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    If ever a book went through multiple existential crises, it was this one. This baby just didn't want to be born. I can't count the number of times I threw up my hands and walked away. But there was someone who encouraged me and commiserated with me and never judged me for my lack of writerly conviction, and I finally found my way through, because of him. And, ironically, this novel has become my favourite Jessie Witthun tale, thanks to his steadfast support.
Davey, this one's for you.
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About The Previous Jessie Witthun Mystery:
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What?! You Can’t Remember What Happened In Book 4: Flyers & Falls?

That’s OK! Neither Can I. Read On:

––––––––
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Jessie and Charlie have survived their engagement party back in Hanover, but as they drive home to Toronto with Dickie, they nearly hit a real, live lion, prowling through farm country! Determined to make the most of the summer, they enjoy a day at Sunnyside Beach, where they bump into Jessie’s friend, handsome banker William Robertson. Jeanie calls from California, clearly living it up as she seeks to start her movie career, and she’s very excited about some secret news. At the Dominion Day Regatta on Toronto Island, Charlie rediscovers his love of rowing and decides to join the Toronto Argonauts Rowing Club. It’s shaping up to be a fun summer!

But Irena Kovács, the surly receptionist from La Belle Femme hair salon, shows up on Jessie’s doorstep, terrified. She hires DC Investigations to find out who’s been stalking her. Hiding out in Jessie’s apartment, she reveals a shocking secret about her origins: she is the illegitimate daughter of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, once heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne! His assassination back in 1914 was a trigger for the Great War, and all of his children continue to be at risk from three rival factions in Hungary—the Comintern, the Party of Unity, and the monarchists, each group wanting a very different outcome for Hungary and perhaps prepared to use any dark method to achieve it. Boggled, Jessie sets out to protect Irena and discover her pursuer.

The next day, Jessie bumps into a new downstairs neighbour, muscle-bound John Martin, who’s bought the old plumbing business in Unit 1. Later, after seeing a movie with her friends and Irena, who has tagged along to the cinema in a mousy disguise as Jessie’s cousin, she bumps into Martin a second time. Then he shows up a third time, very late that night, claiming to want to borrow a mop and bucket. Jessie and Charlie are now officially suspicious of his motives. However, Charlie is absent quite a lot now, because of his schedule with the Argos. Frustrated and worried about her, he cautions Jessie to avoid Martin.

The next day, Jessie, Irena, and Jessie’s girlfriends are enjoying a day at the beach, when they unexpectedly meet up with both William Robertson and John Martin. William mentions the Hagenbeck-Wallace Circus, which has set up in the Dufferin Park Race Track. Irena is particularly interested to hear about their trapeze act, but then goes back to flirting with John Martin. That night, as she and Jessie argue about whether Irena should go out on a date with Martin, Jessie dramatically foils an intruder, who makes a miraculous escape from the top of her fire escape. Out of concern, she discreetly packs Irena off to an out-of-the-way hotel for the night.

Jessie and Charlie investigate the possibility of one of the Hungarian factions being behind Irena’s stalker. Looking for answers, they visit a Polish Catholic church and a Hungarian restaurant, but when they return to talk to Irena, she’s in the midst of running off to join her former lover, Lars Hansen, who has been attempting to find her. Irena tells the Camerons about her disastrous marriage back in Vienna to an abusive, controlling circus aerialist, Zolt Nagy. After he had shot her lover and attempted to kill her, she’d fled to Canada. In a happy twist of Fate, Lars the Lion Tamer survived his wound and has been searching for Irena ever since. Apparently, he was her stalker! She un-hires DC Investigations and heads off for a happily-ever-after with Lars. Back at River Street, Jessie and Charlie have an encounter with John Martin that leaves no doubt that he’s potentially dangerous, though his motives are still a mystery.

Alas, Irena’s happy reunion is not to be. Lars has gone missing, just as they’ve planned to get married. Soon, Jessie and Charlie discover that he’s been murdered in very puzzling circumstances. Then they find Irena’s apartment ransacked and the girl missing. Putting the clues together, they begin to suspect that Irena’s violent husband has finally found her in Canada, taken his revenge on Lars, and kidnapped Irena.

While the search for Irena continues, Jessie and Charlie prepare for their own upcoming nuptials, buying a delightful big bed, agreeing that they will live in her apartment after the wedding, and deciding that babies will undoubtedly be in their future, but not right away. They are both relishing their new career too much to start a family now. In a stroke of luck, Jessie even finds herself the perfect wedding dress, with Harry Mallabar’s help. 

