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Introduction to Issue #44

 

Sometimes I Worry Myself

 

Every writer I know feels that worry at times if the writer is writing from the creative voice. And that is all I ever write from, without a thought of censoring myself in any way.

I never outline.

I never know where I am going with a story.

I just write to entertain myself as if I am a reader of the story as I type it and I hope in the process I entertain you as well.

So in July, as part of a novel challenge, I wrote a Cold Poker Gang novel called Burn Card. It is the novel in this issue.

When I started into the book, I had no idea what it would be about. Not one clue. I just knew it would be my retired detectives solving a cold case. Didn’t even know what the crime would be.

But I did have a short story with the two detectives that I had written about how some cold cases turn out to be very simple to solve, even after thirty years of being cold.

So I took that short story and asked the question. “Maybe not? What happens if that case in the short story hadn’t been so easy?”

And off I went typing.

Suddenly bodies started to appear. More and more bodies.

And other ugly things that humans do to each other that I won’t detail here because I don’t want to spoil the novel read for you.

I had no idea about any of it. I just kept writing as my detectives dug deeper and deeper.

So now, as I went back to put this issue together, I looked at Burn Card again and had that writer worry about how I could come up with that sort of stuff.

Ugly stuff.

Yet I know all writers often worry about the same thing. I am no different at all.

In this issue there is a Marble Grant short story right after this introduction. Marble Grant has quickly become one of my favorite characters and I honestly have no idea where the stuff Marble does comes from either.

But I sure love writing her stories.

So you want to see the same writer on opposite extremes of writing, read the Marble Grant story, then read the twisted mystery novel Burn Card.

Both came out of the same brain within a month of each other.

And I had not one ounce of control over either story. I just went along for the ride and typed as fast as I could to get the story on the page, entertaining myself as I went along.

I hope you are as entertained by both stories and the others in this issue as I was writing them.

—Dean Wesley Smith

August 22nd, 2017
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Marble Grant and her partner, Sim, discover a handsome and new superhero about to die suddenly of a heart attack.

Canyon Stevens looks completely healthy and right out of a magazine ad.

Can they save him?

Another Marble Grant story with heart, in more ways than one.


 

 

 

A LOOK AT HIS HEART

A Marble Grant Story

 

 

ONE

 

 

Sim and I called Wednesday “Heart Day.”

After about three months of being a ghost agent team, tasked to help as many people as we could with just about everything, we had decided to make one day a focus on heart attacks.

Wednesday.

Sim and I both loved Wednesdays. Well, actually, we both loved just about any day since we had died, but for some reason, because we had given Wednesday a name, it had become sort of special.

Last night I had tinted my long hair a slightly different color blue for the day and Sim had done her toenails in bright blue. She even let me blow on her toenails to help them dry, which had sent shivers down her back followed by a fit of giggling when I wouldn’t stop blowing and a quick trip to our wonderful large bed for far more than just giggling.

One thing I could say about sex while dead. It was a whole lot better than when I was alive, and I thought it pretty good back then. It also might be better because I was head-over-tennis-shoes in love with my beautiful and smart partner and her wonderful trim body.

We had decided last night to start off this Wednesday out on the Strip in front of the MGM Grand Hotel. Now we were not early risers, by any standard, and by the time we had some late breakfast in the Golden Nugget Buffet, it was just before noon.

I had on my normal outfit of jeans, tennis shoes, and a silk blouse. Today, because it was supposed to be a hot fall afternoon, I decided to not wear a bra, which gave Sim a look at my nipples through my blouse anytime she wanted.

I had my off-blue long hair pulled back and wore large dangling earrings.

Sim dressed exactly the same except she had on a bra and had her blonde hair pulled back and up on the back of her head to keep her neck cool. And she had only stud earrings.

Ghost agents felt heat and cold just like anyone did. Maybe even a little more intensely since food tasted more intense and sex felt more intense. Seemed like being a ghost just heightened every sensation.

When we arrived on the hot, wide sidewalk on the Strip, both carrying tall water bottles, it was already full of tourists, most walking slowly in the already warm desert air.

The point of our Heart Day was to find people who were on the verge of having a heart attack and get them help in the local hospital. One of the ghosts who had trained us, Jewel, had been a medical doctor when alive. She had shown us how to go into a person and look for exact signs of a coming heart attack.

