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The day was wet and hot, the temperature hovering in the low 90s, the sky drizzling as I watched the funeral from a respectful distance. I’d parked my car along the side of the dirt road just short of the turnoff to the graveyard. Two other cars and four pickups were parked there as well.

Even though it was raining, I got out, passed in front of my car and stood next to the right front fender, watching and listening a little. Despite the heat, I kept my grey overcoat on to deflect the drizzle. Despite the fact I was witnessing a funeral, I kept my fedora on too, for the same reason.

About fifty yards away, six rows of brown metal folding chairs were lined up on a thin green carpet beneath a matching green plastic canopy. The whole thing stuck out against the desert browns and tans like a bright emerald on a bed of ashes. Between the constant patter of rain on the hood of my car and the popping of it on the canopy, I couldn’t hear very much.

If I was under the canopy, I could hear better, and I’d probably take off my hat. But I didn’t know the deceased personally, so I didn’t want to intrude. Not that I’m all that respectful as a general rule. But at least my vantage point gave me a good overall view. And I was hired to be there, so there I was. 

As a member of a pioneer family in southeast Arizona, the sole resident of the box, Dale Abrams, was a respected member of the small desert community that lay among the oversized boulders of Dreadnought Canyon. Apparently, though, he wasn’t respected enough to pull many people from their homes on this drizzly day.

Only ten people, including the minister and the widow, were gathered beneath the canopy. Even if the weather had been better, the canopy would still be there to guard against the pervasive sun.  If it weren’t raining, the temperature would be up around 110.

The pastor, in a black robe and a hat reminiscent of a saturno, was standing, of course, and facing me beneath the far edge of the canopy. The grave, with the casket hovering above it on a bier, crossed directly behind him. Behind that was the mound of dirt that had come out of the hole. 

A slim Mexican man stood at either end of the casket, both wearing blue jeans and dark-brown hooded raincoats over grey ball caps. Both held a length of wide, off-white strapping in each hand, at the ready to lower the deceased into the earth. It dawned on me that I might have been the only one who noticed them. Faded as the men were into the rain and the soaked brown desert behind them, they might have gone unnoticed even to those gathered under the canopy

The bereaved widow sat in the first chair on the left end of the front row. Her head, represented by a black veil over brown hair, never bowed. Her narrow shoulders never slumped or jumped around the way shoulders do when someone is sobbing. She seemed thoroughly composed. 

The seven chairs to her right, reserved for other family members, were empty. The deceased’s children, seven in number, were absent. It was their spokesman, Dale Abrams Jr., who had hired me. 

The second row of eight chairs was filled with couples, male-female, male-female, all appearing to be in their 60s or older. The men were all dressed in jeans, western boots and long-sleeved shirts. Probably they all had a western hat poised on their lap. The women all wore dark dresses in appropriate prints for matrons. An umbrella hung by the handle from the back of each woman’s chair.

The remaining four rows of chairs were empty.

As the pastor finished his spiel and the men at either end of the coffin began to lower it into the grave, the men in the second row stood, donning their western hats—all were made of straw, the fashion after Memorial Day and before Labor Day—then reached for their ladies’ hands. Then the women stood too, clasped their umbrellas with their off hand, and the couples turned to queue up facing the widow, who stood and faced away from the grave.

With the constant pattering of rain on the canopy, I couldn’t tell what any of them were saying, but each man and each woman said something. Each of the women also leaned forward to exchange a hug with the widow. Then the couple nodded as one and moved out from under the left side of the canopy, whereupon the women, one at a time, unfurled their umbrellas.

As each couple spoke to her, the widow donned a brave smile and said something in return, then dismissed them by averting her attention to the next couple. She seemed more a gracious hostess than a grieving widow.

As those in the procession shuffled forward, exchanged words with the widow, then left the graveside, the pastor remained in his position. Not merely as a benevolent witness, but awkwardly, as if uncertain and waiting for something. 

When the last couple had left the protection of the canopy, the widow turned, offered her hand and expressed her thanks to the pastor.

He nodded, smiled, and said something, but when he released her hand he didn’t move.

The widow cocked her head slightly, then gestured as if she’d forgotten something. “Oh!” she said, then touched him lightly on the right arm and giggled. She looked down and opened her purse. From it she pulled a white business envelope and passed it to him. 

I imagined her saying, “Here you are.”

To his credit, the pastor didn’t open the envelope on the spot. Instead, he folded it, said something else to the widow, and stepped from under the canopy, I assumed to head toward one of the two cars parked near mine. 

As I stepped away from my car and started along the road toward the grave site, the first couple from the funeral was about thirty feet away from me. The other couples followed, about twenty feet between each set, as I made my way along the road. The pastor was some forty feet behind the last couple. 

I watched the widow and hoped I hadn’t waited too long. I’d prefer to talk with her while she was still under the canopy. My suits are cheap, but the longer they last the better. Besides, I don’t look as good as you might think with rain dripping off the brim of my fedora.

