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It wasn’t my habit to shoot a new client.

For Loren Collingswood, I made an exception.

“I’m told you’re one of the best detectives in Dayton,” he said as I unlocked the door to my office and flipped on the lights. It was half-past eight in the morning. He’d been waiting for me when I stepped off the elevator.

“That’s always nice to hear, Mr.—”

“Collingswood. Loren Collingswood.” He was somewhere past fifty with rounded shoulders and thoughtful eyes.

“Could I hang up your coat?”

“No thank you. I haven’t much time.”

Draping his folded coat over the arm of the chair in front of my desk, he sat down. My own found its usual peg on a wooden rack, followed by my red hat which was seasonally trimmed with a sprig of fake holly. I was five-foot-two and the coat rack was taller than I was, but I counted the stretching as exercise. As soon as I slid into place across from Collingswood, he launched in.

“My partner and I want to hire you, Miss Sullivan.”

“Maggie. Please.”

“Yes, very well.”

After the determined start, he faltered. His gaze moved to the calendar from my DeSoto dealer hanging drunkenly on its final page. The hole at the top had just about worn through on the nail that held it. Three days into December odds were the calendar would hit the floor before 1941 ended.

“What sort of problem are you having, Mr. Collingswood?” I asked softly.

People came to me scared or distressed, but almost invariably embarrassed at needing my services. Getting started was the hard part. Collingswood sighed.

“A man who works for us has disappeared. A brilliant young engineer.” He knitted salt-and-pepper brows that matched the hair retreating from his forehead. “Well, he’s in his thirties, but that’s young by my standards. A company’s coming in next week to talk to us about - about something he’s been working on. It’s absolutely vital that we find him. Without Gil—”

I held up a hand to halt his flow while I took out a lined tablet.

“What do you mean, ‘disappeared’? We need to start with some basics.”

“Oh. Yes.”

“He’s an employee?”

“Yes. My partner and I have a company. C&S Signals.”

“You said the missing man’s an engineer. I take it that’s what you do?”

“Yes. We-we develop technology which we sell to other firms. We specialize in—”

I held up my hand again. I’d done okay at geometry and a year of algebra, and the nuns at Julienne High School could probably hold their own with most college professors, but I was pretty sure whatever C&S Signals specialized in was over my head. There were other aspects of finding someone which were more useful.

“What’s the man’s name and the last time you saw him?”

“Gilbert Tremain. Gil. He was in early Monday and left the building and that’s the last we’ve heard from him.”

Two days ago.

“Was that unusual?”

“Not coming in early. He did that quite often. But certainly going off and not coming back or calling. Gil’s extremely responsible. That’s what’s got us worried.”

“You’ve tried to reach him by phone?”

“Oh yes. And Frank — that’s my partner, Frank Scott — Frank went over yesterday and knocked, thinking perhaps he’d been taken ill or had an accident and couldn’t get to the phone.”

That implied Gilbert Tremain was single.

“We’d worry about him in any case. We’re small, C&S. He’s quite a resource for us. And the presentation next week... unless we find him, it can’t go forward.”

I saw him swallow.

“That’s why I - we - thought we should hire an investigator.”

“What do the police say?”

“We prefer not to involve the police. For business reasons.”

I’d heard that tune before. It was never music to my ears, and from what he’d told me, I knew what I had to ask next.

“Has there been a ransom request?”

“No, of course not, or-or—. Well, we would have gone to the police in that case, I suppose.”

I breathed easier.

“Do you have any reason to suspect foul play?”

“Good heavens no! Nothing like that. At least it hadn’t occurred to me... No, surely they couldn’t...”

“Who couldn’t what, Mr. Collingswood?”

“I-I-I don’t see how they could possibly be related, but...” He swallowed again. “I’ve had some phone calls.”

“What sort of phone calls?”

“Just a little odd, that’s all.” He gestured vaguely. “Wrong numbers, probably.”

“Since Gil Tremain has been missing.”

“Oh, no. No. They started about a month ago. Just a fluke, surely.”

Six years ago, at age twenty-one, I’d opened my office. Since then I’d learned coincidences seldom existed for people who came through my door seeking help.

“You’re probably right, but lots of what I do is hunt connections. What did the phone calls say?”

“Nothing. Mostly.” His voice dropped so much I wasn’t sure I’d heard the second word.

“How many calls have there been?”

“Half a dozen. Possibly eight.”

“And all you hear is silence? No breathing? No noises in the background?”

“Breathing, yes. Just that.” He steeled himself. “Until last week. It rang and I answered and someone said, ‘Be careful.’ Then they hung up.”

If possible, he looked more worried than when he’d come in.

“But it’s all got to be some ghastly mistake. It can’t have anything to do with Gil. It can’t have anything to do with me. Someone’s muddled a phone number.”

“You’re sure no one has a grievance against you? A reason they’d want to harass you? Maybe an employee you let go?”

If there was a connection, someone who knew the workings of his company was the obvious place to start. My would-be client was shaking his head.

“One of the girls who typed left last year to get married. But as far as firing anyone, it’s been three years. At least. And before you ask, I’m not involved with any women or — or anything of that nature.”

“Have there been any calls since the one that warned you to be careful?”

“No.” He said it too quickly. “Look, the main thing is to find Gil.”

The room was getting overly warm, a novelty since the radiator usually gave off only a trickle of heat. Removing the handkerchief from his breast pocket, Collingswood patted his forehead.

“I need to get to the office.” He edged forward on his chair. “Can you help us? Can you start today?”

I told him I would, and what I charged.

“I’m due to make a final report to another client in about an hour. I can stop by after I finish there.”

Something caught my eye. A movement in the pocket of Collingswood’s coat. Oblivious to my wandering gaze, he talked on.

“Here’s the address.” He slid a business card onto my desk. “I’ll have a check for a week’s wages waiting for you.”

A head emerged, swaying slowly above the narrow body oozing after. Eight inches, maybe less, separated it from Collingswood’s arm.

“If you find Gil in only a day or two, I’ll consider the rest of it money well spent,” he was saying.

It’s amazing how many thoughts fit into a split second:

That the snake might be harmless — or not.

That someone had warned the man across from me to be careful.

That this was the wrong time of year for snakes.

“Mr. Collingswood. Before you go, I need you to close your eyes and keep them closed until I tell you otherwise. Sit absolutely still. Try and remember, ah, everything Tremain said the last time you saw him.”

“But—”

“Now!”

My fingers already were closing around the Smith & Wesson I kept in a holster-like sling beneath my chair. Collingswood looked anything but happy, but his eyes were closed. I eased to my feet.

The snake emerged another inch. Pinkish belly. Dark splotches. It veered toward Collingswood. It veered away. I squeezed the trigger.
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Collingswood let out a yell and opened his eyes.

“What in the name—?” As he lurched to his feet, he caught sight of the headless form now half out of the coat pocket and writhing violently. With a whimper of terror he thrust out a hand to ward it off.

“It’s dead!” I shouted. My volume moderated. “Muscle contractions or something make them keep moving. It’s dead. It’s harmless. The head is gone.”

I thought I saw a splatter of something across the room, but I wasn’t sure. I put down my gun. Collingswood was white as buttermilk.

“It was in— it was in my—”

Eyes bulging, he pointed a trembling finger, but drew it back abruptly to claw at his chest.

“Mr. Collingswood!”

He sagged against my desk. Dear God, was he having a heart attack? I gave my chair a shove on its casters and lowered him into it.

“Mr. Collingswood, who’s your doctor?”

He shook his head.

“Pills.” His scrabbling hand succeeded in freeing them from an inside pocket. Thumbing open the lid, he managed to shove one under his tongue without spilling them all.

Nitro. Digitalis. Something like that. He did have a heart problem. This might not be an out-and-out attack though. His breathing steadied. The pinched look was leaving his face. He nodded as if to indicate he was okay.

“I’m not sure what I should do,” I said uncertainly. “I doubt it’s the right thing, but there’s a bottle of gin in my desk.”

A faint sideways move of his head signaled No.

“Water.” The brief word didn’t sound strained.

This year, in a burst of largess, the building management had put a water cooler in the hall. I filled one of the glasses I kept for the gin. They’d had water in them before without showing ill effects.

“Maggie?” A worried face peered out of the domestic staffing agency one office next to mine. “Is everything okay? We heard a bang.”

“Oh, I bumped my coatrack and it fell over into the wall. Sorry to scare you.”

I hurried back with the water. Collingswood took two gulps and paused, sipped the next two, repeated the sipping until the water was gone. His eyes closed briefly as he let out a breath.

“I’m sorry I scared you. I probably wouldn’t have done what I did if I’d known you had heart trouble.”

“No. I think you probably saved my life. What kind...?” His eyes slid toward his coat. He couldn’t bring himself to look directly.

“I’m no snake expert. I just knew it didn’t belong in somebody’s coat pocket. And with you carrying those pills you have, I’m pretty sure you shouldn’t be sitting here gabbing about it. You need to get home and lie down. I’ll call you a cab.”

“I can’t. I need to get to the office. I ducked in to drop off some papers on my way here. My partner was coming down with one of his headaches. They flatten him. I sent him home. I need to be there.”

“Mr. Collingswood...”

I leaned my hip on my desk, keeping a healthy distance between me and the all-too-active remains of the snake.

“I’m in better shape than I appear at the moment.” He gave a determined smile. “I would appreciate a cab, though. I’ll have someone get my car later. We can talk about — this — when you come to C&S.”

* * *
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“What do you know about snakes?” I asked when Rachel Minsky’s secretary put me through to her. Rachel owned a commercial building firm and could walk a construction site with the best of them, albeit in high heels and, preferably, furs.

“The two-legged kind or the Pentateuch kind?”

“The kind you find in the woods.”

I’d just put Collingswood into a cab. He’d regained some color and still insisted on seeing me later.

“You’re not thinking of going somewhere to put up a tent and drink from a canteen and swat flies, are you?” Rachel asked.

“No.”

My chair was back in its proper spot behind my desk and I was keeping an eye on what was left of the snake. It didn’t seem quite as dead as I’d assured Collingswood, but its movements weren’t getting it anywhere either.

“Well, then. Chances are you’ll never see one. I seldom do tramping around when they’re clearing things for a new project.”

“I’m looking at one right now. In my office. I’m optimistic it’s dead. At any rate, it’s missing a head. It’s not a garter snake, which is the extent of my knowledge. I was hoping you might recognize a few other kinds from the tramping you mentioned.”

She was silent a second before uttering words quite colorfully profane.

“In your office? You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“I may be slightly more conversant, but the smartest thing would be for me to bring over one of the men who know what they are when we do come across one. Shall I?”

“Please.”

“I may have to check at more than one site. Give me forty-five minutes.”

* * *
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Waiting for Rachel gave me time enough to call the client who was expecting me with my final report. She agreed that I could mail it and I’d stop by later if she had any questions. She already knew the gist of it. I’d found her missing husband playing house with someone else two counties away. I hoped my hunt for Gil Tremain had a happier ending.

At the moment, the man who had hired me to find him concerned me more.Loren Collingswood had a bad heart. He’d been getting unsettling phone calls. A snake had turned up in his pocket — enough to scare the bejeezus out of anyone. It had all the hallmarks of someone trying to kill him.

What did it have to do with a missing engineer? Before I got far in thinking about it, my door flew open and Rachel strode in. More accurately, she strode two steps and stopped. Her eyes swept my floor, then rose to give the rest of the room a similar treatment.

“That?” she asked aiming a fingernail gleaming with polish the color of burgundy at the coat hanging over the arm of the chair.

“Yes.”

Rachel was my height with a cloud of raven hair and a chest that made men turn to admire it. As usual she was dressed like a million dollars, her cranberry wool suit topped by a black fur shrug.

“This is Mr. Taylor.” She indicated a raw-boned man in workman’s garb and hobnail boots behind her. “He knows an amazing lot about snakes.”

He ducked his sandy head in awkward greeting.

“Saw a-plenty growin’ up down in the hills.”

The two of them came all the way in. Rachel stood within chatting distance of me and cupped her elbows with her hands. I sat on the edge of my desk. We watched Taylor circle the chair that held the folded coat. Squatting on his haunches, he surveyed the length of slowly moving reptile. After several moments he picked up the coat and carried it to the far side of the room. He dumped its contents, nudging them with the toe of his boot.

