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Elmer and Juliet are called to help an attorney who is settling the estate of a deceased victim of polio, who had been treated in an iron lung at home.  At the time of his death, he was visited by his estranged brother.  Both men were found dead.  The estate will be bequeathed to the family of the brother who survived the other, even by minutes, so Juliet and Elmer must determine who died first.

But a greater mystery is revealed involving wartime secrets and unsettled scores. 

Late summer of 1951 takes them on a train trip to Boston, to reunite with an old friend, to dance at Vaughn Monroe’s nightclub in Framingham, and to change the life of a neglected child.  Polio stalks a nation in summertime, and drive-in restaurants and drive-in movies start to dot the new highways.

If you like the romance and charm of a classic film, this “cozy noir” will remind you of an era when character-driven stories were elegant, subtle—and pop culture of an era past comes alive again.

Danger...will come when least expected.
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Chapter One
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Juliet would always remember the unsettling dichotomy between their prosperous, hopeful, and triumphant post-war years with the blank fear that they could have it all taken away from them in a moment: by the Russians having the atom bomb, by an increasingly secretive and authoritarian streak in the Republican party, and by a virus. She would remember 1951 for all these things, but especially for how this particular adventure ended.

Dinner at the Van Allen mansion that early evening in August was informal, at least insofar as the jackets and ties worn by the gentlemen were of a summer weight and that, if not exactly colorful, they were less somber than what would have been worn at a more formal dinner party. One of the gentlemen was Jonas Van Allen, an example of dapper stodginess in his sixties, whose usual funereal black tie was replaced on this summer eve by a royal blue tie with thin, white diagonal stripes, about which he was as self-conscious as a young man at a junior dance.

Elmer Vartanian was the other gentleman, who had crossed the border into current fashion by wearing a yellow bow tie with his regulation white shirt and houndstooth coat. Juliet Van Allen, Jonas’ daughter, was the only one present who was truly comfortable in a sleeveless coral-colored cocktail dress, and sporting a new short “poodle” hairdo, and going a shade blonder. She was proud of her father, if also amused, for trying to change at least a little, and proud of Elmer for finally appearing like someone who seemed comfortable with himself, despite the yellow tie that was bright enough to land planes at Bradley Field. His adjustment to the world since leaving prison two years ago had not been an easy one but he seemed to finally be relaxed not only in the presence of her formidable father but with her, which pleased Juliet even more.

After a light supper of broiled chicken, green salad, and French-fried potatoes—but though her father would consent to French-fried potatoes being on his table, being willing to actually eat them was another matter. Juliet, who was in such a good mood, refrained from teasing him about it. They repaired to Jonas’ study after supper as it was too hot this early evening to move to the back patio with a western sun taking its own sweet time to set over the western Connecticut hills. Hartford, being on the Connecticut River Valley floor, tended to hug the heat longer, like a child clinging to the leg of his parent. Not only was Jonas’ study on the cool side of the house, but he actually had a fan in the window, which was one of his few indulgences.

Perhaps also, as each of them privately realized, the room was the scene of so many important moments between the three of them, confrontations and confidences alike, that it was beginning to take on the atmosphere of a private clubhouse. Each of their meetings here in one way or another, even the bitter ones, brought them closer together, to their mutual surprise.

Jonas had barely suffered Elmer’s company at first as being riffraff totally unsuited to his daughter, but he had come to respect him, and if he was reticent and reserved, Juliet sensed it was due more to shyness and chagrin at his own former feelings. Elmer, for his part, with graciousness, overlooked all that passed between them that wasn’t pleasant.

Jonas took his customary seat behind his large mahogany desk, and when Frederick the butler came with his grog tray, Jonas seemed rather sporting in requesting not a liqueur, but a glass of iced tea. Elmer good naturedly requested the same and Juliet smiled at Frederick as she did also. Frederick paused a moment, rocking on his heels as if he had just been insulted but he turned and silently trod down to the kitchen in immaculately shined shoes.

Jonas cleared his throat, his habit when making an announcement, and said, “You’ll be happy to know, Juliet, that I have taken your suggestion and decided to spend a couple of weeks at the shore.”

