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1

A man snoozed on his desk, an empty shot glass sat inches from his nose. Sunlight filtered through the blinds, broken in places, landing on his back and warming the sapphire flannel of his shirt. An ancient computer sat on the desk, keyboard under his head. The logo on the front was a partially consumed fruit. A single letter made its way across the word document on repeat:

fffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffffff

The lock on the door clicked open, allowing it to reveal a middle aged man with salt and pepper hair. He pulled the key out of the lock and strode over to the coffee machine. Meticulously, he went about making coffee, only glancing to look at the younger man through the slight opening in the violet curtain divider. He smiled.

Once the coffee finished brewing, he prepared a mug and carried it over to the man sleeping on the desk. Using one large hand, the older man shook the younger one awake.

“Cary, wake up, buddy.”

Cary jerked, drowsily looking around his apartment for any sign of danger. A Murphy bed was pulled out on his left, though still made. The same could not be said for the dishes, nor the man himself. He wiped some drool off his cheek.

Groaning, Cary sipped at the coffee his secretary brought him. One hand pressed against his forehead as if the pressure would ease the pounding. He opened his mouth to speak, but stopped when bile rose in the back of his throat. Coffee still in his hand, he leaned back in his chair.

The night before, Cary challenged Victor to a drinking contest. According to the untouched bed, and the symptoms—the headache was more of a salsa beat—he clearly lost.

Clutching his head, Cary stumbled to the kitchenette area, pulling open the drawer. Inside sat a white bottle. It produced two aspirin, and he swallowed them down dry. He grabbed his toothbrush from the back of the sink, squeezed some toothpaste on it, and turned around. The light from the window made his squint and hiss. His secretary chuckled from his corner.

Victor stood at the filing cabinet, arms flexing under his navy blue button up. Cary's eyes drifted from the man's arms to his chest.

“Everything all right, Bud?”

Cary's eyes snapped up to meet Victor's. Cheeks aflame, the younger man shoved his toothbrush into his mouth. He ran a hand through his hair, a lock of long, blond hair fell across his eyes. He moved it out of his way.

“Anyway, after your appointment with Mrs. Nettlesworth, you are accepting walk-ins. First come and all that jazz.”

“Crazy old woman,” Cary muttered after spitting. “Maybe she should start putting collars on her cat.”

“You know it's not too late to change careers, Bud,” Victor joked.

“Nah,” Cary replied, returning to his desk. “I'm pretty sure I like my job.”

“Your funeral, man.”

Cary chuckled, walking across the hall to the bathroom.

Cary sat at his computer as Victor changed the sign to open. The ancient machine sputtered onto the internet at a snail's pace. He winced at the dial-up screech. As soon as Victor moved out of the way, the door swung open.

“Mr. Campbell,” Mrs. Nettlesworth's voice rang out. Cary's head dropped into his hands. His head filed a complaint about the abuse he was leveling on his body at that moment.

“Your appointment isn't for another thirty minutes, Mrs. Nettlesworth,” Victor stated, looking down at the paperwork in front of him.

“I want to see him now, Mr. Campbell,” she huffed. “My neighbor across the hall has little Mouse. I saw the old geezer with him just yesterday!”

“Mrs. Nettlesworth, Mr. Wainwright has a few more things to do before he sees you today. And you, Ma'am, have paperwork to fill out.”

Cary watched him pick up a thick packet an hand it to the old woman. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and was thrilled when he found himself in his email when his eyes opened again. Taking his time to stretch the thirty minutes before the elderly lady's appointment by answering his emails from various people, including his mother, Mrs. Nettlesworth's attorney, and a few journalists about his previous cases. Cary turned off the monitor, standing. It didn't take long to reach the waiting area.

“Hello, Mrs. Nettlesworth,” he said, plastering on a teeth hurting fake smile. “Please come into my office.”

He moved aside so the older woman could move past him, dropping the paperwork off at Victor's desk or more like slamming it in front of the secretary with a self-satisfied smirk. Slowly, she walked to the high back chair, arranging herself so that her long, black skirt dropped daintily from her knees to the floor, staying smooth on her thighs. The door opened as he closed the curtain.

