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The Naked and the Damned

A Jack Marconi PI Thriller

Vincent Zandri

“Things are as bad as you fear they are. People are as bad as you think they are. The Universe does not care.”

― Charlie Huston, Sleepless

PROLOGUE

The Adirondack “High Peaks” Mountain Range

The Dead of Winter

––––––––
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IT’S LIKE MOTHER NATURE’S version of a winter carnival. The many trees, bare of their leaves in late December, are covered in ice so thick and clear that it looks like glass. The mountains that surround the massive, flat Marcy Airfield are stunning and majestic. The snow-capped peaks burn the eyes when you peer directly at them. The air tastes sweet, but it is bitterly cold. The bone-chilling cold has ravaged the Adirondack Mountain range since late October, as if the area were raising its middle finger at all the global warming/climate change freaks who have been coming and going from this field ever since construction of the new Adirondack Gambling Casino was approved by the Town’s Board of Supervisors just one week ago.

The ground is so cold that a heavy, tracked excavator has been brought in by a construction crew to break through several feet of frost to access soft earth. The term “construction crew” might be pushing it a little, since the man operating the backhoe, Ivan, is anything but a construction worker. He is instead a partner in a Russian-backed financial firm called Las Vegas Sands. His partner, Vlad, is his twin brother. Both men grew up in the communist USSR when breadlines were still an everyday staple, and the USA was surely about to rain nuclear terror upon the hammer and sickle at any moment.

But then came the great Reagan and that guy with the map of Siberia tattooed to his forehead, Gorbachev. Gorbie went down on Ronnie and suddenly the Berlin Wall came down, and just like that, the Communist USSR is no more. What replaces it is a kind of Wild West capitalist democracy where former KGB agents like Putin steal all the money and become political oligarchs worse than the Czars. Common men like Ivan and Vlad Brovchuck are forced to pimp out their mother just to keep themselves in blintzes and vodka. But hey, that’s freedom for you. Only the fittest survive.

The six-foot-tall, blond-haired, beefy brothers are so comfortable with the severe cold that they can get along wearing simple nylon track suits and white basketball sneakers. No gloves, no hats. They’ve indulged a little too much in American pizza and beer since they snuck their way in here on false passports back in the early 2000s, and now, their guts look like they’ve swallowed a basketball apiece.

The Brovchuck Twins have come to this pristine spot in the center of Keene Valley on an early Sunday morning not to work on constructing the new casino, but instead to take care of business. To be perfectly honest, the area kind of makes the brothers uncomfortable, considering its proximity to Lake Placid. 

Maybe it’s been forty years since the world watched in awe as the US hockey team kicked the living crap out of the USSR, but the wounds are still fresh. The twins were just little boys then, but they remember watching grown men and women openly weep at the defeat. He recalls all those American Stars and Stripes waving proudly, and the red hammer and sickle drooping sadly on their small black-and-white TV. Nuclear war might have been a better alternative than losing to a bunch of American amateurs. It’s a pain in the gut that the twins have never gotten over.  

But this morning, hockey should be the farthest thing on their minds as they tend to some very important business. Business they are not alone in conducting. That said, they are accompanied by three men and one lady. She is also Russian, just like them. Unlike them, however, she is small, very well put together with huge brown eyes, thick black, shoulder-length hair, a killer body, and a fashion sense that threatens to break her American husband’s bank account. But she is also the boss. Her name is Natalia, and she calls the shots around here and everywhere else Las Vegas Sands breaks ground.

“Hurry up, Ivan,” Natalia barks. “I want to get some breakfast already.”

“I am going as fast as I can,” the big man barks from his perch inside the excavator cockpit.

“Go easy on my brother,” Vlad says while gripping a shovel beside the big bucket that’s about to dig its sharp metal teeth into the earth. “He is still upset about 1980 Olympics. The Lake Placid...she is close by. Our papa want to nuke Lake Placid. Blow it the fuck up. It gives us creeps.”

“Just fucking dig,” Natalia insists. “And your father was pig rapist.”

