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                        CHAPTER ONE

Arriving at the church with his wife Evelyn and his older daughter and her husband, Sarah and Lester Bradley, at three-twenty for the four-thirty ceremony, Flagnon Pendergast had been immediately handed over to Bette Lokdorn, who had ushered him down the hall to the deacon’s office.  It was there, alone, that he removed his jacket and hung it on the lone hanger behind the door.  It was freshly pressed, a neat fit, and he wanted it to remain so for the anticipated walk down the center aisle at St. Mark’s Episcopal Church in North Dallas, Texas.   Also, he wanted it to appear smooth and unruffled, trim and fitting snug and flat, giving no indication he was wearing a Walther PPK 7.65mm, in its slim black holster under his left armpit.  Sliding a chair from behind a column of cardboard boxes, Flagnon sat down to wait, and he assumed a contemplative, oneiric demeanor as he thought about what Ian Fleming had said in one of his books, amused at the idea that “he [Bond] had known only three men to have carried that particular gun.  And he [Bond] had killed two of them.”  The third, of course, was Bond himself, but even Fleming had not known Pendergast favored the same piece—and it was Pendergast who knew that Jocko de Tocqueville, embonpoint, moist, and hirsute—his bulk an unqualified target if one were needed—would be sitting on the aisle in the sanctuary, five rows back, on the groom’s side.  Why the groom’s side? Pendergast wondered.  But . . . what did it matter?

The room, a cluttered den of boxes piled against two desks, was at the end of a short corridor that ran off toward the front of the church from a longer corridor that began as far back as the Parish Hall.  It then, with brief interruptions, meandered all the way to the sanctuary’s lobby, or Narthex, as Reverend Keillor preferred it called.

The room was an office shared by the deacon and someone else.  Pendergast did not know who the someone else was, but he did know the deacon, Reverend Schulman Keillor. “Go wait in there,” Bette Lokdorn had instructed.  “Move some of those boxes—there’s a chair there, right there, somewhere there.  Just sit down and relax. . . .You want anything?”  Bette Lokdorn was the “coordinator,” the lady in charge, and it was her job to make certain everything came off just right, just as planned, precisely as rehearsed.  Pendergast said, yes, he would like a vodka on the rocks, and that had made Bette laugh.  Mrs. Lokdorn was not a tall lady, but she was obese—not fat or generously chubby: she was—obese; there was no other word for it.  When she laughed, she somehow inflated from her ankles to her corrugated throat; her legs became pneumatic advertising tubes that bent and waved as if in a gale; her hips and ass, her belly, mid-torso, and bust swelled up to mainsail strength, and her bare arms, escaping from a sort of tank-top sundress, became formidable anti-aircraft balloons.  They flailed menacingly, and Pendergast knew he had no choice but to retreat, for the time being, to the vacant office.  He would wait there while the bride, the maid of honor, the bridesmaids, the flower girl and sundry mothers went about the hundreds of exercises incumbent upon them in another room further down the hall.  He would quietly wait there until—it was time. 

He wondered when Reverend Sally Paxton would arrive.  Sally, who would officiate at the ceremony, was an old family friend from college.  An Episcopal priest for many years, there was no question but she would be brought in from another diocese for these nuptials.  Reverend Keillor, father of the groom, could not be expected to handle it—besides, he was only a deacon.  “I don’t care who marries ‘em,” he had said months ago, “so long as I can assist at Communion, be part of the service, the reception—and so on.  You know.”

To the right outside the office door was the door to the men’s room; to the left was the door to the ladies’ room.  Both were small and narrow.  Both, well lit, had a sink, a mirror, a hand towel (paper) dispenser, and plumbing that would accommodate two people: stalls in the ladies’ room and a stall and urinal in the men’s.  Pendergast, during his wait in the office, would venture into the men’s room just once, as soon as he was certain it was empty, to wash his hands, blow his nose, adjust his bow tie, fold and store three paper towels in his hip pocket, and run a comb through his long, curly white hair.  He would check himself in the mirror and puff out his cheeks, squeezing the last bit of glamour out of his trim moustache and dramatic goatee, both as blindingly white as his hair.  He would look at the urinal and he would glance at the stall, but he would have no interest in either.

“You don’t want to urinate,” Dr. Barnard Framenham had once informed him, “just for the sake of taking a pee.  The interior of the bladder and urethra are made up of thousands of tiny nerve endings, miniscule cells, really, most of which have minds of their own, and when you empty a bladder that is less than at half capacity, the little buggers say, ‘Hey, this guy’s all right—he looks at life as though the bladder’s half full!’  Consequently, the nerve endings take control, and you find yourself having to take a leak six times an hour, whether you want to or not!”

From time to time, Pendergast wished that Barney Framenham were still his doctor, but that was three decades ago; Framenham was long retired and at last correspondence from thousands of miles away said they would be there for the festivities.  Pendergast sighed, not entirely content with the passing years, but happy nonetheless they had been friends a generation ago long gone.

There was a hook and a hanger on the back of the office door, and that’s where Pendergast had hung his tuxedo jacket.  It occurred to him that the wooden hanger was probably there for the long, ornate vestment Keillor wore, a brilliant white cassock purfled with cheap rabbit minever—but then, that being so, where did he hang his suit coat when he changed into the lengthy garment worn to denote his station on the altar?  Of course, the hanger, once relieved of the alb, would be available. . . . Pendergast pondered this the space of eight seconds while admiring his tuxedo jacket and the boutonnière visible against the satin lapel—he had never seen a flower quite like that one.  It was white and long, more a stem than a flower, and that was, according to Floride, what made it unique.

“It’ s a calla lily,” Evelyn’s sister had told him; Floride Cooper was three years older than his wife, and she was, self-designated, an authority on—everything.  “This is just one part of an entire bouquet, uh, plant,” she explained, when he had rather callously reacted, “What the hell kinda flower is this?”  Floride was non-plussed; she was immune to what she presumed was her brother-in-law’s pedestrian personality.  She indifferently attributed his lack of savoir fare to his age and his adherence to a liberal agenda he shared with his wife, Evelyn.  “There is no such thing as ‘global warming,’” she often insisted.  “That’s just more Democrat nonsense started by whatshisname?—Jimmy Carter.”

The wedding had been planned for nearly a year, but it never occurred to Pendergast that the lawyer Jocko de Tocqueville would be invited—or that he would show up even if he were.

He had given Evelyn one of his looks of abject disgust.  “I can’t believe you invited that sonofabitch,” he groused.

“Why do you give me that look?”

“What look?”

“You always look at me like I’m some kind of irresponsible fool.”

He started to say something, but he stopped.  Then: “No, I don’t.”

“Yes, you do.  There . . . you’re doing it again.  I didn’t invite him anyway.  Your daughter did.”

“Why the hell would she invite that fucking pig?”

“You needn’t be concerned,” Evelyn told him.  “His lips are sealed.  Besides, he sent them a fantastic piece of Orresfors.”

Pendergast had known de Tocqueville for nearly thirty years, and he hated him from the day they had first met.  It was in the men’s locker room at Andrew Jackson County Club, Dallas’ most prestigious, that Pendergast had showered after a grueling five set match with Barney Framenham.  Standing at the long sink with a terrycloth towel the size of a blanket wrapped about his middle, he was shaving with the vast assortment of equipment left there for his—or any guest’s—use after either a golf or tennis outing.  Pendergast was always intrigued at the panoply of instruments available on the vanity in a club’s lavatory: razors, blades, various shaving creams, electric razors with cutting heads immersed in some antiseptic cauldron, after-shave lotions, cue tips, deodorants, skin balms, files, clippers, scissors, hand-mirrors (as though the huge, illuminated mirror behind the sink was not enough!)—and the combs—the collection of combs and brushes in all sizes, shapes and colors:  big combs, little combs, black, white, red, lavender, green combs with wide teeth, combs with tight and narrow teeth, combs with no teeth at all, multispeed hair-dryers with attached combs. . . . And all of them not attached to an electric device were drowning in tall transparent vases full of a watery, blue liquid that most assuredly rendered each one sterile and useable by anyone from a politician to a leper—not that the latter had ever been noticed wandering about this particular club.   Pendergast loved playing tennis at Andrew Jackson, and he loved it because it gave him the opportunity to shower and shave in the men’s locker room.

Adjacent to the array of utensils was a basket of fresh linens, hand cloths, gleaming white with the embroidered Monotype Corsiva initials A J CC along the bottom edge.  Next to the basket was a hole eight inches in diameter for depositing used cloths—it was not a wastebasket in the sense it invited paper of any kind, or used razor blades, etc.—in fact, Pendergast once wondered if there was paper in the room aside from boxes of Kleenex on the vanity.  Was it possible there was a dispenser of soft toilet linens in lieu of Charmin rolls in the private stalls with their rich doors of louvered oak?  Surreptiously, he had once peered into one, relieved to see the full and fresh cylinder of rose-colored tissues, and he smiled to himself when noting that each sheet was embossed in Monotype Corsiva with a faint A J CC.  Even, he had thought, the crack of your ass knows where and how it has been wiped!

Pendergast and de Tocqueville had stood side-by-side and stared at each other in the mirror.  Flagnon, with only his towel, seemed a midget beside the mountainous de Tocqueville, who was dressed in slacks and sports coat, stripped shirt and four-in-hand cravat, after having showered while Pendergast and Framenham were still outside on the court.  

“I’m Jocko de Tocqueville,” the larger man said; he combed his hair as he spoke, then nonchalantly tossed the comb into the vase of blue water.  “What’s that thing around your neck?”

Pendergast touched the gold chain and dangling amulet.  “This?”

“Yeah.  Pretty nice.  What is it?”

“It’s called a mezuzah.”

“A what?”

“Mezuzah.”

“What the fuck’s that?”

Pendergast slipped his forefinger behind the ornament and raised it to where he could just see it beneath his chin.  “I don’t know.  It’s a—you know, a gold case with a scroll inside, a paper, with writing on it.”

“No shit.  What’s it say?” 

“I don’t know.  It’s a good luck religious charm—twenty-four karat gold—I guess.”  Pendergast suddenly felt stupid, standing half naked in a locker room, explaining something of no consequence to a rude, inquisitive stranger who was interrogating him in a mirror.  

De Tocqueville snorted.  “If that’s a religious thing, it ought to be a cross.”

“I don’t think it’s Christian . . . ”

“Then I wouldn’t wear it around here.  This ain’t no Mosque.”

Later, over drinks with Barney Framenham in the Henry Clay Lounge, Pendergast told his doctor of the meeting with de Tocqueville.  Framenham laughed aloud.  “Jocko’s a feckless schmuck,” he chortled.  “Don’t pay any attention to him.  He’s a fat-assed, bigoted, anti-Semite.   Did you tell him every self-respecting Jew in the world has a mezuzah nailed to his door jam?”

Pendergast shook his head, sipping his Absolut martini.  “To be honest with you, I never knew exactly what it was, ever since you brought it back from Israel for me.  I just thought it was a nice souvenir. . . . I told him there was a scroll inside with writing on it, sort of a good luck charm.”

Framenham laughed again.  “Yeah.  Sort of a Jewish rabbit’s foot.”

“Is there really a scroll inside?” Pendergast asked.

“Huh-huh.  Some Biblical stuff, from Deuteronomy—I think.  All about keeping the commandments of the Lord handy when you go out and come in.  In fact, the word mezuzah, in Hebrew, means ‘doorpost’. I doubt if Jocko had a clue what it was.  Next time you see him tell him mezuzah means ‘easy come, easy go’.”

“He said I shouldn’t wear it around here.”

“Probably just as well.”

“I didn’t know Andy Jackson was restricted.”

“Technically it isn’t.  We have one Jewish member—otherwise, we lose our federal charter.”

“You?”

“Yep.  I’m the token.”

“What about blacks?”

“You kidding?”

Flagnon Pendergast missed Barney Framenham.  He had met him in Bermuda two lifetimes ago, before Pendergast had married Evelyn, years before they had adopted their only child.  Pendergast had an appointment to interview Ian Fleming for an Esquire piece, and Fleming told him they’d best meet at the Hamilton Princess, even though Pendergast and Evelyn, then a Roebuck, were staying at the Carlton Beach in Southampton. 

“Where are you to see him?” asked Evelyn.

“The Hog Penny Pub in Hamilton.”

“Why there?”

Pendergast shrugged.  “Either there, or in Jamaica or London.  Seemed like a perfect opportunity to come to Bermuda.”

Barney Framenham and his young wife, Betsy Leigh, were walking down the same narrow path from the hotel when Pendergast and Evelyn attempted to pass them.  Framenham held out his left arm and prevented them from getting by.  “Sorry, fella,” the doctor muttered, “but your foot is bleeding.”  Pendergast and Evelyn collided to a halt. “Jesus, you’re right!” the taller man said, looking down at his white Nike and noticing the red circle where blood had oozed through at the tip.  “You got a bad nail?” Framenham asked.  “Yeah,” Pendergast replied.  “Sore as hell.  Ingrown, I think.  Started on the plane yesterday.”  Framenham nodded.  “Ouch.  Damned torment.  Let me have a look at it.”  He indicated a bench off to the side, pointing with his racquet.  “You want to look at it?” Pendergast grimaced, knowing what a gross mess his bleeding ingrown toenail could be, the festering way it had looked when he put on his tennis shoe earlier.  “I’ve seen worse.  I’m a doctor.  Unfortunately, my bag is in my room, along with all my morphine, marijuana, and codeine.  If I have to amputate, can you bite on a tennis ball?”  At the bench Pendergast untied his sneaker and gingerly slipped it off.  Framenham helped with the thick woolen sock and, bracing the bare foot against his thigh, bent over and carefully examined the wounded toe.  “Hmmm.  Nasty,” he said.  “I don’t think tennis is in your future today—or this week, for that matter.” He glanced back at his young wife.  “What’s our room number, honey?  I think the clinque is open.”

Removal of the ingrown toe nail involved cutting away an eighth of the entire nail from the infected edge to the base of the root, and this required two injections of Novocain, as the principal nerves of the big toe crisscrossed; both had to be anesthasized.   “The first may sting,” Framenham muttered, “but you shouldn’t feel the second . . . there.  All done.”

“Goddamn, that hurt!”

“Of course it did. . . . We’ll wait a few minutes, then I’ll get that nasty thing out of there.”

