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For John Skoyles and Maria Flook


Heu, cadit in quemquam tantum scelus? (“Alas, who would dream of such a crime?”)

Virgil, Eclogue IX
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The word bucolic derives from the Greek word for herdsman with the first syllable referring to the oxen that the herdsman is tending. Traditionally a bucolic setting includes shepherds, farmlands, lush foliage. But even the bucolic can suffer the pangs of modernization and in the present instance the ox has been replaced by a bright yellow backhoe, the herdsman by the backhoe operator. It was a warm Tuesday morning in Saratoga Springs in early November and the hinged bucket of the machine dipped and lifted a mouthful of dirt and rotten wood which it appeared to munch thoughtfully before turning and unloading its contents into the back of a blue dump truck.

The backhoe operator’s name was Eddie Gillespie and he was half asleep, having spent much of the night pacing the floor with a colicky baby. In addition he felt stunned by the hairpin turns through which life had whisked him. Not many months before his late nights had been agreeably spent in discos and nightclubs, card games and pool halls: the respectable occupations of a young man about town. He picked up what little money he needed as a bartender or stable guard, even as an assistant private detective. But then one of the party girls with whom Eddie passed his time had turned out to be a party girl with a hidden purpose and before he even felt himself in danger, Eddie had been wearing a powder-blue tuxedo and escorting his bride down the aisle of the Pacified Jesus Methodist Church. “You’re over thirty,” Irene had told him, “you’ve got to look out for your future.” And now Eddie was the father of a three-week-old squawling daughter by the name of Angelina and he couldn’t look the baby in the face without thinking: How the fuck did this happen?

In bucolic poetry, the herdsman who caught a glimpse of a nymph was changed into a tree or flower. These days the nymph transforms the man about town into a herdsman, although in the 1990s to be a herdsman tending a giant yellow ruminant provides a steady income with health and retirement benefits. The sun was warm and heated the yellow metal, which made the beast appear content. Over his ears Eddie wore yellow noise suppressors like stereo headphones that reduced the roar of the backhoe to a digestive rumble. The noise suppressors squashed down Eddie’s skillfully tousled black hair, the perfection of which being the single art form that quickened his pulse. Eddie had stripped off his jean jacket and wore khaki pants and a white T-shirt depicting a ballerina from the New York City Ballet performing an arabesque (a gift from his wife). Although it had snowed on Halloween, these first days in November were mild and even a few dandelions had been coaxed into blooming.

Nonetheless bad weather was coming. There were storms in Minnesota and tales of cars being stranded on Interstate 80 in Iowa. The probability of many more warm days was slight and Eddie’s job this morning was one that should have been completed the previous week: clearing the land where Jacko’s Pool Hall had once stood before the ground froze so that construction of the new library could begin in the spring.

Those who took pleasure in sentimentally exaggerating the mythos of Saratoga Springs and its rapscallion past had found something appropriate in the fact that the public library owned a pool hall. “Only in Saratoga Springs,” they liked to say, thinking more of the old casinos and racetracks than of pool halls. But it amused them to think of the librarians hanging out at Jacko’s, after putting the books to sleep, and betting who could sink the eight ball on the break. Actually the library had no interest in the pool hall itself and only wanted the ground on which it stood and which would eventually be the home of a newer and grander library, although probably not as pretty as the old one located on a corner of Congress Park. The lot was situated in a treeless hollow back behind Caffè Lena and bounded to the east and west by Henry and Putnam streets. At one time there had been a livery stable on the site, although for as long as Eddie Gillespie could remember (which wasn’t very long) it had been the pool hall, which in fact had been built using part of the old livery stable and which was why Jacko’s had a dirt cellar and was freezing in winter.

Eddie Gillespie had learned to shoot eight ball at Jacko’s. He had won money on the cigarette-scarred green tables and had lost even more. He’d been drunk, he’d been in fights, he had sworn brotherhood and sworn revenge, he planned car thefts and seductions, he had puked in the men’s room—all at Jacko’s. And now he was removing the last bits and pieces and making the ground ready for books. Even this amazed him, and as he manipulated the controls of the yellow backhoe (which he called Homer without intending a literary reference), it seemed he could feel remnants of his old drinking and gambling self, his old devil-may-care car-thieving self, his Don Juan and committed-bachelor self, gathered in the warm Indian-summer air around him. And as that rakish self had been at last obliterated by marriage and fatherhood, so was Eddie Gillespie obliterating the final traces of the spot where some of his most disreputable behavior had been enacted or planned. He was patting down the ground as if smoothing the dirt on his own grave. But he wasn’t simply burying himself, because after all he had begun a new life: wife, child, reputable employment, even a little house; rather, it seemed as if he were taking over somebody else’s life, a life that didn’t resemble Eddie’s but which was like his father’s—a serious wage earner with a belly full of ulcers who had always made Eddie Gillespie grind his teeth. Eddie had been sidetracked into his old man’s life and with it came his father’s oft-repeated warning: “You wait ’til you’re my age!”

