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For Lori

I’m naked without
you.

 


 


 


 



It is the dim haze of
mystery that adds enchantment to pursuit.

-Antoine de Rivarol

 


 


 


 



Chapter
One

On the ninth ring he
sprang from the bed like a jungle cat, flung the covers clear
across the room and lunged wildly for the phone. Grunting
acknowledgement, he scrawled the address on a matchbook cover and
slammed the receiver home. The game was afoot. After kicking a path
through the empty Kokanee cans to the office window, he tore open
the heavy velvet curtains and stumbled back as the bright sunlight
hit his bloodshot eyes like a sack of wet cement. He struggled with
the sill, yanked it free, stuck his head out and breathed in the
city—narrowly avoiding the large neon letter O that hung ominously
from the side of the building.

Ten minutes
later he sat in his usual booth at the Mangy Moose Café, scoffing
down the so-called special and washing it down with six cups of the
best java this side of the Selkirks. The new waitress sauntered
over and stood like a vision before him, her upper lip quivering
with what he could only assume was unrequited lust. Her lips were
full, painted a naughty shade of red and her teeth were as white as
a bunny in a blizzard. A thick mane of shaggy blond hair fell
wildly on her tropically tanned shoulders as the seam of her black
stockings crept up to caress a perfect calf, pause briefly behind a
much too sensuous knee, and kiss the hem of a red leather miniskirt
that would have drawn stares in Rio. The rest of her uniform, some
sort of spray-on black latex, revealed a cleavage that would make
the Pope cry.

He managed to
close his gaping mouth long enough to slyly wink at her. She rolled
her eyes skyward, apparently thanking God for his presence, and
tapped her pencil on the edge of the table. He leaned forward and
whispered those three words women love to hear. She leaned in close
and whispered two back. Had the second word been “me” instead of
“you” it might have been the start of something big. He forced his
gaze up to meet her sea-green eyes.

“What’s your
name, sweet cheeks?”

She had a voice
so husky it could have pulled a sled.

“Get
stuffed.”

“I’m Nakid.
Stark Nakid.”

She frowned,
dropped a business card on the table and vaguely gestured to the
gent at the lunch counter before leaving. His dark blue suit
appeared stretched to the limit, unsuccessfully attempting to house
a Hulk-like body. He nodded toward Stark, flexing the side muscles
in his enormous neck, which made the guillotine tattoo rise and
fall.

Stark glanced
down at the business card and spewed a mouthful of coffee on the
window. He began to sweat, gasp and cough uncontrollably. The
elderly woman in the next booth had to come over and slap him on
the back to keep him from choking. He wheeled her back to her table
and thanked her profusely. The Hulk got up and stomped swiftly out
the door. Stark’s hand trembled as he took the matchbook cover from
his pocket and placed it next to the card on the table—the address
matched. Bolting to his feet, Stark slammed a ten-spot on the
table, raced out the door, hopped on a bus and headed toward
destiny.

 


 



Chapter
Two

The bus driver dropped
Stark at a bench a few blocks shy of his destination in the
high-rent district of the North Shore. He checked his hardware
(some martial-arts throwing stars, a can of silly string and some
pistachio nuts) and pulled up the collar of his black three-button
suit jacket in a vain attempt to halt the annoying spray of a
nearby lawn sprinkler. To avoid being followed he took the scenic
route, scrambled over several hedges, set off two motion-sensor
alarms and narrowly avoided the fangs of a pit bull. He emerged
cautiously from a grove of bamboo and gazed up at the target
residence.

The Dreadlock
Mansion, a three-and-a-half storey, sixteen-thousand-square-foot
Tudor-style behemoth, sat majestically on a thirteen-acre estate,
overlooking Kootenay Lake with a hint of arrogance and a lot of bad
taste. He spotted the Mexican gardener, a grizzled-looking old man
with a nasty scar on his forehead, cutting a hedge into the shape
of a chicken and decided to grill him for information. Stark’s high
school Spanish was a little rusty but good enough to discover that
the gardener wasn’t Mexican and spoke only a slurred dialect of
English. Stark offered him a smoke and was reaching for his Zippo
when the gardener pulled a wooden match from his tattered coveralls
and struck it on the leathery skin of his neck. Stark winced. The
gardener smoked like a man siphoning gas, then coughed, wretched
and hacked hysterically before collapsing in a heap on the freshly
mowed lawn.

Deciding to
forego the rest of the interview, Stark made his way to the front
door. An eerie rendition of “Mack the Knife” began when he pressed
the horse head-shaped doorbell. The massive black door opened a
crack, held by a man overdressed enough to serve royalty. He looked
Stark up and down several times before advising him that deliveries
were to be made in the rear.

