us three fingers each of JD and launched into my hour-long account of the Hammer case and the Imam’s interview.  When I had finished my narrative, Mander poured us each another three inches of JD, and he began, in his cryptic way, to tell me what at first seemed to be an unrelated tale.

Mander said that a group of six Iranian spies had landed in Caracas, Venezuela after a flight from Iran.  They were led by a current member of the Iranian Quds Force, an assassin, and dirty tricks villain, with a list of nefarious exploits too long to enumerate.  His A-team had resumes that made Capote’s In Cold Blood read like A Child’s Garden of Verses.  For these animals disguised as humans, he said, their own word halal must have had no meaning because they made an abattoir everywhere they went.  They left mutilated corpses, many dismembered by chainsaws, to cover their movements through each country they passed.  Fatalities stretching from Panama through Mexico, along with the latest example of their work—the slaughter of Hammer, Sharpie, and Dolores.  It was characteristic for these Islamists to consort with prostitutes and cut-outs where they did business, killing them all just before they departed for home with their mission accomplished.  Mander, taking another long drink from his glass, contended that the Quds Force was up to something much nastier than their blood lust slaughtering of a few no longer useful tools.  Theirs was no longer a case for law enforcement, but one for the shadowy operational world of the CIA.  In fact, Mander confided, a classified Presidential Finding had been issued to assassinate the six Iranians who had killed so wantonly whenever the opportunity should arise.  I told Mander that I appreciated the intel and that I felt as if I wanted to help in some way.  

Ken Mander shook his head, “John Fulghum, you are a true patriot, and I know that you will tell us if anything further turns up that might interest the Agency.  For example, if the leader of the group turns up in the city again.  I warn you that talking with the Imam has put you in the danger zone.  Watch your Six, if you’ll pardon the pun.”  

We parted with a handshake, and I knew that I no longer had a case.  The Agency would chalk up the three murders to the list of accounts for which the six Iranians would atone.  Knowing Mander, I felt that he would make the kills himself if he could do so.

****
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I FORGOT ABOUT THE entire affair insofar as expunging memories of the repellant blood, body parts and scents of putrefaction can be accomplished.  Five weeks later, under the office door, a postcard appeared.  On the picture side was a photo reproduction of a painting by Soutine, and on the message side was a greeting with the valediction, “Six Down!” I took a thumbtack from my desk drawer and pinned the Soutine postcard to the poster board behind my desk.  I do love knowing what I cannot ever really know.  So far, I have not seen the Imam again, but the thought of him makes me regret that he was not included in the atonement.

I returned to my captain’s chair with two racing forms and dumped the contents of my overflowing ashtray into the trashcan under my desk.  I then lit up a Marlboro and watched the smoke curl up into the dingy area of the ceiling.  Something was definitely missing.  I pulled out the second desk drawer on the right.  There it was, right where I had left it - an unopened bottle of Jack Daniels whiskey and a glass.  I raised the bottle and opened it.  Having taken out the glass and polished it with my handkerchief, I poured two fingers of the brown elixir.  For good measure, I poured a third finger.  

The image of the abattoir would not go away.  I thought about the things that kept me in the game.  Helping the good guys win was at the top of my list.  I took a long drag on my Marlboro, raised the glass of JD and gazed at the rich brown color.  I thought a toast was in order.

“Here’s to the agents who took down the six!” I said aloud.  I drank and felt the warmth run down to my stomach, yet somehow that did not seem sufficient.  I tried again.

“Here’s to the good guys whoever they are!” I drank again.  This time, I felt much better.

I picked up the racing form and with a pencil ran down the names of horses until I found the one I was looking for—Hammersmith.  It was surely worth a try.
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Crop Duster
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The two boys’ bodies were found along a red clay road, not five minutes from the local airport, and from the way the bullets had entered their craniums from the top rear indicated execution-style slayings.  The location of the corpses was not where the boys had been murdered because no sign of their blood or brains was found anywhere near the bodies.  Additionally, the color and consistency of the clay dust on their clothing did not match the ground where they lay.  The two .38 caliber slugs that had done the fatal damage may have been fired by two police weapons, but it would have been dangerous to speculate in that direction so no one did so.  

Public outrage about the killings was limited to the boys’ mothers because the boys had often run afoul of the authorities.  By the time the corpses had been buried, the case was rapidly becoming cold and would have been erased from memory except that Jean Sturral, the comely elder sister of Ben Sturral, the older of the two slain boys, brought in the outside help of John Fulghum, PI, to find the murderers and bring them to justice.  Jean Sturral was an equestrienne and friend of a former client of John Fulghum.  Fulghum was frankly tired of doing pro bono work, but Ms. Sturral and his former client were importunate and his interest deepened when Jean told him what she thought her brother Ben and his friend Stew were doing on the night they died.  

