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The pounding on the front door of my Port of Albany loft startled me awake from a rare sound sleep. Something that pissed me off to no end due to the fact that I’d been in the midst of one of those equally rare, but so goddamned wonderful dreams where I’m getting naked with the Asian American receptionist who works for my dentist.

We were locked in some nondescript hotel room, and she was taking off her shirt and exposing milky white breasts that were stuffed into a black lace bra. It was all I could do to unbuckle my belt with one hand and pull her into me, so that my lips met hers with the other.

“Ohhhhh, Mr. Moonlight,” the long, black-haired Asian beauty whispered in my ear, “me love you for so very, very long time.”

“Me too, China Doll,” I said. “I’m going to ravage you.”

“Yes, Moonlight, yes! You ravage me now. All...of...me!”

Then, bang, bang, bang, on the industrial steel door, and I’m wide awake in my empty bed. Swinging my legs around, I slipped out of bed in my boxer shorts and naked torso. Since it was September, the nights were getting cooler, and my loft in the old brick building on the Hudson River was downright cold. It felt like I was walking on ice cubes in my bare feet.

More pounding on the door.

“Just a goddamned minute!” I barked.

I went to the heavy wood door, unlocked the dead bolt, and slid it open along its tracks only as far as the attached chain would allow.

“Mr. Moonlight,” a short, heavily bearded man said. “Detective Miller said you were the best. That I should come to you right away.”

I shook some of the sleep (and the three double shots of Jameson) out of my head.

“Detective Miller, huh?” I said, picturing the tall, clean-shaven, dapper, jar-headed senior homicide detective.

That’s when I noticed his eyes shifting from my face to my midsection. I followed his eyes all the way down and discovered that I was sporting a huge hard-on. It was funny in a way, because I was sort of proud of it. A man of my years should only be so lucky. But at the same time, who wants to be sporting wood in front of another dude?

I looked him in the eyes.

“Happens,” I said.

“Sorry,” he said, as if it was his fault.

“Never you mind,” I said. “I just gotta pee, is all.”

I gave him a total once-over and turned on my rusty but ever dependable built-in shit detector. He was short, kind of frumpy, if not unkept. He also looked like he hadn’t slept since the Obama administration. His hair was dark and thick, but also kind of greasy. It matched his beard. His appearance was the complete opposite of my mostly shaved scalp and perpetual five o’clock shadow. His blue suit was a little too big for him, and the cuffs on his trousers hung too low on top of his brown Florsheim shoes.

Like I said, I could tell he hadn’t slept a wink all night. I could also smell nothing incriminating on his breath. No booze, that is. In the end, he seemed tame enough to me, and besides, he was likely to hire me, and God knows I needed the money.

“Come on in,” I said. “It’s cold out, and I gotta use the can.”

He nodded and stepped inside while I slid the door closed behind him. Then I hit my head on the opposite side of the big studio. When I was done, I slipped into a pair of Levi's jeans that were lying in a pile at the end of my unmade bed. Since it was chilly outside, with the open industrial windows and a hint of rain, I threw on a red pullover.

Glancing at my watch, I saw that it was going on five in the morning.

“Looks like I’m up for the day,” I said to myself, a slight wave of disappointment washing over me. An experienced gumshoe needs his rest. But not today.

“I’m gonna throw on some coffee,” I said. “You want some?”

Frumpy Man shook his head and just stood there, maybe a couple of feet beyond the front door. His face was pale and judging by his pout, sad. Maybe he was a brooder. When he reached into his jacket, pulled out a pistol, pressed the barrel against his temple, and blew his brains out on the spot, I knew for certain he was not only a sad man. He was a desperate man, too.

God rest his soul.
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Daylight was just beginning to illuminate the cloud cover to the east beyond the river. There was a slight drizzle coming down from a bitch of an overcast sky. I got the distinct feeling that Mother Nature was trying to tell me that summer in Albany was truly over. 

With that in mind, I pulled the bottle of Jameson from off the butcher block counter and poured a little into my second cup of coffee while Albany forensics took pictures of Frumpy Man’s body and the nasty blood puddle that would have to be professionally cleaned. That is, once the coroner arrived along with a mortician who would cart Mister Frumpy-Whoever-He-Was away to either the morgue for autopsy or straight to a funeral parlor, like the one I grew up in, for embalming. The most likely scenario in the case of a suicide was autopsy. 

When Albany Police Department, Chief Homicide Detective Nick Miller came through the door, careful not to step on the crime scene, I got another mug out, and poured him some coffee, and sweetened it with a full shot of whiskey. Without a word, I handed it to him. 

“Jobz,” I said, after a time. 

“What about him,” the detective said taking a careful sip of his coffee. 

“You could have sent this man to Steve Jobz, instead of waking me out of a beautiful dream and messing up my living space with a big puddle of blood, brains, and bones.” 

He cocked his head over his shoulder. 

“Shit happens,” he said. “And Jobz is too busy with another case right now.”

