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CHAPTER ONE


YOU ARE what you own. I once worked with a guy who was the human version of his Saint Bernard. Behind the massive build, the craggy, jowled face, and the thundering bark was a man who couldn’t bring himself to set a trap for a mouse. And I dated a woman who was a lot like the obscure foreign sports car she drove—exotic exterior but not much under the hood. With Mason Burke it was his office.

It was a refurbished home about a half century old, the exterior warm and comfortable—pale yellow paint and contrasting brown shutters—making you think about picket fences and fresh-baked cookies. Then you got inside and bam!—steel file cabinets, Plexiglas fixtures and stark furnishings. Even the artwork was impersonal to the point of being sterile: framed, angular swatches of colors with no apparent purpose except to complement the room’s pale grays and greens. That was Mason—warm and friendly on the surface, but turn him inside out and you had one big chunk of ice.

For all her warmth and personality, Mason’s secretary might have been hanging on one of the walls. “Mr. Burke will see you in a moment. He’s taking an important call just now.”

Mason always happened to be on the phone at the precise moment I walked into his office. And it was always important. Never calling to check the time and temperature or to find out what was playing at the cinema.

I tried to be inconspicuous as I watched his secretary go about her business. The jacket of her navy suit had slash pockets piped in white and her skirt was pleated. I’d been to Mason’s office about a half dozen times and I still didn’t know the woman’s name. She was fairly young—maybe late twenties. Too young to be so intense, I thought.

She cleared her throat without looking at me. “Is there something I can do for you, Mr. McCauley?”

“How long have you worked for Mason?”

She turned toward me and said, “Four years,” adding in a silent stare that it wasn’t any of my business. Some invisible signal saved us from further pleasantries. “Mr. Burke will see you now.”

“C’mon in, Quint,” Mason said as I entered. He stood, cigar in one hand, pocket watch in the other. Noting the ten minutes he’d successfully kept me waiting in his outer office, he snapped the watch shut and inserted it into his vest pocket. Smiling, he motioned for me to sit. The smile, pleasant and unforced, somehow didn’t mesh with the rest of him.

Mason Burke was not an attractive man. He was thin and wiry with wispy red hair and huge freckles that blended into his receding hairline. I’d once heard another lawyer say that Mason had a face like the back end of an Appaloosa. But Mason had energy and an easy confidence that more than compensated for his physical shortcomings. Not only was he one of the most successful divorce lawyers in the county, he was married to a former fashion model who was about a half foot taller than him. He was also a descendant of one of the first families in Foxport.

Mason opened a silver case filled with Cuban cigars. “Care for one?” I shook my head and sat in the chair across from his desk. “That’s right,” he nodded, “you like something you can inhale. Well, I know where you’re coming from. I used to smoke three packs a day myself.” He shook his head at his imprudence, as he did every time he admitted this lapse in his otherwise exemplary life. “These things,” he gazed lovingly at the cigar. “A man can take his time enjoying one of these works of art and not have to worry about coughing up blood twenty years down the road.” The sweet, stale smell that permeated his office attested to the fact that he had, indeed, spent plenty of time appreciating this art. Mason lowered himself into his chair and watched as I lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. The smile deteriorated a bit.

To hear him talk, Mason believed that he and I were right on the same level: a high-priced lawyer and a reasonably-priced private investigator, both professionals, both performing a vital service. But judging from the covert inventory he took of his desk whenever I placed papers or photographs on it, he really put guys like me on a level with subway pickpockets. And I guess that’s why I called him Mason instead of Mr. Burke. He couldn’t correct me without slipping out of character.

“Here’s what I need, Quint.” He spoke slowly at first, as if he hadn’t already rehearsed and refined this speech. “I’m defending Scott Markham, the circuit judge who’s been indicted for accepting bribes.” He paused and lit his cigar, puffing on it several times to get it going. He watched me as he shook the match out. “Stop me if I’m boring you with something you already know.”

“You are a lot of things, Mason; boring isn’t one of them.”

He smiled and continued. “I’m looking out for my client here. Don’t want to see him burned, you know. And if I were Mrs. Markham, I’d be bailing out of this marriage as soon as I could. Don’t know if you heard what happened to Carl Wittenger. Had a construction business that was going through some tough times and, to ease the pain if you know what I mean, he had a little something going on the side. Wife found out and before he knew what hit him he was filing for bankruptcy. Lost everything. Now, I don’t want anything like that happening to Scott Markham. You understand?” When Mason tried to ingratiate himself with me, he had a lot of trouble with eye contact.

I nodded, realizing that I’d been treed and there wasn’t a damned thing I could do about it.

“I’d like to see what you can dig up on Lorna Markham. Boyfriends,” he shrugged, “girlfriends, whatever. Drinking habits. Any bad habits will do, really.”

In the few seconds I could take before he’d know I was stalling, I considered my options. If I told him I didn’t have time, he’d know I was lying and probably conclude that I was already working for his client’s wife. I was pretty sure he suspected that anyway. And if I said no, that’d clinch it for him. I’m not in the habit of turning down cases. However, there was at least one other good reason for turning this one down.

I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees and stared at my folded hands before I looked up at him. I spoke slowly, not so much for effect as for time to figure out how I was going to end this speech. “You mean to say that you want me to dig up dirt on this woman, this Lauren Markham, just so you have something to use against her if and when she files for divorce?”

“Lorna,” Mason said. “Her name’s Lorna.”

I nodded and looked at my hands again. “And her husband? He doesn’t know about this?”

Mason shrugged and smiled. “Like I said, I’m just looking out for my client’s interests.”

I shook my head and leaned back into the chair. “I can’t do that. It’s one thing to follow some woman around when her husband’s been staying up nights thinking she’s sleeping with his best friend. It’s another thing to follow a lady trying to catch her spitting on the sidewalk. Jobs like that give people in my business a bad name.” I shook my head. “I’m hungry, Mason, but I won’t do it.”

Mason smiled. “You’re working for her, aren’t you?”

I swallowed hard. “It doesn’t matter.”

