

[image: cover]




Beware!


Richard Laymon


[image: photo]




Copyright © 1996 Richard Laymon


The right of Richard Laymon to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2012


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cover photograph © Thor Jorgen Udvang/Shutterstock


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN : 978 0 7553 9156 1


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH


www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk




Richard Laymon wrote over thirty novels and seventy short stories. In May 2001, The Travelling Vampire Show won the Bram Stoker Award for Best Horror Novel, a prize for which Laymon had previously been shortlisted with Flesh, Funland, A Good, Secret Place (Best Anthology) and A Writer’s Tale (Best Non-fiction). Laymon’s works include the books of the Beast House Chronicles: The Celler, The Beast House and The Midnight Tour. Some of his recent novels have been Night in the Lonesome October, No Sanctuary and Amara.


A native of Chicago, Laymon attended Willamette University in Salem, Oregon, and too an MA in English Literature from Loyola University, Los Angeles. In 2000, he was elected President of the Horror Writers’ Association. He died in February 2001.


Laymon’s fiction is published in the United Kingdom by Headline, and in the United States by Leisure Books and Cemetery Dance Publications.


Praise for Richard Laymon:


‘This author knows how to sock it to the reader’ The Times


‘A brilliant writer’ Sunday Express


‘No one writes like Laymon and you’re going to have a good time with anything he writes’ Dean Koontz


‘In Laymon’s books, blood doesn’t so much as drip as explode, splatter and coagulate’ Independent


‘Stephen King without a conscience’ Dan Marlowe


‘Incapable of writing a disappointing book’ New York Review of Science Fiction


‘A gut-crunching writer’ Time Out


‘This is an author that does not pull his punches…A gripping, and at times genuinely shocking, read’ SFX Magazine




Also by Richard Laymon and published by Headline


The Beast House Trilogy:


The Cellar


The Beast House


The Midnight Tour


Beware!


Dark Mountain


The Woods are Dark


Out are the Lights


Night Show


Allhallow’s Eve


Flesh


Resurrection Dreams


Alarums


Blood Games


Endless Night


Midnight’s Lair*


Savage


In The Dark


Island


Quake


Body Rides


Bite


Fiends


After Midnight


Among the Missing


Come Out Tonight


The Travelling Vampire Show


Dreadful Tales


Night in the Lonesome October


No Sanctuary


Amara


The Lake


The Glory Bus


Funland


The Stake


*previously published under the pseudonym of Richard Kelly




Had you been rags or wood


I could have stuffed you and burned you.


But you were some bad breed of blood and bone


With arms that stretched an entire room.


Eyes without end and a heart of stone.


from ‘The Bogeyman’


by R. S. Stewart
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On the night it began, Frank and Joan Bessler left the stifling heat of their home and walked four blocks to Hoffman’s Market. Frank wanted a six-pack.


‘Doesn’t look open,’ Joan said.


‘It has to be.’ Frank checked his wristwatch. ‘I’ve got nine-fifteen.’


‘Why aren’t the lights on?’


‘Maybe she’s saving on electricity,’ he said. He hoped he was right, but didn’t believe it. For as far back as he could remember – and he’d spent all of his twenty-nine years in Oasis – the market had remained brightly lighted until closing time.


Closing time was ten o’clock to keep an edge on the Safeway that shut at nine. When Elsie Hoffman’s husband died, three years ago, there’d been talk she might sell out, or at least close down earlier. But she’d held onto the tiny market and kept it open till the usual hour.


‘I do think it’s closed,’ Joan said as they stopped by its deserted parking lot.


The store sign was dark. The only light in the windows was a dim glow from the bulb Elsie always left on overnight.


‘I can’t believe it,’ Frank muttered


‘She must’ve had a reason.’


‘Maybe she changed hours on us.’


Joan waited on the sidewalk, and Frank stepped up to the wooden door. Crouching, he squinted at the window sticker. Not enough light for him to read the times.


He tried the knob


No go.


He peered through the window, and saw no one. ‘Damn,’ he muttered. He knocked on the glass. Couldn’t hurt. Maybe Elsie was in the back someplace, out of sight.


‘Come on, Frank. She’s closed.’


‘I’m thirsty.’ He rapped harder on the window.


