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About the previous Jessie Witthun Mystery:
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What?! You Can’t Remember What Happened In Book 3: Felines & Felons?

That’s OK! Neither Can I. Read On:

––––––––
[image: ]


Things are going swimmingly for Jessie and Charlie Cameron, who are now conducting business together under the covers, too! But, of course, the Universe will always throw a monkey wrench into the works—this time, in the arrival of Jeanie Witthun.

Jeanie arrives in Toronto, unannounced, intending to begin her brilliant Hollywood career by first winning the Miss Lavona Hair Tonic pageant. Oozing platinum bombshell sexuality in a gown from Harry Mallabar’s shop and demonstrating a surprising talent as an actress, she seems a shoo-in, but the pageant has been fixed. The winner will be none other than Joe Notto’s daughter! Unfortunately, Jeanie accidentally trips the girl as she is crowned, knocking both Miss Lavona 1924 and the M.C. into the orchestra pit, and the pageant ends in chaos.

Meanwhile, Dickie Cameron is smitten with his newly adopted fur baby, a preternaturally intelligent Siamese cat named Monty. While the gang stays the night at Dickie’s, fearful that Notto will seek revenge, someone attempts to break into Dickie’s house, but Monty the Guard Cat runs them off!

The next day, after offering a trembling apology to Notto and his daughter, they discover that he was not behind the break-in. Someone else is after them, for Heaven knows what reason. The list of potential enemies turns out to be especially long, of course. After yet another break-in, Jessie discovers that Monty’s pretty collar is encrusted with real diamonds! It seems that Monty’s owner wants their ice back, as well as the treasure hidden inside the collar—the combination to a safe!

While Jeanie foils the casting-couch advances of a movie producer and has some revealing photographs taken for her audition portfolio, Jessie trains with her friend Tilly at Varsity Stadium, aiming to improve her ability to run from danger. However, she’s abducted and driven to a warehouse near the harbour, where she’s beaten for information about Monty’s collar. And even worse, the lousy rats have abducted and beaten Dickie, too! Jessie manages to free them both after their abductors leave, and she and Dickie attempt to escape, but she is recaptured, and her life hangs in the balance. Clever girl that she is, she has memorized the combination hidden in Monty’s collar, so now the jewel thieves must keep her alive, at least long enough to retrieve their loot from the safe where they stashed it.

Just as Jessie is about to meet her end, the police (and Charlie!) arrive at the empty Rosedale home where two of the thieves are caught, red-handed. Their leader, Guy Côté, escapes. Dickie, who is quite battered, will stay in the hospital for a few days, while Jessie recovers at the house with Jeanie and Charlie.

In a very romantic moment, Charlie proposes to Jessie, presenting her with a star sapphire engagement ring. Of course, she says yes!

At Jeanie’s request, the three of them spend the day at Woodbine Race Track, to get some real-life experience of the vice that has brought Jeanie so much moolah over the years. While there, they run into Madeleine Frémont, the owner of Lavona Hair Tonic, who has been giving Jeanie her first work as a model for Lavona. Frémont invites them to come to her fancy party at a friend’s house in Forest Hill that night. Jessie politely declines, because her face still looks like a turnip, but Charlie agrees to come to the soirée as his future sister-in-law’s escort. Jessie has misgivings about Frémont’s motives. 

All hell breaks loose at the shindig! When Charlie calls Jessie from the party, insisting she check to see if Monty is still over at Dickie’s house, the call is cut off. Discovering that the cat is gone, Jessie sneaks into the party and witnesses her sister being abducted by Guy Côté, and now Charlie has disappeared! Monty’s previous owner, who had been arrested after the intial theft from Sir Herbert Holt’s mansion, was Suzanne Freeman—Côté’s girlfriend. But Jessie figures out that she is also Frémont’s sister! It seems that Côté has stolen the cat back for Freeman, and Madeleine Frémont has been harbouring her sister, who has been released from jail under suspicious circumstances. Now, Côté and Freeman escape, with Jeanie as their hostage, and when the police arrive, the duplicitous Frémont uses her political influence to have Jessie arrested. And Charlie is still missing!

