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Introduction

 


East Coast. West Coast. And “flyover country” in
between. So different from each other and yet so much the same.
Some years ago, maybe decades at this point—back in the day, if you
will—there were more common threads in society. Everybody watched
Ed Sullivan. We all watched the moon landing at the same time and
the horrors of the various assassinations of the 1960s. Young
people, at least, pretty much listened to rock ‘n’ roll—everybody
was listening to the Beatles. But as time flew by, our cultural
fabric frayed and now everybody’s in little niches that cater to
their specific taste, from emo to country western to hip hop, from
Breaking Bad to American Idol. And from Jane Austen
to James Ellroy. Sure, there’s some overlap, but in many cases not
much. So what’s the one thing everybody and every place from sea to
shining sea has in common?

Crime.

Crime in high places. Crime in low places.

Crime in the Faneuil Hall Marketplace of Boston to
the Vincent Thomas Bridge in the Port of Los Angeles. From the
wind-swept sails of the New England shoreline to the transitioning
Italian-American neighborhood of North Beach in San Francisco and
the Disney Concert Hall in L.A. Crime is everywhere, from the murky
depths of Echo Park Lake and the body dump of the Angeles National
Forest, to the clear waters of Oyster Bay and the beaches of Cape
Cod—even Mexico City—in this collection of stories that range from
hardboiled to suspense-thrillers. And while these stories differ in
locale, climate, mood and the tone and voices of the various
writers, they all resonate with the dark underbelly of crime.

Peel back the layers of the genteel onion of
civilized society to see the corruption just below the surface.
Peel back another layer and you see the real decay. Is it really
that bad? You tell me. Do you lock your car doors when you drive,
do you have alarms on your houses, do you avoid certain
neighborhoods? Maybe you even own a gun. So you tell me, is it that
bad?

And who better to bring you this melting pot of
crime stories from across the county than such award winners as:
Mystery Writers of America Grand Master Bill Pronzini, Edgar Winner
William Link, Shamus Winner Paul D. Marks, Sherlock Holmes Bowl
Winner Andrew McAleer and Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine Readers
Award Winner Robert S. Levinson, et al. And no matter whether they
were born and raised in Long Beach, New York, or Long Beach,
California, each writer brings a different voice and perspective to
the mystery-crime genre.

The stories in this collection are tied together by
crime and murder, but they don’t travel a linear path from coast to
coast. So sit back and enjoy this sawed off shotgun, I mean see-saw
ride, between our two coasts.

Continuing in the tradition of the great pulp
magazines, stories and writers, we offer you Coast to Coast:
Murder from Sea to Shining Sea.

 


—Paul D. Marks,

from the mean, dark streets of Los Angeles
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Murder Medium Rare

William Link

 


Franco Calderella, the godfather, called Salvedore
(Sally) from his suburban fortress on Staten Island. “I want
you to see my whacko daughter,” he laughed, but Sally wasn’t
fooled. Virna was the apple of his eye, also tangerine,
pear, kumquat and what-have-you. The young woman was a
graduate of Princeton, summa cum laude, a poly-sci and Woman
Studies major, straight A student with a mouth that could talk
Mario Cuomo under the table. The fact that she was in the
vanguard of the various women’s movements did not sit too well with
her sexist pig father but he dismissed all that with an indulgent,
helpless shrug.

“What’s on her mind?” Sally asked cautiously.

“How should I know? She wants to talk to you
personally.”

“She still in that fancy place on Park Avenue?”

Franco sighed. “Mexico City.”

“Mexico City! What’s she doin’ in beaner-town for
Chris’sake?”

Sally could feel almost telepathically another of
Franco’s shrugs. “Some female thing down there.”

“Feminist,” Sally corrected.

“Yeah, yeah, one of those way-out projects she gets
involved with. Someday she’ll grow up, get married, give me
some grandkids.”

Sally stubbed out his cigar. “Why can’t I
talk to her on the phone?”

“She wants you there, Sally. She
doesn’t want to get into it over the horn. I said you’d book
reservations when you get around to it. Meaning now.”
Silence. “You with me?”

Resigned: “Sure, sure. I guess I’m gonna miss
my nephew’s birthday.”

“Tell him it’s business. Besides, he’ll have
a lot more birthdays if he keeps his nose clean.”

“Anything else I should know?”

“Yeah. Don’t drink the water down there.”

 


 


Sally flew the next morning on Mexicali and checked
into the El Camino in Chapultepec Park. It was big, bold,
minimalist with a huge Tamayo mural in the lobby. He had
never been south of the border before and he felt vaguely anxious,
fish out of water, lost in a land where people probably never heard
of pasta carbonata and thought espresso was a delivery
service. Sally was a heavy, lumbering man with prematurely
graying hair and a red-rimmed potato nose. He relished his
job with the Calderella family but these days he was a little worn
down from too much scotch and too little sleep.

He went to the hotel bar for some fortifying shots
of Cutty, then took a cab to Virna’s apartment on the Reforma, the
city’s main boulevard. The smog was incredible—you could see
it moving like slow-moving phantoms in the streets.

