										Michael Pruess
Ch.17
	The door swung on its hinges, creaking like so many old joints. I stood in the doorway, mouth wide like some filthy cave, awaiting an explanation.
	"Mr. Locke, I need you to find my cookie."
	"Ma'am, it's just a cookie," I sighed. Sitting before me in my office was a lady, no older than eighty and absolutely gorgeous for her age. Behind her, my desk. Or, more accurately, a couple wooden corners sticking out from a mountain of papers. I walked around her slowly and took off my jacket. Seating myself behind the desk, I waited for her to turn her chair to face me before continuing. "Please allow me to be frank." She nodded.  "I'm never going to make it in this business unless I ask my clients to make appointments." 
	That's what I said, but really making it or not making it didn't matter too much anymore. I was just getting tired of the surprises. They came one after another like so many unwanted children. Too bad I couldn't just toss them out.
	"Mr. Locke, this is an urgent matter," the woman insisted.
	"How did you find my address?"
	"I need you to find my cookie."
	"Ma'am, it's—"
	"It's not just a cookie!" she yelled. I admit I was taken aback by her cry. I'd seen a fair number of new things in the last few days, but women who looked to belong in retirement homes, holding some kind of little dog, had never before barked at me. Previously, it had always been the dog. Filthy critters.
	"Yes, yes, ma'am, it's not just a cookie," I replied, shuffling some files around on my cluttered desk. The logs from that bank transaction that I found on Saturday next to the body of my last client. The poorly scrawled death threat that was jammed under my door yesterday morning. The contract that had been pushed upon me by that Henderson guy, who I hadn't heard from since the morning of the killing. 
	"Can you do it, Mr. Locke?"
	"Call me Harry," I said, running my index finger over the fine print of the contract, "everyone does. I'm not used to formality."
	"Harry, then. Can you find me my cookie?"
	"Well, ma'am, it depends. It depends on whether or not you're going to give me more to go on than the word 'cookie.' It depends on whether or not you're going to give me your name, and contact information, with which to contact you once I've found this 'cookie' of yours." I paused. "Oh, and a telephone number please. I'm not in the habit of barging into people's rooms. Not living people, at least. Finally, it depends on whether or not you plan on letting me pay next month's rent on this office."
	She didn't respond. Just sat there looking kind of defiant. Finally, she drew in her breath and spat out one word: "young'un."
	"That's right, ma'am, I'm young, a dazzlingly refreshing forty-six years of youth. I'm going to have to insist that you respond to my stated demands in some way, or that you respond to this: get out of my office."
	"My name is Phoebe Hunt." I looked up from the contract I'd been gazing at the whole time. Hunt. The name of the dead man.
	"Do you have any idea what significance this might have?" I asked quickly, leaning over the desk and brandishing the transfer statement, holding it in such a way that my fingers covered the name of Ron Hunt. Mrs. Hunt squinted at the paper for a bit and then shook her head. I sighed, though I had expected as much. "I expected as much, Mrs. Hunt. You don't look to be the kind of woman to participate in the revolutions of the information age." She shook her head again. "I expected as much, Mrs. Hunt. Now, allow me to tell you the meaning of this number. Oh, but first—you pay me."
	It was a hard life for us failed writers turned drunks turned private detectives. Especially living where I did, where the business was so slim that the only cases I came by were nut-cases. Making ends meet was hard like the liquor I so often turned to over the past years, and I had yet to procure a home for myself. Even this office was not in my possession, its first month's rent paid for by Henderson. That contract on my desk bore my signature like I was a dog and it, some bastard tree.
	Unsurprisingly—and I like that, unsurprisingly—the old Mrs. Hunt didn't waste time in grabbing her purse. Judging by the pearls around her neck and the many silver rings and bracelets she, and perhaps her whole family for generations, was rolling in money. Rolling in other things, too, but definitely rolling in money. Retirement home, alright, but an elite one, complete with golf course and mausoleum, and lunch with the kids every day.
	"Am I right?" I asked, and then realized that I'd voiced my question aloud.
	"Is this much enough?" Mrs. Hunt asked quietly, placing a stack of bills on my desk. I put the transfer statement down and picked up the cash. Thirty hundreds. Enough for a couple months' rent on this miserable hole. And then there was food, and preferably insurance. Maybe my first visit to the dentist's in a dozen years. Despite how satisfied I was, I'd learned something in dealing with Henderson, and I put on a face like I was discontent. "I'll double it when you find my cookie," she added quickly.
	"Very well," I conceded, pocketing the cash. "This number—" I indicated the statement, "—six hundred thirty-four. In ASCII code, the sum of the letters of the word 'cookie.'"
	"Ask... what? What is that, Harry?" 
	"Computer stuff, Mrs. Hunt. Actually, any number of letter combinations could add up to six hundred thirty-four." I wondered why I was telling her this. Ron Hunt was dead; his bank transactions meaningless. The knowledge of obscure things such as the number values of the entire Roman alphabet in ASCII was something I prided myself with, but it was also something I often berated myself for taking time to learn. Cookie. Yeah right.
	"So it's meaningless."
	"As is everything you've told me. Mrs. Hunt, your name is not Phoebe Hunt. Phoebe Hunt is dead." Next to the body of her son Ron, on the kitchen floor. Two knife wounds to the neck. The old lady frowned. I was done playing her game, and she knew it. Three thousand dollars be damned, I wanted to get out of this alive. Justice for the Hunt family was on the back burner.
	"Find me my cookie," she commanded.
	"You're not making any sense, ma'am, but I suppose it's better that way. More honest." She wrinkled her nose. It was then that the resemblance became clear—she looked like a small dog, just without the small. My initial wonder at seeing her in my office was over where the chair's armrests had gone.
	"My cookie."
	An idea struck.
	"Ma'am, could you write your name, address, and number on this piece of paper?" I handed her a sheet and a pen, the latter of which vanished, gone to join the armrests. She set to scrawling, and a few minutes later thrust the sheet in my direction. On it, Phoebe Hunt's name. "Your name, damn it." I glanced over at the death threat, lying off to the side on my desk. "Well, never mind that. Right now, you're going to tell me who put you up to this." It was all I could do to keep from yelling. The handwriting matched like a pair of laughing idiots. "Was it Henderson?"
	And then it struck me that I might have just eliminated my only chance at survival.
