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PROLOGUE
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Max Manchester, a muscular All-Pro Miami Dolphin linebacker, is watching football on ESPN when his sizable double front doors burst open. He jumped to his feet as three men entered. Two of the men were enormous, with colorful tattoos covering their bulging arms. The third, a short, balding, gaudily dressed man in his mid-fifties, followed behind the two bruisers, puffing a short stubby cigar.

“Who the fuck, are you?” Max shouted.

The oversized, muscle-bound men rush forward and clash with Max in a vicious fight. Everything in the living room becomes smashed and overturned. Throughout the melee, the short, stocky man stood, calmly watching. After a couple of minutes, he realized that his goons wouldn’t be able to subdue the athletic football player. ​​

He struck Max on the back of the head with a Glock 19. Dazed, Max fell to his knees. Through befuddled eyes, he looked at the short man and passed out.

Two minutes later, Max Manchester coughed as he regained consciousness. Slowly, he opened his eyes and, feeling restrained, spat blood at the men. The intruders jumped out of the way and looked down at Max lying on his back, spread-eagled on his wood-framed king-size bed. Max struggled to move his arms and legs, but couldn’t. They’d tied him to the substantial bedposts.  

“What the fuck do you, bastards, want?” He coughed and spat bloody phlegm at the short man standing near his head.

Stepping out of the way, he cuffed Max’s face with the Glock. Max winced and groaned.

“Max, while in college, you were a badass to my nephew, Jeffery, Dr. Rhineman’s son.”

Max glared at him. “You’re beating the shit out of me because of that queer asshole? Christ, that was years ago!”

“No, it’s not about him. My late brother, Dr. Frederick Rhineman, hated you and mailed you a small piece of red paper. It’s part of an important puzzle.  

Max sneered. “He was an asshole, too.”

“I agree with you on that.” He chuckled as he lit a cigar. “Okay, enough of this small talk. Where’s the piece of red paper?” 

Max yelled, “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about!” 

The short man nodded, and a goon punched Max in the face. More blood poured from Max’s nose. He remained silent. 

The other goon came out from the kitchen carrying a butcher knife and a broom handle. He handed the short man the blade, then whacked Max across the chest with the broom handle. Max’s body heaved; he cried out in agony.

“Max, I’m sorry. I forgot to introduce myself. I’m Benny Rhineman, the late doctor’s twin brother,” said the short man. He took a puff on his cigar and blew the smoke at Max.

Max looked up at Benny Rhineman and forced a sour grin. “You've got to be shitting me. You’re an ugly runt, compared to Dr. Rhineman.”

The goon brought the broom handle down across Max’s shins.

Max gritted his teeth against the pain. Tears welled up in his eyes.

Benny removed the cigar and pressed the hot ashes against Max’s ankle. He grinned at the smell of burning flesh.

Max groaned, “You bastard.”

“We can continue this, Max. Where’s the piece of red paper? I know you got a letter from my brother.

Max remained silent.

As the broom handle slammed between Max’s legs, he let out a gurgling scream and coughed blood into the air.

Nothing’s said as Max lay moaning.

“Max, you can’t win.  You won’t come out of this alive unless you tell me where you hid the piece of red paper.”

Max fiercely tugged at the ropes that tied him to the bedposts.

Benny handed the sharp blade to his man standing at the head of the bed. ​

“Max, my man, can cut you free if that’s what you want.” Benny smiled and pointed to Max’s arm.

The big man ripped the blade across Max’s arm. Blood oozed from a vein.

“Jesus Christ! What are you doing, you asshole?” screamed Max.

“He’s cutting your arm off; you want to be free from the rope, don’t you?” Benny loudly laughed.

“You bastard, you’re insane!” 

The broom handle came down hard on Max’s face, hitting his already broken nose. Blood squirted into the air. Max shrieked.

He looked at Benny, “You Mother fucker.”

“Max, your football career ends if we cut off your arm. Tell me where the piece of paper is, and we’ll leave.”

Max doesn’t answer.

Benny shook his head and nodded to the man with the knife. He jabbed the blade deeper into Max’s arm.

Max cries out. “Okay! Okay, no more!” 

He looked at the white fan above his bed. “It’s taped to a fan blade.”

The goon with the broom handle climbed onto the bed, retrieved the piece of red paper, and handed it to Benny.

Benny examined it.

“You coulda saved yourself a lot of pain, Max.”

He put the piece of paper in his pocket and looked down at Max.

“You’re right, Max; all of us Rhineman’s are assholes.” He leveled the Glock at Max’s forehead and fired.
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CHAPTER 1
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Dr. Fredrick Rhineman, impeccably dressed in a tan Armani suit, with a white herringbone-striped shirt and a paisley Gucci tie, held a number-ten white business envelope in his well-manicured hands. He placed the white envelopes on top of an oversized brown manila envelope on his wide mahogany desk. Dr. Rhineman was in his plush, richly decorated office on the tenth floor of a downtown commercial building in Ft Lauderdale, Florida.

He stepped over to a tall oak bookcase. From the bottom shelf, he removed a packet of colored paper. It contained sheets of red eight-by-eleven twenty-pound paper. He put it on his desk, pulling two sheets of paper. On both paper sheets, he drew an image of a claim check. Dr. Rhineman proceeded to cut one of the pieces of paper into jigsaw-like pieces. On each one, he printed a number or a letter of the alphabet. He put one red piece in each of the number-ten white envelopes, along with a message he’d composed earlier. An evil smirk disfigured his clean-shaven face. Dr. Rhineman was zealous about puzzle-solving and was well-known as a peerless stickler for detail.

