

        

            

                

            

        




	



FORMER PHILLY COP TURNED PRIVATE DETECTIVE MAC MACKENZIE SOON FINDS OUT THAT A ROUTINE MISSING PERSON CASE IS FAR MORE CONFUSING AND DANGEROUS THAN IT FIRST APPEARS.


	 


	August MacKenzie (Mac), a former Philly cop, now a private detective, is a good guy but with character flaws he struggles to master. He meets a young man whose wife disappeared without warning. What seemed like a routine missing person case quickly becomes more involved, confusing, and dangerous.  Mac calls on old friends – a reporter, a cop, and a major in Army intelligence.  His search takes him to DC, Annapolis, and into a clash with the CIA.
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	CHAPTER 1


	Monday, November 22, 3:04 p.m.


	 


	All the media broadcasts were saddened by the shocking news from Dallas. It shook the world. President John F. Kennedy had been shot. The worst fears were realized by 1 p.m. local time. The president was dead. 


	"Camelot" had come to an end. At least this is what the pundits at the time said. I wasn't sure exactly what that meant. We lived in Philadelphia, not Camelot. As hard as I tried, I could not find Camelot on the globe in my school. I'm still not quite sure how you qualify to be a "pundit" but I could tell from the reaction of my parents that something historic and upsetting had occurred. This was a great shock to them as life-long loyal Democrats. As a secondary reaction, it was a shock to my siblings and me.


	Of course, this was no longer news. All this occurred about three decades ago. But almost everyone in their early forties or older remembers where they were that fateful day when they first heard about the president’s assassination. This anniversary was no different. It brought back unpleasant memories for me.


	I was in fourth grade English class. For better or for worse, that's about the only thing I remember to this day from fourth grade English. As usual, the memory lingers of how America and life in general changed that day, at least for me. It still depresses me annually. I may have been too young and naive to grasp all the geopolitical implications resulting from the assassination of the free world leader, but it affected my family all the same. When I recall the events of that fall day that changed the life everyone old enough to remember, my mood always takes a turn for the worse. I truly hoped this anniversary would be different. But then again, why should this year be any different?


	At the time, I may not have understood the significance of our president's death in terms of international relations or world history, but I remember that as the time my father started to drink heavily. Maybe he drank before and I didn't realize it. Who knows? Still, this led to fighting with my mother. That’s always tough on the children in the family. The MacKenzie family was no different. Eventually, divorce ended my parent's marriage along with the safe environment I shared with my siblings. Things were different from that day on. It only became apparent to me over the years. The kids in our family, myself included, never talked about it much. We never talked much about anything after that. Anyway, I'm not a psychologist so who can say for sure.


	I can't say definitively that the Kennedy assassination led to the divorce of my parents. It probably had little or nothing to do with what transpired in the MacKenzie home — just a coincidence of timing. But all I remember was a happy childhood up to that point with everything going downhill thereafter. There might not be a direct connection. But I don't think I could ever be completely sure unless my parents came back from their graves to explain why my formative years were so very much different from the rest of the neighborhood kids.


	As usual, I was desperately looking for a diversion from these unpleasant memories even with almost three decades of cob webs hanging from them. It finally came with a knock on my office door.


	 


	***


	 


	Gloria Duffy was average in most ways, but I found something enchanting about her from the first moment she stepped through my doorway. She had deep auburn hair and a refreshing smile. None of her features immediately jumped out at you, but all pieces of her personal puzzle seemed to fit beautifully together. That's a lot to accomplish in only the quarter century I estimated she had on this earth. It's more than could be said for me and I had more than a dozen years of trying to organize myself than she did. Everything about this young woman seemed to be in perfect proportion. This is just what the `Grand Designer' must have had in mind when he started out with nothing more than an idea and an extra rib from Adam.


	"Mr. MacKenzie," she said, "I'm here about your ad for the job. I take short-hand, I type 65 words a minute, I'm polite on the telephone, and I'm never late for work. If I have to, I can work through lunch and stay late as long as ..."


	She froze dead in mid-sentence as I held up both hands. As cheerfully and slowly as I could, I began, "Good afternoon. You can slow down a little. You know, the speed limit is still 55 around here."


	I thought tears were filling up in her eyes. "I'm sorry," she said. "When I'm nervous, I always get ahead of myself." 


	"Nothing to be nervous about.” Then I joked, “I haven't bitten a secretary in over two months now ... almost three."


	My interviewee smiled. With a great deal of sincerity, she said, "You're so nice, Mr. MacKenzie. I'm nervous because I need the job. I'll do anything." After some reflection, she added, "Well, almost anything. There are some things I would never do."


	"Kid, I like you. You can relax now because you have the job. First rule around here is my dad was `Mr. MacKenzie' ... I'm just plain old ‘Mac.’ Since you work for me now, you can call me Mac too ... just like everybody else."


	"Oh, Mr. MacKenzie, I don't think I would be comfortable being so informal with my boss. Are you sure it's ... you know ... okay with you?" she asked, almost afraid of what my answer might be. My new employee must have thought this was a test that she didn't want to fail.


