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For Monica Derham




“All you need for a movie is a gun and a girl.”


    —JEAN-LUC GODARD





Chapter 1


ALL HE WANTED was a case of beer.


And it looked like he was going to have to get it himself.


The way Stile explained it, “I can’t hardly get a case of Labatts on the back of a Yamaha.”


“That’s okay,” Pellam said into the cellular phone.


“You want a six-pack, I can handle that. But the rack’s a little loose. Which I guess I owe you. The rack, I mean. Sorry.”


The motorcycle was the film company’s but had been issued to Pellam, who had in turn loaned it to Stile. Stile was a stuntman. Pellam chose not to speculate on what he had been doing when the rack got broken.


“That’s okay,” Pellam said again. “I’ll pick up a case.”


He hung up the phone. He got his brown bomber jacket from the front closet of the Winnebago, trying to remember where he’d seen the discount beverage store. The Riverfront Deli was not far away but the date of his next expense check was and Pellam did not feel inclined to pay $26.50 for a case even if it had been imported all the way from Canada.


He stepped into the kitchenette of the camper, stirred the chili and put the cornbread in the small oven to heat. He had thought about cooking something else for a change. Nobody seemed to notice that whenever Pellam hosted the poker game he made chili. Maybe he would serve it on hot dogs, maybe on rice, but it was always chili. And oyster crackers. He didn’t know how to cook much else.


He thought about doing without the beer, calling back Stile and saying, yeah, just bring a six-pack. But he did the calculation and decided they needed a whole case. There would be five of them playing for six hours and that meant even a case would be stretched pretty thin. He would have to break out the mezcal and Wild Turkey as it was.


Pellam stepped outside, locked the camper door and walked along the road paralleling the gray plane of the Missouri River. It was just after dark, an autumn weekday, and by rights ought to be rush hour. But the road dipped and rose away from him and it was deserted of traffic. He zipped his jacket tight. Pellam was tall and thin. Tonight he wore jeans and a work shirt that had been black and was now mottled gray. His cowboy boots sounded in loud, scraping taps on the wet asphalt. He wished he had worn his Lakers cap or his Stetson; a cold wind, salty-fishy smelling, streamed off the river. His eyes stung, his ears ached.


He walked quickly. He was worried that Danny—the scriptwriter of the movie they were now shooting—would show up early. Pellam had recently left a ten-pound catfish in Danny’s hotel room bathtub and the writer had threatened to weld the Winnebago door shut in retaliation.


The fourth of the poker players was a grip from San Diego who looked just like the merchant marine he had once been, complete with tattoo. The fifth was a lawyer in St. Louis, a hawkish man with jowls. The film company’s L.A. office had hired him to negotiate property and talent contracts with the locals. He talked nonstop about Washington politics as if he had run for office and been defeated because he was the only honest candidate in the race. His chatter was a pain but he was a hell of a good man to play poker with. He bet big and lost amiably.


Hands in pockets, Pellam turned down Adams Street, away from the river, studying the spooky, abandoned redbrick Maddox Ironworks building.


Thinking, it’s damp, it may rain.


Thinking, would the filming in this damn town go much over schedule?


Would the chili burn, had he turned it down?


Thinking about a case of beer.


“ALL RIGHT, GAUDIA is walking down Third, okay? He works most of the time till six or six-thirty but tonight he’s going for drinks with some girl I don’t know who she is.”


Philip Lombro asked Ralph Bales, “Why is he in Maddox?”


“That’s what I’m saying. He’s going to the Jolly Rogue for drinks. You know it? Then he’s going to Callaghan’s for the steak.”


As he listened, Philip Lombro dipped his head and touched his cheek with two fingers formed into a V. He had a long face, tanned. The color, though, didn’t turn Lombro bronze; he was more silvery, like platinum, which matched his mane of white hair, carefully sprayed into place. He said, “What about Gaudia’s bodyguard?”


“He won’t be coming. Gaudia thinks Maddox is safe. Okay, then he’s got a reservation at seven-thirty. It’s a five-minute walk—I timed it—and they’ll leave at quarter after.”


Ralph Bales was sitting forward on the front seat of the navy-blue Lincoln as he spoke to Lombro. Ralph Bales was thirty-nine, muscular, hairy everywhere but on the head. His face was disproportionately thick, as if he were wearing a latex special-effects mask. He was not an ugly man but seen straight on, his face, because of the fat, seemed moonlike. Tonight he wore a black-and-red striped rugby shirt, blue jeans and a leather jacket. “He’s on Third, okay? There’s an alleyway there, going west. It’s real dark. Stevie’ll be there, doing kind of a homeless number.”


“Homeless? They don’t have homeless in Maddox.”


“Well, a bum. They’ve got bums in Maddox,” Ralph Bales said.


“Okay.”


“He’s got a little Beretta, a .22. Doesn’t even need a suppressor. I’ve got the Ruger. Stevie calls him, he stops and turns. Stevie does him, up close. I’m behind, just in case. Bang, we’re in Stevie’s car, over the river, then we’re lost.”


“I’ll be in front of the alley then,” Lombro said. “On Third.”


