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	The Ferguson Murder

	Book 1

	 


If you’re deep in sleaze, see Thanet Blake, Private Detective.

	 

	 

	The standard private eye gimmick in Hollywood is to have a gorgeous blonde breathing minted mouth perfume at a downbeat detective as she asks him to handle a problem only he can solve.

	Real detectives are never lucky enough to get that type of client. That is until now. And she’s standing in front of my desk. I’m Thanet Blake, Private Detective.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	A sign on my desk reads, There Is No Intelligent Life on the Planet Earth. Don’t Land Here.

	The sign is right. It’s a mean world full of mean mindless people. Okay, so I don’t understand the human race, we do seem to be a commodity of no value. Everywhere, people are killing people and nobody seems to care enough to stop the continuous slaughter. A year ago, the world situation became too much for me. I unhooked the cable from my television and told the cable company to cancel my subscription. I stopped reading newspapers. I do my damndest to hide from reality. However, because my body demands food, drink, and cigarettes, I have an occupation.

	I’m Thanet Blake, Private Detective, and like every shamus, dick, peeper, whatever you might want to call me, I have memories, some good, some not so good, and some damned scary.

	It was Wednesday, my birthday. I had become officially thirty-five years old when my wall clock chimed three times. I was very busy sucking on a rye bottle, smoking my favorite brand and singing, If the ocean were whiskey and I was a duck, I would dive to the bottom and never come up. I couldn’t remember the rest of the song so I sang happy-birthday-to-me and mumbled, “To hell with the murderous human race. Give me the isolation of an asteroid miner.”

	She didn’t walk into my office. She appeared right after the air became electrified. In the movies, all blondes are goddess-lovely and have green eyes that hypnotize your soul. The vision smiling in my direction had both of those highly desirable qualities. I eyeballed the designer jeans molded to a figure that would cause a century old man to shed eight decades, a T-shirt that hid nothing, and athletic shoes. In addition, I did wonder about my soul.

	“Are you Thanet Arthur Blake, the Private Investigator?”

	Her voice was husky and sensuous, one you could listen to all day, and hardly wait to hear her say spend the night with me. It could launch ships, melt steel, and talk me into anything. I remember thinking that my friend, Police Officer Lieutenant Gilhoolie, usually pulled a gag on my birthday and this one was a real ripsnorter, a blonde and a private detective. The blonde would, of course, ask the detective to solve a desperate problem as her eyes batted seductively and her breasts bounced like two dribbling basketballs. I managed not to laugh. I couldn’t stop a wise-ass smile as I decided to play along with Gilhoolie’s birthday gag.

	“Yeah, I’m Blake,” I said and accidentally belched a rye. “The sign on the door should say so unless my landlord changed it. He does that when I haven’t paid the rent, which is this month. Then I become Lousy Deadbeat Private Dickhead.”

	She gave me a bewildered look, brushed the dust from the chair in front of my desk, and sat down. “I want to hire you,” she said.

	This time, I couldn’t stop my laughter before saying, “You’re good, lady. Where did Lieutenant Gilhoolie rent you?” She opened her mouth to speak. I raised my right hand and said, “Say no more. I’m a year closer to old age today and in no mood for gags.”

	She closed her mouth and I dialed police headquarters. The chain of command, starting at the bottom and working upward, stalled for about two minutes before I finally got whom I wanted.

	“Happy Birthday, Thanet.”

	“Yeah,” I said. “I’m sitting at my desk and staring at the birthday present you sent me. How come she didn’t pop out of a cake? And where are the chains, the whips and leather outfit? It’s an old Hollywood formula, Gilhoolie, a gorgeous blonde hiring a downbeat dick to handle a desperate problem that only he can solve. Anyway, she is quite a present and I thank you.”

	Gilhoolie began laughing loud enough to vibrate down a brick building. It took him a full minute before he could talk.

	“She’s a client, Thanet. However, if you want to make her into a present, go ahead. This year, I’m just sending you a birthday card.”

	I hung up the phone and went speechless, which is a rarity for me. I did eventually manage to mumble my embarrassment by saying, “You’re a for real client.”

	She smiled and nodded. I could tell she was politely holding back laughter.

