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Critical Acclaim for Blue and Abigail
Padgett


“The gifted author of the Bo Bradley mysteries kicks off her
equally impressive new series with three bangs . . . suspenseful, boldly
plotted.”


—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)


 


“Blue McCarron is a mouthy lesbian psychologist whose
rat-a-tat-tat narration is the best part of this delightful detective story.”


—The Advocate


 


“Ms. Padgett knows how to tell a story with passion and
purpose.”


—New York Times Book Review


 


“Superior . . . highly recommended . . . Padgett is a
stylist of an extremely high order.”


—Houston Chronicle


 


“A daring and obviously gifted writer.”


—Chicago Tribune


 


 “A completely webbed, very literate mystery, rich with
idiosyncratic characters, insightful.”


—Philadelphia Inquirer


 


“Padgett has become an excellent storyteller, and she builds
suspense skillfully to an exciting climax . . . a promising new mystery
series.”


—St. Louis Post-Dispatch


 


“[This] witty, suspenseful lesbian-detective thriller is
hard to resist.”


—Booklist


 


“An interesting who-done-it, fully constructed around a
viable, courageous, and gay heroine, who will steal the heart and soul of
readers. The mystery is fun and exciting  . . . Padgett has imbued her new
series with a feminist will that will leave fans feeling blue if more works are
not soon released.”


—Midwest Book Review


 


“Blue is sassy, tough, scared, vulnerable, and funny—a great
new character from Padgett.”


—Library Journal


 


“Here’s a mystery that’ll knock you flat . . . Padgett is an
excellent writer.”


—Bay Area Reporter (CA)


 


“Well written with an interesting and enchanting heroine.”


—Sullivan County Democrat (NY)


 


“A complex, compelling, and ultimately satisfying mystery.”


—North County Times (CA)


 


“A page-turner . . . original and inventive.”


—Phoenix Echo


 


“The author’s sixth novel is well written . . . fast-paced.
Sometimes funny. Quite literate. And quirky. Really quirky.”


—Lafayette Star Press (IN)


 


“Padgett is a sensitive, convincing writer with strong
descriptive powers and a moving appreciation of small children that makes new
novels so compelling.”


—Ottawa Citizen


Fiction by Abigail Padgett


Blue McCarron Mysteries


Blue


The Last Blue Plate Special


 


Bo Bradley Mysteries


Child of Silence


Strawgirl


Moonbird Boy


Turtle Baby


The Dollmaker’s Daughters


Stork Boy


 


Other Novels


Mandy Dru Mysteries


Bone Blind


The Paper Doll Museum


An Unremembered Grave


A Kiss at Morgan’s Bay


A Secret at Morgan’s Bay


To Johanna.


“Make an effort to remember. Or, failing that, invent.”


 


Monique Wittig, Les Guérillè


Chapter One


When I was ten years old my godmother announced through
clouds of Marlboro smoke that I was definitely not an old soul. It was clear,
she explained, that I carried no baggage from previous incarnations and
therefore should be encouraged to explore life without the usual annoying constraints.
After all, I was starting at zero and had a lot to learn.


But for those long-ago remarks I might
not have been here in the middle of the California desert when the body was
found. I might have restrained my personal anarchy and conformed. I might have
been a regular person, probably an insurance agent in the Midwest. State Farm.
It’s unlikely that I would have been anywhere near Wren’s Gulch, California,
less than three weeks ago when something large wrapped in a heavy-duty lawn and
leaf bag began to thaw in a public freezer only ten minutes from my pool.


Not that I knew what was there and
thawing, of course. But I think of that package now, the frozen blood melting,
a pale hand moving sluggishly in the dark. Imperceptible movements. Lifeless
but significant, nonetheless.


 Sometimes I think of these small
motions as a last warning, a danger signal I would have ignored in any event.
At other times I just wonder what it felt like, trussing an adult human body
tightly in the fetal position with lengths of clothesline. Then tucking it into
a plastic bag and rolling it into a public frozen food locker.


It’s been twenty-five years since my godmother, Carter Upchurch,
found temporary enlightenment with a New Age group and cheerfully defined the
nature of my soul. But I haven’t forgotten. When Carter arrived at my childhood
home that day for one of her visits with my mother, I had just created and then
arranged for the dramatic kidnapping of an imaginary set of parents whose sole
function was to supplant the jolly tedium of the real set, Elizabeth and Jake. I
was between the fictional scenarios with which I entertained myself. And I was
thrilled to hear Carter’s summation of me as a daring seeker who would never be
bored. A New Age baby soul. Perhaps a bit of a flake.


The concept stuck. Without it I clearly would have been
somewhere other than here when Beatrice “Muffin” Crandall, a sixty-one-year-old
widow, confessed on the day the body was discovered to bashing a stranger in
the head with a paperweight five years in the past. Then, she told police, she
stored the stranger in a public freezer for half a decade. I read the San Diego
newspaper account of her crime with interest but failed to imagine that I might
have a role in its consequences. This perfectly ordinary oversight pales in
comparison to the succession of dangerously erroneous assumptions I would soon
make.


The body was found after a minor earthquake rumbled beneath
the desert floor near San Diego. The quake disarmed the automatic timer on the
generator at a public food locker called Roadrunner Ice and Food Storage
outside the little desert town of Borrego Springs, where I live. Or at least
where I reside. Roadrunner’s proprietor, a retired high school chemistry teacher
with a lust for blackjack, was in Las Vegas when the temblor occurred. The
temperature in Borrego Springs that day hovered around a hundred and fifteen.
Nowhere near a record for the last week of August. Nothing unusual. Except at
the locker.


I’m convinced that Brontë and I were swimming in the motel
pool when the timer failed and everything in the Roadrunner began to thaw. I
like to troll images of things past for those moments in which cosmic
inevitability becomes for the first time completely obvious. I’m a social psychologist,
so this hobby isn’t as weird as it sounds, although I am. I choose to believe
that Brontë and I were swimming on that day less than two weeks ago when a man
thawed inside a lawn and leaf bag and slumped against the locker door. We were
undoubtedly still by the pool when the backcountry sheriff’s department arrived
in Borrego Springs to assign the body its fictitious name, “Jose Doe.” The
Spanish-American takeoff on “John Doe” never fails to make me think of square
dancing.


