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SPARKS


They sat close to each other on the sofa, Canavan aware of Mrs. Harris scent and her dark hair, parted to one side, she would hold away from her face to look at the map spread open on the coffee table.

Canavan was showing her the areas destroyed by fire, explaining how the hot Santa Ana wind swept the flames through these canyons and on down toward the Pacific Coast Highway. Close to four thousand acres destroyed but only nine homes this time, including Mrs. Harris Mediterranean villa, here, at the top of Arroyo Verde. Nothing like five years ago when over two hundred homes were lost. He showed her photographs, too, fires raging against the night sky.

Robin Harris said, Yeah ... ? looking at the photos but not showing any real interest.

Canavan kept glancing at her, Robin a slim turn-on in a trendy kind of way: pale skin and heavy eyeliner, silver rings, designer-ripped jeans, barefoot, a black sleeveless top that showed the chain, tattooed blue steel, around her upper left arm, the one close to Canavan.

The profile he had in his case file described her as the former Robin Marino: sang with a rock band that played L.A. clubs, produced one album, gave it up five years ago to marry Sid Harris: the legendary Sid Harris, lawyer to platinum-selling recording artists. Now a widow at thirty-seven, Robin was estimated to be worth around ten million. She had lost Sid to a coronary thrombosis, at home, only three months ago, Sid sixty-three when he died. And had lost the house in the Malibu hills three weeks ago, close to a million dollars worth of furniture and contents destroyed. But she had bought the Wilshire apartment, where she was living now, right after Sids death. Why? It was on Canavans checklist, one of the things hed ask her about.

She said, Whats the point? Meaning the map and the pictures. I saw the fire, Joe. I was there.

Arriving, he had introduced himself and handed Robin his business card that said Joseph Canavan Associates, Insurance Investigations. She had looked at it and said, Are you a Joe or a Joseph? He told her either, but usually Joe. She said, Well, come in and sit down, Joe, anywhere you like, picking up on his name in a way that sounded natural and gave him a glimpse of her personality. She looked at his business card again and said, Youre not with the insurance company, like the ones before. He told her they called him in when they red-flagged a claim, had questions about it. All it meant, certain conditions existed the company felt should be investigated. Canavan said they wanted to know in their hearts the fire was either accidental or providential before paying the claim. Robin said, Well, I can tell you the same thing I told the fire department, sheriffs deputies, the state fire marshals office, the California Forestry Department and a guy from Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms. The fire marshals guy brought a dog that sniffed around. He said when the dog was working it ate seventy Kibbles a day. What would you like to know?

This was when Canavan first arrived.

Now he turned from the map to look at Robin sitting back in the sofa. She resembled a girl in the movies he liked a lot, Linda ... very sexy, had an Italian name. He said, I wanted to show you the path of the main fire, where it came down west of your place, on the other side of the ridge.

So how did my house catch fire, Robin said. Is that the question? How about sparks, Joe? The wind blows sparks over the ridge from the brush fires in Boca Chica and they land by my house. You buy that? Or a rabbit or a coyote caught fire and ran like hell right through my yard. They said on the news, look out for animals that catch fire and spread it around. Otherwise, I have no idea. Joe, I watched my house go up in flames. I mightve stayed till it burned down, I dont know, maybe not. A deputy came up the road and made me leave.

Linda Fiorentino.

That was who Robin looked like, in that moviehe couldnt remember the name of itwhere she goes in a bar called Rays, remembering that because of the sign, the Y in RAYS shaped like a martini glass. Linda goes in and asks for a Manhattan. The bartender ignores her and she asks him who you have to blow to get a drink around here. Those werent the exact words, but that was the idea. Robin had that same effortless way about her, confident, with the New York sound like Lindas, a cool chick, tough. Watch your step with her.

So you werent living in the house at the time.

I was here. I happen to see it on TVfire trucks, people loading their cars, coming out of the house with their insurance policies, running around looking for pets. One guy had all their good china in a basket and was lowering it into the swimming pool. I thought, I better get up there, quick.

