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CALL THIS FATBACK?

Miss Sister Easterbrooks held the plastic-wrapped slab of pork up close to her Coke-bottle-thick glasses. The milky brown eyes took a long, educated look. She sniffed disdainfully. Dont look like fatback. Dont smell like it neither.

Her sister, Miss Baby Easterbrooks, nodded in agreement and clucked her tongue. Couldnt find no pig knuckles at all. Sorry. Thats what. The Auburn Avenue Curb Market got all cleaned up and fancy. Too good for itself, thats what I say.

I know thats right, Sister said. Cant make no mess of greens with fatback smells like a shower curtain.

Baby and Sister are technically employees of The House Mouse, our cleaning business. Older than dirt was the only age either one would admit to, although we guessed they were closing in on eighty. Baby is as close to deafness as Sister is to blindness, but the two of them manage to clean maybe one house a week, working as a team.

They had been carping about the downfall of the Auburn Avenue Curb Market ever since the Atlanta institution on the corner of Auburn and Butler was renovated a few years ago. Health inspectors had demanded sneeze guards and hairnets and plastic gloves. Soul had been sacrificed for sanitation, and Baby and Sister were still mourning the loss of their favorite vendors. They would have no truck with meat they couldnt view up close and personal.

Baby recited the menu as she unloaded the grocery sacks.

Fried chicken. Collard greens. Sweet potatoes. Biscuits. Apple cobbler. Now, Callahan, it aint fancy, but your mama, shell be ready for some home cooking. Aint that right?

It was Ednas coming home dinner. Shed gotten a bad cold in September, and it had lingered and worsened until her racking cough had led me to bundle her into the car and deliver her, wheezy protests and all, to our family doctor. An hour later she was admitted to Piedmont Hospital, diagnosed as having pneumonia, and put on oxygen and intravenous antibiotics.

I still shudder when I think of the way she looked in that hospital bed. My larger-than-life mother shrunken with illness and fatigue, blue-tinted hair matted to her head, her face the color of unwashed sheets, eyes ringed with dark circles, tubes everywhere.

Edna had had a double mastectomy years ago, but I was a kid then, and my father was still alive, and with the invincibility of youth, I thought of her hospital stay and recuperation back then as a minor inconvenience to the family. Five years ago I had my own brush with the C word: a lump on my right breast, followed by a lumpectomy and the happy news that my cancer was early and noninvasive. Since then Ive tried to be a good little girl. I eat my broccoli and cauliflower, drink bottled water, cross my fingers at mammogram time, and try to avoid stepping on the cracks in the sidewalk.

My mother had been smoking three packs of cigarettes a day since her early teens. Nothing anyone said or did could detach those long slender fingers from her filter tips.



Now it was all I could do to stand by the bed and hold her hand while Jeanne Payne, our family doctor, ranted at her about her smoking.

Id known Jeanne since we were in Girl Scouts together. She could probably still fit in her Brownie uniform. Five foot two, slender, with thick, wavy dark hair, she somehow managed to cut an imposing figure in her white lab coat. Maybe it was the bifocals she wore on the bridge of her nose. Or the fact that shed finished Emory Medical School at twenty-six, first in her class, youngest, brightest, shortest.

Youve got a spot on your right lung, Edna, she said, getting right to the point. Your pulmonary capacity is roughly that of a tubercular ninety-year-old coal miner. All your symptoms point to the early signs of emphysema.

Edna winced and squeezed my hand. You want me to quit smoking.

Jeanne shrugged. She could be merciless if circumstances merited it. Only if you want to stick around for another few years to spend your kids inheritance.

Edna tried to laugh, but the chuckle disintegrated into a spasm of coughing.

Theres a woman your age in a room two doors down from here, Jeanne continued. Shes being discharged tomorrow, same as you. But shes going home with a portable oxygen tank. Going to be hooked up to a breathing mask and a canister of oxygen twenty-four hours a day. Thats the best we can do for her.

She looked sternly down at Edna. Is that what you want?

Edna sighed. No. No oxygen tank. Ill try. Okay?


Jeanne crossed her arms over her chest, hugging the clipboard with Ednas chart. Tryings not going to make it this time, Edna, she said, her attitude softening just a smidge. The pneumonia has weakened your heart muscles. Were going to release you tomorrow, but I want you back in my office next week. Youre a good candidate for those new nicotine patches, and Ive also got the names of some smoking cessation progams I can give you. Later on, when youre stronger, we want to run some more tests on that heart of yours.

I can go home? Edna leaned her head back on her pillow and closed her eyes. For the first time I noticed the blue veins in her lids, the tiny network of wrinkles radiating out from the corners of her eyes. When had she gotten so old?

