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Stern Talbot, PI

The Case of the Troubled Actress
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I was sitting at my desk, my left shoe up on the leading edge of it, my right leg crossed over it at the ankle. I noticed the crease in my grey trousers was still mostly sharp, at least just above the shoe. 

I squeezed a tennis ball, hard, then threw it at the floor across the room. It bounced on the hardwood floor between the coat tree and the rubber tree, then caromed off the wall and came back to me in a perfect arch. 

That made three hundred and twelve. Well, it was a slow day. The tennis ball wasn’t a great substitute for cigarettes, but it kept my hands busy.

A warm breeze filtered in through the open window behind me. It carried the usual smells of hot asphalt and dust, mixed with a burnt grease smell from the Greek gyros place down the street. 

Two stories below, a boy was hawking the afternoon paper over the sound of cars and trucks moving by, slowing and stopping, then moving again. Now and then, some impatient driver honked at another car. Farther away, sirens wailed. 

I locked onto the sound of the sirens, an old habit left over from my days as a cop, and the other noises fell away. For a second I was expecting a call on a radio I don’t have in an unmarked Crown Vic I wasn’t sitting in.

The sirens were too far away to tell whether they were approaching or receding. 

Didn’t matter, I suppose. It had to be getting close to the end of the day. 

I squeezed the tennis ball, then threw it again. As I caught it, I glanced up at the institutional clock. The black plastic frame was chipped on the right side just below the 3. I tell clients a stray bullet did that. Actually, I slammed the door  too hard one day and wasn’t able to catch the clock before it hit the floor.

The clock read 4:28, and it was Friday afternoon.

Good. So a quick drink wouldn’t hurt anything.

I laid the tennis ball on one corner of the blotter on my desk, then took my feet down, leaned forward in the chair and opened my middle desk drawer on the right side. 

The bottle of Early Times set up a quiet rumble as it rolled a little side to side, but the two old-fashioned glasses on the near side and the extra pair of socks on the far side kept it from going too far. I always keep an extra pair of socks around. I don’t like wet feet, and you never know where a case will take you.

Behind the socks was another old fashioned glass. The rim on that one was chipped. I picked up the tennis ball and dropped it inside.

I took out a glass, wiped it for imaginary dust with the wide part of my tie, and set it on the blotter on my desk. Then I unscrewed the top of Who Laid Out Joe, poured three stiff fingers and hefted the glass to toast—well, nobody. I set it down again.

I capped the bottle, and it clinked on the remaining glass as I closed the drawer. I rocked back a bit and let my ankles reclaim the desk. 

The whiskey looked pretty good, dark amber in a clear glass on a mahogany desk. That double-pedestal desk was probably worth more than everything else in the office combined. Well, when it was new. Probably I ought to remodel the whole place. I leaned forward, hefted the glass again, brought it to my lips and looked around. 

The office was dim, lit only by the light coming in through the window behind me. Unless a client came in, I kept the lights off to save electricity. The stuff’s expensive. 

To my right is four-drawer filing cabinet with an old metal fan on top of it, then a small table with a couple of ladder-back chairs. An old Remington manual typewriter sits on the table. I don’t even know if it works. I just like the looks of it. Then a rubber tree in a big pot fills the corner. Janice’s idea, to cheer the place up, she said. 

What would cheer me up is a job. I hadn’t had a case in a couple of weeks, and that was a whiz-bang affair that I wouldn’t ever be paid for. What a way to run a business.

On the front wall is the clock, then the coat tree and the door to the outer office. There’s nothing to the left of the door, no furnishings, I mean.

On the other end of the room is the small door that leads to my bathroom. In the corner between that door and the wall behind me is my guest chair, an overstuffed easy chair  in some kind of brown fabric. I got it at a second-hand store. It’s worn a little smooth on the seat and the leading edge of the arm rests. 

Where it’s located, there’s no barrier between me and the client even when I’m behind my desk. That makes me seem more open and friendly. But it also puts me between the client and the door to the outer office, a psychological trick I’ve found useful on more than one occasion.

I took a sip of my drink.

I ought to have a plan, I guess. I mean, what I’m going to do if some work doesn’t come in soon. 

Janice will leave, of course. Though she already hasn’t had a paycheck in two months and she’s still here. It’s like being my secretary is her hobby.

Anyway, I can always give up my apartment and sleep in the office. The apartment is an efficiency, with one big room and a separate little bathroom with a sink, a toilet and a shower for skinny people. I fit, barely. 

The word “efficiency” when it’s applied to apartments is real-estate lingo that means the owner gets two-thirds as much rent for one-sixth as much space.

I took another sip of my drink, nursing it I guess, then ran my left palm over my face.