Fulghum was intrigued by the idea that the teenage boys wanted to observe a crop duster’s landing and handling way past the middle of the night while remaining out of sight.  He was also intrigued by the speed with which the local police wanted to shelve any inquiry into the murders, which had been proclaimed unsolvable for no good reason.  Something about this Arkansas homicide case smelled even more pungently than the reek of the solvent that had been found on both the murdered boys’ shoes.  In fact, it smelled like a mix of Little Rock, Arkansas, and Washington, DC, black politics.  Fulghum, knowing about black ops from his military service, suspected the root of the matter went fairly high up in both the state and federal governments.

Fulghum was a patriot as his combat record with three Bronze Stars and a Purple Heart clearly showed, but he could not abide the cold-blooded murder of two innocent children or the cover-up of a heinous crime that had huge implications.  When Fulghum arrived in Arkansas, he had no trouble laying his hands on the coroner’s reports or viewing the area where the bodies had been found.  He interviewed Jean Sturral for three hours, and she put him in touch with her friend Lucy Moran, the girlfriend of Stew Burrage.  With the help of Jean and Lucy, Fulghum pieced together a pattern that stretched back over a year to the first time when Ben had stayed out all night to shoot raccoons out by the airport.  Jean said that Ben had observed a lone crop duster land on the runway of the airport around two o’clock in the morning.  That was anomalous and suspicious, but what happened next was a mystery.

A group of three men met the plane on the ground and watched it taxi to the wash-down area where the pilot climbed down and pulled on a slicker and boots that were provided to him so that he matched all the others’ dress.  With hoses and brushes, the four men washed the plane from stem to stern, with particular attention to the undercarriage and wheel assemblies.  After the plane was clean, they pushed it into a special hangar, closed and locked the hangar door, and then hosed down the entire wash-down area.  A particularly rank-smelling solution was applied to it, then brushed off the tarmac with push brooms. Then the four men took off their slickers and boots, put them into an upright barrel, applied kerosene and burned them.  Ben watched the process without being seen and he wrote down everything he could recall about it in his diary when he returned home.  After sharing what he had seen with his friend Stew, the two decided to penetrate the mystery represented by the plane.  

Jean told Fulghum that the two boys became obsessed.  They went on early morning observation raids regularly before they discerned a pattern of takeoffs and landings that focused their surveillance in two windows of time on one day of the week.  They recorded how the plane was loaded prior to takeoff and how it was scrubbed with the same elaborate care each time when it returned.  The boys could not find evidence of any night crop dusting that occurred anywhere in Arkansas or within two hundred miles of the airport.  Then Stew began to draw range rings for the maximum possible round trip of the plane, and he reached the absurd-seeming breakthrough that the plane, which always headed south right after takeoff and came from the south on its return, must be flying regular missions offshore to Cuba and back again.

Fulghum asked the girls about the location of Ben’s diary, but they both shook their heads as Jean told him that it had been seized by the police as evidence without leaving a receipt for it.  On a wild guess, Fulghum asked whether either of them kept diaries, and they both said that they did but that their contents were very personal.  Fulghum asked Jean whether she had made any record of her brother’s quest in her diary, and when Jean said she had, he asked if she would transcribe only those records with their dates and give the transcript to him.  After she agreed to do that, Fulghum then asked Stew’s girlfriend to peruse her diary for any mention of the boys’ activities and provide a transcript.  He told both girls to keep a copy of their transcripts in a safe place because he did not know how dangerous it was for them to have any records regarding the boys’ activities.  He told them that the boys had been executed, for knowing what no one outside a few designated persons should know, and it made sense that whoever killed the boys would also kill others who were in a position to make trouble.

Fulghum studied the girls’ diary transcripts and discovered that the boys had observed the crop duster’s landing and clean-up operations on the same day every week for seven months.  In Jean’s transcript was the date when Cuba was first recorded as the possible destination for the flights.  In Lucy’s transcript was the mention of the Governor of Arkansas observing a wash down in his blue jeans and coveralls one early morning in July.  In August, Jean’s transcript mentioned that the boys’ truck had been ticketed by the state police while the boys were on surveillance.  Fulghum realized that would have been the boys’ visibility point for the authorities.  In September on the same night of the week that they did their observations, both boys had been killed.  Fulghum thought that the boys were found in their hiding place, taken to a site where they were questioned, killed and then repositioned at the location where their bodies had been found.  Fulghum put the chances at 50/50 that law enforcement officers had pulled the triggers, but he put the likelihood of his proving that at zero.  He thought it more likely black ops personnel had used the .38 as a weapon because it had a police signature.

