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“The music business is a cruel and shallow money trench, a long plastic hallway where thieves and pimps run free and good men die like dogs, There’s also a negative side...”

Hunter S. Thompson

––––––––
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“You snatch your rattling last breath with deep-sea diver sounds, and the flowers bloom like madness in the spring.”

Jethro Tull

Aqualung
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Chapter 1
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Death by drowning is never like it’s pictured in the movies.  On the screen it’s mostly a matter of keeping the actor’s makeup straight as they struggle and gasp.  What the camera fails to capture is what I was experiencing right now: panic, confusion, and mindless pain.  

The old saw about feeling your heart hammering against your ribs is true.  I know mine was, as I hopelessly tried to find a way off this boat.  I was trapped below deck in the dark, in a sinking cabin cruiser, and all around me the pitch-black room bulged with water, side-to-side, top to bottom.  The cabin’s roof forced itself hard against my skull, and except for what was in my lungs, the air in here was gone for good.  Outside, the howling, crazy monsoon that had doomed the craft—and me—raged on blindly.  Frenzied now, I frantically began seeking an exit, any exit, out of here.  That’s when I felt a light tap on my leg.

I reached down, but it was only the hand of the other man in the water next to me.  What he wanted, I wasn’t sure, but he couldn’t have been much help.  

Him being dead and all.  

Somehow I kept from screaming in animal fear and desperation.  Unless I could find a way out of this floating coffin, and right now, I’d be joining him in short order.  

I started swimming hard and fast away from the corpse, through the dense blackness toward what had to be the only opening left down here, the hatchway I’d come down. 

My lungs blazed with the heat of excessive CO2 buildup, and if I could have seen anything, I would have bet that my vision was darkening around the edges.  My mouth wanted to open wide to pull in something, anything.  It was all I could do to not let it.  

The seconds I had left were ticking inexorably down to zero, and part of me almost laughed in gallows humor.  On my last case I’d very nearly been burned alive.  Now it appeared I was going down to a watery grave, for reasons that still eluded me.

Well, that’s not quite right.  How I got into this mess bears telling...

.

Somebody once said that blind dates are only for those in the very peak of mental health.  How is the person you’re meeting going to look, sound, smell?  Are they going to be a witty conversationalist, or as dumb as a post?  Will they know who Andrew Weyeth is, or play Skittles with the escargot shells?  I’m past blind dates now that I’m approaching the sixth decade of my life, but meeting a new client carries much of the same baggage.  

I gazed across my desk at Tom Parker ... Colonel Tom Parker, as he was calling himself.  Yes, I was aware of who the real Colonel Parker was (Elvis Presley’s manager, in case you didn’t know), and this guy wasn’t him.  

He also wasn’t my client—yet—but that didn’t lessen the man’s zeal.  Two minutes earlier he’d snagged me at my door as I was leaving the office on my way to salvage a little last minute Christmas shopping.  Since then Parker had been pitching me non-stop that I was “tailor-made” to solve his problem, which he’d yet to let me in on.  

All he’d done was yammer that I came highly recommended; who’d done the recommending I was hoping he’d get to eventually.

But it didn’t look like that was going to happen anytime soon.  I held up my hand to stop him.  “Mr. Parker, I—” 

“It’s Colonel Parker, son,” he grinned.  “Remember?”  

He was refusing to look me in the eye while we spoke.  Besides being creepy, I’ve never liked that.  It always strikes me like the person is trying to hide something.  

But there was another reason not to like him.  Ever since Parker had accosted me he’d been speaking in some weird, Georgia-cornpone accent that was as brassy as anything I’d ever heard.  In truth, he sounded a lot like the guy that played Boss Hogg on the Dukes of Hazzard TV show.  Looked like him, too, only taller, fleshier, and with more hair.  And like that actor, Parker also wore a white linen suit, which to me was complete overkill.  It was December 22nd in Cincinnati, Ohio, for crying out loud.

“Whatever,” I sighed.  “I just wish you’d called ahead for an appointment.”

“Couldn’t wait for it.  Miss Clark’s only gonna be in town for a coupla days.”

I frowned.  “Who?”

“Kitty Clark!” Parker boomed.  “Who you think I’m talkin’ about?”

“That’s what I’m trying to determine.” 

Now it was his turn to scowl.  “You have heard of Kitty Clark, ain’tcha, son?  Country Music Hall of Fame inductee?  Wrote Release My Lonely Heart And Let It Fly?  Sang duets with both Little Jimmie Dickens and Porter Wagoner?”  He shook his head.  “Maybe you ain’t the man for the job after all.”

“Maybe not,” I allowed.  “You’re telling me you’re somehow connected with Kitty Clark?”

“Connected?”  Parker snorted the word.  “Well, I should say!  I’m her manager!”

I shook my head, leaning back in my creaky old cracked black leather desk chair.  “Come on.  First you tell me you have the same name as Elvis Presley’s manager, and now you’re saying you work for Kitty Clark.”  I smiled at him.  “Did my friend Billy Barnicke put you up to this?  Even for him it’s pretty lame.”