“This here’s a plain old Kirtland,” he said. “Harmless ‘cept for scarin’ you.”

“It’s winter. Don’t snakes hibernate or something?”

He twisted a finger in his ear and squinted.

“Well, they do tuck up in someplace out of the weather and sleep some. But come a nice sunny day, anyplace there’s a nice rock or two to hold heat, you might see a snake.”

But not in a coat pocket, I thought grimly.
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Based on what Rachel’s expert had told me, the snake had most likely been placed into Collingswood’s coat pocket while still in a deep-sleep, motionless state from being outside in winter. A warm room, particularly one as warm as my office that morning, had revived it. When and where that would happen would have been impossible to predict. That didn’t matter. Regardless of where it happened, Collingswood would have been scared within an inch of his life.

I got to C&S Signals ten minutes late. The red brick building was simple and modern. A strip of gravel in front and along one side provided parking. I pulled my DeSoto in and killed the engine.

“Mr. Collingswood’s expecting me. I’m Maggie Sullivan,” I told a white haired woman at the front desk. With her dash of bright pink lipstick and wavy hair she would have looked warm and motherly save for a pair of eyes worthy of a Doberman pincer assessing a threat.

“Oh, yes. The detective.”

A potted plant brightened one corner of her desk. Either she’d terrified it into being lush and green or she watered it.

“Don’t drag your toes finding Mr. Tremain, and don’t take too much of Mr. Collingswood’s time. He has a bad heart and he’s looking very peaked this morning.”

Rising magisterially, she marched through an archway in the wall behind her, leaving me to follow.

On the other side of the wall, four girls pounded typewriters. Two young men worked away at some sort of drawing tables next to metal boxes with knobs on the front and glass screens. We threaded our way around them and went down a hall with doors left and right. Collingswood had the last room on the end.

“How are you feeling?” I asked as soon as the two of us were alone. He had a good deal more color than when I’d last seen him.

“Much better, thanks.” He nodded toward a couch behind him. “I stretched out with my feet up for a while. Silly, but it’s what the doctor says I must do. Sit down.”

“It was harmless,” I said. “The snake. I had someone look at it.”

“But—”

“You said you stopped here before you came to see me. Where did you put your coat?”

“Where I always do.”

He pointed to a coat rack next to his door. One step in, drop it in, one step out. The snake could have been tucked into it here, or at his house. He was starting to frown.

“You think someone put it into my pocket?”

“Either that, or your roof has a very odd leak.”

“But that would mean...”

“That someone wanted to scare you. Yes. Let’s start with the premise Gil Tremain’s disappearance has nothing to do with that, though, or with the phone calls you got. I don’t think that’s true, but it makes sense to start there and see where it leads. Meanwhile, you need to take some precautions. Don’t go anywhere by yourself. Keep people around you. Take a taxi back and forth to work.”

“Yes, all right.”

“Tell me more about the project Tremain was working on.”

His desk was neat as a pin. Slide-rule, cup of sharpened pencils, everything aligned perfectly. He took time selecting his words.

“C&S Signals develops what you could think of as technological bits that are used as part of larger units,” he said at last. “We come up with improvements to existing technology in some cases, solutions to problems that are holding up advances in a particular industry, primarily radio signals and sound transmission.”

“You’re telling me you don’t actually make anything — invent some gadget. You make, so to speak, a piece. And what? Sell it to somebody else?”

“In a nutshell.” He smiled faintly. “The project we’ve been working on offers a significant improvement. In and of itself, it’s the most valuable thing we’ve ever developed. But if America joins the fight against Hitler—” He sighed deeply. “When we do, it-it might be of some use to our military defenses.”

“Are you suggesting the Bund might be behind Tremain’s disappearance?”

“No. I can’t—. It would be too farfetched. How would they even know about us?”

I had a hard enough time absorbing the reality of the war going on in Europe. The thought of cloak and dagger hijinks by America’s pro-Nazi group right here on my doorstep unsettled me enough to search for other explanations.

“What about competitors? Would another company try to hire him away from you?”

“No! Absolutely not! Gil isn’t the sort to be bought. He’s absolutely loyal.”

“But would anyone try?” And get rid of a man if he turned them down, I added silently.

“I suppose it’s in the realm of possibility. Gil presented a paper about the problem we were working on at a symposium four months back. Several men from the company we’re to meet with next week were there also, and his presentation made them suspect we were nearing a breakthrough. I suppose others might have done likewise.”

“How much of the project — the knowledge or calculations or whatever it is — could Tremain take with him if he did, to put it bluntly, take a bribe?”

“All of it. Frank and two other engineers worked on it with him, but it was Gil who had the breakthrough.”

“You must have copies. He’s not carrying the whole thing around in his head.”

“Even Gil wouldn’t be up to memorizing the entire thing. Yes, we have copies. In the safe. But... yesterday, when we took a close look because we were starting to worry about our meeting.... We think they may not be our latest calculations. There was a knot, you see. When we were almost there. It had us tearing our hair out for two weeks or better.”

“And Gil Tremain was the one who cut the knot,” I guessed.

He nodded.

“I thought — I know — he’d put in the change and the girls had typed a finished copy to take to Photostat. We’d passed it around to make sure nothing had gotten miscopied. We’d followed the calculations on it to make sure they worked.” He swallowed. “The ones in the safe don’t.”

To me, it looked more and more like Collingswood’s fair-haired boy had scampered off into the arms of a higher bidder. More than a few smart, efficient men had thrown away a prosperous future in their hunger for more money faster. Their shortcuts usually led to a jail cell.

“Did Gil know how to get into the safe?”

“No, but he most likely kept his worksheets. Gil was very orderly.”

“I’ll talk to your employees, and have a look around Gil’s office, if you don’t object.”

“I thought as much. It’s why I was so keen to have you come today. So you could get started. I’m sorry Frank isn’t here, but the headaches he gets are ghastly. Nausea. Can’t stand light. I don’t suppose worry over Gil helped it any.”

“I can stop back tomorrow to talk to your partner.”

“Yes, but you see, he knew Gil better than anyone else around here. They saw each other outside the office occasionally. Went to lunch so they could discuss whatever project they were on. I don’t want to give the impression Gil’s a cold fish. He’s cordial enough. But around here at least, he’s never been one for idle chatter. He keeps his mind on his work.”

Collingswood’s tone left no doubt he approved of that attitude. It also left me wondering who in C&S Signals did indulge in idle chatter. If I could tap into it, chatter might yield something useful.

“There’s an explanation for this, I know it,” he said. “Please. Just find him. It’s not merely the monetary loss we’ll face if we can’t find him. I also like the boy. Although I’m not sure he’d believe that right now,” he added softly.

“Had you two had a falling out?”

“I wouldn’t call it that.”

“Over what?”

“I’d asked him to stop seeing my daughter.”

Was that enough to turn a loyal employee into a thief?

“May I ask why?”

“He’s divorced.” He looked down uncomfortably. “Gil’s a fine man, but I didn’t want her subjected to that sort of social stigma.”

From what I’d seen, it was only the divorced woman who got snubbed. Ex-husbands went free under the ‘boys will be boys’ clause.

Prudence said it might be smart to look at Tremain’s office before my tongue got me in trouble. For once I listened to the old girl.

* * *
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Tremain’s office didn’t accommodate me by offering signs of whether or not he’d disappeared voluntarily. No marks on the wall suggested a scuffle. No travel brochures or phone numbers scribbled on the office blotter hinted of departure for a happier clime. The only decoration on his desk was a picture frame containing the likeness of a girl who looked about eleven. His daughter, maybe?

I talked to the employees next: three other engineers, a technician, two draftsmen, two clerk-typists and three secretaries. Not to mention the guardian of the front desk. All gave the same story I’d heard already. Gil Tremain was pleasant but kept to himself. Finally I went back to my office, where even the stairwell now had a tropical feel, and called the number I had for Tremain’s apartment. Since nobody answered, I decided to have a look at the place.

The two-story building had a spare look suggesting it would appeal more to people busy with jobs than to retirees. Tremain’s apartment was upstairs at the rear, I’d learned from one of the secretaries who had dropped off papers there once. I carried a folder so I could claim the same mission if anyone stopped me. Nobody did.

Upstairs, the hall had carpet. It wasn’t thick, but it felt rugged and did a nice job of soaking up footsteps. There were four apartments, two on each side, before I reached Tremain’s. No sounds issued from any of them. No radio playing, no electric sweeper. No dishes rattling even though it was lunchtime by now. The silence supported my theory the place would appeal to people who were elsewhere during the day.

At Tremain’s door I raised my hand to tap, preparatory to taking out my Number Three Boye. Just before my knuckles connected with wood, I heard movement inside. The fact I had my ear pressed to the door helped. The sounds were muffled, but unmistakable. Scrape. Thump. Like drawers being opened and closed.

If it was Tremain and he was just now packing to take off somewhere, then he was an idiot.

The man who’d been described to me didn’t sound like an idiot.

I took out the crochet hook.

The shiny little shaft had never put its nose to any kind of fancywork, but it unlocked the door in about a minute. I slid through and stood stock still, wishing I’d brought the Smith & Wesson.

The room I’d stepped into had been torn apart by someone unconcerned about tidying up. A little modern kitchenette was to my right. Above the sink, weak November light made its way through an outside window whose sash was halfway up. At first I thought the noises had stopped, that the other intruder had somehow become aware of my presence. Then, from the room to my left, which I judged to be the bedroom, I heard what sounded like coins or pencils being dumped out on a hard surface.

Cautiously I crept forward, hugging the wall. A few feet short of the bedroom door, I nearly stepped on papers that had spilled from a small occasional table which stood in what seemed an odd place. Keeping one eye on the door, I stooped and gave them a fast once over. They were blank pages and sheets advertising music events, not scientific calculations.

Resuming my stealthy movements, I eased through the mostly closed bedroom door and found myself engulfed in thick darkness. Vision obscured by the sudden change in light, I ducked to avoid the blow which, if I’d been heard, would come from the side. Instead, a broad shape flew through the air toward me.

Instinctively I threw up my arm to block it. Even as I deflected whatever it was, a man’s shape charged and a fist slammed into my chin.
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The floor tilted under me and I felt my knees buckle. Out of little more than reflex, I caught my attacker around the waist and brought him down with me.

I managed to hit him pretty hard in the snoot. We rolled, with me trying to get a good grip on the front of his shirt. His knee drove into my breast so hard I flinched. It gave him the opening he needed. I made a grab for him as he started to stand.

Something hard smashed down on my head and everything around me dissolved.

* * *
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When I woke up, somebody was holding a cold wash cloth against the side of my head. I heard voices. Ones I recognized.

One of them grated. The stench of cigarettes made my head ache worse than it already did.

“She’s coming around,” someone said.

I forced my eyes open. A grizzled cop with an inch of burning tobacco hanging out of his mouth was bending over me. His name was Freeze.

“You mind telling me how it happens I bump into you so often at homicide scenes?” he asked, sitting back on his heels.

“Gee, I guess we must move in the same social circles,” I said thickly. “And yeah, I’m okay. Thanks for asking, lieutenant.”

I wondered why my mouth was shooting itself off when the rest of me couldn’t even see straight. Maybe because Freeze and I rubbed each other the wrong way. He headed the homicide unit, the only detectives on Dayton’s force that specialized. He was a good cop, but he had trouble listening to any ideas that weren’t his own. It galled him that mine had been right a few times when we were getting in each other’s way.

“Lie still for a while,” said the cop with the washcloth, holding me back as I tried to sit. He was a blocky blond junior detective named Boike.

Like Freeze’s other boys, he didn’t normally speak unless his boss told him to. He got a frown for his efforts, but I’d seen Freeze give a lot worse.

Accumulating evidence, most notably my pounding head, suggested I wasn’t yet dead. That meant Freeze and Boike and the several men I could hear in the front room must have come here over other matters.

“The room was dark when I came in. Did I miss a stiff somewhere?” I asked.

It was full of light now. Uncomfortable as it was to move my eyeballs, I could see the room had served Gil Tremain as both bedroom and work area. I lay next to a desk and could see the end of a bed.

“Not up here, you didn’t. Just the one downstairs.” The homicide chief got up and rubbed out the end of his cigarette just before it burned his fingers.

“There’s a body downstairs?” Maybe the knock on the head had knocked me goofy and I wasn’t understanding.

