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This One’s For Melanie, With Love.

IN MEMORIAM:

Randall Kostoff; Scott Gagel; Tony Huggins. Good Men All.



JACK CARSON had always been a man of few words. Like many men of his generation who’d been taught to speak through action, he also had a deeply-embedded respect for language, for the power of words and what they could do.

But Jack’s words fail him when he witnesses the murder of Stanley Tedros, a local soft-drink mogul. In the late stages of Alzheimer’s, Jack can’t give more than scattershot details to the police. He wanders hopelessly with a voice recorder in his shirt pocket — a gift from the dead man’s nephew, a grasp at the hope of memory and words. Stanley’s death was arranged by his nephew’s wife, an ambitious, unsatisfied woman named Corrine. She sees a future in the family business, but only if they sell, which Staley refuses to do. His murder, for her, becomes less a means to an end than a twisted justification for her whole life. For her husband Buddy, it was the crushing loss of his father figure.

Ben Decovic, a recent transplant to Magnolia Beach, South Carolina working Patrol, takes an interest in the case. Coming from his own devastating loss, it’s vital to Ben that he understand the motives behind this lurid crime.

Dark and beautiful, Late Rain explores the fear that drives how far people are willing to go to find what they want, and the irreversible steps they’ll take to get it.
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PART ONE



ONE

PATIENCE WAS ALWAYS A SUCKER’S GAME.

The way Corrine Tedros saw it, the meek could take their places, dutifully line up, and patiently stand there until eternity tapped them on the shoulder and Judgment Day rolled around, but the only portion of the earth that they would ever lay claim to or ever call their own was the portion that had been, and forever would be, embedded beneath their fingernails.

Corrine understood the difference between patience and waiting.

Sunday afternoons, however, were a different story. Corrine felt as if she were trapped within a single moment, the same one opening and unfolding over and over again, fourteen months of Sunday afternoons in Magnolia Beach, South Carolina, and having to sit across the dining room table from her husband’s uncle, Stanley Tedros, Stanley wearing the same brown suit and starched white shirt buttoned all the way to the neck each week as he held court, shoveling food and talking at the same time.

It wasn’t a pretty sight, and for that matter, neither was Stanley. A gnome, that’s what he reminded Corrine of. One of those ceramic lawn ornaments. You could stick him in somebody’s front yard, and nobody would know the difference.

By all rights, Stanley should have been in the ground years ago. He was old, his odometer clocking eighty-five, and when Corrine had married Buddy fourteen months before, she had assumed, erroneously as it turned out, that Stanley wouldn’t be around for long.

Stanley liked to tell everyone he was too busy to die.

Today, Stanley was riding one of his favorite topics — the current shabby state of American culture. “My parents weren’t born here,” he said. “They were immigrants and saw the country for what it was, and they made themselves Americans. They didn’t have a lifestyle. They had a life. Nobody understands the difference anymore.”

Corrine looked down at her plate. Nothing different there either. The same meal Stanley made a show of preparing each Sunday — pot roast and a pile of vegetables that had been boiled so long that the color had leached from them.

And to drink, a can of Julep, of course.

Julep was Stanley’s cash cow. Before it hit the market, Stanley had been nothing more than a third-tier bottler and distributor of a line of generic soft drinks, the anonymous six-for-a-dollar variety cluttering the lower shelves in a Piggly Wiggly or Winn Dixie. Julep changed all that, starting out with a strong regional following and then unexpectedly catching national attention when Jack Brandt, star of the hit TV series Firing Pin, closed the season with on-site filming in South Carolina and shipped thirty cases of Julep to L.A. and served it at a heavily media-covered bash he threw to celebrate the six month anniversary of his graduation from detox to sobriety.

After that, Julep caught on big.

Corrine looked up from her plate. Stanley was still talking and chewing. “At bottom,” Stanley said, “everything’s a question of character. Always has been.” She watched him wave a fork at Buddy.

No, Corrine thought, keeping her expression neutral. At bottom, it was an older story. Luck and timing. That’s what mattered. You kept your eyes open and your hands free. When you saw what you wanted, you grabbed. She had learned that lesson by the time she turned eight.

Stanley set down his fork and got up from the table. “Time for Side B,” he said, before disappearing into the living room.

That was another element in the Sunday afternoon ritual that Corrine had to endure — Stanley’s taste in music. He alternated every other week with his favorite albums.

This afternoon it was the Broadway version of Zorba The Greek.

Last Christmas, in an admittedly transparent conciliatory gesture that she hoped would cut some of the tension that existed between Stanley and her, Corrine had bought a state-of-the-art sound system and the CDs of Zorba and Savina Yannatou, Haris Alexiou, Angela Dimitriou, Stella Konitopoulou; a hit parade of names she had no idea how to pronounce. Stanley, however, characteristically went on and undercut the gesture, making a show of thanking Corrine, but then saying he would stick with the ancient turntable and albums, maintaining they best captured the “authentic” qualities of the music.

From the living room came the opening strains of “Only Love.”

Corrine looked over at her husband. Buddy shifted slightly in his seat and still wore the all-purpose smile, easygoing and deferential, that substituted for sustained thought and a backbone when he was around his uncle.

“When?” Corrine asked.

“I haven’t forgotten,” he said. “I’m just waiting for the right opportunity.”

“Now, Buddy,” Corrine said.

He nodded, his gaze grazing hers, and when Stanley returned from the living room, Buddy cleared his throat and finally got around to the subjects of the buy-outs, asking Stanley if he didn’t think it might be a good idea to meet with the reps again and reconsider what they were offering.

“You know,” Buddy said, “just listen, that’s all. Keep an open mind. It can’t hurt.”

“Hyenas,” Stanley said around a mouthful of pot roast. “Nothing else but. All of them.”

