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Praise for Elmore Leonard

‘Like no one else in the business, Elmore Leonard tells his readers a story’ Ian Rankin

‘Not just a good storyteller, but also an important novelist . . . a model of action-writing at its best’ Philip Kerr

‘He has invented a style of storytelling all his own, burning with energy and imagination. His dialogue is unmatched by any other writer’ Marcel Berlins, The Times

‘Dialogue like broken glass, sharp and glittering, and a raft of low-lifes individualised in primary colours like hard-edged pop-art’ Julian Rathbone, Independent

‘He’s the boss, the grandmaster, the chief, the big cheese, and anyone with even the faintest interest in crime fiction cannot afford to ignore him’ New Musical Express

‘Elmore Leonard is up there at the top of the list’ TLS

‘The hottest thriller writer in the US’ Time

‘The best writer in crime fiction today’ USA Today

‘A superb craftsman . . . his writing is pure pleasure’

Los Angeles Times Book Review

‘Crime fiction doesn’t get any better’ Publishers Weekly

‘Elmore Leonard can write circles around almost anybody active in the crime novel today’New York Times Book Review

‘Leonard’s stories are as contemporary as the crime rate, as quick and spare as a no-frills flight to Detroit’

Los Angeles Times



By Elmore Leonard

The Bounty Hunters
The Law at Randado
Escape from Five Shadows
Last Stand at Saber River
Hombre
The Big Bounce
The Moonshine War
Valdez is Coming
Forty Lashes Less One
Mr Majestyk
Fifty-two Pickup
Swag
Unknown Man No. 89
The Hunted
The Switch
Gunsights
Gold Coast
City Primeval
Split Images
Cat Chaser
Stick
LaBrava
Glitz
Bandits
Touch
Freaky Deaky
Killshot
Get Shorty
Maximum Bob
Rum Punch
Pronto
Riding the Rap
Out of Sight
Cuba Libre
The Tonto Woman & Other Western Stories
Be Cool
Pagan Babies
Tishomingo Blues
When the Women Come Out to Dance
The Complete Western Stories of Elmore Leonard
Mr Paradise
The Hot Kid
Up in Honey’s Room



Elmore Leonard was born in 1925 in New Orleans. He lived in Dallas, Oklahoma City and Memphis before his family settled in Detroit in 1935. He served in the US Navy during the Second World War and afterwards studied English literature at the University of Detroit, graduating in 1950. From 1949 to 1961 he worked as a copywriter in various advertising agencies and, apart from a few book reviews, he has been writing only novels and screenplays since 1967. Many of his novels have been filmed, notably Get Shorty, Rum Punch (as the movie Jackie Brown ), Touch and Out of Sight. LaBrava won the 1983 Edgar Allan Poe Award for the best mystery novel and in 1992 Elmore Leonard was named a Grand Master by the Mystery Writers of America. He is a member of the Authors’ Guild, the Writers’ Guild of America, Western Writers of America and Mystery Writers of America. He is also the winner of the Crime Writers’ Association Diamond Dagger 2006. Visit his website at www.elmoreleonard.com.



Freaky Deaky

ELMORE LEONARD

[image: image]




A WEIDENFELD AND NICOLSON EBOOK

First published in 1988 by William Morrow and Company
This ebook first published in 2010 by Orion Books

Copyright © Elmore Leonard 1988

The moral right of Elmore Leonard to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor to be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All the characters in this book are fictitious and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.

ISBN: 9780297863656

This ebook produced by Jouve, France

The Orion Publishing Group Ltd
Orion House
5 Upper Saint Martin’s Lane
London WC2H 9EA

An Hachette UK Company

www.orionbooks.co.uk



Contents

Cover

Title

Copyright

Dedication

Praise

By Elmore Leonard

About the Author



Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30


To my wife Joan
for giving me the title
and a certain look
when I write too many words.



1

Chris Mankowski’s last day on the job, two in the afternoon, two hours to go, he got a call to dispose of a bomb.

What happened, a guy by the name of Booker, a twenty-five-year-old super-dude twice-convicted felon, was in his Jacuzzi when the phone rang. He yelled for his bodyguard Juicy Mouth to take it. ‘Hey, Juicy?’ His bodyguard, his driver and his houseman were around somewhere. ‘Will somebody get the phone?’ The phone kept ringing. The phone must have rung fifteen times before Booker got out of the Jacuzzi, put on his green satin robe that matched the emerald pinned to his left earlobe and picked up the phone. Booker said, ‘Who’s this?’ A woman’s voice said, ‘You sitting down?’ The phone was on a table next to a green leather wingback chair. Booker loved green. He said, ‘Baby, is that you?’ It sounded like his woman, Moselle. Her voice said, ‘Are you sitting down? You have to be sitting down for when I tell you something.’ Booker said, ‘Baby, you sound different. What’s wrong?’ He sat down in the green leather chair, frowning, working his butt around to get comfortable. The woman’s voice said, ‘Are you sitting down?’ Booker said, ‘I am. I have sat the fuck down. Now you gonna talk to me, what?’ Moselle’s voice said, ‘I’m suppose to tell you that when you get up, honey, what’s left of your ass is gonna go clear through the ceiling.’

