
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Waller Files

A Stern Talbot PI mystery

Harvey Stanbrough

To give the reader more of a sample, the front matter appears at the end.
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Chapter 1: A Late-Night Visit
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The meeting between me and Captain Phil Jameson of the local constabulary went as well as anyone might expect, at least at first. 

By “went well” I mean he knocked on the door of my apartment and I got off the couch dressed only in my slacks, my t-shirt and my socks, and padded the few feet to the front door and opened it. Behind me, Channel 10 was up on the TV. I have no idea what program was on. I’d switched on the set mostly for the noise.

Seeing Jameson standing there looking at me reminded me I’d asked him to drop by. 

So I hoped I didn’t look too surprised when I opened the door. I even tried on a smile. “Hey, Phil.” 

“Hi Stern. Listen, I can’t stay. You have that file?”

I wanted to give him the file I’d built on Judge Horace Waller and his henchman, Winchester Spencer. Officially, my role in the case was over. It was solved as far as I and the family were concerned, and I’d been paid. The matter was in the hands of the people now, in the person of District Attorney Marvin A. Butterman. 

But the final bit of evidence Butterman would need to make Waller and Spencer just two more bugs on the windshield of life was in that file. Only Butterman and I don’t get along. So Jameson is our go-between. Jameson is also the closest thing I have to a friend other than my secretary, Janice.

I said, “Sure. Listen, can you hold on for just a minute?” I jerked a thumb over my shoulder. “I’ll go get it.”

Phil only nodded, said, “Sure, Stern,” and smiled.

I didn’t invite him in because, like I said, we’re friends. I wouldn’t even invite someone I don’t like to actually come into my ratty little efficiency apartment. To the untrained eye, it looks like a rat’s nest. I’m not ashamed of it, but I see no reason to advertise my shortcomings.

Anyway, like I said, that part of the meeting went really well. 

Then it went downhill like a thousand pound gorilla slipping away over a steep, ice-covered slope.

*
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Not that the meeting going downhill was the captain’s fault. It wasn’t. I mean, he did his part. He knocked and then waited. 

And I almost did my part. 

I smiled and closed the door. Then I crossed in front of the couch to the overstuffed chair that held the cardboard box that serves as my in-house filing cabinet. I searched through it from front to back and then back to front again.

Only the folder wasn’t there. I even opened a few other folders and looked inside to be sure. All I got for my trouble was a paper cut on my right index finger.

So I went back to the door, opened it again, and said, “I’m not sure how this happened, Cap, but I don’t have the file. I was sure it was here, but I must’ve left it in the office.”

He nodded and glanced past me at the almost-empty bottle of Early Times on the near end table next to the couch. “It’s okay, Stern. Hey, it’s understandable.” Then he gestured past me with his chin. “Take it a little easy on that stuff, will you? I’ll swing by your office in the morning.” He paused. “And thanks again for helping me out with that thing last month.” As he turned away, he said, “Good night.”

To his credit, he didn’t scowl or get grouchy, both of which the hot-blooded Irishman was known for. He didn’t even complain that he’d driven several miles out of his way and into a bad neighborhood just to collect that folder. Of course, he could have just come to the office tomorrow morning, only I’d told him I had it at my apartment.

The “thing” he referred to was a situation he’d gotten himself embroiled in during my last case. It was an easy fix, so I helped him out. In return, he helped me nail the judge. And then he agreed to press the matter with Butterman like it was officially his idea. He’s a good guy, the captain.

I leaned out through the door and called after him, “I’ll have it ready for you, Phil. I’m sure it’s there.”

He only nodded, then turned right, gripped the banister, and started down the stairs.
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Chapter 2: The Waller Files 
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As Phil’s descending footfalls echoed off the staircase, I closed the door and frowned. How the hell did I misplace such an important file?

I almost got dressed and drove to the office right then to make sure it was there. I probably should have, but I didn’t. Phil’s suspicions were right. I’d had a little more of the hooch than I should have, but at the time I wasn’t expecting to have to drive back to the office. So instead of getting dressed and going to the office, I took off my trousers, settled on the couch again, and let Channel 10 put me to sleep. I think the news was on then. Nothing puts me to sleep like questionable events presented as facts by a serious-faced news reader. 