	"Look, my first name is `August' which I hate. And that's no better than `Augie' or `Gus' in my book. Rule number one is to humor me and call me `Mac' like everybody else. Besides, when you get to know me, you might not like me so much. God only knows what you'll call me after you quit."


	"Oh Mr. MacKenzie," she said trying to hide a bit of a blush in her cheeks. "You're a nice man ... Mac," she added with a smile. "Thanks for giving me a chance. You won't be sorry. I promise."


	I never heard those words said with as much conviction before. It wasn't like sitting on Santa's lap as a child promising to be a good boy so I would get all the toys I wanted. I never got everything I asked Santa for, but then I wasn't always as good as I promised I would be either. Upon reflection, I realized that I had a long history of making bad promises. Somehow though, I had a feeling that this was different. Call it instinct, but I knew I didn't want to make any promises to this girl that I couldn't keep. I didn't know how or why, but I had a feeling that this girl was different in some way from my other secretaries, some of whom barely lasted long enough to make their second fresh pot of coffee.


	"Well, you know my name. I think it's fair I know yours now that you work for me." I tried to be warm and friendly. I was never too good at that. This was one of those times I was sorry that was the case. Everyone has shortcomings. This is one of mine.


	"Oh, I don't know what happened to my manners," she said. "My name is Gloria Anne Duffy. But I don't care much for my first name either. My friends call me Lori. Mr. MacKenzie ... Mac, please call me Lori."


	"You got it, Lori." I said trying to put her at ease. There was no reason for her to be nervous anyway. "Things are a little slow today, so you can start tomorrow if you want."


	"That's great. Since I'm here now, I can look around and get used to the place ... if it's okay with you, Mac. Then when I start tomorrow, you won't be paying me for time I waste familiarizing myself with things."


	"Lori, if you want to look around, that's fine. But I'm not as cheap as some might tell you. You're on the clock now. Like the ad said, I can pay $8.00 an hour ... and all the coffee you can drink."


	"You're so generous." She was beaming. "I just know I'm going to love it here." Then a bit embarrassed, she added, “But I’m not much of a coffee girl.”


	“No problem.” It was easy for me to be generous. I just settled my biggest case since I went out on my own. Insurance companies ... and drug dealers ... have all the money in the world. Why not spread it around a little? The insurance company took care of me so let me help out Lori a bit with a couple extra hours on the clock. Why shouldn't I be a little generous? I was paying only a little over minimum wage so two extra hours were no big deal. Seemed like she needed a break and this was one of the rare times I could afford to be a sport.


	"Your desk is in the outer office," I said pointing to the doorway she walked through moments before. "The whole place isn't that big. It's tough to get lost. Even I manage to find my way around. Make yourself at home." Self-deprecating humor is one thing, but sometimes I really wonder how I function with any measure of success. No sense making this confession to Lori so quickly. In all likelihood, she'll figure that out soon enough on her own.


	Lori smiled at me and walked out to glance at her desk in the outer office. Before she exited, my new secretary turned back and said, "This is great. You won't be sorry Mr. Ma ... Mac. I'll be the best secretary you have ever had!"


	 


	***


	I truly hoped she was right. But if you took my track record, I had to figure she was wrong in spite of her good intentions. I was never very good dealing one-on-one with people on a regular basis. I guess I learned this bad habit in my childhood. Maybe that was why I was divorced and my son hated me. Maybe that was the reason Lori was my fifth secretary this year. Of course, the year was almost over. Were four secretaries quitting all that bad?


	Who was I kidding? As detectives go, I was okay. Maybe even good ... on a good day. As human beings go, I have my shortcomings. Even that was being overly generous. Everybody has shortcomings. It may not be planned, but I seem to try to corner the market on faults at times. If I had a buck for each of them, I would take the next month off with a handsome raise. 


	Just ask my ex-wife for proof I was never good at opening up to anyone on a one-on-one basis, Doris always said we would have been good together if I let her into my life every now and then. She was right of course, but I never figured that out until it was too late. At least I can accept the fact that our divorce was more my fault than hers. In any case, Doris is doing well on her own now, maybe even better than if she were still with me. The big problem is Billy. He always held me responsible for the break-up of his little world. Maybe he's right. Maybe he should hate me as he does. My problem is I can't stop loving him. Maybe it's hereditary. Since I came from a broken home, was I destined to fail in my attempt at marriage? Or is that just a lame excuse? I'm not sure either way. Sometimes I wish I were a psychologist so I could figure these things out. That is, assuming they know.


	Why did I start thinking about my ex-wife and Billy after hiring a new secretary? This had nothing to do with my personal life. I wanted someone to answer the phone and send out bills to my few paying clients. I wasn't looking to get laid. Was this love at first sight? No way. I didn't believe in that. I had serious doubts about love all together. Is it a schoolboy crush? No way again. I was decades past high school. I might not be the swiftest guy around, but I'm not THAT slow.