Parker looked affronted.  “It’s for real, son.  I’m neither jokin’ nor jestin’.  I know my name’s the same as the other Tom Parker, but Tom Parker’s who I am, and I really do run Kitty Clark’s business affairs.”

“And you’re a colonel.”

“Well, honorary.”  His reply was sheepish.  “I’m a Kentucky Colonel.  Got me a paper from back when Bert Combs was governor.  Figured it couldn’t hurt.”

Great.  Another fake colonel.  My fifteenth summer I’d clerked in a paint and hardware store in my hometown, and one of the things I learned to do there was custom picture framing.  That also happened to be the summer the state’s governor (not Bert Combs that year) decided to give out Kentucky Colonel certificates in case lots.  I must have framed more than thirty of them in our town alone.  Ever since, that title has meant little to me.

I glanced at my watch, then back up at my guest.  “Sir?”  My tone was even.  “Why are you here?”

Parker must have sensed my patience was wearing thin as he dropped his blustery veneer.  “Miss Clark is scared.  Somebody’s been doin’ some weird things, and she needs a bodyguard.  I’ve heard tell you’ve done that a time or two.”

‘A time or two’ didn’t quite cover it.  Back in my early twenties, shortly after my wife’s death, I’d gone into a twelve-year alcoholic slide.  During that time, to keep me in Scotch, I’d done some body-guarding stints, along with other things I’m less proud of.  But that was more than twenty-five years ago, and I told Parker as much.

“Don’t matter a lick, son,” he said.  “Miss Clark gave me direct orders she wants you, and that about covers it.”

“Mr. Parker,”—I couldn’t force myself to call him colonel, and it didn’t look like he was going to press it—“there are a dozen other PI’s in Cincinnati, most of them younger than me, and in better shape.  Besides, you never said how she knows who I am.  My name isn’t exactly famous.”

Parker gave me a look.  “After the way you stopped that killer in that tower this past November?  Heckfire, it was all over the news.  You’re bein’ too modest.”

“Maybe.  So you’re saying Kitty Clark asked for me personally?”

“By name.  Her exact words were, ‘Tom, this craziness has gotta stop, and I know the man for it, a local private investigator. Joe Box is who he is, and I want him.’”  Parker shrugged.  “And it’s like I said.  What Miss Clark wants, she most usually gets.”

I gave him a lazy grin.  “But what if I’m not for sale?”

“Huh?”  That seemed to throw him.  “You mean you ain’t for hire?  But—”

“I didn’t say I wasn’t for hire.  I’m just not for sale.”

“You’re talkin’ in riddles, son.” 

I leaned forward, folding my hands on my desk.  “Here’s the long and the short of it.

Less than a month ago, I got shot in the upper shoulder while working that case you mentioned, and it was a particularly rough case.  I’m still not a hundred per cent over that.  Plus one of the reasons I got into this line all those years ago was so I could pick and choose who I work with.  Bottom line, I try to limit my jobs to folks that I think I can get along with.  I’ve only ever seen Miss Clark on TV, and you, Mr. Parker, I don’t know at all.”  I spread my hands.  “You see how this works?”

“Not really.” 

“Let me make it plainer, then.”  I again settled back in my chair.  “Sell me.”

“What?”

“You told me your employer has a problem, one that only I can fix.  Now that may or may not be true.  But the thing is, it’s only three days until Christmas, and outside my door there’s a winter wonderland calling.  I just don’t feel like working this close to the holidays, so unless you can convince me I need to climb back in the saddle right now, I’m going to wish you a good day, and a merry Christmas, sir.”  I smiled.  “And don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”  Did I mention I didn’t like this guy?

Parker swallowed.  “Well dang...seein’s how I can’t hardly go back to Miss Clark empty-handed ...” He fidgeted, and then said, “I reckon I’d better explain the whole thing.”

I just continued looking at him.

“See, here’s the deal,” he said.  “Miss Clark’s in town to get ready for a concert she’s puttin’ on at the Aronoff Center Wednesday night—”

“That’s Christmas Eve,” I broke in.  “How many people are going to want to come downtown for a concert then?”

Parker’s nervousness vanished in the light of my apparent stupidity about his boss.  “She’s Kitty Clark,” he said, as if that explained it all, adding smugly, “They’ll come.”

Maybe so, but an entertainer of her stature didn’t exactly get by singing torch songs standing next to a piano.  There would be lighting guys for her show, scenery guys, sound guys, roadies ... as I’d said, I’d seen her on TV plenty of times, and the logistics of her performances were staggering.  To assemble a crew like that, persuading them all to leave hearth and home on the one night a year everyone wanted to be with their families would call for some deep pockets indeed.  

But for the last forty years Kitty Clark had been rumored to be one of the richest women in America, and the richest in country music, so if anybody could pull off a holiday extravaganza, I guess it would be her.  

“Fair enough,” I said, “but where do I come into this?”

Parker gave me a sly look as he reached inside his coat.  For one dry-mouthed, irrational moment I thought he was going for a gun—why, I have no idea; I guess I was still jumpy from the case that had nearly killed me this past Thanksgiving—but he only extracted a thin, eel skin wallet.  From it he pulled a piece of paper and slid it across the desk towards me.

