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To old friends, and good memories.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

They say when you’re dead, you’re gone.
Seems that’s something else they got wrong.

 

 




Prologue


Monroe Greenberg was once a living, breathing, functioning human being. Now, he is quite literally a rather large saguaro cactus. The fluted columnar stem that centers him is a mixture of what Monroe used to refer to as his prominent belly and love handles. The branches that curve skyward in that iconographic Southwestern pose are various bits of Monroe’s internal organs plus his pelvis and metatarsals. The creamy white flowers with bright yellow centers that bloom at the tops of Monroe’s ribbed appendages are concentrated elements of his skull, ankles, fingers and toes.

Unlike the saguaros that dot the Sonoran Desert in southeastern California, southern Arizona, and northwestern Mexico, Monroe’s flowers do not close by midday. They bloom continually and serve as both home and permanent detention center for the Whitewing Dove, Gila Woodpecker, and gilded Flicker that forever sit astride them. Which, by the way, are also constructed from the rudimentary physical makeup of Monroe himself.

The reason Monroe’s blossoms never close and his indigenous pollinators never fly away is because they are all held fast to a sixty by sixty by sixty inch triangular canvas stretched tight, stapled in place and framed in tasteful blonde maple. Monroe is more than content to be this way. He is long past boredom, irritation, wanderlust, or any other tiresome human emotion. He simply exists within his confines as might any other landscape, portrait, or still life. 

You see Monroe is awaiting a buyer, or exhibitor, or curator, who will one day see the splendor in his transformation from mere mortal to object de art. It is not implausible that Monroe might wind up gracing the wall of a famous museum, the lobby of a grand hotel, or perhaps the entryway of an eccentric collector.

But for now, Monroe Greenberg is simply a dead human being spending eternity as part of a surrealistic depiction of the great American southwest. 

 




Chapter 1


United Airlines flight 467 languidly slid beneath the cloudbank like a pearl descending in a bottle of shampoo. Outside, the weather was sunny and gave no indication of changing its status. Inside, the forecast had already turned ominous.

Seconds before, the striking flight attendant with cocoa skin, bright red lips, and gleaming white teeth, had methodically recited her mantra; “We’ve begun our final descent into Houston’s George H.W. Bush Intercontinental Airport. Please return to your seats and make sure your seat belts are fastened and your tray tables are returned to their upright and locked positions. We’ll be coming through the cabin to pick up any remaining cups or trash you might wish to get rid of before landing.” 

But, in reality, they wouldn’t be coming through the cabin. The stunner who had just made the announcement was unaware her fellow flight attendant lay in a heap at the back of the plane; her neck obscenely cantilevered to one side where it had been silently snapped by the man walking briskly up the aisle toward the front of the aircraft. He was small in stature and dressed in blue jeans and a black pullover with the sleeves pushed up to his elbows. His hair was platinum, combed straight back, and his eyes were cobalt blue and frighteningly lifeless. As he neared row sixteen, he focused on a mother sitting between her toddler by the window and her adolescent daughter on the aisle. Adrift in the tedium of frequent flyer monotony, almost all the passengers failed to notice the swift blow the white-haired man struck to the jaw of the hapless woman. She violently careened over and onto the younger child as her assailant quickly depressed the button unfastening the seat belt of the older girl on the aisle. In one motion he scooped her up then spun around and continued walking backwards up the aisle. With his right arm tucked under her throat and his palm wrapped around the back of her head, she dangled helplessly in front of him. 

“Come close and I’ll break her neck,” shouted the stocky thug as he continued toward the nose of the airplane.

Events sometimes happen too fast for people to later piece the actual sequence together. And so it was with the flight attendant who made a move to run down the aisle as the words “break her neck” rang in her ears. She had gone no more than a step when a man in the bulkhead aisle-seat sprang up and clotheslined her. She was knocked back into the galley she had just attempted to leave. Then the co-conspirator quickly constrained her with the same hold the first man was employing on the young girl.

