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    For her devoted encouragement


    


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    My gat belched forth lead pellets faster than the speed of sound. Marko was dead before he heard the gun that killed him. I caught the girl as she fainted and held her close with my free arm. The cops were gonna roast me for this, but I had no choice.


    


    From Blood on Venus


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    


    Chapter One


    


    The Call


    


    


    


    
      

    

  


  
    


    
      

    


    


    


    


    “…To recap, seven year old Sylvia Hanson remains missing at this hour. The Washington Heights youth was abducted from her front yard yesterday morning while playing with a puppy she had received for her birthday only two days before. Police report several active leads are being vigorously pursued. While police spokesman Dennis Schmidt would not speculate on a motive for this crime, this station has learned that no ransom note has been received the family. The distraught parents have made a public appeal for the return of their daughter. Mrs. Hanson in an emotional statement today…”


    


    I clicked the radio off. There’s almost never a happy ending for that sort of case. It was one of the reasons that I didn’t miss being a cop any more than I did. Dealing with parents in a situation like that was as close as you can get to impossible. I had quit the force three years earlier after a tough case of that kind. That little girl had been named Debbie Martin. I can still see her picture in my mind. A tiny wisp in pigtails with a beautiful smile. She had disappeared from a playground near her home. With no real leads to go on we rounded up the usual known perps. We grilled dozens of suspects, ran down dead end leads and checked stories for holes. It was grunt work, but it was all we had. Whether it was good police work or dumb luck I caught a suspect in a lie about his whereabouts at the time of the abduction. Homing in on him, I hammered him for hours catching him in one false statement after another. Finally he broke down and confessed that he had taken the girl and strangled her in a panic after she began screaming. He led us to the body. He had buried her at an abandoned landfill. By the time we got to her she had been there for weeks. She didn’t look like her picture anymore. But we had our man, case closed.


    I was the hero of the day. The papers lauded my detective skills and had me on the fast track to big things. But I didn’t feel like I was on my way to anywhere. At least nowhere I wanted to go. I found that I couldn’t go a day without Debbie’s face in my thoughts. Maybe I wasn’t as hard, wasn’t as strong as the other guys. They were affected to, but they could let it go and I couldn’t seem to. It killed my career in the department. My superiors took it as a sign of weakness, maybe even instability. Captain Vince Woodward, my immediate superior, especially felt that I didn’t have what it took to be a good cop. He had never liked me. He didn’t like young cops and he thought that I had made detective too quickly, too easily. He made it clear to me that he was going to be on my back


    “ Randall,” he said. “ If you’re going to moon around this squad room forever over one murder case, then you’re no good to me, yourself or anyone else in this department.”


    I hated him for saying it, but maybe he was right. So before they chained me permanently to a desk or squeezed me out altogether, I quit. I don’t like that word, but that’s what I did. I still don’t like to think about it.


    I leaned back in my chair to let the rest of the day wash over me. If I could just get through this Friday that was ahead of me I would have the weekend to recover from these forty-eight hours days life was throwing at me lately. But I was going to have to take a case soon or next month’s service charge was liable to wipe out what was left in the bank. I could always sell my car. That would tide me over for a few months. A car in city was a luxury anyway, parking was hard to find and expensive when you did. Looking around at the office nothing looked like it would bring any coin at a hockshop. A desk, a few high back chairs, filing cabinet and a couple of paintings that looked as if they were from the Holiday Inn collection. It was depressing to look at it so I stopped. Being a private investigator many of my clients never even saw the place. In some ways it was just a phone booth and a mailbox. All this for $195 a month and that included a cleaning lady I had never seen in all the time I’d been there. But for the client who expected an office this was it.


    It was almost five on Friday afternoon when the telephone rang. I jumped a bit in my seat because the phone hadn’t rang since that morning, and that had been a woman with a missing French poodle. I had passed. I picked up the newspaper on my desk from yesterday and scanned the headlines. Nixon was going to China for some reason. That didn’t sound like money. It had been raining all day and I had spent the last couple of hours watching rain drops slide down the window pane and betting which one would get to the bottom first. I was about fifty in the hole to myself and I was glad that I had declared happy hour open at three o’clock as I always did on Friday when there was nothing going on. The caller on the other end probably just wanted to sell me some life insurance. But in the unlikely event that it was a client I answered it.


    I had barely gotten the phone to my ear when I heard someone say, “ Frank, this is Bill.”


    Two things, first he didn’t let me say hello before he started talking. I hate that. And second there was no need to tell who it was. I would have recognized that monotone delivery anywhere. Bill Vinson and I had been partners on the force about a hundred years ago. In all the time I had known him I couldn’t remember him breaking out of that voice. The guy was totally unflappable. You would of thought he was bored as hell if you didn’t know him. He was a fifty-eight year old bachelor with a flair for the ladies and a weakness for the horses. He was a great guy and my best friend.


    He had argued with me to no avail during the aftermath of the Martin affair. He didn’t think that I should have quit. He said that I just thought too much. He even went to bat for me with Capt. Woodward, endangering his own status on the force. When he found that he couldn’t talk me out of leaving it had been him who suggested that I use my skills to start a private detective agency. He helped me set it up and he steered clients my way when he could.


    “Listen,” He said without waiting for a response from me, “I got a call from an old friend of the family, a retired professor out at the university, guy named Edgar Pomeroy, came to me with a problem that’s more in your line.


    “So what’s the story?”


    “It’s sort of a missing person case,” he said warily.


    “Yeah,” I replied, “ and why isn’t that a police matter?”


    “Because he’s looking for his ex-wife.”


    “ So she’s not missing so much as he just doesn’t know where to find her, is that it?”


    “ In a nutshell,” he replied blandly.


    “Aw come on Bill, you know I don’t like domestic cases. It’s like volunteering for a Purple Heart. You can get better insurance rates as a Brinks driver and they’ve got body armor,” I said with feigned exasperation. “ Couldn’t you just get me a job as a third shift convenience store clerk?”


    Bill chuckled a bit, but I could tell that he wasn’t going to be stopped and true to form he steamrolled right ahead.


    “ Listen, it’s not like that. Take my word for it this guy’s harmless. He’s come into some money and he thinks his ex deserves a cut.”


    “Why’s that?” I said. “Don’t guys usually think they got the short end of the stick in these cases?”


    “Yeah I guess, but this kind of an unusual situation. See this guy Pomeroy lived with his mother and his brother, a guy named Silas in a mansion down off Brookline.”


    “I thought you said he didn’t have any bread. That’s a pretty ritzy neighborhood for a pauper. Wait a minute I know the place.”


    I remembered driving by the Pomeroy place a few times. When the old man had died it was in the news and I found myself in the area soon after and took a gander at the mansion. It was an old mausoleum that looked more like an old castle than a residence.


    “Well that’s part of it. You see the old lady was the one with the money once her husband died. The boys had nothing. And the story is she held the purse strings pretty tight. These boys are both getting up there, Edgar is about fifty and Silas must be almost sixty, and neither one had ever married.


    “Mama didn’t approve?”


    “Right, she was happy just to have them to herself. Anyway Edgar meets this woman named Paula Wray a few of years ago and falls hard for her. You know how a guy that age can get. He only sees her for a month or so and bang they get married without telling anyone. And to top it all off it turns out this Wray broad is, let’s just say an exotic dancer and leave it at that. They were only married for a year or so and then split. Couldn’t take the frost job she was getting from his family I guess. Anyway the mother died a couple of weeks ago and she split the money between the two brothers. So now that Edgar has some of his own he wants to see that his ex gets what he feels was coming to her all along.”


    “It’s still got that divorce work feel to it,” I said.


    “Listen,” Frank went on. “All I told him was that you would talk to him. If he gives you bad vibes then skate. I just thought you could use the work.”


    He was right about that, but it rankled a little anyway.


    “Alright when does he want to meet?”


    “Tonight he’ll be there at six. I already set up an appointment for you. No charge,” He said with a laugh.


    “ What if my dance card had been full?”


    “Is it?”


    I let that hang fire.


    “ Okay you win. But if he turns out to be a screwball you’re buying the next round.”


    “I’ve bought the last ten times, why break a streak.”


    “Okay, okay then we’ll make it eleven.”


    “How are things at the old precinct?” I asked.


    “ It’s pretty tense,” he replied. “ The media is all over us to make an arrest on this Hanson thing. And Captain Woodward is pushing for an arrest too.”


    “ Anything look promising?”


    “ Are you sure you want to hear about this Frank?”


    “ I’m not a kid Bill. I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t want to know,” I replied with a little heat.


    “Frank we both know you’ve got a problem in this area.”


    “I’m fine.”


    “Okay, but if Woodward hears that I leaked anything to a PI, and you most of all, he’ll burn me good.”


    After all this time Woodward still had it out for me. He had gotten his way. He had practically run me out of the department. I wondered why he still hated me. Well at least it was one thing I could count on. I didn’t have many of those.


    “Consider me the Sphinx,” I said.


    “ Alright, there’s not much to tell anyway. We pulled in the usual suspects on this kind of case. We got half a dozen in interrogation right now and they’re just what you’d expect under the circumstances child molesters and various sex offenders. I don’t have to tell you the recidivism rate for this guys. One of them lived right around the corner from the Hanson place, just got out of the pen on a sexual battery charge involving a minor. You know the type.


    “ Yeah,” I sighed. I had seen enough of them in my time in uniform as he well knew. An hour-long shower at the end of a day like that and you still felt dirty. You wondered how these guys lived with themselves. At least Lady Macbeth had the good taste to go mad and all she did was put the knife in her old man’s hand. Even so the blood stuck to her. Something like that, maybe I heard it wrong. That Shakespeare was a riot.


    “ It’s a crazy world Frank. Don’t let it get to you.”


    “ Thanks for the analysis,” I shot back. “And Bill about the referral…”


    “Yeah?”


    “Thanks.”


    “Don’t mention it,” He said. And hung up without saying goodbye. I hate that.
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    Thanks to Bill I now had an hour to kill. I pulled my travel chess set out of my desk and stared at it. It was one of those fold up cases where the men have magnets on the bottom so they don’t slide around. It looked pretty chintzy, but it was a nice time waster and I could carry it with me. I had been playing some guy I’d never met, except by mail, for the past two months. I saw a notice in the back of a magazine for a chess partner and replied to it. I never could talk anybody into playing for real. He was beating the pants off me, but what really bothered me was he was probably some twelve-year-old kid who went around at the school playground telling his buddies he how he was scamming me into believing he was an adult and winning the chess game all at the same time. I was in a rotten position all over the board. I was up a rook and a pawn, but he had taken my queen. When a queen doesn’t have to worry about another queen that’s bad news.


    Something made me feel like I was being watched. I looked up from my desk and there she was. She was standing in the doorway staring at me. She didn’t say a word. She never did. She was a woman of roughly twenty-five years. Long brown hair parted down the middle and brown eyes. She had high cheekbones and clear skin. I don’t know what her teeth looked like because she never smiled. She was wearing a dark blue dress belted at the waist and black low heel shoes. Her arms were at her side and she looked so sad. I don’t remember anymore when I first saw her. She just showed up at times. I used to try and talk to her, but I had long since given up on trying to get a response. I leaned back in my chair and stared at back at her trying to match her on placid demeanor. My head began to throb and I shut my eyes tightly for a minute as the pain washed over me. When I opened my eyes she was gone.


    I poured myself a drink out of the bottle I kept in my desk, took a pull and stared at the back at the board. I was still doing both when I heard a man clear his throat.


    “ Mr. Randall?”


    I looked up to find a tall thin man standing in the doorway. The office was dim from the approaching dusk. I hadn’t had the overhead light on during the day and the harsh light from the hallway silhouetted the man against it. It gave him a curious halo effect. But the face was hidden; it could have been anyone. For some reason the hair on the back of my neck stood up. Sometimes this office building gets to me at night when I’m all alone in it. Kid stuff, walking over your grave kind of stuff. I don’t know what got into me, but I realized that I hadn’t answered him when he asked again.


    “Mr. Randall?”


    “Yeah, I’m Randall. Excuse me. You caught me a bit off guard,” I replied. “Would you get the lights? It’s on the wall to your right.”


    He flipped the switch and the room sprang into view. Instead of a sinister dark figure, I saw him as he was, man in a gray suit with a gray vest and a gray bow tie. Bill said he was fifty, but he looked like an old fifty. His pale face was craggy with a large reddish nose and thin lips. His eyes under his black frame glasses were red rimmed and a watery brown. As he strode forward to the desk I noticed that he walked with a slight stoop that made him lean forward and seem anxious. His hair was gray on the side with the most preposterous brown toupee I had ever seen. It screamed rug. Why can’t some guys just except that they were balding? Everybody he knew must have wanted to tell him how silly he looked. But I’ll bet no one ever did.


    As he reached my desk he stuck out his hand and announced: “I’m Edgar Pomeroy. I believe I have an appointment.”


    I rose and grasped his outstretched hand. It was large, but without strength or calluses. This man had never done a days labor in his life.


    “Yes Mr. Pomeroy I was expecting you. Or is it Dr. Pomeroy? In any case have a seat,” I said pointing to either of the two chairs facing my desk.


    He chose the one on the left and sat down.


    “I am a Ph.D.,” he admitted. “But Dr. Pomeroy seems to make people nervous so please, let’s do without it. The only worse title is Professor. Once folks hear that they are convinced you’re an old fossil who has spent his entire life with your nose in a book.”


    Since that was exactly what I had been thinking I broke his gaze and shifted uncomfortably in my chair.


    “Besides,” he continued. “I’m only a poor Professor Emeritus. It’s a fancy way for the university to say ‘Don’t come to work anymore.’”


    “What can I do for you, Mr. Pomeroy?” I asked to get back on track.


    “Well it’s somewhat embarrassing and personal. I need to be assured of discretion.”


    “I’m not a priest Mr. Pomeroy. Testimony can be forced from a private investigator, but only in a grand jury or a court trial. Other than that I can promise anything you tell me, or that I discover while acting as your agent, will remain private in the absence of a criminal act.”


    “That seems reasonable,” he said. “Detective Vinson told me you were a man to be trusted.”