	Why did I now experience the emotions that I always try to suppress just because Gloria Anne Duffy answered my three-line ad for a job? Maybe I was subconsciously looking for a pleasant diversion on my worst day of each year. I tried to convince myself that I might never know. Does it really matter anyway?


	 


	Monday, November 22, 3:38 p.m.


	 


	My amateur psycho-analysis was interrupted by the telephone ringing. Lori popped her head through the door and asked politely, "Should I answer that?"


	"Sure," I answered after the jolt back to reality. "About time you started earning those big bucks I'm paying you."


	"How do you want me to answer?"


	"Try `Hello' for starters." I was sorry as soon as I said that. I should know by now to think before I speak. I didn't want to be my usual smart-ass self with Lori. I recovered instructing, "Try `MacKenzie Investigations'. Sorry I snapped at you," I added in apology. I don't think she noticed my faux pas.


	"Right, Mr. Ma ... Mac. I hope they don't hang up before I answer," replied Lori as she quickly yet gracefully turned back to her desk reaching for the phone.


	She got there in time. In the middle of the fourth ring, I heard "MacKenzie Investigations. How can I help you today?"


	Words rolled off her lips much better than I could have anticipated. At least someone in this office could sound like a professional … an improvement I liked already.


	Poking her head through the doorway with a worried look on her face, Lori said, "Mac, it's a Lt. Bogart from the police department. He said it's important."


	"It can't be too important if it's Bogie. Lighten up, Lori." As I said those words, you could sense the weight of the world lifting off her shoulders. I suppose Lori thought a police lieutenant calling sounded as if it might really be significant. If you were never on the police force, that might be an easy assumption to make. I knew better, of course.


	I picked up my extension and began, "What's up Bogie? I know it can't be your ..." I caught myself stopping in mid-sentence remembering that Lori was at her desk hanging on every word.


	"Still there, Mac?" I heard breaking both the brief silence and my wandering train of thought. "Finish the Goddamn sentence if you're still breathing."


	"Yeah, I'm here. What's up, Arthur?" If I addressed my police lieutenant friend as `Arthur', Bogie knew it was time to get down to the more pressing business at hand.


	"Fucking amazing. First, I hear a voice answering the phone that sounds much prettier than yours, then you won't even say `dick' because she might be listening. How long has Mother Teresa been working for you, Mac?"


	Foul language was Arthur Bogart's trademark. Usually, I would trade insults and words you don't hear on television with him and think nothing of it. That's not my standard way of holding a conversation, but it was the usual order of business with Lt. Arthur Bogart. Why was it different this time? Why was I affected almost immediately by the presence of my new secretary, Miss Gloria Anne Duffy?


	"Funny, Bogie. Next time you grace me with your presence, I'll introduce you to my new secret ... administrative assistant." Trying to get off the subject of the newly promoted Lori, I said, "You must have called for a reason. What can I do for you?"


	"Actually, it's what I can do for you."


	"Too late, pal," I said to the cop's weak sales pitch. "I already have life insurance and a set of encyclopedias. You'll have to be faster next time." 


	"Actually, smart-ass, I think I can help you. No bullshit."


	"Okay, what's the deal?"


	"I sent a nice, vanilla farm boy out of my office while I called you. I know you'll just love him. Nothing not to like about him really." The lieutenant was still selling.


	At this point, I said “Sorry, Bogie, I already have a date for the prom. Besides, he sounds more your type than mine."


	"Back off hot-shot," answered my cop friend faking as much anger as he could. "This guy is just in from Iowa, Kansas, or some dead-ass place. He's trying to find his wife who took off last week. Who knows why?"


	"Maybe his wife found something not to like about him? You could’ve missed something," I said again. I knew Bogie wouldn't like that.


	"Yeah, right. So, first thing he did was come here. Fucking police are always supposed to be the answer to everyone's problems, I guess. Anyway, I tell him it's not a police matter since there's no indication of a crime involved or suspected foul-play." 


	"Yeah, I know the routine. I used to carry a badge. Don't you remember, Bogie?"


	"Yeah, I fucking remember. Like I was saying, at this point, I think the guy is going to cry because I can't help him. You know I hate to see a grown man bawl his eyes out, so I ask him to wait outside while I make a call for him. I figure you could use the business. You might even stumble on a clue by accident that could help this poor bastard."


	Now it was my turn to fake a little. "Gee, Bogie, I had you pegged all wrong. I believed Captain Martinez when he said you were a waste of a good badge. I'm really sorry about misjudging you."


	"Ha-Ha!" He replied, with no surprise or originality.


	"Come on, pal, can't you take a joke?"


	"Whenever you got nothing else to say, you bring up that son-of-a-bitch Martinez. You know we hate each other."


	"That's why it's so much fun to mention his name."


	"Right," the police lieutenant said with very little interest before getting back to the main reason he called. "Do you want to see this hick or not? You're not the only fucking P.I. in town you know. Tell me now because my goddamn shift is done and I'm out of here as soon as I hang up."


	"Give him my address and send him over," I said, trying to sound as disinterested as I could. Then I more sincerely added, "Thanks Bogie. I appreciate it."