John Fulghum, a former Special Forces tracker, decided to find the place near the airport tarmac where the boys had hidden to watch the plane.  The airport had so little use that Fulghum had no company when he searched the woods, and he found his setting right where he would have staged an operation just like theirs.  In a natural enclosure made with honeysuckle vines, they could have lain on the ground and seen the wash down area, the special hangar, and any vehicles coming into or out of the operational area.  

Fulghum did a box search around the hideaway, and he found a place where a half-dozen people had trampled the ground.  Carefully combing the place on his hands and knees, he found two spent shell cases for a .38 caliber weapon.  Fulghum picked up the casings with the point of his ballpoint pen so as not to disturb any fingerprints on the shells.  He also found what might have been pieces of skull along with heel marks where the bodies had been dragged a distance to a place where the woods met the airport tarmac.  He said to himself, “Bingo!”

When Fulghum returned to his motel, he called a friend at the FBI for an urgent meeting without explaining why.  Without prying, his friend told Fulghum to fly to National Airport where he would be met upon arrival.  Fulghum was greeted by a female agent, who drove him to an unmarked FBI office in Rosslyn, Virginia.  Fulghum met Special Agent Fulbright in the office and motioned with a spinning finger and a shake of the head that he wanted to talk where no microphones were present.  

Without a further word, Fulbright escorted Fulghum out of the building and into the multi-story public garage down the street.  They climbed into Fulbright’s personal automobile, and Fulghum put his friend in the picture, showing him the diary transcripts plus the shells that he had harvested in the woods.  

Fulbright whistled when he was fully briefed, and suggested that he would discover what he could from the shells if Fulghum would take a receipt for his taking custody of them.  Fulghum agreed and gave Fulbright the baggie with the shells in return for a signed, handwritten receipt.  

On a hard-copy map, Fulghum had indicated the precise location of the hide he had found, the location of the probable scene of execution, the place where he had found the two shells and where the authorities could find evidence of blood and brain that could be DNA matched to the boys’ bodies.  He also told Fulbright he would provide copies of the girls’ diary transcripts and the coroner’s records if he could use Fulbright’s Xerox machine to do the copying.

Before the two left the car, Fulbright said that Fulghum surely had a tiger by the tail.  The FBI could provide intelligence, he said, but the Bureau could not take control of the two murder cases unless a Federal angle was discovered, which may not be possible when the perpetrators themselves might be Federal.  He told Fulghum that black ops against Cuba were occurring every night from many locations along the Gulf of Mexico.  He explained that all of those clandestine operations were covered with special protocols and caveats because they were technically illegal.  

The involvement of the Governor of Arkansas—if it could be proven—could create a sensation, but it might not help solving the double murder case.  He also warned Fulghum that once the two shells went to forensics, he could not guarantee that the chain of custody would be maintained.  “Hell, Jack, depending on how high up this goes, the shells might just disappear, along with you, me and the two girls that provided the transcripts.”

Fulghum asked his friend to provide whatever intel he could, and then the two returned to Fulbright’s office where he made the copies and handed them to Fulbright as promised.  Fulghum then flew back to Arkansas, watching his back carefully, and began to plan his own surveillance of the airport on the night of the next scheduled Cuban flight operation.  

Fulghum was not a teenager on a lark, but a trained reconnaissance expert and at one time had been a certified assassin.  By night, he infiltrated to his own hide near the hide that the boys used.  He wore a black ninja costume and took night vision binoculars equipped with a high-tech camera feature that melded views taken by multiple means.  He recorded the entire sequence of events in a combination of IR and optical, luckily capturing the Governor of Arkansas, his arms flying, his fists threatening and his anger clear.  When the plane had been moved into its hangar, the Governor’s assistant gesticulated at the woods where the old hide lay.  The four operators fanned out and enclosed the old hide in a very professional manner.  They moved into position quietly, and advanced in a rush from four directions into the honeysuckle, finding nothing.  Frustrated, they went back to the tarmac and told the Governor’s assistant that the hide had been found empty with no evidence of having been used in the recent past.  All of this action was recorded by Fulghum, who ex-filtrated stealthily when the men had departed.  You can run, but you cannot hide, Fulghum thought.

Fulghum flew back to Washington again, crashed another meeting with Fulbright, showed him the recording and provided him a copy, complete with a signed affidavit as to its authenticity.  The date and time stamps, together with the GPS locational data affixed, were solid evidence, but Fulghum’s name added credibility of intent.  Fulbright gave Fulghum a run down on the findings of his ballistics and forensics teams. The weapons were stolen police .38s.  No prints were on the shells.  Fulbright explained that Fulghum had shaken the tree, and those who guarded the guards were now going to be a problem.  Fulghum returned to Arkansas, spending his week waiting like a tourist visiting the sights, savoring the tastes and hearing the sounds for which Arkansas was famous.  When the week was up, he returned to the woods dressed like a ninja and carrying his weapon.  