“Oh, I’m so glad. I really hate the thought of you shut up in this house and keeping to yourself as you have. Are you doing Bar Harbor?”

“No. Ambrose Raymond has invited me to spend a fortnight with him at Old Saybrook at his summer home.”

Juliet explained to Elmer, “Mr. Raymond and Father were in business together.”

Jonas continued. “Yes. Raymond’s wife died last year, and so he has withdrawn from many of his former social activities, as have I, of course. It will be a case of two old bachelors eating far too many indigestible meals of oysters on the half shell and talking too much about the past.”  Something between a smirk and an actual smile formed under his trim white mustache.

Juliet said, “It sounds like a lovely, restful way to spend a summer holiday. Throw in a few cool breezes off the Sound and the lapping waves and you’ll sleep like a baby.”

He gave a sigh of resignation, as if doubting the restorative powers of Long Island Sound, but willing to chance fate. But he fidgeted, flipping pages back and forth on the desk calendar, pages that were invariably empty except for the autumn dental appointment. In retirement, he marveled that he had seemed to lose much of his life along with his formerly busy schedule. He asked his daughter, not able to help smirking this time, “Have you progressed in your plans to become professional detectives?”

Juliet gave Elmer a quick glance and replied, “We seem to be in a bit of limbo. With Elmer’s felony record it would be unlikely that he would be allowed a license, though perhaps in some way he could still be listed an owner of the business but that’s a gray area we’re not sure about. The professional license would have to be in my name, but with the authorities pegging me as a communist and an enemy of the state, and being blacklisted from my former career as a museum administrator...” she gave a shrug.

Elmer noted that she, in one breath, plowed through the phrase “felony record,” and was torn between appreciation for her refraining from appearing embarrassed, and being embarrassed himself. His own shame of the felony record was a dead weight in their relationship, and Elmer knew the fault was really his. 

Hearing her speak of licenses gave him another kind of discomfort. He had not felt so in the many mysteries they had solved before they decided to become “professionals,” but taking the step of actually declaring oneself what one aspired to be carried risks and anxieties. He had a letter in his pocket, which is not the same thing as having an ace up his sleeve, but it was something. While he deliberated pulling it out, Jonas remarked,

“Perhaps it is possible if you do not formally declare yourselves as professional detectives, but rather adopt the guise of being...sleuths.”

Juliet smiled. “Do you mean like Miss Marple or Hercule Poirot?”

Elmer smiled as well. He offered, “They made charming houseguests, especially useful if one of the other guests was coincidentally murdered, but we need to be paid.”

Jonas bristled, never having liked being chided and liking it less now that senior citizenship had made him feel sidelined in his own career as a banker and as a man who once, he thought, commanded respect. “I believe, young man,” he addressed Elmer, “that your first payment for detective work was given to you by me.”

They each recalled the unhappy occasion of the murder of one of Juliet oldest friends in this house on New Year’s Eve two years ago when the woman Jonas had plans to marry turned out to be an unfortunate choice.

Elmer replied, trying to lighten their mood, “I think you only paid me to get rid of me, Mr. Van Allen. I was uncomfortable with putting ‘professional detective’ on my income tax that year, so I think I just put something like ‘Consulting Services.’”

“You didn’t!” Juliet laughed.

Jonas bristled again. “Were not Sherlock Holmes and Hercule Poirot consulting detectives? Ask your clients to hire you as consultants if that’s what it takes.”

Juliet remarked drily, “Yes, but we’re not fictional.”

Elmer decided it was time to throw caution to the wind. He pulled the letter out from his inner coat pocket and handed it to Juliet. “Mr. Van Allen has a valid point. He might have come up with a solution for us after all. And if it makes it awkward to put on a business card or advertise for clients—well, we won’t have to at the moment because I think we’ve got a client right here.”

“What’s this?”

Jonas sat up in his chair behind his desk and also gave the envelope his attention. He was feeling a little more spirited since Elmer had vindicated his suggestion.

Juliet looked over the letter, and Elmer replied, “This is from an old pal of mine when we were kids in Waterbury. Bernie Grossnickle. He’s living in Boston now and he’s a lawyer and he’s got an interesting kind of problem. I don’t know much about it because he wants me to call him.”

