
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


 


[image: tmp_71eb4bd884a0470eac7694929a29e4d0_vnJxUa_html_1a1f2078.jpg]

 


Volume 1, Issue 4

August, 2018

 


Edited by

Rick Ollerman

 


 



 


 


Magazine Copyright © 2018 by Down & Out
Books

Individual Story Copyrights © 2018 by
Individual Authors, except

 


“Blood on the Block” originally appeared in the
December 15, 1933 issue of Dime Detective Magazine.
Copyright © 1933 by Popular Publications, Inc. Copyright renewed ©
1961 and assigned to Steeger Properties, LLC. All rights
reserved.

 


All rights reserved. No part of the book may be
reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means,
including information storage and retrieval systems, without
permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer who
may quote brief passages in a review.

 


Down & Out Books

3959 Van Dyke Road, Suite 265

Lutz, FL 33558

DownAndOutBooks.com

 


The characters and events in this book are
fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is
coincidental and not intended by the author.

 


Interior artwork for “Blood on the Block”
copyright © by Dylan Taylor Coleman

Cover photo © by Peter Rozovsky

Cover design by Lance Wright

 


 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If
you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then please return to your favorite
ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the hard work of this author/these authors.

 


 



 


 


 


[image: tmp_71eb4bd884a0470eac7694929a29e4d0_vnJxUa_html_1ce025a2.jpg]

 


Visit the Down & Out Books
website to sign up for our monthly newsletter and we’ll
deliver the latest news on our upcoming titles, sale books, Down
& Out authors on the net, and more!

 


 



 





TABLE OF CONTENTS

 


A Few Clues from the Editor

 


A Damn Fine Town

Arthur Klepchukov

 


Headhunter

John Shepphird

 


Scotch Bonnet

Brian Silverman

 


NON-FICTION

Placed in Evidence

J. Kingston Pierce

 


FEATURED STORY

Shoot to Kill

Michael Stanley

 


NON-FICTION

A Few Cents a Word

Rick Ollerman

 


Blood on the Block

Frederick C. Davis

 


Inside Man

Robb T. White

 


We Don’t Talk About Lester
Anymore

Lissa Marie Redmond

 


Next Issue

 


 



 





A Few Clues from the
Editor

 


Harlan Ellison has died.

He was the last of the writers as celebrity,
the writers known as much for who they were as much as for what
they wrote. Think Norman Mailer without the booze, or Tom Wolfe
without the ice cream suit.

He won more awards for fiction and fantasy
than anyone else I’m aware of, including two Edgars from the
Mystery Writers of America, the MWA. One was for a story called
“The Whimper of Whipped Dogs,” inspired by the inaction of the
witnesses of the brutal beating, raping, and ultimately killing of
Kitty Genovese in a New York City apartment courtyard. The second
was for “Soft Monkey,” a tale of a mother lost in the protection of
what she thinks is her child.

There was also more controversy surrounding
Harlan than any writer deserves. For Harlan it was all about the
work, and it’s not as though he didn’t suffer fools gladly, he
didn’t suffer them at all. This was a man who famously said the two
most common elements in the universe are hydrogen and stupidity. A
lot of people didn’t take that well, especially if they felt it was
directed at them.

The work was everything, and will continue to
be, long, long into the future. Stories like “Jeffty is Five” will
make you cry for nostalgia and angry for the world around you.
“‘Repent, Harlequin!’ Said the Ticktockman” takes the notion of
accounting for one’s time to The Man to its ultimate level. “A Boy
and His Dog,” the shorter work and the 1975 movie (Don Johnson’s
first) are a unique lesson in love. Elon Musk’s fear of artificial
intelligences could have been born in one of the most anthologized
stories ever, “I Have No Mouth and I Must Scream.” The story of a
man and the desperate inevitability of old age will gut punch you
in “Paladin of the Lost Hour,” again both in the short story and
the 1985 episode of the rebooted Twilight Zone featuring
Danny Kaye in his penultimate performance (both written by Harlan).
The list of must-read stories goes on and on. This is the lowest of
the low-hanging fruit.

Harlan was also a scenarist, as he liked to
call screenwriters, and was perhaps best know for being the
original and award-winning author of the Star Trek episode
that launched Joan Collins as a star: “The City on the Edge of
Forever.” After rallying the community to help save the series from
cancelation, Harlan began an effective letter writing campaign that
helped keep the show on the air past season one. When Gene
Roddenberry—among others—rewrote Harlan’s script without being
candid about what was going on, Harlan grew upset and ended his
affiliation with the show. Years later, after not being paid
royalties on any of the dozens of toys and lunch boxes and other
“City” related items, Harlan filed suit to assert claim to his
creations. This lawsuit did not sit well with some fans,
either.

