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May 27, 1943

ONE

––––––––
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Milo Thompson was the queerest little duck who’d ever walked into my office. He’d barely told me his name, and still was shaking my hand, when he leaned across my desk and spoke in a voice just above a whisper.

“Miss Sullivan, I need the services of a private investigator.”

I fought the urge to whisper back. Instead, I smiled reassurance.

“That’s what I’m here for. Why don’t you sit down?”

He settled himself in the chair in front of my desk while I closed the afternoon paper where I’d been following the progress of Allied troops in North Africa. Thompson was slightly built with white hair that didn’t match the age of his face, which suggested early forties. The hair was neat at the sides, but on top it resembled something out of the sample case of a Fuller Brush salesman. His gray suit was quality all the way, although on the conservative side. It looked nice with his hair. He settled a very nice felt fedora on his knees.

“Now tell me about the nature of your problem, Mr. Thompson.”

Again he leaned forward, his chin level with my telephone. He peered at me gravely over the top of his black-rimmed glasses.

“I’m being followed.”

By men from Mars, I thought, considering his mannerisms. Yet those same mannerisms suggested a life so constrained that I felt sorry for him.

“There was a note too. This morning. That’s why I decided I ought to see someone. I thought, since you’re a woman, you’d be less likely to carry a gun. I really don’t want to see anyone hurt.”

He’d shifted back to sit normally now. The part about a note had sharpened my interest.

“Mr. Thompson, I carry a gun sometimes for the same reason any other detective does. Helping people like you often means coming in contact with people who aren’t very pleasant. Most men are bigger than I am.” Which was five-foot-two and a hundred ten pounds, if anyone cared. “I throw a pretty good punch and can handle lots of them with that and tough talk. Other times, it takes the sight of a gun to persuade some gorilla that I’m not a cream puff.”

“Oh. Yes, well ... I suppose that’s all right then. In any case, I’m sure Mother will feel more comfortable with a woman if you have to talk to her, which I hope you won’t.”

Ah-hah. That explained his fussy manner. He was a mama’s boy. As he talked, his volume had tiptoed up to almost normal. I reached for the lined tablet I kept on my desk for taking notes.

“You said there’d been a note? Tell me about that, and the being followed part.”

“There’s a car. A strange car. It follows me when I leave work in the evening. I’ve seen it once or twice in the morning as well. It parks down the street from our house, sometimes one direction, and sometimes another. A few times I’ve thought ... I’ve thought someone was following me on the street as well.”

“What does this car look like?”

“Look like?” He frowned. “Gray, I think. Older, possibly. I haven’t really noticed it enough to describe it, but I’m certain it’s the same car.”

Milo Thompson looked so serious, and so intent on what he was saying, that I was inclined to believe him. He hadn’t so much as glanced at his surroundings, which was fine since there wasn’t much to see. The plant in one corner had been dead for years, a permanent replacement for numerous predecessors I’d forgotten to water. My wall decor consisted mainly of a calendar from my DeSoto dealer. The only touch which might impress a prospective client was a world globe I’d splurged on once we’d entered the war against Hitler and his bunch.

“And the note you mentioned?” I prompted.

“Yes, that’s when I decided I had to do something. It meant whoever it was was getting closer. I was afraid they might be ... upping their ante.” He looked pleased with himself for using the phrase.

“It came in our paper this morning, you see. Rolled up inside it. That means-that means whoever put it there was on our porch, right at the door to our house. They stood there and unrolled the paper and put the note inside, and if I weren’t the one who brings the paper in every morning, Mother might have opened it first and seen it. The whole business would have upset her terribly.”

“What did the note say?”

“‘Pay up or else.’ It was written in crayon. Printed. ‘Pay up or else.’”

I sat back in my chair. He watched me anxiously.

“It’s threatening, don’t you think?”

“Any chance it’s some neighborhood kid’s idea of a prank?”

“I don’t believe so, no.”

“And you don’t owe anyone money?”

“Oh, goodness no.”

