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About The Previous Jessie Witthun Mystery:
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What?! You Can’t Remember What Happened In Seances & Stilettos?

That’s OK. Neither Can I. Read On:

––––––––
[image: ]


It’s 1923 and Jessie Witthun—whip-smart, perhaps a little over-confident, and thirsty for life as a Career Girl—has arrived in the Big City of Toronto. But before she can even grab a taxi, she intervenes between a huge man and the young woman he’s threatening. Boy, has she ever stepped in it! As she will soon find out, the Gorilla is Alonso “Mother” Madre, top enforcer for big-time gangster Joseph Notto.

Quite unexpectedly, Jessie lands a job at DC Investigations and convinces crusty old Dickie Cameron to train her in detection. When her boss is sidelined by a heart attack, she takes over surveillance of a seance scam, discovering a connection between Mother and the grifter. Meanwhile, Dickie’s handsome red-headed son Charlie arrives from Buffalo, ready to close down his Dad’s business. Despite his rather elegant and reserved character, there is some delicious chemistry with Jessie. Seriously scary Mother Madre arrives and throttles Jessie, who delivers a knitting needle to the family jewels. Now Jessie and Charlie are forced on the run together, searching for allies and a hiding place.

For an ally, they find Ed Wright, tough and sexy RCMP Inspector working for the Department of Justice, in charge of a joint task force on organized crime in Toronto. Briefly camping out near the Don River, they pass as hobos. Then Jessie’s new friend Harry Mallabar disguises them as a portly middle-aged man and his pretty teen son, and they rent a room above a restaurant in Chinatown, Fang’s House of Noodles. Although Charlie is engaged to be married, he is jealous of Ed Wright’s attentions to Jessie and sexual tension builds between them. Finally, after a heated argument, Charlie leaves Jessie on her own at Fang’s.

Ed uses Jessie undercover in a sting at a seance, where she is discovered and abducted by Mother as he flees. The brute intends to sadistically murder her, so she intentionally crashes their car to allow her to escape. However, Mother eludes the police, so Ed takes her into protective custody at the King Eddy Hotel while she recovers from her injuries. There, she determines to become the strongest version of herself that she can be, donning trousers and track shoes, readying her Colt .45, and reviewing Dickie’s Rules of Investigation, her Bible of sorts. Notto sends several hitmen to kill her at the hotel. They murder her guards, but with typical Jessie Witthun luck, she shoots them through the door and escapes into the night. It seems Notto has people everywhere.

Jessie, Ed and Charlie meet at the boat house at High Park. Ed tells them his men will be raiding Notto’s headquarters. Shortly afterward, Mother contacts Charlie, telling him that he has kidnapped Dickie. He will kill him unless Charlie hands over Jessie. Charlie and Jessie come up with a plan that could go wrong a hundred different ways. Charlie arrives as instructed, hurling a bound and gagged Jessie at Mother’s feet. As Mother begins his savage assault on Jessie, Charlie drags his unconscious father out the door to safety. And then, as planned, Jessie plunges two knitting needles into Alonso Madre’s ears. Yikes. Remember that one now?

Mother is dead, Notto is in jail, and Charlie is still engaged (sigh), but Dickie hands over the reins of his agency to his son, who has decided that banking just isn’t his thing, after all. And he invites Jessie to be his business partner, which, of course, is the next best thing to being the other kind of partner, isn’t it? But, thanks to alibis popping up all over the place, Joe Notto isn’t going to stay in jail for long. The big guys never do, right? Creepily, he calls for a private audience with Jessie at the prison. He tells her that he will give her a pass, this time, because Alonso Madre had disobeyed his orders to stay away from her. She did him a favour by finishing Mother off for him, but she is never to interfere in his business again—or else. 

The story ends with Jessie sitting on the fire escape of her first apartment, which happens to be the unit next door to D.C Investigations, looking forward to her first date with that lean, mean sex machine, Ed Wright. She’s a Career Girl in the Big City. 

And it’s the beginning of something wonderful!

And now you’re all caught up.

Proceed!



Dickie Cameron’s Rules of Private Investigation 






	Avoid getting killed or maimed.

	If you carry a gun, be prepared to be shot at.

	Be invisible. If you are noticed, you are a target.

	Never corner a rat.

	Remain focussed. One moment of distraction could get you killed.

	Plan every possible escape route beforehand.

	Carry a gun that will do the job, and make sure you’re skilled at using it.

