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It wasn’t my habit to shoot a new client.

For Loren Collingswood, I made an exception.

“I’m told you’re one of the best detectives in Dayton,” he said as I unlocked the door to my office and flipped on the lights.  It was half-past eight in the morning.  He’d been waiting for me when I stepped off the elevator.

“That’s always nice to hear, Mr.—”

“Collingswood.  Loren Collingswood.”  He was somewhere past fifty with rounded shoulders and thoughtful eyes.

“Could I hang up your coat?”

“No thank you.  I haven’t much time.”

Draping his folded coat over the arm of the chair in front of my desk, he sat down.  My own found its usual peg on a wooden rack, followed by my red hat which was seasonally trimmed with a sprig of fake holly.  I was five-foot-two and the coat rack was taller than I was, but I counted the stretching as exercise.  As soon as I slid into place across from Collingswood, he launched in.

“My partner and I want to hire you, Miss Sullivan.”

“Maggie.  Please.”

“Yes, very well.”

After the determined start, he faltered.  His gaze moved to the calendar from my DeSoto dealer hanging drunkenly on its final page.  The hole at the top had just about worn through on the nail that held it.  Three days into December odds were the calendar would hit the floor before 1941 ended.

“What sort of problem are you having, Mr. Collingswood?” I asked softly.

People came to me scared or distressed, but almost invariably embarrassed at needing my services.  Getting started was the hard part.  Collingswood sighed. 

“A man who works for us has disappeared.  A brilliant young engineer.”  He knitted salt-and-pepper brows that matched the hair retreating from his forehead.  “Well, he’s in his thirties, but that’s young by my standards.  A company’s coming in next week to talk to us about - about something he’s been working on.  It’s absolutely vital that we find him.  Without Gil—”

I held up a hand to halt his flow while I took out a lined tablet.

“What do you mean, ‘disappeared’?  We need to start with some basics.”

“Oh.  Yes.”

“He’s an employee?”

“Yes.  My partner and I have a company.  C&S Signals.”

“You said the missing man’s an engineer.  I take it that’s what you do?”

“Yes.  We-we develop technology which we sell to other firms.  We specialize in—”

I held up my hand again.  I’d done okay at geometry and a year of algebra, and the nuns at Julienne High School could probably hold their own with most college professors, but I was pretty sure whatever C&S Signals specialized in was over my head.  There were other aspects of finding someone which were more useful.

“What’s the man’s name and the last time you saw him?”

“Gilbert Tremain.  Gil.  He was in early Monday and left the building and that’s the last we’ve heard from him.”

Two days ago.

“Was that unusual?”

“Not coming in early.  He did that quite often.  But certainly going off and not coming back or calling.  Gil’s extremely responsible.  That’s what’s got us worried.”

“You’ve tried to reach him by phone?”

“Oh yes.  And Frank — that’s my partner, Frank Scott — Frank went over yesterday and knocked, thinking perhaps he’d been taken ill or had an accident and couldn’t get to the phone.”

That implied Gilbert Tremain was single.

“We’d worry about him in any case.  We’re small, C&S.  He’s quite a resource for us.  And the presentation next week... unless we find him, it can’t go forward.”

I saw him swallow.

“That’s why I - we - thought we should hire an investigator.”

“What do the police say?”

“We prefer not to involve the police.  For business reasons.”

I’d heard that tune before.  It was never music to my ears, and from what he’d told me, I knew what I had to ask next.

“Has there been a ransom request?”

“No, of course not, or-or—.  Well, we would have gone to the police in that case, I suppose.”

I breathed easier.

“Do you have any reason to suspect foul play?”

“Good heavens no!  Nothing like that.  At least it hadn’t occurred to me...  No, surely they couldn’t...”

“Who couldn’t what, Mr. Collingswood?”

“I-I-I don’t see how they could possibly be related, but...”  He swallowed again.  “I’ve had some phone calls.”

“What sort of phone calls?”

