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The Blonde and the Two Hundred Bucks
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The outer door creaked like a coffin hinge that didn’t want to stay shut. I didn’t look up from the racing form. Three-thirty in the afternoon. Rain ticked against the frosted glass like a nervous drummer. Then I caught it — perfume, expensive kind, trying too hard to hide the stink of trouble.

She came in soft, heels clicking across linoleum that had seen better years. The kind of walk that knows exactly where every man’s eyes will go. I looked up slow. Green dress. Red lips. A face built to make you forget what you were doing.

“Mr. Harlan?”

“Depends who’s asking.”

“Vivian Lang.” Her voice had a tremor that had been practiced in a mirror. “I need to find my husband.”

I looked at the clock. The rain. The empty bottle in my drawer. She laid a photograph on the blotter. Sunburned grin, fishing hat tilted like he thought he owned the world. “Roger Lang,” she said. “He went up to Lake Calumet three days ago. Never came back.”

I turned the photo with one finger. “Cops?”

“They think he ran off. I don’t.”

She opened a purse the size of a secret and counted out ten twenties. Crisp. Sequential. The kind of bills that hadn’t spent a single night in a wallet. “Two hundred a day. Plus expenses. Cash. Every day you look.”

The money sat there like bait. I hadn’t paid rent in two weeks. Gas tank was dry. The presidents stared up at me with cold eyes.

“What’s the catch?” I asked.

She smiled a little. “Finding him. That’s all.”

Sure. And dames like her always just wanted to find their husbands.

I scooped the bills and folded them once. They fit nice into the inside pocket that still had a hole. “You’ll start tomorrow?” she asked.

“Started the second you walked in.”

She gave me an address scrawled on cream stock, fingers brushing mine as she handed it over. Cold touch. Too deliberate to be an accident. “It’s the lake shack,” she said. “Number seven.”

I nodded. She turned, the dress catching the light, and walked out. The door clicked shut. The perfume stayed behind, heavy and sweet as guilt.

I waited till her footsteps were gone, then switched on the green banker’s lamp. The bulb buzzed, coughed, settled into a weak hum. I spread the photo under the circle of light. Roger Lang — mid-thirties, cheap sport coat, grin too wide. A dock in the background, boat numbers half-visible. Looked like a man who thought he’d gotten away with something.

I flipped it over. Date stamp: four days ago. Paper glossy, drugstore print. Nothing fancy, nothing staged. Except that grin. That grin told stories.

I picked up the twenties, sniffed. New ink, bank vault. No grime, no folds. Straight out of a teller’s drawer. Nobody pays a broke private eye with fresh twenties unless they’re buying silence instead of service.

My gut gave a twist.

I killed the lamp, stepped into the hallway. The office line had been dead since Truman left town, so I headed for the payphone. Hall smelled of cabbage, disinfectant, and desperation. The kind of building where everyone owed someone something.

I dropped two nickels, dialed the number for Calumet Rentals. A gravel voice answered. “Calumet Rentals.”

“Jake Harlan. Checking on a tenant—Roger Lang. Shack number seven.”

“Lang? Yeah. Paid for a week, cash. Showed up Tuesday, gone by Wednesday morning.”

“Anybody visit him?”

The line crackled. “Pretty blonde in a green dress. Tuesday night. Stayed about an hour.”

My hand tightened on the receiver. “She give a name?”

“Didn’t ask. Cash customers don’t get asked.” Then the line went dead.

I stared at the wall for a long minute. The paint was cracked, like everything else in this building. Vivian Lang had been there before her husband disappeared. Maybe she wasn’t looking for him. Maybe she was looking for the cleanup.

I slipped the .38 from the drawer. Snub nose, five rounds, grip taped where the wood had split. Cold and familiar against my ribs. Locked the office, chain dragging. Rain had stopped but the street still glistened, lights bleeding into puddles.

The DeSoto sat at the curb, ticket flapping under the wiper. I crumpled it, tossed it in the gutter. Engine coughed twice, like an old drunk waking up, then caught. I headed south.

The road out to Calumet was two hours of empty. Warehouse lights, factory smoke, and a sky that looked bruised. The radio picked up nothing but static. I didn’t mind. I had my own noise in my head.

A woman with money she shouldn’t have. A husband who smiled too wide. A shack on a lake no one fished anymore.

By the time I hit the dirt road, dusk was bleeding purple across the trees. I killed the headlights a hundred yards out, rolled to a stop behind a stand of sumac. The air was thick with mosquitoes and the smell of stagnant water.

