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Chapter 1

	The Message

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Help me.

	Two words, carved into a bar of soap. Unscented, uncolored. Nothing special. White bar soap with Sudsy imprinted on one side, as usual, and the message meticulously cut by hand into the other, perhaps an eighth of an inch deep. 

	Unusual, to say the least.

	In all my years working as a quality control inspector on the factory line at Sudsy Disinfectant Solutions, I had never seen anything like it. Nor had it ever occurred to me that someone would employ such a method to seek the aid of their coworkers. 

	Who could hope to find help in such a manner? Someone desperate. 

	It was a shot in the dark. For whoever had carved the message would have no idea who might eventually stumble upon it while sifting through the bars on the conveyor belt, turning them over, checking their size and weight at a practiced glance, picking one at random every so often to give a closer inspection. 

	I was not the only inspector on duty any given day. The message could not have been intended for me. But it was a cry for help, nevertheless; of that I was certain.

	Without drawing the attention of anyone nearby, I dropped the bar into the pocket of my white lab coat and glanced nonchalantly down the line of workers along the belt. We all wore the same white coats emblazoned with the Sudsy motto—For a Clean and Bright Future—as well as clear goggles and blue rubber gloves; my only distinguishing feature was the word INSPECTOR emblazoned across my lapel. If one did not already know we were in the business of producing cleaning products, one may have thought we were chemists working on a factory floor instead of a laboratory.

	No one looked up from their work. No one glanced back my way. No one acted in any way out of the ordinary.

	I paced down the line with my clipboard at the ready and my ballpoint pen scribbling. Focused on my work, writing my report, but at the same time making mental notes as I passed each coworker without detecting a whiff of desperation.

	"How we doin', Broekstein?" Simmons piped up as I passed his station.

	"Seventy-six days without an incident," I replied with a smile.

	"That's gotta be some kinda record, ain't it?" He tipped a fresh box of soap bars onto the conveyor belt, and they trundled slowly away toward the next station.

	Had anyone else noticed the carved message before it made its way to me? Had they seen it and let it pass, thinking it was none of their concern? How many of them could have read the words Help me and thought nothing of it?

	"Sudsy prides itself on providing a safe working environment," I said.

	"You read that on your fancy clipboard?" Simmons winked and grinned. 

	He had returned from the war with an SS bullet wound in his shoulder for his efforts. It flared up now and again, affecting his ability to carry certain loads regularly, but his spirits had not been dampened by the experience. He remained as good-natured and wiry a man as he had been before, and just as rough around the edges.

	"In my experience, a hundred days without incident is a goal most factories never reach. So I would say we are close to beating a national record, if not a Sudsy one."

	Simmons nodded. "Hey, long as we're beating those Clean & Tidy clowns, am I right?" 

	He referred to Sudsy's major competitor in the northeast region, a company that produced every item that we did, from hand soap to laundry detergent, but using inferior ingredients and charging more for them. Sudsy offered a superior product, had been in the business longer, and maintained a solid reputation. Clean & Tidy, on the other hand, had a much more robust advertising campaign.

	"We have nothing to fear in that regard." There had been reports earlier in the week that a worker at Clean & Tidy's Wallingford factory had somehow managed to lose a hand. Gory details, however, were scant.

	"Let 'em choke on their own newspaper ads, that's what I say. Let 'em choke!"

	With a nod, I let him get back to work, and I resumed my path toward the end of the line. No one else looked up or said a word to me, so intent were they on the job at hand. I admired their diligence. We had an excellent crew, men and women dedicated to keeping Sudsy a trustworthy household name.

	But I found myself perplexed. Who here needed help?

	With no other option presenting itself, I carried the bar of soap upstairs to my supervisor, Mr. Delaney.

	 


Chapter 2

	Mystery Solved

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Mr. Delaney was an Irishman. I was a Dutchman. And for some reason, he felt the need to point out this distinction in every conversation we had. 

	Today was no different.

