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Written reports aren’t anything I spend much time on. I keep a few notes on each case, and then cobble together an account for them that wants one. A synopsis, what I call them. Charlie Dow gave me ‘synopsis.’ He was that kind of guy. Worked for him a couple of cases back. Learned a lot from Charlie. Still using Nappy when I can get him. Busy man, the Admiral.

I was cleaning up the files last week and decided to write up the scraps. A couple of  stories I got out of that  became this business. It was summertime and the chicken was greasy, catfish jumpin’ ... well you know how that goes. It was one of those days when the flies pestered, the clink of the mainsheet against the mast just pissed me off, and the typewriter keys kept moving on me. Not a typewriter, of course. Meant keyboard. The one on my nifty little laptop. When I got those scraps all neat and tidy, they named themselves. Dead Flies, what it was. And then there was this bit:


Dead flies cause the ointment of the apothecary to send forth a stinking savor; so doth a little folly him that is in reputation for wisdom and honor. —Ecclesiastes, ch.10, v.1; King James Version
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My face in the mirror was nondescript. Unremarkable. Plain. I didn't mind. Plain brown wrappers disappear in a crowd. Good thing for gumshoes. Plain, that was me. Damn near invisible. Short cropped black hair, brown eyes, forehead flat, nose a tad wide, small mouth. Face in profile looked like a cardboard box. Blockhead. Appropriate. Lately getting a little jowly. With love handles and damn little love. Facts of life.

All of the above hung on a medium frame. Still wear size 10 shoes. Still 70 inches top to bottom. 5’ 10” and 190 pounds. Give or take. Lately, seemed to be too much muscle turning to fat. Fine, so I’ve gone to seed. With a plain brown suit who needs muscle tone. Screw it. Got a tie with an ugly knot, too. Wear it a little loose at the collar, askew. Some fatigue there, in that face. Anxiety. A modicum of alertness. Modicum. And wit. You say ‘askew,’ I say, ‘gesundheit.’

Hardy har har.

“Shucks,” I said to the face in the mirror. “'I am the boy who does enjoy invisibility.'” Warbling. I sighed. 

Schmuck.

Damn good at crossword puzzles, though. Damn good..

Jerk.

I pulled back an eyelid. Epicanthic was the word. Had to look it up. Twice. My father was Japanese, but my mother was Irish. The eyeball looking at me was brownish. Most of the time. Got a lens on a fingertip. Poked it in my eye. Did the other one. My face in the mirror was still nondescript; but older. Swell.

My mama used to love me, but she ... Palo Alto. Doublenickel.

I frowned at the face in the mirror.

When I was a small boy growing up in Palo Alto, I wore glasses on that face. Small round lenses with silver metal frames. Those lenses were about the thickness of a nickel; and they looked like nickels. Double nickels. Some buddy of mine tagged me with that name, and it stuck with me until I left My Home Town and went off to College. Doublenickel. When things were really rolling, they just called me Nick. I got kind of partial to Nick.

Nick.
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Portland Case #27

1.


Put aside your pride, set down your arrogance, remember your grave. —Ali ibn Abi Talib



I was walking along the embankment, the river high and muddy, on my way back to the boat. City lights don’t allow for much dark, but it was quiet enough. Heard the river lapping at the seawall. Some trucks rattling over the bridge. At two thirty in the morning, a man can rightly expect to be alone with his thoughts. I wasn’t.

The grassy knoll, littered with the encampments of the homeless, was somnolent. I liked that word. Somnalent. Rolled off the tongue. No moon. City lights casting shadows up by the copse of trees. I slowed a step or two. Someone had called my name. A woman, I thought.

This time of night?

But a figure moved from the shadows and started down across the grass. Not a woman. The boy called my name again, said, “Wait.”

Sounded a bit desperate.

“Wait.”

He looked scared. He sounded scared. Deduced the kid must be scared. He was wearing a T-shirt that hung off him like his sister’s shabby blouse. If he had a sister.

Ketchup stains (yeah, I know, you want blood. Think the ‘ketchup’ is going to get tested and turn out to be the blood of the dead judge. Keep guessing.) down the front of this raggedy garment and his patchy, threadbare jeans gave me second thoughts, made me wish I had my little automatic sitting in the pocket of my jacket. But he was a little squirt, ten or twelve. Thought I might be able to handle him.

“They took my mother,” he said. Stood there, shoulders slumped, head down.

“Took your mother?”

“They took her.”

Thought we ought to start over.

“What’s your name, kid?” I said.

He just looked at me. Finally, deciding, said, “Buddy.”

“Well, Buddy, why don’t you start at the beginning. Who grabbed your Mom? You know?”

“Shiites.”

