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Hell of a way to start the day

 


I’d been on this case for less than three
days and up to this point I’d been shot at, propositioned, and sent
on a six thousand mile goose chase. I felt like Captain Ahab, with
only a suburban clapboard wall to wail on. Excuse the bad metaphor,
but I was about to drop this whole deal as fast as a gnat on a
frying pan and tell the woman who hired me that I wouldn’t be
working for her much longer. Not to toot my own horn, but I’m a
damn good private investigator and I can make a decent living
without cases like this one.

The drive to my soon to be ex-client, Marcia
Satterwhite, felt somewhat relaxing after a difficult week. The
temperature was in the low eighties, a good breeze blowing in off
the Pacific Ocean. In this part of the civilized world, a stiff
breeze off the ocean means clean air to breathe. Plus the skies
were as clear in LA as they had been for months.

Along the route to Marcia’s address in
Maywood I noticed neighborhoods change; at first middle class, then
run down tract houses as I got closer to her street. In daylight,
her small dumpy ranch didn’t look like it fit a woman who drove an
expensive car and could push hundred dollar bills at me as fast as
she had. But that had been a nighttime visit, only dim outlines of
the place were visible. I expected a home in Malibu on the ocean
from her, not this hole.

I rang the bell for a solid minute with no
answer. Stepping back, I walked to the driveway and peered in
through a narrow grimy window in the garage door; window and siding
hadn’t been cleaned since the Eisenhower administration. But I
could make out Marcia’s late model silver Mercedes parked between
unopened moving boxes.

Maybe she’s out with a friend. That bitch has
friends? Well, ace detective, where’s your client now? Maybe the
person who kidnapped her daughter also made off with the
mother.

Wondering who would pay my final bill, I
moved back to the front of the house, peeked into another window.
Nothing there. The living room looked the same as it had when I was
last in it; that same stale atmosphere forced its way into my nose.
All was quiet, but the hair on the back of my neck began to stand
at attention. I always pay attention to my subconscious; so far it
has kept me alive.

Slowly I placed my left hand on the door knob
and turned it.

Why am I even thinking of going in there?

The front door slipped open as I drew my
revolver and walked in.

Oh shit, what now? Go in you dummy, this
feels just like a patrol back in my insane Marine days, except now
I don’t feel quite so invincible since I now realize I can get
killed doing this type of crap, and I do want to live past 100, you
know.

Pulling back the hammer of my Smith and
Wesson Model 58 revolver, I walked into the living room.

So, I forgot to get her to sign a contract
when she first met with me. So, I need to have her sign one before
I can tell her I quit. My partner, Cassandra, has been the business
minded one ever since she started at Cheshire Katz Agency. I can
recall all kinds of minutia, but my mind sometimes just ignores
business details; it’s not my thing.

If I die trying to get this woman to sign a
lousy contract I’ll come back and haunt someone for sure!

I stepped through the living room to the
closed swinging door between the dining room and the kitchen. With
the barrel of my revolver on the white enameled door, I inched it
open.

Oh no! Mama!

A woman was laying face down, her legs half
bent, her arms close to her hips and her head turned to one side.
Lying there just as my mother had. I felt cold, as if I was wading
through a silent, deep snowy landscape. An atavistic part of me
dreaded seeing her better. Meanwhile I found that I had
automatically moved around the body; finally I glanced at what I
could see of her face. At first it didn’t register. Another slow
motion wave of cold dread washed over me as my thoughts chattered
along. I clung to logic. No, this face was Marcia. This was not my
mother lying on the linoleum floor. That had happened so many years
ago.

I started breathing normally again. Traffic
sounds from outside registered. Marcia Satterwhite lay lifeless
near an overturned chair while thick dark red blood pooled beside
her head, spreading towards the back door demonstrating that even
after death, blood tries to clot in an open wound, a detail that
also told me that she had been dead for a while.

Just late yesterday, Cassandra had phoned
her, so my client had to have been shot less than eighteen hours
ago.

I stared, dropped my revolver to my side and
slowly released the hammer, barely able breathe around the tight
knot forming high in my throat.

“Damn it! Damn it!” I said in a hoarse
whisper.

Things like this just don’t happen by
themselves. Somebody does it, then leaves the mess for everybody
else. It was hard for me to switch gears. Scenes from distant
childhood kept intruding. Long ago, I had discovered my own mother
like this, in our kitchen, in another pool of blood.

Snap out of it, get out of the past. I had to
think straight. Stop thinking altogether, even better. Call the
cops and don’t touch a damn thing.

But, for a murder scene, nothing seemed out
of place. I didn’t feel good thinking that, but it looked normal.
It didn’t appear as if she had tried to flee the kitchen, and I
could see no defensive wounds on her, save the single bullet hole
in her head. She had been surprised, either by someone she knew, or
by someone who had managed to sneak up on her. The entry wound was
against the floor, so I couldn’t see any gunpowder residue, but I
did notice a small torn corner of paper still clutched in her right
hand.

How do I get myself into these situations? It
has to be a flaw in my personality. Just what happened here,
leading up to this moment?

It started with this woman, Marcia
Satterwhite, calmly walking into my office two afternoons ago,
hiring me to find her missing daughter, Becky. No, it started
several months ago just as I was finishing another case; that’s
when I first met Fred Lepus. But, before I ever met Fred, he had
complicated my life in so many ways. No, he screwed up my case
before I ever got it.
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The old hat trick

 


It was a warm, inviting Southern California
morning in late May of 1977, the suburbs smelled of blooms. Early
Summer flowers in pastel and bright colors, splashed against
trellises hung on clapboard walls, pleased the eyes. For what is
essentially a desert, Los Angeles and its suburbs sprouted gardens
as if it were a Hawaiian Island, a lush green paradise that lived
on borrowed water.

A short, thin thirteen year old girl walked
towards the front door of the compact, three bedroom ranch house
where she and her mother lived. A solemn pause. She looped a strand
of her dark blonde hair around one finger, considering her options.
Her mother had told her never to answer the front door bell, like
now, while she was alone at home. She must always obey her mother;
to do anything else was dangerous. In situations like this, she
would always walk to the front bathroom window and peek out at the
person ringing the bell. If it was her only and best friend from
down the street, she would open the door and talk through the
screen. That would still be living up to her mother’s orders of not
going out of the house, or not letting anybody in.

