
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




DEATH AT MY HEELS

 


by

Ken H Wood

 


SMASHWORDS EDITION

 


* * * * *

 


https://www.smashwords.com/profile/view/kenhwood

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If
you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com
and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work
of these authors.

 


Beaten Track Publishing

www.beatentrackpublishing.com

 


* * * * *

 



Jack Day, an ordinary guy from Idaho,
envisages a sexy break in Chicago but finds himself hogging a slab
in Cook County Morgue.

 


Months later, with a soured attitude to
life, he visits Canada and becomes enmeshed in a corpse-strewn,
life-or-death pursuit that stretches from Toronto, through cities
and small towns of his homeland.
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he learns the hard way that even Paradise has a dark and deadly
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Prologue

Naked, I
lay still and helpless, staring up
through half-closed eyes at the glittering steel blade spinning at
frightening speed just inches away.

Standing behind me, a guy in a gray plastic
coverall slowly and carefully poised a gently vibrating skull saw
above my forehead. I could even smell it above the odor of
disinfectant.

The whine was deafening.

I glared upward at his visor-protected
face.

I’m alive! I screamed
silently.

I felt the heat of the electric motor.

“Frank!”

He paused. “Yeah?”

“Coffee goin’ cold, Frank.”

“Okay.”

Frank stepped back, clicked the autopsy saw
back in its holder. I heard him move away, peeling off his long
rubber gloves as he padded into another area.

Oh God! Thank you! I had a
reprieve.

But how in hell had I gotten myself onto a
metal tray, unable to speak or move a muscle?

Body bag!

I’d been in a black rubber body bag!

 


* * * * *
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DEADLY
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 Chapter 1:
Body Bag

The guy
in the white coat looked down at
me.

“He’s gone,”
he announced tersely. Who’s
gone, I wondered.

I heard him walk away. Another guy took his
place. He wore a cop’s uniform. He bent closer, peering at my
eyes.

“What’s the problem?” I asked. But no sound
left my dry lips. I blinked, but my eyelids failed to move.

The cop continued to peer at me. He was
young. Fresh out of college, I guessed. He was concerned about me,
I could see that.

“Doc.”

“Yeah?”

“This guy—I dunno, but there’s
something…”

The white coat appeared at the side of the
cop as he stood up. “What?”

“Well, I could’ve sworn his eyes
flickered—just once.”

The doctor snorted and bent down. I felt his
latex-gloved fingers against my neck.

“I told you. Well gone. Christ, son. Feel
him yourself. He’s almost cold. No pulse.”

The doctor’s voice was hard, acerbic. How
dare a rookie cop question his ability. He walked angrily away into
the rotating red and yellow haze created by the police cruisers and
ambulance, muttering about missing his flight.

Of course, I’m cold, I yelled
silently. My pants are damp;
the sidewalk’s wet. And it
seems like hours since the world tilted and I fell into that black
pit of nothingness so loved by pulp writers. I guess the bustle and police flash photos helped bring me
back.

What a dick! Who wouldn’t be cold in the Windy City, in
winter? For chrissakes, get me outta here! But I couldn’t hear myself…

The rookie came into view again, his
embarrassed red face sweating slightly as his damp fingers felt for
my pulse. I willed myself to give some reaction to the one person
who may be able to put an end to this immovable hell.

Nothing happened.

I felt his fingers inside my shirt, rest
lightly over my heart, slide around my breast, searching,
searching.

I could read the cop’s name tag:
Drummond.

I heard a vehicle halt. Diesel hung heavy in
the night air.

“Hey, man, you finished rootin’?”

Startled, the cop rose, looked around at the
pair of coroner’s men.

“Oh, yeah. Sure.”

I saw him back away. And I felt moisture in
the corner of my left eye. A tear!

“I just had this feeling…”

“We know,” grunted one of the green-jacketed
men as he flapped open a rubber body bag. “It happens. Some guys
give a muscle jerk after they’re gone. Mind you—” He paused as his
assistant grabbed my legs. “Notice that, Ben? This guy’s still
clean.”

