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  Dead Man Walking


  Cheryl Ann Costa


  ADIRONDACK GENERAL HOSPITAL, DOCTORS’ LOUNGE, THURSDAY, 27 NOVEMBER 1941, 3:10 P.M.


  “It’s your move Ruth,” I reminded intern physician Ruth Hall as she quietly studied the chess board.


  “Sorry, Dr. Patterson, I’m rather rusty at my chess game; I really didn’t have time in med school.” She moved a knight. I moved a bishop and took her knight. “Oh, crap, I didn’t see that,” she groaned. “Do they always have the single people cover the holiday weekends?” she queried as she moved a pawn.


  “Yep,” I answered. “It’s a strange custom for holiday weekends that goes back to the founding of the hospital. The assumption is that single folks are usually new in their careers and generally don’t have the same family obligations that married folks have,” I explained as I took her bishop.


  As she sat pondering her next move, she queried, “But I heard that you’re married.” She moved her rook.


  “Oh yes, I’m married, but since my husband is out of town they consider me locally unattached.” I took her other knight.


  “Crap!” Ruth moaned as she moved a pawn. “Your husband, what’s he do, and why is he out of town?”


  I thought for a moment. If I tell her the situation it will probably rattle her, and she’ll probably have a zillion questions I really don’t want to answer and the chess game will end. “I’m married to a German Luftwaffe wing commander; I haven’t had a letter in three months. If he’s still alive, he’s probably flying a mission over London right now and the Brits are trying to shoot him down and kill him as we speak. Needless to say, I can’t do a thing about it.” I moved my bishop. “Check and mate!” Ruth had an astonished look on her face. Frankly I wasn’t sure if it was about the chess move or my statement about my husband Rudolph.


  She sat quietly with her hand over her mouth. “Where did you meet him?” I figured it might be fun to go down this rabbit hole with her.


  “I was at a medical symposium in Frankfurt, Germany, in ’37 and I met Colonel Kastner at a fancy dinner and dance club in Frankfurt. We courted each other during our flight over on the Hindenburg.”


  Her jaw dropped and her eyes opened wide, “Were you on the airship when it . . .”


  I smiled, remarking, “Yep, when the thing blew up. We both barely survived,” I explained.


  While Ruth was processing what I had said, an orderly came in. He said, “Dr. Patterson, Dr. Clark in the emergency room needs you stat.”


  I stood up. “Tell him I’m on my way.” I looked at Ruth. “Dr. Hall, would you care to shadow me in the ER?”


  She perked up. “Sure!” she answered.


  In the emergency room, Dr. Walter Clark was writing notes on a clipboard. “Hi, Angela, I’ve got a strange one.” I glanced at a man in his sixties or perhaps seventies lying on the ER table.


  “Dead?” I presumed.


  Clark nodded in the affirmative. “Mr. Liam Guenther, age forty-three.”


  I gave Clark a shocked look. “Forty-three? I had him pegged for sixty or seventy something.”


  Walter shrugged his shoulders. “Me too. He came here in a really bad way. His reported symptoms suggested that he might be in renal failure. I sent the orderly to find you. A few minutes later he let out a moan and just expired.”


  I just stood staring at the body. My intern spoke up. “On first glance, I suggest that what was ailing him has been a long time in coming. I mean look at him, he’s a wreck.”


  I gave Walter a glance and nodded with Ruth’s assessment. Walter gave me a slow nod of concurrence. Then I stated, “Hospital protocol states that all unexplained deaths in the ER must be followed up with an autopsy to determine the cause of death.”


  Walter simply answered, “You are our pathologist; he’s all yours.”


  I turned and looked at Ruth. “Dr. Hall, care to assist me with an autopsy?”


  She looked almost excited. “Absolutely.”


  “Go find us an orderly to move our patient down to the morgue,” I directed. She turned and left the ER with a slight skip in her step. After the intern physician left the ER, Walter just rolled his eyes, and he began filling me in on the admission symptoms.


