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Stern Talbot, PI

The Case of the Disappearing Worm

A Novella


1
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It was a little before 2 p.m., about quarter ‘til. Right on time.

I angled my car sharply and pulled into the first of two empty spaces along the curb across the street. I rolled the window down, turned off the car and sat there for a minute. Looked around.

There was nothing in the rear view or side view mirrors but a few cars passing on the cross street behind me. Nothing strange or unusual up the street ahead. Very few pedestrians, all of them paired up, a few window shopping, several walking with a purpose in mind. Probably headed to their cars, or to catch the bus on 9th Street. 

Nobody alone. Nobody standing in doorways. 

Nobody loitering in cars anywhere either that I could see. 

Not that I thought somebody might be tailing me or watching me, but in my business, paying attention is a good habit to develop early. In fact, if you don’t develop it early, there’s a good chance you might not get to develop it at all. 

In the heat of the day, there were no clouds—at least none that I could see from the crushed-in canyon of six- and seven-story brick or concrete block buildings—and the smells were typical for this time of year. Mostly exhaust fumes and hot asphalt. When the breeze shifted, I caught the smell of fresh-baked bread. So at least that was something. Must be a bakery nearby somewhere, but I couldn’t guess at the name of it if you paid me. I don’t often come to this part of town.

There were probably twelve or fourteen businesses crowded into this block. Except for the red brick bank on one corner and the red brick Rexall drugstore on the other, they were all different colors. Each one looked like it had been squeezed between two others with a shoehorn.

And right there in the middle of them, the bright yellow concrete block wall of Simon’s Café. 

It wasn’t much of a place, really. A little rat hole in a dingy concrete wall, squeezed in among several other small storefronts downtown. Typical of small businesses on the dying main streets of dying small towns everywhere. The city is no different, except here the dying neighborhoods are crammed together with the ones that aren’t dying yet. So you don’t notice the decay so quickly. 

Anyway Simon’s is where the client wanted to meet, so that’s where we’d meet.

Only one car was parked across the way on the sunny side of the street. A long, low, green and chrome Buick old enough to have the horizontal fins on the back. But it was farther down the block, against the curb in front of the dry cleaners. I guess most of the other drivers had the same idea I’d had, to park in the shade on this side of the street. 

The dry cleaners was next to the Rexall drugstore at the far end of the block. The kind that has the door facing the corner of the block and a lunch counter inside. My memory conjured up the aroma of greasy hamburgers in wax paper and the crisp, soft smell of shakes and malts and cherries on top. 

I glanced at my watch—as I thought, I was still about ten minutes early—then gazed through the driver’s side window to scope out the meeting place.

Well, not scope it out really. 

I mean, it wasn’t like I was lying a few yards back in a tree line or in a field of tall grass somewhere with my right cheek welded to a sniper rifle and sweat dribbling down my face through grease paint. Those days were over what—thirty years ago? Thirty-five? And good riddance.

I thought about re-upping after my three year hitch in the Corps, but a much shorter stint on leave changed my mind.

I served my country honorably enough, and the whole time I kept in mind an ideal picture. Kids going to picture shows on Saturday, families singing in church on Sunday, neighborhoods full of neat little houses with white picket fences. Picnics afterward.

Then I got home and found out I was wrong. The status quo was gone as if it had never existed. The kids had changed and they hadn’t done their part at all. You know the kind. The only thing they contribute to society is their uninformed opinion. Everything was drugs and sex, and all right out in the open. 

They hadn’t served me nearly as honorably as I’d served them. In fact, somehow I had become the enemy. So be it. I decided they weren’t worth serving. Plus the pay wasn’t all that good, so I got out.

But I guess I’m not big into assimilation. Within a couple of months, I applied and was accepted to the city PD. I thought I’d be making a difference, but I was wrong again. Actually I was an underpaid janitor, cleaning up the messes all the good citizens made. 

But a few years with the detective squad—well, that and a seriously corrupt mayor—honed my disgust with civilian life in general. But it also gave me a new lease on life. I’m a stubborn kind of a guy. I decided early on I’d rather fight them than join them. So I left the department and hung out my shingle as a PI.

And here I was. Across the street, eyeballing Simon’s Café and hoping the client would be on time.  

I fished in the breast pocket of my shirt for a cigarette, then remembered I gave up the habit. That was almost six months ago, and at this point I only missed them twice a day: all morning and all afternoon. Well, and then sometimes in the evening over a glass of whiskey.

So to drain off the need for a cigarette I set the fingers of my right hand tapping out a beat on the bottom of the steering wheel as I put my focus back on the café across the street. 

Like I said, the concrete blocks that made up Simon’s were painted yellow, except in a few places where it was chipped so the grey block showed through. In the center of the yellow was a glass door in a brushed stainless steel frame. To the right of the door was a picture window, also in a stainless steel frame. A little short curtain covered with small red and white squares covered maybe the top third of the window on the other side of the glass. The place was probably typical. There’d be a row of booths along the front wall below the curtain. The kitchen would be behind a lunch counter and a row of stools on the back side of the room. 

I wondered if they served onion rings. But the real hand-dipped ones, not the ones that are preprocessed. With my gut, it probably wouldn’t be a good idea anyway. 

There was a stop light at the corner behind me. Cars and taxis and delivery trucks queued up to the light, stopped, then drove on. That happened three or four times while I waited. When I’d been there about nine minutes, no new cars had parked, and nobody had entered Simon’s. So I figured my guy must already be inside. 

As another line of cars and trucks queued up to the light and stopped, I checked the rear view and side view mirrors again, then opened the door and stepped out. Might as well get across the street while the traffic was stopped. 

Oh. But I was parked at a meter.
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I rounded the front of my car and fished in my trouser pocket for a couple of quarters, which I fed into the rounded triangular head of the hungry little robot. The red flag in the meter window dropped out of sight and the needle stopped on 30 minutes. For two quarters I thought I’d get an hour. The meeting would probably take longer than a half-hour, but I didn’t have anymore quarters. Besides, it isn’t like quarters grow on trees. 

