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Noir

Case of my missing love

By Emmanuel Obi, Jr.

 


           
I was sitting at my desk reading the paper when the kid walked in.
I recognized him immediately. He and his mother lived in the
apartment across the hall from me.


           
They were both nice people. The kid's father was killed in the war
when he was little so it was just the two of them. When I first
moved in to my place Nancy, the mother, and Timothy brought a peach
cobbler over to welcome me to the building.


           
Nancy was a beautiful lady. Not in the trashy cover model way but
the classic beauty. Like she woke up in the morning and was ready
for filming. Her hazel eyes were the most beautiful things that I'd
seen. There were women you slept with and there were women you
married. She was the latter.


           
Once she found out I lived alone she insisted I come by every
Sunday night for a warm home-cooked meal. I reluctantly agreed. She
seemed in need of some adult conversation. And maybe a little
more.


           
Timmy was a really good kid. Very polite, adored his mother and had
taken a shine to me. From time to time I tossed him a couple of
bucks to get a milk shake from the corner drug store or some
marbles from Jones Hardware.


           
So why had he decided to walk through the door of Bruce Howard
Private Investigator?


           
"I think my mom’s in trouble." Timmy's eyes were wide and filled
with terror. He'd clearly been crying and was doing his best to not
cry in front of me now.


           
I immediately got to my feet and knelt down in front of him. I
placed my hands on his shoulders.


           
"What happened? Are you okay?"


           
"Yeah. When I got home I … she wasn't home … I" He was so
distraught he couldn't find words.


           
"Calm down. Have a seat and catch your breath."


           
I sat him in the chair in front of my desk. I walked to the small
fridge at the corner of my office and removed a bottle of milk. I
poured a glass and placed it on the desk in front of Timmy. I sat
on the desk next to the glass. Timmy picked up the glass and took a
deep swallow.


           
"You okay?" He nodded as he wiped the milk from his lip. "What
happened?"


           
He took a deep breath, “When I got home my mom wasn't there.
Everything was broken and there was blood on the kitchen
floor."










*****


There didn't appear to be any forced entry and Timmy confirmed
that the door was unlocked when he got there. Walking into the home
it was clear to me that there had been a struggle. There was
nothing vastly different in the living room. The couch and the
sitting chair had been moved ever so slightly.


           
I made my way to the kitchen and this was clearly where the foul
deed happened.


           
I walked Timmy to my apartment. He didn't need to see this anymore.
I told him to lock the door and not to open it for anyone. I had my
key so there was no reason to open it.


           
I went back across the hall and made my way into the kitchen.


           
Shattered glass and milk was all over the floor, tons of glass and
milk. At the edge of the milk puddle (lake) was a small pool of
blood. It had mixed with some of milk into a pink liquid. At the
center of milk was a bunch of roses, enough to be a dozen but I
didn't count them. I saw a vase and scissors next to the sink.
There didn't appear to be any blood on the scissors.


           
Also next to the sink was an ash tray. A bit of milk splashed into
the ashtray. I saw in the tray a partially burned piece of paper.
It appeared to be a note that was set on fire and the fire was put
out by the milk. The note must have come with the roses.


           
I looked down at the roses and milk. There was a small, square
piece of paper in between the stems. I squatted down and picked out
the card. It read:

 

Thinking of you.

-A.G.

 


           
This raised my eyebrow.


           
I gingerly pulled the milk soaked note from the ashtray. Most of
the letter had burned away. The remaining legible words read:

 

I'll get you, bitch. Believe me,
I will.

Love and kisses

-Rebecca

 


           
Why did the name Rebecca sound so familiar? I didn't recognize the
initials A.G.  but Rebecca seemed to be eerily familiar.


           
I don't know what concerned me more, the partially burned threat or
the loving card and flowers.


           
The Sunday evening dinners with Nancy and Timmy had gone from a
nice break in my week to one of the things I looked forward to the
most.


           
The world I was a part of gave me a tough exterior. The faint scar
on my left cheek was proof of that. Lately, I could feel that hard
exterior spreading. I was becoming harder, colder. I had been
betrayed too many times, my heart broken one too many times. I
didn't trust anyone and I cared about fewer.


           
But as the Sunday dinners slowly changed to Sunday evenings I could
feel myself change, soften. I really cared about them, very deeply.
Timmy was a great kid and Nancy … for the first time I felt
like I might want to hang it all up and come home every night.


           
One night Nancy knocked on my door. She looked incredible. A tight
red dress that showed nothing but her hourglass shape. It took me a
while to move my eyes up to meet hers. I didn't mean to but I am a
man after all. If she'd been any other woman I probably would have
caught a slap but she just smiled.