While the majority of passengers were still unaware that mayhem had begun and potential catastrophe was looming, virtually all of those in eye line of the struggles were frozen in their seats with fear. Virtually. But not all. Seat 11C was occupied by Brig Ellis; up to this point, an unassuming traveler with an Elmore Leonard novel that appeared to hold more interest than anything else on the aircraft. Anything previously, that is. 

Ellis’s head had come up quickly when the first man shouted. He immediately focused on the events surrounding him without moving the book still held in his hands. At first, he thought his eyes must be deceiving him. It looked as if the man dragging the frightened child up the aisle was indeed the same man using a chokehold to pull the flight attendant to her feet near the pilot’s cabin door. But reality quickly set in. The two assailants were, if not twins by birth, certainly twins by design. And their intent became readily apparent as well.

Screaming into the microphone that the flight attendant had previously used, the forward-based double shouted, “Open the cabin door or we’ll kill the black bitch and the kid!” 

Fear does different things to people. Some are immobilized. Some seek immediate compromise or negotiation. Others however, trained to respond to aggression with superior aggression, have neither the luxury of paralysis or the restraint of logic. They are programmed to evaluate and execute in seconds. Which is exactly what Ellis did.

He quickly weighed three questions. How determined were these aggressors? Was one hostage more expendable than the other? And with two potential confrontation points, did one provide any greater likelihood of success?

Knowing hesitation would limit opportunity, Ellis moved his right hand from the book to his seat belt and used his thumb to release his restraint. Then, looking straight into the eyes of the scared little girl being dragged up the aisle, he brought his arm up to his mouth and clamped his teeth around it. The girl had no time to contemplate the consequences of her actions. She only knew she was being pulled farther and farther from her mother and sister. So when she saw the man in the aisle seat bite his forearm, she sunk her buckteeth into the sleeveless, meaty part of the hairy arm that was keeping her in check. 

In milliseconds the platinum-haired abductor’s nerve ends sent a message to his brain that his skin was being gnawed and torn. An involuntary response followed immediately as his head reeled back and he shouted, “Fuck!” in pain. The length of that shout was all it took for Ellis to spring from his seat. When the mugger’s gaze switched from the girl to some sort of movement his peripheral vision was picking up, he lost the moment needed to focus on Ellis’s hand rushing toward the middle of his face. The hard bottom of Ellis’s palm struck the bridge of the man’s nose driving it upward and into his brain. He was dead before his body slumped back into the aisle with the girl still in his grasp. 

The flight attendant, witnessing what had just occurred, took her own course of action. She let her legs collapse and fell totally limp as if she had fainted. Her abductor struggled to adjust his grip and support her weight. In doing so, he lost valuable seconds. 

Ellis had never slowed down and the second captor looked up just in time to see a blurry mass slam into him and his prey, crashing all three against the cabin door. Once down, Ellis managed to wedge himself between the startled hijacker and the battered attendant, who was now struggling with all her might to flee the collision of entangled bodies. 

Before Ellis could pull himself away from the man, he felt a mass of weight piling on both of them. Passengers’ weight. They pushed Ellis aside and held down the assailant’s arms and legs. Managing to get to his feet quickly, Ellis unbuckled his belt, pulled it from his trouser loops and said to the trio who had come to his aid, “Flip him over, I’ll tie his hands behind his back.”

Then turning to the flight attendant, whose crisply starched blouse had pulled loose from the confines of her skirt, and whose hair was now hanging awkwardly askew, Ellis asked, “Do we have time to get him into a seat?”

“No,” she replied, “just squat on the son-of-a-bitch and grab hold as we get ready to land.”

“You heard her,” Ellis said to the three male passengers who had helped him.

“Oh yeah,” the flight attendant interjected, “just one more thing.” Then she pulled the coffee pot from the galley counter top and swung it like a hammer across the forehead of the man who had pinned her down minutes before. Not once, but three times. No one did anything to stop her.

Once the plane landed and started to taxi to its assigned gate, the flight attendant’s mind seemed to refocus and she realized she hadn’t seen or heard from her coworker during any of the mayhem that had recently transpired. She strode quickly toward the back of the plane and upon reaching the aft galley found Ellis standing between her and two feet in uniform flats protruding from beneath an airline blanket that had been used to cover her. 