“That there’s a check,” he said.  “Unsigned for now, but that could change.  It’s for a thousand bucks, drawn from Miss Clark’s own personal account, and made payable to you.”  He paused.  “For one hour of your time.”

I didn’t touch it, didn’t even look at it.  “That’s a lot of money.  Not even a top PI gets that much.  Just who is it I’m supposed to kill?”

“Kill?” Parker said, his eyebrows heading north. 

“Relax, I was making a joke.  But the question stands.  What warrants you giving me a check of that size?”

“It’s like I said.  You’re to spend one hour with Kitty Clark, lettin’ her give you all the particulars of what’s got a bug up her back.  Do all that and the money’s yours.  Even if you decide you don’t wanna take the case, you still walk out her door a thousand bucks to the good.”

“Pretty generous,” I admitted.

“Heck-o-pete, son,” Parker snorted, “there’s people that’d pay a thousand bucks for an hour of Miss Clark’s undivided attention.  And it’s like you said before ...” He squinted one eye.  “It’s gettin’ on to Christmas.  Bet that money’d come in real handy right about now.”  

He warmed to the idea, leering.  “Yeah, a big ol’ good-lookin’ hunk like you probably has a woman somewhere you’d like to spend some of it on.”  His chuckle was nasty.  “Cash can sure grease the skids with the ladies.  Right?”

Parker was a pig, no doubt.  But he probably wasn’t aware—I didn’t think—that I’d lost almost everything in the world I owned, including my car, when my apartment house had exploded and burned last month.  Pig or no, that thousand was looking awfully inviting.    With a sigh, I pulled the check over.  It appeared real, and I looked back up at him.  “Okay, let me get this straight.  I meet with your employer.  Hear her out.  And even if I don’t take the case, this is mine?”

“That’s the plain and simple truth, son,” he grinned.  “Deal?”

I waited a moment, and then nodded, uneasy with the feeling that what I’d just tacitly agreed to was going to turn out to be anything but simple.  Folding the check once and slipping it into my shirt pocket, I stood and walked over to my coat rack, Parker right on my heels.  

As I pulled my London Fog off it I asked him, “So where am I meeting her?”

“Top floor of the Ohio Hilton,” Parker smiled.  “Penthouse.”  He pulled the door open.  “Miss Clark does love life’s finer things.”  

We both walked into the hall, and then I turned and made sure the lock was engaged before we started down the stairs to the ground floor.  As we went, I mused.  A thousand dollars was a lot of money, true enough.  

But as an all-too-familiar niggling began working on my spinal column, my bad feeling started blooming into a sick certainty this would-be colonel had just bought my services far too cheaply.
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Chapter 2
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The snow bit hard at our backs as we exited my building, and I pulled my coat tighter around me.  

“I hope you drove,” I said.  “My car’s barely big enough for me.  Two guys our size cramming inside it’ll put it down flat on its shocks.”  

I was referring to what I was wheeling around town these days, a sad and battered old Yugo.  But seeing as how I’d gotten the thing for free from a dealer at my church, I really couldn’t complain.  Well, I mean I could, but it wouldn’t make any difference.  

The mustard-yellow little beast was a replacement for my dearly departed 1968 Junebug-jade, street-legal Cougar, which I’d affectionately called the Green Goddess.  As I said before, though, last month she’d been lost in the same fire that had claimed my apartment building, so a free Yugo was what I was driving.  But hopefully, not for much longer.

“Drove?” Parker barked a laugh.  “Not hardly.”  He pointed.  “I came over in that.”

I looked, and wasn’t too surprised at what greeted me: a limousine.  I’ve noticed them gliding around town plenty of times, especially around the holidays, but I always have to keep myself from staring.  Hillbilly to the core.  

This one parked next to the curb was a honey, the muted color of old pewter and not much bigger than the Exxon Valdez.  The Hispanic-looking driver, seemingly oblivious to the cold, was decked out in a crisp gray Sunset Boulevard-style chauffeur’s livery, complete with knee-high black boots and a snappy peaked cap.  He touched his finger to it as Parker and I approached.

“Gentlemen,” the man smiled, opening the back door for us.  We climbed inside onto tan leather seats as soft as butter.  He gave a quick glance to make sure we were settled before shutting the door and getting into the front, looking at us in his rear-view mirror.  “Where to, Mr. Parker?”

“Back to the Hilton.”

“Yessir.”  The driver put the car in gear and we pulled away so quietly that Parker felt compelled to lean close to me before saying the next.

“That’s Tranquilo,” he muttered, cocking a thumb towards the front seat.  “Boy’s from Mexico.”  He curled a lip in distaste before going on, “I don’t much like beaners, but anymore that’s about all that’ll take limo drivin’ jobs.”

I saw Tranquilo’s eyes flick to the mirror.  His face was a mask.  I came near to telling him to pull over and let me out, leaving Parker to his bigoted mutterings, but that thousand was looming large in my mind, so I didn’t.  