  “The patient initially told me his stomach hurt, that he had been vomiting, and that his joints were very painful. My initial impression was that perhaps he had a case of influenza.”


  I nodded in concurrence. “That might have been my first notion, too.”


  Walter continued, “I was getting ready to take his blood pressure. Then I noted that he was acting all fussy; he even had tears rolling down his cheeks. If he’d been a three-year-old, I would have sworn he had colic.”


  I pondered what my colleague had just told me. After a few moments I asked, “Did you manage to get his BP or get lab samples?”


  With a frustrated look, Dr. Clark remarked, “Angela, he was lying on the table less than ten minutes before he expired. I did manage to get his blood pressure—it was 185 over 130.”


  I winced. “Ouch! Well, hopefully the postmortem will get to the bottom of it. Is there anybody with him?”


  Walter nodded. “I believe that his wife is out in the lobby. I’ll have to tell her he’s dead, but perhaps I can get some more history on him.”


  I studied the clipboard with the admission information. “Walter, you go talk to her and get some history and deliver that bad news. I’ll go down to the morgue and get the autopsy started.” I paused for a moment. “Good luck, Walter, I don’t envy the task ahead of you.” I turned and left the emergency room.


  ADIRONDACK GENERAL HOSPITAL, MORGUE, THURSDAY, 27 NOVEMBER 1941, 3:45 P.M.


  When I arrived at the morgue, young Dr. Hall and the orderly had already weighed the deceased and moved the body of Mr. Liam Guenther to the autopsy table and covered the man with a sheet. I looked around for my postmortem assistant and morgue diener Shelley. “Crap!” I groused.


  “What’s wrong?” Dr. Hall queried.


  “My diener Shelley Burton who assists me is on holiday. I have been assigned a temporary, and she’s not here.” I explained while stepping over to the phone and calling the hospital switchboard. As the operator connected, I simply requested, “Please page Lisa Davis for the morgue.”


  I reached over to a couple of wall hooks and removed a pair of rubber aprons. I handed one to Hall. It was about then that the acting morgue attendant, Lisa Davis, leisurely walked in. “Hi, Doc!” She paused and squinted at the corpse on the autopsy table. “I see we have a customer.”


  I finished tying my apron. “Miss Davis, please step over here.”


  She walked over to me saying, “What’s up, Doc?” Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Ruth Hall cringe and looking like she wanted to leave the room.


  I addressed the acting morgue attendant, “Miss Davis, you are the morgue attendant. Your job is to be here attending to morgue-related duties and ready to process an intake at any time. By morgue procedures, you should have been here to accept the deceased. In addition, the deceased is not a customer, a stiff, or a cadaver. The decedent is our patient, and as such we will continue to respect our patients whether they are breathing or not. Is that understood?”


  Davis looked at me. “Sure, Doc, anything you say.”


  I paused for a moment and stared at the ceiling trying hard not to scream for the lack of decorum. “Miss Davis,” I began. “In this operating theater you will address physicians and nurses as doctor and nurse or sister, do I make myself perfectly clear?”


  Davis’s eyes looked like she had seen a ghost. She stammered, “Yes, Dr. Patterson. My apologies, Dr. Patterson.”


  I nodded politely and simply said, “Attendant, please undress the patient and wash him per procedure.”


  Davis replied crisply, “Yes, Doctor.”


  The acting morgue attendant removed the sheet covering the remains. She stepped over to a drawer and removed a pair of heavy-duty scissors and proceeded to start cutting the man’s pants off starting with the cuffs of each leg. After all the clothing had been removed, Davis grabbed an overhead spray nozzle and hose. Then she proceeded to carefully apply a light stream of lukewarm water and gently scrubbed the patient with a large sponge. When she was finished, she removed several large towels from a stack on a counter and dried the body. When she was done, she picked up a clipboard. “Doctor, there is a weight already indicated.”


  I requested her to weigh the clothing and shoes, then subtract the measured weight to compensate for the weight of the patient’s clothing and shoes. She did as requested; moments later she reported, “Doctor, the patient was 105 pounds at the time of death.”