Jessie is bailed out by her old friend RCMP Inspector Karl Nilsson, who now has Ed Wright’s job heading the Joint Task Force into organized crime. Confirming her suspicions, he tells Jessie that the “friend” in whose home Frémont was entertaining is none other than her boyfriend, Joe Notto. Jeanie Witthun has been pulled into the bootlegger’s affairs, whether he ordered it or not. And to top it off, Nilsson advises Jessie to stay out of it, because Rocco Perri, a gangster from Hamilton, has got Notto in his sights. A turf war has started, and there will be violence in the streets!

Back at the house, Dickie is slowly recuperating, and Charlie finally shows up, explaining that he had spotted Notto at the party and followed him to his newest headquarters, the warehouse where Dickie and Jessie had been held prisoner. Through clever detective work, Jessie and Charlie locate a farmhouse owned by Madeleine Frémont, just outside of Guelph, where they suspect Jeanie is being kept. While they wait for the RCMP to arrive, Charlie and Jessie hear a gunshot from the house, and then they witness Notto and two of his men dragging Freeman, Frémont, and Jeanie out of the house. Côté has met his end, but the three women are still alive, though Notto looks very unhappy. The crooks drive off in heavy rain, and the trail is lost.

Jessie is contacted by Notto, who wants to return her “package”, since he’s just a little preoccupied with the looming attack by Perri’s forces. Jessie agrees to meet him at Alberto’s restaurant to retrieve her sister, but she’s been told to come alone. While the police quietly encircle the building, she discovers that her waiter is Charlie, in disguise. Shockingly, Jeanie is in great shape, apparently having romanced Notto enough to save her own skin and the lives of the other two women. In fact, the crime boss has been so charmed by her that he has even used his connections to arrange an audition for her in Hollywood. But before Jessie, Jeanie, and Charlie can get to safety, Perri’s forces ride up the elevator, loaded with Tommy guns, and the three of them barely escape the bloody massacre by cowering in the restaurant pantry. When they emerge, deeply shaken, Notto and all of his men are dead, and Perri’s gang have escaped.

Jeanie leaves for Los Angeles and her brilliant career, and Jessie and Charlie can relax for a few days (they hope!) of life without a crime lord breathing down their necks. They have a wedding to plan. And Charlie, who has been triggered by the violence of the restaurant massacre, finally has a heart-to-heart with Jessie about his experiences in the war and their after-effects on him. 

Now they are closer than ever. 

And that’s basically it, if you don’t include all the sexy stuff.

Book 4 awaits you! Enjoy!
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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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You’ll remember your wedding day forever, well-meaning people will tell you, so do it right. You should honeymoon in Niagara Falls, they say. It’s so romantic, and a magnificent natural wonder. A perfect spot for a perfect wedding.

We tried to do it right. We really did, I swear.

In the years that follow your special day, you’re supposed to have memories of your smiling family and friends, the fragrant flowers in the church, the inspiring music, and the sombre, profound message of the minister who performs your ceremony. You remember how lovely you looked in your ethereal wedding dress, how handsome your beloved looked in his wedding suit, gazing at you with adoration as you processed down the aisle toward him.

Jeepers, I hope to hell that I develop selective amnesia.

That’s because a goodly portion of my wedding day memories are just what I should have expected—you know, a diabolical kidnapping by a crazed murderer, shocking news involving a fake movie star, and a dramatic car chase. 

Oh, and—of course—death. A nightmarish death.

That kinda thing. Jessie Witthun stuff.

Thanks a lot, Universe. I owe you one.
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Chapter 1


[image: ]


Saturday, June 28, 1924

It was going to be a great day. Well, that’s what my parents thought. I thought we ought to temper our expectations, until the day was done. It may sound cynical but, I promise you, I had learned the hard way. When you expect the day to deliver you roses, you often get a kick in the teeth. Better to be cheerfully prepared for the worst.

