



Murder by Absence








Chapter 1:
The First Night 


The night was as damp as any other night.  Humid?  Yes.  Hot?  Yes.  Wet?  Hell yeah.  He looked around the room and wondered why he chose this hotel out of all the others.  He could deal with the rats, the bugs, and even the stained sheets.  He could deal with the broken tv and no hot water.  He could even accept the fact that his only window in the room faced a large neon "Kenny Roger's Roasters" sign whose light blazed into the room.  The humidity was what bothered him.  It was the fact he chose to take a hotel in the middle of the city.  In fact, it was the worst area of the city to be in.  But it was perfect for the job he needed to do.


He found a beat up radio on the night stand and turned it on.  It worked.  Realizing he had another 20 minutes, he decided that some tunes was what would be needed.  As he flipped though the dials all he heard was the new fangled stuff the kids today listened to.  What happened to the good ole days of Elvis Presley or the Beatles.  Today's groups sounded like clichés and food groups.  The Cranberries?  Better than Ezra?  Toad the Wet Sprocket?  Those weren't rock groups, those were children's broken English.  Finally at 100.1, he found what he wanted.  It was called "The Oldies Station."  "Great," he thought.  The good stuff he grew up listening to is now an "Oldie."  Nevertheless he was pleased when "California Dreaming" came on as the next song.  If only he was there.  Instead, he was sitting on a roach-filled room baking in the hot Orlando night.


A knock on the door.  He looked at his watch.  It was only 9:15pm.  Well his visitor was still 15 minutes early.  It was odd that anyone in this business was ever early.  Bu then again, this was really his first time in this business.  He had always overseen all aspects of illegal activity in his company, but it was still from a distance.  But to actually do it himself, that was new.  But he figured, hey, his visitor was his age.  Everyone at his age liked to be a bit early.  Right?  Of course right.  He didn't have any worries and figured that he may be actually done earlier than he hoped.  That could mean he might make it home in time for Letterman.  


He walked to the door.  His eyes focused on the hole towards the top.  Half an hour earlier he had read the strip of paper below the hole, explaining his legal right and responsibilities to the room.  "Pish-Posh," he said.  He wouldn't be in the room long enough to incur any problems.  Funny though that their prices were for the hour and not the day.  


He looked out and saw a dark face.  For the briefest instant he thought he recognized the face.  Was it indeed someone he knew?  Naw, it couldn't be that.  He looked again.  Yep, that had to be him.  Yet, he knew who he expected at 9:30pm, and this wasn't the person.  Being confused yet somewhat optimistic, he opened the door.  The door creaked open as he pulled it to himself.  Then as his eyes focused on the dark face, he saw flashes of light.  His eyes blinked twice.  He lost his hearing.  Then he felt as if he no control over his body.  As he hit the floor, the last things he saw was a grin on the face and scar under one eye.  Then, it was all over.




Chapter 2:
The Letter


Detective Inspector Julian Brown looked at the figures in front of him.  He couldn't make heads or tails out of them but there they were.  Bob Smithson, a man found dead over a week ago in a sleazy motel, indeed had been worth a fortune.  Yet the lines on the papers sitting in front of him on his desk didn't make sense.  $100 million was being willed away to his brother.  But by all accounts, the brother died years ago.  George Smithson died in a car accident.  In 1975.  In Lake Michigan.  In the winter.  Brown stood up.  Hours sitting in the wooden chair was not doing his back well.  The chiropractor?  Yes.  Brown?  No.  


He bent his head back, cracking the bones in it and turned around.  He looked out at the city.  The fourth floor always gave him a good view.  Mainly that was due to the streaming waves a few blocks away, but what a view.  He looked again at his desk.  What a mess it was.  Pencils, papers, and folders were all over the place.  In the middle, were three documents.  A will, made out by Bob Smithson giving all property to his brother.  A death certificate dated December 12, 1978 stating George Smithson's death by car accident.  A letter written to Bob by George dated June 5th, 1997.  A year ago, a dead man wrote a letter to his brother.  It read, "I'm Back!"





