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I ducked under a wild left and drove a solid right into the oaf’s belly. He stumbled backward into the wall, gasping for breath.   

“Had enough?” I said, keeping my dukes at the ready. 

He held up his arm to make certain I understood he was quits. I slapped an envelope against his chest. 

“Whas’this?” he slurred. His name was Danny Greene and I caught up with him outside a speakeasy. He was three sheets to the wind.

“You’ve been served. Your wife is divorcing you.”

“That bitch.” He bent over, hands on his knees. “Sorry, bub. I thought you were rolling me.” 

“Read it when you sober up.”

His wife hired me to find him after he went missing for two weeks and the cops turned up nothing. It took me nearly a month to discover he had moved in with a chippie on the West End. His wife decided to hire an attorney and end a bad marriage. 

Serving divorce papers on ne’er-do-wells who left their wife high and dry or had a woman on the side didn’t pay the rent, but digging up the dirt did. My satisfied clients referred me to their divorce lawyers who used me to deliver the news that the gloves had come off.   

My name is Lazarus Flynn and private investigation is my trade. I knew from the start it wouldn’t make me rich. Some things are more important than money, like the satisfaction of a job well done and answering to no one but yourself.

It was November 8, 1932. 

I headed for the William Penn Hotel to pick up my ma Nell at the anticipated celebration of FDR's election as our new President.  

She called the office several times during the day to inform me that activity at the precinct where she worked was incredibly busy. She had attached herself with passion to the cause of FDR's election. I knew she would be devastated if he lost. 

From what I understood after catching snatches of news on the radio and articles in the Post-Gazette, Hoover didn't stand a snowball's chance in hell of retaining the Presidency. I felt that might be true due to the economic situation and the attack on the Bonus Army in D.C., an event I had personally witnessed.

I was never one to bet on a sure thing, though. 

Revelers filled the lobby with not a single lapel button for Hoover in evidence. I took the filled elevator to the grand ballroom and stepped out into the thick crowd.

Tess Truhardt, my Gal Friday, appeared out of nowhere and threw her arms around me. Before I could react, she rose on her tiptoes and planted a kiss flush on my lips.

“We're gonna win!” she gushed. Then, realizing her exuberance had pushed her across the imaginary line between us, pulled away and ducked into the crowd. I thought nothing of it, given the moment.

The festive atmosphere resembled a New Year's Eve celebration. I waded through the crowd and caught Nell’s eye. She hustled over to me. A hug and kiss on the cheek.

“We have sandwiches, cake, punch and coffee. Come eat.”

She linked her arm in mine and after a dozen introductions to her poll workers, she led me to a series of food tables that had already been worked over by hungry supporters. I grabbed a ham and cheese sandwich.

“Oh, it's been such a day,” she said. “I don’t think I can sleep tonight.”

“It's nearly ten, already.”

“Really?” she replied. “We should go.”

“Did he win?”

“Everyone’s waiting for the returns from the west coast but it looks very good right now.  We thought there might be an announcement tonight, but Hoover hasn't conceded, that stubborn old fool.”

Her tone told me she was disappointed the election wasn't settled. 

On the ride home, she was uncharacteristically silent. 

“Something wrong?”

“I've worked so hard for FDR and now it's all over but the shouting.”

I knew how she felt. Some cases required nothing more than shoe leather and dogged determination. Now and then a case taxed my limited powers and when it ended, a few days were required for my fixation to fade.  

“Now you can turn all that energy back to your quilting business.”

“I suppose,” she sighed. “Hardly as exciting as a Presidential campaign.”

When we arrived at her house, I parked and went inside with her.

She kept her home neat and always had clean lace doilies on the backs and arms of her easy chairs and sofa. The living room table was covered with swatches of cloth she used for constructing her quilts.

“You don’t have to do this,” she scolded.

“I know.”

“You worry too much about me.” She opened the drawer on an occasional table and removed a revolver. “I am prepared.” 

“How long have you had this?”

“Since you left the last time.”

Her second husband died while I was globetrotting and I expect she felt a bit nervous living alone.

