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PAID IN FULL


Chapter 1

Why do the moments in your life that you’d most like to forget revisit you like past-due notices on your soul, while reminders of the really good ones seem scarce as refund checks?

I pitched in the minors for a few years until my shoulder went south and my ERA north. My first year in class A, I pitched a no-hitter. I was on fire—throwing better than I knew I could. My fast ball left batters shaking their heads as they tossed their bats and retreated to their dugout. In the twenty-some years since that game, not once has a new acquaintance said, “Hey, weren’t you the guy …”

A year and a half ago, I had an ill-advised assignation. Well, almost. Since then I’ve lost track of the number of times it has tainted what otherwise might have been an evenly-matched encounter. It was about to come back at me again like a runaway train.

A year-and-a-half ago Ellie Carver and I shared a brief, albeit intense history. I was new to Foxport, a far west suburb of Chicago, living out of a motel on the east edge of town that was next door to a small tavern with the dubious name of the Dive Inn. A squat, brown prefab building with painted-on windows trimmed in Christmas lights, it used to be what the locals referred to as a “gentlemen’s club” until a women’s group bought space in the paper and started publishing the license plates of cars parked on the lot. Patronage dropped off fast. Now, posters of Olympic swimmers and divers plastered the walls and customers called it a water sports bar. From the outside, the bar looked like it drew a tough crowd; in reality, the Dive Inn and most of its clientele were too tired to be tough.

I had been sitting at the bar nursing my third Scotch, feeling sorry for myself. A number of things had driven me from Chicago, not the least of which included losing my job and my girlfriend at almost the same time. While it was not a high point in my life, I knew I just had to put some days behind me. A couple drinks helped. Sometimes the magic number was three.

I wasn’t aware of anyone in my vicinity until a husky, feminine voice beside me murmured, “Can I bum a cigarette?”

I turned and saw a small, pretty woman with large, liquid blue eyes sitting on the stool next to mine. She wore her blond hair piled up on her head in a haphazard style with a few tendrils falling down over her forehead and ears.

I said sure and pushed my pack toward her. She made a face and muttered something about preferring menthol but took one anyway, then waited for me to light it. As she shot the stream of smoke up at the ceiling, I saw something in the way she looked—the hair, pale pink lipstick, blue eye shadow—that took me back to my senior year in high school where I wasn’t even in the running for most likely to succeed, but all things were still possible. Sitting on the hard bar stool, that appealed to me mightily. I offered to buy her a drink.

She nodded like she expected no less and said, “Vodka gimlet.” I wasn’t surprised.

We talked about things, none of which I recall, and after another drink there didn’t seem to be any question that she’d go back to the motel with me. The bartender, a heavy-set guy with a craggy face and serious bags under his eyes, had been giving me wary looks as I talked to this woman. I figured he had a thing for her, and since she didn’t seem to notice, I refused to let it bother me.

In the yellow light of the motel room, I saw she was older than I’d thought—at least my age which, on an optimistic day, hovers around the midpoint of my life. I wondered what the light did for me. Her kiss was cool and tasted like lime. She pushed away from me and walked over to the bed, pulling her blouse out of her short, black skirt. Standing there with her eyes closed and her chin lifted, she seemed to be trying to superimpose a more compelling image over this one. I couldn’t blame her.

She sat on the bed and kicked off one high heel with the toe of the other while unbuttoning her blouse. It was high-necked with white lace. We’d used up all our conversation in the bar and neither of us bothered with the pretense. We just wanted to get our clothes off.

That never happened. Someone pounded on the door so hard the room shook, as a loud voice announced, “Police. Open up.” I tried to figure out what I’d done to get busted. My companion’s reaction was curious. At first her eyes widened, but then the corners of her mouth twitched—a gesture which, in the short time I’d known her, I’d come to recognize as a preface to a smile. She left her top three buttons undone, crossed one leg over the other and planted her hands beside her, palms down, on the bed. Then she waited for me to open the door.

When I did, two men burst into the room like they were spearheading a major drug bust. Neither was in uniform but they both had the moves. The larger of the two shoved my face against the wall and patted me down. Satisfied I wasn’t carrying, he flipped me around, grabbed my collar and thrust the barrel of a .357 under my chin. I couldn’t swallow.

The cop had a ruddy complexion and narrow, close-set eyes that were a muddy shade of brown. Apparently he’d tried to mask the smell of gin with mint, but it wasn’t working.

“The lady is off limits,” he said. “You got that?” I nodded.

“What’s your name?”

I hesitated, then decided I didn’t want him groping around for my wallet. “McCauley. Quint McCauley.”

“Well, McCauley, if you’re ever seen with this woman again, you’re getting more than a warning.”

Now was not the time to ask her name.