He stared at me for an uncomfortable amount of time, still smiling but slightly distracted, as if he were looking for the answer to something. Then he nodded and said, “Don’t get moralistic on me. You and I aren’t so different, you know. We both make a living off people’s misfortunes. Oh, maybe every now and then you get a missing person to dig up, just to make you feel respectable. But the real meat of your business—and mine—comes from getting the goods on some poor slob so his spouse can stick it to him.”

I would have liked to refute that observation, but couldn’t. So I said, “Seems like you got all the answers. Why am I here?”

Mason laughed. The sound was full but without warmth. “Why Quint, we both know why you’re here. In fact, I can only think of one reason for you to turn down a job like this. What you people call ‘conflict of interest.’ I’m right aren’t I?”

“You seem pretty convinced,” I said.

His smile faded a bit and his eyes narrowed, trying to read my mind. I thought about a white dog in a snowstorm.

He leaned back into his chair and folded his arms across his chest. “Quint, we’re both professionals here. And I’m sure it isn’t necessary for me to remind you that I tossed you a lot of business when you were trying to get established here. Even after that bad start you got off to. Back when you were the new boy in town. Not so long ago. Am I right?”

“Yeah, Mason, you helped me out. But I think the ‘support your local gumshoe’ spiel is a little out of line. You wouldn’t have hired me a second time if I hadn’t produced results the first.”

Mason studied the glowing tip of his cigar, then turned back to me. “Perhaps. But I don’t think I need to remind you that you’re a little old to be starting a new business in a new town. It helps to have lots of time on your side. Takes a while to build relationships. To learn the ropes, so to speak. Things you can’t pick up in the P.I. manual or whatever it is you folks call your Bible. So, when you don’t have all kinds of time on your hands, you have to take advantage of opportunities that come your way.” He leaned forward and stared into my eyes for several long seconds. “You know what I’m saying, Quint, don’t you?”

Sure I did. At my age, most career types were either scaling peaks or learning to enjoy life on the plateaus. They weren’t trying on new hats hoping there was still a chance they’d find one that fit.

Mason must have interpreted my silence as agreement. He nodded. “That’s good.” Then he leaned back into his chair and gazed at the ceiling while drawing on the cigar. “You know, there’s another reason you should help me out here. I think it takes a reasonable, sympathetic man like you, Quint, to fully appreciate Scott Markham’s situation. I don’t have to tell you, this guy’s in a bad way. You wouldn’t be trying to make things worse for him, now would you?” Mason emphasized his point with a conspiratorial wink.

I was hungry, but I wasn’t starving. I stood. “Mason, why would I try to make things worse for him? He’s got you. What more does he need?”

As I left, Mason fired the last salvo: “Hope you’re not getting too attached to this town. Don’t think there’s much future for you here.” I didn’t look back at him, but in my mind’s eye, a scrawny, spotted, cigar-smoking Cheshire cat watched me leave.

I’d parked my car directly across from Mason’s office and as I crossed the street I glanced up and down at the cars and looked for something out of place. Mason was either incredibly canny or he had someone tailing me. There was a red Jaguar parked halfway down the block and it looked like there was someone in it, but I dismissed that as a possibility. Bad form to tail someone in a car like that.

As I got into my car I wondered who could possibly have known that I’d been hired by Lorna Markham to discover the identity of her husband’s latest flame. The only one I could come up with was the lady herself. That made no sense. Maybe I’d uncover the informant when I started tailing Markham.

He was out of town until the next morning so Lorna wasn’t going to start paying me until then. I thought about what there was to eat in my refrigerator and came up blank. I could either go home and try my luck or stop someplace where I knew I could get decent food. I mentally tossed a coin and was relieved when it turned up heads. I turned onto Stone Avenue and headed toward a riverfront restaurant called The Den.

As I drove, I considered Scott Markham’s choice of attorney. Why would a circuit court judge, indicted for accepting bribes, his career on the line, hire a divorce lawyer like Mason Burke to defend him? Especially when the lawyer Markham had practiced with before he became a judge was one of the best criminal lawyers in the state, let alone the county. That was sort of like hiring some guy who advertised on the side of ambulances when F. Lee Bailey was your fishing buddy. Go figure. Anyway, Mason Burke had done all right by Scott Markham as far as Lorna was concerned. Mason couldn’t prove it, but he strongly suspected that Lorna had hired me. I’d probably have a lot of trouble catching Markham in the act after Mason told him to cool it. But then, you never know. One thing I’ve learned in handling divorce investigations: hormones die hard.

The hostess escorted me to my favorite table—nice view of the river and in the middle of the smoking section. I ordered a drink and lit a cigarette. When the drink came, I sipped it without looking at the menu. I wondered if Mason did have the clout to destroy any chance I had of building a business in this town. He probably did if he cared to bother. Maybe he was right: I should have tried this years ago when I wouldn’t have given time, or the lack of it, a second thought.

There wasn’t much light left in the mid-March day. As I sipped my drink, I watched a jogger make his way down the bike path along the river. Maybe it was time to take up jogging. The exercise wouldn’t hurt. I’d been lucky in that I’d managed to close in on middle age without ever having to be a fanatic about what I ate and how much I exercised. But that wouldn’t last. All my life people have been telling me that I look like my father. And I guess that’s true. We’ve got the same deep set eyes and the same way of looking at someone who’s full of shit. But lately when I see my dad, I see a tall guy with skinny legs who can’t suck his gut in anymore. Maybe I’d start with situps.

Pushing unpleasant thoughts from my mind, I continued to stare at the river, mesmerized. I put myself in the middle of it, flat on my back, just floating.

“You slimy bastard. Who in the hell do you think you are?”

One hundred and twenty pounds of fur-clad fury landed in the chair across the table from me, I tried not to choke on my drink and failed.

“I hope you die,” she said as, between gasps, I drained a glass of water.

When my eyes cleared, I focused on Lorna Markham. I could think of only one reason for her assessment of me. Only one she would know of anyway. I motioned to the waitress and asked Lorna what she was drinking.

“Scotch on the rocks. Just make it the bar scotch. I’m going to dump it on this bastard’s head.”

The waitress emitted an uncertain giggle, glancing first at me, then Lorna. Her expression sobered and she hurried away to fill the order.

