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      I am, as they say across the pond, not half chuffed at the republication of Blood on Their Hands. This excellent anthology, which Publishers Weekly liked almost as much as I do, made its first appearance in 2003, and it’s good to have it back in print.

      These are excellent stories, nineteen of them in all, and I’m glad you’ll have to opportunity to read them.

      In fact, I’m glad I’ll have the opportunity to read them again myself. My own copy must be somewhere, but the same can be said of the Lost City of Atlantis, and I’m about as likely to come upon one as the other.

      I wish I were able to point to Blood on Their Hands with pride and tell you that I chose these stories myself. It was in fact the brilliant and tireless anthologist Martin H. Greenberg who selected the stories from among the generous contributions of members of the Mystery Writers of America. Then Marty put the book together and asked me to write an introduction.

      First, he allowed me a look at the book’s contents. “It’s your name that’ll be on the cover,” he said, “so you ought to have a chance to see what you’re fronting and decide whether you approve.”

      I read the stories. I approved, and with enthusiasm. I wrote an introduction, which you’re welcome to read, as it’s included in this new edition. (You’re also perfectly free to skip it and get right to the stories. My feelings won’t be hurt, as I won’t know about it.)

      [image: ]

      As much as I enjoyed having a second look at Blood on Their Hands, the experience was not without a touch of sadness. Three friends of mine were a part of the book’s excellence, and they’ve since moved on from this life to whatever follows it.

      Henry Slesar, whose story “The Day of the 31st” appears midway through the book, died between the time he sent in his story and the book’s publication. Henry was a friend I never met; we exchanged a couple of emails when I picked a story of his for another anthology, but he became an unwitting friend of mine years before that, through my admiration for his writing. He was a frequent contributor to Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, and whenever an issue arrived with a story of his in it, it was the first one I read. (Unless Jack Ritchie also had a story in that issue; then I was like that donkey in the fable, positioned between two bales of hay and consequently frozen in place, unable to decide which way to turn.)

      Henry wrote voluminously, more for television than for print media, and I suggest you consult his Wikipedia page to learn more about him. One thing I never knew is that it was he who added the phrase “coffee break” to the language. Who’d have guessed?

      Also gone is Jeremiah Healy, who was a good friend of mine for years. We had many dinners together, and at more than one of them he asked my counsel as to whether he should give up his secure position as a tenured law professor for the far less certain life of a full-time writer. I served mostly as a sounding board, and he eventually made the leap, and as a result we have several more superb books from him than we would otherwise have had.

      Jerry and I were both on the board of the International Association of Crime Writers, and consequently attended several of IACW’s meetings overseas. I recall his good company in Vienna and Bulgaria and other European cities I can’t call to mind.

      For all of that, I never knew that Jerry suffered greatly from depression, or that he tried to drink his way out of it. He kept all of that entirely to himself, and died by his own hand in 2014.

      There is, for all of us who write, a sort of afterlife right here on this plane of existence. The work lives on, at least for a while. Jerry’s series featuring the thoughtful and introspective John Francis Cuddy made a mark in the field of private-eye fiction, and I can’t think they’ll be quickly forgotten.

      Jerry’s fine story, “The Lady from Yesterday,” is this book’s final story.

      Finally, the book’s real editor, Martin H. Greenberg, died in 2011 of that relentless killer, glioblastoma. I knew Marty had put together hundreds of anthologies, but have just learned the actual count is 1298. (He brought out 127 books “by Isaac Asimov” alone.) Often the books don’t bear his name on the cover or title page. He never cared about the credit; he only cared about the books.

      We worked together on several anthologies, ones in which I took a more active role, selecting the stories and in some instances corresponding with their authors. As you might expect, Marty was a joy to work with, and I miss him.
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      Well, that’s enough of Memory Lane. You’ve got some wonderful reading to do. I’ll leave you to it. And remember, I won’t take it the wrong way if you elect to skip my introduction...

      
        
        —Lawrence Block

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

          It All Started With Poe

        

      

    

    
      If you want to blame someone, try Edgar Allan Poe. He’s the guy who started it. Or did he? Maybe this would be a good place to mention Mauritz Christopher Hansen. A Norwegian writer, born 1794, died 1842. In 1827 he published “Novellen” (“The Short Story”), an armchair detective mystery concerning a case of murder and revenge. So he got there first, well ahead of Poe’s “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” but he wrote in Norwegian, with the result that nobody ever heard of him. Well, nobody outside of Norway. Matter of fact, you wouldn’t have heard of him either, if your Norwegian friend Nils Nordberg hadn’t told you about him. Memo: E-mail Nils, suggest he translate Hansen for Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine. Either “Novellen” or his short novel, Mordet paa Maskinbygger Roolfsen (“The Murder of Engineer Roolfsen”).

      

      Still, what did Hansen start? If a tree falls in a forest, and only Norwegians can hear it, it’s not exactly the shot heard round the world, is it? Poe started it, but who cares? I mean, how many lame introductions have already trotted out poor old Poe? Think of something else, will you?

      

      It’s a rare pleasure to introduce Blood on Their Hands, the latest collection of stories by members of Mystery Writers of America. MWA, as its name implies, is an organization of American mystery writers who...

      

      Duh. Who write American mysteries, and they hammer them out one inspired word at a time, even as you are attempting to pound out this introduction. Do you really want to bore everybody with the history of the organization, explaining how a handful of hacks and drunks banded together, adopted the motto “Crime Does Not Pay. Enough!” And, when they weren’t busy hacking and drinking, got on with the serious business of giving one another awards. You can fill space this way, but do you want to?