It figured: the girl lived in the penthouse.
She was alone when he came up, a tall, statuesque brunette, no
make-up, hair upswept into a knot on top of her head.

“Uncle Sally,” she said, trying to encircle his
burlap-sack body in a hug. “Putting on weight again.”

He wasn’t her uncle but he had been around since she
was a day out of the delivery room. She led him into a room
with a skylight showing the hot blue sky crisscrossed with
contrails from jets. She didn’t ask him about his trip down,
his hotel accommodations, or even about his life in general, but
immediately launched into her business.

She always had a slight lisp as a kid and it hadn’t
gone away. “...it’s the national sport here—even though it
isn’t really a sport it’s a ritual—”

“Yeah, I—” Sally began but she ignored him.

“And it’s a disgrace. They slaughter these
poor innocent animals in front of thousands of people and millions
more on cable around the world.”

“If I could—”

“It’s brutal and barbaric. This is the
twenty-first century, not the Middle Ages with their torture racks
and thumb screws.”

“But it’s the custom here, Virna. It’s
something—”

“—that’s got to be stopped. These matadors,
these national idols in their macho sexy tights, their—”

“Virna—could you please hold it a minute. Is
this why your father sent me all the way down here—to listen to a
lecture on the evils of bullfighting? Give me a break, honey.” He
took out a cigar but held it unlit, remembering Virna hated smoking
of any kind.

“This is a job,” she said, off her riff now, pouring
them tall glasses of ice tea from a sweating pitcher. “I
want you to kill Maldonado.”

“Wait a minute. Who?”

“Maldonado. He’s their star matador.”

Sally sank into a deeply upholstered chair; his jet
lag felt like a scotch hangover. “You want me to whack a
bullfighter?”

She was looking at her glossy-smooth
fingernails. “So what’s the problem, Sally? How many guys
have you whacked for Daddy—a dozen or so over the years? What did
their occupations have to do with anything?” She shot him a
mischievous look. “I thought you were an equal opportunity
hitman.”

Sally expelled his breath, digging out his dog-eared
notebook and a pencil. “What’s this guy’s first name?”

“Bullfighters don’t have first names. He’s
Maldonado. Like Madonna. Or Elvis.”

“Elvis is a first name.”

“So sue me.”

Sally frowned. “What’s his address?”

Virna shrugged, annoyed. “The Plaza Mexico
where he practices his tauromaquia.”

“He lives in the bullring?”

Her first smile. “Of course not. But
that’s where you kill him—during one of his triumphs, right after
he’s murdered the bull and the Presidente is about to award him the
ears or the testicles or whatever.” Her dark eyes lit up.
“What a message it will send to the world—bullfighters like the
rest of us have to pay for their crimes!”

Sally shook his head, suddenly feeling
nauseous. He gulped at the ice tea, coughed.

“Something wrong?” Virna asked, uncharacteristically
solicitous. “You look pale.”

“Jet lag,” Sally mumbled. “Maybe I need some
air.”

She showed him out to the balcony that overlooked
the twisting serpent of traffic below on the Reforma. The
sun flashing on chrome hurt his eyes.

“You feeling any better, Sally?” Virna asked,
leaning on the parapet. He was her own personal contract
killer now so it figured she was suddenly protective of him.

Sally nodded. He wondered if the drugstores
down here sold Maalox or Pepto-Bismol. “I’m okay,” he said,
trying a weak smile. “When exactly am I supposed to off this
guy?”

“Tomorrow, Sunday afternoon, four at the
corrida. It’s on Calle Augusto Rodin, every cab driver knows
it.”

“But I don’t have my piece. With all this
9/11 security I can never bring it through the metal detectors at
the airports.”

“Not to worry. All that will be taken care of
when we meet for dinner tonight. You’ll be given your final
instructions then.”

Final instructions. Another control freak
like her father—you couldn’t beat the genes.

“And Sally,” Virna went on, her face darkening like
the Wicked Witch of the North. “I smelled liquor on your
breath when you came. There will be no drinking on this
job. Is that understood?”

“Yeah, no problem.” Sally held his breath against
the noxious fumes rising from the traffic. Maybe it was time
to think about retirement, although he knew foot soldiers in the
Family were signed up for life. But what galled him was that
he had enlisted to serve Franco, not his nutcase daughter!

 


 


Sally took a shower at the hotel and lay on the bed
with a towel draped across his hips. He puffed on a double
corona which managed to tame the cart-wheeling butterflies in his
stomach. He got up, dressed in a light poplin suit and went
down to the lobby for a forbidden scotch.

Puffing away, he asked the barman, “How good’s this
guy Maldonado?”

“Magnífico, Señor. He moves like the
wind, like sunlight.”

“Hmmm. How old is this Señor Sunlight?”

The middle-aged barman smiled, revealing more gold
than Fort Knox. “Twenty-eight.”

“He’s married, kids?”

“Oh no.” Another smile, a lewd one this time.
“He has muy señoritas. He takes his pasión
from the ring into his bed.”

“And if I want to see this wind and sunlight
fella—he’s fighting tomorrow?”