“No shit!” commented Ben. He sniffed
audibly. “You’re right, Nat, Odd.”

“Yeah.”

Look at my eye! I silently
screamed.

I felt Nat, the taller of the two, lift my
back, and then I was lying in the rubber bag.

“You checked his ID?” someone called
out.

“John Doe,” responded the first cop
laconically. “Seems no sooner did he drop, than some son of a bitch
scumbag rolled him.”

“What happened?”

“Nothing happened,” answered the cop.
“Witness says he was just walkin’, slow-like, sways a little, then
hits the ground. He’s had a few, but Doc says he ain’t drunk. Guess
they’ll know more when they open him up.” The cop paused, frowning.
“Mebbe a stroke, sumpin’ like that.”

I cringed inwardly.

“Beats me why a stranger would be this far
south of the loop. I mean, Jesus, Get a load o’ that leather
jacket. Few hundred bucks there.”

I felt Nat reach inside the body bag and
stroke my new jacket. My nostril hairs trembled at his sour odor of
stale sweat.

“Jeez, man,” he announced reverently. “That
really is some jacket. Italian, at a guess. Cost me some months’
pay, I betcha. Why’d he come uptown?” He straightened up. I saw him
shake his head sadly. “No accountin’ for tastes.”

Keep on about the jacket, I urged
mentally. Cost a damn sight
more than my bonus. Maybe the rookie, Drummond, will stroll over
for a look-see.

I felt the
tear, now fully formed, ooze its way along the edge of my lower
eyelid, hesitate, then crawl slowly down my unshaven cheek and into
my ear. I prayed for Drummond to see it. He’s smart, he’ll know I’m alive.

“Ah, well, we gotta get back so’s Meg can be
about findin’ out.”

“Ciao, brother.”

The zip screamed its way to closure. The
rubber was cold on my face. It stank, and my world was black.

The stretcher was firm beneath my helpless
body. It jerked as the two men carried it to the coroner’s
ambulance. Suddenly the jerking ceased as the runners accepted the
stretcher. It slid smoothly into place and locked to a
standstill.

I felt the vehicle shake as the crew seated
themselves.

The starter whined, and we were off, my
ebony journey into—what? The rubber body bag had been used before.
Many times, judging by the odor that disinfectant failed to
disguise.

The zip had worked itself loose at the top,
and light filtered into my rubber cocoon. I couldn’t see anything
beyond the zip, but I tried to console myself with the thought that
where there’s light there’s hope.

The ambulance took its time—no siren. No
rush with the dead. They’ve all the time in world to putrefy and
eventually rot away to nothingness. That couldn’t happen to me. No
way. Whatever was causing this paralysis would be discovered and
the antidote would be administered and all would be hunky-dory
again.

Hunky-dory?

A word from
the past. What’s happening to
me? It’s the future I’m concerned with.

Assuming I have a future.

There I go again—negative. Think positive,
man.

Positive.

Think back. How did this happen?

Simply having a drink in that bar—the
Vudu—in some side street several blocks South of the El.

Arriving
from O’Hare, I’d checked in at the venerable Congress and gone
straight up to my pre-booked room. After tossing my grip onto a
bed, I’d stood by the huge window, savoring the urgency of the
brilliantly lit Michigan Avenue.

I’d specified a room with a view, and this
was it. Directly ahead, surrounded by renovated Grant Park, stood
the enormous Birmingham Fountain, with its upswelling ever-changing
hues. On the left, the neon-lined Wrigley Building stood proudly
above its lesser sky-reaching neighbors; to the right were the
dramatic floodlit facades of the Field Museum and The Shedd.

I nodded to
myself; yes, Claire would
like this. After a meal in the Carvery, a
gentle stroll past the ornate fountains to the Lakeside, followed
by fireworks in the bedroom…As the late, great Sinatra said, “My
Kind of Town, Chicago Is…”

Then I opened the envelope handed to me with
the room key.

“Sorry, can’t make it.”