Ralph Bales didn’t say anything for a moment but kept his eyes on Lombro. What he saw was this: a hook nose, kind eyes, trim suit, paisley tie . . . It was odd but you couldn’t see more than that. You thought you could peg him easily as if the silver hair, the tasseled oxblood loafers polished to a spit-shine, and the battered Rolex were going to explain everything about Philip Lombro. But no, those were all you could come up with. The parts and the parts alone. Like a People magazine photo.


Lombro, who was calmly looking back into Ralph Bales’s eyes, said, “Yes? Do you have a problem with that?”


Ralph Bales decided he could win the staring contest if he wanted to and began to examine the swirl of hair on the back of his own hand. “Okay, I don’t think it’s such a good idea, you being there. But I told you that already.”


“Yes, you did.”


“Okay, I still don’t think it’s a good idea.”


“I want to see him die.”


“You’ll see pictures. The Post-Dispatch’ll have pictures. The Reporter’ll have pictures. In color.”


“I’ll be there from seven-fifteen.”


Ralph Bales was drumming his fingers on the leather seat of the Lincoln. “It’s my ass, too.”


Lombro looked at his watch. The crystal was chipped and yellowed. Six-fifty. “I can find somebody else to do the job.”


Ralph Bales waited a moment. “That won’t be necessary. You want to be there, that’s your business.”


“Yes, it is my business.”


Without response Ralph Bales swung the car door open.


That’s when it happened.


Sonofabitch . . .


A thud, the sound of glass on glass, a couple of muted pops. Ralph Bales saw the man—a thin guy in a brown leather jacket—standing there, looking down, a sour smile on his face, a smile that said, I knew something like this was going to happen. Foamy beer chugged out of the bottom of the cardboard case, which rested on its end on the sidewalk.


The man looked at Ralph Bales, then past him into the car. Ralph Bales slammed the door and walked away.


The man with the rueful grin said, “Hey, my beer . . .”


Ralph Bales ignored him and continued along Adams.


“Hey, my beer!”


Ralph Bales ignored him.


The man was stepping toward him. “I’m talking to you. Hey!”


Ralph Bales said, “Fuck you,” and turned the corner.


The tall man stood staring after him for a moment, his mouth twisted and indignant, then bent down and looked into the window of the Lincoln. He cupped his hands. He tapped on the window. “Hey, your buddy . . . Hey . . .” He rapped again. Lombro put the car in gear. It pulled away quickly. The man jumped back. He watched the Lincoln vanish. He knelt down to his wounded carton, which was pumping beer into the gutter like a leaky fire hydrant.


MADDOX POLICE DEPARTMENT Patrolman First Class Donald Buffett watched the last of the beer trickle into the street, thinking that if that had happened in the Cabrini projects on the west side of town you’d have a dozen guys lapping it out of the gutter or knifing each other over the unbroken bottles.


Buffett leaned against a brick wall and watched the guy—Buffett thought he looked like a cowboy—open up the case and salvage what he could, like a kid picking through his toys. The cowboy stood up and counted what looked to be maybe twelve, fifteen surviving bottles. The cardboard box was soaked and disintegrating.


Buffett had expected him to take a swing at the man who stepped out of the Lincoln. There was a time, before the service, before the academy, when going for skin was what Buffett himself would have done. He watched the cowboy lining up all the good bottles in the shadow of a Neuman furniture warehouse, hiding them. He must have been planning to go back to the store. He dumped the box in the trash and wiped his hands on his pants.


Buffett pushed off from the wall and walked across the street.


“Evening, sir,” he said.


The cowboy looked up, shaking his head. He said, “You see that? You believe it?”


Buffett said, “I’ll keep an eye on them, you want to get a bag or something.”


“Yeah?”


“Sure.”


“Thanks.” He disappeared down the empty street.


Ten minutes later, the cowboy returned, carrying a plastic shopping bag, which held two six-packs. He also carried a small paper bag, which he handed to Buffett.


“I’d offer you a Labatts but they probably got rules about you being on duty. So it’s a coffee and doughnut. A couple sugars in the bag.”


“Thank you, sir,” Buffett said formally, feeling embarrassed and wondering why he did. “Didn’t have to.”


The cowboy started to pick up the beers and loaded them in the shopping bag. Buffet did not offer to help. Finally the cowboy stood up and said, “John Pellam.”


“Donnie Buffett.”


They nodded and didn’t shake hands.


Buffett lifted the coffee into the air, like a toast, and walked off, listening to beer bottles clink as the man headed toward the river.


AT SEVEN-TWENTY THAT evening, Vincent Gaudia looked down the low-cut white dress of his blond companion and told her, “It’s time to eat.”


“What did you have in mind?” she asked breathily, smiling tiny crow’s-feet into the makeup that was laid on a few microns too deep.


Gaudia was addicted to women like this. Although he viewed them as a commodity he tried not to be condescending. Some of his dates were very intelligent, some were spiritual, some spent many hours volunteering for good causes. And though he did not pursue them for their minds or souls or consciences he listened avidly as they spoke about their interests and he did so with genuine curiosity.


On the other hand, what he wanted most from this girl was to take her to his co-op, where he would tell her to shut the hell up about spirit guides and climb onto her hands and knees, then lift her garter belt with his hands and tug on it like reins. He now eased a strategically placed elbow against her breasts and said, “For the moment, I’m talking about dinner.”


She giggled.


