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      “What's the name?” Frank Upton said, his attention focused on the worn leather notebook he’d pulled from his K-Mart suit pocket. He stood on the narrow urban street outside the smoldering ruin of the house on Church Street where the charred — and as yet unidentified — remains had been found.

      Sergeant Hal Folsom, his partner of ten years, was the first officer on the scene after the Fire Department investigator found the body and made the call for police presence.

      “The FD’s Peterson is on this one,” Folsom said, his well-chewed gum snapping between his perfectly straight white teeth.

      Folsom worked out more than Frank, consequently he wore the better suits from one of those upscale places at the mall. His blond crew cut and muscular build made the single detective popular with all the gals at the station house and some of the guys too. Rumor was his folks left him a big bankroll, which certainly didn't hurt his social life.

      He was known as a real swordsman around the precinct. There were persistent rumors he’d even bagged a few of the married lady cops, but since he wasn’t one to kiss and tell, the rumors were unconfirmed. Frank wasn’t about to ask his younger partner since he had little interest in how another man took his lovin'.

      Frank scratched the side of his head where the fringe of his remaining dark brown hair stuck out from beneath the edge of his wide brimmed fedora. He’d never been much for fashion, but he was pleased when hats came back into style. Of course this meant he was ribbed incessantly by his fellow cops. He knew that behind his back they called him Frank Spade, junior G-Man. But this didn’t bother him. He liked the look and it did hide his balding dome.

      “Okay, Gus (Frank nicknamed the younger man Gus due to his mule like attitude when he’d been a rookie detective. The name, which stemmed from an old movie he’d seen when his kids were small, stuck) we’ll get the vics name from the ME.”

      He turned away and studied the smoking pile of wood framing all that remained of the once multi-story, old house. At the rear of the blackened skeleton stood an immense stone chimney that must’ve reached up to the roof four stories up. The top half collapsed as the walls caved in.

      The house was one of the old style with the extended wooden porch in front where Moms and Dads would sit in rocking chairs for hours watching their children play on the street in front. An old fashioned kind of place with a tall old oak sitting majestically near a sagging white picket fence dotted with peeling paint. Some of the pickets were absent, reminding Frank of a Halloween pumpkin with missing teeth.

      The grass, burned black near the foundation of the old house, was over grown near the fence obviously long neglected by its owner.

      “Anyone else here when this happened?” asked Frank, his dark eyes narrowed as he studied the remains of the building. Frank believed the clues to every murder were right in front of you all the time, all you had to do was find them.

      Hal shook his head. “Nope. The neighbor across the street --” Hal paused to flip back a page in his notebook. Unlike Frank’s, Hal’s notebook was polished black leather -“Mrs. Wallace called 911 at 2030 hours – she said the entire place was engulfed in flame – the FD guys said they got here in time to make sure the flames didn’t jump to the next house and take down anymore of these relics—“

      Frank glanced both ways. Gus was right there were a lot of these old houses on this street. Fire traps every one of them. He shook his head. This one going up as quick as it did was probably a blessing in disguise. Maybe now some of these old farts would get the message to dump these places and move into one of those senior buildings out by route three. After, some smart builder with a lot of capital would clean up building a string of cheap condos on this land.

      “Did Peterson say why he called us?”

      “Yeah. He said the center of the fire was a light bulb in the study where the body was found. He found evidence of an accelerant. Probably gasoline.”

      Frank nodded. “Okay. Let’s wrap this up here. Make sure the criminalist gets some good photos. You and I will talk to the ME in the morning.”

      Frank left Gus to wrap up the neighbor interviews and headed home to his one bedroom apartment on Front Street in his blue eighty seven Chevy. The car was his pride and joy, it was the one thing Sharon left him in divorce settlement and he babied the damn thing.

      [image: ]

      At exactly the stroke of nine thirty the next morning — he liked to sleep late — Frank drove his car into the parking lot of the station to find Hal standing leaning on his own car, a cherry red Mustang, with his arms crossed over his wide chest waiting for him. His wry smile and knowing gaze meant he’d found something. He was working on a piece of gum just as he did every day, all day. Frank wondered if the guy owned shares in a chewing gum company.

      He turned off the engine and the heavy door squeaked slightly as he opened it to step out. He frowned. Where the hell had that come from? He held the door open with one hand and stepped around the side to study the hinges. Willie at the garage should have oiled the hinges last month. He needed to…

      “Hey, Frank,” said Hal as he approached with his hands buried in the pockets of his chinos, his black leather jacket open, flapping around him. His polished gold badge attached to his belt gleamed in the bright sunlight.

      Frank stood; a frown fixed to his ruddy complexion, and slammed the car door hard. Hal’s handsome features broke into a smile. “Car trouble?”