He didn’t look like the sort who’d get in over his head gambling, but I’d learned a long time ago that people in that kind of trouble didn’t admit it. Someday someone was going to walk through my door and say, “I’m in hock to my bookie for more than I can ever possibly pay, and I need your help.” It would be refreshing.

“What about favors?” I asked.

“Pardon?”

“Has anyone done you a favor and then come to you later asking you to do something for them? A favor in return?”

“Oh.” He wrinkled his brow. “Nothing comes to mind.”

“Do you have any idea at all why someone would be following you, Mr. Thompson?”

“No! It’s - it’s ... that’s what makes it so ... outlandish! We are perfectly respectable people, my mother and I.”

“I take it you live with your mother?”

“Yes. I’m-I’m a bachelor.” His cheeks colored ever so slightly. He looked down at the hat on his knees. “She wanted to stay in the house after my father died, and, well, she had a lot to adjust to just then. There was no reason why I shouldn’t stay ... help out where I could.”

I thought I caught a wistful note in his words, but I couldn’t be certain.

More questioning brought the information that he owned a small garment factory started by his grandfather. Before the war, as he put it, the company had made ladies’ belts and skirts. Now, like every other manufacturer, they were making things for the war effort. My guess was it would be uniform pants of some sort and belts for G.I.s, making them an unlikely target for espionage. It didn’t leave me much to go on.

“You told me whoever’s following you drives a gray car, an older model. Take a minute and think about what led you to think it was older.”

The line appeared on his forehead again.

“It’s boxy. Not streamlined like the newer ones,” he said after a moment.

That was something, at least.

“I don’t suppose you got the license number.”

“As a matter of fact ... well, it’s only the last two numbers, and I’m not sure about the last of them. It might be either 42 or 43. That corner was either rusted or there was mud, and I only thought of it this last time—”

“That’s okay.”

He’d relaxed as we talked. His voice, though soft, was now in a range approaching normal. His answers were thoughtful. I felt growing confidence he wasn’t imagining all this.

“Mr. Thompson, I need to ask you some things I’d asked anyone who came to me with this kind of problem. Or just about anything that brought them here, really. If you take offense, it’s going to be harder for me to help you. Understand?”

He nodded, listening intently.

“Has anyone been let go at your business? Or maybe missed out on a promotion? Anything that would give them a grudge.”

“No. No, I can’t think of anything like that. I don’t really do the day-to-day running of things, though. You’d need to talk to my manager, Mr. Wohl.” He gave me a phone number.

“What about women you’re seeing, or have been involved with? Any of them married?”

“Certainly not! There haven’t been many women at all. No one for ... for a long time.” His gaze faltered and he looked at the floor. “I’m not the sort of fellow women go for.”

On the one hand, he could be making the whole story up. On the other hand, I didn’t think he was. I told him I wasn’t sure how much I could help him, and what my daily rate was. He wrote me a check for three days, which was my minimum. He also wrote the name and address of his business in neat script and added the name and title of the manager. Precision plus.

“I’ll be in Cincinnati most of tomorrow,” he confided. “I’ll call you Saturday morning when I get back to see what you’ve learned. That is, if you don’t mind.”

When I heard the elevator at the end of the hall go down, I walked to one of the pair of windows that looked out on Patterson. Milo Thompson emerged from my building. I watched him head up the street with a surprisingly decisive stride, and tried to shake off the feeling I would live to regret agreeing to help him.



TWO

––––––––
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Dayton and the surrounding area held its first official blackout drill that night. Mrs. Z, who owned the glistening white, two-story rooming house where I lived, had made blackout curtains and brought them around to all our rooms the week before. There was pretty chintz on the inside to hide the black that blocked out the light. Although Mrs. Z was sweet about it, she’d made it clear that any girl who didn’t have them completely closed for the drill would be hunting new lodgings come morning.

Defense factory jobs had swelled the city’s population. With people sleeping in shifts, two or three to a single bed, and even reading obituaries to spot rooms coming vacant, it was an effective warning. In addition to closing my curtains, I moved my bedside lamp to the floor and sat there to read.

Next morning, while I sat on the end stool at McCrory’s lunch counter, my folded-up newspaper told me city officials reported “almost complete” compliance to the drill.