They left the Jolly Rogue then crossed River Road and walked up Third Street, toward downtown Maddox, past foreboding warehouses, storefronts filled with blotched and decaying used furniture, ground-floor offices, dingy coffee shops. The woman squeezed closer to him against the cold. The chill air reminded Gaudia of his boyhood in Cape Girardeau, when he would walk home from school shuffling leaves in front of his saddle shoes, working on a toffee apple or Halloween candy. He had pulled some crazy stunts at Halloween, and he could not smell cold fall air without being stirred by good memories. Gaudia asked, “What’d you do on Halloween? When you were a kid?”


She blinked then concentrated on her answer. “Well, we had a lot of fun, you know. I used to dress up mostly like princesses and things like that. I was a witch one year.”


“A witch? No way. You couldn’t be one if you tried.”


“Sweetheart . . . And then we’d go for tons of candy. I mean, like tons. I liked Babe Ruths, no, ha ha, Baby Ruths best, and what I’d do sometimes is find a house that was giving them out and keep going back there. One Halloween I got twelve Baby Ruths. I had to be careful. I had a lot of zits when I was a kid.”


“Kids don’t go much anymore. It’s dangerous. Did you hear about that guy who put needles in apples?”


“I never liked apples. I only liked candy bars.”


“Baby Ruths,” Gaudia remembered.


“Where’re we going? This is a creepy neighborhood.”


“This is a creepy town. But it’s got the best steak house in the state outside of Kansas City. Callaghan’s. You like steak?”


“Yeah, I like steak. I like surf and turf.” She added demurely, “But it’s expensive.”


“I think they’ve got surf and turf there. You want surf and turf, order it. What you want, you can have.”


RALPH BALES STOOD on the street corner, in the alcove of Missouri National Bank, watching the couple stroll under a dim streetlight, three of the four bulbs burnt out. The girl was glued on to his arm, which probably was more a plus than anything, because if Gaudia was carrying a weapon she’d tie up his shooting hand.


Philip Lombro’s dark Lincoln Town Car, boxy as an aircraft carrier, exhaust purring, sat across the street. Ralph Bales studied the perfect bodywork, the immaculate chrome. Then he looked at the silhouette of Lombro behind the wheel. That man was crazy. Ralph Bales could not understand his wanting to watch it—watching the act of the shooting itself. He knew some guys who got off on doing people, got off on it in some scary sex way. He sensed, though, that this was something Lombro felt he had to do, not something he wanted to do.


A voice fluttered over the cool air—Stevie Flom, Ralph Bales’s partner, was doing his schizoid homeless routine. “There’s what it is, I mean, there’s it! I read the papers . . . I read the papers I read them forget what you read forget what you read . . .”


Then Ralph Bales thought he heard Stevie pull the slide on the Beretta though that might have been his imagination; at moments like this you heard noises, you saw things that were otherwise silent or invisible. His nerves shook like a dragster waiting for the green light. He wished he didn’t get so nervous.


Tapping, leather soles on concrete. The sound seemed very loud. Tapping and scuffing along the wet, deserted sidewalk.


Giggling.


Tapping.


Light glinted off Gaudia’s feet. Ralph Bales knew Gaudia’s reputation for fashion and figured he would be wearing five-hundred-dollar shoes. Ralph Bales’s shoes were stamped “Man-made uppers” and the men who had made those uppers had been Taiwanese.


The footsteps, twenty feet away.


The murmur of the Lincoln’s exhaust.


The beating of Ralph Bales’s heart.


Stevie talking like a crazy drunk. Arguing with himself.


The blonde giggling.


Then Stevie said, “A quarter, mister. Please?”


And son of a bitch, if Gaudia wasn’t stopping and stepping forward with a bill.


Ralph Bales started across the street, holding the Ruger, a huge gun, barrel-heavy in his hand. Then: the woman’s shrill scream and a swing of motion, a blur, as Gaudia swung her around as a shield putting her between him and Stevie’s. One pop, then two. The blonde slumped.


Gaudia was running. Fast. Getting away.


Christonthecross . . .


Ralph Bales lifted the heavy gun and fired twice. He hit Gaudia at least once. He thought it was in the lower neck. The man stumbled onto the sidewalk, lifted a hand briefly, then lay still.


Lombro’s Lincoln started away, accelerating with a sharp, gassy roar.


Silence for a moment.


Ralph Bales took a step toward Gaudia.


“Freeze!”


The scream came from only five feet away. Bales almost vomited in shock and the way his heart surged he wondered if he was having a heart attack.


“I mean you, mister!”


Ralph Bales’s hand lowered, the gun pointed down. His breath flowed in and out in staccato bursts. He swallowed.


“Drop the weapon!” The voice crackled with a barely controlled hysteria.


“I’m dropping it.” Ralph Bales did. He squinted as the gun fell. It didn’t go off.


“Lie down on the ground!” The cop was crouching, holding his gun aimed straight at Ralph Bales’s head.


“Okay!” Ralph Bales said. “Don’t do anything. I’m lying down.”


“Now!”


“I’m doing it now! I’m lying down now!” Ralph Bales got on his knees then lay forward on his stomach. He smelled grease and dog piss.


The cop circled around him, kicking the Ruger away and talking into his walkie-talkie. “This’s Buffett. I’m in downtown Maddox, I’ve got a 10-13. Shots fired and two down. Need an ambulance and backup at—”


The Maddox police and fire central radio dispatcher did not find out exactly where Donnie Buffett needed the backup and ambulance—at least not at that moment. The cop’s message ended abruptly when Stevie Flom stepped out of the alleyway and emptied the clip of the Beretta into his back.


