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“Wherefore, the wolf-pack having gorged upon the
lamb, their prey, with siren smile and serpent guile I make the
wolf-pack pay; with velvet paws and flensing claws, a tigress
roused to slay.”

From “The Harpy” by Robert Service in Song of the
Sourdough. B&R Samizdat Express, n.d.


CHAPTER ONE

The William Mynatt house wasn’t the most
impressive house Johnny Murdock ever visited. It sat in the middle
of the block much by itself. He had read on the auction sign that
the land covered four-point-one acres, including the main house,
two-car garage, and gardens. An awful lot of yard, he thought, but
at least the yard was flat. The property was fenced in on the two
sides by a row of pine and across the back by a long stretch of
oak. In the August morning, the oaks looked a bit wilted, but
bright in the sunrise. The first ten days of August had been dry.
And the last week of July had been dry, too. Maybe it was only
Murdock’s impression that the oak looked a bit under siege.

Murdock had never been to the Mynatt house.
He’d only lived here for twenty years or more and, of course, most
of the town wasn’t his to visit. He had not been one to just drive
neighborhoods, if anyone really did that sort of thing anymore. Nor
was the Mynatt neighborhood off limits to ordinary folks like
himself. Across the street from the long stretch of these grey-lady
houses was as modest a neighborhood as his own.

His profession took him to enough places that
he never felt a need to explore further.

The house sat cockeyed to the property.
Typically, from what he’d heard over the years this was no
surprise. The entire block had been built with the idea that each
house was a bit different than its neighbor. The driveway was
U-shaped with the house at the upper-right-hand corner of the U and
the garage at the left.

Murdock parked in front of the garage, next
to Langoff’s van. He knew it was Langoff’s because Langoff had
called about sunrise to invite Murdock to come over and investigate
(Langoff’s word) the Mynatt house. Otherwise known as the “old man
Mynatt’s Castle” to the rest of the regular folks of the town, the
house harbored some intrigue about its contents and furnishings.
When Mynatt died about a month ago, and the estate left to his
(geographically) scattered children someone had immediately tried
to break in without success but the incident had caused the estate
conservator, a local attorney by the name of Al Abraham, to push
for early disposition of the house and its contents.

Per instructions, Murdock, a sack of two
black coffees in his hands, followed the concrete path around to
the right behind the back of the house. At the corner of the house,
furthest from the driveway, he found the French doors leading to
the dining room.

He climbed the few steps and entered without
knocking, through the pair of French doors, into the dining room.
The room was big enough, he thought. The dining table, solidly ten
feet by four feet, with all the proper and matching chairs, only
took up about a third of the floor space. The rest of the dining
room, subtracting for the sideboard, the equally
larger-than-necessary-mirror above it, and table and chairs, stood
starkly empty. Two worn armchairs in the corner. Windows on both
wall opposite the sideboard, with bannisters over the baseboard
heaters. At least it had baseboard heat, he thought, because he was
prejudiced to thinking old man Mynatt still used steam
radiators.

Robbie Langoff was all the way towards the
front of the house, camera on a tripod, and small clipboard in his
hand.

“Morning, Clubs,” said
Langoff.

“Morning, yourself, Robbie,”
said Murdock.

Murdock stepped through to his friend.
Murdock admired the monstrous dinner table to his left, and the
sideboard, and he could see the kitchen through the door. He
stepped on through the dining room, which was less than half taken
by the table, past the stairway up to the second floor, and into
what may have been a small parlor but now, on the outer wall, was
decorated with rows of paintings. It was almost like walking though
a stadium to get to the front of house. Beyond where Langoff was
standing, Murdock could see the front door and foyer and another
door to the left, presumably to a hallway closet.

Langoff, slightly taller than Murdock and
even thinner, dressed in a plaid short-sleeve shirt and jeans, only
glanced at Murdock, a bit overdressed for the August heat in sport
coat and slacks, and Murdock only glanced at the wall of paintings
Langoff was photographing. The morning sunlight, from behind
Murdock, and a slight fog of dust in the house gave the room a
museum/art gallery effect. And a bit of musty aroma, too.

