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PRAISE FOR SHADOW OF THE GYPSY AND SHELLY FROME


“By turns charming and chilling, Shadow of the Gypsy is that rarest of gems, a crime novel that curdles the blood, even as it tugs on the heartstrings. Frome keeps the reader on a knife’s edge in this compelling tale of danger, betrayal, and the generational pain of a sympathetic everyman whose life depends on reconciling—and finally defeating—his past.”


– Jaden Terrell, author of A Taste of Blood and Ashes, River of Glass, A Cup Full of Midnight, and Racing the Devil
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“Frome brings a keen sense of place, from Connecticut to the Blue Ridge Mountains, as Zharko hatches his dark plan for the innocent Sonny, who wants nothing more than to leave his past behind. Sharp writing, and a keen pace keeps this story rolling.”


– Lee A. Jacobus, author of Crown Island and Hawaiian Tales
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“Shadow of the Gypsy is intriguing, complicated, and mysterious. Shelly Frome has created a puzzle that includes characters from different countries, with different cultures, who each have complex personal goals. Their thought processes are given to us in true life dialogs back and forth between each other. Everyone’s goals intertwine in surprising ways with life and death consequences.”


– Tina M. Zion, award winning author and international teacher of intuition
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“Shelly Frome writes from the heart . . . he creates strong characters who live in intriguing places . . . the plot is spell-binding . . . this mystery will hold your attention to the last page . . . well written!!”


– Henry McCarthy, host of Poets and Writers, WEHC 90.7
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“Once you start, you won’t want to stop reading Shadow of the Gypsy by Shelly Frome. It pulls you in on the wild ride as a reporter is forced to participate in a Russian mob crime because of a debt owed from childhood. On the edge of your seat, it sweeps you back to his old home as he tries to fill in the empty blanks from his youth when he witnessed a crime. Now as an adult, he must rise to take action to stop life from controlling him. Instead of reporting the story, he becomes part of it.”


– Jana Zinser, author of The Children’s Train: Escape from the Kindertransport and Fly Like a Bird
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“Shelly Frome is back with another mystery thriller. Josh Bartlett thought he could build a new life with a new identity in a backwater town in the Blue Ridge Mountains. But he learns that you can run from your past, but you can’t escape it.


The novel careens from Appalachia to Connecticut. Frome has a masterful sense of place, capturing the look, feel, and sound of these diverse locales. The action never flags as Josh Bartlett pursues his demons and his destiny.”


– Len Joy, author of Dry Heat; Everyone Dies Famous; American Past Time; Letting Go; and Better Days
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“Shelly Frome has a lyrical ear for dialogue and uses his experience working in Waterbury, Connecticut, to bring the city, and the surrounding Litchfield Hills, to life in a dramatic fashion.”


– John Murry, Publisher/editor, The Waterbury Observer


“With rich characters, a strong narrative voice, and high stakes, there is much to love in this new novel by Shelly Frome. Shadow of the Gypsy is a mystery that “makes blood run hot,” the plot revolving around an old secret, the Russian mafia, and caught in the midst, Josh Bartlett, a man at a turning point in his life. With these components along with lively writing and lots of plot twists and turns, what results is a compelling story written with intelligence and Frome’s distinctive humor. It’s one to keep you turning the pages.”


– Lucy Adkins, co-author of The Fire Inside: A Companion for the Creative Life and Writing in Community









For the pilgrims on this road.
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CHAPTER ONE


This time Josh Bartlet couldn’t shake it off.


The heavy rain and howling wind had morphed into harrowing flickers from his childhood, then dovetailed out of the dream into shadows outside the bedroom window. All of it highlighted by a lightning flash and the sense it was finally catching up to him. Soon the room was spinning and didn’t slow until he finally sat up, reached over to the nightstand, grabbed the standby glass of water, gulped it down, and ever so slowly took stock. With the electric clock flashing on the nightstand, he could see that the power had gone off and may have just come back on. Gradually the sound of the pounding rain began to taper off, the wind receding as it all faded at first light. It took several minutes until he could talk himself out of a sudden chill brought on neither by the weather nor the fact that the heat pump must have turned off. It was spring in the Blue Ridge, the climate temperate and a brief nighttime storm was no big deal this time of year. So there was no way to account for the chill. Applying common sense was his fallback position. It had worked so far and had gotten him to this point.


Bound and determined, sitting up straight, he reminded himself of the overriding plan. He’d give it another six weeks at the Black Mountain News, ask Paul, his editor, for a letter of recommendation, check with Molly back in Connecticut in hopes she was still unattached, and convince her he had turned the corner. He was no longer at sixes and sevens. He’d return to the Litchfield Hills and, if she would have him, forge a brand-new life. That’s the deal, he told himself. It’s been almost two years, for Pete’s sake. For all intents and purposes he was free and clear.