“A policeman came in hunting you,” a scrawny little waitress named Izzy murmured as she slid a bowl of oatmeal in front of me.

“A policeman?”

I knew lots of policemen. My dad had been one. One had courted me for a long time. But he was unlikely to come here hunting me. Izzy moved like a flash, the fastest waitress I’d ever seen. She was gone before I could ask for particulars. I went back to the paper.

Some of the pooh-bahs responsible for our civilian defense claimed Dayton was just as likely to be bombed as the White House was because of two big Army airfields right next door. Wright Field was headquarters for the U.S. Army Air Corps Materiel Division. They developed new aircraft and technology there. Patterson Field was the center for Air Corps aviation logistics, maintenance and supply. I skimmed the rest on the blackout and moved on to other articles.

“What did he look like?” I asked as Izzy came toward me with more hot water for tea.

“Real young.” She paused in her hummingbird darting. “Tomorrow’s my last day, so in case you don’t come in, thanks for all you did for me.”

“Factory job?” Any woman who wanted could get one.

“Waitressing, out by the airfield.” She was in flight again to wait on customers. “Better pay and better tips,” she said over her shoulder.

I was glad for Izzy. She was a good woman. But the thought of someone else serving my breakfast was hard to swallow.

***
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Curiosity over why a cop was looking for me so early in the morning itched at me all the way to my office. It only took about five minutes for that curiosity to turn into a rash. I’d barely had time to hang up my pint-sized navy-blue hat with white trim and get out a bottle of solvent to clean my typewriter keys when the telephone rang.

“Freeze wants you to meet him over on East First,” said a cop whose name I didn’t recognize.

Lieutenant Freeze was head of the homicide squad. They weren’t an official unit. They were part of the general detective division. But when bodies turned up, so did they.

Freeze wanting me at a crime scene was contrary to the way things usually went. Up to this point it had always been a case of my finding a body, or of trying to worm my way in someplace where one had been found because the victim might be connected to a case I was working on.

My pal on the phone gave me an address.

“They’re out at the back,” he said. “Sort of between two buildings.”

East First turned into Springfield Street at the edge of downtown. Factories started to line it. The number I was looking for was in a transitional area before that happened. Buildings housed warehouses, small manufacturing places and wholesalers. A bottling plant was thrown in for good measure. It had gone out of business.

I recognized the car that Freeze and the two men who worked with him usually used. It was parked at the curb with a squad car behind it. I found a spot for my DeSoto half a block up.

“Took your own sweet time,” said Freeze as I made my way through the narrow space between a four-story building of dun-colored bricks and its neighbor.

“Gee, Freeze, I didn’t realize I was working for you.”

Freeze had a sharp chin and a nose that was way too pretty for the rest of him. When I first knew him, his hair had been an even mix of black and white. Now the white was winning. He didn’t like me much, and clung to the notion people dumped information into my lap because I was female, but we’d managed to cooperate occasionally of late. War made strange bedfellows.

Freeze stepped to one side and I saw a body.

“What do you know about this guy?”

Closing the space between us, I looked down. I didn’t like what I saw.

“His name’s Milo Thompson. He came to my office yesterday wanting to hire me.”

Instead of a nice suit the dead man now wore slacks that had been around for a while and a tweed jacket. In place of his fedora, a tweed cap lay a few feet away from him. Lying there on the pavement in different clothes he looked coarser, somehow. Everything about him looked rougher and tougher. Yet his white hair and the way it stood up on top was unmistakable.

“That explains the slip of paper we found in his pocket.” Freeze held it out by the corner and I saw the neat script of the man who’d written the name and address of his business down for me. An address, I realized now, that was close to where we stood.

“Thing is,” Freeze was saying, “according to the driver’s license we found on him, which matches a mug shot and fingerprints we’ve got on file, his name is Floyd Hotchkiss. He and two other men robbed a bank in Cincinnati ten years back. He got out of prison two weeks ago.”

“What?”