He also sued AOL for refusing to take pirated
items down from their network, as they claimed they were not
responsible for what people chose to post on their servers. Ellison
won this suit, too, leading to a landmark decision saying that yes,
you are responsible for what your user posts. Today if a user posts
a pirated piece on a server and the rightful owner of that piece
asks the server owner to take it down, they must do so—thanks to
Ellison’s lawsuit. The money he was awarded was donated to charity
but Harlan maintained the label of being litigious for the rest of
his life.

He did not throw a fan down an elevator shaft,
nor did he tear books bearing his pseudonym, Paul Merchant, in half
when presented for his signature. How do I know? Harlan copped to
what he did and what he didn’t do. He wasn’t a liar. Did he send a
gopher via fourth class mail to a publisher who wouldn’t renounce
the rights to one of his books, a publisher who had violated their
contract? Yes, he did. Should he have done that, or other hotheaded
and controversial things? As he got older Harlan would admit that
his life would have been better if he hadn’t gotten in his own way
like he had. He’d known what he had done.

He also knew, always, that it was about the
work.

He edited one of the most influential
anthologies ever published, Dangerous Visions, published in
1967. This was followed by a second anthology, Again, Dangerous
Visions in 1972. But when he did an about face and did not
publish The Last Dangerous Visions after dragging that book
out for a number of years, some people who sold him stories took
umbrage and made this a large issue. Christopher Priest actually
wrote a long piece for his fanzine that ended up being published in
book form taking Ellison to task.

Harlan was an incredible performer and public
speaker. He was nominated for a Grammy in the spoken word category
for his performance of Through the Looking-Glass and What Alice
Found There and won several other awards. In the 1970s Harlan
stopped appearing in any state that hadn’t ratified the Equal
Rights Amendment (ERA) supporting women’s rights. He had marched
with Martin Luther King. He helped scores of individual writers
with their work, as a publisher, editor, and simply as a
benefactor.

Through the years his outsized personality has
led to a love him or hate him relationship with the fan community,
though most had no personal connection with the man. Indeed, there
are stories where conference goers would actively try to bait him
into doing something rash just so they could generate their own
Ellison story. I don’t know that he ever stooped to those
levels.

He didn’t drink and he didn’t smoke. What he
did was write, and the stuff he produced with two fingers on a
mechanical typewriter, one-hundred-twenty words per minute, is
among the finest fantastic literature written by an
American.

It’s not about the cell phone footage of
Harlan “groping” a women author’s breast at a podium, an incident
that followed him in his later years. He repeatedly said he did not
do this thing and bade people watch the tape. The first time I
watched it, it didn’t look good. But strangely, everybody’s
laughing: the author herself, the audience, everyone. And when I
watch the tape closely, I see Harlan place his fingertips very
clearly above this author’s breast, who makes no move to pull away
or to cease laughing, who then bends down so she could hear Harlan
say something in her ear as the crowd was making too much noise,
thus pulling her breast away from Harlan. Not only is there no
groping, there is no contact.

Despite the fact that Harlan and this woman
had been friends for a quarter of a century, it still wasn’t a good
move to do in public, especially as amplified by today’s political
climate. And for the anti-Ellison crowd it was all they could have
asked for in shouting anyone down who might dare defend the vile
Ellison—it’s there on the tape. Um, yes, it is, and it’s not what
you’re claiming. But apparently it’s close enough for character
assassination.

So there. I’ve hinted at both sides of a
controversial man, a man who—I don’t believe—ever intended to be
controversial, he simply didn’t mind being controversial. Another
thing he said was that people aren’t entitled to their own opinion,
they’re entitled to an informed opinion. Which makes Harlan
an elitist of sorts. He believed some people were simply better
than others because those people did smarter things, did brilliant
things, created special things. Hell hath no fury like the
uninvolved—guess who said that, too?

