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The
Scent of the Crime

 


 


Jimmy led Sharon Lewis down the hallway,
listening to the sound of her red stilettos as they echoed on the
wooden floor; he could even hear the creaking of her red leather
skirt and jacket. You’d have thought that she would have changed
her preferred ensemble to something more respectable once she was
elevated into Barnstow society by her marriage to Raymond Lewis,
but money doesn’t buy class, just more expensive leather. Jimmy had
a feeling that was part of what had appealed to the millionaire
about her in the first place. Sharon did look exceptionally good
for a fiftyish former hooker. He opened the door at the end of the
hall and turned on the light.

“We can talk in here,” Jimmy said.

He ushered Mrs. Lewis into his office and
closed the door. She looked around the room as though she was
reassessing whether she had come to the right place. Jimmy moved
the mop handle that was leaning across the only chair in the bar's
broom closet and gestured for her to sit.

“I assure you, Mrs. Lewis, this is where I
take all my clients for extra privacy,” Jimmy said. “It's much more
secure than in the bar; no one would bother to bug this place.”

Sharon had her doubts, but she gave the chair
a cursory wipe with her leather-gloved hand to keep from soiling
her skirt before she sat. She sniffed, and her nose wrinkled as it
found something objectionable in the air among the dust and the
cleaners. Jimmy moved a carton of hand soap off of a crate of Jim
Bean so he'd have somewhere to sit.

Jimmy couldn’t survive without the patronage
of Barnstow’s upper crust, and Sharon and Raymond Lewis were
definitely near the top of the social register. People knew about
Sharon’s past, but prostitution was legal; besides, Raymond had
made some of his money in the city’s steamier industry. Money liked
money - Jimmy needed to find more respectable digs as soon as he
could afford it.

“So, Mrs. Lewis,” he asked, trying to be all
business, “what can I do for you today?”

“Jimmy, just call me Sharon,” she said. “I
want you to investigate my husband. I think he’s cheating on
me.”

She seemed a little embarrassed. Jimmy was
sure it was more about the possibility of being caught in a broom
closet with him than about her husband’s infidelity. Ever since
Jimmy had been hired to stop a blackmailer trying to profit from
Sharon’s own playing-around, he had been aware that she had no
qualms about the morals of the situation. It wasn’t a matter of
conscience for her – just of her standing.

Jimmy had never heard any indication that Mr.
Lewis was the type to stray from their relationship. Heck – he was
twenty years older than Sharon. Even now, in her early fifties,
Jimmy had no doubt that Sharon was carrying on – he’d seen the
proof, but Raymond didn’t seem to have that inclination, much less
the stamina.

“Why do you think…” he began to ask, but the
door was suddenly flung open, and a sopping wet Pete Kaczmarek was
in the middle of the closet, searching the shelves between Jimmy
and Sharon before he even realized it was occupied.

“Sorry, Jimmy! I didn’t know you were in
here,” Pete said as he grabbed a pipe wrench off the shelf and ran
out of the closet.

Jimmy stood quickly and closed the door, then
sat back down.

The big Pole had sprayed water around the
closet about as effectively as a waterlogged sheep dog; Sharon’s
jaw had dropped as she stared down at the brown splatters setting
into her clothing. Jimmy decided the only way to salvage the
situation was to get immediately back to business.

“So. Why do you think that Mr. Lewis would
cheat on you? Isn’t he a bit old for…”

“Raymond isn’t too old for anything,
especially if he takes those damn pills. I only wish he was,” she
sighed, in a way that made Jimmy wonder why exactly - was it that
she didn’t want to do it with him, or she didn’t want others to,
or…

“Do you have anyone to attach your suspicions
to?” he asked, in an attempt to push a series of unbidden images
from his mind.

“No.”

“Then why…”

“He’s been acting really chipper lately, and
he only acts that way after he… well, you know,” she said, waving
the idea away into the air. “And he hasn’t been with me, lately,
so…”

“Okay, then,” Jimmy said. “We’ll be doing
standard surveillance, some video, maybe a bit of tapping. I’ll
need a deposit of…”

Jimmy stopped talking as Sharon pulled a wad
of bills out of her purse and pushed them at him. He didn’t have to
be asked twice to take them. He managed to restrain the urge to
count; the heft of it told him he didn’t need to.

“Just let me know when that runs out,” she
said as she stood and attempted to brush the spots from her skirt.
“Maybe you can have an office the next time we meet.”