The other cop watched her, keeping his distance as she collected her purse and sweater. She didn’t seem scared or even alarmed. Maybe a little annoyed. Before she left, she stopped and gave me this sad little smile and said, “I’m sorry.”

Had I known she was married to the chief of police, I might have left town in the morning. But, ignorance works in strange ways. By the time I learned Ellie Carver’s name, I had decided to stay in Foxport for a while.

In the eighteen months since then, I had opened a detective agency, gone into partnership in a small import shop with my landlady, Louise Orwell, and moved into an apartment above her house on the Fox River with a border collie I’d adopted. My life wasn’t perfect, but I didn’t need three Scotches at night anymore. Ed and Ellie Carver had separated. No surprise there. The woman who’d left me in Chicago, Elaine Kluszewski, had come back into my life and we had tried again, but failed. Fortunately, the parts that had nothing to do with passion were still intact and we managed to remain good friends. Elaine was now living with Ed Carver. Irony is no stranger to my life.

Which brings me back to the present. I was sitting in my office wondering why one of my clients, a local-hero-turned-investment-wizard, hadn’t bothered to pay me. It had been three months—time to mobilize the collections department. I hated making these calls, but I hated getting them even more. Then the phone rang. Giddy with relief, I lifted the receiver.

“Hi, Quint.” The voice rendered me speechless.

“Quint?”

“Ellie. How’s it going?” I managed.

“Not bad. Not good, but not bad. I need to talk to you. Actually, I think I need to hire you.”

“What for?” I lit a cigarette.

“I’d rather talk in person. Can you meet me at the Dive Inn? You remember where that is, don’t you?” I thought I detected a smile in her voice. “Seven-thirty?”

I hesitated. “Why me?”

She sighed. “I went through my whole list of people, and you’re the only one who might be able to help me who I think I can trust.” Then she added, “Kind of sad, isn’t it?”

I didn’t think that was an intentional slam.

“Will you be there?” she asked.

“Sure,” I finally said. “Seven-thirty.”

Three seconds after I hung up, the phone rang again. I should have known better than to answer. Bizarre occurrences tend to enter my life in pairs. But I’m nothing if not a slow learner. This time it was Elaine.

“I have a big favor to ask.” Elaine didn’t believe in couching her requests. I admired that about her. Usually.

“I’m listening.”

“I’d rather ask in person. You know, so I can tell what you really think.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll tell you what I really think.”

“All right.”

Silence. “I’m listening.”

“Well, I don’t know if you’re aware of this, but,” she drew in a deep breath, “Ed is allergic to cats.”

It took me all of three-quarters of a second to figure out where this was heading. “Elaine—”

“Let me finish.” She kicked her delivery into overdrive. “Now, I don’t know if this is going to work between Ed and me, you know. But I want to give it my best shot. And I know it’s not going to work if he’s sneezing and blowing his nose twenty-four hours a day. But, just in case it doesn’t work, I don’t want to give McGee away. You understand, don’t you?”

“I think so. You’re fostering out your cat on the presumption that your relationship with Ed Carver isn’t going to be permanent.”

“I’m not sure that ‘presumption’ is the right word, but I’ll give it to you.”

“Does Ed know this?” If he didn’t, I wanted to be the one to tell him.

“He doesn’t need to know.” She paused. “Besides, McGee is a neat cat. It would be easy to find a home for him. Even you admit he’s okay.”

“As cats go.” I guess I’m too lacking in self-love to want an animal who is going to spend the day sleeping, eating and ignoring me. I need a pet that is something of a sycophant. Peanuts, my border collie, fits the bill nicely.

“Look, I don’t want to make light of this commitment you and Ed have, but do you know how long it’s going to take to decide whether it’s working?”

“Never mind. Forget I asked.” From the way she clipped off her words, I knew my attitude annoyed her, but evidently not enough to hang up.

She had me cornered. If I said no, she’d have to give up either McGee or Ed. If she gave up the cat, she’d be hurt. If she gave up Ed, my motives would appear sus- pect. I really believed she deserved better than Ed Carver. But then, I also thought she deserved better than me.

I rode out the silence for another ten or fifteen seconds, and then I sighed. Real deep so she’d hear. “We’ll see how it works. Peanuts isn’t used to sharing me, you know.”

“That’s okay. McGee ignores you anyway.”

“I know.”

“Don’t take it personally, Quint.”

“I’ll try not to.”

“I really, really appreciate this.”

“I know.”

“When can I drop him off?”

“Why don’t I come by your place? I’ve got a few errands to run anyway.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah. Is two okay?”

“Great.”

I hung up and ground the cigarette into the brown plastic ash try, adding its crumpled white carcass to the half dozen others. The window air conditioner droned behind me. Absently, I hoped it lasted the summer.

