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      If memory serves… each of my last two adventures began with a breakneck chase. That is with me, your humble narrator, racing after an idiotic miscreant who (my keen snooping informed me) diddled outside of the law and needed to be called to account. The first took place down a busy Chicago street then up a stinking alley, the second through a crowded hospital unit then down an unfortunately placed stairwell. Both chases ended when I, slightly the worse for wear, tackled the runner and ended up on top. Oh, the idyllic life of the private detective.

      The faithful readers among you know that’s what I do; I’m a gumshoe running scofflaws to ground. My name is Blake but what’s in a name? Who or what I am outside of my profession is up for debate. What’s not debatable is the fact that once I stick my nose in criminals suffer. I’ve even solved a murder or two. In those earlier adventures nabbing the perpetrators felt well worth the bruises I took home. But without pride, and to keep the record straight, I confess that’s all I took home. In neither case did I get paid. In the latter my client got himself murdered. In the former my client turned out to be the killer. Such, also, is the idyllic life of the private dick.

      Spring and summer of 1979 had been crap and prospects for the remainder of the year were bleak. Fall fell, winter would soon be breathing icily down my neck, and the bill collectors I’d neatly avoided for months were scratching at my office doors and windows like zombies in a horror film. My luck had never been all it might be and that year I’d been plenty busy without doing any business. Why all this blather? To offer two warnings; one, nothing in life ever changes, so get used to it, and two, the past is always prologue, so get ready for it.

      The tale I’m about to tell, sisters and brothers, set the week after Halloween of that same fateful year, could also begin with a chase. There was one, you bet your sweet– Well, there was a chase. I’d taken a case for peanuts. I’d detected a guilty scumbag and hunted him down. As I was about to spring he did a rabbit. I took chase, caught him, and pocketed my regrets as we rolled in the dirt. Finally, he cried, “Uncle!” Exciting stuff. But I’d be cheating to begin that way. The earlier chases had been instrumental to their cases. They mattered to those stories. Such is not the situation here. This chase – outside of the filthy condition in which it left me – had nothing to do with our adventure. So I’ll skip it.

      This story begins an hour after my flying tackle. After sworn officers carted the perp off to that gray place where, owing to his incivilities, a judge signed the guest book for him. Presumably. I don't know for certain. I was a cop but no more. Now the villains and I part company once they're in cuffs.

      No longer a cop. Just a broke and broken down private detective whose worn suit (with a new tear in the shoulder) was covered in fresh dirt, whose tired gumshoes were marred with fresh scuffs, who had a reddened left eye, a swollen right jaw, and an aching desire to call it a day. Little did I realize, tired as I was, I still had one more mistake to make that night. I stopped by my office on the way home.

      Drenched in sweat, aching like hell, I parked my Jag beside a wreck of an old Mustang and limped into my small office – where I was met by an equally small criminal. Don’t fear for me, readers. No jeopardy attached. It was only Willie Banks.

      Anytime I enter my office I’m likely to meet one of two objects, Lisa Solomon, my secretary, my rock and foundation, my schedule, my guts, my brains; or Willie Banks, my own ponderous personal millstone. This time it was Willie. Against my better judgment I asked him what was happening.

      “Nothing here,” Willie replied through his nose (he said everything through his nose). Then he added, “Oh, yeah, Blake, Lisa left you a message on your answering machine.”

      Of course, nothing in my world is that simple. When I checked there were no messages. Willie, it seemed, had done me a favor and taken them down. So where were they? His blank stare preceded a hap-hazard one-armed search of the desk top and his pockets.

      Oh hell. I’d better fill you in on Willie. Then, as he’ll have nothing further to do with this story, we can all forget the little rat. He was a low-grade criminal, a simpleton, and the son of an old lady I liked. She was a mortal enemy of my mother. I like any enemy of my mother. Willie had recently moved into the room above my office. We won’t go into that. If you’ve been with me from the start, sisters and brothers, you know Willie took a bullet in his left shoulder saving me that spring. (An act for which I will never forgive him; no one with sense wants to be in debt to Willie Banks.) His injured wing had almost heeled when, that summer, also in my company, he took a bullet in his right shoulder. For the record, the summer bullet was not my fault. He was not saving me when he caught it, he was merely in the way. But I’ll always feel guilty about the first injury. (And, damn it, I felt guilty about the second too.) So the little puke was under my roof, and under foot, and I had yet to find the cold heart to kick him to the curb. Meanwhile, he was helping. That evening he’d helped by erasing my messages. Now if he could only find his notes. He did, finally.

      Lisa’s message was short and far from sweet. 'Nod…' That’s my ridiculous first name. Only Lisa used it. But back to the note: 'Nod,' it read. 'I need you.' Then, via Willie’s frightening chicken scratch, she directed me to what would no doubt prove to be an 'ooh-la-la' residence on Chicago’s monied north side with an urgent, 'Please don’t fail me.'

      Fueled by Lisa's plea, and my anxiety, I made the Jag do its thing through The Loop and up Lake Shore Drive. A long half-hour later, I entered the beehive condo wherein, I thought, my secretary awaited rescue. No elevator but plenty of stairs offered another hint the night would never end. I gritted my teeth and started up. The ritzy lobby decor repeated itself on the second, third, and fourth floor landings causing me to doubt the residents and I would ever swap stories about hiding from bill collectors. I reached my destination, apartment 4A and, panting, put a dirty finger-tip to work on the bell. What happened as the door came open was almost too ridiculous for words.

      Southside Johnny and the Asbury Jukes sang I’m So Anxious somewhere inside while, immediately before me, a rattlesnake rose up to block the doorway.
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      Okay, that wasn't entirely true.

      Johnny and the Jukes were playing but the door wasn’t actually guarded by a rattler. Rather, the door greeter was a petite woman in a snake costume; skin tight leotard (gray with diamond-shaped scales of blue and gold) wearing a matching cowl with black marbles for eyes. Real or no, she was a sight. A second shock followed as she hissed revealing a forked tongue dancing between impressive fangs. Her eccentric performance ended with a chilling rattle. Balls!

      The snake woman swayed as if to mesmerize me, then raised an arm (invisible at first owing to her exotic coloring) and shook a plastic rattle in my face. “Happy Halloween, lover.”

