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THE MYSTERY IN 2009

By Jon L. Breen

Call 2009 the Year of Landmark Anniversaries. Eighty years have passed since the September 1929 issue of Black Mask presented the first installment of a serial that would become one of the most influential detective novels in history, Dashiell Hammett’s The Maltese Falcon. Whether intended to mark that occasion or not, two of the best novels of the year paid homage to Hammett, one to his style and fictional world and one to his personal character. (See Gores and Atkins respectively in the best-of-the-year list below.) A key reference book on Hammett’s San Francisco had a new and expanded edition: Don Herron’s The Dashiell Hammett Tour: Thirtieth Anniversary Guidebook (Vince Emery).

The bicentennial of Edgar Allan Poe’s birth in 1809 was celebrated throughout the year in Baltimore with such events as a Poe funeral reenactment, various theatrical presentations, and The Cask of Amontillado Wine Tasting, apparently successful enough to be repeated in 2010. The Mystery Writers of America recognized the birthday with two volumes: In the Shadow of the Master (William Morrow), edited by Michael Connelly, which gathered some of Poe’s best-known tales, accompanied by essays from present-day writers influenced by the father of the detective story; and On a Raven’s Wing, edited by Stuart Kaminsky, featuring homages to Poe by many of today’s top writers.

Speaking of Poe and MWA, the organization’s leadership made a surprising decision regarding one of his namesake Edgar Awards. There is no shortage of awards in the mystery genre, as the compilation at the end of this piece demonstrates. While there may be no need to add more, those that are unique, prestigious, and/or longstanding ought to be maintained. The Edgar for Best Motion Picture, given every year save two since 1946, has been scuttled for reasons never revealed to the membership.

The first film honored, in 1946, was the previous year’s Murder, My Sweet, scripted by John Paxton from Raymond Chandler’s novel Farewell, My Lovely. Subsequent years honored such classic films as The Asphalt Jungle, Rear Window, 12 Angry Men Psycho, The French Connection, The Last of Sheila, Chinatown, Witness, The Silence of the Lambs, Pulp Fiction, and L.A. Confidential, and such screenwriters as Donald E. Westlake, Dennis Potter, Joseph Wambaugh, Michael Crichton, William Goldman, and Truman Capote. Honored for best of 2008, from a very strong list of nominees, was Martin McDonagh’s script for In Bruges. But there will be no Edgar Award for the best of 2009, the award having been put “on hiatus” by the MWA Board of Directors without explanation.

Recent years have taken an unusually heavy toll on the crime fiction community. In reviewing 2008, I noted the passing of no fewer than five MWA Grand Masters. In 2009, they were joined by another from that exclusive club, the prolific and versatile Stuart M. Kaminsky, and in early 2010 by two more, Dick Francis and Robert B. Parker.

Other mystery-world deaths in 2009 included novelists William Tapply, Barbara Parker, Robert Terrall, Lyn Hamilton, Celia Fremlin, and Sister Carol Anne O’Marie, and short-story specialists Barbara Callahan and Dick Stodghill. An important figure in mystery scholarship, Ray B. Browne, a pioneer of the study of popular culture as writer, publisher, and Bowling Green University professor, died at age eighty-seven.

Best Novels of the Year 2009

Before unveiling the fifteen best new books I read and reviewed during the year, here’s the boilerplate disclaimer: I don’t pretend to cover the whole field — no single reviewer does — but if you have a better list of fifteen, I’d love to see it.

• Ace Atkins, Devil’s Garden (Putnam). San Francisco of the 1920s and the complex personalities of Pinkerton operative Dashiell Hammett and manslaughter suspect Roscoe (Fatty) Arbuckle are central to a remarkable fictionalization.

• Gyles Brandreth, Oscar Wilde and the Dead Man’s Smile (Touchstone). The third novel casting the 1890s celebrity playwright as sleuth is a throwback to Golden Age puzzle-spinning with a downright Queenian finale.

• Michael Connelly, Nine Dragons (Little, Brown). L.A cop Harry Bosch travels to Hong Kong in one of his best cases. Connelly’s other 2009 book, The Scarecrow (Little, Brown) is notable for a grim picture of the declining newspaper business.

• Mat Coward, Acts of Destruction (Alia Mondo). While it’s unusual to cover a self-published British novel here, Coward’s nearfuture police procedural, offering stimulating ideas, good modular plotting, and trademark humor, deserves to be read, and American fans of his work need to know about it.

• Martin Edwards, Dancing for the Hangman (Five Star). Hawley Harvey Crippen’s first person account is one of the best fictionalizations of a classic criminal case in memory.

• Hallie Ephron, Never Tell a Lie (William Morrow). Constructed as well as a top-notch Mary Higgins Clark, this prime contribution to the am-I-married-to-a-murderer subgenre is also distinguished for its style.

• Lyndsay Faye, Dust and Shadow (Simon & Schuster). Of all the attempts to put Sherlock Holmes on the trail of Jack the Ripper, this may well be the best.

• Joe Gores, Spade & Archer (Knopf). The prequel to The Maltese Falcon perfectly recaptures Hammett’s objective narrative style.

• Ed Gorman, The Midnight Room (Leisure). The small-town Midwestern milieu is brilliantly depicted in a deliberate throwback to the great days of paperback originals.

• John Hart, The Last Child (Minotaur). The tale of a rural North Carolina teenager obsessed with the murder of his sister was a deserving Edgar nominee.

• Margaret Lawrence, Roanoke (Delacorte). One of the best historical mystery writers offers a possible solution to a mystery of colonial America in the Elizabethan era.

• Leonardo Padura, Havana Fever, translated from the Spanish by Peter Bush (Bitter Lemon). Havana cop turned book scout Mario Conde is featured in one of the most consistently excellent series in the current market.

• Anne Perry, Execution Dock (Ballantine). Set in 1860 London, this was the best book in some time about amnesiac cop William Monk and wife Hester.

• Andrew Taylor, Bleeding Heart Square (Hyperion). Politics and everyday life of 1934 London come to life in a beautifully structured historical mystery.

• Joseph Teller, Bronx Justice (MIRA). New life for the courtroom drama from one of the best lawyer-writers to enter the legal mystery subgenre.

Sub-Genres

Private eyes. Sleuths for hire in commendable action included a pair of San Franciscans, Bill Pronzini’s Nameless Detective in Schemers (Forge) and Mark Coggins’s August Riordan in The Big Wake-Up (Bleak House), plus Sharon Fiffer’s Illinois part-timer Jane Wheel in Scary Stuff (Minotaur) and Las Vegas’s Trevor Oaks, whose first book-length case is Percy Spurlark Parker’s The Good-Looking Dead Guy (PublishAmerica). Ten years after his debut, Russell Atwood’s Payton Sherwood finally had a second case in Losers Live Longer (Hard Case Crime). TV’s Adrian Monk, usually a police consultant, briefly turns PI in Lee Goldberg’s Mr. Monk and the Dirty Cop (Penguin Putnam).

Amateur sleuths. Puzzle Lady Cora Felton in Parnell Hall’s Dead Man’s Puzzle (Minotaur) and Skeleton Detective Gideon Oliver in Aaron Elkins’s Skull Duggery (Berkley) kept alive the spirit of fair-play puzzle spinning. In Yuletide action were Maine shopkeeper Liss MacCrimmon in Kaitlyn Dunnett’s A Wee Christmas Homicide (Kensington), New Jersey reporter Cassie O’Malley in Jeff Markowitz’s It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like Murder (Five Star), and early-teen Gracie Phipps (later a servant to Thomas and Charlotte Pitt) in Anne Perry’s Victorian-era A Christmas Promise (Ballantine). Movie buffs welcomed the reappearance of film detective Valentino in Loren D. Estleman’s Alone (Forge). The Today Show’s Al Roker and frequent celebrity collaborator Dick Lochte introduced chef and TV personality Billy Blessing in The Morning Show Murders (Delacorte).

Police. Cops walking their beats included Texas sheriff Dan Rhodes in Bill Crider’s Murder in Four Parts (Minotaur), Sicily’s Salvo Montalbano in Andrea Camilleri’s August Heat (Penguin), translated from the Italian by Stephen Sartarelli, Konrad Sejer, and Jacob Scarre in Karin Fossum’s The Water’s Edge (Houghton Mifflin), translated from the Norwegian by Charlotte Barslund, and (in a 1960 prequel to his previously recorded cases) one of the great series police in H.R.F. Keating’s Inspector Ghote’s First Case (Minotaur).

Lawyers. A Manhattan insurance lawyer figured in Colin Harrison’s Risk (Picador), a shortish novel that began life as a New York Times Magazine serial. The Christian market provided a good legal mystery in Randy Singer’s The Justice Game (Tyndale), while Robert Rotenberg’s Old City Hall (Sarah Crichton/Farrar, Straus Giroux) was a strong Canadian debut. Series advocates in good form were David Rosenfelt’s New Jerseyite Andy Carpenter in New Tricks (Grand Central), Philip Margolin’s Oregonian Amanda Jaffe in Fugitive (Harper), Margaret Maron’s North Carolinian judge Deborah Knott in Sand Sharks (Grand Central), and William Bernhardt’s Oklahoma Senator Ben Perkins, happily back in the courtroom in Capitol Offense (Ballantine). On the other hand, Steve Martini’s Californian Paul Madriani appears regrettably poised to desert the courtroom for more world-shattering events in Guardian of Lies (William Morrow).

Historicals. Michael Jecks’s team of Sir Baldwin Furnshill and Bailiff Simon Puttock carried on in 1320s England in The Prophecy of Death and The King of Thieves (both Headline/Trafalgar Square). Other past sleuths with strong new cases included Yashim, eunuchdetective of nineteenth century Turkey, in Jason Goodwin’s The Bellini Card (Sarah Crichton/Farrar, Straus and Giroux), Chaucer’s Canterbury pilgrims in P.C. Doherty’s A Haunt of Murder (Minotaur), and Alan Gordon’s thirteenth century Fools Guild members in The Parisian Prodigal (Minotaur). Barbara Hamilton (pseudonym of Barbara Hambly) launched Abigail Adams as series sleuth in The Ninth Daughter (Berkley).

Criminals. Sadly, the late Donald E. Westlake’s Get Real (Grand Central) is presumably the last of the comic novels about ill-starred crook John Dortmunder. Also active on the wrong side of the law was Max Allan Collins’s killer-for-hire in Quarry in the Middle (Hard Case Crime).