*

When Chris got there a uniform let him in. There were Thirteenth Precinct cars and a Tactical station wagon parked in front of the house. The uniform told Chris that Booker had called 911. They radioed him here and when he saw who it was he called Narcotics and they jumped at it, a chance to go through the man’s house wide open with their dog.

A guy from Narcotics who looked like a young vagrant told Chris that Booker was a success story: had come up through the street-dealing organizations, Young Boys Incorporated and Pony Down, and was now on about the third level from the top. Look around, guy twenty-five living in a home on Boston Boulevard, a mansion, originally owned by one of Detroit’s automotive pioneers. The guy from Narcotics didn’t remember which one. Look how Booker had fucked up the house, painted all that fine old oak paneling puke green. He asked Chris how come he was alone.

Chris said most of the squad was out on a run, picking up illegal fireworks, but there was another guy coming, Jerry Baker. Chris said, ‘You know what today is?’ And waited for the guy from Narcotics to say no, what? ‘It’s my last day on the Bomb Squad. Next week I get transferred out.’ He waited again.

The guy from Narcotics said, ‘Yeah, is that right?’

He didn’t get it.

‘It’s the last time I’ll ever have to handle a bomb, if that’s what we have, and hope to Christ I don’t make a mistake.’

The guy still didn’t get it. He said, ‘Well, that’s what Booker says it is. He gets up, it blows up. What kind of bomb is that?’

‘I won’t know till I look at it,’ Chris said.

‘Booker says it’s the fucking Italians,’ the guy from Narcotics said, ‘trying to tell him something. It makes sense, otherwise why not shoot the fucker? Like we know Booker’s done guys we find out at Metro in long-term parking. Guy’s in the trunk of his car, two in the back of the head. Booker’s a bad fucking dude, man. If there was such a thing as justice in the world we’d leave his ass sitting there, let him work it out.’

Chris said, ‘Get your people out of the house. When my partner gets here, don’t stop and chat, okay? I’ll let you know if we need Fire or EMS, or if we have to evacuate the houses next door. Now where’s Booker?’

The guy from Narcotics took Chris down the hall toward the back of the house, saying, ‘Wait’ll you see what the spook did to the library. Looks like a fucking tent.’

It did. Green-and-white striped parachute cloth was draped on four sides from the center point of the high ceiling to the top of the walls. The Jacuzzi bubbled in the middle of the room, a border of green tile around it. Booker sat beyond the sunken bath in his green leather wingback. He was holding on to the round arms, clutching them, fingers spread open. Behind him, French doors opened onto a backyard patio.

‘I been waiting,’ Booker said. ‘You know how long I been waiting on you? I don’t know where anybody’s at, I been calling – you see Juicy Mouth?’

‘Who’s Juicy Mouth?’

‘Suppose to be guarding my body. Man, I got to go the toilet.’

Chris walked up to him, looking at the base of the chair. ‘Tell me what the woman said on the phone.’

‘Was the bitch suppose to be in love with me.’

‘What’d she tell you?’

‘Say I get up I’m blown up.’

‘That’s all?’

‘Is that all? Man, that’s final, that’s all there is all, nothing else.’

Chris said, ‘Yeah, but do you believe it?’

‘Asshole, you expect me to stand up and find out?’

Chris was wearing a beige tweed sportcoat, an old one with sagging pockets. He brought a Mini-Mag flashlight out of the left side pocket, went down flat on the floor and played the light beam into the four-inch clearance beneath the chair. The space was empty. He came to his knees, placed the Mini-Mag on the floor, brought a stainless Spyder-Co lockback pocketknife from the right side pocket and flicked open the short blade with one hand in a quick, practiced motion.

Booker said, ‘Hey,’ pushing back in the chair.

‘Cover yourself,’ Chris said. ‘I don’t want to cut anything off by mistake.’

‘Man, be careful there,’ Booker said, bringing his hands off the chair arms to bunch the skirts of the robe between his bare legs, up tight against his crotch.

‘You feel anything under you?’

‘When I sat down it felt . . . like, different.’

Chris slit open the facing of the seat cushion, held the edges apart and looked in. He said, ‘Hmmmmm.’

Booker said, ‘What you mean hmmmmm? Don’t give me no hmmmmm shit. What’s in there?’

Chris looked up at Booker and said, ‘Ten sticks of dynamite.’

Booker was clutching the chair arms again, his body upright, stiff, telling Chris, ‘Get that shit out from under me, man. Get it out, get it out of there!’

Chris said, ‘Somebody doesn’t like you, Booker. Two sticks would’ve been plenty.’

Booker said, ‘Will you pull that shit out? Do it.’

Chris sat back on his heels, looking up at Booker. ‘I’m afraid we have a problem.’

‘What problem? What you talking about?’

‘See, most of the foam padding’s been taken out. There’s something in there that looks like an inflatable rubber cushion, fairly flat, laying on top of the dynamite.’

‘So pull the shit out, man. You see it, pull it out.’

‘Yeah, but what I don’t see is what makes it go bang. It must be in the back part, where the cushion zips open.’

‘Then open the motherfucker.’

‘I can’t, you’re sitting on it. It’s probably a two-way pressure switch of some kind. I can’t tell for sure, but that’d be my guess.’

Booker said, ‘Your guess? You telling me you don’t know what you doing?’