“I’ve been meaning to get around to that,”
Jimmy said.

He opened the door for her, and she walked
out of the closet without a look back. Jimmy waited until he
couldn’t hear her heels anymore before he looked over the roll
she’d given him. Mrs. Lewis definitely wasn’t skimping on this; he
might just have an office before it was all over.

Someone whistled and startled him.

“That’s a nice bankroll,” Pete said.

Pete was as honest as the day was long, a
recovered alcoholic who bore no resemblance to his
criminally-inclined cousin Max – except, of course for being a
big-boned Pole. He reached past Jimmy to put the pipe wrench back
on the shelf and grab the mop.

“Not that I would know about that sort of
thing, but that looks like enough to knock someone off. Who does
she want you to take care of?”

“Don’t be ridiculous – you know I can’t
divulge what a client’s paying me for. That’s why I bring them back
here for privacy,” Jimmy hinted.

“About that,” Pete said.

“Don’t worry about it – you look like it
couldn’t be helped,” Jimmy said. “But it’s time to face the facts -
I need to get myself a real office.”

Pete’s shoulders drooped.

“You sure you need to do that? Maybe we can
fix up something more permanent.”

Jimmy thought he knew what this was about.
Ever since Pete’s cousin Max had shot Jimmy, Pete had been trying
to make it up to him. He let Jimmy work from the bar, reduced - or
sometimes cleared - his tab. He even provided the illusion of some
intimidating muscle when needed. Jimmy felt more like the debt had
swung the other way around.

“Look, Pete, you’ve more than made up for
what Max did to me.”

“Max? This isn’t about Max – it’s about
Kaczmarek's.”

“I don’t understand,” Jimmy said.

“Business is lots better with you here.”

“I don’t see how my occasional clients help –
they aren’t drinking that much.”

“It’s the notoriety. Before you started
working from here, I was thinking I might have to close the place
down. Having the famous Jimmy Delaney here helps put Kaczmarek's on
the map.”

Well, that was a twist - he hadn’t realized
that Pete was actually depending on him. Jimmy tried to
think of a way to keep the Delaney Investigation Company at
Kaczmarek’s, but it just wasn’t working.

“The space is still a problem,” he said at
last. “I have to give my clients some semblance of privacy, and the
broom closet just isn’t cutting it.”

Pete cupped his chin. “Maybe I can figure
something out.”

It looked like it was more hope than a real
idea crawling through Pete’s head, and Jimmy could see that the
conversation wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. He could also see
Webster in his hoody parked in the bar, and needed to get him
started on Mrs. Lewis’ case.

“Well look, it’s not like I’m leaving right
away – it will take me a while to find a place,” he said. “You let
me know if you come up with something.”

“Sure thing, Jimmy,” Pete smiled.

Jimmy hoped he hadn’t fed Pete’s overly
optimistic nature too much, but he had to get this job done or it
wouldn’t matter where he wanted to work from. Sharon Lewis wouldn’t
spread around the details of the work Jimmy had done for her –
otherwise, what would be the point. But she had lots of rich
friends that could keep Jimmy well employed; he had best insure
that she had nothing but good things to say about him.

It was ironic that Stefan Webster, the very
blackmailer who had caught Sharon with her pants down, would be the
one she’d be using to document Mr. Lewis’ dalliances – if there
were any, that is. Since he’d been working for Jimmy, Web had
pretty much kept to the straight and narrow – at least as much at
the private eye business allowed.

The kid was sitting at the bar nursing a soda
and watching some old Barnstow Bulls football highlights on the TV.
As usual, he had his hoody up – a habit from his “days of crime”
that Jimmy just couldn’t get him to break. Jimmy sat down on Web’s
right and yanked the hood back.

“Hey! Don’t do that!” Web said.

He pulled the hood up quickly, but not before
Jimmy noticed the change. Webster had been a pimple-faced eighteen
when he’d tried to blackmail Sharon. Jimmy always thought that
another reason he kept the hood on was embarrassment over his
complexion, coupled with a personal refusal to do anything about
his skin, or his perpetually unruly blonde hair. Jimmy didn’t think
Web even knew what a comb was.

The pimples were almost gone, and his hair
was clean and combed back – heck, it looked like he’d actually
gotten a haircut – and a good enough one he probably had to pay for
it.

“Well, what’s up with you?” Jimmy asked.

