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ABOUT DUTY CALLS




DUTY CALLS IS a tale about jury duty.


More accurately, it’s a tale inspired by jury duty.


Back in 2008 I was a juror on a two-month trial. One thing I learned is that even though a trial lasts two months, the jury isn’t actually doing two months worth of work. There is a lot of waiting. Way more waiting than anything else.


Waiting in the hallway. Waiting in the cafeteria. Waiting in the lounge. After a week or so you start looking for ways to pass the time during the numerous recesses or the ninety minute lunch breaks. So you hang out with your eleven partners in justice (plus alternates) and talk about anything and everything with the exception of the trial. That topic was off limits, but nothing else was.


All that time spent chatting with my fellow jurors gave me an idea for a different kind of jury story. One where the case is the least important aspect — maybe even a non-existent aspect. Create twelve characters. Give each one a featured flashback of their life outside of jury duty. Put them in the waiting rooms of justice to kill the boredom by shooting the shit. And give them a mystery to solve that requires teamwork.


These flashbacks form a series of loosely connected short stories set in the same universe. They can be read in any order and work on their own, but you’ll find some common references and easter eggs that start to unify them. 


One day in the near future each character will receive a summons to serve on a jury, collecting all of their tales into a novel interspersed amongst a courthouse mission.


Until then, duty calls…








Copper on Parchment

A Duty Calls Juror Story





HJ LAID IN THE PUDDLE on the floor and laughed. He didn’t care anymore. There was no reason to care, since it wasn’t his fault. None of it was. The house was haunted. Had to be. It was the only reasonable explanation left.


Not haunted by a ghost that wanted to scare him off the property. More a mischievous poltergeist who found it amusing to make HJ look a fool. As far as reasonable explanations went this fell more on the “un” side. But as a solution that made him feel better, it fit. 


The water stopped running, yet HJ remained on the floor soaking in the stagnant mess. His assistant had finally found the shutoff valve. He’d wait for help to try to stand. If he tried to move now he knew the enemy spirit would use the water to make him slip and fall, breaking a bone in the process. “I’m on to you,” he said aloud, as much to himself as to the ghoul.


Replacing a faucet was simple enough. He picked out a reliable replacement model installed countless times on other jobs. Twenty minutes, in and out. Maybe slightly longer if the previous faucet was stubborn or rusty or worn, but never more than an hour. Never. 


But this place. Oh, this place. Something always went wrong. Often multiple somethings. The faucet connectors were inexplicably in need of adaptors. Then the water wouldn’t flow properly on the cold side. Hot was fine, only cold had the problem. HJ cleaned the aerator screen but found no obstructions. Same with the diverter, valve stem, and cartridge. He disassembled everything and cleared the lines; still nothing. Reattaching the stop valve was where things went further south.


After a final check for loose connections he gave the valve a quarter turn. Right away he noticed a tiny leak. While maneuvering under the sink to get a closer look the damn thing broke off in his hand! Water spewed everywhere. HJ yelled for the shutoff to be turned, but it was no use. His apprentice couldn’t hear him between the noise of the undersink waterfall and his enclosed position beneath it. By the time his helper visualized the problem and retreated down the stairs to address it, all HJ could do was slip and slide his way to the middle of the kitchen and lie there in wait.


It reminded him of the toilet incident that occurred a few days earlier. A different apartment, but the same building. We’ll let him keep the graphic recollection to himself, but to provide a whiff it was another relatively easy job that ended in a not so pleasant cleanup task.


Not every mishap involved plumbing. There was a door that refused to remain hinged. Each time it Houdini’d itself out of a jamb it would damage the screen door, molding, lock, and/or deadbolt. All of the parts were new. The only oddity was some wear around the striker plates. They were intact, but appeared to have been replaced numerous times. After questioning the property manager HJ learned that they hadn’t been replaced, but they had been worked on. An indecisive locksmith couldn’t settle on brass or steel or chrome fittings and thus swapped them back and forth and back and forth before finally being told it didn’t matter.


But indecision shouldn’t prevent a door from hanging. Shutting and staying shut perhaps, but these striker plates had no connection to the hinges aside from the rectangular wooden slab they were embedded in. He had an engineer verify his radial load calculation and even replaced the entire frame for no reason other than to rule it out as the problem. But no matter what HJ did, the door would not stay secured. To this day there isn’t a storm door on that entranceway. And the stingy building owner still hadn’t reimbursed him for time and materials since the “work” was never completed.


