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      Business was slower than my ex-wife’s moron brother. I told my secretary Dotty to take the rest of the afternoon off and get her nails done. Watching her gnaw on her cuticles made me both hungry and fearful that she’d start on mine if she didn’t get out of the place. I kept hoping that a new client would show, but why would he? There hadn’t been one since I bought myself a decent tie. So I locked my Smith & Wesson .38 special in the file cabinet, put on my coat and fedora, and left.

      It was dark that night, darker than the guys who hung out on the wrong side of the tracks. Only there weren’t tracks. Not in this town, at least. Come to think of it, there weren’t many dark guys, either. And it was raining, raining so hard that I had to wipe my eyelashes every few minutes to see where I was going, which was to Ma’s Diner for a bit of grub to help me forget another forgettable day.

      Ma’s was almost deserted when I got there. It wasn’t the hour. It was the food. The grub wasn’t actually so bad as long as you stuck to basics like sandwiches with nothing between the slices and vegetables that you brought cooked from home. But it was cheap, and without a case in more than a month, cheap was good enough for me.

      I took a seat at the counter and whistled for Betty the waitress. Betty took her sweet time sashaying over to me. For some reason she was still sore, convinced that I had stolen her tip a few weeks ago. Some nerve! Sure, I had stiffed her on more than one occasion, but palm her tip? I hadn’t stooped that low. At least not yet.

      “Yeah? Whatta you want, Mr. Big Shot Gumshoe?”

      “I know what I don’t want, honey, and that’s more of your overpainted lip. Now be nice to me or I’ll tell Ma that it was you who licked the meringue off the lemon pie a few days ago.”

      She got flustered. “All right, all right. I’ll make nice with you. Now whatta you want?”

      I rummaged for change in my trousers, found a lot of lint, and decided that a porterhouse wasn’t in the cards. “I’ll have a slab of apple pie and a cuppa java. Oh, and a piece of cheese.”

      “You want the cheese on the pie or in a trap?”

      I felt like slapping her zits-pocked face but remembered that my mother had told me always to be a gentleman, along with all sorts of other useless advice that didn’t get you farther than the nearest fire hydrant. So I just glared at her and told her to make it snappy because I was working on a big one. I lied. So what? In my profession lying is as important as cleanliness and godliness are to soft-hearted suckers. While I was pondering life’s mystery and waiting for my chow and coffee, a husky voice asked, “Is this stool taken, handsome?” Swiveling around, I expected to find that the voice belonged either to Mike Stepanowski, known to his closest friends as “Stepanowski,” or Bernard “Bernie the Brioche” Eppinger. But I knew that Stepanowski was dead and that I had never met Eppinger.

      “If you don’t want company,” the voice said, “I’ll wait for another empty counter seat.” I should have known then that trouble lay ahead, since all the other counter seats were empty. In fact, the whole place was empty, save for Betty and some short order cook in the back whose hands were as dirty as Al Capone’s. Should have, could have. Too late. “Sure, babe,” I said, “pull up a stool and take some weight off your bunions.” (I had developed a real way with words after my home correspondence course with Vinny the Vocabulary Man.) “Thanks,” she said, “I think I will.”

      I could see that she also had a way with words, but that was not  her chief attraction. She was a real looker, though not necessarily a good looker. Her chin receded well into her neck, her eczema had not cleared up, and her nose hairs stuck out. But still there was something, a certain je ne sais squat.

      We looked at each other without speaking for a full three or four seconds. It had been a long time, maybe even a couple of years, since I’d been with a woman, but I still knew how to pitch the old blarney. “Wanna see a menu?” I crooned.

      “I just need a strong shoulder to cry on, big guy. How’s your shoulder tonight?”

      I told her that I had been having some stiffness ever since slugging a dame who had refused to include the cost of a pastrami on rye, with pickle but light on the mustard, with the tab for my investigative services, and that my mother’s uncle Gregor had had bursitis and so it might run in the family, and that…

      Noticing that her eyes had closed and that her head was nodding, exposing the blond roots of her black hair, I asked, “Hey, lady, are you all right?”

      “Sure, sure,” she said soothingly. “I was just resting my eyes.” Then she turned those orbs, one blue, the other brown, on me and moaned, “I’m so tired. I have to go home and rest. Would you like to accompany me and lie down for a while?”

      I wasn’t tired but what the hell. Maybe it was the feminine way she picked her nose. Maybe it was her exotic odor. “Yeah, I don’t mind. But I gotta finish my pie first. Wanna piece?”

      She snickered and seemed about to reply but gave me a knowing smile instead. We didn’t exchange more than a few words in the half hour it took Betty to serve the slop and me to finish it off. “All  set.”   I grinned. “And now for a little rest back at your place, or as the Frenchies say, ‘chez twat’.”

      I waved good-bye to Betty and left her a coin and some lint as a tip. I was feeling generous and excited about the adventure that lay ahead. Outside the rain had slackened to a downpour. My lady friend—I hadn’t yet asked her name—suggested a taxi. “How far away do you live?”

      “About a mile or two from here.”

      I made a rapid calculation of the taxi fare. “Oh, that’s nothing. The walk will do us good. And we can walk fast since there’s no one on the streets.” I did feel a bit cheap and also sorry that the lady wasn’t wearing a coat, but so what? Life’s just one struggle after another. Besides, the walk would give me plenty of time to figure out how I wanted the evening to play out.

      We  got to her place, a fifth-floor walk-up whose stairs creaked  like a quarterback’s knees after a dozen seasons on the job. We were drenched, she especially. “I’ll just put on a wrapper,” she said.

      “Fine,” I said. “I’ll just make myself at home.” “Home” was sparsely furnished. An enlarged photo of a man captioned “landlord” pretty much covered one wall. I noticed that the photo had what appeared  to be bullet holes in it. A small bookcase highlighted another wall. It held only three works: Beat It, by Dominique Dominatrix; You Are Who You Eat, by Lusty Lustig; and The Sayings of Saint Theresa. Something seemed odd, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. What appeared to be   a pair of men’s undershorts was stuffed between the cushions of a badly stained ecru sofa, and that was odd. What had the lady been  doing wearing a pair of men’s shorts, especially one decorated with purple unicorns? And why were the shorts on the sofa rather than on a chair? My years as a private dick had put me on the scent of possible foul play. A dick’s nose knows.

      Then, before I could say–let alone spell– antidisestablishmentarianism, she appeared. “How would you like it, mister?” She had changed out of her wet clothes into a kimono that she had forgotten to tie. I was about to tie it for her, but for the life of me couldn’t’ remember whether a Matthew Walker, Clove knit, or Fisherman’s bend was the best knot to use.

      The fact is I didn’t know for sure what she was getting at. What was it? My gray cells raced to discover the answer to her puzzling question before it was too late, especially since I had a long day ahead waiting for clients who would never show. “I’m not sure what you’re getting at, sister, but it better be good. I’ve had a rough day. The pie and cheese were as stale as last year’s news and the coffee as thick as dirt mixed with water. I got no time for games. What do you mean ‘How would you like it?’ ”

      She looked at me with her mouth open. I hadn’t noticed before that she had no teeth. “Are you for real?”

      I could have flipped her my private eye’s license or driver’s license or even my membership in the YMCA, but thought better of it. I didn’t like what she asked or how she asked it or, for that matter, the color of her kimono. This dame’s bananas, I told myself. She doesn’t even know that I’m real. I put on my left shoe, which I had removed upon entering the apartment. It was still soppy, although probably not as much as the right one, which I had lost somewhere after we left Ma’s. I would have put on my hat and coat too, until I remembered that I hadn’t taken them off.