Sometimes, if the heart attack was only a distant threat, we planted thoughts in the person’s head to get checked up when they got home. But at times, with that kind of focus on looking for one thing, we had actually found a few over the last couple of months we literarily had to rush to a hospital. More than likely we had saved their lives and that felt great, to be honest.

“So where do we start today?” Sim asked, looking at the people passing by.

As Jewel had told us, it was impossible to tell a possible heart attack candidate from the physical appearance alone. Extreme weight, difficulty breathing often meant problems with many other things such as diabetes and cancers. If too many things were wrong like that, Sim and I had decided to just plant suggestions to eat less, exercise more, and get to a doctor as soon as they got home.

Jewel had shown us how to make that suggestion like a nasty itch that needed to be scratched more and more the longer the person waited.

I had lost count of how many heavy people I had seen who were not going to a doctor and who I put that itch need in their minds. I just hoped Jewel was right and it worked. She said it did.

At that moment, I spotted a really handsome man in his mid-thirties, with dark hair, intense dark eyes, and an expensive suit walking toward us. He had no tie on under the suit jacket and his shirt was open two buttons.

He made the day instantly hotter.

The guy walked like he owned the world and was paying no attention to his surroundings or the tourists, so more than likely he was a local.

“You looking at what I am looking at?” Sim asked.

“Trying not to melt,” I said.

She laughed and said, “What do you say we climb inside for a ride to cool down.”

I just laughed with her, fairly convinced that climbing inside this guy wasn’t going to do anything to cool either of us down. It was as if he had walked off the pages of GQ Magazine.

As he strode past, both Sim and I melted inside the handsome man.

And then we both started laughing. Not only was he handsome on the outside, this guy was like the perfect man and a superhero to boot.

His name, and I do not kid, was Canyon Stevens.

He was a superhero in the area of sales and business and worked as a high-paying manager of sales of one of the major casino chains. He had been a superhero for only about fifteen years and still didn’t have a lot of his powers.

He wasn’t even that sure of the ones he did have. They just seemed like normal stuff to him.

I had never heard of the God of Sales that he worked for in the superhero world. There was a lot I didn’t know about superheroes and gods and who even ran all us ghost agents.

Canyon loved women, but at the moment he had no girlfriend or wife because he was too busy funding and helping three different start-up businesses around town as well as do his own job. His start-ups helped get jobs for those in need and helped train others in new tech work.

Could this guy get any better?

He lived alone in a nice condo just off the Strip and kept it clean. He had no real vices other than he liked to drink a little too much at times.

I liked to drink like that as well. So did Sim. Even as ghosts we had been known to toss back a few too many.

And that was his only vice.

“This is what our minds would have looked like to a ghost coming in,” Sim said.

“Squeaky clean do-gooders,” I said.

“Overachievers,” Sim said.

“Yeah, that too,” I said, laughing.

Canyon had turned and was heading up the sidewalk toward the MGM Hotel lobby. He had a business meeting in an expensive restaurant there, but he stopped suddenly and looked around as if someone was following him.

“Oh, oh,” I said. “He senses us.”

“Wow,” Sim said. “He’s pretty good.”

At that we both shut up and after a second Canyon shook his head, wondering what he had heard, and headed into the front lobby of the hotel.

The high-ceilinged place was noisy and had a good hundred people milling around. Huge marble pillars separated the area with people’s luggage stacked against the pillars in places.

Patty Ledgerwood, aka Front Desk Girl, was standing behind the long wooden check-in desk of the MGM Grand registration. She looked up, beamed, and waved at Canyon, who waved back as he headed across the lobby.

He knew her and was happy to see her. He did not know she was Poker Boy’s girlfriend, just that she was a superhero and very nice. But he wasn’t attracted to her. He liked his women more like what Sim and I looked like. Tallish, thin, long hair, and a love of sex.

Damn, too bad he was alive and we were dead. Sim and I could have had a blast with him.

“Well, we probably had better drop off this joyride and get to work,” Sim said.

“We haven’t checked his heart yet,” I said, not really wanting to leave Canyon just yet. It wasn’t often we got to ride along in a mind that was so clear and without issues.

