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For Marthayn, comingling my life
with yours was no folly.

It was the smartest thing I’ve ever
done.

 


 





PART ONE

New York City, 2005

 


I stopped just inside the door of the Headstone
Detective Agency and looked at the line of desks, all occupied.
Twelve operatives. The twelfth one was a new man, employed only a
week earlier. Now, three years after opening, I had my full
complement of investigators.

When I first opened the agency three years
earlier it was meant to be called the Headston Agency, named after
me, John Headston. But when the business cards were printed saying
“Headstone” agency, and there were a thousand of them, I decided to
let it stand. I even changed the name on the door, adding the “e”
myself, which is why it looked slightly different.

I exchanged greetings with the operatives who
weren’t on the phone, stopped at my secretary, Marlene’s
desk.

“Messages,” she said, handing me a
handful of pink slips. She was blond, with big blue eyes magnified
by her thick, horn-rimmed glasses which she was always pushing up
her nose with one finger.

“Anything urgent?”

“Urgent? No. Important? Yes. Read
’em.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I took the messages into my office, sat behind
my desk and started going through them. A couple of clients wanted
their written reports before they sent a check. That was what
Marlene meant by “important.” So I spent the next hour preparing
bills. It took that long because I preferred to do billing myself
rather than have Marlene do it, but that meant a lot of mistakes on
my typewriter.

“You know you should let me do
that,” Marlene said from the door. “Or, at least, get a new
typewriter.”

“This one is fine.”

“It was fine sixty years ago. What
you really need in here is a computer.”

She opened her mouth to say something else,
but then her attention was attracted elsewhere.

“Yikes,” she said.

“What?”

“Looks like some new clients. A
man and a woman.”

“Find out what they
want.”

“They look like money, Johnny,”
she said, “and she’s a stunner.” She turned to leave, closing my
door.

I made eight typos on another bill before
Marlene knocked and entered.

“So?”

“Did I say money?” she asked.
“This guy’s loaded, and has a problem.”

“What’s the problem?”

“He won’t tell me,” she said.
“Just you. And he’s willing to pay you a thousand dollars for your
time.”

“All right, then,” I said. “Bring
him in.”

“I’ll bring them both in,” Marlene
said, “but you have to remember, this is his wife.”

“Okay,” I said, “husband-and-wife,
got it.”

“I know how you are with good
looking women, Johnny,” Marlene said. “If you want this guy’s
money, you’ll have to be careful with his wife.”

“What do you think I’m gonna do?”
I asked. “Jump over my desk at her?”

“When they come in, you’ll
understand why I’m worried.”

Marlene’s concern might have had something to
do with the fact that I had hit on her the first week she was on
the job. She made it clear she didn’t date the boss, and that was
that. Hey, I like pretty women. And cute women. And beautiful
women.

Marlene opened the door. The client’s wife
qualified for the last group. In fact, she defined it. “Mr.
Headston, this is Mister Vincent Balducci, and his wife,
Carla.”

I stood up, prepared to greet them both, but I
have to admit, Carla Balducci took my breath away. I immediately
knew why Marlene was worried, and I tried to compose
myself.

“Mr. and Mrs. Balducci,” I
greeted, shaking the man’s hand, “please, have a seat.”

“Mr. Headston,” the man said. He
was tall, gray-haired, in his fifties, wearing a suit that cost
more than all the furniture in my office.

Carla Balducci simply nodded at me, so I had
no voice at that moment to go with the gorgeous violet eyes and
lush lips. She had to be about fifteen years younger than her
husband, but it was a very well-cared for forty.

I sat down. Tore my eyes away from the lady
and asked, “What can I do for you, sir?”

“I own a company,” Balducci said,
“and somebody is stealin’ from me. I want it stopped. You been
recommended to me.”

“By who?”

“We have a mutual friend named
Sugar Garbanzo.”

If I needed any more proof that Balducci was
connected, that did it. I grew up with Sugar, and when we got old
enough, he went the wrong way and I went the right way. At least,
it started out that way. Later, the lines started to blur. That was
when I decided to leave the police department and open my own shop.
I wasn’t prepared to go Serpico on anybody’s ass.

“How is Sugar?” I asked. “I
haven’t seen him in a while.”