I choose to remember that Brontë looked rather dashing then
in the teal green life jacket that enables her to stay in the pool long after
her lean Doberman legs have tired of dog-paddling. Human memory is quite
selective, and I tend to select images in which things look dashing.


Certainly we were playing catch in the pool that day with a
sodden orange tennis ball that might have been a small sun bursting through
blue chlorine spray. Eventually I’ll assign a title and music to this picture,
a soundtrack. Sun/Woman/Dog. Mozart, probably. But for now there is only
silence echoing brilliant light on water. That was the moment in which a
process began that would force me to remember a woman named Misha Deland, even
though I’d just spent two years successfully forgetting her.


Social psychology is the academic discipline in which I
earned the dubious right to call myself “Doctor,” but my business card says
merely “B. McCarron, Consulting.” The “B” stands for Blue, the only first name
I’ve used since leaving Waterloo, Illinois, for college at eighteen. Names like
“Blue” do not inspire confidence in businesspeople, however. Hence the more
acceptable “B.”


My increasingly adequate income is derived from advising retailers,
mostly male, about the social psychology of women. The retailers are not aware
that their wives and daughters could tell them exactly the same things that I
tell them, without my exorbitant fees. They are also not aware that even
shopping may be traced to its roots in primate behavior. To a man they have not
read my book, an academic press release of my doctoral dissertation, which was
roundly trashed as retro-Darwinian by postmodernists at the time of its publication.
Postmodernists really hate the fact that males and females are innately
different, and I agree that the concept is scarcely groundbreaking, merely supportable.
Nevertheless, my book remains the answer to gangs, rape, drugs, teen pregnancy,
and political imperialism, if only the right people would read it. Which is not
to say that no one reads it. At least one man did.


My book, Ape, is responsible for my involvement in the Muffin
Crandall case. Somebody read it. Then he showed up beside my pool on the first
day in September, a Wednesday, two days after the body was found, displaying
straight white teeth and the kind of hands that remind people of statues they
saw when they were children. Big, out-of-proportion hands with no cuticles at
the base of nails like shovels. I was, as usual, nude in the pool. And Brontë
lost no time snarling her way up the net ladder I’d secured for her in a corner
of the deep end.


Significantly, Brontë came to Misha and me four years ago
after her owner, very drunk at his thirteenth birthday party, dressed the dog
in his older sister’s underwear and sprayed beer foam on her. Finally, she nipped
him. That same night the boy’s father, who had provided the lads with a case of
brew and three of his milder porn videos as a birthday treat, drove the Doberman
to a twenty-four-hour emergency animal clinic in San Diego. He explained that
the dog had savagely attacked a child engaged in what he regarded as normal
boyish hijinks. The father paid the euthanasia fee in cash.


But a clinic night attendant, an acquaintance of Misha’s
from one of the multitude of feminist groups invited to meet in our apartment,
phoned at two in the morning begging that we drive into the city and rescue the
Doberman before a lull in emergency room traffic permitted the on-duty vet
enough time to load and discharge a syringe. That’s how Brontë came to live
with us, later with me. Not unreasonably, the scent of testosterone enrages
her.


“Brontë, stay!” I bellowed as the man executed an
impressive scramble to the top of the eight-foot chain link fence I installed
around the pool to prevent its use as a watering hole by the larger desert
fauna. The smaller fauna I net from the filter baffle each morning, waterlogged
or dead. Limp mice, lizards, the occasional snake. These serve as a constant
reminder that I don’t really belong here anymore than the pool does, but I love
the solitude and the truth is, where else would I go? A tribute to careful
training, Brontë froze at my command, forelegs flat on the pool decking,
hindlegs paddling against the net ladder. But I could feel her ongoing snarl
like a current that raised the invisible pelt of hair all over my body.


“I’ve read your goddamn book,” the man yelled from atop my
fence. “I want to hire you.”


Sullen, he said no more and looked away as I climbed the
shallow-end steps and pulled on the shorts and T-shirt I’d tossed on a chaise
lounge. Dressing while dripping wet in the presence of strange men is always
awkward, and old habits die hard. I remembered the smoke-enshrouded Carter
Upchurch as I stashed my panties and bra under a bright blue chaise cushion. In
addition to the knowledge that I was a new soul, Carty impressed upon my
juvenile brain the concept that men should never see female undergarments
except those designed as erotic props. This injunction applied also, Carty
noted, to the eyes of my twin brother, David, who is now called “Hammer” and
won’t see another brassiere until the Missouri State Pa­role Board releases him
from a razor-wire cage full of people noteworthy for their lack of breasts.


Any clinical psychologist would surmise correctly that
David is the reason for my research into human behavior as it breaks down by
gender. We’re twins for God’s sake. Same parents, same house, food, church, and
school. But David is a public menace and I’m not. Who wouldn’t be curious?


“Hire me to do what?” I inquired after helping Brontë from
the pool and instructing her to sit. Competently, she managed the predictable
canine flapping and spraying of water from a seated position. The electric
snarl became a rumble of small tympani, but her eyes never left the man on the
fence.


“A job,” he replied with an economy of presentation I would
later understand was simply his style. At the moment it seemed insufficient.


“I guess you didn’t notice the sequence of no trespassing
signs, the locked gate across the only access to my property, and the Doberman
in the pool,” I pointed out. “If this were a hiring hall you’d have seen a
coffee pot and a framed black-and-white glossy of Jimmy Hoffa. Either get the
hell out of here or I say a word that frees this dog from the constraints of
civilization while I dash inside to get into something more comfortable. Like
the shoulder holster hanging on the other side of that door.”


I tipped my head in the general direction of all twelve
doors anonymously facing the pool. There was nothing behind nine of them but bare
cement floor and unpainted drywall.