She started talking once he sat down.

“That old geezer across the hall had my Mouse yesterday!”

“Mrs. Nettlesworth,” Cary said, taking in the appearance of an old woman, dressed like she may have been a young woman in the 1920s once. A pair of round spectacles sat upon her long, crooked nose. “I'm fairly certain Mr. Fits doesn't have your cat.”

“But I saw him going into hi—“

“Did you have your glasses on?” Cary interrupted, hoping the expression on his face was affectionate. Her expression assured him that it was not.

She went to open her mouth, but stopped.

“No.”

“Mr. Fits has his own cats.”

“I know that, but...”

Cary pulled the permanent file from Mrs. Nettlesworth out of the file drawer of his desk. Opening the folder, he pointed to the picture of Mouse the Cat. “Is this still his most recent photograph?”

“Why, yes, it is.”

“Remember what I told you last time? About the price?”

“That it's going to go up, because there are cheaper ways to locate and keep track of my cat?”

“Five hundred dollars, plus expenses.”

“Will you take a check?”

“For half up front? Of course.” Cary smiled. Mrs. Nettlesworth pulled a check book from her pocket, and with shaking hands, filled out a check with a fountain pen she stole from Victor's table.

As she handed the check over, Cary asked, “Would you like a receipt?”

“Please.”

In a few moments, Mrs. Nettlesworth walked out, clutching her copy of the receipt. A scan of it was sent to her attorney.

Victor stepped through the curtain.

“Is she gone?” Cary breathed.

“Is Poirot Belgium?”

“Thank all that is holy.” Cary took the last sip of his coffee, now cold. Victor took the cup with a smile before producing a new cup of joe, still hot.

“There's a Miss Maebh O'Connell here to see you.”

Sipping his coffee, Cary sighed happily.

“Feel free to send her in.”

Victor saluted before returning through the curtain. “Miss O'Connell, Mr. Wainwright is ready for you.”

“Thank you, Mr. Campbell,” a woman's voice with a lilting, Irish accent replied. Cary watched as Victor held the curtain open for a woman in her late forties, dressed in a knee-length circle skirt and puffed sleeved blouse. Both were black. Her black kitten heels clicked on the hardwood as she walked over to the chair.

Cary stood, shaking her hand.

“Miss O'Connell, it's a pleasure. Please, sit.” He pulled a bowl of sweets out as they took their seats.

“The pleasure is all mine, sir,” Maebh O'Connell replied, crossing her legs. Her skirt inched up. “You can call me Maebh, Mr. Wainwright.” Her voice dipped down, her hand pulling her skirt up higher. A large purse sat at her feet. Her hand reached for a sweet.

Cary resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “If I call you Maebh, you can call me Cary.”

“That's a strange first name for a man.”

“You'd have to discuss that with my mother.”

“I suppose.”

“If I may ask, Maebh, what is it you need?”

Maebh glanced towards the Murphy bed where it sat closed before meeting his eyes for only a moment. “Have you seen the news lately? My father was murdered. Maybe three weeks ago? The police decided that my brother did it, but it couldn't have been him.” It was a statement that she made while twirling a strand of her brilliant red hair around her fingers.

“What do you need me to do?” Cary leaned back in his seat, eyes never leaving her face.

“Clear my brother's name.” Maebh leaned forward. “Mal has an alibi.”

Cary covered his mouth, eyes going to the monitor. Movement out of the corner of his eye brought his attention to her legs, quite a bit showing now. He watched her hand pull the skirt up another inch.

“If you wouldn't mind, Miss O'Connell, pull your skirt down.”

“I'm sorry.”

“I'm not the type of guy you could persuade with feminine wiles.”

She flicked the skirt back. “I can pay you any price. Money is no problem for my family.”

Cary turned around, standing. He leaned against the windowsill, staring down at the bustling street below. “You want me to find your father's killer and clear your brother's name.”

“I just need enough evidence to save Mal.”

Cary turned around. “It may have to go farther than that.”

“I'll pay.”

