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“Pretty is as pretty does.”

Popular proverb going back at least to the time of

Geoffrey Chaucer and the Canterbury Tales
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August, 1955



I liked pretty girls as well as any other red-blooded American male in his mid-twenties. Five of them talking at once while their perfumes vied for notice in my small office, however, was reducing my brain to wads of used chewing gum. 
Chaucer, the bread loaf–sized white dog I’d acquired without meaning to, had hidden under my desk when they started fluttering in. The squeals of delight some women gave when they caught sight of him had made him shy. I was made of sturdier stuff. Sticking my fingers between my teeth, I gave a sharp whistle.
“One at a time, please, ladies. Better still, pick a spokesperson, since I take it you’re all here about the same thing. The rest of you can fill in when she’s finished if you need to.”
From their stunned silence, I had a hunch no one had ever given the assembled beauties an order before. Their eyeballs discussed the spokesperson question as I navigated around five sets of attractive legs and two fluffy skirts the circumference of Christmas trees to reach the pair of windows at one end of my narrow office. When I raised them a couple of inches, the thin, clean air of Cheyenne, with its hint of crispness even in early July, diluted the perfume to breathable levels.
“Iris should do it. She’s the oldest,” one of my visitors said as I turned.
“And the smartest.”
Did I detect a hint of petulance from the blonde who had spoken?
The five of them were sisters, and their name was Sinclair. That’s as much as I’d gotten from them before they all started talking at once.
“All right. If you like,” Iris agreed.
She was the one who’d made the appointment with me, and the only one of them with coal-black hair. Her blue eyes were repeated in Pauline, who sat next to her. Pauline’s straight, silky tresses just missed being auburn. A cane with a tortoiseshell pattern lay at her feet, which were shod in high heels and crossed at the ankles.
The two whose dresses took up more than their share of real estate sat to one side of my desk. Both were golden blond and indistinguishable one from the other. That plus the similarity of their names, Autumn and Amanda, made it a safe bet they were twins. In an act of rebellion, or possibly mercy, one wore powder blue while the other wore the identical dress in peach. 
Slightly apart, between my oak file cabinets in a space where my part-time secretary generally did her typing, sat Wendy. Her hair was the same near-auburn shade as Pauline’s, but it curled and seemed to give off glints of fire. All five of them had perfect figures. Any of them could have graced a magazine cover. Their presence made me glad I’d put on my best worsted sports coat today and that my flannel trousers had a crease sharper than my letter opener.
Iris laced her fingers together on a straw purse the color of my hair.
“Mr. Kelly—”
“Just Heebs, please.”
“Yes. All right.” Her thumbnail worried a strand of the straw bag. “Our mother has been receiving threats. She dismisses them—brushes them off as the work of some crackpot—but there was an…incident last week. We—I—know she’s worried.”
“Iris is Mother’s assistant,” said Wendy. “Oops!” She clapped a hand across her mouth. “I’ll keep still.”
“The five of us discussed it and decided the smart thing to do was contact a private investigator,” Iris continued. “We’re hoping you can find who’s behind it and whether it’s anything she should take seriously.”
My own chair had been pressed into service so that all the Sinclair sisters could be seated. I perched on the edge of my desk.
“What kind of threats?” When she’d called to make an appointment, she’d said it was about a family matter. This sounded several levels more serious than I’d expected.
“Notes. Left in her car, and then after she started locking it, left in her coat pocket.” She gave a short breath of frustration.
“I’ve only seen the last one. I happened to be in her office when she stuck her hand in her pocket and felt it. That’s the first any of us knew about them.”
“Tell me about that one, then.”
I flipped a notepad open and clicked my Parker Jotter, the perfect writing instrument for a private eye who was missing one hand.
“It said, ‘You know what to do or the next time will be worse.’ It was handwritten and shaky. I thought it might be someone using their left hand to disguise the writing, but Pauline said when people do that, their writing’s usually all over the place.”
She looked to the sister closest to her.
“It lurches more. Up and down, all over,” said she of the long auburn hair. “I’ve tried it. I’ve seen other people try it.”
I nodded.
“This was more controlled. Legible, but very quavery. Like an old person.”
“But we don’t think it’s that,” Iris said. “We think it’s just someone trying not to be identified.”
“Did she tell you what the others said?”
