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Chapter One

Afternoon, Friday, September 12, 1947

 


She glared up at me as I approached. If looks could
kill, I’d be on a slab in the morgue. “Good afternoon, Miss Blake,”
I said cheerfully. The police chief’s secretary was at her desk,
going through some old case files. She was in her early to
mid-thirties and wore her long, dark hair pulled back and up most
of the time. She rarely smiled, at least not at me. I never could
figure out why. I sometimes flattered myself by thinking maybe it
was because we were both single, yet I’d never asked her out on a
date in the three years she worked there. Or maybe she’d heard
rumors about me, or maybe I just rubbed her the wrong way for one
reason or another. Still, I continued to be friendly.

“He’s expecting you.”

“Yes, I know. You called me at my desk, remember?” I
said, giving her one of my best smiles.

“Are you attempting to be funny?”

“No, just lightening the mood. Or trying to. I hope
everything’s hunky-dory.”

“Hunky and dory, I’m sure, Detective
Barrington.”

“Plans for the weekend?”

“Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m working
both days for a few hours. The chief wants to catch up on a few
things.”

“Oh, that’s too bad. About you having to work, I
mean.”

“I’m sure it breaks your heart. Your boss is
waiting,” she said, staring up at me, her eyes narrow and her red
lips pursed.

I sighed. “Right, see you in the funny papers.” I
walked past her into the chief’s small, cluttered office, closing
the door behind me.

“You wanted to see me?”

“I did, Barrington. Have a seat.” He was sucking on
an unlit cigarette as he sat at his desk, his shirtsleeves rolled
up to his elbows.

I pulled up a chair and sat down across from him,
careful of the crease in my trousers.

“You’re not working on anything at the moment, are
you?” he said.

“No, I finished up that Martinelli case last week.
Why?”

“Because the All-Seeing Almanzo is here in town this
weekend. Ever hear of him?”

“Yes, actually. Almanzo Firestone, the spiritualist.
I read in the newspaper a couple months ago that he was coming to
Milwaukee. I have tickets to his show on Sunday afternoon. A friend
of mine is a fan.”

The chief’s bushy caterpillar eyebrows shot up in
surprise. “Firestone has lots of fans. Or lots of suckers who
believe in all that stuff and are willing to pay good money to see
him. Frankly, I thought all that spiritualism crap died out in the
twenties and thirties.”

“Well, this friend of mine is really a believer.
There’s a few of them still around.”

“Apparently. You’re a pretty cynical police
detective, Barrington. I didn’t think a man like you would be into
all that hocus-pocus, crystal ball hooey.”

“I try to be open-minded, but I’m mainly just going
for support. Because of my friend.”

“A friend, eh?” The chief leaned back into his chair
and broke out in a grin, the unlit cigarette dangling precariously
from his lips. “Oh, I think I see what you’re up to. Your friend is
a female, isn’t she? Must be this Ellen I’ve heard the fellows talk
about, and you’re trying to butter her bread, so to speak, by
attending something she wants to see even if you have no
interest.”

“Well, uh, no, not exactly, Chief. Not this time,
anyway. I’m just doing a buddy a favor, is all. He doesn’t have a
car, and he lives on the other side of town. He’d have to take a
bus and transfer to a streetcar just to get to the theater if I
didn’t drive him.” I didn’t really want to have to explain to the
chief that my friend was police officer Alan Keyes, and I certainly
couldn’t tell him Alan was my boyfriend. Not if I wanted to keep my
job, and Alan’s, too.

“Oh. Nice of you to help a buddy out like that, I
suppose.”

“He’s done a few favors for me,” I said, which was
true enough. “And I figure the show might be entertaining.”

“Good for a laugh or two, anyway. Well, this Almanzo
character is hosting a reception tonight at the Blatz Hotel for
members of the press and local dignitaries, trying to drum up some
publicity, I imagine, and I want you there.”

“At the reception? What for, Chief?”