      “Well,” I said, “I guess this is good-bye. It’s too bad. I thought for a moment that we had something really special.”

      I half hoped that she would try to stop me, that she would say something, that she would throw herself at my wet feet and beg me not to leave, or at least to have a nosh before I left. But life doesn’t always have a happy ending. She just stood there gumming on some sugarcoated peanuts. She didn’t offer me any. Not one. And they are my favorites. I nodded to her, opened the door, went down the stairs and out into the night. The rain was by now just a mean, hard drizzle. I didn’t realize then that tomorrow I’d be in the path of a hurricane.
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      I awoke with the taste of fried anchovies in my mouth. Maybe it was the effects of the chow I had gulped down at Ma’s last evening or maybe just the dim recollection of what had transpired at what’s-herface’s. Yeah. I couldn’t forget that. No dame had ever eaten sugarcoated peanuts without offering me any.

      But that was yesterday and today is … I reached under the covers and pulled out my calendar. I keep it there because I like to sleep with dates. It was Saturday. An early November Saturday. And it was chilly. The landlord never gave me heat except when I was late paying rent, which was not more than once a month. I thought about staying in bed and keeping warm under the covers, but I knew that the early worm catches birds, and this worm needed some clients fast. I had a slight hunch, very slight, that today might be my lucky day and that   a well-heeled client would show.  And I knew that as long as there are shoemakers in this town, there’ll always be a well-heeled client walking the streets.

      I pulled off the covers and my Dr. Dentons and stumbled to the bathroom. I thought hard and long about brushing my teeth but thought better of it. Too much brushing would take the enamel off those bright lights. I showered quickly, lathered my face, and shaved off three days of stubble, along with some skin. Then I carefully chose the underwear, socks, suit, shirt and tie that I had been wearing since Tuesday. Looking into the mirror, I told myself that I could do worse.

      I decided to fix breakfast today. Usually I eat on the run, but too many food and coffee stains on my clothes and endless cases of acute indigestion had told me something, although I can’t recall exactly what. In any case, I made myself of pot of java and gulped most of    it down along with a peanut butter and salami sandwich like the ones my mom used to give me as a special treat. I left the dirty plate for later, figuring that the roaches needed to eat too. Careful not to step  in the puddles, I picked up my coat and fedora from the floor and left my small but cozy abode.

      The rain had stopped and the sun had begun to wink at the city. Maybe today is the day, I thought, and Lady Luck’s big blue ones might fix on me. Yeah, I even began to whistle as I walked to my office. I was half way there when I felt something strange. Hell! I had forgotten to put on my shoes. I thought of going back for them but realized that    I had lost one shoe in last night’s downpour and the other was still drying in my oven. So I pressed on, remembering that I had an old pair of sneakers in my office that went with everything.

      I reached my office building, said good morning to Joe the elevator man, and walked up the eight stories to my place of business. I glanced at the sign painted on my door: “Dick DeWitt, Privates Investigator.”  I had long ago demanded that the landord get rid of the extra letter, but the scuzzbag hadn’t. Each time I saw the sign I recalled how mad Mom had been when I legally changed my name, which had seemed too long and ungainly. After all, who would want to hire a tec named “Richard DeWitt”? Come to think of it, who’d want to hire me at all, I pondered as I opened the door, switched on the light, and prepared for another day of being closer to the grave. This sort of gloominess sometimes stuck in my craw the way this morning’s peanut butter  and salami sandwich was doing.

      The office was a mess. Dotty’s fingernail bits were all over the place, and her bra was hanging from the old Remington on which she could type a nifty ten or twelve words a minute. As typists go that ain’t much, but Dotty was a good girl and plenty loyal. She had had an offer to work in her cousin Elmer’s glue factory but had turned it down to stay with me. “I’ve been with you almost three years, Mr. DeWitt,” she had said, “and another three or so won’t hurt, although I do wish you’d pay me more than a few times a year.” Pay her? Huh! With business the way it was during these hard times, I was lucky I could pay myself occasionally. And with that dark thought in mind I sat down behind my battered secretary—the desk, that is, not Dotty—remembering just in the nick of time that I needed a chair.

      10:45. No calls, no clients. I kept reading the newspaper I had swiped from the office across the way. “President says the worst is over and that good times lie ahead.” Sure, sure. “Unemployment still high.” “Society matron breaks leg tripping over bum in gutter.” I turned to the racing section and noticed that the horse I had been thinking of betting on came in at 30 to 1 odds. It’s a dog’s world, I thought, and promised myself that I’d switch to greyhounds the next time I had a shekel or two.

      Suddenly I heard a tapping at the door.  I knew it wasn’t a raven.  A raven’s tap is lighter because its claws are turned slightly inward during the fall and winter seasons. Reaching into the file drawer for my trusty .38, I told whoever it was to come in.

      He was slightly under average height, maybe five-four or so, and slightly above average weight, maybe 210. There was nothing unusual about his face either, save for the monocle he wore in each eye. Nor about his garb: brown slacks, blue blazer, orange tie, Philadelphia Phillies baseball cap.

      I pointed to the chair that faced me across the desk and told him to sit down and take a load off his toes, all ten of them.

      He seemed nervous, maybe because he couldn’t remove the load from his toes or maybe because there were more than ten of them. “Sir,” he squeaked, “I need help bad, and I hear that while you’re not the best gumshoe in the city—far from it, they tell me—you’re probably the cheapest.” He looked at me pleadingly through his monocles. They were wet, either from his tears or from the water that had begun to drip from the ceiling as a result of yesterday’s rain.

      A natty dresser who also wears monocles must have a lot of dough, I figured. Whatever his problem, I couldn’t afford to lose this Beau Brummell.

      “Well you’ve come to the right place, Mr...er...” “Baker,” replied the monocles.

      “And what do you do, if I may ask, Mr. Baker?” “I bake.”

      My instincts, as usual, were right on the money. He does have a lot of dough.

      I knew I had to grill him hard if I wanted to get the case. “Can you be more specific? What exactly do you bake? Bread? Cupcakes? Sacher tortes? Blackbirds in a pie?”

      “A little of this and a little of that. But it’s not about my work that I’ve come to see you. It’s about my girl Mona. I think that there’s something going on.”

      You can always cherchez the femme, I thought, and also look for her. “Mr. Baker, what exactly do you think is going on?” I eyed the poor chump and could tell that he would have difficulty giving me the lowdown, unless he removed the monocle that had slipped into his mouth. “I think Mona Tuvachevsky-Smith—that’s her name—has been kidnapped and is being held for ransom,” he sputtered.

      I looked across the desk straight into his monocle. The one that  still seemed glued to his eye. “What makes you think that she’s been kidnapped, Mr. Baker? Have you received a ransom note?”

      “No, but I did receive a call last evening. No one spoke. Only there was a lot of heavy breathing.”

      “Hold on,” I told him. “That’s not proof of any foul play. Maybe Ma Bell gave you a bad connection or maybe the caller was only trying to stop his hiccups.” But deep down in my brain I knew Baker was right: foul play had taken place, and the damsel was in distress.

      “I’ll tell you what I’m gonna do. I’m really tied up with plenty of work these days, but you seem like such a nice guy, I’m going to take the case and find little Mona for you.”