The doctor’s intercom buzzed.

“Yes, Jean?”

“Dr. Rhineman, I know your orders, but this is the third time your brother’s called, and he insists on talking to you.”

“All right, I’ll talk to him.”

Dr. Rhineman frowned and then picked up the telephone. “Hello?” He listened for a few seconds. “No! I’m not interested. I’ve told you not to call here.” He continued to listen. “I don’t care, Benny. I don’t want to get mixed up with you or any of your goddamn schemes!” he angrily snapped. As his brother continued talking, the doctor grew increasingly upset. He held the phone away from his ear, his face flushed. He calmed himself, then put the phone back to his ear and spoke firmly. “No, Benny, and don’t ever bother me again.” He slammed the telephone down, sat there fuming, and rubbed his chest.

Dr. Rhineman had just finished putting the small, jagged pieces of red paper into the envelopes when his secretary, Jean, entered. She was a well-dressed, short-haired, gray-haired woman in her middle fifties. She looked at him with concern. Then she stepped over to a small table adorned with a silver tray, two glasses, a pitcher of water, and a little brown bottle of pills. Jean poured a glass of water, removed a tablet from the container, and walked over to him.

“Dr. Rhineman, you know what your physician told you about getting upset. It’s terrible for your heart.” She handed him the pill and the glass of water. “You’d better take this. It’s hard to believe that someone who looks as healthy as you do has a bad heart.”

“Thank you, Jean. I shouldn’t talk to Benny. He irritates me; he’s always up to some slick deal.”

He swallowed the pill and handed the glass back to her. “Help me seal these envelopes. I’ve already addressed them.” They sealed the white envelopes and put them into the large manila envelope. “Jean put this envelope in the safe. If anything happens to me, please remove the letters inside and mail them immediately.” He emphasized the word “immediately.”

She took the manila envelope. “Your heart isn’t worse, is it?” she asked, with an anxious look.

He stood, smiling. “No, no. I’m fine. I don't expect to kick off any time soon. I only want to make sure this matter’s taken care of, just in case,” indicating the envelope. “It’s best to be safe, and this is very, very important to me.” 

The doctor stepped out from behind his desk. “I’m going over to the club for lunch. I won’t be back today, as Senator Knowles is in town. He’s challenged me to a puzzle contest this afternoon. You know how I like to get the best of him. He always thinks he can assemble the puzzles faster than I.” He chuckled and started to leave the office, but turned back. “Don’t forget about that.” He pointed at the manila envelope again.

“I won’t. Good luck.”

Jean followed him out and into her outer office. She called downstairs to the doorman, alerting him to have the doctor’s car brought to the front door.

When he exited the office building, Dr. Rhineman stepped into his waiting silver Mercedes-Benz S600 and drove a couple of miles to a pawnshop. He parked, got a package from the trunk of his car, and took it in. 

From the pawnshop, he drove to his favorite bookstore. It’s a one-story, plain white front building with large plate glass windows, where a short, overweight, round-faced Mrs. Churley greets him.

“Good afternoon, Dr. Rhineman.”

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Churley. Have you received any new puzzles lately?”

“Received some new ones yesterday,” she answered, smiling.

“Good, good.” He followed her to a counter heaped with boxed puzzles.

“The more difficult ones are on this table, Doctor. I think you’ll enjoy them.”


Dr. Rhineman looked over the selection of boxes.



“Wonderful! Would you mind helping me select two of the smaller but more challenging puzzles? The senator is driving up from Miami and has challenged me to another contest this afternoon. I want two tough puzzles.” He grinned. “Senator Knowles is my stiffest competitor.”

“You men are like two boys when it comes to your puzzle contests.”

“Yes, that’s true; it’s all in good fun. However, we take it very seriously. It’s a test of skill and ingenuity. Between you and me, I hate to lose to the senator.” He laughs.

“And he to you, I’m sure,” said Mrs. Churley, laughing.

“Yes, I’m sure he does.”

Mrs. Churley held up a particularly colorful box. “This one is interesting and difficult,” she paused and selected another box, “I believe this puzzle to be equal.”

“Very good, Mrs. Churley; I trust your choices. So far, you’ve never failed me.”

“I swear I’ve never seen anyone enjoy puzzles like you do, Dr. Rhineman.” She took the two boxes over to the cash register.

He followed her. “Solving puzzles helps keep the brain exercised. My work in science has always been a puzzle.” He looks at her as he takes out his wallet. “Is not life itself a puzzle?”

“Yes, I suppose it is,” she agreed. “With the tax, it will be $29.68.”

Dr. Rhineman paid her and received his change.

“Thank you, Doctor, and good luck.”

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Churley, and thank you for your selections.”

He left the store, and minutes later, brought the Mercedes to a halt in a parking lot, next to an old redbrick two-story building. As he entered the Century Club, a tall, thin man in a pinstriped suit greeted him.

“Good afternoon, Dr. Rhineman.”

“Good afternoon, Ronald. Has Senator Knowles arrived?”

“Yes, sir, he’s waiting for you in the game room. Will you gentlemen be having lunch?”

“Yes, most likely Ronald, but something very light.”

“Excellent, sir.”