Chapter 3: The Counsel


Brown sat looking at the letter.  In normal circumstances, the will giving all property to a dead brother would be easy.  Even lawyers could handle that one.  But what fascinated Brown so much, was that the will was made in July of last year.  One month after the letter.  Why will your property to a man who didn't exist?  And if he did exist, somehow living in the shadows for 20 years, he becomes the best suspect.  This would seem to be an open and shut case then.  But it wasn't.  He had a dead millionaire lying in a roach-infested motel.  He had a will bestowing all worldly goods to a man who died 20 years ago.  But what he didn't have were any clues.  The local courts and the lawyers for Bob Smithson decided against probating the will until the police could figure out if George really existed.  If so, that could save the lawyers some problems.  But doing that could only inflame Brown's ulcer.  


What could he do.  One week gone by and no clues.  The motel manager says he saw nothing.  Then again that what's all people say.  They watch the movies.  Anybody who knows anything ends up dead.  Hell, even Brown read Agatha Christie mystery novels.  So if the police and the murderer think there are no witnesses then so be it.  But this isn't a novel.  It sure as hell ain't fiction.  A dead millionaire isn't a laughing matter.  It isn't even one you could put on the back burner.  It was something that had to be dealt with now.  And fast.  No witnesses.  No fingerprints outside of the dead body's.  No one heard anything either.  Although that usually is the first lie anyone would say in this neighborhood, he knew that was the one piece of truth there was.  Ballistics had come back on the bullets used to kill Mr. Bob Smithson.  The reports concluded that the bullets had come from a handgun with a silencer on it.  Anyone who knows silencers, knows they slow the bullet down.  Slowing the bullet muffles the sound.  That can be noticed on any bullet, by the scratch marks on it.  Whoever did this, had expert gun knowledge.  


What to do.  What to do.  He was given this case due to his experience.  He had seen everything before. Orlando may not be a big city like Chicago or New York, but strange things happen here too.  Julian Brown had thought he had seen it all.  The last 100 cases he investigated, all received convictions.  100 in a row.  More than half of the criminals in those 100 received life sentences or the death penalty.  He was on a roll.  But this.  What could he do?


He looked at the bio on Mr. Bob Smithson again.  Age 44.  Brown hair, blue eyes.  6 feet tall, 205 lbs.  Wealthy businessman specializing in construction in the Anaheim Hills area of California.  No wife, no kids, no living relatives.  "Emphasis on no living relatives," Brown said to himself.  The construction company was aptly named, "Smithson and Partners Construction Company."  There were 2 other partners in the company: Bill Mason and Phil Trollack.  The company had no outstanding debts that he could find.  Smithson's house hadn't been broken into anytime recently.  On the fateful night of July 25th, one week ago, the servants of Mr. Smithson's house were cooking dinner for themselves at 6:30pm.


No airline tickets were found on the deceased because he owned his own plane.  The pilot was instructed to wait with the plane until his employer arrived.  The car outside the motel was registered to a Mr. Bob Smithson and paid by credit card.  The car rental company positively identified the deceased.  To Brown, it seemed like Smithson had no problem with anyone knowing he was visiting Orlando.  Yet there was no reason to go to the Lady of the Night Motel unless there was something illegal going on.  Why would a wealthy man who owned his own Lear Jet rent a room at a fleabag motel in the red-light district of the city?  


Nothing was found on the deceased, except the usual: wallet, keys to the house, tissues.  Even the wallet still had money in it.  $1,000 to be exact.  This case puzzled Brown.  If Smithson was there to buy something then why didn't the murderer take the cash in the wallet.  The pilot told the police that when his employer left the plane, he left with no luggage, bags, or briefcase.  That would seem to kill ideas of Smithson selling something.  And would a man this wealthy need to sell anything to anyone that would involve shacking up in a motel the police offices referred to as "Prostitute Heaven?"  