    “Is Bill a personal friend?”


    “No, not really. Mother became aquatinted with his mother many years ago. They met on the board of one of Mother’s charities and became friends of sorts.”


    I knew Bill’s family was well connected, if not terribly wealthy. He had told me of their disappointment with his career choice during our days as partners. When he had gone to college it was assumed that he would study law and enter the family firm. But law had seemed to dull and distant to Bill, so he had earned his law degree he skipped the bar exam and joined the police.


    It’s just that I didn’t know whom else to turn to for help,” he continued. “I’m not what you would call a man of the world. And discussing my private affairs with strangers, no matter how well recommended, is distressing to me.”


    I could see he was going to need a kick-start if we were to get anywhere. So I broke in: “If it will help Mr. Pomeroy, Det. Vinson sketched some of it out for me. As I understand it you want me to locate your ex-wife, one Paula Wray, in order to share with her a portion of an inheritance you’ve recently received.”


    That was all he needed.


    “Yes that’s it exactly,” he said with relief. “ When Paula left I felt awful that I had nothing of my own to give her.”


    “Is she hiding from you?”


    “What?” he said startled. “What are you implying Mr. Randall?”


    “It’s a question that must be asked Mr. Pomeroy. While it’s true you don’t strike me as the type, if she is afraid of you I cannot accept you as a client. It would make me an accessory if I were to lead you to her and then she then came to harm."


    “Oh, I see now,” he said as if that mollified him. It usually just made men more upset.


    “If that is what you are concerned about how about this? When you find her if she doesn’t want to meet with me then fine, we’ll consider the matter closed and you can keep her location a secret. In addition, if she consents to my invitation, we can meet right here in this office with you present. Is that acceptable?” he challenged.


    I thought about it for a moment. He had said it fast and I had had a couple of drinks, but it sounded ideal so I nodded my assent.


    “Paula didn’t leave because of violence or any action on my part. To put it bluntly she left because of my inaction, my failure to defend her from my family.


    “Paula and I married on a whim. I was so intoxicated by her openness and vitality that I was blinded to how unworkable it all was in my circumstances. You see Mr. Randall, I’m a doormat.”


    I raised an eyebrow.


    “It’s true, I’m a weakling. It’s taken me a lifetime to face it and now that I have I’m promised myself that I would change. And this is my first step, making things right with Paula.”


    “Did you break an agreement with her?” I asked.


    “No, Paula knew I had nothing in my own name when we married. She accepted that. However, she made a personal investment in me and when she needed me to be there for her, to stand up for her to my family I did not. Mr. Randall I loved my mother, but she was a demanding and domineering woman. Looking back I wonder if she ever really loved me or if she merely enjoyed manipulating me. And because my brother was older I never stood up to him either. It was the life I was used to and I never questioned it. The three of us lived in that house for years with no real contact outside the family and the servants.


    “Then I met Paula. I knew Mother would never consent beforehand, so I decided to present her with a fait accompli and brought Paula home as my wife.


    “A child could have foreseen how it would turn out, but I thought that they would accept her. Of course I was tragically mistaken. Paula was miserable from the start. She tried not to let it show and I was so happy to have her that I was blinded to her feelings at first. Then something happened that made the situation practically intolerable. Silas found out something in Paula’s past that cast her in a bad light.”


    He paused, groping for the right words.


    “That she had been a dancer?” I suggested.


    “Yes, that was it. How did you know? Oh, of course, I told Det. Vinson.”


    I nodded.


    “When Mother found that out she became impossible. She hadn’t approved of my marriage in the first place and you can imagine her reaction at this news. To make matters worse, Silas made it sound as if she had been a stripper or maybe even something worse. I can assure you that there was no truth to anything beyond being a dancer in respectable clubs.


    “But Paula refused to defend herself so Mother chose to believe the worst. Things reached a breaking point and Paula issued me an ultimatum. Move into a place of our own or she would leave me. I should have done as she proposed. I know that now, but the simple truth was that I was frightened. I had lived my entire life in that lovely mansion with no bills, no money worries and servants to take care of my needs. The idea of living in a tiny apartment and starting over in life at my age was terrifying. All I had was a small pension from the college, no savings and no prospects. My chosen field is not a lucrative one. Can you understand my mental state at the time?”


    “I think I can see how you might have felt that way,” I said. “It’s no simple task to change a lifetime of habits and custom.”


    “Then Mother played her trump card. She said that if I left she would not permit me to come back and she would cut me out of the will. She said that if I was going to abandon the family then I was completely on my own. I folded. That’s when I let Mother and her lawyers handle the divorce. They made sure that Paula got nothing. The odd thing was Paula just accepted the whole thing, signed the papers and left. I haven’t heard from her since. That was two years ago.”


    He finished in a rush and stared at me as if he was looking for my approval. He was sweating and I noticed for the first time just how pale that he was getting. Maybe it was the stress of confiding personal and embarrassing details to a stranger.


    “Mr. Pomeroy I can see that you are serious, but it does seem to me that it would be simpler and less expensive, if you were to advertise in the papers for a few weeks. I’m sure that Paula or someone who knows her would see it. Then she could contact you herself.”


    “No, no,” he said shaking his head. “There isn’t time. I’m leaving the country very shortly and I want this settled before I go. Besides an ad such as you describe would bring questions and publicity that I do not want.”


    While I was chewing on that Pomeroy was seized by a violent coughing fit. He drew a handkerchief from his breast pocket and covered his mouth. As he was putting down from his face I noticed the EP monogram in one corner. I also noticed a large red blotch in the center. Following my eyes Pomeroy quickly put it away.


    “Are you going to be alright?” I asked.


    He barked a short bitter laugh.


    “Well now you know it all. No, I’m not going to be all right. I’m a sick man Randall. That’s the real reason for the hurry. I don’t have long, maybe not long at all and I want this matter set right before I…”


    He let it drop.


    “Bill didn’t mention that you were ill.”


    “It wasn’t public knowledge.”


    “It still isn’t.”


    “Mr. Randall I have two thousand dollars here. We’ll call it a retainer,” he said drawing a thick envelope from his pocket. “Find her quickly and I’ll guarantee you twice that as a fee. In addition I’ll pay any expenses you deem necessary. Anything to find her. Will you accept this commission?”


    I was sorry that he was ill, but I’ll admit the two grand pushed me over the top. Handle this right and I was set for a long time.


    “I’ll do it Mr. Pomeroy and under the circumstances I can understand why it has to be a rush job.”


    He smiled wanly


    He handed the envelope over to me. I pulled the money out, counted it and gave him a receipt. I was ready to start.


    “Now I’ll need a photo of Paula, last known address, family, friends any thing that you have along those lines.”


    “I’m afraid that’s one of the reasons that I need the help of a professional Mr. Randall. I have almost no information on her. I do have a picture of course.”


    He handed me a photo of a girl in her late twenties, early thirties, slender with dark features and a pretty smile.


    “She has no family that I know of and the address that she moved into when she left was an apartment building that has since been razed for a strip mall.”


    “Okay, what about friends?” I asked.


    “I’m sorry Mr. Randall, I suppose we really didn’t know each other all that well. The only name I ever heard her mention was a Susan Maxwell.”


    Do you have an address on her? Even an old one would be a start.”


    “No I’m afraid not,” he replied. “It’s not much is it?”


    “No, but I’ve started with less,” I said. And that was the truth. “If she’s still in the area we’ll find her. Let’s concentrate on what we do know. What about this Maxwell woman? What did Paula tell you about her?”


    “Well, not much,” he stammered.


    “Anything might help Mr. Pomeroy. Please tell me all you can. There is nothing to be embarrassed about.”


    “It’s just that Paula said Susan had been a dancer like her, but that she, Susan I mean, decided that she could make more money as a… as a…. a stripper,” he blurted out finally.


    I tried with mixed success not to smile at his discomfiture. I’ll bet old Silas and mom had been right when they said that Paula had been in the skin trade.


    “Paula told me,” he continued. “That Susan was rather well endowed and billed herself as Maximum Susie. She said that Susan’s ah…physique was a drawback in dance while it was an obvious plus in the ah…adult entertainment industry. But I never met her myself and I don’t know where she lives.”


    I grilled him for another ten minutes, but he was right that was all that he knew. Glancing at my watch I saw that it was only 6:45 time enough for me to follow up a couple of lines that I already had in mind. After getting a number from Pomeroy where I could reach him, and promising him no less than three times that I would call him day or night when I found Paula, I shooed him out of the office. He seemed a little unsteady on his feet, but insisted that he was fine.
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    The Neighborhood Watch


    


    


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    


    


    Sitting back in my desk I opened the bottom drawer and pulled out a bottle of scotch, a glass and the phone book. Pouring myself a drink I opened the book to the Ws and looked for Paula’s name. It was pretty elemental, but Pomeroy wouldn’t be the first guy to overlook it. However this time there was no prize in the box. She could be hiding behind any of the other Wrays listed and if all else failed I would visit each address in the book. That would be time consuming so it wasn’t my first choice. Going to the Ms next I found nothing for the Maxwell girl either. Same deal with her, I’d check all of the listings tomorrow if it came to that.


    I still had one idea before I would have to wear out the shoe leather. I grabbed my overcoat, turned off the light in the office, shut the door and caught the elevator down to the street. It had stopped raining. There were still puddles everywhere. The buildings, the cars, even the streets had a gleam to them. It almost made me forget all the filth and grime that you usually saw in the city. The night was bringing a chill to the air. I could see my breath form little clouds of steam in front of me. It reminded me of steam escaping from a man hole cover. I thought about it for a minute. There was a connection in my mind that I was missing between the two. I almost got it, then it slipped away. Bill was the amateur psychologist; I’d ask him next time I saw him.


    


    


    I walked down two blocks and over one and down to the corner to the newsstand. Bought the two city dailys and started back towards the office. I opened the first paper up the sports section where they usually advertised the men’s clubs. Halfway down the first page of ads I scanned I found what I was looking for. Maximum Susie was appearing nightly at the Club Control downtown on 14th street. It wasn’t exactly brilliant detective work; a real bright fifth grader could have figured it out, but not our professor.


    “So you like strippers do ya?” said a voice over my shoulder. I was so busy congratulating myself on my discovery that I hadn’t noticed anyone come up behind me. I turned and found myself staring at two young men. I thought that I had seen them hanging around the area the last few weeks. Both looked to be about eighteen. One was well over six feet and beefy. The other was medium height and slender. They both looked like pretty tough customers.


    “I asked you a question,” said the smaller of the two.


    I looked around and didn’t find another person in sight except for the three of us. I had a bad feeling. The downtown business district was pretty deserted this time of the day. I had a feeling someone was walking over my grave.


    “I’m in a hurry guys,” I said and turned to walk away.


    I hadn’t taken two steps when a punch to the side of my neck knocked me down. I hit the sidewalk face down bracing myself with my arms. I rolled over and looked up at two grinning faces.


    “You need some help mister?” said the smaller one.


    “I’m fine thanks.”


    They grabbed my arms and lifted me back to my feet.


    “You should be more careful, shouldn’t he Frankie?” Said the smaller one.


    “Yeah,” said Frankie. “He could get hurt Jimmy.”


    “Since we helped you out here I think a reward is in order, say fifty bucks,” said Jimmy. “Cough it up.”


    “I haven’t got any money,” I said, playing for time for my head to clear and thinking of the two Gs I had in my pocket.


    Frankie leaned forward and punched me in the gut. I fell on my rear this time.


    “You see I told you to be careful and here you are in trouble again,” said Jimmy.


    He motioned for Frankie to help me to me feet. I couldn’t get my breath and I felt like I was going to vomit.


    Now are you going to listen?” Jimmy asked.


    I nodded.


    “I don’t think he’s listening Jimmy.”


    “Frankie doesn’t like you,” said Jimmy.


    “Maybe we just got off on the wrong foot,” I said weakly.


    “He just doesn’t like cops, even private dicks like you,” Jimmy said with a laugh. “That’s right Randall, we know who you are. We’re kind of a new neighborhood watch committee and we like to keep up on everybody to make sure they don’t get into trouble like you keep doing. Now how about our reward? And since we had to help you out twice better make it a hundred.”


    “Sounds reasonable,” I said.


    I reached up as if to get my wallet with my right hand and struck out as hard as I could at Jimmy with my left catching him a glancing blow on the temple. He staggered back, but didn’t fall as I turned my attention to Frankie. He was already in motion with a hook aimed at my head. I ducked it and countered with an uppercut that connected to his jaw. I moved in to press my advantage and Jimmy jumped on my back. I fell to one knee and he rolled off to one side as I heard a siren.


    “Cops Jimmy,” Frankie warned. “Let’s get outta here.”


    “Right,” said Jimmy. “ We’ll be seeing you Randall.”


    They took off down an alley and the darkness swallowed them up.


    A squad car screeched to a halt next to me. A uniformed office got put and helped me to my feet.


    “Been in a scuffle, have you? He asked.


    “Yeah, if you call attempted robbery and assault a little scuffle,” I said with some heat. His flip tone put me off.


    “Looked like kids to me. You should be ashamed of yourself. A grown man wrestling with kids, you might have hurt them.”


    “You wouldn’t say that if you had spent any ring time with them,” I said. He was grinning now.


    “Do you want to file a complaint? He asked.


    I was on a tight schedule so I declined. He thanked me for saving him the paper work and stayed there for with me for a few minutes until a cab came by. My car was around the block, but I didn’t feel like walking through a dark parking garage with the wad I was carrying. I hailed the cab, said my good-byes to the cop and got in.


    “Club Control on 14th,” I said.


    The driver flipped the meter over and took off. The temperature was continuing to fall and the cab felt warm. I pulled my coat up to my chin and almost drifted off to sleep. There was soft jazz on the cab radio.


    “Mind if I catch news? The cabbie asked, jolting me awake.


    I grunted a reply that he took for a yes and he flipped the dial. The top story was still the Hanson abduction, nothing new. They were going over the same ground for the forth time when we pulled up in front of the club.


    It was a typical basement hole in the wall with a neon sign out front that announced ‘GIRLS’. It was real classy.


    I paid the driver and started to get out.


