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Chapter One
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Carrie stood at the third-floor window, squinting as she watched Peter Callender in the parking lot below. The day was cool but bright, and the dumpy little man whose motives she knew so well moved busily in and out of her range of vision, disappearing several times down the alley and returning with a can of garbage each time. The overfilled receptacles were a lot for a man with spaghetti arms to carry, and she heard an occasional scrape as the can’s metal bottom brushed the concrete. Determination provided strength for the task, and Peter dumped the contents of each can beside the last, forming a disgusting, noxious wall of garbage around the sides and rear of a cream-colored Cadillac parked in his designated parking space.

The Caddy belonged to Peter’s brother and business partner, Jim Callender. Jim had usurped Peter’s space so an attractive female client could leave her new, 1968 Mustang convertible in Jim’s space. The car sat two spaces down, its chrome wheels sparkling in the October sunlight. Carrie could admire its sleek lines without losing track of Peter’s progress.

Jim and the lady in question had gone off together for a “consultation,” a term that caused Peter and the other partner, a cousin named Brad Callender, to roll their eyes each time Jim used it. Bluntly speaking, they had gone to a nearby hotel for a quickie, leaving both cars at the office for the sake of appearances. That left no parking space for Peter when he returned from lunch. While his Thunderbird sat in a One Hour Parking Only space on the street, Peter took his revenge, one gooey pile of trash at a time.

As she turned away from the window, Carrie sighed. Her work was almost finished for the day, but she wouldn’t be leaving soon. When Peter had finished his juvenile prank and gone home, she’d trek down to the Caddy and un-barricade it before Jim returned. It was sure to be a nasty job, but office peace would be maintained—at least for a while.

Carrie had worked for the law firm of Callender, Callender, and Callender for almost two years, longer than any other secretary had tolerated the antics of the three adult delinquents. Decent lawyers, successful men, and responsible citizens in many ways, they hated each other passionately and aired their feelings at peak volume when the mood struck one, two, and sometimes all three of them.

Past secretaries had quit in tears, in anger, and in disgust, but Carrie stayed on, braving the shouting and the lunacy. Maybe she’d become used to their ways, or, as her mother said over and over, maybe she had no common sense. Mostly she couldn’t face the prospect of looking for another job, since she didn’t exactly inspire confidence in prospective employers. The Callenders liked her, though they didn’t like each other. The coping mechanism Carrie had developed over time was to foresee and forestall trouble whenever possible.

Brad, the cheap one, had billed his own uncle at a ridiculous rate for preparing his will. (“Why not? The old geezer’s rolling in money.”) Carrie treated it as if it were her own clerical error and got Peter to fix it. When Peter dithered with useless detail until papers were late getting filed, she suggested a revolving system for proofing documents and left Peter out of the rotation when a deadline was close. She even managed sometimes to keep Jim’s escapades with female clients a secret from the other two, though what they did know was scandalous enough.

Difficult as it was, Carrie made the office work, and for that the Callenders were grateful in their way. Still, it was awful when they went at each other, screaming, swearing, and shouting for hours on end, followed by a day, sometimes two or three, where Carrie was the only one any of them would speak to. Peter and Jim were the worst, but Brad egged them on, siding with Jim sometimes and Peter others. Occasionally the brothers united against him too. She never knew how it would play out.

That was why today she’d remove the trash from around Jim’s car and hope neither man mentioned it in the morning. Peter would think Jim too proud to say anything, and Jim would never know he’d been the target of Peter’s vendetta.

As Carrie started down the hallway to the stairs, broom in hand, she heard feet shuffling on the landing above and a voice called, “Where you goin’, Miss Walsh?” She turned to see Bea, the building’s cleaning lady, coming down the stairs. Bea, twice Carrie’s size and age and suffering from bad feet, still did the work of three men. A static-y transistor radio broadcast Motown music from her belt, since Bea claimed she cleaned better with accompaniment. She was especially fond of the Temptations, but now she dialed down the volume to barely audible.

When Carrie shrugged, Bea answered her own question. “You’re gonna clean up his mess, ain’t you?”

