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Primed for Murder

By Jack Ewing



Chapter 1

Death hung in the air. Toby Rew couldn’t smell it, because the odor of paint overpowered everything. His work was the source of the dominant smell, at a place on Charbold Street, on the north side of town in the old part of Syracuse. It was an aged house, on a block of elderly dwellings, all standing shoulder to shoulder like war veterans on parade. All built with two high-ceilinged floors behind narrow fronts under tall, steep-sloped roofs. Gingerbread bedecked the eaves of some.

Plenty of guys in the trade wouldn’t take jobs over one story—afraid of heights and broken bones, probably. Not Toby. His custom-made three-section aluminum extension ladder went up thirty-six feet, so that’s how high he’d climb. If he had to go higher, he rented scaffolding and doubled his rates.

On this particular, murderous day, Toby was giving the final coat to the final side—the most difficult side—at the front of the Charbold house. It would have been a hard job, even without old Mrs. Cratty, the owner, calling the shots. She’d seen his card on the corkboard at a self-service laundry and called Toby to come over and scope out the house. Mrs. Cratty turned out to be a widow, about eighty, with a beaky nose, the profile of a pigeon and one leg shorter than the other. She was a tough old bird. Toby looked her place over, told her his estimate. After a little haggling she’d given the go-ahead.

It took a week to prep the house, because it hadn’t been worked on since the Eisenhower administration: seven backbreaking, bone-tiring days of scraping, brushing with steel wool, and power sanding to remove flecks of petrified paint. Each day, Mrs. Cratty hopped along after Toby like a wounded robin. She watched from a lawn chair, moving as necessary to keep him in view, sipping lemonade as he worked. Now and then she’d point with a gnarled talon and caw: “You missed a spot!” She wouldn’t be satisfied until he corrected the oversight then and there. 

When it was time for undercoating, they had a big argument about paint. “I want you to use all oil-based.” Mrs. Cratty’s eyes sat bright behind steel-rimmed glasses.

“Why not use Latex,” Toby said. “It’s just as good.”

She waved a spotty hand in his face. “Oil lasts longer. My late husband said so.”

How could he argue with a dead man? “The Latex is good for twenty years.” 

“I’ll get thirty years with oil.” Her wrinkle-lined mouth bowed. 

Toby gave her the point. Why mention she would be in her grave long before the house needed repainting, no matter what he used? “Oil will cost a lot more,” he said. “Fifteen, twenty dollars extra per gallon.” It didn’t hurt to pad a little.

“Cost is no object.” Mrs. Cratty fluffed her blue-tinted hair. “I want the best.” Her metallic stare probed his eyes. “And I want good coverage. You’re to use a brush. No rollers, no sprayers.”

“A brush!” Toby looked up in despair at ten thousand square feet of dingy wood. “It’ll take two weeks to finish your home by hand. I can do it in a week if—”

“Do you want the job or not?”

Toby thought for an instant before replying. He already had a long week invested in the project. He needed the money. His landlady was getting on his case about back rent. The phone company had threatened to cut off his lifeline to work. A couple of once open-handed acquaintances were clamoring for the repayment of loans. He swallowed his pride and loosed two words: “Yes, ma’am.” 

Mrs. Cratty bobbed her head as if pecking for seed. “Good. Then you’ll do it my way.” She aimed a time-warped finger at him. “And use canvas drop cloths—no plastic. I won’t have you smothering my roses.”

Toby bit back a string of nasty remarks and did it her way. Thanks to the advance he demanded and received, he managed to pocket a cool seven hundred with his markup on primer and forty gallons of oil paint needed to do the job.

As he prepared to climb the ladder again, Toby had to admit the house was shaping up. At least it would look clean and fresh when he was done. The last coat had finally wiped out a dull tinge where dark green paint had covered age-bleached wood. When he polished off the front and finished the trim, it would be the showplace of the street. Not that it meant much in this tired old neighborhood.

Toby squinted up into sunshine. It was a nice August day in the middle of the week, not too hot, not awfully humid. Too pleasant a day to work, but a guy’s got to pay the bills. After stocking groceries and making installments on debts—twenty here, thirty there—Toby was down to a hundred dollars left of his profits from buying supplies. It had to last until the job was done. He’d pick up three grand then and could finally be solvent for a while. If he did a really bang-up job, Mrs. Cratty might feel generous enough to give him a bonus. Fat chance. 

That morning, Mrs. Cratty had boarded her showroom-shiny, sixty-year-old Buick for the fifty-mile drive to visit her daughter in Oswego. The trip would take two hours because she refused to drive over thirty. Until she waved as she crept away, Toby could barely see the old woman over the dashboard of the four-wheeled boat.

