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The guy with the bad toupee strolled into my office without bothering to knock. His mustard colored suit set off a barstool gut and a smirk that told his opinion of private eyes who wore skirts.

“Maggie Sullivan?”

I kept filing my nails. “Who’s asking?”

“You’re bothering a friend of mine.”

My legs were crossed on my desk. I have great gams. Sometimes I don’t mind displaying the merchandise, but Mr. Hair wasn’t my cup of tea so I sat up. I blew some filings off my pinkie onto the afternoon edition of the Dayton Daily News where a column predicted the French and the Brits would likely let Hitler have the Sudetenland. The wrong step to take with a bully, I thought, but no one had asked me. I made a couple more swipes with the emery board before I acknowledged my visitor.

“Lose the stogie if you want me to listen.”

I saw his jaw tighten. He didn’t like being told what to do. He looked around, saw the ashtray on the file cabinet by the door, and stubbed out his smoke. A top-of-the-line Havana by its smell, so the guy had money. Or knew people who did.

“Who’s the friend?” I asked.

“Elwood Beale.” He stood with his legs spraddled trying to look tough. Maybe he was tough. “Says you’ve been sniffing around asking questions. Mr. Beale don’t like that. Him being a businessman with a reputation to consider and all. Could give people the wrong idea.”

“I thought businessmen liked to advertise.”

The eyelids of the man in front of me lowered to half staff. “People who stick their noses in things get them busted. Even broads. Woody thought maybe you didn’t know that.” Leaning over he planted his hands on my desk and gave a grin as phoney as Houdini’s chains. “Woody treats girls right. Furs. Favors. Might take a fancy to a cute little brunette like you, smart mouth and all.”

I picked the emery up and started on my nails again. “Anything else?”

I knew one of his hands would move, and it did, smashing the emery onto the desktop.

“Who hired you to snoop?”

“Maybe you came in so fast you missed the ‘private’ part of Private Investigations.”

He lunged for my wrist but I was too fast. I stood up, balancing on my toes. I wasn’t particularly scared. It was barely four o’clock and there were a couple of other offices down the hall from me if things turned nasty. All the same, Mr. Hair looked like the kind who might use his fists if he couldn’t bully you, and I liked my nose fine the way it was. He stood maybe five-eight so he had me by five inches and about seventy pounds, but a punch to the gut with all my weight behind it would probably topple him.

He yanked my phone from the desk and ripped the line out of the wall, cutting off that help.

“Smart girl, huh?” he said heaving it at a lamp and missing. The phone cradle hit the wall. The receiver bounced off a table and hit my umbrella stand. “WHO IS IT?”

Presumably he was asking about my client. He dodged around my desk. I dodged the other way. I grabbed the umbrella stand and swung, clipping him in the chin. He staggered back against the file cabinet. With a sloppy jig step he just managed to stay upright against it.

“Beat it!” I feinted with the umbrella stand. “I don’t give out names of the people who hire me.  Come around here again and you’ll be sorry!” 

I was counting on my raised voice to make him decide against staying. After several seconds it worked. He heaved himself straight, gave me a murderous look, and stabbed a finger at me. “You’re gonna find out snooping ain’t no game for a dame.” As a parting shot he swept the dime store ashtray holding his squashed stogie off the cabinet. He watched it shatter. Then he turned and left. 

His toupee had slipped.

*  *  *
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For several minutes I sat on my desk surveying the mess and waiting for someone from one of the other offices to come check on the commotion. No one did.

Since no one else seemed inclined to commiserate with me, I decided to let a gin and tonic do it. The necessities were in the bottom drawer next to my handbag. I sat on the desk again sipping consolation and looking morosely at chunks of glass scattered everywhere, a broken phone, and dirt from a long dead plant that had gotten upended somewhere in the scuffle. I hated to clean. It was why I lived in Velma Zieman’s rooming house instead of an apartment. The other reason being I couldn’t afford both an office and an apartment if I also wanted to eat. I wondered how much it was going to cost me to fix the phone. 

Mostly, though, I wondered why the case I was currently working had earned me this kind of visit. I finished my drink and swung my legs a few times and thought about it. Three weeks ago Lewis Throckmorton, owner of a company that sold business forms and office supplies, had hired me to check on his nephew who worked for the company and, as Throckmorton put it, had been “acting odd”. The nephew, Peter Stowe, had too many new clothes lately, his uncle thought. He’d become distracted at work. Furtive, too, slipping out early a couple of times without telling anyone where he was going. Not that his absences were the problem. Peter had always worked many more hours than his paycheck merited. He was a good worker, understood the company bottom to top. Maybe it was nothing.

It didn’t take a detective to figure out Throckmorton thought his nephew might be dipping into the till. Nor was it the first time a business had hired me to investigate one of their own. Naturally Throckmorton didn’t want his nephew to know about his suspicions. That meant my end was to check what the nephew did after he left work.

In three weeks of surveillance, what I’d unearthed would fit in a thimble. He’d visited an engineering firm. He’d made a couple of trips down to the university. A couple of times he’d met a girl but I didn’t know who she was. Then two days ago after work, as he was legging it uptown, a dark green Packard had pulled up beside him. Two men swung out, one from the front seat and one from the back. By the looks of it they didn’t engage him in very friendly conversation. As soon as they pulled away, Peter Stowe dabbed his forehead with a handkerchief and turned and made straight for home. He’d looked over his shoulder a couple of times.

I knew a kid who sold newspapers a couple streets over and might have seen the Packard before, or could keep his eye out.

“Easy money, sis,” he said snatching the quarter I offered. “Car belongs to Elwood Beale. Goes to Ollie the barber and gets the works a couple-a times a week. Has business over this way ‘most every day.”

So I’d talked to Ollie, asked about Peter Stowe. I’d played a hunch and mentioned Beale at the tailor where Peter Stowe had gotten his snappy new suit. For my money that wasn’t enough to merit sending a goon to sweet-talk me. Not unless Stowe was mixed up in a lot more than his uncle suspected. Or unless the uncle was dodgy as a revivalist’s offering plate and had lied about why he wanted my services.

I reckoned it might be smart to let what I knew and didn’t know simmer. That left me with not much to do except get rid of the worst of the mess left by my caller. I got most of the glass from the ashtray and some of the dirt from the upended plant. I put the phone back on my desk with what was left of the cord wrapped around it. That would have to do until the Negro girls who cleaned all the offices came in tonight.

The warning from Mr. Hair had made me cautious. I locked up fifteen minutes early. Downstairs I slipped a note through the management’s mail slot telling them an irate client had ripped out my phone. They’d probably think I’d told some guy his wife was cheating, imagine risqué details and maybe see about fixing the phone sometime this century. 

