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Disclaimer

All characters, places and events portrayed in this book are entirely fictitious and do not have any relation to any actual events or persons. Any resemblance to any real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. Any reference to any city or place is not based on true incidents and should not be misconstrued accordingly. The author did not intend to hurt the sentiments of any individual, community, profession, belief, or religion. The author did not intend to portray any individual, organization, place, country, or community in bad light. 

For those discerning readers who may note discrepancies in the historical locations and references, please understand this narrative is set within a parallel universe, wherein subtle variations from our own timeline exist. Thus, with that said, I know Johnnie Walker Blue Label wasn’t around in the 50’s but it’s so damn smooth, I had to include it. Oh, by the way, you’re more than welcome to ship me a bottle, the address is above. I don’t drink but when I do, it’s Blue Label. With that said, I reserve the right to exercise creative license; it's my world, so tough cookies. (maybe someone from Johnnie Walker will see this and send over a bottle, hint-hint)
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This dedication, penned by her loving daughter, perfectly captures the essence of my incredible sister. I truly couldn’t have expressed it better myself.

This dedication is for one of America’s unsung heroes, my mother, Bobbie Powell, whose brilliance may not grace the limelight but profoundly shines in the hearts of all who know her. Bobbie, you are truly Superwoman, and your life embodies a selfless dedication that inspires us all.

From my earliest memories, you epitomized unwavering devotion as a wife and mother, always managing a full-time job, and even two when circumstances demanded. Your hands seemingly performed magic, handling all the cooking, cleaning, yard work, and repairs around our home. When times were tough, your incredible creativity transformed simple fabrics, sewing dresses for me and making sweat suits glamorous, proving that resourcefulness can be truly elegant.

Beyond your boundless energy, you possess a heart of pure gold, with a tender spot for every creature, often wishing you could bring them all home. You are, without a doubt, the most hardworking, honest, and kindest person I know. Your family and friends consistently rely on your steadfast support, whether for practical help or simply a compassionate ear. Your talents are vast—from effortlessly mastering household repairs and preparing amazing food, to maintaining impeccable organization, all while radiating immense love. Your impact is immeasurable, and for that, I am eternally grateful. – Jacque Mason

“Hell is the truth seen too late.”

— Ralph Waldo Emerson, Self-Reliance

“Behind every great fortune lies a great crime.”

— Honoré de Balzac

“It was the feeling of being in a place where the lights are going out, one by one.”

— George Simenon

“A normal life? Picket fences, climbing roses, two kids and a dog playing in the yard? It’s a sweet lie they peddle in slick magazines...”

— Max Drexler
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“What’s the game, sweetheart?” he asked, eyes narrowing as he swirled the bourbon in his glass.

She leaned in, the faint scent of jasmine and something sharper, something indefinable, drifting toward him. “No game at all,” she replied, her voice a low indifference that cut through the bar’s noise. It was the voice of a woman accustomed to being heard, even when speaking softly.

He chuckled, a dry, humorless sound. “Come on. A woman like you doesn’t just materialize next to a guy like me unless there’s an angle.” He’d seen enough angles to know the sharper ones usually cut deep.

Her lips curved into a slow, enigmatic smile. “Perhaps I simply enjoy the company of... interesting individuals.”

“Interesting?” He raised an eyebrow. “Is that your polite way of saying ‘desperate’?”

“Not at all,” she countered, her gaze unwavering. “For starters, you’re not half-bad looking. You don’t smell of stale beer, and you manage to string a few coherent thoughts together. By my admittedly high standards, you’re hovering around a respectable five.”

He laughed, genuinely this time. “Wow. You have a way with words. Tell me, does this brutal honesty usually land you dates?” His eyes, however, weren’t laughing. They were taking in the subtle shift in her posture, the way her gaze held steady - a professional appraisal of the goods she was selling or wasn’t.

“Oh, you’ve completely misunderstood,” she said, her smile fading just a touch. “I’m not trying to ‘land a date,’ as you put it.”

