I used to contend that I was no more a short story writer than a writer of movie scripts, plays, or poetry. My expertise was long prose, as certainly a present string of some twenty-four history books and novels might attest.
But the question nagged at me, as did the professional challenge.
I had enormous respect for the form. One of my best friends, also a writer, excelled at short stories, and I admired how he could compress so much information and feeling into so few words, sometimes approaching a kind of poetry in the process. And so, finally I took advantage of an offer by Mysterious Press to contribute to their 40th anniversary compendium of original short stories.
I loved it. I focused on Vermont, on its famous snowy weather, and on my favorite topic of human interaction. Two strangers meet; a crisis immediately develops; and the instincts of one of them come to the aid of the other. In fact, the story’s original title was “Instinct.”
I’ve since returned to my comfort zone – writing novels. But I think only fondly of this experiment, and of what it taught me about the elegance of sparseness, the value of choice words, and that the reader’s imagination should be stimulated and engaged in all successful story-telling.
I hope you enjoy it.
Archer Mayor
The snow hitting the windshield reminded me of an old movie, as if two guys on ladders were just off camera, pouring confetti out of barrels onto the hood of my car. Except that the effect in real life was more stressful than in a theater. The snow was heavy and thick, dry enough that I didn’t need the wipers, but so incessant, I was starting to think it might never stop. My eyes strained to see into the black night beyond the dizzying white vortex until they felt ready to fall out of my head.
Despite the warnings on the radio earlier, I’d decided to drive home, and compounded the folly by taking the back way through heavily forested hills–ensuring that if I had a wreck, no one would find me until next spring.
Now, one hour and a mere ten miles into the trip, I had doggedly reached the point where continuing would cost me no more than turning back, which, the way my hands and shoulders were aching, was a definite mixed blessing.
All the more so because one irony of my position was that despite its peril, it was also curiously sedating. The car’s heater belied the freezing cold outside, the snow had a created a carpet beneath so thick and sound-absorbent as to make the trip virtually silent, and the serried trees, flickering by in the dim half-arc of my headlights, enhanced the sensation of being encased in a protective cocoon. It was hard to fight the feeling that if I just stayed put for another hour or two, this insulated capsule would deliver me home entirely on its own.
It led to a temptation, lulled as I was by the mesmerizing wash of white static against the windshield, to simply let my hands drop from the steering wheel.
Until I saw a man–young, pale faced, eyes wide with fright–loom up out the darkness like an onrushing meteor, and flash by in an instant mere inches from the car.
With a surprised shout, I hit the brakes, fought the resulting skid, struggling to stay on the road, and ended up with my headlights staring at a tree trunk not three feet away.
“Jesus,” I said to myself, craning over my shoulder to confirm what I’d seen. For a moment, there was nothing besides darkness and snow. Then, emerging into the harsh red glow of my brake lights, a thin figure shimmered into view like a blood-soaked ghost.
In the decades I’d been a cop, facing hazards large and small, I’d rarely experienced the irrational fear I felt right then–a visceral, heart-stopping, utter conviction that my life was about to end.
And then the man passed out of the red light, came up alongside the car’s passenger side, and rapped on the window with his gloved hand like any other pedestrian in need of help. He looked to be in his mid-twenties.
“Hello?”
I leaned over and opened the door, trying not to show my relief. “Get in. What the hell’re you doing out here?”
“My car’s in the ditch about a mile back,” he said, half falling into the seat in a small flurry of snow and a gust of frigid air. He slammed the door and banged his hands together between his knees. “God almighty. I thought I’d had it.” His voice was high and nervous.
I began straightening the car in the road. “You need to go back to your vehicle for anything? Were you alone?”
“Yeah, yeah. I just want to get somewhere warm. I can find the car in the morning.”
I hit the mileage counter button on the dash and started rolling again. “When we reach the next town, you can use a pay phone and tell the police how many miles back you went off the road. Might be hard to find otherwise.”
“I don’t care.”
The sudden flatness in his tone made me glance at him–and see the black hole of a gun barrel pointed at me.