“Can you smell that?” said
Langoff. He stood facing the long wall of paintings, making a
sketch.

“Yeah, and I wouldn’t say in
polite company what it smells like either.”

“I appreciate your thinking
of me as polite company.”

“I like to think that any
company I keep is polite company but whatever that smell is it’s
pretty bad.”

“Al Abraham has had the
carpenters and painters in to get the place fixed up a bit. That’s
all their junk right there.” He swept his hand across a pile of
tarps, cans of this and that, a ladder, stacked up against the wall
behind him. “I’m just waiting for one of those guys to put a ladder
through one of these paintings.”

“Are they valuable?” said
Murdock. “Are they real?” He peered as best as he could, like the
art affectionate does who is not really sure what to look
for.

“Well,” said Langoff, “they
are real in the sense this batch in front of us are not prints. But
that is as far as I’ve gotten and I won’t get much farther if that
odor doesn’t get cleaned up. My smeller is pretty old and got
hammered in Vietnam but my brain thinks something’s died in
here.”

Murdock nodded. Slurped his still-hot coffee.
He pivoted on his heel, surveyed the rooms. He’d come in through
the dining room that could only be described as spacious; a corner
room with ceiling to floor windows on both sides. Long (long
enough) table with five chairs to the side and a tall, armed chair
at the window end and a shorter, armed chair at the door to the
kitchen. A backwards arrangement as it struck him but Mynatt had
the reputation for being a loner for many years and the dining room
was excessively more of a family room for one man. The so-called
dining room for when his kids were here. The kids hadn’t been here
for a while apparently as someone had drawn a smiley face in the
dust on the table top.

Directly behind them was the stairways up to
the second floor.

“Bedrooms?” said Murdock.
Indicating with this coffee cup where he was asking.

“Yeah. Several. Three baths.
Lots of storage but not lots of stuff. Several large paintings up
there, too. Some nice sculptures.”

“What’s the
assessment?”

“Not there yet. Mostly just
inventory and taking pictures. Got the upstairs done. Poked around
in the closets and under the beds. Mynatt must have had some money.
What I saw looked really nice. But, what I found upstairs could be
called fakes, too. Al Abraham was more worried something would go
missing. There are a couple of end tables upstairs with their tops
all messy and dusty where I bet someone helped themselves to a
piece or two of sculpture and knew enough to not leave behind a
dust ring as evidence something was missing.”

“Where are the
kids?”

“From what Abraham told me,
they’re scattered from coast to coast. He had a daughter who is
like seven or eight years older then the next, another girl, and
the son who is another two years younger. A geologist in North
Dakota, I think, I heard. Apparently, as Mynatt deteriorated, his
live-in nurse doubled as housekeeper. But he fired her a month
before he died or so. Hired someone to do the yard.”

“I remember,” said Murdock.
“Then he choked on a piece of steak.”

“What a way to go. All
alone. Laying out there on the patio knowing your life was going
away. Speaking of which, what is that smell? Damn!”

Murdock sauntered over towards the front
door.

“Whatever it is, it’s
powerful and coming from that closet.”

“You know, that’s one place
I haven’t checked. Or the basement. His study and library is
accessed around the corner behind you through the
kitchen.”

“Can’t be much of a closet,
can it.”

Murdock opened the door further. It squeaked
on its hinges. They exchanged glances.

“Squeaky hinges?” said
Langoff. “What’s next? A body?”

They could both see it wasn’t a closet but a
staircase, descending, towards a room. The odor leapt out at them.
They both cringed and stood back for a moment. Murdock felt inside
the door for a light switch. He flicked it up. Below was the bottom
of the stairs. Carpeted floor. Langoff peered over Murdock’s
shoulder down the stairs.

“Oh, crap,” he
said.

 


“Well, crap,” said Conner.
Furiously taking notes. “And that’s all you said.”

“Then we called you,” said
Langoff.