“You’ve been snookered.” With more satisfaction than was seemly, Freeze stuck an Old Gold in his mouth and held a match to the tip. “Did you write down that alias, Dotson?”

A kid with the thin hair that males who are strawberry blonds seem to have, jumped and put pen to notepad. His suit, along with the notepad, suggested he was either a new detective or a Boy Scout out of uniform. Boike, the blocky blond who usually accompanied Freeze, was nowhere to be seen. Neither was another man I’d sometimes seen with them.

“Uh, is it spelled with an i or a y? The Milo part?” the kid asked.

Freeze’s jaw tightened so I thought he might bite his cigarette in two.

“An i,” I said.

“What kind of story did Hotchkiss spin you?” asked Freeze.

“He claimed someone had been following him.”

“Looks like he was right.”

“Yeah. He also said there’d been a note.”

I told Freeze the gist of it, and that he claimed he’d destroyed it. I fiddled with the inch-high V-for-Victory pin on my lapel as I put two and two together.

“Did they recover the loot from the robbery?”

“Nope. Just a bill from the bait money. Hotchkiss tried to use it for a train ticket. That’s how they caught him.”

“If he didn’t share, his two partners might send him a note like that.”

“One’s dead. The other one got out of the pen three years ago. We’ll have a chat.”

There were cuts on Hotchkiss’ cheekbones and his nose had bled.

“Someone roughed him up before they killed him.”

“Yeah.”

I didn’t have much sympathy. I’d believed the little skunk. I’d fallen for his worried voice and pretense of innocence.

“How’d he die?”

Apart from his nose and his cheeks and a splotch above his belt that could have come from either of those, I didn’t see much blood.

Freeze nodded to his young assistant.

“Dotson. Show her.”

Dotson slipped the notepad into his pocket with what looked to be some reluctance. Bending down to the body, and using his pencil to avoid contact, he lifted the left lapel. Toward the center of the chest was a bloodstain the size of my palm, big enough to notice, but not soaked. I couldn’t see either a knife wound or bullet hole.

“Stabbed with a thin blade or a stiletto. Maybe an icepick or an awl, something like that. The coroner says it went in under the ribs and stopped the heart in less than two minutes. Didn’t give it time to pump out much blood.”

Grinding the butt of his cigarette under his heel, he spoke to Dotson.

“Go make sure the uniforms got hold of everyone who might have been out in back of this building last night.” He indicated the one closest to where Hotchkiss lay. “Watchman, janitor, people who came out on their break. Anyone who’d already gone home, get their name and phone number. I want the same for the one on that side.”

“What if they won’t give it to me?”

Freeze gave him a long look. “Tell them you’ll charge them with obstructing police business.”

The kid paled, and moved reluctantly off.

“If he was any greener, he’d sprout leaves,” I said under my breath.

“Gee, thanks. I hadn’t noticed.”

“Where’s Boike?”

“Uncle Sam needed him more than we did, apparently. The chief wrote the draft board asking them to reconsider, reminding them how many men he’d lost already and that the city needed an adequate police force. Sometimes that’s worked. This time it didn’t. Macmillian got called up six weeks before that.”

“Is this one old enough to shave?”

“Three years on the force and knew the right people to put in a word on his behalf for a detective slot.”

I was silent, sympathizing with Freeze for once.

“Did Hotchkiss say anything else in the story he peddled when he came to your office?”

“He went on about how it could have been his mother who opened the paper and seen the note, how it would have upset her. He came across as a real mama’s boy. I’m guessing now he didn’t have one.”

Freeze snorted. “Yeah he did. She died shortly after he went to the pen.”



THREE

––––––––
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The rest of my day didn’t go any better. As I came up the stairs to the third floor of my building, pounding and raised voices greeted me from my office. Parked outside the door was a cart. It held stacks of black cloth, and teetering on them, longways, a bundle of curtain poles stuck out like the barrel of a tank.

“Hey! Mind telling me what you’re doing in my office?” I yelled over the noise.

Two women stood on stepladders, one at either side of my windows. One was built like a barrel. The other was a dishwater blonde with a slouch to her shoulders.