“The name is
Nakid.”

Stark handed
him a business card and gave him the sneer he reserved for old
ladies with ten items in the nine-items-or-less line.

“Your boss is
expecting me.”

The butler led
him down a hall as wide as the driveway and dramatically opened a
set of twelve-foot-high double doors that led into what he referred
to as the library. The room appeared much like a half-size version
of the Sistine chapel, although the ceiling design was a little
sacrilegious. The fresco looming two stories above appeared to be a
combination of the famous paintings The Last Supper and
Dogs Playing Poker. The walls were lined with
floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, including a complex series of
catwalks and ladders, while a fire the size of a Volkswagen blazed
in the marble hearth. Glancing around in awe, Stark made a mental
note to check his mailbox to see if he had made it into the final
round of the Reader’s Digest Sweepstakes.

The
unmistakable sound of an impatient man clearing his throat broke
Stark out of his reverie. Whirling around, he dropped low to the
ground, right leg straight out, left hand held high in the classic
Wu-style tai chi posture “Panther Tests the Water,” before
springing to his feet and finding himself nose to nose with the
most famous beak in town. Anton Ratzlaff’s ruthless reputation
preceded him, as did his nose and nickname, the Rat.

“Glad you could
make it, ’Kid.”

The blue eyes
were friendly but the voice held a menacing tone.

“Can I get you
a drink?”

“I never drink
on the job, thanks. I’ll have a Flaming Blue Flamingo, or a beer if
you’re out of the little umbrellas.”

Stark noticed
for the first time that the Rat wore an Armani tux.

“You’re
probably wondering why I asked you here.”

The Rat offered
a cigarillo from a sleek gold case. Stark reached for three.

“No thanks. I
don’t smoke.”

The Rat lit
Stark’s cigarillo, lit a cigar the size of a small dog for himself
and handed Stark a beer before collapsing heavily into a forest
green leather armchair that dwarfed his bulky frame. He motioned to
the opposite chair with a puffy, ring-laden hand.

“I want you to
find something for me.”

He exhaled a
mushroom cloud of cigar smoke.

“I want you to
find someone.”

“I am
flattered, Mr. Ratzlaff, but if you follow the bankruptcy notices
in the Nelson Daily Crow, you’ll know I’m no longer employed
in the criminal investigation industry.”

The Rat ignored
the comment and rudely shoved an eight-by-ten glossy an inch in
front of Stark’s nose.

“I’d like you
to find this woman.”

“She has all
the right pieces in all the right places. Were those surgically
enhanced?”

Stark studied
the photo, took a large pull on his beer and silently acknowledged
the contribution that spandex had made to the world.

“You’re a funny
man, Nakid. Probably not the first time you’ve heard that.”

The Rat
chortled, shot an evil glare and ground out his cigar in a chrome
ashtray the size of a truck tire before continuing.

“Ordinarily I’d
have one of my own boys do a job like this, but I need a man who is
more discreet. A man of a thousand faces. A man whose liver I can
rip out if he screws up.”

“I’m your man
then, Mr. Ratzlaff. I’m a man of a thousand voices and ‘incognito’
was my mother’s maiden name.”

The Rat raised
one of his overly developed eyebrows and grunted.

“If you can
find her I’ll make you a rich man.”

“You mean a
richer man.”

The Rat
snatched the photo from Stark’s hand and fondled it in a disturbing
manner. Stark took the opportunity to pound the remainder of his
beer.

“Just my normal
fee of two thousand a day plus expenses will suffice. I’m in this
business for the good of mankind, not for the money.”

“I happen to
know your standard fee is two hundred a day and you eat your own
expenses, but under the circumstances I’ll meet your price.”

He sighed
loudly, sniffed and dramatically wiped a tear from his eye before
continuing.

“I have my
demons, ’Kid. I was raised by a mobster who drove my mother insane.
Naturally I became one myself. My sister was disowned when she
became a police officer instead of a criminal. She died in the line
of duty many years ago. The woman in this photo is my
daughter—although we’ve never met—and my only heir. My wife and I
never had any children. I recently became aware that an affair I
had two decades ago with one of our maids produced offspring. The
mob business is not as honourable as you might think. I survived
two assassination attempts in the past year alone. I may not be
around much longer. I want you to find my daughter, Stark.”