“Five thousand, Miss O'Connell, plus expenses.” Cary returned to his seat. “Half up front.”

“Maebh reached into her bag, pulling a manila envelope out. “I expected it to be more,” she explained, counting out hundred dollar bills. “I can, of course, pay more.”

“If the need arises, I will let you know.” Cary pulled his receipt paper closer, grabbing a ball point pen from the desk.

“Two thousand and five hundred dollars.” She laid a stack of cash onto his desk. “It's important enough. I'll pay anything.”

“Do you need a receipt?”

“Yes, My mother will want a copy.”

Cary wrote it out quickly.

“Shouldn't your secretary handle that?”

“I'll be running Victor through his paces soon enough,” Cary replied, handing her the receipt. “I'm accepting your case. Make an appointment with my secretary to meet you at the scene of the crime.”

“Of course. My parents welcome any of my friends to their house.”

Maebh stood and walked through the curtain.

The private investigator turned his monitor back on, going straight to the local paper. A search of “O'Connell” brought up the article he was looking for with Malcolm O'Connell, Sr.'s picture under the headline:

MURDER AT O'CONNELL MANOR

The article described a seventy-one year old man with a fierce obsession with his religion. It was accompanied by a picture of a man who could maybe pass as a possessed priest, or perhaps a bleating psychopath. Cary wondered why they picked that particular picture.

The door closed with a click. Standing, Cary smoothed the wrinkles out of his shirt before opening the curtain divider.

“What's up, Bud?”

“Your family is up there money-wise, right? Y'all run in certain... circles?” Cary asked, not quite looking the man in the eyes, glued to where a bit of chest hair poked out of the top of his button up, and heading up his Adam's apple to the five o'clock shadow on his face. He subtly licked his suddenly dry lips.

“Yea. Why?”

“I need to know what you and your family knows about the O'Connell family.”

“I'll get started now.”
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“Okay, Cary. I got what you asked for yesterday,” Victor's voice spoke from the cellphone sitting in the passenger seat of Cary's battered, green Skylark. Cary's hands stayed on the wheel.

“Please go ahead.”

“Malcolm O'Connell, Sr., the head of the family and our victim comes from a long line of money, power, and religious zealotry. He married Gwen Saunders when she was fourteen—with her parents' consent if you believe the rumors—unofficially. Their marriage certificate says they married four years later.”

“I think I believe them.”

“Senior was a member of the Church of Ascension, currently led by Parson Earl Hubbard.”

Cary thought for a moment, the scenery flying past his window. “Make me an appointment with Parson Hubbard.”

“Will do.”

“Anything else?”'

“The O'Connells have an English maid and a Hispanic gardener.”

Cary carefully tur ned onto the first of many country roads he would take to finally reach the house. “Is that everything you know?”

“They have four children, but that's the end of my knowledge. I'd have to do some serious digging for more.”

“Thank you, Victor.” Cary hung up, glancing at his messenger bag before turning onto the next road. 

It took almost an hour to reach the open gate of O'Connell manor. The long driveway was lined with large trees that draped over with their branches, making the sudden appearance of a Victorian-styled house all the more dramatic. Carefully, he parked beside a bright red Mustang. Quickly, a man, large in girth, climbed out, hand extended.

“Are you the PI? Cary Wainwright?”

Opening his door, Cary pulled out his messenger bag and phone, muscles stiff. “Uh... yes, I am.” He took the man's hand. “And you are?”

“Max Smith. Maebh's boyfriend.”

“Ah.” the blond responded, pulling his hand away. “Pleasure. May I ask you before we go in, where were you at the time of the murder?” His small notebook and stubby pencil were in his hands quickly.

“You don't hesitate, do ya?” Max asked, looking up at the house. “I was the Maebh, watching her work.”

“And where does she work?” Cary scribbled down what he said in shorthand. 

“PiXXXie Dust.”

“So she's an exotic dancer? Okay.” Cary looked at the house. “Shall we?”

Max nodded. As they climbed the steps to the porch, he asked Cary not to divulge Maebh's job to her family. He explained that there was a security concern, should they learn of her profession. The PI nodded before knocking on the door.

