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Part 1

Case of my missing love








*****


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 is 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. It
appeared that 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 didn't know what worried 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 to 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 her eyes. 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 will 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 know I've 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. I 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 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 is?

    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." A dubious expression spread over her face. "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 evident.
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 Nancy. 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 guys 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 some way to find
another cause other than kidnapping. His denial soon led 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 his 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 instantaneously. If I
hadn't known he was 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?" He shrugged 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 Lucy, my revolver, 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 gallons of milk on the floor. Everything I
needed to know was right in front of me. My gut was telling me that
I already spoke with the person responsible. The room was telling
me who 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!













New Section


    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 fell 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 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 sounds
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. 










Part 2

Case of the Sphinx








*****


    When Rebecca walked into my office all I
could think about was last night. Her knocking on my door, a deep
kiss when I answered and then her skirt dropping to her ankles
before stepping into my apartment

    This came as a surprise to me. Especially since
I knew that she and Nancy had a fight over another guy named Allen
about 3 weeks ago. Nancy was my neighbor across the hall. A
beautiful blonde with an amazing kid, Timmy. Nancy, at one point,
gave me hope that one day I could have a family and a normal life.
Then she showed me why it would never happen. Love isn't for
everyone.

    Rebecca sat in the chair in front of my desk.
Her tight white dress showed the curves that would drive any man
wild. She crossed her legs and pulled her silky brown hair over one
shoulder.

    I smiled, "So how can I help you?" I couldn't
get the image of her naked breast out of my mind. Her long hair
covering her face as she sat on top of me. My smile got a little
wider as I remembered something. She was a screamer.

    "I wish this visit could be a little more
informal but I'm afraid I have a problem." Her sassy, confident
demeanor changed and I noticed something in her light green eyes.
Fear.

    "What's wrong?" I was genuinely concerned.
Though I knew that I could never love her - for any longer than an
hour - I would be lying if I said I didn't care.

    She placed a folded piece of paper on my
desk.

    "This was waiting for me at my door step when I
got home this morning." I unfolded the paper and saw that it was a
letter constructed with words cut from magazines and
newspapers"



How many words are in the English language?

Thursday, Midnight.



"So you have until tomorrow." I replied. This note came from a
serial killer, one that the police had been chasing for three
years. He'd already killed six people and it looked like Rebecca
was next.

    The first victim didn't take the note seriously
and was found with his throat slit and the riddle shoved in his
mouth. Since then each of his next victims went to the police with
their riddles but somehow the victim always ended up dead. No
matter how many police were around. Throat slit, riddle in their
mouth. No one was able to answer the riddles correctly I
guess.

    "So why come to me? Why not the police?"

    "Yeah, going to the police really helped the
guy's last victims." She rolled her eyes. "Listen; on top of being
a P.I., you're the smartest guy I know. If anyone can solve this
it's you."

    "Thanks. I hope I'm as smart as you think I am."
I chuckled a little. I picked up the note and read it again. "So I
guess you're taking the day off from work."

    "I'm off work this week actually"

    I checked my watch. 9:15.

    "Let's go to Annie's and grab a coffee."










*****


    "Does your apartment building have
cameras?"

    "No." She took a sip of her coffee.

    "Have you spoken with your neighbors about
whether they've seen anything?"

    "No, not at all."

    I looked up as I heard the bell over the diner
door ring.

    "Right on time." I whispered to myself over my
cup. Rebecca gave me a look of confusion. She turned and looked
toward the diner door.

    "Sergeant Sharper?" She asked.

    "Yeah, everyday she comes to the diner at 9:45
and grabs a cup of coffee and a thin slice of apple pie. No ice
cream. She's also one of the officers in charge of the Sphinx
Case." Rebecca gave an impressed smirk.

    I stood up and walked over to Sergeant
Sharper.

    "How ya doin, Sarge?" I took a seat next to her
at the counter.

    "Hi, Bruce." She replied with a mouthful of pie,
she didn't bother looking up. She wore her long fire red hair in a
tight bun. Her features were more delicate than her personality. In
fact, she'd even been suspended a couple of years ago for roughing
up a perp. She'd actually had that problem several times.

    "I wanted to ask you about the Sphinx case."
That got her attention. She looked at me with contempt, as if I
challenged her.

    "Why?"

    "Just curious.

    "Then Google it." She returned to her pie.

    "Why would I do that when I have you right
here?"

    "Because maybe I don't want to waste my time
explaining this shit to you." This mouthful of pie sounded
annoyed.

    I pulled my cell phone from my pocket and with a
few touches I pulled up a picture. I slid my phone next to her pie.
Her eyes went wide.

    "How about now?" I replied.

    She put down her fork and wiped her mouth. She
looked at me like she wanted to strangle me.

    "Fine. What do you want to know?" I put my phone
back in my pocket.

    "Everything you do."

    "There isn't much. He delivers a riddle to his
victims and gives them two days to solve it. He calls and if they
don't know it he slits their throat."

    "The last couple of times the cops were around
the victim yet they always died on time. How?" Sergeant Sharper
definitely didn't like that question.

    "He knocked out the officers in the room." She
replied through gritted teeth.

    "You were with your fellow officers, when this
happened, right?"

    "Yes."

    "Yet somehow the killer knocks out you and your
fellow officers and kills the victim without being detected?"

    "Animal tranquilizer." She replied in
disgust.

    "Animal tranquilizer?"

    "Yeah, Fernalithal."

    "That wasn't in the news."

    "Yeah, because it wasn't released to the press.
We all woke up with that shit in our system."

    "How did anyone get close enough to drug
you?"

    She stared at me.

    "If we knew that then the guy wouldn't have done
it twice." She replied coldly. "Are you done?"

    "Yeah." I smiled. "Don't be a stranger."

    I nodded toward Rebecca and she got up. Sergeant
Sharper looked at her then at me bewildered. Sergeant Sharper
grabbed my arm. She was freakishly strong.

    "Is there something you want to tell me?" She
asked sternly.

    I gently pulled away from her grip. "Why do you
ask?" Her eyes narrowed at the question. I met Rebecca at the door
and we left.

    "What did you show her?" Rebecca asked
immediately out of the door.

    "Let's just say you're not the first woman I've
seen naked."

    "Where are we going?" She ignored my reply. It
was better that she didn't ask questions.

    "To the vet."










*****


    I could see through the window that the
secretary was young, early twenties. I told Rebecca to go to the
park and wait for me there. I didn't know if she was hesitant
because of fear or jealousy.

    I walked in with a broad smile which was
returned.

    "Hi, how can I help you?" I usually didn't get
involved with girls this young but I could see myself …
enjoying her company.

    "Yes," I handed her a business card. Bruce
Howard, Private Investigator. Her eyes widened with fear and a
little excitement. I had her. "I wanted to know if you would be
free to answer a few questions."   

    "Sure, what do you need to know?" Her excitement
was slowly overcoming her fear.    

    "Well," I looked at her name plate, "Courtney, I
wanted to know how many veterinarians work here."

    "Two, Dr. Adler and Dr. Lathum. Dr. Adler is
actually on vacation."

    "Is he on vacation often?"

    "No more than normal. Once every 5 to 6 months
he takes off to San Diego. Too be honest, I think he has a
girlfriend out there." She said in a whisper and then looked at me
as though I should be shocked. She realized that I was missing a
piece of information. "He's married. But honestly, I think his wife
has a boyfriend too"

    "Do you have the number of the doctor's hotel in
San Diego?"

    "Oh, yeah," she searched her desk then scribbled
down a number. "Here you go."

    "And the name of the hotel please."

    "Oh sure." she replied bubbly.

    "Thanks for your help." I tipped my hat and
turned to leave.

    "Oh," she wasn't ready for me to leave. "Well is
there anything else I can do"

    "Actually, do you have any clue what kind of
tranquilizer you use here?"

    "Yeah, Fernalithal." I smiled. "It's the
industry standard. Everyone uses it." My smile faded.

    I thought for a moment. "Has any of it gone
missing?"

    "No," she shook her head as she thought. "But
there was something about a year ago. Last year an intern stole a
crate of it. The cops had an investigation and everything. He
denied the whole thing of course and the police were never able to
find anything so they dropped the case."

    "Do you remember his name?" Damn that was a good
lead. A crate of the animal tranquilizer used on the cops was
stolen from here last year. That's too good to be true.

    "Yeah, Jason Carr."

    I gave her a broad smile which was
returned.

    "Okay, well, I have to go. You've been a great
help."

    "Thanks, um, here." Courtney wrote her name and
number on a piece of paper. "If you have any other questions feel
free to call me and I'll help you if I can." She bit her bottom lip
as she handed me the paper.

