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  For Romeo


    Chapter One

    Dr. Heffelfinger

    Bernard Heffelfinger came into my office on a Tuesday morning in March carrying a Mason jar of seawater and a Polaroid of an octopus.

    He set both items on my desk. The Mason jar sloshed once — politely, the way a Mason jar sloshes when it has just been driven across town in the passenger seat of a 1996 Mercury Cougar by a careful man — and a small wave of seawater hit the stack of mail I had not yet, on principle, opened.

    The mail proceeded to take on water.

    I considered this development.

    I considered the Polaroid.

    The Polaroid showed an octopus. The octopus was holding what was, by every available indication, a quarter.

    I looked up.

    The man standing across from me was small, late seventies, with a careful white mustache, a corduroy jacket worn at the cuffs, and the kind of urgency in his face that you only ever see in people who have just discovered something they cannot, by ordinary means, prove.

    "Mr. Vane," he said. "She is not the same octopus."

    "Dr. Heffelfinger."

    "Bernard."

    "Bernard. How would you like me to verify that the octopus in your aquarium is not the octopus in this Polaroid?"

    Bernard reached into the inner pocket of the corduroy jacket and produced, after a brief negotiation with the lining, a sheaf of approximately fourteen Polaroids. He fanned them across the wet edge of my desk like a man laying out a hand of cards. The desk got more wet.

    "This," he said, "is Marie. On the second of January. Holding a quarter."

    "Holding a quarter."

    "Holding a quarter. This is Marie on the seventeenth of January. Holding a quarter."

    "The same quarter?"

    "The same quarter. This is Marie on the third of February. Holding the same quarter."

    "How do you know it's the same quarter?"

    Bernard smiled. It was the smile of a man who had spent forty-one years explaining marine biology to undergraduates and had stopped, somewhere around 1992, being surprised that they were asking.

    "Mr. Vane. The quarter was engraved on the reverse, by me, in 2017, with my initials. B.A.H."

    "B.A.H."

    "B.A.H."

    "And."

    "And after three weeks of close observation, the initials are no longer on the quarter."

    "The initials are gone."

    "The initials are gone."

    "From the quarter."

    "From the quarter."

    "And the quarter is."

    "In the tank."

    "Currently."

    "Currently. Held by an octopus."

    "By an octopus that is not Marie."

    "Mr. Vane." He sat back. The chair, which I had bought from a thrift store on Adams Avenue in 2011, made a small private creaking sound in its second cross-brace. Bernard didn't notice. "Now you understand."

    §

    I poured Bernard a glass of water from the pitcher I kept on the corner of my desk.

    He drank half of it. He set it down. He looked at the desk, which was now in an intermediate state between desk and tide pool, and made a small apologetic gesture with both hands.

    "The jar," he said, "was for demonstration. I did not also expect it to spill."

    "What were you going to demonstrate?"

    Bernard reached into the soft brown leather briefcase he'd set down beside the chair — the kind universities issued in the late twentieth century to faculty whose tenure had outlasted three deans — and produced a Ziploc bag containing a dead shrimp.

    He held up the shrimp.

    "Marie," he said, "every Wednesday morning at nine, for the past seven years, has accepted a shrimp from my left hand. She does this in a very particular way. She extends three arms — the third, the fifth, and the seventh. The third wraps around the shrimp. The fifth wraps around my wrist as a greeting. The seventh she places, with considerable tenderness, on the back of my hand. She holds this position for an average of four point one seconds. Then she takes the shrimp. Then she releases the wrist. Then she swims to the back of the tank and consumes the shrimp upside down."

    I looked at the shrimp.

    I looked at Bernard.

    "And the octopus currently in your tank."

    "This past Wednesday morning, at nine, accepted a shrimp from my left hand with arms two, four, and six. She did not place an arm on the back of my hand. She held position for one point six seconds. Then she took the shrimp. Then she released my wrist with what I can only describe, in clinical terms, as briskness. Then she swam to the front of the tank and consumed the shrimp right side up."