No doubt all the tenants were snickering about Jim’s stunt by now. Carrie shrugged a second time. “It won’t take long, and tomorrow will be a lot easier.”

“It ain’t your job.” Bea set the mop down with a thump, and folds of skin under her chin wobbled as she shook her head. “That copper-colored hair of yours don’t give them the right to treat you like a red-headed step-child.”

“They don’t do it to me. They do it to each other,” Carrie reasoned. “It makes things easier when I fix the things that are fixable.”

“Like when you cleaned the spaghetti off the wall after Peter missed Jim with it, or when you bought a new lamp with your own money so Brad wouldn’t know Jim busted his?” Bea shook her mop and the smell of pine wafted toward Carrie. “It ain’t right, you babying them men. Lotsa better lawyers would hire a secretary good as you.”

Carrie’s laugh was mirthless. “I don’t know any. They all want girls with an associate degree.” She added somewhat wistfully, “And girls with—I don’t know—class.” Bea opened her mouth to say something, but Carrie pointed to herself. “I know what kind of impression I make with my frizzy hair and Twiggy body. I’m terrible with clothes. I blush when a stranger looks at me.” She touched the black frames that hid much of her face. “And what lawyer wants a girl with Coke-bottle glasses and a squint to be the first one clients see?”

Bea put up a finger as if to argue, but Carrie went on in a burst of self-deprecation. “I’m lucky the Callenders are so hard to work for. It meant they had to give me a chance.” She shoved her glasses into place with a quick jab, a habit of necessity since the heavy lenses caused them to slide down her nose constantly. “I’m stuck with this job, so I’ll clean up Jim’s little prank and go on.”

Bea sighed as if to say she disagreed but wouldn’t argue. Instead, she set her mop in a corner and pulled yellow cotton gloves from her left back pocket. “It ain’t my mess either, but the two of us will get done twice as fast.”

They went to work, Bea shoveling the trash back into the metal cans with a large dustpan and Carrie dragging them into the alley from whence they came. Bea insisted on taking the dirtier job, since she was dressed for it, though Carrie’s brown skirt and sweater wouldn’t have shown the dirt much.

It was five-twenty when Carrie, hauling the last empty can within Bea’s reach, looked at her watch, “I have to call the courthouse before five-thirty. Let’s go back inside, and I’ll finish this later.”

“This should be the last one,” Bea said, surveying their work. “I’ll fill it, and you can haul it into the alley on your way to the bus stop.” She checked her watch. “It’s Tuesday, so the boss-man will be stopping by to see if he can catch me goofing off.” With a grin she added, “He always show up when the TNT Bar down the street has two-for-one-drinks.”

“You’re an angel.” Giving the older woman a quick hug, Carrie headed upstairs.

She left work fifteen minutes later, having made her call and finished the office chores. The early autumn darkness had descended, and everyone else in the building was gone. Jim’s car and the Mustang were still there, so it appeared the “matinee” was turning into an evening performance. At least he’d never know about Peter’s nasty trick.

Hitching her purse strap higher on her shoulder, Carrie picked up the last trash can by its handles, feeling the cold metal through her gloves. The can smelled of mimeograph ink and something fruity, maybe peaches. It was full, and she concentrated on keeping it upright so as not to spill the contents as she entered the alley. Along the wall were the six cans she’d lugged back earlier, and she headed for the end of the line, waddling clumsily under the weight she carried.

Movement to her right caught her eye, and Carrie peered toward the opposite end of the alley. Two men stood over a third figure, all silhouetted against a lighter building across the street. Though Carrie saw only shapes, one man appeared to be searching the fallen one’s clothing while the other stood back, separating himself from the action. Surprise caused Carrie to tip the can she carried, and its lid dropped to the pavement with a clatter. The two standing men looked toward her, startled. An instant later they reacted, disappearing around the building.

Carrie stood for a moment in shock, struggling to take in what she’d seen. When she recovered her wits, she hurried to where the fallen man lay flat on his back, very still. “Are you all right?” He moaned softly in response. After checking the street to be sure his attackers were gone, she knelt beside him on the cold bricks.