    "So I should only call you if I want to ask you
some more questions."

    "Yeah, or whatever. I'll leave that up to you."
Wow, that was forward.

    "Thanks." I left the office and saw Rebecca
sitting on a bench in the park.

    I pulled out my cell phone to make a quick call
before I got to her.

    "Sergeant Sharper speaking."

    "Hi, Mary. It's Bruce."

    She let out a sigh of frustration. "Now is not
the time."

    "Just a quick question. What do you know about
Jason Carr?"

    "How do you know that name?!" she shouted. I
clearly pushed one of her buttons. She was trying to keep that bit
of information from me.

    "I’m following a lead on the Sphinx case."

    "Oh, really." Her tone had not relaxed.

    "Yeah."

    "So you just happen to call on the day, at the
very moment I'm standing next to Jason Carr's dead body?"

    I guess that lead was too good to be true.










*****


    Next to Jason Carr's body were a syringe and
an empty bottle of Fernalithal. Apparently one bottle was enough to
put down a bull elephant. Looking at the size of this kid he was
just a few pounds shy.

    "So who was your source?" Sergeant Sharper stood
over me as I crouched down and examined the body.

    "You know I can't reveal my source. Just know
that I found this information about 2 minutes before I called you."
Something caught my eye. His front door, right above the mail slot
was a small dent. "So what do you think?"

    "I'm thinking suicide. A few drops of this stuff
could knock a guy out for half a day. So a bottle would make short
work of him. He'd just been in trouble with the law for stealing
this stuff. We were looking at him as a potential Sphinx suspect.
Maybe he thought we were close. His game was coming to an end so he
killed himself. Clearly he had the stuff even though we couldn't
find it. We searched the house to find some evidence but I'm pretty
sure this guy is - was the Sphinx." Sergeant Sharper scratched in
her pad as she spoke.

    "So you think the guy thought the game was
coming to an end so he killed himself." I noticed rashes on his
wrists. Looked like an allergic reaction.

    "Yes." She replied.

    "Did you not search the place before, when you
arrested him?"

    "As I said, we did. We flipped this place
upside-down and couldn’t find a thing but clearly we missed
something."

    "So, you're ruling out the idea of
homicide?"

    "Not completely. It's possible but there was no
forced entry. The house appears to be in order. Seems like he's
been the only one here for days. Neighbors said they hadn't seen
him leave the house in two or three days." She looked up from her
pad. "You think its homicide?"

    "Yeah." I stood and headed to the door.

    "Why?"

    "Because it looks too much like a suicide." I
replied before closing the door.










*****


    As we walked up the stairs to my apartment I
could hear the yelling coming from Nancy's apartment. Nancy and her
son Timmy lived across from me and I couldn't help thinking from
time to time what could have been. How Nancy made me want to settle
down and how Timmy was such an amazing kid.

    Nancy started seeing a lawyer from her job while
I was involved with her. Adam. That's who she was yelling at now.
It had only been a month and she was already at his throat. I had
to admit that it was satisfying but I did feel bad for Timmy.

    "You know what? You’re not worth this headache.
We're over." Adam burst out of Nancy's door as Rebecca and I made
it to my door. She was right behind him.

    "Good! Do me a favor and fall down the stairs!"
She noticed Rebecca and me in the hall walking into my apartment.
She looked hurt to see me with her best friend. The tension in the
air would have rivaled the first time Clinton was asked about
Lewinsky.

    "Try to keep it down tonight." Nancy stared at
Rebecca with disdain. Rebecca's eyes narrowed.

    "Glad things are working well between you and
Adam. Looks like you picked the right guy." Rebecca spit back at
Nancy. Nancy turned red with anger. They both took a step toward
each other. I grabbed Rebecca's wrist and pulled her into my
apartment.

    "Whore!" Nancy screamed.

    "Bitch!" Rebecca returned fire as I closed the
door. "Can you believe her?!" She exhaled as I chuckled a little.
"She goes after the guy I like, then rejects you for a completely
different guy and then gets pissed at me when she sees me with you!
What a fucking hypocrite!" My chuckle turned into laughter. "And
what the hell are you laughing at?!" Her aggression turned toward
me. Like any other woman.

    I took a step toward her and placed my hands on
her hips. She folded her arms and looked away.

    "I  … " a knock on the door
interrupted me. I dropped my head and let out a sigh. Round
two.

    I opened the door.

    "Hey, Timmy." I was happy to see him. He
clutched the football that I had gotten him for Christmas last
year. That made me smile.

    "Hi, Bruce. Where have you been? You haven't
been over to our place in a while."

    "I'm sorry little man. I've just been super busy
lately." I didn't have the heart to tell him what happened between
me and his mother.

    "Is it because of that jackass that's over all
the time now?" He whispered to himself but loud enough so that I
could hear.

    "Hey, watch your mouth." I faked a harsh
tone.

    "Sorry."

    "Besides, I don't think you need to worry about
that jackass anymore." I smiled.

    He smiled back and then noticed Rebecca was in
my apartment.

    "Why is she here?" It had been obvious that
Timmy wanted his mother and me to be together. He didn't like Adam
because of that - and the fact that he was a jackass - and wouldn't
like Rebecca anymore if he thought she'd be replacing Nancy.

    "She's helping me with a case." This reply
received a dubious look. "How about this? Tomorrow the three of us
will go to Annie's and have a cheeseburger, fries and a
milkshake."

    "Promise?" Timmy smiled.

    "My word of honor."

    "Cool! See you tomorrow! Bye Rebecca!"

    "Bye Timmy." Rebecca replied. He ran to his door
as I closed mine. "He's a sweet kid." Rebecca said.

    "Yeah, he is. You want a glass of wine." I
walked to the wine rack in the corner of my living room.

    "Sure." She answered. I selected a merlot and
two glasses. We sat on the couch and I filled the glasses. "So,
what are you thinking? Where do we go from here?"

    "Well, the most likely suspect right now is the
vet, Dr. Adler, which means it probably isn’t him. I'll call him
tomorrow."

    "So, you don't think it was the kid, Jason
Carr?" She took a sip.

    "Nah, it doesn't make sense. The Sphinx starts a
new game and then commits suicide. Not likely."

    "So he was murdered?"

    "Yeah," I replied as I put my glass on the
coffee table. "Most likely by the Sphinx. He somehow framed Jason
Carr for stealing the Fernalithal so that it couldn't be traced
back to him."

    "Or her. I think Sergeant Sharper has something
to do with it. How else could someone get close enough to the cops
to use that tranquilizer?" She made a fair point. "Plus, doesn't
she have a record of being a bit rough."

    "If only you knew." I whispered to myself.
Rebecca shot a menacing glare toward me. She put down the glass of
wine and pushed my back against the couch. She straddled my
lap.

    "So you like it rough, huh?" She said it as
though she had been challenged.

    "Be careful. We can't be too loud,
remember?"

    She whispered into my ear, "Fuck her."










*****


    The call to San Diego was fruitless.
Apparently Dr. Lucas Adler and a Ms. Stacy Kent checked in a few
days ago. They even connected me to his room.

    "My assistant knows not to give out this
number." It was hard to hear him, the connection was terrible but
the irritation in his voice was clear.

    "Well there is an ongoing investigation. Don't
blame her. I can be pretty manipulative. So, how long have you been
in San Diego?"

    "A few days. I come here every few months.
California is hard to resist."

    "I'm sure. I am looking into the Sphinx case, on
my own time, and I was wondering if you could tell me about animal
tranquilizer."

    "Fernalithal?"

    "Yeah."

    "It's a pretty powerful tranq but pretty
standard. Used by essentially by anyone that deals with animals.
Zoos, vets, animal control, everyone." He replied

    "Who has access to it in your clinic?"

    "Pretty much everyone. Employees know we, Dr
Lathum and I, are the only ones permitted to use it. But it's just
in a storage closet. Anyone could get to it."

    "Could you say that last part again?" I couldn't
hear because of the static.

    "Yeah. Anyone can get to it. It's just in a
storage closet." He spoke a little louder.

    "Okay, well thanks for your help."

    "No problem." I hung up the phone on my end
table and shouted to Rebecca in the shower.

    "I'm gonna grab the mail."

    "Okay." She responded as I walked out of the
door.

    The mailman, Phil, was just finishing when I got
downstairs.

    "Hey Phil."

    "Hey, Bruce. How are you?"

    "Better than some, worse than most. You?" I
asked.

    "Can't complain." Phil was an eccentric guy. He
was a good enough guy but a little weird. Despite being extremely
social and easy to get along with he spent most of his time at
home. Probably in front of a computer playing a game or with his
boxers around his ankles. There was no doubt that he was a bit of a
geek. I’m pretty sure his current girlfriend was inflatable. But
still a nice guy.

