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DOWNPOUR OF DEATH

My old ragged, soaking wet athletic shoes in one hand, bagged fresh-baked chocolate
chip cookies in the other, I crept down the stained-by-muddy-feet hallway. Toward a happy
surprise or a horrid one. I leaned toward horrid. Bad enough that a specific somebody might need
to die.

Windowed doors to the professors’ offices lined either side. One window cast a faint light
on the hallway floor. My destination.

A faint twitch of hope leapt in my heart. Maybe [ was wrong about my dear husband,
Joseph. Maybe he did work late to finish his Ph.D. thesis, “Lines in Art, Necessary or Not,” at
long last. Then he’d become a full professor instead of an adjunct one—maybe even here at
Seattle University.

We needed more money. Really needed. Or at least I did. Joseph maybe not so much. He
lived a pretty good life. At my expense.

I reached his door, maybe to surprise him with his favorite cookies. Then I cussed under
my breath. A thin opaque shade covered the wired security glass.

If Joseph worked in his office, he’d want any passerby to notice his diligence. Of course,
who comes by at one a.m.? Maybe a janitor. A person whom my husband wouldn’t care about.

Maybe Joseph needed to focus so he pulled down the blind. For a second, I tried to
believe my denial worked. Until a girlish giggle came from within the office.

No way was that Joseph. He always affected a deep baritone. Low and sexy. Made him
hoarse sometimes.

I leaned toward the glass to hear. And spotted a gap between the shade and window. One
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wide enough to peer through.

I peered. Then bit my lip hard to keep from gasping. Then gave a tiny meep and tasted
blood.

On the shabby, too-small couch two figures lay, one atop the other. My husband spread-
eagled, on the bottom. On top a much smaller, much younger woman wriggled her half-naked
body. She pressed her generous bare breasts into his hairy chest.

I turned away from the door and sank to the floor. The sight stayed bright in my mind;
my worst fear come to life.

Cliché much? A professor bonking one of his students? How old was that girl? She
looked about fifteen but couldn’t be. It didn’t matter. Whatever her age, sex with a student was a
huge no-no. A career crushing one for a doctorate candidate.

And in his office? Of course, where would they go? Her dorm room? Or home—well,
Joseph’s home and where I lived—a tiny one-bedroom houseboat?

Why was I so shocked? After all, when I met Joseph he’d been six years into his Ph.D.
program and “almost finished.” I’d started the first semester of my master’s program, focusing
on 21% century artists. I became starstruck by the sexy, older adjunct professor. A mentor figure.

Big mistake, confirmed by another giggle from Joseph’s office. Now, it’s years later. No
master’s degree for me. I quit school to support us while Joseph finished his degree.

Another big mistake. I made too many of them. That changes. Now.

I stood up and crept away from my condemned husband.

You’re dead, mister—or rather doctor—although you don’t have your doctorate. Not yet
and never will. Just like you must always be Joseph, never Joe, or horrors, Joey, you insist on

everyone calling you Dr. Williamson.
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On the way to the bus stop, I passed by the parking garage where Joseph kept my old
clunker truck. My truck. Which Joseph always used to get from Ais tiny one-bedroom Lake
Union houseboat—not ours, as his wife I just lived there—to Seattle University and back.

Me, I took the bus from where I worked as a clerk at Wears Again, a consignment
clothing store. A longer bus ride than Joseph would take to SU, but he needed to drive to “save
time to work on my thesis.”

Work on a coed, more like.

When I suggested we sell the houseboat, and my rusted-out truck—for scrap—and find a
studio apartment closer to the university, saving time and money, I got the blank look I’d learned
to hate so well—the one that said, “Why is the woman making odd noises and annoying me?”

Now, I fingered my keys in my pocket, deciding whether or not to drive the truck home
and leave my cheating husband to take the bus. In the pouring rain, which he hated. Me too.

Only then he’d know I’d found him out.

For a moment I thought about splurging and taking the single rental electric bike parked
beside the garage. Get home faster. By the time the bill came in Joseph would be dead and
unable to complain about me taking care of myself.