Stanley chewed and looked over at Corrine. He had the mien of a prosecuting attorney who’d just finished his closing statement to a jury he knew he had in his pocket. Despite herself, Corrine felt the hairs on her arms rise.

Buddy cleared his throat again and gamely went on. “I mean, James Restan, just as an example. He’s put together a very attractive package. You sell, you’ll be doing all right.”

“How about Anita Duford?” Stanley asked.

“Who?” Buddy quickly glanced over at Corrine and then back to his uncle.

“Anita Duford,” Stanley said. “You think she’ll be doing all right if we take Restan’s offer? Restan’s or either of the other two nosing around?”

“I don’t know any Anita Duford,” Buddy said.

“That’s because you don’t pay attention. I introduced you.” Stanley leaned forward in his seat. “Anita’s forty-two, five kids, and a grandmother three times over. Quit school in the eighth grade. A couple of husbands along the way, never stuck around. Sings in the choir at Ironwood Baptist. Makes a nice pecan pie. Has worked on the line, first shift, for sixteen years. Missed three days of work in the last five years.”

Stanley speared two stalks of asparagus, folded them around his fork, and jammed them into his mouth and continued. “What do you think is going to happen to Anita when Restan takes over and starts restructuring?”

“He said there would be minimal cuts,” Buddy said quickly. “He stressed that.”

“You want to be the one to explain that to Anita, Buddy? Or to Lora Hilburne, Hank Owen, or Brenda White? Or any of the others you forgot the name of that’ll be shown the door if we sign over Stanco Beverages to James Restan?”

Stanley picked up his knife, carved another slab of pot roast, and dropped it on his plate. “Stanco’s mine,” he said. “And it will stay that way. I’ve got my own plans for distribution.”

Corrine imagined Stanley choking on a piece of food.

A chunk of boiled potato, say, or a nice rare wad of pot roast, Stanley’s face going as red as her nails, Corrine sitting back and enjoying the show. Her husband Buddy would be of no help, as clueless as ever when it came to acting decisively, and Stanley Tedros would gasp and thrash his way to a slow and painful death.

Corrine snapped back to the afternoon as Stanley said, “God gave man two heads, Buddy, but just enough blood to make one of them work.” He pointed his fork and, around a mouthful of food, delivered a follow-up that Corrine almost missed.

The air left the room. Corrine dropped her silverware and pushed back her plate.

“Are you going to let him get away with that?” she asked. She brushed Buddy’s hand off her arm. “Are you?” she repeated. Buddy adjusted the tiny collar on his dark blue polo shirt. “Just calm down, ok?”

“He called me a hooker.”

Buddy frowned. “He did? You sure?”

“You’re going to just sit there?”

Buddy lifted, then dropped his hand.

Stanley tapped the side of his glass with a fork. “Ok, there. Enough.” He paused and probed his upper plate, using his index finger to adjust the fit of his dentures. His eyes never left Corrine’s.

“I was explaining a basic truth to Buddy,” he said finally. “About God giving man two heads.”

“I heard that,” Corrine interrupted. “And I heard what you said afterwards. You said, ‘And that’s what you get for marrying a hooker, Buddy.’”

“Looker. I said that’s what you got, Buddy, a looker.”

“You’re lying, Stanley. I heard what I heard.”

“Corrine,” Buddy began, but she told him to shut up. Her hands had begun to tremble, and Corrine dropped them into her lap, balled them into fists. Something lurched in her stomach.

Stanley went back to cutting his meat.

Corrine knew she should drop the whole thing, but she couldn’t shake Stanley’s mocking smile or the way his eyes had zeroed in on hers when she challenged him. Her anger pushed her on, and she leaned forward and said, “You couldn’t pay a hooker enough to fuck you, Stanley.”

He barked out a short laugh, then winked. “You might be surprised, Corrine.” He paused and shrugged. “And then again, maybe not.”

Corrine turned to Buddy. “I want to go home. Now.”

Stanley waved off her words. “A little misunderstanding,” he said. “That’s all it was. You need to be more forgiving, Corrine. You’re too high-strung.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Hey, what are we talking about here? Words. That’s all. Sticks and stones and all that.” He paused and ran a napkin across his mouth. “Just words, Corrine. Besides, if you think about it, can’t a looker be a hooker or a hooker a looker? It’s like the song says, ‘You say Poe-tay-toe, I say, Poe-tat-toe.’ Any way you slice it, in the end, you’re still looking at French fries.”

“I’m leaving, Buddy. I’ll wait for you in the living room.”

“Hey, what about dessert?” Stanley said, not bothering to get up when Corrine walked past.

The living room bore the stamp of Stanley’s origins. It was dreary and oppressive and cluttered, and despite Stanley’s net worth, relentlessly blue-collar in its furnishings and décor. He was living in the same North Shore neighborhood and the same house he’d bought when he moved to Magnolia Beach. Nobody upon entering it would find any sign of what Stanley was actually worth.

Buddy’s voice carried from the dining room as he tried to placate Stanley.

Corrine walked over to the turntable as Side B of Zorba The Greek finished. She watched the arm lift and return to rest. Then she opened her purse.

It took her a while to find her nail file.



TWO

MID-SHIFT WAS THE USUAL PLATTER. Ben Decovic worked his patrol sector, North Shore to the border of the downtown district and west to I-17. He responded to calls involving a stolen ATV, a lost German Shepard named Brigadier, two fender benders, a noise complaint involving a cadre of college students pilot-testing a couple twelve-packs and attempting to break the sound barrier with a new entertainment system. He took his dinner break at a Denny’s, pushing an undercooked omelet around on his plate and drinking two cups of watery coffee. The rest of the time, he ran the routine, driving in repeated loops through his sector, as swallows darted and the light drained from the sky.

He stayed on the move, fell into a rhythm that ran like an alternating current. He anticipated. He reacted. He drove and he watched. He monitored the radio.

