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THE ART OF MURDER

“My wife’s having an affair.”

He was keeping a stiff upper lip, but I knew he was having a hard time holding himself together.

His name was Don Carmicheal and he was forty-five.  My client chair was straining his bulk.  He had the bucks, though and that’s what counts.

Whoever said that money is the root of all evil never had bills to pay.

I listened.

“She goes out every fucking Monday.  Comes home around ten-thirty.  I ask her what she’s up to and she says it’s her personal time.  For fuck sakes.  If I pulled that shit on her, I’d be sleeping in my car.”

I told him my fees, he wrote me a big, fat check and I took the case.

The next Monday I followed Don’s wife, Beatrice from their house in suburbia to downtown Manhattan.

She parked her car next the curb in front of an art school.  She got out and went in.

I had a smoke, listened to the radio some, then went in myself.

There was a young, busty gal at the desk.  She was maybe twenty-two, eyes of blue, and I had to force myself not to salivate.

“Hi, there.  I’m thinking about taking some art classes.”

“Wow!  Cool!  That is so awesome.  Just fill out this form.  Have you ever taken an art class before?”

“No, but I got detention once in high school, for drawing the inside of my asshole.”

She glared at me, offended.  She grabbed the form, put it in her desk and slammed the drawer shut.  Then she folded her arms under her gloriously pendulous breasts.

They really were great.

There was a glass partition behind the young lass.  I saw Beatrice, one of twelve students, wearing smocks and sitting in front of easels holding brushes.  A guy with a huge red afro,

man, it was epic, appeared to be the teacher.  Beatrice was painting what appeared to be a relatively accurate likeness of her husband, although a younger and slimmer version of him.

I left the school and a still fuming Busty and went to a pay phone and called Don.  He answered on the first ring.

“Hi, Don, it’s Lee Hacklyn.  I have good news.  Your wife’s taking an art class.  She’s painting a portrait of you.  It looks pretty good.  I think your worries are unfounded.”

He sighed heavily and thanked me.

“You’re welcome, sir.”

Two days later, I was sitting in my office with the New York Times and there on the front page, the lead story, oh shit, was the apparent murder of Don Carmicheal.  His wife had come home from work the night before and found his throat slit.

I told the cops everything I knew.  It was their business now, not mine.  

Still.  Cops don’t have a lot of free time.  And cold-bloodied murder was rampant during the 1970s in New York City.

With nothing else to do, other than spend some time with my paramour, Abby, I spent the next few nights hanging around the Cameron house.  

Parked across the street.  Sometimes I just sat in my car.  Other times, I walked around, smoking.  Nobody bothered me.

People came and went.  Most of them appeared to be family-members and/or well-wishers.  What was I hoping to accomplish.  Well, it would have been nice if the killer had just walked up to me and introduced himself to me as “the killer of Don Carmicheal.”

I was in my ’vette when the killer appeared, of course, at that point, I didn’t know he was the killer.  He drove a pink(!) Ford Escort and got out in front of the Cameron house.  It was none other than Red Afro Art Teacher.  Dun dun dun!!!  I rolled down my window.  The scent of his cheap after shave wafted into my car.  Gross.  Eau du crap.

I took out my Poloroid camera and took a picture.  Then I took it to the police.  They didn’t know the guy, so it was a new lead.

I followed Beatrice around for a couple of days.

She was shopping at Galaxy Grocery when I made my move.  I was pretty fit at that point in my life and I’d long-shaved off my scragelly beard.  Sorry to beat my chest, but women noticed me and I was feeling pretty cocky.

“Mrs. Carmicheal?”

“Yes?  Oh, you’re a reporter, aren’t you?  Won’t you leave me alone?”

“I’m not a reporter.  My name’s Lee Hacklyn.  I know it sounds weird, but I’m a private investigator and your husband hired me because he thought you were having an affair.”

“What?”

She dropped an onion.  I picked it up and put it back in the pile.

“Don really loved you, ma’am.”

“Oh, please.  Call me Bea.”

“He really loved you, Bea.  He was concerned because you were going out every Monday and when he asked you where you were going, you refused to answer.  At least, that’s what he told me.  So he hired me to follow you around.  When I told him about your art classes, he was so relieved.  He really loved you.”

Bea laughed.  The exact opposite of what I was expecting.  I thought she’d be offended and outraged.  What?  He actually SPIED on me?

Bea put her hand on her chest.  She wasn’t bad-looking.

“That’s so like Don.  He loved me, sure, I know.  I sure loved him.  I wanted to surprise him.  I was painting a portrait of him.  It never occurred to me he that he thought I was having an affair.”

Why not, I thought.  Wouldn’t it have occurred to you?  But I smiled and listened.

“That’s what I was doing the night he was killed.  I was at my art class painting a portrait of the man I love.”

Man, there’s rehearsed and then there’s over-rehearsed.  My intelligence tried real hard not to feel insulted.

“Listen, Bea, I hope this isn’t inappropriate, but I feel bad about what happened to Don and bumping into you just now...”