We were setting up the tables and chairs in the church hall beside St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, in preparation for the most exciting event in Hanover in months—Charlie’s and my engagement party. When we had told Mum and Dad our good news back in May, my father had cried happy tears, and Mum had immediately begun planning. And I mean immediately. By the time we’d left the house to drive back to Toronto after Sunday dinner, Mum had set a date for the party, booked the church hall beside St. Andrew’s, planned a menu, and decided on a “small” guest list of only seventy-three people. I pitied anyone who stood in her path.

“Mum, we really don’t need to do this,” I’d said. “Charlie and I are very happy to just have you and Dad through to the city for a small family celebration. We’ll take you out to a nice restaurant, just the four of us and Dickie. Intimate and inexpensive.”

Mum had looked absolutely appalled at the suggestion. “There is no way that my daughter is getting married without a proper engagement celebration! Besides, everyone in town will want to meet Charlie and offer their congratulations. We’re so very proud to add Charlie Cameron to our family. So, we’ll hear no more talk of this.” She’d set her lips firmly.

Charlie beamed with pleasure at Mum’s endorsement. Vi Witthun’s praise is hard-won and precious as gold.

I glanced at Dad, but he was just as adamant. “We haven’t had a good party in years,” he said. It’s a fact that Freddy Witthun just loves a party. “It’s high time that we danced and feasted. Besides, I can’t wait for everyone to meet Charlie.” He gave a gleeful little chuckle. “They’ll all eat their words.” Then he suddenly snapped his mouth shut and looked like a dog who’d just got caught licking the Christmas turkey.

Well, I could guess. What had some of the good people of Hanover been saying about yours truly? Likely that I would never get married and would die an old spinster (oh, horrors! the worst fate for a girl in small-town Ontario). No doubt, some believed the corrupting influence of the Big City was partly to blame. Also possible, there had been scurrilous gossip from some that I was too much of a flapper to appeal to a marrying man (J’accuse!). Well, Dad was right. Now they would have to eat their words. I could finally take that scarlet A off my dress.

While my dad had wrung his hands, looking miserable at having spilled the beans, my mother had scoffed. “Anyone who’s blethered on about your prospects is just an ill-willie, and we’ll not bother ourselves with their low opinions! Now, I’ll need you home here for the weekend before the party, to help me with the baking and the decorations, right? And Charlie, you’ll be needed here, too.”

Charlie’d looked happy that he would be needed. Poor, innocent fool. Personally, I had begun my count-down to Doomsday.

And now it was here! Charlie and I had finished putting the immaculately pressed white table cloths on the round tables, and now Mum and I were arranging her vases full of roses and snapdragons and whatever else we had been able to scrounge from the garden. The pretty tissue paper flowers we’d made at the dining room table the previous weekend now hung from the church hall ceiling. Dad, Dickie and Charlie had been put in charge of laying out the cutlery and teacups. Dickie kept putting the spoons on the wrong side of the knives. Charlie would surreptitiously sidle up afterward and rearrange them. It was very sweet. 

The buffet table was already filled with food—dainty sandwiches, dishes of Mum’s sweet icicle pickles, carrot sticks, radishes cut into rosettes, and dessert. Lots and lots of dessert. Dad and Dickie had been surreptitiously sneaking shortbread biscuits from the tray at the far end of the table.

I went to say something, but Mum shushed me. “Oh, let them enjoy a treat,” she said indulgently. “They’ll be working their fingers to the bone for the rest of the afternoon.” We stood back to survey the fruits of our labour. 

“Thanks for going to all this trouble, Mum. It looks so pretty.” It did. Maybe this party wasn’t such a bad idea, after all.

