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It was a little before 2 p.m., about quarter ‘til. Right on time.

I angled my car sharply and pulled into the first of two empty spaces along the curb across the street. I rolled the window down, turned off the car and sat there for a minute. Looked around.

There was nothing in the rear view or side view mirrors but a few cars passing on the cross street behind me. Nothing strange or unusual up the street ahead. Very few pedestrians, all of them paired up, a few window shopping, several walking with a purpose in mind. Probably headed to their cars, or to catch the bus on 9th Street. 

Nobody alone. Nobody standing in doorways. 

Nobody loitering in cars anywhere either that I could see. 

Not that I thought somebody might be tailing me or watching me, but in my business, paying attention is a good habit to develop early. In fact, if you don’t develop it early, there’s a good chance you might not get to develop it at all. 

In the heat of the day, there were no clouds—at least none that I could see from the crushed-in canyon of six- and seven-story brick or concrete block buildings—and the smells were typical for this time of year. Mostly exhaust fumes and hot asphalt. When the breeze shifted, I caught the smell of fresh-baked bread. So at least that was something. Must be a bakery nearby somewhere, but I couldn’t guess at the name of it if you paid me. I don’t often come to this part of town.

There were probably twelve or fourteen businesses crowded into this block. Except for the red brick bank on one corner and the red brick Rexall drugstore on the other, they were all different colors. Each one looked like it had been squeezed between two others with a shoehorn.

And right there in the middle of them, the bright yellow concrete block wall of Simon’s Café. 

It wasn’t much of a place, really. A little rat hole in a dingy concrete wall, squeezed in among several other small storefronts downtown. Typical of small businesses on the dying main streets of dying small towns everywhere. The city is no different, except here the dying neighborhoods are crammed together with the ones that aren’t dying yet. So you don’t notice the decay so quickly. 

Anyway Simon’s is where the client wanted to meet, so that’s where we’d meet.

Only one car was parked across the way on the sunny side of the street. A long, low, green and chrome Buick old enough to have the horizontal fins on the back. But it was farther down the block, against the curb in front of the dry cleaners. I guess most of the other drivers had the same idea I’d had, to park in the shade on this side of the street. 

The dry cleaners was next to the Rexall drugstore at the far end of the block. The kind that has the door facing the corner of the block and a lunch counter inside. My memory conjured up the aroma of greasy hamburgers in wax paper and the crisp, soft smell of shakes and malts and cherries on top. 

I glanced at my watch—as I thought, I was still about ten minutes early—then gazed through the driver’s side window to scope out the meeting place.

Well, not scope it out really. 

I mean, it wasn’t like I was lying a few yards back in a tree line or in a field of tall grass somewhere with my right cheek welded to a sniper rifle and sweat dribbling down my face through grease paint. Those days were over what—thirty years ago? Thirty-five? And good riddance.

I thought about re-upping after my three year hitch in the Corps, but a much shorter stint on leave changed my mind.

I served my country honorably enough, and the whole time I kept in mind an ideal picture. Kids going to picture shows on Saturday, families singing in church on Sunday, neighborhoods full of neat little houses with white picket fences. Picnics afterward.

Then I got home and found out I was wrong. The status quo was gone as if it had never existed. The kids had changed and they hadn’t done their part at all. You know the kind. The only thing they contribute to society is their uninformed opinion. Everything was drugs and sex, and all right out in the open. 

They hadn’t served me nearly as honorably as I’d served them. In fact, somehow I had become the enemy. So be it. I decided they weren’t worth serving. Plus the pay wasn’t all that good, so I got out.

But I guess I’m not big into assimilation. Within a couple of months, I applied and was accepted to the city PD. I thought I’d be making a difference, but I was wrong again. Actually I was an underpaid janitor, cleaning up the messes all the good citizens made. 

But a few years with the detective squad—well, that and a seriously corrupt mayor—honed my disgust with civilian life in general. But it also gave me a new lease on life. I’m a stubborn kind of a guy. I decided early on I’d rather fight them than join them. So I left the department and hung out my shingle as a PI.

And here I was. Across the street, eyeballing Simon’s Café and hoping the client would be on time.  

I fished in the breast pocket of my shirt for a cigarette, then remembered I gave up the habit. That was almost six months ago, and at this point I only missed them twice a day: all morning and all afternoon. Well, and then sometimes in the evening over a glass of whiskey.

