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Julia woke up early that morning and rushed to get her legs shaved, arms bronzed, face and legs lotioned and powdered. She patted on several layers of makeup, did her eyeliner, eyelashes, and then blasted her hair with her hairdryer to get her hair all puffy and scrambled looking. Newest style at the store she worked at Maple’s Clothing Store.

She slipped her well-trimmed toes into a pair of comfy Birkenstocks...she was conservative, but not that conservative. She believed in comfortable. She grabbed her purse, imported from China with cute black dragons with gold eyes on the sides and a handle that resembled a dragon's jaw clenched tight.

She rushed to her front door, unlatched it, snatched up her lunch pack she had made the night before, then made ready to launch herself into the hallway to make the mad dash to the elevators she always did at the same time every morning. 

She fiddled with the doorknob, her lunch bag in that hand, and finally managed to snag it shut. She sighed with relief. She started to turn around and then realized the lunch bag was caught in between the door jamb and the door.

“Damn!” She cursed.

“Damned,” a voice uttered.

She turned to look at the owner of the voice.

Then screamed.
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Detective Mystery Knight 
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“Mystery, Mystery Knight,” I told the security guard at the door of the high rise. Templeton Apartments: the sign outside hollered in bold red letters with tiny words in gold below it announcing—no vacancies. 

A tall man with broad shoulders and a bored look looked at my Toys R Us badge which I had fashioned to look official, suppressed a grin, and nodded to me. “Upstairs, take the second elevator. It’s the one on your right from there.”

I turned towards the elevators and he stifled a laugh.

I gave him a questioning look.

He just shrugged and said no more. But he laughed again the moment I began walking.

I hurried to the second elevator. Noticed it said freight. Frowned, and then punched the up button anyway.

Funny guy.

I heard him chuckling behind me.

Don't ever laugh at people behind their back, never know what might happen. You could be making fun of a zombie, a whelp, or a whoomie. Either one of the three could very nicely undo your skin zipper and tear your soul out...and not necessarily in that order. And that’s even when they have someone else to kill close by. Never, never piss them off.

Or me!

Ding!

The doors opened up.

I went inside. I shook out a little something I carry with me all the time. It’s great for tight situations and...

The security guard let out a yelp.

As the doors closed on me, I could see him scratching all over his body like crazy.

Itching powder. 

The great equalizer.

The doors shut
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Lest you think I’m a vengeful man, this wasn’t the first time I’d run into that security guard. He seemed to follow me sometimes as if he knew which cases I would be on next.

I had my suspicions but didn’t air them.

I wouldn’t put it past the HellBound to do anything to at the very least annoy me if they couldn’t kill me. Which they tried repeatedly with little success.

Obviously!

When I arrived on the tenth floor I found Detective Marsha Handle standing outside the apartment, looking both bored and relieved at the same time. Bored, no doubt, because she had to wait for me; relieved, because I had shown up on time for once.

And it wasn’t like I was cursed or anything. I just didn’t always make very good time in my Bug. It only did tops of 65 on the freeways, but most of the times I did my cases, the traffic was building or backed up, and so even when I cut off and detoured to a different street route, I was already running late.

So sorry, Detective Marsha, you’re cute as a bug in a rug and twice as huggable as Bugs Bunny, but I have no control over time and space.

Yet.

I had urged my Volkswagen to its uttermost speed. But anyone who drives the 405 in LA knows fast is not the norm during rush hour. 

Slow, brakes, and curses are.

“Detective!”

“Mystery!” She greeted me.

“Where’s the victim?”

She checked me out as if I might be hiding a lethal weapon quickly, then nodded and turned to open Apartment 101 for me. I was. Just not the kind that kills people.

I started to enter.

Detective Marsha put a hand on my arm to stop me. “She’s in great distress, so go easy on her.”

“Don’t I always?”

She looked me in the eyes for the first time, as if she had never seen me before. And I realized then she hadn’t ever, not even once at the first time we met, ever, ever looked me straight in the eyes.

