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The mystery of love is far greater than the mystery of life.

-—Oscar Wilde
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Chapter ONE

Gaining Employment 
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“I’m not sure, Mister Albert, if I know what you mean.” 

The young woman who looked at Albert Thomas was more than just beautiful. Her white skin was tinted with the faintest pink colors. There was in the sober depths of blue-gray eyes a glimmer which would have cautioned a man less satisfied with his own intellect and power of persuasion than the proprietor of Albert’s Department Store.

He wasn’t looking at her face. His eyes were running up and down approvingly over her perfect figure, the exceptional poise she represented, and the shapeliness of the slender hands.

Albert pushed back his long blonde hair from his forehead and gave a broad smile.  Then, he looked away from her through the big glass window from the second floor overlooking the floor of the variety store he owned.

Albert Thomas had this glass installed in 1952 to look over the large crowds who came in to buy fabric for sewing clothes to the Superman and Batman comics on the far wall to the right. Also, he could see all the kids as they went through the different car models for building and competing in the Maxwell Car Championships.

Now and again, Albert saw a head turned up in his direction. He was aware of all the girls’ attention was concentrated on his, and an unwilling employee was engaged.

The young woman was conscious of the fact, and her discomfort and anger got the best of her. She made a movement to the back stairs as if she was trying to go, but Mister Albert stopped her.

“You don’t understand, Loueva,” Albert said. His voice was soft and gentle and held the hint of a caress. “Did you not read my small pamphlet?” he asked. “I guess you thought a man in my position, owner of this store and all, would take an interest in writing poetry. Am I right?” He didn’t give time for the young woman to answer. “Most of it was written before I took ownership of this store.”

Loueva made no reply while Mister Albert looked at her curiously. 

“What did you think of my poems, Loueva?”

Again, Loueva’s lips were trembling, and again, Mister Albert mistook the symptoms she reflected. “I didn’t wish to discuss your poetry book, Mister Albert,” she said with her indignation rising. “But, since it was evidently given to me for a purpose, I will only say that only a pervert could have written something like that. There is no way I could read your poems.”

“And why is that,” Albert asked.

“Only an unwell mind could enjoy reading such trash!”

Albert stood trembling, mad as a monkey with a migraine. His face turned bright red. “How stupid can you be, Miss Jennings!” he sneered. 

“Will you please let me pass, Mister Albert?” she asked.

“Not yet, Loueva,” he replied coolly. “You just said that you didn’t understand what I was talking about. Let me plainer about what I am saying. I will go to a lot of trouble making you happy,” he walked towards Loueva and laid one hand on her shoulder. The young woman instinctively shrunk back. Albert began laughing. “What do you say, my dear?”

Loueva pulled back abruptly, and with her eyes blazing said, “I would sooner be the wife of anyone else in the whole wide world than be associated with a man like you!” she cried. “You have no right to stand there in front of all my friends looking up here at us and insult me just because I am in your employ. Only a full-fledged asshole would make such a proposal. And sir... you are that!”

Albert’s face went livid. “Do you have any idea who you are talking to like that?” he asked while raising his voice.

“I am talking to Mister Albert Thomas,” she replied, breathing quickly, “known as the owner of Albert’s Variety Store, the employer of Loueva Jennings who makes less than one hundred dollars a week from him...”

Albert didn’t know quite how to reply. He was breathless with anger. “Be careful, Loueva,” he gasped, “be very careful! Watch what you say.”

“You are one damn poor excuse for a man!” she went on, talking rapidly. “You’re a man who lives on the reputation of your father. That includes all the money that comes from hard-working people you see down there on the floor of the store.”

Albert took another step toward Loueva.

“Come now, Mister Albert, you don’t scare me,” she continued scornfully as he took another step in her direction. “Oh, it’s okay. I know I’m going to be leaving your employment. Don’t worry, I’ll be out of here in fifteen minutes. There are many places in Oak Hill where decency is respected.”

Albert Thomas was hurt and humiliated, crushed by the young woman’s scorn. He couldn’t even catch his breath while taking his unsteady fingers and pointed towards the door. “Get out,” he yelled. “Get the Hell out of here!”

Loueva walked out of the upstairs room and around Albert, who didn’t move an inch. As she walked down the stairs, Albert walked over to the large plate-glass windows of his office overlooking the store. 

From there, he watched Loueva move slowly through the crowd of customers and sales clerks and returned to the cash register.

