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Chapter 9

The no snoking sign is exactly at eye level on the door,
and Woden cones face to face with it at the entrance to the
video store. He pauses for a mnute, then tosses the cigar butt
into the trash. It’s best to foll ow other people’s rules when you
want to get information fromthem He steps inside.

The full height, wall-to-wall wi ndows of the store let in
the bright daylight, giving it a softer, friendlier appearance
during the day. A few people mll| around the aisles. The cashier,
a teenager whose |long black hair shows its blonde roots, chews
her gum inpatient, and stares straight ahead at the wall. Woden
approaches her.

“H .” He attenpts a smle, but his nouth resists, the
appropriate nuscles I ong since having atrophied.

“Hel | ownel conmet oBoxOf fi ceVi deof or your best col | ecti onof t hehot
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- newnpvi esandyest er day’ scl assi cshowcanl hel pyou?” She takes a
di sinterested breath and resunes chew ng.

“Well, I"mreturning this novie.” He hands her the video
cassette, wishing his nouth could forma dam sm | e.

“Di dyoul i ket henovi eyouknowabout our noneybacksati sfacti on-
guar ant ee?”

“I haven’t watched it yet. It was rented to a friend.”

She checks the conputer. “That will be a dollar thirty
five please.”

Woden reaches into his back pocket and takes out his
wal l et. He opens it, counts out the noney and hands it to her.

“Can you tell nme who rented it |ast?”

She | ooks at himfor the first tine. “I thought you said
it was, like, a friend of yours.”
“Yeah, well . . .7

“I's that a gun?” The girl has cone to life. She points to
where his jacket has fallen open to reveal the gun holster. “Are
you, like, a cop, cause if you' re not and you're planning to rob
this place | don’t have any noney and there’'s this | ock box with
the noney in it and | don’t have a key.”

“I"’'ma cop.”

“Oh,” she says with disappointnment. She thinks a nonent
and then perks up again. “So, like, this is sonme kind of case
you’' re wor ki ng on?”

“Yeah.”

“And the guy who rented the novie last isn't your friend,
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right?”

“Ri ght.”

“He’s like a spy or a killer or sonething, right?”

“Or sonething. Can you give ne his nane?”

“Yeah, sure.” She fiddles with the conputer, nmaking faces.
“Roger Vernette.”

Wboden recogni zes the nane of the fraternity president.
“Anybody el se rent this novie within the last two weeks?” He
knows he' |l get a full report from S mmons, but figures he should
ask anyway.

The girl fiddles with the conputer sone nore. “Stewart
Haddi ngton | ast Monday. That's it. W only got the tape a few
weeks ago” She stops for a mnute and fingers the netal hoop in
her lower lip. “I renmenber them-himand his wife or girlfriend.
They were, like, all over each other. Couldn’t wait to get hone.
Know what | nean? Like, pawi ng each other in public here.” She
runs her hands over her face and sides, wiggling and maki ng
| oud, exaggerated kissing notions for illustration. “Some
peopl e.”

“Anyone hangi ng around. Anyone foll ow t hem hone?”

“l don’t know. | didn’'t see anyone. Yeah, | woul d’ ve seen
soneone if someone was there. |'’mvery observational, you know? |
could be a cop, too.”

“I"'msure.” He didn’'t nmean for it to cone out sarcastic,
it just did.

The girl |ooks down and picks at a scab on her finger,
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pouting. “Thanks for your help,” he says. “You may have hel ped
prevent another crine.”

“Yeah?” She | ooks up agai n.

“I"d like to rent this.” He hands her his nenbership card.

She smles. “I’Il scan it.”

She pops open the clear plastic container to run the bar
code scanner over it. As her left hand makes contact with the
cassette, she pauses and | ooks directly into Brent Woden' s eyes.
Her smle tightens. Her eyes seens to alnost glowred for just an
instant. “l tink you vill enchoy this noofie,” she says, not
bl i nki ng. She opens her nmouth w de and an evil, echoing, guttural
| augh emanates. The people in the store stop cold and turn to
| ook at her. The | augh seens to linger in space. The gumfalls
out of her open nouth and onto the counter.

The girl pauses for a nonent, still staring directly at
Wboden. Then, she closes the case and hands it and the nenbership
card back to him She smles at him notices the gumon the
counter, picks it up, pops it in her nouth and resunes chew ng.

Wboden | ooks at her, unblinking. The people in the store
slowy resune what they were doing. He blinks a fewtines. “I
didn't realize before that you have an accent.”

“Oh yeah,” she replies, disappointed. “I"moriginally from
Baltinore.”

Wboden turns to go.

“Good luck with your case,” she calls after him He turns

to see her waving. He nods, turns back, exits the store.