“Just a little odd, that’s all.”  He gestured vaguely.  “Wrong numbers, probably.”

“Since Gil Tremain has been missing.”

“Oh, no.  No.  They started about a month ago.  Just a fluke, surely.”

Six years ago, at age twenty-one, I’d opened my office.  Since then I’d learned coincidences seldom existed for people who came through my door seeking help.

“You’re probably right, but lots of what I do is hunt connections.  What did the phone calls say?”

“Nothing.  Mostly.”  His voice dropped so much I wasn’t sure I’d heard the second word.

“How many calls have there been?”

“Half a dozen.  Possibly eight.”

“And all you hear is silence?  No breathing?  No noises in the background?”

“Breathing, yes.  Just that.”  He steeled himself.  “Until last week.  It rang and I answered and someone said, ‘Be careful.’ Then they hung up.”

If possible, he looked more worried than when he’d come in.

“But it’s all got to be some ghastly mistake.  It can’t have anything to do with Gil.  It can’t have anything to do with me.  Someone’s muddled a phone number.”

“You’re sure no one has a grievance against you?  A reason they’d want to harass you?  Maybe an employee you let go?”

If there was a connection, someone who knew the workings of his company was the obvious place to start.  My would-be client was shaking his head.

“One of the girls who typed left last year to get married.  But as far as firing anyone, it’s been three years.  At least.  And before you ask, I’m not involved with any women or — or anything of that nature.”

“Have there been any calls since the one that warned you to be careful?”

“No.”  He said it too quickly.  “Look, the main thing is to find Gil.”

The room was getting overly warm, a novelty since the radiator usually gave off only a trickle of heat.  Removing the handkerchief from his breast pocket, Collingswood patted his forehead.

“I need to get to the office.”  He edged forward on his chair.  “Can you help us?  Can you start today?”

I told him I would, and what I charged. 

“I’m due to make a final report to another client in about an hour.  I can stop by after I finish there.”

Something caught my eye.  A movement in the pocket of Collingswood’s coat.  Oblivious to my wandering gaze, he talked on.

“Here’s the address.”  He slid a business card onto my desk.  “I’ll have a check for a week’s wages waiting for you.”

A head emerged, swaying slowly above the narrow body oozing after.  Eight inches, maybe less, separated it from Collingswood’s arm.

“If you find Gil in only a day or two, I’ll consider the rest of it money well spent,” he was saying.

It’s amazing how many thoughts fit into a split second:

That the snake might be harmless — or not.

That someone had warned the man across from me to be careful.

That this was the wrong time of year for snakes.

“Mr. Collingswood.  Before you go, I need you to close your eyes and keep them closed until I tell you otherwise.  Sit absolutely still.  Try and remember, ah, everything Tremain said the last time you saw him.”

“But—”

“Now!”

My fingers already were closing around the Smith & Wesson I kept in a holster-like sling beneath my chair.  Collingswood looked anything but happy, but his eyes were closed.  I eased to my feet.

The snake emerged another inch.  Pinkish belly.  Dark splotches.  It veered toward Collingswood.  It veered away.  I squeezed the trigger.
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Collingswood let out a yell and opened his eyes.

“What in the name—?”  As he lurched to his feet, he caught sight of the headless form now half out of the coat pocket and writhing violently.  With a whimper of terror he thrust out a hand to ward it off.

“It’s dead!”  I shouted.  My volume moderated.  “Muscle contractions or something make them keep moving.  It’s dead. It’s harmless.  The head is gone.”

I thought I saw a splatter of something across the room, but I wasn’t sure.  I put down my gun.  Collingswood was white as buttermilk.

“It was in— it was in my—”

Eyes bulging, he pointed a trembling finger, but drew it back abruptly to claw at his chest.

“Mr. Collingswood!”

He sagged against my desk.  Dear God, was he having a heart attack?  I gave my chair a shove on its casters and lowered him into it.

“Mr. Collingswood, who’s your doctor?”

He shook his head.