But then it struck him. It was only yesterday when he could have sworn he caught a glimpse of Zharko. Or at least someone with those same chiseled features lingering under the eaves of the rustic community center at the edge of the lake. But it couldn’t have been him. He’d been deported, or at least that was what Josh was led to believe. And what would Zharko be doing almost nine hundred miles south of his stomping grounds? Besides, it was only a glimpse. A glimpse and then the figure was gone. He must have been seeing things. At any rate, he’d managed to put all that behind him. The wind and the dream-shadows must have brought it all back. Flickers of memories he’d done his best to tuck away—what he’d seen, what he’d run away from since he was twelve.


Once again, he told himself to get a grip. His bent was to pull back, watch, and listen from a safe remove. He was good at watching and listening, probably one of the all-time best. It was simply the advent of another Monday and nothing of any consequence was going on.


Not a single thing was off-kilter. Nothing, zero, zilch.


He sprang out of bed and, though it was way too early, shaved, showered, and got dressed. “You are what you do,” he muttered to himself as he combed unruly strands of his sandy hair. “Get off it, assess the damages if any. Make yourself useful.”


His was a small one-bedroom frame cottage nestled in a grove of oak and hickory trees right off the country road to Lake Eden. A rental, which suited him fine, except for the fact that the owners were on the road half the time and he had to do minor repairs, which he wasn’t half good at or, if need be, call somebody in. So, he would check for any damage to the roof and whatnot. Engaging in a task, any task, always did the trick.


Josh went down the hallway, opened the front door, and was immediately confronted by a huge limb that had splintered off the Bradford pear tree. There was nothing for it but to go out the back door, circle around, climb over the porch railing, and tug at the limb until it cleared the steps. Though he was slight of build, he was young and healthy, and this task would accomplish something and get him off his ill-founded anxiety. So he set about hoisting the limb shoulder high and shoving it over the railing. Then it was a matter of hauling and dragging it behind the woodshed and leaving it propped against a rusty wheelbarrow.


Returning to the front porch, he looked up at the point where the limb had been cracked open and severed, perhaps by the lightning or the strong wind gusts or both.


With that settled, he reentered the house, moved straight to the kitchen, and made himself a breakfast of bacon, eggs, toast, and coffee.


Despite himself, he began to recall a recent interview with a retired physicist who claimed that beneath the surface there were restless factors at work, invisible sub-atomic particles and waves, colliding and breaking apart, that he called quarks. The physicist also claimed this theory had been thoroughly tested. An avid film buff, Josh’s thoughts drifted to the first sequence of The Wizard of Oz. When the story opens on yet another pleasant day in Kansas, Dorothy, her little dog Toto, and Auntie Em are happy as can be out on the farm. Presently, Miss Gulch comes by on her bike, snarling and snapping at Toto like always. It was all perfectly normal. At this moment, Dorothy is totally unaware of what’s afoot. Has no idea the quarks are at play and it’s the proverbial quiet before the storm. This is not going to be just another day.


There he was, at it again. He got up and walked back onto the front porch to check things once more and keep focused. Averting the remnants of the damaged limb, he saw that the overcast skies and deluge of the night before had given way to a dry, sparkling Carolina blue. The mountain range in the distance was glistening as the greening continued to move up the ridges, lighter shades eclipsed by darker shades, eventually culminating in a deep, vibrant emerald.


Still, the possible sighting of Zharko stayed with him. What he’d seen when he was twelve and the sight of the blade raising and plummeting down over and over while he stood stock still, deep in the frozen woods of Litchfield. A memory he’d all but erased.


The only thing for it was to stay on track and keep any thoughts of Zharko’s nearby presence at bay. If he slipped up again, he’d return to thoughts of Molly and the overall plan. Unless something actually stood in the way. In reality. Here on planet Earth.


He shifted his gaze to the right and caught sight of Amanda, the tousle-haired eleven-year-old who lived next door, running to the mailbox in her bare feet. She plucked out what looked like a few greeting cards and waved them, shouting, “Hey, Mister Josh! Guess what?”


“I’ll bite. What?” Josh shouted back, hanging on to a just-another-Monday mindset.


Amanda ran back, stopped short by her white picket fence, leaned over with her freckled face beaming, and said, “It’s exactly the second week of April, right?”


“That’s a roger.”


“So, you know that community school down the road?”


“You bet.” He’d done a piece on the theater director and the way he got the middle school kids to work together like one big happy family. “And you got a big part in the spring musical, right?”


“You bet. It’s starting to all come together. How about that?”


“That’s terrific, kid.”


“Boy, is it ever. Got to run. Talk to you later.”


He watched her dash inside her sunflower-yellow country house like a shot from an old Disney movie depicting a perfect day of Americana. At the same time, he couldn’t help but feel a twinge of longing. There was Amanda, her idyllic safe surroundings, her petite, cheerful mom who always sent over fresh-baked cookies, and her affable, lanky dad, investment banker and pillar of the community. The total opposite of Josh’s jaded mother back in Connecticut, not to mention a father he never knew.


Determined yet again to remain objective, he walked off the steps straight over to the Bradford pear tree. The storm had managed to snap a few smaller branches and scatter a number of leaves and buds across the lawn. Perfectly natural in the clear light of day. No portents of dire prospects, nothing of the sort.