“In the holster is a loaded Glock nine millimeter,” I
added.


I didn’t mention the old single-shot bolt-action .22 rifle
that was also in there somewhere. It was one of a matched set given David and
me on our ninth birthday by our father, Father Jake McCarron. An ordained
priest in the Episcopal Church, Dad nonetheless had and has a regrettable
fondness for things that go bang.


David carried the concept a step further, beginning with
con­venience stores and ending with a St. Louis bank. The St. Louis Post
Dispatch said that during the attempted robbery my brother shot holes in two
Tiffany glass panels, a plaster frieze depicting scenes from St. Louis’s early
fur trade, and an enormous Made-in-Taiwan vase holding silk frangipani and
bleached ostrich feathers. Men, for reasons explained in Ape, are sometimes
made uneasy by large floral arrangements.


The man on my fence was being made uneasy by gravity.
Baseball-sized biceps were straining to hold what looked like about a hundred
and sixty-five pounds at the level of the horizon, while his heavy boots
clanged uselessly against the chain link. Men in California, even the bikers
and desert rats, do not wear boots like that. Their feet would rot off in a
week, drowned in sweat. Men in California also don’t wear wool plaid Pendleton
shirts with the sleeves rolled up over waffle-weave long johns. Southern
California’s deserts still claim inferno status in late summer, at least during
the day. It was becoming clear that Fenceman had dropped in from somewhere
north of Seattle, at least. He reminded me of a poem Dad adores and frequently struggles to work into sermons. It’s
about Alaska. “The Cremation of Sam McGee.”


“There
are strange things done in the midnight sun, by
the men who moil for gold,” I yelled at the man atop my fence. “The Arctic
trails have their secret tales, that would make your blood run cold . . .”


David and I could recite the entire thing from memory by
the time we were five.


“If your name’s Blue McCarron I’ve got to talk to you,” he
said, thin lips whitening beneath a handlebar mustache that draped his teeth.


“Who wrote the poem?” I demanded, expecting nothing.


“Robert W. Service. Will you hold that damn dog or not?”


“Get down,” I answered. “Brontë, stay.”


Much nonsense can be made of coincidence that is merely co­incidental.
But there’s another kind that feels like a typhoon in your bones and lets you
imagine that the sky behind your right ear has just opened to reveal a hidden
pattern. The hidden pattern. You jerk your head around and it’s already gone.
But it was there, and the certainty falls on and through you like a breath,
like that first scent of autumn you feel in your soul. That happened to me when
the man on my fence named an obscure poet he shouldn’t have known. It was a
message.


The improbable circumstances and eerie sense of connection
created by his pronunciation of the poet’s name provided a jolt I’d been
waiting for. And the world may be divided into two camps—those who know
precisely how this works and those for whom such a connection sounds like
nonsense. You either get it or you don’t.


“What’s your name?” I asked as he dropped the last three
feet from the fence and hit hard, dark blue eyes registering pain. He knew the
poem’s author and that meant I really was on the grid again. I was really alive
and not just an entity marking time alone in a half-built, bankrupt desert
motel until some poisonous snake, earthquake, or disease took my body to the
great beige nothing I saw every night in an absence of dreams. I had feared for
two years that “I,” whatever that is, had already died. But after he answered
my question I could feel again my own movement on the roaring, warp-speed grid
of universal intention. And my first whole thought was to tell Misha. My second
whole thought was that I couldn’t. Misha was gone.


“Dan Crandall,” he answered, wiping sweat with a thumb
knuckle from bushy dark brown eyebrows that didn’t match either his auburn
mustache or the wiry mouse-tan hair he wore long and pulled back in a ponytail
with one of those neon-pink elastic bands little girls purchase at drugstores.
He had left the pink plastic ball attached to the elastic band.


“I’m Beatrice Crandall’s brother. She’s confessed to
killing a man and freezing him like leftover pot roast. She didn’t do it.”


“The body in the freezer over on State
Road Three,” I said.


He didn’t look old enough to have a sixty-one-year-old
sister, but these things happen. An aging couple with grown children discovers
one day that the wife is barfing every morning. Plans for the Winnebago are canceled.
Additional life insurance is taken out. My guess was that little Danny Crandall
had been just such a golden-years surprise to parents whose daughter, Muffin,
was already pushing thirty when he was born.


“Yeah, the body in the freezer.”


“Why did she confess if she didn’t do it?”


The sun had already dried my grown-out, top-bleached brown
shag to the consistency of hay, and Brontë was panting. We don’t just stand
around in the heat out here, especially those of us covered with black fur. Or
wool shirts.


“How would I know?” He sighed and gazed at the sky like a
man who has just missed a plane. “Women.”


In that single word was the entire thesis of my 732-page
dissertation. An admission of boredom, hostility, and paralyzing despair. Like
many men, Dan Crandall did not like or understand women, including a sister who
had recently confessed to murder. But the dumb fascination with which he’d
first observed my naked female body in the pool signaled the fact that he had not
escaped the usual male primate wiring either. Still, it was clear that the
gross biology of Dan Crandall had been socialized to acceptable lines. He had
come to help this much older sister with whom he had not shared a childhood and
probably barely knew, recognizing the bond of clan. The significance of this
was not lost on me.


Until I quit teaching at San Gabriel University a year ago
in order to consult with shopping mall designers, I insisted that my Intro to
Social Psych 301 students understand this—that the clan bond was the first step
out of preconscious, instinctual soup for every species. Including, I told
them, that species which pulls weeds for twenty years in blazing hot strawberry
fields so that its young may study social psychology at San Gabriel University.
And the bond of clan is each individual’s last defense against the slide back
into brute muck. While it is primitive and flawed and not to be worshiped, it
must at all costs be respected.


I was still searching for a way to respect my clan bond
with David, whom I loathed as much as I loved Misha. And both were, for very
different reasons, totally inaccessible. There was, as The Book of Common
Prayer so bluntly puts it, no health in me. Nothing but black holes, head to
toe. Until a short man who looked like Yosemite Sam climbed my fence, knew a
poem, and hated his sister for being a woman but showed up anyway because she
was family.