      The spell was broken. I swallowed my surprise, recovered my composure, and tried to introduce myself. But the snake wasn’t listening. She’d abandoned me as quickly as she’d found me and had, instead, returned to refereeing a dispute behind her.

      A Zorro knock-off in a black mask and cape waved a threatening sword at a seven-foot-tall banana. “Wriggle your limp stem her way again, ya' yellow bastard,” Zorro said, “and I’ll turn ya' into a fruit salad sans nuts.”

      “Pull another weapon on me, you demented prick,” the banana replied, “and I’ll invite the authorities to drag your Mexican ass away!”

      This scene too would have been alarming had it not been so entertaining. It grew loonier still when an American Indian princess with round red cheeks, beneath feathered headband and mask, chunky from buckskins to moccasins, lumbered past shouting, “New Mexican! New Mexican!” No, my mistake. It wasn't the homely maiden doing the shouting but a papoose strapped to her back. Yes, an infant in a woven basket, yelling, “He’s not a Mexican, he’s a New Mexican!”

      Best guess? All were drunk, including the baby.

      Zorro and the banana glared at the squaw while shouting in concert for the papoose to shut up. The maiden passed. Zorro and the banana returned to arguing but this was cut short. Undulating, shaking her rattle again, the snake woman silenced the combatants with a stern, “Be good.” The banana, eager to please, about-faced his Chiquita sticker and headed for the bar. Zorro grinned in victory. The snake as quickly erased his grin by shooing him away.

      Swaying now to Rod Stewart’s Da Ya Think I’m Sexy? the snake returned her attention to me. “Look at you!” She stroked my lapel and, as if the night hadn’t battered me enough, mistook my overworked work suit for a costume. “Look everybody, a homeless man.”

      The room didn’t appear to care so I took the intended flattery without flinching.

      “You’re a beautiful mess,” the snake lady went on, “but you’re breaking the rules. It’s a masquerade. Everybody needs a mask.” She supplied a black burglar’s mask from a box on a table then barred my way, all five-foot, one hundred pounds of her, until I tied it on.

      “I’m looking for Lisa Solomon,” I told her.

      She undulated a shrug. “How is your Lisa costumed?”

      “I couldn’t tell you.”

      “Then you’ll have to dumpster dive, lover. Ferret her out. But no peeking. The unmasking comes at the witching hour.”

      With Rod the Mod’s sexiness undecided, Van Halen took over to bluntly inform the gathered, You’re No Good. The altered beat seemed not to matter to the snake girl. Her sway unchanged, she rattled me past her into a room blurred by sound, movement, and color; a sea of revelers in fancy dress. I could think of nothing I wanted to do less than dive in. But Lisa’s message remained. I couldn’t fail her.

      The room was big enough, the crowd expansive enough, finding Lisa looked hopeless. Just the way I liked my challenges. Exhausted, aching, and filthy, I moved among the masked throng; a vampire, a zombie, a devil (too dumpy, surely, to be The Devil), a male Indian (this one from India, in turban and Nehru jacket), and a scarecrow shedding his straw like dandruff. With all the stuffing I'd lost that evening, he had my complete sympathy. There was an old gal in cowboy boots, a floor-length tanned skirt, and leather gauntlets, with a kerchief round her neck, that shouted wild west save for a ten-gallon hat decorated with a jewel-encrusted gold crown as a hat band. Calling Dr. Freud! This Queen of the West was bending the ear of a young red-faced chef who appeared not to be listening.

      A gray cloud surrounded what looked to be the condo’s Smokers’ Corner. A grizzled and bearded prospector leaned against the wall glumly smoking a pipe. At a tiny table, Raggedy Ann and Andy huddled together casually puffing away on ciggies. Opposite them, seated alone, a hideous hunchback hunched (how else?) over the heaped community ash tray, nervously chain-smoking. Something about him caught my attention. I couldn’t tell what, just something…

      A disc jockey bantered, keeping the party vibe alive, between selections. With each new song the dancing took off again. But I didn’t feel like partying. I saw no hints of Lisa and was beginning to lose patience. The situation worsened with reruns. The stout Indian maiden reappeared, the papoose on her back still shouting insults. The banana reared his stem again, tipsier now and more aggressive, this time arguing with a veiled dancer. (Make that thankfully veiled as her exotic garb could not hide the fact she was built like a Bears’ fullback.) I didn’t get this fight any more than I’d understood his go-round with Zorro but, clearly, the yellow fellow hadn’t come to make friends. Having crossed the room and come up empty, I turned, and returned on the opposite angle. This time with success.

      I found Lisa – and realized I’d been an idiot. A blind child could have spotted my secretary without a cane. Tall, thin, lovely as a swan, awkward as a stork, Lisa stood at the buffet costumed as Sherlock Holmes. Of course! More than anything Lisa wanted to be a detective. Why wouldn’t she get herself up as the greatest detective of all time? She wore it all; a checked deer-stalker tugged down to her mask (over which she wore her own round glasses) and a matching Inverness cape, with a magnifying glass protruding from her pocket. In the never-ending battle to prevent her tape worm’s starvation, she needed both fists to eat. After breathing, eating and detecting battled constantly for second place in Lisa’s life. How she stayed thin was a mystery even Sherlock Holmes couldn’t solve.

      Lisa spotted me, shouted, “Nod!” (spraying appetizer) and stepped my way. In the same graceless maneuver she tripped over a helmeted knight and tackled a startled ballerina in her fall. I fought the crowd, righted the knight, and lifted the dancer to her toes (offering her an apology I didn’t owe). I helped Clumsy back to her feet while the knight and ballerina hurried out of harm’s way.

      “You heard my message,” Lisa said, as if none of what had just happened had just happened.

      “I got your message. The slug heard it, erased it, then passed on his version.”

      Lisa nodded. “Not to change the subject but… Is it me or do you look like road-kill?”

      “Thanks for noticing. I’m in line for Best Costume as a Homeless Man.”

      “You’ve got my vote. Really, what happened? Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. I fell tying up the Rhodenbarr burglary. It’s ready to bill. But you can’t bill it because you’re here. Why? Why did you need me urgently? Why am I at a Halloween party being insulted by strangers when I could be elsewhere being insulted by friends and family?”