“Yes, Señor. Big bulls. They say
shipped all the way from Cordoba. He shakes his
muleta like a mirimba—make them big bulls samba.”

Funny custom, Sally thought. They make heroes
out of skinny kids in tights waving crazy capes. Harmless
dudes and yet Virna wanted to kill one. And that was the
problem—how was he going to pull it off in front of several
thousand cheering fans?

Virna had a plan.

 


 


They met in a small, chic restaurant in the Zona
Rosa, an upscale part of town filled with jewelry shops and
cafes.

Virna wore a velvet pants suit, her hair freed from
the knot, shimmering to her shoulders. Her dark eyes were
intense to the point of maniacal.

Sally, ill-at-ease, opened the menu and stared at
what appeared to be a crossword puzzle in Spanish.

Virna smirked. “You need a
diccionario, my friend. Allow me to order for
you.”

“I still got a queasy stomach, Virna. Get me
some scrambled eggs, will you?”

“God,” she murmured, “you’re the perfect American
turista. Look, I’m not going to get us kicked out of
here. The chef can whip you up some huevos
rancheros.”

Trepidation: “What’s that?”

“Eggs. Mexican style.”

She waved over the hovering captain and spoke to him
in rapid-fire Spanish. The man nodded solemnly as if he had
just received funeral instructions, and slipped mournfully away.
Virna handed Sally a claim-check.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“There’s a Masonite suitcase in the hatcheck room
here. Inside you’ll find a Ruger Mini-14 rifle. Are
you familiar with this weapon?”

“Ah—no.”

“Well, you have some time, not a lot, to familiarize
yourself with it. Daddy says you’re very proficient with
guns—when you are not drinking. There’s also a
Leupold sniper scope, best of the line I’m told.”

Sally felt the nail files again in his gut.
“Who got you this stuff?”

“Doesn’t matter, everything’s untraceable.
You just concentrate on your job. God, Sally, you’re really
beginning to show your age.”

“Virna,” he said with a baleful look, “I’m only
fifty-five years old.”

“There’s a ticket in the suitcase to the Plaza
Mexico. Go to the top tier past the TV booth where they do
the local and the remote coverage.”

“They really televise these things?”

“All the way to the People’s Republic of
China. But you won’t stick around to take a bow.”

“I’ve whacked guys in phone booths, flophouses, even
at the urinal, but they don’t have TV cameras in those places.”

She smiled, clicking her glass of mineral water
against his. “So this’ll be really a first for you,
Sally. Congratulations.”

“Okay,” he said, scowling. “I’m on the top
tier. What happens next?”

Virna was listening to the guitarist playing on a
little dais near them. Another smile appeared on her pale,
undecorated lips. “You’re going to appreciate how well I’ve
worked this out...”

 


 


Sally slept little that night. He watched the
trees across the park from his window for a long time as dawn came
slowly up like a blush of embarrassment.

He had checked out the rifle and mounted the sniper
scope before he went to bed, noting the parts were well-oiled and
ready for action, bullets filling the clip. He had never
seen a bullfight before but he doubted if he was going to enjoy
this one. Watching the trees grow pink with the hot new day,
he pondered what he was going to do. Franco’s targets were
all scumbags, mobsters, snitches, men who had committed murders
themselves. What had this bullfighter done to anybody?
Whacked some goddamned bulls?

His uncle Mario used to put bulls out of their
misery in the Chicago stockyards. They ended up as juicy
porterhouses and T-bones in the best steakhouses all over the
country. With a nice bottle of dago-red it made people feel
comfortable, happy, civilized. He was even sure these
Mexican bulls had the same destination—they were probably serving
some of Maldonado’s victims in the very restaurant where they had
eaten last night. So what was this stupid message Virna was
sending to the People’s Republic of China? Certainly not to
steak-lovers!

He spent the very early afternoon strolling through
the park, skipped lunch and bought a paletas, a delicious
frozen juice bar from a sidewalk vendor. Then he had a last
cigar and a double scotch before setting off for the bullfight, the
Masonite suitcase swinging at his side.

It seemed an eternity getting there—maybe the cab
driver was taking him ‘around the horn,’ a roundabout way to build
up the fare—but he didn’t care since he had plenty of time and
plenty of money.

The arena looked like a much smaller version of
Yankee Stadium and Sally felt a tinge of homesickness. He
wanted to get this thing over with so he could wing back to New
York where they spoke the lingo and he could read the menus.

He joined the boisterous crowd sweeping into the
arena, working class families all happy and talkative as if they
were out for a picnic.

Once inside he looked around for an elevator, tired
already from lugging the suitcase, but he couldn’t find one so he
took an ancient flight of stairs to the upper level. He was
winded by the time he reached the top and he silently cursed
himself for bypassing lunch. His pump seemed to be working
double time and he wondered why this hit had him more agitated than
all the others.

He slouched along the tiled walkway, past casually
dressed young technicians checking the TV cameras, their cables
coiling into the central monitoring booth, and brushed by a beer
vendor hawking potential customers. He implored Sally who
pretended not to hear.

