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The cops dragged the blonde in just as I was closing up shop for the day. Meaning, they brought her in at around two o’clock in the afternoon after I’d been sitting around the office all day waiting for the phone to ring. My cell phone, that is. 

Since it didn’t ring once, not even while I was taking a nap on the old leather couch pressed up against the exposed brick wall, I decided the best course of action was to leave the office immediately and drive the Jeep into North Albany, where I would belly up to the bar and drink my last twenty away. What the hell, it was only money, even if it was the only money I had left to my name. 

But then came the sound of fists pounding on the door, and the Albany cops, in all their infinite wisdom, discovered that the ground-floor door was unlocked so that they were able to let themselves in without asking. They trudged upstairs in their heavy-soled, black shoes and brought her to my attention. There was one cop on each side of her, each of them gripping one of her arms like she was a runaway threat. Judging by her sour but stunning puss, she looked none too happy about it. 

I sat back in my swivel chair. 

“To what do I owe the pleasure?” I said. 

One of the cops was short and doughy, the other tall and doughy. They both wore crew cuts, and their faces were clean-shaven. Either that or they had yet to mature enough to grow proper beards. 

“Miller has a job for you, Moonlight,” Short Cop said. 

He reached into his trouser pocket with his free hand, pulled out a business-sized envelope that appeared to be stuffed with a decent amount of cash. He tossed it on my desk like it had been burning a hole in his pocket. As for me, it gave me a hard-on. 

“Miller claims that’s enough to pay for three days of your services,” Short Cop said. “Anything extra you’re to—”

“—Pay for it with my credit card and keep the receipts, yada, yada,” I said. “I wasn’t born yesterday.” 

For some reason, my “yesterday” comment was an excuse for the two cops to eye one another like they anticipated my every word ahead of time. 

“One of you idiots gonna tell me what this is all about?” I added, my eyes on the blonde who, in all candor, didn’t appear entirely anonymous to me. 

She wasn’t small, but she wasn’t large, even by female standards. She was maybe fifty, but looked years younger, sporting a killer Gold’s Gym body under a white silken blouse that was unbuttoned enough to show off her considerable cleavage and her black lace Victoria's Secret pushup bra. Any broad who tells you they feel violated when dudes and even other girls stare at them with hungry, lust-filled eyes is full of shit. 

She wore a black skirt that fit her ass so well it broke my heart to look at it, the exposed thighs, and calves looking like they were carved from the best Italian marble. As a final nail in the heartbreak coffin, she wore black pumps that made her maybe four inches taller than God intended, which made her taller than me, but that wouldn’t matter if we happened to get horizontal together, now would it? But as usual, I digress. My head, it’s not always right. 

“They fucking kidnapped me,” she spat. “That’s what’s fucking going on.” 

That was the cue for me to go for the big guns. Hell knoweth no fiery wrath than a beautiful and powerful-looking dame who’s thoroughly pissed off and being dragged around by two donut-fed morons dressed in blue uniforms. Opening the bottom right-hand desk drawer, I pulled out a bottle of Irish whiskey and two clear toothbrush glasses and set them on the desk. I poured two generous shots. I pushed one of them her way. She stared into the whiskey like she was looking at the photo of her long-lost lover. 

I shifted my focus to the cops. 

“You boys done here?” I said. 

The tall one reached into the chest pocket of his uniformed blouse and pulled out a piece of folded paper. He unfolded it and put it down in front of me. 

“Need you to sign off on the witness,” he said. “She’s all yours now.” 

“I don’t recall asking for her,” I said. 

“You took the fucking money, didn’t you, wiseass?” Short Cop said. 

“Watch your mouth,” Tall Cop said. “There’s a lady present. A locally famous one at that.” 

If she were famous, then why couldn’t I recall her name? I glanced at the paper, which was a photocopy of Albany Police Department form 71-B or some such bureaucratic nonsense, and didn’t bother reading what it had to say. I did catch the part where the blonde’s name had been typed into the space required, probably with an old-fashioned IBM Selectric. 

Kelly Darling. 