I motioned for her to hand it over and she did.

A Wembley Service revolver. For all I knew it was thirty years old. I broke the barrel. 

“It’s not loaded, ma.”

“I have no intention of actually shooting anyone, sonny. Thou shalt not kill.” 

“Where did you get it?”

“I bought it at a pawn shop on Liberty.” She touched my arm. “When I go to bed, I keep it on my nightstand. In case someone breaks in, I can scare them away.”

“I’ve got a better idea. New locks on the doors and windows. If you want to keep a gun in the house, you need one in working condition and learn how to clean it, load it and shoot it.”

“Take the gun. Put in the locks.” She took a deep breath. “I’m so glad you’re back, sonny. By the way, your gal Tess stopped by the election office now and then. She’s a living doll and a very hard worker.”

“I know.”

Nell lowered her voice, as though someone other than the two of us were in the room. “She’s sweet on you. Talks about you all the time. A bit young, of course, though she’d be quite a catch.”

“Good night, ma.”

Nell dropped hints now and then concerning my marital status. That is, she wanted it changed from single to married because she was ready and willing to be a doting grandmother.

Finding a woman to marry wasn’t the same as stopping at a pawn shop to buy a revolver.

I wasn’t in the market for either. 
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“I apologize for last night,” Tess said the next morning before I had removed my jacket and hat.

“What part?” 

“The part where I kissed you on the lips.”

“You didn't bruise them.”

“That's not what I meant.” 

“You were excited. I know you are a fan of FDR. The world didn't end because you happened to let your enthusiasm get the better of you.”

“I'm embarrassed, is all. You’re my boss and we have a strictly business relationship.”  

“I'm not upset in the least.” 

“You're not saying that to make me feel better?”

“No. Now, let it ride.”  

She brightened. “Okay! Good talk.” 

Tess was a bundle of energy and good cheer, though she was far too concerned about the subtleties of a boss and employee relationship. Very smart and reliable as hell.

Slim-waisted and bright-eyed, with an upturned nose and rosebud lips, Tess wore her dark brown hair piled atop her head in what she called a ‘Gibson bun.’ Every day she appeared in a snug knee-length skirt and white or light blue button-front blouse that looked like she found it in the men’s department at Kauffman. I never saw her in a dress or with her hair loosened.

A proud graduate of Miss Sarah Simpson’s School of Secretarial Studies, Tess was also all of twenty-one.

I poured myself a cup of her excellent strong coffee and entered my office, where the usual fresh bagel rested on the morning paper. 

Ten minutes later, Tess entered, pushing a metal cart holding what I knew was a dictation machine.  

“You know how I have a hard time reading your chicken scratch? Meet the solution,” she said with an obvious touch of pride.

Everything related to the smooth operation of Flynn Investigations existed because of her initiative.

Her father was an attorney in town and she had obviously hung around his office. She insisted letters of engagement before I began a case and a summary of what transpired after the case closed.

I could hunt and peck on the typewriter but found it easier to scribble some notes.

She pulled the cart next to my chair.

“My father's office is bringing in the newest model and I asked for the old one. No cost, by the way. Just delivered. Let me show you how it works.” She plugged the machine in and then handed me a hollow plastic horn-like object attached to the machine with a flexible metal cord.

“Now, when you come back from a meeting or want to say something for me to type, press the button on the microphone.

I did. The machine hummed softly.

“Hold the dictator thing about three inches from your mouth and talk.” She nodded for me to say something.

“I don't know whether I need this.”

I pressed the button and the machine stopped humming.

“You don't. I do.”

“What happens after I say what I want to say?” 

“I listen to it on the reader in my office and type.  When the stylus reaches the end of the cylinder, simply pull the head on the cylinder back to the beginning.”

She demonstrated it several times before I held up my hand. “I get it. How does it really work?”

“When you speak, the stylus makes marks on the cylinder. It's 1932, boss. We need to get with the times.” She paused. “I have an idea.”

“Go on.”

“You know, all your interesting cases could get published as fiction in Black Mask magazine.” 