Tomorrow, Jeanne said. Youve been here a week with no cigarettes. So youve got a head start on quitting. Right?

I never liked you, Edna said, not bothering to open her eyes. Go away and let me sleep.

I followed Jeanne out into the hallway.

Shes really sick, huh?

Shes a lot better than she was, Jeanne said. But I meant what I said about the smoking. You live with her. Cant you get her to quit?

How long have you known us? I asked.

Jeanne pursed her lips and thought about it. Second grade, right? More than thirty years. She grinned. Youre right. Nobody makes Edna Mae Garrity do anything.

Shes scared this time, I pointed out. You notice she didnt say she wouldnt quit. Thats a first.

That had been on Friday. Now it was Saturday. My sister Maureen and her no-account husband had volunteered to bring Edna home from the hospital. My brother Kevin had been transferred to San Diego in September. And Baby and Sister had arrived with all the makings for dinner.

Maureen had installed Edna on the living room sofa, swathed her with quilts, and was now lining up her array of medicine bottles on the coffee table.

Cant we put those somewhere else? I asked, irritated that Maureen had once again taken over my house.

She needs to see her medicine so she can remember to take them all, Maureen snapped, plumping a pillow behind Ednas head.

Steve, Maureens husband, who had ensconced himself in my favorite overstuffed chintz armchair, nodded rapidly in agreement, holding the remote control out at the television, flipping rapidly through the channels.

Im not helpless, Edna snapped. Put the damn pill bottles in my room, Maureen. Were not setting up a clinic in here.

Im just trying to help, Maureen said, tears rising in her eyes.

Home fifteen minutes and we were already in round two of Family Feud. I walked quickly into the kitchen.

Baby stood at the kitchen counter on a footstool, whacking away at the chickens with a giant meat cleaver, while Sister was at the stove, dumping some evil-looking piece of meat into her bubbling pot of greens. The sugary smell of baking apples and yams mingled with the sharp vinegar smell of the collards and I suddenly felt myself relax for the first time in days.

Can I help? I asked timidly.

Sister rolled her eyes at Baby. You the cleanup crew, Callahan, Sister said, wiping her hands on one of Ednas aprons. Go on and stay out the way now.

It amuses all the girls, which is what I call the House Mouse employees, to think that Im helpless in the kitchen. Like all the women in my family, Im actually a pretty damned good cook. My macaroni and cheese makes you want to smack your mama, its so fine. But when Edna sold her house in the suburbs and moved in with me here in Candler Park, part of our agreement was that Id stay out of the kitchen and let her do the cooking. It didnt take much arm-twisting to get me to let her have her way.

Ednas playing cards sat in a neat but dog-eared stack in a corner of the worn oak kitchen table, near her empty ashtray. I slid open the drawer in the table and stashed the ashtray inside. Out of sight, out of mind. Then I dealt myself a hand of solitaire. Like cooking, and putting our noses in other peoples business, solitaire is a Garrity family habit. We play it when were tired or worried. To calm down, or take our minds off whatever troubles nibble at the corners of our subconscious.

No telling how many hands I played at the kitchen table that afternoon. Edna was napping and Maureen and Steve were probably plotting some fresh assault on my nerves, and Baby and Sister hummed church hymns accompanied by the sizzle and pop of a skilletful of frying chicken. Maybe I dozed a little too. The next thing I remember is Baby standing over me, shaking me by the shoulder. Come on, honey! she hollered. Suppers on.

Everybody else was already seated in the dining room by the time I straggled in and seated myself. The table was covered with food: platters of golden, still steaming fried chicken, a casserole of pecan-topped candied yams, a big bowl of collard greens, a basket of biscuits, and at each place a tall glass of iced tea.

Edna sat in her usual place at the head of the table. She was a little wan, but her eyes were positively twinkling, and she had a huge grin pasted on her face. Maureen had her head ducked, making that sniggering noise through her nose, and Steves face had gone crimson with embarrassment.


Whats the joke? I started to ask, reaching for the napkin to put in my lap. The question died on my lips as I looked at that napkin. It was thick and narrow, with a blue plastic peel-off strip on one side. Maxi-strength Kotex.

I looked down the table for an explanation. Whats this for, Miss Sister? I asked.

Dinner napkins, she beamed. Good and thick. Aint that nice?
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MONDAY WAS UNUSUALLY HECTIC. Word was out that Edna was home, and every one of our regular clients called to welcome her back, inquire about her health, and complain about how Id screwed up the schedule during the two weeks Edna had been out sick.