    “Hey buddy,” he started with a knowing leer. “If you like this kind of joint for fifty I can take you to some real action. If you know what I mean.”


    “Yeah, I think I know what you mean. If that’s what I wanted, that’s what I would have asked for. Got it.”


    “Yeah, I get it. Sorry buddy, I didn’t mean anything by it,” he said.


    I got out of the cab and started towards the door of the club.


    As the cab was pulling away the driver rolled down his window and stuck his head out.


    “Hey buddy,” he called. Then he used that two-word phrase you hear in the movies all the time that ends in ‘you’.


    I was so upset that I thought about it the entire ten feet to the club door.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 4


    


    The Club


    


    


    


    
      

    

  


  
    


    
      

    


    


    


    


    I walked in the club after paying the cover charge and looked around. It was about what I had expected a bar at one end of the room with about fifteen stools and a large mirror behind it running the length of the wall. A stage on the other side of the room with two poles and a runway that stretched out into a small sea of tables crowded together. A sign above the door into the room said maximum capacity 150 people. I’d have to take the fire marshal’s word on that. It looked to me like half that number would suck all the oxygen out of the place. It wasn’t even eight yet, but the place was filling up fast. It was a normal strip club crowd. Mostly young men with eager faces scattered among businessmen trying to impress clients with the entertainment that they couldn’t find in the small towns they all seemed to come from.


    I walked over to the bar where a bored looking bartender took my order and then I found my way to a table. The show had already started, but neither of the girls on stage could be Susan Maxwell if what I had heard about her was true. Both of the young ladies were attractive, it was hard not to be in pasties and a g-string, but they didn’t have the assets I understood that Maximum Susie would be putting on display.


    The crowd was enthusiastic, leaning against the runway and stuffing dollar bills in the girls’ garters among other places. One guy in uniform, who appeared to be treating the three-drink minimum as a dare, got into the spirit too much and jumped on the stage to dance with the girls. Before he could do more than one bump and grind two muscular bouncers came out of the wings and efficiently removed him and tossed him into the street.


    The security reassured me in a way. If I could manage to talk to Susan at least she would be in an environment where she didn’t feel threatened. Putting people at ease was half the battle in getting them to open up and give whatever information they might have.


    I decided to take in the atmosphere and have another drink before I tried to talk with Susan. I still wasn’t quite sure how I wanted to play it when I motioned one of the waitresses to come over. She was a short blonde in hot pants and a tube top that she was falling out of, but compared to what was on the stage she was dressed for church.


    “What’ll it be sugar?” She chirped.


    “Scotch,” I said “And when does Susie come on?”


    “A fan huh,” she said slyly.


    “No, but I have heard a couple of nice things about her,” I returned. I could banter if I had to.


    “I’ll bet you have,” she said with a laugh. “But you’ll have to idle your engine for a while. Susie won’t come on for hours yet.”


    “That’s to bad,” I said. The disappointment in my voice wasn’t false. I didn’t feel like hanging around all night paying eight bucks a drink.


    After a pregnant pause she said: “For real high-rollers we do have private VIP rooms for personal dances with the ladies.”


    “How much?”


    “You’ll have to discuss that with the manager. I’ll send him over if you like.”


    “Okay, in the meantime send over my drink and make it a double as long as I’m a VIP.”


    “You got it sweetie,” she said. “You know I get off at midnight if you’d like to get together and do something then.”


    “That’s good to know. Maybe we can work something out.”


    She walked back to the bar and said something to the bartender. He glanced over at me with a face that gave away nothing, picked up a phone and after a short conversation hung up. Within a minute a door next to the bar marked office opened. A short balding man in a tuxedo came out. He walked to the bar, leaned his head toward the bartender, looked up at me and walked to my table.


    “I’m the manager, sir. I understand that you are interested in one of our special services.”


    He had bourbon breath, perspiration on his upper lip and a nametag that read Rudolph Martinez.


    “That’s right Rudy,” I said. Martinez winced. Since I was a high roller I decided I could afford to be rude.


    “I’d like a private dance with Susie Max.”


    “Susan hasn’t arrived yet this evening,” he replied stiffly. “Perhaps we could interest you in one of our other entertainers. One of the ladies on stage would be fine companionship if you desire-”


    “Forget it,” I interrupted. “Susie is what I’m interested in. Can you deliver or not?”


    The waitress came back with my drink.


    “Here you are, sir,” she said, winked at me and left. This VIP stuff was great.


    “As I explained, sir she isn’t in the club.”


    “Then call her.”


    “That would be expensive, sir. She is our headliner. On top of that to be called to the club early, well…” He spread his arms expansively.


    “Give it a number Rudy.”


    I could see the cash register in his head tallying a sum.


    “Perhaps $200,” he ventured.


    I thought it over for a moment. I was sure that he had at least doubled the price because I had needled him and that I was in such an obvious rush. Pomeroy had said he would pay any expense. “Okay Rudy you got yourself a deal. Give her a ring, I don’t want to wait here all night.”


    “Yes sir,” he said. He had a new respect for me. I wondered what his cut of the $200 would come to. “Perhaps we can take care of the financial aspect now?”


    Since it was clear that nothing would proceed without an up front payment I pulled the envelope Pomeroy had given me out of my breast pocket and relieved it of two one hundred dollar bills. Martinez leered greedily at the envelope.


    “Now make the call.”


    “Yes sir. Right away sir. If you require anything else consider the club at your disposal.”


    “Just Susie for now. We’ll see how that goes first. Then who knows?”


    He nodded and scurried away. The club was filling up fast and the smoke from dozens of cigars and cigarettes hung low in the air. The odor of smoke, booze, sweat and lust made me vaguely nauseous. I hoped that I wasn’t in for a long wait. Thirty minutes and two drinks later I was getting groggy and impatient when I discovered Martinez at my elbow.


    “It is arranged sir. Follow me if you will.”


    I arose and he led me through a side door and into a room off of a carpeted hallway. The room was small, maybe 15 by 15 with the usual mirrors on all the walls. A leather-upholstered couch took up one wall. To one side was a small wet bar, a television and a telephone. In the middle of the room stood a round heavy-duty glass table.


    “Your private show will begin in a moment,” said Martinez with a discreet smile. “If you require any other, shall we say amenities the phone has a direct connection to my office.”


    “Thank you Mr. Martinez,” I said, deciding to make nice. It had an immediate affect as Martinez beamed at me. “You’ve been most kind. I won’t forget the splendid service that your club has provided to me.”


    He gave a short bow and left the room. I sat down on the couch and loosened my tie. I had drank too much today and I felt a little light-headed. I trying to add up how many drinks that I had tossed down since three o’clock when a woman entered. She was wearing thigh high black boots, black leather mini-skirt, black leather bikini top and a black cowboy hat. Judging by the fact that an entire cow must have given its life just for the material in the bikini top it was obvious that this was Susan Maxwell.


    I was surprised to find what a petite girl she was, not over five feet tall. Her skin was porcelain white that had never been exposed to the sun. Her eyes were a deep blue and she had long blonde hair that cascaded over her shoulders. The effect against the black outfit stunning and for a moment she took my breath away.


    She walked over and sat down on my lap without a word.


    “So you’re my big fan,” she said with a hint of a southern accent. Whether it was real or feigned I couldn’t decide, but regardless it was charming.


    “I have been looking forward to meeting you.” That much was true.


    “Well we’ll have to make certain that you have a memorable experience then won’t we?” She stated and began to unhook the leather bra.


    “Could we just talk for awhile?” I said quickly.


    “Sure honey,” she said, sounding disappointed. “If that’s what turns you on.”


    She sat down again, this time on the couch and looked up expectantly at me. “What do you want to talk about?”


    I should’ve lain off the booze earlier. My ears were ringing and I still hadn’t decided how to play this with her. But since I was still kind of foggy I decided to play it straight and hope for the best. If she wouldn’t play ball I could always fall back on bad cop and threaten to blow the whistle on this little game that she was part of here.


    “Susan, I need your help,” I stated flatly.


    “Why sure honey,” she cooed. “We all need a little help sometimes. That’s what I’m here for.”


    I took a breath and took a chance. “I’m looking for an old friend of yours, Paula Wray.”


    “Paula?” She repeated woodenly.


    “Yes, do you know where I can find her?”


    She thought about it for a moment.


    “Is she in trouble?”


    “No.”


    “You a cop?”


    “Private.” I handed her one of my cards.


    She scanned it carefully. “Why do you want her.”


    I had played it straight so far, so I decided to go whole hog. “Her ex-husband has come into an inheritance and he feels like some of it belongs to Paula.”


    “The professor?”


    “That’s the one.”


    “Yeah, she used to talk about him. Edgar something, right? She liked him even if he was a mama’s boy. I guess the family didn’t take to her. She said the mother was no box of chocolates.”


    “The mother’s dead. That’s where the inheritance comes in.”


    “Is that a fact?”


    “It is.”


    “Then little Paula is coming into some of it?”


    “It wasn’t in the will for her. It’s Edgar’s own idea to cut Paula in for a slice.”


    “How big a slice?”


    “I don’t know,” I said. “Can you help me Susan?”


    “I might be able to mister. PI, what’s in it for Susie?” She said with hooded eyes.


    That sobered me up. I decided that she wasn’t as pretty as I had thought. The avarice plainly visible on her face gave it a new hardness. I shivered involuntarily.


    “I could arrange for something to come your way. It depends on how much help you can give.” Good old-fashioned greed was going to break this for me.


    “For a thousand I’ll take you right to her.”


    “A hundred,” I said. I didn’t want to seem to eager. Susie was panning out to be the kind of girl who would jack up the price if I took the first offer.


    “A lousy hundred?” No southern accent anymore. “You gave Martinez two, you bum.”


    I let her sweat for a minute. “Alright, I’ll match that, two hundred.”


    “A thousand,” she pouted.


    Two hundred,” I said and pulled the envelope out. Removing two more hundreds I held them in my hand toward her. “This is a limited time offer Susie.”


    She looked at the money and licked her lips, but said nothing.


    “This window closing, please go to the next teller,” I said and started to withdraw the wad.


    “Alright,” she almost screamed. “I’ll take it.”


    She snatched the money from my hand. “All I ever get are bums, deadbeats and cheapskates. And you’re all three mister.”


    I was going to have to try hard not to let all this sweet talk go to my head. “You know, lots of people talk that way and end up getting married.”


    She sat glowering at me.


    “Where’s Paula?”


    Susie’s expression changed to an evil grin. “I left her in my dressing room before I came in here.”


    I didn’t speak.


    “You think you’re so smart. You thought that you were getting the best of poor stupid Susie.”


    She let loose with a barrage of laughter and it was some time before she could bring herself under control.


    “Paula works backstage helping the dancers with wardrobe changes and make-up. You know we don’t just peel our clothes off here, we put on a real show. She does alterations, costume design, and when they need her she even schleps drinks. Our little Paula is a worker.


    “So you see Randall, if you had just asked for her you’d be ahead one grand now. But you had to be a smart guy and play detective with everyone instead of being an Honest John.”


    I could feel my face getting red. She was right, if I had shown the picture of Paula I had to the bartender or the waitress or Rudy or anybody in this dump I would probably already be with Paula. If I had stayed off the booze I might have thought things out a little bit more. And what was Pomeroy going to say when he heard how I blew four hundred dollars of his money on information when I didn’t need to? I could just see his face. And what about Bill? He had recommended me and I was turning out to be a bumbler.


    Susie stood over me gloating.


    “It’s starting to sink in isn’t it? You’re finally getting it aren’t you? Don’t worry Randall I won’t tell anyone what a sap you’ve been.”


    I still didn’t say anything.


    “Come on bonehead. I’ll introduce you to Miss Wray. I’ll walk slowly. You’ve had a long day.”


    She was right so I kept my mouth shut and followed her out the door.
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    The Ex Wife


    


    


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    She led me backstage through a steady stream of young women in various stages of undress, none of whom paid me any attention. There were curtains, ropes, more mirrors and a heavyset, dark featured man barking out assignments.


    “Chaz,” said Susie. “Where’s Paula?”


    “She’s in your dressing room getting your things ready. Which is where you should be if you are finished with your private session.” He gave me an appraising look. I felt like he could tell how much money I had on me right down to the change and the twenty I kept in my right shoe for emergencies.


    “Come on,” said Susie grabbing my arm. “I’ll make sure that you don’t get lost on the way.”


    She led me to a door with a star on it and a sign that read knock before entering. She opened the door and called out: “Paula, you got a visitor.”


    Susie stepped aside, waved for me to enter and said: “Break a leg tough guy. I hope you’re on the level.” She walked away. I stood for a moment and walked into the room.


    


    


    I recognized Paula at once from her photo. She was seated, leaning over a table, sewing a sequined outfit. She was a lovely girl, not as obvious as Susie, but in a subtle way she was even more beautiful. I tried to picture her with a dry stick like Pomeroy, but it would not come into focus.


    She looked up as I came in. In a soft and smoky voice she said: “Can I help you?”


    I found myself tongue-tied for a second so I said stupidly: “Are you Paula Wray?” I was off to another great start.


    Yes I am,” she said and smiled.


    I almost melted. What was getting into me tonight? I wanted to scoop her up in my arms and take as far away from this dump as possible. Instead I found myself straightening my tie, checking my cuffs and wishing that I had worn my new pair of black shoes with the gold buckles.


    She was looking at me and waiting patiently. She was still flashing that million-dollar smile.


    “I’ll get right to the point Miss Wray,” I began, trying to sound officious and not like a love struck schoolboy. “My name is Frank Randall. I’m a private detective.”


    “Oh dear,” she said. I wanted to crush her in my arms. Steady boy.


    “I was hired to locate you by your ex-husband, Edgar Pomeroy.” May as well get right to it I thought.


    “Edgar? Why?”


    “You see Miss Wray, Edgar’s mother has passed on and Edgar has come into his inheritance and he wishes for you to share in a portion of it.”


    She was sitting back, trying to absorb it so I went on: “Edgar feels that your divorce settlement was unfair to you and he wishes to make amends.”


    She had her hands on her lap and she was staring at them. “Mrs. Pomeroy dead,” she said under her breath. “Edgar must be devastated. Is he alright?”