Thrillers. It’s a long list, but remember my convenient definition: anything that doesn’t fit the other subgenres. Jeffery Deaver and other members of the International Thriller Writers collaborated efficiently on the two short novels in Watchlist (Vanguard). Kenneth Abel’s Down in the Flood (Minotaur) must rank with the best Hurricane Katrina novels. In reviewing Dean Koontz’s Relentless (Bantam), I enumerated the mix of elements — “suspense, horror, satire, conspiracy thriller, science fiction, fantasy, spiritual allegory” — that make its author a one-of-a-kind entertainer. Another genre-bender is George Zebrowski’s Empties (Golden Gryphon), enjoyably combining police procedural, romantic suspense, science fiction, fantasy, fiction noir, and horror. Laura Lippman’s Life Sentences (William Morrow), Carmen Posadas’s Child’s Play(Harper), translated from the Spanish by Nick Caistor and Amanda Hopkinson, Rhodi Hawk’s A Twisted Ladder (Forge), and Thomas H. Cook’s The Fate of Katherine Carr (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt) all describe present-day investigations of past mysteries. Thomas B. Sawyer’s No Place to Run (Sterling & Ross) is a superbly managed novel advancing controversial 9/11 conspiracy theories. In C.J. Box’s Three Weeks to Say Goodbye (Minotaur), a couple is threatened with the loss of their adopted baby. Mariko Koike’s disturbing and unclassifiable The Cat in the Coffin (Vertical), translated from the Japanese by Deborah Boliver Boehm, is not the romantic suspense it for a time appears to be. Tanguy Viel’s brief and unconventional Beyond Suspicion (New Press), translated from the French by Linda Coverdale, led me to evoke James M. Cain and Hitchcock. Domenico Starnone’s puzzle-box novel First Execution (Europa), translated from the Italian by Antony Shugaar, combines reality and fiction in a way that isn’t for everybody but is recommended to those who don’t mind a lack of pat answers.

Short Stories

Single-author short story collections, though less plentiful than in some recent years, included excellent work. Donald Thomas’s Sherlock Holmes and the King’s Evil (Pegasus) is another triumph for the supreme master of Baker Street pastiche. John C. Boland writes for digests, not pulps, but we won’t hold that against 30 Years in the Pulps (Outskirts). Two mainstream bestsellers had new collections, John Grisham’s first, Ford County: Stories (Doubleday), and Joyce Carol Oates’s umpty-umpth, Dear Husband (Ecco). Sleuths known mostly for book-length cases included the title character in Ralph McInerny’s The Wisdom of Father Dowling (Five Star), Charlaine Harris’s Sookie Stackhouse in A Touch of Dead (Ace), and Gar Anthony Haywood’s Aaron Gunner in Lyrics for the Blues (A.S.A.P.). A Rumpole Christmas (Viking) is presumably the final collection about John Mortimer’s beloved Old Bailey hack. Most of Peter Robinson’s The Price of Love and Other Stories (William Morrow) concerned Yorkshire cop Alan Banks, but there were non-series stories as well. Of some criminous interest were the mixed collections Visions (Mythos) by Richard A. Lupoff; F. Paul Wilson’s Aftershock & Others: 19 Oddities (Forge); and Lewis Shiner’s Collected Stories (Subterranean).

Crippen & Landru published James Powell’s A Pocketful of Noses: Stories of One Ganelon or Another and Robert Silverberg and Randall Garrett’s A Little Intelligence and Other Stories (writing as Robert Randall), while extending its Lost Classics series with Victor Canning’s The Minerva Club, the Department of Patterns, and Others and collecting some vintage 1940s radio scripts in Anthony Boucher and Denis Green’s The Casebook of Gregory Hood. Also celebrating the past, The Strange Adventures of Mr. Andrew Hawthorn and Other Stories (Penguin Classics) gathered the short stories of John Buchan, with an introduction by Giles Foden, while L. Ron Hubbard’s WindGone-Mad (Galaxy) combined a novella with two short stories by the pulp-magazine master.

Original multi-author theme-oriented anthologies continue to be plentiful. The title of Two of the Deadliest (Harper), edited by Elizabeth George, referred to lust and greed. The team of Martin H. Greenberg, Jon L. Lellenberg, and Daniel Stashower edited Sherlock Holmes in America (Skyhorse). The annual Mystery Writers of America anthology, The Prosecution Rests (Little, Brown), edited by Linda Fairstein, centered on the justice system. Mr. Keen, Tracer of Lost Persons, a radio sleuth remembered by a few of us old-timers, turned up in two quite different new stories, one in It’s That Time Again, Volume 4 (BearManor), edited by Jim Harmon, composed of mysteries in the worlds of old radio shows, and the other in Sex, Lies and Private Eyes (Moonstone), edited by Joe Gentile and Richard Dean Starr, mostly new stories about sleuths famous from print, radio, TV, and comics.

The second anthology of the International Thriller Writers was Thriller 2 (MIRA), edited by Clive Cussler. The Crime Writers Association’s Criminal Tendencies (Crème de la Crime/Dufour), edited by Lynne Patrick, combined originals and reprints and benefitted breast cancer research. The five historical specialists known as The Medieval Murderers produced their fifth story collection (or is it group novel?), King Arthur’s Bones (Simon and Schuster UK/Trafalgar Square).

Of course, there were more additions to Akashic Press’s ongoing noir series: Phoenix Noir, edited by Patrick Millikin; Delhi Noir, edited by Hirsh Sawhney; and Seattle Noir, edited by Curt Colbert. Also on the dark side were Sex, Thugs, and Rock & Roll (Kensington), edited by Todd Robinson of Thuglit.com, and Uncage Me (Bleak House), edited by Jen Jordan.

It was a stronger than average year for reprint anthologies. The precursor to the present volume, Between the Dark and the Daylight and 27 More of the Best Crime and Mystery Stories of the Year (Tyrus), edited by Ed Gorman and Martin H. Greenberg, and The Best American Mystery Stories 2009 (Houghton Mifflin), from guest editor Jeffery Deaver and series editor Otto Penzler, agreed on only two stories, N.J. Ayres’s “Rust” and Michael Connelly’s “Father’s Day.” As has often been the case, Joyce Carol Oates made both volumes with different stories, “The First Husband” for Gorman/Greenberg, “Dear Husband” for Penzler/Deaver. Kristine Kathryn Rusch completed a similar double with “Patriotic Gestures” for G/G and “G-Men” for P/D. G/G included the Edgar winner, T. Jefferson Parker’s “Skinhead Central,” and three of the other nominees: Sean Chercover’s “A Sleep Not Unlike Death,” Dominique Mainard’s “La Vie En Rose,” and David Edgerley Gates’s “Skin and Bones.”

Another project of prolific anthologist Penzler was the massive The Vampire Archives (Vintage/Black Lizard). Michael Sims edited The Penguin Book of Gaslight Crime (Penguin). Peter Washington edited the no-frills Detective Stories (Everyman’s Pocket Classics/ Knopf). Maxim Jakubowski gathered contemporary tales from around the globe in The Mammoth Book of Best British Mysteries (Running Press). A Sherlockian anthology of note, often leaning toward the supernatural, was The Improbable Adventures of Sherlock Holmes (Night Shade), edited by John Joseph Adams. Technically a reprint anthology but offering stories new to English-language readers was Sherlock Holmes in Russia (Hale/Trafalgar), edited and translated by Alex Auswaks.

Reference Books and Secondary Sources

It was another strong year for books about mystery and detective fiction.

Given its author’s prominence and the quality of its writing and critical acumen, the book of the year in the field was undoubtedly P.D. James’s Talking About Detective Fiction (Knopf). Other good Edgar nominees in the biographical/critical category were Lisa Rogak’s Haunted Heart: The Life and Times of Stephen King (Dunne/St. Martin’s) and The Lineup: The World’s Greatest Crime Writers Tell the Inside Story of Their Greatest Detectives (Little, Brown), edited by Otto Penzler. Two nominees not seen by me were The Stephen King Illustrated Companion (Fall River) by Bev Vincent, and The Talented Miss Highsmith: The Secret Life and Serious Art of Patricia Highsmith (St. Martin’s) by Joan Schenkar.

An important albeit expensive essay collection, groundbreaking as an English-language source, was French Crime Fiction (University of Wales Press), edited by Claire Gorrara. Craig McDonald’s Rogue Males: Conversations & Confrontations About the Writing Life (Bleak House) is a good addition to the interview shelf, while Kate Macdonald’s John Buchan: A Companion to the Mystery Fiction (McFarland) is an unusually fine singleauthor reference, encompassing much more than the subtitle suggests. Though more about race walking than mystery fiction, Lawrence Block’s Step by Step: A Pedestrian Memoir (William Morrow) is an excellent autobiographical piece by one of the greatest living writers of crime fiction.

For certain icons, the market always has room for another secondary source. Hilary Macaskill’s lavish coffee-table book Agatha Christie at Home (Frances Lincoln), is a nice addition to the buckling shelf, but less fresh ground was dug in Richard Hack’s Duchess of Death: The Unauthorized Biography of Agatha Christie (Phoenix). Enjoyable but inessential was Catherine Corman’s photographic collection Daylight Noir: Raymond Chandler’s Imagined City (Charta). Devotees of Arthur Conan Doyle’s most famous creation welcomed the second edition of Christopher Redmond’s useful and wide-ranging reference Sherlock Holmes Handbook (Dundurn).

Among the more specialized items were James E. Keirans’ John Dickson Carr in Paperback: An English Language Bibliography (CADS), Bradley Mengel’s Serial Vigilantes of Paperback Fiction: An Encyclopedia from Able Team to Z-Comm (McFarland); John C. Fredriksen’s Honey West (BearManor), concentrating on the TV show rather than the books; Murder 101: Essays on the Teaching of Detective Fiction (McFarland), edited by Edward J. Reilly; and my most gratefully received 2009 reference source, Ken Wlaschin’s Silent Mystery and Detective Movies: A Comprehensive Filmography (McFarland).

A Sense of History

Mystery fiction continues to honor its past, mostly through the efforts of small publishers, but sometimes in a questionable way. William MacHarg (1872–1951) and Edwin Balmer (1883–1959) hold a special place in detective fiction history as the authors of the 1910 collection The Achievements of Luther Trant, credited with introducing concepts of psychology to fictional crime detection. On his own, MacHarg created the police stories collected in The Affairs of O’Malley (1940), while Balmer co-wrote with Philip Wylie the science-fiction classic When Worlds Collide (1933). MacHarg and Balmer also collaborated on a 1917 mystery novel, The Indian Drum, set on Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. In 1996, Donald A. Johnston rewrote their novel, which was published under the title The Echoes of L’Arbre Croche with a credit to MacHarg and Balmer on the verso of the title page. In an interview with The Northern Michigan Journal, the author justified his rewrite thus: “The book had been out of print for generations and both [my copy and a friend’s copy] were falling apart. The acid content of the paper of The Indian Drum is such that I expect by the turn of the century, there will be no copies left. Reading it, I just found too many words missing.” In 2009, University of Michigan Press published a new edition of Johnston’s rewrite, this time with the small-print credit to the original authors promoted to the title page.

The novel is presumably in the public domain, and there may be no legal impediment to the publication of a lightly rewritten (and not improved) version. But MacHarg and Balmer deserve honor and respect for their work, not an attempt to have it erased from literary history. If The Indian Drum is worth reprinting for its view of the Upper Peninsula, why not a new edition of the original novel, with annotations and a scholarly introduction, rather than an inept rewrite that robs the original authors of their proper credit?

More conventional reprints included Gil Brewer’s 1952 paperback original Flight to Darkness (New Pulp Press), H.F. Heard’s pioneering 1941 Sherlockian pastiche A Taste of Honey (Blue Dolphin), and the first three in a new series of Holmes revivals from Titan Books, Daniel Stashower’s The Ectoplasmic Man (1985) and two by David Stuart Davies.