“It’s nothing,” Web said, working too hard
for it to be nothing.

“You have a girlfriend!” Jimmy said.

Jimmy immediately regretted ribbing Web, not
because the kid couldn’t use a good ribbing, but because Marco had
just sat down on the other side of Web, and that just about shot
the chances of getting Web on task.

“Maybe he doesn’t have her yet, but he’s
working on it,” Marco said. The old, balding black man winked at
Jimmy as he said it.

“You two don’t know what you’re talking
about,” Web said.

“Never saw anyone’s zits clear up so fast
without some help. He must be using Zitzhist,” Marco said.

“I don’t know, Marco – that stuff’s not
cheap. He couldn’t be doing that and paying for that fancy
haircut at the same time,” Jimmy said.

“Fat lot you know! I had some money saved
up,” Web said.

“Just so you could suddenly decide to get
cleaned up?” Jimmy said.

“For no girl,” Marco added.

Web’s face was redder than his hair.

“Well, you’ll need money if there is a
girl,” Jimmy said. “I have some work that needs doing, but I can
always give it to Marco if you don’t…”

“I can always use money. What is it?” Web
asked.

Jimmy filled Web in on what Mrs. Lewis
wanted. He wouldn’t have really given the job to Marco – Marco was
great at quality still-shots, but the kind of surveillance he
needed was more suited to Web’s video drones. Especially since he’d
graduated from his old-style quad-copters to micro-VSTOLs, which
under remote were as good as putting your target in a
camera-infested room.

“Seems a bit hypocritical of her, doesn’t
it?” Web asked.

“I can hire someone else if it offends your
sensibilities,” Jimmy said.

“Hey, I’m not complaining – just talking
philosophically. Besides, if she’s right about her husband, then he
still needs to be called out. I’ll get started right away.”

Web left the bar and headed outside.

“Web’s got pretty definite ideas about right
and wrong for a former blackmailer,” Jimmy said.

“The kid has a code,” Marco said. “Can’t
trust anyone who doesn’t.”

*****

In the old days, when Jimmy was on the force,
he’d have staked out Raymond Lewis himself, but notoriety seemed to
follow Jimmy around, between the Yon case, the Simms murder and the
rest of what went on with the Barnstow Bulls. It’s a little hard
not to be noticed when your face has been plastered all over
NewsTube and the rest of the Media. The tabloids were finally
laying off him, and had gone back to two-headed babies and such, so
he should soon be able to do his own surveillance the old-fashioned
way.

For now, better to leave it to Web and his
remotes and follow up later. This gave Jimmy time to scope out some
office space. First he swung by Martin Stein’s office. He had no
illusions of himself as Marlowe or the other symbols of that lost
era, but he liked the old polished wood and etched glass character
of his lawyer’s building, and there might be some advantage to
having Martin nearby for some of his clients. He checked with
building management, and there was one set of offices available,
but there were a few too many digits on the lease terms.

“This is a pricey area, even with the
deal I made,” Martin said. “That kind of thing works for my
purposes, but in the position you’re in, you’ll want to aim a bit
lower. Sylvia, dear!”

So - he’s progressed to
Dear, Jimmy thought.

Martin’s brunette girl Friday stepped into
Martin’s doorway.

“Yes, Mr. Stein?” Sylvia said. She
smiled, but stressed the title and did her best to maintain an air
of professionalism.

“Oh, yes, sorry. Ms. Levinson, could
you please get Loretta Haynes’ number for Mr. Delaney?”

“Yes, Mr. Stein,” she said and returned to
her desk.

“Ms. Haynes is a realtor I’ve assisted
through a couple of jams in the past; she handles a lot of
buildings on the old south side, including some interesting old
brownstones,” Martin explained. “I’m certain she’ll have something
more in your price range.”

Sylvia returned and handed Jimmy a slip of
paper with Loretta’s number.

*****

Loretta Haynes had been in the business for a
while – her skin was as rough as the sandstone facings on the first
building she showed Jimmy. Her voice was rough, too – probably from
years of puffing on her ever-present cigarettes. If Jimmy was ever
tempted to take up smoking again, he just needed to remember that
voice and how much it grated. She sounded like she was choking off
a cough, even more so when she pulled the collar of her fox stole
tighter against the February cold, which didn’t manage to keep her
overly heavy perfume – dead gardenias, was it? – from wafting
toward him, and practically overpowering the odor from the river
some dozen blocks away. Jimmy knew from experience how the local
aromas would be on the uptick as soon as the spring thaw began.