Why didn’t I just let her bring the cat to me? I finally admitted that I wanted to see how Elaine filled the spaces in Ed’s apartment. I also wondered what he was doing these days since losing his job as Foxport’s chief of police. He’d been ousted in the spring thanks to some political finagling. Once the smoke cleared and reason returned to everyone involved, they’d offered him his job back. He said no. I had to admire his resolve, which, in the face of survival is pretty scarce these days. I just hoped he didn’t hang up his shingle and become my competition. Foxport wasn’t big enough for both of us.

The detecting business was down. If it weren’t for the income from the Jaded Fox, I’d be in bad shape. It was just too damned hot to get riled up about anything enough to hire a detective. Spouses who suspected their mates of cheating on them were either grateful for the respite or had taken to the idea themselves. More likely the latter. Libidos tend to run high during August heat waves.

I lit another cigarette, noting how lousy it tasted, muzzled my dignity and punched in the delinquent stockbroker’s number.


Chapter 2

I slammed the phone down. Hell, on a good day Kurt Wicklow made ten times what he owed me. If the guy could afford to take the day off, he could afford to pay me twenty-five hundred bucks. When I’d asked his assistant where I could reach him, she informed me that she couldn’t give out that information. I could tell by the way she said “I’m sorry,” sort of wallowing in it before she moved on, that she wasn’t.

Time for a tactical adjustment. I don’t usually bother clients at home. But there was no reason to be discreet about the work I’d done for him. I’d left three messages at his office and he hadn’t bothered to return any of them. Maybe he’d respond to an attack on his castle.

I pulled his record and noted his address put him among the big, expensive homes surrounding Foxport’s country club: 39W265 Tammi Hill. As I punched in the phone number I figured the residents should count their blessings. The developer could have had a kid named Benny.

A woman answered on the third ring and in response to my request to speak to Wicklow, told me he was out of town.

“When is he due back?”

“Any time. Today perhaps. Tomorrow.” From the sound of it, Wicklow wasn’t on a tight schedule. “This is Gina Wicklow. Can I give him a message?”

He probably ignored the messages he got at home faster then the ones he got at the office. In spite of the odds, I went ahead and gave her my name and phone number.

After a brief pause during which I assumed she was writing this down, she said, “Will he know why you’re calling?”

“He should.” Then, I added, “He owes me twenty-five hundred dollars for some work I did for him.”

“He does?” She sounded both surprised and confused. “I-I’m sorry.”

The little stutter deflated me. “It’s probably a misunderstanding,” I offered. “Would you make sure he calls me?”

“Of course, I will. I’m sorry you had to call.”

I mumbled something about that being all right and hung up, secure in the assumption that Wicklow wouldn’t respond to this message either. His wife sounded sincere enough, but I didn’t think Wicklow took her seriously. He had once referred to her as a “professional hobbyist.”

I glanced at my watch. Just after eleven. Since it was early for lunch and I felt ornery, I decided a stop at Wicklow’s office might prove interesting. His assistant, Karen Lassiter, didn’t care much for me. It hadn’t always been that way. She’d been real friendly and helpful when Wicklow first hired me, and she even invited me to join her and some friends at her parents’ cabin in Wisconsin for the weekend. I declined. Being trapped for forty-eight hours with a bunch of strangers sounded like a bad idea. (I learned later that she liked to lure unsuspecting pagans such as me up to the cabin where she and her church friends tried to show us the light.) After that, the pit bull aspect of her personality blossomed. From the hoops I had to jump through just to talk to Wicklow, you’d have thought I was the IRS trying to audit his records instead of a guy hired to save him from a lawsuit.

Karen and I jousted, we parried, we slung thinly veiled insults at each other, and when I nailed the guy trying to sue Wicklow, it must have ripped her in two. I kind of enjoyed the game, though I’m not sure Karen did. It had occurred to me that Wicklow might not be the one sitting on my check.

Like many of Foxport’s businesses, Wicklow’s office was in a refurbished home. It had probably housed a fairly well-to-do family when it had been built back in the twenties. If it fit the typical scenario, after going through several owners, it became a rental property, eventually falling into disrepair until Foxport’s rebirth in the seventies. Then a savvy investor snatched it up and sank some money into it, restoring it to its former stateliness. A wooden sign hanging from a lantern-topped post listed the occupants. On it, Kurt Wicklow, Investment Counselor, separated a lawyer from an aromatherapist. I love this town.

I parked on the street behind Karen’s red Cavalier and walked up the curved, stone path to the building. That was when I noticed a man on one of the top rungs of a ladder, painting the detail in the eaves. He wore cutoffs and a sleeveless T-shirt and his shoulders had turned a bright red in the scorching sun. The house was a pale shade of blue and most of the accent trim a darker blue. Using a small brush, he added gray- brown strokes to the scrollwork. As I watched, he pulled a white rag out of his back pocket and wiped off a few inches, dipped the brush in another pint-sized container and painted over the smudge. I couldn’t see any difference in the color, but that kind of attention to detail was typical of property owners around here.