Rue Morgue Press continued its admirable revival program of mostly traditional mysteries, including Eilis Dillon’s Death at Crane’s Court (1953), the first American edition of Gladys Mitchell’s athletics-themed 1930 novel The Longer Bodies, and additional titles by Catherine Aird, Delano Ames, Manning Coles, and Michael Gilbert. On the more hardboiled side, Stark House offered two novels to a volume by Benjamin Appel (Sweet Money Girl and Life and Death of a Tough Guy) and W.R. Burnett (It’s Always Four O’Clock and Iron Man), plus a Harry Whittington threesome comprised of To Find Cora, Like Mink Like Murder, and Body and Passion.

Hard Case Crime continued its proclivity for publishing stunts with a new edition of Arthur Conan Doyle’s final Sherlock Holmes novel The Valley of Fear, with misleading packaging in parody of 1950s paperback practice, and a reprint of Robert B. Parker’s Passport to Peril (1951). (This is Robert Bogardus Parker, not the late creator of Spenser.) Hard Case also repackaged Donald E. Westlake’s Edgar-nominated 1960 debut The Mercenaries as The Cutie and presented first editions of novels not published in their authors’ lifetime: Lester Dent’s Honey in His Mouth and Roger Zelazny’s The Dead Man’s Brother.

Ramble House continued to revive out-of-print mysteries, some by American masters like Ed Gorman, others by British writers never before published in the U.S., like Rupert Penny. Among the offerings from Surinam Turtle Press, Richard A. Lupoff’s Ramble House subsidiary, was Mack Reynolds’s 1951 first novel, the science fictional mystery The Case of the Little Green Men.

At the Movies

In last year’s volume, I called 2008 “a weaker than average year for motion pictures generally” though “the crop of crime films was terrific.” Well, 2009 was even worse and dragged down the crime crop as well. However, if there had been a Best Motion Picture Edgar for 2009, the committee could have given it to a potential classic, though it played not the multiplexes but the art houses specializing in independent and foreign-language films: Michael Haneke’s The White Ribbon, a superb whodunit set in small town Germany in the years before World War I. Another excellent foreign-language film was the very explicitly violent but riveting French prison drama Un prophète, directed by Jacques Audiard, who wrote the script with Thomas Bidegain from an original screenplay by Abdel Raouf Dafri and Nicolas Peufaillit.

American films most likely to have filled out the non-existent nominations were Michael Keaton’s directorial debut, the low-key hitman drama The Merry Gentleman, scripted by Ron Lazzeretti, and Tony Gilroy’s story of corporate espionage Duplicity. Other criminous features of at least passing interest included Wes Anderson’s animated big-caper Fantastic Mr. Fox, written with Noah Baumbach from Roald Dahl’s book; the Nicolas Cage vehicle The Bad Lieutenant: Port of Call — New Orleans, directed by Werner Herzog from William Finkelstein’s script and based on a 1992 film written by Victor Argo, Paul Calderon, Abel Ferrara, and Zoe Lund; Lucrecia Martel’s French-language psychological thriller The Headless Woman; Michael Mann’s Dillinger biography Public Enemies, adapted with Ronan Bennett and Ann Biderman from Bryan Burrough’s book Public Enemies: America’s Greatest Crime Wave and the Birth of the FBI, 1933-34; and the remake of The Taking of Pelham 123, directed by Tony Scott from Brian Helgeland’s screenplay, based on John Godey’s novel.

No, I haven’t forgotten the controversial Sherlock Holmes, directed by Guy Ritchie with Robert Downey Jr. in the title role, though I’d like to.

Award Winners

Awards tied to publishers’ contests, those limited to a geographical region smaller than a country, those awarded for works in languages other than English (with the exception of the Crime Writers of Canada’s nod to their French compatriots), and those confined to works from a single periodical have been omitted. All were awarded in 2009 for material published in 2008. Gratitude is again extended to all the websites that keep track of these things, with a special nod to Jiro Kimura’s Gumshoe Site.

Edgar Allan Poe Awards (Mystery Writers of America)

Best novel: C.J. Box, Blue Heaven (St. Martin’s Minotaur)

Best first novel by an American author: Francie Lin, The Foreigner (Picador)

Best original paperback: Meg Gardiner, China Lake (NAL/Obsidian)

Best fact crime book: Howard Blum, American Lightning: Terror, Mystery, the Birth of Hollywood, and the Crime of the Century (Crown)

Best critical/biographical work: Harry Lee Poe, Edgar Allan Poe: An Illustrated Companion to His Tell-Tale Stories (Metro)

Best short story: T. Jefferson Parker, “Skinhead Central” (The Blue Religion, Little, Brown)

Best young adult mystery: John Green, Paper Towns (Dutton)

Best juvenile mystery: Tony Abbott, The Postcard (Little, Brown)

Best play: Ifa Bayeza, The Ballad of Emmett Till (Goodman Theatre, Chicago)

Best television episode teleplay: Patrick Harbinson, “Prayer of the Bone” (Wire in the Blood, BBC America)

Best motion picture screenplay: Martin McDonagh, In Bruges (Focus Features)

Grand Master: James Lee Burke and Sue Grafton

Robert L. Fish award (best first story): Joseph Guglielmelli, “Buckner’s Error” (Queens Noir, Akashic)

Raven: Edgar Allan Poe Society (Baltimore, Maryland) and Poe House (Baltimore, Maryland)

Mary Higgins Clark Award: Bill Floyd, The Killer’s Wife (St. Martin’s Minotaur)

Agatha Awards (Malice Domestic Mystery Convention)

Best novel: Louise Penny, The Cruelest Month (Minotaur)

Best first novel: G. M. Malliet, Death of a Cozy Writer (Midnight Ink)

Best short story: Dana Cameron, “The Night Things Changed” (Wolfsbane and Mistletoe, Penguin)

Best nonfiction: Kathy Lynn Emerson, How to Write Killer Historical Mysteries (Perseverance)

Best Children’s/Young Adult: Chris Grabenstein, The Crossroads (Random House)

Lifetime Achievement Award: Anne Perry

Poirot Award: Kate Stine and Brian Skupin, publishers of Mystery Scene

Dagger Awards (Crime Writers’ Association, Great Britain)

Gold Dagger: William Brodrick, A Whispered Name (Little, Brown)

International Dagger: Fred Vargas, The Chalk Circle Man (Harvill Secker)

Ian Fleming Steel Dagger: John Hart, The Last Child (John Murray)

Best short story: Sean Chercover, “One Serving of Bad Luck” (Killer Year, MIRA)

John Creasey New Blood Dagger: Johan Theorin, Echoes From the Dead (Doubleday)

Film Dagger: Gran Torino (Warner Bros.)

TV Dagger: Red Riding (Channel 4 Films; Channel 4)

International TV Dagger: The Wire (HBO; BBC Two)

Best Actress Dagger: Juliet Stevenson for Place of Execution (Coastal Productions; ITV1)

Best Actor Dagger: Dominic West for The Wire (HBO; BBC Two)

Bestseller Dagger: Harlan Coben

Hall of Fame: Colin Dexter, Lynda La Plante, Ian Rankin, and Val McDermid

Diamond Dagger: Andrew Taylor

Ellis Peters Award Historical Dagger: Philip Kerr, If the Dead Rise Not (Quercus)

Dagger in the Library (voted by librarians for a body of work): Colin Cotterill

Debut Dagger (for unpublished writers): Catherine O’Keefe, The Pathologist

Anthony Awards (Bouchercon World Mystery Convention)

Best novel: Michael Connelly, The Brass Verdict (Little, Brown)

Best first novel: Stieg Larsson, The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo (Knopf)

Best paperback original: Julie Hyzy, State of the Onion (Berkley)

Best short story: Sean Chercover, “A Sleep Not Unlike Death” (Hardcore Hardboiled, Kensington)

Best critical nonfiction work: Jeffrey Marks, Anthony Boucher: A Biobibliography (McFarland)

Best children’s/young adult novel: Chris Grabenstein, The Crossroads (Random House)

Best cover art: Stieg Larsson, The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo (Knopf), designed by Peter Mendelsund

Special Services Award: Jon and Ruth Jordan

Shamus Awards (Private Eye Writers of America)

Best hardcover novel: Reed Farrel Coleman, Empty Ever After (Bleak House)

Best first novel: Ian Vasquez, In the Heat (St. Martin’s Minotaur)

Best original paperback novel: Lori Armstrong, Snow Blind (Medallion)

Best short story: Mitch Alderman, “Family Values” (Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, June)

The Eye (life achievement): Robert J. Randisi

Hammer Award (for a memorable private eye character or series): Matt Scudder (created by Lawrence Block)

Macavity Awards (Mystery Readers International)

Best novel: Deborah Crombie, Where Memories Lie (William Morrow)
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ANIMAL RESCUE

By Dennis Lehane

DORCHESTER

Bob found the dog in the trash.

It was just after Thanksgiving, the neighborhood gone quiet, hungover. After bartending at Cousin Marv’s, Bob sometimes walked the streets. He was big and lumpy and hair had been growing in unlikely places all over his body since his teens. In his twenties, he’d fought against the hair, carrying small clippers in his coat pocket and shaving twice a day. He’d also fought the weight, but during all those years of fighting, no girl who wasn’t being paid for it ever showed any interest in him. After a time, he gave up the fight. He lived alone in the house he grew up in, and when it seemed likely to swallow him with its smells and memories and dark couches, the attempts he’d made to escape it — through church socials, lodge picnics, and one horrific mixer thrown by a dating service — had only opened the wound further, left him patching it back up for weeks, cursing himself for hoping.

So he took these walks of his and, if he was lucky, sometimes he forgot people lived any other way. That night, he paused on the sidewalk, feeling the ink sky above him and the cold in his fingers, and he closed his eyes against the evening.

He was used to it. He was used to it. It was okay.

You could make a friend of it, as long as you didn’t fight it.

With his eyes closed, he heard it — a worn-out keening accompanied by distant scratching and a sharper, metallic rattling. He opened his eyes. Fifteen feet down the sidewalk, a large metal barrel with a heavy lid shook slightly under the yellow glare of the streetlight, its bottom scraping the sidewalk. He stood over it and heard that keening again, the sound of a creature that was one breath away from deciding it was too hard to take the next, and he pulled off the lid.

He had to remove some things to get to it — a toaster and five thick Yellow Pages, the oldest dating back to 2000. The dog — either a very small one or else a puppy — was down at the bottom, and it scrunched its head into its midsection when the light hit it. It exhaled a soft chug of a whimper and tightened its body even more, its eyes closed to slits. A scrawny thing. Bob could see its ribs. He could see a big crust of dried blood by its ear. No collar. It was brown with a white snout and paws that seemed far too big for its body.

It let out a sharper whimper when Bob reached down, sank his fingers into the nape of its neck, and lifted it out of its own excrement. Bob didn’t know dogs too well, but there was no mistaking this one for anything but a boxer. And definitely a puppy, the wide brown eyes opening and looking into his as he held it up before him.

Somewhere, he was sure, two people made love. A man and a woman. Entwined. Behind one of those shades, oranged with light, that looked down on the street. Bob could feel them in there, naked and blessed. And he stood out here in the cold with a near-dead dog staring back at him. The icy sidewalk glinted like new marble, and the wind was dark and gray as slush.

“What do you got there?”

Bob turned, looked up and down the sidewalk.

“I’m up here. And you’re in my trash.”

She stood on the front porch of the three-decker nearest him. She’d turned the porch light on and stood there shivering, her feet bare. She reached into the pocket of her hoodie and came back with a pack of cigarettes. She watched him as she got one going.