      It’s a fine organization, MW A, and virtually every crime writer of distinction is proud to be a member of it. But everybody knows that, so why waste their time telling them?

      Start over.

      

      The stories you are about to read...

      

      ...Are guaranteed to cure cancer, ensure world peace, and solve once and for all the problem of global warming. They’re excellent stories, as it happens, but what can you say about them that will make them more of a treat than they already are?

      

      It’s my great pleasure...

      

      Yeah, I can tell. You know something? You’ve done too many introductions, my friend, and you’re getting worse at it, and you were never that good in the first place. You always used to start out by decrying the whole idea of an introduction, urging readers to get on with it and read the stories themselves, and now you seem determined to prove how dopey an introduction can be by mumbling and stammering and generally behaving like an idiot. You promised them an intro. Write it, will you? Just spit it out!

      

      It all started with Poe.

      

      Great, just brilliant. “It all started with Poe.” And here’s where it stops.

      
        
        —Lawrence Block

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Her Last Gift

          

          Brendan DuBois

        

      

    

    
      In the darkness of her car, Laura Tyson sat in the stillness, holding the 9mm Smith & Wesson in her right hand. In the past two months she had become quite familiar with the heavy piece of weaponry, visiting her brother twice a week at the police station, where he allowed her to use the shooting range in the basement. Her brother Jake was a detective, and the first time she told him she had bought a pistol, he had said—only half-jokingly, she was sure: “You don’t plan on shooting anybody soon, do you?” She had smiled at her younger brother and said, “Of course not.” So over the weeks he had demonstrated the pistol’s safety, how to load the magazine, how to clear a jam in the action, and how to hold it correctly while firing. And each time when she left, he had looked at her with his pale blue eyes and said, “You doing okay?” She had always lied, saying, “Yes. I’m doing the best I can.”

      She shifted the pistol from one hand to the other, looked up the driveway on the hill where the lights marked the home of Hank Zamett, where she planned to go in a few minutes. She remembered what her brother had said, about shooting anybody soon, and she sighed. Aloud she said softly, “I guess it depends on what your definition of soon is, Jake.”

      She placed the pistol down on her lap, again marveling at how heavy a small object could be. Not only the weight of the metal and plastic and lead in the cartridges, but just the heaviness of the potential, she thought. Each little cartridge had the potential of changing everything, of wounding someone severely, of taking away somebody’s life and livelihood. Among the many things the pistol represented, it was a thieving instrument, able to take so much away with the single pull of the trigger.

      Laura rubbed her rough hands together, suddenly flinched at a memory of Jess, kissing her fingers, gently moving the rough skin against his face, laughing: “My dear one,” he sometimes said. “I thought artists were such delicate creatures. You have hands that could smooth down a plank.” She had laughed and had never taken offense, since it was true. Her hands were always rough and chapped, from working at the potter’s wheel in her tiny studio, playing with the clay, manipulating it and firing it and working with it, day after day. But she had never minded what he had said about her hands. Jess had always said that they had a perfect marriage: he had the brains, she had the brawn, and with that, they would have a long and happy life together.

      She wiped at the tears forming in her eyes. Jess had been dead for more than two months now, taken away by the man up on the hill, and she wondered how that thief would react when he came face to face with the thieving tool now in her lap.

      The pistol was then moved, from her lap to her open purse. She closed the leather purse and stepped out of the car, slinging it over her shoulder, and she started walking, up to the lights.
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      They should have never been attracted to one another, never mind becoming husband and wife. She was tall and angular, with long legs and a skinny chest, and he was short and squat, built like a fireplug. Her politics leaned left, his leaned right. She was nearly a vegetarian, while he loved to eat meat at least once a day. They had met at—of all places romantic and loving—the local library book sale, when both of their hands had reached for an old paperback of H. P. Lovecraft short stories. That had led into a discussion of Lovecraft and his works and Arkham and Miskatonic University, and that had been followed up by a lunch, dinner, and a movie, and a year later, a small wedding ceremony in the Congregational Church in town.

      She had a very small business making pottery, barely enough to keep her off food stamps, and he modestly said that he was a genius. Which was true. Jess knew computers, knew the Internet, and knew how to rig up little bits of technology that dazzled her, but she could hardly even keep up with him as he discussed fiber optics, webcams, sound files, infrared transmissions, and the like. Once he had rigged up a tiny camera at their door which was linked to the doorbell, so if somebody rang the doorbell, it would interrupt whatever program was being run on Jess’s computer and would show a photograph of who was at the door. She had been amazed at the pure uselessness of the idea. Why not just walk over and see who was there? Why had he done such a thing? And her husband had laughed and said, “Because I can, that’s why.”

      And she had gotten him back as well, making intricate little bits of pottery, statues or bowls, giving them to him over time, and once he had asked, why do you keep giving me gifts? She had laughed in return, saying, “Because I can, that’s why.”

      Jess worked as a consultant, which meant long weeks away at corporations across the country, followed by equally fun weeks at home, when he didn’t have to work and they could go canoeing and stargazing at night and rent old movies and not move from their tiny house for days on end.

      Things were fine, were wonderful, until he had met up with the man with the big house. Named Hank Zamett.