Instead of
any amount of free sex, Claire had handed me the brush. I crumpled
the note and tossed it in the trash. Bitch! Food was the last thing on
my mind as I stormed down to ground. Two shots of bourbon later, I
left the cozy bar. I disliked the atmospheric lounge, so redolent
of grander times long gone, and stomped down to the lake. I had
chosen the Congress because of its unrivaled views. Places which I
had figured would’ve interested Claire after our bouts of frenzied
lovemaking—great for Claire to indulge herself at Marshall Fields
on State Street. It was also handy for the little theatre where the
De Paul University held their jazz workshops. I could’ve listened
and watched while Claire shopped. Now it was all down the
pan.

Claire held the post of personal secretary
to my boss, Jackson Berowne. She and I had a tumble when I was in
Intercity Metals’ head office in Detroit. I was due a short break,
and two days ago it was all systems go.

And now that
succinct Dear
John.

Bile rose swiftly. I turned from the spumous
water and spat angrily. Away to the right, the white-lit dome of
the Adler Planetarium reflected mystically in the heaving black
pool.

It was fresh there and the coolness was
exaggerated by the spray flung at me from the illuminated
Birmingham. I was thoroughly pissed off. I’d anticipated murmurs of
delight from the luscious Claire as we stood, entwined, admiring
the shifting colors of the gigantic water spectacle. But it had all
gone sour, and the dramatic background of towering citadels of
steel, glass and concrete reaching for the stars was wasted.

I lit an unwanted cigarette, turned away and
strode back through the gardens to Michigan Avenue. A couple of
blocks south, the flood-and-neon-lit fortress of the Hilton drew my
eye, and I slunk into the Hilton’s snazzy lounge. After just one
Jack Daniel’s, (or was it two? or three?), the happy bustle and
hustle became too much for my melancholia. I hauled my ass from the
gleaming bar, left the grandiose building, and turned right, away
from the bright lights. Seething with pent-up frustration, I walked
along quiet streets dotted with boarded windows, faulty neons,
broken glass and littered sidewalks. Sad areas, bleakly lit, in
direct contrast to the rich kaleidoscope of the nearby Magnificent
Mile and the Water Tower area.

Followed by the lonely sound of my own
footsteps, I somehow found myself in the shadowy,
sweat-and-smoke-filled den named the Vudu. Sitting uncomfortably on
the horn of frustration, I was ready to kick ass.

Yeah, I could remember. The weird decor and
lighting of the saloon, reminiscent of the backstreet dives Jocko
and I had endured off Bourbon Street all those years ago, when we
were hangin’ one on in New Orleans to celebrate our return to a
stress-free civilian life…

I sipped whisky sour. I was suddenly aware
of a cute little bimbo with white eyelids and white lipstick—made
such a weird contrast against her black skin, I spent more time
looking at her face than her naked tits.

I almost laughed inwardly. Me, losing
interest in tits—I must’ve been in a poor state to start with. From
the gold ring piercing her purple nipple hung a small white card. I
held it gently and read the name: Trixie.

“How’s tricks?” I murmured.

“I don’t do that no more.” She smiled.

Then that big black guy with the shaven head
butted in.

We were just talking, the bimbo and me.
Okay, so I had my hand on her shoulder. So what? She was a dancer,
after all. Many a guy must’ve done a helluva lot more than touch
her. Must’ve fondled those gorgeous breasts. Did I come on too
heavy for her? No. Hell, she was a dancer, flaunting those tits and
her tight ass nightly.

The black skinhead yanked my hand off her
bare shoulder.

As I faced him, my forked fingers buried
themselves in his fleshy throat.

He thudded to the soft-tiled floor, choking.
The girl pushed me away.

“Go! Go, now!” she urged. “You don’t know
what you’ve done.”

I shrugged. I was souped-up and stupid.

“So I pushed the guy, he fell over. Big
deal,” I faced the bar again. “Gimme another slug.”

The barman lifted his eyebrows, said
nothing, and turned away, shaking his head.

