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The window to the front door of my office shattered with an
ear‑splitting bang, tossing bright shards of jagged glass onto the
carpet. I ducked under my desk, then took a calculated risk and
peered over the edge to survey the damage.

The office door swung open, making me reach for my gun, but it
was just the repairman scrambling inside in an awkward crablike
crawl before slamming the door shut behind him. His face said it
all — he was terrified. He saw me peeking over my desktop and
shouted, “Does this kind of thing happen often?” There was another
deafening bang out in the hallway, causing the man to cringe.

I looked at the ruined door window and scowled. I rolled out
from behind my desk, and — crouching low — made my way to the
repairman’s side. When he looked up at me, I said, “Yes, this
happens often.” Then I punched him in the face. And then I punched
him again, with my other fist. I like to be thorough.

The repairman moaned once before collapsing to the floor in a
heap. “What part of ‘bullet-proof glass’ didn’t you understand?” I
asked him. I didn’t get much of an answer.

The repairman had just been placing the last golden stenciled
letters on the window. Now his work was ruined. Instead of “Casper
O’Neal, Private Investigator (knock before entering),” the
remaining letters read:

Casper O

Pri

    ck

I shook my head sadly. Maybe I’d leave the door as is, I
thought. Truth in advertising.

My name is Casper O’Neal. I’m a detective-for-hire. My ex-wife
calls me a dick. On the street I’m known as “The Ghost.” No one
thinks I’m friendly.

They’re all right.

Sighing, I pulled my gun from its shoulder holster, ready to
deal with whoever was in the hallway. Before proceeding, I paused
to consider the possibilities. Who was outside my office? My first
worry was that I was dealing with my ex. That would be bad. I
didn’t want to have to explain to her that I’d spent the overdue
alimony on repairing my office door. A repair job that was now
lying in pieces on my carpet. Which meant I knew where next month’s
alimony was going, too.

But hey, I couldn’t earn a living if people couldn’t find my
office, right? Right.

Truth was, I didn’t think it was my ex out there. Her current
squeeze was keeping her happy. Or drunk. Probably both. Whatever.
He was keeping her away from me, which made me his Number One
Fan.

If it wasn’t my ex out in the hallway, then it could be a
disgruntled customer. Not that I have many of those. I usually make
good on jobs when I’m hired. Someone ends up dead, in jail, or
running for the hills, and I get paid. On those rare occasions
where the job goes sour, there’s always the tried and true option —
switching sides. Let the target of my investigations trump the
original contract, and suddenly the disgruntled customer becomes
the guilty criminal. Voila! Problem solved.

Look, I don’t deal with many clear-cut, black-and-white
scenarios, okay? Those get handled by the cops. With my clients,
guilty is a gray area. However, green is always green. My personal
motto? You gotta pay for gray. That motto has earned me a
reasonable living so far.

Anyways, I decided it didn’t matter who was outside in the hall.
Based on the bang I'd heard in the hallway and my shattered door,
whoever it was had a gun. I had a gun, too. I didn't like that
arithmetic, and my instinct was the same I'd always had in grade
school — skip the math test. I eyed the fire escape outside my
office window, seriously considering. But then curiosity gave
prudence a serious slap, and I squared my shoulders and turned back
towards the hallway.

I cracked the office door open a smidge, and waited to see what
would happen. Big fat nothing. Not a sound, not a hint of movement.
Next decision: left towards the elevator, or right towards the
stairway? I took three, sharp in-and-out breaths, threw the door
open, and lunged out into the hallway. The elevator was three doors
down to the left. Coast clear. Shit. That meant…

Hair prickling on my neck, I whirled to look the other way down
the hall. I got good news and bad news. Call me a glass half-empty
kind of guy, but I always take my bad news first and let the good
news (on the rare occasion when there actually is any) serve as a
chaser to wash it all down.

The bad news today was that there was a honking-big brute of a
man in my hallway. Looking at him, my first impression consisted of
two things: muscle and hair. His hair had completely abandoned his
cranium, instead infesting his arms and knuckles like a coarse
black jungle. Under all that hair were gorilla-arms strong enough
to pick me up and use me as a toothpick. Lucky for me the gnarled
and yellowed teeth of his grin suggested that was a remote
possibility.

