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I sat in my favorite worn out chair, my size twelve shoes, which were oversized for my small frame, propped up on the desk, contemplating which bills to pay this month and which creditors I should lie to. Seldom is there a steady stream of incoming money and this month was no different from any other. Poverty might be acceptable to some professions, like those of artists, and poets, and musicians who may feel a need to be poor before they can be great. Poverty for a private investigator, however, means you are not very good at what you do for a living, or you can’t handle money, neither of which are pleasing attributes. If I must pick one over the other, my ego obviously opts for the latter. I knew down deep inside that if I didn’t drink so much, or gamble so much, my financial situation would improve, but I have never been the kind of guy who was good at taking his own advice. I was in the middle of deciding which creditors I would lie to this month when I heard a faint knock at my door. I got up, opened it, and saw the lovely face of money.

She introduced herself as Sarah Crowly

“Hello,” I said. “I’m Samuel Dixon, please come in.”

I took her outstretched soft hand and offered her a chair. Her eyes were green and tired looking, and they showed me more of her than I think she wanted me to know. They say the eyes are a window to the soul, and Sarah’s eyes were no exception. Her hair was auburn colored, well kept, and gently flowed across her shoulders, partially concealing a thin neck and soft skin. She wore a delicate crème colored sweater over an ocean-colored dress. Her lips were full, her nose petite, and I estimated her age to be thirty something.

She sat in the chair across from me, fidgeting with her hands and looking suspiciously at her surroundings. I made a mental note to myself to get some warm and cuddly pictures and hang them up on my barren walls. After a moment of silence, I asked what she wanted. She took a deep breath and told me her father was missing and that she wanted to hire someone to find him. She said she hadn’t seen him for more than eight years, not since her father and mother had divorced. Her mother died a few months ago and now she wanted to renew her relationship with the father. She identified him by the name of James and said she had traced him to a small house in Carmel Valley where he was now living.

She said she called him about two weeks ago, at which time they agreed that Sarah would drive out to her father’s house. Sarah said she arrived at the appointed time, but her father was not home. She checked the front door, and it was locked tight. She then tried looking into the windows, but she couldn’t see in because the blinds were drawn, so she waited outside hoping he would return soon. After waiting for a couple of hours, she left and went back into town, to the apartment she had just rented. She called her father a dozen or so times that night but all she got was his answering machine. The next day she returned to his house, but it was still locked, and nothing was different from the day before. Sarah said she was worried and called the Sheriff’s Department. They came out and after she explained her story to them, and her fear that something might be wrong with her father, the deputies forced entry into the house through a window. They went inside and found only an unkempt and disorderly household, and nothing to indicate there was anything wrong. The deputies told her to wait a few more days and if her father did not show up, they would file a missing persons report. Other than that, there was nothing more they could do. Sarah was not satisfied and decided to hire a P.I., in hopes of finding his whereabouts. I asked her why she chose me, hoping that my reputation had swayed her to my favor. She said she had little money to spend and the other PI’s she talked to charged more than she had, so they told her I was her best, and only bet. So much for my reputation.

We settled on a fee, one she could afford, and since it was cash money, and cash was something I was in limited supply of, I agreed to take the case. She gave me the address of her father and I told her I would meet her there the following morning around 9:00 o’clock. I was hoping by then, maybe her father would have shown up.

The next morning, I drove out to Jim Crowly’s place in Carmel Valley. The house was situated off the main road, down a dirt driveway. It was a small, rundown affair with pealing paint and a lawn that needed to be watered and cut. I found Sarah waiting outside, and in the fresh morning light, she looked like a woman worth knowing.

“Good morning Mr. Dixon, thank you for coming.”

“Still no sign of your father?” I asked, hoping there had been.

“No, and I’m worried now more than ever. If he didn’t want to see me, he would have said so, or left a message or something.”

I knew she might be right, but there were a lot of other reasons for him not to be there as well. Reasons which would be hurtful, like “I’m too busy for you.” Or “I have other things going on my life that don’t include you.” But it’s not smart to hurt the feelings of your cash paying client, not until you have all the facts anyway. She invited me inside to look around and I followed her through the front door. 

“I got here about an hour ago and looked around a little,” she said.

“Did you find anything?” I asked.

She said she hadn’t, so I began checking things out myself. The inside was a mess. It was obvious her father lived alone and was not concerned about keeping a clean house. There was enough dust on the furniture to fill a shoe box, the kitchen sink was full of dirty dishes, and there were pots of spoiling food on the stove. As I walked across the kitchen floor my feet stuck from dropped food, and the garbage can under the sink was overflowing and gave an unpleasant stench to the whole house. I opened the refrigerator and found a milk carton, half full and curdled, outdated by a month or so. I then went into the bathroom and checked the sink and bathtub and noticed a small spider’s web in the corner of the tub. Unless James Crowly never bathed or showered, or was unnaturally fond of spiders, it was evident he had not been in the tub for some time.