“Boike here started up to knock on doors, see if anyone else was around who might have seen something, heard something. Noticed some drips of blood on the stairs. They led back here.”

“I punched the guy. Guess I gave him a nosebleed. Can I sit up, Boike?”

“Stay put til I’m done asking questions.”

I started to get the strong impression I’d understood fine.

“Come on. You don’t think I had anything to do with whatever you found downstairs.”

“I want to find out what you know before you sit up. In case your brain busts or something.”

Swell bedside manner. He was watching me closely.

“I thought I heard somebody in here. I came in. He jumped me and we traded some punches. Then he clobbered me.”

“Yeah, with that.”

Following his gaze, I saw broken chunks of brightly colored plaster. Judging by the remains, it had depicted old King Tut in his casket.

“So let’s get back to the first question I asked you. How’s it happen we find you at a homicide scene?”

It wasn’t exactly what he’d asked, but I didn’t feel like quibbling. I gave him a highly edited version: Hired by a company to find an employee who hadn’t come in. Said employee was working on an important project. I gave them Gil Tremain’s name and my client’s name. Collingswood could tell them more if he wanted. The shape I was in just now, the less I said the better.

“Any idea what the guy who jumped you was hunting?”

“Something to do with the project Gilbert Tremain was working on, maybe? Or some hint to Tremain’s whereabouts if whoever came here thought he was hiding.”

“Why would he hide?”

“How should I know? I’m a simple private detective, remember?”

I thought such modesty would please him. He narrowed his eyes.

“Hey, can I take a couple of aspirin at least? I’ve got some in my purse.”

Freeze jerked his head at Boike.

“Go get her some water. I’ll see she doesn’t get up.”

He came to my side and stood looking down, prepared to put a foot on me if I stirred.

“How come you didn’t stick your nose in downstairs?”

“Into what?”

“The door that was standing ajar.”

“There wasn’t one standing ajar when I came in.”

Freeze lighted a cigarette.

“You claim you thought something was off with this place because the door wasn’t quite latched. The one downstairs where we found the stiff was open a foot or more and you didn’t notice? It standing open’s what made the woman dropping off ironing for one of the tenants peek in.”

That woman, I gathered, had called the police. Boike returned with a glass of water. Freeze had the decency to let me sit up. I took the aspirin and kept on sitting. As far as I could tell, it didn’t feel any worse than lying down. Neither choice was a picnic.

“If the man who attacked me had already killed the woman downstairs, I’d have noticed her door open,” I processed. “He’d have had no qualms about killing me too. But if he panicked that someone might have heard the two of us thrashing around in here, and raced down and the woman downstairs opened her door — she was the manager, after all—”

“So?”

He hadn’t exactly confirmed my guess, but since the apartment was one I’d passed, and the manager typically had one at the front, it was logical.

“So she opened her door to see what was happening and he knew the game was up since she’d seen him. Maybe he thought he’d killed me. He was worked up, and willing to kill now to cover his tracks, and he did. On the way out.”

“Yeah, that’s the way we see it too.”

“How? Did he kill her?”

The detective’s mouth clamped tightly closed.

“You know anyone at this place that hired you?” he answered.

“No.”

“Never dated someone who worked there, say?”

It was one of the stranger questions he’d ever asked me.

“No. Why?”

He knocked some ash into a saucer he’d found to use as an ashtray.

“Just seems strange that a place that works on engineering things would hunt for a woman detective.”

“You telling me you’re more of a whiz at physics than I am, Freeze?” I didn’t really know what that was, other than high-powered math, but I was willing to bet he didn’t either. “They wouldn’t have to hunt very hard, since I’m in the phone book. Can I go now? I want to go home and nurse my head.”

An irritated breath escaped Freeze.

“Yeah, go on. We know where to find you.”

I got up slowly and made my way toward the door. I was almost there, when he spoke again.

“You got your car here? You’d better let Boike drive you. See if she remembers anything else on the way, Boike. Then go on back to the office and build a fire under the evidence boys. I’ll meet you there.”

My instinct was to argue, but it wouldn’t remove the thought I knew was stuck in Freeze’s mind that a male detective wouldn’t have let an intruder get the best of him.

“What’s he up to?” I asked Boike when the two of us were in the hall outside Tremain’s apartment.

“The boss is okay,” Boike defended. “When we first walked into that room and saw you stretched out bleeding, he thought you were dead.”

“Bleeding?” I touched the sorest part of my head. My fingers came away with the stickiness of mostly dried blood.

At the foot of the stairs, the door to the first apartment on the right stood halfway open. I wanted to get a look. It might not help at all, but again, it might.

“Jeez, I’m wobblier than I realized. Need to rest for a minute.” Wavering toward the wall, I sagged against it.

From where I stood, I could see inside the apartment where another detective and some uniforms were working. The view wasn’t great. A chair and one of the cops were in the way.

“Uh...” Boike possibly suspected I was up to something.

I put a hand to my forehead as if to ward off dizziness. It shielded my eyes so Boike couldn’t see their direction.

The apartment showed traces of being searched. Sofa cushions tossed on the floor, the drawer of a writing table pulled open. But it didn’t begin to compare to how things had been torn apart upstairs.

The cop who was blocking my view stepped away and I saw what I needed to. A woman lay on her back with one leg splayed. The front of her dress was stained. She’d been shot in the chest.
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“Eggs and ham,” I told Izzy as soon as she noticed me sliding onto a stool at McCrory’s lunch counter. On the rare occasions when I wanted something other than my usual oatmeal, I had to speak before my fanny was completely on the stool. “And coffee,” I called.

My head ached, which was several notches better than yesterday’s pounding. My jaw hurt where the guy had punched me. It was somehow managing to share its displeasure with my eyes. I sipped my coffee gratefully.

When I’d had sufficient coffee, my mind began to groan into gear. Gil Tremain wouldn’t have torn his own apartment apart. Everyone who worked with him had mentioned how precise he was. Going to lunch at the same time. Always putting papers for others to look at in the same place. A man like that didn’t displace things. Especially not something important. Especially not in his own apartment.

Somebody wanted something in that apartment, though. They wanted it enough to kill for it.

That suggested Tremain hadn’t gone off voluntarily, and that he wasn’t a traitor.

All at once every one of my senses registered a male presence settling beside me. A particular male presence smelling of soap and shaving cream. A russet haired cop named Mick Connelly. Whenever he came within a foot of me, I felt the same prickle I experienced plunging earthward in a Ferris wheel.

“You didn’t show up for our date last night.”

What was he talking about? When had we ever had a date? Sometimes when we bumped into each other at Finn’s we ended up grabbing a bite to eat together, but we weren’t sweethearts, no matter how much he’d like to be.

“I went home with a headache and slept til my alarm went off. Aren’t you supposed to be on duty?”

“Not for half an hour. Long enough to have porridge and coffee.”

Izzy flashed him one of her shy smiles and scurried away. What was it about him that had an effect on so many women? He was perfectly ordinary looking if you didn’t count his fine mouth.

“I’m guessing the fight you were in is what gave you the headache. Or are you going to tell me your yellow jaw is some new beauty fad for brown-haired girls.”

I pushed away the fingertips that had come to rest ever so gently beneath my chin as he tilted it up to squint at the bruise.

“Yeah, I got slugged, but I gave worse than I got. And I’ll thank you not to paw me in public.”

“Does that mean I’m allowed to run my fingers over your still lovely face in private?”

I shoved his hand, which was still close enough for me to feel the warmth of it, further away.

“What date are you talking about?”

“The prizefight?”

I wasn’t keen on watching men knock each other silly, but Connelly and most of the other men I knew seemed to enjoy them. Somebody had given him tickets. Now I vaguely recalled that he’d invited me and I’d said yes.

“Sorry I forgot to call you,” I said tersely.

“Ah, well. You’re okay, and that’s the important thing. But Maggie, you’ve got to start steering clear of situations where you could get punched around. Too many blows to your head and your brains get scrambled like those poor old devils who’ve lost too many rounds in the ring.”

“I know what’s what, Connelly. I don’t need a lecture, and you wouldn’t be sitting here giving me one if I were a man.”

Tossing down money to cover my bill and a tip, I stalked off with my heels clicking loudly on the wooden floor. At a spot where it warped a little they gave a particularly satisfying smack. I hated to retreat, but it was the only way I knew to escape an urge to rest my achy head against the solidness of his shoulder and let him comfort me.

* * *
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The white-haired Doberman had the phone cradled to her ear when I entered C&S Signals. She was writing something down and listening intently.

“He’s expecting you,” she said, nodding me back as she covered the mouthpiece. “I’m sorry. Could you repeat that last item?”

I made my way through the same group of typists and draftsmen and headed toward Collingswood’s office. As I neared it, I heard two men arguing.

“But you agreed we ought to get a private detective.”

“That we would!”

“You weren’t here, Frank. How could I sit around another day doing nothing? The meeting with Acoff’s too important.”

“Of course it’s important! Which is exactly why I can’t believe you hired a — some woman. She’s clearly not equipped to deal with a matter like this.”

I tapped on the door. The voices ceased. A moment later, Collingswood opened the door a few inches, looking put out.

“Oh, it’s you, Miss Sullivan. I, er, didn’t expect you so early. Come in. This is my partner, Frank Scott. I was just filling him in....” Embarrassment tinged his cheeks.

“Mr. Scott. Glad to meet you.” I offered my hand and a dazzling smile. “I do hope your headache’s gone. And yes, you’re right in thinking Pythagoras and his hypotenuse is just about as complex as I can manage when it comes to math, but I hold my own when it comes to detecting.”

Scott was taller than his partner. Younger, too. He was probably just nudging forty with sandy hair. He had the grace to look embarrassed.

“Miss Sullivan, I apologize for what you must have overheard. I only meant that you work alone, according to Loren. Having more people involved would yield faster results.”

“Is that an engineering formula?”

“You’re not exactly a giantess, either. And Loren says you’ve already been attacked?”

“The police were here not much more than half an hour after you called me yesterday,” Collingswood put in.

I nodded. The one thing I’d done before downing more aspirin and crawling into bed the previous day was use the hall phone at the rooming house where I lived. I’d given Collingswood a quick rundown of events at Tremain’s apartment and told him to expect the police.

“They didn’t seem to care much about finding Gil,” he said, frowning. “Only how the break-in at his apartment might be related to a woman who was - who was killed.”

“What do you think the man who tore up Gil’s apartment was hunting?” his partner asked. “It was a man, I take it?”

“Yes. I’d say he was hunting the same thing you’re worrying over.”

“The project summary? With the right calculations?”

“Which means that Gil didn’t take them,” said Collingswood eagerly.

“Not necessarily.” An hour ago I’d reached the same conclusion. Now I discarded it. “He might have struck a deal with someone, then decided to hold out for more money. Or, if this development of yours is as valuable as you’ve let on, and people knew about it because of that conference, it’s possible someone snatched him thinking he had the whole thing in his head or that he could get it.”

Something about that scenario didn’t quite match up with the snake in Collingswood’s coat pocket, but I wasn’t sure what.

“Yesterday when I asked, you said there hadn’t been any ransom demands. Is that still true?”

Collingswood bobbed his head once.

“As far as I’m aware,” Scott said shortly.

“It’s also possible Gil was scared about something and went into hiding,” I said. “And though I think this one’s extremely remote, it could also be that he took off over something unrelated to your project.”

Both men stared at me with equal dismay. While they were still digesting it, the door burst open.

A woman in her late twenties stood there. She had a heart-shaped face and quick gray eyes. They flicked back and forth between the two men, pausing curiously on me before sharpening on Collingswood.

“Dad? Wilma just told me the police were here yesterday. She said Gil’s been missing since Monday. Is that true? Why didn’t you say anything? What’s going on?”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


SIX



[image: ]




“Miss Sullivan, this is my daughter, Lucille. Yes, honey, I’m afraid Gil.... No one’s seen him since Monday. Miss Sullivan is a detective. We’ve hired her to find him.”

Collingswood looked even more miserable than he had a moment earlier when I’d told him Tremain might have been snatched. His daughter was shaking her head as if it might somehow negate the words.

“Since I wasn’t able to talk to you yesterday, I wonder if you could show me some things in your office,” I said to Scott.

He took the hint.