      “You haven’t any friends. Your mother is your only family and she doesn’t even–”

      “I know what my mother doesn’t even. Focus, Lisa. What is your emergency?”

      She hesitated, too long for my good, then replied, “A friend of mine needs a detective.”

      “At a costume party?”

      “The party has nothing to do with it.” Lisa shoved an hors d’oeuvre in her mouth then talked around it. “Paula called and the two of us agreed there was no reason to put it off; her party would work as a meeting place since nobody here would look twice at you. Or wouldn’t have if you’d come dressed for the start of a case instead of the usual end.” Lisa looked the hall over. “Paula’s somewhere. She–”

      “Lisa, stop talking. And stop eating. Listen, will you? I’ll consider your wardrobe critique. But before I meet your friend, I would like to hear exactly what it is you’re getting me into. That way, if I don’t like it, I don’t have to hurt your friend’s feelings by refusing it.”

      “Then I would have to hurt her feelings.”

      “Exactly. Now, before I take another step, and before you take another bite, explain.”

      “Like I said, a friend needs a talented detective.”

      I held up a hand. “I’m tired. I’m sore. Skip the butter.”

      “Okay. Our hostess, Paula Begley, recently bought an amusement park. Well, her grandfather, Nathaniel, bought an amusement park. He’s pretty well-healed.”

      “You would have to be to buy an amusement park.”

      “Yes. He owns these digs.” Lisa waved her spoon, forgetting it was loaded with potato salad. Luckily her instincts kicked in and she saved us. “Anyway,” she continued, again with her mouth full, “Mr Begley, Nathaniel, bought this theme park–”

      “I thought it was an amusement park?”

      “Well, it is. But it’s got a theme.”

      “What?”

      “What what?”

      “God in Heaven. What is the theme park’s theme?”

      “Oh. The West. The Wild West; cowboys, Indians, western American life in the last century.”

      “Located where?”

      “Near a town called Jackson, population 300, in the middle of the corn fields of the western suburbs. Begley’s Wild West Town with rides and entertainment for the little buckaroos, western activities for the teens, shops and a steak house for the adults. And, for one and all, a shoot out between the town sheriff and the black-hatted desperadoes.”

      “Why have I never heard of this place?”

      “Probably because nobody’s ever been murdered there.”

      “Probably,” I agreed. “Go on.”

      “Nathaniel bought it and Paula, his granddaughter, my friend, manages it. And, though the park has been successful, they’ve had a bad time recently.” I waited while she swallowed. It took a minute because she took another bite and swallowed that too. “They’re nearing the end of their first season; the park closes in winter. They wound up their Halloween extravaganza and are returning to their routine attractions to finish the year.”

      “Lisa! Is there a conjunction anywhere in the future leading to a sentence featuring a point about which I might care?”

      “But,” Lisa said. “But…” I offered a grateful (hopeful) nod to encourage her. “But something is trying to ruin it for them.”

      My hopes were dashed. “Clear as mud. What do you mean something? Trying to ruin what?”

      “The park. For over a week, all over the park, there have been incidents… vandalism.”

      “That’s what you needed me urgently for? Vandalism on a dude ranch?”

      “It isn’t a dude ranch, it’s a western themed amusement park.”

      “What sort of vandalism?”

      “All sorts. Damage to property. Tampering with… mechanical things. Danger to people in the park.”

      I couldn’t help but frown. “It all sounds a little vague.”

      “You’re judging without any details. I think Paula has a serious problem. She wouldn’t have called me if she didn’t.”

      “Has she done any investigation on her own? Considered disgruntled guests or employees? Has she called the police? Does a town of 300 have police? Has she called the sheriff? Is she insured? Does her insurance company have an investigator?”

      “You’re making my head hurt!”

      “Welcome to my world.”

      “They just bought the place, Nod. They don’t want the police stomping around. As for insurance… They’re trying to keep the park open not get it shut down. They can’t know what’s in the nooks and crannies and don’t need an insurance investigator finding out first. Someone is trying to hurt their business and damage their reputation.”

      “Who? Why?”

      “I don’t know. She doesn’t know. That’s why we need you!”

      Neither her glasses nor that silly mask could contain Lisa’s big brown eyes. Her story did not impress me but her eyes always did. I sighed a ton. “You realize, don’t you, if this Paula were not a friend of yours this would be a non-starter?”

      “Yes. I realize that.”

      “Wait. Damage their reputation? How? There’s more to this than you’re saying.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “I’m not. I’m trying to translate Lisa-ese. What you’ve laid out is light weight. I’ve memorized the vandalism. Now tell me the part you don’t want to tell.”

      Lisa looked frustrated. Lisa looked trapped. She looked like she was going to be forced to pry the lid off whatever she was sitting on. She didn’t get the chance. We were interrupted – by a scream from the rear of the apartment.
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      When I say we were interrupted by a scream, I mean it. A scream that raised the roof and my hackles. A scream so blood-curdling Lisa put down her plate. A scream that froze the occupants of 4A then, once their hearts returned to beating, sent them running. Partying revelers instantly reduced to little more than silly costumes racing in confused circles, away in panic or, a select few, to the back of the condo with a curiosity demanding satisfaction. Lisa and I, I’m sorry to say, were among the latter.

      En route, I got glimpses.

      The knight and ballerina, trampled earlier, tempted fate again as they ran with us in the direction of… Well, of the scream. The hunchback (no longer smoking) and the snake lady (no longer undulating) hustled the opposite direction wanting no part of the ruckus. A white-faced clown ran toward the turmoil, a white-hatted chef ran away. Yes, the same chef seen earlier, without his cowgirl queen but still wearing his frown. Lisa and I, and a small blond outrider in green coveralls and a straw hat, passed the Indian princess and her loud-mouthed papoose (now shouting, “Oh, my God! Oh, my God!”) and pushed through sliding glass doors.

      Outside we joined a tiny gathering, gawking over the balcony rail. We gawked too and the night grew even more ridiculous. The inebriated banana, who’d fenced with Zorro, who’d growled at the veiled dancer, who’d been in line for both Best Costume and Worst Temper, had somehow done a header off the balcony. He lay crushed on the grass four-stories below.

      “Stay here,” I told Lisa. “Call an ambulance.”