You might think he was making excuses for his own mediocrity, but if you knew HJ at all you’d realize that was laughable. He was good. Damn good. He won the grand prize on HGTV’s Top Handyman not once but twice. First on his original appearance and then on the tournament of champions a few seasons later. He was also a two time recipient of the Bob Vila Golden Level, awarded to the most well rounded jack of all trades each year. Granted these were little heard of accolades only known in certain niche circles, but they were well deserved accolades nonetheless. Which made it all the more curious why this particular building always got the best of him. This was not an ordinary house.


HJ chuckled at the unintentional reference. What was the classic line from that film? Taunts? Hunts? No — haunts. “It haunts me. Oh, it haunts me.” Haunts, taunts, and flaunts. What a terrible rhyme. What a terrible movie. Why were the bad ones the most memorable? A “cult classic” as they say, where something is so bad it becomes good. And that’s what this cursed building was becoming to him. A cult classic that was so wickedly evil he had to find a way to tame the beast before it killed him.


Maybe he should have stuck to gardening as his primary profession. His path to handymandom started by accident. He was working in his yard doing some landscaping when a neighbor rushed out in a panic. They had a minor drip in the shower that turned into a major flood after some ill advised self-repair. He offered to help using his homeowner know-how and managed to get everything under control almost effortlessly. 


That first job led to a few other helpful projects around the same house. He was torn on whether to accept money at all and if he did how much to charge, but the neighbor was persistent, friendly, and generous so the arrangement stuck. He started being referred to friends and friends of friends. Word of mouth took off since he fulfilled the impossible trinity by being simultaneously fast, cheap, and good. So good that he became a minor reality tv celebrity. Which led to a slew of clients, including the one on whose kitchen floor he was currently floating.



#


Ding dang, ding dong!


The four creepy tones signaled someone at the door. Or something. Here HJ supposed you never could be sure. He hated that old three tube, four chime doorbell. All of the units had a similar variant, but this one was the worst. He wondered if he could make them all more melodic by mixing and matching tones across apartments. If his predecessor had already mixed them up that might explain why they sounded so bad.


Ding dang, ding dong! The bells tolled again. HJ propped himself up on his elbows. Why hadn’t Bobby intercepted whomever was ringing the bell? He was already in the front yard dealing with the shutoff valve. Unless Bobby was the one doing the ringing.


Ding dang, ding dong! It was the second note that made the whole thing so grating. Dings and dongs were normal, but why in the world would you want a doorbell that made a dang noise?


HJ tried to stand, but did so too rapidly. He slipped in the puddle and splashed down where he started. Should have waited for help as he originally planned. Again he sat in the wet puddle and laughed. He was laughing so hard he didn’t realize he had company until Bobby appeared in the kitchen doorway.


“Next time I need you to find and prep the shutoff valve as soon as we arrive at a job site, understand?”


Bobby nodded. He opened his mouth to speak, but HJ continued before he could get a word out.


“Get some rags from the van so we can clean this up. Actually, try to find a mop.”


“The cops…” Bobby started, but he was interrupted again.


“Not cops, mops. Two would be better, but most people only have one.”


“Are you the owner of this building, sir?” 


The question came from a new voice behind Bobby. A man in a suit. HJ hadn’t noticed him. He had a habit of avoiding eye contact with his apprentices while barking out orders. The man flashed a badge. HJ sat up a little straighter, making him more aware of how soaked his pants were.


“No sir,” he replied. “Just the handyman. Fixing a plumbing issue. Or trying to.”


The cop took a half step into the kitchen, but saw the wet tile and thought better of it.


“I’m Detective Oxymandis. Do you have time for a few questions?”


HJ had managed to move to a kneeling position. He sloshed over to the counter near the sink to pull himself up. “What’s this about? We’ve got some work to do here, but I’m happy to help.”


“Did you install the doorbells for this building?”


“Install? No. I fix them from time to time when they need it though.”


“What’s the difference?” asked the detective.


“Doorbells have four parts. A button, a bell, a transformer, and the wires that tie it all together. These apartments had the wiring done before my time. Probably original construction. Or at least when it was converted from a house into six separate units.”


“I see,” said the detective. “Which of the four parts have you worked on?”


HJ paused to think. “I’ve replaced the buttons. Once for aesthetics, a couple for function. Realigned the placement of the tubes a few times. I’ve never touched the wires aside from tightening a loose one. Or plugging them into the replacement buttons. What’s this about?”


The detective made a note on his pad, ignoring the question.


“You ever rewire anything at any other buildings?”


“I’m not an electrician, I’m a handyman. What’s going on?”


“We’re investigating an incident over on Parchment Place. Homeowner said you did some work for them.”


HJ had done a few jobs on Parchment. Yuppie couple who couldn’t be bothered to learn even the most basics of do it yourself. Were they still called yuppies these days? He didn’t mind them as clients. It was easy work and easy money.


“Yes, I’ve done a few things there. Including
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