Load your car, Canavan said, with anything of value, uh? But I understand the house was already on fire. I think thats in the statement you made.

By the time I got there, yeah. Linda waved her hand in the air. The back of the house, by a brush thicket. Sid was supposed to have it cut back, but never got around to it. The sky by that time was thick with smoke.

See, what the company wonders about, why your house was the only one on Arroyo that caught fire.

I guess cause there arent any close by. Im at the very top of the road. Have you been up there?

I had a look at your place, Canavan said, the chimney and some of the walls. Whats hard to tell is where the fire started.

I told you, in the brush thicket.

Maybe, except it looks like the direction of the fire in the thicket was away from the house. Im told the wind shifted that afternoon and came off the ocean.

I dont know, Robin said. Its always windy up there.

Canavan gathered the map from the coffee table. You bought this place a few months ago?

An easy question, but she paused before telling him, Not long after Sid died. But I havent bought it. Im leasing it furnished, nine grand a month with an option to buy.

Canavan looked around the formal living room, white and cream, touches of color, landscapes framed in gold tint, a garden terrace through the French doors, poppies and ficus trees fifteen stories above Wilshire Boulevard. A nine-thousand-a-month penthouse she might or might not buy. He said, This place is worth as much as your house?

Theyd go for about the same price, Robin said. Two and a half million. Sidney said the house was underinsured. Thats why, just before he died, he had the value of the policy increased.

And when that happened, Canavan said, and the house burns down soon after, the claim gets a red flag.

Looking right at him Robin said, Well, you know Sid didnt do it. And Id have nothing to gain, would I? Id already made up my mind to sell the house.

Thats why you moved out?

Its too lonely up there. Just me and the coyotes. Once they ate my cats, both of them, Puddin and Mr. Piper, I bought a shotgun, see if I could even the score, a twenty-gauge Remington. But then a couple of deputies came by to tell me I had to stop shooting. A neighbor had complained. Some woman said I was shooting toward her house. I go, What neighbor? I dont have any neighbors. She mightve heard shots, but how does she know Im the one shooting? They said she saw me.

Mrs. Montaigne, Canavan said. She uses binoculars.

It caused Robin to pause and he felt her looking at him with new interest.


How do you know that?

I spoke to her. Mrs. Montaignes a self-appointed fire warden. Twice a day she drives to a spot up on Piuma Road, near Rambla Pacifico, and looks for smoke. She lost a house in 93 and had it rebuilt.

She actually saw me shooting coyotes? Im a good mile below Piuma Road.

Not as the crow flies. I went to see her, talk to her about spotting fires, and she surprised me. Said she saw you the day your house burned down.

Saw me where?

At the house. She spotted the main fire and called the county fire camp. They were already on it. Still, eight houses burned to the ground.

Nine, Robin said.

She saw your car, too, the Mercedes convertible?

Yeah, as soon as it came on the news I got dressed, jumped in the car ...

But why the convertible?

Why not?

If you were going there to save some more of your stuff, and it might be your only chance ... Dont you have a Range Rover?

I was thinking about the house, Robin said. I wanted to find out if it was still there. Id already picked up my jewelry, moved out most of my clothes.

There wasnt anything else of value?

You have a list, dont you, on the claim?

In my file. I havent really looked at it.

Its all Asian art, Chinese, some authentic, some copies. But even if Id brought the Rover there wouldnt have been room for the big pieces.

So for about three months the house was locked up, nobody there?

Id spend a weekend.

Alone?

She smiled, just a little. Wherere you going with that, Joe? And said, No, I wasnt always alone.

He smiled the same way she did, just barely. He said, You got up there and the house is on fire.

Yeah, but I didnt see the flames right away. I told you, the fire started on the other side of the house, away from the road.

You say in that thicket.

Yeah. You have a problem with that?