Pendergast said, “I’ve got an appointment downtown tomorrow.  Will I be able to walk?”

“Of course.  Do you have a soft slipper?”

“Yeah.”

“Good.  Soak your toe in soapy hot water three times a day, and wear your slipper.  No sock; fresh bandage, Neosporin.”  He glanced at Evelyn sitting on the edge of the bed with Betsy Leigh.  “And no disco tonight, either.” 

“Can I walk on it?”

Framenham shook his head.  “Only if your wheelchair has a flat tire.”  

Ian Fleming looked up from his Tanqueray martini and spotted Pendergast the moment he hobbled into the Hog Penny Pub.  “Good lord, old man, what happened to you!”

“You should see the other guy.”

Pendergast and Fleming had never met, but somehow they knew each other immediately.  Ian Fleming was not hard to spot, especially if one had inkling what Noël Coward looked like: the resemblance was uncanny.  Fleming, like Coward, had that typically British permanent mantle of disgust in his smirk at either having just heard the most unseemly rude remark, or having been served week old kippers that had never been refrigerated.  It was a scowl, but more than a scowl; it was that dark moue look of having survived the worst sort of surprise—a grimace, noteworthy of down turned lips that covered teeth grinding intensely in a mouth too shocked to comment.  Beneath a thin mat of graying hair neatly superimposed atop an elongated face, above a wide brow that had slipped ungracefully into a frown, Fleming’s hazy blue eyes peered with unwavering penetration as he asked in a clipped Eton accent, “Any trouble find this dump?”

Pendergast slipped into a chair opposite the renowned writer and glanced about the place.  “Can’t really think of this place as a ‘dump’,” he said.  “I’d say it’s pretty nice, by American standards.” 

“Right,” Fleming agreed, displaying an effeteness that had more to do with his heritage than his surroundings at the moment.  “I can be such a bitch when I want to.  I asked the waiter for a very, very, extra dry martini, and what they’ve given me is four parts Tanqueray and three parts Dolin Dry, which the latter doesn’t enhance but kills the taste of juniper.  And on top of everything else, he asked me whether I wanted it stirred or shaken.  Christ.”

“Well,” Pendergast conceded, “he obviously knows who you are.”

Fleming sipped his drink.  “Not really,” he said.  “Oh, he knows my name, that I wrote the Bond books, and all that epistemic merde, but what he doesn’t know is that all the shaken versus stirred crap is just that: crap.  It makes no difference to the gin or the vermouth—or the ice, for that matter—how they get mixed, so long as it’s served cold and never, as they say, ‘on the rocks.’  An adroit bartender will frost the martini glasses to a frigid sweat and pour the libation through a strainer, with a slice of lemon already lying in wait inside the glass—never impaled on the rim.  My friend Coward, to make Bond seem unique and worldly, concocted that stirring versus shaken nonsense.   Pure pablum.  Like that business about a license to kill.”

Pendergast picked up the menu and scanned it quickly.  “I may have the eggs benedict.”

“Good choice,” nodded Fleming.  “They make it here pretty much like they do at the Windsor Castle . . . ”

“They have a pub at the castle?”

“Don’t be an ass.  It’s in Crawford Place, at the Marble Arch, a purlieu nowhere near the Berks.   They make E.B. here, as there, with smoked salmon-capers, spinach, red onion, traditional-Canadian back bacon, and hollandaise.  Only two places in the civilized world top their eggs like that: here and the Windsor Castle.”

“Sold.” Pendergast started to replace the menu, but he stopped and looked at it again.  “What about you?”

“I’m hooked on Wahoo skewers—tempura fried with shiitake mushroom soy dip.”

“What in the world—”

“You’ll see.  Will you join me in a drink first? . . . What do you want to write about me?”

To be honest, Pendergast had no idea.  Normally an interview with a celebrity of international status was merely a standard Q&A that gave the American journalist enough material to sort out and juxtapose into a 5,000 word magazine piece that would be of interest to a specific audience.  He’d read Playboy’s recent account of James Bond’s creator’s suspected but never confirmed penchant for soft and pliable females, and he felt the story was overdone and too slanted toward the voyeuristic expectations of ordinary, mostly male readers; he wanted Esquire’s to take a more mature and sophisticated itinerary.  “Tell me,” he prompted, with unexpected inspiration, “about 007’s license to kill.”

“Well, that’s a no-brainer, laddie—since there ain’t no such thing.”  Fleming signaled to the waiter that he wanted another martini, and with the same motion, beckoned him to the table.  “Make certain,” he said, and his tone was surprisingly gentle, “you add merely a drop of vermouth—use an eye-dropper, if necessary—and tell your barkeep he is at liberty to either shake or stir it, so long as the lemon slice is swimming in the bottom of a frosted glass. . . . Bring my friend whatever he wants.”

Pendergast told the waiter Absolut and tonic with a wedge of lime would be fine.

“Are you ready to order?”  The waiter was quite young, perhaps a student; his question further deepened Fleming’s frown.  “You’ll be the first to know,” the writer replied, with just a touch of sarcasm.

While waiting for their drinks, nothing more was said, and the two men regarded each other.  Fleming assumed—accurately—that Pendergast was not in awe of him; Pendergast, conversely, analyzed that Fleming, though a talented scribe and genuine wartime hero, was—as was common among well-borne and -bred British aristocracy—quite full of himself.  “The business of the license to kill,” Fleming said, sipping with approval his second drink, “is sheer nonsense.  Noël Coward lives down the road from me in Jamaica, and when he read the draft of ‘You Asked for It’—they later changed the title against my better judgment to ‘Casino Royale’—damned publishers—anyway, he, Coward, said Bond needed something from M, something extraordinary and unique to make him— extraordinary and unique.  He agreed the codename double-Oh 7 was inspired, but he suggested the double-Oh had to mean something special—then it occurred to him: a double-Oh prefix was identification that the operative had been given immunity by the royal monarch, or someone at the pinnacle of the pecking order, from prosecution should he, in the line of duty (or otherwise) remove some hapless soul from his mortal coil.  Of course, the concept opens a whole Pandora’s box—is the license limited or unlimited? Can he kill state enemies indiscriminately in just his own country, or is he free to roam the world and remove questionable characters as necessary, whenever he sees fit?  As a spy, can he assassinate and commit mayhem only when he is on assignment, or is his mission one of freelance opportunity?  Does he actually carry a laminated card, signed by the secretary of state, the prime minister, or some such, attesting to his training as a mercenary taker of lives: ‘This hereby certifies that John Smith, a master of homicidal expertise, is authorized to kill, in whatever manner expedient, the poor bloke who, for whatever purpose, must needs be dispatched to meet his Maker, and over whose body he, Smith, now stands with a smoking gun, bloody knife, tainted potion or frayed garrote.’?  No, it must be considered as nothing more than a literary device to glamorize Bond’s persona and to elevate his status among his fellow spies. . . . Of course, there were the Israelis in the 1970s reported to have been granted, during ‘Operation Wrath of God,’ immunity for committing retribution on the perpetrators of the Munich Massacre deserving of termination, and although there’s a plethora of evidence such was the case, there has always been a dearth of absolute proof.  In any case, my man Bond’s license to kill is an instrument of fictional skullduggery invented by me—well, Coward, actually—and hardly worth a mention in Esquire”
What a prevalent position to which the prominent placidly proscribe!! pondered Pendergast, simultaneously pleased at his own perspicacity, while at the same time momentarily wondering how he might weave this alliteration into his article.  “Why,” he also wondered aloud, “are we meeting here and not the Hamilton Princess down the street?”

Fleming sighed deeply.  “Well, as I’m sure you know, I literally ran the covert Caribbean operation from the basement there during the war.   Churchill barged in frequently for meetings with Sir William, and it was all I could do to bite my tongue and not tell them both to bug off.  The place is still a cauldron of bad memories.  On top of everything else, I honestly think Winnie took credit for breaking Enigma and winning the bloody war!”

Transcribed notes in Pendergast’s voice as he recorded his thoughts later that evening while sitting on the balcony of his suite at the Carlton Beach:   Evelyn asleep, I think.  Toe throbbing, sore as hell.  Wonder if Framenham’s a real doctor?   Demerol not worth a damn.  I liked Fleming.  If Framenham’s a bogus doctor, Fleming’s a real writer.  I think he is.  Talks better’n he writes, anyway.  Just opposite of me.   Start article with scene Churchill and William Stephenson at espionage headquarters, Hamilton Princess. See if you can have him describe the basement in the ‘40s.  If not, make it up, a sentence or two. Play up Stephenson’s code name Intrepid but just casual, article about Fleming not him.  Let Fleming show disgust with their interference, whether it’s true or not.   Elaborate on the 007 business, mention Coward but keep him minimum. Maybe Coward ghostwrote all Fleming’s books—come to think of it, makes sense.  Coward much better writer, read somewhere he’s fascinated with Agatha Christie—always wanted to write mysteries rather than drawing room crap.  Make mention title change of first book—find out from Fleming who suggested it.  Get him to tell where name James Bond came from, see if Coward had anything to do with that.  Ask Evelyn if she has any interest in meeting Fleming before he leaves Bermuda, tomorrow, I think, not sure about that.  See if you can write article way Fleming talks.  Probably not.  Brits talk like they got a potato up their ass. Why do I start sounding like him when I’ve been with him?  Hate the expression bloody.  Bloody this and bloody that.  When an American says bloody like a bloody Brit, makes me cringe.  It’s not bloody hot, it’s fucking hot.  Brits would rather say bloody than fucking.  Work this into article.  Maybe Bond’s creator not a bloody good writer—he’s fucking good for a fucking Brit.  Shakespeare was a Brit.  Shaw was Irish, still the U.K.  Shaw thought Shakespeare plays ‘Stagy trash.’  Fuck him.  Esquire’s a fucking American magazine, not a bloody English rag.  Tell it like it is.  Turn this off.  Get a nightcap  . . .

                CHAPTER TWO       

  Once well before the appointed time, Pendergast’s daughter, enroute to the ladies room, spotted him sitting alone in the deacon’s office—she skidded to a halt and came in, curious why he was there.

“It’s where I was told to wait,” he said, resignedly.  “Where have they interred your mother?”

Rosalind Pendergast was a radiant twenty-two year old, adopted, and the youngest of two daughters, and most assuredly the apple of her father’s eye, as much as he despised the cliché.  She had arrived somewhat late in life, long after he and Evelyn had abandoned all hope of additional offspring—actually, she was adopted after the other was grown and gone.  It was, in the minds of many, one of life’s rare serendipitous moments when Titanic was about to slip below the wake and suddenly a lifeboat appeared and metaphorically hoisted Flagnon and Evelyn aboard.  It occurred at Thanksgiving dinner, a rather propitious time of year, and the Pendergasts’ guests were Beverly and Leroy Reilly and their teenage son Theodore.  Beverly, in her mid-forties, was the chief editor at Hastings, Ldt., the house that had published Pendergast’s two self-help best sellers—Turning the Screw on Others and Do Unto Others First—and, over the years, had become the author’s close friend and confidant.  Beverly’s husband Leroy was a retired pharmacist, while Theodore did his best to get through high school with a C+ average.  They had been invited for Thanksgiving dinner at the Pendergasts because everyone on Evelyn’s side was away and everyone in Flagnon’s family was committed elsewhere with visiting relatives and people in whom neither Evelyn nor Flagnon had a scintilla of interest.

“Do you remember Linda Mae Doremus?” Beverly asked, her chubby, bejeweled fingers protruding from wide hands at the end of bare, chubby arms as she sliced a delicate shred of luscious white turkey.  “She worked in our Manhattan office.”

“Vaguely,” Pendergast recalled.  “Skinny little blonde.”

“Well, not so skinny, at least not right now.  Six months pregnant, to be exact.  Sort of a swizzle stick with a bubble.”  Beverly popped the turkey into her mouth and tossed her round head emphatically, causing her chubby cheeks to sway one way while her dark, short-cropped hair flew another.

Leroy laughed and added, “Yeah, a pipe cleaner who swallowed an olive!”  The retired pharmacist, fifteen years his wife’s senior, adjusted his oversized spectacles with his free hand; and his host marveled at how much he resembled an aging racehorse whose blinders had slipped down his broad nose.  Sitting down, his long, sad face extended well over his chest, his straight beige mane hung over his narrow forehead, between his far-spaced eyes—and Pendergast had a fleeting image of him breaking out of the gate should anyone boldly shout, “And they’re off!”

Pendergast sipped his Merlot and tried to put a face on the swizzle stick/pipe cleaner.  “I think I saw her no more than once or twice.”

“Well,” Beverly said, conspiratorially, “I doubt if she’ll be in the office next time you’re in town.  She’s single, it seems, and involved with a married man.  She came to me on Monday and asked for a loan—she needed two thousand dollars for an abortion.  I told her absolutely not!”

“Good for you,” Evelyn chimed in from her end of the table.  “How far along is she?”

Beverly shrugged.  “Due in February.  Must be second trimester.  I told her no doctor in New York would allow an abortion this far along.  She said she would go abroad, or even to Canada—for a couple hundred they’ll do anything in Canada.  I said forget it.  She said okay—she’d have the baby and give it away.”  As if the story were concluded, Beverly reached for the cranberry sauce.  Flagnon stopped chewing and looked at Evelyn who said, her mouth precariously full, “We’ll take it.”

“What’s that?”

“I said, we’ll take the baby.  Adopt it.”   Evelyn gulped from her glass of water and swallowed noisily.  “Flag and I will take it and give it a good home.  We’ve been talking about adopting for weeks now.  This may be the perfect opportunity. . . . Flag, why don’t you call Jocko right now and clue him in?”

Pendergast hesitated before pushing back his chair.  There was a phone on the wall in the pantry between the dining room and kitchen, and he could see it from his end of the table.  What were the odds their attorney Jocko de Tocqueville would be home waiting by his phone for such an impromptu call on Thanksgiving Day?  “Hold on,” he said.  “I don’t think we’ve given this fifteen seconds thought.  We know nothing about this Linda Mae Whatshername kid.  Or the father—or anybody. . . . Is she white?  A crack-head?  Is she having a boy or a girl—”

“I don’t think she knows—”

“Of course she’s white—”

“How old is she?”

“No more’n twenty.”

“For real?”

“Far as I know.”

