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			Dedication

			
		
    This book is dedicated, first of all, to my grandmother, who was born Jessie Bell Witthun, and who would have gotten a kick out of such a spunky heroine sporting her name. At least, I hope she would! Grandma was a young woman during the 1920's in Hanover, Ontario. Many years ago, when I asked her if she had been a flapper when she was young, she told me no, but that she had owned a beaded dress and that she and her sister Jean once tried a cigarette. That was all she needed to tell me. My overactive imagination took me the rest of the way.
But most of all, this book is dedicated to my daughter Jessie, the fourth Jessie in our family tree (that I know of!) and the strongest and most inspirational of all the Jessies.

I would like to thank the following wonderful people for their help in the daunting process of sending a book out into the world: my husband Dave Walker, who has always been my very first reader and who never ceases to encourage and cheer me on; Carrie Collins, Angela Baker, and Jessie Walker, who have been kindhearted and enthusiastic beta readers, and who catch my mistakes, thank Heaven; and editor Rachael Kelly, who generously read my manuscript and gave me professional feedback, out of the goodness of her heart and likely at the urging of her mother, who is my dear friend.

If you do chance to find some errors in this novel, kindly do not blame these fine folks. Mea culpa.
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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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Sunday, May 28, 1923, Toronto

The burly man was leaning in, talking very quietly to the woman. He had his hand on her upper arm, and I could see her trying to stifle a wince. She was pale, and her eyes were wide. His face looked peaceful, blank even, but it was clear to me that he was speaking violence to her. It made my blood boil.

So, instead of remembering the words of my mother, who was forever cautioning me to think first, act later, I acted. 

Blithely, I stumbled into the man, spilling my handbag and suitcases over his feet and knocking him sideways a little.

“Oh, gosh!” I gasped. “How awful! I apologize, sir.” I made a deliberately clumsy attempt to gather up my belongings, effectively forcing him further away from the woman. He released his grip from her arm and focussed a cold stare on me. 

I felt the first warning chill run up my back. Jessie, Jessie, back up now. He’s dangerous.

I nervously looked down at my pile of bags. “I’m-I’m terribly sorry,” I stammered. I was still standing in between the two of them, like the red cape between the matador and the bull. But I just couldn’t back away, yet. I felt that he was still going to hurt her, unless I defused the situation somehow. And despite her words of caution, my mother raised me to stand up for others.

I decided that I would try charm next. “Won’t you allow me to buy you both a cup of coffee, as an apology? That kiosk across the way looks promising.” I flashed him my brightest smile and batted my lashes ever so slightly. I turned to the girl, whose eyes were as big as saucers. She was looking at me as if I were a Martian. “Actually, Miss, perhaps your boyfriend wouldn’t mind if you and I went for coffee? I’m new in town and would love to get some advice, just girl to girl. You know, where to shop, the best places to go dancing, that sort of thing.” I smiled encouragingly at her. I was hoping to separate her from the man. If she was being abused by her boyfriend, maybe I could help her escape him.

But this girl was too terrified to grab the lifeline I was throwing to her. The big gorilla continued to stare me down, implacable and steely. I sensed he might even take a fist to me, if he thought no one would witness it. He moved in toward me threateningly. 

I heard a little gasp from the girl. “Alonzo,” she whispered. “Please don’t.”

When she said his name, the look he turned on her was murderous. Thank heavens for the crowded mezzanine of Union Station. The constant stream of travellers was the only thing between both of us girls and injury, at the moment.

All three of us turned at the sound of a shout from the far end of the hall. Another large man was gesturing to the Gorilla impatiently. Before he headed away from us, the Gorilla turned to me and smiled. It was the scariest smile I’ve ever seen in my life. My insides turned to jelly, and not in a good way. Then he just stalked off toward his pal.

I turned to the girl, who I saw now was even younger than me, maybe twenty or so, to see if she was OK. I guess I was expecting her to thank me, or sigh with relief, or direct a few choice words at the Gorilla’s back. Instead, glaring, she put her hand to my chest and shoved me so hard I hit the floor on my backside. Then she turned heel in the opposite direction, without a backward glance. 

I sat on the floor for a moment, stunned, until a gentleman helped me up and asked if I was injured. I thanked him, feeling utterly ridiculous, and quickly gathered up my bags. 