I know, she sighed into the phone, shes got these books so messed up I may never get em unsnarled.

I flipped her a bird and then went back to the stack of bills I was working on. I really had let things slide while Edna was sick. Now it was time to get back to business.

The House Mouse is only six years old, but Edna and I have slowly built it up to where it turns a tidy little profitmost months.

If youd told me back in my college days that Id be a glorified cleaning lady when I grew up, Id have suggested you switch to a better brand of dope. Back then, I thought I would end up a lawyerthree-piece suit, high-rise condo in Buckhead, the whole yuppie package deal. Id gotten accepted to law school tooa fact I remind myself of when Im feeling low. Instead, though, Id read in the paper about the entrance exam for the Atlanta Police Department. After fifteen years as a cop, Id found myself stuck in a holding pattern on the property crimes unit. Not a bad place to be, but it was never going to be the homicide squad.

I got out of police work as suddenly and unexpectedly as Id gotten in. Quit the day my private investigators license arrived in the mail and picked up my Callahan Garrity & Associates business cards the next day.

Somewhere around the house I still have that box of cards. After six months of staring at a phone that didnt ring, Edna talked me into buying The House Mouse. I tell myself Im out of the private investigation gametell everybody else that too, but in reality I cant seem to get away from my fascination with crime. So I keep my license current and a box of ammunition for my Smith & Wesson nine-millimeter tucked in an oatmeal box on the top shelf of the pantry.

Nancy Cook says that my need to right wrongs comes from the same part of my psyche that finds housecleaning a satisfying occupation. Its a need to impose order, she tells me. You want the universe to be neat and tidy, but unlike most folks, when things go wrong you are willing to step in and clean up other peoples messes.

I really was trying to mind my own business. For once I had all the girls out on the job. Neva Jeans car was working, Rubys blood pressure was normal, and Jackie had dropped Baby and Sister off at a job in midtown.

The week before Id had a call from the manager of Cumberland Oaks. Its a small, ultra-exclusive residential-suites hotel in Buckhead. They cater to corporate types staying in town on short-term leases, up to six months. The manager was unhappy with his housekeeping service, had heard of The House Mouse, and wanted to know if Id like to bid on that business.

I was going over the material hed faxed me about the place. Sixteen units, all but four of them two-bedroom, two-bath. The other four were three-bedroom, two-and-a-half-bath units. All the units were fully furnished, with tile kitchens and hardwood floors; they even had fireplaces. The manager wanted a bid price by Wednesday. I scratched my jaw and scribbled on my legal pads.

Cumberland Oaks could be a nice piece of business. Most of the tenants would be single. No pets. Minimum mess, which meant we could probably do each unit in two hours apiece, but all the new business would put a huge strain on our manpower situation. Wed need to hire two, maybe three new mice.

And thats what was making me squirm. Over the years weve hired and fired probably a dozen employees. Its my least favorite part of the business. Well, that and mildew. The thing about clichs is, theyre mostly true. It is hard to find good help. Lord knows our girls arent perfect. Far from it. But their quirks and faults are ones Edna and I can live with. Laugh at, even.

When it comes down to it, all the girls are hardworking. They like what they do, they take pride in it, and theyve developed their own code of ethics. And they are loyal to a fault.

The same couldnt be said of the would-be mice whove wandered in and out of our lives over the years. Some drank. Some had drug problems. Or they were lazy. Or unreliable.

I must have been scowling, because Edna glanced over at me and laughed. The rasp in her voice was nearly gone. When you were little Id tell you your face might freeze that way, she said. Now youd better just be worrying about wrinkles.

Its this Cumberland Oaks job, I admitted. I dread the idea of hiring more people.

She nodded. What about Jackies cousin? Antoinette?


Id forgotten about Antoinette, I said, brightening. Ill ask Jackie about her when she comes in.

Antoinette had done fill-in work for us a couple of times. She was shy, but quick and efficient I looked at the bid again. Could we get by if we got Antoinette full-time?

The phone rang as I was massaging the numbers.

House Mouse, I said.

You should change that name, Nancy Cook said, not for the first time. People dont associate rodents with cleanliness. Its psychologically off-putting.

It costs too much to change the name, I said, same as I always do. And people dont care what we call the business, as long as we do the job. Its not a restaurant, you know.

Fine, she said. Ignore the advice of a mental health professional.

I do, I told her. All the time.

We both knew that was a lie. Id been seeing Nancy as a patient for the past eighteen months. Wed become friends too. And she was a House Mouse client. I swap head-shrinking for housecleaning. Everybody wins.

You sleeping any better?

