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THE TWO snow-dusted socialites huddled against each other as they entered my office, eyeing its sagging left window shade as if they’d stumbled into a brothel. One was a fortyish brunette in a glistening fur coat for which several beavers had given their lives, the other a gray haired woman in a thick wool cloak with a Santa Claus pin on the breast. They took the chairs I offered in front of my desk, but perched on the edges.

“We need the services of a private investigator, Miss Sullivan,” began the brunette, who introduced herself as ‘Bernice Sanford, Mrs. Philip Sanford’. “We thought a woman would be more understanding since it’s a matter involving children.”

“You came quite highly recommended,” said her companion. She’d given her name as Miss Finch. Perhaps she lacked a first name as well as a husband.

Her Santa pin failed to put me in the holiday spirit. Little more than a year ago, as we were trimming trees and singing carols, we’d gotten word of the Pearl Harbor attack. Today, for the third time in two weeks, I’d waited in line for shampoo only to have the new supply run out before my turn came. My light brown hair was so limp from being washed with soap that I’d gathered it into a clumsy French twist from which strands already escaped.

“The children who come to our center are poor,” Bernice continued. “Since we’re a volunteer organization, we can’t afford to pay you, but the goodwill–”

I put up my hand.

“Ladies, let me stop you right there. I’d like to help you, it being the season for goodwill and that, but I have expenses just like any other business person – rent, utilities, insurance – not to mention toothpaste and monthly sanitary supplies.”

Miss Finch hitched her breath in at my indelicacy. Bernice fussed over her coat.

“A generous benefactor has donated a small amount toward hiring someone,” she said. “I’m sure it’s less than your usual fee, but perhaps if Miss Finch and I each contributed another five dollars–”

“Bernice! I never agreed–”

“We both can afford it, and I know you feel quite strongly that we should make an example of this.”

“Well, yes, but–”

“What do you say, Miss Sullivan?”

The total fee they then offered was laughable, but I wanted to buy a few Christmas presents if my bank account and rationing coupons allowed. Right now my bank account contained only moths.

“Why don’t you tell me what your problem is. If I think I can help then we’ll have a deal.”

Bernice dabbed the corners of her mouth with her pinkie to make sure her lipstick hadn’t run. “We represent the board of the Good Hope Youth Center. We run an after school program for children from poor families. There’s a group where they can learn knitting, one for small woodworking projects, one where they can get homework help.”

“Or they can sit and read or play checkers. They have so many choices!” Miss Finch was showing her first trace of animation. “For a few hours they’re around adults who can - who can inspire them, and–”

“At Christmas we put up a tree.” Bernice pulled the conversation back on track. “People who support us drop off gifts for the children, often the only ones they’ll receive apart from something practical like a pair of socks. This year we made an extra effort since so many of their fathers are away in the service.”

“It sounds as though you do fine work. So what’s the problem?”

“Four nights ago, someone broke in and stole all the gifts.”

I’d been lounging back with my legs stretched out under my desk. I sat up.

“Someone took the kids’ presents?”

“And our petty cash, but that didn’t amount to much.”

“They bludgeoned our handyman, who was still there working,” said Miss Finch. “Gave his head such a nasty bash he ended up in the hospital and didn’t regain consciousness for almost a day. Now that he has, he’s completely addled.”

“What did the police say?”

The two women looked at each other.

“We didn’t wish to involve the police,” said Miss Finch.

“It would reflect badly on the center.” Bernice dabbed at her lipstick again.

“We thought it might upset the children. We want you to find the thief, Miss Sullivan, and if possible, the stolen items.”

Pressing my palms together, I blew between them in thought.

“How many presents are we talking about? How big a load?”

“Well...”

“A Santa Claus bag full.” Miss Finch pursed her lips and considered. “Those big cloth bags soldiers and sailors carry over their shoulders. At least one of those. Maybe two.”

Assuming she was accurate in her estimate, that meant the burglar wasn’t a kid or a woman. Not a small woman, anyway. It also raised a question.

“Why not take the money you’re offering me and replace the presents?”

“It’s the principle of the thing,” said Miss Finch.

“This late in December, no one has time,” said Bernice. “Church programs, concerts, parties. And of course their own shopping, with all these ration lines making it take even longer.”

“We think it important to set a good example for the children.” Miss Finch pursued her line of reasoning with zeal. “To show them law breaking is punished.”

I gave a mental sigh. You might as well stamp PATSY on my forehead.

“Here’s what I’ll do. I’ll come down to the center this afternoon and look around. If I think it’s something I might be able to help with, then we’ll have a deal – but don’t get your hopes up.”

They started to leave. Miss Finch turned back with a worried expression.

“You don’t use a gun, do you?”