“Then what in the hell are you doing?” he asked, a sense of unease now in his eyes.

“I believe,” she said, her voice dropping even lower, almost a secret, “that the foundation of any meaningful connection lies in absolute transparency.”

“So, now we’re skipping straight to meaningful connections?” he scoffed, though his earlier confidence seemed to be wavering.

“Is that so frightening?” She tilted her head, her eyes glimmering in the dim light.

“Look, lady,” a defensive edge creeping into his tone, “you’re like one of those sleek, expensive sports cars. Beautiful, dangerous, and way out of my league. The kind that goes from zero to heartbreak faster than I can say ‘repair bill.’”

She leaned in even closer, her gaze intense. “Perhaps,” she whispered, her voice a silken thread that seemed to wrap around him, “you underestimate what you can afford.” Her cool, delicate fingers brushed against his hand resting on the bar. “Or perhaps... you overestimate the destination.” Something, not just allure, but a steel resolve, passed through her eyes.

A beat of silence hung between them, the noise of the bar fading into a dull background drone. Her eyes held his, a silent question and something else, something unreadable, swirling within their depths. She slowly withdrew her hand, a ghost of a touch lingering on his skin. She stood, her movements fluid and graceful, and turned to leave. There was a contained power in her movements, not hurried but utterly decisive.

“Wait,” he said, his voice rough. “Where are you going?”

She paused at the edge of the muted light, her back to him. The curve of her neck was long and elegant. “Somewhere,” she said softly, her voice barely audible, “where the game... is just beginning.” She didn’t turn back, and she was gone, swallowed by the crowd, leaving him alone with the scent of jasmine and a sudden, troubled feeling in the pit of his stomach.

He sat at the bar, the ghost of her jasmine floating in the air. His fingers tightened around the nearly empty glass, the cheap bourbon suddenly tasting like a fool’s promise. He knew better. Every instinct screamed, Walk away, forget her, but the memory of her eyes, that unusual mix of allure and something else... something sharp... it was a hook he couldn’t dislodge. His jaw clenched, teeth scraping against his lower lip. He was a moth drawn to a flame, fully aware of the burn, yet powerless to resist the incandescent glow. Some nights, this city just felt like a graveyard wrapped in neon. And he was just another ghost wandering through it, looking for answers no one really wanted.

Taking a ragged breath, he swallowed the last dregs of his apprehension along with the whiskey. Damn it. A brunette dressed in red. He pushed himself off the worn barstool, a mournful sound echoing his own misgivings. He navigated the crowded space, the drone of conversations and the clinking of glasses fading as he reached the street.

The late afternoon light was bleeding into a bruised twilight, casting long, distorted shadows that danced like specters. Elm Street was a familiar stage, yet tonight it felt subtly altered, imbued with the persistent phantom of her presence. He scanned the sidewalk, the faces of the departing crowd blurring into anonymity. She was nowhere. Vanished as quickly and mysteriously as she had appeared.

A wave of frustration, sharp and bitter, washed over him. He should be relieved. He was relieved, a small, rational part of his brain insisted. But beneath that, a growing emptiness began to take root. It wasn’t just the sting of being played; it was the disquieted feeling that he hadn’t been played at all, that something far more intricate was at work.

He told himself to go home. To pour another drink, a stiff one this time, and forget the whole damn thing. But his feet seemed to have a will of their own, turning him down the street in the direction she had last been seen heading. It was a fool’s errand, he knew. The city was a labyrinth, and she could be anywhere. Yet, the image of her, the cool touch of her fingers, the enigmatic curve of her smile, burned in his mind.

He walked for blocks, the neon signs of mom-and-pop shops, bars, and liquor stores casting a lurid glow on his increasingly grim face. Each passing doorway, each fleeting glimpse of a woman with a similar silhouette, sparked a jolt of anticipation, only to dissolve into disappointment. The air grew cooler, carrying the distant siren wail, a familiar urban lament that tonight felt like an omen.