“I should have known better. You private investigators are all alike. You go straight from my place to see Mason Burke. You just work for the highest bidder don’t you? Does Mason pay you with drugs and bimbos?” Although the venom in her tone was unmistakable, she took care not to raise her voice much above a sharply-delivered whisper. Even so, a couple of tables were unable to ignore the exchange.

“Lorna,” I tried to interrupt but she would hear none of it.

“Have I been stupid? And don’t call me Lorna. It’s Mrs. Markham to you. To think I thought that since you’d only been in town a few months you wouldn’t have been poisoned yet by that scum.” There was a special hatred in her voice when she referred to Mason. “That was a mistake I won’t make again.

That son of a bitch is like a cancer.” She seemed to drift off for a minute. The waitress brought the scotch and set it in front of her. She grasped the glass so tightly I thought it would shatter. I put my hand on her wrist. She recoiled a little but didn’t pull away.

“Listen to me for a minute, okay. Then, if you want to, you can dump the drink on my head. In fact, I’ll do it for you.”

She glared at me but didn’t speak. I took her silence as my cue to go ahead. “Yes, I have worked for Mason Burke. Yes, he asked me to his office today to find out if I was working for you. No, I did not tell him that I am working for you. Yes, he does suspect as much, but at this point he has no proof.”

“What else did he say?”

“Not much. But it took him a long time.”

She didn’t loosen the grip on her glass, but her eyes softened a little. “Why should I believe you?”

I shrugged. “Because I’ve only been here a few months. I’ve worked for Mason, but I’ve also worked for several other lawyers. You and I probably have the same opinion of Mason, but, unlike you, I can’t afford to be real fussy. On the other hand, I’ve only been in this profession a few months so I haven’t lost all my scruples yet.” I glanced at her scotch. “It’s up to you, Mrs. Markham. It’s your choice.” Then I added, “And on second thought, if you want to douse me with that drink, you gotta do it yourself. ‘Cause I don’t deserve it.” I released my grip on her wrist.

Her eyes narrowed and she pushed her shoulder-length brown hair off her face. She lifted the drink and hesitated. “So, what do you do now that Mason knows what you’re up to?” The anger had evaporated and she might have been inquiring about how the Cubs looked for the season.

“Nothing different. If Mason tips your husband off, maybe he’ll cool it.” I shrugged. “Maybe you’ve got him back.”

“I don’t want him back.” She drank some of the scotch, and set it down, taking care to place it in the ring of water it had left on the table. Then she stared out the window, tapping her nails against the side of the glass. They were short and painted a deep shade of red. Sighing, she said, “He’s as predictable as they come. He likes to screw around. That’s a given.” Then she turned to me. “I just need proof so I can destroy him.” She waited for me to respond and when I didn’t, she acknowledged my choice with a nod and continued. “I put Scott Markham through law school—I helped him build his career—I told him what moves to make, what friends to have. Without me, he’d be some minor corporation’s flunky lawyer. How does he thank me? He blows it all to hell and gone. Just like that.” She snapped her fingers and continued making her point. “When I’m through with him, I want a destroyed man. A man with nothing. Do you have a problem with that? If you do I’m sure I can find someone who’s not so squeamish.”

Inwardly I sighed. Of course I had a problem with that. But I had a bigger problem with starving to death. “I’ll let you know if I can’t keep it down.”

She nodded and looked out at the river again. “I know my husband. He can’t handle failure. He’s never had to. All I have to do is set it in motion. He’ll self destruct.”

I nodded and picked up the menu. “You sure there’s only one ‘other woman'?”

“There may be more than one, but I doubt it. If there are, I’d like to know about all of them. Who they are. What they do.” She smiled, “And maybe I’ll let her … or them … know that I was never fooled. Not for a second. Those little bimbos. They think they’re so damned discreet.” She rested her chin on a fist and stared at the breadsticks. When she spoke again her tone was more reflective. “You know, I could forgive him the women. I know my husband and I know he never seriously considered monogamy as a way of life. But his career,” she shook her head, “I can’t forgive him that.”

“Did he take the bribes?”

“Of course he did.” She pushed away her drink and looked at me. For a second I thought she was fighting back tears, but I might have been wrong. She slipped her coat on and glanced around the room. “I’m leaving. It was stupid of me to come here in the first place. I don’t need people talking right now.” Had she considered what action she’d take once I got the information she sought? I guess that wasn’t my problem.

“One question, Lorna. Why did your husband hire Mason Burke—a divorce lawyer—to defend him on a bribery charge?”

She looked at me hard, as though she were trying to tell whether I already knew the answer and was just testing her. Finally she said, “They go way back.” She stood. “Call me as soon as you have something. Or if anything else happens with Mason.” With that she left.

It was dark now and the river looked cold and black and uninviting.

“Would you like to order now?” I looked up at the waitress who seemed relieved to find me alone. I asked her to bring me a turkey sandwich and another scotch.

As I drove home, I wrestled with the fact that I’d been hired to facilitate a man’s destruction. That bothered me. Even if he was a corrupt philanderer. It bothered me a lot. Maybe this private investigator hat didn’t fit quite right either; there might be worse things than punching a clock and doing the corporate shuffle. But, I allowed myself, this hadn’t been a particularly rewarding day. I hoped tomorrow would be better.

When I unlocked the door to my apartment and stepped into its cool emptiness, I fought the urge to go out and look for a friendly bar. Maybe the place wouldn’t seem so hollow if I had some area rugs. It didn’t smell like home yet either.

I turned on the television—more for the noise than entertainment. If that’s all you ever ask of your TV, it’ll never let you down.

I studied the apartment, trying to decide what I needed to do to make it more livable. I’d left Chicago and my job as head of security at a large department store a few months ago. At the time, I wasn’t sure where I was heading. I just decided to go west until I hit water and was relieved to stumble on the Fox River before the Mississippi. Actually, I was only an hour out of the city.