“Poor girl,” he murmured as we crossed the hall to his office. “They’d been seeing each other. Gil and Lucille.”

“Your partner wasn’t keen on it, apparently.”

“Wasn’t he? I didn’t know.”

Scott’s hand swept in an invitation to sit. His office wasn’t as tidy, or as sterile, as his partner’s. A large seascape hung on the wall facing his desk; another, smaller, where it caught the eye of anyone entering. A copy of Life magazine peeped out from a stack of clipped together pages next to his phone. Next to the desktop baskets marked In and Out sat a pair of dice.

“Do you come from someplace with ocean?” I asked to put him at ease.

“No, I just like to look at the pictures. Daydream occasionally. Look, I do apologize again—”

“Forget it. People shopping for a detective often doubt my ability.”

“A mistake on their part, I begin to suspect.”

His smile was forced, but that might have to do with the headache that had flattened him the previous day. I had some sympathy at the moment. As if well practiced in the maneuver, he took a capsule from a prescription bottle and swallowed it dry. The shadows under his eyes looked more like bruises.

“‘Disaster’ might be the best description of what Gil’s disappearance is for us. I suppose Loren told you about the meeting? That we might even have an offer to buy out our company? Might have had, anyway.”

I nodded.

“What do you think might have happened to him, Mr. Scott?”

He hesitated just a second

“I have no idea.”

“If you had to speculate?”

“I couldn’t.”

“Your partner told me Tremain was closer to you than to anyone else here.”

“Loren would consider any type of conversation apart from work closeness,” he said drily. “We went to lunch together now and then, but those were mostly spent picking at something that was stumping us in the project of the moment. I’m still heavily involved in actual engineering. Loren mostly oversees now, checks over results as a project progresses, brainstorms with us now and then. Splendid mind, Loren, but he has his hands full with management and keeping abreast of what’s going on in the field. We all try to do that, of course.”

I waited. He sighed.

“If I had to guess about Gil... Very well. I guess I’ve begun to wonder exactly what you suggested, if he might have sold out to a higher bidder. Not that I have any reason to think such a thing, and I haven’t even hinted as much to Loren. He’s fond of Gil.”

Not fond enough to want him courting his daughter, I thought.

“He wasn’t in debt? Didn’t gamble?”

“No. As far as I know. The idea he might have run off and deliberately left us with flawed calculations — it was the only explanation I could come up with. But if someone was tearing his place apart yesterday... Do you really think someone might have nabbed him?”

“As you just said, theories are in short supply. The question is, would it be one of your competitors or someone from the America First crowd? If there’s a chance it’s the latter, then you need to talk to the police again, or maybe the F.B.I.”

“No. Oh, God no!”

Scott flung out his hands as if to fend off my words. His face had gone white. America First was headed by luminaries like the Lindberghs and Kennedys and the Nazi-sympathizing radio priest Father Coughlin, but the group also included thousands, maybe tens of thousands, of ordinary people. Some were volatile. They ranged from wanting to keep America out of the war in Europe to out-and-out supporting Hitler.

“That’s simply absurd!” Scott insisted. “It has no military application whatsoever — nothing to attract people like them. The chance one of our competitors is behind it is at least a possibility. After Gil presented that paper, several companies contacted us within days. And we hadn’t even achieved our breakthrough yet. Outfits doing work similar to ours would recognize right away it was something to interest the big fish.”

“‘Big fish’ being the companies that you all sell to.”

“Yes.”

“I’ll look at competitors then.”

How, I wasn’t quite sure. And why did Collingswood think their project might have military uses while Scott didn’t?

“What else can you tell me about Tremain? What did he do when he wasn’t working?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know. I think he said something about a concert once. Mozart or something like that.”

“Did he ever mention anyone he might confide in? Or go to in a jam?”

“No. I don’t think so. Gil was like Loren. Most of his mind stayed on work.”

“Had there been any changes in his behavior lately? Did he seem worried about anything?”

“No, although....” He frowned and picked up the dice, fixing his gaze on them.

“What?”

“He... he might have acted a bit odd of late. Jumpy.”

“Any idea why?”

“No.”

He said it too hastily.

“Mr. Scott, I need every scrap of information I can get. His life could depend on it.”

Scott swallowed. He let the dice slide from his fingers; picked them up; did it again.

“It’s just... he told me in confidence. If it turns out to have nothing to do with his disappearing, it could cost him his job.”

“Better his job than his life.”

He drew a breath.

“Yes, of course. You’re right.” His lips hovered indecisively over words. “Before he came here, when he was first out of school, Gil used heroin. He became so habituated that he had to spend time in a clinic to kick the habit.”

Several moments passed while I absorbed the unexpected bit of input.

“You think he might have started again?” I asked slowly. “Gone off on a jag somewhere?”

“It... crossed my mind. Crescendo — the project — we’ve all been under considerable stress.”

This additional angle was as unexpected as the attack in Tremain’s apartment. It was also one I’d never had to factor into a case before.

Across from me, Scott had put the dice down. He massaged the bridge of his nose. I could sense his uneasiness.

“Has he ever said or done anything that suggested he might be?”

“No, no. I’m sure that... problem was well in the past.” His conviction sounded on the weak side, though. “Look, I suppose you’ll have to look into it, but unless you find a connection, could you please not mention it to Loren? If something has happened to Gil, if he’s dead I mean, there’s no point smearing him, is there?”

“No.”

His concern moved him up a notch in my estimation. He stood. “If there’s nothing else, I do need to get back with Loren. We have to plan.”

“Of course.” I rose too. “I need a photograph of Tremain. And a list of any competitors you think are likely candidates.”

He picked up a pad from his desk and wrote quickly.

“I don’t think these are candidates, particularly, but they’re our main competitors. Feel free to use my office if there are other people you didn’t get to talk to yesterday.”

He came around and shook my hand again, then hesitated.

“There’s something else I should mention, in case someone else does and you get the wrong impression.”

I waited.

“Before Lucille and Gil began going out, she was seeing me. We were all but engaged.”

My eyebrows raised.

“Did you resent that? The two of them getting together?”

“Of course I did.” He gave his lapels a snap. “But I’m a grown man.”
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If Scott had anything he wanted to hide in his office, he wouldn’t have invited me to stay and make use of it. I took out my compact and lipstick as he departed. The pretext would allow me to linger just long enough to have a look at the one thing I wondered about.

As soon as voices across the hall assured me Scott was with his partner and unlikely to duck back in the next thirty seconds, I went to his desk and opened the drawer that held the prescription bottle he’d taken out earlier. I didn’t recognize the name of the capsules it held. I assumed they were for his headaches. I jotted the name of the medicine in my notebook and took out one of the pills. The doctor’s name and pharmacy I could trust to my memory.

On my previous visit, when I’d questioned all the employees, a draftsman had been out attending a funeral and one of the typists had gone to take something they needed copies of to a Photostat place. A chat with her didn’t yield anything interesting, but the one with the draftsman, a young fellow named Roger Lewis, did.

“He’s the very devil for having everything perfect,” he said when I asked him what Tremain had been like at work. “Not as bad as the old— as Mr. Collingswood, but more of a stickler than Mr. Scott and the others. Hope you find him though.”

The last sounded tepid. His curly black hair and good looks probably meant he got enough attention from the ladies to convince him he was something special. Such men often nursed resentment over rebukes others took in stride. Still, it was the first deviation I’d had from the worked-hard-quiet-kept-to-himself recitation.

“Any idea what Mr. Tremain did in his spare time? Did he ever mention anything he enjoyed?”

“Not to me.” His mouth gave a smug lift. “Pauline might know. She was always hanging around him.”

Flipping back through my notes I tried to place her.

“Pauline. She’s the one with the dimples?”

I remembered her now, young and fresh-faced with deep mid-cheek dimples that put Shirley Temple’s to shame. When I’d finished with Roger Lewis, I went out to the hive of desks in the open area and asked for a word with her. Eyes widening nervously, she exchanged a look with the women around her. This was the first time I’d asked to talk to someone again.

“Yesterday you told me Mr. Tremain was nice.” I’d jotted the word in my notes. No one else had used it. “Nice how?”

“He’s-he’s patient. When I first started here, I was so scared I’d make a typing mistake and get fired that I made dozens. Well, not dozens really, but I made them. Mr. Collingswood scolds.” She winced at the memory. “So much as one letter wrong in five or six pages and he shakes it under your nose and tells you in a really stern voice. In front of everybody.

“Mr. Tremain if he wants something done over just hands it to you and says so quietly. And if it’s just one or two letters, he’ll say, ‘We’ll let it go this time.’ He even asks for me specifically to type things now, if it’s something that has equations. He says I have a better feel for how much space to leave. They have to write those in by hand, you see.”

My eyebrows rose a little. I’d just gotten a clearer picture of how things worked at C&S Signals than I had by talking to everyone else.

“Roger Lewis seemed to think Mr. Tremain was too demanding.”

“That’s because Roger does sloppy work,” Pauline said in disgust. “Then he grouses if he has to do something over.”

“Were you and Mr. Tremain seeing each other outside of work?”

“Seeing each— No! And if Roger told you that, he’s a filthy liar!” Her cheeks flamed with anger. She wasn’t as shy as she first appeared.

“What makes you think he did?”

“Because he asked me out. Roger did. I turned him down, and I was nice about it, too, but ever since then he’s been nasty.”

I grinned. “I kind of thought it might be something like that.”

Frank Scott was discussing something with one of the junior engineers. He nodded assent when I asked if I could use his office for a few more minutes, so I brought Roger Lewis back for another chat.

“Lying to me is one step short of lying to the police,” I said severely. “Authorization to work as a private detective comes from Chief Wurstner himself.”

The draftsman squirmed. “I don’t know—”

“You tried to make me think Pauline was going out with Gil Tremain because you were mad she wouldn’t go out with you.”

His manner turned sulky.

“I never lied. Miss Stuck-up wants a bigger fish than me. She was always hanging around him. Ask anyone.”

* * *
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“Miss Collingswood asked you to give her a call as soon as you finished.” The razor eyed receptionist, whose name I’d learned was Mrs. Hawes, thrust a piece of paper at me as I passed her desk on my way out. “There’s her number.”

It seemed to me that if Lucille had wanted me to go somewhere more private before I called, she would have left an envelope instead of a message. I asked if I could use the desk phone. Although it produced a small sniff of disapproval, Mrs. Hawes didn’t snatch it back. I dialed.

“Just a moment, please. I’ll get her,” a woman’s voice said when I gave my name. A violin was playing in the background. It stopped, and a moment later Lucille came on.

“Miss Sullivan. Thank you so much. I’d - I’d like to talk to you. About Gil. I don’t know if I can tell you anything useful, but please. Please, will you stop by? It’s almost lunchtime and you’ll have to eat somewhere.”

Lucille, I thought, might be the most productive source of leads I had at the moment. She’d been dating the missing man. Her father hadn’t approved. And she’d jilted her father’s partner when she started seeing Gil Tremain.

* * *
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Writing at my own desk was a lot more comfortable than trying to do it on a clipboard wedged against the steering wheel of my DeSoto. I went back to the office to make quick notes on what little I’d learned that morning.

Today the radiator was stone cold. I kept my coat draped over my shoulders as I worked. When I finished, I gave my muscles a pep talk and tilted the heavy Remington typewriter on a stand beside my desk back an inch. I slid the folded sheet of notes beneath the black rubber pad that cushioned the typewriter. Although I didn’t expect anyone to search my office because I’d been hired by C&S Signals, the woman killed downstairs at Gil Tremain’s apartment building probably hadn’t expected that either. Better safe than sorry.

After making a quick call to a man I hoped could tell me about names on the list of C&S competitors, I went upstairs to the ladies room and resettled the tortoiseshell combs holding my hair back. Neat and proper, I went outside and set course for my car which I’d parked half a block up.

“Say, how’s the girl with the best set of legs in Dayton doing today?” asked a voice behind me. A fellow in a cheap navy suit and gray fedora trotted up to keep pace with me.

“Better before I saw you.” I bit the words off with considerably less antagonism than I felt. His name was Clem Stark and he was an unremarkable waste of skin — medium build, medium height, and enough Brylcreem on his thinning brown hair to smell a mile away.

“Hey, now, doll. Is that any way to talk to a colleague who’s come to take you to lunch?”

“Not interested.” I picked up my pace.

