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Author's Note

 

While the Williamsburgh section of Brooklyn is a very real place, it's no longer quite so bad as depicted herein. Gentrification has begun, and the "shooting galleries" are mostly gone.

With that correction in mind, I hope you'll enjoy this tale, which does NOT take place "long ago and far away".
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Chapter 1

 

Looking out at a Brooklyn night can be like listening to an old blues tune: endlessly sad in a detached kind of way. That might be why I prefer classical music, especially when I'm on my perch.

I feel I ought to make one thing very clear, right at the beginning: I'm no Spartan crusader. My three-room apartment on the fourth floor has a waterbed, recliner, couch, two overstuffed chairs, complete kitchen set, complete and modern entertainment center, and hot-and-cold running water.

But my favorite place to sit, when I need to think or sulk, or just for those deep kind of times at night, is on my perch, a.k.a. windowsill. Sometimes I go all the way onto the fire escape landing for a more panoramic view of the street.

That's where I was one night in early October, as I took slow sips of hot coffee and looked down at the night's dark, quiet and furtive activities.

Next door was an empty lot that had once held a building like the one I lived in. But when the taxes got higher than the rents, the owner chose to pretend it didn't exist and it eventually had to be demolished.

An old, rusted, abandoned car with no tires or windows or engine sat where someone had left it in the weeds. For neighbors it had two broken refrigerators, about a dozen ruined tires, and lots of other interesting artifacts of that sort scattered throughout the lot. Toward the back, three ramshackle huts made of fruit-crates and scrap wood leaned into each other. Around the corner a lot more of them clustered in the basement of an abandoned building that we called "Cardboard City", but here we just had the three of them. 

Diagonally across the street was another abandoned building...according to official documents it was abandoned, anyway. Someone had dug a hole in the bricks over the doorway and three "shooting galleries" operated inside of it now. That's not a police target-range kind of thing; it's where the addicts find a room and sit on the floor in a circle around the cooker, sharing needles, drugs and AIDS.

It was an unusually quiet night. No boom-boxes were blaring rap or salsa music at decibel level, no one was sitting on the sidewalks or stoops, no one was yelling at anyone. 

I was, however, beginning to notice a pattern in the sparse pedestrian traffic. I'd seen the same two guys pass by three times already. They were dressed alike in sweatshirts, jeans, sneakers and ski caps, so I couldn't tell much about them from the fourth floor.

Other than that piece of business, South Williamsburgh, Brooklyn, seemed to be taking a break.

The quiet was disturbed by a faint scraping sound from the building across the street.

There were other buildings, on both sides of the street, and other lots. But my attention often focused on that one old shell of a building. It reminded me of a huge, dying beast, being eaten up from within.

I watched someone sliding out through the hole in the bricks over the front door. A white guy, about 5'6". Long brown hair, so he was either into playing rock music or at least thirty-five years old.

When he was finally outside, he reached back in and pulled out an old, wooden crutch.

That's when I recognized him. It was Alfred, known on the street as "Pegleg", a military veteran who'd lost a leg and gained a habit in the service of his country.

There were several stories about how it had happened, and nobody seemed to know which one was real. I tended to reject the "heroic action" stories and lean a little more sympathetically toward the "unnecessary tragic accident" stories. I'm not saying that Alfred couldn't have been capable of heroic action at one time. I'm just cynical, I guess.

He started hobbling across the street, then looked up and saw me. "Yo, Eric!" he called.

I waved back, not wanting to shout.

"Eric...I need to talk to you!" he yelled.

Well, up until now I'd been enjoying the fact that nobody was blasting any radios, but now I wasn't quite so happy about that. Now every hooker, junkie and struggling family on the block knew that Alfred needed to talk to me.

Don't get me wrong, now. I didn't mind being seen with him, but Alfred's needs were really nobody else's business.

I hated to do it, but I was going to have to yell back. He was getting ready to give me True Confessions at the top of his lungs if I didn't stop him.

"Wait there, Alfred," I called, "I'm coming down, okay?"

"Okay," he yelled back, "I'm waitin', Eric, just like you said to."