For the first couple months, I lived out of a suitcase in one of those Psycho-type motels on the eastern edge of town. Then I found this apartment—in one of those large building complexes catering to singles and couples without kids. The location was nice, with a view of the river if you stuck your head out the window and found a gap between buildings. But the rooms seemed sterile. I’d always traveled light and the few pieces of furniture I had—a bed, a small couch, a couple of chairs, and a coffee table—had been donated by family and friends. Yet I knew it wasn’t just the scant furnishings that made the place feel empty. All that awful, unbroken beige reminded me that I wasn’t used to being alone. It hadn’t bothered me so much in the motel. You don’t expect to have someone to come home to when you’re living out of a suitcase.

I thought of Elaine. She seemed to always be in my thoughts, sometimes just below the surface, but there. It’s amazing how little time it takes to mesh your life with another’s; how deeply you can feel separation after only a month together. Maybe we’d been scared off by the intensity of the relationship. Things had happened fast and when they’d cooled off a little, we’d both clutched. Then she announced she was moving to Santa Fe. Well, I guess one of us had to do something. Since then I’ve spent a lot of time wondering what it would take to get her back. Maybe all I had to do in the first place was ask her to stay. And to think, we’re the intelligent species.

There I sat on my couch, telephone in my lap, debating whether I should call Elaine. But she was staying with a friend until she got settled, and I felt awkward talking to this friend. She had gotten Elaine the job in Santa Fe, and I held her responsible for Elaine’s departure. Small of me, I realize, but hell, who else could I blame? Not me. No way.

I put the phone on the floor, my feet on the table, and closed my eyes. There were worse places to settle in for the night. I was nearing that twilight area just this side of sleep when inspiration struck. I sat up and grabbed the phone book. Quint McCauley wouldn’t be alone for long.





CHAPTER TWO


FOR TWO DAYS, Scott Markham behaved himself. I watched him execute the duties assigned to him as an indicted judge. He wasn’t presiding over a courtroom but was busy making contacts. Of all sorts. He came and went, meeting with lawyers, having a drink with his former partner, Judd Townsend, whose offices he had moved back into after the indictment. The guy had one thing going for him—loyal friends. Although I couldn’t help but wonder if Townsend felt like an empty nester who reluctantly clears the junk out of the guest bedroom so the divorced kid can move back in. I watched Markham and Townsend, intense in conversation, down several drinks along with a four-course meal while I sat at the bar feeding on soda water and baskets of popcorn. And I had a chance to observe Scott Markham, the man.

He was aging the right way, going gray with a full head of hair. I wondered how much of that gray he’d acquired since the indictment, but he laughed and talked like he hadn’t a worry in the world. People liked him. Each time he was addressed, by a bartender, another lawyer, or whoever, he gave that person his full attention, as if what they were saying was the most important thing at that moment. I heard the bartender telling him about his kid’s science project, and Markham hung on every word. He listened, nodded, made eye contact, asked the right questions. Everything. It seemed to come so easily to him that I couldn’t help but wonder if this indictment had ruined a brilliant political future.

The more I watched Scott Markham, the more I was able to justify to myself what I’d been hired to do. Here was this guy who had looks, a better than average personality, and a wife who knew how to put spontaneity into a situation. And now he’d blown it all for accepting bribes from drunk drivers who wanted their licenses back.

It was also becoming easy to believe that this man would never settle for one woman. From the way he watched a waitress leaning over the next table to the way he exchanged what I would call “meaningful glances” with a woman seated at the bar, it was obvious he enjoyed women. He charmed them, he flirted with them, and he always left them smiling. Well, almost always. I wouldn’t have been sitting there taking notes if he hadn’t fallen out of favor with the one at home.

Finally, on the third day—a Sunday—his hormones kicked in. He arrived at his office at about ten thirty A.M. Townsend was out of town for a long weekend. The building was on a quiet, partially residential street and their offices occupied the first floor’s southwest corner. They shared the south entrance with the Beck’ and Call Answering Service. There was a door on the east side which was used by an architect who occupied the east end of the building. Markham, Townsend, and their secretary came and went via the main door on the south side. The second floor was a private residence, accessed by stairs from the parking lot. It was pretty easy doing surveillance since I could view the entrance and the small parking lot from two streets, and was able to vary my position.

I was thinking maybe my new partner was itching to stretch his legs, when I saw Markham leave the building. He wasn’t carrying the briefcase he had brought in with him. It was eleven o’clock. My companion and I followed him to a florist’s shop. He came out after a few minutes carrying a bundle of flowers. Bingo. Next, he led us to a six-flat building in the northwest corner of town. It was an older building with one main entrance and no balconies. Markham glanced around as he got out of his car and walked into the building. The picture I took of Markham looking over his shoulder as he pushed the door open was one Lorna was sure to like. He barely hesitated at the inner door. Either it wasn’t locked or he had a key.

I traded seats with my new carmate, opting for the passenger side. This was the first time he’d accompanied me on surveillance and I was learning a lot about him. For one thing, he liked to sit on the driver’s seat with his paws propped in the lower arc of the steering wheel, looking like he was ready to pop the car into gear and go cruising for young terriers.

The woman at the animal shelter had said he was mostly border collie and assured me that he was full grown. He was black with a white ruff and couldn’t have weighed more than forty pounds. My only hesitation in adopting a dog from the pound was that I might get one of those little ones with paws the size of frying pans. They tend to grow into those paws. This fellow had been abandoned by his owner who’d moved out of their apartment and left him there on the chance that the maintenance man would find him before he starved. That had presented me with a situation I hadn’t counted on. When I tried to leave the dog in my apartment to do surveillance on Markham, he put up such a fuss that there was no way I could leave him there alone. Not yet anyway. I wondered how long dogs remembered.

So the two of us sat in the car. He had moved to the back seat where the view wasn’t as good but there was more room. He paced back there for about ten minutes, then found a comfortable spot for a nap. I read a book called Know Your Border Collie and began to realize that there was a lot about this breed that the woman at the shelter had neglected to mention. Like the fact that they needed a lot of exercise, having been bred to work ten to twelve hours a day. Just what I needed, a dog that made me feel like a bum.

I dug out a roast beef sandwich and realized I hadn’t packed anything for the dog, so I gave him half. He gulped it in two bites and gazed greedily at the half I’d only taken one bite from. It was our second test of wills. The score was even now.