“You read that pulp?”

She blushed. “I do. You’ve read Sherlock Holmes stories?”

“Yes.”

“Consider me your Dr. Watson.”

“Sherlock Holmes didn’t exist.”

She fluttered her lips. “What I’m trying to say is that I could take your accounts and sort of spice them up, fill in the blank spaces. I’m an excellent writer.”

“I hate that idea.”

“Understood. Why don’t I write one and you can decide if it’s a good idea.”

I shrugged. “Knock yourself out.”

“Good talk. Now, hop to it.” I was certain she would spend time turning my cases into fiction. I wanted no part of it. 

An hour later, I switched off the microphone. I had to admit the unit was helpful, if only for stopping Tess from badgering me about my reports. I had yet to encounter a situation where a record of what happened on a specific day and time and with who made a hill of beans difference in my life. She assured me there would be and I would thank her.

Tess peeked in. “FDR is speaking on the radio.” She waved me to join her. “This is important.”

I walked into the outer office and listened as the new President spoke of his victory being a vote of confidence and his certainty the country would recover. It was a short speech.

“I wish he'd mentioned the New Deal,” Tess said.

“I voted for him and hope he delivers. Talked myself silly on your gadget, by the way.”

“That’s the spirit!”
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Two days later, around three o’clock, Tess informed me that Sister Mary Catherine called and asked if I could drop by the orphanage.

“Something wrong?”

“No. She said when you get a chance.”

“Tell her I’ll be there in an hour.”

When I was in ninth grade, a spindly, shy blond named Angie Zduniak caught my eye. She helped me with my homework, an act of mercy considering my aversion to school. 

I walked her home every day after school when I wasn’t in detention. She found me amusing. She liked to talk and I listened. 

I often thought she saw me as her protector, given the fact I was the largest kid in our class and considered her my friend in the purest sense of that word.

Before we entered tenth grade, she left for the

entire summer to visit her aunt in Philadelphia. To my surprise, she sent me long letters which detailed her fascination with the novels of Jane Austen and told me she thought of me often. 

When she returned, her skinny body had been transformed, as though she had ingested a magic potion that produced curves and bulges. She seemed more mature and sophisticated and wanted to talk about the meaning of life and current events.

We slid from friendship into a teenaged romance. We went to school dances, though I watched her dance. I took her to the movies and our lips finally found each other. 

Kisses became longer and more passionate, though often interrupted by a thought that she simply had to express.  

One night my hand found its way dangerously close to the warmth between her legs before she stopped me and insisted I walk her home immediately. She said nothing during that walk.

The next day she informed me that it was best we remain only friends, because I was certain to lead her into sin. Thinking back, she was probably right.  

I dropped out of high school a year later and ended up in France under General Pershing.  

I thought about her often while lying in the mud of a trench. I never wrote though.

The war changed me. I’d seen things during the war I would never forget. I had two bullet wounds and a Purple Heart. I spent time in Paris with too many women and too much wine, but I somehow couldn’t get Angie out of my mind.

When I hit home soil again, I learned her mother had died and her father had gone off to who knows where. Her friends had scattered to the wind.

Jocko DeBlasio, one of my old chums, heard she had joined a convent.  He didn’t know which one. 

I searched until I found her with the Sisters of Perpetual Sorrow. Her name was now Sister Mary Catherine. She explained her new name symbolized her new commitment to a life of poverty and chastity in service of the Lord. 

I can’t explain why I still have a soft spot for her after all these years. I guess she represents my first stirrings of passion. The fact that she’s a nun and unattainable removes any ulterior motives on my part and we have remained friends.

Years later, the orphanage had taken in several of the young girls I rescued from a brothel run by Reynaud Havilland. Mary Catherine calls when she needs someone to handle handyman jobs. I also throw a few bucks toward the orphanage now and then. 

I’m not a religious guy. I go to Sunday mass with Nell to keep her happy though I’m not much for the sacraments, confession and the rest of the folderol.

The orphanage is located north of the city on land that also holds the convent and a chapel. When I arrived, a row of fresh-faced girls, eight or nine years old, followed a nun in a single file line and reminded me of ducklings. 