“Good point,” Sim said, laughing.

Again Canyon stopped and looked around.

Sim and I did what Jewel had taught us to do and focused in on the pumping heart of Canyon. It looked fine, no sign at all of heart problems that I could see.

“What the hell is that?” Sim asked.

I looked closer and saw what she was looking at.

A bubble of some sort, or a growth, seemed to have expanded off the back of Canyon’s heart. It did not look healthy in any fashion.

In fact, it looked like it might explode with any heartbeat.

Shit, just shit.


 

 

 

TWO

 

 

Canyon was waiting with a few tourists now to get on an elevator to take him to the restaurant for his meeting. He knew he was hearing voices, but he couldn’t figure out from where.

Or why.

It didn’t have him panicked, just puzzled.

The man was about as calm as they came.

“Get Jewel,” I said to Sim. “I’ll stop him from getting on this elevator.”

“Why stop me?” Canyon said out loud.

Sim vanished and I felt stunned that Canyon could hear me that clearly.

A couple of the tourists just looked at him and Canyon covered nicely by pointing at his ear as if talking on a phone they couldn’t see.

“Just move away from the elevator and hold on,” I said as clear as I could to Canyon. “My name is Marble Grant and I’m a ghost agent who used to be a superhero like you.”

Canyon just shook his head, but moved away from the elevator and out of the traffic pattern.

A moment later Jewel appeared and she and Sim joined me inside of Canyon.

“He can hear us clearly,” I said to them.

“Yes, I can,” he said out loud.

“Back right there,” Sim said to Jewel.

Jewel took one look at the problem and said simply, “Shit.”

“Well, that doesn’t sound promising,” Canyon said, “for whatever you are doing.”

“Hang tight,” I said to Canyon.

We all stepped outside of Canyon and stood beside him.

Jewel was about our height and dressed almost identically as Sim and I. And she looked as worried as I had ever seen her look.

“He needs a hospital right now and emergency surgery,” Jewel said. “I doubt he’s going to make it through the day or even to the hospital.”

“You’re kidding me?” Sim asked, looking over at the handsome and healthy superhero standing beside them looking puzzled.

Even puzzled, Canyon’s square jaw and dark, intense eyes made him drop-dead handsome. But it seemed that Mr. Perfect wasn’t so perfect after all.

And if we didn’t do something quick, dropping dead would be exactly what Mr. Perfect would be doing. I trusted Jewel completely on that diagnosis.

“He can’t jump and we can’t jump him,” Sim said.

I knew what we need to do. “He needs to get to Patty and she can jump him to the hospital. She’s at the front desk right now.”

Jewel nodded. “Marble, you get him to Patty. Sim, you come with me and we’ll get the hospital staff prepared that he is coming and what to look for.”

“I’ll shout when Patty and I have him ready to jump,” I said.

“I’ll find a safe place to jump him in the hospital,” Sim said.

They both vanished and I stepped back into Canyon’s body.

“I’m back,” I said as clearly as I could. “You need to go talk with Patty at the front desk right now.”

“Why?” he asked.

“I can make you do it,” I said. “But I don’t want to. More than enough time for answers on the way. Just get going.”

He seemed annoyed, but he turned and headed back toward the lobby.

I decided to not sugarcoat the facts. He seemed like the type that could handle bad news.

“You have on your heart what looks like a large bubble that is about to break,” I said. “Two other ghost agents are at the hospital right now getting them ready for you, but we need Patty to jump you there. We do not believe you would survive the cab ride.”

I was impressed. He heard every word I said and only panicked a little.

I think if I had a voice in my head telling me I was on the verge of dying, I might be screaming and running in circles with my hands over my head shouting that the body snatchers were invading.

I hoped I wouldn’t do that, but fairly certain I would have.

Canyon panicked only a little and his heart rate went up, which scared me more than it did him, I’m sure.

“How did you figure this out?” he asked out loud.

“Accident,” I said. “We’ll explain after we get this fixed. Right now I have to leave you to talk with Patty. Just stand and smile at her.”

He stopped in front of the long check-in desk of the hotel as I left his body.

Patty was surprised to see me appear like that suddenly out of the side of Canyon.