“He’s doin’ good,” Balducci said.
“He’s out.”

“Good to know.”

“I told him what I needed and he
said you were just enough cop and just enough crook to get it
done—for a price.”

“Sugar has a lot of faith in my
abilities,” I said. “Let’s just hope he’s right.”

“I think he is,” Mrs. Balducci
said. Her husband gave her a quick look. She shrugged. “I can just
tell.”

Balducci patted her hand, then squeezed it. I
had a feeling it meant a lot more than it seemed to.

“Okay, then,” I said, rubbing my
hands together, “let’s get to it. What kind of business are we
talking about, and what’s been stolen?”

 


 


Balducci spoke for the next fifteen minutes. I
listened without interrupting. It was usually the best method for
getting all the facts. That and a few follow-up
questions.

“You’re a lawyer, a founding
partner of your firm, and somebody is stealing clients?”

“That’s about the size of
it.”

Which explained why he hadn’t gone to the
police. What was happening wasn’t a crime, it was just
business.

“I want you to find out who the
thief is.”

“And then what?”

“Then tell me,” he said. “After
that, you’re done. You bill me, and I’ll pay you five grand above
the total.”

“Five thousand
dollars?”

“Bonus.”

I looked at Mrs. Balducci, and she raised one
eyebrow. Normally, I hate people who can do that, but on her it
looked good.

“Who’s my contact at your firm?” I
asked. “I mean, for information.”

“You come up there and I’ll
introduce you to my secretary. She’s it.”

“Okay, I’ll have one of my
operatives—”

“No,” Balducci said, “I want you.
That’s what the bonus is for. I want the main man.”

“Well,” I said, “all right. I’ll
come by later today.”

“That’s good,” he said. “I was
hoping you’d get started quickly.”

They both stood. I tried not to stare at her
in front of her husband. He extended his hand and I shook
it.

“I’ll see you later,” he
said.

“Mrs. Balducci,” I said, looking
at his wife. “Nice to meet you.”

“It’s Carla,” she said, putting
her hand out, “please.”

“Carla.”

Balducci took her arm, holding it a little too
tight, and led her away. I watched them go out the door, then
looked at Marlene, who had her head cocked my way.

“What?”

“I know you,” she said. “That
woman is trouble, and you can’t resist trouble.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking
about.”

 


 



 


 


TWO

Three months later…

 


Trying to find a thief in a law firm is like
trying to find a needle in a haystack. And if anybody understands
billable hours, it’s a lawyer.

“Vincent’s been wondering what’s
taking so long,” the woman in my bed said.

I was lying on my back, enjoying the
afterglow. We’d been doing this for two of the three months since
we met. She was sure Vincent didn’t know about us.

“These things take
time.”

“That’s what I’ve been telling
him.”

She reached over and started trying to massage
new life into my flaccid penis. I’d told her that a man in his
mid-thirties needs some time to recover, but she reminded me that
she was a woman in her early forties, which meant she was at her
sexual peak. I knew that was true because it had been in both
Playboy and Cosmo, but it still didn’t seem
fair.

“If he ever finds out you’re
dragging this on so you can keep billing him…”

“…and sleep with his wife,” I
reminded her.

“…he’ll kill you,” Carla
said.

“I know,” I said, “you’ve told me
that before.”

“You could’ve slept with his young
secretary, you know,” she said. “Margo sleeps with
anyone.”

“Twenty-two-year-olds are so
boring,” I said.

She leaned over and kissed my shoulder. Her
paid for, high breasts didn’t sag. I didn’t mind fake boobs. Not
when they were tasteful like hers, rather than huge Anna Nicole
Smith specials. The rest of her body was attributed to Pilates and
tennis, but the boobs were a gift from her husband.

“She’s my official contact,” I
reminded her, sliding my hand down one of her smooth thighs. “I’m
more partial to my un-official contact.”

She pressed her mouth to my ear. “The one who
can get you killed?”

“Exactly.”

I turned my head to capture her hot mouth with
mine. Suddenly, things in her hand were looking more
promising.

 


 


When I got back to the office half of my guys
were out on cases. The others were at their desks, doing their
footwork on the phone.

Marlene gave me her disapproving look as she
handed me my pink message slips.