    “Well,” I began not wanting to spill the news about his health. “He would appear to be bearing up as well as could be expected.” It was the truth.


    “But you’ve seen him, he’s well?”


    “I really couldn’t say Miss Wray.” I didn’t want to lie to her, but I couldn’t betray Pomeroy either. I decided to try and steer a middle course.


    “He wants to meet with you immediately if possible,” I continued. “However, I should tell you that I took this job with the understanding that if you did not want to meet Mr. Pomeroy that that would be the end of it. You are under no obligation and I will not reveal your location if that is what you wish.”


    “What?” She said absentmindedly. “Oh, of course, of course thank you. But why would I not want to meet him?”


    “It’s none of my business, but you wouldn’t be the first woman to be frightened of her ex. Some divorces are very bitter.”


    She thought that and replied: “Not this one, it was more sad than anything. Poor Edgar, I backed him into a corner and he just withdrew from me. I thought he might fight back, but instead it made him more timid, more dependent on his family.” She paused. “I take it that you are aware of some of our history together.”


    “Just the bare bones that Edgar thought necessary to impart. I take it that Mrs. Pomeroy didn’t approve of your marriage.”


    “No she certainly didn’t, but I could have taken that. Mrs. Pomeroy was a very old woman, very set her ways. She didn’t think I was good enough for the family, nobody would have been, it didn’t have anything to do with me in particular. She was cold, but she didn’t show the naked hatred I saw from Silas. He was the real heat; Mrs. Pomeroy was merely cold. She only became enraged at Edgar and me when I suggested that we get our own place. She didn’t want to be abandoned by Edgar.”


    “I understand she was a cold domineering mother to Edgar.”


    “Who told you that?” She asked surprised.


    “Edgar.”


    She thought that over for a minute. “That may be the way he remembers it, but believe me she loved and indulged him. It made her happy. He was her favorite.”


    “But I understood that she kept Edgar on a short leash financially speaking.”


    “Only because Edgar had no sense around money. If it were not for their mother I’m sure that both of the boys would have been in bankruptcy years ago. Besides it was her money, not theirs.”


    “So you decided to leave and ask for nothing?”


    “I’ll tell a tale out of school Mr. Randall. I didn’t leave with nothing. When I announced that I was filing for divorce Silas approached me with an offer; Leave without a fuss and he would give me twenty thousand dollars. He said that if I fought I would come out with nothing and he would drag my name through the mud as well. He hinted that he had some dirt on me that would cause me a lot of embarrassment. I had reasons of my own for wanting to speed the divorce through so I accepted the money and ran. You see I was pregnant.”


    “What? Edgar said nothing about a child.” I said stunned.


    “Edgar never knew,” she replied. “When I discovered that I was pregnant I asked Edgar for a place of our own, I thought that the child would complete us and we would be a real family. But when I saw that he would be unable to pull away I decided to keep the baby a secret and leave. I knew that if Edgar’s mother discovered that I was going to have a child that she would insist that I either stay or give up custody. With my past, and their family money and influence, it was a foregone conclusion that I would lose a custody case. I couldn’t stay and raise the baby there and I couldn’t strike out on my own and leave my child behind. So when Silas came along with his dirty little offer I took it and gladly. It fit in nicely with my own plans plus it gave me some seed money to start over on.”


    “So Edgar has a child.” This could really upset all of Edgar’s plans to settle things and have nothing further on his conscious.


    No Mr. Randall,” she said sadly.


    I would have given an arm if she would call me Frank just once.


    “I had a miscarriage and lost the baby.”


    “I’m sorry.” It sounded terribly inadequate, but it was all I could think to say.


    She nodded her head in acceptance.


    “We don’t have to let that go any further,” I said. I couldn’t believe that came out of my mouth. Pomeroy was a paying client and a well paying client at that. Anything I dug up, outside the deal we made on meeting Paula, was his. It was his money that I had spent finding it. I wasn’t making good decisions today. Maybe she would tell him herself.


    We sat in silence for a few minutes.


    “It’s still early,” I said. “And Edgar was very anxious to get this done. Could I call him and set it up for tonight?”


    “Of course, there’s a phone in the hall. Please get in touch with him.”


    I walked into the hall, spotted the phone, fished a dime out of my pocket and called the number that Pomeroy had given me. He answered on the second ring.


    “Hello.”


    “Mr. Pomeroy?”


    “Yes. Is that you Randall? Do you have something to report?


    “It’s good news. I found her.”


    “That’s outstanding Randall. Have you set a meeting?”


    “That’s what I’m calling about. She’s willing to meet as early as tonight if you wish.”


    “Splendid! You’ve done a fine job. There will be a bonus in this for you my boy.”


    I hoped I would still be on such good terms with him when all the details came out.


    “Thanks,” I said. “How about my office in an hour? It will probably take awhile to tie up loose ends and get out of here.”


    “Where are you,” he said with a worried tone.


    “I’d rather you get all the details at once and in person.”


    “Of course, of course, I understand.” He didn’t sound like he understood at all.


    “Would you like to speak to Paula?” I asked trying to allay any fears that he might have. “She’s in the next room.”


    “No,” he said slowly. “Perhaps it’s best that this is all done face to face. I’ll be in your office in one hour. Then I want to hear all the details. I’m sure you have an interesting tale.”


    We rang off. I turned around to go back to the dressing room and almost bumped into Martinez standing behind me. I was getting tired of people sneaking up behind me.


    “It’s not nice to eavesdrop Rudy.” He must have heard every word I said.


    “I would never dream of such a such a thing,” he replied. But I could see the wheels turning in his head. I wondered how much he could have doped out from my end of the conversation. I was spreading Pomeroy’s name around way too much in a joint like this where everyone was a grifter out to make a quick buck. Rudy already had nicked me for two hundred and had me down as an easy mark. I couldn’t blame him; tonight that’s just what I had been.


    “I’m having a bad day Rudy. Don’t push me. I’d hate to think what might happen if I found out that you were telling people my private conversations. Let’s just keep out of each other’s way. Okay?”


    He nodded and stepped aside. There were daggers in his eyes. I was reminded of the saying about if looks could kill.


    Paula was seated when I came back. She looked up with expectant eyes.


    “It’s set,” I said. “He’ll meet us in my office in an hour.


    “I wonder if he’s changed much?”


    “I wouldn’t know I only met him today.”


    “Will you tell me one thing?”


    “If I can.”


    “No, it’s silly.”


    “Come on, what is it?”


    “Well…does he still have that god awful toupee?” she said and giggled.


    “He does,” I said. It was good to hear her laugh.


    “I guess some things never change. I never had the heart to tell him how it looked. He was sensitive about his bald spot and he was convinced that he looked great with his add-on. He would have killed to have your hair.”


    I tousled my hair self-consciously and shifted from one foot to the other. She was staring at me studying me intently. I was growing uncomfortable.


    “Mr. Randall, you have a welt on your neck. Are you alright?”


    My hand stole to the token Frankie had left me.


    “I’m fine.”


    “What happened?”


    “Just some Boy Scouts tried to help me across the street and I didn’t want to go. It got a little rough, but it’s no big deal.”


    “Can I get you some ice?”


    “No, really I’m fine,” I said. “Look, we’ve got a little time before we have to leave I’ll wait out front while you get yourself ready.”


    “Okay, I do have some things to straighten out before we leave.”


    “Fine, I’ll be waiting at the bar.”


    “You could stay here if you like,” she said.


    Was there anything behind that offer? I couldn’t tell, so I swallowed once and said: “No, I better not. I’ll have another drink and wait for you there.”


    “Alright,” she said. “I understand.”


    Maybe she did.
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    I found my way to the bar and ordered a double. The case was nearly over and I needed a bracer. My waitress looked disappointed when I went to the bar instead of my old table. She decided to give me the cold shoulder and didn’t look in my direction again. I felt like downing my drink and getting another, but my head was getting a little foggy again so I nursed the one I had, chewed some ice and waited for Paula.


    About half an hour later I still had the same drink, the bartender was asking if I wanted anything else every couple of minutes and looking disgusted every time I said no, when Paula came out.


    “Ready?” I asked as she sat next to me. Her perfume was an exotic fragrance. Even here, ten feet below street level in the winter, it made me think of white sand beaches, palm trees and those drinks with the little umbrellas.


    “Ready when you are Mr. Randall,” she cooed. I’d sell out my brother if she would only call me Frank. I’d have to get a brother first, but that was just a detail.


    “Stay here and I’ll get us a cab.”


    “I’ll come with you.”


    “No, it’s getting cold. I’ll be back when I’ve got a hack waiting.” I needed to clear my head anyway.


    I left her and walked outside and up the steps to the street. The wind had come up and I pulled my collar close to my ears. The rain from earlier was now a frozen glaze on the pavement. The streetlights danced off the ice. It twinkled like diamonds. It was pretty to look at, but it was dangerous to walk on. I’d have to watch my step.


    A cab was crawling down the avenue and I raised my hand to hail it. He pulled over and slid to a stop. Through the one inch opening that the cabbie rolled his window down I said to wait and I’d be back with a lady.


    “Okay buddy, but the meter starts now and I need a deposit to wait.”


    Everybody was getting into my pockets tonight. I dug out a twenty and stuffed it through the gap in the window and turned to go back in and get Paula.


    To my left in a small parking lot a young couple were arguing. He called her a liar and smacked her in the chops. Before I knew what I was doing I sang out: “Hey take it easy over there.”


    The man turned towards me with an ugly expression, but before he could say anything the girl jumped in. “Mind your own business, why don’t cha.”


    “I just thought you needed some help,” I said.


    Then she used that same two-word phrase the cabbie had used earlier. I was getting sick of it.


    “You heard her,” the man said with a laugh.


    I had a reply, but I bit it off and went back in the club. I decided to throw away all my Good Samaritan medals when I got home.


    Paula wasn’t at the bar when I got back. The hair on the back of my neck stood up. I didn’t want to lose her after everything else I had done tonight. I never should have let her out of my sight. I was in a near panic when the bartender walked over and said Paula was in the ladies room. She had told him she would be right back and I was to wait. I was so relieved that I celebrated with another drink. I sat with my back to the bar and kept my eyes glued on the ladies room and waited for Paula to emerge. I wasn’t going to let my guard down again.


    To my surprise the next person to come through the door I was watching was Susie. To my greater surprise she spotted me and came directly over. And I had thought that I was through with her. She sat down next to me without an invitation.


    “I want to talk to you Randall, she announced.


    “It seems unavoidable,” I admitted.


    “No jokes Randall.”


    “Alright, no jokes.”


    “I’ve been talking with Paula-”


    “And you want two hundred dollars to tell me what she said,” I interrupted.


    “I thought we had a truce.”


    “Sorry, that’s the last one I had in me. Go ahead I’ll be a good boy.”


    She glared hard at me.


    “Just listen. Don’t say a word. Like I said, I’ve been talking to Paula and she says that you’re on the level. And you really are here to help her, so take this back.”


    She stuffed the two hundred that I had given her into my jacket pocket. I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t say anything.


    “I thought that maybe you were scamming me back there, but Paula says that she trusts you, so keep your money. I don’t hustle my friends or people who are helping them.”


    She got up and walked away.


    I was stunned. I tried to figure an angle for Susie’s actions, a reason, but I couldn’t except for the one she had given. It seemed out of character. Then again I had only met her an hour or so ago. I ordered another drink to think about it. I was just finishing it when Paula tapped me on the shoulder.


    “Ready,” she said.


    “Do you know what Susie just did?” I asked. “What she just said to me?”


    “Oh, you can’t believe a word that girl says. Don’t pay her any mind.”


    Paula’s attitude puzzled me.


    “You don’t understand,” I began.


    “I understand perfectly,” she said. “You’re the handsomest man here and you’re leaving with me and not her.”


    That swept all other thoughts from my head and I beamed. I threw a twenty on the bar, gave the bartender a wink and walked out the door with the prettiest girl in the room on my arm. I felt like the world made sense. I was feeling good again. It didn’t last.


    When we came out on the street the young couple was gone and so was my cab and my twenty bucks. I stared at the curb where the cab should have been and counted to ten. When I got to seven Paula couldn’t contain herself any longer and burst out laughing. I felt my face turning red, but she wasn’t laughing at me. She was laughing at the situation. Her mood was infectious and I soon found myself laughing with her. We were still laughing when the next cab came by. I hailed it and we got in. I gave the cabbie the address and we sped away still laughing. The driver figured us for a couple of drunks, but that was okay with him. Drunks were usually good tippers, the happy ones were anyway.


    The radio was on, but we were having such a good time that it was a few minutes before I realized that they were talking about the Hanson girl. There was nothing new to report, but that wasn’t stopping them from rehashing what they did know over and over. I tried to shut it out. The announcer was starting to compare the present situation to the Martin case, saying that was the kind of police work the city needed now. I couldn’t take it anymore.


    “Change the station,” I told the driver.


    “This is my cab buddy and we listen to the station I say.”


    “If you want a dime over the meter, change it.”


    “What’s the matter mister? Don’t you care about a little girl in trouble.”


    “Say that again and I’ll break your neck,” I said in a voice that I didn’t recognize as my own.


    He looked at me in the mirror, mulled it over and turned the radio off altogether.


    We rode in silence. Paula reached over and put her hand in mine. After a few minutes she leaned her head on my shoulder.


    “What brought that on?” She asked.


    “It’s nothing,” I said.


    “It sounded like something. Can’t you confide in me? I’ve told you my family secrets tonight.”


    I turned my head and looked into her eyes. I saw something there that I hadn’t seen, or hadn’t been looking for, in a long time. So I started to tell her my story. I hadn’t opened up in a long time. It felt good. She wanted to hear all of it, so I gave her the whole thing. She was a natural listener. She didn’t ask any questions. She didn’t interrupt. She just let me talk myself out. When I finished she squeezed my hand and put her head back on my shoulder.


    “You feel things deep,” she said.


    “Just one of my faults.”


    “I like that.”


    We pulled up in front of my building and got out. I paid the fare, tossed a fiver on top of it and turned to leave when the cab driver spoke: “Hey buddy.”