    He set the shrimp on my desk, in its Ziploc bag, beside the Polaroids and the soaking mail.

    He said, very quietly: "Mr. Vane. That is not Marie."

    §

    I should say a thing about my office.

    My office, in March of 2031, was a small room on B Street in San Diego, two doors down from a Vietnamese memoirist named Mr. Tran. The office had one window. The window faced north. On the windowsill there was a plastic spider plant. Mr. Tran came in every Tuesday morning to water it. He did this knowing that the plant was plastic. We had, in three years, never discussed this.

    My desk faced the door. On the desk that morning: a ledger, a pen, a pitcher, two mugs, a copy of Dunbar's Lyrics of Lowly Life I had been meaning to finish since the previous summer, fourteen wet Polaroids, a Mason jar of seawater, a Ziploc bag containing a dead shrimp, and an apologetic man named Bernard Heffelfinger.

    The mail was, by every indication, also still taking on water.

    I was forty-seven years old.

    I had been a private detective in San Diego for nineteen years. I had taken cases involving missing daughters, missing fathers, missing dogs, missing inheritances, missing companies, missing votes, and once — in 2019, in a brief professional collaboration with a marine biologist named Dr. Roland Soto — a missing humpback whale.

    I had not, to that morning, ever taken a case involving a missing octopus.

    The mail was, by every indication, ruined.

    I took the case.

    §

    "Bernard."

    "Yes."

    "Two questions."

    "Yes."

    "One: how long has the octopus you believe to be not Marie been in the tank."

    He thought about it. His mustache moved.

    "Three weeks. Possibly twenty-three days. I noticed the engraving discrepancy on the seventeenth of February. The Wednesday shrimp discrepancy on the twentieth. I would say the change occurred between the fourth and the seventh."

    "Two: in those three weeks, who has been in your house, other than you."

    Bernard counted on his fingers.

    "Mrs. Devereux from next door, who comes Mondays and Thursdays for tea. My nephew Reginald, who visits Sundays and helps with the heavy lifting on the tank. The pool man, Hector, who is at the property Tuesdays — but Hector is at the pool, not at the tank. The mail carrier, who comes daily and remains outside. And the gentleman from the city water department, who came on the fourteenth of February to read the meter."

    "The gentleman from the water department."

    "Yes."

    "Have you ever seen him before."

    "No."

    "And did he go inside the house."

    "He asked, on account of needing to check an indoor shutoff valve, to step into the kitchen for a moment. I let him."

    "And the kitchen is."

    "Adjacent to the living room."

    "In which the tank is."

    "In which the tank is."

    I picked up the Polaroid of the octopus holding the quarter.

    I looked at it for a count of seven.

    I said: "Bernard. Where is the quarter now."

    He blinked.

    "In the tank."

    "In the tank."

    "Yes."

    "Held by the octopus currently in the tank, which you believe to be not Marie."

    He nodded.

    "And the initials on the quarter are gone."

    He nodded.

    "Bernard."

    "Yes."

    "Whoever switched the octopus, in your theory, also switched the quarter."

    A small private silence happened.

    Bernard's mustache moved a second time.

    He said: "Mr. Vane. That is exactly the question I had hoped you would ask."

    §

    He paid me the standard retainer in cash, in fifties, from a billfold that smelled faintly of cedar. He left with the briefcase, leaving behind on my desk the fourteen Polaroids, the empty Mason jar, the Ziploc bag containing the dead shrimp, and, on the wet edge nearest the window, his card. The card read:

    BERNARD A. HEFFELFINGER, Ph.D.

    Professor Emeritus, Marine Sciences

    San Diego State University, retired

    Sunset Cliffs

    There was no phone number.

    He stuck his head back in at the door three seconds after leaving.

    "Mr. Vane."

    "Bernard."

    "I should mention. The shrimp was fresh on Sunday."

    "Bernard."

    "Yes."

    "I had not been planning to eat the shrimp."

    "Mr. Vane."

    "Yes."

    "That is what they all say."

