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Cold Trail Blues

Raymond Miller


One

When you’re a private detective, you want to like your clients, but it doesn’t always work out that way. 

The man in my office had only just sat down, but I was already beginning to dislike him.

“What kind of gun do you use?” he said. “You must carry a piece, right?”

His wife, who was sitting next to him, sighed. Maybe she didn’t like him either.

“Harry…” she said.

“Seriously,” he said. “You must be packing heat.”

Harry Griffin was a large man, probably in his early sixties. He had a bulked-up body—you could see he took pride in keeping himself fit. He leaned forward eagerly, waiting for my answer.

“Packing heat,” I said. “Interesting expression. I’m not sure I’ve heard it before.”

“You’ve never heard it? You must be kidding me. Don’t you ever watch Law and Order?”

He looked perplexed by the idea that when a private detective comes home at night, turning on Law and Order might not be the first thing on his to-do list.

“Mr. Griffin. From the phone message your wife left me, it sounded as if you wanted to talk to me about something important. If you want, we can sit around discussing how they talk on cop shows, but I’ll have to charge you for it.”

“All right, all right. No need to get testy. I was just trying to break the ice.”

His wife, Ann, put her hand on his sleeve.

“Mr. Singer is right, Harry. We don’t need to break the ice. We’ve come to talk to him about our problem. We should just start talking to him.”

“That sounds reasonable,” I said.

“Our son, Peter, was convicted of murder a little more than a year ago,” she said. “We’ve appealed the ruling, and the new trial is scheduled to begin next month. We believe he’s innocent, and we want you to help us prove it.”

“Tell me about it,” I said. 

“Peter was a junior at Waverly College,” she said. “He was majoring in English.”

“He was majoring in the ladies, actually,” Harry said. He winked at me conspiratorially. Man to man.

“Harry, would you stop?” his wife said. “Peter wasn’t what you’d call a motivated student. We get the impression he spent most of his time intoxicated, on one substance or another. We didn’t know this at the time, but he now tells us that he used to drink so much he’d have black-outs. A few times a week he’d wake up with no memory of what happened to him the night before.”

“Sounds like a familiar story, doesn’t it?” Harry said, with a smirk in my direction. “Most of us spent our college days throwin’ back a few, am I right?”

He was at least twenty-five years older than I was, but he was acting as if we were old fraternity brothers.

“One day about a year and a half ago, he spent the evening as he usually did, drinking and smoking pot. And the next morning he woke up in the bed of a girl he knew. The girl was lying next to him. She’d been strangled to death.”

“I think I read about this,” I said.

“You probably did,” Harry said. “Pete was in all the papers. He was even on TV.”

From his tone you could almost think he considered it something to be proud of.

I remembered a fair amount about it. I hadn’t followed the case closely, but for a few weeks after it happened, you couldn’t pick up the paper without reading about the damned thing. Murder, sex, a “comely coed”: from the standpoint of the media, it was perfect. If the girl and her killer had met over the Internet, that would have made it even better, but as far as the media was concerned, that was the only juicy possibility it was lacking.

One reason I remembered it was that it was so grisly. She’d been beaten before being strangled. I remembered peppy tabloid accounts of all the blood on the scene.

“He confessed to the crime, didn’t he?” I said.

Griffin slammed his fist on my desk. Everything on the desktop jumped: my pencil holder, my date book, my coffee mug.

“He did not confess!”

Mrs. Griffin was calmer than her husband. “You have a good memory, Mr. Singer,” she said. “He did confess. The thing is, though, he tried to take his confession back.”

“And?”

“The judge told the jury to disregard it,” she said. “The police had already read him his rights. Or at least they say they had. Peter was too scared and confused to remember whether they had or not.”

“If he didn’t do it, why did he confess in the first place?”

“He wasn’t in his right mind,” she said. “He was sleeping when the police burst into the room. So here he was, this, this boy, waking up beside a dead girl, with no memory of the night before, and five policemen telling him that they knew he did it so he might as well make things easy on himself and confess. He would have confessed to the murder of Abraham Lincoln if they’d told him to.”

She began to cry. She looked in her bag for a tissue, but couldn’t find one. I had a box on my desk and I pushed it toward her.

She looked as if she needed about ten days’ sleep. She was dressed neatly, in a skirt suit, but she was a mess. Her fingernails had been chewed down to nothingness; her lipstick seemed to have been randomly applied; and she had an earring in only one ear. On a different person, the single earring might signify a bid for hipness. On Ann Griffin, the only thing it signified was that she was too unhappy to take care of herself.