He paused under the light of a streetlamp to escape the shadows. What was he doing? Chasing a ghost? He had no name, no address, nothing but a handful of words and a feeling that burrowed deep beneath his skin. He’d been tracking dirt long enough to know when he was stumbling into something he probably shouldn’t touch.

Suddenly, across the street, in the reflection of a darkened shop window, he saw it. A flash of movement from a figure he’d just seen crossing toward Marshall’s Cafe, now caught in one of the grimy panes of Honest Joe’s Pawn Shop window. She stood in the deep shadows of an alleyway, partially obscured. Too far to make out any details, but the posture... there was something familiar in the way she held herself, a certain stillness that he recognized. People always thought they were hiding something with a loud voice. Usually, it was the quiet ones you had to watch.

He stopped dead in his tracks. It could be anyone. The city was full of shadows, full of lies. But a cold certainty settled in his gut, a lead weight dragging him down. He knew, with a primal instinct that bypassed logic, that it was her.

He crossed the street, his heart pounding a heavy rhythm against his ribs. The traffic seemed to slow, the sounds of the city fading into a muffled rumble, as if the world itself held its breath. Fast Eddie, Joe’s son, hollered out to him as he walked briskly, but the words were just background noise, meaningless static against the clamor in his head. He focused solely on the figure in the alleyway, the darkness seeming to writhe and shift around her, pulling him in.

As he reached the other side, he stepped into the mouth of the alley. The air smelled of damp concrete and something else... something faintly metallic. He squinted, trying to pierce the gloom.

“Hello?” he called out, his voice rough, a little unsteady.

The figure remained still, shrouded in shadow. For a moment, there was only silence, the drip of water echoing in the confined space. A voice, soft and low, drifted from the darkness.

“You followed me.” It wasn’t a question.

A cold shiver traced its way down his spine. He couldn’t see her face, but he could feel her gaze, a weight in the darkness.

“Who are you?” he asked, the bravado he’d felt at the bar now replaced by a growing sense of angst.

The silence stretched again, taut and expectant. Broken by a single word, whispered on the cool night air, which sent a jolt of icy dread through him.

“Trouble.”

He stood there, a statue carved from shadow and apprehension, in silence. The broken bulb above sputtered erratically, a dying star casting fleeting, distorted glimpses of the scene. It illuminated just enough to reveal the faintest glint in her eyes, and in that sliver of reflected light, he saw a universe of contradictions: a profound, echoing loneliness that belied the sharp intelligence that shimmered behind them, a hint of malice that sent a cold tendril of fear into his gut, and a deep, indescribable pain that seemed to emanate from her like a dark, intense aura. It was a gaze that both beckoned and warned, a siren song played on the strings of his deepest curiosities and darkest anxieties.

His mind was a frantic kaleidoscope of possibilities, each more troubling than the last. Was this a setup? A chance encounter that had taken a dangerous turn? He heard the frantic beat of his heart, his breathing becoming shallow. His eyes darted nervously between the oppressive darkness that swallowed the alley’s depths and the barely visible figure before him, searching for any sign of threat, any indication of an escape route. Every primal instinct screamed for flight, a desperate urge to bolt back into the relative safety of the street, to disappear into the anonymity of the night. But his feet felt rooted to the dirty pavement, as if an unseen force held him captive. The pieces were there, scattered like ashes. He just needed to find the wind that blew them together, or maybe, the one that would blow him apart.

Against the rising tide of panic, against the insistent whispers of self-preservation, a reckless curiosity, a fatalistic draw, compelled him forward. He swallowed hard, the dryness in his mouth like desert sand. Against all warnings, against every instinct for survival, a single, defiant word escaped his lips, a question hanging in the charged air.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, on second thought, you should have stayed at the bar.” Her voice was low, a silken threat that sent a fresh wave of ice through his veins. Stayed at the bar? Hell, he should be halfway across town by now. What had possessed him to follow her into this black abyss? The distant wail of a siren, closer now, sliced through the night, a mournful harbinger that amplified the sense of impending doom.