Some, I said cautiously. Nancy had taught me some relaxation exercises, sort of meditation to combat the insomnia Id been battling.

I can give you a mild sedative, she offered. Nothing habit-forming. It might help.

Im okay, I repeated. Edna came home from the hospital this weekend, so thats a big help.

Im glad, she said. Hows the smoking coming?

Let me ask her. Ma, the shrink wants to know how the not smoking is going.

Edna made a face.

She says its going great, I said. Whats up?

Ive got somebody I want you to meet, Nancy said.


Forget it, I broke in. I dont do blind dates. And I shudder to think about who you would think an appropriate match for me.

Its not a date, you twit. Nancy laughed. Why would I find you a man when I cant find one for myself? Besides, all the single men I know are even more messed up than you.

How comforting.

This is a woman. A potential client.

Tell me she doesnt want Fridays, I said, reaching for the appointment book. Everybody in Atlanta wants their house cleaned on Fridays.

Not this woman, Nancy said. Its not The House Mouse she wants to hire. Its you. J. Callahan Garrity and Associates.

No way, I said quickly. Im up to my ass in alligators here, Nancy. Were bidding on a job and it looks like Im going to have to take on a new hire. Sorry, but theres no way.

Just meet her, Nancy said, suddenly insistent. Hear what she has to say. She really needs your help, Callahan.

Who is she?

Ill let her tell you that, Nancy said. Can I tell her youll at least talk to her? She needs to see you right away.

How soon?

I told her about the Yacht Club, Nancy said. Dont ask me why, but shes fascinated with the place. I told her youd meet her there tonight, about nine.

You take a lot for granted, I groused. What if Id said no?

Then Id have to push some more buttons, Nancy said cheerfully. Im your shrink, remember? I know your weaknesses.

I should report you to the state board, I told her. Whats this woman look like? And remember, Im only agreeing to talk to her. It doesnt mean Ill actually take her on. In fact, you can tell her right now. I definitely will not take her on. Save us both some time.

Ill tell her, Nancy said. But shell want to talk to you anyway. And dont worry, youll know her when you see her. Shes definitely not standard Yacht Club material.
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THE EUCLID AVENUE YACHT CLUB is not a place of quiet contemplation. But when I walked in that Monday night the mood was strangely subdued. A dozen or more regulars were seated at the bar, their eyes trained on the big color television mounted in the corner, and Tinkles had his back turned away from the door too. When I took a closer look at the television, I knew the reason for the silence.

Final Jeopardy.

The category is World Geography, Alex Trebek announced, his salt-and-pepper mustache quivering slightly.

The answer is: The capital of Burkina Faso, once known as Upper Volta, this city had a 1990 population of five hundred thousand.

Burkina Faso? Tinkles shouted at the television. Burkina Faso? Who the fuck cares about Burkina Faso, Alex? Get a life for Christs sake.

Wait a minute. The guy at the end of the bar, burly, with dark curly hair, held up a hand. He wore a set of green surgical scrubs with GRADY MEMORIAL HOSPITAL stenciled in bold letters across the front. Shut up! he shouted. Im thinking, man. I know this one. Itsuh


Ouagadougou, came a womans voice.

Heads swiveled. She was sitting, alone, in one of the booths by the wall. She was beyond petite and into itty-bitty. Her white-blonde hair was cut short and feathered becomingly around a tanned face. Bright blue eyes squinted from the smoke that arose from her cigarette.

What is Ouagadougou? she corrected herself.

Young Dr. Kildare, otherwise known as Bucky Deavers, my buddy from the Atlanta P.D. homicide division, shook his head violently. Nah. Thats not it. Its

The others looked back up at the television and at Alex, who was congratulating the returning winner, a dorky-looking computer programmer.

Thats correct, Allen, Alex said, beaming. The correct question is What is Ouagadougou? Which brings your weekly total winnings to sixty-seven thousand dollars.

Tinkles pointed the remote control at the set and the screen went blank. Beer or bourbon? he asked me.

Jack and water, I told him.

Ouaga-fucking-dougou, Tinkles muttered, handing me my drink. Where the hell do they get these questions?

Hey, Bucky called. Im still the last correct questioner. Right? So I winright?

No way, Tinkles said, glancing down at a bar napkin with numbers scribbled all over it. You blew your wad on Final Jeopardy, Deavers. You ended up with squat

What? Buckys face fell. That aint right. I must have had three or four thousand.

You know the rules, Tinkles said, setting a glass of red wine in front of a young sleepy-eyed black woman sitting two seats down from where I was standing. Everybody bets everything on Final Jeopardy.

