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North Creek, New York

The Dead of Winter

Present Day

I blame fucking Chief APD Homicide Detective Nick Miller. It wasn’t my bright idea to slap on a pair of skis and tumble down a snow and ice-covered mountainside when I could have been doing something much more productive and much less painful with my quality time. I’m a city boy after all. 

WTF.

But Fat 1977 Elvis was elated with our new assignment. He insisted that we make a mini-ski-cation out of it. We could drive to the Adirondack Mountains not only to look into what was being called an accidental downhill skiing death of a local Albany crooner by the name of Sonny Day whom Elvis knew personally, but we could get in a couple of days of skiing which, when translated, meant hanging out in the lodge bar and hitting on lonely middle-aged women who looked good in tight ski pants.

“Plus, maybe I can get a gig at the bar, Moonlight,” Elvis said. “Who don’t like them some Elvis after a thrilling day on the slopes?”

“Me,” I might have answered, but when it came to the King and Fat Elvis’s infatuation with him, it was best to keep your trap shut. But I’m getting ahead of my skis here (pun entirely intended).

Mere hours later, we were up at dark-thirty. We made the drive in my Jeep from Albany, up past Lake George through the majestic Adirondack Mountains to a New York State-owned and operated resort called, get this, Gore Mountain. If that didn’t sound like the title of a winter-season horror movie, I don’t know what else would have.

Instead of just heading up the lift in our everyday boots to meet up with the State Police, Elvis insisted we rent skis. Just like that, we found ourselves on a ski lift heading up to the mountaintop. I didn’t have any proper ski clothing, so I had no choice but to wear my black leather coat, Levi's jeans, and a black skull cap for a ski hat. My aviator sunglasses helped block the glare from the sun reflecting on the snow. 

Elvis decided to do some advertising while he was on the mountain, so he wore his Fat Elvis costume of Evil Knievel white bell-bottomed jumper, blue cape tied at the neck, pro-wrestling belt, and thick metal-framed sunglasses, over his long Johns. Naturally, he wore gloves, but he didn’t wear a hat, preferring instead to coif his thick, black-dyed hair into a six-inch thick ducktail attached to two porkchop sideburns.

All the way up the mountain, he was belting out, “It’s now or never, come hold me close...”

Every now and then, a skier who knew what he was doing would stop in his tracks, focus up at us, and grin.

“Elvis,” he’d bark. “Fucking Elvis is in the house.”

Or on the mountain, anyway. Like I said, we’d already made arrangements to meet some State Police at the scene of Sonny’s crash. It was the first item of law enforcement business. Correction, our first item of business was untangling our limbs from one another after we crashed and burned while attempting to disembark from the chairlift.

“Jesus, Moonlight,” Elvis barked while rolling on the ground, doing his best to collect his poles and ejected skis. “Ain’t you ever skied before?”

From down on my knees, I grabbed my rented skis while the irritated lift attendant waited for us inside his mountaintop shack.

“Hurry it the fuck up,” someone yelled from the chair directly behind ours. I glanced at him. He was a college-age snowboarder. “It’s fucking cold out.”

He was sucking on a vape device that, judging by the skunk smell, was filled with pot. Recreational pot, to be more specific. This was uber-liberal New York State after all, where drugs mixed with life-threatening sports were encouraged. I was carrying my piece in my shoulder holster. For a quick second, I thought about shooting him in the face. But then, considering I would be committing Capital Murder, I thought better of it.  

When Elvis and I managed to collect our gear and move out of the way of the lift, the operator started her back up again. Elvis and I stood off to the side and awkwardly shoved our boots back into our ski bindings. When the snowboarder flew by us, I made sure my pole got in his way. The tip of his board caught my pole, and he faceplanted right at our feet. His vape device went flying.

“What...the fuck?” he screamed, jumping up.

“Sorry, buddy,” I said, trying to hold in a belly laugh. “You need some help?”

“Not from a Boomer like you, retard,” he said while collecting his pipe and shoving it in his hoodie pocket.

