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For Deborah.

 


You make my jingle jangle,

my sloe-gin fizz,

my soda pop and

my sizzle sizz.

 


 






 


Prelude

 


The buxom brunette shed her top and flung it at me
playfully. It didn’t stop there.

“Let me get more comfortable,” she said, wriggling
out of the bottom half of her little leopard-print number. It was
just as well; trying to contain her ample pulchritude was a losing
battle. So was trying to keep my cool. She busted me mid-stare and
winked. I fumbled with my camera and almost dropped it. She let out
a little laugh. She’d no doubt seen men come unglued before. I was
no different despite my name; it’s Valentine, Frankie Valentine. I
take pictures of beautiful girls.

You’d think after all the undressed pretty things
I’d photographed over the years I’d be able to keep a cool head.
But Vickie Hayes was something else and a half, a solid sender, a
primo bombshell with a body that defied gravity. Her hair was shiny
and jet black; her smile shone pearly white as it competed for
attention with her dimples. At barely five feet tall, she was an
abbreviated little firecracker, firmly packed and stacked into a
36-24-36 package.

I tried my best to un-blush and collect myself. I
popped in a fresh roll of film and got back to it. Vickie vamped,
posed and flirted with the camera as I fired away. I bounced one
hot light off an umbrella to counter the mysterious shadows of the
diffused key light positioned directly at her side. It gave her an
eerie luster and seductive appeal. With every click of the shutter
she effortlessly assumed a new pose. She needed no direction. I
didn’t have to say a thing, she read my mind. If I could just
manage to keep it together and hold down the technical end, these
were going to be some amazing photographs; hell, they were
practically taking themselves. You just couldn’t go wrong with a
model like this. I was already planning our next session—and
perhaps my next move. It was worth a shot; she seemed to like me. I
couldn’t wait to see her again.

But this was the last time I’d ever see Vickie
Hayes…alive.

 


 



Chapter 1

 


The man at the bottom of the gorge had taken a
shortcut, simply spread his wings and jumped, landing face up in
the brush along the east side of the Genesee River.

I opted for the safer—albeit slower—route, getting
snagged in the briars and wrecking my shoes while making my way
down the muddy slope with a bag full of camera equipment.

I set my gear down and pulled out my handkerchief to
wipe my face. I was soaked. It was summer’s last hurrah. The late
September sun had wasted no time warming up as it rose this
morning, full blast and angry. The haze toned the brightness down
some, but only added to the sizzle and stifle. The mercury was
already pushing ninety degrees. We didn’t get much summer here in
Rochester, but when we did, we sweltered.

I trudged through the waist-high weeds, squinting to
get a closer look. It was a fairly clean scene. The sudden stop at
the end of his short flight had killed him instantly, but the
opportune landing in the bushes helped keep his insides inside. A
fall like this could often leave evidence splashed over multiple
square yards. His blue suit still looked fresh and crisp despite
the pulverized body inside. He hadn’t been down here long, even the
flies hadn’t received the news yet.

Two detectives I didn’t recognize were smoking and
excitedly discussing last night’s fight on TV with the guys from
the Medical Examiner’s office; Carmen Basilio had beaten the champ,
Sugar Ray Robinson, in a brutal exchange for the middleweight
title.

“That Basilio’s tough,” one said.

“Tough?” the other said. “He’s insane.”

Basilio was an onion farmer turned fighter from
Canastota, a little town just outside Syracuse. Local fight fans
here claimed him as theirs, too. Basilio was a ruthless, relentless
boxer who some say liked to get hit as much as he liked pummeling
his opponents. There was no love between the two pugilists; there
had been a series of heated exchanges and threats leading up to
their bout at Yankee Stadium. It was one helluva fight, with our
Basilio winning by decision after fifteen rounds.

I cleared my throat. They looked up.

“You tune in to the fight last night?” the one
closest to me said as I approached. He let out a whoop.

“Well, I was with my own kind of knock-out last
night,” I said with a wink. “I was romantically detained. You know
how it is.” We all laughed the way guys do when alluding to a
conquest that may or may not have happened. I had shot two models
for a leg and stocking magazine last night. Watching those two
long-legged lovelies work for the camera in little more than thigh
high stockings and heels was better than watching two sweaty
gorillas pound the hell out of each other. “Yeah, but I heard our
boy still cleaned his clock. And speaking of which, I’m on the
clock.”