      “You think he’s still–”

      “No. He isn’t. Call them anyway. And the police.” I switch-backed down the stairs. Several masked guests followed apace but, once they reached the yard, slowed, stopped, and rubber-necked from a distance. Too nosy, I continued on to the slightly twisted supine body. I’m no Marcus Welby but I’d seen plenty of corpses over the years and he was a fine example. Still, I wanted a closer look.

      But I did not want to touch the body. Don't misunderstand. I wasn't concerned about evidence. That was the cops' lookout. Nor was I afraid of death. I’d long ago come to terms with death as the only exit from this game we all played. My worry was personal and selfish. I was afraid of what might happen to me. To know me, is to know how much I didn’t want to touch the body. But, to really know me, is to know I touched the body all the same. I need to know things. Who was this guy? How did he get there? That it was none of my business posed no barrier. Not minding my own business is my business. So I steeled myself, took the man by what (beneath the vinyl costume) should have been a shoulder…

      Before you ask, Yes. As feared, I immediately regretted touching the body. I was thunderstruck.

      I’ll pause to bring the unfamiliar up to date on my… condition. The entire Blake-loving world knows I’m nothing special. I was an average cop, honest and broke, in foot pursuit one night, when an armed thug slipped behind me in the dark and used my back for target practice. The bullet deflated both my lung and my desire to serve and protect. Surgery saved my life; a chest tube prevented my drowning in my own blood until the lung was repaired and re-inflated. I recovered my strength. My sense of civic duty did not survive. Don’t get it twisted, I had neither become a human hater nor was I afraid to hit the streets again. But I was determined I'd fought my last gun fight by city rules for city money. I would make up my own rules and select who I would or would not risk my neck to help. I traded the public shield for a private license. Best thing I ever did.

      But I’m nothing special, or wasn’t, until one day last spring when I took a hard fall on my head. The resulting injury changed my brain. Physically? Chemically? Psychologically? Don’t know. All I know is my cranium got an out-of-this-world kink. There's no sense hemming and hawing. I’ll just tell it as succinctly as I can and you can believe it or not. Since my injury I get visitations from the dead. I know, like I said believe it or don’t. I’m neither selling insurance nor starting a religion. I don't need to convince you.

      For those still with me, I’ll go on. The dead appear to me in psychic flashes. I know. Coo-coo. I won’t argue, you might be right. Those that were murdered visit me as if in a movie projected in my head. They relive (if that’s the word?) their violent deaths before me in a dizzying loop. Sometimes they speak to me. Some of these have even asked for my help catching their killers. Gonzo, yeah? It gets worse. Sometimes I experience their deaths myself. On those occasions, I psychically take the victim’s place. I find myself at the scenes of their demise, I suffer their pains, and meet their ends. If I’m lying I’m dying. Except I’m telling the truth and I’m dying. Since my injury I have been drowned, shot, hung, bludgeoned, strangled, had my throat slit, been burned to a crisp in a plane crash… You get the picture. Or you don’t. It all takes place in my head. After these flashes, I return to my former self, sweating, panting, rumpled from whatever rolling around I’d done in the throes, but whole and (outside of the memory) relatively unharmed. As long as I don’t contemplate the damage these excursions are doing to my mental health.

      I have yet to establish what sets these hallucinations off. I’ve stumbled upon numerous triggers, crime scenes, scents, et cetera; touching the victim has more than once proven an excellent avenue to that dizzying effect. But not always. How do you find the best route for a trip you don’t want to take. Lisa collectively calls these experiences my head thing. I refer to any single event as being thunderstruck. But naming it hasn't helped at all in understanding it. Anyway, that's the condensed version and now you know why I hesitated in rolling the crumpled banana. But roll that poor bastard I did.

      And WHAM… Instant regret.

      The movie started in the usual way for me, pain and lots of it; behind my eyes, into my tortured brain, then shooting down my neck. Pain, and alternating darkness and blinding flashes of colored light. A beat and the colors ebbed, my vision returned, and I had a front row seat to the victim’s recent past – ready or not to watch him die again.

      I was on the balcony with the man in the banana costume standing before me staring over the tree tops at the Chicago skyline. He turned my direction and smiled. (Not at me. He didn’t appear to see me.) In quick succession came two sounds, a metallic snick followed by a click; from his reaction I knew he’d heard it too. Something glinted in the amber porch light. His smile vanished. Through the eye holes in his yellow mask I saw panic. He turned as if to flee but found his escape blocked by the balcony rail (and the doozy of a first step beyond). Then came a flurry as a new figure, its costume unrecognizable from my position, rushed the man at the rail. The banana gave a grunt and a painful escape of air. A second flash, as the glinting object recoiled wearing a coat of blood. A knife? Yes. The banana had been stabbed in the back. The stabber moved, with his victim helpless and off balance, to give a shove. Over the railing and off the balcony the banana toppled and passed from sight. Someone screamed. (The scream Lisa and I heard from the buffet?) The banana landed, with a dull snap, on his back looking without seeing over his shoulder. The movie in my head faded to black.

      I returned to reality, gasping for breath, sucking air to keep from puking, disoriented but aware enough to know the banana had been helped over the threshold. He’d been stabbed and pushed to his death. I knew how the victim had left this world but I remained ignorant as to who he was while he was here or who had seen him off. Damn my need to know. Nervous, fearing another painful hallucination, but determined to learn whatever I could… I touched the body again.

      This time, thank God, nothing happened. I patted him down hoping for information. It was a waste of time. The costume had no more pockets than a real banana. But my vision had been accurate. A stain of blood marred his yellow get-up. He'd been stabbed exactly as I’d seen it.

      With no more to learn I backed away from the flattened fruit. Just in time. The first harness bulls, strapping young patrol cops both, strangers both, arrived. As the witness closest to the body they had questions for me. Imagine their disappointment when I had no answers.

      Firefighter paramedics arrived twelve steps behind the cops. Their trained eyes quickly assessed their patient was no such thing. It was merely a cooling piece of meat with no treatment or touching needed on their part. They radioed for the coroner then, unable to help and legally unable to leave, stood at parade rest to wait.