I might, Canavan said. According to Mrs. Montaigne, you were there a good twenty minutes to a half hour before there was smoke or any sign of a fire. And she had a pretty good view of the back side of the property.

There was a silence.

In fact, she said she saw you go in the house.

Robin took her time getting up from the sofa. She said, Joseph, walking across the room to a bar with a rose-tinted mirror behind it, what would you like to drink?

Whatever youre having, Canavan said.





Straight-up martinis. He sipped his watching Robin roll a perfect joint, tips of her fingers working but not looking at it, Robin asking in her Linda Fiorentino voice why he would want to be an insurance company stooge, Jesus, or why anyone wouldCanavan letting it happen, giving Robin time to make her play. She said, No, first let me guess where youre from. The Midwest, right? He saw this could take time, so he told her he was from Detroit, born and raised. Came out to sunny California six years ago. She wanted to know what he did in Detroit and Canavan said:

I was a police officer.

She said, Jesus, really? What kind?

Radio cars and then ten years on the bomb squad. Offered a job out here with an insurance company, investigating claims, before setting up his own company. He said hed learned to recognize arson from working on the bomb squad. See what Robin thought of that.

She was cool. Handing him the joint she said, You left out your wife.

I dont have one, Canavan said, hoping this was a variety of weed that inspired wit and not the kind put you to sleep. He took a pretty good hit and passed the joint back to Robin.

She said, You dont have to tell me if you dont want to, but Ill bet anything you had a wife at one time.

He told her yeah, he got married while he was a cop. They came out here, he happened to get involved with a girl at the insurance company and his wife found out about it.

She divorced you for that?

Youd have to know her, Canavan said.

So it wasnt the first time.

He told her it was, as a matter of fact, the first and only time he ever fooled around.

She didnt believe him. Lying back among little pastel pillows on the white sofa Robin raised her eyebrows. She said, Really? You look to me, Joe, like the kind of guy, if its there you dont pass it up. You still see her?

Who?

The girlfriend.

That was over before it went anywhere. I see my ex-wife now and then, we go out to dinner. Sometimes she does jobs for me. Chriss a photographer. He picked up the raging-fire shots from the coffee table. She took these. Chris takes long-lens shots of people walking around who claim they cant walk. A guy shooting hoops in the backyard whos supposed to be in a wheelchair. Insurance fraud situations, all kinds, including arson, Canavan said, bringing it back to Robin.

No reaction. Ducked that one like she didnt even hear it, saying, You go to bed with her?

Whats between Chris and me, Canavan said, stays between us. Okay?

That means you do, Robin said. You keep Chris for backup, right? Call her when you havent scored in a while. Robin pushed up from the sofa with her empty glass. You ready? One moreI have to go out tonight.





Her husband dies and three months later fire destroys the house. Canavan wondered if there was a connection. He had no reason to believe there was; still, he didnt rule it out. He watched Robin sipping her martini. The only apparent effect the gin had on her, she spoke in a quieter voice and stared at him. Canavan could feel a buzz; combined with the weed it allowed him to stare back at Robin, time suspended, and ask her whatever he felt like asking.

When you got married, did you have to sign a prenuptial agreement?

She said, Dont worry about it.

So he tried another tack. Howd you and Sid meet?

He saw me perform and we talked after. He asked me out. He knew who I was. But basically, Joe, we got together the way people usually do, and fell in love.

He was a lot older than you.

What youre asking now, did I marry him for his money. Sure, that had a lot to do with it, but I liked him. Sid was full of energy, played tennished sit down and cross his legs youd see his foot going a mile a minute. You want to know how he was in bed? Not bad, though we had to get almost perpendicularyou know what I mean?to do it.

Wasnt he kind of heavy?

Thats what Im talking about. But then toward the end he lost a lot of weight, like thirty pounds. No, Sid was tender, very gentle, till Viagra came along and he turned into Attila the fucking Hun. If you can picture that.

I thought he had a heart condition.