      [image: ]

      Up the driveway she walked, the leather bag hanging off her arm, gently bumping into her side as she went up to the large house. She thought she could make out the heavy shape of the pistol as it bumped against her. God, the damn thing was heavy, and she sure hoped it wouldn’t break the other object she had in her purse. She looked up at the house, recalled when it was first built last year. The previous house on this lot had been an old Victorian, owned by a lawyer from town who had served two terms in the U.S. Senate during the latter part of the nineteenth century. The house hadn’t been particularly historical or noteworthy, which was why there was no protection in place when Hank Zamett bought it and had it razed to the ground. The stained glass windows in the door, the walnut wainscoting, and the delicate spires on the roof, all torn up and smashed and crushed, and then, a bigger and more modern house had been built. A McMansion, the locals had called it, for it was three times as large as its neighboring house. But Hank had money, Hank had the will, and what he wanted, he usually got.

      She went up to the front door, rang the bell. She had been in the house exactly once before. This was going to be her second visit, and, she knew, was going to be her last.
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      It happened one cold October day, when the heat had gone out in her studio, and she had spent a long hour or two trying to figure out why the heat wasn’t making its way to the register. She was cold and her fingers and knees ached, and her back was throbbing from having crawled around the basement, trying to trace the heating lines going out of the ancient oil furnace. The problem had been a malfunctioning thermostat. Ten minutes after replacing it, Jess had come home and had shown her a magazine, one of many high-tech journals that littered his own office and workspace.

      “See this guy here?” he had said, pointing out a photo in the magazine.

      “Yeah?” she had replied, washing her hands yet again, hearing the tick-tick-tick as heat finally started crawling into her studio. The photo showed a beefy-looking guy, hair slicked back, wearing glasses and a satisfied smile on his face. He was in an office, sitting with self-assurance on the edge of his desk, and though there was snow visible outside, he was wearing a short-sleeve shirt, revealing a thick and muscular bicep.

      “That’s Hank Zamett. The guy that bought Senator Hudson’s place. The guy that founded Zamett Systems. A real mover and shaker in the industry. He’s quite impressive, Laura.”

      She looked at the photo again. “He doesn’t look very impressive to me. He’s wearing a summer shirt in winter, it looks like.”

      Jess just smiled. “He always dresses like that. He’s a competitive weight lifter, triathlete, mountain climber. Likes to show off his biceps.”

      “Sounds like a nut,” she had said.

      “A very wealthy nut, and he wants me to come work for him.”

      Right then and there, she should have said no. Should have taken that magazine away and burned it, if she had been smart, if she had listened to what was going on in her mind. For she didn’t like the hungry look of the guy, sitting on his desk like that, showing off his body like some great ape in some remote rain forest tribe, showing that he was king of the hill.

      “That sounds nice,” she had said, and a week later, it was too late. Jess was now working for the man with the hungry look.
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      She rang the doorbell at the front door, waited a few seconds, and then rang it again. The door opened up and Hank Zamett was there, wiping his face with a small hand towel. He was wearing gray sweatpants, a white tanktop shirt, and a suspicious look on his face.

      “Laura,” he said. “Um, hi. Look, I really don’t think we should be talking. Your lawyer and my lawyers might get upset.”

      Laura had expected this response, and said, “Oh, come on, Hank. Don’t tell me you’re afraid of lawyers, now, are you?”

      That got him, made his eyes flash a bit. Hank always liked to say, in private and in public, that he wasn’t afraid of a damn thing. She said, “All I want to do is talk. For five minutes. Give me five minutes and then I’ll leave. All right?”

      He shook his head. “Five minutes...that’s okay, Laura, but it’s not going to change my mind. You know how it is. Business is business.”

      She walked into the big house. “Sure,” she said. “I know exactly how it is.”
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      So Jess had gone to work for Zamett Systems, and only after trying to ease Laura’s mind. There would be a solid salary, great benefits, no more juggling expenses and tax issues with being a consultant. There would be no travel, so no more weeks alone in the house. The main facility was only ten minutes away, and he’d be home early enough for dinner, every day. Zamett Systems would give him all the support he needed, to really work on some great projects, and the money potential with the stock options was great.

      She had just said one thing, one thing only: “But I thought you liked working for yourself, Jess. I didn’t think money mattered that much to you.”

      And he had said, “With money like this, hon, we can do a lot. Travel. Get a better house. A house with a studio that doesn’t have a lousy heating system. Doesn’t that sound great?”

      Of course it did, and of course, Jess—sweet, genius, innocent Jess—had no idea what he had just agreed to do.
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      She followed Hank down a hallway, and she was pleased that he had brought her to his office. Two of the walls had floor-to-ceiling windows, overlooking a finely mowed lawn and some apple trees off in the distance. The office had bookshelves with books that looked unread, some cabinets with antiques, and a large lamp in the corner. He sat down in a big leather chair, in front of a desk that seemed to be the size of her studio. He wiped his face again and tossed the towel on the floor. “Okay, Laura,” he said. “The clock is ticking. Five minutes.”

      She put the purse in her lap, said to him, “Hank, I brought you something. Something I’ve thought about for a while.”

      And with that, she reached into her purse.
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      The first couple of weeks on the job, Jess would come home at 9 p.m. Or 10 p.m. Or 11 p.m. She soon adjusted to eating alone at home, and Jess would be full of apologies and excuses. He was adjusting to being an employee, and not a consultant. He had a steep learning curve if he expected to do well at Zamett Systems. Hank Zamett was expecting a lot from him. It all sounded reasonable and fair and perfectly understandable, but all Laura knew was that she missed those long afternoons, when he was back from some consulting gig and she didn’t enter the studio, and they explored the hills and woods and lakes near their home.