Just standing there watching him made me sweat harder. I climbed the steps, anticipating the air-conditioned cool.

Karen looked up from her desk as I opened the office door. When she saw me, her mouth twisted into an annoyed frown. “I should’ve known you’d find your way here.”

I shrugged. “Just wanted to make sure you were duly impressed with my circumstances.”

“Oh, I am.” She didn’t so much smile as gloat. “But he’s still not here.”

She wore a yellow jacket over a plain white blouse and no jewelry except for a diamond-studded silver cross around her neck. As her gloat faded, she tucked a lock of light brown hair behind her ear. If she wore makeup, it wasn’t obvious. She was around thirty and had an odd face—her features were slightly out of proportion—nose too long, eyes set too close and her mouth too wide. Picasso might have found her interesting.

Bracing my hands on the edge of her desk, I leaned over it. “Now, I seem to recall you signed the check for my retainer. Why can’t you do the same for the balance?”

She rested her chin on her fist. “Because it’s for more than five hundred dollars.”

“All you do is stamp his name on it.”

“Can’t.” She smiled. “Sorry.”

“You’re not.”

“You’re right,” she agreed, adding, “If, as you insist, you weren’t paid, I’m sure Mr. Wicklow will compensate you.”

A phone rang, sparing me the pressure of repartee. It must have been Wicklow’s private line, because the ringing came out of his office.

Karen glanced over her shoulder into the open office door. “Why don’t you go now?” She pushed back her chair. “I’ll be sure he gets the message.”

As she covered the distance to Wicklow’s office, I saw that she wore jeans instead of a skirt. Now I was certain that Wicklow wouldn’t be in today and Karen knew it.

I had no intention of leaving. Not yet. Though I tried, I couldn’t hear her as she spoke into Wicklow’s phone. After a few seconds she placed the receiver in a paper-filled basket and went to a file cabinet on the back wall of his office. I pretended to be studying the watercolor hanging on the wall above the side of her desk. While I did, I dropped my gaze to the desk top, scanning it for anything interesting—a letter from Wicklow, an address, a ransom note. Anything. I spotted a thin, brown leather book under a pile of unopened mail and decided an appointment calendar might prove enlightening.

Karen returned to the phone carrying a file. I shoved my hands into my pockets and tilted my head as though trying to get a new perspective on the painting. I could almost feel her scowling at me. A second later the door to Wicklow’s office clicked shut.

I slipped the book out from under the mail, flipped it open and paged ahead to August. Busy month. Up to a point. Prior to this week there wasn’t a date without a note, a name or a time on it. But this week and the rest of the month were blank, with the exception of a dried coffee ring and something scribbled in for next week. Squinting at the page, I saw she had an appointment with “R.S.!!” on August 20th at 9 a.m. Week after next, nothing. I closed the book and replaced it. A moment later, Wicklow’s door opened.

Karen’s expression clouded as she looked from her desk, to me and then back again. Then she unbuttoned her jacket, shrugged off the shoulders and let it slide down her arms. “Why are you still here?” She hung the jacket over the back of her chair. Her blouse was sleeveless and I guess I was a little surprised to see the muscle definition in her upper arms. Apparently Karen took her body-sculpting classes seriously.

“Just admiring this painting.” I made a concentrated effort to examine it. The watercolor depicted a cabin set back in the woods. I wondered if it was the infamous Wisconsin getaway. A wide porch ran the length of the cabin and on one end a bench swing hung from an overhang support. The wind had yanked a curtain’s edge out an open window, and it fluttered like a woman’s lace handkerchief. With the shade from the trees and the motion of the wind, I got a nice, cool sensation looking at the painting.

“Oh,” she said, unimpressed. “Mrs. Wicklow did that.” She sat in her chair and pulled a gray legal pad out of a drawer.

“Well,” I said, “you be sure to tell Kurt I stopped by. You think he’ll be back today?”

“He might.” She gave me a curious look as she closed the drawer. “I don’t know why, but I really thought you were better off than this.”

“What do you mean?”

“I thought you made pretty good money.”

“Actually, I do. And when I don’t have to chase down deadbeat clients I live that way.”

She arched a thin eyebrow. “Don’t you think it’s kind of pathetic? You coming around here begging for money.”

I shrugged. “You get used to it.”

I decided to drown my shame in a sandwich and a beer. My finances weren’t so bad I couldn’t afford lunch at the Tattersall.

