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      I had always thought it would be fun to write a story with a private detective as the main character. And I tend to write what I think would be fun.

      I wanted to write a story with a private eye, down on his luck in his crappy office, his shoes up on his scarred wooden desk, a bottle of cheap booze in his hand waiting for a client to bring him that one special case.

      I kept thinking that would be fun, but then never seemed to get to it.

      Back in my days of writing for Star Trek, I wrote an entire novel from the character Dixon Hill, who is a hardboiled private detective on a holodeck created by Captain Picard. Dixon Hill had the ratty old office. The fine folks at Star Trek thought it would be great for me to write an entire novel with just Picard being Dixon Hill.

      I didn’t argue with them, that was for sure. The book is called Star Trek: Next Generation: A Hard Rain.

      As strange as that was having a private eye in space, that was my first attempt at writing a private detective and I had so much fun I wanted to do more.

      Just never did.

      Years pass.

      Now granted, over those passing years I wrote a lot of mystery and thrillers, but the characters never seemed to be private detectives. They are superheroes, ghosts, retired police detectives, professional poker players, or a young police detective couple.

      But never a private detective.

      Then about four years ago I started a story and realized that, for the first time, I could actually do a private detective for the short story for the first time.

      I was excited. But as I went along, the private detective turned out to be pretty strange.

      Not sure why it surprised me any character I write would be strange, but it did.

      And I liked him, even though he wasn’t broke and didn’t have a shabby office to meet clients.

      Every time I used him in a story, his cases got stranger and stranger.

      I gave him a beautiful assistant who wears very little to work who might be smarter than he is and he knows it. His assistant is an expert in everything he thinks a private detective might need including high-speed driving.

      But mostly his assistant is a computer expert.

      He is rich, really rich, so he decks out a massive limo to be his traveling office and since he gets bored easily, he gives his services for free to all the local police departments around his area.

      And he tells the police that the stranger the case, the more puzzling the case, the better.

      Cases like an arm appearing in a yard without reason, a treasure hidden in plain sight, and an old couch on an expensive home’s front lawn.

      And so on.

      No case is too strange or weird for Pilgrim Hugh to take on.

      And he can solve them all.

      So now I finally have a private detective to write about after all these years.

      Honestly, I have a hunch there will be a lot more Pilgrim Hugh stories as the years go by.

      I hope you enjoy these stories as much as I enjoyed writing them.

      And I hope you enjoy riding along in the limo with Pilgrim. He’s strange, but likeable, I promise.

      Thanks for reading.

      

      
        —Dean Wesley Smith

        Lincoln City, Oregon
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      Pilgrim Hugh solved some odd cases before, but an old, smelly couch sitting in the middle of a beautiful lawn seems to have full-blown strange written all over it.

      With his friend and beautiful assistant, Carrie, he must figure out why the couch ended up there and what the woman living in the perfect home hid (besides a bad facelift and a heart of stone).

      A very cold case on a very hot day.
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      Pilgrim Hugh hadn’t seen a piece of furniture so ugly since the night his first wife had attended an auction in a barn and mistaken chicken droppings for a French designer signature on a chaise lounge.

      Just like that chaise lounge, the standard American couch in front of him on the perfectly mowed, perfectly green lawn could not have been given away, let alone sold. The once tan cloth had faded to a pale, dirty white and one of the three cushions had a very large dark spot on it that looked to be the remains of a cola stain from a distant time in the past. Even the stain had faded.

      And he hoped it was cola. Safer to just think it was and move on.

      The couch looked long, like a full adult could stretch out and not touch either end, but damned if he was going to test that. What had started as a decorative wood trim on both arms and across the front of the couch was now scarred and dirty and the cloth on both arms had worn through to the threads.

      The entire thing smelled musty and of long storage. He had spent many hours through the years, especially while in college and law school, on couches he was sure looked and smelled far worse. Only difference was those couches were in dark rooms, not sitting in bright sunshine in the middle of a freshly mowed suburban lawn.

      He nodded to the poor cop named Dennis, a young kid with freckles on his nose, who had been unlucky enough to answer this call. Dennis stood in the shade of a nearby small poplar tree as Pilgrim walked around the couch, studying it, but finding nothing more than an old couch.

      It was the kind of couch you see sitting beside a road with a “free” sign on it and no one takes it for a month and the rain ends up soaking it and the city finally has to haul it away and try to find the owners who dumped it to pay the costs.