           
"So, I'm guessing you like what you see?" Nancy asked as she
brushed her hair out of the way of those gorgeous eyes.


           
"I … ” a muffled sound came out of my mouth. I had forgotten
there was a bite of a ham and cheese sandwich in my mouth. Smooth,
huh? She giggled. Clearly she thought of it as a compliment.


           
"I'll take that as a yes." She responded as I quickly swallowed the
partially chewed food. That really hurt going down. "Timmy wanted
to stay at my mother's tonight so that means I'm free. How would
you feel about taking a lady out?"


           
"Uh … " few things left me speechless. It was then I realized
how I felt about her. She was something special.


           
"Well?" she asked. Apparently I had forgotten to answer.


           
"Of course, um, of course. Just give me a minute. I'll knock on
your door in a minute." I closed the door and sprinted through my
apartment.


           
Shirt off. Sniff undershirt. Ugh. Undershirt off. Pants off.
Underwear off. Should I shower? Sniff pits. Quick shower. Face.
Pits. Balls. Underwear on. Black slacks on. White button down on.
No. White button down off. Red button down on. Black tie. No. Silk
black tie. Black suspenders. Can't brush teeth. Mouthwash. Spit.
Breath test. Good to go. Black socks. Black wing tip shoes.
Cologne. Two squirts only. Hair check. Faithful fedora.


           
5 minutes 45 seconds later I knocked on Nancy's door. Her smile was
that of someone impressed.


           
"You clean up well." She smiled.


           
"Well, it’s not hard to make a diamond shine." I replied.


           
We went to Bongos and danced the night away to the sounds of
trumpets, trombones and saxophones. We shared many laughs and many
toasts and then a soft kiss. Before I could take another breath we
were stumbling into her apartment ripping off each other’s
clothes.


           
That was about two weeks ago. Now I was standing in her kitchen
holding two notes not knowing which one hurt more. I couldn't stop
staring at the flowers. The ideas running around in my head were
killing me. But one thing was clear, she was in danger and I loved
her too much to let her get hurt. Even if she was playing me. Plus,
I didn't know where these flowers came from. They could
be …


           
That was the first time I admitted to myself that I loved her.


           
I went back through the clues in my head.


           
Roses from A.G. - the name is a bit harder to decipher than the
note from Rebecca. I knew that I had heard that name come out of
Nancy's mouth but in what context? Who was she?


           
I walked into her living room hoping to jog my memory


           
The furniture had been moved a little, the carpet a little
disheveled. The furniture was really solid, very heavy. I knew this
because I helped her move it around one day. There was no way she
could even slide it that far by herself.


           
A few of the pictures had fallen on her bookshelf. I set three of
them back up. Timmy. Timmy, Nancy and her mother. Her deceased
husband. I bent down and picked up the fourth from the floor.


           
That's it! Smiling in the photo with Nancy was her best friend and
co-worker Rebecca.


           
I'm guessing that best friend status may be in question at the
moment.


           
I grabbed Nancy’s cell from the coffee table as I walked back
toward my apartment. I told Timmy that I would be away for a bit
and not to leave.


           
I flipped open Nancy's cell phone as I walked out of the apartment
building. Rebecca Haze worked with Nancy at Miller and Associates;
a law firm just outside of downtown. They were both secretaries and
close friends since high school.


           
As I went through the text messages between Rebecca and Nancy (for
clues of course … ) I could see that clearly a man - most
likely this A.G. - had come between them in some way. I was pretty
sure I knew what way but I pushed it from my mind.


           
Actually, one message gave me a bit of relief. It seems that Nancy
had only been on a date with this guy. This made me feel better
because Nancy and I had never said we were exclusive. If it was
just a date and nothing more that's fine. I was hoping to myself
that it was just that.


           
Maybe it was me; maybe she needed to know how much I cared. Maybe
it's not too late. It was just a date. Nothing more. I could hold
on to that. Something small to hold onto but still it was
something.


           
All of Rebecca's text messages seemed to indicate that she was
jealous that this Allen Gregory had taken a liking to Nancy. There
hadn't been anything else to Rebecca's knowledge.


           
I continued to walk toward the law office. The sun was unforgiving.
I took off my jacket and tucked it under my arm. I lifted my
fedora, wiped the sweat from my brow and replaced the hat. There
had been something of a heat wave the last couple of days. The
weatherman said it wasn't officially a heat wave. If this wasn't a
heat wave then what the hell was?


           
I walked into the offices of Miller and Associates. The air
conditioning was heaven sent. I saw Rebecca immediately on
entry.