I opted for my Leica M3—got the camera out, mounted
the .28 mm lens and flash and went to work.

This is my gig, crime scene photography. I’m a
camera man, a mug snapper, a shutter bug; it’s one of the safer
occupations in the Rochester Police Department. By the time I make
the scene, it’s already over. But I get to see it all.

Suicides, murders, accidents, you name it. If
there’s a stiff, I’m there with my camera.

When a jilted Romeo offs his lover and himself, I’m
there to document Cupid’s carnage.

If the wife and the kids and the job and the bills
get to be too much and Dad decides to idle the station wagon in the
garage, I get to take the portrait.

The brakes fail on a steep hill; I’m at the
bottom.

A tough guy brings a knife to a gun fight; me and my
camera aren’t far behind.

The rubbernecks were never far behind either.

Up above, a crowd had begun to gather around the
railing with morbid murmurs of disappointment; aww shucks, they had
just missed it.

No note, no witnesses, no indication as to what
prompted his leap from the Platt Street Bridge. It’s a long drop
from the bridge to the sweet hereafter at the bottom, lots of time
to change your mind. Yet, there wasn’t a trace of fear or regret on
his face. This one looked relatively peaceful, as if he were
sleeping.

Empathy is fleeting when this is your line of work,
and most cops harden up to keep their lunch and their sanity. Me, I
wasn’t so tough. I still found myself imagining the victims’ last
moments, the fear and dread when they absolutely knew this was it.
It always gave me a chill.

I popped the close-ups of and around the victim and
wider shots of the general area the detectives wanted. Using a
mounted strobe helped combat the harsh morning shadows.

One of the detectives bent down and gingerly reached
into the stiff’s inside breast pocket. He pulled out a wallet and
opened it. He pushed his hat back and groaned.

“Aww, Christ,” he said. “Just when I thought we
could wrap this one up easy.” He reached up and handed the wallet
to his partner. I leaned in to get a look.

On one side of the open billfold was a rumpled
picture of two little girls in matching red dresses as they
fidgeted on Santa’s lap. The other side was his ID. The dead man’s
name was Michael Francis Conway; it was printed in bold on his
private investigator’s license. The late Mike Conway was a private
dick. And guys in this line of work seemed to be more susceptible
to “accidents” and “suicides” and general cases of misadventure
than the average Joe. The fact that he was a private dick added
greatly to theories other than suicide.

PI’s often occupied the grey area between citizen
and crook, the twilight between good and evil, where the lawless
and those above the law did their dance. They had their own code.
They had their own skewed sense of right and wrong. Lines got
blurred, lines got crossed.

So now, in the case of Michael Conway, the
probability of foul play just went up. The detectives were going to
have to take that into consideration. It was going to be a long
day.

I left them mulling over this development as I
climbed back up to get a few shots on the bridge from the point
where they determined he had jumped…or been pushed. Two beat cops
were keeping the lookey-loos at bay.

The younger of the two was face to face with several
bystanders who seemed reluctant to keep out of the cordoned off
area. His face was beat red and didn’t look old enough to shave. He
was obviously new to the game; that beat cop mixture of
laissez-faire diplomacy and complacency hadn’t set in like it had
with his more seasoned partner. He shook his head at the hot-headed
rookie’s zeal. He was swinging his leg as if kicking an imaginary
beer can as he strolled over to me. None of what was going on
seemed to affect him at all.

“Yup, yup, yup,” he said, tipping his hat back to
scratch his head. “What makes a fella pull a Dutch act like that?”
he said. “He must’ve had quite a running start. If he had landed in
the water, the current would’ve dragged him out into the lake. Then
they’d be looking for him in Canada.”

“He must not have wanted to get his nice suit wet,”
I said. We both laughed. I climbed up and leaned over the railing
and my stomach immediately felt the butterfly thrill heights bring
on and the nausea their consequence promised. I stopped laughing
and looked down at the body.

Poor bastard, I thought.

But whatever his worries, they were all over now as
they bagged and tagged and carted him away.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


Her silk robe fell to the floor along with my jaw.
She read my reaction and giggled, motioning me to get in the tub
where two more sat smiling up at me. I climbed into the warm
lavender bath and sunk in.

They all spoke in Chinese and yet, for some reason,
I could understand…and speak it, too. I said something back. More
giggles.

Singapore.

Shore leave.

Bath time.