      More cops arrived, including a supervisor. He ordered his people to fan out. They blocked the exits, rounded up the guests, took names and, I’m sure, began asking questions. Then the super had a go at me. Again, I had nothing. Unlike the patrol boys, he’d brought his temper along. “I’m not asking for my health,” he informed me. “I’ll drop the full weight of the law on you.”

      Badly frightened, I yawned. More questions got more nothing. Disgusted, insulting my lineage, he pulled up his plow and went in search of greener pastures. I took no pride in holding out on the law. I had no choice. Again, with an ease that defied description, in what was becoming a nasty habit, my lovely secretary had shoved me headfirst into a puddle of murder. What was I going to do, tell the whole tale and sick them on her?

      Until then the night had been jokes and fun. But, as he slumped off, I heard the supervisor call for the Homicide dicks. The fun, I knew, was about to end. I said a little prayer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

        

      

    

    
      You won’t be surprised to learn my prayer went unanswered.

      What, you’re wondering, had a religious drop-out such as myself prayed for? Simply, for the arrival of real detectives still in possession of an ounce of humanity. But those guys, if they existed, must have been busy because Chicago Homicide sent the worst human on earth instead.

      The moment Lieutenant Frank Wenders lumbered in an amazing physiological change overtook the Begley backyard; the collective IQ plummeted while, in the same instant, the cholesterol level hit the stratosphere. And it will come as no surprise the evening’s already bleak outlook grew bleaker still when that fat s.o.b. laid eyes on me. Wenders’ brow furled and his doughy face went red. I should mention, for detail hounds, the Lieutenant’s junior partner, Detective David Mason, was there as well. He peeked out of Wenders’ hip pocket wearing his usual blank expression. With no reason to believe Mason had developed independent thought or objectivity, I wasn't fooled. He was merely showing his ignorance. Wenders ordered his junior upstairs to relieve the bulls questioning the party rabble, adding that he would deal with the wise-ass private eye himself. Sadly, Wenders never dealt with a full deck.

      The expected tongue lashing commenced. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Just passing by, Frank.”

      “Uh huh.” He jerked his head at the body. “Who’s cousin is he? And how’d he go boom?”

      “I can’t help. If someone saw him fall…” I shrugged.

      Wenders took in a bushel of air, bent his massive middle, and rolled the corpse. “What the hell?” I couldn’t help but look. The red stain on the yellow costume had grown. “Is this a strawberry banana? Or is that blood?” Wenders didn’t wait for an answer. “He’s been stabbed.”

      “It appears so,” I put in helpfully. “Good thing Homicide is here.”

      Wenders rose, took a minute to catch his breath, then boomed, “Absolutely the wrong time to be funny, Blake. Why are you here standing over a dead guy?” He eyeballed me sideways. “Was stabbing him your boredom killing activity for the evening? Or are you snooping?”

      “I’m not working. This has nothing to do with me. Lisa called me to pick her up at a friend’s party. That’s all there is to my presence.”

      “Uh huh. Call me Thomas, cause I doubt it. You ain’t no social butterfly and your ditsy secretary has her own car. Besides,” he pointed at the banana, “you’re ignoring that. So try again. Who’s the fruit and why are you in his company?”

      “I don’t know him or the circumstances that delivered him here. My presence is pure coincidence.”

      “Yeah. You’re the text book definition of purity, you are. Who is your client?”

      “You’re always slow, Frank, but tonight you’re setting a record. I don’t have a client. I’m not working. I’m here to pick Lisa up.” Wenders made a noise, part disgust, part juicy throat clearing. (Do yourself a favor, don’t imagine it.) “What’s so hard to believe?” I asked.

      “All of it,” he growled. “You’re a born liar. When I find you loitering around a body my sphincter makes a fist.”

      I did myself a favor and didn’t picture that. “Frank, among the many aspects of police work at which you suck, one of the worst is your complete lack of instinct as to whether or not a–”

      “Suspect?”

      “Let’s say, person of interest. Whether or not a person of interest is telling the truth. The fact that I have lied to you in the past, and look forward to lying to you in the future, does not necessarily mean I’m lying now. Before you retire you really should hone that instinct, just to say you did.”

      “So we agree you’re a suspect?”

      “You were never much of a listener either.”

      I’ll stop the vaudeville there, sisters and brothers, as the rest of the interview was more of the same. Wenders continued to demand the victim’s identity, I continued to deny knowing it. He continued to demand my client’s name, I continued to deny having one. “I repeat, I was dropping Lisa off.”

      “Right there. You god-dammed liar!”

      Oops. Owing to the evening and my own exhaustion, I had, if you’ll pardon the irony, slipped on a banana peel. To extend the food metaphor, calling me a liar was Wenders’ daily bread and butter but actually catching me in a lie was gravy to the fat bastard.

      “A minute ago you were here to pick Lisa up. Now you’re dropping her off. Which was it? Were you collecting the dizzy broad or getting rid of her?” The large lieutenant must have had a hot date with a pork chop because, again, he didn’t wait for an answer. “Who are you working for? Who’s your client?” He jostled the banana with his boot giving me another look. For all the good it did. The face remained hidden behind makeup and mask. “Who is he? How’d he get dead? What the hell is going on around here?”

      “I don’t know him. I have no client. And, frankly, it would be none of your business if I did. I am not here in any professional capacity. I deny having knowledge that would assist your investigation. I am merely Lisa’s taxi. When the commotion came, we were among the first to look over the railing and I was the first to reach the body.”

      “Yeah. Speaking of your secretary.”

      Wenders barked at a patrolman and had Lisa brought down. After telling me to stand pat, and to keep my yap shut, he met her by the stairs and belched the same questions at her. Who was the dead guy? Who was our client? What were we doing there? Lisa, being Lisa, took it like a trooper. She told the Lieutenant I was there to drop her off, or pick her up, I don’t remember which. After my fumble both were wrong. Wenders pretended it mattered. “You two need to get it straight. Coming or going?”

      “Both,” I offered helpfully.

      “I told you to keep quiet.”

      “Sorry, I lost my head.”

      “What about your head, Blake?” Wenders demanded, coming back. “What about that thing you got? Can’t the dead guy tell you who he is? Who killed him?”

      “That isn’t reasonable, Frank. Not even from you. What goes on inside a private citizen’s head is not within the purview of the police department; not when I worked there and not now.”