  “Okay, let’s measure him,” I requested. Dr. Hall held a tape measure at the patient’s heel while Miss Davis pulled the tape to the top of the head.


  “Seventy inches, Doctor,” Davis called off.


  I wrote it down on the clipboard form. Dr. Hall remarked, “If memory serves, a man five feet, ten inches would average from about 150 to maybe 180 pounds.”


  I looked at my young colleague. “Dr. Hall, any initial thoughts about what ailed our patient?”


  The intern stood at the foot of the autopsy table and studied the general condition of the body for a few moments. “Given his very low body weight, the decrepit look of his overall body, and the degenerated skin tone, my first guess would be cancer or perhaps some form of long-term poisoning. In any case, he’s been a dead man walking for some time now.”


  Dr. Hall’s assessment was spot on, I thought, especially the remark about him being a dead man walking. I directed the team to assist me in turning the patient over. Immediately, Dr. Hall noted a pattern of perhaps thirty-five or forty healed-over blemish-like bumps on his upper buttocks and lower back. I quickly noted two badly scarred, badly stitched old gunshot entry wounds on the buttocks.


  Dr. Hall remarked, “My God, he looks like he was in a war.”


  Using a magnifying glass, I took a closer look, and as I did, I explained, “I was a front-line field surgeon during the Spanish Civil War. These don’t look like any combat wounds I’ve ever seen on the battlefield in Spain or on Great War veterans here in this morgue. But they do look like evidence of gangland wounds.”


  Dr. Hall raised an eyebrow. “Gangland?”


  I gave Dr. Hall and Attendant Davis a knowing look. “Back during Prohibition there was a very active business of illegal liquor running from Canada down here into the States. The competition was fierce, and from time to time gun fights ensued. Some died and many others were wounded, but they weren’t treated by a professional, because doctors and hospitals would report the wound to the authorities. In that case, usually someone who was a medic in the war or a veterinarian, or perhaps some midwife would stitch up the wound.”


  I looked at Miss Davis. “Please ask the duty X-ray folks to bring the portable X-ray machine. I want film of this guy’s buttocks and lower back.” She nodded her head and stepped out of the room.


  I looked at Dr. Hall. “Why don’t you get a scalpel, some tweezers, and a petri dish and open up four of five of those blemish bumps and see what’s in there.”


  She wrinkled her nose. “I doubt they’re bullets.”


  “Ever hear of birdshot?” I asked. She shook her head in the negative. “Where did you grow up, hon?” I asked.


  Dr. Hall, with a slightly vacant look, answered, “The Bronx in New York City.”


  Miss Davis returned to the morgue with an X-ray tech and an orderly pushing a portable X-ray machine. I directed the X-ray technician to give me films of each buttock, with films from the lower back in order to get images of the suspected birdshot. As they were setting up for the films, I continued with my chat about birdshot with Dr. Hall.


  “Birdshot is designed for shooting game birds. The small pellets form a pattern that gives the hunter a better chance of hitting his prey and does less damage to the bird.”


  The X-ray tech spoke up. “Yep, at close range a load of birdshot will blow a big hole in you!” He looked at me and remarked, “Dr. Patterson, the rest of you might want to step out while I shoot the films.” I nodded and motioned for everyone to step out of the morgue. As we waited in the hall, I quietly remembered treating a few shot-up bootleggers on the sly—usually in the wounded individual’s home.



   Autopsy Report


  Dr. Angela Patterson, attending pathologist, Adirondack General, and assistant county coroner. Hospital case number 121 on 27 November 1941; patient Liam Guenther. The body is that of an emaciated, 43-year-old Caucasian male, graying-black hair and brown eyes. The body is 70 inches long and weighs 105 pounds. Time of Death: 27 November 1941, 3:21 p.m. EST. The body has been dead approximately 90 minutes and has early non-fixed liquidity and still blanches to the touch. There is no rigor mortis as yet detected.