So she stood on top of the closed toilet
seat, letting her blue eyes settle on the man who was still ringing
the front bell, loud, impatient jerks.

“I know you’re in there, so listen up!” He
raised his voice while looking at his watch. “Your father sent me
here, and I’m not leaving until you read this note he wrote
you.”

The man was going bald in the middle of his
scalp. She could see where the leftover fringe of hair turned white
around the edges. More whitish hair, longer, formed tufts between
the top of his head and his ears. He leaned on the button again and
continued to talk to the door.

“It’s getting late. I have lots to do in my
life besides wait around, so at least talk to me through the damned
door, kid!”

The girl slowly walked to the front door,
looking at the floor.

“Daddy sent you?”

“Yeah! Somebody’s there!” The man paused. “He
sure did, and he sent you this note.”

The man pulled a small piece of yellow paper
from his coat pocket, bent over, and stuffed it under the front
door. He looked again at his wristwatch, then loosened his tie
before he unbuttoned his top shirt button.

The girl took just the edge of yellow paper,
pulled the entire note to her side of the door, then opened it as
if it were dangerous. In a near whisper, she read it out loud.

“Honey, I thought about what you asked me
last week, and I’ve decided that it would be better for you to come
live with me. I hired this man to take care of you for a short
while so I can arrange everything. His name is Mr. Lepus and he
will keep you safe and bring you here, so go with him as quickly as
you can. Love, daddy.”

She looked at the dark, stained texture of
the closed door, and began to cry.

“Daddy sent you? Where is he now?” she asked,
her voice still quiet.

“What! I can’t hear you!”

“I said why can’t he come here himself?”

“It’s getting late, kid,” Lepus reached into
his rear pocket and produced a white cloth handkerchief. He patted
his sweating brow with the cloth. “Well, he has to fix things
legally so you can live with him. He’s at his home, and I’ll take
you there, so open up the door now, kid.”

“This is Daddy’s writing,” The girl paused.
“But how do I know he sent you here?”

“Here, look at my driver’s license. It’s got
my picture and everything,” He pulled it out of his wallet and
shoved it under the door.

The girl looked at the plastic encased card
two times over, and smiled. “That picture makes him look like an
old Bugs Bunny,” she said to herself as she bent over and shoved
the small card back out under the front door.

“But, how do I know Daddy sent you here?”

“Gees!” The man leaned against the door.
“What ya want for proof?” His voice grew more exasperated with each
breath.

“I don’t know,” The last syllable stretched
into a question. “What about his address?”

“That’s easy! 148 Lakefront for his office,
and 2744 Garden Lane for his home,” The man stood up straight. “He
said you’d be tough to convince, so he told me that he used to call
you kitten, like the girl on the TV show, but you asked him to call
you honey, after your cat, Pokey, got run over.”

“Daddy sent you! He’s the only one who knows
that.”

The girl opened the door with a growing smile
on her young face. She felt happier than she had in several months,
even though this was a stranger.

As the door opened, the man rushed in. About
five feet seven inches tall and a slight build, he looked shorter
than she expected. Collapsing on the couch, he glanced at his
watch. His breathing was still labored, panicked.

“God it’s hot out there! Listen, we’re
running out of time; you’ve got to get some clothes and come with
me.”

“What about my Mommy?” The girl hesitated for
a second.

“What about her?” The man stared at the girl.
“What would she do if you waited here to tell her?”

The blonde girl looked at the floor. “She
would hit me again.”

“That’s why I’m here. That’s why your old man
paid me to get you, so hurry up.”

“I want to bring some of my toys. If I’m
leaving, I want to bring my dolls and my books,” she insisted.

“Look, we have to go now,” The man looked at
his watch. “We’re late and it’s getting nothing but later. We have
a plane to catch, and we won’t be alone for much longer, so get a
change of clothes and get back here.”

“I have to bring my small box of jewelry,”
Becky insisted.

“How small?” Fred asked.

“Very small.”

“Fine, stuff it in a backpack or something,”
Fred acquiesced.

“All right, I’ll be back in a minute.”

She turned and walked to her room as she
mulled over the reasons she should leave, and if she should
stay.

“Kids! Why do I take jobs like this?” Fred
muttered to himself.

He looked again at his wrist watch. His left
eyelid began to twitch. He rubbed his nose rapidly several times,
then got up from the sofa and began to pace in front of it.

“Look at the time! He’ll have my head served
up on a platter because of this, and it’s all that kid’s
fault!”

The girl walked back into the living room
with some clothes and her small jewelry box stuffed into a small
backpack slung over her right shoulder.

“I’m ready, let’s go.”

“Great! You’ll see your dad in a week or so,”
The man opened the front door for her and continued to talk. “I
hope you like to fly, I’m not ready for airsick kids!”

“Don’t worry,” The girl looked straight at
the man as they left the house. “I love to fly.”
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Dumb Bunny

 


And, here I was, about to meet Lepus, the
bane of my existence from that point on. My life was complicated
enough.

“Did you ever wonder about the difference
between fiction and reality? I can tell you there isn’t much. I
mean for the most part people fantasize about what they can’t do,
while other people write about it. Outside of fiction, all
possibilities are out there in reality, somebody’s reality.”

“And what does that have to do with how we
send you your payment?”

“Nothing, it has more to do with the job I
just did,” I replied.

What did he expect, call me fishmeal?

“That’s what I thought. So, we can move the
four thousand nine hundred and sixty five dollars directly into
your account?” The bank manager remained expressionless. “That’s
your daily fee, plus expenses, plus our bonus for this job.”

“I guess so, if it’s easier to do it by
computer.”

Somehow I guessed it was easier for him than
for me.

“This is 1977, after all. From one bank to
another, it’s easier since we all use much the same computer
systems.”

“I suppose there’ll be a charge.”

“Just ten dollars at each end.”

“Now I know to over charge twenty dollars
next time,” I commented.

“Just sign these bank forms, and we’ll be
through.”