Shack number seven sat dark. One window patched with cardboard, another cracked. Roof sagging like it wanted to fold. I moved slow, quiet. Pine needles muffled the steps.

Front door hung open a few inches. Fresh gouges around the latch — a crowbar job, recent. I pulled the .38, thumbed the hammer back. The gun felt right there, an old friend who didn’t ask questions.

Pushed the door with my foot.

The smell hit first — mildew, sweat, and something coppery underneath. I flicked the beam of my lighter across the floorboards. Dust, footprints, and a dark smear leading toward the cot.

Then I saw it — a single drop of blood, fresh enough to catch the flame.

I crouched, touched it. Still tacky.

Behind me, the trees went quiet. Then I heard it — an engine turning over somewhere past the pines. Headlights flared, sweeping across the shack like a searchlight.

I dropped flat.

Tires crunched gravel. The car paused, then roared closer. Someone was coming — fast, and not to fish.

***
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The window stuck halfway, then gave with a squeal that felt too loud in the night. I eased through, shoulder screaming, ribs grinding. Landed soft in weeds behind the shack. The woodpile smelled of rot and creosote. I pressed against it, the .38 snug in my palm.

A black sedan rolled up without lights, tires whispering over gravel. Two men got out, long coats, hats low, the kind that only come out after dark and never for church. One carried a flashlight, the beam cutting across the busted door.

“Somebody’s been here,” the tall one said. South Side accent, clipped. “Door wasn’t like that before.”

“Lang’s stuff still inside?” the other asked. Shorter, heavier. Sounded like a man who did his thinking with his fists.

“Check it.”

They went in. The door groaned shut behind them. I stayed crouched. My right shoulder had opened up again crawling through that window — I could feel the blood leaking under my shirt, warm and sticky. I bit back a curse.

Flash popped inside — camera. Polaroid. They were cataloging something. I counted heartbeats, slow, steady.

“Same as the dock,” the tall one said. “O-positive.”

The short one snorted. “Landlord said some PI called. Harlan.”

My name sounded dirty coming from his mouth.

“Find him,” the tall one said. “Quiet.”

They moved around inside, boots creaking on pine floor. I flattened lower against the woodpile. A mosquito landed on my neck, started drilling. I didn’t move. The flashlight beam stabbed through the window, swung out into the trees. The circle of light passed an inch from my shoe.

A long minute. Then doors thudded shut. Engine coughed to life, faded toward the main road.

I waited another thirty seconds, listening. Just crickets again. I stood, slow. My shoulder burned like someone had left a lit cigarette under the skin.

I slipped back through the same window, gun first. The shack looked worse with the adrenaline gone. Place smelled like a fish market after closing — rot, mildew, and a ghost of blood. I flicked Brennan’s old Zippo. The flame threw weak gold across the room. Dust motes swirled in the air like the dead weren’t done talking.

A sandwich sat on the table, green with mold. Coffee cup half-full, cold and thick. Under it, a hardware store receipt pinned by the handle. Two hundred yards of nylon rope, purchased yesterday. I pocketed it.

The floor creaked under my boots as I moved to the footlocker. The lock was busted — somebody had already been here. I lifted the lid. Empty except for a fishing hat. Same one from the photo. Inside the sweatband, something crinkled. I pulled it free — a folded scrap of paper, pencil-smudged, a local exchange and four digits. No name.

Somebody wanted it found.

I slipped it in my pocket. The shoulder throbbed. When I pulled my hand away, my palm came back red. Crawling through that window hadn’t been smart. Nothing I did lately was.

The wall phone hung crooked, dust-caked but connected. I lifted the receiver. Dial tone — faint, but there. I spun the dial. Two rings.

“Yeah?” Male voice. Rough, guarded.

“Looking for Roger Lang,” I said.

A pause. Breathing on the other end.

“Who’s this?”

“Friend of Vivian’s.”

Click.

Dead line.

I stared at the receiver. Same accent as the sedan boys. Maybe even the same voice. I wiped my prints off with my shirttail and hung up.

My gut said the hat was planted, the number too neat, the receipt too convenient. Vivian’s two hundred was starting to look like an advance on a funeral.

Outside, the wind picked up off the lake, sharp and cold. I stepped out the back, followed the smell — that copper edge of blood the rain hadn’t washed away. The ground was chewed up near the shack. Drag marks in the mud, boot prints doubled over one another. One set heavy, another lighter, then a third sliding — like someone being hauled.

The tracks led downhill through reeds to the dock. The moon came up behind me, silver on black water. The planks creaked underfoot. Halfway down, something dark stained the boards — another blood drop, bigger than the one inside. Splashed, not dropped.