Nothing seemed right to Julian Brown.  He turned around and looked back at the beach.  He noticed a women crossing the sidewalk on rollerblades.  She had a bikini on and Brown felt he had a great job.  Anyone who could stare at bikinied beauties at 12 noon had to have a great job.  


Pina Colada.  


Brown closed his yes for a moment.  What thought had just flashed across his mind?


Pina Colada.  


Pina Colada?  


"Oh My God,"  shouted Brown.  That was the answer.  He was so engrossed in his thought that he failed to notice the entire department staring at him.



Chapter 3:
The Man, the Myth, the Legend


He hung up the phone and glanced across his den and at the gigantic book shelf on the east wall.  After important news, Raymond Spears always liked to look at the bookshelf.  He had a 20 foot bookshelf built in his house for one reason:  to remind himself that all walls, all obstacles could be overcome.  This obstacle in front of him at least had a tall ladder.


Born of Italian immigrants in the United States, he settled back in his hometown of Trieste once he retired.  Although vonstantly reminded that he retired before most men do, 33 years old, he knew it had been time.  Spears had this way of always finding the impossible in any case.  He somehow just found the truth.  No one understood, not even he at times, but the truth just seemed to attract itself to Ray Spears.  And Spears used that to his advantage.  
He was a detective in the Bronx for several years and never found a case he couldn't solve.  Unfortunately many of those cases embarrassed other officers and it appeared Spears was showing off in an effort to move higher into the department.  Spears just wanted to serve justice.  After enough evil eyes and cold brush-offs by his fellow officers, Spears left New York.  He ran a Private Detective Agency in Virginia for a few years but found that unsatisfying.  So he simply decided to go home.


Home was Trieste.  A centuries old city whose motto was "Never Trust Anyone."  It had been part of several different world powers over the last 100 years and after every European war, ended up controlled by a different country.  Now with peace in the Balkans, he was content to sit and wait for life to come to him.  Until it did, he sat and read books or answered the many letters sent to him from various cities around the world.  They were pleas for his intelligence and wit.  He always turned them down.


Until now.  An old friend of his, Julian Brown, had called up.  Julian had a weird and odd case and asked for his old friend's help.  Julian has asked for help before but Raymond had always simply listened to the case over the phone and then suggested people to question or places to look.  For Julian, that was usually enough.  Not this time.  This time he needed Ray in Orlando.


The bond between the two men began years ago when Raymond was in Orlando looking for a missing woman.  The case had begun innocently enough when a Leesburg, Virginia woman asked Raymond to find a ex-boyfriend she had not seen in 5 years.  The idea was to locate the Orlando native and simply pass on a phone number so contact could be made.  Raymond had had all the problems in the world though in finding this man and ended up needing access to police files.  That was when he first met Julian Brown.  The case concluded one afternoon when the two men were sitting on the beach watching the sun set and drinking Pina Coladas to their success at passing the phone number on, when the Leesburg woman passed right in front of them.  She had flown out the previous night after receiving the info from Raymond.  She then found her ex's apt. and killed him.  Turns out, the woman had a deep crush on the man and he disappeared in an effort to get away from her.  After 4 other detective agencies failed, she found Raymond.  He found the friend.  The friend met his death.  Sometimes crushes simply get too intense.


As she walked by the restaurant and their beachside tables, she noticed the detective.  A stunned Ray Spears stood up in an effort to say "Hi."  She figured they were "on to her" and she attempted to shoot her way out of trouble.  Julian saved the day.  At least for Raymond that was.  The woman didn't do as well.


But now Julian needed his help.  Ray realized the dead man was a key to this saga concerning $100 million, and just looking in all the right places might not work on a trail 20 years old.  So he decided that it was time to come out of retirement and let truth once again reign supreme.  


Raymond turned to his right and saw his butler standing in the doorway.  "Jeeves," he said.


"Yes, Sir?" asked Jeeves, walking towards his master.  He had heard the phone being hung up and knew he'd be needed.  He was always needed after a phone call.