“Reports have come over the wire from the Gary and
Kansas City police departments, the last two cities he toured.
Complaints about possible fraud. Typical stuff for these
spiritualist types. Besides the Sunday matinee you and your buddy
are attending, this All-Seeing fellow is also putting on a
performance tomorrow evening, and I want to know if the complaints
are justified before he skips town Monday morning.”

“Most likely they are.”

The chief leaned forward again and rested his hairy
forearms on the paper-covered desk. “Most likely.”

“Yes, but it’s my understanding the victims in these
types of cases don’t typically complain,” I said. “They get to talk
to their dear departed, or they believe they do, they pay their
money, and they go away happy. I’m surprised this Almanzo has
gotten complaints.”

“He must not be as convincing as some of the other
shysters. The complaints were mostly from people who felt he wasn’t
on the level. That’s why I want you at this reception. Get up close
to him undercover and feel him out. I want you to arrange for a
private performance with him before he leaves town, too.”

“Private performance? In what way?”

“You know, a séance, a palm reading, card reading,
whatever it is he does to bilk people out of their hard-earned
money. Apparently he sets up these private performances with
suckers before and after his public shows. See if you can catch him
in the act when it’s just you and him.”

“Sure, I see. Pretend I’m a follower.”

“That’s right. You’ll be posing as a member of the
press at the reception, but I also want you to convince him you’re
a believer. Maybe your friend can give you some tips. Might be
smart to take him along tonight if he’s really that big a
spiritualism fan.”

“He is, and I’m sure he’d like that.”

“Good. Just be discreet. Don’t tip your hand. You’ll
be a reporter from WBSM radio. See Miss Blake for your credentials
and phony business cards. I had to pull a few strings to get a
couple of invites to the reception. I was thinking it would be you
and a date, but if this friend of yours is really into all this
ghost stuff, that might be better.”

“I’ll call him right away. I’m pretty certain he’s
free tonight.”

“Okay. Ask Miss Blake for additional credentials for
your friend, then, though if he’s with you he may not need them.
There wasn’t time to put your name on the phony business cards, so
you can both use them. The reception starts at eight.”

“Right, I’ll be there. We’ll both be there.”

“Good. Go easy on the booze at this thing, though. I
want you sharp and alert. And don’t forget to turn in your
expenses, but don’t go overboard, either. Spelling turned in an
expense report last month for valet parking, champagne cocktails,
and a steak dinner at the Circus Room in the Hotel Wisconsin when
he was investigating a smuggling ring. I put him on a simple
vandalism case and a strict budget this month.”

“I’ll be thrifty, don’t worry.”

“Glad to hear it. Keep me posted, Barrington. I
expect a full report,” he said, spitting out the wet cigarette into
the wastebasket and taking another from the silver case on his
desk.

“I will, of course. Still trying to quit
smoking?”

He sighed heavily and stared at the unlit cigarette,
turning it over and over in his fingers. “Yes. The things we do for
our womenfolk.”

“Yeah, but I guess they’re worth it.”

“Some are. Speaking of that, this Ellen I’ve heard
the guys talk about, she’s someone you’re dating, is that
right?”

I swallowed a couple of times. “Uh, yeah, nothing
serious, though. Just a nice girl.” I had made up Ellen to take
suspicion off me and Alan, but the lie seemed to be growing
bigger.

“Still, I’m glad to hear it. Bring her by the
station sometime. I’d like to meet her. I’ll talk you up, help you
butter her bread and get in good with her.”

“Sure, Chief, will do, thanks.”

“You’re welcome. You know, the wife and I sometimes
have the detectives and their wives or girlfriends over for dinner
to the house. If you and this Ellen hit it off, you could be
included.”

“That would be nice. I’ll let you know how things
work out.”

“Do that. And you’re dismissed for now.”

“Yes, sir.” I left his office, got the credentials
and fake business cards from Miss Blake, and telephoned Alan about
the reception that evening. As I figured, he was delighted. I told
him we could eat at my place beforehand to save time.


Chapter Two

Evening, Friday, September 12, 1947

 


“Thanks for dinner,” Alan said, sitting back in his
chair with a satisfied grin. The Jack Benny Show was playing
on the console radio in the living room of my apartment, but we
weren’t really listening to the program.