Clem ran a detective agency with a couple of guys working for him. When I’d first opened my own office, he’d deliberately spoiled an investigation I was halfway through, then poached my client. I’d needed the income, as well as another satisfied customer I could use as a reference. Since then Clem and I had crossed paths often enough for me to know he was lazy, cut corners and was sleazy through and through.

“Not interested?” he said trotting backward now, heedless of a woman and kid who had to duck around him. “You will be when I offer you a job.”

“I’ve got a job, thanks. Right now you’re keeping me from doing it.”

“I’m talking a nice office, regular paycheck. Nice lunch, too. Work for me and you won’t have to settle for a sandwich at the Arcade like ya do now.”

I fought an impulse to hit him. We were on a public street. There were witnesses. An assault and battery charge would jeopardize my detective license. We’d reached my DeSoto. I smacked my purse on top of it and came to a stop.

“What is it, Clem? One of the boys who works for you quit?”

A cagey expression flitted across his eyes. He was up to something. Curiosity wasn’t enough to make me spend more time in his company, though.

“Let’s talk about it,” he coaxed.

“Not now, not ever, not if I were starving.” Retrieving my purse, I went around to the driver’s side and opened the door. “Stand back, Clem. You know how women drivers are. I might get flustered and back over you.”
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The Collingswoods lived in a very nice area several miles east of Miami Valley Hospital. Their house was dark red brick, two stories, and my cheeks were tingling with cold by the time I made my way up the front walk. A woman in a dark dress and apron let me into a front hall and helped me out of my coat. Polished hardwood floor gleamed at the edges of the pretty Persian rug beneath my feet and holiday greenery wound around the banister of stairs leading up.

“Miss Collingswood said to show you in when you got here,” the housekeeper said. She led me toward a room on the right and the sound of a violin like I’d heard on the phone. The piece was something classical with glides and vibratos and an impressive skill to the playing. A long run of notes soared up and quivered. Then Lucille noticed us waiting.

Her bow hovered motionless as her brain made the trip from the sheets of music propped on the walnut stand before her to the here and now.

“Oh, hello,” she said. “Do come in. I’m afraid I get rather lost in the music. It....”

She broke off, shaking her head. As if indifferent to fashion, or immune to its whims, she wore her ashy blonde hair in a French twist. With fluid movements she loosened something on her bow and rested it on the edge of the walnut stand, a fine piece of furniture which had probably cost a bundle. Placing the violin in an open case that lay on a table nearby, Lucille Collingswood came toward me with hand extended.

“We didn’t exactly meet this morning. Hearing that about Gil — and the fact I didn’t even know — it sort of knocked me off my feet, I’m afraid.”

Her eyes weren’t red from crying, but tension strained the flesh around them. As her father had mentioned, she was a few years older than me. I shook her hand gently, unwilling to risk too much pressure on fingers as talented as hers.

“You’re a remarkable musician.”

She smiled faintly. “Thanks. I do love it. I don’t imagine you’ve learned anything since I saw you?”

“I’ve learned quite a lot. I don’t know yet whether any of it is important.”

“Poor Eve. She must be devastated. Have you talked to them yet?”

Briefly I was at sea. Then I started to put it together. The photograph on Tremain’s desk.

“Eve is Tremain’s daughter?”

Lucille nodded.

“She’s eleven. Smart kid. She adores her father, and he adores her. They’re very close.” With a shift of focus which I found disconcerting, she gestured toward a console cabinet. “Will you have a glass of sherry before lunch?”

As far as I was concerned, sherry barely passed muster as liquor, so I declined. The violinist led the way to a dining room with cherry furniture. A lacy runner, coupled with place mats of celery green linen, kept the table from feeling overly large as we sat across from each other. By the time we’d been served cups of split pea soup, I’d learned that Lucille’s mother had died when she was ten. From that point on, she’d stepped into the role of hostess for her father.

“Not that he entertains in the true sense,” she said. “It’s mostly just dinner for men who come to town to visit the company, or a couple of local engineers and their wives.” She made a face. “I’ve heard enough equations and theorems tossed about to last me six lifetimes.”

I laughed. It seemed like as good an opening as any, so I plunged in.

“Tell me about Gil. When was the last time you saw him?”

In an instant her gray eyes grew grave.

“Sunday evening. We went to a recital. A string trio. We’d originally planned that he’d join us for dinner here first, but...”

“Your father wanted him to stop seeing you,” I suggested.

She shrugged. There was something cool and businesslike about her.

“Dad would have come around. He’s not unreasonable. But Gil said maybe we shouldn’t rub his nose in the fact we were seeing each other.”

She paused as the housekeeper set veal birds accompanied by thinly sliced string beans in front of us. It gave me a moment to think.

“Could your father be behind Gil’s disappearance?” I asked when we were alone again.

“Good heavens no. He liked Gil, as a matter of fact. It was only when the two of us began to get serious that he started to put up a fuss. The idea, Dad would hire some sort of thug to kill someone or even run him off is quite preposterous!”

There was another possibility she wasn’t seeing. Collingswood wouldn’t have been the first man to bribe a daughter’s suitor to skip town.

“Besides, if Gil’s not here, Father stands to lose a fortune on a deal he was making,” Lucille said with composure. “And seeing whatever project they’ve been working on go up in flames would hurt him even more than the money.”

Did I detect an edge to her voice?

I gave a bite of veal bird the appreciation it deserved. “So what would you guess has happened to him?”

“I have no idea. None. The possibilities I pried out of Dad — that Gil would sneak off to a rival company with something he’d worked on here, or turn traitor to help someone who sides with Germany, are completely ridiculous. I suppose... it could be a kidnapping that went wrong somehow, couldn’t it?”

It could, except for the fact her father and Frank Scott both claimed there had been no ransom demand. I chewed thoughtfully.

“Would the company pay it?”

“Oh yes. If Dad didn’t want C&S to take the hit, he’d pay it himself. Even with—” Her wordless gesture, I assumed, referenced her romance with Gil.

Could both partners in C&S Signals be lying to me? Or, as Lucille had suggested, could there have been a kidnapping attempt where something went wrong? If the latter case, Gil Tremain was probably dead.

Taking my silence for agreement with her idea had given the woman across from me her first hint of appetite. She ate, watching me closely.

“How would the snake in your father’s pocket fit in with any of this?”

She brought her napkin to her lips and dabbed them as she swallowed the food in her mouth.

“Snake in his pocket? What do you mean?”

I sat back, observing her closely.

“He didn’t tell you? It was in his coat pocket yesterday when he came to ask me if I’d look for Gil. It started to slither out.”

“What did he do?”

The question struck me as odd. If she was concerned, I couldn’t see it. She just seemed curious.

“He didn’t have a chance to do anything. I shot it. When he realized what was happening, he began to have chest pains and nearly collapsed. He has a serious heart condition, doesn’t he?”

She sipped some water, her only sign of agitation.

“He’s had some problems, yes, but he has pills. To answer your question, I don’t see how it could possibly be related to Gil’s disappearance.”

I saw two. For the time being, though, I’d stick with the theory the snake had nothing to do with the fact C&S was missing an engineer and valuable documents.

“The last time you saw Gil was Sunday evening,” I said. “Did you hear from him after that? Did he call when he got home?”

“No. He usually called in the evening, but not if we’d seen each other. Neither of us is the moony type.”

“So it could be that he never made it back to his apartment. He might have disappeared on the way.”

“But what about Daisy seeing him Monday morning? Even if no one else noticed him, he could have been there.”

“Who’s Daisy? What are you talking about?”

We stared at each other.

“But surely someone told you. Daisy cleans. At the company. She works at night, of course, but she came in Tuesday afternoon to get her pay for the week before and apparently heard the dither over Gil’s not showing up for two days. Wilma said Daisy told Mrs. Hawes that she’d seen Gil walking on Fifth Street Monday morning.”

No one had mentioned it. Not a peep. And if people at C&S were as eager to find Gil Tremain as they let on, I wondered why.
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I put my napkin down and bid a reluctant adieu to the remnants of my veal bird. I wanted to follow up on what Lucille had just told me. Five minutes later I was headed uptown.

At Third and Main the traffic light turned red ahead of me. To keep my impatience in check, I watched holiday shoppers. FDR’s New Deal was working. Their arms held a few more bundles than those of shoppers a few years ago.

Gil Tremain had a daughter. I tried to block the thought that no matter how many gifts she got in her stocking, she was likely to have a lousy Christmas unless I found her father. Apart from when someone went missing voluntarily, the sooner you found them, the higher the odds they’d still be alive. Tremain had been missing going on four days now. The question was, had he vanished because he wanted to?

The light changed.

I moved on.

I wasn’t in a holiday mood.

By the time I pulled onto the parking strip outside C&S Signals, I’d planned my order of attack. Mrs. Hawes eyed me without enthusiasm as I entered.

“Have you found him?”

“No. Is Mr. Collingswood in?”

“Where else would he be with everything topsy-turvy here? The office boy went out and got him a sandwich. He’s eating it at his desk, poor man.”

“I need to see him.”

“And he needs ten minutes’ peace and quiet. Have a seat.”

She pointed at four chairs paired on either side of a low table. My impulse was to breeze past her, but she’d been party to the conversation I was interested in. She would probably respond to honey better than horseradish, so I sat. As demurely as when one of the nuns at Holy T. sent me to the principal’s office.

The frequency of those visits had given me considerable experience.

Keeping my knees together, I folded my hands in my lap and smiled at Mrs. Hawes. She ignored it. It hadn’t worked with the nuns either.

My plan had been to ask Collingswood why he’d neglected to tell me Tremain had been sighted Monday morning. Since Collingswood had hired me, why wouldn’t he give me every scrap of information he had? My forced acquaintanceship with the chair in the reception area gave me time to reflect he might not know.

Women in offices talked about things they didn’t pass on to the bosses. One got a glimpse of a letter about someone being promoted, or fired, or the target of legal proceedings. That girl passed the information to others. Word spread.

Some might call it gossip. A more accurate term was survival. Women were the disposables, the last to be told officially when jobs or salaries might be cut. They depended on each other for that, and for hearing when one of the men who called the shots was better avoided because he was in a nasty mood.

“Say, I heard somebody caught a glimpse of Mr. Tremain Monday morning,” I said innocently. “Did you hear anything about that?”

Mrs. Hawes looked at me over the letter opener poised in her hand.

“Yes.”

The opener ripped into the envelope. I gritted my teeth.

“Did you have some sort of grudge against Mr. Tremain that you didn’t mention it yesterday when I was asking everyone questions?”

“Of course not! He’s a lovely young man.”

“Well, then? Why didn’t you tell me?”

Another envelope succumbed to the letter opener.

“I’m not one to gossip,” she said primly. “I told Mr. Collingswood and left it to him to make what he might of it. It wasn’t for me to say how reliable it was. Or how important.”

Extricating her latest conquest, she clipped it to its envelope and added them to the pile of opened mail at her elbow. So Collingswood had known, which led me back to the question why he hadn’t mentioned it.

“Mr. Collingswood has had a lot on his mind,” I said. “The more you can fill in some details on this, the less I’ll need to pester him. When you implied Daisy’s story might not be reliable, why was that?”

From the way her mouth pursed, I thought she wasn’t going to answer.

“I didn’t say it wasn’t reliable; I just don’t know that it was. She was on a bus. She can’t have had more than a glimpse. And she comes in after everyone else has gone. Mr. Tremain did work late sometimes, but still.”

“Still?” At least I’d confirmed it was Daisy who’d claimed to see him. She’d told Mrs. Hawes she was on a bus, the sort of insignificant detail which carried the ring of truth.

“Mr. Tremain would have been in his office. Probably with the door closed. They can’t have done more than pass each other and nod a few times. How could Daisy be sure it was him? And at that distance?”

“Mrs. Hawes, you make excellent sense.” I was more than willing to stroke her feathers now that I had what I needed. “I think I’ll pop in to see Mr. Collingswood now.”

Before she could put down the letter opener, I breezed past her.

* * *
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Collingswood was at his desk poring over pages decorated here and there by equations when I rapped on his door. A partly wrapped half-eaten sandwich lay in his wastebasket. He gave a faint frown as I came in.

“Is Mrs. Hawes not at her desk?”

“I’m afraid I didn’t give her a chance to tell you I was here. I just need to check something. I won’t stay long.”