I continued a few steps past the management office and slipped into the janitor’s closet. Behind mops and buckets and ladders there was an old exit that nobody used but me. Since our building sat near a point where two streets angled together, the main lobby door and the one for deliveries both opened on Patterson. The one in the closet, if you opened it all the way, smacked the side of the neighboring building, which probably hadn’t been there initially. The narrow gap between the structures went on to the alley, where an electric pole and couple of trash bins hid it from view. 

I squeezed along sideways. The alley beyond was deserted. When I reached the street I made a couple of zig-zags to make sure Mr. Hair wasn’t following, and headed for the two storey white rooming house where I hang my powderpuff.


Two

––––––––
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Dirty laundry can land you in trouble when you least expect it.

Mrs. Z had swept, and her geraniums glistened from sprinkling when I set out for work the next morning. It was Thursday, so I had my usual bag of dirty clothes to leave at Spotts’ Laundry. As I shifted the laundry bag I noticed Butterball, Mrs. Z’s nasty orange tom, crouched behind a geranium pot, just waiting to sink his teeth in the next leg that came down the steps. His girth matched his name so he couldn’t move fast except when he bit. I let my laundry bag plop down on his backside. While he tried to scramble I caught him by the scruff of the neck.

I’d gladly have booted him into the next county, but Mrs. Z thought the world of him. She worried whenever he sneaked out. The cat growled and kicked, trying to shred some part of me with his back claws, as I took him back to her downstairs apartment.

“You’re the only one who ever brings him back,” she said sadly as she thanked me.

Small wonder. The cat had left puncture marks in the calves of every girl in the house. I told Mrs. Z it was no trouble and went back out and picked up my bag of clothes.

I noticed the cop car down the street but didn’t think anything of it. Patrols come and go in every neighborhood, even the quiet ones. 

My DeSoto was parked three houses up and I’d just about reached it when I heard a screech and whirled. The prowler had come to a stop right behind me. Two boys in blue sprang out. One started yelling for me to drop the bag and put my hands up. My brain tried unsuccessfully even to grasp what was happening.

“Hands in the air!” he repeated. But I was staring at the cop with him, who had an undersized head like a pigeon.

“If this is your idea of a joke, Fuller, I’m not laughing.”

“Better do what the officer says, Maggie. We’re taking you in one way or another.”

Fuller had made a pass at me once and I’d had to say no with a knee where it hurt him. He hadn’t been a bit friendly since. Him I wasn’t worried about, but his partner was young enough to be my kid brother, and getting twitchy. His fingers slid toward his billy club. I put down my laundry. My purse too.

What happened next made it personal. 

The young cop grabbed the laundry bag. He looked inside the way someone had told him to. He did some half-embarrassed poking. He nodded at Fuller.

“Yeah. There’s blood on some of them.”

“It’s there every month if you want another gander,” I snapped.

He frowned. Got it. Almost dropped the bag as he blushed.

“She lies as easy as she breathes,” Fuller said. “Let’s get it to evidence.”

Fuller shoved me toward the prowler. From the cocky way he walked, he thought he was scaring me. I played docile. When I found out what this was about, he was going to be eating his shoes.

The ride to HQ took under ten minutes. When we got out Fuller grabbed one of my arms and his partner the other. They marched me between them like a burlesque queen who’d stabbed a senator.  A small crowd had gathered, more than you’d normally find on the station house steps. As the young cop reached for the station door a voice I recognized called, “Smile, Mags!” A flashbulb blinded me.

“Jenkins, you jerk!” I yelled over my shoulder.

Behind me the onlookers chuckled and hooted. Then we were inside where I recognized cops who’d worked with my dad. No one hurried over to say “hi”. I was hustled into a windowless room with two chairs and a table. A matron came in to stand by the door and I saw the young cop hand my laundry bag to someone outside. This wasn’t looking like something Fuller had brains enough to cook up, and I didn’t think anyone was surprising me with an early birthday party. I wondered what I might have done to mash the toes of someone up the ladder.

Fuller stuck his head out the door and yapped at somebody. Then he closed it and leaned against the wall while he smirked at me. The matron stood with her hands crossed. The young cop shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. By this time most mornings I was at McCrory’s lunch counter into my first cup of coffee. I felt the lack of it. My head especially.

Several minutes passed. The door opened. Three men entered wearing cheap suits that screamed “detective”. One, a lean guy with a perfect little nose girls would envy, spun the empty chair around, straddling it to face me.

“I’m Detective Freeze,” he said in a tone that pretended cordiality. “Please tell us where you were last night, Miss Sullivan.”

He was homicide. I knew his name from the papers. 

“What’s this about?”

“Your whereabouts?” he repeated. He’d put a folder on the table. It probably listed my age as twenty-four, my height as five-foot-two.

“What time last night?”

“Any time.”

I’d been sitting erect in my best Catholic girl posture. Now I leaned back. I didn’t like the feel of this. Freeze’s eyes matched his name. They watched to see if I so much as blinked.

“Left work around four-forty. Walked home. A friend and I went down to The Oaks for the meatloaf special–”

“The friend’s name?”

“Genevieve Tompkins. Ginny. She has the room next to me. Look, if Sgt. Hanlon or Sgt. Leary’s in the station they can vouch–”

“I’m fully aware your father was a policeman, Miss Sullivan. What did you do after dinner?”

“A couple of guys we knew ran into us and bought us a drink. We got back to the place we stay around eight. The bathroom was free, so I had my bath.”

Another uniform had entered the room and was taking notes. I began to wish I was chums with a shyster.

“And after that?”

“Palled around with some of the other girls. One has a radio and she invited some of us in to listen to Charlie McCarthy. 

“Names?”

I gave them. The two other guys in suits slipped out and I knew they were going to check. Freeze took out his cigarettes, held the pack toward me, and stuck one in his own mouth when I shook my head. He scraped a match across the table and lighted up.

“Describe your relationship with Benny Norris,” he said watching me though the smoke.

I shifted to avoid the smell, knowing damn well he’d mistake it for nervousness. 

“Who?”

“Benjamin Norris.”

“Doesn’t ring any bells.”

“Funny. He had one of your business cards in his pockets.”

“I give out lots of cards. People pass them on, leave them on tables, in trash cans. Last year I ended up with a client who’d found one in a library book.”

Freeze worked his jaw so he didn’t have to take his cigarette out of his mouth. His eyes were stony.

“You were with him yesterday afternoon. We have witnesses. They say you two had quite a row and you threatened him.”

I sat upright again, one hand lifting. “Whoa. Stop. Are you talking about a middle-aged guy in a mustard suit? Cheap toupee?”

“Hard to tell about the toupee with the back of his head blown off.”

I let my breath out with unusual care. “Where? When?” 

“Your relationship?” Freeze prompted. 

Now that I was getting the picture I didn’t like what I saw. It inspired me to be more cooperative.

“He came to see me yesterday. Never gave his name. Busted my office up pretty good.”