The light bulb suddenly shone brightly over my head. She was a local newscaster whom I watched fairly religiously back when I owned a television more than a decade ago. She was young then and provided me with sweet eye candy, which is why I tuned into her. I didn’t really give two shits about the news since nothing much ever really changed in Albany. Now, she was practically handcuffed to me. 

I signed the form and handed it back to Tall Cop. 

“Anything else?” I said. “Like feeding and bathing instructions?” 

It was a joke. No one laughed. 

“Have a nice day, Moonlight,” Short Cop said. “And keep your hands where they belong.” 

The two cops left the office, trudged their way down the old woods stairs, and exited the old Port of Albany ticket office through the open metal door. I was glad when I heard them speed out of the lot in their black-and-white. 

For a time, I sat across from the beautiful reporter, trying to make eye contact. Some ice that needed breaking, so naturally, I broke it. 

Taking hold of my drinking glass, I said, “So what shall we drink to?” 

“How about you shutting the fuck up?” she said while grabbing her drink and downing it in one swift, almost professional pull. 

I sipped mine and refilled her glass. 

“I see we’re off to a good start,” I said. “And that’s a damn good sign.”
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The blonde drank her second drink and stood. 

“You got a lady’s room in this joint?” she said. “Or do I bend my bare ass over the Hudson River?” 

I had to admit, her little, let’s call it quip, provided me with enough of a visual that I nearly grew a high hard one. 

“Outside the door and to the left,” I said. “It’s clean too.” 

“Wow, what a bonus,” she said. 

“When you get back, maybe you can tell me what the hell is going on here, and why I’m being paid to babysit you,” I said. 

She turned and headed for the open office door. 

“Why don’t you call your boss, Chief Detective Nick Miller?” she said. “He’s a plethora of useful information.” 

She hooked a left out the open door and disappeared from view. But I heard those high heels against the old wooden floor until she came to the ladies' bathroom. Then I heard a door slam shut. Maybe I should have done the right thing and locked her in there. Or perhaps that would have been the wrong thing. Sometimes I have trouble telling the difference between right and wrong. Maybe you would too if you had a small piece of a .22 caliber hollow-point bullet stuck in the center of your brain. 

I drank more whiskey and decided to calm the hell down. Maybe it was best to find out her story before I went ahead with locking her in the bathroom or anywhere else, for that matter. I thought about her suggestion to call Miller. It was a good suggestion. But before I pulled out my cell phone, I tore open the sealed envelope and pulled out the cash. Twelve hundred bucks in small denominations. Just the way I liked it. Miller always did think of the little things. The money was wrapped in half a sheet of your basic white copy machine stock. There was a note written on it in blue ballpoint.

“Call me,” it said. “Miller.” 

“There it is then,” I said. “The mandate I’d been officially waiting for.” 

Setting the cash inside my top drawer and the note on the desktop, I pulled out my cell phone. Before speed-dialing Miller, I glanced at my watch. It was a little after two o’clock. Since it looked like occupying a stool at Lanies Bar was out of the question, but drinking a nice cold beer to go with the whiskey wasn’t, I stood up, made my way around the desk, out of the office, and down the stairs. I turned right into my loft apartment and went to the kitchen area, where I made a quick check on Manny the Wonder Dog’s food bowl. It was empty, telling me he’d been home for lunch but quickly made his way back outside to hunt around the abandoned port with his four-legged friends. 

Opening the fridge, I pulled out a cold beer and a Tupperware container that was partially filled with leftover spaghetti and meat sauce. I grabbed a fork from the dishrack and took a few bites before emptying the rest of it into Manny’s bowl. When it came to supper, leftover spaghetti was his favorite. I also filled his water bowl.

My chores completed, I finally speed-dialed Miller. He answered after only two ringy-dingies. 

“There’s a hot blonde reporter using my ladies' room,” I said. “Maybe you can shed some light on that, your eminence.” 

“I’m surprised you’re not peeking at her bare bottom through the keyhole,” he said. 

“Is that what you think of me?” I said. “Fat Elvis I can understand, but me, Dick Moonlight, Albany’s premier PI?”

“Jack Marconi is Albany’s premier private eye,” he said. “You and Steve Jobz are tied for last.” 

