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  Prologue


Gordy’s glowed like a beacon in the darkness when Gregory Randall walked in a little after ten-thirty. Customers lined the counter and packed the booths. The diner, at the edge of an industrial area where most businesses ran around the clock, drew much of its business from workers stopping to grab a meal before or after their shift. 
Randall, a tall, heavily built man with iron-gray hair and a heavy mustache, came through the door, stepped to his right just inside, and stopped to scan the room. His eyes lit on a man sitting in the rear booth. He nodded to Sam behind the counter and started toward Charles Emerson. Despite the six year difference in their ages, they had been friends since childhood. Emerson stood when Randall reached the booth, his slender, shorter form seeming to disappear when Randall stopped in front of him. His green eyes met Randall’s dark gray ones with a worried look.
“Thanks for coming,” he said as the two men shook hands.
“You sounded desperate on the phone,” Randall said, sliding into the booth across from Emerson.
“I am. And frustrated. There’s been another robbery. This is the sixth. The detectives seem completely baffled. I know you work vice, not robbery, but is there any way you can help me?”
Both men looked up and fell silent when Sheila approached with a coffee pot. 
“Would you like anything else?” she asked after filling their cups.
“No thanks,” Randall said. Emerson shook his head.
“Who’s handling the case?” Randall asked after she walked away.
“Detectives Hauser and Brown.”
Randall nodded. Hauser was a thirty-year veteran, with nineteen years as a detective, twelve of them in robbery. Brown had made detective the year before after eight years working as a uniformed officer assigned to the division.
Randall took a sip of coffee. “Tell me about the robberies.”
Emerson leaned against the back of the booth. He ran a hand over his bald head, his lips compressed into a thin line, gathering his thoughts.
“It started three months ago,” he said, sitting forward, resting his forearms on the table and clasping his hands around his cup. “The thief takes only one or two pieces each time. They don’t take the most valuable pieces and have avoided my custom designs. But the value of the  pieces they’ve taken is nearly three hundred thousand dollars.”
“It sounds like the thief is choosing pieces that will be easier to fence.”
“That’s what Detective Hauser said. The more valuable pieces and my custom designs are distinctive and would be harder to get rid of.”
“I know you have good security, so how is the thief getting in?”
“We don’t know. The detectives haven’t been able to figure that out. There have been no signs of a break-in. The external alarms and cameras aren’t compromised, but the thief turns off the internal ones.”
Randall frowned. “Sounds like an inside job. Could it be an employee, someone who closes the store?”
“No. Two people always close together. Besides the thefts are taking place in the middle of the night.”
“It sounds like someone who knows your system. Have you fired any employees recently? Anyone with a grudge who might want revenge?”
“No. All of my employees have been with me for at least two years. The detectives have eliminated all of them. The last person I fired was a young man who worked part-time while he attended college. That was over two years ago. He moved away after graduation. Detective Hauser talked to him after the first robbery. He had an alibi.” He smiled. “His wife was having a baby. He was at the hospital with her.”
Randall chuckled. 
“That would seem to eliminate him.” He sobered. “Is there anything else you can think of?”
“Nothing.” Emerson shook his head. He met Randall’s eyes. “I don’t know what to do. This can’t go on. I can’t continue to sustain these losses and stay in business.”
“You’re insured, right?”
“Yes. And that’s another thing. How long until my insurance company thinks I’m stealing the pieces myself to collect the insurance? Is there anything I can do?”
“Have you considered hiring a private investigator?”
“I have. I talked to Jared Iverson. He’s supposed to be the best in the area, but he wasn’t interested in taking the case. He said I should be patient and let the police do their job. I’ve been patient. Detective Hauser’s investigation isn’t going anywhere. He’s stumped.” He paused. “And I don’t think he’s working very hard on it, either.”
Randall nodded. “Iverson’s good, but prefers straightforward cases, not complicated ones like yours. Whoever’s committing these thefts is smart. It’s going to take someone who can think outside the box. That’s not Hauser or Iverson.” He paused, then spoke slowly. “I can recommend several detective agencies that might be willing to take it on.”
“You seem reluctant.”
“I am. I’m not sure any of them is the right choice for you. They’re all good, but they work conventionally. I doubt any of their people have the resources to solve these thefts. I think you need something extra. I know someone who might be able to help.”
“Who?”
“They call themselves First Group. They’re a legitimate agency, but they work covertly. Someone once described them as a private secret service. They work with law enforcement agencies, for governments, and for private individuals all over the world.”
“Do you think they’d be interested in taking my case?”
“Maybe. If you want, I can contact them and tell them about your problem. But I warn you, if they take it on, it will cost you. Their services don’t come cheap.”
Emerson took a sip of coffee and made a face. Cold. He touched the back of his hand to the coffee pot. It was still hot, but there was no room in his barely touched cup for more. Frowning, he drank half the cold coffee in one long swallow, then picked up the pot and added more. The resulting brew was only lukewarm, but it would do. He took several sips. Finally, he set the cup down and met Randall’s eyes.
“Not cheap, I can handle. I’d rather spend the money to stop the thefts than give it to the thieves. Make the contact.”
Randall nodded. “Okay. Here’s what’s going to happen. I’ll contact them tonight. They’ll take a brief look at the case and make a decision. If they decide to take it on, someone will call you. It will probably take several days.”