Scrogie’s big eleventh birthday celebration finds them all at the Hagenbeck-Wallace Circus. To their shock, the trapeze act is none other than the powerful and dangerous Zolt Nagy. Even worse, he and his brother have forced Irena back into their act, and she’s being tossed about between them—without a safety net! When Jessie confronts Zolt backstage, he hits her and then orders the circus hands to toss Jessie and Charlie out. Back home, Martin informs Jessie that yet another man has been watching her apartment while she’s been out. Sheesh! How many stalkers does one girl have to endure?

The next day, Jessie and Charlie are determined to rescue Irena from the Nagys at the circus. Having been spotted by the roustabouts, they run out into the rings and end up in a bizarre and hilarious face-off with the clowns, who’ve been sent in to eject them. When the trapeze act begins, Charlie bravely climbs up after Zolt, who is clearly planning to throw Irena to her death. With a crack shot, Jessie puts the drop on Zolt, saving her friend’s life and contributing to a very exciting final show for the circus audience!

Though there’s a lot of fallout for Jessie and Charlie, including Jessie’s gun permit being revoked for a year and Dickie Cameron deciding to return to the agency to keep an eye on them, they’re finally able to focus on preparing for their wedding. In horror, they realize that Hamilton gangster Rocco Perri is their new landlord. After having Joe Notto killed, he took over Notto’s businesses, including Sleep Tight Mattress Company, which owns 1973 River Street. John Martin finally comes clean, admitting that he’d been tasked by Perri to keep an eye on the two of them, as he figures out whether they’ll be a threat to Perri’s operations in Toronto. Called back by Perri, Martin reluctantly returns to Hamilton, his budding relationship with Irena cut short.

When Perri actually telephones their office, Jessie makes a gutsy, foolhardy move. She declares that they won’t tolerate him interfering in their lives or business, but he chillingly reminds her who’s in charge. He’ll leave them alone if they don’t meddle.

As the Camerons, the Witthuns, Harry Mallabar, and Irena Kovács gather in Niagara-on-the-Lake for the wedding, Jeanie arrives with shocking news—she has married Texan stuntman Skunk Williams. Then there’s more shocking news: Zolt Nagy has escaped custody! In the middle of the marriage ceremony, a gun-wielding Zolt grabs Irena and flees. A harrowing car chase ensues along River Road, beside the Niagara River. Skunk makes a skilful leap into Zolt’s car, in an attempt to rescue Irena. The car plunges into the raging Niagara, just above the cataract. Charlie pulls Irena to safety, but, horrifyingly, both Zolt and Skunk plummet over the Horseshoe Falls!

The Maid of the Mist and her crew search through the night for the two men, but only Jeanie’s husband is recovered. Miraculously, he’s badly injured but alive. In need of special care, he’s transferred to Buffalo General Hospital, and Charlie gives Jeanie money and arranges for her to stay as a guest with his old friend Hal Bishop throughout Skunk’s long recovery in hospital. After seeing her off, a bedraggled Jessie and Charlie finally tie the knot at three in the morning in a tired little wedding chapel. It’s not the wedding they’d planned for, but it’s definitely romantic, in its own tattered way!

Once they’re back home in Toronto, Irena arrives at their office with happy news. The third of her three stalkers has turned out to be a messenger from her siblings, Sophie, Max, and Ernst—the legitimate children of Archduke Franz Ferdinand. They’ve only recently discovered that she is their biological sister and want to reconnect with her in Vienna. Irena heads off with their messenger Felix Kofler, excited to finally be welcomed into her biological family.

And Jessie and Charlie finally get a chance to enjoy being married. For now, anyway!

And that’s it. You’re all caught up. Phew.

Read on, MacDuff. This one’s a doozy.

––––––––
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Dickie Cameron’s Rules of Private Investigation

––––––––
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	Avoid getting killed or maimed. 

	If you carry a gun, be prepared to be shot at.

	Be invisible. If you are noticed, you are a target.

	Never corner a rat. 

	Remain focussed. One moment of distraction could get you killed. 

	Plan every possible escape route beforehand.

	Carry a gun that will do the job, and make sure you’re skilled at using it.

	Dress for all weather and wear shoes you can run and climb in. 

	Do your homework first. What you learn ahead of time will save you time and maybe save your life! 

	Never leave a comrade behind. 

	Make detailed notes, sketches, and maps immediately after every surveillance or interaction.

	If a report requires additional explanation, it’s not complete.

	Be friendly with the police officers in your city, but don’t forget that you are not one of them. Oft times, your investigation will run contrary to the law or the police agenda.

	If you have to lie, to a client or to a target, make your lie as close to the truth as possible.

	Conjecture leads to disaster. (added by Jessie!)
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Prologue
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It is my opinion that the Universe has a very sick sense of humour.