He was about her age, with even features that were pinched with pain. In the shadowy light Carrie saw his corduroy jacket and tight-ribbed sweater were stained with blood that bubbled from a wound in his chest. Instinctively she put her hand over it, trying to stop the flow. Could he live through the loss of so much blood?

The man seemed aware of her presence. His mouth moved, and he tried to form words. She leaned close, still applying pressure to the wound. “Lie still. I’ll get help, and we’ll get you to a hospital.”

Surprisingly strong fingers gripped her hand, and the man tried again to speak, a whisper coming with each ragged breath. Carrie listened intently. Whatever he had to say was important to him.

“Tell Jack—Namwise, Kali—Shurenz. Please—Jack.”

Feeling the fingers begin to lose their grip, Carrie looked into the dying man’s eyes and said, “I’ll tell Jack exactly what you said. Now lie still.” A strangled sigh told her no doctor could save the man. Instead, she stayed with him, holding his hand until the grip relaxed. Then, with tears in her own eyes, she closed his sightless ones and went to find a different kind of help.
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Chapter Two
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Sergeant Bill Stevenson stood outside the small room where Carrie Walsh sat looking at mug books. As he waited, Bill looked out the second-story window at the street below. At the Genesee County Courthouse people moved in and out, either searching for justice or hoping to avoid it. Farther down the street, the Flint Cinema advertised Bullitt, Steve McQueen’s new movie.

Too bad real life wasn’t like the movies. Stevenson had a murder to solve, but no expectation it would happen. The girl in the next room had paged through books for an hour, ignoring the station’s terrible coffee after a single sip, though she thanked him politely for it.

There wasn’t much chance of success, but she was anxious to help, and she was a nice girl. From the thick glasses she wore, Stevenson figured Carrie Walsh wasn’t a great witness. She’d seen only shapes in the alley, two men, one slight the other of better than average size.

Stevenson had already concluded it was one of the senseless deaths that made his job so frustrating. The victim was an average guy with no enemies, at least according to his business partner, Jack Porter. He hadn’t been robbed, and it didn’t seem like any kind of a sex thing. Two unknown men had dragged him into an alley, knocked him around a bit, and then stabbed him. Todd Sachs had died as a result.

It was even possible the two men Carrie had seen were just opportunists who happened along as Sachs lay dying. They’d been searching him, she said, but what they’d been looking for other than a few bucks, no one could say. Sachs hadn’t even had a real job, though he and Porter had been working on it.

Private detectives—the thought made Stevenson snort softly in disgust. Just what Flint needed, two amateurs trying to sort out the mess that was Michigan’s murder capital. At least these guys had the background for it: army training and combat experience. Not a bad idea if you were going to open an office on Dort Highway.

A chair scraped against the tile floor, and the sergeant turned his attention again to Carrie Walsh. She’d finished the last book, and she removed her glasses and leaned back to rub her eyes. Without the clunky black frames, the lenses that distorted her eyes, and the squint that appeared when she focused on something, she wasn’t bad looking. Her long, reddish-brown hair had a lot of curl to it, even if the ends kind of frizzed out. Her green eyes were nice. Her pale, freckled complexion, which he bet she hated, was smooth, like fine china. Her clothes were about as attractive as his Aunt Mildred’s, but she had long legs, a nice build, and—Stevenson stopped, reminding himself to be the businesslike, married cop he was.

“Anything?”

“No. I’m sorry.”

He smiled, a quick bend of his lips. “I doubt the men you saw are in those books.”

She gave him the already-familiar squint. “Really? I hoped we’d catch them.”

Noting the we, Stevenson smiled to himself, though he kept his expression serious. He rose, moved to her side, took the book she’d closed, and slid it atop the others with a soft clunk. “This crime was probably random, someone looking for cash. They didn’t get it because you showed up and stopped them.” She nodded, accepting that at least she’d interrupted the criminals’ plans somewhat. “They could be drifters who came in on a train and left town the same way. Lots of times criminals can avoid arrest just by staying on the move.”

Miss Walsh nodded, putting her ugly glasses back on. “I’ve never seen anyone die before, and to die only because you were on a certain street at a certain moment—that’s awful.” He could have told her it happened all the time, but something in her innocent face made him want to shield her from the knowledge. She frowned at the mug books then turned to him. “Did Mr. Sachs have family?”