But I must have thought about that stupid file all night. 

I woke up early, stumbled into the kitchen and put on a pot of coffee. Then I went into the bathroom early, where I showered and brushed my teeth early. Afterward, I cut myself three times while I was shaving early. With three little bits of toilet paper stuck to my face to stem the bleeding, I went into the kitchen and poured a steaming hot cup of coffee. 

Only I sipped it too early, so it burned my tongue and seared my throat to get back at me.

*
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So yeah, I finally made it into the office, also early, but I was mostly in a bad mood. 

My office—which is actually the outer office where my secretary takes calls and runs things and my private, inner office—is on the third story at the back of a three-story strip mall. An ancient elevator is centered on the parking lot for those who aren’t able to take the stairs or if they just don’t want to. There are also stairs at either end with a landing at the second and third floors. 

At the top of the stairs I turned right and followed the catwalk a little past the elevator to my office. I grabbed the doorknob to the outer office. Only when I tried to turn it, I flattened the front of my fedora against the glass just above the bright gold letters that read Stern Talbot, Private Investigator. That’s when I realized the door was locked and I’d have to use my key. 

I was so early that Janice wasn’t even there yet, and she’s almost always in the office before I am.

I gotta admit, it was a little eerie, that door squealing as it opened on the darkened outer office. I need to oil that top hinge. 

I get to the office so seldom before Janice does that I had to feel for the light switch. But I found it and flicked it on. I crossed the outer office—Janice’s office—to my inner office, and opened my door. The sign on that one only reads Private.

I knew where the light switch was for that office. I flicked it on, then took off my my overcoat, my suit coat and my fedora and hung them on the coat rack to the left of the door. Finally I walked around my desk, plopped into my chair, and reached for—

Nothing.

The folder wasn’t on my desk. 

I felt myself frown and heard myself say, “What?”

I’d pictured the folder laying right there, half-on and half-off the right side of my desk blotter, just short of my phone.

Well, crap.

I opened the top right drawer on my desk, but that was silly. The only things I keep in there are a half-empty bottle of Early Times, a pair of extra socks, and two rocks glasses in case company drops by. Oh, and a tennis ball for chucking against the wall when I need to catch up on my crossed-ankle foot dangling. 

I closed the drawer and opened the next drawer down. 

Nothing there either but a bunch of partitions. In the first section was some old rubber bands: several thicker and thinner red ones, a few blue ones, and a couple of pinky-ring sized yellow ones. In the second much deeper section was all the other partitions, laying flat, and an old shoulder rig I’d forgotten about. 

I didn’t even open the bottom drawer. It was deep and designed to hold file folders, but I kept an old folded-up wool army blanket in there. I’m a just-in-case kind of a guy. On top of the blanket lay my old service revolver along with my old duty belt and holster, a few boxes of .38 special ammo, and several boxes of .45 ammo for my current piece, a Kimber Pro TLE II.

I jerked the drawer open anyway, just in case, then shut it and rocked back in my chair. I needed to think for a moment. 

I wouldn’t have put the file in my lap drawer, but I opened it and checked anyway. 

Nope.

And I hadn’t put anything in the four shallow drawers in the left pedestal since I’d had the desk. Still, I opened each in turn and found nothing but dust and, in the second one, a confused moth. He seemed at home, so I left him there.

So that left my filing cabinet. It stood in the corner to my right, but I never use it for files anymore. Not since Janice showed up. It’s there mostly to serve as a base for the old black metal fan I use to keep the air circulating through the place in the summer months. I know I didn’t put the file in there. If I’d gotten up from my desk with it at all, I would have taken it home.

Or I would have given it to Janice.
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Chapter 3: Janice Yells
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That had to be it. I must have given the folder to Janice. And she would have filed it either separately or  along with the other folders for my previous case, the Mourning Widow.