      The poor man turned ashen. “There’s something you ought to know, Mr. DimWitt. Mona’s not so little. She’s six-five in her stocking feet.” I didn’t like that and I told him so. First of all, the little twerp had got my name wrong. And second, who’s he kidding? What kind of dame that size can’t take care of herself?

      “I’m sorry, Mr. DeWitt, but she can’t fend for herself. You see, she’s so tall that she gets dizzy every time she looks down, which is pretty much all the time.”

      “Well, she’s sort of a horse of a different color then,” I said as I tried to soothe his ruffian feathers. “Any leads for me to go by? Any enemies? Maybe someone who’d like to cut her down to size? Do you think some basketball team wanted her? How about the Harlem Globetrotters? Did she have a tan? Or maybe the House of David. Did she have a beard?”

      The poor bastard just shook his head. “No, she’s a fair-skinned blonde. She did used to have a beard, but it kept scratching my monocles when she stooped to kiss me and so she shaved it off about a month ago without my having to ask. Oh, she was special, my poor lost Mona.”

      “Okay, okay. I get the picture. What about work or places she liked to frequent?”

      “She used to work as a bouncer at Happy Hooligan’s over on 10th and Boozer Boulevard but had to quit and lay low after some guy hit on her and she stuck a martini, glass and all, up his … well, you know.” His brows began to furrow and I could see that the monocle was causing some blood to flow. “She did go to the museum a lot, especially after she lost her job. I know that she adored the moderns. She said that seeing their paintings made her feel ten feet tall, although why she needed to feel taller than she is I don’t know.”

      I looked up from the pad on which I had been furiously doodling  as he spoke. “I’ll check this out,” I promised. “Anything else you can think of?”

      He scratched his head vigorously, and I ducked as the dandruff flew my way. “Well, as of late she has been going to a certain Chinese restaurant, the Jaded Pavilion over on Shadow Lane. But whenever I asked if we could go there together, she’d give some excuse, like she’d been there just a few days ago or that she heard it was closed by order of the Board of Health.” He paused. “Does that sound a little suspicious to you, Mr. DeWitt?”

      “Not in the least,” I lied to reassure him. I hadn’t had chink food in a cat’s age, and that was as good a reason as any—better, in fact—to follow up on the lead. “Mr. Baker, I’m your man. Now as for my fees and expenses... ”

      He cut me off faster than my ex-wife had when I tried to explain the traces of lipstick on my trousers. “Please, sir,” he began to sob, “I’m not a wealthy man, although I make a living, but—and I’ll tell you this if you can keep a secret—I’m due to come into a lot of moolah as soon as they read the will that my dear departed Uncle Ebeneezer Baker left when he died a few days ago in Perth, Australia. He made his money in sheep rustling and swindling aborigines out of their seashells.” He paused. “And you can be sure, Mr. DeWitt, that you’ll share in my good fortune once you find little Mona.”

      “I know that your word is as good as the next man’s, Mr. Baker, and I’m sure you’ll do the right thing.” We shook hands on our gentlemen’s agreement and exchanged good-byes.

      Had I made a mistake, I wondered, by not demanding some money right then and there or at least getting him to sign a chit? Maybe. But beggars can’t be choosy, and this worm had his bird in hand. Besides, I had quietly picked up the monocle that had fallen to the floor and was holding it as collateral.
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      The wind was picking up as I headed for the Jaded Pavilion to search for Mona and to grab some lunch, although not necessarily in that order. I turned my coat collar up and made the twenty-block trip from my office to the restaurant in good time.

      The chink eatery looked dilapidated from the outside and predictably proved a dump inside. The frayed, discolored leaves of an ancient potted palm slapped my face as I opened the door. I returned the favor, flooring and then kicking it repeatedly. My toes hurt, but I think the plant got the worst of it.

      I was hoping for some slit-skirted broad to slink up to me with a menu in hand and show me to a table. Any table. None of them were occupied. I waited, but no broad. After a quarter hour or so I concluded that actions speak louder than words, unless, of course, you’re yelling yourself hoarse. I picked up a dish that held some stale chop suey breathing its last and hurled it out the nearest window.

      The doors of the kitchen swung open. “Hey, what you do that for?” an angry voice called. “That food for tonight’s guests.” As he drew nearer, I could see that the voice belonged to an older man, say, eighty or so, who was brandishing a hatchet in one hand and a dead furry animal in the other. I reached for my .38 but realized that I had left it in the office. Damn! I had to think fast. My Boy Scout training hadn’t taught me much else than how to tie knots and play strange games with my scoutmaster. And I hadn’t used my fists since I pummeled my ex-brother-in-law for taking the last pork chop one night when he was cadging a meal off his sister and me. I figured it was time to play cut or run: Confucius with a cleaver would cut if I didn’t run.

      “Easy, old man,” I cautioned. “I was just admiring the chop suey, especially with all those little things moving around in it, and the plate just slipped out of my hand.”

      “Okay, Mr. Lound Eyes, for minute I think you clazee but now understand. Likee sit down?”

      I breathed a sigh of relief, nodded, and followed him to the farthest table, the one next to the sign that read: “No likee food? Tough.” Years of experience and instinct told me that this was not your everyday chink restaurant.

      “What you like?”

      “Lemme see,” I said. “I’ll have some wonton soup.” “No have it.”

      “Then I’ll settle for the egg drop.” “No have it.”

      By this time I almost regretted that I hadn’t gone to Ma’s for lunch. “Well, what kind of soup do you have?”

      Canton Charlie thought for a moment and played with his pigtail. He was totally bald on top but wore the pigtail wrapped around his neck. “We have Flench onion, Mulligatawny, and Campbell’s tomato. Which one you like?”

      “Forget it,” I said. I’ll just have Colonel Tso’s chicken.”

      “Colonel Tso no wok here any more. He go home to Egypt. But we have Major Ho’s hose meat. It velly good.”

      “Just bring me some fried rice and some tea,” I said.

      A half hour passed. No patrons entered the joint, but weird sounds were coming from the kitchen. I could have sworn that I heard someone dribbling a basketball and cursing in a high-pitched voice. I was suspicious but reminded myself that I had to concentrate on finding Mona.

      Charlie finally shuffled back with my order. I wished that he hadn’t used his fingers to mix the tea with the rice, but by this time I could have eaten anything. And probably was about to do so. I scarfed down the meal. Charlie was sitting by himself in a corner, puffing on a cigarette that didn’t smell like any ordinary tobacco, if you get my drift. And I sure got his, as it wafted across the empty room.

      “Hey, Charlie,” I called, “I’m finished with this poison. Bring the check.”

      Charlie stumbled back to the kitchen and after another seeming half hour or so stumbled back with the check and a fortune cookie. “Lead the fortune, lead the fortune,” he urged.

      The cookie was so stale that I had to use the blackjack I always carry in my hip pocket to crack it open. “You will soon meet a black llama. Beware.” Now I knew I was getting somewhere on the Mona case. I took out a fin and caressed it between my fingers to show Charlie what he could expect if he rolled dice with me. The fiver fell into what remained of the fried rice and tea. Charlie went for it, but I beat him over the hand with my blackjack before he could grab it.

      “Now listen, old man, before I play my rendition of ‘Chinatown, My Chinatown,’ on your ugly bald head and tattoo a picture of Anna May Wong on your hairless chest, I want some information,” I cooed, figuring to nice-talk him before getting tough.

      He was trembling. I realized I was standing on his foot. He looked around to make certain no one else was there. “Sure, sure, I give you inflammation.” He was sweating a lot. “Wha you wanna know, misser?” “Ever seen this dame?” I asked as I reached into my pocket for a snapshot of Mona. Then I realized that I had forgotten to get one from my client.