After he’d resigned from the Ryland Ohio Homicide Division, Ben had drifted south and eventually taken the first available opening on the Magnolia Beach Police Force and had seen it as a sign of sorts that it had been in Patrol. That had been fine with him. He told himself he could live with the step down in salary and status. He’d been on the job for ten months since then. Working Patrol carried its own kind of sense.

Homicide required a different set of eyes, and Ben Decovic had come to distrust his.

So he returned to Patrol, a part of him welcoming the reassurance of its rhythm and routines, and another part, one that was tied to his past and everything he once believed he was and knew, saw each shift as an unruly hybrid of penance and test.

He was waiting for a day that did not hold a reminder of the need for each.

At a little after nine, he swung down Pine Street and parked curb-side opposite a small white house with green shutters. The front porch light was on, a high-watt bulb throwing a wide semicircle of light almost halfway down the slope of the lawn.

Ben radioed in his location, and Juanita, the dispatcher, laughed and said, “Right on schedule, as usual, Decovic. Tell your honey hello for me.”

Ben took out his flashlight and walked up a blacktopped driveway, pausing a moment to check the lock on the garage door and then moving into the backyard and the long tangle of shadows that the mercury light perched on the lip of the garage roof could not unknot and scatter.

He walked the perimeter of the yard. Then he returned to the front of the house and knocked on the door. Ben reattached the flashlight to his belt and listened to the click of the deadbolt.

“All clear, Miriam,” he said.

“Thank you.” She stepped away from the door. “I’ve already poured us a cup.”

All the lights in the house were on. Ben followed her into the living room, Miriam Holmes taking a seat on the couch, Ben dropping into a green plaid easy chair angled so it faced an ancient color television on low and tuned to CNN.

“Thank you, once again, for checking,” Miriam said. “You must think it silly, but the news these days, it’s just full of such stories that an old woman like me can’t help but worry some.”

Ben smiled. “You’re not old, Miriam. And a little worrying about the state of the world is ok, too.”

She nodded slowly. “Better safe. That was what Fredrick always said, and it’s still true.” She pointed at the cup on the table next to Ben. “It’s going to get cold.”

The house was small and cluttered with memorabilia and possessions from the forty-seven years of marriage Miriam and Fredrick Holmes had shared, everything anchored in place by Miriam’s memories. The fireplace mantel was thickly clustered in photographs. Ben sat in Fredrick’s favorite chair. He drank his coffee from a cup belonging to the set of china Fredrick had bought her on their thirtieth anniversary. He knew the story behind the print of Charleston’s Rainbow Row hanging above the couch, the one behind the braided oval rug on the pine floor, and the two small sweet grass baskets on the end table.

Just as he knew the story of Fredrick Holmes’s last day on earth, all the details of the Thursday morning in an Indian summer October three years ago: Miriam having started the coffee, Fredrick, though retired, up early and already dressed for the day and standing at the front window, waiting for the delivery of the paper, which turned out to be twenty minutes later than usual, Miriam bringing two cups of coffee into the living room just as it finally arrived, Fredrick opening the door and Miriam taking his place at the window, watching him start down the lawn surrounded by that early autumn light and brilliant color, a calendar day she remembered calling it, the lawn still bright green though the trees had turned, Fredrick moving with his characteristic purposeful stride, a moment and a morning like so many others in their lives, until she noticed a sudden hitch in Fredrick’s step, and a second later his heart exploded and Fredrick collapsed, and forty-seven years of marriage ended as abruptly as fingers hitting a light switch, no time for 9-1-1 or EMS calls, for defibrillators or nitro or for even setting down the two cups of coffee Miriam was still holding.

“I hate to be a bother,” Miriam said. She remained perched on the lip of the couch.

“You’re not,” Ben said.

“What you hear,” she said. “The world and all. What goes on. So many disturbing things.”

Ben nodded.

“If only ...,” Miriam began. She looked away for a moment, her gaze lingering on the fireplace mantel and the photographs crowding it.

Ben felt his smile tighten. He drowned it in the coffee cup.

“Hostages,” Miriam said, “to Fortune. That’s what Fredrick used to call them. I never fully understood what that meant until he was gone, and they moved away.”

Ben worked on a nod. The mantel held a crowded chronology of a boy and girl moving toward early adulthood, but even though he was sure Miriam had told him their names, he drew a blank on them. A small blossom of panic opened in his chest.

“An old woman going on and on.” Miriam pulled and straightened the sleeves of her housedress. “I don’t know where my mind is tonight. I just remembered I forgot to bring out the pound cake. Everything is turned around. Even the weather. It’s too warm and dry for the first week of March. I can’t remember one like it.”

Ben got up from the chair. “That’s ok, Miriam. The coffee was fine.”

“I’ve already cut you a slice,” she said. “I’ll wrap it up. Won’t take a minute.”

“That’s ok,” Ben said. “I really should get back to the car.”

“Won’t take a minute,” Miriam said.

She turned and hurried into the kitchen. Ben glanced at the photographs. He spidered the front of his uniform, touching the buttons, his fingers abruptly falling away when he reached the center of his chest.

Then Miriam was back, smiling and pressing a square of pound cake wrapped in wax paper on him, thanking him again and wishing him godspeed, and Ben was out the front door and moving across the lawn, the wind running through the trees and threaded with the faint cries of gulls, Miriam at the window watching, as he retraced Fredrick’s last steps on the way to the cruiser parked curb-side.



THREE

THE BATHROOM DOOR off the master bedroom was open and leaking thin clouds of steam. Buddy was in the shower, singing an off-key rendition of some Beach Boys song that had been on an oldies station on their drive back from Uncle Stanley’s earlier.

Corrine had yet to undress or completely calm down. She paced the length of the bedroom, still feeling the weight of Sunday, the peculiar way that time gathered itself, swelled, and pressed against her insides.