	My last client died in a car crash before I received my final fee from him, and because of that, I had a flat wallet. However, I wasn’t sure I wanted to take on another case. I was sick of the human rottenness I always uncovered.

	“I’m sorry I didn’t believe you, and I doubly apologize for my extremely rude phone call. Tell me your name and why you want to hire me.”

	“You knew my father, Monroe Ferguson. I’m Drusilla Ferguson.”

	I took a hard look at her face. She didn’t resemble Monroe Ferguson. I didn’t like him.

	His collecting ethics didn’t agree with mine. Was Drusilla like him, a borderline crook? My gut feeling told me that she wasn’t. I knew I had to find out. I reached in my desk and pulled out a pack of breath mints. “I’ve been drinking rye whiskey and smoking cigarettes all day. I apologize for my belching and smell.”

	She smiled. “I could use a mint to hide my onion soup lunch,” she said.

	“Ladies first,” I said, hoping politeness would excuse my previous bad behavior. She took a mint. I took two before saying, “Several people told me how your father ended. That’s a tough way to go”

	Surprise lashed her face. “Are you saying you never read about him in the Head Liner, or saw the television specials? Father was big news. The King of Memorabilia dies in a fire. The collecting world mourns and will never recover from his death. Why, the reporters haven’t had so much fun since their cameras caught the President in a White House bathroom with his one thousand dollar slacks down to his shoes.”

	I smiled at that one and said, “I agree. Reporters and buzzards are the same. They circle around waiting for their next victim. I don’t have a television that’s hooked up to cable. And I try not to read a newspaper. I find I cannot live with the sadness of the world so I stick my head in the sand. That’s enough about me, though. You said you wanted to hire me because I knew your father. That’s hardly a reason. What else?”

	“I want my father’s killer caught, Mr. Blake.”

	She stopped talking and looked at my moving fingers, then said, “Go ahead and smoke.”

	I pressed my hands flat on my desk and laughed. “Smoking is one of my bad habits,” I said. “One I should control. I bet your habits are good ones.”

	She smiled and didn’t say anything. I shoved a smoke in my kisser, searched in all my pockets for a stick match, found one, struck it on my desk top and lit up. After blowing out the match I tossed it in an overflowing ashtray. Three smoke rings later, I said, “How did you learn my middle name? I never use it. It’s too medieval sounding.”

	“The police gave me a very thorough dossier on you.”

	“And you still want to hire me? People usually call me Thanet Blake and sometimes other names that aren’t too complimentary. According to the police, your father was smoking. They speculated he fell asleep with a lit cigarette in his hand...”

	“But my father never used tobacco. I believe his killer left what they found. Are you for hire, Mr. Blake?”

	Her scent was natural, free from the nauseous smell of perfume and bubble bath. I wanted her in my life.

	“Okay, I don’t think your father was murdered, but let’s assume he was. That automatically makes his killer a dangerous guy. I never handle murder cases because I’m lacking in the heroics department. The cases I take on are rarely violent. I deal with the personal rottenness of people, particularly the sleaze bags that goof off in their marriage.”

	She didn’t comment, so I referred to the pictures on the wall behind me. “You need a detective that’s as good as Sam Spade and Philip Marlowe.”

	Now, she commented. “Your décor certainly is out of the 1940’s. I rather like it. Does your old typewriter work?”

	“Yeah, I don’t know for how much longer. Ribbons are getting hard to find.”

	“Steel filing cabinet, dial telephone, and wooden desk. I’ll bet you keep your whiskey bottle in the bottom drawer.”

	“The drawer contains two bottles, two glasses, several packs of smokes and a cell phone.”

	“But why do you have a gun on your hip? Is it real?”

	“Yeah, it’s a Colt Thirty-eight Officers’ Model Special.”

	“You said your cases are nonviolent.”

	“It’s a show piece. So many detectives on television pack guns, the people I deal with have more confidence in me when they know I have one. I’ll tell you a secret, the only time it’s ever loaded is when I target practice with a friend of mine.”

	“Will it be loaded when you work on my case? I certainly hope so.”

	I sucked in my breath and let it out before saying, “I really don’t think your father was murdered. Still, if he was, I’m just not geared to handle a murder investigation. I’m sorry.”

