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Reiker filled the final letter stencil and stepped back, paint brush in hand. The words on the glass window stated,

H. Reiker

Private Investigator

He went into his office, picked up the sign and hung it on the outside knob.

Open for Business

He closed the door. On this side the glass was hobnail and ensured no one could peek through and catch him napping on the couch. The couch came with the office, a sad reminder of days gone by. Once, it might have been maroon. A hole in the side leaked straw stuffing.

He sank into the seat. A suspicious stain lurked on a back cushion. Comfortable, though. Long enough to stretch out. You could fall asleep and get sucked right into the cushions. He stared at ceiling and saw signs of water leakage from the pipes.

The pipes led up through the wall to his apartment. The apartment boasted arched windows and hot and cold running water.

Should have done this sooner, he thought. Still, over thirty years on the police force honed his skills and instincts. At fifteen he started at the local jail cleaning floors, as Mittelstadt had no actual police force. Eventually he ran errands and helped with paperwork. When the state authorities formed a local branch he went for police training. He became a patrolman, a trainee in homicide, worked his way up to Inspector and finally, stagnation.

Recent requests for promotion were denied. He barely squeaked through the last fitness exam. A mysterious desk job opened on the second floor, where you had to shout to be heard over typewriters. Reiker knew what was coming.

So, he sold his house, downsized and moved into an elegant old building with chipped paint and smudged windows. The manageress, Frau Marchen, was happy to rent him both the apartment and office. The empty apartment smelled of fresh paint but the office downstairs was a wreck.

"Don't worry, Herr Reiker," she assured him, "by the time you move in it will be just like new."

"What happened to the last one who rented this place?" He looked around. "Left in a hurry?"

"I was about to evict him for non-payment of rent when he disappeared. Good riddance. He was living here and it's prime office space. I asked the owner to send men down to toss the old furniture and do repairs. I'll give it a thorough cleaning."

None of these intentions actually transpired. Frau Marchen was full of apologies and explanations as Reiker directed Schneider upstairs with boxes. Officer Schneider was first in line for Reiker's job, thus conscripted to help move.

The office was on the second floor. On the first floor, discreet storefronts opened onto the street. On the third floor were apartments. Reiker ordered new furnishings. His old furniture was just that – old. He needed a change.

The apartment had two rooms with wood floors, four windows, a private bath and big fireplace. He bought a bed, table, two kitchen chairs and a rug. The furniture should arrive today.

It's a new start. A brand new life. Endless possibilities. He opened the office window and took a deep breath. A passing fire engine below blew a plume of coal smoke in his face. He coughed, waved his hand and leaned out the window. No fire. Just a drill.

He turned back to the crooked desk and sat in the creaky chair. Three chair legs had wheels. Books held up the other. Except for a chipped mug and a fork, the drawers were empty. A dead plant hung by the window.

Schneider went past with another load of boxes. He wasn't the kind of person who failed police fitness exams. An off-duty patrolman and two men from vice also helped.

"Didn't know so many people would be happy to see me leave," he said cheerfully.  "Just put everything in the apartment."

He walked around the office. Was it better to re-paste the peeling wallpaper or just tear it off? A steel filing cabinet stood awkwardly in a corner. Empty.

He opened the wall closet. A scurry of movement made him recoil. He lit a lamp and held it up in the narrow space. On one end was an enormous ball of straw stuffing from the couch mixed with paper, soft fabrics, fluff and fur. A tiny tail disappeared inside.

Mice.

As weather grew cold they found places to nest in barns, outbuildings, house walls, attics and under eaves. Glancing at the other end of the closet Reiker understood the rationale. A cupboard stood with doors ajar. A quick look inside revealed bags of grain, a moldy squash, scattered raisins, loaves of hard half-eaten bread with neat tiny nibble marks. The closet reeked of mouse pee.

Reiker found a broom and bucket and swept the mouse nest into the bucket. Shiny black eyes peeked from the nest. Tiny voices raised in protest. A couple of mice emerged and tried to jump out of the bucket. Field mice. Big ears, long whiskers and cute pink noses. Reiker pushed them down as they made mad scrambles for freedom. Sharp teeth clamped down on his finger. "Ow!" Bright red blood appeared. "That does it. Out." He took the bucket out to the back of the property and dumped the mice in a hedgerow.

Reiker went back inside. Frau Marchen the manageress was away.

"She has a fellow in Frankfurt," explained Reiker's neighbor, Herr Ludwig. "Incidentally, I play cello. You may hear me practice in the evening."

"I like cello," said Reiker.

"Excellent." Tall and thin like a cello bow, Herr Ludwig gazed past Reiker to the writing on the door. "Private Investigator, heh?"

"Thirty years with the police," said Reiker.

They stepped aside to let Schneider by with a stack of boxes. "This is it," he said, "except some books." Reiker patted him on the back as Schneider headed for the third floor.

"Where's your dog?" said Schneider over his shoulder.

"Mitzi?" Reiker grinned. "Sent her up to the farm in Elbendorf while I'm moving. Hey, you want a puppy? She's due in spring."

"Puppies make me sneeze," said Schneider. "Even your dog makes me sneeze. I've been sneezing half the morning moving your stuff."

"Well, dump the boxes upstairs. We're all going to the Sunset Lounge for sausages and sauerkraut." The patrolman came up with a load of books, and Reiker motioned him into the office.