‘We’ll go over to the Golden Oasis. I’d rather have a margarita, anyway.’


‘Yeah, well, okay.’


He took a final look into the dimly-lighted store, then turned away. Behind him, the door banged and shook.


Frank jumped. Whirling around, he stared at the door, at its four glass panes.


‘What was that?’ Joan asked in a whisper.


‘I don’t know.’


‘Come on, let’s go.’


He backed away, staring at the windows, and decided he would have a heart attack, then and there, if a face should suddenly appear. He turned away fast before it could happen.


‘Who’s minding the mint?’ Red asked.


Elsie sipped her whisky sour. It was sweet and tart. Nobody could make whisky sours like Red. ‘I closed up a little early,’ she said.


‘Must get lonely in there.’


‘I tell you, Red, I’m not as young as I used to be, not by a long shot, but I’ve still got my senses. I haven’t gone mush-brained. Not yet. Wouldn’t you say so?’


‘You’re sharp as a tack, Elsie. Always have been.’


‘Now, I went through pure hell when Herb passed on. Miserable old skinflint that he was, I did love the man. But that was three years ago, come October. I’ve perked up pretty well, since then. Even at my worst, though – right after I lost him – I never cracked up.’


‘You were solid as a rock, Elsie.’ He glanced down the bar. ‘Right back,’ he said, and went away to serve a new customer.


Elsie sipped her drink. She looked both ways. To her left was Beck Ramsey, his arm around the Walters girl. A pity on her, Elsie thought. Beck would bring her nothing but trouble. To her right, separated from Elsie by an empty stool, sat the newspaper gal, Lacey Allen. A pretty thing. The men say she’s a cold fish, but they’ll say that about any gal who won’t drop her pants first time you smile at her. She always seemed pleasant enough in the store. A pity to see her sitting all alone at the bar like she didn’t have a friend in the world.


‘You’re an educated lady.’


Lacey looked over at her. ‘Me?’


‘Sure. Went to Stanford and all. You’re a doctor of something.’


‘English lit.’


‘Right. Probably one of the best educated folks in town. So you tell me something, if you don’t mind my asking.’


She shrugged. ‘All right. I’d be happy to try.’


‘Is there such a thing as ghosts?’


‘Ghosts?’


‘You know. Ghosts, spirits of dead folks, haunts.’


Lacey shook her head. ‘You’ve got me. I’ve never seen one. All through history, though, people have claimed they exist.’ She looked away from Elsie, picked up her wine glass, and raised it to her lips. But she didn’t drink. Her eyes suddenly opened wide. She gazed at Elsie, and set down her glass. ‘Did you see one?’


‘Don’t know what I saw. Not sure I saw anything.’


‘Mind if I …?’ Lacey looked at the empty stool between them.


‘Help yourself.’


She slid off her stool and climbed onto the one beside Elsie.


‘This is just between us. I don’t want to be written up in the Trib, everyone in town saying Elsie’s got cards gone.’


‘I promise.’


‘Okay then.’


A hand from behind patted her shoulder. She jumped, splashing her dress.


‘Jeez, I’m sorry!’


‘Lord!’ She looked around. ‘Frank, you scared the daylights outa me!’


‘I’m really sorry. Gosh, I …’


‘Well, that’s all right.’


‘Let me get you another drink.’


‘I won’t argue with that.’


He nodded a greeting to Lacey, then smiled at Elsie. ‘I guess I owed you a scare, though, after the one I just got at your store.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Have you got a watchdog in there, or something?’


‘What happened?’


‘We were over at your place a few minutes ago. I looked in the door, you know, to see if you were in, and something gave it a bash you wouldn’t believe. Scared the socks off me.’


‘Did you see what it was?’ Lacey asked.


‘I didn’t see anything. It sure gave me a start, though. Did you get yourself a dog, Elsie?’


‘I don’t keep animals. All they do is die on you.’


‘What was it, then?’


‘I wish I knew,’ Elsie said. ‘Heard something, myself, around nine. Sounded like someone walking. I looked everywhere – up and down the aisles, back in the storage room. I even checked the meat locker. No one in the store but yours truly. Then the cash register opened on its own accord, and that did it. I closed up.’


