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Business was slower than my ex-wife's moron brother. I told my secretary Dotty to take the rest of the afternoon off and get her nails done. Watching her gnaw on her cuticles made me both hungry and fearful that she'd start on mine if she didn't get out of the place. I kept hoping that a new client would show, but why would he? There hadn't been one since I bought myself a decent tie. So I locked my Smith & Wesson .38 special in the file cabinet, put on my coat and fedora, and left.

It was dark that night, darker than the guys who hung out on the wrong side of the tracks. Only there weren't tracks. Not in this town, at least. Come to think of it, there weren't many dark guys, either. And it was raining, raining so hard that I had to wipe my eyelashes every few

minutes to see where I was going, which was to Ma's Diner for a bit of grub to help me forget another forgettable day.

Ma's was almost deserted when I got there. It wasn't the hour. It was the food. The grub wasn't actually so bad as long as you stuck to basics like sandwiches with nothing between the slices and vegetables that you brought cooked from home. But it was cheap, and without a case in more than a month, cheap was good enough for me.

I took a seat at the counter and whistled for Betty the waitress. Betty took her sweet time sashaying over to me. For some reason she was still sore, convinced that I had stolen her tip a few weeks ago. Some nerve! Sure, I had stiffed her on more than one occasion, but palm her tip? I hadn't stooped that low. At least not yet.

“Yeah? Whatta you want, Mr. Big Shot Gumshoe?”

“I know what I don't want, honey, and that's more of your over-painted lip. Now be nice to me or I'll tell Ma that it was you who licked the meringue off the lemon pie a few days ago.”

She got flustered. “All right, all right. I'll make nice with you. Now whatta you want?”

I rummaged for change in my trousers, found a lot of lint, and decided that a porterhouse wasn't in the cards. “I'll have a slab of apple pie and a cuppa java. Oh, and a piece of cheese.”

“You want the cheese on the pie or in a trap?”

I felt like slapping her zits-pocked face but remembered that my mother had told me always to be a gentleman, along with all sorts of other useless advice that didn't get you farther than the nearest fire hydrant. So I just glared at her and told her to make it snappy because I was working on a big one. I lied. So what? In my profession lying is as important as cleanliness and godliness are to soft-hearted suckers.

While I was pondering life's mystery and waiting for my chow and coffee, a husky voice asked, “Is this stool taken, handsome?” Swiveling around, I expected to find that the voice belonged either to Mike Stepanowski, known to his closest friends as “Stepanowski,” or Bernard “Bernie the Brioche” Eppinger. But I knew that Stepanowski was dead and that I had never met Eppinger.

“If you don't want company,” the voice said, “I'll wait for another empty counter seat.” I should have known then that trouble lay ahead, since all the other counter seats were empty. In fact, the whole place was empty, save for Betty and some short order cook in the back whose hands were as dirty as Al Capone's. Should have, could have. Too late.

“Sure, babe,” I said, “pull up a stool and take some weight off your bunions.” (I had developed a real way with words after my home correspondence course with Vinny the Vocabulary Man.)

“Thanks,” she said, “I think I will.”

I could see that she also had a way with words, but that was not her chief attraction. She was a real looker, though not necessarily a good looker. Her chin receded well into her neck, her eczema had not cleared up, and her nose hairs stuck out. But still there was something, a certain je ne sais squat.

We looked at each other without speaking for a full three or four seconds. It had been a long time, maybe even a couple of years, since I'd been with a woman, but I still knew how to pitch the old blarney. “Wanna see a menu?” I crooned.

“I just need a strong shoulder to cry on, big guy. How's your shoulder tonight?”

I told her that I had been having some stiffness ever since slugging a dame who had refused to include the cost of a pastrami on rye, with pickle but light on the mustard, with the tab for my investigative services, and that my mother's uncle Gregor had had bursitis and so it might run in the family, and that…

Noticing that her eyes had closed and that her head was nodding, exposing the blond roots of her black hair, I asked, “Hey, lady, are you all right?”

“Sure, sure,” she said soothingly. “I was just resting my eyes.” Then she turned those orbs, one blue, the other brown, on me and moaned, “I'm so tired. I have to go home and rest. Would you like to accompany me and lie down for a while?”

I wasn't tired but what the hell. Maybe it was the feminine way she picked her nose. Maybe it was her exotic odor. “Yeah, I don't mind. But I gotta finish my pie first. Wanna piece?”

She snickered and seemed about to reply but gave me a knowing smile instead. We didn't exchange more than a few words in the half hour it took Betty to serve the slop and me to finish it off. “All set.” I grinned. “And now for a little rest back at your place, or as the Frenchies say, 'chez twat'.”