“And you threatened him?”

“He threatened me. Said he’d bust my nose. When he started going nuts, I took a swing at him with an umbrella stand and told him to scram. I told him if he came around again he’d regret it. Something like that.”

“Meaning?”

I sat back again, crossing my arms. “Officer Fuller could give you an idea.” Fuller looked daggers at me.

“Someone called about a disturbance at your place yesterday,” Freeze said sharply. “Officer Fuller noticed it in the reports.”

“Officer Fuller check all the other disturbance calls that came in? Haul them in too?”

The detective’s jaw tightened.

“Look. The boys you sent down to poke through my office will find a Smith and Wesson in a handy little pocket under the seat of my chair. If I’d wanted to plug this guy Norris I could have done it there. I’m guessing the dames at that sock wholesaler down the hall called it in. They didn’t so much as stick their noses out before or after. I could have lain there wallowing in my own blood for all they knew.”

Freeze stubbed out his cigarette. His pretty nose twitched.

“Why would a man you’d never met show up to threaten you and wreck your office?”

“He said a friend of his, guy named Elwood Beale, had a beef over me asking questions.”

I thought the name had registered. I couldn’t be sure.

“Questions about?”

“About Beale.” I crossed my fingers mentally and hurried on. “His name came up in the course of a job I’m working.”

I was breathing easier now. Alibis didn’t come any tighter than mine for last night, which is when I gathered Mr. Hair, now identified as Benjamin Norris, had been killed. 

“What’s the job?”

I gave Freeze a polite little shrug. 

“Nothing to concern the police. Family matter.”

He wasn’t too pleased. I had a feeling he was even less pleased with Fuller, though. Twice now he’d flicked an irritated glance in that direction.

“Anything else that you’d like to tell us?” he asked tightly.

“Norris said Beale spent big on dames he liked – furs and such. I know Beale goes around in a dark green Packard with a driver and a toughie.” My client Throckmorton had landed me in a mess without so much as a hint, so I had no qualms mentioning the car. At best I’d saved the cops some digging. My reward was seeing Fuller get another sharp look from his superior. “Oh, yeah,” I added remembering. “He – Norris – was smoking a fancy Havana. What I saw of him makes me doubt he had cash for that kind of stogie.”

“What else do you know about Beale?”

“Nothing. Never heard the name until a couple days ago.”

Freeze drummed his fingers. He stood. “I’ll be back.”

Fuller and the young cop followed him out. My temples throbbed from lack of coffee. I’d had a meeting scheduled with Throckmorton first thing this morning. He wouldn’t take kindly to my being late. After awhile I asked to use the Ladies and the matron took me. Fuller and partner were back in the swell little room contemplating their shoes when we returned. 

I’d just about settled back in my chair when Freeze entered. No sitting this time; he tossed my purse on the table and paced.

“Your alibis check out. People saw you both places.”

Fuller chimed in. “Those dames could have lied – you know how they stick together–”

Freeze cut him off with a look. A guy in plain clothes came in with my laundry bag held stiffly before him. 

“Doc says there’s no need checking. The, uh, stains are from female business.”

“Gee, just what I told the geniuses who dragged me down here.” I got up. “Can I go now?”

“We have to follow all leads, Miss Sullivan. I trust you’ll be around in case we have more questions?”

“Yeah. Sure. How about having some of your boys drop me back where they Shanghaied me?” Freeze’s expression told me I wasn’t going to make his Christmas card list.

The crowd that had gathered to have a laugh at my expense when I got dragged in had melted away by the time I made my exit. Guys who knew me had thought it was all a joke until they learned I was actually being grilled. A few stragglers – probably Fuller’s cronies – found they had urgent business elsewhere when they saw me come out.

I stalked down the walk from the station house ready to chew nails. I’d missed my appointment with Lewis Throckmorton. Even if he could still fit me into his schedule I’d have to put up with his pompous lecturing.  And without my car I’d have to lug my laundry ten blocks to Spotts’, which was inconveniently far from a streetcar line. 

My head hurt. I wanted coffee. All because that s.o.b. Fuller had seen a chance to even scores.

I stepped into the intersection. A horn blared and a cop car rounded the corner, stopping smack in front of me.

“Fancy a ride somewhere, Maggie Liz?” asked a cheery voice.

Billy Leary and Seamus Hanlon were leftovers from my dad’s era. Nearing retirement now, they’d been regular fixtures at our kitchen table.

“You guys drive like cops,” I said leaning into the open window.

Seamus, who was nearest me, grinned. “Fuller’s getting what-for up his backside and it’s like to go on for a time. We figured no one would miss us if we ran you somewhere.”

“You can put me top of the list of girls who want to marry you both if you’ll run my laundry over to Spotts’. It weighs a ton. Make sure Sal gets it, will you? You’re angels for sure.”

With them solving that problem for me, I’d be free to walk a few blocks south and maybe solve a couple more.


Three

––––––––
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Once a month and on special occasions I got my hair cut and set at Goldie’s. That acquaintance plus two pennies got me use of her phone to call Throckmorton’s office.

“Mr. Throckmorton waited as long as he could,” his secretary told me primly. “He’ll most likely be out the rest of the day.”

Maybe it was true; maybe it was a brush off. Neither way improved my mood. The missed appointment made me look unreliable in running my business. On top of that, two incidents in as many days were making me curious why Throckmorton’s job had landed me in the middle of a murder investigation. Five minutes after entering Goldie’s I left and retraced my steps and went another block south to the Daily News building. I took the elevator up to the newsroom to corner Matt Jenkins, whom I usually count in my Friends column.

Photography was at one side toward the back of the newsroom. I knew some of the reporters bent over clattering typewriters, but I wasn’t feeling chatty so I was glad none of them looked up. I went through the door to the outer room of the photogs’ lair, the non-sacred part that held their desks topped with In and Out baskets and connected them via two windows to the newsroom beyond.

“Go tell Jenkins if he prints that picture I’ll wring a part of him that hurts a whole lot more than his neck,” I told a round-shouldered old guy named Stutzweiler. 

The codger had seniority and a reputation for picking those assignments most likely to involve attractive women and plentiful skin. Word was he spent a lot of time in the darkroom when no one else was around and emerged with prints he didn’t show. It led to speculation he scheduled private photo sessions that didn’t involve a lot of clothing. He shuffled off through a heavy black curtain. It covered an inner door through which chemical smells from trays and dryers escaped. He hadn’t uttered a word, which was standard for him. Made me wonder how he enticed girls to pose.

A few minutes later Matt Jenkins nudged the curtain aside and came out wiping his hands on a rag. He was just a year shy of thirty and already bald on top. His halo of frizz was more gold than red. Tossing the rag on a desk he put his fingers together to make a frame and pretended to squint at me through it.

“You oughta be in pictures, Mags. I mean it. What’s Sam Goldwyn doing out in California when there’s a looker right here?”