“Strip and get in the pool,” I told Dan Crandall, observing
a desert etiquette which demands the sharing of water. Any water. “It’ll take
me about ten minutes to make a pitcher of lemonade. Have your pants on when I
get back.”


In the kitchenette of the motel office I turned on some music
to drown the air-conditioner whine, and squeezed lemons into a gallon plastic pitcher
as Brontë lapped bottled water from a red ceramic mixing bowl. One of the
several reasons I was able to buy an entire motel for the price of a single
DKNY outfit is that the Wren’s Gulch Inn has no piped-in water. That is, the
pipes are there, but they’re empty. And they’ll stay that way until the
settlement of a dispute initiated by the four remaining Indians on a tiny
reservation everybody had forgotten existed until the Indians opposed a plan
which would have extended water utilities to Wren’s Gulch through a few feet of
reservation property. The youngest of the Indians is seventy-eight, but his
lawyer is only twenty-nine. In the desert, people understand the value of
simply waiting.


Meanwhile, I had the water for the pool trucked in at enormous
expense, and every week another truck arrives to refill my modest water tank,
also at enormous expense. The Indians could do nothing about the buried power
and phone lines the owner, Cameron Wrenner, ran two miles in here from the main
line on the road before abandoning the motel project to whatever fate his
attorneys could arrange. It could scarcely have mattered to Wrenner, whose
empire of used-car dealerships had made him one of the richest men in Southern
California. It isn’t possible to live here without a car, and Wrenner’s ruddy
face, topped by a white cowboy hat, smiles down from billboard ads from here to
the Nevada border. Anyway, Wren’s Gulch, as the locals named this fiasco, has
lights, music, wi-fi and electronic gadgets that allow me to chat with other
weirdos all over the world whenever I feel like it, which isn’t often.


“Coming out!” I yelled through the blue Mylar film I’d
painstakingly glued to the office picture window after the sun ate leprous
patches out of the original cheap carpet in less than three months. After that
I installed a sand-colored indoor-outdoor nylon Berber in the office and the
first unit, which serves as my bedroom. Then I plastered up this blue stuff
which is supposed to filter ultraviolet rays and keep the sun from burning away
the molecules which comprise carpets, drapes, and upholstery. The effect is
like living in a furnished aquarium.


Dan Crandall was hopping around beside the pool, trying to
pull gray knit boxer shorts over a penis that looked tired in its nest of jet
black pubic hair. It occurred to me that nothing growing naturally on Dan
Crandall matched.


There’s an interesting study which suggests that women who
have not been sexually assaulted score higher on tests of empathy for men after
seeing pictures of naked men doing ordinary things like talking on the phone or
grocery shopping. In interviews the women often admit to finding flaccid
penises rather cute. Sort of like demitasse spoons or those little carved
wooden fork sets from import stores that everybody gets as a wedding present
from an aunt who wears jangling bracelets. Nobody ever knows what to do with
these forks. And I’m one of those women who find penises cute despite the fact
that the great love of my life is a woman. Or was. It had been two years since
I had any definitive evidence that Misha Deland was still alive.


“I’m entirely tied up right now with
a marketing research project, and I have no experience whatever in the
legal-criminal field,” I lied, setting the tray on a cable spool I found at a dump
and painted bright blue to match the chaise cushions. “Your trip out here has
been a waste of time.”


Crandall failed one test when he poured himself a tumbler
of lemonade while leaving mine empty, but passed the next with flair.


“The so-so lawyer I hired bills around
a hundred-fifty an hour,” he said while wringing water out of his ponytail onto
my foot. “I can pay you the same up to ten, maybe fifteen thousand.”


“Expenses?”


“Within reason. You’ll have to clear with me first.”


“What is it you think I can do?”


His dark blue eyes regarded me with the same interest
people lavish on old movie tickets found in jacket pockets.


“Save my damn sister’s ass,” he said.


Miles beyond the baking sky a black-silver grid flashed for
a nanosecond and then wasn’t there, had never been there. Its ten billion
dillion bars and lines and filaments, each crossing each at curving right
angles, was only a fairy tale. I had made it up myself.


“Call it God, call it Harriet,” Dad told David and me in
our backyard in Waterloo. “Doesn’t matter what you call it. It’s there and the
only choice you have is to hang on for the ride or sit it out on the
sidelines.”


I was a kid at the time and decided to call it Snoopy. Now,
at thirty-five, I just called it the grid because that’s what it felt like. And
I was tired of the sidelines.


“Deal,” I told Dan Crandall. “You can leave a thousand-dollar
retainer and email me everything you’ve got tonight. I assume your sister’s
being held in Las Colinas?”


The women’s prison in a suburb of San Diego had been named
either “The Hills” or “The Cabbage Seeds,” depending on translation. The notion
of being confined in a cabbage seed struck me as mythical, even charming.


“Yes,” Dan Crandall answered with distaste while pulling a
slim checkbook out of the right pocket of his wool shirt.


“How am I supposed to get in to see her?”


“I’ll tell the lawyer to fix it. Maybe you could analyze
her and give him a report. He’ll set it up.”


“Crandall, my field is social psychology, not clinical. I
don’t analyze people. Are you sure you know what you’re hiring here?”


“Talk to her,” he insisted. “Just do that, okay?”


The check, drawn on a bank in Anchorage, Alaska, fluttered
happily beside the lemonade.


“Okay,” I answered, but the answer was more general than
the question. I meant that I’d think about it while I wondered what it was he
expected me to do.


In seconds he’d pulled on his socks and those platypus-foot
boots, stuffed the rest of his clothes under an arm and walked away in the
direction of the locked gate where I assumed he’d left whatever vehicle brought
him out here.


“Misha,” I whispered into yellow-gray afternoon light, “a
man in his underwear is leaving, but I’m back.”