I was starting to climb into my apartment when the blast of a gunshot shattered the quiet and sent blood pounding in my ears.

Alfred jerked, his back arching, his crutch falling away. Another gunshot ripped the night and he jerked again, crumbling in a heap.

 

 


 

 

Chapter 2

 

That was all I saw. I scrambled into my room, grabbed my .44 Magnum and ran for the door. For once I regretted all the safety locks as I fumbled with them.

Then it was the stairs. I could hear people shouting, whimpering plaintively behind some doors, and I could feel the raw fear behind the silent ones.

Down to the third floor...breathe through the mouth, take in more air...around the landing and down to the second. The yellow walls looked dingy in the light of the 25 watt bulbs dangling from the ceilings. For some crazy reason I noticed new graffiti on the walls. On my way down to the first floor I lost my footing and almost went head-first the rest of the way.

I made the lobby, ran to the front door and stopped, hyperventilating. When the red cleared from my vision, and the noise left my ears, I studied the scene through the glass panes.

Alfred was very still, a heap in the street, close to the sidewalk.

Then I heard more shots, a little muffled this time. One, followed by a silence, then two, three, four. Whoever was doing the shooting had moved back indoors for more targets.

I opened the door and ran to Alfred, stopping just long enough to see that he was beyond anything I could do for him. His face had a surprised look, but it would soon go slack.

Then I headed for the building he'd just come out of...where I thought the shots had come from.

I jumped to the right of the walled-up, kicked-out entrance and turned, flattening my back against the wall. Three heartbeats later, I felt safe enough to charge through.

Getting in was awkward. I tried to keep the Magnum ready, my eyes alert and my body moving. It didn't quite work, but I made it without incident. Then I moved to the right and crouched, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the darkness.

No matter how many times I've been inside those places, I'm always surprised at how filled with trash they are. I started for the stairs, but there was no way I could move silently. What I couldn't kick out of the way I had to jump over, hoping I wouldn't stumble on something when landing.

Not even the stairs were clear, though I was okay if I went sideways and twisted a lot.

On the second floor I saw a light toward the rear of the building, to my right: one of the shooting galleries. But before I could look in on that, I had to go to the left. 

The door I wanted was wide open. Peeking through, I saw the hole that had been knocked in the bricked-up window with the faint illumination from the streetlight coming through.

She was under it. Lori, who had once been a proud and defiant black woman. Lately she was a ninety-five pound shadow of herself who earned her drugs by being a lookout for the narcs' approach.

Now, she was dying.

The huge eyes focused on me out of her skeleton face. She coughed, blood welling out of the fist-sized hole in her stomach. "Eric," she whined, her voice reflecting her pain, fear and confusion, "why'd he do that for?"

"Who, Lori?" I asked, "Who did this?"

She didn't hear me. "Why, Eric?"

I grabbed her shoulders gently and put my face right in front of hers. "Who did it, Lori?"

"Why, Eric?"

"Who, Lori, who?"

No use. She sighed, relaxed, and her eyes rolled up until I could only see the whites.

I put her down gently, almost angry at her. If only she'd told me something!
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As quickly as I could, I ran back to the room with the light coming from it. The stench, even worse than usual, hit me first. I had to hold my breath to peek in.

Three bodies with shapeless, bullet-ripped heads all slumped around the cooker, which burned uselessly in the middle of the garbage-strewn room.

There was no point in trying to figure out who they were at this moment. They wouldn't have any identification, they were totally unrecognizable, and I'd have passed out if I tried to spend any time in there. These buildings had no plumbing, and some of these people never left.

A muffled crash made me jump and run for the stairs. As fast as I could, I started up.

"Why, Eric?" "Who, Lori, who?"

Third floor...I knew there was another shooting gallery up here, but it was totally dark. They were in one of the rooms, shivering with fear and nightmares, waiting for the crisis to pass so they could get back to their slow self-destruction.

Fourth floor...someone was there, standing in one of the doorways, a deeper shade against the darkness.

I pointed the .44 at the shape and froze, waiting.

There was silence for about three heartbeats, and then a deep male voice said, "He went up."

I lifted the gun so it pointed straight up and said, "Thanks. I'm Eric."