One sat behind with her legs wrapped around me while
the other sat in my lap admiring my tattoos. The third sat on the
edge of the tub washing my back. She leaned down to kiss me…

The phone’s loud, ugly ring blasted me out of the
tub. I almost fell out of bed, grabbing it before it had a chance
to ring a second time. The voice on the other end was speaking
English. The clock said 5:30 a.m. I was alone, except for Alice,
the dispatcher on the other end of the horn.

“Looks like we got one for you, Frankie,” she said
in her trademark Upstate nasally bleat. “White female…DOA…early
twenties…strangled.”

I fumbled for a pen as my Chinese concubines began
to fade further and further away. I grunted as I propped myself up
on one elbow.

“What, did I interrupt something, lover boy?” she
asked with a caffeinated laugh that graduated into a loud, raspy
cough. You could practically smell the cigarettes through the phone
line. “You got company?”

“I would if you weren’t working,” I said.

“Oh, you think so, do you?”

It went like this every time we talked; this flirty
back and forth. I had never actually seen Alice, but she sounded
sexy on the phone.

“So, what’s the skinny?” I asked.

She rattled off the address and I started to
scribble it on the back of a take-out menu.

I was halfway through jotting it down when I dropped
the pen. My blood ran cold. Alice was still talking as the phone
slid out of my hand.

“Frankie?” she said. “Frankie…?”

I knew this address. I picked up the receiver just
to be sure.

“I-I’m on my way,” I said. Alice was still talking
as I hung up.

I stumbled to the bathroom half naked, half awake
and completely stunned. The Mandarin narrative of my interrupted
dream had made more sense. I stuck my head in the sink and stayed
under, waiting for the disbelief to scatter with the fog. In my
haste I got the tubes reversed and almost brushed my teeth with
Brill Cream. I got dressed with whatever clothes were on the floor,
grabbed my camera bag and was out the door into the waning dark of
the hour.

For Joe Citizen this was the time for good morning
kisses with the missus, hot coffee and a fresh squeezed start in
the land of milkmen and paperboys.

However, for some, early a.m. was really just late,
late p.m. And right now, for me, it was both. There was no time for
coffee and my kiss was left uncollected in the distant clouds of a
dirty dream.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


I jumped in the jalopy and crossed my fingers she’d
turn over. After a little coaxing on the accelerator and pounding
my fists on the dashboard, the motor fired up with a mighty Detroit
roar. She was one sinister sled, although not completely reliable—a
‘49 Mercury two-door work in progress with a Chevy small block
under the hood. It wasn’t painted and sported three different
colors of primer instead. I had been wrenching on it for years and
was nowhere near finished. Frankly, I don’t think I wanted to be
done with it. Hours under the hood were a form of therapy, even
though I didn’t really know what I was doing. Besides, finances and
time being as they were, shortcuts were taken here and there. It
had no exhaust and blew right out of the manifold. The dream of
twice pipes was a few paychecks away. This baby was loud. My
built-in alibi; the neighbors always knew when I was coming and
going, even when I didn’t.

I hightailed it to the address on Arnett Boulevard
Alice had given me. I knew the way. I had been there just hours
before—before it was a crime scene—taking pictures of Vickie Hayes,
a white female in her early twenties.

It hadn’t been a date, but rather a photo shoot that
went into overtime. I had played my cards right and got to spend
half the night with an amazing beauty. I had been a willing victim
of her charms and now she was a murder victim? No way.

You see, between all the busted valentines and chalk
outlines, the twisted wrecks and the broken necks, I spent my time
photographing beautiful women, from nudie cuties to bathing
beauties.

I’m not sure where the affinity came from exactly.
Studying the nude female body was truly an art form handed down
through the ages and I regarded it as such. However, calling myself
an artist always seemed a stretch and perhaps a little high tone. I
wasn’t arrogant; I just wanted to be surrounded by beautiful, naked
women…all the time. I’ve always said you make your own fun.

Vickie Hayes was one of my recent discoveries. She
was beautiful. And I liked her.

I simply couldn’t believe this. And now I didn’t
believe in red lights, stop signs or speed limits either.

The morning rush hour was in its infancy and I made
it in less than five minutes; that’ll happen when you don’t leave
any space between the gas pedal and the floor.

An orange haze had begun to form on the horizon with
a warning. It was going to be another hot one. My shirt was already
clinging to my back.

