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AN EX-CON I’d helped send away spent his first day of freedom slashing one of my tires beyond patching, which is why the following morning found me in the waiting area of Stomps Chevrolet.

I was anchoring my hair behind my ear with a tortoise shell comb and wondering darkly how many days I’d have to wait for a retread tire, when the tallest man I’d ever seen outside a circus approached me.

“Miss Sullivan? I’m Hank Stomps.” A callused paw engulfed my own. “Your mechanic called me first thing this morning to say you’re a private detective and can’t work without your car. I’ll bump your job ahead as much as I can without ruffling any feathers.”

A ray of sun pierced my gloom. When America joined the war against Hitler, new tires had become unavailable. If a tire became worn or, like mine, damaged beyond what a patch could fix, the only recourse was a retread. In a city whose population was well past two hundred thousand, the only machine for making them was at Stomps Chevrolet.

“And maybe since you’re already here, you’d do us a little favor in return?” the man who, judging by his name, was one of the owners continued. “If you could just take a look at something?”

Ah-hah.

Hank Stomps was in his middle forties and probably had to duck his head to get under street lamps. Despite my initial cynicism, though, I began to think he’d never meant to put me over a barrel with his request. He was just a fellow who helped folks out when he could, and assumed other people were like-minded.

“Sure,” I said. “I’ll have a look.”

“It’s probably nothing, but it’s never happened before.”

The big brick-fronted Stomps building was split into two halves. The side with display windows housed new car sales, where large cardboard cutouts replaced the real thing since auto plants had switched their production to wartime needs. Stomps led the way under an overhead door into the other side, the service department.

“One of the mechanics spotted it this morning, because of the water. If you don’t mind, we’ll go up this strip of sidewalk at the side of the ramp. It’s not very wide, but what you need to see is halfway between the ground floor and the second floor, so we can’t take the stairs.”

Keeping up with his long stride wasn’t easy, especially on an incline. A DeSoto newer than the one I drove came down the ramp beside us, so close I could almost touch it. Stomps halted abruptly next to a window.

“This.” He pointed indignantly. “This was open about an inch. There was water all over the sill and down on the floor. The man responsible for checking this part at the end of the day swears the window was closed and locked, same as always. I walk through the whole building after everybody else is out, and I didn’t notice anything either. I think – I wonder if you think – could someone have tried to get in?”
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