‘We get all kinds,’ Chris said. ‘I have to see it before I know what it is . . . or whether or not I can disarm it. You understand?’

‘Wait a minute now. You saying if you can take it apart?’

‘And the only way to get to it,’ Chris said, ‘is to cut through the back of the chair.’

‘Then cut it, cut it, I don’t give a shit about the chair.’

‘You run into the frame, all that heavy wood and springs . . .’ Chris paused. He said, ‘I don’t know,’ shaking his head.

Booker said, ‘Look, motherfucker. You get this shit out from under me. You cut, you do what you have to do, you get it out.’

‘On the other hand,’ Chris said, ‘it might not be a bomb at all. Just the dynamite in there. You know, to scare you, keep you in line. I mean, is there a reason anybody’d want to take you out?’

Booker said, ‘You mean like just the shit, but no way to blow it?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Like they telling me look what could happen?’

‘Maybe.’

‘Say I could just get up, was all bullshit what they made her say to me? On the phone?’

‘That’s possible,’ Chris said, ‘but I don’t think I’d take the chance.’

‘You wouldn’t, huh?’

‘Let’s see what my partner says, when he gets here.’

Booker said, ‘Man, I got to go the toilet, bad.’

Chris watched Jerry Baker taking in the size of the house as he came up the walk, away from the uniforms and the blue Detroit Police radio cars blocking both sides of the boulevard. It was Jerry’s day off. He wore a black poplin jacket and a Detroit Tigers baseball cap: a tall man, bigger and older than Chris, twenty-five years on the force, fifteen as a bomb tech. He remembered what day this was and said to Chris, ‘You shouldn’t be here.’

Standing inside the doorway, Chris told him about the green leather chair Booker was sitting in.

And Jerry said it again, looking at his watch. ‘No, you shouldn’t be here. Forty minutes, you’ll be through.’

He looked outside at the guy from Narcotics waiting on the porch, waved him over and told him to call for Fire and EMS and get everybody away from the house. The guy from Narcotics said, ‘Can’t you guys handle this one?’

Jerry said, ‘You’ll hear it if we can’t.’ Walking down the hall to the Jacuzzi room he said to Chris, ‘If we save this asshole’s life, you think he’ll appreciate it?’

Chris said, ‘You mean will he say thank you? Wait’ll you meet him.’

They entered the room, Jerry gazing up at the green-and-white tenting, and Booker said, ‘Finally, you motherfuckers decide you gonna do something?’

Chris and Jerry took time to look at each other. They didn’t say anything. Jerry got down to inspect the sliced-open seat cushion between Booker’s muscular legs and said, ‘Hmmmmm.’

Booker said, ‘Another one, goes hmmmmm. I’m sitting here on high explosives the motherfucker goes hmmmmm.’

Jerry stood up, looking at Chris again. ‘Well, he’s cool. That’s a good thing.’

Chris said, ‘Yeah, he’s cool.’

As Jerry walked around to the back of the green leather chair, Booker, sitting upright, raised his head.

‘Hey, I got to go the toilet, man, bad.’

Jerry reached over the backrest to put his hand on Booker’s shoulder. ‘You better wait. I don’t think you can make it.’

‘I’ll tell you what I have to make. I mean it.’

Jerry said, over Booker to Chris, ‘The boy looks fast.’

‘Used to run from the Narcs in his Pony joggers, one of those Pony Down delivery boys,’ Chris said. ‘Yeah, I imagine he’s fast.’

Booker was still upright with his head raised. ‘Wait now. What’re we saying here if I’m fast? Bet to it, man, I’m fast.’

Chris said, ‘We don’t want you to get the idea you can dive out of your chair into your little swimming pool and make it.’

Booker said, ‘In the Jacuze? I get in there I be safe?’

‘I doubt it,’ Chris said. ‘If what you’re sitting on there, if it’s wired and it’s not one of your friends being funny . . .’

Jerry said, ‘Or if it’s not a dud.’

Booker said, ‘Yeah, what?’

Chris said, ‘If it’s a practical joke – you know, or some kind of warning – then there’s nothing to worry about. But if it’s wired, you raise up and it goes . . .’

‘I couldn’t get in the Jacuze quick enough, huh?’

‘I doubt it.’

‘His feet might stay on the floor,’ Jerry said, ‘remain in the house.’

Chris agreed, nodding. ‘Yeah, but his ass’d be sailing over Ohio.’

Jerry moved from behind the chair to the French doors. ‘We better talk about it some more.’

Booker’s head turned to follow Chris. ‘Where you going? Hey, motherfucker, I’m talking to you!’

Chris stepped out and closed the door. He moved with Jerry to the far edge of the slate patio before looking back at the French doors in the afternoon sunlight. They could hear Booker in there, faintly. They crossed the yard, Jerry offering Chris a cigarette. He took one and Jerry gave him a light once they reached the driveway and were standing by the three-car garage, alone in the backyard. Jerry looked up at the elm trees. He said, ‘Well, they’re finally starting to bud. I thought winter was gonna run through May.’

Chris said, ‘That’s my favorite kind of house. Sort of an English Tudor, before Booker got hold of it.’

Jerry said, ‘Why don’t you and Phyllis buy one?’

‘She likes apartments. Goes with her career image.’