I rolled up on the chaos. The fanfare was lit up
like a prison break by the floodlights of several squad cars jammed
in the little driveway. I pulled up on the lawn and cut the motor.
It backfired Howitzer-style, startling two uniformed cops standing
outside. One instinctively reached for his gun.

I jumped out and sprinted past them toward the
duplex, the car door left open behind me.

This was all just a big mistake, I told myself, a
prank, a case of mistaken…anything. Vickie couldn’t be…dead.

I pushed my way through the gauntlet of gawk
clogging the front hallway. That’s as far as I got.

Detective Lloyd Donovan was blocking the entire
doorway from the tiny kitchen to the even tinier living room. Just
past him I could see a bare foot peeking out from under the sheet.
Its candy red toenail polish twinkled in contrast to the gray death
in the room. That’s all I could see; Donovan’s seersucker bulk
eclipsed the rest.

Donovan was a fat slob from the old school;
blackjacks and kickbacks.

I overheard the particulars from the two uniforms
first on the scene as they gave a blow-by-blow to the rest of the
hat squad. Donovan was with the roommate.

She had come home late from a date to find the
victim, screamed bloody murder and ran to the neighbor’s to make
the call. Now, she had to deal with Donovan’s charm.

He was drinking from a milk carton he had helped
himself to from the ice box. He wiped his mouth with his sleeve
before spinning one of the kitchen chairs around backwards to sit.
The roommate sat at the kitchen table stunned, shaking, crying,
trying to hug herself still while she gave her statement.

She was still in a pretty cocktail dress that
displayed a fine frame trembling with sobs. She tried to compose
herself, dabbing at last night’s makeup with a balled up tissue as
it ran down her cheeks in black tears. Donovan was no help as he
addressed his questions to her cleavage while continually putting
his hand on her knee.

She was clearly confused and upset. Donovan’s
lecherous admiration, along with his unfiltered barrage of
questions, didn’t help. What time did she eat? Who was her date?
What did he do? When was she expected home? How much had she had to
drink? He didn’t let up.

She answered “I don’t know” to most of his
questions.

“Well,” he said, “I do know a girl is dead in the
other room. What the hell do you know, sweetheart?” She burst into
tears and ran from the room.

“I can’t help ’em, if they don’t cooperate,” he said
with a tone of exaggerated exasperation. “I’m not a
mind-reader…dumb broad.”

He had no respect, no decorum, no class. Not many in
the room liked him. I didn’t like him.

And he didn’t like me, either.

We had hit it off wrong from the start after
unsubstantiated rumors began circulating a few years back about
Donovan’s ex-wife and yours truly. When he confronted me, his tone
rubbed me the wrong way—as if I couldn’t land a slick chick like
his ex. I was a bit naïve, new to the department and a smart aleck.
And here was some fat bastard who hadn’t seen his dick since VJ Day
trying to high-hat me? In hindsight I should have let it drop, but
I just had to say something.

“Not to worry,” I assured him between loud chomps on
my Juicy Fruit. “I’m sure she still loves you…”

He looked puzzled for a moment.

“Because she kept screamin’ your name, Donovan,” I
said. I couldn’t help it, I cracked myself up. There would’ve been
a slugfest right then and there, but several guys in the squad room
stepped in to wrestle us apart while wrestling unsuccessfully with
the smirks on their mugs. Not everybody was wild about Donovan. A
few of the old school guard were. The mysterious scratches on my
car, the odd flat tire and dirty looks from his crusty cronies
followed. I steered clear of him whenever I could. Sometimes, like
this morning, it was unavoidable. Working with him was always a
real treat.

“Wait’ll you get a load of the headlights on this
one, kid,” Donovan said, motioning toward the body under the sheet.
He wasn’t really talking to me, but using me to show off. I really
didn’t like him.

I decided then to keep mum on my relationship with
the deceased and the fact that I’d been there hours before. I
wanted to see how this all played out. Besides, I didn’t need to
give Donovan any more ammo.

“She’s dead, you slob,” I said. “And I ain’t your
straight man, either.”

“Don’t you wanna take a peek, camera boy? C’mon,
she’s still warm.”

I pushed past him and into the living room. The
bickering kept me distracted and kept me cool. It would be best to
appear unaffected by the scene, so I kept it up.

“I think that milk’s sour,” I said, pointing at my
nose. “Or is it just your breath? What’d you have for breakfast?
Dog shit and eggs?” He really did smell of stale cigarettes and Old
Spice, really Old Spice.

He took a step towards me.