“My pleasure. Though franks and beans aren’t all
that difficult.”

“Everything was delicious. You even managed some
good old Pabst Blue Ribbon, ice cold. You’re a good cook.”

I laughed. “I opened a tin of beans, heated them in
a pan on the stove, boiled water for the frankfurters, and took the
beer out of the icebox. Not exactly the work of a gourmet
chef.”

“Well, I thought it was top notch, cutie pie. And
speaking of pie, what do you have in mind for dessert?”

“I have a craving for something tall, dark, and
delicious,” I said, winking at him.

“You are an evil man, Heath Barrington,” he said,
blushing adorably.

“Not evil, just mischievous.”

“And playful and incorrigible. I must say I like
that in a man.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

“It’s true. But I was thinking along the lines of
pie or cake or something. You know me and my sweet tooth.”

“I do indeed. I suppose we can save the other for
another time, all things considered.”

“Yes, especially since we have to go to the
reception tonight and we’re running short on time.”

“Okay, handsome. I think there’s a couple of
doughnuts in the bread box, so help yourself.”

“Chocolate?”

“Just plain, but they go good with coffee. I put a
pot on earlier.”

“Great, join me in a doughnut and a cup?”

“Sure.”

“Coming right up,” Alan said, getting to his feet
and moving into the kitchen. “How does Grant Riker like being a
detective, by the way?” he said over his shoulder as he poured two
cups of coffee. “Has to be a change from being a police
officer.”

“Yeah, a big change. I guess he likes it well
enough,” I said. I was still seated at the dining table, watching
him through the doorway. I enjoyed the way he moved, the way he
stood, the way he looked. “I haven’t had much of a chance to talk
to him about it yet. He’s a natural, though. Smart, inquisitive,
tough, and he has a photographic memory. I think he’ll do
well.”

“Sounds like you,” Alan said, bringing the two cups
of hot, black coffee into the dining room. “You’ve got more moxie
than Carter’s got little liver pills.”

“Eh, I’m not so sure. Sometimes I don’t feel so
smart. And don’t get me started on my memory some days.”

“You just have a lot on your mind, that’s all. Want
a plate with your doughnut?”

“Yes, please.”

Alan retrieved two doughnuts from the breadbox, put
one of them on a small plate, and then stepped back into the small
dining area. “Here ya go,” he said, handing me the plate. “You
might want to dunk that, they seem kind of hard.”

“Thanks,” I said, picking up my coffee cup and the
doughnut.

“You’re too rough on yourself, Heath,” he said,
standing next to the table, his own cup in his right hand, his
doughnut in his left.

I looked up into his startling blue eyes. “Maybe.
Riker doesn’t lack for confidence, that’s for sure. He oozes it,
and that’s something any detective needs. Certainly the extra money
is a plus for a family man, too.”

“Yeah, that’s right. He has a wife and a kid. Harder
to support a family on a policeman’s wages.”

“You ever think about becoming a detective?” I said,
setting my cup down and taking a bite of the doughnut. Alan was
right, they were a bit stale.

“Me? I don’t have a wife and kids to support,
remember?”

I smiled. “And that is a good thing. I don’t sleep
with married men as a rule. But you would be a good detective.”

“Maybe someday, if I get the chance. But as I
recall, you like me in my uniform,” he said with a devilish
grin.

“I like you out of your uniform, too, Officer,” I
said, grinning back at him and winking once more.

“Sweet talker.”

“It’s all true. I really like having you around here
in general.”

“I like being here with you, too.”

“I hate having to sneak you in and out, though, or
pretending you slept on the sofa in the living room when you spend
the night.”

“We do what we have to. It’s the way it is,” Alan
said, moving slightly so he could lean against the arched doorway
between the living room and dining area, still holding his cup with
one hand while he dunked his doughnut with the other.

