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On the Life and Times of Norbert Stanwhich, Esq.

1. Norbert Receives an Unwelcome Visitor


Death first caught up with Norbert Stanwhich on March 31st, 1952. Norbert, at that time, was living in a wholly unremarkable little tract home in a newly constructed suburb, a house deliciously—to Norbert’s particular mind—identical to every other house on its block. He was rather startled to see the sudden boom in anonymity after the war, and quite grateful, for normally men of Norbert’s, er, proclivities, must seek their hideouts far from civilization. While it was arguable whether the new suburb was civilized per se, it was only a half-hour’s drive from the city, which had some lovely museums, an opera house, and a nice, quaint cemetery of considerable age.


It said something about how pleasantly bland and anonymous the neighborhood was that Norbert’s house and that of his neighbor Tom Sterling could scarcely be told apart. Each of them had, when the other’s car was absent from its drive, been known to confuse them, and to get as far as the other’s front door and the address displayed above it before realizing his error and, ruefully, reparking his car.


Sterling had a wife named Patricia, whom he beat regularly, and a job at the local hospital, which he defrauded regularly. Norbert had chosen his home partly in light of Sterling’s presence, because Norbert disliked being around too many good or even mediocre people. They tended to trouble his conscience, while the company of bad men tended to bolster it.


It was an open question for Norbert whether he himself was politely evil or just a bit odd. He could have made a case for either, and would sometimes amuse himself on a dull winter night by debating the matter with himself. But this was not a winter night, quite, and Norbert had Things To Do.


Norbert had taken a break from an afternon’s hard activity in the basements (he was the only one on the block to have four floors of basements, of each of which he was successively prouder) and, after washing up quite thoroughly, he set about making a light supper of tomato soup and tuna fish sandwiches.


His ear perked at the soft rumble of the massive black Cadillac that pulled up to an empty patch of sidewalk near his driveway. It dwarfed his own eminently respectable (though surreptitiously souped-up) station wagon. He got up nervously and went to the door, fingering the two-shot derringer in his right front pants pocket. He took a quick peek out the drawing-room window, and decided that he liked not at all the look of the massive, pallid man in the black suit, around whom the night deepened, whose face the streetlights seemed afraid to touch.


Reaching into his other pocket, Norbert drew out a rose-gold pocket watch with five hands and a three-fold rotating face. It twirled as he worked the crown quickly, and three dials at the center spun like a slot machine to read: “XXX”


Which is to say, time’s up.


The knock on the door was heavy, slow, inexorable. Perfect rhythm. Norbert drew the pistol and leveled it at his estimation of the dark driver’s heart—then considered how uncertain he was the man even had a heart, and pocketed the revolver again. With a slight tremor in his elbows, he opened the door.


The face was incredibly pale but shone not at all in the porchlight, though it bore a sheen of sweat. It was framed by an upturned collar and a larger-brimmed black fedora pulled low. Though it was not a cold night (spring was, at this time, on its way) the man at the door radiated a certain icyness. He was an even six feet to Norbert’s 5’5”, and must have weighted three times as much as the little man. His eyes were a deep black, the iris and pupil a single merged inkpool in each, rimmed by only a little glowing white.


His voice was light, high-toned, and British. ​I should have guessed, thought Norbert, that Death was a brit.


“Mr. Stanwhich? Mr., er, Norbert Stanwhich?”


Norbert cocked a dusty eyebrow. “Why no sir, my name’s Patrick. I do a bit of housekeeping for Mr. Stanwhich. In fact, I’d just laid out his supper. Was he expecting you?” He forced his voice out of its native languor and into a common twitter.


Death smiled a reserved and skeptical smile. The black-black eyes refused to focus properly, as though the man before him wasn’t really there. “Why no,” he said. “I don’t believe he was. I’ve been looking for him all…week. And I finally decided I’d just beard him in his own den, as it were, and have done with it.”


“Are you here on business, sir, or are you a friend of Mr. Stanwhich’s?”


“Oh, business, to be sure, though I do hope to transact it in all pleasantness.”


He smiled a grim smile that nonetheless had a kind of cheer in it, a cheer that turned Norbert a few degrees the cooler and made his knees rattle.


“Would you like to wait in the kitchen? I can offer you some soup, or a sandwhich.”


“That would be lovely, thank you.”


“Not at all mister…?”


Death made no further sound as Norbert set him down in the kitchen beside his own cooling, thankfully untouched meal.


“You are expecting him soon, then?”


“Oh, quite so.” Norbert poured another bowl of soup and set it before the man, who sipped it delicately and complemented him on its flavor. “Pardon me just a moment, would you sir? I believe I’ve forgotten to move my car from Mr. Stanwhich’s drive, which he’ll be wanting to use as soon as he gets here.”


A moment’s hesitation crossed Death’s eyes, and then he nodded companionably. Norbert picked up a screwdriver from the hall table on his way out to park his car in Tom Sterling’s spot.


Sterling arrived home tired, with full pockets and an empty coat flask. He was a little out of it, but still on his feet. He was enough out of it, though, that he shot right past Stanwhich’s station wagon, even though it should have been on the far side of his driveway; instead, he pulled into the only driveway on the block that was still empty, which he took, reasonably enough, to be his own. He clomped moodily up the path to a door that seemed a little wrong but, as he reassured himself, bore his own address, just as it ought to.


He opened the door (this was, recall, the 1950’s, and no one locked their doors) and stepped inside with a mostly unblurred, “Patty, I’m home!”


He had only a moment to wonder why the hall table was on the wrong side and the carpet a different pattern before he saw, in the kitchen at the hall’s end, the large man dressed all in black. The man pushed back slowly from what looked like a bowl of tomato soup and rose slowly to his feet.


Before Tom could open his mouth (for numerous accusations had begun to collect in his throat) the man made a little one-handed gesture, a gentle flick of the wrist that ended with his index finger pointed at the other’s heart, which suddenly and with a last great wrench stopped forever. He sank to his knees, then fell forward onto his face. The large man stepped over his body and ignored the muttered protests of the housekeeper.


With a horrible purr, the great black Cadillac rolled into the night, while Norbert hastily switched the address plates back, moved his car, and knocked on the Sterlings’ door.


“Patricia, my dear, I’m afraid I have some bad news.”


If she were curious about the strange movements, the cars parking and re-parking, or the scratches in the paint around the numbers above her door, she never said a thing about it, but simply stifled a hopeful smile and waited to hear just what it was that Norbert had to say.