Buffett grunted, dropped to his knees, and tried to reach behind him. He fell forward.


Ralph Bales climbed to his feet, picked up the Ruger. He walked over to the unconscious cop and pointed the big gun at his head. He cocked it.


Slowly the heavy blue muzzle nestled itself in the cop’s damp hair. Ralph Bales covered his eyes with his left hand. His heart beat eight times. His hand tensed. It relaxed. He stepped back and turned away from the cop, settling on one head shot for Gaudia and one for the blonde.


Then, as if they were a couple of basketball fans eager for some beers after the game, Ralph Bales and Stevie Flom walked briskly to a stolen black Trans Am with a sporty red racing stripe on the side. Stevie fired up the engine. Ralph Bales sat down in the comfortable bucket seat. He lifted his blunt index finger to his upper lip and smelled sour gunpowder and primer smoke. As they drove slowly to the river Ralph Bales watched the aura of lights rising up from St. Louis, to the south, thinking that all he would have to do now was take care of the witness—the guy with the beer—and that would be that.





Chapter 2


YELLOW LIGHT FADING in and out, going to black, black to yellow, motion, shouting, more blackness, deep deep pain, can’t breathe can’t swallow . . . The fragments of yellow light. There they go, slipping away . . . Don’t leave, don’t leave me . . .


Donnie Buffett focused for a moment on Penny’s terrified face. Pale and framed with dark hair. The sight of her terror terrified him. He reached for her hand. He passed out.


When he opened his eyes again his wife was gone and the room was dark. He had never been so exhausted.


Or so thirsty.


After a few minutes he began to understand that he had been shot. And the instant he thought that, he forgot everything—Penny, the sickening loose feelings in his back and guts, his thirst—and he concentrated on trying to remember something. One word. A short word. The one word that gave purpose to his entire life.


The Word. What is the Word? He slipped back into unconsciousness. When he woke again he saw a Filipino nurse.


“Water,” he whispered.


“Rinse and spit,” she said.


“Thirsty.”


“Rinse and spit.” She squirted water into his mouth from a plastic bottle. “Don’t swallow.”


He swallowed. He vomited.


The nurse sighed loudly and cleaned him.


“I can’t feel my legs. Did they cut my legs off?”


“No. You’re tired.”


“Oh.”


The Word. What the hell was it? Please, dear Mother of our Lord, let me remember . . .


He fell asleep trying to remember the Word and when he awoke a short time later he was still trying to remember it. Sitting across from him were two men in rumpled suits. When he looked at them he smiled.


“Hey, he’s smiling.” The man who said this was blond and square-jawed.


“Yo, Donnie,” the other man said, “I won’t ask how you’re doing, ’cause your answer’s gonna be: what a dumb-ass question—I feel like shit.” He was dark-complected, with short, slick hair. He looked at Buffett with real affection. He gripped Buffett’s hand warmly.


“They got me from behind. There was another one behind me.”


Bob Gianno, the dark-complected detective, continued, “The mayor’s coming down to see you. He wants to wish you luck.”


Luck? Why do I need luck? I’ve been lucky. I don’t need luck. What I need is to get out of this bed.


Buffett’s lips were rising and falling.


“What’s that?” Richard Hagedorn, the blond detective, leaned forward.


“Why can’t I . . .” He shook his head and said indignantly, “I had my body armor on.”


“He got you below it. That’s what they said at the press conference.”


“Oh.” Press conference? There was a press conference about me?


Gianno said, “We met your wife, Donnie. She’s really pretty.”


Buffett nodded blankly.


The detective continued, “Guess you know why we’re here. What can you tell us about the hit?”


The periphery faded fast, dissolving again into a million black dots. Yellow light, white light. His organs seemed to shift. Floating. He felt deep pain that was all the more terrifying because it did not seem to hurt. He tried to remember the word. The Word. The WORD. The answer lies in the Word.


“I . . .” His voice ended in a rasp. He inhaled hard.


“Maybe we should—” Hagedorn began but Buffett wiped sweat away from his face with the blanket and said, “All I saw was one perp. Cauc, balding, dark hair. Back was to me, I didn’t make the face. Thirty-five maybe.” A pause. The air hissed in over the dry tissue of his mouth and burned like alcohol on a cut. “Make him five ten, eleven. Weighed one ninety. Wearing a dark jacket, shirt, jeans, I think. I don’t remember. Had a big gun.”


“A .44.”


“Forty-four,” Buffett said slowly. “The other one, the one shot me . . .”


“You make him at all?”


Buffett shook his head no. Then asked, “Who was the hit?”


“Vince Gaudia and some squeeze.”


“Man,” Buffett whispered reverently. “Gaudia.” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “Peterson’s gonna be pissing red.”


Hagedorn said, “Hell with Peterson. We’re gonna get the scumbag that did you, Donnie.”


Buffett said, “I didn’t see the third one, either.”


“Third one?” Hagedorn asked. He and Gianno exchanged glances.


“The guy in the Lincoln.”


“What Lincoln?” Gianno was taking notes.


“Dark Lincoln. It was parked across the street. I didn’t get tag numbers.” Buffett coughed. “I want some water.”