“Pills.”  His scrabbling hand succeeded in freeing them from an inside pocket.  Thumbing open the lid, he managed to shove one under his tongue without spilling them all.

Nitro.  Digitalis.  Something like that.  He did have a heart problem.  This might not be an out-and-out attack though.  His breathing steadied.  The pinched look was leaving his face.  He nodded as if to indicate he was okay.

“I’m not sure what I should do,” I said uncertainly.  “I doubt it’s the right thing, but there’s a bottle of gin in my desk.”

A faint sideways move of his head signaled No.

“Water.”  The brief word didn’t sound strained.

This year, in a burst of largess, the building management had put a water cooler in the hall.  I filled one of the glasses I kept for the gin.  They’d had water in them before without showing ill effects.

“Maggie?”  A worried face peered out of the domestic staffing agency one office next to mine.  “Is everything okay?  We heard a bang.”

“Oh, I bumped my coatrack and it fell over into the wall.  Sorry to scare you.”

I hurried back with the water.  Collingswood took two gulps and paused, sipped the next two, repeated the sipping until the water was gone.  His eyes closed briefly as he let out a breath.

“I’m sorry I scared you.  I probably wouldn’t have done what I did if I’d known you had heart trouble.”

“No.  I think you probably saved my life.  What kind...?”  His eyes slid toward his coat.  He couldn’t bring himself to look directly.

“I’m no snake expert.  I just knew it didn’t belong in somebody’s coat pocket.  And with you carrying those pills you have, I’m pretty sure you shouldn’t be sitting here gabbing about it.  You need to get home and lie down.  I’ll call you a cab.”

“I can’t.  I need to get to the office.  I ducked in to drop off some papers on my way here.  My partner was coming down with one of his headaches.  They flatten him.  I sent him home.  I need to be there.”

“Mr. Collingswood...”

I leaned my hip on my desk, keeping a healthy distance between me and the all-too-active remains of the snake.

“I’m in better shape than I appear at the moment.”  He gave a determined smile.  “I would appreciate a cab, though.  I’ll have someone get my car later.  We can talk about — this — when you come to C&S.”

***
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“What do you know about snakes?” I asked when Rachel Minsky’s secretary put me through to her.  Rachel owned a commercial building firm and could walk a construction site with the best of them, albeit in high heels and, preferably, furs.

“The two-legged kind or the Pentateuch kind?”

“The kind you find in the woods.”

I’d just put Collingswood into a cab.  He’d regained some color and still insisted on seeing me later.

“You’re not thinking of going somewhere to put up a tent and drink from a canteen and swat flies, are you?” Rachel asked.

“No.”

My chair was back in its proper spot behind my desk and I was keeping an eye on what was left of the snake.  It didn’t seem quite as dead as I’d assured Collingswood, but its movements weren’t getting it anywhere either.

“Well, then.  Chances are you’ll never see one.  I seldom do tramping around when they’re clearing things for a new project.”

“I’m looking at one right now.  In my office.  I’m optimistic it’s dead.  At any rate, it’s missing a head.  It’s not a garter snake, which is the extent of my knowledge.  I was hoping you might recognize a few other kinds from the tramping you mentioned.”

She was silent a second before uttering words quite colorfully profane.

“In your office?  You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“I may be slightly more conversant, but the smartest thing would be for me to bring over one of the men who know what they are when we do come across one.  Shall I?”

“Please.”

“I may have to check at more than one site.  Give me forty-five minutes.”

***
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Waiting for Rachel gave me time enough to call the client who was expecting me with my final report.  She agreed that I could mail it and I’d stop by later if she had any questions.  She already knew the gist of it.  I’d found her missing husband playing house with someone else two counties away.  I hoped my hunt for Gil Tremain had a happier ending.

At the moment, the man who had hired me to find him concerned me more.  Loren Collingswood had a bad heart.  He’d been getting unsettling phone calls.  A snake had turned up in his pocket — enough to scare the bejeezus out of anyone.  It had all the hallmarks of someone trying to kill him.