Sister Mary Catherine waited outside the front door of the orphanage, a three-story frame building always in need of repair. 

She was the prettiest nun I knew, a fact not even her headpiece could disguise. 

“Lazarus,” she said as I drew close. “How good of you to come.”  

Why some women decide to pursue a life of contemplation and devote their lives to the service of the Lord is beyond my understanding. Sister Mary Catherine always had a smile on her face and appeared happy with her choice. Strangely, we had never talked about why she chose the religious life. 

“Is there a problem?”

She sighed. “We’ve run out of room and have been turning orphans away.”

I suspected she wasn’t merely updating me on the orphan population. “How can I help?”

“As you know, we are only using two floors of the orphanage. The attic has ceilings high enough to be used. However, we simply can’t afford to hire anyone to turn it into a livable space.”

“What would need to be done?”

“I don’t know. Might you take a look?”  

I followed her into the building, past the dining room of long tables and benches to a stairway.

We took the stairs to the second floor, where rows of beds lined the walls. Sister led me to a locked door. She used the keys that hung on a lanyard around her neck next to her wooden crucifix and opened the padlock. 

“We don’t want the curious up there.” She flipped on a light switch and stepped aside.

The coo of pigeons greeted me as I climbed the narrow, enclosed stairway. At the top of the steps, I noted a row of the birds on the exterior ledge outside the broken window at the far end.

My breath formed clouds as I walked the dusty, chilly interior. The roof rafters were high enough for me to easily stand upright. A lathe and plaster ceiling would be required, the same as the walls. The wooden plank floor was serviceable, though thick with dust. The broken window needed replaced and another window added at the far end. Something would have to be done with the electrical service. The space was unheated.  

I added a new, wider stairway to the list. At the bottom, Sister Mary Catherine waited. “What do you think?” 

“I think the attic would work. All you need is money and elbow grease.” 

“I wanted to tell you of our plight because I know if you think about it, you might come up with a solution.”

She smiled and I felt fifteen again.

We walked back outside. “You are quite good with, how did you put it, elbow grease, and may know other men who are also good with their elbow grease.”  

“When do you need this done? Winter is closing fast.”

“I know.”

“Give me a few days to figure this out,” I said. “I’m not making any promises.”

“We are in good hands with you thinking about the problem. I will pray, for God works in mysterious ways.”  

On the drive back to the city, I thought of my old Army buddy John Robinson. A mason by trade, he knew how to fix anything. Although a Baptist, John had the skills that would serve the job well. I couldn’t ask him to do it for free. I also knew a few good Catholics who had the sort of skills that would be needed and might want credits on their heavenly ledger. 

The money was another matter.

Two days later, I returned with Robinson and Mike Tannous, a plasterer. Bowlegged and irascible, Mike was nonetheless a good-hearted sort.

We climbed to the third floor.

“What is it you want to do again?” Mike asked.

“Plaster the walls and ceiling. Put in radiators and electrical outlets. In other words, make room for more orphans’ beds.

“You got the green for this?” Mike asked.

“Not yet. Give me an estimate.” 

Mike shrugged and took out his measuring tape.  

“I figure we can handle the electric easy enough, tying into the second floor. I’m gonna check the fuse box,” Robinson said.

Five minutes later Peppino DeBlasio huffed up the stairs.

“Colder than the milk from a witch’s tit in here,” he groused. Peppino was Jocko’s younger brother. 

“Thanks for showing up.”

Peppino was built like a boiler; short, round and solid.

“Jocko says I have to help. Help you what?”

“I need an estimate on connecting the heating system below to this room.”

“Where’s the boiler?”

“In the cellar.”

Peppino shook his head. “Why you no tell me that first?” He headed for the stairs, grumbling again.

Mike wandered over. “One-fifty, cash. I need at least one worker besides myself.”

“Any way to cut the cost?”

“This is a big job.” He stared up at the roof rafters. “Ceiling is as high as a cathedral.”

“What if we used the rafter ties to lower the ceiling?”