I walked through the desk and got close to her as she waited on a live person with two kids trying to check in.

“Canyon there has a bubble about to explode on his heart,” I said. “Going to kill him at any moment. Jewel and Sim are at the hospital getting doctors ready. Can you jump him to Sim?”

Patty pretended to cover her ear as if talking on a headpiece, then said, “Yes, I can do that. In the hall to the right behind the counter.”

I went back to Canyon and slipped back inside him, something I had to admit I was enjoying. And would enjoy as long as he kept living.

“We go through the door in the counter to the right and into the hallway beyond,” I told him.

He looked at Patty and she nodded as she got another person to take over what she was doing for the couple.

“She can see you?”

“If I’m outside of you,” I said, “yes she can.”

Without me giving much direction, he got buzzed through the door in the counter and with Patty at his side the three of us went down the hallway.

“Sim, we’re coming,” I said out loud to my partner.

“I’m in a no-person, no-camera area,” I heard Sim’s voice say. “I’ll jump back and direct Patty.”

An instant later Sim appeared next to Patty.

“Can I give you where to jump to?” Sim asked her.

“Please,” Patty said.

I stayed inside Canyon and watched as Sim touched Patty’s arm.

Patty nodded and a moment later all of us were in a corridor in the hospital.

“Thanks, Patty,” Sim said.

“Good luck,” Patty said to Canyon. “You are in the best hands possible.”

With that she jumped back to work.

Canyon was now feeling very worried, but focused on moving forward. He really was a superhero considering that at this very moment he was supposed to be eating lunch with a client.

Five very short minutes later I was standing beside Sim out of Canyon after giving him some help calming down and reminding him to call his lunch date and apologize.

Jewel was inside one of the heart surgeons, doing quick tests on Canyon and getting emergency images of Canyon’s heart, telling the woman where to look and what to look for.

Less than one hour later they wheeled Canyon into surgery.

Not a damn thing we could do at that point but wait.

Jewel stayed in the doctor’s head for the surgery and we jumped to the MGM Grand to tell Patty that Canyon was in surgery.

Then we jumped back to our condo to get lunch and wait for news.

I hate waiting.

Sim seemed to hate it as much as I did.


 

 

 

THREE

 

 

Just over two hours after they wheeled Canyon into the operating room, Jewel called us and we jumped back to her side in the hospital.

We were standing in a recovery room and Canyon was in a bed covered with a sheet and more tubes and tape than I could imagine having stuck in and on one human body. All around him machines were working, showing stuff I had no clue as to meaning.

Two nurses hovered over him.

All I knew was that Jewel was smiling.

“You two saved his life,” she said. “That was a hereditary problem that if you hadn’t caught would have burst and killed him almost instantly at any point.”

Heart Day just got better.

I hugged Sim and she hugged me back.

“He’s going to need a bunch of care once he gets out of here,” Jewel said. “You two up for the task, since he has no family?”

I was shocked. “Us?”

“Never imagined myself as Nancy Nurse,” Sim said, glancing at the covered body of Canyon.

“I can find you the costume I am sure,” I said. “It would be sexy on you.”

Jewel and Sim both laughed and Sim hugged me again.

“I think I can get Laverne to allow him to see us,” Jewel said. “I’ll help you and check in on him as well as his human doctors will.”

“We do have a spare bedroom,” I said, smiling at my partner.

“I am sure Patty can get Poker Boy to put a hospital bed in there for a short time,” Jewel said.

“How long are we talking?” Sim asked a moment before I could.

Jewel shrugged. “He will be out of here in about six days from the looks of how healthy he is other than that bubble. He will need about three weeks, maybe a month of watching and care before he should go back to living alone.”

“We would need a live person to cook some meals,” I said.

“I have a hunch that Madge on Poker Boy’s team might be willing to help with that,” Jewel said, “and jump the meals to your place until he can cook for himself.”

I looked into the wonderful blue eyes of my partner and smiled. “You up for it?”

She nodded. “Something new, and he is damn nice to look at, you have to admit.”

“He is at that,” I said. “Especially after he gets healthy again.”

So six days later, with Jewel watching carefully, we helped Poker Boy and Patty and Madge get Canyon into our apartment.