She held her hands out before her. They would not quite stop shaking. She was not sure if she felt angry or apprehensive. The warm, queasy feeling still nested in her stomach.

Corrine told herself she would not think of Phoenix.

She would not think of Betsy Jo Horvath or Wayne LaVell.

She was Mrs. Corrine Tedros now.

She had never been in Stanley’s plans for Buddy. Stanley was big on plans, especially if they originated with him. He’d always intended for Buddy to settle down with one of the eligible Greek women in the community, and when Buddy ended up marrying Corrine, Stanley had gone Old Testament and pronounced, I don’t give it eighteen months. You’ll see.

And kept saying it. Publicly and privately.

At times, he made it sound like a statement of fact. At others, it came across as a prediction, a warning, a command, threat, or promise.

But never as a question.

From the shower, Buddy sang about California Girls.

Corrine stopped pacing and kicked off her shoes. They were low-heeled sensible shoes that along with hose and the navy blue dress were standard fare for Sunday dinner with Stanley. Something conservative and wifey.

Once again, she’d made the mistake of expecting more out of Buddy than he could deliver. Corrine had coached and prodded, counted on his making a strong case for the Restan buyout of Stanco Beverages, but Buddy had characteristically rolled over at the first sign of disagreement from Stanley.

The buyout would have changed everything.

She’d be stuck in Magnolia Beach until Stanley died. Or until he tried to make good on his pronouncement on the marriage.

When Buddy finally inherited Stanco Beverages, there was no guarantee that the current buyout offers would resurface or if they did, that they would be as lucrative as the present ones.

Right now, the Restan offer was the kind of money that changed things forever.

Julep was the beverage of choice at the moment. No one, let alone Stanley Tedros, could have predicted its meteoric rise and reign among men and women from thirty to fifty, particularly white-collar workers. Julep was embraced as the first genuine adult soft drink. Its relative scarcity, Stanco Beverages being the sole manufacturer and distributor, only added to its allure. It was a marketer’s wet dream. The public was already sold on Julep; they simply wanted more of it.

Restan and the other two reps for the soft drink conglomerates were talking figures attached to a dizzying number of zeroes for the right to give that public what it wanted.

Corrine had hoped Buddy could get Stanley to come around. Buddy’s parents had died in a car accident when he was six, and Stanley, who’d never married, had taken in his brother’s son and raised him as his own. Stanley Tedros might have wanted to bill himself as a hard-working, self-made entrepreneur, but at bottom, he was a Greek and big on family and blood ties. Buddy, if anyone, should have been able to convince Stanley to take Restan up on his offer.

The problem, though, Corrine knew, was and would always be Buddy himself. He had no backbone. Stanley might have mentored him in preparation for taking over the business, forcing Buddy, after he’d graduated from college, to learn it from the ground up by making him work on the line and then methodically moving him through each of the company’s divisions, and Buddy might have dutifully done everything his uncle asked, but in the end it was a lost cause, the equivalent of a Doberman trying to train a Chihuahua to be an attack dog.

It turned out to be patently simple for Corrine to lead Buddy through the steps of eventually proposing to her. Corrine had read him correctly from their first encounter when she’d been waitressing at Sonny Gramm’s supper club in Myrtle Beach and been tapped one Friday night to cover a bachelor’s party in the banquet room. Buddy and a bunch of his former frat brothers meeting in Myrtle Beach, acting like bad little boys, spilling their drinks and oogling the two by-the-numbers strippers performing to bad Areosmith, Corrine making sure Buddy was included in her station after another waitress pointed out who Buddy was, Corrine knowing just how to move and how far to lean over and how to flash a smile that promised more than the two strippers could ever hope to deliver, and by the end of the night making sure she delivered on that promise, giving Buddy the fuck of his life, and then the next morning retracting that promise with a nicely timed bout of tears, a carefully constructed heart to heart full of orchestrated remorse and guilt and fear that Buddy would get the wrong idea about her, Corrine going on to bookend the session by blindsiding Buddy’s vanity, quietly telling him with averted eyes that Buddy had unlocked something in her that she didn’t know was there, a level of sexual ecstasy that she had never experienced before that left her feeling vulnerable, happy, and afraid at the same time because she didn’t know what all this meant or where it left them.

They were married three weeks later.

Corrine had been Buddy’s first and only real rebellion against his Uncle Stanley’s influence and plans for him, and she’d worked hard to make sure Buddy’s loyalties were divided, but though Corrine might have gotten Buddy, in the end it had not been on her terms. Stanley Tedros had monkey-wrenched her plans. She’d gotten worried that Buddy had been on the verge of caving in to Stanley’s plans that he marry a nice Greek girl. Corrine had done everything she could think of, but Stanley was immune to her charms and continued to stonewall her, and Corrine eventually had to jettison the MGM-scale wedding she’d envisioned and push Buddy into an on-the-run elopement and honeymoon in Hilton Head.

Stanley had countered by giving them a house as a belated wedding present, forcing Corrine to once again downsize her desires and trash the blueprints for the place Buddy had promised to build for them and then manufacture some enthusiasm and appreciation for the two and a half story that mimicked one of three possible floor-plans in a subdivision named White Pine Manor, full of young professionals in west Magnolia Beach.

Corrine swallowed her resentment and went into full wifeymode whenever Buddy and she were around Stanley, but it didn’t seem to do any good. She couldn’t get Stanley to buy into the package. He might pretend to for a short time, but inevitably he would begin to torment her, taking small potshots, tossing out insinuations that always threatened to become the Judgment Day accusation or revelation that Stanley, biding his time, was happily waiting to deliver.

The drumming of the shower stopped. A couple moments later, Buddy stepped into the bedroom with a towel knotted at the waist. He moved to the bureau and mirror and picked up a comb. Corrine asked him if he’d left her any hot water.

“Plenty to go around,” he said.

“Good. I want to take a long, hot bath.”