Stark couldn’t
tell how much truth the story held. He took the photo and let
himself out. Near the end of the hundred foot long driveway stood a
small Tudor-style servant’s cottage that housed the last remaining
descendent of Charles Dreadlock, the famous railroad tycoon. His
grandson Damian Dreadlock, the crooked city councillor, was
rumoured to prefer the modesty of the coach house to the grandeur
of the mansion. The gardener continued snoozing on the lawn as
Stark walked past him through the large wrought-iron gates. Away
from the lifestyles of the rich and famous, back to the lifestyles
of Joe and Jane Average.

 


 



Chapter
Three

Watson arrived back at
the lodgings at 221 Baker Street just before tea time and asked
Mrs. Hudson, the housekeeper who lived on the ground floor, to add
some shortbread cookies to the tray. Often finding the climb up the
five flights of stairs with a full tray a challenge, Watson was not
surprised to arrive in the penthouse suite without cookies or
teacups on the tray. He arrived just in time to see Holmes
entertaining a prospective client in the waiting room. Before
Watson could set the tray down or make introductions, Holmes leaned
back in the chair and launched into the usual spiel regarding the
scope and breadth of their investigative skills. The client, who
sat in the opposite wingback chair before the fire, leaned forward
to listen closer, placing his bowler hat on his lap. Watson noticed
the elbow patch on the left hand sleeve of his suit jacket appeared
considerably more worn than the right, indicating that the man
either had a poor sense of balance or drove a 1956 Nash
Metropolitan. The Nash was famous for having an armrest made of
something akin to steel wool. He himself had driven one in younger
years, the amphibious model, which made a damn fine canoe as well.
Watson fidgeted, preparing to slip in a question regarding the car,
when Holmes noticed him standing at the doorway and signalled to
keep silent by loudly clearing phlegm and hawking a large mass of
it into the fire, then turning back to address the client.

“Mr.
Ramsbottam, allow me to demonstrate the art of deductive reasoning.
Your sloppy attire indicates that you left your fourth-floor hotel
room this morning at 7:05, later than usual due to your ill-timed
decision to ‘polish the penguin.’ The dribble stain on the front of
your tweed trousers indicates a larger-than-average phallus, a fact
that made you popular with your nannies and gym teachers but not
with your father. The logo inside your hatband reveals your
attendance at an exclusive, private boys school located near Tofino
on Vancouver Island, Saint Cedric’s School for the Endowed, which
led to bouts of depression and general despair, no doubt caused by
the constant buggering and ritual abuse administered by the
Gregorian sect of brothers who served as your teachers. The bouts
of depression resulted in years of facial reconstructive surgery,
after a rather nasty band-saw accident in woodwork class caused by
inattention and a poorly timed slap on the back of the head
delivered by brother Siegfried, who later did some jail time. This
ultimately led to your mother having an affair with the plastic
surgeon, damaging her somewhat tenuous union with your father, to
the point where he fled with his fortune to South America, only to
die a year later in the arms of a young transvestite whom he met
while pursuing his dream to perform on stage in the chorus of La
Cage aux Folles. Your mother in turn married the surgeon due to
his remarkable stamina between the sheets, but she has not yet
revealed to you that your birth father was a gay porn star she met
while in a drug rehab clinic.”

The man seemed
stunned, as he had been earlier that morning at the hotel when he
located his wife under the front desk servicing the concierge. He
covered his face with his hands and began to weep softly, then
bolted to his feet and dashed out the door.

“There goes
another client. Damn and blast, Holmes, must you continue to
scrutinize every person you meet and make inappropriate comments
regarding their personal habits or embarrassing episodes from their
past?”

“Watson, you
really don’t see the bigger picture, do you? Everyone has a secret,
old boy, even you. I merely shine a light into the dark. I lift the
manhole cover to shed light on the sewer below. ‘Stars hide your
fires, let not light see my black and deep desires’—Macbeth,
act one, scene three. You know my methods, Watson—do not challenge
them.”

Watson excused
himself and left the room muttering. Holmes sat speaking on the
telephone with both feet up on the desk when Watson returned in his
loungewear.

“If I might
quote Douglas Adams, madam, ‘the word “impossible” is not in my
dictionary. In fact, everything from “herring” to “marmalade”
appears to be missing.’ Alas, I am at present far too busy to take
your case, interesting as it seems, given the circumstances of your
daughter’s disappearance. Perhaps I could suggest a colleague of
mine to help you. He resides in this very building, down one floor,
at the end of the hall. The name is N-A-K-I-D, pronounced nah-keed,
but everyone calls him Stark. While his methods may be unusual, he
is perhaps the most gifted student I ever instructed at the
Vallican Hole School of Stealth, Detection and Hard Knocks.”

