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Remember that game kids used to play when it was okay for kids to carry penknives in their pockets? Put a hand down on the table, fingers spread apart like a fan, look the opponent in the eye while he randomly brings the knife down, over and over around the hand on the table and in and out of the space between the fingers without cutting it? A test of faith: If you flinch, you lose. If he cuts you, you both lose. It was a game of wills—yours trying not to chicken out and his trying to strike you.
I play this game of wills every day. Every day some poor loser comes into my office, looking for help in finding the person or persons who cut him or her. When I got into this line of work, I did it because I thought it would be exciting. Ten years later all I know is that it shows me the underbelly of humanity. I hope every time my door opens the story will be different, but it never is. By the time the case gets closed, I realize I’ve seen or heard it all so many times over.
I was sitting behind my desk, alternating my attention between the cars stopped at the intersection and the Sudoku puzzle in the folded daily resting on my leg. The puzzle is supposed to keep my mind sharp, the gazing out my window to remind me where I am. The thing about the puzzle is no matter how the clues are laid out, there’s going to be only one solution for that particular puzzle. It’s a lot like my line of work. I just wait for the clues to line up in the right order to solve the case. So when I looked up from the puzzle to see the cab stopped at the light and saw her get out at the red, I should have realized there were only so many ways I could fill the boxes she was about to toss in front of me.
Her name was Leslie Vorich, a petite blonde in a pair of tight jeans and a red-and-white striped T-shirt with a plunging V-neck. I think it was what was once called a French cut, but I was never up on fashion. A white shirt and striped tie was about all I bought to go with my khakis. People weren’t coming to me for style tips. They came to me in the hopes I would prove their suspicions wrong, but in the end I had to show them it all added up to what they feared the most. Larceny. Lies. Deceit. Pain.
She paced around my small office, looking at the accolades hanging on my walls. Most were framed newspaper clippings of the players in the cases I had taken. A couple were diplomas from the police academy as well as the community college I got my Associates at. Nothing special, just props on a set. But Leslie Vorich seemed interested. At one point she leaned an elbow on the filing cabinet and reached into her pants pocket.
“Can I smoke in here, Mr. Landers?” She had the cigarette in her lips before I shook my head. She sighed and moved to the chair opposite my desk. She sank into it, her bony elbows resting on the lightly stained pine arms of the chair, her fingers interlocked in front of her. We stared at each other, me waiting and she like I should have known why she was there.
“How can I help you?”
She shifted in the seat, sat a little higher. “I saw your Web page.”
“Did you do a Google search for private eyes in the area?”
“Something like that.”
“So you must need my services.”
She broke the stare and shifted in her seat, sitting up higher and looking around the room. Her left hand fidgeted with the ultra thin laptop she had brought in with her.
“You in trouble, Ms. Vorich?” Her eyes hardened and she looked directly at me once more.
“ It’s my father, Martin Vorich, that I’m worried about.” I shook my head. This seemed to confuse her. “How can you live here and not know Martin Vorich? Everyone around here knows my father.”
“I’m sorry. I don’t read the society pages. I just do the puzzles.” I slapped the folded section of the paper down on my desk.
“My father made his money through a series of small tool-and-dye shops in the area, catering to the Big Three. Through these ties he has made some big name connections, especially in politics.”
“Local politics?”
“Higher. You know that game where you try to see how close to Kevin Bacon you can get? Let’s just say my father has the current president of this country on his speed dial.”
“He follows the campaign finance laws closely, I’m sure.”
“I don’t know anything about that. What I do know, though, is this.” She reached into her front pocket again and pulled out a zip drive. “Two days ago I received an e-mail from a familiar address. There was no message in the box, only an attachment that I have burned the only copy of onto this laptop.”
“Well, not the only copy. I mean, whoever sent it still has one, right? Stands to reason.”
“Yes, of course. I meant . . . what I meant was that I didn’t put it on my system at home.”
“May I?” I held out my hand. Vorich looked at the disk held in her fist and then slowly handed it over to me. I popped it into my laptop and let my antivirus software give it the once-over. When I heard the beep, I knew it was safe. I spun the computer around to face Vorich. “You know where you hid it,” I said.
Vorich leaned forward and I won’t lie. I took a look at her cleavage. When I looked up again she was looking at me but not with disgust. She just stared at me, like she was used to guys checking her out all the time. A faint smile played over her face and for the first time since she had come into the room, she seemed relaxed. I, on the other hand, now felt slightly uncomfortable. I could feel the burn in my cheeks.
“Do you, um, have the file open?”
“Right here.” I reached for the laptop but she pulled it back towards her. “Before I show it to you, I just want you to know, Mr. Landers, that—“
I smiled. “It’s okay. And it’s Harry, okay?”
“No, no, it’s not okay, Harry. It’s a side of me I thought was private, but I guess today there is no such thing as privacy.”
“I got it. May I?”
Vorich looked at the screen and then relented. She set it on the desk and turned it around. I stared at it for a moment and then spoke without looking at her. “The man that you’re with in the picture . . . is he the one who sent it to you?”
“It is from his e-mail address, yes, but he didn’t send it.”
“Who is the man?”
Vorich became uneasy again. “I don’t see that as being important—“
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