      A couple of times she had been a bit more aggressive, and had packed up a dinner and had gone to where Jess was working. The place, right from the start, had given her the creeps. Her own work area was dirty and crowded, with pictures and posters on the wall, dirt on the floor, a radio blasting classical tunes from the local NPR station, and overflowing wastebaskets. A mess to be sure, but her own mess. The cool and quiet and well-lit place that Jess was spending more and more of his time in looked to be like an asylum for both the equally gifted and disturbed.

      Jess’s office was one in a series, down a long white corridor. She went through the open door and sat down in front of his desk, a metal thing that had a neat pile of papers, a clock, and a computer terminal with a huge screen, and three of her own little pottery creations, lined up on the edge of the desk. Light came in from overhead panels in the ceiling and there was a whiteboard on one side that covered nearly the entire wall. On the whiteboard, in different colored inks, were strings of numbers and symbols and acronyms that made her head ache to look at. Jess sat behind a computer terminal, face pudgy and red, and just as she unpacked a salad for herself and a steak sandwich for Jess, a burly man blew into the place like he owned it, which was true. She recognized Hank Zamett from the magazine photo, and he was dressed just like the photo: dress slacks, bright tie, short-sleeve shirt cut to show off his biceps.

      “Jess, look, we’ve got to get a better handle on—”

      “Excuse me, Hank, I’d like you to meet my wife, Laura.”

      He turned, like he was first noticing another human was in the office. “Oh,” he said. “Hi.”

      “Hi,” she said in return, and she noted the quick up-and- down look from his eyes, knew the look well. She had just been evaluated as a possible bed partner, and Hank Zamett had just dismissed that possibility in about a second or two. So what, she didn’t think being overlooked by a creature like Hank Zamett meant anything, but she was surprised at how sour she felt. It was like she had failed at a contest she was sure she didn’t want to be in.

      Hank went over to Jess’s side at the desk, and they started talking in a form of English she couldn’t follow. She waited and waited, until the grumbling in her stomach grew too loud, and she slowly and silently ate her salad. Hank and Jess kept on talking. They kept on talking for quite some time, and then the two of them got up and went over to the whiteboard and both started scribbling in acronyms and symbols. She waited for a while longer, and then picked up her purse and empty salad bowl and walked away.
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      Hank looked surprised at what she had pulled out of her purse. It was a small bowl, made by her own hands and with the help of a memory of dear old Jess, and she carefully placed it in the middle of the clean desk. It was brown with streaks of black, with what looked to be a piece of glass centered on one side.

      He stared at it, like he expected it to start rotating or emitting sparks or some damn thing, and she said quietly, “See what that is? It’s a decorative pot. I make a lot of these. I also made a fair number for Jess. I made it with my own hands. Something I worked with, something I pulled from the ground. Do you see the point? When I made that pot, I did something that my ancestors and your ancestors did thousands of years ago. Stretching centuries behind me and centuries ahead of me, there have been and there will always be potters. Always.”

      His eyes seemed to darken. “Is there a point to this?”

      “Yes, Hank,” she said. “You think you’re on top of your game. You think you’re the very best. You think you’ve got the world by the tail, that everything is breaking your way, will continue to break your way. And what I’m telling you is that what you and your people do did not exist thirty years ago, and will not exist thirty years in the future. You’re just a flicker of motion on the world’s stage. Nothing else. Hank, you don’t count.’’

      Now his eyes really were dark. “Sorry Laura. I do count. I do count a lot. Wall Street and Silicon Valley and the trade press all agree, as do my employees. I don’t care what you think about my time on the stage. And speaking of time, I think it’s time for you to leave.’’

      She shook her head. “No. Before I leave, I want you to make things right. For what Jess did for you.”

      He shook his head in reply. “Nope. Sorry. My lawyers said I was totally within my rights. And bringing some sort of crappy gift—” He made a dismissive gesture to the pot with his hand. “—isn’t going to change my mind. Okay?”

      She sighed. All right, then. “Okay. One more thing.” She went back to her purse, this time pulled out something that wasn’t crafted by her hands, but by some unknown craftspeople in a Connecticut River Valley facility of Messrs. Smith and Wesson. She pointed it right at his meaty face.

      “Do you think this might change your mind? Hank?” And seeing the look on his face brought a strange emotion to her, an emotion familiar yet distant. And then she recognized what she was feeling, something that had not happened to her since Jess died: happiness.
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      Besides the increased hours at work, Laura noticed that Jess was starting to slip. Always a bit chunky, he was really starting to pack on the pounds, and it was easy to know why: their afternoon walks or bicycle rides had gone away, the meals eaten at home had mutated into vending machine snacks eaten at his desk at work, and a few times—instead of taking the several minutes necessary to come home—he would sprawl under his desk and sleep there. He was forgetful, he was snappish, and instead of spending long minutes admiring her pottery—especially the little gifts she brought to him at work—he would smile, say “nice,” and then change the subject.

      “Jess,” she said once, as they were getting ready for bed. “You’ve got to start taking better care of yourself. It’s not healthy.”

      Jess tried to reassure her. “Sweets, it’s okay. Honest it is. We’re trying to get through the beta test of a new product, something that will make the investors sit up and take notice. Just a few more weeks and it’ll get better. Honest.”

      “You sure?” she asked.