I waved good-bye to Betty and left her a coin and some lint as a tip. I was feeling generous and excited about the adventure that lay ahead.

Outside the rain had slackened to a downpour. My lady friend—I hadn't yet asked her name—suggested a taxi. “How far away do you live?”

“About a mile or two from here.”

I made a rapid calculation of the taxi fare. “Oh, that's nothing. The walk will do us good. And we can walk fast since there's no one on the streets.” I did feel a bit cheap and also sorry that the lady wasn't wearing a coat, but so what? Life's just one struggle after another. Besides, the walk would give me plenty of time to figure out how I wanted the evening to play out.

We got to her place, a fifth-floor walk-up whose stairs creaked like a quarterback's knees after a dozen seasons on the job. We were drenched, she especially. “I'll just put on a wrapper,” she said.

“Fine,” I said. “I'll just make myself at home.” “Home” was sparsely furnished. An enlarged photo of a man captioned “landlord” pretty much covered one wall. I noticed that the photo had what appeared to be bullet holes in it. A small bookcase highlighted another wall. It held only three works: Beat It, by Dominique Dominatrix; You Are Who You Eat, by Lusty Lustig; and The Sayings of Saint Theresa. Something seemed odd, but I couldn't put my finger on it. What appeared to be a pair of men's undershorts was stuffed between the cushions of a badly stained ecru sofa, and that was odd. What had the lady been doing wearing a pair of men's shorts, especially one decorated with purple unicorns? And why were the shorts on the sofa rather than on a chair? My years as a private dick had put me on the scent of possible foul play. A dick's nose knows.

Then, before I could say–let alone spell– antidisestablishmentarianism, she appeared. “How would you like it, mister?” She had changed out of her wet clothes into a kimono that she had forgotten to tie. I was about to tie it for her, but for the life of me couldn't' remember whether a Matthew Walker, Clove knit, or Fisherman's bend was the best knot to use.

The fact is I didn't know for sure what she was getting at. What was it? My gray cells raced to discover the answer to her puzzling question before it was too late, especially since I had a long day ahead waiting for clients who would never show. “I'm not sure what you're getting at, sister, but it better be good. I've had a rough day. The pie and cheese were as stale as last year's news and the coffee as thick as dirt mixed with water. I got no time for games. What do you mean 'How would you like it?' ”

She looked at me with her mouth open. I hadn't noticed before that she had no teeth. “Are you for real?”

I could have flipped her my private eye's license or driver's license or even my membership in the YMCA, but thought better of it. I didn't like what she asked or how she asked it or, for that matter, the color of her kimono. This dame's bananas, I told myself. She doesn't even know that I'm real. I put on my left shoe, which I had removed upon entering the apartment. It was still soppy, although probably not as much as the right one, which I had lost somewhere after we left Ma's. I would have put on my hat and coat too, until I remembered that I hadn't taken them off.

“Well,” I said, “I guess this is good-bye. It's too bad. I thought for a moment that we had something really special.”

I half hoped that she would try to stop me, that she would say something, that she would throw herself at my wet feet and beg me not to leave, or at least to have a nosh before I left. But life doesn't always have a happy ending. She just stood there gumming on some sugar-coated peanuts. She didn't offer me any. Not one. And they are my favorites. I nodded to her, opened the door, went down the stairs and out into the night. The rain was by now just a mean, hard drizzle. I didn't realize then that tomorrow I'd be in the path of a hurricane.
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I awoke with the taste of fried anchovies in my mouth. Maybe it was the effects of the chow I had gulped down at Ma's last evening or maybe just the dim recollection of what had transpired at what's-her- face's. Yeah. I couldn't forget that. No dame had ever eaten sugar-coated peanuts without offering me any.

But that was yesterday and today is … I reached under the covers and pulled out my calendar. I keep it there because I like to sleep with dates. It was Saturday. An early November Saturday. And it was chilly. The landlord never gave me heat except when I was late paying rent, which was not more than once a month. I thought about staying in bed and keeping warm under the covers, but I knew that the early worm catches birds, and this worm needed some clients fast. I had a slight hunch, very slight, that today might be my lucky day and that a well-heeled client would show. And I knew that as long as there are shoemakers in this town, there'll always be a well-heeled client walking the streets.