“Trudy?” the attendant began, in a mixture of shock and recognition.

Ellis put one hand on her shoulder and the other near her mouth and said, “She’s gone. No need to get more folks worked up than we have to. Are you going to be okay?”

The young black woman who had spent the majority of her twenty-six years developing her own particular style of grace under fire, found the inner resolve to simply answer, “Yes.”

“Why don’t you go back up front and do what you need to do there,” Ellis suggested. “I’ll make sure no one comes back here.” 

She didn’t answer, just pivoted sharply and headed back toward the front of the plane. 

Shortly after touchdown the pilot made an announcement that all must stay in their seats. Local police, plus federal officers, as well as the company’s security contingent, would be boarding the aircraft as soon as the plane arrived at the gate. A few minutes later when armed personnel entered the cabin, relieved the brave volunteers of their prisoner, and began to do a seat-by-seat check of every passenger, all were resigned to the fact that it was going to be a while before they deplaned. The surviving flight attendant told the officers boarding the plane of the murder of her coworker and walked them back to the rear of the aircraft where Ellis was still standing between the last row of seats and the body in the galley.

“It was lucky for us,” the now exhausted attendant said to the stern-faced security team who accompanied her aft, “that this Air Marshall was on board and was able to react as quickly as he did.”

Ellis, who had remained silent as she spoke, looked at the flight attendant and the professionals standing behind her and said, “Uh, sorry if you got the wrong idea. I’m not an Air Marshall. I’m just a passenger on this flight.”

“What? You’re a passenger,” the flummoxed attendant exclaimed. “Then mister, believe me... after what you did today... well, you can push my call button any time.” 

 




Chapter 2


Waiting at airports isn’t what it used to be. Once, there were observation decks where you could stand and watch the planes beginning or ending their journeys. You could arrive early, go to the gate, and press your face against the glass in hopes that the one you were waiting for had a window seat so she could see you trying to see her. There were Hallmark moments carried out right in front of God and everyone — joyously inconsiderate shows of affection that frequently annoyed the momentarily stalled departing passengers who had no one there to hug or squeeze or celebrate their arrival.

But that was all before 9/11. Before airports became fortresses — antiseptic imitations of the very human places they were at one time. Now of course, no one goes to the gate that doesn’t have a boarding pass. Loved ones, business associates, limo drivers, and lonely onlookers whose only experience with heartfelt hugs and kisses is as observers, are all herded down to baggage claim, which often possesses the dubious charm of a warehouse loading-platform, complete with conveyor belts.

It was in such a place that Lela Mangas stood waiting for Brig Ellis, though stood is actually inaccurate. In point of fact, she stood very little. Paced is the more appropriate term. In the United Airlines baggage claim basement, terminal C, George (the father) Bush Intercontinental Airport, Lela Mangas paced continually as she waited for Brig Ellis. 

A beautiful woman, some might call exotic, Lela had a face that seemed more oval than most. Perhaps because her hair started farther back on her head than other women’s. A feature she made no attempt to hide. So the circular curve of her forehead had a rounded, almost moonlike effect. Her eyes were chestnut brown and far apart. A straight nose with small nostrils pointed down to a thin upper lip with a full one beneath it. Her hair sprung from her head in toffee colored ringlets that caressed her bare shoulders. The ruby peasant blouse she wore flared at the cuffs helping accent her long fingers and French manicured nails. A semicircle of red roses and bluebonnets ended midway between the center of the blouse and the top of her jeans. Jeans that were also adorned with roses and green clinging vines that ran up the side of her leg, highlighting her rail thin frame. All of the aforementioned rode on high-heeled, red leather, pointed-toe shoes. She was unabashedly in full Texas attire.

Looking at the monitor for the umpteenth time, she knew something must be wrong. For over forty-five minutes it had been indicating that flight 467 had already arrived. Yet there were no passengers from the flight coming to pick up their bags. And there were no bags to pick up yet. It was all taking much too long, even for Houston. Then her cell phone, which she carried in the outside pocket of her red Coach bag, began to ring. 