The Tattersall Tavern has the look and feel of an English pub—from the bottles suspended upside down behind the dark wood bar, the mullioned windows lining the wall, to the menu, which features delicacies such as fish and chips, shepherd’s pie and ploughman’s lunch. Sammy even has haggis on the menu, mostly for show. The one time someone ordered it, he’d cut up some liver and onions, tossed them into ground beef, called it authentic, and hoped the guy didn’t ask to see the sheep’s stomach it was supposedly cooked in.

Fortunately, the Tattersall also offered sandwiches less inclined to adversely affect one’s cholesterol rate. Hell, I smoke, I drink, I enjoy a steak char-grilled medium rare. My nod to my doctor’s suggestion that I have a death wish was a healthy lunch.

I killed an hour at the pub, nursing my beer and chewing my smoked turkey slowly. As I stared out the window watching the heat rise off the asphalt, I thought about Kurt Wicklow.

He’d hired me when he was sued by some guy who claimed to have ruined his back when Wicklow’s brand new Lexus rear-ended his ten-year-old Thunderbird on icy pavement after an early spring ice storm. Wicklow thought the guy was faking. After looking into the man’s financial situation, I had to agree. The guy would have settled—in fact he was dying to settle. It had taken a while, but I finally got a photo of the plaintiff scaling a rock wall up in northern Minnesota. He had quietly dropped his suit.

I washed down the last bite of my sandwich with a final swallow of beer. Kurt Wicklow wasn’t one to settle.

Outside, the air felt thick with heat and humidity. It was like living in a plastic bag. All summer our weather had been coming from the Texas gulf and, with damned few breaks, the heat just kept pouring up here. As I walked the three blocks back to the office, feeling the sweat slide down between my shoulder blades, I decided I’d pick up a couple things, then go home and let Peanuts out and try to explain to him about the cat. I turned the corner to my office and saw a woman crouched in front of the door, slipping an envelope into the mail slot.

My office is in the back of the Jaded Fox, the shop I own with my landlady. It’s on the corner of Foxport’s most popular shopping street. The town works hard to maintain its reputation for small-town charm and the shops that line the streets draw a healthy tourist business. Since being a private detective isn’t all that charming, I try to keep a low profile. The entrance to my office is around the corner where all that suggests what lies behind the door is a sign that reads: Quint McCauley, Confidential Investigations.

The woman seemed to be having a little trouble keeping her balance as she pushed the envelope through the slot with one hand and maintained her hold on a huge, leather portfolio with the other. I stopped on the walk a few feet from her, admiring the way her dress draped her backside and asked, “Can I help you?” a second before the envelope slid through and the flap clinked back into place.

She turned her head and peered up at me from beneath the wide rim of a straw hat which sported a red ribbon tied around its crown. All I could see of her face was a small, sharp chin.

“Are you Quint McCauley?”

“I am.”

As she straightened, she shook some of the wrinkles out of her pale denim shift which almost touched her ankles. The dress was sleeveless and a narrow bra strap, stark white against her tanned skin, had slipped about an inch down her shoulder.

“I’m Gina Wicklow. Kurt’s wife.” She gestured toward the door. “I dropped off a check for what we owed you.”

“Thank you.” Then I added, “You didn’t have to make a special trip.”

“You’ve been too patient. Most creditors aren’t, you know.”

I shrugged. “It’s been a tight month.” She nodded like she understood. “I had business in the area. It wasn’t any trouble.”

Large sunglasses obscured much of her face, but from what I could see, she was a small-boned woman, probably early thirties, with short, feathery brown hair. As though responding to my wishful thinking, she removed her sunglasses, blinking into the afternoon light for a second before her eyes found mine and held them with an intensity I wouldn’t have expected from a wealthy woman with time on her hands.

“I apologize for the delay. You saved him money.” With a shrug that was more matter-of-fact than apology, she added, “What can I say? He’s not always as grateful as he should be.”

Then she turned her head slightly and I saw that she had sort of a Brando nose with a bit of a hawk-like bend at the bridge. But it was in proportion with the rest of her features and it worked on her.

She put her sunglasses back on, tucking them beneath the wisps of hair. I wondered if she hadn’t been relieved to find the office empty and now hoped for a hasty retreat. I nodded at the portfolio as she shifted it from one hand to the other. It came up to her waist, making it awkward for her to carry.

“Is that your business?”

“Yes,” she said.

I stepped off the narrow walk, giving her room. “Thanks for bringing the check.”

As she walked past me, the rim of her hat brushed my chest. When she reached the sidewalk, she stopped and looked back over her shoulder. “Do you like art?”

“Sure do,” I said, adding, “I once traded two tickets to a Bears/Packers game for tickets to the Monet exhibit.” I didn’t tell her that I had the flu on the day of the game and was desperately trying to impress a woman I’d just met whose business card featured a water lily below her fax number.