“No,” Stevenson answered. “His parents are dead, he’d never married, and he had only one sibling, a brother killed in Vietnam a few years ago. His partner, Jack Porter, will be taking care of—matters.”

“That’s the Jack I was supposed to give the message to?”

“Probably, but the message means nothing to Porter.”

“It meant something to Mr. Sachs. He insisted I had to tell Jack.”

Stevenson shifted his weight. His knees hurt, which wasn’t unusual. “People close to death sometimes seem to have something very important to say. They struggle to get it out, and others agonize over what it is. In the end it might turn out to be something like, ‘The sky is blue.’ It’s death they feel coming over them, and all they want is to communicate with the living one more time.”

Miss Walsh frowned. “Maybe I didn’t get it right.”

“It was probably nothing,” he repeated. “You shouldn’t worry about it.”

“I’m sure you’re right.” The girl’s smile was pretty, but if they’d passed on the street, he’d have looked right past her. What made her so—what was the word—frumpy?

Stevenson sincerely thanked Miss Walsh for being a concerned citizen. People had been known to ignore the dead and the dying on American streets, like a recent incident when a young woman had screamed repeatedly for help as she was chased, stabbed, and eventually murdered. That woman had died alone, but Carrie Walsh would have waded in, with her poor eyesight and her one-hundred-twenty pounds, and made a difference. Maybe not in the crime itself, but in the perceptions that cops like Stevenson had of the citizenry of the nation.

***
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CARRIE MISSED WORK Wednesday because of the police investigation into the death of Todd Sachs, but on Thursday she returned to the office, pale but composed. All morning the Callenders were quiet as she caught up on the most pressing items. With only the sound of her typewriter and the occasional phone call, the office functioned as an office should. By lunchtime, the Callenders were bursting with curiosity, and they began picking at Carrie to get her to tell the details of the murder she’d witnessed.

She told the story, neglecting to mention why she’d been in the building’s alley so late. Sadly, their reaction didn’t surprise Carrie at all.

“Drug dealers,” Peter proclaimed. “It’s just as well when they kill each other off.”

“But the police don’t think Mr. Sachs was dealing in drugs,” she objected.

“Of course he was.” For once Jim agreed with his brother. “Those guys come back from Vietnam addicts, most of ’em, anyway. The only way they can feed their habit is to sell the stuff.”

“It’s too bad you had to see it, Miss Walsh,” Brad consoled, “but that’s how the world is these days. We need to stay out of the affairs of little countries no one’s ever heard of. Those people over there don’t value human life, and our guys come back infected with their ideas.”

The refrain was familiar, but she wasn’t in the mood for it today. Carrie busied herself with work, and the Callenders moved back to their insular mini worlds.

Later in the day, her employers’ interest turned to local affairs, at least to Jim’s. Brad began it with an apparently innocent question.

“Jim, did you have time to talk with Mrs. Meyers about her divorce?”

“I’ve decided to handle her case,” Jim replied, which set Peter off.

“That’s what we call it now—handling her case?”

Brad tittered, and Carrie sighed at his phrasing. Jim thought if he simply refused to admit what he did, no one could censure him for it.

“I cannot believe you—” Peter began, and they were screaming at each other in no time. Brad took Peter’s side this time. Even dumpier and more mealy-mouthed than Peter, he couldn’t resist commenting on the length of Jim’s “conference” with Mrs. Meyers and the lady’s “assets.” Jim, the only one of the three with any outward charm, had none within. His handsome face turned red and tightened to an ugly glare. Caught in his own lies and misdemeanors, Jim’s usual response was, “None of your business.” That was what he said—shouted—in this instance too.

Peter, usually the most composed of the three, lost both control and dignity when a battle began in earnest. He threw things, stomped around the office, and repeated himself to the point of idiocy. Today it was, “I can’t accept this. I just can’t.”

The Callender fights were legendary and eerily similar in structure. When something happened that made one of the three unhappy, he commented on it persistently until he got a rise out of one of the other two. It sometimes took an hour or so for open war to break out. There were days when one or another even tried to avoid it, but eventually one of them would take a louder tone and a more aggressive style. Escalation was then quick and terrible.