Jesus, thought Eddie, nothing’s going to be interesting ever again. It wasn’t that Eddie didn’t love his wife and daughter but he felt he had been tricked into becoming another person, as if he had put on a Halloween mask and couldn’t get it off again. It was glued to his face. Nothing fun anymore, nothing dangerous. No more private detective stuff, no more carrying a gun. No more late nights, no more fast lane. No excitement, ever!

As these thoughts assailed him and he felt increasingly sorry for himself, Eddie became aware of somebody shouting but, it seemed, from very far away. Near the dump truck he saw the driver, Louie Paloma, bright red in the face, waving his arms as if attempting to fly. Eddie snatched off the noise suppressors and over the roar of the backhoe he could hear Paloma shouting, “Stop Homer, stop Homer!”

Eddie flicked off the key and the machine sputtered to a stop. Then he looked toward the hinged bucket, following Louie Paloma’s pointed finger. There, stuck on the bucket’s rusted middle tooth was a skull, a human skull. It was tilted slightly to the left and seemed to stare rather jauntily at Eddie. And, after all this thought about the death of his own past life, the death in fact of his youth, even the death of Jacko’s Pool Hall, it occurred to Eddie, certainly irrationally and only for the briefest of moments, that the skull presently attempting to stare him down from its wobbly perch was most probably his own.


2

[image: image]

“What the fuck’s a seven-letter word beginning with ‘e’ for a bucolic poem?” asked Victor Plotz.

Charlie Bradshaw looked up from his section of the Albany Union Leader and tilted his head so he could see Victor through the top part of his bifocals. “What kind of poem?” It was Wednesday morning and they were sitting in Charlie’s office on Phila Street in downtown Saratoga Springs. Sunlight slanted through the window and warmed the back of Charlie’s neck. He had never liked crossword puzzles. They unpleasantly recalled the intelligence tests that so filled him with anxiety during his grade-school years: glum results and baffled teachers.

“A bucolic poem, it’s probably a poem about Halloween. Don’t you have a dictionary around here?”

Charlie began to ask why a detective’s office should need a dictionary but then he thought that the Pinkertons probably had hundreds of dictionaries. “No, not recently,” he said. “Why is it a Halloween poem?”

“You know, Boo! as in Boo-colic.” The windows of Victor’s lime-green Mercedes 190 had been badly soaped on Halloween and the subject was still near to his heart.

Charlie felt unwilling to accept this definition but neither was he prepared to argue. Victor had been his friend for nearly seventeen years and Charlie knew that once having linked the word bucolic to Halloween, Victor would vigorously defend it without the least need of proof. “Stands to reason,” he would say. Or: “It makes common sense. What’re you, against common sense?”

“Call the library,” suggested Charlie, “you got a phone there.”

Since July Victor had been carrying a cellular phone at all hours of the day and night as if his life would be meaningless without it. First he had used it at the track to be in constant, although spurious, contact with touts and bookies and to bandy about the names of famous trainers (“Say, Wayne, what about Wonder’s Delight in the third?”), which thoroughly unnerved anyone standing within thirty feet. This seemed Victor’s only purpose. It being his belief that a sleeping dog is a useless dog: meaning he liked to rouse them roughly from tranquillity. And recently Charlie had accused Victor of getting Eddie Gillespie and other friends to telephone him in public places (restaurants, bars, movie theaters) for a buck a call so that Victor could shout out: “Buy at two hundred!” or “Sell at three hundred!” Or even: “Has the Japanese market closed yet?”