“Only vaguely, and before you ask, she’d already burned them. She said they threatened her if she didn’t close the school.”
“The school?”
From somewhere, I heard a huff of disdain for my ignorance.
“Sinclair School of Modeling and Personal Development,” Iris said. “We own it. Mother does. We all work there. So you see, we have a vested interest in this, apart from our mother’s safety.”
That explained the attractiveness of the women surrounding me. On the other hand, the demand of the threats themselves struck me as odd. Did it come from an employee or former employee with a grudge? From some crackpot who believed women should wear shapeless dresses, renounce makeup, and walk three paces behind their husband?
“Any guesses why anyone would want to close the school or who could be behind it?”
“No. That’s why we came to you.”
The threat that Iris had seen had two parts, though. You know what to do or the next time will be worse.  That second part intrigued me as much as the first.
“What did your mother think it meant about the next time being worse? What had happened?”
A quick look passed between Iris and Pauline.
“It might have been an accident,” said the twin in blue.
“Linda’s a klutz,” the twin in peach echoed.
“That’s the thing,” said Iris. “The only, well, bad thing that’s happened recently could have been an accident.”
“It has to be what the note meant,” Pauline murmured.
Iris took a breath.
“Last week, Mother came in at night to catch up on work. She does that a lot. Stays late, comes back after she’s gone out to dinner.”
“She finds running a business more interesting than being a mother,” Wendy, in back, said, wrinkling her nose.
Iris gave her a frown.
“The thing is, Linda, our finance manager, came in, too. She does payroll, accounting, anything to do with numbers.”
“She’s also our cousin,” Wendy added.
“She’d gotten behind on an accounting task, so she’d come in that night to catch up. She can’t work at home because she has kids. Mother didn’t know she was there, and Linda knew Mother didn’t like to be disturbed. So.” Iris shrugged. “Anyway, Linda wanted some old files that she’d put on the top shelf in the store room. She got up on the ladder we keep there, and all of a sudden the light went out in the store room and she felt the ladder go out from under her. She fell and knocked herself out and cracked her wrist. She’s in a cast.”
A moment of silence followed. Even Wendy didn’t contribute anything more.
“You think someone pulled the ladder out from under her?” I guessed.
“We—I—think it’s possible.”
“And if that happened, you think the person responsible believed it was your mother on the ladder.”
Iris gave her hand a lift of uncertainty.
“In light of the threats, I think it has to be considered. Mother… I’m not sure it occurred to her until this last note. Or maybe she didn’t want to believe it. She still insists the threats are nothing to worry about, but I think she’s shaken. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have agreed to let me contact you.”
I found it interesting that the woman who was the target of the threats hadn’t come to see me herself.
“I would have to talk to your mother.”
“Of course.”
If I took this case, I would need to visit the modeling school, maybe even spend considerable time there. I might encounter additional gorgeous women. It would be like swimming through honey. Did they change clothes at a place like that? Would my innocent eyes be subjected to the sight of well-shaped bodies clad in lingerie? Would all that perfume fuddle my brain?
From her seat in the back, Wendy raised her wrist and tapped her wristwatch. Iris nodded.
“We need to be getting back. We all have classes to run. Will you look into this for us, Mr. Kelly?”
“Heebs, if you don’t mind.”
“Yes, I forgot. Heebs.”
“I do believe your mother needs to take this seriously. Here’s what I’ll do. I’ll talk to her, and if I continue to feel that way, I’ll start digging around. If not, I’ll return your retainer.”
“Which is how much?” Iris already had her checkbook out and a fountain pen poised.
“Eighty for the first week, plus expenses. After that, the base rate drops to sixty.”
“I’ll make it for a hundred, then.”
She filled the check out, capped her pen, and blew on the check to dry the ink before she handed it to me. The others were already on their feet, smoothing skirts and gathering up their things.
Wendy went against the flow.
“That’s an odd name you have,” she said. Her auburn curls stirred as she approached my desk. “Is it a nickname?”
“It was. When I was eight or so, I used to get the heebie-jeebies. The older boys teased me about it. They called me that. By the time I grew up, I kind of liked it, so I changed it legally.”
“My life’s one long heebie-jeebie,” the twin in peach said mournfully. “I spend half my time being scared.”
“Oh grow up, Amanda.” The other twin took her elbow and steered her toward the door. “You work yourself up over the littlest things.”