‘Maybe you’ve got a ghost,’ Frank said, half grinning.


‘That’s what I wonder,’ Elsie said. ‘What do you think, Lacey?’


‘I think we should drive over to your store and take a look.’




Lacey swung her car into the parking lot of Hoffman’s Market.


‘Why don’t you wait here,’ Frank told his wife.


‘And miss the fun?’ She flung open a rear door, climbed out, and smiled at Lacey. ‘You think we’ll make the paper?’


‘That depends on what’s inside,’ she said, and followed Elsie to the door.


‘We’ll make the paper for sure,’ said Frank, ‘if we all get slaughtered in there.’


Elsie frowned over her shoulder. ‘You do talk, Frank.’


‘If you’re so nervous,’ Joan told him, ‘maybe you should wait in the car.’


‘And let you get slaughtered without me? How would that look?’


Elsie peered through a window. ‘I don’t see anything. Course, I didn’t before.’


‘Let’s go in,’ Lacey whispered. She rubbed her arms. In spite of the night’s heat, she had goosebumps. Maybe this wasn’t such a great idea, she decided as Elsie pushed the key into the lock. But it had been her idea. She could hardly back out now. Besides, she did want to find out what had caused the trouble.


Elsie pushed open the door and entered. Lacey followed her in. The hardwood floor creaked under their footsteps. They stopped near the counter. Except for the light from a ceiling fixture near the door, the store was dark. Lacey could see only a short distance up the aisles.


‘Maybe you could turn on some …’


‘Holy shit!’


She swung around. Frank’s hand was still on the door. He’d stopped in the midst of shutting it. He and Joan stood motionless, staring.


‘I’ll be …’ said Elsie.


Lacey walked to the door and crouched. ‘Wicked looking thing,’ she said. The meat cleaver was buried deep in the wood only inches beneath the lower windows.


‘A little higher …’ Frank muttered.


‘That’s what hit the door!’ Joan cried.


‘That’s right.’


‘God, you could’ve been killed!’


Lacey stood up. ‘I think we’d better get out of here.’


‘Yeah,’ Frank said. ‘And quick. Whoever threw that sucker isn’t fooling around.’


‘Shouldn’t we call the police?’ Elsie asked.


‘From the bar. Come on.’


Oasis Tribune


Saturday, July 12


BURGLAR ATTACKS LOCAL MAN


Frank Bessler, local TV repairman, narrowly escaped injury last night when he interrupted a burglary in progress at Hoffman’s Market.


Bessler and his wife, Joan, arrived at the market shortly after it was closed for the night by its proprietor, Elsie Hoffman. As Bessler peered inside, the front door was shaken by a cleaver thrown by an unseen assailant.


Police were summoned after Bessler notified Mrs Hoffman of the occurrence. The responding patrolman, Ralph Lewis, searched the market and determined that the assailant had fled.


No signs of forced entry were found. According to Mrs Hoffman, no money was taken. The empty wrappers of two T-bone steaks were discovered behind the meat counter, along with an empty bottle of wine.


Elsie Hoffman, who has operated the market alone since the demise of her husband, admits she is troubled by the burglary and the assault on Bessler, but has no plans to change the store’s hours of operation. ‘Fear can run your life if you let it,’ she states. ‘I won’t let it run mine.


Says Bessler, ‘I went in for a beer and almost bought a farm.’


Oasis Tribune


Tuesday, July 15


MARKET HIT AGAIN


Hoffman’s Market, over the weekend, was again the target of an unknown vandal. Opening her store for business, Monday morning, proprietor Elsie Hoffman found the empty wrappings of beef, potato chips, and other edibles scattered about the floor.


‘Looks like someone had another feast,’ commented Mrs Hoffman, whose store was the scene of a similar invasion on Friday night. On that occasion, local TV repairman Frank Bessler barely escaped serious injury when the surprised vandal hurled a meat cleaver at his head.


Police believe that both incidents are the work of the same individual. To date, nobody has seen the perpetrator. Nor is it known how he gains entry to the store.


Red Peterson, bartender at the Golden Oasis and a long-standing friend of Mrs Hoffman, has offered his German Shepherd, Rusty, to guard the market’s premises. ‘I’ll put Rusty up against any ten hooligans, and we’ll just see who takes a bite out of what,’ says Red.