It wasnt serious. He took something for it. His blood pressure was a little high.

And his doctor let him have Viagra?

Sid got it over the Internet.

But he mustve known the combination was dangerous, Viagra and heart medication?

She said, Joe, Sid was a shooter. He didnt get where he was being cautious. It helped he was a genius.


You were happily married.

Yeah, very.

But you fooled around a little.

Once in a while Id find myself in a situation. You know, but it was never serious. Like you and the chick from the insurance company. She sipped her drink and then finished it. Ill tell you the truth, Joe, I miss him. Sid was good to me. She got up with her empty glass saying, Youre ready, arent you?

I thought you were going out.

I changed my mind.

Watching her cross to the bar he said, Tell me something, and watched her looking in the mirror, staring at her image, her pale skin tan in the tinted glass.

What do you want to know?

Why you burned your house down.





Robin didnt answer until she was coming back with the martinis, her raccoon eyes in the dark liner holding on Canavan.

Why would I?

Thats what Id like to know.

She gave him his drink and placed a hand on his shoulder as she edged past the coffee table and sat down again.

You tell me, Canavan said, youd have nothing to gain, you were gonna sell the house. Now you dont have it to sell, but you get two and a half million when they pay the claim, plus the value of the contents.

I couldve sold the house for more, easy. Robin sipped her drink and said, But what if ... This is hypothetical, okay? What if a person does actually burn down her house? She owns the property, she can rebuild if she wants. She might even tell the insurance company to forget the claim.

Theyd want to know why.

Because they piss her off acting so suspicious, dragging their feet, sending out adjusters and investigators instead of paying the claim. Shes above dealing with people with small minds.

This was one Canavan hadnt heard before. He said, Tell me how she starts the fire.

She rolls up the Wall Street Journal and lights it with a match. The point Im making, Joe ...

She starts the fire inside the house or outside?

Inside. The point Im making, they can pay the claim or not. If they choose to, fine. If they dont, whos out anything?

Shes already out the Mediterranean villa.

And doesnt care.

What makes it Mediterranean, looking down at the Pacific Ocean?

Tile roof, big oval windows and doors. The outside wasnt bad, even though pinks not one of her favorite colors. Its the inside of the house she cant stand. The decor throughout, the furniture, the art, floor to ceiling everythings Chinese. And she doesnt even like Chinese food. Listen, I can roll us another one if you want.

Not for me.

Its local, Malibu Gold, but pretty good, huh?

Canavan said, Yeah, great, and asked Robin, Why didnt this hypothetical woman change the decor?


Her husband loved it. He knew what everything was and where it came from. It was like a culture thing with him. He becomes an expert on something besides picking hits. Incidentally, not one of the artists he represented ever made a record that stiffed.

He bought all the Chinese stuff?

His previous wife, the second one. They redecorated completely after a trip to China.

Canavan said, You couldnt ... caught himself and said, She couldnt get used to it?

Joe, it was like living in a fucking pagoda. Jade figurines, Tang horses and tomb figures, that honey-colored huanghali furniture, blue-and-white Ming garnitures, theyre vases, Ming kesi panels on the walls, ink paintings, opium beds, snuff bottles, ivory carvings, coromandel screens, Quing dynasty court rugs ...

She couldve sold it.

Cloisonn enamel incense burners, Sung dynasty Buddhas. Five years, Robin said, she lives with all this Chinese shit cluttering up the house. Big, heavy pieces, the tomb figures almost lifesize. Five years, Joe. She begs her husband, Please, cant we try something else? No. A Mediterranean house, why dont we do it Mediterranean? No. Not No, and I dont want to hear any more about it. Her husband was a cool guy for his age, never raised his voice. But, really, it was all she thought about. Shed smoke a jay and scheme. Like hire a burglar; he takes it out a piece at a time. Or have it done all at once while theyre in Cabo, or Maui.

Once her husbands gone, Canavan said, why didnt she get an auction house in and sell it?