      “Yeah,” said Frank sullenly. He turned to study Hal with a suspicious look. “What the fuck are you doin’ out here?”

      “I wanted to be the first to tell ya,” said Hal a big grin wedded to his face. “Ya know, before the cap’n gives me a medal or sumthin'".

      “Gus, what are you babbling about?” Frank stood straight and eyed his partner. He smoothed his long gray raincoat and pushed his gray fedora, the one with the black band, back on his head, his hands now in his pockets. Frank thought he smelled a rat.

      “I solved the case of the burnt house,” said Hal with obvious pride.

      Frank pulled his hands out of his pockets and crossed his arms over his narrow chest. Hal had this annoying habit of naming their cases, like he was Sherlock freaking Holmes. “Listen, Gus…”

      “No, Frank, you can’t call me that anymore. I’m not a rookie anymore, no siree. No, Frank. I’ve been your partner for five years, and for five years you’ve called me that name and I’m sick of it. My name is Hal and I solved the case without you. I think that deserves some credit, don’t you?”

      Frank gapped at the younger man, his mouth open. He closed his mouth and thought carefully before speaking. Maybe Gus — no Hal, he corrected himself is right. Let’s hear what he’s got to say, then decide.

      Frank shrugged. “Okay, Hal, why don’t you fill me in.”

      As they walked into the police stations hundred year old red brick building Hal explained. The victims wife Emily Butters, the deceases name was apparently Percival Butters, a famous short story writer (who Frank never heard of until this minute) appeared early this morning at the station in response to a call for witnesses to come forward. The request for information was broadcast by the police department’s media relations department.

      When Mrs. Butters met with Hal this morning, after only a few questions, she confessed to killing her husband of seventy-five years. The victim, Mr. Butters, was ninety years of age.

      Frank and Hal arrived outside the interrogation room. On the other side of the one-way glass sat an old woman with shoulder length white hair and gnarled hands with a white Styrofoam cup of steaming tea (there was a string from a teabag dangling over side of the cup) in front of her. She wore a faded pastel white, yellow and red dress that covered her withered form from neck to knees, and a beige knitted shawl rested across her humped shoulders. Her eyes studied the room as if she were casing the layout. The gentle features of her pale wrinkled face were fixed in a small smile.

      Interesting woman, Frank thought.

      Propped against the plain, smooth blue steel table was a brown wooden cane, the ornately carved gleaming brass handle, in the shape of a dragon’s head stopped it from falling over.

      Frank frowned as he watched the old woman pick up her tea, take a sip then place it back on the table. Her hand didn’t tremble, something common to older people. The cane might be her way of making people think she was infirm. Tea and sympathy was the world’s oldest scam.

      He scratched the stubble on his chin and straightened his narrow dark tie. He’d not bothered to close the top button of his wrinkled pale green shirt so he did so now. He signaled to Hal to wait out here. Hal scowled and crossed his arms across his wide chest.

      Frank moved to the door and, after pasting a hopefully friendly grin on his face, went inside the room. Mrs. Butters smiled warmly as he walked through the door. She watched him cross the room and sit opposite her in the steel framed gray chair.

      He folded his hands with his arms resting on the table. “Hello, Mrs. Butters, I’m Detective Frank Upton —”

      “Do you work with that nice young man?” she said her voice as gentle as his own grandmother. God rest her soul.

      “Huh…yeah…”

      “Good. He’s a very polite young man. So nice to see that the younger generation has such nice manners —” Frank had to regain control of the interview so he interrupted her.

      “Mrs. Butters, please.” Mrs. Butters stopped and smiled sweetly her arms folded in her lap, her expression calm waiting for him to continue.

      Frank studied her weathered features then continued. “Mrs. Butters, I hope you realize that you’ve confessed to a very serious crime. And quite honestly you don’t look the type.” Frank pulled his handkerchief from his back pocket and used it to wipe down his neck. It was warm in the room; the air conditioning was on the fritz again. He caught a whiff of his perspiration already forming under his arm pits. Damn, I hate the heat.

      “Yes, it’s certainly warm isn’t it detective?” said Mrs. Butters keeping her shawl about her shoulders. “I just don’t feel it like I used to.”

      He nodded. “So, Mrs. Butters, why don’t you tell me what happened? From the beginning.” Mrs. Butters nodded and smiled

      “He wouldn’t write what I like,” she said smugly.

      “Pardon?”

      “Percy is such a damned snob. He writes literary fiction. I love the old fashioned mystery stories.”

      “Huh, I don’t follow…” said Frank.

      Emily Butters looked up at the ceiling and rolled her eyes, clearly exasperated at his lack of understanding. “It’s a wonder you people solve any crimes at all,” she muttered. Frank started to protest when she held up her right hand to stop him.

      “I’ve been asking Percy to write
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