He went back inside, entered the den, and spent some time finishing his list of follow-up questions for self-help guru Noah Ackerman, newly arrived from New York. During the whole interview, Ackerman had peered over his bifocals, teasing him with little queries like, “So, never mind me for a minute. What is your background?” and “What brought you down here—relatives? Yes, no? So, talk to me. What is your heritage?” Not to mention, “Is there anything you’re willing to share so this isn’t some freakin’ one-way street? Come on, come on, give.”


“Mister Ackerman, if you don’t mind, can we just stick to the interview?” Josh had countered.


In his signature pushy way, Ackerman had persisted. “Fine. If you’ve got nothing to hide, you acknowledge this is who you are and what you stand for. Otherwise, you do have something to hide. Simple. Am I right or am I right?”


Josh had managed to brush off every one of these probes and finally called a timeout. “Maybe if we give it a rest, we can resume and manage to keep things on an even keel.”


Ackerman shook his head. “Maybe you need to give it a rest. Maybe you’re not used to laying things on the line, which is my definition of operating on an even keel. You get my drift?”


At an impasse, they broke it off then and there.


Now, taking stock once more, he simply put it down to a first encounter with a pushy guy who jumped at any opportunity to ply his trade. Antsy, bored—words like that. At the follow-up this morning, he would have to fend Ackerman off, zero in on the crux of his profile, and take some photos. Then, once back home, come up with a through line, polish the piece, and post it to the editor. That would be that until the next installment of his Call of the Valley series.


“Right,” Josh muttered to himself. He’d committed to the story because Ackerman had garnered a lot of notoriety. His pushiness was the price Josh had to pay. Just another day’s work.


Still and all, he couldn’t help wondering what Ackerman was really up to. Mountain Vista and its cluster of Swiss chalet condos had only recently been built to accommodate newbies attracted to the quaint tranquility of this setting. It offered the companionship of fellow retirees, many of whom were also former professionals like the physicist. Which still didn’t explain why Ackerman kept working on him. No one else had ever given him a hard time. Perhaps Ackerman’s behavior stemmed from his retirement and treatments at the nearby neuro-center?


Yes. Balding, paunchy Ackerman was the one who was ill at ease and Josh was perfectly fine, if only Ackerman could just stop rocking the boat.


Josh quit stalling, swept Dorothy and The Wizard of Oz, percolating quarks, and iffy portents under the rug, and moved on to the follow-up interview.


Zharko was not catching up to him. He was still secure in his overriding plan to reunite with Molly, and this was just another Monday.


Absolutely nothing was stalking him out of the past.


He repeated this mantra several times until he almost began to believe it.











CHAPTER TWO


Somehow Ackerman had gotten even more pushy. Holding forth on his patio at the retirement complex, he kept fiddling with the tea tray atop the glass-top table while muttering such things as “Let’s hope you’re going to pitch in this time. Bring something to the party.” He then checked to make sure no resident was within earshot on the other side of the basket-weave fence and said, “I’m talking shooting straight from the hip. Enough of this phony polite tap dance.”


Josh didn’t reply and continued to sit tight and wait for Ackerman to settle down.


Ackerman blew on his bifocals, wiped them off with his shirtsleeve, and added, “What is it, almost noon? If they’re out, the neighbors are probably at the outdoor market greeting each other with a ‘How are you this lovely day? Fine and dandy? Well, ain’t that nice?’ Anything to avoid the truth.”


Finally, Ackerman gave Josh a steely look. “So, what do you say we quit beating around the bush and get right down to it?”


“Our unfinished business, you mean,” Josh said, clicking his micro recorder on and sliding it in Ackerman’s direction. “Absolutely.”


“Damn right,” said Ackerman, repositioning the recorder so that it was midway between them on the glass tabletop. “So, what is it with you? What are you, thirty, thirty-five, half my age? You’re still all bottled up. Underneath, I’m talking here. Apart from the sandy hair, blue eyes, and nice guy, boy-next-door act. Look, you can trust me. I am a whiz at this. So, come on, humor me. What gives?”


Josh pushed the recorder closer to Ackerman again. “Anyways—”


“No ‘anyways’,” Ackerman said. “I’ve been here for four weeks and you’re the only interesting thing I’ve come across. Back in the Big Apple we’ve got millions crammed into the five boroughs and leaking in from all directions, including the Hudson, the ocean, and all points west and south. It’s a contest to survive even if you’re only looking for a cab, trying to get a seat on the subway, or just crossing the street. You have to let off some steam. But you, you keep it close to the vest. Which is starting to get on my nerves. It’s like being with the poster boy from the Boy Scouts who’s got something else cooking.”


“Look, Mister Ackerman, all I’m doing is trying to be accommodating so we can get through it and call it a day.”


“Accommodating? Who needs accommodating? I let on how hung up I am, and what do I get? Nice and pleasant while harboring the nitty-gritty. More phony baloney.”


“Listen—”


“No, you listen. Why you and me, and why now? I’m guessing some repressed Heidegger syndrome. Come clean and we’re off to the races.”


“The what syndrome?”