           
"Welcome to Miller and … " She looked up and noticed that I
had walked in and shifted uncomfortably. We'd met a couple times
before but only briefly. She clearly knew who I was and what I
did.


           
"Hello, Rebecca."


           
"Hello, Bruce."


           
"You don't seem to be happy to see me." I spoke with a knowing
smile.


           
"I can't believe this." She whispered under her breath.


           
"What was that?"


           
"Nothing"


           
Let me repeat myself," I reached into my pocket and placed the now
dry note on her desk. "What is this?" She looked at the paper and
rolled her eyes. "You care to explain?"


           
"I can't believe this! I give her a damn note and she sends her
damn guard dog to my office. Like skipping work wasn't enough. I'm
running around this place like a headless chicken." Rebecca's
disdain was evident.


           
"When did you give her the note?"


           
"What do you mean? Yesterday, when we left work." Her eyebrow was
raised. "She would have told you that. Why didn't you know that?"
She was genuinely worried.


           
"Nancy is missing. I'm trying to track her down."


           
“Missing?" The corners of her eyes held tears. "How? What can I do?
Anything."


           
"What happened to … " I used the note. "'I'll get you
bitch … '”


           
Her mouth dropped open, "That was … I was jealous. Upset. I
didn't want to hurt her. I didn't want her hurt. It was just a
stupid fight? Over some damn guy, okay. I'm an emotional idiot.
That's why she doesn't reply to my texts or letters. She knows I'll
bitch for a few days and get over it. We've been through this
before!" Rebecca's fear and regret were apparent. She thought she
may lose her best friend and this shook her to her core.


           
"Tell me about this Allen Gregory." I ignored her emotional rant.
          


           
"Why? How did you know his name?" I explained the scene in the
kitchen and showed her the small card that came with the
flowers.


           
"This doesn't sound like Allen." She said examining the note.


           
"What do you mean?"  


           
"He's not the flower giving type. He's a bit of a playboy.
Arrogant. The she'll-come-to-me type."


           
"And she went out with this guy?" Rebecca's look became sheepish
with this question. I'm guessing she knew I had feelings for her.
To admit this date would be like ratting out her friend.


           
Her eyes dropped down to her desk, aimless. She took a deep breath
and focused her light green eyes back on me.


           
"Yes, but he wasn't the guy she was interested in. There is another
guy. That was part of our fight. Why go on a date with a guy you
weren't interested in?"


           
My heart sank further. I fought an expression that she could
see.


           
"Who was this other guy?" I asked calmly.


           
"She wouldn't tell me." Rebecca's look was that of empathy. She
didn't want to tell me this. "It's not that she doesn't love you.
In fact, it was because she loves you that she knew she couldn't be
with you." My response was a bewildered look. "You live a dangerous
life. She couldn't handle the idea of sitting up at night wondering
if you would come home."


           
I felt a stab in my chest. She loved me. She worried about me. I
have to find her. I'll change for her. For Timmy. I'll be the man
she needs me to be.


           
I felt my heart race. I felt a greater sense of urgency.


           
"Is this Allen the kind of guy that doesn't take rejection well?" I
asked.


           
"He doesn't get rejected."


           
"So he's use to getting his way?"


           
"With everything." She rubbed her eye. Those words meant more.


           
"But what if he didn't? Would he have a problem with that?" I
reiterated.


           
"Yeah," she chuckled. "Probably a big one." Why couldn't she say
that earlier?


           
"Where can I find him?" Rebecca reached into her purse and tossed a
match book in front of me. It read: Zebra Lounge. It was a
night club downtown.


           
"He owns the place."

 










*****



           
It was early evening and the sun was still murder. The fellas at
Zebra said that Allen had stepped out for dinner but would be back
soon. So I walked to Annie's Diner across the street to grab a soda
and wait.


           
The town wasn't small but the area, the neighborhood was close. So
when I told Annie that Nancy was missing and I was looking for her
she was shocked.


           
She set the coke down on the counter. "Wow, that's crazy. Do you
think she's okay?"


           
"I hope so. There were definitely signs of foul play but not enough
blood to suggest murder." I noticed the fresh gauze on her right
hand. A little blood showed on the surface. "Wow, that looks nice."
I pointed to the bandage. "What happened?"


           
"Oh, uh, it's pretty stupid actually. I cut my hand slicing meat
last week." Annie admitted hesitantly.


           
"And it's still bleeding?"


           
"Yeah, I know. It's pretty bad."


           
"You should probably go to the hospital. Get some stitches." Annie
nodded in agreement.


           
"Oh, Carl is in the back," she changed subjects, "I think he made a
delivery to Nancy's this morning. Maybe he knows something."