I hadn’t even glanced at her filing cabinet on my way through her office. She kept it locked. She mentioned once that I had a key to it, but I didn’t have a clue where it might be. Probably in my lap drawer along with all the other small stuff I never use. Or maybe in that other drawer under the rubber bands.

But none of that was a big deal. I could wait. 

Janice would be in well before the Jameson arrived, so I could get the file from her then. Or better yet, if Jameson showed up early, I’d welcome Jameson into my office. Maybe we’d have a drink. Then we’d do the shop talk thing for a few minutes like old pros do. Phil Jameson was my sergeant back in the day when I was on the force. After a few minutes of cop talk, I’d call for Janice to bring in the files for the Waller case. Well, or the Mourning Widow case, wherever she’d filed them.

She would bring them in, and while Phil was eyeballing her—the woman has an excellent figure and an attitude to match—I could sort through the folders myself and personally hand Phil the one I wanted him to have. Just as if I had half a clue what I was doing.

But all of that was for later. 

In the meantime, I got out my tennis ball, leaned back and crossed my ankles on the leading edge of my desk, and chucked the ball at the floor.

It caromed off the floor, then off the wall to the left of my coat rack, and bounced back to me. I caught it. My current record was three hundred and seventy-nine consecutive catches. I wouldn’t get anywhere near that this morning, but a little practice never hurts. 

I glanced up at the clock. It was 8:23.

*
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About a half-hour later, I was up to a hundred and twenty-two catches when the outer door—the door to the catwalk—opened. 

I grinned. Janice is wearing heels today. 

Her shoes clacked on the hardwood floor as she crossed the outer office. Then they stopped. “Stern? What are you doing here so early?” 

The first time she spoke to me each morning, she always stopped outside my door, which is usually open.

I paid her no mind, but threw the ball again. “I hadda come in to find a file.” I caught the ball. One hundred and twenty-three. I threw it again. “I thought I’d taken it home, but—” I caught the ball and threw it again. “Apparently I didn’t.”

“A file or a folder?”

“Okay, maybe a folder. And the file that was in it. The Waller file.”

I caught the ball. One hundred and twenty-four. I threw it again. 

“I don’t remember that one. Are you sure you gave it to me?”

I nodded, and as the ball caromed off the floor, I took a chance and glanced at her. It was well worth the look.

Her medium-brunette hair hung past her shoulders, and she was dressed in a medium-blue skirt that clung to her hips and stretched down to a few inches above her knees. Her overcoat was draped over her left arm. 

Below the skirt she wore stockings and maybe two-inch blue heels. A frilly, light-pink, button-down blouse was stretched tightly over her breasts and angled down to her waist, where it was tucked smoothly into the waistband of her skirt. Over that was a waist-length blue jacket that matched the skirt. 

She’d draped a silver necklace of some kind of rich blue stones around her neck to finish the look. Not like gemstones, though. They looked like polished rocks. Turquoise, maybe. 

I caught the ball—one hundred and twenty-five—and threw it again.

She moved away and reached to set her purse on the corner of her desk, then hung up her overcoat. I heard all that, but I glanced again as she took off her blue jacket and hung it too. Her coat rack is between her desk and the wall of my office. 

As I caught the ball again (one hundred and twenty-six) I said, “It’s the Waller file, remember? It was a spin-off of the Mourning Widow case.” I threw the ball again.

“Mmmhmm.” She turned and moved out of my line of sight as she started past the far end of her desk toward where I knew her filing cabinet was.

I caught the ball (one hundred and twenty-seven). “Well, now it’s the Waller case, I guess.” I threw the ball again. “Anyway, I thought I’d taken it home, but—”

Janice yelled, “Stern!”
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Chapter 4: An Explosion
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That yell sliced through me like electricity. 

As the tennis ball sailed past me, I jerked my feet off my desk and yelled, “What?” I struggled to push off from the arms of my chair and get up. 

As I started around my desk, she yelled, “The files! Look!” 

When I finally got through the door, she was standing with her right side to me, facing her filing cabinet, her hands to her cheeks.
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