‘She must be jumping up and down, finally got her way.’

Chris didn’t say anything.

‘I’m talking about your leaving the squad.’

‘I know what you meant. I haven’t told her yet. I’m waiting till I get reassigned.’

‘Maybe Homicide, huh?’

‘I wouldn’t mind it.’

‘Yeah, but would Phyllis?’

Chris didn’t answer. They smoked their cigarettes and could hear fire equipment arriving. Jerry said, ‘Hey, I was kidding. Don’t be so serious.’

‘I know what you’re saying,’ Chris said. ‘Phyllis is the kind of person that speaks out. Something bothers her, she tells you about it.’

‘I know,’ Jerry said.

‘There’s nothing wrong with that, is there?’

‘I’m not saying anything against her.’

‘What it is, Phyllis says things even some guys would like to but don’t have the nerve.’

‘Yeah, ’cause she’s a woman,’ Jerry said, ‘she doesn’t have to worry about getting hit in the mouth.’

Chris shook his head. ‘I don’t mean putting anybody down or being insulting. Like we’re at a restaurant, one of those trendy places the waiter introduces himself? This twinkie comes up to the table, he goes, “Hi, I’m Wally, I’m gonna be your waitperson this evening. Can I get you a cocktail?” Phyllis goes, “Wally, when we’ve finished dinner, you gonna take us out and introduce us to the dishwasher?” She goes, “We really don’t care what your name is as long as you’re here when we want something.”’

Jerry grinned, adjusting his Tiger baseball cap. ‘That’s good, I can appreciate that. Those guys kill me.’

They drew on their cigarettes. Chris looked at his, about to say something, working the butt between his thumb and second finger to flick it away, and the French doors and some of the windows on this side of the house exploded out in a billow of gray smoke tinged yellow. They stood looking at the shattered doorway, at the smoke and dust thinning, settling over glass and wood fragments, shreds of blackened green-and-white debris on the patio, silence ringing in their ears now. After a few moments they started down the drive, let the people waiting in front know they were okay.

Chris said, ‘Yeah, the twink comes up to the table, says he’s gonna be our waitperson. But you have to understand, Phyllis wasn’t trying to be funny, she was serious. That’s the way she is.’
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Skip told Robin he had to blow up a car on the Belle Isle bridge either tomorrow or the next day if it didn’t rain and then he’d be through. He said they called it the kush shot. The car would go flying off the bridge, explode in midair in this huge ball of fire, and when it hit the Detroit River it would go kushhhh and all this smoke would rise up.

Robin said, ‘Far out. You like your work, huh?’

Skip said, ‘Well, it’s bullshit, you know, movies. But it’s kinda fun. It sure beats working as an extra, standing out in the sun all day while the director and the star shoot the shit.’

‘There was a story in today’s paper made me think of you,’ Robin said. ‘About the guy getting blown up?’

‘Yeah, I saw it. Somebody slipped some dynamite under him. But it wasn’t me, I was working.’ Skip grinned, eating a breadstick. ‘I haven’t shot off any dynamite in . . . well, it’s been awhile.’

‘I bet you still know how.’

Skip grinned at her again. ‘I bet I do too. But see, we hardly ever use that kind of high explosives.’

They were at Mario’s in midtown Detroit, waiting for their dinner order among white tablecloths and oil paintings of southern Italian villages: Skip drinking vodka, eating the breadsticks with a pat of butter stuck to each bite; Robin smoking, sipping red wine, watching Skip through tinted glasses.

‘War scenes, like mortars and shells exploding? We use black powder, squib it off electrically. For the kush shot, or any time you see a car go over the cliff and explode? We put three or four gallons of gasoline inside in plastic bottles wrapped in primer cord and then fire it by remote control. Push a button, like you open your garage door.’

‘I park on the street,’ Robin said.

‘Like you used to. I remember there was Daddy’s garage door and Mommy’s garage door and Miss Robin’s garage door, side by side attached to a big house in Bloomfield Hills.’

‘Did you know Mother drove me to prison?’

‘I didn’t think you could do that.’

‘All the way to Huron Valley. She bought a gray pinstriped suit for the trip. She and the judge were hoping I’d be sent to Alderson – Christ – West Virginia, but Daddy talked to somebody in the Justice Department.’

‘That was nice,’ Skip said, ‘had you close to home.’

‘I was hoping for Pleasanton, in California. Get some sun.’

‘You see your folks?’

‘Daddy’s gone to heaven, he had a coronary. Mother, I hardly ever see, which I’m sure you can understand. She’s on a round-the-world cruise. That’s what she does now. She takes trips.’

‘Your mom was a trip,’ Skip said, ‘had that sarcastic way of speaking. You do it better.’

‘Thanks a lot,’ Robin said. She blew her smoke at him and took a sip of wine.

‘I rode a government bus down to Milan,’ Skip said. ‘I don’t know where my mommy was. This bus had heavy wire over the windows in case we got loose of our handcuffs and leg irons. Me and a half a dozen Hispanic brothers with needle tracks up their arms. I thought, The fuck am I doing with these dudes? Man, I’m political. I should be going to one of those country-club joints like where they sent those Watergate assholes, but I guess they thought I was ba-a-ad.’

‘You were,’ Robin said. ‘I think it was blowing up the Federal Building that pissed them off.’