The Steve Jobz we were referring to was my only neighbor in the now abandoned Port of Albany. He was as good a private investigator as they come. His full last name was Jobzynski, but he’d shortened it for obvious reasons.  

Miller was wearing a tan, Burberry trench coat that had a belt wrapped around the waist. He was also wearing a brown fedora that protected him from the rain. As always, he was clean shaven. Under the coat, he sported a dark blue blazer, a dark button-down, and a blue and white striped rep-tie that was perfectly knotted. His .45 semi-automatic model 1911 was conveniently stored and concealed in a shoulder holster.

“So, who the hell is he?” I said after a time, my eyes on the two APD windbreaker wearing forensics pros. “I didn’t dare dig for his wallet. Far be it from me to contaminate a crime scene even if I live in said crime scene.” 

“Good idea,” Miller said, sipping his coffee. Then, “His name is, or was, Marvin Gamble. Real estate lawyer with a good-sized practice down in one of the new red brick towers on Broadway. He also works with contractors and all the construction trades.” 

“Sounds exciting,” I said. 

I drank some coffee. It needed more sweetener. I grabbed the bottle of Jameson, uncapped it, and pour more into my mug. Miller looked like he needed more sweetener too. I poured more into his coffee. He looked into his mug like a wizard will gaze into a crystal ball. 

“I haven’t had breakfast yet,” he said. “We keep this up, we’ll be drunk before seven.” 

“There’s worse things in life,” I said, taking a nice warm, soothing sip of the coffee. Then, “So why did Mr. Marvin Gamble come to my place with the express purpose of blowing his brains out?”

The detective drank a little of his coffee. 

Then, carefully wiping his lips with the back of his hand, he said, “That’s the billion dollar question isn’t it?”  

“The Dems are in charge,” I said. “Let’s make it the trillion dollar question.”

He nodded, like I was being serious. He was also back to looking into his crystal ball-like coffee mug.

“When Marvin contacted me earlier yesterday morning,” he said after a long beat, “he seemed very distraught.” 

“About what?” I said. 

“He said his wife was missing and had been missing for thirty hours, give or take.”

“That doesn’t qualify for a missing persons case with the APD,” I said.

“Therefore, I suggested he contact you if he was worried about something.”

“Maybe his wife just needed a breather from the marriage,” I said. “Happens all the time.”

“Exactly what I told him,” Miller said. “But Marvin told me that her being missing was a hell of a lot more than that. That she had been acting really strange as of late, and he feared she might be having another affair.”

“Another affair,” I said. “I don’t like the sound of that. No wonder the poor bastard was depressed.”

I glanced at Marvin once more. He was still dead, still lying on my floor, still making a mess that was gonna be impossible for me to clean up. Soon, the coroner would be here to pronounce the obvious. 

My eyes shifted back to Miller. 

“What’s her name?” I asked.

“The cheating wife?” 

“No, the cutie with the crooked nose on the Friend’s reruns,” I said. 

“Don’t be a wise ass,” he said. Then, “Virginia. Marvin referred to her as Ginny when we last talked.”

“What’s Virginia, who apparently isn’t much of a virgin, look like?”

He scrunched his brow.

“Beats me,” he said. 

I drank the rest of my Irish coffee. I was tempted to make another, but something told me that would not be a good idea. 

“Let’s hope Virginia is worth blowing one’s brains out for,” I said.

“What’s that mean?” Miller said. “Nothing’s worth putting a bullet in your brain.” Then, realizing what he just said and the piece of .22 caliber hollow point that presently resided inside my brain. “Oh, I’m sorry.”

One last, long glance at Marvin Gamble. What was left of him, that is.  

“Don’t be sorry. That could have been me once upon a time.” I mumbled the words more to myself than the detective. Then, I said, “Do you at least know what his wife does for a living? That is, she works at all.” 

He nodded once more. 

“Yeah,” he said. “I believe she’s a school teacher.” 
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Minutes later, the forensics crew was gone, and so was Frumpy Marvin Gamble, leaving me with the mess to contend with. But when Miller offered to send over a cleaning service, “on the house,” I felt a little better. 

“Problem is, it can take a day or two for the cleaners to get to you,” he said, as we both walked outside and into the very gray, damp, cool morning. A morning that seemed to match the overall mood. “If you wanna put up at the Days Inn over on Wolf Road for a couple of nights, the department will comp you on that too.”

“Gee thanks,” I said. “Is this the part where you offer me a gig, Miller?” 

He shoved his hands in the pockets on his trench coat. A white and black Range Rover that looked like it had just rolled off the lot was parked in one of the empty parking lot spaces to my left-hand side. Marvin’s ride, no doubt. You weren’t a lawyer in Albany County unless you could prove it by driving a hot shit ride that cost more than my annual salary. But hey, at least I was my own boss.    

To my right-hand side, a hearse was still parked near my used Jeep. It said Hans Funeral Home on the side panels. It was black vehicle, like the old Cadillac hearse my dad used to own with the words Moonlight Funeral Home printed proudly on both side panels in
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