The balding bureaucrat shoved three sheets of
paper at me with several places to sign and initial with my bank
routing and account numbers already neatly typed. It seemed simple,
although I never did like humorless bankers, the bane of my
financial existence since I became an adult. Well, since my
girlfriend often tells me I have yet to assume adult status,
perhaps guys like him will be my foe forever; such windmills I
shall forever charge.

At least his institution was depositing a
tidy sum in my Los Angeles bank for a two week job that could have
been much worse. I guessed this would make the next quarterly
payment to my bank loan and to the government. What an existence,
the exciting life of a private investigator; covering expenses and
meeting payroll.

Sighing, I opened the door to the hallway.
This particular bank, in Silver Springs, Maryland, had just moved
into their new office building sided with that reflective glass
which made it look like a four sided mirror. I suppose the
reflective siding helped keep the inside cool on those hot humid
summer days, but I didn’t like the architecture; it looked like a
Rubik’s Cube I had seen in Germany just three days earlier, yet
something else new to confound the masses. On the fourth floor, the
manager’s inner office led to a much larger room with a dozen
smaller cubicles made from neck high, subdued orange partitions.
Many of the small cubicles had personal pictures tacked to their
inner walls and other small things to show individuality; good luck
to the galley slaves with that concept. Near the elevator, I saw a
friend waiting for me.

“Benjamin,” Billy Sullivan motioned for me to
hurry.

“What are you doing here, I thought we were
through with business?”

“Just one more thing before you head back to
Los Angeles,” Billy walked towards me.

“My flight leaves this afternoon,” I stabbed
my finger at the down button.

“I know, I took the liberty of changing it,”
Billy’s face fell into a sheepish expression as the elevator door
opened and we both walked on. “You’re leaving in two days.”

“No, really, I’m though for this time,” I
insisted.

“Not quite,” Billy patted my back. “Something
has come up, it’s connected to the job you just did.”

“For the bank?”

“Sure,” Billy sounded sarcastic for just a
second. “That gentleman you handed over to the German police not
three days ago for stealing all that money has an acquaintance
right here in Washington who thinks he knows you.”

“I have a fan club, that’s nice,” I gave
Billy my best business expression. “I have a very beautiful
girlfriend back in Los Angeles who I haven’t seen in two weeks and
I don’t want her to forget what I look like.”

“Absence makes the heart grow fonder,” Billy
said, with serious expression.

“For you, I’m willing to make myself absent,”
I patted my chest.

“When do I get to meet her?” Billy asked,
something else sneaking into his tone. “She sounds
interesting.”

“Oh, I don’t think you need to meet her right
now, mostly because you might be bad luck for whatever the two of
us decide our relationship is,” I paused. “Besides, I get the
feeling lately you don’t even remember who I am.”

“You’re Benjamin Katz,” Billy grinned for the
first time. “You own Cheshire Katz Detective Agency, you’re six
foot one, one hundred seventy pounds, light brown hair, brown eyes,
twenty six years old and you’ve worked with me since you were an
eighteen year old corporal in the Marines.”

“You know what they say, smart asses make
wise cracks.”

Losing my smile, I wondered what the subtext
to all this was.

“Maybe the next time you come out to Los
Angeles we can all go to dinner, I suppose,” I paused, more for
effect than anything else. “I haven’t told her a thing, and I
won’t.”

“Anyway,” Billy said as the elevator door
opened on the lobby of the building, wanting to change the subject
again. “I need to fill you in on a problem that’s come up while I
give you a ride to the hotel that I’ve checked you back into.”

“Thanks,” I shook my head slowly as we walked
to his car. “There had better be another fee for this tacked on
addition to the job.”

“There always is,” Billy unlocked the car
doors. “You don’t have to play the starving small businessman with
me, you know.”

“I know,” I slid into the passenger seat.
“It’s just that the business now has two mouths to feed. Besides,
if I relied on what you paid me for these part-time gigs, I’d
starve.”

“Right,” Billy didn’t look at me. “That’s not
the real reason you’re sent on these missions, just remember
that.”

“Well, what is it this time?”

I was annoyed. Although money isn’t a big
motivation, I do like to have enough to pay the rent and eat.

“The fee, or the problem?” Billy looked at
me.

“How about both?”

“One hundred fifty dollars a day plus
expenses, and Fred Lepus,” Billy looked through the front
windshield.

“The first item I know and love,” I said
sarcastically. “Somebody with a name like Fred Lepus, however, will
need some explanation.”

“Lepus is a low rent detective here in DC and
he’s on a case to find a missing person.”

“Let me guess, the person should remain
missing?”

“I should say so,” Billy glanced at me, then
looked back out to the heavy traffic in front of the car. “The
missing gentleman in question is an informant, the one who gave us
the location of the person arrested in Germany.”

“So, why not just have the local cops tell
this Lepus fellow to take a hike?”

“This informant wants to deal only with the
person we sent to Germany, for some reason we have yet to
ascertain. And then, well, there’s the person Lepus is working for.
Third, the boss does not want any other agency to work with this
informant.”

“Why?” I asked. “Lepus is working for someone
who wants to rat out our informant, right?”

“Something like that.”

“Okay,” I paused. “Who’s the informant?”

“I can’t say.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

“Does it matter?” Billy looked at me.

“The only thing that matters to me is who
this informant guy is and why he’s singled me out to save his ass,”
I mused.

“Like I said,” Billy kept looking at the
traffic in front of the car. “I can’t say.”

“And that’s worth a few hundred bucks, I
suppose.”

“Probably more than that, but that’s all
you’re getting,” Billy chuckled.

“Okay, who is Lepus working for?”

This would be easy, or at least it should be,
and the money could go for fun stuff instead of taxes or bank
loans.

“Paul Robertson,” Billy paused. “Robertson
works for the Chinese embassy here in Washington as a public
relations consultant.”

“Oh, this sounds like a bunch of fun.”

“Keep your shirt on,” Billy smiled, still
looking into traffic ahead. “No double ought stuff, just get this
dumb ass Lepus fellow out of the way if you can, or least help the
informant get lost again. We can’t take the chance of him becoming
known, he can’t be compromised. You offer the most expedient way we
could think of right now to make sure he isn’t.”

