The Swamp Queen
Sleep is a precious pursuit, and I worship my time of Morphean slumber, so when the doorbell endlessly chimed at five thirty in the morning, I was not a happy riser. I let out a few choice curses, climbed out of bed, slipped into a pair of jeans, and padded on bare feet to my front door.
"If you don't stop that damn racket, I going to break your finger," I growled, as I threw the door open. Standing on my porch, looking twenty years older than when I had last seen him was Woody Bergeron, my old college roommate—same long oily hair but mixed with gray now, same untrimmed moustache under that snub nose, same dark eyes under bushy eyebrows.
"Woody? What the hell are you doing?"
He gave me a big grin, exposing brownish, coffee-stained teeth, and pulled his finger off the buzzer.
"Aren't you going to invite me in, John?"
"Hell no." I slammed the door shut. He hit the doorbell again.
"Damn it, Woody, stop that," I said, swinging the door opened.
"Why not?"
"Remember Teresa? I was going to marry her."
"You wouldn't have been happy being married to her."
"Says who?"
"Says me, that's who."
"And you know this, how?"
"'Cause I married her."
"You ran off my girl, so you could marry her?"
He gave a short chuckle.
"Yeah, guess I did. I told her you were paraphilic."
"What is that?"
"I learned it in psych. It's a pervert who can't get his jollies without doing something warped to set him off—like wearing women's clothing, or licking women's feet."
"Get off my porch Woody before I throw you off."
"Don't be mad, John. We separated."
"Go away, Woody."
"I came here to hire you. I got money." He pulled a wad of bills from his front jean pocket and held it out. "I got four thousand five hundred and twenty-one dollars in this roll."
As usual, I was broke. The detective business was not thriving, and there was a real possibility I would lose my part time teaching gig at the local college. The financial crisis was ending, and students were working now, instead of going to school. The administration was cutting back. The only plus was that I was better than, and cheaper than, the full time Criminal Justice teacher, but he had tenure. The roll Woody flashed at me looked inviting.
"Is it clean money?"
He looked offended.
"I'm no criminal, John." I gave him a hard look. "Okay, maybe I'm not the perfect law-abiding citizen, but this money is clean. I sold my Z28."
"That old piece of shit Camaro you owned in college."
He gave me a flash of his brown teeth.
"I could never get rid of it, even after it quit running. I pulled the tires off, set it up on blocks, and kept it covered. One day, I was talking to this guy, and I can see he's got the hots for Zs. I tell him about mine, and he comes over and looks at it. His eyes lit up, and the cash register cha-chinged in my head. The SOB gives me five thousand for it. Can you believe it? Tells me it's a classic."
I stepped back from the door.
"Okay, come on in. Sit in my office there, and I'll slip on a tee shirt and make a pot of coffee." I pointed to the left.