“How long are we gonna be anyway?” interjects another big man who’s standing off to the side. An older man.  

His name is Stan. Stan Jones, to be precise. Years older than everyone else, including his wife, Natalia, he is a powerhouse lawyer/lobbyist for Las Vegas Sands. It was his lobbying talents that led to the firm winning a contract to construct the Adirondack paradise’s first major casino. It was considered an absolute coup considering the many granola-crunching environmentalists who live in the area.   

His gray/white hair shivers in the Adirondack wind. His red blood vessel-mapped nose leaks a constant flow of clear snot. He’s bundled up in a parka, a thick wool watch cap, snow boots, and mittens. He’s got his arms crossed around his chest. He only breaks the hold on himself long enough to steal sips of whiskey from his hip flask.

“Let’s just bury the asshole and be done with it already,” he goes on.

Asshole. That would be Chuck Dreadgold, Las Vegas Sands personal insurance executive and the project finder. Or the man who was its personal insurance executive/project finder until recently. But the diminutive, sixty-something, balding, bespectacled man had been an integral team member who helped push the casino project through, so it’s only fitting that he become a permanent fixture inside its concrete foundations. Or so the Brovchuck Twins so aptly put it when they found out he’d embezzled not thousands from the construction fund, but upwards of half a million dollars cash.

But that’s neither here nor there at this point. What matters now is that if the Joneses and Las Vegas Sands can’t get their money back, they can at least make Chuck pay in another way. Namely, with his life.  

“Start the dig, da?” Vlad says to his brother. “Right here.”

He uses the shovel blade to point to the precise place he wants Ivan to scoop up the first yard of frozen earth.

“Stand back,” I van says, while pushing and pulling on the excavator controls. “This machine very big, very old, and very tricky. Kind of like Stan Jones, Da?”

He laughs, his breath exuding from his mouth in a big white cloud. Stan wipes his nose with his mitten and drinks his whiskey. He hates the Brovhuck Twins and wishes to Christ he could bury them on the site along with Chuck.  

Ivan fucks with the excavator controls. The bucket rises a couple of feet, but then its teeth come down hard on the frozen ground, breaking the surface.

“We’re in,” a smiling Ivan says.

He proceeds to chop at the frost, pieces of hard earth scattering everywhere like shrapnel from an exploded shell. But within a minute, the excavator has reached soft soil, and suddenly, the digging becomes much easier. In no time, the Brovchuck brothers not only have a ten-foot hole dug out of the earth, but they also have a ten-by-ten trench that will serve as just the beginning of what will be a much larger footing and foundation wall. But for today’s purposes, a ten-by-ten grave will suit them just fine.  

Natalia is full of smiles while her husband, Stan, shivers, wipes snot from his Rudolph red nose, and steals another drink from his flask.

“It is time to retrieve Mr. Dreadgold, boys,” she says. When she says Mister, it sounds like Meester.

Ivan yanks back on the excavator controls, and the bucket retracts against the belly of the big, yellow South Korean-manufactured machine. He exits the cockpit and jumps down, rejoining his brother.

“Let’s do this,” Ivan says. “Before the environmentalists come and ruin our fun.”

“Da,” Vlad says, pulling the tracksuit wedgie from out of his big ass. “Let’s do this and get some food. I could eat cow, I’m so hungry.”

“It’s eat horse, not cow,” Ivan corrects.

“What’s difference, da?”

“Big fucking difference. In America, they don’t say, I could eat cow. Maybe they say that in India, but not in America.”

“Who cares?” Vlad says.

“I care, dumb ass,” Ivan says, slapping his brother on the back of his head. “You’re gonna live in America, you get it right. I’m so hungry I could eat fucking horse. Da?”

“Okay, okay. Don’t get panties twisted up. I’m so hungry I could eat horsey. That’s better, da?”

“Da. Lots better, moron.”

“Could you two please stop bickering and get Chuck from back of vehicle?” Natalia presses.

“Yeah,” Stan says. “Shut up and get to work.”

Both brothers turn in unison and shoot the same, deadpan, but somehow blood-curdling gaze at Stan.