“Okay if I shoot this Lepus fellow?”

“After you meet him, you may want to.”

“If Lepus is that stupid, why bother? Why not
just hide the informant again after dumping Lepus?”

“Because he isn’t quite that stupid. Lepus
has already found our informant and stashed him somewhere nearby.
Didn’t I just say we’re paying you good money to do all that?”

“So, you want your corporate muscle to stop
Lepus and to hide the informant again.”

“Right.”

“I suppose I’m still working for the bank?” I
asked.



“Yes.”

“My going rate, just to be clear?” I
asked.

“Right.”

“Give me the address where I can find
Lepus.”

Billy reached into his inside coat pocket and
handed me a medium sized envelope.

“His addresses, his photograph, and some
other useful items.”

Billy pulled into the parking lot to the
hotel I had just checked out of several hours before.

“Your rental car is still here, rented for
another two days. The keys are in the envelope,” He added.

“Thanks,” I scrambled out of his car.

“You’re paid well, and this last job you did
wasn’t that bad.”

“I guess so.”

Billy drove away as I looked for the dark
blue Ford I had left in the parking lot. Ah, there it was.

…………………….

 


Lepus’ office was shabby and hard to find,
but find it I did, on twenty second street, not far from the Lee
Highway in Arlington, Virginia. His office had begun its life as a
working class one story brick structure, topped with shaggy
shingles. On a brick house the only painting required is the wooden
trim so how hard can it be to paint the trim? I wondered how badly
the roof leaked in a downpour as I scanned the jungle of trees and
overgrown, small thickets which wound around the sides of the
structure; I assumed it was the same or worse in the back yard. The
bushes out front didn’t look like they had been trimmed anytime in
the last decade.

Continuing to scan the area, I parked on the
opposite side of the street and walked, casual walk, to the front
door. I don’t think families inhabited many of the houses anymore
since most bore signs proclaiming that a chiropractor, or travel
agent, or whatever, resided inside. Standing on Lepus’ postage
stamp porch, I looked up looked up at a ceiling composed of half
rotting four inch bead board. Never repaired. The storm door’s
return spring was missing and I had to pull the damned thing after
me as I walked into Lepus’ office.

Before I could focus anywhere else, the
pungent odor of forty years of mold growth hit my sinuses like a
sledge hammer. Then I saw the actual secretary, perched behind an
old metal office desk. There was no sign of anyone else in this
front room. Leaning on the desk with her elbows, wearing a low cut
blouse with a big scoop in the front of it, her ample cleavage
greeted me as my eyes got used to the dark. A ratty couch and
coffee table stretched just to my left. Three rickety wooden chairs
clustered in front of her desk. The room was covered with old wall
to wall carpet; that had to be the source of much of the moldy
odor, at least I hoped it was.

“And, your name is?” she asked. She seemed to
be somewhere around thirty, made up to look like a blonde
teenager.

“My name is Benjamin Katz.”

“Why did you want to see Mr. Lepus?”

“Is he here?”

“No,” She smiled at me. A vacuous smile.
Well, maybe that’s not how she intended her expression to be, but
it was. “Will I do?”

“No,” My smile was a friendly, non-committal
smile. “Well, maybe.”

“What sort of work are you looking for?”

“Actually, I’m a private investigator from
Los Angeles, and I have some information about a case he’s working
on right now.”

“Really,” Her voice took on a southern drawl.
“What agency did you say you’re with?”

“Cheshire Katz.”

“Now, that’s in Los Angeles?”

“Like I said before.”

I heard a soft noise in the back room, maybe
the kitchen. It was a shoe shuffling on the floor. The game’s
afoot.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Cathy Rumson,” She still hadn’t lost the
fake cheery disposition. “I must say, you’re a real cutie.”

“Thanks, I think,” I kept looking at her.
“Can we continue talking about the case your boss is working on
right now?”

“Which one would that be?” She fluttered coy
eyelashes at me.

“Kidnapping a mysterious man for someone
named Paul Robertson.”

“If I did know what you’re talking about,
what’s in it for us?”

“Unless you’re Fred Lepus, nothing.” I
listened harder. “Where is he?”

“Who?”

“Your boss.”

“I’ll tell him you came,” Cathy finally
dropped her smile. “Are you doing anything for dinner?

“Will I be having dinner with your boss?”

“No, he’s not as much fun as I am.”

“Maybe not, but I do need to talk to him,
soon.”

Another muffled noise from the back.

“Well,” I tore off a message note from the
pad on her desk. “Here’s the phone number at my hotel, please make
sure your boss calls me very soon; there might be a lot of money at
stake.”

She also tore off a piece of paper and wrote
her phone number on it. “Call me anytime.”

Taking the note, I left. I quick stepped it
back to my blue Ford. drove off, then circled the block, backing
into a driveway five doors down from Lepus’ office. I didn’t have
to wait long until an old Chevrolet Impala with faded green paint,
accented with rust spots, shot from Lepus’ driveway and turned
left, away from me. I followed it. He didn’t seem to pay attention
to anyone behind him as he rushed towards the DC Beltway. A few
minutes later, he sped south, turning off on US One, then he headed
south again towards Mount Vernon, never once noticing my car. Right
after a large shopping center, he turned into a tightly packed
subdivision, then parked his old car in front of a another house in
need of repairs, although not as many as his own office.

As he rushed to the front door, I drove by at
slow speed, looking at everything, then parked my car on the street
three doors down. Lepus stormed through the front door. I
cautiously approached the house. I looked up and down the deserted
street. No faces staring out any windows that I could see. At two
in the afternoon, most people were probably still away at work. The
door was ajar.

Revolver drawn, I pushed the door open. There
Fred Lepus stood, staring at a man crumpled on the floor. A bright
red pool of blood spread from around his head onto the parquet
floor. a series of handcuffs and manacles lay in a stuffed chair
pushed to the center of the room. Perhaps he had been trapped there
before someone had let him loose, then shot him in the head.

“At least I know you didn’t shoot him since
there was no gunshot after you came in here,” I said, using a
booming voice.