	Dress for all weather and wear shoes you can run and climb in.

	Do your homework first. What you learn ahead of time will save you time and maybe save your life!

	Never leave a comrade behind.

	Make detailed notes, sketches, and maps immediately after every surveillance or interaction.

	If a report requires additional explanation, it’s not complete.

	Be friendly with the police officers in your city, but don’t forget that you are not one of them. Oft times, your investigation will run contrary to the law or the police agenda.

	If you have to lie, to a client or to a target, make your lie as close to the truth as possible.
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Chapter 1
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Thursday, December 20, 1923

I knew that it couldn’t last.

Nope, that streak of peace, prosperity, and physical well-being could not last more than four or five months. Because, well, the Universe wants you to remember who’s in charge, and it sure isn’t you, pal.

The Universe doesn’t care that it’s the season of Goodwill Toward Men. It doesn’t care that you’ve been working hard to follow the urgings of the angel on your right shoulder, or that you’ve not fired your gun at someone since June.

The Universe just has to assert its dominance.

And that’s why I was being dangled by my ankles out of a fifth-floor window.

Apparently, that’s Universe-speak for “Merry Christmas, Jessie Witthun”.
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Chapter 2
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Wednesday, December 19, 1923

DC Investigations had been doing steady business. Since we’d officially opened in July, my business partner Charlie Cameron and I had been able to pay all of our bills, including the hire of a precocious little street kid named Scrogie. He'd run errands and answer the telephone when we were out on a job. Word-of-mouth had brought us lots of jobs of the variety that are straight-forward for us, like finding proof of adultery, locating stray husbands/wives at the local racetrack, nabbing embezzlers, and other soul-feeding work.

I’d been dating a very sexy RCMP Inspector by the name of Ed Wright. I’d been enjoying the independence and fun of having my own apartment in Toronto. I’d managed to keep my not-so-secret feelings for Charlie under a tight lid, which is almost miraculous. I was being unusually good, frankly. 

Which is why I was secretly very excited to get a dangerous and messy case handed to me by Mr. Fang, my old landlord. Apparently, being steady and good and safe just isn’t a comfortable setting for me.

Mr. Fang came to our office at 1973 River Street on the morning of the day before the Dangling Incident. He did not seem to be deterred by our location in a crummy part of town. He was not even deterred by the fact that I was not a boy and Charlie did not have a big belly and a handlebar moustache. He claimed to have known all along that we were not as we had seemed, when we roomed above his restaurant, in disguise.

“I knew,” he said, “you were not what you seemed. Too much crying. Definitely a girl.”

I was offended by his sexism.

Then he looked at Charlie and said, “Your belly was too soft. Your moustache always came off a little.” He shook his head at how inadequate our disguises had been. Personally, I think he was lying. True, it had been our first real attempt at disguising ourselves, but I had thought we were rather convincing. I think Mr. Fang only really discovered who we were when we kept coming back to Fang’s Noodle House for dinner and we told him. Mr. Fang is a bit of a know-it-all, I’ve discovered.

He plunked himself down in the chair beside our desks and proceeded right to the point of his visit.

“I want you to find my wife,” he said. “I sent for her, but she did not arrive. I sent letters to her Shanghai family, but they say she already arrived in Canada. Please, find my Lian.” His face had softened into worry, a real change from his usual intense, cranky expression.

Charlie and I shared a look. Sometimes that’s all we need. We understand each other so well.

“Mr. Fang, we will do our best for you,” Charlie said. “We’ll need some information, to get started.” We both pulled out our notebooks, to start the file. You might wonder, why duplicate our efforts? Because we had discovered along the way that our different perspectives both yielded good insights. Two heads actually are better than one.

Also, because I like to have proof that I came up with the right theory before Charlie did. 

“What is your wife’s full name?” I asked.

“Lian Li.”

“How old is she? And she was coming from Shanghai? When did she leave, and what was the name of the ship?”

“She is thirty-two. She left Shanghai on June ten, 1920. Ship was called Agatha Marie.”

Charlie and I stopped jotting simultaneously.

“Mr. Fang”, Charlie said incredulously, “are you telling us that your wife left China over three years ago, and you’re only hiring someone to look for her now?”

Mr. Fang shrugged, his face impassive. “My Lian is strong, from a strong family. She never obeyed me. I think, maybe she decided not to come to Toronto? Maybe she decided to ...  travel?” A little crack appeared in his armour. “Maybe she did not want me anymore? Maybe she is in trouble?” He cast his eyes down and stared at his carefully shined shoes. “I do not know. Please find her.” 

