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The figures on the computer blurred.
Jimmy rubbed his eyes and tried to bring everything back into
focus, but his eyes wouldn’t cooperate. No point in straining them.
He linked his fingers behind his head, and, as he leaned back, his
antique leather office chair rocked to accommodate him. He swung
his legs up on the corner of his wooden desk and closed his
eyes.

This is the life, he thought. But it’s
quiet. Too quiet.

“Babe: open the window,”
he said.

“Yes, Jimmy,” a female
voice purred. He liked the sound of that voice – almost Brenda
Vaccaro, but smoother, like Lauren Bacall: Diana Lang’s voice.
Diana Lang who, with Doctor Yon – her ex - had tried to kill him a
couple of years ago. The same Diana Lang who had manipulated him
into various…compromising positions. The fact it was her voice
might have implied things about Jimmy’s character, but he wasn’t
the kind to go for counseling. With his eyes closed, he could
almost see the smile on those moist lips; the mischief – or was it
murder? - in those blue eyes.

He heard the sound of a window sliding
up, and the faint sounds from outside increased in volume. Cars
rolled down the street outside Kaczmarek's. Pedestrians’ heels
clacked on concrete sidewalks. An occasional honk. A whisper of
conversations out on the street. Pleasant, not raining, and not hot
yet; typical for May. A nice day to be outside for some
surveillance or to work the streets, but that wasn’t what was
paying the bills today. Well, at least he could bring some of it
inside.

“Babe: breeze.”

“Yes, Jimmy,” she replied.
It was worth coming up with tasks just to hear that
voice.

A slight breeze came from the window.
He heard more sounds from outside. A car door creaking open. The
distinctive rumble of a hemi engine starting up.

Hemi? No one around here has a hemi
except…

Jimmy nearly fell to the floor as he
scrambled up from his chair and ran to the window. On the street
down below he saw his orange Cuda, with some unauthorized
individual barely visible through the windshield.

“Hey! Get out of my car!”
Jimmy shouted, then regained control.

It was foolish to expect to be heard
over the sound of the Cuda’s hemi through an open, second-floor
window. Fact was, a real window would have been too expensive;
Jimmy had opted for a flat screen imitation fed by an external mic
and camera and dressed up to look like a window (even the breeze
was rigged.) No way that the thief could hear him.

Jimmy watched helplessly as his prized
muscle car jerked into gear and then stalled. Good – the perp
didn’t know how finicky his Cuda could be on start-up. Jimmy ran
for the office door; if he was lucky, the idiot would flood the
engine and never get it to move another foot.

He ran down the stairs from his
landing. Pete looked up from behind the bar as Jimmy exited
Kaczmarek’s, just in time to see the red-hooded perp high-tailing
it across the street and around the corner. If Jimmy wasn’t already
winded from his race down the stairs – and if he were ten years
younger - he would have given chase. But his brain hadn’t gone yet,
even if his body had.

That didn’t stop Pete – the big Pole
wasn’t much younger than Jimmy, but he was a health nut. Jimmy
watched Pete charge around the corner, then walked over to his Cuda
and checked it out. The steering column was okay – the perp must
have used some sort of wireless bypass.

“I lost him,” Pete said.
“Is it okay?”

“No damage done. Lucky he
couldn’t keep it running. Give me a hand, will you?”

Jimmy put the Cuda in neutral and the
two of them pushed it back into the space Pete had marked ‘Reserved
for DIC’.

“Why would anyone want to
steal this thing?” Pete asked.

“Hey! She’s a
classic!”

“Don’t get your feelings
hurt. It wouldn’t be the easiest thing to fence, and if someone
were to keep it for themselves, you’d be able to hear it from miles
away.”

“They still tried. I need
to do a better job protecting it.”

“And I could keep a better
eye on it,” Pete said.

Even with letting Jimmy office in the
old speakeasy room over the bar, Pete was always trying to make up
to Jimmy for his cousin Max.