“Actually 9-1-1 but expected
you, Conner,” said Murdock.

“We didn’t want your mother
to know you had to write down anything that was more offensive than
that.”

“Leave my mother out of it,”
said Conner.

“If you say so,” said
Murdock. “She’s a nice woman. I like her.”

“Me, too,” said Conner. “So
let’s leave my mother out of it, okay?”

“You’re in charge,” said
Langoff.

“Okay by me,” said
Murdock.

Conner stationed Murdock in the kitchen and
Langoff in the study while Conner stood in the door between the two
rooms. In the opposite corner of the house, a crime scene crew was
well into hunting for bullets and footprints and blood splatter and
all the details, seen or unseen.

“I got here about a little
after seven,” said Langoff.

“Doing what?” said
Conner.

“Inventory and photographing
the art work or anything I thought might be of value.”

“For whom?” said
Conner.

“Al Abraham. He’s the estate
attorney.”

Sergeant Conner had arrived just behind the
squad car summoned by Murdock’s 9-1-1 call. And one step ahead of
the emergency crash truck. One ambulance unit had already shown up,
looking for a pick up and delivery, but was turned away by
Conner.

“Yeah, right,” said Conner.
“The art dealer watching the art gallery. Sort of like the fox
guarding the hen house. And you got your gumshoe pal here to back
up your story.”

“While you’re barking’ up
the wrong tree, Conner,” said Murdock, “you got a dead body and
nothing else to do, huh?”

“I can hold you both for
quite a while. Try lawyering’ up and see how long I can keep you
even then. Either of you betting’ against me? No? So tell me again
why you were here and where you were early this
morning.”

“From about ten o’clock last
night to about six this morning,” said Langoff, “I was home in bed.
By myself except for the cat. You should get a cat,
Conner.”

“Don’t get smart. You don’t
have an alibi.”

“Depends on whether you can
interview a cat,” said Langoff. “Look, I don’t need one,” he said.
“Period.” Langoff leaned back in his chair with his arms folded
across his chest.

“You?” said Conner. He
turned his attention to Murdock, who was feigning looking through
the cupboards. “Are you looking for something to eat?”

“What?”

“Your alibi, smarty pants.
Don’t get smart with me. We’ve crossed swords often enough to know
you don’t fence well with me.”

“From last night to this
morning,” said Murdock, “unless you charge me, is none of your
business.”

“So I guess I’ll have to
charge you to find out your alibi which might just save us both a
lot of problems. Huh?”

“Langoff called me seven-ish
or so. Invited me over provided I brought coffee. We got to
investigating this smell that came from behind the closet door,
and, well, there he was. Looked mighty dead to me.”

“Like you know these
things?”

“Seen a few. It was the
smell, Sergeant, I can even now smell it in here. Besides, when’s
the last time the suspect called the cops?”

Conner didn’t miss a beat. “About three weeks
ago. Okay? That good enough for you? Stay close. Don’t make me come
and find you. You want me happy in our professional relationship.
Understand?”

Conner’s assistant, Belle Estep, detective
rookie grade, appeared at the doorway between the dining room and
the kitchen. Leaned against the door jamb. It made her look small.
She scanned the dining room, the bright, open windows, the
sideboard, the mirror over the sideboard. She scanned the big table
with all its chairs. And surveyed Murdock, too. Nodded to
Conner.

“Doc wants to talk to you,”
said Estep. “Got some things to tell you.”

Conner grunted something unintelligible. He
flagged his wrist to Langoff and then to Murdock to follow him.
They got in line behind, with Estep in the rear, through the dining
room, where someone had made another streak in the dust on the
table top, past the foyer art gallery to the front door. The door
stood open and a small fan pushed a little fresh air towards the
murder scene. Various personnel stood nearby, indifferent. Through
the front door, Murdock noticed several cars and the crime scene
wagon parked in the driveway. Everyone had turned their emergency
lights off.