What did it have to do with a missing engineer?  Before I got far in thinking about it, my door flew open and Rachel strode in.  More accurately, she strode two steps and stopped.  Her eyes swept my floor, then rose to give the rest of the room a similar treatment.

“That?” she asked aiming a fingernail gleaming with polish the color of burgundy at the coat hanging over the arm of the chair.

“Yes.”

Rachel was my height with a cloud of raven hair and a chest that made men turn to admire it.  As usual she was dressed like a million dollars, her cranberry wool suit topped by a black fur shrug.

“This is Mr. Taylor.”  She indicated a raw-boned man in workman’s garb and hobnail boots behind her.  “He knows an amazing lot about snakes.”

He ducked his sandy head in awkward greeting.

“Saw a-plenty growin’ up down in the hills.”

The two of them came all the way in.  Rachel stood within chatting distance of me and cupped her elbows with her hands.  I sat on the edge of my desk.  We watched Taylor circle the chair that held the folded coat.  Squatting on his haunches, he surveyed the length of slowly moving reptile.  After several moments he picked up the coat and carried it to the far side of the room.  He dumped its contents, nudging them with the toe of his boot.

“This here’s a plain old Kirtland,” he said.  “Harmless ‘cept for scarin’ you.”

“It’s winter.  Don’t snakes hibernate or something?”

He twisted a finger in his ear and squinted.

“Well, they do tuck up in someplace out of the weather and sleep some.  But come a nice sunny day, anyplace there’s a nice rock or two to hold heat, you might see a snake.”

But not in a coat pocket, I thought grimly.
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Based on what Rachel’s expert had told me, the snake had most likely been placed into Collingswood’s coat pocket while still in a deep-sleep, motionless state from being outside in winter.  A warm room, particularly one as warm as my office that morning, had revived it.  When and where that would happen would have been impossible to predict.  That didn’t matter.  Regardless of where it happened, Collingswood would have been scared within an inch of his life.

I got to C&S Signals ten minutes late.  The red brick building was simple and modern.  A strip of gravel in front and along one side provided parking.  I pulled my DeSoto in and killed the engine.

“Mr. Collingswood’s expecting me.  I’m Maggie Sullivan,” I told a white haired woman at the front desk.  With her dash of bright pink lipstick and wavy hair she would have looked warm and motherly save for a pair of eyes worthy of a Doberman pincer assessing a threat.

“Oh, yes.  The detective.”

A potted plant brightened one corner of her desk.  Either she’d terrified it into being lush and green or she watered it.

“Don’t drag your toes finding Mr. Tremain, and don’t take too much of Mr. Collingswood’s time.  He has a bad heart and he’s looking very peaked this morning.”

Rising magisterially, she marched through an archway in the wall behind her, leaving me to follow.

On the other side of the wall, four girls pounded typewriters.  Two young men worked away at some sort of drawing tables next to metal boxes with knobs on the front and glass screens.  We threaded our way around them and went down a hall with doors left and right.  Collingswood had the last room on the end.

“How are you feeling?” I asked as soon as the two of us were alone.  He had a good deal more color than when I’d last seen him.

“Much better, thanks.”  He nodded toward a couch behind him.  “I stretched out with my feet up for a while.  Silly, but it’s what the doctor says I must do.  Sit down.”

“It was harmless,” I said.  “The snake.  I had someone look at it.”

“But—”

“You said you stopped here before you came to see me.  Where did you put your coat?”

“Where I always do.”

He pointed to a coat rack next to his door.  One step in, drop it in, one step out.  The snake could have been tucked into it here, or at his house.  He was starting to frown.

“You think someone put it into my pocket?”

“Either that, or your roof has a very odd leak.”

“But that would mean...”

“That someone wanted to scare you.  Yes.  Let’s start with the premise Gil Tremain’s disappearance has nothing to do with that, though, or with the phone calls you got.  I don’t think that’s true, but it makes sense to start there and see where it leads.  Meanwhile, you need to take some precautions.  Don’t go anywhere by yourself. Keep people around you.  Take a taxi back and forth to work.”