  Upon physical examination of the body, there are two very old, healed, but badly stitched gunshot entry wounds, one on each buttock. There is also evidence of healed-over birdshot wounds on the patient’s lower back. A small quantity of birdshot was removed from surface scar tissue. These birdshot wounds appear to be younger than three years.


  Internal examination of the liver and kidneys indicate deterioration and damage consistent with long-term lead poisoning from old gunshot wounds where the bullets were never removed. X-rays of the buttocks show only small fragments of lead from the bullets of undetermined caliber in the buttocks. The X-rays also indicate that they mostly have dissolved within the body.


  The makeshift stitching of the gunshot wounds clearly indicates the patient was never taken to professional medical personnel for bullet removal. X-ray films suggest that these wounds could have been easily treated and removed by any doctor at the time. It’s assumed that the decedent didn’t wish to have professional medical care because that would have alerted authorities at the time and questions may have revealed incriminating activity.


  The deceased’s wife has stated that his health had been slowly deteriorating over the past five years. She also indicated that his mental condition over the past two years had been degrading significantly. This is consistent with the neurological toxicity from the high lead levels in the body. She also confirmed that Mr. Guenther never served in the armed services.


  Nevertheless, the two bullets slowly dissolved and leeched into the decedent’s system over a period of about 10 to 20 years. The cause of death is diagnosed as acute lead poisoning. Given that murder has no statute of limitation, this slow lead poisoning death of Mr. Guenther is hereby ruled as a homicide.




  PLATTSBURGH CITY POLICE BUREAU, LEAD DETECTIVE’S OFFICE, FRIDAY, 28 NOVEMBER 1941, 9:30 A.M.


  “Angela! What you are talking about is nearly a twenty-year-old cold case. We barely have the resources to chase our current case load let alone something that old,” Chief Detective Michael Phillips explained politely to me as I sat quietly pondering a cup of Joe he had given me. After a few minutes of my silence, Michael, feeling uncomfortable, spoke up.


  “Angela, I understand your passion for solving cases you discover during your postmortems. But you have to understand my position. I have to think about the case from the perspective of evidence, witness testimony, and other things that will hold up in a court of law. Those bullets in the victim’s ass are three-quarters dissolved. Even if you removed them, I doubt we could get any ballistics imagery that we can compare to test fired bullets, even if we had a suspect weapon in hand, presently.”


  Again there was just a hideous silence between the two of us; I still said nothing. “Angela, we have old records on Liam Guenther, granted he certainly wasn’t a saint. We know he was running liquor down from Canada and sold it to underworld distributors all through New York State. My best guess is that either a Revenue agent shot him in the butt or perhaps it was one of his competitors.” Mike paused for a few moments and as an afterthought remarked, “For all we know it might have been a state trooper giving chase and shooting him as a fleeing felon; in any case, it certainly wasn’t in our Plattsburgh jurisdiction. Angela, my dear, give it a rest. It happened a long time ago, and Liam Guenther is dead, God rest his soul!”


  I put the coffee cup on the edge of his desk and stood to leave. “Michael, thank you for your valuable time this morning. I won’t bother you further regarding this finding.”


  He pushed himself away from his desk and stood up. “Angela, I hope you know that it’s nothing personal. I respect your past investigative work. This finding just isn’t actionable in my best judgment.”


  I reached out, and the two of us shook hands. “Michael, thank you for your frank wisdom and best judgment. If I don’t see you before the holidays, I wish you and your family a merry Christmas season.”


  He broke into a warm smile. “Thank you, Angela, and the same to you.”


  As I left the Police Bureau Headquarters building, the bitter cold November air hit my face. As I walked down the steps, I simply remarked to myself, “Maybe there is another way to skin this cat!”


  SOUTH SIDE OF PLATTSBURGH, ST. JOHN’S CATHOLIC CEMETERY, SUNDAY, 30 NOVEMBER 1941, 11:00 A.M.


  The morning sky is clear, I thought to myself. It sure beats a rainy or snowy day for a funeral. Ever since I was appointed to be the staff pathologist at Adirondack General, I have tried in earnest to attend the funerals of the people whose death I declared a homicide. I suppose it’s my way of paying my respects to them given that their deaths were from unnatural causes.