The sun was well up. Several birds that he
couldn’t quickly identify other than blue jays and mockingbirds
went about their lives unaware or uncaring about the dead person in
the house. One unimpressed mockingbird hovered over the light bar
of one of the squad cars. Perched. Squatted. Departed.

The small ante room at the bottom of the
stairs was crowded. Most of the floor space was taken up by a body.
A sprawled body. On his belly. Young man. In jeans. Blue sneakers
with white shoelaces. One on. One off. No socks. Slight growth of
beard. Dark, full hair. Light tan. Farmer’s plaid short-sleeve
shirt. Blood pooled from below him and his head.

Around him stood technicians, the medical
examiner Doc Handley, a uniform with a digital camera. All wore
dust boots and gloves. Moved in nearly choreographed motion. Talked
in murmurs, except for the officer with the camera who narrated.
Belle Estep, Murdock, and Langoff all shied away a bit because of
the smell. Conner seemed more like a child in a playpen.

Along the walls were large-sized paintings.
Portraits. Landscapes. Still life. Still life on the floor.

“Whatcha got, doc,” he said.
Tromped down the steps like he owned the place.

One technician scowled at Conner to keep to
one side of the stairs and scowled at the rest of the party, on
general principles. And then he scowled at the corpse. As if the
dead man were an opportunist rather than job security. As if the
victim had interrupted the start of an otherwise pleasant day for
the technician at the office.

“Don’t mind the extra
bodies,” said Conner. As if daring either Murdock or Langoff to
recoil from the blood and the body. “And don’t you two feel like
you owe me anything, you know, like a clue, or a statement, or
something useful.”

“Shove it, Conner,” said
Langoff. His sudden distaste for insults from Conner were only
exceeded by the insult of death.

“Got something to hide?”
said Conner. He sneered, turned to Langoff. Brushed the man back a
step. Made everyone stumble against the next.

“Leave me alone,” said
Langoff. “I don’t have any problems with a dead body. At least I
don’t cause ‘em.”

“And I do?” said Conner.
Conner baited Langoff. His finger in Langoff’s chest. “You know,
Mr. Art Dealer, if this is just too much for your civilized tummy
you just say so and we’ll write you an excuse you can take to the
principal’s office.”

“Blow it out your butt,”
said Langoff. Angered, he lunged for Conner’s neck.

Surprised that anyone not on drugs would ever
attack a cop, Conner got his hands up underneath Langoff’s chest to
ward off the smothering attack. Murdock sprang to his friend’s aid
and grabbed him around the chest to keep him from causing any real
damage or an arrest. Estep pried herself in between Murdock and
Langoff and the whole train of four half-tumbled half-scrambled
into the already tightly packed room.

Estep pulled Murdock who pulled Langoff off a
spitting and swatting Conner who looked less than irritated and
more embarrassed as if this wasn’t supposed to happen in front of
co-workers.

He bellowed. “I could arrest your ass, pretty
boy! What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“Shove it, Conner,” said
Murdock. Instantly it became a four-way shouting match.

The ME, gaveling in his palm with a latex
glove, outshouted everyone to bring the meeting to order. Voices
were lowered. Jackets were straightened. Knives still poised.

“Three shots,” said Doc
Handley. He waved a gloved fist over the body. No one asked how he
knew the man had been shot three times. He snorted a sigh of relief
that the board meeting of death was back in session. “Pretty sure.
We’ll know in a minute. No wallet. One handkerchief. All the wounds
are in the front or to the other side of the head. We’re ready to
roll him over if you are? If we can have some order here, that
is.”

Conner looked at the videographer and the
photographer who both nodded only slightly. Conner grunted his
permission without hesitation. The technicians straddled the body,
got hands under the shoulders, got one ankle over the other,
grabbed the waist band at the hip, and rolled the limp body over.
As if not yet dead, the body seemed to sigh a relief. Someone
stifled a retch. The examiner and the videographer began surveying
the body. Especially they noted the entrance wound in the
mid-section, a second below the right collarbone, and one in the
ear.

Estep leaned forward and examined his hands
and fingers.