Somebody had bled bad here. Maybe Roger. Maybe not.

I crouched. My knees cracked, same old complaint. The lake lapped slow against the pylons. Then I saw something under the dock — pale, half-submerged, rocking with the water.

I reached down. Cold bit my fingers. When I pulled back, I was holding a man’s loafer. Italian leather, still tied. Size ten. The kind that costs more than my rent. Roger’s size. I turned it over — inside the toe, jammed tight, was a gold ring.

I dug it out. Blood dried along the engraving. “R.L. to V.L. Forever.”

Forever didn’t last long in this world.

I stared at the ring, the moon glinting off it. My stomach went cold. Vivian had been here, sure as sin. Maybe she’d watched him die. Maybe she’d helped.

Headlights flashed again — twin beams cutting through the trees from the road. The sedan was back, engine snarling this time. They’d found something, or someone had made a call.

I shoved the ring into my pocket, the loafer too.

Boots on wood. No time to think. I ran for the treeline, shoulder screaming, branches clawing my coat. Behind me, the sedan skidded to a stop — doors slammed open.

“Fan out — he’s here!”

Shotgun bolts racked. The sound had weight.

I crashed through brush, every step a hammer in my wound. Blood slicked my sleeve, hot and steady. The trees opened up into a clearing, moon bright overhead.

Then I saw it.

Twenty yards ahead, under a weeping willow, sat my DeSoto. Headlights off, but the interior light burned soft yellow. Driver’s door open just enough to show a shape behind the wheel.

Blonde hair caught the light. Smooth. Still.

Vivian.

She looked straight at me, calm as a saint at confession. Then she smiled. Not wide — just enough to say she’d planned this moment from the start.

My stomach turned to lead.

Behind me, a shotgun boomed. Bark exploded off a tree trunk inches from my ear.

I dove behind a stump, rolled, gun up, lungs burning. But all I saw was the DeSoto idling, door open, her eyes watching me like I was already dead.

Another boom. Pellets shredded leaves above me.

I ran, crouched low, zigzagged toward the car. Vivian didn’t move. Didn’t even flinch.

Sweetheart had nerves of glass and ice.

The shooters yelled something I couldn’t hear. My shoulder was a white-hot spike now. I stumbled into the clearing, mud sucking at my shoes.

She tilted her head, still smiling. The moonlight caught her earrings — little gold rings, perfect circles. Matching the one in my pocket.

I slowed, gun half-raised.

Her hand lifted from the wheel. Something metal glinted.

Not a gun — a lighter. She flicked it. A tiny flame danced. Then she blew it out and mouthed something I couldn’t hear.

Boom. The sedan’s shotgun barked again.

The flame had been a signal.

And just like that, I understood — I wasn’t chasing Vivian Lang. I was the bait she’d already sold.
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Lake Full of Nothing
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Moonlight cut the clearing into ribbons. My lungs were on fire, shoulder slick with blood that wouldn’t quit. The shotgun blast still rang around the lake like thunder with nowhere to go.

Then I saw her.

The DeSoto idled under a willow, engine purring soft like it had been waiting for me. Vivian sat behind the wheel, blonde hair lit silver by the dome light. Her smile wasn’t welcome—it was a trap gift-wrapped in lipstick.

“Hands where I can see ’em, sweetheart.”

She lifted them slow. Rings flashed, but not Roger’s wedding band. That one was sitting in my pocket, heavy as a confession.

I circled wide, keeping the .38 steady and the car between me and the tree line. Those goons from the shack wouldn’t take long to find the trail.

I reached in, killed the motor, pocketed the keys. Her perfume was smoke and sin. I grabbed her wrist—cold, fast pulse—and yanked her out. She didn’t fight, just stumbled in heels that cost more than my rent.

“You following me or leading them?” I said.

“Both,” she whispered. “We’ve got twenty seconds, maybe less.”

Her voice had truth in it, buried under fear. That was enough for now.



We hit the road with the DeSoto’s engine growling low.

“Seat belt,” I said.

She clicked it. Smart girl.

I dropped the car into drive and gunned it, headlights off. Moonlight showed the ruts ahead just enough to keep us alive. Behind us, flashlights flicked through the trees—then another shotgun blast tore the quiet. Pellets raked the air above us, showering glass and leaves.

Vivian screamed.

“Left at the fork,” she gasped. “Dirt road loops to the highway.”

I took it. The suspension bucked and the wheel jerked like it had opinions of its own. My shoulder screamed every time I shifted.

“You wanna stay breathing,” I said, “start talking. Who were those choirboys?”

“Russo’s men. Marco Russo. Roger owed him thirty grand.”