      “Positive. Look what we’re doing...” he started, and then went into a long discussion of miniature cameras and transmitters that could allow anyone with the aptitude of changing toilet paper, the ability to wire up one’s bedroom, one’s house, hell, one’s car, to allow 24/7 surveillance or videography. Home security, web presence, the whole ball of wax available in one inexpensive package. He even gave her a demo with some gear in his computer bag that he had brought home, and she nodded in the right places and gave out the usual exclamations of interest and amazement, while she watched the minutes slip away.

      Just when Jess went on about the possible military aspects of what he had been working on, she kissed him. “My smelly genius, it’s way past your bedtime. Come along.” He grinned, like a puppy being praised for a particularly elaborate trick, and he put the gear away. So they went to bed and Jess fell asleep in a matter of moments, and all night long, it seemed, his legs and arms trembled, and he whispered to himself, like his mind was still back at work, not letting him loose, not giving him any respite at all.
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      Hank’s look of surprise quickly turned into anger. “Laura. Put that down. Right now.”

      “Nope.”

      “Laura, put the gun away. All right? Put it down and walk out the door, and I won’t press any charges. We’ll pretend this never happened.”

      Laura made a point of sighing quite loud. “You see, Hank, you’re making a mistake. You think that what you’re thinking is going to make a difference. You think I really care about any possible charges that might come my way.”

      “Threatening me with a weapon, that’s very serious,” Hank said, eyes flickering down to the pistol and up to her face.

      “Maybe. Then again, maybe I’ll just plead the distraught widow excuse, and I’ll get off with a stern lecture. Are you willing to risk that?”

      Hank looked again at the pistol, made a presentation of slumping his muscular shoulders. “Okay. You win, Laura. What do you want? Money? Part of the profits? A plaque with Jess’s name out in front of the plant?”

      She didn’t let the weapon waver. “How stupid do you think I am, Hank?”

      He didn’t answer.

      She said, “I’ve been selling my own handiwork for years, and I know all the ins and outs of negotiations and dealmaking. Trust me, you haven’t gone into serious negotiations until you’ve gone into some of these small country stores with old Yankee retailers. Do you think I believe for one moment that any kind of deal or agreement we come to in this office, with a pistol pointing in your direction, that this deal would last out the evening? Of course it wouldn’t. I’m not that stupid. It’s too late for you to start offering me money. Hank, or a deal.”

      “What do you want, then?” he asked.

      “Justice,” she said.

      “You came to the wrong place,” he said.

      She moved the pistol a few inches, brought her free hand up, and held the pistol in the approved firing stance. She pulled the trigger, drilling a hole in the plate glass window right behind his desk. Hank jerked and his face turned white, and when he looked back at her, she said, “Wrong answer, Hank. Care to try again?”
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      The first time Laura went to Hank Zamett’s house was the evening of a warm summer party, a party to celebrate the completion of a certain milestone in the development of a pretty tricky piece of software. Jess hadn’t been feeling well all day, feverish and headachy, and she wanted to keep him home, but he insisted. “This is going to be important, sweets. Real important. Besides the employees and senior staff, there are going to be a number of important VCs in the crowd.”

      She tried to make a joke. “VCs? Viet Cong?”

      But he didn’t appreciate the humor. “No. Venture capitalists, hard-eyed guys with lots of money to invest and who are careful who gets it. A few years back, you could squeeze out whatever you wanted from VCs with a half-assed business plan and some high-end computer servers. Since the NASDAQ meltdown, that’s changed. You need to show them real stuff that’ll get real customers interested in spending money. Not a singing sock puppet.”

      At Hank’s large home, it looked like something out of The Great Gatsby, with tents up in the backyard, caterers, and live music. She moved through the crowd, a fruit drink in her hand, not really wanting to talk to any of the other guests, all of whom were associated with Zamett Systems. She had enough talk about the company with Jess around; she didn’t need any additional discussion tonight.

      In the large backyard she found a spot near an old dead apple tree, its wide trunk offering some solitude. She stood there and sipped her drink and was startled for a moment: she could hear voices. She peered around the trunk, saw two men, dressed alike in tan chinos and bright polo shirts. Their faces weren’t familiar, and as they talked, she realized that there were two of the fabled VCs, money guys who could make or break a company through the effort of writing a single check.

      Laura could only catch snatches of the conversation, but what she did hear pleased her: the system that Jess had come up with, had designed and worked on, looked to be a potential hit. The VCs were impressed with the demonstration and were ready to give Hank Zamett whatever he wanted. Good, she thought. Very good. Maybe that would lessen some of the pressure, lighten some of the load, and get Jess back to a normal life.

      Then, the VCs voices got louder, and they laughed at what they were seeing. Laura looked around again, saw Hank leading a group of his folks—including Jess—out to the held. Hank had his shirt off and was juggling a football, up and down.

      Look there, one VC said. “Mister macho man struts his stuff.’’

      A laugh. “Sure does look ridiculous, doesn’t it?”

      “That’s his whole image, man. Macho high-tech warrior. Keen mind and buff body. Not afraid of anything in the business world, not afraid of anything else as well.”

      “Is it true he challenged Ellison to a boxing match?”

      The second VC guy laughed again. “Yep. Said something like sailing was one thing, but getting into a ring and pounding somebody else’s head in was something else. Lucky for both of them, Ellison ignored him.”

      Out on the field, a scrimmage as such was going on, a touch football game it looked like, with guys and even some gals out there, running plays. Hank was the centerpiece, the quarterback, tossing the ball with accuracy to his workers downfield. She smiled at seeing the lumbering form of dear old Jess, being the good employee, trying to fit in with the team.