"Figured that out."

From here it was a ladder to the skylight. The glass was broken out of it. That might have been the crash I'd heard.

I had to step carefully up the ladder. Several steps were missing, and none of them seemed very secure.

"Why, Eric?" "Who, Lori?"

A few stars were in view and the moon was almost full, so visibility would be good up there.

For both of us.

Very, very slowly, I lifted my head up through the skylight. I felt like the bull's-eye in a real shooting gallery.

There was less garbage up here. No broken furniture or huge lawn bags. Just beer cans, cigarette butts, used condoms, broken crack vials and other nameless trash. No people, though. They probably would have taken off at the first shot. When the police start investigating, nobody wants to be where he's not supposed to be.

The silence was profound. I waited, braced to duck, then climbed to where I was crouched on the ladder, my head a little higher over the roof.

When nothing happened, I launched myself up, somersaulting in the air and waiting for the tearing of a bullet through my body.

I landed on my back and rolled, the .44 clutched and ready, my head swinging in all directions.

Silence...stillness.

There! Three roofs away, a movement!

I ran, in a crouch, to the first partition and hurdled it, making noises that sounded thunderous to me.

There was another furtive movement up ahead, closer this time. I ran across the roof, sidestepping some crates, and straddled the next partition while trying to keep my head low.

I could hear sirens, but that didn't necessarily mean anything. Something was always going on around here, and the things that happened weren't always reported to the police.

I only had to make it over one more partition and I'd be where I'd seen the movement. This time I stretched out along the top of it and rolled, coming up in a crouch.

Someone was sitting behind one of the small, useless chimneys. I could see the legs stretched out limply...

But that wasn't right. No one who was hiding would sit like that, unless he was sure he wouldn't be found, or...

I got to the chimney and reached my gun-hand around, following it. There was the back of a head, with short black hair. A young guy, probably from the neighborhood. I tapped him gently over his ear and was about to say something when he toppled over sideways. 

Great, I thought. At this rate, there wouldn't be many people left by the time I caught up to this lowlife.

"Why, Eric?"

Then I heard the splintering of glass on the roof ahead of me and I knew I only had seconds to catch up to him. He was on the move, and in a moment he'd be down the stairs and out the door. By the time I got down there he'd be around the corner and out of sight.

"Who, Lori?"

I stood up and was about to run after him when I heard the crack of a pistol behind me and a female voice yelled, "Freeze!"

 

 


 

 

Chapter 3

 

There was nothing else to do. I wanted to yell, "Not me! You're letting him get away!" but I knew how well that would go over.

So I just stood there and boiled until the two officers, male and female, reached me. 

They were both young and, if you knew how to read the signs, nervous. They were both dark-haired, fair-skinned European types, trying hard to exude authority, assurance and invincibility.

He took the Magnum gently from my outstretched right hand, while she stood toward my left with her own gun trained on me.

"You have the right to remain silent..." she started.

"Yeah, yeah," I interrupted. "Miranda-Escobedo. Miranda for short. I know my rights, and I think the real perp knows them, too. But that doesn't matter now."

That stopped her. She was used to disrespect, but not such cool and knowledgeable disrespect.

I knew I had to take the sting out of my words before the cops started reasserting their dominance over the situation. If they did, my position would get rapidly worse.

"My piece has not been fired," I went on, calmly, "and I have identification in my wallet, which is in my hip pocket."

He sniffed the barrel, raised his eyebrows and sniffed again. "This one sure wasn't. That doesn't necessarily mean anything, though."

Meanwhile, she dug around in my pocket, pulled out the wallet, found my i.d. and read, "Eric Thorne, Human Affairs Consultant." Then she looked up at me slowly and said, "What...is...that?"

The other cop sighed and said, "That means he's a private investigator who doesn't want to be called one."

Now I sighed. He wasn't exactly right, but this wasn't the time. "The idea behind telling you about the wallet was that you'd find the license for the Magnum, so I hope you'll keep looking."

She looked, found it, and put everything back. "That's a pretty big cannon for a P.I.," she commented. "And we still don't know why you're up here."