  Mr. Liam Guenther’s death in my mind was no different. While his death wasn’t immediate after a couple of gunshot wounds, the bullets from those wounds certainly were the eventual cause of his untimely death as well as years of related suffering and debilitating deterioration.


  My parents taught me that if you aren’t family or close friends, it’s proper to make room for those people who knew the deceased. At the graveside funeral, I stood at the back of the group of approximately thirty people in attendance. Guenther is a French Canadian name, so I wasn’t surprised to witness a clearly Catholic interment ritual.


  The family members each followed the widow performing the practice of throwing a handful of dirt on Mr. Guenther’s humble pine box. It’s a time-honored custom to indicate an acceptance that the deceased’s remains would now be returned to the elements of nature.


  As the widow walked away from the graveside, she caught sight of me and gave me a knowing nod. Then she leaned into a male family member, said something, and gestured toward me. The man acknowledged her and began walking the short distance toward me. When he reached me, he introduced himself. “I’m Gilbert Force and one of Mrs. Guenther’s brothers.” He extended a handshake to me, I reciprocated, and I introduced myself. Then Mr. Force added, “Our family would be grateful if you would attend our wake, Dr. Patterson.” It was Sunday, and I had nothing else planned so I graciously accepted the invitation.


  The family had arranged for the banquet space at a local Public House. Many family members dropped by my isolated table in the banquet hall and introduced themselves. The odd part was that they all knew who I was. Finally, one family member outright thanked me for declaring Mr. Guenther’s death a homicide. “Doctor, perhaps your declaration will bring my cousin a degree of long-overdue justice!” the man said bluntly as he shook my hand before he rejoined the family.


  I sat down, sipped my pint of ale, and had a few mouthfuls of poutine. From behind me, a woman’s voice said, “Docteur Angèle Patterson, it’s nice to see you again.” I turned to see an elegantly dressed older woman. She could see that I was straining my memory to recognize her. In an amused tone she remarked, “Docteur, you treated my late husband François several times.”


  Then it hit me. It was Madeline Riendeaus Baril. “Madame Baril, it is such a pleasure to see you again,” I said as I gave her la bise, a two-kiss friendly French greeting. I offered her a chair, and she graciously took a seat.


  “Docteur Angèle, as you know my late husband François was very successful in his public businesses.” She took a moment to look around for prying ears. We were curiously alone in the noisy banquet room.


  Madame Baril continued, “As we both know, his more clandestine enterprises were very profitable as well.” I gave her a subtle smile and slightly nodded my head in acknowledgment. She opened her purse, removed a small silver bell, rang it briefly, and returned it to her bag. A dignified, well-dressed woman left the gathering of people at the other end of the banquet hall. As she approached, Madame Baril simply said, “Un peu de xérès, s’il vous plaît.” Dutifully the younger woman smiled, bowed slightly, and left for the bar area.


  Madame Baril directed her attention back to me. “Since François passed away, I have employed a well-traveled and educated lady’s companion. We travel and enjoy adventures together.” The traveling companion quickly returned and set a small glass of sherry down next to Madame Baril and quietly left. “We have a private code for a private conversation. If I ask for sherry, she will bring me one and keep people from disturbing us,” Madame Baril remarked.


  I gave her a puzzled look. “Madame, do we need such privacy?”


  She simply said, “Oui.”


  I took a sip of my ale and replied, “You have my confidential ear, Madame.”


  She began, “As you know, François had many businesses. Monsieur Liam Guenther was in my husband’s employ in both the public—and darker—sides of his businesses.”


  I thought to myself, Good God, is the dead gangster’s wife going to spill the beans on who shot Guenther?