      “I never saw her,” Charlie whined. I could tell that he was eager to answer my question. Maybe too eager.

      “Did a real tall dame with a thing for basketball ever have the bad luck to eat in this greasy spoon?”

      He said the restaurant only used greasy chopsticks, not greasy spoons.

      “Don’t get wise with me,” I snarled and raised my blackjack. “Only makee jokee,” he cried.

      “You better make nicee, Charlie, or else. Have you seen her or haven’t you?”

      “Maybe... ” The chink had been about to say something when he fell to the floor. Green slime was oozing from his mouth. It was probably something he ate, I concluded, sorry that my stomach was also trying to digest what passed for food here but not necessarily elsewhere. He gasped for breath and motioned for me to come near. I took off my jacket for fear that he would barf some green stuff onto it and moved my ear close to his mouth. I could smell his stinking breath, which also tickled my ear.

      “The woman … the woman, she… ”

      I shook him violently and then kicked him in the ribs just in case he was playing possum. But he wasn’t. Those few words he had mumbled were the last that anyone was ever going to hear from him. Someone had put out the chink’s lights. I stood up, reached for one of the soiled napkins—they were all soiled—and draped it over the poor bastard’s face. Then I pocketed the fiver, which I had intended to do in any case, gave the potted palm another good kick, and went out the door. The wind was still blowing hard, but I had miles to go before I slept. Mona, I’m going to find you, baby, or my name isn’t Dick DeWitt.
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      The afternoon was hoarding a couple of hours, enough time to follow up on the client’s second lead and visit the museum. It was located across town. With the wind stiffening by the minute, I decided to hail a bus, which I managed to catch after chasing it for at least a dozen blocks. I boarded it, greeted the driver with a few choice words that caused him to clench his teeth, and dropped a nickel into the slot. Both he and the slot deserved a slug.

      An elderly lady on the bus noticed that I was having trouble catching my breath and offered me her seat before I could ask for it. Grateful and always the gentleman, I was about to tip my fedora to her but noticed that I was hatless. Had I lost it chasing the bus or left it behind at the Jaded Pavilion? I continued to fret over the loss until I realized that I had missed my stop. The five-block walk back to the local temple of culture probably did me no harm. Or any good.

      It had been a couple of years since I had visited the museum. Art doesn’t faze me for the most part, although I do like to draw those pictures where you have to connect the dots. My mom always insisted that I had artistic talent and should have gone to Paris to study at the Sorbet. My ex, on the other hand, said that I lacked any appreciation for art and that I was a Phila Steen. (I never could figure out who this Steen guy was and whether my wife had been shacking up with him.) This being Saturday, admission to the museum was free, a fact that had not been lost on me when I made my decision to go there rather than back to my apartment and snooze the day away. Mona fancied modern art, according to my client. So I started with the Egyptian gallery. How the hell was I to know that the joint was showing old Egyptian exhibits rather than new ones—and revolting ones at that. I’ve seen a few dead ones in my day, but imagine a place of culture throwing corpses wrapped in dirty black rags into boxes that looked like coffins and calling it “art.” Gimme a break!

      I was tempted to call it quits, go home, and make some serious zzz’s but decided to keep on the key vive, as the Froggies said during the late war against the krauts. I stopped and questioned several people who seemed in a trance in front of various pictures. They were annoyed, maybe because I woke them or maybe they didn’t like being poked in the ribs. One geezer asked me if I had no shame but backed off when I threatened to take his cane.

      Finally I came across a fat guy in a uniform who appeared to perform some function. Can’t fool a dick, I always say. Fatso was a guard, it turned out. I went right to the point.

      “Seen any six-five blonde who might have been dribbling a basketball in front of a Picasso or Matisse,” I asked?

      “As  a matter of fact, I did.” Bingo! “When? Is she still here?”

      “It’s not a she, it’s a he. And get your cottonpickin’ hands off my lapels or I’ll call for the police.”

      “I am the police, fatty, so watch your mouth and your step before I trim a few inches off your waistline with my fingernail clipper.”

      “Sorry, sir, but with all the violent crime that goes on in a museum you can’t take chances. Why just the other day some lady tried to take two museum pamphlets instead of one. She would have gotten away with them if me and another guard hadn’t tackled her and broke her hip. Geez, I don’t know what makes people act the way they do these days.”

      “All right, all right,” I told him, “enough of the vicious crimes.”

      I reached into my pocket and he flinched. Stupid guy. I was only reaching for my business card, which I gave to him. “Here, George, take my card and give me a buzz if some big blonde dame comes in here with a basketball. There’ll be something in it for you if you can square it with me.” Then I handed him my museum pamphlet.

      “Thanks a lot, mister. My name’s not George but it is Georg. How did you know?”

      I winked at him. That’s something else a good gumshoe knows how to do. I also made sure not to let him see the second pamphlet, which I had swiped and hidden in my underwear. With that I said good-bye to the museum. Mona, I’ll have to catch you another day, I thought. Now my tired mind and body needed to catch some shut-eye. I walked outside. The wind was still blowing briskly, but the afternoon no longer was hoarding its hours.
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      This time I caught a bus as soon as I left the museum. Unfortunately, it was the wrong one and took me out of my way. By the time I got home and crept past the landlord’s ground floor apartment and up to my third-floor one, I was exhausted. There was no Fido to greet me, lick my face, and bark, “Sit down, big fellow, and make yourself at home.” There was no Tabby to purr and rub against my tired legs. There were only the roaches and me. Two’s company but a few hundred is more than a crowd. I had been thinking of getting a cat or a dog, or even a pet boa constrictor, but hadn’t got around to it. Maybe I’d treat myself for Christmas.

      Saturday night, the loneliest night of the year, lay ahead. No Sassy Sally waiting out there with outstretched arms for her gumshoe to come sweep her off her feet. No Hot Hannah putting on the last of her make-up to go out on the town with her Number One Man. So let’s make the most of it, I told myself, and stop wallowing in self-pity.

      I poured myself several fingers of sneaky pete, sank into my favorite easy chair–the one with the protruding springs–took off my high-top sneakers, and settled back. I put aside thoughts of Mona and turned  to solving other serious puzzles, like figuring out why I played cat’s cradle so poorly and why the milk that I had bought less than a month ago had gone bad. I was stumped. I took a couple of swigs of the sneaky pete. Then I took a couple more. I asked myself why I was feeling so…

      Next thing I knew the phone was ringing. Still groggy with sleep and booze, I staggered across the room and picked up the receiver.

      “Dick, is that you? Help me! Please help me!” a woman’s voice begged.

      “Who is this?” I asked.

      “It’s… ” Then a click and the line went dead.

      I was at a loss to figure out who would be calling me, asking for my help, and then hanging up. It wasn’t my mom, who began every call with “How are you, sonny boy? How are they hanging?” And it sure wasn’t my former wife, whose almost once-a-month calls consisted of: “Where’s the alimony check, you good-for-nothing bastard?” So who was it? Could it have been Mona? That was a far-fetched thought, but I’d gone farther to fetch thoughts in other cases.