He rubbed the stubble on his chin, a nervous tic betraying the turmoil within. This had gone from intriguing to potentially lethal in record time. He forced a semblance of nonchalance into his voice. “You have my attention now, sister.”

“I was told to look you up if I ever got in a pinch.” Her gaze, though still mostly obscured by shadow, seemed to bore into him. “Said you get results, that you color outside of the lines, and that you’re someone I could trust with my life. Is that true?” Someone she could trust with her life? He didn’t even know her name. This was insane.

He hesitated for a fraction of a second, weighing the perceptible danger radiating from her against the thrill of the unknown, the lure of a damsel in distress, even if this particular damsel felt more like a rattlesnake coiled in the shadows. “Depends,” he finally replied, his voice rough. “What are we talking about?”

“I didn’t do it.” Her voice was urgent now, the earlier coolness cracking with a raw desperation. “It’s a setup. I’m telling you. I’m being framed. My house is crawling with cops. I have no place to go. Can you help me?” 

Framed? Cops? This was spiraling out of control faster than he could process. But that desperation in her voice... it sounded real.

“What’s the rap they’re trying to pin on you?” He kept his tone neutral, professional, trying to disguise the sudden surge of adrenaline.

The single word she spoke hung in the air, heavy and suffocating, eclipsing the distant siren.

“Murder.”
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All the time spent dodging bullets in the godforsaken forest of the Ardennes during the war and navigating the murky moral swamps of the police force couldn’t have prepared him for the visceral impact of that single, brutal word: murder. It hung in the fetid air of the alley like a death shroud. He stood momentarily frozen, the yellow light above casting sharp shadows that danced across his face, concealing the sudden turmoil within.

Part of him, the sane, self-preserving part, screamed for immediate extraction, a frantic retreat back to the normalcy he had so carelessly abandoned at the bar. But another, darker part of him, a weary veteran of human desperation, felt a solemn understanding of her predicament. Chaos, it seemed, was his unwelcome but constant companion. He had a magnetic pull for the grimy underbelly of the city, for the lost souls and the predators who exhaled malice.

Damn you, Max Drexler, he thought, the internal curse a familiar verse. Here you go again. A damsel in distress, cloaked in shadow and smelling faintly of danger, but a damsel nonetheless. A sigh escaped his lips, a silent surrender to the inevitable pull of the situation. “Let’s get out of here,” he said, his voice low, the cop instincts already kicking in, assessing threats, planning an escape route. “My office is only a few blocks away, Ervay and Bryan.”

He reached forward, his hand cutting through the stagnant air, and took hers. He immediately felt her skin, cool and surprisingly soft beneath his calloused palm, feeling utterly innocent. Innocent? Don’t be a fool, Drexler. He knew better than to trust appearances. Murder was his business, a merciless tapestry woven with lies and betrayals. And this woman, with her haunted eyes and desperate plea, was now a thread in that dangerous design.

The tough, seemingly impenetrable facade of the woman fractured the moment her hand met his. A tremor ran through her, a subtle yielding that contradicted the steel he'd sensed in the alley. He pulled her close, his arm a protective shield around her shoulders, his voice a whisper in her ear. “Stay close and keep your head down. Don’t look at anyone, understand? We’ll walk fast, make like we belong together, and we might just make it.” He could feel her fear, a cold, sharp thing against his side, but underneath it, he sensed something else. A determination that made her less a victim and more a player, even if she didn’t know the rules yet.

Whenever a curious or suspicious gaze lingered on them, he’d instinctively pull her head down, her face buried in the rough fabric of his shoulder. In the chaotic urgency of their flight, a forgotten sensation stirred within him: the warmth and softness of a woman close, a comfort he hadn’t realized he’d been missing for so long. It was a dangerous distraction, a glimmer of humanity in the grim reality of their situation.