	I saw disappointment slash across her face. The change made a difference in her looks, yet she was still dead-bang gorgeous. Lord, was she ever. I had to say something to keep her just a little longer, long enough to never forget her face, her beauty, her everything.

	“Look, I know some top notch detectives who have worked on murder cases. I’ll give them a call.”

	She gave me a smile that made me feel like I could handle anything. “I know my father was murdered,” she said. “And I feel that a collector killed him. These detectives you might contact, do they know the collecting world better than you?”

	Gotcha, Thanet. “No, they don’t. I suppose that’s in the police dossier.”

	“Yes. And my father mentioned you. I can’t imagine why he didn’t like you.”

	“Well, there are times when I’m not very likable.”

	“Couldn’t you at least talk to some collectors? They might give you some information.”

	I looked into her pleading green eyes and realized she was going to be a client. So color me fall guy. Thank heavens. I can be with her longer.

	“Yeah, I can do some talking,” I said. “I’ll just be visiting the ones I know, so there won’t be a fee involved.”

	She shook her head. “There will be a fee, Mr. Blake. Remember your landlord.”

	I laughed. “Yeah, you’re right. Call me Thanet. I have plastic, and a joint just around the corner from here serves a great steak. Three hours from now?”

	She stood up. “Call me, Dru,” she said. “We’ll talk about a fee then. One other thing... try to be careful. My father may not have been the only collector on the murderer’s list.”

	An hour later, I locked the office and headed for the parking lot and my car. I had the evening mapped out. Drive to my apartment, feed Elf, shower, shave, brush my teeth, put on my best suit, shine my shoes and wreck my budget by buying gorgeous Dru a steak, medium rare.

	The usual happened as I walked to the parking lot. I smelled exhaust fumes, saw a mugging in an alley, and hooker Rosy offered her wares to me at half price, knowing I would say no and always have. Rosy is a cute little college graduate who has a teaching certificate and has never applied for a teaching position. She had a terrifying teaching experience in the form of monsters called students. It’s a real pity. High school boys would instantly fall in love with her, while this year’s beauty queens would hate her.

	Yes, Rosy is gorgeous. She has shoulder length natural black hair and sky-blue eyes. Her complexion is flawless and makeup free and her figure is proportioned so nicely she could pose for Playboy magazine. Ah, Rosy, Rosy, you’re five foot seven, a hundred and ten pounds of pure lovely, and you’re walking the streets.

	Good Lord.

	“Thanet, do you need a secretary, yet?”

	“No, I don’t, Rosy, maybe next week.”

	Sadness changed her voice into a pathetic whisper. “You said the same thing last week. I need a decent job real bad. I don’t like what I’m doing.”

	“Neither do I, Rosy. Why don’t you leave this poverty hill city? Seattle is big and needs lots of...”

	She started crying. Tears from a woman rattle me, and this time, the tears were my fault for what I almost said. I really like Rosy and I wouldn’t hurt her for the world, and sometimes my mouth is really stupid. Today, it almost said the word, teacher. I usually give her some money. Having none on me, I wrote her an I.O.U., before saying, “I’m sorry, Rosy, about my big mouth. Look, I’ll bend over and you kick my ass and make sure the kick leaves bruises.”

	She laughed and refused the kick. I wiped her tears with my handkerchief, kissed her cheek, and walked on.

	Crossing the street, as usual, I took my life in my hands. Some nut case in a dark blue Dodge Ram Fifty pickup missed me by about three inches and hollered, “Get the hell out of my way, you horse’s ass.”

	I kept walking. The summer day boiled the cement and fried my size twelve feet, undoubtedly causing more blisters on top of my already blisters.

	Just as I was puckering my lips to whistle a tune, I heard the sound of an automobile coming at me. Then the world exploded into pain as somebody whacked my backside with their car. I never saw the driver. I knew it had to be an attempt to kill me because I was walking on the sidewalk at the time. I thought of Dru eating her steak all alone and then the bright day went black.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	The décor of a hospital room always seems to be white. I dislike white. When you feel pain, you know you’re alive. I felt pain, even more so when I attempted to focus my often bloodshot eyes. A blur nearby slowly turned into a cop that gave me a happy smile before saying, “See what happens, Thanet, when you drink your breakfast and lunch? You start believing you can swat vehicles, instead of being swatted.”