“Watch yourself, punk,” he hissed. He glared down at
me as I stuck a fresh piece of gum in my mouth. I balled up the
foil wrapper and dropped it at his feet. I held the pack up to his
face.

“Gum?” I said.

The pad was an oasis, pure Hollywood tiki lounge.
And the decorator had been a dreamer wishing for nicer weather, a
better locale and a better life.

In this part of Upstate New York, it snows six
months out of the year due in part to its proximity to Lake
Ontario. The other six go head-to-head with Seattle for the amount
of days spent under an umbrella or overcast skies. Yet, this little
room was straight out of the South Pacific. You could practically
hear the slack-tune guitars and the crashing waves.

Hawaiian artifacts and paintings of coconut trees
silhouetted by warm sunsets hung on the walls. A matching pair of
rattan chairs rubbed shoulders next to a bamboo couch upholstered
in dark barkcloth printed with bright tropical flowers. A little
cocktail bar sat beneath the shade of a faux palm tree, while a
large plaster Easter Island head cracked a grim grin. I didn’t make
eye contact for fear it would remember me from last night.

The place was cluttered but there wasn’t much sign
of a scuffle. Everything was how it had been when I left a few
hours before.

Even the Martin Denny Exotica record she’d
spun over and over was still on the little portable record player.
Despite the body in the middle of the living room floor, the whole
pad seemed oddly optimistic and cheery.

I surveyed the scene as if for the first time,
keeping my eyes peeled for anything I might have inadvertently left
behind. I had brought flowers which now sat at the base of the wall
behind the couch amongst the shattered pieces of the vase Vickie
had placed them in. Someone had tossed them hard. This was really
the only sign tempers had flared, leading to a struggle. Donovan
noticed the mess and used it as an opportunity to exert some
authority and crack wise.

“Get a picture of this,” he said to me as he
motioned behind the couch. “Maybe whoever brought the flowers got a
little sore when she wouldn’t put out,” he said. “I dunno, she
looks like a party girl.”

Donovan’s partner, Angelo Rossi, was standing next
to the body, drinking a cup of coffee. As opposed to Donovan, I got
along with him just fine. His face was grave, but he still mustered
a smile when he saw me.

“Hiya, kid,” he said.

“Hey, Ange,” I said. I tried not to look upset, but
Rossi picked up on it straight away.

“What’s the matter?” he asked with genuine concern.
“You don’t look so good.”

“Late night, bad food, heartburn, hangover,” I said,
staring straight down at the true source of my malaise laying dead
under the sheet.

He reached down and hoisted his trousers from above
the knee as he crouched down to pull the sheet back. Rossi was a
seasoned detective, ten years Donovan’s senior. There was more salt
than pepper in his perfectly combed hair and he always dressed
sharp. He wore a dark green summer weight suit, with a red tie held
by a silver tie clip. His chocolate brown wing tips were freshly
shined. The man was put together. Rossi’s threads weren’t the
latest, but rather timelessly classic. As far as I was concerned,
gentlemen were always going to dress this way. Someday I would,
too.

He was less than one year away from retirement—a
gold watch, a slap on the back and the promise of lazy afternoons
spent with a fishing pole and his two grandsons.

Rossi had been around, he’d seen everything. Still,
when he uncovered the body, he bowed his head down, shaking it
slowly as if maybe, just maybe, he was expecting to find something
other than a dead girl under there.

“Goddammit,” was all he said.

She was nude with her arms stretched over her head.
One leg was crossed over the other as if she were running in place.
Her head was cradled in a raven nest of hair. She stared vacant and
wide-eyed at the ceiling as if she was about to say something then
suddenly forgot. I crouched down to look. Her skin was cold and
blue-ish. I felt mine turning green-ish and damp; I couldn’t
breathe. I stood up too quickly and almost blacked out. Yup, it was
Vickie Hayes. She had been strangled. And my tie was wrapped
tightly around her neck.

 


 



Chapter 4

 


Vickie Hayes was a knockout beauty with plenty of
poise and moxie. Most models around here were more earthy and into
figure study-type work as they posed for khaki-wearing bohemian
eggheads with charcoal pencils. The area’s brief summers probably
didn’t help either. Swimsuit season here barely lasted two months
and the bathing beauty was a rare bird. Vickie was an extraordinary
bird—my kind of ornithology.

We had met through mutual friends while catching
Bull Moose Jackson one night a couple of years ago at The Cotton
Club over on Joseph Avenue.