Her husband was an overgrown boy. But she seemed like a grown woman, a woman who was having trouble holding it together.

“You say he woke up when the police came into the room?” I said.

“They broke the door down,” she said.

“Who’d called the police?”

“We don’t know,” she said.

“We should be able to get a tape of the 911 call.”

“Our lawyer tried, but it turns out that there wasn’t a 911 call. Somebody called the police department’s main number.”

This was odd. Who would go to the trouble of doing that instead of calling 911? Someone who didn’t want to be recorded. I couldn’t think of any other reason.

“What can you tell me about the girl?” I said.

“Her name was Jane Heller. My son had been going out with her for about three months. He says he didn’t really know her.”

“What does that mean?”

“Peter tells us that his relationship with Jane never had a chance to progress beyond the purely physical stage.”

“So you don’t know anything about her?”

“We know that she was very serious. She would study in the library until it closed at midnight, then they’d meet up and spend the night together, and then, first thing in the morning, she’d be gone. When he told us about her—before she died—we were hoping that some of her seriousness would rub off on him.”

“Peter still doesn’t remember anything at all about that night?” 

“No,” she said. “He says it’s all a blur to him. Less than a blur.”

“And are you both convinced that he didn’t do it?” I said.

Harry Griffin looked as if the question outraged him. I put my hand on my mug of coffee, in case he started pounding on my desk again. “Of course he didn’t do it! Our boy could never do a thing like that!”

I had known him for only ten minutes, but I’d already learned to ignore him. I waited for his wife to speak.

“I am sure,” she said. “As I told you, Peter suffers from blackouts, and he’s done some stupid things when he’s been drunk. But he’s not a boy who could have committed murder.”

“What kind of stupid things has he done?”

“When he was in high school, he once gift-wrapped the cat. Over spring break during freshman year, he drove our car into a tree. He once threw his guitar into a burning fireplace. He’s done a lot of stupid things, but he’s never done anything brutal. He’s never done anything sick.”

“I’ll start by talking to him. It would help if you can get me a list of his friends, his teachers, anyone else you think I should talk to.”

“Of course,” she said.

I slid a notepad and a pen toward her, and she started writing things down.

“Do you have a picture?” I said.

I would be meeting him soon enough, when I visited him in prison. We’d both be sitting in assigned seats; I wasn’t going to have to pick him out of a crowd. So there was no practical reason to look at a picture of him. And yet I wanted to.

His mother looked in her purse. She handed me a photograph.

He was a college student, but he still looked like a boy. He was sleepy-eyed and innocent looking. 

My own son was not yet five years old. My own innocent boy. He lived with his mother and sister on the other side of the country. I hadn’t seen him in six months and I hadn’t even seen a photograph of him in more than three weeks. When Claire and I split up, she was conscientious at first about sending me new pictures every week, but she’d slackened off.

“Our boy couldn’t have done this, Mr. Singer,” Ann said. “He couldn’t have.”

She was trying to sound certain, but I could hear in her voice that she wasn’t certain at all. She didn’t really know who her son was. 


Two

The jails where they put the poor feel like concentration camps. The jails where they put the rich feel like summer camps. The jail where Peter was being held felt like something in between. The halls had the same dreary, instantly recognizable smell you find in junior high schools, hospitals, and mental institutions. It was some kind of sad animal smell that human beings give off in places where they don’t want to be. 

The visiting room was a long gray room filled with long gray tables. Inmates and their wives were scattered around the room, most of them locked into glum silences. It looked like a sad lunchroom. This was no plastic or glass separating the inmates from their visitors—you had to empty your pockets and pass through three levels of security before getting in—but I didn’t notice any of the couples holding hands. 

The young man who was waiting for me bore little resemblance to the one I’d seen in the picture. Peter’s head was shaved. His face was gaunt. The boy in the picture had an open, trustful expression; the young man before me looked as if he expected the worst.

“My mother said you might be able to help me,” he said.

“I’m going to try.”

“I hope you can do more than try. I don’t know if I can survive here.”

“You’ve survived here this long.”

“I’ve kept myself going by thinking about the appeal. If the appeal doesn’t work, I think I’m just going to go under.”

 “The best way I can help you is by trying to find out who killed Jane Heller. What can you tell me about the night she died?”