But to show him that all gringos weren’t xenophobic jerks, I leaned forward, resting my arms on the seatback.  “Where in Mexico are you from, Tranquilo?  By the way, my name’s Joe Box.”

He paused a moment, then said, “A little village called San Vincente, near Juarez.”  Tranquilo’s accent was very soft, as if he’d spent a lot of time trying to rid himself of it.

“Hey, Juarez, I’ve been there,” I smiled.  “There’s a little place near the fountain called La Cabeza de Oro.  Serves the best fajitas I’ve ever eaten.”

“Sure, La Cabeza,” Tranquilo nodded with a small smile of his own.  “I have dined there as a boy.  But it’s been many years.”  He glanced back up at me in his mirror.  “When were you there last, Mr. Box?”

“After the war.  Vietnam.  I was there to look up a pal I’d served with, a fellow by the name of Rafe Martinez.  Do you know the Martinez family?”

Tranquilo shook his head.  “It is a common name.  But in Juarez?  I’m sorry, no.”

“I hate to cut in on this gab-fest,” Parker broke in, “but can’t you go any faster, driver?”  He looked at me and shook his head, as if to say, see what I have to put up with?

“Holiday traffic, sir,” the other man replied shortly, kid-gloved hands working the wheel.  “I am doing my best.”

“Well, your best ain’t gonna be good enough if you cause us to be late to our appointment with Miss Clark,” Parker growled.

The driver’s mask was back, as firmly in place as before.  “Yessir.”  

We passed the rest of the way in silence.

Ten minutes later we arrived at the Hilton, pulling up under the long, covered breezeway.  Parker’s attention was drawn to a doorman scurrying over to us, and I waited until he’d gotten out before leaning back over the seat. 

“Don’t let the guy get you down, Tranquilo,” I said.  “Blowhards like him you scrape off your shoe.”

He grinned back.  “No problem, Mr. Box.  I have met worse.”

I was about to say something else when Parker leaned back into the car.  “Are you comin’ or what?  We don’t wanna keep Miss Clark waitin’.”  

I patted Tranquilo on the shoulder, and then sighed as I climbed out.  Let’s not keep her waiting, heavens no.  Her highness might get a case of the vapors. 

Parker and I crossed the breezeway and from there on into the richly-appointed lobby, which was decked out with the obligatory plush carpet, imported ferns, and brass geegaws all such places must feel they’re required by law to employ.  

The room was packed with rail-thin, skinny-hipped, old monied guests both arriving and departing, and I was suddenly gripped with the wild desire to hop onto one of those shiny luggage carriers the bellhops were using and ride the thing from one side to the other, giving out a rebel yell.  That’d wake ‘em up.  But I didn’t.

We stopped at the marble-topped front desk, where Parker picked up the hotel phone.  He punched in some numbers and waited.  

A moment later he said, “Miss Clark?  We’re here.  On our way up now.  Yes ma’am.”  He hung up and turned to me.  “Let’s go.”  

We started moving across the lobby, going past the elevators, and stopped at a small blank wood-grained door. 

“We’ll take the private car up,” Parker said, pulling out a key and inserting it into the door lock.

A private elevator to the penthouse.  Why wasn’t I surprised?  The door slid silently open and the two of us strolled inside.  As we entered I noticed the car was small and claustrophobic, paneled in dark walnut and lit, what there was of it, with small yellowish recessed bulbs.  

The door slid just as silently closed and we began rising.  Parker went mute, staring straight ahead.  A lot of people hate talking on elevators; I guess he was one.  

Somewhere between the nineteenth and twentieth floors I started getting a faint whiff of gaminess.  I knew it wasn’t me, so I surreptitiously leaned an inch closer to my host and sniffed.  Caramba. The man definitely needed to upgrade his deodorant, maybe try switching from Eau de Swamp Rat to a national brand.  It occurred to me this would be a really bad time for the elevator to stall out.  

But we didn’t, and it was with a sense of relief in more ways than one when the bell finally dinged and the door opened onto the twenty-fifth floor.  Penthouse.  All out for sundries, notions, and high-toned country music stars.

We exited the car and began walking down a long, indigo blue, deep-pile-carpeted hallway, flanked on either side by dark burled paneling hung with ocher-hued paintings of French peasants, all lit by low light in deep sconces.  The only door I could see was a large walnut one at the end of the hall.  I guess the effect the hotel was going for was elegance, but to me the sensation wasn’t unlike sliding down the gullet of some great creature prepared to swallow me whole and digest me at his leisure.

Finally we reached the door, and Parker stretched out his fist, rapping it smartly.

We waited.  

A second later it was opened by a thin woman of about my age and height, her short hair unnaturally black, framing a visage that was at once too wide at the forehead and too narrow at the chin.  The effect was magnified by her tiny nose, with whose pores the woman’s makeup was fighting a losing battle.  The only thing stopping the term “ferret face” from applying to her were her eyes.  Behind her black horn-rimmed glasses they were large and luminescent brown, holding shrewd intelligence, but absolutely no humor. 

Then I heard a voice from behind her.  “Don’t just stand there, Maria.  Let ‘em in.”  