    "Did you hear about Jason Carr?" he spoke to me
in a hushed tone as he looked around. He leaned close, "They found
him dead last evening."

    "Really, how do you know that?"

    His eyes went wide, "I deliver to the police
station before I come here. I hear all sorts of things."

    "Really?"

    "Yeah. Like, did you know they thought Jason
Carr was the Sphinx? Yep, because of some tranquilizer he used
against the police. Probably used some sort of tranq gun to take
out the police before he … " Phil slid his finger across his
throat.

    "You heard all of this just from delivering the
mail?" I replied curiously.

    "No. I hear bits and pieces and I fill in the
gaps."

    "Hm. Maybe you should have been a
detective."

    "Oh, no. Couldn't do it. I hate guns." He
smiled. "Anyway, I gotta go finish up my deliveries. Catch ya
later."

    "See ya, Phil."










*****


    I believe most adults eat slowly when they
eat something good. If the taste is great then adults want to savor
every bite. Enjoy the food in their mouth. Annie's Diner had
amazing cheeseburgers and fries. And the milkshakes were known all
over the city.

    Children have a different approach to good
tasting food. They can't wait to get the next bite into their
mouth. I watched Timmy shovel his food into his mouth at a speed
that would make a competitive eater marvel. Now he was trying to
fight the brain-freeze from his milkshake. I chuckled to myself.
Man, I loved that kid.

    "So, tell us about this Lindsey at summer camp."
Rebecca smiled.

    "Rebecca!" Timmy pleaded.

    "Lindsey? Who is Lindsey?" I inquired
curiously.

    "Our boy Timmy here has a little crush." Rebecca
teased.

    "Oh, really?" I couldn't fight the broad smile
on my face and I didn't want to try.

    "Rebecca!" Timmy pleaded again. My eye was
caught by the television on the wall behind him. Jason Carr's
picture appeared on the screen followed by a generic female
reporter.

    "Police are reporting that Jason Carr was found
dead in his home last evening. The cause of death has been
confirmed to be an overdose on Fernalithal, an animal tranquilizer.
Jason Carr has been in trouble with authorities recently due to the
suspicion of stealing a delivery of that same substance. He was
also the leading suspect in the Sphinx Case … "

    I didn't hear the rest of the report. I had
everything I needed. I knew who the Sphinx was. I knew who was
trying to kill Rebecca.













*****


    I received a call from Sergeant Sharper. The
police found Dr. Adler in a rundown hotel outside of town. Once I
made my case to Sergeant Sharper she convinced the DA and the judge
to issue a search warrant for his home. Like a lot of serial
killers Dr. Adler kept mementos from each of his kills. A lock of
hair and a newspaper clipping, tucked away neatly in a scrapbook.
It was put in a resealable bag and hidden in his cat's litter box.
When the police asked if he was worried about his wife finding it
he replied:

    "The only pussy she cares about is the
maid's."

    Funny enough when the police executed the
warrant Mrs. Adler answered the door a little flushed.

    I hung up the phone and collapsed on the couch
next to Rebecca.

    "So did they get him?"

    "Yeah." I leaned forward and grabbed my glasses
of merlot.

    "How did you know?" She seemed amazed.

    "There were a few things really." I took a sip.
"What caught my attention first was the fact that when I asked
about the Fernalithal and the Sphinx Dr. Adler never mentioned
Jason. Jason was arrested for stealing the tranquilizer and thought
to be the Sphinx. But Jason never crossed his mind because he knew
that he wasn't a factor. Dr. Adler knew that Jason was already
dead. The only way he could know that is if he killed him. The
police didn't announce Jason’s death until after I spoke to him on
the phone. Once Jason was cleared of the charges Dr Adler had a
problem. Jason was supposed to be the scapegoat. So, Dr. Adler put
some mail through Jason's mail slot, waited for him to pick it up
the mail and slammed the door open, knocking him out and putting a
dent in his door. Dr Adler tied him to a chair - explaining the
rashes or burns on his wrists - and had a little fun before
injecting him. On top of that, there was no way Jason could have
injected himself. With a tranquilizer that powerful he would have
been unconscious before he could finish pushing the syringe. But
Dr. Adler needed the cops to think that Jason really had the
Fernalithal and that the Sphinx was really dead."

    "But he was in San Diego. You called him."
Rebecca asked.

    "Call forwarding. Fly to San Diego, check into a
hotel with a call girl, set up call forwarding to his cell phone
and fly back. That's probably why the phone connection was so
bad."

    "But why?"

    "That's a question for a man smarter than me." I
replied and took another sip. Rebecca stood up and pulled me off
the couch.

    "You seem pretty smart to me." She walked
backwards, guiding me to the bedroom.

    "Liar."

    "Oh yeah, then answer that riddle. How many
words are in the English language?

    "Three." I replied quickly. "The - English -
language."

    "You sound pretty smart to me."

    "So, you're staying here tonight?" I asked with
a smirk.

    "Yeah," Rebecca replied. "But only to be on the
safe side. Make sure you got the right guy."

    "I always get the right guy."

    "Shut up and take the hint."










Part 3

Case of the dead pediatrician








*****


    I was sitting at my desk finishing a Sudoku
puzzle when the body crashed through the window behind me. It
slammed into my back, driving my stomach into the desk before
falling down behind me.

    It took me a second to recover. The desk hit my
sweet spot and knocked the wind out of me. I stood up and looked at
the body that had just been delivered to me. It was Dr. Henry
Greene, the pediatrician from the fourth floor. There was a noose
around his neck and the rope led back out of my window and was
attached to a chair that was right outside. His lab coat had
several cuts that looked like they came from a knife. His lips were
blue, his face was completely white. I felt his neck for a pulse.
None, not to mention he was ice cold.

    If this was someone trying to make his death
look like a suicide then they failed miserably. This was meant to
be a message. The good doctor crossed someone.

    I pulled out my cell phone and made a
call.

    “Lieutenant Harper speaking.”

    “Hey Frank. It’s Bruce.”

    “Hey, what can I do for you?” He asked
pleasantly.

    “There’s a dead body in my office. I just felt
like you should know.”













*****


    I found myself standing in Dr. Greene’s
office looking out of his shattered window. Several police officers
were processing the room, in search of evidence.

    I had a bit of an understanding with the police.
Most people wouldn’t be allowed on a crime scene if they weren’t a
cop but I had helped solve so many cases with the police that they
gave me a pass in most instances.

    The office was demolished. His desk had been
pushed against the wall, almost like it was thrown. File cabinets
were turned over. Clearly the attacker didn’t want this to look
like suicide.

    Lieutenant Harper approached me, “So, what do
you think?”

    “Well, it’s not suicide.” I joked, Harper nodded
with a smile in agreement. “I would like to say it was a murder
that was supposed to send a message. We find out the message then
we find the killer.”

    “What about a crime of passion?” He suggested.
“You won’t get any more passion than a parent with a sick
child.”

    “Good point. We definitely can’t rule that out.”
I noticed that on the desk there were two files:



    Jill Bridges



    Bryen Russillo



    I assumed they were the children’s names so I
flipped the files open. The top page was a form. On the form was
the name of each of the children’s parents. Only the mother was
filled out for Jill, Vanessa Bridges. Bryen’s parents were Scott
and Amanda.

    “Can I take these files?” I asked.

    “You know I can’t even let you touch them.” He
looked down at my hand and I moved it. “And don’t worry, we’ll
contact those people.” He raised his eyebrow. Although the police
were friendly with me and appreciative of my help they definitely
weren’t 100% welcoming of my assistance. I guess they felt like
sometimes I was telling them how to do their job.

    “Okay, well, I’m glad you have things in
order.”

    “You know, if you really want to help you could
get a badge.” Lieutenant Harper commented as I walked out of the
door.

    “Nah, I’m not the cop type.” I adjusted my
fedora. “I don’t have a beer belly.” I saw Lieutenant Harper look
at his gut as I closed the door.

    Our town wasn’t small but the community was
close. So often enough I would recognize the names involved in my
cases. Granted, the pediatrician was not my case but the dead body
in my office made me curious. Vanessa Bridges I knew relatively
well. She was a waitress at Annie’s Diner. I walked the five
minutes from my place to the Diner.

    I didn’t know Dr. Greene well but, truth be
told; the guy was a bit of a jerk. I had only met and spoken with
him in very brief instances but I heard plenty of stories.
Mishandling children, for one thing. A lot of people thought that
he didn’t like children which made his choice of profession pretty
odd.

    “Hi Bruce.”

    “Hi Annie.”