“What the fuck do libraries know about Halloween?” asked Victor, returning to his crossword puzzle and chewing the eraser of one of Charlie’s pencils. Victor was a man in his early sixties, although for some years he had frozen his age at fifty-nine. Charlie knew that Victor was almost exactly ten years older and now he felt a kind of dismay that he was creeping up on him. Recently Victor had even been threatening to get a face-lift and Charlie considered with aversion the possibility that Victor might be transformed into a younger friend, although when Victor mentioned the face-lift, Eddie Gillespie had remarked that that kind of elevation would require the use of his backhoe. Already Victor had begun tinting his hair, changing it from a light gray to a darker gray: the hair itself stuck out in all directions as if to caution young children not to stick their fingers in light sockets. Victor called it a Jewish Afro. “It’s what Moses brought back from Egypt,” he explained.

Victor apologized for these changes in his appearance, saying they were not due to vanity, but to the requirements of his new occupation as stockbroker, which was how he described his dealings with a number of gullible older women who had entrusted him to invest their money. “I gotta transform myself into glittering 3-D,” he would say: “dapper, dynamic and dependable.” How many clients he had lured into his ventures varied with each telling. How much he knew about the stock market also varied, as did his successes, his hopes for the future, his plans to buy a condo in Palm Beach. There was the flesh-and-blood Victor and there was the mythic Victor and between these two phenomena existed a constantly shifting space. Although as Victor said, “Hey, Charlie, I’m driving the Mercedes and you’re driving the Mazda 323. You figure it out.”

Beyond his new career as a stockbroker, Victor had also acquired some rental property: two duplexes which he rented to Skidmore students during the year and to racing fans during the five weeks of racing, which brought him more money than all the rest of the year combined. In fact, Victor had a variety of money-making schemes, while Charlie limped along as a private detective and on the money his mother paid him for taking care of the Bentley, Mabel Bradshaw’s Victorian hotel in downtown Saratoga, which was closed from Labor Day to Memorial Day while she spent the winter months in Vence: a small perched village on the French Riviera.

All that Charlie could say in favor of his own semi-impoverished state was that it was exclusively his own and that’s the way he wanted it. A stint in the army followed by twenty years as a Saratoga policeman had filled him chock-full of other people’s orders. Better to be half broke by himself than flush while working for someone else. Of course Victor seemed to do all right but it wouldn’t have surprised Charlie in the least if someday the FBI came bursting through the door and led Victor off to jail. What Charlie liked was a life without interference and he wasn’t one hundred percent sure that Victor had that.

Charlie turned back to the paper. November was a slow time in the detective trade, he told himself, although the same had been true of October and September. He had some insurance cases, a couple of surveillance cases which he had farmed out, several missing persons and a woman who kept getting threatening letters that Charlie suspected she was mailing to herself. Charlie liked to think that his expanded leisure time gave him the opportunity of painting his small house out on Saratoga Lake, of developing a serious swimming regimen, which meant losing another pound or two, and of seeing more of Janey Burris, the woman whose face drifted across his consciousness like a robin across a blue sky perhaps one hundred times a day.

But despite these pleasures there were bills to be paid and Charlie knew he was barely scraping by. He sighed and glanced over at the poster of Jesse James that was Scotch-taped to the wall. Once he had thought that he liked Jesse James because he was a symbol of the romantic outlaw life, then he thought he liked him because Jesse seemed a symbol of American expansionism and unlimited frontiers. Now he thought he liked Jesse James because Jesse had been without existential dilemmas: no doubt, no hesitation, no scratching his head and wondering what it all meant, no loneliness, no vaguely looking out the window, no uncertainty as to what to do next. Action—that was Jesse James: a soul like a karate chop. And certainly it was significant that his one aesthetic moment—standing on a chair and straightening a picture—had been the moment when Bob Ford put a bullet in the back of his head.

“If you were a real pal,” said Victor, giving the paper a reproachful shake, “you’d get a dictionary. I know lotsa people who’ve got dictionaries and I could do the crossword with them a heck of a lot easier, but no, I hang out with you because I like you best, even though it fucks up my crossword.”

But Charlie wasn’t listening. He had noticed a vaguely familiar name at the back of the paper, and then, thinking about it, he was chagrined to realize that the name belonged to someone who had at one time filled his thoughts. “They let Virgil Darcy out of prison!” he said. “They paroled him.”

“Who the heck’s Virgil Darcy?” asked Victor, feeling it unlikely that any human being could compete with the elusive meaning of the word bucolic.

“A kid I arrested about twenty years ago. I’d known him a long time.”

“Well he ain’t a kid any longer,” said Victor, giving the paper another shake. Then, after a moment, “What did you arrest him for?”