The siren’s shriek intensified, a predatory cry echoing off the surrounding buildings, a somber reminder of the invisible noose tightening around them. He became a hyper-vigilant predator himself, his gaze sweeping across the bustling street, dissecting every face, every hurried step. His newest, most dangerous cause was tucked tightly against his side, a silent weight of desperation and potential deceit. His only focus was the sanctuary of his office, a dingy second-floor affair across the street from the Post Office at 415 North Ervay. It was only a few blocks away but felt like a lifetime’s journey.

They slipped through the heavy glass doors of his office building like shadows, the ornate brass a harsh contrast to the damp grime of the alley. “Stairs,” he muttered, his grip firm on her arm. “Just in case our friends in blue are feeling impatient.” The climb was swift and silent, each footfall on the worn steps amplifying the tension. Evelyn moved with an unexpected agility, her earlier composure in the alley translating into a quiet, efficient speed.

Appearing from the stairwell onto the second floor, he scanned the hallway. Coast clear. The familiar weight of his keys in his hand was a small comfort. He slid the key into the lock of his office door, the gold lettering catching the faint light: “Max Drexler, Private Investigator.”

He took off his overcoat, tossing it onto a worn leather couch, and flipped on the overhead light, the sudden brightness momentarily harsh. Before gesturing towards the opposite side of his cluttered desk, he cast a quick, practiced glance out the window, his eyes scanning the street below for any shadows or suspicious vehicles. Satisfied that they hadn’t been followed directly, he turned back to her. He motioned towards the chair on the opposite side of his desk, a silent invitation.

Moving with a practiced ease that spoke of countless late nights and solitary drinks, he approached a small table tucked away in the corner. A bottle of amber liquid stood waiting. “Scotch?” he offered, holding up the familiar square bottle.

A flash of something akin to surprise crossed her features. “Johnnie Walker Blue Label,” she replied, her voice regaining a sliver of its earlier composure. “I took you for a single malt guy.” Her eyes, as she identified the brand, held a fleeting spark of something beyond simple recognition—perhaps a memory, or an insight into a world of finer tastes.

A wry smile touched the corner of his lips. “Yeah, well, you can’t always judge a book by its cover, now can you?” He poured two generous measures, the clinking of the glass the only sound in the room for a moment. He slid one glass across the desk towards her. “How about telling me your story now that we’re all warm and cozy? Starting with your name.”

Max settled into his leather chair. He watched the woman across the expanse of his desk, her stillness radiating an obvious tension. Guarded. Definitely guarded. Suspicion was a reflex, a second skin he’d cultivated over years navigating the city’s shadows. Trust was a luxury he couldn’t afford, a fatal flaw that had sent too many good men to early graves. Being a private eye wasn’t about finding the truth, not really. It was about figuring out which lie paid the best or at least hurt the fewest people.

He studied her face, a canvas of delicate features held rigid with an almost unnatural composure. Not a hint of panic, no tremor in her hands. Not even a trace of the raw fear he’d expect from a woman accused of murder, a woman on the run. Either she’s ice cold, or she’s a damn good actress. The thought of a sociopath slithered into his mind, a chilling possibility that made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. The jury was still out on that particular verdict. He knew the scent of desperation, but hers was... cleaner. Like blood on polished chrome.

She removed her gloves and took the offered glass, her lips curving into a brief, austere smile. Lowering her head slightly, a silent acknowledgment of the drink, she spoke softly, her voice a low, steady tone.

“Evelyn.” A beat of silence, then, lifting her gaze fractionally, she added, “Evelyn Carson.”

He watched as she took a long, deliberate draw on the scotch, the amber liquid reflecting the light. He imagined the burn as it went down, a temporary respite from the cold reality of her situation.

“Carson,” he repeated, his voice flat, betraying none of the sudden calculations firing in his brain. “As in Carson Industries?”

Her gaze remained fixed on the scotch in her hands, as if searching for answers in its depths. A slow, almost imperceptible nod confirmed his suspicions.