Lepus jumped straight up in the air, maybe
several inches, grabbing his chest, then fumbling for a holster
tucked in his waist at the small of his back.

“Don’t move your hands anywhere near that
gun,” I leveled my revolver.

“Who the hell are you?” Fred stuttered. “What
you got to do with this!”

“Nothing,” I paused. “My employer hired me to
stop you from turning this man over to the person who hired
you.”

“Who the hell sent you!” Fred yelled.

“Why not stop shouting,” I motioned with my
free hand for him to lower his voice. “Do you want the cops to come
here right now?”

“Hell no!” Fred shouted, this time in a loud
whisper. “How did you find me here?”

“Do you mean to say you never saw me behind
you?”

“Damned, you must be really good,” Fred
hissed the rest of his breath out between aborted gasps. “Will you
put that oversized gun away, for Christ sake.”

“Don’t think so,” I had some reservations
about this man’s abilities. “I was tracking you no more than two
cars back the whole way here, and you never saw me?”

“Impossible!” Fred stammered again. “I’m a
professional and I know when I’m being tailed, and you sir, did not
follow me.”

“Then,” I shook my head, “how did I get
here?”

“You already knew he was here, you must have
killed him.”

“You were going eighty to ninety miles an
hour on the Beltway, how could I beat you here?” I didn’t know why
I was explaining this to him, but I did it anyway. “You waited in
the back room while I was talking to your secretary, and we both
drove here at the same time, you idiot.”

“I don’t know how you did it, but you’ve got
to be the one who shot this guy,” Lepus pointed to the body and
shuddered.

I continued to aim my revolver at his head.
“You can’t tell when you’re being tailed, so my guess is that the
last time you came here, the person who hired you also followed you
here, and killed this man after you left.”

“No way!”

“Keep it down,” I motioned again with my free
hand. “I want to get the hell out of here before the cops get
here.”

“I guess you might be right,” Fred seemed to
calm down. “You really think that Robertson guy killed him?”

“That would be my guess,” I pointed to the
corpse. “Did you even do a short background on Robertson?”

“No,” Fred pointed to the front door. “Can we
get outta here?”

“You might want to wipe your fingerprints off
the door,” I didn’t want the cops getting to me through this idiot,
at least not right away. “I can only hope that whoever shot this
poor man wiped down the place before they left.”

“Oh,” Fred pulled a handkerchief out of his
rear pocket and wiped the doorknob. He looked around the room
quickly. “Can we leave now?”

“Just a minute,” I snapped.

I moved closer so I could see the dead man’s
face. I didn’t recognize him at all. Why would he ask for me to
help him? Oh well, I may never know.

Lepus was agitated, garbled sounds. I
motioned for him to go first. As he passed me through the door, I
holstered my revolver and followed him.

“Why should I have investigated Robertson,
the guy who was paying me two thousand bucks, to snatch that stiff
back there?” Lepus’ voice had taken on a slight whine.

“You kidnapped that man?” I pointed back at
the house and deliberately leaned into Fred Lepus’ personal
space.

“Hell no!” Lepus backed up a bit. “That guy,
the stiff over there, called me and asked if I could come up with a
place to hide out for a while.”

“Did he know you before he hired you?”

“No,” Fred paused, thinking. “He said he got
my name out of the yellow pages.”

“And how did Robertson come into all this?” I
asked, amazed.

“He called me right after and said he was a
friend and he would be paying me well.” Fred looked worried.

I didn’t think he was bright enough to see
that he had made a huge mistake.

“You could have done a ten minute
investigation into who these people were,” I shook my head.

“Why?”

“If you had, you would have found out that
Robertson worked for the Chinese embassy.”

“He don’t look Chinese,” Fred said,
surprised.

“You really are a moron.”

“I’m a professional. I’ve been an
investigator a long time in this town,” Fred turned and glared at
me. “Who the hell do you work for?”

“Right now, the Chase Manhattan Bank.”

“What the hell do they have to do with
this?”

“That was my case, but now it belongs to the
cops,” I stared back at him. “Are you going to call the cops to
report this?”

“Hell no!” Lepus insisted. “I just finished
up a hot case out West and I got some serious follow up work on
that case I gotta get to right away. Can’t afford to waste time
here on this mess. My other job pays a lot more than this thing
anyway.”

“I’ll call them.”

Apparently it didn’t occur to him that there
was more to this murder than he had so far figured out.

Lepus raced to his car and roared away;
forever, I hoped. I drove to a safe location, called Billy and
explained everything to him. He said that he would handle all the
details with the local cops and he promised my name would not show
up in the police investigation. At least I didn’t have to get
involved any further, plus I got one more day’s pay, again minus
the twenty dollar transfer fee. When will I learn.
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Home sweet home

 


I admit that my apartment isn’t the envy of
the upwardly mobile, nor the model of California living, but the
rent’s one fifty a month. Close to my office building, lots of
museums, government buildings, restaurants and Chinatown. I’ve been
there for a few years living near some great neighbors. Now, having
just finished a more than dull assignment in Germany, I needed a
break before tackling another job. My girlfriend and partner in my
detective agency, Cassandra, was out of town for a few days
investigating a missing teenager. The girl’s parents thought she
ran away with her boyfriend and they just wanted her back with no
police involvement. They were good friends with the boy’s folks. I
had a divorce case I had to return to tomorrow, but for the day, I
was puttering around in the basement, relaxing.

“Benjamin,” Paul Green walked down the
basement steps. “I thought you were still in Germany?”

“I finished yesterday and flew back last
night,” I nodded at him since standing up and shaking hands is way
too formal.

Paul worked for the IRS as a field
investigator who worked with the FBI, tracking down mob types who
never pay taxes on their real incomes.

“Loading for that cannon you carry?” He
pulled out a stool to sit on.

“Is that why you’re down here?”

I looked across the workbench and nodded
toward a large container of empty nine millimeter brass.

“Right,” Paul nodded, then looked at his
bucket of empty brass. “It’s time to reload some.”

“Some?” I smiled at him. “There’s a lot more
than some in that bucket.”

“It’s been longer than usual,” Paul
replied.