“If you pass that shot of me around to those hacks out there, I’ll feed you your socks.”

His wire-rimmed specs didn’t hide the twinkle in his eyes. There was an altar boy sweetness about Jenkins which was mostly true. He didn’t scare easy.

“I was hoping you’d be in handcuffs, though,” he said.

“Gee, thanks. Getting grilled for an hour by a suit named Freeze was fun enough.”

He straightened, his breeziness vanishing.

“Scout’s honor? Jeez. Somebody called and said they were bringing you in. I thought it was some kind of joke.”

“If you want to make amends, you can find out a couple things for me.”

“Like what?” he asked cautiously. Friendship and work sleep in separate beds.

“A guy named Benjamin Norris turned up shot in the back of the head sometime last night. He’d come in yesterday threatening me. Wrecked my office. Find out who he was. All I know is he had some connection with a guy named Woody Beale.”

As soon as I’d told him I wanted something, Jenkins had motioned me into the corner and moved to one side himself, out of line of the windows. Only someone passing directly by the open door and looking in would see the two of us talking together.

He was frowning now. “This connected to something you’re working on?”

“Maybe. I’m not sure.”

Jenkins had his arms crossed, which he did when he thought. He levered up from the desk he’d been leaning against. “Had breakfast?”

“No.”

“Meet you at the Fox in fifteen minutes.”

I stood up. When we got to the door Jenkins waved his arms in a shooing gesture and raised his voice.

“Maybe you should get a sense of humor, huh? But no – you’d rather march around with a chip on your shoulder demanding everyone kowtow to you!” he shouted.

I gave a flounce and stomped through the newsroom as heads rose and a couple of catcalls rang out. After the morning I’d had, the stomping part felt good.

*  *  *
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The Red Fox Grill was long and narrow and dimly lighted. In front a grill and service area ran along one wall. A counter for eight or nine customers angled around it. That left just enough space to get past to some booths in back. The place had decent food at bargain prices. I was into my third cup of coffee and just starting scrambled eggs with buttered toast when Jenkins arrived.

“Figured chances were slim we’d see note pads or billy clubs this far past Main,” he grinned sliding in across from me. He ditched his camera and gadget bag on the bench beside him. “Nice exit.”

“Thanks. How’s Ione?”

“Great. Had a scare a few weeks back when she thought she might be in a family way, but it was just bad fish. She just sold a story to Harper’s.” 

His wife was as smart as they came. I was glad she wouldn’t be knee deep in diapers.

“I’m supposed to be on my way to shoot bigwigs at the Engineers’ Club, so we’d better get down to business,” he said after ordering a banana muffin. “Didn’t learn a whole lot more about your boy Norris than what you already knew. He was a small-time fixer. Ran errands for Woody Beale.”

“Who is...?”

“We’ll get to it. I didn’t dare act too interested right after you’d been there, so on my way out I said to Parenteau, ‘Hear you caught some big-time stiff last night’.”

Parenteau was crime reporter for the early beat. I nodded. “And?”

“He snorted. Asked if I meant the darkie who got knifed out on West Fifth or the white sap who got popped in the back of the head.  Told me if a low-life like Benny Norris was big-time we both worked for the New York Herald.”

“And Beale?”

“After you left I groused to Stutz how you couldn’t take a joke, that I’d happened to see you at the station and didn’t know they’d stepped on your toes looking into a beef over someone named Woody Beale. Stutz did his usual decline-of-the-empire lecture on how young guys these days don’t bother to learn who’s who. I don’t know what Beale’s game is now – Stutz thinks he may own a couple of clubs – but back before repeal he was bookkeeper for a bootlegger.”

“Book KEEPER?” I repeated.

“Yeah, accounts not bets.” He began to shrug into his camera gear. “Got to run. I’ll keep an ear open for more. But listen, Mags, be careful. It sounds like you may have stuck your foot in a mess. Stutz kept calling this Beale a gangster.”

“Okay. Thanks. Say ‘hi’ to Ione.”

“Will do. It’s been too long since the three of us closed down a jazz joint.”

“I’m game.”

He popped the last of the muffin into his mouth, gave a nod and breezed out the door.

*  *  *
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The cops had left my place midway between how it looked after Norris left yesterday and how it looked after I’d tidied it. At least the splinters of broken glass had been cleaned up, but that was only because they hadn’t undone all the work of the cleaning girls.

The room felt stuffy so I opened a window and stood for a minute listening to the sounds that drifted over from the produce market on Fifth Street. Ordinarily the calls of vendors and the clatter of handcarts on brick lifted my spirits, but not today. Jenkins was right. I’d put my foot in something. But I didn’t know what. Had my client lied about why he was hiring me? Was he as much in the dark as I was? Either way I didn’t like it.

A train went by on the tracks that angled between my office and the market. I closed the window all but a crack and tackled the day.

The cops had found my .38. I wondered whether it was before or after I’d told Freeze where it was. I also wondered when I’d get it back. Just now I wouldn’t mind having it where it ought to be.

Someone in the office around the corner from me, which turned out to be an employment firm for household help, had left a note inviting me to come use their phone if I needed one. I took them up on the offer at noon and three and again at half-past four. Throckmorton still wasn’t back, at least according to his secretary.

Meantime I went over the notes I’d made on the Throckmorton job, jotted a few more thoughts, and shoved the file under my blotter. Some time ago I’d figured out that was the handiest place for my current case. Since I seldom had more than one at a time that necessitated more than a page or two, the blotter didn’t object.

Just as I was opening the door to the street, I saw a dark green Packard glide past. At least I thought I did. In case it wasn’t imagination, I decided to give it five minutes and see if a car like that came by again.

Five stretched into ten. I wedged the door open and leaned where I could watch through the crack. As I was about to give up, I saw a dark green car come past. A Packard.

I waited until it turned the corner, then lit out for the trolley.


Four

––––––––
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The advantage to being a dame in my game is not many people expect you to be smart. I wore a good-looking hat the next day, pumpkin yellow felt with a couple of finger-length feathers. Good for giving someone the slip since all I had to do was duck in somewhere, roll the hat in my purse, and walk out unnoticed. Good for a meeting with Throckmorton if I got one, too.

No cops snatched me up as I walked to my car. I had oatmeal and coffee on time on my favorite stool at McCrory’s. I picked up my laundry at Spotts’ only half a day later than usual. As a nod to caution I left my almost new gray DeSoto in a different lot than the one I normally used when I drove. I was optimistic as I walked to my office.

In the lobby, which was just about large enough for a kitchen table, the woman from the employment agency on my floor was waiting by a roll-around chair with a carton on the seat.

“If you need to use the phone again, we’ll be up in five or ten minutes,” she said. “Willard’s bringing in a couple more cartons.”

Willard was her husband.