      The clock read 9:17 and I wasn’t in the mood to argue. Hunger was ripping at my insides. So I went to the kitchen, opened a can of Spam, and poured a lot of catsup on it—the Spam, that is, not the can. I washed it down with coffee that had been sitting around doing nothing since the morning. Then I piled all the dirty stuff in the sink, so that it could get acquainted with the week’s accumulation. The sink was getting pretty full. I made a mental note to wash its contents one of these days. Now I had a choice. I could either stay home, pour some more sneaky pete, and catch what was on the radio, or I could go to my neighborhood gin mill, have hooch poured for me, and catch hell from Gus the barman for having eaten three bowls of his free peanuts the last time I frequented the establishment. That was a no-brainer: I had no peanuts in the house. I put on my sneakers, coat, and fedora (I own several) and headed for the bar.

      What I liked most about The Slippery Elbow was its lack of pretense: It didn’t try to appear clean. In fact, it was filthier than my place, which was saying a lot. An inspector from the Board of Health showed up periodically but only to collect some under-the-counter bribes and a couple of beers on the house.

      The clientele was great. My kind of people. Sure, a few of them were wanted for some infraction of the law or other, but nothing too serious.

      And what great stories they had to tell. Samuel “Southpaw Sammy” Stickit, for instance, always told how he pitched for Buffalo in the International League until a sore commissioner banned him from baseball for beaning an umpire who had objected to Sammy’s slavering all over the ball. The ump probably wouldn’t have beefed so much if Sammy hadn’t also invited his infielders to contribute their saliva. And then there’s Tony “Two-Fingers” Mangiamangia, the skinny guinea who lopped off a few of his digits while paying more attention to the meat on some broad than to the pork sausage he was preparing when he worked as a cook at Guido’s Kosher Deli.

      Neither Sammy nor Tony was there when I arrived. I took a stool  at the bar but not before wiping the seat with Gus’s bar rag. The joint was fairly crowded, although most of the regulars didn’t usually show up until after 11:00 or so. Gus asked me what I wanted. I said the usual. So he brought me a bowl of peanuts. “You wanna drink too, or is this another of your freeloading nights?” I was hurt. The peanuts were stale. “Gimme a gin rickey,” I told him. “Easy on the rickey, but don’t stint on the gin.” Gus just snorted.

      While Gus was fixing my drink and mumbling something about a tab that was nearly as large as the new Empire State Building, I cased the joint. Maybe there was a good-looker looking for another goodlooker, namely me. Maybe I’d get lucky tonight. It had been a while. I spotted Gardenia Gertie, who blew me a big kiss and motioned for me to join her at her table. I wasn’t that desperate. Gardenia Gertie was also known as Gonorrhea Gertie to those who had gotten to know her real well. I blew a kiss back and yelled, “Not on your life!” As I said, Mom always taught me to be a gentleman.

      I sipped at my gin rickey, which Gus, still mumbling, had slammed down in front of me. Some of it splashed on my shirt. Gus should be more careful, I thought.

      “How ya doing, Mr. DeWitt? Long time no see.”

      I was ready to whip out my blackjack and beat the sonofabitch senseless for making me choke on my drink. Fortunately for him, I had left my companion back at the apartment. But as I spun around to see my assailant, I was pleasantly surprised to see the mug of none other than Light Fingers Louie, the best safecracker in town. He was a good yegg, as far as I was concerned.

      “Louie, you old sonofabitch,” I greeted him cordially. “How ya been?

      I thought you were doing five in Sing Sing.”

      “The years fly by, Mr. DeWitt, just like Lucky Lindy and his airplane. Actually they let me out after three years ’cause of my good behavior. I made nice with the bulls and told the warden that I could give him sure tips on the horsies once I got sprung.”

      “That’s swell, Louie, and you’re looking great.” Once again I was telling a big one, since he looked like one of the decrepit nags he invariably advised people to bet on. “What are you doing to put bread on the table? I hope you’re going straight this time.”

      “I swear to you, Mr. DeWitt, I swear on the grave of my sainted third uncle Padraic McNoodle that I’m going straight this time. But I’m not putting bread on the table these days. I put it on a plate. See, I learned good manners when I was in the pen. And as for a job, I started working last week at the Bank of Bulgaria over at 37th and Sixth. I’m a security guard.”

      “That’s swell, Louie, and I’m real glad for you.” I thought of standing him a drink but recalled the state of my tab. Besides, Gus was still mumbling.

      Then I got a brainstorm. “Tell me, Louie, do you still see any of the old crowd, you know, all those guys who seemed to know everyone and anything that happens in this town?”

      “Sure do, Mr. DeWitt.” He beamed. “And I’d be glad to do you a favor if you need one. Just say the word. You always played fair with me.”

      Louie obviously didn’t know that it was I who phoned in the anonymous tip that got him nabbed for safecracking and in stir. I sometimes felt like a heel for doing it, but the reward was too good to pass up, especially if you were paying alimony and short of peanuts.

      “Yeah, Louie, I could use a lead. Client of mine has got the hots for some broad, but she’s gone AWOL and the trail’s cold. She’s about sixfive, blonde, and has this thing for basketball. Ring a bell with you?”

      “It doesn’t even ring-a-ding with me, Mr. DeWitt, but I can ask around and let you know. You still living in that same dump you had? Got the same phone?”

      I assured Louie that neither the dump nor my phone number had changed since he paid his respects to the slammer. “I could be in like Flynn if I find her, and I won’t forget who helped me,” I promised. “Here’s my card. And Louie,” I advised, “keep your nose clean this time.”

      “I sure will, Mr. DeWitt. I keep plenty of Kleenex with me. I’ll be in touch.”

      We shook hands and Louie went back to a table where what looked like a pride of petty thieves had gathered. Poor Louie, I thought.

      I had finished my drink long before. I looked at Gus. He sneered and gave me the finger. I shrugged and took a sip from a half-empty glass nearby. I was sorry I did that: Gin rickeys don’t mate well with Black Russians. I got up to leave. Gertie blew me another kiss and I blew one back, hoping I didn’t catch anything that I no ways wanted to catch. But she was a sweet gal at heart. So I threw her a handful of peanuts before calling it a night at The Slippery Elbow.
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      Sunday the dick slept late. I had a slight hangover from boozing it up the night before and fatigue from dealing with my client Mr. Baker, Chinaman Charlie, and Fatso at the museum. Chasing a bus hadn’t helped either. Besides that—as if that weren’t enough—my gut felt funny from all the Spam and peanuts I had consumed. Gotta learn that Spam and peanuts just don’t mix.

      When I finally crawled out of bed around 2:30, the day was half shot. By this hour people had returned home from church and fireand-brimstone sermons. And, I thought, if they were among the lucky ones not out of work during this awful depression, they were well  into their regular Sunday meal of chicken, mashed potatoes, peas, and chocolate cake.

      I yawned, stretched, scratched myself and headed for the john to take care of matters. I felt lousy and the mirror made things worse. A shower helped a little. So did brushing my teeth. The hell with rubbing the enamel off them, I told myself. The gut still bothered me, but I managed to get down a couple pieces of stale rye toast and some java. That was plenty for now.

      I spent the rest of the afternoon reading the comics, the only part of the Sunday paper I enjoyed. Come to think of it, it was about the only worthwhile part of any day’s paper. How much news about people out of work and committing suicide or one lousy European country threatening another can you take? I know that somehow, some day, these stinking bad times will give way to better ones. Yeah, maybe some day. But some day when? At least I do know that we’ll never get stuck in another war just to pull England’s chestnuts out of the fire. Give me a steady diet of “Blondie,” “Mutt and Jeff,” and of course “Dick Tracy,” from whom I learned most of my trade, and I’ll be as happy as a pig in you-knowwhat.