It was not an auspicious welcome to Toronto, the city of my dreams. I hobbled out to the taxi stand, my rear end throbbing. Damn it, I’d probably end up with a big bruise.

My wounded pride was now the least of my worries, though I didn’t know it, yet. Turns out I was going to see the Gorilla again, very soon.
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​Chapter 1
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The taxi dropped me off in front of Mrs. Talbot’s Residence for Young Ladies, which was not nearly so grand-looking as it sounded. As I hauled my suitcases up the crumbling steps, I took note of the genteel-but-impoverished air about the boarding house. My mother would not have been impressed with the way the reality didn’t mesh with the elegant pamphlet that had sold her on the place. Still, it seemed respectable enough from the outside. 

I waited on the step for all of about two seconds after ringing the bell. The door flew open and a breathless and dishevelled girl of about eighteen immediately pulled me in, excitedly welcoming me.

“You must be Jessie Witthun! Oh, my goodness, we’ve been waiting to meet you all day! How do you pronounce your last name? With-un? Vith-un? Sorry! I’m terrible at this stuff!” She was stroking my sleeve like I was a nervous cat.

“Hello,” I said. “It’s pronounced Wit-oon, rhymes with spittoon.” How many times had I been teased with that one at school? However, I’d had a knack at finding ways to discourage other kids from using that little joke more than once, much to my mother’s dismay. In my own defence, it didn’t always involve fighting.

There was a flurry of activity through the parlour door, as three more girls and a motherly-looking woman of about fifty came to greet me.

“Welcome, Jessie,” Mrs. Talbot said, extending her hand to me. She had a nice firm grip and some pleasant crinkles around her eyes as she smiled at me. “Tilly, you and Maggie take Jessie’s bags up to her room, please. Then come back down and we’ll all have some refreshments while Jessie catches her breath.”

The girls enthusiastically grabbed my old suitcases, which were actually quite heavy, and raced up the stairs with impressive athleticism. Mrs. Talbot noted my appreciative glance, as she gently tugged me into the parlour.

“Tilly and Maggie are Track and Field athletes. They’ve been training at the University and are hoping to one day be on the first female Track and Field team in the Olympic Games,” she said proudly.

“And, they’re as strong as hell,” added the girl who had greeted me. “Oops! Sorry, Mrs. T. Strong as heck,” she amended, after Mrs. Talbot threw her a glance.

Mrs. T began pouring tea and passing plates of sandwiches and biscuits. Tilly and Maggie thumped back down the stairs and rejoined the four of us. One girl with a beautiful peroxide blonde bob and dramatic red lips introduced herself.

“I’m Thelma, and this is Eleanor, who met you at the door. And Tilly and Maggie, of course.” She eyed my dress. “That’s pretty. Where did you get it?”

I felt a flush of pride in my chest. My lavender frock was a favourite possession, partly because it was so stylish, with its filmy top layer and general swooshiness, but also because my frugal Scottish mother had sewn it for me last month, in preparation for my move to the city. A young lady needs to feel that she can hold her head up high in public, even if she doesn’t have a lot of money, she’d say. A bit of style needn’t break the bank.

“Gee, thanks,” I said. “My mum made it for. She used the Photoplay pictures of Dorothy Gish to pattern it.”

“If you’re going to be working in Toronto, you’d better save every extra penny for your wardrobe. If you dress well, they treat you better.” She smoothed her bob, looking a little self-satisfied. “I get treated very well by all my gentlemen. If I don’t, I just tell ’em to hit the road!” 

Mrs. T looked little alarmed at this topic. I caught some raised eyebrows between the other girls. It seemed that Thelma was a bit of a wild card in that respectable establishment.

“W-well, Jessie, let’s get you settled in, shall we?” Mrs. Talbot said nervously, effectively ending the meet-and-greet.

––––––––
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Mrs. T was helping me unpack my bags in my room. She’d put me on the third floor, under the eaves. I could already feel the heat of the day building up there, but the room itself was actually quite pretty. White curtains gently puffed in the breeze at the window, which overlooked the back garden, today filled with blossoms, and the alleyway beyond. The small bed had a pink quilt, and the old dresser was painted white, topped with a little vase with lilacs from the garden. A nice little nook to call home, for a girl in the big bad city for her first time.