Mrs Hoffman has agreed to use the dog in hopes of preventing further losses.




2


Dusk settled over Bayou Lafourche, and the participants began to arrive. They came in dinghies and skiffs and canoes, silently paddling or poling their way around the bend, landing on the high ground and dragging their vessels ashore.


The man’s black, sweaty face looked grim in the telescopic sight of Matthew Dukane’s rifle. ‘Smile,’ Dukane said. Though his whisper seemed loud, he doubted anyone would hear him. He was sitting astraddle a branch high in the tree. Even in total silence, those below would be unlikely to catch his whisper; in all this din, they didn’t stand a chance.


A Chicago boy, Dukane didn’t know what the hell was causing such a racket. The place sounded like the Brookfield Zoo gone manic. Or the jungles of Vietnam.


He sighted in an old, white crone. A teenaged girl with corn-rows. A fat white man who looked like a good ol’ boy. A bony red-haired gal. A strikingly beautiful mulatto woman. A black fellow with the build of a Sumo wrestler.


Quite a congregation, Dukane thought. But then, Laveda was quite a woman. Hard to imagine anyone so beautiful could be so damned evil.


She hadn’t shown herself yet. That was her style, though. Like most ladies who thought too highly of themselves, she had a fondness for dramatic entrances.


The drums began. Dukane glanced at the three drummers. They were all black men, naked to the waist, squatting at the edge of the clearing with their drums between their legs. They thumped the skins with their open hands.


Dukane looked away, and saw another skiff land. Its lone occupant climbed out. A white girl in cut-offs and a T-shirt. Quite attractive. He found her in the scope. The girl was Alice Donovan, no doubt about it. Though her hair was longer now, she still bore a striking resemblance to the graduation photo given to Dukane by her parents when they hired him.


Even as she walked towards the clearing, she began to sway with the low throb of the drumbeats.


The ceremonial fire was lighted.


The drumbeats quickened, and the dancing began.


Resting the weapon across his lap, he watched. The tempo was picking up, the drummers pounding out a frenzied beat. The dancers twirled and leapt in the firelight. Several were already naked. As he watched, Alice skinned off her T-shirt. She whirled, waving it like a banner while her other hand opened her cut-offs. She didn’t pull the shorts down. She danced as if forgetting them. They hung in place, at first, then slowly slipped lower and lower until they were halfway down her bare rump. They suddenly dropped. Dukane thought they might hobble the girl and trip her, but she jumped gracefully free. He turned his gaze to the mulatto woman with skin the color of tea. She was glossy with sweat, writhing as she rubbed her breasts.


Plenty of guys, Dukane thought, would pay through the nose for a show like this. He was slightly aroused, himself, but frightened. He’d heard people say fear is an aphrodisiac. Maybe it was, for them. In Dukane’s experience, he’d found fear to be a great shrinker of erections.


Erections. Plenty of them down there. No coupling, though. Not yet. Nobody was even touching – not each other, anyway. They danced alone, jerking to the wild race of the drums, stroking themselves as if no one else existed.


Suddenly, the drums stopped. The dancers dropped to their knees.


A single, low voice said, ‘Laveda.’ Other voices joined it in a slow chant. ‘Laveda, Laveda, Laveda …’


Dukane flinched as something dropped onto his head. It moved in his hair, scurried down his forehead. He brushed it away. Probably a goddamn spider. The swamp was full of them.


The group kneeling around the fire continued to chant.


Out of the darkness behind the drummers stepped Laveda. Dukane had kept her under surveillance for two weeks in New Orleans hoping she would lead him to Alice – but he’d never seen her like this. He stared.


She wore a sheathed dagger at her side, suspended from a belt of gold chain. She wore a gold band on each upper arm. She wore a necklace of claws. And nothing else.


Her thick, blonde hair hung past her shoulders. Her skin glistened as if rubbed with oil. Dukane couldn’t take his eyes off her. She was six-foot-one of the most stunning woman he had ever seen.


The chanting stopped as she walked among her congregation.


‘The river flows,’ she said.


In unison, the others chanted, ‘The river is red.’


‘The river flows.’