“True, but you know, Mrs. Murphy told me about a
two-bedroom opening up on the second floor the first of November
for fifty-two dollars a month, heat included. Mr. and Mrs. Mattern
are moving to West Allis to be closer to their daughter. With the
housing shortage, there’s a waiting list for bigger apartments, but
since I already live here, I think Mr. McNulty would let me have
it.”

“You thinking about getting a bigger place?”

“Yeah, but I’d need someone to share it with. A
roommate.”

“I’m no detective, but you’re leaving clues that
aren’t too hard to figure out, even for a simple policeman like
me.”

“There’s nothing simple about you, handsome. So,
what do you say?”

He stood upright and arched his back, stretching.
“Move in with you? Gee.”

“If we got a two-bedroom it would seem like we’re
just roomies, you see? Plus moving in together would save us both
money. We’d split the rent, the groceries, the utilities, and
you’re over here all the time anyway.”

Alan chuckled. “Heath Barrington, last of the
red-hot romantics.”

“I’m sorry. I guess I’m not saying this very
well.”

He looked thoughtful. “Well, you’re direct and to
the point, at least.”

“I usually am. So what do you think?”

“Gee, I don’t know. I’d feel kinda guilty if there’s
a long wait for a two-bedroom and we just jumped to the head of the
line.”

“I know, but there’s a long wait for one bedrooms,
also, and if you and I took a two bedroom, there’d be two
one-bedrooms available instead of just one two-bedroom.”

“I guess that’s logical, if a tad confusing, but I
have a lease at my current place through the end of the year.”

“I can carry the two-bedroom until your lease is up,
I don’t mind. I’ve got some extra money set aside.”

He took another swallow of his coffee and finished
his doughnut. “Let me give it some thought.”

“Okay, but I really hope you say yes. It just makes
sense, logically speaking.”

He walked over and touched the back of my neck,
giving it a gentle squeeze. “You’re something, Heath Barrington.
Thanks for letting me do my laundry downstairs again, by the way.
The washer’s still on the fritz in my building, and I’m out of
clean underwear. I want to look my best tonight. I’m going to put
on my best bib and tucker.”

“You always look your best, and I highly doubt
anyone at the reception is going to be seeing you in your
underwear. At least I hope not.”

“You know what I mean, wise guy.”

“Yeah, I do. It’s unfortunate your building only has
the one washing machine, but if you lived here you wouldn’t have
that problem. There’s multiple machines down in the basement. No
waiting, even if one breaks down.”

“Another romantic reason for moving.”

“Hey, I’ve got lots of them. So, besides clean
underwear, you’re all set for tonight?”

“Absolutely. I still can’t believe we’re going to a
private reception with the All-Seeing Almanzo. I almost dropped the
phone when you called to tell me today.”

“I’m glad you’re looking forward to it. I figured
you would be.”

“You know it! I wonder if we’ll actually get a
chance to talk to him?”

“That’s why the chief wants us there, though he
doesn’t exactly know it’s you who’s going with me, so keep that
quiet if you can. I just said I was taking a friend who believes in
spiritualism.”

“I understand. Like I said, we do what we have to
do.”

“And don’t forget, we’ll be posing as reporters for
WBSM radio.”

“Okay, but I’m not sure I’ll be very convincing,
Heath. I don’t know the first thing about being a reporter.”

“Hey, this is your chance to see what it’s like to
be an undercover detective. Don’t worry, I’ll do most of the
talking. If Firestone asks, just say you’re new to the radio
station and you’re learning from me.”

“I guess I can do that.”

“I know you can. Think of it as playing a part, like
acting when you were in that play. And don’t forget your press
badge and the business cards I gave you.”

“I put the cards in my wallet and the press badge in
my suit coat pocket. Are we using aliases?”

“No. Less chance of a slip-up if you’re just Alan
and I’m just Heath.”

“What if Mr. Firestone calls that telephone number
on the phony business card looking for one of us afterward?”

“It rings to a special line on the central police
switchboard. The operator knows to answer it as WBSM radio for the
next few days until the investigation is complete. We use the same
number for most undercover operations and clue in the switchboard
operator each time on how to answer.”