“I found a dog.” Bob held it up.

“A what?”

“A dog. A puppy. A boxer, I think.”

She coughed out some smoke. “Who puts a dog in a barrel?”

“Right?” he said. “It’s bleeding.” He took a step toward her stairs and she backed up.

“Who do you know that I would know?” A city girl, not about to just drop her guard around a stranger.

“I don’t know,” Bob said. “How about Francie Hedges?”

She shook her head. “You know the Sullivans?”

That wouldn’t narrow it down. Not around here. You shook a tree, a Sullivan fell out. Followed by a six-pack most times. “I know a bunch.”

This was going nowhere, the puppy looking at him, shaking worse than the girl.

“Hey,” she said, “you live in this parish?”

“Next one over. St. Theresa’s.”

“Go to church?”

“Most Sundays.”

“So you know Father Pete?”

“Pete Regan,” he said, “sure.”

She produced a cell phone. “What’s your name?”

“Bob,” he said. “Bob Saginowski.”

Bob waited as she stepped back from the light, phone to one ear, finger pressed into the other. He stared at the puppy. The puppy stared back, like, How did I get here? Bob touched its nose with his index finger. The puppy blinked its huge eyes. For a moment, Bob couldn’t recall his sins.

“Nadia,” the girl said and stepped back into the light. “Bring him up here, Bob. Pete says hi.”

• • •

They washed it in Nadia’s sink, dried it off, and brought it to her kitchen table.

Nadia was small. A bumpy red rope of a scar ran across the base of her throat like the smile of a drunk circus clown. She had a tiny moon of a face, savaged by pockmarks, and small, heart-pendant eyes. Shoulders that didn’t cut so much as dissolve at the arms. Elbows like flattened beer cans. A yellow bob of hair curled on either side of her face. “It’s not a boxer.” Her eyes glanced off Bob’s face before dropping the puppy back onto her kitchen table. “It’s an American Staffordshire terrier.”

Bob knew he was supposed to understand something in her tone, but he didn’t know what that thing was so he remained silent.

She glanced back up at him after the quiet lasted too long. “A pit bull.”

“That’s a pit bull?”

She nodded and swabbed the puppy’s head wound again. Someone had pummeled it, she told Bob. Probably knocked it unconscious, assumed it was dead, and dumped it.

“Why?” Bob said.

She looked at him, her round eyes getting rounder, wider. “Just because.” She shrugged, went back to examining the dog. “I worked at Animal Rescue once. You know the place on Shawmut? As a vet tech. Before I decided it wasn’t my thing. They’re so hard, this breed...”

“What?”

“To adopt out,” she said. “It’s very hard to find them a home.”

“I don’t know about dogs. I never had a dog. I live alone. I was just walking by the barrel.” Bob found himself beset by a desperate need to explain himself, explain his life. “I’m just not...” He could hear the wind outside, black and rattling. Rain or bits of hail spit against the windows.

Nadia lifted the puppy’s back left paw — the other three paws were brown, but this one was white with peach spots. Then she dropped the paw as if it were contagious. She went back to the head wound, took a closer look at the right ear, a piece missing from the tip that Bob hadn’t noticed until now.

“Well,” she said, “he’ll live. You’re gonna need a crate and food and all sorts of stuff.”

“No,” Bob said. “You don’t understand.”

She cocked her head, gave him a look that said she understood perfectly.

“I can’t. I just found him. I was gonna give him back.”

“To whoever beat him, left him for dead?”

“No, no, like, the authorities.”

“That would be Animal Rescue,” she said. “After they give the owner seven days to reclaim him, they’ll — ”

“The guy who beat him? He gets a second chance?”

She gave him a half-frown and a nod. “If he doesn’t take it,” she lifted the puppy’s ear, peered in, “chances are this little fella’ll be put up for adoption. But it’s hard. To find them a home. Pit bulls. More often than not?” She looked at Bob. “More often than not, they’re put down.”

Bob felt a wave of sadness roll out from her that immediately shamed him. He didn’t know how, but he’d caused pain. He’d put some out into the world. He’d let this girl down. “I” he started. “It’s just...”

She glanced up at him. “I’m sorry?”

Bob looked at the puppy. Its eyes were droopy from a long day in the barrel and whoever gave it that wound. It had stopped shivering, though.

“You can take it,” Bob said. “You used to work there, like you said. You — ”

She shook her head. “My father lives with me. He gets home Sunday night from Foxwoods. He finds a dog in his house? An animal he’s allergic to?” She jerked her thumb. “Puppy goes back in the barrel.”

“Can you give me til Sunday morning?” Bob wasn’t sure how it was the words left his mouth, since he couldn’t remember formulating them or even thinking them.

The girl eyed him carefully. “You’re not just saying it? Cause, I shit you not, he ain’t picked up by Sunday noon, he’s back out that door.”

“Sunday, then.” Bob said the words with a conviction he actually felt. “Sunday, definitely.”

“Yeah?” She smiled, and it was a spectacular smile, and Bob saw that the face behind the pockmarks was as spectacular as the smile. Wanting only to be seen. She touched the puppy’s nose with her index finger.

“Yeah.” Bob felt crazed. He felt light as a communion wafer. “Yeah.”

• • •

At Cousin Marv’s, where he tended bar 12:00 to 10:00, Wednesday through Sunday, he told Marv all about it. Most people called Marv Cousin Marv out of habit, something that went back to grade school though no one could remember how, but Marv actually was Bob’s cousin. On his mother’s side.

Cousin Marv had run a crew in the late ‘80s and early ‘90s. It had been primarily comprised of guys with interests in the loaning and subsequent debt-repayal side of things, though Marv never turned his nose down at any paying proposition because he believed, to the core of his soul, that those who failed to diversify were always the first to collapse when the wind turned. Like the dinosaurs, he’d say to Bob, when the cavemen came along and invented arrows. Picture the cavemen, he’d say, firing away, and the tyrannosauruses all gucked up in the oil puddles. A tragedy so easily averted.

Marv’s crew hadn’t been the toughest crew or the smartest or the most successful operating in the neighborhood — not even close —  but for a while they got by. Other crews kept nipping at their heels, though, and except for one glaring exception, they’d never been ones to favor violence. Pretty soon, they had to make the decision to yield to crews a lot meaner than they were or duke it out. They took Door Number One.

Marv’s income derived from running his bar as a drop. In the new world order — a loose collective of Chechen, Italian, and Irish hard guys — no one wanted to get caught with enough merch or enough money for a case to go Federal. So they kept it out of their offices and out of their homes and they kept it on the move. About every two-three weeks, drops were made at Cousin Marv’s, among other establishments. You sat on the drop for a night, two at the most, before some beer-truck driver showed up with the weekend’s password and hauled everything back out on a dolly like it was a stack of empty kegs, took it away in a refrigerated semi. The rest of Marv’s income derived from being a fence, one of the best in the city, but being a fence in their world (or a drop bar operator for that matter) was like being a mailroom clerk in the straight world — if you were still doing it after thirty, it was all you’d ever do. For Bob, it was a relief — he liked being a bartender and he’d hated that one time they’d had to come heavy. Marv, though, Marv still waited for the golden train to arrive on the golden tracks, take him away from all this. Most times, he pretended to be happy. But Bob knew that the things that haunted Marv were the same things that haunted Bob —  the shitty things you did to get ahead. Those things laughed at you if your ambitions failed to amount to much; a successful man could hide his past; an unsuccessful man sat in his.

That morning, Marv was looking a hair on the mournful side, lighting one Camel while the previous one still smoldered, so Bob tried to cheer him up by telling him about his adventure with the dog. Marv didn’t seem too interested, and Bob found himself saying “You had to be there” so much, he eventually shut up about it.

Marv said, “Rumor is we’re getting the Super Bowl drop.”

“No shit?”

If true (an enormous if), this was huge. They worked on commission — one half of one percent of the drop. A Super Bowl drop? It would be like one half of one percent of Exxon.

Nadia’s scar flashed in Bob’s brain, the redness of it, the thick, ropey texture. “They send extra guys to protect it, you think?”

Marv rolled his eyes. “Why, cause people are just lining up to steal from coked-up Chechnyans.”

“Chechens,” Bob said.

“But they’re from Chechnya.”

Bob shrugged. “I think it’s like how you don’t call people from Ireland Irelandians.”

Marv scowled. “Whatever. It means all this hard work we’ve been doing? It’s paid off. Like how Toyota did it, making friends and influencing people.”

Bob kept quiet. If they ended up being the drop for the Super Bowl, it was because someone figured out no Feds deemed them important enough to be watched. But in Marv’s fantasies, the crew (long since dispersed to straight jobs, jail, or, worse, Connecticut) could regain its glory days, even though those days had lasted about as long as a Swatch. It never occurred to Marv that one day they’d come take everything he had — the fence, the money and merch he kept in the safe in back, hell, the bar probably — just because they were sick of him hanging around, looking at them with needy expectation. It had gotten so every time he talked about the “people he knew,” the dreams he had, Bob had to resist the urge to reach for the 9mm they kept beneath the bar and blow his own brains out. Not really — but close sometimes. Man, Marv could wear you out.

A guy stuck his head in the bar, late twenties but with white hair, a white goatee, a silver stud in his ear. He dressed like most kids these days — like shit: pre-ripped jeans, slovenly T-shirt under a faded hoodie under a wrinkled wool topcoat. He didn’t cross the threshold, just craned his head in, the cold day pouring in off the sidewalk behind him.

“Help you?” Bob asked.

The guy shook his head, kept staring at the gloomy bar like it was a crystal ball.

“Mind shutting the door?” Marv didn’t look up. “Cold out there.”

“You serve Zima?” The guy’s eyes flew around the bar, up and down, left to right.

Marv looked up now. “Who the fuck would we serve it to —  Moesha?”

The guy raised an apologetic hand. “My bad.” He left, and the warmth returned with the closing of the door.

Marv said, “You know that kid?”

Bob shook his head. “Mighta seen him around but I can’t place him.”

“He’s a fucking nutbag. Lives in the next parish, probably why you don’t know him. You’re old school that way, Bob — somebody didn’t go to parochial school with you, it’s like they don’t exist.”

Bob couldn’t argue. When he’d been a kid, your parish was your country. Everything you needed and needed to know was contained within it. Now that the archdiocese had shuttered half the parishes to pay for the crimes of the kid-diddler priests, Bob couldn’t escape the fact that those days of parish dominion, long dwindling, were gone. He was a certain type of guy, of a certain half-generation, an almost generation, and while there were still plenty of them left, they were older, grayer, they had smokers’ coughs, they went in for checkups and never checked back out.

“That kid?” Marv gave Bob a bump of his eyebrows. “They say he killed Richie Whelan back in the day.”

“They say?”

“They do.”

“Well, then...”

They sat in silence for a bit. Snow-dust blew past the window in the high-pitched breeze. The street signs and window panes rattled, and Bob thought how winter lost any meaning the day you last rode a sled. Any meaning but gray. He looked into the unlit sections of the barroom. The shadows became hospital beds, stooped old widowers shopping for sympathy cards, empty wheelchairs. The wind howled a little sharper.