‘Yeah,’ but hell, the money they kept when we jumped bond, it would’ve paid to fix up the damage, wouldn’t it? Some of it.’ Skip was chewing on a breadstick, crumbs in his beard. ‘Man, when they brought us up that second time, if they’d known even half the gigs I was into . . . I mean those years living underground.’

Robin said, ‘Living out there with the great silent majority. I know why they’re silent, they don’t have a fucking thing to say. I got into shoplifting just for something to do. One time I even stole a bra.’

Skip said, ‘I was living in a commune near Grants, New Mexico, with these leftover flower children bitching at each other, bored out of my skull. I went up to Farmington and got the job as a TV repairman ’cause, you know, I always had a knack for wiring up shit. This one day I said to myself, Man, if you’re a wanted criminal then how come you aren’t into crime? That’s when I moved to LA the first time.’

‘You ever look for your picture in a post office?’

‘Yeah, but I never saw it.’

‘I didn’t see mine either,’ Robin said. She leaned in closer, resting her arms on the table. ‘When I finally got your number, and your service said you were in Detroit . . .’

‘Couldn’t believe it, could you?’

She said, ‘You know, you haven’t changed much at all.’

Skip said, ‘I may be a half a step slower, but I still have my hair. I lift weights when I’m home and I think of it.’

‘I like your beard.’

‘I’ve had it off and on. I first grew it when I was over in Spain. That’s where I went soon as I got my release. Started as an extra in the picture business and worked my way into special effects and stunt work. This guy Sidney Aaronson was doing a big epic called The Sack of Rome. But what it was, it was a sack of shit. You know how many times I got killed in that fucking picture?’

Robin watched him reach out to stop their waiter going by with a tray of dinners. Skip ordered another drink and a bottle of Valpolicella. The little fifty-year-old waiter said with an accent, ‘Just a minute, just a minute, please,’ and hurried on.

Skip winked at her. ‘Time him. He gets one minute.’

‘You haven’t changed at all,’ Robin said.

Skip Gibbs smiled, a thirty-eight-year-old kid: dull-blond streaked hair tied back with a rubber band in a short pony-tail, bread crumbs in the beard that grew up into his cheeks; Skip the Wolfman wearing a black satiny athletic jacket that bore the word Speedball across the back in a racy red script: the title of a film he’d worked on handling special effects, blowing black-powder charges and squibbing gunshots. He said to Robin, ‘You still look like you can hit and run’ – crinkling his light-blue eyes at her. ‘Man, there’s something about a thin girl with big tits.’ Staring at her beige cotton sweater, three wooden buttons undone at the neck. ‘I notice they’re still in the right place.’

‘You put on Jane Fonda’s Workout,’ Robin said, ‘all you have to do is sit and watch it, you stay in shape.’

Skip said, ‘I knew you’d be into something. Just don’t tell me you’ve become a women’s lib vegetarian lesbian, okay? I have beautiful memories of us in bed – and on floors and in sleeping bags, in back seats . . .’

Now Robin Abbott was smiling, sort of, agreeable without admitting anything: calm brown eyes gazing through the tinted glasses set against a pale fox face, her brown hair sleeked back into a single braid she would sometimes finger and stroke, a rope of hair, holding it against her breast in the cotton sweater.

‘Your hair’s different,’ Skip said, ‘otherwise . . .’ He squinted at her and said, ‘The first time I ever saw you, Lincoln Park in Chicago, man, that was a long time ago. We were only – what, nineteen years old?’

‘You were. I was still eighteen,’ Robin said. ‘It was the Saturday before the start of the Democratic National Convention, August twenty-fourth, 1968.’ She was nodding, seeing it again. ‘Lincoln Park . . .’

‘Thousands of people,’ Skip said, ‘and I picked you out right away: Why, there’s a little Wolverine from the University of Michigan. Though I hadn’t seen you at school before. You had on a tank top and you were holding up a poster that said, real big, FUCK THE DRAFT, waving it at the cops. I kept looking at you, your little nips showing in that thin material, your hair real long down your back. I said to myself, I think I’ll score me some of that.’

‘Your hair was longer too,’ Robin said. ‘Cops kept grabbing it, trying to hold you. We got away and I tied it up in a ponytail.’

Skip said, ‘You think I don’t remember that?’ Touching his hair. ‘I don’t ordinarily wear it like this, but I did this evening.’

Robin said, ‘I’d know you anywhere. Remember the first night? In the guy’s car?’

‘The cops pounding on it’ – Skip grinned – ‘whole bunch of them wearing those baby-blue riot helmets. I look up and see these pig faces staring at me. Cop bangs on the window, “What’re you doing in there?” ‘I go, “What’s it look like I’m doing? I’m getting laid, man.” That’s when they started beating on the car. The guy comes along that owned the car, remember? He couldn’t believe it. “Hey, what’re you doing to my fucking car?” He tears into the cops and they club the shit out of him and throw him in the wagon. Oh, man.’ Skip rubbed his eyes with a knuckle. ‘I get tears thinking about it.’

Robin said, ‘You remember the last time we were here?’

