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I was having some oatmeal at my usual dime store lunch counter and reading about fresh attempts to scuttle FDR’s New Deal when the blonde who started it all slid onto the stool next to mine.  She ordered and lighted up, jutting her chin to blow some smoke before she looked at me.

“You the dame detective?”

I eyed her, wondering if we’d met somewhere.

“That’s right.  Maggie Sullivan.”

She took another drag on her cigarette.  She was taller than me, maybe five-four.  The blonde part of her wasn’t real but a couple of moles as tiny as toast crumbs by her bottom lip looked like they might be.  Her suit was too fine for a lunch counter, and the cheap neck chain she wore tucked inside it suggested she wasn’t used to money.

“Gentleman wants to hire you.”  She slid me a sawbuck with an address scribbled across it.  “He’ll give you some real money once he meets you.  Here’s the particulars.  Half past six.”

“That’s a swell hat,” I said.  I’d never met a hat I didn’t want.  The royal blue number she was wearing had set her back plenty.

She tossed her hair, preening.  “Chapeaux Jeanette.  Friday afternoon I pick up one they’re making for me special.”

I whistled softly, as impressed as she intended me to be.  Only top tier socialites, and maybe a girl or two from Mrs. Salmon’s upscale cat house, could afford to shop there.  The blonde remembered why she was talking to me.

“So — we got a deal?”

Ten bucks would put gas in my car for a year and then some.  I slid it back to her with one of my business cards on top.

“People who want to hire me need to come to my office.”

She stared at me a minute.  Then she shrugged and left and that was that.

Almost.

I was curious, so instead of taking the usual route to my office, I cut over a block to find the ragged newsboy who sold me my papers.  He spotted me and broke into a grin.

“Hey, sis.  Back for another paper?  They’re first-rate for stuffing in leaky windows.”

“I’m back for information, Heebs.”  I paused while a customer stopped to make a purchase.  As soon as he’d moved on, I got to the point.  “You happen to notice a good-looking blonde in a blue hat come by about five minutes ago?”

“Yeah.  Legs weren’t near as terrific as yours.  She saw a Peoples coming and hustled to catch it.”

Trolleys operated by Peoples Railway Company went east along Fifth.  It didn’t tell me much, except that the blonde wasn’t spending money on taxis, or staying at a fancy hotel.  Given her furtive approach, whoever had sent her probably wanted help with something that wasn’t on the up-and-up.

I tossed Heebs a quarter.  He caught it expertly.

“Hey, sis, when we going out on a date?” he called after me.

“When you’re old enough to shave.”

My office was on the third floor of a building near some railroad tracks and the downtown produce market.  When I’d hung up my hat, I switched my Smith & Wesson from the holster under my jacket to a pocket beneath the seat of my chair.  I finished some small jobs for regular clients, work that paid for the basics, but not much more.  By noon I found myself thinking about the ten bucks I’d turned down.

Growing up in Dayton had taught me its streets like the back of my emery board.  Work as a floorwalker in a department store had given me an instinct for crooks and liars.  Yet many people shied away from hiring a woman for my kind of work.  My DeSoto was close to needing new tires.  I still had bills from getting my lip stitched up a few months back.  Temptation kept whispering in my ear.  By late afternoon a dead plant in the corner of my office and the bottle of gin in my bottom drawer both saw things my way:  What could it hurt to listen to whoever had sent the blonde?
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