I kept driving, knowing that was my best defense, and stifled the urge to tell him I was a cop, figuring that might get me killed even sooner. “What is this?” I asked instead.
“I want your car. Pull over.”
His voice had now graduated to trembling.
I gave him another quick look. In the anemic green glow from the dash lights, he looked gaunt and sickly, his eyes hollow with fear, his lips pressed tight. Despite the cold he’d just left, a sheen of sweat glimmered on his forehead, just under his wool watch cap.
I picked up speed slightly. “Throw the gun out the window first.”
He was plainly bewildered by this. “What? You’re crazy. Stop the car or I’ll kill you.”
There was no certainty I was right. This was purely a gut reaction. But his panic encouraged me to keep pushing. I just hoped I wouldn’t betray my own fear. “You mean you’ll kill us both. I am driving this thing. Figure it out.”
In my peripheral vision, I saw him work his mouth soundlessly a couple of times. Since keeping on the road hadn’t gotten any easier, I decided to try ending the debate quickly by rethinking my initial strategy.
“Not only that, but you’d be killing a cop–Brattleboro PD–Lieutenant Joe Gunther.”
I’d anticipated a couple of possibilities, only one of them good, but not what he did next.
He hit me on the side of the head with his gun barrel, and grabbed the steering wheel.
The results were predictable, although I was surprised to see them unfold in slow motion, just as in the cliché. As I watched in a dizzying haze of pain, the view before the windshield flashed between darkness and the nearby trees as we spun around in circles, until there was a solid thump from beneath us, a brief sensation of weightlessness, and our entire world pitched forward. Just before the lights went out completely, I felt the other side of my head smack sharply against the door post.
I woke up to his slapping me, and anxiously muttering, “Come on, mister. Wake up. Jesus. Come on, come on, come on.”
I raised a hand to protect my cheek from further abuse. So much for wanting me dead.
The young man’s face was inches from my own, peering at me as if searching for enlightenment. “You okay?”
I closed my eyes, dizzy enough already, and took mental stock of my body parts. “I guess.”
“We crashed.”
That brought me completely back. I opened my eyes. “No kidding.”
He pulled away, apparently satisfied I’d recovered. “I got your gun, so don’t try anything.”
I resisted pointing out the idiocy of that statement, choosing instead to control my inner fury at ending up in this situation–which was only exacerbated by not knowing how I could have avoided it.
I looked around. The dash lights were still burning feebly, giving the car’s interior a sub-aquatic appearance. Encouraging this image, all the windows were inky-black, we were pitched nose down as in a sinking submarine, and there wasn’t a sound to be heard outside.
“How long have I been out?” I asked him.
“A few seconds. Your head hurt?”
Like the straight man in a comedy team, I thought. I didn’t play along, sensing in him someone seriously out of his depths–almost in need of help. “I’ll live,” I told him. “What’s your next move? Shoot me and turn the car into a bobsled?”
He looked pained by that, and glanced down at the gun still in his hand.
“I’m sorry.”
I extended an open palm to him. “Then give me the hardware and let’s see if we can sort this out.”
Wrong move. He withdrew until his back was pressed against the passenger side door, the gun held higher, if no more steadily. “No way. My only chance is to get the hell out of here.”
“And you’re going to do that … how?”
He smacked the back of his head twice against the window, and howled at the roof again, “Shit,” his body trembling in frustration.
“What’s your name?” I asked him suddenly.
He stared at me for a moment. “Roger Blake.”
“What did you do, Roger? Why the gun?”
He leaned forward, his eyes feverish with intensity. “I didn’t do anything. But that won’t matter. My ass is grass anyway. I might just as well have killed her.”
“Who?” I asked quietly.
His shoulders slumped and he stared into the darkness beyond the windshield. “It doesn’t matter.”
I could have snatched the gun from him, the way he was holding it–or I could have tried. But the risks of tussling over a loaded weapon in such tight quarters were looking far worse than just maintaining the status quo. I’d spent my entire adult life dealing with people like Roger Blake, many of them innocents, guilty or not. True victims of circumstance, they tended to live their lives by reaction alone, either making or avoiding decisions without thought of consequence. I didn’t know what he had or hadn’t done–I was pretty sure he was at a loss for what to do now.