It turned out that except for a few issues in the first few days, Canyon was a perfect patient. He did as instructed and let the two of us boss him around.

For the first week, either Sim or I were always there with him. But after that we went back to pretty much our normal routine. And it was on the Wednesday morning, three weeks after we saved Canyon’s life, that I went a little too much back to our old routine.

My habit in the morning, before Canyon moved in, was to crawl out of bed stark naked, go into the kitchen where Sim had a cup of coffee waiting for me, take the coffee, and go back to the bathroom and shower.

As I reached the kitchen, still mostly sound asleep, I heard a wolf whistle from Sim, who was sitting at the kitchen table.

And beside her was a very healthy-looking Canyon, smiling.

“Don’t get any ideas, mister,” I said to his smile. “You ain’t healthy enough to handle this yet.”

With that, I toasted them with my coffee mug and turned and headed for the bathroom as they both laughed.

And from that moment on the three of us were fine.

We became not only friends, but roommates.

Canyon started cooking and we learned that not only was he good for the eye, he knew how to cook some amazing meals. He said he had almost stopped cooking because he hated cooking only for himself. He loved cooking for us because he only made enough for just himself, but all three of us could eat.

And as he got feeling better, his true sense of humor and dry wit came out. And his fantastic intelligence. He could see things with people that both Sim and I would miss.

When he left, I was not only going to miss him as a friend, I was going to miss his sense of humor, his calmness, his incredible good looks, and his fantastic cooking.

When Jewel finally gave Canyon the all-clear to go back to his condo after three weeks, both Sim and I just sort of moped around.

I mean I hadn’t been that depressed in a long time, and Sim said she felt the same way.

We talked about drinking, but that felt like a little too much work.

Our wonderful condo now felt empty.

So we talked about it and we both decided that Canyon, if he wanted, could be part of our team, move back in, and the three of us do what we could to help people.

The idea made us both happy again. But I was really worried that he would turn us down.

After all, he had lived with two mostly crazy ghost women for three weeks.

So instead of worrying about it all night, we went to his place and actually rang his doorbell, something that took both of us to do, and a lot of willpower. We were still not that good at touching and moving real things.

Canyon was surprised to see us standing there in the hall looking worried.

But his smile was genuine.

So he asked us in and we just stood there inside his condo door and blurted out what we were thinking like two schoolgirls afraid we would get turned down.

And as we talked, Canyon’s grin got bigger.

“Two new superhero ghost agents and a new superhero business guy teaming up?” he asked.

I nodded. “Pretty much.”

“Strangest team in all the land, that would be for sure,” Sim said.

“Who knows what we could accomplish,” he said, smiling.

“Who knows what could go wrong,” Sim said, laughing.

I knew right then that we had him.

“If you say yes,” I said, “would you agree to cook at times?”

He laughed and said simply, “I would love to.”

“And wear an apron without pants?” Sim asked.

He smiled and looked at Sim, then at me. “Maybe.”

“Damn,” I said, grasping my chest, “now I’m having a heart attack.”

They both laughed.

And with that he got us all drinks and we toasted the formation of our new team.

And the fun we were going to have.

Oh, boy were we going to have fun.
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Rolanda Campbell finds herself living a life she never could have imagined.

A prison life on a simple suburban street called Bryant Street.

She knew she bore the responsibility for the horrid life.

So finally she took the responsibility for leaving as well. And never once looked back at Bryant Street.

 

 

 

WINGS OUT

A Bryant Street Story

 

 

This would be the last time.

Rolanda Campbell stretched and stood from her recliner, looking around the modern living room, dark because of the blinds being pulled against the sun.

A long, uncomfortable couch he had picked out to match an even more uncomfortable love seat filled one wall in front of the window, its off-yellow color looking like dried puke in the wrong light.

The fake-stone fireplace had never been used, of course. Too dirty.

Her tan recliner facing the large screen television mounted over the fireplace matched his, and with two pillows she had managed to make it comfortable for her thin, five-five frame.

Out of habit she fluffed the two pillows and put them back exactly where they belonged on the couch.

Then, just for the hell of it, she tossed the pillows into the middle of the living room floor. That would drive the bastard nuts.

