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MONKEY SEE, MONKEY DIE!

When Banyon is contacted by a mysterious client with deep pockets, our favorite P.I. doesn't realize he's stepping into some serious monkey business. It turns out the client hiding behind the piles of cash is the mayor, and hizzoner has a big secret: a monkey on his back of the literal variety. 

A series of threatening notes has Mr. Mayor rattled, but leaving him even more worried are some unusual changes happening to his wife. Is there a connection between the menacing notes and Mrs. Mayor's sudden homicidal impulses and cravings for bananas, sans daiquiris?

Banyon isn't normally the swing-into-action type, but between big threats and even bigger piles of dough, this is no time to monkey around.  Our intrepid P.I. quickly finds himself at the center of a deadly game of monkey in the middle, navigating an urban jungle filled with mimes, organ grinders, window washers, and a lady dog catcher so gorgeous she'd drive any man ape.

With luck, Banyon will survive long enough to trade in this barrel of monkeys for one more useful.

"No, this is his secretary. The monkeys are cute, but he says he wants scotch instead. Don't that come in barrels, too?"
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Till we meet again
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Morning came much sooner in the day than I’d either anticipated or, frankly, wanted it to. It has been my long experience that the best mornings arrive much later in the twenty-four-hour circadian cycle, preferably in the dark of evening. Every sane person knows that the only mornings that are tolerable are those that don’t show up until after the annoying yellow nuisance at the center of the solar system that’s always trying to smile us awake has turned off the charm, given up, and skulked off over the horizon to spread its Christmas cheer to the slave labor in Nike’s Chinese sweatshops.   

The first sound to permeate the castle walls that the previous evening’s enthusiastic inebriation had erected around my sluggish brain was the horror emanating from a rusty old street organ that had taken up residence on the sidewalk several stories below my open bedroom window.

I permitted my bloodshot eyeball a reluctant peek out from underneath the pillow that I had wrapped around my head in a vain attempt to either block out the noise or, failing that, to give myself the Indian Chief treatment from the end of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, whichever blessed event that would spare me from the racket came first.

The glowing red digital affront of my bedside alarm clock informed me it was one minute after nine. The horrid sunlight streaming through my grimy window confirmed that it was of the antemeridian variety.

The calliope strains of “O du lieber Augustin” had been assaulting my delicately hungover eardrums on an endlessly repeating thirty-second loop for the eternity of the entire eight o’clock hour. Nine o’clock was starting out to be an auditory nightmare equal to that of its predecessor, and since clearly no one in my building was possessed of my connoisseur’s ear for music, I reluctantly hauled myself out of bed and delivered a scathing review out the window with the nearest object at hand.

The Florsheim that had been lying with its mate on the grubby carpet of my bedroom descended with all the speed that terminal velocity could manage from a height of six stories, and with the impressive accuracy of a Sandy Koufax pitch.

My shoe missile succeeded in removing the top hat from the flushed, bald head of the old sidewalk nuisance whose four-wheeled concert box had spent the past hour kicking the hell out of my frontal lobe with a viciousness assuredly greater than that which could have been delivered by the toe of one of its operator’s shabby cloth boots.

The fat, flustered organ grinder’s hand fled the crank on the side of his racket-maker and he quickly glanced up, clearly hoping to catch whoever had dislodged his chapeau before the southpaw assailant had time to vanish back inside one of the many apartments in which were imprisoned the victims of his early morning concert.

He swirled so dramatically that he nearly fell — which outcome was only avoided by the desperation with which he grabbed onto his sidewalk din-producer in order to retain verticality. As it was, the large tin box of the organ tipped hard onto one corner, and I hoped — most certainly in vain — that the resulting crunch of metal and pained “lieber” groan that emanated from the wounded depths of the device would be enough to keep it out of service until the aforementioned nuisance sun exploded.

As it was, the organ grinder’s whirling theatrics were unnecessary, as I had not fled inside my apartment after I’d hurled my shoe down at him, in the same way that Don Larsen didn’t flee the mound after tossing his first World Series strike. I was still peering proudly down at my shoe on the sidewalk when the organ grinder glared up.

Rather than marveling at my amazing pitching feat, the little bastard, for some baffling reason utterly unimaginable to me, seemed positively irate.

“Hey!” he yelled up at me while waving his balled fist. “Whadda you think-a you doin’!”

His accent and mannerisms were so stereotypically Italian I was certain that we’d both be cancelled by a roving gang of Twitter toughs for the duel unpardonable sins of he being himself and me racistly witnessing same.

“I think I am basking in the afterglow of a shot of extraordinary, almost Dealey Plaza accuracy,” I called down. “Given the fact that my morning vision after a night of intense drinking hasn’t resolved you into a single shape, I had to take a best guess on which of the three identical dago assholes I’m currently seeing was the real you. Since all three of your hats are now rolling out into the street under the three front tires of three Ryder rental trucks, it’s clear that the one on the right was the correct choice.”

I enjoyed another minute of the comical, Yosemite Sam reactions of the organ grinder as he redirected his choleric, fist-shaking impotence to the truck that had just extruded his flattened top hat from its ass end before continuing obliviously down the street.

The organ grinder whipped around and waved the remains of his hat up at me.

“Thissa all your fault!” he yelled.

“The culpability of the haberdasher who didn’t dissuade you from buying it in the first place can’t be disregarded,” I replied.

“You owe-a me a hat!”