  Madame Baril continued, “It was the 19th of May 1923, two days before Fête de la Reine, or as you might call it Victoria Day. François and his employees were bringing a large shipment of spirits down to the American side near the village of Champlain. A Montreal gangster named Emile Edouard Pelletier and his voyou, or hooligans, intercepted François and his people and attempted to steal the shipment of liquor. A gun fight transpired. Men on both sides of the fight were killed or wounded. One of the wounded survivors of my husband’s team was Monsieur Guenther. A midwife related to my household staff cleaned his wound and stitched his croupe [hind end].” She took a sip of her sherry.


  I spoke up. “Madame, we can’t go to the authorities and accuse Mr. Pelletier based on what you just told me. It was all illegal activity to begin with, and the law would see it as hearsay evidence. Besides, the bullets in Mr. Guenther have long since dissolved, so there is nothing to match in ballistics tests,” I explained.


  “Docteur Angèle, you misunderstand me,” she remarked. “You privately removed a similar bullet from my husband in 1931. You did so at great risk to your legal standing as a docteur. My family and I respect you for that and consider you trusted like family. I told you this story so you will not waste your time trying to find who was responsible. We know who did this. Monsieur Pelletier will be dealt with; we will invoke justice for poor Liam,” she explained as she rose from her seat. I rose as well. She stepped over to me and gave me an endearing hug. As she did, she whispered, “The next time you offer me two kisses please consider it bisous, a more than friendly kiss; you are now my family.” She bowed slightly and left my presence.


  I drove home, changed my clothes to something a bit more casual, then walked to my neighborhood bar. There I nursed a pint of brown ale. I considered the last four years of my life as a strange adventure: nearly being killed on the Hindenburg, marrying a German Luftwaffe wing commander, and being kidnapped by the Spanish leftists while on our honeymoon in Barcelona—only to be pressed into service as a battlefield surgeon for the POUM (Workers’ Party of Marxist Unification) during the Spanish Civil War.


  I took a mouthful of my pint of ale. As I swished the marvelous brown ale in my mouth to capture its full flavor, I considered yet another new kink in my tempestuous life. It would appear that I have become the revered personal confidante to the widows of French Canadian gangsters! I could only reconcile the matter by simply indulging myself and getting quietly drunk!


  Two weeks later, I was intrigued to read in the newspaper that noted Montreal businessman Monsieur Emile Edouard Pelletier was tragically killed in a freak automobile accident. Madame Baril told me Monsieur Pelletier would be dealt with. Perhaps this is Liam Guenther’s justice. May he rest in peace.
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  What’s in a Name?


  Marie Hannan-Mandel


  JANE FREELAND, THE WOMAN I WAS TO MEET, SCUTTLED TOWARD ME IN the dark, crab like, looking behind her every other step. Oh yeah, she was one of ours. Just the kind to contact the website wanting her moments of fame.


  This part of Manhattan was almost deserted; now it was dark. It wasn’t my choice of a meeting spot, but now that I was here, I could see its attractions.


  Simon Shawell, my boss at the goofy website I wrote for, had been insistent that I interview her. Jane wanted to meet here in front of the building in Manhattan where she worked. At night. So, I rode the subway across the city from my hotel. Simon won’t pay Manhattan prices. Simon wouldn’t normally pay what this Queens hotel wanted for this tiny room either, but he had no choice now that all five boroughs of New York City had become a crazy pot of rich bastards and wannabes with the kind of stories the website subscribers love.


  “You’re Jake Harrison, right?” She turned and walked to the door of the glass-walled tower, expecting me to follow.


  “Hi, George,” she hollered, moving through the huge lobby like the bailiffs were after us. The lounging doorman, with more years behind him than he’d like—given the fake black hair under his hat—got up and stood behind the desk.


  “Mr. Runcorn just left,” he said. He nodded toward a huge portrait of a man who thought a great deal of himself. A mane of carefully dyed blond hair swept over a face sculpted by the best plastic surgery his money could buy.


  “Thanks, George. I forgot my keys,” she bellowed. Then dropping her voice, she hissed at me, “Keep your head down.” She added, to George, “This is my brother, visiting from Vermont. I just picked him up at Penn Station. He doesn’t have to sign in, does he?”