Well, it would have to do.

I stepped off the curb in front of my car just as the line of cars started moving again. Just my luck. I prided myself in being on time—exactly on time—but I guess this one time I’d be a minute or so late.

I stepped back up on the curb and watched the line of traffic. The near stuff moved in the same direction I was parked, and the line across the road hurried off to queue up at the light.

I waited for what seemed like an hour, accompanied only by the sound of the toe of my right shoe tapping of on the curb. Then came the drawn-out squealing of the brakes of a big FedEx box truck, and the line of vehicles slowed and stopped again. Nothing coming in the near lane.

I stepped off the curb and glanced to the left.

All the cross traffic was going straight across the intersection. No cars were turning right. Still, I fished my PI badge wallet out of my pocket, flopped it open and let it dangle facing outboard from my left hand. Just in case. 

I started across the street.

The first half was easy, but the FedEx truck had stopped directly in front of me, hiding the left half of Simon’s, including the door. I angled slightly to the right to pass behind it, but the front bumper of the Yellow Cab behind it was almost touching the back bumper of the FedEx truck. There were maybe six or eight inches to spare.

I turned sideways, edging between them, and thought about the line of dirt that was probably transferring from the front bumper of the cab onto my trousers just below the knees. So I flashed my badge at the driver of the Yellow Cab. I thought maybe he’d back up a little.

Through the windshield he grinned. Then he lifted his palms from the steering wheel and shrugged, as if to say he couldn’t do anything about it. Apparently he was happy about that. Apparently it didn’t take a lot to keep him amused.

I tapped the hood of the cab lightly with both hands, then continued to squeeze through. 

I got through just as I heard the brakes release on the FedEx truck. Funny, the brakes on delivery trucks. They squeal going in, and then they squeal again when they’re released.

Anyway, the right front corner of the dust-covered bumper on the cab started edging forward. I swiveled my hips and turned my head to square myself to the front of Simon’s again. 

And everything dropped into slow motion. 

I felt my own head move as I looked up at the door. Then I felt my own eyebrows arch. I read Simon’s Café, painted at about eye level in a slight arch on the flat glass. Only it wasn’t flat. It was bulging. Below it, a stainless steel handle ran across the middle of the door. 

Before my brain caught up with my eyebrows, I glanced over at the picture window. I guess maybe I was thinking my guy might be there in one of the booths, watching for me through the window. I guess maybe I thought that might help me in some way. With what I knew was about to happen, which my brain was now transmitting in a fight-or-flight reflex to my legs.

Along with the message that I couldn’t escape it. 

My jaw tensed and the muscles in my legs tightened anyway.

At least there wasn’t anyone in the booths. That gave the cop in me a sense of relief. I’d be a lot more relieved if I could convince my legs to run in that split second.

I was still looking at the plate-glass window when the door rattled in my left ear like someone was shaking it. 

In the picture window the little red and white checked curtain fluttered hard, then slapped flat against the window. Then the glass bowed.

And the place exploded.

*
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Something shoved me backward, like a punch in the chest but over my whole body at once. I was flipped away like a slack bit of rope. 

My back bowed hard over something solid, then nothing. 

Then there was something hard again, only flat, like a slab. I landed on that with my lower back, then my back, then my shoulders. The back of my head slapped down hard. There was a brilliant little light show in my head with sparklers. For a second I wasn’t sure of my directions. Like up and down and sideways.

Something yellow with a black thing under it flashed right to left past my feet. 

I felt my eyes rolling up and there was a flash of blue sky. 

So that was the direction “up.” 

I think I smiled. “There it is,” I said. 

And everything went dark.
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I woke up to somebody nagging me from far away, like they were leaning over the top of a well and I was at the bottom.

“Hey, Stern?” 

Something jostled my right shoulder. “Hey, Stern.” A man.

Somebody else said, “Sir, you shouldn’t do that.” A woman.

“Oh. Right,” the hey-Stern man said. Then a pause, then more jostling on the same shoulder anyway. “Hey Talbot, you in there?”

In where? In the well? But how could he shake my shoulder if I’m in a well?

The woman again, a little louder: “Sir, please don’t do that.”

I was pulling for her. The jostling thing was annoying me too. 

Jostling again. “You in there, boyo?”

You in there? That’s what people say when they’re talking to a guy in a coma. Okay. 

As loud as I could, I yelled, “Of course I’m in here. Where else would I be?” 

But I didn’t hear my voice. I felt my forehead wrinkle.

Maybe I forgot to open my mouth.

With effort, I dragged apart my eyelids. 

Didn’t I? 

Well, on one eye. My left eye, I think.

On that side was light, soft, like filtered through a window. On the other side—that thing, that close-up blur—that must be my nose. Straight up, little white squares inset in little grey squares. Or grey strips with shorter grey strips connecting them maybe. Aluminum, probably. Aluminum’s grey, isn’t it? I love saying aluminum. Great word. And little dots all over the white part. 

Up was becoming my new favorite direction. It was easy, and it always seemed to be there. I could count on it. 

I started counting the little dots on one of the white squares.

But the dots were different sizes. 

Should I count them in groups? Does it make a difference?

Up is up, right? Probably the size of the dots doesn’t matter. Probably the smaller ones are just farther away. 

No, wait. The dots, the white, the grey. It’s the ceiling. 

Acoustic tiles. 

And something new. A yellow stain ran along one of the grey support strips. At a corner, it made a little dry puddle. The edges were ragged and a little darker. Like it evaporated.

But how could it evaporate if it was on the ceiling? Evaporated stuff goes up, right? But it was already up. So it couldn’t go up. 

Someone giggled, like in an echo. 

The stain turned right and ran a few more inches. 

How’d it do that? Maybe the ceiling isn’t level. Or maybe that’s the floor.

The man again. “Hey, Stern.” More jostling. “C’mon, boyo.”

The woman again, more quiet. “Perhaps you gentlemen should come back another time.”

Aunt Margaret? 