“Smart thinking,” Alan said. “How are you going to
go about investigating him, by the way?”

“The chief wants me to see if I can arrange a
private séance or something. I’ve thought about creating a late,
great, wealthy Uncle Horace I want him to summon for me.”

“Too bad you don’t really have a late, great,
wealthy Uncle Horace. If you did, maybe we could both retire,” Alan
said, glancing at his wristwatch. “Jumping Jehoshaphat, it’s
already a quarter after six, I better go check on my laundry. It
should be done by now, and I want to get it hung up to dry before
it gets too late.”

“Okay. We should leave by seven thirty at the
latest.”

“Right, I’ll be back in a jiffy.” He left his now
empty coffee cup and a few doughnut crumbs on the dining room table
and walked through the living room out into the hall of the
building, closing the door behind him. After he left, I swept up
the crumbs, took the two coffee cups and the other dishes into the
kitchen, and washed them up in the sink, along with the pot, pan,
and other scant utensils I had used to make dinner. Just as I was
drying the last plate, I heard the hall door open and close.

“Laundry finished?” I called out from the
kitchen.

“Yes, all hung up to dry. Should be good to go
before we have to leave. I can get everything folded and back in my
hamper and then we can put it in the back seat of your car. You can
drop me home after the reception.”

“Good. Though you don’t have to head home tonight if
you don’t want to. You could stay until morning.”

“You know I’d love to do that, but I promised Mrs.
Halifax I’d walk her dog later. She’s visiting her sick brother in
Sheboygan. Besides, I’m staying over here tomorrow night. Two
nights in a row would raise suspicion. Like you said, you can’t
have the neighbors talking.”

“Okay,” I said with a sigh. I hung up the dish towel
and walked into the dining room. “But once again, if we had a
two-bedroom, we wouldn’t have to worry about what the neighbors
think.”

Alan laughed. “You sound like a broken record.”

I noticed he was carrying an old, small wooden box
in his arms as he came toward me. He was peering down into it with
a gleeful expression on his face, like a little boy who’d just
gotten a puppy for Christmas.

“What’s in there?” I said.

“Take a look!” He placed it carefully on the dining
room table so I could see and then took a seat next to it.

“What on earth? Rats? You brought me rats? Where did
they come from?” I said, exasperated and surprised. Two
brownish-gray furry little creatures were scurrying about
frantically, pawing at the sides, and squeaking, their whiskers
twitching, their long tails flicking back and forth.

“Mice, to be precise, not rats. Rats are much
larger. I noticed Mrs. Ferguson’s cat had these two cornered in the
basement when I went down to check on my laundry. The poor little
things were terrified.”

I stared at Alan, his face now full of concern and
care. “I can imagine they would be. So, you rescued them, of
course. Frankly, I’m surprised they got cornered. I thought Oscar
was too fat and sassy to chase mice.”

“Obviously not,” Alan said, looking back at me.
“Though I think he didn’t know what to do with them once he caught
them. Still, he was very proud of himself.” He glanced back down
into the box. “I locked Oscar out of the laundry room, then found
this old box in the storeroom. I set it down and the mice scurried
right in, like they knew I was there to help. I think they’re kinda
cute.”

I looked at the little mice again. “In a rodent sort
of way. They certainly are frantic.”

“Yes. Reminds me of myomancy.”

“You mean Milo Clancy? One of the sergeants down at
the station?”

Alan laughed. “Sergeant Clancy does have whiskers
like a mouse, but no, I meant myomancy, a method of divination
using mice or rats. The All-Seeing Almanzo uses it sometimes.”

I rolled my eyes. “I should have known. The
All-Seeing indeed.”

“I know you’re a skeptic, but I must say I’m excited
to see him in person. And I really do appreciate you inviting me to
his reception tonight, even if it is only because you’re
investigating him.”

“My pleasure. The chief thinks you being a
legitimate fan might help me get close to Firestone. Though at
first, he thought you were a lady friend I was interested in. I’m
going to have to be careful about that. I’ve told a few of the
fellows I’m seeing a girl named Ellen.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, seemed like a good lie at the time, but now
some of them are asking to see a picture of her and wondering when
I’ll bring her around, including the chief.”