I popped a cassette tape of Italian guitar concertos into the portable tape deck I carried in the car, adjusted the volume to low and tried to make myself comfortable. It was a Sunday so there was no telling how long he’d be. We waited almost two hours. At one fifteen, he left. I followed him back to his office where he parked his car in the small lot behind the building. Hoping he’d stay put for a while, I drove back to the six-flat.

Lorna Markham had been real specific about her reasons for hiring me. She wasn’t only interested in photos of her errant spouse crawling out of a bedroom window. She wanted the goods on the woman too. When I got out of the car, the dog seemed wary, but was otherwise calm. Maybe he figured I might abandon him, but not my car.

The six-flat was a security building and none of the names next to the buzzers gave me a clue. Just last name and initials. I started ringing doorbells and hoped that, on a pleasant Sunday afternoon, there wouldn’t be a lot of people home.

“Who’s there?” a woman’s voice, emanating from apartment 3A, crackled over the intercom.

“Oh, hi. I understand one of the units in this building is for rent. It wouldn’t by any chance be yours, would it?”

“Nope.”

“Oh,” I tried to sound disappointed. “Darn,” I added. “Uh, listen. This is probably way out of line, but could I just look at your place? I don’t want to come in or anything, I just want to see it. From the doorway.” Christ, I thought, after that speech she was probably breaking out the mace with one hand and dialing 911 with the other. I didn’t know if she still had me tuned in, but I blundered on. “You see, I’m moving here from out of town and don’t have much time to find a place. This address was listed in the Chronicle. I won’t be a minute.”

A long hesitation, then she came back on. “Why should I?”

A good question. I checked my resources. “Twenty dollars,” I said, figuring that would leave me just enough for dog food. She buzzed me in.

As I rounded the corner to the third floor, I saw the body behind the voice and understood two things. One, this was not Scott Markham’s mistress and two, there was a very good reason for this woman not to be nervous about letting a complete stranger into her apartment. I’d been watching Markham watch women for several days and I was reasonably certain this one wouldn’t have made the first cut. She was probably around sixty, short and plump and wore a pair of tight purple polyester pants with a red and white striped top. Her hair was hidden by a red bandanna. The reason she feared no mortal man was the creature straining at the collar she gripped in her right hand. The doberman’s red bandanna was tied around its neck, draped over its chest cowboy style—sort of like a canine John Wayne. Unlike the woman, the dog was smiling at me. I smiled back.

“Hi,” I said, “I’m Roger. Roger Kafka.”

She stepped back from the doorway, holding her hand out for the twenty. “There it is.” She thrust the bill down her velour top.

I peered into the room. It was cluttered and smelled moldy. Not that I cared. “Is this a one or a two bedroom?”

“Two,” she said.

“Oh,” I shoved my hands in my pants pockets. “I thought the one advertised was a one bedroom. Are there any one bedrooms here?”

“Yeah,” she jerked the dog back as he tried to sniff my feet. “Across the hall. All that side of the building.” She and the dog crossed in front of me to the other apartment. “I doubt it’s her place that’s for rent. I think she just renewed her lease.” She rapped on the door. “Robyn, you there? It’s Wanda.”

There was silence for a few seconds while Wanda and friend eyed me, then the sound of a chain being released. The door opened and I mentally crossed my fingers. She was young, mid to late twenties, with long, thick hair parted in the middle. It fell loose and straight, and reminded me of the way my sister wore her hair at a time when she also wore a head band and love beads. Her eyes were warm, brown and, even behind a thick pair of lenses, remarkable.

“This guy wants to rent one of these apartments. You’re not leavin’ are you?”

“No,” the woman spoke softly. “Must be one of the others.” She eyed me from top to bottom.

I was beginning to feel uncomfortable under her scrutiny. If this wasn’t going to be an easy decision for her I didn’t want to push so hard that I appeared desperate. “That’s okay,” I said. “I don’t want to be any trouble. I’ll call the number.” Then I tried a self-conscious laugh. “Just like I’m supposed to do.”

Before I could turn away she responded with a little “who cares” shrug and, stepping into the hallway, gestured toward her living room. “Look if you like. I guess they’re all the same.” She wore a pair of faded, comfortable-looking jeans. And she wore them well. She hung her thumbs in the pockets and waited.

I stood in the doorway and surveyed the sparse furnishings. It reminded me of my place—make-do furniture and a sense of impermanence.

“Want to see the rest?”

“Here,” the older woman said, “take Fiscus with you.” She offered her the dog’s collar.

“That’s okay, Mrs. Buchholz,” she smiled. “I think he’s safe enough.”

“You never know, honey. I used to think that about my husband. Ex now. Boy was I wrong.”

I laughed and Fiscus growled. That made Robyn laugh and pretty soon we were all yucking it up. Except for Fiscus, that is.

Mrs. Buchholz moved back toward her apartment. “Just leave your door open, honey.” Then she looked at me. “And remember, anything happens to her, I know you’ve been there.”

I nodded solemnly and entered Robyn’s apartment.

It was small, but clean, and totally devoid of personal touches. As if the person living there didn’t intend to stay long or was a meticulously private person. On the other hand, maybe she’d just moved into town with a few hand-me-down sticks for furniture and was trying to establish herself as a private investigator.

“Nice place,” I said, taking in the counter that separated the kitchen from the living room and the vase full of fresh-cut flowers sitting on it. I gestured toward the flowers. “Nice. They sure give the room some color.”

She seemed far away somewhere and had to drag herself back in order to respond. Then all she said was, “Yes, aren’t they?”

She studied me for a few moments and I wondered if maybe I shouldn’t have mentioned the flowers. Finally she asked, “Where’d you say you heard about this place?”

“The Chronicle,” I repeated the lie and hoped she wasn’t a subscriber.

She nodded. “Listen, I don’t know the other people who live here, so I don’t know who it is that’s moving out, but I’ll be happy to take your name and let the other tenants know you were looking.”

“That’d be great.” She gave me a piece of paper and a pen. “I’m staying with a friend. This is his number.” I hesitated a second then wrote down my own number. Then I handed her the paper. “Name’s Roger Kafka. I wrote that down too. What was your name?”

“I didn’t say.” She took the paper and studied it. “It’s Robyn Fosse.”