If you’d been through what I’ve been through, you would think the same, I assure you.

Because as much as I knew I mustn’t shoot anyone else, as much as I truly didn’t want to shoot anyone else, I didn’t see any alternative. None.

So much for being a better person.
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Chapter 1
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Wednesday, August 20, 1924

I aimed for his nose, but he was too tall and I was too slow. 

I tried again, vaulting off my feet as I swung. My fist flailed in the air. He bounced on his toes, smug and grinning. Oh, he was enjoying this.

“I can’t reach that high!” I groused, even though whining was seriously eroding my attempt at looking dangerous.

“Well, for Pete’s sake, use another strategy,” he snapped, exasperated. “I’ve already explained at least four other places you could poke for maximum effect!” He danced over me, giving my face a playful little slap before I could block him.

On a swell of frustration and desperation, I found my left fist heading for his groin. Of course, he saw it coming from a mile away and easily blocked me. This made it much easier for my right fist to complete its arc toward his chin, connecting with a solid smacking sound.

This sound was immediately followed by two more—my yelp of pain and Charlie’s cheer.

“Hurrah! Good girl!” he cried. “That’s the ticket! Deke with one hand, strike with the other! Now all we need to do is toughen up those knuckles and build up the strength in your wrists.”

I cradled my aching hand against my chest and tried to look proud, despite the tears rolling down my cheeks. “Did it hurt at all?” I asked. The only evidence of my strike was a little red mark on my husband’s chin.

“Let’s get some ice on your hand,” he said, completely avoiding the question. Charlie was nothing if not diplomatic.

Well, drat it all! I’d hurt my hand and done absolutely no damage in the process. This mattered because my Colt .45 was safely locked away in Charlie’s bank box. The coppers didn’t want me to wound or kill any more criminals. Frankly, I felt the same way. But, without my pistol, how on Earth was I ever going to be able to defend myself against attackers? I was short, weak, and just not devious enough—a fact which surprised even me! “At least I can run away,” I sighed, glum as all get-out. I would just have to keep up my training on the track at Varsity Stadium.

Charlie gently placed the ice compress on my knuckles. “Well, maybe boxing isn’t really the best self-defence art for you, but that was still a nice little trick you did. The family jewels are always an effective bullseye.” He slid his arm around my waist and gave me a squeeze. “I guess you’ll just need to keep me close, so’s I can defend you, little lady,” he drawled. “I’ll have them low-down varmints seein’ stars, by the time I’m finished with ’em.” He tipped his imaginary Stetson to me and grinned, doing his best Skunk Williams impression. Since meeting our new brother-in-law, this had been one of his favourite pastimes. The first few times, it had been kinda sexy, but now I was getting tired of it.

“C’mon, Charlie, we’ve talked about this. I have to learn to defend myself—somehow!” I shuddered, remembering several horrific moments in the recent past, when I’d been grabbed by violent men who had no qualms about beating, raping, or murdering a woman. In fact, one of them had positively looked forward to it, as he’d told me in great detail. I plunked down onto a chair, deflated. “The next time something happens to me, I won’t have a gun on me and you might not be there. And anyway, I’m still not convinced that these boxing skills of yours are going to do much for you in a real attack. You know as well as I do that gangsters don’t fight fair. A thug just points his gun or uses his knife. Or he’s got a bunch of his thug pals with him. What good is a right hook against that?”

Now, my husband had recently started training with a former heavyweight champ at a dingy boxing club in Cabbagetown. In my humble opinion, his respect for Mike “Hammer” Lynch verged on idolatry. Holy Moley, men sure do take the cake for developing platonic crushes on other men. “Hey, now, don’t criticize something you know nothing about,” he retorted.

“I know enough,” I muttered. I had argued against this boxing business to no avail. My primary but secret concern was that my honey would suffer some sort of injury that would mar his good looks. It was a shallow concern, but if you were married to a red-haired Adonis, you’d have the same worry, trust me.

Also, I may have been just a teensy bit jealous that Charlie now often waxed poetic about someone besides me. It was “Hammer this” and “Hammer that”, all the live-long day. I mean, shouldn’t my generous assets and sapphire eyes have outranked some bruiser’s dancing feet or uppercut or what have you? Sheesh.

Charlie frowned down at me, but I could see the wheels a-turnin’. “Let’s agree to disagree. I have my boxing, and we’ll find you something that suits you better.” Then a familiar gleam came into his eye. “In the meantime, though, you’re very sweaty, and so am I. We’d better run some cool water in the tub. Don’t want to repel potential clients with our foul stench.”