There was a half-painted wooden door at the end of
the walkway, far distant from the television crew, and Sally tried
the knob. It was unlocked, just as Virna had told him, and
it opened as if it had been recently oiled just like the gun.

It was some kind of storage room, crates, torn and
faded bullfight posters on the sagging walls, a half-eaten burrito
crawling with maggots in a corner.

Following instructions, he ripped off the slats
barring the window that overlooked the bright bowl of the
bullring.

Next he opened the suitcase and reassembled the
Ruger rifle, finally carefully mounting the sniper scope.

In the restaurant he had voiced his fear of the
noise when he fired and Virna had assured him that the nearest TV
cameras were unmanned robots controlled by the director inside his
sound-proofed booth. The roar of the crowd would also help
cloak the shots.

Sally, sweating now in the confines of his crumpled
poplin suit, stood at the window, staring down past the tumbled
rows of fans to where some sort of parade of matadors and their
assistants was circling around the ring.

A trumpet-dominated band was braying out its music
like a crazy calliope. There was one tall, very lithe
matador who seemed to command more of the crowd’s attention than
the others. He moved with the effortless grace of a ballet
dancer, an economy of movement, bowing and sweeping his hat from
his head to a cortege of pretty young women in a box near the
ring. This had to be the great Maldonado.

A series of preliminary contests began featuring
various matadors facing an increasingly belligerent succession of
bulls. Sally was impressed with the thundering size and
speed of these beasts, black as tar, fearless as dragons in a
dream. A few of the matadors had trouble, one or two barely
avoided being gored. One painfully-thin fellow tripped and
fell—and a bunch of helpers quickly surrounded him waving a
washline of capes to distract the bull.

Sally was slightly repulsed by the way these helpers
drove sharp sticks into the bulls’ shoulders, obviously wearing
them down. This seemed very unfair even though Virna had
explained that it wasn’t a contest between man and beast, but
rather a ritual where the bull’s destiny was to die.

Finally it was showtime—Maldonado was prancing round
the ring again like a circus pony, orchestrating with little smiles
and gestures the roars of the adoring crowd. Good for me,
Sally thought, hefting the rifle to his shoulder and following his
moving target through the sniper scope. With roars like that
this thing is going to sound even less than a popgun going
off. All I need is time to get out of here when all hell
breaks loose.

Virna told him that Maldonado would fight several
bulls so Sally should take his time lining up his target, getting
the matador’s moves down, not going off half-cocked.

Sally vetoed any shot while the action was across
the ring. He had to make this as easy as possible for
himself.

Tracking Maldonado through the scope was almost like
watching him on a television set—concentrating on the head, a blond
coin bisected by the dark hat. Using the muzzle of the gun,
he knocked out another pane of glass in the window, and then ducked
down as a vendor passed quickly by, unaware of his presence.

The crowd erupted with an ear-splitting series of
‘Olés’ as Maldondo nimbly evaded the bull’s charges,
confounding the angered beast as it was forced to almost pirouette
with its prey.

Sally, practically kneeling now, steadying the rifle
against the lower frame of the window, held his breath as he had
learned in the army and waited for the perfect moment to squeeze
off a shot. It came just as the crowd roared as Maldonado
slid like a ghost from a lunge—and he fired.

He watched horror-stricken as the bull, not the
matador, fell like a sack of cement!

There was a beat of stunned silence in the vast
arena—the crowd caught in mid-shout—then a crescendo of cries,
curses.

Sally, in a daze, was managing to break down the
gun, stuffing it back into the suitcase. People were running
by outside, shouting.

He left the little room, the suitcase dragging at
his side, glancing quickly down into the bullring where a ring of
people was gathered around the twitching animal, its blood pooling
out onto the packed earth. Maldonado stood apart from them,
a solitary figure suddenly stripped of his glory.

Sally staggered down the stairs, head down, the
suitcase bumping against his thigh. It was incredible—he had
killed the damn bull instead of the matador. And Virna, he
knew, was an animal rights freak!

Men were clustered at the exits, some silent, others
gesticulating, talking in baffled voices. Sally pushed his
way past them, using the suitcase as a wedge, unnoticed as police
scrambled up the stairs. Sweat blurring his vision, he
stumbled out into the searing sunlight. There were clumps of
excited people out there too, lanes of old-model cars, tangles of
motor-bikes and motorcycles. Still jumpy with adrenaline,
his shirt glued to his body, he made his way toward a convoy of
waiting taxis, the drivers standing near them, smoking,
arguing.

One thought crowded out the others in Sally’s mind:
it was the first time he had ever missed his target. And
then another thought, clothed in bitter humor, pushed that one
away—and it became almost a mantra as he was driven back to the
hotel: maybe after this he had better stick to humans.

 


 


At the Camino Real the desk clerk gave him four
telephone messages, all from Virna. He crumpled them in his
fist like losing parimutuel slips.

As he opened the door to his room he could hear the
telephone ringing. He dropped the suitcase in the middle of
the floor and went slowly, wearily to the phone.
“Virna?”