His eyes shot down, taking in the elegant line of her crossed legs beneath a tailored silk skirt. His mind, ever prone to wandering in the quiet moments, momentarily drifted. Damn it all, he thought, a cynical twist in his gut. The unfair distribution of luck in this godforsaken world. Brains and beauty, a lethal combination. He caught himself abruptly, the image of old man Carson, now allegedly deceased, snapping him back to the grim reality. Some luck indeed.

“Okay, Evelyn Carson of Carson Industries,” Max said, his gaze unwavering, “it’s time to spin your yarn.”

Immediately, a crucial detail snagged Max's attention, demanding an immediate answer. “Before you go any further, Mrs. Carson,” Max interrupted, his gaze sharp, cutting through her rising panic. “Let’s backtrack for a moment. That little... performance back at the bar. The compliments, the come-on. Why the pretense? Why me?”

Evelyn glanced away, the hint of embarrassment crossing her face before she met his gaze again, a newfound resolve hardening her features. “It wasn’t a game, Mister Drexler, not in the way you thought. I needed to talk to you, but not there. Not in public. I needed to get you away from prying eyes, somewhere... safer.”

Max’s eyebrows rose; skepticism etched on his face. “Safer for whom, Mrs. Carson?”

She hesitated for a beat. “For both of us, as it turns out.” She took another sip of her scotch, her hand trembling slightly. “I learned a long time ago,” she added, her voice a whisper, “what people see isn’t always what’s real. Especially where money and power are concerned. Now, where were we?”

Max leaned forward, his elbows on the desk, his expression grim. “You were about to tell me your story and explain how you were recommended to me.”

Evelyn hesitated, her fingers tracing the rim of the crystal glass, the faint clinking sound amplifying the silence in the room. Her eyes, though focused on the glass, seemed to gaze inward, lost in a memory he could only imagine was a nightmare. He could practically see the gears turning in her mind, each word carefully selected, polished to a deceptive sheen. This wasn’t just panic; this was a woman carefully constructing a defense.

“I got home a little after one this afternoon,” she began, her voice a whisper at first, gaining strength as she continued. “No one was home other than my husband. It’s Tuesday, the day for Maria, our maid, to run errands. Groceries, dry cleaning... the usual. I went upstairs to the bedroom. That’s... that’s when I saw him.” Her voice fluttered, a genuine tremor finally breaking through her composure. “Shot dead on the floor, in front of the bed. My .38 snub-nose was lying right beside his hand. It was surreal. Like a... a terrible movie. I knelt down, and... and he was gone. His body was already cold. I... I don’t know why, but I instinctively picked up the gun. I stood up, and that’s when I heard it. A scream. I looked up, and Maria was standing in the doorway. She saw me... holding the gun... and she just turned and ran down the stairs.”

Max leaned forward, his elbows on the desk, his expression grim. “Let me get this straight. You were caught red-handed, standing over your dead husband, holding the murder weapon.”

“Yeah,” she breathed, her eyes finally meeting his, a look of desperation in their depths. “Something of that nature. But I swear to God, Mister Drexler, I didn’t do it.”

“Where is the gun now?” His voice was low, dangerous.

She hesitated again, her hand instinctively moving towards her purse. “I... I have it here.”

Max’s jaw tightened. He ran a hand over his tired eyes. “I wish you hadn’t said that.”

“Why?” A sharp note of fear entered her voice.

“Ever heard of accessory after the fact, Mrs. Carson?”

“I’m sorry!” Her composure finally cracked, a raw edge of panic in her tone. “It’s not like I went to school to learn how to commit murder, Mister Drexler! I panicked. I didn’t know what to do.”

A long silence stretched between them, broken only by the muted noise of city traffic. Max studied her, trying to decipher the truth in her frantic words, the genuine fear in her eyes. Finally, his curiosity, a constant companion in his line of work, broke through his skepticism. “I’m curious, Mrs. Carson. Who told you about me?”

Her gaze shifted, then locked onto his, a strange mix of fear and something else... recognition?... in her eyes then she said nonchalantly, “My husband.”