You didnt give me a chance, Bucky said. I was gonna say Ouagadougou. Right when she said it. It was on the tip of my tongue.

I stepped behind Deavers and whispered in his ear. Its only a game, Bucky. Dont be a crybaby.

He put his arm around my shoulder and squeezed hard. Theres a hundred dollars in the pot, Callahan. It should have been mine.

I looked at Tinkles in surprise. A hundred bucks?

He shrugged. We gotta bet on something.

I took a drink of my Jack Daniels. Sweet and smoky.

Oh yeah. I forgot. The boycott.

When the baseball players went out on strike in 1994, Tinkles took it hard. And personally. The next year when the baseball season started, he canceled his subscription to The Sporting News and gave up the Yacht Clubs season tickets. Not even the Braves first ever World Series title could soften his heart toward the team he called the Millionaire Babies. Tinkles was also upset about the way Atlantas Olympics were shaping up. Hed sent away for five hundred dollars worth of tickets for womens gymnastics, beach volleyball, and synchronized swimming.

Four fuckin months they keep my money, he raged. Then I get a postcard tellin me Im S.O.L. And I still gotta file a form for a fuckin refund.

Hed programmed the Yacht Clubs television to black out ESPN, and the regulars knew better than to discuss the O word around him. Now the bars TV was mostly tuned to Nick at Nite. Instead of sports trivia the regulars amused themselves by making lewd suggestions about what theyd do if they were shipwrecked with Ginger and Mary Ann.

I glanced over at the blonde in the booth. She was sipping a drink, trying not to stare at me.

Was she playing Jeopardy! with everybody else? I asked Tinkles.

Nah, he said. She came in a little while ago. Walked up and down the place, looking at all our shit like it was a sale at Lord & Taylor. Sat down and ordered iced tea. You get the feeling shes in the wrong place?

Not this time, I said.

I walked over to the booth and slid onto the scarred wooden bench. Im Callahan Garrity, I said. Were you looking for me?

From a distance her size made her look younger, more vulnerable. Id figured her for twenty-five, tops. Up close I saw the crows-feet radiating around her eyes, the slight sag under her chin, a hint of dewlaps around the mouth. She was pretty and well preserved, but she was in her mid-forties. And she looked familiar.

She took a puff of her cigarette and cocked her head to one side. Figure it out yet? Her voice was high, with a slight lisp.

Have you cut your hair recently? The person Im thinking of had the same hair color, but it was chin length. And of course, youre not wearing makeup tonight, are you?

She shook her head. That photo the Constitution runs was taken years ago. At some horrible charity thing. She struck the pose and I knew who she was.

Of course. The color photo showed a woman in mid-laugh, chin held high, a diamond necklace around her throat, the strapless ball gown showing just the right amount of cleavage, and the all-important detail, a highball glass in her hand.

The other photo, the one that accompanied every news account, was a school picture. It showed a little girl with tightly braided pigtails and a shy, gap-toothed smile.

Their names were inextricably linked. Whitney Albright Dobbs, arrested for vehicular homicide, driving under the influence, and leaving the scene of an accident. Faneeta Mayes, second grader at PineHills Elementary School, dead on arrival at Piedmont Hospital.


Faneeta Mayes had been buried in her frilly pink Easter dress. Whitney Albright Dobbs sat across the table from me, a cynical smile on her pale thin lips.

I took a deep breath and did what I usually do. Said the first thing that crossed my mind. I cant help you.

Probably not, she agreed. It was Nancys idea. She stubbed out her cigarette in the ashtray, picked up her leather billfold, and took out a five-dollar bill. She hesitated a moment, took a napkin from the metal dispenser on the tabletop, mopped up the damp ring her glass had made, and only then put the five on the table.

Thanks for coming, she said, getting up.

I took a sip of my drink. That was pretty amazing. Ouagadougou, I mean. I thought it was a made-up name.

Its my daughter. Alison. Shes a sophomore at Bryn Mawr. Sometimes shes so much like her father its scary. She goes on these kicks. In third grade she memorized all the presidents and vice presidents of the United States. In order. Another time it was world capitals. Wed practice in the car on the way to school. Of course all the African ones have changed since then, so Alison sends me postcards to keep me updated.

Did Nancy tell you I run a cleaning business? Full-time?

She looked down at me in surprise. Yes. She told me you were too busy, too. Its okay. It was a long shot anyway.

Id hardly touched my drink. The ice hadnt even melted. And Steve and Maureen were back at the house, hovering over Edna. I decided to stay and listen.

I sighed. Why dont you go ahead and tell me about what it is you want me to do that Im too busy to do?
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