           
"Good. What's he doing in the back?"


           
"Reorganizing his truck. Said he needed to sort milk in the back of
my place before making his final deliveries."


           
"Oh, how long has he been back there?"


           
"About ten minutes or so."


           
I walked out of the diner with a thought stuck in my head. A
cut that is still bleeding …


           
Carl is the milkman and was actually pretty close to Nancy. He was
stepping out of his truck when I made it around the corner. He
closed the door and nodded toward me.


           
"How ya doin', Bruce?" Carl was a friendly guy. Very cool. The kind
of guy that got any girl he wanted but was still loved by the guys.
Often enough he would sit and have a coffee with Nancy when he
dropped off her milk. They'd known each other for a while. Even
longer than Nancy and Rebecca knew each other.


           
"I'm alright, Carl." I shook his warm, sweaty hand and promptly
wiped my hand on my pants.


           
"Sorry, man. Can't help it. This heat is killer."


           
"Yeah it is. Look, I wanted to ask you a few questions." He nodded
cooperatively and focused intently. "Nancy's gone missing."


           
"Very funny." He chuckled and slapped my arm. Once he saw that my
demeanor hadn't changed the smile dropped from his face.


           
"You're serious?" He paused and stared into space for a moment.


           
"Wait. What do you mean missing? She could have run off to Puerto
Rico for all you know?"


           
"Firstly, there was evidence of foul play. Secondly, I doubt she
would take off in the middle of the morning to Puerto Rico.
Especially considering Timmy."


           
Carl was stunned. He wanted to find some cause other than
kidnapping. His denial soon lead to shock.


           
"What the fuck? Who would want to hurt Nancy?"


           
"I was hoping you could help me with that. You made a delivery to
her place this morning, right?"


           
"Yeah, a half a gallon. Every week. Just like normal."


           
"Did you speak with her? What was her mood?"


           
"She was pretty cheerful. We sat down and had a coffee and she told
me about her roses and her fight with Rebecca. Nothing really
unusual." He rubbed the sweat from her forehead and ran his fingers
though his hair. "No. Nothing unusual. I wish I could be more
helpful."


           
"That's fine. You can't remember anything else?"


           
He tried again. "No …   she was happy about her flowers,
bitching about Rebecca … when I left she was fine."


           
"Thanks. So you're done for the day?"


           
"Nah, gotta make a few more deliveries. Let me know if you remember
anything else. You have my cell number, right?"


           
"Yeah. I'll let you know"










*****



           
My attention was immediately drawn to Allen Gregory's black eye.
Seeing it gave me a strange sense of satisfaction quickly followed
by worry. I stepped into the office as he was getting off the
phone.


           
"I don't give a fuck. Just take care of it." He screamed into the
receiver before slamming it down. "Hi, Bruce is it; my guys told me
that you needed to speak with me." From threatening to suave, his
demeanor changed instantly. If I hadn't known he was yelling on the
phone then I wouldn't have known.


           
"What do you know about Nancy?"


           
"Straight to the point, huh?" He pulled a cigarette from a soft
pack on his desk, lit it and stared at me for a moment. "What do I
know about Nancy?" shrugs his shoulders, "Not much. Nice girl, went
on a date, took her home with me and then sent her on the walk of
shame."


           
It felt like I had been kicked in the balls. My face remained
stone.


           
"And you haven't spoken with her since?"


           
"No." Allen leaned forward and put his elbows on his desk.
"Why?"


           
"She's missing. I'm trying to track her down."


           
"Sorry, I can't help you." He inhaled and blew the smoke toward my
face. "You can go now."


           
I was tempted to pull my revolver, Lucy, and shove her into his
esophagus but I resisted. I turned toward the door and began to
leave.


           
"By the way, if you do find her tell her to call me. She's a minx
between the sheets."


           
I paused. I took a deep breath, tried to control myself. I walked
back to his desk. I leaned forward, put my hands on his desk and
stared into his eyes. Please give me a reason.


           
"You got a problem," he took another puff as he spoke, "Listen, I
have several men in this building alone that would make you or
anyone else disappear at my whim. With that said … ” he blew
the remainder of his smoke into my face, "… you got something you
want to say to me?"


           
I stared.


           
I grabbed the back of his head and slammed it on to the desk and
held it there. I pulled Lucy and placed the barrel on the back of
his neck.


           
"Fuck you and your men. If I find out you had anything to do with
this I'll cut off your balls and feed them to you. Do you
understand me?" He nodded as best he could, I used Lucy to keep his
head down and I picked up his cigarette from his desk with my other
hand. I watched his teeth clench as I put it out on his cheek. I
grabbed a hand full of his hair and shoved him back into his seat.
I placed Lucy back in her holster as I walked out of his
office.