He pulled the nine millimeter die set off a
shelf above the bench.

“Anything interesting going on?” I asked.

I finished loading the three hundred empty
cases I had brought down an hour earlier.

“Not much,” Paul looked over to me. “Do you
have a case coming up?”

“I’ve got one I have to get back to
tomorrow.”

“Interesting?” Paul asked.

“Just another divorce case.”

“Who is it this time?” He was always
interested in the spicier cases of mine. “The wife?”

“This time it is,” I put the last loaded
cartridge into a plastic shell box. “She thinks her cheating
husband is about to liquidate his assets in order to hide cash.
Also, she thinks he’s figured out that she’ll file for divorce
soon.”

“You seem to be getting a lot of those cases
lately,” Paul shook his head. “If it were me, I wouldn’t ever
consider getting married myself.”

“I can separate myself from it,” I thought
out loud. “Besides, I’m particular about which divorce cases I
take.”

“What do you mean?”

“I only work for the aggrieved party, if
you’re the cheater, I’m on your ass like a teacher’s paddle.”

I was quite comfortable with my moral
parameters.

“You get the damndest cases, Benjamin,” Paul
laughed. “All I ever get to do is audit books and occasionally go
with the FBI on a bust.”

“It has its downside,” I unscrewed the
crimping die from the single stage press I was using and placed it
in the box. “Sometimes the aggrieved spouse shoots at me.”

“I guess that’s why you carry such a big
gun.”

“Yeah,” I laughed. “If I miss, the concussion
will knock them down.”

……………………

 


Kate Folger told me her husband would
probably be somewhere north of San Bernardino and that if I headed
towards Snow Valley, I should see the turn off to a ranch. Her
directions were confusing since a lot of houses with ranch sized
lots were tucked away in the hills around here.

It was a bright day in the country; most of
the smog from Los Angeles didn’t reach this place. There wasn’t a
cloud in the sky and the temperature was in the mid seventies. Even
the mountains here rise out of a semi-arid desert, but all the
trees keep their beautiful green leaves all summer. Something was
always blooming it seemed, so the scents and sights weren’t all
that bad as I pulled to the side of the road and took the top
panels off my Porsche. Some scent almost like honeysuckle rose up
from the roadside, but not quite. Someday I should learn more about
plants, but not today. Pleasing non-polluted air rushed over my
face and head peaceful scenery rolled by, left me feeling, right
there and then, that life could be good to me.

About five miles after I left the interstate
and started up state road 330 I saw a sign, it wasn’t one of life’s
little signs, but a small handmade sign for a yard sale. But this
was the middle of the week , not a weekend; this had to be Kate
Folger’s soon to be ex-husband’s yard sale.

Andrew Folger was a real estate developer,
specializing in small shopping centers, strip malls, as well as
inheriting vast sums of money, although he made even more money
than he inherited; that’s what his wife wanted half of. Her lawyer
knew about all the bank accounts in Los Angeles and Mexico as well
as the three homes that were on the public record. Since the
property was in both their names, he couldn’t get mortgages without
her signature.

Before I left for Germany for two weeks on a
pressing case, I had been investigating Andrew’s love of women;
Andrew liked women a lot, or he liked a lot of women. At last
count, I had taken pictures of him loving six women, four of them
half his age. His wife and her lawyer, were very happy with my work
so far on the case. Kate felt that her husband was becoming
suspicious of her behavior, maybe because at home she couldn’t hide
her increasing anger , as I delivered each set of pictures to her
lawyer, who then passed them on to her. By the third set of
pictures, the lawyer ceased telling Kate about them.

The house I was headed for belonged to
Andrew’s best friend and college fraternity brother. I drove for
several minutes on a long driveway before I saw the house, a three
story giant draped over a small hill. Three sides of the massive
structure were made of glass and steel, with an immense redwood
deck extending from the rear of the house to the right. I could
faintly smell the chlorinated water from the huge swimming pool and
hot tubs. All this wealth reminded me of my middle class
upbringing. No private pools, no fox hunts to miss, just cows to
milk and fields to plow. In every society, there’s the elite upper
class, and, way under them are us schmuck detectives who
investigate them and make their lives miserable; I kind of liked
that natural balance of life.

A magnificent green lawn with manicured
hedges swept from the brick drive-through and porch and outlined a
formal garden. If I wasn’t mistaken, there was a small grove of
walnut trees growing to the right of the house. Their shade covered
that side of the redwood deck and behind the small grove of trees
there appeared to be yet another house; perhaps it was a guest
house. I’m always amazed at the people in this area and how they
spend their money.

In addition to making money, Andrew also
liked to collect things, especially old cars. Kate’s lawyer told me
she thought Andrew had over a million dollars tied up in old cars.
Besides the BMW he drove and his wife’s Mercedes, Andrew had only
two cars registered with Motor Vehicles in California. One was a
1936 Bentley, the other was a 1929 Rolls Royce. What wonders would
await me?

About five hundred yards from the main house
was a horse barn and there they were, a collection of immaculately
kept cars spread over a lush green pasture. I guessed that this
large pasture was for the horses, but I wasn’t sure. Amongst the
surrounding hills of brown at least four acres of lush green grass
showed that he must have quite an irrigation system. Water is like
gold in Southern California, and this guy looked like he had plenty
of both.

As I parked my car, I saw a small crowd
gathered around what looked like an auction taking place right in
front of the colossal home. The cars in the pasture kept catching
my eye. I recognized a Cord Duesenberg, an old boat-tailed Bugatti,
I saw six Rolls Royces and several Bentleys parked together then
there were five Packards next to the Bentleys. I couldn’t figure
out his groupings; there was a 1949 MG-TC all by itself, all the
Mercedes Benz were bunched together, in addition to a 1954 300SL
and two mint 1954 190SLs, he had a brand new 69 Gullwing, the rest
were in random order.

As I made my way to the auction, all I saw up
for sale at the actual auction was office equipment; well, maybe I
could use something. Bidding on something would make a good excuse
for my being there so I bid on an intercom set, including enough
wire to hook up the four stations. I bid only twenty five bucks,
but I got it. The next item up was a small wooden two drawer file
cabinet. I liked the look of it and it might fit in the back of my
Porsche. There were only two bidders, and the other guy stopped
after five bucks so I got it for five fifty. What a deal, but
ethics stopped me from bidding on a box of office supplies.