“No callouses,” she said.
“No signs of a watch. No signs of a ring, either.” Laid the hand
back down as if to drop it was no way to treat the dead. Still
treating the body as if he were alive she began to rifle his pants
pockets. Came up empty.

“No keys. No money. And no
ID. A little too neat, don’t you think?” she said.

Conner just nodded. Murdock tried to set the
man’s face in his memory. Langoff addressed his attention to the
artwork on the walls.

Conner stared at the young man for a long
minute. Waited as all the requisite photographs were taken. Conner
took two with his phone.

Another technician had been dabbing a swab on
one of the frames. As he finished he turned to the group.

“I’m getting residue on the
walls fairly evenly distributed around the room. As you’d
expect.”

“I see obvious burn marks on
the scalp but we’ll check closer, of course, at the lab,” said Doc
Handley.

“Anybody recognize him?”
said Conner. He pointedly directed his comments to Langoff and
Murdock. Both shook their heads. “You two are a lot of
help.”

“Sorry,” said Murdock. It
did not sound like he meant it.

Langoff had wandered to a wall, closely
inspecting a painting.

“Don’t touch,” said
Conner.

Langoff peered much closer this time.

“It looks real to me. At
first glance.” Then he swept his view over the gallery. Murdock
followed his gaze. “Interesting. An underground hide-away gallery.
I wonder why?”

“Crazy ol’ coot, is why,”
said Conner. “Mynatt had become rather reclusive, I’m
told.”

“I guess. The ultimate man
cave. Except. One thing.”

“What’s that?”

“I don’t like his security
system.”

“What about it?” said
Estep.

“Those are not sprinkler
heads,” said Langoff.

“So?” said Estep.

“I’d check that before I
moved a painting. That’s what I’d do.” Everyone in the room looked
ceiling ward. “Otherwise, I’d bring my oxygen bottle.”

 


Conner dismissed them with a warning about
staying close. Like good friends do.

Back at the foyer, his camera and clipboard
ready, Langoff pretended to work. Murdock pretended to be
interested in watching.

“You didn’t know that room
existed?” said Murdock.

“No. But you know, I
couldn’t get the layout of the house to work out right. There was a
place in that corner I couldn’t account for, so to speak. Now we
know.”

“Now we know. That stuff
down there any good?”

“Looked more authentic than
what’s up here. But there’s no way I can tell at a glance. I’m like
Handley. I got to do some lab work before I commit.”

“Will Abraham let you take
them out?”

“I think that might be more
up to Conner than Abraham. By the way, what’s Doc Handley’s first
name?”

“Doc. As far as I know,”
said Murdock. “I’m off to Phogg’s. Got to get some early lunch and
refills. Call me if something else exciting like this shows up
again. Nothing finer than a murder in the morning.”

Phogg’s was closed. Murdock only half
suspected Lola LaVentura would open four hours early. He parked
downtown two blocks from his office. Two blocks one way was the Rio
Cafe: coffee and bagels. Two blocks the other way was a greasy
spoon open only for breakfasts, in the downtown. Miraculously,
grits and gravy took the edge off the smell of death.

At the office, his stomach full, Murdock had
the door propped open, the casement windows cranked out, the sun
beaming in through the skylight of the piazza roof, when she
knocked on the door. The coffee pot belched as if also an
alarm.

The girl who appeared at his door was short.
Not slim. Fake, nearly all-black hair with a white cockade
frost.

“Hi, Mr. Murdock,” she said.
In a sweet voice that was half-octave too high for most ears. Her
stage name was Yma Spoon. Amy Witherspoon was her real name. “I’m
here to thank you once again and pay up my bill.”

“You’re welcome but you
don’t have to pay, really, I understand.”

She’d been blackmailed and nearly kidnapped
but for the intervention of Lola LaVentura and LaVentura’s friend
Johnny Murdock. Her days on the runway now gone forever, now back
in school, Amy Witherspoon was maybe on the right side of the
tracks.