“Only if someone really annoys me.” I gave her my sunniest smile.

*  *  *
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By half past three the snow had decided to stick around for the rest of the day and to fall more thickly. I put on my coat and headed for the youth center, which was just off East Second. For several minutes I stood across the street surveying the white stucco building with a single window. I’d have to stand on tiptoe to see in, and I found myself wondering what sort of business had been there before the current occupant.

“May I help you?” A tired looking strawberry blonde in a cheap blouse sprang up from a desk to intercept me as I entered.

Her desk sat at right angles to the door, allowing her to block any unsavory characters who might wander in while also keeping an eye on the kids who were racing about or sitting in small groups in the large single room that made up most of the youth center. The walls were white and spanking clean, which made the place look light and cheerful. The kids ranged in age from six or thereabouts to early teens. Waist high bookcases divided the large space into smaller activity areas.

“Miss Finch is expecting me,” I said, but before I could give my name, that good woman herself came striding toward me. Her well-cut tweed suit had been around a few years and would be around a few more if she had anything to say about it.

“Miss Sullivan, welcome.” She turned to the woman who had greeted me. “Mrs. Brown, the children in that group are playing Monopoly. Rather inappropriate, don’t you think, with its emphasis on greed?”

Most of the kids had taken no notice of my arrival. Those who had already had returned to what they’d been doing, except for two girls. They were somewhere around ten and were watching me curiously.

Meanwhile, the Monopoly crisis was settled. Mrs. Brown reported that a well-wisher had dropped it off. Miss Finch said taking the game from the children now would only make it more appealing, but would Mrs. Brown see that it disappeared once their young charges had left for the day?

“Now, Miss Sullivan, you can leave your coat in my office. Bernice is late, as usual, and I’m sure your time is valuable, so...”

The opening of the door cut her off. Bernice came in with her arm tucked through that of a man with sandy hair, both of them stamping and shaking snow from their coats as if they’d been through a blizzard. The beaver coat she’d draped around her in my office looked even more impressive buttoned up to her chin. More irritating as well. As part of the war effort women recently had been asked to donate furs to be cut into linings for vests for sailors convoying supplies in cold climates. It wouldn’t surprise me if the gentleman convoying Bernice enjoyed fur lining in the voluminous wool overcoat, complete with shoulder cape for extra warmth, covering him to his calves.

“I’m glad it’s going to be Santa out in this mess instead of me,” Bernice announced. “Miss Sullivan, this is my husband, Philip Sanford. He’s one of our trustees.”

“Along with the bank that owns this building.” He flashed a smile that was dental perfection. “A pleasure to meet you, Miss Sullivan. We appreciate the accommodation you’re making for us.”

My cut-rate price was what he meant. When he disappeared into Miss Finch’s office to look at some papers she’d left for him to review, she and Bernice gave me their planned tour along with information about the center.

Mrs. Brown, the one at the desk, was their manager, the only hired help apart from the handyman. Miss Finch volunteered every day as the center’s director. One trio of volunteers came in to work with the children three days a week and a different trio came in the other two days. Offices, which ran across one side of the front, were small; one for Miss Finch, one for volunteers, and a cloakroom for all staff members.

“And your handyman?” I said. “Where’s his office?”

Bernice wrinkled her nose. “At the back, of course. And here, as I’m sure you can guess, is where the presents were. All beautifully wrapped and so very festive. But...”

We were back in the main room standing in front of a small stage on one side of the room. A five-foot Christmas tree, bedraggled under its colorful paper chains and a few strands of tinsel, looked forlorn on the stage. Several of its branches were broken. An angel with a cockeyed halo clung to the top. The floor around the tree where gaily wrapped packages should have been was empty.

“We cleaned up the glass,” said Miss Finch. “From the ornaments. We only had two of the glass ones, and that ruffian smashed them.

“The burglar turned the tree over?” I asked, my eyes still on its broken branches. “Why?”

Apparently they hadn’t considered it. They exchanged a look, each hoping the other would answer, then shook their heads.

“Just to be destructive?” guessed Miss Finch.

“Or yanking the tarp out from under it made it fall by accident,” a voice said behind us.

Turning I saw a youth who was easily the tallest person in the center surveying me with arms crossed.

“Tarp?” I said.

“Yeah. He’d need something to carry all those presents in, wouldn’t he? Or do burglars bring a shopping bag?”

“That will do, Ernie,” said Miss Finch.

On closer examination, the kid couldn’t be more than fourteen. He had a cut beneath one eye.

“It wasn’t a tarp though. It was that stiff cloth they use on folding cots.”

“I said that will do.”

With a shrug he executed a neat about-face and drifted off.

It wasn’t a bad theory



















































[image: ]































[image: ]













































[image: ]

















































[image: ]




































d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