“You stupid inept bastard,” she said, her voice low,
surprisingly under control, packed in dry ice. “I never
asked you to do anything for me before. You were always
Daddy’s man, his pack mule, his fetch. ‘Good old Sally,’
he’d laugh, ‘Dumb as hell but he always gets the job done.’”

Sally gritted his teeth, anger flaring up like
butane, but he managed to keep quiet. He had screwed up big
time, and he had no excuses: contract killing was his job
description, his specialty.

“Well, you’re not getting off the hook,” she went
on, her voice sub-zero. “Write this down—I don’t trust your
old man’s drunken memory—”

He fumbled for a memo pad on the bureau.
“Yeah?”

“‘Maria.’ It’s a working class cantina—844
Caliente. Got that, Pack Mule?”

“Yeah. 844.”

“Maldonado goes there with his sycophants after
every fight—it’s another damn ritual. I hope to God you
still have the gun.”

“I have it right here.”

“Then finish the job. I don’t care how you do
it.” She choked back a dry sob. “The TV said the bull took a
long time to die. I really hope someday when you die
it takes twice as long.”

He was going to tell her he was sorry, but the words
lodged in his throat.

“And, Sally?”

“Yeah. I’m here.”

“Get it done, Pack Mule.”

 


 


He rested for almost an hour, then went down to the
bar and enjoyed a few scotches. “You heard about Maldonado?”
the grim barman asked him. “You were there, Señor?”

“Nah. I couldn’t make it.”

The man was disconsolate, polishing a glass again
and again. “I feel so sorry—sorry for him.”

“The bull?”

“No. Maldonado.”

Sally waited another half hour and then took a cab
back to Virna’s building,

Virna was still alone, perched in front of the
television console with a tall glass of ice tea. Her hair
was all undone and she was wearing some kind of pink
peignoir. “Done deal?” she asked, her voice only slightly
edged with anxiety. “There’s been nothing on the tube yet.”

Sally nodded. “It might take a little while
to get on the news, but I kid you not, Virna, it’ll be there.”

Virna matched his nod, very business-like now as
usual. “There’s an envelope on the table over there.”

Money? He couldn’t take her money. It was a
Japan Airlines envelope.

“You’re leaving tomorrow for Tokyo,” she
said. This was the old Virna again, the same feverish light
in her dark eyes that he had first seen when she was a little
kid.

“Your next assignment, Sally.”

He was more than caught off-guard. “What do
you mean? Who’s it this time?”

“His name is Hari Kurataki. He’s the
president of a huge fishing cartel. His fleet hunts down
dolphins in the South China Sea.” She glared at him like he had a
harpoon. “And sit down—you’re jerking around like a jumping
bean. I’ll allow you one scotch.”

“N-no. Thanks.”

“He’s a menace. He’s one of the monsters
who’s systematically destroying God’s creatures in our oceans.”

Sally looked down at an inviting chair but he didn’t
sit. A breeze from the balcony ruffled his sweat-drenched
hair.

“He’s the perfect symbol,” Virna said. “I
only wish we could gut him from stem to stern like one of his poor
defenseless victims.” A smile cracked her face. “But a
bullet will do nicely.”

Sally nodded, more to himself than to her.
The mantra was slowly wending through his mind again.

 


 


Back in the good U.S. of A. Sally got a call from
Franco Calderella. His voice sounded hoarse, old, coated
with an unusual emotion. “Bad news, Sally. God, I
can’t believe it.”

“What’s wrong? What?”

“Just found out.” His voice almost broke.
“Virna died in Mexico City.”

“No! I just saw her last night.”

“I know, I know. It must’ve happened right
after you left her. She fell off the balcony there—they
found her body in the goddamn street.”

“Horrible, Franco, horrible...”

His breath rattled the receiver. “I
know. Maybe she was drinking, but she never drank.
But she called me about you, Sally.”

Sally took the cigar from his mouth. “She
did?”

“Yeah. She said you’d messed up, but she knew
you’d fix everything up.”

Sally smiled. “That’s—very good to hear,
Franco.”

“Just wanted you to know...Well, I got arrangements
to make. Talk to you later.”

Sally hung up and stretched. His big,
celebratory corona had gone out. As he relit it, the Mexico
City mantra ran again through his head: Always stick to
humans...
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Late, From the West Coast

William G. Tapply

 


Quinn:

It was one of those airless Wednesday afternoons in
August, and on my office radio, the Sox were hanging onto a two-run
lead with the Orioles across the river at Fenway.

Mrs. Thayer showed up for her appointment in the
middle of the eighth inning. She was a good-looking,
fortyish woman—streaks of gray in her brown hair, pale blue eyes
with smile crinkles at the corners, a well-tended body. She
stood in the doorway, smiling uncertainly. “Mr. Quinn?” she
said. “I’m Diana Thayer. I’m sorry. I’m a
little early.”

I waved her in. “Have a seat, Mrs.
Thayer.”

She sat across from me in my wooden client chair and
said, “Would you mind turning that radio off?”

I reached behind me and turned down the volume a
couple of notches. “You’re from New York,” I said.

“Yes. Originally. How did you
know?”