“I came out worse in this arrangement,” I called down. “Not only did I have to listen to whatever that shit was you’ve been cranking up at me for the past hour, I now only have one shoe left to my name. I’ll have to spend the rest of my life limping. It was, however, worth every future blister and, frankly, for my foot to eventually fall off, if only to shut you the hell up for ten goddamn blissfully silent seconds.”

The organ grinder’s hitherto unbroken dromedary’s spine cracked under the weight of a final straw that insulted the music-making capabilities of a grown man turning the crank of what amounted to a giant jack-in-the-box that never popped.

He aimed an angry, hairy finger up six stories at my ugly, downwards-facing mug.  

“Getta him, Peachy!” the organ grinder yelled.

He obviously expected something dramatic to ensue.

A fat woman walking a tubby Pomeranian waddled by.

A mailman who’d just exited a USPS truck began unloading mail into a plastic bin from a curbside box.

A car horn honked.

Across the street, a determined little elf in a business suit rounded the corner and headed across the crosswalk toward my building.

Aside from the elf, none of it had anything to do with me. If there was something more interesting on the agenda, I wasn’t sticking around to see it.

As I ducked back inside my bedroom window, the organ grinder was glancing around the sidewalk in confusion.

“Peachy?” I heard him ask the empty area around his tin organ, in what I wearily hoped wasn’t a foreshadowing tone.

I listed to the bathroom and took a shower that was as rapid as it was inadequate, and I exited the water in time to hear the front door of my apartment open and close.

“Stay put, Mannix,” I called down the hall. “I won’t be responsible for the emotional scarring for either party who sees me in this condition.”

Indeed, I regretted not covering the bathroom mirror for the decades-long shiva I should have been sitting in mourning for the physique I never had. Fortunately I had hogged the building’s entire supply of that month’s hot water and, although meager, I had managed to create a sufficient amount of steam to veil the image of myself in the mirror in the same manner as a glob of Vaseline smeared on a camera lens once smoothed the ravages of reality for aging Hollywood starlets.

A few minutes later, dressed in one shoe as well as the best rumpled Sears suit that the Salvation Army could supply, I joined my waiting guest in the living room.

My elf assistant was incapable of wasting time cooling his heels. He had clearly spent his time awaiting my glorious, butterfly’s emergence from the shitty cocoon of my bedroom by straightening the disaster area that was my parlor.

“Good morning, Mr. Crag!” my elf aide-de-camp announced, tapping together a pile of girly magazines and placing them facedown on my now dust-free coffee table.

“That remains to be seen, Mannix,” I said. “For one thing, I’m up. That is one massive strike against it before I even get to the subject of my missing shoe.”

The elf scarcely had time to raise an inquisitive eyebrow in the direction of my one visible sock before there came a pounding from the other side of my apartment door.

“Eh, you! I know-a you in there! Open up, you so-and-so!”

The pounding resumed, sounding distinctly unlike the traditional balled fist.

My coward’s instinct ordinarily would have led to the fire escape. However, I am a private investigator by trade — which is as shameful an admission as I’m ever likely to make outside a Minute Clinic, a confessional, or any of a hundred bedrooms scattered throughout the tri-city area — and I had just made my first possibly brilliant deduction of the a.m.

I marched unevenly into the foyer and flung open the door.

The organ grinder had just raised my missing Florsheim over his sweaty head to recommence the pounding with my heel against the scarred surface of my door. I plucked the shoe from his hairy hand and slammed the door in his startled, mustachioed face.

“This morning is already slightly less horrible than every single other one that has preceded it,” I informed my assistant upon my return to the living room.

The pounding on my door resumed, this time sounding more like a furry fist.

I rested my ass on the deflated cushion of the uneasiest easy chair in town and proceeded to struggle my prodigal shoe onto my heretofore naked sock.

“Should I find out what that man wants?” Mannix asked.

“He wants what everyone on the planet wants, Mannix. To be a pain in my ass. Present company, of course, duly excepted. Not that you needed to be here at all. As you can see, I’m up, I’m dressed, and my best guess puts me at nearly eighty percent fully sober.”

The elf handed me my gun, which was wrapped in my holster and which my previous evening’s liquid amnesia had caused me to forget that I had apparently shoved it underneath the central cushion of the sofa for safekeeping.

“I had to be sure, Mr. Crag,” Mannix said as he helped me pull on my shoulder holster. “The mysterious mystery person had very clear directions for you to follow.”

“In my experience, the clearest directions inevitably lead off a cliff or to some equally fatal destination, like an altar.”  I shrugged my shoulders a little, feeling a lightness to the gat dangling under my armpit. “Bullets, Mannix,” I announced. “I’ve only got one left. I neglected to mention to you that I used five of them on that harrowing escape from Dairy Queen last week.”

I’d been hired the previous week by a minor official from the U.S. Department of Agriculture named Kimble to look into some threatening notes that had been showing up on his desk. My investigation turned up a couple of rebel cows in Che berets who — in hilarious, Far Side-like style — had hatched a plot to get their milk back. The upshot of the case was that I was up a freezer full of steaks, but down five slugs.

“I’ll have the bullets ready when you come to the office,” my trusty assistant said.

“I have no doubt that you’ll have them there, Mannix,” I said. “However, let’s remember my customary, daily desire to never set foot inside Banyon Investigations HQ again as long as I goddamn live. I have already — allegedly — had remarkable luck aiming a shoe, so who knows? Today could be the day that my greatest wish finally pans out.”

The asshole at my door had been slacking off, but the pounding resumed in earnest at the mention of my flying shoe. 

“Eh, you! Yeah, you! I can see-a you through-a the peeps-hole!” the organ grinder’s voice bellowed through the door.