I pulled off the covers and my Dr. Dentons and stumbled to the bathroom. I thought hard and long about brushing my teeth but thought better of it. Too much brushing would take the enamel off those bright lights. I showered quickly, lathered my face, and shaved off three days of stubble, along with some skin. Then I carefully chose the underwear, socks, suit, shirt and tie that I had been wearing since Tuesday. Looking into the mirror, I told myself that I could do worse.

I decided to fix breakfast today. Usually I eat on the run, but too many food and coffee stains on my clothes and endless cases of acute indigestion had told me something, although I can't recall exactly what. In any case, I made myself of pot of java and gulped most of it down along with a peanut butter and salami sandwich like the ones my mom used to give me as a special treat. I left the dirty plate for later, figuring that the roaches needed to eat too. Careful not to step in the puddles, I picked up my coat and fedora from the floor and left my small but cozy abode.

The rain had stopped and the sun had begun to wink at the city. Maybe today is the day, I thought, and Lady Luck's big blue ones might fix on me. Yeah, I even began to whistle as I walked to my office. I was half way there when I felt something strange. Hell! I had forgotten to put on my shoes. I thought of going back for them but realized that I had lost one shoe in last night's downpour and the other was still drying in my oven. So I pressed on, remembering that I had an old pair of sneakers in my office that went with everything.

I reached my office building, said good morning to Joe the elevator man, and walked up the eight stories to my place of business. I glanced at the sign painted on my door: “Dick DeWitt, Privates Investigator.” I had long ago demanded that the landord get rid of the extra letter, but the scuzzbag hadn't. Each time I saw the sign I recalled how mad Mom had been when I legally changed my name, which had seemed too long and ungainly. After all, who would want to hire a tec named “Richard DeWitt”? Come to think of it, who'd want to hire me at all, I pondered as I opened the door, switched on the light, and prepared for another day of being closer to the grave. This sort of gloominess sometimes stuck in my craw the way this morning's peanut butter and salami sandwich was doing.

The office was a mess. Dotty's fingernail bits were all over the place, and her bra was hanging from the old Remington on which she could type a nifty ten or twelve words a minute. As typists go that ain't much, but Dotty was a good girl and plenty loyal. She had had an offer to work in her cousin Elmer's glue factory but had turned it down to stay with me. “I've been with you almost three years, Mr. DeWitt,” she had said, “and another three or so won't hurt, although I do wish you'd pay me more than a few times a year.” Pay her? Huh! With business the way it was during these hard times, I was lucky I could pay myself occasionally. And with that dark thought in mind I sat down behind my battered secretary—the desk, that is, not Dotty—remembering just in the nick of time that I needed a chair.

10:45. No calls, no clients. I kept reading the newspaper I had swiped from the office across the way. “President says the worst is over and that good times lie ahead.” Sure, sure. “Unemployment still high.” “Society matron breaks leg tripping over bum in gutter.” I turned to the racing section and noticed that the horse I had been thinking of betting on came in at 30 to 1 odds. It's a dog's world, I thought, and promised myself that I'd switch to greyhounds the next time I had a shekel or two.

Suddenly I heard a tapping at the door. I knew it wasn't a raven. A raven's tap is lighter because its claws are turned slightly inward during the fall and winter seasons. Reaching into the file drawer for my trusty .38, I told whoever it was to come in.

He was slightly under average height, maybe five-four or so, and slightly above average weight, maybe 210. There was nothing unusual about his face either, save for the monocle he wore in each eye. Nor about his garb: brown slacks, blue blazer, orange tie, Philadelphia Phillies baseball cap.

I pointed to the chair that faced me across the desk and told him to sit down and take a load off his toes, all ten of them.

He seemed nervous, maybe because he couldn't remove the load from his toes or maybe because there were more than ten of them. “Sir,” he squeaked, “I need help bad, and I hear that while you're not the best gumshoe in the city—far from it, they tell me—you're probably the cheapest.” He looked at me pleadingly through his monocles. They were wet, either from his tears or from the water that had begun to drip from the ceiling as a result of yesterday's rain.

A natty dresser who also wears monocles must have a lot of dough, I figured. Whatever his problem, I couldn't afford to lose this Beau Brummell.

“Well you've come to the right place, Mr…er…”

“Baker,” replied the monocles.

“And what do you do, if I may ask, Mr. Baker?”

“I bake.”

My instincts, as usual, were right on the money. He does have a lot of dough.

I knew I had to grill him hard if I wanted to get the case. “Can you be more specific? What exactly do you bake? Bread? Cupcakes? Sacher tortes? Blackbirds in a pie?”

“A little of this and a little of that. But it's not about my work that I've come to see you. It's about my girl Mona. I think that there's something going on.”