I nodded and smiled grimly as I passed the first couple, then did the same as I encountered and passed the others.

Soon the sound of car and pickup engines starting came from behind me. Other than that, the only sounds were the pattering of rain on my hat and the occasional squish of my shoes on the increasingly soaked road. When only the reverend and I were left—he was maybe fifteen feet away—the widow was still standing beneath the canopy, still next to her chair. As I watched, she sat down again.

She seemed to watch the men who stood at either end of the grave. They had completed their arduous task—that of physically consigning her husband’s body to the earth—even as the pastor had performed his sleight of hand and sent the man’s spirit on its way with an uplifting message of hope. 

Now the man on the right end of the grave was pulling out the straps and coiling them together over his right elbow. The one on the left, his hood pushed back and his ball cap in his left hand, crossed himself with his right. 

When they were through, the men wouldn’t wait around, shifting nervously from foot to foot. The widow wouldn’t suddenly remember and deign to hand them a slim envelope. Sometime later, they would receive minimum wage for their efforts.

As he drew near, the pastor stopped, smiled and touched the brim of his hat. “Friend of the family?”

I stopped too, my hands in the pockets of my overcoat. “You might say that.”

“I’m afraid the service is over.”

I nodded, said, “I saw,” then gestured toward the canopy with my chin. “That Joyce Abrams?”

“Yes. A fine woman. But you don’t know her?”

“I know the children.”

“Ah,” he said, as if it meant he understood although he couldn’t have, and kept his gaze on me as he nodded. “Well,” he said, looked past me and gestured toward the road. 

“Have a nice day, pastor.”

“Thank you,” he said, and started for the road. A moment later, “God bless” came from behind me.

I’d settle for just a little good luck. 
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This was the first decent job I’d had in a few months, and by “decent” I mean “accompanied by a retainer.” 

After the second to the last job like that almost a year ago, I got a little full of myself and moved my office into new digs. I was sure better times were just around the corner. So I rented a big box truck and my secretary Janice and I moved everything. 

Janice was a little chapped about that at first. She thought I was being cheap, but she mellowed when I told her I was also paying the rent on the new place a year in advance and paying her a year’s salary in advance. On the other hand, I wasn’t so full of myself that I’d actually roll down the window and throw away wads of cash on something we could do ourselves. Like moving the office. So she was on board if not enthusiastic.

But since then I’d had only one other major job, which I dubbed The Case of the Disappearing Worm. That was only a couple weeks after the move, and it got my hopes up.

Then I’d had a string of menial jobs. You know the kind. Middle-income types want someone to keep an eye on their husband or wife. Most of them want you to come back with nothing, and when you do, they’re more than happy to pay a reduced version of your fee. “After all,” they’d say, “you didn’t find anything really.” As if their spouse’s fidelity retroactively negated the necessity of hiring me in the first place.

A few want you to come back with something. Preferably a lot of something, complete with photos. Those are the ones who are looking for a way out and haven’t heard yet about keystroke trackers and other things they can do on their own to catch their spouse enjoying things the current spouse no longer wants to provide. Funny how wedding vows often work only one way.

Anyway, those are also the ones who really fudge. All of a sudden, even though they have dollar signs rolling through their eyes with what they stand to gain from the divorce settlement, they want an accounting of every minute you spent on their case. And instead of paying the agreed-upon amount, they want to pay you per photo. Or per verified stakeout. Or perhaps. Some of them even have the gall to refer you to the guy or gal you were spying on for payment. Like trying to collect on that end is ever a good idea.

Well, I got tired of spending time in small-claims court. So even for the middle-income types, I no longer accept a contract without a retainer. 

Consider too, the closest thing I personally have to a spouse is Janice, at least in the occasional-dinner and occasional-nagging departments. And Janice didn’t like me not getting paid either. Especially as we drew nearer to her year’s salary in advance running out.

And you know the old saying: when Janice ain’t happy....

So when Dale Jr. came sauntering into my office in early September and offered me the job, I was champing at the bit, though I tried not to show it.

*
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Naturally, when Dale Jr. came in, Janice was gone to lunch. Otherwise she would have made a big show of knocking on my door, peeking in like she might be interrupting something, which she never was, and announcing that a prospective client named Dale Abrams Jr. hoped I had time to talk with him. All of that as he watched from the vicinity of her desk.

Of course, that would all be for show. She did all of that every time anyone came in. Not because I was busy, but because she wanted me to have time to grab my suit coat and don a professional look before anyone else saw me.

But that day she didn’t have a chance to play secretary to the overworked professional investigator. She’d appeared in my doorway all by her lonesome, nobody in the office behind her. She gripped the door jamb with her left hand and said she wanted to catch up with a few old girlfriends who were in town and would I mind. 

At the time, I didn’t mind anything. I was catching up on my foot dangling. Actually, I was leaning back in my chair with my ankles crossed on my antique oak desk. Well, I call it an antique. A lot of the finish over the dark-oak stain is worn off, and not just where I cross my ankles when I’m catching up on my not caring about anything. But I couldn’t complain. I got the desk in a specialty shop for thirty-five bucks when I first hung out my shingle. 