“What?”

“Nothing,” she said, but she
sniffed after it.

“Look,” I said, “I’ve told you
nothing’s goin’ on.”

“I know you have,” she said, “and
I believe you.” Another sniff.

I gave up and went into the office. I really
didn’t need her approval, just her secretarial skills.

I sat behind my desk, put my messages down,
leaned back and thought about Carla Balducci. When I wasn’t with
her that’s what I did, thought about her.

We played games the first month—hot looks and
lingering handshakes—but we sealed the deal in a hotel the
beginning of the second month. We’d been meeting a few times a week
since then. She’d been keeping me up to date on her husband’s level
of frustration, among other things.

Marlene didn’t have to tell me I was wrong. I
knew it. But Carla had come after me. I learned my lesson long ago
about chasing married women. There are plenty of unmarried ones
available. But when a classy, beautiful married woman chases you,
what’re you supposed to do?

I had stacks of files on my desk that had been
provided to me by Margo, Vincent Balducci’s private secretary. She
was a flirty, pretty twenty-two-year-old who was probably sleeping
with her boss. I had worked my way through the files, and managed
to whittle my suspect list down to three.

I wasn’t actually dragging my feet on the
case—not really. The three men high on my list just happened to be
men that Balducci thought he could trust. He’d want to know for
sure which one it was, with no doubt, and as yet I hadn’t gotten
there. Admittedly, my dalliance with Carla was slowing me down, but
that’s all it was doing. I’d get there, eventually.

But eventually was coming up fast. Balducci
was not going to keep paying me, so I decided that this week I’d
have to wrap it up. Also, there was the fact that I wouldn’t get
the five-grand bonus until the case was over.

It was time to put money before
sex.

I looked up and saw Marlene in the
doorway.

“What is it?”

“She’s on the phone,” she said,
pulling a face so I’d know who she meant.

“Okay, thanks.”

I didn’t pick up the extension until she
turned and went back to her desk.

“Hello, Carla? What’s—”

“I need help, Johnny,” she said.
“Oh God, I need your help.”

“What is it?”

I heard her take a big, shuddering breath, and
then she said in a rush, “He’s dead!”

 


 



 


 


THREE

One year later…

 


It was time, finally, for me to get up on the
stand and tell my version. I was allowed to change from my prison
orange to a suit—the one I had been wearing when they arrested
me.

They walked me into the courtroom and sat me
down next to my lawyer, Steve Ryder.

“You sure you wanna do this?”
Steve asked.

“I’ve got to,” I said. “They’ve
got to hear my side. You saw her up there with those crocodile
tears.”

“Not to mention the legs and
eyes.”

“Come on, Steve,” I said. “Not
you, too.”

“Hey,” he said, “I’m not the one
who was fucking my client’s wife.”

“Yeah, yeah…” I said.

“All rise!”

The judge came in and sat while his bailiff
reminded us all of his name.

“Mr. Ryder?” Judge Henry Mathis
said. “Are you ready with your first witness?”

“Yes, your honor,” Steve said,
standing. “The defense calls John Headston.”

The judge frowned down at something on his
desk.

“I thought his name was
Headstone.”

“No, your honor,” Steve said.
“that’s the name of his agency, the Headstone Detective Agency. His
name is Headston.”

“Yes, yes, very well,” the judge
said. “Have him come up.”

I went up, put my hand on the Bible and swore
to tell the truth. I wasn’t sure it was going to be the whole
truth, but it would be pretty close.

I sat on the stand and waited.

“Would you please tell the court
your name,” Steve said.

“John Headston.”

“Any middle name?”

“None.”

“And you own and operate the
Headstone Detective Agency.”

“That’s right.”

“And the lawyer Vincent Balducci
was your client…until his murder.”

“That’s correct.”

“A murder you are on trial
for.”

“Yes.”

“All right,” Steve said, “suppose
we start at the beginning…”

 


 


I was on the stand for over an hour, telling
the story from the time Balducci and his wife walked into my
office, until the time she called me and said she needed me,
because her husband was dead. I rushed over there to rescue the
damsel in distress, and when I arrived I was arrested for
murder…

 


 


“So you were not able to tell Mr. Balducci who
was stealing his clients before he was killed.”