It was the first time I’d spoken to her in two years.


Later I went online to find out what you wear while visiting
a women’s prison. A retired cop in a Quaker chat room typed, “When visiting any
prison you have to wear a bra, carry nothing that could be used as a weapon,
and avoid dangling earrings in pierced ears. She might grab ’em and rip your
lobes in half.”


When the moon rose like the edge of a spoon over my bowl of
broken rocks, I was pawing through storage boxes behind the third of my twelve
doors, looking for the tiny lapis earrings that had been my mother’s. They had
gold posts. Muffin Crandall would have a hard time ripping them out of my ears.


Chapter Two


When the phone rang at five the next morning, Brontë
snarled irritably from the foot of my bed. I knew that if I gave the attack
signal she’d tear the phone out of the wall. It was tempting.


“Everything’s set for you to visit my
sister at nine-thirty, phone ten,” Dan Crandall’s voice announced. “It’ll take them
at least a half hour to bring her to the visiting area, so be there by
eight-forty-five or it won’t work. You’ll be allowed ten or fifteen minutes
this time, maybe more later, maybe not.”


“Phone ten?” I pronounced thickly.


“Yeah. The lawyer told me there’s a
row of phones. You talk through plexiglass. They assign you a time and a phone.
You’ll talk to her on phone ten.”


This set of instructions seemed
unnecessarily concise for 5 a.m.


“Have you been to see your sister,
Dan?”


“No.”


“So why are you doing all this?”


His sigh was more resigned than
hostile. Like the sigh of somebody who’s been teaching introductory classes for
too long. My kind of sigh.


“Just go talk to her. Incidentally, she won’t want to talk
to you. Have you read the stuff I emailed?”


“Oddly, I don’t sleep with electronic devices,” I said,
trying for a confessional tone. “There are others like me.”


“Ha,” he answered. “Call me when you’ve got some ideas.”


After leaving the number of a bayfront hotel in San Diego,
Crandall hung up and I faced the rest of my life. At the moment it looked like
one of those seventeenth-century Dutch paintings meant to emphasize the transitory
nature of being. Wilted cabbage roses on a table with two dead birds and a
snail. Except there are no snails in the desert, and my still life would be
called Rumpled Sheets with Black Dog and Large Human Foot. Brontë had stretched
happily across the width of my queen-size bed and was eyeing one outstretched
paw as if contemplating a new shade of nail polish. The large foot was mine.


David and I are, for obvious reasons, fraternal rather than
identical twins. He inherited Dad’s stocky frame and run-of-the-mill feet. I
got our mother’s gangly height, topaz eyes, and feet for which the term
“extended sizes” was coined. Fortunately Mom maintained a competent wardrobe. I
was appropriately shod in her size ten double E black kid pumps for the
all-stops-out funeral at St. Louis’s Anglican bastion, Christ Church Cathedral.
A drunk driver had plowed head-on into her car as she left a meeting of the
Sierra Club. My brother and I were thirteen.


Misha theorized that David began his transformation into a
sleazebag criminal named Hammer when our mother died. But then Misha never met Mom
or David, and for some reason couldn’t envision the relentlessly pleasant
childhood that David and I enjoyed. I did describe this childhood to her. Often
I marveled at odd details which, I thought, pointed to the day I would meet
her. But either Misha’s own childhood, which had apparently been Faulknerian,
or more likely her complete disinterest in narratives not involving the Flight
of a Strong Woman from the Clutches of Patriarchy, rendered my stories
meaningless. I remained strangely blind to Misha’s complete lack of interest in
the details of my life for two years. Love, as they say, is like that.


Only after she’d been gone an entire year did it dawn on me
that Misha, whose feminist concern for the most insignificant forms of female
life rivaled that of God for sparrows, probably couldn’t have identified my
hometown or remembered my mother’s name on a bet. For a while that made me feel
funny, as if for the years I spent with her my own history had been lost in the
mail. Pieces of it were still drifting in as I went outside with Brontë for her
morning run.


“David hasn’t killed anybody,” I announced to a lone cottonwood
that was probably there when the first stagecoach stopped to water horses at
Coyote Creek. “But there will be similarities between his story and this
woman’s. Criminology kinds of things. After all, they’re both in prison.”


As Brontë chased a black-tailed jackrabbit I recognized a
certain flimsiness in this train of thought. I know a great deal about male
primate proclivities, which, if not controlled, result in truly idiotic
violence. But there was no precedent for what Muffin Crandall had done, or said
she’d done, in the chemistry and subsequent social organization of female primates.
Girl apes, as the song says, just wanna have fun. And babies. Although in the
human ape the former urge usually dies almost overnight around thirty. That’s
when estrogen levels begin to drop and the brain looks around, wondering where
it’s been since fifth grade and where all these children came from. Female
primates rarely kill except when defending their young or, more rarely,
themselves. And the “self” being defended in the case of female humans is a
more complicated entity than the mere physical body.


Muffin Crandall, I remembered, was sixty-one. Fifty-six
when a man about whom I knew nothing was packed into a deep­freeze with sharks,
tuna, doves, and mule deer. Muffin had been past prime for menopause, with its
rotten reputation, at the time of the slaughter. Still, she might have been one
of the late ones, one of the small, chagrined army of fifty-something women who
secretly dread they’ll have to be buried with a feminine hygiene product. I
threw rocks at a spindly ocotillo shrub and thought about that until Brontë
loped back over the low hill which forms the eastern boundary of the gulch.


To my knowledge, the female chemical transition away from
fertility and into wisdom had not been used successfully as the defense
strategy in a murder case. Despite the Victorian mystique it still wears in
some quarters, I was sure menopause could not cause women to start killing
random strangers with paperweights on their way to the freezer. In my
experience all it caused them to do was have parties.


As Brontë snuffled and growled at a kangaroo rat hole under
a creosote bush, I thought about one of those parties and about the feminist
icon, Eden Snow. The mythic author Eden Snow, resplendent on the only occasion
that I’d actually seen her. The occasion after which nobody saw her again, or
at least that was the story. Eden Snow more than four years ago, already well
past sixty but ageless in that way peculiar to celebrity.