	I heard a galvanized bullfrog croaking somewhere in the room. Several seconds passed before I realized it was my voice. “That’s very funny, Gilhoolie. I’d laugh if you paid me three fingers of any kind of booze.”

	Lieutenant Douglas Gilhoolie is 250 lbs. big and 500 lbs. gruff. He could donnybrook with a grizzly bear and drink six gallons of beer afterward. His blue eyes always seem to have a deep, searching look to them as if he can see a mile more into the universe than the rest of us mortals. Even though Gilhoolie’s a happily married man, he still drops in at Dirty Ralph’s every Saturday night to play poker with us poor single guys. It’s strictly penny ante and he usually goes home a couple dollars richer. I don’t. He’s a good friend, a reliable link with the police and now hovering over my hospital bed like a mother hen.

	“Two witnesses saw you get hit, Thanet. Unfortunately, they were old addlebrained school teachers who never thought about getting the car’s license plate numbers let alone its make and color.”

	“Were they also blind and failed to see who was driving?”

	“Evidently they were. Neither made a comment about the driver. For observation, they deserve an F on their report cards.”

	I laughed and pain marched from my head down to my toes. Swallowing was like gargling sandpaper. I slowly eased upward and reached for the drinking glass on the table to my right. It contained only water and I spat it onto the bed covers.

	Gilhoolie laughed. “Whatever you do, Thanet, don’t drink water. You might poison yourself.” He sighed. “I need to know more about what happened to you. Can you tell me anything?”

	“I’m afraid not. All I saw was black when I kissed the sidewalk. Have you got a cigarette, a shot of alcohol, even the rubbing kind?”

	Gilhoolie smiled. “You know I don’t smoke, nor do I drink.”

	“Yeah, I know. Lips that touch alcohol and tobacco shall never touch yours. You’re a saint in shining armor, Gilhoolie. But here I am, gasping dying breaths in a miserably uncomfortable hospital bed and you never brought me a care package.”

	Amusement etched Gilhoolie’s face. “Your doctor told me you would more than likely be released in two days unless complications occur.”

	“Unless? Now, isn’t that a comforting word? I’ll bet the doctor has never been bashed silly by a car.”

	Gilhoolie let out a deep breath and shook his head. I could smell his lunch, a liverwurst and onion sandwich and coffee, probably gallons of it. He looked at his shoes and then up at my face. Concern softened his voice.

	“Try again, Thanet. I’d like to catch the motherless sucker that put you in here.”

	All I could tell him was where I was at when I got whacked.

	He frowned. I knew he was disgusted, just like all police people when there are zero clues to a crime. He closed his eyes. This told me my good friend was thinking. A minute passed before he looked at me and walked to the door.

	“Thanks for coming,” I said. “So where do we go from here?”

	“I’ll go punch the station’s computers. Somewhere, there’s a suspect that’s been known to hit and run and maybe he’ll check into an illegal chop shop. Or, I might tap into a repair shop working on a car that has hit somebody. I’ll get some answers. Stay in bed and leave the nurses alone. Some of them know karate.”

	Gilhoolie left and I decided to take a nap. I closed my eyes and visualized a river of rye whiskey with cigarette trees growing on the riverbank. Then I heard snoring and knew it was coming from me. My visualization became a dream so realistic the very air around me became saturated with the delightful smell of rum and cigarette smoke. An alcohol flask poked my nose, before it entered my mouth. I swallowed, opened my eyes, and saw Gordon Rumpott Adams. He smiled and blew smoke in my face.

	“Rumpott,” I mumbled. What are you doing in my dream?”

	“By Tao, Thanet, you’re not only awake, you’re alive. Or are you a thirsty talking dead man?”

	“I’m awake. I won’t be alive for long unless I get another swig from that flask you’re hoarding.”

	He handed it over and I took three gulps from it before grabbing the cigarette from his mouth. Rumpott always roars when he talks. At the tender age of ten, Rumpott began collecting Flash Gordon items. He has a complete collection and resembles King Vultan from the Gordon movie serials. He’s heavy set, heavy bearded, thick eye-browed, has a voracious appetite and a harem of at least six women. He also has a King Vultan costume, complete with the steel helmet and wings. He wears it when he’s drunk and touring the city’s dens of iniquity, which is seven nights a week.