I thought he had said ‘shits.’ Thought again, looked hard at the boy and saw Arabic. Saw Middle Eastern. Dark hair, dark eyes. Head square above the point of the chin. Nose prominent. And the word clicked. “Shiites?” I said.

“They took her.”

“When. Near here?”

“We live over the bakery.”

“Up on Second?”

“Two men just came and pointed at the van and she had to go.” He might have shrugged. “I didn’t know what to do.”

‘Took’ was beginning to look like ‘went with.’ No matter. “But they didn’t get you?”

“I was hiding. Waiting for her. Behind the dumpster.”

“And these men? They waiting for her, too?”

I think he shrugged. Said nothing, shook his head, tears welling in his eyes. The kid had been loose, middle of the night, while mom was ... where? Doing what? Maybe it was ‘took.’ Would she go voluntarily leaving the boy behind?

I would take him with me to the boat. Make a few calls. Find some family. Least I could do.

He tailed along, glum, silent, until we got to the marina gate. Stopped dead in his tracks. Put his hands up, palm out and waved them.

“No,’ he said. “No.”

Turned and bolted.

I stood too discombobulated to utter the string of oaths that lumbered through what I possessed for a brain. Good word discombobulated. Looked it up. Well, no, I asked Lucy.

What I was good at. Punching buttons on a computer. Doing a little AI. Saving lost kids? Not so much.

Hairball. What I said, finally. “Hairball.” Turned and walked, glum and silent, to the boat. 

2.


The Blindman's Dinner: A dinner unpaid for,the landlord being the victim. —Till Eulenspiegle’s Tale (16th century German folklore)



Noon the next day, sitting in the cockpit of my boat, I considered my options. Had a case that needed working, just didn’t have a client. Probably find the boy. I could do that. Mother would probably turn up on her own. Looked like a pro bono deal, but I had stiffed Fogarty’s widow and could spare the time.

Bonacorso had called that one. The Fogarty Fiasco, he called it. Someone had choreographed the whole business with every ‘T’ crossed and every ‘I’ dotted. Fogarty never was a missing person. Person or persons unknown had done him up proud.

The day after Gertrude had paid me a visit, I got an email that suggested I have a look on the Reed Island’s north side. I got Leo to run me up there in his bass boat. Found the judge on an island right where somebody wanted me to find him. Propped against a cottonwood tree. He was wrapped in a sheet, one hand tied at the wrist to a tree branch, the hand holding the handle of a rusted scythe; the other hand, the arm hanging limply at his side, held an empty bottle of MacCallam's. Had a red blindfold covering his eyes and a hundred dollar bill stuffed in his mouth. Fella didn't look too happy. A bobwire ligature kinda ruined his day. Mine, too.

A note hand written in distinctive block capitals was neatly folded and slipped into the breast pocket of his dinner jacket. Sure, I went through the guy's pockets. My prerogative. The note read: HAD HIS FILL ONCE TOO OFTEN AT THE BLINDMAN'S TABLE.

The river lapped gently at a sandy shore. Brush and skinny stalks of maples mixed with some stout cottonwoods. Geese wheeled overhead. Leo had nosed his boat into a bank, and he was whining about missing the tide. Thought we might get stuck in the mud. Thought I already had. The perfect dupe. He hadn't much cared for taking the north channel up along the Washington shore. His bass boat was brand new, and the water was always thin on that side of Reed.

"Don't know why I let you talk me into these things," he whined.

I'd had the case for two days. The cops had an army in the field, and were welcome to it. Knocking on doors and sifting through the judge’s case files was what they were good at. And tracking bad guys he'd put away. The wife had come to me. And her story added up to a negative number.

I nosed around. Turned some stones. Wasn't hard to find the boyfriend; but him and the wife just stonewalled me. Then I got the email. Convenient. Once I’d found him, she was ready to can my ass. What was that about? Tall blonde going to gray whose outfits cost more than I made in a month. Her chest cost more than my annual income. Gertrude. Fickle woman. Didn’t seem too damned bereaved.

"Boat coming," Leo said. "Patrol boat, four men on board."

I stood up and waded through the brush.

"Hands," barked one of the deputies. Tall, dark and handsome. No doubt cut the tails of his shirts to make them fit flat and square. Benson. Lieutenant Benson. Knew him when. Never liked him much. Think it was mutual.

Weapons appeared.

Felt like Davy Crockett at the Alamo.

I spread my arms showing them palms. Leo had his straight up in the air, face like oatmeal.

They came ashore like Iwo Jima.

"Names." Handsome again. Like he didn't know who he was looking at.

Leo spit out his. I grinned, reached into a coat pocket and didn't get shot. Got yelled at. Flipped my folder at Benson. He fumbled with it
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