No, can’t be. Aunt Margaret was dead.

Hey, Aunt Margaret, the name, sounds like Ann Margaret. Only Ann Margaret was dead too, I think. 

But the voice was definitely not Ann Margaret. That would’ve been a dream for the ages, eh?

A cool sensation trembled over my skin. 

Am I dead? 

It didn’t occur to me to try to open my other eye. Besides, you don’t ask questions with your eyes. You have to do that with your mouth, I think. And I had to ask what’s going on. And I had to find out if the woman was Aunt Margaret. If it was, had she come back or had I gone to meet her? Or maybe she was here as my escort or something. 

But to ask anything I’d have to open my mouth. So that was my next logical step.

I tried to move my lips but they were stuck together. I read somewhere they do something like that after they get you embalmed. Glue them or sew them shut or something. Like maybe if a dead guy’s mouth flopped open, maybe whoever was looking would expect him to say something. Or they might just freak out or something. 

I took the time for a quick analysis. Moved my tongue a little. Whatever was on my lips was gloppy. Even on the sweet spot, it tasted neutral. 

I worked my lips side to side a little. I touched them on the inside with my tongue again. And they popped loose. “Aunt Margaret? Hey, am I—” I stopped. My voice still sounded like it was coming from the bottom of a well. Like an echo. Like the giggle. Was that me too? Distant and tiny and muted by the dirt walls of a well.

Maybe I am in a well. Dead in the bottom of a well. But what am I doing in a well?

“Hey, Talbot! I knew you’d come around.”

That definitely wasn’t Aunt Margaret. That was the man’s voice again.

I rolled the one eye that was open a little toward the voice. But not my head. I didn’t think about that. Just the eye. Only it didn’t go far enough. Nothing but ceiling, a cleaner section without the yellow stain, and my nose again. And Aunt Margaret’s shoulder. Maybe. Someone’s shoulder, if it was a shoulder, only draped in white.

Aunt Margaret never wore white. She said it made her look fat. In the dark behind my closed eye, my own face grinned at me. Like an inside joke. Like it was the color, the white, that made her look fat. Yeah. And pants make a butt look big.

I thought about my neck and head. I tried to turn my head, and I worked on opening the other eye. My right ear folded against something under my head. A pillow? Anyway, I hate it when it does that. 

And my eye popped open like it was just waiting for me to ask.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

4

[image: ]


Three forms were hovering there, like through a film of haze or smoke or something. “C’mon,” I mumbled. Still deep in the well, but not as muted. So above the bottom. Was I floating up? I like up.

I tried to raise my arm—my right arm, the one closest to the voices—so I could move the haze. Or maybe it was gauze. But why gauze? Where’d that come from? And why are they teasing me? Move the gauze already. 

I closed my eyes, both of them together, and opened them again.

The forms were still behind the gauze or whatever it was, but it seemed a little thinner. 

I closed my eyes again, opened them. “Where am I?” My voice was still in the well but nearer the surface. Not as muted.

The same male voice said, “You’re in the hospital, boyo.”

Boyo? Must be Captain O’Malley. 

But the hospital? Why am I in the hospital? Then again, if I’m in the hospital at least I’m not dead.  

Captain O’Malley again, and his words were all running together. “Hey, that was quite a blast. Took out the windows all the way across the street. How close were you anyway?” 

I rolled my head left, to Up, then right again. “To what?”

“The blast, boyo, the blast. Oh, there was a mighty explosion.”

The female voice again. “That’s probably enough for now.” Middle-aged, kindly and quiet. “I’ll have to insist. You men can come back at—”

Men? Time for that later. With my voice somewhere near the top of the well, I said, “No, it’s okay. Is that you, Captain?”

“And sure it’s me, boyo.”

I felt my brow wrinkle again and it hurt a little. Like a headache, only on the outside. And no throbbing. More like a tiny fire. Or a weak fire, maybe. “What happened?” 

But O’Malley had been ticked off at me ever since I’d left the force.

“Why are you here, Captain?” 

The woman again. “You’ve been hurt, Mr. Talbot.” Kindly old Aunt Margaret. 

I closed my eyes, opened them, tried to focus.

Aunt Margaret. The same wide face, the same bland features. The same blond hair, but cut short and formed. Like a helmet. 

Put me in, Coach.

The woman said, “And I really must insist. These men can talk with you another time. Right now you need to rest.”

These men? So Captain O’Malley and someone else. 

I strained to look. 

The gauze or whatever it was cleared a little more. Just enough for me to make out the three forms more clearly. 

Two dark, squared-off, upright rectangles were moving away. One broad and shorter, one tall and not as broad.

A smaller white rectangle with rounded corners moved behind them. It looked like a soft cross with a plump upright post and two spindly cross beams. And each cross beam split one of the darker rectangles in half horizontally. 

Probably her arms on their backs. She was herding them out. It had to be Aunt Margaret. Aunt Margaret would do that even if I didn’t want her to.

Through the back of the white rectangle I said to the darker rectangles, “You come back though, okay? Tell me what happened.”

A moment later I heard a mechanical sigh, then the click of a door latch going home.

Did they hear me? 

Orange. The door was orange. 

Then it swung open again and the white rectangle was back. Coming toward me, a white rectangle on an orange rectangle. The cross beams were gone. And more of the gauze or whatever had cleared. The upright post faded into a woman’s body. A white dress. Then one cross beam—no, one arm—moved to one side and rested on a shiny bar. Right in front of my face. 

A forearm and a wrist, and a hand with thin, smallish fingers.

No rings. 

Oh, Aunt Margaret. Where’s the ring Uncle Fred gave you?

The other arm moved barely within my vision. My pillow nudged under my head, and somehow it felt softer. 

Quietly Aunt Margaret said, “As for what happened, there’s time enough for all of that later.” 

She spoke more slowly than the captain, more calmly but still firm. The words didn’t run together. 

“For now, you just rest.” 

She move the arm from the rail, leaned across the bed, reached for something with that hand. Her plump Aunt Margaret breast pressed the white fabric of her dress, very close to my face.