    “Yeah?” I didn’t want another argument with this guy.


    “I heard what you told the girl.”


    I didn’t say anything.


    “I was out of line back there. I just wanted to tell you that,” he said.


    “It’s okay,” I said. “Sometimes it’s hard to see the lines.”


    Paula and I went inside, caught the elevator and rode up in silence. She was still holding my hand. The doors opened and we walked into the hallway. The hall lights were dimmed after eight on the weekends so the hall had an eerie glow. We walked down to my office and I unlocked the door. We went inside and turned on the lights.


    We had only gotten to my desk when she stopped and slid one arm around my waist.


    “I’m glad you’re with me,” she said.


    “Second thoughts?” I asked.


    “No, just stirring up old ghosts. I don’t have to tell you what that’s like.”


    Her arm felt warm and natural around me. I wanted to respond in kind, but we still had some unfinished business tonight.


    We both looked out the window. It had begun to snow. I was lost in thought when a cough brought me back to reality. I turned and found Pomeroy standing in the door.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    


    


    Chapter 7


    


    The Meeting


    


    


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    


    


    “Am I interrupting something?” He asked seemingly bemused.


    “Of course not. We were waiting on you,” I said. “It’s just been a long night for us that’s all.”


    “Hello Paula,” he said.


    I glanced at Paula. Her face was stone.


    Seeing that Paula need a jump-start I decided to open up the proceedings.


    “Well Mr. Pomeroy,” I began. “We may as well get comfortable. Paula would you like a seat?”


    She said nothing. She gripped my hand so tightly that I could feel her nails nearly pierce my skin. Pomeroy was just smiling at her. Maybe he couldn’t see how uneasy she had become.


    “What’s the matter Paula? I asked.


    “That’s not Edgar Pomeroy,” she said in a flat, controlled voice.


    “What?” I exclaimed. “What are you talking about? Of course it is.”


    I turned to the man I knew as Edgar Pomeroy and found myself staring at the revolver he now had in his hand.


    “We haven’t been properly introduced Mr. Randall,” he said. “I’m Silas Pomeroy.”


    


    


    My head swam. The started to spin and I leaned against my desk for support. Beads of perspiration formed on my forehead.


    “Are you feeling faint Mr. Randall?” asked Silas. He smile had turned into a mocking leer. “Maybe you need a drink.”


    I steadied myself and looked him in the eyes. “I don’t understand.”


    “Of course not. That’s why you’re here. A drunken third rate private dick makes you the perfect patsy. I needed someone who would wander around town repeating that ridiculous story I told you. I’m sure there must be a dozen people who will swear that Paula came here to meet Edgar. So you see Mr. Randall you’ll testify for me even in death.”


    “I told he was the real devil in that house,” hissed Paula.


    Now Paula remember you’re a lady,” said Silas.


    “But Pomeroy, why all the deception? What’s the reason for all this?”


    “Money of course, more money than you could imagine Randall. You see I wasn’t completely honest about Mother’s will she didn’t split the estate quite evenly, Edgar received seventy percent of the family fortune. He was always her favorite. The only thing that was split down the middle was the house. And he wanted to sell it and divide the money. He said if I wanted to stay I would have buy him out. Can you imagine that? Me buying my own home.”


    “What about Edgar?” I asked.


    “I’m sorry to report that my poor brother has had an unfortunate accident. I killed him earlier today.”


    Paula burst into tears.


    “Please my dear,” he said. “You and I know that those tears are for the money and not Edgar. If it makes you feel any better Edgar didn’t have any intention of sharing his newfound wealth with you. I made that up so as to ensure your presence here today. I know that you couldn’t resist the lure of a quick score. But don’t worry, money will be of little use where you are going. You see I’m afraid that you and our intrepid Mr. Randall have played your parts in this small farce. Since your usefulness is at an end, you’ll have to be eliminated just as Edgar was.”


    Silas this is crazy,” I said, trying to play for time. “What can you hope to gain? You won’t get away with this.”


    “Oh, but I will Mr. Randall. Here’s how it will look. You brought Paula here to meet Edgar. Things went badly because Edgar didn’t want to give Paula a small share of his inheritance, he wanted to reconcile with her. I’ll testify to that. I’ll tell the police that his was wild to marry her again. When she spurned him he became enraged and shot both of you. I’ll also tell the police that Edgar came home tonight and told me that he had done something awful, something he couldn’t live with and he left the house distraught. When your bodies are found here and Edgar’s car is found at the beach, I’ll take it there later, and the police take my statement, they will simply put two and two together and conclude that this was just another case of a man killing his ex-wife. You, unfortunately, just got caught in the crossfire. And since I happen to know that Edgar has no will, all his money will come to me. Very sad, but I will manage to go on somehow. After all I’m sure that is how he would want it.”


    He might pull it off I thought. It seemed pretty seamless. I needed to keep him talking. Try and catch him with his guard down. “The police aren’t stupid Silas. They look for things like who benefits from a crime, even if it looks dead bang.”


    “There may be some suspicion in some quarters, but I also know the police like to close cases. And this will be a nice neat double homicide with a suicide chaser. I’m even going to leave Edgar’s precious hairpiece here. That should be a nice touch. I’ve got everything in hand Randall. Besides you’re the last person I would ask for advice on how to plan anything smart. Do you want me to tell you how many times I fooled you today?”


    “Sure, I’ve got nowhere to be tonight,” I said. “Lay it all out. It’s the only way I’ll ever learn.”


    “Well right off the bat you didn’t even ask for identification. I was ready for that, but you didn’t ask. And my serious illness was just some red ink on an old handkerchief of Edgar’s. I don’t think that is considered terminal. Then when I insisted on your being present at the meeting with Paula and even holding it here in your office, rather than my home, you thought you were railroading me. In truth I wouldn’t have left without that condition. I was prepared to argue that it was better here away from prying eyes, but once again you were all too compliant.


    “I’ll bet you even thought that you were brilliant in finding Paula. I knew that she worked at the club and that Susan Maxwell’s name would lead you to her. As a last resort I was ready to tell you that I had heard a rumor that she there, but you managed to find her without tripping over your shoelaces to many times.


    “I’m sorry that I had to exaggerate Miss Wray’s virtues, but I wanted you to feel sorry for her. I knew that if the truth were known she would be considerably less sympathetic and I needed you to start tonight. Not that she doesn't have a charm all her own, as many others could tell you better than I. There’s more Randall if you’ve got the stomach for-”


    “Silas don’t do this,” Paula screamed interrupting him. “You’ll burn for it.”


    He looked at her with contempt. “Don’t moralize with me Paula. I know all about you. You may have fooled Mr. Randall here, we both know that isn’t too difficult, but I know all about you. You’re little better than a hooker.”


    “I’m still better than you. You’re scum.”


    He answered her with that two word phrase that I was getting sick of hearing. I saw red and rushed him. Seconds seemed like hours. I knocked a chair over in my rush to get to Pomeroy and stumbled forward. He grinned and leveled the gun at me. I instinctively ducked my head and reached towards the gun. Paula screamed and the lights went out. A ball of fire burst in my face. I felt no pain. The room flashed with gunshots. It looked as though a lightening storm had broken out inside the office. Four shots, five shots, maybe more I lost count. They sounded like they were coming from all around me. I was free falling without a parachute. The carpeted floor was rushing up to greet me. I hit with a thud.


    Paula screamed: “Frank!”


    And then I was out.


    


    


    I was in a courtroom sitting at the defendant’s table. The judge looked down at me over her glasses and shook her head. She hated me. I could tell without her saying a word. At the table to my left the prosecutor stood up and began to speak. The judge’s expression immediately changed to one of rapt attention, nodding in agreement to each point he made, only I couldn’t make out any of the words.


    Looking to my right I saw a jury seated. They had their backs to me or they had no faces at all, I couldn’t tell. I realized the judge was speaking, no she was screaming at me. Denouncing me for my crimes, but refusing to tell me what they were. I shouted my innocence, but no one listened. A bailiff yanked me out of my seat to face the jury. They were in a mist and I could see only shadowy figures. A single word came out of the twilight.


    “Condemned.”


    It rang and echoed off the walls, magnifying as if many voices were being added. I covered my ears and screamed: “No!”


    I turned to the gallery for something, hope maybe, I don’t know. They all hated me too. It was written on their faces, hatred. Except for one old man. His face told of sadness and pity. He held out a hand for me and I reached for it instinctively. I touched it and was repelled. It was cold, unnaturally so.


    He looked into my eyes with that awful sadness and said: “That’s right son, you’ll be joining me soon. It’s so cold here. I can do nothing to help you, you chose the path that you now walk.”


    I broke free from that arctic embrace and ran for a door that appeared in front of me.


    “You can’t run from this son,” called the old man.


    I raced through the door. I thought that I had broken free when unseen hands began to pull back. Voices in the dark chanted my name.


    “Frank…Frank…Frank.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 8


    


    The Hospital


    


    


    


    
      

    

  


  
    


    
      

    


    


    


    I awoke to Bill Vinson staring down at me, holding my hand. I was in a bed and Bill was saying softly: “Frank, Frank you’re going to be alright. Just be still.”


    “Where am I?” I croaked. My throat was dry.


    “You’re in the hospital. You’ve been shot.”


    “What happened? Where’s Paula?” I said, my voice rising. “Bill it wasn’t Edgar, it was Silas. Edgar’s dead-”


    I raised my head and felt an eruption of pain in my head.


    “I know Frank, stay calm. You’ve had a pretty close call, one inch to the left and you would have checked out permanently instead of just having a new part in your hair. Even so you’ve been out almost twenty-four hours, so don’t let yourself get over excited.”


    “Bill I have to tell you what went down.”


    “I know all about Frank. I was in the hall right behind Silas. I heard the whole thing.”


    “But how?” I stammered. “I don’t get it.”


    “Just lay back and listen,” he said. “After my shift was over last night I stopped by your place to see how your meeting with Edgar went. When you weren’t there I got a little worried, what with all your talk about domestic cases being so dangerous. Anyway I figured I might catch you at the office with your nose to the grindstone. You weren’t there either, but as I was getting back into my car I noticed Silas pull up and go into your building. It didn’t seem right so I decided to wait around awhile and see what developed.


    “About fifteen minutes later you and the girl arrived in a cab and headed inside too. You’re my old partner so I figured that you had one more back-up coming on account, so I went up the backstairs and crept down the hall to listen to what was going on. I was trying to figure out how to take Silas down when you forced the issue by pulling that hero move. I slid in and hit the lights, trying to disorient Silas enough to give you a chance. You were at pretty close range. That wasn’t a high percentage move Frank.”


    “I was just tired of taking it, that’s all.”


    “You’re lucky he didn’t kill you. I’d hate to have to go to your funeral and lie about what a great guy you were. Anyway once you started things I had no choice but to blow Silas down. He’s dead Frank.”


    “The girl?” I asked. I was afraid to hear the answer.


    “She’s fine, came through it all without a scratch. I sent her home a few hours ago to get some sleep and told her not to come back before tomorrow. She’s been here almost the whole time. She’s got guts.”


    “Yeah, she’s got that.” I paused to catch my breath, my heart was racing. “Did you find Edgar’s body?”


    “It was wrapped in a shower curtain in the trunk of his own car.”


    I was near tears. In the space of one evening there were two dead men killed in a struggle over money and I had put Paula right in the middle of it.


    “I guess I didn’t do a very good job, did I Bill?”


    “Put a cork in it. Edgar was dead before Silas ever got to your office. There was nothing you could have done to prevent that. Don’t forget Silas fooled me over the phone and that was what got you caught up in the whole mess. You had no reason to be suspicious of Pomeroy. If it hadn’t been you, it would have been another detective. If it’s the girl that’s on your mind, in my opinion you saved her life. I might not have gotten a clear shot at Pomeroy if you hadn’t kept his attention directed towards you. You took a bullet to try and save her. Think about that before you beat yourself up. You want to everything to work out like a fairy tale Frank. It doesn’t work that way, sometimes nice people, and not so nice people, get hurt and there’s nothing that anyone can do about it. You think too much, I always said so.”


    Maybe he was right. Maybe I blamed myself too much. I had been drifting for a long time, mad at the world because it didn’t fit my vision of what it should be, numbing the pain with alcohol and hiding out. I had felt good with Paula.


    “When you get out of here why don’t we go to dinner? Bill asked. “We haven’t done that in a long time. Or maybe you’d like to ask Paula. That wasn’t motherly concern I saw in her eyes when she was watching over you.”


    It was like he was reading my mind. I found myself grinning.


    “Listen,” Bill continued. “I’m going to get out of here. I’ve got paperwork piling up back at the station. Sometimes I wish I was still in a prowl car.”


    “Thanks for being there for me Bill, I owe you.”


    He waved that off and headed for the door.


    “Hey,” I said. “Any news on the Hanson case?”


    His face went completely blank. “Let’s talk about it tomorrow Frank. I’m in a rush and you need your rest.”


    “Tell me Bill.”


    He looked at his shoes and said: “She’s dead Frank. It was the guy around the corner from their house. We had him in for questioning within twelve hours of the kidnapping, but he had already killed her. He broke down this morning and led Capt. Woodward and the boys to her body.”


    I swallowed hard and counted to ten.


    “Where?” I could feel my control slipping.


    “It was in a dumpster down by the rail yards.”


    “Yesterday’s trash, huh?”


    “Frank,” he admonished. “You’re gonna make yourself worse. Stop it right now.”


    “I’m alright,” I heard myself say. “Just give a minute to get used to it.”


    “I’ll stay.”


    “I want to be alone. Let me think.”


    “I’m staying until you feel better,” he said flatly.


    “That might be awhile.”


    “I’ll wait. I let you go off by yourself once; I won’t do it again. You’ll see, you’ll feel better with a friend here.”


    I closed my eyes and thought about things. Turned them over in my mind. He was right.


    “Thanks Bill,” I said without opening my eyes.


    “Don’t mention it. You’re still my partner.”


    I don’t know how long it took, but I drifted off to sleep.