She smiled, and I had the feeling she saw right through me. “I’m going to have several paintings on display at the Campbell Street Gallery. I paint as Gina Montague. Come by some time if you can.”

“I will.”

I watched until the wife of my deadbeat client disappeared around the corner. With some effort, I turned away and tried to shake some sense into my head as I dug for my keys. Don’t go there, Quint.


Chapter 3

When Ed answered the door, he didn’t look happy to see me. Not unusual. But, today I was removing a blight from his existence. He could have forced a smile.

Undaunted, I nodded slightly and said in a deadpan, “I’ve come for the cat.”

Ed sneezed and followed through with a hearty snort into a wilted handkerchief, which he then stuffed into his back pocket.

From somewhere within the apartment, I heard Elaine’s laugh and the low tones of a male voice.

Sighing deeply, Ed rolled his eyes up toward the ceiling, as though someone up there might actually be disposed toward helping out a guy who scowls at Salvation Army bell ringers.

He stepped back from the door and let me walk past him into the hall leading to the living room. Then he shook his head in a resigned gesture, and I realized he wasn’t so much annoyed as he was tolerably amused. I had seen Ed amused before. Once or twice. But there had never been any subtlety to the emotion. Now, he reminded me of a parent amused by some stunt his kid played, but reluctant to endorse it by laughing out loud.

Puzzling over his behavior, I walked into the living room where a large man stood in front of the couch, arms outstretched as though showing off the size of the one that got away. “And then,” he was saying, “Eddie and Danny come marching into the dorm carrying these Mars lights. The head resident’s standing there right by the elevator. Danny’s scared shitless, white as a ghost, but Eddie just says ‘scuse me’ and pushes the ‘up’ button, looking as nonchalant as someone with a sack a’ groceries. The resident pulls back, looks at the two of them—Danny’s wishing he could turn invisible—then at the lights and asks where they got ‘em. ‘Crap game’ Eddie says, not batting a lash. The resident looks like he’s taking forever to compute all this. Finally he says, ‘Those are from a squad car. A police car. Do you know that?’ Eddie shrugs and says, ‘Hell yes. Who d’you think I won ‘em from?’ “ Smiling with satisfaction, he dropped onto the couch and reached for a beer bottle.

I glanced over my shoulder. “Eddie” stood, arms folded over his chest. At first I thought this guy must have finally crossed the line, but then the corner of Carver’s mouth twitched, his face split into a smile and he started to laugh.

I’ve got to admit this behavior threw me. Ed has a stoic, humorless way about him. It’s his trademark. If life were Star Trek, Ed would be a Klingon. But here he was, laughing until his eyes glistened. Not only that, but someone had called him “Eddie” and was getting away with it. I felt like I’d crossed over into an alternate universe.

Elaine sat cross-legged on the floor. She wore a T-shirt over shorts, and her auburn hair was pulled back and captured in a wide clip. She rocked forward, letting her laughter spill into her hands which covered her face.

The guy on the couch started chuckling again as some thought amused him. He shook his head. “Poor Danny spent so much time in over his head, I’m surprised he didn’t come down with the bends.”

When I looked at Ed again, his smile had dwindled and his eyes looked flat.

At that point, Elaine saw me standing there. She glanced at her watch and jumped up from the floor. “Oh my God, I didn’t realize how late it was. I’m sorry.” She came over and kissed me on the cheek.

“I’ve come for the cat,” I said.

Placing her hand on my arm, she replied in an appropriately solemn tone, “I’ve prepared him.”

Without releasing my arm, she continued. “First you have to meet someone. Quint, this is Brewster Plunkett. He and Ed went to college together.”

Brewster stood, transferred the bottle to his left hand and shook my hand with his right. His grip was moist. I’m just over six feet and, despite the apologetic slouch, he had a good four inches on me. Deep lines bracketed a gap-toothed smile. “Nice to meet ya.” The pale blond sideburns and mustache seemed to go with the drawl.

“This is so strange,” Elaine began. “You and Brewster are both private investigators.”

I took another look at Brewster. “Where’re you from?”

“Cape Girardeau, Missouri.”

I nodded. Although I have few opportunities to meet others in my line of work, I had absolutely no desire to pull him aside and share experiences with him. Actually, I felt kind of awkward.

“C’mon,” Elaine said, taking my hand, “I think McGee’s in the study.” We left Ed and his friend to revel in memories.

She led me through the dining room toward the back hall and I reflected on this side of Carver I’d never seen or even imagined existed. As we passed the dining room table, I saw evidence of another bizarre aspect to his personality. When Elaine and Ed moved in together at the beginning of the month, it was his apartment they chose because it was larger. Though she never told him, Elaine had been reluctant to give up her place. She was the sort of person who started settling in as soon as the movers hauled the first piece of furniture over the threshold, and it went from “apartment” to “home” in less time than it took to unpack. She loved the place. I wouldn’t have thought Ed sensitive enough to understand that, but there on the dining room table sat a bouquet of flowers—white roses against splashes of pink and red. Protruding from the center of the bouquet was a stick clutching a card in its tiny, plastic fist. I couldn’t look at the flowers and not read the words on the card: “Welcome home, Elaine. Love, Ed.”