Rhineman’s trim six-foot-two-inch frame entered the sizeable oak-paneled game room.  A few men were seated about the room in burnished saddle leather Buchanan Poll Armchairs, reading, talking, and drinking. Some acknowledged him with a smile or a nod of the head. 

Rhineman’s ice-blue eyes caught sight of the six-foot-three inch, slightly stoop-shouldered and balding red-haired senator on the far side of the room. He strode over to him.

As the fit, blond-haired doctor marched toward him, the senator smiled. “Ah, the perfect poster soldier for the Nazi’s Superman,” he mused.

“Good afternoon, Senator Knowles. It’s good to see you.”

They shook hands.

“Always good to see you, doctor. I see you’ve brought the puzzles.”

“Mrs. Churley told me she received them yesterday. I have her guarantee that they are most difficult, Senator.”

“I’m sure they are, Frederick. You wouldn’t have accepted anything less.”

The two men chuckled.

Dr. Rhineman removed the boxes from the paper bag and set them on the two-game table. They removed the cellophane from the boxes.

“I believe it’s your turn to have the first choice,” said Dr. Rhineman.

“Yes, it is.” The senator picked up the boxes and looked them over. “I’ll try this one,” he said and handed the other to Doctor Rhineman.

The two men wished one another good luck. They dumped the puzzle pieces from the boxes and spread them out on the table. Sitting down, they immediately began to assemble the puzzles. A group of men started to gather around the two fervent players. They were watching the two men as they quickly assembled the puzzles and were offering words of encouragement. 

A waiter placed a pitcher of ice water and two glasses on a table next to the combatants. Another waiter brought drinks to the onlookers. The air in the room became clouded with cigar smoke.

Dr. Rhineman and Senator Knowles worked feverishly on the puzzles, and their faces were intense as they concentrated on the challenge before them. The action was fast-paced, and the excitement built as they proceeded. Suddenly, Rhineman started gasping for air. Standing, he struggled to open his shirt collar and grabbed at his chest. He stumbled. His chair fell backward. Then his body swayed for a moment before crashing onto the table. Puzzle pieces, glasses, and the pitcher of water spilled onto the red-and-black plaid carpeted floor.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2
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Jake Wayde was getting dressed in his two-bedroom, Oriental-themed apartment. The thirty-six-inch Sony television on the bedroom wall was showing pictures of a funeral. 

The muscular, 220-pound, six-foot-one-inch Wayde was putting on his usual attire of tan slacks, pale blue short-sleeved Oxford cloth shirt, brown penny loafers, and no socks. 

A male announcer came onto the television screen.

“The famous scientist Dr. Frederick Rhineman was buried this morning. Although he died of a heart attack, there’s still an air of mystery surrounding his death. Those who knew him are puzzled about his sudden death last Tuesday. It seems that during the previous week, Dr. Rhineman liquidated bonds, sold the stock, and withdrew cash from the bank. In all, it totaled ten million dollars in one-hundred-dollar bills. The police don’t know why he wanted such a significant amount of cash or where the money was. There may be a reasonable explanation. However, with so much money unaccounted, the police are launching an investigation to find the answers. Dr. Rhineman’s estate is estimated to be about forty million dollars. The doctor was originally from Detroit, Michigan, where he amassed his fortune through patented chemical formulas and investments.

“In other news, last night in Miami, an All-Pro professional football player was murdered. Six-foot-three-inch Max Manchester, a 255-pound linebacker, was beaten and shot in his luxurious Key Biscayne home. At this time, the police are not sure about the motive. It’s evident that Manchester put up an intense fight before his demise and his home searched.   All the drawers and closets were open, and their contents scattered about the floor. 

When found, Manchester was tied spread-eagled on his king-size bed. From his bodily injuries, the police say he sustained a horrible beating. Manchester was a tough man; his nickname on the gridiron was ‘The Mauler.’ Police are wondering how he could have been subdued and brutally beaten. Next, we have the weather with­­—-”

Wayde turned off the television and headed out of his downtown condominium apartment when the telephone rang. He walked into the second bedroom, converted into his office. He picked up the phone. “It’s Wayde.”

“Mr. Wayde, this is Bill Kendra. While talking with a friend at our golf club the other day, I told him I needed to hire a private detective. He highly recommended you. Are you available to take on a new case?”

“It depends. Yeah, I think so.”

“Are you free to come to my office?”

“Sure, when?”

“How about now? I want to get started on my problem. My office isn’t too far from you.”

“What’s your address?”

As Wayde wrote down the man’s address, he glanced idly at a small plaque on the desk “Jake Wayde, Pvt. Detective.” On the wall was a picture of Wayde and two guys in Marine uniforms. They were all sergeants.

“Okay, I’ll meet you at your office in a few minutes.” Wayde hung up. 

His pet canary was chirping happily in her cage as Wayde closed the door. He walked through the spacious open-air hallway and down the one flight of gray-painted concrete stairs. It was a cloudless, sunny day in Ft Lauderdale, Florida. Wayde strolled over to the row of metal mailboxes near the front of the apartment building and inserted his key into number 207. The box was full, mostly with flyers and junk mail. He tossed the junk mail in a waste container near the mailboxes. 

There were two letters, a statement from Florida Power and Light, and a white number ten envelope. He tore it open and removed a single sheet of white paper. A small piece of red paper cut into an odd shape fluttered to the sidewalk. Wayde started to read the letter.