	A big-boned man, he enjoyed playing rugby on the weekends with his mates and meeting them at the local Shamrock Pub every other night of the week. The blood vessels in his face, particularly his nose, had paid the price for imbibing so much so often, but he never came to work drunk. Leaning back now in the well-worn leather swivel chair behind his desk and with his shirtsleeves rolled up to his elbows, he tossed the bar of soap from one hand to the other as if it were a baseball.

	"We don't see things the same way, Broekstein. Maybe it's the Irish in me, but I look at this bar of soap? I see a prank, plain as day."

	I stood facing him in his cluttered but somehow orderly office with windows that overlooked the factory floor below. All of our quality control inspectors reported directly to him, and he relayed our reports to the manager, Mr. Powell, whom we rarely saw but often heard over the loudspeakers when he gave us daily productivity updates.

	"This has never happened before," I said, reluctant to dismiss the carved message out of hand. "Not on my watch, at any rate."

	"Right." He caught the soap bar and held it for the moment, studying me. "I read about what happened in Massachusetts last month. Paper had a whole quarter-page on it. That cop had some good things to say about you. Boomer? Broomster?"

	"Detective Boomsma."

	"That's the one. Dutch chap, I take it." At my nod, he continued, "And I quote, 'Inspector Willem Broekstein of Hamden, Connecticut, provided invaluable aid in apprehending the suspects involved.' Bet you've got it framed on the wall of that hole you call an apartment."

	I will admit I kept the article, but I did not frame it. Furthermore, the journalist appeared to have taken some liberties with regard to Boomsma's statement—unless the detective's verbiage tended to wax flowery during interviews.

	"So you teamed up with one of yours, and between the two of you, the mystery was solved. Dutch style." Mr. Delaney chuckled, shaking his head. "And now you think you've got another mystery on your hands. Homegrown, this time." He tossed the soap back at me, and I caught it against my chest. "You gettin' too big for your britches there, Broekstein? Maybe I oughta write the Chronicle and tell 'em that so-called inspector works at Sudsy. Quality control ain't the same as crime fighting."

	"No, sir." I traced the words carved into the bar with my finger. "So, in the absence of any other evidence, you believe this to be nothing more than a joke."

	He shrugged. "Could be I wasn't the only one who read that article. Could be somebody on the line just wants to pull your leg." He gestured broadly at the windows to encompass all of our coworkers out on the factory floor. "Take your pick." Then he leaned forward, elbows landing on his crowded desk with a thud. "You like working here?" He did not give me a chance to reply. "Plenty of ladies still work the line. They filled in for us while we were overseas fighting the good fight, and most went back to homemaking after the war, but not all. Because not all of us came back."

	I nodded to show I understood, not that I knew where the conversation was headed.

	"You don't want to work at Sudsy—you want to go play detective instead—you just say the word. Cuz we've got plenty of applications for employment around here, and a limited number of positions." He gave me a direct look that made his meaning clear: I was replaceable. "Don't get me wrong. You've always done good work, and I've got no complaints, long as you keep your eyes on what's right in front of you. Just don't go looking for trouble where there ain't any. Might land you in the unemployment line."

	I nodded again. "Sorry to bother you, sir. I have no desire to leave Sudsy. This is..." I held up the soap bar in an awkward attempt at humor, but unfortunately no punchline emerged fully formed in my mind, so I dropped it back into my pocket. "This will not happen again."

	"Let's hope not. I'd hate to lose you, Broekstein. You're a real workhorse, a tribute to your people." He dismissed me with a half-hearted salute. He knew that I had been unable to serve in the war, designated 4F instead of 1A due to health reasons. "Now get out there and make sure we're still delivering those quality products we're known for!"

	"Yes, sir." I backed out of his office and shut the door behind me. 

	When I turned around on the catwalk to face the stairs leading down, I caught Simmons watching me from his station with a big grin on his face, barely able to contain his laughter. Then he too saluted, standing as rigid as a statue.

	So, mystery solved. He had carved Help me into the soap as a joke, just as Mr. Delaney had surmised. 

	Simmons, our resident prankster with his horrible caramel onions and rude whoopee cushions, should have been my first suspect. Perhaps he would have been, had I not recently survived a murder attempt. My experiences at Sullivan Manor—the childhood friend I had been unable to protect from the person closest to him—continued to haunt me in ways I could not predict.