I finally found something to smile about. “Sold!” I ran my hand up the front of his undershirt, which was indeed soaked with perspiration from our training. “Well, get a move-on, lover. Office hours start in forty-five minutes, and this girl is looking to get just a bit sweatier before her bath.”

For the next portion of an hour, I managed to forget all about my throbbing hand and my possessive heart. 

––––––––
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We’d settled back into our regular workdays after our very irregular wedding, but there were still times when I looked across my desk or the breakfast table and was flabbergasted, both by my good fortune and by the dramatic changes in my life in a mere fifteen months. Who would’ve thought? Seizing my identity as a New Woman with gusto, I’d come to Toronto to get myself a career, probably as an office girl. Instead, I’d evolved into a Private Investigator with my own agency and quite a tally of wild adventures and dramatic successes. Most of all, I was married to the most wonderful man on the planet! He was smart, kind, affectionate, a financial whiz, a fabulous lover, and so good-looking it made my heart just about stop. 

He was also responsible for leaving numerous half-finished cups of coffee or tea around the apartment or office, just like his dad. The cream or milk in them would always eventually congeal. Inevitably, I would knock one of the disgusting things over onto the floor or some important papers. I had asked him—nicely, several times—to put his mugs in the sink. I was being cautious not to disturb our blissful newlywed state. Then I had insisted, more firmly, but still sweet as pie. Now I was just plain annoyed. I hadn’t planned on being the kind of wife who perpetually cleaned up after her husband, but he wasn’t leaving me many options, blast him.

Although I’ve always considered myself to be an observant student of human nature, there were a couple of unexpected realities about marriage that I was discovering, just two and a half weeks in! First of all, people were flummoxed by the fact that I hadn’t taken Charlie’s last name. Especially Charlie. When I’d automatically signed an invoice with “Jessie Witthun”, Charlie had glanced over and grinned. “Guess old habits die hard,” he’d said. “I’ll get you a fresh form, so you don’t have to cross it out.”

I’d realized with a terrible sinking feeling that this was a conversation I’d forgotten to have with my honey. In my defence, there’d been a few distractions in the weeks before our wedding. By the time I’d stumbled through my reasoning and done everything I could think of to lessen the sting (including an attempt at a personal massage that did not go over well!), the hurt on poor Charlie’s face had lessened. But I could tell that his desire to share his name with me had been a powerful symbol of his love. My rejection of that symbol did more than just sting.

Another unhappy discovery I had made was that, while everything had changed, in fact, nothing had changed. Yes, we shared our bed in my little—pardon me, our—little apartment, and we made time to have romantic moments together, but our everyday life was still ordinary. I realized that I, a self-proclaimed realist, had naively fallen for the notion that my married life would be paradisical, every day a new chapter of a romantic and blissful fairy tale. Happily ever after! Ha! If anything, now that Charlie was my husband, I felt more annoyed by his little peccadillos, like the cups lying about and his clothes taking up half the space in our tiny closet, and so on.

I’d happened to mention this to my mother, in a telephone call three days earlier, when Charlie was at the gym and I could bare my soul in privacy. (Ah, privacy!—another thing I’d discovered I’d unwittingly given up.)

Pragmatic to the core, my mother had scoffed at my distress. “Well, for goodness’ sake, Jessie, you didn’t really think it would all be roses and rainbows, did you? I think you and your sister have watched too many ridiculous movies! Of course, you and Charlie are still the same people you were before. There’s no magical transformation, just because you’ve made your vows!” Then she proceeded to remind me of what those vows had been, just in case I’d forgotten. “Love, honour, and keep, daughter, warts and all, right to the end. Anyway, Charlie Cameron has no warts, as far as I can tell.” At that point, I explained about the coffee cups, but she’d have none of it. “Oh, for John’s sake, your father’s habits are far more annoying. You’re married to a saint, right enough. Mind you don’t go getting on your high horse with him, being critical and demanding.”

The news that I could be critical and demanding had also come as a shock! Apparently, in addition to being a killer, I was a crotchety ingrate! I decided then and there that I needed to become a better version of myself. I reminded myself, in that cruel way we all talk to ourselves, that I had ended the lives of three men (no matter that they had been intent on ending my life). It was time to shape up! I’d spent the next few days consciously focussing on serenity and gratitude, rather than crankiness. 

Frankly, I hadn’t been terribly successful.

Now Charlie was at the bank and I was just finishing mopping up the latest spill, which had splashed all over my least-favourite wedding gift. Charlie’s old buddy back in Buffalo, Hal Bishop, had sent us a truly hideous porcelain figurine of Sherlock Holmes. The guy was loaded, so you’d think he might’ve bought us a nicer present. Perversely, Charlie loved it and had insisted on putting it front and centre on his desk, where we both had to look at it all day. “To inspire your sleuthing!” Bishop’s note had read. It had arrived the previous week, and I was already sick of it. Even if it hadn’t come from that man, I would have detested it. Holmes looked malformed and malevolent, with one eye painted lower than the other and a smile that verged on a leer. It looked like it had been made by a four-year-old. I had taken to calling it Warlock Gnomes.