“Jeepers, how does that saying go? Oh, what a
tangled web we weave…”

“When first we practice to deceive. I know. I’ll
have to figure something out, maybe hire an actress to play the
part and then, sadly, she’ll break it off with me and shatter my
heart. But maybe not until after she and I get invited to the
chief’s house for dinner.”

“That seems a bit extreme,” Alan said.

“It’s how it must be. Ellen will end it, and I’ll be
so heartbroken, I won’t be able to date again for a long time. That
should keep the gossip down for a while.”

“Hey, maybe you’ll meet an actress that could play
Ellen when we go to see the All-Seeing Almanzo’s matinee on Sunday
at the theater. Thanks again for getting tickets to that, by the
way.”

“You’re welcome. Fortunately, tickets weren’t too
hard to come by and not all that expensive. And don’t forget our
deal.”

“I know, I know. I said I’d go with you to the opera
tomorrow night if you go with me to the matinee on Sunday.”

“A deal’s a deal. Don’t forget the opera is black
tie.”

“I remember. It will be nice to have a chance to
wear my tuxedo again.”

“Same here. Want me to pick you up? I have to go
into the station tomorrow, but I should be finished by noon. We can
do dinner beforehand some place downtown.”

“Dinner would be nice, but why don’t I meet you
here, say about six o’clock? No need for you to go out of your way
to pick me up.”

“Okay, if you’re sure. And I think you’ll like the
opera, Alan, really, if you give it a chance.”

“Maybe. And I think you’ll enjoy seeing the
All-Seeing Almanzo.”

“Doubtful,” I said. “So, he uses mice in his
act?”

Alan looked up at me again. “It’s not an act, it’s a
demonstration of his abilities. And no, I don’t believe he uses
myomancy on the stage, but he’s written about it. Quite
fascinating.”

“I’m sure. You’ve actually read one of his
books?”

“He’s only written the one, and yes, I have. I
borrowed it from the library. There’s a whole chapter on myomancy
and how mice can predict catastrophes and bad omens by their
movements and sounds.”

“I can’t even imagine what the other chapters are
on. Lizards foretelling our love lives by how they flick their
tongues? Owls divining our future by how they hoot or the shape of
what they regurgitate?”

Alan shook his head. “Ever the skeptic.”

“Can’t help it, sorry. But I’m glad you’re up on all
this. Like I said before, the chief thinks your knowledge will come
in handy tonight, and so do I.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“And that’s good enough for me. Do you still have
that library book that Firestone wrote?”

“No, I returned it, why?”

“I was just thinking it wouldn’t hurt for me to
study up a bit. Maybe I’ll swing by the State Street library
tomorrow morning and see what all I can find on spiritualism and
the occult. I want to go into the station for a while, too.”

“There’s a lot of information on the subject. It can
be overwhelming,” Alan said. “There’s one whole shelf devoted just
to fortune telling.”

“I’m sure. So, what are you going to do with these
two fortune-tellers, anyway?” I said, pointing into the box but
keeping my finger at a safe distance from the little rodents.

We both stared back into the wooden crate once more.
I noticed at least one of the rodents had relieved himself,
staining the floor of the box. “I don’t know, exactly. I suppose I
should take them over to the park and release them,” he said,
getting to his feet. “They should be safe there.”

“Good idea. The farther from here, the better.”

“Okay.” Alan picked up the crate, and the mice went
even more frantic, clawing and scratching at the sides. “You know,
their peculiar cries like that are supposedly an indication of
forthcoming evil or trouble, according to Firestone’s book.”

“So you’ve said. But evil is always present, Alan,
and trouble is always just around the corner. You should know that
as a police officer.”

“Yes, that’s true, but I can’t help but think these
two are trying to tell me something in particular.”

“If they’re trying to tell you anything, it should
be a huge thank you for saving them from being Oscar’s dinner. Now
get them out of here. I need to shave and start getting dressed,
and so do you.”