As lies went, it was less plausible than my ex-wife’s claim that the naked plumber I discovered in our bed was a door-to-door Tempur-Pedic mattress inspector.

First off, the noisy bastard was too short to reach the peephole. Secondly, peepholes aren’t two-way goddamn radios. Thirdly, I didn’t have a peephole.

“I suspect, if anything, the demented bastard has his eyeball jammed against a knothole,” I informed my worried elf assistant as I climbed to my feet.

“Why did he have your shoe, Mr. Crag?”

“Someone accidentally flung it at his head,” I said. “I won’t say exactly who, just in case he’s litigious. I will only say that it was a beautiful, well-deserved shot.”

“You scare away my-a monkey!” the organ grinder hollered during a brief pause in the pounding on my door.

Mannix’s jaw dropped and he gave me a look of disappointment that would have been ineffective coming from the rest of the entire population of the universe, but which from him scored a bull’s-eye to my conscience more deadly than any hurled shoe.

“That is a boldfaced lie, Mannix,” I insisted. “There was no monkey to be seen before, during, or after persons unknown threw my shoe.”

“Atsa not true!” yelled the bastard at the door, who was not only somehow not stone deaf from standing adjacent to the daily din of his street organ, but who apparently had ears sharp enough to slice deli meat. “Peachy was-a with me alla the morning!”

Mannix was giving the foyer entrance and the front door beyond it a look with which I was intimately acquainted, and so I knew enough to throttle the thought behind the look aborning.

“Mannix, I know your kindhearted instinct is to open that door and hear out his grievances. Don’t. That’s an order. There was no monkey. He’s only here to grouse about some mangy hat, the destruction of which was the biggest favor anybody’s likely ever done for someone who has fallen so far down the ladder of success that the only thing keeping him from pulling the trigger is the crippling carpal tunnel syndrome he’s developed from cranking that sidewalk organ all day. Stay here until he’s gone. Speaking of which.”

I glanced at the living room wall, on which hung a battered analog clock. It was nearly 9:30. Thanks to the unanticipated asshole bunging up my front door, I was getting a later start than Mannix had planned for me.

I raised a silent, warning finger to the elf to further emphasize my final command that he under no circumstances should speak to the organ grinder after I was gone — an order which I was certain he would disobey thanks to the combined one-two punch of his excellent good nature and the utter lack of authority I exuded as his employer — and headed for the exit.

The fire escape would have been my preferred avenue of egress that morning, but thanks to the bastard at the door it was too late to haul my carcass out the window, climb down five flights of stairs, then swing like the organ grinder’s nonexistent monkey from the stuck retractable ladder down to the alley out back. Instead, I performed a one-man reenactment of The Charge of the Light Brigade straight out my front door.

The organ grinder had been pressing one greasy eyeball to a blemish in the surface of the door that was definitely not a peephole, and through which he might be lucky to catch a drooling glimpse of some resident termites en flagrante, since he looked like the kind of pervert who’d enjoy watching bugs engaged in horizontal refreshment.

The hairy bastard’s excellent hearing had failed to detect the purposeful approach of my flying Florsheim and its stealthy mate. He nearly tumbled into my foyer when I flung open the door.

I had marched straight past him, the locked door slamming in my wake, before he could collect himself.

“Eh! Eh, you! You wait-a up, mister! You-a monkey scarer, you!”

I not only did not wait-a up, I hurried-a up down the hall to the elevator as fast as my Florshiem fastballs could whisk me.

That morning’s aberrant fabulous luck continued, as an irritating neighbor had already summoned the elevator car onto which she was herding a pair of snotty, sticky brats.

The unentertaining street entertainer had hauled his crank organ up to my floor, apparently fearful that if he left it downstairs some passing hooligan might crack it open and attempt to install some actual music in it. The wheeled anachronism was parked just outside the elevator doors, and had the car not been present I would have almost certainly pried the doors open and enjoyed the seven-floor symphony of the crank-operated shitbox bouncing along the walls of the shaft all the way down to a fatal basement crescendo.

As I passed it, I noted the crumpled corner onto which the tin box had tipped to the sidewalk. I had no idea the source from which the infernal devices came. I didn’t rule out Hell. I fervently hoped that it was a rental, and that the outfit that leased the busker the item with which he extorted quarters from weak-willed pedestrians would exact a profitable penance from my hirsute pursuer for the damage.

I spied as well a leash lashed to the device’s side, hanging limp to the floor. It ended in an unbuckled collar on which was a little tin nametag: “PEACHY.”

“Eh, you! You come-a back here!”

I had already slid through the closing doors of the elevator and spun around, prepared to sacrifice another shoe if it became necessary to decelerate my stalker.

I was pleased to discover that the organ grinder was still halfway down the hall and losing speed. Apparently rolling one hundred pounds of shitty music up and down sidewalks all day expended all the energy his shaggy body could produce.

He was sweating and shaking a fist.

“I gonna get-a you!” he hollered.

“If you’re anything like my ex-wife, you won’t know what to do with me once you’ve got me,” I called back as the doors slid firmly shut. “If you’re exactly like my ex-wife, my wallet and I will see you in court.”

Aside from a slobbering urchin sticking a goddamn lollipop to my trench coat — and the tornado of invective that was inspired by my suggestion to the young mother that she tape her offspring to the wall a la a Florida daycare until they learned to keep their goddamn Tootsie Pops to themselves — the ride downstairs was uneventful.

I hustled out the door ahead of the snarling woman and her feral progeny and out into the miserable sunlight.