Corrine finished undressing. She caught Buddy looking at her in the mirror. He raised his eyebrows and smiled.

“You could talk to him again,” Corrine said. “And try a little harder this time. Maybe if I wasn’t there, he’d listen.”

“He’s right, you know,” Buddy said, running the comb through his hair. “You’re too high-strung.”

“That’s not the problem here, Buddy.”

“Ok, ok,” he said. “I’ll talk to Stanley first thing in the morning. Give it another try.”

“Don’t forget what James Restan said about the stock options.”

“I know, I know,” Buddy said.

Corrine dropped the clothes she had bundled in her arms. She wasn’t in the mood, but Buddy was the only thing she had to work with right now.

She turned and pulled down the covers on the bed. Buddy unknotted the towel at his waist and followed his bobbing erection to her.

He’d put on weight in the last five months, a good fifteen pounds thickening his waist, and it was just starting to show up in his face too, blunting his features so that Buddy appeared to be exactly what he was: a thirty-two-year-old boy who was edging his way into early middle-age, one of those men whose eyes and smile were always at odds with the rest of his flesh.

Buddy climbed into bed and over her. “Oh Corrine,” he said. “You’re the last word on lovely.”

Corrine closed her eyes and a moment later felt Buddy’s lips on hers, gentle at first, then increasingly insistent, Buddy, like all the men she’d known, impatient to move those lips down her neck to her breasts where need eventually betrayed them. Long ago, Corrine had discovered a simple truth: all men want the tit. And she had come to understand the power that truth bestowed.

Corrine arched her back. Buddy mouthed and sucked and dropped a hand between her legs.

“Oh honey,” Buddy said. He worked two fingers inside her.

Corrine let herself slip into the sequence of practiced responses that would result in a believable orgasm on her part, Buddy moving inside her now, Corrine murmuring encouragement, lifting her hips and letting them fall with each thrust, Buddy’s weight pressing on her.

Corrine kept her eyes closed.

Along the way, she began thinking of Stanley Tedros.

She could see him on the back of her eyelids, an image that slowly sharpened and came into full focus with the clarity of a Polaroid photo developing.

A funeral home. Stanley in his casket. Arms crossed on his chest. A carnation in the lapel of his omnipresent brown suit.

Stanley dead. She could see it. Absolutely and once and for all.

Corrine felt Buddy’s breath coming in shorter and shorter bursts on the side of her neck and then something else, a tremor from deep inside her that followed its own demands, and she was suddenly wet, Corrine squeezing her eyes tighter, carrying the image of Stanley in his casket with her as Buddy moved in and out and said her name over and over again, her body suddenly taking over, running ahead of her and crashing in an orgasm that was every bit as histrionic as the one she’d been preparing to fake for her lawfully-wedded husband.



FOUR

THE AFTERNOON LIGHT WAS CLEAR and unsparing and reminded Ben Decovic of the lighting at a line-up. It set its own terms, requiring you to look closely, and then waited for the rest of you to catch up and recognize who or what was suspect.

Decovic U-turned the cruiser at the county line and approached the city limits and a sign reading

WELCOME TO MAGNOLIA BEACH, SC

“The Other Myrtle Beach.”

More boomtown boosterism.

The sign was new, the brainchild of the Magnolia Beach Tourist Bureau and City Council. The same one was planted at each of the city’s compass points, the slogan duplicated on the home page of the city’s website as well as on the borders of the brochures and flyers funneled through hundreds of travel agencies across the country.

He’d heard someone say the bureau and council were working to fund a series of commercials to be run on the major networks.

He’d been living and working in Magnolia Beach for ten months.

At the time, it seemed as good a place as any to start over.

Decovic followed Ocean Drive into North Shore, one of the city’s oldest neighborhoods. North Shore had yet to be trammeled by the development mania. It was hit and miss middle class, most of the houses built in the forties and fifties with generous lots by current standards and filled with magnolia, pine, and live oaks. The neighborhood reminded Ben of a radio station whose signal wavered in and out of focus. He drove past blocks of homes maintained in a time-warp Norman Rockwell respectability, bordered by others sliding toward a low-rent destiny straight out of Erskine Caldwell.

The light followed him.

His fingers twitched on the steering wheel. He reached up and adjusted the visor.

What’s there and what’s not, he said to himself. Keep the line between each clear. That’s all for now. Enough for now.

He glanced down at his left hand and the pale blue ink smudge on the inside of his wrist.

Decovic passed a scattering of home-based small businesses. A welding shop. Florist. Lawnmower repair. Sewing and alterations. Second-hand clothes and used appliances. A corner grocery. A bait and tackle shop.

He was the first to respond to the call from the Bull’s Eye.

Edwin, the owner, was waiting for him outside in the oyster-shell parking lot. Flanked by a couple of muddy pickups and pampered muscle cars, he waved at Ben and then glanced back at the bar’s entrance. True to its name, the entire front of the building was haphazardly papered in fading shooting-range targets, most of which were trembling or flapping in a steady ocean-laced March wind.

“The problem here, Edwin?” Ben said.

“See for yourself.” Edwin ran his hand over his head and stepped away from the door.

The inside of the Bull’s Eye was steeped in a murky light. Next to the cash register a cheap plastic boombox cranked out early Metallica. Ben nodded at the regulars lining the bar. Most returned the greeting, but a couple made a point of turning their backs.

“Down there,” Edwin said, then ducked behind the bar to serve up new orders.

A man circled one of the small tables fronting the long pool table and the cues racked on the north wall. He was wearing a gray sweatshirt and brand new blue jeans, the square cardboard tag still attached to the right rear pocket. His off-white athletic shoes were untied.

Ben cleared his throat. The man paused in his circling. Ben put him in his early forties, the eyes a decade ahead of him. They were dark brown and blurred by an afternoon of boilermakers, their corners a stack of weather-worn wrinkles.