“Now you’re thinking. I figure that lowers the bill twenty-five percent.”   

“Okay, I’ll let you know when we have the dough.”

“Good enough. Cash.”

“Cash.”

We shook and he headed down the stairs. Peppino huffed back up minute later. “Boiler won’t handle a third floor.”

“Too small?”

“Too small, too old. Needs replaced one way or the other.”

“What’s a new boiler cost?”

“For something this big? Two hundred clams. Then you need four radiators plus pipe.”

“Can you cut the cost?”

He pushed back his stocking cap and scratched his forehead. “Why you do this?”

“As a favor to the convent. They need more space. Too many orphans running around the streets.”

“I might have a used boiler from a mansion I’m working on in Sewickley. Rich guy built an addition and needed a larger boiler. Old one is in good shape and sized right. I could donate it if the banker don’t want it around.”

“Thanks.”

He pointed a finger at me. “But you got to pay retail for the radiators and labor. Capisci?”

“I do. Thanks.”

“Tell the nuns I did good for them. Maybe they’ll say a few extra prayers for me.”

Peppino departed. Robinson returned.

“Need a new fuse box,” he said. “That thing is on its last legs.”

“Looks like an expensive job, all told.”

“It is. Look, I’ll cut my cost on the labor for the wiring work if you cover the cost of materials. You can worry about the floors. Good wood but should probably be sanded and finished. The stairway needs to be widened.”   

I ran a quick calculation in my head. Six hundred minimum, if we were lucky with the boiler. I didn’t have that sort of bread waiting to be spent.
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I spent more hours than I expected the next Saturday replacing the window latches and deadlocks for Nell. Front door, back door, cellar door and seven windows.

She talked non-stop about the election and couldn’t stop offering me food.

When I was finished, she said, “I feel safer now, sonny. Thank you.”

“Works better than an unloaded gun.” 

She laughed. “I agree. It’s so good to have you home.”

“Happy to be here.”

She insisted I stay for dinner. Who was I to refuse?

On Monday, I arrived around ten after a long night of sitting in my car and waiting for a wayward husband to emerge from a cat house.

“You've been invited to lunch at the Duquesne Club, no less, by an attorney named William Richards,” Tess said. 

“Subject?”

“I didn’t ask.” She winced. “I made no commitment one way or the other.” 

I was in no mood to scold Tess for ignoring my rule that she should always ask the subject of any proposed meeting. The fact that Richards had access to the Duquesne Club suggested he moved in powerful circles.

“What day is good for me?”

“Tomorrow you’re open for lunch.”

“Set it up.”

“Will do.” She didn't leave, though.

“What's up?”

“I've worked here for nearly two years and haven't taken a vacation.”

“Why?”

“I never wanted to go anywhere on vacation. I do now.  I have vacation time, don’t I?”

When I hired her, the matter of vacation time had never been mentioned.

“You run the office. You tell me.” 

“I need two weeks. I know that's a long time and dread what the office will look like when I get back. Beginning on May eighteenth and ending on June fifth. Guess where I’m going?”

“I have no idea.”

“The Chicago Centennial Exhibition! It's going to be incredible. My friend Jennie is going with me. I've been saving my money for a really grand trip and this is it.”  

“Be careful, that's all.”

“I learned from the best. I think I have a lead on the Goldman case, by the way. Your schedule is clear until noon.”

“Let's get to it, then.”

Tess excelled pouring through old records in the municipal buildings on Grant Street and I was using that skill in a divorce case involving a wife who wanted to know if her husband had fathered an illegitimate child. 

I had taken Tess out on several night surveillance jobs, satisfying her desire to learn more about the private investigation 'game'. She was pleasant company, though a bit of a chatterbox. She thought like a woman, meaning she was far more in touch with the emotional underpinnings of human behavior than I. At times, that was helpful.

She returned, her arms filled with a notebook and folders she plopped onto my desk.  

“Not that it’s any of my business,” Tess said as she settled in, which meant she thought it was her business. “What did Sister Mary Catherine want?”