"Book me a plane to Chicago," Ray said.


"Yes, sir," said Jeeves.


Within hours, Spears was gone.





Chapter 4:  The Meeting


Spears flew first to Chicago because feeling that the key to the murder was the dead body of 20 years, he would need to know all he could.  Brown had no useful information so Ray would have to play "detective" one more time.


His first trip was to one of Chicago's public libraries.  He gathered all known information of the car accident from the microfiche of the Chicago Tribune newspaper.  He located the accident photos and even a small story.  It had made headlines not for being a crash but for the car actually making it into Lake Michigan.  In December, nothing makes it into the lake for the ice is so thick.  This was the exception to the rule.  That winter was so cold they couldn't pull the car out for 3 months.  Police interviewed the family at the time and found that George Smithson was missing.  The car thought to be in the lake was similar to George's.  When police looked through the large hole in the ice, the license numbers seemed to be similar too.  The police chalked it up as murder and seemed satisfied George was the deceased.  When the ice thawed and temperatures became safe to do a search and rescue, a body was recovered.  There were no gunshots.  No stab wounds.  No abrasions of any kind except those which appeared to be made by the interior of the vehicle itself.  The front driver side door was open.  It simply appeared that the car had slipped on the icy roads and George had lost control and flipped into the lake.  No foul play was suspected and the case was closed.


After a phone call from Julian Brown as well as from one of Ray's few friends in New York, a police sergeant in Chicago allowed Ray to search the computer for all information.  The record turned up practically nothing.  Up until 1978, George and Bob had lost their parents and relatives to various diseases.  None died as result of suspicious circumstances nor even accident.  The two brothers had not been shacked up with any ladies to that point so no children had been born.  After George's death, no women came forward with information either, thereby killing any ideas Ray may have had.  The only item of interest was that George had been broke for months before the accident and owed several people money.  This came out when Bob told police at the time of the accident of the bookies and gangsters whom George was indebted to.  That was why the police at first thought foul play occurred.  After the body turned up, the police ignored the leads when the autopsy results came through.  


Bob moved to Southern California not 2 months after the body was found.  Police noted that Bob had said that he didn't wish to be near the scene of the terrible tragedy.  He had to just get away.  To the police, a tragedy such as had happened could prey on the mind of a young man, especially when the deceased was related to you.  They figured it was the most obvious thing to do.  They attached no importance to it.  But Ray did the exact opposite.  Somehow a man leaving 2 months after his brother's death just didn't seem okay to Ray.  It seemed odd.  Maybe with one's entire immediate family deceased, one would want to go to a new place.  Maybe.  But then again this was Chicago.  Chicago families don't just simply up and move away.  It just didn't make sense to Ray.


Ray visited the scene of the crime on the beach of Lake Michigan.  The roads looked fine and well-taken care of.  Then again they should, for being July.  He went to the old neighborhood also, where the Smithsons lived.  Everyone on Garish Street still remembered the Smithsons.  


"Oh, wasn't ole Bobby a smart kid?"  


"Don't you remember the time George switched classes his brother and no one found out for days?"  


Ray got lots of happy memories from the neighbors but most of the people he talked to were already in their 60's and 70's.  Most happened to remember the accident but after the autopsy results came in, no one gave a though to who did.


Ray asked about 10 different times the same question, "But before the body was found, who did you think did it?"  The same answer was given each time.  "Oh, I don't remember.  It couldn't have been any other way."  Funny, how after 20 years people are still suspicious of having the lead clue to a  murder case.  Somehow they know that even the slightest clue can help the police.  But if the murderer finds out that slightest clue it mean the witnesses' own death.


Ray retreated back to his Holiday Inn hotel room at about 8pm that night.  He was tired and confused by the days events.  20 years is a long time but rumors and speculation never die down.  Everyone knows that OJ Simpson will always been thought to have killed his ex-wife.  No one may remember the details of the crime but rumors never go away.  Somehow the city of Chicago, specifically Garish Street didn't know that rule.  He knew somebody was hiding something.  But whom?