      “Well, Not-a-cop-anymore, do you remember the term material witness? How would you and Always-hungry,” he jerked a thumb at Lisa, “like a trip to the slammer?”

      “Unless you intend to arrest every masquerader at the ball, you’ll have one sweet time holding us. I assume you’ve heard the term Writ of Habeas Corpus? I’ve got a lawyer and he knows a judge.”

      “Both of you,” Wenders grunted, “find a couple of toadstools and sit.”

      My secretary and I cooled our heels while Wenders pretended to investigate a murder. He spoke with his people, moved the forensic folks around like checkers (he was too dumb for chess), and conferred with Mason and the boys in blue on what the other guests saw, said, and did. He even managed, no doubt by luck, to identify the victim. He was an employee of Paula’s park named Dick Bell (as if being killed in a banana suit wasn’t ignominious enough).

      Finally, with their personal information noted, the masqueraders were allowed to leave. Then, and only then, with nothing more to ask that either Lisa or I would answer, and out of bluster, Wenders warned the two of us to “Stay the hell out of my investigation” and let us go.

      Lisa gathered her things and we left the apartment together without my ever having met her friend; the amusement park manager with a vandalism problem. Oh, well. Out front, we pretended to leave together as well. But, of course, we couldn’t. I hadn’t dropped Lisa off and wasn’t there to pick her up. I gave her a ride to the electric green skateboard she called a car which, thankfully, she’d parked several blocks away. A perfect end to a perfect day.
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      If the previous night’s events (a new tear in my suit, a new tongue lashing from Frank Wenders and, yes, a new murder right under my nose) hadn’t been proof enough the universe hated me, morning erased all doubts. The sun cut my Venetian blinds to ribbons. My water heater crapped out and the shower pelted me with ice. The pimple-faced barista at my local coffee house heard “hot and black” as ‘boiling and bitter’ and acted on it. I sank into my desk chair hoping for a new day. Then Lisa poked her head around the door to assure me it was still yesterday.

      Did I mention? The morning edition of the World’s Greatest Newspaper (by their own admission) featured a one inch snippet, buried in the police blotter, on the masquerade murder. It contained one item of new information. I already said Wenders had identified the victim. Turns out, busy as he had been huffing and puffing at me and Lisa, he’d actually misidentified the victim. Okay, it wasn’t really his fault. In life, the corpse had been a professional actor and cast member in one of the western-themed amusement park’s shows. Like many actors his stage name differed from his true name. None of the guests had been privy to that difference but, give the devil his due, Wenders somehow lumbered into the truth. (Proving even a blind hog finds an acorn now and again.) Dick Bell (American actor) was really Ryszarda Belski (Polish-born corpse). I gulped my bitter brew delighted I was out of it with no need to care.

      But I digress. Lisa poked her head into my office.

      I wasn’t ready for Lisa’s head. More pointedly, I wasn’t ready for Lisa’s mouth. But there it was in my office, talking, and the morning got worse. “Paula Begley is here.” As is often the case when my secretary talks, I failed to comprehend. Lisa prompted, “My friend, Paula. The amusement park manager you met last night.”

      I nodded, then shook my head. “We didn’t meet. I never saw her. We didn’t get that far.”

      “Yes, you did. She was the one you told to call the police.”

      “I told you to call the police.”

      “She was beside me, in overalls, Mr. Green jeans' wife. You told me and I delegated. She called the police.”

      “I stand corrected. But no more interested. What does she want?”

      “The same thing she wanted last night. Only more so.”

      “Didn’t last night alter her problem? It’s on Wenders’ plate now. Nature provided him with all the tools to chew on it.”

      Lisa poked her glasses up and turned her volume down. “What does Frank Wenders’ homicide in Chicago have to do with Paula’s vandalism in the suburbs? You can’t know there’s a connection until you look into the vandalism?”

      She had a point. But not one I intended to concede. “It’s reasonable to assume they’re connected.”

      “How,” Lisa asked, closing the door, “can you make assumptions? You haven’t heard her problem?”

      “You told me her problem.”

      “Since when do you take my word for anything?” God, it was too early for Lisa’s loopy logic. “I really think–”

      “Don’t think. And don’t talk. Just show her in.”

      “Paula had a tough night and a bad morning.”

      “She’s not the Lone Ranger.”

      “Be nice to her.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You bait people,” she said. “You annoy them on purpose to see how they’ll react. When you do it here, at the start of a case, you do it to see if they’re worthy of being your client.”

      “That’s ridiculous. The only requirement for a worthy client is a bank account.”

      “You know what I mean. Be nice.”

      “You could always take her down the street to your detective agency. Oh, wait, you’re not a detective. Show her in.”

      Lisa called our potential client in and I took my first real look at Paula Begley. Thin, blond, late twenties, probably cute but (with red sleep-deprived eyes sporting luggage) not now. She’d obviously spent the night awake, likely in the company of an assistant District Attorney, or a gaggle of homicide dicks or, heaven help her, with Lieutenant Wenders himself (in which case she was not only sleep-deprived but oxygen-starved as well). “Mr. Blake?”

      “Good morning,” I lied. I indicated the comfy but dreadful chair across the desk.

      As she sat, she said, “I’m sorry we didn’t get to meet last night.”

      I smiled. Then I turned the smile on Lisa because I like being right. “I won’t hold it against you. I imagine the police kept you up?”

      “They did. I’ve never answered so many questions. And the same questions, over and over.” She stared, helplessly. “Did you want to ask about the murder too?”

      “I do not. That’s the first thing I want to get straight between us. The Chicago police are investigating your employee’s murder and have made it clear they want no help from me. They’ll get none. But that begs the question, Why are you here? You have certainly told the police about the trouble at your park and they will as certainly investigate for any connections to the victim or your party guests.”

      “That’s just it,” Miss Begley replied. “They won’t. I tried to tell that… that… Detective…”

      I felt her pain. Many have struggled for words to describe Frank Wenders. I’ve settled on a good many myself but try not to use them in mixed company.

      “I tried to tell Detective Wenders about the park. He couldn’t have been less interested. He said, ‘Lady, I got a murder here,’ and went right back to repeating his questions. He has no intention of looking into my… vandalism.”