“She needs to expand space and thinks the attic can be renovated.”

“Can it?”

“Sure, if someone has enough money to throw at it.”

“You’re going to help her, of course.”

“Do what I can.”

She leaned back. “That’s what I really respect about you, boss. Inside that grumpy, grumbly body lies a good heart. You’ll figure it out. I know you will.” 

“Is grumbly an actual word?”
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The Duquesne Club was founded in 1873 as an enclave where rich white men had private conversations about money and other concerns of rich white men. I'd never been in the place and knew it only by reputation, one of which was that no female members were allowed, though they could enter by a side entrance as a guest.

I put on my blue pinstripe suit and dress brogues. The club, located on Sixth Avenue, was housed in a hulking stone building with an entrance covered by a green cloth canopy.  

I nodded at the uniformed doorman and entered. In the small entrance room, another uniformed man waited behind a high counter. A wall of cubbyholes for members’ messages filled the wall behind him.

“Welcome to the Duquesne Club,” he said. “Can I help you?”

He stared at me, his finger tapping on the open appointment book on the desk.

“Lazarus Flynn. I have a lunch meeting with William Richards.”

He ran his finger down the appointment book. “Indeed, you do. Take the elevator or stairs to the second floor. Room two-oh-six.”

I walked across the thick green carpet, past a lounge with a fireplace, five leather couches and ten leather easy chairs. A few men sat, reading the morning paper and puffing cigars. I made my way up the carpeted stairs. The place was silent as a funeral home after viewing hours ended.  

I found the room and entered. Richards, a tall man with impeccably combed gray hair and a silver handlebar mustache, greeted me. He wore a dark gray suit, a starched white shirt and what they call a rep tie, with diagonal stripes meaning something about a college.

“Mr. Flynn, thank you for taking this meeting. Bill Richards.”

We shook. He motioned to a table set for lunch, with cloth napkins and glasses filled with ice water. A waiter entered with a menu typed on a long sheet of heavy paper. No prices. I chose fried eggs and ham. Richard chose broiled whitefish and and green beans.

The waiter disappeared.

“We have a friend in common. John Truhardt.”

That answered the question of why he called me.

“I represent a client who prefers to remain anonymous. Is that a problem?”

“I don’t care who signs the check.”

“I like a man who doesn’t pull punches. I would like to engage your services to pick up an article.”

“What sort of article?”

“A valuable antiquity.”

I stiffened. Lola Vandermeer, the trophy wife of a New York millionaire, had hired me on a case that ended up in the wilds of Wyoming and involved the skull of a triceratops, Arapaho Indians and the Pinkertons. I had also pursued an antiquity called the Gold Scarab. Simply put, I had no desire to set off on another wild goose chase. 

I refuse some jobs because they involve matters I avoid, including retrieving anything older than myself.

“Sorry, I’m not your man.” 

“I respect that. Please hear me out. I want to hire you to go to Manhattan, pick up the article and bring it to me. All of your travel expenses will be covered, of course, as well as whatever fee you feel is appropriate for this task.” 

The food arrived. 

“What is it? The antiquity?”

He patted his lips with a napkin. “All I know is that it’s the size of my fist. Quite valuable. What is your usual fee?” 

“Twenty-five a day plus expenses.”

“Not a problem.”

Rich folks toss around money like opinions. My usual day rate is ten bucks, a number that strained my usual client’s wallets.  I had a safe filled with IOUs as proof.  Luckily, I got by with the occasional well-heeled client.

“I am authorized to add a completion bonus of five hundred dollars upon delivery.”

I held my poker face. That was a serious load of dough and would be a damn good start on fulfilling Sister Mary Catherine’s request. 

I guess the good sister was right. God or whoever Richard’s client was, had answered her prayers.

“Why not have it mailed?”

“My client does not trust the postal service with this item.”

“Why don’t you fetch it?”

“I am in the middle of a contentious case and must be in court for the foreseeable future. Time is of the essence.”

“I’m still listening.”

“Andrei Zelazny expects you tomorrow between six and seven in the evening. Spend the night and then return the item to
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