She felt it would be disloyal to his memory and it would be on her conscience.

Canavan thought that was interesting. But its okay if something happens to it.

Yeah, like an act of God.

Or a fire, in an area known for its fires. You know who you remind me of?

Linda Fiorentino.

You look just like her.

I know.

That movie where she goes in the bar ... ?

The Last Seduction. She wants a Manhattan and the bartender wont look at her. So she goes, Who does a girl have to suck around here to get a drink? 

That was it. Not who do you have to blow.

But as I was saying, when you come right down to it, Joe, whos out? Whos hurt? Who gives a shit outside of this person who owns the house?

Ill tell you who, Canavan said, if you really want to know. The law. Arsons a second-degree felony. A conviction can get you two to twenty years. Theres a death as a result, it goes up to five to ninety-nine.

Her reaction: For Christ sake, Joe, come on. You want to put me in jail?

Im not the law. All Im supposed to do is let em know when I see a crimes been committed.

She said, Joe, come on, youre not a snitch. I can tell youre a very practical guy. How much you want?

Like that, ready to pay him off.

He said, Whats your best offer? So we dont waste time.


How about fifty grand?

You can do bettern that.

A hundred?

He said, Mrs. Harris, and paused. You mind if I call you Robin?

Sounding formal now, and he could see she didnt know what to expect, hesitating before she said, Sure, why not, in a kind of vague tone of voice, her mind looking ahead.

He said, Robin, youve talked to a lot of people. Fire, law enforcement, insurance company stooges ... One of em even brought a dog out to sniff around. But no ones accused you of burning your house down, have they?

She shook her head and brushed that soft, dark hair away from her face.

You drive up to the house, the skys full of smoke. Youve already seen houses burning on the TV news, and theyre right over in the next canyon, not half a mile away. Youre thinking, Damn it, why cant my house catch on fire?

She was nodding, staring at him with a thoughtful expression, following every word.

You go inside and stand there surrounded by all this oriental stuff you hate.

You dont say oriental, you say Asian.

Either way, you hate it. You stand there looking at all that lacquered stuff, Buddhas and dragons, and you light a joint.

He watched her raise her eyebrows.

The joint is to take the edge off, calm you down. But now you look at the match in your hand. It goes out and you light another match and look at the flame.

She was nodding again, staying with him.


All that smoke, and remembering what you saw on the news, youre convinced sooner or later your house will catch fire.

I was, I was sure of it.

Youre about to lose part of your life, and theres nothing you can do but stand back and watch. Five years up in smoke.

Robin waited.

What you do then is part acceptance and part a farewell gesture to the years you spent here with Sid.

Yeah ... ?

You light the Wall Street Journal.

He watched her nodding her head, thoughtful now. She looked up at him and said, Youre not putting that in your report, are you?

Canavan shook his head. I have no evidence to prove it, or disprove what you said. The house was burning when you got here.

What about the lady fire warden?

Mrs. Montaigne? She mustve been mistaken.

Robin paused and said, How do I pay you the hundred thousand?

You dont, Canavan said, getting up from the sofa. I was playing with you, thats all. Seeing what I could score if I did that sort of thing. You should hear some of the offers I get, I come across a fraud situation and I can prove it. Some bozo in a neck brace looking for a million bucks, says hell split it with me.

You turn them in?

If theyre pros, like the ones that stage car accidents and people are injured. Or if they get ugly about it. Otherwise I tell em, forget the claim and dont try it again.

Youre not turning me in?

I told you, I believe your story.

So what should I do?

If I were you? Canavan said. Id keep after the insurance company. Make em pay. He turned to leave, saying, It was nice talking to you, Robin.

And saw her raccoon eyes staring at him.

You cant stay a while, Joe?

If he didnt stay, he could always come back.