“He was the driver for a bank holdup in Albany and a guard got killed. The two guys that did the holdup never got caught. Virgil claimed he hadn’t known they were going to rob the bank and had no idea where they had escaped to. He must be in his early forties now.”

Looking again at the short news article, Charlie saw that Virgil’s age was forty-three. It mentioned the robbery of the Marine Midland Bank and that the other two robbers, Joey Damasco and Frank Bonita, were still at large. About two hundred thousand dollars had been stolen and the bank was still offering a ten-thousand-dollar reward for its recovery. The robbers had planned the holdup so meticulously that no one believed Virgil’s protestations of innocence, although later Charlie felt that Virgil had been telling the truth, even that Frank Bonita might have been getting even with Virgil for some quarrel or stolen girlfriend or imagined insult by convincing Virgil to drive the car. And it had also occurred to Charlie that Bonita had at some point gotten rid of his partner Joey Damasco, taken the money and gone off to start a new life under an assumed name, although Charlie had no evidence of this. But Bonita was cagey, intelligent and as cold as a snake—wiping out his old life and starting a new one would have meant little to him. At least this is what Charlie had thought for years, but now he wondered what evidence he had ever had for that.

As for Virgil Darcy, Charlie guessed he had first met him in the early sixties, about the time when Charlie had been promoted from patrolman to plainclothesman. Virgil was twelve years old and had been picked up for shoplifting at the Grand Union. The store manager said it was the third time he had been caught—each time he had been stealing candy: gumdrops and Hershey’s Kisses. Charlie had been touched by the idea of a clumsy shoplifter with a sweet tooth. Virgil Darcy had light-blond hair of the kind that invariably gets a kid nicknamed Whitey, but Virgil didn’t want a nickname. He said his name was Virgil and didn’t want it fooled with. And Charlie liked that too, that the kid seemed to have some sense of himself, despite a lousy home environment with a missing father, too many younger siblings, a mother who had to hold down a waitressing job and a grandmother who was too old and tired to care. In fact, it was a common story, except that Virgil was proud of the name Virgil and had a sweet tooth. The name made him different and when other kids made fun of him for it, Virgil would fight, even though he was small for his age and got beaten.

“Twenty years is a long time in the slammer,” said Victor. “How’d you happen to arrest him if the robbery was in Albany?”

“He lived here, or at least his mother did. When the call came over the radio about the robbery there was a description of the driver and it said he was a young man with nearly white hair. Virgil had hair like that and I sort of knew it was him. Not just because of the hair but because of the guys he’d been hanging out with. One of them, Frank Bonita, had been up for armed robbery before. Anyway, I went by Virgil’s mother’s house. It was clear something was wrong, although they said they hadn’t seen him. Virgil had had a part-time job at a marina out at the lake. I drove out there and found him hiding in an old boathouse. Actually I had to talk him into giving himself up. Then at the trial they thought he was holding back and protecting his friends so they threw the book at him, giving him life for the killing of the guard, plus twenty years for the bank robbery. Virgil kept saying I had betrayed him. In fact, he said he’d kill me.”

“Kill you? How was he goin to do that?”

“I don’t know, it was just talk. But for a couple of years he wrote me and threatened he was going to do it, and he told other people as well. We’d been pretty close and I’d helped him get a couple of jobs and kept him from getting kicked out of high school. My arresting him wiped out all of that. Later I thought I’d made a mistake, that I should have just stayed out of it. Someone else would have collared him eventually. I sure wasn’t doing him a favor.”

“Maybe he still wants to kill you,” suggested Victor.

“After twenty years in jail? I doubt it.”

“You take it pretty calmly. He might be driving toward Saratoga right now.”

“Why? So he can go back in the slammer again? I’ve felt bad about this for twenty years and what amazes me is that I’d nearly forgotten about it. I mean, when I saw his name here in the paper, I hardly recognized it.”

“I don’t know, Charlie. Here you betrayed a friendship—he probably wants to nail your skin to a tree.” Victor grinned affably, showing his neatly capped teeth.

Charlie knew that he was being teased but he didn’t feel happy with the subject. The courts had tried to make an example of Virgil and Charlie set him up for it. Before the trial, he had talked to the prosecutor in Virgil’s favor but it never made any difference. Charlie was just a small-town cop, even though by that time he had been made sergeant. Now he considered getting hold of Virgil’s parole officer to see if there was anything he could do to help the kid. And again he thought: He’s not a kid anymore.