“The father—”

“I’ve no idea.  She did go to college—”

“Harvard?  Bryn Mawr?” 

“Right.  SUNY, I think, at least a year or so.”

For some reason, that elicited a chuckle from Theodore Reilly, a potential jockey for his father had he not been an overweight carbon copy of his mother.

Much to everyone’ surprise, to Pendergast’s mostly, Jocko de Tocqueville was, in fact, sitting alone by the telephone in his rooms at St. George’s Inn when Pendergast finally called him.  “Why are you there alone at dinnertime on Thanksgiving Day?”

“Where should I be?” the attorney asked, sucking his bulbous, moist lips.  “Wilma’s at her mother’s for turkey—we might go to a movie later—she said she’d call me soon as she could get away.  I thought you might be her.”

Jocko had been the Pendergast family lawyer for as long as anyone could remember, and although they had never been fast friends, Flagnon and Evelyn had seen the de Tocqueville’s through their nasty divorce ten years ago; at the trial Pendergast had perjured himself and swore Jocko had never, to his knowledge, chased after any other woman; he had helped Jocko move into a suite of rooms at St. George’s, and had even testified as a character witness at the custody hearings.  The latter effort evidenced a modicum of success in that Jocko was awarded custody of thirteen-year-old Wilma, his and Genevieve de Tocqueville’s only child, on alternate holidays and weekends once a month.  The particular Thanksgiving in question was, unfortunately, not ascribed to him, although the maligned ex-wife, a more gracious partner than Jocko might have been, said Wilma and he could share a movie that evening.  Jocko, for the record, doted on his daughter with nearly the same enthusiasm as Pendergast displayed toward Rosalind, though not as openly or as often.

“I didn’t know you were ‘batching’ it this holiday,” Pendergast said, expressing just the right amount of phantom apology without suggesting the attorney join them, belatedly, for dessert.  “I thought you had Wilma for a ski trip to Colorado—”

“I do,” Jocko said, “for Christmas this year, not Thanksgiving. . . . What’s up?  Run over somebody?”

Pendergast leaned against the pantry door jam, well aware the others still in the dining room were listening and could easily hear him.   “We’ve been having dinner with Leroy and Beverly Reilly, and their son Theodore—Beverly was telling us about a kid at work—seems she’s gotten herself in trouble with some married guy, and she asked Beverly for money to get an abortion.  Beverly said no, she was too far along, so now the kid says she’ll have the baby and put it up for adoption.  Evelyn thinks it might be a perfect, uh, opportunity for us to—you know—look into.  What do you think?”

There was a long pause on Jocko’s end—so long that Pendergast asked, “You still there?”

“Yeah.  The question is, what do you think?”

“Well . . . ”   Pendergast had to be careful; everyone in the dining room was listening, not that he was concerned about Beverly and Leroy, or certainly Theodore; but he knew how determined Evelyn might be with this sudden innovation—he had to be extremely careful and choose his words with caution.

“Well,” he said, “I think it’s a . . . wonderful idea, well worth looking into.”

“Yeah. . . . Well . . . okay.  Who’s her lawyer?”

Pendergast shrugged and glanced back into the dining room.  “I’ve no idea.  I don’t know that she has one.”

“Yeah, well, she has to.  I can’t represent both of you, against the law.  What’s her name?”

“Her name?  I don’t—Linda Mae something.”

“Linda . . . Mae?”

Beverly called out from the dining room:  “Doremus!  Linda Mae Doremus!”

De Tocqueville heard her clearly and responded:  “Doremus?  Did she say Linda Mae Doremus?”

“Yeah,” Pendergast affirmed.   “You know her?”

“Arwk!  How would I know her?”

During the rest of his conversation with the attorney, Pendergast looked back toward the dining room table, and he had the impression everyone, including Theodore, had somehow placed a receiver in his ear and was listening to both sides of the phone call.   There would be no need for him to repeat anything, and he was incredulous when Evelyn asked him upon his return to his seat:  “What did he say?”

“Well. . . . As you might suspect,” Pendergast reiterated, “she has to have own lawyer—Jocko said he knows one either here or in New York, preferably in New York, if she needs to retain one, which she probably does.  The lawyer fees are set by both Texas and New York—they max out three-fifty each, which we have to pay for Jocko and the other guy.  Also, her medical expenses, which should be about three grand if everything’s normal.  Court costs are zippo, if there’s no contest, which there won’t be.  Jocko said under no circumstances are we to offer her, or give her, any money whatsoever.  If family court finds out a dime changed hands, they’ll put the kibosh on the whole thing, and we’ll all go to jail, including the lawyers. . . . At least, that’s what he said.”

Evelyn said, “So the whole thing could cost us as little as four thousand dollars . . . ”

“If we’re lucky,” Pendergast said, under his breath.  “Who’d like some Tia Maria with their coffee?” Theodore, with hesitancy, raised his hand; Beverly said, “You go to South America or Russia, even Korea, you guys’re looking at, I don’t know, fifty grand!”   Leroy said, “Jesus Christ!”

Jocko de Tocqueville was beside himself, not the most favorable position from which to analyze the unexpected but plausible predicament Pendergast had presented.  Linda Doremus.  Where’d the Mae come from?   At first, he’d made no connection. . . . Good lord, what a small and small-minded world we inhabit! Jocko lamented, alone in his airy but dim rooms at St. George’s, sitting in front of the TV in his under shorts watching the Detroit Lions getting trounced by the Atlanta Falcons.  He wished he had a drink right then, and he looked at the green rotary phone he had just hung up.  Dial number 7 and someone in the lounge would pick up.  “Can you bring me a Seagram’s Seven and ginger ale?” he requested.  “Two twenty-seven.  No, wait.  Bring me a whole fresh bottle, and a six-pack of ginger ale. . . . Canada Dry.  I don’t particularly like Schweppes’. . . . No, Seagram’s Seven is okay.  Thanks. . . . Yes, right away.”  He replaced the receiver, annoyed the clerk at the other end had called him “de Tocqueville” as in “Dee Toe-kwew'-vill-lay.”  Goddamn it, he swore at the phone.  How long will I live here before they learn it’s de Toke'-vill—rhymes with de Coke'-vill, not Dee Toe-kwew'-vill-lay!    De is like Dĕh, rhymes with Dip, sans the p.  No one had trouble with “Jocko”; it was short for Joachim—only Flag Pendergast had been so bold as to laughingly call him Wocko when they’d first met twenty-five years ago.

Jocko stared at the telephone with uncharacteristic uncertainty.  Linda Mae Doremus was without a doubt Linda Doremus, and Jocko calculated it had been six weeks since last they’d spoken.   The circumstances of that conversation, he recalled, had not been totally pleasant; in fact, she had hung up on him.

“If there’s nothing you can do,” she had said, with final clipped tones of frustration, “then there’s nothing you can do.”

“Linda . . . ”

“Let’s leave it right there.”  At that point, she set the phone roughly in its cradle.

She won’t be home, anyway, Jocko rationalized as he dialed her number, at five-thirty on Thanksgiving Day (it was six-thirty in New York.)  She answered on the second ring.  Jocko stared at the now blank TV screen.

LONG SHOT OF LINDA MAE DOREMUS PICKING UP THE TELEPHONE IN HER FURNISHED APARTMENT, AN ORDINARY LIVING ROOM WITH SECOND-HAND ACCESSORIES.  LINDA, EARLY TWENTIES AND QUITE PREGNANT, IS TALL, BLONDE, CHUBBY IN HER SIXTH MONTH, BUT GOODLOOKING, WEARING A PLAIN BATHROBE OVER A NONDESCRIPT HOUSEDRESS.

                              
LINDA

Hello?

FAST DISSOLVE TO SPLIT-SCREEN, JOCKO ON THE LEFT, LINDA ON THE RIGHT.  SHOT IS MCU OF EACH, GENERALLY FACING EACH OTHER.

 


JOCKO

Hi.  It’s me.  I didn’t think—”




LINDA

Think what?



           JOCKO

I—don’t know. . . . That you’d be home Thanksgiving, I guess. 

                         LINDA (with a sardonic giggle)

Yeah.  Where else would I be?




JOCKO

Can we talk?  You alone?




LINDA

Yeah. . . . All alone, by the telly-phone.




JOCKO (hesitates, then speaks)

I just got off the phone with Flagnon Pendergast.  He—




LINDA

What kind of a name is “Flagnon”?




JOCKO

What?  Hell, I don’t know.  I think it was his grandmother’s maiden name.  He tells me you asked Beverly Reilly for money to get an abortion.  Is that true?




LINDA

Yeah. . . . So what?

FAST DISSOLVE FROM THE SPLIT-SCREEN TO A MCU OF JOCKO

JOCKO
Well, I think that was a pretty dumb thing to do.  THERE IS A KNOCK AT THE DOOR       Hold on a minute.

JOCKO PUTS DOWN THE PHONE, CROSSES THE ROOM, OPENS THE DOOR.  A MOTEL EMPLOYEE CARRYING A TRAY WITH A BOTTLE OF SEAGRAM’S 7 AND A SIX-PACK OF CANADA DRY GINGER ALE STEPS INTO THE ROOM.  FOR THE FIRST TIME, WE ARE AWARE THAT JOCKO WEARS NOTHING BUT A T-SHIRT AND A PAIR OF PLAID BOXERSHORTS.  HE IS SHOELESS BUT WEARS WHITE ATHLETIC SOCKS.

MOTEL EMPLOYEE

Seagram’s Seven and ginger ale.  You need glasses or ice?




JOCKO

No.  Thanks.  I can get ice in the machine down the hall.  I got plenty of glasses.  HE TAKES THE TRAY AND SETS IT ON THE DRESSER.  FROM HIS NEARBY WALLET, HE EXTRACTS A COUPLE DOLLARS.  SCRIBBLING HIS NAME ON THE CHARGE SLIP, HE HANDS OVER THE MONEY AND CHARGE SLIP, BACKING THE EMPLOYEE OUT THE DOOR.

                     MOTEL EMPLOYEE

Thanks, Mr dee Toe-kwew-veal.  Happy Thanksgiving. 




JOCKO

Yeah.                

JOCKO CLOSES THE DOOR, GOES TO THE DRESSER, OPENS THE BOTTLE OF SEAGRAM’S, POURS HIMSELF A STIFF SHOT, DOWNS IT—AND GOES BACK TO THE PHONE.  CAMERA MOVES IN FOR MCU


You still there?

FAST DISSOLVE TO SPLIT-SCREEN, MCU BOTH CHARACTERS





LINDA


Yeah.  Who was at the door?




JOCKO


Hooker I ordered.  Told her I was busy. . . . You got plans for dinner?  Anything going on?





LINDA


Y’kidding? . . . . No.  I told my mom I might stop over, but I ain’t going to.  Roger did call, but he couldn’t talk.  Irene was there, and he—he hadda stay home and have dinner with his kids.

                             
        JOCKO

If I was in the City I’d meet you at Flanagan’s.  Treat you to a hot turkey sandwich.




LINDA

What for?




JOCKO

We gotta talk.  Okay if I fly in tomorrow?




LINDA

CUT TO SINGLE MCU SHOT OF LINDA     I don’t know.

                               JOCKO

CUT TO JOCKO
   MCU       I think it’s important.  I wanna tell you all about Pendergast.  Your troubles may be over.

CUT TO LINDA
 

                            LINDA (thinking about it)

Yeah. . . . Really over.

CUT JOCKO                       

                               JOCKO
I can be at your place by three tomorrow afternoon.  Pick out a place for dinner in the Village.

CUT TO LINDA


                               LINDA
. . . . Yeah.  Okay.

CUT TO WIDE SHOT OF JOCKO AS HE HANGS UP THE TELEPHONE.  HE LOOKS AT IT.  THEN HE LOOKS AT HIS EMPTY GLASS.  HE CROSSES THE ROOM AND FIXES HIMSELF ANOTHER DRINK, THIS TIME WITH GINGER ALE.  HE LOOKS AT THE GLASS AND REALIZES THERE IS NO ICE.  HE PLACES THE GLASS ON THE TRAY, RETRIEVES THE CARBOARD ICE BUCKET FROM THE BATHROOM, AND, DONNING HIS BATHROBE, TURNS ON THE TV AND LEAVES THE ROOM FOR THE ICE MACHINE.  THOUGHTFULLY, HE TAKES THE “DO NOT DISTURB” SIGN FROM THE DOORKNOB AND PLACES IT IN THE DOORJAM SO AS NOT TO LOCK HIMSELF OUT.  HE LEAVES AS THE CAMERA PANS ACROSS THE ROOM; THE TV VOLUME INCREASES SLIGHTLY.  CAMERA STOPS FULL SCREEN ON THE TV SET JUST AS THE DETROIT QUARTERBACK IS SACKED ON THE THREE-YARD LINE.  THE CROWD ROARS AND MOANS.

The day after Thanksgiving Jocko was on Delta 716, almost alone in First Class.  He had finished his third highball after a redundant meal of sliced roast turkey and all the trimmings.  The brilliant white Delta napkin was still fastened to the top button of his Oxford cloth shirt; it billowed over his loosened tie and ample belly like the shroud of an ancient but recently unearthed mummy.  His head was back against the leather seat, his eyes closed; he was deep in thought:   

Linda Mae, Linda Mae.  Why are you so goddamned dumb?  Fucking around with some married prick like Roger Tremaine has to be the stupidest thing a twenty-year-old kid can do!  And sleeping with an old fart like me at the same time!  What if I’d knocked you up, you brainless airhead?  Jesus, what a thought. . . . How do we know it’s Roger’s kid?  What if it was mine?  Not possible.  Tremaine’s a stud.  I’m old and fat.  What would Pendergast do if he had an inkling  . . .  ?

                      CHAPTER THREE

The dress Evelyn Pendergast wore for the wedding was a  stupendous formal-length two-piece affair of brown taffeta, strapless with a wide, beige cummerbund and a separate, off-the-shoulder matching jacket.  As elegant as she appeared, her pale gray hair swept back from her serious and smooth countenance, Pendergast could not help remarking she looked like a delicious malted milk.

“Can’t you just say I remind you of Kim Novak?” Evelyn had pouted earlier that day.  “And let it go at that?”