“Excuse me,” I said.

I approached the three men in suits behind
the folding table situated on the brick drive-through directly in
front of the entrance door to the mansion. They seemed to be the
ones taking money.

“Did you win a bid on something?” The man on
the left asked.

“Yes,” I quickly looked to my right and
spotted my stuff. “I got the wooden file cabinet and the
intercom.”

“Right,” He looked at a sheet of paper. “Pay
the man in the middle thirty dollars and fifty cents and you can
pick up your stuff over there,” He pointed to his left.

“Say, are those cars over there going to be
auctioned off?”

I looked at the man in front of me who seemed
to be in charge. I recognized Andrew Folger from the photographs I
had taken, although this time he had his clothes on.

“Sorry.” His reply was like a quick bark.
“They’re already sold.”

“Darn,” I looked sad. “I love old cars. Could
I just go over and look at them?”

“Sure,” Andrew threw me a level glance.
“Don’t get in them or touch them, but you can look to your heart’s
content.”

“Thanks.”

It didn’t take me long to shove the stuff I
bought into my own car; Andrew watched me as I did it, seeming to
like me better once he saw I drove a Porsche. While he and his
friends were busy taking in money from the auction, I made my way
around the expensive cars and took down descriptions, and vehicle
numbers of all of them. I’d bet that there was more than two
million dollars worth of cars on that field. I should have taken my
camera so I could shoot pictures of all of them, but I guessed that
would have gotten me thrown out right away. I wondered how much he
sold them all for.

“Just what the hell are you doing?” I looked
up as two large men approached me from the direction of the
auction.

“I’m just admiring the fancy cars,” I
answered.

I recognized the two men who were with Andrew
while he was taking in the money from the auction. My eyes focused
on the auction. The small crowd was dispersing. Andrew was alone at
the folding table, looking at me.

“I think you’d better leave right now,” The
larger man on the left said in a menacing tone.

“Why?”

“Because this is my property and I said it’s
time to leave,” the other guy said.

“Did you guys buy these cars?”

I might as well find out some useful
things.

“We might have.” The larger man looked at his
friend and smiled.

“I bet you paid a lot for them, like maybe
five dollars apiece?” I cleared my throat. Maybe less?”

“You’ve got a smart mouth, kid,” The smaller
man said.

I looked carefully at them. Kid? They didn’t
look much more than mid forties.

“I’ve heard that before.” I nodded like a
good youngster should. “I guess I’ll be going now.”

“I don’t think so,” The big guy moved a
little towards me. “I think you and I need to talk a bit.”

“Okay,” I put my notebook in my outer coat
pocket. “Don’t get your panties in a bunch about it.”

“What was that you just put in your pocket?”
The larger man asked. Both of them walked to within two feet of me
and stopped.

“A notebook,” I shrugged my shoulders.

“Let me see it.”

“No,” I replied.

It looked like they were going to try to
block me from leaving.

“I said, let me see it,” The bigger guy
insisted.

“No.”

The smaller man lunged at me, trying to grab
my right hand. I suppose they could tell I was carrying a pistol. I
caught his hand as he grabbed for me. Pulling him down, I thrust my
knee into his face; he was out cold before he hit the grass. At
least the soft turf kept him from being scraped, although he wasn’t
awake to appreciate that.

The larger man paused for a second as his
friend fell to the ground. That gave me enough time to regain my
balance and kick him in the stomach. He let out more air than he
had just gulped in as he crumpled to his knees.

“I’m leaving now,” I said. “All I wanted to
do was take some notes on the cars here. I love old cars. I would
like to collect them myself sometime when I have more money.”

All he could say sounded like a gasp for air.
Well, it was a gasp for air.

“I would have left like a nice boy if you and
your friend would have let me.”

I walked back to my car. There, waiting for
me, was Andrew Folger. He was holding a thirty eight colt revolver.
The pistol was at his side, and his hand was shaking noticeably. I
took quick note that the hammer wasn’t cocked, nor did he have his
finger near the trigger.

“What do you want?” By now I felt annoyed. “I
paid for this stuff.”

“Why did you hit my friends?” His voice was
unsteady.

“They tried to hit me first,” I shook my
head. “That was a big mistake, just like the one you’re about to
make.”

“Who are you?” He asked. He didn’t seem
aggressive, just scared.

“Are you sure that thing is loaded?” I nodded
towards the Colt with the four inch barrel shaking in his right
hand.

“I’m sure,” He looked down at the pistol.
When his eyes came back up to look at me, I had my Smith and Wesson
pointed at his head.

“Well, I think you should drop it, don’t
you?” I pried a smirk onto my face.

“Who the hell are you?” He threw revolver in
the dirt.

“Nobody important,” I kicked his pistol away,
got in my car and sped out.

Cheshire Katz would be receiving a five
hundred dollar bonus in a week. Yes, the wife and her lawyer liked
me a lot. Sometimes I do feel as if I lead a charmed life.
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Life goes on

 


Benjamin, you’d better take this call
yourself, on line two,” Cassandra’s voice crackled over the used
but functional intercom.

It had been only a week since I bought it.
Although she agreed to use it, Cassandra still didn’t know if it
was ethical to keep it, even though Kate Folger had served her
husband with the divorce papers and she said I could keep all the
stuff I bought. Oh well, time will tell if the intercom will
stay.

When I picked up the phone, I heard a
frightened woman talking on the other end of the line. Although not
tearful, her voice broke frequently in halting, almost explosive
bursts of words. Low, hoarse words came in over the bad
connection.

“Oh, Mr. Katz. Can you find my baby, my
daughter? She’s been gone for a week and the police are no help at
all!”

“I can try, but I need more information.
First of all, who are you? And what’s your daughter’s name?”

“My name’s Marcia Satterwhite, my daughter’s
name is Becky. She’s thirteen years old, and she’s about five feet
tall. She has blonde hair, and dark blue eyes. There’s a small
butterfly shaped birth mark on her cheek.”