  “Naw, I trust you.” George’s smile broke open, but I couldn’t place the look on his face, paternalistic or yearning.


  “Thanks,” Jane said. “Works every time,” she muttered. Brittle as an old piece of plastic, I knew her type. Wind blasted by life. But she was pretty, I had to give her that. Tall, blonde, athletic, and brown-eyed.


  “Who’s Runcorn?” I asked.


  “The boss. Don’t worry, George won’t tell him you’re here.”


  I hadn’t been worried. Until then. I’d have to look him up and see what danger he might be to her, and to me.


  When we were inside her office, the door closed, she sighed long and loud. “They don’t have cameras in the private offices.”


  The room was tiny and filled with fringed lamps and perky sayings. Trying way, way too hard to look like it was all fun and games. I particularly liked the lamp in the shape of a bemused sheep.


  “Did you look up the people I told you to?” Jane asked.


  “I did.” I took out my phone. She’d texted me the names two days before.


  “Now search again.” She sat on the corner of the desk, her legs planted either side like she was on a mechanical bull and bracing herself against being tossed off.


  I entered “Arnold Randolph.” The well-known financier. The kind of person who’d swap his mother’s false teeth for a nickel.


  I waited for the story about his wife’s visit to the hospital with a broken nose, and the one about his links to Middle Eastern sheiks. Instead, the first item was about a writer with the same last name who had self-published a crime novel set in his hometown in upstate New York. Way down the page an article about Randolph, the financier, told of his charitable contribution to a cat shelter on Cape Cod. If you have to be abandoned, I’d say Cape Cod was a nice place for it to happen, even before Randolph’s donation.


  “You see.” She nudged me hard enough to leave a bruise. “I can clean up anyone’s internet presence. It’s marketing the brand.”


  The brand. Like this guy was a weed whacker, which, now that I thought of it, he kind of was. Clearly, Simon hadn’t told me what I was wandering into because he knew I’d have said no. No to Randy the rat, no to Jane, and no to the whole sickening business.


  “Why would you want to make this writer famous?” I asked. Before I filmed her, I wanted to be sure I understood what this was all about.


  “Not him; Randolph needs people to think he’s a good person. It’s my job.”


  “And who’s this other guy? The writer? Any relation?”


  “I don’t think so. I never thought of that.” She crinkled up her face. “I just used him to push our client and his stuff down the list.”


  “What’s his book about?”


  “I don’t know, a true crime story—I mean they have a huge prison up there.”


  Another feckless person loose in the world, changing perceptions, one keystroke at a time.


  “Hmm,” I said.


  “Tomorrow I’m going to work on getting his archenemy’s secrets to the top of the list for his name.” She put her arms over her head in a stretch, the dog with the Frisbee.


  Archenemy. What the hell was this?


  “Why are you telling me? You’ll be fired as soon as you turn up on the website.”


  “I’m a whistleblower. You can’t use my name or my face, or anything.”


  “Wait a second, Simon agreed to this?” My unhappiness with the situation ramped up.


  “Well, I assumed he knew that a whistleblower has to be protected.” For the first time I saw the twenty-something woman under all that smugness.


  “I wouldn’t count on it. Simon isn’t very well versed in corporate matters. He inherited his money.” I stood up and made for the door. “I’ll talk to him, and you can call me on your disposable phone in the morning.”


  I got to the door before she said, “You mean the one I bought at the Duane Reade?”


  She and Simon were well matched. Two crazy innocents in a world of scavengers.

  
[image: chpt_fig_001]


  The main thing that’s wrong with my job is every single thing about it—my boss, his website, the interviewees with their weird hobbies and nutty pastimes. A modern-day I’ve Got a Secret. What kind of person makes miniature kitchen utensils out of ear wax, or sleeps hanging upside down, or wants to donate a kidney to get his helper monkey off dialysis? “We share 99 percent of our genes with apes, after all.” Helper monkey, if you don’t mind.