The black stubble there might as well be sandpaper. I’m one of those guys who grows facial hair as an avocation. I shave every morning, and I have a 5 o’clock shadow by 1 p.m. No moustache or sideburns, but I’m still what you’d call clean shaven only a few hours each day. 

The sirens faded. So they were receding after all.

Somewhere, something happened to somebody—something they weren’t expecting—and their life would never be the same.

Well, it wasn’t my problem anymore. I’d been out of the rat race for a little over a year now. Anyway, it’s the same no matter where you are. Nothing ever happens when you’re expecting it. 
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I took another sip. 

I’ve often wondered whether my clients are visited by the same ghosts that visit me. I figure most of them aren’t. They’re wrapped up in their own problems and how I might be able to solve them. 

They never see the little boy who’s run over by the perp’s car as he’s making a run for it. Or the teenage girl who catches a stray bullet from a Mac10 because the perp didn’t bother to aim. Or the hapless mother or wife or sister of the perp who just doesn’t understand how Johnny could have done such a thing.

I took another long sip of my drink, tipped the glass and saw the bottom. Man, that went quick. I glanced up at the clock again. It read 4:36. What the hey, that was close enough to closing time. 

I swiveled around a little in my chair so I wouldn’t have to take my feet down again. I opened the drawer, pulled out the bottle and poured another three fingers. 

Again, the bottle clinked a little on the remaining glass in the drawer when I closed it.

On a day like this, the first sip of the second drink is as good as the first sip of the first one.

And I have a lot of days like this. Days when part of me wonders when the next job’s going to walk through the door, and part of me doesn’t care if it ever does.

I keep telling myself I could always go back on the force. I left a lot of bridges open just in case. But there are new faces showing up all the time down there, and new techniques. I get a little less qualified with each passing day. And a lot less likely to take direction from people younger and less experienced than I am.

It was easier back when my wife was alive. I didn’t lean so heavily on the bottle then. Not that I drink too much now. 

Sheila was a built-in friend, one who cared but didn’t pry. One who’d let me talk all night if I needed to, but if I chose to leave the job at the job, she was fine with that too. I think secretly, she liked that better.

She was my light and my life. The most patient woman I ever knew, always understanding, always waiting, never nagging. Finally her time to wait ran out when a drunk mistook an exit ramp—her exit ramp—for an entrance ramp. He caught her head-on at just over 50 miles per hour.

The chief wanted to know if I needed some time, maybe to go visit family or something, but I wanted to be on the job. The department psychiatrist cleared me for full duty the day after the funeral.

But three days after the funeral, I was called into the mayor’s office. 

*
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The mayor—Brinkman, Walter Brinkman was his name—was a low-life little creep and he wanted both me and Valentino in the worst way over a flap that happened a couple of years earlier.

The mayor was around 5’9”, maybe 5’1o” and in the neighborhood of 300 pounds. Apparently it was a neighborhood he was happy with. The fat bastard didn’t have even a passing flirtation with a treadmill or a stair stepper. Elevators probably hated him.

He had a thin neck that looked longer than it was, no chin to speak of, a little pencil-line moustache and severely thinning, mousey brown hair that was long on one side so he could comb it over. That plus what looked like a prison haircut on the sides and the false bravado in his beady little black eyes made me think of Jack Nicholson in The Shining every time I looked at him. 

But when you’re called on the carpet, you have no choice. You have to look at him.

Sitting in his chair, he leaned forward, the shoulders of his suit coat practically groaning as he put his fat little elbows on his desk. His forehead wrinkled as he did his best to interlock his pudgy fingers under his double chin. “Detective,” he said, condescension dripping from his whiny, nasally voice, “I wonder whether maybe the stress of your so-called ‘loss’ is getting to you.” One side of his mouth formed the beginning of a sneer. 

Seriously? My so-called loss? I stared at him, watching his lips move as he continued to talk. 

I wondered how it would feel to slap that sneer to the other side of the room. Come to think of it, it wouldn’t take much effort to snap that stupid excuse for a neck and be done with him.

Now and then a snippet filtered in to me from somewhere far away. Vaguely, I heard “desk, maybe even permanent” and “take phone calls, maybe write reports for the real working cops.”

Real working cops? That jerked me out of my reverie. I was stymied, and my face probably showed it. “Mayor, the department psychiatrist cleared me for full duty. I’m fine, so—”

Unable to contain himself and tapping his fingertips together, he grinned and raised his voice. “Yes, well, the department psychiatrist isn’t the mayor, now is he?” 

That voice grated on me. That’s it. I could kidnap the guy and run him through one of those big automatic cheese graters up at Kraft or wherever. The thought of it almost made me smile.

