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Vincent Zandri

“This is why woman is the reward, not of the warrior, but of the criminal.”

―Albert Camus, The Fall 
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Why do the desperate ones always hit me up at the end of the day? The desperate wives, I mean. Maybe because they know I’ll be pouring myself a couple of drinks to celebrate another red-letter day. Or maybe because they’re lonely. Or bored. I normally don’t mind their late appearance all that much, so long as they’re attractive and not over-the-top emotional.

When Ruth Bates came through the front door of my downtown Sherman St. building and, like the wall-mounted sign in the vestibule indicates, slowly climbed the single flight of stairs to my second-floor office, I was indeed already in the process of pouring myself three stiff little fingers of Irish whiskey into a toothbrush glass. All it took was one look at the forty-something woman with her lush red, shoulder-length hair, her dark skirt and silk white blouse, and a pair of round Jacquie O sunglasses masking her eyes, to automatically pull out a second toothbrush glass. 

“How do you take it?” I said, lifting the bottle. 

“Excuse me?” she said. 

“How do you take your whiskey?” I said. “Straight no chaser, or with some water?” 

“Oh, of course,” she said. “Straight would be wonderful.” 

“My kind of girl,” I said. 

I should have said, “My kind of potential client.” This was the 21st century, after all. But what the hell. My office, my rules. I poured her two fingers and set the glass down on the far edge of the desk, along with the bottle. She took hold of the drink and sat herself down slowly into one of the two wooden client chairs that were so old they’d been in the service of this old brick building back when it was used for manufacturing women’s undergarments. 

I sat back down in my swivel chair and felt my pectoral muscles pressing against my blue Brooks Brothers button-down. It had been chest day earlier at the Albany Strength Gym. My workout partner had been tough on me, making me go with some heavy weights and adding more reps than I thought I was capable of in my late middle age. But it turns out, I’ve still got it. Strength and good looks. 

“So, what shall we drink to?” I said, running the pad of my finger over my three-day, salt-and-pepper facial scruff.    

“How about my husband?” she said. 

“Damn,” I said. “Why does a good-looking woman like you always seem to have one of those?”

“That’s why I’m here, Mr. Marconi,” she said. “I’m not sure if I have a husband anymore.” 

For a long beat, I stared into her masked eyes. 

Until I raised my glass and said, “To your husband’s health.”  

“To finding him alive,” she said, raising hers.
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While I swallowed the best sip of the day, I thought about what she said. Finding her husband alive. It suggested he’d gone missing some time ago. It’s exactly how I put it to her. 

“But first things first,” I added. “What’s your name?”

She sipped her drink and held the glass with both her hands as if the whiskey were warming her inside and out. If this had been the 1950s, she might have been wearing white gloves and maybe sporting a little black veil that covered her teary eyes. But this was the 2020s, and instead of a hat or gloves, she carried a white leather Coach purse that was probably worth more than my Toyota 4-Runner parked outside the building. 

“My name is Ruth Randall Bates,” she said. 

I pulled out a yellow legal pad from my top desk drawer and wrote the name down. 

“That’s two Ls on Randall,” she added. 

“Randall,” I scribbled. “As in the tire dealer?” 

“That would be Daddy,” she said, not without a grin. 

A daddy’s girl... 

“He’s done well for himself,” I said. 

“He put me through college,” she said. “And prep school.”

“Prep school,” I said. “You don’t say.”

She sipped more whiskey. 

“Can we please get to my husband?” she said. “It’s possible he doesn’t have much time.”

“Time for what?” I said.

She cleared her throat.

“He left the house three days ago,” she said. “And he hasn’t been back since. He hasn’t texted or called. When I call him, all I get is a ‘mailbox full’ notification.”

“Don’t you hate that?” I said. 

Then I asked her to give me his name and some relevant details about him. His name was Jim Bates, a certified professional accountant with a stellar record of service. Or she insisted on revealing. I wrote his name down beside hers, along with the word “accountant.” He ran his own shop with a partner, Gavin Lester. Their clients were mostly commercial contractors, but they also serviced other types of businesses, like real estate agencies and developers. 

“Sounds fascinating,” I said. “You and Mr. Bates been getting along as of late?” 

She looked at me like I’d just slapped her.

“Why would you ask such a thing?” she said. 

“Because when it comes to the issue of a missing husband,” I said, “all too often the husband chooses not to go home after work because he doesn’t want to go home anymore. This is especially the case if you’ve been fighting a lot.” I sipped my drink and set the glass back down. “So then, at the risk of doing the broken record thing and repeating myself unnecessarily, have you been fighting a lot?”

She cleared her throat again. 

“No more than normal,” she said. 

I picked up my pen and scribbled a quick happy face on my legal pad. 

Slapping the pen back down, I said, “I’m going to take that as a yes.”
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She finished her drink, and I offered to pour her another. She refused, saying she had a bridge club date at the club later that evening. She didn’t want to appear drunk. 

“Golly, jeepers,” I said. “That would be positively uncouth.” 

She stared at me through those dark lenses, her face showing little emotion. 

“He said you’d be like this,” she said. “But not to be bothered by it.” 

“Who’s he?” I said, knowing full well who he was. 

“Chief Homicide Detective Nick Miller,” she said. “He’s the one who fielded my call when I contacted the police, thinking my husband could be dead...the victim of a murder. God knows there are way too many gang members walking around our sanctuary city.” 

She used air quotes when she said “sanctuary city.”

“Yeah, but can’t you just feel all that compassion in your gut?” I said. 

“If a sanctuary city is the definition of compassion,” she said, “the politicians sure have me fooled.” 

I nodded. 

“I’ll need one thousand up front,” I said. “That covers three days. Anything more and it’s three hundred per day plus expenses. The one thousand is non-refundable even if I don’t produce results.”  

“How do I know you’re not going to drag your feet for three days and then suddenly find my husband on the fourth or fifth day?” she said. “Or maybe not at all.”  

“You don’t,” I said. “And I wouldn’t be
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