I, The Tribunal
A Poached Parody
By P.C. HATTER

CHAPTER 7
I woke up early, showered, ate, and was on my second cup of coffee when the kid from the tailor shop stopped by with my suit pressed and repaired. I hadn’t noticed until after I got home from the scuffle with the cheetah and the wolf that my jacket had been ripped. Had I known, I would have taken a pair of tails. Good suits are hard to come by these days.

Instead of going in, I decided to call the office. Velvet answered.

“Wrench Investigation Agency, good morning.”

“Good morning, this is Kaiser.”

“Oh.” Her tone had my tail down.

“Don’t break my chops. The lipstick was from an official investigation.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Honest.”

“What can I do for you Mr. Wrench?”

“Have I gotten any calls?”

“No.”

“Mail?”

“No.”

“Has anybody come in?”

“No.”

“Marry me?”

“No.”

“Okay, bye.”

“What? Marry? Wait a second, Kaiser? Kaiser!”

Chuckling, I hung up the phone. That would teach her. Though I’d better be careful. Next time, she might say more than no, and I’d be walking into the justice of the peace’s office. But I must admit, being hitched to Velvet might not be so bad.

The scene of the crime was my first stop. The police had removed their watch dog, but the door was still taped up. Not wanting to wind up in the hot seat with the district attorney, I looked around for another way in.

The bathroom window opened into an air shaft with another window opposite. So, I decided to take a chance and see if the person living on the other side of the building was in.

The door was answered by an aging armadillo with glasses too big for his head. I flipped open my wallet and showed my badge. “Police.”

The armadillo blinked and invited me right in without looking too close. Respectable citizens were always quick to please.

“How can I help officer?”

“I’m looking to see if anyone could have gotten into Mr. Wilkins apartment without using the door. If I’m not mistaken, your bathroom window is opposite his.”

“Oh, yes. But no one’s been through my apartment, and I don’t get many visitors.”

“I didn’t think so. What I really need is to find out if the thing can be opened from outside. Someone could have used a rope tied somewhere on the roof. Someone lighter than me.”

The armadillo nodded in agreement and pointed me to the bathroom. The window was painted shut, and I had to use a claw to cut through the layers. Even then, opening the thing had a mess of paint chips falling all over the place.

Three feet of open air separated the armadillo’s window from Jeremey’s. I squirmed through the opening and carefully stretched to the other side. With the claws of my right hand hooked into the brickwork, I used my left to open the window. It slid up easily, and I slipped inside. Other than the fingerprint powder all over the place and the chalk outline of the body, everything looked the same. Well, except Jeremy’s gun was gone. The police couldn’t leave that thing lying around. In the holster, was a note from Duke which said, “It’s at headquarters.”

I drew a smiley face under his signature and put the note back. My search of the apartment was frustrating to no end. All I found for my efforts was three cents underneath the couch cushions. On a last ditch effort, I pulled out the drawers from the dresser and what do you know, Jeremy’s note book was sitting on the plywood bottom of the undies drawer.

Not wanting to have the armadillo get suspicious because I was taking too long, I stuffed the drawers back in place and the book into my pocket.

The little guy was waiting for me at the bathroom window and watched as I climbed back through. I made sure to make a show of looking for signs of climbing gear when he asked, “Did you find anything?”

“Nope. But thanks for your time and sorry to bother you.”

“Anytime, officer. Glad to be of help.”

After leaving the apartment, I decided to go back to the office.

Velvet stopped what she was doing as soon as I walked in. “Kaiser, don’t you dare play with me like that.”

“Who’s playing? Had you been paying attention, I’d be a caged tiger right now.”

The scowl she gave me in response could have curdled milk.

“Found something.” That replaced the scowl with a look of curiosity.

I held up the notebook, and she asked, “And?”

“Not sure, I haven’t had time to read it.” Working from front to back, I read Jeremy’s notes on various cases. Most were crossed out as having been solved, but the later ones weren’t. Velvet checked those against the files and found these were also closed, having been solved by someone else while Jeremy was in the army. Things were looking dim the farther we read. A page dated the day Jeremy left the army had, “I’m free” written across it. There were a few other notes. Mostly expenses for new clothes and such. But there were a few notations and reminders he’d jotted down from his new job at the insurance agency. The name Phillis Downs was written on a page with a note that her family still lived in Poughkeepsie. I knew that was Jeremey’s home town and assumed he’d met the female from years back. Her name popped up again on a page dated two weeks before his death.