Amidst the empties on the table were a black disposable lighter, a box of wooden kitchen matches, and five complimentary matchbooks from a local pancake house. Hanging on the top rung of one of the chairs was a black baseball cap with the front brim awkwardly scissored off.

“For all intents and purposes,” the man said and then sat down. He set his hands on the table. His fingertips were blistered and bright red.

Ben waited for him to continue, and when he didn’t, Ben asked his name.

“Ronald.” He lowered his head and pulled over the kitchen matches. He lifted the box to his ear and shook it as if he were about to roll a set of dice.

“Ronald what?”

“Fill in the blank,” he said. He looked up at Ben. “Come on. Nothing to it. Think hamburgers and then tell me what kind of parents would do that to their own offspring.”

Ben, caught off-guard, smiled despite himself.

“There you go,” Ronald said, nodding at Ben. “I saw that.”

“Take it easy,” Ben said.

After three tries, Ronald got one of the wooden matches lit. Its tip sputtered, then flared. Ronald touched it to his left cuff.

“What exactly is going on here, Ronald?”

“What’s going on,” he said, looking up at Ben, “is I’m trying to set myself on fire, but I can’t get this sweatshirt to catch.” He shook his head. “I mean, go figure. All the synthetics they use in these, you’d think they’d go right up.”

Ben let his hand drop near the baton on his belt. He wondered where Poston was. He’d confirmed he was running backup.

Ronald twisted in his chair and shouted in the direction of the bar, “Edwin, there was no need to call the cops. If I’d got the sweatshirt going good, I’d have taken it outside.”

Ben moved quickly with the cuffs. Ronald lowered his head and tried to palm one of the matchbooks. Ben leaned over and pushed them all into the center of the table.

“Protect and Serve,” Ronald said. “What’s that mean exactly by the end of the day?”

“What’s that have to do with the matches, Ronald?”

He shook his head and smiled. “Some things can’t be helped. You ever think about what it means to say that?”

“Not sure I’m following, Ronald,” Ben said.

Ronald tilted his head, making a show of furrowing his brow and studying Ben. He seemed disturbed by what he saw. “You’re right,” he said. “You’re not following me. You’re already ahead of me. I see that now. You better watch your step.”

“That sounds like it might be a threat.”

“Maybe it was meant as a warning, maybe a sign of concern.” Ronald paused and looked at the ceiling. “You know, the easiest person in the world to fool is always yourself.”

Edwin called over that Poston had just pulled into the lot.

“What rhymes with ambulance?” Ronald said.

“That’s enough,” Ben said.

Ronald looked at the matches Ben had pushed to the center of the table. He nodded once, then said, “If I was a Buddhist monk, a couple gallons of high-test, and we’d be talking Holy.”

Poston cleared the door, quickly looked around, and then hustled in Ben’s direction. “I’m sorry, man,” he said. “I radioed in, but all the closest available units were tied up. A tractor-trailer overturned on 17.”

Poston’s face was flushed as if he’d been exercising or out in the sun too long. That and the buzz cut and the clear, untroubled blue eyes made him look even younger than he was. Poston was less than a year out of the academy. He hadn’t lived or worked long enough to cast a shadow yet.

Or to have to live in one, Ben thought.

“I got here as soon as I could,” Poston said.

“It’s ok. Everything’s under control, right, Ronald?” Ben leaned over and pulled him to his feet.

“It’d be nice to think so,” Ronald said.

“You want me to take him in and run the paper?” Poston said.

“He’s all yours,” Ben said.

“His name’s really McDonald?” Poston said.

Ben nodded, then filled him in on the charges.

“He tried to set himself on fire?” Poston said. “Jesus. Why would anyone want to do that?”

Ronald smiled at Ben.

A moment later, he lifted his cuffed hands and pointed at Ben’s chest.

“You’re missing a button, Officer,” he said. “Third one down from the neck. Center of your chest. There’s nothing there.”



FIVE

FURNITURE WAS Corrine Tedros’s revenge.

For now, it was the best she could do to get back at Stanley and his unwavering ideas of home and character.

She couldn’t push it further than that. Stanley Tedros kept maintaining her marriage to Buddy wouldn’t last a year and a half, and even though Corrine had soldiered through fourteen months with Buddy and he was as pliable and clueless as ever, Stanley’s pronouncement was still quietly unnerving. It was like thinking you were alone in a dark room and then suddenly getting tapped on the shoulder.

Corrine checked the living room clock against her watch. King Street Furniture had promised to deliver by noon. They were close to an hour late.

She had ordered a new loveseat and two matching wing chairs and three new lamps. Corrine wanted them in place before Stanley swung by this evening.

She was determined to never let the house even come close to a home.

Corrine could already anticipate Stanley’s disorientation and disdain when she led him to a seat in the living room, Stanley who had not redecorated his home in over forty-five years and who prided himself on never throwing anything away because he could never be sure he wouldn’t find some use for it. Stanley, all immigrant thrift, sacrifice, and no-nonsense, exquisitely uncomfortable in his nephew’s and wife’s house because with the furnishings constantly changing he was never able to get his full bearings or give anything even close to his blessing to the lives within its walls.

Stanley’s obvious discomfort and bewilderment over the new and ever-changing furnishings was the closest Corrine could come to outright revenge.

At least for now.

The next door neighbor’s dog started barking, a signal that the mail had arrived.

There was a reassuring weight to seeing her name on the mail she took from the box next to the front door. She rifled through the envelopes, watching her name appear over and over. She was Mrs. Corrine Tedros. The name erased everything else. She was clean and clear of Phoenix and the names she’d lived in there.

Corrine left the front steps and walked into the middle of the front lawn, then stopped. She kicked off her shoes. She looked up and down the street. At this time of the afternoon, everything was empty and quiet. The houses up and down the block shadowed each other, all of them in White Pine Manor having three basic layouts. Corrine had memorized each, just as she knew each of the houses tipped the scales at 3100 square feet and the lots clocked in at one-third acre.