Now, it was early afternoon. Toby sat in the shade of the old lady’s back stoop, munching the last bite of a tuna-mayo sandwich and planning ahead. Knock off at five, five-thirty. Drive home. Flop and sop up a cold beer or three. It would have to be generic beer from an outlet that sold seconds, off-brands, foreign labels, and damaged goods, because that was all he could afford. The kind in plain aluminum cans. The kind that tasted like carbonated water—and had the same effect unless you chugged a couple six-packs. Toby sighed. At least it would be cold and wet going down. 

Until then, more sweat. More building upon shoulder twinges and backaches. 

More splotches of something the paint people called “Cultured Pearl” drying on his hands, freckling his face and hair. More dribbles to blend with variegated hardened streaks and drips that made his coveralls look like a Jackson Pollock original. 

More paint fumes rising up his nose, making him spacey and probably eating away at his brain.

The air was library-still, museum-stale. The whole neighborhood seemed preserved under glass. Streets were quiet: not another human to be seen or heard, as if they’d known in advance what was about to happen and hadn’t wanted to be a part of it.

Hours earlier, this end of town had bustled with activity. Toby had watched adults leave for jobs, to go shopping, to have their hair done. He’d seen several whole families jump in cars, headed for nearby P & C Stadium, where the Syracuse AAA baseball team was playing a double-header. He’d noticed two thirty-something couples down the street climbing into a SUV, bound for a picnic beside the toxic waters of Onondaga Lake. He’d traded jibes with the mailman, waved at a door-to-door salesman, a meter reader and a delivery truck driver. 

They’d all come and gone. No cars had driven down Charbold for more than an hour. Not a vehicle, moving or stationary, could be seen anywhere. Nothing budged: no cats or dogs, no squirrels or birds. Not a kid in sight—until dusk, they’d frolic at a park or wander the zoo or splash around a public pool.

It appeared nobody was stirring for blocks around but Toby. He finished putting the wrist to another five-gallon bucket of paint. When it was well mixed, he poured a one-gallon can full, stuck his paintbrush in a leg loop, hefted the bail of the can and started up the ladder. He took it slow and easy, as always, getting both feet up on one rung before he took the next step. He was being paid for the job, not by the hour. Why rush it?

From midpoint on, the ladder trembled under him with every foot gained. 

To reach the highest point on the front wall, Toby had to stand tiptoe on the second rung from the top, stretching to his full 6’3” height and holding onto the edge of the roof with fingertips. Several steps below his boots clung the worn, paint-splattered remains of a sticker the custom ladder man had applied that once read:

DANGER: DO NOT STAND ON OR ABOVE THIS STEP

YOU CAN LOSE YOUR BALANCE.

The ladder wobbled as he hung the brimming can on a built-in retractable hook of his own design. Toby looked around as he caught his breath, admiring the view.

You can see a lot from the top of a thirty-six-foot ladder, he thought. You can tell which houses need re-roofing, which could use masonry work on their chimneys, which could stand to have their gutters cleaned. 

It was better not to think what went on beneath the roofs. 

From his lofty perch Toby had occasionally glimpsed naked men and women, sometimes separately, sometimes together. He’d witnessed individuals hitting the sauce or smacking one another. He’d overseen some nasty arguments and other transgressions. From up here, he got a whole new angle on the world, and it wasn’t always pretty.

He dipped the brush a neat two inches and cleaned excess on the curved rim. Then he straightened and slapped nylon bristles against clapboard, moved them lightly with the grain until the paint, all wet and gleaming in sunlight, feathered out, overlapping the stroke before. By the third time he reloaded the brush, Toby fell back into rhythm again. The muscles of his arms, the tendons in his neck and the ligaments of his shoulders settled into the familiar dance.

A-one: dip. A-two: clean. A-three: paint. It was a slow, flowing tempo, like a waltz for tortoises. Only Toby could hear the melody.

After a few dozen choruses, something occurred to interrupt the music: Toby heard a muted cry somewhere behind him. He stopped mid-stroke, got a better grip on the roof, and turned his head slowly to look over one shoulder, then the other. No sound, no action, nothing. He must be hearing things. Toby turned back to his work.

There it was again! A faint bleat, like a sparrow trapped in a shoebox.

He looked straight down to the concrete walk thirty-odd feet below and let his gaze travel outward: nothing to be seen on this side of the street. Toby widened his vista, craned his neck, swiveled his upper body and took in the row of houses on the opposite side of the narrow, tree-lined street.

The faded yellow house shaded by a towering oak on the corner was silent. Ditto, the second, a mousy brown number behind a sickly-looking willow on its lawn. Quiet also reigned at the third, a puke-greenish-yellowish horror half-hidden by a young red maple. And the—

There: the fourth house, the one straight across the street with the lousy blue paint job. Through bare, leafless branches of a half-dead elm, Toby saw movement and carefully rotated his whole body 180 degrees. He braced his back against the ladder and hooked his boot heels over a rung to watch.

Blinds at the ground floor corner window of the blue house were angled up but not completely closed. Toby could look down into a lighted room where, once his eyes adjusted, he glimpsed horizontally fragmented images. He identified the corner of a carpet. A lampshade with a light bulb glowing—and on a bright, sunshiny summer day, too. Then there was the edge of a couch or chair. 