When I got off the elevator I made sure to sneer as I passed the open door of the sock wholesaler. The middle-aged priss who’d most likely blabbed to the cops about me threatening Norris screwed up her mouth and got very interested in the newspaper spread on the counter before her.

I went half a dozen steps more and nearly stumbled as I stopped to stare at the door to my office. The glass with neat black letters advertising ‘Private Investigations’ had been broken out. I moved toward it uttering words that would have won me a ruler across the mouth at Holy Trinity.

Even before I tried the knob I knew I’d find the door unlocked. Dreading what I’d see I pushed it open. For several moments I just stood looking. Then I kicked the umbrella stand. The wreckage facing me made the aftermath of Benny Norris’ visit look like a butler’s tidying. File drawers out. Folders dumped and contents scattered. Books pulled out of the bookcase. One drawer was completely gone from my desk; contents of the other two littered the floor. Even the picture of my dad in his uniform, my diploma from Julienne, and a framed certificate of commendation from my days as a Rike’s floorwalker had been yanked off the walls. 

Either someone was desperate to find something or they meant to scare me. Underscoring it with a silent raspberry, the snapped wire that two days ago had connected my telephone still stuck from the wall. I spun and stormed back toward the sock wholesaler. A pretty young woman working an adding machine on the counter blushed and dropped her eyes in embarrassment when I came in. The priss – still reading her paper and apparently in charge – took a quick step back.

“May we help you?” she asked warily.

“Yeah. Since you run to the cops with gossip faster than you report a break-in, you can let me use your phone.”

She dodged sideways toward where it sat between her and the younger woman.

“It’s not for public–”

Before she could fling herself on it, the younger woman snatched the phone away by the cord and shoved it toward me. She bit her lip nervously.

The older woman glared at us both. I dialed.

“Let me speak to Hanlon or Leary. Tell them it’s Sullivan.” 

The adding machine clicked and ka-chunked a couple of times.

“Maggie Liz. Something wrong, is it?” asked Billy’s voice.

“Someone broke in at my place. Turned everything upside down. If Freeze isn’t curious enough to send one of his boys, can you get whoever’s on the beat to pay me a visit?”

“Your house or your office?” asked Billy.

“Office.”

“On the way.”

*  *  *
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Back in the office I turned my chair right side up. I eased myself into it, planted my hands on my desk and tried to focus on what was still the same. The desk was still upright. So was the file cabinet. So was the umbrella stand, although it had two dents in it now, one from where I’d beaned Benjamin Norris and one from kicking it a few minutes ago. In the four years since I’d hung out my shingle there’d been only one other time when someone snooped through my office. He at least had been polite enough to pick the lock. Now, in just three days, the cops had turned the place over, persons unknown had turned the place over, and a guy whose name I hadn’t known at the time had torn the place up.

The couple who ran the employment agency noticed the broken glass and stopped to offer neighborly sympathy. It was better than nothing.

I went back to my inventory of things that were still okay. My typewriter was where I’d left it. Whoever had done the decorating last night must not have wanted a hernia from hefting a Remington. Which meant the blotter was still in place beneath it. Which meant . . . . 

For the first time since opening my unlocked door my thoughts began to sharpen. Only half expecting reward, I slid my fingers under the blotter. The folder on my job for Lewis Throckmorton was still there. Since it held only two typed sheets, it was hard to tell if it had been disturbed. Still, I’d bet a quarter whoever dug through my stuff hadn’t found it. 

I was frowning over it, tapping my fingers, when I heard an explosive “Jesus, Mary and Joseph!”

The cops had arrived.

Billy Leary let out a slow whistle as he came through the door and surveyed my office. He wasn’t much taller than me with a robust head of hair that was mostly white now. It looked good with his merry eyes and ruddy cheeks.

“Looks like someone must’ve wanted something bad,” he said planting his fists at his waist and turning for a fuller look.

“Yeah. Maybe this.” I tapped the folder in front of me. 

“Which is?”

“Client file.” The hand I was resting on it spread protectively. Billy frowned, but he got the message.

“Have to do with that business Freeze was chasing yesterday?”

“I’m guessing so.” 

I cast a questioning glance toward the cop who was with him, who looked maybe six years older than me. His rusty red hair was just short of brown

“Oh, this is my partner, Mick Connelly,” Billy said interpreting my look. “He’s only been over a couple of years, so don’t treat him too harsh. Mick, meet Maggie Sullivan.”

“Miss Sullivan.” He nodded politely.

“What happened to Seamus? He was with you just yesterday.” Billy and Seamus had been a team as long as I could remember, which meant before I started school.

“Seamus has a knee giving out. Been doing mostly desk duty for the past eight months while I showed boy-o here some of the tricks. Yesterday Mick was in court.”

Connelly had begun a slow circuit of my room, hands clasped behind him, inspecting everything. He wasn’t a large man, five-ten or eleven, medium build, yet something about his presence made the room feel small. He moved soundlessly, a cat alert for prey. I tried to ignore his prowling.

“Freeze fill you in on anything?” I asked Billy.

He shook his head. “Saw him on the way out, told him you’d had a break-in. He said let him know if we found anything. His lads have other fish frying this morning. Had another big ticket burglary at a business last night.”

I nodded. There had been a string of break-ins at businesses in the last month or so. Times were still hard even though FDR’s New Deal was putting people back to work.

“Okay. I’ll start with what I didn’t tell Freeze.”

Connelly paused and turned his head to listen. Billy straightened my overturned client chair and sat down.

“You ever hear of a fellow named Peter Stowe? Works for a place on Zeigler that sells stationery, paper goods, business forms. Seems clean as a whistle.”

Billy shook his head and looked at his partner who gave a negative, then bent to study the books tossed onto the floor. Was he reading the damn titles? It felt almost like I was standing there in a swim suit. I forced my attention back to Billy’s familiar face.

I told them I’d been hired to do a background check without telling who hired me; that the name Elwood Beale had come up without telling how; that I’d asked some questions and Norris had turned up warning me to keep my nose out.

“I got the idea Norris worked for Beale,” I concluded. “But I know zero about who Beale is or what he does.” I looked carefully at Billy. He looked back. I wouldn’t ask him to find out for me just as he hadn’t asked to see the folder on my investigation. We both knew it.

Connelly looked up from perusing my books. “Squad’s not likely to send anyone to check these for fingerprints, seeing as how there’s no murder or major theft involved. Want me to put these back on the shelves?”

My defenses started to raise. This was my place. Nobody touched things but me. Then my brain reminded me how long straightening up was likely to take.

“Suit yourself.”  My dad’s voice chided me for not being more gracious. 

“Any way to guess when your visitors might have been here? Anyone work late?” Billy asked tugging his lip and eyeing me curiously.

“Only one I’ve known to be here at night is the salesman with the locked office nearest the elevator. But that’s only been Fridays, and only if he got off the road late.”