I shook my head. I’d never rented one before and wouldn’t need to when I got my truck
back. Sold it and the houseboat and with the proceeds bought another car. Besides, the mechanic
said the whole bottom was nearly rusted out and not that safe to drive. It wouldn’t do for me to
die before Joseph.

On the bus, sitting in my beloved spot near the front where I could see out the front
window, I considered how to kill Joseph. My mind remained as blurry as the windows. The

famous Seattle rain poured, running in thick rivulets down the glass.
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I sighed. Instead of killing Joseph, maybe I divorce him.

Nope.

Joseph wouldn’t sell his houseboat. Instead, he’d say he’d give me half of what the
houseboat was worth. Uh-huh. I’d see that money right about the time he got his Ph.D.

As in never.

The bus passed by a storefront advertising “Opening Soon: Art’s Sake Gallery.”

I’d end up heading back to my folk’s and my tiny backsplash—backwater town in the
Arizona desert. Shudder. Nothing but some well-spaced ranches, cactuses and coyotes.

No art museums and galleries. Seattle abounded in art. How could I get my master’s
degree without being surrounded by my subject?

Sure, art and artists existed in Arizona, including my hometown. A rancher there painted
portraits with cow dung, sometimes good ones, if a bit stinky. Not the same.

The bus trundled down steep James Street, the sound of the tires splashing through the
flooding rivers roaring downward Elliot Bay, loud and insistent. Ahead of the bus, a car veered
from side to side, skidding in the wet. Good to be on a heavy bus with good traction. Good that
the bus and the car were the only vehicles on the street in the early morning hours.

I loved the rain. Except when I waited for the bus home and it poured icy cold, seeping
everywhere. While hubby took the truck.

My truck. My unsafe rust bucket. The mechanic specifically mentioned the brakes and
especially the brake lines being rusted bad. “Wouldn’t want to lose ‘em on one of these hills,”
he’d said. Fix the brakes sooner rather than later.

Joseph loved to speed down these hills when there wasn’t traffic. He said it gave him the

feeling of flying. The few times I’d ridden with him it’d given me the feeling of terror.
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If my cheating-heart husband lost the brakes roaring down James Street one night driving
my so-old-the-seatbelts-didn’t-work truck, he might die. Probably would die. Or be so
incapacitated I could take over the steering wheel, so to speak. Without worry of possible tattling
coed interference.

First, I needed to make certain the brakes gave way, and quit at the right time and in the
right weather. The right time and weather shouldn’t be hard. Joseph stayed late most nights into
the early morning hours. Winter in Seattle meant that many nights it downpoured.

But the brakes failing . . . I needed to make that happen for certain myself. Help them
along a little bit. Until the first time Joseph slammed on the brakes on a slippery hill would be
the last.

Ever.

It would have to be in the Seattle University parking garage before he left the university
at late night. I’d need to get there in the early morning. To make sure Joseph stayed late enough
so the roads would be clear of cars for the speed demon in him to be released.

Maybe, I could take the bus to and from the houseboat—a fellow passenger coughed and
snuffled. I looked around the bus. This time of day, or night rather, few traveled on the infrequent
buses. Only about four other passengers sat spaced far apart.

One guy wore a full scuba-diving wetsuit. Only in Seattle is this somehow not odd.
Another man wore overalls with his name embroidered over the pocket. He must be coming off a
late shift. He might be a regular. He might note new, different people riding the bus.

Which meant I might be remembered. If not by the passengers, then by the bus driver. A
young woman, she’d looked at my face intently when I boarded. Now she used that same intent,

focused look as she competently maneuvered the bus through the opening heavens.
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And what if the timing of Joseph’s departure meant I didn’t catch an infrequent bus and
get back to the houseboat in time to greet the police with their bad news? Or they called me, and
I wasn’t at the houseboat to answer? There’d be an investigation and they’d check where my
phone was.