This time, Fulghum discovered that a bulldozer had been through the woods on a mission to destroy all the evidence that he had found.  The old honeysuckle hide had been destroyed, the area where he had found the shells had been cleared to two inches below the ground, the area where the bodies had been dragged had also been razed, and the small hangar had been flattened.  The crop duster was nowhere to be seen.  Through his night vision device, Fulghum saw where four men were situated watching for an intruder; he had been expected to return this night.  

Consequently, he swung wide so that he would not be ensnared in a trap and screwed on the silencer for his weapon.  Reliving his SF days, he circled silently to the back of each of the four watchers and put a bullet through his skull—downwards from the rear, execution-style in the precise manner that they had used on Ben and Stew.  After he had executed each man, he searched him but discovered no identification, so he took fingerprints of each man with a kit he carried with him on such missions.  He did not attempt to move the dead bodies.  Fulghum wanted them to remain as his personal message.

Instead of returning to his motel, Fulghum took off his ninja costume and deposited it in a convenient dumpster.  Pulling on a T-shirt that read, “New Orleans Here I Come,” he drove to Louisiana, stopping only for refueling.  

At a local FedEx Office Print shop, he faxed the fingerprints with no explanation whatsoever to Fulbright’s office.  Then at the first airport having such a service, Fulghum paid for a ticket with cash and took a direct flight back to his home city.  He called Jean and pretended to be a representative of an exterminator business looking to clean out any remaining pests from her properties.  His phrasing made her smile, “If you have any further extermination needs, do not hesitate to call us.  You have our number.”  

Fulghum never did hear anything further from his friend Fulbright, but through his other Bureau connections, he learned that Fulbright had been promoted and reposted to the West Coast as a special agent for counterintelligence.  

He learned from sources he knew on the Hill that a formal Congressional inquiry had been launched into alleged long-term, illegal operations against Cuba from all along the US mainland.  Nothing was ever reported in the news about four men killed execution-style in the woods near a small airport in Arkansas.  Though another friend wrote that in a training accident in Arkansas four men had been killed.  This friend was taking up a collection for the unfortunate men’s families, but Fulghum wrote back that he was fresh out of cash and besides had been considering taking up a collection of his own to fund his JD habit.  

Fulghum put his feet up on his dusty desk, dragged on his Marlboro and watched the smoke twirl and the dust motes dance in the sunlight that streamed through the dirty windows high above the back of his desk.  He picked up a racing form from the pile on his desk and began strategizing where to place his bets when he was interrupted by a fist pounding hard on his glazed office door.  

Fulghum had excellent reactions, so he hit the floor beside his desk, his revolver cocked and loaded, as he peered around his desk to gauge what was happening.  A one-page note slid under the door.  The person who had knocked and slid the note just walked away and stomped noisily down the stairs.  

Relieved, he stood up, holstered his weapon and picked up the note, which read:

Thank you.  If you come by this way again, you will need to stay at a new motel because the one you liked burned to the ground the night you disappeared.  Don’t worry, we are both okay here.  Y’all take care now.  Love, Jean.

Looking around his office, Fulghum thought it might have been hit with a crop duster, but then he pulled open his lower desk drawer, hauled out his old friend Jack Daniels and poured three inches of brown velvet delight.  Then he lighted up another Marlboro, took a drag on the cigarette, and with the look of someone who was trying to remember something important began to rummage through his racing forms.
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Gypsy Traveler
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To the sounds of bells, Zara Rapello stepped inside the second-story office of John Fulghum, PI, and espied in the smoke around his desk, the detective hunched over his racing forms. For a moment, she was uncertain what to do, but a gruff voice told her to sit down and say what was on her mind.  She sat in the captain’s chair across the desk from the detective with her bracelets and bells making an unsubtle music.  She wore a brilliant orange kerchief tied over her head and tucked her curly black hair behind her ears before putting her hands in her lap.

“Mr. Fulghum, I am Zara Rapello.  A mutual acquaintance, Joe Pounce, recommended you.  My brother, Marcello Rapello, has been arrested for a murder he did not commit.  No one will listen to me because everyone thinks he’s guilty.  Can you help me? Please.”  She was on the verge of tears, but she was also curious about the figure who sat across from her.