Hagedorn went into the john and got a glass.


He handed it to Buffett, who hesitated then said, “I might puke.”


Gianno said, “I seen worse than cops barfing.”


Buffett didn’t puke, though, and he handed the empty glass back to Hagedorn with triumph. “Best thing I ever had in my mouth.”


The men laughed; there was no need to say aloud any of the three punch lines that materialized simultaneously in three different minds.


Gianno asked, “The guy in the Lincoln. Was he getaway?”


“No, he drove off by himself. Maybe it was somebody who had to ID the hit.”


“Naw,” Gianno said, “everybody knows what Gaudia looks like. He’s a cover boy. Well, looked like.”


Buffett said, “Well, maybe it was the guy who hired baldy.”


“Some big fish? I wonder. Donnie, you got any idea who was inside?”


“No, but I saw a guy who did.”


“There’s a witness?”


Buffett told them about the beer incident. “This guy was talking to the driver, saying something.”


“Fantastic.” Hagedorn smiled.


Gianno turned to a blank page in his notebook. “What’s he look like?”


Buffett was about to give them a description, and that’s what did it. The Word came back to him. The magic Word.


Buffett beamed. He whispered, “Pellam.”


“Tell him?” Gianno asked and looked at Hagedorn with a frown.


“His name’s Pellam.” The smile on Buffett’s face glistened and grew.


“You got his name?” Gianno nodded enthusiastically. “He live around there?”


“Dunno.” Buffett shrugged, which sent a stab of pain through his neck. He remained very still for a moment, frozen as the pain slowly receded.


“We’ll find him,” Gianno said reverently.


The smile slipped off Buffett’s face as he tried to shift his leg and found he was unable to. The sheet, he guessed, was tucked in too tightly. He absently pulled at the bedclothes and smacked his thigh. “Gotta get the circulation going. I’ve been on my butt too long.”


“We’re gonna go find this guy, Donnie.” Gianno slapped his notebook shut.


“One thing,” Buffett said, “you know witnesses. When it’s a hit like this? He’s gonna get amnesia. Bet you any money.”


Gianno snorted. “Oh, he’ll talk, Donnie. Don’t you worry about that.”


APPARENTLY SOME TROUBLE with the chili.


The beer and whiskey were gone completely, but the whole pot of chili was pretty much untouched.


Danny and Stile remained behind in the camper after the other poker players had left and they helped Pellam clean up. Danny, with his thick nose, twenty-nine-year-old’s smooth complexion, and shoulder-length black hair, resembled a Navajo warrior.


“What’d you do to the chili?” Danny said to Pellam, crinkling his nose, then emptied some ashtrays into a trash bag. Although he often said blunt things to people they rarely took offense.


The chili?


Stile slipped Labatt’s bottles into another bag and twirled his bushy mustache. Although Pellam was descended—so the family story went—from a real gunslinger, Pellam thought Stile was a dead ringer for the ancestor in question, Wild Bill Hickok. Stile was lanky and had a droopy Vietnam vet mustache the shade of his dark blond hair. He reflected, “I remember this western I worked on one time . . . I forget whose. I was falling off a cliff. I think it was an eighty-foot cliff . . . and the compressor broke, so they couldn’t inflate the air bag as much as the unit director wanted to.”


“Hm,” Pellam muttered, and stepped into the kitchenette to look at the chili. He’d eaten two bowls, piled with onions and slices of American cheese. Seemed okay to him.


“No,” Stile reflected. “It was a hundred-and-thirty-foot cliff.”


Bored again, Danny said, “Got the point.” An Oscar-nominated scriptwriter, Danny sat in deluxe hotel suites in front of an NEC laptop computer and wrote scenes that sent people like Stile off hundred-and-thirty-foot cliffs; he was not impressed.


Stile: “Man, there we were in the middle of this desert, in a very Native American frame of mind, you know what I’m saying?”


What’s wrong with the chili?


Pellam tried another spoonful. Yup, burned. It reminded him of Scotch, the smokiness. But there wasn’t anything wrong with it. It could have been intended, as if he had tried a new recipe. If it tasted like mesquite, for instance, nobody would have said anything, except maybe “Damn good chili, Pellam.”


He piled dishes in the tiny sink, rinsed some of them in the dribble of the water from the faucet.


“Anyway, when I landed I went down so far, my belt loops made an impression in the mud beneath the bag.”


“Uh. That happens sometimes,” Danny said lethargically.


To air out the camper Pellam opened the front door. Chili smoke was only part of it. The lawyer from St. Louis had been lighting one cigarette after another. Pellam had noticed that midwesterners did not seem to know this habit was bad for you.


Danny and Stile argued about who had the riskier job—Stile falling off high cliffs or Danny having to pitch his stories to producers and development people. Stile said that was an old joke, and tried to convince Danny to go base-jumping with him sometime.


“To Live and Die in L.A.,” Stile whispered reverently. “Awesome scene. The jump from the bridge.”


Pellam, still at the front door, squinted. He saw a large, boxy shadow in the grass not far from where the camper was parked. What was it? He squinted, which didn’t help. He remembered seeing that area in the daylight—it was a field full of crabgrass and weeds. What would be sitting in the middle of a lousy field this time of night? Funny, the shadow looked just like . . .


The shadow began to murmur.