While I grumbled, wishing the damned thing had smashed on the floor, Dickie came waltzing through the door. Literally. He was crooning “It Had To Be You” and wearing a very un-Dickie-like cravat. It was quite fancy, red with little black and gold diamonds. It made a bizarre contrast with his rumpled brown tweed suit.

All of my pique just disappeared in the cheerful strangeness of the moment.

“My favourite daughter-in-law!” Dickie crowed, giving me an enthusiastic hug and a peck on the cheek. “What’s on the agenda for today, my dear? Has old lady Mountney finally remitted what she owes us? Need me to set up some new contracts?” He hummed away to himself and headed for the coffee pot without waiting for my reply. “You’ve seen the Buster Keaton film, Sherlock Jr, right? Is it any good?” He turned back toward me, his cup slopping over a little, but froze like a rabbit in the headlamps when he saw my expression.

“That’s a lovely cravat, Dickie,” I said sweetly, gliding over to him. I touched the material. “Silk, is it?” His bushy eyebrows twitched. Ha! “Luxurious! And such an unusual purchase for you. You usually prefer a plain old bow tie.”

Dickie side-eyed me like a wild horse about to be broke. And I was just the cowgirl to do it! “You should definitely take your lady friend to see the Keaton film,” I said. “It’s a nice, light date movie. And do wear the cravat. She’ll be tickled to know you liked her gift.”

Dickie scowled and threw his shoulders back. He opened his mouth to deny it all, then promptly gave up. “Ach, what’s the point in havering? I’ve taught you too weel, my girl. Yes, I have a date wi’ a woman. What’s it to you?”

I gave a happy whoop. “This is wonderful news! You deserve to have some fun and romance in your life!”

Dickie looked appalled. “Romance? At my advanced age? Ach, only women have such deluded fantasies! I’m just enjoying her comp’ny. And it’s a relief, no’ having to be a tag-along-Joe wi’ my son and his wife all the time. Besides, I’m too auld for such shenanigans.” He marched his dignity over to Charlie’s desk and began to pretend-sort a stack of files.

“Too old? What are you talking about? Dickie, you’re in your golden years, not your cobwebbed years. You’ve been a widower since 1917, and it’s time for you to give love another try. I mean, Monty is a great companion, but he’s no substitute for an actual girlfriend.”

“Dinnae say that around Monty,” Dickie warned. “He’ll understand you, and you know he’s very sensitive.” He was probably right. That feline was preternaturally intelligent.

“Speaking of Monty, why didn’t you bring him today?” The Siamese cat had become our office companion in recent weeks.

“Eh, weel, my friend is looking after him today at the hoose. Getting to know him a wee bit.”

Well, this gal was obviously important to Dickie, to be trusted like that. For everyone’s sake, I hoped she passed the Monty test. “So, who is she?”

Dickie smiled widely. “Oh, I’ve known her from church since forever and a day. Euphemia Smythe, but folk call her Effie. Her husband died in ’16, the year before Maggie. I joined the church choir a few weeks back and the organist seated me beside her, next to the alto section. We just hit it off, straight away.”

There was a lot of information to absorb there, not the least of which was that Dickie was singing in the church choir! I told him that Effie sounded like a great gal.

Dickie nodded but focussed his attention on the wall, which had nothing more interesting than a long crack in the plaster. “Eh, my dear, maybe you’d do me a wee favour and no’ mention her to Charlie just yet? It’s just I dinnae believe he’s quite ready for me to, eh, step out wi’ the ladies. Besides, it’s airly days still for me and Effie.”

Was Charlie ready for this? I thought he ought to be, by now. After all, the last time Charlie had seen his mum had been when he went off to fight in the war. I imagine that the Camerons rightly thought that he might not make it home. Instead, it was Maggie Cameron who’d died—of influenza, in 1917—while Charlie lay in a French field hospital, after being wounded at Passchendaele. Isn’t that a terrible irony? The trauma of the war had been bad enough, but to come home to find his mother gone had been a terrible blow.