“Mr. Wayde enclosed, you will find a piece of red paper cut in the likeness of a puzzle piece, and that is what it is. I’ve mailed other letters like this. They all contained a red portion of the puzzle. All the red pieces are inscribed with either a number or a letter of the alphabet. None of the recipients of these letters is known to one another. However, all of you share a commonality. When assembled, the pieces form a claim check that provides an address. That address will lead to a place where you can claim ten million dollars. The money’s packaged in one-hundred-dollar bills. It is a small puzzle for small-minded people, but should prove to be very interesting to solve.

As a bonus, there’s a copy of my latest and most crucial chemical formula. It could make the person putting the puzzle together and claiming the package one of the wealthiest people on earth. Good hunting, Mr. Wayde.

Your beneficiary,

Dr. Frederick Rhineman”

Wayde read the letter twice. He stood staring at it, tore it in half, and tossed it into the waste container. He picked up the jagged piece of red paper and looked at it closely. It had the letter “e” printed on it. 

Wayde unbuckled his wide leather belt. He removed the buckle decorated with a brass letter “W.” He slid the claim check portion into a small pocket opening in the belt next to his emergency fifty-dollar bill. Wayde reattached the buckle to his belt and fastened it. 

Wayde strolled to the galvanized steel carport. He climbed into his five-year-old navy-blue Mercedes SL500 convertible and set off for his meeting. 

Pulling around the corner, he drove past Charlie’s Crab and Shooters Bar and Grill, under the Oakland Park Bridge, up onto Oakland Park Blvd., and headed west.

Minutes later, he parked in front of a tall, white building on Federal Highway. When Wayde approached the building entrance, a broad-shouldered, muscularly-built, well-tanned man met him. They conversed for a moment, and the man pointed to the top of the building.

They went inside, entered the elevator, and rode up to the eighth floor. Wayde found himself facing a big, stocky, tattooed man pointing a gun when the elevator door opened. The well-tanned guy shoved Wayde out of the elevator into the hallway. The two men walked him down the long hall to an unmarked door. They opened it and shoved him in. 

Once inside, they pushed him up against the wall of a large, sparsely furnished room. One of the men shook him down, checking to see if he was carrying. Finding a small knife in a leather sheath around Wayde’s ankles, he laughed. He removed the knife and tossed it onto the tan-carpeted floor. Then the man took out Wayde’s wallet and searched it. He didn’t find what he was looking for and dropped it next to the knife.

The two men grabbed Wayde by the arms and steered him across the room. A short, stocky, balding man sat staring at him from the front edge of a large gray metal desk. The gaudy-looking man was wearing a colorful silk Hawaiian shirt and a loose-fitting, cheap, cream-colored suit. Clad in white-and-tan loafers, his feet swung back and forth. Wayde squinted as the man’s face bore a strong resemblance to the late Dr. Frederick Rhineman.

​“What’s the matter, Mr. Wayde, seeing a ghost?” The man laughed and spread out his arms. “Welcome to my office.”

Wayde glanced around. There wasn’t much furniture in the room. However, all kinds of things were on the walls—mostly African shields, spears, and tanned big-game hides. On a table across the room, there were two stuffed animals and some small mounted animal heads.

“Looks like a zoo’s graveyard,” Wayde remarked drily.

The short man smirked, “Cool. Yeah. Cool—that’s what I’ve heard about you, Wayde. Cool. No feelings. Yeah, that’s what I’ve heard.” 

“Maybe you’re talking to the wrong people. Check with the chicks—they say I’m pretty hot stuff.”

“Yeah, ladies’ man—I heard that too.” The short man crossed his legs.

Wayde stared at him.

“I’m Benny Rhineman,” he resumed after a pause. “I’m the dead doctor’s twin brother.”

Wayde looked at him questioningly, “Twin?”

“Yeah, well, I’m not quite as tall as my brother was.”

“You’re not quite anything. The best part of you must have run down your dad’s leg,” Wayde wisecracked.

“A real smart-ass, aren’t you, Wayde?”

“I call ’em as I see ’em, Shorty,” said Wayde, with a grin on his face.

Benny Rhineman’s steely blue eyes glared. “You’d better watch your mouth, Wayde. I’m the bad seed in the family.”

“Maybe it runs in the family. I didn’t think the doctor was exactly a good seed.”

“Yeah, you might be right there,” Benny snorted. 

“I’m sorry to inconvenience you like this, Wayde, but I believe you have a small piece of red paper I need.”

Wayde looked at him and then at Benny’s two goons. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t try and bullshit me, Wayde. I know you got a piece of the puzzle.”

“What puzzle?”

“I know that you and the proud doctor shared mutual interest, and that interest pissed him off. My brother was a vengeful asshole. It makes sense that anyone he didn’t like got a letter and a little piece of red paper.” He grinned. “My gut tells me you were high on his list of people he didn’t like.”

“High on his list, what makes you think that?”

Wayde honestly didn’t know why he’d be on Dr. Rhineman’s hate list, but he’d received a letter.

“You prick, don’t try and play Mr. Innocent with me. You got a letter from my brother with a piece of the puzzle, and I want it.”

Wayde glanced over at Benny’s two men once more. “So, the game begins.”

“The game?” Benny chuckled. “Well, you can call it that, but I prefer to call it a business venture.” He looked thoughtfully at Wayde.

“Besides your gut feeling, Benny, how'd you peg me so fast?” 

“So fast?” he chuckled. “I guess you haven’t opened your mail for a couple of days. I checked on you over the weekend.”

