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AN EX-CON I’d helped send away spent his first day of freedom slashing one of my tires beyond patching, which is why the following morning found me in the waiting area of Stomps Chevrolet.

I was anchoring my hair behind my ear with a tortoise shell comb and wondering darkly how many days I’d have to wait for a retread tire, when the tallest man I’d ever seen outside a circus approached me.

“Miss Sullivan? I’m Hank Stomps.” A callused paw engulfed my own. “Your mechanic called me first thing this morning to say you’re a private detective and can’t work without your car. I’ll bump your job ahead as much as I can without ruffling any feathers.”

A ray of sun pierced my gloom. When America joined the war against Hitler, new tires had become unavailable. If a tire became worn or, like mine, damaged beyond what a patch could fix, the only recourse was a retread. In a city whose population was well past two hundred thousand, the only machine for making them was at Stomps Chevrolet.

“And maybe since you’re already here, you’d do us a little favor in return?” the man who, judging by his name, was one of the owners continued. “If you could just take a look at something?”

Ah-hah.

Hank Stomps was in his middle forties and probably had to duck his head to get under street lamps. Despite my initial cynicism, though, I began to think he’d never meant to put me over a barrel with his request. He was just a fellow who helped folks out when he could, and assumed other people were like-minded.

“Sure,” I said. “I’ll have a look.”

“It’s probably nothing, but it’s never happened before.”

The big brick-fronted Stomps building was split into two halves. The side with display windows housed new car sales, where large cardboard cutouts replaced the real thing since auto plants had switched their production to wartime needs. Stomps led the way under an overhead door into the other side, the service department.

“One of the mechanics spotted it this morning, because of the water. If you don’t mind, we’ll go up this strip of sidewalk at the side of the ramp. It’s not very wide, but what you need to see is halfway between the ground floor and the second floor, so we can’t take the stairs.”

Keeping up with his long stride wasn’t easy, especially on an incline. A DeSoto newer than the one I drove came down the ramp beside us, so close I could almost touch it. Stomps halted abruptly next to a window.

“This.” He pointed indignantly. “This was open about an inch. There was water all over the sill and down on the floor. The man responsible for checking this part at the end of the day swears the window was closed and locked, same as always. I walk through the whole building after everybody else is out, and I didn’t notice anything either. I think – I wonder if you think – could someone have tried to get in?”

It was one in a row of typical factory windows running along one side of what became the second floor. They were taller than everyday windows, with a top part whose only function was to let in light, and a bottom section like an ordinary window with a sash that raised.

I stepped closer and looked down. Half a story or better below, the flat roof of the neighboring Sears store met my eye. But even if someone on the roof managed to jump high enough to catch hold of the outside window ledge, which seemed unlikely, pulling themself up high enough to force a window open would be impossible.

“No fire escape,” I murmured as I thought.

“No, that’s on the back side.”

A simple thumb latch on the sash held the bottom window in place. The latch wobbled on its screws. While one of Stomps’s employees came up to ask him something I closed the latch halfway and wiggled the window frame up and down. By the time they’d finished their pow-wow, the latch had jostled loose from the lip designed to catch it, enabling me to raise the window. I demonstrated for Stomps.

“If someone in here left it half latched, somebody outside would have no problem shaking it loose if they had some way of climbing up, which I don’t see. More likely, your night watchman had a girlfriend visiting and they came over here for a little canoodling. I smell perfume.”

Stomps had been about to argue. His expression cleared.

“Oh. Maybe that’s it. Not a girlfriend, a woman who came in yesterday to look at cars.”

“Look at... you mean buy?”

Stomps grinned. “We’ve got a few used ones we’re allowed to sell to people in essential services. Police; fire; and with paperwork certifying their need, members of the clergy. The woman who came in yesterday was a minister’s daughter checking what we had to save him some time. She wanted to walk up this way. She said she was trying to lose a few pounds. When we got this far, she felt light headed. She sat down there to let it pass.”