“Can’t accept what?” Jim sneered at his brother.

“Your behavior is a reflection on the firm and on the family. Dalliance with clients is unconscionable, and I won’t have it anymore.”

It had been said a dozen times, but Jim reacted as if stunned. “You won’t have it? Who are you to tell me what to do with my life, Mr. Perfect? If we all operated the way you do, we’d have no clients at all.”

Peter rose from his desk. “I work on business principles: fair profit for fair work.”

Brad, whom Carrie’s father would have called “Pencil-neck,” stepped in. “We can’t have your relationships with women dictating our practices, Jim. Why, last week you didn’t even charge Miss Chaplain for preparing her will.”

“Sometimes we give up something to get something,” Jim retorted. “Miss Chaplain will return with her million-dollar holdings when she needs further legal help.”

Peter snorted derisively. “And we’ll lose the rest of the family if they learn how you carried on with a girl twenty years your junior.”

“Fifteen,” Jim amended huffily. “And age has nothing to do with physical attraction. Miss Chaplain is a legal adult.”

“Chronologically,” Brad corrected. “I’d put her mental age at fifteen.”

“Shut up! You’re so jealous your teeth are green.” Jim’s shout signaled the end of what might possibly be called discussion.

“Don’t tell him to shut up,” Peter growled. “It’s your fly that should be shut up.”

“I do not have to be insulted in my own office!”

“—Taking advantage of a woman in crisis.”

“—How to run my life, especially not zeros like you.”

“—Could affect our profits disastrously.”

“—The best lawyer in this room! You need me, not the other way around!”

While Peter screamed at Jim and Jim swore at Brad for starting it, Carrie finished typing a letter required for the next day. Waiting until all three men paused, each trying to think of something scathing to shout at the other two, she said,“I’m going home.”

All three Callenders turned to her in shock.

“Why?” Brad asked.

“Are you sick?” Peter added.

“Upset?” That was Jim, who considered himself sensitive to women’s needs.

“I need time to think things over.”

“What things?” Peter asked, but Brad elbowed him. Finally realizing her departure might have to do with their behavior, he mumbled, “Whatever you need, Miss Walsh. We’ll manage.”

Jim held her coat, and Brad picked up her hounds-tooth purse and black gloves and handed them to her. Peter walked her to the door, promised to close up the office, and patted her arm, awkwardly but with concern. She knew what they were thinking. Would she quit, as all the others had?

They stood watching her, three spoiled children with law degrees. Carrie caught a whiff of Jim’s overbearing after shave and noticed Brad’s moist forehead. Why did she put up with them? Words rose to her lips, threats that they’d better behave or she would quit, but she didn’t have the heart. Promising to come early tomorrow and catch up, Carrie left.

On the stairs she met Bea, ascending with a bucket of cleaning supplies and Smoky Robinson on the transistor. The scent of Lestoil wafted around her. “Miss Walsh,” she said earnestly, “I feel terrible about your scare the other night. I shoulda took that last can myself. We’d both been long gone when that poor man got killed.”

“Bea,” Carrie said tiredly, “Neither of us could have known it would happen.”

Voices raised behind them caught Bea’s attention. “They at it again?”

“Most days I can take it, but today...” She shook her head in frustration.

“You shouldn’t have to take what the three stooges in there dish out. I can’t imagine what those boys’ mother is like.”

Carrie grinned. “I’ve met Mrs. Callender. She’s a dignified, serene lady.”

Bea rolled her eyes dramatically. “Then their daddy musta been somethin’ else.”

“Peter Callender, Senior was a Michigan supreme court justice,” Carrie informed her with a chuckle. “Makes you wonder if evolution doesn’t sometimes go backward.”

“I don’t believe that evolution stuff anyway,” Bea scoffed. “I ain’t related to no monkey; I don’t care what anybody says.” Looking upward as a loud crash punctuated someone’s viewpoint in the ongoing argument, she smiled grimly. “Monkeys would object to being related to them.”

“Probably.”