“Your husband?” Max repeated, the shock clear in his voice. He knew Victor Carson. Everyone in this city with a pulse and a decent credit score knew Victor Carson. The man was an empire, a titan of industry. Their worlds were galaxies apart.

“I know who your husband is, I mean was, Mrs. Carson,” Max continued, a sardonic edge creeping into his tone. “But I can assure you, our paths have never crossed. It’s not like we belong to the same country club.”

Evelyn shook her head, a furrow creasing her brow. “I don’t know the specifics. All I know is... he was wrapped up in something. He’d been acting... funny. Really nervous, jumpy, but he wouldn’t tell me anything concrete. Victor... he kept most of his dealings close to his vest. I truly don’t know what he was involved in or, frankly, how he knew you. All I know is, a few weeks ago, out of the blue, he told me if anything ever happened... if something went wrong... to go to you. That you would know what to do.”

“Know what to do?” Max pressed.

“That’s just it,” Evelyn said, her voice laced with frustration and a growing despair. “I don’t know. I don’t understand why anyone would want to kill him, much less frame me for it. It doesn’t make any sense.”

Evelyn’s gaze was steady now, the earlier panic replaced by a grim determination. “It happened a few weeks ago. He... he knew he was in danger.”

Years spent wading through the city’s underbelly, listening to the desperate pleas and carefully constructed lies of the guilty and the wronged, had honed Max’s instincts to a razor’s edge. He watched Evelyn, her gaze still troubled, and a familiar anxiety settled in his gut. She wasn’t telling him everything. He could feel it in the subtle hesitations, the carefully chosen words, the way her eyes glanced away when certain topics arose. People in these situations, the ones caught in the unforgiving glare of suspicion, invariably painted a self-serving portrait, airbrushing their flaws and obscuring the inconvenient truths. It was human nature, a desperate attempt to cling to any semblance of innocence.

Max reached for the phone on his desk, the black Bakelite receiver feeling cold and familiar in his hand. He dialed a number, a connection to a world he usually tried to keep separate from his late-night scotch and philosophical musings. A few terse words exchanged, and the harsh reality of the situation sharpened into focus. Lieutenant Thaddeus Stevens, Chief of Detectives. A man whose reputation for ruthless efficiency preceded him like a shadow, was heading up the Carson murder investigation. That didn’t bode well for Evelyn. Stevens was a bloodhound, and once he had a scent, he rarely let go.

He hung up, the click of the receiver echoing the finality of his decision. He looked across the desk at Evelyn, her fragile composure a respite to the storm brewing outside his office walls. Her eyes, though still showing fear, held a deep intelligence that Max found himself relying on, despite himself. “Stay put, Mrs. Carson,” he said, his voice firm, signaling no argument would be tolerated. “Don’t leave this office. Not for any reason. I need to see the crime scene, get a feel for what really happened before Stevens and his boys contaminate it with their... official narrative.” He stood, his overcoat feeling like a familiar shield as he put it on. “Wait here. And for God’s sake, don’t touch anything else in your purse.” The unspoken warning hung heavy in the air. He had a bad feeling about that .38.
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Chapter 3
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Max slid behind the wheel of his beat-up coupe that had seen better days. The five-mile drive from the gritty heartbeat of downtown Dallas to the opulent Carson estate on Preston Road felt like crossing into another dimension. Even though the sprawling grounds lay within the manicured confines of the Town of Highland Park, a wealthy island swallowed by the ever-expanding sprawl of Dallas, a crime of this magnitude had inevitably drawn the attention of the big-city police.

He parked his coupe haphazardly on the side of the road, among the gleaming luxury vehicles lining the street. A crowd of uniformed cops, eager press vultures, and morbidly curious spectators choked the entrance. He shouldered his way through the throng; the yellow crime scene tape a garish ribbon demarcating the fragile boundary between innocence and guilt. Reaching the stoic officer guarding the perimeter, Max leaned in. “Tell Stevens that Drexler’s here. Requesting an audience with the bulldog.” The cop’s gaze was contemptuous, but the name seemed to carry a certain weight. After a tense moment of radio chatter, the tape was grudgingly lifted.