Halfway down the block was a park bench shedding strips of ancient green paint. I took a seat and checked my watch. Precisely 9:30. Although it was always precisely 9:30 according to my watch lately, as I had busted the damn thing the previous month and hadn’t bothered to get it fixed since the correct time and I don’t have the kind of relationship where one of us gives anything remotely approaching a shit about the other. Still, the clock in my living room was almost certain to have been displaying the correct time before I’d left my apartment, since Mannix was in the habit of twirling the sluggish hands to their accurate positions every time he stopped in for a visit, and so I was reasonably certain that this was one of the two times per day that the perpetual 9:30 of my wristwatch was in synch with reality.

My supposition proved accurate within three seconds when, before the slenderest frozen hand of my watch would have theoretically swept back around to the twelve, a vehicle slowed to a stop before my peeling park bench.

The passenger side window powered down, and a blast of air-conditioned air hit me square in the mush. A Masterpiece Theatre voice called out from the driver’s seat.

“Detective Banyon?”

I am not in the habit of climbing injudiciously into anything. That was often how terrible tragedies like ax murders and marriages happened. However, in this case my name was known to the limey bastard in chauffeur’s livery who had just exited the driver’s seat and who was running on polished boots around the front of the car to open the rear door. Also, the car was a limo, and as every Oscars, Emmys, and high school prom attendee will verify, nothing bad ever happens in limos.

“I apologize for being fifteen minutes late,” Jeeves droned. “Road construction made it unavoidable.”

So much for Mannix fixing my living room clock. Not that my elf pal wouldn’t have gotten around to it. I blamed the son of a bitch organ grinder who had thrown everybody in my building with a goddamn job off his game that morning.

No sooner had I thought of the bastard than I managed to perform the magician’s feat of conjuring him out of the ether.

“Banyon! Yeah, you! I know-a you name now!”

I looked up to see the very organ grinder in question hanging out one of my own goddamn apartment windows. He was shaking his fist sideways at me, which I assumed was one of the million curses dreamt up by Tiber dwellers in those short spaces between organizing Mafia hits and fifty-seven course heartburns camouflaging as meals. 

Mannix, whose good-heartedness would certainly somehow lead mankind — or at least me — to extinction, was at the next window. My little elf assistant, who could not resist opening the door on every asshole sob-story that walked in off the street, was offering down at me a little apologetic half-wave.

“You owe-a me a monkey!” the organ grinder hollered.

I refrained from replying with my time-honored tradition of a single-digit salute, lest Mannix misinterpret the gesture to include him. Instead, I climbed into the rear of the limousine and permitted the driver to slam the door behind me.

Hopefully the irate organ grinder would lean too far with his next ethnic gesture and execute a swan-dive splat into the cloud of exhaust fumes that spewed from the tailpipe of the limo as it pulled away from the curb.

“Let me know if a hairy bomb explodes in the rearview mirror,” I instructed the pasty back of the English neck in the front seat. “I need to know if I’ll have to deal with a traumatized elf when I get back home.”

“Very good, sir,” replied Alfred.

We got to the end of the block and turned the corner without the organ grinder defenestrating his ass, which was good news for my assistant but crummy news for yours truly. If I found the furry bastard camped out on my sofa with his wheeled noise box when I returned home, two out of three of us would definitely be leaving via the window.

For now, the organ grinder was Mannix’s problem. I had my own pain-in-the-ass with which to deal. Also, as it happened, courtesy my elf assistant.

For the past twenty-four hours Mannix had been involved in making arrangements with a would-be client who had refused to reveal either his case or his identity.

I loathe clients. They have an irritating expectation of competence. The P.I. business would be infinitely less appalling if one could eliminate clients, preferably strapped to rockets and shot to a planet where the alien private detectives give a shit whose bedroom window which spouse was climbing in and/or out of. When Mannix came to me the day before with word that a client wanted to retain my services but wished to remain anonymous, I told him that was my wish, as well. 

“But you nixed my plan to take my name out of the phonebook and scrape it off the office door. Tell him ten times my normal fee.”

My assistant’s tennis ball-sized eyes had grown alarmingly wider.

“That’s an awful lot of money, Mr. Crag,” Mannix said.

“That’s the fee for people who get to be anonymous when I can’t,” I’d replied.

We were at my offices in a part of town even shittier than the one where squatted my dilapidated apartment building. I’d been sitting behind my desk all morning hoping that the contents of the package-store bottle on my blotter would outlive me. 

Mannix hustled out of my inner office, returning less than a minute later.

“He agrees!” my elf assistant breathlessly announced.

I had been to this dance many times in the ten years I’d been a P.I., and every time I’d wound up standing by myself and holding a limp corsage as the last waltz played. A client who claims to have deep pockets is a client that inevitably stiffs you. 

“Cash up front,” I insisted.

The corners of Mannix’s mouth turned down in a tiny little frown, but he hurried dutifully back out to his desk in the next room. When he returned, his little face flushed with excitement, I knew I was facing catastrophic news.

“Yes!” Mannix cried.

This client, whoever he was, had already agreed to pay Banyon Investigations, Inc. more dough than our coffers had seen in the past six months. 

“That’s just a consultation fee,” I said. “If I don’t take the case, I get to keep the dough. Plus expenses, if I do take the case. Times twenty on those. For Allah’s sake, Mannix, we’ve got to drive a stake through this or I might wind up having to haul my ass out of this chair and engage it and the rest of my carcass in some actual work.”