"Well," I said, "Since the killer's already gotten away, there's no reason to abandon protocol at this point. I can give my statement here...or at the station, where you can have it transcribed."

They looked at each other, seeking guidance. Anything else I had to say would only have turned them against me, so I kept my mouth shut.

He finally said, "Makes sense to me. Let's go where we can sit down. If we have to book him, we'll be right there. Somehow, though, I don't think we will."

They both holstered their pieces and we started back the way we'd come. Just before climbing down, she thought better of it and took hers out again. They'd knocked two more steps out of the ladder on their way up, so we practically had to slide down to the fourth floor. Inside, the blackness was complete again. We had to feel our way through the trash, careful not to lean too hard on the banister.

On the way back down the stairs, a familiar voice stopped us on the third floor. "Yo."

We all froze. He went for his piece again, and she crooked her elbow. "Who's that?" she said.

It was my friend from before, though he'd been on the fourth floor then, but now his voice was more slurred. "'At guy din't do it. He tried to catch the one 'at did." A little petulance crept into his voice as he added, "Mighta done it, too, 'cept..."

Ms. Cop of the Year said, "Did you see who did it?"

"Wish I did," the voice said, and a door closed in the darkness. 

She started after him and I said, "Don't bother."

"Why not?" She snapped. Apparently, she didn't know whether to be annoyed or just surprised.

"There are two doors down the hall there. Behind each one is at least eight people. About half of them are male, all of them are stoned or dying or both, and none of them will admit anything, especially to you."

She knew all this, of course, but I could sense her tension and shrugged. When I remembered she couldn't see it, I said, "They're prejudiced. What else can I say?"
There was a hesitation, and then we started back down the stairs.

I stopped at the second floor. They looked at me, I think; my eyes were almost totally adjusted by now, but it was still hard to see their faces.

"There are three more bodies back there," I said, pointing, "and one more in the front room."

"Why, Eric?"

"How do you know?" she challenged.

"I saw them," I said, in my best bored voice. Then I continued walking without waiting for an answer. I heard them following.

The bottom stairs were quicker this time, with the light coming through the doorway from the streetlamp outside. We quickly sidestepped the piled-up trash and slipped out.
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It was nice to be able to see again. The night looked positively bright, even with two streetlights knocked out.

The crowds were there now, on the sidewalks, keeping their distance but wanting to see more. Occasionally a little kid would inch close enough to be chased away by a cop. The adult response would be a confused mixture of "Don't do that again!" and "What did you see?"

The Medical Examiner's wagon was getting ready to pull away. A heavyset man was bending over to pick up Alfred's crutch. The body was already in the wagon, and the wet, red stains in the street were the only testimony to a lonely, useless, wasted life.

Suddenly I had one of those terrible attacks of maudlin sentimentality. "Wait!" I yelled.

The man with Alfred's crutch froze and looked at me. Several bystanders followed his lead and I was suddenly the center of attention.

Then I remembered that I was still an unknown factor...as far as the cops were concerned, anyway.

I turned to my two escorts and said, "I'd like to hold onto the crutch, unless it's evidence."

They exchanged a look, then he shrugged and said, "We'll have the lab go over it right away. If there's nothing of interest on it, and if you're really as clean as you say you are, you can bring it home with you."

That suited me fine. The crutch went into the coroner's wagon and we got into a squad car.

Once we were rolling, they ignored me. Crackling voices came over the radio spouting words I could barely understand, mixing in a lot of numbers to make it completely unintelligible to me. They must give a special course on gibberish at the police academy.

We drove through a series of ruined streets, and I recognized a lot of the people sitting outside. There weren't as many as in the summer, but more than you'd find in most other places.

They parked right in front of the station--she'd been driving, if it matters--and he got out and said, "Right this way, Mr. Thorne."

Well, with all this respect, at least I felt confident that I was not about to be re-arrested. As long as I continued behaving myself, that is.

This was one of the few police stations that still had that "traditional" look. You know: the large, barred windows, the big stoop and the green globes next to the front doors.

She noticed me looking and said, "That's right; we're the only precinct that hasn't been modernized." Then she pushed open the door and went inside, without waiting for an answer. Sore spot, I thought. This wasn't, in fact, the only one. I'd seen several others. But it didn't seem wise to say so just then.