The thing is, I had kept many tidbits of information from Charlie over the past year, both intentionally and unintentionally, but I really didn’t like doing it, and now that he was my husband, I was even less fond of the idea. I reminded myself of my new life goal. A good person wouldn’t keep secrets from her better half, would she? However, Dickie was my mentor and my father-in-law, and I loved him dearly, so I caved. “Fine, but you have to tell him soon, Dickie—soon, understand? You know that he’s gonna be tickled that you have a love life!” Well, I hoped that I wasn’t wrong about that. “But I’m only keeping your secret for a few days. Then I’ll have to tell him, and it’ll be better that it comes from you. Anyway, it’s 1924! These days, no one has to pretend they don’t have needs, Dickie.” I realized far too late that I did not actually want to talk to my father-in-law about his sex life.

He grimaced and his face coloured. “The only thing I need right now is for you to stop talking about this subject, do ya ken?” 

We were both saved from further cringing by the entrance of Scrogie, who was clearly in a chipper mood, too. “You might forget the groans and yells, but you’ll never forget the mademoiselles! Hinky dinky par-lay voooo!” he sang, marching up to me and giving me a smart salute.

I stifled my grin. “You’d best not let Charlie hear you singing that one, you scallywag.” It would be too direct a reminder of his time in the trenches. “And no more saucy lyrics in the office! We all need to be professional, and that includes you.” I gently poked him on the tip of his nose. I would have mussed his hair, but he’d taken to using great quantities of Brilliantine. You couldn’t have paid me to touch that hair.

“Aw, shucks,” he complained. “Those aren’t even the dirty lyrics. You should hear what some of the fellas sing.” 

In fact, I had heard, on numerous occasions. It was a wartime song that really lent itself to ribald rhymes. I myself had come up with a few new verses, though not in the presence of children, of course.

I eyed Scrogie’s ensemble, which today consisted of too-short tweed pants that had been carefully mended many times, a collared shirt that was bravely trying to be white, and socks that sagged around his ankles. The boy was going to be twelve on his next birthday and needed some new clothes. I wondered how much I could reasonably purchase for him without his mum being offended. She worked very hard to feed and clothe her kids. Helen MacDonald may have been a widow, but she didn’t want charity.

Well, there was one easy way to help. “Speaking of professionalism, you need a haircut and Dickie could use a freshening up, too. Why don’t you boys take some of the petty cash and go over to the barber? It’s going to be a quiet morning. We don’t have anything scheduled until after lunch.”

“Weel, ya wee ragamuffin, we’ve been given oor marching orders.” Dickie turned Scrogie around by the shoulders and off they went, looking pleased as Punch. As usual, the barber and his customers would be yakking up a storm, and the two of them would love it. It seemed to me that a barber shop was an even more social place than a beauty salon. It was a kind of gentlemen’s club for regular fellows. Besides, Dickie’s prodigious ear and nose hairs were out of control. For the sake of this Effie woman, I could at least encourage him to look presentable.

Twenty minutes later, when Charlie came back, he was humming. Today, all my favourite menfolk had a song on their lips!

“I got us a new client,” he said. “And this should be a fairly lucrative case. We are now one step closer to our honeymoon, Missus.” After Skunk had been rescued from the Niagara River, my beloved had given all our honeymoon money to my sister, to help her afford the costs of her husband’s long recovery. Under the circumstances, I didn’t mind waiting for our trip. 

Anyway, it turned out that William Robertson, who was now practically the head honcho at the Bank of Toronto, had spotted Charlie while he was in line for a teller and pulled him into his office for a discreet conversation. 

“One of his clients recently invested a lot of cash in a get-rich-quick scheme of some sort, and, just as you’d expect, the company up and disappeared overnight. Robertson reported it to the police, but the poor fool had no receipts, no proof of his dealings, just a business card and a very red face. By his own admission, he knew he should have taken the time to check out these shysters, but he got greedy.” Charlie shook his head at the foolhardiness of speculators. He himself had a stellar record of sound and very profitable investments. He’d finally shown me his portfolio, as he called it, explaining each investment and his reasoning behind it. It seemed that railways, steel, oil, and construction were dependable cash cows, but I secretly worried that Charlie’s streak of good fortune might run out one day. These days, lots of people seemed to be getting richer and richer. How long can that go on for, before the bubble bursts? I wondered. 

“I’ve agreed to come to his office this morning, and I’m hoping you can join me,” he added.

I just happened to be wearing a particularly darling summer dress, pale yellow with little white and blue flowers on it, and my hair looked splendid. “Of course I want to join you. Besides, you know that clients love me. I’m the honey pot.” I posed seductively.

My husband scoffed. “Actually, I think you’re a little over-dressed for this appointment, Miss Honey Pot. You’d do better to get your trousers on, and your track shoes, too.”

But I refused, thinking I knew better.