Which is where I thought I could help us both.
“Roger, first rule of survival in something like this is to stay with the car, clear the tailpipe, and run the heater every quarter hour or so to keep from freezing.”
“Okay.” It was pitched halfway between a statement and a question.
“Can I see if the motor’ll turn over?”
His face cleared slightly at the possibility of at least one certitude. “Sure.”
Unfortunately, it didn’t last. The starter cranked several times, but it was obviously without hope.
“I shoulda known,” he said mournfully. “Now what?”
I shrugged. “It’s a bad storm–could last a while. Long enough to kill us if we stay here. I’d sooner risk walking back up the road. We might lose a few body parts to frostbite, but I think we’d make it. It’s only about ten miles to town.”
He sighed and rubbed his forehead as if fighting a migraine. “We don’t have to do that,” he admitted.
I sensed what he meant. “You know somewhere closer?”
He spoke as if the words caused him pain. “There’s a place near here, about a mile.”
“You didn’t put your car in a ditch?”
“At the foot of the driveway.” He seemed ready to say more, but then closed his mouth.
It was starting to get cold in the car, but I wanted to take advantage of the almost confessional setting to pry him further open.
“You must’ve been pushing it hard.”
“No shit,” he said, more to himself than to me.
“What happened, Roger?”
He brought his eyes reluctantly to mine. “What do you care? You’re not taking me in. We’ll go back there to survive this,” he waved his hand at the storm, “but then you’re getting hog tied and I’m disappearing.”
“Why, if you didn’t do it?”
He stared at me, startled. On one level, it was just an old cop trick–making the suspect think you believe him. But there was that nagging something about this man that made me think I might be right, too.
“Who’s the woman we’ll think you killed?” I asked.
“Jenny Mayhew, my ex-girlfriend. And I didn’t do it.”
“Who did?”
He was back to staring out into space. “I don’t know.”
Now, I thought, was the time. “Take me there,” I told him.
His voice regained some of its artificial strength and he waved the gun again. “Okay, but I’ll shoot you if you try anything. I’m not kidding around.”
“I know,” I reassured him, content that he had no idea who was out to control whom.
It took some doing to open the doors against the piled-up snow outside, and even more to get back up to the deserted roadway. I’d taken a flashlight from the back seat, but its effect was little better than my headlights had been earlier. Still, it did pick out the trees by the roadside, and thereby the direction we had to follow.
That we did largely in silence, since the snow’s depth made for hard going. Also, the cold was intense, and although there was no measurable wind, the bite of frigid air in the nostrils and lungs had a numbing effect. Heavy, quiet snowfalls worked like incubators anyway, muffling enough of the surrounding world to where one’s breathing and heartbeat were finally the only life signs left. You ended up staring at your shadowy, blurred feet, watching their endlessly repetitive movement without any sense of progress. I had no trouble believing that soldiers could sleep on the march in similar circumstances–they simply yielded to the same intoxicants they’d been exposed to as sleepy infants–their own regular, rhythmic, biological patterns combined with the metronome of a parent’s steady gait, walking in circles in the middle of the night, trying to soothe a fussy babe in arms.
Roger Blake was behind me through all this–his gun trained on me as I kept the light on the snow ahead–out of sight and eventually out of mind. I was startled when his voice suddenly intruded like a slamming door in the middle of a dream. “Here it is. Turn right.”
There was a subtle break in the wall of silent, white-shrouded trees–a driveway barely wider than a track. Once along it about fifteen feet, we came across a heavily blanketed pickup truck, tilted drunkenly to one side as if taking a nap.
“Up ahead,” Blake informed me dully. “About a hundred yards.”
I saw the lights first, hovering like two dim fireflies beside one another. I was very cold by now, and tired, and chose to see in those small blotches of yellow the warmth and comfort I was seeking, regardless of what else it offered. Slowly, I was rewarded with the emergence of a small, one story cabin, two lighted windows bracketing a front door, accompanied by the scent of wood smoke in the air.
There was also something else. The building looked vaguely familiar, its image scratching feebly at some memory long buried. I just couldn’t bring it back fully to mind.