“I’m a professional investigator,” I said.
“Yankee fan?”

“To tell you the truth,” she said, “I hate
baseball. I did ask you to turn off that radio.”

“I’ve got to sit right here and listen to it, Mrs.
Thayer. Sorry. The Red Sox are winning. I
don’t want to do anything to change our luck.”

She smiled. “Why, you’re superstitious, Mr.
Quinn.”

“I guess so,” I said. “You mentioned your
husband on the phone.”

“I believe he’s having an affair.”

“And?”

“And I want to know.”

“Are you sure?”

“What? That he’s having an affair?”

“No. That you want to know.”

She nodded. “I’ve given it a lot of
thought. I must know.”

“What if he is?”

“I shall divorce him.”

“You have a pre-nup, Mrs. Thayer. Why would
you want a divorce?”

“Because I—how do you know that?”

I shrugged elaborately.

“You can find out if somebody’s got a prenuptial
agreement?”

I smiled. “I can find out anything.”

“How?”

“If I told you, then you too could become a
top-of-the-line private investigator and charge outrageous fees
like me.” I held up my hand when she started to speak. It
was the top of the ninth, and the Orioles had a couple of runners
on base with only one out.

“Mr. Quinn—”

“Please,” I said.

She rolled her eyes and looked up at the
ceiling.

The next two Oriole batters flied out
harmlessly. Game over. Victory was ours. A
perfect way to end the home stand. Now the Sox—our beloved
second-place Boston Red Sox, who were nipping at the hated heels of
the New York Yankees—were headed for the West Coast.
Anaheim, Oakland, then Seattle. A crucial August road trip
in a tense pennant race. What could be finer?

I reached behind me, snapped off the radio, then
turned to Mrs. Thayer. “Your husband is a partner at Thayer,
Metcalf and Morrow in Harvard Square. He earned a little
over three hundred thousand in salary last year, which doesn’t
include his bonus or his stock options or the dividends on his
portfolio. If you two get divorced, regardless of the
reason, you get a one-time settlement of one hundred thousand
dollars plus the summer cottage on Squam Lake. No
alimony. He gets everything else.” I frowned at her.
“Why in the world did you agree to that?”

“Carl’s a lawyer,” she said. “He convinced me
he’d love me forever. I assumed that meant even after I got
old and dumpy.”

“You’re a very attractive woman,” I said.
“Not at all dumpy.”

“Thank you. But the mirror doesn’t lie.” She
smiled. “Anyway, at the time it sounded fair.”

“It’s not fair, Mrs. Thayer. It’s a bad
deal.”

“I guess it is. Nothing I can do about it
now.”

“Can I give you some advice?”

She shrugged.

“Forget it,” I said. “Just go home and forget
the whole thing.”

“I can’t forget it, Mr. Quinn. I’ve got to
know.”

I nodded. “Okay, then. Who’s the
woman?”

“I don’t know, but...” She dug into her big shoulder
bag and came up with a slip of paper. “I suspect this is her
phone number.” She handed the paper to me.

It was a Cambridge exchange. “Where’d you get
this?” I said.

“Last Saturday around noontime the phone
rang. When I answered, she hung up. I hit
star-six-nine. This was the number.”

“What makes you think it was your husband’s, um,
friend?”

“I’m usually out of the house at noontime on
Saturday. That’s when I have my tennis lesson. But I
had a sore wrist, so I canceled. Carl seemed unnaturally
anxious about the call.”

“Anxious? As if he’d been expecting her to call,
assuming you wouldn’t be there?”

She nodded. “Exactly.”

“Did you try this number?”

“No. I was...afraid she’d answer.”

I picked up the phone. “Let’s try it now.” I
dialed the number. It rang five times, then a woman’s rather
breathy recorded voice came on and told me I’d succeeded in
reaching the number I’d dialed and invited me to leave a message,
which I declined. “No name,” I told Mrs. Thayer. “A
woman. She sounds young.”

She nodded. “It’s her.”

“We’ll see.”

“What will you do?”

“I’ll follow your husband. I’ll record him on
video tape. I’ll give you a copy of the tape and write you a
detailed report.”

“Friday nights,” she said. “That’s when he
sees her. He claims he has a meeting. He doesn’t get
home till close to midnight.”

“What makes you think he doesn’t have a
meeting?”

“His hair’s always wet. He takes a
shower. To wash off her—the smell of sex.”

“Does he see her any other time?”

“As far as I know, just Fridays,” she said.
“Every Friday for the past two months.”

“This is your last chance, Mrs. Thayer,” I
said. “Go home. Forget the whole thing.”

“No,” she said. “Please, Mr. Quinn.
Find out for me.”

 


 


Diana:

On Friday at six-thirty I was sitting in my car
outside Carl’s parking garage in Harvard Square half a block down
the street from where Mr. Quinn was sitting in his car.

He was a pleasant enough man for a private
detective, even if he insisted on listening to that stupid baseball
game. Ruth at the club swore by him. Said he had all
the latest high-tech equipment and was a wizard with his
computer.

Ruth liked to brag about how she’d refused to agree
to a pre-nup. Sometimes I wanted to strangle her.