“Are you giving
away more of our business, Holmes? Perhaps we should ask Stark if
he wishes to join us as an independent consultant.”

Holmes slammed
down the phone and leapt out of the chair. The pipe that had gone
out sparked to life once more, lifting blue clouds of smoke toward
the ceiling. Watson left the room to change the sign on their door
from “Open” to “Closed” and returned to find an animated Holmes
pacing before the fireplace.

“Damn it,
Watson. I hope to God we are not already too late. If we are fleet
of foot, old chum, we may yet be able to prevent a murder. ‘Though
this be madness, yet there is method in it’—Hamlet, act two,
scene two. Let us blow like the wind, Watson, a harsh, hot,
unpredictable Santa Ana wind. Do you have your revolver at
hand?”

“I’m in my
housecoat and pajamas, Holmes, as I always am after tea time. Why
would I have my revolver on me?”

“Not on you,
Watson. At hand. Damn and blast, man. At hand. Any fool can see you
are wearing a housecoat and pajamas—the ones I gave you last
Christmas, I believe, emerald green flannel with binoculars and
magnifying glasses on them. Quite smart. They complement your
figure and are both boyish and manly at the same time. The pajamas
do clash with the brown bear-claw slippers you always seem to wear.
Although I must say that your choice of housecoat, a vintage black
smoking jacket, is a perfect match for the pajamas. I digress,
Watson. Is or is not your revolver at hand?”

“It is in the
desk there, as always, Holmes. Keep in mind it is a .32 calibre
1906 Webley Scott Bulldog loaded with blanks. We ran out of bullets
for it years ago. I don’t believe they make them anymore. We don’t
have a permit for it anyway, and handguns are illegal in
Canada.”

“Illegal.
Preposterous. If you recall ‘The Curious Case of Mr. Winky,’ the
murder weapon was a pistol.”

“The man was an
Olympic biathlete, Holmes. If you recall, he shot his training
partner on the cross-country trail with his biathlon rifle.”

“You are
mistaken, Watson. That was ‘The Adventure of the Baloney Pony.’ It
is of no consequence. Keep your revolver at the ready, old chum,
and pray that we don’t need it.”

 


 



Chapter
Four

Stark thought about it
all the way back to the office and remained thinking about it when
he stepped off of the bus in front of 221 Baker Street. The first
three floors of the heritage building housed the Smoking Hound Bed
and Beverage, a small inn offering budget accommodations complete
with a complimentary morning cocktail. The Smoking Hound catered
primarily to the hung-over skier and backpacker crowd as well as
wealthier vagrants. Above it sat a floor of offices, with a rooftop
deck and penthouse above that. The penthouse sat above Stark’s
office with the rooftop deck at the opposite end of the building.
The tenants of the penthouse were two of his former instructors
from the Vallican Hole School, who ran a consulting detective
service on the side. It worked out well for Stark since he often
got their spillover clients as well as those without a sense of
direction.

Climbing the
five flights of hardwood stairs two at a time, he arrived gasping
and wheezing before totally collapsing against the stairway
railing. After regaining his composure, he realized that he had
once again climbed one flight too many, staggered back down and
lurched toward the far end of the hall. He leaned against the door
marked “Stark Investigations,” below which the latest in a
continuing series of bad mottos read “Walk Tall—Hire a Big Dick.”
As Stark searched for a key, his uncanny spidey-sense tingled,
detecting the unmistakable sound of a diseased elk baying to the
moon. Instinctively he dropped to the ground, placing his ear to
the floor in the classic Chen-style tai chi posture “Monkey Listens
for a Train,” before leaping effortlessly to his feet again. Using
his shoulder for a key, he discovered the sound to be the answering
machine stuck in the rewind mode.

Since the
office sat directly above the Hound Dog Honeymoon Suite, Stark kept
a broom propped against the wall, always at the ready. The office
consisted of an outer waiting room that housed a worn brown leather
chesterfield opposite a large black one-way glass window. The wall
next to the inner office door held a “Now Serving Number . . .”
digital sign, as well as a number dispenser. A fifty-inch
flat-screen television clung to the wall at the end of the room. A
frosted-glass door led to the inner office, which was furnished
with a large oak desk that sported a black dial telephone and a
twenty-seven inch iMac. Two brown leather Queen Anne armchairs sat
opposite the desk. The walls were lined with bookshelves filled
with large dusty volumes inherited from previous tenants, some of
Stark’s favourite novels and his collection of obscure pop-up
books. Two large mullioned windows framed the desk chair, providing
a view of Baker Street below. A smaller room that could be accessed
off the inner office housed a kitchenette and a small dining table.
A Murphy bed hid ever hopeful in a curtained alcove at the far end
of the room.