I rolled my eyes to the left. 

She adjusted something over there with her thumb and forefinger. A big tube of some kind.

Something warm moved inside me. 

The darkness closed in again.
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The next time I woke up the fog or haze or gauze was gone.

The woman was there. But she wasn’t Aunt Margaret, and she was most definitely not Ann Margaret. Though in her younger years she might have given the starlet a run for her money. Anyway, she was a nurse. A black nametag with white lettering above her left breast read Olivia, and she took good care of me. It was as if she had no other patients. She always seemed to be there.

A doctor came and went twice. I made him to be about twelve years old. 

He was skinny all the way up, with a mop of straight, light-brown hair that fanned down over his forehead. He was dressed in dark blue scrubs, the kind with a drawstring at the waist, and those ugly black plastic glasses that are all the rage. They were perched on a thin nose, and mostly when he talked he was looking at the clipboard in his hand.

I don’t care for people who don’t make eye contact when they speak. It makes me nervous. 

But this guy’s shyness came from pure timidity. His voice was confident, maybe, but barely audible. When he was through talking, he jotted something on my chart. Then he turned away and hung the clipboard on a hook at the bottom of my bed. As he turned back to me, he looked down and stuck a ballpoint pen back in the chest pocket of his blue scrubs, then finally looked up at me. His lips parted slightly like he was going to say something else, but instead he nodded,  turned and left.

Olivia deciphered what he said. Mostly he said I was fortunate, that it could’ve been much worse—whatever “it” was—and I’d go home soon, barring any complications. 

Olivia also explained about the explosion. “Your injuries are minor, really,” she said. 

As she explained, the situation came back to me. I remembered the café, the traffic, and crossing the street. I remembered the back of the truck and the front of the cab and the cab guy’s face. I doubt I’ll ever forget that face.

I remembered stepping up on the curb, reaching for the door, and—

No, that’s it. After that I woke up here.

From what Olivia told me, I’d escaped a pretty big explosion with relatively minor injuries. 

She ran it down for me. Some cuts on my forehead and cheeks from flying glass. A bruised liver and kidneys and ribs from busting myself on something. Probably the fender of that stupid cab. And a really stiff neck and maybe a concussion from the impact on the pavement. That’s where they found me. And the possible concussion was why they were keeping me. Everything else was just sore.

Minor or not, my ribs still hurt like I’d hit that cab hard enough to dent the fender. I really hoped I did. It would make it easier to identify. Only the guy hadn’t done anything I could charge him with. He was just a jerk.

Well, I hope the guy at least owns the cab. Hey, you’re a jerk, you deserve what you get. Even if it’s only a dented fender. 

As I surfaced from figuring all of that out, Olivia was still talking. 

“So you have all that,” she said, “plus what probably feels like a bad sunburn on your face and throat. But that should be gone in a week or so. In fact, all of it should be a lot better in a week or so.”

I tried to nod, but the angle of my head against the pillow wouldn’t let me pull it off. “How about O’Malley? He been back?”

“No. The doctor wants to keep you for another day or so for observation. Mr. O’Malley and his friend can come back tomorrow. Or they can wait until you’re discharged.”

I huffed. “Okay, so when do I get disch—”

She held up one hand. “If there are no other problems, you’ll go home tomorrow. That’s what the doctor said, remember? He usually makes his rounds about noon.” 

Just like a hotel. No matter when you check in, you have to be out by noon.

Well, I could use the rest anyway. A couple days wouldn’t hurt anything.

For some reason, I said, “I’m a PI, y’know.” Still looking for Aunt Margaret’s approval maybe.

Without looking at me—she was making a note on my chart—she said, “I’m sure you are.”

When she looked up again, I searched her face for condescension but I didn’t find any. 

She said, “You get some rest now. You’ll have time enough to solve this starting tomorrow or the next day.”

I frowned. “Solve what?”

This time she frowned. “Why, the case, of course. Weren’t you working on a case? Mr. O’Malley seemed to think so.”

“Oh. Nah, I was just going to meet a client. Hoping to get a case, I guess. I could use one. But if the guy was in the café, I guess he probably didn’t make it.”

She shook her head. “Mr. O’Malley said there were only a few people in the café when the explosion happened. The lunch-hour crowd had cleared out an hour earlier. Only the staff were there, and all but one of them were in the back for a meeting.”

I grinned. “So the one who wasn’t in the back—is that the one who planted the bomb?”

“No. The one in the front was a very fortunate waitress.”

“Fortunate? How?”

“Oh. Well, I guess from what she told the nice man with Mr. O’Malley, she had just finished clearing the tables and putting out new setups. That’s flatware wrapped in a napkin.”

I nodded and rolled one hand in front of me. Impatient. As if I were going anywhere.

“Anyway, she stepped into the kitchen with a tub full of dishes just before the bomb went off.” She paused. “At least that’s what the nice man with Mr. O’Malley said.”

“So there were no civilians in the place?”

“Civilians?”

“Customers. People who don’t work there.”

She shook her head. “Only the staff. And you, if you’d arrived a few minutes earlier.”

If I’d arrived a few minutes earlier? 

“What do you mean, if I’d—” 

Then I got it. 
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If I’d been on time, in all likelihood I’d have been killed, maybe along with some innocent waitress. That made me angry. I mean, I’ve grown used to having a bullseye on my back. Comes with the territory. But what harm was a waitress doing to anybody? Waitresses only serve food and smile their way through a less-than minimum wage job. Even bad coffee wasn’t her fault.

Then I got it, part two. 

I looked at Olivia, and I felt my brow wrinkle. Maybe I hadn’t heard her correctly. So I asked again. “So nobody else was there? Only the staff?” 

She shook her head. “Only the staff.”

My frown deepened. If nobody else was there, where was my client? And why wasn’t he there? Not that I wanted the guy killed. But he’s the one who set up the meeting in the first place.