Pauline edged back in past them.
“That pen you use, is it one of those inkless ones?”
“It uses ink. It’s just a different sort.”
“But it doesn’t leak, right?”
“Right.”
“I get so sick of having ink on my fingers. May I?”
She indicated the Parker Jotter. I handed it to her, showed her how to get the tip out for writing, and handed her a scrap of paper so she could try it. She smiled.
“I’ll bet Schaeffer’s has them,” she said to herself.
When the Sinclair sisters were halfway down the hall and seemed unlikely to return, I closed the door. Chaucer poked his nose out from under my desk. His fuzzy head followed, and then the rest of him, his stub of a tail wagging. He went right to work sniffing the floor to learn about the people who had been here. I went to the window and watched the Sinclair sisters leave the Arrowhead Building to learn what I could. 
The twins had gotten past their tiff, if that’s what it was. The one in blue, who must be Autumn, had her arm around Amanda and was rubbing her shoulder. They gathered their skirts and managed to get them into a turquoise Buick Skylark. Autumn drove.
Iris and Pauline had paused by a ginger brown Olds where they were discussing something intently. Pauline kept nodding. She went around and slid into the passenger seat, Iris got behind the wheel, and off they went.
There was no sign of Wendy. Was she the odd one out?
When I turned around to get to work, Chaucer was snuffling something on the floor with interest. It proved to be an envelope. Thinking I might have knocked it off my desk when I perched there, I picked it up. Instead of an address, the back of the envelope held a single typed word: Detective.
One of the Sinclair girls must have dropped it. By accident, or was I meant to find it?
The envelope was sealed in the middle, but since I was the only detective around, I opened it. The message on the slip of paper inside was also typed.
No one’s in danger. Drop the investigation.
Accompanying the suggestion were four fifty-dollar bills.






  
  2


“If we were big-time real estate people, we’d put the envelope of cash somebody just slipped us in something called an escrow account,” I explained to Chaucer as we walked down 17th Street, which was the heart of downtown Cheyenne. The rhythmic sound of Western music seeped from The Mayflower Bar, probably to the envy of the watering holes across the way. “Since we’re just a couple of private eyes, we’re going to put it in my safe deposit box instead until I figure out where it came from and what to do about it.” 
One of the Sinclair sisters had left the monetary incentive. I was sure of that much. If it had been there before they arrived, I would have noticed it, or Chaucer would have, given that he was closer to the floor and how he liked to sniff around. The question was which one of the women who’d come to see me wanted me off the case enough to offer me almost two weeks’ salary? Which one was willing to pay me twice what Iris had paid me to investigate?
Question number two was why.
Whatever the answers, the attempt to bribe me made me more inclined to think Eleanor Sinclair, the target of the threats, really was in some kind of danger.
“Now Chaucer is going to have to show his key, too, if he wants to go back with you,” teased the teller who came to help us at Stockgrowers Bank. It was a place with lots of elbow room, like Cheyenne itself. A rifle poked out of a second-story window overlooking the lobby. In the three months since we arrived in the city, Chaucer had become a popular customer.
“He barks for identification,” I said.
She laughed and showed us to a room where we could open the safe deposit box in privacy. I put the check from Iris in along with the envelope containing the bribe money. I wouldn’t cash the check until I was sure I could help my would-be clients.
After leaving the bank, we walked through a couple of alleys until Chaucer found a spot that suited his bladder. When we got back to the office, I dialed Eleanor Sinclair. The receptionist took my name and switched me through a moment later. The woman I was calling didn’t answer, but I heard a voice I presumed belonged to her in the background.
“I’ve had all I’m going to take of your slacking. Collect what you’re owed for this week and get out. I don’t want to see you around here again.”
I caught a response, too indistinct to make out words or even gender.
“Yes, Mr. Kelly,” a brisk voice said in my ear. “You’re the detective, correct? Iris told me you’d be calling. She and her sisters have gotten stirred up over nothing, but I’ll talk to you in order to put their minds at ease. Who knows? You may even have some brilliant insight.”
I couldn’t tell whether the comment was sarcasm or reluctant open-mindedness. She told me she had a full schedule the rest of the day. I could come in tomorrow at a quarter till nine. Eleanor Sinclair ran a tight ship.