He took a notebook from his pocket, tore out a sheet, wrote a few words on it, and slid it across the table to Emerson, keeping his finger on it.
“Whoever calls will use these words to identify themselves. They’ll explain how they work and ask you to sign a contract. You can back out at any point before you sign. Once you sign, you’re committed and there’s no backing out. Got it?”
Emerson nodded. “Yes.”
Randall removed his finger from the paper and stood up.
“Good luck.”
“Thanks.
Emerson picked up the paper and slipped it into his shirt pocket. He sat in the booth for half an hour after Randall left, sipping coffee and thinking. He knew he had to do something. There didn’t seem to be any hope the police investigation would succeed, and the only private investigator he knew anything about had refused the case. That’s why he’d turned to Randall. He wondered briefly how Randall knew about First Group, but accepted that he would probably never know. 
Emerson spent an uncomfortable two days waiting for contact. He was jumpy. His staff noticed. No one asked him about it, but after overhearing one employee ask another if he knew what was going on with the boss, he made several comments implying he was worried about another theft. To underscore his explanation, he had a technician from the security company come and check the system. He also called a locksmith about changing the locks on the front and rear doors, even though he’d had them changed after the second theft and the thief didn’t appear to have entered through either door.
Late in the afternoon, Emerson spent an hour consulting with a customer who wanted a brooch and matching earrings custom-made. The customer had brought in rough sketches of the design. The two men went to Emerson’s office, where the jeweler refined the design until it satisfied the customer. After escorting the customer to the door, he spent a few minutes answering a question for one of his employees. When he returned to his office, the phone was ringing. He reached across the desk to answer it.
“Hello. Emerson’s Jewelry. How may I help you?”
“May I speak with Charles Emerson?”
“Speaking.”
“Mr. Emerson.” The voice was low-pitched, and Emerson couldn’t tell whether the speaker was a man or a woman. “Confucius, Okamoto, Nimrod.”
“What? Oh, wait a second.” Holding the phone between his ear and shoulder, Emerson jerked out his wallet and scrabbled in it for the paper Randall had given him. He dropped the wallet on his desk and unfolded the paper. The words matched.
“Right. I’ve been expecting your call.” He walked around the desk and sank into his chair.
“Good. Detective Randall outlined your problem, but I’d like to hear your version of the incidents.”
Emerson took a moment to gather his thoughts. “There have been six thefts. The first was three months ago.” He spoke for almost five minutes, giving the caller every detail he could remember and describing the stolen jewelry. “The police don’t seem to be making any progress. Detective Randall suggested your organization might be able to help.”
“I believe we can. We will accept the case if you agree to our terms. I suggest you take notes of what I’m about to tell you.”
Emerson nodded even though the person on the phone couldn’t see him. He pulled over a pad of paper and picked up a pen. “All right. Go ahead.”
“At the end of this conversation, I will transmit a contract by e-mail for your signature. You may have forty-eight hours to review it. You may have an attorney review it if you wish. If you haven’t signed by the end of the forty-eight hours, which you can do electronically, we will assume you have decided not to use our services and no further contact will be made. 
“Once you sign the contract and have paid the retainer specified in it, we will assign an investigator to the case. The investigator will not contact or make himself known to you. At the end of the investigation, you will receive an invoice per the terms of the contract. We will expect you to make payment promptly.”
“How will I know your investigator has solved the thefts, and what if they fail?”
“That’s spelled out in the contract. Briefly, when the investigator has determined the identity of the thief, a report, including supporting evidence, will be provided to the police. You will receive a report at the termination of the case.”
“I see. And your fee schedule?”
“Will be detailed in the contract. Be sure to review it closely. I believe Detective Randall informed you that the total will be substantial.”
Emerson chuckled. “He said it won’t be cheap.” He took a breath. “All right. Let’s proceed.”
“Very well. You will receive the contract shortly. Good bye.”
Emerson leaned back in his chair, surprised to find himself perspiring. He hung up the phone, pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, and wiped his face. He was still sitting behind his desk, staring into space when the e-mail arrived. Taking his time, he read it, then printed a copy, which he folded and put in his inside jacket pocket.
He glanced at his watch. It was after six. He couldn’t leave for more than two hours. He scheduled himself to work until closing once a week. After wiping his face once more, he put the handkerchief in his pocket and stood up. Renee came out of the staff break room as he left his office. They said good night, and she left through the back door, which automatically locked behind her.
Emerson heard voices as he approached the front of the store. Keith was showing a bracelet to an older lady dressed in a vintage black Chanel dress topped by a deep red, waist-length jacket. A young couple wearing expensively casual clothes walked in and approached the case housing a display of rings. Emerson greeted them with a smile and asked how he could help them. Twenty minutes later, they had chosen an engagement ring and left after paying a deposit and arranging for it to be sized. Emerson watched Keith escort the older lady out the door to her waiting car. He was smiling when he returned.
“I take it Mrs. Colfax found what she was looking for,” Emerson said.
Keith nodded. “A sixteenth birthday present for her granddaughter. She went with an emerald and diamond bracelet.”
“Very nice. I’m going to work in my





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
ANOVELLA

ESTELLA BOGER