Unknown to her, Albert said in an aloud voice from above, “You shall pay for this, you bitch!” His eyes glowed with anger. He was wounded beyond any forgiveness. Never once growing up did anyone dare give him the cold breath of criticism... not once! After he collected his composure, he walked over and sat down at his desk.

Albert licked his dry lips. He reached over and pushed a small black button, which rang a bell downstairs to his secretary. When she came in, he asked, “Has Mister Waddell come in yet?”

“Yes, sir. He is downstairs in the board room. He arrived about fifteen minutes ago.”

Albert nodded and said, “Thank you.”

“Do you wish for me to go and tell him that -.”

“That won’t be necessary. I was walking down there now anyhow.” He took a cigarette out of his sterling cigarette case, flipped open his Zippo lighter, and lit the end of his ciggy. His nerves were shaken so badly, he found it difficult to calm his hand from trembling.

He passed with quickened steps along the corridor and down the stairs from his private office upstairs on his way to the board room. He was still so angry he entered the board room, still simmering with rage.

*****
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AS SOON AS HE WALKED in, the man stood up from the table. He was about thirty or thirty-five years of age. He was tall and lean. His face was the color of yellow, and his eyes were dazzling blue and expressionless. 

The man took Albert’s hand in his.  It was as soft as a woman’s hand. While they were shaking each other’s hand, Albert glanced in the back of the conference room and saw another figure sitting in the shadow of the closed blinds in the window.

Albert couldn’t help it. When the man stood up, he said, “A Chinaman?” He asked while looking at the unexpected third person in the room with curiosity. “I’m sorry Russell, I was caught a bit off guard. I forgot you were from Chinatown. Please sit down.” He sat down at the same time as Russell was sitting down and opened his silver cigarette case and offered Russell a smoke. He continued, “The job I’m asking you to do, I will discuss with you in a short while,” he said. “I was reading one of the newspapers here in Black Rock Cove and saw where you had recovered over a million dollars in stolen diamonds from a visiting prince from Germany.” He hesitated a moment.

The detective said, “That was a very lucrative case, indeed.”

“Yes, I bet so. Twenty percent of a few million dollars isn’t chump change, that’s for sure. By the way, Russell, I think we’re related. Cousins or something.”

“Yes, I believe we are Albert... distantly.”

“Are you connected to the Black Rock Cove police department?”

Billy Bob shook his head. “No,” he said quietly. “I was regularly associated with the police department in Shanghai, but I came over some time ago and was glad to get back to the states. I admired this coastal community so much I decided to stay but didn’t join up with the Black Rock Police Department.”

“Why is that,” Albert asked.

“I found I work better without all the red tape. I get things accomplished better working alone.”

Albert gave a brief smile and nodded. Billy Bob Thornton’s achievements overseas as a world-renowned detective preceded him. The Chinese underworld named him in a parody of his name, Weida de Zhentan, The Great Detective!

Albert judged all people by his own standard. He saw in this inexpressive man a possible tool and, in all probability, a likely partner in crime.

Rumors had it that “The Great Detective” was not above torturing his suspects to get confessions of who was the greater criminal. 

Billy Bob continued. “I believe I know why you have sent for me, Albert. He spoke slowly and had a pronounced drawl. “You gave me a rough idea in your letter. You suspect someone on your staff of having robbed you for many years... a Mister John Pilkington, your chief manager of all your stores in Oregon and -.”

Albert interrupted the detective with a hand gesture. “I need for you to forget that for a short while, Billy Bob. In fact, I’m going to introduce you to Pilkington. Maybe the man can help us in my scheme. You are correct, he is not an honest man, but for the time being, I have a much greater business at hand. Your help to me is to forget all the things I have said in my letter about Pilkington. Now, I shall have my secretary call for him.” He reached over and picked up the telephone.

“Tell John Pilkington to come to the board room right away.”

Albert hung up the receiver and looked back at Billy Bob. “That matter of Pilkington ripping me off can wait,” he said. “I’m not sure if I will proceed any further with it. Pilkington might be a thief, but -.”

His conversation was interrupted when the door opened. John Pilkington walked in. “Did you send for me, sir?”

“Yes, thank you for coming.” He glanced over at Billy Bob. “This is John Pilkington,” said Thomas awkwardly. If Pilkington heard the last words of Thomas, he sure didn’t betray that fact.