She pulled it out and said, “Hello.”

“Lela?”

“Yes.”

“This is Brig. Brig Ellis.”

“Brig, where are you? Is the plane here?”

“Yes, we arrived some time ago. There’s a problem that I can’t get into over the phone. But we should be getting to baggage claim in the next half hour.”

“Well, that’s where I am. So I’ll just stay here.”

“Okay, listen... I’m sorry... I’ll explain about the delay when I get there, okay?”

“Sure, fine. I’ll see you here. Oh, by the way, what are you wearing... in case I don’t recognize you. It’s been almost twenty years, you know?”

“Uh... brown suit, white shirt, no tie. What about you?”

“Red shirt, blue jeans, red handbag, red shoes.

“Well, that shouldn’t be hard to spot... of course, you never were.”

“I’ll be here, Brig. See you in a bit.” 

Funny how a voice can slice through the years. After just a few words you start to remember how someone used to say things. The cadence, the intonations, even the way the eyes smiled as the mouth followed suit. “God,” she said to herself, “high school. Has it really been that long?” And it had been. Eighteen years actually, since she said good-bye to the boy she had dated for over a year. The boy who left to join the army. The boy who was man enough to understand that when she said no, she meant she simply wasn’t ready yet. An odd thing for her to have said, she mused, especially considering everything that had happened since then.

She had looked Ellis up on the Internet. Out of boredom she told herself. Something to do on that particular night at that particular time. Was there anyone you couldn’t find on Google in one form or another? Probably not. And what a surprise when she found the listing that said, Brig Ellis, Investigations, Security, Confidential Matters. She wondered if it could be the same person. But how could it not be? How many Ellis men could there be in the world with a first name like Brig? She e-mailed. He e-mailed back. And somehow, even within the generally impersonal world of the Internet, she felt his quiet strength once again. So she asked him to help, and she wasn’t surprised when he said he would.

“Lela?”

She turned and saw his face. A face she didn’t recognize at first. Then it started to emerge. There were lines beneath the eyes, but they were still the kind, green eyes she remembered. The hair was short, close cropped. Perhaps the hairline didn’t start where it once did, but it was still atop a broad strong forehead that was as tan as she recalled. A straight nose lead to a friendly smile, just above a dimpled chin. He was older, sure. But he was still Brig.

“Brig,” she said warmly as she stepped forward and gave him a cautious hug. “I would have known you anywhere.”

“Lela, you look fabulous. Believe me, even if I hadn’t recognized you, I probably would have tried to hit on you anyway.”

“Flattery, my friend, is always welcome. And look at you... you’re not bald, or paunchy or anything. My God, if anything, you’re even better looking than in high school. There ought to be a law.”

“Well, if there were, you would have certainly broken it. It’s really good to see you.”

The banter continued for a few more seconds, but there is only so long a conversation can sustain itself with gratuitous small talk before it becomes patently obvious what’s going on. So after a few more compliments, Brig began to explain why his departure from the plane took so long. He omitted the specifics of what had happened, particularly his involvement in bringing about a resolution. From his days in covert opts, he had gotten into the habit of only reporting the success or failure of a mission. His superiors would grill him for details when something went wrong, but success was another story. If the objective was achieved, the last thing those in charge wanted was specifics. Knowledge of details had a way of playing hell with plausible deniability. So, Brig let Lela know that some sort of catastrophe had been averted by heroic passengers. He just didn’t make a point of telling her that he led the charge. And he certainly didn’t get into what he had to do to start the resistance. If it came out later, he’d deal with it then. But in all likelihood it wouldn’t. The authorities would do what they could to help him maintain his anonymity. They were more than happy to say that a number of passengers overwhelmed the would-be hijackers. It was more motivational for people on future flights, and it was one less hero they’d have to keep out of harm’s way should the perpetrators have cohorts with revenge on their minds. 

By the time his bag had been retrieved and they had walked to the parking lot, Brig had shared everything he wanted to share about his flight. So as she steered toward the exit, he steered the conversation to why he had flown from San Diego to Houston in the first place.