. . . a car.


It accelerated fast, spraying dirt and stones, nosing quickly out of the grass, grinding the undercarriage as it went over the sharp drop to the highway.


Probably lovers, Pellam thought. Necking. He could not remember the last time he necked. Did people still do it? Probably in the Midwest they did. Pellam lived in Los Angeles and nobody he’d ever dated there necked.


It was only when he turned back to the camper that he realized that the car had not turned on its lights until it was far down River Road; because of this, the license plate was not illuminated until it was too far away to be read. Odd . . .


“Wish I’d seen it,” Danny said emphatically.


“Was just a car,” Pellam muttered, glancing toward the disappearing taillights.


The other two stared at him.


“I meant,” Danny said, “the base jump off that bridge.”


“Oh.”


Danny thanked Pellam for the game and the company but not the chili. After he left, Stile stepped into the kitchenette and began doing the dishes.


“You don’t have to.”


“Not a problem.”


He washed everything but the chili pot.


“Man, black-bottom chili. You’re on your own there, buddy.”


“I got diverted on my way back from the store.”


Stile asked, “How long you in this hellhole of a town for?”


“Till shooting’s done. Tony’s reshooting every other scene.”


“He does that, yup. Well, if we’re here next week, come over to the Quality Inn for a game. I’ve got a hotplate there and I’ll whip up Philly cheese steaks. With onions. By the by, I’m getting the Hertz tomorrow. You can have your bike back then.”


Stile had been in town three weeks and had already burned out the transmission of his rental car. Rental companies should ask for occupation and not rent their vehicles to stuntmen.


Pellam walked him to the door. “When you got here, d’you see a car parked over there?”


“Where? There? That’s just a mess of weeds, Pellam. Why’d anybody park there?”


Stile stepped outside, inhaled the air. He whistled a Stevie Wonder tune through his gunslinger mustache as he walked in long strides to the battered Yamaha with the rack dangling precariously from the back fender.


“WAS IT HIM?”


“I couldn’t tell.”


“He get a look at the car?”


“If I couldn’t tell it was him how could I tell if he got a look at the car? And if you cracked that transmission case, boy, you’re paying for it. You hear me?” Ralph Bales was speaking to Stevie Flom. They had abandoned the Pontiac and were in Ralph Bales’s Cadillac, Stevie driving.


Flom was twenty-five years old. He was north Italian blond and had gorgeous muscles and baby-smooth skin. His round face had never once been disfigured by a pimple. He had slept with 338 women. He was a cargo handler on the riverfront though he took a lot of sick days and for real money he ran numbers and did odd jobs for men who had the sort of odd jobs few people were willing to do. He was married and had three girlfriends. He made about sixty thousand a year and lost about thirty thousand of it in Reno and at poker games in East St. Louis and Memphis.


“Drive,” Ralph Bales instructed, looking back at the camper. “It’s like he was looking at us.”


“Well, was he?”


“What?”


“Looking at us?”


“Just drive.”


The night was cloudless. Off to their left the big plain of the Missouri River was moving slowly southeastward. The same water that had looked so muddy and black yesterday, when he was planning the hit, tonight looked golden—lit by the security floods of a small factory on the south shore.


Ralph Bales had thought that locating the witness would be easy. Just find the store where he’d bought the beer and trace him from there.


But he’d forgotten he was in Maddox, Missouri, where there was not much for the locals to do except be out of work and drink all day, or do muscle labor for Maddox Riverfront Services or stoop labor for farmers and drink all night. Ralph Bales, checking the yellow pages, found two dozen package good stores within walking distance of where he’d collided with the witness as he climbed from Lombro’s car.


So they’d ditched the Trans Am, sent the Ruger to sleep forty feet below the choppy surface of the Missouri and sped home to change clothes then returned here in Ralph Bales’s own car. He had shaved off the mustache, donned fake glasses, a rumpled Irish tweed cap, a pressed blue shirt open at the neck, and a herringbone sport jacket. Pretending to be an insurance company lawyer representing the cop who’d been shot, he walked from store to store until he finally found a clerk who remembered selling a case of beer to a thin man in a bomber jacket at around seven that evening.


“He said he’s got a camper parked over at Bide-A-Wee.”


“It’s that . . . What is it?” Ralph Bales asked.


“You know, that trailer park? By the concrete plant?


“One thing,” the clerk had warned solemnly. “Don’t ask him for a part in the film. He don’t take to that.”


Film?


Ralph Bales and Stevie had then cruised down to the river and parked in the weedy lot outside Bell’s Bide-A-Wee. They could look through the camper’s small windows, but Ralph Bales had not been able to see clearly if it was the beer man or not. Then the door had opened and Stevie had gotten it into his head that he was calling in a description of the car to the cops and had burned out of there, Ralph Bales shouting, “Be careful with the transmission case,” and Stevie Flom not paying any attention.


They now cruised through the night, at fifty-five m.p.h. even, away from Maddox.


“Tomorrow morning, let’s pay him a visit.”


“But maybe he’ll give the cops a description of you tonight.”


Ralph Bales considered this. He shook his head. “He doesn’t even know about the hit. Christ, he had a party going on in there. A guy’s a witness to a hit, he isn’t going to have a party. I mean, wouldn’t you think?”


Stevie said he guessed and put on a Metallica tape.