Even luckier for me was the “good news,” such as it was — the
man was dead. Drool dripped between his moldy teeth, pooling next
to the blood dripping from a hole in his temple. A mess, but I
wasn’t responsible for it. Thus, good news.

I would have breathed a sigh of relief, but that’s when I got
caught up staring at the woman standing behind the dead bruiser.
More bad news.

Let me share another private investigator truism with you: dames
are dangerous. This lady in the hallway was a much bigger threat
than the guy on the floor. Even before he got himself dead.

Here’s the danger checklist: Are they pretty? Then they’re
trouble. Rich? Even worse. Married? Woo, boy. Damsel in distress?
The worst. You deal with a female on the job, you run through this
list. If you check more than one of those four boxes, you’d best
start running, kid.

I stared at the lady and started checking off boxes. The first
one was a gimme — the gal was a looker. If the dead guy on the
floor didn’t have a gaping hole in his head, then the coroner
would’ve probably listed drop-dead-good-looks as his cause of
death. The woman standing in my hallway was long and lean, but with
plenty of curves in all the right places. I found my eyes sliding
up and down those curves, and enjoying every minute of it. I forced
my gaze upwards, and discovered long blonde hair that fell in soft
curves around her face. Then I met with languid brown eyes under
shapely dark brows, and soft plump lips pursed in a slight “O” of
consternation at her current situation.

Box one? Check.

It got worse as I considered her apparel. She was squeezed into
a floral dress, with jewels on her neck, ears, and wrists. Her
hands were hidden inside delicate white gloves, but I could see the
large bulge on her left ring finger; there was some serious rabbit
food wrapped around that digit, I was sure. Everything she wore was
tasteful, almost understated. And it all screamed money, money,
money.

Rich? Check. Married? Check. Damn and damn.

That only left one box: damsel in distress. As I was sizing her
up, the dame was studying me as well, trying to figure out if I was
there to help or hurt, I guess. I hoped she was going to choose the
former, because I now noticed that she was holding her own gun,
dangling precariously in her right hand like it was a thousand
pounds of badness. But considering the oozing hole in the temple of
the gentleman on the floor, I thought that gun would lose its
heaviness and get pointed at me quickly enough, should she decide
to aim it.

The woman chewed her bottom lip for a second before reaching
some sort of decision. I flinched, not sure what to expect.
Bullets, or bawling?

Cue the waterworks. I wasn’t ducking bullets, but I was checking
off the last box on my list. Damsel in distress, check. Four for
four. Wonderful.

I shoved my gun back in my shoulder holster and pulled a
handkerchief from my pocket. Obligingly, the lady stepped
delicately over the dead body and ran towards me, high heels
clacking across the tile floor. She collapsed into my arms and
pressed her face against my chest. I could feel her tears soak
through my shirt as she cried. I cringed at the thought of
expensive makeup smeared all over my shirt. Dry-cleaning wasn’t
something I could afford at the moment.

I did my best to pat her gently on the back and murmur
comforting noises to her. She finally looked up at me and said, “He
shot himself! Right in front of me!”

I nodded to her, and got lost in those big doe-eyes, and was
suddenly quite conscious of her body pressed against mine.
Somewhere, smothered behind my suddenly raging libido, an alert was
sounding, like a distant alarm clock penetrating the depths of a
good dream. But I looked down at her full, trembling lips and
tear-filled eyes, and decided to slap the snooze button on that
alarm bell. The dame was trouble, to be sure, but right now it
wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle. I reached up with my hand and
wiped her tears with my handkerchief. That got a tiny smile from
her.

“Could you…?” she began, but cut off her request with a
sniffle.

“Yes?” I prompted.

“Could you take this away from me?” She batted dark, dewy lashes
at me, and pressed something hard and heavy into my hand. I forced
myself to break our stare, and looked down to see the gun she’d
been holding, now being held by me.

“Wh­–?” I began. That’s when there was a thump, and the lights
in the hallway went dim. And then the building started going all
crooked and sideways, and the floor reached up and punched me in
the chin. As darkness rose up around me, the alarm bell in my head
went off again.  Damn.

 

 

 

Consciousness came back slowly, starting with the dull throbbing
ache from the back of my skull. I reached one hand up to rub my
neck, and the pain went from dull hurt to screaming agony. I
groaned, and managed to peel one eyeball open.