    “What’s all the commotion at your office?” She
could see the police cars through the diner windows from behind her
counter.

    “Ah, dead pediatrician crashed through my window
this morning.”

    “Oh, so no big deal.” She replied sarcastically
to my nonchalant tone. “Henry Greene?”

    “Yeah.”

    “I was wondering when someone would kill him.”
She commented while continuing to clean her counter.

    “Oh really?”

    “Yeah,” she said as if I should have known. “Do
you know how many people, parents, he has as enemies?” She counted
off people. “Kramer caught Dr. Greene in bed with his wife. Kevin,
the cop, found out that he had taken tons of his money for
medication for his son that his son didn’t even need. Phil, the
mailman, his niece is dead because Dr. Greene sent his family
running around looking for a doctor or something like that and it
turns out that Dr. Greene just misdiagnosed her. Scott Russillo,
the construction worker, do you know him?” I nodded. I do now. “Dr.
Greene prescribed their son the wrong medication. Put the boy in
the emergency room a week later. If it hadn’t been for the fact
that the ER doctor, Kenny Dawson, studied pediatrics their son
would be dead right now. Kenny said that the medication was
dangerous for adults; a child should never have had it. Hell even
Vanessa. She left her husband for him and he said, ‘You’re dumber
than I thought. You’re just a good blow job to me.’”

    “Wow.” I knew this guy was a jerk I didn’t know
he was Satan.

    “What’s worse, a lot of the doctors at the
hospital think he’s doing it on purpose. Sick, huh? They said there
are too many mistakes, especially recently. Dr. Dawson thinks he’s
either a drunk, drug addict or a serial killer.”

    “Whoa.” Nothing would motivate a person to kill
like their child. “Where is Vanessa by the way?”

    “She called and said she would be a little late.
She was supposed to be in at 11 to help with the lunch rush.” I
looked at my watch. 11:10. “Forget it.” Annie said.

    “What?”

    “I refuse to believe that Vanessa had anything
to do with that.” The diner bell rung and I turned around to see a
rather exhausted man stagger in. He looked completely defeated,
hair disheveled, a scruffy beard. If it were not for the fact that
he was wearing hospital scrubs under his coat I would have thought
he just got done with an all night bender.

    “Hi, Annie.”

    “Hi, Kenny.” She was already pouring him a cup
of coffee. “You look like hell. Long night at the hospital.”

    “Long 30 hours that started with a little girl
from a car accident dying on my table.”

    “Jesus, Kenny,” Annie shook her head, “I’ll
never understand how you do this.”

    “Neither will I.” He replied.

    “We were just talking about you actually.” He
gave a curious look and then looked at me “You know Bruce,
right?”

    “Your face is familiar but forgive me if I don’t
remember you.” He extended his hand and I shook it.

    “Don’t worry; I don’t think we’ve met formally.”
I replied.

    “Well, Bruce just brought me some news about one
of your favorite people.”

    “Oh really?” he perked up as he looked toward
me.

    “Dr. Henry Greene was murdered this morning.”
Annie broke the news as she pointed to the cop cars at my office
building.

    “Finally some good news, children everywhere
rejoice.” His gruff exterior gave way to a broad smile as he looked
through the diner window.

    “You seem very broken up.” I observed.

    “Look, if I could take credit for his murder I
would and I would be seen as a hero to half the parents in this
city. I wish I had the balls to kill him. That fuck caused more
problems in our hospital in the last month than I care to
remember.”

    “Just in the last month?” I asked.

    “No. Every once in a while we would get one of
his kids. Allergic reaction, side-effects, nothing suspicious.
Stuff that proved he wasn’t the greatest doctor in the world but
nothing that would suggest anything more. Any doctor could have
that stuff happen. But in the last 6 weeks or so it’s like he
kicked it into overdrive. Just everywhere. It felt like every other
child we received had Dr. Greene.”

    “Why didn’t the other doctors do anything about
it?”   

    “Oh, we were! We were working on launching an
investigation. Submitted the paperwork to the Bar, got a lawyer. We
were going after this guy. We even asked for his practice to be
suspended during the investigation but he had some sort of clout
somewhere and it was rejected. All his malpractice suits were
ignored. Some of us even thought it went deeper."

    "So then the investigation didn't go well?"
Annie jumped in.

    "It hadn't even begun yet. Maybe he's lucky; if
this wasn't deliberate actions on his part then it had to be at
least criminal negligence. I'm sure he would have lost his license
and gone to prison." Kenny let out a deep sigh. "That bastard
deserved to be stuffed like a thanksgiving turkey by some 300 pound
guy named Tiny." Annie let out a little shocked laughter. I cringed
at the thought but I had to say that I was feeling less and less
sorry for the "good doctor." Whoever did this might have done a
service. I wasn't sure that I wanted to find his killer. And if I
did, maybe I should buy him a beer.

    Vanessa walked in, "Sorry I'm late, Annie." She
was out of breath.

    "No worries hun. The rush hasn't even come in
yet."

    "Speaking of which, do you mind if I get a roast
beef sandwich and some chips?" Kenny asked.

    "Sounds good. I'll have the same." I
ordered.

    "No problem." Annie said cheerfully.

    "What's that all about?" Vanessa nodded out of
the window toward my office as she tied on her apron.

    "Our favorite child care specialist just found
himself without a pulse." Kenny spoke gleefully. His attitude had
brightened significantly with the news.

    "Hm. I guess some prayers do get answered."
Vanessa replied calmly.

    "So you weren't a fan of Dr. Greene either?" I
asked.

    Vanessa smiled. "I set his bed on fire."

    "I heard about that." Kenny laughed. "I thought
it was just a rumor. Do you wanna go on a date?"

    Vanessa smiled at Kenny then continued, "Nine
months ago I left my husband for that asshole and he just laughed
at me. He would sweet talk me, stare at me with those big brown
eyes, say that he loves me and that we belong together and I should
leave my husband. And so I did. He just laughed at me 'I can't
believe you actually did it.’"

    "But your husband was a jerk too, right?" I
said.

    "Yeah, and for that much, I guess I should be
thankful. He gave me a reason to leave him but still you don't play
with a woman's heart like that. Do they know who did it?"

    "Not to my knowledge." I replied.

    "I know Kenny here will tell you that every
parent in the city wants his head on a train track but listen to
me. Don't be surprised to find out that it's a jaded lover in the
end. Hell have no fury like a woman scorned." Vanessa spoke staring
into my eyes intently.

    Annie placed our meals in front of us.

    "So how is little Jill doing? How old is she
now? Four?" I asked before tearing into my sandwich.

    "Five." She said with a smile.

    "God, where does the time go?" Annie said.

    "I know." Vanessa thought aloud.

    "Still the most beautiful girl I've ever seen."
Annie placed her hand on Vanessa's shoulder. "And is smarter than
all get out."

    "Wasn't Dr. Greene her pediatrician too?" Kenny
asked before I got the chance.

    "Yeah up until about nine months ago."

    "Good." He sighed. "You probably saved her
life."

    I felt my phone vibrate. I pulled it out and
read the text message. I replied.

    30 minutes - Bruce













*****


    When I rolled over I saw her naked back. Her
fire red hair spread across the pillow and blanket.  This had
been going on for a few weeks, ever since I met Courtney at the
veterinarian office. She gave me her number, I called and asked her
to dinner and before I knew it we were watching the sunrise from
her bed. Since then we indulged ourselves from time to time. A
midnight snack here, an afternoon delight there. She seemed to be
too young for me and I expressed that to her. Courtney's reply was
simply, 'Okay, let's have a little fun for a little while then we
can break it off and be friends.' So we were still having our
little bit of fun.

    Rebecca was not at all a fan of this. I was
honest with her; and Courtney for that matter. They knew about each
other. Rebecca's reaction was 'Dating someone else is fine, but I
can't sleep with you again until you are committed to only me.'
Completely understandable.

    Courtney rolled over and smiled at me. She
kissed and then traced her finger along the faint scar on my
cheek.

    "You'll have to tell me how you got that scar
one day," She frowned.

    "Some things will have to remain a
mystery."

    "If only you knew." She gave a playful
smirk.

    "Ah-ha. And what mysteries are you keeping from
me?" I asked as I rolled on top of her, between her legs.

    "If I told you it wouldn't be a mystery." We
kissed and suddenly she felt my intention. "Baby, I can't. I have
to get back to work. Things have been crazy since Dr. Adler's
gone."

    I kissed her neck, "10 minutes."

    "Baby, I can't." I could hear the resistance in
her voice dwindle.

    "10 minutes." I kissed her breasts.

    "But I have so much to do." She was trying to
convince herself now more than me. I kissed her stomach.