One of the best known examples of the “New
Journalism” movement, and widely considered one of the best pieces
of magazine writing ever, is a brilliant piece written by
Gay Talese and called “Frank Sinatra Has a Cold.” Sinatra was in a
bad mood, was about to turn fifty, had a cold so he couldn’t sing,
and came across Harlan in a club, where he tried to pick a fight
over Harlan’s boots. Sinatra was a man who, according to female Rat
Packer Angie Dickinson, broke a man’s arm so that she heard it
snap, and did not see himself as a man to be messed with; nor did
Harlan. Harlan walked out on Sinatra and his entourage and Talese
was there to describe the incident in his piece. It’s an
interesting look at Harlan from an outside perspective.

Harlan Ellison has died. I only knew him the
tiniest of bits, and I wish I’d been bolder when I’d had the
opportunity.

The final book published while he was alive
was released just days before his death. Blood’s a Rover,
many years due, is a collection of all the Vic and Blood stories,
including a screenplay, that make up the saga that we first read
(and saw) in A Boy and His Dog. Harlan’s editor is working
on releasing all of Harlan’s writings in new editions, the
published as well as never before seen stuff, set to see the light
beginning in the coming months.

If you haven’t read Harlan Ellison before, you
must. Even if you think you don’t like him, or if your friends tell
you he’s an asshole, or if you’re convinced he gropes women in
public and tears up other people’s copies of his books or slugs
Hollywood producers (and somehow never gets arrested or sued
himself) or runs over your dog or sours your milk, you must read
the work. There are two authors I’ve come across in my life whose
stuff reads like there’s a link wired directly to my brain: Charles
Dickens and Harlan Ellison. And no, they’re nothing alike from a
writing perspective. There’s…something else.

Harlan’s non-fiction will also affect (or
infect) your life. Read An Edge in My Voice (1985), I dare
you. Watch the documentary about Harlan, Dreams with Sharp
Teeth, or read the currently Hugo-nominated biography by Nat
Segaloff, A Lit Fuse: The Provocative Life of Harlan Ellison
for more of the legend, good and bad. But above all:

Read the work. 
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Some folks can just flat out
write. Untold millions are probably able to string together
gorgeous sentences. Far fewer can perform similar feats with
paragraphs. The gifted few can, to use another Harlan Ellison
phrase, “hear the music.” I read Art’s story and it was clear to me
that he hears it, too. He sent along this for a bio: “Arthur
Klepchukov was born between Black Seas, Virginian Beaches, and San
Franciscan waves. He adores trains, swing sets, and music that
tears him outta time.” He’s active on social media and I would hope
that all of us would hear more about him soon.

 





A Damn Fine Town

Arthur Klepchukov

 


A little boy in a red cape whooshes past me on
the early morning train. He’s dead set on flying down this musty
subway car headed for the airport. Kid Cape.

Heh, I must’ve had a costume like
that for Halloween. Probably wore it too long too.

No one I scouted paid any attention to me
thanks to this nondescript jacket in this indifferent pose with
this vague stare. But this kid spins around, runs back, and
eyeballs me. He’s my daughter’s age.

“POW!” Kid Cape says with a
grimace and a tiny, hairless fist pointing at my nose. “I stopped
you!”

I look around. The tourists are still asleep
in the daze of the early train rocking us all from side-to-side.
Good.

He wants a reaction like I used to. But I
can’t give him one. Another disappointed kid.

Go away, little man. This is cute,
but I can’t even smile. I need you to go away.

Kid Cape stares at me, not budging. His little
fist trembles. The grey, uncorrupted eyes behind that cheap mask
are intent on not being polite. He knows what I am. We all know
what I am.

But I promise, I’ll only do this
as long as necessary. So just go.

I raise my hands, bow my head, and almost
close my eyes.

“Whoosh!” The kid makes his own
sound effects.

I glance up and Kid Cape’s farther down the
train car. He stops under one of those hanging hand straps—nooses
for the nine to five crowd.

 


 


Kid Cape tries the same pow trick with a seated
fella daydreaming in our car. A funny suitcase separates him from
the hero. He smiles, and the kid takes off giddy, downright
inspired.

Now, I almost smile. It starts with the guy’s
well-traveled shoes. Terrible for giving chase. Mr. Suitcase is the
right cocky, unsympathetic age. Flabby calves in shorts too cold
for locals. That nonchalant reaction to Kid Cape? Couldn’t imagine
himself as a mark. He wears that goofy tourist grin. His eyes stare
past the grimy train windows—this town’s all new to him. The
novelty has yet to fade, the real weather to spit on his days. A
forgettable girlfriend naps on his shoulder. That bone propping up
her eye socket? Cozy. My money says they won’t make it past this
year. Every other stop, he checks his well-worn Rolex.