When my assistant returned to my office thirty seconds later with a look of shock on his face, I knew all hope was lost. The “mysterious mystery person,” as Mannix had taken to calling our anonymous client, had agreed on all counts.

The cash had arrived within the hour, Mannix successfully lugged it to the bank, and my miserable ass was forced to sing a sad aubade to an office chair it had scarcely slung its lazy glutei maximi into. But not before I polished off the contents of the bottle.

Although Mannix had been calling our anonymous client the “mysterious mystery person” since yesterday, it had become abundantly clear to me in the back of his limo that the individual was no longer as mysterious as he had heretofore been, and if I was correct he was arguably the least anonymous individual in the entire goddamn town.

“How long have you worked for our idiot mayor?” I asked my driver.

The limo driver nearly choked on his tea and crumpets.

“I certainly did not tell sir who—” he began.

“Don’t burst the buttons on your waistcoat, Benipatch Cumberdick,” I interrupted. “I figured it out the minute you pulled up to the curb. If hizzoner wants to remain anonymous, in the future it’d probably be a good idea to not send his limo with the personalized ‘MRMYOR’ government plates.”

Everybody in the city knew the story behind the “MRMYOR” plate.

The vanity license plate had originally belonged to Stanislaus Mrmyor, an elderly Polish cobbler on the east side of town. When the current mayor had first been elected to preside over the collapse of a city whose moron voting population inflicted the asshole on the rest of us, the very first thing he attempted to do was secure the prized license plates in question. When Stanislaus Mrmyor refused to surrender them, the mayor had the old cobbler deported, which was impressive for the speed with which the expatriation was enacted, the questionable legality of a local mayor possessing the authority to kick somebody out of the whole country, and the fact that Stanislaus Mrmyor was a third generation American who had never set foot in Poland. The new mayor had gotten his grubby mitts on the MRMYOR vanity plates. Stanislaus Mrmyor, on the other hand, enjoyed brief financial success in his ancestral homeland as the inventor of both the solar-powered flashlight and the parachute that opened on impact, until his life was tragically cut short when he died trapped on a Warsaw mall escalator after the power went out.

The limo driver’s watery blue eyes darted to the rearview mirror.

“If sir would be so kind as to make clear to Mr. Mayor that his servant did not divulge that he was the individual who dispatched me to convey sir,” the driver pleaded.

A sheen of sweat had broken out on the broad stretch of pasty real estate between the brim of his hat and his twitching eyebrows. Clearly Mr. Belvedere didn’t want to get on the bad side of his crooked boss.

“First off,” I said, “you’re in America. Speak goddamn English. Second, why would I give anybody other than me credit for my genius ability to read a license plate? Third, if you were late because of road construction, why the hell didn’t you at least avoid the same road construction on the way back Mayor Asshole’s mansion?”

I nodded in the direction of the million tons of yellow Caterpillar equipment that was using all four lanes of the thoroughfare ahead of us as a drive-in movie theater. Lazy slackasses who had the brazen, audacious effrontery to call themselves “workers” were having a goddamn tea party on my dime in the shade amongst the idle equipment.

Two grotesquely overweight uniformed cops were meant to be directing traffic on either end of the Department of Public Works road crew. The two members of the fat blue line were performing their vital, life-saving traffic gig with their hats parked over their snoring mugs in the front seat of the squad car beside which my limo was currently stalled, apparently for the rest of goddamn eternity.

“I do apologize, sir,” my driver said. “The construction that previously delayed me was on Madison Street. I had not anticipated a similar problem here on Jack Elam Boulevard, as well.”

“Is this your first day on the job?” I said. “A professional driver who doesn’t anticipate constant road destruction around every corner in this shithole burg is like a Kentucky Fried Chicken franchisee who is shocked to learn of the existence of Kelly Clarkson.”

“Sir is possessed of a singular wit,” His Royal Highness droned from his crumpet hole, in a manner simultaneously obsequious and supercilious.

I did not inform the condescending Twit of the Year that sir was also possessed with a singular bullet, as it, regrettably, could not be squandered on an etiquette lesson since I figured I might need it to disperse some goddamn bulldozers.

Up ahead a backhoe coughed to life, sending a plume of black smoke into the canyon between towering buildings and eliciting a shiver of hope from the honking mass of cars with which I was surrounded that a path through the machinery might soon open up. When one of the DPW workers began laying out a row of Oscar Meyer hotdogs on the hood in order to cook said weenies between engine below and sun above, I realized that — as in all other matters pertaining to my life thus far — all hope was lost.

“It’ll be quicker to walk,” I said, springing the rear door of the limo

The chauffeur was evidently horrified at the prospect of me strolling up to the mayor’s abode on my own, as it would demonstrate foreknowledge of both destination and client. He was relieved, therefore, when, after I’d exited the rear of the limo, I made a brief return to the air-conditioned back seat.

“Ah, sir, thank you for recon—”

“Put a sock in it, Mr. Bean,” I replied.

There was a well-stocked bar in the rear of the limo, from which I liberated a pair of bottles. The liquor had no doubt been purchased with my tax dollars, and so were technically, if not at all legally, my property. I slipped the hooch into a couple of deep pockets in my trench coat and slammed the door of the limo.

A car door slamming in such close proximity to the pair of cops napping in their cruiser two feet away very nearly awakened the snoring blue blob behind the wheel. The blubberpot constable snorted, adjusted his hat over his sweating puss, and instantly resumed sawing wood with enough ferocity to clear-cut Redwood National Forest.