“Yes, all right.”

“Tell me more about the project Tremain was working on.”

His desk was neat as a pin.  Slide-rule, cup of sharpened pencils, everything aligned perfectly.  He took time selecting his words.

“C&S Signals develops what you could think of as technological bits that are used as part of larger units,” he said at last.  “We come up with improvements to existing technology in some cases, solutions to problems that are holding up advances in a particular industry, primarily radio signals and sound transmission.”

“You’re telling me you don’t actually make anything — invent some gadget.  You make, so to speak, a piece.  And what?  Sell it to somebody else?”

“In a nutshell.”  He smiled faintly.  “The project we’ve been working on offers a significant improvement.  In and of itself, it’s the most valuable thing we’ve ever developed.  But if America joins the fight against Hitler—”  He sighed deeply.  “When we do, it-it might be of some use to our military defenses.”

“Are you suggesting the Bund might be behind Tremain’s disappearance?”

“No.  I can’t—.  It would be too farfetched.  How would they even know about us?”

I had a hard enough time absorbing the reality of the war going on in Europe.  The thought of cloak and dagger hijinks by America’s pro-Nazi group right here on my doorstep unsettled me enough to search for other explanations.

“What about competitors?  Would another company try to hire him away from you?”

“No!  Absolutely not!  Gil isn’t the sort to be bought.  He’s absolutely loyal.”

“But would anyone try?”  And get rid of a man if he turned them down, I added silently.

“I suppose it’s in the realm of possibility.  Gil presented a paper about the problem we were working on at a symposium four months back.  Several men from the company we’re to meet with next week were there also, and his presentation made them suspect we were nearing a breakthrough.  I suppose others might have done likewise.”

“How much of the project — the knowledge or calculations or whatever it is — could Tremain take with him if he did, to put it bluntly, take a bribe?”

“All of it.  Frank and two other engineers worked on it with him, but it was Gil who had the breakthrough.”

“You must have copies.  He’s not carrying the whole thing around in his head.”

“Even Gil wouldn’t be up to memorizing the entire thing.  Yes, we have copies.  In the safe.  But... yesterday, when we took a close look because we were starting to worry about our meeting....  We think they may not be our latest calculations.  There was a knot, you see.  When we were almost there.  It had us tearing our hair out for two weeks or better.”

“And Gil Tremain was the one who cut the knot,” I guessed.

He nodded.

“I thought — I know — he’d put in the change and the girls had typed a finished copy to take to Photostat.  We’d passed it around to make sure nothing had gotten miscopied.  We’d followed the calculations on it to make sure they worked.”  He swallowed.  “The ones in the safe don’t.”

To me, it looked more and more like Collingswood’s fair-haired boy had scampered off into the arms of a higher bidder.  More than a few smart, efficient men had thrown away a prosperous future in their hunger for more money faster.  Their shortcuts usually led to a jail cell.

“Did Gil know how to get into the safe?”

“No, but he most likely kept his worksheets.  Gil was very orderly.”

“I’ll talk to your employees, and have a look around Gil’s office, if you don’t object.”

“I thought as much.  It’s why I was so keen to have you come today.  So you could get started.  I’m sorry Frank isn’t here, but the headaches he gets are ghastly.  Nausea.  Can’t stand light.  I don’t suppose worry over Gil helped it any.”

“I can stop back tomorrow to talk to your partner.”

“Yes, but you see, he knew Gil better than anyone else around here.  They saw each other outside the office occasionally.  Went to lunch so they could discuss whatever project they were on.  I don’t want to give the impression Gil’s a cold fish.  He’s cordial enough.  But around here at least, he’s never been one for idle chatter.  He keeps his mind on his work.”

Collingswood’s tone left no doubt he approved of that attitude.  It also left me wondering who in C&S Signals did indulge in idle chatter.  If I could tap into it, chatter might yield something useful.