Juliet was about to read the letter aloud, but Frederick returned with his grog tray of iced teas, a sprig of mint artistically balanced on the rim of each glass. Elmer marveled, as he always did with something between annoyance and amusement, how the father and daughter instinctively stopped talking whenever a servant entered the room. He wondered if Frederick ever felt insulted.

When Frederick left, after asking the master if that would be all, Juliet read the letter aloud.

“Dear Houd,”

Juliet looked up at him, “H-O-U-D? Houd?”

Elmer replied, “You remember I told you that when I was a kid my friends called me Houdini because of the, well, you know, getting in and out of things: buildings, trouble. Sometimes it was Houd for short. Go on.”

I’ve been reading about you in the papers and how you become a great crime solver. It took me awhile to track down your address so I hope you haven’t moved before you get this letter. I’m in Boston now and I’m a lawyer. I bet you can’t believe that. Who ever thought little Bernie Grossnickle, the kid you use to save from being beaten up by the bullies three or four times a week, would ever amount to anything? As George M. Cohan used to say, “my mother thanks you, my father thanks you, and I thank you.”

I have a special problem that I’m hoping you can help me with that’s pretty unusual. I’m currently handling probate for the estate of Horace Mayhew III.  A sum was left in a family trust for the survivor of two brothers, Horace and his younger brother, Roland. The thing is, they both coincidentally died together in the same room at the same time. I have to figure out whose family gets this trust: the family of the older brother or the young brother. I know this sounds screwy, but I wonder if you can help me in any way figure out which of them died first. Neither the police nor the coroner can pinpoint the time of death between the two. Maybe with your knack of solving puzzles you can help. As trustee for this case, I’m in a position to make it worth your while. Please give me a call at your earliest convenience and I’ll fill you in on more details.

Your old pal,

Bernie”

Juliet remarked, “Well, that’s intriguing.”

Jonas muttered, “This is truly a bizarre way to make a living.”  

Elmer laughed and said, “Well, partner, do I call him?”

She answered, handing him the letter, “Why not? But since he’s your friend perhaps you should explain our peculiar difficulties.”

“Yeah, of course.”

“You may use my phone if you wish.” Jonas remarked, sitting back in his chair with an unaccustomed casual air. “Shall I leave?”

“Stay, sir,” Elmer said, “and thank you. This is long distance.”  He said it as a warning.

Jonas waved his hand as if it were nothing, although Juliet knew the old penny-pincher and he must have been truly curious or he would never have allowed it.

Elmer picked up the phone and asked for the operator. There were two numbers in the letter, Bernie’s office, and home. Elmer asked to be connected to the home number. After a few moments, he answered.

There was a smile in Elmer’s voice. “Hi, Pettifogger Grossnickle. This is Elmer. Formerly known as Houdini.”

The voice on the phone sounded tinny, but enthusiastic.

“Houd! I’m glad you called. I hope you can take this case, and not just because I sure would love to see you again. Can you and your partner come up here sometime soon?”

Elmer replied, “Sure, we’ll work it out. My partner’s right here with me, Juliet Van Allen.”

“I know,” Bernie replied, “I’ve read all about you two in the papers. I heard about the murder at the summer theater a few weeks back, which is what prompted to me to call you. That newspaper article said you solved other crimes, and I had to go to the library and get the back issues of the Connecticut papers. You’ve been a busy guy.”

“So have you. When did you hang up your shingle?”

“After the war, I went to school on the G.I. Bill. I haven’t exactly hung out my shingle; I’m working for a pretty big firm and this is one of those of difficult cases they throw at the new guy to see if he can crawl out of the muck. It’s kind of a test case for me. 

“Here’s the lowdown: Horace Mayhew III, the older brother that I wrote you about, died in June. He had been suffering for a few years with polio. In fact, at the time of his death he was at home in an iron lung.”

“Wow. Poor guy.”

“Yes. At the time of his death, his younger brother Roland was visiting. He was in his brother’s bedroom with him. After a certain amount of time, one of the household staff looks in on them and finds them both dead. There’s no evidence of foul play, and the doctors and the police decide it’s a coincidence that they both died of heart failure. Well, not Horace, exactly, because he was a failing for about a week before he died and they expected him not to last long. He specifically asked for his brother to come and see him one last time. 