    "10 minutes." I kissed a little lower.

    "Okay." she let out a sigh of pleasure. "10
minutes."













*****


    "Am I supposed to be sad?" Scott Russillo
aggressively replied as we sat down in his office. His office was a
mobile home; Scott was the foreman of the construction site for a
new grocery store. "If I had my way I would have planted a hammer
in his forehead." Scott seemed eager to talk to anyone after he
spoke with the police which was unusual. Most people wanted to give
their statement and be left alone. This guy couldn't wait to tell
anyone that would listen about how much Dr. Greene deserved to be
dead. "If you do find the guy that did it, and I hope you don't,
let me know who he is so I can give him a hug." A hug from this guy
could kill you. His arms were massive. He looked like he spent his
spare time flying over Metropolis and fighting Lex Luthor.

    "So you two weren't friends?" I asked
sarcastically.

    "This guy put my son in the emergency room and
almost killed him." I saw him choke up a bit. That was the most
horrible moment in his life. You could see it in his eyes. He'd
never been that scared before. "If it hadn't been for Dr. Swanson I
don't know what we would have done. I was ready to kill the man
that night after Kenny told me about the medication. If my wife
hadn't taken my car keys I would have gone to his office and
cracked his skull open. Maybe shove a bottle full of those pills he
gave my son down his throat. God bless Kenny Swanson. He saved my
little boy's life." Scott's voice cracked and he used his massive
paw to wipe away the couple of tears that rolled down his
cheek.

    "So when was the last time you saw Dr.
Greene?"

    He hesitated, "Last night. At Nelson's"

    "The Irish pub?"

    "Yeah. A few of the boys and I went to
celebrate. One of our guys, Brad, just had a baby girl about a
month ago. You know how it is with a new baby; we didn't get a
chance to take him out until last night. Anyway, I was already a
couple of beers in when Mr. Greene - calling him a doctor is an
insult to other doctors - walked in with a couple of friends. I saw
red. My boys knew the story and grabbed me before I had a chance to
get up.

    "This guy was unbelievable," Scott continued.
"I'm a construction worker, it was Wednesday, and I stopped myself
at three beers so I could be fit for work. This guy walked into the
place wasted and started taking shots. He could barely sit up
straight at the bar. This drove me crazy. I'm building a grocery
store, he's dealing with children's lives and he's getting
shit-faced on a Wednesday night. I couldn't take it. When I saw him
stand up and head for the bathroom I launched myself from my table
and gave him a gut shot. The guy crumbled to the ground, puked and
peed all over himself. That had to be the most satisfying moment in
my life." His smile was ear to ear.

    "And that's all that
happened?"   

    "Yeah, my boys grabbed me before I could land
another shot. I know Mickey, the bar owner, so he did me a solid
and didn't call the cops. We just had to leave. I left with my
friends and he left with his."













*****


    "You know, there are better things the police
could be doing with their time than looking for this guy's killer."
I'd bumped into Phil, the mailman, on the way into my apartment. We
stood outside on the steps talking.

    "I wish I could say you were wrong but after
talking to so many people I'm starting to agree." Phil nodded his
acceptance to my reply.

    "That guy was filth and the man that killed him
is a hero. How many children would Dr. Greene have put in danger?
Did you hear about what happened to my niece?"

    "Bits and pieces."

    "This little fuck had my sister and her husband
running all over the state. He misdiagnosed her. Said she had some
kind of cancer. The oncologist he sent them too didn't catch it
either. Surprise, he was a shitty doctor just like Dr. Greene.
Maybe somebody should kill him too." I raised my eyebrow but he
ignored it and continued. "So they hit her with a shot of chemo.
Five years old? And a shot of fucking chemo! Turns out it wasn't
cancer, it was an infection.  The chemo wiped out her immune
system and the infection spread like wild fire." I saw Phil's eyes
well up. "She didn't stand a chance after that." I put my arm
around his shoulder and sat him down on the steps. I reached into
my inner jacket pocket, pulled a packet of tissues and gave him
one.

    "Thanks." He replied. "I never thought I would
have kids. I mean, look at me. I'm not the fatherly type. I spend
most of my days playing video games. I don't even like children.
But Kayla was something special. She wasn't like other children. I
know everyone says that about their niece or nephew or son or
daughter, but she really was special. She was so happy and
cheerful. Kayla was pretty much the only thing that could get me
out of the house." He chuckled through his tears. "'Uncle Phil push
me on the swing, go down the slide with me' I adored that little
girl. She would have been 6 next week." Now he was laughing out
loud. "Can you believe she actually made me want to have kids of my
own? Can you imagine? I was worried they wouldn't come out like
Kayla. That I would have some screaming, crying brat."

    "Guess you won't know until you try?" I
replied.

    "Try?" He stood up. He was angry but not at me.
"I can't have children. I can't have that heartbreak again. Hell,
if I feel this way think about how my sister and her husband must
feel. I can't even imagine that kind of pain."

    "I'm sorry, Phil. But you can't let something
like this scare… "

    "Don't," He interrupted. “And don't be sorry.
Just, when you find this guy - and I know you will, you're too good
- just let him go. He's not a bad guy. He's a hero."










*****


    I made it to my apartment door and saw Nancy
and Rebecca laughing outside of Nancy's apartment. They hadn't
spoken since the eruption in the hall a few weeks back. It was good
to see them making up.

    Although I was seeing two other women, Rebecca
and Courtney, my affections for Nancy had not faded. Maybe they
were the kind of feelings that didn't fade. Of course I would
always love Timmy, Nancy's son. He was a great kid. I really missed
the Sunday nights that I spent with them.

    I turned the knob to my apartment.

    "And where do you think you're going?" Rebecca
shouted.

    "And without even saying hello?" Nancy
added.

    "Sorry I was trying to get out of the hall
before the next girl fight." Nancy took a step forward and punched
me in the shoulder, followed by Rebecca punching the other. They
hit harder than I thought.

    "Do you mind if I talk to you for a minute?"
Rebecca’s tone was serious.

    "Sure." I replied. Nancy silently stepped into
her apartment. Once the door closed Rebecca began.

    "I can't do this anymore. I care about you and I
enjoy being with you but I can't be with you like this." Her voice
was soft, almost pleading. "I need more commitment than being one
of the two women you're dating. This has gone on for a couple of
weeks and I feel like you should at least be ready to make a choice
about me. Just let me know now and don't lead me on anymore. I've
been in my house cleaning over and over again because I can't stop
thinking. I've scrubbed the pattern off my dishes. I’ve almost
rubbed through my windows. You could eat off my toilet."

    I kissed Rebecca and opened my apartment
door.

    "Wait for me. I have to run."

    "What? We need to talk."

    "I know. And we will when I get back." I had to
run. I needed to get to Dr. Greene's killer before it was too
late.










*****


    I knocked on his front door 20 minutes later.
He opened the door and let me in without any resistance. He knew I
was coming. I followed him to his living room and he offered a
seat. I declined but he collapsed into an armchair. His expression
wasn't one of regret it was one of acceptance.

    "Do you mind?" He leaned forward and picked up a
glass of brown translucent liquid, whiskey or something like
it.

    "No, go for it?" He took a deep swallow and made
the face that followed any strong drink.

    "How did you know it was me? I knew you would be
the one to figure it out but how?" Dr Swanson asked as he raised
the glass to his lips.

    "Well, you hated Dr. Green, which doesn't mean
anything. Everyone did." He chuckled in agreement. "And after 30
hours of work in the emergency room you went to Annie's instead of
home. Strange, but not out of the ordinary. Maybe you couldn't
sleep; you were starving so you grabbed a bite before you went
home. But the problem was the fact that you were wearing the
scrubs." He dropped his head. "Forget the fact that they were
clean, which I think would be impossible for an ER doctor, but most
hospitals have a cleanliness protocol. Including ours. Scrubs don't
leave the hospital. You change in your dressing room and leave them
so they can be washed properly. And I'm sure as an ER doctor you
are hit with fluids and blood from every direction. But there you
were, in the diner, in scrubs, in clean scrubs. You wanted to be
seen; you wanted people to know that you just left the
hospital."

    "She was seven," Kenny stared into empty space,
remembering. "She was seven. The accident was pretty bad. Some frat
guy in a truck ran their car off the road. The parents actually had
a good chance of survival, they weren't out of the woods but they
had a chance. And so did their girl." He didn't bother wiping his
tears. "But she was bleeding so much, too much. I tried to work as
fast as I could but I wasn't fast enough. Her eyes … ” He took
a deep breath. “She bled out. I'm not saying I could have
definitely saved her but something wasn't right. I found her file
on our database. Dr. Greene was her pediatrician. I lost it. I told
everyone. I needed a moment, I left and I broke into his office. I
pulled her file and Dr. Greene had prescribed a medicine that
wasn't even necessary but this medicine had the side-effect of
thinning the blood. I trashed his entire office in a rage. I was
just so mad. I finally decided to go to his home and confront
him.