This show was a big deal for Rochester fans who dug
their music on the savage side. Jackson recorded for King Records.
The old jukebox at Patsy’s, my favorite bar that didn’t have live
music, was filled with King Records’ platters or “lacquer crackers”
as Jackson called them. It was the stuff that positively sent
me.

I dug jazz and routinely hit hot spots around town
like The Band Box or The Ridge Crest Inn, but The Cotton Club
booked the stuff I really liked; rough, raw, sexy, bluesy sounds
the other joints didn’t want to take a chance with on account of
the rowdy audience it drew and drove wild. Jackson was one of those
musicians. He sang in a wailing baritone and swung on the sax as if
it were a rusty axe. And tunes like I Want a Bowlegged
Woman, Nosey Joe and Big Ten Inch Record were
double—in some cases single—entendre tunes that were certified
crowd pleasers and fuse-lighters.

Jackson and his pick-up band made up of local cats
had barely gotten through his opening number and already had the
crowd boiling when I first laid eyes on Vickie Hayes as she tried
to sit alone at the bar. She had charm and she had guts as she
fended off come-on after come-on. She moved to the dance floor, but
the wolves followed and their pitches intensified. She was the only
white woman in the place.

But it wasn’t the men in the joint that posed a
threat. It was their women who didn’t appreciate being upstaged by
some white girl their men made no attempt to ignore. They eased up
on the dagger eyes and the whispering once I came to the rescue and
she and I started our own party at our own table. I remember
thinking, This is The Cotton Club, not the land of cotton.
Sadly, Rochester wasn’t nearly as progressive as it thought.

I had hoped the music would have contributed to an
evening-long cease-fire of dancing and knocking one or two back.
But good ol’ rhythm’n’blues-stained rock’n’roll, like the kind
Jackson was blasting off the bandstand, tended to get folks out of
their seats and on their feet. It also got them good and fired up
sexually, physically and left with one of two options: ramp up the
romance with the one you were with—or the one you were going to be
with—or start a fight. I’ve experienced both urges and they aren’t
all that different.

We met several times for a drink and I’d see her at
shows now and then, but it would be a couple years before our first
and only shoot. She didn’t offer a lot of personal info, but I
gathered just by the way she had danced alone that night at The
Cotton Club, she liked a good time and was unattached–unattached,
but not necessarily unattainable.

This was my reasoning behind showing up with flowers
last night and perhaps the reasoning behind the aftershave, too.
But I was no Romeo-on-the-spot; it seemed a little early to shift
from pro to beau. There were already enough meatheads, morons and
panty-sniffers with cameras just out for cheap thrills and I didn’t
want to get lumped in with them. So when we shot last night, it was
strictly on the up and up. If we stayed nothing more than friends,
well, that was fine with me. I would just follow her lead. And yes,
I believe I meant that. I had convinced myself anyway.

I kept it light even when she spilled about her
current man trouble. I was more than willing to listen and nod and
frown disapproval over this cad’s lack of couth. I was a sensitive
guy after all and Yes, I agreed, all men were pigs,
even though I was vying to be the next swine in line.

The source of her grief was married and twice her
age. She strung him along for a little cash and a good time, but
had inadvertently fallen for his play.

Vickie had rolled plenty of these silver-haired
Romeos before and was more than willing to live beyond their means.
But for a change, there wasn’t the romantic letdown that often came
with seniority. Usually these love affairs were more about
fiscal—than physical—fitness, however according to Vickie, he was
quite the talent: a real mattress dancer. He had lit her fuse and
it wasn’t going out. She wanted more.

But he held “a position of prominence and couldn’t
afford a scandal.” So where she had been promised romantic getaways
and a taste of the good life, it all came down to sweaty afternoon
romps at hot pillow joints like the Cavalier Motel on Mt. Hope
where love gets paid for by the hour. She had had enough of not
getting enough. Now, he had stopped returning her phone calls. This
was unwise.

“What are you gonna do?” I asked.

“Oh, he’s a special one,” she said. “He likes his
picture taken, too.” She laughed when she said it but her eyes
flashed hot. “He’s not nearly as photogenic as I am, though. I’m
gonna get him where it hurts.” And I knew damn well she could.
Folks who documented their lust lives usually lived to regret it.
Pictures like this always had a way of surfacing at the wrong
time.