“So was it really a surprise that the younger brother, who seemed hale and hearty, to drop dead the same time. The doctor ruled that his heart attack might be from the shock of seeing his brother in that condition, dying in an iron lung. At any rate, they’re both dead and to assign the trust to the heirs, we need to know precisely which one died first.

“They came from a wealthy family in Milton here in Massachusetts and the trust was set up by their father. Horace had a lot of money on his own as he was an inventor and he created some stuff for the military. He decided to leave his personal fortune to his university as well as the house, which is in his name. He was a widower, but he’s got a small child, a little girl. She would benefit by the family trust if it goes to her. Other than that, he left her only a small stipend to keep her in boarding school until she’s of age. 

“Roland, the younger brother, is married with no children. If it’s determined that he is the surviving brother, then the trust goes to his widow. And that’s it in a nutshell. I’ve got one widow and one orphan on two sides of a family who need me to sort this out and I’m stuck. Will you help me?”

***
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Early the next morning, Jonas Van Allen’s chauffeur, James, drove Juliet to Elmer’s apartment building in the south end of Hartford. It was a neighborhood which James preferred not to frequent, especially in his master’s 1947 Cadillac sedan, a working-class neighborhood of brick tenements whose residents represented a variety of ethnic and racial heritage not welcome in what the Van Allens’ friends would call “better circles.”  When the car pulled up to the building, Elmer was standing outside with his suitcase, sitting on the brownstone steps. Juliet smiled and waved to him from the back seat. James leapt out of the car, opened the trunk and though he tried to wrestle it from Elmer, Elmer waved him off and put the suitcase in the trunk himself.

“Morning, Mr. James. Sorry they had to get you up so early.”

“Quite all right, sir.” He grinned, though it was not quite all right with him. Since Mr. Van Allen no longer worked, James was not obliged to be an early riser anymore and he’d gotten used to sleeping in.

Down the street, a vegetable wagon pulled by a horse made its slow progression past the brick tenements, and here and there a housewife met him at the curb to look over his produce. The scale on the back of the wagon swung back and forth with the movement of the cart and caught the sun, throwing glints of light.

Coming from the other end of the street was the milkman, but he was in a box truck. 

Elmer noted Juliet craning her neck to look, smiling with interest. He remarked, “Supermarkets are for the suburbs.”

“I’ll bet you still have the iceman coming?”

“We do.”

James drove them to the Union Station, a Romanesque building constructed in the last century and rebuilt after a 1914 fire. As a boy, Elmer had sometimes frequented the Waterbury train station as a place to marvel at the comings and goings, about the idea of travel to far places and being able to pick up a free newspaper off the bench that had been left by someone else. Newspapers from other states and cities that people had left there allowed him to enjoy the funny papers from all over the country. 

Elmer took both their suitcases out of the trunk and Juliet carried a makeup case and they waved James off and walked through the cavernous station to their train platform. They boarded the Nutmeg on the Waterbury to Boston line of the New York, New Haven & Hartford Railroad. Pulling out at 7:45 a.m., they would be due to reach Boston at about 10:30 a.m. Elmer, for all his boyhood fascination with trains and train stations, had never taken a train ride. One of Juliet’s pleasures in life was introducing him to new experiences and being his guide.

They made brief stops in Manchester, Willimantic, Putnam, the conductor singing their names, and then passing through the villages of Pomfret and entering Massachusetts: Blackstone and Franklin, Norfolk, Walpole, Plimptonville, Norwood, Islington, Endicott, and passing through Readville before arriving at South Station in Boston. The coach was full of travelers from one state capital to another state capitol, most on business, some for shopping.

While scrounging for the out-of-town newspapers at the newsstand, Elmer said, “I used to watch the college kids coming and going at the train station in Waterbury, and then later in Hartford. Some coming to school in Connecticut and others would be leaving the state for Massachusetts and New York. I remember the co-eds in their wool plaid skirts and sweater sets. Maybe I saw you going off to Wellesley,” he mused.

“Could be. I took the old Nutmeg often enough.”

