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​

For all the Danny Diamond fans out there.

It’s been a minute, but we’re back, baby.

​

​OFFICE GIRL WANTED
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Los Angeles, California

Monday, February 12, 1945







Rap-a-tap-tap.

Eileen’s kitten heel tapped against the dirty linoleum. She couldn’t help herself. It was that or bite her fingernails, and those were already worried to the quick.

She could still hear her mother’s words from that morning.

You’re never going to get a job with your nails looking like that. Employers pay attention to the little things. The little things, Eileen!

There were more things she’d said. They were the same things she’d been saying all of Eileen’s life. Perfection and propriety was what it boiled down to. And her mother had perfected the art of nagging.

Her heel kept tapping.

Rap-a-tap, rap-a-tap, rap-a-tap-tap-tap.

The offices of the Woodruff Pointe Building were spacious and lofty. Too lofty, considering what it was. Like a cathedral carved up and rented out to order-by-mail outfits and quack doctors. 

The reception room had a big L-shaped desk and several clunky filing cabinets, all of them covered with enough dust to choke a rat. A couple of chairs and a coffee table with two-year-old magazines made up the waiting area in which Eileen sat. A hat tree stood behind the hallway door. On its pebbled glass half-lite were stenciled the words Diamond and Bowman, Confidential Investigations and Consultancy.

Another door lay behind the desk, a broom closet or some such, Eileen guessed. The whole place was as dim as a tomb despite the high window that looked out onto West Eighth Street one story below. The rest of the floor space had been divided by flimsy partitions into a pair of smaller offices. The one on the right was dark and soundless. The one on the left was not. 

Eileen could see dim shapes moving behind the glass, could hear the rustle of clothing and murmur of voices. Two of them.

No one had come out when she’d walked into the office, and she hadn’t been brazen enough to call out. It seemed somehow sacrosanct, like talking above a whisper in a library. So she’d sat down in one of the chairs in the waiting room to... well, wait. 

That had been fifteen minutes ago.

The little redhead reached for her purse, which sat on the ground next to her typewriter case. From it, she took a folded newspaper clipping. Careful not to smudge the newsprint, she unfolded it and reread the classified ad that had brought her to this dumpy little office in the first place.

OFFICE GIRL WANTED

For private detective and consultancy firm. Desired skills: typing, dictation, filing, correspondence, reception, and other duties as required. Inquire at Woodruff Pointe Building, Suite 207, 3475 W. 8th St., Los Angeles, Calif.

It was the “other duties as required” that had set Eileen’s mind awhirl. She loved sleazy detective rags almost as much as she loved her daily crossword puzzles. And when she thought about it, that’s what a good mystery was—a puzzle. The thought of working at a real-life detective agency, steeped in all the tawdry cases and lurid details, was exhilarating. Even now, she felt a tendril of excitement crawling up her spine.

Eileen was startled from her reverie by a brassy laugh. Heels clicked on the linoleum, and the inner door opened partway. A woman paused in the doorway, looking back at whoever else was inside.

She saw a mirage of polkadots and blonde curls in the reeded glass of the door. The woman spoke, and her honeyed tone made the hair stand up on the back of Eileen’s neck.

“Promises, promises, Danny! But I have no doubt you’ll make good on them. I’d best be off before Sam catches me. Toodle-oo!”

She swayed through the doorway, and Eileen got her first good look at the woman. She wasn’t especially tall—taller than Eileen, but who wasn’t? Yet she carried herself like she was Cleopatra herself.

She was past forty, Eileen guessed, but she tried hard not to show it. From her pancake makeup to her bottle-blonde chignon to her quarter-sleeve dress and wedge heels, her look was curated to convince herself and the world at large that Father Time had no claim upon her.

It would have seemed more desperate had it not been for the woman’s figure. The generous hips and bosom that tapered to a thick, hourglass waist made the fiction easier to swallow. Eileen disliked her immediately. She felt herself curling inward, suddenly self-conscious about her own boyish figure.

The woman made it three full strides across the outer office before she noticed Eileen. The self-satisfied smile fell from her lips, and she stopped in her tracks.

“Who are you?” 

“I, um, Eileen Jacobsen, ma’am,” she stammered, trying to calm the butterflies rioting within her.

She realized she was holding the wanted ad and stood, awkwardly shoving it toward the other woman. “I’m here for the job—from the ad, I mean.”

Crimson talons plucked the clipping from Eileen’s nail-bitten fingers, glancing at it and then back at Eileen. Something changed in her expression as she took in the younger woman. The syrupy smile returned, and she shouted without taking her eyes off Eileen.

“Oh, Danny! There’s a young lady to see you!”