“All right, we’re going! I’ll be back to get changed
just as soon as I release Moe and Myrtle.”

“Oh great, now you’ve named them.”

Alan grinned. “You know me and animals.”

“I do. I must admit it’s one of the things I adore
about you.” I leaned over the box and kissed him lightly. “Better
hurry up, though. It’s nearly dark. And don’t get bit.”

“I’ll be careful, I promise.”

I was just putting on my suit coat and straightening
my tie when the telephone rang. I turned off the radio and picked
up the phone on the third ring, wondering if it was the station. Or
worse, if it was Alan telling me he was at the doctor’s office
after getting bitten by a rabid rat.

“Hello?”

“Oh good, you’re home.”

“Hi, Mom. Yes, but I’m getting ready to go out.”

“Of course you are. It’s a Friday night, and it
seems you’re always out gallivanting. You’ve been doing that quite
a bit lately. Taking Verbina to the theater, having tea with her,
going to the movies. Who knows what all you do? I’m the last to
know, it seems.”

“I’m having tea with Aunt Verbina this Tuesday
afternoon, actually.”

“Oh, really? At the Pfister Hotel again, I suppose.”
She made that annoying clicking sound with her teeth.

“That’s right. Auntie and I have tea there once a
month, more or less. You know that.”

“And how often do you see your mother?”

“I try to stop by two or three times a month. You
also know that.”

“Yes, you try to, but last month you only
visited once. Your father misses you, you know. Would it kill you
to come over at least once a week and to telephone once in a
while?”

“I’m sorry. I’ve just been really busy. I’ll see
what I can do, Mother, I promise.”

“Good. So, what are you doing tonight?”

“I have a reception to go to at the Blatz Hotel for
work.”

“That doesn’t sound like work.”

I sighed. “Well, it is. I can’t really talk about
it, though.”

“Hmm. Well, I plan on baking an apple pie tomorrow.
Mr. Archer gave me a whole bushel basket full of apples from his
tree. Why don’t you come for supper? I’m making roast chicken and
red potatoes and carrots, and we can have the apple pie for
dessert. I’ll have your father make some vanilla ice cream.”

“That sounds really nice, Mom, but I can’t tomorrow.
I’m going to the opera.”

“The opera? Again? I don’t understand where you get
that from. What’s wrong with a good old-fashioned play?”

“An opera is a play, of sorts. Only with music and
singing.”

“And expensive, I bet. Your father and I paid a
dollar and a half each to see Fay Bainter in Our Town last
fall, and I thought that was too much. I can’t even imagine what
they charge to see these highfalutin operas. You should save your
money. And don’t go buying things on credit, Heath. It’s no good.
If you can’t pay cash, you don’t need it. That’s always been our
philosophy, your father’s and mine. We even paid cash for this
house, at least a healthy down payment, anyway. We paid off the
mortgage four years ago.”

“Yes, you’ve told me that many times. You and Dad
lived in a two-room apartment above the Woolworth’s on Wisconsin
Avenue until I was almost four years old. You made all your own
clothes and lived on stew and creamed chipped beef made with dried
and salted meat.”

“Yes, all because we were saving money so we could
buy a nice house for the three of us. Even during the Depression,
we never went hungry and always had a roof over our heads and clean
clothes on our backs.”

“Yes, and I truly appreciate that. Funny you should
mention saving money, Mom, because I’m thinking of getting a
roommate.”

“A roommate? In your little apartment? Whatever
for?”

“To save money. And there’s a two-bedroom coming
available in my building the first of November.”

“Well, that makes sense. But you could move back
home if you’re having trouble financially, dear. Your room is just
sitting there, and you could stay here rent free.”

“I know, you’ve told me that many times, too.
My room is almost exactly as I left it. My glee club pennants are
even still up on the wall.”

“It’s your room, Heathcliff. Whenever you want to
come back, it’s waiting for you.”

“That’s sweet, Mom, really. But I don’t think that’s
going to happen.”