	 




 


	 


	 


	CHAPTER 2


	Monday, November 22, 4:40 p.m.


	 


	No wonder Bogie didn't want this guy to start crying in his office. I think Gerald Halsey might have flooded the building. He wasn't actually a giant, but no one ever got him confused with one of the Seven Dwarfs. I estimated he was near thirty and at least six and a half feet tall, maybe taller. Mr. Halsey … someone looking like this deserves to be addressed as “Mister" or any way he wishes ... appeared to be in top physical condition. An offensive tackle or defensive end for sure in his younger days. Maybe a power forward or center for the basketball team killing time while waiting for the next football season to begin. I remembered Bogie saying he was from a farm state in the Midwest. When I first saw my newest prospective client, I thought maybe one of the horses that pulls the plough through the fields just walked into my office.


	"I'm here to see Mr. MacKenzie, please," he said to Lori after gently closing the door behind him. His voice didn't seem to match his body. It wasn't one of those booming voices you expect from an extra-large man. But it wasn't quiet either. He seemed confident and composed. With a body like his, he had better maintain his composure. It's funny how much you can judge from just a few words. Was this guy too good to be true like Bogie said? It seemed his only flaw was that he was perfect. First impressions are important, but I learned the hard way over the years that things are rarely as they seem.


	Lori popped through the connecting doorway and stepped to the side so she could make hand motions out of sight and whisper out of earshot from the person still waiting by her desk. I had to tell all the other girls how to do this and they still didn't get it right for the most part. Lori mastered the technique after telling her only once. 


	"Mr. Gerald Halsey from Topeka, Kansas to see you, Mac."


	"Please show him in, Lori." I hope this sounded better to Mr. Halsey than it did to me. I was never good at acting formal and business-like. Maybe it didn't sound quite as phony to my prospective client as I thought. Another shortcoming — often second guessing myself too much.


	I stood as he walked through the doorway to my inner office. I winced as he just missed hitting his head on the door frame. It’s a bad first meeting if the client gets a concussion before a handshake.


	"My name is Gerald Halsey. Thanks for seeing me so quickly," he said as he offered his large right hand.


	"Sit down, Mr. Halsey. I'm August MacKenzie," I said as impressively as I could while losing my right hand in his. "How can I help you?"


	"Please, call me Jerry. That thoughtful policeman said you were the best private detective in town. I'm afraid I don't have time to waste searching for competent people, so I'm glad I found you so fast." 


	I wasn't sure if he were patronizing Bogie, me, or both of us. Then it occurred to me that maybe he was just a sincere young man who trusted the recommendation of a big city police lieutenant. Then again, I have serious doubts that there is that much sincerity left in this world.


	"First of all, Lt. Bogart isn't always such a nice guy. You were lucky enough to catch him on a good day." This brought a smile to Jerry's face, so I said, "Second, it's up to you to judge how competent I am. Tell me your story and I'll tell you if I think I can help you."


	"It's very embarrassing." 


	"No problem. Just tell me your story."


	After a brief pause, he began, "Well, Fay ... my wife ... she disappeared last week. She vanished without a trace and I don't know why. I didn't know what to do. I still don't, really. I had no idea that anything was wrong."


	"That's more common than you might think, Jerry," I said as supportively as I could. Rule number one: Put the client at ease.


	"Well, it caught me totally by surprise,"


	"It often does," I said with a knowing smile since I was there myself a few years ago. "I need more background. Don't be put off by any of my questions." Rule number two: Keep the prospective client relaxed. "Whatever we discuss here stays completely confidential. More important, I can't help you unless I know all the details. It's to your benefit to level with me. I can't be much help to you otherwise. Do you understand?"


	I could see these words of wisdom relieved the large man seated in front of me as he said, "I understand. It's just that I never dreamed I'd ever have a problem like this. I never had to talk about really personal details before with strangers. It's not easy talking to the police and someone like you.” After realizing the last part of his introduction may have come out wrong, Jerry added, “No offense."


	"No offense taken. I understand, Jerry. It's okay to be a little apprehensive. If it makes you feel any better, I hear very personal stories from people all the time, most of whom I've never met before. Don't let that bother you. It's part of my job."  


	Jerry forced another smile and said, "Well, I really don't know where to begin.


	"Start at the beginning."


	"Well, Fay and I were married last July. Everything was great until the last two weeks or so. I didn't realize at the time that anything was wrong."


	"What makes you now think something was wrong two weeks ago?"


	"Because Fay left," answered Jerry with a note of surprise. Like most of us, Jerry made the common mistake of thinking that each of us knows what they know. No one is the center of the universe. Things don’t revolve around the individual. Therefore, it's a surprise when someone else doesn't recognize what they think should appear painfully obvious because it was obvious to Jerry.


	"I suppose that is a sign that something's not quite right," I said, trying to not embarrass this young man any more than he was already. "Please continue."


	"Since she disappeared, I've racked my brain for some clue — anything — as to why Fay would run off like that."