Bea patted Carrie’s arm. “You go home and rest up. And think about whether you wouldn’t be happier working where there’s some sane people.”

“I will.” As she continued down the stairs Carrie thought, I’ll think, and I’ll wish, but in the end, I’ll stay where I am. I’m the kind of person who keeps doing what she’s been doing, even if it’s dumb.
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Chapter Three
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On the street Carrie stopped, unsure of what she’d had in mind when she left the office. Did she want to go back to her apartment and stare at four walls? Glancing upward, she saw three anxious faces at the window. The Callenders were worried, but what did they fear more: that she’d have a nervous breakdown or that she’d quit? A breakdown wasn’t imminent, and she thought she’d handled violent death and police procedures well. It was the ridiculous fighting of her bosses that rankled today.

Bea’s advice echoed in her head. Would she be happier somewhere else? Another question followed that one. Was she happy where she was? The answer was easy: no.

Todd Sachs’s life had ended far too early. Had he had dreams, things he planned to accomplish that were impossible now? She turned the question around. What were her dreams? Would she ever reach for them? Did she even know what her dreams were?

Carrie hated working for the Callenders. Even when they were nice to her, they weren’t nice people. They needed a babysitter, not a secretary. But her dreams?

Flint didn’t offer a lot of opportunities outside the auto plants, and Carrie had been determined to avoid the grinding life there. A company town, Flint had no pretensions to charm and few touches of beauty. Many residents considered their stay temporary, even though it lasted twenty or thirty years. Factories offered stable employment at good pay, so people from all over the Midwest came to put in their time then go “home” upon retirement, whether to northern Michigan or to Kentucky, Missouri, or Tennessee. In the time between, they tried not to notice the grayness of the city, the despair of those around them, and the years that stretched ahead.

Carrie had felt lucky to get on at the law firm, having had only two clerical classes as preparation. The pay was all right, the hours regular, and the work well within her abilities. Only the Callenders themselves made the job difficult. Although she’d considered looking for a new job, she hadn’t, mostly due to Onalee Walsh, her mother.

Onalee made everything Carrie did seem odd and a bit distasteful. A beauty whose makeup was always perfect, whose nails were never without polish, and who moved about in a cloud of Chanel #5 had found it unbelievable that she’d produced a gangly, tomboyish daughter. Carrie felt clumsy and plain next to her mother, who could show displeasure with just a raised brow and a flare of her nostrils.

Though Carrie had never felt she and her mother were close, Onalee objected when her daughter moved out of their home in Flushing, a town outside Flint. “The downtown is taken over these days with hippies and freaks,” she’d claimed. Mom hadn’t approved of Carrie working for lawyers either. “You’ll be dealing with criminals every single day!” Most of all she’d objected to her daughter’s renting the upper story of a house owned by a local college professor. As soon as she met the man, she declared him “a bohemian and worse!”

Allan Fournier had been Carrie’s instructor in Business English, and he’d taken a liking to her. When the Callenders called the college looking for a secretary he’d recommended her, unaware at the time of their office histrionics. Carrie learned later he’d worked on the Callenders, cajoling them into giving her a chance.

Once she got the job, Fournier offered the apartment in his home on Kensington, a stately street of brick homes, well-kept and separate from the seedier areas of downtown. It was a short bus ride to her new place of employment, and it was far enough away from Flushing to make visiting inconvenient for Onalee, who didn’t like city driving. Carrie accepted Fournier’s offer before she told her mother any of it.

For once Carrie had faced her mother’s anger, assuring her Doctor Fournier was both protective and a perfect gentleman. He was those things and more: kind-hearted, intelligent, and flamboyantly gay. That she didn’t discuss with Onalee.

Standing up to her mother back then had been hard. It would be worse now to admit she hated her job and wanted out. Carrie imagined her mother insisting she return home and abandon plans for a career. “I’ve been patient with this idea of a career, Caroline, but you’ve had your fun,” she’d say. “It’s time to settle down before you’re too old to find someone.”

Back in Flushing, Carrie would suffer arranged meetings with sons of her mother’s friends, men who would take her to a movie and paw clumsily at her chest in the darkness. That was what a girl was supposed to do: find a man and get married.