This was a sad, hurt puppy pretending to be a tough bulldog and failing utterly.

“I will,” I said gently.

She didn’t let go. I surprised her that much.

Hell, it surprised me that much.

I am so terrible with women, that when I hammer the bell and it rings, I think I must have just had dumb luck.

It probably was.

She let go and turned her back to me.

I entered.

There was a person who needed my help.

She sat there like a mythical goddess from a radiant dream, her eyes all bright and hopeful, but wet with tears. A contrast I would never think possible until I had seen it with my own eyes...on her.

Her slender body was wearing a tropical outfit, probably bought at the same store she worked at. I can always spot the bargain hunters like me right away. Our clothes are always partially wrinkled because we can’t afford the nonwrinkly kind or don’t have time to iron or even have an iron.

“Mystery,” I introduced myself. I touched my forehead, as it were a hat instead. And if this were a Film Noir story, like Raymond Chandler’s, or Agatha Cristie, I supposed I would have worn a black fedora, crisp the front, with a famous name hat maker’s initials sewn on the inside.

"Julia," she replied, the light going out of her eyes, as she broke down into sobs. My goddess had vanished to be replaced by the rising moon of despair.

I turned to look at Detective Marsh and she smirked at me and mouthed, “Good luck,” and then shrugged, and shut the door in my face.

The smirk was because she knew I hated dealing with women. I am the most damned awkward guy in the world when it comes to dealing with the opposite sex. For me, it’s remarkable when they even give me a second glance. 

I’m not ugly.

I just radiate stupid when it comes to women. Maybe that’s why I always ended up with cases that had dames in them.

“Got that one right, Mystery,” a familiar voice agreed.

I didn’t have to look. I could smell his tobacco blend and see wisps of pipe smoke floating from near my right side into the room.

The fallen goddess looked up, sniffed the air.

“You smoke?”

“No, but my friend does.”

She looked around.

I smiled. “Rough night?”

I heard Detective Marsha chuckling outside. Then I noticed she’d left the door cracked. Damned peeping tom! I grouched to myself.

She would be waiting to speak with me after I had my little tete a tete with Julia. It was the way we worked. I did the work; she grilled me, then reported the results to the Big Guy, who wrote me a check with his name signed to it and I kissed it after taking it from her pretty white hands and immediately went to the bank or a store to cash it and pay my rent and maybe grab some food to go if I had made enough.

Being a detective is hand-to-mouth work. Your hand is always trying to feed your mouth, but the money is always feeding someone else’s palm.

That’s why you had to take a lot of shit from clients and criminals both. You can’t afford to mess up your finances. Because you got none!

I didn’t use to have a partner, but I’ve found that as the cases get more complex and legally entangled, it’s good to team up with law enforcement and, hopefully, find someone who could relate to what you did, even if he or she...as in this case...didn’t always believe what her own eyes saw. 

Detective Marsha is at my service!

I sat in a comfy chair, covered with a white knit cloth with cute cupids sewn in red about its edges. “Hand knit. My grandmother made a baby blanket once like this,” I told Julia.

She gave me a smile of relief. I think, by the way, she had become as tight as a spring about to break free from its mounting, that she was grateful I didn’t bolt out of the detective gate like some proud racing horse intent on rushing to the finish.

“Granny made that for me as a kid,” she explained without my asking. “I’ve had it forever.”

She examined her hands, where her fingers were clutching each other so tightly, they were pale as a ghost and seemed as if they were clinging to each other for dear life.

“You don’t look that old,” I told her.

She burst into laughter and then into sobs.

Well, at least my corny humor uncorked the emotional storm for a brief moment that had been building up steadily since I had entered her apartment.

Now I had to get down to business.

Just what in the hell had happened? 

What was going on?

Not what she thought was going on.

But what was?

Really.

Going on.

Really!

Al stepped between us and sat down next to her. She shifted slightly as if having felt him. Al grinned. “She’s a cutie, isn’t she, Mystery? They didn’t dress
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