“Not too bad,” she said, but she sounded happy enough. “Now, the clock’s ticking. You and Charlie head over to the house and have a quick freshen-up. The guests will start arriving in fifteen minutes.”

I grabbed my honey and we headed across the leafy street to my folks’ house. As soon as we closed the front door behind us, Charlie’s hands started doing a familiar tour of my backside. “No time,” I moaned.

“No time,” he agreed, but those hands kept up their exploration of the South Pole. However, unlike Sir Ernest Shackleton, he did not get stranded down there.

It was a miracle that we managed to get back in time, and that we both looked “freshened-up”. In fact, Charlie looked absolutely dashing. His dark red hair was gleaming and his navy-blue suit was impeccably tailored. I found myself doing what I always did—staring fatuously at the man.

“You look absolutely beautiful!” Dad said, coming up beside me. “Just like a movie star! Is this a new dress?”

It sure was. Despite my initial opposition to this shindig, I had enthusiastically searched for a dress that would impress all of Hanover. At Ma Cher Ladies Wear in Toronto, I had found it. It was deep blue silk, with a profusion of gorgeous red and gold flowers appliqued around the hem. It draped very low indeed, but the effect was softened by the high-necked chiffon over-tunic. I was wearing the silver and amber lariat necklace that Charlie had given me for Christmas. I would have looked at home on the streets of Gay Paree, the sales lady had assured me. I felt like a million bucks in my outfit. And I wanted to impress today, not least for Mum and Dad’s sakes. I knew it wasn’t easy, having daughters like Jeanie and me. Let them enjoy this one moment, when I could be mistaken for a nice, normal girl.

Mum dragged us over to the doorway to welcome our guests.

“Well, here goes nothing,” I groaned discreetly to Charlie. “Prepare yourself, lover. Some of these folks are over the top.”

“Doesn’t matter. We’re going to have fun. Your parents went to a lot of trouble for this. And remember, you promised to dance with me at least three times.” Charlie brushed my cheek with his warm lips. Suddenly I felt much better. Dancing with Charlie Cameron was the cat’s pajamas.

I enjoyed receiving people a lot more than I’d expected to. Everyone beamed and said all the right things, and I got a kick out of the bald-faced admiration on the face of virtually every lady who got her first glimpse of my beau. Even old Mrs. Watson, who had been widowed for more than forty years and was bent over like an ancient apple tree, stared in admiration at Charlie. “You are a very handsome fella,” she said. “Good thing I’m not a young gal anymore, or I’d try to steal you away from Jessie myself!”

Charlie coloured attractively (oh Lord, how I loved that!) but chivalrously declared that Mrs. Watson still had a youthful spirit. His years of serving people at Marine Midland Bank and his natural graciousness came in handy. Whenever I forgot a name, he would smoothly insert himself with a warm handshake, so that no one had a chance to note my gaffe. Several of the girls I’d gone to school with eyed Charlie hungrily, then hugged me with enthusiasm, urging me to come out to tea with them soon. Myrtle Strickland and Mary Dousko were both pregnant-out-to-here and looked delighted to not be at home with their swarms of young ’uns. 

“It’s so nice to be with grown-ups!” Myrtle declared. 

“And to wear something without spit-up on it,” added Mary. She beamed at me. “Have you two set a date?”

Charlie and I shared a smile. “August second,” Charlie said. “Jessie and I are having a small ceremony for family in Niagara-on-the-Lake. I’m afraid Mrs. Witthun wasn’t too happy that we weren’t doing it here, but we’ll make sure it’s a nice ceremony.” Mum had been disappointed, but she’d done her best to hide it. Dad was happy to party anywhere.

“Oh, I think that sounds perfectly romantic, don’t you, Myrtle? And will you stay in Toronto, or move back here to have your family?”