“Yes, of course. Any time.”

Standing works when you need to show who’s boss, but sitting’s better when you want to put them off guard. I sat down.

“I just had a nice lunch with your daughter. She mentioned a woman who works here had seen Tremain down on Fifth Street Monday morning.”

“Well, yes. Mrs. Hawes told me Daisy had said that, but I didn’t give it much credence.”

“Why not?”

His gaze fell to a paperclip on his desk and he pushed it around.

“I hate to say it, but the old dear drinks.”

“Why do you keep her on, then?”

“Oh... well... she’s a good-hearted soul, and there’s nothing wrong with her work. Reliable as can be. Leaves everything ship shape.”

“Does she come in tipsy?”

“Oh, no. That is... as far as I know.”

Something wasn’t adding up.

“How do you know, then? About the drinking?”

Collingswood’s expression had begun to grow unhappy.

“Someone must have told me. Wilma? Frank?” He shook his head. “I’m sorry. I can’t remember. So much has been going on. By the time I talked to you about helping us, it had slipped—. Frank. I think it was Frank who told me. He’d come by one night to pick up some papers and saw her drinking out of a bottle.”

I took my leave and went across the hall to his partner’s office. Frank Scott was on the phone. Beckoning me in, he brought the conversation to a quick close.

“Anything to report?” he asked hopefully.

“No, something to ask.” This time I stood, leaning a shoulder casually against the wall and crossing one leg over the other. “How do you know that Daisy drinks?”

Scott had been watching my legs. He looked startled.

“Daisy? Oh. You must have heard that rumor she started about seeing Gil somewhere Monday morning.”

“Why do you say it’s a rumor?”

He spread a hand indulgently.

“The source, the time of day. The woman works nights. Why would she be out and about first thing in the morning? As to your first question, I’ve come in nights a couple of times and caught her taking a swig from a bottle.”

A long time ago my work had taught me one thing about boozers: Sometimes they saw things that weren’t there. But sometimes they saw things that were.
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I asked Scott a few more questions, but he didn’t have any answers. Unlike his partner, he didn’t change his opinion that the charwoman’s report was unreliable.

Mrs. Hawes, who had thawed about a degree toward me in spite of my unauthorized trip around her, wrote out Daisy’s address when I asked. I didn’t broach the question of whether Daisy drank. If she didn’t, I didn’t want to start rumors.

To my frustration, Daisy Brown wasn’t home when I got there. She lived on Robert Drive, a street that was almost at river’s edge. What once had been elegant homes to prosperous families now mostly were rooming or boarding houses or, like hers, small apartments. When I knocked on her door, a head of gray curls popped out from a neighboring one.

“Are you here for the cinnamon rolls?”

“I’m here to see Daisy.”

“She’s not home.” The woman frowned. She had on a red apron that went all the way to her neck. It gave her a robin like look. “You’re not here for the rolls? She did say she’d told the woman coming for them that they’d be at my place.”

“Gee, I didn’t even know she baked,” I said, recognizing a source of information when it bit my nose.

“Oh my, yes. You wouldn’t believe what she makes in a wee little oven no bigger than mine. She takes orders from people, you see, to make a little money on the side.”

By now I’d been in the hall long enough that the fragrance of butter and cinnamon permeated my senses. My salivary glands were at high tide.

“A woman she knows sent me to ask her something,” I said. “Do you know when she’ll be back?”

“Dear me, I’m afraid not. She was going to deliver a cake and stop at the store. After that she looks after some children when they get out of school. Poor tykes lost their dad, so their mother has to work and pays Daisy to stay with them.

“She might be home around six, only sometimes the mother’s boss makes her work late. And sometimes Daisy just stops for a sandwich somewhere and goes straight to her regular job.”

If Daisy drank, I wondered when she found time.

“Do you happen to know the name of the family? Or where they live?”

She shook her curls.

* * *
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“I’m Mr. Scott’s secretary. Mr. Frank Scott, that is.” I gave the man behind the pharmacy counter a big smile. “He asked me to check and see if he has a refill left on this prescription.”

I slid him the slip of paper with the number I’d copied from the bottle in Scott’s desk drawer and held my breath.

“Sure, let me check.”

He stepped to one end where he was half-hidden by an enormous glass jar of blue liquid. I was pretty sure it didn’t contain anything medicinal, but everyplace I’d ever been to that mixed up potions and powders seemed to keep one out as decoration.

The counter was shoulder height on me, but by standing on tiptoe I could watch the pharmacist walk his fingers through a long box of cards. I wasn’t sure what I expected to learn from Scott’s bottle of pills. There wasn’t any reason to suspect he’d been the one who’d torn up Tremain’s apartment and killed a woman on the way out. Still, he hadn’t been to the office that day, and his alibi was a bad headache. It would help if I could confirm that’s what he’d swallowed pills for this morning.

“Yes, he can refill it,” said the pharmacist, returning. “Was there anything else?”

“No, thank you.” I peeked over my shoulder, then leaned somberly toward the counter. “Between you and me, though, I don’t think those tablets do much good. He’s had the most awful headaches this week.”

He nodded with professional sympathy.

“Some just have a harder time of it than others. Tell him not to take more of these than he’s supposed to, though. They’ll knock him cold.”

* * *
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For the time being I’d hit a dead end. I’d begun to believe that Daisy the cleaning woman actually might have caught a glimpse of Gil Tremain, but until I talked to her, I was stuck. Fifth Street was long. If Daisy had been on a Main Street bus and crossed it, that would give at least a departure point in trying to pick up his trail. Buses also ran up and down Fifth itself, however. If she’d been riding that line, I’d face endless possibilities.

The sight of Christmas decorations in shop windows did nothing to improve my spirits as I drove back to my office. They reminded me that in addition to making zero progress on my case, I’d made a similar amount on my Christmas shopping. What was I going to get for the two white-haired cops who had been my late father’s best friends and part of my life for as long as I could remember? I wanted to find a little something for my landlady, Mrs. Z, too. And for one of the girls in the rooming house who was a pal.

And maybe Mick Connelly?

He’d really gotten my goat this morning, but yeah. Probably Connelly. He always got something for me.

The thought of picking out something for him tied me in knots, though. It had to be something that didn’t raise his hopes we had a future together. I’d told him more than once that I wasn’t the marrying type. Either his hearing was bad or he wasn’t as smart as I thought. The trouble was, he cast some kind of spell when he was around me.

Connelly was too good a man to wind up as hurt and confused as my dad had been by my mother. She cooked, she cleaned, but when my dad paid her a compliment or said something tender, she stared through him. When he asked her a question, her answer was monosyllabic. Her interaction with my brother and me consisted of stony silence or lashing out. How could Connelly possibly think I was a candidate for marriage when the chance of turning into her was in my blood?

Annoyed to find my brain wandering to things besides work, I slowed and waved an old woman with a scarf tied under her chin and shopping bags too heavy for her into a crosswalk. Behind me there was a screech of brakes.

I braced for an impact. It didn’t come. Instead, a battered brown sedan swerved around me. Missing the old woman in her fringed kerchief by no more than a couple of feet, it sped into the nearest alley before I gathered my wits enough to catch anything but the final number on the license plate, a six.

The old woman plodded ahead without a glance. On the sidewalk, several people had stopped to crane their necks. Letting the clutch out, I shifted and drove on.

The sedan had been following too closely, surely. Not that it mattered. But since it hadn’t hit me, why had it taken off like a frightened rabbit? Was it stolen?

Another possibility crawled into my head. Clem Stark. It stunk of fish the way he’d shown up that morning with his job offer. Or was it just that every time I encountered the man, I found myself wanting to wash myself immediately with lye soap? Maybe he really wanted me to join his firm. Maybe he’d sent one on his boys to follow me, or done it himself so he could come around again and brag how he’d tailed me and I hadn’t noticed.

“You’ll have to do better than that, Clem,” I muttered.

On the off chance I was right, and in penance for my lapse in alertness, I zig-zagged, then looped around a block here and there to make sure no brown sedan turned up behind me sporting a six at the end of its license plate. Finally satisfied, I set course for the address I had for Tremain’s ex-wife, doing one more zig-zag halfway there for good measure.
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Nan Hudson Tremain proved to be as inconsiderate of my girlish hopes as Daisy had been. No one answered the door at her nice stone and mortar bungalow. Her daughter, the girl in the photo on Gil Tremain’s desk, must still be in school. A look at my watch caused me to revise that assessment. School had been out for at least half an hour. Maybe the kid took piano lessons or went to Girl Scouts or something. After waiting in my car for twenty minutes, I went back to deal with odds and ends at the office.

Since I planned another trip to Daisy’s apartment to see if she returned around six the way her neighbor had said she sometimes did, I hunted a parking spot on the street. The gravel lot where I usually parked was only a few blocks away, but maybe because of the roughing up I’d gotten yesterday or the time of month, I wasn’t feeling as perky as usual. As I came up Patterson, my grip on the steering wheel tightened. Just ahead of me, across from my building and half a block down, a scruffy brown sedan sat at the curb. The last number on the license plate was a six.

Careful to keep my speed up, I continued past. I was no believer in coincidence. It took discipline not to look to see if anyone was sitting in the car. I waited until I was past, then used my rearview mirror. Yep. He was taller than Clem Stark, though. Broader through the shoulders, too. He wasn’t even pretending to read a paper, just sitting behind the wheel. One of Clem’s boys?

Adrenalin raised my heart rate. Half was wariness, but the other half was optimism as I thought of another possibility: Could this have something to do with Gil Tremain’s disappearance? Had I managed to stir up something I didn’t yet recognize?

Circling the block to see if the car would pull out and follow, I tried to decide whether, if it stayed parked, I should mosey up to the driver and say hello or just play dumb. If this was the car that had nearly rear-ended me, there could be an innocent explanation. Maybe the driver had come to apologize. No, because how would he have known where to find me?

By the time I came back around, the brown car was gone. I pulled into the vacated space and sat to see if he’d show up. When there was no sign of him after plenty of time had elapsed for him to go half a dozen blocks and return, I went across the street to my office.

For the next hour I wasted half my time padding across to the window to look down at the street. If the brown car was out there, I didn’t see it. I’d kicked off my shoes and was sitting with my feet on the desk trying to figure out what, if anything, the car might have to do with Gil Tremain when I heard the snick of my door latch.

“It’s too nice a night to be working late,” Connelly said strolling in.

My hand, which had gone beneath my chair to the Smith & Wesson, eased back. Connelly’s eyes caught the movement.

“Expecting someone?”

“Just a vigilant gal.” I smiled.

He grunted. He knew I was lying.

“What’s on your mind?”

“I wondered if you’d settle for a sandwich instead of an olive branch.” He made himself at home resting a hip against one corner of my desk as I swung my legs down. His uniform collar was unbuttoned. He’d just gotten off duty.

“An olive branch for what?”

“Giving you grief about the knot on your head this morning. It tears me apart when I see you bruised or hurt, and the worst part is always knowing it could have been worse. But I also know it’s not my place to scold. So there. I’ve said my piece. Seal the truce with a sandwich?”

“A truce implies hostilities can resume.”

Crossing his arms, he grinned.

“Ah, Maggie. As long as we’re both breathing we’ll keep having skirmishes. Don’t you know that?”

“I’d like to, Connelly, but I can’t. I need to talk to a woman at six. She may be able to help me quit playing Blind Man’s Bluff with what I’m working on. And you’ve got music to play tonight, so we can’t go after I finish.”

Thursday nights Connelly and half a dozen others played Irish tunes at Finn’s pub. Fiddle and concertina and whistle and him on the pipes. It connected him, however briefly, to the life he’d left on the other side of the ocean.

“What about tomorrow?” I wanted to let him know I wasn’t sore.

“I can’t. You know Brooks? When you didn’t show up last night, I sat with him at the prizefight. He won a bet with somebody and got two tickets to the one tomorrow. He invited me. What about Saturday?”

“As long as we go Dutch.”

He snagged a strand of my hair and twirled it around his fingertip, a move he knew I hated. He didn’t know it also turned me to liquid inside.

“You drive a hard bargain.” Eyes twinkling, he straightened and turned toward the door before I could tell him to keep his hands to himself. “Oh, one other thing, mavourneen. A wee bell this side of your door would give warning if you’re going to sit wool-gathering.”