	"Do you have any theories?"


	"No ... not really. The only odd thing I could remember was that Fay seemed unusually quiet and withdrawn about two weeks ago."


	"Anything special happen within the last month or two that may have caused any different behavior on her part like you noticed?"


	"Nothing I can recall. And believe me, I have tried."


	"Were there any changes in her normal routine? Health? Work schedule? Any fights with family or friends? Boss being tough on her? Anything at all seem different in the last few weeks? Think carefully. Believe me, Jerry, nothing is insignificant."


	"Just that Fay seemed quieter like I said. I asked her if anything was wrong, but she just smiled and said everything was fine. I didn't think about it much ... until she disappeared."


	"And you think that some unknown factor within roughly the past two weeks caused your wife to leave you now?" 


	"I really don't know for sure. But that's the only thing I can remember even the slightest bit out of the ordinary."


	"Okay for now. But I'm curious. What brought you all the way from Topeka to Philly?"


	"I received my regular phone bill three days ago. At first, I paid no attention. All I could think about was Fay. But I needed a diversion, so I started to go through all the mail that was piling up. And there was plenty of it, mostly junk. I only wanted something to take my mind off things. I was going crazy thinking about Fay. When I opened the phone bill, I noticed three calls placed to Philadelphia, all to the same number. They were placed just about the same time Fay started acting funny."


	"Do you know who Fay called here in Philly?"


	"I have no idea."


	"Did this number appear on any previous phone bills?"


	"Never."


	"You answered that pretty fast. Are you sure?"


	"Yes. I don't think I ever met anyone before from Philadelphia until I got off the plane. I've never been here. Fay never mentioned anything about Philadelphia either. That's why these calls seemed strange."


	"Well, that does seem odd. But your wife must have known somebody here. Why else would she call the same number repeatedly?"


	"That's what I thought too. But I don't know who or why."


	"What did the police at home say?"


	"The Topeka police said I could check out the calls myself if I wanted, but they didn't seem interested. All they did was take a missing person report."


	"Did your local PD say anything else?"


	"No. I don't think they cared much at all."


	"Well, Jerry, as an ex-cop I can tell you that missing person cases are usually a lot of work with little to show for it. Usually people turn up by themselves. In reality, they weren't in trouble or missing at all for the most part. Family doesn’t realize that until they show up a few days later."


	"Not this time. Fay wouldn't disappear like that without telling me. I know there's something wrong and she needs help."


	"No offense. Police work is a numbers game most of the time. There are always exceptions, but you assume the most common explanation first. It's not always right, but it's right a whole lot more than it's wrong ... if you know what I mean. That's what they mean by standard procedure." I knew I was right.


	"Excuse me, Mr. MacKenzie, but I just don't see anything `standard' about my wife disappearing, if you know what I mean." Jerry was becoming visibly agitated by my explanation. I didn’t see any positives coming from that.


	"Calm down, Jerry. We're just in a fact-finding stage. I'm not defending or criticizing the Topeka cops. I'm just trying to explain police procedures so you know what to expect."


	"I'm sorry, I have a short fuse lately."


	I held up my hand and smiled. Jerry instantly got the message that an apology was not required. "Just curious, did you try calling that Philly phone number?"


	"Immediately after I opened the bill. I was hoping Fay would answer, I suppose. The first time I tried, there was no answer. I let it ring fifty times or more. I called again after about an hour and I got a recording saying that the number was disconnected."


	"It's odd that you would call right before the number was taken out of service," I said thinking out loud as much as reassuring my guest.


	"Just my luck, I guess.”


	"Did you tell the Topeka police this?" I was curious because this was quite coincidental. Cops don't believe in coincidence as a rule. We look for the reasons why things happen.


	"Yes I did. But they only took a missing person report like I said. They didn't seem at all interested about the phone calls."


	"That's surprising. I would have been a bit curious why a phone number is disconnected after you call it like that."


	"The detective I spoke to said that telephone numbers are disconnected all the time and probably didn't mean a thing."


	"That’s true, you know. It may or may not be important to you finding your wife. I can't say for sure right now." I didn't want to provide any false hope, but the timing bothered me. For the time being, I made a mental note of this phone disconnection.


	"Well, I got the impression that the Topeka police thought we were just newlyweds who didn't adjust well to married life. In fact, the detective I spoke to hinted strongly in that direction. They just weren’t interested in Fay or me."


	"No offense, but how was married life treating you?"


	"Fay was the best thing that ever happened to me. And I thought she felt the same way about me. Now, I'm not so sure. Why in the world would she disappear like that unless ... unless something happened to her?" Jerry was struggling to maintain his composure with the thought that Fay might have met with foul play. Not knowing what happened to his wife was obviously placing a great emotional strain on this young man. That was understandable.


	"Was there any sign of a struggle where Fay was last seen?"


	"No.”


	“Where was she last seen?”


	“At home. I noticed nothing unusual in our apartment. The Topeka police asked the same thing. That's why they said there wasn't much they could do. They think Fay simply took off on her own. But I can't accept that." 