“You’re crazy,” said the girl as the big guy
was helped to his feet and led away to the shadowed cubicle
furthest from the long wooden bar. “You must go. Amos don’t
forgive. You made a fool of him.”

“One drink
an’ I’m outta here,” I told her firmly. “Just one.”

I rapped my
empty glass on the wet counter, just as one of Amos’s pals spoke to
the barman. He glanced at me over his shoulder, and nodded. Out of
the corner of my eye, I noticed a flickering light, as from a
candle, in Amos’s shadowed cubicle.

Trixie stroked my shoulder, those lovely
black breasts quivering, as she presented me with the shot from the
barman.

“Drink it an’ don’t come back,” she urged,
her large, attractive eyes shifting worriedly from me to the
strangely-lit cubicle, from which there came a low, indistinct
chant.

Her warning was only just beginning to sink
in.

A sickening sense of imminent danger sent a
noticeable chill up my spine, as I caught sight of my reflection in
the cracked mirror behind the bar. My white face, white hands, and
fair hair stood out like snow in Vegas. And the look of my
glove-soft Italian jacket, bought especially to impress Claire, was
in direct contrast to the worn surroundings and ambivalent
clientele. Behind me, faces glowered silently. I figured Trixie had
it right; I’d outstayed my welcome.

As I downed
the slug, something rattled on the floor. Looking for the source, I
caught a brief glimpse of a matchstick figure on the unswept floor
outside Amos’s cubicle, before a large grubby sneaker ground it to
pieces.

“Bye, babe.”

I slapped the glass down and walked to the
door as the music began again, vaguely aware of an oiled,
semi-naked black form gyrating on the puddled bar top as I pushed
open the door and emerged on the street.

The sodium-vapor lights glistened on the wet
macadam and car roofs as I began walking toward Windy City’s
highest landmark: the illuminated twin masts atop the slender Sears
Building.

I knew something was wrong when it gradually
acquired four masts.

As I approached the paint-blistered steel
framework of the El, the grotesque, oversized green dragons
guarding four corners of the imposing Illinois State Library began
to come to fearful life. They leered down at me, and I shrank back
against a garbage container.

A high-pitched shrieking filled my ears.

A line of speeding lights hurtled toward
me.

I ducked as the El screeched its way around
the bend, and tried to continue walking, albeit sideways. I knew I
had to turn right at State Street, but I never reached State.

Each step was an effort like struggling
through Jell-o. My snazzy leather jacket became a lead
overcoat.

Breathing was like sucking air from beneath
Lake Michigan.

From the sidewalk, a bursting garbage bag
rose up to meet me…

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter 2:
Nightmare

My meat wagon slid to a smooth standstill.

The rear doors opened, a dull light entered.
My stretcher was dumped onto a gurney and I began the final journey
to the icebox.

“When’s Meg on?” queried a van man of the
coroner’s aide.

“’Bout an hour. ’Less it’s urgent. Wotcher
got?”

“Guy. Just dropped. Doc says heart attack.
No visible signs.”

“Um. Cops bothered?”

“Naw.” The voice—it sounded like Nat—paused.
“Funny thing.”

“Yeah?”

I felt the gurney move across tiles, heard
the zip being pulled back. My eyes stared unblinkingly up from my
rubber prison into the harsh coldness of white fluorescence. The
odor of formaldehyde was overlaid with the omnipresent stink of
putrescence.

“See. He’s dry. No shit. What d’ya make of
that, Frank?”

“Odd.”

“Yeah. What d’ya think, then?”

“You tell me—we just bring ’em in. You do
the cuttin’.”

I shivered—without moving.

Christ! This was me they were talking
about!

“Rookie cop back there—he thought the eyes
moved.”

“Do tell.”

“Yeah. The doc, though, he didn’ like it.
Told him to take a hike.”

“Can imagine.”

Frank, the morgue assistant peered down at
me.

“Think he’s bin cryin’?”

“Bullshit!”

He was about forty, needed a shave and a
bath. His green plastic apron rustled as his latex-gloved fingers
lifted my eyelids. He shoved his fingers down my throat—I tried to
gag.