Winking at my indignation, he walked out.

I reconsidered his Christmas present.

* * *
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Even before Connelly made his appearance, daylight had dwindled. Now I couldn’t tell the color of cars in the street below except for flashes as they passed under a streetlight. By the time I set out for Daisy’s place, things hadn’t improved. I left early since her chatty neighbor’s talk about variations in Daisy’s child-minding job suggested she could as easily come home half an hour early as not at all. Also it allowed me time to meander a little in case anyone followed me.

Someone did.

A block and a half from my office, a new pair of headlights edged into place behind me, three places back. When I turned right, the first two cars behind me continued straight. The third one didn’t. It hung back now, allowing another car to pull in between us. It was too far back for me to make out the color, but our dance through evening traffic made me glad I’d humored my instinct.

Whoever it was, I didn’t want to lead them to Daisy. If it turned out to be only Clem Stark or one of his lackeys trying to show me how clever he was or muck up my case, I wanted to rub his nose in it, too. I bobbled over a couple of blocks and looked for a place I’d noticed a few times, a hat shop. I pulled into a spot a customer leaving another small shop vacated. The car that had been playing shadow passed me.

It was brown. With a license plate ending in six.

Time to let the pursuer become the pursued.

* * *
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“Oh, I know it’s almost time for you to close, but I’ve been eyeing a hat in your window for two weeks,” I chirped as I entered the hat shop. “I just had to have a closer peek. I’ll leave when it’s time for you to lock up. Scout’s honor.” I raised my fingers.

The middle-aged clerk who had started around the counter to offer some pleasantry forced a smile.

“Look all you want, dear. I have some items to check off on my inventory. Did you have any questions?”

“Well, I did wonder what the price was.” I giggled. “When you can’t see the tag, that usually means it costs more than I can afford.”

I wanted to see if the brown car came past again. The shop’s small display window gave me a dandy view of the street. If I could get the woman running the place to join me, my stop here would look all the more innocent to anyone outside.

“Oh, you mustn’t fret about that. We have lay away....”

I kept my ears on the conversation enough to hold up my end and my eyes on the street. Across the way, a car vacated a place at the curb. A moment later, another one left. A moment after that, a shape I was starting to recognize pulled into one of them. I couldn’t tell the color, but the last two digits were twenty-six.

“Oh no!” I gasped. “Do you have a back way out?”

“Why?” The woman helping me followed my gaze to the street. “What’s wrong?”

“Someone’s following me. A - a man who won’t take no for an answer. He keeps turning up everywhere. It’s starting to scare me.”

“We need to call the police.” The clerk marched purposely toward the counter and the phone behind it.

“No!” I leaned earnestly over the counter. “I can’t.” Glancing over my shoulder as if someone might overhear, I lowered my voice to a whisper. “The trouble is, it’s – it’s my brother-in-law!”

At the cluck of her tongue I knew I was halfway to her back exit.

“Well! Do men get any lower than that?”

“I do want this hat, though. Can I pay now and come back to get it?”

I waved the pretty pink cloche in my hand.

“Oh, of course. And yes, there’s a back door. Lights here and there, too, so the alley’s not as dark as some.”

The merchandise in her shop wasn’t up to the quality I generally bought, even though that meant saving up or buying on sale. I’d met a girl who worked in a dime store who was crazy for hats, though. She’d helped me out on a case. I knew she’d be thrilled with the pink hat. Buying it would put me on good terms with the shopkeeper. If anything interesting happened after I left, she’d tell me when I picked up the hat.

She’d already started writing the sale up when she stopped and frowned.

“Didn’t I see you get out of a car, though?”

I nodded.

“That DeSoto out there. I’ll send my kid brother to get it.”

“How will you get home?”

“Oh, I’ll take a trolley. I know where the stops are.”

Once I’d slipped out her back door, though, I beat it to the nearest pay phone I could find. My fingers were crossed that Calvin, the skinny, bashful eighteen year old who was junior mechanic at Weaver’s Garage would still be there working.
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“You sure you don’t want me to try and get a look at that car, Miss Sullivan? Get the make and the whole license number?”

Calvin had wasted no time in meeting me at a spot three blocks away from the hat shop. His bean pole frame was bent almost double as he looked in through the open passenger window of a jalopy he’d lovingly built from salvaged parts. I sat at the steering wheel of the nondescript vehicle, which under its hood was powerful as a panther. Calvin let me borrow it when I needed a car that wouldn’t be recognized.

“Thanks, Calvin, but no. I want you to drive off like you don’t even notice it. Leave mine at the garage. I don’t want anybody following you home.”

Calvin was a good egg. I wasn’t about to take even the slightest chance of endangering him.

“Just make it look like my car was acting up and you came to get it,” I said.

“I’ll pull it in the bay, then. There’s room. That’ll look like we’re going to work on it first thing in the morning.”

He unfolded himself and stepped back onto the curb. With a cheerful wave he set off. I reached across the seat and cranked the window up against seeping December cold. Then I found a spot on an intersecting street from which I’d be able to spot Calvin when he drove by. When he had, and I was sure no one had followed him, I tried Daisy’s place, but either I’d missed her or she hadn’t come home.

I went to a diner and had a hot pork sandwich. The mashed potatoes were first rate, and so were the green beans. When I’d topped it off with a cup of coffee it was time to try catching Daisy at work. I knew the approximate time when she started, so I found the trolley stop closest to C&S Signals and stood in a sheltered doorway she’d pass when she started walking. Speaking to her on a public street close to a streetlight was likely to frighten her less than pounding on the door of an empty building when she was alone inside.

My fingers were starting to tingle with cold by the time the trolley pulled to a halt and a stocky little woman with nice ankles got off. She started up the side street toward me. She was bundled up in a coat and a muffler and carried a cloth tote in one hand.

As she got closer, I could hear she was singing, half to herself. Something sprightly. Every so often she did a little jig step. Finally she got near enough I could make out her tune. Sweet Georgia Brown. Only instead of singing “Georgia”, she was singing “Daisy”.

Smiling, I stepped out where she could see me.

“Daisy Brown? Lucille Collingswood told me you might be able to tell me something that would help me find Mr. Tremain. I’m a detective. Her dad hired me. They’re both worried to death.”

I held out one of my business cards as I spoke. She looked from it to me, from it to me again before she took it.

“A detective?”

She was steady on her feet and hadn’t swayed a hair when she was doing her little dance steps.

“Like on the radio? Well, I don’t know.”

She began to walk again, toward C&S Signals. Either the prospect of talking to me made her nervous, or she was thinking about the night of mopping and dusting ahead of her. I fell into step.

“Myrtle Hawes did say he’d brought someone in to ask questions.” She was thinking aloud. “I just don’t remember her saying it was a woman. Can you show me a badge or something?”

Daisy was sharper than some. I fished the badge out of my purse. It was pinned to a nice leather holder and said Special Detective. It hadn’t been issued by the police, but it saved wear and tear on my paper license, which had been. Daisy stopped to have a good look.

“Well, okay then. But let’s get inside, first. Cold gets to me worse now than when I was young.”

We walked on.

“He’s a nice fellow, Mr. Tremain. Always speaks to me when he’s working late, asks how I am. Not many do that. Of course not many of them work late, either.” She laughed merrily. “Mr. Collingswood used to, but three or four years ago he began having heart trouble.”

“What about Mr. Scott?”

“Oh...” She shrugged. “He pops in and out sometimes. Doesn’t sit at his desk for hours figuring and making those funny squiggles like Mr. Tremain does, though to tell the truth, I think he works too much. Mr. Tremain, that is. I was real glad when Myrtle told me he was starting to see Miss Lucille. There ought to be more to life than work, don’t you think?”

We’d reached the empty parking strip in front of the building. She gestured to the left where there was a side door.

“Mr. Collingswood says I’m welcome to come in the front where it’s lighted, but that doesn’t seem right. I use this one.”

This side of the building lay in shadow. I followed her, slipping my hand in my reinforced coat pocket where it could rest on my .38. Daisy let us in with a key, then locked up behind us. Flipping on lights here and there, she led the way down to a basement room that housed the furnace and shelves of supplies. One corner held a utility sink and the tidiest assortment of mops and scrub buckets I’d ever seen.

“How long did you stand out there waiting for me?” asked Daisy hanging her coat on a peg. “There’s tea in that wrapped up whiskey bottle if you want something hot in you.” She nodded at the bag she’d brought in, then turned her attention back to putting soap in a bucket and turning on water. “A man downstairs where I live gives me one now and then when he’s emptied it. Put plenty of padding around it and the tea stays warm two or three hours, about as good as one of those Thermos bottles, I bet, and doesn’t cost anything. I’d sooner spend my money on a radio. That’s what I’m saving for. I do love music.”

She did a little dance step.

I didn’t need to taste what was in the bottle to know it was just tea. Daisy was a whirlwind. In my experience, that didn’t go with being an alkie. I told her I’d smelled her cinnamon rolls when I tried to find her at her apartment. We chatted about her baking as I followed her upstairs.

“Lucille told me you saw Mr. Tremain somewhere Monday morning,” I prompted at last.

She’d started her chores in a lunchroom at the back of the building, wiping things down first, emptying trash, then using her rag mop.

“That’s right, over on West Fifth. I was riding the Main Street bus, on my way to have a tooth pulled down by the hospital. Dr. Benton. I guess if you’ve got to go to a dentist he’s okay.

“Anyway, we’d stopped to let people off at the intersection, and I was looking out the window, wondering whether the misery before or after I had the tooth out was going to be worse, when I noticed Mr. Tremain walking along.”

“How?”

“How?”

“How did you know it was him?”

“The way he walks. That’s what caught my eye anyway, and sure enough, it was him.”

My silence cued her to my puzzlement. She glanced up from mopping.

“What do you mean, the way he walks? Does he limp?”

Her head shook.

“No, just walks kind of funny. Kind of tipped forward to one side, like he’s pushing his shoulder against a door. Then he stopped and I caught a look at his face. Just for a second. The bus started up again right then. But I know it was him. Besides, he had on that muffler his daughter knitted him. Ugliest shade of blue I’ve ever seen in my life, but he wore it ‘cause she made it.”

She plopped her mop in the bucket of water for emphasis.

“He’s a good man, Mr. Tremain.”

It was starting to sound as if Daisy actually had seen him. I let her mop awhile before my next question.

“You said he stopped. Why?”

A frown appeared on her face. She paused to consider.

“I never thought about it. I guess he could have been hunting some place....” All at once her features brightened. “No. I bet he was checking his watch ‘cause he had his arm out. Leastwise I think he did.” She pantomimed. “He wears one of those on his wrist. These engineer fellows are plumb crazy for newfangled things.”

Hunting an address. Checking the time. Both possibilities made me want to dance like Daisy.

“Do you remember how far along Fifth Street he was? Did you notice?” I asked as she gathered her things and started for the next room on her rounds.

She considered.

“It was close to that place with the four bumps in front. The ones that look like they want you to think that they’re balconies or towers only they’re not.”

I had a vague recollection of passing a building like she described. You notice different things at the wheel of an automobile or walking than you do from the vantage point of a passing bus, and I didn’t often get to that side of Fifth.

I followed her around for another half hour without learning anything else. She’d already given me more to go on than anyone else. As I was buttoning my coat to leave, the thought of her walking back to the trolley stop alone, in the dark, began to bother me. She did it night after night, and had for a long time, but key employees where she worked didn’t disappear every night. Their apartments weren’t torn apart every night. Nor did strange cars dog my movements every night.

I went back upstairs.

“Listen, Daisy. I don’t like the idea of you walking back to the trolley line in the dark. When are you likely to finish? I’ll stop by and give you a lift.”

She flapped her hand.

“Oh, you don’t need to. I’ve walked it a million times.”

I finally convinced her. We arranged that she’d come out the front door, where she could watch for me through one of the windows that flanked it. I described Calvin’s car, and told her I’d blink the headlights on and off two times so she’d know it was me. Then I went back to Mrs. Z’s to pick up the key she let me use when my job was likely to keep me out after the time when she locked up.

Thirty minutes or so after midnight I came up the street in front of C&S Signals, checking the few parked cars I passed. I wanted to make sure none were brown, or occupied, before I turned in. None were. The parking lot was deserted, but as I was about to turn in, I thought I saw something by the unlighted side door Daisy and I had gone in earlier. Had there been movement? Some sort of shape?