“This puppy, right?” Bob said. “He’s got paws the size of his head. Three are brown but one’s white with these little peach-colored spots over the white. And — ”

“This thing cook?” Marv said. “Clean the house? I mean, it’s a fucking dog.”

“Yeah, but it was — ” Bob dropped his hands. He didn’t know how to explain. “You know that feeling you get sometimes on a really great day? Like, like, the Pats dominate and you took the ‘over,’ or they cook your steak just right up the Blarney, or, or you just feel good? Like...” Bob found himself waving his hands again “... good?”

Marv gave him a nod and a tight smile. Went back to his racing sheet.

• • •

On Sunday morning, Nadia brought the puppy to his car as he idled in front of her house. She handed it through the window and gave them both a little wave.

He looked at the puppy sitting on his seat and fear washed over him. What does it eat? When does it eat? Housebreaking. How do you do that? How long does it take? He’d had days to consider these questions — why were they only occurring to him now?

He hit the brakes and reversed the car a few feet. Nadia, one foot on her bottom step, turned back. He rolled down the passenger window, craned his body across the seat until he was peering up at her.

“I don’t know what to do,” he said. “I don’t know anything.”

• • •

At a supermarket for pets, Nadia picked out several chew toys, told Bob he’d need them if he wanted to keep his couch. Shoes, she told him, keep your shoes hidden from now on, up on a high shelf. They bought vitamins — for a dog! — and a bag of puppy food she recommended, telling him the most important thing was to stick with that brand from now on. Change a dog’s diet, she warned, you’ll get piles of diarrhea on your floor.

They got a crate to put him in when Bob was at work. They got a water bottle for the crate and a book on dog training written by monks who were on the cover looking hardy and not real monkish, big smiles. As the cashier rang it all up, Bob felt a quake rumble through his body, a momentary disruption as he reached for his wallet. His throat flushed with heat. His head felt fizzy. And only as the quake went away and his throat cooled and his head cleared and he handed over his credit card to the cashier did he realize, in the sudden disappearance of the feeling, what the feeling had been: for a moment — maybe even a succession of moments, and none sharp enough to point to as the cause — he’d been happy.

• • •

“So, thank you,” she said when he pulled up in front of her house.

“What? No. Thank you. Please. Really. It ... Thank you.”

She said, “This little guy, he’s a good guy. He’s going to make you proud, Bob.”

He looked down at the puppy, sleeping on her lap now, snoring slightly. “Do they do that? Sleep all the time?”

“Pretty much. Then they run around like loonies for about twenty minutes. Then they sleep some more. And poop. Bob, man, you got to remember that — they poop and pee like crazy. Don’t get mad. They don’t know any better. Read the monk book. It takes time, but they figure out soon enough not to do it in the house.”

“What’s soon enough?”

“Two months?” She cocked her head. “Maybe three. Be patient, Bob.”

“Be patient,” he repeated.

“And you too,” she said to the puppy as she lifted it off her lap. He came awake, sniffing, snorting. He didn’t want her to go. “You both take care.” She let herself out and gave Bob a wave as she walked up her steps, then went inside.

The puppy was on its haunches, staring up at the window like Nadia might reappear there. It looked back over his shoulder at Bob. Bob could feel its abandonment. He could feel his own. He was certain they’d make a mess of it, him and this throwaway dog. He was sure the world was too strong.

“What’s your name?” he asked the puppy. “What are we going to call you?”

The puppy turned his head away, like, Bring the girl back.

• • •

First thing it did was take a shit in the dining room.

Bob didn’t even realize what it was doing at first. It started sniffing, nose scraping the rug, and then it looked up at Bob with an air of embarrassment. And Bob said, “What?” and the dog dumped all over the corner of the rug.

Bob scrambled forward, as if he could stop it, push it back in, and the puppy bolted, left droplets on the hardwood as it scurried into the kitchen.

Bob said, “No, no. It’s okay.” Although it wasn’t. Most everything in the house had been his mother’s, largely unchanged since she’d purchased it in the ‘50s. That was shit. Excrement. In his mother’s house. On her rug, her floor.

In the seconds it took him to reach the kitchen, the puppy’d left a piss puddle on the linoleum. Bob almost slipped in it. The puppy was sitting against the fridge, looking at him, tensing for a blow, trying not to shake.

And it stopped Bob. It stopped him even as he knew the longer he left the shit on the rug, the harder it would be to get out.

Bob got down on all fours. He felt the sudden return of what he’d felt when he first picked it out of the trash, something he’d assumed had left with Nadia. Connection. He suspected they might have been brought together by something other than chance.

He said, “Hey.” Barely above a whisper. “Hey, it’s all right.” So, so slowly, he extended his hand, and the puppy pressed itself harder against the fridge. But Bob kept the hand coming, and gently lay his palm on the side of the animal’s face. He made soothing sounds. He smiled at it. “It’s okay,” he repeated, over and over.

He named it Cassius because he’d mistaken it for a boxer and he liked the sound of the word. It made him think of Roman legions, proud jaws, honor.

Nadia called him Cash. She came around after work sometimes and she and Bob took it on walks. He knew something was a little off about Nadia — the dog being found so close to her house and her lack of surprise or interest in that fact was not lost on Bob — but was there anyone, anywhere on this planet, who wasn’t a little off? More than a little most times. Nadia came by to help with the dog and Bob, who hadn’t known much friendship in his life, took what he could get.

They taught Cassius to sit and lie down and paw and roll over. Bob read the entire monk book and followed its instructions. The puppy had his rabies shot and was cleared of any cartilage damage to his ear. Just a bruise, the vet said, just a deep bruise. He grew fast.

Weeks passed without Cassius having an accident, but Bob still couldn’t be sure whether that was luck or not, and then on Super Bowl Sunday, Cassius used one paw on the back door. Bob let him out and then tore through the house to call Nadia. He was so proud he felt like yodeling, and he almost mistook the doorbell for something else. A kettle, he thought, still reaching for the phone.

The guy on the doorstep was thin. Not weak-thin. Hard-thin. As if whatever burned inside of him burned too hot for fat to survive. He had blue eyes so pale they were almost gray. His silver hair was cropped tight to his skull, as was the goatee that clung to his lips and chin. It took Bob a second to recognize him — the kid who’d stuck his head in the bar five-six weeks back, asked if they served Zima.

The kid smiled and extended his hand. “Mr. Saginowski?”

Bob shook the hand. “Yes?”

“Bob Saginowski?” The man shook Bob’s large hand with his small one, and there was a lot of power in the grip.

“Yeah?”

“Eric Deeds, Bob.” The kid let go of his hand. “I believe you have my dog.”

• • •

In the kitchen, Eric Deeds said, “Hey, there he is.” He said, “That’s my guy.” He said, “He got big.” He said, “The size of him.”

Cassius slinked over to him, even climbed up on his lap when Eric, unbidden, took a seat at Bob’s kitchen table and patted his inner thigh twice. Bob couldn’t even say how it was Eric Deeds talked his way into the house; he was just one of those people had a way about him, like cops and Teamsters — he wanted in, he was coming in.

“Bob,” Eric Deeds said, “I’m going to need him back.” He had Cassius in his lap and was rubbing his belly. Bob felt a prick of envy as Cassius kicked his left leg, even though a constant shiver — almost a palsy — ran through his fur. Eric Deeds scratched under Cassius’s chin. The dog kept his ears and tail pressed flat to his body. He looked ashamed, his eyes staring down into their sockets.

“Um...” Bob reached out and lifted Cassius off Eric’s lap, plopped him down on his own, scratched behind his ears. “Cash is mine.”

The act was between them now — Bob lifting the puppy off Eric’s lap without any warning, Eric looking at him for just a second, like, The fuck was that all about? His forehead narrowed and it gave his eyes a surprised cast, as if they’d never expected to find themselves on his face. In that moment, he looked cruel, the kind of guy, if he was feeling sorry for himself, took a shit on the whole world.

“Cash?” he said.

Bob nodded as Cassius’s ears unfurled from his head and he licked Bob’s wrist. “Short for Cassius. That’s his name. What did you call him?”

“Called him Dog mostly. Sometimes Hound.”

Eric Deeds glanced around the kitchen, up at the old circular fluorescent in the ceiling, something going back to Bob’s mother, hell, Bob’s father just before the first stroke, around the time the old man had become obsessed with paneling — paneled the kitchen, the living room, the dining room, would’ve paneled the toilet if he could’ve figured out how.

Bob said, “You beat him.”

Eric reached into his shirt pocket. He pulled out a cigarette and popped it in his mouth. He lit it, shook out the match, tossed it on Bob’s kitchen table.

“You can’t smoke in here.”

Eric considered Bob with a level gaze and kept smoking. “I beat him?”

“Yeah.”

“Uh, so what?” Eric flicked some ash on the floor. “I’m taking the dog, Bob.”

Bob stood to his full height. He held tight to Cassius, who squirmed a bit in his arms and nipped at the flat of his hand. If it came to it, Bob decided, he’d drop all six feet three inches and 290 pounds of himself on Eric Deeds, who couldn’t weigh more than a buck-seventy. Not now, not just standing there, but if Eric reached for Cassius, well then ...

Eric Deeds blew a stream of smoke at the ceiling. “I saw you that night. I was feeling bad, you know, about my temper? So I went back to see if the hound was really dead or not and I watched you pluck him out of the trash.”

“I really think you should go.” Bob pulled his cell from his pocket and flipped it open. “I’m calling 911.”

Eric nodded. “I’ve been in prison, Bob, mental hospitals. I’ve been a lotta places. I’ll go again, don’t mean a thing to me, though I doubt they’d prosecute even me for fucking up a dog. I mean, sooner or later, you gotta go to work or get some sleep.”

“What is wrong with you?”

Eric held out of his hands. “Pretty much everything. And you took my dog.”

“You tried to kill it.”

Eric said, “Nah.” Shook his head like he believed it.

“You can’t have the dog.”

“I need the dog.”

“No.”

“I love that dog.”

“No.”

“Ten thousand.”

“What?”

Eric nodded. “I need ten grand. By tonight. That’s the price.”

Bob gave it a nervous chuckle. “Who has ten thousand dollars?”

“You could find it.”

“How could I poss — ”

“Say, that safe in Cousin Marv’s office. You’re a drop bar, Bob. You don’t think half the neighborhood knows? So that might be a place to start.”

Bob shook his head. “Can’t be done. Any money we get during the day? Goes through a slot at the bar. Ends up in the office safe, yeah, but that’s on a time — ”

“ — lock, I know.” Eric turned on the couch, one arm stretched along the back of it. “Goes off at 2:00 AM in case they decide they need a last-minute payout for something who the fuck knows, but big. And you have ninety seconds to open and close it or it triggers two silent alarms, neither of which goes off in a police station or a security company. Fancy that.” Eric took a hit off his cigarette. “I’m not greedy, Bob. I just need stake money for something. I don’t want everything in the safe, just ten grand. You give me ten grand, I’ll disappear.”

“This is ludicrous.”

“So, it’s ludicrous.”

“You don’t just walk into someone’s life and — ”

“That is life: someone like me coming along when you’re not looking.”

Bob put Cassius on the floor but made sure he didn’t wander over to the other side of the table. He needn’t have worried — Cassius didn’t move an inch, sat there like a cement post, eyes on Bob.