Only Doctor Fournier (and Bea the janitor, she amended) encouraged Carrie to think of work as a career and not a way to keep busy while she waited for Mr. Right. “I’ve been waiting for Mr. Right for forty years,” Fournier joked. “I don’t think he’s coming.”

That reminded Carrie her landlord had classes until eight today. She’d have no one to talk to if she went home.

A glance upward revealed three faces still peering down at her, so Carrie started off in the general direction of the bus stop. Wandering idly down several streets, letting her thoughts wander as well, she found herself outside a small deli she’d never noticed before. The plan must have been to serve lunches to busy workers, but the tables were deserted. Still, a cup of coffee sounded good. The afternoon wind had a bite to it.

The place smelled of cinnamon, coffee, and fresh bread, but the atmosphere was otherwise uninviting. A flat-faced, disinterested woman slouched behind the counter. A man with a very bad complexion leaned against an oilcloth covered table behind her. “What can I get for you?” The woman’s tone was surly.

“I’ll have a coffee to go, please,” Carrie said. Then, feeling their disapproval at the tiny sale, she added, “and one of those sugar cookies.”

The woman took a cookie from the tray with an irritated air. “She wants one cookie,” she asked the man as if Carrie weren’t there. “What should I charge her?”

The man looked at Carrie and apparently judged her too timid to argue. “A dime.” Carrie glanced at the sign. Cookies were thirty-nine cents a dozen. Face burning, she gave the woman a quarter and received four cents change.

On the sidewalk again, her embarrassment turned to anger, No wonder they had no business: rude and cheaters to boot. Mostly she berated herself. She couldn’t stand up to the Callenders or to her mother, couldn’t find the nerve to say no to a ten-cent cookie. When would she grow up?

Her thoughts returned to the men in the alley. She’d faced them, at least a little. She hadn’t run away from the danger, the blood, and the dying man. Suddenly Carrie wanted to talk to someone about Todd Sachs. The partner—Somebody Porter. Should she go see him? The building they’d rented was nearby, which was why Sachs had been in the area.

On impulse she turned and walked the other way, passing her office building again. Along Robert T. Longway Boulevard were the offices of doctors, lawyers, and other professionals, but at Dort Highway it was as if some invisible line had been crossed. Businesses had bars on their windows and metal grilles at the doors to prevent break-ins. The odor of automotive work permeated the air: oil, gas, diesel fumes, the smell of tires and ongoing welding. The area was the city’s auto shop.

Where Longway angled into Dort, Carrie stopped. Half a block ahead sat a small building recently painted a crisp white. A hand-lettered board in the window said, Eagle Private Detective Agency Opening Soon.

Carrie peered in at the window, mustering her courage. The place looked like it had once been an auto-parts store. At the front was a counter and behind it a wall. A doorway led into the back of the building, which she assumed had once been for storage but would now presumably be offices. She tried the door hesitantly and found it unlocked. As she entered, a man in an office chair rolled past the open doorway. He never looked up, but at least someone was there. A radio announcer opined on Hubert Humphrey’s chances of winning the Presidential election. With Nixon’s assault on the Democratic bungling of the Vietnam conflict and George Wallace acting as wild card, the analyst said HHH didn’t have a chance in “H.”

“Mr. Porter?” she said tentatively. After a moment a voice answered affirmatively. “May I speak with you for a minute?”

“We’re closed.” The voice was pitched low, but the tone wasn’t friendly. Conquering her nervousness, Carrie stepped behind the counter and through the open doorway. As she’d guessed, the back was in the process of being converted to offices. There were two desks, neither in great shape, with a lamp and a telephone on each, a coat rack, some battered metal file cabinets, and nothing else. Nothing matched. The windows looked onto other buildings’ blank walls and had no shades or curtains. The place smelled musty, as if the corners needed cleaning. Obviously, the renovation hadn’t gotten very far.

From the terse earlier comment, Carrie vaguely expected a Scrooge-ish character, spare and tight-faced. Conversely, the man in the office chair was probably the most beautiful human being she’d ever seen. He had sun-bleached blond hair, curly and thick, and blue eyes so clear they appeared unreal. His shoulders were wide, his arms muscular. The only detracting factors were the glare of irritation with which he regarded her and his grooming, which was informal to say the least.