AT SEVEN THE next morning they started with the sledgehammers on the Winnebago door.


The interrupted dream was about old-fashioned cars driving slowly in circles around a movie set. Someone kept asking Pellam if he wanted a ride and he did but whoever asked didn’t stop long enough to let him get in the car. Pellam had grown very bored waiting for a car to pick him up.


It wasn’t a great dream, but at least he was asleep when he was having it and when the sledgehammers started he became awake. Pellam sat up and swung his feet over the edge of the bunk in the back of the camper. He found his watch. Pellam had often been up at seven but he had rarely wakened at that hour. There was a big difference between the two.


The hammers pounded.


He stood up and pulled on his jeans and a black T-shirt. He looked in the mirror. He’d slept in one position all night—on his stomach like a baby—and his black hair had gone spiky. Pellam smoothed it and rubbed at the welts that the crumpled sheet had left across his face. He went to see who was swinging hammers.


“Hey, dude,” Stile said, walking into the kitchen past him. “I was sent to collect you.”


Pellam put a kettle on. Stile stood beside the camper’s tiny dining table, still covered with cards and Pellam’s meager winnings. He looked at the chili pot and tapped the black crust with his fingernail. He foraged in the miniature refrigerator. “You got zero food in here.”


“Why are you here?” Pellam mumbled.


“Your phone. It’s not turned on.” Stile found an old bagel and broke it in half. He lifted the other half toward Pellam, who shook his head and dropped two spoonfuls of instant coffee into a Styrofoam cup. “Coffee?” he asked Stile.


“Naw. I got my wheels. You can have the cycle back. It’s in the trunk. There’s a little teeny dent on the fender. Otherwise it’s in perfect condition. Well, it’s muddy. Well, the rack, too.”


Pellam poured water into the cup and sat heavily on the bench. Stile told him his hair was all spiky.


“What are you doing here?” Pellam asked again as he smoothed his hair.


“Tony needs you. He’s like apoplectic—is that the right word?—and you shut your phone off.”


“Because I wanted to sleep later than seven o’clock.”


“I been up for an hour.” Stile did tai chi at dawn. He ate the bagel thoughtfully. “You know, John, I got to admit I was a little curious why you’re working for Tony.”


Pellam took three sips of scalding coffee. That was something about instant. It tasted terrible but it started hot and stayed hot. He rubbed his thumb and index finger together, designating money, in answer to Stile’s question about Tony.


Stile’s grunt equaled a shrug, as if he suspected there was more to it. On the other hand, Stile was a senior union stuntman and even at the Screen Actors Guild’s contract minimums, would be well paid. But he was also a stand-in for one of the leads, and because of this and because of his experience, his agent had negotiated an overscale contract. He understood all about the motives for being attached to a big-budget project.


“Well, Herr Eisenstein has summoned you and I’m delivering the word.” He finished the bagel.


“He tell you what’s up?”


“He wants to blow up an oil refinery. For the final scene.”


“What?” Pellam rubbed his eyes.


“I swear to God. He’s going to build this mock-up of an old DC-7 and tow it behind a chopper, then—” Stile mimicked a plane diving into the stove “—Ka-boom . . .”


Pellam shook his head. “He’s out of . . . You son of a bitch. You eat a man’s last bagel and you rag him all the while you’re doing it and here it is not even dawn.”


Stile laughed. “Damn easy to pull your chain, Pellam. Up and at ’em. Rise and shine. Our master calls.”


BELL’S BIDE-A-WEE CONTAINED two tents, the Winnebago, which was parked in the row closest to the road, and a Ford Taurus, from whose trunk a yellow motorcycle protruded.


The camper was surrounded by unoccupied spaces dotted with short galvanized steel pipes and junction boxes for utility hookups that stretched away toward the river like slots in a miniature drive-in movie theater.


Stevie Flom had turned off River Road and driven a half block through a stretch of boarded-up one- and two-story houses and stores. He had started to park nose-out in an alley between two deserted shops. Ralph Bales had told him not to get fancy—just parallel park on the street and read the paper or something—only leave the engine running.


Ralph Bales walked down to River Road. It was morning, but he saw lights on in the camper. Then he saw a man’s silhouette walking around inside. Ralph Bales stepped into a phone booth, whose floor was covered with the tiny blue cubes from its four shattered windows. Three tall weeds grew up through this pile. He picked up the receiver with a Kleenex and pretended to talk while he studied the camper.


He looked beyond the Winnebago to the river. This morning it looked different still—not silver-gray, not the golden shade of last night. Now the surface had a rusty sheen to it, mirroring a redness in the sky that came, Ralph Bales believed, from garbage pumped into the air by refineries outside of Wood River, across the Mississippi. The wind was steady and it bent grass and weeds on the riverbank but hardly lifted any ripples from the ruddy water, which plodded southward.


Ralph Bales remembered a song that he hadn’t thought of for years, a sound-track song from twenty-five years ago, the Byrds’ closing number in Easy Rider. He heard the music in his head clearly but could not recall the lyrics, just snatches of words about a man wanting to be free, about a river flowing away from someplace, flowing to the sea . . .


The door to the camper opened.


Yep, it was him. The beer man, the witness. He was followed by a tall, gangly man with a droopy mustache. Together they stepped to the back of the Taurus and wrestled the motorcycle out of the trunk.


