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      Atlanta never sleeps.

      From Roswell to Jonesboro, from Smyrna to Stone Mountain. The Big Peach hums and roars twenty-five hours a day. The city has seen its share of movie stars, moguls, and mobsters. Saints and sinners living, loving, and dying in the mosquito-filled swampy air of this global hub of humanity.

      Most of the people living in The City of Trees are decent folk who mind their manners and do their jobs. But, as with any mixed barrel, sometimes a rotten apple gets down in the middle of things and causes a spreading blight of trouble.

      That’s when the good citizens of Atlanta call on Dirk Knight, Private Eye.
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      The twenty-first of June. A Tuesday. 3:13 PM. Sodden heat blanketed the city like a sheepskin rug fresh from the washing machine. Dirk Knight turned the rusty box fan up another notch and moved it from the window to his desk. The stiff breeze blew his loosened tie over his shoulder, but his trusty gray fedora kept his hair in place.

      His basement office wasn’t comfortable, but beggars can’t be choosers. A plain concrete floor went well with the cinderblock walls. A pair of threadbare curtains printed with faded flowers that once might have been yellow blocked off the gas furnace in one corner. Against the left-hand wall, the treadmill Doc Junkers had badgered him into buying now made a fine clothes-drying rack. The opposite wall had a flight of plank stairs with an unvarnished banister of two-by-fours leading up to the building’s ground floor.

      A vintage black Model 500 rotary phone perched on the desk, coiled in anticipation, waiting for the next call.

      Dirk was a real private detective, but only had one case at the moment. A case of nerves.

      Dark patches of moisture marked his armpits and spine. A sour taste of anxiety coated the back of his tongue. The waistband of his suit pants, bought when he’d been full of good intentions about diet and exercise, bit into his gut, reminding him he needed to clean off that damn treadmill one of these days. His thick fingers shook. He could smell himself, but no time for a shower.

      Shit, he needed to get control. His old demon was riding his back, and he finally gave in.

      The antique oak desk chair squealed like a scalded pig whenever he sat down. The only other chair, repurposed from his grandmother’s kitchen, sat waiting patiently for a visitor. The flowery padding didn’t really scream detective’s office, but the price had been right.

      The desk itself, a battered old teacher’s model salvaged from the DeKalb County annual surplus sale, held the medicine he needed in the bottom drawer where most people would keep files.

      Dirk rummaged past a dog-eared copy of Chandler's The Big Sleep, the cover nearly obscured by the duct tape holding his bible together.

      Ah, there it was, right at the back.

      He took the plastic bag and set it on the desk, staring. He should be stronger than this. He should stay to the straight and narrow.

      To hell with it. Dirk deserved this.

      He fished in the bag and drew out two miniature reesie cups. Only two. Dr. J. would just have to give him a pass

      Today was a big day. His first client as a licensed detective. All the hours of online training, the five hundred bucks in licensing fees, all worth it. Twenty-eight years from cradle to credentials.

      Dirk dug under the leather suspender strap on his left shoulder. In his IT days, he’d been a jeans and t-shirt kinda guy, but a gumshoe needed to dress the part. Black suit, black tie, white oxford shirt, black shoes polished to a high shine. And the fedora, of course.

      His thin suspenders were part of the look, but mainly they served to keep his pants up. Belts didn’t work for a guy with a belly wider than his ass.

      He’d bought a London Fog trench coat to round things out, but it would probably be stuck decorating the coat tree as long as he stayed in Georgia. He’d shucked the suit jacket shortly after entering the office, and it had joined the rest of the treadmill wardrobe.

      Dirk popped the reesies in his mouth, chewing and waiting for the knock at his door.
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