I circled the block.

This time on my approach, I doused my lights at the last intersection I passed. If anyone up ahead saw them disappear, they would assume I had turned. Traffic was almost nonexistent. There was ambient light enough for me to creep along and pull to a stop just shy of C&S’s parking strip.

I waited, with the motor running. Calvin kept it so perfectly tuned that three steps away its sound would be only a whisper. My eyes began to adjust as I watched the area by the side door. Finally... yes. A shape. Its margin stretched and split, becoming recognizable as two men. Their car must be in the shadows behind them. Either they were fixing to break in, or they were lying in wait for someone. And any minute now, Daisy would start wondering why I hadn’t shown up, and perhaps step outside.

Would it matter that she came through the front door? No. She could still be in harm’s way.

So I did what any red-blooded girl with a car would do. I slid the Smith & Wesson on the seat next to me into my lap. I cranked down my window. Then, letting the clutch out and shifting, with all the speed I could muster, I roared toward the side door. About the time they registered what was happening, I switched on my headlights.

The beams caught two startled figures, blinding them. I heard a shot and one of the headlights in my borrowed car shattered. Sticking my left hand out the window, I got off a few rounds even though my accuracy with that hand wasn’t the best. The two fleeing men jumped into a car. One fired again.

“Hey! What’s the ruckus?” a voice called.

In my rearview mirror, I saw Daisy run out the front door. She was crouched low, brandishing her empty whiskey bottle like a club.

The car with the thugs tore into the street. I wasn’t the only one who’d parked a car with its engine running. If I tried to catch them, Daisy would be left alone. I didn’t like that idea. Backing up as fast as I dared, I blinked my lights twice.

“Get in!” I shouted.
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It took some doing, but Daisy finally agreed to spend the night at my place. She waved off the idea she couldn’t look out for herself, but when I suggested someone could be trying to push Collingswood into a heart attack by causing his company trouble, it brought her around. It was mostly a fib, but might be worth considering, nonetheless. Meanwhile, I lent the ebullient little woman a flannel nightie that was too big for me and settled her on a folding cot Mrs. Z let us use for visiting female relatives.

Bright and early Friday morning, I made an appearance at C&S Signals. Mrs. Hawes sprang up to block me as I started around her.

“You can’t go in there! He’s talking to Mr. Scott, and he doesn’t look well. Not well at all.”

I reached out to plant a persuasive hand on her shoulder. She may have thought I meant to grab her throat, the way she drew back.

“Mrs. Hawes, if you don’t let me past, I’ll be forced to tell the police that you seem very eager to keep me from finding Mr. Tremain.”

“But—”

“They’ll find that odd. They’ll want to talk to you downtown.”

“But—”

“Don’t worry, I’m as polite as Emily Post. I’ll knock before I go in.”

I did, but I didn’t wait for an answer. Scott stood with arms crossed in front of his partner’s desk. Collingswood did, indeed, look washed out. I didn’t waste time on preliminaries.

“Two men were waiting to jump Daisy when she left work last night. When I drove up, they started shooting. I’ll put the bill for replacing a headlight on my expense report.”

Collingswood sucked in his breath. Frank Scott looked at me in disbelief and swore.

I’d already reclaimed my own car and told Calvin I’d pay for repairs on his. As I launched into details of the would-be attack both partners listened, dumbstruck.

Scott recovered first.

“You mean someone takes her chatter about seeing Gil seriously?”

“Or they’re afraid the police might.”

His mouth snapped shut as if he had no idea what to say.

“Or,” I said, “they know it’s true.”

“But how would anyone - how would they even know she’d said what she did?” stammered Collingswood. “That would mean - it would mean—”

“That they worked here?” his partner finished. “Poppycock. Maybe it had nothing to do with Daisy. Maybe they were just going to break in.”

“Wouldn’t that be too coincidental?” objected Collingswood. We’ve never had a break-in before.”

“We’ve never had an employee vanish before, either!” Scott snapped. “Or one who took off leaving us with the wrong set of data. Maybe whoever it was last night thought they could find it. Maybe Gil made fools of them as well as us.”

“Oh, come on! You can’t believe—”

“While you two argue, I’ve got things to do,” I interrupted. “Even if something happens to Daisy, she’s already given a sworn statement. First thing this morning. That means it can be used in court. I thought you should know, since concern for her safety is clearly topmost in your minds.”

I probably left a trail of acid behind me as I walked out.

If one of them or someone else at the company turned out to be a rat, the lie I’d told was Daisy’s insurance. I hoped it was a big enough policy.

* * *
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I needed to talk to Lucille again. Privately. Rather than waste time stopping to call, I went to Collingswood’s house.

“I’m afraid she’s not home. Her group has their first Christmas performance this morning,” the housekeeper said. “This is always their busy time of year.”

We stood in the front hall. Red bows had been added to the greenery on the bannisters since my last visit.

“Did Miss Collingswood indicate when she’d be back?”

“Not until half-past one or later. There’s a luncheon after. Would you like some paper to leave her a message?”

“Just tell her I’ll call, or possibly stop by again.” I gave her a business card.

I wanted to ask Lucille about Tremain’s mannerisms to see if she said anything about how he walked. It would lend support to Daisy’s insistence about recognizing him. Maybe this was my comeuppance for getting hot under the collar with Scott and Collingswood. If I hadn’t lost my temper, I could have asked them.

* * *
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For the time being I couldn’t substantiate Daisy’s description of Tremain’s walk. I went back to the office and called the man I’d asked to put his ear to the ground about the rival firms Frank Scott had listed. Ed owned a company that made auto parts, and was big-wig enough to sniff around at the Engineers Club where he was a member. The chatter he’d picked up made it extremely unlikely any of the names Scott had given me had the interest or financial situation that would tempt them to dabble in information theft, let alone murder.

My legs needed stretching, so I decided to have a look at the stretch of street where Daisy claimed she’d seen Tremain. If nothing else, I could at least determine whether her account was even feasible. I walked over to Main Street and up a couple of blocks to catch the Main Street trolley.

Daisy had told me the bus had stopped at the intersection with Fifth to let someone off, so as we neared the intersection, I pulled the cord to get out. The big car lumbered over to the curb. I’d been careful to sit on the same side Daisy had been on. I remained in my seat for a moment, looking in the direction she’d indicated. Then, afraid the driver would think I’d changed my mind and would swing back out into traffic, I got off.

I walked back three blocks, waited for the next trolley on the route, and repeated the process. This time I easily spotted the building whose ornate front boasted four projections the shape of oversized bay windows. They ran from floor to ceiling on the two top floors. One final trip on the trolley convinced me it was possible to see gaudy items of apparel, hair color and whether someone wore glasses. Through the bus window I also could make out occasional movements of people on the sidewalk.

Time to poke around and see whether anybody cried “ouch”.

Breakfast already seemed like a long time ago, so I had a cup of coffee and a date muffin at a little café down the street from the building Daisy had noticed. Sitting there provided a good vantage point for surveying the area. It also gave me time to think, and nutrition clearly needed by my brain, which hadn’t coughed up anything resembling a clue this morning.

“What’s that place with the gussied up front?” I asked the waitress when she brought my muffin.

“A lamp shop.”

Holding the coffee pot aloft in one hand, she planted the other one on an out-thrust hip, preparing to chat. The breakfast crowd was long gone and there was only one other customer.

“Sells every kind of lamp you’ve ever seen. Repairs them too. And shades. All kinds of lamp shades. If you’re in the market for one, expect to pay a pretty penny if you get it there, though.”

“It doesn’t look as if he’s doing a lot of business. Nobody’s gone in or out since I sat down.”

She bent and peered across the street.

“I heard he was sick. He’s been closed for a couple of days.”

I doubted Gil Tremain’s destination had been a lamp shop. The building with its ornate facade served as a handy landmark by which Daisy remembered approximately where she’d seen him. Now that small talk had put the waitress in a receptive mood, I got down to real business. Opening my purse, I took out the engineer’s photo and lay it before her.

“Say, has this guy ever come in here? He’s my sister’s old boyfriend and somebody told me they thought they’d seen him coming into an eating place down here not long ago. He’s a swell guy, and it didn’t take Sis more than two weeks to know she’d made a mistake when she let him go. He’d left town, but if he’s back, well, it would sure be worth trying to get them together again.”

She picked up the picture and studied it while she refilled my coffee.

“No, don’t think so. Nice dresser. Not flashy, but like he’s got some quality to him.”

We chatted some more. Then she went to check on her other customer and I ate my muffin.

“A place that big and nothing but lamps,” I said when I went to pay my bill. “I can’t get over it. Has it been around a long time?”

“The man who owns it’s been around since before I started working in this place — and that’s eight years.”

We chuckled together and I went out to see what I could learn at other places along the street.

Daisy had told me Gil Tremain halted as she watched from the bus. She thought he’d consulted his watch. If he had, it meant one of two things. Either he was worried about being late somewhere, or he was supposed to meet somebody and was wondering where they were.

If he hadn’t been checking the time... Why else would he stop? To ask for directions? To get a shoeshine? Because he couldn’t find an address?

From what I’d heard, Tremain wasn’t the sort who’d get a shoeshine on company time. He did, however, sound like a man who would fret at the prospect of being late for work. And if he couldn’t find an address, it didn’t seem likely he’d continue far beyond where it would logically be.

The probabilities, then, were that he’d been meeting somebody who was late, or hunting a place not far beyond where he’d stopped. It was only a theory, at best. Still, it was something to go on.

Since Daisy had seen Tremain in the vicinity of the lamp shop, I started there. Benning’s Lamps and Decor, gold letters across the windows proclaimed. But a sign on the door that I’d expected to say CLOSED, told a different story: FOR RENT.

The lamp shop owner must have taken a turn for the worse. I peeked inside. Four double-wide windows across the front showed off lamps of every description. Some were elegant, their bases brass or crystal or marble. The bottom of one table lamp was a cowboy riding a bronco. Farther back I spotted a floor lamp whose alabaster base was, I was almost certain, a pert nude — though sophisticates probably fancied that up by calling it a nymph.

What I didn’t see were any employees. Wouldn’t they be struggling along even if the boss had died?

Maybe Gil Tremain had headed here after all, say to pick up a desk lamp he was having repaired or something he’d ordered. He could have been annoyed to find no one there. That still didn’t solve what had become of him afterward.

I looked at the FOR RENT sign again, and something hit me:

It had neither the name of a real estate firm nor a number to call.
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Both curious and alert now, I went into the business next to the lamp shop, a low, square red brick building dwarfed by its larger neighbor. It was an insurance office, and from the look of things, not a very prosperous one. Six desks, each with a chair for a customer, sat at discreet distances from each other. Only two of the desks were occupied. None of the chairs were.

“Gee, that lamp place next door isn’t going out of business, is it?” I asked the man nearest the door. “My cousin’s getting married and some of us went together thinking we’d get her a really nice lamp.”

He sprang up and pumped my hand and told me his name. The half dozen hairs on the top of his head struggled valiantly to hide its shine.

“I hate to be the bearer of bad news,” he said heartily, “but I’m afraid they’ve closed for good.”

“When? Why? They’ll be having a going-out-of-business sale, won’t they?”

“Uh, don’t know.” He was confused by the onslaught of questions crowned by a zigzag. It was a tactic I’d always found useful.

“The gentleman who owns the business took sick end of last week.” The other man in the office left his desk to stroll over and join us. “Lungs.” He patted his chest. “He’d had spells before. This time the doc told him it was either move to someplace out West where it’s dry or buy himself a nice casket. Just goes to show, nobody knows when their number’s going to be up. Right, Don?”

He winked at his co-worker.

“Oh... right. Right.” Don–of-the-half-dozen-hairs nodded sudden comprehension. “Even a healthy young lady like you. Do you have insurance?”

“Me? Oh, goodness no.” I giggled. “I lead such a humdrum life I don’t need it. Didn’t the man next door — what was his name?”

“Benning.”

“Didn’t he have other people who worked there?”

“Uh—”

“Yeah, a clerk and a pimple faced kid that carried things,” Don’s more adept colleague answered. “Ran the legs off both of ‘em. If you’re wondering why they’re not over there, they probably knew old Walt would like as not stiff them on what he already owed them and they’d be better off hunting new jobs.”
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