I hung up and propped my feet on the desk to help me think better. What did I know about the threats that had brought me into this? The notes containing them were handwritten by someone seeking to disguise their handwriting, which suggested Eleanor or someone close to her—a daughter or secretary—would recognize the undisguised form. Did it also mean that whoever sent them didn’t know how to type?
The first notes to arrive had been left on her desk or in her car, which pointed to someone who worked at the modeling school or possibly a current student. Once the notes began to appear in Eleanor’s coat pocket, it opened up the possibility of someone slipping them in when she was out and about.
I came back to the fact that none of the notes had been typed. Had the person who sent them known how to type but for some reason decided writing was less of a risk? True, the output of a typewriter could be identified and linked to a particular machine that had produced it. If the typewriter was in a place with lots of people moving about like the modeling school, though, it would be hard to pinpoint the typist. In fact, you would almost need to suspect someone first.
Maybe Eleanor Sinclair did and would be more willing to talk about it with someone who wasn’t related to her.

      [image: image-placeholder]When I parked my Buick Roadmaster in front of the one-story brick apartment house where I lived, Charlotte Hays, my blond,  blue-eyed landlady, was on her knees weeding around the evergreen bushes under the windows. End-of-day traffic hummed along Central Avenue. A whirlygig sprinkler spun in a valiant effort to keep the small front lawn from fading to tan.
“Maybe I should hire your dog to do this weeding.” Charlotte got to her feet and wiped the back of a leather-gloved hand across her forehead, leaving a streak of dirt.
“He’d be enthusiastic, but I suspect he might dig up your bushes along with the weeds.”
I lifted the lid of one of the five mailboxes mounted on the wall of her small front porch. My phone bill and a letter from some investment company that probably wanted to help me make a million dollars.
“Have you ever heard of the Sinclair Modeling School?” I asked.
“Oh yes. Their models put on fashion shows at luncheons sometimes. Gorgeous clothes, but not for the budget conscious.” She made a face. “Why?”
“Some women I was talking to today acted like I’d crawled out of the back woods when I didn’t know what it was.”
“Heavens. I doubt most men other than salesmen would even be aware of them.” With a smudge of dirt on her face, wearing blue jeans with turned-up cuffs, she sent my pulse several notches faster than the beauties who had visited my office. I wasn’t sure why. Her nose was a little too sharply chiseled and her figure, though slim and attractive, lacked sufficient frontage for a pin-up girl. She blew hot and cold with me, friendly one minute, remote the next. She was secretive about her past. I couldn’t figure her out.
“Well.” Removing her gloves, she stretched her back for a moment. “I’ve had all I can stand for one day. Time to put things in the garage and do a spot of yoga to relax my muscles.”
“Yoga?” I was vaguely aware it was some sort of Oriental exercise that promised serenity and required you to twist your body into odd shapes.
“There’s a woman who teaches it on the educational channel,” she said with a blissful expression. “I watch it and follow along when the reception’s decent.”
We both chuckled. About half the time the channel she referred to was fuzzy. The sound generally came through, but what should be a picture was a dancing assortment of light and dark dots with a ghostlike image occasionally visible through the electronic snow.
Charlotte gathered some small digging tools along with a pail where she’d tossed the weeds and disappeared down the alley that hugged one edge of the house. I whistled my way down the stairs to my basement apartment while I thought about her upstairs practicing a discipline that fostered inner peace while I was downstairs practicing the jumps and kicks of an Oriental form of street fighting.

      [image: image-placeholder]A friend back in Dayton had accused me of being a clothes horse. There was some truth in it. I’d grown up on my own without home or family during the Great Depression. The things I wore were from charity bins, never warm enough in the winter, seldom without rips or patches. I couldn’t deny that I probably spent more now on clothes than I should.
I dressed with particular care for my meeting with Eleanor Sinclair. My sports jacket had a pale blue thread running through it that I’d been told picked up the blue of my eyes. My navy trousers matched my tie. My cufflinks weren’t real gold, but they were nice and showed no signs of wear. I should pass inspection by the owner of a modeling school.
Sinclair School of Modeling and Personal Development was several blocks from downtown and was bigger than I’d expected. It was two stories, white brick with red trim and a tower room at one front corner. The asphalt parking area that replaced what had once been a lawn clashed with the graceful air of the building, but not as much as the police cars blocking the entrance.