“How do you like living here in Foxport? Seems like a nice town.”

“It’s okay I guess. More like a small town than it seems.” She shrugged slightly then eyed me. “You transferring here?” I nodded and she said, “From where?”

“Santa Fe,” I congratulated myself on coming up with the name of a city on such short notice, and hoped she had never been there.

All she said was, “It’s probably better than Foxport.” Then she turned and walked to the door. “I have to get ready for work. Sorry if I seem rude, but …”

I held up my hands. “No problem. You’ve been a big help.” Then I apologized for taking her time and left. On my way out, I knocked on Mrs. Buchholz’ door and wished her a good day.

As frequently happens in the Chicago area, the weather had taken a sharp left while I’d been in the apartment building. The sky had clouded over and the temperature had dropped. Mother Nature’s way of reminding us who held the cards. My jacket was suddenly inadequate, but it looked like it would be a while before I got home.

I returned to my car and prepared to wait for Robyn to go to work. The dog acted like I’d just made it home unscathed from the Trojan War. I scratched him behind his left ear and he leaned against the car seat. He didn’t have a name yet. I thought I’d wait until he grew into one. That’s what I’d wanted as a kid. No eight-year-old wants to be named Quintus. Not when there were names like Rex and Bart and Diego for the asking. My parents were wise in the ways of small boys having had four before me, and they humored me and made a real effort to call me by my chosen name of the moment. I’m not sure how old I was before I realized it was just easier to settle for what I had.

The dog ended a wide yawn with a whine and gazed expectantly out the window. I was beginning to learn the disadvantages of taking a dog on surveillance. Just as I was about to let him out, Robyn left her apartment. “Sorry, boy, you’ll have to wait.” We exchanged seats and he whimpered his disapproval.

“It can’t be far,” I tried to assure him.

It was farther than I thought. I followed Robyn as she drove east of town. The dog voiced his urgency with soft but steady whines.

We drove about ten miles before Robyn pulled into a parking lot next to a restaurant called The Nordic Loft. I parked in an adjacent lot that backed into a wooded area and, using a 1000 mm lens, snapped some pictures of her as she got out of her car and walked into the building. While my dog took advantage of the woods, I copied her license number.

On the way back to town, I picked up a hamburger for each of us—tomorrow I’d start him on a sensible dog-like diet—and drove back to Markham’s office. Lorna Markham might have been skeptical about her husband seeing more than one woman, but I’d been watching the guy in action for the past few days. I wasn’t so skeptical. And if Robyn worked in a restaurant, she’d probably be tied up for the night. So Markham had a whole evening to kill.

There was something else about Markham that really bothered me. Something I couldn’t quite focus on. Maybe it was his air of confidence. Nobody in the kind of trouble he was in had any right to carry on as if the world were his party and he was being a great host. Maybe if I sat there long enough I’d learn the secret to living under stress.

I didn’t see any activity in his office, and his car was the only one parked in the lot. He was probably in there by himself not making much noise.

Shortly after three, a man entered Markham’s office building. He sort of bounded up the steps, taking them two-at-a time. The guy must have come on foot. I’d been watching for cars and I almost missed seeing him. Not that it would have mattered. I wasn’t getting paid to observe the men that Markham was seeing; only the women. He left the building a few minutes later and cut across the next door lawn and parkway heading east. I only saw the back of him. He wore a short, tan jacket that might have been suede, and had a distinctive spring to his walk. And while he wasn’t running away from the building, he did seem to be in a hurry. He could have been there to see Markham or Beck’ and Call.

Then it started to get dark and I wasn’t seeing any lights in the office. He was out. I was tempted to go in but reminded myself that I was hired to find out about his girlfriends, not his judicial business. Still, you can tell a lot about a man by what’s on his desk. To take my mind off breaking and entering, I thought about where he might have gone. Maybe he’d gone out to dinner with someone who drove. Maybe that someone was woman number two … or number three if you counted Lorna. All I could do was stay put until she dropped him off. I could wait him out. As long as his car was in the lot, he had to come back.

An hour and a half later I had just about convinced myself that this was a stupid idea. The dog was going stir crazy and I’d walked him as far as I could while still keeping the entrance in sight. He wasn’t the only one getting restless. I was tired and thirsty and wasn’t being paid by the hour. As I sat there, the urge to get a look at Markham’s office grew so that I was going to have to act on it soon. And the longer I waited, the better the chances of him walking in on me. I tapped my foot to Willie Nelson’s wailing and the dog curled up in the back seat, probably wondering why he had tried so hard to be appealing when he first saw me in the shelter. Finally, I removed the flashlight from my glove compartment and entered the darkened building.





CHAPTER THREE


IN THE FLASHLIGHT’S BEAM he looked, at first, like he was sleeping. His head rested on his folded arm—the telling portrait of an overworked public official. He’d wake in a half hour or so and immediately focus on the word that had lulled him to sleep. But when the light didn’t rouse him, I moved closer and realized that wasn’t it at all. The first thing that was wrong with this picture was that nobody sleeps with his eyes open. Then I saw the small black hole in the middle of his temple and the thin, dark line that trickled from it and I knew this wasn’t the kind of sleep you wake up from. Not in this dimension anyway.

Lorna had been right about his self destruction mechanism. Only thing was, he apparently didn’t need her to grease the wheels. His right hand barely brushed the handle of the .25 automatic that lay on the desk in front of him. His pulse was gone and his eyes were dilated. What was it, Markham? Was it the idea of doing hard time in a minimum security country club? Or maybe knowing that you’d have to settle for the lecture circuit rather than the campaign trail and couldn’t handle the trade off? Maybe I was just being bitter because I knew I’d never have that much to lose.

I thought about the story I’d give the police and hoped that this was Chief Carver’s night off. It probably wouldn’t matter, though. I’d heard that he once left his son’s little league playoff game in the bottom of the ninth inning with his son, representing the go-ahead run, at bat. He’d surrendered that moment in order to oversee the arrest of three teenagers who ended their brief and not so profitable burglary spree by stealing the radar detector out of a councilman’s BMW. A guy like that wasn’t the type to take a pass on the suicide of a judge. Damn. I decided I’d better check out the office now because I wouldn’t have a chance later. After a moment’s consideration, I switched on the lights. To a passerby, room lights attract a lot less attention than the beam of a flashlight.