  I ran away from my job at the biggest newspaper in the world and took this one, and guess what? Hate it or not, I couldn’t tear myself away from the craziness of it all. Kind of like picking at the same scab over and over and enjoying the pain enough not to stop. When I called him, Simon, of course, had forgotten all about Jane. I explained to him what a whistleblower was and that she wouldn’t show her face on camera, and he pulled the plug. Before he could obsess about dead air and disappointing the viewers, I suggested following up on Randolph, the writer’s success. I’d checked. He’d been selling pity copies until Jane’s manipulations had made him a best seller. Simon was delighted—an underdog always did well with our subscribers.
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  I was on my way in a rental car to visit the writer when my cell phone rang.


  “I’m calling from the throw-away phone,” Jane said as soon as I answered.


  “That’s great. No way they’ll figure out what you’re up to now.” I released my voice dripping with sarcasm.


  “I know, right? When are we filming?”


  “I’m sorry, Jane, but the piece won’t work for us. Simon won’t let you be anonymous. The viewers don’t like it.”


  “What? But that means . . .”


  I waited while she figured out whatever this meant for her.


  “I won’t be able to leave my job.”


  “You can leave your job. Nothing’s holding you there.”


  “But I won’t be famous. I won’t be offered other jobs. How am I going to build my brand?”


  “Listen, building brands is reality TV bullshit. Get out of the city. Get a job you can be proud of and live a good life.” Here I was, getting involved and giving advice. What the hell was wrong with me?


  “Like you? You don’t even work for the New York Times anymore.” Of course, she would have fastened onto that. Simon made sure it was mentioned as often as possible.


  “Yes. I don’t and I’m happier about it. Go for happy.” I hung up.
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  In common with more than a few upstate New York towns, Joseph Randolph’s had once been prosperous with large, gorgeously furbelowed houses, executives hosting dinner parties, and a wide and fully stocked main street. All of that was gone now except for the houses, many of which were for sale and had been for years. And the sound—the tiny buzz that all dying towns have. The flies on the carcass. Too far from the glamorous Adirondack resorts, this place had one main employer—the maximum-security prison.


  Joseph Randolph, now bestselling author, worked in the bank in the middle of town. An eighties brick building with permanently cloudy windows, discolored trim, and a sagging poster hanging outside near the door. It had been easy to track him down. Self-published authors don’t want to remain hidden. I pulled into the parking lot, much too large for the bank’s needs. One thing there’s plenty of in upstate New York is land for parking lots. And storage facilities—sheds big and small, crouching around the edges of towns and villages ready to gobble up the things that should have been taken to the dump. My feet squelched through the dead leaves scattered in lumps over the newish tarmacadam.


  There was one young woman, Chassidhe, according to her name badge, at the faux red maple counter. A dusty bowl of purple and pink potpourri, smelling of old clothes, stood next to the FDIC notice in a chipped plastic display frame. Dressed in a tight red dress that rippled over her ample and various skin folds, she was crying. Not even trying to hide it, she snuffled and blew into a tissue without regard for the customers—well, the one customer, me.


  “I’m here to see Joseph Randolph,” I said.


  She yelped and ran into a back room slamming the door behind her.


  Chassidhe quickly returned with an older, suited man. He, too, looked upset.


  “I’m afraid our small business manager, Randy, has been killed,” he said.


  “Randy?”


  “Yeah, he was always called Randy, never Joseph.” The man shook his head like a bobble-head.


  “Killed? How? When?” I said.


  “He was knocked down by a car, right outside the bank. This morning. On purpose, not by accident,” Chassidhe said between sobs.


  “And he wrote that book about—”


  The manager cut in. “And he was due for a raise.”


  I walked out the door and headed to the police station, which I’d seen on the way into town.
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  “Who are you again?” the young cop behind the counter, Officer Brennan, asked me.


  “I’m Jake Harrison, and I’m a reporter. I’m in town to interview Joseph Randolph, the writer. When I heard he’d been killed, I came here to see what happened.”


  “Yeah, well, we already know who did this.” He stared at me, his hair dancing in the blasting heat from the overhead
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