Stark sat at
the desk, leaning far enough back in the chair to peek out the
window at the street below. A tall dark figure in a trench coat
stood illuminated by the streetlamp on the corner, smoking a
cigarette. Stark pulled an envelope out of his coat pocket and
placed it on the desk. According to the Rat, the mystery photo had
arrived in the morning mail unaccompanied by a note. The envelope
bore a local postmark and the address appeared to be written in a
woman’s hand. This would narrow the field of suspects to three or
four thousand.

Stark took a
closer look at the photo. She had long raven-black hair,
almond-shaped deep-brown eyes, full sensuous lips and the good
fortune of not having inherited her father’s immense beak. The
phone rang and the elk started baying again. He put the answering
machine out of its misery with the heel of his shoe.

“Stark
Investigations. You plug ’em, we plant ’em.”

“Are you
Nakid?”

The voice
sounded so sexy he was afraid to stand.

“I was born
Nakid.”

His tone
remained manly yet grovelling while he attempted to undress her
with his ears.

“You met with
the Rat today. I think we should talk. I’ll meet you in front of
the Snoring Elk Hotel at six tomorrow morning.”

“Six in the
morning? What are you, a rooster?”

“I work nights.
Make sure you’re not followed.”

The line went
dead.

When the alarm
clock on the bedside table sounded at 5:00 a.m., Stark put a shot
glass through it. He was startled awake at ten to six by the ear
splitting sound of the back-up alarm, Barry Manilow’s “Copacabana,”
blaring from the clock radio on his office desk. Throwing golf
balls at it from the bucket next to the bed proved futile, as did
throwing the bucket. Forced to get up, he shut it off with a nine
iron. Stark dressed quickly in the clothes he had carefully laid
out in a heap at the foot of the bed, raced out the door and ran
the twelve blocks to his destination. As he ran by the Poodle
Noodle, a hip local take-out joint where you could order anything
you wanted as long as it looked like noodles and smelled like
poodles, he caught a glimpse of his reflection in the smoked glass.
He removed the several bits of Kleenex from his freshly shaven
face.

While stopping
to catch his breath in front of the Wasted Giraffe, one of twelve
gourmet coffee shops within eyesight along Baker Street, he noticed
a woman pacing on the sidewalk near the Ward Street entrance of the
Snoring Elk Hotel. As Stark drew nearer he recognized her as the
surgically enhanced subject in the photo and reflected that this
could be just about the easiest two grand he had ever made. Halfway
through the crosswalk a sudden movement from above startled him
into action. He instinctively drew his feet into a cat stance, open
hands above his head crossed at the wrist, forming the Yang-style
tai chi posture “White Crane Soils his Nest.” Stark froze in horror
at the image above him. He tried to scream but when his voice froze
he could only stare. The baby grand piano fell about four
stories—in slow motion it seemed—and landed with a thunderous,
sickening crash, smack on top of the woman in the photo. She would
never play it again.

 


 



Chapter
Five

Stark spent the next
five hours as the honoured guest of the Nelson City Police Homicide
Squad. Inspector Franco San Francisco was as happy as ever to see
him.

“For Christ’s
sake, Nakid, you were holding her hand when we got there. You’re
telling me you were just walking by and thought she needed
consoling?”

As usual the
Inspector sweated like a moose.

“I thought she
might be in need of medical attention—she appeared rather
depressed.”

Inspector
Franco, a man who would make Mike Tyson look pretty, took a
crumpled pack of Camels out of his sweat-soaked shirt pocket and
crushed them in front of Stark’s nose.

A few hours
later, Stark thanked Detective Sergeant Harry Stuttgart for so
kindly escorting him out of the police headquarters building and
into a pile of rubbish and discarded boxes in the alley off of
Stanley Street. Harry grunted savagely and slammed the door in
Stark’s face. As he picked stale Chinese food from his hair, Stark
seriously considered taking Harry off his Christmas card list.

Since a
five-hour grilling tends to make a throat dry, Stark meandered over
to the Blushing Beaver Lounge at the Queen Bee Hotel on Baker
Street to hoist a few to the memory of a certain exotic ex-piano
player. He wandered in between shows and felt fortunate to find a
vacant stool located along the polished oak counter just far enough
from the stage to avoid discarded apparel or any chance of audience
participation and just close enough to the bar to ensure fast
beverage delivery. The waitress, a ravishing brunette with endless
legs and muscular shoulders, sashayed over to take his order. She
wore a bright peacock-blue Hawaiian dress that revealed a lack of
tan lines, and she smelled delicious.