HANGING OUT AT THE BUENA VISTA


They lived in a retirement village of cottages set among palm trees and bougainvillea, maids driving golf carts. The woman, Natalie, wore silk scarves to cover what was left of her hair, a lavender scarf the afternoon Vincent appeared at her door. He told her through the screen he thought it was time they met. She said from the chair she sat in most of the day, Its open, closed the book she was reading, a finger inside holding the page, and watched him come in in his khaki shorts and T-shirt.

You didnt have to get dressed up on my account.

She liked his smile and the way he said, I was right. Ive found someone I can talk to.

About what?

Anything you want, except golf.

Youre in luck. I dont play golf.

I know you dont. I checked.

She liked his weathered look, his cap of white hair, uncombed. Youre here by yourself?


On my own, the first time in fifty-seven years.

She laid the book on the table next to her. So now youre what, dating?

He liked the way she said it, with a straight face.

If youre interested, Jerry Vales coming next week.

I can hardly wait.

He said, I like the way you wear your scarves. Youve got style, kiddo.

For an old broad? You should see me in a blond wig.

A woman can get away with a good one. But you see a rug on a guy, every hair in place? You can always tell.

Thats why you dont comb your hair?

Again with the straight face. He shook his head.

I made a decision, Vincent said. No chemo, no surgery. Why bother? Im eighty years old. You hang around too long, you end up with Alzheimers, like Howard. You know Howard? He puts on a suit and tie every day and calls on the ladies. Has no idea where he is.

Howards been here. But now I think he and Pauline are going steady. Paulines the one with all the Barbie dolls. Natalie paused and said, Ill be eighty-two next month.

You sure dont look it.

Not a day over, what, seventy-five?

Ill tell you something, Vincent said. Youre the best-looking woman here, and thats counting the maids and the ones that pass for nurses. Some are okay, but they all have big butts. You notice that? Hospitals, the same thing. Ive made a study: The majority of women who work in health care are seriously overweight.


Youve spent a lot of time in hospitals?

Now and then. No, this is the closest Ive come, this assisted living. Or as it says in the literature, The gracious and dignified living you deserve. As long as you can afford it, live in your own prefab cottage. I did all right with prefab, built terraces, row housing. Some, it turned out, in the wrong place. Andrew came along and blew em off the lot. He said, I know you were married. Whatd your husband do?

Commercial real estate.

I mightve known him.

In New York City.

There was a lull. Vincent glanced around the room, at furnishings from another life, expensive-looking pieces.

Youre happy here?

Am I happy?

I mean, do you like living here?

Its all right.

He waited before saying, Are you in pain?

I have my pills.

Vincent nodded. Back em up with a cocktail in the evening, against orders.

She said, Do you always wait till evening?

Hardly ever.

Natalie stirred, pulling herself up. You can have whatever you like as long as its Polish vodka.

You want me to get it?

She said, Sit still, up and moving now: slim brown legs in a white shirtdress that barely reached her knees. He could see her fifty years ago, taller, not as frail, dark hair in place of the lavender scarf, a confident, good-looking woman. She returned with drinks in crystal glasses, handed him one and settled back into her chair with a groan. Now she was looking at him again.

Dont you have drinking buddies?

The guys here, Vincent said, the ones who know where they are, either play golf and talk about it on and on, or they sit and watch CNN all day. I get the feeling they miss Ronald Reagan.

She sipped her drink. Is it a matter of time with you?

Im given maybe six months. What about you?

Anywhere from a few months to who knows? 

Are you afraid?

Not so much anymore.

He said, You learn to live with it.

And she smiled. In a manner of speaking.

Maintaining a quality of life, Vincent said, quoting the literature again, to which youre accustomed. Only this isnt what Im accustomed to. Hanging out, not doing anything.

Waiting, Natalie said. No, Im not either. They sipped their drinks in silence, not a sound coming from anywhere in the house or outside, in that green glare of vegetation in sunlight.

You want to get out of here? Vincent said.

It surprised her. What do you mean?

Take off? Go somewhere?