I followed her, and the male half of their team brought up the rear.

Inside were the usual: pale green walls, frosted-glass partitions, and more desks than should have been able to fit.

People scurried everywhere, interviewing victims, witnesses and perpetrators; typing, yelling into telephones and at each other. It looked like complete chaos to me, clueless member of the Great Unwashed that I was.

Needless to say, the desks they worked from were somewhere in the middle. I don't know how they ever found them from day to day, except for a coffee mug that said, "A woman's place is in the House...and the Senate!" on one of them...and a sign that said, "I love work! I can sit and look at it for hours!" on another. It seemed fairly obvious to me which desk was whose. Of course, I didn't notice how many other desks had those same things.

She sat at her desk. I sat in the chair next to it, and he slipped a hip onto the far corner. She pulled the phone closer to her and picked up the receiver. Besides the phone, the opinionated mug, "in" and "out" trays and a blotter, the desk was fairly Spartan.

She punched a single button and tapped rapid-fire on the blotter before saying, "Sam, it's Joan. I need an interrogation room." She listened, grimaced, and said, "Aw, come on, Sam! I won't need it for long. I mean, the guy's not hostile or anything, and..." More reluctant listening, after which she slammed the receiver down.

The male half of the Finest smirked. "No vacancies, huh?"

"Detectives get first choice."

"So we're out in the cold."

"Right." Then she snarled and pulled a cassette recorder out of a drawer. When it was all set up, we were ready for business.

"Officers McGillivarry and Janersky with...uh, Mr. Eric Thorne," She had to check my ID again, which I had out for that reason, "eyewitness to the shooting on South Second Street." She gave the date and time, then turned to me and said, "Tell us, Mr. Thorne, in your own words, exactly what happened."

The noise in the room seemed even louder. I wanted to ask if there was anyplace else we could go, my apartment or a library or something, but I figured I'd be better off going along with their program. I took a moment to think before saying, "I was sitting on my fire-escape landing when..."

"Fire-escape landing?!" Janersky exploded. "Don't you know that's..."

"Look!" McGillivarry said, "You can give him a summons about it later. Right now we're trying to investigate a murder, okay?"

He looked crushed. It was a shame; up until now I'd liked him.

She took a deep breath, rewound the machine to my last words and turned to me again. Just before turning it back on, she said, "I'm sorry. Please continue."

Well, this was a switch. Up on the roof, he'd seemed like the more reasonable of the pair. Now they were in a role-reversal. I wondered if this was on purpose while I continued talking.

When I got to the part about the gunshots and my reaction, Janersky got back into character. "You heard shots and so you ran for your own gun? Whatever happened to 911? Where did you think you were, the Wild West?"

McGillivarry and I both sighed. "If I hadn't followed him, you would never have discovered those other murders. And besides..."

She put a conciliatory hand up to stop my answer when a voice boomed, "Well, slam-dunk my mama! They lettin' every kinda dirtbag in here these days!"

I grinned and turned around. "Aw, cut it out, Dingbat! I saw through that routine the first time I saw you!"

"Dingbat" ambled over in comparatively conservative civvies...for him, anyway. That meant metallic blue pants and a pink shirt, open at the neck, and a gold chain. He was smiling, expecting a friendly visit. He was a black undercover narc I'd met almost a year earlier. I knew the jive act wasn't really him, which seemed to impress my inquisitors. "Good to see you, Eric," he said, shaking my hand, "but surprising. What's goin' down?"

"Somebody got 'offed' while trying to talk to me," I said, before anybody could stop me, "so these two are giving me a watered-down 'Mutt & Jeff' routine."

 


 

 

Chapter 4

They became uncomfortable while Jonathan Dinger--Dingbat, on the street--gave them a contemptuous glare.

He leaned down on the desk, his voice a hissing sharpness that only the three of us could hear. "Do you two know who you're givin' the business to?" His large, baleful eyes swept from one to the other. "This man is just about our only friend on that block; probably in the whole area. And since you obviously never read the reports last month, he's the main reason Officer Estevez is still alive."