Nothing.

“Better check his temp. Did Doc checked him
before releasing him?”

“Well…” Nat was doubtful. “Doc was jus’
about to start his vacation. Weren’t none too pleased ’bout havin’
to see this guy.”

“What exactly did the cop see?”

“Dunno, really. Got his name—Drummond.”

“Think I’ll put in a call for him, get him
to call back.”

“Please yourself, man. C’mon, give a hand.
Let’s get him on a slab and shove him in the fridge.”

No! No!

Please don’t shut me up in there, I shrieked silently.

I heard the metal door open and a slab
rolled out.

Please, God!

Don’t do this!

“I dunno.”

“Dunno what?”

“Don’t usually pack ’em away ’til they’re
stone cold,” commented Nat.

My savior!

“So?”

“So leave him out. Take his temp and note
how long before he cools—always supposin’ he does!”

Yes, please, I begged
impotently. Leave me
out.

“Well, makes no difference to me. Stick’m
over there.”

The gurney clattered over tiles, and my body
bag was placed gently on a marble slab. I felt the cold oozing
through my clothes.

“Get a load of that jacket.”

My smart Italian leather jacket was
carefully removed amidst expressions of pleasure. I cursed the
lowlife who’d emptied my pockets as I sprawled amongst the
garbage—guess he was disturbed before he could take the
leather.

“Contusion above left ear—must’ve been when
he hit the sidewalk.”

They rolled me to and fro, stripping me.
Then my clothes were bagged.

After multiple flash photos, I was placed on
another flat surface.

“White. Hundred sixty-nine pounds.
Seventy-one inches.”

“Got it.”

“Fair hair. Brown eyes. Nice body, no
scars.” The voice became less professional. “Some biceps, huh?
Wouldn’ wanna argue wit’ him.” He sighed.

“Nice-lookin’ guy, tough luck. But those
lips, kinda thin.”

“Yeah. Guess he could be real mean.”

Then I felt an instrument shoved up my
ass.

“Yeah. Clean as a whistle. What’s his
name?”

“Another John Doe. What’d ya think?”

“Bit weird, ain’t cold yet—ninety-five point
five. One hot-blooded guy.”

I was on my rack again and a tag hung on my
left big toe.

The next exchange of words curdled my
blood.

“Does Meg do the first opening up, or
you?”

The voices faded slightly as they moved
toward the door.

“Usually Meg does the Y, an’ I get to use
the saw on the skull—Meg says the stink of burnin’ bone gets up her
nose. I do a good job, though. After she’s weighed the brain, I fit
the top back on, an’ it’s real hard to spot the join!”

I heard the metal door open.

“All depends on whether the cop calls afore
I gets the saw out.”

The heavy door slammed shut.

The light was extinguished as they left, and
I lay on my slab, cursing myself for my stupidity in entering the
Vudu. Too late I realized that the name was not to be taken
lightly. The wavering candlelight, the chant and the tangle of
broken matchsticks, all had a mystical significance.

The dreaded Voodoo of Haiti had invaded New
Orleans many years ago, and I was now the petrified evidence it was
also here in modern-day Chicago!

Please, I prayed to God,
Drummond, ring!

Please!

I sensed the
insidious cold invading my naked body. Had I been able to move, I
know I would have been trembling violently. But I was still
immobile. The blackness and the smell pressed closely against me.
Time passed. Eons crawled above my staring, unblinking eyes and
through the seething canyons of my brain. I was just another John
Doe. I had no family, or close friends to mourn my absence. No
particular bar, no regular date. I’d always been a loner. Talking
point for a while at Intercity Metals, maybe, but it was unlikely
they’d read a Chicago paper—assuming my photo would even appear.
Out of sight, out of mind. Self-pity struggled to express
itself—failed. God help
me! The longer until Frank’s return, the
better; more time for Drummond, to get back to him.

The morgue door opened; a shaft of light hit
the ceiling, spread out.