Eric Deeds said, “You’re racing through all your options, but they’re options for normal people in normal circumstances. I need my ten grand tonight. If you don’t get it for me, I’ll take your dog. I licensed him. You didn’t, because you couldn’t. Then I’ll forget to feed him for a while. One day, when he gets all yappy about it, I’ll beat his head in with a rock or something. Look in my eyes and tell me which part I’m lying about, Bob.”

• • •

After he left, Bob went to his basement. He avoided it whenever he could, though the floor was white, as white as he’d been able to make it, whiter than it had ever been through most of its existence. He unlocked a cupboard over the old wash sink his father had often used after one of his adventures in paneling, and removed a yellow and brown Chock Full o’Nuts can from the shelf. He pulled fifteen thousand from it. He put ten in his pocket and five back in the can. He looked around again at the white floor, at the black oil tank against the wall, at the bare bulbs.

Upstairs he gave Cassius a bunch of treats. He rubbed his ears and his belly. He assured the animal that he was worth ten thousand dollars.

• • •

Bob, three deep at the bar for a solid hour between 11:00 and midnight, looked through a sudden gap in the crowd and saw Eric sitting at the wobbly table under the Narragansett mirror. The Super Bowl was an hour over, but the crowd, drunk as shit, hung around. Eric had one arm stretched across the table and Bob followed it, saw that it connected to something. An arm. Nadia’s arm. Nadia’s face stared back at Eric, unreadable. Was she terrified? Or something else?

Bob, filling a glass with ice, felt like he was shoveling the cubes into his own chest, pouring them into his stomach and against the base of his spine. What did he know about Nadia, after all? He knew that he’d found a near-dead dog in the trash outside her house. He knew that Eric Deeds only came into his life after Bob had met her. He knew that her middle name, thus far, could be Lies of Omission.

When he was twenty-eight, Bob had come into his mother’s bedroom to wake her for Sunday Mass. He’d given her a shake and she hadn’t batted at his hand as she normally did. So he rolled her toward him and her face was scrunched tight, her eyes too, and her skin was curbstone-gray. Sometime in the night, after Matlock and the ten o’clock news, she’d gone to bed and woke to God’s fist clenched around her heart. Probably hadn’t been enough air left in her lungs to cry out. Alone in the dark, clutching the sheets, that fist clenching, her face clenching, her eyes scrunching, the terrible knowledge dawning that, even for you, it all ends. And right now.

Standing over her that morning, imagining the last tick of her heart, the last lonely wish her brain had been able to form, Bob felt a loss unlike any he’d ever known or expected to know again.

Until tonight. Until now. Until he learned what that look on Nadia’s face meant.

• • •

By 1:50, the crowd was gone, just Eric and Nadia and an old, stringent, functioning alcoholic named Millie who’d amble off to the assisted living place up on Pearl Street at 1:55 on the dot.

Eric, who had been coming to the bar for shots of Powers for the last hour, pushed back from the table and pulled Nadia across the floor with him. He sat her on a stool and Bob got a good look in her face finally, saw something he still couldn’t fully identify — but it definitely wasn’t excitement or smugness or the bitter smile of a victor. Maybe something worse than all of that — despair.

Eric gave him an all-teeth smile and spoke through it, softly. “When’s the old biddy pack it in?”

“A couple minutes.”

“Where’s Marv?”

“I didn’t call him in.”

“Why not?”

“Someone’s gonna take the blame for this, I figured it might as well be me.”

“How noble of — ”

“How do you know her?”

Eric looked over at Nadia hunched on the stool beside him. He leaned into the bar. “We grew up on the same block.”

“He give you that scar?”

Nadia stared at him.

“Did he?”

“She gave herself the scar,” Eric Deeds said.

“You did?” Bob asked her.

Nadia looked at the bar top. “I was pretty high.”

“Bob,” Eric said, “if you fuck with me — even in the slightest — it doesn’t matter how long it takes me, I’ll come back for her. And if you got any plans, like Eric-doesn’t-walk-back-out-of-here plans? Not that you’re that type of guy, but Marv might be? You got any ideas in that vein, Bob, my partner on the Richie Whalen hit, he’ll take care of you both.”

Eric sat back as mean old Millie left the same tip she’d been leaving since Sputnik — a quarter — and slid off her stool. She gave Bob a rasp that was ten percent vocal chords and ninety percent Virginia Slims Ultra Light 100s. “Yeah, I’m off.”

“You take care, Millie.”

She waved it away with a, “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” and pushed open the door.



Bob locked it behind her and came back behind the bar. He wiped down the bar top. When he reached Eric’s elbows, he said, “Excuse me.”

“Go around.”

Bob wiped the rag in a half-circle around Eric’s elbows.

“Who’s your partner?” Bob said.

“Wouldn’t be much of a threat if you knew who he was, would he, Bob?”

“But he helped you kill Richie Whalen?”

Eric said, “That’s the rumor, Bob.”

“More than a rumor.” Bob wiped in front of Nadia, saw red marks on her wrists where Eric had yanked them. He wondered if there were other marks he couldn’t see.

“Well, then it’s more than a rumor, Bob. So there you go.”

“There you go what?”

“There you go,” Eric scowled. “What time is it, Bob?”

Bob placed ten thousand dollars on the bar. “You don’t have to call me by my name all the time.”

“I will see what I can do about that, Bob.” Eric thumbed the bills. “What’s this?”

“It’s the ten grand you wanted for Cash.”

Eric pursed his lips. “All the same, let’s look in the safe.”

“You sure?” Bob said. “I’m happy to buy him from you for ten grand.”

“How much for Nadia, though?”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. Oh.”

Bob thought about that new wrinkle for a bit and poured himself a closing-time shot of vodka. He raised it to Eric Deeds and then drank it down. “You know, Marv used to have a problem with blow about ten years ago?”

“I did not know that, Bob.”

Bob shrugged, poured them all a shot of vodka. “Yeah, Marv liked the coke too much but it didn’t like him back.”

Eric drank Nadia’s shot. “Getting close to 2:00 here, Bob.”

“He was more of a loan shark then. I mean, he did some fence, but mostly he was a shark. There was this kid? Into Marv for a shit-load of money. Real hopeless case when it came to the dogs and basketball. Kinda kid could never pay back all he owed.”

Eric drank his own shot. “One fifty-seven, Bob.”

“The thing, though? This kid, he actually hit on a slot at Mohegan. Hit for twenty-two grand. Which is just a little more than he owed Marv.”

“And he didn’t pay Marv back, so you and Marv got all hard on him and I’m supposed to learn — ”

“No, no. He paid Marv. Paid him every cent. What the kid didn’t know, though, was that Marv had been skimming. Because of the coke habit? And this kid’s money was like manna from heaven as long as no one knew it was from this kid. See what I’m saying?”

“Bob, it’s fucking one minute to 2:00.” Sweat on Eric’s lip.

“Do you see what I’m saying?” Bob asked. “Do you understand the story?”

Eric looked to the door to make sure it was locked. “Fine, yeah. This kid, he had to be ripped off.”

“He had to be killed.”

Out of the side of his eye, a quick glance. “Okay, killed.”

Bob could feel Nadia’s eyes lock on him suddenly, her head cock a bit. “That way, he couldn’t ever say he paid off Marv and no one else could either. Marv uses the money to cover all the holes, he cleans up his act, it’s like it never happened. So that’s what we did.”

“You did...” Eric barely in the conversation, but some warning in his head starting to sound, his head turning from the clock toward Bob.

“Killed him in my basement,” Bob said. “Know what his name was?”

“I wouldn’t know, Bob.”

“Sure you would. Richie Whelan.”

Bob reached under the bar and pulled out the 9mm. He didn’t notice the safety was on, so when he pulled the trigger nothing happened. Eric jerked his head and pushed back from the bar rail, but Bob thumbed off the safety and shot Eric just below the throat. The gunshot sounded like aluminum siding being torn off a house. Nadia screamed. Not a long scream, but sharp with shock. Eric made a racket falling back off his stool, and by the time Bob came around the bar, Eric was already going, if not quite gone. The overhead fan cast thin slices of shadow over his face. His cheeks puffed in and out like he was trying to catch his breath and kiss somebody at the same time.

“I’m sorry, but you kids,” Bob said. “You know? You go out of the house dressed like you’re still in your living room. You say terrible things about women. You hurt harmless dogs. I’m tired of you, man.”

Eric stared up at him. Winced like he had heartburn. He looked pissed off. Frustrated. The expression froze on his face like it was sewn there, and then he wasn’t in his body anymore. Just gone. Just, shit, dead.

Bob dragged him into the cooler.

When he came back, pushing the mop and bucket ahead of him, Nadia still sat on her stool. Her mouth was a bit wider than usual and she couldn’t take her eyes off the floor where the blood was, but otherwise she seemed perfectly normal.

“He would have just kept coming,” Bob said. “Once someone takes something from you and you let them? They don’t feel gratitude, they just feel like you owe them more.” He soaked the mop in the bucket, wrung it out a bit, and slopped it over the main blood spot. “Makes no sense, right? But that’s how they feel. Entitled. And you can never change their minds after that.”

She said, “He ... You just fucking shot him. You just ... I mean, you know?”

Bob swirled the mop over the spot. “He beat my dog.”

• • •

The Chechens took care of the body after a discussion with the Italians and the Micks. Bob was told his money was no good at several restaurants for the next couple of months, and they gave him four tickets to a Celtics game. Not floor seats, but pretty good ones.

Bob never mentioned Nadia. Just said Eric showed up at the end of the evening, waved a gun around, said to take him to the office safe. Bob let him do his ranting, do his waving, found an opportunity, and shot him. And that was it. End of Eric, end of story.

Nadia came to him a few days later. Bob opened the door and she stood there on his stoop with a bright winter day turning everything sharp and clear behind her. She held up a bag of dog treats.

“Peanut butter,” she said, her smile bright, her eyes just a little wet. “With a hint of molasses.”

Bob opened the door wide and stepped back to let her in.

• • •

“I’ve gotta believe,” Nadia said, “there’s a purpose. And even if it’s that you kill me as soon as I close my eyes — ”

“Me? What? No,” Bob said. “Oh, no.”

“ — then that’s okay. Because I just can’t go through any more of this alone. Not another day.”

“Me too.” He closed his eyes. “Me too.”

They didn’t speak for a long time. He opened his eyes, peered at the ceiling of his bedroom. “Why?”

“Hmm?”

“This. You. Why are you with me?”

She ran a hand over his chest and it gave him a shiver. In his whole life, he never would have expected to feel a touch like that on his bare skin.

“Because I like you. Because you’re nice to Cassius.”

“And because you’re scared of me?”

“I dunno. Maybe. But more the other reason.”

He couldn’t tell if she was lying. Who could tell when anyone was? Really. Every day, you ran into people and half of them, if not more, could be lying to you. Why?

Why not?

You couldn’t tell who was true and who was not. If you could, lie detectors would never have been invented. Someone stared in your face and said, I’m telling the truth. They said, I promise. They said, I love you.

And you were going to say what to that? Prove it?

“He needs a walk.”

“Huh?”

“Cassius. He hasn’t been out all day.”

“I’ll get the leash.”

• • •

In the park, the February sky hung above them like a canvas tarp. The weather had been almost mild for a few days. The ice had broken on the river but small chunks of it clung to the dark banks.