“I was not.”

“But you gave the police three
names, members of his firm who you suspected.”

“Yes.”

“And you believe one of those
three men killed him.”

“Yes.”

“And just for the record,” Steve
finished, “you did not kill him.”

“I did not.”

Steve turned and looked at the district
attorney.

“Your witness.”

My lawyer sat, and the DA, George Adamson,
stood up, buttoned his jacket, and approached me. He wasn’t leaving
this thing to any of his ADAs.

“Mr. Headston,” he said, “is it
true you were sleeping with Carla Balducci?”

“Yes.”

“Why should we believe that you
did not kill Vincent Balducci?”

“He was going to pay me a
five-thousand-dollar bonus, over my fee, when I told him who was
stealing his clients. Why would I kill him?”

“You were having an affair with
his wife,” the DA pointed out, again, looking at the jury to bring
that point home. “Why would she say you killed him?”

“One of two reasons,” I said.
“Either she killed him, or she had a lover who killed
him.”

“That’s right,” he said.
“You.”

“No, not me,” I said. “I was the
lover who played the sap for her.”

“So, let me get this straight,” he
said. “You’re claiming she had two lovers. You and another man, and
she and the other man killed her husband and pinned it on you. Is
that what you want us to believe?”

“It is.”

He folded his arms, looked at the jury,
smirked and said, “Prove it.”

“From here?” I looked down at the
handcuffs I was still wearing.

“Do you expect us to let you go?”
he asked.

“I expected the cops to do their
job,” I said. “They didn’t.”

“You were a police officer once,
were you not?”

“I was.”

“Where?”

“In New York.”

“How long?”

“Eight years.”

“And then you quit?”

“That’s right.”

“At what rank?”

“Detective Third
Grade.”

“After eight years you were a
detective?” he said. “You advanced fairly quickly. Why did you
quit?”

I hesitated.

“Mr. Headston? Why did you quit?
Or were you fired?”

“I quit.”

“Then for the third
time…why?”

“Corruption.”

“You were corrupt?”

“No,” I said, “but it was going on
around me. I didn’t want to have anything to do with it, so I quit
and opened my own shop.”

“Ah, so you were an honest
cop.”

“Yes.”

“In a department of corrupt
ones.”

“There were…bad
apples.”

“Why not work to weed them out,
then?”

“That didn’t work so good for
Frank Serpico,” I said. “I decided to just leave.”

“So you’re an honest
man.”

“Yes.”

“Then why sleep with a client’s
wife?”

“That was morally wrong,” I said,
“not dishonest.”

“Isn’t your license under review
for sleeping with a client’s wife?” he asked. “And for possibly
killing a client?”

“It is.”

“So you still say you’re
honest?”

“Yes.”

He looked at the jury again.

“An honest man who is in danger of
losing his license and going to prison.”

“Objection!” Steve said, and I was
wondering what had taken him so long. “That’s not a question. The
DA is badgering the witness.”

“I don’t think he is,” the judge
said. “Your objection is overruled, but Mr. Ryder is correct about
one thing, Mr. Adamson. That was not a question.”

“I apologize, your honor,” Adamson
said. “I’ll withdraw it.”

“The jury will disregard the
district attorney’s last remark,” the judge said. He looked at
Adamson. “Continue. And try to stay on track.”

“Yes, your honor.”

He turned to face me again.

 


 



 


 


FOUR

 


“Mrs. Balducci testified you asked her to leave
her husband, and when she refused, you came to their home and shot
him.”

“That’s what she said.”

“And what do you say?”

“I gave the police my
statement.”

He looked at the jury and said, “Indulge
us.”

“Carla called me, said she needed
me right away. She said ‘he’s dead.’”

“Did she say who ‘he’
was?”

“No,” I said, “but I assumed she
was talking about her husband.”

“Continue, please.”

“I hurried to the house, and when
I got there Vincent Balducci was lying on the floor, dead. He’d
been shot several times.”

“And where was Carla?”

“Nowhere.”

“How did you get into the house? A
lover’s key?”

“The front door was
open.”

“You didn’t find that suspicious?”
he asked. “An experienced fella like you?”

“I did, but I was worried about
Carla.”

“Who wasn’t there.”