Seeing a dead body lying right next to you can cause some
surprisingly quick responses, even if you’re still trying to regain
consciousness after receiving a vicious blow to the head. Certainly
more effective than a cup of coffee or a splash of cold water to
the face.

I was on my feet and backing up from the dead brute before my
second eye had completely opened. His yellowy grin and staring eyes
mocked my panicked reaction, and my head wound shot daggers of
agony into the back of my eyeballs. I snarled in shock and pain,
and my hand snaked into my jacket, reaching for my pistol.

I don’t know why I wanted to shoot a dead guy. I just did, okay?
Not that it mattered, because I quickly discovered that my gun was
missing. Better and better.

The shock started to fade, and after kneading my neck for a
moment, I took stock of my situation. I was in my office again,
where someone had apparently dragged me and my less-than-alive
companion after knocking me unconscious. My office door was open,
its broken window still lying in pieces on the carpet. No sign of
the woman and no sign of the repairman except for his abandoned
tool kit. Outside my window, the light of day was quickly fading.
I’d been knocked out for only a few minutes, but that was still too
long.

I stumbled to my desk, pulled open the bottom drawer, and hissed
in anger at what I found. I was hoping to find my spare gun, but no
luck. Someone had beaten me to it. Instead, I withdrew a half-empty
bottle of whiskey, spun off the cap and took a long swig. The
spiteful burn of the liquor as it flowed down my throat matched my
mood to a T.

It took me a second to realize that the wailing sound in my ears
was not residual noise from my head trauma, but the sound of
approaching sirens. Perfect. Police asking me questions I couldn’t
answer about broken doors, dead bodies, and missing dames. Exactly
what I needed right now.

I took another swig of whiskey, recapped the bottle, and left it
on the desk. I crunched across my glass-covered carpet and grabbed
my hat and overcoat from the coat rack. Then, on a whim, I reached
down and picked up one of the repairman’s hammers and slipped it
into my pocket. It wasn’t a gun, but it was better than
nothing.

I stepped into the hallway, and as I turned towards the
elevator, I noticed something lying on the floor.

The elevator dinged, and a uniformed officer stepped out. First
impression was that he was too young by half; I could practically
see the water dripping from behind his ears. He looked at me, and I
looked at him, and then we both stared for a second at the gun
lying between us on the floor. The gun that had killed the dead
brute in my office. The gun that the woman had handed me
afterwards. The gun that now had my fingerprints all over it.

That’s when the F-words started flying.

I began: “Oh, fu—”

“Freeze!” squeaked the prepubescent policeman.

Finger? my brain pointed out. The youngster had failed
to draw his service revolver, and instead was brandishing his
deadly digit at me. Failure, my still intact sense of
humor cackled.

Flee! my survival instincts were screaming. My feet
didn’t need to be told twice, and I beat a hasty retreat back into
my office, looking for an exit.

Fire escape, the rational part of my brain calmly
suggested.

“Fantastic,” I muttered, as I clambered through my office
window, and started climbing up the rickety metal staircase.

I know what you’re thinking. Up? Wrong way, stupid! And
you’d be right, most of the time. When you’re facing a fire or an
angry landlord or a serial killer, going up in your
building is not the smart move. But this wasn’t a whimsical
decision on my part. It was planned. I had actually rehearsed this
very event before, anticipating being chased by someone wanting to
arrest/hurt/kill me, and needing a viable escape route.

I’ve been a private eye for a long time, see.

Going up the fire escape took me to the roof in just a few
seconds, which was fast enough that the cop behind me would be too
late to see me disappear over the edge. He would assume, when
looking out the window, that I must’ve descended. And just like
that, he wasn’t a problem for me anymore.

I’ve found the best way to outrun pursuit is to not bother. Send
them all running the wrong way, and you can maintain a cool, casual
saunter as you escape. Much better for your image.

I sauntered, coolly and casually, across my roof, and hopped
over the far edge to the neighboring building’s rooftop. I repeated
the process until I was at the far end of the block, then pulled
open the stairway access door on the far building and descended to
street level. Lots of sirens still blared in front of my office
building, but no one gave me a second glance as I turned up my coat
collar against the slow-falling rain and strolled off down the
street.