The phone rang.  Not sure who Ray had giving his number to, he crossed the room with caution.  He picked the phone up after the second ring.  He heard the worst thing he could ever have heard.  


"Ray?  Is that you?  It's Julian.  Ray, you are not gonna believe this.  They unearthed the grave of George Smithson.  The body, man...Its...Its...Its gone."





Chapter 5:  Unearth ye all


Ray dropped the phone and stared at the peach colored wall.  He just stared and stared.  Julian heard the phone drop and figured Raymond would have no more to say for the night and hung up.  Within 2 minutes the operator came on to ask Raymond that if he wished to place a call, that he hang up and dial again.  


Ray had a sleepless night.  He loved the Hercule Poirot character from the Agatha Christie mystery novels.  He agreed with Poirot that much of the time all a detective needed was the "little gray cells."  The cells needed time and they needed peace.  But most of all it was all about method.  Everything happens in a particular order but detectives are at a loss all of the time since they always just intercept bits and pieces.  It is the experts who can take those bits and pieces, place them into an order which makes sense, and then fill in the missing pieces.  


Ray spent the night combing his thoughts for the pieces.  There was a will.  A death certificate.  Witnesses who seemed to know nothing.  A letter from a dead brother.  A deceased millionaire in the slums of Orlando.  Finally, a missing dead body.


After some breakfast, Ray spent the Saturday morning watching CNN.  Turns out that the AFL-CIO was counting the ballots in their recent election.  The winner looked to be clear but everything was still unofficial.  Then a name rang a bell.  


Hoffa.  


Ray looked at the TV.  A gleam came into his eyes.  A lightblub inside his head turned on.  Could that be it?  No, not that simple.  But, maybe yes.


Ray picked up the phone and called Julian.  He reeled off a series of instructions regarding places in California and Chicago.  Then after hanging up, Raymond went back to California.  This time he wasn't searching for answers.  He was only searching for confirmation.  Finally, Raymond had his first break.  "Thank God for CNN," Ray thought as he reaching Phil Trollack's home.





Chapter 6: Moles come out of the Woodwork


Ray reached the home of Bob Smithson after a brief trip to visit the other partner in the construction company.  Just as Julian was exiting the front door, Ray greeted Julian.


"Where the hell have you been?  I've been waiting for you for days," exclaimed Julian.


"Oh, just visiting people.  You never know what can be written down when creating a company."


"Ah, yeah, ok.  Anyway you lucky bastard, you were right.  I don't know how you did it," exclaimed Julian.  "It was right there where you said it would be."


"How old is it?" asked Ray.


"Looks like 20 years old to me.  All it is bones and dust.  How did you know George Smithson's body would be in Bob's garage?" asked Julian.


"You mean if that is George's Body," stated Raymond.  "I have a feeling that isn't George at all.  I bet you that it's Bob."




Final Chapter: The Truth is Out There


Raymond and Julian were sitting at a famous Chicago Tavern called "Trader Vic's."  Over the traditional Pina Colada, Ray explained what had just transpired over the past few days.


"You see it all became clear to me while watching CNN.  I noticed that Jimmy Hoffa's son had won the Union's nomination.  That got me thinking of Jimmy and all the wild rumors of where he was buried.  Is it in an unmarked grave?  Is it below the NY Giant's football stadium?  Is he alive out there and undercover?


"You see, we don't know.  But that made me think of George.  Was it really his body that was to be in that casket in Chicago or if so, where was it now?  So I figured, with the brother leaving so fast and no living relations left in Chicago no one would bother visiting the family.  No one would know who was dead and who was alive, since no Smithson would be living there.  


"The brothers were a lot alike.  Yet immediately after the one brother disappeared so did the other one.  The neighbors let me know that Bob stayed out of sight for the 5 months after the death.  He was interviewed by police but spent little time in the community.  He claimed he was in mourning.  