Mrs. Talbot handed me a list of house rules, printed up on pink paper scented like roses. “My house curfew is ten p.m., as you can see, and gentleman callers are welcome on Sunday afternoons, between two and four p.m., in the front parlour only.” She coloured slightly, apparently thinking about Thelma’s gentlemen. I was guessing that ol’ Thelma wasn’t a big one for following house rules. 

“Don’t worry, Mrs. T. You won’t be having any trouble with me. I’ll be too busy working,” I stated a little self-righteously, I must admit. And I was not being entirely honest with the poor lady. I fully intended to get up to a little trouble. After all, that’s the point of moving to the Big City, isn’t it?
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​Chapter 2


[image: ]


Monday, May 29

The next morning, the girls had all dispersed for the day by the time I arrived downstairs for breakfast. It was Monday, and most of them had work. The Amazons, Tilly and Maggie, were off at the University track, hurling javelins and running in circles, I assumed. The only person still about was Mrs. T, who had saved me some berries and a deliciously gooey cinnamon roll for my breakfast. I must have looked a bit shocked. Breakfast at home had always been oatmeal.

“Well,” she sniffed, “if you can’t enjoy the blessing of good food, then I don’t know why you would even get out of bed in the morning.” Her plumpness was a testament to the fact the lady practiced what she preached. It was the best breakfast I’d ever had. And I’m a girl who enjoys her food.

I had three job interviews scheduled, two in the morning and one after lunch. I was feeling excited and confident. I didn’t doubt that I would snag the job of my dreams today. My mother would have sternly said Jessie, Pride goeth before a fall. But pride has always kind of worked out for me. I had always gotten top marks at school, had no trouble getting male attention, and had won more than a few hundred-yard dashes at the annual church picnic. Also, I have a certain knack for reading people, which has always helped me to get what I want. Clearly, I was golden, right?

I had opted for a modest hemline for my interviews. My kid sister Jeanie would have yanked her skirts up past her knees and said that a girl should use every available asset to get what she wants, but this is also the same Jeanie who had once barrelled her way through three different boyfriends in a two-week period. I wanted a job, not a roll in the hay.

My first two interviews were for secretarial pools in big office buildings. I took one look at the noisy sea of intense-looking girls, clackety-clacking their way through stacks of paper, and I thought, No! I just couldn’t face spending every day cooped up in the airless, spiritless steno pools. Besides, the second office smelled like eggs. Imagine going out on a date after work, with your hair smelling like eggs? I started to feel a little sag in my confidence. Maybe this wasn’t going to be a piece of cake, after all. 

Just the thought of cake cheered me right up, so I found myself an automat and proceeded to bolster myself with an overpriced ham sandwich with a soggy pickle. Of course, there was a large slice of chocolate cake to finish. It wasn’t as moist as my mother’s recipe, but it restored me to my natural state of happy self-assurance.

I had trouble finding the building for the third interview. I found myself on a dingy side street, where more than a couple of the buildings didn’t have numbers over the entrances. 

Number 1973 River Street turned out to be a two-story, slightly derelict-looking building with a coating of dirt over the first-floor windows and rusted hanging signs advertising a plumbing shop, a tailor, and DC Private Investigations. There was a crumpled newspaper in the entrance and the stink of cigar smoke in the front foyer.

“This can’t be right,” I muttered in annoyance, double-checking the business directory on the wall. The ad had said:


Wanted: Young woman for clerical and secretarial duties. Typing, filing, basic bookkeeping, customer reception in a busy office. Strong nerves an asset. 1973 River St.


OK, so the “strong nerves” bit should have been a red flag, but when I had first read it, I had just figured it was a peculiarity of big city employment, like “willingness to take the tram” or “skill in fending off handsy men”. I looked again at the listing for DC Private Investigations. Was this the place? Second floor, Unit 4. As I headed up the stairs, I reminded myself that I only had enough savings for three months. There was no way I was going back to my hometown of Hanover, tail between my legs. I just needed a job to pay the bills, for now. The Dream Career could come later.

I knocked politely on the door and waited. After a few minutes, I knocked more loudly. Finally, I just decided to let myself in. 

The offices of DC Private Investigations consisted of three rooms: a large main room with what I assumed was the reception desk and a kitchenette area, a connecting office with frosted glass windows, and a tiny washroom. There were papers and file folders scattered on every surface, as well as a thick layer of dust. It smelled like the windows hadn’t been opened in weeks. There was not a soul in sight.