“Hey, that ain’t nice,” Elvis said. “My friend ain’t retarded. He might qualify as a special needs person, but he ain’t retarded.” 

Said retard wiped the snow off his body and sped away. That is, he sped away, but not without giving us the finger.

“Bet you got a man bun,” I shouted.

“Bet your mother does too,” he said before disappearing along a narrow trail flanked by thick trees.

That’s when I pulled off my glove and pulled out a Gore Mountain ski map. Elvis looked over my shoulder.

“You got a real knack for making friends, Moonlight, you know that?” he said.

“I am good at making friends,” I said. “But making enemies is my specialty.”

“Where we going?” Elvis said, changing the subject.

A couple of skiers went by. They both did a double-take at the sunglasses-wearing King before moving on. 

“The Staties said to meet them at the top of a trail called Showcase,” I said. “You know it?”

“I ain’t never skied this mountain,” he said. “Just the bunny slopes at the little hills right outside the city.”

I looked closely at the map until I found a long run named Showcase. It was marked by a blue box, which meant it required intermediate skills to ski. I didn’t even possess basic skills. Oh well, nothing like learning while on the job.

“It’s not far from here,” I said. “Let’s just do this already.”

“You go first, Moonlight,” Elvis said, “just in case you get into trouble.”

“Don’t worry about me,” I said, my eyes staring at the steep slope that led to the beginning of Showcase. “You just worry about not breaking your own neck.”

That’s when I pointed my skis downhill, and gravity took over.
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Fucking Miller. There, I said it again. No, that’s not right. Fucking Miller and fucking Fat Elvis. If it wasn’t for them, I might not have been careening at fifty miles per hour not only toward Showcase but what was a hell of a lot worse, the thick woods that bordered the right side of the trail. With each passing second and each foot of icy snow I covered, I built up more uncontrollable speed. Heart in my mouth and blood pumping through my veins far faster than nature or Jesus intended, my wide-open eyes stared at the thick trees I was about to crash into. And there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.

“Fall, Moonlight,” Elvis barked. “Fall down why don’t ya? Moonlight falls.” 

The thick woods were approaching. So was my impending doom. I could just see the headline now: SUICIDAL PI KILLS HIMSELF ON SKI SLOPE!

“I don’t know how to fall,” I screamed.

Then it happened. I crossed over the tree line, and just like that, I was surrounded by woods. My left ski tip caught a small pine tree, and my boot ejected from the binding. Just as quickly, the right ski caught something hard, and it too caused my boot to release. Since the angle of the slope was steep, I proceeded to roll head over heel three, maybe four times before I came to a stop.

Opening my eyes, I could see that while my sunglasses were still attached to my head, they were all sorts of cock-eyed and attached to only one of my ear lobes. I was covered in snow, and my body felt like a boulder had been dropped on it. As my eyes focused, I could see two people dressed all in grey. They were wearing matching Stetsons. One of them was a tall middle-aged man, and the other was a cute-as-a-button female. She was much shorter than her male partner, but in very good shape for a woman who had to be close to fifty.

“Is one of you Jesus?” I said, spitting snow and ice out my mouth, praying that I didn’t spit out a tooth along with it.

“That was just beautiful,” the male New York State Trooper said. “That kind of wipeout takes real talent. You lost every piece of equipment. They refer to that as a perfect yard sale.”

“Gee,” I said. “Thanks. I hope nothing’s broken.”

I could see that the bottom lip on Female State Trooper was trembling. She was clearly doing her best to hold back a good laugh.

“It’s okay,” I said. “You can laugh at me. Everybody else does.”

She smiled and giggled.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t mean to be insensitive, Mr. Moonlight. But I’m a skier, and I haven’t seen an epic crash like that one since I was a kid, and my dad was first learning how to ski at thirty-something years old. It took him weeks just to learn how to use the chairlift without faceplanting.”