“What does it look like? Putting up blackout curtains. We’re from maintenance,” said the barrel.

“The test was last night.”

“So? We do what we’re told, okay?”

“We only started working here this morning,” the blonde said defensively.

The last time there’d been a maintenance man who actually did anything was probably when Calvin Coolidge was president. At any rate, it had been before I moved in. I tried to decide whether this was any sort of improvement.

“Don’t tell me that lazy lump who used to pretend to do maintenance got into the Army,” I said.

“No, he got a factory job,” said the blonde. “We’re stuck with this. Gotta know people to get decent work in this town.”

They hopped down in unison, hefted a pole, and slid a panel of black cloth onto each end. As I watched, they climbed the stepladders again and hefted the pole onto brackets. More pounding ensued, a specialized task, it appeared, performed by the barrel.

A few minutes later they were gone. Shortly afterward, banging began in the office next door.

It seemed like a smart time to tackle the latest batch of background checks I now did on a regular basis for civil service out at the airfields. Late last fall, every house in the county had gotten a card from the local office of the War Manpower Commission to register women for war work. It had boxes to check and asked about special skills you had. I thought I had some swell ones, and deep down had the idea they might put me to use sniffing out spies.

Instead, after an interview, they gave me a weekly batch of job applications to check on. It wasn’t much different from what I already did for Rike’s department store and a couple of other places except for two things. One was it paid better. The other was that I had to do most of this checking in person. You needed to be a lot more certain about a file clerk handling paperwork in a military office than about a sales clerk in a shoe department.

In between going around and talking to former employers and neighbors of this week’s batch of applicants, I thought about the stiff Freeze had shown me that morning. I hadn’t asked for particulars, but Thompson/Hotchkiss had probably been stabbed during last night’s drill. There was no reason why I should give it a second thought. It had nothing to do with me now. But something about the whole business bothered me.

Why would a guy who’d done time in prison pull a mousy act when he came to see me? Why come to me in the first place? If he’d pulled a fast one on his partners from the robbery, he must have known who was after him. Unless it was something else and he really didn’t know.

I couldn’t sell myself on that scenario.

By the time I’d finished my rounds and had a sandwich, another thing had occurred to me. Thompson/Hotchkiss had given me a check. Trouble was, I’d deposited it on my way home last night. I was pretty sure the name on the check was the same one he’d given me. If the ex-con had a bank account under a phony name, Freeze ought to know.

He was out, a dejected voice told me when I called. I suspected the voice belonged to his green, young assistant.

“I’m the one he asked to come out to your crime scene this morning,” I said. “When he gets in, ask him to give me a call.”

Freeze took his sweet time, though to be fair, there was a lot to do in a murder case, especially the first day. Then too, he appeared to be working almost single-handed.

“You remember something?” he asked when he called back.

“Yes, but first, who found the body?”

“Day-shift supervisor coming into the building next to where he was lying.”

“Not the air raid warden?”

“Nope. Either Hotchkiss wasn’t there when the one for that block made his rounds, or the warden didn’t see him. That little walkway between the two factories would be hard to see in the dark, and it was extra dark last night what with the blackout.”

“What about the warden across the street? The block in back of the factories?”

“A woman, and a trainee at that. She was filling in for the regular warden, who took sick. A regular Nervous Nellie, swears she didn’t see or hear anything. She was probably trotting around that block so fast to get out of the dark that she wouldn’t have noticed a circus elephant.”

I ground my teeth at his dismissal of her capabilities because she was a woman, and because like most people, she got rattled when police turned up out of the sky blue. Nonetheless, I traded him tit for tat.

“I did remember something. Hotchkiss paid me by check. If you can sweet talk the bank into letting you look at it, I’m pretty sure the name on it was the same one he used with me, Thompson. No guarantees it will lead anywhere, but it could.”

“Huh.”

“Another thing, Freeze. When he came to see me, he was wearing glasses.”

“It’s called a disguise.”

“Yeah, I thought of that. But why would a guy who’d served time in the pen — presumably tough — put on such a sissy act when he came to see me?”