“Marry me,
Breeze. I’ve got the certificate all filled out. You just have to
say yes to make me the happiest man in the room, this far from the
stage.”

“In your
dreams, Starkers.”

She crinkled
her baby-blue eyes and asked if the usual would suffice.

“The frostier
the better, Breeze. You know in my dreams you wear a Catwoman suit
and I wear those big Mickey Mouse gloves. Give it some
thought.”

She giggled and
left for another patron. Stark stayed for three beers and two
shows, including a spectacular tribute to Katy Perry’s failed
marriage and a medley of rude sailor songs played rather creatively
on a clarinet, before leaving by the rear exit. He had his hand on
the door when a photo in the “Coming Attractions” showcase caught
his eye. Right beside a poster of this week’s feature attraction,
“Miss Nude Slocan City,” sat an eight-by-ten photo of a beautiful
bikini-clad woman, with long raven-black hair and almond-shaped,
deep-brown eyes, who would definitely not be appearing next
week.

 


 



Chapter
Six

The headline said it
all: “Piano Squashes Woman Like Bug.” The journalistic integrity of
the Nelson Daily Crow never failed to amaze. Stark quickly
scanned down the page, past the full-colour photograph of a hand
sticking out from underneath a crushed piano, to get to the meat of
the story. Apparently the moving company involved, Two Small Men
with Sore Backs, had gotten an early start moving the alleged
musical murder weapon up to the rooftop lounge, in order to avoid
the morning rush hour. The safety strap around the killer keyboard
had suddenly come unbuckled and the instrument became airborne. The
movers were now reportedly in the care of a professional grief
counsellor. Information on the victim was sketchy, due to the usual
search for the next of kin. The only identifying clue released
indicated that the victim could be a female of about forty years of
age. Stark froze and let the paper fall to the sidewalk.

By the time he
bounded up the stairs to reach his office door Stark stood sweating
like a sumo wrestler in a steam room. As he shoved the key into the
lock, the door suddenly swung wide open and he fell heavily into
the room. Instinctively rolling behind the brown leather
chesterfield, he sprang up in a policeman’s crouch, with both hands
lifted high, palms forward, fingers clenched into claws, the left
knee held high in the classic Chen-style tai chi posture “Tiger
Steps on a Nail.” Spotting a movement of light across the room, he
covered the twelve feet in seconds, leapt skyward and levelled a
savage kick at the inner office door, sending deadly shards of
frosted glass and splinters of door frame hurtling into the room.
After quickly panning the room while crouched down on one knee,
right hand palm down and cupped over the eyebrows, left arm
straight out, hand palm up in the Sun-style tai chi posture “Panda
Seeks Spare Change,” he instinctively rolled again, springing up
near the beer fridge. Clothes, books, files and loose papers were
scattered carelessly around the room. The place looked like
Montreal after the ’98 ice storm. Stark exhaled sharply.

“Thank
God.”

Everything was
just as he’d left it.

Stark grabbed a
fresh cold one from the fridge, lit up a Mehari’s Sweet Orient
cigarillo and began digging through the cluttered desk drawer in
search of the big magnifying glass. He located it in less than half
an hour, along with three Bic lighters, a pair of tickets to a
Nelson Leafs hockey game, four bottle openers, a Captain Crunch
decoder ring and an instruction manual for Windows 95 that had been
missing for some time. He examined the front-page photo from the
Nelson Daily Crow hoping to confirm a hunch. A detail in the photo
suddenly hit him like a rock in the forehead. With the speed and
dexterity of a disoriented kangaroo, he rifled through the desk
drawer and placed the Rat’s photo and the newspaper photo side by
side on the desktop. In the newspaper photo, the hand sticking out
from under the piano sported what appeared to be a modest wedding
band, a ring that he recognized from holding the victim’s hand, as
a tattoo. In the Rat’s photo, the lovely spandex model had no such
marking.

Stark hid the
evidence in the usual spot. He walked over to the bookcase and
selected one of the larger volumes that had come with the office
when he leased the premises a half-dozen years prior. The old book
smelled of must but would provide enough space to discretely hide
the photos. As he randomly opened volume one of the three-volume
Whatever Floats Your Boat: A Stern History of British Columbia
Sternwheelers, a letter fell out. The letter bore the address
of a Mr. S. Nakid at Suite 4B, 221 Baker Street. The letter looked
a little worse for wear and the postmark confirmed it had been
mailed to Stark’s address the year after his birth. The return
address noted a Mr. Sanchez somewhere in Cuba. Stark placed the
letter and the photos in the book and returned it to the
bookshelf.