Of course, I could use a prepaid dumb phone and leave mine at home, but still. I needed a
more reliable, less conspicuous, way to get around, buses be damned.

But what? The rain eased a little. Now I could see some blurry lights reflecting off the
water in Elliot Bay. I couldn’t leave Seattle, just couldn’t. But how—the bus passed by a lone
rental electric bike sitting on the sidewalk. Just like the one up at the Seattle University garage.

Ah. It might just work. Never used one, but how different could it be from a regular bike,
right?

Several long days and longer nights crawled by while I waited for the next good storm
that would last the night. And worried if my husband might take the car in and get it fixed.
Ruining my plans—as if he would do something that cost him money. It must have been just
first-time-murdering-someone worries.

Now I lay underneath my truck. I picked away with corpse-cold wet fingers at my third
and last badly rusted brake line. All four going at once might be suspicious, I figured. Maybe not,
as the whole underside of my truck flaked with rust.

On to the top of me. Good thing I wore my oldest dark coat and jeans. Soaking wet from
the relentless rainstorm pouring down outside the garage. In my backpack were clean and
gloriously dry clothing. I’d change to them and toss these into Lake Union when I got back to the
houseboat.

I’d thought of everything. Buying a burner phone with cash. Riding one of the busy buses
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full of people at around 10:30 pm to a stop near the university, but not too close. After checking
to make sure a rental electric bike stood next to the garage, I sneaked inside.

And hunkered down hidden for two hours. At 12:30 pm I got to work on my truck’s brake
lines. Joseph got home at about the same time every staying-at-SU-to-work-on-my-thesis-but-
really-bonking-a-student night. I had plenty of time to fix the truck, rent the electric bike, and get
home.

Except tonight.

Voices, loud and one shrill, reverberated through the empty, concrete garage space.
Joseph and the giggling girl. Breaking up?

I needed to get out of here.

I scrambled out from under the truck, scraping my back against the floor. That’d bruise.
I’d worry about that later. Now to escape before Joseph found me and questioned what I was
doing. “Setting you up to die,” didn’t appear to be a good answer.

I raced over to the bike just outside the entrance, pulling my dumb phone out of my
pocket as I ran. I’d already put in the phone number to use if you didn’t have a smart phone. And
gotten a prepaid debit card to use as well. Leave no tracks, even bike ones.

Water running off the tip of my nose, I peered at my wet phone screen in the rain-dimmed
streetlight, trying to follow the prompts. In the garage the argument stopped.

Hurry.

I juggled my debit card and phone, trying to punch in the card number. Failed twice,
before succeeding. In the garage my truck started up. I’d recognize that asthmatic cough

anywhere.

Hurry.
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Rental paid, I jumped on the bike and pedaled hard. Headed for James Street, fastest way
down. It wouldn’t do for Joseph to see me as he hurtled to his death. Besides, he might hit me.
That would be beyond ironic. To deadly.

The rain pounding down, I pumped my legs as hard as possible and sensed the electrical
part of the bike kick in, giving me a boost. Turning onto James Street I kept pedaling. Let’s see if
I could fly down this hill.

Big mistake. Too fast, way too fast. So fast wings of water rose on both sides of the bike’s
front wheel. Should I brake? I should brake. How do I brake?

Why oh why didn’t I practice with one of these bikes before? Why didn’t I ride one here?
Because [ wanted to ride the bus and stay out of the rain for as long as possible. More fool me.

I found the brakes. I used the brakes. The bike slued out from under me, sending me over
the handlebars. I flew into the street, landing hard on one shoulder with a resounding bone crack
and instant pain.

The cold rain splattering my face kept me from passing out. From nearby I heard a
familiar rumble. Oh no, no, no.

I looked up the hill just in time to see my truck barreling toward me, slewing in the racing
water from side to side. Joseph’s face behind the windshield opened in a silent scream. He lifted
his hands from the steering wheel.

My truck headed right toward me. I had time for one final thought.

Leastways, I’ll never leave Seattle.

-End-