*****



           
I stood in Nancy's kitchen and watched the roses float on the milk
on the floor. Everything I needed to know was right in front of me.
My gut was telling me that I had already spoken with the person
responsible. This room was telling me something I just needed to
listen.


           
Rebecca was jealous of the attention Nancy was getting from Allen.
She threatened her and even though she says this happened all the
time why should I believe what she was saying. Of course she
wouldn't say - Oh, sorry Nancy is in my trunk.


           
Annie was acting strange or was it just me. Allen had the
reputation of a playboy. I'm sure they've crossed paths, especially
since her diner was across the street from his club. Who knows what
could have been happening between them. She could have easily seen
Nancy walking in and out and gotten jealous.


           
Carl was the last one to see her, to my knowledge. If I'm not
mistaken they even had a little fling in high school. Could he
still be in love with her?


           
If Nancy did indeed reject Allen then he has to be the number one
suspect. He's controlling and must have things his way. He wouldn't
take rejection lightly and he had means to make someone disappear
by his own admission. Plus what was that conversation on the phone
about.


           
I stared at the room. The answer was here, in front of me. I just
needed to …


           
That's it!










*****



           
I pulled the doors open and light poured in from behind me. As the
darkness was pushed away I saw Nancy tied to a chair, her mouth
bound with duct tape. She saw me walk in and her eyes grew with
hope. I could see her emotions overwhelm her as tears rolled from
her eyes.


           
I felt the barrel of a gun on the back of my neck.


           
"Get in."


           
"So let me guess, you were her friend for years. Secretly you were
in love with her but she never noticed you. So you waited, thinking
that one day she would notice you and see you as more. But she only
saw you as a friend. This morning when you stopped by to see her
trimming the roses she got from an admirer you lost it. You told
her how you felt but she said she only saw you as a friend. You
were rejected and you couldn't take it. She was supposed to be
yours. Right, Carl?"


           
"You're good. You are good." Carl chuckled to himself. "Get in." He
shoved me into the back of his milk truck. "How did you know?"


           
I turned toward him, facing his 9 mm. "There were a couple of
things. First, the milk. There was tons of milk on the floor. You
said you only delivered a half a gallon every week. You brought one
of your delivery crates into her apartment as you made deliveries
in the building. You knocked it over during the struggle. That's
why there was so much glass and milk on the floor." He nodded with
an approving smile. "But the most condemning thing was your hands.
When I came to see you at the back of Annie's diner you had just
gotten out of the back of your milk truck which you had been in for
at least 10 minutes. Yet your hands were hot and sweaty. That
wouldn't be possible if you were in the back of a refrigerated milk
truck. You turned off the refrigeration because you didn't want her
to be too cold in her summer clothes. Shockingly humane for a
kidnapper. But then again you do love her."


           
"Wow, you are good." Carl stepped back and began to close the doors
to the milk truck. I charged and slammed into the doors before he
could lock it. We both fell to the ground. His gun slid across the
street. I quickly got to my feet and pulled Lucy as Carl scrambled
for his gun.


           
"Freeze." Carl immediately stopped. The sound of sirens could be
heard in the distance. I had called them on my way here.


           
"Love is a horrible thing." He let out a deep sigh and turned to
face me. "But you already know that, don’t you?”










*****


I finished speaking with Lieutenant Harper and watched as the
patrol car pulled away with Carl.


           
I turned to walk away and saw Nancy standing there. I felt my heart
skip and then a flood of thoughts, the last of which was of her
sleeping with Allen and seeing someone else. I felt myself harden
again. I no longer had that warm feeling when I was near her. No
longer imagined what life would be like with her next to me every
morning. That kind of life wasn't possible for a guy like me.
Heartbroken again … just lucky I guess.


           
"Thank you. You have no … ”


           
"You're welcome." I interrupted her with an apathetic tone. I
didn't want her gratitude. "So when were you going to tell me about
Allen?"


           
A pause. She was never going to tell me.


           
"I'm so sorry. It was just one night." She struggled to
explain.


           
"And Adam." Her eyes went wider. I handed her the card from the
flowers. "Allen hadn't contacted you since the night you slept with
him. The roses were from Adam Garcon, a lawyer from your office.
You introduced me to him a couple of months ago. You're seeing him
now." She nodded. I saw a tear roll down her cheek. I turned my
back to her and left her standing there as I headed back to my
office. There was a bottle of whiskey and a tall glass waiting for
me there.


           
"I guess Carl was right … "


           
Love is a horrible thing. 
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