Imminent arrest no longer an issue, I weighed my immediate
options. I was far from out of the woods. I’d been played, and
well. A clever setup that made it look like I’d killed a man in my
office. The cops would be looking for me, and sooner or later
they’d find me. Before they did, I needed to come up with some
answers. Explaining away my fingerprints on that gun was gonna take
some serious work, and the only way I’d manage was to figure out
who framed me, and why. Which meant I needed to find the girl.

Unfortunately, I didn't have the slightest inkling where to
start. So, I went for the old standby.

 

 

 

Fifteen minutes later I ducked into Cavanaugh’s, one of my
regular hangouts. Low ceilings, low lights, and low prices. My kind
of place. I recognized the bartender and held up two fingers. He
nodded, and by the time I’d settled myself on my stool and removed
my hat, a double of bourbon was sitting on a coaster in front of
me.

“Rough night?” the bartender asked.

“You could say that,” I answered. I took a pull from my drink.
“Got stiffed on some repair work at my office.”

The bartender shook his head. “Can’t trust anyone these days,
can you?”

I chuckled into my glass and shook my head. I pointed behind
him. “Mind if I use your phone?”

He brought me the phone, and I dialed a number from memory. It
rang a few times before someone answered.

“J-jefferson,” a squeaky voice stuttered.

“Jeffie, it’s O’Neal.”

“Jesus!” the voice on the phone exclaimed. “What are you
thinking, calling me here? You’ll get me f-f-fired for sure!”

“Calm down, Jeffie,” I said. “What’s the trouble?”

“T-t-trouble?” Jefferson repeated. “You’ve stirred the hornet’s
nest, Casper, that’s the problem.”

I laughed. “Nothing new for me, is it?”

“Don’t be so s-sure,” Jefferson said, before taking a deep
breath to control his stutter. “The precinct is really buzzing
tonight. Word is you shot and killed a man. And that we recovered
the weapon at the crime scene. It sounds bad, Casper. People are
saying that the G-g-ghost is finally gonna get taken down.”

I drained my glass, and then beckoned for the bartender to hit
me again. Then I said into the phone receiver, “Not gonna happen,
Jeffie. Not if I have anything to say about it. But I could use
your help. Think you could meet me down at Cavanaugh’s?”

I could hear the loud sigh on the other end of the line. “Jesus,
Cas. My shift ends in an hour, but—”

“Thanks, Jeffie,” I interrupted. “And listen, bring your kit
with you, okay?” I hung up the phone. When a phone conversation
isn’t going your way, hanging up is always the right choice.

I settled in with my freshened glass of bourbon and a bowl of
mixed nuts, and waited.

As expected, Jefferson rolled in Cavanaugh’s about an hour
later, carrying a battered briefcase and looking nervous. I had
shifted from the bar stool to a booth in the back of the bar,
nursing my drink. As the ice melted in my glass I slouched into the
soft leather of the booth bench and melted away into the shadows. I
doubt the other clientele even knew I was there. Even the bartender
seemed to forget about me.

They don’t call me the Ghost just because of my name.

Jefferson looked around the bar, his eyes sliding right past me.
When I raised an arm and waved at him he seemed startled by my
presence, like I’d magically appeared. But he quickly hurried over
to join me at the booth, pulling his briefcase onto the seat next
to him.

“I really shouldn’t have c-c-come—” he began.

“I need you to draw someone for me,” I said, interrupting.

Jefferson scowled at me, but he flipped open his briefcase and
began unloading the tools of his craft.

Jeffie is a forensic sketch artist, and a good one at that. We’d
worked together in the past, and his drawings were almost too good
for the work. Like fine art, much better suited for framing and
hanging in someone’s foyer. But perhaps a bit much for my shoebox
apartment — his style might clash with my carefully constructed
pizza-box-and-beer-can motif.

Within moments, Jefferson had a large sketch pad laid out on the
table, along with a series of pencils, charcoal sticks, and erasers
arranged neatly next to it. He held one of his writing utensils
poised above the blank sheet of paper and quirked an eyebrow at
me.

I sat back and closed my eyes, organizing my thoughts. Then I
began describing the woman that had crossed paths with me in my
office hallway. Jefferson prompted me with terse, precise
questions, completely absent of stuttering now that he was working.
His pencils flashed across the sketch pad, bringing to life the
visage I was picturing in my mind. I’d peek one eye open every once
in a while to glance at the pad and offer a minor adjustment or
correction as necessary. I’ll admit that I didn’t mind rehashing my
memories of the beautiful woman’s face again. I had a feeling, as
Jefferson’s drawing took shape, that this picture might be the one
I kept for framing and hanging.