“It’s not your job,” Jimmy
said.

He popped the hood open and removed
the distributor cap before he pushed the hood back down with a
satisfying clunk.

“That’ll do until I can
manage something more sophisticated,” Jimmy said.

Pete wasn’t so sure. “You really don’t
want me to watch it for you?” he asked as the two men walked back
inside.

“Relax! I’ve got it
covered.”

He walked upstairs to his office and
closed the door with DIC – Delaney Investigation Company - etched
into the glass; the same door that Diana Lang had had made a few
months ago when he was going to move into The Prestige. There were
still some soot marks in the wood from when Sharon Lewis had tried
to burn the building down, along with the very dead bodies of
Loretta Haynes and Sharon’s husband Raymond Lewis, and the very
live bodies of Jimmy and Terrence. It didn’t matter that Jimmy
couldn’t trust Diana as far as he could throw her - he loved that
door.

“Babe,” Jimmy said as he
crossed over to the window, “show me ten minutes ago.”

“Yes, Jimmy,” Diana’s
voice replied.

The scene in the window shifted, and
Jimmy saw the red-hooded perp coming across the street toward the
Cuda. Jimmy couldn’t get a decent look at his face.

“Babe: Freeze!” Jimmy
said.

“Yes Jimmy.”

The fan vents around the window blew
hard and ice cold in Jimmy’s eyes, and he had to squeeze them shut
against the icy burn.

“No, no, no! Babe: fan
off! Fan off!”

“Yes, Jimmy.”

The fan stopped, but Jimmy imagined he
heard more than the usual bemusement in that voice. Served him
right for having Stefan use Diana’s voice for the window’s
interface. Next thing you know, it would be trying to kill him,
too.

“Babe: rewind
image.”

“Yes, Jimmy.”

Jimmy waited for the spot when the
perp looked up.

“Babe: pause
image.”

“Yes, Jimmy.”

Jimmy never was able to get a clear
view of the face, but watching the walk over and over again led him
to believe that it was a she, not a he.

“Babe: rewind
image.”

“Yes, Jimmy.”

He tracked her back across the street
to where she had first come into view of his camera. She stopped
for a word with a young woman working the street corner – a pretty
young thing wearing pink, knee-high boots, a tight pink dress and
matching earbuds. Jimmy never forgot a face, and he knew this one –
even if he hadn’t expected her to be working anymore. She
definitely got a better look at the perp than he did.

“Babe: upload
image.”

*****

“No Jimmy,” Diana
said.

He was at Raymond Lewis’s old estate,
where Diana administered the deceased billionaire’s Working Sisters
Foundation. He had avoided any contact with Diana since Raymond
Lewis’ funeral; a lot of unbidden memories surfaced on the ride
over that even some old Clapton tunes and the roar of the Cuda
couldn’t block out. It made it hard to breath. He was glad when he
arrived; now he could deal mostly with the present.

They were in Diana’s office, leaning
over her desk and watching the video on Jimmy’s tablet. Diana wore
a business appropriate blue dress that still managed to show off
her killer legs, and Jimmy realized he was starting to lean
dangerously close to her and her musky perfume. Diana had
accomplished a formulation that held too many impulsive memories
for Jimmy. He stepped back from her in a combination of protest and
self-preservation.

“You can’t tell me you
don’t know this girl.”

“Don’t get so uptight,
Jimmy; I won’t bite,” Diana teased. “Unless you want me to, that
is.”

Why was she always so maddeningly on
top of things?

“Stay with me here
–”

“I’d love to.”

“- I mean with the
subject,” Jimmy sputtered.

“Oh, very well. Of course
I know her; that’s Nicolette,” Diana said.

“Any idea who she’s
talking to?”

“No.”

“Mind if I ask
her?”

“No, but she hasn’t been
with us for a month.”

“Why not?”

Diana frowned. “You can see. Dear
Nicolette decided not to abide by our charter.”