“Heidegger, Heidegger! The Nazi king of philosophy. ‘Thrown in . . . thrown in’ is what he was always raving about. He was thrown in, born into the Nazi thing. Everyone I’ve dealt with, it’s always the same. Thrown into this situation. So, now what? ‘If my father wasn’t an alcoholic . . . if I had gotten as much love as my older brother . . . if my sister and I weren’t tossed into a foster home . . .’ Ya-tada, ya-tada, ya-tada. I mention your background—which has got to be the root of the freakin’ springboard—and what happens?”


Realizing Ackerman wasn’t going to let go, Josh said, “Okay, what is it? What are you doing? What are you really after?”


“Some action, what else? Shaking things up, getting to the bottom of things. Impressing you so you’ll tell the folks around the boonies here what a whiz I am at digging beneath the surface. So people will drop the infuriating let’s-make-nice Southern games. So things will pop, crackle, and fizz. So I can drum up some clients and we can all get a life, for crissake.”


Josh had a mind to give up and call this whole thing off. But some part of him still wanted to get a handle on his own unfounded anxiety. “Okay,” he said, “I’ll bite. What are the telltale signs something is about to bust loose?”


“Look at you,” Ackerman went on. “The body never lies. Trying to come off la-di-da but sitting straight as a board, trying your damnedest to keep the dam from bursting.”


Shaking his head, with his thick lips curling up in anticipation, Ackerman shuffled in and around the potted plants, his hands in full motion now. “So, humor me. Toss off something about your past, your family. Then I throw in something about my old man who drove a cab. Keep it going. Five gets you ten, in no time we’ll have liftoff.”


At first, Josh just sat there. Then he blurted out, “‘The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.’”


“Where did you get that one?”


“A literature course I once took.”


“Well, I’ve got news for you. The past is never past. And the longer you try to keep it at arm’s length, the hungrier it gets, until one day, sure as hell, it’s gonna get you. And then where will you be?”


“Not if you keep on an even keel and put it all behind you. You’re forgetting this is the land of the second chance. I don’t know about you, but I’ve got plans. So, can we drop it now? Finally?”


Rolling his eyes, Ackerman came right back with “Oh sure, why not? We can fake it like everybody else around here. Make nice, have a chat and some tea. What the hell?”


As Ackerman retreated into the condo, Josh couldn’t help wondering why he selected him in the first place. There were dozens he could have chosen from who recently took up residence here. Among the notables was the soprano from the Chicago Opera, the popular children’s book author from Ohio, the award-winning pastel artist from Boston, and even the well-known DC pundit. Why did he select a therapist? Let alone an aggressive New Yorker in need of therapy himself?


Ackerman returned with the kettle. He emptied the boiling water into the ceramic pitcher and stirred clockwise, careful not to crush the tea leaves. He slid one of the cups over to Josh, who added milk from the carton into the bottom of a cup and nodded to Ackerman to pour.


Ackerman filled the rest of Josh’s cup to the brim, replaced the pitcher, and peered at him, breaking into that same quizzical look.


“What?” said Josh. “What is it now?”


“Never mind. Except . . .”


“Except what?”


“Except you wanted lots of milk first, guaranteeing the weakest tea possible before the pot has a chance to get going. All the time you’re trying to water everything down while on the inside everything is bubbling up.”


“Why are you doing this? Why do you keep this up?”


“I told you. Do I have to spell it out?”


“Yes.”


Taking a page from Josh’s own musing, Ackerman said, “Don’t you see, don’t you get it? Why do you think I agreed to this in the first place? Right off I’ve got your number because of my incredible sixth sense. Once I get you going, you are bowled over and get me instant recognition. Just like that, I get clients from all the repressed niceness around here. I’m back in the saddle. To hell with this nervous condition. To hell with calling me erratic, telling me I’d better simmer down. Next thing you know, I’m in business, baby!”


Josh shut off the tape recorder and got to his feet. Ackerman’s eyes peered at him over his bifocals, more expectant than ever. Josh turned away and perused the area beyond the hedges and rolling grounds, cast his gaze further, and kept his focus on the tranquil scene in order to pull back and see it all from a calm remove.


A figure hovered in the parking lot in the vicinity of Josh’s old Subaru wagon. He closed his eyes, then opened them. There was the hazy outline of the same figure in the exact same spot.


“You see?” Ackerman asked. “Like I keep telling you, the body never lies.”


“As it happens, I am taking in your ambiance. Your chosen background.”


“Sure you are.” Ackerman pulled up a wrought iron chair, sat down, and poured himself a cup of the darkening brew. Like a wily card player who’d just been dealt a winning hand, he said, “So, what do you make of this ambiance? All this peace and quiet that’s supposed to do wonders.”


Josh said nothing and glanced once more in the direction of the far-off parking lot.


A few more hearty swigs of tea and Ackerman added, “Supposed to do wonders but is somehow making you jerk your head and keep looking over your shoulder.”


“I am keenly aware, that’s all. That’s my stock in trade.”


“Sure it is.” Ackerman nodded. “A perfect denial as it’s all about to spill over and, just like that, we’re off to the freakin’ races.”