“You hear old man order us around, Vlad?” Ivan states.

“I hear old man,” Vlad says. “Maybe we put him in trench, too.”

Stan looks into their glassy blue eyes, and he knows his whiskey-loosened mouth is about to get him in trouble. His bloodshot eyes wide, he gazes at the brothers, then his wife, and then back to the brothers. All that can be heard in the valley is the wind whistling through the trees and his heart pounding in his chest.

“Perhaps the brothers are right, Stan,” Natalia says after a long beat. “Maybe you should learn to keep trap shut.”

Stan nods and swallows a dry brick. In his spinning brain, he wonders how he ever got himself involved in this thing.

You did it by thinking not with your big head but your little head. You’re pussy whipped, and you’ll do anything Natalia says. That’s the way it’s always been. That’s the way it will always be, even when she’s fucking another man or woman. That’s how you got yourself into this shit show of a construction project....

“Don’t mind me,” he says, swallowing something dry and bitter. “It’s the whiskey talking.”

About-facing, the Brovchuck brothers approach the black four-door, 1990s-era Cadillac. Ivan digs into his trouser pocket, pulls out a set of keys, and presses his thumb on the fob that unlocks the trunk. He pulls the truck lid up and exposes Chuck Dreadgold. Poor about-to-die bastard is lying on his side, fetal position, his wrists and ankles bound together with thick gray duct tape. The same duct tape covers his mouth, muting his screams and cries.

“Time to face opera, da?” Vlad says.

Ivan turns to his brother.

“No, stupid,” he spits while slapping his twin upside the head again. “It’s time to face the music. Not the opera.”

“Opera is music, da?”

“Yes,” Ivan says. “But no. Not in case like this. In this case it is time to face music.”

Vlad does this silly head bobbing thing like teenagers do when they say, “Whatever...”

“Come on now,” Ivan says. “You take feet and I take head.”

Together, the Brovcuck brothers work like a team, lifting the never-still insurance agent from out of the trunk.

“Settle down,” Ivan insists. “No use in fighting us, Mr. Dreadgold.”

Chuck is positively apoplectic at this point. He’s also scared shitless. He’s screaming like a girl. So loud, his tinny voice echoes across the valley despite the duct tape. But even that’s drowned out by the thunder and rumble of the heavy truck that’s just now turned onto the jobsite. It’s a concrete truck, with one of those pregnant-looking, revolving cement mixers mounted to the back. It’s got maybe six big, thick tires, and it rumbles onto the jobsite’s frozen two-track not like a heavy-duty truck, but more like an Abrams tank, and somehow, just as deadly.

Chuck’s eyes haven’t been blindfolded. In fact, he’s still got his wire-frame eyeglasses on, even if they are sitting rather crookedly on the crown of his nose. When he gets a look at the truck out of the corner of his eye, he goes from apoplectic to berserk. The Brovchuck brothers might not be in the best shape of their middle-aged years, but they’re both as strong as Russian bears, and even they are having trouble holding onto the flailing Chuck.

“Oh, what is horrible smell?” Vlad says, scrunching his face.

“Chuck Dreadgold peed and pooped himself is what that is,” Ivan says.

He, too, is scrunching his nose while he shifts his nostrils over his shoulder to avoid being in the direct line of stench. The things you gotta do settle business score, he whispers to himself.  

When, finally, they come to the open trench, Vlad is ready to dump Chuck and his poopy pants in. But Natalia holds up her hands like, Not so fast.

“Oh, come on, Natalia,” Ivan says. “He stinks like rotting cabbage, and he’s moving all over the place like gut-shot dog.”

“Yes, he stinks to the high hell,” Vlad says.

“Oh, my God,” Ivan says with a roll of his eyes. “It’s stinks to high heaven. You always get it wrong, dumb fuck. It’s fucking stinks to high heaven.”

“Heaven, hell, heaven, hell...what is fucking difference, motherfucker? There is no God, da?”

Both twins are yelling now, getting so hot, it’s like the mountain snowcaps are about to melt.

