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ANOTHER DEATH - OF someone too young, too healthy.

Another full-page ad in the New York Times for his funeral services.

Except this funeral was in Austin, Texas – not NYC, not even upstate NY.

A few phone calls resulted in confirming the same pattern being used: Cremation, ashes spread with no witnesses - only a video as "evidence".

This was the same scenario used when my lover disappeared. Only, she was still alive - somewhere.

All this meant: someone was sending me a message to come resolve these serial "deaths"...
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I WAS AT MY DESK, LEANING back in my worn swivel chair. It's classic, all wood frame over a steel mechanism complained under my use. Apparently it only like swiveling, not reclining.

Disregarding it's squeal, I looked over today's Times. I was skimming, as usual. Between working on real cases, and not wanting to finish the paperwork on the solved ones, or take up the new pile of folders next to them. Missing pets, runaways, unsolved thefts. Nothing major. Nothing remotely interesting.

Of course my heart had gone out of the detective business. Ever since that one case. And the woman who stole my heart when she disappeared.

Turning yet another page, I stopped – and sat up. The chair did not complain. But that old empty feeling returned at what I saw.

A full-page ad for a funeral.

It was perfectly designed. The photo looked like it had been posed for – and then smoothed over digitally to make the image look like something out of the  40's. Even the typefaces used were custom. I couldn't put my finger on what it was.

Wait.

The newspaper fell flat on the desk when I let it go to open a bottom drawer of my desk. A heavy cardboard folder there allowed me to slip in between it's bottom edges to slip out the one article it preserved.

As I pulled this to the desktop, I unfolded my prize reminder.

The funeral ad for the one woman I'd ever considered I truly loved.

Setting this side by side with the new ad, the effect was unsettling.

Other than the photo, they were basically the same ad.  

I scanned down, my eyes flipping from one to the other and back. They were the same.

Except the date, the person's name, and the location.

This new ad had the funeral being held in Austin, Texas.

I only got one conclusion from that comparison: someone was sending me a message. And if that someone was Judy, there was a chance she was still alive.

Refolding her funeral ad carefully, I then tore that new ad out of the paper and folded it to the same size. The rest of today's paper went into the trash bin beneath my desk.

Standing, I reached for my travel-worn and still-sturdy trench coat, then shrugged into it. The two folded ads went into one of its roomy pockets.

Without pushing in my chair, I stalked off down the hall. All the noises of phones and bantering detectives fell into a distant hum, no louder than the ever-present sirens that were always following some criminal somewhere in that never-sleeping city.

I was headed to the personnel office.

This case was going to have to be something to do on my own time. I counted the accrued leave in my head, and who I could borrow money from in a following thought.

Not enough of either.

The door to Personnel was not modern, it was wood with hand-painted wording. Something that had never had to be updated in maybe a half-century.

But some things are timeless. Like love – and death.
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FLYING TO AUSTIN ENDED up anything but simple. To begin with, the only plane with available seats was a red-eye. But there was some discount due to either the hour, or the route, or both. While I had to lounge around for hours at the terminal, my wallet tried to reassure my patience to just wait it out. A faster route there was only available the next morning, and the couple of hours I spent here pared hours off my arrival time there.

Sure, under most usual circumstances, I could catch a jet out of LaGuardia almost anywhere. And still, airline travel was safer than any other mode of transportation, but this particular plane on this particular route wound up with electronic difficulties almost as soon as it crossed the Texas border. The pilot got an emergency landing at Dallas-Ft. Worth.

And we all got referred to waiting commuter planes – those prop-driven ones where you sat under the wing and bent your head to find your seat. There was only one narrow seat on each side, and one-size-fit-all meant long knees like mine either squeezed up against the seat in front of them or had to stretch out into the aisle at an awkward angle for that cramped, but thankfully short flight.

- - - -
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I DIDN'T KNOW IF IT was a dream, a nightmare, or a bad memory.

The inside of my mouth hurt from chewing on it to disguise my reaction to the answers I was getting. I had to keep my professional appearance, and keep my head clear from being emotionally involved with the “victim”.

Especially when Tessa got Judy's avatar to appear on top of that rolling “toaster” in her office – the day after that funeral ad was run.

Fortunately, I played a lot of poker in college, so had a pretty practiced neutral face. Although Judy knew my tells...

We'd first met when I was investigating a missing person's report about someone in a freelance computer company working on AI. Judy was one of the part-owners of the firm, so got my questions about when and where she was at the time of the disappearance. She answered all my questions perfectly – a little too perfectly. While her honest smile won me over.

The case went into dead files, as no body ever turned up or even real proof of a violent crime. We waited to start two weeks after the first report, as usual, so all the leads were cold ones.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