“How about you figure that out and let me know? He was up to something. Probably thought you’d be more gullible since you’re a dame. No, he didn’t have any brothers if that’s where your mind is headed. Parents, dead. One sister, dead. End of story.

“Look, Sullivan, I know you’re sore that he made a monkey of you. I would be too. But another customer’s bound to come through your door before you know it. Quit stewing over this.”

That was some kind of first, Freeze giving me a pep talk. Nonetheless, I hung up feeling less than satisfied.

I’d settled in and was getting some work done when another thought intruded. The man who had come to see me about this time yesterday had made a note of the name of his business and the name of the manager there. If I called and they’d never heard of Milo Thompson, or the phone number was a dud, it might tell me something. I wasn’t sure what. It might likewise be interesting how they reacted to the name Floyd Hotchkiss.

Sliding the folder I’d started yesterday toward me, I flipped it open. The notes I’d made on the gray car were still there. The slip of paper Thompson/Hotchkiss had written his business particulars on was not.

Uneasiness spread through me. Had someone had been in my office last night? The possibility they’d found the slip of paper and waited at the location on it to kill a man was chilling.

Maybe I’d opened the folder and the piece of paper had fluttered out without my noticing. Or ... Could the women who’d come in to hang the blackout curtains have inadvertently knocked the folder off my desk with one of their curtain rods? Getting down on my hands and knees, I looked beneath my desk and on the floor around it. I looked in my wastebasket in case it had tumbled down there. Then another idea presented itself.

***

[image: ]


“Hey, didn’t anyone teach you to knock before you come in?” the blonde who’d come to install the curtains complained as I opened the door to the maintenance room at the back of the ground floor.

She and her heftier partner were sitting with their feet propped up on a carton of some kind having a smoke. If they’d been in and out every room in the building that day and up and down ladders, I didn’t begrudge them a little rest before quitting time.

“Sorry,” I said. “I got in too much of a hurry. You two must be worn out, lugging all that equipment in and out of places all day. All those curtain rods sticking out and the ladders can’t be easy to maneuver, with desks and such in the way. Any chance when you came into my place you knocked a folder off my desk? I know you put it back if you did, but I can’t find a piece of paper—”

“We didn’t knock anything off,” said the one who was shaped like a barrel.

“We didn’t take it,” the blonde said sullenly. She flicked a defensive look at the other one.

“Look, I’m not accusing you of anything,” I said patiently. “I thought it might have fluttered out and landed on your cart somewhere. It’s not very big.” My hands indicated the size. “It had an address on it I need for something I’m working on.”

“We didn’t knock anything off,” the barrel repeated. She got to her feet.

“Who’d want a piece of paper?” said the blonde.

Belatedly I realized that if the missing paper had come to rest in the stack of curtains or anywhere else in their supplies, chances were good it would have been dislodged without notice in one of the offices the merry blackout decorators had visited after mine.

“Yeah, well, thanks anyway.”

They glared in reply.

“They always blame the blonde,” a voice complained behind me as I closed the door.



FOUR

––––––––
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When I stepped into Finn’s pub, I still expected my childhood friend Wee Willie Ryan to start tormenting me as he had nearly every day in the twelve years or so I’d been coming there.The regulars who sat at the bar looked forward to our daily bouts of kidding and Willie’s exaggerations about things we’d pulled at school. Six weeks ago he’d stunned us all by up and joining the Army.

Willie had married his grade school sweetheart. They had four kids. He was a letter carrier. On top of that, most of us doubted he met the four-foot-nine minimum height requirement. But Willie had told his wife that their brood of four gave him more obligation than most to defend the country.

Rose, the owner’s wife, slid a pint of Guinness before me as I took a seat near the end of the bar. “Well, our curtain passed the blackout drill, so I guess they won’t be closing us down.”

“Best news I’ve had all day, Rose.”