I was taken aback, though I shouldn’t have been. After all, virtually everyone I had grown up with had stayed, quite happily, in Hanover. Only a handful had left the land of milk and honey. “Our business is in Toronto, so we’ll be staying there. We just adore the city, though we do love to come home for a visit, too. Hanover is so pretty at this time of year. I see that the Ladies’ Auxiliary has really outdone themselves with the flower boxes this year.” I knew that Myrtle and Mary had both been part of that initiative, beautifying the main street with petunias and geraniums and flowers I didn’t know the names of, and diligently weeding and watering daily, despite all their family obligations.

Both women looked pleased as punch and immediately forgot that I was one of those exotic and incomprehensible creatures—a New Woman.

And, of course, many guests openly wondered about Jeanie’s absence. Mum had kept the news of her youngest daughter’s absconsion to Hollywood a secret. It was a sore point for her, though I could tell that my father was itching to tell someone. He was convinced Jeanie would become an overnight sensation. Per Mum’s instructions, Charlie and I answered their questions by saying that Jeanie was travelling. “She felt very bad that she couldn’t make it here today,” I explained many times, “but she’ll definitely be at the wedding!”

As Mum’s friend Frieda and her husband Ralph shuffled off, I overheard them debate whether I’d be pregnant by Christmas. Ralph seemed to be of the opinion that I was too old, but Frieda maintained that one ‘seed’ was all it took. Charlie heard, too, and after he got a look at my indignant face, he stifled a laugh so forcefully that his eyes began to water. 

“There, there, dear,” said the next lady in line to meet us. She patted his hand kindly. “Your tears of happiness do you credit. It’s so nice to see a man welcome the gentler emotions. Such a tender heart.” When she sailed past, she was still under the impression that Charlie Cameron and Freddy Witthun, who had a well-earned reputation for being very sentimental, were cut from the same cloth. They weren’t quite, but my fiancé definitely had many of the sweeter qualities that I’d admired in my father. He was certainly going to be my better half.

After the last straggler arrived, it was our job to help serve the tea and coffee and to wander from table to table, urging guests to enjoy another tiny sandwich or lemon square. Mum didn’t believe in spoiling the engaged. She felt it was our job to be the hosts and ensure everyone had a good time at our party. However, when the trays were almost empty, and the little band had started to play, we were finally free to kick up our heels. Against Mum’s better judgement, Dad had hired a trio from Owen Sound, and the minute the piano, violin and clarinet sounded, the most surprising number of people hit the tiny dance floor. At three in the afternoon, the church hall was hopping to Dixieland music. St. Andrew himself would have been tempted to join in.

Charlie and I danced up a storm, laughing and sweating in our swell outfits. By the time the party ended, at the very respectable hour of six, we were glad for the chance to sit down and fan ourselves, but the respite only lasted a moment. For the next hour, we cleared and washed dishes and folded up tables and chairs. Dad and Dickie were put in charge of sweeping up. They turned it into a kind of race and spent so much time laughing and sabotaging each other that the floor never did get very clean. Mum pretended to disapprove, but I knew that she was delighted that the fathers-in-law-to-be were getting along so well.

At seven in the evening, Dickie, Charlie and I piled into Charlie’s Lincoln and headed home, fortified by a package of food that Mum had handed me for the road. There was still plenty of light in the sky, which was a good thing, since it was going to be a long drive back to Toronto. After a while, I heard Dickie snoring in the back seat. He had his head back, so the log-sawing was unrestrained. Charlie and I shared a smile and I leaned up against him.

“That was surprisingly fun,” I said.

“The citizens of Hanover are a great bunch,” Charlie said. “No one accused me of degrading and corrupting that nice Witthun girl.”

I smirked. “Only because they thought I was already mildly degenerate.”

“They’re pretty generous. They welcomed me with open arms.”

“Yes, especially the ladies. I thought I was going to have to use a crowbar to pry the Conroy girl off of you.”

Charlie grinned. “She did press herself against me rather enthusiastically when we hugged goodbye. Maybe we should move to Hanover. A guy could get used to the attention.”