Now, sweeping majestically into the deacon’s office, her concern was more pronounced.  “Where the hell is my jacket!” she spat, defiantly.  “Have you seen my jacket?  For God’s sake, I can’t find it!  My jacket!”
Pendergast glanced casually at the stacks of cardboard boxes.  “You’re jacket?” he repeated, indifferently.  “It’s not in here.  Did you bring it from home?”

“Of course.  I had it on in the car.”

“Did you leave it in the car?”

She began examining articles on and around the deacon’s desk.  “No.  No.  No, I had it on when I came inside the church.”

At that moment, Priscilla Keillor, the groom’s mother, slid into the room from the narrow corridor, looking first at Pendergast, then at Evelyn.  “Oh . . . there you all are!” 

“I can’t find my jacket,” Evelyn said.

“She may have left it home.”

“No, I certainly didn’t.”

“Well,” Pendergast sighed, starting to rise, “I can go get it.  Plenty of time.”

“Not all that much,” Priscilla said.  The groom’s mother’s most notable physical characteristic was her height.  She was, still, a rather attractive woman of fifty-three with short, curly hair and not a trace of gray, and in her bare feet she stood just a whisker under six feet tall.  When she was thirty, she weighed a mere one hundred eleven pounds; each year since she had gained two-point-forty-eight pounds, exactly, and now she weighed 168+.  And she was still five feet eleven and three-quarters inches tall with no apparent symptoms of osteoporosis; her posture, somewhat like her demeanor, was military school crisp.

“Where are the girls?” she demanded.

“Next door.  In the conference room.”

“Good.  There’s a full-length mirror in there.

“They’re dressing in there.  All of them.”

“The bride, too?”

“I think so.  Sure.  Of course.”

Pendergast offered, “Bet that’s where your jacket is,” but neither woman was listening.

“Where are the boys dressing?”

“Downstairs in the library.”

“Good.  Is Rick all right?”

“Good as can be expected.”

“What about Rosalind?”

“She’s fine!”

“Good.”  

Priscilla Keillor and Deacon Keillor had been married for twenty-seven years, compatibly cohabiting while Rick was growing up; now, five years ago, they were divorced, for reasons no one could adequately explain (except, as Schulman Keillor often said, “It’s none of your god darn business!”)   The divorce did not occur until Schulman was ordained and Rick had finished college and had gone on to graduate studies in economics, which he never completed.  Rick and Rosalind had known each other since they were adolescents, but they didn’t start dating until their last year together at the University of Texas.  Somehow, at a fraternity/sorority mixer, they had found each other, sparks had flown, along with liberal amounts beer, vodka and tequila, and within weeks of graduation, they had become engaged—Rick had come to Pendergast with a tale of smoldering, undying love and had literally begged for Rosalind’s hand in marriage.  Moved that someone as genuine, as sincere, as Rick Keillor, already Esquire’s chief photographer, wanted a lifetime partnership with someone as—as unique and rare as his daughter, Pendergast proudly acquiesced and the wedding was immediately set for the following June.  Evelyn had wept uncontrollably but inside she was ecstatic.

“Here it is!” the maid of honor exclaimed, bursting into the office waving Evelyn’s jacket over her head.  “This missing jacket! . . . . It is missing, isn’t it?”  Sheila Hungersford was Rosalind’s best friend and worst enemy, her maid of honor.

“Where did you find it?” 

“I didn’t.  Jackie Trenholm found it.  She sat on it.  I knew it was like yours.  She said it wasn’t, but I knew it was.  I noticed you in it like when you first got here.  It’s a gorgeous dress and jacket.  Yours is, too, Mrs. Keillor, I mean, everyone’s like gorgeous. It’s not wrinkled, the jacket, I mean, like even though Jackie did sit on it.”

Pendergast sighed and sat back down.  “How’s it going in there?” he asked, and no one answered him.  In fact, no one paid any attention to him.  He might have asked, “Did anyone cut the fuse on the bomb?” and everyone would have kept right on talking, ignoring him.

“Where was it—on the chair?” Evelyn asked.

“Yeah, the big one.  You musta left it like on the seat.”

“Jackie sat on it?”

“Yeah, just a little bit.  Everyone’s almost dressed.  Roz looks gorgeous, like—beautiful.  Her hair came out perfect.  All the bridesmaids look—great, fabulous—like gorgeous.  I think everyone’s ready to go!”

“You look—unbelievable,” Priscilla told Sheila, and Pendergast thought that was a bit of an understatement.   Sheila Hungersford was what most women over fifty thought they had looked like in their early twenties: soft and lithe, ash blonde, effervescent and cherubic, athletic yet pliant, intelligent yet somewhat wild-eyed.  Perhaps Priscilla had; Pendergast knew Evelyn had.  He had always been delighted Sheila was Rosalind’s best friend, as close as raisins on a grapevine, Rosalind often said,  since they were eight years old—yet he knew their competitive spirits kept them sharp and on the edge of a keen rivalry.  They were both what tabloid reporters called “drop-dead gorgeous,” both summa cum laude college graduates, both destined to lives of gratifying success with romance and an economic attitude of laissez-faire—not that either of their parents were extraordinarily rich or even well-to-do.  With Priscilla, Evelyn, and the peripatetic jacket in tow, Sheila swept the women out of the office, calling to Pendergast over her shoulder, “Get ready, Mr. P!  The moment of truth is like here!”

Once they were gone and he was alone, Pendergast got up and went to where his tuxedo coat hung behind the door.  Beneath the coat was his Walther PPK, 7.65 and the slim black holster attached to the shoulder strap.  Deftly, he slipped the harness over his upper arm and secured the black leather against his ribcage, well hidden beneath his armpit.  Quickly glancing out into the narrow corridor, ascertaining no one was en route, he quickly hoiked the pistol from the holster and cocked it quietly, making sure a cartridge had sprung upward from the clip and resided in the chamber.  He replaced the weapon in its secure container and slipped casually into his tuxedo coat just as Rosalind and Bette Lokdorn sashayed around the corner and stood in the open doorway.

“All ready, Father of the Bride?” the coordinator chirped.  “The Bride and Groom are waiting!”

Pendergast could not believe his eyes: Rosalind, in her wedding dress and tiara, with a diaphanous veil trailing above the rich white train and flowing in colubrine symmetry behind, was the sort of vision older men such as fathers and hopeless admirers found daunting and disturbing.  Rick Keillor, Pendergast thought to himself, you are one lucky sonofabitch.  But then, moving farther afield: so am I.  Taking it another step down the slippery, winding staircase into Dante’s circles: It’s you, Roger-you-dodger, whose luck has run out.  I’ve had her for twenty-two years.  It’s you and Linda Mae who blew it eight ways to the moon!

Priscilla Keillor sat at Table No. 5 with her current boyfriend, Leslie Davenport, a middle-aged, well-known appliance repair entrepreneur, several times a millionaire.  Unknown to Priscilla, Davenport was unable to hear a word she said; their table had been deliberately assigned in adjacent proximity to the bandstand.  It didn’t stop the mother of the groom from grousing:  Does Evelyn have the slightest notion how silly that dress looks with that jacket? She said she lost it—should have kept it that way.  Wasn’t Rosalind lovely?  That dress must have cost Flagnon a pretty penny.  If they go it for less than three thousand dollars, I’ll eat this bouquet!  Not that Ricky didn’t shine.  He’s the handsomest boy, isn’t he?  That tux looks custom-made for him, even if they all aren’t rentals, which they are—I paid for them—Schully can be such a bastard.  I also reimbursed Flagnon for that stupid groom’s cake, which nobody will eat.  All Schully coughed up was the money for the whisky and wine, which none of us need.  I’ll bet he finagled a deal on the Parish Hall, too.  Did you see how fat Flagnon is getting?  Look at that tux he’s got on.  The jacket looks like he’s hiding a rifle under it.

                    CHAPTER FOUR

“Frankly, old man, as I see it,” Fleming said, not making eye contact but gazing out the window at the Chrysler Building, “you have little, if any, choice.”

Pendergast regarded James Bond’s creator in a new light, the brilliant sunshine notwithstanding that ricocheted noisily from wall to wall in the miniscule office Esquire had made available in its midtown facility.  The room on the fifth floor at 827 Madison Avenue was wholly inadequate.  “Ian Fleming’s meeting me here at eleven,” Pendergast had told Archie Graham, the current feature editor.  “I was hoping we might use your office—or one of the other exec suites.”  Graham, a small and disheveled man already exhausted at forty-eight, stared sadly at the floor.  He resented his lack of physical stature, his balding pate, his thick glasses, and, most of all, his bad teeth, the result of undisciplined soft drink consumption as a child and indifferent teenager in rural Ohio—but, resentment aside, he thrived in his position at Esquire, well aware how good he was at what he did.  He had attended the prestigious Lamont School of Journalism in Chillicothe, had graduated with honors at twenty, and had begun almost immediately at Esquire as a second string copyreader; at twenty-three he had become a full-fledged junior editor, and feature editor at thirty-six—the wunderkind, then, of magazine publishing.  As furless and poorly structured as he was behind symbolic spectacles the size of Mountain Dew bottle bottoms (a constant reminder why his teeth were jagged and blackened) Archie Graham was a polished editor and grammatical genius.  “You are not only a writer of fragile talent,” he once said to Tom Wolfe, “but not even a pompous, pedantic Brit would ever use words like ‘dysphasic,’ ‘acedia,’ ‘nimiety,’ and ‘superficies’ in a magazine story—especially in Esquire.  Either they go or you do.”   In the end, Graham inhaled up to five feet, one and a quarter inches, and the words went while Wolfe stayed; his piece that time won an award.  “I’d be better off meeting with Ian Fleming,” Pendergast said today, “in the men’s room at the Hilton.”  Graham shook his shiny knob.  “I don’t think so.  We offered him lunch at the Rainbow Room, and he said, no, too many memories.  What’s he got against NBC?”  Pendergast looked quizzically at the editor and wondered if, in fact, the editor had even read the article he’d written.  Of course, Graham had devoured it, thoroughly, and more than once.  In it, Pendergast had covered Fleming’s pre-wartime activities for the OSS, when the Englishman had occupied offices in Rockefeller Plaza directly across from offices harboring a Japanese contingent of mid-level spies.  The Rainbow Room had been a rendezvous point for him and Sir William Stephenson (the man called Intrepid.)   “I was just thinking,” said Pendergast, “a man of Fleming’s stature might deserve something a bit more—suitable.”  He immediately regretted using the word “stature,” but Graham, to his credit, gave no indication he’d noticed (of course, he had.)  “Do you want me to stay?” he asked.  Pendergast, relieved at being given a choice, shrugged and shook his head.  “Can if you want.  Not necessary.”

Fleming, true to his heritage, was ushered into the tiny office precisely as the clock struck eleven.  Graham opted not to stay, contending he was required elsewhere.

“Hi,” Pendergast said with enthusiasm, standing to shake the author’s hand, and reacting with gratification he had worn a tie, as Fleming sported a neat, narrow regimental cravat of deep blue with diagonal muted red stripes.  “You found this den all right?”

Fleming nodded and took a seat in the only remaining chair, the one Graham had abandoned.  “Yes, no difficulty whatsoever.  Been here twice before—anyway, the cabbie knew exactly where to deposit me.”  He glanced about at the shabby environment.  “What’s up?  They trash me?”

“You mean the article?”

“Yes.”

“No.  Matter of fact, it’s scheduled for October’s issue.  What would you say to a cover shot?”

“Today?”

“Good a time as any.  Rick Keillor—they have a studio right here.”

Fleming hesitated.  “Rats,” he said, and Pendergast thought had it been him, he’d have said “fuck” or at least “shit.”  Without thinking, he restated, “Rats?”

“Yes,” Fleming affirmed.  “Worst luck—I had a haircut just yesterday.  I look like a new born panda—what are baby pandas called?”

Pendergast shrugged the international gesture of ignorance.  “No idea.  Cubs, I guess.”

“Sounds right.”  Fleming looked about the cubicle, and neither of them said anything more for a moment.  The door suddenly flew open and Rick Keillor, Esquire’s chief photographer, rushed in with two Nikons about his neck and carrying a Hasselblad H2F.  His immaculate white shirt billowing over his spindly frame, his pale blue tie flying over his shoulder like the vapor stream from a trailing aileron, and his blond, orangish hair standing on end like a fixed rudder, Pendergast had an immediate image of a paper airplane shot into the room by a smart-alecky sixth grader.  The explosion of his presence made Fleming jump, startled.

“Say wot!”

“Behold!” Pendergast laughed.  “The future son-in-law!”

Rick Keillor at twenty-five was, like his ecclesiastical father, tall, polite, opinionated, and secure in his sense of professional success.  He had come to Esquire from an apprenticeship as a renegade paparazzo focused, while at Texas U’s College of Communication, on the sports and show business elements of Austin and Dallas, where he had mastered the technological aspects of photography while achieving straight A’s in his Bachelor of Science courses.  As president of his fraternity, Delta Epsilon Phi, Rick had a “best friend” in fellow undergraduate and D-Phi pledge, Tony Allgood, whose grandfather just happened to be one of the non-related common trustees under the will of William Randolph Hearst.  Upon graduation, Rick, with no aspirations for an advanced degree, asked Tony if he knew of any photo-journalism opportunities with Hearst properties, and Tony said he’d look into it.  He looked no further than Esquire; Rick began in the Dallas bureau as a journeyman and moved quickly into the chief’s office in New York just two years after the erstwhile chief’s—Clyde Winslow’s—retirement.  It turned out to be one of the most fortunate events in Esquire’s illustrious and checkered journalistic tenure; Rick brought in a wholesome and new periodical insularity that focused on a younger and more vibrant demographic, while Archie Graham began to attract writers and staffers with ideas that grasped the nuances of the time without relying on female centerfolds and articles of questionable taste and value.  Penetrating insights to personalities such as Ian Fleming, as dissected by perspicacious writers of Flagnon Pendergast’s ilk, in combination with clever, analytical photos by Rick Keillor, was the single innovation that many said saved Esquire from certain bankruptcy.    Tony Allgood, sadly to report, did not take advantage of his own access to patronage; he went to work as an insurance adjuster with a single claim to fame: he was slated to be Rick’s best man at Rick’s marriage to Rosalind Pendergast.