“Right.”

“But the police were?”

“Right again. Before I could leave
they came in and arrested me.”

“That’s right,” Adamson said,
“because she called nine-one-one and told them a man named Headston
had just killed her husband.”

“She lied.”

“Oh right, she had one lover kill
her husband and frame the other lover.”

“Yes.”

“How did you end up with the short
end of that stick, Mr. Headston?” he asked. “Why weren’t you the
other lover? Had she ever asked you to kill her
husband?”

“No.”

“So then you were the sap from the
beginning?”

“Looks like it.”

“So, rather than arrest you and
put you in prison,” Adamson said, “we should feel sorry for you. Is
that what you want?”

“Between those two things,” I
answered, “that would be my preference, yes.”

“I think that’s enough for today,”
the judge said. “Mr. Adamson, do you have more questions for this
witness?”

“Oh, yes, sir, I do.”

“Then we’ll pick this up at nine
tomorrow morning,” the judge said. “Court’s adjourned.”

 


 


Before they took me back to a cell for the
night they put me in a room with my lawyer.

“Sit, Johnny,” Steve
said.

There was a long, gleaming wooden table in the
center of the room, matching chairs, and books all around us—legal
journals.

I sat. Steve sat across from me, opened his
briefcase.

“They’re offering a deal,” he
said. “Second degree—”

“No deal,” I said.

“You haven’t heard—”

“I didn’t kill him, Steve,
remember?” I said. “So I’m not pleading.”

“So we keep going?”

“We keep going,” I
said.

“Okay.” He closed his briefcase
and stood up. “I’ll see you in the morning, Johnny.”

 


 



 


 


FIVE

Three years later…

 


I unlocked my office door and, before stepping
inside, stared lovingly at that crooked “e” on the end. All twelve
desks were empty, except for a layer of dust. Likewise Marlene’s
desk. I had heard from her while in prison, telling me she couldn’t
wait any longer and had gotten another job. I gave her my
blessing.

My once thriving business was now a huge,
empty room with bare desks. The Headstone Agency was pretty much
just a headstone.

I went into my office, which smelled musty. I
opened a couple of file cabinets, found them mostly empty, except
for some old paper clips, an empty bourbon bottle—I know, a PI
cliché—and the last page of a few files, with only a line or two on
them. Marlene had written me in prison that she had farmed my cases
out to other agencies. I told her it was okay—which it was—and that
I’d see her soon—but I didn’t. It was thirty-eight months before I
got out of Sing Sing.

It took that long for the cops to find out who
realty killed Vincent Balducci. It was Carla’s other lover.
Actually, they didn’t find him, he finally gave in to three years
of guilt and confessed. He said Carla had put him up to it, but by
that time Carla was gone and the cops couldn’t find her, so they
settled for the lover.

They let me out, expunged my record. I was no
longer a convicted felon. But I was also no longer a private eye.
While in prison my license had been revoked by New York State. Now
that I was free, I was going to have to apply to be reinstated.
Even though I hadn’t committed murder, I had still done a few
things that were considered dodgy. They weren’t about to just let
me back in…

 


 


I stared at the three people seated at the
table in front of me, two men, one woman, all
middle-aged.

“I don’t understand,” I said to
them. “I’ve been cleared of all charges.”

“Of murder, yes,” the woman said.
She was seated between the two men, and seemed to be in charge.
“But there are other…matters.”

“Such as?”

“Well, primarily,” she said, “the
fact that you had an affair with a client’s wife.”

The two men stared at me and shook their
heads. I hadn’t been inside long enough to face a parole board, but
imagined it would’ve felt just like this.

“Not very professional behavior,
Mr. Headstone,” she said.

“It’s Headston.”

“Really?” She frowned, read her
file. “It says ‘Headstone Detective Agency.’” She stared at him.
“Are you using an assumed name for your business? Because if you
are, that would be a problem, as well.”

“No, no,” I said, “a lot of people
make that mistake, and I thought it was a good business
name.”

“Hmm.” She frowned again. “Well,
there’s still the matter of the illicit affair.”

“Illicit?” I said.

“What would you call it?” she
asked.

I decided to play up to her.

“Well, I’d call it a mistake,” I
said, “definitely a mistake.”