    


    


    I awoke the next morning with one overriding urge. I was hungry. Even though my head still ached at least I was able to fill my belly. A drink would have hit the spot, but I couldn’t find one on the menu. Bill came by later, said he wouldn’t get me one and wanted to know if I was insane or just stupid. How’s a guy supposed to get along with a friend like that?


    The papers were full of the Pomeroy affair. Bill was quoted in every edition. He exaggerated my role all out of proportion. He made it sound like I solved the case over a ham sandwich and he had came in at the end for clean up duty. I appreciated him not making me sound like a bumbler, which I knew I had been, but I thought he over sold it a little and I told him so when he visited that morning.


    He wasn’t exactly contrite.


    “I told them how I saw it,” he said. “Boy you’re a pain sometimes.”


    “But Bill,” I began.


    “I don’t want to hear it,” he continued. “You’re a hero and that’s that.”


    “That’s how I feel Frank,” said a female voice.


    I looked at the door and saw Paula standing there. She looked tired and worn. Her eyes were red and she had on no make-up. She looked more beautiful than ever.


    “Why is it the strong silent types are always so soft in the head about compliments?” she said with a sigh.


    She walked over and sat on the bed next to me.


    “He’s this way all the time Miss Wray. Get used to it if you intend to hang around,” said Bill.


    “I intend to do exactly that Detective Vinson,” she said. Her tone left no doubt about her commitment.


    “I take it you two made your introductions yesterday,” I said.


    Bill nodded. “We had plenty of time to fill. You weren’t in any condition to join in.”


    “I learned all your secrets in one day,” teased Paula.


    I gave an angry glance to Bill. “I thought you were my best friend.”


    “What are friends for?” he asked and winked at Paula.


    “So it’s a conspiracy is it?” I said. “Fine, I’ll remember that.”


    Paula touched my hand. “Don’t get all upset. I just wanted to know more about you, that’s all.”


    “You know what they say about curiosity and the cat,” said Bill cryptically.


    I shot a look at him. I wasn’t really mad, but I was irritated. I had wanted to tell Paula my life story myself. She ended up with an unauthorized biography, instead of the autobiography I had in mind. My memoirs were old news now.


    I decided to change the subject.


    “Have you been able to unravel how old Silas got to where he ended up?” I asked Bill. “Any clues as to what was driving him?”


    “Not a lot in concrete.”


    “I’m open to raw speculation.”


    He pulled out his notebook out of his jacket and flipped it open. “We’ll have to take him at his word on the motive, pure greed. Maybe there were other things that went down inside the family that we don’t know about, but with all the Pomeroy’s gone…” He left it in the air. “There are other avenues of further interest however, for one thing it appears that this wasn’t done on the spur of the moment. It looks like he planned this well in advance, even before the old lady’s death-”


    I held up a hand to stop him. “Do you want go for a walk or something Paula?”


    “Why?”


    “Because it just occurred to me that you might not want to hear all the details that led up to Edgar’s death so soon.”


    She looked the floor and then straight into my eyes. “The way it appears, Edgar never gave me a second thought. Silas just said that as part of his warped plot to draw me in and create the jealous ex husband scenario. I’m sorry that Edgar’s gone of course, but I’m not going to go to pieces or anything like that. So let’s hear it all, it’s not going to get any easier anytime soon.”


    She didn’t look sad, she even looked a little defiant. I was pleased. The last thing she needed was to feel any guilt about the way things had gone down. She was a survivor. I could tell and I was glad. I waved for Bill to continue.


    “Like I said, he must have planned this well in advance. He had been liquidating his assets and taking loans out for almost a year.”


    “So what?” I asked. “What’s mysterious about that?”


    “It’s all gone,” Bill said with a grin. “He turned it into cash and now we can’t find it. It’s disappeared. We think that he must have sent it overseas as a hedge in case things went wrong. Then he would have a nest egg out of the country to fall back on. When you’re running from the law a few million bucks can come in handy. There are at least a half a dozen countries in the world where a wad like that can make you virtually immune to extradition.”


    We chewed it over for some more, but every thing seemed to be tied up. After awhile Bill left for the office, more paperwork he said. He hates the details; he’s more of a big picture guy. Paula and I were alone and a silence enveloped the room. She broke the ice with a question that had been on my mind all day.


    “Where does this leave us Frank?”


    I hadn’t expected it quite so blunt; even so I was ready.


    “All I know is that I want there to be an us, that’s as plain as I can make it,” I said. “I’ve been alone for alone for a long time Paula and I’m set in my ways, but I want to try and make something with you. I don’t want to walk that road alone anymore. I want you with me, that is if you’ll have me.”


    I had laid it all out and I held my breath waiting on her. I didn’t have to wait long.


    “Oh Frank,” she cried and kissed me gently. “I’ve been alone too. We’ve got a connection that’s been tested hard already. I know we can be happy. Just promise me that we’ll look forward and not back. I feel like my life has just started. Is that how you feel?”


    It sounded corny, like something out of a B movie or an overwrought poem, but it was exactly how I felt. I was hers.


    We sat together holding hands, touching each other’s cheeks, anything to stay in contact with each other for the rest of the day. She fed me lunch, she fed me dinner, and when I woke the next day she fed me breakfast. The food was awful, but I didn’t notice it, I had a woman who loved me.
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    When I left the hospital I wanted to take some time off, but Paula said that we were both working stiffs and getting back on the job would be the best therapy for both of us. I didn’t agree, but it was true that we needed some money coming in.


    For her part she left the club for a better paying dispatchers job at a local trucking company. I couldn’t figure out how she had landed it until I realized that it was the same company that Bill had broken up a theft ring for on their loading docks a year or so ago. I remembered him telling me about it. He must have called in a favor and gotten her the position, although he wouldn’t admit to it. He had contacts like that all over town.


    As for me the publicity, misinformed as it was as for as I was concerned, gave the business a big boost. Not a day went by without a fresh call for my services. I was actually in a position to pick and choose, instead of complaining about the rotten jobs that came my way, but still accepting virtually every one. For all my carping about domestic stuff I had taken plenty of photos of husbands, soon to be ex-husbands paying alimony, coming out of by-the-hour motels straightening their ties among other things. I had that kind of work down cold, but those days were over, at least while this ride lasted.


    For a time everything was going according to plan, my plan anyhow. Paula and I saw each other almost every day and I had cut back on the booze. My head was as clear as it had been in years. There was one catch; Paula wouldn’t take the next step with me. Two months after I was released from the hospital I asked her to marry me. I assumed it was just a formality. I thought she would cry, call my name and smother me with kisses and whatever else she had handy. It didn’t turn out that way. She hadn’t said no, but she wouldn’t say yes either.


    “Frank, a lot has happened very quickly,” she said as we sat in my car outside of her apartment. “We’ve got the rest of our lives, let’s not rush into marriage just yet.”


    I was confused and a little hurt. What she was saying made sense, but I wanted less logic and more raw emotion.


    “Honey, we’ll both know when the time is right,” she continued. “Let’s just let this pot simmer, okay? You know you can ruin a good stew if you let it boil over onto the burner.”


    I wasn’t in the mood for cooking based homilies, but I agreed to wait until she felt comfortable.


    So we drifted along for a time. We saw each other five nights a week instead of seven. It was still nice. She was still affectionate, even though I could feel a slight chill develop between us. She became irritated at any mention of the Pomeroy affair. She said it was a closed chapter and she didn’t want to talk about it or be around anyone who did. I got the message and dropped it. I could understand her feelings. She hadn’t been exposed to that side of the human condition as I had in my life. There were things that I didn’t like to talk about too and she respected that. The least I could do was reciprocate.


    Things were better for a time, then worse, then a little better. Now I remembered why I didn’t seek out relationships. We began going out only on weekends and gradually, without formally breaking up, we stopped seeing each other.


    


    


    I fell back into old patterns. The only changes were that I kept off the sauce and business was still good. I considered the possibility that the two were related and dismissed it out of hand. No sense in kicking myself while I was down.


    I worked several out of town jobs for awhile with mixed results. Two were rich kid runaways. I don’t think I did the parents any favors by finding them, but I’m not paid to judge these things. When I came back to the city I began work on a case at a family owned electronics store undercover. The owner, a guy named Paul Bristol was a vital looking man in his late fifties, couldn’t believe any of his employees, mostly long timers, would rip him off, but it was all he could figure the way the receipts were jibing with the register. I went in as a new salesman with only him knowing my true identity. I was a nine to fiver for two weeks and didn’t discover anything, so I set up a nighttime stake out outside the building for a week. Day seven of the surveillance saw the son of the owner pull up in a car at two in the morning, disappear inside for ten minutes and take off again. When I showed Bristol the tape I had made of the incident he broke down in tears. He hadn’t wanted to know the truth that badly after all. I watched him age ten years in as many minutes. I waited while he pulled himself together.


    “I would have given him the money if he asked for it Randall,” he said. “It only came to five or six thousand. Why did he have to steal it?”


    “I don’t know Mr. Bristol. If I had the answer to that one I’d bottle it and make my fortune.”


    “That’s true enough I suppose,” he mused. “Money will make people do things outside of their normal character.”


    I nodded and he continued.


    “In a roundabout way that’s how I came to hire you.”


    “Oh?”


    “Yes. I remembered your name from the Silas Pomeroy case. I read about it in the papers.”


    I allowed myself a smile.


    “I see that you’ve heard that before,” said Bristol. “But I remember it for a more personal reason. You see I knew Silas.”


    “Really?” I said, feigning interest that I didn’t truly feel.


    “Yes, yes,” said Bristol warming to the subject. “He and I went to college together.”


    “Is that a fact?” I realized that he was the right age.


    “Yes, we were even in the same fraternity. Would you like to see a picture of the old gang in all our glory?”


    “Sure,” I said. What was next, a slide show? I’d have to make some sort of excuse to cut out if it got much worse.


    Bristol was rummaging through a cabinet and pulled out a large photo.


    “Here it is,” he announced triumphantly. “This is the entire house. It was my senior year. I must admit I was quite the rake in those days.”


    I could tell by the look in his eyes that he was back there again, younger, with his whole life ahead of him. No one had disappointed him yet, as his son had now.


    I looked at the picture as he pointed out the players.


    “Here I am in the third row,” he said.


    He hadn’t changed all that much. I could have picked him out with no trouble at all.


    “Now the test, can you find Silas?” he challenged.


    I scanned the photo without enthusiasm. I wanted to forget that I had ever met Silas Pomeroy, but it was obvious that Bristol was going to insist, so I played along. I looked at the faces, trying to add some thirty odd years to their youthful faces.


    I finally found a face I recognized, smiling and happy, in the prime of life. I stared at it for some time before I realized that Bristol was speaking again.


    “… not that we were great chums or anything, but I do remember him quite well. Who would have thought that he could ever have been involved in anything like that?” He came to a pause. “Well, did the fox find the rabbit?”


    “Pardon me?”


    “Did you find your man?”


    “Yes, yes I did,” I said slowly.


    “Those were the days Randall. We were quite a group of scamps back then. Why I remember once in my junior year at homecoming I-”


    “Excuse me Mr. Bristol,” I interrupted. “I’m sorry, but I have another appointment this afternoon and I’m afraid that I’ll have to be on my way.”


    Bristol nodded: “Certainly Randall, I quite understand. You’ve done a fine job here, even if the solution was a bit painful. But you know what they say; the best way to pull a bandage off is in one fast rip. It hurts less that way in the long run. At any rate I’ll have a check cut for you today.”


    We said our good-byes and I walked to my car. It was a very sunny and clear day. It was the kind of day, where if you were a pilot, visibility was unlimited. But clear nights had a down side. It got cold at night with no cloud cover. I shivered in advance.
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    That evening I sat in my office alone. I stayed late and drank my dinner. The phone rang off and on all evening. Towards the end of the bottle I got sick of hearing it ring so I picked it up.


    “Yeah?” My phone etiquette was getting lousy.


    “Hey Randall. Don’t you answer the phone no more? It’s murder getting a hold of you.”


    “Who’s this?” I asked.


    “A friend.”


    “I don’t have any friends.”


    “I can believe that.”


    “I’m hanging up now.”


    “Wait Randall. Boy, you don’t have much of a sense of humor anymore.”


    I waited.


    “It’s your old friend Jimmy, remember? My associate Frankie and I tried to make a business arrangement with you awhile back. You remember me don’t ya?”


    “Every time I step on a bug.”


    “Yeah, that’s the funny man I remember. That’s what I like about you Randall.”


    “I still don’t need your neighborhood watch services, if that’s what this is about.”


    “That ain’t it Randall. We’re in a sideline business in conjunction to our neighborhood watch program. We now provide information to our preferred customers at discount prices and I’ve got some info for you. And the good news is that it’s only going to cost you a hundred bucks.”


    “You don’t know anything worth ten.”


    “Man, you’re a hard case Randall,” Jimmy said with a laugh. “I was just kidding you about the bread. I’m going to give you a free sample this time because of our long association and other considerations. Now sit back and listen to this.”


    He talked and I listened.


    


    


    The next morning I got busy and made some rounds. Over the course of the next few days I stopped by the Hall of Records, the newspaper archives, my bookie and several other points of interest. I also managed to fit in a little surveillance work. I found something worthwhile at almost every stop. I wanted things to make sense. Trouble was they did, I just didn’t like it. I decided to take a couple of days off, I had them coming, and think about my life.


    I woke up after a night of tossing and turning and decided to go and see Bill. It was still early, but I didn’t want to miss him. I took a long hot shower to try and clean the cobwebs out of my head. When I got out the mirror was all steamed up. I had no reflection. I wiped it clean with a towel, but it fogged up again. I gave up and shaved without a mirror. I cut myself three times.


    It was a short trip to Bill’s place. He had a bungalow in the hills above the city. It had a beautiful view at night of the city lights. The sun was just beginning to rise and would still be low in the sky by the time I arrived. I mailed a letter on the way and pushed my car hard the rest of the way. I wanted to see the lights. It was not yet seven when I pulled up to the curb in front of Bill’s house. I made it in time to see the lights below wink out one by one. It was like a firework show in reverse.


    As I sat in my car finishing a cigarette I got that familiar feeling of being watched. I turned around and the girl was in the backseat of the car. I could have reached out and touched her. I didn’t. I turned around and was facing front again. I finished my cigarette and stubbed the butt in the ashtray. I closed my eyes very tight for a minute and then opened them. I looked in my rear view mirror. She was still there.