Finally he saw two people, just shadowy shapes, wrestling around in there: a domestic dispute? Toby gazed at the spot and thought he heard another cry come from the blue house, more muffled than before. 

One figure dropped to the floor and struggled to get up. The other wouldn’t allow it, and kept striking at the fallen form again and again with something. Toby couldn’t hear the blows but he cringed with each just the same. After a while, the one standing up stopped hitting the one lying down and moved back, as though admiring his handiwork. The flattened person didn’t stir. 

Toby stood, teetering, open-mouthed, and waited for something else to happen.

After a minute, the shape that moved bent over the one that didn’t, then stood and walked out of sight. The room across the street suddenly darkened as the light was extinguished. Slanting shafts of sunlight still illuminated pieces of the person on the floor. 

Toby saw a speck of shoe, part of a pant leg, a bit of sleeve and a hand. The bars of light—and Toby’s fractured view of the still figure—went away when the blind’s slats suddenly flipped shut. A moment later, fingers wedged a space between slats so somebody inside could peer out. Toby made himself a statue on the ladder, tried to become part of the house, willed his body invisible. A person who’d beat someone else so viciously could be capable of anything.

The ploy must have worked. Maybe Toby’s light-colored, paint-dappled coveralls faded into the pale backdrop of Mrs. Cratty’s house. Maybe the distinctive vertical and horizontal planes of the ladder blended into the lines of the clapboards and the shadows thrown by trees in leaf. Or maybe the watcher was only looking out at eye level, not upwards. In any case, the eyehole disappeared. 

Long, sweaty moments later, Toby glimpsed a man with dark hair and broad shoulders running from the rear of the blue house. He carried a paper bag and had a white cloth wrapped around one hand. The man went out of sight behind some bushes, then reappeared at the dirt-floored alley bordering the back yards of all homes on that side of the street. Sunlight reflected off the man’s slick, sleek head as he unlocked a car half-hidden by a weather-beaten, dog-eared cedar fence. The man glanced both ways down the alley and climbed behind the wheel.

Toby tried to read the license plate, but it was the wrong angle and too far away. Looked like New York’s colors, though.

The car started up and drove off, flinging loose pebbles behind. A cloud of dust billowed in its wake. Toby watched without moving anything but his head. He followed the progress of the vehicle by the hazy dust plume that rose after it. The car—a late-model dark-gray sedan—turned from the alley at the end of the block and sped out of sight down a cross street, heading south, towards the city.

Toby inhaled a deep shuddering gulp of warm air: he’d held his breath for ages. He was still gripping his paintbrush, too. Heart beating like a hummingbird’s, Toby took can and brush, and climbed skittishly down the ladder. Safely on the ground again, he stood weak-kneed, staring at the blue house across the street. 





Chapter 2

Thoughts crowded into Toby’s head, all jostling for attention. Stay where you are, the most prominent shouted. It’s none of your business. Keep painting. Play deaf, dumb and blind, like Tommy in the rock opera. Better still: go home. Say the paint fumes got to you. Pretend you weren’t here when it happened.

When what happened? 

Check it out, another part of his brain echoed. See if somebody really is down on the floor of that blue house, somebody unconscious or dying, who might need help.

A different country heard from. It said: the guy’s already dead. You know that. And you know what you’ve got to do: get the cops and let them handle it.

Stay out of it. Go over there. Call the law. What to do? 

Toby looked up and down the street. The neighborhood was as quiet, as empty of traffic as the moon. His ladder was still tipped against the front of Mrs. Cratty’s house. The triangle of fresh paint drying under the roof peak looked small and lonely against the remaining clapboards still to be done. If I go back to work, Toby thought, and really bust my hump, I can finish touch-up tomorrow. Then I can collect the rest of my pay when the old lady returns next week. 

But no, he wouldn’t be able to concentrate on the job. 

Stay here? Or check out the house across the street? Toby flipped a mental coin. 

It came up tails. Okay, he’d make sure what he’d seen wasn’t merely hallucinations brought on by breathing petroleum vapors eight, ten hours a day. If what he’d witnessed happened to be real, he’d call the cops.

Toby used a fist to hammer down the lid on the paint can, dropped the brush in a bucket of thinner. He strolled across the street, trying to look like he belonged in the neighborhood in case somebody came by. He attempted whistling but couldn’t work up any spit. His feet were numb and his hands were cold. His stomach churned.

From the sidewalk, it was five paces to the front of the house along a root-buckled concrete walk bordered by low hedges. A short wooden staircase led up to a small, square front porch. Treads and risers, slathered with paint, had probably been done by whoever daubed the house, Toby figured, by the uneven texture and petrified drops lumping the surface. The latest coat was the color of the house, halfway between sky and navy. The treads had worn to a rainbow of different shades, all revealed where feet had worn or chipped away crudely applied layers.