A few more pages on, Jeremey wrote her name down again, but this time in large block letters. Underneath was a name of a relation, judging by the sire name. Written below that was an address, along with a notation to call after six. Apparently, Phillis was using the alias, Tanya Smith, but no explanation was listed.

I thumbed through more pages and Phillis’ name turned up again. This time the notes said she was in rough shape and needed help. Under a five digit number was written, “trace and raid” along with today’s date. At the bottom of the page was another note to ask Sylvia Gamal what to do.

Curiosity got the best of me, so I grabbed the phone and told the operator to connect me with Poughkeepsie. There were several people with the name of Downs but only one with the first name listed in Jeremy’s book.

The phone was answered by a female. “Hello.”

“Hello, I’m looking for a Carl Downs.”

“Carl isn’t here at the moment. Can I help you?”

“Possibly. Does he have a female relation named Phillis in the city?”

At this point the female became agitated and her voice dropped to a whisper. “How is Phillis? Is she okay?”

“I’m not sure ma’am. Her name came up in an investigation, and I’m checking every lead. Can you tell me what happened?”

“Carl’s still madder than a wet hen. He won’t talk about it and won’t let anyone say her name in his presence. I’m frightened. Phillis is my baby.” The sniffling tears on the other end of the line informed me that whatever was going on, it was serious.

“When was the last time you talked to your daughter? What was she doing in the city?”

“Phillis was going to college. The first in the family to do so. We were so proud of her. And then… then Carl got a letter that she’d dropped out and… I knew she’d met someone. But why couldn’t she have brought him home to meet the family?” At this point, the female broke down and was full on crying.

“I’ll do what I can ma’am and call you back with whatever I find.”

A garbled, “Thank you”, came over the line and I hung up.

Velvet was staring at the note pad with a finger on the five digit number. “I think I might know what this is.”

“A file number?”

She gave me another one of her glares. The number seemed familiar, I couldn’t place it until Velvet said, “A phone number, you dope. Without the exchange.”

“I knew I kept you around for a reason.” I bolted to the files. After ten minutes of rifling through scribbled on menus, scraps of paper, cards, and other stuff. I finally dug out one of those shady advertisements where if you don’t have the code word you don’t get into the backrooms where the real party takes place. The pimp I’d taken it off didn’t know who I was and tried selling me on a deal. His mistake. That weasel was going to walk bowlegged for some time.

The card had the exchange listed as Loellen. “Bingo.” I handed Velvet the card.

“Dancing made fun. Fifteen gorgeous females.” She handed it back. “I don’t get it.”

“How else do you hide a whore house?”

“And if it’s not the right exchange?”

“Then I have a lot of research to do.”

Velvet gave me another one of her scowls. “You mean me. Do you know how many people have phones these days? If anyone figures out how to get rid of the cord, everyone will be carrying a phone around.”

“Never happen. The things are too big and heavy to fit in a pocket.” I grabbed the phone again. “Time to make an appointment.”

“You’re not going there, are you?”

“It’s a lead, and it’s not like I’ll be doing anything. The army showed me enough films on what a body can catch in those places to scare the fur off any male.”

“You’d better keep it zipped, or you’ll be finding a new secretary.”

“Noted.” I reached over and batted an ear tuff before dialing the number.

The voice on the other end of the line sounded cheery. “Hello.”

“Hello. Do you have an opening for tonight, or are you booked?”

“And you are?”

“Douglas Banks. A little weasel downtown gave me your number. He said…” I flipped the card over where a single word was scrawled on the back. “to say hello to Mandy.”

“Okay. Be here before nine. The entertainment starts then. Are you just staying for it or are you interested in dancing all night?”

“Not sure if my legs can handle that much dancing, but I’m willing to give it a try.” I winked at Velvet, but she crossed her arms and glared.

“I’ve got your name down in the books. The dance is cash only. Ring two longs and two shorts at the door.”

“Will do.” I put the phone back in its cradle and smiled at Velvet. That’s when I noticed the tears in her eyes.

“What… What’s the matter?”

“The thought of you going to one of those places.”

“I don’t like them either, but we need information.”

“I know but… I can’t help it.”

I put my arm around her. “It’s nice to be worried about. I promise I’ll be careful. What I need you to do is stay by the phone, either here or at your home. If I need backup, I’ll need it quick.”