I gently elbowed him. Gently. I say this because I want to be clear that what happened next had nothing to do with the elbowing.

I was looking at Charlie, not the road. Charlie, thank the angels, was looking at the road, or we would surely have died, all three of us.

Charlie’s face contorted suddenly, and he swung the steering wheel hard to the right. The Lincoln shuddered and squealed, and Dickie and I were thrown about like ragdolls. My right shoulder thunked against the door and it flew open. In a panic, I felt myself sliding out of my seat—just as we came to rest at a forty-five-degree angle in the ditch.

“Jessie!” Charlie hollered, racing around the front of the car, his face distorted with fear.

I stared up at him wordlessly, gasping in shock. By the grace of God, the moment I had hit the ground was the same moment the car had come to a stop, and I had simply been plunked onto my keister in the tall grass. I was going to have a bruised bum, that’s for sure, but no head injury. The doctors had told me that I couldn’t afford to take any more knocks to the head, so my injury being limited to a sore rear end was a miracle. Good thing I have a little padding, I thought sourly.

“Sweetheart, are you hurt?” He crouched down beside me, ready to lift me into his arms and whisk me away to a hospital. 

Being nestled in his strong arms was tempting, but unnecessary. “I’m alright, honey. Check on Dickie.”

Charlie looked doubtful at my claim, but he rushed over to the back door and opened it. “Dad? Are you OK?”

I heard Dickie let out a whoosh of breath. “Ach, I think I’ll have a sair neck tonight, and I banged my knee, but I’ll live. What the devil happened?”

Charlie gently hauled me to my feet and wrapped his arm around my waist.

“It’s going to sound crazy.” He was clearly debating whether to say it aloud. “Ugh.” He looked across the ditch to the field beyond. “Well, there was an animal crossing the road,” Charlie said, distractedly dragging his hand through his hair. “A big cat. Not a cougar. I think it was a lion, a female. Can you believe it? An actual lioness crossing the road! It ran across out of the grass on the other side. I just missed it!”

Now, if anyone else had told me that I’d almost died because a lion ran across Ontario Highway 6 just north of Guelph, Ontario, I’d have given them a shake and told them to snap out of it, but this was Charlie, who had the world’s most sensible head on his shoulders. “Where is it now?” I asked, looking around nervously. It would be a real shame to survive a car accident, only to get mauled to death.

Charlie shook his head, and all three of us nervously scanned the tall grass. “I think we should see if we can drive this thing home,” he said.

Dickie and I enthusiastically jumped back into the Lincoln, slamming the doors.

There was a heart-bumping moment when it seemed the motor wouldn’t start, and another when Charlie went to steer us up and out of the ditch but we barely moved. We had to put Dickie behind the wheel, while Charlie and I pushed. If I’d been a hungry lion, our bums would have looked like dinner just then, but we somehow got the car back up onto the road. Charlie drove slowly, because the wheels seemed a little wonky, and we stopped at the police station in Guelph to let them know about the lion (you should have seen the looks we got!), so it was after midnight by the time we pulled into Dickie’s driveway.

Exhausted, I stayed the night in the guestroom, and it was evidence of the strain of the day that neither Charlie nor I visited the other’s bedroom in the wee small hours. We were too busy dreaming of road accidents and killer felines.
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Chapter 2
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Sunday, June 29

I had awakened in the morning to Monty, perched on my chest and staring at me intently. Thank Heaven he was purring. I wondered just how far from a lion a domestic cat had evolved, especially a Siamese cat. Maybe not that far. Even if you love cats, you have to agree that sometimes they look at you with predatory calculation. If we humans were smaller, they’d bat us around like mice.

I went to roll out of bed and let out a yelp. My derrière felt like I’d had the tanning of my life. As a kid, I’d gotten myself into a fair bit of mischief, and Mum had a few Scottish ideas about spoiled children, so let’s just say that the sensation was familiar. Stiff-legged, I waddled down the hall to the breakfast table.

