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		DASHIELL HAMMETT

		THE THIN MAN

		Dashiell Hammett was born in St. Mary’s County, Maryland, in 1894. He grew up in Philadelphia and Baltimore. He left school at the age of fourteen and held several kinds of jobs thereafter—messenger boy, newsboy, clerk, timekeeper, yardman, machine operator, and stevedore. He then became an operative for Pinkerton National Detective Agency. World War I, in which he served as a sergeant, interrupted his sleuthing and injured his health. When he was finally discharged from the last of several hospitals, he resumed detective work. Subsequently, he turned to writing, and in the late 1920s he became the unquestioned master of detective-story fiction in America. During World War II, Hammett again served as a sergeant in the army, this time for more than two years. He died in 1961.
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			Introduction to the Vintage Crime/Black Lizard Edition (2023)

			In 1932 Dashiell Hammett found himself trapped. He was in a room in the Pierre hotel on Fifth Avenue in New York, overlooking Central Park. It wasn’t the worst place to be stranded, but the Pierre was not the problem—the problem was the bill. He had squandered all his Hollywood money living high at the Biltmore and the Elysée hotels before he moved into the Pierre and, once there, ran up $1000 on account.

			The management of the Pierre was aware that Mr. Hammett was spending money he didn’t have, and the house detectives were watching the tall, skinny, white-haired writer to make sure he didn’t run out on the bill.

			Hammett spent money as if solvency made him panic. Perhaps he thought the pressure of debt was what motivated him to write originally, and he was trying to rebottle that lightning. Or it may have been a side effect of nihilism brought on by a bad case of tuberculosis. His condition worsened intermittently, his weight dropped, and he was ordered to live separately from his children for fear that he would infect them. Throughout his life he suffered “collapses,” although these were more likely nervous in nature and related to his prodigious alcohol intake.

			But his poor financial management may have simply been the startle reflex sudden success can elicit. Hammett’s The Maltese Falcon, his Sam Spade and Continental Op stories, were already being regarded as unique contributions to American literature. His spare style, working-class heroes, and unflinching engagement with contemporary life were fresh and had inspired a whole new school of detective fiction that made blue-collar people the active agents of their own stories and replaced erudite riddle solvers of the Golden Age mystery with a “hard and shifty fellow, able to take care of himself in any situation, able to get the better of anybody he comes into contact with.”

			Although Hammett relished his success, a sudden spotlight can often dazzle and blind. This is not uncommon. It can prompt a reflex in which the successee contrives to kick their good luck out of a ten-story window and then spends the rest of their life trying to work out why they did that and, often as not, blaming others. Whatever mechanisms were at play, Hammett had blown through all his money, was stuck at the Pierre, and couldn’t pay his bill. He had no option but to stay, running up yet more debt as the Depression deepened and the deadline for The Thin Man, the novel he was working to complete, faded into the distance. He’d already spent the advance.

			It was at this point that he was offered alternative, cheap accommodation at the Sutton Club Hotel by the manager, Nathanael West. West was the later author of Miss Lonely-hearts. The Sutton was cheaper, less salubrious, and more suited to Hammett’s current income bracket. Plus, it was full of other writers.

			But first he had to get out of the Pierre. Hammett was an ex-Pinkerton man. He knew they would be watching for a tall, thin man with white hair scurrying to the doors with a suitcase and a guilty air. Up in his room Hammett put on four shirts, three suits, two Ulster coats, and a heavy overcoat on top. He stuffed his belongings and toiletries into the pockets, puffed out his collapsed lunger cheeks, and sashayed casually out of the lobby, straight past the desk.

			This deception became a central mechanism of The Thin Man.

			The Pierre went into bankruptcy that year, but Hammett can hardly be blamed. Most places did. It was very much the style of the time.

			Hammett went into hiding all of five city blocks south, at the Sutton Club Hotel on 56th Street. He lived there for eight months, living with his long-term lover, the brilliant playwright Lillian Hellman, working hard to finish the novel he had already borrowed quite heavily against.