She turned and faced her house. A two-and-a-half-story Mock Tudor, with the emphasis on the Mock, it had been a wedding present from Stanley Tedros, his way of literally and figuratively putting Corrine in her place. She and Buddy had talked about building their own home, Corrine conjuring up the layout to its rooms, savoring each detail, Buddy and she even scouting out lots, but as their wedding approached, Stanley had gone to work on Buddy’s resolve and Corrine’s character, Stanley constantly pointing out to Buddy all the eligible Greek women in the area and praising their virtues, evoking family, tradition, and the importance of the blood flowing through each, until Corrine, worried about how things were beginning to play out, had convinced Buddy to elope. Stanley had the last word though, giving them the house in White Pine Manor as a belated wedding present and making sure Corrine understood its point: White Pine was peopled by those who had yet to fully arrive, the development occupying a nebulous position just north of the mid-point on the slope of the area’s social register.

Still holding the mail, Corrine stood in the middle of her front yard and lifted her arms and closed her eyes and felt the warmth of a spring sun on her face and imagined the whole of White Pine Manor on fire, every home ablaze, every shrub and flower and lawn burning beneath a sky empty of clouds, any rain coming too late.



SIX

THE OFFICER DRIVING the blue and white reminded Jack Carson of a minor league saint, some obscure foreign holy man whose gaunt Byzantine profile belonged in a dusty corner panel of stained glass or stamped on a small coppery-green religious medal.

“Did I hurt him?” Jack asked. He waited. The name eventually bumped into view. “Don Meade.”

The cop glanced over at Jack, then went back to his driving. Outside, the afternoon light was pale and thin.

Jack Carson thought it was probably April. Maybe March.

The officer hesitated, then said, “Meade’s ok.”

It might have been afternoon, but the inside of the cruiser smelled like a late Saturday night, the point where promise collided with disappointment but had yet to curdle into regret or resignation.

“I’ve got references.” Jack cupped the back of his neck with his left hand. “I do good work.”

He shook his head and then looked out the window. “Don Meade doesn’t. He doesn’t have to.”

Jack closed and opened his fists. The skin around the knuckles was tight. The cuts he expected to see weren’t there.

“The bids, they were supposed to be sealed,” he said.

“I wouldn’t know about that,” the officer said.

“You know the apartment complex over on Warley? Barely five years old and you see what shape it’s in. That’s Meade’s work.”

The officer reached up and adjusted the rearview mirror.

“You have kids?” Jack asked.

The officer waited a long moment before answering, “No.”

“If you did,” Jack said, “you’d understand why I needed the bid on renovating the recreation center.”

Just as he would have understood what tore loose in Jack Carson when Don Meade walked into the High Tide and started buying everyone drinks, a little early celebration, Don Meade everybody’s pal, brother-in-law to the president of the city council and star of his own television and radio commercials, Meade Construction, let us build your dreams, and Jack Carson for his part wondering if he could make this month’s payroll, his own construction company once again losing out to the bigger outfits, Jack angry and afraid in equal measures because his word and his work had always been good, and then Don Meade stepping up and setting a beer in front of him and dropping his hand on Jack’s shoulder.

Jack was not sure how many times he’d hit Meade.

He looked out the passenger window. A street sign, white on green, popped up and disappeared in a blur of consonants. Two vowels, a and e, followed like a comet tail.

“Almost there, Jack,” the officer said.

Jack leaned forward and tried to read the left pocket on the cop’s chest. D-E-C-O-something. The light kept getting in the way of the rest.

Jack hoped it wasn’t something about the bus. They hadn’t pressed charges yet, but there’d been some ugly undercurrents.

The officer hit the signal and turned down a street lined with magnolias. The leaves were a dark waxy green and shaped like a hand with its fingers extended and tightly pressed together.

Jack kept bracing himself for a smudge of yellow among the green and then the appearance of the bus, squat as a loaf of bread.

Over the next block, he counted his breaths.

Something was not right, he told himself.

Like a magician who didn’t know anymore what his hand would pull from the hat.

That’s what it felt like sometimes.

The bus thing, it had just gotten away from him. He hadn’t meant anything. He needed the paycheck.

The officer took another left. Jack craned his head and barely managed to catch the street sign: DeHaviland.

The movie star or the airplane. That’s what he was thinking. They sounded the same, but he was pretty sure one of them had two l’s.

The officer turned his head in Jack’s direction. “You know where we are, Jack?”

Jack didn’t remember saying the name out loud.

The radio crackled and buzzed. It sounded like some movie extraterrestrial clearing its throat.

The obvious tapped Jack on the shoulder. He wondered why he hadn’t thought of it earlier.

He was sitting up front in the cruiser.

That meant no crime or charges. It was something else then.

A slow panic began filling his chest. Jack glanced over at the cop.

“Is it Carol?” he asked finally. He thought of murky ultra-sounds, Henderson the OB/GYN man clearing his throat, Carol soldiering it for seven and a half months, the baby, their first, riding low and ticking in her womb.

“No,” the officer said and smiled. “Carol’s ok.”

The smile didn’t match the eyes though. They saw more than they were giving back.

Jack’s panic slowed but didn’t subside. He needed to ask the cop something about Carol, or maybe it was that he needed to tell the cop something about her, but everything inside was running away from him.

The officer cleared his throat. “Hey Jack, you still with me here?”

Jack nodded and looked toward the street. The long slant of afternoon light. The parallel lines of magnolias. Older middle-class homes, most of them white and vinyl-sided, their lawns shedding winter and working their way to green.

He tried to insert a life into the scene.

The cop followed DeHaviland to Farrow and took a right. He drove three blocks north. Along this stretch, the houses had a frayed respectability, their former middle-class seams showing.