Toby clung to wrought iron handrails, pulled his lanky body up the stairs. The crummy paint job looked even worse close-up. Real slap-dash weekend work, as though somebody had sloshed a few gallons at the top, then halfheartedly spread the paint as it trickled down. The house looked different at ground level: so ordinary, like there couldn’t possibly be violence behind its run-of-the-mill walls. 

Toby murmured, “I know what I saw. I think.” 

He tapped lightly beside the door, beneath numbers tacked to the wood: 1413. Even the brass numerals were splashed with blue. 

There was no answer. Toby bounced knuckles off the wood, hard: still nothing. Just what he expected. He tugged open the screened door and tried the knob. Locked tight. He bent to peer in windows bracketing the front door but both were heavily draped.

Toby cut across a scorched lawn to the window he’d seen down into from the ladder. It was open a few inches, but the sill was too high to reach from the ground.

He soft-pedaled along a sunburned grass strip dividing crumbling concrete tracks. The driveway led back to a detached two-car garage. The doors were locked. Putting an eye to a dusty side window, Toby saw the garage was unoccupied. 

The alley was empty, too. Tire-spun dust still blemished the air. Toby knelt to examine the ground. The gray sedan hadn’t left more than a scuff and it was tough to distinguish one track from another on the dry, packed earth. Maybe the cops could find something. He turned back towards the house.

Basement windows were too narrow to crawl through. Between head-high rhododendron bushes was a screened-in porch. The door hung open, so Toby pulled it wide and cat-footed between stacked lawn chairs and plastic bags of crushed aluminum cans to a half-glassed back entrance, closed shut. Shading eyes, he saw through frilly curtains into a kitchen floored with blue vinyl, complete with modern appliances.

The door was locked. He thought about smashing the glass with a mallet from the croquet set racked in a porch corner and reaching in to unlatch it, but vetoed the noisy, potentially painful idea. A guy could get in trouble for that. Besides, there was a neater, quicker route inside. 

The cracked-open window called as Toby returned the way he’d come. He made straight for his battered pickup parked in shade at the rear of Mrs. Cratty’s driveway, near her freshly painted garage. Toby untied a six-foot wooden stepladder from the homemade rack and carried it back on his shoulder. He set it up beneath the open window of the blue house.

He oozed sweat. His stomach writhed like he’d downed a bowl of week-old chili. He couldn’t seem to catch his breath. This is dangerous, he thought. With my luck, somebody will come along and spot me. I’ll be busted for burglary.

But he had to see, to be sure. He owed it to his conscience. 

Without further thought Toby scrambled up the ladder. He hooked fingertips in the gap between window and frame and heaved. The wood was dry, squawking like a gut-shot goose, but the sash went up. He shouldered metal blinds aside with a clatter, threw a leg over the sill and ducked inside.

The contrast between bright sunshine outside and dimness inside the room momentarily blinded him. Something crackled underfoot: paper. He didn’t move. 

When his eyes had adjusted, he quickly scanned the room. Light flowed weakly around edges of the blinds, enough to tell he was in a den wallpapered with alternating tan-and-white vertical stripes.

The place would be cozy, usually. Right now, it was a mess. Books from built-in shelves lining one whole wall lay heaped in mounds. Drawers of a large wooden desk in one corner were pulled open. The padded brown leather seat of a well-used swivel chair and the cushions of a lived-in, earth-tone easy chair were slashed to rags. Objects—pictures, pottery, a small shelf and bric-a-brac it had once held—now lay crushed and broken. Framed photographs marching along a fireplace mantel had been toppled. One had fallen face-up onto the marble hearth and spidery cracks in the glass over the photo scarred the face beneath. Sheaves of paper were strewn everywhere. 

In the middle of the floor, half-covered in stray 8½″ x 11″ sheets, lay a body. 

The guy was dressed in a lightweight tawny suit that went with the room’s color scheme. The creamy satin-lined tail of the coat was flipped up over the man’s butt. His pant legs were bunched above his ankles, showing off canary-yellow socks and the shiny pigeon-toed soles of almost-new sand-colored shoes. The man lay on his face with arms outstretched, as if performing a dive with a low difficulty factor. The back of his skull above a salt-and-pepper ponytail was a pulpy mess. A dark pool seeping into a thick beige area rug surrounded his head like a wreath. A fly was caught in tacky dampness inches from the man’s ear and buzzed feebly, trying to pull loose.

The thing that had done the damage, a wrought-iron fireplace poker with a solid brass handle shaped into a duck’s head, lay on the rug a foot away from the body. The mallard—its bill gooey with blood—looked like a vampire.

Toby walked on a path of paper, knelt to see the guy’s face. The man kissed the rug, nose squashed flat against the nap. The open eyes stared at carpet fibers without seeing them. Toby didn’t like touching the corpse, realized he shouldn’t. But he wanted to know if he’d recognize the man as someone he’d seen while working on Charbold Street. It seemed important at the moment. He brushed loose papers aside, hooked fingers through the dead man’s belt loops, and rolled the body onto its side. The man was limp and heavier than he looked. The shirt matched the socks, discounting spatters of blood. 