CHAPTER THREE


Reaching a standoff, Josh cut things short once again. He’d rely on the press release he glommed off the Internet, plus whatever he could draw from their recorded conversations, call Ackerman for any fillers he might need, and finish up here with a brief photo shoot. Since his profiles were, in effect, a glorification of this special corner of the world, the best bet would be to capture Ackerman with the Seven Sisters mountain range as a backdrop to compensate for the sketchy text.


But he didn’t tell him he wanted him around the front of the Swiss-cottage condos because someone might spot Josh sitting out here in plain sight. He was also hurrying things so he could check out the situation in the vicinity of his Subaru wagon under the pretext he’d need to retrieve his Nikon 18-300mm lens in his trunk. The sooner he brushed off this whole Ackerman episode, the sooner he could chalk off this glitch in his life from first light till now.


“So,” Ackerman said, “now we switch gears, get a move on. Quick-fast cast a blind eye while you take off, then sprint around to the front of this place for a Blue Ridge ad and leave me high and dry. But it’s no use, buster. I’m telling you it’s no use.”


“And I’m telling you, we cut our losses, it’s over and out. I go home and edit the new shots so that you’re embraced by the setting. All you have to do is sit tight for a minute.”


“Right, sure, of course.”


“I’ll be right back with the optimum lens.”


Leaving his camera bag, slipping away from the patio, keeping low like he did as a kid in the Connecticut hills playing Indian scout, Josh skirted the bushes. Then he circled behind the low-lying activities building and hunkered down by the near side of the visitors’ parking lot. He got behind the tailgate of a red Chevy pickup and glanced around the edge of the truck bed.


Once again, he wasn’t absolutely sure. The figure was still almost a hundred yards away, blurred by the shimmering sunlight. The guy could be on the grounds crew. He could be the driver of the pickup. There were countless wiry workmen in denim for hire in these parts, especially now that spring had fully arrived.


With his mind revving like crazy, he reminded himself that, in fact, his old nemesis had been booted out of the country. Josh had, again in point of fact, recently flown back to New England once or twice to make sure, to touch base with his estranged mother and, most of all, to see Molly, his erstwhile childhood sweetheart. As a result, he’d been looking forward to his overall plan, absolutely counting on it, the only thing that had kept him going. If he could damn well get his act together and hold out just a bit longer.


Yet, as the figure pivoted and headed in Josh’s direction, all hopes and dreams were shattered. There, big as life, was the black denim, shiny cowboy boots, and red blouse protruding from an open Levi jacket. If nothing else, the twisted, sparkling earring gave him away. That and the furtive way he scurried around, trying to get a bead on the whereabouts of his quarry. His thin, chiseled face and high cheekbones alone were a dead giveaway.


Unbidden snippets of memory came rushing back to Josh. As a youngster, gazing out the window of his mother’s cabin in the woods, catching sight of the gypsy van and that thickset, baldheaded companion called Vlad. Once, Zharko had berated his mother in that awkward speech pattern of his: “Your boy still tractable for sure, tell me true. He is like well-behaved dog?” And another time: “Day is coming when he will be useful. Not now but maybe soon because feds hounding me worse than ever.”


And this moment could very well be that “maybe soon.” Zharko Vadja was actually close by while Ackerman, no doubt, was gloating that something was up as he waited impatiently.


Josh remained frozen, hunkered down. As if sifting through his recollections could alter his perspective. Recalling that foray only a few months ago to touch base—to see how Molly was doing and learning she was teaching second grade at that very same elementary school they’d attended before his mother and Zharko shipped him off.


Truth to tell, he’d always loved Molly. He was attracted to her fair-haired wholesomeness and the sense she was always there for you, never once playing games like most other girls with their feminine wiles. However, his attempt to shield her from the fallout of a haunted past became a barrier—she sensed he was keeping something from her. And his name change years later to good ol’ normal-sounding Josh Bartlet only made matters worse and dovetailed into that recent troublesome exchange:


“I have to tell you,” Molly had said. “I’ve been dating. I think he’s getting serious.”


“Oh?”


“He outlined the reasons we’d make a good team. Both of us settled in a well-established school system. Both of us not getting any younger. Also, as my assistant principal, there’d be no problem getting maternity leave.”


“Terrific. Sounds very practical.”


“I am serious. And isn’t it about time you came to terms with your own life? Why did you have to change your name? And why is it the only newspaper jobs you’ll take have to be miles south of here? What am I supposed to do in the meantime?”


“I’m turning the corner, Molly, trust me. In only a few more months, I’ll have a track record. Solid, reliable, non-controversial. I’ll ask for a letter of recommendation, nothing hanging over my head.”


“What does that mean? What does it ever mean?”


“Nothing, I swear. Just a slip of the tongue.”


It was the same old Catch-22. Keep skirting around it. Talk yourself out of it. But, then again, some day it might still catch up to you. Which it most certainly had. Crazed, volatile Zharko had materialized less than twenty yards away, closing in. And there was no way to make him go away.


He crouched even lower and scuttled behind a brace of blue Ford trucks. With his pulse racing, he moved past a fleet of service vans to the back of a brown UPS vehicle, hoping the driver didn’t come upon him and demand to know what he was doing within reach of her delivery packages.