I stumbled up the narrow front steps and paused with my hand on the doorknob. “Okay?”
Despite his effort to get here, Blake was hesitant, reminding me of the same effort he’d made to get away. I could appreciate the irony, but I sensed all he felt was dread.
“I suppose.”
For no reason I could immediately grasp, I responded to what I felt he wasn’t saying. “It’s okay. You’re not alone this time.”
He didn’t answer. I opened the door and stepped into the light.
The cabin’s embrace was such a relief from what we’d been slogging through for the past hour, that all we did initially was stand there, the door closed behind us, and let the heat from the wood stove soak through our snow-covered clothing. Finally, as if the same process were thawing my brain, I began to consider my predicament.
So, apparently, did Blake.
He prodded me in the back with his gun. “Go sit in that armchair over there so I can tie you up.”
We were standing in a small, square living room with a kitchenette lining its far wall, next to a door I assumed led to a back bedroom. The place didn’t smell too clean, was roughly furnished, and looked like a sampler for a building supplies outlet, its walls composed of an impressive and mismatched assortment of either unfinished sheet rock or wood panels ranging from fake mahogany to plastic-coated bamboo. The lamps on the walls were all kerosene fueled, and I recognized that both the slightly rusty fridge and the countertop cooking unit were gas fired. A wood stove squatted in the middle of the plywood floor, and now that I’d been here for a few minutes, I realized it was all but out.
I shook my head to Blake’s request. “Show me the body first.”
“What?”
“You told me you didn’t do it. You going to throw away the best chance you have to prove that? I’m a trained investigator.”
“Why would you want to help me?” he asked. “I threatened to kill you.”
“It’s not about helping you. If you didn’t do it, somebody else did. He’s the guy I want.”
He thought about that for a moment, but then pointed to the chair again. “Forget it. You’re just trying to mess me up. Put your butt over there.”
I shrugged. “Which tells me all your ‘I didn’t-do-it’ crap was just that.”
He half raised his hand to either hit me or ward me off like an evil spirit. “What the hell do you know? You son-of-a-bitch.”
I stared at his wide, bewildered eyes without comment.
After a long moment of suspended animation, he slowly capitulated, and said in a near whisper, “She’s in the bedroom.”
Now that I could, I didn’t move. “Tell me what happened tonight.”
“Nothing,” he said sulkily. “I came to see her, I found her dead, I left.”
I pointed at the gun in his hand. “What about that?”
He looked at it as if I’d just put it there. “It’s hers. I took it ‘cause I knew I was screwed.”
“Why’d you come here in the first place? You said she was your ex-girlfriend.”
He actually hung his head like a kid, reinforcing the notion that I could probably just snatch the gun away. If I’d still been interested.
“I just wanted to see her.”
“At night? In the middle of a storm?”
“Yeah,” he admitted simply.
Perhaps more than anything he’d said or done so far, that one comment–and the complex of feelings behind it–made me believe him.
“Who broke off the affair?” I asked.
“She did.” I could barely hear him in the silent house.
“Why?”
“I hit her.”
I didn’t respond, his response settling like an all-too-familiar cold stone in my chest. He looked up at that, his expression pleading. “I know it was wrong. I was drunk and pissed off. I told her I was sorry. But she threw me out and had a restraining order put on me.”
“That still in force?”
He began getting worked up again. “Hell, yeah. Why do you think I tried to run for it? I know what this looks like. I’m a guy with no job, a drinking problem, I got a history of beating my girlfriend, and now she’s dead. This ain’t rocket science. I even have a record with you guys–assault and battery. Perfect, huh?”
“When was that?” I asked quickly.
He stopped with his mouth half open. “What? I don’t know. Five years ago. I got into a fight with some guy–broke his nose.”
A silence fell between us. I took advantage of it to move toward the bedroom door. He watched me, obviously wondering whether to stop me. I tried heading him off before he could decide.
“Okay,” I said authoritatively. “I’ll check this out. Don’t move around more than you have to. I don’t want you messing up any potential evidence.”