It was a most personal confession to hear from such a private, tough-minded man. “Was the ship due for Vancouver? Did it arrive as scheduled?” I asked.

He nodded sadly, risking eye contact. “Agatha Marie, Vancouver on July eight. They say Lian was on the ship. They say she got off in Vancouver. I tried for two years to get the Dominion government to look for her, but they would not speak to me. They hate us Chinese. They do not want us here anymore. They won’t talk to me about Lian. I got their Identification Card, I paid the head tax to them, but they still do not tell me anything about Lian.” There was a little glint of anger in his eyes.

“Head tax!” I fumed. “Disgusting.” I was still appalled at my government’s racist Chinese Immigration Act, which had been passed earlier in the year. On top of the previous head tax of five hundred dollars on every new Chinese immigrant, the Dominion had now decided that no more Chinese immigrants were to be permitted. Under the banner of “White Canada Forever”, my country had added fuel to the fires of racism.

Charlie looked angry, too. “Mr. Fang, did all of the paperwork to bring Lian over get approved in 1920?”

Mr. Fang nodded.

“I would assume that the government would honour that approval, since it happened long before the Immigration Act,” Charlie said to me. “But what if they didn’t? Is it possible she was apprehended as an illegal? Would they have deported her, or jailed her? I think we need to ask someone in the Department of Immigration about that. And we need to contact the shipping line for copies of the ship’s manifest. I’d also like to contact the Customs Officers who dealt with the passengers that day. Although it has been three years. It’ll be tough to find someone who remembers.”

I was listening to Charlie, but most of my attention was on Mr. Fang. He was sitting erect in the chair, his face still and alert. “Is there something else you want to mention, Mr. Fang? Even if you think it’s a little thing, or unlikely, tell us. Sometimes it’s the thoughts we dismiss at first that lead us to an answer,” I urged him.

He stared at me for a moment, weighing his response. “My people here in Canada, they are treated very badly. Badly by the government, badly by the police, badly by most people. They run out of my restaurant without paying. They call us names on the street, in the newspapers. They destroy our property. Now my people are bad to each other. Chinese Benevolent Associations are sometimes hurting members, instead of helping.” He shook his head in disapproval. “Three years ago, my restaurant was taken over by bad Chinese. I will not tell you any name, but they are criminal. I think you know this.”

I felt my heart skip a beat. This was the first time that I had heard Mr. Fang acknowledge that the notorious Black Lotus Tong operated their headquarters out of the back booth in his Noodle House. I had often wondered how he felt about that.

“I can not say no to them. They are a very strong group. They started out as a mutual aid society. I joined them when I first arrived in this city. They helped me to buy my restaurant. They helped me to learn English. But now,” he shook his head slowly, “they hurt many people. If I say no to them, kick them out of my place, they will kill me. But I wonder ...  if they took Lian?” He stopped to swallow. “They take many people. They force them to work, to make opium. They sell women, keep them in brothels. Maybe they took Lian?” His voice was quivering now. “She is not young. But she is beautiful. See? This is Lian when she was young.” He passed us an old photograph from his pocket. “You may use this, but please give it back to me when you are done. I have very few pictures of Lian.” 

I caught the glint of tears in his eyes and I felt myself choke up in sympathy. This was a strong man, one who had endured God knows what, in his own struggles in Canada. His fear for his wife moved me. I gazed at the photograph. The young girl looking back was unsmiling and very beautiful, wearing a form-fitting cheongsam. She was standing in an immaculate, formal garden. She looked to be twenty, at most. I passed it to Charlie, who, ever-prescient to my thoughts and moods, saved me from having to speak.

“Mr. Fang, we understand your worries, but let’s all decide to stay strong and keep our hopes high for your wife right now. Jessie and I will do absolutely everything in our power to find Lian and reunite you two, OK? And there’s no need to pay us. We help our friends.” He stood up and extended his hand to Fang, giving him that reassuring, open smile that had calmed me so many times.

A tiny smile crept onto Mr. Fang’s face. It was shocking to see. He shook Charlie’s hand and then extended his hand to me. “You shake too, Jessie,” he said. “You are going to get answers for me, I know.”