I eased the brake pedal down and surveyed the scene long enough to take in details. In addition to some uniformed cops, I spotted three men in plain clothes who I knew to be detectives. The blue-and-white police cruisers had parked in far enough that I had room to pull my dark green Buick up behind them, which I did. One of the uniformed cops noticed and started over.
“Hey! You’re interfering with police business. Keep on moving.”
“I’ll deal with him. I know him,” one of the detectives called. He scowled as he approached. He was bald as a potato, and the only time he exerted himself was to brownnose his sergeant. When pushed, he could do a decent job.
“Hey, Smith. What’s going on?”
“What are you doing here?”
“I have an appointment with Mrs. Sinclair, the top hen.”
Smith smirked, an unpleasant habit of his.
“Not any more you don’t. She’s dead.”
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“Accident?” I asked when I managed to pull free of my initial disbelief. 
If it looked like one, I had a sneaky hunch it wasn’t. Smith’s now-blank expression told me nothing.
“You’re not a cop. You don’t belong here,” he said. “Clear out.”
Arguing would get me only ill will. I nodded, reversed in a tight turn, and as slowly as possible headed for the street.
A handful of spectators lined the curb to either side of the parking entrance. On the sidewalk to the left, a quartet of girls, somewhere in their late teens, hugged close to one another, looking worried. The skill of their makeup and their carefully put-together outfits suggested they were students at the modeling school.
On my right, two second- or thirdhand cars had pulled to the curb. I couldn’t make out much about the occupants of one, but a brown-haired male not much over twenty and two females of similar age leaned against the hood of the second car, watching the action. As I paused prior to pulling into the street, one of the girls gave the male a nudge, and he trotted over, cutting in front of me to keep me in place.
“Hey.” He ducked a movie-star face with a cleft in the chin through my open window. “Why can’t we get in? What’s going on?”
“There’s been a death,” I said briefly.
“Who?” He planted a hand on the window well. If I stepped on the gas, the moving car would give his hand a nice, hard jerk. “It’s okay to tell us. We’re faculty,” he said before I’d decided whether his pushiness deserved a bruise. “Well, student assistants. Graduates that Mrs. Sinclair hires as part-time help.”
I did quick calculations. If there turned out to be anything left for me to look into at the modeling school, Handsome here could be a useful contact.
“Well, I hate to tell you, but it’s Mrs. Sinclair who’s dead.”
“Eleanor?” His eyes flared, and he worked his mouth a time or two in an effort to restore moisture. “Wow. When? How?”
I shook my head. “That’s all I know.”
The news had rattled him enough for him to remove his hand from my car and run it through the curls at the front of his otherwise straight hair.
“It’s Eleanor,” he told the girls with him, who saw something was up and came tripping over. “She’s dead.”
One of the girls covered her mouth with her hands. The other gasped. I made my exit.

      [image: image-placeholder]The presence not only of uniformed police but of detectives at the scene of a death meant they thought something about the death merited further investigation. Another “accident” that suggested the earlier one with the slipping ladder merited a closer look?
Because I’d shown up at what might be a crime scene and had professed to have an appointment with the victim, I expected a call or visit from the police. It came not long after I’d polished off a grilled ham and cheese sandwich with extra pickles at the J. J. Newberry lunch counter, accompanied by several cups of the excellent coffee they served there.
It was Big Mike Fisher, the sergeant in charge of the detective squad. When we first met, not under the friendliest conditions, I’d thought of him as a mountain because of his size. Now he reminded me more of the buffalo in the city park, his little head and broad shoulders tapering down to small hooves, which in his case were wrapped in high-heeled cowboy boots. Fisher was a bully. We didn’t like each other.
“I understand you turned up at the scene of a death at Sinclair Modeling School this morning,” he said without greeting.
“That’s right.”
“You mind coming down and answering a few questions?”
I recognized a request that was really an order.
“Is now okay?”
“It’s what I’d expect on the part of a cooperative citizen.”
Police headquarters was in the lower level of the City and County Building half a dozen blocks away. “Lower level” meant basement, although it had a walk-in entrance at one end. The police had a marginally better opinion of me that they’d had when I first came to Cheyenne three months earlier, and Fisher had been as polite as he knew how when he summoned me, so I came in the way members of the public were supposed to. That meant in through the front of the dressed stone building, down past various license bureaus, and in through a door marked Police.