The second sleeping cop didn’t even move as little as did his partner, and I would have held a mirror to his mouth to confirm he wasn’t, in fact, dead if I had a minute to spare and if I didn’t think the fat slob would have eaten my mirror.

My ex-driver called after me from a rolled-down window.

“Please, sir! If sir would return sir’s person to the limousine...”

“Blah-blah, Downton Abbey, blah,” I called over my shoulder.

The honking from angry motorists — who were clearly unaware that the fifty-percent of a city worker’s diet that isn’t doughnuts is nourishment achieved by inflicting misery on the masses — ensured that I was free of Neville Chamberlain’s desperate nasal pleas before I’d strolled five feet beyond the front of the parked limo.

I dodged sawhorses, bulldozers, and piles of gravel and sand with the boot-camp obstacle-course expertise of a city dweller accustomed to dealing with the whole of my surroundings being in a constant state of utter shit.

This particular road was being torn up to replace water lines, primarily because it had just finished up an inconvenient six-month period of being repaved. No sooner had the steamrollers chugged off the freshly flattened asphalt than the jackhammers arrived to rip the whole thing up again. It was the municipal government’s version of the endless creation-destruction cycle of the cosmos in microcosm and with double-yellow stripes painted up the middle of the Big Bang’s gravitational singularity.

I joined a stream of pedestrians who were trudging up the sidewalk past the worst section of the comically misnamed construction site.

The mayor’s mansion was only a couple of blocks west, and it was due only to the fact that I didn’t want to have to give back the ass-load of money he’d paid me that I didn’t turn east.

On the corner on the opposite end of a crosswalk that I had just traversed, I was horrified to discover that I’d somehow traveled back in time a half-hour.

A goddamn organ grinder was standing on the sidewalk dead ahead.

It took me a moment to realize that it was not the same asshole who’d forced me to shoe him in the head, the realization only occurring when I noticed that the top hat on this particular noise peddler wasn’t flatter than Calista Flockhart.

This new organ grinder was swiveling his head from one side of the road to the other as he looked up at the tall buildings that were squeezing the puny humans that passed between them like the granite fingers of an acne-ravaged teenager.

“Bobo! Where-a you go?” the third stereotype of my brief but utterly offensive morning hollered at the air.

The organ grinder’s wheeled contraption was parked against a sidewalk tree. As I walked past the wretched machine I took note of the leash lashed to its side, as well as the unbuckled collar on which was a little green tag that read “Bobo.”  There was a tin cup sitting on its side on the sidewalk near the collar, the coin contents of which had rolled out into the gutter and road when it had been abandoned by its custodian.

Apparently a second beggar ape had gotten loose and fled its Chico Marx captor.

“Bobo! Bobo, where is-a you!”

The organ grinder’s racist handlebar mustache quivered in what I assumed was panic over losing the only half of his act with talent.

The poor bastard started grabbing passersby, snapping the same question at each.

“Eh, you! You seen-a da monkey?”

“Eh, you! You seen-a da monkey? He about this-a tall!”

“Eh, you! You seen-a da monkey? He wear-a the vest!

I was one of the fortunate ones who managed to dodge his desperate mitts. I side-stepped his lunge, and he continued straight on into the unlucky dame behind me.

“Eh, you! Pretty lady! You seen-a da monkey?”

“Well, I never!” the fat-assed society dame straight out of a Three Stooges short exclaimed, examining the panicked bastard who’d latched onto the head end of her fox stole through the far end of a pair of opera glasses that she was carrying around a city street for some baffling, yet highly comical reason.

I very nearly felt bad for the asshole, but then I remembered he was a parasitic shakedown artist who held random eardrums hostage and exchanged tinnitus for quarters.

Monkey be damned. I kept goddamn walking.

Graftalot Mansion, the mayor’s official residence, was a disgraceful, nineteenth century Gothic Revival monstrosity dreamt up by Tim Burton’s uni-track imagination a hundred years before the weirdo director was born and constructed by the powerhouse combo of starving Gaelic and Sino immigrant slave labor.

The building was a literal eyesore, which was documented by local hospitals who logged dozens of annual ocular emergencies from tourists who’d made the mistake of looking too long at the ugly old shitbox.

There were more spires, turrets, gables, and columns than you could shake a tower, finial, or mullioned window at.

If there had been a real Addam’s Family they would have resided at Graftalot Mansion rather than making one of the least funny TV sitcoms in the history of a medium that included Three’s Company and goddamn Maude, for Christ’s sake.

I was only able to soak in a small sampling of the sheer audacious horribleness of the massive, homely joint from across the street. Before I could step down from the curb and head over to the giant gates constructed by taxpayers to keep taxpayers out, a lumbering, half-block’s worth of car screeched to a stop directly in my path.

My ex-limo driver jumped out and ran around to stop me.

“Sir, this is not the entrance at which sir is meant to achieve ingress,” the snob in the fancy-ass black jodhpurs desperately insisted.

“Mayhap I’ll ingress my foot up thine ass,” I said.

I attempted to sidestep him, but Lord Trafalgar of Snottingham Forest darted back in front of me.

“Sir will not be permitted entry. Discretion is required. I cannot say with certainty that the guards will shoot sir if sir attempts to enter via the front gates, but I would be remiss if I did not inform sir that the possibility exists.”

The limey bastard seemed sincere as hell as he glanced across the street at the state cops who stood permanent guard duty at the gates of Graftalot Mansion. The same cops had been known to take potshots at pedestrians who had the impudence to think that they owned a right in a free country to walk too close to the walls and gates on the sidewalk out front, all of which their hard-earned peasant dough had built.