The cop slowed and then glanced over at Jack. He hit the turn signal and pulled into a T-square driveway full of crushed oyster shells. The afternoon light threw itself against the windshield.

The house was a weathered one-story with a wrap-around porch and sat on a wide lot dotted with white pines, live oaks, and crepe myrtles. It was a good twelve feet off the ground, supported by six telephone-sized poles. The space beneath the house to the left of the front stairs was used in lieu of a garage. This afternoon it was empty.

“Shit.” The cop peered over the steering wheel and rubbed his jaw. “Any idea where she is, Jack? Aren’t Tuesdays her day off?” Jack frowned. “You told me Carol was all right.”

“I’m talking about Anne, not Carol,” the cop said. “Anne, your daughter. It’s Tuesday.”

Jack pointed through the space between the rearview mirror and the passenger-side visor. “Isn’t that her?”

A girl, somewhere between eleven and thirteen, stepped onto the landing and peered over the railing. She was wearing jeans and a pink knit top. An expression that Jack couldn’t read scuttled across her features.

The cop was already opening his door. “No,” he said. “That’s not Anne. Sit tight, Jack, until I find out where she is.”

The radio crackled and buzzed, the voices a call and response that was buried in static. Jack watched a gull break over the roofline of the house and disappear into the afternoon. He closed his eyes for a moment and repeated the name of his wife to himself, a makeshift chant, keeping its syllables alive on his lips.



SEVEN

“WE’LL TRY THE RESTAURANT,” Ben Decovic said, backing the car around.

The Salt Box was a little over a half-mile away, one of the dozens of family-owned restaurants clustering the northern shoreline of Magnolia Beach. Ben had gotten into the habit of eating there on a regular basis.

He called in his location. Once out of the car, he tied Jack’s shoe and then led him inside. The greeter was in her early twenties, left eyebrow pierced, a T-shirt designed to mimic a painter’s palette, and dark red shorts. She tapped a clipboard against an overly thickening thigh. “Forty minutes, minimum, for a table. We’re really swamped today.”

Ben looked over her head into the crowded interior. “I can see that. But we’re not here to eat. I need to talk to the assistant manager.”

The greeter sighed. “Ok. You can wait over there.”

Ben led Jack to a small alcove. There were seats built into the walls and a large hibiscus with salmon-colored blooms sitting beneath the front window.

A few minutes later, a short, dark-haired woman appeared. She wore a green Salt Box apron tied around the waist of a new pair of jeans, a white oxford shirt, and white athletic shoes. She was pretty in a way that surprised you, possessing a quiet understated beauty that only came into focus after a second or third look. Her eyes were a very light brown, large and startlingly clear, but today the flesh beneath them was smudged with exhaustion.

“Oh no,” she said. “Not again. That’s the second time in less than three weeks.”

“I found him on Crescent.”

“Oh Dad, what am I going to do with you?” She stepped toward him, then stopped.

“Ms. Carson  — ,” Ben began.

“Anne.” She held up her hand. “Remember? I told you to call me Anne?”

Ben remembered too late and inwardly winced. He liked the woman and had been stopping by the restaurant on breaks and the end of shifts for a while now. The beer was always cold, the hush-puppies homemade, and the seafood gumbo top-notch. The Carson woman had a nice smile and a way of making you feel at home.

“I need to get to work,” Jack said, abruptly standing up.

Anne Carson lifted her arms, putting her hands on her father’s shoulders, and slowly pushed him back down to the seat. Then she sat next to him and began gently to rub his arm.

“He kept mentioning something about a bus,” Ben said.

Anne Carson sighed. “After dad lost the construction company in Myrtle Beach, we moved here. He hung in as an independent contractor but still picked up odd jobs.” She reached up and touched her father’s cheek. “One of them was driving an elementary school bus.”

Ben waited.

“When he started to get confused ...,” she said and paused, looking over Ben’s head toward the door.

“I’m sorry, but we’re talking a little bit more than confusion here.”

It was her turn to wait before speaking.

“All of us who know him missed the signs at first,” she said. “Ok? Or we didn’t want to see them.”

Ben saw where she was headed. “Then your father lost a busload of kids.”

Anne Carson nodded. “Nobody was hurt.” She went back to slowly rubbing her father’s arm. “But that was the beginning of where we are now.”

She looked up at Ben. “Look, I’m really sorry. I had to come in because another manager took a half-day. Mrs. Wood was supposed to be watching him this afternoon, but she had to leave early. Then my daughter Paige missed her ride home from school.” She paused and raised her hands. “I get off in an hour. I thought he’d be all right til then.”

“You mentioned something about new medication last time,” Ben said. “It’s not working?”

“The doctors were optimistic. They’d seen some encouraging signs in some of their other patients.” She paused and squeezed the bridge of her nose. “It doesn’t seem to be making much of a difference with my father though. At least none that I can see.”

Ben glanced down at his watch. “What are you going to do with him until you’re done?”

She bit the lower corner of her lip. “The banquet room’s not being used. I’ll put him in there.”

“Ok, but I have to point out — ,” Ben started.

Anne held up her hand. “I know where you’re headed. I’ve talked to Social Services. And I’ve checked out nursing homes. I can’t afford to put him in a good one.” She paused and looked away. “And I’m not sure I would even if I could. My daughter and I are all he has left.”

She turned and took her father by his arm, and he got unsteadily to his feet.

She nodded and smiled at Ben, and once again, he was struck by her eyes, how pretty they were, and he wondered too as she led her father away, how long it had been since they’d seen a full night’s sleep.

It was a familiar question. One that he’d asked himself on more than a few occasions.



EIGHT

OFF SHIFT AND LEAKING insomnia like a slow wound, Ben Decovic prowled his apartment at the White Palms.

It was 3:07 AM.

He’d tried reading. Television. The radio. The internet.
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