The waiter appeared with Skip’s drink and the bottle of wine, opened it and poured a taste into Skip’s glass. Robin watched Skip hold the wine in his mouth and wink at her, and for a moment she thought he was going to spit it out and do a scene with the waiter. Skip loved scenes. But this time he swallowed and gave her a sly grin.

‘I wasn’t gonna do nothing. Guy’s a real waiter, wears a tux, probably been here all his life.’

Robin tried again, patient. ‘You remember the last time we had dinner here?’

Skip had to stop and think. She watched him look around, maybe for something that might remind him. ‘We got picked up in ’seventy-eight . . . It wasn’t after they brought us back.’

‘Before that. Before we went underground.’

‘Man, that was a long time ago.’

‘We came here December fifteenth, 1971,’ Robin said, ‘about a week after we got back from New York.’ She waited again as Skip frowned, thinking hard. ‘We went to New York for that stop-the-war benefit.’

He came alive. ‘Yeah, in that big cathedral.’

‘St John the Divine,’ Robin said. ‘You sold tickets at the door and walked off with something like nine hundred dollars.’

‘I think it was more.’

‘You told me nine hundred.’

‘The People’s Coalition for something or other.’

‘Peace and Justice.’

‘Yeah, they had a bunch of celebrities giving talks. It was so goddamn boring, that’s why I ripped ’em off. I figured they weren’t gonna cut it, so fuck ’em.’

‘But when we came here for dinner, you were broke.’

‘I’d bought a ton of acid and a few pounds of weed by then.’

‘You said, “It looks like we’re going to have to eat and run, fast,” and I said, “Why don’t you take up a collection?” Remember?’

He was looking around again. ‘Yeah, shit, I remember.’

Robin watched his gaze stop and hold on a trio of strolling musicians across the room, short, heavyset guys in red vests, two with guitars, one with a stand-up bass. They were singing ‘The Shadow of Your Smile’ to a table of diners trying to ignore the trio.

‘I dumped the bread out of the basket and that’s what you used,’ Robin said, bringing Skip back. ‘You went from table to table.’

Skip was grinning. ‘I went up to this couple, I go, “Pardon me, but can you spare some bread?” The guy thought I meant bread. He goes, serious as can be, “You ask your waiter, he’ll get you some.” I like to died.’

‘You sound more Indiana farm boy,’ Robin said, ‘than even you did before.’

‘From hanging out with these two stunt guys from Texas. Couple of shitkickers, but good guys. I think before Mr Mario told me to sit down I scored about fifty, sixty bucks.’

‘Thirty-seven,’ Robin said, ‘and the drinks and dinner came to thirty-two fifty. You might’ve left a tip, but I doubt it.’

‘Come on – you remember the exact amount?’

‘After we talked on the phone I looked it up in my journal. It was thirty-two fifty.’

‘That’s right, your notebooks. You filled up a bunch, huh, writing your column.’

‘I have everything we did,’ Robin said, ‘from the summer of ’sixty-eight in Chicago to June of ’seventy-two, when we were busted and jumped bail. I have the names of every single person we were involved with, too. Including the copouts.’

‘I always liked your stuff, had a mean sound. You kept writing, didn’t you?’

‘I did “Notes from the Underground” the first couple of years. The Liberation News Service picked it up. Since Huron Valley I’ve written four historical romance-rape novels. Have you ever heard of Nicole Robinette? Emerald Fire? Diamond Fire? ’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘I’m Nicole.’

‘Why’n’t you write your own story? Be more exciting.’

‘I have a better idea,’ Robin said.

She waited for Skip’s reaction, watched him pick up his vodka, drink most of it and rattle the ice in the glass. He was with her but not paying attention to every word – grinning in his beard now.

‘Man, we let it rip, didn’t we? Dope, sex, and rock and roll. Old Mao and Karl Marx tried to keep up but didn’t stand a chance against Jimi Hendrix, man, the Doors, the Dead, Big Brother and Janis. Hey, and my all-time favorite outlaw band – you know the one it was? MC5. Jesus, those dudes, man . . .’

Robin heard the strolling trio coming to the end of ‘Don’t Cry for Me, Argentina.’ She said, ‘How about the dynamite runs? Stoned out of your mind.’

‘You had to be,’ Skip said, ‘car full of high explosives. That first time coming back from Yale, Michigan, M-19, two lanes, I kept seeing the road disappear, like a big hole would open up in front of us and I’d think, Oh, shit, we’re gonna die. Except I knew I was tripping, so I’d hang onto the wheel like my knuckles were gonna pop. But I’ll tell you something, I never had what you’d call a bad trip in my life. I mean dropping acid. The only bad trips I can remember is when I wasn’t stoned. Wake up in some goddamn holding cell with these assholes giving each other peace signs.’

Robin said, ‘I could tell you were a little ripped when you walked in.’

‘Not bad. All I had after work was some hash and beer. I’m still geeked on acid, but couldn’t find none. I can get blotter in LA once in a while, it’s okay. But old Owsley’s preemo purple or even windowpane, that stuff could get you in touch with your ancestors. All they want to sell you on the street is crack and that’s bad shit, messes you up. Acid’s good for you – I mean you don’t overdo it, become a burnout. It’s like a laxative for the brain, it mellows you while it cleans out your head.’

Robin sipped her wine. She said, ‘I have some,’ and saw Skip’s sly grin peeking through his beard, a sparkle coming into his pale eyes.