The first PI he was referring to was a seasoned vet of Albany’s concrete jungle, and I had to agree with him wholeheartedly, as much as it hurt, that he was the best. The second dude he mentioned was my neighbor and sometimes co-parent of Manny the Wonder Dog. I considered him a good and, despite his diminutive size, ballsy detective. But he could have been better if he didn’t love Jameson so much. I guess that was one of my problems, too. But I’m getting ahead of my skis here and I don’t ski. 

“Now that we’ve established my position on the JV squad, you gonna tell me what I’m supposed to do with said hot blonde?” I said. 

“Here’s the short of it,” he said. “Acting undercover for one of her special reports about Arbor Hill and the gang violence there that’s increased by about two hundred percent since 2020, she was present at a drug deal gone bad when two Russians skinned an informant alive. Now they’re threatening to kill her if she runs the report.” 

“Why didn’t they kill her if she was a witness?” I said. 

“Good question,” he said. “Maybe you’ve noticed how stunning she is. Or maybe they let her stay undead as a warning to those who might go after them, like me, for instance. In any case, they put a pistol barrel in her mouth and warned her that unless she calls off the cops and destroys her report, they’re not only going to kill her, but they’re going to perform a Ukraine Special on her.” 

“What’s a Ukraine Special?” I said. 

“It’s when they duct tape you to a bed of springs, hook your genitals up to electrodes while beating the snot out of you with lead pipes, and inserting long-ass needles into your back under the shoulder blades. You know, fun shit like that.”

“What’s their names?” 

“Axel and Mikhail Brezniki,” he said. “Former soldiers from the recent unpleasantness in Ukraine. Deserted by way of Odessa, took a boat to Istanbul, flew to Mexico City, walked across the border, and now collect five K per month in government subsidies while smuggling dangerous narcotics and murdering a few good men and women along the way, sometimes just for fun. And for God’s sake, I hope you don’t have one of those blue and yellow ‘Support Ukraine’ on your front lawn or you’re liable to find a Molotov cocktail visiting you through your front window in the middle of the night.” 

I swallowed something bitter and dry as if it was my ass on the line and not Kelly Darling’s.

“Maybe now I’m seeing why they let her live,” I said. “Killing her on the spot would be like letting her off easy.” I took the time to open my beer and steal a swig of it. “So, what’s with the three days?” 

“We’re gonna have these motherfuckers in custody in three days’ time or less, or I’m quitting the force. She needs to be very alive to testify against them and to point them out in what will be a hastily assembled grand jury. Capice?” 

“Yeah,” I said. “I get it.”

He didn’t say anything for a long beat, but I could hear him breathing. 

“You drinking?” he said finally. 

I quietly drank some more beer and secretly wished I had a glass of whiskey to go with it.

“What makes you think that?” I said. 

“Just make sure she’s well taken care of,” he said. “Any extra expenses you can charge—”

“—Yeah, yeah, and save the receipts,” I said. “I wasn’t born yesterday.” 

“And lay off the booze or you’ll always be on the JV squad,” he said. 

I wanted to lie and tell him I was only drinking water. But then you couldn’t bullshit a bullshitter, and he’d already hung up on me.
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I drank the rest of my beer and noticed Kelly had been in the bathroom for a while. Maybe she’d eaten some bad sushi the night before. It happens. But then my stomach sank. I wasn’t born yesterday, and I certainly wasn’t green when it came to being a professional PI. Slapping my beer can down on the wood-block counter, I sprinted across the loft to the staircase. 

Taking the stairs two at a time, I went to the ladies’ room door. It was closed. I was tempted to open it without knocking, but I hadn’t lost all my manners. I rapped on the door three times with my bare knuckles. 

“Kelly,” I barked. 

No answer. Big surprise there. I rapped three more times. The sound of my bone against the old wooden door reminded me of my first marriage: empty and futile. That’s when I placed my hand around the old brass doorknob and turned it counterclockwise. Opening the door, I saw that the room was empty. Empty of Kelly Darling, that is. But there was something written on the wall-mounted mirror above the old freestanding porcelain sink. The words were written in red lipstick. My favorite. 