After years of profiting from
Barnstow’s legalized prostitution, Raymond Lewis had established
his Working Sisters Foundation as a sort of penance. He gave some
of Barnstow’s working girls some incentive to leave the profession
by providing scholarships to pursue more respectable careers. This
would in turn provide role models for others to follow
suit.

“It can be difficult for
some to truly change,” Diana continued.

“You would know,” Jimmy
said.

Now it was Diana’s turn to draw back.
She looked down at the floor and was quiet for a moment before she
replied.

“Yes, I would, but not in
the way that you imply.”

Despite everything Jimmy thought he
knew about Diana, she seemed genuinely hurt. He found himself
struggling to correct what he said.

“I didn’t mean…” he
began.

Diana shook her head,” Not now,
Jimmy.”

Diana’s secretary Cynthia had entered,
more intent on whatever was playing in her pink earbuds than what
was happening in the office.

“Oh, excuse me, Misty,”
Cynthia said, and she removed the buds.

“Yes, Cynthia?” Diana
asked.

“It’s time for our
afternoon meditation.”

“Thank you – tell the
girls. I’ll be down in a minute,” Diana said.

“Yes, Misty.”

Jimmy waited until he was sure Cynthia
was out of earshot.

“Nicolette was wearing
those same pink earbuds. What’re they listening to?” Jimmy
asked.

“Motivational mantras to
help all the girls stay on the straight and narrow. Maybe Nicolette
will take them to heart.”

“Well, I suppose I should
be calling you Misty, too.”

“Only around other
people.” Diana grinned. “When we’re alone you can call me whatever
you want.”

Well, she got over her hurt fast
enough, he thought as he showed himself out. He was almost
relieved.

*****

Jimmy cruised the streets on his way
back to the office hoping to run across Nicolette, but no luck. The
Cuda wasn’t the best choice for a surveillance ride – even with the
radio turned off, the rumble would draw attention before you could
even see it. He’d come up empty by the time he reached Kaczmarek’s,
so he decided to canvas the area on foot. He made a few copies of
the picture of Nicolette and the perp and headed out on the
street.

People were used to seeing Jimmy
around town – even if they didn’t know him, they knew of him – the
kind of notoriety that comes from being involved in widely covered,
high-profile murders. Anonymity was a plus for a private eye, and
the recognition was usually an issue. He didn’t need to be
anonymous for this, though, and there was some advantage to being a
celebrity; not everyone wanted to be seen with Jimmy, but those
that did would work extra hard for a chance to share the spotlight
with him.

“If I hang around with you
much more, I’ll start reading where you and I are a thing,” Lila
said. “A girl has to guard her reputation, you know.”

Lila was a member of the Sisters of
Solace – one of the top hooker guilds in Barnstow - and she had
delivered the reward when Jimmy solved the Kitty Preiss murder. She
was a big-hair brunette, and she had a habit of standing closer
than close when she talked with Jimmy, so that he sometimes found
that hair in his face. She caressed his arm as she looked at the
picture.

“I doubt I’ve been hurting
your reputation any,” Jimmy said. He slid to the side to get some
distance from her hairdo. “Do you know her?”

“That’s Nicolette – she
used to be one of our members until she joined that Raymond Lewis
cult.”

“She’s not with them
anymore - she’s back working the streets with you.”

“She may be back, but
she’s not in,” Lila said.

“I thought you girls were
members for life.”

“The S.o.S. isn’t too
happy with the ones who went over to that Misty Devereux. That kind
of high-mindedness isn’t good for the profession. It makes us all
look bad, and not in a good way,” Lila said. “I’ll let you know if
I see her around.”

Jimmy found others here and there who
had seen Nicolette, but she wasn’t working any defined territory,
and no one knew where she was staying. He looked in on the old
Prestige building. There were crews working on the building again –
both repairing the fire damage and resuming the restoration that
had been halted by Raymond Lewis’ murder. Someone
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