John Fulghum raised his eyes from his racing form when he heard the name of the gifted son of his friend Officer Pounce of Boston Homicide.  Through the smoke from his lighted Marlboro, he saw a beautiful gypsy girl in a long, dark green dress.  She had raven black hair, onyx eyes, and an olive complexion.  She looked as if she were from central casting to audition for the part of the devious fortune-teller in a Sherlock Holmes film.

“Miss Rapello, how do you know Joseph Pounce?”

“That is a long story.  The short version is that we were classmates at the Boston English School before he went up to Harvard.  He gave me his cell phone number in case I should ever run into trouble.  I’m fine, but my brother was arrested, so I called Joe.  He told me to get in touch with you right away.”  The girl leaned forward in her chair, her eyes flashing with expectation.  

John Fulghum sat up in his chair and chain lit another Marlboro.  “Do you smoke?”

“Yes, I do.  Would you mind if I smoked here?”

“Be my guest.  Here, have one of mine.”  Fulghum lit a Marlboro from the one he was smoking and handed it to the girl.  She took the cigarette between her thumb and index finger and inhaled deeply.  Fulghum saw that each of her fingernails had been decorated individually.  The girl did not relax but shifted her position now that he had made a kindly gesture.  She set the hand with the cigarette on the arm of her chair and re-engaged on another tack.

“Mr. Fulghum, what do you know about gypsies?” she asked, squinting her eyes and pursing her vermillion lips.

“Miss Rapello, I have known a few gypsies and I’ve read enough to know not to believe in the Hollywood stereotypes.  I’m sure that not all gypsies are thieves, fortune tellers, and bear baiters.  I’d hazard a guess that you are derived from gypsies.  You must be special because Joe asked you to call me.  What else would you like me to say?”

“Yes, I am a gypsy and proud of it.  Two generations ago, my people came to America from Europe to escape the Nazis.  My grandmother told fortunes for a living.  My grandfather brought his bear from Europe and people paid him to see the bear.  We had family in this country, so we had support and food.  We traveled whenever we felt unwelcome.  We now live on a small farm in Reading.”

“How did you get to Boston English School?”

“When I was very little, I was forced to go to school in Portsmouth, Virginia.  A teacher there saw that I needed glasses to read, so she paid for them.  She also gave me two books—a Bible and the complete works of Shakespeare.  In return, she only wanted me to study hard and achieve whatever I could.  I felt very grateful, though soon afterward, my family moved because a theft at a dry goods store went badly for us.”  She stopped for a moment to take a long pull on her cigarette.

“Please go on,” the detective urged, now fully engaged.

“I went to school when I could, but we never stayed long enough in one place for me to have good records.  When we arrived in Reading, my mother set up shop as a reader-advisor.  My father was off trying to find work in Virginia.  While he was away, the headmaster of the Boston English School became one of my mother’s steady customers.  In lieu of payment for her services, my mother asked the headmaster to admit me to his school.  At first, the man was reluctant but he finally agreed to see me.  After an interview, he invited me to apply for a scholarship.  I won the scholarship.”

“Good for you.”

“Thank you.  Fortunately, my family has not had to move lately.  I’ve been attending classes and doing as well as I can.  Joe and I became friends at school because we were both in the debate club.  He was my partner in the debate competitions with other schools.  We always won.  Now Joe has moved on, and because of my brother’s troubles, my family might be moving on as well.”  She stubbed out her cigarette in the heaping ashtray and sat back looking at the detective as if her situation was hopeless.

“Now tell me as much as you like about your brother’s situation.”

“My brother has a police record for theft.  He is very fast with his hands, but sometimes not fast enough.  Since he never steals anything large, he has gotten jail time for breaking and entering and petty theft.  He has never been violent.  He would not kill anyone unless honor was at stake.  He would kill anyone who harmed me, or my mother.  Three weeks ago, a man whom my brother knew was found dead in his kitchen with his throat slit ear to ear.  On the floor, by the body, was the knife used for the killing.  It was my brother’s knife and his fingerprints were on the handle.  The police came to the farm where we live in Reading and took him away.”  Again, she seemed to be on the verge of tears.

“I don’t know which to offer you, a handkerchief or a cigarette.  Which will help the most?”

“I’d like a tissue, please, and then another cigarette.”  She accepted Fulghum’s handkerchief, with which she dried her eyes and blew her nose.  She balled the kerchief up in her left hand.  She then accepted another lighted Marlboro in her right hand.

“Thank you.”

“Tell me why you think your brother is innocent.”

“My brother would never kill a person he loved for any reason.”

“Are you telling me that your brother Marcello loved the man who was found murdered?”