      Big surprise. With neither vision nor imagination, Wenders was as thick above the shoulders as he was below. That said, Miss Begley’s hesitation before ‘vandalism’ had not escaped me. Neither had the look that passed between the park manager and my secretary. I’m skeptical anytime Lisa shares a look with anybody. Something was up.

      But Miss Begley moved on. “What if there really is no connection between the events in my Wild West Town and last night? That means I now have two problems – and the police are only interested in one. Will you help me?”

      I studied the ladies in my office; two more perfect pictures of desperation I could not imagine. “Tell me, Miss Begley–”

      “Paula, please.”

      “Tell me, Paula, about your trouble. You have a vandal in the park?”

      “Y-es.” Danged if she didn’t hesitate again. “Yes. But it’s worse than that.”

      Lisa piped in. “It’s not just a vandal.”

      As I suspected. As I saw a minute earlier. As I damn-well knew the previous night, even as Lisa stuffed her gob from the buffet, she was holding something back. There was more to tell. “What is it?”

      Paula, her face a mask of doom, looked to Lisa. My secretary pinched her lips and nodded silent encouragement. Paula took a deep breath, then declared, “This is going to sound crazy.”

      “Ladies…” I said with a sigh.

      They blurted it out together; unrehearsed, unintended, but marvelously in unison; Paula in surrender, Lisa in support, both in near hysterics, “The park is haunted!”

      I smiled. “And Frank Wenders doubted you?”

      “She didn’t tell Wenders,” Lisa said. “He couldn’t wrap his head around vandalism. How would he have handled a haunting?”

      “How,” I asked, “am I supposed to handle a haunting?”

      “Investigate it!” the Double mint Twins replied.

      You may be surprised, faithful readers, to learn I stayed cool. Despite my fiercely negative thoughts I kept my composure. Those of you who know me well know I’ve been tempered by some inexplicable fires in my life. Remembering that, I replied, “Go ahead. I’m listening.”

      “For over a week,” Paula said, “my park has been subjected to inexplicable occurrences, outrageous incidents, you might say supernatural events, resulting in vandalism.”

      “I can't discount the supernatural,” I admitted. “Still it would take a lot to make me say that.”

      “A lot has happened.”

      “I’m sitting down and I’ve got coffee. Give me a for instance.”

      “All right. It started with eerie and unexplained music coming from the museum.”

      “Museum?”

      “We have a history museum in our main building. Primarily the old west, but featuring all manner of Americana, including the world’s largest collection of Victrola phonographs. That’s where the trouble started. One night every machine in the collection started playing on its own, without being wound, music not on their turn tables.”

      “What night was this? Can you remember?”

      “I’ll never forget. The second night of the Scare-a-Thon, our park-wide Halloween celebration, nine nights ago. It scared the life out of me. I shut the display machine off and they all went silent. But that didn’t end the music.”

      “You lost me. The song was still playing?”

      “No. No sooner did the Victrola music end than it was overtaken by a different music. Music I should not have heard. Distantly, faintly, but powerfully, I heard drums from the Indian village.”

      “The Indian village?”

      Paula nodded, wide-eyed. “A separate attraction on the far north end of the park; what grandpa calls the back forty. We feature drummers there – local American Indians – in daylight. But drums at that time of night made no more sense than the music from the Victrola machines. There was no one in the park. There would have been nobody at the village; certainly nobody drumming.”

      “Did you investigate?”

      “No! I was too scared. I wasn’t going out there by myself. Besides, after several minutes the drums stopped. The Victrola music alarmed me. The drums freaked me out. When both stopped I realized how frightening silence could be. But the silence didn’t last. Every act of vandalism in the park since, and there have been many, has been preceded or followed by unexplained music from the museum or ghostly drums from the Indian village. Blake, I’m at my wit’s end.”
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      When Yukon King, Sergeant Preston’s faithful sled dog, pooped on his spit-shined boot, the intrepid Mountie asked, “What am I supposed to do with that?” So it was with me. I looked from Paula to Lisa and back again, wondering, ‘A haunted amusement park? What am I supposed to do with that?’ With no answer at hand, I said the only thing that occurred. “You don’t need me, Paula. You need… that dog, and the gang, and their mystery van.” Admittedly my humor in the face of adversity would have had more bite had I a better handle on Saturday morning cartoons. I’d never been much for cartoons; I was always more for escaping the house.

      It didn’t matter. Paula got it and batted it away. “I’m entirely serious, Mr. Blake.”

      I was afraid of that. “All right, let’s skip the spooky music for the moment. What came next?”

      “It’s hard to remember the order. Strange happenings followed in shops all around the park; food stuffs, clothing, souvenirs flying off the shelves.”

      “I take it you don’t mean sales were up?”

      “I mean items were physically moving by themselves,” Paula insisted. “Rising into the air. Flying across the room. Untouched, rocks pitched back and forth about our Rock Shop by themselves. They cracked the front window. Bottles shook in place and shattered in the Round-Up Saloon while the lights flickered off and on. Our Photography shop was ransacked. Pictures ruined, costumes scattered. Our photographer was so frightened he took his equipment and left.”

      “The shop?”

      “The park. He ran out and never looked back. What happened in the Sweet Shoppe… you wouldn’t believe. You’ll have to see for yourself. That is, if you’ll come. Each happening followed by drum music from the village or Victrola music from the museum.”

      “It sounds as if you have a malicious prankster.”

      “I don’t know who – or what – we have, but these pranks are getting out of hand. They’ve gotten dangerous. Our train went crazy… We have a small-scale replica of an old steam engine to ride guests around the park. On its own the train took off on the conductor; racing around the track. It was all he could do to get it back under control. Luckily, we’d yet to open. He was merely checking the train and tracks. Had the passenger cars been loaded…”

      “Mechanical malfunctions happen.”

      “The train was checked. The engine is sound. There was no identifiable malfunction. Just as there was no reason for a fire in our movie theater.”

      “You have a theater?”

      “In the museum, thirty-two seats, an antique projector, and a genuine silver screen upon which we show old movies.”

      “It caught fire?”

      “Ye-es,” she stuttered. She gave it thought then tried again with fervor. “Yes! Our guests escaped unharmed but certainly not unscathed. You see, there was something else. As grandpa shut the projector down there was a voice, two customers heard it…”

      “Who spoke?”