South Station seemed to be busier and more crowded to Elmer than the Hartford station had been, and he was pleased because he expected this, for now he was in Boston, New England’s grand old Hub, for the first time. He and Juliet walked through the terminal with their suitcases, glancing up and down the platform until a man who had taken off his hat and was waving it, caught their notice. He was a tall, thin man with light brown hair in a military crew cut. It was Bernie Grossnickle, but Elmer would not have known him. The boy he remembered from twelve years ago in Waterbury had been short, a little plump, and whose dark eyes had a mixture of fear and wonder in them. This was a rugged man with a wide smile and a seemingly outgoing nature that he must have grown into as surely as he had grown into his six-foot height. The small boy Elmer used to defend from bullies now towered over him. He pumped his hand.

“I sure am glad to see you, Houd!”

Elmer grinned. “Bernie, you’re looking great. How did you ever get to be such a beanstalk?”

“I tell my mother it was the K-rations in the Army. She took that as an insult to her cooking and insist it’s my grandfather’s genes.”

Elmer said, “This is Juliet Van Allen, my partner.”

Juliet replied, “We joke about being partners in crime but there are certain places we don’t like to say that too loudly. How do you do, Mr. Grossnickle?”

He took her hand. “How do you do, Miss Van Allen? I can’t thank you enough for coming to help me out. I know it was very short notice and I’m so glad that you are able to take my case.”

Elmer said, “If you could fill us in on everything you’ve got, Bernie, that would be a big help. Juliet and I have discovered that you never know what information can be the key, no matter how small. You might think something is not important, but it turns out to be, at least to us.”

Bernie answered, “I’ll take you to my office, first. We can go over the case there. Then I’d like to take you to lunch. How about the Union Oyster House?”

Juliet said, “Oh, I haven’t been there in years. Elmer, you’ll love it. Elmer is new to Boston, Mr. Grossnickle, he especially likes to see places of real historic flavor.”

“Swell.” Bernie answered, “Here, let me take at least one of those bags from you, Elmer. My car is just over here.”

Bernie navigated the traffic around the narrow streets that formed a web in the great city, a street pattern of infuriating design to motorists, which had not changed since Colonial times. His office was on Beacon Street in a four-story building with an imposing granite façade, the Albright Building. His firm was the only tenant: Albright, Lawhorne, Butterfield & Coxe. 

Their footsteps echoed on the marble floors as Bernie nodded to the receptionist and they rode the elevator to the third floor where he had an office behind a great oak door. Inside, his secretary, Miss Swineburn, held forth in a small outer office that led to Bernie’s larger private office. She brought them coffee while Bernie showed them to chairs. He pulled out a brown leather satchel and opened its contents on his large mahogany desk.

Elmer said, “Bernie, I’m proud of you. You’ve really done well for yourself. This is top drawer. Before we start, could you just fill me in on what you’ve been doing all these years? You obviously know I’ve been out of touch with everybody.”

Bernie looked at Elmer with something between sympathy and hero worship, and said to Juliet, “This fellow is the only reason I survived my childhood.”

Elmer said, “Oh, come on, Bernie. What’s been going on with you since high school?”

“Let me tell it my way. Miss Van Allen...”

“Please, if we’re going to get confidential and I’m going to get to learn more about Elmer, please call me Juliet.”

“Thank you, Juliet. Please call me Bernie. Well, we lived in a neighborhood where there were all different kinds of people, and most of us got along fine. But on occasion you run across someone looking for trouble and not needing much of an excuse to start it. There was a gang of kids in my neighborhood that went after me relentlessly, because I’m Jewish. I was an only child, I didn’t have any brothers to stand up for me, and my parents were older when they had me. I didn’t want to trouble them with this. Then Elmer became my friend and he fought those kids more than once to leave me alone, and finally, they did. There was no reason for Houd to stick his neck out for me, except that he was a good egg who didn’t like bullies and wasn’t afraid to say so. He wasn’t afraid to get a bloody nose over it, either, which he did a few times. The world could use more people like that.”

Elmer stared into his coffee and then slurped it loudly.

Bernie continued, “Anyway, I graduated high school. Elmer, you had left by then and you had already joined the Civilian Conservation Corps. And then, of course, you got married and lived in Hartford. I started college but then the war came, so I joined up and I spent the next three years in Europe. I lost some good friends at the Battle of the Bulge. I won’t go on about that. Anyway, when the war ended, I went to school on the G.I. Bill and then grad school, and passed the bar.”