	"So your home was the last place anyone saw her?"


	"Yes. I was the last one to see her, as far as I know."


	"What about a car?"


	"We only had one car. Fay walked to work on nice days or took the bus. She didn't like driving too much. I took our car to work that morning ... the last time I saw her." Jerry seemed to get choked up again at this point. It seemed like a good time for me to be positive again.


	"Good. First, I wouldn't assume that Fay met with any foul play, especially with no sign of a struggle. It's a possibility, but there are many other possibilities too."


	"But for the life of me, I can't understand why Fay would run away. You said this sort of thing happens often. Is that really true or are you just saying that?"


	"Sure does. I suppose there are different reasons in every case, but there's always some common thread too. The way I look at it, everything in life is a trade-off to one extent or another."


	"What do you mean?"


	"Look at it this way, if I want to keep this as my office, I pay rent. The trade-off is rent money for office space repeating every month. The problem people have is when two individuals place a differing amount of importance on the same factors. That can make life interesting, but it can also cause problems."


	"I don't understand. What `trade-off' are you talking about with Fay and what does that have to do with her disappearing?"


	"Well, Jerry, let's put it this way. You can't understand why your wife would take off. But Fay obviously placed a greater amount of importance on whatever it was that made her leave without a trace compared to staying with you. Right or wrong, that would justify why Fay left ... at least in her mind."


	"Maybe I'm just slow, but I still don't get it."


	"To you, the most important thing now is finding your wife. That's commendable. On the other hand, there's something that Fay thought was more important than staying with you, at least for a while. So she took off to deal with whatever it is. Either that, or someone spirited her away against her will for some reason. But the Topeka police and I agree that option seems less likely since you saw no sign of a struggle. Like I said, there must be a trade-off in Fay's mind that you just don't understand ... at least for now."


	"But what would Fay think could possibly be so important that she couldn't talk to me about it?"


	"Right now, I don't know. Even if you knew what it was, it may not seem more important to you. You might think it's trivial and that's why it's a mystery. The critical point is that Fay thinks it's more important. And that might explain why she took off."


	"You mean I might know the key to this mystery right now and not realize it?"


	"Possibly. That's why a lot of people come to someone like me. A good detective finds things that average people overlook."


	"But what could possibly seem so important that Fay would just disappear without telling me about it first?"


	"Think of it this way, Jerry. If you and Fay place different emphasis on the factors that form your opinions, you disagree. If we assume Fay left of her own free will for now, this difference in judgment was serious enough that Fay actually took off so she could deal with her dilemma alone. She either thought you would not or could not understand. Or things happened so fast that there wasn't time to talk with you before Fay felt she had to take some action."


	"That makes sense ... I guess."


	"Sometimes we don't understand why people do the things they do. It's how you balance out the factors in your life that count when tough decisions like this are made."


	"I think I understand. I never thought of things that way, but I can see your point ... sort of. So, what can we do?"


	"One way to proceed is to trace her steps. Since you don't have any idea where she went, the next logical way to proceed is to figure out why she left. Her reason for leaving may indicate a destination. Either way, you may find your wife." 


	"So, you think I was right in coming to Philadelphia?"


	"Well, too soon to say. Since your only clue was the calls to the local phone number, this seems like a good place to start. Did you do any other checking before leaving Topeka to come here?" It's nice when a client does your work for you.


	"I asked everyone who knew Fay if they heard from her or had any idea where she would go or why. No one had any ideas."


	"Did you check with her co-workers?"


	"Yes. They were as surprised as I was. Fay never missed any time from work. She was never even late for work. She didn't call in sick or anything before she disappeared."


	"That does seem out of character."


	"I still have to believe someone forced Fay to leave. They may not have fought and left a messed-up apartment, but why else would she just take off like that with no warning?"


	"Were any of her clothes or personal possessions missing?"


	"Only what she was wearing the last time I saw her, I think."


	"Well, you may be correct, Jerry. Right now, I don't know. The long-distance calls could be a good lead. At least it's a place to start. I hope you brought the bill with you."


	"Yes sir, I did. I thought it might be helpful."


	"It certainly will be. I'll need a little more general information. I'll have my girl come in and take notes." I asked Lori to record the mundane details such as a general description of Fay Bingham-Halsey, birthday, special identifying characteristics, and the like. Routine details Jerry already gave to the Topeka PD.


	When this was done, I said, "Very good, Jerry. By the way, you don't have to be so formal. I work for you now, not the other way around. Everyone calls me `Mac' so you can start calling me that too."


	"That's fine with me ... Mac."


	"One final thing, Jerry. You realize that I get paid to help people. I'm not a public servant like a police officer. Can you handle four hundred a day plus expenses?"


	"I don't expect you to work for free. I would give anything to find Fay. I brought three thousand dollars with me. Sir, you can have all my money. I can probably borrow more from my family if I have to. The most important thing is finding my wife, not my money."


	"Well, I don't want all your money, at least not yet. I'll do what I can for you, Jerry, but I make no promises other than I won't pull your chain just to pad the bill."