I knew that voice.  Who hadn’t?  It had burst onto the national scene over forty years earlier on the original Grand Ole Opry, which is still broadcast live on WSM out of Nashville.  The song was “Goodbye, Mountain Home”, the date was April 6, 1958, and the singer was Kitty Clark.  I’d just turned five years old, and the thing I remember most about that night were the achingly pure tones of Kitty’s singing as she accompanied herself on the mandolin, ably backed up by Bill “Tiny” Wyler on the pedal steel guitar.  Her music came to us from the graceful wooden cathedral arch of our Philco radio’s speaker, augmented by the soft sobs of my Granny as my dad muttered in wonderment, “Ma, listen to her...” 

Kitty could do that to you.  No matter what she sang, her voice was suffused with struggle, loss, heartbreak, and pain, all redeemed by an undercurrent of fierce hope.  Hers was a country voice, and to country people like us, it was ours.  With those few words Kitty had just spoken she’d rocketed me back to my rustic Eastern Kentucky home, and I knew then why this poor little ragamuffin mountain girl had gotten so rich and gone so far.  

Kitty Clark was our troubadour.

Maria stepped aside, allowing me to see the owner of that voice.  A few steps further in, there the living legend stood ... and I hoped I hid my shock.  

As I’d told Parker, I’d occasionally seen Kitty on TV, but the last time was back in the nineties.  Viewing her now, I realized the technical guys must have had their work cut out for them.  She’d rarely been shown in close-ups; when she was, the lighting on her was luminous and the focus slightly gauzy.  

And for good reason.  

Kitty had always been small and fine-featured, but the brown-eyed, jewel-encrusted, shrunken old woman standing before me, plastered with heavy makeup and crowned with a platinum blond bouffant wig, bore little resemblance to the superstar whose face had graced top-selling country music album covers for over four decades. 

“Well, come on in, gents.”  Kitty’s voice was too bright by half, as she held out a small, claw-like hand to me.  “I won’t bite.  Ol’ Tom here can vouch for that.”

I realized I must have been standing there like a dolt, so I did as she said and came on inside, Parker following.  

The hotel’s heavy-handed motif was continued in here, Louis the 14th or 15th, whatever.  The effect was marred by soft music coming from the Bose system sitting on the credenza in the corner.  I knew the song it was playing.  Kitty Clark and Conway Twitty, doing I’m About To Go Out of My Mind, RCA, 1967.  Maria softly shut the door behind us.

Taking notice of her frailty and feeling clumsy, I took hold of Kitty’s hand as gently as I could.  It felt dry and cool, like sticks wrapped in kid leather.  But I doubted sticks had ever worn a Marquis-shaped diamond like the one on her ring finger.

She noticed me staring, and smiled as we disengaged hands.  

“Ain’t that thing grand?”  She held her hand palm down, gazing at the ring.  “One of my suitors gave it to me years ago.  A sheik or some such.  I can’t rightly remember now.  But he had good taste.  Don’t you think?”  

Kitty then dropped her hand and looked up at me, still smiling.  

“Joe Box...” She murmured my name slowly, drawing it out, showing small, white, even teeth as she did.  “We meet at last, as they say...”  The look Kitty was giving me was as odd a one as I’ve ever experienced.  It was ... the only word that works is ravenous.  

I barely managed to suppress a shudder, and not because of the cold outside; the temperature in the room had to have been nearly eighty.  As I said before, I already wasn’t feeling that great today, and it didn’t help things any that the gunshot wound I’d suffered to the shoulder this past fall picked that exact moment to begin pounding like artillery.  

But something worse than a bum shoulder was afflicting me.  

It now seemed very wrong for me to be here, the worst mistake of my life, as if just by being in this room I was about to open a Pandora’s  box of misery only God Himself could shut.  I shuddered now in earnest.  

What was happening here?  

My breathing began growing labored as the dark, close walls of the tomblike hotel seemed to press in.  Add to that the hulking presence of Parker, the ferret-like Maria, and the grotesque Kitty Clark, and this whole affair was starting to have a surreal feel, like a French art film.  All we lacked was a sad-faced mime juggling imaginary balls.  

And like a wave crashing in, I suddenly wanted this hour to be over.  

I wanted to be away from these people, to be back in my apartment with my cat, to grab my thousand bucks and get in the wind.
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Chapter 3
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“You all right?”  Parker was staring hard at me.  “You want a glass of water or somethin’?”

I doubted his concern ran deep.  His solicitude was more to ingratiate himself with his boss than to express any fears he might have had for my well being.  But I decided I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing how weird I felt.  

“It’ll pass,” was all I said, willing myself to calm down.  Thankfully my panic was already fading.  It had been nearly a month since I’d been shot, and my six-week checkup with the doctor was coming up soon.  It looked like I was going to need it.

“Whatever,” Parker shrugged, his task of getting me here obviously done.  “I’ll leave ya’ll to it, then.  Feel free to have Tranquilo take you back when you’re done, Box.”  He looked at the other woman, Kitty’s factotum.  “Come on with me into the study, Maria.”

They both crossed the room, and into another.  Maria shut the door behind them, but not before turning and giving me a hard look of her own.  What was her problem?