“You don’t call me motherfucker and live,” Ivan spits.

“Motherfucker, motherfucker, motherfucker...” Vlad chants.

That’s when Ivan drops his end of Chuck onto the hard ground. He goes after his twin brother with both claw-like hands, like he’s recreating his own mini version of Operation Barbarossa. Vlad drops his portion of Chuck and quickly belts Ivan in the nose. The nose explodes in a haze of red blood. Ivan quickly gives up, brings both hands to his face like it’s about to fall off.

“You broke fucking nose,” he says, in a nasally, tear-filled voice. “You fucking fucker fuck head.”

“You had it coming, motherfucker,” Vlad says. “Maybe you brains of family, but I'm the big muscle. You never forget that...bitch.” He says bitch like big Black women say Beeeeyotchhhhh while doing a strange twisty upper body thing.   

Meanwhile, Chuck is doing his best to crawl away from the Brovchuck brothers on his elbows and knees, like escape is even a remote possibility.

“You two idiots,” Natalia screams. “What is wrong with you both? Chuck is getting away.” She cocks her head over her shoulder, almost sadly. “Well, he’s trying to get away.”

In a rare display of empathy, Stan pulls a white cotton hanky from his back trouser pocket and hands it over to Ivan. Ivan snatches it out of the old man’s hand and presses it against his nose. He then decides to wrap it around the wounded, bleeding knob and holds it in place by tying the ends off around the back of his head. The kerchief is turning blood red, but it also makes him look like a cowboy.

“I deal with you later, fucker,” he says to his brother, while bending at the knees and once more grabbing hold of Chuck’s legs.

“Oh, I am sooo, sooo scared,” Vlad says. “I might poop myself, just like Chuck.”

He bends and slips his beefy arms under Chuck’s armpits. That’s when Natalia approaches them. She holds out her hand, pulls off one of her black leather gloves, and gently runs her fingertips over Chuck’s tear-soaked cheek.

“I’m sorry it didn’t work out for us, pushka,” she says, in a gentle, almost loving voice. “I had hopes for us.”

“She has high hopes and spread legs for every man she meets,” Stan whispers to himself.

Chuck tries to say something through the tape. It sounds sort of like, Please don’t do this. But it’s hard to tell. Leaning down towards his face, she gives him the gentlest of kisses on the cheek.

“What the fuck?” Stan chimes in.

A mask of anger suddenly paints Natalia’s face.

“You shut up,” she snaps. “If you weren’t always too drunk to fuck, I wouldn’t have to depend on skinny, flat-assed man like Chuck for my orgasms.”

“Oh, how that nurts,” Stan says. Then, catching himself in his drunken gaff. “Now that hurts, I mean.”

He steals another sip from his hip flask. Ivan and Vlad look at one another and laugh aloud, not with Stan but at him. It’s as if they never wanted to kill one another just moments ago.

“Beam me the fuck up, Scotty,” Stan mumbles, tears filling his eyes. “The world is about to blow up.”

Taking a step back, Natalia offers Chuck a parting wave.

“This won’t hurt for too long, Chuck,” she says. “I hope you go straight to hell.”

Once more, Chuck is going crazy, his eyes bulging wide, his eyeglasses now having dropped all the way down to below his chin. But the Brovchuck brothers manage to hang on until they position the insurance agent over the edge of the trench. They look to Natalia to give them the final word.

“Do it,” she says, as casually as ordering a double latte at the Dunkin' Donut window.

The brothers release their hold on Chuck Dreadgold. He drops into the trench and lands with a dull, but back-breaking thud. Even from down there, his muffled screams can still be heard.

Natalia waves at the cement truck driver.

“We’re ready for you!” she barks. Then, to Stan. “Get the hell out of the way before he runs you over.”

Stan steps aside and drinks more whiskey. By the looks of things, he’s going to be blotto before breakfast. But then, what else is new?

The operator revs the cement truck engine and pulls forward. He makes a three-point turn on the two-track until the ass end of the truck is facing the trench. Backing up, he places the still revolving cement mixer into position. Throwing open the cockpit door, he jumps down from the truck with an order slip in his hand.