Natalie said, I suppose we could, nodding her head. Or, she said after a moment, you could get your pills and move in here with me. What do you think?

Now Vincent was nodding in the same thoughtful way.

Would we sleep together?

Natalie took a moment before saying, Well, not the first night.











CHICKASAW CHARLIE HOKE


This time Vernice started in on Charlie while he was making their toddies, what he did every evening Vernice worked days. Charlie said, Take a load off your tootsies, honey, and let me wait on you.

She eased into her La-Z-Boy to sit there as she always did, leaving a space between her round thighs. Vernice was in her forties, younger than Charlie by ten years, a big redhead with the whitest skin Charlie had ever seen on a bare-naked woman. She started in by saying Carlyle, her brother-in-law, hired a family to work his soybeans and now had a job at the Isle of Capri dealing blackjack. It was always someone she knew, the manager of some podunk motel now a pit boss at Ballys. Shed mention the casinos were always looking for help or desperate for it.

Charlie would say to her, Honey, Im not just help. This time he said, Honey, can you see me dealing cards?


Carlyle says between tips and wages he can make up to a thousand a week.

Those people do that kind of work are ro-bots, Charlie said, pouring bourbon over crushed ice, adding sugar now, an orange slice and a maraschino cherry. Be a waste of what Im good at.

What, talking to people?

Talking, referring to my career, sure.

You could tend bar.

Charlie smiled over at her, Vernice in her pink waitress outfit she wore at the Isle of Capri coffee shop. He said to her, Can you see me in a little red jacket and bow tie? A grown man my size grinning for tips? Charlie was six-four and would put his weight at around, oh, two-forty if asked. He had a gut that wasnt too noticeable on his frame. He had a nose he said was his Chickasaw Indian heritage and eyes like a hawk; hed set the palm of his hand above his eyes and squint to demonstrate. Seeing himself in one of those little red jackets caused Charlie to shake his head.

He said, I dont work for tips without thinking, and wanted to grab the words out of the air. Shit. Like a ball you throw to curve low and away and the son of a bitch hangs letter-high on the batter. He stepped over to Vernice with her drink. I know what youre thinking, that I dont work, period, but youre too nice a person to hurt my feelings.

What you do, Vernice said, is talk.

Yes, I do.

Tell baseball stories overn over.

Honey, baseballs my life.

Oh? And whats it pay now, fifteen years later?


This didnt sound like his honey speaking. It was now sixteen years since hed played ball, but he didnt correct her.

Now she said, Tell me what Im getting out of this arrangement?

He wasnt certain what she meant, but said the first thing in his mind. You get me, you get my companionship

I get to hear you talk, Vernice said, is what I get. I get to fix you supper, I get to loan you money ...

She paused to think of something else and Charlie said, Till Im back on my feet. I didnt quit that bingo hall cause I dont like to work. I told you, howm I gonna talk to a bunch of old women dont even know who I am? I need the right spots all. Come on, you know me by now. How long we been together?

He thought she might say too long, though itd only been a couple months. No, this time she went right to the point saying, I made up my mind. Id like you out of the house, Charlie, by the end of the week. I cant afford your companionship any longern that.

He thought of a remark he could make if this was one of their usual argumentsVernice fussing at him for not taking the trash to the dump and his saying, Oh, Im sorry, I didnt notice you broke your leg. He could say something about her calling this RV in a trailer park on the outskirts of Tunica, Mississippi, the Souths Casino Capital, a house. He could say, Oh, thats what you call this tin box waiting on the next tornado? But this wasnt an argument where you could say what you wanted and then take the trash to the dump.

She was giving him a deadline at the worst time, broke and needing a place to live; so



















































































































































OEBPS/MSRCover.png
S WHEN THE WOMEN COME 007 0 DANCE

OTHER
STORIES





OEBPS/titlepage.jpg
ELMORE
LEONARD

FIRE
I N
TH
HOL

stories

m

m

s

WILLIAM MORROW
An Inprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