You can always cherchez the femme, I thought, and also look for her.

“Mr. Baker, what exactly do you think is going on?” I eyed the poor chump and could tell that he would have difficulty giving me the low-down, unless he removed the monocle that had slipped into his mouth.

“I think Mona Tuvachevsky-Smith—that's her name—has been kidnapped and is being held for ransom,” he sputtered.

I looked across the desk straight into his monocle. The one that still seemed glued to his eye. “What makes you think that she's been kidnapped, Mr. Baker? Have you received a ransom note?”

“No, but I did receive a call last evening. No one spoke. Only there was a lot of heavy breathing.”

“Hold on,” I told him. “That's not proof of any foul play. Maybe Ma Bell gave you a bad connection or maybe the caller was only trying to stop his hiccups.” But deep down in my brain I knew Baker was right: foul play had taken place, and the damsel was in distress.

“I'll tell you what I'm gonna do. I'm really tied up with plenty of work these days, but you seem like such a nice guy, I'm going to take the case and find little Mona for you.”

The poor man turned ashen. “There's something you ought to know, Mr. DimWitt. Mona's not so little. She's six-five in her stocking feet.”

I didn't like that and I told him so. First of all, the little twerp had got my name wrong. And second, who's he kidding? What kind of dame that size can't take care of herself?

“I'm sorry, Mr. DeWitt, but she can't fend for herself. You see, she's so tall that she gets dizzy every time she looks down, which is pretty much all the time.”

“Well, she's sort of a horse of a different color then,” I said as I tried to soothe his ruffian feathers. “Any leads for me to go by? Any enemies? Maybe someone who'd like to cut her down to size? Do you think some basketball team wanted her? How about the Harlem Globetrotters? Did she have a tan? Or maybe the House of David. Did she have a beard?”

The poor bastard just shook his head. “No, she's a fair-skinned blonde. She did used to have a beard, but it kept scratching my monocles when she stooped to kiss me and so she shaved it off about a month ago without my having to ask. Oh, she was special, my poor lost Mona.”

“Okay, okay. I get the picture. What about work or places she liked to frequent?”

“She used to work as a bouncer at Happy Hooligan's over on 10th and Boozer Boulevard but had to quit and lay low after some guy hit on her and she stuck a martini, glass and all, up his … well, you know.” His brows began to furrow and I could see that the monocle was causing some blood to flow. “She did go to the museum a lot, especially after she lost her job. I know that she adored the moderns. She said that seeing their paintings made her feel ten feet tall, although why she needed to feel taller than she is I don't know.”

I looked up from the pad on which I had been furiously doodling as he spoke. “I'll check this out,” I promised. “Anything else you can think of?”

He scratched his head vigorously, and I ducked as the dandruff flew my way. “Well, as of late she has been going to a certain Chinese restaurant, the Jaded Pavilion over on Shadow Lane. But whenever I asked if we could go there together, she'd give some excuse, like she'd been there just a few days ago or that she heard it was closed by order of the Board of Health.” He paused. “Does that sound a little suspicious to you, Mr. DeWitt?”

“Not in the least,” I lied to reassure him. I hadn't had chink food in a cat's age, and that was as good a reason as any—better, in fact—to follow up on the lead. “Mr. Baker, I'm your man. Now as for my fees and expenses…”

He cut me off faster than my ex-wife had when I tried to explain the traces of lipstick on my trousers. “Please, sir,” he began to sob, “I'm not a wealthy man, although I make a living, but—and I'll tell you this if you can keep a secret—I'm due to come into a lot of moolah as soon as they read the will that my dear departed Uncle Ebeneezer Baker left when he died a few days ago in Perth, Australia. He made his money in sheep rustling and swindling aborigines out of their seashells.” He paused. “And you can be sure, Mr. DeWitt, that you'll share in my good fortune once you find little Mona.”

“I know that your word is as good as the next man's, Mr. Baker, and I'm sure you'll do the right thing.” We shook hands on our gentlemen's agreement and exchanged good-byes.

Had I made a mistake, I wondered, by not demanding some money right then and there or at least getting him to sign a chit? Maybe. But beggars can't be choosy, and this worm had his bird in hand. Besides, I had quietly picked up the monocle that had fallen to the floor and was holding it as collateral.
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The wind was picking up as I headed for the Jaded Pavilion to search for Mona and to grab some lunch, although not necessarily in that order. I turned my coat collar up and made the twenty-block trip from my office to the restaurant in good time.