      The first VC said, “How much practice did it take for him to make those plays?”

      “Who knows? But that’s Hank Zamett. Take away his macho guy image, and he’s just another high-tech geek looking to make a buck, one of thousands.”

      “Yeah, looking to make a buck with our help.”

      “Sure, but—”

      And Laura didn’t hear the rest of the conversation. The game was suddenly over. The people of Zamett Systems were clustered about a form on the ground, a man who wasn’t moving, a man who looked like—

      “Jess!” she screamed, dropping her drink, running up to the field, running up to where Jess’s poor young heart had just given out.
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      The sound of the shot caused her ears to ring, and she grinned at Hank. “Man, that sucker sure was loud. You see, every other time I’ve pulled the trigger, I’ve had ear protection. How are you doing?”

      Hank’s face was now the color of his tank-top T-shirt. “Laura...”

      She looked on the carpeted floor, and then quickly bent down and picked up the spent cartridge. It was still warm. “There. I know how particular you can be about your surroundings. And sorry about the window and all that, but I had to get your attention. Do you see my point, Hank?”

      A tiny nod. She waved the pistol at him. “I’m sorry, Hank. How about a word or two tossed my way? Okay?”

      He said quickly, “I understand.”

      She tried a smile. “Oh, that’s pretty good, Hank. But I don’t think you do understand. I don’t think you understand what it’s like to be a widow at my age, to see her husband pour his life—his honest-to-God life—into a company, and to see him die for his efforts. For that’s what happened, right? You worked and worked and worked poor Jess to death, and for what? This fancy house? This office? Your company?”

      Hank said not a word. She shifted in her chair. “And what did you think I was going to do? Play the grieving widow and go away and hide? After what you did to him?”

      He started speaking slowly, as if afraid the wrong phrase, the wrong syllable, would cause another shot to ring out. “Laura, I do understand. Honest. And no doubt I was too harsh and too business-like in settling Jess’s affairs with the company. But we can go beyond that. Honest we can.”

      Laura said, “Oh, yes, before this night is over, we are certainly going beyond that.”

      And she fired again.
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      Earlier in her life she had never quite understood the phrase “one day at a time,” or “getting through it, hour by hour.” Laura had never really had any tragedy or misfortune come by her way, and it had seemed like an incredibly complex joke, until that long weepy afternoon, the day after Jess’s funeral, when she realized that This Was It. Never again would she hear his voice, never again would she feel his lips against the back of her neck, never again would she wake up in the middle of the night from a bad dream and be comforted by his gentle, slumbering presence next to her.

      That’s when she would sit on the couch and stare at the blank television screen, and the light green numbers on the DVD player. Watching each minute flick by on the clock seemed to take hours, and it both fascinated and horrified her, that this deep grief, this dark mourning, could seem to take so long. Her days were interrupted by phone calls, by friends and family stopping by, and she would watch herself talk to these people, like she was standing just above and behind her body, quietly admiring how she could talk without breaking down in tears.

      But the tears did come. A week after the funeral, an embarrassed-looking teenage boy, wearing a blue, ill-fitting security uniform, came by with a cardboard box with Jess’s possessions. There weren’t that many items in the box, and the young boy shoved a bunch of papers and receipts to sign—which she did, automatically—and after he left, she sat down, cross-legged on the floor, to go through them. There were some pens and pencils, a plastic lunch container, some of his own books, and at the bottom, tumbled and broken and shattered, were all the little bits of pottery she had given to him as gifts over the month.

      That day, she had cried for a very long time.
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      “So,” Laura said, looking at the corner of the office, where broken colored glass was now spread across the floor. “I guess I took out that lamp shade over there. It looked like a Tiffany. Am I right?”

      Hank nodded, lips clenched tight, his hands now trembling on top of his desk.

      Laura went on. “Not a bad guess on my part. And I suppose I should have been a better guesser, back when you sent that poor kid over with Jess’s stuff. Right? I mean, I should have guessed that hidden in all that paperwork that was sent over would be some release forms. Of course. Absolving you and the company of any guilt in Jess’s death, making sure that any and all projects that Jess worked on, that Jess dreamed up and designed, all those projects belonged to you and the company. One hundred percent. That I wouldn’t get a single penny. Tell me, Hank, is that the usual cost of doing business? Working your people to death? Cheating the widow of one of your brightest stars? Is that what you do, day in and day out?”

      Hank cleared his throat, seemed to choke, and then cleared his throat again. “It was all legal. Strictly legal.”

      Laura steadied the pistol again in her hands. “Sure it was. But was it right, Hank? Was it?”

      He didn’t say anything.
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      Her own lawyer was a retired district court judge, Leo Cutler, specializing in wills and divorces, and he had no good news for her the day she saw him.

      “I’m very sorry, Mrs. Cutler, but the forms you signed were all drawn up correctly. We may have a case that you signed these forms under mental duress, but it could be a very long and drawn-out affair. Zamett Systems has a high-powered legal team in their corner. They could bury you with years’ worth of motions and countersuits.”

      She sat stiffly in the chair, hands folded in her lap. “Are you suggesting I drop it?”

      The older man shook his head. “No, I’m just telling you that the chances of success are quite slim. I don’t think we have a chance.”

      Laura stood up. “All right, then. I’ll do it myself.”

      Leo look confused. “Do what?”