“There’s an explanation for this, I know it,” he said.  “Please.  Just find him.  It’s not merely the monetary loss we’ll face if we can’t find him.  I also like the boy.  Although I’m not sure he’d believe that right now,” he added softly.

“Had you two had a falling out?”

“I wouldn’t call it that.”

“Over what?”

“I’d asked him to stop seeing my daughter.”

Was that enough to turn a loyal employee into a thief?

“May I ask why?”

“He’s divorced.”  He looked down uncomfortably.  “Gil’s a fine man, but I didn’t want her subjected to that sort of social stigma.”

From what I’d seen, it was only the divorced woman who got snubbed.  Ex-husbands went free under the ‘boys will be boys’ clause.

Prudence said it might be smart to look at Tremain’s office before my tongue got me in trouble.  For once I listened to the old girl.

* * *
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Tremain’s office didn’t accommodate me by offering signs of whether or not he’d disappeared voluntarily.  No marks on the wall suggested a scuffle.  No travel brochures or phone numbers scribbled on the office blotter hinted of departure for a happier clime.  The only decoration on his desk was a picture frame containing the likeness of a girl who looked about eleven. His daughter, maybe?

I talked to the employees next: three other engineers, a technician, two draftsmen, two clerk-typists and three secretaries.  Not to mention the guardian of the front desk.  All gave the same story I’d heard already.  Gil Tremain was pleasant but kept to himself.  Finally I went back to my office, where even the stairwell now had a tropical feel, and called the number I had for Tremain’s apartment.  Since nobody answered, I decided to have a look at the place.

The two-story building had a spare look suggesting it would appeal more to people busy with jobs than to retirees.  Tremain’s apartment was upstairs at the rear, I’d learned from one of the secretaries who had dropped off papers there once.  I carried a folder so I could claim the same mission if anyone stopped me.  Nobody did.

Upstairs, the hall had carpet.  It wasn’t thick, but it felt rugged and did a nice job of soaking up footsteps.  There were four apartments, two on each side, before I reached Tremain’s.  No sounds issued from any of them.  No radio playing, no electric sweeper.  No dishes rattling even though it was lunchtime by now.  The silence supported my theory the place would appeal to people who were elsewhere during the day.

At Tremain’s door I raised my hand to tap, preparatory to taking out my Number Three Boye.  Just before my knuckles connected with wood, I heard movement inside.  The fact I had my ear pressed to the door helped.  The sounds were muffled, but unmistakable.  Scrape.  Thump.  Like drawers being opened and closed.

If it was Tremain and he was just now packing to take off somewhere, then he was an idiot.

The man who’d been described to me didn’t sound like an idiot.

I took out the crochet hook.

The shiny little shaft had never put its nose to any kind of fancywork, but it unlocked the door in about a minute.  I slid through and stood stock still, wishing I’d brought the Smith & Wesson.

The room I’d stepped into had been torn apart by someone unconcerned about tidying up.  A little modern kitchenette was to my right.  Above the sink, weak November light made its way through an outside window whose sash was halfway up.  At first I thought the noises had stopped, that the other intruder had somehow become aware of my presence.  Then, from the room to my left, which I judged to be the bedroom, I heard what sounded like coins or pencils being dumped out on a hard surface.

Cautiously I crept forward, hugging the wall.  A few feet short of the bedroom door, I nearly stepped on papers that had spilled from a small occasional table which stood in what seemed an odd place.  Keeping one eye on the door, I stooped and gave them a fast once over.  They were blank pages and sheets advertising music events, not scientific calculations.

Resuming my stealthy movements, I eased through the mostly closed bedroom door and found myself engulfed in thick darkness.  Vision obscured by the sudden change in light, I ducked to avoid the blow which, if I’d been heard, would come from the side.  Instead, a broad shape flew through the air toward me.