“I don’t remember much. I remember going to bed together. But I was drinking pretty heavily. I can’t even tell you whether we did anything in bed or just fell asleep. After that, I don’t remember anything until I woke up in the morning. With the police smacking me in the face to wake me up. And Jane lying there dead.”

“Are you sure you didn’t kill her?”

“I told you, I can’t remember anything. So I don’t have an alibi, if that’s what you mean. But I’ve never done anything violent in my life.” Unless you include gift-wrapping the cat, I thought. “The last fight I ever had was in fifth grade. Why would I suddenly wake up in the middle of the night and want to attack Jane and then go back to sleep again?”

“Did the police do a toxicology work-up on you?”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Did they get a urine sample to see what drugs were in your system?”

“No. I don’t think so. Why? Should they have?”

“I don’t know. I’m just thinking out loud.”

“I can’t really remember everything that happened that first day. It still seems more like a nightmare than like real life. But I don’t think they did.”

“All right. What can you tell me about Jane?”

“I didn’t really get a chance to know her. We’d only hooked up a couple of months before it happened.”

“Three months, your parents said.”

He shrugged. “I guess.”

“You must have had some impressions of her,” I said.

He looked at me, trying to figure out if I was insulting him. Finally he gave up. 

“Well, she was very studious. She was very serious. She was different from me. Maybe that’s why she liked me. She never drank or smoked or did drugs. She never partied. I think my life was exciting for her.”

Mr. Excitement. 

“That’s why she liked you, maybe. Why did you like her?”

He thought about this for a minute.

“She was nice,” he said.

“You care to elaborate on that?”

“She liked hanging out with me, and she didn’t want to change me. She wasn’t always giving me a hard time about my habits.”

“Your habits?”

“Drinking. Smoking pot before breakfast. And, you know, fooling around with other girls.”

The ideal of courtly love, still alive and well in the hearts of America’s youth.

“All right,” I said. “Did you know the names of any of her friends?”

“Yeah. There was Willa, and there was—”

“It would be best if you could write them down for me.”

I gave him a notepad and a pen. Before you meet with a prisoner, the guards frisk you, and they take away anything that might be dangerous, but in a minimum-security prison, they let you keep your pad and pen. Even so, after I took them out of my jacket pocket and passed them to Peter, one of the guards in the corner looked like he was going to come over and take them away. But he weighed about three hundred pounds, and he must have decided it would be too much trouble. He settled for giving us a hard look.

He wrote down two names. The first was Willa. The second was Sue.

“Willa?” I said. “Sue?”

“Yeah,” he said.

“Willa what? Sue who?”

He shrugged. 

“I don’t know their last names,” he said. “They were in her English class, or her Spanish class. I’m not sure.”

“Do you know of anybody else she was close to?”

“I know she was close to her sister. They talked on the phone all the time.”

“Did she have any enemies?”

“I know that there were people in school who didn’t like her. I don’t know if I would have called them enemies.”

“Who didn’t like her?”

“She once told me the board of trustees didn’t like her. And the frat boys. She said a frat boy once spat on her at a party.”

“You know why these people didn’t like her?”

“She wrote for the school paper. She wrote some shit that got them mad.”

“What did she write?”

He shrugged.

“I don’t really know. I’m not much of a reader.”

“She didn’t tell you about it?”

“She might have. I think she did.”

“What did she say?”

He shrugged again.

“I can’t really tell you. I was usually pretty wasted when I was around her. She talked a lot, sometimes, but I was never really paying attention.”

“Did she ever talk about her parents?”

He shrugged a third time. 

“I can’t really remember that either,” he said.

I looked down at the table for a little while. It wasn’t that I’d run out of questions; it was that I’d run out of questions he might have a shot at answering. I was afraid that if I asked him one more question and received a shrug in response, I might slap him.

“Peter, you understand I’m trying to help you.”

“I understand that.”

“So do you understand that the best way you can help me help you is by telling me everything you can?”

“I am telling you everything I can. I just didn’t know her. I didn’t know anything about her except that she liked sleeping in the same bed with me.” 

His eyes were tearing up.

“Look, Mr. Singer, there’s something you should understand about me, which, if you just heard about me from my mother, you probably don’t understand. What you should understand is that I’m worthless.”

He waited for me to say something—to contradict him, perhaps.

I didn’t. So he went on.