She had come to San Diego to give a lecture, to be the big
draw for a symposium on Contemporary Feminism sponsored by the Women’s Studies
Department of San Diego’s largest university. After the lecture there was a
party at somebody’s house. Among Snow’s credentials were an impressive array of
degrees, ten increasingly radical books of feminist theory, fluency in five
languages, and the respect of women the world over. Despite those credentials I
didn’t hear a single word Eden Snow said that night.


I had gone to the lecture and then the
party with Misha, whom I knew in her capacity as program director for the
Inter-Collegiate Women’s Studies Consortium. That is, I knew she arranged
meetings and seemed to be everywhere. She also knew everybody, including
everybody on the faculty at San Gabriel University where I was teaching. With
her wiry body and strangely compelling eyes, she always made me think of the
Little Match Girl. That bathos. Put her in rags on a street corner, and within
eight hours she could raise enough money to fund a respectable day care center
for a year. Actually, she had been a fund-raiser for some now-defunct runaway
kids’ shelter before taking over the consortium directorship. I didn’t trust
her.


There was, despite my mistrust, a
jittery attraction between us that in her company brought a taste of hot metal
to my throat and made it impossible for me to be near common household objects
without harming myself or them. That night I had already splintered a chair
rung and tripped over a perfectly flat expanse of carpet. Misha had spilled
white wine into a toaster. We seemed to be riding some foreordained conclusion
about to happen with or without our complicity. And it would happen that night.
I did remember that. I do remember that.


By 2 a.m. the party had thinned
to drying wheels of cheese, sesame-seed cracker crumbs, and fifteen or twenty
women in turtlenecks drinking chardonnay from plastic cups near some pricey
speakers. All night the background music had been foreign to me. Unfamiliar
women’s movement music Misha explained was from before my time. Misha, ten
years my senior, suddenly the only thing I saw in the stale, winey air.


Most of the others made a circle around Eden Snow, who sat
in a wingback chair looking exultant as they belted out “Song of the Soul” for
the third time. Snow’s wiry gray hair was tied back with a rumpled scarf, and
she watched everything from lashless blue eyes that were at once brutally
intelligent and too big. I remember that she was wearing beach thongs with a
pair of baggy jeans and a silk kimono jacket so exquisitely designed most people
would have framed it in an entry hall. From time to time she chewed
thoughtfully on the kimono’s sash.


The women surrounding her were tenured professors, authors,
attorneys, directors of grant programs pulling two hundred thousand a year in
addition to whatever they picked up on the speakers’ circuit. They were remembering
dark childhoods in which little girls were forbidden such futures.


One of the lawyers strummed chords on a guitar, and two
women I didn’t know ran outside to their car to get balalaikas, they said. The
music stopped, and somebody found an oldies station on the radio in time for the
opening “sho-dote-en-sho-be-doe” of the Five Satins’ “In the Still of the
Night.” The song prompted the second-“most memorable event of the evening. A
sing-along with the radio.


Teenagers in the sixties, they remembered, they stood, and
they sang. Perfectly. They sang to Eden Snow in four-chord harmony of feminism,
of a time beloved and lost, its ghost alive again in that moment among them. A
bunch of drunk, middle-aged women singing old doo-wop, or a choir in transcendent
celebration of an idea, you choose. I was in tears by the time Misha and I went
outside alone. Into the backyard, in the dark.


By then there was nothing else to do, nothing left but the
in­evitable. I am certain that neither of us would have chosen anything quite
as overwhelming if we’d been asked. But we weren’t asked. We were simply drawn
toward some huge intention whose purposes demanded a connection between us so
deep and fierce that I realized even then, my mouth on Misha’s hungrily on mine,
that I might not survive it. I didn’t care.


Later there was some stumbling, urgent progress to a shed.
Bags of peat moss and potting soil. A sense of there being no time left to do
this. No time at all. The suddenly pointless yet stubborn presence of clothes,
buttons, zippers. The impossible necessity of touch, the pounding vortex of
orgasm. And all the while, over Misha’s ragged breathing and mine, the sound of
balalaikas reaching out into the dark.


Much later, sometime the following morning, it would cross
my mind that Misha was a woman and so this sexual cataclysm meant I could
safely sneer at all further accusations of affectional ambivalence. I hadn’t
been sure what the fuss was about either way. Now I was sure. Totally.


Misha would scarcely make the “A list” of potential
romantic partners, but I was unmoved by such distinctions. Prone to disguising
a Southern accent under fake “Hahvahd” pronunciations and telling people she
grew up in Wellesley, Misha was the object of more than one raised eyebrow. Deland
wasn’t her name, but that of a teenage husband long divorced, she said. Her
real surname, she told various people at various times, was Carruthers. Or
Hancock. Or McAdams. Names noteworthy for nothing so much as their presumed
proximity to the Mayflower. Despite her ambiguous identity she wanted nothing
so much as to be widely known, preferably admired. Misha never missed a meeting
she could chair, and kept on her cell phone a contact list the size of the old Manhattan Yellow Pages. She wasn’t exactly a social
climber, needing instead to be known by literally everybody. But none of it
mattered to me. It would never matter.


What mattered was Dad’s response when I called to tell him
I was really in love at last and with a woman. It had always been an option.
Misha was not the first woman I’d made love with, just the first lover I’d been
flung to infinity with. Dissolved with. Transformed with. All that.


Dad didn’t bat an eye until I told him about the
balalaikas, about the unfathomable intent in me and Misha that seemed to come
from somewhere else and have an agenda of its own. Then his voice broke and he
whispered, “Oh, my God,” in tones trailing history, and secrets. Because of
Misha I would eventually hear the story of my own existence, and be shocked.
Later I would begin to know two people named Jake and Elizabeth, who had dealt
with balalaikas of their own.