Of course, it might have only been a coincidence that I was there and the client wasn’t. Maybe the guy was caught in traffic somewhere. Maybe he arrived after the blast had taken place. 

Only I don’t believe in coincidences. Or tooth fairies or the Easter bunny. And all for exactly the same reason. 

“Listen,” I said, “if O’Malley does try to come back in today, let him, all right? I need to talk to him.”

“Well, that really wouldn’t be a good idea. You need time to—”

“Just let him in. Please. Either that or I want to be discharged today.” Then I thought of something Aunt Margaret used to remind me of at least once a day. “Time’s wasting, you know.”

She smiled. “Well, all right. But only for a few minutes. If they come in.” She turned away, crossed to the orange door and left. 

Maybe she was Aunt Margaret after all.

I had nothing to do but wait. 

Next to my bed on either side was a small night stand in light colored fake wood—I think they call it “blond,” like blond wood is a thing—with shallow drawers. Probably the nurses and doctors kept emergency stuff in those. 

An off-white curtain was gathered and jammed back against the wall past the night stand on the right. It was suspended from a chrome rod that bent around the foot of my bed for privacy. On the other side of it was another bed, empty but made up. I’ll bet you could bounce a quarter on that bed. I guess there’s a reason they call a tightly made bed one with “hospital corners.” The window was in the wall to my left. It was closed, of course, and from the temperature in the room I guessed the air conditioner was on. 

A television was mounted high on the wall between the two beds, not that I ever saw a remote control. But I didn’t care about that. I don’t really care for television all that much. Below the television were two wide wall lockers with double doors. Except for the wood-grain doors, they looked about like the wall lockers in a barracks. I guess my clothes were in the one at the foot of my bed, if they weren’t shredded.

On the left side of my bed was a table on wheels. It was open on one side. I figured if they ever brought me something to eat, they’d serve it on that table. The bottom would slide under my bed, and Olivia would push a button somewhere that would raise the mattress so I was sitting up, more or less. But that was only a guess.

The bed had a stainless steel rail all the way around it. On a panel below the rail was a set of pantomimed directions for how to lower the rail, but I didn’t care either way. Past the night stand on the right was some sort of medical machine with a monitor, on its own cart. 

I’d been plugged into an IV for the first full day and part of this day, but Olivia came in a couple of hours later and disconnected all that stuff. And then an hour or so after that, she was back. 

This time she showed Captain O’Malley and another guy into my room. I couldn’t tell if it was the same guy who was with him before. I hadn’t seen either of them clearly then. I’d only known O’Malley from his voice.

When Olivia stepped aside, I saw that the captain had a small notebook flipped open in his left hand, a pen trapped between it and his thumb. He was in a dark grey suit with light blue pinstripes instead of his uniform, and he was a big man all the way down. His hips were almost as wide as his shoulders. The guy has no neck to speak of and a chest like a whiskey barrel. 

His face was clean-shaven and looked like maybe it was carved out of a block of slightly red granite. Above that was a thick, short-cropped shock of greying red hair and ice blue eyes. And above those were the heaviest red eyebrows I’ve ever seen. He stopped next to the bed and flashed two rows of perfect white teeth. “Hey there, boyo. And how’re you feelin’?”

“Hi Cap. I’m all right I guess.”

In my right periphery, Olivia moved a little farther away and sat in a chair next to the other bed in the room. Apparently she didn’t intend to leave.

The captain paid her no mind, so I guess that was all right.

The guy who’d come in with the captain stopped near the bottom right corner of my bed directly beneath one of the overhead lights. 

I halfway expected him to pick up my chart, but he didn’t. 

So he wasn’t a doctor. He didn’t look like a doctor anyway. 

He was almost as thin as the doctor, but he had a craggy, deeply lined, clean-shaven face and a heavy five-o’clock shadow. His hair was thick, black, and combed back. He appeared to be middle aged, and he was dressed in an off-the-rack suit from Sears or someplace. He wasn’t quite as tall as the captain, and maybe half the captain’s weight. A scar ran horizontally across his chin. It was so deep it almost made his chin look separate of his face.

Probably one of the new detectives they hired on after I left the department. 

He leaned back, and for a second I thought he was collapsing, but he didn’t. He just leaned against the closet, crossed his arms over his chest and stood there, eyeballing me.

The captain and I started talking at the same time. Just as he said, “So what’s the name of—” I said, “Hey, have you ever heard of—”

He laughed, then gestured with his pen around the room. “It’s your house, boyo, such as it is. You go first.”

I grinned. “You ever heard of a guy by the name of Gonzo Phipps?”

I glanced at the other guy. He didn’t seem to react to the name.

The captain said, “Ah, Gonzo, is it?” And then he did something very strange. If you said so much as good morning to the captain, he’d whip out his note pad and write it down.

But this time, not so much. 

The hand with the pen twitched like he was going to write down the name, but he didn’t. Instead he flipped the notebook closed and tapped the tip of his pen on it a few times. And he glanced at the other man before looking at me again. Like maybe they had a secret or something.

Then the other guy straightened, taking his back off my wall locker. His arms remained crossed over his chest. He said, “So is that your client’s name?”
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The man’s voice was calm and smooth as glass. Reminded me of Dean Martin. 

Who is this guy? And he asks me if that’s my client’s name? If he’s a detective, he knows that’s confidential.

Then again, the man I was going to meet wasn’t my client. At least not yet. So I nodded, but I directed my comment to the captain. “He would have been. Maybe. That’s who I was going to meet. So, have you heard of him, Cap?”

The captain didn’t answer. He glanced at the other man again.

Weird.

The man said, “So what was it all about?”

Who the hell is this guy? Should I ask for ID? Then again, he came in with the captain.

So I shrugged, and this time I answered him directly. “I really don’t know. He called me. Asked me to meet him at Simon’s at 2 p.m. on, quote, a matter of vital importance. I agreed and was about to ask him for a hint when he hung up. That’s all I know about him.”

The man said, “And you didn’t call him back?” 

His tone was condescending. And did I detect the beginnings of a sneer? 