I sat up and felt my body for anything that might be broken. An arm, a leg, a rib, my skull. But everything seemed to be okay. Thank God for falling on snow and not the hard ground. But that didn’t mean I wouldn’t be all bruised up in a matter of minutes.

Managing to get back on my feet, I said, “How’d you know my name?”

“I can tell by the way you’re dressed that you’re not here for the skiing,” she said.

“You see, us law enforcement officers are brilliant with our deductions,” Tall State Trooper said. Then, “I’m Sergeant Taylor, and this is Sergeant Mary Clark. We’re from the Plattsburgh barracks and assigned to the Sonny Dayo investigation. Detective Miller couldn’t spare any blue uniforms or homicide squad personnel, so he said he’d be sending you and your associate up here. Remember? You spoke with me on the phone this morning.”

“My bell might be ringing, and I might have a little piece of bullet lodged in my brain, but I remember,” I said.

Just then, Fat Elvis showed up. I’ll be damned if he wasn’t successfully navigating the woods on both his skis. He was better than I thought.

“Jesus, Moonlight,” he said while removing his skis and leaning his poles against a tree. “You ain’t never skied in your life, and you attempted a glade? You really are suicidal, after all.”

“I couldn’t stop, Elvis,” I said. “No thanks to you.”

Proceeding to make introductions to Sergeants Taylor and Clark, Elvis handed them a card apiece.

“The 1977 Elvis experience,” Clark read out loud.

“Available for any occasion, including State Trooper Award ceremonies,” Elvis proudly said.

“Okay, now that my associate is done shilling for the morning, what do we have?” I asked.

Taylor quickly explained that the victim, Sonny Dayo, seemed to lose control of his speed while skiing Showcase. He must have been skiing too close to the trail’s edge and ended up in the woods, where he hit a tree head-on. It was his last run of the day, and the authorities and ski patrol didn’t find him till after midnight. By then, he was frozen solid. 

“He was probably doing thirty miles an hour when he faceplanted this old oak,” Clark added, slapping the big tree behind her. “He died instantly. Or that’s my educated guess, anyway.”

“Where’s his body now?” I said, staring at the ground and looking for blood trails.

But as far as I could tell, there weren’t any. What there was, however, were dozens of footprints. So much for preserving the integrity of a crime scene. That is, this was a crime scene to begin with. 

“Enjoying a comfy stainless-steel bed in the morgue down in Albany, where he lived,” she said. “His wife has been notified, of course. She’s pretty upset. She mentioned that he had skied against doctors' orders. A heart condition, I guess.” 

“I knew Sonny Dayo personally since we're both musicians and singers,” Elvis said. “Sort of a stuck-up dude, God rest his soul.”

“Too bad you don’t really mean that,” I said, not without a smirk.

Elvis raised his gloved hand and pointed his extended index finger at me.

“You see, now there’s the difference between you and me, Moonlight,” he said, “Even if I don’t like somebody, I don’t wish them anything bad. But you don’t mind doin’ a jig on people’s graves, even if they were an asshole when they was alive.”

“You’re right, Elvis,” I said. “That is the difference between you and me.”

“If you two are done,” Cute Trooper Clark said, “we have a snowcat coming to pick us up. You gonna ski down the mountain, Mr. Moonlight? Or are you going to come with us?”

“Let me take a few pictures,” I said, “and yeah, I’ll be going with you.”

“Don’t forget to bring along your rentals, Moonlight,” Elvis said. “You don’t mind, I’m going to take a couple or three runs.”

“We’re supposed to be working a case, Elvis,” I said, while I pulled out my cell phone and snapped some digital pictures of the scene, including the tree that crushed Sonny Dayo’s skull.

The faux King grabbed his skis and started walking out of the woods. Or how did he refer to them? The glades.

“Sonny’s dead already,” he said. “He ain’t goin’ nowhere. What’s the rush? The sun’s shining. It’s a bluebird day.”

Elvis left the glade then and disappeared onto the Showcase trail.

“You certainly have a gift for choosing your professional associates, Mr. Moonlight,” Trooper Clark said. 