Brontë interrupted this train of thought by getting a half-dozen
fire ants up her nose, requiring my immediate attention. I was already hot even
though I was wearing nothing but shorts and a pair of ratty tennis shoes. The
Muffin Crandall investigation, I decided, would be a test of my ability to
return to the real world. The World Before Misha. A world in which people do
not run around wracked by dead love affairs and inadequately clothed.


I was not brought up to walk dogs without first putting on
a shirt. In fact, our two-story frame house in Waterloo was a veritable
monument to those ordinary proprieties which make society possible. Dad was the
rector at a little church called simply Grace, and our mother zealously
cultivated at least the appearance of successful housewifery. David never
noticed, but I’d often find Mom poring over women’s magazines, her high, tanned
brow knit in concentration. Sometimes she jotted things in a small spiral
notebook. Then, a few days later, we’d face the “Festive Ukrainian Borscht
Compote” at dinner. Or we’d come home from school to find the front porch
sagging under the weight of twenty-six pink geranium plants in wicker laundry
baskets lined with calico. On these days there would be home­made cookies and Dad
would read aloud from old children’s books about Abraham Lincoln or Clara
Barton.


My parents sighed with relief at each
successfully completed domestic vignette, each family outing and holiday. David
and I were watched by glowing eyes that increased in wattage every time we
succeeded, failed, or were merely average at anything. Our parents were
terrified, but we didn’t know it. What David and I learned from them was that
every humdrum event un-shattered by primal forces is cause for celebration. But
we would find out about the primal forces later. Both of us. I pondered the
fact that Muffin Crandall had obviously stumbled over them as well.


In my office/living room, actually the
intended reception area for Wren’s Gulch Inn, I sat down to read Dan Crandall’s
emails. Beatrice Crandall, I learned, had shortly after the earthquake,
confessed to assaulting the man in the Roadrunner freezer. In a prepared statement
distributed by her attorney, she admitted to hitting an intruder in her garage
over the head with a paperweight on a Sunday night during July five years ago.


She awoke, she said, around eleven that
night to the sound of her garage door opening. At first she thought it was an
electronic glitch of some kind. Probably the door responding to a neighbor’s
battery-operated door-opener. After all, the garage of her condo opened into an
alley shared with fifteen other units, which meant fifteen identical automatic
garage doors with identical electronic openers. But after she heard the door
close there was a sound of someone “mucking around down there.” The garage, she
said, was directly beneath her second-story bedroom. The windows were open because
the night was warm. She could hear the intruder through both floor and windows.


Still, she wasn’t overly alarmed. “I thought there was some
reasonable explanation,” she said. “Maybe a neighbor borrowing a ladder. I have
a nice lightweight aluminum ladder that people are always borrowing. Of course
nobody would do that, break into my garage in the middle of the night to get
the ladder without asking me, but that’s what I thought when I was walking down
the stairs. What I really thought was maybe he’d had too much to drink. I have
a neighbor who drinks a lot at night. Everybody knows. You can’t hide much,
living so close together. I really just thought it was probably him and that
he’d be embarrassed and go away when he saw that he’d got me out of bed.”


On her way through the darkened living room, Crandall had
grabbed a paperweight from her desk “just in case.” She hadn’t really intended
to use the object as a weapon, the narrative went on. There were plenty of
knives in the kitchen if she’d been thinking about a weapon. She just wanted
something in her hand when she opened the kitchen door to the garage. Something
heavy. She didn’t really know why.


But what she saw when she opened her kitchen door wasn’t
her tipsy neighbor. It was a stranger. “A dirty, evil-looking man with his back
to me,” she said, was pawing through some storage boxes containing items which
had belonged to her deceased husband. “It didn’t make any sense, it was
horrible,” she stated. “This disgusting creature touching Deck’s things there in
the dark. He was squatting on the floor like . . . like an animal, opening
those boxes. He was sickening, somehow. And then his face turned toward me and
in the light from the kitchen I saw his hand reach toward one of the rocks I’d
been collecting for a little rock garden on my patio. The rocks were stacked
along the wall. I saw this look in his eyes, saw what he was going to do with
that rock. He was going to hit me. I could tell. He was going to kill me!”


According to Crandall’s statement the subsequent events
were a blur. “I hit him with the paperweight. I’m pretty sure I did that just
as he turned back toward my little pile of rocks and started to stand up. It
all happened so fast. I was so frightened. I knew he was going to kill me if I
didn’t stop him, but I didn’t really have any idea of what I was doing.”


Crandall went on to say that she did not own a gun. Her deceased
husband, Roscoe “Deck” Decker, had told her that a gun is liable to be seized
by an attacker and used against the victim. “In a surprise attack,” he told
her, “you won’t be able to find and fire the gun before he sees what you’re
doing and grabs it.” Prior to his death, Crandall’s husband had disposed of his
own gun collection for her protection. And even if there had been a gun in the
house, she explained, she wouldn’t have thought to get it before entering the
garage. She hadn’t expected any of this. It was just some kind of nightmare.


When the man toppled over and didn’t
get up, she thought he was faking. She thought that as soon as she moved, he’d
spring up, roaring. She said she stopped breathing. She said she lost control
of her bladder standing there, frozen with terror in the slice of light from
her kitchen door. But the man didn’t move. Finally she kicked his shoulder.
When he didn’t respond, she forced herself to feel his neck for a pulse. There
was none. She knew he was dead.


I poured another cup of coffee and made a few notes. So far
the woman’s story seemed implausible yet very familiar. It was every woman’s nightmare;
the reason women fear noises in the dark. Rape, defilement, brutal death. This
is the repetitive mantra bequeathed to us from hairy ancestors, cousins to
chimps, gorillas, and humans. A glance at any chimp enclave, with the exception
of the matriarchal bonobos, will reveal the source of the nightmare. Male
chimps randomly batter females to ensure wholesale female subordination. And
when she’s in estrus a female who refuses sexual penetration by a male may be
beaten to death by him as his companion males hoot and whistle and hop about. A
glance at any newspaper will reveal that the nightmare has not been extinguished
in human enclaves, either.