“I think it’s time we talked about why you asked me to come down,” Brig began. “In case there’s anything more you want to get into before I meet your husband.” 

Lela kept her gaze on the access road and her hands on the mahogany steering wheel of the black Lexus as she thought for a moment before she answered. Over the phone, she had told him she was worried. Her husband, Tilton, was an artist. A controversial artist. As his stature had grown, so had the controversy. She asked Brig if he had ever acted as a bodyguard. And she remembered he answered affirmatively, but haltingly, explaining that it was his least favorite form of making money these days. But the more they talked, and the more he could tell Lela was really concerned and looking for help she wasn’t even sure she needed, Brig made the decision to come to Houston, if only to give her an outside opinion.

They entered the freeway and started passing huge billboards advertising divorce lawyers and gentlemen’s clubs. Ellis noticed them and wondered if their proximity to one another was intentional or just a quirk of fate. 

“Well, as I said on the phone, I’m not even sure he really needs personal security, but if anything were to happen, and I hadn’t done something, I never would forgive myself,” Lela began.

“Hey, look... that’s why I’m here. To help you decide. And the more you can tell me about why you think you might need help, well… the easier it will be to make a decision.”

“You’re right,” she replied. “Okay, here’s the thing. I mentioned to you that Tilton’s work is controversial.”

“You did, but you didn’t say why. What’s the deal? Does he paint a lot of naked people? I thought all artists did that. Of course, as I mentioned over the phone, what I know about art you could fit in your cup holder here.”

“It’s not what he paints, Brig. It’s what he paints with. Tilton paints with ashes. People’s ashes. You know, human remains.”

Ellis paused before replying. In fact, he wasn’t quite sure what to say. So he opened his mouth and simply went with a question. “Really... how exactly does he do that?”

“Tilton’s an oil painter. He mixes the ashes with his oils. The texture on canvas can be really amazing.”

“No doubt,” Ellis replied, still at a bit of a loss for words.

“The more Tilton’s work has gotten recognized,” Lela continued, “the stranger the individuals have been who are turning up at his shows and events. It’s probably silly of me to be worried. But I just have this odd feeling, you know?”

“Woman’s intuition?” Ellis asked.

“Don’t know. I’m just glad you’re here.”

“That makes two of us,” Ellis said as he smiled at the girl he had once left behind. The girl who was definitely all woman now.

Traffic on the freeway was relatively crowded for mid-afternoon, but Lela was a lane switcher and they kept a good pace heading toward the city. Interstate Highway 45 was flanked on both sides with mile after mile of shopping centers, office parks, and row upon row of automobile dealerships. There were also furniture barns, service stations, and more fast food franchises than you could shake a chicken nugget at. Urban sprawl in full glory. Showing absolutely no signs of letting up any time soon.

“Is it far?” Ellis questioned.

“No,” Lela replied. “We’re on the north side of the city now, and our place is north of downtown, in the Heights. Shouldn’t take longer than twenty-five minutes or so.” Then without missing a beat, she added, “You never wrote, did you? Not once. Why was that?”

Ellis hesitated before he spoke. “Well, we were both so young, you know. And I’ve never been one to look back. Guess I’m more the moving forward type. Plus, the military has a way of keeping you busy.”

“Yeah... excuses, excuses. You were just glad to be rid of me, weren’t you?”

“Oh,” Ellis began, rubbing his hand over his forehead and through his short hair, “I wasn’t rid of you for some time. But that’s all water under the bridge now,” he added, in a hurry to change the subject. “Tell me what you’ve been up to for the last couple of decades.”

As the Lexus wove its way in, out and around slower moving cars, eighteen wheelers, pickup trucks, and every make of SUV known to man, Lela condensed the story of her life to just the highlight reel. It included the regretful loss of her virginity to a law student in college. The loss wasn’t the regrettable part, the would-be lawyer was. She followed with, in her words, the predictable attraction to and liaisons with a university professor and the manager of the public relations office she worked in for a short period of time. Both were far older than she and both, she recounted with a noticeable lack of nostalgia, were married. She spent little time on any particular accomplishment, either in recent or ancient history and seemed to focus more on the things that had gone wrong in her life than the things that had gone right. Until she came to her husband.