Of course, I did not.
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Chapter 2
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Frank Lombardo eyed me suspiciously. I was gingerly perched on the edge of his battered and filthy old guest chair, discreetly trying to scrape the mud off my high heels and avoiding touching any of the dust-coated surfaces in the shack. He turned back to Charlie, who was making a much better impression, being both male and appropriately dressed for a construction site. “Like I was saying, I got no proof of the deal I had. It was a handshake thing, see? I really thought that guy was genuine.” He frowned and rooted around in the haphazard stacks of paper on his desk. “This is it, Mr. Cameron. All the evidence I got.” He handed Charlie a dirty, creased business card.

I figured Lombardo was in his forties. Despite being the owner, he was a strong-looking man, sunburned and sweaty, and his trousers and boots were dirty from his work at the site. He was a self-made man, and his company, New Citadel Construction, looked to be up-and-coming.

Lombardo had met the man calling himself Tony Gallo at a Knights of Columbus meeting. He’d assumed the guy was a third Degree Knight, like himself, since he was wearing the rosary, pin, and cross that they all wore. They chatted, he relaxed, he overshared information about his construction company dealings, etcetera, and voilá! Gallo had his mark.

“Yeah, I know,” he muttered. “I was a chump.”

“Mr. Lombardo, I’m not too sure just what this project is.” Charlie gestured toward the vast, muddy beehive of activity beyond the supervisor’s shack. The site was on Bloor Street, a few blocks east of Yonge, in an area that must have been very expensive real estate.

The man looked proud. “This is going to be the new offices of a big insurance company. Six stories, Doric columns, dressed Indiana limestone, pink Milford granite for the base—aw, she’s gonna be a beaut. The architects are Sproat and Rolph. Maybe you heard of ’em?”

Charlie shook his head while I pretended to look more informed than I was.

“Well, no matter. They’re a big deal, trust me. This job will set up lots of business for New Citadel for years to come.” His smile disappeared. “The thing is, I need you to be real quiet about this investigation, OK? I mean, I know Mr. Robertson was just trying to help me out, but I didn’t want the police involved. It’s actually a good thing they decided there wasn’t enough evidence to justify digging around.”

Uh oh. I looked meaningfully at Charlie.

Lombardo fidgeted a little, gazing at some blueprints tacked up on the wall. “I’m a legitimate businessman,” he said defensively. “You don’t need to know any more than that. Just be discreet, find the guy, let me know where he is, and I’ll look after the rest.”

We squeezed him a little longer and he finally spilled. Turned out Lombardo had recently taken on a silent partner, whose name he refused to disclose. He was desperate to avoid letting his partner know that over twelve thousand dollars of that individual’s money had been taken. His silent partner was “very unforgiving”. The whole thing reeked of organized crime, and we were determined to steer clear of guys like Notto or Perri from now on.

So, we ended up not taking Lombardo’s case, and he was mighty upset about that, but the writing was on the wall. As we left, he was muttering about finding the guy himself, which was a terrible idea, but no longer any of our business.

––––––––
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“Do you think we did the right thing, Charlie?” I was having second thoughts as we drove south along Parliament Street. If Charlie thought we’d made the right choice, we had. I trusted his moral compass more than my own. My moral compass had pointed me in a few bad directions in the past year or so.

He reached over and patted my thigh. “I think so. I didn’t like leaving the fellow without helping him, but the whole thing is ethically muddy. If we’d found the grifter, maybe he’d have been murdered by the silent partner. And for all we know, the partner could be Rocco Perri himself.” I’d had the same chilling thought. “I want to know who I’m working for. That’s the beauty of running our own agency. We get to choose our clients.”

I felt a lot better after that. Self-determination was the name of the game. Besides, it was bad enough that Perri owned the building we lived and worked in, as we’d recently discovered. There was no way we could afford to irritate the man.

After lunch, Scrogie vigorously swept up the office, raising clouds of dust, while Dickie wrote up several reports. Charlie balanced the books, afterward getting Scrogie to come sit beside him and learn a bit more about the ledger. 

I headed off to a dry goods store near Spadina and Dundas. The owner had recently lost quite a few small merchandise items to thieves, but he had no idea who was responsible. I was to pretend to be a shopper and lurk about, keeping my eyes peeled for anyone boosting doilies or suspenders or what have you. Mr. Mendelssohn did his best to act as though I were a regular customer, but I could see him occasionally forget my instructions and stare at me. By the time two hours had rolled by, I knew more about camisoles, table cloths, and men’s undershirts than I would ever need. Everyone who’d come into the store had been a legitimate customer. Not one hankie was missing.

Bored out of my skull, I was staring out the front window of the store, when a boy raced past, clutching a familiar-looking paper bag. I’d ordered enough Chinese food from Fang’s House of Noodles to recognize that Robert Fang must be out on a delivery. Jeepers, at the pace he’s going, the customers must be awfully hungry, I mused.