“You going over to Forest Gardens this afternoon?” asked Charlie, trying to change the subject. A friend of theirs was dying, an old gambler by the name of Maximum Tubbs. He had fallen and broken his leg, then, in the hospital, it had turned out that he had bone cancer. Now the cancer was in his lungs and he was in a hospice. Almost every day Charlie and Victor visited him. Tubbs had been gambling in Saratoga for over sixty years and had winning money on Jim Dandy, the 100-1 shot that whipped Triple Crown winner Gallant Fox in the 1930 Travers Stakes.

More important, Tubbs had known Charlie’s father, a passionate gambler who had shot himself when Charlie was four years old. The small amount that Charlie knew about his father came from Maximum Tubbs, because his mother disliked talking about him, referring to her former husband as “water over the dam.” For Charlie all that remained of his father was a bristly cheek, a loud laugh and cigar smoke. Then a memory of the house being full of policemen when his father locked himself in the bathroom and put a bullet in his head.

“I was planning on going,” said Victor. “You still got his money in the safe or have you spent it?”

“Of course I haven’t spent it,” said Charlie crossly. The previous week Maximum Tubbs had given Charlie an envelope with fifteen thousand dollars, saying that no more than two thousand should be used for the funeral and the rest should be spent on his wake, which, he insisted, had to be fun.

“You want me to try and double it for you?” suggested Victor. “I got some great stocks.”

“No thanks. The whole subject depresses me.”

“Maybe I should stick around here, Charlie, in case this Virgil guy shows up and tries to carve you up with a butcher knife. You’re gettin old, you need someone to look out for you.”

Charlie turned back to the paper, again tilting his head so he could see through the bottom part of his glasses. “Give me a break,” he said. Charlie’s bifocals were new and he hated them.
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Around one o’clock, after Charlie had finished swimming his two thousand yards at the YMCA, he walked up Broadway to police headquarters, which was situated behind city hall. Chief Peterson had called in the late morning saying he wanted to see him, then he had given a mysterious laugh. Perhaps mysterious wasn’t quite the right word, thought Charlie. It was more enigmatically superior, although Charlie couldn’t imagine what his ex-boss had to feel superior about.

Even though it was the second week in November, the weather felt like spring: a warm southern breeze, cloudless sky and Charlie had even spotted some robins in Congress Park where two workmen with portable wind machines were piling up leaves: a form of leaf removal that Charlie mildly thought of as cheating. Charlie had taken off his gray sport coat and had it draped over one shoulder. His thinning hair was still damp from the shower and occasionally he caught a whiff of chlorine from his skin.

As Charlie strolled up Broadway, he thought how he had been walking along this same street for about fifty years. When he had been much younger, Broadway had been lined with huge elms—all gone now—and there had been the gigantic hotels: the Grand Union and the United States, although both had been nearly broke.

The hotels had been torn down long ago and ugliness had been put up in their place: a strip mall and fast-food joints. Now, in an economic turnaround, the mall was to be demolished and another huge hotel would be built. But even the shops had changed: banks had become bars and then had become gift shops, restaurants had appeared and disappeared, one clothing store had replaced another. Maybe half a dozen stores out of a hundred were the same. And always the changes had been toward the fancier, the more expensive. No more army surplus and work clothes, no more cheap lunch counters. Even in fifteen years Charlie had seen an almost complete turnover and one of the few remaining stores was the boutique owned by his ex-wife and her sister, although even the term boutique now seemed old-fashioned. Certainly it wasn’t a term for the nineties.

Charlie and Marge had gone through an acrimonious divorce in 1976. Marge hadn’t cared two hoots for him (of this Charlie was certain), but she had felt it was an affront to her dignity that he should ask for a divorce when she was the one with all the complaints. Although unsympathetic to the man, she had liked his job title—sergeant in the Youth and Community Relations Bureau—and she had liked being connected to his three successful cousins: men of importance within the community.

Charlie and Marge had no children and led separate lives. He hated living with someone who treated him as a biological blunder, whose jaw tightened whenever he walked into the room, who couldn’t address him without snapping out her words. And he had hated working for a chief of police who berated him for not being sufficiently militaristic, for letting human emotions (Were there any other kind? thought Charlie) get mixed up with his job performance and who liked to act as if Charlie were feebleminded (“Charlie, anyone knows that two plus two is four”). Then one day Charlie quit his job as a cop, moved out to the lake and said, No. No marriage, no respectable job, no being a good cousin anymore. He was tired of living a life that other people wanted, which didn’t mean he wanted a life very different. For some years he had worked as chief of security for a local stable. After that he had become a private detective, and, for a short time, the hotel detective in the Bentley, his mother’s hotel.