Lela involuntarily smiled more as she talked about Tilton Mangas. To hear her tell it, Tilton was a certified, card-carrying, perennially loquacious Lone Star legend-to-be. Not only did the lilt and speed of her conversation increase, she also drove faster as she spoke, almost without taking a breath, about the man who put that big yellow diamond on the third finger of her left hand. 

“Tilton said, here’s a yellow rose of Texas for a yellow rose of Texas.” Then her entire demeanor seemed to race up the energy scale as she told Ellis about the first time they met. It was a business lunch in the Petroleum Club downtown. She said she had never realized how mind-numbingly dull the majority of men were until she sat there, trying to pay attention to her boss and his client’s billing inequity concerns, while at the next table, Tilton waxed profound about the need for more penis art in corporate conference rooms. Later the two exchanged pleasantries over the desert buffet. A week later they were lovers. A month later they were newlyweds.

“I still do some occasional freelance P.R. writing,” Lela added, “but Tilton’s sold enough work up to now so that we’re a little ahead of the game. If this new work catches on, things could be really great for us.”

“So this... this kind of painting he’s doing now is a relatively new thing for him?”

“Yes. He’s only been into it for about the last couple of years. Nothing happens fast in the art business, regardless of what you might read or hear,” Lela explained.

“I see. What kind of painting did he do before this?”

“Oh, you know, still life’s of steer carcasses... portraits of serial killers, modern day Lautrec-like cafe society engaged in dwarf tossing competitions... the usual sort of thing.”

Ellis waited for her to say, “just kidding.” But she never did.

As they got closer to their destination, the downtown skyline came into view. There was not as much of it as Ellis thought there might be. Though he did like some of the architecture.

“I assumed it was bigger... more buildings, you know. I mean, didn’t I read somewhere that Houston is the country’s fourth largest city? Just behind Chicago, I think it said.”

“That’s right,” Lela replied. “But it’s really spread out. Over nine hundred square miles. Houston’s more than twice the size of Rhode Island. Didn’t you notice when you were landing how far the city stretches?”

“No,” Ellis answered. “I guess I was a little preoccupied.”

They swung off the freeway and onto the access road. Then at the stop light Lela turned left and drove under the overpass into a residential area.

“This is the Heights,” Lela said.

Curious name, Ellis thought. Particularly since it appeared to be one of the flattest cities on the planet. But he gave it little thought as the drive down Heights Boulevard took them past an eclectic combination of redone Victorian Bed & Breakfasts, nondescript two story apartment complexes, postwar wood frame cottages, antique stores, a bar, a Mexican restaurant, and a school. Turning off the boulevard, Ellis noticed that there were a lot more of the older, pre-World War II homes. He assumed they had made up the bulk of the neighborhood for years. But gentrification was noticeably under way. While some of the old single-family dwellings and duplexes had been preserved, and many brought back to their original modest, yet honest design, some had been replaced by new brick and stucco structures that seemed too large for the lots they were stuck on. This diverse display of the past and present intermingled in a rather ad hoc sort of way that was jolting but not without an odd appeal. A lot like people, Ellis thought to himself. The good, the bad, and the ugly all sort of making do with one another in whatever space they found themselves inhabiting.

“We’re just around the corner,” Lela said, turning the steering wheel to the left. Fifty feet down the pavement she turned left again and said, “Here we are.”

They sat facing a steel-gray cyclone fence. Set behind it about thirty feet was a structure that put Ellis in mind of an industrial building far more than a home. On the right, a doublewide carport jutted out from a wall of glass. Lela reached up with her right hand and pushed the button on the rearview mirror to open the electronic gate. It swung inward as they drove through. Under the carport she parked about three feet from the glass.

“I guess you have to constantly make sure your brakes are in good shape,” Ellis quipped.