After I cleared my name, of course.

The two of us were lost to the creative process, waving away the
bartender when he tried repeatedly to take Jefferson’s drink order,
or when he blathered on about Jefferson's sketch looking familiar.
The girl I was describing to Jeffie was not the type to frequent a
seedy joint like Cavanaugh's.

I was only broken from my reverie when the bartender slapped a
copy of the evening newspaper on the table next to Jefferson’s
drawing, causing his pencils to jump and scatter all over the
place. Jeffie cursed and busied himself for the next few moments
recovering his utensils from the sticky floor.

“See?” the bartender said, pointing to the picture above the
cover story.

I reached over and spun the newspaper around to get a better
look.

And there, smiling beatifically, was the woman from my
hallway.

I murmured, “Oh, fu—”

“Fiona Cavelli!” Jefferson exclaimed, recovering from his
bar-booth spelunking expedition. He looked back and forth between
his drawing and the newspaper photo a few times, and then smiled
smugly. “Not bad work, eh?”

I grabbed his sketchbook and placed it next to the newspaper,
comparing the two pictures. Not bad at all, I admitted. If
anything, his drawing did a better job of catching my hallway
woman’s true beauty. Yeah, Jeffie’s that good. He can outdo a
photograph.

“She’s heading to Paris to start a concert tour of Europe,” the
bartender explained. “Quite the story, a local jazz singer making
it to the big time. Kid deserves it, too. Did you ever hear her
sing?”

I shook my head. “We weren’t well-acquainted,” I said.

“Then why did you ask me to sketch her for you?” Jefferson
asked.

“I’m not sure yet,” I answered, pondering. Before I could ponder
further, however, the front door to the bar banged open, and three
uniformed officers stepped in.

Jeffie craned his neck around the corner of the bar, and then
looked back at me, embarrassed and apologetic. “I told you I
shouldn’t have come, Casper,” he said. “They must’ve followed me
here.”

“Ya think?” I answered. But it didn't matter. Cavanaugh's was a
regular stop for me. If the cops wanted to find me, they would've
shown up sooner or later.

I slipped my jacket on without standing up and tugged on my hat.
I reached over, carefully tore Jefferson’s drawing from the sketch
pad and reluctantly folded it before slipping it into my pocket. I
tore the front page from the newspaper and also shoved it into my
coat.

“They’re not gonna let you just walk out of here!” Jefferson
hissed at me. He peeked around the corner of the booth again. One
of the officers spotted him and started heading our way.

“No kidding,” I sighed. I threw a few bills on the table to pay
for my latest drink. I finished said drink and slammed the glass on
the table. Then I braced my hands against said table edge and
shoved. Hard.

I’d first seen this trick performed just one month earlier by
bar regular, Mike Paxton. His spontaneous disappearing act was the
result of prodigious girth and too much alcohol. My magic trick was
the result of intentional leverage. The result was the same,
however. With a loud creak, the bench I was sitting on tumbled over
backwards, taking me with it.

Our booth backed up to the bar’s cellar stairway. When Mike had
tumbled out of the booth, the bar patrons had found great amusement
in his none-too-graceful descent into the cellar. As I toppled and
crashed down the same stairs, I found myself thinking it was much
funnier watching Mike do it. However, as I slumped to a stop on the
cellar floor the howls of laughter from the bar regulars suggested
that my copycat performance was still well-received.

I was glad I could entertain.

After dusting myself off and recovering my hat from the cellar
floor, I limped out of the service entrance and into the bar’s back
alley. Within moments, I was one with the rain and fog.

It was time to get to work.

 

 

 

Fiona Cavelli. I didn’t know her. I’d never worked with her, as
either client or target. I’d never met her before our strange
encounter outside my office, and I had no idea why she’d been
there. She was locally famous, apparently, but I hadn’t recognized
her during our brief escapade. I’d never been to one of her
performances. Apparently we didn’t exactly run in the same
circles.