He moved slowly through the hushed grandeur of the house, his senses on high alert. Each polished surface, each carefully placed artifact, whispered of a life violently interrupted. He ascended the sweeping staircase, his eyes meticulously cataloging every detail, every misplaced object, every subtle anomaly. At the bedroom door stood Detective Rogers, a tall man with a lithe build that belied surprising strength, his trademark caterpillar brows casting twin shadows over shrewd, assessing eyes. He had a commanding presence, and his husky voice was known more for its interrogation room tactics than its deductive reasoning; he was Stevens’ blunt instrument.

“Get in here, Drexler! Been expecting you,” Stevens’ voice boomed from within, laced with a harsh impatience that demanded obedience. Yet, Max, who knew Stevens’s tells, caught a faint tremor beneath the bluster, a hint of stress around the detective’s usually unyielding jaw. Stevens was a rock, but even granite cracked under enough pressure. And something was pressing down on Thaddeus Stevens like a tombstone.

The scene inside was exactly as Evelyn had described. Victor Carson lay face down on the plush carpet, the dark red stain a jarring spot on the pristine white of his shirt. The brown slacks and crisp shirt gave the illusion of a man felled in his sleep, if it wasn’t for the crimson stain marring his back.

“One shot, clean through the heart,” Stevens stated flatly, his gaze cold as he gestured towards the body with a gloved hand. His eyes, though focused on the corpse, held a familiar weariness, a distant echo of too many similar scenes. “Likely a .38 snuffed out his lights. No murder weapon on the scene, but that hardly matters. We have an eyewitness who places the grieving widow here, gun in hand, standing over the deceased.” Stevens turned his attention from the corpse, his brown eyes, sharp and unforgiving, pinning Max in his gaze. He bit down on his lower lip, a predatory gleam in his eyes. “Alright, Drexler. What dirty little secret did the old man have you digging up for him?”

Confusion flashed across Max’s face. “I... I never met the man, Thaddeus. I don’t know what you’re talking about.” A cold trickle ran down Max’s spine. Stevens wasn’t just fishing; he was talking about something Max genuinely didn’t know. That was worse than being caught in a lie; it was being caught in a mystery that wasn’t his own.

“Bullshit,” Stevens spat, his voice hardening. He rubbed at his temples, a glimmer of genuine frustration crossing his face, deeper than just annoyance with Max. “If you weren’t working for Carson, then you’re working for the ice queen. Where is she?” His tone left no room for debate.

Noticing Max’s genuine bewilderment, Stevens barked orders. “Alright, clear the room! Now!” The crime scene technicians, the dour-faced coroner, and the other uniformed officers squeezed past Max, their movements hurried and efficient.

Once the room was empty, the heavy silence amplifying the weight of the situation, Stevens leaned in, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “Okay, Max. Give me the lowdown. It’s just you and me.”

“I swear to you, Thaddeus, I don’t have a clue what’s going on. Why the hell would you think I know anything about this?” Max’s hand instinctively went to the back of his neck, rubbing the sudden tension there. It was true. He was in the dark, and that was a dangerous place to be. Stevens’ eyes, usually so unreadable, shined with something Max couldn’t quite name – not anger, but a raw, unsettling fear.

“A few weeks back,” Stevens revealed, his gaze unwavering, “the old man gave me a call. Said he needed someone who could handle a delicate situation... off the books. Someone discreet. Someone who knew how to keep their damn mouth shut.” He paused, a knowing look in his eyes. His voice dropped further, a new note of grim resignation in it. “He implied... he implied there were forces at play, Max. Bigger than him. Bigger than me. And he needed someone outside, someone untouchable. That’s why I gave him your number, Drexler. Figured you were still clean enough for something like this. One way or another, you’re tangled up in this mess, whether you like it or not. Now, one last time, give me the damn lowdown, and don’t leave out a single goddamn detail.”
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