This morning would be the last time she would ever watch those morning shows and deal with the pressure of trying to be perfect for a man who didn’t know perfect, but believed he did.

Every morning now for three years, since their honeymoon, Rolanda had gotten out of bed ahead of her husband, showered, dressed as if she was going to a business meeting in expensive pantsuits, put on makeup as he expected her to do, and made him breakfast.

The exact same breakfast. Same two eggs over easy, same white toast with strawberry jam, same slice of ham. Heaven help her if she overcooked his eggs.

She would have been so much more comfortable in jeans and tennis shoes and a cotton blouse, but he wanted her to look her best for him when he left for work. She had caved in to that demand, just as he had worn her down and forced her into this life in the first place.

Then she ate lightly with him at the breakfast table because he didn’t want her to get fat.

Then as she did the dishes, he read his morning journals on his iPad without saying a word, then put it in his briefcase, kissed her on the cheek, thanked her for breakfast, and left for work.

All very civil and cold.

Dead cold.

Rolanda’s job was to keep the house spotless and have dinner ready for him when he got home. Which she had done for three long, stupid years.

Then they watched a prescribed amount of television together, always what he wanted to watch, then went to bed at the exact same time every night.

Sex had long become a thing of the past for them.

What they were living was his sick image of a perfect marriage.

Perfect in his mind, not in hers.

She had a master’s in interior design and had married him right out of school, thinking they would be a perfect match. Instead she had made herself in three short years into a prisoner to a man she now detested.

One year ago, she had finally hit her limit and tried to talk with him about what she wasn’t happy about. At that point she still thought the marriage might be saved.

She really was that stupid.

It was a first marriage and she had no other family. She had no way of knowing otherwise.

He would have none of her problems. They were married, she was his wife, she would not leave him, she would do as he asked.

End of discussion.

Things went right back to the way they had been as if nothing had happened.

To her own disgust at herself, she had backed down.

And shut up.

It wasn’t as if he hit her. He never had.

She doubted he ever would.

But she had become deathly afraid of him anyway. And she had no idea why.

She desperately needed to understand why in the very near future. But for now, she had things to do today, not normal things, very different things.

It was time she took her life back.

Six months ago she had saved enough from the grocery money he allowed her to hire a private detective to see what the bastard husband did every day. It took her a few thousand, but she finally discovered bastard husband went to work as an accountant as he said he did, but was sleeping with a waitress from a restaurant three lunches a day.

If she confronted him with the fact, he would either deny it or say it was his right as a man to do just that. After all, didn’t he provide the perfect home for her and pay all the bills?

So Rolanda hadn’t said a word, just kept doing her “job” as he expected.

But it was with that discovery she had decided to finally take back her pride and finish this entire thing.

She clicked off the morning shows and acting as calm as the bastard always did, she moved to the house computer in an alcove off the dining room. She had hired help from a local computer store to come and undo all the locks and safety features the bastard husband had put on the home computer to keep her contained.

Using the files the detective had given her, and accounts she had opened under her maiden name in three banks, she moved all of their money to her accounts.

It was a lot more money than she had expected because until that moment she had never dared check the accounts. But honestly she didn’t care. She left him none of it.

Not one penny.

She called the attorney she had hired a few months before and said to serve the divorce papers on the bastard.

The woman attorney, named Steph, said, “With pleasure.”

The attorney had pictures of Rolanda’s bastard husband with the waitress, so no divorce would be contested. Not even with an ego like the bastard husband had. He didn’t dare show that side of himself in public. That would shatter the illusion of perfection he worked too hard to maintain.

And that Rolanda had gone along with.

Steph had asked Rolanda if she wanted the house, since she could get it in the divorce, but all that had done was make her shudder. She just wanted out.

With that all done, she then called her husband’s boss, a man by the name of Stratton.

She knew her husband would be in the hotel room with the waitress at that point.

She asked if he was alone and they could talk.

Stratton said he was.

She then told him that she was divorcing her husband for infidelity, but today when she got access to their accounts, she realized he had a lot more money than should be there and there was evidence her husband had been moving some money into other accounts she couldn’t access.

“Are you being vindictive?” Stratton asked, his voice cold.

“No,” she said, lying through her teeth. “I could be, but I am far past that, to be honest. I am leaving
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