	I deposited the soap bar into a trash can at the bottom of the stairs and went about the remainder of my workday as if nothing had happened.

	 


Chapter 3

	A Note

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Going about my workday as usual was easier said than done.

	My mind insisted on returning to that conversation with Mr. Delaney. He had never shown any ill-regard for my attention to detail in the past, particularly when it had saved the company a considerable amount of money. More than once, in fact, my investigations into various discrepancies on and off the line had been responsible for catching certain workers siphoning chemicals, ingredients, and supplies to sell elsewhere for personal profit, which had led to their prompt dismissal. I took no pleasure in the fact that they had lost their jobs, but I felt no guilt for it, either. They had orchestrated their own fate by stealing from Sudsy Disinfectant Solutions.

	For nearly three decades, my performance reviews had been favorable, no matter how often I strayed outside the domain of quality control. Employee theft was not my designated purview, but I could not turn a blind eye to obvious wrongdoing. 

	Perhaps that short article in the Hamden Chronicle had made all the difference. Mr. Delaney did not mind my amateur sleuthing when it benefited his department and the company as a whole, but he did not look favorably upon my interests branching outside of Sudsy's walls—and receiving attention for it. He preferred that I remain a cog in his wheelhouse.

	Little did he know that I made a habit of assisting the local police department in a very limited capacity from time to time. Whenever I came across an article in the paper describing a certain crime, if something about the details stood out to me, something I feared may have been overlooked, I would call the precinct from a payphone and leave an anonymous tip. Otherwise, I would not be able to sleep at night. I never knew for certain if my help was well-received, or if any of my insights led to the capture of the criminals involved, but I liked to think so. Not because my ego needed inflating; I was only interested in helping my fellow man.

	A psychologist may have said my motivation was rooted in the fact that I had not been able to serve during the war. I kept busy on the home front, serving as an air raid warden and organizing drives for raw materials, but such civilian activities are not afforded the same respect as a G.I. wielding an M1 Garand against the enemies of democracy. Psychoanalysis might have also deduced that due to my lifelong unmarried status and inability to attract a suitable mate in order to create a family unit, I therefore perceived my community as being my family and thus sought to better it in any way I could.

	I did not put much stock in psychology, even though I had read a few books on the subject. In my mind, for better or worse, I was simply the man I was, blessed—or cursed—with a keen eye for detail and an inability to ignore what others seemed to disregard with ease. And as for my single status, I had not given up the prospect of one day meeting the love of my life. As far as I was concerned, my past failures in this regard bore no influence upon the present, and my future wife could be waiting just around the corner. 

	I planned to live another ten to twenty years, God-willing, and for all I knew, wedded bliss was still an option for Willem Broekstein. And if not the companionship marriage, then I would settle for love. Truth be told, I yearned for romance of any kind. 

	I was, as pathetic as it sounds, a lonely man.

	Whether or not I was able to focus on my work as well as any other day, quitting time eventually arrived, and with some relief, I made my way down to the locker room. Shedding my lab coat, gloves, and goggles was an evening ritual, and I did so quickly, hoping to avoid any interaction with Simmons. Having fallen for his bar soap prank, I felt the fool. 

	But it was anger that flared up within me when I found the note slipped into my locker. Fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me.

	Nevertheless, I unfolded the white half-sheet of paper and read the neat cursive script:

	Willem— Forgive me for reaching out to you in this way. I don't know who else to turn to. I'm at the end of my rope. Please consider meeting me after work today. I won't take up too much of your time. See you on the bus. —Gladys

	"Another one for the record books, eh Broekstein?" Simmons slapped me on the back as he passed, his voice rising above the clamor of steel locker doors slamming shut and conversations ebbing and flowing around us. He raised an eyebrow as I turned to face him. "No hard feelings?"

	I gave him my best attempt at a steely gaze. "No idea what you are referring to."

	He pshawed. "C'mon, famous detective like you? I'm sure you could put two and two together."

	Like Mr. Delaney, he too seemed to think I needed to be taken down a notch. 