My suspicion receptors, which had snoozed up to that point, came wide awake.

“I guess her clothes could have caught on it and pulled the latch lose,” Stomps was saying.

“And opened the window? You told me two people checked it when you closed up for the night.”

Several seconds passed before he spoke. “So someone did get in last night, or tried to.”

“Two odd things happening in one day make me wonder. I don’t suppose this preacher’s daughter gave her name?”

He brightened. “She didn’t bat an eye at giving it. Address and phone number too.”

***
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Three people were waiting to talk to Stomps when we got to his office, so I copied the information he had on the clergyman’s daughter and told him I’d do some checking. Returning to my own office, I kicked off my shoes, propped my feet on my desk, and tried to imagine the day when they’d sport silk stockings again instead of blisters. Then I got out the phone book.

The woman who’d sat by the window had given her name as Elsie Trumbull. There was a clergyman with that surname, and the address matched the one she’d given. The phone number didn’t. I dialed the number in the phone book first.

“This is Maggie,” I chirped with a slight lisp. “Is Elsie there?”

“I’m sorry, there’s no one here by that name.”

I called the number the woman who called herself Elsie had left at Stomps. It rang a dozen times before I gave up. There were several ways of checking which church a clergyman served, and when I’d found the right church I gave it a jingle.

“Is Reverend Trumbull there, please?”

“I’m sorry, he’s meeting with the Sunday School teachers. Could I help?”

“Actually, it’s his daughter Elsie I’m trying to reach. Could you tell me where I might find her this time of day? I’m only in town for a few hours, and we knew each other before I got married.”

“I think you must be hunting a different family,” said the puzzled voice on the other end. “The Trumbulls only have one daughter, Joy.”

I smelled fish now. It was stronger than the whiff of perfume left by the woman who’d pleaded a light-headed spell while shopping for used cars. To confirm my suspicions, I paid a visit to Reverend Trumbull’s home address. His wife, their daughter, and half a dozen others were in the living room knitting socks for soldiers. The daughter, Joy, looked to be all of sixteen.

“Our car is running perfectly fine, and my husband would shop himself if he needed one,” Mrs. Trumbull fumed when I told her about the woman using their name. “He knows about cars. He changes his own oil.”

Without my DeSoto, getting back to the office required a trolley ride with two changes. It gave me plenty of time to think. The woman who went by Elsie had wanted to see the inside layout of Stomps, if not the used cars themselves. Of that I felt certain. But why?

I needed to take a closer look at the place than I had previously, and to ask Hank Stomps a few more questions. He waved me into his office and asked what I’d learned. He didn’t like the results any better than I did.

“I want you to get to the bottom of this. Charge your usual rate, just like I’ll do for your tire.”

I nodded.

“What did the woman who came in look like?” I could make inquiries at neighboring businesses to see if she if she’d gone in anywhere else, and what kind of yarn she’d spun.

He considered it.

“Kind of rawboned. Taller than average. Dressed downright dowdy. Her teeth, now... they weren’t exactly what you’d call buck teeth, they were just... too big for her mouth. Dark red hair twisted up plain.”

His last words sent a trickle of uneasiness down my spine. For several months newspapers had carried stories about two women who’d crisscrossed nearby states robbing banks and, on two occasions, jewelry stores. When a teller at one bank tried to call the police, they’d killed her. A customer who got hysterical at the most recent robbery met the same fate. Papers had started referring to them as the Deadly Redheads.

Checking a couple of other things suddenly seemed more important that talking to nearby businesses. It was past time for lunch, and the glass domed Arcade with its wealth of stalls selling food and other items would be on the way to my first stop. I got a tongue sandwich on rye from one of the stalls and a pickle that dwarfed the sandwich from the Giant Pickle Man. While I polished them off I thought some more. Then I went out the Ludlow Street exit and crossed the street to the Dayton Daily News.
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