“How did you end up in Boston?” Elmer asked.

“Well, Ma and Pa are still back in Waterbury. I see them as often as I can. But I really wanted to launch my career in a city that would give me more advantage. Pal of mine from the Army, his father is one of the partners here, Mr. Butterfield. My buddy got me the interview and I’m pretty sure he insisted to his father that I get the job. I don’t think they would have hired me otherwise.”

Juliet said, “I’m sure they were very impressed with you, Bernie.”

Bernie smiled wryly. “I really don’t think it would matter if they were. Albright, Lawhorne, Butterfield & Coxe used to have a policy of not hiring Jews. No Jews or Catholics. Obviously, this was very common until only recently. But my pal Ed Butterfield had a different viewpoint. Maybe it’s because he’s of a different generation. Maybe it’s because he and I were Army buddies. Maybe it’s because he and I liberated Buchenwald together and saw some things neither of us is ever going to forget.”

“Dear God,” Juliet said. Elmer said nothing but only watched him intently.

Bernie continued, “Then Gentleman’s Agreement came along and opened a lot of people’s eyes, and a lot of firms got conscience-stricken after that. But it was Ed’s doing that got me the job. It’s a very conservative firm and I’m sort of on trial here. I think that’s why they gave me this nutty case, which was pretty weird to begin with even without the mysterious coincidental death of the two brothers. I don’t think anyone else in the firm wanted to touch it. So they handed it off to me. If I louse it up, well, that’s something to use if they want to get rid of me.”

Elmer said, “Before you go on, Bernie, we have to level with you. We have a bit of an albatross on our backs.”  He and Juliet exchanged glances. “Those first few cases we solved, well, we were just sort of responding to private requests for help, we sort of just fell into them. Now we’ve decided to make it our work. But you see, getting licensed as private detectives is going to be difficult. With my...troubles. You know. The prison record.”

Bernie interrupted, “Sure, sure, I know. I don’t care about that.”

“Well, it’s not likely I could get a license in my own name. Juliet would have to be listed as the owner of the business – but she’s got a situation that’s a little uncertain right now. She’s...”

Juliet spoke softly, “I’ve been blacklisted.”

Bernie frowned, “Blacklisted? What do you mean?”

She continued, “This HUAC nonsense, going after communists...I used to work as an administrator at a museum in Hartford and I had to leave my job...it’s a little complicated. We were caught in the middle of—Elmer and I—in an art forgery ring and a murder and–and I was kidnapped—oh, dear, I’m not explaining very well. The upshot is, it seems I was investigated by the FBI—and may still be under investigation—for communist ties. You see, when I was at Wellesley, in my freshman year, a group of us girls supported the Lincoln Brigade in the Spanish Civil War. I was involved for one semester, it amounted to hanging a few posters and attending a few meetings. That’s it.”

Bernie said nothing, but stared at his desk blotter. After a moment, Elmer slowly stood.

“It’s okay, Bernie. We’ll leave. We don’t want to get you in a mess. A conservative firm, like you say.”

Bernie looked up at him, and over at Juliet, and then stood himself. “No. I’ve asked for your help. This will be between us.”  He extended his hand and Elmer shook it.

Juliet took a business card from her purse and handed it to Bernie. “We just had a few of these printed up, for the sake of explanation more than marketing.”

The card read:

Double V Consulting 

A post office box number, and the phone number to their answering service was the only information included.

Bernie asked, “Consulting?”

Juliet answered, “Until we can obtain a license for a private investigator’s business.”

“Double V?”

Elmer said, “Vartanian and Van Allen.”

Juliet said, “That’s Van Allen and Vartanian.”
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Chapter Two
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The Union Oyster House wore its history with typical New England matter-of-factness and with apparent disinterest to what changes the passing centuries brought outside its doors. The three stories and attic with dormer windows had stood since about 1704, when it was a shop for dress goods. By the Revolution, the Massachusetts Spy newspaper was printed on the second floor. It had been a restaurant since 1826. Even the gaudy modern neon sign shaped like a big vertical arrow advertising “Ye Old Oyster House” could not strip the brick building of its pedigree. 

