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Mistress Or Mate

I bit back a growl as my opponent's elbow
connected with my bum hip. It was a solid strike and my leg went
numb and tingly. Unfortunately for him it was his last shot and no
where near good enough. He slumped against me and I lowered the
would-be burglar to the ground before releasing my choke-hold. Some
quick ties around his hands and ankles would keep him still. I used
a sock and my handkerchief to gag him and then returned to my
previous activity. After all, I wasn't prowling around the roof of
this building in the dark to dispense justice and fight evil. I was
working a job.

The job at hand was the investigation of the
girl who lived across the street. Amy Applegate was going strong
now with Gordon Thelb, a friend of mine, and he was worried about
where she was getting her money. Apparently she didn't work, her
parents were poor and not supplying her out of a trust fund or
anything. Thelb was worried she was some rich guy's mistress and
was just messing around with him on the side.

She was sitting at her access terminal, typing
rapidly, but with frequent pauses. The curtains were halfway drawn,
but I could still clearly see in. She was wearing a sheer red robe
over some very pretty black underthings. Lacy black underthings.
They didn't do much to conceal why Thelb was attracted to her.
Well, at least one of the reasons. I mean, maybe she had a great
personality too. I'm just saying, she didn't exactly need one.

The whole scene didn't quite add up. Dressed as
she was, like she was expecting company and not of the cup o' tea
variety either, why would she leave the curtains partly open? I
mean, call me a prude, but I'd close the curtains shut if my night
was planned that way. Also, Thelb was on duty tonight, so if there
was company going to show up, it wouldn't be him. Which would
confirm his suspicion that she was someone's mistress well enough
but something nagged at me.

The furnishings in the apartment were nice, but
they weren't luxurious. The furniture was miss-matched and
obviously picked out piece by piece. The photographs on the wall
were either personal or prints, picked by an individual with taste
and not placed by a paid designer. The water glass on the desk was
functional, not elaborate. It had all the signs of a well to do
person's personal apartment, not a den of intrigue for some rich
man’s mistress.

Of course, she could just be playing around with
some other guy at the same time as Thelb. Or girl. After all, we're
in that much vaunted enlightened age, aren't we?

Still, it seemed odd. If that was the case, why
would she be sitting at her terminal. And typing that fast? I used
my binoculars, but they weren't good enough to read the words
flying across the screen. Suddenly, the pace slowed dramatically. I
reduced the zoom and saw why. Only one of her hands was still
typing, the other had slipped into her lap and was...

Look, I'm no blushing innocent (or not so
innocent) teenager, but there's some things a guy just doesn't do.
Investigating like this was already dancing on a very gray
Peeping-Tom-line and I wasn't going any further across it. I looked
away and rehashed the facts in my mind.

Thelb had started seeing her a month ago. They'd
been on a few dates and he said all the right sparks were flying
but she wouldn't tell him what she did for a living. She slept in
late every day, drank expensive coffees, always wore designer
clothes, and apparently didn't do a lick of work for it. The only
real clue he had was that she wouldn't ever see him on Mondays,
Wednesdays, and Fridays. She always told him she was busy but
refused to tell him with what.

There was really only one thing to do. I needed
to get into her apartment. I had a device ostentatiously named
"SpyHack" that, once hooked into her terminal, would broadcast
everything she did on that terminal to a matching receiver. It
didn't have the best range but it would reach across to this
rooftop. I had a feeling, honed through years of investigating
various people, that once I knew what she was typing I'd have the
key to her little mystery. And who knew? Maybe I would find
something else once I was in there.

Thelb had told me she took coffee and brunch at
a ritzy little cafe down the street every morning at ten. While she
was out, I'd just have to break in, hook up the transmitter, and
maybe snoop around a bit. I was glad I'd brought my lock picks.

Thinking of that brought my attention to the
burglar. Keeping an eye, nothing more, on the window across the
street, I went through his pockets. This earned me a nice
lock-picking box and a glare from him. He couldn't do much anything
else. At least, not yet. Eventually, everyone got free from
quickties. I'd learned that the hard way.

"Take it easy pal," I patted him on the
shoulder, "You just picked the wrong rooftop. We're gonna sit here
nice and quiet for a while and then I'm outa here."

I stayed until the girl went to bed, just on the
off chance that someone showed up after all, but no one did. The
last I saw of the burglar he was wrestling with the quickties as I
walked away. I went back to the seedy hotel Thelb had put me up in
and took a nap until later in the morning.

#

I got to Ms. Applegate's apartment building, the
Chateau Lafite, a little before ten. I wanted to make sure that she
actually left for her brunch before I tried anything. I'd noticed
the night before that the area wasn't a bad apart of town but by
the light of day I realized that it was a fairly upscale area. They
even had trees planted at regular intervals along the sidewalk.

All of which was nice, but it made it damnably
difficult to blend in with my bargain priced clothes and scruffy,
disheveled look.

There were several street vendors, pushing
hovering food stations around, so I bought a sandwich and a hot
caff from one of them and that helped some. Still, it was nearly
impossible to loiter here without looking like you were loitering.
Which was highly disapproved of, according to the posted signs.

The local pedestrians gave me enough odd glances
that I wasn't surprised when I saw the beat cop come around the
corner and start heading my way. I immediately started examining
the closest tree and tried to dredge up as much as I could remember
about arboreal vegetation.

The cop didn't give me too long to think about
it. She approached me cautiously, kept her reaction distance, and
asked me what I thought I was doing.

"I'm just walking my beat, ma'am," I glanced at
her. She was tall and craggy. Like she worked out. A lot. With
steroids.

"What beat?"

"The tree beat," I raised my hands against her
skeptical look, "I know it sounds crazy. But I'm a tree inspector.
The city just hired a dozen of us to look after the trees."

"The trees?"

"Of course, the trees!" I added some passion to
my voice, "Do you think you can just stick a tree in the ground and
it'll grow? NO! Trees need care and supervision to ensure they will
be all they can be! They need to get the proper nutrients in the
proper levels."

"Uh huh."

"It's exceptionally difficult for the trees in a
hostile, urban environment like this! Look at this specimen, a
dudecious non conifer. It is clearly not getting enough iron. See
how crumbly the bark is? See?"

I pinched some of the bark off the tree and held
it out, demonstrating how it crumbled to dust in my fingers.

"Uh huh," she reached behind her back, "I'm
going to have to ask you to come with me."

"Wait, wait, wait," I said, "I have ID. It's in
my pocket."

"Let's see it."

I pulled out my ID case and showed it to her.
Not only did it hold my regular ID and my PI license, but the
important one that Thelb had given me. A little aluminum stamped
card that marked me a Star Ranger consultant. The cop scanned the
cards, glared at me, looked back at the cards, and shook her
head.

"So that's the way of it," she brought her hand
back into view, mercifully empty, "They should issue you guys
uniforms or something. It would make a lot of people a lot
happier."

"Well, you know," I shrugged, "City
funding."

"Uh huh," she leaned closer, loomed actually,
"You should come up
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