“So,” Fleming said jovially, “the hapless Spartan about to be fed to the lions!  Congratulations, young fodder!”  The novelist unfolded and came to his feet, shaking hands with the younger man who towered over him.  Rick smiled pleasantly, though confused by Fleming’s choice of words—“fodder” sounded suspiciously like “father,” and he tried to understand Fleming’s meaning.  “I don’t—” he stated to say, but Pendergast, a true student of vocabulary, quickly amended: “Our British friend loves words like fodder—nearly as archaic as they are—fodder, as in military recruits: inferior material to supply a heavy demand.”

“Good show!” Fleming asserted.  “But I was thinking more of fragmented flotsam plugged into a cannon, shot out in a spraying pattern to impede the advancing horde!”

Rick looked from one older man to the other, more bewildered than ever.  “If you say so,” was the extent of his handy repartee.   

Rick Keillor, even perplexed, was a seriously handsome young man.  Taller than average, well proportioned with straight, wide shoulders, a dark and somewhat brooding demeanor, his hair hanging loose upon his forehead, Keillor had the fixed bearing and rolling gait of one who had spent his formative years either at sea or playing lacrosse, neither of which he had ever been guilty of.  When he moved forward, he had the unconscious ability to place one foot firmly in front of the other, while at the same time shifting his upper body in a sort of sashaying movement that was as pleasant to watch as it was disconcerting—especially when one wasn’t sure he was going to sit down, stop abruptly, or continue circling, as if for the kill.  This, perhaps, was one of the things women found fascinating about him—and, conversely, what men distrusted most—his seemingly deliberate manner to deceive by motion and assure by grace when, in reality, no one could be comfortably certain exactly what he was up to.   To Pendergast, it was a matter of small concern—he was content that no matter what idiosyncrasies the young man might possess, Rosalind loved him, literally adored him; and as far as Pendergast was concerned, he was would become an ideal surrogate.  “Shall we adjourn to the studio?”  

Rick waved his free hand.  “I don’t think so.  I’d like to get a few shots right here—hand-held, free-style, off-the-cuff, so to speak, natural light (such as it is). . . . If you don’t mind, Mr. Fleming, just keep talking with Dad here—ignore me completely.  You know, snippets from life’s visual anomalies, and—” he impishly tossed in with obvious deference to Fleming’s heritage—“all that rot!”

The novelist looked momentarily surprised, then he laughed with genuine appreciation as Pendergast followed suit.  “Good show!  If Connery ever retires—and the sooner, the better, unless Q can come up with a wheelchair that looks like a Maserati —I think you might, with a bit of work, be the next James Bond!”

Rick took at least two dozen stills, some head-on and close-up with the Nikons and some, from various angels, with the Hasselblad, utilizing dramatic lighting from the overhead fluorescent and whatever ambient shades trickled in from the partially opened doorway.  One of those, in black and white, would be chosen for the October cover: Fleming, unsmiling, his lips pursed as though he were contemplating something profound, eyes cast somewhat down, his chin resting on his thumb, and the left quarter of his face nearly invisible in the dim light (the negative was eventually bought by Macmillan Publishers and became the author’s official portrait; Rick was paid $5,000 under the table.)

The moment Keillor finished his last shot—“That should do it!”—and made his exit, saying goodbye and hoping to see the novelist at the wedding. Fleming stood up as if to leave also, but then sat back down.  “What do you want to talk about?” he asked Pendergast.

“Well, nothing, really.  I mostly wanted to show you off to the staff. . . . I do have the finished article, if you care to see it.”

“Not particularly. . . . Were you good to me?”

“I think so.  I tried to be completely honest.”

“Hmm.  Maybe I should look at it.”  When Pendergast reached down for his briefcase on the floor beside his chair, Fleming laughed and said, “Just joshing, old man, I don’t want to see it.  If you quoted me accurately when I answered your silly questions, what more damage could you do?”

“I quoted you verbatim from the tape recorder.  Some of your remarks were inane.”

“Best kind—for American magazines.”

“There is one thing, though . . . ”

“Oh?”

“Relax,” Pendergast suggested.  “It really has nothing to do with the article.  I need your advice.”

“Shoot.”

“Shoot—yes, well . . . that’s the crux of it.  As you know, I have a Walther PPK, 7.65—”

Fleming seemed surprised.  “You do?  I thought only three men had ‘em . . . ”

“I know.  And Bond killed two of them.”

“Well, I thought he did.” 

“He may have.  But he—you—forgot about me.  I have one, and I’m quite good with it.  I’ve scored as high as eighteen at the range . . . but there’s a problem.”

“Let me have it.”

Pendergast hesitated; he stood up.  “I want to use it at the wedding, when Rosalind marries Rick Keillor.”

Fleming sucked in the sides of his mouth.  “You want to shoot the young photographer for marrying your daughter?”

“No, of course not.  The person I’m going to shoot will be there as a guest, a witness, nothing more.  But I need a silencer, and I don’t have one—and because they’re illegal, I can’t buy one, not that I would, anyway.  Do you have one I could borrow?”

“Of course.”

“May I borrow it?”

“Absolutely not.  That would make me an accessory, even in your gun crazy country.  However, old man, you could steal one. . . . But of course, I’m not suggesting that you do.”

“Where?”

“From my house.  In Jamaica.  But I want to know nothing about it.”

Pendergast was silent for a full minute, thinking it through.  Then: “All right.  I’ll work it out and tell you my plan later . . . ”

“No.  I want no further talk about it.  I insist this absurd conversation never took place.”

“Okay.  Let’s go to lunch.  Archie Graham and his boss Ed Walker want to take us.  The Rainbow Room all right?”

Fleming shrugged.  “Fine by me.”

On the boat back to Jamaica, Ian Fleming started a new James Bond novel featuring the shade of Flagnon Pendergast as the super-spy’s nemesis.  Fleming called Pendergast Franklin Pomander; the working title of the book was “Gift of the Pouncet-Box” . . . . M said it could not be done, but Moneypenny agreed with Bond.  “It can easily be done,” she said, her full lips pouting as though expecting M to contradict her.  “Perhaps you’re right,” M acquiesced, “but only if we can come up with a silencer that backfires—explodes, actually—so that the shooter gets the bullet, traversing in reverse, so to speak.  Do you think Q can come up with such a silencer?”

Both James Bond and Miss Moneypenny nodded simultaneously.  “Of course!” they said in unison, looked at each other in surprise, and giggled aloud, completely, as it was, out of character for them both.. 

                   CHAPTER FIVE

Looking down the long, wide aisle centered between the rows of pews and ending at the ornate altar cluttered with flowers, bridesmaids, maid of honor, groomsmen, best man, clergy, communion paraphernalia and candles, Flagnon Pendergast, his daughter resplendent in the most perfect wedding dress ever designed, her right arm snagged firmly in his, was surprised how crowded the church was.  He wondered what was its normal capacity, and how this congregation would compare to Christmas and Easter?—perhaps, he quickly decided, today would fall short by no greater number than fifty or seventy-five, if that—well, yes, at least that many.  He was aware some, a few at the rear, had turned to catch a premature glimpse of the bride—my God, he thought, she was more beautiful than any bride had ever been!—and he was conscious of the music as if  it were background to a dream, up there, out there in some phantom mist, floating about with no recognizable substance other than the effervescence of a sober gaiety that framed an occasion of joyful purpose.  The melody, such as it was, was familiar; but he had no idea what it was.  The organist, Gertner Vertung, a master musician of more than eight decades, was professor emeritus from the University of Texas, a former conductor of the Dallas Symphony, and a recently retired visiting director of the University of Music and Theatre “Felix Mendelssohn Bartoldy” in Leipzig, where he assisted the renowned Rudolph Fischer.  Although Pendergast had no notion what the mellow prelude was, he did know, thanks to Thursday night’s rehearsal, they would exit to Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy”—and it occurred to him that perhaps this, now, was the lesser known lyrical 3rd movement of the famous Ninth Symphony.  Of course, it was not, and it did not matter; Pendergast to too far removed by the abstract rapture of his beloved daughter’s wedding day to intelligently differentiate between Ludwig van Beethoven, George M. Cohan, or Jerry Lee Lewis.  

He was acutely aware, however, of the cool steel of the Walther’s silencer in his right trouser pocket.  Against his thigh, through the thin linen of the enclosure, the narrow, cylindrical metal was a constant reminder of what was destined to occur before this day was over.

“This looks simple enough,” he had told Ian Fleming that day in Jamaica when the author had handed him the black polished silencer.

“It is,” Fleming said,  “Just screw it into the barrel of the gun—it’s tapered and threaded and will fit snugly.  Make sure,” Fleming cautioned, dropping his voice to a conspiratorial whisper, “it’s tight to the barrel—finger tight!—and no air can escape.  That’s what makes it—silent.  The sound of the percussion is muted, deprived of oxygen, and all you get is a barely audible whoosh! as the bullet leaves the shell casing and goes . . . wherever it’s been aimed.”  He looked away and out the window.  “Remember, I have nothing to do with this—you stole the damned thing when I wasn’t looking.  Put it away.  Coward is coming up the path.”

The Flemings’ home on the north shore, well east of Montego Bay, was a sprawling, multi-room structure that had begun life thirty years ago as a bungalow with outdoor plumbing.  By the time the British writer bought it—at the suggestion of Noël Coward—it had evolved into a nine-bedroom manse with rather luxurious appointments such as a spacious parlor, formal dining room, well-stocked library—all with deep, ornate fireplaces—five bathrooms and three Jacuzzis, a hot tub, a kidney-shaped swimming pool, tennis court, and quarter mile of pristine beachfront.  The view from the giant picture window of the main parlor was a spectacular panorama looking northward over the Caribbean toward Pico Turquino, Cuba’s highest peak, barely visible with the naked eye on even the clearest of days.

“Put that thing away,” Fleming commanded; “don’t let Coward see it—it belongs to him, and quite honestly, I pilfered it the other night when we were there for cocktails.  All of which is a nice way of saying I want it back when you’re finished with it.  But I must have no notion how you came by it.”

Noël Coward came into the house at that moment and, in what the American assumed was a British custom, embraced Fleming and brushed his left cheek with his lips.  “Good to see you, old sport—hello, there!  You must be Pendergast, the Yankee bloke!”

They shook hands while Pendergast examined the Anglo icon.   Strange, the American journalist thought, Coward did not look at all what one would imagine to be a genius of the theater: a renowned playwright, actor, composer, lyricist, novelist, director, singer, dancer, performer extraordinaire—a true Renaissance Man of World Letters and Affairs, who was also a bone fide aristocrat, soldier, war hero, Knight of the Realm, philanthropist and favorite of kings and statesmen everywhere.  His cover as an intelligence operative during World War II had been conceived by no less than Winston Churchill himself!  Good lord! Noël Coward!  And there was Flagnon Pendergast, a nobody, shaking his hand in Ian Fleming’s eclectic parlor!  

Coward was not, Pendergast noted, a tall man, no was he especially robust, although the years had added some rotund tonnage to this ship of Dionysus.    He was not fat—portly might say it better—and he seemed to illuminate the neon of mediocrity in his general appearance:  pasty, squiggly complexion, beady eyes, prominent nose, weak chin, hair combed straight back and flat from a very mild widow’s peak, oversized, prominent ears—he looked like someone scurrying from a subway station incognito, hoping no one would recognize him.                                 

But of course everyone did—that was what made Noël Coward unique; he was unquestionably as recognizable as anyone, in any venue, as, say, Richard Burton, Neil Simon, Laurence Olivier or Robert Goulet.  Within an instant, Pendergast realized there was simply no one he’d ever meet as remarkably unique as this Man of the Theater for All Seasons. 

“What are we drinking?” Coward asked, his voice, like Fleming’s, a flaccid rush of deep-throated huskiness carrying a clipped British accent that nearly buried all personal pronouns and verbs in an inaudible sarcophagus of mumbling hiss.  “God, my tongue is an inflated sausage!  Thirst makes a coward of all us Cowards!”

“Gin,” Fleming said.  “Only drink fit for mad dogs and Englishmen who eschew the noonday sun.”

“Bravo!” cried Coward.  “Good show!”  He broke into a buck-and-wing that might have been a tap dance were he wearing shoes; he was barefoot—“Yes, and fancy free, I might add . . . ”

Pendergast laughed aloud and Fleming said aside, “You get a nice sound out of those bunions. . . . Are you up for a martini, old man?—It’s not yet eleven.”

“Lovely,” Coward agreed, dropping into a huge stuffed armchair.  “Sit down, Pendergast—tell me all about your daughter’s wedding.  Rosalind, isn’t it?  Ah, all the world’s a stage, and every bedroom farce ever written has As You like It to thank!  But who is Rosalind but the debonair Ganymede assembled by Touchstone to befuddle Orlando, Jacques, Corin, Silvius, Oliver, Duke Senior, Adam—and old Will’s cast of thousands bent on cluttering the stage while we all sing ‘Blow, Blow, Though Winter Wind’. . . . Tell me, is she as lovely as Fleming says?”

“Lovelier,” Fleming asserted, reaching for a silver hand bell on the lamp table at Coward’s side.  He jiggled it slightly, and before its tinkling evaporated amidst the heavy drapery shouldering the parlor windows, Harvey, the ancient native houseman, appeared.  “Martinis, for us all,” he told the retainer, “and use the Tanqueray.  Fresh lemons, too.  Shaved ice.  Shaken, not stirred,” he added, and Coward guffawed. 


“I’d prefer a simple vodka and tonic,” Pendergast said, almost apologetically.


“Superbly better choice,” agreed Coward.  “Make mine the same.”  With something of a flourish, he produced an ivory cigarette holder with a platinum band separating the ivory from an ebony flat, tapered mouthpiece; he gently inserted a Hatamen wrapped in a pale blue tissue.  “These aren’t authentic  Hatamens,” he said, noticing Pendergast’s rapt attention.  “They’re really commonplace Lucky Strikes wrapped in Hatamen paper.  There’s a shop in London does them up for me for an absurd price exceeding even the originals.  Care for one?”


Pendergast shook his head, “No thanks,” but Fleming blurted, “I’ll have one if not too much trouble.”

“It is,” Coward said, and for an instant Pendergast thought his ears actually fluttered.  “You said you were quitting—or at least cutting down.  I’m not going to be a party to your downfall—I detest backsliders.  I shan’t support your addiction.  Besides, your wife hates it whenever normal people smoke inside the house—by the by, where is the redoubtable Anne?  I’d much rather look at her than you, old fellow.”