“Hello?” I called out hopefully. “Hello? I’m here for a job interview?”

A rumpled pile of brown tweed jerked upright in the inner office, snorting loudly. Shocked, I realized it was a man who had been sleeping soundly, head thrown back, in the chair behind the desk.

“Wha’s that? Eh?” he called out in a slurry Scottish brogue. With surprising swiftness, the man leapt from his chair and zipped in front of me. I found a solid but dishevelled-looking man of about sixty, with wild eyebrows like shelves made of hair, staring intently (and somewhat suspiciously) at me.

Alarmed, I stammered, “Hello, Sir, I’m Jessie Witthun. I’m here for an interview for the secretarial position?” I thrust my hand out. “A one-thirty p.m. interview, I believe,” I added, as my confidence returned. I looked pointedly at the clock on the wall.

The man squinted at me with intensity. He made an exasperated-sounding “Achhhh.” I felt as though I had just failed some mysterious test, which made me feel annoyed. I don’t fail tests. If this man didn’t think I was good enough for his dirty office, I would convince him otherwise. I thrust my hand toward him again, raising my eyebrows in a dare. He would have to acknowledge me now.

After a moment, he blew out a smelly gust of air and grabbed my hand. It seemed he had decided that he had to at least try to look polite. His hand was rough, but he didn’t squash my hand, like a bully might have. His eyebrow shelves were impressively mobile, moving up and down and sideways with each new thought.

“Dickie Cameron. You say you have an interview scheduled? And I assume this is because you answered an advert?” His eyebrows were mesmerizing me, but then I realized what he was saying.

“You didn’t place the ad?” My voice trailed off a moment.  “I just assumed that this must be the office. Is there another office in this building that would have been advertising, Mr. Cameron?”

Mr. Cameron sagged down into a chair in the waiting area and gestured to me to do the same. Without the animation of his annoyance, he just seemed exhausted. “No, lass, I didnae post the advert. That would have been my son Charlie. He’s got it in his head that I need help here. I told him I’m not going out to pasture yet, and he told me I’d haft tae get a secretary.” He curled up his lip a little in disgust at the thought. Suddenly remembering that I was potentially that secretary, he backtracked a little. “Weel, no offence is intended, of course. I’m sure you’re quite, eh—” he searched for the word, “helpful, or some such thing.” He tried to smile at me encouragingly, which just made those fierce eyebrows twitch menacingly.

Well, I wasn’t ready to cede, yet. Just as I was about to catalogue my many fine qualities for him, the door from the hall flew open beside us, crashing into my chair.

In a flash, Dickie was up on his feet and wrestling with a skinny little man with a pistol in his hand.  The two of them were dancing about the waiting area, Dickie with both hands on the man’s wrist, pointing the gun at the ceiling. The battle was silent, other than the crashing sounds of them knocking into the furniture.

I didn’t scream. It’s not really my style, frankly. However, I did stand there, crouched like a gargoyle, my mouth hanging open, for what felt like several minutes. Dickie’s voice wakened me from my trance.

“Grab my gun!” He sounded winded. “Desk drawer!”

I raced into his office and yanked open each of the drawers. In the deep drawer on the right side I found it. I had never held a gun before. It was cold and heavy and I suddenly felt the damage I could do with such a weapon. My stomach was a pit of icy fear.

The little man had Dickie backed up against a filing cabinet and seemed to be getting the upper hand. Panicked, I pointed the gun towards them and shouted, “Stop!”

They both paused in the struggle to glance my way, the little man sneering in disbelief when he saw me awkwardly wielding the gun. He turned back to forcing his gun toward Dickie.

“Stop!” I yelled again, feeling a familiar warmth creeping up into my centre. I was getting angry. How dare that pipsqueak dismiss me like that! How dare he attack my potential employer in my potential office! Before I had any sense I was going to do it, I had fired off a shot.

It was far louder than I imagined it would be. The kick of the gun jarred my arm. All three of us stood stock-still, frozen in alarm. There was a smoking bullet hole in the shoulder of the little man’s jacket.

As if coming from far away, the man’s howl started quietly and then crescendoed. Dickie grabbed the gun from him and thrust himself out from under the man’s body. He pointed at the fellow and ordered him to sit down in the one of the chairs.