“Night watchman?”

“Comes on at eleven. Spends most of his time downstairs in the back room playing cards. Two Negro girls come in to clean around seven. They’d go nervous with you just because you’re cops, but they like me. I did one a favor. Let me talk to them. I’ll fill you in if there’s anything interesting.”

Billy looked at his partner, who shrugged. “We can write it up that they’ll be questioned when available.”

“My money’s on the watchman being too deep in his card game to hear anything,” I said.

“And you’re sure nothing’s missing?” Connelly shelved the last of the books with a hand that hefted four at once.

“Only a pint of gin that was two-thirds full.” Did he take me for a bimbo who wouldn’t know if something was missing from her own office?

Billy pulled a face, standing and preparing to leave. “We’ll ask around, pay a visit to the night watchman. But I don’t like you getting mixed up in something like this, Maggie Liz. Your dad wouldn’t either. Smart as you are, you’d make a fine teacher–”

“If you’re worried about me, how about telling Freeze to give my piece back,” I interrupted.

He sniffed and jammed his hat on his head. “And it’s welcome you are.”

Connelly followed him out, pausing to give the mere suggestion of a bow. His face was impassive.

“Ravishing hat, Miss Sullivan.”

I reached up to discover I’d never removed it.

Ravishing?

What the hell did he mean by that?


Five
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The prospect of putting my office together again so soon after I’d cleaned up from Norris stuck in my craw.  So did bobbing around like a cork tossed into a barrel of something I couldn’t identify. It was almost mid-morning and phoning to see if Throckmorton was in would give him a chance to duck if there was something he wasn’t telling me. That made a good argument for legging it over instead.

The office supply company he now ran had been started by his grandfather. It was big enough to have its own building, three stories of brick and on a corner with the business entrance on one street and a freight loading door on the other. Throckmorton’s office was on the second floor. His secretary looked up from a stack of letters she was sealing and stamping as I came in.

“I need to see Throckmorton,” I told her skipping the chit-chat.

“He’s in a meeting–”

I was past her and through his half-open door before she could finish. I planted myself in front of his desk with my fist on my hip.

“We need to talk.”

Throckmorton was a blinker when you caught him off guard, which I had. His eyes worked a couple of times. Then they glared. A girl with a pencil behind her ear sat next to his desk, and they’d been pouring over some papers. His secretary was right on my heels.

“I tried to stop her, Mr. Throckmorton. She pushed past–”

“Yes, yes, Helène.” He turned to the girl with the pencil behind her ear. “Leave these. I’ll come up after I’ve looked at the rest of them. Helène – close the door as you leave and see that we’re not interrupted.”

The women scurried. Throckmorton was a short little guy but he’d puffed up like a banty rooster. 

“Our appointment was yesterday, Miss Sullivan. I don’t take kindly–”

“How’s your nephew mixed up with Benny Norris?”

He blinked. Hard to tell whether it was the name or me cutting him off that had startled him.

“What? Who–?”

“No bells ringing? How about Elwood Beale?”

“I’ve never heard of these people, and this intrusion–”

“Any idea why people you’ve never heard of would threaten your nephew?”

He sank back. All the air went out of him. There was a chair in front of his desk I sat down uninvited.

“Threaten!” He repeated it so softly the outrush of air disturbed his tidy gray mustache. “Oh dear. Oh my.”

His distress seemed genuine enough. Yet from the beginning there’d been something briskly guarded about him. He told me what he wanted to but not a lot more. 

Nudging someone when they were worried was a fine way to get them to spill. I sat back and crossed my legs.

“Beale and one of his bodyguards stopped your nephew on the street the other day. It was clear they were having words and it wasn’t too friendly. Peter looked pretty shook up when they left. I found out Beale’s name and asked about him a couple of places. Next thing I know, a guy named Benny Norris, who’s Beale’s errand boy, shows up to warn me away. He rips my phone out, among other not-so-nice moves. That night he winds up with a couple of slugs in the back of his head. The cops haul me in to grill me about it – which is where I was yesterday. Don’t worry. I didn’t mention your name. Peter’s either.”

Throckmorton stroked nervously at his mustache. He stared at the desktop.

“It’s not possible. Peter’s not that sort.”

“Somebody broke into my office last night, turned everything inside out.  Hunting something to do with this unless I miss my guess. You sure there’s nothing you forgot to tell me when you hired me?”

He straightened indignantly. “That’s preposterous!” Behind his wide desk with its leather blotter and polished brass fixtures he looked scared as a lost child. He avoided my eyes.

“I – just knew Peter was acting strangely. As I said. He seemed to have something on his mind. And the fancy clothes....” As his voice dwindled he bestowed a stiff nod. “Very well. It did occur to me he might be involved with, well, the wrong kind of woman.”

“Or have his hand in the till?”

He swallowed. I leaned forward, trying to make sure he grasped the seriousness of whatever was going on. He understood bookkeeping forms and carbon paper; orders and deliveries. Most likely he had no inkling of a world where greed made even good people stupid, and men killed each other.

“We’re talking about murder, and something crooked enough and worth enough to commit murder. No matter how your nephew got involved, he’s in the middle now, and it could get him killed. You hired me to find out what he’s been up to. This is just the first whiff–”

A couple of quick raps sounded on his office door almost as it opened.

“Here are those order inventories– Oh! Excuse me!” A flaxen haired girl with wide blue eyes gestured awkwardly with the ledger she held. The blues swung toward me for a couple of seconds, staring, and then back to Throckmorton. She was biting her lip so hard I expected to see blood. “I’m sorry, sir! You said you wanted these right away. And Miss Abbott was in the hall showing a delivery–” 

“Just put them there, Miss Taylor.” Throckmorton gestured irritably toward a basket on his desk.

The girl’s hand shook as she obeyed. Giving me another once-over she hurried out. Poor kid. Throckmorton would probably rake her over the coals. After the door closed we both were silent a moment.

“I’m game to keep looking into this,” I resumed. “But there’s no telling where it could lead and you may not like what I learn.”

“I have to know.”

“The cops might find out faster–”

“No. Not unless it becomes absolutely necessary. Peter’s....” His chin lifted. “He was only nine when his parents died and he came to live with us. He’s more than a nephew. I ... think of him more as a son, I suppose.”

The words sounded stuffy. Either that or Throckmorton was laying it on pretty thick.  “So this is hard,” I said.

“It is.”

“What exactly does he do in the business?”

Throckmorton spread his hands. “Everything. Technically he’s supervisor of business maintenance. He’s in charge of making sure everyone’s satisfied with our service as well as our products. He makes regular contact with a number of our customers and suppliers, keeps his eyes and ears open for areas where we might improve; pays attention to trends, new products, things people wish they had that no one’s come up with yet. He even rides along with our delivery people twice a week or so just to make sure everything’s running smoothly. It also allows him to note any changes by regular customers that suggest adjustments we might want to make – for their sake or ours.”

