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The Performance Begins





The frost etched intricate patterns across the window of O'Malley Investigations, transforming the grimy Chicago street below into something almost beautiful. Kit Ashworth sorted through the morning mail, her fingers numb despite the wool gloves she'd worn on her walk from the boarding house. Three months had passed since the Hartwell case launched their partnership into something resembling success, and the steady stream of clients meant she could finally afford proper winter boots. 

She glanced at Paddy's empty desk, then at the clock. Nine-thirty. He'd arrive within the hour, smelling of Lucky Strikes and last night's whiskey, though less of the latter these days. Success agreed with him. The tremor in his hands had steadied, and he'd started arriving before noon more often than not.

Kit arranged the correspondence into neat piles: bills, inquiries, payment checks. Her practiced eye catalogued each sender, filing away details that might prove useful. Mrs. Van Der Berg's personal stationery meant another society recommendation. The Merchants Bank envelope likely contained payment for the Brennan embezzlement case. She opened that one first, allowing herself a small smile at the figure. Enough to cover rent on both the office and her room for two months.

The deception still chafed sometimes. Playing the dutiful secretary while her mind dissected evidence and constructed theories Paddy would later present as his own. But the charade protected them both. Chicago wasn't ready for a female detective, especially not one who'd tumbled from Gold Coast mansions to North Side boarding houses. Better to let them see what they expected: an efficient girl Friday who kept impeccable records and made passable coffee.

She'd just started on the second pile when footsteps echoed in the hallway. Too light for Paddy, too quick for their elderly neighbor Mr. Kazinsky. Kit smoothed her skirt and assumed her secretarial mask, hands folded primly as the door opened.

The woman who swept in brought a cloud of expensive perfume and barely contained panic. Mrs. George Ashford, if Kit's memory served. They'd attended the same charity luncheon four years ago, back when Kit still belonged in such rooms. The matron's coat alone cost more than Kit now earned in six months.

"Is Mr. O'Malley available?" Mrs. Ashford's gaze skimmed over Kit without recognition. Of course not. The Catherine Ashworth who'd discussed Proust over cucumber sandwiches bore little resemblance to this neat secretary in her twice-mended dress.

"He'll return shortly, Mrs. Ashford. Perhaps I could take some preliminary information?"

The woman's mouth tightened. "I suppose you're competent enough for basic details. Though this matter requires absolute discretion."

Kit retrieved her stenography pad, pencil poised. "Naturally. All our cases remain strictly confidential."

Mrs. Ashford perched on the edge of the client chair, clutching her handbag like a life preserver. "My jewelry was stolen. Last night, at the opera."

"Which pieces specifically?"

"A diamond necklace, matching earrings, and a ruby bracelet. The set belonged to my late mother-in-law." Her voice cracked slightly. "Fifteen thousand dollars, at minimum. Perhaps more given the current market."

Kit's pencil moved steadily across the page while her mind raced. The Ashfords held a box at the Auditorium Theatre, third tier, excellent sight lines. George Ashford had made his fortune in grain futures, solid money but not untouchable. The kind of wealth that required careful maintenance.

"You attended last night's performance of La Traviata?"

"Yes. The second act had just begun when I realized I'd forgotten my opera glasses in the box. When I returned after intermission, the jewelry case was gone."

"You left during the second act?" Kit kept her tone neutral, professional.

"Just for a moment. I encountered Mrs. Palmer in the lobby, and we chatted briefly." Color rose in the woman's cheeks. "Perhaps twenty minutes at most."

Twenty minutes during the opera's most dramatic act. Interesting. "Was anyone else in your box?"

"Only my husband, and he remained for the entire performance. We have the only keys." Mrs. Ashford twisted her wedding ring. "That's what makes this so peculiar. The door was still locked when I returned."

The door opened again, admitting Paddy with a gust of cold air. His color looked good today, the gray at his temples lending him distinction rather than age. He assessed the scene instantly, blue eyes taking in Mrs. Ashford's obvious wealth and Kit's carefully blank expression.

"Mrs. Ashford, this is Mr. O'Malley," Kit said smoothly. "I've noted the basic circumstances of last night's theft."

Paddy hung his coat and hat with deliberate care, giving himself time to shift fully into his detective persona. "My apologies for keeping you waiting, Mrs. Ashford. Please, tell me everything."

The matron repeated her story, adding details she'd deemed too important for a mere secretary. The jewelry had been a wedding gift from George's mother, who'd disapproved of the match. The pieces were insured, of course, but the investigator from Hartford Mutual was asking uncomfortable questions.

"Harrison Webb," Mrs. Ashford said, lowering her voice. "He seems to think the timing is suspicious. As if I would stage such a thing! The social embarrassment alone..."

Kit's pencil stilled. Harrison Webb. She'd seen his name in the papers, something about insurance fraud among the social set. A bloodhound, they called him. The investigator who noticed when wives sold their jewelry to cover their husbands' gambling debts, then claimed theft.

"Has Mr. Webb indicated specific concerns?" Paddy asked.

"He questioned why I would leave such valuable pieces unattended. As if one expects thieves at the opera! He also found it strange that nothing else was taken. My evening bag was sitting right there, with two hundred dollars inside."

Kit made another note. Selective theft suggested someone who knew exactly what they wanted. Or someone who needed to make the theft look targeted rather than random.

"The second act of La Traviata," Paddy mused. "Violetta's grand party scene. The music would cover any noise from the box."

Mrs. Ashford nodded eagerly. "Exactly what I thought. Someone familiar with the opera's staging."