They Will Kill You Too

For a long beat, I stood flatfooted and stared at the words. As many times as I read them, they never changed. My throat felt dry. My pulse was pounding. I saw my face beyond the blood-red letters. The concave cheeks covered in black and white stubble, the deep, brown eyes, the pronounced chin, the scarred forehead that met the equally scarred head, and the short salt and pepper hair that was receding faster than my lifespan. I was wearing my black leather coat over a black T-shirt, blue jeans, and the worn black combat boots left over from my days fighting the Iraqis. I wore that shit because it was all I ever wore. It was my uniform, and when you believed in uniforms, life became a whole lot easier. You weren’t forced into decisions. And my decisions weren’t always the best, unlike my intentions, for instance. 

My decision to trust Kelly on her own was one of the more stupid ones I’d made in recent weeks. She was a seasoned reporter who was likely no stranger to slipping in and out of bad situations. How the hell did she get out? The window was way too small and narrow, and the drop to the pavement would have at least broken a few bones. 

“Occam’s Razor,” I said. “The simplest explanation is likely the right explanation.”

When I was on the phone with Miller and distracted enough that I wasn’t paying enough attention to what was happening inside my own home/office, she must have removed her high heels, descended the staircase, and walked out the front door. Where she went from there, God only knows. I made a fist and pounded it on the sink. 

Staring into the mirror, I said, “Could you be any more of a fuckup, Moon?” 

Running the cold water, I splashed it on my face and dried it with some of the paper towels that came from the wall-mounted dispenser. Tossing them into the plastic trash receptacle, it dawned on me that if I ran outside, I might still be able to catch her. Exiting the bathroom, I descended the stairs as fast as I could without breaking my neck. Heading outside, I stared at the old brick-and-tin warehouses and the long expanse of cracked and heaved blacktop parking lot that, after years of no use, had become a breeding ground of weeds and even small trees. You can’t stop life from happening. Death was like that, too. 

I cupped my hands over my mouth. 

“Kelly,” I shouted. “Kelly Darling.” 

My voice reverberated across the valley. What was the use? Kelly had a smartphone. Probably a fancy iPhone. It was likely she used it to call someone to pick her up. Glancing at my open-topped, third-hand Jeep, I thought about going after her. But that was stupid. I would just be chasing my tail. 

Just then, I saw my four-legged best friend come dashing across the lot until he came to me, panting, his tail wagging like crazy. It meant he wanted me to pick him up. He licked my face all over, and I held the chihuahua tightly. 

“You happen to see an attractive lady sneaking away from my office, Man?” I said. “About five feet eight inches tall, killer body, lush blonde hair, and blue eyes to die for.” 

But Manny just kept on kissing me until he squirmed so much that I had no choice but to let him down. That’s when he scooted back across the lot to rejoin his friends. 

“I’ll take that as a no,” I said. 

Knowing that Miller would have my head on a rusty platter once he found out I lost the one person I was in charge of babysitting, like my life depended on it, I about-faced, made my way back inside, and climbed the stairs to my office. I thought about my best course of action. 

“You have to go after her,” I whispered to myself while pouring a shot of whiskey. “How far could she have gotten in just a few minutes? The question is, where did she go? Second question is, were the two Russians also following her?”

I drank the whiskey and got another sinking feeling. 

“Holy shit,” I said. “What if the Russians actually caught up with her while I was on the phone with Miller?”

If that was the case, I’d never known Russians to act so stealthily. But then, if what Miller said was true — that they were elite military types — stealth would be their shared middle name. 

I poured another shot and felt my pulse pick up with even more intensity. My head began to spin. What the hell was happening? I knew precisely what was happening. 

“My goddamned fucked up head,” I said as I went around the desk, making sure to balance myself by extending my right arm and using it like a crutch against the desktop. “Just breathe, Moonlight. Breathe.” 

If I was going after Kelly, I needed some cash. What the hell, I also needed more beer and whiskey. Maybe some more bullets, also. I opened the desk drawer to retrieve some of the cash Miller prepaid me. The envelope was gone. For a third time, my stomach sank. It couldn’t possibly sink any lower. I might have shouted out an obscenity or three, had my world not gone black and...
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