“What the hell’s going on here?” the short, stocky, Carhart overall-wearing man says. “I could be wrong, but did somebody just fall into the trench?” 

Without hesitation, Vlad reaches into his jacket, pulls out a .45 Colt model 1911, aims it at the operator’s head, and pulls the trigger. Blood and brains spatter everywhere while his body collapses like a rag doll.

Vlad is all smiles. He leans over the wide-eyed but dead operator.

“That’s for fucking 1980 Olympics, asshole,” he says.

The masked Ivan runs his hand down his pumpkin face and stares at his brother.

“You have serious problems,” he says. “Mama always said you the screwed-up one. The one who go to Gulag.”

Vlad returns the pistol to its shoulder holster.

“What the fuck is happening?” a stunned Stan whispers to himself.

“We can’t have witnesses,” Natalia says. “He had to die.” Then, to the twins. “Pour the cement.”

Working like a team again, Ivan and Vlad drag the operator to the trench and toss him in along with Chuck. They then pull two chutes off the side of the cement truck and hook them up to the mixer opening. The end of the chute is positioned directly over the open trench. Ivan steps behind the cement truck and takes hold of the cement release handle.

“Just give me word,” he says, a grin plastered on his face under his bloody cowboy mask. “This is best part, da?”  

Vlad peers over the open trench and sees that Chuck is lying on his back beside the face-down operator. He’s staring up at a heaven that will soon be checking him in, like a Marriott Extended Stay in the sky.

“Let her rip, Ivan,” Vlad insists.

Ivan’s grin growing into a smile, he pulls back on the handle. The mixer revs loudly as it reverses its spin direction, causing the loose cement to shoot out the drum’s ass end, like a loose, cheap beer and vodka chaser-induced bowel movement. Natalia takes a step forward, peers down into the trench as the first of the wet ready-mix plops onto both the operator and her former lover, Chuck Dreadgold. She watches with a strange, heartless curiosity as the cement pours onto his wide-eyed face, the cement filling his nostrils and open, gaping mouth, drowning him, burying him alive. She knows he must be experiencing agony worse than she can imagine. Still, her eyes never waver from the trench until the concrete has filled the entirety of the ten-by-ten trench.

“We’re done here,” she says after a time, her eyes now refocused on the pale-faced Stan. “So, who’s hungry?”
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Some Days and Nights Earlier

Albany, New York State’s Capital City

I wasn’t sure what hurt worse, watching video proof of a man’s wife having sex with her personal trainer or my mouth, which was minus one of my molars now that it had been extracted that morning. If there was good news coming my way, it was the decent payday I’d receive for the former, and the six codeine tablets the oral surgeon prescribed for the pain. Now I’m not one to mix booze and pills, but somehow just the thought of swallowing one of those fat white babies with a shot of Jameson was enough to take the pain away. But like they say, it’s the thought that counts.

Carrying the translucent bottle of pills with me out of my second-floor office and into the bathroom next door, I unscrewed the childproof cap, dumped the pills into the toilet, and flushed. I watched the tablets circle the drain like little white boats before disappearing altogether.

“Well,” I whispered, “that’s that. But at least the temptation is no more.”

Before I exited the old, white-tiled bathroom, I took a good look at my face in the cracked, wall-mounted medicine cabinet mirror. My hair was receding more than ever these days, making my round face that much rounder. My salt and pepper scruff was showing more white than black these days, too. Same brown eyes and broken nose, though. Those things never change. What had changed was the swelling in my lower right cheek. It looked like I’d just gone eight rounds with Rocky Balboa and lost.

Turning on the warm water, I stuck my mouth under the faucet. The water I spat back into the sink was tinged with dark red blood. I watched it circle the drain and thought despairingly about how the doctor insisted I eat no solid food tonight.