I did, however, recognize her name. Not because of her fame, but
because I had a history with Fiona’s husband, Joey Cavelli. Joey
was a local “businessman,” and by “business” I mean crime, and by
“man” I mean slimeball. Joey and I had crossed paths more than a
few times, as you’d expect from a crime boss and a private
detective. Our world views weren’t exactly eye-to-eye, but we
co-existed for the most part.

Or at least we had, until one fateful evening two years ago when
an informant of mine handed me an envelope. Inside were some very
incriminating photos of Joey engaged in “business practices.” The
leg-breaking, extortion type of business practices.

“Where’d you get these?” I’d asked.

“A woman scorned,” my informant had answered. “I guess Joey
crossed his old lady one too many times. Payback’s a bitch, ain’t
it?”

Remember when I said that dames were trouble?

I’m not sure why, but during an uncharacteristic moment of
altruism, I had turned the evidence I’d received over to the proper
authorities. As a result, Joey ended up in the slammer for ten
years, while I enjoyed a few months of improved relations with
local law enforcement.

Sometimes I do the right thing. Just because. As I told my
ex-wife, don’t get used to it.

Now I had a mystery on my hands. Normally, the spouse of someone
I’d gotten arrested would be coming to see me with just one thing
on their mind — revenge. But according to my informant, the
evidence used to convict Joey Cavelli had come from his wife,
Fiona. And from the sound of things, getting rid of Joey had worked
out well for her. She still had access to Cavelli’s money, and
while he stewed in the state pen, she’d developed a promising
career in the music industry.

So, maybe Fiona had been stopping by my office to say thanks?
Somehow I doubted it. But the only way to really know was to ask
her. And that meant finding her. Perusing the newspaper article
from the bar, I discovered that Fiona had been living at the
Paragon Hotel for the past few months. As good a place to start as
any, I wandered over there to see if Mrs. Cavelli was
available.

Unfortunately the woman standing behind the main reception desk
wasn’t going to be much help. You can just look at some people and
know they’ll be useless for questioning. The woman’s beady-eyes and
sour expression radiated haughty bitterness. I had no doubt that
she’d clam up if I started asking about Fiona, and just as likely
call the cops for sullying her hotel lobby with my water-logged
shoes and liquor-soaked breath.

I let myself out of the hotel and took a few quick turns to get
to the darkened alley that hosted the service entrance. I tucked my
coat collar up around my ears to keep most of the rain from
dripping down my back, and waited.

It took about half an hour, but eventually the hotel’s back door
opened, casting a bright pool of fluorescence into the darkness.
Out stepped a stout black man in a tall white hat. The door closed
behind him, and the alley was cast into darkness again. There was a
scratch of a match, a flare of phosphorous, and then a sigh of
contentment as the Paragon’s head chef took a long drag from his
cigarette.

I watched all of this from beneath the brim of my hat, keeping
my eyes shielded from the worst of the glare to maintain my night
vision. As the man raised the glowing ember of his cigarette back
to his mouth for another puff, I stepped forward out of the shadows
and introduced myself.

“Hola, Alex. ¿Cómo estás?”

Shocked by my sudden appearance, the man jumped backwards with a
loud cry, causing his towering chef’s hat to tumble to the
pavement. He managed to keep his cigarette safe and sound.
Priorities.

“Merde!” he cursed. Then he must’ve recognized my voice, and he
spat, “How many times must I tell you, Monsier O’Neal? I’m from
Louisiana. I’m Cajun. That’s French, not Spanish!”

I shrugged, and picked up his hat from the ground. It wasn’t too
wet. “Sorry, Alex. I don’t speak French.”

“Then speak English,” Alex Gaudet snapped. He yanked the
proffered hat away from me and tugged it back onto his head.
“Idiot.”

I’d already been shot at, knocked out, and thrown down a set of
stairs. Granted, that last bit was self-inflicted, but still
 —  I was short on temper and shorter on time. I was not
in the mood for abuse. Especially from a short, short-order cook
with an overinflated impression of his own importance.

One hand batted away Chef Gaudet’s dangling cigarette from his
lips, taking a few whiskers with it. The other hand grabbed him by
his chef jacket and shoved him up against the door behind him,
causing his hat to tumble off again. This time I made a point of
stepping on it and grinding it into a puddle.

“Idiot, eh? Well, Chef, how about you help me feel a bit less
idiotic? Before my idiot fist mistakenly finds its way into your
idiot face?”