			Hammett had become famous as an ex-detective turned writer. Many liked to think his stories were semiautobiographical. In fact, The Thin Man was probably closer to autobiographical writing than many of the darker stories.

			The story is a fantasy of success, competence, and solvency. Nick and Nora are idealized versions of Dash and Lillian, living in a hotel, quipping fabulously back and forth, and surrounded by fascinating, charming friends. They have no money worries and drink incessantly without consequence. Their dog, Asta, named after Laura Perelman’s dog, never needs to be picked up after or taken out for regular walks. All the people they need to interview come up to their suite or compliantly appear at their parties.

			The Thin Man is dedicated to Lillian, and Hammett had said that the character of Nora Charles is entirely based on her. Later, he would claim Mimi and almost every other female in the book were also based on Hellman and this may well have been true. During those eight months writing the book, Hellman reported that he didn’t leave the Sutton for days at a time for fear some thought would be lost. Lillian had never seen him work so hard.

			The Thin Man was instantly successful. It sold more quickly than The Maltese Falcon, the film rights were snapped up by MGM for a handsome advance, and it spawned a series of beloved movies, a long-running radio series, and a later television series starring Peter Lawford. By 1976 Nick and Nora Charles were so familiar that Neil Simon spoofed them in Murder by Death as Dick and Dora Charleston. The long-running television series Hart to Hart used the same familiar happily married, quipping couple of amateur detectives as a premise.

			Prepublication serialization in magazines was a common income stream for successful books at the time, but The Thin Man struggled to find a publication that would carry it. Although published pre-Code Hollywood, its frank talk of erections and extramarital affairs made it seem both modern and dangerous. There was also the matter of the drink.

			Prohibition ended in 1933, but the book is set during Christmas 1932, when the law still forbade the sale or consumption of alcohol. Nick and Nora drink fantastical amounts of liquor. They wake up in the middle of the night and have a whiskey. They reach for a large one first thing in the morning and remain topped up all day. They are a drunkard’s dream of inebriation because, unlike real life, no one crashes out or throws up, no one gets mean or throws a chunk of concrete through a shop window. Neither of them blacks out and kicks the dog or each other. No one, literally no one, is sick all over a bed or committed to a sanitorium for a series of vitamin injections to reverse their scurvy. It is a representation of drinking that would only make sense to a lifelong teetotaller living in a dry state or an alcoholic in profound denial, which perfectly sums up American attitudes to alcohol in 1934.

			Hammett was the least likely exponent of lighthearted mystery. Having been a detective himself, he spoke with some authority when he said that detectives were ordinary men and women, brave and relentless, rather than the upper-class solver of riddles often central to Britain’s Golden Age mysteries.  His characters still feel fresh because they are ordinary people who arrive on the page fully formed and have values and standards. They are idealized, intrepid blue-collar characters rather than characters who have an encyclopaedic knowledge of tobacco ash or reading Latin. He recognized the class element of these stories, the eugenic claims of superiority in some of them, but also the cleverness of the writers. The Thin Man is a riddle solved by the perfect cross-pollination of a Sherlockian genius and a tough guy, and it gives the audience the joyous engagement of clues and solvability as well as an overview of society in all its seasons.

			Hammett found prose writing increasingly difficult as he got older. An earlier draft of The Thin Man, his last novel, was abandoned after sixty-five pages. That version was set in the more familiar Hammett city of San Francisco and featured a tubercular writer as the killer. It was a darker story, more in keeping with Hammett’s other work. He abandoned it and wrote this, a novel about an ex-detective living in a hotel with a beautiful woman he loves, a man who has found fame and money and isn’t entirely comfortable with either. Written at the height of the Depression, at a time when one in four American workers was unemployed and the Dow Jones had fallen to its lowest point, life must have felt terrifyingly uncertain for a vast number of Dashiell Hammett’s countrymen. Writing an escapist tale is a kindness. It’s harder than it looks and leaves a writer open to claims that they’re trying, heaven forfend, to sell books.