We reassured him that we’d stop by the restaurant regularly with updates, but that he needed to be patient. “Vancouver is thousands of miles away,” I reminded him. “It will take a lot of letter writing and telephone calls to get the information we’re looking for.”

He turned at the door, his lined face back to its usual crabby expression. “You know, you must not speak to the men at my restaurant, OK? You do not speak to them. You speak to them, they will kill me and you.” He made a sharp chop motion at his throat. “I know you like gangsters, Jessie Witthun, but you stay away from this bunch, right? We are all dead if you are not careful.” Then he headed out the door, back to his eighteen-hour workday.

Charlie and I sat back down and traded our notebooks, as we always did. “This is going to be a tricky one,” Charlie said. “If it had been anyone other than Mr. Fang, I would have said no thanks.” He sighed. “I hope we can actually get him answers.”

I smiled at him. “Hey, Gloomy, we are DC Investigations. You bet we can do this. We can do anything we set our clever little minds to.” 

Charlie eyed me suspiciously. “I know that look. You're happy that this case might involve Chinese mobsters. It thrills you to the core to think that there might be some danger. I bet you’re already fantasizing about pointing your Colt .45 at somebody.” He shook his head at me.

“Ha!” I said in rebuttal. “You are completely wrong, Charlie Cameron. I am done with organized criminal groups. I learned my lesson with Notto. This case will be all about interviews with government officials and carefully crafted correspondence. I’m not even thinking about Black Lotus.”

“Hmm. Then why have you underlined the words ‘Black Lotus’ five times in your notes?” he asked, smirking a little, waving my notepad under my nose. “You also drew a doodle of a gun.” His tone changed. “Seriously, though, Jessie, you heard Fang, and you know he’s right. We need to stay away from Black Lotus. The last thing you need to is to have another crime boss send his guys after you. Or me. Or Dad. We don’t want anyone getting killed, right?”

That remark hit home. I stood up abruptly, hurt. In June, I had killed three people, in self-defence. All of them were intent on murdering me, but still. Charlie didn’t know it, but I occasionally had nightmares about it. Deep down, I suspected that I was one of the bad guys now, and the notion horrified me. Charlie’s dig had caught me below the belt.

Before I could stomp away, he put his hand on mine. “I’m sorry,” Charlie said softly. 

I felt the anger melt away. Maybe it was the warmth from his strong hand, or the soft sadness in those blue, blue eyes, but I could never stay mad at Charlie. Anyway, it wasn’t like he hadn’t said anything I didn’t deserve. “That’s OK,” I reassured him. “I’m all right.”

I spent the rest of the day on the telephone, waiting for eons while the long-distance operator connected me with the offices of Pacific Mail Steamer Company in Vancouver. All the while, I fixated on the fact that Fang had tried for several years to get the government to search for his wife. I wondered what kind of relationship they’d had. If I hadn’t heard from Ed or Charlie in three weeks, I would have sent the army after them. Three years of no news was inconceivable to me. 

Charlie made several visits to the Toronto Offices of Immigration to get some general information about the paperwork and Customs processes for immigrants arriving in Vancouver. He filed a request for information that went onto a massive stack on a clerk’s desk. By the time he returned, we were both exhausted. There’s nothing like trying to get answers from bureaucrats to wear a person down to a nub.

“Let’s share notes tomorrow,” I said. “My head is so full of stuff right now that I doubt I could absorb anything you said, anyway.”

Charlie agreed. “Not that I got very far. Did you know that a Chinese man who’s already immigrated here can’t bring his wife or child to Canada anymore? Even if they’ve been married for years. The fellow at Immigration admitted to me that the policy is designed to prevent any more Chinese being born here, so they can’t get citizenship. It makes me sick. What’s wrong with people?” 

I nodded wearily. “Well, we’ll get back at it tomorrow,” I said. “In the meantime, say hi to Dickie for me. And Celeste,” I added, embarrassed that it was an afterthought. At the end of the summer, Charlie’s fiancée Celeste Astor had relocated from Buffalo to be near Charlie, and I still felt uneasy around her.