      Trouble was that a black cloud had drifted over me and was raining drops of doldrums on my head. I had the Sunday blues and not even listening to “Amos ’n’ Andy” was helping. A shot of Jack Daniel’s didn’t do much for me either. Nor, I figured, would going to see the latest Garbo flick. Then the phone rang. Who’d call me on a Sunday, I wondered. Who’d call me at home any day?

      “I got two words for you, wise guy,” said the caller. “Butt out.”

      I thought real fast. This bozo, who spoke with an accent, can’t be   a friend. Raising my voice an octave, I answered, “To whom do you wish to speak, sir?” I figured the disguise would throw him for a loop.

      “I want to speak to your Aunt Fanny about a certain matter.”

      Maybe the call was legit after all. I did have an Aunt Flora, but she had been sent to the Wisconsin Home for the Criminally Insane fifteen years earlier for dicing her husband, Mack, and then stuffing his ears with sauteed onions. Maybe this guy did know Flora and had got her name wrong. One way or another I was determined to find out.

      “I’m so sorry, but dear Aunt Fanny has gone out for the evening to play mah-jongg with her friends. Would you be so kind as to leave your name and number? It would also be of great assistance if you would elaborate on ‘butt out’.” That should do it, I thought.

      “Listen, you damn pansy, you’re getting my goat. I want you to stop looking for you-know-who or you’ll be looking for what’s between your legs.”

      Puzzled as I was, the more I thought about the strange caller and stranger message, the more the pieces didn’t seem to fit. I had a case now, strange as it was. Forget it, I told myself. Stop thinking about  the threats, or you’ll lose sight of finding Mona. Maybe she’ll turn up tomorrow. Sure, sure. Like maybe I don’t know on what side of the toast I slap my margarine.

      It had been a short, hard day, and I had nothing to show for it except a few guffaws from the funny papers. I looked out my filthy windows. It seemed to be raining again.
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      Monday was another day, another week. But for some reason I didn’t have the old Monday workday blues. Maybe it was because I had had the Sunday blues. Maybe it was because I almost never had any work to do on Mondays. And maybe, just maybe, it was because I had a good feeling about finding Mona.

      I walked up the stairs to my office cheerfully whistling “Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?” En route I read the riot act to a vagrant who was sleeping in the stairwell. The sight of that scruffy guy nearly broke my good mood.

      Dotty was ferreting through the file cabinet when I opened the door at 10:18. She was either cleaning dustballs or looking for the remains of an old sandwich that one of us might have left. As far as I could tell, it had been a long time since the cabinet had housed anything serious. “Morning, babe. Get lucky over the weekend?”

      “As a matter of fact I did, although I’m not sure if that’s any of your business,” she huffed. “They were running a special on melons at the grocery store, and you know how hard it is to get good melons this time of year.”

      My Gal Friday could be a bit slow, even downright stupid, if you ask me, but she had her melons, I have to say. I also have to say that they looked real swell lurking there inside her red angora sweater.

      “Good for you, kid.” I took off my coat and hat, sat at my desk, put my feet up, and asked the usual: “Any messages?”

      “Yeah. There was a certain Mr. Baker who called, but he didn’t leave his name.”

      I almost jumped out of my chair. “Whaddya mean he didn’t leave his name? Didn’t you say the call came from a Mr. Baker?”

      Dopey Dotty thought for a minute. “I guess I should have said that he didn’t leave his first name,” she giggled.

      I felt like sending her down to play with the vagrant. “Did he leave a message?”

      “Ah … yeah. He said to call him.”

      That would have been fine except, of course, I hadn’t got around  to finding out where or how I could reach him when he was here on Saturday. I guess Dotty might not be the only dopey one.

      I was stewing in my juices while anxiously waiting for Mr. Baker to call back. Dotty watered the artificial plant, then returned to reading War and Peace. She had finished the complete works of Dickens. Meanwhile the phone remained as silent as I wish my ex-wife had been throughout most of our marriage. We didn’t have a clock on the wall, but tick, tock, tick, tock was in my brain.

      I had had enough of sitting there waiting for the damn contraption to ring. Dotty was laughing hysterically, probably over the part where Napoleon invades Russia and all those soldiers get slaughtered. She was getting on my nerves.

      Then it struck me, a bolt right out of the blue, or in today’s case, the gray. I didn’t know Baker’s first name, but why not look up “Baker” in the phone book and see if my man’s listed? They don’t call me Super Sleuth for nothing. (I have been called a few other names.)

      “Hey, Dotty, put down that crap and go get our telephone directory. Look up ‘Baker’ and start calling each one to see if you can find our client.”

      Dotty looked pissed, as only Dotty can look pissed. “Do I have to? I had my nails manicured Friday and I don’t want to spoil them,” she whined and began picking at what remained of her cuticles.

      “Listen, Dotty, you’re not getting paid to just sit around and look like Harlow, you know.”

      “Oh, all right. But just remember that I’m not getting paid at all these days.”

      She had a point. I went back to stewing in my juices, and Dotty got out the directory. She turned the pages and continued to pick at her cuticles. At least ten minutes passed. Then she looked up with a sort of pained expression and asked, “How do you spell ‘Baker’?” There are days it doesn’t pay to get out of bed, I thought.

      Somehow she managed to process the information. “There are a lot of ‘Bakers,’ you know. Do I have to call all of them?”

      “No,” I said, “only those with telephone numbers.”

      “But they all have telephone numbers or they wouldn’t be listed.

      Isn’t that so?”

      “Yes, Dotty,” I sighed. “Start with the first one and then keep phoning until you get the right one.”

      “But what happens if I don’t get the right one, Mr. D?”

      I gave serious thought to firing her on the spot, but a glance at her melons, platinum hair, and come-hither, gap-toothed mouth told me  to cool it. But I had to get out of the place.

      “I’m going to Ma’s for some hash,” I informed her. “Want me to bring you back something, or are you eating out?”

      “Bring me back something from Ma’s. I’m dieting, so it should be something light. Let me think.”

      Letting her think, I feared, was going to delay my lunchtime until supper. “I know. Bring me back a tongue and limburger cheese sandwich on white bread with lots and lots of mayo. Oh, and an extra portion of french fries. But skip the dessert today because it’s fattening.” There was something seriously wrong with this dame.

      Once at Ma’s, I caught Betty’s eye. She gave me her usual nasty look and sauntered over. She was still sore either about the tip she thought I had swiped or because I had left her only a nickel on Friday.

      “Yeah, whatta you want today, big sport?” “I’ll have a cuppa split pea soup and a BLT.”

      She smirked. “How do you want your pee split? And what’s a BLT?

      Both Little Testicles?”

      I wanted to split something for her, namely her lip, but settled for warning her that she’d  get no tip if she continued to speak that way  to me.

      “Honey, if I had to depend on people like you for tips, I might as well be walking the streets.”

      I let it go at that. I wasn’t sure what she meant by “walking the streets,” although I could see her walking a dog, preferably a pit bull that would make her cry “uncle” even if she didn’t have one.

      I wolfed down my lunch. I wanted to finish the foul-smelling and worse-tasting soup and sandwich as quickly as possible so that I could get back to the office and see what Dopey Dotty had come up with. Betty the Beast brought me the check along with the eats I was picking up for Dotty. I left Betty a bigger tip this time: a dime. I didn’t bother to let her know that the dime was lying on the counter next to me when I sat down.