A little before seven, Carl drove out of the garage
in his maroon Range Rover. Mr. Quinn waited for a couple of
cars to pass, then pulled out behind Carl. I let a car get
ahead of me, then I pulled out behind Mr. Quinn.

Our little caravan headed out toward Central Square
on Mass. Ave. in the heavy early-evening traffic. After a
mile or so, Carl took a left onto a one-way residential
street. So did Mr. Quinn. So did I. A block or
so later Carl turned into a parking lot beside a dreary old brick
apartment building. Mr. Quinn pulled into an empty slot on
the street just past the building. I kept going, tugging the
brim of my hat low over my face as I drove past him. It was
an unnecessary precaution. He was turned around in his front
seat aiming a video camera back at the building.

It took me about fifteen minutes to loop back onto
Mass. Ave. and drive home to our lovely old house on Garden
Street—the house that Carl would keep if we got divorced.

 


 


Quinn:

I stopped on the street and got the camera turned on
in time to catch Carl Thayer entering the apartment
building. Then I waited for a half hour, and when I was sure
they weren’t going anywhere, I backed up, pulled into the lot
beside the building and parked in the shadows in the corner.
It was a perfect setup. From my front windshield I had a
clear view of Mr. Thayer’s Range Rover and both the front and the
side entrances to the building, which were brightly lit.

Her name was Gwen—not Gwendolyn, just
Gwen—Farrington. Twenty-three years old last March, never
married, hometown Acton, associate’s degree in business management
from Middlesex Community College. She was an aerobics
instructor at the Mt. Auburn Tennis Club and a part-time hostess at
Bertucci’s. She declared $26,741 on her taxes last year,
paid nine fifty a month for her one-bedroom apartment, owned a
five-year-old Toyota Corolla and owed nearly six grand on her Visa
card.

All of this information—and plenty more—was
available to anyone who had a phone number they wanted to check
on. The Internet has made private investigating almost too
easy.

Carl Thayer would be an excellent catch for Gwen
Farrington. Mrs. Thayer had plenty to worry about.

I had a cooler full of Cokes, a bag of ginger snaps,
a milk jug to pee in, a pack of cigarettes, a pile of magazines and
a late game from the West Coast coming up on the radio. It
promised to be a pleasant evening of work.

I switched on the radio for the pre-game analysis at
nine-thirty. The game from Anaheim started at ten.

I settled back. How many people could earn
seventy-five dollars an hour listening to a ball game?

Pedro was mowing them down, and so was the Angels
pitcher, and when Carl Thayer came out, it was a little after
eleven-thirty in Cambridge and scoreless in the sixth inning in
Anaheim.

I turned off the radio and switched on the video
camera.

Gwen came out with him, thank you very much.
She was wearing running shorts and a T-shirt. She kissed him
right there in front of me under the light over the side
door. It was a long kiss. No mistaking the nature of
that kiss. She had both of her arms wrapped around his
neck. He had both of his hands on her butt.

I got it all on camera. The display on the
tape recorded the date and the time.

After Carl Thayer drove away and Gwen waved to him
and went inside, I shut down the video camera and switched the
radio back on. While I wasn’t listening, the Sox had scored
a run.

 


 


Diana:

I was lying on the sofa pretending to be asleep, as
I’d been doing for the past several Friday nights, when Carl got
home. He tiptoed upstairs, and five minutes later he was
snoring. He’d be dead to the world until morning.

I grabbed my shoulder bag, slipped out the front
door, backed the Range Rover out of the driveway and pulled into
the lot beside the girl’s apartment building about ten minutes
later.

It was, as I’d suspected, Gwen, that busty little
aerobics instructor at the club. I didn’t need Mr. Quinn to
figure out that much.

I reached into my bag and ran my hand over the
smooth metal of Carl’s revolver. He kept it hidden in a
toolbox in the garage. He didn’t think I knew about it.

I went to the door and buzzed her apartment.
A minute later her sweet little voice came over the
intercom. “Carl? Is that you, baby?”

“It’s Diana Thayer,” I said.

“I—who?”

“Carl’s wife.”

“What—what do you want?” she said.

“We need to talk, you and I. Woman to
woman.”

“Talk about what?”

“You know. Come on, now.”

“Well...okay.”

She buzzed me up and was standing at the door to her
second-floor apartment when I got there. She looked about
sixteen in her shorts and T-shirt and smooth pink skin.

She invited me to sit on the sofa in her drab little
living room and offered me something to drink. When she went
to the kitchen, I took Carl’s gun from my bag, cocked the hammer
and held it on my lap behind a throw pillow.

She came back with two glasses of iced tea and a
worried frown on her too-cute face, and when she bent over to hand
one of the glasses to me, I shot her through the pillow.
Twice in the chest. The pillow muffled the noise, but even
so, it sounded quite loud in that tiny room.

There was less blood than I’d expected. Just
two round red holes in her chest.

When I got back home, Carl was still snoring away
upstairs. I wiped off the gun and put it back in his
toolbox. Then I lay down on the sofa and went to sleep.