It was with reluctance that I returned to the back seat of the limo. I permitted the relieved driver to whisk me around the rear of the block-wide mansion to an entrance in the insurmountable wall that was surrounded by garbage cans overflowing with stale caviar and empty Dom Perignon bottles.

The limo stopped on the cobbled drive in the shade of a copse of yews in front of an eight-stall carriage house.

The driver was happy to hand me over to the custody of a butler who was waiting at snobby attention outside the limo’s rear door. 

“Welcome, Mr. Banyon, to Graftalot Mansion,” the butler said.

I was ushered into the back of the residence under the watchful glare of several psychotic bodyguards. Inside, I was whisked by elevator to a back hallway that fed into a two-story library stocked with an impressive collection of books that were almost certainly unloved, untouched, and unread by a hundred-year passing parade of illiterate, scabby, ulcerous little politician weasels.

My guide gestured an immaculate white glove to a gleaming leather seat which faced a bovine-hide mate across a small table on which sat a green-shaded banker’s lamp.

“If sir would please take a seat, his honor Mr. Mayor will be with sir momentarily,” the snob in the penguin suit droned.

It was evident in his overt subtext that he deemed my rumpled ass unfit to descend onto his magnificent goddamn cow-cloth. I was glad I hadn’t squandered my single remaining bullet on the snob who drove me here, because it would have robbed me of the option of discharging it into the flabby mug of this latest condescending asshole.

It was nice to have the murder option open to me, even though in the end I elected not to turf the serf.

The snobby bastard buttled his ass from the library through a side door, through which I saw him offer a deep bow to somebody unseen.

“Your grace,” the butler said down to the toes of a pair of invisible shoes before scurrying off to polish the kippers.

A moment later, the grace in question marched into the library.

Lawyers are commonly accepted to be the lowest form of life on the planet, just below extremophile microorganisms, which thrive in the most hostile environments on the planet. Extremophiles can survive the steaming depths of hot springs, the frozen hearts of glaciers, and the icy vacuum of space — all places where lawyers have been discovered to hang out as well, provided there’s some kind of misery on which to feed and from which they can profit. Personal injury lawyers who’ve run out of multicellular clients to fleece have recently taken the cases of a literal handful of extremophiles, such as Thermophile vs. The National Parks Service and Space Dust vs. NASA, Buzz Aldrin, et al, because lawyers are shameless hucksters who will find a way to stick their greasy mitts into the wallet of every goddamn amoeba under the sun.

But even amongst bottom-feeding lawyers there are strata, the lowest of which is occupied by the absolute lowest form of life ever known to exist: the lawyer turned politician. The odious slime-trail that oozed a malodorous path across the library’s parquet floor clung to the very top of this bottom of the heap.

Our city’s twenty-term, premier crooked lawyer-politician offered a smile so tight and insincere I checked to see he wasn’t being followed by a proctologist’s finger.

A majority of voters thought this mayor was the bee’s knees. I thought he was the bee’s asshole, from which dropped the bee’s shit.

“Mr. Banyon, I presume,” Mr. Mayor said.

The fat political hack extended a hand, which I would’ve been more likely to take had it come from the aforementioned ass doctor.

Mr. Mayor took a moment to shake hands with some floating dust mite constituents before he realized that my virginal mitt was a lost cause. The oily sack of shit dropped his hand down to the pinstripes of his gaudy mayoral suit.

“Please, sit down,” Mr. Mayor said.

My ass had not taken up the butler’s earlier offer re a chair. It did so now, parking its litheness on one of the high-backed leather numbers. Mr. Mayor took the chair opposite and gave me a look of hungry desperation like I was one of my Dairy Queen freezer steaks.

“This is a matter of some delicacy, Detective Banyon,” his Corrupt Holiness began. “I trust that everything we discuss will be strictly confidential.”

“Trust is to politicians as abstinence is to Hugh goddamn Hefner,” I said. “However, for the sake of hustling this along, yes.”

Mr. Mayor reached into his pinstriped jacket pocket and produced several small envelopes which he placed on the small table between us. With the tips of his fingers he slid the short stack over to me.

“These began arriving in the mail last week,” his honorship explained.

I picked up the first envelope and shook out its contents. A postcard fell into my hand. On the front was a sideways photo of the tallest building in town, the ninety-four story Mr. T Cereal Building. On the back, in red ink, was a short note:

BEWARE THE FUTURE!

At least I thought that’s what it said. I couldn’t be one hundred percent sure since it looked like whoever had scribbled the message had done so while holding the pen in his goddamn foot.

I checked out the second envelope. Another postcard. A different angle of the city skyline, this time focused on Fred Mertz Center, a communications company headquarters. The same shitty-foot handwriting was scrawled on the back.

BEWARE THE FUTURE!

I quickly perused the remaining envelopes. There were five more in all, all containing a postcard, all postcards scribbled on with similar portentous gibberish, all notes written in the same shitty cursive, all of said shitty cursive expressing the same goddamn sentiment. The only thing different was the postcards. The rest were of various other local institutions, from museums to the local zoo.

I checked the postmarks. Apparently the future needed to be bewared seven days in a row the previous week, except for Sunday, when the overpaid assholes at the U.S. Postal Service need to rest up from six days of either delivering mail to the wrong address or stuffing it down a sewer.

“What do you make of those, Mr. Banyon?” Mr. Mayor asked.