			The Thin Man is a bright story for hard times, a candle at the dark end of the cave.

			DENISE MINA
2023

			Denise Mina is the author of eighteen novels, six graphic novels, four plays, and a bucket and a half of short stories. She has been awarded the ILP John Creasey Dagger, twice  won the Theakston’s Old Peculier Crime Novel of the Year Award, twice won the CWA Short Story Dagger, twice won the MacIlvanny Prize for crime novel of the year, won the Gordon Burn Prize, and has been shortlisted for the Costa Book Award. Her Philip Marlowe estate novel, The Second Murderer, was also shortlisted for the MacIlvanny Prize.
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		I was leaning against the bar in a speakeasy on Fifty-second Street, waiting for Nora to finish her Christmas shopping, when a girl got up from the table where she had been sitting with three other people and came over to me. She was small and blonde, and whether you looked at her face or at her body in powder-blue sports clothes, the result was satisfactory. “Aren’t you Nick Charles?” she asked.

		I said: “Yes.”

		She held out her hand. “I’m Dorothy Wynant. You don’t remember me, but you ought to remember my father, Clyde Wynant. You—”

		“Sure,” I said, “and I remember you now, but you were only a kid of eleven or twelve then, weren’t you?”

		“Yes, that was eight years ago. Listen: remember those stories you told me? Were they true?”

		“Probably not. How is your father?”

		She laughed. “I was going to ask you. Mamma divorced him, you know, and we never hear from him—except when he gets in the newspapers now and then with some of his carryings on. Don’t you ever see him?”

		My glass was empty. I asked her what she would have to drink, she said Scotch and soda. I ordered two of them and said: “No, I’ve been living in San Francisco.”

		She said slowly: “I’d like to see him. Mamma would raise hell if she found it out, but I’d like to see him.”

		“Well?”

		“He’s not where we used to live, on Riverside Drive, and he’s not in the phone book or city directory.”

		“Try his lawyer,” I suggested.

		Her face brightened. “Who is he?”

		“It used to be a fellow named Mac-something-or-other—Macaulay, that’s it, Herbert Macaulay. He was in the Singer Building.”

		“Lend me a nickel,” she said, and went out to the telephone. She came back smiling. “I found him. He’s just round the corner on Fifth Avenue.”

		“Your father?”

		“The lawyer. He says my father’s out of town. I’m going round to see him.” She raised her glass to me. “Family reunions. Look, why don’t—”

		Asta jumped up and punched me in the belly with her front feet. Nora, at the other end of the leash, said: “She’s had a swell afternoon—knocked over a table of toys at Lord & Taylor’s, scared a fat woman silly by licking her leg in Saks’s, and’s been patted by three policemen.”

		I made introductions. “My wife, Dorothy Wynant. Her father was once a client of mine, when she was only so high. A good guy, but screwy.”

		“I was fascinated by him,” Dorothy said, meaning me, “a real live detective, and used to follow him around making him tell me about his experiences. He told me awful lies, but I believed every word.”

		I said: “You look tired, Nora.”

		“I am. Let’s sit down.”

		Dorothy Wynant said she had to go back to her table. She shook hands with Nora; we must drop in for cocktails, they were living at the Courtland, her mother’s name was Jorgensen now. We would be glad to and she must come see us some time, we were at the Normandie and would be in New York for another week or two. Dorothy patted the dog’s head and left us.

		We found a table. Nora said: “She’s pretty.”

		“If you like them like that.”

		She grinned at me. “You got types?”

		“Only you, darling—lanky brunettes with wicked jaws.”

		“And how about the red-head you wandered off with at the Quinns’ last night?”

		“That’s silly,” I said. “She just wanted to show me some French etchings.”
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		The next day Herbert Macaulay telephoned me. “Hello, I didn’t know you were back in town till Dorothy Wynant told me. How about lunch?”