      Over the last few years as a freelance private detective and lawyer, Pilgrim had gotten some strange calls, but this call on a rogue couch had to rank right up there on the strange meter.

      After he’d gotten out of law school at the ripe old age of twenty-four, he had gone to work in corporate law and had managed to last in the law firm through the two years of his first marriage before becoming bored with both. Then his grandmother, a woman he barely knew, died and left him more money than even he could imagine or try to spend. He had become free to do what he wanted.

      So after a year of drinking and traveling around the world and another even shorter marriage, which got boring faster than corporate law, he went back to school to become a private detective.

      Most of the training was not like the books about private detectives he loved to read. In fact most of what he had done was learn how to track someone by computer and look up financial records, which was flat dull.

      Finally, out of desperation to do something interesting, he set up his own law and private detective firm, hired a couple of associate lawyers to handle the boring stuff, and offered his services for free to the different city police departments around the Portland metropolitan area.

      Hugh and Associates was born, the strangest law firm to ever have plush offices in a downtown Portland high-rise.

      A few old corporate clients paid very well and kept a growing staff of associates busy and the police forces started to take him up on his offer to look for free into strange and odd cases that no one else wanted to deal with. Now, at the age of thirty-eight, he had been working to solve weird crimes and find missing people for almost a decade. And not once in those ten years had he been bored. Even now, staring at an old couch.

      This couch was so out of place as to be funny in the middle of a well-kept lawn in the Portland, Oregon, suburb of Hillsboro. The three-story home seemed perfectly kept and no doubt a gardener did the yard. Pilgrim imagined the house inside to be as perfect as the lawn. More than likely the owners pretended to be just as well-kept, at least on the surface. This area was known for its pretend rich. He didn’t want to think about the size of the mortgage on this house.

      He shuddered at the thought of how close he had come to this lifestyle with his first wife, Karen. This would have been her perfect home. And he would have spent more time in Henry’s Sports Bar than in it if he had stayed married to her.
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      THE SUN BEAT on the old piece of furniture, making it smell even worse if that was possible. Clearly something musty and rotten was inside it as well. More than likely a number of dead mice.

      Pilgrim stepped back onto the sidewalk and clicked his earpiece to talk to his driver. “Carrie, a couple Diets for me and the officer if you wouldn’t mind.”

      “Shit,” she said in his ear. “Too damn hot to go out there.”

      Pilgrim smiled as he watched her climb out from behind the wheel to bring him and the officer a couple of Diet Cokes. They both had figured this was going to be a quick stop.

      She was right, it was hot. Portland didn’t have too many really hot days, but today was promising to be one of the record-setters. The sun and warm June day was making him regret wearing a black Henry’s Bar tee shirt this morning. He should have gone with the white Next Gen tee shirt and Bermuda shorts instead of the Levis.

      He loved being self-employed and rich and able to wear anything he damn well wanted any time he damn well wanted. Sometimes dressing like an over-aged college student helped him on cases. People tended to talk with him more when he wore a tee shirt than when he had on his three-piece court suit.

      Carrie went to the back door of the limo and retrieved from the fridge a couple bottles of Diet Coke and then grabbed another for herself. Today she had on blue short-shorts and a white tank top that left little to anyone’s imagination of what was under it. Her short blonde hair framed her deep blue eyes and chiseled features perfectly. She never wore make-up and never seemed to comb her hair, yet she always looked perfectly put together.

      She was a good six-feet tall, just an inch shorter than he was, and looked like she belonged on a runway modeling dresses and underwear, even at thirty-eight. She had been Pilgrim’s best friend since high school in Bend, Oregon, and acted more like his partner than his driver at times.

      She had helped him get through two wives and far too many girlfriends to count. And not once had they slept together. It just seemed wrong to him, like sleeping with his sister, if he had had a sister.

      She felt the same way about him. Over the years she had managed to keep boyfriends to the sex-and-leave stage that she liked. Never married, Pilgrim doubted she ever would. Not her thing as she often said.

      Carrie had only one more year of law school and she would be joining the law firm side of his business. She had spent eight years in the military after high school learning computer skills and other things that constantly surprised him. Then she had traveled the world for a few years. During that time he got letters and messages from her from just about every scary hell-hole on the planet. Now she was just finishing her law degree.
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