Pendergast answered before Ian could come up with a suitable rejoinder

.  “She’s gone into town with my wife—Evelyn—something about the latest Caribbean frock at Edith’s Boutique . . . ”

“Oh, Christ,” Coward lamented, “we’ll never see them again.   Contact the media—call out the constabulary!”

Fleming offered, “We could jump in the old buggy and go fetch them,” but Coward made a wry face, transforming his cheeks and forehead into a suntanned prune.  “Shoppis interrupti is a prelude to premature death,” he said.    “Better to behead one of her progeny than to clutter the stage with your person when she is examining and try on a dozen or more costumes, none of which she is destined to purchase this fortnight—but with a certainty before the month is out.  I remember such scenes in Pirates of Penzance” and he began to chant-sing: “‘Stop ladies, pray. . . .  I am the very model of a Major-General!  Oh, men of dark and dismal fate!’ they’ll cry—‘Climbing over rocky mountain. . . . Stay, we must not lose our senses!’”   

When Coward suddenly fell silent and Fleming stopped laughing, the younger writer spoke to Pendergast.  “You’ll have to forgive sweet Noël.  He is so taken by Gilbert and Sullivan he sometimes believes he is their offspring—as though Sullivan had somehow impregnated Gilbert, and together they produced Noël Coward!         


It was true that in his salad days Gilbert and Sullivan operettas unwittingly inspired Coward, and he would like nothing better than to be remembered as the heir apparent to their artistic throne.  He had written at least sixteen musicals, revues, and operettas, and many of his songs were considered “classics,” although Pendergast had to admit he could not think of any offhand save the afore referenced “Mad Dogs and Englishmen.”  As a playwright, Pendergast’s bibliography of Noël Coward was equally uninformed.

“I did see Brief Encounter,” he offered, lamely, while Fleming chuckled.

Coward puffed mercilessly on his cigarette.  “What you saw, old boy,” he snorted, “was a film made by my friend David Lean—and while I wrote the screenplay, it’s only connection with the stage is I based it on a comedy I did for Gertrude Lawrence called Still Life.  The only bona fide theatrical play on the boards is a mish-mash called Brief Encounters—with an ‘s’—that’s made up of three plays I did wrapped around Still Life: We Were Dancing, Hands Across the Sea, and even Tonight at 8:30.  It’s boffo everywhere it plays, but there are times I wish I’d never agreed to it.  Does make a dunghill of filthy lucre, however.”

“Good show!” Fleming shouted, and Pendergast changed the subject.

“Well, in any case,” he said, “I’m glad you’re here.  I need you—both you and Fleming here—to help me stage an event at my daughter’s wedding.”

“Lovely!” Coward harped, sitting forward.  “Shall I write a song—a chant—one of those witty sonnets?  A proud father’s testimonial, a toast, to his daughter’s résumé from childhood to womanhood?”  He rolled his eyes in contemplative creation and began to sing with impromptu nonchalance: “ ‘Alas, to see as she is seen by me; a wispy willow of a woman all grown and sown from a seed of silken sadness to now depart and be a balm to the unknown fool—while I disintegrate to dotage and delirium . . . without her.’  Is that what you need, old sport.?”

Pendergast, laughing aloud, shook his head.  “No!  No!  Not at all!  Look what I have here . . . ”  He withdrew the silencer for his Walther PPK, 7.65 and showed it to Coward.  The English nobleman stared it at and began to rise.

“Say . . . !” was all Fleming go out.

“That looks like one that belongs to me!” Coward said

“It should.  It does,” Pendergast confirmed.  “I’m going to use it at my daughter’s wedding.  I’d like you fellows to help me stage a—shooting, I guess you’d call it.”

Fleming was appalled—either by the idea or by Pendergast’s betrayal of the silencer caper.  “You mean—a murder?  Shoot someone?”

Coward choked on a lung full of smoke.  “Arrggruffh!  Splendid!  Lovely! . . . Anyone we know?”

Flagnon Pendergast, at dinner that evening with Evelyn at Kingston’s Arafix, gazed at his wife in the candlelight and inhaled the rich aroma of his wine.  Her face was illuminated by the uneven orange glow from the oversized, clear hurricane lamp, and the glistening waters of the bay framed her from beyond the restaurant’s patio, a fishing boat or two bouncing in the surf, their lanterns adding a squiggling perimeter to the vague scene.

“Too bad,” he said, “you weren’t there from the moment Coward walked in.  What an entrance.  Really a crazy fellow.  Typical Brit, just like you’d expect.  Made up of equal parts of David Niven, Basil Rathbone, Cary Grant, Herbert Marshall, Alistair Cooke, and John Mills.  Looks like Hoagy Carmichael, if you can imagine him in an ascot and barefoot—Carmichael’s an American, isn’t he?—or Canadian?  He certainly thought I was something special, I think.  We hit it off right away.  He really wants to write a special something for me and Keillor to perform as a toast at Roz’s wedding.  I said, sure, go ahead—but I’m not doing it in a British accent—Ha! Ha!  I’d like to do an in-depth piece on him for Cosmo or Collier’s—maybe we can set up something either down here or in London.  Whaddya think?  You haven’t seen London in fifteen years.  Maybe the Flemings could meet us there after the wedding.  Coward really seemed to get a kick out of me—I mean, we were peas in a pod, weren’t we?  I think Fleming was a little pissed.  Could be the kind of friendship I should really cultivate.  Whaddya think?  I might be the only American Coward actually likes.”

                      CHAPTER SIX

Evelyn Pendergast, already seated just inside the pew, second from the center aisle, saving the edge for her husband, father of the bride, had been escorted to the second row by one of the groomsmen also functioning as an usher.  She was resplendent in her chocolate brown dress, the itinerant jacket tenaciously embracing her shoulders, an ample supply of Kleenex on the seat beside her.  On her way from the Narthex she passed Jocko de Tocqueville, who caught her eye with a nod and a wry smile.  She looked quickly away, but not before noticing Linda Doremus sitting on the far side of de Tocqueville’s daughter, Wilma, who was beside her mother, Genevieve, Jocko’s ex-wife.  Why this motley group was sitting on the groom’s side was a mystery the solution of which would never agitate Evelyn further, as these people departed from her mind as rapidly as they had appeared.   Immediately, to her left, she spotted Barney Framenham and his wife Betsy Leigh.  Gracing them with the wisp of a smile, she wondered how much the airfare had cost from Palm Springs—at least three thousand dollars, she imagined, round trip First Class.  What great friends they were!  All these years!   Flag had been ecstatic when, unexpectedly, they RSVP’d in the positive.

She was alternately pleased and concerned the church was so full, and she wondered how many  there would attend the reception in the Parish Hall.  Rosalind had stressed they were limiting the post-ceremony to less than two hundred fifty, but to Evelyn’s practiced eye there seemed nearly five hundred in the pews—from the third row as far back as the baptismal font.

What Evelyn did not know—and what neither she nor Pendergast had not counted on, it being a Saturday—at least half the assembled group was there for the 5 PM High Service, scheduled an hour and a half after the wedding—assuming, of course, that the nuptials began on time, at 3:30.  And of course, they did not; they were already thirty-five minutes late.

Not that it really mattered.  Episcopalians were a strange breed; once the Saturday regulars learned the deacon’s son was marrying the charming, longtime member and debonair daughter of Dallas’ preeminent writer—and it was to be a full-blown Communion service with “all the bells and smells”—they adjusted their own plans to witness the wedding, then stay for the usual 5 PM service, and a second Communion, after the invited revelers abandoned the Sanctuary for the bacchanalia of the Parish Hall a hundred fifty yards away. 

Evelyn’s eyes wandered across to the groom’s side, and she saw many of Rick’s friends and family she did not recognize.  Several were his friends from college, old fraternity brothers and roommates from a past not too distant; many were colleague photographers and staffers from Esquire, including Archie Graham, who had flown in for the rehearsal dinner last night; some she was certain, especially some she thought might be relatives, came from that strange side of life all young men subscribe to in restaurants and bars, golf courses and class reunions, homes in old suburbs overly warm and heavy with cooking odors, comprised of people one tolerated during certain periods, then cast off like casual sportswear that either now fit poorly or had become totally out of fashion as time crept by.  Who are these derelicts? Evelyn wondered; are they seriously here to eat our food and drink our wine?

The early rows to the right held the groom’s mother Priscilla Keillor, her current boyfriend, Leslie Davenport, her mother, the nonagenarian matriarch, Daphne Laschonovitch (whom the Reverend Schulman Keillor literally detested.)  Scattered elsewhere in those rows were Rick’s older sister, Shelly Snaipel, and her husband, Randy, a professional football player with the Dallas Cowboys.   Evelyn graced Rowdy with a miniature smile, as he was the only member of Rick’s family she truly liked.  Perhaps it was because he was neither a Keillor nor a Laschonovitch; he was, like Rosalind and everyone on the sophomore venue, a victim of association solely by marriage.

Back in her own territory she was relieved to be again with her own: her sister, Floride Cooper, sat erect and looking forward, her stony gaze fixed on the altar.  She was on the aisle, next to her husband, Thurgood; and next to him were their daughters, Eunice and Phoebe and their husbands, Alfred Temple and Bruce Hollander, respectively.  Eunice was the oldest, and a favorite of the Pendergasts, whereas Phoebe and Bruce were babbling idiots whom Flagnon tolerated only because of Evelyn.  Next to them were their nondescript teenage twins, occupied forever with their new cell phones.  Evelyn would never know it, but during the past weeks Pendergast had thought menacingly of the Hollander clan every time he held the Walther PKK, 7.65 and practiced with it at the firing range.

Directly in front of the Coopers, et al, were Sarah and Lester Bradley. Sarah was Rosalind’s older sister, Lester was her husband; they lived in Lexington, Kentucky, and they were high on the Pendergasts’ list of favorite people.  Married for twenty years now, Flag had given the union six months at the most; Lester, a long-haired beanpole with nothing more interesting than Woodstock credentials, was voted by family members as the least likely to succeed.  The polls, alas, were far off center.  A Coca-Cola bottling executive about to retire, Lester had become the stoutest of fellows, both literally and figuratively.           

In the fourth row of pews were Ian Fleming and his wife Anne, but no one other than Pendergast, Evelyn, Rosalind, Rick, Archer, assorted staffers from Esquire, and Beverly and Leroy Reilly actually knew who they were—oh, some, like the Coopers and the Reverends Keillor and Paxton knew the creator of James Bond was in the church, but they didn’t know for sure which he was—or who was the pretty and tiny lady in the oversize hat and sporting an incredible tan.

“I have no intention of attending,” Fleming had told Pendergast weeks ago that day in Jamaica, “unless Noël is invited and agrees to accompany me.”

Coward, from his chair by the bay window, flaunted his cigarette holder and said, “Invited or not, I shall not be present. . . . I have nothing to wear.”

“Of course you’ll be invited,” Pendergast assured them: “you both are.”

“Well, in that case, I’ll come,” Fleming stated; “if Anne says we must.”

Coward snorted.  “She will.  And you’ll be all acquiescence.”

Pendergast pushed a little harder.  “I wish you’d reconsider.  Rosalind and Rick would be thrilled to have you there.”

“Undoubtedly.  But . . . posh!—I’d be surprised if either one knew who I am.  If you said I was Rex Harrison, I’m sure they’d both require some sort of I.D.  Even in England, children under the age of thirty regard me as some World War Two antiquity that should have been buried at Westminster decades ago.  Besides, I imagine the flights from here to Dallas are tiny hoppers for no more than twenty people crammed into a fuselage smaller than Fleming’s bathroom.  Sad state of affairs for one destined to go through life in First Class.”

The argument, or debate, lasted through two more drinks, and only once did Coward’s determination waiver.  ‘I think Pendergast wants us there,” Fleming announced, “because he intends to shoot the groom—or the unsuspecting bloke who sired him.  He needs us for immoral support.”

“Really?”  The British playwright perked up.  “Is that why you heisted my silencer for your Walther?  If you intend to shoot the blackguard at the wedding, why do you need a silencer, anyway?  The reverberation inside the sanctuary could be marvelously timed to a sudden crescendo of organ thunder, especially when the daughter-lovely says ‘I do!’ and Beethoven’s opening chord to Ode to Joy comes blasting out of the loft.  Good lord, man, have you no sense of drama!”

Pendergast stepped backwards and sank into a deep leather armchair, protecting his drink on the way down.   “This was never to have gone this far,” he sighed, and his voice was barely audible.

“Well,” Coward asserted, “as dear Agatha always said, ‘Murder knows no bounds.’  I, for one, cannot be an accomplice to any of this.  Keep the damned silencer.  Consider it a wedding gift.”

Fleming found a place on the ottoman at Pendergast’s feet.  “I really don’t think you’re playing the game,” he confided to the American, “blabbing to Noël about the silencer.  Better we kept it between ourselves.”

“Sorry.”

“Well, sorry is rather shallow, old sport, wouldn’t you say?”

Whether he would or not was moot; the ladies arrived from their shopping adventure at that moment, and for the next half hour Evelyn and Anne monopolized the conversation with minute details of each store they entered and each clerk they stressed out.  Anne Fleming, a diminutive waif in middle age, her delicate pale beauty of a former time notwithstanding, delighted in telling of her conquests over hapless saleswomen a third her age and a tenth her savoir fare.  “You should have seen the look on her face when I said I’d have to be hopelessly daft to spend that much on a hideous rag from last year’s catalogue!”  Evelyn, resplendent as always in a simple sundress and wide brimmed hat, could not have agreed more.   “You were absolutely right, darling!  Edith was mad to have even shown it to you.  Although, had she offered it for half price, I could have been tempted. . . . Oh, heavens, you must be Noël Coward!”  Fleming, having come to his feet when the ladies entered, along with both his guests, made introductions all around.  Anne had known Pendergast from previous visits, but Evelyn, like her husband, was meeting Noël Coward for the first time.  To Pendergast’s delight, she shook the Brit’s proffered hand, but made no mention of any of his plays or movies she might have seen.  Evelyn was aware after thirty-plus years with Flag, nothing distresses a writer more than to have a new acquaintance, especially a remarkably beautiful one, a contemporary rather than a dowdy fan, sputter platitudes about the creator’s work.  Coward brought her hand to his lips, and bowing over it, kissed the back of it in gratitude.  “Most delightful, I’m sure,” he said, in his most polished accent, and he made no effort to reveal which was “most delightful”: he meeting her, or vice versa.