		“What time is it?”

		“Half past eleven. Did I wake you up?”

		“Yes,” I said, “but that’s all right. Suppose you come up here for lunch: I’ve got a hangover and don’t feel like running around much…. O.K., say one o’clock.” I had a drink with Nora, who was going out to have her hair washed, then another after a shower, and was feeling better by the time the telephone rang again. A female voice asked: “Is Mr. Macaulay there?”

		“Not yet.”

		“Sorry to trouble you, but would you mind asking him to call his office as soon as he gets there? It’s important.” I promised to do that.

		Macaulay arrived about ten minutes later. He was a big curly-haired, rosy-cheeked, rather good-looking chap of about my age—forty-one—though he looked younger. He was supposed to be a pretty good lawyer. I had worked on several jobs for him when I was living in New York and we had always got along nicely. Now we shook hands and patted each other’s backs, and he asked me how the world was treating me, and I said, “Fine,” and asked him and he said, “Fine,” and I told him to call his office.

		He came away from the telephone frowning. “Wynant’s back in town,” he said, “and wants me to meet him.”

		I turned around with the drinks I had poured. “Well, the lunch can—”

		“Let him wait,” he said, and took one of the glasses from me.

		“Still as screwy as ever?”

		“That’s no joke,” Macaulay said solemnly. “You heard they had him in a sanatorium for nearly a year back in ’29?”

		“No.”

		He nodded. He sat down, put his glass on a table beside his chair, and leaned towards me a little. “What’s Mimi up to, Charles?”

		“Mimi? Oh, the wife—the ex-wife. I don’t know. Does she have to be up to something?”

		“She usually is,” he said dryly, and then very slowly, “and I thought you’d know.”

		So that was it. I said: “Listen, Mac, I haven’t been a detective for six years, since 1927.” He stared at me. “On the level,” I assured him, “a year after I got married, my wife’s father died and left her a lumber mill and a narrow-gauge railroad and some other things and I quit the Agency to look after them. Anyway I wouldn’t be working for Mimi Wynant, or Jorgensen, or whatever her name is—she never liked me and I never liked her.”

		“Oh, I didn’t think you—” Macaulay broke off with a vague gesture and picked up his glass. When he took it away from his mouth, he said: “I was just wondering. Here Mimi phones me three days ago—Tuesday—trying to find Wynant; then yesterday Dorothy phones, saying you told her to, and comes around, and—I thought you were still sleuthing, so I was wondering what it was all about.”

		“Didn’t they tell you?”

		“Sure—they wanted to see him for old times’ sake. That means a lot.”

		“You lawyers are a suspicious crew,” I said. “Maybe they did—that and money. But what’s the fuss about? Is he in hiding?”

		Macaulay shrugged. “You know as much about it as I do. I haven’t seen him since October.” He drank again. “How long are you going to be in town?”

		“Till after New Year’s,” I told him and went to the telephone to ask room service for menus.
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		Nora and I went to the opening of Honeymoon at the Little Theatre that night and then to a party given by some people named Freeman or Fielding or something. I felt pretty low when she called me the next morning. She gave me a newspaper and a cup of coffee and said: “Read that.”

		I patiently read a paragraph or two, then put the paper down and took a sip of coffee. “Fun’s fun,” I said, “but right now I’d swap you all the interviews with Mayor-elect O’Brien ever printed—and throw in the Indian picture—for a slug of whis—”

		“Not that, stupid.” She put a finger on the paper. “That.”

		
			INVENTOR’S SECRETARY
MURDERED IN APARTMENT
JULIA WOLF’S BULLET-RIDDLED BODY FOUND;
POLICE SEEK HER EMPLOYER, CLYDE WYNANT

		

		The bullet-riddled body of Julia Wolf, thirty-two-year-old confidential secretary to Clyde Miller Wynant, well-known inventor, was discovered late yesterday afternoon in the dead woman’s apartment at 411 East Fifty-fourth St. by Mrs. Christian Jorgensen, divorced wife of the inventor, who had gone there in an attempt to learn her former husband’s present address.