I reached the door and twisted the knob, pushing it open. The room beyond had one wall lamp burning. There was a double bed, a rickety chest of drawers, a night table made from a crate. Sprawled across the bed was a young woman, blond, fully clothed in jeans and a work shirt. She lay on her back, with her arms flung out to both sides. Her face was bruised and bloody, and her neck was twisted at an unnatural angle. I checked for a pulse, despite the obvious lack of need.
She was already cold, her fingers and jaw stiffening.
I straightened and simply looked at her for a moment, wondering how and if she might have avoided ending up like this–and wondering, too, how many times I’d gazed at the bodies of dead young women in the past, and asked myself the same question.
I heard a ragged sob behind me and saw Roger in the doorway, tentatively looking in. “This the way you found her?”
“Yeah,” he murmured, his eyes welling up.
“You didn’t try to revive her at all? Take her pulse?”
“I half picked her up–lifted her head. But I knew she was dead.”
“How?”
He flinched, wiped his nose. “Look at her, man.”
“How?” I repeated, almost resentful of his sorrow.
“She was cold. And her neck …” He didn’t finish.
“Let’s see your hands.”
He shook his head, but only in resignation. Still holding the gun, he pulled off his gloves, saying, “That’s what I mean. I’m up shit creek. I knew it’s the first thing you people would do.”
I studied his right hand. “How’d you cut your knuckles?”
“You’re not going to believe me.”
“Not if you don’t tell me.”
“I punched the wall in my apartment. I was pissed, I was lonely. It was just before I came out here to talk to her.”
I nodded. He was right about the circumstantial evidence. It made for a strong case. “Let’s go back to the other room,” I suggested.
He led the way, his back to me, the gun dangling by his side.
“Sit,” I told him, pointing to a chair while I opened the stove and fed a couple of pieces of wood into it from a nearby box.
At last, I settled into the armchair he’d wanted me in from the start.
“Now what?” he asked, having apparently given up trying to be in charge.
“Tell me about Jenny,” I said. “When did you two break it off?”
He was sitting slumped in his chair, the gun held loosely between his knees. “A month-and-a-half ago.”
“This her house?”
“Yeah. I mean she rents it, but she’s been here a couple of years.”
“What’s she been up this last month? Any new boyfriends?”
His expression soured. “I guess. She got around.”
“Is that what you fought about?”
“That and other things. I don’t guess I was too good there, either … and there was the drinking … I can’t believe she’s dead …” His voice trailed off.
I scanned the room from where I was sitting. “Where’s her cat?”
His brow furrowed. “Cat? I don’t know. How did you know …?”
I pointed to a smudge on the edge of the refrigerator door, about a foot up from the floor. “My girlfriend used to have cats,” I explained. “They rub their scent glands on corners like that–it leaves a stain after a while. Besides, there’s hair on all the furniture.”
“I don’t know,” he answered. “It’s an indoor cat. It’s always here.”
I got up and began walking around the room, checking into corners, under a chest, behind a closet door. I repeated the same routine in the bedroom, with similar results. Signs of the cat were plentiful and recent, including some half-eaten moist food in a bowl. But the animal itself was missing.
I stood for a moment on the threshold between both rooms, my eyes traveling from where Jenny lay on the bed to the front door, trying to reconstruct what had happened. I finally approached the wood stove again and crouched next to it.
“What?” Roger asked from his seat.
“Looks like blood on the corner here,” I said. “And a few drops on the floor. It’s hard to see mixed in with the burn marks.”
I rose and crossed to the front door, buttoning my coat and pulling my flashlight out of my pocket.
Roger sat forward, alarmed, and pointed the gun at me as if he’d just discovered it there. “Where’re you going?”
“Outside to look around,” I answered, pointedly not looking at him. “If you can find another light, you can help.”
He rose and began searching the cabinets in the kitchenette, shoving the pistol into his waistband. I left him to it and stepped outside.
It was still snowing, but just barely, and visibility was much improved. I stood on the top step and played the light’s halo around me in ever widening arcs, hoping reality would confirm what was in my mind’s eye.
I found it just as Roger opened the door behind me.