“Oui, oui, of course,” Alex said, suddenly a lot more friendly,
now that I wasn’t. “What do you need?”

“Simple. Your hotel is entertaining a guest named Fiona Cavelli.
Where might I find her?”

“Mrs. Cavelli? Of course! Very nice woman. Very beautiful. She
eats in the restaurant a few nights a week, always leaves a large
tip, always treats the wait staff with kindness and—”

I interrupted his critique by slamming him into the door again.
“Where, Chef?” I prompted.

“Casper, she’s gone.”

“Gone where?”

“Paris. La Ville-Lumière! She checked out earlier this evening,
heading to France to commence her music tour.”

This was not good news.

I bid Chef Gaudet adiós, arrivederci, and sayonara, and found a
payphone. A quick call to a travel agency buddy revealed that there
weren’t any flights leaving for Paris until the morning. Which
meant that Fiona was still at large in the city. And I still had a
few hours to find her.

I checked the most obvious places: the club where she usually
performed, the uppity restaurants that she frequented, the other
upscale hotels around town. I bribed busboys and bouncers with
cigarettes and cash, hoping to catch a break. The net result of all
my efforts was wet feet and an empty wallet.

As dawn approached, I was out of ideas and out of time. Fiona
would be boarding her plane in just a few hours, but the airport
wasn’t someplace I could go. Too many cops, all looking to pin a
murder charge on me.

I stumbled up the sidewalk back towards my office, exhausted
from too much walking and too much thinking. As the predawn light
started filling the city streets with its wan gray light, my hopes
were as dismal as the weather. I shoved my hands into my coat
pockets, careful to not crumple the drawing Jefferson had provided
of my mystery woman. Maybe the guards at the prison would let me
post it in my cell. Jeffie’s efforts could serve as company for a
man falsely imprisoned.

Small comfort, that.

While I walked, my right hand kept fiddling with something in my
jacket. Absently, I drew the object out and looked at it. It was my
repairman’s hammer that I’d picked up back at my office. I turned
the tool over in my hands, hefting it and striking the palm of my
left hand with the heavy metal head. As I did, I noted indentations
in the wooden handle. I brought the tool closer to my eyes, and in
the pale gray light I could barely make out the letters that were
stamped into the well-worn wood: “Mark Fleming.” Beneath his name
was a phone number.

I had nothing else to do, so I ducked into a nearby phone booth
and flipped through the white pages until I found a listing for
Fleming that matched the phone number on the hammer. The street
address was an apartment building just a few blocks away. Sighing,
I trudged down the sidewalk to return the hammer to my
repairman.

Even at this ungodly hour the denizens of Fleming’s building
were already stirring. These were hard-working folks, and their
workday started about the same time mine usually finished. I
stepped past the broken elevator and into the stairwell, and the
smell of brewing coffee and burnt toast wafted towards me, making
my stomach rumble, reminding me that all I’d consumed in the last
twelve hours was bourbon and bar nuts. I was tapped out. Climbing
to the third floor took every ounce of energy I had left.

As I approached Fleming’s apartment, I heard something that
caused my spirits to suddenly soar. I heard singing. Like a shot of
espresso, my energy returned. I strode up to Fleming’s door and
gave it a solid kick. Puddle water squished from my sodden shoes,
and the door crashed inwards with a loud bang. The singing stopped
abruptly.

I stepped inside and closed the door behind me. Standing in the
middle of the living room was Fiona, clutching a robe around her,
but looking decidedly unperturbed, given my sudden
interruption.

“Mark?” I asked.

“I sent him out to fetch breakfast,” Fiona replied. “Our last
meal together before I fly to Europe.”

“Ah. I hope he brings donuts.” I pulled Mark’s hammer out of my
pocket and placed it on the coffee table. “I just wanted to return
his tool to him.”

“That’s kind of you.”

I nodded. And waited. Well, not just waited. I pulled
out one of my own tools of the trade — the private eye stare.
Everyone cracks under the private eye stare. Some just take longer
than others.

To Fiona’s credit, she took longer than most. And when she did
finally crack, it was the thinnest of fractures. Just a tiny frown
furrowing her delicate brows. “I suppose an explanation is in
order,” she said.

I just raised an eyebrow and kept up the stare.

“Things did not go quite as planned when you had my husband
arrested, Mr. O’Neal.”