The collar was held together by a bolo tie cinched with a silver ornament shaped like the head of a grinning jungle cat. The man’s hair and clothes smelled of cigar smoke. 

Toby gazed a long time at the features, trying to imagine how the dead man would look when alive. Take away a ragged gash across the broad, brown forehead. Remove a welt disfiguring the high cheekbone. Forget about the red syrup covering his lower face that made him look like a cherry pie-eating contestant. What have you got?

You’ve got somebody who looked like he was from somewhere else than Syracuse. Not part of the local Italian-Afro-Polish-Irish-Jewish melting pot. He was sixty or so, Toby guessed, by the gray hair. The face was lean with skin the color of tanned cowhide, tight to the skull. A thin, sharp nose featured high, narrow nostrils. The eyes were deep and dark. Prominent lips slack in a wide mouth.

Toby didn’t recognize him, didn’t know if he should. Now that he thought about it, he couldn’t recall seeing anyone come or go at the blue house during the whole time he’d been at Mrs. Cratty’s. He hadn’t paid much attention though. This house was directly across from hers, so it would have been out of sight much of the time he’d painted the sides and back. Armies of people could have bivouacked there and Toby would never have known. 

So who was this guy? How’d he get to be lying here dead? Who was the man who’d killed him, and why?

Toby cringed as he rifled the corpse’s clothing. The dead man didn’t have a wallet in hip or breast pocket. He carried no keys, matches or loose change. The coat label said the suit was one of millions sold in chain stores. Side pockets held nothing but lint and dark flakes of tobacco. Toby let the stiff go and the body slumped back the way it had come to rest, facedown in the red puddle. The fly in the pooled blood stopped struggling and gave up the ghost.

He stood to browse, walking a path of blank sheets of paper. Conscious of his paint-smeared hands, his telltale fingerprints, he just looked, touching nothing. 

A few popular novels slummed among the scattered books, but most hardbound volumes seemed to be texts on Mexican history. There were dozens dealing with the Mayas, Aztecs, Olmecs, Zapotecs, Toltecs and other -ecs. Since Toby favored watching TV over reading, the books didn’t interest him much. But they made him imagine the guy who owned this house was either a history nut or a teacher.

Toby found a pencil and used it to flip open the cover of a hardback on the floor: Pre-Columbian Mexico. Inside the cover was a fancy bookplate reading “Ex Libris” and “Puterbaugh.” He idly turned pages with the pencil’s eraser and came across a picture. The caption said: “Detail depicting Lord Shield-Pacal from Stela B, Palenque.” Except for an elaborate headdress the figure in the photo wore, and earplugs the size of coffee cups, the Indian chief could have been the brother of the dead man—identical profiles. Toby pencil-closed the book, and pencil-opened another: same sticker, same name, and same pictures of the dead man’s ancient kin.

He moved to the fireplace, examined framed photos on mantel and floor. These people weren’t related to the victim. Family portrait: a thin, tweedy-looking guy, late thirties, dressed in a poor-fitting suit and wearing thick glasses, stood beside an attractive, chubby mid-thirties woman in a print dress. In front of them, a blond boy with a burr cut showed all his teeth. Next to him and a half-head taller was a pretty, dark-haired preteen girl. Her mouth was slightly open revealing the glint of braces, and she had a hairdo that made her head look deformed.

Were these the Puterbaughs? Where did the dead man fit into the picture?

Other snapshots showed the same people at different stages of their lives. Here, the guy with the glasses had more hair and was wearing a graduation gown. There, the wife was younger, slimmer and prettier. In this one, the boy was costumed like a pirate for Halloween. In that one, the pigtailed girl had lost baby teeth. The dead man wasn’t in any of the photos.

Toby peeled back a sleeve to glance at his cheap, paint-spotted watch, feeling sure he’d been in the house for hours. Only five minutes since he’d crawled in the window. It was just a matter of time before a neighbor got back from an area mall or returned home instead of going back to work after a dental appointment. Chances were, somebody seeing the ladder would either come snooping or call the police. Neither option would do him any good. But Toby had his own curiosity to satisfy. “Five more minutes, max.” 

He walked to the oak desk, paper crinkling beneath his boots. Next to the desk stood a brass wastebasket, empty, and a smashed terra-cotta figure. A beat-up brown vinyl-covered metal case on the floor contained an old portable manual typewriter. 

Nothing much on the desktop: brass lamp next to an ink-stained blotter, pen and pencil set upright in a marble base, brass ashtray. Scratch pad. An old-fashioned beige push-button telephone sat on a directory beside an address book. Toby flipped through addresses. Most of several dozen names and numbers written in a crabbed hand were local. Many listings were for the same number with various extensions. 