	“Rumpott, you are a life saver. This prisoner of war camp serves only horse urine which they label, water, tea, and coffee.”

	“I shall register a complaint, Thanet.”

	“Okay by me. Wear your wings and hack the reception desk with your broadsword.”

	Rumpott didn’t laugh. In fact, concern etched his face. “Who would be so dastardly as to run you down?” he asked.

	“I haven’t the foggiest. Ferguson’s daughter not only wants me to do some investigating, she also told me to be careful. She believes her father was murdered and other collectors might end up the same way.”

	I took two more pulls on Rumpott’s flask, dragged three times on his borrowed cigarette, which happened to be the brand that I’ve renamed shredded horse dung and briefed him on Dru. He took everything I said seriously and his first question startled me.

	“Did Monroe Ferguson ever mention a daughter to you?”

	“No. Did he to you?”

	“No.”

	“Well, Rumpott, we barely knew him.”

	“True, but he lived in this city for over five years, was one of the filthy rich, and a collector whose reputation was worldwide. And yet, who has heard of his daughter?”

	For well over a minute, you could have cut the silence between us with a knife. During this time, Rumpott’s eyes turned dull and I knew what he was thinking. Finally, they returned to normal and he eyed me like a tiger pouncing on the great white hunter. “We must arm ourselves, Thanet. I know a dozen ways to kill.”

	“That’s fine for you, Rumpott. I don’t know any way to kill. I’m just a mild mannered Private Investigator. I suppose I could drink the guy to death.”

	“Why do you say guy, Thanet? Maybe the attempt on your life was done by a woman.”

	Rumpott paused for several seconds and frowned. I could damn nearly hear the gears of thought turning in his head. Finally, he said, “Thanet, I must leave here at once. I shall guard my collection and myself. Ming the Merciless and his crafty daughter, Princess Aura, shall not triumph.”

	With those final words, Rumpott jerked his flask from my clutching right hand, along with the half-inch stub that was once a whole cigarette from my left and zoomed from the room at sound barrier speed.

	My sustenance was gone. What the hell, I was half drunk anyway and beginning to feel sleepy. Being bashed by a car had knocked the old Thanet Blake energy down to zero.

	Or had it?

	I sat bolt upright. Rumpott does know a dozen ways to kill. He’s an authority on poisons and currently building what he calls his Flash Gordon Rocket Car, which probably means he could also build bombs. So how many times has Rumpott tried to kill me? Oh hell, Thanet, stop the crazy thinking. Dru’s comment about targeted collectors is turning you wacky. Relax. Relax. Oh, oh. I did drink from Rumpott’s flask and he didn’t. Poison! No, Rumpott’s been a friend for over ten years. Yeah, sure he has. He’s said many times how he would love to have my western collection.

	“It isn’t Flash Gordon, yet you have many desirable items that I would gladly kill for. Thanet, you really must sell them to me.”

	I usually laugh and belch in his face when he says that. But could he possibly be serious about the killing part?

	My bowels began thundering. Knowing what was about to happen I staggered to the toilet. Ten minutes later, on the way to my torture chamber bed, I felt as dizzy as a chicken drunk on fermented corn. It was all I could do to make it between the sheets.

	I tried thinking, what was the name of the poison that induced diarrhea and dizzy spells before it killed you?

	Rumpott, you no good...

	I pressed the button that said nurse. Twelve minutes later and another voyage to the Thomas Crapper, a battleship wearing white charged into the room. She wore a frown and her voice would never need a megaphone.

	“What’s the trouble, Blake?”

	Does every nurse in the world ask that?

	“I’ve been poisoned.”

	Hilda, as her name tag read, came closer, gave me a gun fighter squint, and took two steps backward, before saying, “You’ve been poisoned, all right.”

	“I have? I honestly have?”

	“Yes, you have, and the poison is right from the devil’s distillery and garden. It is demon alcohol and demon tobacco. You’re drunk, sinner, and you’re surrounded by a cloud of tobacco smoke.”

	“I know that. What about the poison?”

	“A good dose of salts will fix that. Stay where you are. I’ll be back.”