There really were only two ways to put the hurt on
one of these aging playboys: the family jewels or the family
fortune. Whichever route Vickie chose to take, he was certainly
gonna feel it.

“Just be careful, honey,” I said, knowing in reality
she wasn’t the one in danger. She snapped back in a smoky purr.

“You be careful,” she said. “And keep your mouth
shut.”

I held my hands up.

“I don’t know nothin’ from nothin’,” I said, picking
my camera back up.

The burning anger in her eyes quickly cooled to a
slow smolder as she posed in a two-piece leopard print number on
her bamboo bar. It was at least one size too small. It was times
like these I congratulated myself on my career choice. Vickie
wasn’t just beautiful. She moved beautifully as well—languid,
smooth, sublime.

She laughed a lot and seemed comfortable, even when
her outfit hit the floor.

After we wrapped it up and I had packed up my lights
and gear, we sat on the lounge sipping beers and listening to
records. She sat close to me, one leg tucked beneath her. She never
bothered to get dressed and I never bothered to suggest she do so.
I was numb with desire. She was nude except for my necktie, which
she had playfully tied around her neck. It was starting to get warm
when she got up to flip the record over for the third time. I
rolled the dice and pulled her onto my lap. She didn’t resist. I
had rolled a seven and went to heaven.

“I was wondering when you were going to make a
move,” she said, wallowing into me.

“I wasn’t sure you dug me like that,” I said.

“Oh, on the contrary. You give me a large charge,
daddy-o.”

She kissed me hard. I kissed back. For the next hour
it was all a torrid tornado of legs and arms and those soft
accessories that make a man crazy.

I guess the flowers worked.

 


 



Chapter 5

 


Even now in death with the incomplete expression on
her cold face, Vickie’s beauty was undeniable. My heart ached.

I mouthed her name under my breath, but the sound
came out from somewhere behind me.

“Vickie Hayes,” somebody whispered. “Holy shit,
isn’t she Eddie Hayes’ kid?”

I spun around and looked up to Rossi. He put his
finger to his lips before motioning me aside. He looked grave. He
gave me the skinny on Eddie Hayes.

Eddie Hayes was a hard-boiled ex-cop, praised and
admired by all, a cop who went by his own book. He cracked cases,
he cracked heads, he almost cracked up. Cops would get all doe-eyed
like star-struck bobby-soxers when telling tales of this urban
legend. He got bigger each time. At this rate, he was going to be
over ten feet tall by 1960. Even Rossi had a crush on him.

Eddie Hayes was a legend before my time. Tough as
nails…spent time in a POW camp in the Philippines during the war.
He was aces at hostage negotiation and left very few cases open
when he left. But when the daily grind began to grind him down, he
swapped out his shield for a PI ticket and did mostly private
security work, background checks and such.

Hayes’ swan song, so the story goes, was a bank
robbery gone sideways on Genesee Street. The perp—later linked to a
string of heists throughout the Upstate area—was almost all the way
through with a sizable withdrawal from Federal Savings and Loan
when a young teller hit the alarm. He panicked and shot her dead,
along with the security guard who had tried to intervene. The
hapless crook tried to barter with the lives of the eight remaining
employees and four customers. Hayes spent all of ten minutes on the
bullhorn with him before he marched in and coolly shot him twice in
the head—real cowboy stuff. The crook never got off a shot. Hayes
was a hero, but the brass thought he might be getting just a tad
too fast and loose. He went into private practice after that. It
was a mutually agreed upon “retirement.”

And now, his daughter lay dead before me where just
hours before she had been vibrant and alive in my arms. Nobody
needed to know that. Especially, Eddie Hayes. Keeping my mouth shut
made even more sense now.

“He’s still a pretty high-strung cat,” Rossi said.
“We have to handle this carefully. He’s gonna go crazy.”

I slipped in a roll of Kodachrome and popped off my
camera’s lens cap. I mounted the flash and the same wide-angle lens
I’d used last night and went through the motions of getting to
work. I felt sick. I was sweating and shaking, fumbling with my
gear. I didn’t want to let on that I knew her, at least until I
knew what was going on. Donovan didn’t need any help or excuse if
presented with the opportunity to complicate my life.

Had her blackmail scheme gone sour? Who was the man
in the pictures she’d told me about? Did he kill her? Where were
these pictures now? Why the hell did I forget my tie?

I moved around the room to capture the various
aspects and angles of the crime scene. I could still smell her
perfume. Donovan continued with the chin music.
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