What a coincidence!

“...I wonder if I could treat you to lunch.”

“Well, I have so much to do today.”

“Maybe just a drink?”

“I don’t know.”

She blushed.

“Oh, come on.  My treat.”

“Well, if you’re going to twist my arm...”

We went to a nearby high-falutin’ bar and I got her hammered.

She confessed the whole ting.  It was 40s film noir to the letter.  Bea’s art teacher, whose name, believe it or not, was Art Pallette, her secret lover, the slimy bastard, had slit Don’s throat while Bea was lovingly painting his portrait.  The motive was Don’s big fat life insurance policy, of which Bea was the sole benefactor.  I had the whole thing on tape, inadmissible in court, of course, but I gave it to the grateful cops, and got a fresh doughnut and cup of cold, lousy coffee for my efforts.

To make a long story short, Bea and Art were brought in for questioning.  Art gave Bea up in a hot New York minute, or so I was told by a cop I was friendly with.

Poor Don.

I didn’t have to call him.

I could have gone to his house.

The police had determined that the time of his murder was around the time of my call to him.

Damnit.

I could have saved him.

Coulda, woulda, shoulda.

Never mind.

You can’t anticipate everything.

Only death.  And taxes.

And the depthless cruelty of evil men.  And their women.

DREAM BROTHER

Abby, her son Nick and I, were having dinner at a posh Manhattan restaurant that served German food.  We all had Weiner Schnitzel with lemon slices and it was scrumptious.  Nick, who is a kind, strapping sixteen-year old football jock, was mortified when I told him he was eating baby cow.  He spat a chunk of food onto his plate.

“Are you fucking kidding me?”

“Nick,” Abby playfully admonished, “Watch your potty mouth.  You never used to swear.”

“Effing baby cow?”

I clapped him on his ridiculously broad shoulder.

“Since I’ve known you, I’ve never seen you eat anything other than hamburgers and hot dogs.”

“I know, I know.  Still.  Gross.”

He hesitated for a moment, looked at his food, then took another bite.

“Ok.  I guess I’m over it.”

I grinned at him, “Attaboy.”

There was a thirtyish-man in a suit at the table next to us.  With him was an attractive woman, about his age, presumably his wife and a boy of about seven, presumably their son.  We shared the same waitress, a beautiful German gal named Freida.  The man was boisterous and loud.

“Frieda!  You’re looking good tonight.”

“Thank you, Mr. Schmidt.”

“Of course, you always look good.  All your curves are in the right places.”

She blushed.

“Do you have a man in your life?”

The woman with him ate her saurkraut in silence.  The boy munched on a piece of garlic bread and looked sadly at a mounted deer’s head.  Frieda shrugged.  The place was busy and she had other tables to wait on, including ours.

“My brother Hans is recently divorced.  No children.  Perhaps I’ll bring him here next time and introduce him to you.  He’s even more handsome than me and hung like a horse.”

The woman:  “Werner.  Leave her alone.”

“Shut up, Helga.  I wasn’t talking to you.  Now, Frieda.  Let me tell you some more about Hans.  He’s what Americans call a real horn-dog.  He’ll try to get into your panties at the first opportunity.”

“Werner, please.”

“I told you to shut up.  Don’t make me ask you a third time.”

The boy started to cry.

Werner glared at him with a fierce and demonic intensity.

“Again, John?  What’s the matter now?”

“Nothing, Dad.  I was looking at the deer’s head and it made me sad.”

“Oh, for God’s sakes.  The boy who cries for no good reason.  Every day.  What have I told you about crying in public?  You’re not a baby, anymore.  Don’t you want to be like Daddy?  Daddy never cries.  Knock it off.”

His voice was now low and threatening.  John continued to cry, quietly.  Poor kid.  Hang in there, buddy.  It’s not your fault your dad is a fucking asshole.  His mom gave him a hug and a kiss.  Werner scowled at her.

“You’ve turned him into a weakling, Helga. John, stop crying right now or I’ll hit you.”

At this point, Frieda had snuck away and was now at another table.  Abby and I looked at each other.  Nick’s eyes were burning.  Abby put her fork down and touched my hand.

“Lee, don’t get involved.”

I ate.

“No, no.  None of my business.  Unless he actually hits the kid.  Or his wife.  I presume she’s his wife, anyway.  Then I’m making it my business.”

Abby cocked her head at me a little and smiled.  God, I love this woman.

Nick said softly, “Hey, Mom, that guy remind you of someone?”

She nodded.  I continued to eat and washed down my food with glorious German beer.  Neither Nick nor his Mom had ever talked much about Nick’s dad.  I didn’t even know the man’s name.  But I didn’t ask about him.  It was obviously a sore spot for both of them.

John managed to pull himself together.  Our eyes met and I winked at him.  He smiled.  I ached to scoop him up and give him a hug.  There, there.  There, there.

Werner pointed at me.

“Hey!  That’s my son you’re winking at!  What are you?  Some kind of pervert?”

Abby grabbed my arm, but to
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