Before I could ponder that further, Kitty spoke up.  

“I should’ve let Maria get you a drink before she left,” she said.  “But I reckon I can still fix as good a one as her.”  

Walking over to the liquor cart against the wall, Kitty picked up a square cut-glass decanter containing an amber liquid.  I saw it was less than half full.  

“I figure you for a bourbon man,” she said, “so how’s about we have some of this Kentucky sippin’ whiskey?”

Bourbon?  Regardless of my roots, that wasn’t even close.  Back when I was a hopeless alcoholic, my poison of choice was Scotch.  But since getting dry last August, the hardest thing I was quaffing these days was Vernor’s ginger ale.  

“No ma’am.  Thank you anyway.”

“Your choice.”  Kitty’s tone was airy.  “But you won’t mind me havin’ just a teensy one, would you?”

I shrugged; why would she possibly need my approval for that?

Smiling, Kitty pulled the crystal stopper out of the decanter and poured at least three fingers into a squat, heavy-bottomed glass.  That was a “teensy” one?  I hated to think what she considered a big one.  

She gave a mock salute with the glass.  “Your health, Joe.”  With that she tipped the thing up to her mouth and downed half of it in one gulp. 

As she pulled it away, her lopsided grin let me know it wasn’t her first drink of the day.  I also had the feeling it wouldn’t be the last, because now I was seeing something else.  What Kitty couldn’t hide behind that loopy grin was buried deep, beyond the glaze of her eyes.  And having been down that road myself many times, I knew it wasn’t a happy buzz.  

It was hard-core desperation.

Holding the remnants of her drink, and still going for drunk-brave, Kitty plopped down on an overstuffed and decidedly uncomfortable-looking divan.  

“If you ain’t gonna drink with me, then you park yourself right here, Joe Box, and let me tell you about why I asked you to stop by.”  She patted the seat next to her.

“I’ll stand, if it’s all the same.”

Her smile slipped a bit.  “It’s not all the same.  Like I told you before, I won’t bite.”

That, I wasn’t so sure about.  

“Does it really matter whether I sit or stand, Miss Clark?”

“It does.” Her answer was flat.  “You’re too tall.  It makes my neck stiff looking up at you.”  She pointed at me.  “Do like I’m askin’ and don’t sass your elders.  People like us were taught better.”

“People like us?”

“Southerners.”

“How did you know I’m Southern?  After all the years of living up here, I thought my accent had disappeared forever.”

Kitty’s smile was back. “Aw, we butter beans can always tell.  Don’t tell me you can’t.  The acorn don’t fall far from the tree, as they say.”  She again patted the seat, keeping a firm grip on her drink with the other hand as she batted her eyes.  “Please?”

Oh, why not.  The sooner I heard her out, the sooner I could get my money and leave.  I was due at my lady friend Angela’s house later tonight, where she’d promised me an “early Christmas surprise.”  I’d have a surprise of my own when I showed her Kitty’s check.

I sat down next to her.  “Okay, Miss Clark.  Let’s hear it.”

She took another pull of whiskey.  “Well ...” 

And with that Kitty’s brassy demeanor suddenly vanished.  Like a stage performer in a Greek play, she’d exchanged her happy face for a tragic one.  Was the transformation real, or an act?  

“I guess you might say there’s been some ... weird things going on around me,” was all she said.

I cocked my head.  “How so?”

Haltingly, as if she was unsure now, she began relating her story.  

.

Kitty’s problem started three weeks ago, she said, when the fan letter had arrived at her house just outside of Nashville.  She told me, in a rather embarrassed way, that getting a fan letter at all was getting to be a rarity these days.  Enough so she’d left standing orders with Maria not to bother opening any such items.  She’d do that herself.  

What Kitty found inside the envelope was sweet.  Odd, but sweet.  

The writer said he was her biggest fan, from years back.  To prove it, he related how Tiny Wyler, who’d played pedal-steel guitar for Kitty for her opening on the Grand Ole Opry, was in fact the backup for her regular man, Lester “Doc” Miller, who’d had the flu that night.  

True, as far as it went, but Kitty couldn’t fathom why her fan had picked such a strange item to impress her.  Or why he’d felt the need to do so.

Then, two days later, the second letter came.  

Like the first, it bore no return address.  On a hunch, Kitty said she pulled the other one out to compare them.  To her untrained eye, they looked like they’d been typed on different machines.  The content seemed more of the same, obscure trivia about her life.  

But there was a difference.  It ended with a weird P.S.: There’s more where this came from.  I know it all.  

Swallowing hard, Kitty shook her head.  She’d known from decades in show business that crazy people came with the territory.  They were part of the life, like studio costs and union dues.  Even country music wasn’t immune.

But then, exactly two days after that, what arrived wasn’t a letter this time.  It was a huge bouquet of flowers.  

Maria carried them in from the foyer, to Kitty’s delight.  

“Roses and honeysuckle!” she laughed.  “My favorites!”  And they were too.  Kitty had never known anyone else who loved that combination.  “Who sent ‘em, Maria?”

She handed her a sealed envelope.  “This was in the box with them, Miss Clark.”