Making a dash for it, he doubled back, carefully making his way over to his Subaru wagon. He unlatched the trunk, snatched the telephoto lens out of the box, secured the trunk lid, and took off for Ackerman’s patio.


All the while, it wasn’t lost on him that keeping his distance was automatic. All built into his lifestyle, along with getting lost in movies, being a good listener, and hiding behind the lens of a camera or notepad or tape recorder or what have you.


He focused solely on his pace and breathing, shutting out all recollections, especially that damned incident when he was twelve-year-old Sonny Korda.


Before he knew it, he was back on Ackerman’s patio. He could tell Ackerman saw how breathless he was. Nodding again, like an old baseball scout who’d at long last come across a prime raw recruit.


“Okay,” Josh said, pushing right ahead. “Ready? I’m set to take those shots with the perfect backdrop and perfect lens. Indicating the ideal reprieve from the hustle and bustle of Manhattan. That and the hopeful promise of the nerve treatment center that brought you here.”


Nodding yet again, Ackerman said, “Right, why not? He sprints back like he’s being chased and I’m supposed to keep casting a blind eye. Give me a break.”


Josh shrugged him off and grabbed his camera bag. He led the way inside Ackerman’s quarters and out again onto the stand of hickory trees with the looming blueish-green mountain range in the background.


Shuffling along in his sandals, Ackerman held still at each juncture, offering a wan smile as Josh snapped away. After taking a number of shots while glancing back every now and then to make sure Zharko hadn’t circled around, Josh shut off his camera, unfastened the telephoto lens, and slid them both into his bag.


“Tell me this,” said Ackerman as they traipsed back, “are you expecting some redneck who’s tracked you down because you left his pregnant sister in the lurch? Or are there a bunch of alimony payments you’re behind on, or somebody gunning for you? And you’re using this interview as a stalling tactic until you decide on the right tactical maneuver?”


Josh didn’t reply as they came to a halt in front of the tricluster condo. Ackerman reached inside his shirt pocket and retrieved a business card.


“What’s this?” Josh asked, continuing to keep an eye out.


“To reach me. When you’re ready. My hunch is you’ll be calling any hour now.”


“No need. I’m fine.”


“Oh, sure. But I’d like to catch you while you’re still on your feet. Otherwise that’ll ruin my whole scheme.”


Unable to hold still a moment longer, Josh snatched the business card out of Ackerman’s hand and pocketed it. In turn, Ackerman asked for Josh’s card. Reluctantly, Josh handed him one and said, “Later, okay?”


He left the patio and worked his way down and around to his Subaru wagon. Spotting no one in view except a sauntering white-haired couple who wished him a blessed day, he slid behind the wheel, gunned the motor, and tore out of there before Zharko had a chance to get a good look at him and jot down his license plate.


He couldn’t help wondering where Zharko had stashed his gypsy van? Or had he driven down from Connecticut in a rental and was tooling around looking to snare Josh while remaining incognito?


At any rate, what difference did it make? Ackerman’s neurotic scheme had a lot more going for it than Josh’s naïve, wishful plan.











CHAPTER FOUR


By the time Josh got home, locked the doors just in case, and forced himself to settle down to work on his profile of Ackerman, the fatigue from the night before started to get to him. Regardless, he plugged in his Nikon camera to the PC tower, downloaded the shots he’d taken onto the ViewNX2 file, and cropped the best of the lot. But the knowing look he’d captured on Ackerman’s face only made matters worse.


His mind was so scattered now, it reminded him of a movie he tried to watch the other night listed as “an engrossing slice of small-town life.” Like a promo offering reassurance he’d made the right decision in opting for the safety of this mountain village. In fact, the opening scene focused on a teen not unlike himself back in the day: sandy hair; soft, nondescript features; slim-to-average build. In this instance, the teen caught a well-hit fly ball in the outfield during a high school baseball game, securing the win for his side.


But it didn’t end there. The cocky guy who hit the long drive accosted him in the locker room backed up by his cronies, shoving and goading him for what they called “crawling out of the woodwork.” The hapless teen got out of this predicament by agreeing with the bullies, going along just like Josh, doing his best to fade into the background.


But matters didn’t end there either. In the next sequence, the teen was working behind the counter of a diner as a couple of hoods burst in, one beginning to molest a comely waitress while the other pulled a gun, demanding all the cash in the register. This time, instead of complying, the submissive teen flung a carafe of steaming hot coffee in the leader’s face, grabbed the weapon, and managed to wing the molester and hold the leader at gunpoint while the waitress got hold of the local sheriff.


At this juncture, the lead hood threatened vengeance from “his boys back in the big city.” The scene quickly shifted to a black limo cruising down the main street driven by a scarred, middle-aged thug accompanied by his flunkies. Then and there, Josh immediately switched channels in favor of an old Gene Kelly musical.


He didn’t know it then, but that “small-town flick” was just another harbinger of things to come. Namely, the unexpected arrival of Zharko.


He retreated to pleasant movie images like June Allyson as the girl next door behind a white picket fence. He thought of Molly at the upper end of the lane, her wholesomeness and honey-blonde hair. More whimsical thoughts that were getting him nowhere.