“Wait there,” I told him, and stepped carefully into the fresh snow by the side of the steps. I walked about fifteen feet out in a straight line, to where the flashlight beam had revealed a slight, oblong depression in the powdery surface. There, I reached down gingerly, found what I was looking for after a few seconds of groping around, and extracted the frozen stiff body of a small, gray cat.
“Holy Jesus,” Roger said from the steps. “That’s it. How’d you figure that out?”
I returned to the house and stepped past him into the living room. “Educated guess,” I told him. “Did Jenny keep any plastic bags around?”
He closed the door and walked over to the counter with the gas burner on it, pulling open a few drawers until he found what he was after. “Are bread wrappers okay?”
“They’ll do. And show me where she kept her personal papers.”
I examined the cat carefully before he gave me the bags, which I then used to carefully and completely wrap up the animal’s stiff legs and head.
Roger had approached a small school desk in the meantime, and now lifted its lid to reveal a jumble of bills, letters, and junk mail. “This is the only place I know that she kept stuff.”
I sat before the desk and began sorting through its contents. Ten minutes later, I discovered why the cabin had seemed so familiar to me earlier. Satisfied, I placed several documents in my pocket and looked up at him, pointing to his belt as I did so. “You don’t want to carry a gun that way. Could mess you up if it went off.”
He looked embarrassed and laid his hand on the weapon’s wooden butt. “Damn. I didn’t think of that.”
He hesitated a moment before gingerly pulling the pistol free and handing it to me, almost apologetically, along with my own gun from inside his coat. “I guess maybe you should keep these.”
I took them both and put them away, suppressing a paradoxical mixture of relief and anger as I did. “Yeah–maybe.”
After a telling pause, he asked, “What happens now?”
“That’s a loaded question, Roger,” I admitted, the anger just barely riffling the surface. “Technically, you’ve committed some pretty serious crimes–assaulting a police officer, reckless endangerment, kidnapping. We could even pile on your putting my car in the ditch. None of which even touches the young woman in the next room and how she ended up dead. You can’t be accused of being overly smart.”
He didn’t deny any of it. All the turmoil, frustration, and anxiety that had fueled him earlier seemed to have dissipated into simple lethargy. “I know.”
I stood up. “That having been said, I think we should hitch a ride on the first plow truck that comes through here and deliver you home.” I leaned forward slightly so that our eyes were just a foot apart. “With one understanding.”
The uncertain relief on his face was palpable. “What?”
“You stay put there. If this works out the way I think it will, you might be asked to tell the prosecutor or a judge about how you came here and found Jenny dead, and then stopped me for help on the road, but that should be it. Jenny’s killer will be behind bars and there’ll be no reason for anyone to know what else you did tonight.”
“You’d do that?” He sounded incredulous.
I took hold of his shoulder and squeezed hard. “Yeah. But if you do me dirt–disappear, act stupid, anything at all–I’ll make sure you go to jail. Understood?”
He nodded once, his eyes wide and clear. “Yes, sir.”
Two days later, I climbed the staircase of an old, red brick throwback to the Industrial era that had been cut up into dozens of tiny, dark, airless apartments overlooking Main Street on one side, and the railroad tracks on the other. It was a toss up about which was the preferable location, given the distinctly different, but equally jarring noise levels emanating from both.
Roger Blake lived over the street, and answered at the first knock.
“Hi, Lieutenant,” he said, his nervousness making him awkward and shy. “How’re ya doin’?”
“I’m doing fine,” I answered. “More to the point, so are you. You won’t have to talk to a judge after all. The man who killed Jenny confessed.”
“How?” he blurted, straightening with a start. “Who was it?”
I stepped past him uninvited and walked into the one-room apartment, drawn by the sun pouring in through the dusty window opposite the door. I stood next to it, feeling the heat on my face, along with an unexpected resurgence of the mixed emotions I’d felt when last in this man’s company.
“Her landlord,” I answered him. “When I went through her papers that night, I saw she was behind in the rent. He’d written her a letter that if she didn’t pay up, he’d come by personally to collect what she owed him–one way or the other. I knew the guy, as it turns out. I couldn’t put my finger on it when you and I were there, but I’d been in that cabin years ago to interview him about a sexual assault. Given that, I figured he’d done what he’d promised her he would, probably just before the storm broke, considering how long she’d been dead.”