	"First the soap. Now this?" I held up the note, crumpling it in my fist. "Well done, Simmons. You are the master of juvenile pranks. I have never met your equal." I shut my locker door harder than usual and marched away.

	His burst of laughter followed on my heels. 

	"No idea what you are referring to!" he called, mimicking me almost to perfection.

	 


Chapter 4

	Bus Ride

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	There were four stops between the factory and the apartment building I called home. On any other evening, I would have sat alone, reading one of my favorite Sir Arthur Conan Doyle mysteries or time traveling while dark and sleepy Hamden slid by the windows on both sides of the bus. (By time traveling, of course I refer to one of my favorite pastimes: reliving distant memories by recalling them to mind in as much vivid detail as possible.) Such was the benefit of taking public transportation, besides the financial savings any frugal Dutchman would be proud of: I did not have to do the driving and could thus spend my time on more enjoyable pursuits. 

	But tonight, after our first stop, the open seat beside me was quickly taken by someone moving up from a few rows back.

	"Gladys—" I recognized her at once and instantly thought of the crumpled note I had tossed into the trash.

	She was a middle-aged woman of medium height and build, with what some might have called a girlish figure, and wore a modest grey suit with squared shoulders and a skirt that ended just below the knee. Her auburn hair was tucked up under a simple black hat, the same color as her low-heeled shoes. Whenever she smiled, she looked at least a decade younger, but now she seemed very serious, her glances at me furtive. 

	"You mind? I usually sit in the back, and I know you like to read your books on the ride home," she whispered in a rush, "but I hoped I could bend your ear for just a minute."

	"Of course." I closed the novel in my lap and nodded. "You had a productive day, I trust?"

	"Met our quota, and everything passed inspection. I'd call that a win." There was a hint of that beautiful smile that came and went just as swiftly. 

	"Your station always receives high marks from quality control, if I am not mistaken."

	"Yes, thank you, Willem. I'm glad you think so. That I do good work, I mean." She ducked her chin, keeping her voice low. "You got my note?"

	"I did." Chagrined that I had doubted its authenticity, I matched her volume. "What seems to be the problem?"

	"Not here." She glanced surreptitiously over her shoulder. "You know O'Reilly's, over in Middletown?"

	The diner in question was located twenty miles away. There were perhaps twice as many bus stops between here and there, maybe more. We would not arrive for at least an hour. Good thing neither of us had any family waiting for us at home. Gladys's husband had tragically died in the war, and they had no children. An empty apartment always greeted me when I walked in the door. 

	But it had been a long day, and I was tired. I would have more than likely declined if not for the desperate look in her eyes and the words from her note that floated back through my mind: 

	I don't know who else to turn to. I'm at the end of my rope.

	"Yes. Of course," I said. There were other options closer by, but she obviously wanted to meet outside of Hamden. "They stay open late, from what I recall."

	"Midnight." She nodded, quickly adding, "I won't keep you that long. I promise. Can we meet there? I'll buy you dinner. Anything you want."

	"Out of the question." Going Dutch would have been a natural option, but instead I offered, "My treat."

	She smiled at that and grasped my forearm in a brief squeeze. 

	"Thank you, Willem. I... I saw the article in the paper, how you assisted that detective in Massachusetts. I thought maybe... You could help us." With a polite nod, she slipped away without saying more and returned to her seat in the back section of the bus.

	Us? It appeared she was not alone in her hour of need. 

	Something ingrained in me from my youth as a member of the Reformed tradition resurfaced, as it so often did: always being willing and able to lend a hand to widows and orphans. I hoped I would be up to the challenge, whatever it entailed and whoever else was involved. Gladys was an honest, salt-of-the-earth woman, and I was honored to help her. But I was no stranger to my own limitations, and if it seemed the authorities should be contacted, I would of course advise her to do so.

	As if to remind me of said limitations, a pang from my ever-insistent and ever-present bladder—accustomed to blessed relief in my own private bathroom following the four requisite bus stops at the end of every workday—made it clear that I would be less than comfortable for the next hour.