‘Flows from the heart.’


‘The river flows.’


‘All powerful is the river.’


‘Its water is the water of life,’ she said.


‘All powerful is he who drinks at its shore.’


‘Who, among us, would be all powerful?’


‘I,’ answered the chorus.


Dukane spotted Alice. She looked ecstatic.


Laveda drew out her dagger. Standing near the fire, she raised it high and slowly turned in a circle. ‘Who, among us, would drink at the river?’


‘I.’


‘For he who partakes of the flowing river shall inherit all powers.’


‘The power of life, the power of death …’


‘… shall vanquish all enemies …’


‘The strong and the weak shall perish at his command!’


‘… shall do what he will!’


‘What thou wilt shall be the law!’


‘Who shall drink at the river?’


‘I!’ they roared.


The drums rumbled. The congregation, still kneeling, swayed to the rhythm.


‘The river flows!’ Laveda yelled, wandering among her people. ‘It flows and winds. We shall drink from its shores, this night. We shall drink its all powerful waters and take its power into ourselves. The river is endless. Its waters flow forever. Eternal power shall be ours!’


She stopped and placed her open hand on the head of the beautiful young mulatto. The woman rose to her feet.


‘We shall drink at the river!’


Dukane winced as Laveda jerked the woman’s head back by the hair and flicked her knife across the throat. She pressed her mouth to the spouting wound.


Two men held the convulsing mulatto from behind, and Laveda stepped back. Her face was smeared with blood. It streamed down her body.


‘Drink, all of you, at the river!’


As the drums roared, the whole mob rushed forward. Including Alice. They caught the blood in their mouths and hurried off, smearing their bodies, dancing with sudden fury as if they’d all gone mad. Laveda, herself, leapt and spun like the others, her golden hair flying, flesh shimmering in the firelight, breasts slick with blood. A huge, black man fell to the ground at her feet. She dropped onto him, impaling herself. As she rode him, she took a man into her mouth.


Everywhere Dukane looked, bodies were falling upon each other, mounting and thrusting to the thunder of the drums.


Alice, on her back near the center of the group, was barely visible under the pale body of a middle-aged man.


Slinging the rifle across his back, Dukane climbed down from the tree. He propped his rifle against its trunk. He tried to ignore the lump of fear in his belly as he disrobed.


A piece of cake, he told himself.


Cakes get eaten.


Screw that analogy, he thought, and managed a smile.


When he was naked, he mussed up his hair until it hung over his eyes. Then he slipped his Buck knife from its sheath.


The things I’ll do for money.


Even as he cut into his forearm, though, he knew this wasn’t just for money. Now that he’d located the girl, he could think of several less hazardous ways to snatch her from the cult. But none were this daring, this exciting. None would give him the same thrill.


Gonna get myself killed one of these days.


With a trembling hand, he smeared blood over his cheeks and mouth and chin.


He stabbed his knife into the trunk of the Cypress, then made his way towards the clearing. His heart pounded with the thudding drums. His mouth was parched. Licking his lips, he tasted his own blood.


From behind a bush, he studied the fire-lit congregation. No one was standing, no one keeping watch. All were busy writhing in groups of two or more, or crawling off to join new partners.


Six feet from where he stood, two women were entwined, faces buried between wide-spread thighs. The one on top was a lean, white woman with a strawberry birthmark on her rump. Dukane crawled forward and nipped it. Her buttocks clenched and she yelped with surprise. Twisting her head around, she gazed at him with wild eyes. Dukane leered. He threw himself onto her sweaty back. Together, they rolled off to the side. She squirmed on top of him, moaning as he nibbled the side of her neck and fondled her breasts. The other woman scurried to join in. She pried apart their legs and knelt between them, her mouth going to the girl, her hand groping Dukane.


It squeezed him, massaged him, stroked him. He grew hard, his erection rising and pressing against the groin of the girl on top of him. He felt a tongue.


Then the woman tumbled away, sprawling as a burly black man fell upon her and rammed in.


Dukane threw himself over, rolling onto the girl who’d been on top of him. She clawed at the grass as he wedged her legs apart. Kneeling behind her, he stroked her wet opening. Then he clutched her hips and thrust into her. His quick, hard lunges soon brought her to a quaking orgasm. He withdrew, rigid and aching, concentrating to prevent his own body from finding its release. With a pat on her rump, he crawled away from the girl.