With that remark, their eyes got troubled. Dinger's voice had gotten louder as he spoke, and several heads turned.

McGillivarry said, "You mean...you're the one who spoiled that trap..."

Another detective I recognized at a desk on my left, a middle-aged, balding man named Krauss, looked up when he heard that. He leaned back in his chair, looked us over and nodded to me. "Yeah, I was there. The druggies Estevez was stakin' out rigged his car, but it went wrong for them. Caught fire instead of blowin' up."

She was still staring at me, looking kind of sickly. "Are you also the one who rushed him to the hospital?"

This was getting uncomfortable. "Yeah, yeah. But..."

Jonathan turned on me now. "'Yeah, yeah' nothin'. You did it, but we're tellin' it!"

Krauss took a sip from a Styrofoam cup, looked at McGillivarry and Janersky, and finished the recital. "Then Eric here shot one of the druggies and got Estevez to the Emergency Room in their car."

"All right!" I said, louder than I'd wanted to. Heads turned toward us, made sure everything was okay, and about half of them went back to what they'd been doing. After taking a deep breath, I went on, "Can we please get back to here and now?"

McGillivarry and Janersky each took a deep breath themselves under what felt like a room full of unrelenting stares and looked at me. Then she noticed that the tape recorder hadn't been turned off and reached for it.

"Leave it on," Dinger growled.

I took another breath and picked up the story. "Alfred was already dead when I got to him..."

Dinger said, "Alfred?"

"You probably know him as Pegleg," I said, making a face.

McGillivarry caught the look and said, "Why the reaction?"

"I hate street-tag names."

Janersky jumped in with, "But you called him 'Dingbat' just now."

Dinger's eyes rolled in exasperation. "My street-tag's my cover, sucker. Besides, we were doin' put-downs." Having gotten that out of the way, he turned back to me. "Who'd want to burn Pegleg? He was the most harmless..."

McGillivarry cut in with, "I don't want to be hostile or anything, but could we save possible motives until we have all the available facts?"

"There's not a whole lot left to tell," I said. "I heard more shots, ran into the building he'd come out of and found four more bodies." I looked at Jonathan. "Lori was one of them." He turned away for a moment, looking even angrier. "Then I chased him to the roof, found another body, and was pursuing him up there when you two stopped me."

Krauss made a disgusted noise, grasped my shoulder briefly, and leaned forward over his desk, crushing his cup.

"You two stopped him!?" Jon exploded. That caused another moment of room-wide eyeballing. 

"They couldn't have known," I said, "though I was boiling at the time."

Janersky scratched his head and tried to sum it all up. "Well, that doesn't leave us a whole lot, does it?"

"I sure didn't hear much. According to Sir Launcelot here," McGillivarry gave Jon a sarcastic glance, indicating me, "there aren't any eyewitnesses who'd be willing to talk to us."

"Correction," I said, "There aren't any witnesses, period. He burned everyone who saw him clearly."

She glared at me. "Why do you keep saying 'him' and 'he'? What makes you so sure it was a man? Did you see something after all?"

I could feel Jon starting to react, so I blurted, "It's just my chauvinism. I apologize." 

For just a flashing moment, there was thunder and lightning in the look she gave me, and an eloquently troubled silence from Janersky. Then she fell back in her chair, threw back her head and laughed out loud.

I looked at the two men and shrugged as if to say, "I didn't think it was that funny!"

At one point she caught her breath and said, "You...you..." and she was off again. I looked from Jonathan to Janersky and back again, but they both just shrugged. A few harried detectives rushing past stopped for a moment to stare at her quizzically before moving on.

She was wiping her eyes, shaking and in general having herself a good old-fashioned belly-laugh. Finally she calmed down enough to turn off the tape recorder. Nobody stopped her this time.

Well, it looked like the interview was over, satisfying nobody. 

I was just about to ask if I could leave when I remembered something. "Hey, uh...is that crutch available?"

In the hesitation that followed, Jon figured out what I meant and said, "Don't worry about that, Eric. I'll bring it to you tomorrow." In other words, we'd talk some more about this, unofficially.