Eagerly Kitty tore open the envelope open.  But what was typed on the plain white card inside completely wiped the smile off her face.  

She told me it was more personal bits about herself, items that somebody really had to dig for.  Unsettling, true enough, but it was the note’s conclusion that had really grabbed her.  Convinced yet, Kitty?  You will be. 

“Maria!” Kitty snapped, trying to keep the fear out of her voice as she stopped her secretary in her tracks with her hand.  “Who delivered these?  What else was in that box?”

“A local florist brought them,” the other woman replied.  “Nothing else.”  She frowned.  “Is there a problem, ma’am?”

“No.”  Kitty shook her head as she dropped her hand, hoping Maria wouldn’t read the obvious lie in her face.  “No problem.  Go on, now.”

Still frowning, the secretary nodded.  “Yes, ma’am.”  She left the room.

Listening to Maria’s steps padding down the long hallway, Kitty told me she’d groaned, her nails gouging her palms.  

.

“And that’s how it was.”  The old woman turned anguished eyes my way.  “Lord help me, Joe, I just don’t know what to make of all this.”

“Did you check with the florist shop, to see who’d ordered them?”

“Maria said she’d do it.  When she got down there she said the old man who runs it told her some kid had come in that morning with the card and the money.”

“Did they get a description?”

“Naw, the man said it was some skinny redheaded kid he’d never seen before.”  Kitty’s tone was desolate.  “The boy said somebody’d given him twenty bucks to place the order.”  She shook her head.  “What could ... what should I ...?” She looked away, her words trailing. 

I thought there was going to be more, but it seemed that was it.  Now it was my turn to do some brow-furrowing of my own.  

“Maybe I’m missing something, Miss Clark, but it seems to me there’s really no mystery here.  You already know what this has to be, you said it before: a fan that really likes you.  A fairly harmless one, I think.  Granted, the guy’s gone further with his adoration than you’re accustomed to, but it’s also like you said, that goes along with being rich and famous.  Right?”  

I’d said that last bit with a sneer that surprised me; what possible business of mine was it how much money or fame Kitty Clark enjoyed?  

But she seemed not to have caught it as she perked up.  

“You really think so?” she said.  “That might be all it is?  Just a nut or somethin’?”  

Part of the hope in her eyes was alcoholically induced, true, but the rest seemed an almost childlike trust.  In me?  Surely not.  I was having enough trouble learning the ropes of my new faith while keeping myself on the straight and narrow.  

“But about him knowin’ all about me ...” she said. 

I shook my head.  “Nothing’s private any more, especially with the Internet.”

The light in her eyes dimmed a bit.  “You’d be surprised the secrets some folks are holdin’, Joe,” she said.  “Internet or no.”

“Well, that may be, but now that you’ve told me, what do you want me to do?”

“Nothin’, I reckon.  If you’re really sure he’s harmless.”

“I’d bet money on it.”  I cleared my throat.  “Speaking of which ...”

Kitty unsteadily got to her feet.  “Oh, yeah.  Parker promised you I’d sign that check, I think.”

She wobbled over to the cherry wood credenza with the Bose on it and pulled open a drawer, extracting a silver Mont Blanc pen.  Holding out her hand for the check, she looked up at me.  “That’s what he told you, right?”

“Yes,” I said, reaching in my shirt pocket and handing it over.

Kitty regarded me for a moment, I suppose seeing if I’d relent and tell her to make it for a smaller amount.  When it was evident I was prepared to wait her out, she barked a short laugh and proceeded to write.  

“There y’are,” she said a moment later.  “Even though you didn’t stay the hour.”  She flapped the check a little as she held it out.  “But you might not wanna cash this.  Tom tells me my autograph is worth quite a bit these days.”  

I took it, folding it once again before taking out my wallet and slipping it inside.  “I’ll take my chances, Miss Clark.”

Kitty laughed again.  “You’re hard-nosed, all right, just like I’d heard.  But still and all, I’d kinda wondered...” Whatever else she was going to say was negated with a small shake of her head, and she gave a sad smile.  “You have yourself a merry Christmas, Joe.”

“This’ll help, thanks.  You do the same.”  I’d only taken a couple of steps when I 

turned to her again.  “You know, ma’am, you paid me a lot of money to hear you out.”  I looked hard at her.  “Was it worth it?”

Kitty nodded, still giving me that melancholy smile.  “It was.  I enjoyed our visit.  More than you’ll ever know.”  

Again I started walking away.  I was almost to the door when she sang out, “Could I ask you a favor?”  

I turned.  

The hunger in Kitty’s eyes and voice was back, stronger now.  “If you ever come to Nashville, will you call on me sometime, Joe Box?”

Surprised at the offer, I returned the smile, trying hard to see the real person behind the paint.  “If you have any more trouble, Miss Clark, I’m your man.”  

With that I walked out of that stifling room, away from the lonely old woman with the fake shiny wig and more cash than sense.  