I shook my head, then looked at the captain again. “So have you heard of him, Cap?”  

He shook his head. “Afraid not.” 

Before the other guy could horn in, I said, “See what you can find out on him, would you?”

He didn’t answer, but gestured with his pen toward the other man. “Stern, this is Fred Ash. Special agent with the FBI.”

I looked at him. This guy’s a feebie? Somehow he didn’t look the part. Somehow he looked like someone who’d be number 8 or 9 on an FBI most-wanted list. 

But I nodded in a friendly gesture. “FBI? You guys are interested in Gonzo Phipps? Why?”

“I’m not at liberty to discuss that.”

Ah. So I guess we’re not going to be friends after all. I continued to look at him.

The captain said, “For now, just fill us in on the events leading up to the explosion.”

Okay, that should have taken all of five minutes. And I thought it would until I opened my mouth and drew a blank. As it turned out, it wasn’t that cut and dried. I couldn’t remember, but it was like the memories were there, only a little below the surface.

Not that I’d really lost anything. But my only memories were of the call itself, then me approaching Simon’s, then waking up here.

I had to think back a bit, put things back together. Unmuddle my memory.

But if I said that aloud, Olivia might hear it. And if Olivia heard it, I might have to stay in this luxury resort for another few days. So I closed my mouth, looked at the captain and said, “Give me a minute, Cap, okay? I want to be sure I’ve got it straight.”

The captain nodded.

Olivia appeared at the side of my bed. “Do you need to rest?”

“No, I’m fine, really. I just need to think for a minute.”

She nodded. “All right. Well, I’ll be right over there, so if you need your bed adjusted or anything....”

As she let the sentence die and moved away, I nodded.

Using my approach to Simon’s on one end and the phone call from the would-be client on the other, I let my mind drift. 

Back to my car, back to watching for anything suspicious, back along the drive to Merchant street. Back to my office. Finally to the phone call.

*
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Okay, first, wrong office. My old office was in the second story of a nondescript, otherwise abandoned strip mall. And it was located in a part of town that made Merchant Street—where Simon’s had been located—look glamorous. 

But thanks to a generous client—my last client in the old place—I had nice new digs. I’d paid Janice, my secretary, eleven months’ back pay. And I also paid her salary in advance for the next year. 

But that and leasing the new place for a year had tapped me out. Janice was taken care of, but I still had to eat and pay rent on my apartment, so I needed to make money. 

And up to that point, the phone hadn’t rung in the new place. Not once. 

So I gave Janice the afternoon off—that was on a Tuesday—and I went back to throwing my tennis ball.

Tennis ball? 

Ah, that’s right. I kept a tennis ball in my top right desk drawer alongside my bottle of whiskey. The room in the new office was a little deeper, so I had to learn new angles. And I had to throw it a little harder than I was used to so it would carom off the floor, then the far wall, and arch back to me. On that Monday I set a new record when I caught it for the three hundred and seventy-eighth time straight.

So after Janice left, that’s what I was doing. Throwing the stupid tennis ball. I hadn’t broken out the whiskey yet. And I didn’t miss the tennis ball until the phone rang. 

I was at three hundred and twenty-six. I’d have to remember that. 

The phone rang a second time. 

Then again, if I could just remember the record, that was the main thing. Well, the main thing after getting a job. 

The phone rang again.

And the phone was ringing. And that might be a job. So—

Back in the present, in the room in the hospital, the captain said, “Stern?”

I looked up at him, raised one hand. “I’m getting there, Cap.” I went back to my reverie, but it didn’t last much longer. I thought for another moment, then looked at him again. “Okay, I think I’ve got it. You know I moved into a new place, right? My office, I mean?”

“No.”

The other man said, “What’s that got to do with anything?”

I ignored him. To the captain, I said, “Well, I did. What day is this?”

The captain frowned. “Thursday. What difference does that make?”

I nodded. “Okay. Just getting the calendar set in my head. I’ve been in the new place about a month, but the phone didn’t ring once until I gave Janice the afternoon off on Tuesday.”

Then I told him the rest. 
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On that fateful early afternoon instead of snatching the tennis ball out of the air, I’d grabbed the phone on the third ring. “Stern Talbot, PI,” I said. I slid down a little in my chair, then leaned to the right and reached with the toe of my shoe to guide the tennis ball closer. 

The voice was male, but it was a little mousey sounding. And a little formal, like maybe the owner would sniff two or three times during a typical conversation. “Mr. Talbot,” he said, and paused. Then he sniffed and said, “Is that you or are you the secretary?”

“It’s me. How can I help you?” I guess people have male secretaries now, but it doesn’t fit my style. Besides, Janice was a godsend.

“I have an important matter to discuss with you, Mr. Talbot. A matter of vital importance.” Sniff. “But for various reasons, I’d rather not come to your office.”

I managed to snare the ball under the toe of my shoe and rolled it toward me. As I bent to pick it up, I said, “Oh? Well, how about your place, then?” I opened the drawer and dropped the ball inside. “I’d be happy to—”

“No. No, that won’t work either. Could you perhaps meet me on neutral ground?”

Neutral ground? Nothing suspicious about that, eh? But a job’s a job. “Sure. What’d you have in mind?”

“Are you familiar with Merchant Street? It’s downtown.”

Merchant Street. As I recall, it was a main drag back in the day before all the freeways started tying traffic in knots and dropping cloverleafs all over the place. “Not really, but I can probably find it.”

“There’s a small café there called Simon’s.”

Simon’s? When I was a cop a lot of us hung out at a place called Simon’s. A dive, really. But it wasn’t on Merchant Street. 

“It’s quite quaint. The address is 844 Merchant. It’s roughly in the center of the 800 block. On the south side of the street.” He paused again. “Are you generally on time, Mr. Talbot?” Sniff.

I nodded, just as if he could see me. “You can set your watch by my arrival, Mr....”

He didn’t take the hint. “Excellent. I like punctuality. Shall we say 2 p.m.?”