    "When I got to his house he was passed out on
the kitchen floor. Sloppy drunk. He'd even urinated on himself. I
just started kicking his stomach. It woke him up but he was so
wasted he couldn't even do anything about it. I took a sofa cushion
and held it over his face until he stopped moving. It was so
liberating … satisfying."

    "If you killed him at home then how did he end
up in my office?"

    "I put him in my trunk and went back to work. I
was so anxious. You know in the movies that's when someone slams
into you from behind and your trunk pops open. I thought for sure
that would happen." Kenny took another long sip and then refilled
the glass. "Anyway, I took another break early that morning so that
I could be in that building before anyone else. I used the elevator
from the garage to get him to the third floor. I dragged him into
his office and saw his lab coat on his coat rack. I took his letter
opener and sliced it up and then put it on him.  He was a
disgrace to the profession and I wanted him to hang outside the
window so that everyone could see. I placed the body against the
window, tied a rope around his neck and tied the rope to the chair.
I tried to pin the chair to the wall with the desk so that when I
shot out the window his body would fall out, showcasing him, the
menace is finally gone.  I guess it didn't quite work that
way."

    "I didn't hear any gun fire."

    "A rifle, from a couple of blocks away. I used
to shoot as a hobby. I shot the window from another building, then
I got in my car and drove back to work." He took a more measured
sip. "I don't care if I go to jail. I would do it again. A hundred
times out of a hundred. He had to be stopped." Kenny sat his glass
down. "Okay, I'm ready."

    "Our building is old. It doesn't have security
cameras." I replied. "Your DNA would be in his house but they can't
prove when it got there. Plus they aren't suspecting you. The only
thing linking you to the murder is your car." Kenny's expression
betrayed his confusion. "Drive to the next state and buy a few
gallons of ammonia. Cash only, no card. Drive a couple of states
over, to a tourist destination, and take the car out to an empty
field. Pour the ammonia in the trunk and over the steering
wheel."

    "Destroying any DNA evidence." His eyes narrowed
as he began to comprehend.

    "Set the car on fire and report it stolen." I
finished. I took off my hat, ran my fingers through my hair before
replacing my fedora. I let out a deep sigh.

    "Wait! You're helping me?" He sprung to his feet
in disbelief.

    "I'm trying to. The cops may still find
something connecting you but I don't think so. There’s nothing
really connecting you and half the cops hated him too. Hopefully
that will discourage them from looking too hard." I made my way to
his front door, he followed.   

    "But why? Why are you helping me?"

    "Because I'm not the cop type."










Part 4

Case of Bruce Howard








*****


    I was sitting with my feet on my desk,
reading the paper, when the first bullet hit my desk lamp. It was
soon followed by 20 more seemingly all at once. I took cover under
my desk as hot lead tore through my office. I watched my curtains
rip to shreds as the window behind my desk shattered. I don't know
if I felt or heard the bullets collide with the thick maple desk
but I was thankful that I didn't get the one from IKEA. I pulled
Lucy from the middle desk drawer and waited for my moment.

    I heard the click. His clip was empty. I ran
from my desk and dropped my shoulder into the remaining shards of
wood that used to be my door. I quickly gathered myself and looked
to my left and my right. To the right was the elevator; to the left
was the exit to the building. I headed in the direction of the exit
when I heard the elevator ding behind me - he would expect me to
head toward the exit. He's headed up. I reversed direction and
headed for the elevators in a dead sprint.

    With Lucy firmly grasped in my palm, I rounded
the corner and pointed the gun at the man standing in front of me.
It took a second for me to realize it was Dr. Wilkins, the dentist
whose office was on the third floor.

    "Did you see anyone?!"

    "No! No! I was stepping out of the elevator and
heard the noise so I got back in and came down to see what was
going on! That's it! I swear! Please!" His reply was full of
anxiety. It was then I realized that I still had my gun pointed at
his forehead.

    "Sorry, Justin." I holstered Lucy. No point in
chasing in the other direction. The guy had too much of a head
start. "Someone just shot up my office."

    "What? Are you serious?!" He peaked around the
corner and saw the scattered remains of my door spread in the hall.
"Oh shit! That's crazy. Are you alright?"

    "Yeah." I noticed his hands were shaking. "Are
you okay?"

    He saw me staring at his hands and rubbed them
together.

    "Yeah, that was just the first time I ever had a
gun pointed at my face."

    "I'm really sorry. Listen, have you seen
anything suspicious in the last ten minutes or so?"

    Justin rubbed his eyes, trying to calm himself.
"No, not that I can think of. I only entered the building two
minutes ago."

    "Did anyone walk in with you or behind
you?"

    "No, not that I saw." He shook his head as he
thought carefully.

    I let out a deep sigh, "Thanks anyway."

    "Sorry I couldn't be more help, Bruce."

    "No worries." I walked back to my office and
looked through the doorway.

    If words could describe what it felt like to
look into the bullet riddled room then I didn’t know them. I've
been close to death before. I've been shot at before, but nothing
like this. Smoking holes everywhere. I shouldn't have survived
this. I pictured my blood drenched body still sitting in my
chair.

    I took a deep breath, shook my head and tried to
gather myself.

    My cell phone rang. It was Courtney, a young
secretary at the vet's office. She was really helpful in a case a
few months ago. I even went on a few dates with her but eventually
I broke it off. The maturity difference was too much for me to get
over. Plus Rebecca and I were starting to get serious.

    I know what you're thinking but I was honest
with both of them. Courtney knew about Rebecca and Rebecca knew
about Courtney. And when I let Courtney down she understood and we
stayed friends. Rebecca? I don't know. We were together but …
I don't know.

    "Hi, Court."

    "Hi, Bruce." She was so bubbly. The enthusiasm
that comes with youth. Annoying in a lot of ways but …
beneficial in others. "What are you doing? You want to grab a quick
afternoon coffee at Annie's?"

    "Sorry, kid, I'm a bit busy."

    "I hate it when you call me kid."

    "You're 24."

    "So that makes me a kid?" She replied. I could
hear the smile on her face.

    "Pretty much." I smiled.

    "So how many kids have you fucked? Didn't
realize that you were a pedophile?"

    "Touché."   

    "Okay, well, I'll shoot you a text later." Did
she have to say shoot?

    "Okay, bye Court." I put my cell in my
pocket.

    The flurries kissed my face as I crunched
through the snow headed home. I tried to compose a list mentally of
the people that would want me dead. My brain wasn't that big. I had
helped the police on tons of cases. Hell, 60% of my income came
from the city. Tons of people from drug dealers to gang leaders to
murders. Not to mention my own cases.

    I turned the doorknob.

    When I opened my eyes they wouldn't focus.
Everything was a combination of fuzzy shapes and colors. My ears
were ringing but I could faintly hear Timmy. My eyes began to
adjust and I could finally see Timmy kneeled over me. It looked
like he was shouting at me but I could barely hear him. I looked
past him and saw Nancy and Rebecca with fire extinguishers spraying
down my door. I noticed that the door was in pieces all over the
hall and that my back was against Nancy's door. My brain was slowly
catching up with the situation.

    Did I just get blown up?

    Nancy and Rebecca were done putting out the fire
and walked over to me. Nancy took the phone from Timmy and
continued to talk to who was on the phone.

    "Bruce?! Bruce?!" Rebecca was calling out to me
now. "Can you hear me?!"

    "Barely." I replied "Did I just get blown
up?"   

    "I think so. Are you okay?" she asked.

    "I just got blown up so I'm not in great
shape."

    "What happened?" Timmy asked. He was clearly
terrified. This kind of stuff wasn't something that a kid should
see.

    "Let's get inside." I looked toward Nancy. She
nodded, still on the phone.

    I sat forward and let Timmy and Rebecca help me
to my feet.

    There was a rush in my head followed by the
worst headache I'd ever had. I stumbled from the pain. My head felt
like a baseball at the Home Run Derby. Then I felt the other pains.
I would say where but I wasn't sure. The pain was everywhere. I
felt like I had done a belly flop onto concrete from a third story
window. I moved gingerly into Nancy's apartment and they guided me
to Nancy's bedroom where I collapsed onto her bed.

    "What happened?" I tried to lay back and relax
as best I could but there was no comfortable position.

    "I don't know." Nancy spoke first. "Timmy had
just gotten home from school. Five minutes later the apartment
shook and there was a bang on the door. We rushed out and saw you
lying in front of our door and your apartment was on fire."