Nothing lay under the blotter. But between the absorbent green sheet and its brown leather-like holder was a folded piece of paper with a name and address printed boldly: McFarland, 412 South Street, Morrisville. Underneath was written and underlined “Codex?” He copied the information on scratch paper, wondering what a brand of sanitary napkins had to do with anything, and returned the scrap to its hiding place. He tucked the note away in one of his many coverall pockets.

Toby considered checking out the rest of the house, curious if the killer had searched throughout. What was he looking for? Had he found it? Were other bodies lying around to be stumbled over?

But the feeling kept building in him: get out, now. He became aware of the tick of his watch. With every second that passed, he grew more nervous about being discovered where he didn’t belong. He practically vibrated with tension a full minute before the end of his self-imposed time limit. “The hell with this.” Toby strode to the window, pulled back the blinds and lifted a leg to straddle the sill. Something made him take a last look at the still figure on the floor. His eyes went wide. 

In a shaft of sunlight, wet marks glinted dully, dotting papers scattered around the body. Toby squatted, tested a spot with a finger and sniffed it. Paint. On another page, a fragment of shoeprint was stamped in red: His or the killer’s? From a lowered angle he could see lacy streamers of blood on walls and ceiling, cast off on the backswing. Toby felt his coveralls: dozens of tiny, wet droplets of paint clung to the fabric, waiting to be transferred elsewhere. He checked his boot soles. Tacky white liquid, dotted with red, hugged the lugs. He must have trod in the small spill on Mrs. Cratty’s front lawn where he’d poured paint from a larger bucket to a smaller, and picked up the second color in this room. He’d left paint-stained, bloody imprints everywhere he’d walked. 

“Talk about a dead giveaway! It’s like signing my name.” He’d seen the shows on TV. He knew the miracles cops could perform in a lab. 

Toby hastily gathered loose sheets, using papers as stepping-stones and moved backwards in a ragged circle that began and would end at the window. He had to get them all, every page. He didn’t know which ones he’d touched or stepped on. He grimaced as he rolled the reluctant weight of the dead man first one way then the other to get at sheets trapped beneath the body. Several pages were heavily stained with blood. He gingerly tucked them in the middle of the sheaf. He aligned the papers into a sloppy, three-inch-thick bundle and wadded the whole mess down the front of his coveralls, turning his flat stomach into a square-cornered potbelly. 

Toby threw himself out the window and onto the ladder. He bent to retrieve the last papers he’d stood on, and rammed them into a pocket. 

A few steps down and he stood on the ground. He glanced around: still nobody in sight. What luck! Toby folded the ladder shut and charged across to Mrs. Cratty’s. He hung the stepladder back in its rack and opened the truck cab long enough to stash the bundle of papers under the seat. He withdrew crumpled pages from his pockets, smoothed them out and added them to the stack. He quickly stowed the rest of his gear, collapsing the extension ladder and securing it, piling empty five-gallon paint drums into the truck bed, slinging in brushes, drop cloths. He efficiently tied down a spattered tarp over everything. He’d finish the job the next day, or the next after that, well before Mrs. Cratty got back.

Toby locked the cab and set out on foot. There was no rush, and besides, why waste precious, expensive gas driving his fifteen-year-old guzzler? The walk would help clear his head, too. 

He’d aim for a public phone. Sure, it was an inconvenience, but with his irregular income he couldn’t afford the luxury of mobile service, or replacement costs for the fancy, all-the-bells-and-whistles cell phone he’d accidentally dropped from a thirty-foot height onto concrete. There had to be a booth somewhere on Salina, a main north-south drag through downtown Syracuse. 

Time to call the cops.





Chapter 3

Fourteen blocks later, as he approached an old-style glassed-in phone booth on the edge of a parking lot on the corner of Charbold and Salina, Toby slowed to practice his speech. “I’ll just call 911, tell them what I saw, give ’em the address and hang up. Won’t mention my name.” He nodded, satisfied. That would do the trick. He fumbled for a coin, flung himself into the coffin-sized glass cubicle and sealed it. It felt like an oven in there. Toby’s hand darted towards the coin slot but paused mid-air: the cord had been cut and the handset was missing. He came out of the booth with beads of perspiration standing like blisters on his face. “I should’ve called from the blue house,” he grumped aloud.

“Be glad you didn’t,” a voice in his head contradicted. “Fingerprints, remember? What if you were caught in there? What if they traced the call? Who needs more grief?”

“Should’ve taken the truck.” Toby looked south down Salina. “Too late now.” He’d come this far—no way was he trudging back in the rising afternoon heat to start over.

There was a neon sign perpendicular to the sidewalk a few blocks away in the direction of town. He plodded towards it, drenched in sweat. 

Antonio’s was a dingy, narrow bar with a lit-up Schaefer’s Beer sign in the window: “The one to have when you’re having more than one.” Good idea. Toby went in, figuring they’d have a phone. He invested in a sixteen-ounce draft to fortify himself for his conversation with the police. He hadn’t realized how thirsty he was, and the beer practically evaporated. As he ordered a second glass, Toby learned from the proprietor—a rail-thin man with cheeks pitted by purplish acne scars and a jet-black pompadour like patent leather—that there was no public phone in the place.