The chink eatery looked dilapidated from the outside and predictably proved a dump inside. The frayed, discolored leaves of an ancient potted palm slapped my face as I opened the door. I returned the favor, flooring and then kicking it repeatedly. My toes hurt, but I think the plant got the worst of it.

I was hoping for some slit-skirted broad to slink up to me with a menu in hand and show me to a table. Any table. None of them were occupied. I waited, but no broad. After a quarter hour or so I concluded that actions speak louder than words, unless, of course, you're yelling yourself hoarse. I picked up a dish that held some stale chop suey breathing its last and hurled it out the nearest window.

The doors of the kitchen swung open. “Hey, what you do that for?” an angry voice called. “That food for tonight's guests.” As he drew nearer, I could see that the voice belonged to an older man, say, eighty or so, who was brandishing a hatchet in one hand and a dead furry animal in the other. I reached for my .38 but realized that I had left it in the office. Damn! I had to think fast. My Boy Scout training hadn't taught me much else than how to tie knots and play strange games with my scoutmaster. And I hadn't used my fists since I pummeled my ex-brother-in-law for taking the last pork chop one night when he was cadging a meal off his sister and me. I figured it was time to play cut or run: Confucius with a cleaver would cut if I didn't run.

“Easy, old man,” I cautioned. “I was just admiring the chop suey, especially with all those little things moving around in it, and the plate just slipped out of my hand.”

“Okay, Mr. Lound Eyes, for minute I think you clazee but now understand. Likee sit down?”

I breathed a sigh of relief, nodded, and followed him to the farthest table, the one next to the sign that read: “No likee food? Tough.” Years of experience and instinct told me that this was not your everyday chink restaurant.

“What you like?”

“Lemme see,” I said. “I'll have some wonton soup.”

“No have it.”

“Then I'll settle for the egg drop.”

“No have it.”

By this time I almost regretted that I hadn't gone to Ma's for lunch. “Well, what kind of soup do you have?”

Canton Charlie thought for a moment and played with his pigtail. He was totally bald on top but wore the pigtail wrapped around his neck. “We have Flench onion, Mulligatawny, and Campbell's tomato. Which one you like?”

“Forget it,” I said. I'll just have Colonel Tso's chicken.”

“Colonel Tso no wok here any more. He go home to Egypt. But we have Major Ho's hose meat. It velly good.”

“Just bring me some fried rice and some tea,” I said.

A half hour passed. No patrons entered the joint, but weird sounds were coming from the kitchen. I could have sworn that I heard someone dribbling a basketball and cursing in a high-pitched voice. I was suspicious but reminded myself that I had to concentrate on finding Mona.

Charlie finally shuffled back with my order. I wished that he hadn't used his fingers to mix the tea with the rice, but by this time I could have eaten anything. And probably was about to do so. I scarfed down the meal. Charlie was sitting by himself in a corner, puffing on a cigarette that didn't smell like any ordinary tobacco, if you get my drift. And I sure got his, as it wafted across the empty room.

“Hey, Charlie,” I called, “I'm finished with this poison. Bring the check.”

Charlie stumbled back to the kitchen and after another seeming half hour or so stumbled back with the check and a fortune cookie. “Lead the fortune, lead the fortune,” he urged.

The cookie was so stale that I had to use the blackjack I always carry in my hip pocket to crack it open. “You will soon meet a black llama. Beware.” Now I knew I was getting somewhere on the Mona case. I took out a fin and caressed it between my fingers to show Charlie what he could expect if he rolled dice with me. The fiver fell into what remained of the fried rice and tea. Charlie went for it, but I beat him over the hand with my blackjack before he could grab it.

“Now listen, old man, before I play my rendition of 'Chinatown, My Chinatown,' on your ugly bald head and tattoo a picture of Anna May Wong on your hairless chest, I want some information,” I cooed, figuring to nice-talk him before getting tough.

He was trembling. I realized I was standing on his foot. He looked around to make certain no one else was there. “Sure, sure, I give you inflammation.” He was sweating a lot. “Wha you wanna know, misser?”

“Ever seen this dame?” I asked as I reached into my pocket for a snapshot of Mona. Then I realized that I had forgotten to get one from my client.

“I never saw her,” Charlie whined. I could tell that he was eager to answer my question. Maybe too eager.

“Did a real tall dame with a thing for basketball ever have the bad luck to eat in this greasy spoon?”

He said the restaurant only used greasy chopsticks, not greasy spoons.

“Don't get wise with me,” I snarled and raised my blackjack.

“Only makee jokee,” he cried.

“You better make nicee, Charlie, or else. Have you seen her or haven't you?”
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