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 I was working
late in my office Saturday night, typing up some notes on the
Harrison case while enjoying a bourbon, straight up in a dirty
glass, and a butt, when in walked trouble. I knew ahead of time
that trouble was at my door by the sound of the footsteps in the
hallway. You see, they were the footsteps of a dame; and in my
book, and at this time of night, a dame almost always spells
trouble. I didn’t know just how much trouble I was in until I got a
look at the broad. Then I knew for sure that trouble had finally
found me, and found me in spades. But here I get ahead of myself.
Let me backtrack to earlier in the day and start over again at the
beginning.

My name is Harland Case and I’m a private
investigator in the greater Los Angeles metropolitan area. What you
might refer to as a gumshoe or a dick for hire. My friends call me
Case. Many of my associates and rivals refer to me as Hard Case on
account of the fact that I almost never turn down a case, no matter
how hopeless it might seem on the surface. What irritates almost
all of them, and to a man, is the fact that I quite often end up
solving these hard cases, and sometimes with relative ease, even
the supposedly unsolvable ones.

The morning that this story really begins, I
was sitting at my usual table in Wiley’s Diner waiting for a
mysterious client to show himself. He didn’t want to be seen in my
office. He was different than most of my mystery clients in that he
didn’t want to meet at night. So, to kill the time, I was early, I
was perusing the racing form while enjoying a cup of hot java,
black of course, and a coffin nail. The sun was streaming in
through the grease streaked windows making for quite the cozy
scene, so I was almost disappointed when I eyed the squirrelly joe
who entered the diner, looked nervously around, and then upon
spotting me walked with quick, clipped steps to my booth.



“Mister Case?” he asked using an equally
clipped formality.

“Who’s asking? I responded. Normally, I
wouldn’t have played my hand so cute; instead, I’d have simply
fessed up and identified myself first. But in this case, I didn’t
like the guy. My aversion to him was instant and intense. It could
have been the pencil mustache perched on a mousey face I wanted to
punch, the oily slick, pinstriped, double breasted monkey suit he
wore, or even the annoying way he folded and unfolded the brim of
his fedora as he stood impatiently before me. Whatever it was, I
didn’t like him, and I wasn’t going to make this interview easy for
him if I could help it.

“My name is Ernie Chappell,” the squirrelly
man said, producing a card and handing it across to me.

“The agent?” I asked, taking his card and
examining it. Sure enough, there it was in black and white letters
on his card. Well, that at least explained the sliminess and the
instant dislike. For if God didn’t do something about Hollywood, he
had better apologize for Sodom and Gomorra. After setting aside the
form and examining his card in some detail, I noticed that there
was no number on it. Apparently this was his “I’ll call you” card
that he handed out to the actor wannabes that he undoubtedly was
forced to deal with on a daily basis. I was hurt. I looked back up
at him expecting further explanation. He instead demanded some show
of basic courtesy.

“May I have a seat?” he asked, dipping his
substantial beak at the seat across from me. Rather than respond
verbally, I nodded my head and laid the card on the table before
me. I was interested to hear what the man had to say since he
represented only the crème of the crop in Hollywood. If he was
meeting with me it meant that some starlet or stud was in real
trouble, and I was always up for some juicy gossip if not a juicy
case. Maybe the answer was in the thin attaché case that he carried
protectively under his arm.

“What can I do for you, Mister Chappell?” I
asked lazily, not wanting to give on to the fact that I was excited
by our meeting. Before speaking, Chappell looked around the empty
diner to insure that he wouldn’t be overheard. Apparently Joe, the
cook, and Shelly, the waitress, didn’t count.

“Before we begin, Mister Case,” the suit
replied, “you must assure me that what I am about to tell you will
be kept in the strictest confidence, and that you repeat these
words to nobody. And I mean nobody. Not your wife, your girl
friend, or even your best friend.” This last request he made in a
voice filled with anguished pleading, which didn’t seem entirely
real, and just a touch of menace, which I thought might be
genuine.

Again, the guy was rubbing me the wrong way,
but I felt that I should make the effort to assure him before he
broke down and started bawling. I hate method actors. “I’m
currently unattached and don’t have any friends. Don’t worry, your
news is safe with me.”

“Very well,” he said, sounding like he wasn’t
convinced in the slightest but apparently also having no one else
to turn to. “I want you to find someone for me.”

“That I can do. Who you looking for?”

“A woman, a very important woman,” he
replied, placing his attaché case on the table and popping its
single clasp. Peeking inside, he retrieved a manila envelop and
slid it across the table to me. “I want you to find her as soon as
possible and with as little noise as possible.”

“I can do that too,” I said smugly as I
opened the flap on the envelop and removed the single stiff sheet
of paper it contained. The paper proved to be a photograph and the
starlet depicted was none other than Hollywood’s current
sweetheart, Miss Trixie Harrison. “Holy frijoles,” I exclaimed.

“Exactly,” Chappell replied, “but remember
your promise.”

I felt no need to respond to this awkward
admonition. “How long has she been missing?” I asked instead.

“Since last night.”

“And how do you know that she’s missing and
not just off on an extended weekend?”

“First, there’s the fact that she’s never
disappeared like this before,” Ernie replied with some annoyance.
“Second, there were signs of some violence at her apartment.”

“What sort of signs?”

“I’d prefer that you see for yourself,” he
said reaching into his pocket and producing a key. “The address is
on the back of the photograph.”

Turning the photo over, I confirmed his
statement. The address appeared to be in Century City, a sleepy
little suburb of La La land. Pocketing the key I decided that I’d
be free to take a little drive out to the country later this
morning since my case load was light at the moment.

“So, is she working on anything?” I asked,
stubbing out my cigarette and lighting another.
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