“It’s not the equipment, it’s the driver you really have to worry about,” Lela replied with a smile.

Ellis pulled his travel bag from the back seat and followed Lela to the main entrance, which was just to the left of where they had parked. Opening the sliding glass door and stepping in, she said to her old boyfriend and potential employee, “Have to run to the bathroom. Too much coffee waiting for you at the airport. Make yourself at home. I’ll be back in a minute.”

Ellis, still standing near the door, tried to take it all in. But it wasn’t easy. Setting his bag down beside him, he noticed that the floor was dark gray concrete. And it ran, unencumbered by tiles, parquet, carpet, or oriental rugs, from one end of the building to the other. Estimating the math quickly in his head, he guessed that the place was around seventy-five feet wide and at least a hundred feet deep. The ceiling looked like it was at least three stories tall. To his left, the wall that extended from the front to the back of the structure was floor to ceiling plywood. A row of paintings each spaced about two feet apart, also traveled the length of the wall. A curator would have a hard time categorizing these, Ellis guessed. They were big, small, tiny, huge, and every other size in between. While most were either rectangular or square, there were a couple of rather large triangular pieces and even a circular one or two along the way. And if the shapes lacked any particular commonality, the subject matter and styles were even more foreign to one another. 

There was a gold, ogre-like face on black that seemed to grow from one canvas like some disturbingly malevolent Shroud of Turin. A nude, black and white pinup struck the classic Betty Grable pose from the nineteen forties, except the perspective was from well below her skyscraper legs leading to an outlandishly prodigious derriere. A blond-haired adolescent with horn-rimmed glasses stared outward from one painting while behind him soldiers in fatigues peered around corners and up hallways. In another, two cows were kissing. Next to that, the frame held what appeared to be the giant head of the Venus de Milo with Japanese Koi swimming around it. There were several abstract pieces full of colliding colors, as well as scenes filled with various forms of domestic chaos, like the one with two women fighting on the couch while a youngster sits on the floor watching TV and cradling a beer bottle in his lap as an elderly man sticks his head in the oven. There was a tree atop a transparent mound of earth, the roots branching out below the earth’s surface then quickly contracting into a human arm. On first glance, a still life seemed to bring some repose to the lineup. It featured a bottle of wine beside an open book with eyeglasses sitting atop it. Then it became apparent that the eyes were still in the glasses. Mounted on the wall was a long, thin painting of a sophisticated older man in a dark tunic playing the violin. Next to it was a seascape with bodies washing ashore still strapped in their airline seats as Mere Cats stood erect on their back feet and watched. There was a bear in a tutu, plus other paintings stretching back into what Ellis assumed was the bedroom. The bed being a dead giveaway.

The other long wall was bare of any covering save for the interior metal. A dozen or so four-foot, rust-colored I-beams protruded inward. Naked wood and glass panels sat atop them and served as shelves that held books, compact discs, DVD’s, framed photographs, and a decidedly plump black and white cat who appeared to be less than interested in Ellis’s presence. 

The right side of the front of the building also contained Tilton’s working studio. Two large triangle canvases sat atop two sturdy wood-framed easels. Works in progress, Ellis assumed. One was a simple and beautiful flower in a cabbage patch. He had to look at it a couple of times before he saw that one of the cabbages in the back row was a human head. The other painting was of a forest. Or what had once been a forest. Now it seemed merely a collection of trees rising from a mud-colored lake. The trees were baron and the branches scraggly like the fingers of a dying man. 

Immediately inside the front door was the living area. Modern furniture, as uniquely shaped as much of the art, surrounded a glass-top table framed with reinforced steel bars welded in the center. Below the top, was a diamond shaped steel plate that served as home for magazines, newspapers, and assorted junk mail.

Located directly in the geographic center of the building was the kitchen. A concrete countertop sat astride a stainless-steel elongated island that housed the stove and sink. Behind it was a larger working sink, dishwasher, and refrigerator flanked by a cocoon of cabinets, also stainless steel. Great place to cook a meal or do a hell of an autopsy, Ellis thought to himself.