	When I saw a puzzled look on Jerry's face, I tried again in as close to `Kansas English' as I could. "I mean that you'll get an honest effort from me, but I get paid for my time regardless of the results. If we hit a dead end, I tell you. I don't give false hope just to string you on and get more of your money. Understand?"


	Jerry seemed to catch the drift of my translation. "I understand. All I expect is an honest effort. If I get that, it will be money well spent."


	I liked this kid. "I think we'll get along fine. I hope I can help you find your wife. Do you have a picture of her?"


	"Yes. I thought it might help. These were taken shortly after we were married." Jerry offered me two snap shots of Fay. "They are a good likeness ... as of last week anyway."


	"Cheer up. At least we have a place to start."


	"One more thing, Mr. MacKen ... Mac. I need a place to stay too. Maybe you could recommend a place that wouldn't take me over ... being from out of town and all. I don't know a thing about Philadelphia. This is my first time east of the Mississippi River."


	"Kid," I said as I rose to shake his hand again, "I'll do better than that. You can stay with me if you want. It's not the greatest, but the shower is hot and the roof doesn't leak."


	"That's great. I didn't expect that. Thanks Mac." This was the first time my client's mood picked up noticeably. At least I was some help already.


	"Just remember, if this doesn't work out the way you hope, you don't shoot the messenger for bringing bad news. Agreed?"


	"Mac, I think we have a fair understanding," he said with a smile as his right hand once again gobbled up mine. This time, his grip seemed a little firmer. Was Jerry thrilled because he found someone who agreed to help him or was he sending me a message with body language? If so, I might be in over my head before I got started because my body and Jerry's didn't seem to speak the same language. 


	 




 


	 


	 


	CHAPTER 3


	Monday, November 22, 5:43 p.m.


	 


	“Well Jerry, it’s too late in the day to do anything now. I’ll get in touch with my friend Bogie tomorrow and we get started.”


	I could see the disappointment on his face. “There must be something we can do. I didn’t come all this way to sit and do nothing.”


	“I get it. But if there is something I learned, we are more efficient when well rested. There were rules for the pilots who brought you here that they needed so much sleep or they were not allowed to fly. Let’s get you settled in at my place and I promise we get started in the morning when Bogie is back at work. He should be gone for the day by now.” 


	Jerry seemed to pick up a little at first, but then his spirits dropped., “What can the Lieutenant do? He said it wasn’t a police matter. That’s why he sent me to you.” 


	"I need to start somewhere. The only lead we have is that local phone number. Bogie can help us find out who it belonged to. Maybe that will lead us to Fay.”


	“I just wish there was more we can do.” 


	“I know, but it’s a process. We can’t knock on doors, show pictures of Fay, and ask strangers if they saw the woman. There’s over 1.6 million people in this town. What do you think the odds are?” Not sure if that helped.


	“That’s a lot of people. Topeka is a big city — but not that big. I didn’t realize. This won’t be easy, will it?” His spirits drooped even more.


	“Easy? Maybe not. Impossible? Don’t think that way. If the phone number is linked to Fay, the first thing we do is find out whose number it was and where it was connected to. Then we just follow where it takes us. Hopefully, it leads us to Fay.”


	“You sound like you know what you are talking about” That thought seemed to cheer him up some. “How long have you been doing this?”


	“Long enough. I was a cop for a while and then went out on my own. This ain’t my first rodeo,”


	"I guess I have to trust you. I did all I could looking for Fay at home. Nothing -- so I came here. I didn’t know what else to do.”


	“You did the right thing, Jerry. But not much we can do right now. So let’s get you settled in at my place and we start tomorrow. You gotta be tired flying half way across the country.”


	“I’m fine, Mac. Just meeting you makes me think we’re closer to finding Fay. That gives me all the energy I need.”


	“Jerry, you are firing on adrenalin. That will keep you going for a while, but you will crash. More important, that won’t point us in the right direction. Let me do what I know how to do. For now, let’s go to my place and get some rest.”


	“Okay, but it’s tough not knowing what happened to Fay or even where she is.”


	“Patience. We take it one step at a time.” And off we went to go home.


	 


	***


	 


	“What the heck is that?” Jerry almost screamed as he flung his overgrown body against the wall seeking a safe spot.


	“Relax kid. That’s just the El.”


	“The what?”


	“It’s an elevated commuter railway. We call it the El. At least a million people work in the Philly area every day. Many of them work in center city where all the big office buildings are. What you heard was a couple hundred of them coming home at the end of their day.”


	“I’ve seen trains before, but never one like that going through a city like this.”


	“Didn’t you ever see Rocky? He was a fictional fighter from around here and he lived by the El. Ever see TV shows in Chicago, Boston, or New York? They all have big mass transit systems. Trains can move a lot of commuters economically and quickly. We have two separate rail lines in town and about nine other lines coming into town from the suburbs.” I felt like I was working for the Chamber of Commerce. But it seemed Jerry was warming up to the idea he was not in danger from the loud noise. 