The old man had a fringe of gray-white hair along the sides of his balding, mottled scalp. He possessed a wizened face with a back that was slightly hunched.  Each time he took a step across the room to sit down, there was the creak of old bones.  Pilkington has the resigned look of a person who knew that at his age, life had stopped giving and was only taking away.

“Sit down, Pilkington. This man here with me is a detective. His name is Billy Bob Thornton.”

“Indeed, sir?”

“Yes,” Thomas said and continued while looking at Billy Bob. “I’ve good reason to suspect that there has been lots of money stolen in my business by one of my cashiers,” he glanced at Pilkington.

“That’s impossible, Mister Thomas!” exclaimed the shocked Pilkington. “Completely impossible!”

“It will be interesting for you to know, Billy Bob, that I have some knowledge of these criminals. This is not the first time. There is one ill-fated protégé of mine who I have worked with what seems like forever to reform. I’ve tried to help him because I felt like it was my place to try and help the less fortunate... those who’ve not had a chance in this tough world of ours.”

Billy Bob watched and listened to Albert. He wasn’t impressed. “Do you know the person that has been stealing from you,” the detective asked.

“I've got a good reason to believe it is a young woman in my employ whom I just dismissed from my office this afternoon, to be the one I wish you to watch.”

Billy Bob nodded. “My God, Albert, I thought you had called on me for a much more serious crime. I would not have come if I had known this was petty larceny. I work in more serious cases... cold cases like murder or whodunnit mysteries needing solving.”

“Ahhhh, Billy Bob, to you, this crime might appear to be a small matter of larceny. To me, however, it is imperative,” said Albert profoundly. “Here is a young woman respected by all who work with her. I believe she has falsified my books, taking a considerable amount of money from the firm and, at the same time, gained the respect of every single employee on my staff. What I want from you sir is to find evidence of her thievery. I have not found enough evidence to call her down on and convict her. Otherwise, I would have never called you in to get me the evidence to throw her ass in jail.”

John Pilkington interposed a question, “Who is this young woman you are speaking about, sir?”

“Loueva Jennings,” replied Thomas.

“Loueva Jennings!” Pilkington’s face took on an expression of blank surprise while he gasped for more words. “Loueva Jennings... oh, no sir, that is quite impossible.”

“Why do you say that’s impossible, John?” demanded Albert sharply.

“What I meant, sir,” stammered Pilkington, “it’s unlikely. She is such a sweet and easy-going young woman.”

Thomas shot a quick glance at Pilkington. “You have no reason for taking up for Miss Jennings, do you, John?” he asked coldly.

“No, sir, none whatsoever. It only seems so impossible, that’s all.”

“All things might seem impossible that are out of the ordinary, John. It would be impossible for you to be accused of stealing, an old man with no care in the world. It would be impossible if we discovered that you were living on a two hundred thousand dollars a year lifestyle or a twenty-thousand-dollar salary, right?”

Only for two or three seconds did Pilkington lose his composure.  The old man’s hand that went to his mouth trembled.

The detective’s eyes never left his face and watched the considerable effort the elderly man was making to recover his equanimity. “Yes, you’re right, Albert, that would be impossible,” said Thornton steadily.

Although his words appeared to be lashing out in Pilkington’s direction, his thoughts were centered on that beautiful young woman who looked down upon him while in his office earlier.

Thomas continued. “I would be amazed if you were sent to prison as the result of my finding you were robbing the firm for years, John,” he growled, “and I suppose everyone else who works for me would be saying the same as you... how impossible!”

“I daresay that is exactly what they would say, sir,” said Pilkington, his old smile back and a sparkle in his gray-blue eyes.

“Perhaps not,” said Thomas unfeelingly. “You have been complaining to me for several months now that there have been small amounts of money missing from the cashier’s office.”

It was somewhat bold to say such a thing so quickly in the investigation.  Albert’s comment was intended not only on John Pilkington’s guilt but upon his willingness to confess this guilt right then and there in the board room.

Pilkington replied, “Yes, Mister Thomas, I have complained about sums of money missing when we closed the books each day,” speaking dully. The once smile seen on his face had left his lips and eyes. His face wore a haggard expression. The employee was a man at bay.

“That’s what I said,” said Thomas watching him closely.

There was a long break in the conversation. Finally, Pilkington nodded and said, “That’s the fact, sir,” his words were spoken in a low voice.

“And you’ve told me that you suspected Loueva Jennings of the misappropriation of funds?”
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