    He closed the door.

    §

    I sat at my desk for a count of about forty.

    The mail finished taking on water.

    I wrote in the ledger, in the space below the date:

    Case: Dr. B. A. Heffelfinger.

    Client objective: determine whether the octopus currently in his living-room aquarium on Sunset Cliffs is, in fact, the same octopus that has lived in his living-room aquarium for the previous seven years.

    Client confidence: total.

    PI confidence: under review.

    I closed the ledger.

    The shrimp, in its Ziploc bag, sat on the desk in the way shrimps do, which is to say without commentary.

    I picked up the phone.

    I called Mr. Tran.

    "Mr. Tran. The plant is plastic."

    "Mr. Vane. I know."

    "Mr. Tran. The new case involves an octopus."

    There was a brief silence on the line.

    Then Mr. Tran said, with the gravity of a man who had, in the past nine years, also written four memoirs about the same office,

    "Mr. Vane. The new case is going to be the best one."

  
    Chapter Two

    Henrietta

    Bernard's house was a small Spanish-revival bungalow on Sunset Cliffs Boulevard with a tiled walkway, a lemon tree by the gate, and the kind of Pacific view that, in 2031, you could no longer afford unless you had bought the view in 1979 — which Bernard, by the available evidence of a 1979 photograph of the lemon tree mounted in his entryway, had also done.

    I parked the Cougar on the street.

    The Cougar made its noise.

    A small bird on the fence rail looked at the Cougar, registered the noise, and on the available evidence of the eye, made a small private decision about whether or not to also continue sitting on the fence rail.

    It continued.

    §

    Bernard answered the door in a cardigan.

    The cardigan was forest green. On the left lapel was a small dried fleck of what, by training, I was prepared to identify as shrimp matter.

    He led me down a hallway lined with framed degrees, four Marine Biological Association certificates of merit, and one photograph of a younger Bernard, in 1981, standing next to a humpback whale.

    I stopped in front of the photograph.

    "Bernard."

    "Yes."

    "Is this Dr. Soto's whale."

    "Mr. Vane. Dr. Soto's whale was, on the available record, a different whale."

    "I see."

    "This whale, on the available record, is also a different whale than Dr. Soto's whale."

    "All right."

    "All whales, on the available record, are also different whales."

    "Yes."

    "Marie, in the past three weeks, on the same record, is also a different octopus."

    He said it the way you say a thing you have been saying to yourself, in private, for twenty-one days.

    We continued down the hallway.

    §

    The living room was a sofa, two armchairs, a small collection of marine textbooks arranged on a coffee table by year of publication, and one aquarium.

    The aquarium was about a hundred and twenty gallons.

    The aquarium contained: water, rocks, a piece of driftwood, three rubber-suctioned glass tubes Bernard had assured me, on the drive over, were for enrichment, and an octopus.

    The octopus was sitting on the largest rock.

    The octopus was looking at me.

    "Bernard."

    "Yes."

    "She is looking at me."

    "Mr. Vane. They do."

    §

    I should say a thing about my opinions on octopuses, as of the morning of Tuesday the seventh of March, 2031.

    My opinions on octopuses, as of that morning, were essentially that I had not, in forty-seven years of small private life, also formed any.

    Most of my cumulative thinking about octopuses had occurred in 2026, during a stakeout-turned-pizza-night with Tasha Reed on Adams Avenue, when her car radio had broken and we had, on the small private finding that there was nothing else to do, also watched on her portable television the last forty minutes of a 1982 motion picture called Henrietta.

    Henrietta starred Sally Field.

    Sally Field played a switchboard operator at the Scripps Institution of Oceanography in 1978.

    The narrator of the film, in voiceover, was an octopus.

    The octopus, by the available evidence of the voiceover, also spoke

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
  EPUB/cover.xhtml
[image: Cover]
 

EPUB/cover.jpg
- AN ELI VANE MYSTERY - BOOK SEVEN

THE WRONG
OCTOPUS |

A novella -

MATT CROHN