‘You know I suffer from anti-acrophobia, fear of not being high.’

‘My apartment’s right around the corner.’

‘Bitchin’. What kind is it?’

‘Blotter. Has a little numeral one on it.’

‘Shit, I gotta go back to work. They’re gonna shoot some night for night.’

‘It’s there when you want it,’ Robin said.

Skip grinned at her. ‘You’re setting me up, aren’t you? You got a dirty trick in mind and you need the Skipper to help you pull it.’

Robin gave him her sort-of smile.

When the trio in the red vests strolled up she decided to let Skip handle it, not say anything. She watched him look up as the leader asked with an Italian sound how they were this evening and would they like to make a request. Maybe their favorite song? She watched Skip’s bland expression and saw it coming. ‘You guys remember a group used to be around here, the MC5?’ The leader frowned. MC5? He wasn’t sure. What was one of their tunes? She watched Skip, with his pale, innocent eyes, say, ‘“Kick Out the Jams, Mother-fuckers.” You guys know that one?’ Robin watched, thinking, Oh, man, have I missed you.
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Chris asked the St Antoine Clinic doctor if he thought a psychiatric evaluation was really necessary. All he was doing was transferring to another section. He’d still be at 1300 Beaubien, up from the sixth to the seventh floor and down at the other end of the hall.

The St Antoine Clinic doctor, a serious young guy with narrow shoulders and glasses, not much hair, was looking at the sheet Chris had filled out. He didn’t seem to be listening. He said, ‘Tell me if anything I read is incorrect. You’re Christopher Mankowski, no middle initial. Date of birth, October 7, 1949.’

Chris told him so far it was correct.

The doctor cleared his throat. He cleared it a lot, faint little growls coming from deep in there. ‘You’re presently a sergeant, bomb and explosives technician, assigned to the Crime Laboratory Section.’

‘I’m also a firearms examiner, you might want to put down. Or I was. Right now I’m not sure what I am.’

‘You like guns?’

‘Do I like them? I know guns, I’m not a collector.’

‘How many do you own?’

‘I carry a thirty-eight Special and I have a Glock my dad gave me I keep at work. I don’t want to get burglarized and have some head running around with a seventeen-shot automatic.’

‘That’s what a Glock is?’

‘It’s Austrian, nine millimeter. Very lightweight.’

‘Even with all those bullets in it?’

‘That’s correct.’

There was a silence. Then the sound of a throat being cleared. ‘You’ve been with the Detroit Police since June 1975.’

‘That’s correct,’ Chris said. ‘Another month will be twelve years.’

The young doctor said, ‘You don’t have to tell me when the information is correct. Only when it isn’t correct.’ So when the doctor said, ‘You were in the military, honorably discharged, but you served less than a year,’ Chris didn’t say anything. That was correct. He was stateside five months and the rest of the time with the Third Brigade, 25th Infantry, in Vietnam. Chris had a feeling the doctor didn’t like to ask a question unless he already knew the answer. He was the type of person witnesses never remembered. The wedding ring didn’t mean shit. He probably vacuumed and washed the dishes in his lab coat. It was like he wanted you to know he was a doctor, but wasn’t that sure of it himself. Why did he wear a lab coat to sit at his desk asking questions? What did he think might get spilled on him?

Why was the chair, where Chris sat next to the desk, turned around instead of facing the doctor? So that they were both looking in the same direction, at framed diplomas on the otherwise bare wall. Two of them, from Wayne State. Chris would have to turn and look over his shoulder to see the doctor. But wouldn’t see his face anyway, because of the afternoon glare on the windows and because the doctor almost always had his head down. Why was he hiding?

His voice said, ‘I gather, while in the army you suffered some type of disability?’

He gathered correctly, so Chris didn’t say anything. There was a silence until the doctor cleared his throat a few times and said, ‘Is that correct?’ Breaking his own rule. Chris told him yes, it was. Then had to wait some more.

‘You attended the University of Michigan two years.’

‘I quit to go in the army.’

‘You enlisted?’

‘That’s right.’ There was no reason to tell the doctor he’d flunked out and would be drafted anyway.

‘Why?’

‘Why’d I enlist? I wanted to see what war was like.’

There was a dead silence, not even the sound of the guy clearing his throat.

‘When I came out I went back to school.’

‘And got your degree?’

‘Well, actually I was about ten credits shy.’

‘So you’re not a university graduate.’

Jesus Christ. Chris waited again while the guy made corrections, got that record straight.

‘You’re single, have never been married.’

That was correct, but required an explanation.

‘You might want to know I almost got married a couple of times,’ Chris said. ‘What I mean to say is I’m not single by choice, I would’ve married either one. But once they start wringing their hands you know it’s not gonna work. See, they were afraid, more than anything else.’

There was a silence again, behind him and off his right shoulder, where the young doctor was making notes.

‘Why were they afraid of you?’

‘They weren’t afraid of me. They were afraid, you know, something could happen to me, being a police officer. It’s the same kind of situation I’m in right now, why I want to transfer. I’ve been going with a young lady – actually we’re living together, in her apartment. It’s right up the street, as a matter of fact, on East Lafayette. I can walk to 1300, or Phyllis drops me off if she goes in early. She’s with Manufacturers Bank, in the Trust Department.’ Chris paused. What was he telling him all that for? But then felt he should explain why Phyllis drove him to work. ‘See, my car was stolen last month. Parked right across the street from 1300, if you can believe it. On Macomb. Eighty-four Mustang, they never found it.’