“Matched only by his skill of downhill skiing,” Trooper Taylor added. He chuckled, the wise ass that he was.

“Funny,” I said as the big engine noise of a snowcat filled the air. “Looks like our ride is here. This mountain won’t have Dick Moonlight to kick around anymore.”

As I gathered my rental skis, it dawned on me that somebody else would be kicking me around instead. I just hadn’t met him yet.
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By the time we got to the bottom of the mountain in the tracked snowcat, my entire body felt like one big bruise. On second thought, maybe I had broken a rib or two. In any case, I must have bruised them. Whenever I inhaled a breath, it felt like my lungs were going to collapse. Maybe they already had.

When I returned the skis, poles, and boots to the ski shop, the attendant looked at me like I had three heads.

“So soon?” the gray-bearded man said. “The day hasn’t even started yet.”

“Skiing sucks,” I said while changing back into my worn combat boots. 

“Hey, man,” said the old-timer ski bum. “I don't love to ski. I live to ski. So do all the people you see coming down that mountain at breakneck speed. Skiing is flying. It’s freedom.”

“Far out,” I said. “You can have it.”

“Well,” he said, “there’s always the bar.”

“Good idea,” I said. “That’s more my speed.”

“Have one for me,” he said.

I walked out of the shop without saying goodbye. After all, I hoped never to enter the place again. I made the short walk over the packed snow to the lodge where some skiers were sitting outside in wooden Adirondack chairs or on picnic tables. It was only nine in the morning, and a few of them were downing beers. Some were partially undressed, wearing only brightly colored ski sweaters or down vests. Classic rock n’ roll was blaring from big speakers attached to the lodge’s exterior wall. It was like a beach party, only with snow and ice and a big mountain hogging up the scenery as opposed to big waves.

As I passed by the group, they all paused and gave me a good up-and-down look. Most of them had sunglasses on just like I did, which made it impossible to see their eyes. But I suppose a dude dressed in black leather and denim must have appeared like something entirely out of the ordinary. Maybe they assumed I was an undercover cop or a foreign spy. Or maybe they just thought I was lost.

It was the same story when I entered the lodge bar. It was called The Downhill Racer, and already it was full of rowdy patrons who probably skied one or two runs before calling it a day and bellying up to the bar. I found the one empty stool at the horseshoe-shaped bar and sat my sore ass down.

“Bud,” I said to the college-age bartender. He had thick muscles and was wearing a tight T-shirt that advertised a popular snowboard brand. He also had long hair pulled back in a ponytail and a matching thick black beard. He looked me in the eyes and smirked.

“Please,” he said.

“Say what?” I said.

“Say please,” he said.

I felt the fine hair on the back of my neck rise up. Not that I was afraid of the meathead. It’s just that he was a lot younger than me, a lot bigger, and a lot faster, or so I could only assume. Plus, he probably was into that mixed martial arts shit, which would be all I needed if an actual fight were to break out.

I decided to play it maturely.

“Listen,” I said. “Don’t mean to offend. Can I have a Bud...please.” I exaggerated the “please” like “pleeeeaaaassseee...”

His face got even more pissed off—tighter, his cheeks more flushed under his beard.

“What are you, City Boy?” he said.  “Some kind of wise ass?”

“Hey, pal,” I said, “I just came in here to get a beer and to warm up while I wait for my friend. So can I have a beer...please?” This time I pronounced “please” the normal way.

He looked me in the eyes for a beat that was long enough to make my chest tight, my stomach cramp, and my mouth go dry. Only when he was ready did he turn and head to the cooler to retrieve my beer.

“Unbelievable,” he whispered loud enough for me to hear.

“Hey, Marky,” someone shouted from across the bar, “that city dude giving you a hard time?”

Oh fuck, I thought. Now there were two of them giving me a hard time.

“Nah, Pauly,” Marky said. “He’s a city boy. He doesn’t bother me one bit. But I bet I bother him.”

He placed a coaster on the
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