We both knew there’d been no danger they would be, but I didn’t know what I’d do without Finn’s. Wee Willie had brought me here for the first time the day of my dad’s funeral. Eighteen, alone in the world, and so dazed with grief I scarcely knew my surroundings, I’d let him bring me here and put me in a chair. Finn, who’d never set eyes on me before, set a pint in front of me and gave my shoulder a pat and pretended not to notice as tears slid down my face. Since that day, the pub, with its polished brass footrail and wooden tables with mismatched chairs, had been more of a home to me than the place where I slept.

Rose and I chatted about this and that, the substance less important than the warmth it spread between friends. All at once she looked past me and slapped the cloth she was wiping with on the bar.

“Well! Will you look at that!” she muttered.

A brick-haired policeman named Mick Connelly had come in, accompanied by an attractive blonde whose hand was tucked firmly under his arm. Her free hand held that of a little boy who couldn’t be much more than two. A girl whose braids emphasized her ears too much walked in front of them, her eyes absorbing everything around her with interest.

A lump in my throat made it hard to breathe. I had a feeling I knew who the newcomers were.

Almost from the day we met, Mick Connelly had waged an unrelenting campaign to win me. I’d tried to make him see I wasn’t a candidate for a vine-covered cottage and kids. He’d said it didn’t matter to him. I knew it did. I cared for Connelly in a way I’d never cared for any other man, but I needed to be who I was, and the shadow of my parents’ nightmare marriage hung over everything. A year ago I’d finally convinced him to move on and find someone else.

Two weeks ago, in one of the rare times we’d spoken since, he had asked me if I’d ever reconsider. I said no. He told me he’d been seeing a widow with two children and might ask her to marry him. Now here they were.

“Listen up, everybody.” His baritone voice filled the room for a minute, drawing attention from regulars as well as some of the newcomers. “This is Kathleen. We’re getting married Monday and I wanted her to meet my friends. Don’t scare her off now.”

There was laughter.

He steered his bride-to-be toward the bar. He ducked an awkward look at me.

“Kathleen, this is Maggie, and this is Rose.”

The blonde gave a cool nod. Her features were perfect.

“Much happiness to you both.” I toasted them with my glass, then turned to Kathleen. “You’re getting a wonderful man.”

She looked through me.

“Yes.” Her indulgent tone was the sort usually reserved for dealing with the feeble-minded. She glanced down at the little boy. “Stand up straight, Owen. Do you want to pull my arm off?”

Connelly winked at the boy in reassurance and turned to Finn. “A Guinness and a Harp and grab your fiddle. We’ll have a few tunes to celebrate.”

As they turned away, I saw he was carrying the bag with the set of uilleann pipes I’d given him. Pipes that had belonged to my father. Connelly loved the old-style tunes of Ireland. For a short time, before the war disrupted police schedules, he and some others had gotten together here once a week to play together.

Kathleen’s voice drifted over their departing shoulders.

“You led me to think this was the sort of tavern with a restaurant, Michael. It’s nothing but an ordinary pub!”

Rose had heard too, and looked fit to be tied.

“Nothing ordinary about this place, is there, Rose?” I managed a grin.

“All you need’s one look at her to tell she’s downright snooty. Whatever possessed that man?”

“She’s probably just nervous, being paraded for strangers to look at.”

“He’s making a big mistake, mark my words.”

“He deserves to be happy, Rose, and those kids are cute.” The boy was still at an age when kids pretty much looked the same, in my book. The girl, though, was cute, in spite of her ears, or maybe because of them. That and the way she took everything in and sat on the edge of her chair as though eager to see whatever came next.

The foursome settled in around a table, with the boy in his mother’s lap. Finn set Mick and Kathleen’s beverages in front of them. The pub owner ran upstairs to where he and Rose lived and came back with his fiddle. An elderly concertina player who must have been tipped off ahead of time by Connelly joined them and they played some tunes.

I finished my Guinness faster than usual and started another. Today I’d lost a client who’d made a fool of me before ending up dead. Now I faced the fact I was losing a man who’d been fool enough to want to spend the rest of his life with me; a man who had sometimes seemed to know me better than I knew myself. That was some great record.

Why had the man who called himself Milo Thompson dished out that drivel about living with his mother and how worried he was that things might upset her? The question held my attention for a minute or two, but then I ended up lost in memories of times with Connelly. How many nights had we sat together in this place, talking, while I struggled to avoid the electric charge sizzling between us?