“Yes.  I know it for a fact.  Standish Howling was the son of our family’s benefactor.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“When gypsies came to America from abroad in those days, we needed someone to vouch for us.  Whoever did that had to pledge to support us.  Charles Howling, Standish’s grandfather, made that pledge for my grandfather and grandmother.  My grandfather told me our family owed him everything.  Without his help, we never would have escaped the Nazi death camps.  His son, Charles, Jr., continued to support us after his father died, and the torch passed to his eldest son, Standish.”

“Was Standish Howling responsible for your family’s coming to Reading?”

“My mother told me that Standish Howling arranged for our welcome in Massachusetts and our temporary lodging at the farm in Reading.”

“When you say that your brother Marcello loved Standish Howling, did you mean that he was grateful, or something else?”

“Mr. Fulghum, Standish Howling was gay.  So is my brother Marcello.  They were lovers.  Does that surprise you?”

“Miss Rapello, nothing surprises me.  Were your brother and this man a couple, or did they have an open relationship?”

“Marcello always talked as if they were a couple.  He looked forward to being formally married when the law permitted that.”

“Your brother never mentioned being jealous?”

“No.  Everything he said implied that their feelings were mutual.”

“How widely known was their relationship among your family?”

“It was a secret.  I knew because Marcello told me in confidence.  I’ve only told you because the fact is material to his defense and because Joe told me you’d keep everything I said between us.”

“I will keep that matter confidential, but you aren’t my client yet.”

“Does that mean that you won’t help me?”

“I didn’t say that I won’t help.  Why don’t we agree to meet again tomorrow at the same time as today? I’d like to check on a few things before I agree to take your case.”

“I can get you money if that’s what you need.”

“If I take your case, all I’ll need is one dollar.  I just don’t want to waste your money and time—and my time if nothing can be done.”

“I’ll be here tomorrow then.”  She rose and extended her hand across the desk.  Fulghum stood and shook it.  With a faint smile, she gave him back his handkerchief.

“What is the address of the farm where your family stays?” Fulghum asked her.

“Here is a map with the location indicated by an ‘X,’” she answered as she rummaged in her enormous handbag, fetched out a folded sheet and handed it to him.  “At the entrance to the farm is a small building with my mother’s place of business.  You can’t miss it.  The sign reads, ‘Reader, Advisor,’ in bold red letters.”

The girl did a pirouette and walked out his door and down the stairs to the street.  

John Fulghum called Officer Pounce to get the inside story about the arrest of Marcello Rapello.  

“John, it looks like an open-and-shut case of murder one.  The weapon belongs to Rapello.  He has no alibi.”

“Has Rapello confessed to the murder?”

“No, but we’re working on it.”

“What’s the motive?”

“We don’t have one yet.  Are you working this case on the outside?”

“Not officially, no.”

“The Chief wants this case to be simple.  The Howlings are a blue-blood family with enormous wealth and influence.  If you decide to get involved, you’ll have to work miracles to stop the moving freight train that will convict this young man.  Just read the morning papers, and you’ll see why.  Anything else now?  I’ve got to get back to the grindstone.  You won’t believe how many victims we saw in the last twenty-four hours.  You’d think this was New York City from the carnage.”

John Fulghum decided that he desperately needed to see the future clearly and not through the smoke of his dingy office.  To help with his clairvoyance, he would drive to Reading and consult a certain reader-advisor.  The drive through the red and gold landscape that Indian summer afternoon put him in a good mood.  The fields of the Reading farm were all tilled over and lined with maple forest in full color.  Outside the farm among the trees, was the shack with the mystical sign of a fortune-teller named Rosa.  Fulghum parked and walked straight through the door into a dimly lighted, incense-filled area where a fifty-something tattooed woman in a dun red dress sat smoking a cigarette while she played solitaire.  She sat back in her chair to appraise the detective.

“Come right in and take a seat.  You don’t need an appointment, and we can get started right away, whatever you need.”  Fulghum took the only seat available, adjacent to the fortune-teller at her table, which was cluttered with the accouterments of her trade.  He saw a Tarot deck, worry beads, an Ouija board, assorted feathers and a small brass censer with smoke curling from it.

“I don’t suppose you can guess why I’m here.”

“Looking at your eyes and your posture, I’d say you were a gumshoe, formerly a soldier.  You’ve been smoking.  You like drinking.  You need a shave.  You don’t like to put on airs.  Since my son is now in jail, I’d have to say you’re here about him somehow.  Since my daughter has been missing from school since noon, I’d say she came to you to get help with her brother’s case.  There’s something else, but I can’t quite place it.  Let’s see.  Games of chance might be the ticket.  From your dress, you don’t look like a lounge lizard or a casino man.  You can’t be a successful gamer.  So I’d say you play the horses, off-track.  Could it be that you’re looking for the name of a winning steed?”