“I can’t help you find out what happened because I was too fucked up to notice anything that was going on around me. I’m glad you’re trying to help me. I want your help. But I’m not saying I deserve your help. I’m a worthless piece of shit, really. All I’ve really done in my life is get high and try to get over on girls. Any of these guys in this place probably deserve your help more than I do. I don’t know what my parents are paying you, but unless you really need the money, you can forget about me with a clear conscience.” 

His lower lip was trembling. 

“Don’t cry, Peter. You’ve been in here how many months? Crying isn’t a smart thing to do here. You should know that by now.”

He tried to pull himself together. He put his head in his hands for a minute. When he lifted his head again, he looked like he’d pulled himself together. 

“If I can help you get out of this place,” I said, “I’ll be happy to have a discussion with you someday about whether you’re worthless or not, and what you might be able to do about it. But that’s for later.”

“All right,” he said.

“I’m in for the duration,” I said. “I told your parents I’d do everything I can to find out who killed Jane, and I will. If you can think of anything that might help me, I want you to get in touch with me as soon as you can.”

“All right,” he said, but I could tell he hadn’t been listening to me. “You know,” he said, “sometimes I think that if I ever get out of here, I’m going to try to live more like she lived. I didn’t think about her enough while she was alive. I didn’t cherish her. But maybe I can still learn from her. I want to do something for other people. I was thinking maybe I’ll even go pre-med and apply to medical school.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said.

The guard in the corner had gotten up, signaling that visitors’ hours were over. 

“I’m going to try to help you out here,” I said. “In the meantime, just try to hold on.” 

“That’s easy for you to say. You don’t know what it’s like in here.” 

He was right. I really didn’t.


Three

“This is a sad one,” Kate said.

“What do you mean?” I said.

“She sounds like she was a great kid.”

Kate put a file on my desk. It was odd to hear her referring to Jane Heller as a kid, since Kate herself was twenty-four.

Kate was my assistant. She was working for me part-time while she was getting her MFA in creative writing from NYU. 

I was a little bit worried that she was starting to love the job too much. I didn’t want her to end up working as a detective. I didn’t want her to end up working in a field where she could get hurt. 

“What have you found out?” I said.

“I’ve found out that she was wonderful. I spent most of last night reading the articles she wrote for the school paper. They’re all online. You get a real taste for what kind of person she was. She sounded warm, and funny, and…I’m not sure how to put this…politically concerned without being politically correct.”

She sounded as if she were talking about a new friend. 

“Reading everything she’d written for the paper was like watching her grow. In her first year she was writing fluff. Little feature stories about sharing makeup with your roommates and dating boys from other schools. Even then, you get the sense she was a great person. It’s all very funny, and very well written, and it doesn’t take itself too seriously. Then something seemed to happen to her in her sophomore year.”

“What do you mean?”

“She blossomed. Her interests became more serious and her writing got even better. She wrote one piece that shouldn’t have ended up in a school newspaper at all. It could have been in the Nation. It was a two-part article about the school’s investments, and it got her into a lot of trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“It upset some of the trustees very badly. Some of them wanted to get her kicked out. They claimed that she’d illegally obtained school records.”

“Did she?”

“I can’t quite piece it together. There’s a lot of he-said she-said. My guess is that she had a friend who worked in the dean’s office or something, who smuggled her in and let her look through the files after dark. Something like that.”

“I’m assuming that wasn’t what they were actually upset about.”

“Correct,” Kate said. “The school’s endowment was handled by a money manager who claimed to be making socially responsible investments, but Jane was the first person who ever really followed the money. And she found out that some of these socially responsible corporations were running sweatshops in the third world. And she also found out that the school knew about it. It’s really a good article. You could publish it in the New Yorker without changing a word.” 

“Two minutes ago you said the Nation. You’re giving her a promotion already.”

“The more I think about her, the more I like her,” Kate said. “I tell you, Singer, she was good. She was as good as I am.”

“She couldn’t have been that good,” I said.

Kate smiled.

“Almost as good,” she said.

“What else?”

“There were a couple more things I thought you should know about. One was that a different article she wrote in her sophomore year might have had prevented one of the teachers from getting tenure.”

“What was the story with that?”

“He was a political science teacher. He was very popular with a small group of students. Apparently there’s a contingent of very conservative students, mostly in the fraternities, and this teacher was one of their heroes. Jane wrote an article about the different teachers who were up for tenure that year, and she did some digging and found out that he plagiarized his PhD thesis.”

“How did she find that out?”