The door opened to reveal Maebh, smiling, and a younger woman who looked like a plump, conservative version of his client behind her. Both women wore their long, red hair up into a bun, but the exotic dancer's hair was shiny and her face had the barest touches of makeup. Dressed in drab clothes, the younger woman tugged at her sweater sleeves. Her eyes stayed downcast at her long, black skirt.

Cary guessed that she was the youngest sister.

“Welcome, Cary. Please come in,” Maebh said, stepping aside. The two men entered.

“Where's the crime scene?”

“In the study, right through that doorway,” she replied, pouting him in the direction.

“Who else is in the house?”

“My mother is here, as is our gardener, Jesus. Lissi here has a meeting she can't miss, so she'll be leaving in a moment, but she's promised to let me see her calendar to schedule a lunch meeting. Right, sis?” she asked, nudging her sister. Lissi nodded.

“I'll see you later then.”

She spoke up then. “Thank you, sir.” The young woman practically sprinted out of the house. Maebh closed the door and kissed Max on the cheek. She then led Cary to the study.

He placed his bag just outside of the room. After pulling out his supplies, he turned to the door. Maebh opened the door, saying, “We've left it just like it was... when Lissi found Father. Mother hasn't had the heart to make Hermione clean it. The girl would faint.”

“And Hermione is the maid?”

“Yes.”

Cary carefully stepped into the room. A large desk sat in the middle, atop a tan, shag carpet. Behind the desk was a wheelchair, slightly askew. The PI supposed it was moved out of the way in a hurry. In front of the desk were two of the most uncomfortable-looking plastic chairs Cary had even seen, one an off-white and the other black. The small windows sat up high, close to the ceiling, and broke up the monotony of the outside wall. On the third, to Cary's right sat a simple, white door. The last wall consisted of bookcases.

He reached into his pocket, pulling out a pair of lavender gloves, which he put on. Out came a handful of evidence bags, his cellphone, and a pair of tweezers with his next dip.

Slowly, walking around the room, he examined the bookshelves. Malcolm, Sr. had books in every size, color, and format. All on religion. It was at the end of his first shelf when a book whose spine was more worn out than the rest at face level grabbed Cary's attention. Carefully, he pulled the book from the shelf.

“How does that connect?”

Cary nearly jumped out of his skin, breathing hard. He'd though she had moved onto the next room. Or he was so drawn into what he was doing that he forgot that she was in the room. Again. His inhaler sat in his pants pocket, but his breath evened out.

Once his heart settled down, he spoke, with the camera on his cellphone at the ready.

“The spine of this book is very worn.” He walked the book over to one of the hard chairs, avoiding the spots on the carpet that were stained with blood.

“So?”

“It's more worn than the others.” He looked at Maebh. “There's something in here that he looked at regularly. Almost religiously.”

“It looks like his bible,” she replied. “He read it a lot.”

“Maybe.” Cary turned his attention to the book. “Nine times out of ten, it's just dirty pictures.”

“I think I'll blow chunks.” She sounded ill. “What's the last one?”

“You don't want to know.”

Slowly, he opened the book to reveal an envelope wedged inside. He opened a bag, slid it in, and sealed it before filling out the information with a marker. Taking a better look at the book, he jotted down his notes in his miniature notebook. The book was a large, red book with a spine so worn that he could not read the title, nor the first name of the author. He read “Cocke” as the last name. The front cover was bare. The book was placed back on the shelf, sitting on top of the book that had been beside it.

As he returned to the desk, his attention was brought back to the bloodstain on the carpet. He took a picture. Spotting a different shade of red, he leaned down. Using thee tweezers, he plucked black and red strands of hair out of the tan carpet. He bagged and tagged it.

Quickly, he snapped pictures of the entire scene, focusing especially on the wheelchair. Once he was done, he walked back to his bag, depositing the evidence he already collected into the main pocket. Picking the bag up, he walked over to the door and tried it. It opened easily, causing Cary to find himself in a hallway, which he followed around the corner, taking pictures along the way. An archway led to a nook on his right. On his left was a doorway, which he opened to reveal a bathroom. 
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