I stole a look in his direction. He looked happy, as he always did playing, and doubtless happier with Kathleen here listening. She sat rigidly, her posture all but guaranteeing no one would attempt to talk to her. The little boy was curled in her lap as if napping. The girl sat unnoticed, swinging her legs to the music. The glass of Harp on the table next to Kathleen was down maybe an inch.

Rose was as disinclined to chat as I was. I had another Guinness. That dictated a trip to the loo in the hallway in back. When I got there, the girl in pigtails was looking hopefully around, her brother in tow. When she spotted me, her face brightened.

“My brother needs to use,” she said. “He’s not old enough to stand. Can you hold him on the seat so he doesn’t fall in? I’m not very good at it.” She was a thin little mite, all elbows, and a face that lit up with friendliness. “Well, sure,” I said weakly. I would sooner have faced a couple of thugs in an alley. “What do I do?”

“I’ll pull his pants down, see. You just lift him and hold him until he’s done. He mostly lets us know when he needs to go now, but somebody’s got to help him.”

She’d steered him into the stall as she gave her instructions. The boy had a diaper pinned over little underpants. She unpinned it expertly. I lifted him up. I didn’t get squirted. He did his business. Success all around.

After I’d had my turn in the stall, I came out to find the girl boosting her brother up on her knee while he opened and closed stubby fingers under the water at the sink.

“Your mother’s the one marrying Patrolman Connelly, isn’t she? He’s going to make you a terrific dad.”

She nodded vigorously.

“Mother says we’re not allowed to call him that, though. Right now we’re supposed to call him Mr. Connelly, and after they’re married, we’ll call him Dad Michael.”

Dad Michael. It sounded like a priest.

“I heard your brother called Owen,” I said as we walked out. “What’s your name?”

“Brigid.” She wrinkled her nose.

I went back to my place at the bar, and after a time I realized the two kids hadn’t gone back to sit with their mother. They were at one of the empty tables, where from time to time the girl pointed out something and whispered in the boy’s ear. As far as I could see, nobody had gotten them anything to drink, or even peanuts. I went over.

“Would you two like an orangeade? I’ll bet Rose over there would love to give you some if we ask.”

The girl slipped eagerly from the chair and followed me, her brother in tow.

“Two orangeades for Brigid and Owen,” I said.

The sour look left Rose’s face and she folded her arms on the bar to smile at them.

“Now that’s a fine idea.”

“We’d better share,” said Brigid quickly. “I’ll have to help him drink.”

She clambered up onto a stool and reached down to catch little Owen by his outstretched arms. I held my breath, ready to grab them if they started to topple. Rose pulled several drafts for men at the bar and came back with the orangeade. Brigid thanked her and took several sips through the straw. Then, putting the straw aside, she held the glass to her brother’s lips and he did his best at drinking. Part of the sticky orange dribbled down anyway. I grabbed a napkin from the bar and managed to catch some of it as it left his chin.

Rose leaned on the bar again, pleased as could be to have children to talk to.

“Do they call you Bridie, then?”

“No, just Brigid. Mother says nicknames are common.” A small sigh escaped her.

Rose cocked an eyebrow at me. “And how old are you, Miss Brigid?”

“I’m eight and Owen will be two in July. I’m in fourth grade though.”

Her hair was brown, rich and thick. A little gold cross dangled over her white Peter Pan collar. She was the sort of neat-looking little girl I’d never managed to be, but she had a spark to her. She took her turn with the glass, then held it down for her brother again.

“Eight and in fourth grade,” Rose pretended to marvel. “You must be a smart one.”

Brigid shrugged shyly.

“I guess. I like to read. Sister says I ask too many questions, though.”

I chuckled.

“I seem to remember some of them saying the same thing to me.”

Rose straightened suddenly, looking past me.

“Put that glass down, Brigid, and get off that stool. Just what do you think you’re doing, anyway?”

Kathleen came to a stop at my elbow. Her displeasure chilled the air.
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