He didn’t know what he believed. Cassius walked ahead of them, pulling on the leash a bit, so proud, so pleased, unrecognizable from the quivering hunk of fur Bob had pulled from a barrel just two and a half months ago.

Two and a half months! Wow. Things sure could change in a hurry. You rolled over one morning, and it was a whole new world. It turned itself toward the sun, stretched and yawned. It turned itself toward the night. A few more hours, turned itself toward the sun again. A new world, every day.

When they reached the center of the park, he unhooked the leash from Cassius’s collar and reached into his coat for a tennis ball. Cassius reared his head. He snorted loud. He pawed the earth. Bob threw the ball and the dog took off after it. Bob envisioned the ball taking a bad bounce into the road. The screech of tires, the thump of metal against dog. Or what would happen if Cassius, suddenly free, just kept running.

But what could you do?

You couldn’t control things.

• • •
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FAMILY AFFAIR

A SMOKEY DALTON STORY

By Kris Nelscott

I knew the day had gone bad when the white woman in the parking lot started to scream. I turned in the seat of my mud-green Ford Fairlane, and watched as Marvella Walker and Valentina Wilson tried to soothe the white woman. But the closer Marvella got to her, the faster the woman backed away, screaming at the top of her lungs.

We were in a diner parking lot in South Beloit, Illinois, just off the interstate. Valentina had driven the woman and her daughter from Madison, Wisconsin, that morning.

The woman was a small thing, with dirty blond hair and a cast on her right arm. Her clothing was frayed. Her little blond daughter — no more than six — circled the women like a wounded puppy. She occasionally looked at my car as if I was at fault.

Maybe I was.

I’m tall, muscular, and dark. The scar that runs from my eye to almost to my chin makes me look dangerous to everyone — not just to white people.

Usually I can calm people I’ve just met with my manner or by using a soft tone. But in this instance, I hadn’t even gotten out of the car.

The plan was simple: We were supposed to meet Marvella’s cousin, Valentina Wilson, who ran a rape hotline in Madison. The hotline ran along the new Washington D.C. model — women didn’t just call; they got personal support and occasional legal advice if they asked for it.

This woman had been brutally raped and beaten by her husband. Even then, the woman didn’t want to leave the bastard. Then he had gone after their daughter and the woman finally asked for help.

At least, that was what Valentina said.

Marvella waved her hands in a gesture of disgust and walked toward me. She was tall and majestic. With the brown and gold caftan that she wore over thin brown pants, her tight black Afro, and the hoops on her ears, she looked like one of those statues of African princesses she kept all over her house.

She rapped on the car window. “Val says she can make this work.”

She said that with so much sarcasm that her own opinion was clear.

“If she doesn’t make it work soon,” I said, “we could have some kind of incident on our hands.”

People in the nearby diner were peering through the grimy windows. Black and white faces were staring at us, which gave me some comfort, but not a whole lot since there was a gathering of men near the diner’s silver door.

They were probably waiting for me to get out of the car and grab the woman. Then they’d come after me.

I could hold off maybe three of them, but I couldn’t handle the half dozen or so that I could see. They looked like farmers, beefy white men with sun-reddened faces and arms like steel beams.

My heart pounded. I hated being outside of the city — any city. In the city, I could escape pretty much anything, but out here, near the open highway, where the land rose and fell in gentle undulations caused by the nearby Rock River, I felt exposed.

Valentina was gesturing. The white woman had stopped screaming. The little girl had grabbed her mother’s right leg and hung on, not so much, it seemed, for comfort, but to hold her mother steady.

I watched Valentina. She looked nothing like the woman I had met three years ago, about to go to the Grand Nefertiti Ball, a big charity event in Chicago. She had worn a long white gown, just like Marvella and her sister Paulette had, but Valentina came from different stock.

Marvella had looked like I imagined Cleopatra had looked when Julius Caesar first saw her, and Paulette was just as stunning.

But Valentina, tiny and pretty with delicate features, had looked lost in that white dress. The snake bracelets curling up her arms made them look fat, even though they weren’t.

They didn’t look fat now. They were lean and muscular, like the rest of her. That delicate prettiness was gone. What replaced it was an athleticism that hollowed her cheeks and gave her small frame a wiry toughness that no one in his right mind would mess with.

I knew the reason for the change; she had been raped by a policeman who then continued to pursue her after his crime. Even after his murder by one of the city’s largest gangs, she felt she couldn’t stay in Chicago.

I understood that, just like I understood the toughness with which she armored herself. But I also missed the delicate woman in the oversized dress, the one who smiled easily and had a strong sense of the ridiculous.

“You know,” Marvella said, leaning against the driver’s side window, “as much of a fuss as that woman’s putting up, I don’t think we should take her out of here at all.”

I agreed. We were supposed to take her to a charity a group of us had started on the South Side of Chicago. Called Helping Hands, the charity assisted families — mostly women and children — who had no money, no job skills, and no place to go. I found a lot of them squatting in houses that I inspected for Sturdy Investments. Rather than turning them out, I went to Sturdy’s CEO and the daughter of its founder, Laura Hathaway — who, not by coincidence, had an onagain, off-again relationship with me.

Laura agreed that we couldn’t throw children onto the street, so she put up the initial money and got her rich white society friends to put up even more. Without Laura’s society connections, Helping Hands wouldn’t exist.

It wasn’t designed for people from Wisconsin. We had devised it only for Chicagoans, and mostly for those on the South Side. We had a few white families go through our doors over the years, but not many. We only had a few white volunteers. The white face that most of our clients saw — if they saw one at all — was Laura’s, and then only because she liked to periodically drop in on the business and check up on everything herself.

“I mean,” Marvella said, “what happens if she changes her mind again halfway between here and Chicago? If she starts screaming from the back seat of your car, the cops will pull us over in no time.”

I winced. If the woman claimed she was being taken to Chicago against her will, then there were all kinds of laws we could be accused of breaking, not the least of which was kidnapping.



“Tell Valentina this isn’t going to work,” I said.

“I’m not going to tell her. She has her heart set on saving that little girl.”

That little girl kept looking at me from the safety of her mother’s thigh. I could see why Valentina wanted to save her. The little girl’s eyes shone with intelligence, not to mention the fact that she was the only calm one in the trio.

Her mother was crying and shaking her head. Valentina was still talking, but it didn’t look like she was going to get anywhere.

“You can’t save someone who doesn’t want to be saved,” I said.

“You tell Val that,” Marvella said.

“Bring her over here and I will,” I said. “Because in no way am I getting near that woman with the diner crowd watching.”

Marvella glanced up at them and frowned. I couldn’t quite tell, but it seemed like more bodies were pressed against the glass around the door. One huge white man was now standing beside his pick-up truck, twirling his key ring on his right index finger.

“Crap,” Marvella said. “I’ll see what I can do.”

She walked back to the women. She put a hand on Valentina’s shoulder and led her, not gently, away from the woman.

Marvella and Valentina talked for a few minutes. Marvella nodded toward the diner.

Valentina looked up for the first time. Her lips thinned. Then she nodded, just once.

She walked back to the woman and her daughter.

Marvella walked back to me and got in the passenger side.

“Let’s go,” she said.

“That’s it?” I asked.

“Not really,” Marvella said. “We need to call Helping Hands and tell them to put a white volunteer at the front desk, not that I think that’s going to work.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because Val’s convinced she can drive the woman to Chicago all by herself,” Marvella said.

I looked at the three of them, still standing in the parking lot. The woman wiped her good hand over her eyes.

“Why would she go with Valentina and not with us?” I asked.

Marvella rolled her eyes. “Valentina has apparently reached honorary white person status. She nearly lost it when seen in the company of her black cousin and the mean-looking black driver. You should have heard the crap that woman spouted about niggers come to kidnap her daughter — ”

“I don’t need to hear it,” I said, waving my hand.

“Me either,” Marvella said. “I nearly told the bitch to shove it up her bony little ass, but Val wouldn’t let me. She said she’s just scared and out of her depth and had we forgotten that Madison is ninety percent white? I’m thinking maybe she forgot or she should have at least told us so we could’ve brought your society girlfriend along to make little Miss Holier-Than-Thou over there a lot more comfortable.”

I let the dig at my society girlfriend go by. Marvella and Laura got along, now, after a lot of wrangling and harsh words over the years. This was just Marvella’s way of letting her anger out without aiming it at the woman we had driven an hour and a half to help.

“So let’s just go,” Marvella said. “We’ll pull over somewhere with a pay phone and call Helping Hands, and then our job here is done.”

I hesitated for just a moment. The little girl was still watching us. Valentina turned slightly, waved her hand in a shoo motion, and I nodded.

I started the car, turned the wheel, and pulled out of the parking lot, glancing into my rear view mirror to make sure no pick-up truck followed us.

None did.

After twenty minutes, I let out a breath.

After thirty, I knew we were in the clear.

After we had made the call to Helping Hands, I figured we were done with this job.

Of course, I was wrong.

• • •

Three months later, Marvella pounded on my apartment door. We lived just across the hall from each other.

“I have a phone call you need to take,” she said.

I yelled to my fourteen-year-old son Jim that I would be right back, then crossed the hall. Even though it was December and the landlord had forgotten to turn on the heat in the hallway, Marvella was barefoot. She wore a towel around her hair, and a brown caftan that she clearly used as a robe.

“Since when am I getting calls at your place?” I asked.

“Since I can’t talk sense into Val,” she said.

I peered at her. I hadn’t heard from Valentina since that day in September when she’d delivered the white woman to Helping Hands. Afterward she had completed her mission, she had taken me, Marvella, and Marvella’s sister Paulette to dinner. She told us about her life in Madison, which sounded a bit bleak to me, and then drove the three hours back so she wouldn’t miss the university extension class that she taught the following morning.

Marvella’s apartment had the same layout as mine, but was decorated much differently. Hers was filled with dark, contemporary furniture, and African art. The sculptures covered every surface, faces carved from mahogany and other dark woods. The sculptures were so lifelike they seemed to be staring at me.

The phone hung on the wall in Marvella’s half kitchen. The receiver rested next to the toaster.

“There she is. You tell her our policy.” Marvella waved a hand at the phone. “I have to finish getting dressed.”

She vanished down the hallway and slammed her bedroom door, as if I was the one who had made her angry instead of Valentina.

I picked up the receiver. “Valentina?”

“Smokey?” She was one of the few people who called me by my real name. Most people in Chicago knew me as Bill Grimshaw, a cousin to Franklin Grimshaw, one of the co-founders of Helping Hands. My real name is Smokey Dalton, and I’m from Memphis. A case four years ago put me on the run and brought me here, forcing both me and Jimmy to live under an assumed name.

On the night she almost died, Valentina overheard Laura call me Smokey, and she never forgot it. She once told me that Bill didn’t suit me and Smokey did. Since Jimmy, Laura, and Franklin all called me Smokey, I never felt the need to correct Valentina.

“Marvella said I’m supposed to talk sense into you,” I said, “only she won’t tell me what this is about.”

“Linda Krag disappeared,” Valentina said.

The name didn’t ring a bell with me. “Linda Krag?”

“The white woman I took to Helping Hands in September,” Valentina said. “I’m sure you remember.”

“I do now,” I said, and then realizing that sounded a little too harsh, added, “She had that pretty little daughter.”

“Yeah,” Valentina said. “They’ve both been gone a week now.”