Soon, though it was only midafternoon, his eyelids became heavy and he couldn’t fight the grogginess any longer. He went into the bedroom, intent on lying down only for a moment to still this abiding anxiety.
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In the dream, Molly was twelve years old again, trudging down the lane in the snow, a package in her hands tied with green and red ribbons. Josh caught sight of her through the icy crosshatched windows, hoping she’d make it down to this dead-end rustic cabin cradled in the looming fir trees deep at the edge of White’s Woods. His mother Irina tapped away on that old typewriter of hers behind closed doors, the rhythm of her tapping more and more insistent.


His mother then appeared at the front door, her raven-black hair glistening, piercing eyes as dark as her hair. With a lit pencil-thin cigar in her hand, a shawl draped over her shoulders, her willowy form tensed as if she were about to pounce. Gentle knocking at the door gave way to his mother hovering over Molly’s quivering angelic face, her snow boots slipping on the bottom step, his mother hollering, “No, no, no! No Christmas presents from nosy neighbors! On your way! Back where you came from! Leave us be!”


The heavy oaken door slamming in Molly’s face dissolved to Sonny (as he’d been called back then) slip-sliding up the icy lane, calling after Molly. Her cries echoed through the canopy of trees in the darkening stillness, the snow falling steadily, the slope leading up to the crossroad becoming steeper still, Molly’s house fading further and further away.


Desperately, he searched everywhere for the Christmas present. Perhaps she’d dropped it. Perhaps he could hide it from his mother and open it in secret, celebrate Christmas morning like the rest of the kids, and thank Molly the next day. Perhaps he could sneak off and make it all the way to the top and ask for her forgiveness.


But a van drove past him, spattering his shivering body with snow, headed down the slope. It was embossed with two horizontal bars: blue on top for eternal spirit, green below for open fields. A raspy voice shouted, “Stop acting like a gadzo, not of our clan!” The voice rang out under the starless sky. The voice rang out even louder. “Our clan roaming Eastern Europe, Romania, Hungary, circling Kiev in the Ukraine!”


He called back, “But I don’t know any of this. I don’t look like you, don’t act like you. And who was my father anyways?”


There was no answer.


He followed the van down the snowy whiteness, though he didn’t want to go back there, though there had to be some way to erase this whole story.


Back in the cabin, trying to tell his mother that was a cruel thing to do to Molly. His mother slapped him, threw a glass of ice water in his face, went back into her secret room, secured the latch, her typewriter clacking away as loudly as ever.


Quickly, he was outside in the snow again, searching frantically for the Christmas present. Trudging through the stands of evergreens in his slippers, shivering so hard he couldn’t stand it, frozen crusted pinecones under foot till he spotted the van in a clearing. There were shouts and threats. There was a bloodcurdling scream. He thrust himself forward to see, though for the life of him he didn’t want to see, didn’t want to ever know. A dagger flashed in the moonlight. Zharko’s hand raised up and plummeted down over and over, finally cutting off the screaming for good.


Spinning around, Josh scurried over the pinecones and raced off, shaking with fear and cold, searching for the Christmas present. Longing to join the kids beyond the woods, snug inside, embraced by their mothers and the warmth of the hearth, glistening presents resting under the tree laced with tinsel and garlands of spangled light.


He thrashed around, seeking this first-ever Christmas present that would make everything nice, but found only his pillow and woke with a start. He sat up. There was no going back to sleep, no opting for dreamy images of walking to school with Molly as the weather turned to spring, buttercups lining the path. No way to erase anything. He was left with the same chill from this morning, now turning into an ache that had no name.


An ache that was useless to gloss over.


He got to his feet, returned to the den, and drew the shades. He booted up the PC and just sat there. Try as he might to return to the business at hand (his profile of Ackerman), images of Zharko’s flashing blade remained fixed in his mind. Followed by recollections of being shipped off to prep school, out of the way, after his mother bargained with Zharko—“He will behave, he wants no trouble. This too will pass.”


“For now,” Zharko had said. “We shall see. Let it go, but only for now.”


He was still motionless in front of the PC, fully into the realities of the here and now, when the landline rang atop his desk. The caller ID told him it was the paper. The sugary Southern accent told him it was Crystal the receptionist.


“Josh? It’s me. I left a message on your cell. Did you get it?”


He’d had it in mind to check his cell messages later. At this point, all he could think of saying was “No, Crystal, I haven’t checked my calls.”


“How come?”


“All kinds of distractions. Just been one of those days.”


“Well anyways,” she said, sounding a little rattled, “this fella comes bustin’ in here, dressed kind of funny, talking even more funny like.”


“Glossy red shirt beneath a Levi jacket? Hawkish face, cropped salt-and-pepper hair?”


“That’s him. Wanted to know if I’d seen you and where you could be reached. I told him you were on assignment at Mountain Vista and incommunicado at the moment. When he kept at it and wanted to know what Mountain Vista was, how to get there, and who exactly you were seeing, I said that information was against company policy to disclose. However, if he could state his business and leave a number where he could be reached . . . But he turned on his heels without so much as a by-your-leave. Well, I tell you. How rude. Did I do wrong?”