There was a familiar smell to Markham’s office and, using a handkerchief, I lifted the lid of a leather-bound humidor. Seemed that Mason and Markham shared a taste for the same expensive cigars.

Markham’s desk bore the marks of a much-used piece of furniture. Only one of the heavy, deep drawers had a lock on it and it was open. The drawer was crammed with hanging files, each labeled according to its contents. Using one of Markham’s cigars as a maneuvering device, I picked my way through the files. One of them was devoted to Mason Burke and, using my handkerchief, I removed it from the drawer. It seemed to contain only information pertaining to Markham’s indictment. There was a three inch gap behind the rack that held the files and the back of the drawer. I reached behind it and withdrew a large brown envelope with a metal clasp. Inside it were four business size envelopes. The first of these smaller envelopes contained five photos featuring Robyn Fosse in various stages of undress. They weren’t the sleazy kind of photos you find in some magazines. I wouldn’t call them art either, although that was probably what he was shooting for. They were black and whites. Somehow that tends to give a photo respectability, whether it deserves it or not. A color photo of a bare-breasted woman licking an ice cream cone is a girlie shot. Do the same thing in black and white and you’ve got a serious attempt at art. Go figure. A glimpse inside a couple of the other envelopes revealed more attempts at art with different women. Before I had time to consider the implications, I put the smaller envelopes back into the larger one, which I folded so I could cram it in my inside jacket pocket. At the time, it seemed the thing to do. No one needs their nude photos found in the contents of a suicide’s desk.

There wasn’t much else in Markham’s office that you wouldn’t expect to find in a judge’s place of business—law books, journals, Supreme Court Reporters, and a good stock of liquor. He had one of those elaborate appointment books on his desk—the kind with so much going on you have to load one month at a time. It had been looking pretty empty lately.

I noticed that not all of Markham’s photographic efforts were hidden in a drawer. A couple of enlarged photos framed in chrome dominated the walls. Both were black and white. One was a Chamber-of-Commerce type view of the Fox River—shot upriver from the town. Duck-filled parks banked the river and none of the people glimpsed in the scene appeared to have anything better to do than look at the ducks and the water. The other photo was of a pheasant being shot in midflight. Markham had captured that split second the bird was hit—feathers and down erupting—and it was frozen in that piece of sky, neither rising nor descending. I wondered if the pheasant had known yet that it was dying. It was a powerful but very uncomfortable image.

In a corner was a wooden safe which doubled as a stand for a particularly prosperous jade plant. The safe was designed more for looks than function. The combination lock looked cheap and unchallenging. But that didn’t really matter because the door was wide open. I rummaged through the contents, which appeared to be mostly stock certificates and contracts.

Markham’s office was the smallest in the three room suite. Townsend’s was large and ordered with a secretary’s desk in the reception area. There was a large closet with supplies and metal files in it. The old cabinets seemed to contain only closed cases.

It would have been easier to leave Markham for the cleaning people or his secretary to find. I doubted if he’d care one way or the other and I wouldn’t have to come up with a reason for being there. But in the end, I called the police. While I waited for them to show up, I stashed the envelopes full of photos and the cigar in my car and brought the dog into Markham’s outer office. I did that for two reasons. One, he was getting antsy being cooped up in that car and really seemed to like being with me. How could I fault him for that? And two, it occurred to me that they might be more inclined to believe my story if I had a dog with me. Nobody robs an office, let alone kills a man, if he’s got a dog with him. Just isn’t done.

I sat in the secretary’s chair and, after a cursory inspection of the office, the dog curled up on the floor next to me. I idly rubbed his back with my foot and thought about Markham. He hadn’t impressed me as the type to take his own life. From my observations, he seemed too sure of himself. Like he was playing this hand with an ace up his sleeve. Besides, Lorna hadn’t even played her card yet. Maybe something had happened between Markham and his mistress. Something big enough to make him put a gun to his head and pull the trigger. Not a split. That wouldn’t be enough. A guy who stored his current girlfriend’s nude photo along with those who had gone before her (I assumed they were former friends) wasn’t the kind of guy who let anything get close enough to his heart to break it.

The sound of approaching sirens cut short my reverie. I barely had time to run through my story once more before the first squad car pulled up and a man stepped out. I’d only met Chief Carver once before, but I knew, even without the benefit of sunlight, that the tall, lanky figure approaching the office was his. Damn. Our one meeting had not been under the best of circumstances. And, although I was more than willing to chalk the whole thing up to an unfortunate misunderstanding, Carver didn’t quite see it that way. In fact, he specifically noted that he would see me in hell before he let me forget.

Carver climbed the stairs two at a time, stepped into the outer office, and took in the room without appearing to give any more consideration to me or my dog than he did to the coat rack.

“Markham’s in the office to your right,” I told him.

Without a word, he entered the office. Two police officers, one a detective, the other a patrolman, followed several paces behind him. The detective nodded at me on his way. The uniform scowled at me. I waited, reasonably certain I wouldn’t be ignored for long. I was right.

“McCauley.” It was not a request. When I entered Markham’s office, Carver looked at me for the first time since he’d arrived. “This how you found him?” I nodded. “You touch anything?”

“I know the procedure.” I tried to sound appropriately offended by his question.

Carver approached me. He was a few inches taller than my six feet, and he stood close enough so he got to look down to address me. His eyes had the hardness and intensity of steel bearings. “You touch anything?” he repeated.

“Just the light switch.” There was no way I was going to hand Carver those photos.

He didn’t back up an inch and didn’t change the inflection in his voice when he said, “What were you doing here?”

I cleared my throat. “I was on a job. Working for my client.”

Who’s that?” Carver asked.

“Can’t say. That’s confidential.”

“Well unless you’re a lawyer, you’d better say.” He paused and his scowl deepened. “Because you’re sure as hell no priest.”

Damn. Sometimes, if a cop doesn’t know any better, that works. “Lorna Markham. She thought her husband was having an affair.”

Carver looked over his shoulder at Markham’s body, then back to me. “Was he?”