“Daniel Webster ate here. Let’s see, who else? Well, local politicians, of course. Including Congressman John F. Kennedy, too.”  Bernie continued between bites of his cod.

“Who? Oh, I met him once,” Juliet said, expertly operating on a lobster. “Kennedy, not Webster. One of my friends dated him when we were at Wellesley. I think he was graduating Harvard that year. I gather he ended up in the Navy after that.”

Elmer, who had been humiliated by his first lobster, even ended up wearing bits of it, several weeks ago when they were investigating the murder at the Hammonasset Playhouse on the Sound, tried his luck with scallops instead. He was pleased with his choice as it was much less work than a lobster.

He said, “Bernie, for a Connecticut boy, you’re quite the Beantown tour guide. You’ve become a bona fide transplant, haven’t you?”

“I’ll always be a Connecticut boy. But I’ve gotten big kick out of exploring on my off time. Not that there’s much of that. Sometime you’ll have to come up and we’ll go to a Braves game or Red Sox, but the Braves are my team. Well,” he wiped his mouth, “let me fill you in a little more on the Mayhew case. The house is in Milton. It was built by the father of the brothers Horace and Roland. Parents gone, Horace inherited the house as the oldest son, but the family wealth, as I mentioned, is in trust to the older and passes to the younger brother, not to the older brother’s family if he dies. A little unusual. Staff is Mrs. Lena Taft, the cook; and Frieda Polito, the maid. They’re continuing to be retained while the little girl, Horace’s daughter, is still home for the summer and until we get this business sorted out. Hopefully, in a few weeks, the child will be at her boarding school, the mystery will be solved and then I can proceed with settling the estate.”

Juliet asked, “Is there no nanny for the child? What’s her name?”

Bernie shook his head, “No nanny. The little girl’s name is Jane. She’s eleven years old.”

“Eleven,” Elmer mumbled to himself. 

Juliet, knowing Elmer was thinking of his own deceased daughter, continued, “What about nursing staff for Mr. Mayhew while he was alive? He must have had attendants.”

Bernie replied, “Yes, he had a male nurse, Ben Diver. We didn’t need him anymore, obviously, so we let him go. The police questioned him after the bodies were found, of course. He didn’t know anything. When Roland Mayhew entered his brother’s room to visit with him, Horace told Ben to leave them alone for a while to visit in private. There was another nurse, Charlotte Graves. She did the night shift. She wasn’t there at the time, so she had nothing to contribute.”

Elmer drained his beer, “What times did each of them work?”

“Twelve-hour shifts. Ben came on at six in the morning, Miss Graves came on at six in the evening.”

“Can we get in touch with them? We’ll probably want to ask them some questions, too.”

Bernie said, “I’ll get you the last contact information I had for them.”

Juliet neatly polished off the last of her lobster. Elmer noted that she had not required a bib and yet got nothing on her. He glared at her plate of empty shell fragments neatly arranged, in jealous disgust. 

Juliet asked, “Bernie, how much does the staff know of your dilemma about who died first as it relates to the inheritance?”

Bernie pulled out his wallet to pay the bill. “Nothing, I hope. They know only that I’ve asked you two in as consultants to help me inventory the contents of the house and to help with settling the estate. I didn’t think it appropriate to tell them any more than that. They know you’re coming and they should have rooms ready for you.”

***
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Bernie’s 1948 Chrysler Town & Country waited for them on the brick-paved road by the restaurant, a highly polished dark-blue automobile with walnut sides and rear. It was a convertible, and he lowered the top by pushing a button, to Elmer’s delight. They settled into the front seat, Juliet in the middle, and meandered through the Colonial cow-path street pattern of Boston until Bernie caught the thread of Dorchester Avenue and took them south out of the city. Elmer had more questions about the expensive car than the case, and Juliet sensed the hero worship of Bernie for Elmer was shifting to Elmer for Bernie. Bernie joked about the car not being conservative enough for his firm. 

They soon arrived in Milton, and Bernie slowed the car through an established neighborhood of Georgian homes set back from the street, with a large expanse of lawn separating each. He turned into a driveway, and they had arrived. Bernie took Juliet’s suitcase, and the three of them stood before the portico at the front door. He pulled out his own key and let them in.