		Mrs. Jorgensen, who returned Monday after a six-year stay in Europe, told police that she heard feeble groans when she rang the murdered woman’s doorbell, whereupon she notified an elevator boy, Mervin Holly, who called Walter Meany, apartment-house superintendent. Miss Wolf was lying on the bedroom floor with four .32-caliber bullet-wounds in her chest when they entered the apartment, and died without having recovered consciousness before police and medical aid arrived.

		Herbert Macaulay, Wynant’s attorney, told the police that he had not seen the inventor since October. He stated that Wynant called him on the telephone yesterday and made an appointment, but failed to keep it; and disclaimed any knowledge of his client’s whereabouts. Miss Wolf, Macaulay stated, had been in the inventor’s employ for the past eight years. The attorney said he knew nothing about the dead woman’s family or private affairs and could throw no light on her murder.

		The bullet-wounds could not have been self-inflicted, according to …

		The rest of it was the usual police department handout.

		“Do you suppose he killed her?” Nora asked when I put the paper down again.

		“Wynant? I wouldn’t be surprised. He’s batty as hell.”

		“Did you know her?”

		“Yes. How about a drop of something to cut the phlegm?”

		“What was she like?”

		“Not bad,” I said. “She wasn’t bad-looking and she had a lot of sense and a lot of nerve—and it took both to live with that guy.”

		“She lived with him?”

		“Yes. I want a drink, please. That is, it was like that when I knew them.”

		“Why don’t you have some breakfast first? Was she in love with him or was it just business?”

		“I don’t know. It’s too early for breakfast.”

		When Nora opened the door to go out, the dog came in and put her front feet on the bed, her face in my face. I rubbed her head and tried to remember something Wynant had once said to me, something about women and dogs. It was not the woman-spaniel-walnut-tree line. I could not remember what it was, but there seemed to be some point in trying to remember. Nora returned with two drinks and another question: “What’s he like?”

		“Tall—over six feet—and one of the thinnest men I’ve ever seen. He must be about fifty now, and his hair was almost white when I knew him. Usually needs a haircut, ragged brindle mustache, bites his fingernails.” I pushed the dog away to reach for my drink.

		“Sounds lovely. What were you doing with him?”

		“A fellow who’d worked for him accused him of stealing some kind of invention from him. Rosewater was his name. He tried to shake Wynant down by threatening to shoot him, bomb his house, kidnap his children, cut his wife’s throat—I don’t know what all—if he didn’t come across. We never caught him—must’ve scared him off. Anyway, the threats stopped and nothing happened.”

		Nora stopped drinking to ask: “Did Wynant really steal it?”

		“Tch, tch, tch,” I said. “This is Christmas Eve: try to think good of your fellow man.”
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		That afternoon I took Asta for a walk, explained to two people that she was a Schnauzer and not a cross between a Scottie and an Irish terrier, stopped at Jim’s for a couple of drinks, ran into Larry Crowley, and brought him back to the Normandie with me. Nora was pouring cocktails for the Quinns, Margot Innes, a man whose name I did not catch, and Dorothy Wynant. Dorothy said she wanted to talk to me, so we carried our cocktails into the bedroom.

		She came to the point right away. “Do you think my father killed her, Nick?”

		“No,” I said. “Why should I?”

		“Well, the police have— Listen, she was his mistress, wasn’t she?”

		I nodded. “When I knew them.”

		She stared at her glass while saying, “He’s my father. I never liked him. I never liked Mamma.” She looked up at me. “I don’t like Gilbert.” Gilbert was her brother.

		“Don’t let that worry you. Lots of people don’t like their relatives.”

		“Do you like them?”

		“My relatives?”