The sound that came from the inner office was like a bear rousing from hibernation. There was a screech of hinges, a thump, then a handful of sharp paces before he appeared in the doorway. He raked his gaze across the dusty waiting room until his dark eyes fell upon Eileen. 

The butterflies went off on a rocket ship in her stomach.

He was tall and rangy, with broad shoulders and a tanned complexion. He wore no jacket, his shirt sleeves rolled to the elbow, and his tie loose around his neck. Eileen’s gaze was drawn to the revolver holstered at his shoulder, then to his corded forearms. Large, weathered hands gripped the door frame as if the dingy office were a listing boat.

But it was the eyes—and the face that held them—that sent her pulse racing. There was an intensity about that face that Eileen had never seen before. It was angular with high cheekbones, a hawkish nose, and a jaw you could shovel dirt with. This was the face that inhabited her mind’s eye when she devoured an issue of True Detective—or, if it hadn’t been before, it would be from that moment on.

Eileen realized her mouth was hanging open. She snapped it closed and forced a smile onto her lips. The man scowled.

“What do you want?” he barked.

His voice was deep and resonant with an edge to it like an axe.

“I’m here for the job,” she said with more confidence than she felt. “For the office girl?”

Dark eyes narrowed. “The what?”

“Why, the secretary, darling,” the other woman oozed. “I put an ad in The Times. I told you and Sam about it last week.”

She waved the newspaper clipping at him. He crossed the distance between them and snatched the paper from her hand, scowling as he read it. 

“You can’t keep leaning on me to wipe your noses,” the woman went on, “especially when I have my own job to do.” She paused, glancing at the clock on the wall. “Speaking of which, I have to put in an appearance before the... rendezvous.”

She breezed across the lobby and picked out a camel-hair coat from the hat tree. She slid into it, but even then, the coat did little to hide her voluptuous figure. A feral smile peeled back her ruby-red lips as her gaze traveled to the detective.

“She looks like a swell kid, Danny. You should give her a shot. See you later?”

“Count on it,” he said with a tight-lipped smile.

Eileen didn’t like that smile. It said way more than his words, and she felt certain the two were talking past her in coded transmissions.

“Tell Sam I said hi,” she said, opening the door.

“Tell him yourself,” Diamond shot back. “He’s your husband.”

“Now why should I want to go and do a thing like that?” she cackled and went out.

The stride of her heels echoed down the hallway. Then even that was gone, and Eileen was left alone with the detective.

“Who’s Sam?” she asked when he didn’t say anything.

“Sam Bowman,” he answered, blinking as if coming out of a trance. “Her husband. My business partner.” He stepped forward, hand outstretched. “Danny Diamond. Pleased to meet you.”

His palm was hard and cool when Eileen took it. She gripped him web-to-web with a firm squeeze, just like they’d taught her in business class. Diamond looked down at her hand, smirking as if at some private joke.

Eileen blushed from her chin all the way to her hairline. To cover it up, she blurted out the first thing that sprang to mind.

“Are you the same Diamond on the door?”

He grinned, and it lit up his whole face. In the blink of an eye, he went from Easter Island statue to Hollywood leading man.

“Sure am. That was one of my stipulations when I joined this outfit. My name comes first on the door.”

“Do you always come first, Mr. Diamond?”

She had meant it to be playful. She hadn’t realized the double entendre until the saucy words were ringing in her ears. 

Eileen yelped and slapped her hands over her mouth. Her blue eyes widened in horror, but the detective’s grin only got bigger.

“Not always,” he chuckled. “Can I take your coat, Miss...?”

“Jacobsen,” she supplied, forcing her arms to her sides. “Eileen Jacobsen. And yes, um, of course.”

She turned, allowing Diamond to help her out of her wool coat. Underneath, the petite redhead wore a knee-length white dress. It had lace around the collar and the hem, the kind of dress that belonged on a glassy-eyed China doll rather than a girl of twenty-one.

Her mother had made it from old linen tablecloths when they thought Eileen was going to marry the neighbor boy, Emerson Wilkins. He’d been about to go off to war, but Eileen didn’t relish the role of a soldier’s wife—much less that of a war widow. So instead, she’d disappointed everyone and broken it off. 

Emerson wasn’t disappointed, though. She’d given him her virginity as a consolation prize the night before he shipped out, and Eileen got the dress as hers. Even though it was old-fashioned, it was still the nicest thing she owned.

Diamond hung her coat on the hat tree. She picked up her typewriter case and purse, and he guided her into his office, not bothering to close the inner door.

Eileen had seen boxcars with better decor. A battered wooden desk sat in the middle of the room. Behind it, an old swivel chair. In front, a pair of mismatched dining room chairs stood against the partition wall. 
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