Kit bit back her correction. The party scene was Act One. Act Two opened with Violetta's country house, a quiet domestic scene. Anyone actually watching would have noticed the contrast. Mrs. Ashford hadn't been in the lobby for twenty minutes. She'd been gone for the entire act.

"We'll need a list of everyone who knew you'd be wearing the jewelry," Paddy said.

"Oh, numerous people. One doesn't attend opening night in paste." She withdrew a calling card from her purse. "My husband insisted I hire someone to investigate privately. Mr. Webb's questions are becoming... intrusive."

Paddy accepted the card. "We'll handle this discreetly. Kit, please schedule a visit to the Auditorium Theatre this afternoon."

"The insurance company mustn't know I've hired you," Mrs. Ashford said quickly. "If they thought I was trying to influence the investigation..."

"Understood." Paddy's expression remained professionally neutral. "We'll conduct our inquiries separately from Mr. Webb."

After Mrs. Ashford departed in a rustle of silk and anxiety, Kit set down her pencil. "She's lying about the timeline."

Paddy loosened his tie. "The second act confusion?"

"She wasn't in the lobby for twenty minutes. She missed the entire act. And she knew that jewelry would be stolen."

"That's a leap."

"No, it's psychology." Kit moved to the filing cabinet, retrieving the morning paper. "Harrison Webb exposed the Brennan insurance fraud last month. Mrs. Ashford reads the society pages religiously. She knew he'd investigate."

Paddy studied the paper. "You think she arranged the theft herself?"

"Or knows who did. The question is why." Kit tapped her pencil against the desk. "The Ashfords aren't hurting for money. George's grain futures have performed well this quarter."

"Unless they haven't."

Kit considered this. "Or unless those jewels aren't what she claims. Family heirlooms carry emotional weight that exceeds their monetary value. If she needed them gone..."

"We're getting ahead of ourselves." But Paddy was already reaching for his coat. "The theatre first. Then we'll see what Harrison Webb has noticed."

Kit gathered her stenography pad, slipping easily into her secretarial role. "Should I contact the opera house management?"

"No need. I still have connections there from the Torrino case." He paused at the door. "Good catch on the second act. I'd forgotten the staging."

She kept her expression neutral, though warmth bloomed in her chest. These small acknowledgments sustained her through the daily pantomime. Someday perhaps she wouldn't have to hide her contributions. But for now, being right mattered more than being recognized.

The telephone rang as Paddy reached for the door handle. Kit answered with practiced efficiency. "O'Malley Investigations."

"Is this the secretary?" The voice was male, cultured, with the careful pronunciation that suggested education rather than birth.

"Yes, sir. How may I assist you?"

"Tell Mr. O'Malley that Harrison Webb would like to discuss the Ashford case. I'll be at the Auditorium Theatre this afternoon. Two o'clock."

The line went dead. Kit replaced the receiver slowly, her fingers lingering on the cold bakelite.

Paddy waited by the door, hat in hand. "Mr. Webb will be at the theatre at two."

His expression darkened, and Kit saw him glance toward the window where Mrs. Ashford's taxi was just disappearing around the corner. The insurance investigator had known about their involvement before Mrs. Ashford could have reached his office.

"We should arrive early," Kit said, already reaching for her coat. "See what he's already discovered."

Paddy nodded, but his hand remained on the door handle, unmoving. In the silence, Kit could hear the radiator's steady hiss and the muffled sounds of Chicago's morning traffic. Somewhere in this city, Harrison Webb was asking questions about missing jewelry and locked opera boxes.

The frost on their windows had melted, revealing the street below in sharp, unforgiving detail.
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Behind the Curtain





The Chicago Lyric Opera House rose from Congress Street like a testament to ambition over sense. Six stories of limestone and terra cotta stretched toward heaven, its facade promising culture to a city built on stockyards and steel. Kit counted three separate entrances as their taxi pulled to the curb: the grand public doors, a side entrance marked "Artists," and a loading dock where stagehands unloaded what looked like pieces of ancient Rome. 

"Quite the operation," Paddy said, helping her from the cab, though the gesture was purely for show. Any secretary would expect such courtesy from her employer.

Inside, the lobby assaulted them with competing light sources. Electric chandeliers blazed overhead while gas sconces flickered along the walls, creating shadows that shifted with each draft. The marble floor bore scuff marks from thousands of evening shoes, and Kit noticed a water stain spreading across the ceiling's elaborate plasterwork. Money troubles always showed in the maintenance.

"Mr. O'Malley?" A man hurried toward them, his morning coat impeccable despite the worry lines creasing his forehead. "I am Maestro Giuseppe Benedetti. Mrs. Ashford telephoned about your visit."

Benedetti's handshake trembled slightly. Kit catalogued the details: ink stains on his right cuff, a telegram receipt protruding from his vest pocket, the smell of tobacco masked by too much cologne. A man under pressure trying to maintain appearances.

"We appreciate your cooperation, Maestro," Paddy said. "This is my secretary, Miss Ashworth. She'll be taking notes."

Benedetti barely glanced at her. "Of course. Please, this way. Though I must warn you, the theft has everyone quite disturbed. Our patrons expect absolute security. If word spreads that we cannot protect their property..." He gestured helplessly at the empty lobby. "Opening night should have guaranteed full houses for a month. Now we have cancelations."

They followed him through a door marked "Private," and the opera house transformed. Gone were the gilt mirrors and velvet drapes. These corridors were narrow, utilitarian, lit by bare bulbs that cast harsh shadows. Ropes hung from the ceiling, sandbags lined the walls, and the smell of greasepaint mixed with sawdust.