I nodded, dismissing it. "Okay. In that case, unless there's something else I can do here..."

Janersky and McGillivarry looked at each other and had an eyeball conference. Then Janersky said, "I'll drive you home. Let's..."

"Oh, no!" McGillivarry said, standing. "I insist on the humble privilege of driving this apologetic chauvinist to his castle!"
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So the tape recorder was put away and we all weaved our way between the desks. We must have reminded people of a caterpillar. A few times we had to stop to yield the right-of-way to some apparently urgent business.

In the lobby, Jon said, "I'll see you later, Eric," then turned and took off through another door.

Janersky took the hint and said, "The shift is almost over. I'll finish up the paperwork and see you tomorrow, Joan." Then he turned away.

"Take care, Joe," she called after him. She saw the look on my face and said, "Yeah, we know. Around here they call us 'Joe 'n Joan', making it sound like a clown's name. I think they made us partners just to be able to do that. I wouldn't mind it so much if they didn't think they were so smart when they say something so dumb."

Outside, the night was quiet. That was unusual on my street, but not here. With the police station so close, people's complaints were answered faster, so there were less reasons to complain.

Actually, there was one boom-box going. It belonged to two young people on a stoop across the street, talking. Brooklynites seem to like playing music more than listening to music.

We turned right on the sidewalk and went around the corner to a blue Toyota. "This is my chariot," she said. She seemed to be divided between affection and sarcasm toward the thing. 

She planted herself in the driver's seat, reached over and opened the passenger door for me. Once I was strapped in she put the car in gear, let out the clutch and we were off.

We rode silently for about a block. Then she turned a corner and seemed to relax a bit.

"Mike Estevez is a friend of mine," she said, eyes on the traffic.

"You choose your friends well. Mike's one of the good guys."

"So do you. Dingbat gets obnoxious sometimes, but he's one of the best."

I chuckled. "Yeah, but I get obnoxious sometimes, too. It's always good to have a friend around who understands."

She thought about that one before deciding to smile. "All right, I guess I deserved that one. In fact, Dingbat's the only one of us who hasn't been obnoxious to you tonight."

"Don't forget Krauss," I said, chuckling again to take the sting out of her admission. I appreciate it when people are willing to admit their faults, especially to me. It's a rare quality.

After another minute or so of silent driving, she said, "Do you mind if I ask you something?"

"Not at all. Ask away."

"I mean, you don't owe me any explanations or anything, but...well, I guess I'm just curious."

"I'd watch that curiosity," I said. "If you're not careful to control it, you may wind up as a Human affairs Consultant."

"That's kind of what it's about," she admitted. "If you're a private investigator, what's wrong with calling yourself one? And why do it here? Why not go where people have money?"

I didn't know whether to smile or sneer. Those same old questions. "For one thing," I said, "people with money don't usually come to somebody like me with worthwhile problems. They used to want things like evidence for divorce, but that's hardly necessary anymore. Now they want to dig up real slime, even manufacture it if it isn't there, so they can walk away with a bigger chunk of the belongings. I just can't serve that kind of motivation.

"For another thing," I went on, "people in this community have real problems, and sometimes I can really help. If only one kid stays in school or stays off crack; if only one family stays together, it's all worthwhile."

"Worthwhile," she muttered. After a moment, she said, "That sounds very Quixotic, like a walking daydream. How do you buy groceries?"

"A big part of it comes from an inheritance. The rest is from people I've helped. They weren't able to pay me a single sum, so they send me a few dollars every month."

"For how long? Two dollars a month can be... No, let me rephrase that. What exactly are your rates?"

"Well, when I know they can't pay, I give them a figure of two hundred dollars. Much less would insult them. Then I tell them I'll take ten dollars a month, no interest. We sign papers, and so far almost everyone's been faithful. A few even go past the twentieth month, calling the extra checks 'gratitude gifts' or something like that. I do all right." 

I shifted in my seat, as much as the seatbelt would allow. "As for not calling myself a P.I., even though that's how the license on my wall reads, it's connected to your other question. I don't want to spend a lot of time turning away sleaze-ball cases. I want to help people who need help with serious problems. The strange title, believe it or not, helps."
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