It’s not hard to trace the primate archetype. It’s there.
But humans are different from other primates in numerous ways. One of them is
that the human female, unlike her chimpanzee sister, is not statistically
likely to be bludgeoned and raped by a gang of strangers creeping across the
landscape beyond her dwelling. That popular terror is the shadow of our past,
although it can and does still happen. More often now, the human female will be
bludgeoned, raped, and possibly killed by a male who is no stranger. A male she
knows and may even like. A male who believes that he must control her, that he
owns her.


Muffin Crandall’s story with its rock-wielding monkey ghost
played to the old brain. I wondered whether she knew that. Then I wondered how she’d explain the heavy-duty trash bag and
the years that had elapsed since that night in her garage.


“I don’t know why I did what I did then,” Crandall’s statement
went on. “It was like I was in a trance or hypnotized. I don’t remember thinking
anything except ‘Nobody can know. You’ve got to hide the body. Nobody can find
out or you’ll die!’ ”


The remark brought me up short. I dreamed once that I had
killed a man and hidden his body in a little-used closet beneath the stairs of
an old house I shared with four other graduate students. The man looked
strangely like Beethoven. And the dream bore that certainty of not being a
dream, of being an absolute reality somewhere other than the waking state. I
sat up drenched in sweat and locked in such agonizing fear that ten digital minutes
traveled through my bedside clock before I could move. And there was a slurred
chirping in my head, like a distant siren. I knew the sound meant the body would
be found and I would be killed.


Muffin’s words echoed my dream, which I later learned is a
common delusion in women at a certain stage in the progression of Alzheimer’s
and other dementias. A terror of being put to death for killing a man may lie
encoded in every female brain. It may be released by the neural plaques and
tangles of brain disease or the nightly neurological housecleaning which
results in dreams. Muffin Crandall’s narrative began to assume a particularly
interesting framework. If it was the fabrication her brother believed it to be,
it was brilliantly done.


“I tied him up with part of the clothesline I have in the
garage for drying rugs and things I don’t want to put in the dryer,” her story
went on. “I still wasn’t really sure he was dead, but even if he was I wanted
him tied up. Somehow I knew I had to get rid of the body right away or I’d die.
Don’t ask me how I knew that, or where the thought came from. I just knew
that.”


Crandall’s story went on to describe her various approaches
to removing the body. Getting it into the kitchen would be no problem, but
cutting it up seemed too disgusting. Besides, the garbage disposal could not be
employed out of fear that its excessive use at that hour would attract the
attention of neighbors, or that “something would get stuck” and require a
repairman.


Deck Decker had been a sportsman prior to his death at
fifty-three from a massive heart attack two years before his widow’s encounter
with a stranger in her garage. He maintained the rented locker near Borrego
Springs for game he killed and stored for home use. At the time of his death
the locker was only partially stocked. Muffin Crandall said she kept up the
rental fees and made regular trips to the locker, both using the game left by
her husband and restocking the space with bulk-buy bargains and gifts of fish
and meat from her husband’s friends. She said she was used to making trips to
the locker, and the idea of freezing the body “just seemed natural.”


Long before sunrise on that night five years in the past,
she had trussed the body in a fetal position, gotten it into a trash bag, and
transported it to the Roadrunner cold storage facility. Muffin said she may
have spoken to friends on the phone the next day, but she didn’t remember. She
said that no one was present at Roadrunner when she used the freezer’s hand
cart to stash the new package behind boxes containing eighty pounds of chicken
wings she’d purchased for a civic theater fund-raising picnic. She said the
only thing she remembers from that time is terror, but after leaving the
freezer, “it was as if none of it had really happened.”


“When I’d try to think about it, think about taking that
bag out and getting rid of it someplace, the fear would come back,” she said.
“It would just fill me up like black, cold ink in a bottle. My hands would
shake and I’d want to throw up. I couldn’t even walk, it would be so bad. So I
just kept paying rent on the locker and going out there with stuff, taking
stuff out to use. I knew someday I’d have to do something, but I just couldn’t
think about it.”


Diminishing the rest of Dan’s material, I opened a new
file. “Crandall, Muffin—Initial Profile,” I centered in fourteen-point type.
Then I typed a list of factors which seemed, even at this point, potentially
significant:


 


1) Subject
a fifty-six-year-old widow at time of the assault, uses her own surname rather
than her husband’s.


2) Subject
apparently living alone at time of assault, but maintains frozen food locker
for bulk quantities of food. Why?


3) Subject
does not mention children, friends, or family other than her deceased husband.
Odd. Women typically refer to social cohorts in all narratives.


4) Subject
displays a thorough comprehension of archetypal primate female fear in her
narrative, leaving out no element but rape. Nowhere does she admit to fearing
rape, only murder. This deletion from the usual fear profile is significant.


5) What
was weight and physical condition of subject five years ago? Now?


6) What
is estimated weight and physical condition of victim at time of assault?


7) Subject
presents as self-sufficient and capable, yet permits herself to be called
“Muffin.” Check origin of this nickname.


8) Subject
mentions that bulk chicken wings in her locker were for a civic theater
fund-raiser. What civic theater? How was she connected to it? Who else was
connected to it? Does it still exist?


9) Subject’s
deceased husband, Deck. Who was he, what did he do, what was the marriage like,
and how did she cope with his death? Children of this marriage? Previous
marriages?


10) What
was/is her source of income? Education? Avocations?


 


After printing the list I took a cool bath, washed the
woody, acorn-brown growth I call hair, and phoned for a haircut appointment
near the prison at eight. My best gray linen suit with its long, straight skirt
would make me look like an Edwardian nun, but that was okay. What wasn’t okay
was that the only matching shoes I could find were the same black kid pumps I’d
worn to my mother’s funeral twenty-two years in the past. Good shoes will last
a lifetime if you take care of them, especially if you only wear them while in
disguise. I wondered if Muffin Crandall would buy the act I was about to stage
for her.
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