      This time I took the elevator up to my office, fearful that Ma’s fine cooking was about to come up on me any minute. I handed Dotty her food. She immediately dumped one of the containers of fries on her tongue and cheese sandwich. Then she took the ketchup and mixed it with the mayo that covered the bread.

      “Dotty, if you can stop for a moment making like Chef Boyardee, could you tell me if you were able to get in touch with Baker.”

      “I got in touch with all the Bakers that were in the white pages,  Mr. D, but no luck. Want me to look in the Yellow Pages and call all those bakers too?”

      “No, you did well, babe.” There I went lying again. “Wait a minute,” I whooped.

      “But Mr. D, I’m so hungry!”

      “No, no. I just got an idea that might work. I did some work for     a dame a few years back, and she owes me a favor or two. Just so happens that she works for Ma Bell and might be able to see if there’s any ‘Baker’ with an unlisted number.”

      “But Mr. D, don’t you need to have the number if you want to phone your client?”

      “Bite your tongue, Dotty,” I advised, hoping that she would take me literally.

      I dialed the operator and asked for Sadie Plotz. Sadie seemed pleased when she came on the phone and learned that it was yours truly.

      “Dick DeWitt! How sweet of you to call! I’m busy this Saturday but I’m free tonight, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, and Sunday. Which is best for you?”

      Despite playing hard to get, Sadie had this thing for me. Sadie, in fact, had a thing for anyone who fit the general description of male.   I first knew her when she hired me to check up on her hubby, who, she was convinced, was breaking their holy vows of marital fidelity. She explained this to me as we were having some hanky-panky on her foyer floor a few minutes after we walked into her apartment. I never did find out more about hubby, probably because Sadie took up most of my time and energy doing the horizontal rumba. She was disappointed that I couldn’t learn anything about her spouse but told me that she enjoyed dancing with me more than going to Roseland. We might still be dancing if her husband hadn’t caught her doing the one-step, twostep with some Mexican chihuahua who had tickled her tostadas. After the husband turned the wetback into a hairless chihuahua I was taking no chances.

      I apologized to Sadie that I couldn’t see her for the time being since J. Edgar Hoover had asked for my help in tracking down a gang of desperados who had escaped from Alcatraz by stealing the warden’s hot air balloon. I promised that once my mission was accomplished I would come over to her place and practice the latest dances. Meanwhile I asked her if she could do me a big one and see if there was an unlisted phone for any “Baker.”

      “For my favorite dick I’d do anything,” she trilled. “Hang on.” A few minutes later a chastened Sadie returned to the line and informed me that there was no such unlisted number. “But don’t be a stranger,” she added. “Come up and see me some time.”

      I had struck out again. It was now 3:30. I told Dotty, who had finished War and Peace and was halfway through The Odyssey, to take the rest of the day off and go home and see to her melons. She said they weren’t ripe yet. I said that was a matter of opinion and told her to scram. I hung around until 5:30 in case Baker should call again. Nothing. Or almost nothing. I figured out what I had done wrong playing cat’s cradle last week.
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      I was in a sour mood and ready to spit nails when I reached the office the next morning. I had returned home yesterday to find a nasty note taped to my door courtesy of the landlord. I didn’t mind being told that my rent was long overdue, but I did take offense at being labeled a “deadbeat.”

      Dotty was reading again when I walked in. This time it was Proust. “What happened to The Odyssey?” I asked.

      “Oh, I finished that when I got here this morning.” “So fast?”

      “Well, I sort of skipped over all the parts that had this man Odysseus in it. I wanted to find out about this other guy Homer, but the author never talked about him. Anyhow, it was all Greek to me.”

      Just keep your eyes on those melons and it will be all right, I counseled myself. I asked Miss Einstein if anyone had called but didn’t get a reply. She was too absorbed in Proust.

      With nothing to do, my mind drifted to my constant problem: money. My landlord was getting antsier than ever, and the rent for my office would be coming up shortly. And no Mr. Baker. And no other client. I was getting so desperate that I called Harry the Shyster, a lawyer who had employed me on a job about six, seven months ago.

      “Hello, Harry, this is your old pal Dick DeWitt.”

      “Well, well, look who showed up from under the rocks this morning.

      What do you want, you stupid, incompetent bastard?”

      I took this to mean that Harry was in a worse mood than I was   and that I had better softsoap him if I was going to get anywhere. “Just thought I’d give a friendly call and see how you and the family were doing.”

      “Not that it’s any concern of yours, but my mother-in-law has been staying with us for five weeks, my son has been smoking reefers, and my daughter has run off with a grease monkey. Now tell me what you want, you creep, and be quick about it.”

      “Harry, I know that we had a mild difference of opinion over the last job, but I sure could use some work just now.”

      There was a slight pause before Vesuvius erupted. “A ‘mild’ difference? The state nearly took away my license because of what you did! I should have called my friends whose names end with a vowel to play stickball with your gonads.”

      He was having difficulty breathing, and I feared that he would have a seizure before he could hire me. “Come on now, Harry, the district attorney was none too happy with me either. Let’s let bygones be bygones,” I said in my most poetic manner.

      “DeWitt, if you ever call me again, I’ll personally see to it that you won’t have any fingers to ever call anyone else. I wouldn’t hire you if you were the last gumshoe on the planet.”

      The phone went dead. I figured it was useless to call back and explain that by no means was I the last gumshoe on the planet.

      I sat there cracking my knuckles and wondering whether I should take a stroll around the block and buy some peanuts. I could send Dotty for the peanuts, I thought, but she looked so contented mouthing Proust that I didn’t have the heart to interrupt her. Besides, the last time I sent her out for peanuts she came back with a bagful of empty shells. I shook her by the shoulders but couldn’t get her to admit that she had devoured the peanuts. She said that the empty shells came that way. I half believed her.

      I had about made up my mind to take that stroll when the phone  rang. It was Light Fingers Louie.

      “I got some news for you, Mr. DeWitt. Meet me tonight at The Slippery Elbow any time after 9:00 and I’ll let you have it. I think you’ll be real pleased.”

      “That’s great, Louie, but why can’t you tell me now? Are you being followed?”

      “Nah, but I got a tickle in my throat and have to go get some cough drops. Until later, Mr. DeWitt.”

      Click. The stupid sonofabitch had hung up before I could press him to give with the details. I’d like to tickle his you-know-what with those cough drops. Well, I thought, at least I’m getting somewhere.

      The rest of the day proved uneventful. Dotty had put down the Proust for the time being and had immersed herself in trying to solve Fermat’s last theorem. I wasn’t much hungry but went out and bought a bag of peanuts to go with the two hardboiled eggs I had brought from home. Afterwards I lollygagged, dozing and waking on the office couch. I asked Dotty if she would like to join me there, but she said it had room only for one and besides, she hadn’t finished solving her Fermat yet. Meanwhile Mr. Baker continued on the lam. He was making me mad.

      I fixed a light supper when I got home. Some canned stew and four strawberry cupcakes, which I washed down with a root beer. I would have preferred something stronger to drink but needed to keep a clear head for my rendezvous with Louie.

      Something told me that tonight at the Elbow would be different.  Events proved me right. The first thing that greeted me when I pushed through the doors promptly at 9:00 was the sight of some guy lying on top of Gardenia Gertie. Gertie was acting fast, fast even for Gertie, I thought, and getting right down to business. I went over and clubbed the guy repeatedly with my blackjack. Big mistake. Gertie explained that the two of them had been doing the turkey trot when they slipped on the wet floor. I bought that, even though the joint never played any music. I told Gus the barman to give the poor putz a drink when he came to and put it on my tab. Gus seemed none too pleased.