The light switch clicked, and the stark
white-tiled chamber was ablaze with fluorescence again. Footsteps
sounded. Another door opened. Moments passed. Rubber boots squeaked
against floor tiles. A gurney rattled toward me, steel instruments
tinkling in the metal containers.

Frank’s placid face looked down on me from
above his plastic coverall. Long rubber gloves extended to his
elbows.

More footsteps sounded. Another
guy—Hispanic, similarly dressed—took hold of my legs.

“Okay, Frank?”

“Yeah, Juan. Meg thinks she’ll be a mite
late, so let’s get it done.”

They swung me like a side of beef onto a
metal slab, arms by my sides, and I was conscious that my fingers
rested in deep channels. I was horribly aware that my limbs had
stiffened during my continued state of suspended animation.

A reflective lamp swung into position above
me, together with attached microphone. I quailed inwardly. I knew
what came next—the Y-incision, shoulder to shoulder, moving down
from my sternum. My heart, lungs and esophagus exposed to keen
analytical gaze before removal. Pericardial sac opened, blood
sample taken. I’d watched the reality TV hospital shows without
throwing up. Organs weighed and sliced. Would my abdominal organs
reveal a drug or puffer fish poison like tetrodotoxin, said to
create zombies?

“Razor, Juan.”

Oh God! They weren’t waiting for
Meg—they were going to peel away my scalp and cut through my skull
right now!

I heard the hum, felt the vibrating blades
cut a circular swathe around my skull whilst Juan supported my
head.

He gently placed my neck in the curved metal
support and stared down at me. I could see worry in his brown
eyes.

“The cop, Drummond, he didn’t call?”

The soft
Latino voice interrupted Frank’s sotto voce humming. “Naw. My
guess, he was imaginin’.”

“It’s just that this guy, well, his eyes
y’know—well, like he’s tryin’ to tell me somethin’.”

“I should’ve closed ’em long ago. Jeez, man,
what’s gotten into ya? Hand me the saw, Juan.”

No! I shrieked impotently, as my
eyelids were pushed down and the white world became a pale-pink
void with just two narrow slits of brilliance.

Help me! I’m alive!

I heard a plug inserted into the electric
socket. I saw Juan hand the shining rotary saw to Frank.

Frank stood behind me again, looking down at
my head through his clear plastic visor.

He switched on the saw. Slowly, carefully,
the shining blade descended. Suddenly, shrilling out above the
whining metal, I heard the urgent sound of a telephone.

Please Jesus, God, let it be Drummond!

Then the pain began…

* * *

Blackness.

Floating, in and out of consciousness.

Drifting through a darkness of writhing
shadows, I first became aware of the squeaking. Rhythmic squeaking,
accompanied by a soft thudding. And voices…

Sensing
movement all around me, I strained myself for more
information—a distant
ringing…a phone?—abruptly drowned by
strangled, phlegmy coughing.

I was no longer cold.

Voices. Male and female. Bustle. Material,
soft, and somehow comforting, covered me. My mouth no longer dry
and furry—something tube-like inside. Liquid dribbling from my
lips.

Hey, man! I’m still alive!

Conscious of
restraints—immobile. Panic.
Rustling. Eyelids opened. Daylight? Closed. Open. Probing
brightness. Closed. Movement fading.

Help! Someone help me! Again,
screaming in silence.

I felt my heart beating fast. Breathing
seemed difficult, and yet—no, it was easier. I thought I was
gasping but something made it effortless. What the hell? Think
back—the phone call—it had stopped the cranium saw.

Oh, God in Heaven! Thank you.

I wanted to sob—couldn’t.

A door opened.

Footsteps. Several pairs.

“He
is alive,
then, Doctor?”

I’d heard that voice before—briefly.
Youthful, hesitant.

The young cop, Drummond!

“Yes,
Officer,” confirmed a deeper male voice, accented. “Thanks to you!
But I have to confess—we don’t know just what’s wrong with him. A
coma that we have not yet been able to identify. Poor
man.”

OEBPS/cover.jpg