Then he said, “Frankly, I just wonder whether you can really hack it anymore, Detective.” 

That’s when I went over the desk. 

He shrieked and kicked his chair back away from the desk as Galecki and Valentino grabbed me.

Okay, so that’s one bridge I burned.

Turns out the mayor is averse to a detective trying to give him a suppository with a gold shield. As Valentino would say, Hey, who knew? 

All I know is, if Lou Galecki and Jimmy "Bigs" Valentino hadn’t been there, I’d have gone to jail. Of course, when I got out the mayor would still be walking funny. Totally worth it.

The city attorney talked the mayor into dropping assault charges, mostly because Galecki and Valentino weren’t willing to alter their story to make the mayor look good.

But after that, I decided they could put the whole department where I’d tried to put my shield, and I walked.
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So the mayor and why he had it in for me and Valentino—

About two weeks before his reelection, the guy was even more wrapped up in self-importance than usual. He came stomping into a murder-suicide scene that Valentino and I were working. 

Jimmy Bigs and I were in the dining room, waiting for the crime scene guys to show up. We were having a smoke and talking things over. The whole case looked pretty cut and dried. The husband had even left us a pot of coffee and a note. 

In the note, he willed us the coffee and apologized for the mess he’d made of the living room. The rest of the note read, “My wife has terminal lung cancer. I was recently diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumor. I just don’t see any hope. Goodbye.” 

Well, I have to say I agreed with him.

As Brinkman came through the front door, he spotted us and walked past the back of couch in the living room. In tow were a reporter and a camera guy from Channel 4 News. 

“So, detectives, where’s the body?” Brinkman said in that annoying “I’m in charge here” voice he used when the press was around and he thought anybody at all might be impressed. True to form, he didn’t even know the situation.

I took my Lucky Strike from my lips and squinted at him through a wisp of blue smoke. Quietly, I said, “You sure, Mayor?”

He actually glanced back at the reporter and laughed, his ample jowls jostling, then turned back to me. “Of course I’m sure, Detective. After all, it isn’t like I haven’t seen a dead body before. Besides—”

But Bigs interrupted him. “Sure. Hey, what the hell, Stern? No skin off our teeth, eh?” He glared at the mayor. “There are two of ‘em actually.” With his cigarette still clenched between his first and second fingers, he pointed past Brinkman’s left shoulder. “They’re right over there, in front of the couch. But hey, watch your step, eh? Evidence. You know.” He shrugged.

The mayor bristled. He put a smug look on his face and said, “I suggest you watch your step, Detective.” He turned on the ball of his right foot and stomped past the end of the couch. 

Then he looked down and stopped short. His jowls jiggled as his mouth dropped open, and even the back of his neck turned white. 

At his feet, the bodies lay side by side on the thick beige carpet, the twelve-gauge double-barrel shotgun between them. The husband had fired the first barrel of double-aught buck into his wife’s chest, then stuck the other barrel under his chin.

Valentino and I thought he was probably killing his wife’s cancer and his tumor the only way he knew how.

The roof and most of one wall were covered with a pink mist and viscera, and that part of the carpet was soaked with blood. The man’s face was gone from the inside out, and the air was thick with the aromas of copper, feces and urine. I have no idea how the mayor and his two monkeys hadn’t noticed the smell as they passed behind the couch.

Then, as he gaped at what used to be the man’s face, something glopped loose from the roof and splatted on the mayor’s bald spot. 

That was enough. 

He raised both arms and screamed in a way that would embarrass a young teenage girl. Then he raced straight through the blood pool to the front door and out.

The reporter and the camera guy had the good sense to glance back at us. The reporter’s mouth opened, but whatever he was going to say remained unsaid. He nodded apologetically.

Jimmy Bigs and I both shrugged, as if it were choreographed, and the two guys made their way to the door via the clear lane behind the couch.
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Well, a few months later, my friend Lou Galecki caught a bullet in the throat when he stumbled onto a drug deal on a corner downtown. 

Ironically, according to witnesses, he didn’t even seem to notice the perps or what they were up to. He was going into a shop to get some flowers for his wife for their upcoming anniversary. 

But one of the perps recognized him. 

Not quite a year after that, Valentino caught up with his 20 years. He retired at roughly the speed of light, and who can blame him? 

Last I heard he moved to Honduras to live a life of luxury. That’s the official story, but I have a feeling he’s working with the DEA somewhere down there. They were after him almost constantly to come work for them, and the guy hates drugs and drug runners almost as much as I hated that mayor.

Oh, and the mayor was turned out in a recall election about three months after I left the force. Seems he was cavorting with known bad guys. Yeah, that was a real shocker.

So it’s all good.
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