She set her purse on his desk with a thump.
The last time a woman had done that she pulled out a Colt Python
with the intent to use. On Murdock.

“Kind of a heavy purse,” he
said. Tensely.

“Roll of quarters,” she
said. Pulled out the rose colored roll. “Laundry day.” She then
pulled out an envelope and peeled off, counted off, fifty
twenty-dollar bills. New ones. Crisp and clean.

“Want a receipt?” said
Murdock.

Amy Witherspoon shook her head.

He counted out ten bills and slid them back
to her. “You paid part of that with your retainer.”

“I didn’t pay you a
retainer.”

“Somebody did.” He looked
her in the eye and lied. “So, it’s yours.”

Whether she knew he lied or not, she smiled,
swept up the money. Leaned into him and gave him a peck on the
check. Smiled again and, with a little wave, was gone.

The sun was getting hot through the ceiling.
The jalousie panes surrounding the central skylight were open
letting in fresh air and the morning sounds of the small city.
Murdock closed the blinds sealing him off a bit from the hallway.
The coffee was good, at least.

 


Murdock stopped by Phogg’s Grill well after
the lunch crowd was gone. Lola LaVentura was on the phone obviously
discussing some contentious point with a supplier. Murdock helped
himself to the free coffee of the day (“Fair Trade Guatemalan Dark
Roast”) that tasted, to him, very good. He smelled the inch of
coffee he poured. It smelled like coffee, he noted, whatever that
was. Helped himself to the rest of the mug full. Murdock settled
himself in a corner of the bar where he was out of direct line of
the sunroof and could look long ways down the bar. Not that he was
on the job or interested in who might come in, mostly it was just
comfortable.

Lola LaVentura, dressed in khaki slacks,
bright blue blouse, strong brown leather belt and tennis shoes,
joined him.

“Well, sailor,” she said,
“had any good cases lately?”

“No,” he said. “Well, unless
you consider one dead body. Does that count?”

“Wow,” she said.
“Really?”

“Really dead? Yup. Shot
three times.”

“Before
breakfast?”

He glanced at her. A questioning look on his
face. “Yes. For him and me, both.”

“You didn’t do it, did
you?”

“Not my style.”

“What’s your
style?”

“I only shoot people after
breakfast. Otherwise it seems cruel. You know?”

“In that case, maybe I
should warn you.”

“Of?”

“A recent acquaintance of
mine is going to visit your office. She doesn’t live here in town
but she and her family did many years back and she’s back to do
some family research, I guess. I told her I thought she should
start at the library but she seemed to take a liking to the fact I
know this investigator guy.”

“Me?”

“You.”

“She got a name?”

“Eileen Wyoming Crym.” She
spelled out Crym.

“Your kidding? Wyoming Crym?
Wyoming?”

“You’ll love
her.”

She patted his wrist and hurried off towards
the kitchen.


CHAPTER TWO

In the sunshine of the next morning, Murdock
walked to his car in the private lot two blocks away. At one time
in the recent past, there had been no such thing as a private
parking lot in the middle of town. Obviously, the times had changed
a bit for his small city.

Surrounding the lot were the back ends of
several businesses: restaurant, former bank now a condominium,
pocket park. Dozen-and-a-half parking places. Full, this bright
morning.

The restaurant, a little too pricey for
Murdock’s budget for a sandwich, was open, apparently. A change in
the hours? The back door, a screened door, looked like a black hole
into the kitchen. The air carried a hint of soapy water. Someone
had poured, against code, a bucket of floor wash onto the back
stoop.

Murdock, for no particular reason, stopped
across the street from the back door. Maybe it was because he was
now in the shade. Maybe it was because of the two cars that pulled
into the intersection he thought he was walking towards them. It
didn’t make any difference, he could see, now, a figure behind the
screen door. Nobody in particular. Just a person. Murdock now
started walking again towards his car which was nearer to the rear
of the restaurant than it was nearer to him.