“You have no shoes on,” Evelyn observed, and neither her tone nor her expression evidenced any concern.

“No,” Coward said, glancing at his bare feel.  “Nobles oblige.  Never wear them inside Fleming’s house in Jamaica. . . .Your husband tells me your daughter in being married this summer.” 

“Yes.  On the first day of summer, to be exact.  If you have any influence with Ourania, please have her make it a halcyon day!”  Not for an instant did she suspect Coward would not know who Ourania was.

“I will be my level best,” Coward assured her.  “But I have to admit I am much closer to Narcissus.”

Fleming asked, reaching for the silver bell, “And what can I get for these charming ladies to drink?”

Within fifteen minutes Harvey had provided the ladies each with frozen strawberry daiquiris in oversized cocktail glasses and Fleming, Coward and Pendergast with fresh drinks; he also offered a tray of sliced Brie and thin Triskits

“I trust you’re all staying for lunch,” Anne Fleming insisted, and Coward said, “Of course we are. What is on the menu?”  Anne pursed her lips and thought for a second.  “How does grilled salmon with honey-soy glaze and wasabi sauce sound?”  Fleming said, “Port out, starboard home!”  Coward, foregoing a fresh Hatamen, grunted, “Splendid!”  Evelyn enthused, “Yummy!” and Pendergast, never at a loss for words, sighed, “Sounds good.” 

Lunch, served by Harvey in the Flemings’ formal dining room, was a culinary delight.  Coward, of course, sat at the head of the table—insisted upon by Fleming—and monopolized the conversation, as all knew he would.  Enjoying a Shiraz-Grenache from Australia and picking at his salmon, he said, between sips and refills, “The wedding has to be Dallas’s social event of the season.  Pity I will not be there, but weddings depress me.  The young couple will, as will their parents, be radiant.  Had I the time—and the inclination to be present—I would dash off a musical for inauguration at the reception that would tell the story of this enchanted romance from its inception to its—ah—climax, poor choice of word that might be.  With a full orchestra and a cast of highly talented remnants from ‘The Mikado,’ I would direct and star in a three-act revue with a minimum of twelve original songs—sung primarily by me, of course, with honorary appearances by beautiful Evelyn and the groom’s mother, the dauntless deacon, and a walk-on by you, Pendergast.  Come to think of it,” he added, with a devilish twinkle, “I might cast you in a somewhat expanded role of the Lord High Executioner and even give you a solo chorus or two.  The good deacon, of course, will not be left floundering.  I will incorporate an ideal setting for him to assist with the Fathers’ Toast in Act Three—no, I won’t have him sing it, although it will be set to music—I have just the melody in mind, and I’ll teach you both to ‘talk-sing’ your parts and no one will ever know how untrained and tone deaf you really are. . . . You are, aren’t you? . . . Let me see.  Here is the toast.  Try to imagine a full orchestra accompaniment . . . 

“’The plot to toast the Bride and Groom, so they say,

 Began by scribes in Bible times, such as in Canaan,

A one-mule town in Galilee, boasting the toasting

Of one sad steward, supposedly calling out for help

From another little-known but more charismatic guest,

To say a few words of praise, congratulating the Bride

And hopeless Groom on the occasion of this festive—

Occasion!’

“Do you see where I’m going with this?  You, Pendergast, will have to be familiar with the music and get the timing down perfectly, and the audience will have no notion neither you nor the deacon is not actually singing.

“’Rosalind, as a little girl, a moment’s regret not ours,

Even when you realized no matter how you tried,

You could not baptize Lily, the dauntless little cat!

And you always were wise enough to know, whenever

Your mother was angry, you’d not let her brush

Your golden locks!

And if ever a playmate should strike you hard, 

You would never strike her back.

Somehow, you instinctively always knew

The second one would get the sack!

You never asked a boy of three to hold a ripe tomato,

And you never asked the dog to watch your mashed potato!

You never sneezed while Mummy cut your hair;

You never hid broccoli in a glass of milk;

Never wore polka-dot underwear beneath a white skirt—

You were very young when you correctly knew

The very best place to be when unhappiness came to call

Was on your Grand Ma-Ma’s lap!

What age were you, dear child, you first sympathized with us

And noticed that raising a teenage was like nailing 

Jelly to a tree?

You would cast a curious eye at us and realize

That wrinkles do not hurt after all!  No ands, ifs, or buts!

You began to see that families are like fudge . . . 

Mostly sweet—but littered with nuts.

Remember me kindly, dear child, that if I taught you little else,

It is laughing is good exercise—like jogging on the inside!

And now beware: growing old is mandatory; 

Growing up is optional—but hoary!

And tho wisdom comes with the ages, 

And age often comes all by itself.

And you, Ricky-Dicky-Do, be destined for great success,

Even tho it will come in stages:

At the age of four, success was not wetting yourself all day;

At twelve, it was having a host of friends;  

When you were sixteen, it was possessing a driver’s license;

At thirty-five, it will be having money; 

Where you are fifty, it will be—having money.

And at seventy, it will be having a driver’s license;

When you are eighty, it will be having friends;

And at eighty-five, success will be not wetting yourself all day!’

“At this point, I may repeat the chorus, thusly:

“’In my own case, I muddled through four poignant stages—

In the first stage, I believed in Santa Claus; 

In the second, I believed in him no more;

In the third, I magically became Santa Claus;

Now, in the fourth, I look like Santa Claus!  Galore!’

“For the ending, I want the orchestra to segue into a plaintive Irish dirge, heavy with the pathos of a minor key, all strings and penny-whistles, a harp, perhaps a wailing violin, and the deacon will have his finest moment, slipping into a pale brogue, and actually singing some of the notes.  This will take some rehearsal, and if I were there, I’d work him night and day, but I think he will get it—slowly and to the music, if you help him, Pendergast:

“May the Lord keep you in His hand,

And never close His fist too tight.
          May you have warm words on a cold evening,
          And a full moon on a dark night,
          And the road downhill all the way to your door.
          May you live as long as you want,
          And never want as long as you live;

And may the saddest day of your future be no worse

Than the happiest day of your past.

May there be a generation of children

On the children of your children.

May you live to be a hundred years,

With one extra year to repent!

My your pockets be heavy and your heart be light,

May good luck pursue you each morning and night.

 

Always remember to forget the troubles that pass your way; 

But never forget the blessings that come each day!

                        Slainte!’

“There now.  What do you think?”

Anne Fleming drew abstract patterns with her fork in the wasabi sauce on her plate.  Evelyn dabbed at an errant tear.  Fleming handed his wine glass over for a refill, and Pendergast sucked quietly on his lower lip.  “Did you just make all that up?” he asked.

“Of course not,” Coward chuckled.  “None of it is original.  I copied it from some bits and pieces I found in the Devonshire Gazette and used it at a private soiree when Elizabeth married Philip back in ’47, I think t’was.  Brought the house down.  Not a dry eye in the realm. . . . This salmon is divine!”

Ian Fleming and his wife Anne were alone on the deck of their home in Jamaica when Fleming, setting his drink on the fragile glass table at his side, said, “I thought Noël was going to reach inside his smoking jacket and pull out a Beretta or something and shoot that ass Pendergast right where he stood..  The nerve of that shit flaunting my silencer under Noël’s nose like that!”

“It wasn’t your silencer to begin with,” Anne reminded him.

“No matter.  I stole it in good faith—thought I was helping out a friend.  Some friend.  I might better have gone down to A&F and bought him one.”

“Was Noël pissed?”

“Livid.  No amount of persuasion will get him anywhere near Dallas for the wedding.”

“Are we going?”

“Of course.  Wouldn’t miss it.”

Anne wondered, “Is Flagnon actually going to shoot someone?”

“Unquestionably.”

“Whom?”

“No clue.”

                          CHAPTER SEVEN 

“Here we go,” was the last thing Pendergast remembered saying to Rosalind as they simultaneously responded to Bette Lockdorn’s signal and started what the father of the bride expected would be an interminable journey.

It was not.  But neither was it an instantaneous perambulatory march from one episode to another.  Being careful not to ensnare himself in her billowing train, he was aware she had tightened her grip on his left arm, pulling him closer to her side and grasping his right hand as it crossed his body—grasping his hand so tightly in hers he could feel his own pulse racing.

Although he would have no memory of saying a word, he spoke constantly, babbling actually, and trying to make light, meaningless and comical remarks with that would relieve any tensions he thought  his daughter might have.  Unknown to him, she had none.  She was focused on Rick Keillor and Reverend Sally Paxton waiting for them at the altar, at the far end of the long aisle.  All she was thinking was that with everyone in the room staring in wonder at her, she wanted nothing more than to look incomparably beautiful for—him.  For Rick.  Only once did she think of her father; a brief hope that he would hold together and not break down like some ill-trained racehorse that had been suddenly entered in the Kentucky Derby along with Secretariat, Affirmed, War Admiral, and Seabiscuit—that thought moved her slightly off-stride.  Did Seabiscuit ever run in the Kentucky Derby?  She would have to ask Rick later.  They had attended Churchill Downs once, a year or so ago on a sudden lark, and she had worn an outrageous hat they had bought at Target.  

From the corner of his eye, Pendergast made an inventory of everyone he saw he knew, audibly reciting their names spaced with dozens of “Who is that?” “Do you know who that is?” “They can’t believe how gorgeous you are” “Look.  There’s Jocko and his wife, ogling at you. . . . ”  “Look at his stupid daughter. . . . ” “Linda Doremus—what the fuck! . . .”  “Archie Graham. . . . ”  “Bev Reilly.  Theodore.  Leroy. . . .”  “Ian Fleming.  Jesus; he showed up.  Anne. . . .”  “No Noël.  Damned shame, the dumb prick. . . .”  “Barney.  Betsy Leigh.  Aw.  Super friends. . . .”  “Sarah.  Thoughtful Sarah.  Lester.  What a guy! . . . ”  “Floride.  You bitch.  Thurgood.  Useless. . . . ”  “Eunice.  Sweet Eunie.  Alfred.  Stout fellow. . . . ”  “Phoebe.  Bruce. Walter.  Brucey.  Christ! . . . ”  Priscilla.  Leslie.  Daphne—old bitch! . . . .”  “Shelly.  Rowdy—good show! . . . ”

Sally Paxton was saying something, and Pendergast, a rehearsed automaton replied, “I do.  That’s is, both of us do—her mother and I.  Me.”  With that he leaned forward and kissed Rosalind’s veiled cheek, trying to catch her eye, but she was not looking at him.  He turned to move behind and away, but suddenly he stopped and came back, perhaps reluctant to be removed so quickly from the picture, gazing at Rick, taking his arm and shaking his hand.  He started to say something out of context; no words that might have made sense were ready, so he said nothing.  Careful not to step on the swirling train and become entangled, he moved to the left and found his seat in the pew next to Evelyn who was already crying.  He took her hand for a few seconds as the ritual began.

In an instant it was over.  Pendergast’s most vivid memory was a brief few seconds during Communion when, kneeling at the rail, he wondered what Keillor would do if he suddenly grabbed the chalice and drained it.  

Sally Paxton introduced the newly-weds, the congregation burst into applause, and Ode to Joy erupted from the organ loft.  Beaming, the couple went up the center aisle down which Pendergast has just escorted his youngest daughter and given her away to—Whatshisface. 

“What’s next?” he asked his wife.

“Pictures.  Then—party time!”

Pendergast glanced a few pews back at Fleming.  The two writers smiled at each other, and Fleming patted his chest, reminding Pendergast what was secured beneath his jacket.  Shocked back to the present, Pendergast suddenly had newer, more urgent concerns.

The wedding celebrants descended on the Parish Hall like starving vultures rendezvousing on the cliffs of the Grand Canyon while a lost pack of tourists tumbled off the sides and plummeted to the rocks below.   The party principals remained in the sanctuary for a plethora of pictures, then were escorted to the gardens outside for more smiles and “say cheese” before being ushered to the festivities awaiting them at the reception. 

The Parish Hall had been transformed into a BH&G of aqua, black, and deep purple tablecloths, chair coverings, abundant floral arrangements—foxglove stems, bells of Ireland, sun dried hydrangea—all in gleaming trumpet vases, carrying over the theme of the altar, embellishments now scattered beneath a myriad of unlit Japanese lanterns billowing and swaying from invisible wires over the dance floor.  In a far corner was the five-piece band Rick had hired, the sidemen resplendent in maroon tuxedos, and across from them was the Master of Ceremonies and his table of electronic marvels for speeches, comments, roasts and toasts.  The back of the room was reserved for the caterer and her aluminum trays of choice delights ranging from shrimp cocktails to sliced beef tenderloins—everything focusing on the magnificent six-tiered wedding cake beside which lay the groom’s cake, an inspired replica in colorful cheesecake depicting Texas Stadium, home of the beloved University of Texas Longhorns, complete with line markers and goal posts.

The bar, orchestrated with care by the Reverend Schulman Keillor, boasted an assortment of red and white wines, imported beers with names few recognized, and bottles of Scotch, Canadian, and blended American whiskies.  Several bottles of chilled Moet awaited the bridal party.

Flagnon and Evelyn Pendergast were assigned to Table Four along with their daughter Sarah and her husband Lester Bradley.  Floride Cooper and her husband, Thurgood, were also there, as was Ian and Anne Fleming, next to the Pendergasts.  Had Noël Coward attended, along with whomever he chose to bring, Floride and Thurgood would have been relegated to Table Six along with their brood of progeny. 

Ian Fleming, martini in hand, slid onto the chair beside Pendergast.  “Where’d you find gin?” the father of the bride asked,  amazement and annoyance cohabitating.

“It’s vodka,” Fleming admitted, but he seemed content.  “The good deacon had an unopened bottle of Stoly in his office.”

“Pity I didn’t find it earlier. . . . No gin, though?”

“No.” Fleming shook his head.  “Just as well.”

“I know.  Coward’s not coming.”

“He wouldn’t be coming if he could.  Which he can’t.”

“Oh?  Why’s that?”

“He’s dead,” Fleming announced, flatly.  “Anne received a call while you all were having your pictures taken.  Seems he had a heart attack.”

“What!”