It was quiet in the hall. It led straight to the back of the house from where they could just barely hear a radio. Mrs. Taft was in the kitchen listening to Young Widder Brown. 

“Wait here,” Bernie said, and strode down the hall, stopping before the kitchen. “Mrs. Taft—”

They heard a whoop of surprise. Elmer chuckled.

“I’m sorry I startled you.” Bernie said, “I’ve brought my assistants. Could you step out here and meet them, please?”

In a moment, Lena Taft, a square-shouldered woman of barely five feet tall, but who made up for it by being nearly as wide, stepped into the hall. She wore a plain gray dress with a gravy-and-Crisco spattered apron over it, and wiped her large hands on a dish towel as she followed Bernie down the hall.

“This is Miss Van Allen and Mr. Vartanian. And this is Mrs. Taft, the cook.”

“How do you do?” Elmer and Juliet said nearly in unison, but Mrs. Taft merely nodded, an expression of uncertainty and discomfort on her florid face. She wore no cap, but her blonde hair was tied back severely. 

“Where’s Frieda?” Bernie asked.

Mrs. Taft replied, in a loud, long-A South Boston accent, “Upstairs, I think.”

“And Jane?”

“She’s around here somewheres. Dinner’s at six.”  Her dark eyes darted furtively between Elmer and Juliet, and she backed away, turned, and waddled down the hall with heavy steps.

Bernie looked apologetic. “Well, let’s go find Frieda and get you to your rooms. I’d like to give you a quick tour of the place. Okay?”

They followed him up a staircase to the second floor, where four rooms branched off a broad hallway. Elmer’s room was directly across from Juliet’s. Each contained a mahogany sleigh double bed, a matching wardrobe and dresser, and a Morris chair. They left their suitcases to unpack later, and followed Bernie down the hall. At the end was a bathroom, and across from it, a small bedroom. Bernie knocked on the door.

It was opened by a small, surprised child. 

Bernie said, “Jane, do you remember me?”

She nodded uncertainly, or perhaps just without commitment. She was a thin girl of eleven, with thick, curling, shoulder-length dark hair, and dark-blue eyes. Her skin was rather too pale for the summertime. Elmer immediately surmised she did not play outside often. Juliet glanced into the room beyond the partially opened door. The walls were white, just as in hers and Elmer’s rooms, and a daybed couch against one wall and a small, mismatched chest of drawers were the only other pieces of furniture.

Bernie stepped aside and brought Elmer and Juliet into Jane’s line of vision. “This is Miss Van Allen and Mr. Vartanian. They’re my assistants, and they’re going to be staying here for a week or so. So help them out, Jane, and answer any questions they have for you. Okay?”

Jane nodded.

Elmer stooped down to her height and extended his hand. “I’m pleased to meet you, Jane.”

She regarded his hand a moment, still wide-eyed and silent, and placed her small hand in his, giving it a quick, limp handshake. From out of Elmer’s coat sleeve slipped a chocolate bar, dropping into her hand. She pulled back, startled, and attempted to return it to Elmer. He stood up straight.

“That’s for you, honey.”

Her response, “Thank you,” was little more than a whisper. She clearly did not know what to do or how to react. 

Bernie said, “I’m going to show Miss Van Allen and Mr. Vartanian around the house, Jane. We’ll see you later at dinner. Okay?”

She nodded, and retreated back to her room. She did not close her door completely, however, but left a small crack to watch them as best she could.

Elmer was aware of this and caught Juliet’s eye as Bernie led them back down the hall. 

“Houdini, indeed,” Juliet murmured, smiling. “Nice trick.  Can you pull a ham sandwich out of your sleeve?”

The front bedroom at the end of the hall was the master bedroom. It was locked, and Bernie opened it with a key. They stepped inside, and he closed the door behind them, speaking softly.

“This was Horace Mayhew’s room. He contracted polio about four years ago, and since that time—well, after he was released from an initial hospital stay of several weeks, he used the first-floor study as his bedroom. That’s where the iron lung is set up. He had some of his belongings brought down to that room, but most of his things are still up here. He wanted the room locked and undisturbed. I’ll leave
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