Jack Porter wore faded jeans and a sweatshirt slit open haphazardly at the neck, evidently for ease of movement. His hair was too long to be controllable, and he’d made no attempt to do so anyway. He needed a shave, and the skin around his fingernails looked positively raw. Not a look to inspire client confidence.

A few seconds later Carrie added another fault to slovenliness. Porter didn’t rise to meet a lady but merely glared at her from his chair. He needs lessons in manners and good business practices. Carrie filled the silence by explaining her purpose.

“I’m Caroline Walsh: the one who found Mr. Sachs the other night...in the alley.” Porter didn’t comment and she wondered momentarily if he might be deaf. At least he could nod or something. “Mr. Sachs told me to give you a message. I know the police told you, but I wanted to say I’m sorry I couldn’t make sense of it, and that he’s...gone.”

For a few moments she heard only the buzz of end-of-the-season flies beating frenetically at the window behind her. Porter’s gaze remained on her, unmoving and unmoved. Carrie tried to imagine his grief at the loss of his friend, which might explain the rudeness. It was a lot to take in one day, though: the Callenders, the nasty pair at the deli, and now this.

She made herself wait for a response, to see what it would be. As she did, an irrelevant thought struck her: Porter hated his good looks and downplayed them with shaggy hair and careless clothes.

Finally he spoke, gruffly and with no response to Carrie’s expression of sympathy. “Tell me what he said. Tell me everything.”

Carrie reminded herself she’d come for this, but did he have to be so unfriendly? The look on Porter’s face conveyed something close to hostility. His voice was a growl, the tone abrupt, as if she were an annoyance when she’d come to help. Best to deliver her message and go. She didn’t have to be friendly either.

“As I told the sergeant, the only thing I understood clearly was, ‘Tell Jack.’ Then he said something like “namwise” or “nowise,” and then “kali shurenz” or “keli shurnz.” I didn’t get any more than that.”

“Think!” It was an order. “Did the last part sound like one syllable or two? Shurenz or shurnz?”

Carrie replayed the sound in her mind. “Two syllables. In fact, there was kind of a grunt between that and ‘kali.’ It could have been a three-syllable word, like assurance.”

That interested him. “What else?”

“That’s it. Namwise and kali something-shurenz.”

“Nothing else?” His voice had become less angry, more human. It mattered to him.

“He repeated ‘Jack.’” Carrie answered. “It was all he could do to get that much out.” Porter looked disappointed, the first human emotion he’d shown, and she said again, “I’m sorry.”

“Thank you.” It was more a dismissal than a genuine sentiment. The chair creaked as Porter pulled himself closer and returned to sorting through the stack of books before him.

Carrie stood uncertainly for a moment then turned to go. Porter didn’t look up again, though she glanced back once. It appeared he’d already forgotten her. He tossed a few books into a box haphazardly, almost angrily.

At the end of the first block, her head bent forward in the cold gust that came around the corner, a thought occurred to her. There was something else she should have told him. Carrie stood half-turned. Should she go back? Porter hadn’t been the least bit welcoming, but he had seemed interested in anything she could remember. She wavered, literally, with indecision. The easiest thing would be to go home and forget Jack Porter and his dingy little office. Still, he’d been compelling in his insistence she tell everything. Did one more little thing help? Carrie turned back.

This time he saw her coming. Still behind the desk, he didn’t stand or in any way welcome her. Someone should suggest a Dale Carnegie course: How to Win Friends and Influence People.

“Mr. Porter, you asked if I noticed anything else. It might not be anything, but it did strike me as odd. The men who killed—the men I saw standing over Mr. Sachs—I think they were talking to him while they searched his pockets.”

She leaned forward and her purse bumped an unbalanced pile of 8-track tapes. The top one, the Rolling Stones, slid onto the desk noisily. She put it back in place and straightened the pile. Porter seemed not to notice but stared, waiting for her to finish.

“The police didn’t pay much attention, but it seemed to me like they knew him. Their posture was angry, more
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