“Now this place here, it’s had a lot of
history,” Loretta croaked as she led him to the corner door.

“I can imagine,” Jimmy said.

History had been all The Prestige had going
for it for some time now, but it looked like someone was really
trying to fix the place up – there were contractors carrying
supplies inside, and scaffolding against the outside where painters
were touching up the wood trim.

Like a lot of places on the south-side, Jimmy
was more familiar with the terrain than he’d care to be. Of course,
this would put him smack in the middle of a host of business
possibilities.

There were three hooded toughs heading their
way from half a block down Main – he thought they might be
Barnsturmers. Jimmy carried his .45 when he knew he was going to be
in certain situations, but office-hunting wasn’t on his list of
hazardous activities; unarmed, he wasn’t sure he would be able to
defend Loretta.

“We might need to come back another time,”
Jimmy said

“Why?” she asked, and then saw where he was
looking. “Oh, don’t worry about them – they keep an eye on things
for me.”

The three stopped about ten feet away and
eyed Jimmy. All of them kept their hands in their pockets. It could
just be against the cold, but Jimmy didn’t think so.

“Hey, Ms. Haynes – everything okay?” one of
them said.

“It’s fine, Terrence – Mr. Delaney’s with
me,” Loretta said.

“I thought it was you,” one of the others
said. “Is something about to go down here?”

“Renny, if Ms. Haynes says there’s nothing to
see, then there’s nothing to see,” Terrence said.

“That’s right, I’m just having a typically
boring day,” Jimmy said.

The three Barnsturmers chuckled among
themselves.

“Good thing – we don’t like having too much
of the wrong kind of interest in our neighborhood,” Terrence said.
“If you know what I mean.”

“I think I do,” Jimmy said.

“We can visit later, Terrence. Let’s get in
where it’s warmer, Mr. Delaney,” Loretta said.

Jimmy followed Loretta inside.

Just being inside cut the wind some, but it
didn’t feel like they had the heat working yet. What warmth there
was seemed to be coming from the work lights set up around the
lobby. They walked between scaffolds in the two-story space, where
workmen were replacing tin ceiling panels, and proceeded up the
white marble staircase.

“Isn’t it grand?” Loretta asked. There was a
surprisingly warm glow to her face that made her seem ten years
younger. “When the renovations are complete, it will practically be
like the old days, when the Prestige Club was where anyone who was
anyone went. Of course, that was long before your time.”

“Not that long,” Jimmy said.

“The building – the whole block, really – has
been empty for over twenty years,” Loretta said. “It was so run
down and infested it looked like only a demolition would improve
it, but the new owner is determined to bring the whole area
back.”

She led him down a hallway flanked with
office doors, the same sort of wood and etched glass Jimmy was fond
of. This place was really on its way to being something special. It
looked good; too good. His wallet started getting nervous.

They were halfway down the hall when Jimmy
noticed what was etched in the glass of the door they were
approaching: “D.I.C.”, with “Delaney Investigation Company” in an
arc over it - just the way he had imagined it.

When they reached the door, Loretta handed
Jimmy a key. Even the fob had his name on it. Someone was planning
on making a sale here.

“I’m not sure you remembered my spending
limit,” Jimmy said as he unlocked the door and swung it open. And
stood speechless.

“That’s a good sign, Mr. Delaney; I knew
you’d like it,” Loretta said.

Mahogany molding, and woodwork, pale rust
walls, sunlight seeping in through the blinds, it reminded him of
so many of the early twentieth century classic detective films that
had drawn him into police work to begin with. The layout was
similar to Martin Stein’s office - there was an outer reception
area, and a single inner office. Unfurnished, of course, but Jimmy
could picture chairs, a smart receptionist seated at an outer desk,
then in the inner office an antique desk, file cabinet, and other
accessories he wouldn’t be able to afford anytime soon, but then he
could dream, couldn’t he?

Loretta opened the blinds on what Jimmy was
used to seeing of the south-side, except that somehow it didn’t
look so bad from up here. He could imagine how much better it would
be in a couple of years. The smells of the river and the stockyards
were still there, probably imbedded in the building’s pores, but he
was used to far worse.

“Wait - I almost forgot,” Loretta said.

She pulled a small gold aerosol can from her
purse and sprayed in all directions around her. Jimmy had
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