Dickie had an ice pack on his knee and his leg up on a chair. When I tried to sit down but couldn’t, he swivelled his eyes toward me, rather than move his stiff neck. “Weel, we’re quite the pair, aren’t we? You’ve a sore bahoochie and I canna tairn my heed. And I’ve a bum knee.” He chuckled dryly. “Couple o’ wallydrags, we are.”

Charlie appeared beside me with a cushion from the sofa. “How bad is it?” he asked sympathetically, glancing at my behind.

“Well, it reminds me of the time I glued Alice Hooper’s braids together because she copied my project on marsupials.” Mum was not cruel, but she wasn’t going to let her girls turn into monsters. I’d had a sore keister for a week after that lesson. It was only fair. After all, Alice had to have her braids cut right off. She looked like a boy for months afterward. But, on a positive note, she never copied my work again, proving that we all learn best from painful consequences.

I gingerly perched on the cushion. My sweet, sweet beau brought me a cup of coffee, scrambled eggs, and two Dr. Miles’ Pain Pills and sat down opposite me.

“Guess we should cancel our beach day,” he said.

“No, we should not! We’ve been looking forward to this all winter.” We’d planned to head to Sunnyside Beach for a day of swimming and people-watching. The lake water was cold, but a quick dip was refreshing, and the crowds of scantily-clad bathers, flirting and preening and monkeying around, was the cheapest fun in town. Besides, I was looking forward to seeing Charlie in his swimming suit. “I’ll manage, Charlie. I bet the cold water will bring down the swelling. And I should move around so I don’t stiffen up.”

He looked doubtful. “Dad, will you be OK here on your own? I’ll leave you some sandwiches and lemonade. Will you just rest and keep off your leg for a bit?”

“Ach, Charlie, I’m no’ an invalid, son. I’ve had far wairse, as you weel know. Go and have fun wi’ Jessie. Summer is brief and youth is briefer.” To make his point, Dickie eased his leg off the chair and gave us a big grin. “Maybe next time I’ll come wi’ you, eff they allow auld gaffers on the beach. I might even put on a swimming costume, give the young ladies a thrill.” His eyebrows bobbed in amusement.

So, we packed up our picnic and our beach stuff and took my car, since Charlie’s sedan definitely needed some repair work. Charlie had to do the driving. Normally, I didn’t want anyone else behind the wheel of my beautiful Coupe, but today I was in no shape for it.

Sunnyside Beach was right beside Sunnyside Amusement Park, on the west shore of the Toronto waterfront along Lake Ontario. During the summer season, there was always a steady stream of people strolling along the boardwalk by the water, dining at the tea room, riding the Flyer rollercoaster, trying their hand at the game booths, visiting the curiosity tents, or lounging on the sandy beach. There were always more on the beach than in the water, though. After all, Lake Ontario was no tropical sea. This morning, on the first weekend of the summer season, the beach was already packed with people at ten o’clock. 

We parted ways to go to the change areas in the pavilion. It took me a while to put on my swim suit, because I could barely bend over. The lady behind me audibly gasped when she saw my bruised tuchus. 

I turned and tried to smile at her reassuringly. “It’s not as bad as it looks,” I said. At least my suit covered it up. I caught the disapproving gaze of her friend, and a naughty spirit commandeered my mouth. “I do love a good spanking, don’t you?” I asked, winking. Both women paled and hastily finished changing. I stifled a giggle. 

I squeezed into the crowd of girls looking themselves over in the mirror. This would be the first time that Charlie would see me in my swim suit. Granted he’d seen me in my altogether quite a few times, but still, a girl wants to impress her beau. My new swim suit—a Janzen, no less!—was a bold red, with white and black stripes around the hips of the tunic and shorts that were just long enough to avoid a ticket. I had a white and black headscarf to keep my hair nice. I could have opted for a rubber swim cap, but I had no intention of getting that far into the cold water. The ensemble was completed by my swim boots and black stockings, rolled to just above the knee. I turned to the side to survey my figure. I was not flat-chested enough to attain the boy look, but that didn’t really bother me. I was pretty sure it didn’t bother Charlie, either.