How the hell was I going to survive without a slice of New York-style pizza with chopped onion, green pepper, pepperoni, and extra cheese? How would I get along without an Italian submarine on a fresh, warm-out-of-the-oven Italian bread? Would the world stop spinning if I could not indulge in a homemade linguini ragu prepared with fresh garlic, extra virgin olive oil, salted butter, chopped sirloin, crushed tomatoes, and parmesan cheese?

Exiting the bathroom, I felt like my body weight was already dropping. Soon, I’d look like one of those National Geographic photos of starving children in Sub-Saharan Africa. On the bright side, however, the doc never said anything about not drinking beer. Or Jameson. Suddenly, my spirits lifted.

Heading back into my office, I went around my desk, pulled my emergency bottle of Jameson from out of the bottom drawer, and poured myself a generous shot. I stood facing the big picture window that looked out beyond Sherman Street at a vibrant city, colorful Christmas lights illuminating the concrete jungle like one great big ornament.

“Here’s to my health,” I said, stealing a quick sip.

The booze felt good going down. Warm and soothing. Suddenly, the pain in my jaw wasn’t so bad. That’s when I heard the front door open, followed by the sound of a single pair of feet climbing the wooden steps. Setting the whiskey glass down on my desktop, I reached inside my dark blue, winter-weight blazer for my shoulder-holstered Colt .45. Pulling back on the slide, I loaded the chamber and thumbed the safety upwards and at the ready. I had already reholstered the weapon and picked my whiskey glass back up by the time my client entered my studio office.

“I was right, wasn’t I, Mr. Marconi?” he said, anxiety painting his blue eyes.

“How about joining me for a drink, Mr. Dreadgold?” I said.

“Oh, Christ,” he said, running his hand through what was left of his severely receding gray hair. “It’s that bad, isn’t it?” He sighed hard. “First, I take a bath at the Rivers Casino and now this.” He looked upwards. “I swear there’s a dark and stormy cloud floating over my head these days, Mr. Marconi.”

I smiled, even though it hurt to smile.

“So long as you can pay your bill,” I said.

“You don’t have to worry about that,” he said. Then, “So I’ll ask again. It’s that bad, isn’t it?”   

I sat down, opened the bottom drawer back up, pulled out the green whiskey bottle, set it on the desk. Then I reached back in the drawer and pulled out the second empty glass.

“What you need to do is put things in perspective,” I said.

I poured him a shot and placed it on the edge of the desk. He approached the desk, grabbed hold of the glass, and downed the shot in one swift, desperate pull.

“My wife is fucking around on me with her personal trainer, who I fucking pay for, and you ask me to put things in fucking perspective. Now that’s fucking rich.” He stared into his empty glass for a long beat. Then, “You’ll have to excuse my language. On top of everything, it was another red day at the Dreadgold Insurance Company, my lower back hurts from the morning racketball, and I’ve had bad gas ever since my lunch at Chili’s. “Holding out his empty glass. “Mind if I have another?”

I picked up the bottle and set it beside his empty glass. He poured a shot and drank it, not like he wanted it. More like his life depended on it. He set the glass back down, poured yet another shot, but allowed this one to sit.

“You gonna show me the proof already?” he asked.

I sipped my whiskey.

“Why don’t you take a seat?” I said, gesturing towards the two wooden chairs I keep for clients in front of the desk. “What do you wish to see first? The stills or the video?”

“Oh, God,” he said. “There’s a video? I think I’m gonna be sick.”

I sat up in my chair, shifted my hands to my laptop keyboard, and typed in a few commands. When the video came up, I pressed Enter, and the video played.

“I shot this with my cell phone through the ground-floor window of the Metabolic Meltdown facility after hours.”

Eyes wide, he watched his wife of thirty years drop down onto her knees on a black floor mat and pull her personal trainer’s gym shorts down. He watched what she did to him.

“Jesus H,” he said. “They don’t even bother to hide what they’re doing.”

I wrapped both my hands around my drinking glass.

“I’m not sure they care, Mr. Dreadgold.”

He pushed the laptop back around.

“I’m seen enough, Mr. Marconi,” he said.