“They’re expecting you,” the cop at the counter said when he saw me. “Go on back.”
Once past the counter I made my way through a warren of head-high walls set with frosted glass to the ones defining the area set aside for the detective department. All four desks were occupied. Fisher sat in the farthest one, facing the others. Smith, the bald brown-noser who’d exchanged a few sentences with me at the police line, sat across from him. Behind Smith was a fresh-faced young guy named Lamb, who was still in uniform but was called in when needed. Ben Webber, dark-haired, good looking, and good at his job, sat across from him.
“Smith tells me you turned up at something we were investigating this morning,” Fisher said without shifting his boots from their cozy position on his desk.
“If you mean at the modeling school, that’s right.”
I pulled up a spare chair and sat without being invited.
“The reason being?”
“I had an appointment with Mrs. Sinclair.” Which Smith would have told him.
Mt. Buffalo smirked as he looked me up and down.
“Thinking of a career change, are you? Taking some classes so you can advertise dog food or model sissy clothes?”
“There have been expressions of interest about hiring Chaucer to model. I didn’t think it fair to exploit him.”
Fisher’s smirk turned to irritation.
“I had an appointment to talk with Mrs. Sinclair because she’d been receiving threats,” I said. “I suppose you know about those?”
His eyes had narrowed. “One of the daughters told us. I’d like to hear your version.”
“From what I was told, Mrs. Sinclair had been receiving them for several months. One of the daughters saw the last one. The mother had already burned the others. The one she saw said Eleanor, the mother, knew what to do or the next time would be worse.”
“Did it call her by name?”
“By name?” The question caught me by surprise. I wondered what he was getting at. “I don’t know. I didn’t see it. My impression was it just said ‘you.’ ‘You know what to do.’”
Apparently I’d answered to his satisfaction. He grunted.
“What else?”
It was a good technique, asking something open ended. If I omitted something, he could pounce on me. Meanwhile, he’d be sifting through it for things he didn’t know. I told him how the first notes had shown up on the target’s desk, or in her car, but then began appearing in her coat pocket. I mentioned the employee who fell from the ladder, which judging by his lack of reaction he already knew about.
“So was Mrs. Sinclair’s death meant to look like an accident, too?” I ventured.
“Not likely, with an empty bottle of tranquilizers beside her and a picture of her late husband on the desk in front of her. From what we have so far, it looks like suicide.”
“Did she leave a note?”
“As good as.”
“So you’re saying she deliberately overdosed?”
“What else? A couple of the daughters even said she’d been depressed lately.”
I didn’t buy it. I’d seen too many cases of murder cleverly disguised as suicide to trust first appearances. Fisher should have had at least a couple of those under his belt, too. Granted, Cheyenne’s population was just thirty thousand in spite of the fact it was the state capitol, so suspicious deaths didn’t come along as often as in the larger city where I’d learned my craft. Surely even genuine suicides would have given him the habit of suspicion, though. From what he’d told me so far, this one seemed awfully tidy. What wasn’t he telling me?
“You said the deceased ‘as good as’ left a suicide note. What did you mean?”
Fisher gave me the fish eye. “I don’t recall seeing your name on the payroll.”
I bounced to my feet.
“Well, I hope you found my cooperation helpful. Every time I talk to you is educational, Sergeant.”
He knew I’d taken a swipe at him, but he wasn’t sure how. Worse still, he didn’t dare retaliate. Two months ago, I’d cracked a case the police had written off as the work of a passing vagrant. The scope of the crime had made the Denver papers and left an impression locally that the police might not have been as diligent as they should have been.
“You see Alf lately?” I asked Webber as I settled my fedora on my head.
“Thought I might see him tomorrow if I don’t have to work. Why?”
“Just wondered if he was still sore at me.”
The dark-haired cop and I had become friends, but we downplayed it in the presence of his fellow detectives. He’d just let me know that tomorrow he’d show up at a place the two of us had a beer together a few times a week.
“Oh, one more thing,” I said to Fisher as it occurred to me. “When I called Mrs. Sinclair yesterday so she could pick a time to meet, she was in the middle of firing someone. Whoever it was, she was lighting into them for all she was worth, and it sounded to me like she wasn’t just starting.”