“Exactly when did you last talk to your father?” I asked Sarah. “It doesn’t appear he’s been here for some time.”

“Well, it would be two weeks ago now. Let me see, I called him on the fifth, and we were going to meet on the twenty-first, three days ago, so that’s, nineteen days ago.” 

I walked back into the entry way and examined the unopened mail which was lying on the floor just inside the front door. The earliest postmark I could find was an unopened letter dated the twelfth. Assuming the letter was delivered within two days of the postmark, we could now narrow the time frame of James Crowly’s disappearance to sometime after the fourteenth, or ten days ago. I also noticed that many of the unopened letters were in fact overdue bill notices. I could tell from the color of the envelope, having received the same type of notices myself. I opened the latest utility bill, and it was three months overdue, and they were threatening to cutoff power.

I placed the rest of the unopened letters on the living room table and reached over to check Crowly’s telephone answering machine which was sitting on an end table next to the couch. There were fifteen messages showing on the counter. I reached down to hit the play button but hesitated. Sarah was standing there watching me. I told her I was going to play back the recordings and that she may hear something on the tape that might upset her. I asked if she would rather wait in another room. She said no, that she wanted to listen in, so I pushed the play button.

The first eight or so messages were from creditors, threatening Crowly with civil action if he didn’t start paying his bills. None of them were of much importance though, and I even recognized a few of the creditor’s voices. The next message that followed was not the normal creditor demanding payment. It was a deep sounding male voice that said simply: “Crowly, you son of a bitch, pay me my money or I am coming for you!”

I looked at Sarah and she looked at me.

“Do you recognize the voice?” I asked.

“No, it’s no one I know.”

I listened to the rest of the messages and to more creditors wanting their money. There was one non-threatening male voice on the tape who identified himself as “Henry”, and it was obvious that he knew Crowly fairly well. He said it was urgent that Crowly return his call and left a number where he could be reached. I copied down the number, put it in my pocket, and continued to listen to the rest of the messages. I did not hear anything else that seemed important.

“Tell me more about your father.” I asked her. “He seems to be in somewhat of a financial bind. Did he have a job? What was his routine like? What did he do with his time during the day? Who did he see and talk to?”

“I don’t know much,” she said. “Mother and dad never discussed money around me, and after they divorced and he left, we never talked again. And then my mother died. I feel so bad about it now. When I last spoke to him on the telephone, just before coming here, I was happy just to hear his voice. We didn’t talk about much, just when and where we would meet again. I was waiting to see him in person, and then we could talk and....”

She turned her face away from me, hiding a tear that had formed in the corner of her eye. I wanted to touch her shoulder, console her, hold her and tell her everything would be alright and that I would find her father before the day was out. I imagined the moment and how nice it would be, and decided it was best to forget about it and concentrate on business.

“Anything you can remember,” I said, interrupting my own fantasy, “would be helpful at this point, no matter what.”

She thought for a moment and then began recounting a time before the divorce, how her father had been partners with another man in an import-export business. She said he had been successful for awhile, but than a warehouse fire had destroyed the business and everything in it, and the insurance had paid a lump sum to them. The partnership was dissolved and Crowly used his money to start several different business ventures, all of which failed. The money was all gone in a couple of years, and he became depressed and started drinking heavily. Sarah said she remembered it was hard times living in the same house with him. He was abusive to her and her mother, and eventually it led to her mother filing for a divorce. Her father moved out of the house and that was the last she heard from him until she finally tracked him down.

I got as many particulars from her as I could, to include the names and addresses of previous friends who her father might have stayed in contact with. There was not a lot to go on and I told her so.

“Well, I’ll contact the cops again and make sure they file an official missing person report,” I said. “Did you give them all the identifiers on your father, like what he looks like, any tattoos, and all that, to include a description of his car?”

“His car?” She asked. “No, they said nothing about his car.”

“Was the garage ever checked?” I asked.

“No.”

I stared at the floor, trying to figure out why I hadn’t first checked the garage. If his car was gone, then he was probably somewhere and just didn’t want to be found. But if his car was still here, well, that changed things. 

I walked out of the house towards the garage with Sarah close behind. The garage was detached from the house, and I found the garage door closed and locked. There were no windows and no way to see inside, but I had to find out if the car was still there. I told Sarah to wait for me back at the house. She didn’t want to leave but this time I insisted. I knew there was a real possibility that her father’s car was still here, with him in it, and a garden hose running from the tail pipe to the interior. James Crowly would not be the first man who decided that suicide would be the ultimate answer to all his financial problems. After Sarah had gone, I placed my loose fitting two hundred pounds against the entry door and leaned forward. I gave it a good strong push and it opened easily. The garage was pitch black and I could see nothing without light. I ran my hand along the interior wall until I found the light switch and flipped it on.
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