"See, George owed much money but Bob didn't.  Bob was good with money.  So George concocted a plan to get rid of his brother, take his brother's identity, and skip town.  This way he would be free of his obligations and all would go well.  I think what George did was ride in the car with his brother.  George is driving and picks a desolate hour in the morning.  He hits the barricades on purpose, which stuns his brother.  He hits his brother over the head with a blunt object.  Maybe a blackjack or something, careful not to create any bleeding since the idea is for Bob's head to hit the ceiling of the car, thereby creating the bruise.  


"George exits the car, places his brother into the front seat.  He ties his brother's foot to the accelerator with some twine or such.  He knows that after some time underwater, the twine will weaken and come loose, and end up somewhere, but not near the body.  He starts the car, puts it into "drive" and then watched the car careen into the ice.


"The problem occurred when one of the Construction partners found out.  Bill Mason began snooping around when Bob/George began making foolish business decisions.  Mason noticed that a switch could have occurred, so he wrote a letter to Bob to see what effect that would have.  Bob/George panicked and figured he'd disappear for a while and come back as himself, and to a huge fortune.  While gone, he'd have some surgery done, come up with some grand excuse as to his 20 year absence but all would be well.


"Meanwhile the company was worried that George would leave town and bankrupt the firm.  Bill Mason, who had headed up the illegal payoffs for construction contracts, persuaded a friend of his to play the part of a blackmailer.  The blackmailer was to say he had proof of the existence of the supposedly deceased brother (thereby playing dumb to the fact George was really Bob) and wanted to meet.  The blackmailer picked Orlando as being a very out of the way place and the hotel.  George set everything in the name of Bob Smithson because he intended for this to be his vanishing point.  With no luggage or such, and everyone expecting him and knowing of his whereabouts, his disappearance would be noticeable.  He could then set up for his transition to play his real self.  The plan backfired for George when the blackmailer turned out to be Mason's son and shot George to protect his dad.


"Before going to George's home in Anaheim Hills, I visited the other partner, Trollack.  He let me see the articles of incorporation and that allowed me to view the shareholder's agreement.  In the event of a partner's death, the other two were to have first priority over buying the stocks.  This meant that Mason could orchestrate the murder caring less what was in the will because the partners would automatically get the outstanding shares and keep control.  Already with the letter the year before, George had been embezzling funds and making unsafe investments.  The time was ripe.  After I confronted Mason's son, whom I suspected once I saw him wearing an Orlando Magic T-shirt, he confessed.  The rest fell into place."


"My God, what a scheme," said Julian.  "But how could George, or Bill, or whomever expect to get away with taking in the will?"


"Oh that was easy.  He'd pay someone off to say that Bob was last seen in Orlando with some seedy character.  The police would investigate, maybe even find the guy George had paid off (since George had no intention of killing the blackmailer but instead to set the guy up as scapegoat).  With George missing and no sign of him, the blackmailer would probably be charged with several crimes and always be thought of as the man who killed a millionaire.  The public would demand justice and convict the blackmailer of something.  George would then reappear as himself and a 20 year-old alibi, take under the will and start a new life elsewhere."


"Unbelievable.  I doubt I could have gotten anywhere in this case," stated Julian.


"Well, what fascinated me was that everyone was playing a part and no one knew what the other was doing.  So in one fell swoop a closet full of skeletons popped out.  We just had to know which bones went to which body."  


Julian just stared at his amazing friend.  "What will happen to the will now?"


"The lawyers will take most of it in fees.  They'll spend months looking for some 6th generation relative, take even more fees, and by the time all is done with probate, the lawyers will have made a  fortune.  If anyone benefits here, it is Trollack.  After all this, he is the big winner for he can now own the entire multi-million dollar company.  Both partners are cast off and their debts will be wiped out by him anyway.  Funny what being the smallest shareholder will do for you."


Ray shot up like a missile.  His eyes opened wide and he yelled out an incomprehensible sound.  Julian then realized what Ray was thinking.  They dropped their drinks and headed straight for the airport.





The End