More teeth clicking. “What’s wrong with your father
and me and our nice little house?”

I sighed. “Nothing. Nothing at all. I love you both
very much. But I’m over thirty, as you often remind me. I think I’m
a little old to move back in with my parents. And didn’t you tell
me once that you’d thought of turning my old room into a sewing
room?”

“I can sew at the dining room table, like I always
have. And you said you’re having trouble financially, dear. Regular
home-cooked meals would do you good. You’re too thin.”

“I didn’t say I was having trouble financially, I
just said I could save some money by getting a roommate. Besides,
you’re always saying I spend too much time alone.”

“You do spend too much time by yourself, at
least when you’re not out gallivanting. But a roommate? That
doesn’t sound like you, dear.”

“I just think it makes sense, that’s all.”

Rapid teeth clicking now. “Well, I did hear Ronald
Schwartz has been talking about moving downtown. He’d make a good
roommate. His mother tells me he’s very tidy.”

“Who?”

“You know him. Virginia Schwartz’s boy. Ginny and I
play canasta on Tuesday afternoons. Ronald is your age, and he’s
been working at the power company. He doesn’t have a car, so he has
to rely on the bus and it’s been rather challenging, I’ve heard,
going back and forth.”

“Ronnie Schwartz. I remember him now. He used to
steal my lunch in grammar school and sit on me on the playground at
recess until I turned blue.”

“No one’s perfect, dear. And people change. Grammar
school was a long time ago.”

“Some people change, and not always for the
better. Anyway, I’m thinking about asking Alan Keyes, my friend
from the police department. We get along pretty well, he’s about my
age, and we could both save some money by sharing a space.”

“You spend a fair amount of time with this Mr.
Keyes. I should like to meet him some time.”

“You will if we get a place together.”

“Hmm. Is he seeing anyone?”

“You mean does he have a steady girl? I don’t think
so, no. But if he does, I’ll ask her if she has a friend or a
sister. Or the sister of a friend.”

“That’s always a good way to meet someone, Heath.
You won’t find nice girls in taverns or the theaters. Taverns
aren’t the place for a sensitive young man like yourself to meet a
sincere, sweet young thing. No, much better to be introduced by a
mutual friend. That’s how I met your father, you know.”

“Yes, I know. Your finishing school classmate, Ethel
Kinney, introduced you to her brother’s friend.”

“That’s right, and look how well we turned out.
Speaking of meeting people through mutual friends, dear, I’ve heard
Ronnie Schwartz’s little sister is still single.”

“I’m not surprised. She used to beat me up too.”

“Well, I’m sure she wouldn’t do that anymore. She’s
really a lovely girl, with very nice teeth. She’d make a beautiful
bride.”

“Mom…”

“You’re over thirty, Heath. It’s high time you
settled down, you know. You could save money by getting married
just as easily as taking on a roommate.”

“I know, you’ve mentioned that a few times, too.
Look, I’ve got to go, Mom. Say hi to Dad for me, okay?”

“All right, dear, but do let me know when you can
come for supper again soon.”

“I will. Bye.”

“Bye, dear. Maybe next weekend, okay? Don’t forget
to eat well in the meantime.”

“Right, gotta go, bye.” I hung up before she could
get another word in.

“Who was that?” Alan said as he came in from the
hall, carrying the now empty box.

“My mom. Didn’t get bitten by Max and Mitzie?”

“Moe and Myrtle, and no, I didn’t. They have been
happily relocated to the park. I watched them scamper away to a
hiding place under a log.”

“Lucky for them, and for me, that you have a big
heart.”

“Aww, pshaw.” He looked me up and down. “Gee, you
look spiffy. I always like you in that gray suit with the lavender
tie.”

“Thanks, that’s why I wore it. You’d better hurry
and get changed, though. We have to leave soon.”

“I’ll just run down to the basement and grab my
laundry.”

I looked at my pocket watch. “It’s a few minutes
after seven already.”

“I’ll be quick. And you can fold my clothes and put
them in my hamper while I clean up and change. It will save
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