“Indeed.” She closed my folder and
looked at me. “I’m afraid we’re going to have to keep your license
from you a little longer, Mr. Headston.”

“How much longer?”

She folded her hands and set them down firmly
on my file.

“We’ll let you know, Mr.
Headston.”

 


 


Despite the fact that it was going to take time
to get my license back, I decided to keep the office. Luckily, it
was rent controlled. I was determined that, one day, I’d get my
license back, get my business back up and running with butts back
in all twelve chairs.

But that was going to take a while. The New
York State Division of Licensing Services didn’t just hand those
things out, willy-nilly. They were pretty much going to make me
beg…for a very long time.

I had managed to get the phone service turned
back on, so I dialed a number I knew by heart.

“John Headston for Steve Ryder,” I
said to the secretary who answered.

“Please hold.”

After a minute Steve came on.

“Johnny, where are
you?”

“My office.”

“Your office,” he said. “Man, you
know you can’t be back at work—”

“Relax, relax,” I said. “I’m just
keepin’ the place for when I get my license back.”

“Johnny, come on, man, you know
that could take a while,” Steve warned.

“I’m well aware, Steve,” I said.
“That’s why I thought maybe you could use some help.”

“Me? What kind of
help?”

“You know,” I said, “with the
investigations on some of your cases.”

“Johnny, I have my guys—hey, I
tried to hire you once but you took the high road on me. My cases
weren’t big enough for you. You remember that?”

“I do remember,” I said, “but who
did I call when I needed my life saved?”

“Okay, look,” Steve said, after a
moment, “maybe I can use you, but you’re not licensed. I’ll have to
put you on staff as a…researcher, legal assistant, or something.
We’ll have to figure it out.”

“I appreciate it, Steve,” I said.
“Now that I’m out I’ll buy you a steak at Peter
Luger’s.”

“That’s a deal.”

“But maybe…”

“What?”

“…you could give me a little
advance?”

 


 



PART TWO

SIX

The present…

 


There was a girl on Saturday Night Live
who used to say, “I’m fifty and I can kick.”

Well, I was fifty, and I was getting
kicked.

The man I was serving the papers on had taken
umbrage and, along with his two friends, had decided to kick the
shit out of me. A crowd of people gathered in front of the Tenth
Avenue bar to watch, and before long they started to
cheer…

 


 


I woke up in an alley, sore as hell but
apparently still in one piece. Luckily, it didn’t seem as if any of
the three half-drunk dudes had kicked me in the head. Getting to my
feet I felt the most pain in my ribs. Both my trousers and my
jacket had been torn.

I needed a drink, but I couldn’t go into the
same bar where three patrons had just kicked my ass, so I walked a
couple of blocks before stopping in another Tenth Avenue gin
mill.

I had a shot of whiskey and a beer, otherwise
known as a boilermaker. It was a drink that was pretty much a
staple in these West side bars. But certainly not trendy, in the
high-toned bars frequented by millennials, these days.

“Rough day?” the bartender
asked.

“You don’t know the half of
it.”

That was it, he was done consoling me and
moved on to the next customer.

I decided against a second and left, went back
to my Fifth Avenue office. There was aspirin in my top desk drawer,
and I needed it badly.

As I entered I tried not to think about the
twelve empty desks and instead looked at the one occupied
one.

“Jesus,” Ally said, jumping up
from her chair, “what happened to you?”

“I’m all right,” I said, as she
came alongside me. “I just need some aspirin.”

“I’ll get you water.”

She rushed to the small refrigerator she had
contributed to the office furniture and brought a bottle of cold
water to my desk as I dropped into my chair.

“Thanks.” I accepted it,
gratefully, washed down a handful of aspirin.

“You’re only supposed to take a
couple of those,” she warned.

It was fall, so she was wearing long sleeves,
covering her collection of tattoos.

“You’re gonna need a new jacket,”
she said.

I looked down at the dirty, torn sports jacket
I was wearing.

“Can’t this be cleaned and
mended?”

“Mended?” she asked. “Is that even
a word anybody uses, anymore? No, this jacket is for the trash.
Goodwill wouldn’t even take it.” She peered under my desk. “Looks
like the pants match. You better change before your
meeting.”
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