He looked around and laughed. "There's a bullet hole in the wall."

"Yeh," said Reiker, "and another one over there. You think that's blood on the couch?"

"Wouldn't be surprised."

"Should I rip off the wallpaper or re-paste it?"

"It's your party," said the patrolman.

"Wonder if I should have a grand opening."

"I'd fix the place up a bit first."

"Who asked you?"

"The stencil on the front door looks great. You do it?"

"Yeh." Reiker hung his private investigator's license from a nail in the wall. His time with the police worked in his favor. The two vice guys came downstairs, and everyone went to the Sunset Lounge for sausages, sauerkraut and beer.

"So, Reiker, drop by the station now and then to say hi," said one of the vice guys.

Rudolf the bartender arrived with two pitchers and five mugs. "You'll be seeing me," said Reiker, pouring out the beer with a generous dollop of foam for everyone. German beer was still brewed to standards of the Reinheitsgebot of 1516. The law was first passed in Bavaria to ensure the high quality of Germany's celebrated beverage.

"Prost!" Everyone toasted and drank.

"Thanks a lot, guys," said Reiker.

"It was nothing," said the patrolman. "On my pay I'll do almost anything for free lunch."

Afterward, Reiker went back to his new office. The peeling wallpaper got on his nerves. He tore it down and kicked it into a pile. He filled a bucket from his upstairs taps and poured in a packet of cleaning soap.

The closet stank. He pulled everything out, including the food cupboard. It was stuffed with edibles a harvest altar might display. Now it was almost Christmas.

As he moved the cupboard away from the wall, he heard a papery thunk. It was a thick envelope. He opened it, and drew out a leather notebook of writing, numbers and sketches. He turned the envelope over. A long dangle earring fell into his palm. He shook the envelope. Nothing else.

In the window light he turned the earring back and forth. It was the pierced-ear type, popular with ladies. Clear cut stones dangled to catch the light. Rhinestones?

Rhinestones could be cut and shaped like diamonds. Many women wore glittering glass or rhinestone copies of expensive diamond jewelry, either for cost-effective dazzle or because the real jewels were in a safe.

A mark on the silver backing caught his eye, details too small to see. He looked through the notebook again.

A knock came on the door. Must be the furniture delivery. Reiker tucked the book and earring in his inside pocket. He opened the door. "The apartment's upst – " A fist like a giant ham slammed into his face and propelled him backward. He hit the wall. Lights flashed before his eyes. Two husky men stepped into the room. They blurred to four, then back to two again. Reiker began to suspect they were not here to deliver furniture.

"Okay, Schultz," said one, punching his palm with his fist. "Where's the money?"

"Money?" said Reiker. His left eye was already swelling. "I've never seen you before."

"We never saw you before either, but that won't stop us beating you up."

"You got the wrong guy," said Reiker as they advanced on him. Of course he didn't have his gun. It was upstairs, unloaded, packed in a box. He grabbed the broom and swung it at the two men. The brawny blond one took hold of the broom, pulled Reiker forward and slammed an iron fist into his stomach. Reiker fell against the desk, gasping for breath.

"We can take our time, right Helmut?" said the dark-haired thug. He turned to Reiker. "What do you want broken first, arms or legs?"

"I get a choice?"

"Sure." He smirked and tapped a sturdy wood ax handle into the palm of his hand.

Reiker felt a cool breeze from the open window. It was two stories up. If he jumped he'd break his legs trying to escape goons who wanted to break his legs.

"Look," he said, "I'm not Schultz. See the writing on the door? Reiker."

"So, a false name." Helmut flicked open a switchblade knife. "Won't save you, Schultz. The boss wants his money."

"What money?" said Reiker.

"The cash you stole from his office. A thousand Marks. Plus interest. You got a short memory at inconvenient times."

"Question." Reiker held up a finger. "If I did have the money and gave it to you, would you still beat me up?"

"Of course. That's the interest. You have the money?"

"No."

"All right, Bruno," said the blond man. "I'll hold him you hit him."

As Helmut and Bruno came toward him, Reiker scrambled over the top of the desk. He seized two books from the box and slammed them against the heads of the thugs. They clunked heads, staggered and recovered their wits. Moving fast, they circled the desk to trap him between them. Reiker smacked his elbow in Helmut's gut as he kicked the desk chair toward Bruno, who crashed into it, tumbled and sprawled to the ground.

Reiker grabbed Helmut by the coat and threw him against the window sill. Helmut dropped the knife and quick as a viper Reiker snatched it up. Through the open windows came joyful Christmas carols.

Helmut twisted around and grasped Reiker in a stranglehold. Bruno got to his feet, clutching his big wooden ax handle. He swung it at Reiker's head. Reiker hooked a foot around Helmut's ankle and yanked. The big man careened backwards. Bruno swung again and hit the back of Reiker's shoulders with force enough to break bones. Reiker fell to the floor, glad of his padded coat.

Bruno grinned and raised the ax handle again. As he swung, Reiker seized Helmut and pulled him in front. Wood hit skull and Helmut collapsed. Reiker pushed him into the pile of wallpaper and scrambled to his feet. Bruno lunged and Reiker dodged. He shoved the filing cabinet and it crashed to the floor. Bruno tripped and cursed as metal struck shin. Reiker was after him like a bulldog with big teeth.
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