So to drain off the need for a cigarette I set the fingers of my right hand tapping out a beat on the bottom of the steering wheel as I put my focus back on the café across the street. 

Like I said, the concrete blocks that made up Simon’s were painted yellow, except in a few places where it was chipped so the grey block showed through. In the center of the yellow was a glass door in a brushed stainless steel frame. To the right of the door was a picture window, also in a stainless steel frame. A little short curtain covered with small red and white squares covered maybe the top third of the window on the other side of the glass. The place was probably typical. There’d be a row of booths along the front wall below the curtain. The kitchen would be behind a lunch counter and a row of stools on the back side of the room. 

I wondered if they served onion rings. But the real hand-dipped ones, not the ones that are preprocessed. With my gut, it probably wouldn’t be a good idea anyway. 

There was a stop light at the corner behind me. Cars and taxis and delivery trucks queued up to the light, stopped, then drove on. That happened three or four times while I waited. When I’d been there about nine minutes, no new cars had parked, and nobody had entered Simon’s. So I figured my guy must already be inside. 

As another line of cars and trucks queued up to the light and stopped, I checked the rear view and side view mirrors again, then opened the door and stepped out. Might as well get across the street while the traffic was stopped. 

Oh. But I was parked at a meter.
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I rounded the front of my car and fished in my trouser pocket for a couple of quarters, which I fed into the rounded triangular head of the hungry little robot. The red flag in the meter window dropped out of sight and the needle stopped on 30 minutes. For two quarters I thought I’d get an hour. The meeting would probably take longer than a half-hour, but I didn’t have anymore quarters. Besides, it isn’t like quarters grow on trees. 

Well, it would have to do.

I stepped off the curb in front of my car just as the line of cars started moving again. Just my luck. I prided myself in being on time—exactly on time—but I guess this one time I’d be a minute or so late.

I stepped back up on the curb and watched the line of traffic. The near stuff moved in the same direction I was parked, and the line across the road hurried off to queue up at the light.

I waited for what seemed like an hour, accompanied only by the sound of the toe of my right shoe tapping of on the curb. Then came the drawn-out squealing of the brakes of a big FedEx box truck, and the line of vehicles slowed and stopped again. Nothing coming in the near lane.

I stepped off the curb and glanced to the left.

All the cross traffic was going straight across the intersection. No cars were turning right. Still, I fished my PI badge wallet out of my pocket, flopped it open and let it dangle facing outboard from my left hand. Just in case. 

I started across the street.

The first half was easy, but the FedEx truck had stopped directly in front of me, hiding the left half of Simon’s, including the door. I angled slightly to the right to pass behind it, but the front bumper of the Yellow Cab behind it was almost touching the back bumper of the FedEx truck. There were maybe six or eight inches to spare.

I turned sideways, edging between them, and thought about the line of dirt that was probably transferring from the front bumper of the cab onto my trousers just below the knees. So I flashed my badge at the driver of the Yellow Cab. I thought maybe he’d back up a little.

Through the windshield he grinned. Then he lifted his palms from the steering wheel and shrugged, as if to say he couldn’t do anything about it. Apparently he was happy about that. Apparently it didn’t take a lot to keep him amused.

I tapped the hood of the cab lightly with both hands, then continued to squeeze through. 

I got through just as I heard the brakes release on the FedEx truck. Funny, the brakes on delivery trucks. They squeal going in, and then they squeal again when they’re released.

Anyway, the right front corner of the dust-covered bumper on the cab started edging forward. I swiveled my hips and turned my head to square myself to the front of Simon’s again. 

And everything dropped into slow motion. 

I felt my own head move as I looked up at the door. Then I felt my own eyebrows arch. I read Simon’s Café, painted at about eye level in a slight arch on the flat glass. Only it wasn’t flat. It was bulging. Below it, a stainless steel handle ran across the middle of the door. 

Before my brain caught up with my eyebrows, I glanced over at the picture window. I guess maybe I was thinking my guy might be there in one of the booths, watching for me through the window. I guess maybe I thought that might help me in some way. With what I knew was about to happen, which my brain was now transmitting in a fight-or-flight reflex to my legs.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
STERN TALBOT, P

The Case of the
Disappearing






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