“Gambling?”

“Yeah. Horses, cards, anything that moved.”

Figures. Roger always had more nerve than luck.

I killed the engine a mile later, behind an abandoned barn that leaned like it had given up trying. The crickets were too loud. I got out, dragged her with me.

“Empty the purse.”

She hesitated. I didn’t. I dumped it on the hood under the weak yellow hood light. Lipstick. Compact. Phone card she’d handed me yesterday. And a snub-nose .32 with pearl grips—two rounds short of full.

I held it up. “That for Russo or for me?”

“Both, if I had to.” Her voice didn’t shake.

I liked that. Didn’t trust it, but liked it.

I popped the mag, slipped it into my pocket, and tossed the empty piece back at her. “Next time you aim, make it count.”

Then I hit her with it. “Roger’s blood type—O-positive. You called it. How?”

She met my eyes like a woman who’d already buried her conscience. “I type blood for the Red Cross. Volunteer work. It’s his.”

The night tilted. The world smelled like oil and pine and lies.

My shoulder felt like a live coal. I popped the glovebox, looking for an old T-shirt to bind it. Something white fluttered down.

Receipt. Hardware store. Yesterday’s date.

“200 yards—nylon rope.” Paid cash.

I stared at her. “You plant this?”

She shook her head, eyes wide, face clean of guilt. “That’s why they came back. To plant it. Make it look like you bought the rope to sink him.”

Frame job. Layers deep. I was next in line.

I stared at the paper till the words blurred. Somebody wanted me holding the bag, and the rope to hang myself with.

I stuffed the receipt into the dash crack and slammed the glovebox shut.

“Get in,” I said.

She slid back into the passenger seat, quiet now, lips tight. I fired the engine.

Rearview caught a glow—twin beams low to the ground, closing fast. The black sedan. No headlights, just those faint running lights. They were hunting ghosts, and I was fresh meat.

I punched it. The DeSoto roared down the gravel track, tires clawing for grip. Seventy on loose stone felt like flying with one wing.

Vivian braced herself against the dash. “They’ll run us off the road!”

“Not if I run first.”

Wind screamed through the cracked glass. The lake flashed by on the right—black and endless.

The sedan pulled up alongside, fender to fender. Window slid down. Chrome glinted. Shotgun barrel leveled.

“Duck!” I barked.

The blast lit the night. The side mirror vanished in a shower of glass. I slammed the wheel left, hard. Metal screamed. Sparks showered between us. The DeSoto fishtailed, rear end kicking out like a mule.

Vivian shouted something—lost under the roar. I fought the wheel, but the gravel went soft, tires lost bite.

The world spun.

The lake flipped from right to left. Trees blurred into streaks of silver and black. The headlights of the sedan smeared into ribbons of fire. My hand slipped from the wheel, blood-slick.

Vivian’s scream turned into silence, the kind that stretches time.

We lifted—weightless for a heartbeat.

The DeSoto tilted nose-down, front wheels off the road, moonlight catching the chrome like a final flashbulb.

I saw my own reflection in the windshield—blood, sweat, gun still clutched—and thought: This is gonna hurt.

Then gravity remembered us.

And the whole damn world came apart.

***
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The DeSoto skidded sideways, rear bumper kissing a pine hard enough to rattle my teeth. I killed the lights and let moonlight do the work. Old logging trail. I knew it like the back of my fist—ran booze through here when the world was still in uniform.

Behind us, the sedan screamed too wide, tires smoking. Red taillights flared in my mirror, then vanished into the dark.

I cut a hard right onto a firebreak, then dropped left onto a deer path no sane man would call a road. Branches slapped the windshield. Gravel turned to mud.

Vivian hung on to the suicide knob, knuckles white. “You’re bleeding on the seat.”

“Add it to the bill.”

No headlights behind us now. Just quiet, heavy and full of things that wanted to stay buried.

I let the DeSoto crawl, engine idling low, breathing through the pain in my shoulder. Every bump made the world swim.

We stopped under the shadow of a leaning pine. I slid out, leaned against the fender, and tore an old T-shirt in half with my teeth. My arm felt like it belonged to somebody else.

“Talk,” I said. “Why two hundred yards of rope?”

She lit a cigarette, hands shaking like leaves in wind. The flame painted her face in orange slices. She offered me the smoke. I took it.

“Anchor rope,” she said. “Roger kept his boat tied off the dock. Deep drop-off there. They cut the old line, used new to sink him.”

I tied the bandage one-handed, teeth clenched hard enough to crack enamel. “You watched?”