“Oh, I almost forgot!” Charlie said. “Celeste asked me to remind you, politely, that you haven’t RSVP’ed yet for the engagement party. Now that it’s going to be here in town, you shouldn’t have any difficulties in coming.” He looked sheepish. No doubt he suspected that I was trying to avoid going. It had originally been planned for New York City, at a hotel owned by the Astors, but in late October Celeste had decided to relocate it to Toronto, where her new home would be. Her friends and relatives were all wealthy enough that having to travel five hundred miles for a party was no big deal. I had been using the cost of rail travel as my excuse for not coming, but the change of city had made evasion much trickier. Increasingly, Celeste seemed determined to cultivate some kind of friendly acquaintance with me. In November, she had invited me to luncheon at the Bedford Tearoom. A week later, she had insisted I come to a concert of the newly-formed Toronto Symphony Orchestra with her. Every time I saw her, she was as sweet and warm as could be, and I had a strong sense that she wanted to have a heart-to-heart, which I gently avoided. I knew I was being childish. Frankly, it was impossible to dislike her.

“Ummm, well, I’m still waiting for Ed’s work schedule,” I lied, pathetically. Even Ed, who was practically married to his job, wouldn’t work on New Year’s Eve, for crying out loud. The truth was that I was nervous I wouldn’t be able to mask my feelings at the party. How could I sincerely celebrate the engagement of the man I still ached for?

The extravagant party was set for New Year’s Eve in the Crystal Ballroom at the King Edward Hotel. Charlie had told me that Celeste was indeed from that Astor family. “Her family is very rich and very class-conscious,” he’d said, “but Celeste isn’t interested in socializing with the usual snobby crowd. She says the King Eddy is much more welcoming than their properties in New York. And that a party here won’t attract as many sycophants as one in Manhattan would. The guest list for New York would have topped eight hundred, apparently. In Toronto, it will only be three hundred of their closest friends and relatives.” We had both shaken our heads in disbelief at that. I had teased him for essentially marrying into New York royalty.

Now, Charlie sat staring at the floor near my feet. As always, he could read my mind, it seemed. “Just come, Jessie,” was all he said, quietly.

He seemed so forlorn that I caved. To say that I had a soft spot for Charlie is a major understatement. “Sure,” I chirped with fake cheer. “I’ll make Ed take the night off. It’ll be fun! Tell Celeste we would be honoured to accept, OK?”

The look of relief on his face was tempered with something else. I decided to foot it out of the office before either of us revealed any more depth of feeling. “See you tomorrow, Charlie. You’ll lock up?” 

He gave me a little nod.

I nipped into my apartment through the connecting door, a convenience I still hadn’t stopped appreciating after five months. My place used to be empty office space, but I’d had a brilliant idea and renovated it into my dream apartment. I have the building all to myself at night, because the other office tenants are a plumber in his seventies and a tailor who has had the same dusty suit hanging in his window for years, I’d guess. The neighbourhood isn’t exactly booming. 

I splashed some water on my face, brushed my hair and changed out of my work trousers into something slinky. Ed really enjoys me in a dress, as he frequently reminds me. Sometimes he even tells me in words. He is an excellent lover. 

I should have been in a good mood, heading off for my hot date. 

But on the way to meet Ed, I fretted about Charlie Cameron. I kicked myself for caving in and accepting the invitation to the engagement party. The last thing I wanted to do was celebrate the upcoming marriage of my Charlie to anyone else, especially on New Year’s Eve.

That is a really bad attitude to take when you’re dating someone else, I know, but Ed is aware of my Charlie problem. He’s OK with it, as long as I don’t bring it up. Ed and I have a great arrangement. We cut a rug at various dance halls on Saturday nights, occasionally get zozzled together, and have some extremely surprising sex. We talk about organized crime and bootleggers and he frequently takes me out for food, which is a surefire way to my heart. It’s uncomplicated and exciting. Just the kind of lifestyle I had planned to have, when I left Hanover for the Big City.

It’s kind of typical, though, that when you have what you think you wanted, you start to want something else.
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Chapter 3
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But how did I end up dangling five stories above the pavement, begging for my life, you ask?

Ed would say it’s a direct result of my fatal character flaw. I am not fond of the “fatal” descriptor, but he would essentially be correct. I am a magnet for trouble, and I sometimes overestimate my own abilities. A little.

I could not stop fretting about the engagement party. When Ed stepped out of the elevator of the Federal Building, instead of admiring his lean, tough physique or basking in the heat of his gaze, I didn’t even notice him. When he tapped me on the shoulder and murmured into my ear, “Excuse me, ma’am, but have you seen my gal?”, I jumped.

“What’s goin’ on, Jess?” he said, his voice quiet and steely, despite the grin. The way he was looking at me, I felt like he knew exactly what I was obsessing about. It’s not fun, being so transparent. A girl likes to keep at least some mystery about her. I’m pretty good at reading people, but apparently I’m an open book.

“We’re going to the engagement party,” I sighed. We headed out the door onto Richmond Street.

“I’m glad,” Ed said, raising his arm to hail a cab. “It’ll be a chance to kick our heels up on somebody else’s dime.” Yes, he actually said that cheap remark. Ed says whatever he wants to, which is both refreshing and appalling. “Plus, Ol’ Charlie Boy is getting married to Celeste, not you, and this will be a nice, clear reinforcement of that message, kid.” His face was intense, under that cocky smirk. “And I think you haven’t quite got that message, yet, Jess.”

I felt the colour rising in my face. It was as much from anger as from shame. “I have been dancing with you, drinking with you, kissing you, and canoodling with you for over five months, Ed,” I sputtered. “Just what kind of proof do you need that I am over Charlie?” I yanked open the door of the cab that had pulled up and thumped down on the seat. 

He got in on the other side and gave the restaurant address to the driver. Ed turned and looked at me, unruffled. That’s an amazing thing about him: he tolerates high levels of conflict with ease. I, on the other hand, can’t stand being in a squabble with someone I love. I usually cave in and apologize, even if it wasn’t really my fault. Ed’s very warm hand was on my leg, which was also breaking down my resolve to stay angry. Ed has very persuasive hands.

I finally turned to him. “You need to stop stroking my leg,” I whispered. “That is an unfair tactic, and you know it.”

He raised an eyebrow and proceeded to exploit that tactic more extensively. By the time the cab pulled up outside Chez Pierre, I was in the mood to use a few tactics of my own. “Actually, sir, could you please take us to 1973 River Street?” I said. The driver briefly glanced at us in his rearview mirror and then apparently decided that he didn’t want to know just what those two crazy kids were up to back there.

Ed and I barely made it into my apartment before the clothes started coming off. I will leave the rest to your imagination. But I will say that Ed never disappoints. Never.

By nine p.m., we still hadn’t eaten, and I was getting panicky. Keep me away from food for too long at your own risk. I firmly held Ed at arm’s length. “Enough, you libertine. I gotta eat. Let’s get dressed and go get Chinese.”

Ed protested when I insisted on Fang’s Noodle House. It’s really not A-OK for a law enforcement type who chases down organized crime groups to dine at an establishment where a notorious Chinese gang is known to operate. I am well aware of this. Still, Fang has the best fried noodles, and Peking duck, and these incredible little soup-filled dumplings, and—well, even Ed can’t argue with those truths. But, to be honest, Ed surprised me by agreeing this time. So, we were sitting at a window table, watching snow float down past the streetlights, stuffing ourselves with delicious, hot food. Ed’s eyes casually shifted between the back of the restaurant and me, from time to time. There was something calculating in his glances. I sat back, finally sated, sighing with pleasure.

Ed grinned at me. He finds my appetite amusing. “You’re probably much too full for a fortune cookie, right, kid?”

My response was a haughty sniff.

Mr. Fang brought over the tea and cookies himself, along with the bill. He glanced at me nervously. I could see that he was afraid I would blurt out something like “Excuse me, gentlemen! Mr. Fang is wondering if you have abducted his wife?” to the mean-looking fellas at the round booth in the back. For the record, I was not going to do that. In light of what happened next, I feel it’s important to make that clear.

Tugging on my coat, I excused myself to visit the Ladies’ Room, and on my way past the Booth of the Black Lotus, as I like to think of it, I noticed a paper that had fallen onto the floor, lying under the opposite table. Instinctively, I bent down and retrieved it. By the time I realized that this was not a good idea, I was politely placing the paper in front of the man closest to me. He had short-cropped black hair that bristled, and he wore a shiny grey suit and a very loud floral necktie. Holding my breath, I turned to continue on my way, when I felt a hand grab my wrist.

“Thank you very much,” the man said to me, his iron grip locking me into place. His mouth was saying thank you, but his expression was saying something else entirely. He slid the offending paper toward a colleague, never taking his eyes from mine.

Heart in my throat, I found myself smiling sweetly and murmuring, “You’re most welcome, of course.” The massive hand was still locked around my wrist.

Suddenly, Ed’s voice smoothly interrupted our lovefest. “Is my gal chatting up a storm, fellas? Sorry, she’s a social butterfly. Can’t keep her from greeting everyone in the joint!” He was close beside me, tucking his arm around my waist. I marvelled at how quickly and silently he had crossed the restaurant. “C’mon, baby,” he cooed in a dopey voice. “Leave these fellas to enjoy their supper, will ya?” As Ed gently tugged me away, Floral Tie Guy released my wrist, but his gaze followed us all the way out the door. I didn’t look back, but I felt his eyes burning a hole in my skull. 

Hustling me away, out on the sidewalk, Ed grimly said, “Well, that was fun. You are a trouble magnet, baby, and of that there can be no denyin’.” He squeezed my shoulders. “What were you thinkin’, Jess? Investigating Black Lotus? Huh? That was an amateur move, even for you.”

My shock was wearing off, and I felt my back go up. “I was not investigating them. It was instinctive, that’s all. I see a paper on the ground, I pick it up. That’s what nice people do. No motive. Just being a Good Samaritan.” I yanked my cloche down on my head, annoyed and embarrassed. Ed’s opinion of me mattered. A lot. Ever since we had met, I had wanted him to be impressed by my courage, my smarts, and my investigative prowess. But I had definitely made a dangerous mistake by picking up that paper. He was right. An amateur move.

“So, what was on that paper?” Ed asked in a casual tone. He didn’t have me fooled. I suddenly understood why he had agreed to go to Fang’s tonight.

I turned to him. “You were surveilling them! On our date!” I huffed in mock offense. Actually, I was very excited to have been a part of Ed’s spying, even unintentionally. Excitedly, I filled him in. “The paper was written in Chinese. It could have been anything. The only thing that stood out was a small picture in the bottom left corner. It was a triangle, with a Chinese character inside it.”

Ed pulled a notebook out of his breast pocket and quickly sketched something on it with a stub of pencil. “Like this?” he asked, showing me.

“That’s exactly it!” I said excitedly. “What is it, Ed?”

Ed hailed a cab for us. The snow was coming down faster now, and the wind was hurling it at our faces. “That’s their symbol, Jess. The Black Lotus. Whatever that paper was about, it was Lotus business. Good thing they’ll realize that you don’t read Chinese. If a Chinese girl had picked up that paper, she’d probably end up in pieces, floating in the lake.”

This is one of Ed’s favourite graphic images of warning to me. Body pieces bobbing in Lake Ontario, or washing up on the beach. I had asked him about it, once. He’d told me that he had worked two cases just like that, and that he still saw those pieces of victims in his dreams. He’s the toughest guy I know, so that’s saying something.

“Well, I feel like an idiot,” I said, as the cab headed for my apartment. “At least they don’t know about the job I’m doing for Mr. Fang. That would be a disaster.”

Ed jolted in his seat. “What? What the hell did you just say? Please tell me that you are not actually investigating the Black Lotus, Jess! ‘Cause I don’t want to hear that!” He was angry with alarm.

I took a breath, measuring my response. “Ed, I am not investigating the Black Lotus. Not specifically. Anyway, isn’t it convenient that we’re both following the same trail, in a way?” Ed was sputtering, but I continued on. “We’re investigating a missing person for Mr. Fang, and that’s all I will say about it. Client confidentiality.” I gave him a prim little look of self-righteousness, which Ed missed, because his head was in his hands, and he was audibly groaning.

“Hey, Mack, you ain’t gonna be sick in my cab, are ya?” the cabbie said anxiously, glancing at us in the rearview mirror.

When we pulled up to my building, Ed got the cab driver to wait and walked me to the door. “You make me crazy-crazy-crazy, Jessie Witthun,” he said, pulling me close against him, “but you are never dull. I would ask you to cease and desist, but that won’t happen, will it?”

I shook my head apologetically. “Don’t worry about me so much, Ed. Trust me. I can look after myself. And I definitely won’t be sticking my nose into organized crime. I learned my lesson with Notto, OK?”

Ed just smirked. “Sure ya did, kid, sure ya did. Just do me one small favour, OK?” He put his gloved hand on my cheek, an unusually tender gesture for Ed.

I leaned into his hand a little. “Anything.”

“Just be more careful, honey. I want you to live to be a happy, wrinkly old lady, boring everybody around her with stories from the good ol’ days. Can you do that? For me?” He wasn’t smiling now. He looked tired.

My answer was to give him a kiss that lasted so long that the cabbie honked his horn impatiently. When we parted, we were both a little dazed, and perhaps
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