Instinctively I threw up my arm to block it.  Even as I deflected whatever it was, a man’s shape charged and a fist slammed into my chin.
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The floor tilted under me and I felt my knees buckle.  Out of little more than reflex, I caught my attacker around the waist and brought him down with me.

I managed to hit him pretty hard in the snoot.  We rolled, with me trying to get a good grip on the front of his shirt.  His knee drove into my breast so hard I flinched.  It gave him the opening he needed.  I made a grab for him as he started to stand.

Something hard smashed down on my head and everything around me dissolved.

* * *
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When I woke up, somebody was holding a cold wash cloth against the side of my head.  I heard voices.  Ones I recognized.

One of them grated.  The stench of cigarettes made my head ache worse than it already did.

“She’s coming around,” someone said.

I forced my eyes open.  A grizzled cop with an inch of burning tobacco hanging out of his mouth was bending over me.  His name was Freeze.

“You mind telling me how it happens I bump into you so often at homicide scenes?” he asked, sitting back on his heels.

“Gee, I guess we must move in the same social circles,” I said thickly.  “And yeah, I’m okay.  Thanks for asking, lieutenant.”

I wondered why my mouth was shooting itself off when the rest of me couldn’t even see straight.  Maybe because Freeze and I rubbed each other the wrong way.  He headed the homicide unit, the only detectives on Dayton’s force that specialized.  He was a good cop, but he had trouble listening to any ideas that weren’t his own.  It galled him that mine had been right a few times when we were getting in each other’s way.

“Lie still for a while,” said the cop with the washcloth, holding me back as I tried to sit.  He was a blocky blond junior detective named Boike.

Like Freeze’s other boys, he didn’t normally speak unless his boss told him to.  He got a frown for his efforts, but I’d seen Freeze give a lot worse.

Accumulating evidence, most notably my pounding head, suggested I wasn’t yet dead.  That meant Freeze and Boike and the several men I could hear in the front room must have come here over other matters.

“The room was dark when I came in.  Did I miss a stiff somewhere?” I asked.

It was full of light now.  Uncomfortable as it was to move my eyeballs, I could see the room had served Gil Tremain as both bedroom and work area.  I lay next to a desk and could see the end of a bed.

“Not up here, you didn’t.  Just the one downstairs.”  The homicide chief got up and rubbed out the end of his cigarette just before it burned his fingers.

“There’s a body downstairs?”  Maybe the knock on the head had knocked me goofy and I wasn’t understanding.

“Boike here started up to knock on doors, see if anyone else was around who might have seen something, heard something.  Noticed some drips of blood on the stairs.  They led back here.”

“I punched the guy.  Guess I gave him a nosebleed.  Can I sit up, Boike?”

“Stay put til I’m done asking questions.”

I started to get the strong impression I’d understood fine.

“Come on.  You don’t think I had anything to do with whatever you found downstairs.”

“I want to find out what you know before you sit up.  In case your brain busts or something.”

Swell bedside manner.  He was watching me closely.

“I thought I heard somebody in here.  I came in.  He jumped me and we traded some punches.  Then he clobbered me.”

“Yeah, with that.”

Following his gaze, I saw broken chunks of brightly colored plaster.  Judging by the remains, it had depicted old King Tut in his casket.

“So let’s get back to the first question I asked you.  How’s it happen we find you at a homicide scene?”

It wasn’t exactly what he’d asked, but I didn’t feel like quibbling.  I gave him a highly edited version: Hired by a company to find an employee who hadn’t come in.  Said employee was working on an important project.  I gave them Gil Tremain’s name and my client’s name.  Collingswood could tell them more if he wanted.  The shape I was in just now, the less I said the better.

“Any idea what the guy who jumped you was hunting?”

“Something to do with the project Gilbert Tremain was working on, maybe?  Or some hint to Tremain’s whereabouts if whoever came here thought he was hiding.”

“Why would he hide?”

“How should I know?  I’m a simple private detective, remember?”

I thought such modesty would please him.  He narrowed his eyes.