		“Mine.” She scowled at me. “And stop talking to me as if I was still twelve.”

		“It’s not that,” I explained. “I’m getting tight.”

		“Well, do you?”

		I shook my head. “You were all right, just a spoiled kid. I could get along without the rest of them.”

		“What’s the matter with us?” she asked, not argumentatively, but as if she really wanted to know.

		“Different things. Your—”

		Harrison Quinn opened the door and said: “Come on over and play some Ping-Pong, Nick.”

		“In a little while.”

		“Bring Beautiful along.” He leered at Dorothy and went away.

		She said: “I don’t suppose you know Jorgensen.”

		“I know a Nels Jorgensen.”

		“Some people have all the luck. This one’s named Christian. He’s a honey. That’s Mamma—divorces a lunatic and marries a gigolo.” Her eyes became wet. She caught her breath in a sob and asked: “What am I going to do, Nick?” Her voice was a frightened child’s.

		I put an arm around her and made what I hoped were comforting sounds. She cried on my lapel. The telephone beside the bed began to ring. In the next room “Rise and Shine” was coming through the radio. My glass was empty. I said: “Walk out on them.”

		She sobbed again. “You can’t walk out on yourself.”

		“Maybe I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

		“Please don’t tease me,” she said humbly.

		Nora, coming in to answer the telephone, looked questioningly at me. I made a face at her over the girl’s head. When Nora said “Hello” into the telephone, the girl stepped quickly back away from me and blushed. “I—I’m sorry,” she stammered, “I didn’t—”

		Nora smiled sympathetically at her. I said: “Don’t be a dope.” The girl found her handkerchief and dabbed at her eyes with it.

		Nora spoke into the telephone. “Yes … I’ll see if he’s in. Who’s calling, please?” She put a hand over the mouthpiece and addressed me: “It’s a man named Norman. Do you want to talk to him?”

		I said I didn’t know and took the telephone. “Hello.”

		A somewhat harsh voice said: “Mr. Charles? … Mr. Charles, I understand that you were formerly connected with the Trans-American Detective Agency.”

		“Who is this?” I asked.

		“My name is Albert Norman, Mr. Charles, which probably means nothing to you, but I would like to lay a proposition before you. I am sure you will—”

		“What kind of a proposition?”

		“I can’t discuss it over the phone, Mr. Charles, but if you will give me half an hour of your time, I can promise—”

		“Sorry,” I said. “I’m pretty busy and—”

		“But, Mr. Charles, this is—” Then there was a loud noise: it could have been a shot or something falling or anything else that would make a loud noise. I said, “Hello,” a couple of times, got no answer, and hung up.

		Nora had Dorothy over in front of a looking-glass soothing her with powder and rouge. I said, “A guy selling insurance,” and we went into the living-room for a drink. Some more people had come in. I spoke to them. Harrison Quinn left the sofa where he had been sitting with Margot Innes and said: “Now Ping-Pong.” Asta jumped up and punched me in the belly with her front feet. I shut off the radio and poured myself a cocktail. The man whose name I had not caught was saying: “Comes the revolution and we’ll all be lined up against the wall—first thing.” He seemed to think it was a good idea.

		Quinn came over to refill his glass. He looked towards the bedroom door. “Where’d you find the little blonde?”

		“Used to bounce it on my knee.”

		“Which knee?” he asked. “Could I touch it?”

		Nora and Dorothy came out of the bedroom. I saw an afternoon paper on the radio and picked it up. Headlines said:

		
			JULIA WOLF ONCE RACKETEER’S GIRL;
ARTHUR NUNHEIM IDENTIFIES BODY;
WYNANT STILL MISSING

		

		Nora, at my elbow, spoke in a low voice: “I asked her to have dinner with us. Be nice to the child”—Nora was twenty-six—“she’s all upset.”

		“Whatever you say.” I turned around. Dorothy, across the room, was laughing at something Quinn was telling her. “But if you get mixed up in people’s troubles, don’t expect me to kiss you where you’re hurt.”