“I thought they were in Chicago,” I said.

“They were,” she said.

“And you’re still in Madison?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “That’s why I’m talking to you. No one told me she was missing until they sent my targeted donation back.”

Valentina sent money every month to Helping Hands earmarked only for Linda Krag and her daughter. If the money couldn’t be used for Linda Krag, then Helping Hands was duty-bound to return it. The policy was Laura’s. She believed that everyone who donated money had a right to say how it would be used.

“So you called to find out what was up,” I said.

“And discovered that she had left her apartment a week before. No one will tell me where she went.”

“Did she take her daughter with her?” I asked.

“Of course,” Valentina said. “She won’t go anywhere without Annie.”

I sighed. I knew the arguments Marvella had already made because they were the ones I had to make. Helping Hands followed its name exactly: it provided helping hands. If a client no longer wanted help, we couldn’t force it on her.

Besides, we had rules. The client received her living expenses for the first month. We paid her rent and utilities and gave her a food budget. In return, we asked that she either apply for work or go to school.

If the client refused to do either, we stopped the support. If she couldn’t hold a job, we got her more job training, but if she lost the job because of anger, discipline or drug problem — and the client wouldn’t get help curbing that problem — then we stopped providing assistance.

Linda Krag had been difficult from the start. She almost refused to go into Helping Hands, even though we had found a white volunteer to take her application. Chicago’s South Side, filled with black faces, terrified her. Eventually, Valentina talked her into the building. Once there, she agreed to all Helping Hands’ terms and actually went to classes to get her GED.

But she hated the apartment that she was assigned. Not because it was bad or in a bad neighborhood, but because she and her daughter were the only whites on the block. She claimed to be terrified, and wanted an apartment in a “normal” neighborhood.

Since we knew of no programs to combat innate bigotry, we searched for — and found — her an apartment in a transitional neighborhood near the University of Chicago. She liked that. She had gotten her GED, applied for college, and found a part-time job, one that didn’t tax her still-healing hand. Her daughter went to Head Start half the day.

Last I heard, everyone was happy.

But clients who started as roughly as Linda Krag often didn’t make it through the program. They had too many other problems.

I said all of this, and more to Valentina, and as I spoke, she sighed heavily.

“Has anyone thought about her husband?” Valentina asked when I had finished.

I leaned against the wall. A wave of spicy perfume blew toward me from the bedroom. Marvella was not just getting dressed. She was getting dressed up.

“What about her husband?” I asked.

“Maybe he found her.”

“Or maybe,” I said gently, “she just left.”

“She wouldn’t,” Valentina said. “Her family is dead. She has no friends. That loser isolated her from everyone she knew when he took her to Madison. She wouldn’t know how to start a new life.”

“Actually,” I said, making sure I kept the same tone, “Helping Hands was teaching her how to make a life for herself and her daughter.”

“Exactly,” Valentina said. “I got a postcard from her daughter Annie two weeks ago. She sounded happy. Linda added a sentence thanking me. She wouldn’t just give up. Not now.”

“You spoke to her about this?” I asked.

“No,” Valentina said. “But leaving now just isn’t logical.”

Neither was staying with a man who nearly beat her to death, but I wasn’t going to argue that point with Valentina.

“Val,” I said, “a lot of women do things that aren’t logical.”

I winced as the words came out of my mouth. I should have said “people,” but it was too late to correct myself.

“Women are not illogical creatures,” Valentina snapped.

Marvella had come out of the bedroom. She was wearing an orange dress with a matching orange and red scarf tied around her hair. She had heard the last part of this conversation, and she was grinning now.

She knew the mistake I made.

“I didn’t mean it that way,” I said. “I just meant that people can be irrational.”

“Linda’s not irrational,” Valentina said.

I was already tired of this fight. “You mean the woman who wouldn’t get into the car with me and Marvella because she was afraid of black people? That Linda?”

Valentina made a sound halfway between a sigh and a growl. “Smokey, look. You have to trust me on this. I got a real sense of her. It took her a lot of guts to run away from Duane. It took even more to go to Chicago. But she knew it was right for Annie. Linda wasn’t going to go back to him. Not ever.”

“I didn’t say she would,” I said. “Maybe she thought she could do better on her own.”

“She knew she couldn’t,” Valentina said. “She was terrified of being on her own. That’s why she didn’t get into the car with you. She knew she couldn’t defend herself and Annie, and you — I’m sorry, Smokey — but you look like every white person’s nightmare. I don’t
think she’d ever spoken to a black person until she spoke to me. Asking her to go with you and Marvella was one step too many for her. But she did go to Chicago, she did get her GED, she did start over.”

“Yeah.”

I must have sounded as skeptical as I felt because Valentina added, “You have no idea how hard all of that was for her. She wouldn’t be the kind of woman who would do it all over again all on her own. Especially not with Annie.”

I sighed. Marvella crossed her arms and raised her eyebrows, as if asking if I was going to finish soon.

“All right,” I said. “Let’s say I grant you that she wouldn’t run off. What then, in your mind, could have happened?”

Marvella rolled her eyes.

“I think the husband found her,” Valentina said. “I think she’s in trouble, Smokey. Both her and Annie.”

“And this is a gut sense,” I said.

“Stop patronizing me!”

I almost denied that I was, but then I realized that I would have been lying.

“I need to know if you have facts to back up this assumption,” I said.

Valentina didn’t answer for nearly a minute. Finally she said, “No.”

“So,” I said. “It begs the question. How could the husband have found her? Is he particularly bright?”

“I don’t know,” she said.

“Did you tell anyone where she went?”

“Not even the folks here at the hotline. Only one of the women knew what I was doing, and all she knew was that I was going to take Linda to some of my friends in Chicago.”

“So,” I said, then winced again. I was even sounding patronizing. “Would she have called this man for any reason?”

“I don’t think so,” Valentina said. “No.”

“Then how could he have found her?”

“I don’t know,” Valentina said. “I just want you to check on her. You and Marvella have made it really, really clear that Helping Hands doesn’t track people who vanish. So how about this? How about I hire you to find her, Smokey. Does that work for you? I have a lot of money. I’ll pay your standard rates plus expenses. I can put a check in the mail today.”

I almost told her that it wasn’t necessary, that I would do this one for free. But I was a little annoyed at her stubbornness, and besides, Jimmy was growing so fast that I couldn’t keep him in shoes. My regular work for local black insurance companies and for Sturdy paid the bills, but couldn’t cover the added expenses of a growing teenage boy.

“All right,” I said, and quoted her my rates. “I’m going to need a few things from you, too. I need some basic things. I need the husband’s full name. I need to know where he lives and, if possible, where he works. I need to know where he lived with Linda and Annie.”

“Okay,” Valentina said.

“But — and this is very important — I don’t want you investigating or talking to him. If you can’t do the work by phone, using a fake name, I don’t want you doing it. Is that clear?”

“I know how to investigate, Smokey,” she said with some amusement in her voice.

“Good,” I said. “Because the last thing I want is for this nutball to go after you.”

“He won’t,” she said.

But I got the sense, as I hung up the phone, that Valentina Wilson — the new version, the muscular woman I’d seen three months ago — would welcome his attack. She’d welcome it, and happily put him out of commission.

“Well?” Marvella asked.

“Well,” I said, “it looks like I have a missing persons case.”

She rolled her eyes again. “And I thought you were a tough guy.”

“Sometimes,” I said, “it’s just easier to do what the client wants than it is to convince them they’re wrong.”

“Is she wrong?” Marvella asked.

“Probably,” I said with a sigh. “Probably.”

• • •

Linda Krag’s new apartment was in student housing near the University of Chicago. The neighborhood had once been filled with middle class professors’ homes, but now those homes were divided up into apartments, with bicycles parked on the porch and beer cans lying in the lawn.

Those lawns were brown. Winter hadn’t arrived yet, despite the chill.

In the early fall, when Linda Krag had seen this place, it had probably looked inviting. Now, with the naked trees stark against the gray skyline, the leaves piled in the street, the battered cars parked haphazardly against the curb, the block looked impoverished and just a little bit dangerous.

Or maybe I was projecting. Linda Krag, white and young, might have felt comfortable here, but I felt out of place, despite the University neighborhood’s known color-blindness and vaunted liberalism.

I had the skeleton keys from Helping Hands. Linda’s stuff had not been removed from the apartment — she had until the end of the month before her belongings would become part of the charity’s donation pile. I doubted anyone had visited this place once everyone realized she was gone.

The apartment was on the second floor. More bikes littered the hallway, and so did several more beer cans. The hall smelled of beer.

Linda’s door was closed tightly. There were scrapes near the lock and the wood had been splintered about fist-high. I had no idea of that damage predated Linda’s arrival. With student housing, it was almost impossible to tell.

I unlocked the deadbolt and had to shove hard to get the door to open. It had been stuck closed. As I stepped inside, I inspected the side of the door and noted that the wood was warped.

I pushed the door closed, but it bounced back open. The warped wood made it as hard to close as it was to open.

I had seen the apartment she had been given on the South Side. That had been a two bedroom with a full kitchen and stunning living room. I had put up another family there a year or so ago. They had worked their way through the Helping Hands program and had bought their own house last summer.

I couldn’t believe she would have left that place for this one.

But people’s prejudices made them do all kinds of crazy things.

The apartment smelled sour. A blanket was crumpled at the end of the couch, and a sweater hung off the back of a kitchen chair someone had moved near the window. The kitchen was to my right. The table, with two chairs pushed against it, was beneath a small window with a good view of the house next door.

A full ashtray sat on the tabletop, along with a coloring book and an open — and scattered — box of crayons. Dishes cluttered the sink, which gave off a rotted smell.

More cigarettes floated in the water filling the bowls at the bottom of the sink. A hand towel rested on one of the burners. It was the only thing I moved, using the skeleton keys so that I wouldn’t have to touch it.

Then I went through the kitchen into a narrow hallway. The second bedroom was back here. A bed was pushed against the wall. Clothing — pink and small — was scattered all over the floor. More clothes hung on the make-shift clothing rod by the door.

The clutter was every day clutter, not slob-clutter. It looked like the kind of mess a person made when she left in a hurry, meaning to clean up later. It disturbed me that a woman who cared so much about her daughter — a poor woman — would leave most of her daughter’s wardrobe behind.

The hair rose on the back of my neck. I didn’t want Valentina to be right. If she were right, then we had lost more than a week in searching for this woman.

And a week, in a missing person’s case, was a long, long time.

I made myself walk back through the kitchen and down another narrow hallway to the full bedroom. It wasn’t much larger than the daughter’s room. The full-sized bed left barely enough space between the wall and the side of the bed for me to walk around it.

The bed was unmade. Pillows sideways, blankets thrown back. But the bottom of the blankets — along with the sheets — was tucked in. The tucks were perfect military tucks, something that wouldn’t last during weeks of restless sleep.

Linda Krag usually made her bed. She usually made it with great precision.

Her clothing hung in the small closet, separated by color. A pair of shoes was lined neatly against the wall.

The sour smell was stronger here. It didn’t smell like dirty dishes, but something else, something that I should have recognized, but couldn’t.

I pushed open the bathroom door, and the smell hit me, making my eyes water. Vomit. Old vomit. It lined the edge of the bathtub, the floor beneath the sink, and the toilet itself. It had crusted against the wall.
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