      As she walked out the door, she said, “Make one more gift. For Jess.”
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      She took a breath, stood up, and was pleased again to see the flash of fear in the man’s eyes. She drew down the pistol to his chest and said, “This is it, Hank. I’ve already wasted two rounds on you, and I’m not going to waste any more. Any last words?”

      A whisper. “No.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you. What did you say?”

      Tears were now forming in his eyes. “Please, Laura...don’t.”

      “Don’t do what?”

      “Don’t shoot me! Please!”

      Laura said, “Go on, Hank. Now you’re making an impression. Keep on begging. I like the sound of that.”

      Now the tears were going down his red cheeks. “Please don’t shoot me! I beg you! Please! I don’t want to get shot...please, for the love of God, Laura, please don’t shoot me...I’ll make it all up to you, honest to God I will…”

      Laura leaned over the desk. “Like you did to my husband? Like that?”

      He shook his head violently, weeping, snot now dribbling out of his nose. “That was wrong...I know it was...Laura, please, I beg you, please don’t shoot me.”

      She said, “Give me one more round of begging, Hank. Tell me what a miserable son of a bitch you are. Tell me how you hurt people.”

      Hank nodded frantically. “That’s right, that’s right. I am a miserable son of a bitch. A weak bastard who hurts people, day in and day out. I swear to God I’m sorry. I won’t do it again. I swear I won’t. Laura, just...please don’t shoot me...I don’t want to die!”

      Now she was really smiling, and even though the pistol was double-action, she thumbed back the hammer for emphasis.

      Hank started screeching. “You promised! You promised you wouldn’t hurt me! You promised!”

      “No, Hank,” she said calmly. “I just asked you to give me one more round of begging. I didn’t promise you a damn thing.”

      And she kept the pistol aimed center at his chest, as she pulled the trigger back, as fast as she could, the explosions sounding even louder in the office.
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      All things considered, the police were very polite, and only toward the end, when she had signed all the necessary paperwork for the bail bondsmen, did her younger brother Jake come in to see her. She got up from the interview chair and kissed him on the cheek, and he started talking and she said, “Jake, please, no lectures tonight. All right? I’m quite tired. I just want to go home.”

      He glared at her as he looked at some paperwork on a clipboard. “You’re a lucky woman.”

      “So I’ve been told.”

      “Hank Zamett is still deciding on whether to press charges on you for assault, and the department is still deciding on whether to charge you with reckless discharge of a firearm.”

      She said innocently, “Is there a law against discharging blank cartridges?”

      The glare continued. “That was dumb and out of line, Laura. Bad enough you had to fire off two real ones in his office. When you fired off those blanks, you damn near gave him a heart attack. Why? For Jess?”

      “No,” she said. “For me. Look, can I go?”

      He turned to the door. “Sure. I’ll drive you home.”

      “Thanks.”
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      Late at night, she sat before Jess’s computer, her pottery-worn fingers tapping hesitantly at the keyboard, gently moving the mouse around, trying to get the files ready, the files she was getting ready to post and e-mail around the world. On one of the little graphics on the screen—icons, right?—she double-clicked on the mouse, and a miniature movie screen popped up on the computer. There, in full sound and color, was Hank Zamett, macho man who was afraid of nothing, whimpering and begging like a baby boy.

      Fair enough. Came out nice. She did what she had to do, and in an instant, it was all sent out across the Internet. Very shortly, millions of people around the world could see Hank Zamett in action, a type of action that she was certain would drive him and his business into dust.

      She sat back in Jess’s chair, rubbed at the armrests, imagined she could almost make out his scent there. Oh, Jess, she thought. I do miss you so.

      She moved the chair about and then picked up a piece of pottery. Some hours ago it had been on Hank Zamett’s desk, and only through some judicious moves on her part was she able to retrieve it and put it in her purse before the cops arrived. She tilted the pot and looked inside, at the electronics gear that enabled this little piece of hers to act like a surveillance camera, a camera that had been in a perfect place to catch Hank in all his glory.

      Laura brought the pot up to her lips, kissed it gently. “For you, love,” she whispered. “One more gift for you.”
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      “All you turkeys is just narrow-minded. You got no power o’ vision,” JoJo said. JoJo had this big idea he could find gold ore beneath the sand on the beach. I could not hold that against him. Every man must have his dream. But JoJo’s dream turned him into the devil’s own target.

      I get ahead of myself. You have to understand how we were together, what a team the four of us made, how that makes what happened all the more a cause for grief.

      Cindylee was of our company. Cindylee would listen to JoJo go on about the gold, then say, “You got the IQ of a watermelon, JoJo.”

      He would just eat it up. There she’d be, standing with the wind whipping her skirt, pasting her hair to her cheek. She’d be eating an apple and spitting out wrinkled peel she didn’t like.

      And Buddy, he’d be all casual laid out on his army blanket spread there on the sand, and he wouldn’t even look over, just tell JoJo he was a sun-fried fool.

      JoJo would pluck a bottle cap off the bottom of his metal detector, toss it toward Cindylee, and wait for that cockeyed smile where her lips disappear but her eyes glow with sea-shine. Then off he’d go, waltzing with that widget he thought was his gold-finder but to us looked like a saucer on a broomstick.

      Each of us, we had our talents. That’s what made us stand alone or stand together, did not matter at all. Cindylee could find clothes by just snapping her fingers. People leave clothes on benches, window ledges, over tree limbs, as if they know Cindylee will be coming along when she is in the right need for something to wear.