He spotted Alice. She was several yards away, on her back, her heels embedded in the rump of a fat man, pressing him down deeper. As Dukane crawled toward her, a hand darted from behind and gripped his erection. Lowering his head, he looked between his legs.


A chill swept up his spine.


Lying on her back, one hand clutching him, was Laveda. She licked her lips. Her eyes looked dull and glazed.


Maybe she’s too far gone, Dukane thought, to realize I don’t belong.


He started to crawl backwards as Laveda pulled him.


There are thirty others here, he told himself. At least thirty. She couldn’t know them all on sight.


Could she?


No. The New Orleans group was only one of a hundred. She had followers all over the country. Several thousand. New members all the time. She couldn’t possibly keep track.


Her face appeared between his legs. Lifting her head, she sucked him into her mouth. He felt her tight lips, her pressing tongue, the edges of her teeth.


If she knows, Dukane thought, she’ll bite. Or ram that dagger …


But she didn’t. Her mouth held him tightly, sucking.


At least she can’t see my face, he thought.


And then he was lost in the growing ache of need. Images flashed through his mind of Laveda writhing in the firelight, her skin glossy, her firm breasts tipped with rigid nipples.


Her hands spread his buttocks. She pushed a finger in, and he burst with release. She sucked hard as he pumped inside the tight wetness of her mouth. After he was done, she continued to tug at him for a few moments.


Then her head lowered. Her eyes were shut. She licked her lips.


Dukane crawled forward. Looking back, he saw her curl onto her side and reach out for the foot of a nearby girl. The girl, astraddle an older man, freed herself from his embraces and scurried toward Laveda.


He looked for Alice, and found her in the same place, still gasping under the fat man. He hurried to them. The fat man was grunting and pumping, his rump shaking like jello.


Dukane pinched his carotid artery, felt him go rigid for a moment, then limp. He rolled the man off Alice, and took his place.


She smiled languidly. Her hands stroked his back. Her heels caressed his rump. She was hot and slick beneath him. She shivered as Dukane gnawed the side of her neck.


He pushed himself to his hands and knees. Alice clung to his neck, at first, when he started to crawl forward. Then her grip loosened. She fell to the ground and he kept crawling. Her hands trailed down his belly as he passed over her. They fondled his penis.


Dukane lowered his head to look at her. ‘Ride me,’ he said.


Alice made a husky laugh. Then she rolled over and climbed onto Dukane. She straddled him, thighs hugging his hips, breasts against his back, arms wrapping his chest. ‘Giddyap,’ she whispered.


He crawled past several squirming piles of bodies. Once, Alice reached out to squeeze a looming breast and fell from Dukane’s back. She quickly remounted.


Dukane continued forward.


‘My turn,’ Alice whispered in his ear.


‘Huh?’


‘You ride me.’


Dukane dropped to his elbows. She slid forward. Dukane climbed onto her back, but kept his feet on the ground for support. With one hand, he gripped her hair. He raised her head and pointed her toward the bushes. With his other hand, he slapped her rump. She whinnied and started to move.


Dukane walked, keeping most of his weight off her back while he guided her away from the group. At the edge of the clearing, she halted. She began to chew the leaves of a nearby bush.


Hunching low, Dukane pressed himself to her back. His right arm reached under her and caressed a breast. His left hand pinched her carotid. She started to collapse. He threw her over and they rolled together under the sheltering bushes.


For a long time, Dukane lay motionless on top of the girl. He watched the crowd.


Apparently, the disappearing act had drawn no attention.


He climbed off Alice. Staying low, he dragged her deeper into the undergrowth. When they were well away from the clearing, he hoisted her over his shoulder and ran.


Oasis Tribune


Wednesday, July 16


GUARD DOG SLAIN


The dismembered body of Rusty, bartender Red Peterson’s German Shepherd, was found yesterday morning inside Hoffman’s Market where the dog had been left, overnight, to guard the store against recurrent vandalism and grocery thefts.