“Not enjoying your newfound freedom?” I ventured.

That earned me a glare. “Freedom? Far from it! I thought once
Joey was behind bars, I’d finally have a few moments of peace. A
girl’s got to have some room to maneuver, right? Especially if one
aspires to break into the music business. It’s a world of favors
given and favors received. A jealous husband tends to…hinder those
types of arrangements. Do you understand?”

I understood. Perfectly. Just like Mark’s hammer, or my stare,
Fiona applied her own set of tools to her chosen profession. I
could respect that. “So, Joey’s incarceration didn’t afford you the
freedom of movement you required?”

“No! Not at all! After the court sentenced him, Joey had Gregory
assigned to me as a ‘personal bodyguard.’”

“Gregory?” I asked. Then, “Oh. The dead gorilla. Quite the
bodyguard.”

“Yes, the dead gorilla. And he was far more than a bodyguard. He
was Joey’s spy. A babysitter. He watched my every move, and
reported everything I did and everywhere I went back to Joey. It
was ten times worse than when Joey had been free.”

“What’s this to do with me?”

Fiona shrugged. “Convenience, really. I convinced Gregory that
we should pay you a visit, to settle the score for my husband's
arrest.”

“But instead—”

“Instead I killed the oaf.”

“And made it look like I did it.”

Another shrug, and a sly smile. “Again, a matter of
convenience.”

I smiled, too, but mine was a bit colder than hers. “And Mark
Fleming? What’s his role in all of this?”

“Mark? Just one more convenience. After I broke your window the
first time, I made sure your regular repair company sent Mark to
fix it. And I had Mark call me to let me know you'd be in your
office.” She gestured dismissively to the squalid apartment around
us. “This little dalliance was his 'thank you' before I left for
Europe.”

So that was it, then. Sweet, beautiful Fiona had tried to free
herself of her husband by having him arrested. When that didn’t
work out, she took things a step further by killing her babysitter
and setting me up to take the fall. And not an ounce of remorse
from her. Again, I understood it. I even respected it. But I didn’t
have to like it. And I didn’t have to let it stand.

“I’m going to have to take you in,” I said. “I need your story
to clear my name.”

That’s when Fiona cracked open her tool-box and started working
me over in earnest. She brought her hands up to her long locks and
flipped her hair over her shoulders. Her robe, which had been
carefully clutched in front of her, now fell open, revealing a
disturbingly small ratio of lace underwear to bare skin. She took
two graceful steps towards me, stepping close enough to place a
hand on my chest. I looked down at her, and had to catch my balance
to stop from falling into those beautiful brown eyes.

“Or,” she murmured, “we could write our own story.”

“Mmm,” was all I could manage. I forced myself to clear my
throat, and said, “What kind of story?”

“One you’ll like, I think," she said, trailing her hand down my
shirt. "Traveling through Europe together, with plenty of money and
no one to bother us.”

“And Gregory’s death? Who do we blame that on?”

Just then the front door of the apartment creaked open. We both
turned to see Mark Fleming standing in the doorway, holding two
steaming coffee cups and a white paper bag from the local bakery. I
noticed the large bandage across the bridge of his nose, courtesy
of the punches he’d received from me. It made his confused look
even more comical.

“What’s happening here?” he asked.

Fiona and I looked back at each other. “Sometimes, Mr. O’Neal,
solutions just present themselves, don’t they?” She smiled.

I smiled back. "Yes they do," I agreed. "How convenient."

 

 

 

I’ve said before, guilty is a gray area, but green is always
green. And with enough green, you can pay for gray. I’m not above
switching sides, if the price is right. I’d done it before. So I
was tempted by Fiona’s proposition. Mark would make for an
excellent scapegoat. The story we concocted would stick, I was sure
of it. And Europe with Fiona? That was an enticing scenario. Europe
with Fiona and her money? Almost too good to resist.

“So why’d you turn her in?” Jefferson asked me, as I walked out
of the police station.

“Because, Jeffie, I’ve got another, even more important motto
than ‘pay for gray,’ a motto that trumps all others.”

“What’s that, Casper?”

I tugged my hat on, and said, “‘Dames are dangerous,’ Jeffie.
‘Dames are dangerous.’” Then I stepped quickly down the sidewalk,
and within moments I was gone, just another anonymous person in the
crowd.

A ghost.
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