I scribbled it down on my blotter alongside the address. “Two p.m. Got it. What day?”

There was a slight hesitation, then a sniff that might’ve been a huff. “Why, today, Mr. Talbot. Of course.”

I glanced up at the clock. It was new and cheap, a round white cardboard face inside a black plastic rim. Just the one it replaced. It was only missing the bullet hole the old one had at about the 1 o’clock mark. 

It was already 12:25. I couldn’t have made it to Merchant Street from my old place, but I figured I could make the trip in about an hour from where I was now. “All right, I’ll be there. Your name?”

“Oh. Terribly sorry. I’m Gonzo Phipps. My first name is actually Gonzalez, but my friends and colleagues call me Gonzo.”

“All right, Mr. Phipps. I’ll see you there at 2.”

“Very good,” he said. “I’ll see you there then. But do please be prompt.” Sniff. “It’s a very small place, and I’m sure you’ll recognize me. I’ll be at one of the back booths past the end of the lunch counter.” 
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As I talked, the captain had dragged a chair from the other side of the room and sat down next to my bed. When I stopped talking, he arched his eyebrows. “That’s it?”

The other guy in the room, Mr. Ash, had leaned back against the closet door again. He didn’t flinch.

I said, “That’s as much as I know.” 

Mr. Ash said, “So who is this Phipps guy? Did he represent himself or somebody else?”

“No idea. The way he was talking, I expected to walk in and find him in a tuxedo or something. Maybe a butler. But you already know how that turned out.”

The captain flipped his notebook closed and stood as if to leave.

I said, “So have you found out anything? The kind of explosive? Where it was planted? Witnesses?”

The captain grinned. “Now Stern, you know I can’t share information from an ongoing investigation.” He raised one hand and gestured to the other man in the room. 

“C’mon, Cap, this is different and you know it.”

“Sorry, Stern. Feel better, all right?”

And the two men walked out of my room.
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The next morning, right at 11 a.m. the kid doctor came into my room.

He asked the usual questions I guess, or what sounded to me like they would be the usual questions. Then he signed my release form.

I was sitting up on the edge of the bed when Olivia came bustling in. She was smiling. A white plastic bag with the hospital logo dangled from her left hand. She offered it to me.

I took it. “What’s this?”

“I heard the good news.”

“What news?”

“That the doctor released you. And a young woman came by last night and left some clothes for you.”

“Thanks. Short gal? Around 5’2”, maybe 120 pounds, medium brunette hair?”

“That sounds like her.” Olivia smiled. “Something special going on there?” 

“Nah, she’s my secretary.” 

Good ol’ Janice. I should’ve mentioned the dog ears too. Janice wore her hair in what they call dog ears. It hung down on the sides in two tufts that looked like hairy little ears. Those framed a porcelain face with a slightly upturned nose beneath wide-set, trusting brown eyes. Below her slightly upturned nose, a pair of thin lips look like they’re pressed together even when she’s talking.

Olivia said, “Well, I’ll let you get dressed. You know, you’re a pretty good patient.” She turned for the door, then stopped and looked back. “Your hat and shoes and belt and wallet are in the closet.” Then she left.

I opened the bag. No jacket or tie, but there was a long-sleeved light-green shirt still folded over cardboard. Sea-foam green, I think they call it. And an undershirt, a pair of trousers with the tags still attached, a pair of socks and a pair of boxers. They all had that new-clothes smell. 

I got dressed, then padded to the closet in my socks and got my wallet and my watch. I slipped my belt through the loops of my trousers, then put on my shoes. I looked over my fedora. No cuts that I could see, but the brim was stained on the bottom front with something black. Probably from landing on the road.

I looked for Olivia at the nurses’ station, but she wasn’t there.

Nobody said anything about a wheelchair, and it was just as well. I don’t care for them.

I walked out of the hospital like I owned the place, a free man.

I was expecting to hail a cab, but Janice’s car was parked in the lot where I could see it from the door.

And good ol’ Janice was in the driver’s seat.

As I slipped in beside her, she popped a wad of chewing gum she was working on. “Hey, Stern. I had a friend bring me to get your car too. I left it at the office.” Her voice sounded like she was from Brooklyn or maybe New Jersey. She had the attitude too.

But she was off when I left the office. I looked at her. “How’d you know where it was?”

As she turned from the hospital parking lot into traffic, she was still looking at me. “Jeez, lighten up on the third degree. I heard about the explosion and that you were in the hospital, that’s all.” She glanced through the windshield, then back at me and shrugged. “It was on the news, all in one story. So it wasn’t that hard to figure out.” She laughed as she turned her attention back to the road. “So where to?”

I looked at her and felt myself frown. “Well, my car’s at the office, so—”

“But didn’t the doctor say to take it easy for a few days?”

“How’d you know that?”

She wagged one hand at me. “They always say that. Anyways, it’s Friday and it’s almost noon. Why don’t you take the rest of the day off already? I can drop you off and come get you on Monday morning. Your car’ll be fine. You can get a good night’s rest, relax over the weekend, and start fresh on Monday morning.”

I shook my head. “You can take the rest of the day if you want, but drop me at the office. I have some things I need to do.”

She looked at me for another moment, then pursed her lips and went silent. We headed for the office.

Good ol’ Janice.

I settled back in the seat to think. High mucky-muck Special Agent Ash from the FBI had said little the whole time he and the captain were in my room. Part of that was, “You didn’t call him back?”

I hadn’t. But I would now.
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Janice didn’t say another word all the way to the office. 

Partly to fill the silence and partly to see whether I’d remember anything else, I told her briefly what happened. The phone call, Gonzo Phipps, the weird way he sounded like a butler or something, me getting to the appointment fifteen minutes early and still managing to be late—the whole thing. I didn’t remember anything new.

Janice didn’t respond except for the occasional nod. She was miffed, I guess.

When we got to the Sitwell Building, she pulled around the corner and parked next to my car in the dedicated parking lot. Then she opened the door, stepped out, and started along the side of the building toward the front. Like I wasn’t even there.