“Stinky, sit still,” he ordered the little man. “Lass, grab the medic kit from the desk here.” He tucked the gun into the back of his belt and leaned over Stinky, who was pawing at his shoulder in pain. “Now, stop that greetin’ and girnin’ and let me have a look-see.”

“She shot me! She shot me!” Stinky cried, apparently deeply offended. “What’d she do that for? That ain’t right, Cameron!”

“Wheesht, man, hold still!” Dickie had taken the kit from me. He passed Stinky’s jacket to me and ripped open the sleeve of his shirt. Despite Stinky’s yowls of pain and complaints about his ruined clothing, Dickie made very quick work of cleaning and wrapping up the shoulder. “There now, no harm done, eh? It just skimmed the top o’ your shoulder. Now, you can take a slug of my whiskey before the coppers get here. Dull it a bit, eh?” He passed the man a silver flask from his jacket.

Stinky grumbled, but he seemed pretty happy to take several large slugs from the flask, before Dickie cottoned onto him and yanked it back.

Dickie gestured to the telephone on the reception desk behind him. “Lass, get on the blower and tell the operator to send police here for Stinky Narducci. Oh, and tell them he’s been shot by a lady.” Stinky scowled but Dickie chuckled in dark delight.

“I’m just kidding you,” Dickie said to Stinky. He turned to me. “No police, lass. Stinky doesn’t like ’em. And they don’t think much o’ him, either.” Another dark chuckle.

––––––––
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We were sitting in Dickie’s office, me stunned silent and Dickie grinning widely. He had poured me a finger of his whiskey into a glass that probably hadn’t been washed since Armistice Day, but the heat of it was thawing me out of my state. I knew I had many questions to ask Dickie, but I couldn’t think of what they might be.

“How many words a minute can you type?” he asked.

I had been prepared to lie about that little matter, but I dazedly answered without thinking. “None.”

The eyebrows went up, then back down. “Weel, neither can I. I imagine you can lairn, though, eh? You seem intelligent, right enough.”

I nodded dazedly. I had been intending to just learn as I went along anyway, hadn’t I? And I was intelligent. Apparently, I was a mad woman who went about shooting people, too. 

“And, eff you’re going to work for me, we will need to keep you away from firearms, obviously.” Dickie seemed to be musing to himself now. “Sairtainly, we can’t have you goin’ about like a mad woman, shooting people, can we?” He looked to me for agreement.

“Yes,” I croaked in alarm at his clairvoyance.

“Right then, lass, nine o’clock sharp tomorrow morning, eh?”

“What? I mean, pardon?” My brain was only about eighty percent back and I was struggling to connect Dickie’s sentences.

“Nine o’clock, Jessie Witthun. You’ll start work here tomorrow at nine.”

And with that, I was now a Career Girl in the Big City.
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​Chapter 3
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Tuesday, May 30

I was so excited that I arrived half an hour early the next morning. I expected to have to wait outside the office for Dickie to arrive, but to my surprise, the door was unlocked and Dickie was already in the office. In fact, it looked suspiciously as though he’d never left. He was snoring loudly with his head down on his desk.

“Mr. Cameron? Good morning, sir!” I chirped, in what I hoped what a proper secretarial tone. There was no response, so I gently patted him on the shoulder.

He burst up from his chair, hollering some unintelligible Scottish cuss words. When he realized it was me, those eyebrows drew together. I could see that they were going to be a bellwether for me to judge Dickie’s moods. Or mood, since he was mostly just crochety, as far as I could tell. 

“Rule Number 4, lass, never corner a rat, unless you’re prepared to fight him!” I wondered where this alarming little rule came from. Apparently, there were at least three more! Dickie curtly nodded his head toward the reception desk. “Right then, let’s get to it. You’ve a lot of work to do today.”

We stood side by side, contemplating the heaps of loose paper and folders all over the reception area surfaces. I hadn’t gotten a really good look the day before, for obvious reasons. On top of the desk, the filing cabinets, and even the floor, there were several mugs with sludge in the bottom, dust bunnies, and an assortment of bread crusts, half-chewed pencil stubs, and a dried-up ink spill. Dickie had the decency to colour up a little bit in embarrassment.