To his credit, Fisher now showed interest.
“Go on.”
“It was just a few sentences, in between when her receptionist or whoever put me through and when Mrs. Sinclair started talking to me, but she was pretty wound up. She told whoever it was that she was tired of their slacking, to collect their pay and clear out.”
“Male or female?”
I shook my head. “Couldn’t tell. Whoever she was chewing out said something, maybe spoke twice, but it was just a background blur with a notch here and there between words.”
“Unh.”
The sound was as indecipherable as the ones I’d just described. Hard to say whether the head detective found my information interesting or not.
There was something else that I couldn’t decide if I ought to mention: the bribe I’d been offered.
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The next morning’s paper ran a modest story headlined “Modeling School Director Succumbs at Desk.” I read the opening paragraph to Chaucer. 
“Eleanor Sinclair, founder-director of Sinclair School of Modeling and Personal Development, was found dead at her desk at the school yesterday of heart failure. She was fifty-one.”
Huh.
Interesting how they’d glossed over any details of the death. As I read through the rest of the story, the pattern held. There was no mention of the pills found beside her, nothing to hint at suicide.
It wasn’t unheard of for a paper to avoid saying someone had taken their own life. The idea was to spare the family of the deceased further suffering and nosy questions. What I found interesting was the impression left by the story that Eleanor had died in the morning when the school was opening up. Why not say she had been there working at night?
Maybe I was making too much of simple politeness. Pushing my chair back, I stretched my legs out and tried to go through the rest of the paper, but thoughts about Eleanor Sinclair kept pulling me back.
Had the police, meaning Fisher, concluded the threats that Eleanor had received were as insignificant as she claimed? Had anyone even checked? And what about the argument I’d overheard?
The small detective unit did decent police work. Maybe not brilliant, but decent. Within limits. Ben Webber, the sharpest of them, had to keep his mouth shut a good deal since Fisher outranked him. Smith not only sucked up to Fisher, but had more seniority than Webber. Lamb, who showed hints of having plenty between his ears and was a nice kid, was just that: young and not officially a detective yet, a uniform assigned to help who hoped to become official one day.
Maybe they’d crossed all their T’s. Maybe whatever they’d found at the scene which Fisher had termed “as good as” a note had convinced them the death was the suicide it appeared to be.
Whatever the case, it appeared my services would no longer be required by the Sinclair sisters. Before they fluttered into my office, I’d been starting work on another matter for a local defense attorney who had used me once before. Time for me to start pounding the pavement to find anything that might help him prove his latest client wasn’t the man who had robbed a pawn shop and shot the owner.

      [image: image-placeholder]“What are you doing here?”
Lulu Valdez, my part-time secretary, looked up from the typewriter on the metal stand she had rolled into the space between filing cabinets.
“Your typing, same as always.”
“No, I meant this time of day. Don’t you have classes?”
Lulu made the fifty-mile drive to the state’s only four-year college to take classes. To pay for them, she worked nights doing janitorial work here in the Arrowhead Building and six or eight hours a week typing and filing for me.
“It’s summer, haven’t you noticed? The term’s been over for a while now.”
“Oh.”
I reacquainted myself with my chair. The morning had been well spent. I’d found a crumb to follow for the defense attorney, with Chaucer trotting beside me every step of the way. He went to his water dish and drank with plenty of sound effects.
When I opened my office, I’d framed the little mutt’s dog license and hung it on the wall with my business license. It had been an act of pure irritation at the lack of any requirements or qualifications to call yourself a private investigator in this state. As it turned out, calling Chaucer my partner wasn’t farfetched. His furry face had loosened more than a few tongues that would have stayed glued down for me. Granted, his charm worked better on females, but it was surprising how many rough men softened up enough to part with information in his presence.
In the space between the filing cabinets, Lulu slammed the typewriter carriage back to the start of a new line as if she had a grudge against it. I waited until she rolled the finished page out to speak.
“What’s eating you, Lulu?”
“Nothing,” she said without turning around.
“Yeah, there is.”
“I’ve just got things on my mind, okay?”
“Believe it or not, I’m sometimes good for an idea or two.”
She twirled her chair to face me. Some of the tension had left her face. One of her eyebrows raised.
“You’re smart when it comes to private eye things. On ordinary stuff you’re mostly clueless.”
“Hey, come on. I pay the rent. I shine my shoes.”