	“Okay … I guess. But how do you put up with all that racket?”


	“The human brain can adapt to almost anything. After a while, the noise just fades into the background.”


	“Come on, Mac. Are you telling me you can ignore that? I think that’s as loud as the jet I flew here on today.”


	“Well, the jet was probably a little louder, but did you pay attention to the engine noise once you were in the air?” 


	“I guess not. Then again, I was thinking about Fay.”


	“Not the point, kid. When you start to roll down the runway and hear the engines rev up, everyone takes note. But once up in the air, you don’t pay attention. It just blends into the background. The engines didn’t get any quieter, it’s just that no one paid any attention. After a while, that’s how we treat the El. It’s still there but you pay no attention.”


	"Well, it caught me totally off guard. I don’t think I could ever get used to that.”


	"Let’s hope we can send you home with Fay and you will never have to deal with that noisy El again.”


	“Sounds good to me, Mac.” We opened the door and started up the steps to my apartment.


	"The mansion starts at the top of the stairs.” I opened the door announcing, “Welcome to Casa MacKenzie. This is the living room,” I said as I waived my arm in a circular motion. Pointing to the left I said, “That is the dining area,” pointing to a three-foot square table with four chairs around it. There was no discernable divide between the living room and dining area, but the table sent the message. I think Jerry understood. “Beyond is the kitchen. Help yourself to a beer if you like.”


	I’m not sure what Jerry was thinking. My guess is the cows had at least as comfortable accommodations at home. All he did was look around with a blank expression as he reached for a cold beer from the fridge.


	"Thanks,” he said as a reflex. I went on to finish the tour.


	“See those three doors,” I said pointing to the other side of the room. “The middle is a closet. The left is the bathroom. The one on the right is my bedroom. I figure you can take the fold out couch … if you fit,” I added with a grin.


	Jerry forced another smile and said, "Well, I really don't know what to say.” 


	“Jerry, I know it’s not much. It’s just me — so it’s enough. I figured you know no one here in town so all you need is a shower and a place to sleep. It’s good enough for that. But no offense if you want a motel room on your own.”


	"It’s not that I don’t appreciate the offer. The train … I won’t say it scared me, but I never heard anything like that before. And then coming up the steps, I didn’t know what to expect.”


	"It’s okay, I know it ain’t all that much."


	"No, I see what you mean. For one man, it’s great. It’s just … well, it’s small.”


	Not really offended, more curious, I asked, “How big is your place at home?”


	“Well, you walk into the living room.”


	“And how big is that?”


	“It’s almost as big as this area — the living room, dining room, and kitchen. Then we have a dining area with a balcony off to the side and the kitchen next to that." 


	Jerry probably liked the larger living area with his size. This was an adjustment for him. I understood. “Well, I don’t have a balcony. I don’t think anyone would want to sit there and get a closer view of the El going past.”


	“Our balcony overlooks the pool."


	"Well, I don’t have one of them either.”


	“I’m sorry. I’m not trying to embarrass you. You’re taking me into your home and that’s really generous of you. I’ve never been out of the Midwest before. I just never realized the East was so much different than where I grew up.” 


	This was one polite young man. Seemed like he was going out of his way to spin things as positively as possible. Then he added, “I don’t really care about where I sleep. I just want to find my wife. I’m a stranger to you and you take me in like family. I’m really sorry if I offended you. I didn’t mean it that way.”


	How could you not like this kid? He is tripping over himself to be sure he’s not putting me down. I wondered if I would be so considerate if the roles were reversed. "No problem. Let’s just get some rest and tackle this mystery tomorrow morning."


	 




 


	 


	 


	Tuesday, November 23   8:12 a.m.


	 


	"Good morning, Mac,” I heard after the light wrap on my bedroom door. 


	“What time is it?” I asked — not sure if I really wanted to know.


	"It’s a few minutes after eight. You said Lt. Bogart would be in his office in the morning. Do you really think he can help?”


	I knew at this point my rest from last night was over. So I stumbled out of bed and entered the living room — Jerry’s new bedroom. “Look, kid, I have to ask Bogie to do us a favor. Not the best idea to start his day with that. Timing is critical. I’ll call him after about nine.” 


	“If you think that’s best.” It was obvious he preferred that I already made my call to ask for that favor. So I had an idea.


	“Listen, Jerry, I got a thought. Go down the steps and to right. Make a right at the corner and there’s a 7-Eleven. Get us some coffee and a couple donuts or something. I’ll call Bogie while you are out. Need a little privacy. Okay with you?”


	"You got it.” You could see his spirits lift.


	 


	***


	 


	Jerry went on his errand and I called Bogie’s number from memory. “Lt. Bogart, please. This is MacKenzie.” Cops don’t like to waste time. I didn’t need to be asked who was calling. And unless your name is Jones or Smith, the last name is usually enough. Besides, most of the cops in the precinct knew me. They may not all like me, but they knew who I was.


	After almost a minute I hear, “What the hell do you want now, Mac?”


	“Good morning to you too, Arthur.”
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