Behind the kitchen, a stairway led up to what appeared to be a collection of open topped rooms. From his vantage point at the bottom of the stairs, he couldn’t really be sure what was up there. And judging from what he’d seen up to that point, he assumed it could be just about anything.

Hands in pockets, Ellis strode over toward the pot roast of a cat he had seen earlier. He was just about to attempt to make contact when he heard Lela say, “Well, what do you think?”

“Definitely unique.”

“Yeah, that’s what we love about it. It’s as bizarre as we are. Get your bag and I’ll show you where you’ll be bunking.”

She led Ellis up the flight of stairs. At the top, to the left, was an open office area. It looked down on the back half of the building including the master bedroom. To the right was a small bedroom nook with a bathroom next to it. It overlooked the living area and Tilton’s studio.

“Interesting,” Ellis said. “This whole area could serve as sort of a combination sleeping quarters and sentry stand.”

“Are sentry stands something you think about a lot?” 

“Yeah. Sorry. Force of habit I guess.”

“Really? Come to think of it, I was doing so much talking in the car, we never did get around to all those years you spent in the army. What were you doing, anyway? And where were you doing it?”

“Oh, this and that. Here and there. You know, various postings.”

“Yes, well, that’s certainly enlightening. But I can take a hint. If you don’t want to talk about it, you don’t want to talk about it. You weren’t one of those clandestine types, were you? Dropped behind enemy lines for... what do they call it... covert ops?”

“Na,” Ellis lied. “Just another grunt taking orders and putting in my time. Pretty boring stuff, really.”

“Okay, I won’t press. Not now anyway. I’m going to start getting ready. Feel free to freshen up. Use whatever you need. Mi casa es su casa.”

“Gracias,” Ellis replied.

“Hey, don’t get carried away. I’ve just used my entire Spanish vocabulary.”

“Good. I’d be hard pressed to take it much further myself.”

Lela went downstairs as Ellis hoisted his bag on the bed. He hadn’t been wearing his suit coat during the altercation on the plane, so he didn’t have to worry about it looking less than presentable. His shirt was pretty much a mess but he had a couple more in his bag. A bag that also held a tool of his trade. Ellis had called the airline ahead of the flight to find out about their firearms restrictions. It was his experience that different airlines often had somewhat different regulations. He was instructed to let the airport personnel know when he checked his luggage that he had a gun in his bag. The weapon had to be unloaded and it had to be locked in a hard-sided container. Ammunition could be locked inside with it. Ellis had no problem abiding by their rules. He really had no idea whether or not he’d even need his piece, but he liked having it with him just in case. That’s why his concealed-carry permit occupied a prominent place in his wallet at all times. It tended to make things a lot easier if it became necessary to discuss with local authorities the Glock 19 frequently cradled in the shoulder holster hidden by his jacket.

Barefoot now and stripped to the waist, he entered the guest bathroom. As he looked in the mirror, preparing to remove his five o’clock shadow, he saw a face looking back at him that had its share of wear and tear. He wondered how much different Lela found it than the one she used to look into years ago. Hers looked different, he had to admit. Still lovely, but now alluring in the way that an attractive woman is different from a pretty girl. He remembered how taken he had been with her. And though her face had changed, he had to admit his attraction hadn’t. But that was all long ago, he reminded himself. So Ellis decided to follow his shave with a quick shower. Then he’d be ready for what Lela had referred to as an art happening. Whatever the hell that was. 

 




Chapter 3


The Lexus looked as out of place among the abandoned warehouses and gravel streets as a debutante in a soup kitchen. Meticulously negotiating the potholes and railroad tracks, Lela slithered the slick sedan past various impediments that time and neglect had put in her path. Every town seems to have a section like this, Ellis thought to himself. Long past its glory, or even its usefulness, it falls into something resembling a ghost world. Once populated by foremen with short sleeves and clipboards and laborers who piloted forklifts past row after row of crate after crate, the population had been slowly yet inexorably replaced by winos and gang bangers drawn to the shadows. Human cockroaches seeking habitats far from the glare of society’s light bulb. And then came the art crowd.
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