But best of all? The bag. Dumpster chic. No
luggage stickers. Outbound. Perfect.

My best scores came from ratty, inconspicuous
luggage on this early morning train bound for the airport. Never
seen a fancy bag here that wasn’t a knock-off full of things more
at home at Goodwill than a pawn shop. People who travel with Louis
Vuitton look-a-likes live look-a-like lives. But the slightly
smarter set at least wrap the damn good in the quite
ugly.

If you can afford this trip, you
can afford to leave me a memento on my weekly round trip to
nowhere.

Of all the police reports I once signed off on
for precious bags, none ever itemized an engagement ring that
woulda turned my ex Cindy into Cinderella. At least, after that
first score, I afforded both alimony and our daughter’s trip to
space camp. At least her mind soared. That’s worth losing a badge
for. Most mornings.

 


 


Sitting always draws less attention than
standing. So I do my seat rotations, staying clear of anyone who
might notice or remember me. I study Mr. Suitcase through the
reflections in the dirty windows each time the train departs.
What a goofy, unaware smile.

Today, I’ll hit him three stops before the
airport. Decent neighborhood with enough airport arrivals that if I
turn two corners and walk slow, I’m an arriving local. Also the
least-staffed station. And they hired that sap with the lazy eye
for security. Worst case? Minimal resistance.

Hope that kid won’t come back to
see it. Don’t feel like being someone else’s excuse for bad
behavior.

I exit the first door of the car and re-enter
from the second, wearing my baseball cap. We emerge from the last
tunnel and morning light cracks into our car like a soft-boiled
egg. I stand spitting distance from Mr. Suitcase, surfing the cheap
waves of the train rocking forward. We pull into the
stop.

He checks his watch and when he rests his
wrist back down on his chubby little thigh, it angles right up at
me. Wait. What kinda Rolex doesn’t have hands? No hours, no
minutes, no seconds. I blink to make sure, staring longer than I
should at an empty watch face. I’m sure I pawned one exactly
like that, except it told time. Did he remove the
hands?

The girlfriend jolts awake and sneezes on me.
Shit. Too close.

But then she gawks at Mr. Suitcase.

“Oh, oh, I’m so sorry, sir.” She
brushes his shoulder.

He shrugs and smiles.

She dashes outta the open door. We’re exactly
three stops from the airport. I spot a guard napping in his glass
cubicle. Mr. Suitcase is staring in the other direction, away from
me. Doors of opportunity wide open.

What kinda man wears a watch that
won’t tell time?

The doors slide shut in my face. I let ’em. I
take a seat. The disabled seat, facing Mr. Suitcase.

 


 


Kid Cape flies back down our car, picking up
speed, aiming himself at Mr. Suitcase’s bag. Dammit, don’t!
He runs up and lifts a bag that’s bigger than him over his head
like an ant. Whoa. The kid whispers that himself as he looks
up at my score.

And the only other person awake enough to be
shocked isn’t. Mr. Suitcase stares up at his old bag with that same
smile.

“Careful with that power,” he
says.

“Mikey! Mikey, where are you?” A
mother’s shrill voice plows into my ears.

Kid Cape wobbles, his secret identity exposed.
He sets down the oversized bag. He examines his hands, the bag’s
owner, his hands again.

Mr. Suitcase raises a lone finger to his lips,
agreeing to keep the hero’s secret. Mikey smiles and dashes back
past me toward his mother’s squeaky voice.

I fixate on the bag. What the hell’s in
there?

 


 


We coast into the airport stop. End of the
line. The incomprehensible announcements never wake anyone up—the
final jolt of the car does the job. Passengers stand and check
boarding passes, wristwatches, belongings. A series of paranoid
pats. Mr. Suitcase’s smile grows.

I make for the other door. He’s the last
person on the train. A fresh set of suitcases with peeling luggage
stickers squeak onboard.

I exit. He doesn’t.

The doors stay open. Soon after all the
arrivals board, this train will turn around. I stand with one foot
on the platform, the other still on the train, waiting for his
move.

Mr. Suitcase steps off the train and I’ve got
him in perfect profile.

His eyes close. He inhales and pushes the air
out like an old steamer. And before I can make any sense of it, he
turns around and drags his suitcase back onto the train. Mr.
Suitcase pulls and grimaces like a kid didn’t vault that bag over
his head with ease. Its pipsqueak wheels yank my attention down as
they cross the rumble strips. I favor the foot inside the train,
lean in as the doors close.