	Clenching my jaw, I returned to the novel, hoping it would distract me, and I braced myself for the long ride ahead.

	 


Chapter 5

	O'Reilly's Diner

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Our meeting had a certain clandestine nature to it, what with exiting the bus separately and avoiding eye contact, as if we were strangers to one another. 

	Without looking back, I made my way across the half-full parking lot to the front doors of O'Reilly's, and upon entering the establishment, I was instantly bombarded by the familiar dissonance of voices in conversation, utensils clattering against plates, waitresses bantering with each other and shouting orders at the cook, as well as the mouth-watering aromas of supper in all its forms competing with the pervasive scent of coffee. My first priority was locating the restroom, which I did at once, finding the placard and its helpful arrow posted on the back wall. But I waited until Gladys joined me without a word in the foyer and the hostess escorted us to our booth. Then I briefly took my leave.

	"Mustpissin," I muttered under my breath without realizing what I had said.

	"What's that?" Gladys, already seated, looked up from her menu with a quizzical expression.

	"Be right back," I said and turned away, heading down the aisle as fast as I could without drawing attention.

	A few minutes later, I returned much-relieved. The bathroom itself had seen better days, but it had served its purpose.

	"Have you already ordered?" I sat down and removed my hat.

	Gladys had removed hers as well, setting it on the table beside her, next to her purse. She had also taken her hair down...and it was beautiful, with the gold-brown sheen of a copper penny in its prime. 

	"Not yet," she replied. "Thought maybe we could have some coffee first? My stomach's fluttering like it's full of butterflies."

	The coffee would not help with that, but I kept my opinion to myself. "Of course." I raised my hand as I caught the eye of a world-weary waitress. 

	At least a decade my senior, she ambled over with her notepad and pencil at the ready and a look on her face that said very little in this life would ever surprise her. "What'll you have?"

	"Two coffees to start," I said, and the waitress left without a word. "What do you recommend?" I glanced at the menu.

	Gladys shrugged. "I've had the Dublin Coddle before. It's good, but a little heavy."

	"I am not all that familiar with Irish fare, I must admit. I usually have soup for supper, since I am only cooking for one."

	"You and me both." She nodded, and while it had been five years since she had lost her husband, the grief remained fresh behind her eyes. "You okay waiting to eat till after we talk?"

	"Certainly." I set the menu aside. "How may I be of service?"

	She stared back at me for a moment before catching herself. "I'm sorry. I don't even know where to start. There's so much rattling inside my head right now."

	"Start at the beginning." I nodded and smiled, trying to encourage her.

	"Right. The beginning." 

	She took a deep breath and slowly let it out. Then she reached for her purse and flipped the clasp open. Slipping one hand inside, she withdrew a photograph. I expected her to present it to me, but she kept it to herself, fiddling with it as if it were some sort of talisman, her gaze fixed on the tabletop midway between us. 

	"About a month ago, we started receiving anonymous threats—the women on the line. Notes in our lockers, the words cut and pasted from advertisements in the paper. Somebody really doesn't want us working for Sudsy anymore. Saying we don't belong, that we're taking jobs away from the G.I.'s who came home. That we should go back to the kitchen. You know, be homemakers again."

	I nodded to show that I understood, not that I agreed with the sentiment. Gladys and our other female workers did a fine job on the line every day, and Sudsy's productivity rate had not suffered one whit since their arrival. 

	"Have you mentioned this to your supervisor?"

	She shook her head. "A couple of the girls wanted to go straight to Mr. Powell, you know, take it all the way to the top. But I said we shouldn't. Not when it first started, anyway. I didn't want us to look weak, like we couldn't take a joke." She seemed to shudder. "But it's escalated, you might say, if that's the right word. It's never been funny, and it's worse now. We're getting phone calls at night, you see, when we're home. Whoever it is, he disguises his voice, but he knows our telephone numbers...and he knows where we live." 

	She slid the photo toward me, and I took it. The image was dark and grainy, but I could distinguish the form of Gladys making her way up the front path to her apartment building. The picture had been taken from the street, perhaps in a parked car.

	"Look on the back," she said.