      Buddy now, I swear: Dollar bills sail through the air and into his hand like paper airplanes. Pay phones spit out quarters when he passes by. Folks with holes in their pockets and hay in their heads stroll along the edge of the sand in front of him, dropping coins in his path. That’s Buddy.

      Now me, I got a good eye for recyclables. Once I carried a chair which was right out there on Coast Highway where anybody could have grabbed it, carried it down to the thrift store and got a whole twenty bucks for it. I can spy a mess of bottles from a mile away. I scrounge for stuff left out for trash pickup that the city sure don’t need.

      And JoJo? He could stash more stuff in his beat-up golf bag than marbles in a gunny sack. He could turn a profit on wire coat hangers, old cans, and car keys. What he’d do, he’d sell them to an artist in Laguna, and this artist would make tinkling mobiles out of them to sell to the tourists as if they had never seen a thing so clever. If only JoJo hadn’t gone and got greedy, we would all be back to those heavenly days.

      It started when JoJo made off with a book on minerals last June. He used to lift books out of the library, see. Not a thief, no no. But if you don’t have an address, you can’t get a library card. So yes, JoJo would filch books, but the thing was, he always brought them back in when he was done. Then the library went and put in those electronic doodads that could spot a gnat’s knuckle. The result of which was to make JoJo stop bringing books back. So you could say the library itself contributed to the crime. He could get them out all right, because he’d just open a back window and drop them to the ground, but throwing them back up was not a viable option, as the businessmen say.

      Anyway, that book on minerals he did not return, and this is what he learned: Salt domes form around oil deposits. “What’s in the ocean?” he says.

      Fish and garbage, we say.

      “In the water,” he says, like a chemist. “Salt,” he says. He figures if oil is attracted to salt, then there’s a chance gold and other precious ores would be too. Figure out where the salt domes are under the sand, then tell the mining companies. The mining companies could dig it out, JoJo would collect a finder’s fee, and we could all be in tall cotton.

      I said, “I don’t see no salt domes, JoJo.”

      “Dunes are domes, dummy,” and JoJo liked the sound of that, and we all laughed. Dunes are domes, dummy. “It’s here, boys,” he’d say. Boys, even though there was Cindylee. “It’s here,” he said, “I just hafta find it.”

      “Always you just hafta find it, you numbskull,” Buddy said, who never had more than a dishwashing job in the last thirty years, but what he did own was opinions.

      It would go on like that, our bunch hunkered down at the spot we called The Place by the foot of the cliff near the Hotel Laguna. Movie stars used to stay at that hotel. It’s got a tower, a red Spanish-tile roof, and a private stretch of white sand marked off by signs with hardly anybody on it. Every morning we’d meet up just the other side of that stretch, smoke a cigarette, and talk our talk, and then JoJo would haul out his detector from his golf bag and go out on his skinny legs till he was no bigger than a gull in our sight. We’d watch him swing that chunk of steel over the sand like a slow man sweeping a rug that’s already been swept. Then the rest of us would pool our pennies for half a six-pack to kick off the morning. We would split up then and meet back at The Place a couple hours later.

      So this one day we were lounging around on some ratty towels the laundry boy from the hotel let us have, and here come JoJo walking his metal detector like a pup on a string. He had on a new pair of pants and redder-’n-hell suspenders, but the same old lop-eared boots.

      “So JoJo,” Cindylee says while putting on her second sweater because it was a chill April. She’s about forty—younger than us, but not as good lookin’. “You among the wealthy yet?”

      “Who says I can’t find gold on the beach?” He holds out his wrist and shows us a thing gleaming.

      Buddy gets up for a look. “Holy crackers,” he says—Buddy’s religious. It’s a Rolex, or I’m a blind surgeon.” It was a watch all right, but I can’t tell a Rolex from a Rolaid, so I said the smart thing, which is no-thing.

      JoJo commenced to tell how he come by it. “Down by those hangover houses is where I found it.” He looks at Cindylee. “One of us could wear it once in a while,” he says.

      “You could put a poster up, offer a reward,” Buddy says. “Now why would I do that?”

      “Get money on it without going to jail.”

      “Where they gonna call, One-Eight-Hundred-Sand?”

      Buddy’s face falls. “Oh, yeah.”

      I ask, “You find the fancy clothes too?”

      JoJo’s wavy hair had recent water on it. All along I’d figured he was sweet on Cindylee. He was sure looking sprite this morning, and his eyes were clear as the wink of a dime.

      “Lady in a alley tossed ’em out a window,” he says. “Seen me passing by, said, ‘Now there’s a fella’d look good in these.’ Whoosh, plop!, I get a new wardrobe.”

      “Right,” Cindylee says, “and I am from Par-ee.”

      “Don’t argue what the Lord provides,” Buddy says, his face open to the wonder of it all.

      “This female philanthropist toss out the Rolex too?” Cindylee said.

      “I told you,” JoJo says with a hurt look, “I found it on the beach.”

      And that was all he was going to say. He turned his face so that from the side he looked like a real mad cat.

      We walked up the sidewalk to the bakery near the hotel and bought two chocolate-chip cookies.
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      Next day, no JoJo.

      Day after that, no JoJo.

      He wasn’t at the Methodist church where they give out soup and sometimes even a room so you can take a nap. He wasn’t on the bench at Forest Avenue. He wasn’t at The Place, anytime we saw. At dusk, after the neckers went home, when we might find him scanning the rolled-around-in sand for pocket booty, he was nowhere to be seen.

      The day after that. Buddy stopped a cop who was already stopped, really. The officer was out of his squad car, sitting on a
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