Stark stopped
in at the Mangy Moose for the Monday night special—Spam meatloaf
smothered in something that resembled mushroom gravy. Just like
mother used to make—awful. The lust of his life appeared to be off
shift, leaving him to gaze at the less than spectacular tattoo
artwork of her replacement, Lonesome Bill LaRue, who doubled as the
cook and the evening’s musical entertainment. Stark washed down the
special with several steaming cups of the house-blend coffee—rich,
dark and with the kind of bite only a pit bull could deliver. He
stayed for a tearful rendition of “Danny Boy” played on a
comb-and-wax-paper harmonica that garnered a standing ovation from
the sparse audience. He left Bill a sizeable tip and complimented
him on the motorcycle-jumping-the-bus tattoo on his left
forearm.

 


 



Chapter
Seven

The next morning, when
Stark stopped by the Mangy Moose for a quick coffee, his dream
waitress sauntered over and handed him a note from Lonesome Bill
LaRue. The note contained a name and an address. Elle Eldorado was
the name of the murder victim—the same woman who had called his
office earlier. She lived up the lake in Kaslo, where everyone knew
her as L.L. She had managed the Sneaky Tiki Cocktail Lounge in the
Cranky Bear Inn for the past decade. L.L. was a single mom whose
daughter, Awesome, had left home for the bright lights of Nelson
and the blackjack-dealer program at the Kootenay School of Darts
after graduating high school.

Awesome
Eldorado helped pay for her education by dancing part-time at the
Blushing Beaver Lounge and lived in a condo on the right and the
wrong side of the tracks. The building had begun as a diesel
locomotive shop that serviced the powerful locomotive engines that
pulled freight trains throughout the twisting mountain tracks of
the Kootenays. The big steel-frame building closed in the early
seventies and had sat rusting on the tracks for thirty-five years
before being converted into apartment condominium units by an
out-of-town developer who quickly turned the insolvent building
into an insolvent investment. Once the bank foreclosed, the units
were converted into a housing cooperative for low-income residents.
The majority of the local population, who had chosen to live in
Nelson for the lifestyle and not the income, welcomed the
conversion.

Awesome had a
nice apartment on the top floor of the four-storey building,
complete with a lake view balcony. The developer bought the
building for a dollar from the Grand Funk Railroad but went
bankrupt before completing the deal to buy the land. The old diesel
shop sat smack in the middle of the Nelson rail yard with only the
main-line track still in use. The developers, Rail to Grail, had
hoped that the sale of the condos would allow them to buy up the
rest of the unused rail yard for pennies on the dollar. When sales
were underwhelming, the land purchase dissolved, the main-line
track diversion disappeared and plans for the rail yard’s
development did as well. As a result the housing co-op stood
proudly in the middle of an abandoned rail yard, surrounded by
tracks and without any nearby parking. The main-line trains rumbled
through the ground floor lobby twice a day. Tenants noted that even
though they were close enough to touch a train as it passed, the
noise and intense vibrations went un-noticed after a few months.
With no parking lot in place the tenants had to park up on Vernon
Street and then walk down to the yard and step over several sets of
tracks to get to the building. Stark would have to do the same.

Not a day went
by that Stark did not utilize the skills gained from his stealth
training at the Vallican Hole. Whether slipping unnoticed through a
crowded shopping mall dressed in a foam rubber Gumby suit or
infiltrating a secure government animal-testing lab dressed as a
Labrador retriever, he felt as comfortable in his own skin as in
any disguise. Stark decided to go with one of the oldest tricks in
his playbook: pizza delivery. As a professional, Stark would not
stoop to use a frozen pizza, nor would he use the same kind of
pizza for every occasion. Stark custom-designed each pizza to suit
the tastes of the intended recipient, even though they would never
receive it. For Awesome, he chose an alligator pie, his own recipe
of four cheeses with onion, mushrooms and fresh tomato on a bed of
pesto and in the shape of an alligator. After pimping out the Lada
with some spray-painted phone numbers and a large yellow foam
cheese wedge that read “No Pants Pizza” for the roof, he felt ready
to go. He dressed simply: a t-shirt and puffy winter jacket over
some flattering Saxx underwear and some winter galoshes.