I slept quite well.

The police showed up at nine the next morning when
Carl and I were drinking coffee and reading the newspaper.
There were two of them, both dressed in suits. The younger
dark-skinned one was a Cambridge detective named Franklin.
The older, rather disheveled man was Lt. Horowitz, a state police
detective.

Horowitz seemed to be in charge. He spoke to
Carl. “Sorry to bother you on a nice Saturday morning, sir,
but I believe you own a handgun?”

“There are no guns in this house,” I said
quickly.

Carl glanced at me, then looked at Horowitz.
“Um, well, actually, I do own a handgun.”

“What?” I said, feigning indignation.
“You promised me you’d gotten rid of that thing.”

“Sorry, darling.”

“We need your gun, sir,” said Horowitz.

“How come?” said Carl. “What’s up?”

Horowitz waved his hand in the air. “Just
routine, sir. Please show officer Franklin where you keep
the gun.”

After Carl and Franklin headed to the garage, I said
to Horowitz, “Has my husband done something?”

He shook his head and smiled.

“He’s in some kind of trouble, isn’t he?” I
persisted.

“Please try to take it easy, ma’am.”

Carl and the detective were back a couple of minutes
later. Franklin was carrying the revolver in a plastic
bag.

“Well?” said Horowitz.

“It’s been fired recently,” said Franklin.
“Two empty cartridges in the cylinder.”

“What’s this all about?” I said to Horowitz.
“I have a right to know.”

He ignored me and turned to Carl. “Where were
you last night around midnight, sir?”

“Midnight? I was upstairs sleeping.”

“Where were you before that?”

“I was...I was with a friend.”

“This friend can vouch for you?”

Carl glanced at me. “If necessary, yes.”

“Carl, honey?” I said. “What’s going on?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“What about you, ma’am?” said Horowitz.

“Me?” I said. “What about me?”

“Where were you between midnight and one o’clock
last night?”

“Why, I was right here. I slept on the sofa
all night.” I looked at Carl. “Right, sweetheart?”

Carl nodded. “Yes. Of course.”

Horowitz cleared his throat. “Diana Thayer,”
he said, “I am arresting you for the murder of Gwen
Farrington. I want to be sure you understand your
rights. You—”

“Wait,” I said. “You’ve got it wrong.
It was Carl. Just talk to a private detective named
Quinn. He’ll tell you. He got it all on video
tape.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Horowitz. “He certainly
did. Quinn got it all.” He cleared his throat. “You
have the right to remain silent, Mrs. Thayer. Anything you
say can be used against you in court. You have the
right...”

 


 


Quinn:

After Carl Thayer left, I sat right there in my car,
of course. Pedro was protecting a one-run lead, and I wasn’t
going to do anything to change our luck.

So I was still there in the parking lot when the
maroon Range Rover came back. I got Mrs. Thayer talking on
the intercom and going into the building on tape, and I heard the
gunshots, and I taped her when she came out. Then I picked
the locks, went up, found Gwen Farrington’s body, and called the
cops, and by the time I finished telling them my story and giving
them my videotapes and answering their questions, it was close to
two in the morning and I’d missed the end of the game.

I caught the score as I drove home. Pedro had
hung on, and we won, one to nothing.

If the Sox had been playing at Fenway instead of on
the West Coast three time zones away, the game would’ve been over
before Mrs. Thayer showed up to kill Gwen Farrington, and I
would’ve been long gone, and she’d have gotten away with it.

I felt pretty stupid about the whole thing.
I’d kind of liked Mrs. Thayer. Normally I don’t trust people
who hate baseball.
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The Yellow Jag

G.B. Pool

 


Graham Decker was a pathological liar, but that
wasn’t why he had to die. When the guy in the black shirt walked up
to him on the street and called his name, Decker said he was
Bradford Jones from Minnesota. That was when the man jammed a thin
blade in Decker’s chest between the fourth and fifth rib. The
stranger held a crimson towel over his hand to absorb the blood
that always erupted from such wounds and then eased Decker into the
trunk and let him bleed out in there. He shut the lid and left.

His job was done.

But this particular story started well before Decker
ended up in the trunk of that yellow Jag.

 


 


Hours Earlier

It was three thirty on a quiet November afternoon
when the taxi dropped the sweaty man off at the car rental place in
Hollywood. He clutched the leather satchel close to his chest and
struggled with his suitcase as he pushed open the glass doors and
trudged to the counter.

“Hi, Mr. Decker. Your car’s ready and waiting. I can
always tell you’re coming to town when Jorge’s out there washing
the yellow Jag. Not too many people pop for the extra bucks to
drive that beauty.”

“I want to show the buyers a good time when I’m in
town,” said Decker with a swagger. “You know how it is. Spend money
on ’em and they buy more.” He gave a slight chuckle and then tucked
the bulky bag under his arm before signing the rental form. He made
this trip five or six times a year so the clerk had filled in the
information before he arrived.

The clerk glanced at the business card attached to
the form. He kept the card ever since Decker first came into the
place five years ago and mentioned that he would be using their
services on a regular basis.
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