When I got out, I circled my car, looking it over. Somehow it had escaped any harsh treatment from the blast.

I took off after Janice. She had rounded the corner. The front door was closing behind her as I grabbed the handle and swung it open again. She maintained a short lead as we crossed the lobby, but at least we caught the same elevator to the fourth floor. 

But people never talk on elevators. I’m no exception. Besides, when I’m not very careful, I have a penchant for saying the wrong thing.

When the doors opened again, she preceded me down the hall. She unlocked the outer door and opened it. As she went through, she tossed my keys back to me underhanded without looking back and walked to her desk.

If you walked straight through the outer office toward the door of my office on a straight line, you’d run into her desk. In the old place, you’d breeze right past the front of her desk to get to my office, but she liked the new arrangement better. With her desk facing the front door, people would have to stop and talk to her first, then go around the right side of her desk to get to my door. It was more of a barrier, she said, so people couldn’t just barge in on me. 

She had a guest chair on either side of her desk, and behind it to the left were her filing cabinets, a nice bentwood coat rack and a large thick jade plant she’d found somewhere. She said it made the place look more hospitable.

She circled her desk on the right side and plopped into her chair, all without looking at me.

I started to say something, but she leaned down to put her purse in her bottom right desk drawer.

I felt a little bad about not taking her advice, but there were things I needed to tend to. Questions I needed to answer.

Like why wasn’t Mr. Phipps waiting for me at Simon’s? Especially when he was so adamant about punctuality?

I’d had three days to think about that, and I kept coming back to the same conclusion. He set me up.

He made sure I was going to be on time, and then he’d set a bomb to take me out. Problem was, given any situation other than pure dumb luck, he would have taken out a bunch of other people too. Innocent people.

I unlocked my office door and walked in. It was arranged pretty much the same as the old place.

To the left of the door was my coat rack. The clock hung on the wall above it to one side. 

My desk faced the door. I had only one window, and it was directly behind my desk. It opened onto the alley, and I kept it open because I like fresh air.

Unfortunately, the air wasn’t always fresh.  The same smells and sounds came through the window in the new place as came through the window at the strip mall. It was a mixture of hot asphalt, the smell of exhaust from the nearby street, the sound of a boy hawking newspapers, and distant sirens. To make it all perfect, the building next to ours blocked any breeze I would have gotten off the ocean otherwise. 

There were other smells too. Alley smells. Those made the smell of hot asphalt and exhaust smoke seem like perfume. But the only really annoying thing at the new place was the thin wall that separated our offices from the hallway. Every time a door closed out there, it sounded like someone dropped a book in an echo chamber. 

That’s partly because there was no carpeting, not in the hallway, not in the offices. At least not in mine and Janice’s. Just solid hardwood floors. But Janice liked it, and I figured I’d get used to it soon enough.

Along the left wall of my office was a narrow old table I liked and an old Remington typewriter. I never used it, didn’t even know if it worked. But I liked the look of it.

My filing cabinet was in the corner beyond it, and I kept an old black metal fan on top of it. Just seemed right for a PI’s office.

In the right corner was my guest chair, an overstuffed refugee from a yard sale somewhere that I liked. It was plush and hard to get out of quickly. When a client was seated there, I most often perched one hip on the leading corner of my desk. That put me between the client and the door, a psychological advantage.

To the right of the easy chair was the small door that led to the bathroom. It was the only bathroom in the place, so the seat stayed down and the whole little room looked feminine, with fake flowers and pink things lying about. Even the soap was pink. But I didn’t mind. 

In the other corner of my office, to the right of the front door and opposite the easy chair, was a second potted rubber plant. Janice said it brightened up the place.

I dropped into my own desk chair and opened the top right drawer on my desk. That’s where I kept the tennis ball, an extra pair of socks, and a bottle of cheap whiskey with two old fashioned glasses.

Hey, first things first.

I took out the bottle and a glass, poured a couple of fingers and put the bottle away. Then I rocked back in my chair, put the heel of my right shoe on the edge of the desk, and crossed my left ankle over my right.

The back of Janice’s head was framed in the right side of the open doorway. 

I took a sip of my drink. 

It was time to do some thinking.

Back when I was still in the service, there was a standing joke. Marines would eat pretty much anything at pretty much any time, especially when they were hungry. Or even when they weren’t hungry. You ate whenever you got the chance because you could never be sure when you would be able to eat again. It wasn’t something you could count on.

But the one food we avoided at all costs was a made-up thing we called “amberries.”

You know why you never eat amberries?

Because they grow on ambushes.

I still don’t like amberries. Especially when they’re served up by some civilian who’s maybe acting on behalf of a deceased former sleazeball mayor.

And maybe that wasn’t it, but Mr. Gonzo Phipps—or whatever his real name was—had set me up, plain and simple.

And what’s worse, I’d walked into it like I owned it.

Sloppy, sloppy work.
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I called through the door, “Janice, why don’t you go ahead and take the afternoon? I probably won’t be here too long anyway.”

She didn’t bother turning around. Just shook her head and leaned forward over some papers. Trying to look busy.

I tried again. I grinned to put the proper tone in my voice. And I tried to make sure it wasn’t the half-grin too, just in case she turned around. Janice said that half-grin made me look like I was being smart. I said, “So did anyone call while I was lying around not doing anything?”

Silence. Again she only shook her head.

“Aw Janice, c’mon. I’ve already wasted three days this week. Besides—”

She spun her chair around to face me and came out of it like she was on fire. She wasn’t smiling. She stopped at my door, grabbed the door jamb with her left hand, and pretty much threw her right hip out of joint. “Stern, you could’ve been killed! And you weren’t ‘lying around not doing anything’! You were recuperating!”

I took my feet down, set the glass on the desk, and put on the best hang-dog look I have. “I know, I know. But I wasn’t killed. I’m fine, and there’s—” 

She slapped the door frame. “No, this time you were fine! But what about the next time? And the next?” Tears welled in her eyes and she let go of
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