“I see. It looks like I should’ve opened my mail sooner.” Wayde paused for a moment. “I suppose you have one of the other so-called ‘puzzle pieces,’ Benny?”

“That’s my business.” He stared at Wayde and snapped his fingers. “The red paper, I want it now.”

“Your guys searched me. I don’t have it.”

“It’s on you someplace. I pegged you for the kind of guy who’d keep something like that with you. We can tear your clothes apart to find it if that’s what it takes.”

Wayde glared at him. “And then what?”

“And then, Mr. Private Eye, you fly like a bird.” He gestured toward the large window behind the desk.

“Out of your office window, that’ll be rather stupid. It wouldn’t take the police long to track you down.”

Benny grinned. “I rented this office under an assumed name. I’ll never be back here.”

Wayde glanced over at the two goons. He laughed and returned his gaze to Benny Rhineman. Then, still grinning, he lunged for the wall behind him and grabbed an African spear and one of the axes hanging on the wall. 

Before anyone could react, he hurled the spear at the man holding the gun. The spear buried in his chest, driving him back against the far wall, his weapon dropped from his hand.

The second guy was reaching for his gun as Wayde flipped the ax toward him. It struck him in the upper chest and neck area. He gagged, grabbed at the ax, and staggered backward. He was dead before he hit the floor. 

Benny stretched out across the desk on his stomach; he was opening the desk drawer and reaching for a Kel-Tec P-32 pistol. Wayde leaped across the corner of the desk, grabbing Rhineman’s arm and pulling the gun from his hand. He struck Benny over the back of the head with the pistol, stunning him. Wayde stood up and slipped the blue-finished weapon into his pocket.

“Well, it looks like we have a new dealer now,” he murmured. 

He looked over at the two dead goons and down at Benny Rhineman, who was awaking. Wayde watched as the short man slowly sat up.

“So, Shorty, you’ve got a red piece of the puzzle. Well, I appreciate your looking me up—that makes one less piece I need to look for.” 

Wayde stared coldly at Benny. “What was that you said about making me fly like a bird?”

Benny Rhineman was rubbing the back of his head.

“Do you have the red paper piece of the puzzle on you?” Wayde demanded.

Benny didn’t answer.

Wayde grabbed him by the shoulders. “Hey, I asked you a question!”

Benny nodded.

Wayde smiled at him. Benny turned and looked at his two dead goons. 

With a frightened look, he turned back toward Wayde. “Please—all I wanted was the red piece of paper. I was gonna let you go after that.”

“Sure you were, Benny. You were going to let me go so I could come looking for you later. No, I think your brother knew the people to whom he sent the letters. He knew if he made the prize large enough, it would be all or nothing with them.”

Benny sat staring at Wayde.

“I want your piece of the claim check.”

Benny reluctantly took his wallet from his coat pocket and pulled out a jagged piece of red paper. “Here it is. Take it and go. I’ll leave town. I promise,” he pleaded.

Wayde took the paper from Benny. “I’ll take your cash, too.”

Benny gave Wayde a strange look and slowly began to take the bills from his wallet.

Wayde grabbed the wallet. “I don’t have all day.” 

He removed the cash. It mainly was hundred-dollar bills. 

“Not bad. It looks like your business is pretty good.” He shoved the money and the piece of red paper into his pocket and handed the wallet back to Benny. The short man looked relieved as he took the wallet.

“Hey, I got plenty more cash—why don’t we work together on this deal? I know a lot about the people my brother hated.” 

He waved the wallet as he talked. Another piece of red paper fluttered onto the top of the desk. They both watched as the piece of paper landed.

“What’s this?” Wayde picked up the paper, looked at it, and gave Benny a wry smile. “Holding back on me, Rhineman?”

The little man squirmed and dropped his wallet onto the desk. “No, no, I forgot about that. Honest, I forgot about it.”

“Where’d you get it?” He grabbed Benny’s coat lapel.

Benny didn’t answer.

“I asked you where—or should I ask from whom?”

“From Max Manchester,” Benny mumbled.

Wayde thought for a moment, then jerked on the coat lapel. “You mean the pro-football player that was beaten and shot?”

“Yeah,” said the little man.

Wayde released him. “I take it he was on your brother’s list. Why?” Benny didn’t say anything. “Well?” He grabbed Benny’s shoulder.

“Yeah, he was on the doctor’s list,” said Benny, hesitatingly.

“And?” said Wayde, shaking his shoulder.

“In college, at the University of Miami, Max was known as a bully—and he hated queers. He used to beat up my brother’s fag son, Jeffrey. Once, he went so far as to break Jeffrey’s arm.”

“So, you and your goons beat Max to death for this piece of red paper?”

Benny shrugged. “Yeah, things got out of hand. He wouldn’t tell us where it was.”

“It looks like he gave it up.” Wayde waved the puzzle piece and put it in his pocket. “Okay, Benny, tell me about the other people on your brother’s list.”

“I don’t know—only the people he didn’t like.”

“All right, tell me their names.”

“Screw you, Wayde. If I give you the names, what guarantee do I have we’ll work together on this?”

“That would be none Benny, none at all.”

​Benny took a swing at Wayde, hitting him on the side of the head. Wayde grabbed him, intending to push the short man up against the wall behind him. But Benny jerked away and stumbled backward, crashing into the large plate-glass window behind the desk. 