Throckmorton sounded proud as he reeled it off. For the first time since we’d met he seemed to relax.

“He sits in on meetings with sales, advertising, purchasing, even maintenance. I value his comments, though he’s always reluctant to make them.” He ran his fingers down some of the paperwork he’d been looking at when I came in. “Since I have no son to step into my shoes, I’m hoping he’ll take over the business one day. Keep it in the family.”

“He get involved in accounting?”

“No, that’s my daughter’s department.” He squirmed in his chair. “She wanted a role in the business, and until she marries I see no harm in it. She’s quite good, actually.”

*  *  *
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I left Throckmorton’s office with new possibilities skipping around in my brain. His own daughter – only daughter, I was guessing – was interested in the business, involved in it, yet he planned to turn it over to his nephew.  I wondered how she felt about that.

Odds were it had never occurred to Throckmorton his daughter and nephew could be on the fiddle together. They’d grown up together. They could be involved romantically. Or one could be using the other. Or they could have formed a partnership strictly for money. Or maybe one was crooked and the other, having learned about it, was trying to cover it up. Any one of those possibilities could come served with a side of blackmail.

I came out the front door of Throckmorton’s office so deep in thought I’d have been easy prey for anyone wanting to jump me. As I passed an arch sheltering the door of the neighboring building the corner of my eye caught a blur of motion.

“I need to talk to you. About - about Peter Stowe,” said the nervous blue-eyed girl who’d blundered into Throckmorton’s office. Her hands wanted pockets they could shove into. Instead they were tightly curled. As she fell into step with me she flung a look over her shoulder. “Not now. I have to get back.”

“You know a place called Finn’s?” I asked.

She shook her head. 

“Respectable little joint. A girl can have a beer there without being bothered.” I told her how to find it.  “I’ll be there when you get off work.”

She swallowed and nodded. “Sometime after half past five.” She spun and fled.

Skittish as she was, I wondered if she’d show.


Six
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The super in charge of our building had three-day old breath and a personality that matched. I got off the elevator and saw him heading toward it from the general vicinity of my office. He noticed me and stopped, crossing his arms to show his authority.

“You’re going to pay to replace that glass,” he announced.

“Hey, thanks for your concern about my losses,” I said. “Maybe if your so-called watchman got up from his card game now and then and actually walked his rounds, you wouldn’t have hooligans breaking in. Or doesn’t the rent we pay here cover frills like security?”

His face turned red. It didn’t make him any handsomer. Throckmorton had told me to put any costs for repairs on his bill, so I wasn’t overly concerned about the door. It was true about the watchman, though, and since I’d put a few hundred miles on my own feet making rounds as a floorwalker, I didn’t think much of shirkers.

“I’m thinking your rent needs to increase,” the super said sourly. “This here’s a respectable building. Never was any trouble before you moved in. Now we got police all over two days in a row. Brawls. Break-ins–”

“The rent in this dump’s already overpriced. That’s why you’ve had two spots sitting vacant the last six months. Tell that poor excuse for a night watchman you’re docking him for the door repairs. Better still, give him his walking papers.” I marched past him. “And I want my phone working again by the end of the day or I can see to it there are cops here every day of the week.”

I opened my office door, which I’d made the grand gesture of locking in spite of its missing glass. The super was still standing with his arms crossed, but his glare was slipping.

While I’d been out, something new had appeared in my office. I noticed it in spite of the scattered files and a few things still lying upside down. A large manila envelope lay part way off one corner of my desk. Either someone had jimmied my lock again, or they’d lobbed the envelope through the hole that currently constituted the top half of my door. Given its tenuous perch, I suspected the latter. I bent over it, recognized the tidy lettering scribbled across one corner, and skewed my mouth.


See you’re finally redecorating.

Very modern. This will add

some pizzazz.


It didn’t take the initials to tell me who it was from. When I opened it, I found exactly what I expected. There in a glossy eight-by-ten was me being muscled into police headquarters by Fuller and the younger cop. Some day I might even put it on my wall.

*  *  *
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Finn’s wasn’t an old place, but it felt like it. The scarred wood tables shone with polishing, as did the chairs which mostly didn’t match. An L-shaped bar ran along one wall. The only brass at the bar was the foot rail. The only decoration was a few framed photographs here and there on the walls, old people in front of thatched cottages mostly, although one was of three barefoot kids and another showed a flock of sheep filling an unpaved lane as they came toward the camera. Somebody had said that sitting here was like sitting in County Clare, but I hadn’t been there, or any place outside of Ohio, and maybe whoever said it hadn’t either.

I sat at a table halfway back, facing the door so the girl I was meeting could see me. My guess was she’d never walked into a joint by herself, but there weren’t many tearooms open this time of day. Finn’s was far enough from her building that no one she worked with was likely to turn up, yet an easy walk to the streetcar line. I came here a lot at the end of the week. After the one I’d had, I was glad to sit in friendly surroundings and sip some good dark stout while I wondered if the girl would show and if I’d learn anything worth knowing if she did.

My stout was halfway gone when she finally came in. I noticed her standing just inside the door. She was clutching her pocketbook in front of her for support. Raising one hand I tootled my fingers. 

“Sit down,” I invited when she came over. “Any trouble finding the place?”

She perched nervously on the edge of the chair and shook her head. Her hands continued to clutch the pocketbook, which she balanced on her knees now.

“I was counting on your hat to help me spot you, though, so I’m glad you waved. It’s a wonderful hat,” she added with a wistfulness that told me she meant it.

“Didn’t think.” I smiled. In the interest of playing it safe, I’d ditched the hat before leaving my office. “Could I buy you a beer?”

She looked down shyly. “I usually stick to lemonade, or ginger soda.”

“They’ve got ginger. This time of year they have cider mixed with fizzy water, too. It’s pretty good.”

The novelty of it took her mind off her nervousness. “That does sound nice. I’ll try that.”

I went to the bar and brought it back. While she took a sip I got a better look at her. She had the soft-edged prettiness of a watercolor. Cheeks and lips uncommonly pink for a blonde. A sweetness about her that just about invited a man to break her heart.

“My name’s Maggie,” I said. “Maggie Sullivan.”

“I’m Thelma.” She swallowed, and it wasn’t from the cider. At least her pocketbook had found its way onto the table. “I – I overheard what you were saying about Peter – about Mr. Stowe. I didn’t mean to, but Mr. Throckmorton had asked for the inventories and Helène was busy out in the hall and when I saw the door was closed, I started to knock, but then –”

“It’s okay.”

“I heard you saying things about murder and Pe– Mr. Stowe being part of something crooked and it’s not–”

“Hey, take it easy,” I said.  Her blue eyes were filling with tears.