Anyway, I was leaning back like that and throwing my tennis ball past the right side of my desk at the floor at just the right angle so it would carom off the floor and the wall and back to my hand. I was up to three hundred and forty-one consecutive catches, which wasn’t bad since it was only around 11:30. My personal best was three hundred and seventy-eight straight times, and I thought I had the rest of the day to break that record.

But when she knocked on the door, then opened it, I’d just flung the ball for the three hundred and forty-second time. 

Now Janice is what you’d call a real looker. She’s a foot shorter than me at about 5’2” and maybe 120 pounds. Her hair’s medium brunette. She used to wear it in something she called “dog ears,” but she’s let it grow out so now it hangs to the bottom of her shoulder blades. It frames a porcelain face with a slightly upturned nose beneath wide-set, trusting brown eyes. Below all that, a pair of thin lips look like they’re pressed together even when she’s talking. I’m not a big fan of thin lips, but they work on Janice.

As my tennis ball caromed off the floor and headed for the wall, I looked up at her. I thought I had plenty of time to be slick. “Yeah?”

She smiled her best smile, as if it was necessary. Then, she popped a wad of chewing gum and, in an accent that sounds like a combination of Brooklyn and Jersey, said, “I just got a phone call, Stern. Some old friends invited me to—”  

I looked to my right and grabbed for the tennis ball as it went by. It grazed the right side of my palm and thumped against the wall behind me. I turned my attention back to Janice, not feeling quite so slick after all. “I’m sorry, Janice. What was that?”

She was wearing one of her favorite outfits, starting with a black skirt that clung to her hips and stretched down to a few inches above her knees. It was so slick that it looked like you could ice skate on it. A frilly white, button-down blouse angled down from her breasts and was tucked smoothly into the waistband of her skirt. A string of pearls lay around her neck to finish the look. 

For a moment I wondered how she’d look in Daisy Duke shorts and a pink blouse with the tails tied off above her navel. 

But I can’t let myself think like that. Was it Shakespeare who said that way lies madness? Something like that. Still, seeing that might be worth a stint in an institution.

She huffed at the interruption, and when she shifted her feet, I thought she was going to throw her right hip out of joint. She started again. “I was just sayin’, a few friends are in town and they asked me to join them for lunch. Would that be all right, or...?”

I glanced down to my right again just as the tennis ball rolled away from the wall behind me and back toward Janice. No chance to get my feet down and use them to capture it.

She crouched and picked up the tennis ball, then crossed to the front of my desk and stretched her arm out toward me, the ball in her hand. “Stern?”

I took the ball, then wagged my other hand at her. “Sure, take some time. Things are dead around here today anyway, so—”

“I don’t want the whole afternoon. But I thought I might take an hour and a half instead of the usual hour. Or maybe two hours.”

I squeezed the tennis ball. Something about strengthening my grip. Or maybe showing off the muscle in my forearm. Only I was wearing a long-sleeved shirt. “That’s fine. No problem.”

She flashed that smile again and turned away. On her way out, she said, “Thanks, Stern.”

As she passed her desk, she hooked her purse with her right hand and continued toward the door.

When it closed behind her, I looked down at the tennis ball. It was too late to start another round, so I opened my top right desk drawer and dropped the ball behind the first divider. 

For a moment, I eyed the bottle of Early Times on the near side of that divider. Next to it were two rocks glasses, a spare pair of socks between them to keep them from clinking. But I closed the drawer. It was a little early yet even for me.

Maybe a nap. Janice would be back soon enough, and if the phone rang it would wake me up all right.

I leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes. 
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“Mr. Talbot?”

There was someone at the door to my private office. How had whoever it was gotten past Janice? I tried to tear my attention away from the stack of papers I was working on. Sometimes I thought the cases would never stop coming in, though that wasn’t a bad problem to have. I might have to hire on more help. Maybe another investigator to help handle the overload.

I finally looked up.

In the doorway was a glamorous blond in a sleek, silvery-white, ankle-length dress. She wore matching gloves that went all the way to her elbows. Her hair was stacked high on her head in some kind of perfect, professional coiffure. At the bottom of everything was a pair of high heels that matched the dress.

As I watched, she raised one gloved hand as if in slow motion and rapped lightly on the door jamb. Her blue eyes seemed larger than life. “Excuse me. Are you Mr. Talbot? Mr. Stern Talbot?”

Her voice wasn’t as sultry as I would have thought, and it was too deep to match her face. But the sound of a woman’s voice isn’t everything. Not by a long shot.

I smiled, my lips together. “Mmm?”

“I’m sorry. You are Stern Talbot, aren’t you? The private investigator?”

That finally brought me around.

As I opened my eyes, the blond dissolved like she was never there. It took me a moment to realize she wasn’t. The
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