Under cover of
darkness, Stark arrived at the building without issue, climbing the
four flights to the top floor since he did not want to take a
chance on riding up the elevator with a resident who might
recognize him. The lock proved easy to pick using the lovely
platinum set of lock picks he had received as a graduation present
from Professor Holmes. Once inside the Awesome apartment Stark
scanned the rooms for anything that stood out as unusual or out of
place. Since the apartment consisted of only three rooms, one being
a bathroom, the task did not take long. Stark came up empty after
the cursory review and decided to delve deeper, which meant
checking underneath drawers, under the mattress and behind
paintings. The apartment consisted of a kitchen on one end,
floor-to-ceiling windows on the living room end, and inside the
small bedroom, a full wall bookcase that served as the headboard
for the double bed.

Master Ho’s
words of advice came back to Stark: “If you cannot find what you
seek, seek what you cannot find.” Stark interpreted the saying to
be along the lines of “if you can’t see the obvious, look for the
peculiar.” Sure enough, the lack of personal photographs struck him
as peculiar. The place had been professionally swept. He found a
box of papers hidden in a secret compartment in the bookcase
headboard and two small wallet photos hidden in a framed mirror,
one of L.L. and one of a younger version of someone he would not
recognize without a cigar the size of a small dog in his mouth.

Stark left the
pizza on the counter and wiped down the bedroom to remove any
prints. He placed the box of papers on the coffee table in the
living room, lighting a candle beside it to avoid switching on the
lights. Nature called and Stark dashed into the bathroom to syphon
the python. Searching for a hand towel, Stark ripped the shower
curtain open and gazed in shock at the body floating face down in
the bathtub. He didn’t need to turn over the tanned dark-haired
woman in the Hawaiian dress to ID the victim. His body shuddered
and tears welled up in his eyes as he lifted the lifeless form of
his friend from the tub and into his arms for one last hug. Breezy
sewed all the outfits for the dancers at the Blushing Beaver to
earn some extra cash. Stark new she lived up the lake and would
often stay in town with a friend if she had a late night shift. She
must have been mistaken for Awesome by the killer. As he was
thinking it through he heard a slight whoosh sound come from the
living room, a sound somewhat muffled by the water sloshing out of
the tub. As he dropped Breezy back in the tub, he heard a louder
whoosh.

Stark bolted
into the living room in time to see a wall of flame leap from a box
of burning papers on the coffee table to the sheer curtains lining
the dining-room window. Acting on pure impulse and not a modest
amount of adrenaline, he frantically tore down the curtains and
beat the flames out with a leather Catwoman outfit he found draped
across the La-Z-Boy by adapting the classic Yang-style tai chi
posture “Elephant Finds Mouse in Soup.” Stark raced into the
kitchen, grabbed what he assumed to be a pitcher of ice water and
threw it onto the burning coffee table. He felt certain he caught a
whiff of gin and vermouth just before the whoosh of flames singed
his eyebrows and shot up to the ceiling. Stark decided to abandon
his firefighting efforts about the time that the television
exploded.

By the time he
reached the hallway, the irritating sound of cheap smoke alarms was
almost deafening. He ran down the hall banging on all the doors and
yelling, “Fire!” “Sweet Jesus,” “Free Beer!” and “Go Canucks!” at
the top of his lungs until satisfied that all but the teetotalling,
atheist, deaf Leafs fans would have escaped. The smoke triggered
the automatic sprinkler system. As if in some nightmarish car wash,
Stark sloshed down the stairs to alert the rest of the building. He
then beat a hasty retreat to the fire escape and down the cold iron
ladder to the tracks below. The flashing red and blue lights
reflecting neon glimmers off the wet rails and scattered pools of
rainwater gave the scene an eerie carnival-like atmosphere.

Stark hit the
ground on a dead run and almost made a clean exit until he ran
headfirst into Sergeant Harry Stuttgart, who seemed less than
pleased to see him. He regained consciousness in Inspector San
Francisco’s office, where Stark found Sergeant Harry sitting in the
inspector’s chair with his size fourteen black oxfords propped on
top of the desk. He grinned savagely at the effect his bear paws
had made on Stark’s delicate features. Stark tried to greet him in
the standard manner, the Sun-style tai chi posture “Wild Boar
Presses a Ham,” but stopped shy when he spotted the security guard.
Inspector San Francisco stormed into the office just in time to
prevent Sergeant Stuttgart from slamming Stark’s face into the
water cooler. The inspector’s neck glowed a French Cabernet red and
the perspiration stain on his shirt ran from his underarms to his
knees. He muttered through gritted teeth.
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