“No,” the man responded to Toby’s question about a big, black dial phone visible behind the bar, “you can’t use that.” He draped skeletal fingers protectively on the receiver. “I’m expecting an important call.”

Cursing under his breath, Toby swallowed the last inch of foam in his glass and left. Six blocks closer to town, past cheap, boxy, two-story houses flung up in the ’40s, he entered Julio’s Pub. Over a bottle of Miller’s he inquired about a phone. “Had it yanked.” The fat young bartender sucked at a ragged moustache whose ends didn’t match in length. He combed thin strands of hair across a muskmelon-shaped head and waved pudgy fingers at surly-looking men hunched over drinks at a scarred twenty-foot bar. “Too many broads calling to check on their guys. Don’t you have a cell?”

Inhaling beer an inch at a time, Toby pondered what to do next. He could call from his apartment. But that was stupid because the cops probably had caller ID and would be onto him in a flash. Besides, he lived way on the other side of town. He’d still have to walk back more than twenty long blocks—must be a mile, at least—and fetch the truck anyway. It was hot outside. The bar was cool. Beer really hit the spot.

He could forget about calling altogether. But over the past two weeks too many people had seen him in the neighborhood of the crime. He might even get blamed for the murder if he didn’t come forward first.

Toby pictured again the bloody face, the still body. Shudders tiptoed up and down his spine, made a neck muscle spasm involuntarily. His nerves were a mess.

There was only one answer if he wanted to be able to sleep nights. He’d just have to look for another phone from which to make his anonymous call, though today the odds seemed stacked against finding one. He sighed and went outside, pointing himself toward downtown Syracuse. After air conditioning the outdoors was a furnace.

Toby found a working pay phone eight blocks farther south at Fortunato’s Pizzeria. He bought a goblet of beer to get change for the call and took it with him to a working World War II-era wooden phone booth in one corner. When he closed the folding doors, a light came on. A fan in the ceiling started to hum. Should he call 9-1-1? It wasn’t really an emergency, was it? That guy in the blue house was dead, so it didn’t matter how fast the police got there. 

The reasoning seemed sound to him. Toby took a healthy slug and set his beer down on a shelf under the phone. He flipped through the directory hanging by a chain, inserted a coin and dialed the number listed under CITY GOVERNMENT for “Police—Non-Emergency Request for Officer.” A bored female answered. “Sar-a-cuse Po-lice Depar’men’.” By the intonation of her voice, he guessed she was black.

“I’d like to report a crime,” Toby said.

“Your name, sir?”

“Toby Rew.” It just slipped out. Damn his alcohol-numbed brain, anyway! Forget remaining anonymous. They were probably recording every word too—they could compare voiceprints, so he couldn’t later claim somebody had called in his name. 

“Where are you at, Mr. Rew?”

“A pizza joint on North Salina. Fortunato’s.”

Over the phone he heard the soft, dull tick of computer keys as she typed the information. “Okay. What’s the problem, Mr. Rew?”

He chose words carefully. “I think I saw a murder.”

“You think?” She sounded angry. “Did you or didn’t you?”

“Okay. I saw a murder.”

“Did this happen at Fortunato’s?”

“No, the house across the street where I was working. See, I was—”

“What’s the address, Mr. Rew?”

“The number of the house where I was working? It’s—”

“No, the number of the house where the crime occurred.”

“Fourteen-thirteen.” He was proud for remembering.

“What street?”

“Charbold.”

“Fourteen-thirteen Charbold Street. Is that correct?” He confirmed it with a grunt and the woman said, “What are you doing so far from the crime scene?”

“What do you mean?”

“According to my map, Fortunato’s is three miles from Charbold.”

Three miles? “I had a problem finding a phone so I could call.”

“Why didn’t you use your cell phone?”

“Don’t have one any more.”

She clucked her tongue as though he’d said he wasn’t wearing pants. “Tell me—” From her tone, she already didn’t believe him—“When did this crime occur?”

“Don’t know, exactly. After lunch, say one, one-thirty.”

“What took you so long to report this?”

Toby glanced at his watch and was astonished to learn it was after four o’clock. “I had to put my gear away. Then, like I said, I looked for a phone. I had to go to three different places.” He didn’t like the whiny tone that crept into his voice.

Her skepticism came through over the wire. “No offense, Mr. Rew, but it sounds to me like you’ve been drinking.”

How could she tell? To Toby, his voice sounded fine: no stuttering, slurring or mispronunciations. “I had a couple beers. You blame me? It’s hot. I was pretty shook.”

Sarcasm laced her words. “Well, what do you think you saw?”