Roger was standing behind me. In the window’s reflection, I could see him shaking his head. “Wow–that’s incredible. I mean, everything pointed to me. You really saved my butt, just on a hunch.”
I turned to face him, his gratitude raising my ire. “Not really. The cat’s head had been smashed against the corner of the wood stove. No reason to have done that unless it had hassled the killer first. You didn’t have any scratches, nor did Jenny’s body, and there were traces of skin in the cat’s claws.”
“The landlord?”
I nodded. “His hand was not only all scratched up, but bruised from hitting Jenny. DNA analysis will bear it all out, but the confession should stand in any case. You were just in the wrong place at the wrong time–and you acted like a jerk.”
Now it was Roger’s turn to stare contemplatively out the window. “I thought I didn’t have any choice.”
“You didn’t think at all,” I corrected him, my voice tightening with a simmering anger I was surprised I couldn’t control. “You just made assumptions, and sold everyone short, including yourself.”
“I knew how it would look …”
“You had no idea.” I interrupted, and pointed to a hole in the wall next to his rumpled bed. “That where you messed up your hand?”
He nodded.
“Punching the wall in rage against Jenny, just before you set out in mid-storm to confront her?”
He was utterly still, seemingly frozen by my tone of voice.
“What were you going to do, Roger, if you hadn’t found her dead? You didn’t stop somewhere to bring her flowers, did you?”
“I wasn’t gonna to kill her,” he whispered.
I moved closer to him, forcing him to look at me, a professional lifetime of pent-up resentment and frustration pushing to find expression. “The landlord didn’t set out to kill her, either. But he’d hit women before, just like you hit Jenny that once. She didn’t put up with it from you, and she wasn’t going to take it from him. The only difference was that he didn’t take no for an answer. He was farther down the road than you are, Roger, but it’s still the same road. And as sure as I’m standing here, you’ll end up in the same place.”
He didn’t say a word, not surprisingly, but his uncomprehending silence triggered a burst of pure rage in my brain, like a single electrical spark from an overloaded fuse. I smacked his forehead with the heel of my hand, hard enough to send him staggering a step or two backwards. He stared at me, open-mouthed, his hands at his sides.
“Focus on that fine line, Roger. Stop feeling so goddamned sorry for yourself and think about what you’re doing when you’re doing it. Is that too much to ask? From one human being to another?”
He blinked a couple of times. “No.”
In control once more, I crossed over to the front door and stepped out into the hallway, turning to look back at him. “I hope not.”
But I knew it was just a matter of time.
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Whereas many writers base their books on only interviews and scholarly research, Mayor’s novels are based on actual experience in the field. The result adds a depth, detail and veracity to his characters and their tribulations that has led the New York Times to call him “The boss man on procedures. ”
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This digital edition of “Snow Blind” was
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This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead , events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
For more information about the works of Archer Mayor and his Vermont-based series, go to:
www.ArcherMayor.com
Discover Vermont.
Vermont’s storyteller, Archer Mayor, is the first author to be featured in the Vermont Authors program, which is intended to bring more attention to this wonderful state and all that it offers.
Vermont has been home to the Joe Gunther series, along with many other memorable characters from a host of other notable authors.
The twenty three Joe Gunther books take place all across the state of Vermont, describe more than sixty locations in detail, and portray the gamut of personalities known far and wide as the “True Vermonter.”
Read all the books.
Visit all the sites.
And discover Vermont
through Archer Mayor.
To find out more:
http://www.vermontvacation.com
Vermont Department of Tourism
The Joe Gunther Series
Bellows Falls
The Disposable Man
Occam’s Razor
The Marble Mask
Tucker Peak
The Sniper’s Wife
Gatekeeper
The Surrogate Thief
St. Albans Fire
The Second Mouse
Chat
The Catch
The Price of Malice
Red Herring
Tag Man
Paradise City
Nonfiction
Southern Timberman: The Legacy of William Buchanan