“Rosa, you are a fair gumshoe.  Maybe you can tell me why your son Marcello is in jail for murder.”

“You probably know his knife was found next to the victim’s body.  That will probably be enough to convict him what with all his priors.  I knew that my son and the deceased had a relationship though I was never clear about what that meant.  I knew that my son was frantic about finding his knife.  It had been missing for a week before the murder.  From what I’ve heard, my son does not have an alibi for the night when the murder was committed.  Pardon me while I light up.”

“Have one of mine.  I’ll join you.”  Fulghum lit two cigarettes and gave one to the fortune-teller.  He watched her shake her head and heard the tinkle of her enormous earrings.  He saw how her black hair, black eyes, and olive skin were all passed down to her daughter.  

“You and your daughter might be sisters.”

“Once upon a time people said we were ringers for each other.  Now dye helps, but my wrinkles are a dead giveaway.  Look, detective, my son did not kill Standish Howling.  It wasn’t written in the stars.  I don’t have a lot of money, but I’d give everything I have to find the person who did kill Standish so my son can come home.”

“How many close friends does your son have?”

“He has exactly two friends, Thomas Porro, and Ollie Strong.  They are both no good.  They got Marcello in trouble with their thieving ways but they aren’t killers.”

“You said your son and the victim had a relationship.  Can you explain what that was?”

“It wasn’t like with Thomas and Ollie.  Marcello spent a lot of time with Standish.  They would go all over New England together, with Standish paying for everything.  Marcello would often spend the night at his house.”

“Did you know Standish?”

“I knew him, and I knew his father and grandfather before him.  That family sponsored my family, and we owe the Howlings more than we could ever repay.”

“Tell me about Standish.”

“He was handsome, smart, generous, kindly, and enormously rich.  He might have been a lady’s man.”

“Was he a lady’s man?”

“Not like his grandfather and father were.  Hahaha.  Those gentlemen never tired of finding new women.”

“Did the Howlings ever ask for anything in return for having sponsored your family?”

“Never once did they ask for a penny.  They did not want praise or recognition.  Naturally, my own mother provided services as a fortune teller, and so did I for a while.”

“You didn’t provide Standish with your services?”

“No.  That ended with his father, Charles, Jr.”

“That would mean that you did not know much about Standish’s private life.”

“I only knew what Marcello told me about that.”

“What did Marcello say?”

“He told me that Standish was a major player not only in New England but also in the country.”

“In what sense was he a major player?”

“He had connections with very rich and powerful people—senators, sports team owners, media figures, company presidents, those sorts.  Marcello said that he did not like to remain in the limelight.  Instead, he played in the shadows.”

“Do you know what he meant by that?”

“No, but I can guess.”

“Please do so.”

“Standish liked to be everything his father was not.  His father ran for office on numerous occasions.  He was always getting his name in the newspaper.  For that matter, his grandfather was the same sort.  Life wasn’t interesting for those men if they were not doing something grand.”

“Something like sponsoring a gypsy family from Europe.”

“Exactly so.  In contrast, Standish wanted to keep his name out of the papers entirely.  He had people at the Globe who made sure that nothing made the papers about what he did.”

“Do you know any specifics about what he did?”

“Marcello told me that Standish was a spy.”

“Did Marcello say anything about Standish in the week or two before the murder?”

“He only said that Standish was up to his old tricks again.  He said the man was in danger up to his neck but paid no heed to warnings.”

“When your grandfather and grandmother came to America, were there other gypsies from your family in this country?”

“Yes, both here in Massachusetts and in Virginia.  Both places were—and still are—tolerant of Roma like us.  We connected with our family immediately after arriving here.”

“Are they all with you on the farm?”

“Not hardly.  Aside from three families—ours, Thomas’s and Ollie’s, they’ve spread out across the nation.”

“I read somewhere about gypsy leadership.  In Europe wasn’t there a king of gypsies?”

“You’ll read about gypsy kings and queens, but that really refers to the head man or head woman in a group.  The airs that the current so-called king puts on in Moldova are the laughing stock of real gypsies.”

“How are infractions handled within the families?”

“We keep a close eye on our own.”

“And if a young person wants to be married?”

“Permission must be granted, naturally.”

“If a match is not considered suitable?”

“Hahaha.  If a gypsy’s heart wants a match, it would be very hard to combat.”

“What about jealousy?  Or honor?”

“Those are settled in the gypsy way.  Outsiders would have no visibility into that.”

“Do you have any thoughts about why anyone would want to murder Standish Howling?”

“Jealousy might be a motive, but I could not divine the nature of it.”

“Not honor?”

“That would depend on matters beyond my ken.”