Says proprietor Elsie Hoffman, who found the slain canine, ‘I’m just sick about it, just sick. We shouldn’t have left that poor dog in here. I just knew he’d come to no good.’ In tears, she added, ‘That dog was the world to Red.’


Red Peterson, owner of the dog and bartender at the Golden Oasis, was unavailable for comment.
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Lacey climbed onto a bar stool. She tapped a cigarette out of its pack, and pressed it between her lips.


George O’Toole swiveled toward her. His ruddy, broad face crinkled with a smile, and he struck a match.


‘Thank you.’


‘And what’ll it be you’re drinking tonight?’ he asked, with a hit Lacey assumed he had picked up from Barry Fitzgerald movies.


‘A little red wine.’


‘A dainty drink for a dainty lady,’ he said. He raised a thick, weathered hand and caught the bartender’s eye.


The bartender was Will Glencoe.


‘A spot of red for the lady, Will. And another Guinness for himself.’ The bartender turned away. ‘You did Red a fine turn, writing up your story the way you did. He was almighty ashamed of the way he carried on about Rusty. I can understand a grown man weeping over the loss of a good dog – done it myself more than once. But it’s a private thing, and a man doesn’t want it blatted about. You did him a fine turn.’


‘He’s right, there,’ said Will, setting down the drinks. ‘Take your average reporter, he’d have a field day. Bunch of blood-suckers, that’s what they are.’


‘But not our Lacey. You did yourself proud, young lady.’


She reached into her purse.


‘You put that away.’


‘Thank you, George.’


He paid, and Will stepped away to take an order down the bar.


‘Where is Red tonight?’ Lacey asked.


George narrowed one eye. ‘Now where would you be, if a heartless so-and-so had done your dog that way?


‘Elsie’s?’


He turned his wrist over, and peered at his watch. ‘She’ll be closing up in ten minutes. Red’s there with his twelve gauge. Hell be camping there tonight, hoping the filthy beggar shows up again. I offered my services – two guns are twice one – but he’s after doing it alone, and I can’t say I blame the man.’ George lifted his stein. To your health,’ he toasted.


‘And yours, George.’


He winked at her, and drank.


Lacey sipped her wine. ‘What’s Red planning to do, shoot the man?’


‘The beggar cut down his dog, Lacey.’


‘I know, I saw it.’


‘And was it as bad as they say?’


‘My God, George. I’ve never seen anything like …’ She gagged. Tears filled her eyes.


‘Now, now.’ George patted her shoulder.


She wiped the tears away, and took a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry.’ She managed a smile. ‘I don’t normally go around gagging in public. Just thinking about that …’ She did it again.


‘Careful there. Say now, do you know how to tell the groom at a Kerryman’s wedding?’


She shook her head.


‘He’s the one in the pinstriped Wellingtons.’


She wiped her eyes, and sighed.


‘Feeling better, now? Have another wine, and we’ll talk of other things. I’ve a raft of Kerryman jokes. They’re sure to gladden your heart.’


‘Thanks, George. I really should be going, though.’


Outside in the warm night air, she felt better. She climbed into her car and rolled down the window. Her hand paused on the ignition. She wanted to go home, take a long bath, and get to bed. But she couldn’t. Maybe it was none of her business. Knowing Red’s plan, though, she wouldn’t feel right if she didn’t at least talk to him, warn him of the possible consequences.


You don’t blow a man apart with a shotgun because he killed your dog. Not unless you want a prison stretch. Even shooting an intruder, unless the man is armed, could mean more trouble than Red probably bargained for.


She started her car and drove the three blocks to Hoffman’s Market. Its sign was brightly lighted; it hadn’t closed yet. She pulled into the parking lot, and stopped beside Red’s pickup truck. In the past, she’d rarely seen the pickup without Rusty pacing its bed, tail wagging, fur ruffled by the wind. She used to fear for the dog’s safety. Suppose it leapt over the low panel as the truck sped along? Once, she’d voiced her fear to Red. ‘Would you jump off a moving truck?’ he’d asked. ‘No, but I’m not a dog.’ Red grinned at that. ‘You can say that again.’


Lacey ran her hand along the tailgate and looked into the empty truck bed, then hurried away.


The door of the market wasn’t locked. She pushed it open, and stepped inside. Nobody at the counter.
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