      “Hey, Mr. DeWitt, over here,” came a voice sotto voce.

      “Hiya, Louie,” I said. “You got something for me?”

      “Sure do, Mr. DeWitt.” Louie looked nervously about the room to make sure no one was eavesdropping. “I did some calling, mostly to guys I knew in the Big House but also to a couple of politicians who had employed my expertise for various capers, if you know what I mean.”

      “I know what you mean, Louie. Now just get on with it.”

      “Okay, okay. At first—nothing. Then Florsheim Al called. You know him, he’s the mug with a brogue who’s got this thing for shoes and did time in the jug for separating a judge’s wife from her front teeth when she accidentally scuffed his brand-new wingtips. Anyways, he tells me that he might have seen this Mona playing basketball with two little kids over at 65th and West End. She was beating the hell out of them too. Gave each of them a black eye for scoring a basket against her. She seemed like one tough cookie to him.” Louie took a few gulps from his Pabst Blue Ribbon and wiped the foam off his lips. “But there’s more. This Al likes his dames tough, and so he decides to follow her and see where she lives. Unfortunately, she went directly to the YWCA three blocks north and got into an elevator. Stymied, he goes to the front desk and asks for her name, but the guy at the desk threatens to throw him out on his keester. Al would have shown him right then and there who was boss, but he was wearing freshly shined shoes.”

      “Louie, I got to hand it to you. You did good,” I told him. “Here, let me treat you to some hooch. I’ll tell Gus to send it over. And Louie, don’t forget to let me know if you hear anything more.”

      I always said Louie was a good yegg and this proved it. I could almost smell Mona from here, despite the total lack of ventilation in the place. Tomorrow I’d visit the Y for myself. Meanwhile I told Gus to fix Louie a cheap one and put it on the tab. I smiled at Gertie as I was leaving, but she was on her back again with some Johnny on top. They must have slipped again. Outside it wasn’t raining.
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      I got up earlier than usual the next morning, performed my ablutions, and got cleaned up. A quick cup of coffee and a couple of jelly donuts and I was off to the Y. I was dressed snappily: clean shirt, mostly clean tie, jacket and trousers that more or less matched, and a beret that I had recently had blocked at my local hatter’s. The sun hadn’t bothered to show up yet, but I put on my sunglasses, since all self-respecting dicks are supposed to wear them while tailing someone.

      The bus got me to the Y in pretty good time, considering the rushhour traffic. I did miss my stop because I was wearing the Foster Grant specs, but not by much. Once inside I cased the place. It was filled with broads. I made a mental note to hang out here some lonely Saturday night and get the lay of the land, if you catch my drift.

      The guy at the information desk was checking me out. His pursed lips and the pink rose in the lapel buttonhole of his jacket clued me in that his interest in the Y’s inhabitants was purely professional.

      “Thomething that I can help you with?” he lisped. He gave me the biggest smile I had had since my ex-wife had learned that I had developed a hernia.

      “Yeah, maybe there is. I’m looking for someone very tall and blonde,” I told him.

      “Oh my, aren’t we all?” he purred and fluttered his false eyelashes. “Do you have a name?”

      I wasn’t going to give my legal name. I was too smart for that. “Richard DeWitt,” I said. That should throw him off the track.

      “No, thir,” he giggled. “I mean do you have a name for the young lady?”

      This guy was sharp. “Yeah, her first name is Mona but I don’t know her last one.”

      “I’m tharry, but the only Mona who hangths her panty girdle here and callth it home—the place not her girdle, mind you—is average height—thay about four-eleven—and bald. Until a few months ago when she moved out we did have thomeone who fitth your general dethcription. Her name was Petunia Pettigrew. I ethspecially remember her becuth she always was carrying a bathketball. She theemed like a thweet girl, but she was forced to leave after dribbling the ball on another girl’th head.”

      No cigar, but I could tell I was getting warm. I took off my coat. “Any forwarding address for this Pettigrew gal?”

      He drew himself up to his full height, which wasn’t much. “Thir, I’m not allowed to give out thuch information.”

      No problem, I thought. A promise to send him some fresh pink roses and to stop by and pick him up for dinner some night next week loosened his tongue. He suggested a dimly lit Hungarian restaurant he frequented, where “thimply gorgeous” Gypsy men played violins, came to your table, and whispered “Was there anything thpecial you’d like?” I made a mental note to go there by myself and ask the strolling Gypsy to make my goulash hot with a lot of paprika. Meanwhile this guy at the desk was promising the addresses of all the girls. I said Petunia’s would do fine.

      I had Petunia’s address now and hoped that she’d turn out to be Mona living under a different name, a nom de plum as the Frenchies say. Trouble was that Petunia/Mona lived outside the city limits. Cab fare would cost me my liver, which, smothered with onions, I was looking forward to cooking tonight. Then I remembered that I knew someone who drove a taxi for a living. This someone owed me.

      I first met William “Dilly” (aka “Willy Dilly”) Farkas a year ago when we were retching in the men’s room after having polished off one of Ma’s blue plate specials, which for some reason included part of the blue plate itself. We went to a nearby bar afterwards and got to know each other pretty well. Dilly had done all sorts of odd jobs, including taming armadillos, for which he got good pay. He had also paid dearly for once lifting a skirt. Unfortunately for him, someone had been wearing the skirt at the time. Even more unfortunate, she was a he. When Dilly got out of traction three months later, he decided to mend his ways and settle down to a more normal life. But he didn’t know what to do. I told him that I had an “in” with some mug who owned a few taxis and that I could get him a job if he could hack it. I got him the job and his promise that if I ever needed help I should call him. I had meant to keep in touch with Dilly, especially since I was curious to hear more about his intimate relations with armadillos. But I hadn’t. This morning was a different story: I needed a freebie in the form of  a ride to Petunia’s.

      I called Dilly and reached his wife, Amaryllis. I had never met her but Dilly had shown me her photo the night we were chasing down a few beers. I seemed to recall that with her long nose and bony body she bore a faint resemblance to an armadillo. Funny how things like that stick in your mind.

      “Hello, Mrs. Farkas, this is Dick DeWitt, a pal of your husband’s. Is he around by any chance.”

      There was a pause. “By some chance the lousy, two-timing, fourflusher, rat bastard, no-good-for-nothing, cheat, liar is still in bed. Hang on and I’ll get the shithead, lowlife scumbag for you.”

      I got the feeling that something was wrong with Dilly’s marriage but decided to keep my trap shut.

      “Hey, Mr. DeWitt, what gives?” a voice still groggy with sleep got on the line.

      I explained to Dilly what favor I needed. He said he’d pick me up in front of the Y in half an hour. He was off work today but had no desire to stay home and listen to that obese, ugly, filthy whore of a foul-mouthed wife of his. I guessed he didn’t like her too much either. Good as his word, Dilly arrived right on time with his Checker Cab.

      He was wearing a yellow and black checkered jacket to match the cab. He wasn’t wearing any trousers, however. I guessed he had been in a hurry to leave home.

      Dilly took the long way around either to avoid traffic or because he didn’t know the direct way. This part of the city looked even dingier than the part I knew best. But it was my city, and I loved it. Warts  and all, although I had to admit that the only warts I’d seen recently had been those on the nose of Mrs. Heidegger, the busybody who lived down the hall from me and who liked to corner me and ask if I’d heard any juicy gossip.
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