All in all, I looked rather good, if I did say so myself.

Charlie’s face told me what I wanted to know. “Hubba, hubba,” he murmured in my ear. “I’m a lucky fellow.”

Considering that my Adonis was looking pretty tasty himself—lean, muscular, long-limbed, his auburn hair gleaming in the sun and his dark glasses giving him a mysterious air—I felt I was the lucky one, so I gave him a very warm kiss.

We set up on a spot where we were just close enough to the water to not get splashed by the rambunctious children at the lake edge. Very few adults had ventured in. The day was not particularly hot and there was a cool breeze coming off the lake. We sat on our blanket and watched the cavalcade of humanity around us. There were families of three or four generations, with the old folks bundled up against the breeze and the babies crawling about, getting sand in every orifice. There were gaggles of girls, giggling and scanning the beach for gaggles of boys. Sometimes, the gaggles would get together and hilarity would ensue. There were a few lone wolves, too—a muscle-bound male, stalking about, looking for admiration, or an audacious woman with her wet woollen suit clinging to every curve, just daring the men around her to try their luck. It was a game of chance where everyone won!

There was no sign of any beach police. I had a feeling that public opinion had finally swayed the good councilmen of Toronto. It really was heavy-handed to issue fines to innocent bathers. Ten dollars because your bathing shorts were an inch too high? Ridiculous. Times were a-changing! Besides, there was so much human flesh on display here, where would you even begin with that measuring tape? The men and women around us mostly seemed very happy to gaze upon the exposed skin on parade.

Directly following that thought, a shadow loomed over me.

“Jessie?”

I blinked up into the sun and leapt to my feet in delight. “William!”

It was William Robertson, trustworthy pillar of the banking establishment and my one-time partner in anti-crime!

And he looked good. Very, very good.

Once upon a time, I had imagined William Robertson as a lifeguard-type fellow, back when he wore perfectly respectable banker’s suits in January. Now, with his tanned, muscular frame just bulging out of his swim tunic and trunks, he was a drowning girl’s dreamboat. Oh boy. He looked delicious.

We shook hands enthusiastically and beamed at each other, and then I suddenly remembered the other dreamboat, who had stood up beside me and was smiling politely at William.

“William, this is my fiancé, Charlie Cameron. Charlie, this is William Robertson. He helped me with a case back in January, at The Bank of Toronto.” Then I nervously stood there, thinking about how the reason he didn’t know William was that Charlie had angrily abandoned me, in the wake of Celeste’s coming out. It was a time neither of us liked to hearken back to.

“Nice to meet you,” Charlie said, shaking his hand. I could tell that he suspected that the “case” had been the one exposing Celeste’s blackmailers. The one I’d had to solve without him. No doubt, he felt embarrassed, but he wasn’t showing it. Such nice manners! “You’re Accounts Manager, I believe? For Theodore Hatch? I ran Accounts for Marine Midland in Buffalo for a few years. It’s a demanding career, isn’t it?”

I was flabbergasted that Charlie actually knew who William was. Apparently, he had read the file on that case, but he’d never said anything to me about it. I’d secretively tucked it into the back of a filing cabinet, out of concern for his feelings. It seemed he’d found it.

“Actually, I was recently made Manager. Mr. Hatch has been reducing his workload,” William said, without arrogance or embarrassment.

Charlie and I congratulated him.

“How’s Irma doing?” I asked. I already knew, of course, because I’d had regular telephone calls with William over the past five months, to ensure that our little extortionists, Irma Murphy and René Broussard, were sticking to our agreement for their rehabilitation. We’d gotten Irma a job at the diner across the street from the bank, and she’d been doing well. William would often take his midday break there
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