The Colt appeared from under Ralph Bales’s coat, and he looked around him slowly. A mile away, a semi downshifted with a silent belch of smoke. A flock of gray birds dotted past. In the middle of the muddy river a scarred and patchy tug fought its way upstream.


The two men were talking, standing together over the cycle. The mustached man pointed to what looked like a dent in the mudguard, then he jiggled the chrome rack. The beer man shrugged, then wheeled the motorcycle toward the road.


Ralph Bales was waiting for the friend to get in the Taurus and leave but then decided he should kill both of them. He lifted his Colt and rested the square notch of the sight on the beer man’s chest. The silver truck approached. He lowered the gun. It roared past, engulfing the men in a swirl of papers and dust.


Ralph Bales lifted the gun once more. The road was empty now. No trucks or cars. Nothing between him and his targets thirty feet away from the phone booth and its floor of shattered glass.





Chapter 3


HE CLIMBED ONTO the battered, muddy yellow motorcycle and fired it up, then gunned the engine several times. Pulling on a black helmet, he popped the clutch suddenly and did a wheelie, scooting a precarious ten feet before the front tire descended again to the street. He skidded to a braking stop and returned to his mustached friend.


Ralph Bales steadied the gun with his left palm and began to apply the nine pounds of pressure required to release the hammer.


The beer man pulled on dark-framed sunglasses and zipped up his jacket—for one slow moment he sat up completely straight, perpendicular to Ralph Bales, offering a target that was impossible to miss.


At this moment Ralph Bales lowered the gun.


He squinted, watching the man sit forward and tap the bike into first gear with his toe. It skidded away on River Road with a ragged chain-saw roar of the punchy engine. His friend shouted at him and shook his fist, then leapt into the Taurus and, with a huge spume of dust and gravel, roared over the curb and chased the cycle down River Road, laying down thick tire marks.


Ralph Bales eased the hammer down onto an empty cylinder and slipped the gun into his pocket. He looked up and down the road, then turned, jogging back into the murky shadows of the riverfront streets. He walked up to the Cadillac. He rapped on the driver’s window.


“Jesus, I didn’t hear it!” Stevie shouted, tossing the paper in the backseat, the sheets separating and filling the car. He flipped the car into gear. “I didn’t hear the shot, man!” He glanced through the rear window. “I didn’t hear it!”


Ralph Bales casually flicked his fingers toward Stevie.


“Let’s go!” the young man shouted again. “What do you mean? What are you doing?”


“Move over,” Ralph Bales mouthed.


“What?” Stevie shouted.


“I’ll drive.”


Stevie looked back again, as if a dozen Missouri Highway Patrol cars were racing after him.


Ralph Bales said, “Put it in park.”


“What?”


“Put the car in park and move over,” he responded with exasperation. “I’ll drive.” He climbed in and signaled and made a careful, slow U-turn.


“What happened?”


“Have to wait.”


“You didn’t do it?”


“Excuse me?” Ralph Bales asked with mock astonishment. “You just said you didn’t hear any shots.”


“Man! Scared the living crap out of me. I mean, bang, bang, bang, on the window. I thought you were a cop. What the hell happened?”


Ralph Bales didn’t answer for a moment. “There were a bunch of people around.”


“There were?” They now drove past the deserted campground. Stevie protested, “I don’t see anybody.”


“You wanted me to do it right in front of a dozen witnesses?”


Stevie swiveled around. “What was it, like a bus drove past or something?”


“Yeah. It was like a bus.”


SAMUEL CLEMENS ONCE stayed in the town of Maddox, Missouri, and supposedly wrote part of Tom Sawyer here. The Maddox Historical Society implied that the caverns outside of town were the true inspiration for Injun Joe’s cave, despite evidence—and the assertion of a more credible tourist board (Hannibal, Missouri)—to the contrary. Other claims to fame were pretty sparse. In 1908 William Jennings Bryan gave a speech here (standing on a real soapbox to do so), and Maddox was cited by FDR in a Fireside Chat as an example of towns decimated by the Depression. One of the now defunct metalwork mills in town had the distinction of fabricating part of the housing used in what would have been the third atomic bomb dropped in World War II.


But these honors aside, Maddox was essentially a stillborn Detroit.


Unlike Jefferson City, which sat genteel and majestic on gnarled stone bluffs above the Missouri, Maddox squatted on the river’s muddy banks just north of where the wide water was swallowed by the wider Mississippi. No malls, no downtown rehab, no landscaped condos.


Maddox was now a town of about thirty thousand. The downtown was a gloomy array of pre-1950 retail stores and two-story office buildings, none of which was fully occupied. Outside of this grim core were two or three dozen factories, about half of them still working at varying degrees of capacity. Unemployment was at 28 percent, the town’s per capita income was among the lowest in Missouri, and alcoholism and crime were at record highs. The city was continually in and out of insolvency and the one fire company in town sometimes had to make heartbreaking decisions about which of two or three simultaneous blazes it was going to fight. Residents lived in decrepit housing projects and minuscule nineteenth-century bungalows hemmed in by neighbors and uncut grass and kudzu, amid yards decorated with doorless refrigerators, rusted tricycles, cardboard boxes. On every block were scorched circles, like primitive sacrifice sites, where trash—whose collection the city was often unable to undertake—was illegally burned.
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