It was Charlie McIntyre behind the screen
door. McIntyre was a veteran on the force. Never made it beyond one
of the just-below middle grades in Burglary and Vice. Didn’t handle
the fraud cases in town. Nice guy. Old enough to retire. Old enough
to not have to work. Now, carrying a small paper sack. Stepping
through the screen door, talking over his shoulder to someone in
the background. Murdock didn’t know any of the worker bees at the
restaurant or who owned it although the paper ran a feature about
the place a couple of months ago.

As McIntyre pushed open the screen door with
his hip he looked up, saw Murdock, and smiled.

“Well,” said McIntyre, “if
it isn’t Clubs Murdock. How you doin’?” McIntyre put on his
sunglasses. Offered a big grin.

“Fixin’ to go for a ride.
Can I give you lift?”

“Thanks, no. Got my city
issued wheels parked over here.” He nodded in the direction of the
street. Murdock eyed the sack. McIntyre followed Murdock’s line of
sight to the sack.

“Breakfast,” said McIntyre.
“Two sausage-and-egg biscuits for me and Aldred. Hear you got
yourself in the middle of a murder case, huh? Out at old man
Mynatt’s castle, was it?”

“Hardly in the middle. Only
discovered the body.”

“Well, too bad. Young kid,
right?”

“Yup.”

“Tough. Robbery? We haven’t
been notified.”

“Don’t know.”

“Well, I was gone the last
little bit. Me and the chief’ve been in Roanoke at a conference.
Got back last night. Conner on the case?”

“Sure is.”

McIntyre laughed a little.

“Conner’s good. He’ll find
the guy, I bet. You watch.”

“I hope so, too. Hate to
think that this fellow got wasted for nothing and nobody pays. You
know?”

“I know,” said McIntyre. He
waved a good-bye with his sack of breakfast and sauntered towards
his car.

Curious, thought Murdock. This restaurant was
advertised to not be open for another three hours.

Johnny Murdock had his second visitor in two
days. At nine o’clock. Without an appointment. There wasn’t a
waiting line or a take-a-number machine. Murdock was reading the
paper when she knocked politely on the door.

She was white-haired, about five-five,
according to the height strip on his door jamb. Light framed.
Lightly tanned. Crimson skirt and jacket. Smartly dressed.
“Chipper,” might have described Eileen Crym.

“Mr. Murdock,” she said.
Smiled. Stepped into his office offering her hand. Murdock rose to
shake hands. Smiled in return. Waved her to a seat. “My name is
Eileen Crym. I want to talk to you about hiring you?”

She sat comfortably. Easily. Surveyed his
office. The few watercolor paintings. The open windows out onto the
piazza.

“You have an interesting
office, here, Mr. Murdock.”

“Thank you. We’re surrounded
by real businesses so we’re in the inside of the block. This used
to be just an open space for deliveries to the rear doors of the
businesses around us; the building was U-shaped. You’ve just walked
into the mouth of the U. A builder closed it all in with small
offices. You could call it a verandah or a covered arcade, which is
what someone called it. We share facilities, you might say. Across
the way is a psychiatrist who doesn’t want to have her husband know
she has this office. The guy to my right sells dental x-ray
equipment. The guy on my left is hardly ever in. I see him once a
month, at midnight, or something bizarre like that.”

“You don’t
inquire?”

“No. I don’t. Would you like
some coffee?”

Over coffee, Eileen Crym explained briefly
about her family’s connection to the town.

“My sister and I lived here
until we both graduated from high school. Our dad had moved down
here from Wheeling to be an accountant for the railroad in Erwin.
She went off to college in Boston. I went to Mississippi State. She
came back once her husband finally decided to quit working for the
first time in his life. I mean, the man worked until he was, like,
seventy-one. He had, although I never knew it, until recently, he
had a lot of money. My sister was left with more than enough and
she passed her estate on to me.”

“When did she
die?”

“In 2003.”

“And you came back ten years
later, to do what?”

“Find out more about our
family. I’m like a lot of people, I’m interested in my family
history. I’ve been tracing my parents from West Point, where they
were married, to Wheeling, and
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