She saw me eyeing them.

“Nice,” I offered. What else could I say?

“He can surprise you.”

We shared a laugh when we found McGee in the corner of the closet, curled up on Ed’s overcoat which had slipped from its hanger. “Bad kitty,” Elaine said without a trace of reproof as she gathered the feline into her arms. He was a big cat with brown and black markings.

“I bought lots of canned food and enough of the soft stuff to last a month. I leave hard food out for him all the time.” She kissed his head. Sublimely unmoved, he blinked at me. “I’ve got a big bag of litter. I want to subsidize his upkeep, Quint. This is a huge favor you’re doing me.”

I scratched his chin. “Don’t worry about that.” Hell, I’d just deposited a check for twenty-five hundred dollars. We could both eat tuna.

“He’s a little quirky about his water. He won’t drink out of a bowl. Don’t even bother to put one down for him.” While she explained this, she cuddled the cat, stroking his neck and cooing between instructions. “He likes to drink out of the tap. Bathroom’s fine. He’ll let you know when he’s thirsty.”

“You’re joking, right?”

“Really. Isn’t he a character?” Then to McGee: “You’re a regular scamp, aren’t you?” He batted her nose with his paw.

“You’re telling me that if I put a bowl of water down and refuse to play his little tap game, he’ll die of thirst before he touches the bowl?”

“Of course not. When I’m gone, I just leave the toilet seat up.” Smiling, she added, “That shouldn’t be a problem for you.”

She finally pulled her attention from the cat. “If you have a few minutes, why don’t you stay for a beer?”

Back to Ed. Though the request sounded offhanded, I knew how much she wanted Ed and me to get along.

“Yeah, sure.”

When I’d agreed to take care of the cat, I believed it was for the short term. I figured their relationship didn’t stand a chance. When I left an hour later, I took with me a slightly altered opinion.

While Brewster did most of the talking—he was one of those natural born storytellers who could make a trip to the drug store sound like high adventure—Ed and Elaine acted amused and attentive, but never lost track of each other. I sat in a chair off to the side wondering where I’d been when all this had happened. I tried looking at Carver like I was meeting him for the first time. I supposed a woman might find him attractive if her taste ran toward tall, dark, square-jawed men. But he was getting a little thick around the middle and, I noted with some satisfaction, his hair had thinned some. I come from a family of thick-haired people. Although we did nothing to deserve it, we are inordinately proud of the fact that most of us die with a full head of hair. It’s become a point of discussion at funerals, which probably makes us a little strange, but then every family has its quirks.

“Eddie,” Brewster was saying, “you remember the time Danny streaked through O’Banyon’s physics class? Didn’t you bet him a fin he wouldn’t do it?” I figured in the early stages of their acquaintance, Ed probably spent a lot of time correcting Brewster, (“It’s Ed, not Eddie.”) and he’d finally succumbed to the moniker in much the same way most of us have gotten used to automated answering systems.

As I listened to Brewster, I found myself admiring him in the way I do people who have a way of walking into a room and owning it. When they leave a room, the space never quite gets filled. I tend to disappear in a crowd—a useful trait for a private detective but hell on your social life.

Brewster drank a lot of beer, preferring a long-necked bottle to a glass. Once, when he stopped for breath, I asked what brought him to Foxport. “Just blowing through town and decided to harass an old friend,” he said, moving onto another tale before I could ask what business blew him through Foxport.

Mostly I marveled over the change in Ed Carver. Sitting there with one arm resting on the back of the couch, drinking his coffee, he looked more relaxed than I’d ever seen him. Had all this happened since Elaine moved in with him? Could one person make that much of a difference? If that person were Elaine, then I guess she could.

Behind the annoyance and the bad feelings, I always felt kind of sorry for Carver. Anyone that bereft of emotions couldn’t find much pleasure in life. If some gypsy had told me there’d come a day when I’d envy him, I’d have told her it was time to use some Windex on that crystal ball.

I was thinking of graceful exit lines when Brewster made a big show of standing and getting everyone quiet—like anybody else had been able to get a word in. Clutching the bottle by its neck, he raised his arm. “I’m proposing a toast.” After an elaborate bow toward Ed and then Elaine, he continued, “To Eddie, my good buddy who I’ve known forever. Let’s keep in touch. And to Elaine, who I barely know but who may be the best thing that ever happened to him.” Elaine caught my eye as I raised my bottle with the rest of them. She smiled.