“Hey, can I take a couple of aspirin at least?  I’ve got some in my purse.”

Freeze jerked his head at Boike.

“Go get her some water.  I’ll see she doesn’t get up.”

He came to my side and stood looking down, prepared to put a foot on me if I stirred.

“How come you didn’t stick your nose in downstairs?”

“Into what?”

“The door that was standing ajar.”

“There wasn’t one standing ajar when I came in.”

Freeze lighted a cigarette.

“You claim you thought something was off with this place because the door wasn’t quite latched.  The one downstairs where we found the stiff was open a foot or more and you didn’t notice?  It standing open’s what made the woman dropping off ironing for one of the tenants peek in.”

That woman, I gathered, had called the police.  Boike returned with a glass of water.  Freeze had the decency to let me sit up. I took the aspirin and kept on sitting.  As far as I could tell, it didn’t feel any worse than lying down.  Neither choice was a picnic.

“If the man who attacked me had already killed the woman downstairs, I’d have noticed her door open,” I processed.  “He’d have had no qualms about killing me too.  But if he panicked that someone might have heard the two of us thrashing around in here, and raced down and the woman downstairs opened her door — she was the manager, after all—”

“So?”

He hadn’t exactly confirmed my guess, but since the apartment was one I’d passed, and the manager typically had one at the front, it was logical.

“So she opened her door to see what was happening and he knew the game was up since she’d seen him.  Maybe he thought he’d killed me.  He was worked up, and willing to kill now to cover his tracks, and he did.  On the way out.”

“Yeah, that’s the way we see it too.”

“How?  Did he kill her?”

The detective’s mouth clamped tightly closed.

“You know anyone at this place that hired you?” he answered.

“No.”

“Never dated someone who worked there, say?”

It was one of the stranger questions he’d ever asked me.

“No.  Why?”

He knocked some ash into a saucer he’d found to use as an ashtray.

“Just seems strange that a place that works on engineering things would hunt for a woman detective.”

“You telling me you’re more of a whiz at physics than I am, Freeze?”  I didn’t really know what that was, other than high-powered math, but I was willing to bet he didn’t either.  “They wouldn’t have to hunt very hard, since I’m in the phone book.  Can I go now?  I want to go home and nurse my head.”

An irritated breath escaped Freeze.

“Yeah, go on.  We know where to find you.”

I got up slowly and made my way toward the door.  I was almost there, when he spoke again.

“You got your car here?  You’d better let Boike drive you.  See if she remembers anything else on the way, Boike.  Then go on back to the office and build a fire under the evidence boys.  I’ll meet you there.”

My instinct was to argue, but it wouldn’t remove the thought I knew was stuck in Freeze’s mind that a male detective wouldn’t have let an intruder get the best of him.

“What’s he up to?” I asked Boike when the two of us were in the hall outside Tremain’s apartment.

“The boss is okay,” Boike defended.  “When we first walked into that room and saw you stretched out bleeding, he thought you were dead.”

“Bleeding?”  I touched the sorest part of my head.  My fingers came away with the stickiness of mostly dried blood.

At the foot of the stairs, the door to the first apartment on the right stood halfway open.  I wanted to get a look.  It might not help at all, but again, it might.

“Jeez, I’m wobblier than I realized.  Need to rest for a minute.”  Wavering toward the wall, I sagged against it.

From where I stood, I could see inside the apartment where another detective and some uniforms were working.  The view wasn’t great.  A chair and one of the cops were in the way.

“Uh...”  Boike possibly suspected I was up to something.

I put a hand to my forehead as if to ward off dizziness.  It shielded my eyes so Boike couldn’t see their direction.

The apartment showed traces of being searched.  Sofa cushions tossed on the floor, the drawer of a writing table pulled open.  But it didn’t begin to compare to how things had been torn apart upstairs.

The cop who was blocking my view stepped away and I saw what I needed to.  A woman lay on her back with one leg splayed.  The front of her dress was stained.  She’d been shot in the chest.
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