Toby described what he’d witnessed without mentioning he’d gone into the blue house. The woman helped him along with skeptical-sounding insertions of “uh-huh” and “is that right?” She asked a few more questions, then told him to sit tight and wait for the police to arrive, probably within the hour.

Toby meanwhile finished three goblets of beer and then visited the restroom. Feeling bloated and slightly tipsy he went out to hold up a street lamp in front of Fortunato’s. The five o’clock rush hour was in full swing. Sedans containing solitary businessmen in shirtsleeves vied with vans full of screaming kids and produce trucks for possession of Salina Street. Toby waved when a passing car honked, then felt foolish when he realized the driver was merely issuing a parting shot after another vehicle suddenly turned without signaling, nearly causing a fender-bender.

At twenty after, an unmarked blue car pulled up at the curb beside Toby. The driver remained behind the wheel while a thin man in a rumpled lightweight blue sports jacket and navy slacks got out. “Mr. Rew?” the man asked in a nasally voice, pronouncing it to rhyme with “view,” instead of the usual “zoo.” He approached within a few feet. His hair was gray with a yellowish tinge. Stubble showed on his chin. He bore a harelip’s scar and his teeth were crooked and stained. 

“’at’s me.” Toby straightened with a goofy grin.

The man displayed a leather-encased badge in one hand and held out the other. “Detective Frank Dixon.” The two men exchanged a brief shake. “Get in and let’s talk.” The detective opened a back door of the blue car. Toby slid onto the rear seat. The car smelled faintly of vomit, tobacco smoke and cheap after-shave. The driver, a stocky, sandy-haired man in his early thirties, watched him as if expecting trouble.

Dixon slammed the door and climbed into the front seat, indicating the driver. “This is my partner, Detective Dave French.” French, his eyes locked onto Toby in the rear-view mirror, nodded once, unsmiling. Toby duplicated the motion. 

“Fourteen-thirteen Charbold, wasn’t it?” Dixon asked. 

“Yes,” Toby said. He buckled up.

French moved the mirror enough to adjust the knot of a plum-colored tie hanging between the lapels of his tan jacket. His reflected gaze swept swiftly across Toby’s features again. He put the car in gear and they shot away from the curb.

Dixon half-turned in the seat. “Lean towards me, Mr. Rew.” Toby obliged. The detective sniffed. Dixon’s thin nostrils flared and his bloodshot blue eyes narrowed. “Marcella was right, as usual. You have been drinking.”

“A little,” Toby said defensively. Marcella must be the dispatcher he’d spoken with. “I told her I’d had a couple. Doesn’t change what I saw.”

“Maybe, maybe not. Let’s hear what you witnessed.” Dixon had a small notebook out and a fountain pen poised over a blank page.

“Well, I was up on my ladder—”

“What were you doing on a ladder?” French interrupted.

“Painting. I’m a housepainter.” Toby glanced at the driver and gestured at his coveralls. “See, Mrs. Cratty hired me to do her house, and it was a big job. So I’d been there for a couple weeks—”

“Never mind that now,” Dixon said. “You’re up on the ladder.”

“Right. I’m up on the ladder—”

“What time was this?” French asked. He snuffled a couple times.

“About one, one-thirty.”

“What took you so long to report it?”

“I explained all that when I called,” Toby said. “See—”

“Forget that,” Dixon barked. “You’re up on the damn ladder.”

“Right. I’m up on the ladder painting. Then I heard a sound.”

“What kind of sound?” Dixon asked.

“Like somebody yelling. Or crying out in pain.”

“Go on.”

“Well, I looked around and saw two men fighting in a house across the street.”

“Across the street?” French’s eyes darted to the mirror, back to the road. He sniffed a mile a minute. It could have been a summer cold or a nervous habit. Either way, it was damned annoying. 

“It’s a narrow street,” Toby said. “From the top of the ladder I could look right down into the room.”

“How tall is the ladder?” French asked.

“Thirty-six feet, fully extended, a custom job. I was near the top.”

Dixon opened his mouth to speak but French beat him to it. “How far away were you when you saw all this?” The younger detective glanced back at Toby, his nose working like a rabbit’s.

“Don’t know.” Toby thought about it: the two lanes of the street couldn’t be much more than thirty feet, and front lawns on either side weren’t over ten feet deep. “Say fifty feet, more or less.”

“You wear glasses?” French asked.

Toby said proudly: “Nope, I have better than twenty-twenty vision.” When he’d been younger, he had taken pleasure in showing off during high school vision tests, easily rattling off the bottom line of the eye chart from twice the recommended distance. His grandpa, whose trifocals were thick as magnifying glasses that made his eyes huge and distorted, used to declare: “That boy could spot a flea on a tick.” 

French ran out of questions. Dixon took over again. “So what were you doing all the time the murder was going on?” His gaze probed Toby’s face.

Toby ran a nervous hand through his hair, feeling spots like scabs where paint had dried. “Not much. Just standing at the top of the ladder, hanging on to the roof to keep from falling. It all happened so fast.”
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