“For a moment, let’s have a professional relationship.”  Fulghum placed a hundred-dollar bill on the table and waited for the woman’s response.  She looked at the bill for a moment.  She stubbed out her cigarette.  She lit another cone of incense in the brass censer.  Then she folded the hundred and placed it in a box on the side of the table.  She laid her hands face down on the table and closed her eyes.  The smell of sandalwood and musk filled the room.

“Standish had many friends he could not acknowledge.  One of those was Marcello.  He knows of two others.  As for the Saturday races, none of those favored to win will be in the winner’s circle.  The rest is cloudy and our time is up.”  The woman’s closed eyes streamed with tears.  

Fulghum left Rosa sitting at her dark table with her secrets and her grief.  He drove onto the farm and found what he was looking for in a copse of trees by a stream running through an otherwise open field in view of the farmhouse.  He parked next to an ancient Jeep without wheels that was being used as a jungle gym by a group of gypsy children.  Young women were using clothespins to hang out colorful clothing that had been washed in tubs.  Two young men with long hair and mustaches in sweatshirts and blue jeans came out to greet him.

“Hello.  My name is John Fulghum.  I’m looking for two men named Thomas and Ollie.  Do you know where I can find them?”  The men laughed mirthlessly.  One went to the right side of Fulghum’s car, the other to the left.  The children left the rusty Jeep and thronged around out of curiosity to see the show.

“Nice car, mister.  He’s Ollie.  I’m Thomas.  Are you from the law?”

“That depends.  Your friend Marcello is sitting in jail on a murder charge.  Do you know anything about what happened?”

“We know nothing.  Isn’t that so, Ollie?”

“Nothing.  You need to have your windshield wipers changed, mister? The winter’s coming.  It’s going to snow.”

“That’s good advice, Ollie.  Did you know Standish Howling?”

“Stuck up bastard, that’s what he was.”

“Yeah.  He was always looking down his nose at the likes of us.” Thomas muttered.

“When did you last see him?”

“It must have been a month ago, wasn’t it Thomas?”

“Roundabout.  I asked him about his needing new windshield wipers.  He said he’d think about it.  Then suddenly, he really did need new wipers.”

“Hahaha.  He did at that,” Ollie smirked.

“I’d appreciate it if you left my wipers alone.”

“Sure, mister.  Is that all you wanted to know?” Thomas inquired.

“Do you think your friend Marcello killed Standish Howling?”

“No way.  I’d have believed it if Howlings killed Rapello though.”

“What do you mean by that, Thomas?”

“Howling hated being with gypsies like us.  He treated us like scum—as if we were beneath him.  One day, we thought Howling would take his gun and shoot Marcello.  It was only a matter of time.”

“Why would he want to do that?”

“Because of what Marcello knew about him.”

“And what was that?”

“That’s for us to know and you to think about knowing.”

“And for twenty dollars, what would you say about sharing your knowledge?”

“For twenty each, maybe.”

“If what you have to tell me is solid gold, it’s a deal, provided I keep my wipers in place.”

The two men became very serious.  They put the wipers back down against Fulghum’s windshield.  They then shooed the children away because they were now conducting serious business.  They waved the girls at the clotheslines to get back to their work.  Then they closed on Fulghum like two thugs about to roll a victim.  They stopped on either side of the detective.

“We know that Marcello was doing secret things for Standish.  Terrible things.  Howling told Marcello that he would be killed if he ever said anything.  Marcello would not listen to his threats.  He only wanted the glory.”

“Glory?”

“Yeah, glory.  It’s funny, mister.  The more Marcello did, the more Howling asked him to do.  We had no part in any of it.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“This is the most I can say—Marcello was Howling’s patsy.  If anything was ever to go wrong, Marcello would be the fall guy.”

“Fall guy for what?”

“You’re the guy asking questions.  Figure it out.  It seems Howling was right.  Marcello will be the patsy for his own death.”

“And this is supposed to be worth twenty dollars?”

“That’s forty dollars.  One bill for each.  Then no messing with your wipers.”  Thomas folded his arms. Ollie imitated Thomas.  The two smirked and then, like automatons, extended their right hands for the cash.

Fulghum had another thought, “So which of you was Howlings’s lover?”

Thomas made the very bad mistake of grabbing for his knife.  Fulghum caught his wrist and snapped it like a rotten branch.  Ollie would have pulled his own knife, but he saw what was likely to happen to his wrist at the hands of this warrior.  He backed off and waved his hands to indicate that he was not looking for trouble.  Thomas was now writhing on the ground.  Fulghum kicked his knife away from him and picked it up.  He pulled out two twenty dollar bills and threw one at each man.  Then he walked back to his car.
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