When I left, Carver helped me take McGee’s paraphernalia out to the car while Elaine got the cat into his carrier and said her good-byes. As I slammed the trunk lid down on the litter box and bags of food, I looked to the door of the apartment, hoping Elaine wouldn’t take long. Not only was it hot, but neither Ed nor I were any good at small talk.

But then he cleared his throat and said, “Ah, thanks.”

I turned to him.

He was rubbing the back of his neck and looking past me. Finally he dropped his hand to his side. “For taking the cat. It’s hard for her to give him up.”

“I know.”

“This way it’s easier on her. She knows you’ll take good care of him.”

“You do the same for her.”

His jaw tightened and for a second I thought he was going on the defensive. But then he relaxed and nodded. “I know a good thing.”

He didn’t exactly say that I didn’t, but he might as well have.

When I pulled into the long driveway leading to the green house on the river, my landlady, Louise Orwell, was sitting in a chair on its tiny back porch. Ours was as close to an ideal landlord/tenant relationship as I could imagine, which probably explained why our business relationship worked as well. I’m the silent partner—Louise was the buyer and the seller. I had it easy.

She waved to me as I maneuvered my car around hers so it was adjacent to the single flight of stairs leading up to my apartment. Her chair had some bounce and she rocked slightly while fanning herself with a pink and purple fan.

Louise was probably in her seventies, though she seemed younger. She walked a couple miles every day and worked out with weights. If she weren’t thirty years older than me, I’d ask her out. Who was I kidding? If Louise were my age, she’d have better things to do. In the year and a half since we first met, I’d never known her to be without a gentleman friend. I’d come to the disturbing conclusion that Louise probably has a more active sex life than I do.

I came around the car and set the cat carrier on the drive while I opened the trunk. Louise stopped rocking.

“Quint, is that a cat you’ve got in there?” I loved what her clipped English accent did for my name.

“I’m afraid it is.”

Once I had the litter box and the bags with McGee’s food out of the trunk, I walked over to the porch and raised the cat carrier so she could view its contents. “Louise, this is McGee. McGee, Louise.”

She leaned forward and squinted into the metal grating, then reached her hand up to him. The white tip of his paw poked out, batting at her fingers.

“Goodness, he’s a handsome fellow, isn’t he?”

“I guess.”

“Is he Elaine’s?”

Louise was Elaine’s biggest fan and, though she never came out and said it, she thought I was an idiot for ending the relationship. I never told her it was as much Elaine’s idea as mine. Why spoil the image?

“Yeah,” I said. “Ed’s allergic to cats.”

“A pity.” She drew her hand away. “Does Peanuts know about this?”

“What could I tell him?” I shifted the carrier to my other hand. “It’s probably for the best. Ever since that group with nothing better to do came out and said border collies were the smartest thing on four paws, he’s been impossible to live with.”

“Is that a fact?”

“He finishes the crossword puzzle for me. I hate that.”

She chuckled. “You two may take to each other. I find cats quite soothing.”

I turned the carrier so I could see McGee. He hissed at me. “Yeah, well, I think we’ve got a ways to go.”

I set the cage on the grass so I could gather the rest of his belongings. Louise resumed fanning herself.

“Why aren’t you inside enjoying the air conditioning?” I asked.

“Albert’s picking me up. We’re going to try the senior special at that new spot north on 41. I’m not so prone to new experiences in cuisine these days, but he assures me I can still have my glass of wine.”

“You two are quite the item, aren’t you?”

She frowned as though considering her response. “He’s persistent. These days I find that a rather appealing trait.” Then she added, “Although, I suppose all the ones who are still alive at Albert’s age are persistent.”

There was that. I heard the crunch of gravel under tires and picked up the litter box. “Well, you and Albert have a nice dinner.”

Even as I spoke and tried to make good on my escape, Albert announced his arrival with a polite toot of the horn. I glanced over my shoulder and saw his knobby little head peering over the Bonneville’s steering wheel.

Albert had a large nose which would have dominated his face were it not for the thick-lensed glasses that made his eyes look like pale gray saucers. He wore his plaid pants high and never went out without a sports jacket over his knit shirt. His walk reminded me of an egret—all legs and neck with a torso that threatened to throw him off balance. I’d have bet when he was young Albert was a geek. Now, as he cruised through his ninth decade, he had a shot at the former prom queens. If I only live that long.

“Quint, it’s good to see you.” He waved as he climbed out of the car. “How’re things going? Insufferable weather, isn’t it? They say we should be looking at some rain by the weekend.”

I didn’t know which question or comment to respond to, so I just mumbled a greeting.

“Louise and I are going up to Burlington’s for dinner. Chicken fried steak special, I hear. Care to join us?”
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