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	All right, what was wrong with me was not serious, though, I was the talk of the hospital. My room became a convention hall. Everybody wanted to see the drunk get what’s what. I think I heard some of the nurses and doctors gambling whether I’d live through the night. So were fairly certain I wouldn’t. After all, Hilda was my nurse.

	I had a wide-awake night. At eight sharp, I was attempting to swallow a sawdust and library paste breakfast when in walked Morgan Gentry.

	I know many people. Many are memorabilia collectors, all are a bit strange, especially Morgan. But he is the best of the best, a very good friend who has used his muscle, guts, and brains more than a few times to rescue yours truly from a collecting jam I couldn’t handle.

	Morgan’s journey through life could make a good novel. I have to guess at some of the details because he’s really a close-mouthed guy. I do know he’s a veteran of two wars, Vietnam and the Gulf, and I suspect three other, shall I say, military coups. He has enough medals and ribbons to start a pawnshop. His size, 250 lbs. of solid muscle connected to very wide shoulders. His height is at least four inches above six feet. Just the kind of build I hate to see because that doesn’t describe me at all. His face is set and determined even when he smiles, which isn’t very often. Slate-gray eyes can stare the toughest of dealers into selling a prized item at a bargain price to him.

	Now, I have to do some guess work. Something tragic happened in Morgan’s past. When we’re drunk and hitting the hard liquor dives, he will inevitably say, “Thanet, there is no happiness in this shit pile we call a world.” I nod my head in agreement, although I refer to the world as a dung heap. Then, Morgan will mumble about a woman, a baby and death. I see a lone tear and hear a long sigh, just before he downs a shot glass of Everclear in one swallow and laughs. And that’s all I know about that part of Morgan’s life. He specializes in collecting western hero and bad guy autographs, along with the Lone Ranger, the Republic Stars, etc. Due to a car crash years ago that wiped out his face, his hobby took what I would call a weird turn. Somehow, he convinced a plastic surgeon to make him a Republic Serial face. He looks like an amalgamation of several western bad guys and he trained his voice to always sound deep and sinister. Morgan is living proof that a hobby can turn into an obsession.

	That’s enough of that. In walks Morgan loaded down with packages. My hopes soar. I’m dying of thirst and having a nicotine fit.

	“Thanet, I never heard about you until this morning.”

	Morgan eyed me. With his squint, all he needed was his favorite six gun strapped low on his right hip to cause me to soil my underwear. He tilted back his cowboy hat, pulled the only chair in the room closer to my bed and sat in it cowboy style.

	“Tell me what happened,” he said. “First help yourself to these staffs of life.”

	Morgan’s packages contained a bottle of rye and a full carton of my favorite smokes. I drank and puffed for several minutes before I started talking. Morgan’s set look deepened. He was angry. Nobody in their right mind would want him for an enemy. He could terrify a charging bull elephant.

	“I’ll get the sidewinder that did this to you, Thanet. You can bet your last dollar on that.”

	I shook my head. “So far the police have no clues, let alone suspects. Maybe we should just forget it happened.”

	“And let that jasper get another crack at you? Not on your tintype. He’s as good as ridden up his last trail. I have my methods. I’ll find him my way, which is alone. Savvy?”

	Yeah. He meant he didn’t want a walking idiot like me, a guy with very little sand in his spine, trailing along with him. I would be like the comedy relief in a Grade-B Western.

	“Rumpott thinks a woman possibly whacked me,” I said.

	Morgan frowned. “Horse shit. Rumpott’s so in love with women he thinks they are capable of everything. No, you were bushwhacked by a man.”

	I nodded. “You’re probably right. Be careful. The police could give you some trouble. Also, if Dru Ferguson is correct when she says somebody might be targeting collectors, you could be in danger.”

	Morgan went silent for a few seconds before saying, “Dru Ferguson?”

	“Yeah, she’s Ferguson’s daughter.”

	“I didn’t know he had one.”

	“You’re the second one who’s said that. Rumpott was the first. I didn’t know either.

	It seems Monroe Ferguson was very secretive for some unknown reason.”

	Again, Morgan went silent. I couldn’t read the expression on his face. It was different... one I’d never seen before. He finally smiled as much as his face would allow and began talking, his voice sounding even lower and more sinister than usual.