    "I was taking a nap." Rebecca added.

    "Why were you sleeping at Nancy's?" I was
confused.    

    "No, at your place."

    "What! You were in there!"

    "Yeah, but I'm okay. Not even a scratch."

    "How?" I was beginning to worry.

    "Well it looked like the bomb was put into the
closet next to the front door. So it wouldn't have been near
me."

    "How did a bomb get in my closet?" Rebecca
shrugged her shoulders.

    "I'm going to go outside and wait for the
police. They should be here any second." Nancy said as she left the
bedroom. Timmy sat down next to me on the bed. Rebecca took my
hand.

    "Thank God you're okay." Rebecca sighed. "When I
saw you and you were so still, so lifeless. That moment felt like
an eternity."

    "It's okay, Rebecca. It'll take more than a bomb
and a few bullets to stop me." I tried to comfort her.

    "Bullets?! What bullets?!"

    Oops.










New Section


    I lay in bed unable to sleep that night. Half
because I was in a foreign bed in a foreign place and half because
someone was trying to kill me. Maybe the kill me part was a little
more than half. I was in a hotel now, Rebecca laying close but not
touching me. She couldn't touch me; everything on my body was in
pain. My pain was in pain.

    Back at Nancy's, after the EMT's checked to make
sure I was okay I spoke with Sergeant Sharper. She was the first
officer on the scene. I gingerly walked up behind her as she
examined the scene.

    "So what do you think?" I said trying not to
sound in as much pain as I was in.

    "Wow, you look like shit." She smiled.

    "I got blown up, what's your excuse." Sergeant
Sharper, Mary, wasn't a fan of that comeback. Sergeant Sharper, in
actuality, was a gorgeous woman. Her beauty was only matched by her
rough and violent persona. She had even been in trouble for
roughing up suspects. Mary enjoyed a few things rough. I still have
the bruises to prove it. Don't ask how I got them.

    "Just as charming as ever, Bruce."

    "What happened?"

    "Well, Rebecca was right." Mary explained. "The
bomb was in the closet. Which, to me, says that whoever did this is
an idiot or in love with you." She saw the doubt in my expression
and continued. "If someone wanted to kill you they could have just
put the bomb at the top of the door or hid it somewhere near the
door. It appears to be small enough for that. But they put it in
the closet, with the door shut. So a large part of the explosion
was absorbed by two doors, the closet and front door, before it
reached you."

    "So whoever is trying to kill me isn't trying to
kill me?" I found this hard to believe.

    "My guess would be that they're trying to warn
you."

    "Warn me about what?"

    "I don't know. How many wives have you slept
with this year?" She spoke through an arrogant smile.

    "FYI, I'm in a relationship. No more wives for
me." Her smile was gone. This bit of information seemed to bother
her.

    "Yeah, I heard that the player had settled down
a bit." A cruel smile drew across her face. "Maybe the bomb is a
warning about that or revenge. Someone you hurt in the past that's
trying to get back at you. Someone that can't believe that you
snubbed them and decided to be with someone else." My eyebrow rose.
"But that's just a theory."

    After this discussion with Sergeant Sharper,
Rebecca and I checked into a hotel. I told her that it wasn't safe
to be around me with someone gunning for me but she refused to
leave me. She was a good woman in a lot of ways.

    So I lay in bed, a foreign bed in a foreign
room, trying to make a list of all the women I hurt. That list
might be longer than the list of criminals.

    What about female criminals? Any person that
could get into my house without being noticed and plant a bomb was
either close to me or a criminal.

    The closest people to me were Timmy, Rebecca and
Nancy. I don't think they teach explosives in fourth grade so Timmy
is out. Rebecca and Nancy had reconciled since they had their own
little explosion in the hall. I got the feeling that Nancy didn't
like the fact that Rebecca and I were together but I don't think
she would blow my apartment up to get her point across. There was
Sergeant Sharper and Courtney, both of whom I spoke with this
morning. But I also ran into Jason Wilkins.

    This was insane. I couldn't stick to only women
suspects. There were tons of men that probably wanted me dead too.
I can't assume my would-be killer is a woman because she was dumb
enough to put a bomb in my closet. Besides Mary would just punch me
in the face. And Courtney didn't even like when I killed
spiders.

    So now I was back to square one.













*****


    It was so easy to know where to begin with
other cases. But for me, I had no idea where to start.

    An idea clicked in my head when I was brushing
my teeth - even my teeth hurt - I called Lieutenant Harper and
asked him to give me a rundown of prisoners released within the
last year.

    The list that he emailed to me wasn't nearly as
long as I thought it would be. I recognized a lot of names, which
was unsettling to say the least. I skipped over a lot of them
because it seemed that most of them wouldn't be smart enough to
pull off something like this. These weren't the brightest men in
the world, hence prison.

    One name gave me pause, Sam Brennen. I helped
the cops put him away a few years ago. He'd actually been put away
for arson.













*****


    Sam's home was shockingly nice for a guy that
just got out of prison. White house, light blue shutters, picket
fence, well manicured lawn, what appeared to be an herbal garden on
the side of the house.

    I knocked on the door.

    "Wow, you got a lot of balls showing up at my
home." Sam opened the door.   

    "Nice to see you too, Sam. Do you mind if I ask
you a few questions?"

    "No, not at all." He took a drag from his
cigarette.

    "Where were you yesterday?"

    "None of your fucking business." He said with a
smile.

    "Where do you work?"

    "None of your fucking business." His smile never
went away.    

    "Can anyone account for your whereabouts
yesterday?”

    "None of your fucking business." He
chuckled.

    "Fine. I’ll be back with the cops and a
warrant."

    "Good. You do that. Just don't get killed along
the way."

    "How did you know …  ?" Sam slammed
the door before I could finish. I wanted to kick in the door but I
resisted. I turned and walked away but stopped before I reached the
end of his lawn. How could he afford all of this? This house was
really nice. Yet he was at home in the middle of the day so most
likely he didn't have a job. He knew about the attempts on my life.
Or did he? He said don't get killed along the way. That could have
been him knowing something or his idea of a clever come back.

    Fuck it. I pulled Lucy and walked back toward
his front door. I needed answers and he was going to give them to
me. I knocked on the door and side-stepped the peep hole.

    "Who is it?" I kicked the door in, hard enough
to rip it off the hinges. The door crashed into Sam, sending him to
the ground. I shoved Lucy into his mouth.

    "You got ten seconds to tell me who you work
for." He made a noise and I pulled the revolver from his
mouth.

    "Go to hell." He sneered. I held the gun firmly
in my palm and slapped the hell out of him with it. He let out a
squeak as his mouth filled with blood.

    I counted. "6 - 5 - 4 … "

    "I thought you said I had ten." I slapped him
with the gun again. Another cry slipped past his lips.

    "That was before your smart ass comment." The
way I felt right now I would pull the trigger. My life was on the
line and he wanted to play games. "2 -1." I pulled back the
hammer.

    "Hey, wait! Wait!" He shouted through blood
stained teeth. "Allen Gregory! Allen Gregory! He owns the Zebra
Lounge. That's why I went to prison. The police never made the
connection. I would burn the houses of Allen's competitors that
wouldn't cooperate."

    "And now you're after me?" I said through
gritted teeth. My revolver pressed firmly against his
forehead.

    "I didn’t do that. I swear. I'm not a hitman or
something."

    "Yeah, you just burn down homes for money. 
Has he mentioned me?"

    "Yeah, we've talked about you a few times. He
told me you gave him that burn on his face. But that's it. I don't
know who is after you but he wouldn't mind seeing you dead." He
spoke quickly, scared. I believed him. He didn't know anything. But
Allen did.

   











*****


    I received a text message on the way to the
Zebra Lounge.

    What the hell happened?! - Courtney She figured
out her Iphone. Congrats.

    What do you mean? - Bruce

    I went to your office to force you into a cup of
coffee and it was wrapped in Police tape and there was a cop
guarding it. He said he couldn't tell me anything - Courtney

    Yeah, apparently somebody has it in for my
office door - Bruce

    I saw it. I can't believe you got out of there
alive. We need to talk. I can't believe you were almost killed -
Courtney

    Well I have some business to take care of but we
can meet later - Bruce

    Don't do anything stupid - Courtney

    No promises - Bruce

    I walked into the Zebra Lounge as I hit send on
my phone. There were two guards standing at Allen's office door. I
usually didn't carry my brass knuckles with me but unfortunately
for these guards I brought both. Two quick punches and they were
both counting sheep. I walked into the office without bothering to
take them off. I would need them again.