The glass shattered, and Benny tumbled through the window and over the ledge. Wayde made a futile grabbed for him, but Benny fell toward the ground. Eyes wide with horror, he stared up at Wayde, who watched helplessly as the screaming gangster plummeted to the black asphalt parking lot.

​Wayde was stunned. He stared down at Rhineman’s twisted body, then turned away and took a deep breath, trying to regain his composure. 

He looked around the room before pulling out his shirt-tail. He wiped Benny’s wallet clean and tossed it out the window after the lifeless body below. He hurriedly wiped his fingerprints from the desk, wall, ax, and spear. He picked up his wallet and knife, putting them in his pocket. After removing the money from the goons’ billfolds, he wiped them clean and tossed them on the matted, tan-carpeted floor. 

As he tucked in his shirt, he said, “Thanks, bad guys. It’s been a productive and enlightening morning. The pleasure’s been all mine, I’m sure.”

Being evasive, he left the office and went down two flights of stairs, through the door and down the elevator. He pushed the “down” button and took the elevator to the first floor. On the way down, he put the two pieces of the red puzzle in his belt together with the one he’d received from Dr. Rhineman. Wayde thought, the way things are going, it’s better to be safe than sorry. In his car, he placed Benny’s gun in the glove box and drove to his condominium.

When Wayde put the key into the front door lock, he heard his pet canary start chirping. He smiled, walked in, and fed the little yellow bird. “You’re a good little guy—always happy to welcome me home.”

The telephone rang. Wayde went into his office, “Wayde here.”

“Wayde, I thought you were coming back last night from fishing with Tiny?”

Wayde glanced at the desktop portrait of his blue-eyed, short blonde-haired girlfriend, Betti Dennis. “I did, babe. We got back late.”

“I called you earlier, but you didn’t answer.”

“Well, I needed to begin to solve a puzzle.”

“What?”

“It’s a private joke, honey. What’s up?”

“Oh, there’s a party over at Lisa Kelly’s tonight. You want to make it?”

“Sure. What time?”

“Lisa said it would start about seven-thirty.”

“That’s fine. I’ll pick you up at about eight, okay?”

“Okay, Wayde.” She paused. “Lisa’s brother, Lieutenant Kelly, is going to be there. Does that make a difference?”

“No, the lieutenant and I have a friendly relationship.”

“Wayde, if you don’t feel like going to a party,”

“No. It’s fine. Today was hectic. I need a little relaxation. I’ll see you later.”

He hung up the phone and walked over to the birdcage. Taking the three puzzle pieces out of the pocket in his belt buckle, he examined the two he’d gotten from Benny. One of them had the number ‘1’ printed on it, the other the number ‘7.’ Wayde smiled and slid the three pieces under the paper in the birdcage. “You guard these with your life, Yellowbird.” He smiled as the little bird cocked its head and looked at him.
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CHAPTER 3
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Wayde and Betti arrived at the party an hour after it was underway. The front door was open, and the party was in full swing. Lisa’s high-end fifth-floor apartment was vivid and ostentatious. Everything—the walls, the furniture, the lamps—were colorful, as was Lisa herself in a full-length, white and bright-yellow, silk sleeveless dress. With her shiny black hair piled high in an updo on her head and her six-foot, skinny body walking around on Christian Louboutin, light-gold-mirrored platform pump shoes, she looked like a crane overlooking its brood. She welcomed Betti and Wayde and directed them to the busy bar in the kitchen. Wayde ordered two tall Dewar’s and soda, and they mingled through the guests.

A wide variety of people were conglomerating throughout the apartment, and the liquor was flowing. Some of the partygoers were laughing and singing by the white grand piano in the living room. Others were engaged in casual conversation. Four giggling girls, drinks in hand, were swaying on a king-size bed in the middle of Lisa’s bedroom. The bed itself hung from brass chains anchored in the mirrored ceiling.

As Betti stood talking with three friends, Wayde went back to the bar. Upon his return, he handed Betti a refill. Wayde listened to the conversation for a few minutes but wasn’t interested in their small talk. He wandered and ended back at the bar and asked for a refill from the black-vested bartender. Leaving a five-dollar bill in the tip bowl, he walked back into the living room and out onto the balcony. Wayde stood looking across the International Waterway at a well-lit cruise ship docked at Port Everglades. While taking a sip of his drink, a tall, skinny, gawky-looking guy with thick glasses stepped up next to him.

“That’s the Westerdam, one of the cruise ships of the Holland America Line,” the man said and held out his hand. “Hi, Wayde, I’m Sam Hirshberg.

Wayde shook his hand.

“I took a trip on that ship a few months ago. That’s how I know.”

“That’s nice,” answered Wayde. He took a drink.

“I was just talking to Betti, and she told me you’re a private detective.”

Wayde nodded. “That I am.”

“Well, I might need your services.”

Wayde didn’t say anything. Sam nervously fingered the eighteen-carat gold chain around his neck.

“My wife isn’t here tonight. She said she was going to see her mother, but I think she’s having an affair.”

Wayde still didn’t say anything but thought I couldn’t blame her.

“You do take those types of cases, don’t you?”

Wayde shrugged, “Sometimes.”

“Good. Do you have a business card?”

“No. Not with me.”

“Well, ah, that’s okay.” Sam shifted from one foot to the other. “I’ll look you up in the phone book. What’s your last name?”

“Wayde.”

Sam hesitated for a moment. “No—I mean, what’s your last name?”

“It’s Wayde.”

Sam goggled at him. “Your name is Wayde Wayde?”