For a large portion of his life Charlie had felt guilty at being the sort of person who hated working for other people. Now he didn’t let it bother him. Likewise, for at least a dozen years, he had avoided walking down Broadway for fear of meeting his ex-wife or her sister. He had hated their cold critical stares, their pushy silences. Now they meant nothing to him. In fact, to his mind, they were the ones who had become impoverished: bony, dried-out women with powerful permanents who brandished lipstick-smeared cigarettes in the way gunslingers once brandished six-guns. Likewise, for years Charlie had avoided his three successful cousins. He had hated their disapproval, their attempts to find him a respectable job (janitor at the high school, clerk in a hardware store, even a policeman again), their superiority. Now he couldn’t imagine being bothered by them: shallow, pitiless men who lost sleep worrying about their neckties and whether they would be elected to some post in the Elks, Lions, Kiwanis, etc. Charlie was astonished that it had taken so long to say: Those things don’t matter to me. And it also astonished him that here he was in his fifties and he was just getting to a point where he felt moderately comfortable with himself. At this rate, he thought, by the time I’m seventy I’ll at last be ready to begin my life. How ironic, as if he had taken a wrong turn during adolescence and it had taken thirty years to get free.

As he walked, Charlie occasionally caught a glimpse of himself in a store window: his white short-sleeved shirt and striped necktie, his graying hair standing up despite his best efforts to make it lie flat, and bifocals in thin tortoiseshell frames. He was five feet eight inches, had a slight belly, and recently he had come to understand that he had spent most of his fifty-four years trying to be invisible: the anonymous figure at the edge of a crowd, the face that can never be quite recalled. Now he understood that was impossible: his eyes were too blue and his stare was too focused. He had a watchful quality which made him more noticeable than he would have ever imagined.

As for the glasses, Charlie had had them a week and had been tempted to destroy them a thousand times. At first they had made the ground seem closer so he was constantly tripping. Then he was always trying to read through the distance part or see people through the reading part. Even walking down the street, he was aware of cars, trees, shops, people moving back and forth between a fuzzy blur and clarity. The bifocals were for Charlie his clearest sense of aging. Ten years earlier they would have mortified him. Now they were simply an irritation.

These changes in Charlie, new ways of seeing himself and a forgetting of the old ways, were mostly due to his relationship with Janey Burris. It wasn’t that she had transformed him, but the fact that she liked him and continued to like him made him feel different about himself. In fact, he would even propose marriage if he didn’t think it somehow silly, that at fifty-four the role of groom was unsuitable, and perhaps he was also afraid she would turn him down. But Janey also had three daughters ranging from ten to fourteen years old and Charlie, although he loved them, had no wish to live with them, had no wish to leave his small house on Saratoga Lake where in the early morning he could sometimes see herons and how the layer of reddening mist over the water seemed to squeeze his heart. And recently there had been flocks of Canadian geese and all night he could hear them honking on the other side of the lake.

Chief Harvey L. Peterson, Commissioner of Public Safety, had been Charlie’s boss for ten of his twenty years as a policeman. During his prime Peterson had been a loud, healthy man who seemed packed to the earlobes with roast beef. He was tall and liked to stand on tiptoe to make himself taller. He filled his three-piece blue suits like air fills a balloon and the passion of his life were several generations of Irish setters that brought him a variety of ribbons, bronze statues and plaques praising him for improving the quality of the breed. Peterson was a man without modesty, subtlety or tact, and a few soft-spoken words from him would be a roar from anybody else. Although he imagined himself a staunch Republican, he would have been most at home in a military government. “Uniforms for everybody!” was his covert motto. For years he had treated Charlie with mockery and condescension, while being secretly aggravated by his successes.