“I helped.” Her voice went flat. “Russo said he’d kill me if I didn’t.”

I watched the tip of her cigarette tremble. Could’ve been guilt. Could’ve been cold. Hard to tell in that light.

“You always do what a man tells you?”

“Only when the alternative’s worse.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I know the feeling.”

I reached for another cigarette, and my hand brushed something heavy in my coat pocket. Too heavy.

I pulled it out—Roger’s loafer. Still damp, smelled of lake rot and secrets. Inside, the gold ring, crusted dark with blood.

I turned it in the moonlight. R.L. to V.L. Forever.

Vivian’s face cracked open. Eyes wet, mouth trembling. “He never took it off.”

“Guess he didn’t have the chance,” I said. I slipped the ring onto my pinky. Too tight. Fitting.

She looked away. Maybe to hide tears. Maybe to reload lies.

Dawn came slow and gray, like the world was tired of watching us. I coaxed the DeSoto back onto the main road, headlights on now, each mile stretching longer than the last.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“Doc Ramsey’s. Old war medic. Stitches better than a hospital and cheaper than a priest.”

“Russo’ll check hospitals first,” she said.

“That’s why we’re not going to one.”

She turned her face to the window. Her reflection looked like regret in green silk.

Fuel gauge hovered just above empty. Shoulder burned hot, infection whispering in the joint. I’d had worse. Not much.

The sky turned pewter when we hit the ridge. Doc’s place sat in a clearing, smoke curling lazy from the chimney. For a second, it almost looked safe. Then I saw it—black sedan parked beside his old pickup.

My gut went cold.

I killed the engine and coasted silent behind a row of rusted silos, dust rising slow and gray.

Vivian’s breath hitched. “They’re inside.”

“Looks that way.” I checked the .38—five rounds left. My bad arm was good for nothing but keeping the gun steady.

I looked at her. “Last chance. You with me or with them?”

Her eyes flicked to mine, then down. She reached under the seat and came up with the empty .32 I’d tossed her earlier. “Give me the magazine back.”

I studied her face. No tremor, no fear. Just something like steel under the lipstick. Maybe real, maybe performance. Didn’t matter.

I thumbed two rounds into the mag, slapped it home, and handed it over.

“Don’t miss,” I said.

The cabin door opened. One of Russo’s boys stepped out, shotgun dangling casual, eyes scanning the tree line. He hadn’t spotted us yet.

Then it came. A muffled gunshot from inside. One.

Then another.

Doc Ramsey’s voice, weak and ragged, carried on the wind. “Jake... run!”

A final shot answered him. Silence.

The goon smiled slow, teeth yellow in the dawn, and racked the shotgun.

He started walking straight toward the silos.

I tightened my grip on the .38, blood seeping through the bandage again. Beside me, Vivian clicked off the safety on her .32, jaw tight. One way or another, it was about to get noisy.

Doc was dead, Russo’s boys were closing in, and my shoulder was giving out. The sun broke through the trees like an interrogation lamp. There was no running left—just one last hand to play.

And I was fresh out of luck.
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Dawn was thin and gray, the kind that doesn’t bother to warm a man. The air smelled of rust, mud, and old lies. I crouched behind the silo, the .38 heavy in my good hand, my bad shoulder burning like someone had welded it shut. Vivian was two yards off, pressed against the corrugated metal, the pearl-handled .32 trembling just enough to remind me she was human. Two rounds left in that toy, maybe enough.

“Count to five,” I said. My voice came out flat, dry as a match head. “Step out, wave, yell Doc’s name. He comes to you, I come behind him.”

She gave one nod—quick, businesslike. Fear flickered behind her eyes, but she locked it down. That’s what I liked about her. She could be scared and steady at the same time.

I started the count in my head. One. Two. Three.

She stepped into the open and shouted, voice cracking just right. “Doc? It’s Vivian—Jake’s hurt!”

A shadow moved by the cabin. The goon turned, shotgun coming up slow, like he thought he had all the time in the world. He didn’t.

I moved through the grass low and silent, each step chewing up the pain that ran from my shoulder to my spine. My fingers were slick with my own blood. The air tasted like copper.

He took two more steps toward Vivian. That was his last mistake. I came up behind him and swung the .38 like I meant it. Metal met skull with a sound that still makes me wince. He folded forward, knees first, then face. The shotgun hit the dirt.

I crouched beside him, felt his pulse—still ticking. Not for long if he woke up stupid. I stripped his belt, cinched his wrists tight, and checked his pockets. Wallet, cigarettes, car keys. I pocketed the keys.

Vivian’s voice trembled from the shadows. “Doc?”
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