Wayde grinned. “No, it’s Jake Wayde.”

“Oh, I thought Wayde was your first name.”

“Yeah, I get that a lot.”

“Is it okay to give you a call?” 

“Sure, call, and I’ll see what I can do for you.”

“Okay. Thanks, I’ll do that.” He shook Wayde’s hand and drifted back into the crowd of partygoers.

Wayde finished his drink and headed back for another refill. 

Drink in hand; he strolled into the bedroom to take another look at the swinging bed, now occupied by a few people.

Wayde was smiling when Kelly, a six-foot-tall, slender, gaunt-faced police lieutenant, appeared alongside him. The easy-going policeman’s dressed in his usual slightly wrinkled, dark brown pants, plain white shirt, and light brown baggy sports coat. He’s holding a small dish of peanuts in his hand.

“Wild party, eh, Wayde?”

Wayde turned to face him, “The usual Lisa-type party, Lieutenant.” He gestured with his drink at the bed. “You know, this bed being on chains is crazy. It’s hard to believe she’s your sister.”

The lieutenant nodded his head in agreement. “Not too many people believe we come from the same family. I’m not even going to attempt to explain her. I’ve been trying to figure my sister out since we were kids.” He put a few peanuts into his mouth and chewed for a few seconds.

“Mom died of breast cancer while I was in high school. Dad was busy on the police force. So, it was up to me to take care of the eccentric Lisa. My hands were full, keeping track of her flaky behavior.” The lieutenant chuckled. “But she turned out all right, even though she’s a nonconformist.”

“She’s that,” Wayde agreed.

“Anyway, concerning the bed,” the lieutenant continued, “she always says, ‘as it’s the most needed article of furniture in the apartment and, of course, the most used, it rightfully should dominate.’” He chuckled again and tossed a handful of peanuts into his mouth.

Wayde agreed. “Well, it does that.”

The lieutenant chewed the peanuts, and he nodded toward Betti, who is now talking to two people on the other side of the room. He smiled, evidently admiring her hourglass figure in the tight, knee-length, blue-striped silk dress. “I see that you’re still with Betti.”

Wayde took a sip of his drink. “I am.”

Two of the girls on the bed jumped up and blew a party-type noisemaker at Wayde. He stepped back and grinned at them.

“How’re things at the homicide division, Lieutenant? Are you keeping everything under control?”

Kelly shrugged. “Oh, we’re doing our best. You know, Wayde, I thought you’d join the force after you received your honorable discharge from the Marines. I know you were considering it. Why didn’t you join?”

“I had enough regimentation in the service. I sure didn’t want it in civilian life.”

​“Well, to each, his own, do you want a peanut, Wayde?” He held out the dish.

“No thanks. Don’t you ever get tired of eating those things?

“Just a habit, some people drink. Some people smoke. I eat peanuts.”

Lisa came through the crowd and put her arm around the lieutenant. She batted her long black eyelashes and kissed him on the cheek, leaving behind a trace of blood-red lipstick. “Hi, big brother, telling Wayde all about the wicked killers in town?”

“No, I think he knows quite a bit about them. I was, however, trying to explain to him your philosophy on the interior decorating of your apartment.”

“How could you, sweetie? You couldn’t possibly understand my apartment decorations in your square world.”

“I was only passing on your words of wisdom.”

Lisa patted Wayde’s sandy-colored hair. “I’d like to do that myself with Wayde.” She smiled seductively.

“I’m sure you would, my naughty little sister.”

Lisa turned to face Wayde. “God, can you think of anything worse than to have a brother who’s a lieutenant in the police force?”

“Well, Lisa, maybe if I thought about it for a while, I could come up with something.”

She laughed.

“Ha, ha, ha,” added the lieutenant sarcastically.

“Can I get you another drink, Wayde?”

“No thanks, Lisa. I’m fine.”

“You sure are, sweetie.” She patted his face. “Okay, I’ve got to run. See you in a bit. I’m going into the other room to be hypnotized and analyzed by a real Indian priest.” She started to leave then turned back to them. “Let me know before you leave, big brother.”

“I’ll do that if you’re not in a trance,” Kelly yelled to her as she’s swallowed up in the laughter and happiness of the noisy crowd.

“She’s a dandy, eh, Wayde?”

“There’s only one, Lisa, Lieutenant.” He finished his drink.

“That’s for sure.” Kelly ate some more peanuts. “Say, Wayde, did you hear about the killings this morning at the bank building on Federal Highway? A guy went out of an eighth-floor window.”

“Did the stock market crash again?”

“Ha, ha, Wayde,” said Kelly in a sarcastic tone. “No, three hoods got it. The one who went out the window was the brother of chemist Dr. Rhineman, who died the other day with the missing ten million.”

“That’s interesting.”

“Yes, the murders were weird. It’s crazy how they bought it. We can’t make heads or tails of the situation. The funny thing is that these guys were big-timers in the rackets, and they didn’t have fifty cents between them. Their wallets were picked clean.” 

“Maybe it was a robbery.”

“No, I’m not buying that. Nobody in their right mind would want to tackle those three just for the money in their pockets. Benny Rhineman was Dr. Frederick Rhineman’s fraternal twin brother. If you link it with the missing millions, it looks like something big is cooking. It’s odd.” He paused for a moment and looked at Wayde. “You didn’t happen to hear anything about this, did you, Wayde?”

​“No. Why should I? I’m just a lowly private eye. That big stuff’s your department.”