That’s when I opened the top drawer and pulled out a manila envelope, which I tossed onto the desk beside the whiskey bottle. He stared at it for a long second or two, not like it contained photos I shot of his wife hand in hand with her personal trainer boyfriend at a shopping mall, or inside a movie theater, or inside the trainer’s Porsche, her mouth wrapped around his...well...you know what, but instead a sheet of paper detailing the exact date, time, and method of said boyfriend’s inevitable demise. The latter probably would have been preferable.

For a time, I didn’t think Chuck was going to open it at all, until finally, he ripped it open, shuffled quickly through the eight-by-ten full color glossies, and then, just like that, came around my desk and tossed them into the metal waste basket.

“Those were expensive, Mr. Dreadgold,” I said.

“Who’s paying the bills around here anyway?” he said, bitterly.

“Good point,” I said. “Speaking of which.”

He went back around the desk and downed his shot. He also poured himself a fourth. If this kept up, I was going to have to add a bottle of Irish whiskey to the bill.  

I smiled. But it wasn’t a happy smile. I was starting to get the feeling Chuck was about to stiff me on the bill.

“Speaking of what?” I said, reaching for the bottle and pouring myself a refresher.

“I have another job for you, Mr. Marconi,” he said.

“Really,” I said. “And what pray tell does this one entail?”

He looked into my eyes. He was wearing metal-framed eyeglasses that made him look nerdy. Physically, we couldn’t be more different. I was barrel-chested, a bit on the shorter side, and he was slightly taller and far thinner. But for a guy in his mid-sixties, he was athletic. He’d bragged already about being a scratch golfer and a racket ball junkie when he first came to me a few weeks back, inquiring about my gumshoe services. Of course, none of this had to do with his owing me twelve hundred bucks for the first job, plus expenses, like the Jameson, for instance.

“It has to do with my girlfriend, Natalia,” he said. “I’m getting the feeling she hasn’t been exactly loyal to me.”

His words hit me like a Mike Tyson uppercut. I sat back hard in my swivel chair.

“Hold the phone a sec, Mr. Dreadgold,” I said.  “Allow me to get this straight. You’re about to drop twelve hundred bucks, plus expenses, on my collecting proof that your wife is cheating on you with her personal trainer. Now you want me to find out if the woman you’re conducting an affair with is also cheating on you?”

He looked at me for a long beat, reached into the back pocket of his tan slacks, pulled out a handkerchief, and blew his nose.

“So, what’s the problem?” he said, returning the filthy rag to his pocket.

I shook my head, sat up, opened the desk drawer, pulled out a Bic pen and a yellow legal pad. I set the pad down on the desk between the bottle and the laptop.

“Details,” I said.

He described a woman named Natalia, originally a Russian immigrant who came here back in the 2000’s, worked in a diner while she learned the language, and eventually went to law school. It was at that time that she got cozy with one of the diner’s regulars. A far older man named Stan Jones. He started sleeping with her, and eventually, he left his wife for her. Natalia didn’t really like him, but he was wealthy, and he could help her pass the bar exam, which he did. When he asked her to marry him, she agreed.

“Did she love him?” I asked.

“She’s Russian,” Dreadgold said. “What’s love got to do with it?”

“Meaning?”

He blew his nose again.

“Listen,” he said, “during World War Two, the people of Stalingrad were surrounded by the Germans. They had no food or clean water. They were starving. They could have given up at any time, but they didn’t. They chose to eat their own to survive. That’s how stubborn and tough a breed they are.”

“Survivors,” I said.

“Whatever the cost,” he said. “To Natalia, Stan was merely a means to an end. A necessary evil in her quest for success as a lawyer and eventually a New York State Lobbyist. Hers is a true rags-to-riches story.”

I wrote down the word " lobbyist.” I wasn’t all that sure what they did exactly, but I knew they made lots of money.

“So, this is the kind of woman you fall in love with,” I said. “The kind of woman you’re willing to wreck your marriage for.”

“Do I need to remind you that my wife is cheating on me?” he said. “And I haven’t shown you a picture of Natalia yet, have I?”

I
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