Then a group of five or six adolescent boys raced past, and I definitely got the impression that they were not his pals.

“I’ll be back in a sec, Mr. Mendelssohn!” I hollered, out the door in an instant.

All those sweaty, nauseous mornings spent running the stadium track paid off, because, even in my heels, I got to the alleyway just moments after the boys did. I readied myself to try to beat up a few juvenile delinquents. At least they weren’t taller than me!

Instead, what I saw left me stunned.

Robert Fang, that slight, gentle, thirteen-year-old bookworm, was handling his would-be bullies with style. One was already lying on the ground, gingerly holding his arm and bawling. As I watched, two more lunged at Robert, enraged—and therefore stupid. Lightning fast, faced by one after the other, he swung his left arm around, like the hand of a clock, knocking away the approaching fist. Right behind that block came his right fist. He bloodied both their noses and then sent them sprawling with a foot to the stomach. The next boy was heavyset and charged full-tilt at Robert. My breath caught. Robert’s arm circled around the punching arm, diverting the blow and turning the kid’s body, while his leg swept the boy off his feet. Carried by his own momentum, the kid crashed to the ground and howled as his chin hit the dirt. The last junior thug stood shaking, more likely with dread than anger. I saw the precise moment when he decided to hightail it outta there, leaving his friends to their doom and proving that there really is no honour among thieves.

Recognizing that I wasn’t completely useless in this scenario, I grabbed the back of the boy’s shirt before he had a chance to bolt. Panicking, he twisted around and socked me in the stomach! When he realized he’d punched a lady, he hesitated for a brief moment. But while I stood doubled over, he vamoosed. When I got my wind back, I wheezed a word that made Robert cast his eyes down. Ashamed of myself, I apologized. “But what a low-down bunch of hoods!” I glared at the boy closest to me, who was struggling to get to his feet. My throbbing stomach made me tetchy. I gave him a little shove with my foot, sending him back down on his keister. “OK, kid, what was the big plan, huh? You and your lousy pals were going to rob him?” The kid scowled and spit on my pretty new black patent two-straps! Seeing red, I bent down and grabbed his arm, twisting it behind his back. He gave a little shriek. Maybe I couldn’t beat a thirteen-year-old boy in a fight, but I wasn’t going to be spat upon!

“Spill, you little creep! Or I’ll march you all the way over to Station Two like this, with you crying like a baby. And I’ve got lots of friends over there, believe you me!” Well, not friends, exactly, but there were one or two fellas in the Toronto Police Department who quietly approved of my blood-spattered track record. 

Robert shyly stood off to the side, uncertain whether he wanted to be associated with me, I think. While he watched, the few remaining bullies hauled themselves off and staggered out of the alleyway, abandoning their comrade. Robert followed them with his gaze, his face unreadable. “Jessie, it’s OK. Just let him go,” he said softly.

I glanced at him in surprise. “No! He needs to learn a lesson, Robert! They’ll just try again another day, and probably be more vicious.”

“No. They won’t bother me anymore.” He sounded peaceful, which was astounding. My heart was still racing. Robert approached the boy I was holding. “Bert here knows to leave me alone from now on. Don’t you, Bert?” Robert’s voice was soft, and his pale face was still, but the boy nodded enthusiastically, eyes wide. Robert gazed up at me.

Reluctantly, I released the little punk’s arm and watched him lope away. I turned back to Robert. “Are you OK? Did they land any punches?”

He shook his head, then picked up the bag of food that he had apparently set down with great care before the fight. It looked to be in pristine condition!

“Well, what’s the story here, Robert? Have they tried to rob you before? Does your dad know? And how did you do all that blocking and stuff? It was so...” How could I describe it? I felt I had witnessed the boy using some kind of magical self-defence, efficient and powerful.

Robert had put his hand on my arm and was leading me out of the alley, apparently wanting to get on with his day. “I’ll explain it to you some other time, Jessie, but I really need to make this delivery before it gets cold. My father will throw a fit if there’s an unhappy customer.” 

And then he was speeding down the street, already refocussed on his task. Kids!

I wandered back to Mr. Mendelssohn’s store in a daze, my stomach still aching. I told him that I was heading out and would check in with him the next day. Maybe Robert was still on the clock, but I felt that it was time for me to punch out (hardy-har-har) and go home.

How was I ever going to get to a point where I could protect myself? I was embarrassed that a mere boy had hurt me. If I’d had my gun, I’d have stopped all those little vermin in their tracks! Not that it would have been a proud moment, holding a gun on kids. I reminded myself to curb
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