    “Any tips?” I asked my tongue thick in my mouth.


    Just the same sad stare. I opened the car door, got out, and slammed the door. I walked up to Bill’s place and didn’t look back. I could feel her eyes on me.


    I rapped on the door for two full minutes before a bleary-eyed Bill answered. I told him that I needed to talk to him. He said that before he had his coffee he didn’t talk to anyone.


    I took a seat and listened to him bang around in the kitchen. He eventually came out, looking a bit more like himself, with his cup of morning eye-opener and sat across from me.


    “Shave in the car?” He asked, eyeing the toilet paper on my face.


    I shrugged and he went on. “Okay, what’s so important that it couldn’t wait until a decent hour?”


    “Something happened on a case that I worked on last week.”


    “Is that all? Things happened to me last week too and I didn’t drag you out of bed to tell you about them,” Bill said with a wry grin.


    “This was for a guy named Paul Bristol. He went to college with Silas Pomeroy, they were in the same fraternity together.”


    “Fascinating,” said Bill as he smothered a yawn. “You’ve still got Silas on the brain I see.”


    “He even showed me a picture of him and Silas and all of their fraternity brothers.”


    “And you got me up to tell me that?”


    “You were in the picture Bill,” I said softly. “You and Silas were standing shoulder to shoulder.”


    We stared at each other in silence. I could hear the refrigerator motor kick on in the kitchen.


    “You’re mistaken Frank,” said Bill finally. “A photo like that must be over thirty years old. It must have been someone who looks like me.”


    “No mistake Bill, I checked the school records.”


    Bill sighed. “And what conclusion do you draw from this counselor?”


    “There’s only one possible conclusion, you lied to me.”


    Bill crossed his legs and stared at me. He reached over to the table next to him, grabbed a pack of cigarettes and lit one. “So Silas and I knew each other, so what?”


    “Well, it puts the whole case in a different light doesn’t it? You knew the Pomeroy family much better than you admitted. You couldn’t have been fooled by Silas posing as Edgar. That means you were in on it from the beginning.”


    “Wait a minute Frank, you’re going way to fast. I admit that I knew Silas pretty well once upon a time, but that was a long time ago. And you can guess why I didn’t come clean afterwards. It would have made me look foolish for not seeing the whole thing coming, but for God’s sake that doesn’t make me a murderer or an accessory to anything. The day Silas called I really thought it was Edgar. You remember how crazy it was that day with the Hanson girl missing. Don’t crucify me for one mistake Frank, I stood by you when things weren’t going right for you.”


    “There’s more Bill. I don’t think that you can shrug it all off.”


    “You’re dead wrong on this,” he said.


    “Listen to it all and tell what you think. I always was uneasy about this whole affair. It just didn’t feel right to me, there were pieces missing, but with all the Pomeroy’s dead it didn’t look like I would ever fill in those pieces. However, put you in the mix and a lot of it falls together neatly.


    “There were things Silas said that night that have always bothered me. Silas said that he was going to drop Edgar’s car at the beach. That’s a two-man job, unless he was planning to take a cab home. Not a very smart move to have a cabby place him at the car’s location. And when I told him that the police would dig into these killings even if they believed his set-up he said something about having that end covered.”


    “Frank this is all just supposition, built up in your mind. I think you need a rest.”


    “I’m not done Bill. Hear me out,” I said. “After I saw you in the picture with Silas I was sure that you had lied to me, but it still could have been like you said, an honest mistake on your part. Then I realized that Silas had lied about how close you were to the Pomeroy family too. You were both covering up the same truth. That made you partners.” I held up a hand to stop Bill from interrupting me. “I know what you’re going to say. That Silas was playing the part of Edgar and he might have had his own reasons for playing down your connections to the family. Then something else happened. That very same night I got a call from an acquaintance of mine. Do you remember me telling you about the two guys who roughed me up the night I met Silas, before I had found Paula at the club?”


    He grunted a reply.


    “Well apparently they were watching my office later that night, hoping to get another shot at me, but I had Paula with me so they passed. Before they left they saw Silas go in.”


    “So?”


    “He went in with you Bill. They saw you pull up, wait for Pomeroy and then you went in together. When all hell broke loose and the squad cars and ambulances showed up they saw you directing the action, giving orders. They asked a few people until they found out who you were. They can identify you.”


    “You’re going to take the word of a couple of hoods over mine? Frank we were partners. Besides they could have fingered me from my picture in the papers and made up this whole story.”


    “No, you were to smart for that. I went back and checked the coverage in the papers. Your picture wasn’t in there. You were interviewed of course, but you didn’t allow your picture to be taken. It was probably the old ‘boys I work a lot of undercover, so no photos please’ or something along those lines. No, those boys saw you just like they described it.


    “It’s over Bill, don’t insult my intelligence by denying it any longer. Your fingerprints are all over it, the missing money, the overseas accounts, and hidden savings. It sure sounds like someone with a background in law. You graduated from law school didn’t you Bill?”


    “Along with thousands of other people in this state alone.”


    “Stop the clowning Bill. Tell me the truth. What was it? Gambling debts?” He raised an eye at me. “I talked to my bookie and he says that you’re in hock with half the books in town. Did Silas offer to pay those off and throw in a little extra for a foolproof scheme to rub out Edgar?”


    “If all this is true Frank, then why didn’t I let Silas kill you and Paula and then shoot him? No witnesses that way. And why didn’t he tell you I was in on it? He was going to kill you anyway, right? Riddle me that one Batman.”


    I took a long breath and answered. “Both of those points bothered me at first, but there are logical reasons for each. I’ll take the second one first. I think that you prevailed upon Silas not to tell me the truth as a favor to you. After all we had been partners, sacrificing me for the sake of the plan was enough of a contribution on your part without my finding out in my final moments that you had been in on my death. Even so he was about to blab it to me when Paula started in on him.


    “And the reason you left us alive? It’s really pretty simple when you think about it. You needed witnesses, people who could testify about what happened. With Paula and I around there was no mystery. We could tell the whole world what had happened and that you weren’t involved, except as a dutiful police officer. If four people had walked into that building and only one had came out alive, well someone might have wondered how you had drawn the long straw. They might have wondered about your role in tragedy. They might have dug into your past and your connection to the Pomeroys. A lot of embarrassing questions might have popped up. You couldn’t let that happen. Your entire plan was predicated on the police accepting the situation at face value. If someone started pulling threads the whole fabric might have come undone. But with Paula and I alive, and you running the crime scene and the investigation, you were home free.


    “Except for one detail. You know how I brood over things and you didn’t want me turning it over in my mind, trying to figure all the angles. So you gave me a distraction, someone to take my mind off the case. A person who became irritated whenever I brought it up, until I dropped it.”


    “Paula,” said Bill tonelessly, staring out a window. He wasn’t even looking at me anymore.


    “Exactly, your real partner in this scam, unbeknownst to Silas of course. Her role was to make me feel sorry for her, to make me desire her and it worked. And after Silas was dead her job was to, ‘cool the mark’, that’s what it’s called right?”


    “That’s what it’s called,” said Bill. He sounded like he was a million miles away.


    “I’ve been staking out the your house. She’s here right now isn’t she?”


    He kept staring out the window.


    “Isn’t she?” I repeated, raising my voice
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    “You don’t have to yell Frank. I heard you the first time,” said a voice behind me.


    I turned and saw Paula standing at the edge of the hallway. Her hair was in place and her make-up was perfectly applied, it was in stark contrast to Bill’s disheveled appearance. She was dressed in an almost sheer nightgown. She looked absolutely stunning, but what I couldn’t take my eyes off was the revolver in her hand that was pointed at me.


    “After I met you I knew we had picked the wrong man,” she said. “I knew you’d eventually start digging. Have you ever let anything go in your entire life? I don’t think so. You’re like a dog that chews all the meat off a bone and then keeps gnawing at it. He knows there’s marrow inside.”


    She walked over to Bill and handed him the gun.


    “We knew this was a possibility when we started, didn’t we hon?” she said to Bill.


    “Yeah,” he replied. “Why did you come here Frank? You know how it’s got to end don’t you?”


    “That’s why I came. I’m just so tired.”


    He looked me up and down with sadness. “Frank if I let you walk out of here, will you promise to keep quite about-”


    “What?” Paula screamed, interrupting him. “We can’t have him walking around holding the end of a rope that’s tied around our necks.”


    “That’s quite a girl you got there,” I said to Bill. “How long this thing been going on? I know it’s been some time. You see I had a little chat with Martinez down at the club. He’s kind of sore about Paula quitting on him. He was glad to pick your photo out Bill as the man who has been seen with Paula on many occasions.”


    Bill shrugged, but an evil grin crossed Paula’s lips.


    “Bill and I go way back, don’t we hon?” she said. I met Bill through Silas after I married that dry stick Edgar. I only married him because I thought the old woman would croak sometime soon and I could have some of that Pomeroy money that she was hoarding. But it became clear pretty quick that she wouldn’t leave him anything that I could get my hands on. She was going to leave it to him in a trust or something; Bill explained it to me. So, since Bill and I were already seeing each other on the sly, we decided to scam the family out of some pocket change. I was going to leave anyway, so I told Silas that unless he gave me fifty K to divorce Edgar I was going to get myself pregnant. He was terrified that I would have a baby, Bill found that out. He thought that a grandchild might change the old lady’s mind about Edgar and me. Maybe cost him a chunk of his inheritance; maybe even ace him out altogether. The old woman didn’t have any grandchildren and with the kind of disappointing sons she had, maybe he had reason to be worried. A new generation to terrorize might have appealed to her. Anyway he fell for it, although he chewed me down to twenty, and I left. Bill and I stayed together off and on ever since. When the old witch died Silas came to Bill complaining about his share of the estate. It was his idea to bump off Edgar, we just came up with a plausible plan, which unfortunately included you.”


    She was breathing hard, almost panting. She looked to Bill. He was staring out the window again. He finally looked over at me and said, “Frank I didn’t want it to come to this. I was just so deep in debt I couldn’t refuse when Silas came to me with his proposal. If you knew those brothers like I did you wouldn’t judge me so harshly. The whole family was a cancer on society; they were only protected by their money. You gotta believe me, the world is a better place without them.”


    “What are you doing?” screeched Paula. “You know what you have to do. Get it over with. We can’t trust him with what he knows.”


    “We can trust him if he gives us his word. Didn’t you learn that much about him in all the time you spent together? He’s different than me and you.”


    “I’ll tell what I know,” she spit at him. “Unless his hands are as dirty as ours, which they aren’t, he’ll rat us out eventually. I don’t care what he says now.”


    They were glaring at each other. Paula’s face was red and her knuckles were white. Bill looked like my father had after he had been embalmed.


    “Listen, both of you,” I said. “I can settle this for you. I mailed a letter to Captain Woodward this morning. I didn’t trust myself not to change my mind. My feelings were to deep for both of you to take that chance. I couldn’t let two murders slide, but I couldn’t stay away either. I had to tell you to your faces. You’ve still got at least 24 hours before Woodward gets my letter. Once you’re done with me you’ll have a chance to make it out of the country, maybe get lost somewhere. They won’t look forever.”


    “You see?” Screamed Paula. “I told you.”


    Bill smiled at me. For the first time that morning he looked like the old Bill, the guy who had shown me the ropes when I was a wet behind the ears rookie. He taught me more about police work than any academy or college ever could. He also taught me about honesty and integrity in a job where temptations were everywhere you looked, from hookers offering freebies to dealers who would pay a thousand a week just to look the other way. The guy who wouldn’t boost an apple off a pushcart, yet here he was up to his neck in a double murder. I was still hoping I would wake up and find it was a bad dream.


    “You’re one in a million, you know that Frank?” He said. “Boy, you’ve really got me backed into a corner.”


    “I’m sorry Bill. I couldn’t figure any other way to play it. I’m new at this kind of situation.”


    “Me too.” Bill said. “I don’t reckon we’ll ever be in one like this again.”


    “No, I don’t think so.”


    “I wish it hadn’t come to this Frank, that’s the truth.” He hesitated, fingering the gun. “I just can’t see any other way.” He cocked the gun. “Goodbye Frank.”


    He put the barrel to his head and pulled the trigger.


    The explosion shook the room. Paula screamed and I covered the distance to Bill in one leap, but no haste was necessary. No doctor could repair the hole he had blown in his head. At least his eyes were closed. He had always been a gambler. Sometimes even when you bet on red and black, and think all your bases are covered, green comes up and the house rakes in your chips. Bill lost his gamble and checked out. It fit his personality, bet big and take your lumps if you lose without complaining.


    I picked up the gun and put it in my jacket pocket. Paula was a statue, staring at Bill’s lifeless form in horror. She turned her eyes to me.


    “He’s gone,” she said in a whisper. “It’s over.”


    “Yes Paula, it’s over,”


    She ran to me and embraced me. Her breath was hot on my neck.


    “Thank God Frank,” she said. “ I was so afraid for you.”


    She squeezed me as tight as she could. Memories of nights we were together flashed through my mind.


    “This has been a nightmare for me Frank,” she said.


    “I know,” I replied, as I kissed her forehead.


    “Oh Frank’ I never meant to get involved in murder. It was just supposed to be another scam,” she said. “I was scared of Bill then, just like I was today. He’s been acting crazy. I was frightened. You saw what he just did. He was completely unbalanced.”


    I nodded.


    “That could have been either of us. But I should have known it would be all right with you here. You’ve always protected me. Frank I think you’re been the only good thing in my life, the only pure thing. And now with all of this over, we can put the pieces back together.”


    “There’s still one piece of unfinished business Paula,” I said, as steadily as I could. My chest hurt and my left arm felt numb. “There’s one last act. I’ll call the police now.”


    “What are you going to tell them,” she asked.


    “The truth.”


    “You won’t do that,” she said. “You’ve protected me before, you’ll do it again.”


    “Not this time Paula.”