“Oh, you do pretty well, Wayde. You land some juicy cases from wealthy clients. I’ve heard you charge a hefty fee. You’ve got an expensive condo, a nice car; He felt Wayde’s tan, linen sports jacket. “The best clothes,”

Wayde smiled. “I save my money, Kelly. I don’t have any expensive habits like buying jars and jars of peanuts.” He winked. “Excuse me, Lieutenant. I’m going to collect Betti and get out of this madhouse.” He started to leave.

“Wayde, there’s been a lot of talk about you at the downtown station lately.”

Wayde stopped. “What kind of talk?”

“Mostly about the type of cases you’ve been involved in lately.”

“I’m a private detective, remember? A case comes up; I take it.”

“Just letting you know the department is keeping track of you.”

Wayde grinned. “I’ve got nothing to hide. See you around, Lieutenant.” He turned and walked off toward Betti.

“Yeah, right,” muttered Kelly as he ate a few more peanuts and watched Wayde make his way across the room.

Wayde took Betti by the arm. “Hey, babe, let’s get out of here.”

“So soon?”

“Yes. It’s been a trying day, and these crazy people are getting to me.”

Behind them, in Lisa’s bedroom, a blonde would-be actress was standing on the large bed, which was swaying slightly, while a long-haired actor was kneeling at the bedside. They were reciting Romeo and Juliet. Wayde shook his head.

“I’ll go and tell Lisa ‘thanks’ for inviting us,” said Betti.

“Never mind—she’s being hypnotized in the other room.”

She smiled. “Well, that sounds like Lisa.”

“Right, let’s go back to your apartment.”

As they left the noisy, smoke-filled party, Romeo climbed into the swinging bed with Juliet.

When they entered her apartment, they didn’t waste any time. A trail of clothes marked their passage to her bedroom. Wayde’s muscular frame and Betti’s beautiful, voluptuous figure met on the queen-sized bed. Their naked bodies moved in sexual foreplay before the ritual of love-making began and accelerated to its climax.

In silence, they lay on the bed for a couple of minutes until their breathing returned to normal. Wayde rolled over and picked up Betti’s Benson & Hedges 100s and a lighter from the nightstand. He sat up, lit a cigarette, and handed it to her as she sat up, pulling the pink satin sheet up over her firm breasts.

She took a long drag and smiled. “The usual ritual, you light them, and I smoke them.”

Wayde leaned back on one of the large pillows as she continued to enjoy the rush of nicotine from the cigarette.

Betti blew some smoke in his direction. “I don’t know how you get along without smoking, especially after sex. You don’t realize how good it is.”

He smiled as he fanned the air. “You have your favorite habits, and I’ve got mine.” He looked at her. “My mother told me a long time ago that man has four main vices: gambling, smoking, drinking, and sex. I figure that if I left the first two alone, then I could spend more time enjoying the other two.”

Betti tittered and blew another puff of smoke at him. He reached over, pulled the sheet down from her firm breasts, and kissed them. She giggled and put an arm around his shoulders. They stayed in that position.

“You loved your mother, didn’t you?” she said at last.

“We were close. Mother was the only parent I knew. Dad was in the Marines and killed when I was young. It was just her and me against the world.”

“I’m sorry for you that she passed away last year. I would have liked to have met her.”

“Yes, that would’ve been nice.” He looked off into space for a moment.

“Did your mother call you Wayde and not Jake? Is that why you go by your last name?”

“No, that started in the service where enlisted men’s last names sewn onto their uniform shirt. So, if a guy’s last name is, say, Johnson, Davis, Washington or whatever, it’s put on your shirt.”

“That’s interesting. So, your shirt said ‘Wayde’?”

“Right,” He grinned. “There was a guy in our outfit whose name no one could spell or pronounce.  It was like Hozlkowizalpitski or something, so he got a nickname; we called him ‘alphabet.’”

They laughed.

“I like your name, Wayde.” She kissed his handsome face, first on the cheek, then on the forehead, and finally on his perfectly chiseled nose.

“Me too,” He hugged her, then got out of bed and started to get dressed. “I’d better get going. I have a lot to do tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow’s Sunday. It’s a day of rest, Wayde.”

“Not for me.”

Betti put her cigarette out in an ashtray on the nightstand, “A new case?”

“It’s something like that.” He sat on the edge of the bed as he slipped on his shoes.

She put her hand on his shoulder. “I wish you’d stay the night.”

“No, I can’t. I wouldn’t sleep. I have things on my mind.”

“Is anything the matter, Wayde?”

“No.”

“Can’t you put what you’re thinking about off until the morning?”

“No, babe,” He patted her cheek. “Nothing’s wrong. Relax. It’s just me. I need to go home.”

He stood up, leaned down, and kissed her breasts, neck, and mouth. She put her arms around his neck and clung to him for a moment. Then he pulled away and started to walk out of the bedroom.

“Am I going to see you tomorrow?” she asked as she pulled the sheet up tightly over her breasts.

“I’m not sure. I’ll give you a call—maybe dinner tomorrow night.”

Wayde pulled into the parking space marked 207 at his condominium building. He removed Benny’s gun from the glove box and stuck it in his pocket. 

He walked up the concrete stairway and down the hallway to his apartment. He put the key into the lock and paused for a moment but didn’t hear the usual welcome chirping of Yellowbird. He coughed and rattled the key in the door lock and muttered, “Damn key.” No chirping.
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