Mr. Suitcase sits opposite of where he just
was.

I lean on the handrail to his left.

His face has transformed—dimples gone, mouth
relaxed, eyes sloping down in satisfied rest.

He raises his wrist and fiddles with the ring
on the handless watch, rotating, rotating, perfect. New
time zone, of course. He heaves the bag onto his lap and
holds onto the zippers with both hands, like doorknobs he’s not
quite ready to twist.

Z-z-z-z-zip. The watch comes off his wrist and
goes into a suitcase. An empty suitcase.

A grin tucks itself into my cheek. I need a
better way of picking targets. I should walk away, call this trip a
wash, try again next week. Disappoint another kid in another cape
by being a petty—

“Do you need a suitcase?” Mr.
Suitcase asks.

I glance around. He’s staring at me. “Me? Why
would I need a suitcase?”

“You seemed more interested in it
than that kid was.”

He made me. This is more humiliating than
losing my badge.

“Are you in the market for one?”
he asks.

“I don’t need your suitcase, man.”
Bailing—the fastest way to seem guilty. Stay put.

“Maybe you can take it on a trip
somewhere?”

He’s seen me on this train before. He knows.
“Me? A trip? Can’t recall the last time I could afford a fancy
trip.”

“Well. You don’t have to travel to
travel,” Mr. Suitcase says.

I slump into the seat across from him, nothing
to add, no one to blame but myself. I need a better way of
picking targets, I do. But I can’t list my criteria. Can’t
decide which stop to take, where to go. I forget the map, stop
profiling people, return to the same damn stations.

Third stop from the airport. An old woman
yelps in German and something sends a jolt up my foot before
tumbling down. The thief’s on the ground with her purse and the
guard’s got a knee in his back before the doors close. Did
I…? I’m noticed and cheered and thanked with fancy chocolate.
Do they even know what I am?

Mr. Suitcase isn’t around to
notice.

I remember asking my little girl why she
wanted to go to space camp. Duh! Because here is boring,
daddy. I bob my head with the tracks like a little kid and
stare, stare at the constantly shifting sky, finding the new in the
familiar.
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Shamus Award-winning John Shepphird is that
kind of storyteller that works in more than one media. He’s a TV
and Hollywood writer and director—and apparently in his spare time
he writes books. He wrote three novellas in his “Shill
Trilogy”: The Shill,
Kill the Shill and Beware the Shill, the latter of which was an
Anthony Award finalist. The books chronicle the adventures of a
down on her luck actress named Jane Innes, and I asked John if he
might be able to come up with something about Jane for the
magazine. This story takes place approximately nine months before
The Shill series begins (and Jane’s first encounter with the
elusive Veronica). His latest book is Bottom
Feeders, released in April from
Blackstone.

 





Headhunter

A Jane Innes Story

John Shepphird

 


“I specialize in insurance fraud,” Tim Perduga
explained to the blonde sitting on the other side of his cluttered
desk. “The job is basically following people to document what they
do, and you need to be able to blend in.”

“I can blend in,” Jane Innes
said.

Tim wasn’t sure about that. He was concerned
this young woman was too attractive. She’d likely draw attention
just by the way she looked. The few lady operatives working for
Perduga Investigations were either Asian like himself (Tim was a
mix of Japanese/Hawaiian), or Hispanic—nondescript women who could
pass as nannies or cleaning ladies, working women that didn’t draw
a second glance. That day Jane wore a snug, navy blue skirt below a
white silk blouse. Her hair was tied up. As a job applicant, she
looked like she stepped out of a business attire
catalogue.

Ex-cop turned private eye, Tim augmented his
LAPD pension with income from his private investigations. He
explained that the majority of cases that came his way involved
workers’ compensation fraud. “My clients are primarily owners of
small businesses, mom-and-pop shops that pay a bigger premium for
California workers’ compensation insurance when they are burdened
by claims of injury on the job.” She nodded silently and Tim went
on to explain, “Once there’s an injury, and a loss history, the
state underwriter raises their premiums big time, so it makes sense
to look into the legitimacy of each claim.”

“People faking that they’re
injured,” she said.

“Back or neck injury mostly.
Sometimes carpal tunnel syndrome.”

“How do they do that?”

“Get on a payroll and claim a
work-related injury. By filing extensions they can collect workers’
comp for months, even years. When that peters out, they get another
job and do the same thing all over again.”