“Er, weel, as you can see, I’m no’ the tidiest o’ men. However, I’m sure you’ll have this place spit spot in no time, eh?” I felt doubtful about that. I looked down at my pink skirt and chemise, made of soft knit, and my favourite grey shoes with the little bows on them, and realized that I wasn’t going to be able to wear such nice clothes to my new job.

Dickie had caught me scanning my outfit and sighing. “You’d be best not to wear such nice clothes to this job, lass. It’s no salon here, as you may have noticed yesterday.” He raised his eyebrows meaningfully. “And, for John’s sake, wear some sensible boots tomorrow. You couldnae run in those.” He stared intensely at my shoes a moment longer. “Wee bows,” he said, shaking his head at the state of the world.

Dickie spent an hour showing me how he liked to organize his files. Or rather, how he would like me to impose order on the chaos that was his paperwork. I had decided that I was more than up to this task and that I was going to leave that office neat as a pin before I left for the day. I would start with sweeping and washing down surfaces, then move on to the actual sorting and filing of papers.

“Eh, weel, I dinnae have a broom, I’m afraid. I broke it over someone’s heed last year and never replaced it.” He reached into his pocket and handed me a few dollars. “You head across the way there to the hardware store and buy the cleaning and filing supplies we’ll need. And pick up a few baps at the bakery over at the corner of River and Queen Streets. And, eh, would you put on the coffee pot?” He was heading back to his office, but threw over his shoulder, “And, for Pete’s sake, keep an eye out for Stinky. You’re no’ exactly his favourite pairson, are you?” He turned to give me a reassuring wink.

I gulped. “Mr. Cameron, please, I meant to ask you yesterday about that man—Stinky. Who is he? And why did he attack you?”

Dickie leaned on the doorframe. “Weel, I’ve known Stinky since I got off the boat, as they say. He was trying to start his own little bookkeeping business— taking bets on the horses, you see—but the bigger operations in town, they didnae like him setting up shop like that, so he got ‘absorbed’ by a bigger player here in Toronto, someone with big connections in Buffalo. Anyway, the long and the short of it is that Stinky is stuck bein’ someone else’s lackey. Poor bastard.”

“But why did he want to kill you?”

Dickie looked surprised. “Oh, no, he didnae want to kill me, lass. He was just expressing his outrage. I took a wee job last week for his wife. She wanted to know eff he was stepping out on her. It was easy as pie to find his mistress. I reported back to the wife and she threw him out on his keister. He’s just annoyed wi’ me, is all.”

“And I shot him,” I murmured. “Is he going to want to shoot me?”

“Noooooo,” Dickie dragged out his answer thoughtfully, “but he will likely have some choice words for you. Your best bet, eff he does approach you, is to take your medicine, apologize nicely, and call him Mr. Narducci. Only his friends call him Stinky.”

I headed off to the stores with a small nugget of dread in my gut.

––––––––
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By the time I left the office, things were looking somewhat professional, if I do say so myself. Even Dickie was impressed, if his eyebrows were any indicator. I, however, was grimy and sweaty and desperately looking forward to a cool bath and a hot meal.

Stinky had not turned up, yet, but Dickie assured me it would happen, so as I headed home, I steeled myself every time I turned a corner. Just a few blocks from work, there he was, waiting for me, leaning up against a wall, jittery and cross-looking.

“Say, Missy, you and me are gonna have a word!” He had his arm in a sling and looked like he was in some pain. His wiry frame was buzzing with righteous anger.

I cut him off at the pass, as they say. “Mr. Narducci, I’m so, so sorry that I shot you! Mr. Cameron has explained to me that you’re an important man, and I just had no idea, you see, being new to town just yesterday. Also, I had never held a gun before, and it just went off in my hand! I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive me.” I gave him my sweetest look of feminine concern. “You must be in pain. I feel just awful about this.” I was hoping that playing the helpless female card would soften him up a bit, and it did seem to mollify him. I noted that his tensed posture relaxed a little.

Stinky stared at me intensely for a moment. He was short enough that he had to look up at me a little, which must have made him feel insecure, but perhaps he was used to it, being a little guy. Suddenly his face broke out into a big smile. “You’re alright, sweetheart. It don’t hurt too bad. I’ve had worse.” He looked serious for a moment. “Just a word of advice, though, since you’re a newcomer. There’s some very bad people in this town. You wanna avoid them, at all costs. Working for Dickie is a bad move. You’re just gonna find yourself in harm’s way. I suggest you go get yourself a job that’s more appropriate for a young lady. You know, department store or steno or something. This job you got now is just asking for trouble.”