“No, you did good. You get a ‘bless your heart.’”


“Well, that’s a comfort. Guess I’ll just leave you to it.”


After a few more pleasantries, Crystal offered Josh a blessed evening and hung up.


As Josh replaced the receiver, all he could do was mutter, “Oh great. What now?”


But he had no idea what to do. He spent another stretch of time sitting there in limbo.


Presently, though it was the last thing in the world he wanted to do, with no other recourse in sight, he called Ackerman. Opting for some way, any way, to reframe things. His fallback position of sitting tight for only a little while longer was no longer tenable. He was just plain at a loss.
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“Theoretically,” Josh said, pressing a little harder. “For the sake of argument, that’s all.”


“Go on,” Ackerman said. “What did I tell you? Any hour now, any minute.”


“Anyway. Say a person has always steered clear of trouble, gone out of his way, in fact. But just when it seemed it had paid off, that all the dark clouds had rolled away and he was on the verge of getting a life, out of the blue, trouble returns knocking at the door. Sitting tight no longer covers it.”


“Obviously. And neither does denial, buddy boy. So, you’re going to add your own experience to your piece about Ackerman, the quick-bang therapist whiz. Give me a yes.”


“Anyways—”


“Enough with the anyways shtick. We cut to the chase. In your case and your lame boy-next-door routine, a good start would be checking out the old reliable hero’s journey. Consider this clue all part of our deal. Speedy solutions to any predicament. Check out Wikipedia or whatever. And move it. The sooner my profile is plastered all over the next edition, the sooner my phone starts ringing and my nerves simmer down.” With that, Ackerman hung up as quickly as he’d snatched up the receiver.
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As anxious as Ackerman, with nothing else for it and purely out of curiosity, Josh Googled “the hero’s journey.” In the process, quite by accident, he came across a line of poetry that stuck in his mind: Take the journey, find your way home. He had no idea why those words struck a chord, but there it was.


Letting that pass, he read a number of variations on the mythic odyssey. Creating a file, he earmarked seven common steps and replied as if he was taking a quiz:




1) The ordinary world as a safe place. Only in elementary school away from Zharko.


2) The call to action for the sake of the community. Never answered a call or belonged to a community. Never knew who my father was or what clan Zharko or my mother were affiliated with. Couldn’t answer Ackerman about my heritage or what my mother was up to ever.


3) The turning point—meeting a mentor to set you on the right path. Never had a mentor unless you now count Ackerman who, at best, is a sorry substitute. Matter of fact, there’s something ironic about a nerve-racked guy running away from the wilds of New York giving advice in the first place.


4) Crossing the threshold into the unknown. Have no idea.


5) Tests, allies, and enemies, at least one major defeat. Ditto.


6) A great ordeal, putting everything on the line. Can’t imagine.


7) Transformation into full selfhood.





This last one really caught him off guard. It brought to mind a movie he once saw centering on a Lakota vision quest. All he could recall was a rite of passage by the time you’re fourteen or so. You go alone into the wild, without food or water, with only a blanket and a sacred pipe, seeking strength and a strong spirit guide like a wolf or an eagle. When your spirit guide finally comes to you, you now have a new name. In this case, it was Standing Elk. In this case, the Lakota young man came down from the Black Hills as a brave who had grown up.


He mulled this all over and, after nothing seemed to directly apply to his present situation, got on the phone again.


“It’s me. Anyway, just humor me, will you? I got on the Internet, read all about the seven phases.”


“That’s not the point, sitting on your butt, pondering over the whole roadmap.”


“Okay. Then take the call to action.”


“Exactly.”


“I mean, how about coming down to earth and just considering some options. I mean something actually doable?”


“How about it? And while we’re at it, how’s my profile going? Are we on schedule or what? And speaking of making it doable, you got your little tape recorder handy? Add this and hype up the sales pitch to the have-a-good-day natives for my services. Got it? You ready?”


“Hold on.”


Going along with him for whatever it was worth, Josh retrieved his digital recorder, scrolled to the current interview folder, hit the record button, and said, “It’s recording. Shoot.”


Ackerman began to carry on about a repressed Manhattan housewife who ironed her professor husband’s shirts, went shopping at Saks Fifth Avenue dressed in the prim outfits he liked, cooked his favorite meals, took to drink, smoked over a pack a day, and got more and more depressed.


“She comes to me,” Ackerman went on, “as a last resort, and we get right down to it. She quits ironing his shirts, shopping at Saks, cooking his favorite meals, smoking like a chimney, and guzzling martinis. Instead she goes to the gym, meets other women in the same boat, starts writing for a feminist newspaper in Greenwich Village, and tells her husband where to get off. This lady was my latest get-on-the-fast-track triumph.”


Josh turned off the recorder, picked up the receiver, and said, “All right, cutting to the chase like you said. What if someone’s out to get you?”


“It’s the same thing. You get into gear. That’s the freakin’ call to action.”


Hanging up on him, Ackerman left Josh still with nothing to go on while, at this very moment, his nemesis was doubtless out there, up to God knew what.
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