But that had been the old Peterson. Now he was in his early sixties with high cholesterol, high blood pressure, angina and the prospect of a quadruple heart bypass in the near future, as soon, in fact, as he could get up the courage. What Peterson had these days was a sense of fragility and it made him quieter. Even seeing his old boss, Charlie was struck by the changes. It wasn’t so much that Peterson seemed thinner but that he had shrunk in relation to his clothes. They hung on him. And his hands were nervous and his eyes never settled on anything for long and sometimes he seemed to have trouble catching his breath. He sat at his large desk and watched Charlie enter his office without moving his head. Peterson had a faint smile as if he was looking forward to something. His eyes were bloodshot and he stared from under his thick gray brows in a way that showed the white beneath the brown irises. Charlie knew that just because Peterson was quieter didn’t mean that Peterson liked him any better. To Charlie’s mind, the fact that Peterson had become quieter only meant that he was sneakier.

“You’re looking fit, Charlie,” said Peterson, leaning back in his swivel chair.

Charlie considered a response but it seemed that all the possible ones pointed to the differences between them: Charlie’s health, Peterson’s illnesses. “Thanks,” said Charlie, shaking Peterson’s hand, “you look all right yourself.”

Peterson raised an eyebrow in recognition of Charlie’s polite deceit. “Slowing down a little. You remember when you used to work for me, what was it, about ten years?”

“Until 1975,” said Charlie, lowering himself into a chair and holding his gray backpack on his lap.

“You had a lot of different cases, didn’t you?”

“Like anybody, I guess.” Charlie wondered if Peterson had asked him to come over out of nostalgia. But Peterson looked too sly for nostalgia.

“You remember Grace Mulholland?” Peterson smiled slightly.

Charlie found something familiar and unfamiliar about the name. He thought of the thousands of names that had crossed his desk and how few he remembered. “Tell me something about her.”

“She worked for an insurance company in town and disappeared in 1974. There was a lot of money missing.”

“Several hundred thousand,” said Charlie, suddenly recollecting. “She left the country.”

“Some people thought that,” said Peterson, again with his little smile.

“But wasn’t there a note she sent to her niece from Mexico saying not to worry?”

“Some of us never believed that note, Charlie.” Peterson kept rubbing the backs of his hands that lay on the green blotter as if trying to remove the small brown spots.

Had Peterson doubted the note? Charlie couldn’t remember. The insurance agency had been a big one and Mulholland had put in a number of false claims: a burned house, several car wrecks, all with supporting photographs and documentation. She had been in her early thirties, a mousy woman who no one had ever paid any attention to. No boyfriends, no excitement, a boring job. So she had embezzled over two hundred thousand, had gotten false papers and had lit out for Mexico or Costa Rica or Panama.

“But it seemed obvious,” said Charlie. “Remember? We found all those travel brochures. She’s probably on a beach in Costa Rica right now.”

Peterson leaned back and knitted his fingers across his belly. Tilting his head to the right, he smiled with one side of his mouth. It was a gesture that brought back the past. This was Peterson at his most superior. “You talked to your friend Eddie Gillespie recently?”

“No, he’s been working and his kid keeps him up at night. Poor guy’s all worn out. What’s going on?”

“Your pal Eddie found Grace Mulholland yesterday morning. Or at least he found her skeleton. Somebody bashed in her skull and buried her under Jacko’s Pool Hall. And Charlie, there was no money with her. Just a pair of earrings.”
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Charlie no longer drank much beer except during the hottest days of summer, because it made him feel bloated. But there was something about this warm November weather that gave him a thirst, and so before driving over to see Janey Burris he picked up a six-pack of Rolling Rock. He had missed lunch and he hoped she would give him a sandwich in exchange for a couple of beers. He even cracked one open as he started his red Mazda and he took pleasure from drinking furtively from the can and watching out for cops, just as when he had been a teenager. Normally he was perfectly law-abiding, but spending any time with Chief Peterson always made Charlie want to behave in ways that he shouldn’t.

Mostly his mind was full of Grace Mulholland, as he tried to recall the case which had occupied so much of his time eighteen years earlier. He had never met her. At best he might have seen her about town—after all, she had grown up in Saratoga—but years ago studying her photograph Charlie had felt certain that he had never laid eyes on her. She was four years younger than Charlie and had gone to St. Peter’s, the Catholic high school. When she disappeared, Charlie had spent a long time staring at her picture trying to imagine what her serious face had concealed. And he had seen the picture again in Peterson’s office: it showed her standing on a front porch with a forced little smile patiently waiting for the picture-taking to be over. Her face had a self-consciousness that had touched Charlie, as if she were the sort of person who could never forget herself, who was always watching her own behavior and finding it wanting.
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