“You don’t understand! He wouldn’t do things like you’re saying. He’s not like that. He’s honest. He’s good and he thinks about other people. He does! And when I heard you say Mr. Throckmorton had hired you to - to find out things about Peter – and that he could be in danger – Peter, I mean, I – well, I had to see what you looked like. So I came in.”

Her tears spilled over. I reached in my pocket and offered her a fresh white hanky. She shook her head and scrabbled in her purse until she found her own. It was edged in lace. Delicate. Like her.

I waited until the downpour ended and she’d dabbed at her eyes. “Have a drink of cider,” I encouraged. “You wanted to know what I looked like so you could wait for me outside?”

She took a couple of hiccuping little sips. When she looked at me the unhappiness on her face was laced with bewilderment. “I don’t know what I intended. I just knew right then – when I heard – that’s what I had to do.”

I sat back and studied her. The kid had been scared to death when she blundered into that office but she’d done it anyway. Only one thing likely to make her do something like that.

“Are you and Peter Stowe an item?” I asked.

Her blush was all the answer I needed.

“Nobody knows ... and that’s not why I said he’d never do things like the ones you were talking about. Anybody who knows him would tell you the same thing. He is good, and he cares about the business, even if–” She broke off and took a quick drink of cider in hopes of erasing her last words.

“Even if?” I prompted.

“It’s just, well, I don’t think he’s as crazy about the business as Mr. Throckmorton and Miss Flora are. But he’d never do anything to hurt the business – or his uncle.”

I nodded, which would let her think what she wanted, which was that I believed her. She wouldn’t be the first girl to think the rat she was crazy about was a saint. I was guessing ‘Miss Flora’ was Throckmorton’s daughter, but I’d delay the side trips until Thelma had spilled all she had to spill.

“That all you wanted to let me know about Peter? That he’s a good fellow?”

Her teeth crept out on her lip, but they didn’t bite down the way they had in Throckmorton’s office. She was only worried now, not scared.

“He - he might be in some kind of trouble. But I don’t know what – and maybe I’m wrong.”

“Okay.”

She frowned, still reluctant to be what she probably considered disloyal. “You’re some kind of detective, aren’t you?”

“Private. No connections with the police. Peter’s uncle came to me because he thinks Peter might be in some kind of trouble too. Says he’s been acting strange lately. Distracted. Jumpy.” I made the last one up and I didn’t mention the nephew’s new clothes. It worked.

“Yes. That’s it exactly .” She let her breath out and drank some cider. I gave her a minute. “We’ve been seeing each other since March. It’s kind of steady now. We - we really get on.” She blushed again looking shyly at the rim of her glass. “Like I said, nobody knows. It might not look right at work.

“Peter’s kind of quiet, but a couple months back – not long after the Fourth of July – he picked me up one night and he was in such a good mood. When I asked why, he just laughed and said because we lived in a city filled with possibilities. He took me to a really nice restaurant – fancier than we usually go to, I mean. I said we oughtn’t go someplace that expensive, but he said not to worry. 

“After that he was like his old self for a while, only ... happier.”

“Then what happened?”

“I don’t know when it started.” She frowned. “I just began to realize he was quieter than usual. Like he had something on his mind. Then one day – it was maybe three or four weeks ago – we’d met to have a sandwich after work. We were leaving the restaurant and Peter had started to open the door. All of a sudden he let it close and spun around, said he’d left something on the table. Then he patted his pocket and said he guessed he’d been wrong. But it looked, well, phoney. Like he’d been avoiding somebody he didn’t want to meet.”

“Someone from work?”

“I don’t think so, because that weekend we went to a play at the Vic. After it let out we were bumping along with the rest of the crowd when a big car started to roll along next to us, quite slowly. Peter shoved some change into my hand and told me to walk on ahead to the corner and take a cab home.”

“Did he get in the car?”

“I don’t know. When I looked back I didn’t see him. Next day he apologized, said he’d seen someone he’d been trying to get in touch with. After that, he always seemed to look around a lot. He never relaxed.”

She was into her story now. Relieved to be telling someone.  She gulped some cider.

“Monday ...” Her teeth scraped lightly across her lip. “Monday he was going to pick me up after he got out of this class he’s been taking. Sometimes we do that. Just have coffee or maybe take a walk. But he didn’t show up when he was supposed to. It was almost two hours before he called. He said he had a terrible headache. The next day when I saw him at work, his lip was all cut and puffy. There was a cut by his eye, too.”

Monday. The day I’d seen the goons from the green Packard muscle him. But they hadn’t roughed him up. A few hours later I’d followed him to the university and back and nothing had happened. When had someone gotten to him without my seeing? And why?

“Did you ask him what happened?”

“Yes. He said he got up in the night to take more aspirin and banged his head on the medicine cabinet.”

Thelma didn’t believe it. Neither did I. Her blue eyes were large with frightened pleading.

“Please – I know Mr. Throckmorton hired you to find out what Peter’s been doing. But can’t you help him somehow? Please. Don’t let him get hurt.”


Seven

––––––––
[image: ]


My stout was flat by the time Thelma left. I got another one which I savored slowly as I walked my mind back through what she’d told me to see if I’d missed anything. Stowe lived in a respectable apartment building, so I couldn’t keep tabs on him in the evening unless he went out. That meant the roughing up he’d gotten on Monday must have happened in his own apartment and whoever gave it had known where he lived.

For the price of a cider for Thelma I now knew a good deal more than I had when I’d left Throckmorton’s office. I knew Peter Stowe had a girlfriend. She was a nice kid, not the floozie his uncle suggested as the cause of his behavior. If Stowe really was sweet on her it might explain his new clothes, even his distracted manner. But Thelma’s account of his split lip confirmed he was in serious trouble.

Could be he gambled and owed someone money. Thelma had denied it, but I wondered how well she knew him. When I’d asked about his friends, she couldn’t name any except Flora, his cousin. Thelma claimed he read a lot, mentioned his class again. In the end, I told her the best way to help Peter was to tell him to come to his uncle or me and level about whatever was happening.

It was going on six and Finn’s was getting noisy. Comfortable noise. Customers who knew each other exchanging greetings, kidding and laughing.  It wound around me like a friendly cat, soothing me after a week I’d like to forget. Sitting here was the closest I felt to being at home. A month before my father died, I’d sold the house I’d grown up in to pay for his medical needs. Mercifully, he hadn’t known. Four days after his wake I’d had to clear out to make way for strangers.

I was contemplating a bowl of Irish stew – the real thing except without lamb since it was Friday. All at once I sensed someone had stopped by my table. Expecting to see one of the regulars at Finn’s I looked up. It was Billy’s new partner, the one with rusty hair.

“Billy told me I’d like as not find you here. Okay if I sit?”

Before I could answer he dropped onto a chair and slid a squarish parcel discreetly toward me. “Billy thought you might be glad to have this back.”
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