“Yeah, and you walk your dog. I guess you’re okay.” She sighed and slumped in her chair. “It’s just that I count on working summers so I can sock away money for tuition and books. Most places don’t want to hire you for just a couple of months, but I’ve managed with baby sitting and cleaning a house or two, only next year fees are going up.”
She hitched her thumb toward the ceiling. “I mean they’ve really hiked them. The little jobs I’ve had in the past won’t pay enough. I found something that did, a waitress job, five hours a day, good tips. Only…it’s not working out.”
Her gaze faltered. She didn’t have to draw a picture. She had just turned twenty-one; her tan skin was flawless, with rosy tints; her face and figure were a match for any one of the Sinclair sisters.
“One of the bosses made a pass at you,” I said.
Lulu’s mouth gave a wry twist. “The manager. Rubbed my bottom every time he passed me, which he found reasons to do a lot. Today when he tried the same thing north of the border, I dumped a tray of dirty dishes on him and gave notice.”
“I’m sorry, Lulu. You going to tell me which restaurant?”
“Nope.” A small grin broke through. “I’ve seen enough of you to know you’re not a pushover, and I know you have a gun. But thanks for asking.”
“I guess you’ve already checked with Doc Hatch about work?”
“First thing, before I found the restaurant job. She needs people who’ll be around longer than a couple of months because of needing to learn lots of technical terms and who to contact at hospitals and so on. Same thing with the insurance company down the hall.”
I nodded. Doc Hatch, as people who knew her called her, was an obstetrician who occupied the largest suite of rooms on this floor. I knew she liked Lulu, but I could see where working in her office would require extra training.
“I know some people here and there. I’ll ask around.”
“Thanks. Now I’d better make headway in this typing.”
“Before you get busy with that again, how about running an errand for me? A client I was about to take on died, and I thought I ought to send the family a sympathy card when I returned the check. I figured you’d be better at picking one out than I would.”
It took all of half a second for Lulu to veto that.
“It’s a nice idea, the card. You can do one separately if you want. But putting a check in, or doing any kind of business with it, that’s kind of risky. If they get a lot of cards, it might take them a while to get to yours. Or the check might spill out and get misplaced.
“Why don’t you give me the client’s name and address and I can type up something on your letterhead saying you’re sorry for the loss, and here’s their retainer? You send that separate and I’ll pick up a card for you before I take off. If you’re at lunch I’ll leave it on your desk. Okay?”
Lulu’s advice was usually smart. I took it. When I gave her Iris Sinclair’s name and the address of the modeling school, she looked up from her steno pad.
“That woman who died at her desk there was going to be your client? That’s tough. Any idea why she wanted to hire you?”
“I never had a chance to meet with her.”
“Huh.”
Did I detect a hair of suspicion in Lulu’s non-comment? There was no follow-up. The keys of her Underwood began to clatter, and this time she was kinder to the typewriter carriage.

      [image: image-placeholder]After once again dining in style at Newberry’s, then retrieving the check that Iris had written to me only three days ago, I started back to my office. My steps were arrested by a knot of people on a side street past the Montgomery Ward building. I cut across to see what was happening.
Clinton T. Dupree, one-time petty thief, now possibly reformed, stood with his back to the wall separating two buildings. A folding table stood before him. When I got closer, I saw he was doing the age-old shell game where a dried pea was hidden under one of three walnut shells. Half a dozen people had gathered to watch, one of whom now put down what looked like a two-dollar bill. 
Because of a left eye with an unfortunate tendency to twitch when he was lying, or nervous, or at random, Clinton had acquired the nickname Squiffy. Your basic Brillo scouring pad couldn’t hold a candle to his wild curls. He was skinny and currently wore a form-fitting western suit with a string tie that made him resemble a riverboat gambler. His fingers moved nimbly, scooting the shells into different positions while his audience tried to keep track of which had the pea beneath it.
The man who’d put two dollars down pointed to one. Squiffy lifted the shell. Nothing there. He tipped the other two shells back, and there was the pea beneath the one at the other end. His pigeon cussed, but with good humor. “Ooohs” of admiration sounded. Squiffy slipped the bet he’d won into his pocket.
“Okay, you. Time to take a ride down to the station,” a voice said behind me.
A cop I didn’t know appeared. The small gathering
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