“But…” Jane asked, “don’t they
need medical documentation or something?”

Tim laughed. “Let’s just say there are plenty
of quacks out there willing to write up a fake diagnosis so long as
they get their fee. And with certain injuries, like back related
stuff, who can tell for sure?”

Tim looked over her resume. There were acting
jobs, a few commercials and bit parts but no experience in either
law enforcement or security. She’d gone to college but didn’t have
a degree, nothing beyond a high school education. This made Tim
think of his own daughter Rina, about Jane’s age, and now studying
for her master’s in biotechnology. Rina’s private school education
meant Tim had to take whatever case he could get his hands on while
keeping operating expenses cut to the bone. He noticed Jane had
completed a correspondence course in private investigations and
said, “I see you’ve taken a PI course.”

“Online. I’m trying to collect
enough hours to get my license.”

Tim knew these online courses were bogus but
didn’t say anything. What’s the point? He wrapped up the
interview with, “Okay, I’ll keep your resume on file and if
something comes up…Realize we only pay minimum wage, and I can’t
work you more than twenty hours a week.”

“Why not?”

“I’d have to hire you full time.
State law.”

“That’s okay.” Jane took her
purse. “Like I said, I need to collect the hours.”

He glanced at her resume again, said, “I see
you’re also an actress.”

“That’s right,” she said with some
pride.

“That’s wonderful. Jane, it was a
pleasure meeting you.” He stood and shook her hand.

“Thank you,” Jane said and slung
her bag over her shoulder. It reminded her of the postcards. She
pulled one out and handed it to him. “I’m in a talent showcase at a
little stage in Hollywood. You should come see it.”

“An acting thing?”

“A collection of scenes with
myself and other actors. It’s sort of like a recital. If you can
make it let me know and I’ll get you discount tickets.”

“Thank you.”

After Jane was gone, Tim dropped the postcard
and her resume into the trash can. Although he could use more
surveillance soldiers, Tim was pretty sure he wouldn’t hire Jane
Innes. She’d stand out too much, and she had no experience. The
workers’ comp fraudsters he’d been hired to document didn’t spend
time in upscale corporate environments. They were more often found
in bars or playing the horses at Santa Anita.

It wasn’t until a week later that he came up
with the idea. Since he hadn’t thrown out his trash, Jane’s resume
was still there.

The case had been on his books for months. It
wasn’t a case of insurance fraud but rather a matter of
collections. Bertha O’Conner, a family law attorney, had given him
a small retainer to take a look. Around the Torrance courthouse
Bertha had been nicknamed the Battle-Ax, a moniker she fully
embraced. He reached Bertha on the phone and ran his proposal by
her.

“But, Tim,” she explained, “a
surreptitious tape recording will not hold up in court.”

“Yeah, but he doesn’t know
that. There’s a judgment to garnish wages, am I right?”

“Yes,” she said with a sigh. “But
as you know he claims to be unemployed.”

“I’ll record his confession, then
your office sends an email with a link to the audio recording;
that’s his admission that he’s working under the table. You
subpoena the guy and threaten criminal proceedings as a scare
tactic. That gets him to comply without having to go to
court.”

“A bluff?”

“That’s right.”

Bertha said, “You realize I’m doing this case
pro bono?”

He suspected that was a lie and said, “You
want this resolved, don’t you?”

“How much is this going to cost
me?”

“I’ll bill my standard hourly
rate, but I don’t think it will take long. I don’t like open cases
sitting around. Let’s close this one and move on.”

“Okay,” Bertha said, “the less I
know the better, so don’t tell me the details. Go ahead and try
it.”

Tim called the actress.

 


 


Jane was at Starbucks pouring milk into her
drip coffee when the private eye called. He said he had a gig and
asked if she could meet him that afternoon. That was great news—a
paying job. The restaurant had given Jane fewer shifts since she’d
spurned the asshole manager’s advances. Phil was married and a
total creep. He’d come onto her strong so she had to be even
stronger to make it clear she was not interested. After that the
shifts started to come fewer and further between. It was a shame
because the tips were good. Jane was over a month behind in rent at
this point so anything would help.

She went home and showered, dug the wrinkled
blouse out of her hamper, and met Tim at his office.

He got right down to business. “I’m
investigating a deadbeat dad. The guy claims to be unemployed to
get out of paying alimony and child support, but we know he’s
working under the table.”