    She held me closer and looked up into my eyes. “Frank, you’ve kissed these lips, held this body. What is your heart telling you? You know we belong together. Don’t deny it. Remember what things were like before you had me? Do you want to live the rest of your life like that? The loneliness would kill you.”


    “Paula, we can’t ignore-”


    “Kiss me and tell me you can turn me in.”


    We kissed deeply. My thoughts wandered back to when I had first seen her. She had been so innocent, so trusting in me. But it had all been an illusion, a performance.


    “The letter has been written and sent,” I said. “I’ve already named you as Bill’s partner.”


    “You can say that you were wrong. That it was all Bill and I was duped, just like you.” I winced. “You could say that when you came here today Bill confessed the whole thing, clearing me, and killed himself because of what he had done to the two of us. You can say that he begged my forgiveness before he shot himself. The police would believe you. You could do it.”


    I had to admire her. She was making all this up on the fly and it sounded good. It sounded plausible. The cops, and more importantly a jury if it came to that, just might buy it. All she needed was me to corroborate it for her. Our testimony against a dead man would probably carry the day.


    “I could do it Paula, but I won’t.”


    “Think this through honey,” she said. “Think about our life together.”


    “That’s what I am doing Paula. You’ve left a trail of dead bodies in your wake. Your lovers don’t have a very good track record, Edgar, Bill, maybe even Silas, maybe that’s why he hated you so much. How long before I’m the next victim?”


    “It’s different with you Frank, you know that. Don’t tell me you don’t feel it too. You love me. Don’t try to make it into something dirty.”


    “I don’t know if it’s different with me or not. I’m not sure if you know yourself Paula. But I know one thing for certain. If I cover for you, and get you out of this jam, then I’d have something on you. And with a girl like you that means that I’d have to sleep with one eye open for the rest of my life.”


    “Frank, baby please don’t do something you’re going to regret. Honey, you’ll look back and realize this was a mistake and then it’ll be too late. Baby, please just love me like you used to and we can be happy again. I’m begging you.”


    Her voice was breaking and tears ran down her cheeks.


    “Give that performance in court and hope for a jury of twelve men. They’ll acquit you on the first ballot,” I said. “Until then I’ve got a call to make.”


    I walked to the phone and called the number I knew best. The phone was answered on the second ring. “Give me Captain Woodward,” I said. “It’s an emergency.”
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    One hour later Bill’s body was gone and Paula had been led away in handcuffs. She smiled, blew me a kiss and told me that she loved me as they took her downtown. Maybe she meant it. She was such a good actress I just couldn’t tell. I figured to spend the rest of my life wondering.


    Captain Woodward had personally directed the action, fingerprints, photos, the works. He hadn’t been happy to be called in after the fireworks were over and he let me know it.


    “It was irresponsible Randall,” he said. “You’re a private citizen.”


    “I am that,” I said.


    He thought that over, looking for an insult.


    “I could run you in for this,” he continued. “You’re in trouble any way you look at it.”


    “What’s the charge Captain?” I asked softly.


    Obstructing justice, impeding an investigation, I’ll think of something don’t worry. And I’ll make it stick.”


    “You could, but it wouldn’t be a smart move.”


    “Are you threatening me Randall?”


    “No,” I said. I was getting that tired feeling again. “The department is going to look bad enough on this, what with Bill running this scam right under your nose. If you arrest the guy who figured it all out, then you look even worse.”


    He stared at me and looked around to see if anyone was within listening distance.


    “What are you trying to say?”


    “Just this, if it comes out that you and I were working together then you come out pretty good.”


    “We were working together?” he asked doubtfully.


    “Sure. We both had suspicions from the beginning, but since there was nothing solid you let me sift through things in the background, bring you information until you could file charges. Police officers use confidential sources all the time.”


    “And Vinson’s death?”


    “He felt us closing in and…” I trailed off.


    Woodward mulled it over. “I don’t like it,” he said finally. “I know you don’t like me Randall, but I’m an honest cop. I can’t go along with you on a story like that. I can’t lie in an official record. I’ll take my lumps in the papers and the politicians.”


    “It was just a suggestion,” I said. “Do you want to cuff me now? I suppose I’m in for a few days of county accommodations.”


    He studied me closely. I’m not certain what he was looking for and I don’t know if he found it. The silence grew. We were the only two left in the house. I could hear no street sounds. It was like being in a bottle or maybe a coffin.


    “Why did you come here?” Woodward asked finally. “He might have killed you. Why did you take that chance?”


    “Bill was my partner. I owed him that much.”


    “I think I can understand that. I’m a cop too Randall.”


    He seemed to have more to say, so I waited.


    “Alright Randall, you can go. Keep yourself available and I’ll want you downtown tomorrow morning for a complete statement.”


    “I’ll see you then. By the way, congratulations on cracking the Hanson case.”


    “Just doing my job Randall.”


    “Right,” I said and started for the door. I was almost there when Woodward’s voice stopped.


    “Randall.”


    “Yeah?” I said, turning around.


    You know Frank, I feel the same way about those kids as you do.”


    “Yeah, I know.”


    “I know I came down hard on you, but sometimes I wonder if there’s something wrong with me. How can I go on, bury my feelings and not think about them twenty-four hours a day?”


    “I don’t know the answer Captain.”


    We left the thought hanging in the air and I left the house. It was a partly cloudy day and a breeze was coming up.


    


    


    In my office that evening the phone rang. The news about Bill and Paula had broken and the phone had rang for much of the day.


    “Frank Randall,” I said.


    “Hey Randall. I see you had a big day.” It was Jimmy.


    “It was a long day anyhow.”


    “Always the smart crack, that’s what I like about you.”


    “What do you want Jimmy?”


    “This is a follow up call. Don’t you know anything about running a successful business?”


    “I guess not.”


    “You’re supposed to follow up each business transaction with a phone call to make sure the customer is satisfied with the product. That’s how you build repeat business.”


    “I see.”


    I was getting a headache from Jimmy’s business acumen.


    “I can see from the news reports that you put our info to good use.” Jimmy said it flatly, but I could imagine the sneer on his face.


    “I put it to use.”


    “Good. Now remember to recommend us to your friends, when you make some. Anyway I’ll see you around Randall.”


    “Jimmy, wait a minute.”


    “What.”


    “I need to know something. Why did you give that information?”


    “Boy you’re not much of a detective are you Randall?”


    I let that pass.


    “It’s simple,” he continued. “It’s like I told you before, Frankie and me hate cops.”


    He hung up laughing. I laid the phone receiver down on the desk. I didn’t want it to ring anymore. I was tired of talking.


    I decided to get out of the office and take a drive. It was already getting dark and the air had a chill to it. I wandered the city aimlessly. I lost track of time. I wanted to find a reason to go on. Life had to make more sense than this. I found myself in the neighborhood of the Pomeroy mansion. I passed it slowly and went around the block and stopped in front of the old mausoleum. The leaves were off the trees and the battlement on the northwest corner was the prominent feature from this view. It really looked like an old castle to me. Maybe high in that battlement there was a fair maiden waiting for me to rescue her. I chuckled to myself. I wasn’t the knightly type.


    I pulled back out into light traffic and was stopped by a red light after a few blocks. I thought over the last few months and realized that there was only one person who had played it straight with me, one person who hadn’t conned me or conspired against me or assaulted me or tried to murder me. One person, who had told me that there was a code, a code that said you stood by your friends and tried to help them. That person was Susan Maxwell. She had loyalty. She had more character than all the rest of them put together.


    I stopped at a traffic light and looked up at the street signs. I was five minutes from the club. The light turned green. I pulled out and stepped hard on the accelerator.


    I had to see her again. If I could talk to her I could explain my feelings. Maybe she was still mad at me; maybe she wouldn’t talk to me tonight. But none of that mattered anymore. I was going to keep coming back until she did talk to me. I don’t let go of things easily; sometimes it comes in handy. I’ll convince her. I know it. I think she already likes me a little.


    I hope Rudy gives me a good table.


    As I sped towards the club I saw my girl on a street corner. I slowed slightly to make certain it was her. Same hair and same dress. I wondered it she was cold without a coat. She turned her head to follow me as I passed. I looked in the rear view and in the fading light she lifted her right arm and waved at me. She had never done that.
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    I parked my car on the street three blocks from the office. I usually used the garage around the corner from the office to keep it out of the weather, but it was a clear day so I thought I would save a little scratch. I had day old burrito for breakfast and washed it down with two cups of bad coffee at my apartment that morning. I felt a little groggy from a tussle with a bottle from that night before and I thought the walk might clear my head.


    It was early and the streets were just beginning to fill with traffic. As I was waiting at a cross street I saw a couple of the neighborhood toughs go by in an orange Chevy. They were on the edge of organized crime and helped to shakedown some of the local merchants for protection money. How connect they were I was not certain, but they never would have been allowed to operate without some juice. They called themselves the neighborhood watch. They were watching alright. I had run into them before and although they had done me a good turn they were also dangerous. I gave the car a wary nod when they passed.


    I walked into the building and crossed the lobby to the elevator. I pressed the up key and waited. The elevator in the building was on the fritz half the time. The doors didn’t open and the brass half circle over the top of the elevator had the arm pointed to lobby. I pressed the button a couple of more times, that never worked, and decided on the stairs I was only on the second floor anyway. On the first landing I stopped to light a cigarette and then continued to the second floor. I remembered why I didn’t take the stairs too often. The stairwell was filthy and it looked like someone had been doing some drinking as I kicked away two beer bottles and an empty pint whiskey bottle just on my short trip. I made a mental note to call building maintenance for all the good it was likely to do.


    I opened the second floor door and made my way down the hall to my office. The door had Frank Randall, Discreet Investigations painted on it and I noted that the paint was fading. It was the first thing people saw when they came to the office and I liked to keep up appearances. I made another mental note to call the painter. The office set up was a two room affair. The outer office had two bookshelves with various tomes I had picked up at a book store when I had first opened the place. It was an eclectic collection with classic novels, references materials, and the odd biography that was available on the cheap at the time. There was a couch and three upholstered chairs arranged for customers to be seated if I was busy and a desk and chair for my secretary. The secretary was an off and on addition to my detective firm and the position was open at the time. Two filing cabinets on a wall to the right of the desk and a sink and mirror behind a partition in the back of the office rounded out the accruements. I passed through into the inner office, hung my jacket up, stubbed out the cigarette in the ashtray on my desk and sat down.


    My office was a roughly half again as large as the outer office. Immediately to the left of the door was a large couch for my clients and it also doubled as a bed for me at times. My mahogany desk dominated the room and there were two chairs in front of it for clients. On one wall a had a huge map of the city and it was flanked by two more bookcases. A television and a radio in the corner rounded out the room.


    I had a pile of mail from yesterday that I had not gone through as of yet. I loosened my tie and grabbed my ornate brass letter opener. Slicing each envelope neatly I began to plow through the pile. I was hoping to find a check, but there seemed to be only bills and advertisements. I looked at one letter that was shilling toothpaste and tossed it in the trash. The next letter was advertising answering machines. I put that one in the maybe pile and it reminded me to call the service and have them send my calls through. As I was hanging up the phone I heard someone walking in the hallway and they seemed to pause at the door to the office. After a moment had passed they continued on. I had noticed in the past that some customers needed a couple of runs at the door before they came in.


    Sometimes the investigation they wanted to commission was embarrassing and sometimes it just seemed that private eyes were low on the social level and that in itself was embarrassing. I could wait until they steeled their courage up. I stepped behind the partition to splash some water on my face and check out my appearance in the mirror. My 170 pounds was spread out over a frame of some six feet. I shaved the day before and I had a clean shirt on. I heard the door to the outer office open and I dried my face and walked over to my office door. Before I reached it the door opened and a woman steeped in.


    “Mr. Randall?” She asked in a raspy voice with just the hint of an accent.


    “I’m Frank Randall. How can I help you?”


    She strode up to me and firmly shook my hand. I motioned for her to a seat in front of my desk and sat down myself.


    “I am Glenda Petersen,” she said. “I have been married for just over a year and my husband has disappeared”


    She spoke calmly. I pulled a cigarette from a package in my front pocket and lit it. I drew in a lungful of smoke and studied her. She was a well dressed woman of perhaps fifty. Well groomed hair with perfect makeup and manicured nails. She had on a gray jacket and a gray skirt. She looked like money.


    “Mrs. Peterson most husbands who disappear don’t want to be found and when they are the wives usually don’t like what they have found.”


    “Mr. Randall,” she said still in a calm tone. “I am a woman who is used to getting what she wants. I have been told you are a competent and discreet investigator. I want Tony found. I’ll deal with any consequences that such an investigation might produce.”


    I drew in another lungful of smoke. Blew it out and stubbed the cigarette.


    “Okay. You win Mrs. Peterson. I was only spelling out one of several possible outcomes, but if you want to investigate your husband’s disappearance I am for hire. How long has your husband been missing?”


    She looked shrewdly at me and seemed to make a decision.


    “Perhaps I should give you some background. I was a widow, and a wealthy one, when I met Tony at the racetrack some eighteen months ago. He was dashing and handsome and ten years younger than me. We began an affair almost immediately and we were married several months later”


    “What did he do for a living Mrs. Peterson?”


    “Of course you have to ask that, but I honestly do not know. I rather fancied he had inherited some money. He was closely guarded about his business life, but I always assumed he was involved in stocks. Money was never a problem and he didn’t marry me for mine”


    That last part was said in a rush and she sat slightly flushed and was breathing hard.


    “I apologize Mr. Randall,” She said as she regained her composure. “Tony and I had separate bank accounts and if he was after my money he disappeared before he got any of it. We were happily married until about six weeks ago.”

    “What happened then” I asked as I grabbed a pen and began to take notes.


    “Tony would not admit to it, but he was nervous. He became argumentative if asked so I stopped. About a month ago he left in the morning and said he had business to take care of and would be back in the evening. I have not seen him since.”


    “I take it you have notified the police.”


    “Of course, but they ran into a problem and that is why I have decide to hire my own investigator.”


    I waited. She seemed on the verge of changing her mind and then plunged ahead.


    “Mr. Randall when I reported my husband missing the police had a surprising bit of information for me.”


    She paused again and then continued.


    “They told me that Tony Peterson died twenty years ago.”
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