He grinned again at me, and I felt that all really was forgiven. Just before he sauntered off, he added, “Also, you gals can’t ever manage a gun properly. Best just not try. Remember what I said, kid. Find a different job.” 

All the way home, I obsessed over his words, my body thrumming with energy. Mr. Stinky Narducci didn’t know it yet, but he had just cemented my career as a Private Investigator. 

Because no man ever got to tell Jessie Witthun what she couldn’t do.​
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Chapter 4
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Wednesday, May 31

When I told Dickie my plan the next morning, he adamantly refused. “There is no way on God’s green Earth that I will allow that! I will no’ be responsible for ruining a young woman’s life!”

“But I need to be able to handle a gun properly, as yesterday proved,” I calmly countered. “And if you don’t train me, you’ll be endangering me even more. I can’t just sit at this desk, naive and unable to protect myself.” I gave him a little pout of innocence. His eyebrows started upward at that. Apparently, he didn’t buy it, so I tried another tack. “And, this is 1923. Women have the vote. We work in offices and factories. We are human beings, equal to men and deserving of the same opportunities!”

Dickie looked annoyed but I could tell he was weakening. “Do you mean the opportunity to get shot, lassie? I sairtainly agree that women are human beings, just like men, but for John’s sake, this is no’ a question of equality. This is a matter o’ safety! When a pairson wields a gun, they’re telling everyone around them that they’re prepared to be shot at. That’s Rule Number 2.  Live by the gun, die by the gun! How can I do that to a girl, eh? What kind o’ man would that make me?” He looked at me despairingly.

“The kind who wants to make sure his secretary can protect herself in the big, bad city,” I said.

Dickie let out a long, slow puff of smelly breath. I smiled brightly at him, knowing the battle had been won.

––––––––
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Dickie and I got some angry looks down at the gun range. The fellows there apparently did not like to see a female in their space, holding a weapon. But I’ll hand it to Dickie: once he made his mind up about something, he didn’t waver. He ignored the remarks and scowls. After an hour and a half, he told me that we’d done enough for one day. “We do this much longer, you’ll be deef by the time you’re my age. Keep that cotton in your ears every time you practice. We’ll come back tomorrow, after the work day is done. You do this an hour every day for the next two weeks, and you’ll be up and running. Then I’ll buy you a gun of your own.” 

I felt like hugging him at that. A gun of my own. At this rate, I would soon be an investigator, no longer a secretary!

The following days, however, were filled with office work. Dickie had finally agreed to dictate his reports to me, rather than write them out himself. His handwriting was surprisingly neat (“My mither was a stickler,” he said), but we agreed that typewritten reports looked more professional. 

I had figured out how to type with four fingers, but I was slow.  Over the weekend, back at Mrs. Talbot’s, Thelma had agreed to show me how to improve my speed. She could type eighty words a minute and proudly told me that she had typewriter of her own in her room. “I bought it with the first paycheque I ever received. At secretarial school, they told us that a girl with her own typewriter can work in all kinds of places. Be a free agent.” I was quite impressed. It was clear that Thelma was more than just a pair of shapely legs.

In addition to typing up Dickie’s reports, I was answering the phone, booking interviews with clients, and reviewing old case files, at Dickie’s request. “You won’t do a good job o’ this until you start to understand the business,” he said. “There’s an art to investigation. Some think you just stand around in alleyways and spy on folks, but that’s no’ it, no’ at all. You have to understand people, what makes them tick, and you have to understand the rules.”

Between Dickie’s current clients and his old case files, I was fascinated. He currently had three cases on the go: a husband who believed his wife was having an affair, a woman who believed her brother was secretly stealing money from their elderly father’s safe, and a woman whose older sister was convinced that their dead mother was trying to tell her from beyond the grave that she must give their inheritance to the spiritualist she was visiting every week.

“Right then,” he said one morning in my second week of employment, “I think you’re ready to come on a wee job wi’ me, lass. But mind me, you’ll no’ be doing anything other than obsairving, do you ken?” He looked at me warningly. It was evident that he already had a good sense that I tend to push the envelope. Dad always jokes that I ran before I learned to walk.