“She read the thesis, and it felt off to her. She wrote that it sounded like it came from another era. So she did some poking around and she discovered that he’d taken it, pretty much word for word, from something written in the 1960s by some guy who was one of the founding fathers of modern conservatism. Kirk. James Kirk, maybe?”

“James T. Kirk was the captain on the original Star Trek. A great man, and an inspiration to all who have dreamt of exploring the universe and bedding down with alien space babes in many distant galaxies, but not the father of modern conservatism. I think you might be referring to Russell Kirk.”

“Russell Kirk. That’s it.”

“What was this guy’s name?”

“I believe it was Spock,” she said. “Just kidding. His name was David Silver.”

“Would someone commit murder because he didn’t get tenure?”

“Someone might, but David Silver didn’t. On the night she was killed he was appearing at a panel in Fresno, California, on how to combat the radical left in the academic world.”

She opened the folder and pulled out two articles about the conference at which he’d appeared. She had highlighted the paragraphs about his contribution to the panel discussion.”

I looked up at her and smiled. Her research skills never ceased to impress me.

“I feel a raise coming on,” she said happily.

“Did you turn up anything else?”

“There was one other thing that I thought might come in handy. The paper ran a series where people would write brief pieces about their favorite teachers. Jane wrote something about a literature teacher and a history teacher.”

She pulled the article from the folder. She’d highlighted the teacher’s names. Dominique Lilla and Jerry Stirner.

“You’re the best,” I said. 

“So what’s your next move?” she said.

“I guess I’ll just go up to Waverly and talk to people.”

“Will you pretend to be a freshman?” she said. “Walk around in disguise?”

She was joking. I had just turned thirty-eight.

“That would probably be the best plan,” I said.

“College life has changed a little since your day. Whatever you do, you shouldn’t go around in a raccoon coat, waving a little flag with the school colors.”

“Is school spirit a thing of the past, then?”

“I’m afraid so,” she said.


Four

Waverly College is in Putnam County, a little more than an hour north of the city by car. The campus was beautiful, even in December, in the hard cold bleakness of the end of the fall. It looked like a little enchanted village, a world unto itself.

My first stop was the office of the campus newspaper. I’d spoken on the phone to the editor, a student named Willa Jansen, who had worked with Jane Heller for two years. She was, of course, the Willa whom Peter had mentioned. 

On the phone she’d sounded harsh and angular, but when I met her I found that she looked like a cheerful puppy. She was snacking from a box of Malomars and drinking a Diet Coke. 

“A real private detective,” she said. She shook my hand. As a matter of feminist principle, she gripped my hand so heartily it felt like she was trying to break a few of my fingers. 

“You’ve got quite a grip,” I said.

“I wanted to impress you. Do you go around saying things like, ‘Hey sister—hand over the gat?’”

“I said it just yesterday.”

She held out the box of Malomars to me and I shook my head.

“Never before lunch,” I said.

“But it’s a Malomar! Doesn’t it remind you of your youth?”

She seemed irrepressibly buoyant, and I almost regretted having to remind her why I was there. 

“Tell me about Jane,” I said.

“I’ll be happy to tell you about Jane,” she said. “But first I want to ask you why you want to know about Jane. After we got off the phone I realized I never asked.”

“I’ve been hired by Peter Griffin’s parents to look into her death.”

 “It’s about time,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“Nobody on this campus believes that Peter was the one who killed Jane.”

“If you don’t think Peter did it, then who do you think did?”

“Whom.”

“I think it’s who, actually.”

“I’ll look it up later,” she said. “Anyway, I don’t have one particular person in mind. But I know where to point you. There are ten people I know of who—well, if you put them all in a room, I could tell you for sure that somebody in that room was the one who killed her.”

“And who are those ten people?”

“Has anybody told you about the Redeemers?”

“Nobody has,” I said.

“The Redeemers is a group of young conservatives on campus. That’s what they call themselves, anyway. Fascists is more like it. Fascist frat boys. I’m sure they have a manifesto somewhere spelling out everything they believe in, but as far as I can see they believe in an America ruled by white men for the benefit of white men.”

“They should be happy then,” I said. “That’s what we’ve got.”

“They should be, but they’re not. They think the country is being run by gays and blacks and Jews. And feminists, of course. Bra-burning feminists. All they talk about is taking it back.”

“What’s the connection with Jane?”

“Jane got them angry during her sophomore year when she outed one of their heroes for the dishonest little phony he was.”

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
\
~

COLD TRAIL
RAYMOND MILLER