One of the biggest problems with being a P.I. — just below chronic poverty and suffering from David Crosby Exploding Liver Syndrome — is that everyone expects you to be a goddamn genius every minute of the day. P.I.’s can’t order a drink on the rocks without some blowhard expecting us to deduce what reservoir the water in the ice came from or how many goddamn fish pissed in it on the way to the ice cube tray.

Mr. Mayor was leering at me with a politician pervert’s gaze. I’ve never been more grateful to not be an underage girl or ovine.

“Whoever sent them,” I said, “either doesn’t grasp the concept of the postcard or has an ass-load of dough to piss away on envelopes and first-class stamps. Did you use my tax dollars to test the spit the sender used to seal the envelopes?”

The crooked asshole fidgeted his (possibly misaligned) asshole on his leather seat. Which was actually my leather seat. Or would be if I paid my taxes.

“No,” hizzoner said. “I haven’t involved the authorities in this. You can imagine the amount of crazy mail I get.”

“I don’t have to imagine it,” I said. “I’m probably responsible for half of it, or at least most of the ones that start with ‘Dear Shithead.’”

“Well, this particular mail was dismissed by my staff. It was odd, but it didn’t contain an actual threat, you see. The threat, as it were, finally arrived a day ago.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out two items. The first was a handkerchief, which he used to mop the sweat that was suddenly running down his mug. The second was a sheet of white paper, which he handed over to me.

The paper was a simple sheet of nine-by-eleven. On it, the same barely legible handwriting had scribbled in red ink:  THE FUTURE IS HERE!

The paper was creased, but only to fit in Mr. Mayor’s pocket. There were two little punctures at the top. There was enough information that I could finally make a couple of genius private investigator deductions, thus earning the pile of dough the asshole was paying me.

“This didn’t come in the mail,” I said. “It’s never been folded to fit in an envelope. It looks like it was secured to something, probably with a safety pin.”

This was the point in the show where I’m usually greeted with the kind of awe that P.I.’s rarely earn, since most P.I.’s are utter morons who can barely detect the barstool under their ass. Indeed, it was the sort of obvious deduction over which the leering bastard had been undressing me with his bloodshot politician eyes a minute before. Instead of lighting up with appropriate astonishment, Mr. Mayor’s eye was wandering before I’d even managed to get it all out.

The library was a two-story affair, with a spiral staircase in one corner that led up to shelves which lined the walls of the second floor, all containing books unread by the illiterati inhabitants of Graftalot Mansion. It was to the second-story catwalk that overlooked the main floor that the political hack’s eye abruptly fled.

The color in Mr. Mayor’s face drained elsewhere. I hoped to God it was back to his tanning bed, as another possibility was too horrifying for my virtue to consider.

“Oh, God, no,” he said, his practiced booming voice now barely a squeak.

I followed his frightened gaze.

Standing at the wooden railing at the edge of the library catwalk was a figure that was familiar to everyone who’d suffered through twenty years of the current mayor’s seemingly endless buffoon administration.

Clinging to the railing, looking down at the pair of us seated in our cow hide chairs, was Mr. Mayor’s longtime wife.

“Oh, God,” Mr. Mayor repeated.

He very slowly climbed to his feet, clinging white-knuckled to the arms of his chair, as if terrified of making a sudden move.

I well understand the fight or flight impulse when it comes to wives. I myself had once moved too quickly departing an argument which I’d won against the captivating ex-Mrs. Banyon, only to have our falling living room sofa narrowly miss crushing me flatter than an organ grinder’s hat on the sidewalk underneath a mountain of rocketing plaid.

Before I could fully ascertain what the hell was going on, the dame on the second floor catwalk threw back her head and let out a horrifying scream.

A couple of pigeons who were strolling across the skylight in the dead center of the ceiling let loose a pair of terrified bowel splats before taking flight in a flurry of panicked feathers. The scream was of such frightening ex-wife caliber that I was reasonably certain I’d participated with the avian cowards in the former, and I was definitely about to join them in the latter.

A hand shot out and latched onto my forearm, preventing me from fleeing the scene of matrimonial bliss. Mr. Mayor’s fingers bit so deep I was sure he struck marrow.

“Please, Mr. Banyon,” hissed Mr. Mayor as he looked up at his screeching wife. “This is why you’re here.”

“Generally when a spouse hires me to check out his better half, he doesn’t let the party to be investigated in on the joke,” I informed my wannabe client. “I’d introduce you to the concept of the observer effect, but I’m too busy pissing my pants.”

The reason for this latest round of incontinence began furiously flying towards us in rat-a-tat fashion from the catwalk.

Mrs. Mayor was grabbing books off the shelves and heaving them down at the pair of us. Heavy tomes thudded to the floor, shaking the mansion with literary thunderclaps. The banker’s lamp was swept off the small table between the leather chairs, green shade shattering and bulb bursting in a spray of sparks.

I was nearly concussed by a soaring original Great Gatsby, and was too busy ducking to fully enjoy the hilarious irony that the goddamn book hadn’t been cut.

I still had my single Barney Fife bullet, which I would have considered unleashing to defend my ass under any other similar life-threatening circumstance. But shooting dead the wife of the city’s top politician would likely only be hailed by several thousand abused servants, store clerks, cab drivers, hairdressers, dressmakers, pedicurists, waitresses, and anybody else unfortunate enough to have ever come in direct, blue-collar contact with Mr. Mayor’s infamously volatile missus. For the rest of the town — most particularly those in the criminal justice racket — shooting the mayor’s wife would not be considered the Adopt-A-Highway-like civic engagement that everybody who’d ever met the entitled, bilious dame knew it manifestly to be.
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