		“I won’t. You’re a sweet old fool. Don’t read that here now.” She took the newspaper away from me and stuck it out of sight behind the radio.
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		Nora could not sleep that night. She read Chaliapin’s memoirs until I began to doze and then woke me up by asking: “Are you asleep?” I said I was. She lit a cigarette for me, one for herself. “Don’t you ever think you’d like to go back to detecting once in a while just for the fun of it? You know, when something special comes up, like the Lindb—”

		“Darling,” I said, “my guess is that Wynant killed her, and the police’ll catch him without my help. Anyway, it’s nothing in my life.”

		“I didn’t mean just that, but—”

		“But besides I haven’t the time: I’m too busy trying to see that you don’t lose any of the money I married you for.” I kissed her. “Don’t you think maybe a drink would help you to sleep?”

		“No, thanks.”

		“Maybe it would if I took one.” When I brought my Scotch and soda back to bed, she was frowning into space. I said: “She’s cute, but she’s cuckoo. She wouldn’t be his daughter if she wasn’t. You can’t tell how much of what she says is what she thinks and you can’t tell how much of what she thinks ever really happened. I like her, but I think you’re letting—”

		“I’m not sure I like her,” Nora said thoughtfully, “she’s probably a little bastard, but if a quarter of what she told us is true, she’s in a tough spot.”

		“There’s nothing I can do to help her.”

		“She thinks you can.”

		“And so do you, which shows that no matter what you think, you can always get somebody else to go along with you.”

		Nora sighed. “I wish you were sober enough to talk to.” She leaned over to take a sip of my drink. “I’ll give you your Christmas present now if you’ll give me mine.”

		I shook my head. “At breakfast.”

		“But it’s Christmas now.”

		“Breakfast.”

		“Whatever you’re giving me,” she said, “I hope I don’t like it.”

		“You’ll have to keep them anyway, because the man at the Aquarium said he positively wouldn’t take them back. He said they’d already bitten the tails off the—”

		“It wouldn’t hurt you any to find out if you can help her, would it? She’s got so much confidence in you, Nicky.”

		“Everybody trusts Greeks.”

		“Please.”

		“You just want to poke your nose into things that—”

		“I meant to ask you: did his wife know the Wolf girl was his mistress?”

		“I don’t know. She didn’t like her.”

		“What’s the wife like?”

		“I don’t know—a woman.”

		“Good-looking?”

		“Used to be very.”

		“She old?”

		“Forty, forty-two. Cut it out, Nora. You don’t want any part of it. Let the Charleses stick to the Charleses’ troubles and the Wynants stick to the Wynants’.”

		She pouted. “Maybe that drink would help me.”

		I got out of bed and mixed her a drink. As I brought it into the bedroom, the telephone began to ring. I looked at my watch on the table. It was nearly five o’clock.

		Nora was talking into the telephone: “Hello…. Yes, speaking.” She looked sidewise at me. I shook my head no. “Yes…. Why, certainly…. Yes, certainly.” She put the telephone down and grinned at me.

		“You’re wonderful,” I said. “Now what?”

		“Dorothy’s coming up. I think she’s tight.”

		“That’s great.” I picked up my bathrobe. “I was afraid I was going to have to go to sleep.”

		She was bending over looking for her slippers. “Don’t be such an old fluff. You can sleep all day.” She found her slippers and stood up in them. “Is she really as afraid of her mother as she says?”

		“If she’s got any sense. Mimi’s poison.”

		Nora screwed up her dark eyes at me and asked slowly: “What are you holding out on me?”

		“Oh, dear,” I said, “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to tell you. Dorothy is really my daughter. I didn’t know what I was doing, Nora. It was spring in Venice and I was so young and there was a moon over the—”

		“Be funny. Don’t you want something to eat?”

		“If you do. What do you want?”

		“Raw chopped beef sandwich with a lot of onion and some
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