We spent the whole day crouched in a very smelly alleyway, tucked in behind several foul-smelling garbage cans, watching the comings and goings from a bank across the street. I loved it. Dickie would pass me the field glasses from time to time, and quiz me on the bank customers.

“That fellow leaving there, wi’ the fedora. What kind of business did he transact, do you think?” he asked.

I thought for a moment. “He withdrew a large sum of money, or something valuable from a safe-deposit box,” I posited.

Dickie smiled approvingly. “Good. How do we know that?”

“Well, he’s walking differently than he was when he entered. More cautious. He’s looking around a lot more frequently. Like he’s worried about being robbed,” I said. “Also, there’s a bulge in his right pant pocket that’s making his trousers sag a little on one side.”

The eyebrows went up appreciatively. That made me very happy. Later that day, we spotted the man whose sister suspected him of stealing from their dad. He entered looking the bank looking rather shifty, but had quite a bounce in his step when he left, whistling.

“Right, that’s our cue,” Dickie said, staggering up from his squatting position behind a trash can. “Oooof,” he groaned. “I’m getting too old for this.”

I was feeling stiff and sore myself, but I was excited to find out what we were doing next. “Do we tail him?” I asked eagerly.

Dickie grinned at me. “No, no need for that. What do you think he did in there, Jessie?”

“I think he deposited stolen money into an account that his sister and dad don’t know anything about,” I said cheerfully. “I bet he’s already planning his escape to a life of luxury in the Riviera.”

“Precisely,” Dickie said. “So, we don’t need to follow him. All we need to do is to prove he deposited the money.”

“How will we do that?”

“Fairst, we go to the florist shop,” Dickie said, mystifying me. “I have a friend in that bank, a lady who enjoys pink roses and French bonbons. When she’s feeling good, she’s often willing to chat, off the record, about the financial activities o’ bank customers. When she gets off work in a few hours, she’ll find roses and chocolates delivered to her door. Then we’ll have a friendly chat on the blower, she and I, and tomorrow she will bring us the paperwork verifying our fellow’s secret deposits. You will write up our report. I will bring the report and the evidence to our client, and she can determine whether she wants to get the police involved. We’ll receive payment, and the satisfaction o’ uncovering the truth.”

“And we will have the funds to cover our bills this month,” I added happily.  

“Aye, indeed we will,” Dickie said, his eyebrows at peace, for once.

Several days later, Dickie took me out with him on surveillance for a new case. We were following the very attractive young wife of a city councillor. He suspected that she was cheating on him, which wouldn’t have surprised me. The man was pushing sixty and homely, with a bulbous red nose, but the wife looked to be no more than twenty-five, with peroxide-blonde hair and the reddest lipstick I’ve ever seen. She left the house at noon, wearing a very low-cut blouse and very high heels, and driving a roadster that her doting husband had spent a fortune on.

Dickie and I drove along behind her in his old Ford. He was careful to keep one car between us and Wifey. He explained how to tail in a vehicle, and what to do when you lose sight of your target, or if your target spots you. “Sometimes you have to give up,” he said, “live to fight another day. If you’re spotted, drive right on past your target, to prove you’re no’ tailing them. But make sure your head is tairned away when you go past, so they don’t get a good look at you, right?”

Later, we tailed her on foot, as she shopped at seven high-end clothing and jewelry stores in a row. I got too close, and when she suddenly reversed to enter a shoe store she had passed, I almost bumped right into her. I hurried past her, eyes on the street, pretending to hail a cab. She continued into the store, oblivious, dreaming of stiletto heels, no doubt. Dickie sauntered ahead and then waited for me to catch up, shaking his head at me.

“Too close, Jessie, too close. Always keep at least two storefronts behind the target, right? Although, I daresay you did a good job o’ covering yourself. If she hadn’t gone into the store, you’d have had to take the fairst cab that came along.” He smiled at me. “You’re no’ half-bad at this, lass.”

My heart was full. 

It turned out that Wifey was not having an affair, at least none that we saw. She was shopping. A lot. She sneaked home with bags and boxes of expensive purchases, several days in a row, hiding them in the back of the garden shed in her yard. We wondered how her husband hadn’t noticed the dent in his bank account, until we realized that the enterprising young lady was financing her own purchases, using
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