Legends die hard.
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Chapter 4
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I pulled the Yugo up in front of Angela’s, and it shuddered once before I shut it off.  It was doing more of that lately.  But I really shouldn’t have been surprised.  On my last case, I’d practically torn the guts out of the little car in my haste to save my lady friend from the killer who later that same night would shoot me.  The thing simply wasn’t meant to take the pounding I’d given it.  Now it was letting me know it was time to either service it or consign it to the junk heap.  

I got out of the car and locked it, then trotted up the flagstone steps to the house’s front porch.  My breath blew foggy plumes into the Christmas-scented night as I went, my mood lightening with each step.  

Angela’s dwelling is a vintage, well-kept two story dark red brick Cape Cod backing onto old-growth woods.  As I took in the house’s tall pines bearing limbs laden with snow, and smiled at its chimney sending sweet hickory smoke up into the star-studded sky, it struck me that only somebody like Norman Rockwell could have done this scene justice.  Kitty Clark and her weird entourage were already beginning to fade.

I knocked once, and a second later the door flew open.  I was greeted by a woman whose beauty still makes me catch my breath.  

“Joe!” Angela Swain grinned, grabbing my hand.  “It’s about time.  Get in here and hang up your coat.  We’ve been waiting for you.”  

I’d barely done as she said before she began pulling me bodily down the hall, giggling like a schoolgirl.  I noticed she’d done something new with her raven hair since yesterday, something that made her incredible violet eyes glow even more richly.  Top that with the light jasmine perfume wafting from her hands, and I began grinning myself.

“We?  Who else is here?”

“You’ll see,” she laughed as we barreled into her den.  “Surprise!”

I stared, astonished, at the tall, ramrod-straight, grinning gray-haired man standing over by the fireplace, then ran across the room and grabbed him in a bear hug.  

“Sarge!” I smiled, still compressing him.  “What the heck are you doing here?”

My old retired mentor from my Cincinnati police department days, Sergeant Tim Mulrooney—“Sarge” to us rookies—shot back his reply with a wheeze.  

“Right now, getting squeezed to death,” he said.  “How about some of that for Helen?”  

I let him go and turned to his wife of fifty-plus years, enfolding her in a much milder embrace.

“Man, it’s good to see you both,” I said as I released her.  I turned to Angela.  “This was the surprise, huh?”

“I knew you’d like it,” she grinned.  “We’ve been planning this for a couple of weeks.”

“Tim and I had been hoping to come up here from Naples for Christmas ever since last summer,” the older woman said.  “Living in Florida has its perks, but a warm Christmas isn’t one of them.” 

“It just ain’t the same without snow and cold weather,” Sarge agreed.  “So in June we decided to head on up.  Now when we go over to Jack and Sharon’s house in Westwood to see the grandkids, Helen can watch ‘em actually wearing the sweaters she made.”  

I smiled at the mention of Sarge’s son and his family, though my heart wasn’t in it.  Jack Mulrooney is a detective on the CPD vice squad, and has always despised the closeness between his dad and me.  

That fact was driven home in a major way on the case this past Thanksgiving where Jack’s path and mine crossed so explosively. But if he’s ever willing to bury the hatchet, so am I ... in his head.  (Sorry, Lord).  Sarge and Helen know of the ill will their son and I have toward each other, but choose not to mention it.  Neither do I.

“Everyone get comfortable,” Angela said. She pointed to a navy blue loveseat

with its two contrasting wingback chairs that were grouped in a semicircle before the cozily burning Rookwood fireplace.  Soft Christmas music drifted from the stereo—A Celtic Christmas, by Eden’s Bridge, one of my favorites—and in the corner her small balsam tree we’d decorated last week glowed cheerfully, the brightly wrapped presents underneath completing the scene.  

“There’s eggnog and hot cider on the coffee table for those that want them,” she went on, “and Joe, I put out a whole plate of those Pepperidge Farm cookies you love.”

“Orange Milano or Milano Mint?” I asked, hope rising.

“Both,” she grinned.  “Am I good or what?”

I gave her a wet, theatrical kiss on the cheek, giving her my best Jackie Gleason/ Ralph Kramden.  “Baby, you’re the greatest!”  

We all laughed as we sat down.

Sarge and Helen had taken the loveseat.  He snagged two of the cookies before ladling himself a cup of nog.  

“So, you’re surprised to see us, huh?” he asked.

“That’s an understatement.”  I poured some cider for myself and put a cinnamon stick in it.  “I know we’ve talked on the phone off and on since then, but Sarge, the last time we actually saw each other here in Cincinnati was back in August.”

“The day my Tim led you to Christ,” Helen smiled.  “When my old Mick came home, he got off the plane beaming like the Buccaneers had just won the Super Bowl.  He didn’t even have to say a word.  From his expression, it was obvious.”

“Yeah, I figured it was just a matter of time until you came to your senses, ,” Sarge said.  “There were just too many prayers going up for you, boy, for too many years.”

I started to reply, but was interrupted by Angela’s phone ringing back in the kitchen.    With an apologetic frown she



























































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A JOE BOX MYSTERY

WHEN
o YLARKS
ALL

-
25 ‘.:‘\ —_——
JOHN ROBINSOR

2 Ruthor-of Untif The Lasf Dog Dies






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