	I did. In a miniscule script, all in capital letters, was this message: 

	ENJOY WALKING WHILE YOU CAN.

	 


Chapter 6

	Potential Suspect

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I cleared my throat quietly and looked up from the photo. "Has he made similar threats over the phone—assuming it is a man and not a woman with a very deep voice?"

	Gladys nodded, keeping mum for the moment as the waitress set down our coffee cups and saucers in front of us with a violent clatter.

	"Give a holler when you're ready for some grub. Name's Myrtle." She flicked the monogrammed M on her blouse and gave me a wink before trudging off down the aisle.

	"Thank you," I said absently, taking a scalding sip.

	"Cream? Sugar?" Gladys held the creamer in one hand and the sugar bowl in the other. "Or do you take it black?"

	I shook my head. "Fine for me as-is, thank you." 

	Why had I never noticed before how blue her eyes were? Or what a fine figure she possessed? The goggles and formless lab coat were to blame, I supposed. I had never looked upon her any differently than anyone else on the line. To a certain extent, we all were little more than cogs in a wheel.

	"What is it?" The makings of a smile curved her lips.

	I realized too late that I was staring at her. "This would indicate that you have a stalker." I held up the photograph. "One that followed you home. And the message about being able to walk…" I shook my head. "What sort of threats has he made before?"

	She dumped a considerable amount of cream into her coffee, followed by a generous helping of sugar. Stirring it all in, she said, "Edna and Hazel, he told them their jobs would be a whole lot tougher with broken fingers. But he told Viola, Blanche, and Doris they'd have a rough time working the line with a busted kneecap."

	I tapped the photo in my hand. "So that is what he was getting at here. That you might suffer some sort of accident involving your ability to walk."

	"What else could it mean?"

	I shrugged. "Perhaps that you are getting on in years." 

	Oh, how I cringed inwardly after allowing those words to escape. What could have induced me to utter such a thing out loud? I was truly out of practice interacting with the opposite sex. 

	"I'm only forty, Willem," she scoffed. "Don't look so surprised. You heard me."

	"I assumed—that is to say, most women in my experience tend to guard their age like a winning hand at cards. And I did not mean to suggest—"

	"That I'll be using a cane by my next birthday?" She laughed quietly as I sputtered incoherent nonsense. "You're no spring chicken yourself, you know."

	"Of course. You are more than a decade my junior. And now I have made a complete fool of myself." I swallowed a gulp of coffee without thinking, and it scorched my throat all the way down, causing me to cough and grab a napkin to cover my mouth. 

	She watched the spectacle with a hint of amusement in her beautiful eyes. "You don't do this much, do you?"

	"Drink coffee?" My voice was hoarse, my eyes watering. "I suppose I prefer tea—"

	"Go out. Like, on a date, you know? With a woman." She leaned forward onto her elbows, cradling her cup between her hands as she watched me. Studying me, as if seeing me for the first time. "You don't look like an old man."

	"Thank you." I had no idea what else to say. "And no, I do not have much of a social life. I spend most evenings reading." Or time traveling, but I left that out.

	"Widower?" She raised one eyebrow.

	I shook my head. "Never married. The opportunity, as of yet, has not arrived."

	"I don't believe that." She took the first sip of her coffee and paused for a moment to savor it. "I'm sure there have been girls right and left with their eye on you. Problem is, you've just had your head down. Nose to the grindstone. Am I right?"

	"I suppose so. Mr. Delaney called me a workhorse today. I decided to take it as a compliment." I took another careful sip of my coffee and grimaced as I swallowed.

	"Delaney." Another scoff. "Sorry you have to work for that clown."

	Surprised, I replied, "In my experience, he has always dealt fairly and honestly—"

	"Be glad you're not a woman." All frivolity had vanished from her expression. "Guy thinks he's a rooster in a hen house. Makes a pass at me every other day of the week. And that's only because there are other girls on the line to distract him."

	I had never seen him exhibit such boorish behavior. "He is a family man."

	"That doesn't seem to interfere any."

	I thought back on my recent conversation with him. "He has never said anything untoward about you or the other ladies. Have his advances been rebuffed?"
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