“Yes.  Worst luck.  Some deranged blokes broke into his house after midnight last night and stole some of his artwork and silverware.  He woke up and went after them with a walking stick, but they ransacked his den and made off with all sorts of stuff—Christ, they even, apparently, grabbed the silencer for his Walther, so the police say.  The case was there, but it was empty.  Hmm.  None of his guns was taken, though.   Anyway, they got away and poor Coward dropped over dead.  Too much for his ticker, I suspect.  Funeral’s next week, in London.  Anne and I have to be there, of course.”

Shocked, Pendergast mumbled, “Good lord.  We can’t just pick up and go.”

“Course not.  No one would expect you to.  I’ll send clippings from the Times.”

“I have to tell Evelyn.”

“I imagine Anne already has.  On the q.t.—does this change you plans?”

Pendergast sat staring at the placard in front of him.  Mr. F. Pendergast – Table Four   He glanced to his right.  The Flemings’ cards were in place.  Next to them would have been Mr. Noël Coward.  He had never even RSVP’d, the prick.  But he had sent Rosalind and Rick a fabulous gift of huge Waterford candlestick holders.

Pendergast looked around and noticed no one but he was at the table.  Suddenly Evelyn was beside him

“Jesus,” she said, “did you hear about Noël Coward?  He keeled over dead!”

“Yes, Fleming just told me.”

“They’re dancing—he and Anne.  How can they just go—dance?”

Pendergast stared into his glass of wine.  “What should they do?  Hold a wake?”

Evelyn looked at him abruptly.  “God, you can be such an ass!”

“You can call me ‘Flagnon’ in private.”

Evelyn held her look of disgust for less than three seconds before getting up and melding into the crowd.  Pendergast remained alone at the table until Priscilla Keillor slipped into the chair beside him; Pendergast glanced at her as she handed him a personal bank draught.  “This is for the groom’s cake,” she said.  He didn’t look at the check, but, smiling, he folded it and placed it in his trouser pocket, leaning away from her to one side as though he might pass gas.  He tried, but nothing happened; it occurred to him she wouldn’t have heard it, anyway, and even if she did, she would give no indication that she had.  He thought, no question, her olfactory nerves are as dead as her brain.  If the check is incorrect, I’ll let her know later.
“It was a beautiful ceremony,” she gushed.  “Roz was absolutely . . . gorgeous!  Wasn’t Ricky adorable?”

Pendergast nodded, looking closely at her and tabulating how vivacious and young she seemed in her formal afternoon frock of orange and white silk, a cleverly crafted fabric from SteinMart’s.  Schulman must be some kind of fool to leave this delicious piece, he thought; if I have any bullets left over, I may shoot them as well.   “Yes,” he said aloud, “a ceremony for the ages.”

“What?”

“Did you meet Anne and Ian Fleming?”

“Yes.  They seem very nice.  Did he really write all those James Bond movies?”  Someone caught her eye and with a “Catch you later,” she abandoned Table No. Four and disappeared in the crowd.

Pendergast was not alone for long.  Priscilla had no longer gotten to her feet when the older daughter and her husband, plates in hand and piled high, joined him at the table.  “There you are!” Sarah Bradley exclaimed, and he wondered precisely where she thought he’d be.  The dutiful husband, Lester, took the seat next to her and immediately reached for the salt and pepper.  “You want me to get you a plate?” he asked his father-in-law.  “What a great meal!  Who picked out the menu?”

Pendergast shook his head.  “Eat later.  Drink now,” he said, raising his glass in a mock toast.  He glanced at his daughter and agreed she was a most handsome woman, not that anyone had ever doubted it.  She did not in the least look like her mother—nor, it occurred to Pendergast, did she resemble him.  Sarah Bradley was not especially tall, but she often seemed statuesque, even more so this evening dressed in a matronly outfit with huge white polka dots and an outsized hat of bright red with a wide ivory band.  It was a good combination that highlighted her alabaster, transparent skin and pretty face.   She exuded jolliness, yet she was thin and supple.

Lester by contrast was dour, punctual and matter-of-fact.  He wore his sharkskin suit with purpose, and at fifty-five he was just beginning to enjoy life.  Their only child, Noah, was married and gone and living in Peru, an executive with an international chemical consortium.  They saw him and his family only at Christmas.

Flagnon Pendergast wondered what either of them would think if he suddenly opened his coat and let them see the holstered Walther hidden beneath.  Sarah, he concluded, would probably faint dead away, and Lester would hold out his hand and ask if he could see it.  The illusion made the father of the bride chuckle aloud.

“What’s so funny?” Sarah asked, looking about as if she was missing something, stabbing at a slice of tenderloin on her plate.   

After they had eaten, both Bradleys left the table for the dance floor, stopping briefly at the bride’s table where Pendergast noticed Sarah said something with huge gestures, and everyone broke into raucous and sustained laughter.  Inside his head, Pendergast imagined Sarah had said, “Would you believe—my father is packing heat!  He’s actually got a pistol under his coat, and he’s going to shoot—”  The sentence remained unfinished as Pendergast’s attention was diverted to the lady who had approached him from the left, touched his elbow, and leaned over to shout in his ear.

“Are you going to eat, Mr. Pendergast?  Can I getcha a plate?” 

It was Janet Clicker according to the plastic badge pinned to her ample bosom; she was “Mistress of Ceremonies,” assistant to the MC, Bryan Butterworth.

“Hi, Janet!” Pendergast shouted back.  “Who are you?”

“I’m Janet.  I work with Bryan,” she explained, indicating with a flick of her reddish curls the table near the dance floor where a tall and lanky tuxedo with sparkles was concluding a comedy routine about Rosalind and Rick, the enraptured newly weds.  “And that was when she said,” guffawed Bryan, “I’m ready anytime you are!”  That, combined with whatever came before it, brought the house down.  The drummer in the band responded with a prolonged rim shot, and the group segued into a rock version of  “It’s Ma-Loss That You Say It Ain’t Never Gonna Be!”  People exploded from their tables, along with the bride and groom, and the tiles beneath the dance floor shook and pulsated with mysterious tribal beats.

“I’m here to help make this,” Janet was saying, “the greatest party you ever been at!  Let me getcha a plate!”  With that she turned and disappeared toward the buffet.

“Who the hell was that?” Pendergast asked the empty chair next to him.  “Am I paying for a mistress as well as a master of . . . ?”  He realized Evelyn was gone also.

“Did you say something?”  It was Floride Cooper now sitting with her husband a hundred eighty degrees across the table.  Thurgood Cooper nursed a beer—perhaps the first he’d had since his own wedding a hundred years ago—and said, “He was bitching about what the M.C. cost.”

Pendergast glared at his brother-in-law, wondering if he could re-load fast enough to get him running out the door.  “Roz was a stunning bride,” Floride said, and Pendergast knew her next comment would be about the food.  “And this asparagus is perfect!”  Pendergast nodded and regarded his wife’s sister in her true light of pale transparency.  She was, for a small and compact person, a remarkably good-looking woman, in spite of her insistence on wearing obviously expensive clothing and jewelry.  At her age and with strikingly chiseled features and elegantly coiffed hair, Floride would have been overwhelmingly gorgeous in a simple frock off the rack at K-Mart; as it was, her dangling Patek Phillipe watch, 3-karat diamond ring, and sequined Tadashi Shoji chiff blatantly distracted anyone who might have noticed her radiant tanned skin and simple makeup.  What a pity, Pendergast thought; she’s much better looking than Evelyn, yet my wife is beautiful, whereas poor Floride is just—cute!  I’ve got to save a bullet for her!

Floride was saying something, but Pendergast was paying no attention.  “I’m sorry,” he mumbled.  “What did you say?”

“She was wondering,” Thurgood inserted, “if you were prepared to say a few words, if they called on you . . . ”

“Oh.  Yes.  Of course.  Keillor and I have rehearsed a sketch Noël Coward wrote for us.  Did you hear what happened to him?”

“Reverend Keillor?  Good lord—” 

“No—no!  Coward.  He dropped dead last night.”
“No shit?”  Thurgood Cooper seemed momentarily concerned.

“Yes.  Some burglars—”  

The Daddy-Daughter Dance was something Pendergast had completely forgotten, and when the MC said, “Time now for the Daddy-Daughter Dance,” he looked up in time to see Rosalind waving to him from the now empty dance floor.  He left his wine glass on the table and carefully made his way past the center tables and joined his daughter in front of the bandstand.  He noticed she was perspiring from the previous dancing, and he said, “Okay by me if we sit this one out.”  She laughed gaily, breathing heavy, and said, “No way!”  He saw she had relinquished her veil and train; she was svelte and smart now inside the white sheath of elegant wedding dress, sleeveless and cut just low enough to be seductive.  “Wait till you hear what I’ve picked!”  Pendergast glanced to his left, noting that Rick and the bridal table were watching them, along with the entire room, and he managed to say, “I hope it’s not Daddy’s Little Girl—” when the band broke into Cole Porter’s True Love.

“Oh!  Uh! Jesus!” was all he could utter.
                        CHAPTER NINE

The song had a history.

It had been written for the Bing Crosby/Grace Kelly movie “High Society,” a piece of simple drivel Cole Porter had cranked out late in his career, a 32-bar exercise in C that sounded more like something Richard Rodgers, Irving Berlin or George C. Cohan might have concocted as an elementary school assignment.  The melody was a prime example of musical Lincoln Logs, and the lyrics would embarrass even the most inept Hallmark verse master.  It was perfect for Bing Crosby and others—such as Flagnon Pendergast.

“High Society” was an updated musical version of “The Philadelphia Story,” Philip Barry’s smash play that had starred Katharine Hepburn on both the Broadway with Joseph Cotton, and in the movies with Cary Grant.  Unfortunately, the Hollywood Technicolor musical starred Bing Crosby (no Grant-class there) and Grace Kelly (certainly no Hepburn) along with Frank Sinatra and Celeste Holm.  It was a disaster; its only redemption was Porter’s score: Well, Did You Evah?, Now You Has Jazz, You’re Sensational and of course True Love .  Grace Kelly got a gold record out of it (True Love) who despite her inability to sing looked ravishing in yachting togs; she joined Crosby for a couple lines on the chorus and the song reached #5 on Billboard. The movie received one Oscar nomination, notwithstanding no one except Louis Armstrong attempted to act.

Chances are Rosalind never saw the film either in a theater or on TV, but True Love nevertheless was a staple in her bedtime repertoire. 

Pendergast, on the other hand, had much closer ties.

It was before Rosalind was born that he and Evelyn happened to be New York City at the Warwick Hotel, dining alone in The Meridian.  They were in town for the publication of Pendergast’s first novel, Twelve Miles of Bad Road, and a weekend at the Warwick was a special treat to celebrate their first anniversary.

Pendergast, on his third vodka, watched Evelyn examine the menu.  She peered over the top, resting the smooth edge just under her nose.  “You won’t believe what they get for lobster thermidor.”

“Say—what?  I can’t hear you.”

She took the menu away from her face.  “Nine ninety-five. . . .Damned musicians!  Why can’t they stay on the other side of th dance floor?”

Pendergast smiled his most engaging, and from the corner of his eye he noticed the violinist had crept up beside his left shoulder.  The classic guitarist was beside Evelyn, and the accordionist occupied what little space was left on the table’s port side.  The small ensemble slid into the last notes of Unforgettable when the violinist, his neatly-trimmed swooshes of moustache aquiver, leaned over and asked, “And what may we play per la bella signora in questa memorabile occasione?”

Five popular songs immediately flooded Pendergast’s consciousness, but, for a reason he could never explain, the only title he could articulate was . . . “True Love.”  Evelyn was able to sigh, “How nice!” a split second before the accordion player’s escalating pre-cantabile, a brief preface setting the group opening—not just the notes, but singing the lyrics in soft, tight harmony:

Suntanned, wind-blown . . . 

Honeymooners at last alone!

Feeling—far above par . . . 

Oh, how lucky we are!

While  I give to you and you give to me

True love . . . true love . . . 

So on and on, it will always be

True love . . . true love.

Per voi e ho un angelo custode 

In alto con nulla a che fare, 

Ma per dare a voi e per dare

A me per semper . . .  l'amore vero.

It may have been the chorus in Italian that did it, but neither Evelyn nor Pendergast would ever admit the rendition had left them misty-eyed and unable to speak for several minutes—the wandering minstrels had sensed the impact and had lingered to deliver two reprises that held up the waiter for an additional five minutes.  When they finally finished, bowing and smiling amidst the polite applause from adjacent tables, Pendergast tried to reach inside his wallet for a few bills, but the violinist gracefully back away.  “No, signore, grazie! E 'nostro piacere di essere fuori della vostra meravigliosa festa!”

“Whatever,” Pendergast mumbled, slumping back in his chair.  

A time later, and throughout the early years of her life, Pendergast put Rosalind to bed each night with a lullaby of nursery books and songs, always concluding each concert after You Are My Sunshine, Shorty’s Got to Go, Let Me Call You Sweetheart, It Had to be You, After the Ball and comparable ditties, with a tender rendition of True Love, the latter having become their national anthem of paternal devotion.  At some period, sometime between Rosalind’s seventh and eighth year, the ritual ceased.  Though Pendergast thought of it often, the song had long been relegated to melodic dormancy until the Daddy/Daughter Dance at the wedding reception.

PRINCIPALS

Flagnon Pendergast, the father

Evelyn Pendergast, the mother

Rosalind Pendergast, the daughter, the bride

Rick Keillor, the groom

Jocko de Tocqueville, the attorney*

Linda Mae Doremus, Rosalind’s biological mother*

Wilma de Tocqueville, Jocko’s daughter*

Genevieve de Tocqueville, Jocko’s ex-wife
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Noël Coward, a British playwright

Beverly Reilly, editor friend of Pendergast’s*

Leroy Reilly, Beverly’s retired pharmacist husband*

Theodore Reilly, Beverly and Leroy’s teenage son*

Dr. Barnard Framenham, Pendergast’s longtime friend*

Betsy Leigh Framenham, Barney’s wife*

BRIDE’S FAMILY

Sarah Bradley, Pendergasts’ older, married daughter*

Lester Bradley, Sarah’s husband*

Floride Cooper, Evelyn Pendergast’s older sister

Thurgood Cooper, Floride’s husband

Eunice Temple, the Cooper’s eldest daughter

Alfred Temple, Eunice’s husband
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Bruce Hollander, Phoebe’s husband.
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GROOM’S FAMILY
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