      “'What spoke?' would be a better question. It was a voice from nowhere or everywhere. What’s the word? Disembodied? A disembodied voice echoing in the theater.”

      “That said?”

      “Get out!”

      “Get out!” Lisa repeated. “What do you think of that?”

      I frowned. Truth was, I hadn’t thought much at first but, now, I didn't know. Musical pranks and monkeying with the trinket inventory were one thing. But sabotage and arson were crimes in need of investigation. But was there a criminal? Or had some idiot merely allowed his screwing around to get out of hand? Were small happenings, unfortunately timed during their celebrated spook week, being misinterpreted? Could each be explained? The situation probably needed looking into but was I the guy for the job? Regardless, I didn’t like Lisa pushing. I twisted my frown into a smile (and aimed it at her with meaning). If wishes were horses beggars would ride through wild west towns. Lisa ignored my subtle hint. “Tell him the rest, Paula,” she urged. “The latest.”

      The park manager obliged. “One of the gunfight actors, the show’s director, was nearly killed during a live performance.”

      “Someone mishandling firearms?” I asked, unable to hide my distaste.

      “No,” Paula said, then looked a question at Lisa.

      “Blake doesn’t like guns. For good reason.”

      “I’m not the subject here,” I said, interrupting. “What happened at your gunfight?”

      “The stage manager said a timed explosion went off too early. Ben Taylor was injured and could have been killed. Floyd, that’s the stage manager, said whatever happened should not have happened the way it happened; it defied explanation.”

      “Unless,” I asked, “the explanation is… ghosts?”

      “I don’t know. I want to know before our park goes out of business or someone is killed.”

      Paula’s sentence hung in space as each of us recalled someone from her park had been killed – the previous night.

      “You’ve called the law?”

      “No. Grandpa doesn’t like kerfuffle. I wanted to call in the sheriff, after the stunt show mishap, but the actor and the show’s director argued against it. They saw no proof of deliberate foul play.”

      “If they thought it an accident, why dispute that?”

      “They have a show to keep running. I agree, in principle, but I have a park to manage. This dangerous vandalism, these incidents, cause unknown, vandal unknown, are unacceptable.”

      “The park isn’t by chance built on an old Indian burial ground, is it?”

      Paula gave me the O face. No, not that one. The O face denoting confusion. “It’s built on a played out lead mine of no material value.”

      Coming to Paula’s aid again, secretary Buttinski asked, “Will you take this seriously?”

      “I’m trying, Lisa. But the point of hiring me seems hazy. I like money, Paula, but I prefer to earn it providing a service. These events can likely be explained by either a twisted jackass with too much time on his hands lashing out for fun or profit or a yet-to-be-determined connection to the murder at your condo last night. If the first, jackasses are easily bored and he’ll soon go away. If the second, the cops will be forced to solve the puzzle. Either way, hiring me seems a waste of money. Not to mention the grief the cops will heap on you for setting me loose in their playground.”

      “It’s my park, my grandfather’s, but he’s left it to me to run. I don’t want to interfere with the police but nothing says I can’t hire my own man for a separate case. That Lieutenant wouldn’t consider ghosts and isn’t interested in vandalism so, outside of his murder, my business will continue to suffer. Mr. Blake, I need your help.”

      “Blake,” I said. “Just Blake. You have no guess who or what are behind these happenings?” Paula shook her head. “Do you or your grandfather have enemies?”

      “Me, no! My grandfather? I don’t know. Grandpa is not the most pleasant person to deal with. And he’s dealt with a lot of people over the years. But I couldn’t name his enemies.”

      “Might someone be trying to shut you down? A disgruntled employee? A competitor? Does the park have an odd history?”

      “None I’m aware of. It’s been closed for several years. Not abandoned, merely closed. Grandpa bought it a year ago and we reopened in late spring. I can’t imagine who that may have disgruntled. Our workers amount to several veterans who were with the old owner for years. They returned to help us reopen. Outside of those few, we employ mostly young people, college students, older teens, who work with kids. We haven’t fired anyone. As for competitors… we haven’t any. Our amusement park is out in the boondocks. Mickey and Minnie are not losing sleep over us.”

      “Any contact from the vandal? Messages? Demands? Any contacts from… the other side?”

      “No,” Paula replied through pinched lips. “Nobody, alive or dead, has made any demands.”

      I wished I could say the same, I thought, regretting my sarcasm. “What was this week of scares?”

      “Our park Halloween celebration; zombie cowboys, vampire bartenders, mummy ticket takers, make-up and music matching the holiday. Nothing really scary, just fun for the kids.”

      “Tell me, truthfully, none of these hauntings were cooked up as publicity for your Scare-a-Thon?”

      “It ended with Halloween. The masquerade was supposed to be the wrap. The park was meant to end the season with its normal western theme. It is not a publicity stunt. An unknown someone, in this world or the next, without my knowledge or consent, is responsible. I need you to stop them.”

      I confess, I wanted to turn my back on her problem. But, outside of I don’t wanna, I’d run out of excuses. I asked Paula to give me and my secretary a moment (preferring to wring Lisa's neck in private). The park manager politely retired to the waiting room.

      I turned to Lisa and unloaded. “A haunted wild west amusement park! You thought this a good idea? You thought me a good fit for this job? The whole thing is ridiculous. My going would be ridiculous. I’ll stick out like a hammered thumb. What do I know about ghosts? Nothing. What the hell do I know about the old west? Nothing. Nothing but they carry shootin’ irons – and I hate guns. I don’t own any cowboy boots. The closest I’ve been to a horse in thirty years is Frank Wenders and he’s just one end of a horse. Tell your friend the answer is No.”

      “No.”

      “That’s right. No.”

      “No. I’m not telling her No. I’m telling you No. You are without a case at the moment. Paula needs help. I would like a paycheck. You can solve all of our problems by saying Yes.”

      “No.”

      “Yes.”

      So it was, to stop a headache in its infancy, coerced but not convinced, I accepted the assignment from my secretary’s old friend. Lisa informed Paula we, meaning I, would look into the oddities afflicting Begley’s Wild West Town. Yippee Ki Yay.
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