“Right or left cheek? How close to her nose,
or ear is it?”

“Wrong cheeks,” The voice on the phone
paused. “ It’s on her left,” Marcia answered as her voice trailed
off.

“Can you come down here tomorrow, with a
picture of your daughter? Did Miss Pales give you my daily
rate?”

“Yes, yes, she did! Can I come there tonight?
I don’t want to wait until tomorrow! I want you to start
tonight!”

I considered my mood and the time of the day,
“It’s three thirty now, can you get here by five?”

“Yes, I’ll be there,” Marcia hung up.

I leaned back, sinking into the leather
chair. I swiveled around and looked out the window of my fifth
story office into the afternoon sun. Compared to a city such as
Chicago or New York, this metropolis seemed more expansive; its
streets wider, its buildings lower. Like any West coast city, space
was the coin of this realm. As the sun pierced through the haze in
the western sky, the buildings of downtown Los Angeles had a dirty,
gritty golden look to them. Although the filtered air in my
building held little of the foul smells of the street, I could
almost taste the pollution in my mouth as I stared into the thick
outside air.

Even though I had met some of my best friends
here, and I fell in love here, I never did like this city that
much. I grew up in rural Pennsylvania. The city of angels seemed to
me more and more like an overpopulated farm in the middle of a
desert, although I have to admit it did have the best restaurants
I’d ever found.

The first detective agency I first worked for
grew to four branch offices, all owned by George Sterling, who was
sort of a friend, but as time went by, he seemed to fit too well
into the Los Angeles mind set for my taste. Periodically, while I
worked for him, George had offered me the branch manager’s position
at each and every new office that opened. Although I refused every
proposal, I stayed friendly with George, and took occasional
assignments from him. I discovered that I liked to work
freelance.

Then two and a half years ago, I won a large
sum from a lawsuit, much to my amazement. Even now I’m perplexed,
because I have to be the first person still alive to successfully
sue a Las Vegas mobster. I spent it all, fast, on opening my own
agency, Cheshire Katz Investigators which had begun to earn enough
money to support both me and my partner, Cassandra Pales.

I met Cassandra just after I opened my agency
and just after she finished her master’s degree from UCLA. George
Sterling’s secretary and Cassandra’s mother, Betsy, are good
friends and they set the two of us up on a blind date.

I enjoy the memory of when we first set eyes
on each other. Cassandra’s parents lived in a large house in
Huntington Beach with a great view of the ocean. Looking me up and
down carefully after answering the doorbell, Betsy paused as if
remembering that she and her friend set me up with her daughter in
the first place. She called her daughter to the living room.
Cassandra looked beautiful in her light blue dress, it clung
seductively to her firm body and the blue harmonized so well with
the soft hazel color of her eyes. Her auburn hair was long then,
almost to her waist.

“I always expect the worst from blind dates,”
I blurted, before I could stop myself. “But your daughter is one of
the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen.”

“Thank you,” Cassandra replied, nervous.
“You’re not a disappointment either. Where are we going?”

“Cassandra! Be more gracious,” Her mother
scolded.

“I had a choice. Should it be the Bob Dylan
concert, or a symphony,” I replied.

“So which one are we going to?” Cassandra
asked.

“It took a long while to decide, but I was
able to get two tickets to the Dylan concert. Hope that’ll be all
right?”

“That sounds Okay,” Cassandra shrugged her
shoulders.

“All right?” Betsy interjected. “She’s been
trying to get tickets for that concert for two weeks!”

“Mother!” Cassandra protested.

……………………………

 


“Benjamin,” Cassandra stepped through the
open door to my office. “Benjamin, are you awake?”

“Yes?” I spun my chair around and brought my
thoughts back to the immediate problem.

“Do you want me to stay until she gets
here?”

“Were you listening to the phone call
earlier?”

“Yes. I thought of taping it, but decided it
was too normal. Missing children are, unfortunately, all too
normal.”

I sighed, “But, when we can find them safe
and sound, it’s worth the effort. Sort of like that teenage girl
you returned to her parents.”

“You’re right.” A happy look passed over her
face. “But this one could be her father, most of the kidnappers
are.”

“Yeah, and those cases are easy to
solve.”

“And they pay well,” Cassandra added. “And we
still need another two thousand dollars to scrape up by the end of
this month or that damned bank will start to send us hate
mail.”

“I know, I know. I’ll talk to this woman, you
can go on home.”

“Okay. It’s been a long day. I need to take a
break anyway,” Cassandra turned to walk out of my office. “See you
tomorrow afternoon.”

“Afternoon?”

“Yeah,” She didn’t turn to face me, as she
walked to the front door. “You always forget I have a morning
seminar on Thursday.”

I watched her as she walked to the front
office door, opened it, then walked down the hall. The outer door
closed slowly with a click.

“She always did look great walking away,” I
observed.

I shook my head and leaned back in my chair.
Putting my feet up on the edge of the desk, I closed my eyes and
smiled.
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Hindsight is better than no sight

 


The door opened with a sharp clank, causing
me to catapult from my desk chair, shake my head, and stand firm on
my size thirteen feet. Instinctively I reached for my forty one
magnum Smith and Wesson under my left shoulder, but before my right
hand made it to the butt of my pistol, a slender woman wearing dark
glasses and a paisley print scarf over her hair walked through the
outer office.

Dressed in a mid calf length black skirt and
a light green, almost white blouse and wearing only small gold
earrings with no other jewelry, the woman paused as she looked into
the open office. She had put on practically no makeup, which made
her slight acne scars more visible. I guessed her to be thirty five
to forty years old. She was followed by a strong scent, which I
later learned was a variation of jasmine, but I’m not that good
with women’s perfumes; I can only tell when they’re too much, and
this practically made me sneeze.

Her sunken cheeks and jaw were set in such
firm control to make her appear more of a statue than a real
person. Quickly taking off her designer sun glasses, she looked
around my office with probing red, swollen eyes.

“Are you Mr. Katz?”

“Yes, I am most of the time. Please come in,”
I walked around my desk as I smoothed out my coat. “Are you Mrs.
Satterwhite?”

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/11257
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg





