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​About The Previous Jessie Witthun Mystery:
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What?! You Can’t Remember What Happened In Book 2: Dragon & Phoenix?

That’s OK! Neither Can I. Read On:

––––––––
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As business partners in D.C Investigations, Jessie Witthun and Charlie Cameron are managing very well. Business is steady, Jessie and her boyfriend, RCMP Inspector Ed Wright, have a fun, very sexy relationship, but deep-down, she is heart-broken that Charlie is going to marry Celeste Astor, and she is dreading their ritzy engagement party at the Crystal Ballroom on New Year’s Eve.

Their friend and essential food-provider, Mr. Fang, pulls Charlie and Jessie into a mystery very close to his heart — the disappearance of his wife, three years earlier. Her gangster brother had been determined to keep them apart, sending Mr. Fang to Canada. As Charlie and Jessie begin to investigate, it becomes clear that Fang’s beloved, Lian Li, is now connected to organized crime in Canada, too. When Ed warns Jessie off her case because it intersects with a nation-wide investigation of his own, it’s too late. In typical Jessie fashion, she’s already dangling in it! 

At the same time, the heiress she wishes she could hate has cornered Jessie into working for her. Celeste has burdened Jessie with a secret that has explosive implications for Charlie, for his and Celeste’s engagement, and for his friendship with Jessie. Celeste is a lesbian, and someone is blackmailing her. Fearful of becoming a penniless pariah, she is determined to remain closeted and to marry Charlie. She wants Jessie to stop the blackmailer and keep her secret.

Conflicted? Heck, yeah! Jessie’s sense of justice battles with her righteous anger for Charlie. Meanwhile, Ed gets called away to Vancouver to investigate the tongs, and Jessie is left to face the most dreaded New Year’s Eve of her life on her own. Celeste’s lover, actress Lilith Montrose, shows up at the extravagant party. Between her urgings and Jessie’s, Celeste finally finds the courage to come out to Charlie, just before midnight. Poor Charlie. He implodes and literally leaves the country, going incommunicado.

In the midst of her grief, and missing both of her men, Jessie faces not one, but two crime lords — the Dragon and the Phoenix. Luckily for her, she is not really their target. They are locked in an inevitable battle with each other. Just as you’d hope, Charlie returns from his exile in time to help Jessie rescue Mr. Fang from becoming a casualty of this showdown. There is even a kiss — oh, boy! a kiss laden with a whole lotta stuff that they have no time to unpack. But it sure adds some juice to their step, as they save Mr. Fang from his own Dangling!

The Phoenix is none other than Lian Li, Mr. Fang’s long-lost wife, and, as it turns out, mother of the son he never knew he had. In the tough years since their forced separation, she finally resorted to her criminal roots, protecting herself, her husband, and her child from the violence around her by becoming the most bad-ass gangster of all! Now, badly wounded, she leaves their son with her husband. There is no happy ending for Lian Li and Fang, but there is a family for him.

Ed is back, with a big promotion, and he can’t have a girlfriend who constantly inserts herself into federal investigations. He tells her they must break up. But let’s be honest — isn’t that what we all really wanted? 

Jessie ends up with a car of her own, which she only thinks she can drive, the friendship of a perhaps fatally wounded female crime lord who has disappeared, a gold tiger pendant with emerald eyes, and the man of her dreams finally in her arms.

And that’s essentially what happened.

I think you’re good to go.


Dickie Cameron’s Rules of Private Investigation

––––––––
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	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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Prologue
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Friday, May 1, 1924

It wasn’t her fault. It really wasn’t.

I mean, high heels are deadly. One wrong step and it’s over, sister. If she’d been wearing track shoes, none of what followed would have happened. OK, well, maybe some of it might still have happened.

Either way, I think the Universe has been watching too many Buster Keaton movies.

If you know anything about my life, you know it’s not such a far-fetched theory.
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Chapter 1
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Wednesday, April 29, 1924

My kid sister, Jeanie Berta Witthun, the Mata Hari of Hanover, had decided to finally get outta Dodge, as they say. However, being Jeanie, she didn’t make any preparations. She didn’t arrange to rent a room in the city. She didn’t line up a job for herself. She didn’t even let me know she was coming.

Nope, on April twenty-ninth, Miss Fly-By-The-Seat-Of-Her-Pants just packed several bags and sweetly kissed our folks goodbye. She told them that I had invited her to come for a visit, and that, if she felt like it, she might investigate employment options while she was in Toronto. Little Liar.

Fortunately, my mum had her doubts and telephoned me, while Dad drove Jeanie to the train.

“Did you invite your sister to visit you?” she asked sternly, foregoing the usual greetings.

“Uh, hi, Mum!” I had just been smooching Charlie Cameron and was feeling a little bit discombobulated. He has that effect on me, darn him. “Uh, no, I didn’t,” I said, disentangling myself from Charlie’s very warm embrace.

“Well, Jeanie is on her way to you right now, Jessie. You need to keep that girl out of trouble. Lord only knows what she could get up to in the city. Keep her on a curfew. Insist on meeting everyone she goes out with. If she applies for a job, go and check out the employer. With her track record, I shudder to think.” Mum’s speech was crisp and clipped, the way it gets when she means business, which is most of the time.

Dag-nab-it! It was a typical Jeanie move. Charlie and I had just gotten into a good rhythm — a great rhythm, actually — and now she would be underfoot and nosey. I would be stuck babysitting an impetuous, brazen, reckless hussy.  There was only room for one of those in my life. How was I supposed to keep an eye on her and continue our sleuthing at D.C. Investigations? How was I supposed to finally consummate my relationship with Charlie, with my darn sister sharing my bed?

You may wonder why we hadn’t clinched the deal, Charlie and I. I was passionate about Charlie, and, not to brag, he was passionate about me. We’d been together, officially, for three and a half months. Believe me, we had given it the Ol’ College Try many times, but something had always interrupted us. Always. Now that something was my gall-darn sister. I felt that the Universe had much to answer for.

Mum sensed my frustration. “Now, Jessie, I know that Jeanie is not the easiest sister, but she admires you so much, and you might actually have some influence on her at this point. She acts the headstrong fool, but you know she’s got a head full of brains, just like you. Please, dear, just do your best to steer her toward something good. Something safe, at least.” Remembering that I was in a perpetually un-safe career, Mum sighed at the futility of it all. “Well, as my dear old mum would say, What canna be cured must be endured. Do what you can, Jessie. The rest is up to Jeanie herself.”

A little shudder ran up my spine. Look out, Toronto The Good! Jeanie Berta Witthun is about to land.

––––––––
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I was waiting on the platform when the train pulled in at eleven forty-three am. Jeanie’s face drooped in dramatic disappointment. Everything about her is dramatic.

“Oh, pooh! Mum called you? I was hoping to get in a few hours on my own, before you swooped in to suck all the fun out of the day.” Her blonde curls bounced in annoyance, and her plump pink lips made a moue of disappointment. Jeanie plunked her two overpacked suitcases at my feet, clearly expecting me to carry them for her. 

On the drive to Union Station, I had managed to get myself into a better frame of mind. I enjoyed driving. I was largely self-taught and getting better at it all the time — at least, that was my opinion. Charlie said that I should slow down a little, but I adore the feeling of racing along at twenty miles per hour, the engine chugging loudly, and the people on the sidewalks agog at my beautiful vehicle. My Ford Coupe was a fairly recent thank-you gift from Charlie’s ex-fiancée, Celeste Astor. I could have chosen one of the less expensive models, like the the Touring or the Runabout, but when I’d seen the ‘Channel Green’ colour, and the nickelled radiator and headlamp rims, I was smitten. It even had plate glass windows with rotary lifts, to shut out the rain or snow. I loved it.  My car was going to survive all of my mishaps, I believed. There would be no bullet holes in my Coupe, or in me, hopefully. Charlie thought that I’d gone a bit soft in the head, but I didn’t care. My Coupe was my second-favourite being on the planet, and I would baby her with as much motor oil, gentle massages with a soft cloth, and sweet words of love as were needed. 

“You do realize that people have been taken away in straitjackets for less than this?” Charlie had said, the first time he heard me talk to the car.

I think he was a little jealous, to be honest. His Lincoln is very nice, but ever so boring. A banker’s car.

As my Coupe and I had bumped along Front Street, I’d been pumping myself up with thoughts of all the good times my sister and I could have during her visit. I had even imagined finding her a job at a perfume counter and a little apartment of her own. But with her usual arrogance, she had already started to try to take advantage of me. I smiled sweetly at her and stepped around the suitcases. “I’m parked out front,” I said, beckoning her to fall in behind me.

I heard her huff and puff as she realized that I wasn’t going to tote her bags for her. I snickered a little, a very base and unworthy reaction, I admit, but she deserved it. I smiled to myself, imagining her sweating and struggling with her suitcases. That would teach her not to overpack! I pricked up my ears, but I didn’t hear any complaints, which was alarming. I whirled around, expecting to see her being hauled away, flung over the shoulder of some Mother Madre-type goon. Instead, Jeanie was chatting away with a burly Red Cap, flirting shamelessly and squeezing his bicep as he hauled her suitcases to my car. His dark face was frozen in a polite smile, but his eyes were yelling for help. I’d seen that expression on Jeanie’s male victims before.

Even worse, when we got to the car, Jeanie blew him a kiss, cracking his composure. He literally stumbled backward a little. She made a pretence of reaching into her handbag for a tip, but the porter waved her off, nervously glancing around for witnesses to Jeanie’s inappropriate vamping. As I pulled my Coupe away from the curb, she cheerfully waved out the window to the porter. I could see several other Red Caps eyeing him in alarm.

I turned to face her. “Jeanie, you should have tipped! Those guys live on their tips. They need that money to pay rent and buy food for their families. Not only that, but he could get fired if someone reports that kiss! A white woman flirting with a porter who’s just trying to do his job? That really was not copacetic,” I lectured. Being two years older has some advantages, like being wiser and having moral influence over my younger sib.

“Aw, applesauce,” she replied calmly. “I’m not a Dumb Dora. Of course I gave him a tip. I slipped it into his pocket when I squeezed his bicep, which was huge, by the way. He was awfully good-looking. The air-kiss was just a thank you. Geez, do you think I’m cheap, Jessie?”

I wanted to feel relief, but I knew Jeanie too well to trust that feeling. “You tipped him with money, right, Jeanie?”

She grinned at me, delighted that I could read her so well. “Nope! Something much better. I gave him my ticket from a little bet. I met a very sweet bookie on the train. Gosh, travel is fun! You never know who you might run into.  Anyway, the ticket’s for Little Darlin’ to place in the fourth race at Woodbine today, at sixty-to-one. When he finds that ticket and goes to cash it, he’ll have over a hundred dollars in his pocket!” She put the conversation to rest by spending the rest of the drive excitedly asking about every building we passed and making plans to visit every blind pig in Toronto.

I was neither stunned nor shocked. My sister has secretly won quite a lot of money over the years, betting on races that she never actually got to see. Luck? Skill? Maybe a horseshoe up her derrière? All I knew for sure was, that if she said that Red Cap would win a C-note today, he would.

Whoever he was, his workday was looking up.

––––––––
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God bless Charlie Cameron. When we pulled up to 1973 River Street, he was already waiting at the entrance. He grabbed Jeanie up into a big hug, lifting her off her feet a little. She squealed in delight, eyes bright as sapphires. She wasn’t going to make a move on Charlie, I knew, but you couldn’t fault a girl for swooning a little.

“C’mon, Jeanie, let’s get you upstairs, and then we can have a visit. Scrogie’s excited to meet you.” Our boy Friday, Scrogie MacDonald, had just turned eleven, and had been surreptitiously asking Charlie quite a few questions about the birds and the bees. I was a little uneasy about the impact of Jeanie Witthun on his precocious little psyche.

Charlie grabbed her suitcases, not realizing how heavy they were. I had to grin. “Holy mackerel, what did she pack in these things?” he puffed in my ear, feigning breeziness when Jeanie glanced back, as he lugged them up the stairs to my apartment.

Scrogie held the door open like a little butler. I noticed he had slicked his hair back with Brillantine. He was a little young to be using it, I thought, but Charlie had given him a bottle for Christmas, and Scrogie thought it made him look more grownup. However, he always used more than he ought, and today was no exception. His little head looked like he’d dunked it in an oil well. He stared at Jeanie, on whom he’d obviously wanted to make a good impression. Judging from the expression on his face, he was witnessing a celestial visitation.

“Hello, Scrogie, I’m Jeanie! I’m so glad to finally meet you. Aren’t you the cutest little fellow! These two tell me that you’re their right-hand man.” Jeanie reached out to shake his hand.

The boy looked slightly stricken. He thrust his hand out and shook, just as we’d taught him, but he didn’t utter a word. I decided to ask Charlie to have a debriefing chat with him, man-to-man, later on. Scrogie’s father had died in the war, devastating his family. His mum worked long hours, and he’d become a newsboy, to help out. He’d spent most of his first ten years modelling himself after the other newspaper boys and street urchins. Charlie was the first decent male role model the kid had had. Charlie’d already had to set Scrogie straight on matters of personal hygiene, how to make his bed military-style, and how to make a proper fist. He’d shown me, too. Apparently, you can break your own thumb, if you’re not careful.

Charlie had set out a spread, just as I’d asked him to. Courtesy of Sol’s Deli, a feast of corned beef sandwiches and potato salad and a cheese tray awaited us. A bottle of sparkling cider and an icy pitcher of lemonade completed the repast. There was a vase full of daffodils in the centre, and my little table was draped in an unfamiliar tablecloth with violets embroidered along the edge.

“The tablecloth was Mum’s,” he muttered sheepishly when he saw me admire the spread. “And I brought some gâteau from Monsieur Caron’s.”

“Oh, Charlie, thank you,” I said. “This looks wonderful. I’m glad you remembered dessert. We Witthun girls need our dessert.”

“Yes, I know you do,” he said softly, as we leaned into each other a little too dreamily.

“OK, you two, knock it off. There’s a kid present. Plus, Scrogie’s here,” Jeanie said. She turned to Scrogie and gave him a conspiratorial wink. A Jeanie Wink had been known to nonplus males of all ages. Scrogie’s ears went red and he nervously examined his shoes.

For a brief moment, I had completely forgotten my sister was there. Not good, I warned myself. Gotta keep my relationship with Charlie far, far out of Jeanie’s reach. There isn’t a cruel bone in her body, but she doesn’t believe in polite restraint. As a result, when she gets involved in something, as advisor, protector or avenging angel, there’s no stopping her. She’s like a tornado. The last thing my relationship with Charlie needed was a tornado. It had taken so much struggle just to get to the point we were at.

Thankfully, Charlie had spent enough time around my family over the past couple of months to get more used to Jeanie’s bluntness. He had told me once that the world could use a few more Jeanies. We’d agreed that the maximum number should be five. Six would likely bring about The End of Days.

Jeanie chattered away throughout the meal, still managing to tuck away two sandwiches and a massive slice of gâteau chocolat. For the first twenty minutes, she kept the conversation perfectly polite, because of Scrogie. After he finished his lunch, we sent him home for the rest of the day with some homework. “Read the next three chapters of Treasure Island. Tomorrow, you’re going to write a paragraph of summary about each one,” I said. He didn’t complain. He was soaking up everything I taught him, and would soon be as skilled a reader and writer as other boys his age, despite his lack of formal education. Besides, who doesn’t like reading a pirate tale?

After the boy left, Jeanie’s conversation devolved into more salacious topics. “— and then I told him that I had no intention of marrying a pastor, for Pete’s sake. How could he imagine a girl like me could settle for a life like that?” She snorted in disbelief.

Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because you worked the poor sod into a lather for months, doing the deed everywhere but in the pulpit? If Charlie hadn’t been sitting there between us, I would have said it out loud. Jeanie flicked me a little look that said she knew exactly what I was thinking. She gave me a smug grin.

“So that’s why I’m here,” she announced. “Hanover has seen the last of me. It will now officially be the most boring little town in Ontario.”

There it was. I knew it! This isn’t a visit — it’s an invasion! I was torn between annoyance and sympathy. Hadn’t I done the exact same thing, almost a year ago? Who could blame a smart, lively young woman for wanting to experience the zing of life in the Big City? “Look, sis, I will help you find work and a place to live, but you can’t stay with me for longer than one month, got it? I have a business to run and a life to live.” Of course, there was a subtext that neither Jeanie nor Charlie missed: I needed space so I could canoodle with my boyfriend. Charlie gazed down at his plate and smiled sheepishly. Jeanie laughed.

“Oh, silly! I’m not going to be living here in Toronto. It’s nice enough, but I’m aiming higher. Much higher! I’m going to Hollywood.” She beamed at us like a crazed cherub.

I was at a loss for words. We had spent years soaking up every issue of Photoplay magazine, swooning over our idols and asking Mum to sew our dresses just like the ones in the photos. We had faithfully raced to the town cinema every Saturday, watching every newsreel, cartoon, and feature. We knew every detail of the lives of the stars.

But even I knew that Hollywood was a giant, glittering illusion. Real people did not live there.

Charlie jumped in, bless him. “Jeanie,” he asked politely, “have you ever acted before? Perhaps in a play? I don’t know a lot about this stuff, but I suspect that experience is important?” He ended on a questioning note, but I knew he was just as certain as I was that Jeanie was barking mad.

“No,” she said blithely, “but girls are discovered all the time, at the soda fountains and perfume counters in Hollywood. Anyway, I’m going to get discovered here, in Toronto. Then I’ll head to California with a contract already signed and a career waiting for me.”

My sister is whip-smart, so I’d had enough of her spewing this nonsense — acting the fool, as Mum would say. “Jeanie! This is all horsefeathers, and you know it! There are real actresses who spend their whole lives on stages in every town and city in North America, paying their dues and learning their art, who never get ‘discovered’, as you put it. The closest you’ve come to acting is that business with Vogler.” Then I gulped nervously, when I realized what I’d just done.

Jeanie’s eyebrows lifted in delight. Dang. The horses were out of the gate now. Charlie looked back and forth at the two of us, his interest piqued.

“I’d like to hear that story,” he said sweetly. Under the table, I whacked the side of his shoe with my foot. “Ow,” he complained pleasantly. “Why can’t your business partner and boyfriend hear this little story, Jessie? Hmm?”

He and Jeanie grinned at each other. Right then, I was really sorry that he got along with my sister.

“Fine,” I grumbled ungraciously. “But it’s very boring. A nothing story, really. We just made sure that a schoolyard creep got a taste of his own medicine. No big deal.”

Jeanie did not let it go, of course. “No, no, no! You’re not telling it right, Jessie! For heaven’s sake!” She excitedly turned to Charlie. “His name was Randolph Vogler, but his nickname was Randy Ogler, and he was in Jessie’s class all through school. He got that little moniker as a result of years of dirty tricks on the girls. When he was little, it was the typical show-me-yours-and-I’ll-show-you-mine nonsense, with an occasional skirt-lifting rampage around the schoolyard. But he rarely got caught, and the few times he did, the teachers and his parents only ever made him apologize. He didn’t get the strap, ever! After his usual smarmy, fake apology, he’d get right back to it, only worse. Then, when he and Jessie were in Grade Twelve and I was in Grade Ten, my good friend Jane stopped coming to school.” Jeanie’s tone changed. “She wasn’t allowed out of the house and wouldn’t tell me why. And then her parents sent her to live with her relatives in Hamilton. And she never came back.” She paused. “A few weeks after she left, Jessie heard Randy bragging to another boy. Tell him, Jessie.” Her jaw clenched in anger.

I took a breath to calm myself. After seven years, my blood still boiled at the thought of Randy. “He had escalated to groping girls, usually when we were all in a crowd, coming into the classroom or in an assembly. That way, he could pretend it was an accident. He didn’t try anything with Jeanie and me, because I had set him straight in Grade Nine.”

“He grabbed her between the legs, so she broke his nose!” Jeanie added triumphantly. “But all that happened was she got suspended for a week because she wouldn’t apologize to him. Imagine!” She didn’t add that, in my disciplinary meeting, I had told his parents, my parents, and the principal that Randy was a molester and that his parents should apologize to every girl in town for bringing such a little monster into the world. The Voglers were outraged, but so were my folks, because they believed me. After that, the Voglers always steered far away from my mother, whose death gaze would freeze Hell.

“Anyway, Jeanie’s friend was a sweet girl, but naive,” I continued. Jeanie nodded sadly. “Randy was bragging to his pal that he’d gotten her to go out with him, even though her parents had said she couldn’t date until she was seventeen. She snuck out of the house late one night and met him behind the school. She kissed him, but when he wanted to go farther, she got cold feet and started to head for home. But Randy —” I paused to collect myself a bit. “He got so mad he chased after her and grabbed her. Dragged her into the bushes. He bragged to his pal that she got what she asked for.” I didn’t speak the word rape, but we all heard it. Jeanie had pursed her lips so tightly they were white. I consciously relaxed my grip on my napkin. “When I got home, I told Jeanie and our parents. They talked to Jane's parents, but her mum and dad reacted badly. They didn’t want anyone to know, you see. They’d already discovered that she was pregnant. They sent her away to have the baby and give it up for adoption. The last thing they wanted was for their shame to be public.” 

“And they didn’t believe that Randy would ever be held to account, even if Jane had come forward,” Jeanie added bitterly. “The Voglers always got away with everything.”

I met Jeanie’s gaze. “So," I said, keeping my tone as light as I could, “Jeanie and I decided to mete out our own justice. Since there weren’t going to be any charges, and Jane wasn’t going to be allowed to tell her story publicly, Jeanie would tell it. She pretended that she was the victim. She stuffed a pillow under her dress and we went to the Hanover Post, but we couldn’t convince the editor to write an article. Well, we were pretty naive to think he would risk it. So, we got creative. We wrote an anonymous open letter to the town. We snuck out in the middle of the night and glued a copy of it to every lamp post on the main street.  We used pseudonyms, of course, but quite a few girls in town recognized their own stories. It was a huge scandal, and there were a couple of days when angry fathers and mothers were standing at the Voglers’ front door, demanding justice. Randy hid in his bedroom. The police did nothing, but they didn’t need to. The Universe delivered its own kind of justice a few months later, when Randy was conscripted. By the end of October, he was overseas. It was almost the end of the war, but he never came home. He died over there. After that, the Voglers moved away.” The ending of this story was so unsatisfying. There was no real sense of wrongs righted. Dying in a bloody mudhole wasn’t a lesson I’d wish on anyone. I hated that I’d spoken about the war in front of Charlie during our fun lunch. It was a poison in his blood, I knew. I wished that I hadn’t mentioned Randy at all. I felt queasy, not triumphant.

Jeanie’s smile had faded, too. Charlie reached across the table and took my hand. He managed a gallant smile, but I could see he was fighting a silent battle with the echo of Passchendaele, and I cursed myself for triggering it. “You two amaze me. This world has its fair share of devils, but it has at least two angels in it, too.”

Unaware of his struggle, Jeanie eyed Charlie’s free hand. Always the gentleman, he obliged by reaching over and holding her hand, too. Jeanie beamed. I wanted to sweep him off his feet and give him the deepest kiss ever visited upon Man, but I restrained myself. Barely.

“Anyway, I don’t know how we got onto this topic,” I said lightly. “What we should be discussing is Jeanie’s scheme to storm the gates of Hollywood. Just how exactly are you intending to get discovered here in Toronto?” I could see that Jeanie was glad to get back to a more comfortable topic now, too. My sister is resilient, but Jane’s trauma had left its mark. 

“I’m going to win a beauty pageant! The first prize includes a screen test with a big director, amongst other things.” She ran over to her handbag and pulled out a much-handled news clipping. “See?” she said, smoothing it out in front of Charlie and me. “The Lavona Hair Tonic Beauty Pageant. The first part, when they screen contestants, is tomorrow. They’ll select five girls to go on to the actual competition the next day. There are two judges on the panel who I really want to impress. The first is Howard Dalgleish — he’s the director I mentioned. He did a romance called When Love Returns, which I haven’t seen, and another called The Beast of Carthage. I must’ve missed that one, too. The other important judge is Madeleine Frémont. She owns the Lavona Hair Tonic company. She’s originally from Paris and she’s very rich. The girl who wins is going to represent Lavona in all their advertising for a whole year!” 

I was pretty confident that Jeanie had not told our folks about this beauty pageant. Our mum has always felt that they’re the human equivalent of showing your prize hog at the Royal Winter Fair. Better wise and hackit than a braw bampot, she liked to say. She’d always taught us to value our brains over our looks. Ahead of her time, my mum.

“Jeanie, where are you getting all this information?” I was pretty sure that, if Dalgleish’s films had had a theatrical release, Jeanie and I would have known about it. Our obsession with cinema had resulted in a certain degree of expertise.

“Here,” she said, pointing to the clipping. “They’ve included biographies of all the judges and so forth. It’s going to be a good starting point for me.” 

I was doubtful of that. As I scanned the ad, something popped out at me. “Hey, it says the entrance fee is a hundred dollars! Where are you going to find that kind of money? You don’t even have a job yet.” I had a suspicion she was going to ask me for a loan.

“Oh, pooh,” she said. “I have twenty times that saved up.”

“What?!” Charlie and I said, together.

“You know, from my financial ventures in the wonderful world of horse racing.”

“You won that much? Two thousand dollars?” I gasped. “Wait — you saved that much?” Jeanie was as carefree with her cash as she was with her feminine charms. In frustration, my parents had stopped replacing her broken piggy banks when she was nine. My mind boggled at the thought of Jeannie actually putting money away.

“Well, it’s true, I should’ve saved more of it,” she said regretfully.

“There was more?” Charlie asked in a strangled voice. At first, I thought he was in shock, but then I looked at his face. He was barely containing uproarious laughter.

Jeanie smiled. “Yes, Charlie, there was more. I’m quite good at it. Maybe one day I’ll get a chance to actually go to one of those things. After I win the pageant, though. First things first! Jessie, I need a really good beauty salon and advice about where I can find a gorgeous gown for the finals. Oh, and tomorrow afternoon would you please drive me to the screening part of the competition? And then of course Friday, for the finals? You don’t have to stay. I know you’ve got a lot of work to do,” she said sweetly.

Oh, this I had to see. “Charlie, I think we can safely close the office for a day or two, don’t you? Scrogie could use the extra time at home to help his mother,” I said, turning to him.  

“Oh, absolutely!” he chimed in enthusiastically. “Besides, Jeanie is your sister and we should support her.” 

We were totally in sync with each other. Jeanie Witthun in a beauty pageant? Look out, Lavona Hair Tonic! This must not be missed.

Jeanie clapped her hands in delight. “Oh, I’m so glad! Now I won’t be nervous!”

I blinked at her. “You’re nervous? You?” 

“No, of course not, silly. It’s just something people say. It’s in the bag. I will be Miss Lavona 1924. You can lay money on that.”

I wondered if there was a bookie in the city who would give me odds on that one. Probably. 

The more fool him.

––––––––
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It took no persuading at all for me to convince Jeanie to come with me to Harry Mallabar’s to rent a gown. She had been eyeing my closet, especially the gorgeous dark red gown I’d worn on New Year’s Eve. When I’d brought the loaned dress back to Harry, he’d insisted that I keep it, gratis. “No one will ever wear that dress the way you do, my darling,” he’d said. It was now the most precious dress I owned, and I would never let Jeanie borrow it. Besides, her bosom was even bigger than mine. She might stretch it out.

Jeanie had been listening to my stories of Mallabar’s magical costuming powers for many months now. “Those other poor girls don’t stand a chance,” she said. “Harry will transform me from innocent country girl to femme fatale.” 

I snorted. “Innocent country girl? Jeanie, that is one thing you have never been.”

Instead of being offended, she nodded in agreement. I do love my sister.

When we entered Mallabar’s Costuming and Hair Goods, Harry grinned at me but gestured that we must wait a moment. He and his assistant Edward were in the middle of pinning a very plump woman into a flowing white gown. It appeared that the dress did not have
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