    When I walked in I was clearly interrupting
something. There was a young woman, very young, with her tongue in
his ear and a hand in his pants behind his desk.

    "You need to leave." I said sternly. They both
looked exasperated until they noticed the bloody brass knuckles
clutched in my fists. The girl was suddenly terrified and bolted
out of the room. Allen shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

    "You still upset about that?" I pointed to the
burn scar on his face. "I disrespected you and I needed to be
taught a lesson or an example for others not to cross you." He
shifted in his chair again.

    "If that were the case," Allen replied. “And I'm
not saying that it is; what evidence do you have of that? What
brought you here?"

    "My gut."   

    "Then you must have a stomach virus."

    I smiled. "Clever. Usually I would have a snappy
retort but forgive me; I'm outside of myself right now. Attempts on
your life tend to do that to a person."

    He chuckled, "That's understandable. Clearly
you're a bit unstable." He motioned toward my knuckles. "But I'll
have to bring this to your attention. In a court room hunches and
gut feelings don't hold much weight."

    "True. But only if you're going to prison for
attempted murder on me." I pulled out my cell phone and with a few
touches I played an audio file.

    "That's why I went to prison. The police never
made the connection. I would burn the houses of Allen's competitors
that wouldn't cooperate." Sam's panicked voice played from my
phone. I pushed the record feature on my phone before I kicked in
Sam's door.

    All of the blood rushed out of Allen's face. His
attention switched from my phone back to me. I put the phone in my
pocket and took off my trench coat.

    "The police should be here in about three
minutes."

    I clenched my fists and walked towards
Allen.










*****


    "So it was Allen," Rebecca asked as I nodded
and dropped onto the couch next to her. "How did you know?"

    "Funnily enough, it was just a feeling. He's
tied up in crime and was probably taking some push back because of
how I disrespected him. If he wanted to keep control of his empire
then I needed to be taken out, made an example of." I took off Lucy
and put her on the coffee table. Rebecca flinched. My revolver half
scared her half turned her on.

    "A hunch." I nodded as I raised my merlot to my
lips. "That doesn't sound like you. Usually you break down
everything and have a thousand reasons that everyone else
missed."

    "Well I could have waited for him to try to kill
me again but I thought it best to stop him before that." She
shrugged at my answer. She was unimpressed.

    "So, you got him. I guess that's the important
part."

    "Sorry to disappoint you." I crossed my
arms.

    "Don't be like that." She straddled my lap. She
held my face and looked into my eyes. "You got him. That's the
important part."

    "Yeah, I got him." Why did it feel like I was
lying? Rebecca was right. Every case I had the proof to lead me to
the person. This time I just went to him without anything to back
it up. I guess that just bothered me.

    "Bruce, I'm just worried. After this whole thing
I realized that I love you." It was the first time she said I love
you. "And I don't want to lose you. That's probably why I'm scared
about you not getting the right guy. I mean, I went to your office
and saw everything. It's amazing that you got out of there." Why
did that phrase bother me?

    "Did you talk to the cop that was there?" I
asked; the gears in my brain were churning.

    "Yeah, he wouldn't say a word. Hell, if I didn’t
know that it was your office then I wouldn't have known."

    I could feel the dots connecting. Something
was …

    "Oh my God, it wasn't Allen … " I whispered
to myself. Rebecca's eyes widened but she wasn’t looking at me.
Before I could follow her eyes I saw blood erupt from her shoulder.
She screamed and fell onto the coffee table, shattering our wine
glasses before hitting the floor.

    I stood and turned toward Courtney, her pistol
smoking, aimed at me.

    "If the cop wouldn't tell you anything then how
did you know I got out of the office? For all you knew I wasn't in
the office at all."

    Courtney smiled, "Too bad you didn't figure that
out sooner."

    A hundred things came together at once.

    "You worked with the Sphinx? That's why you were
so eager to give his info in San Diego. You thought; he thought
that it would solidify his alibi. You helped him knock out the
cops."

    "Fernalithal is just as potent in aerosol form."
She replied. "There just isn't much use for it. However it is very
is to convert." She was encouraging my thought process.

    "So you gas the place." I heard Rebecca moan on
the floor. I had to find some way to distract Courtney so I could
take her out and get Rebecca out of here.

    "So you weren't trying to kill me?"

    She giggled. "Of course not. I just wanted to
get your attention. Do you really think that if I took an automatic
rifle to your office that you would have lived? I shot the lamp
first so that you would have a chance to take cover. Bomb in the
closet so that you wouldn't get hurt.

    "How did you get into my place?"

    This made her laugh out loud. "I've had a key to
your place since the first time you fucked me. Did you really think
that I would give you a piece of me and I not take a piece of
you?"

     "Well, I didn't think you were crazy
enough to shoot at me either."

    "Watch your mouth." Her smile disappeared. I
could still hear Rebecca. I needed to speed this up.

    "But why? No one was coming after you. No one
even knew you were involved with the Sphinx."

    "Are you kidding?" She seemed insulted by the
question. "This has nothing to do with him."

    "Then why?"

    "You should have picked me." I felt the burn in
my chest before I saw the flames explode from the gun. The second
burn was in stomach. I fell backwards, through the coffee table. I
looked at Rebecca and saw her clutching her shoulder, tears falling
from her eyes.

    I saw something out of the corner of my eye,
next to her knees. Lucy. I tried to ignore the pain. I grabbed Lucy
and threw myself toward the couch. I pushed myself up and onto my
feet. Courtney had been walking toward us and was surprised to see
me popup. I raised my gun as she raised hers. We fired. I don't
know where I hit her but I felt her bullet tear through my stomach
again. I heard her scream and fall to the ground as I fell onto the
couch. Courtney managed to get to her feet, I could hear her foot
steps as she ran out of my apartment and they faded as she ran down
the stairs.

    I turned toward Rebecca; she'd managed to pull
herself to the couch. She placed her hand over my chest, trying to
cover one of my wounds. She sobbed. She really did love me.

    "I'm sorry … ” She placed her finger over
my lips.

    "Save your strength. Everything is going to be
okay. Just hold on and save your strength." She pleaded. "Nancy!
NANCY!!!"

    I love you too.













Part 5

Hope you enjoyed reading . . .








This book, Bruce Howard – Gentleman with Brass Knuckles, is
available in its entirety as an ebook on Amazon.com and
Amazon.co.uk now for $2.99. It will be available in paperback in
late April for $9.99.

 

Thanks for reading. I sincerely hope you enjoyed it.
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	Noir - Case
of the Dead Pediatrician (2011)
After a pediatrician's dead body crashes through his office
window, Bruce Howard begins an investigation that leads him to
believe that maybe this man is better off dead. Should he even
bother trying to find the killer?

The third installment in this Noir series leaves Bruce Howard
wondering if some murders are necessary.

Previous short stories:

Noir – Case of My Missing Love

Noir - Case of the Sphinx



	


Noir
- Case of My Missing Love (2011)
The first in a series of short stories chronicling the cases of
Bruce Howard, a charmingly intelligent private investigator that
has more heart than he realizes.

In this case, his young neighbor, Timmy, asks for Bruce Howard’s
help in finding his missing mother after coming home to a puddle of
blood.



	


Noir
- Case of the Sphinx (2011)
The second installment in a short story series featuring Bruce
Howard; the lady-killing private investigator.

In this case, one of his “bed buddies” comes to him for help
when a serial killer has targeted her as the next victim.

Previous short story:

Noir – Case of My Missing Love



	


Tell
Tale Heart (2011)
WARNING: Strong violence

Poe's grim and malevolent style was always amazing to me and a
source of inspiration in a lot of my writing and artwork.

One of my favorite short stories, The Tell-Tale Heart, is a
perfect example of his mastery of story telling.

Tell Tale Heart is a modern day version of this story. It is a
look inside the mind of a young boy that viciously killed his
little brother.



	


Noir
- Case of Bruce Howard (2011)
This time Bruce Howard is the target but he won't go down
without taking somebody with him.

The fourth installment of the Noir series forces Bruce Howard to
show a little of his dark side.

Previous short stories:

Noir – Case of My Missing Love

Noir - Case of the Sphinx

Noir - Case of the Dead Pediatrician



	


Versus for
women (2011)
WARNING: Crude and offensive humor

(Versus for Men coming soon)

So you have a date lined up with Superman for Saturday night and
you get a phone call from Batman. He wants to know if you are free
Saturday night. Do you ditch Superman for the Dark Knight or do you
stick with the Man of Steel? Finally there is an answer . . . .



	


Versus for
Men (2011)
WARNING: Crude and offensive humor

Look for Versus for Women

It all comes down to Xena vs. Barbie. Who would you take
home?
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