“I have no proof,” I lied, thinking that it couldn’t possibly matter anymore.

I explained my entry into the building, adding that since Markham’s car was in the lot and I hadn’t seen any lights go on, I’d started to wonder. When I began to tell him about the man I’d seen go into the building, Carver walked over to one of the windows and looked out. “You call anyone else?” he interrupted me in mid-sentence.

“No. Why?”

He turned back to me as if by reading my expression he could tell if I was putting him on. “We got company.” He turned to the scowling policeman who stood in the doorway to the outer office. “Henninger, Barlowe’s here. Keep him out.” Henninger was a big man—shorter than Carver but with about fifty pounds on him. He responded with the speed of a large snake with a full stomach. Carver regarded him with a mixture of disgust and wariness but kept silent.

“Who’s Barlowe?” I asked Carver.

“Newspaper,” he said like he was talking about rat droppings.

There was some commotion in the outer office followed by the protest, “Hey, man, I’ve gotta right to be here.”

I stepped into the office to get a look. The reporter barely came up to the deputy’s chin but had stepped right up to him and was using Henninger’s discomfort at the proximity the same way Carver had intimidated me with his height. The reporter was slight of build as well, with longish dark, curly hair. He wore a corduroy jacket over jeans and had wire-rimmed glasses. He saw me step into the room and moved toward me before Henninger could stop him.

“And who are you? Where’s the judge?” It took him about three seconds to cross the room. That was one second longer than it took my dog to lunge between us, growling and threatening the reporter. Barlowe stopped and bounced back a step like he’d just hit an invisible shield and held up his hands, one holding a pencil and the other a spiral notepad. “Whoa. Nice dog.” He looked up at me. “Does he bite?”

“What d’you think?” I said, noting that his lenses magnified the size of his eyes. He reminded me of someone, though I couldn’t place who that someone was.

I heard Carver behind me. “Nice. A dog that eats reporters.”

Barlowe ignored him. “Okay, let’s start over here. I can see I’ve gotten off on the wrong foot. No threat intended.” The dog had quieted down and was watching Barlowe with immense interest. “I’m just trying to get a story here.”

“No. You’re digging for a sensational headline so you can sell more copies of that rag you work for.” It was Carver again. He continued, “I may not be able to stop you, but I don’t have to make it easy for you either.”

Barlowe sighed and put his arms down at his sides. “Chief, we could stand here and debate freedom of speech until one of us dies of old age, and neither of us would budge an inch, but that isn’t going to change what I’ve got to do here.” He gestured toward Markham’s office. “There’s a body in there, isn’t there? And it belongs to Judge Markham, doesn’t it?” No one said anything, so Barlowe continued, “Did he die of a heart attack? Was it a suicide? Was it murder?” He looked at me. “Did you kill him?”

“No,” I said, realizing it was the first straight answer in the last fifteen minutes. Then I said to Carver, “He does have a few rights, you know. First Amendment and all that.”

“Why, thank you, Mr. McCauley, defender of the Constitution.”

I shrugged, Barlowe looked amused and I didn’t have eyes in the back of my head, so I couldn’t tell what Carver was doing. Smiling fondly at me, no doubt.

The young detective who had been inspecting Markham’s office stepped out, saying, “Looks like a clear case of suicide to me, chief.”

Barlowe’s eyes widened and Henninger smirked. I turned to look at Carver. This I didn’t want to miss. He turned the full force of his steel gaze on the detective. “Who died and made you coroner, Rand?”

Rand looked at the reporter, at me, then back to Carver. “You’re right, sir. Of course. Sorry,” he stammered and cast his eyes toward the carpet.

Carver turned on me. “What were you saying about this guy you saw?”

Barlowe jumped on that before I could answer. “Who did you see?”

I shrugged. “I didn’t get much of a look at him. There was quite a distance between us. He was wearing a tan jacket. Could have been suede. Maybe someone else around here saw him.”

Barlowe was getting everything down. Carver looked at him and shook his head. “We’d appreciate it if you’d keep a lid on this at least until we notify the widow.”

That comment struck me as ludicrous and before I could stop myself, I said, “What’re you going to do? Drop her a note in the ‘out of town’ mail slot?”

Carver turned on me abruptly and the dog growled. Just as quickly, he dropped his gaze to the snarling animal. “If you don’t shut that mutt up, I’m gonna kick its ass up the river.” I had to kneel down to do it, but I placed a restraining hand on the dog. Carver towered over me. “I’m running the show here, not you. Not Barlowe and,” he turned to Rand, “certainly not you.” He turned back to me. “McCauley, I want your address and phone number. I want you to go home and stay there until tomorrow morning at nine o’clock when I want you to come down to the station to make a statement. You got that?”

“Yeah,” I said, more confused than surprised that he was letting me leave. Perhaps I’d underestimated my ability to get on his nerves.

“And when we’re finished with you, it’d just make my day if you’d get the hell out of Foxport.”

Carver had me outclassed when it came to cold stares, but I did my best. “I’ll bet it would,” I said, removing a business card from my wallet. I placed it on the secretary’s desk and started to walk out, wishing I’d left Markham for the cleaning people. Barlowe stopped me. “Could I have one of those cards?”

“Sure,” I said, glancing at Carver who was probably thinking about the virtues of a police state. I handed Barlowe another card.

When I got back to the apartment, I didn’t go right in. Instead, I took the dog down to the river and walked south for about a half mile. I wasn’t going anywhere; I just needed to feel the air and smell the river. The dog seemed to need that too. He tried to herd a bunch of ducks that had bedded down for the night. One of the drakes went after him with a nasty rattling noise. The dog didn’t back off though, just changed direction and, moving in a low-to-the-ground crouch showing remarkable speed, worked the group from a different angle. It was fascinating to watch and I wondered if maybe I should invest in some sheep so he could stay in practice. I sat on a picnic bench, hypnotized by the stars and the reflection of the lights in the river, and thought about what didn’t fit with Markham’s suicide. I didn’t care what Lorna said. I’d spent the last few days following a man who wasn’t acting like a judge with an indictment hanging over his head, much less like a suicide candidate. But then that wasn’t my problem, was it?
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