The young doctor didn’t seem to give a shit about his Mustang. Chris heard the pen tapping.

‘Anyway Phyllis, we start out, was always a little nervous about what I do. The last couple months she’s gotten more and more paranoid I’m gonna lose my hands. It’s not what if I get blown up, it’s just the idea of losing my hands that seems to worry her. How would I eat? How would I dress myself? I told her I’m not gonna lose my hands, I’m very careful in my work. But if I ever did, I told her she could help me out. See, at first I tried to kid about it, tell her different things she could do for me. Like when I go to the bathroom, things like that. But I realized it was the wrong way to handle it. She’d turn white. You could see her imagining different situations. But she brought it up so often I started looking at my hands. I’d be looking at them,’ Chris said, holding up his palms, looking at them now, ‘without even realizing I was doing it. I’d see things in my hands, lines, I never noticed before. I finally decided it wasn’t worth it, talking about it all the time; I’d transfer to another section. Also, you have to understand, it isn’t all that exciting. Most of the time you’re just sitting around.’ Chris waited. Then glanced over his shoulder.

The doctor was busy making notes, shielding the pad with his left arm. ‘How long were you on the Bomb Squad?’

‘Six years. I started out in radio cars, Twelfth Precinct. Sometimes I worked plainclothes. You know there’s quite a gay community there, around Palmer Park, and when you have that, you have fairy hawks, muggers that specialize in gays. I’d dress up like a fruitcake and stroll through the park, you know, asking for it.’

‘That sounds like entrapment.’

‘It does, doesn’t it. I transferred to Arson, I had some experience in that area from before. Three years I worked for an insurance company as a claims investigator. But I didn’t care much for Arson. Walk around in water in burned-out buildings, your clothes smell all the time. I think that might’ve been the reason the second young lady walked out. I had to hang my clothes by an open window. So I transferred to the Bomb Squad.’

‘Why did you do that?’

‘I just told you, to get out of Arson.’

‘I mean why did you choose the Bomb Squad?’

‘I knew the guys there, I’d run into them.’

‘Was there another reason, a motivating factor?’

There might’ve been. Chris wasn’t sure if it made sense or if he should bring it up.

‘Something you wanted to prove to yourself?’

‘Like what?’

‘Say a test of your manhood.’

‘My manhood?’ Chris looked over his shoulder at the doctor in the lab coat, head down, writing away. ‘Why would handling explosives be a test of your manhood? It can end your manhood in a hurry, blow your balls off.’

He knew it was a mistake as soon as he said it.

‘That’s why I suggest you might have approached it as a test, a challenge.’

Chris said, ‘You don’t stay on a job six years to prove something. You have to like it. There’s risk, sure. You accept that going in and you handle it, or you get out.’ Chris waited. The young doctor was hiding back there writing again, drawing conclusions, making judgments about him. Chris said, ‘I don’t know what attracted me . . . There was something I’ve wondered about that happened in Vietnam, if it had anything to do with it. You know, like in my subconscious mind.’

The voice said, ‘You were in Vietnam?’

‘It doesn’t seem to have a direct connection, though.’

‘What doesn’t?’

‘See, when I was over there I was assigned to a Recon-Intelligence platoon, working with mostly a bunch of ARVNs. You know what I mean? South Vietnamese, supposedly the good guys. One of my jobs was to interrogate prisoners they’d bring in and then recommend their disposition.’

‘Meaning how to dispose of them?’

‘Meaning what to do with them. Let ’em go, send ’em back to Brigade . . . but that’s not what I’m talking about. Well, it is and it isn’t.’

There was a silence. Chris tried to think of the right words, ways to begin. One sunny day I was sitting in the R and I hootch at Khiem Hanh. . .

‘The day I’m talking about, I was sent out to question a guy the ARVNs believed was working for the Vietcong. An informer with a sack over his head had fingered the guy and they pulled him out of his village. I got there, they have this old man standing barefoot on a grenade with the pin pulled, his toes curled around to hold the lever in place and his hands tied behind his back. I never saw anybody so scared in my life. They have him behind a mud wall that used to be part of a house, in case his foot slipped off and the grenade blew. I had to talk to the guy across the wall with my interpreter hunched down behind it; he refused to stand up. The rest of them, the ARVNs, they’re off about thirty meters or so having a smoke. Anyway, I ask the old guy a few questions. He doesn’t know anything about the VC, he’s a farmer. He’s crying, he’s shaking he’s so scared, trying to keep his foot on the grenade. He can’t even name his own kids. I tell the ARVNs the guy’s clean, come on put the pin back in and let him go. By the time I cut him loose I look up, the fucking ARVNs are walking off, going home. I go after ’em partway, I’m yelling, “Where’s the goddamn pin? ” They don’t know. They point, it’s over there somewhere, on the ground. I yell some more. “Well, help me find the goddamn thing. We can’t leave the guy like that.” One of them says, “Tell him to pick it up and throw it away.” They didn’t care. They walk off laughing
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