“You need me to spy on him?” she
asked.

“No, I’ve tried that but it didn’t
produce results. I need your acting skills.”

Acting? Jane sat up, her interest
piqued.

“I need you to call this dude and
get him to admit he’s making money that’s off the
books.”

“Okay…” she said, hesitant, “but
how am I going to do that?”

“You’re going to impersonate a
headhunter.”

“A headhunter,” Jane said and
couldn’t control the smile that came over her face. “I can play
that,” she said, her imagination already envisioning a pushy
saleswoman, sort of like a realtor she once read for in an
audition.

“Great.” Tim dug into his desk and
retrieved a pay-as-you go cell phone. He turned it on and showed
her the audio recording app. “This phone is already set up to
record conversations. All you need to do is hit this icon in this
app before you dial or take a call.” He showed her. “Make sure the
icon is flashing.”

“What do I say?”

“Let’s write a script.” He pulled
out a yellow legal pad and they both came up with a name for her
alias, Donna Fisher, and made her a talent search consultant from
Exec-Finders. Tim explained, “The guy we’re after is named Mike
Unger. He’s the owner of a spa and hot tub business. You call and
tell him you’re looking to fill a position. Say a big-time resort
developer needs someone to overlook the design and construction of
pools and hot tubs.”

“Why me?” she asked. “I mean…why
don’t you call him?”

Tim shook his head. “Hell, I’m no actor. Say
the base salary is one hundred and seventy-five thousand dollars a
year,” he added, “and make sure you drop that many of the
properties are in Hawaii.” He wrote those details down. “The idea
is to get this guy to admit how much he’s currently making selling
and setting up hot tubs and spas. Insist you need accurate figures.
We need him to admit the amount.”

Jane wondered aloud, “How do I do
that?”

“Gain his confidence.”

“How much does this guy owe,
anyway?” she asked.

“I don’t know the details, but I
understand Unger lives like a rock star while his ex-wife and two
young toddlers eat stewed tomatoes from a can.”

“Seriously?”

Tim shook his head. “I try to stay away from
family law, but I’m handling this for a friend.”

“When should I make the
call?”

“Whenever you feel you’re
ready.”

She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
“Let’s try it now.”

“You don’t want to rehearse?” he
asked.

“I think it better we
improvise…jump in and see where it leads,” she said.

Tim started the recording app then entered
Mike’s number. He handed her the phone and said, “You’re
on.”

She brushed her hair back, took another deep
breath. When it went into voice mail she told Tim so.

“Leave a message.”

Without missing a beat, Jane said, “Hi Mike,
this is Donna Fischer with Exec-Finders. You don’t know me, but I
found you through LinkedIn. I’m recruiting a director-level
position for a major resort developer and would love to talk to you
about it. The position pays a six figure salary, though that’s
dependent on experience, and comes with full family benefits. Based
on your LinkedIn profile you appear to be a great candidate but you
would have to be willing to travel more than half the year. If
you’re interested or know someone who is, we do pay finder’s fees.
Please give me a call at this number if you’re interested. I look
forward to hearing from you,” she said cheerfully, ended the call
and looked to Tim.

“Good,” he said. “LinkedIn was a
good idea.”

“Thank you,” she said. “So what do
I do now?”

“Take the phone and these notes
with you. If he doesn’t call back this afternoon, try again
tomorrow. When you do talk to him continue your story. Build it up
and lead him with questions, get him to talk about the money he’s
making right now. That’s what I need. His current salary. Here,
take the phone charger with you.”

“Got it.” She put it all in her
bag and asked, “How do I keep track of my hours?”

“I can get them from the call
history on your phone.”

“Minimum wage?” Jane remembered
from their last meeting.

“I’m paying more for this one,
especially if you’re successful. Don’t use the phone for anything
else except to call me and report back each time you’ve talked with
Unger. I put my number in the address book. It’s the only one
there.”

“What if he won’t admit to
anything?”

“Then I’ll tell my client we
tried.”

Jane was disappointed when she saw the
postcard for her acting showcase in his trash can. It wasn’t like
Tim was an agent or casting director, but the more people she could
put in the seats the better. She’d ordered the custom, double-sided
cards on the VistaPrint website. With shipping they came to just
over forty cents each. She didn’t want to waste them and said to
Tim, “If you’re not coming to my showcase—” pointing to the card in
the trash can, “—can I have that back so I can give it to someone
else?”
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