	“You know what I think about danger, Thanet. I thrive on danger. It makes me feel alive and invincible. I’ll nail that car-driving, beady-eyed, sidewinder and nobody will know I did it.”

	Morgan would be good at his word and I damn nearly felt sorry for the whacker. Then he laughed and said, “Enough of business, I want to talk about my latest hobby. It’s sound.”

	“Did you say, sound? I don’t understand.”

	“Think about it, Thanet. If you were blindfolded and listened to the sounds of all types of serials, could you tell what movie studio made them?”

	“Yes, I suppose I could.”

	“Okay, so tell me how?”

	“You want to know how?”

	“Yes.”

	“Well, to start with, different music and dialogue and some studios specialized in westerns, some in science fiction, while others preferred action and adventure. Republic did everything.”

	“That’s right so far. However, you’re still missing the most important thing of all.”

	“I am?”

	“Yeah, come on, Thanet, think. Use your head for something besides growing hair.”

	“I can’t... my brain has been numbed by a rye bottle. I give up. What is it?”

	“It’s gunfire.”

	“Gunfire? You must be joking.”

	“You know I never joke. Movie studios have different sounds for their weapons. Republic had the greatest sounds for their six guns and rifles the human race has ever heard. Thanet, I’m going to duplicate that sound. When you get out if this sick corral, come on out to the ranch for a few days. We’ll have our usual fast draw shooting contest and belly up to my bar until we can no longer stand.”

	By the time Morgan left, I was purely galvanized, and I was close to passing out when Dru walked in. She took one look at me and I could tell by her smile, she knew my condition.

	She started out with, “I had a date with this guy I was beginning to like, and he stood me up.”

	“The guy’s a fool, Dru. When I see him, I’ll shoot him. Seriously, how was your steak?”

	“It was delicious and lonely. Are you all right, Thanet?”

	“Sure, I’m as well as anybody can be when slightly bashed by a car. Glad I’m alive and can still look at you.”

	“Flattery will get you a ride out of here. You’ve made quite an impression on the hospital staff. Some offered money if I would forget your checking out routine and take you out a back exit. Others put your name on the morgue’s dissection list. So, hurry up. Stagger out of that bed now.”

	Dru didn’t have to say it twice. I moved.

	Everybody cheered as I went through the check out procedure. Strangely, not one person said come back again. I was wheel-chaired to Dru’s car, unceremoniously dumped into the front seat and away we went.

	I have a two-room apartment and a cat. Elf greeted us at the door. He’s a ten pound, orange and white, long haired ball of fury. He meowed and sank his fangs into my ankle, thereby letting me know his gut was demanding eats and I’d better feed him before I was dragged to his food bowl and devoured as an appetizer. I picked him up, cradled him upside down in my arms, and tickled his tummy. He likes that. It makes him purr and sound like he has asthma. He meowed and bit my fingers. I put him down by his bowl, grabbed cat food from the refrigerator, and fed him.

	“There you go, Elf,” I said, glad to see my little buddy.

	I then faced Dru. “Would you like some coffee? I promise I’ll wash my hands, first.”

	Dru laughed. “Coffee sounds wonderful,” she said.

	Ten minutes later we were sitting on my couch-bed, drinking freshly brewed coffee. Dru sipped and nodded.

	“Excellent. Your coffee is brewed to perfection. You deserve to be complimented. Tell me, why did you name your beautiful cat Elf?”

	“He’s always been independent and will bite me if I don’t feed him when he’s hungry. Elf is short for extraterrestrial life form.”

	I enjoyed the sound of her laughter. It was like a quiet symphony.

	“Are you convinced about taking my case?” she asked.

	A squad of Marines couldn’t make me say no.

	“Yes, you are now officially my client. I have a request. I’m still quite galvanized, in pain all over and in no shape to talk about business, let alone ask you questions that have been puzzling me. I need pain pills and sleep and I should be all right by evening. Could we have that steak dinner, say around eight?”

	Dru nodded. “Be careful,” she said. “If you break this date, the next time I see you, I might have a gun in my purse. Give me your phone number, I’ll call first to see how you feel.”

	I saw her to the door and before I could react she said happy birthday, kissed my mouth, and was gone.

	Her lips were soft, very tasty and a terrific birthday present.
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